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A FRIEND IN KNEAD
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Harriet Pickles is living her dream, one mishap at a time. It is springtime in Vermont, and Harriet’s life is finally on a roll. The Bluebell Café, her pride and joy, is a success, and someday soon it may even be solvent. In her scant free time, she helps write her gran’s wildly popular advice column and tends to her beloved one-eyed, cross-dressing, English Bulldog. But then Sevenoaks experiences its first murder in as long as anyone can remember, and the police investigation hits way too close to home. In order to save her café, Harriet and her best friend, Claire, are forced to conduct their own search for the killer.   To further complicate matters, Harriet’s long-ago boyfriend – the love of her life – has moved back to town, and if her legs would just stop wobbling every time the two of them are together it would be easier to pretend she’s completely over him. A Friend in Knead is a cozy mystery full of tasty food, lots of laughs, and a dollop of romance.   Includes some of The Bluebell Café’s most-loved recipes.
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

I’m in my mid-thirties and have a full, mostly happy life. I sometimes run into the woman who bullied me as a teen. She made my life a misery, and I can’t let it go. After all these years, is it time to forgive and forget?

— Still holding a grudge




Dear Still Holding,

People change. They evolve. You’re not the same person you were at fifteen, and neither is she. Having said that, a dead skunk lying in the sun soon starts to decompose. Just because it eventually dries up and stops stinking doesn’t mean it isn’t still a rotten skunk.



––––––––
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THE LUNCH RUSH WAS in full swing. Every seat was filled, and the guests were happy, or to be more precise, no one was complaining. The café was doing a brisk takeout business, and they’d managed to unload most of the we’ve got to do something with this chicken before it turns chili, and the are these bananas too rotten to use muffins. Not that The Bluebell Café specialized in food rescued from the garbage bin. Far from it. But after a year in business, their motto was, “waste not, if nasty calls from bill collectors is what you want not.”

Harriet wiped up a splat of soup, made a fresh pot of coffee, and took a moment for a satisfied gaze around the room. The café was housed in half of a 120-year-old building, with an ideal location right on Sevenoaks’ most pedestrian-friendly street. The other side of the building was currently empty, after Eloise Krumpins, who’d owned a flower shop there for twenty years, moved to Hawaii to teach Tai Chi on the beach. Harriet’s dream was to someday expand The Bluebell into the space next door, but for now she was pleased with what she had. She’d kept the rough-hewn floors, the chunky wood beams that spanned the ceiling, and much of the rustic shelving, and spent a jaw-dropping amount on large new windows, so every table had a gorgeous view of the town green across the street. Along with her Gran, they’d spent months prowling through out-of-the-way antique shops and flea markets, hunting down the charmingly mismatched china that was one of the café’s signature looks. Once they finally got their patio license, so they could stick a few tables out front, The Bluebell Café was going to be everything Harriet had ever dreamed of. And the best part was, not counting the big chunk she owed the bank, or her best friend Claire’s twenty-percent stake, or the ten thousand she’d borrowed from Gran, this oasis of pastoral beauty was all hers.

“Harry, help. Get over here. The mayor’s choking!”

Harriet whirled around, following the sound of the voice. Harry? No one called her Harry anymore. No one except Everly Dupee, who was standing by a corner table, gesturing helplessly at Mayor Bixby. He was on his feet, clutching at his throat with one hand while waving frantically with the other.

Harriet rushed out from behind the counter and started toward their table, but was beaten to the scene by Denise, waitress extraordinaire and 110 pounds of cynicism and sinew.

“I’ve got it,” she said, tossing her tray down on the mayor’s empty chair and gesturing to Everly to step aside.

Denise grabbed the mayor, whose face was a vibrant red, grasped him around his ample middle, and in one swift motion performed the Heimlich Maneuver as efficiently as if she was demonstrating for a Red Cross training video. A chunk of meat — he’d ordered the pulled pork on a bun special — flew out of the mayor’s mouth and landed with a plop in the soup of a middle-aged woman two tables over.

“Ewww!” the woman exclaimed, pushing her chair away from the table. Harriet didn’t recognize her, but given the bright, pink I Love Vermont T-shirt she was wearing, figured her for a tourist.

Denise patted the mayor on the back, hustled over to scoop up the soup bowl and addressed the room. “Excitement’s over folks. Who wants a refill on their coffee?”

While Denise attended to the coffee, Harriet focused on customer relations. “Are you okay?” she asked. Mayor Bixby had plunked himself back down and apart from a sweaty hairline didn’t look any worse for his experience. “Do you need a doctor?”

He grabbed a napkin, wiped his brow, and flashed her a sheepish smile. “No. No. I’m good. The wife keeps telling me I eat too fast. Wait ‘til she hears about this. I’m never going to hear the end of it.”

Harriet glanced around the room. At many of the twelve tables, people had their phones out and were madly texting. His wife had likely already heard.

“How about some dessert?” she asked. “On the house. Claire made that bread pudding you like, with the maple syrup sauce.”

The mayor’s eyes lit up and he seemed quite cheered, until he looked across the table at Everly, his executive assistant, who was frowning and shaking her head. “I’m not supposed to eat dessert.” He patted his stomach, which was straining to escape the confines of his shirt.

“Oh, come on. Everyone deserves a treat on Friday. And you’ve had quite a shock.”

“That’d be Vermont maple syrup?”

“Of course.”

Mayor Bixby was back to looking pleased. “It would almost be my civic duty to have some of that.”

“Exactly. How about you, Everly?”

“Do you have any desserts without added sugar?”

Harriet pretended to ponder that for a moment. “No, I don’t think we do.”

“Not even a fruit plate?”

“There’s some applesauce in the kitchen. It’s made with organic apples.”

“I’ll just have a peppermint tea. Tell Claire she needs to bake a few things that people who care about their health can eat.”

“I’ll be sure to do that.” There was not a chance she was doing that. Harriet grabbed up their lunch plates and turned her attention to the woman whose meal had been so revoltingly interrupted.

“Sorry for the wait.” She plastered a big, welcome to Vermont smile on her face. “Can I get you a fresh bowl of soup?”

The woman scrunched up her face and shook her head. “No, thank you. I was almost done, and it was a little spicy for me anyway.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Too spicy? Unlikely. Wally made the soup, and his idea of spice was adding an extra grind or two of pepper to the pot. “How about dessert? On the house, of course. We’ve got an incredible chocolate cake and there’s bread pudding, and we’re famous for our pies. We have apple with a streusel topping and coconut cream today, and I think there are a couple slices of pecan left.

“Bread pudding,” the woman repeated, her eyes glazing over with desire. “That sounds good. What about you, Theresa?”

Her lunch companion looked up from her phone. “I’m torn. Aunt Aggie says this place has the best bread pudding she’s ever tasted, but she raved about the pies too.” She smiled up at Harriet. “I’ll guess I’ll go with the bread pudding. Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

Harriet wove through the tables, picking up empty plates as she went and used her hip to push open the swinging door into the kitchen, where Claire, her oldest and closest friend, was cutting a pan of date nut squares.

“I’ll need three of the bread pudding,” said Harriet, as she scraped the dishes and loaded them into the dishwasher. “Compensations for the mayor almost dying.”

“I heard. I’m not surprised. Have you ever watched him eat? It’s disgusting. He shovels it in like he’s never going to see another meal. Half the time he’s got food dribbling out of his mouth.” Claire wasn’t one for mincing words, even about a man who’d had a near-death experience. “Remember when we used to think he looked a little like George Clooney?” she asked.

“He still does. Sort of. From a distance.”

Claire cut a tiny slice of date nut square and popped it in her mouth. “Only if George Clooney had a head and body transplant.”

Harriet gave her a smug look. “One of the guests ordered the bread pudding on Aunt Aggie’s recommendation.”

Claire cut herself another slice, larger this time. “Maybe Aggie could rave about the squares next. There’s a good profit margin on these things, and I make a delicious date nut square.”

“You do, but Aggie needs to back off the endorsements for a bit.” Harriet looked around the compact kitchen. “Where’s Wally?”

“He stepped outside to cool his jets. Denise said the mayor might have choked because the pulled pork was tough. Wally needed to pace so he doesn’t throw something.”

Harriet was impressed. Wally had, after an unfortunate incident involving a tourist who almost ran him over at a crosswalk, what a judge called anger issues, and what Gran called, “a temper like a bull with a pitchfork stuck in him.” His court-mandated anger management sessions must be working if he was pacing instead of throwing.

Denise swung into the kitchen waving an order and calling Wally’s name. “Where’d he go now?” she fumed when there was no response. “Wally! Move it. This food isn’t going to cook itself.”

“I’m here.” Wally stuck his head around the open back door and stepped into the room. “Keep your pants on.” Wally was a heavy-set man in his mid-fifties, with a grey crew cut and lots of crinkly lines around his eyes and mouth that in most people would be laugh lines. In Wally’s case, they weren’t. He did have a nice smile, or so Harriet had heard, but Wally’s smile came around just slightly more often than Halley’s Comet, and sadly, she’d never seen it.

Denise tapped her pen on the counter. “Two Portobello mushroom burgers, both on the flatbread buns; don’t forget to toast them. One with sweet potato fries, one with the kale and cranberry salad.”

Wally glared at Denise — they had a combative relationship at the best of times — glared at Harriet, and then, for good measure, threw a piercing look at Claire. “Just put the order up. I don’t need you nattering at me. If I’d ever known I’d be grilling mushrooms and calling them burgers...”

Harriet sighed and leaned against the wall. The café’s “hifalutin bull crap” menu was an ongoing source of conflict with Wally.

“Whatever,” said Denise, unconcerned. “The fries are for Margie. She said to tell you she wants them extra crispy, not limp like you made ‘em last time.”

Wally slammed down a spatula and stormed over to the fridge. Denise smirked — staying on Wally’s bad side gave her a lot of pleasure — and reached under the counter for her cigarettes. “I’m going to go grab a quick butt. My tables are under control but there’s a new two-top just came in. They’re by the window. Could you take it?”

Harriet gave her a grateful smile. “Sure. Thanks for saving the mayor’s life. Much appreciated.”

“No problem. I need this job. Bad for business, people dying over lunch.”

Claire scrutinized the bowls of bread pudding, with the caramelized turbinado sugar glistening on top and maple syrup sauce lapping at the crust, and plopped another dollop of the lightly sweetened whipped cream on one of the servings. “Perfect.” She took a step back to admire her creation. “Get it out of here while the sauce is still warm.”

“I’m going. I just need to make Everly’s peppermint tea.”

Claire gave a dismissive grunt at the sound of Everly’s name and went back to cutting the date squares. Harriet put the tea and the bowls on a small tray and hurried through the swinging door back into the café. There’d been enough excitement today without Claire wigging out because the bread pudding wasn’t served at its optimal temperature.

“Be right with you,” she called to David Pratt, who was standing at the takeout counter, gazing lovingly at the baked goods. An elderly couple were putting their jackets on and waving their bill, and there was the new table Denise had mentioned, as well as three people at the door who were scowling at any diners who seemed to be lingering too long over their lunch. All the years Harriet had lived in Boston, working for various caterers and fantasizing about opening her own café, she’d more or less pictured herself swanning around, accepting compliments and tweaking the flower arrangements. What she’d never quite realized was that if she wanted to own her own place and turn a profit, in addition to swanning around she’d have to wait tables and clean bathrooms and, because a reliable dishwasher was hard to find, often stay late scrubbing pots. And the reason she’d be handing out complimentary desserts was because no matter how hard she worked, every day seemed to bring a new catastrophe, and Claire’s desserts were a sure way to soothe over customer complaints. But even with all the drama and setbacks, she loved it. Most days anyway.

Harriet dropped off the bread pudding, made change for the couple who were leaving, said hello to a foursome from the insurance company down the street who came in every Friday without fail, and pulled up beside the new table. Ugh. Philip Carpenter. Town clerk and jerk-of-all-trades. No wonder Denise was grabbing a smoke.

She nodded to Philip and his dining companion, a fortyish woman who looked vaguely familiar. “Hello, Philip. What can I get you?”

Philip picked up the menu and stared at it like he’d never seen it before. He ate lunch at The Bluebell at least twice a week, and sometimes came back mid-afternoon, right before they closed, to grab something to take home and heat up for dinner. He was as familiar with the menu as the staff was.

“Harriet,” he said, without looking up. “You remember my sister, Rachel?”

His sister. That’s why the woman looked familiar. She was Philip’s mean, horrible, a-year-older-than-Harriet sister. The person whose non-stop torment had helped make Harriet’s teenage years so miserable. Yeah, she remembered her. She gave Rachel a tight smile. Wow, she really hadn’t aged well. Harriet’s smile got wider and more genuine. “Of course, Rachel. How could I forget?”

Rachel gazed up at her, a sour look on her face. Or what Harriet interpreted as a sour look. Quite possibly it was just her regular, everyday facial expression.

“Nope. Can’t place you. Philip insisted I would recognize you.”

Harriet’s plastered-on grin faded. What? Rachel had terrorized her for years, and now she couldn’t place her?

“Harriet Pickles,” she prodded.

Rachel tapped her chin and shook her head.

“Pickles in my locker. Pickles on my desk. Hairy Pickle?” Her voice was getting higher and louder. How could Rachel not remember?

Rachel scrunched up her nose, turned down her mouth and shrugged. “No. Nothing’s twigging.”

Harriet shook her head in disbelief and then jumped a little, startled by something poking her in the rear.

“Excuse me,” said a woman at the next table, who was assaulting her with one of the café’s carefully chosen, vintage saltshakers. “I don’t see pickles on the menu. Are they homemade?”
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Roses are red, violets are blue. I’m not much of a poet, but I still love you. @askauntaggie



––––––––
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“HOW ARE YOU, RACHEL?” Harriet asked, forcing herself to modulate her voice.

Rachel turned her head away and gazed out the window. “I’m fine. So kind of you to ask.”

So kind of you to ask? Wasn’t she the classy one. Harriet mentally rolled her eyes, a habit she’d perfected ever since she’d started working with the public.

Rachel sniffed loudly and used just her thumb and her forefinger to hold onto the menu. “What do you have that’s local?”

“We source as many products locally as possible. All the meat is from farms in the county. Most of the vegetables —”

“I’ll have the Gingered Atlantic salmon. Is that farmed or wild?”

“Actually, Atlantic salmon is all —”

“Yeah, okay. Fine.” Rachel picked up her knife and held it horizontally, so she could use the blade as a mirror. “What about the rice?” She squinted at her reflection, using the nail on her baby finger to extricate something from one of her molars.

“From the rice paddies down at the end of Trillium Lane.” Harriet smiled, so Rachel would realize her cutting wit was all meant in good fun.

Rachel put her knife down. “LOL. I’ll have the kale salad. Dressing on the side.” She pointed her long, perfectly manicured finger at her brother. “We’re not doing kale. It is so last year. Cabbage is the new kale.”

Philip beamed and shook his head, struck dumb with admiration at his sister’s insight.

Harriet relaxed a little. Rachel Carpenter no longer bothered her. A woman who said LOL and had never used sunblock? A woman who thought cabbage was going to dethrone kale, when everyone knew it was Brussel sprouts that were the hot new vegetable? Hah! This was the woman who’d scarred her teenage years?

“How about you, Philip?” she asked.

“I’ll have the salmon as well. With the rice. What’s the soup today?”

“Cheddar Beer.”

Philip scowled up at Harriet. “You know I always have the soup on Friday. Why can’t you make something normal?” He stuck his finger in his ear and mined for ear wax. “Fine. A bowl of cheddar whatever for my dinner. That and a Bluebell Club on rye, double toasted. And tell that kid to go in the back and leave it in the porch. Last week he left it on the front steps.”

“Will do.”

The Bluebell closed at four o’clock. Specializing in breakfast, lunch and baked goods set it apart from the other eating spots in town, and it meant Harriet could be home in the evenings and have a life apart from work. Currently, her extracurricular life consisted of answering letters in the guise of an opinionated eighty-year-old woman — more about that later — and watching British crime dramas on Netflix, but a girl can dream. Every Friday, Philip came in for lunch and pre-ordered his dinner for delivery, so he could have a few drinks at the pub after work and have a meal to come home to. He always had a soup and a sandwich; he was a man who liked routine. The Bluebell’s delivery boy, Ron, a high school student who worked at the café after school, dropped off Philip’s food, and lately orders for several other people as well. Friday delivery from The Bluebell was becoming kind of a thing. It occasionally crossed Harriet’s mind that she should thank Philip for starting a trend, but she didn’t have it in her.

“You should think about a dessert,” Philip said to Rachel. “Claire McFardo does the baking. She’s quite good.”

“Claire McFardo?” Rachel considered that for a moment. “Claire...?” She puffed out her cheeks, so she looked like a demented puffer fish. “Lardo McFardo?”

Philip snorted. “Yeah. She’s lost a lot of weight. She looks okay now. Kind of like a younger, less attractive, Sandra Bullock.”

“All righty. If you say so.” Rachel waved her menu, indicating she was done with it. “I’ll pass on the dessert.”

Harriet gave the two of them a tight, not-quite-a smile, more of a sneer really, and calmly stepped away from the table. This whole being nice to the customers thing was proving to be a terrible strain at times, but sucking it up was all part of the business plan. Fortunately, clientele like Philip and Rachel were the exception rather than the rule.

She was eager to see Claire’s reaction when she heard Rachel Carpenter was on the premises. It hadn’t been easy for Claire, growing up overweight. Not in a town with Rachel Carpenter and her best friend, the equally awful Everly in it. The whole anti-bullying thing wasn’t as big twenty years ago, at least not in Sevenoaks, Vermont.

It was Harriet’s name that first drew their unwanted attention, and the torment branched off from there. Her late grandfather was a British immigrant, from a small village in Yorkshire. According to him, in England Pickles was a perfectly normal surname. Nobody thought a thing about it. In Vermont people noticed. And Harriet? Old family name. Great Grandma Harriet. Great Great Aunt Harriet. She should be proud to have a name like Harriet Pickles. That was her dad’s take on it anyway. He didn’t have to endure the Hairy Pickle taunts, the pictures taped to the locker, the snickering when she walked down the hall. It was the bond that had brought her and Claire together. The skinny nerd with the orange hair and weird name, and the fifty pounds heavier than she was now, Lardo McFardo. They told each other that all the abuse had made them stronger, made them the confident women they were today. In Claire’s case, some might say the over-confident woman she was today.

Harriet quickly surveyed the café. Everything seemed to be under control. Denise had returned from her smoke break and was taking care of things in her hyper-efficient fashion, so Harriet hustled into the kitchen and gave Wally the new order and then hurried back behind the counter and turned her attention to David, who in addition to being a regular customer was also her accountant.

“Hi, David. Sorry for the wait. What can I get you?”

He flashed a friendly smile. David was always in a good mood. He was one of those people who made everyone around him feel a little more cheerful. Harriet aspired to be one of those people but didn’t see it happening anytime soon. She was a worrier and had been accused by those closest to her of spreading anxiety rather than sunshine.

“What’s your soup today?”

“Cheddar Beer.”

“What’s in it?”

“Hmmm. Not sure to tell you the truth. It’s Wally’s recipe. I’m going to go out on a limb and say cheddar and beer.”

David gave a polite grunt of appreciation at the attempted humor.

“We’ve got pulled pork on a bun and a really tasty chicken chili.”

“I’ll have the chili. I had bacon at breakfast. And throw a salad in the bag, would you? I don’t care what kind. They all taste the same to me.” He deliberated over the wicker baskets of baked goods. “And I’ll take a piece of that cornbread. Two pieces. Do you have any Wally Wheat today? Amy asked me to bring a loaf home.”

“Sorry, we did, but we sold out by ten o’clock.”

David shook his head ruefully. “I always miss it.”

When Wally needed stress relief, which was often, he made small batches of bread, which he’d christened Wally White and Wally Wheat. His bread was one of the café’s most popular baked goods, which Wally attributed to his secret ingredient, an ingredient he refused to divulge. “Anger with a hint of venom,” insisted Claire. “It adds a lot of flavor.”

“Next time he makes it,” Harriet assured David, “I’ll put a loaf aside for you.”

As she was getting out a bowl for David’s chili, Claire popped up beside her. “Be careful when you go in the kitchen,” she said in a low voice. “Ringo’s loose again.”

Harriet slammed the bowl down on the counter. Seeing as it was cardboard, it lacked the dramatic flourish she was going for. “That’s it. Wally has got to keep him upstairs. The health department is going to shut us down.”

Ringo was Wally’s African Grey Parrot. Wally brought him to work sometimes, which wasn’t difficult since Wally lived in an apartment over the café. When Ringo came downstairs, he was supposed to stay in the little office behind the kitchen. Wally had set up a TV so Ringo could watch his favorite shows, but every now and then someone forgot to be careful when they opened the office door and Ringo escaped. And while Wally was a grouch with a talent for offending people, his parrot was ten times worse. You might think people would ignore the ravings of a bird, be entertained even. You’d be wrong.

Claire touched Harriet on the arm. “And there’s something else I meant to tell you. I just heard this morning —”

They both looked up as Denise rushed by with a tray full of dirty dishes, her hand on the swinging door into the kitchen.

“Be care —”

Too late. Denise pushed open the door, and Ringo flew out, missing Denise’s head by a few inches. They watched in dismay as he glided to his favorite perch, the top of an open shelf where he had a good view of the cafe. Ringo wasn’t much of a flyer, but his determination to get closer to the action kept him airborne.

“Ringo, get down from there!” said Claire, trying to keep her voice low, yet mean. It didn’t work. Ringo glanced in their direction and with a flutter of wings, settled in. Harriet figured she wasn’t giving him too much credit to say he was looking pleased with himself.

“Tosser,” he squawked in his remarkably loud voice.

The tourists were taken aback, but the locals barely looked up from their food. They were used to him. On sunny days, Wally put a harness on Ringo, and went for a walk with the parrot on his shoulder. Wally had spent twenty years traveling the world as a cook on cargo ships, and he’d purchased Ringo when he was docked in Liverpool. Ringo had a lot of British expressions, most of them insulting, and he delivered them in a thick English accent. It was quite amusing at first, but the charm of being called a “stupid git” or a “maggot” wore off after the first few dozen times.

The swinging door opened again, and Wally came storming out of the kitchen, wielding his spatula and waving it in Ringo’s general direction. “Get the hell down from there!” he yelled. The tourists really looked shocked now. The Bluebell had been described as a “charming spot for a relaxing meal” in the guidebooks.

Ringo peered down at Wally. “Bloody idjit!”

“Just let it go. Better to ignore him,” said Harriet. The last time Ringo escaped, he’d sworn a blue streak when Wally tried to talk him down.

“Sorry, David.” Harriet picked up the bowl and started to scoop up his chili. “It’s always something around here.”

He gave her a half-smile. “Yeah. That’s life. Always something.” He sounded a little down, which wasn’t like him, but Harriet was too busy to think about that. A group of four was leaving, and they’d left the door wide open as they stood on the front steps chatting.

“Hey, please shut the door,” called Claire. “Our parrot could fly away.”

Harriet glanced up at the shelf. As if. Ringo wasn’t going anywhere. He was just where he wanted to be; the king looking down at his subjects.

Fortunately, the lunch rush was almost over and tables were starting to empty out. Even with Ringo on the loose, she could feel herself start to relax a bit.

“How’s that salmon coming?” she asked. Wally was still tapping his spatula on the counter.

“It’s coming,” he grumbled. “You know who orders gingered salmon? Tossers.”

After ten years of togetherness, Wally and Ringo had very similar vocabularies.

“The tosser who’s in charge of us getting planning permission for a patio.”

Wally grunted in the direction of Ringo and stomped back into the kitchen. Harriet chose the largest chunks of corn bread for David and added a complimentary brownie — he loved chocolate — to compensate him for his wait. As she was packing up David’s bag of food, she heard the front door open. She glanced up and immediately felt flushed and even a little wobbly.

“That’s what I meant to tell you,” whispered Claire, who was nibbling on a piece of cucumber. “He’s moved back to Sevenoaks, into his parent’s old house.”

The he she was referring to was Nick Petty. Harriet’s first love, and if she was being completely honest, her only love, was ambling towards the counter, a friendly grin on his face, almost like he wasn’t aware of the fraught history between them. Harriet passed David his bag, made change for his twenty, and she was sure anyone watching would think nothing was amiss.

David left with his food, and Nick took his place at the counter. He was even better looking than he’d been the last time she’d seen him, which must have been close to ten years ago.

“Hi, Harriet.”

“Hi, Nick.”

He looked around the café. “Congratulations. Nice place.”

Harriet nodded pleasantly. Her mouth was so dry, she was afraid if she responded her voice would come out as a croak. Ringo was emitting a loud, wet, smacking sound, causing Nick and her to look up at him.

“Hey baby,” he squawked. “Kiss kiss.”
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

I broke up with my boyfriend a year ago. We’d been together since high school (nine years!). I haven’t been on a date since we split. My Mom tells me not to worry, that there’s lots of fish in the sea and the perfect one will come along. Is she right?

— Still Searching




Dear Still Searching,

Normally, Aggie tries not to disagree with the wisdom of mothers’, but your mom is off the mark with this one. It’s true that there are plenty of fish in the sea, but a good man is harder to find. He’s not going to just swim along; you need to get out there and look for him. The early bird catches the worm, and the worm reels in the fish. Make sure you’re the early bird!



––––––––
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“TELL ME EXACTLY WHAT you said?”

“I said hello. And I said, ‘Wow, it’s been a long time.’”

Gran frowned. “You said wow?”

“I was flustered. We were busy, and Ringo was squawking, and suddenly there’s Nick Petty standing there asking me for a bowl of chili.”

“Next time ixnay the wows. Doreen keeps in touch with Nick’s grandmother, and she’s always bragging him up. He graduated college Magna Com Something, so he’ll be looking for more of an ... intellectual.”

“I have no interest in what he’s looking for.” Harriet peered at Gran’s CD player, where Silent Night had just finished up, and Jingle Bells had started. “And why are we listening to Christmas Carols?”

“Oh, you’re interested. I’ve got a feeling about this. We’re listening to Christmas Carols because I like them, and I’m not a young woman, and if I want to hear Perry Como sing Jingle Bells in April, I’m going to do it.”

For Gran to admit she was not a young woman was quite a concession. Harriet was impressed.

“So anyway,” Gran continued, “Doreen says Nick’s family was awfully disappointed when he left his job and moved back here. He was at one of those fancy law firms in New York and he packed it in to live in Sevenoaks and write those books of his. Thrillers, Doreen said, whatever that means. Who reads that stuff?”

“Lots of people. His first book was a big —” Harriet abruptly stopped herself from continuing that train of thought. The last thing she wanted was to fuel the Nick Petty discussion.

Gran held up her empty glass and waggled it. “What do you say to one more drink? It’s time to celebrate.”

Harriet got up off the couch, took the glass and went over to the bar cart. She often came over for a visit after work, which was easy since Gran lived less than a hundred feet from Harriet. At Gran’s insistence, when Harriet moved back to Sevenoaks she took ‘the big house’ because, “I’m ready to downsize and you’re going to inherit it anyway,” and Gran happily moved into the guest house. It all worked out very well. The guest house was one story which was perfect since Gran was eighty. A spry eighty, but still. And Harriet had always loved Gran’s house. She loved it even more once she’d stripped some of the floral wallpaper, replaced the blue bathroom suite and updated the kitchen.

“He’s probably married with a couple of kids.”

“Divorced. No kids.”

Divorced? Harriet tried to keep her face expressionless. “In any case, it doesn’t matter. That was a long time ago.”

“Uh huh. And he’s living in his parents’ old place. He bought it back from that strange little man that was living there. You’ll be walking right by there every day when you go to work.”

Not if she changed her route, which she was definitely going to do. Harriet fixed Gran’s gin and tonic, her drink of choice, and poured herself another glass of wine. Time to change the subject. “What are you celebrating?” she asked, handing over the drink. “And please stop feeding Chester. He’s getting fat.”

Gran ignored her and popped another treat in the mouth of the English bulldog lounging beside her, his head comfortably elevated on a needlepoint pillow. “It’s what we’re celebrating. I checked our numbers this afternoon. Aunt Aggie hit a million unique visitors this month. That’s practically viral.” Gran took a sip of her gin and smiled happily. “We’re a sensation. The people love us.”

In addition to running the café, Harriet had a little sideline. Or what started out as a little sideline, but lately had grown into a — sensation. After her dad died of a massive heart attack – it was six years ago last January, her Mom had started dating again. Too quickly, and too many men, Gran grumbled, but they’d never had the easiest of in-law relationships. And as difficult as her mother could be, Harriet didn’t put all the blame on her. As much as she loved Gran, she could see where she wouldn’t be the easiest as a mother-in-law. She was a tad judgmental and more than a tad bossy. Anyway, about a year and a half ago, when Harriet first moved back to Sevenoaks and was waiting out the endless process of planning permits and renovations for the café, Gran and she spent a jolly afternoon telling her mother exactly why Mom’s latest boyfriend, the one she planned to pack up and move to Florida with, was a loser, and why she needed to show some backbone and kick him to the curb.

Before Mom stormed out of the house, she’d told them they were two know-it-alls, and were depriving the world by not sharing their incredible wisdom. Sarcasm was wasted on Gran, and Harriet had way too much time on her hands, so they took the words to heart and in the next few weeks their website, Aunt Aggie Tells It Like It Is was born. Harriet’s middle name was Agatha, because Harriet Pickles wasn’t quite enough torture for her parents to inflict, and back in the day, advice columnists were called Agony Aunts. So, voila — Aunt Aggie. They were so pleased with themselves for coming up with the name, they just kept going. And going. Their words of wisdom would be wasted no more. They answered letters, gave advice about anything that struck their fancy and shared their favorite recipes and restaurants. Oddly enough, Aunt Aggie thought The Bluebell Café was the best place to eat in all of Vermont.

In many ways, Aunt Aggie was the woman Harriet struggled to be, strong, self-assured, and forthright. Aggie never second-guessed her decisions. There was zero chance she lay in bed at night agonizing that she’d said the wrong thing or, just as bad, had held her tongue when a snappy comeback was exactly what was required. Gran often blurted out whatever was on her mind, which had got her into trouble over the years, but readers loved Aggie and her, “I call it the way I see it” approach to life.

Even though Gran was the public face of Aunt Aggie, only Claire, and Gran’s oldest friend, Doreen, knew that it was Harriet who did most of the actual work of answering letters and posting advice. For some reason, when you’re telling a woman her marriage is like a festering boil that needs to be lanced, people are less likely to take offense when they think it’s an eighty-year-old giving the advice.

Harriet wasn’t entirely sure why they were such a success. It’s not like there was any shortage of people on the Internet handing out advice. She figured their readers liked the idea of a snarky, little old lady who drank too much gin and said whatever the heck she felt like saying. And people did love her. A month ago, they’d had Aunt Aggie T-shirts made up to sell on the website, and the first batch of two hundred sold out in a week. Twice now, someone had come into the café wearing one. Harriet didn’t think she’d ever get used to serving a club sandwich to a woman wearing Gran’s face stretched across her chest.

Harriet toasted Gran with her wine glass. “That’s fantastic. A million is amazing, but we can’t let it go to our heads. Aggie needs to stay humble about her success.”

Humble. Who was she kidding? Gran had way more than her share of self-esteem even before she became, “the Internet’s favorite aunt,” as one columnist recently called her.

“Don’t you worry about my head. My head is just fine. So, Nick was looking good? Must be taking care of himself. He’s at that age where a lot of men start to take a turn for the worse.” She waggled a finger in Harriet’s direction. “You know what I say. It’s as easy to love a handsome man as an ugly one. A lot easier really, but don’t tell our fans that. There’s not nearly enough good-looking men to go around.”

The reason Gran was so fixated on Nick Petty was that he was the one who got away. In her last year of high school, Harriet finally blossomed. She shed the whole Hairy Pickle, super-nerd persona and transformed into someone who, if you squinted, could blend in with the popular girls. Her skin cleared up, her orange hair lightened to an attractive strawberry blonde, and she discovered that some judicious eyebrow tweezing and a little mascara could make quite an impact. Or, as her mother said, “See. Didn’t I say you could be pretty if you just made an effort?”

On the afternoon of February 3rd, in their senior year, Nick looked up from his copy of Brave New World, blinked a couple of times like he was trying to place who exactly she was, and asked her to the Valentine’s dance. Their beautiful love story lasted until the end of June, when Nick went upstate to be a camp counselor and Harriet stayed in Sevenoaks, working in the hospital cafeteria, and waiting for him to call. He didn’t. On July 18th (and yes, she kept a diary), one of the candy stripers told her she’d heard Nick was “hot and heavy” with a girl from New Hampshire. Come September, Nick went off to Boston College, and Harriet went to Bennington. She saw him a couple times in the next few years, and they were — polite. If he had any recollection of the starry night they’d snuggled in the bandstand drinking wine coolers, and she’d drunkenly told him she’d love him forever, he did her the service of pretending he’d forgotten.

Harriet was thirty-five now, so obviously there had been lots of men since Nick. Okay, not lots, but an appropriate number of men. Three. There had been three men of any consequence. What could she say? She had discerning taste. But there was something about Nick. First love and all that. She never really got over him. Not that she wanted Gran to know that.

“You never got over him,” said Gran. “But look at this. Providence. You move back home and now Nick shows up, and his marriage is over. It’s perfect.”

“Don’t sound so happy about his marriage breaking up.”

“Not every marriage is worth saving. You know that. Just last week you told that poor woman that you can only push a rock up a hill for so long. Eventually you’re going to get tired, and you’re going to lose your grip, and that rock is going to crush you.”

She did say that. “It’s been twenty years. We’re complete strangers now.” Why was she bothering to argue? Talk about pushing a rock up a hill.

Gran reached over to the coffee table, grabbed the remote control, and upped the volume on Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas by about five notches. “This one’s my favorite.”

Harriet settled back and sipped her wine and enjoyed Perry Como’s dulcet tones, but no matter how hard she tried, there was no way to stop the visions of Nick Petty from dancing in her head.
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Whenever you get that glass-half-empty feeling ... just add gin and stir. @askauntaggie
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“SLOW DOWN.”

“You speed up. This is the pace we always walk.”

Harriet jogged for a couple of steps to catch up. Claire had longer legs and looser hips and more hustle. Her brisk walk was Harriet’s slow jog. “I can’t catch my breath. I can’t talk if I can’t breathe.”

Claire slowed down, just a smidgen. It had been a busy week and they were taking an early morning, rejuvenating power walk (Claire’s idea) and discussing whether Claire should take in another rescue cat, one of her favorite topics, and her disastrous date the night before, her other favorite topic.

“You already have four cats,” Harriet said, panting slightly. “That’s plenty. More than plenty. One more and you’re stepping over the border into crazy cat lady country. And what do you mean the date ended before it began? He didn’t show up?”

Claire grunted in disgust. “He showed up. In flip-flops. In April.”

“It was warm yesterday. It’s not like he was wearing them during a snowstorm.”

That comment got Claire agitated, and she sped up again. “You know how I feel about feet. He kicked off his filthy flip-flops and walked across my new hardwood, and you’ve never seen such gnarly hoofs. I might have to get my floors refinished the way he was scraping his crust over them.”

Harriet snorted happily. She hadn’t been on a date since she’d moved back to Sevenoaks, but she got a lot of vicarious pleasure from Claire’s ongoing search for a man she could tolerate. “Wasn’t this the guy who had the little farm, and kept bees, and sold his own honey? He sounded nice.”

“Well, we’ll never know, will we? Apart from his feet issues, he failed the photo test big time. If you’d seen the look on his face ...”

The photo test. Unlike Harriet, who blossomed when she was still a teenager, Claire struggled with her weight for another fifteen years. But the morning she turned thirty she woke up, leapt out of bed, walked five miles, and she hadn’t missed a day of exercise since. Over the course of that first year she lost forty-five pounds. Once Claire hit her goal weight, she had a picture of her heavier self prominently displayed in her living room. She always pointed it out to any man she was dating, and if his reaction didn’t please her, that was the end of him. “Anyone I’m going to be with,” she said, “has to embrace the old me. I’m not spending my time with someone who can’t see past the physical.” Ironic really, for a woman who disqualified a man from any future dates because he had crusty feet, but that was Claire.

The post-thirty Claire did a one-hour power walk every single day, regardless of the weather, in addition to lifting weights three times a week and the occasional yoga class. Harriet found it very tedious, listening to her best friend yammer on about the benefits of exercise. Claire wanted Aunt Aggie to write about it, but Aunt Aggie refused. Aggie didn’t approve of all this focus on diets and exercise. She had better things to think about than the size of her thighs, though as Claire said, it’s a lot easier to be above it all when you’ve never had to worry about your weight. And she was right about that. As Gran liked to say, “Us Pickles might have hammer toes and wonky bladders, but we’ve got a zippy metabolism.”

They came to a red light on the corner of Mayberry, and Claire jogged on the spot while they waited for the light to change. The trees lining the street were beginning to leaf out, and the spring bulbs the town gardening club had planted were in full, glorious bloom. Every season in Vermont is beautiful, but springtime was Harriet’s favorite. She looked up at the blue sky where only a few fluffy clouds marred —

“Oww!” Something had poked her in the back.

“Harry Pickles. We were just talking about you.”

Ugh. She knew that voice. Everly Dupee, the Mayor’s assistant and the same awful person she’d been in high school. If anything, she was getting worse with age. Harriet turned around to see Everly pointing her finger and scrutinizing her over her sunglasses. And unfortunately, the we she was referring to was Rachel Carpenter, who was standing beside Everly, her face a well-practiced mask of boredom with a side of snooty. Growing up, Everly and Rachel were inseparable. Two peas in a festering pod, as Gran would say. And here they were, together again. Fun times in Sevenoaks.

“Hi there.” Harriet averted her face to avoid Claire’s glare. Stopping to chat was not part of the powerwalk, plus, Claire hadn’t exactly forgiven any of the people who were horrible to her back in the, Claire, the hefty teenage years. Harriet wondered why Everly and Rachel had been discussing her but there was not a chance she was going to ask. Guaranteed it wasn’t anything good.

Rachel was squinting at Claire. “Claire McFardo?”

“Un huh.” Claire continued jogging in place.

“I told you,” said Everly in an excited voice. “Didn’t I say she looked totally different?”

“My Gawwwd. You have lost a ton of weight. Unbelievable. What a difference. You’re half the person you were last time I saw you.”

“Nope,” said Claire. “Didn’t lose half of me.”

Rachel ignored her. “Literally half. Good for you, though I’ve heard it’s almost impossible to keep that amount of weight off. The fat cells are with you for life.” She turned her attention to Harriet. “It’s so funny running into you. We just ten minutes ago signed a lease on the place right beside you. The old flower shop.”

Harriet stared at her. She what? Next door to The Bluebell?

Everly chimed in. “Like I said to Philip, ‘Can you believe it? Hairy Pickle and Lard – Claire McFardo and us, running our own businesses.’ The whole gang is back in Sevenoaks.”

At that, Claire stopped jogging. Never, under any circumstances, were they part of a gang with Everly and Rachel and what the ... they signed a lease next door?

“You’re opening a store?” asked Harriet.

“Not a store exactly,” said Everly. “We’re going to sell coffee and pastries, soups, salads... that sort of thing. And Philip says we can have a little patio out front. There’s one more allowed on the street.”

Harriet was momentarily speechless. That’s right. One patio allowed. Hers. She was stunned. “You’re opening a café? Next door to my café?”

“They’ll be completely different,” said Rachel. “We’re going for something more elegant. I took a pastry course at Le Cordon Bleu. In Paris. France. Have you heard of it?”

“France,” said Claire. “Yeah, we’ve heard of it.”

“Ha ha. LOL. You always were jolly.”

Claire shook her head. “No. Never jolly.”

Harriet just stared at the two of them, slack-jawed. Her whole body was tingling from the shock of it all. “You’re moving back to Sevenoaks?” she asked Rachel.

“I am. Back to the old homestead. Turns out I’m just a small-town girl at heart.” She gave a harsh little laugh, like it was amusing that a sophisticate like her enjoyed small-town living.

“Harry’s living in her old house too,” said Everly.

“No, I’m —”

But there was no interrupting Everly. “Actually, her grandmother’s old house. And she moved her gran into the old potting shed out back.”

“It is not —”

Claire cut Harriet off. “Is Philip involved in this too?”

Everly nodded her head happily. “He’s going to be a silent partner, or that’s what he says. Can you imagine Philip staying silent?” She snorted happily and slapped Rachel on the arm, which caused Rachel to wince and take a step back. “We’re going to call our place Deux Soeurs. That’s French for Two Sisters. We’re as close as sisters.”

A muscle in Rachel’s jaw twitched. “Deux Soeurs is our working name. It’s not like we’re at the point of printing up menus yet. Things could change.”

“Not the name,” said Everly. “That’s not going to change.”

Rachel had a look on her face that any vaguely intuitive person would interpret as, “we’ll see about that.” Everly didn’t appear to notice. She’d always had the vague part down. It was the intuitive part of her personality that was missing.

Harriet couldn’t stand there with the two of them one more minute. “We need to get going,” she said. “Duty calls. Forward march.”

Duty calls? Forward march? She winced as the words came out of her mouth. Proximity to Rachel and Everly was jumbling her brain.

Rachel gave them a tight, mean little smirk. “I’m sure we’ll see you around. I want to talk to you about that courtyard out back of the building. We’ll be sharing it. There are some issues there.”

“Neighbors,” said Everly. She still had that big, sappy smile on her face. “Can you believe it? I’ll be over to borrow a cup of sugar.”

The light was green. Harriet and Claire hurried across the street, eager to get as far away from their new neighbors as possible. Harriet was so pumped up with adrenaline, for once she had no trouble keeping up.

“I want to talk to you about that courtyard,” she said, her voice pitched glass-shatteringly high. “They can’t do this. Is it even legal?”

“Pretty sure it’s legal. But if Philip gives them permission for a patio instead of us, that’s not legal. That’s nepotism. Or favoritism. Some kind of illegal ism.”

Harriet’s arms were swinging, and she was raging. She could feel her face getting hotter, which wasn’t good. In addition to hammer toes, the Pickles women had a problem with broken capillaries. “I spent a year — we spent a year — working sixteen-hour days, getting The Bluebell going, and now those two are going to waltz in and destroy our business.”

“They won’t destroy it. We have a loyal clientele.”

“Tourists! That’s a big part of our business. They’re not loyal. They’ll see that stupid French bistro or whatever it is they’re building there...”

“It may not even happen. They might be yanking our chain.” Claire did a remarkable imitation of Rachel. “You’re literally half the size you used to be.”

They turned onto Audrey Avenue, crossed the street, cut in through the park and headed toward the café. Normally, Harriet would look around and admire the beautiful town green with its huge old trees and artfully placed gardens. Not this morning. Claire bent down and picked up an empty chip bag that was littering the steps of the bandstand, and they both stopped and silently looked over the sea of daffodils and across the street to the cafe. Their moment of peace was just that. A moment.

“Look at that!” said Harriet. The For Lease sign in the window next door to The Bluebell had been replaced by a Leased sign. “They were serious!”

“Okay,” said Claire, as they continued walking. “We have to calm down. You know how hard it is to run a restaurant. So what if Rachel took some stupid baking course? There’s no way she’s as good as me. Plus, Everly Dupee is an idiot, and Rachel is a nightmare of a person. Even if they manage to open the place it’ll be gone in a couple of months.”

Harriet struggled to stay calm. Claire was right. Running a successful café had proven to be a constant struggle, and she knew what she was doing. More or less.

“And what about staff? Look how much trouble you’ve had finding good help. We’re constantly short-staffed. You’ve already got the best cook, the best waitress, and by far the best baker in town. What’re they going to do?”

All true. Harriet was feeling a little better. She was feeling a little better until she noticed who was standing outside the empty building. Philip. And he was talking to the best waitress in town, Denise, who even though Harriet kept asking her not to smoke in front of the café, was waving a cigarette around.

“He’s trying to steal Denise,” she moaned.

“She wouldn’t. She despises that guy.”

And as if to prove Claire’s point, Denise took the lid off her coffee and tossed the contents of the cup in Philip’s face.
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To remove a coffee stain from a shirt, dabbing with cold water is key. Rubbing and hot water will set the stain. If cold water and dabbing don’t work, go at it with a small amount of white vinegar, then launder the shirt in – you guessed it – cold water. If the stain survives all that, it’s time to give up. You’ve got better things to do with your time.
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“TOLD YOU,” SAID CLAIRE.

Philip howled and ran into his new building, while Harriet and Claire ducked around dog walkers, wove through a senior’s jogging club, and finally made it across the street. Denise was sitting on the front step of The Bluebell, looking like she didn’t have a care in the world.

“Denise,” exclaimed Harriet, “We have to check on Philip. He might need a doctor.”

“He’s fine. I’ve been nursing that coffee for an hour.”

“Well, still –”

Denise stubbed out her cigarette, looked around for somewhere to put it, then got to her feet and stuck it through the mail slot on Philip’s door. “Did you hear what they’re up to?”

“We just heard,” said Harriet. “Is that why you threw coffee at him?”

“I’ve wanted to throw something at him for years. Plus, he said they wouldn’t be hiring any trashy waitresses. I took it as a personal insult.” Denise gestured toward the street. “Looks like he called in the SWAT team.”

Harriet spun around and watched as a police car pulled up to the curb. The police chief himself climbed out of the car and gave them a little salute. “Ladies.” Chief Spofford was a regular at the café. He was in his early sixties, he’d worked in Sevenoaks his whole career, and he was looking forward to his imminent retirement.

“That’s quite the police service,” said Denise. “Hope you respond that fast if I ever have an actual emergency.”

“I was at the top of the street when the call came in. And since we’re not going to have any local police soon, I’m pretty sure that no, you will not be getting this kind of service.”

Sevenoaks was phasing out its local police department and, like many towns in Vermont, turning to the state police for its policing needs. Even though he was retiring soon, it was a sore point with the chief.

“I can’t believe that imbecile called the cops over this.” Denise shook her head in disgust.

“How bad is he burnt?” asked the chief, banging on what was now Philip’s door. He scowled at Denise. “What are you doing throwing coffee anyway? And at Philip Carpenter? You know better than that.”

“He got me riled. Go figure. And it was cold coffee, which I only allegedly threw.”

The chief took a step back as the door was yanked open. Philip was damp, but other than that looked no worse for his experience.

Chief Spofford eyed him over. “Calling 911 is a serious thing, Philip. You look fine.”

Philip pointed at Denise. “That woman threw coffee in my face.”

Denise crossed her arms and curled her lip. “Like I said, the coffee I allegedly threw was cold. And there wasn’t much of it.”

“I want you to charge her,” demanded Philip.

“Charge her with what?” asked the chief.

“Assault!”

“Was the coffee cold?”

Philip paused for a moment. “Yes, but that —”

“So, she threw a little bit of brown water at you. Did anybody witness this attack?” The chief looked sternly at Harriet and Claire.

Claire held up the chip bag and wiggled it at Philip. “We were over in the park picking up litter. You sure you didn’t imagine this whole thing, Phil?”

If there was one thing Philip hated it was being called Phil. “I’m pressing charges!”

“Okay,” said Chief Spofford. “Here’s the thing. I was just about to stop in here to my favorite restaurant for a cup of coffee and a piece of pie. If I have to write this up, that’s a whole lot of paperwork, and my pie will have to wait. Do you want me to have to wait for my pie? Because someone maybe threw some water at you?”

“It was coffee!” Philip glowered at them. “You’d better watch it,” he said, once again jabbing his finger at Denise.

“You’re the one who’d better watch it. The whole bunch of you,” replied Harriet, taking a step toward Philip. Who did he think he was, threatening her employees?

“That’s enough of that,” said the chief, frowning at her. He scratched his nose and studied Philip. “What are you doing in there anyway?”

“We’ve leased the building. Rachel and me. We’re opening a restaurant. Renovations start tomorrow.”

The chief looked confused. “Right next door to The Bluebell?”

“Totally different. Classy. A French bistro.”

“That right? Classy, huh?”

Chief Spofford lifted a brow and turned his attention to Claire. “You got any of that chocolate pecan pie today?”

“We do.”

“Good. Philip, if you want to pursue this alleged assault, you come and see me after I finish my pie. Not before.”

“I’ll do that,” he responded, slamming the door.

The chief shook his head in befuddlement. “A French bistro.” He looked sternly at Denise. “I don’t figure he’ll be pressing charges, but you watch yourself.” He opened the door of The Bluebell and stepped aside so the women could precede him in. “And you, too,” he said to Harriet as she walked through. “Try and hold your tongue. Those Carpenters aren’t people you want to be messing with.”

It was an especially busy Friday, which, since it wasn’t yet peak tourist season, Harriet hoped was a sign they could remain solvent once there was a competitor right next door. At noon they had to jam three tables together when a group from town hall came in for a belated celebration of David Pratt’s birthday. David was the town treasurer and because Sevenoaks was always short of cash and paid its staff abysmally, he had a private accounting business on the side. His advice had been invaluable when Harriet was setting up the business.

“Nine people and separate cheques,” grumbled Denise. “And most of them only drinking water. They call that a birthday party?”

Harriet waved to David and to his wife Amy, who’d popped in to join the party. Amy was Claire’s cousin, but they weren’t close. Amy was a few years younger, and Claire insisted that Amy had mastered the ability to be both incredibly boring as well as freakishly high strung. Given Claire’s own tendency to endlessly discuss the antics of her cats or the pros and cons of different varieties of flour, Harriet figured some of Amy’s personality traits might be genetic, but in the interest of self-preservation she kept that thought to herself.

Halfway through the lunch rush ,Harriet had to scramble for a chair when the mayor came in to join the birthday celebration. His arrival resulted in lots of friendly ribbing about his choking incident. Mayor Bixby was a well-liked guy, though today he didn’t appear so popular with his assistant. Everly was at the end of the table, sipping a glass of water and casting angry looks in his direction. It was quite a change from the ebullience she’d shown when they’d run into her earlier that morning.

Claire came out of the kitchen and joined Harriet behind the counter. She jutted her chin in the direction of the large table. “You notice who isn’t there?”

“Who?”

“Philip. I’ll bet he wasn’t invited. His co-workers all hate him.”

“Hate sounds a bit strong.”

“No, they hate him. I have it on good authority.” She caught Amy’s eye and gave her a half-hearted raise of the hand. “Amy told me. I almost passed out from boredom before she got the story out, but she said that last Friday after Philip left for the day, someone stuck a dead fish in his desk. It was quite a smell come Monday.”

As someone who’d been bullied herself, Harriet had a brief flash of sympathy for Philip. The feeling passed as quickly as it came.

“Yeah,” said Claire, who was doing something weird with her hips as she talked. “Philip said he was going to hire a private investigator to find out who did it. The mystery of the rotting fish. There’s a career-making case.”

Harriet couldn’t concentrate on what Claire was saying. Her hip thrusts were too distracting. “What are you doing?”

“Buttock clenches. I do two hundred a day. You should try them. It really tightens things up.”

“We’ve got a classy French bistro opening next door and you want me standing back here thrusting my hips at the customers?”

Claire shrugged, or to be exact, she clenched her buttocks and shrugged. “Maybe just do them when you’re in the kitchen. I’m not kidding; my butt is an inch higher than it used to be.”

“I’m saying this to you as a friend. This whole exercise obsession of yours is getting very tiresome. Compared to you, Amy is fascinating company.”

Claire screwed up her face and clenched hard. “Sorry, I can’t hear you over the sound of my rock-hard glutes.”
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Thought for the day: In France, home to some of the world’s best restaurants, well-behaved dogs are welcome inside. Why not in America? I’d rather eat dinner next to a charming beagle than a tired toddler. @askauntaggie



––––––––
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BETWEEN SERVING TABLES, tending to the take-out crowd, and writing down delivery orders, Harriet didn’t have time to fret about her sagging buttocks, or more worrisome, the interlopers next door.

At 3:30 she wiped down a table, tossed the rag on the counter, and flopped into a chair. There were only a few customers left, the mid-afternoon tea and a little-something-sweet crowd. Ron, the high-school student who did their deliveries, and washed dishes, and did his best to eat up any profits, was sitting in a corner, scrolling through his phone and devouring a bowl of soup and a sandwich. Without taking his eyes off the phone, he used half of the sandwich to wipe up the remnants of soup and stuffed the soggy mess into his mouth in one bite.

“How’s that soup?” Harriet asked, after he’d swallowed.

“Not bad. It could use some more salt. Wally always under seasons his food.”

Ron planned to go to culinary school, and he sometimes helped with prep in the kitchen. He liked to offer Wally cooking tips which Ron had picked up from watching YouTube videos and Top Chef. Harriet couldn’t decide if he was brave or just foolhardy.

She forced herself to her feet. “We’ve got a lot of deliveries today. At least nine or ten.”

Ron was back to smiling at something on his phone.

“Claire is getting everything packed up for you.”

He looked up, confused as to why someone was still blathering at him. “Huh?”

“Deliveries. Today. Many. You’ll have to make a few trips.”

Ron did his deliveries by bicycle. He’d been petitioning for the café to invest in a car for him to use because he said driving through town making deliveries on a bicycle was like something out of an old movie. “Stick a beanie on me and I’d look like that loser in It’s a Wonderful Life.” He’d been in the kitchen at the time of this pronouncement.

“Did I hear right?” hollered Wally. “Did you just call Jimmy Stewart a loser?”

“Ahh, he let people walk all over him.”

“Get outa here. George Bailey is an American hero.” It turned out Ron hadn’t stuck around to see how the movie ended, but Wally still hadn’t forgiven him.

Harriet fixed Ron with her steeliest gaze, and he slowly got to his feet. “I’m on it. Me and my trusty bicycle.”

“I’m glad to hear it’s trusty because if it breaks down we’ll have to hire someone else to do deliveries.”

“Ha ha.”

Ha ha was right. Ron was Denise’s nephew-in-law. Or second cousin twice removed. He was some kind of relation, and he wasn’t going anywhere.

Harriet scanned the list of deliveries while Claire packed the first batch in the insulated box. Philip had put in an order for a double-toasted grilled cheese and pear on rye and white bean soup. Getting assaulted with cold coffee by a member of The Bluebell staff wasn’t going to knock him off his routine.

“Be careful when you go to Mrs. McKenzie’s. Don’t let the cat get out when she opens the door,” said Harriet.

Ron snuck a look at his phone. “I know. You tell me that every week.”

“I tell you every week because twice now her cat has escaped. Last time I spent two hours looking for it. That’s not how I want to spend my Friday night.”

“What do you usually do?”

As it happened, walking the streets hunting for a lost cat was an action-packed evening for Harriet. “Other things. Entertaining things. And don’t leave Philip Carpenter’s screen door open.”

“I did that once and he’s still griping about it. Why do we deliver to him anyway? He’s never there. The whole point of me doing this is to get tips. How am I supposed to get a tip if he’s never there?”

Claire zipped up the delivery box. “The whole point of you doing this is for us to sell food.”

“He should still leave a tip. Everyone else does. Even Mrs. McKenzie gives me a dollar, and she’s like a hundred and two. We should have a no pre-paying policy. Not being home is just a way for the cheapskates to get out of leaving a tip.”

Claire gave him a little push. “Get going. Men have gone off to war with less fuss than you make.”

Fridays, after they closed for the day, they often stayed late to take care of some of the extra chores that had built up, such as dusting the plants, giving the blackboards a good clean and reorganizing the kitchen. Wally was a talented cook, but tidy he wasn’t. By the end of the week, it took a couple of hours to return the kitchen to a state Claire felt she could live with. It got a little testy sometimes since Claire was a bit rigid when it came to organization. As a joke, Harriet gave her a label maker for Christmas because what woman wants office supplies for a gift? Turns out a label maker was exactly what Claire’s life was missing, and she happily commenced putting Bluebell Café labels on everything that wasn’t bolted down.

It wasn’t so bad though, Friday clean-up. Gran and Chester often stopped by, and if Wally was in a good mood he’d cook something, and they’d all lounge around, have a drink, and relax. And if Wally wasn’t feeling sociable, he’d clump upstairs to his apartment and everyone else would head home, or over to the pub.

On this Friday, however, relaxation didn’t seem to be in the cards. Harriet had seen Rachel and Everly go in next door, and she pictured herself marching over there and having it out with the deux soeurs. The problem was, she wasn’t a having it out kind of person. She wished she could figure out how to channel Aunt Aggie when she needed to. Aggie would know exactly what to say to them.

Instead of confronting her new neighbors, she threw herself into the cleaning. She pulled down the blinds, put on kneepads and an old pair of overalls, and attacked the stubborn marks on the floor with a scrub brush. Wally was out in the courtyard, finally fixing the wobbly back step that Denise had been nagging him about, and Claire was taking down all the bric a brac displayed on open shelves around the café and giving it a thorough dusting.

At seven-thirty, just as they were finishing up, there was a loud knock on the door. It was Gran, with Chester in tow. Chester was one of Claire’s rescue animals. Harriet had just moved back home and was imploring Claire to join her in the café venture, so when Claire asked if Harriet would foster a dog for a couple of weeks until she found him a permanent home, Harriet was all, “sure, no problem. Anything I can do to help.” Claire brought him over, and it turned out that Chester was a dog desperately in need of rescuing. He had a skin disease that had caused large patches of his hair to fall out, and he was missing an eye. But to know Chester was to love him. A few days in, and Harriet knew that this half-bald, one-eyed English bulldog wasn’t going anywhere. Eventually his skin cleared up, and he got around just fine with only the one eye. Last Halloween she’d put an orange eyepatch on him and he loved it. He growled in frustration when she took it off. So now Chester wore an eye patch whenever he went out. Gran got a real kick out of shopping online for the flashiest ones she could find. And lately she had started buying him clothes. Chester loved that too, and the more flamboyant the outfit the better. Today, however, Gran had gone too far.

Harriet stared down at her pudgy pet. “Really? A pink tutu?”

“What can I say? He likes the frilly stuff. I think he might be transgender.”

Harriet bent down so she could scratch Chester under the chin, which was his favorite place to be scratched. “He is not transgender.”

“No, I’ve been thinking about it. I think he is. I think Aggie should do a column about it. Give voice to other dogs who are struggling.”

“Aggie is not doing a column about transgender dogs.”

Gran pursed her lips. “Suit yourself. I hope that isn’t your prejudice showing.”

Harriet took a deep, cleansing breath, just like she was taught at the Pilates class Claire had dragged her to, and while Gran settled herself at her favorite table, she went behind the counter to fix their drinks.

She got down two glasses, pulled a bottle of tonic water and some ice out of the little bar fridge under the counter and quartered a lime.

“You know what,” called Gran, “I think I’ll have a glass of white wine tonight. I was reading it’s good for your brain to shake up your routine. It opens up new synapses. You should try it. Brush your teeth with your left hand or something. It’ll keep you from getting foggy.”

The tonic water and ice and limes went back, and Harriet grabbed a bottle of chilled white wine.

“Nothing too sweet,” said Gran. “Just a nice crisp white.”

The door to the kitchen swung open and Wally stuck his head out, leaving just enough of an opening for Ringo to swoop out and up onto his shelf. “I’m making potato frittatas. How many?”

“Wally, you can’t keep bringing Ringo downstairs! Or at least make sure he stays in the office. We’re going to have the health department after us and,” Harriet gestured to the wall behind her; the wall she now shared with Philip and the wicked witches of Sevenoaks, “we’ve got enough problems right now.”

Wally looked down at Chester, who was hovering around Harriet’s feet in hopes of a tasty tidbit coming his way. “You bring that idiot dog in here.” Chester stopped sniffing long enough to growl at Wally. The two of them didn’t get along well. Wally didn’t like any animals other than Ringo, and Chester, who normally was the Mr. Congeniality of dogs, had never cottoned to Wally.

“Anyhow,” said Wally, after he’d returned Chester’s growl, “don’t you worry about those people next door. I’m on it. And Ringo isn’t a problem anymore either.” Wally looked very pleased with himself. “He’s my service parrot. If he’s not around I have unhealthy levels of stress. Service pets are allowed in restaurants. It’s the law.”

Harriet gave him a skeptical look. Unhealthy levels of stress? Wally? It was the people who had to deal with Wally who had the unhealthy levels of stress.

Ringo peered down at her from his perch. “Birdbrain.”

Gran cackled happily. She loved Ringo, and he seemed fond of her, by Ringo standards anyway. He called Gran a tosser and a cow, but he used a gentler voice.

Harriet couldn’t be bothered arguing. A loud-mouthed parrot, excuse me, service parrot, was a minor problem compared to the deux soeurs. “There’s just the four of us for dinner.” Wally grunted in acknowledgment and returned to the kitchen.

“What’s happening next door?” asked Gran. “There’s lights on in there.”

Harriet brought over the drinks and sat down. “Philip Carpenter and his nasty sister and Everly the Awful have leased it. I guess they’re still in there.”

“They leased it? What for? What are they going to do with it?”

“They’re opening a café.”

“What?” Gran looked appropriately horrified.

“Yup.”

“They can’t do that.”

“Turns out they can.”

Claire finished dusting and after pouring herself a glass of wine, she joined them at the table. They discussed their nightmarish new neighbors for a few minutes until Wally came in with their dinner. Potato frittata was one of Wally’s specialties and it was delicious; a wedge of moist eggs subtly flavored with onions and chives and filled with crispy chunks of potato. It did cross Harriet’s mind that Ron might have been on to something with that under-seasoning comment. Not that she would ever add salt to her food with Wally sitting there. She’d wait until he’d graduated from his anger management class before she tried something that brassy. Chester hung out under the table getting his fill of frittata from Gran, and Wally occasionally joined the conversation rather than glaring into space. Even with the looming menace next door, it was a lovely night in The Bluebell Café.

“Hey fatso.”

A lovely night punctuated with abuse from a loud-mouth parrot.

Claire pointed her fork at Wally. “Charming.”

“He didn’t learn that from me. The nice stuff he learned from me.”

“What nice stuff?” Claire said, rolling her eyes.

Wally looked up at his parrot. “Ringo, who’s your buddy?”

“Ahh, you filthy animal.”

Wally grunted proudly. “Home Alone is his favorite movie.”

Claire cocked her head. “Is that someone knocking?”

Harriet pushed back her chair and went over to unlock the door. Ron was standing on the sidewalk holding his bike and looking impatient.

“Hey, Harriet. Can I leave my bike here? You can lock it up out in the courtyard, and I’ll swing by tomorrow and grab it.” He nodded to a car idling in the street. “I’m going to a party out at the waterfall.”

“Sure,” she said, helping him wheel the bike inside. “You be careful. I’ve been to parties out there. They can get pretty crazy.”

Ron glanced at her dirty overalls and bandana, and over at the table where Gran was holding up her empty wine glass and waving it in Harriet’s direction. “You went to parties out there?” He didn’t sound convinced.

“Many times.” If twice could be considered many. Both times with Nick, during that brief shining moment when she’d been on the periphery of the popular crowd. “The year I graduated high —”

Ron had no interest in the history of her social life and was already halfway out the door. “Thanks, Harriet,” he called over his shoulder. “You’re the best.”

She wheeled Ron’s bike around the counter and struggled with the kitchen doors.

“Do you need help?” asked Wally, in a half-hearted manner.

“I’m good.”

“I’m taking off now,” called Claire. “See you tomorrow.”

Harriet held the swinging door open for Chester, who never missed an opportunity to peruse the kitchen for potential eating opportunities. She unlocked the back door and pushed the bike down into the courtyard that they now shared with Philip and Co. The courtyard was a bit rundown, but they were happy to have use of it. It was surrounded on two sides by a high brick wall that in the summer was covered in flowering vines. There was a beat-up picnic table where Denise took her smoke breaks and a raised herb garden where Claire had already stuck in a few hardy plants.

Along the back of their building was a fire escape that ran the length of the second floor, with rickety, rusty steps that led down into the west corner of the courtyard. Wally and Seamus, the elderly man who lived in the apartment over the other side of the building, the dark side as Harriet now thought of it, often sat out there in the summer. You couldn’t call Wally and Seamus friends exactly, but they tolerated each other. Seamus was drunk about eighty percent of his waking hours, which Wally found annoying, and Wally was Wally a hundred percent of his waking hours, which Seamus found even more annoying.

While Chester wandered over to a patch of grass to relieve himself, Harriet wheeled the bike over to the far wall of the courtyard and locked it to a post. It was a beautiful, clear night with an almost-full moon. A beautiful clear, noisy night. Where was that yelling coming from? Someone was really ticked off, and they sure weren’t being subtle about it.

It took only a moment to realize that the yelling was coming from inside her new neighbor’s side of the building. Harriet hustled over to their back door, which was about ten feet from The Bluebell’s back door.

She couldn’t hear much. It was all just muddled yelling. And, she told herself, it was none of her business. She was a grown woman. She wasn’t going to listen at the door like some nosy teenager. Ha Ha. That was a big LOL. As if she would pass up an opportunity to find out what her new enemies were screaming about. There was a light coming from the half-inch gap under the door, so she got down on her knees and pressed her ear to the crack.

“Mumble screech mumble, don’t you dare.” A man’s voice. Philip must be in there.

It was hard to focus on what they were saying. There was a distracting rumbling sound in her ear, and a horrible smell, like the inside of a compost bin, was permeating her nostrils.

“Chester, move over. I can’t hear, and your breath is horrible.” The vet was right. She had to start brushing his teeth.

Harriet turned her head and looked over at the small apartment building that backed onto to the courtyard. Please no one be looking out a window. The owner of The Bluebell, on her knees, her ear to the door and her butt in the air, wasn’t exactly a dignified look.

“Get out!”

Get out? Whose voice was that? A woman. The deux soeurs were fighting. This was good. This was very good. If they were already at each other’s throats, there was no way they could get a restaurant up and running.

“You’ll be sorry.”

The man again. You’ll be sorry. Wow. That was a threat. Things were getting very bad between them. This was fantastic. The perfect end to an incredibly stressful day.

“Cleo, is that you?” called a voice from somewhere over her head. A male voice with an Irish accent and the slight slur she was very familiar with. Seamus.

She swiveled her head and peered up and was immediately whacked in the face by a hard object. Something had fallen off the fire escape.

“Oww!”

She jumped to her feet and rubbed her cheek.

“Is she okay?”

Seamus sounded concerned. Concerned and even drunker than usual. She?

“Yes, I’m okay. I’m probably going to have a huge bruise on my face.”

“I know you’re okay. You’re standing there yapping at me. How’s Amelia?”

Amelia? Harriet looked down at the ground where a turtle was shuffling across the concrete.

“If Amelia’s a turtle, she seems fine.” She scowled up at him. “My face broke her fall.”

“Well, good. She could have been hurt falling that far. Bring her up here would ya?”

Harriet rubbed her aching face. “You come down and get her.” She wasn’t about to tell Seamus that she was squeamish about picking up a turtle.

“Can’t. I’m wobbly. Might topple right off the steps.”

He might too. Seamus was wobbly even when he wasn’t drinking.

“Don’t you let her get away,” he said. “What are you doing crawling around down there anyway? Spying on the neighbors? I should call the cops.”

The cops? Twice in one day? Harriet braced herself and bent down to pick up Amelia.
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Chapter 7
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

I saw my ex recently and instead of playing it calm and cool, I hid behind a parked car. Any suggestions for a better response because I can’t avoid him forever.

- Embarrassed in Erie




Dear Embarrassed,

Hiding is a perfectly natural reaction. I would have done the same if it weren’t for the rheumatism in my knee. If there’s no way to avoid him (Have you considered moving? Vermont is lovely.) try not to cry, babble, or throw a drink at him. Hold your head high. You are strong. You are woman. You are over it.



––––––––
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NICK GAZED INTO HER eyes and with the back of his large, manly hand, reached out and gently stroked her cheek. “I’ve missed you so much. My marriage broke up because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” Harriet gave him a small, sad smile. All those years apart. So much wasted time. Nick traced her lips with his finger and leaned in. He was tantalizingly close. She could feel his mouth on hers ...

And then a zombie reached out, and with its rotting arm, grabbed Nick from behind and plunged long, yellow teeth into his neck, ripping away a chunk of flesh. Harriet woke with a start and glanced over at the clock. Only 6:30. Once again she was awake before the alarm went off. She and Claire alternated Saturday morning early shifts at the café, and today was her turn to loll around in bed while Claire arrived at work before five to get the muffins and croissants and scones ready.

She stared at the ceiling for a moment. What was Nick doing in her dreams? Even worse, what were zombies doing there, ruining everything? She’d almost kissed Nick. It was so many years ago, but she could still remember how it felt, his lips pressing on hers, demanding, exploring. Harriet gave herself a little shake and tossed aside the covers. Enough of that. There was no point in wasting this free time. Letters to Aggie were piling up, and she had to stay on top of it. Gran wasn’t any help with answering letters. She was on Twitter now, as Aunt Aggie, and insisted that coming up with witty commentary took all her free time.

Harriet had a quick shower and did a cursory job of drying her hair. She tried to avoid looking in the mirror because, unfortunately, there was a faint, blue and gray bruise the size of — let’s just say the size of a small turtle — on her right cheekbone and extending up into her hairline.

Once her hair was dry, she grabbed her makeup bag and forced herself to inspect the damage. She prodded the bruise, which was tender, and gently dabbed some foundation on it. Her makeup skills were minimal, but the bruise looked marginally better. “Did you get hit in the face with a turtle?” wouldn’t be the very first thing people would think when they saw her.

Once that was dealt with, she carefully applied sunblock to the rest of her face. One of the few bits of her mother’s advice she’d listened to was to take care of her skin. “Wear sunblock every day,” Mom had said. “With that white skin, you’re never going to get a nice tan, but if you wear protection at least you won’t get wrinkles.” And she was right. Harriet had never had a tan, but at thirty-five, she had remarkably good skin. Unlike Mom, who didn’t take her own advice and embraced more of a, “nice, healthy glow look,” or to quote Gran, “the bottom of an old boot look.”

She debated putting on mascara and decided she’d better. With that bruise on her cheek, she didn’t want to draw attention to her face, but on the other hand, strawberry blonde eyelashes needed cosmetic help. If she didn’t wear at least a little eye makeup, inevitably someone would ask if she was coming down with something. Once her eyes were sufficiently magnified, she pulled on a pair of black jeans and a pale, pink sweater. They dressed casually at the café. Casual chic, but most days very light on the chic.

Harriet brewed half a pot of coffee, sat down at the kitchen counter, and opened her laptop. Thirty-eight new letters to Aggie. From the very beginning, they were determined to answer every letter they received, but it was starting to be overwhelming. Not that Aggie’s responses to people’s problems contained much in the way of profound insights, but it did take some time.

She clicked on the first letter. Dear Aunt Aggie. Why does everyone hate me? Yours truly, Rachel. Letters like this were the worst. She needed more information. How was she supposed to know why people hated the woman? Maybe they hated her because she was a terrible person. She was inclined to think so, based on the name. Rachel. Rachel Carpenter. How did Harriet loathe her? Let her count the ways. Rachel had helped to make Harriet’s teenage years a misery. She still had shaky self-esteem, and Rachel and Everly were partially to blame. Mostly to blame. And now they were intent on ruining her business, the business she’d devoted all her hopes and dreams and money to. Harriet slammed the laptop shut. She had too many problems of her own to concentrate on other people right now. She’d have to deal with Aggie’s mail after work.

There was a scratching sound at the kitchen door. Chester. He’d slept over at Gran’s, as he sometimes did. Harriet slid off the stool and unlocked the door. Chester was sitting on the doormat, wearing a purple eye patch in the shape of a star and a sparkly red tutu. She bent down to give him a good morning chin scratch, which he tolerated for all of ten seconds before trotting over to his bowl.

“Are you sure Gran didn’t already feed you?”

Chester looked down at his empty bowl and then stared balefully up at Harriet with his one good eye.

“Because that tutu is stretched to its limits.” She scooped Chester a cup of his weight-control kibble and dumped it in his bowl. Chester looked at the kibble suspiciously, sniffed it and took a step back.

“If you didn’t snack so much I’d feed you the full fat stuff.”

Chester grunted and took another step away from the bowl and waited while Harriet grabbed the kibble, opened the fridge, pulled out a jar of pesto and mixed a heaping teaspoon of it into the food. “There,” she said, plunking the bowl down in front of him. “Your favorite.”

Chester took a nibble, had a contemplative chew, and dug in.

Okay, time for work. Harriet hustled upstairs, ran a comb through her hair and brushed her teeth, and squinted at her bruise. Barely noticeable, as long as no one got closer than ten feet. Back downstairs, she grabbed a pair of sunglasses off the table in the hall and said goodbye to Chester, who was settling in for his post-breakfast nap. Gran would be over to pick him up later. She had her bridge club on Saturday and Chester always went along with her. Saturday bridge was a favorite activity for them both; Chester for the treats that inevitably came his way, and Gran because she was an ace bridge player and loved any opportunity to show off her skills.

Harriet stepped out the front door and stood on her porch for a moment, taking in the day. Her house — she was slowly starting to think of it as her house, rather than Gran’s house — was a small, story and a half structure, painted a pale yellow, with a wide veranda running along the front and half-way down one side. It was on a large lot, set well back from the street. Near the back of the driveway was the guest house, the most-definitely-not-a-potting shed, where Gran now lived. The two houses looked very similar though Gran’s was only the one story. And while Harriet’s yard was dotted with shrubs and a carefully laid out perennial garden running along the property line, Gran’s was more... cluttered. In the last few years she had developed a real fondness for lawn ornaments.

Harriet strolled down her front path, hung a right, walked to the end of the street, and turned onto Brooklin. Halfway down Brooklin, she cut through Claire’s yard and down the back alley, which spit her out on Kingswood. At the corner of Kingswood and Pickering, she paused. She could continue on Kingswood or take Pickering. Either one would get her to the café, though Pickering was the shorter route. It was also Nick’s street, and she hadn’t walked by his house since that day he came in for lunch and she realized he was back in town, in his old house, and quite possibly right this minute asleep in his old bedroom. Not that she’d ever seen his bedroom. His mother had made sure of that.

This was ridiculous. She wasn’t going to take the long way around forever. Sevenoaks was a small town. It was inevitable that she’d run into Nick now and then. She had to get used to it. Their little teenage romance was years ago. Half a lifetime ago.

Nick’s house was a large, brick Victorian; too big for one person really. Harriet tried to get a good look at it without slowing down. She was simply a busy woman taking the most expedient route to work. It was awkward, but she managed to take a long gander out of the corner of her eye. The sunglasses helped. In the driveway, there was a blue sports car with tiny tires that looked very impractical for a Vermont winter. Harriet gave some thought to what Nick’s choice of a vehicle said about him. She wasn’t sure how she felt about sports cars and the men who drove them.

“Hi, Harriet,” said a voice, startling her so that she jumped and let out a high-pitched squeal.

It was Nick, a friendly, no history between us smile on his just-the-right-amount-of-handsome face. He had a two-day growth of beard, sort of the perfect, scruffy but not too scruffy length. And his eyes were still that deep shade of blue; even bluer than she remembered them.

“Sorry to startle you.”

“Hi, Nick. You didn’t startle me.” Not a bit. She always squealed when people said hello. She grasped for something dazzling to say. “All moved in?”

“Pretty much.”

“That’s good.” She nodded her head and hoped her face conveyed that she was pleasant and neighborly but totally over him. Actually, never been into him. Had they dated a couple of times, way back when they were kids? She couldn’t quite recollect.

“Just a few more boxes left.”

“Great. It’s a lot of work, moving.” Not exactly sparkling repartee, but her mouth was parched, and her tongue felt weirdly thick.

Nick smiled. He had nice, white teeth. Were they a little too white? Harriet had a quick, mental vision of Nick wandering around the house with Crest White Strips on his teeth. The vision emboldened her. That’s what she’d do. She’d picture him in unappealing scenarios and then she’d have no trouble being her normal, chatty self.

“Out for a walk?” he asked.

“Yep. On my way to woik.” Yep? Woik? Did she just say woik? “Work. Sorry. Yeah. On my way to work. I’m a mess before I have my first coffee.” Which was true. She was a mess without coffee, however she’d already downed a large mug at home.

Nick smiled politely. “Mind if I walk with you? I just finished my run and I planned to pop by your place and grab a cup.”

“Okey dokey.”

Okey dokey? Harriet cringed. What was wrong with her? Way to impress Mr. Magna Com Whatever, successful novelist. Not that she was trying to impress him.

They walked in silence for a bit. Harriet turned her head a lot, pretending to be fascinated with the bushes and flowers and trees, so Nick would think she was too mesmerized by the beauty of the world around her to bother with conversation.

“Nice day,” he said.

“Sure is.” What was she beating herself up for? It’s not like he was killing it with the dazzling conversation. She could almost feel the silence pulsating between them.

“So, you moved back from New York? Leaving the rat race to work on your writing?”

“That’s right.”

Jeez – it was like pulling teeth. Was Nick a total bore these days? That would be nice. It would make things easier if behind those mesmerizing blue eyes was a man incapable of carrying on a conversation.

They ambled along, every word they spoke forced and stilted, till finally, blessedly, they arrived at The Bluebell. Nick opened the door and gestured for Harriet to proceed him. Claire was behind the counter, sipping a coffee.

“Hey, Nick,” she said, giving him a bright smile. “I was wondering when we were going to see you again.”

“Morning, Claire. I’ve been busy with the move.”

“I’ll bet. All settled in now, are you?”

“Just about.”

“What can I get you? Have you two eaten breakfast?”

You two? What was she doing? They weren’t a twosome. Harriet ducked behind Nick and gestured to Claire to zip her lip.

“Just a coffee for me,” said Nick. “It smells great in here though.”

“Cinnamon and sugar. Sure I can’t tempt you?”

“Thanks. No. I’m not much of one for sweets.”

Claire nodded approvingly. For all she was such a wonderful baker, she didn’t approve of men eating sweets. She found it un-masculine. “There is nothing less sexy,” she’d said one day, “than the sight of a man gorging on cheesecake.”

“How about a man with thick yellow toenails and no arms, eating cheesecake with his crusty foot?” Gran had inquired. Claire was too busy retching to respond.

Nick stirred his coffee – cream, no sugar – said his goodbyes and quickly departed. The second he was out the door, Claire pounced.

“What was that about? Did you...?”

“Did I what?”

“Well, you’re coming in together first thing in the morning...”

“Are you nuts? I haven’t said more than a few words to him in twenty years and that includes today. I ran into him on the street.”

“What street? I’ll bet you were right outside his house. You were, weren’t you? I knew you wouldn’t be able to stay away.”

She was so very annoying, and Harriet chose to ignore her. “What can I do to help?”

“You can go out back and cut some parsley and chives. I don’t know where Wally is. He’s supposed to be here by seven fifteen. He’ll want fresh herbs for his omelets.”

They had big plans for the courtyard. There was already the small garden that Wally had built, and he’d drawn chalk outlines on the cobblestones where he planned to build more, so The Bluebell could grow all its own herbs as well as lettuce and heirloom tomatoes. That was likely what Rachel was referring to when she said she’d wanted to discuss the courtyard. One of the unbuilt beds must have intruded an inch onto her side.

Harriet went through the kitchen and unlocked the back door. There was a crow perched on the seat of Ron’s bike. It squawked loudly at the intrusion and flew to the top of the wall. She could smell cigarette smoke and looked up. Seamus was sitting on the fire escape, swinging his feet, and sipping from a cup.

“Howdy do young lady,” he said in a cheery voice. “Top of the morning to you.” No matter how much he drank, Seamus didn’t seem to suffer any ill effects. He arose fresh each day, ready to start anew.

“Morning, Seamus. How’s Amelia?”

“Yeah, okay I guess. She’s still sleeping.”

Harriet crossed the courtyard to the herb garden. It was a mess! Someone had been tromping through it. Claire and Wally were going to go ballistic. But who could have done it? “Seamus,” she called. “Have you been fighting with Wally again?”

“Not lately, that I can recollect. Just the regular.”

You know anything about our garden?”

“You calling that a garden? There’s nothing to eat in there. Not even a radish.”

“It’s an herb garden. Did you jump in it?”

Seamus put down his cup. “What kind of question is that? You ever seen me jumping? Is that a Leprechaun crack?”

“Well someone’s been in here.”

“Probably one of those snooty girls that’s moved in downstairs. They were out here poking around yesterday.”

Harriet grimaced. Everly and Rachel. They’d messed up the garden because they thought it was encroaching on their territory. She was furious. She didn’t have to channel Aunt Aggie for this. She tossed her sunglasses down on the picnic table, stormed over to their door and yanked on it. Not that they would be there this early in the morning.

But they were. The door opened.

Well, good. She stepped inside. An overhead light was on, and the hall was lined with buckets and paintbrushes and sheets of drywall. 7:30 in the morning and they were already here, hard at work. This wasn’t promising. She was counting on her superior work ethic to give The Bluebell a competitive edge.

“Hello?” she called.

No answer, but she could hear music. She marched down the hall into the front room, home of the former flower shop. The blinds were pulled down, but there was enough light from the bare bulb dangling from the ceiling to see that apart from some drop cloths and garbage bins, the room looked much the same as it had the day Eloise left for Hawaii.

“Hello,” she called again. She walked over to the phone dock, clicked it off and listened for any sounds. There didn’t appear to be anyone there. Pretty lax of them to leave the door unlocked if no one was around.

Harriet crossed her arms and looked around the room. They had plenty of work ahead of them. The Bluebell had taken a lot of time and money, but it had been a diner before Harriet moved in. Converting a flower shop into a classy French bistro was going to be a lot more work and a lot more expensive. Hopefully, so overwhelming they’d give up in despair.

She smiled to herself as she noticed the picture over the counter. It was an old photo of the building from back in the twenties that had been on the wall of the flower shop for as long as Harriet could remember. She would love to have that picture to hang up in the café. Philip and the deux soeurs didn’t deserve it. She walked over to the counter and leaned in to take a closer look. It didn’t look right. There was something splattered on the glass. And what was that all over the wall? Red splatters. She took a step back and her eyes drifted to the left, below the part of the wall with the worst of the splatters.

Lying on the floor was Everly Dupee. Blood pooled on the floor beside her head. More blood soaked her mauve sweater. Harriet didn’t need to get any closer to know she was dead.
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Chapter 8
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Harriet’s heart was pounding. She had to get out of there; call someone. The police. She had to call the police. Her phone was in her purse, back in the café. Using the wall to support her trembling legs, she managed to make it back down the hall and out to the courtyard.

“Hey,” called Seamus, “You got any of those raspberry scones today? Tell Cleo to put one aside for me.”

She yanked open the back door of The Bluebell and leaned against the door frame. “Her name is not Cleo! Claire!” She waited a moment, in anticipation of her best friend rushing to her aid. “Claire!”

“No need to be yelling like a banshee,” said Seamus. “I can’t remember every dang name there is.”

Harriet wobbled her way through the kitchen and pushed open the swinging doors. Claire was leaning against the counter, clenching her buttocks, and flipping through a magazine. “Why didn’t you answer?” demanded Harriet.

Claire didn’t look up. “I figured if it was important you’d come find me.”

“It’s important!”

Claire stopped clenching and turned to Harriet. “Are you okay? What happened to your face? Is that dirt or a bruise?”

“Next door. Everly Dupee. She’s dead.”

“Dead?

Harriet nodded her head vigorously. “Dead. Murdered I think.”

“You saw Everly dead, maybe murdered?” Claire looked confused.

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“She was lying in a pool of blood. It looked like she’d been smashed in the head.”

“Where? In the courtyard?”

“No, no. In – next door. I went inside. Their door was open.”

Claire grabbed her phone off the counter. “I’ll call 911. You sit down. You look like you’re going to faint.”

As she relayed the information to the dispatcher, Claire walked calmly over to the front door, turned the lock, and hung up the closed sign.

Well, easy for her to be so composed. She didn’t just witness a ... what had she witnessed? It had to have been a murder. There was way too much blood for it to have been an accident.

Claire waved the phone. “The 911 woman wants to know if you’re certain she’s dead. Did you check for a pulse?”

Harriet grimaced as she pictured the blood-spattered Everly, her unseeing eyes wide open.

“She’s dead.”

“You checked?”

“No, but ... she’s gone.”

“Dead,” Claire said. “Possible foul play involved.” She listened for a moment. “Yes, we’ll be here.”

Claire put her phone in her pocket and sat down across from Harriet. “I don’t believe it. Everly Dupee murdered.”

“Why are you whispering?”

“I don’t know,” she responded, still whispering. “Do you want something? A glass of water.”

“Water?”

“It’s seven-thirty in the morning. I’m not going to offer you something that would actually help, like a shot of whiskey.”

“If it’s seven-thirty, where’s Wally? Wasn’t he supposed to be here at seven-fifteen?”

“He was. How about a coffee?”

“Sure. Thanks.” Harriet pulled out her phone and with shaking hands, scrolled through pictures of her contacts and hit Wally’s unsmiling face.

He picked up on the first ring. “Keep your pants on. So I slept in for once in my life. I’ll be down in ten.”

“Wally, there’s something —” Too late. He’d hung up. “He’ll be here in ten minutes.”

“Everly murdered,” muttered Claire. “Right next door. I can’t wrap my head around it. Why did you go in there anyway?”

The sound of a police siren cut off her answer, and anyway, Harriet was so flustered she couldn’t remember why she’d gone in.

Claire handed Harriet a cup of coffee and went to the window. “Ugh. Unbelievable. There might be a killer on the loose, and they send my imbecile cousin to save the day.”

“Chris?”

“How many imbecile cousins do I have?”

“According to you, most of them.”

“True.”

“If this was a murder they’ll call in the state police.” Harriet pondered that for a moment. A killer? In Sevenoaks?

Claire opened the door and gestured for Chris to come in. “I called in a potential murder and they send you. Are you even a real police officer yet?”

Chris didn’t appear offended by her greeting. He was accustomed to not getting much respect from his family. “I was the closest, and yes, I’m an officer. Three days after I got my badge the council voted to start using the state police. I applied to be a State Trooper and I got accepted, so I’m moving to Manchester. Mom and me are going down next weekend to look for a place. The state police is good money, a lot better than this town pays.”

“Chris,” Harriet interjected. “We’re happy for you, but we have a dead body next door.”

“Right. You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

He looked around the café. “How do we get there?”

After her initial shock of being first on the scene of what sure looked like a grisly murder, Harriet was starting to feel a bit calmer. “Through the kitchen and out the back door. Follow me.”

She pushed into the kitchen, followed closely by Claire and Chris, and stepped down into the courtyard. She pointed to the door. “In there. Everly’s on the floor in the front room, to the left of the counter.”

“Hey, Cleo,” called Seamus. “You got any of those raspberry scones today? Think you could bring one up to me, like you did the other day.”

“Later. I’m busy.”

“Busy,” grumbled Seamus. “Fine way to talk to a paying customer.”

Harriet glanced up at him. As if Seamus ever paid for anything. He’d been running a tab for a year. It was a joke around The Bluebell, that all their financial worries would be over once the inheritance Seamus insisted was due “any day now” finally arrived and he paid them the money he owed.

Chris thrust his hand towards the doorknob and then hesitated for a moment. “Maybe I should wait ‘till my backup gets here. I’ve never seen a dead body before unless you count Kelly.”

“Kelly?” said Harriet.

“His German Shephard,” replied Claire. She stepped in front of Chris and yanked open the door. “We don’t need backup. Follow me. And don’t touch anything. We don’t want to contaminate the evidence.”

They trailed Claire down the hall. She was walking with purpose, unlike Chris who seemed nervous.

“Look,” he said, his voice cracking. “You two had better go back outside. The perp could still be in here.”

“Oh, get over yourself,” said Claire, stepping into the front room and heading toward the counter. “The perp is long gone. Oh my...” They all stood silent for a moment, staring down at Everly’s body.

“Okay, stand back.” Chris’s hand twitched as he reached for his police radio. “Look at all this blood. Looks like she was bashed in the head.” He walked over to the window and pulled aside the blind. “The chief is on today. I don’t know what’s taking him so long to get here.”

While Chris mumbled into his walkie, Harriet moved across the room so she wouldn’t have to look at Everly. Claire was not similarly inclined. She was standing three feet away from Everly’s body, staring down at her.

“You’re awfully calm,” said Harriet.

Claire considered that for a moment. “Yeah. All those cop shows I’ve watched must have toughened me up.” She glanced over at Chris, who had his back to her, then swiftly reached down and touched Everly’s hand.

“Claire,” hissed Harriet.

She stepped away and came over to Harriet. “She’s cold and starting to stiffen up. I’d say she’s been dead for quite a while. Probably since last night.”

Harriet looked at her, amazed. “I had no idea you were so comfortable with death.”

“Neither did I.” Claire was poking around, a determined look on her face as she kicked aside drop cloths and peered behind sheets of drywall.

“What are you looking for?”

“The murder weapon.”

Right. The murder weapon.

“What do you figure he used?” asked Claire.

“To kill her?” Harriet had a quick, horrible vision of Everly’s head. “I don’t want to think about it.”

Claire walked over and inspected the door. “Interesting,” she mused, “the door is locked.” She looked knowingly at Harriet. “No sign of forced entry.”

“The back door wasn’t locked this morning. The killer must have come in through the courtyard.”

“Possibly, but it’s not the only —”

A loud police siren interrupted Claire’s thought. The piercing sound came to an abrupt halt in front of the building. “Finally,” said Chris, as he nudged Claire aside and unlocked the door.

“Don’t you have gloves?” she asked. “There might be important fingerprints on the doorknob.”

Chris looked down at his hand. “Too late now. Don’t say anything to the chief.” He moved aside for a grim-looking Chief Spofford. Within seconds the chief’s practiced eye had taken in the scene.

“Who found her?” he asked Chris.

“Harriet.”

The chief walked carefully around Everly’s body, his mouth set in a hard line. He strode over to a light switch behind the counter and used his elbow to click it on. Under the flickering fluorescent light, the scene was even more shocking.

The chief seemed to be looking for something. “Did you touch anything?” he asked Harriet.

She shook her head no. The chief gazed at her, his forehead furrowed, then continued to scan the room.

“I’ve done a thorough check,” said Claire. “No sign of a murder weapon. What are we thinking? A hammer? Maybe a small mallet? They’re doing renos in here, so there may have been a hammer lying around. That could mean the murder was a spur of the moment thing, rather than premeditated. What do you think?”

The chief ignored her. “What were you doing in here so early in the morning?” He was staring hard at Harriet, and his voice was so ... almost accusatory.

Harriet stared back at him, blinking helplessly.

“Did you hear a noise?” he prompted.

Why did she? The garden. “Our herb garden out back had been trampled on and I wanted to talk to them about it. I checked the door and it was open and I could hear music, so I thought someone must be in here.”

“Music?”

“There’s a phone over there on the dock. I turned it off.”

“So you did touch something?”

“Just the phone. I was calling out to see if anyone was here and I wanted to make sure they could hear me.” Harriet’s voice quivered. Why was she feeling so guilty? And why did the chief keep looking at her like that?

His jaw set, Chief Spofford walked over to the front door and studied the deadbolt. He gestured to Chris. “Was the door locked?”

“It was,” said Claire, breaking in. “No sign of forced entry. The back door was unlocked this morning so we’re thinking that’s likely the point of entry and exit. Unless —” she paused and tapped her chin thoughtfully, “unless Everly let the killer in the front and then relocked the door. That would lead me to believe it was someone she knew, rather than a stranger. And let’s face it, most murders are committed by someone who knows the victim. I wouldn’t spend a lot of time on the stranger theory.”

“Thank you for the insight, Claire. How about you let us take it from here?”

If the chief thought his admonishment was going to work on Claire, he was mistaken. She turned to Harriet. “They were in here yesterday evening, remember? Everly and Rachel, anyway. I didn’t see Philip.”

Harriet nodded in agreement. And she’d heard yelling. When she was outside, her ear pressed to the door. “Chief, there’s —”

He held up his hand to stop her. “I seem to remember seeing Philip when you people had a run-in with him yesterday. Let’s take this discussion outside. We’ll go out the back. Don’t touch anything.”

“The more I think about it,” said Claire, as she led the way down the hall, “the more inclined I am to think Everly knew the murderer. How would a stranger to Sevenoaks even know there was an entry through the courtyard? Maybe she let the killer in the front, or, let’s face it, the killer was in here with her all along getting started on the renovations, and then he or she made a run for it out the back, to avoid detection. I think that’s the scenario we should be looking at the closest. Everly wasn’t the sharpest blade in the drawer, but she wouldn’t have let a stranger into the place. Not at night anyway.” She stopped short once she reached the back door and turned to the chief. “What do you think?”

He gestured to her to keep moving. “I think you’ve been watching too much TV. Just open the door, would you? And how about you wait a day or two before you toss around murder accusations and insults about the dead? It’s not a good look.”

Claire pointed to the doorknob. “Does anyone have a hankie? I don’t want to touch the doorknob. Harriet already touched it on this side, and both of us touched it on the outside, but there still might be important evidence on there.”

She looked at the chief, a satisfied look on her face. “Just a sec,” he muttered, reaching into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a pair of thin, latex gloves and begrudgingly handed one to Claire.

Claire pulled on the glove, opened the door, and they stepped out into the courtyard. Seamus had managed to wobble his way down the steps and was sitting cross-legged on top of the picnic table, gnawing on a piece of beef jerky.

Now that they were back out in the sunlight and he could see more clearly, the chief focused on Harriet’s cheek. “Is that a bruise you’ve got there? How’d that happen? I don’t remember seeing that yesterday.”

She reached up and touched the bruise and then looked over at Seamus. Did she really have to say she’d been hit in the face with a turtle while spying on her neighbors?

The chief continued to gaze at her, an inquisitive look on his face. Almost like ... like he was really wondering why she had a bruise on her cheek. Like just because she’d made a casual remark about her new neighbors needing to watch their step ...

“I was out here last night, and Seamus’s turtle fell off the fire escape.” She’d hold off on mentioning she was lying on the ground eavesdropping when it happened.

“A turtle hit you?” The chief’s forehead furrowed. He looked at Seamus for confirmation.

“Amelia?”

“Yeah,” said Harriet, eyeing Seamus. Why did he have that blank look on his face? “Last night. Eight-thirty or so.”

Seamus ripped off a chunk of jerky and chewed thoughtfully. “Nope.”

“Seamus. You were out on the fire escape drinking, and I guess you were giving her some air.”

“Maybe I was up there. I sure never dropped my Amelia. I’d remember that.”

Harriet tried to keep her voice even. “I brought her back up to you. You were afraid you’d fall off the stairs.”

“No one’s saying I wasn’t enjoying a tipple. A man’s allowed to have himself a drink. But I sure never dropped my girl. I’d remember that.”

The chief was watching Seamus, watching Harriet, listening carefully. “So, tell me again, how’d you get that bruise?”
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“What’s going on down there? Who’s minding the café?”

They all looked up as Wally stepped out of his apartment and clumped down the fire escape steps. He looked rough; worse than usual, and he was never a man who bothered about his appearance. There were some days Harriet wondered if he even owned a mirror. Today he was unshaven, his clothes looked like he’d dug them out of the bottom of the laundry hamper, and there was a long, angry-looking scratch running from his left temple down to his chin.

“Harriet found a dead body next door,” said Claire, in a matter-of-fact voice. “Everly Dupee.”

Wally’s brows knitted together, and he studied Claire for a moment. “What happened to her?” he asked, running his fingers through his crew cut.

“Murdered. Bludgeoned from the looks of it.”

“Everly?” he asked. “She one of the —?” he gestured toward the back of the building.

Claire nodded her head. “Not Philip’s sister. The other one. The mayor’s assistant. She used to send her food back a lot. Dressing on the side and there better not be any sugar in this.”

Wally grunted in recognition. “Murdered?”

“Sure looks like it.”

“Do we know who did it?”

The chief’s forehead was puckered in concentration as he studied Wally. “Were you home last night?” he asked. “Did you hear anything unusual?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary.” Wally noticed the garden for the first time. “Who’s been walking through the garden?” He jabbed his finger at Seamus. “Was that you? I told you to stay out of it. There’s nothing to eat in there.”

“That’s right. Blame me for everything.” Seamus gestured to Harriet, a woman he’d chatted with pretty much every day for the past year. “It’s the Irishman’s fault that Whatshername there has a bruise. It’s the Irishman’s fault someone stepped in your sorry excuse for a garden.” He pointed his beef jerky at Claire. “What’s happening with that scone?”

Claire scowled at him. “Are you even listening to this? There was a vicious murder last night, right downstairs from where you live.”

“Yeah, I heard ya. Who was it who died again?”

“Everly Dupee. She just leased the building.”

“That the snooty one or the even snootier one?”

“She was short,” said Harriet. “Just over five feet. Dark hair.”

Seamus grunted in recognition. “That one. The snooty one. She said I wouldn’t be allowed to hang around out front once they got their restaurant going. As if she could stop me. I’m going to get a lawn chair and park myself right there on the sidewalk. Me and Amelia. That’ll fix her.”

“She was murdered, Seamus,” said Chief Spofford. “Someone’s already fixed her.”

Seamus swallowed his last bite of jerky. “That’s right. So you said. I can’t think clearly because I haven’t had my brekkie.”

The chief directed his attention back to Wally. “So, you were home all last night?”

“Yeah, after we finished up work. What about it?” Wally sounded about as grumpy as he was capable of sounding, which was extremely.

“I’ll need to talk to you. Don’t go anywhere.”

“Where would I go? This is where I live and where I work.”

The chief looked away and then back at Wally’s cheek. “How’d you get that scratch?”

Wally stared back at the chief. “What scratch?”

“The one running down your face.”

“Who knows? It happens. You never scratched yourself?”

Harriet tried to catch Wally’s eye. Why was he being so cranky? That was not going to help anything.

“Looks pretty deep. The kind of thing you’d remember.”

Wally shrugged. “Must have scratched myself in my sleep.”

Harriet watched as the chief’s eyes drifted to Wally’s barely-there fingernails. “Chief Spofford,” she said. “I don’t know if it means anything, but when I was out here last night.” She looked over at Seamus. “When Amelia hit me in the face, I could hear yelling coming from inside their building.”

The chief’s eyes narrowed. “When were you planning on mentioning that? Kind of an important piece of information, don’t you figure?”

“Sorry. I know it is. I’m flustered. I’m not accustomed to finding dead bodies.”

Chief Spofford’s face softened a little. “Tell me exactly what you heard. What time was this?”

“It was around eight-fifteen. Maybe eight-thirty. I heard a woman yell ‘Get out’ and a man said, ‘you’ll be sorry.’”

“Wow.” Claire cocked an eyebrow in Harriet’s direction. “That’s kind of major. How come you never said anything?”

“Withholding information,” said Chris, looking pleased with himself for finally having something to contribute to the conversation.

The chief gave Harriet a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “It’s okay. We know now. That everything you heard?”

Harriet nodded her head. “They were having an argument, or that’s what it sounded like.” She concentrated, trying to remember. “I could hear raised voices, but most of it was muffled. Oh, the man said, ‘don’t you dare.’”

Chief Spofford looked over at the back door. “They must have been right by the door when they were yelling if you could hear it out here. You couldn’t tell who the voices were?”

“I don’t know that they were that close. They might have been farther in. Maybe even in the front room.”

“And you were able to hear them?”

“I was ... closer than this. I was over by the door.”

“She had her ear smashed right up against it,” said Seamus. “Crawling around on the ground, spying on people. Scared the bejesus out of me.”

Harriet turned on him. “So now you remember? Do you remember dropping Amelia on my face?”

Seamus shook his head. “Nah. I’d never forget something like that.”

“So, you were listening at the door when you heard them?” asked the chief.

“I could hear yelling. Naturally, I was concerned.”

“Naturally. But you don’t know who it was you heard?”

Harriet shook her head. “I assumed the female voice must have been either Everly or Rachel, and the man was Philip. Who else would it be? Then Amelia hit me, and I gave her back to Seamus and went inside. I didn’t want to ... intrude on their privacy.”

“You went inside?” asked Claire, in a disbelieving voice. “Our competition is in there fighting and you just left them to it?”

“My face hurt.” Her eyes bored into Claire. “And I didn’t want to eavesdrop on our new neighbors.”

Claire shifted on her feet and crossed her arms over her chest, but she kept her face impassive. “Right. Of course, you didn’t. Wouldn’t be neighborly.”

“Look,” said the chief. “I’ve got to make some calls. Could all of you go inside and sit tight until the state police get here? Is the café locked?” He looked at Harriet for confirmation and she nodded her head. “Okay, keep it that way. And please stay off your phones. I don’t want this news getting out until after I’ve notified Everly’s people.”

Seamus hopped down from the picnic table and pointed to the entrance into the courtyard which led out onto the side street. “How about I go stand over there and make sure no looky-loos wander in? We need to secure the area.”

The chief looked over at the entrance and briefly considered the proposal. “Thank you, Seamus, but that won’t be necessary. I’ll tape it off. We’ll need to talk to you, so don’t go anywhere.”

“Yeah, fine. I’ll be upstairs, keeping an eye on things. I don’t miss much.”

“You missed a murder one floor below you,” said Wally.

“Who says I missed it?”

“Seamus,” exclaimed Claire. “Did you see something last night?”

Chief Spofford waggled a finger at her. “I’ll ask the questions here. Seamus, did you see anything last night?”

“I’m struggling to recollect. It’d be easier if I wasn’t half starving to death.”

The chief sighed and shut his eyes for a moment. “Claire, could you get Seamus a muffin or whatever it is he’s on about?”

“Muffin?” scoffed Seamus. “Do I look like a man who eats muffins? A scone. Raspberry if you’ve got it. And warm it up a bit, would you?”

“Anything else?” asked Claire sarcastically. “A cup of tea maybe?”

“Sure. A cup of tea. I’ll need something to wash it down. Your scones are on the dry side lately. Have you been scrimping on the butter?”

“Okay,” said Chief Spofford. “Claire will take care of your stomach, Seamus, and we’ll be by to talk to you in a bit.”

“What about me?” asked Chris. “Where do you want me stationed?”

The chief tapped his nose and thought about it for a moment. “Go inside with Wally and the girls. Make sure everything’s under control in there. I’ll check in with you once I’ve finished my calls. Wally, don’t you wander off.”

“I’m not in the habit of wandering.”

They all drifted toward the back door, Chris mumbling, “I’m a trained officer and he’s got me guarding the cookies.” He nudged Claire with his elbow. “Did you make any of those chocolate chunk today? The kind with the nuts in them?”

Denise was coming in the front door as they trooped into the café. “What’s going on?” she asked. “How come we’re not open?”

“You might want to sit down,” said Chris.

“Sit down? I’ve got work to do. What are you doing here, anyway? Your mom told me you were moving to Manchester.”

“In two weeks,” he replied, his hand hovering over the basket of muffins. “I’m working out my notice.”

“I’m going to pull down the blinds,” said Claire, as one of their regulars stopped at the door, noticed the closed sign, and peered through the window. “Once this news is out, we’re going to be like a panda exhibit at the zoo in here.”

“What news?” asked Denise.

While Claire made a cup of tea and put two scones in a bag for Seamus, she and Harriet filled Denise in. Wally poured himself a coffee and wandered over to a corner table, as far away from everyone else as he could get.

“I can’t believe it. Who would murder Everly Dupee?” Denise looked over at the wall that separated the two buildings. “Right next door. Gives me the shivers.” She looked closely at Harriet’s face for the first time. “What happened to you?”

Harriet reached up and touched her bruise. “Is it that obvious? I thought I did a good job of covering it up this morning.”

“Looks like a bruise that you’ve slapped some foundation on. It’s not too terrible. You’re not going to scare off the customers because of it. What happened? You walk into a door?”

Harriet bristled a little. There’s no way it looked that bad. And Denise was one to talk. She wasn’t looking all that perky herself this morning. Harriet lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I was on my knees out back, eavesdropping on the new neighbors, and Seamus’s turtle fell off the fire escape and hit me in the face.

“Amelia?”

“Yeah.”

“She okay?”

“She’s fine.”

Denise didn’t probe any further. She was good that way. Minded her own business.

“The chief kept looking at me funny,” said Harriet. “Like it’s suspicious that I have a bruise. And did you see that scratch on Wally’s face?”

Denise glanced over her shoulder at Wally. “Never noticed.” She tapped her fingers restlessly on the counter. “I need a smoke. Are we allowed out in the courtyard?”

“The chief told us to stay in here and don’t talk to anyone. He wants to make sure Everly’s people are notified before the news get out.”

“Everly’s people?” said Claire, who had returned from delivering Seamus’s brekkie. “Who would that even be? She doesn’t have anybody here in town.”

“Let’s go sit down,” said Harriet. “I guess he’ll contact Philip and Rachel. They’re not her family, but they may be as close as she’s got.”

“Hmmm ...” Claire grabbed a plate and filled it with an assortment of baked goods. “Philip and Rachel? Like they don’t already know.”

“Claire,” Harriet protested.

“Give me a break. You heard fighting last night. Doesn’t it seem obvious that if there was a fight, and Everly is dead, that Philip or Rachel are involved? You can’t tell me you haven’t considered that.”

Harriet pulled out a chair and sat down. “Of course, I’ve considered it. They’re both awful, but murder? I just can’t...”

“Anyone’s capable,” said Denise, picking a chunk of streusel off an apple muffin and popping it in her mouth. “That’s what they say anyway. And some people are more capable than others.” She fixed her gaze on the baskets of fresh-baked goodies lining the counter. “What’s happening today? How long do we have to stay closed? There’s going to be a lot of people milling around outside. Not that I want to take advantage of a bad situation, but they might as well mill about in here as out on the street.”

“We’re waiting to hear. Chief Spofford is calling the state police. They’ll be in charge of the investigation.” As soon as the words were out of Harriet’s mouth, there was the sound of a police siren and they all watched through the foot-high gap at the bottom of the window blind, as a state police car pulled up to the curb.

“They must have been close by,” said Chris, who was on his second muffin. “No way they got here all the way from Middlebury that fast.”

“Good deduction,” replied Claire. “They’ll put you on the fast track to detective for sure.”

Chris pointed to his muffin. “Is this Aunt Adele’s recipe? They don’t taste as good as hers. Did you forget an ingredient?”

Claire opened her mouth to retort just as Chief Spofford pushed into the kitchen. He cocked his head in Chris’s direction. “What are you doing over there?”

“Supervising, like you said,” replied Chris. At least that’s what it sounded like he said. It was hard to tell; his mouth was so full.

The chief gestured to him to stand up. “Looks to me like you’re loitering. Bad enough we’re being taken over by the state. We don’t want to look like a bunch of small-town slackers.” He unlocked the front door and they all watched with interest as a tall, broad-shouldered officer with movie-star good looks stepped into the café.

“Uh oh,” said Claire, in a barely discernible voice. “This day just got worse.”
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“What’s wrong?” hissed Harriet. “Do you know him?”

Claire dipped her head, ever so slightly. She was chewing her lip and seemed mesmerized by a knot of wood in the tabletop.

The chief, however, seemed pleased to see this state trooper. “Adam Heller? I heard you were working out of Middlebury. And you made detective!”

The trooper returned the pleased expression. “I did. Going on two years now.”

“Good for you. Still playing hockey?”

“Whenever I have the time.”

Chief Spofford turned to Harriet’s table. “The best goalie I ever saw. Couldn’t get a puck past this kid.” He shook his head in wonderment, at the memory. “I don’t think Sevenoaks ever won a game when we played against you.”

“I don’t know. Maybe one or two,” said Adam, good naturedly. He glanced around the café and his pleasant expression vanished when his eyes lit on Claire. He hesitated a moment and turned back to the chief, and now he was all business. “Is the scene contained?”

Chief Spofford nodded. “The front entrance is locked, and there’s a local man keeping an eye on the back door. We’re understaffed here. I’m just waiting for you people to show up.”

“The rest of the team should be here soon,” said Adam. “I was already in town, on some other business. What have we got for witnesses? Who found the body?”

“Harriet over there, in the pink sweater. She owns this place. The rest of them are just sitting tight, waiting to talk to you. They might know something worthwhile. Haven’t had time to dig into it yet. And the man out back lives upstairs of the crime scene. He had some interesting information.”

Harriet eyed the chief, who seemed to be looking in Wally’s direction. What kind of interesting information could Seamus have? He wasn’t exactly a reliable witness.

Claire stopped fixating on the table and looked up just as Adam cast another glance in their direction. This time he acknowledged her with a curt nod. “Claire.”

“Hi, Adam. How’ve you been?”

“Fine.” He turned his attention back to the chief. “What exactly are we looking at here?”

“Murder. No question about it. Looks bad.”

Adam shifted his eyes in Harriet’s direction. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll need to talk to you. None of you go anywhere.”

He gestured to the chief. “Lead the way.”

Chief Spofford turned and headed back towards the kitchen. “This way. There’s a back entrance through the courtyard. Chris,” he called, over his shoulder. “You hang tight. I’ll be back soon.”

Chris grumbled softly, then sat back down. “Understaffed?” he muttered. “I’m right here and he gets Seamus to guard the door.”

“You dated him?” said Harriet, as soon as the two had left. “He’s gorgeous.”

Claire scrunched up her face and stared at the kitchen door. “He’s okay, if you like that type of thing.”

“The incredibly handsome type of thing? You do like that. When did you go out with him?”

“Going on two years ago. Just before you moved back. I’m sure I mentioned it.”

“You date a lot. It’s hard to keep track. But him I would have remembered.”

“It didn’t last long. Three or four months, tops.”

“For you that’s practically engaged. What happened?”

“He’s very sarcastic.”

“So, you had something in common.”

“Exactly. It was horrible. We never had a normal conversation. We couldn’t even pick a movie without it being a battle. He’s nice to look at though.”

“Too good looking,” chimed in Denise. “Never trust a man who’s prettier than you are.” She looked a little embarrassed. “Not that — you’re just as pretty as him.”

“No, he is definitely prettier than me. That was the least of our problems. He has a big mouth. Worse than mine. That was our problem.”

“Was it a bad breakup?” asked Harriet. “I wasn’t picking up a friendly vibe from him.”

A look of something — guilt? — flashed across Claire’s face. “We had a huge fight in the cereal aisle at Costco. I drove off and left him there. That was the last time we spoke. He’s the type of person who’d hold a grudge for two years just because I left him stranded at Costco.”

“What was the fight about?” asked Denise.

“He wanted Honey Nut Cheerios and I wanted the regular kind.”

“You broke up over that?”

“There were other issues. He did this thing when he drank coffee where he’d blow on it and then slurp. He sounded like a wet vac. You could hear him two rooms over.”

Denise shook her head, a look of bemused astonishment on her face. “One of my exes tossed my phone down a sewer grate because I wasn’t paying enough attention to him, and he told my mother the sound of her voice was like an ice pick through his eardrum. It was another six months before we split up.”

“You should have given him the boot a lot sooner. And like I said, there were bigger issues than Cheerios and slurping.”

“Claire once broke up with a man because he said Love Actually sucked,” said Harriet.

“That is not true,” protested Claire. “He said it sucked and that I had the worst taste in movies of any woman he’d ever met.” Her mouth curved into a slight smile. “Them’s fighting words.”

“Love Actually does suck,” said Chris, showing an interest in something other than the muffins for the first time since he’d sat down.

Fortunately for Chris, Claire was distracted by the chief coming back into the café and heading for the front door. He was favoring his right foot and winced slightly with each step. “You need to do something about that courtyard,” he said grumpily. “There’s so many holes and loose stones. It’s a liability issue.”

“Sorry,” said Harriet. “We’re planning to fix it.” They were too, once The Bluebell was more cashflow positive.

Chief Spofford acknowledged the apology with an irritated grunt. “Chris, I need you to start canvassing the neighbors in the apartment building that backs onto this place. See if anyone saw anything. I’m going to head over and talk to Philip and Rachel, let them know what’s happened.”

“Assuming they don’t already know,” said Harriet. Ooops. Did she say that out loud? The chief pulled up short in front of the door and shot her a frosty look. She must have. “I’m just suggesting — I did hear them fighting last night.”

“You heard voices you can’t identify arguing last night.”

“Who else could it have been?”

“We don’t know yet, so how about you keep the conjecture on the down low? That’s how rumors get started.” The chief shook his head and sadness clouded his features. “It’s a blessing Everly’s mother never lived to see this. Any of you people know where that father of hers is these days?”

“Last I heard he was in Wyoming,” said Denise. “I don’t think he’s in touch with whatever’s left of the family. They cut him off after he had the affair with the babysitter.”

“Wyoming. Okay. Chris, you get going. Talk to the people with a view of the courtyard first. You have a notebook?”

“Yes,” said Chris, sounding uncertain.

“So, you’re sure it’s murder?” asked Denise. “Because one of my uncles slipped on a bar of soap and cracked his head on the bathtub. There was a lot of blood.” She grimaced so the veins in her neck stood out. “A lot of blood.”

“She didn’t slip. It’s murder. Chris, you can go out the back way.” He peered out one of the large front windows, through the gap where the blind didn’t meet the windowsill. “There’s a crowd out front. People are going to be curious. Don’t let on just yet, why you’re asking questions. No specifics. I don’t want Philip or Rachel hearing this on twitter.”

“Got it.” Chris jumped to his feet, patted his pocket, and pulled out a small notebook. “Claire,” he whispered, turning his back to the chief. “Do you have a pen?”

Claire passed him a pen, and looking delighted to have a mission, Chris headed through the kitchen door.

The chief had his hand on the doorknob, but he didn’t seem in any hurry to leave. He looked old, and tired, and sad.

“You okay, Chief?” asked Harriet. “Can I get you something before you go?”

“No. No. This is a shocker.” The gruffness he’d shown previously was gone. “I’ve lived in Sevenoaks a long time. We’ve had our problems but the cold-blooded murder of a young woman. Haven’t seen a lot of that, thankfully.”

“I don’t want to sound crass, rest in peace and all that, but how long do we have to stay closed?” asked Denise. “We’ve got a lot of Saturday morning regulars.”

“If you’re trying not to sound crass, you’re doing a bad job of it. You’ll be closed at least a day. Forensics should be here soon. They’re going to want to poke around in here.”

“Why in here?” asked Claire. “What have we got to do with it? They think they’re going to find a clue hiding in my blueberry muffins?”

“I don’t know, Claire.” Chief Spofford was back to being gruff. “Detective Heller is in charge. You can ask him.”

“I can understand blocking off the courtyard,” she argued, “but inside the café? Once word gets out, people are going to need a place to congregate and absorb the news. They might as well congregate in here.”

“They’re going to have to absorb somewhere else. Everly was in here yesterday, and you people have a few connections to her.”

“She was in here for lunch,” said Harriet, joining the protest, “and she was alive and well when she left. And none of us had any contact with her last night.”

“Harriet, I’ve known you girls a long time, and I’d be willing to swear on a bible that you’re as shocked by what’s happened as I am. But this is a murder investigation and you’re going to have to put up with a little inconvenience.” He unlocked the door, and then looked back over at her. “I’d feel better about this if you and Wally didn’t both look like you’d been in a fight.”

“I told you —”

“I know. Seamus’s turtle. That’s just stupid enough to be believable.” The chief contemplated Wally one more time and then peeked out the little window in the door. “Don’t you people say anything to anyone until you hear from me. Shouldn’t be more than ten, fifteen minutes.” He looked down at his phone. “Do I have your number?”

“You have mine,” said Claire. “I texted you last week when I made the rhubarb sour cream pie.”

Chief Spofford scrolled through his phone. “Got it. That’s right. You sent me a text and then you didn’t save me a piece.”

“You didn’t respond so I figured you weren’t interested.”

“I am always interested in rhubarb pie.”

“I’ll remember that in the future.”

The chief squared his shoulders and opened the door. “I’ll be in touch soon. Sit tight until then.”

Harriet looked over at Wally, who was slumped in his chair, his eyes shut, seemingly oblivious to their conversation with the chief. “Don’t bother doing any prep, Wally. We’re not allowed to open today.”

Wally raised his hand in acknowledgment of the news but didn’t open his eyes.

“What’s up with him?” muttered Claire. “He’s half-asleep over there.”

“It’s quite a shock, hearing someone was murdered so close by. Maybe that’s how he processes shocking news,” said Harriet.

Denise wiggled in her chair. Sitting tight was not her thing. “After they finish in here, what are we going to do with this stuff?” She waved in the direction of the baskets of goodies lining the counter.

Harriet looked out the window at the accumulation of legs she could see under the blind. “We could pass it around outside. It would be good for customer relations.”

“Or we could sell it at a discount,” said Claire. “Good PR but at least we’ll make our costs back.”

Harriet shook her head. “It might look like we’re taking advantage of the situation. Let’s just pass it out.”

They all watched as Wally groaned, heaved himself out of his chair, and started pacing around the café.

“You look even worse than usual,” said Claire. “How’d you really get that scratch on your face?”

Wally reached up and touched his cheek. “I don’t know. Who cares?”

“Looks like a fingernail,” she said. “The police might care. They’ll be asking you if you got into a tussle with Everly.”

Wally shrugged. “I didn’t. Does anyone want more coffee if I make it?”

“I do,” said Harriet. “And we’ll need some to offer to the officers once they start poking around.”

Denise hopped up and started collecting salt and pepper shakers from nearby tables. “I can’t just sit here. I’ll refill these. Are we allowed in the kitchen?”

“Sure,” said Harriet. “I don’t see why not.”

Just as Denise put her hand on the swinging door, Adam pushed into the café, a short, stout state trooper close on his heels.

“Where are you going?” he asked Denise.

“The kitchen, to refill the saltshakers.”

“Don’t. We want to look over the place first.”

“How about I grab the box of salt and the pepper and show them to you, and then I can refill them in here?”

Adam stuck his arm out to block the doorway. “How about you cool your jets for a bit? This is Sergeant Wilkens. He’s going to ask you all some questions.”

“Are we going to be able to open today?” asked Harriet. “Chief Spofford wasn’t clear on that.”

“Not today. Likely not for a day or two.”

“A day or two?” said Claire. “We have no involvement in this and you’re shutting us down for two days?”

Adam looked her straight in the eye for the first time. “Your doors are ten feet apart. One of you found the body, and from all accounts some of you here made threatening comments to the deceased and her partners. So, yes, you’re going to be closed while we investigate.”

A feeling of overwhelming anxiety enveloped Harriet. Threatening comments? That one little throw-away line to Philip was considered a threat? Why did she have to go and open her big mouth with the chief standing there? And now they had to close down? It seemed selfish to worry about her finances when Everly was lying dead next door, but Saturday was normally their busiest day.

“What about the baked goods?” she asked. “Can we pass them out to the people outside? It would be a shame to waste them.”

Adam ignored her question. “You’re Harriet?”

“Yes.”

“You can talk to Sergeant Wilkens first. He wants to hear the details of the altercation you had yesterday with the victim’s business partner.”
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“I WOULD HARDLY CALL it an altercation.”

“What would you call it?”

“I simply let Philip know that he has to treat the staff of the Bluebell with respect.”

Adam stood ramrod straight and stared at Harriet, stern and unblinking. “You said, and please correct me if I have this wrong, that he’d better watch it.”

“That sounds about right. I suggested he watch what he say to us. Philip can be very ... aggressive.”

“Full disclosure,” said Denise. “I threw some cold coffee at him. Once you meet Philip, you’ll figure out why.”

“I heard about the coffee. Sergeant Wilkens will be talking to you next.”

“Fine. I’ve got nothing to hide. I’m not going to pretend I liked Everly. She was a first-class pain in the butt. Doesn’t mean I wanted her dead.”

Adam pulled on a pair of latex gloves and poked around in the basket of scones. He did the same with the muffins and spent a weird amount of time mauling the cookies.

Even though he looked to be close to her own age, and Claire had dated him, now that Adam was in full-on detective mode, Harriet found him quite intimidating. Claire didn’t have that problem. “What are you doing? You think you’re going to find the murder weapon hiding in there with my cookies?”

Adam ignored Claire’s question and directed his words to Harriet. “After the chief has notified the next of kin, and after you’ve spoken with Sergeant Wilkens, you can do what you want with this stuff. Just don’t let anybody else in here. And the courtyard is off limits for now.”

Wally, who was back to slumping in a chair, looked up and seemed to be paying attention for the first time. “I need to go through the courtyard to get to my apartment. It’s the only entrance.”

Adam studied Wally for a moment, paying special attention to the scratch on his face. “You’re Wally Wilson?”

“That’s right.”

“We’d like to have a look at your place before you go back in there.”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“Because we’re investigating a murder.”

“You got a search warrant?”

“Based on your proximity to the murder, and other factors, I’m sure I can get one.”

“You show me a search warrant and I’ll show you my apartment. How about that?”

Harriet and Claire exchanged looks. Why was Wally being so difficult? And what did Adam mean, other factors?

Adam walked over to the door and looked out the window. “Forensics is here.” He nodded to Sergeant Wilkens. “You take down their statements. I’ll be next door if you’re looking for me.”

The Sergeant sat down at a table for two and pulled out a notebook. “Can I get you a coffee?” Harriet asked him.

“Thank you. Black, one sugar. Appreciate it.”

“A scone? Muffin?”

Wilkens glanced over at Adam and shook his head. “I’d better not,” he said in a low voice. “Eating on the job...”

“Oh, go ahead,” said Denise, as soon as Adam was out of sight. “We won’t tell.” She went to the counter, put a raspberry scone and a blueberry, cream cheese muffin on a plate and placed it in front of the sergeant.

Wilkens opened his notebook and gave Harriet a shy smile. “Guess you’re first.”

Harriet sat down across from him. He seemed like a pleasant man, and she had nothing to feel guilty about. So why was there a trickle of sweat running down her back?

“Detective Heller says you’re the one who found the body.”

Everly. The body. “Yes, that’s right.”

“It was early in the morning for visiting. Why were you over there? It doesn’t sound as if you were friends.”

Friends? “No, we weren’t friends exactly.” Not by any stretch of the imagination. “We were acquaintances. I’ve known Everly all my life.”

“But you weren’t friendly?”

“We traveled in different circles. And I only moved back to Sevenoaks a year and a half ago. Since college, I’ve only been here for short visits, so we’d lost touch.” Harriet wasn’t quite sure why she was evading the truth. Why not say she couldn’t stand Everly?

“OK. So why did you go in there? Something you heard? Something you saw?”

“I went out to the courtyard to pick some herbs, and I noticed the garden had been trampled. I thought they may have some involvement, so I went in to talk to them about it.”

“You thought your next-door neighbors trampled your garden? Why would they do that?”

Because they were horrible people. “I didn’t know it was them. They just moved in and we share the courtyard, so I wanted to ... discuss it.”

The sergeant nodded. “So, you went inside,” he prompted.

“I went inside, and I called out, to see who was there. There wasn’t any answer, so I went into the front room, where the flower shop used to be, and Everly was lying there on the floor.”

“Did you touch anything?”

She forced herself to think back. “I turned off the phone. There was music playing. I already mentioned that to Chief Spofford. And the wall. I was very upset, so I think I touched the wall for support when I was leaving. And the doorknob, of course.”

Sergeant Wilkens scribbled some notes in his book and looked at her, expectantly.

“I don’t know if you’ve spoken with Chief Spofford, but last night, sometime around 8:30, I went out into the courtyard. I could hear loud voices coming from next door. A man’s voice said, ‘you’ll be sorry.’”

The sergeant looked impressed. “He said you heard an argument. He didn’t get specific. Did you hear anything else?”

“The man also said, ‘don’t you dare,’ and a woman said, ‘get out.’ That’s all I could make out. The sound was muffled. Then there was an incident with an object falling off the fire escape. That’s how I got the bruise on my face.”

“The turtle?”

“That’s right.”

“Your neighbor insists that didn’t happen.”

“Seamus sometimes has trouble with his memory. He has issues ... with alcohol.”

Wilkens broke off a piece of scone and popped it in his mouth. “Could you identify the voices?”

“I can’t say for sure. I didn’t focus on who it was because I assumed the woman’s voice was either Everly or Rachel and she was fighting with Philip. It never occurred to me that anyone else would be in there.”

“Okay. Anything else you can remember?” He looked down at the scone, hesitated and then broke off another chunk. “Anything at all. Sometimes it’s the things you don’t think are important that turn out to be crucial.”

“That’s right,” said Claire, approaching the table. “That happens all the time. What looks like an insignificant detail turns out to be the crux of the whole case.” She looked at their upturned faces. “Sorry to interrupt. I just got a text from the chief. Philip and Rachel have been told about Everly, so I guess we can start passing stuff out. I hate to give it away for free. You sure we can’t sell it?”

“I’m sure,” said Harriet.

“Could you wait until after I talk to all of you?” asked the sergeant. He waved the piece of scone he was holding. “These are excellent, by the way. Best I’ve ever had.”

“Thank you,” said Claire. She flashed Wilkens her most beguiling smile. “We’re not going to be much help to your investigation. I was in here reading a magazine when this all went down, and Denise didn’t even get here until after the police arrived.”

Wilkens thought about it for a moment. “You can pass out your treats, but then come back and talk to me. And don’t say anything to anyone out there. Detective Heller wants to keep a lid on this until we know more.” He looked over at Wally and got to his feet. “I’ll go speak with the gentleman in the corner.”

“C’mon,” said Claire, touching Harriet’s shoulder. “I’ve sprung you. Let’s get going.”

“Should we offer coffee as well?” asked Denise, picking up a basket of muffins.

“No,” said Claire, firmly. “No more freebies.”

Harriet watched as Wilkens asked Wally a question and Wally reached up and touched the scratch on his face. Claire followed her gaze.

“How do you think he got that scratch?” she asked. “Wally’s nails are chewed down to the nub. There’s no way he did it to himself.”

“I think the sergeant is wondering the same thing,” replied Harriet.

Denise gave a dismissive wave of her hand in Wally’s general direction. “Could have been anything. He always looks rough. I’m heading out.” She peeked into Claire’s basket. “Bring lots of napkins. Those strawberry and cream biscuits are messy.”

Harriet grabbed a basket of cookies “These look fantastic, Claire. Are those salted chocolate chip?”

“Hmm. With toasted pecans.” Her eyes were still on Wally. “What do you think? How do you get a long scratch on your face if you don’t have fingernails? Someone else has to scratch you. And he didn’t have it yesterday, so it happened last night. Everly always had those long, pointy fingernails.”

“Claire! You think Wally had something to do with Everly’s murder?”

“Well, someone did. Someone killed her.”

Harriet thought back to the previous evening, when Wally told her she didn’t have to worry about their new neighbors, that he was on it. What had he meant by that?

“What do we even know about him?” asked Claire. “Really?”

“It’s Wally. We’ve known him for a year now. I can’t believe you’re even suggesting that he has it in him to bludgeon a woman to death.”

“Our short-tempered, doesn’t have a good word to say about anybody cook?”

“When I was outside last night, Wally was still at the Bluebell, so it wasn’t him yelling in there.” She shot Claire a dirty look. “I feel badly even talking about him like this.”

“There’s no saying Everly was killed at the same time you heard the shouting. That may not even be connected to her murder.” Claire returned Harriet’s glare. “Stop looking at me like that. I don’t really think Wally killed her. I’m just mentally exploring the options.” She waved to two little boys who were bent down, their faces pressed to the window. “Let’s get out there. Those kids are slobbering all over the windows.”

Harriet grabbed a handful of paper napkins and followed Claire out the door. “Here cheapos,” muttered Claire. “Come and get your free goodies that I got up at four am to bake.”
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“GOOD MORNING,” SAID Harriet in a louder voice, to the first person she saw. It was Tom Watson, one of their regulars. “Please help yourself, compliments of The Bluebell.”

“Thanks, Harriet,” he said, his hand hovering over the basket for a moment, before helping himself to a molasses cookie. “We heard there was a murder in Eloise’s old store. Someone killed Philip Carpenter.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Howie Langille, who was standing beside Tom. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.” He lowered his voice. “He was buck naked when they found him.”

“Was it true he was shot through the heart with an arrow?” asked Tom. “Howie, who do we know that owns a crossbow?”

Harriet gave Claire a quick look. How had these crazy rumors spread so quickly?

Peggy Andrews reached into Claire’s basket and helped herself to a maple walnut scone. “It wasn’t Philip, it was Rachel. A satanic ritual if you can believe it.” She peered at Harriet for confirmation. “They sacrificed a cat, poor little thing. Daphne’s worried it was hers. Marmalade’s been missing for a few days.”

“Sorry, we can’t say anything, but I’m confident Marmalade wasn’t involved in this.”

“Rachel Carpenter,” piped up Katie Collins, another of their regulars. “She just moved back here from the city and someone kills her. How’s that for bad luck?”

“What do you know about it, Claire?” asked Peggy.

“We don’t know much more than you do.” She held out her basket to Katie. “Have a strawberry and cream biscuit.”

“Where’s the chocolate banana bread. Is it all gone?”

“I didn’t make any today. Just what you see here.”

“You know berries make my eyes puff up,” Katie said, sounding aggrieved. “Don’t you have anything with banana? Or just something simple. Your baking is so rich it gives me the worst indigestion sometimes.”

“How about a green tea scone?” said Harriet quickly, before Claire could respond.

“I don’t know that I want my tea inside the scone,” grumbled Katie, but she reluctantly took the proffered treat. “Have you set up a table for hot drinks or will you be bringing them around?”

The food went fast. Just as a boy Harriet didn’t recognize swooped in and grabbed the last four cookies out of her basket, a police car pulled up across the street from the café and the chief stepped out. He gestured to Harriet and Claire and then stood by his car door with his arms crossed and a ‘don’t ask me questions’ look on his face that kept anyone else from approaching him.

“How are Philip and Rachel? How’d they take it?” asked Harriet, once they’d maneuvered through the crowd and across the street.

“They were very upset. You can imagine.”

Claire put her basket on her hip and studied the chief. “Would you say they were genuinely upset, or was it more of a rehearsed upset? I wish I’d been there to judge for myself.”

Chief Spofford looked up at the sky and exhaled loudly. “My retirement can’t come soon enough. Where’s Adam? Detective Heller?” He scrutinized Claire. “You know him, do you?”

“We had a brief acquaintance. To know him is not to love him.”

“I’m not looking to fall in love with him. From what I hear, he’s a sharp guy. He’ll get this figured out.”

Claire cocked her head and toyed with a cuticle. “I wouldn’t say he has a dazzling intellect. Maybe slightly above average.”

The chief’s mouth twitched. He peered into Harriet’s basket and looked disappointed to see it was empty. “I’m heading over to the office for a few minutes to put out a statement, then I’ll be back here. What’s happening with Wally?”

“He’s talking to the sergeant,” said Harriet.

“Why are you so interested in Wally?” asked Claire. “Do you know something we don’t know?”

The chief snorted and opened his car door. “I certainly hope so.”

Denise was standing on the front step of The Bluebell smoking a cigarette, her empty basket on the ground beside her. “I can’t decide if people were more excited by the murder or the free treats,” she said, as Harriet and Claire walked over to join her. “A couple of people asked what time we’ll be bringing out lunch.”

“The sergeant has finished talking to Wally,” said Harriet, pressing her nose against the window on the door. “One of you had better go in.”

“Why does he even want to talk to me?” asked Denise, annoyed. “I don’t know any more than any of these people.” She waved her hand in the vague direction of the crowd, most of whom had meandered across the street to the park, so they could lounge on the grass and enjoy their snack.

“Just answer his questions,” said Harriet. “It won’t take long, and then I guess you can go home. I’ll be in touch as soon as I hear when we’re allowed to re-open.”

Denise stubbed out her cigarette and under Harriet’s watchful eye, picked up the butt and tucked it in her front pocket. “Here’s what I know. Everly was in here yesterday for lunch, looking even more miserable than her usual miserable self. She ordered a soup and half a Bluebell Club, no mayo or salt. Left her regular crappy tip. That’s all I have to tell him.”

“You threw your coffee at Philip. They’ll be poking into that.”

“And last I heard, he’s still alive and well. I didn’t throw it at Everly.” She bent down to retrieve her empty basket and tucked it under her arm. “I likely would have, if she’d been there. She was even worse than Philip when it came to pissing me off.”

“You don’t have to get into that unless they ask,” said Claire. “Philip insulted you and you tossed a tiny amount of cold coffee at him. That’s all you need to say.”

Harriet thought back to the altercation with Philip. “Yesterday, when we were out here, Philip said he and Rachel had leased the building. He didn’t even mention Everly.”

“That’s right,” said Claire. “Could be significant. In his mind, maybe she was already out of the picture.”

“Take this, would you?” Harriet said, passing her basket to Claire. “I feel so jumpy. I’m going to wander round to the courtyard, see what’s going on. I’ll mention Philip’s comment to Detective Heller.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “Detective Heller. I don’t know where the chief got the idea he’s so sharp. I never saw any signs of it. And here’s another thing about him. He’s very hairy. You can’t tell with his clothes on, but another ten years and he’ll be sprouting from every orifice. Also —”

Harriet stopped her. “Please. No more. I don’t want to be thinking about his orifices when I’m talking to him.” She ducked around a stroller, walked briskly down the sidewalk, and around the corner to the entrance to the alleyway that was now blocked off with yellow crime scene tape. She could see Adam pacing around the courtyard having an animated conversation on his phone. To help her confidence she was going to think of him as Adam, Claire’s hair-sprouting, Cheerios-chomping, coffee-slurping ex, rather than Detective Heller.

She ducked under the tape and walked down the alley. Seamus was back sitting on the fire escape, his slipper-clad feet dangling over the side. He’d replaced his cup of tea with a beer, which he raised in a cheery salute. Now he’d had his brekkie, Seamus was back to his regular good humor.

“Seamus,” Harriet said, shading her eyes as she looked up at him. “Are you sure you don’t remember Amelia falling on my face?”

“You think I’d forget something like that? Amelia’s like family to me.”

“Do you remember anything else? Did you see anyone out here last night?”

“I already told the cops what I know. I’m tired of talking about it. I’m just sitting out here, minding my own business, soaking up some Vitamin C.”

“D.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

Seamus took a long swallow of beer. “What’s your soup today?”

“No soup. We’re closed today.”

“What?” Seamus was irate. “You’re only supposed to close on Sunday. What am I going to eat?”

“Don’t you have a kitchen? What do you do on Sundays?”

“Cleo or Whatchamacallit, the skinny one, packs something up to tide me over.” He put his beer down, then reconsidered and snatched it back up as he got to his feet. “I’m going in to see Cleo. I had a letter from my solicitor yesterday. That inheritance is going to be here any day now.”

Harriet couldn’t help but smile. She’d been hearing the same thing for a year now, and no longer had any expectation of Seamus paying his tab. They’d stopped keeping track of what he owed months ago. “Will there be anything left of it once you pay us?”

“Plenty. I told you. Uncle Liam was a man of means.”

“Good to hear. If you want something to eat, you’d better hurry. We’ll be leaving soon.”

Adam finished his call and gestured to Harriet to join him. “Let’s sit down,” he said, as she got close, and they sat down on opposite sides of the picnic table.

“You heard something last night,” said Adam. “Fighting.”

“I can’t be sure it was fighting, but I heard a woman yell ‘Get out’ and a man say, ‘you’ll be sorry.’”

“That sounds like fighting to me.”

“I’m trying not to jump to conclusions.”

“And you didn’t hear anything else? You didn’t recognize the voices?”

“The sound was muffled. I assumed it was our new neighbors. It never occurred to me that it was anyone but them.”

“Did you see any of them yesterday? Later in the day, after your altercation out front?”

“I wouldn’t characterize it as an altercation.”

Adam said nothing, just stared at her, his handsome face intense and unblinking. It made Harriet jittery, and she shifted in her seat. To calm herself she pictured Adam sitting at Claire’s kitchen table, munching on Cheerios. It wasn’t working. She had to try harder. Adam sitting shirtless, a carpet of hair over his shoulders and down his back, cereal and milk dribbling from his mouth. Okay, she felt calmer.

“I only saw Everly and Rachel,” she said, her voice steady. “They were there in the afternoon. I didn’t see them after that, but Claire mentioned that she saw them early in the evening. I didn’t see Philip, except ... earlier.”

Adam’s eyes darted around the courtyard. “That’s a heavy door. I’m surprised you could hear anything at all.”

“There’s a gap at the bottom. I guess the sound carried.”

“And you’re saying that while you were out here, a turtle dropped off the fire escape and hit your cheek. I guess you were standing over by the door.”

“That’s right.”

Adam gazed at the fire escape and then back at Harriet. “You’d think it would hit the top of your head, not your cheek. Were you looking up at the time? Maybe talking to someone up there? Your cook, perhaps? What was his mood last night?”

“Wally was inside the Bluebell. As I told Chief Spofford, Seamus was up there.”

Adam studied the door and then spent an uncomfortable amount of time gazing at Harriet’s cheek. “I’m having trouble seeing out how something falling off the fire escape hit you on the cheek. Could you show me where you were standing?”

“Look. I could hear yelling. I was ... curious. I put my ear to the crack of the door so I could hear better, and that’s when Amelia hit me.”

“You were laying on the ground.”

“On the step. Seamus called out and I turned my head.”

Adam studied her for a moment, with that unblinking stare. Harriet had the distinct feeling he’d known all along she’d had her ear stuck to the crack. He just wanted to force her to say it.

“And why is it you went in there this morning? Bringing them coffee and a muffin?”

Claire was right. He was awfully sarcastic. “I’ve already been through this. Our herb garden looked like it had been trampled on. I thought it was them.”

Adam glanced over at the herb garden. “Why them?”

Because they were the kind of horrible people who would clomp around in a neighbor’s garden. “Rachel said she wanted to talk to me about the courtyard, so I figured she was upset about our garden. I didn’t expect anyone to be in there so early in the morning, but when I pulled on the door it was open.” Harriet suddenly felt extremely weary. “Can I go? I’ve told you everything I know.”

Adam’s eyes drifted around the courtyard and then back to Harriet. “We’ll likely need to talk to you again. Did Sergeant Wilkens get your contact information?” Without waiting for an answer, he got up from the picnic table and walked over to the garden. “It usually looks better than this?”

“Yes. Claire is very particular about it.”

Adam grunted and muttered something under his breath. He dug into his pocket, pulled out a pair of latex gloves and pulled them on. He swept his hand over the misplaced dirt, dug down about six inches and pulled something out. It was a hammer with a blue handle and a familiar-looking white label.

Adam held it up. “Recognize this?”

With a knot in her stomach, Harriet squinted at the hammer and got up from the table and walked toward him. “I don’t know —”

“The label says Bluebell Café.”

Harriet’s chest tightened. “Then it must be ours.”

Adam turned the hammer over, studying it carefully. He gestured to one of the forensic team, a man dressed in a paper jumpsuit with blue booties on his feet who was walking slowly around the courtyard, staring intensely at the ground. “Bag this, would you?”

“There it is,” said the man, carefully depositing it in an evidence bag. “We figured we’d be looking for a hammer.”

Harriet watched in shock as the man walked away, his paper booties rasping on the concrete. Everly was bludgeoned to death with a hammer. A hammer belonging to The Bluebell.
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Chapter 13
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“Here you go, a cup of tea and one of Doreen’s shortbread.” Gran set the cup down on the wobbly, wicker table and then with a loud exhalation sat herself down as well. She and Harriet were on Gran’s veranda and Harriet had just told her the whole, horrible story. “I can’t get over it. Everly Dupee, murdered. In Sevenoaks. And with your hammer?” Gran looked around the yard, wary. “Do you think it was a stranger passing through town? What if he’s still lurking around?”

“It was probably someone she knew. Random murders are pretty rare.”

“It could be a stranger, though. Someone who broke in to rob the place and didn’t expect to find Everly there. You hear about that happening.”

Harriet had a bite of shortbread. “Doesn’t seem likely. It’s an empty building. There wouldn’t be any money or valuables to attract a burglar.”

“You’re right.” Gran nervously massaged the back of her neck. “It’s just easier to process if I can think it was a stranger rather than someone we know. It could be one of your customers. Someone who orders one of those kale salads and then steps next door and murders Everly.” Gran was suspicious of anyone who ate a kale salad of their own free will.

“We don’t know that it was one of our customers.”

“A familiar face then. Could be someone you walked right by on the street today. Someone you said hello to.”

As much as Harriet hated to admit it, Gran was right. Someone they knew, someone they saw every day, may have murdered Everly. Wally? Not Wally. But who?

Gran was contemplative as she sipped her tea. “Remember when you were kids and you spilled lemonade all over those new jeans you were so proud of and Everly told everyone you’d peed your pants?”

Gran had a steel trap memory for every humiliation Harriet had ever suffered.

“I’d forgotten about that.”

“Not me. She was a nasty little thing. That friend of hers, Rachel, was more blatant with the meanness, but I always thought Everly was just as bad. She was better at hiding it, so she fooled a lot of people.”

“But not you.”

“I don’t fool easy. I saw right through her.”

Harriet took another bite of Doreen’s shortbread. It was on the bland side, nowhere near as good as Claire’s. “You know, the social convention at times like this, in the first hours after someone has died, is to speak kindly of them.”

“This is just between us. I’ll put up a good front in public. I’m certainly not saying she deserved it, but the facts are the facts.”

That’s what Harriet was worried about. The facts. “The way the police are seeing the facts is The Bluebell’s fingerprints are all over this.”

“They’ve already done the fingerprints?”

“No, no. I don’t know. I mean figuratively. What else are they going to think? That was our hammer, buried in our garden, and it sure looks like it was the murder weapon. I’ve got a bruise on my cheek, Wally has a scratch on his face, and I opened my big mouth and said something vaguely threatening to Philip with Chief Spofford standing right there.”

Gran peered at Harriet’s face. “You can barely see that bruise, but if anyone did notice they’d think it looks exactly like a turtle.”

“I feel so much better.”

Gran patted Harriet on the leg, confident that she’d soothed her troubled mind. “I’ll bet people threaten Philip every day of his life. And even if that hammer is the murder weapon, anybody could have used it. You’re always saying Wally is terrible for leaving things around.”

That was true, and Wally had been fixing the step yesterday evening. He could have left the hammer in the courtyard. Harriet hadn’t noticed it when she was outside, but between the eavesdropping and getting bonked in the face by Amelia, she had other things on her mind.

She was having a hard time shaking her misgivings about Wally. Why was he so evasive about how he got the scratch? And how well did she really know him? Wally wasn’t a sit down and let’s exchange stories about our lives kind of guy. He’d told her he was originally from Colorado but had spent most of his adult life without a home base, traveling the world as a cook on cargo ships. His car broke down when he was passing through Sevenoaks a year and a half ago. The repair was going to take a day, and after wandering around town Wally decided Sevenoaks suited him just fine and he was going to stay. He’d banged on the door one day when Harriet was renovating the Bluebell, insisted on making her an omelet to prove his prowess in the kitchen, and she’d hired him on the spot.

“What do we really know about Wally?” she pondered out loud.

“We know he’s not a murderer.”

“Do we?”

“We do,” said Gran in a firm voice. “There’s a big difference between being a crank and being a killer. Your grandfather was a terrible grouch, but I’ve never known a better man. Way down deep, I know Wally has a good heart.”

“Chester doesn’t much like him.” Chester, who was sleeping on Harriet’s feet, shifted slightly at the sound of his name.

“Chester isn’t as smart as he thinks he is.”

Harriet had no response to that, and Gran wouldn’t have heard her anyway. She’d picked up her phone and was busy typing.

“Are you tweeting?”

“I need to distract myself.” Gran typed for a moment longer, then glanced over at Harriet, a satisfied look on her face. “That’s a good one.”

“Hmm?”

Gran held up her phone and proudly read her tweet out loud. “Some days you’ll want to shove your hubby’s face into his plate. Days like that are okay. Years like that are not okay. I wish someone had told me that when I was first married. My twittering is a public service.”

“Tweeting.”

Gran smiled down at her phone. “Ha! I just sent it and I’ve got six likes already.” She looked up at Harriet. “I hope you’re not getting behind with the letters. Make sure you pull out the best ones for the website. The other day, that answer you posted when the woman asked about spying on her cheating husband, you got way too serious. You’ve got to keep things light and sassy. People read me because they want some entertainment, not to get all depressed.” She squinted at her phone. “Ten likes.” She turned her attention back to Harriet. “Helpful but humorous. You can do it.”

“I’m going to have a problem finding the humor today.”

“It’ll be good for you. It’ll help you take your mind off things.”

“What are you doing today?”

“Bridge Club.”

“You’re still going?”

“Of course, I’m going. Chester’s been looking forward to it all week. And after that I’ve got a social committee meeting at the golf club. I’m trying to get Chester named mascot this year. That way he can attend all the events, hand out prizes, that sort of thing. He’d love it.”

“Chester is going to hand out ...I didn’t realize Majestic Pines had a mascot.”

“It never has before, but David is president this year. I ran it by him and he thought it was a cute idea. He knows a special dog when he sees one.” Gran looked satisfied with herself. “And Marlene will be there. She knows everything that goes on in this town. If there’s a murderer afoot, she’ll know who it is.”

“One of Claire’s old boyfriends is the lead detective on the case. He seems very capable.”

“He may be, but I’ll bet Marlene knows more about it than he does. Nothing gets by her.”

“Don’t give her any details about the murder. We’re supposed to keep everything on the down low so we don’t interfere with the investigation.”

Gran was back to staring at her phone. “Eighteen likes. Yup, there we go. My first comment.” She forced her attention back on Harriet. “Not to worry. It’s not like I want people knowing Everly was killed with your hammer. Can’t see that being good for business.”

Harriet carefully removed her feet from under Chester’s head, said goodbye to Gran and headed back across the yard. She needed time to process the murder quietly, on her own, so she turned off her phone and kept busy puttering around the house and answering Aunt Aggie letters. Gran was right. It was a relief to think about something else. At six o’clock she turned her phone back on, and within seconds it rang. Wally.

“Harriet, where’ve you been? I need to talk to you.” Wally wasn’t big on niceties like saying hello.

“My phone was off. What’s up?”

“I’m at The Stumble Inn. Get here as soon as you can.”

The pub. Not a bad plan. She could grab something to eat, and it would be nice to get out of the house. “I’ll be there in fifteen —,” but Wally had already hung up.

She fed Chester, who’d been lounging on his favorite chair since returning from bridge club and gave him a good long scratch under the chin. “I’m going to the pub to see Wally. I’ll be home soon.”

Chester growled slightly. Okay, that meant nothing. It was ridiculous to think that a dog could tell the good guys from the bad guys.

“Wally. Going to see Wally.”

Chester growled again, louder this time.

This was silly. Gran was right. Chester wasn’t as smart as he thought he was.

Harriet devoted some time to bruise cover up and put on a darker lipstick than she normally wore, in hopes her lips would detract from the blueish tinge on her cheek. She locked the front door and stepped out on the porch. It was a beautiful, springtime in Vermont evening, and Harriet was pleased Wally had called. It felt good to be out of the house. She was about twenty steps down the street when her phone rang. No need to look. She stopped in her tracks and pulled it out of her pocket. “Hi, Gran. I’m meeting Wally at The Stumble Inn for dinner. I figured you’d already eaten.”

“It’s past six o’clock. Of course, I’ve eaten,” said Gran. “Doesn’t mean I want to miss all the action. Just hold on a minute. I’m going to give Doreen a call, see if she wants to meet us there.”

Harriet walked back across the yard and sat on the edge of her porch. While she waited, she used her phone to log onto The Bluebell’s bank account in hopes the numbers had changed for the better since yesterday. They hadn’t. Everyone had told her it would take a while before the café was cash flow positive, but it had been a year now and she was still paying herself less than she’d made when she worked at the Dairy Queen at sixteen. Harriet sighed, put her phone away and vowed to set up an appointment with David. He always had good advice, and even if there was nothing immediate she could do about her financial situation, David was good at calming her down. For an accountant, he was an excellent therapist.

At the sound of Gran’s door shutting, Harriet got off the porch and strolled across the lawn toward the sidewalk.

“Doreen can’t make it. She’s babysitting the great-grandkids tonight.”

“Too bad. She’ll be missed.” Not by Harriet. “Got a boyfriend yet?” was always the first question Doreen asked, followed by a sad shake of the head at the answer.

“Three great-grandchildren,” said Gran. “Imagine that. They’re the best thing that ever happened to her, that’s what she always says. Even better than grandchildren.”

“Yes, I’ve heard her mention it many times.”

“Her life is bursting with joy.” Gran waved her arms for emphasis. “Bursting.”

Harriet exhaled softly and kept her voice even. “I don’t even know if I want children. How many times...?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Gran reached out and grabbed Harriet’s elbow so they could maneuver around the scattered pieces of sidewalk chalk blocking their path. “Everyone wants children.”

“Really? Because just today I had two letters from women asking about kids and I told them you can have a perfectly happy life without children.”

“That’s fine. Tell them whatever you want to tell them, so long as you don’t get too gloomy about it. But I would be a world-class great grandmother.”

Harriet gave her a fond look. “I know you would.”

“So, make it happen. The thing about children is, even if you don’t think you want them, once you’ve got them you like them. They grow on you after a while. And since we’re on the subject, what’s happening with Nick?”

“Nothing. Forget about him. I will not be reproducing with Nick.”

“That’s a shame. Does he still have those nice, long legs? There’s too many stumpy-legged Pickles men. We need to restock the gene pool.”

The Stumble Inn was a faux English pub, two streets over from The Bluebell. It had been around for as long as Harriet could remember, and nothing much had changed over the years. It still sold cheap beer and a decent plate of fish and chips, and two of the waitresses had been there since it opened. Harriet and Gran paused at the door and looked around for Wally. Every table was full, and it was standing room only at the bar.

“You might want to rethink that closing at four policy,” said Gran. “Looks like there’s plenty of people looking for a place to idle away their evening.”

“It’s not usually this busy. I’ll bet it’s because of Everly. Everyone wants to find out what’s going on.”

“It sure isn’t because of the food. Maggie told me she was in here for the fish and chips the other day, and you know how they give you that little paper cup of cole slaw?”

“Hmm.”

“There was a hair in it. And not a hair from your head, if you know what I’m saying.”

“Isn’t Maggie the one who wears the coke-bottle glasses?”

“She might have sketchy vision, but she knows her body hair. She had her share of fun when she was young. You’d be surprised.”

Harriet felt uncomfortable standing in the doorway, possibly because every face in the place seemed to be focused on her and Gran. “People are staring at us,” she said, out of the side of her mouth.

“Sure, they are,” said Gran, sounding cheerful. She wasn’t someone who minded attention. “You found Everly. You’re big news. Keep your face pleasant but non-committal. Sad about the tragedy, but not grief-stricken. That would look fake.”

“Especially in your case,” replied Harriet. Through the crowd, she caught a glimpse of Wally, sitting at a table in the corner. He raised his finger in her direction and gave a slight waggle of acknowledgement. “There’s Wally.”

Gran grabbed Harriet’s arm and pointed across the room. “Anne-Marie and Liz are here. I’d better pop over and say hello, or I won’t hear the end of it. Plus, they might not have heard to avoid the cole slaw. Order me a drink, and I’ll join you in a minute.”

Harriet wove her way through the tables, trying her best to look pleasant yet somber, saddened but not grief-stricken.

“What took you so long?” said Wally, glancing at her, then refocusing his attention on his beer glass. “I told you to come right away. And what’s with that look on your face? If you’ve already got the runs, stay away from the food here.”

“I don’t have — I had to feed Chester and ...”

“Yeah, yeah, okay. I don’t need the whole song and dance story of your life. You want a beer?”

“Please. And a gin and tonic for Gran.”

Wally lifted his beer glass to a passing waitress. “Two more of these and a gin and tonic.”

Harriet smiled up at the waitress. “Thank you.”

They sat in silence for a moment, like two strangers on a bad blind date. “How was your day?” Harriet asked, when she couldn’t handle the tension any longer.

“How do you think it was? After you left I got hauled into the station, cops asking me questions, swabbing my cheek.”

“Wally! You need to get a lawyer if they’re swabbing you.”

He waved her off. “I’m an innocent man. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

Harriet studied his face. “How’d you get that scratch?”

“I told you, must have scratched myself. Stop going on about it.” He gave Harriet his full attention for the first time since she’d sat down. “You’re the one walking around looking like you got a patch of gangrene on your cheek.”

“You can barely see —” Harriet’s retort was cut short by Gran’s arrival.

“Evening, Wally.”

Wally raised his glass an inch off the table, in greeting. “Joyce.”

Gran nudged Harriet. “Claire’s over there on the other side of the room. She’s on a date, poor thing. He looks like a real pill, like he’s chomping on a lemon. Doesn’t she screen her men?”

“She likes to give everyone a fair chance.”

At that comment, Wally snorted. It almost sounded like a laugh.

“You wouldn’t believe the rumors going around,” said Gran, shaking her head in amazement. “People are the worst gossips. Liz told me she heard the murder was some kind of voodoo thing. Voodoo in Sevenoaks. Can you imagine?” Gran reached out and touched Wally’s arm. “I’m sorry, Wally. I forgot to ask how you’re doing.”

Wally stared out into the crowd, a blank look on his face, like he hadn’t heard her. The waitress came by with their drinks and after downing a third of his beer, he finally spoke. “Seamus opened his big mouth and told the cops he saw me fighting yesterday with those two girls from downstairs. I wasn’t fighting. I told them they’d regret it if they tried opening up next door to us, and then I went inside. I barely even raised my voice. How is that fighting?”

Harriet stared at him, wide-eyed. “You threatened them, Wally. ‘You’ll regret it’ is a threat. You can’t go around talking like that to people.”

“Especially people who end up dead,” said Gran. “You can see how the police might take that the wrong way.”

Wally grunted and nodded his head. “I heard the cops talking. There were traces of blood and hair on the hammer. They’re going to find my fingerprints on it. I must have left it outside last night when I was fixing the step.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Harriet. “How many times have I asked you to clean up after yourself when you’re working? If you hadn’t left our hammer out there, the police wouldn’t be so interested in you.”

Wally sniffed, and his eyes welled up. It almost looked like he was ... crying.

“Wally?” she asked, in a quiet voice.

Wally swiped the back of his hand across his face and looked away.

“Very nice, Harriet,” said Gran. “Way to beat a man when he’s down.”

Harriet hadn’t realized Wally was capable of any emotion other than anger. “Sorry, Wally. I was just venting. It’s been a stressful day. We were all angry about them leasing the building. Anyone would be.”

Harriet waited a moment for Wally to respond, but he just stared sullenly at his beer. “Why did you call?” she asked. “You said you needed to see me.”

“Who else would I call?” Wally’s voice cracked with emotion. “Except for Ringo, you’re my best friend. You and Claire and Joyce and that stupid dog of yours.”

Harriet stared at him, momentarily speechless. She was one of his best friends? She and her stupid dog?

“Of course, we are,” said Gran, in a soothing voice. “We’re your family. And we’re here for you.”

Harriet’s head was swirling. What a day. She’d found a dead body and now Wally was her family.

Suddenly, Wally was back to his regular surly self. “Yeah, family. Whatever. Anyway, the way those cops were talking to me, maybe I do need a lawyer.” He scowled at Harriet. “If you paid me more I could afford one.”

“Don’t you worry about that,” said Gran. “Obviously we’re going to help with any legal fees.”

Wally didn’t look up from his beer, but Gran’s eyes were boring into Harriet, urging her on. “If it comes to that,” she said. Legal fees? She was worried about paying her electric bill. “I’m sure this is all just a misunderstanding.”

“There’s a reason they’re so interested in me,” said Wally, lowering his voice and looking down at the table. “Something you don’t know about, but it’s not my fault. That’s on you.”

“What’s on me?” asked Harriet warily.

Wally seemed to be bracing himself for something. He took a breath and looked up and this time he looked Harriet straight in the eyes. He sounded defiant. “I’ve got a criminal record. That’s why they’re looking at me so closely.”

A criminal record? “That thing with the tourist in the crosswalk? You told me they were going to forget about that once you finished your anger management classes.”

Wally’s face contorted in scorn. “I’m not counting that. That was nothing. No, I’ve got a real record. Did some time.”

“Did some time? Like jail?”

“Yes, like jail.” Wally raised his voice in imitation of Harriet’s own high-pitched disbelief.

“Why didn’t you tell me when I hired you?”

“You’re supposed to check. I couldn’t believe you didn’t check. What kind of way is that to run a business?”

“A criminal record for what?” asked Harriet, through clenched teeth.

“I was in a fight. I didn’t start it, but the other guy got hurt. How was I supposed to know he couldn’t take a punch? I’ve cracked eggs with a tougher shell.”

“There you go,” said Gran, sounding relieved. “How were you to know? They put you in the jail for that?”

A criminal record? Jail? Harriet’s head was swimming.

“Not for that. That was more of a probation situation, but it’s on my record. It was the other thing, the assault and battery that I did time for.”
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Chapter 14
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Harriet took in a sharp breath. “Assault and battery?” How could this be happening? Even Gran was looking at Wally askance.

“I was in a bar and a drunk was pushing his girlfriend around. I went to help her out and things got out of control.”

“I knew it. And they call that assault?” said Gran, sounding relieved. “You’re a hero. Nothing to worry about.”

There was plenty to worry about. “If he was a hero,” said Harriet, her eyes fixed on Wally, “he wouldn’t have ended up in jail.”

“Stop looking at me like that. I was a hero. The paper said so. I can show you the clippings. The judge gave me three months, but it was a miscarriage of justice. That’s exactly what the paper said. Miscarriage of justice.” Wally’s eyes were welling up again. “I was trying to help that woman, then when the police showed up she turned on me.” He sniffed loudly and used his fist to wipe a tear from his cheek. “If they lock me up, you have to promise me you’ll look after Ringo.”

“They’re not going to lock you up.” Harriet attempted to sound confident, but her voice wavered. Perhaps they were going to lock Wally up.

“But if they do.”

“Sure, of course I’ll look after him, but don’t think like that.”

“Ringo’s only fifteen, so he’s got another forty or fifty years.” Wally shut his eyes and knocked lightly on the table. “God willing.”

Fifty years of Ringo? “I’m thirty-five. I might not have another fifty years.”

“Of course, you do,” said Gran, patting her hand. “Us Pickles have good longevity.”

“Don’t cheap out on his food. He’s used to quality.” Wally glared at Harriet, like he was already angry at her for mistreating Ringo. “And watch your voice around him. You need to cut way back on the squealing. Ringo has sensitive ears.”

“I’m sure monitoring my squealing won’t be necessary,” said Harriet, in as even a tone as she could muster, under the circumstances. “You’re not going anywhere. For all we know, they’ve already found the killer.”

Wally gave a loud sniff. “Yeah, sure they have. I can’t go back in there, locked up like an animal.”

Gran was waving to someone, and Harriet looked over to see who. It was Claire, headed toward the washroom, a determined look on her face.

Harriet pushed her chair back and jumped to her feet. “Excuse me. I need to use the facilities.” And get away from Wally. Once again, his eyes were looking awfully damp. This new, in-touch-with-his-emotions Wally was more of an adjustment than she could handle after the turmoil of today.

She hurried into the washroom, which was empty apart from Claire who was beside the sink struggling to push an ancient-looking window as high as it would go.

“Would you say,” Harriet asked, without any preamble, “that I have an issue with squealing?”

Claire screwed up her face, as if she was considering the question. “You’re very squealy when you see a centipede.”

“Doesn’t count. So, get this. Wally has a criminal record. He’s been in jail for assault and battery. And before that there was some other kind of incident that he didn’t end up going to jail for, but it sounded very assaulty.”

“Unlike his food,” said Claire.

Harriet gave her a quizzical look. “What?”

“His food isn’t very salty. When I have to explain a joke, it loses a lot of oomph.”

Harriet squirted some soap into her hands and turned on the water. She’d got so accustomed to washing her hands twenty times a day when she was at the café, she automatically lathered up whenever she encountered a sink. “Claire, our chef has a criminal record for assault.”

“It doesn’t surprise me. I’ve never met a man with such a short fuse.”

“Our hammer was the murder weapon. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

“I know it looks bad, but Wally wouldn’t kill Everly. That’s just crazy, and he’s cranky, not crazy.”

Harriet dried her hands and leaned back against the sink. “Earlier today, it was you who started me on this whole, ‘maybe Wally did it’, train of thought.”

“That was just me being me. I don’t really think he was involved. It’s just weird that he won’t say how he got that gouge on his face.”

“Last night he told me not to worry about them moving in next door, like he had it all figured out. And now he says he got into a shouting match with Everly and Rachel out in the courtyard. He threatened them, and Seamus told the police about it. They hauled him in for more questioning this afternoon.”

Claire didn’t look convinced. “Threats are everyday conversation for Wally. A normal person might say, ‘don’t touch that.’ He would say, ‘don’t touch that or I’ll kill you.’ It doesn’t mean anything.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you, but I’d feel better about it if he didn’t just tell me he’d spent time in jail.”

“Jail?” Claire looked briefly uncertain, but she rallied. “Look, I’ve been in that kitchen with him for a year. As a person, he’s your basic nightmare, but I’m positive he wouldn’t kill anybody. As you know, I’m an excellent judge of character.” Claire gripped the windowsill, stuck her foot up on the edge of the sink, and with a grunt hoisted herself up onto the narrow ledge.

“What are you doing?”

“Going home.”

“Out the window?”

“It’s that or through the kitchen, and I don’t want any witnesses.”

“The date is that bad?”

“It’s that bad.”

“Can’t you just say goodnight, nice meeting you, see you later?”

Claire had one leg out the window. “His hobby is adult coloring books. He especially likes pictures of dinosaurs. The brontosaurus is his favorite in case you were wondering. And the first thing he said to me, after saying I looked nothing like my profile picture and believe me, he didn’t mean it as a compliment, was that we were splitting the bill and that I should cover his gas because he had to come all the way to Sevenoaks rather than meeting me halfway. I don’t mind splitting a bill, but pay for his gas?” She gave Harriet a quick smile. “And I’ve always wanted to escape from a date by jumping out a window.”

“Could I give you a little advice?”

“Definitely not. Save it for your readers. I’ll see you tomorrow. It’s Beth-Ann’s baby shower.”

And she jumped.

“Owww.”

“You okay?” Harriet called out the window.

“I’m fine. No permanent damage. See you tomorrow.”

Harriet shut the window, touched up her lipstick, and ran a comb through her hair. When she stepped back into the dim light of the pub, she could see someone waving to her from a table in the middle of the room. It was Tricia, an old friend from school who was sitting with her husband, Jason. Jason had also gone to school with them, though when Harriet got the invitation to the wedding, she’d had to check the yearbook to remember who he was. Jason was just that memorable.

Now that she had Harriet’s attention, Tricia stood up and gestured for Harriet to join them. Harriet didn’t want to offend her by not going over, but she hesitated. For sure they’d want to hear all the grisly details of finding Everly’s body, and she didn’t want to talk about it. Plus, Tricia was a yoga instructor, and whenever Harriet ran into her Tricia made pointed comments about Harriet’s alignment, or hyperextended knees, which Harriet hadn’t even known was a thing, but now it was on her mental list of stuff to be concerned about. She looked across the room to her own table. Wally was rubbing his eyes and Gran was patting him on the shoulder. On the other hand, she thought, as she made her way over to Tricia, she’d have to get used to telling the story. She couldn’t remember the last time there was a murder in Sevenoaks. Naturally, people were curious.

“How are you?” asked Tricia, in the same intense, breathless voice she’d used at sixteen to relay the latest hot gossip. She gave her husband a poke in the shoulder. “Jason, say hello to Harriet.”

“Hi, Harriet.” If you could bottle Jason’s enthusiasm, you’d have a bottle full of nothing.

Harriet pulled out a chair and sat down. “Hi, Jason. Haven’t seen you for a while.” Jason had never been what you’d call a handsome man, but normally he was blandly presentable. You wouldn’t have noticed him one way or the other. Tonight, however, he looked terrible. He had bags under his hooded eyes, an enormous angry-looking pimple decorated the end of his nose, and even in the dim light of the pub, Harriet could see what looked like grease stains on his shirt.

“Jason’s so busy,” said Tricia. “Except for this weekend, I’ve barely seen him myself.”

Jason snorted — it was impossible for Harriet to tell if he was snorting in agreement or derision — slumped even lower in his chair and took a swig of his beer. Tricia gave him a quick glance, then grabbed Harriet’s hand and leaned in close. “I saw Claire on the way in. She said it was just awful; that Everly was on the floor and you were the one who found her.”

“That’s right. It was awful. I’m still shaken.” Harriet shuddered and used the hand that Tricia didn’t have a chokehold on to rub her neck, in hopes her obvious discomfort would discourage any more questions. No such luck.

“I’ll bet you are. You poor thing. Was there a lot of blood?”

Harriet nodded her head and gently extricated her hand from Tricia’s grasp. “It’s hard for me to talk about it.”

“I can imagine. Do they have any idea who did it?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but the police aren’t sending me updates.”

“I heard they took your cook in for questioning,” said Jason. “Is that true?”

“I don’t – It’s just routine. Because we’re right next door, they want to talk to everyone at the Bluebell.”

Tricia shook her head in amazement. “Someone attacked Everly and just left her there to die.”

“She was murdered, Tricia,” snapped Jason. “Murderers don’t usually call an ambulance.”

Tricia seemed oblivious to Jason’s sharp voice. “It makes me feel like it’s not even safe to live in this town.” She leaned in so close, Harriet could feel Tricia’s hot breath on her face. “Don’t you feel like that?”

“I think Sevenoaks is still safe.” Harriet attempted to ease back in her seat without looking too obvious. Tricia’s breath was making her woozy; it smelled like salami with a side of tuna fish. She tried to sound reassuring. “It was likely someone who knew her. Someone who just lost control.”

Tricia nodded her head in agreement. “I can see that. Everly was...not a nice person.” She looked uncomfortable. “I guess I shouldn’t say that, after what happened to her.”

“Once the shock wears off, I’m pretty sure that not nice isn’t the worst thing she’ll be called.”

“Yeah, I can think of a few things to call her,” said Jason. “How about —”

“Do you know what’s going to happen with the old flower shop? Do you think they’ll cancel their lease?” asked Tricia, speaking over Jason.

“I don’t know.” Though she’d certainly been wondering. If Philip had planned to be a silent partner, would Rachel want to open a place by herself? In the space where her friend was brutally murdered? Harriet felt guilty even thinking about it. Thinking that with Everly dead, she might not have to worry about the competition next door.

“If you hear anything,” said Tricia, “let me know. We don’t want to miss out again.”

“Miss out?”

“Shut up, Tricia,” said Jason, fixing his wife with an angry stare.

“What?” Tricia seemed unfazed by being told to shut up. “It’s not a secret. We wanted to lease the building. I was going to open my yoga studio on the main floor. It’s a much better space than I have now, and Jason would have his own business upstairs.”

“What is it you do, Jason?” asked Harriet.

“IT,” he replied, not bothering to look at her.

Tricia beamed at Harriet. “He’s a genius with computers, but he’s commuting all the way into Woodstock. It takes hours. I hardly ever see him. He wants to open a comic bookstore and do freelance IT work on the side.”

Harriet eyeballed Jason, who was slouched low in his chair, scowling at the floor. Tricia wanted to spend more time with this guy? “There’s someone living upstairs,” she said. “Seamus. He’s been there for years.”

At that, Jason managed to lift his head enough to address Harriet. “He’d have to go, obviously. He’s ready for a home anyway.”

Harriet didn’t feel up to arguing about Seamus, who in no way was ready for a home. Jason was a piece of work, though. She’d always figured whatever personality he did have was pleasantly nondescript. Neither here nor there, as Gran would say. Boy, was she wrong. Jason was nasty.

“That building is the perfect spot,” said Tricia. “There’s nowhere else in town that gets that amount of foot traffic.” She gave Harriet a sheepish smile. “I don’t have to tell you that.”

“Expensive though,” said Harriet. “We paid a lot for that location.”

“You probably overpaid,” spat out Jason. “I know how to negotiate. I had everything worked out and then Tricia opened her big mouth and told Everly.” He was so outraged he was practically sitting upright. “Two days later they had the place. We were at the bank arranging the financing when Everly sent a text thanking us for the hot tip. She thanked us!” Jason was gripping his beer so hard, that Harriet was afraid the glass was going to break in his hand.

“Well, if you think about it,” said Tricia, “there’s a good side to us missing out. If we’d got it, that could have been me that got killed.”

“It wouldn’t have been you,” said Jason, sounding fierce.

“It could —”

“No, it couldn’t.” Jason stared at her so hard and with such a menacing look on his face that Tricia finally acknowledged his anger. She bowed her head and looked away, and an uneasy silence settled over the table.

“I’d better get back to Gran,” mumbled Harriet, pushing back her chair. “She’ll be wondering what happened to me.”

Tricia looked up. “Are you going to Beth-Ann’s baby shower tomorrow?”

“I’d planned to, but is it still on, after what happened?”

“Oh, sure. Amy’s spent weeks working on it. You know how she is. Plus, Amy’s friendly with Suzanna, so she isn’t exactly Team Everly.” Tricia looked flustered, like she realized she’d said the wrong thing. “Not that she isn’t upset about her murder. She’s very upset.”

Harriet studied Tricia’s face. She hadn’t realized Tricia and Amy were so tight, and what was she on about? “Suzanna?”

“Suzanna Bixby. The mayor’s wife. Anyway, forget I said anything.”

Harriet looked at her. “Why would that...?”

Tricia lowered her voice. “You didn’t know?”

“Know what?”

“The affair,” hissed Tricia. “Everly and the mayor.” Her eyes shifted nervously around the room. “Don’t repeat that. Amy told me in the strictest confidence. Pretend I didn’t say a thing.”

“It’s how I get through my days,” said Jason.

Tricia was back to ignoring him. She smiled brightly at Harriet. “I’m bringing that seafood dip you liked so much at my granddad’s funeral. I’m going to cut the amount of celery in half and add a little more mayonnaise.”

“Great. Looking forward to it,” said Harriet, distractedly. She was still trying to wrap her head around what Tricia had said. The mayor and Everly? He must be twenty-five years older than her, and married, and ...yichh.

Pointedly ignoring Jason, Harriet said goodbye to Tricia and waved at Gran to indicate she was on her way over, but her attention was diverted by a commotion at the bar. A short, slim man with thinning blonde hair slicked back off his high forehead was arguing with the bartender. “She must have snuck out the back. There’s no way I’m paying for her. She had two drinks. Cocktails.”

The bartender ignored the bar tab the blonde man was waving at him. “We don’t serve cocktails.”

“She had vodka and cranberry juice. Premium vodka. That’s a cocktail.”

“Look, I don’t know what happened to your date, but you need to pay your bill.”

“It wasn’t a date. It was an initial meeting. Her name was Claire Something or Other.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and poked it a couple of times. “Here’s her picture,” he said, holding the phone to the bartender’s face. “She doesn’t look nearly that good in real life, but you get the idea.”

The bartender, Rick, glanced at the picture, then at Harriet. “Have you seen Claire?”

Harriet tugged on her earlobe and pretended to ponder the question. “I know she was here tonight.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Maybe she jumped out the bathroom window.”

“Yeah, maybe,” said Rick with a chuckle. “That’s something Claire would do.”

The date’s nostrils flared. “It’s not funny, and I’m not paying.”

Rick leaned forward, across the bar. He was a big guy. Spent a lot of time at the gym. “Yes, you are.”

Claire’s date hesitated, swore softly, then pulled out his wallet and tossed his credit card down on the bar.

“Hi, Harriet.”

Harriet jumped slightly and let out a surprised yelp. Not again. Maybe Wally was on to something with that squealing comment. “Hi, Nick. You startled me.”

“I’ve got to stop doing that.”

He was wearing jeans that fit him perfectly, and a plaid shirt, open with a grey T-shirt underneath. That just happened to be Harriet’s favorite look.

“Did Claire jump out the bathroom window?” Nick looked amused.

“Does that sound like something a grown woman would do?”

“It sounds like something the Claire I knew in high school would do.”

“She hasn’t changed much.”

Harriet gave brief thanks that she’d touched up her lipstick and combed her hair. And in this dim light, her bruise was hardly visible. Tricia hadn’t even mentioned it.

Nick took a step closer, and with his brilliant, blue, you-could-get-lost-in-them eyes staring deeply into Harriet’s, slowly shook his head. “How are you doing? I can’t believe it. Everly Dupee.”

“I’m okay. Shocked. We all are.”

“Do they have any idea what happened yet? Do they have any suspects?”

“I haven’t heard anything.” She thought about Wally being pulled in for more questioning. “They’ve been looking at Wally, our chef. Turns out he has a bit of a history.” Why did she tell Nick that?

“A history of killing people?”

“No. No. A little assault here. A little battery there. Nothing like this. And deep down, he’s a good person.” Way deep down.

“Why would your chef murder Everly?”

“He wouldn’t.” She was pretty sure about that. “The murder weapon belonged to The Bluebell and Everly and Rachel were planning to open a café right next door to us. Wally was upset about it – we all were – and I guess the police see that as a motive.”

“Rachel Carpenter? She’s back in Sevenoaks?”

“Yeah. Turns out she’s just a small-town girl at heart.” That sounded a little bitter. “Or so she told me.”

“Rachel was my first girlfriend. I wondered what happened to her.”

Harriet stared at him and she didn’t even care that her mouth was agape. Rachel Carpenter was Nick’s first girlfriend? How come she didn’t know that? And was that a wistful look on his face?

Possibly due to the fact Harriet felt incapable of closing her slack mouth, Nick noted her surprise. “I was fourteen, she was fifteen. It lasted about a week. She dumped me for Andy Pettit.”

Andy Pettit was a bit of a celebrity in Sevenoaks. He’d been a contestant on Survivor and made it to the final four. He hadn’t managed to parlay his brush with fame into anything long-lasting and was back to managing a Dunkin Donuts on the outskirts of town.

“Andy was on Survivor,” said Harriet, for lack of anything else to say. The love of her life once dated Rachel Carpenter?

“That right? Did he win?”

“No.”

Nick smiled slightly. “Karma.”

Karma. What did that mean? Was Nick still resentful of Andy Pettit for stealing Rachel away from him twenty years ago?

Nick gestured to the bartender for a beer. “Can I get you something, Harriet?” he asked.

“No, thanks. I have a drink over at my table.”

“Are you with your Gran? I thought I saw her over there. The guy she’s with seemed awfully upset about something.”

“That would be Wally.”

Nick swung around on his bar stool and surveyed the pub. “Hopping place. I don’t remember it being this busy.”

“It isn’t usually. Everly is big news.”

Nick lifted his glass to someone, and Harriet glanced over her shoulder to see who. Another old girlfriend? Even worse, it was Gran, who had moved her chair so there was nothing to block her view. She was staring intensely at Nick and Harriet, not even trying to hide her interest.

“Your gran looks good. Hasn’t aged much.”

Harriet shifted her body slightly, hoping to block Nick’s view of Gran. “She stays active. She still golfs, and she only gave up tennis last year.”

“I’ve read her Aunt Aggie page. She’s funny. And her advice isn’t bad either.” Nick squinted in Gran’s direction. “I think she’s trying to get your attention.”

Harriet reluctantly looked back over at Gran, who as soon as she saw Harriet’s eyes were on her, held her hands up and slowly, dramatically, pushed them together. She felt herself flushing. “Don’t pay any — she doesn’t always know what she’s doing. She’s eighty now.”

She tried to shoot Gran a ‘stop making a spectacle’ look. As if. Gran gave her a thumbs up and turned her attention back to Wally.

“Adam Heller,” she heard Nick say. “Great to see you. I’d heard you moved here.”

Harriet whirled around. Adam Heller? How did Nick know him? And when had Adam moved to town?

Adam greeted Nick with a big smile and an enthusiastic handshake. “Good to see you. I planned to hunt you down if I didn’t run into you. Congratulations on your book. Looking forward to the next one.”

“Thanks. It’ll be out next month. Harriet, do you know Adam?”

“We met this morning,” said Adam, with a lot less enthusiasm than he’d just shown over seeing Nick. “I’m a detective now, with the state police.”

Nick nodded in affirmation. “Of course. Yes, I knew that. Terrible about Everly. We went to school together.”

The three of them fell silent, acknowledging the terribleness of it all.

After a suitable moment of silence, Nick addressed Harriet. “Adam and I played hockey together — actually, against each other, when we were in high school.”

“Maybe we can play this winter,” said Adam. “Sevenoaks has a decent league for old fellas like us.”

“That’d be great. Where are you living?”

“I bought a place over on Tamarack. I’m working out of Middlebury now, so it’s an easy commute.”

Harriet studied Adam’s ridiculously handsome face. There was no way Claire knew he’d moved to Sevenoaks, or she’d have mentioned it.

Adam’s eyes shifted around the pub and settled on Wally and Gran. “Your cook is here. Seems awfully upset. Who’s that with him?”

“My grandmother. We’re all here together.”

“You’re friendly with him, outside of work?”

Hardly. Wally wasn’t one for socializing, and friendly and Wally weren’t words that belonged in the same sentence. “We’re all friends at The Bluebell.”

“How much do you know about him?”

“Like I said, we’re very close.”

Adam took a sip of his beer and nodded his head. “Just be careful.”

“Careful of Wally?” She glanced over at Wally who was staring into the crowd, a stony look on his face. “He’s like family to us.”

Adam gave her a skeptical look. “I guess every family has its black sheep. Look, I’m telling you this as a favor. We’re putting a rush on the forensics.” He took a long swallow of beer and never took his eyes off Wally. “Watch your step around him. And you might want to start looking for another cook.”
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Harriet adjusted its metallic-pink ribbon and tucked the last cellophane bag of s’more popcorn into the box. As per Amy’s explicit instructions, she’d made sixteen treat-sized bags. Fourteen for the invited guests, plus two extras, “in case of emergency.” Amy had called before eight to confirm that of course Beth-Ann’s shower was still on, and most importantly, to check that Harriet was sticking to the color scheme. “Primarily pink, but a hint of yellow or white is absolutely fine. Actually, I’d prefer that you do use some accent colors, as long as they’re feminine. Girl power!” Amy had laughed heartily at that comment. Harriet thought she sounded wired. She figured Amy had been up most of the night, making sure every tiny little detail was perfect. Leaving things to chance wasn’t her style.

There was a quick knock at the front door and then the sound of footsteps in the hall. “Hi, it’s just me.” Claire. They’d decided to arrive at the shower together because Claire insisted she needed moral support at any event involving her family, especially when that family was Amy. They’d spoken earlier that morning, but apart from a quick chat about Wally, who in Harriet’s opinion was on the verge of a mental breakdown, she hadn’t mentioned anything that had transpired after Claire’s hasty exit from The Stumble Inn. She wanted to see her reaction in person when she told her Adam had bought a house in town. A house only two streets over from Claire, for that matter.

Claire plunked the cupcake container she was carrying down on the counter. “What’s your coffee situation?”

“Fresh. Just made it.”

Claire grabbed a mug and poured herself a cup while Harriet lifted the lid off the container and peeked in. Claire had made marbled, lemon-lime cupcakes decorated with intricate daisies, Beth-Ann’s favorite flower. “These are gorgeous. I don’t know about the stem though. Not sure that Amy would see dark green as a girl-power color.”

“I lied and told her the stems were a girly-green. She called me three times this morning; wanted me to send her a picture of my ‘trial’ cupcake to make sure it met her specifications. Even worse, she’s doing IVF,” grumbled Claire. “I had to listen all about her hormone shots. David gives them to her. It’s bonding.”

“Remember how grumpy Jasmine was when she did it,” said Harriet. “And they had to sell their second car.”

Claire smiled at the memory. “And cut back to basic cable. Marty was pretty ticked about it. I’m not sure he thought a baby was worth cutting the cable. Anyway, after the third call I stopped answering the phone.” She sat down at the kitchen table and looked around the room. “Where’s Chester?”

“Next door. Gran’s having her book club to lunch and she’s serving lobster mac and cheese. It’s his favorite.”

“Mine too. I wish I was over at Gran’s eating lobster instead of going to this thing. If anyone mentions planting their placenta under the rosebush, or Eva starts going on about her cracked nipples, I’m not kidding you, I’m out of there.”

“Out the window?”

“Whatever’s quickest,” said Claire with a smile.

“It can’t possibly be as bad as you think.” Harriet poured herself a fresh cup of coffee and sat down across from Claire. “On the other hand, I don’t feel right about going. David and Everly worked together at Town Hall, and some of the guests must have been friends of hers. I think the shower should have been postponed until after the funeral.”

“Friends of Everly’s?” Claire didn’t look convinced.

“Maybe not friends, but friendly. She lived in Sevenoaks her entire life. Everyone knew her.”

“That’s the problem. Everyone knew her. Amy says she’s sure Everly would want us to carry on, to not let her death keep us from celebrating a new life.”

Harriet chewed on a cuticle and considered that for a moment. “I don’t think Everly would want that at all. She’d like people to be miserable. Possibly forever.”

“You’re not kidding, she would. But Amy spent a lot of time on this thing, plus she just renovated her powder room and the spring flowers have bloomed, so the garden looks spectacular. There’s no way she was going to cancel. What would Aunt Aggie say about it?”

“Aggie would be shocked. She wouldn’t approve of party games and mini quiche the day after a neighbor is murdered. She’s old fashioned that way.”

Claire took a sip of coffee and her mouth curved into a satisfied smile. “Why does your coffee always taste better than mine?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m more shocked that Beth-Ann is having a baby with Roger Wyatt. Can you imagine? Ugh.”

“He’s not so bad.”

“Remember —”

“He doesn’t eat erasers anymore,” Harriet broke in. “Jeesh. A guy has a little eraser eating habit when he’s eight years old and you never forget it.”

“Amy used to bite people when she didn’t get her own way. I haven’t forgotten that either. And I’m not convinced Roger’s over it. He was in the café the other day and I’m pretty sure he was salivating at the sight of my pencil. He couldn’t take his eyes off its nice, juicy eraser. But, I’m willing to let that slide. It’s the puns that would drive me nuts. He’s very punny. He told me I’d soon tire of working at a donut shop because I’d get fed up with the hole business. He repeated hole business twice, just in case I didn’t get it. Is that any kind of environment to raise a child?”

“I’d say you’re too hard on men,” said Harriet, “but after that guy last night, I don’t know about that. Gran inquired about your screening process, as in do you have one?”

“I do my best, but it’s slim pickings out there, which you would know if you ever actually went on a date instead of sitting at your laptop offering up advice to the rest of us.”

Harriet was quiet for a moment, debating whether she felt like discussing Nick. She couldn’t resist. “Nick was there last night.” She tried to sound casual. No big deal. Just making conversation.

“Did you talk to him?”

“Hmmm. Did you know he dated Rachel Carpenter? Before me. For a week when he was fourteen.”

“Rachel? No, I didn’t know, but I wouldn’t hold it against him.” Claire eyed Harriet over her coffee cup. “I don’t believe it. You’re holding it against him. A girl he dated for seven days before his voice changed?”

“I just thought it was funny I didn’t know about it.”

“You and Nick taking a stroll down memory lane? Sounds intimate.”

“It wasn’t. We were talking about Everly, and Rachel’s name came up. I’m not sure, but I think he looked wistful.”

“Wistful about Rachel Carpenter? Give me a break.” Claire reached over and grabbed the bowl Harriet had used to make the s’more popcorn and picked out a chunk of caramel covered deliciousness. “Tasty. We should sell bags of this at the café. We could use maple syrup as part of the sweetener, stick a picture of Vermont on the bag and the tourists would be all over it.”

“Good idea.”

“I’m full of them. So, do you still get a tingle when you see him?”

Harriet gave a dismissive grunt and made a show of studying the contents of her coffee mug.

“I take it that’s a yes?”

“Of course, yes. I’m a blithering idiot when he’s around, but I’m trying to fight it. I think his teeth might be too white. Did you notice that about him?”

Claire eyed a chunk of chocolate-covered popcorn, briefly debated, and tossed it in her mouth. “Excessively white teeth. You’re really digging.”

“He’s not interested in me. I have to find something wrong with him.”

“Does he still do that thing where he clears his throat before he talks, like he’s trying to hork up a hair ball?”

“No, he doesn’t,” replied Harriet, outraged. “He never did that. Hork up a ... what is wrong with you?”

Claire shrugged. “I seem to remember him doing that.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

Claire wasn’t bothered. “So I’ve been told.”

Harriet decided to go in for the kill. “You know who else was there? Adam.”

“Adam?”

“Detective Adam. Your Adam.”

“He was never my Adam. Another of his many flaws. Major commitment phobia. What was he doing there?”

“Hanging out at his local pub. He’s bought a house here.”

Claire screwed up her face and put down her cup. “Seriously?”

Harriet nodded her head. “On Tamarack. If you’re out on your deck and the wind’s blowing the right way, you’ll be able to hear him slurping his coffee.”

“You’re hilarious.” Claire thought about it. “He must have bought the mayor’s old place. It’s the only place on Tamarack that’s been for sale.”

Something twigged with Harriet and she slapped her hand down on the counter. “The mayor!”

“What about him?”

“Well,” Harriet leaned forward and propped her chin on her hand. “According to Tricia, who was also at the pub last night — and remind me to tell you about that — Everly and the mayor were having an affair.”

“No way!”

“That’s what she said.”

“I don’t believe it. Mayor Bixby? Even for Everly, that’s really gross.”

“Amy told her. Top secret.”

“If she wanted it to stay secret, she shouldn’t have told Tricia.”

“No kidding.”

“I wonder if his wife knew about it.” Claire tapped her fingers on the edge of her mug. “She couldn’t have. Suzanna Bixby doesn’t take any crap. Remember when she helped supervise that Girl Guide camping trip we took to Maine. She couldn’t have been any older than we are now, and I was scared to death of her. No, she didn’t know, or she would have done something about it.”

Harriet and Claire’s eyes met across the counter. “Maybe she did know,” said Harriet, her eyebrows rising.

“And she did something about it. I’m putting her on the list.”

“You have a list?” Harriet looked up at the clock over the stove. “Let’s go. Amy will blow a gasket if we’re late.”

“Just give me a minute,” said Claire, with a moan. “I need to digest this Everly and Mayor Bixby thing. It’s making me queasy.”

Harriet got up, dumped the dregs from her mug into the sink and stuck the cup in the dishwasher.

“What were you going to say about Tricia? Here, you can take my cup. I’m done.” With an exaggerated sigh, Claire pushed her mug across the table.

“What’s the deal with Jason?” asked Harriet. “You know him better than me. What do you think of him?”

“I don’t think about him.” Claire rubbed her nose and stared at Harriet for a moment. “Okay. I’ve thought about him. Still nothing.”

“Exactly. That’s what I thought. Turns out he does have a personality and it isn’t a good one. He was a real jerk last night. He told Tricia to shut up!”

Claire shrugged. “We’ve all wanted to. I’m kidding, sort of. Did she?”

“Did she what?”

“Shut up?” asked Claire.

“No.” Harriet picked up her box of popcorn and gestured towards the door. “Let’s go. The sooner we get there the sooner we can leave. That’s what Gran always says.”

“Who am I to argue with that?”

“Oh ― motorcycles.” Claire got to her feet.

“Huh?”

“Jason is into motorcycles. Really into them. He wears all the gear. Leather chaps and all that.”

“Leather chaps? Isn’t that cowboys?”

“Whatever they’re called. He’s into leather. The jacket, the boots —Tricia finds it sexy, especially when it’s hot out and the chaps get all sweaty and stuck to him.”

“Ewww. That’s a mental picture I didn’t need today.” Harriet followed Claire down the hall. “So, get this. Turns out Jason and Tricia wanted to lease the flower shop, but Everly snuck in there and beat them to it. Jason was really angry about it. Yeah,” she said, as she locked the door, “he was extremely angry.”

“What are you implying? Extremely, as in so angry he murdered Everly?”

“No, no. But ... maybe. Like you said yesterday, someone killed her. Why not Jason?”

“Why not? No one would suspect him because most people don’t remember he exists. It’s the perfect crime, if you think about it.”

“Put him on the list,” said Harriet, pausing on the veranda to admire the spring flowers that were popping out of the ground. “Adam told me I should start looking for a new cook. I’d like to know who else is on his list.”

“Besides Wally? I’d lay bets on no one. Adam is a man of limited imagination.”

Before they’d gone more than a few steps down the sidewalk, they heard someone yelling, “Hey, wait for me.” They stopped, turned around, and saw their friend Melissa hurrying toward them, carrying a large, gift-wrapped box, and walking an enormous pig with a pink bow around its neck.

Melissa was Sevenoaks’ Jill of all trades. She was an excellent cook and helped out at the café on the occasional day that Wally was off. She was also a crossing guard, an office temp, and worked alternate Saturdays at a funeral home.

Claire tucked her cupcakes under her arm and watched them approach. “Why is Peanut wearing a bow? There is not a chance he’s welcome at this thing.”

Two summers back, Melissa bought Peanut off the back of a truck at a farmer’s market in Killington. She’d been assured he was a micro pig, that he’d never be more than twenty pounds. Melissa stopped weighing him once he tipped the scales north of the 400-pound mark, but if she was bothered by his size she did a great job of hiding it. “Yeah, he got a little bigger than I expected. More of him to love.” According to Melissa, Peanut was completely housebroken and much smarter than a dog. Peanut’s high IQ was a source of great pride for her.

“Hi, Melissa. Hi, Peanut.” Harriet reached down to pat the pig, who grunted happily.

“Does Amy know you’re bringing him?” asked Claire, sounding dubious.

“I had to. Carson’s away on a fishing trip this weekend, and I’m not leaving the poor guy home alone all afternoon. He barely saw me all week, I’ve been working so much. If Amy wants me at the party, she’ll have to have Peanut too.”

“There’s a good chance she doesn’t want you that badly,” said Claire. “You know how she is about animals. She won’t even let David get a dog.”

“I brought a rope to tie him up outside. And that cousin of yours has mental problems, no offense.”

“None taken.”

“It’s a shame,” said Melissa, as they continued walking, “because Peanut loves David. He gives him the full body wiggle when he sees him. I don’t know how your cousin can deprive that poor man of a pet.”

“Stop calling Amy my cousin,” protested Claire. “It’s not my fault that we share a few strands of DNA.”

“Lots of people don’t like animals,” said Harriet, trying to broker some peace before they arrived. “She has lots of other good qualities.”

“Sure, she does,” said Melissa. “She’s just good at hiding them. Anyway, can you believe it? Everly Dupee, murdered. I tried calling you yesterday, Harriet, but it went to voice mail. It must have been awful, finding her like that.”

“It was pretty bad. I’m having trouble shaking the image of her lying there on the floor.”

“I’ll bet. I feel terrible myself. Between thinking about Everly and Peanut’s snoring, I hardly slept a wink last night.”

From the look on Claire’s face, she was unconvinced that Everly’s death had kept Melissa up. “You loathed Everly. The last time I saw you, you said you’d just seen her and you came close to whacking her over the head with your umbrella.”

Melissa nodded her head in agreement. “She deserved it too, but am I ever glad I didn’t do it. They’d be looking at me for the murder. I couldn’t sleep because we got into it again on Friday morning. She cut me off and stole the last parking spot in front of the hardware store, and when I complained she called me a disgusting ball of blubber. I told her she was the worst person I knew, and the world would be a better place without her. How do you think that makes me feel? It’s like I put a curse on her. I was going to call your Gran, Harriet, and get Aunt Aggie’s take on it.”

“Gran doesn’t believe in curses. She’d tell you to watch your tongue in the future because things you say in haste often come back to bite you. She’d be speaking from experience on that one.”

“So, what do you think?” Melissa lowered her voice. “Was it really Wally who killed her?”

“Where did you hear that?” asked Claire, annoyed.

“Rhoda told me. She works at The Stumble Inn. She said everybody in there last night was talking about it. He bashed her head in with a brick.”

“Wally had nothing to do with it,” said Harriet. “He’s more upset than anyone about what happened.” More upset because the police were investigating him, but still, there was no denying Wally was taking Everly’s death hard.

“That’s what I figured. Wally is the worst. I think I’d pass out from shock if he ever said anything nice, but I can’t see him being a killer.”

“You’re exactly right,” said Claire. “He’s got a loud bark, but his bite isn’t lethal.” She nudged Harriet. “Kinda catchy. Feel free to use that if you want to.”

“Use it for what?” asked Melissa.

Harriet pretended she didn’t hear the question. “What else did Rhoda say?”

“She said Wally was in there last night, bawling his eyes out. She figured it was either his guilty conscience or that he knew the police were closing in on him.”

“He was not bawling his eyes out,” said Harriet. “He was a tiny bit emotional, the same as I am.”

The three friends stopped so Peanut could explore a patch of daffodils on the boulevard. “You’d be one of the few, then,” said Melissa. “Everyone’s shocked that she was murdered, but I don’t think we’re going to go through a whole lot of Kleenex at the funeral.”

“Everly must have had some friends,” said Harriet, as they continued walking. “There’s Philip and Rachel, and ...”

Claire nudged Harriet in the side. “And the mayor will be crushed.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Melissa, lowering her voice slightly, like she wasn’t sure she should be saying it. “I’m sure he’s upset, but if you ask me, he’ll get over it pretty quick. I’ve done a ton of temp work for him this year; I’ve never seen a person who called in sick as often as Everly. I don’t know what she did all day when she was there besides cause trouble, but it sure wasn’t town hall business. That office is a disaster. I could never figure out why Mayor Bixby didn’t fire her.”

“Just too nice a guy, I guess,” said Claire.

“He is a nice guy,” agreed Melissa. “But he’s in way over his head trying to run this town. That man is a couple French fries short of a Happy Meal if you ask me.”

David and Amy lived in a large house on one of Sevenoaks most prestigious streets. They’d bought it soon after they married, and it had been an ongoing renovation project ever since.

“You have to give her this,” Harriet said, gazing at the large white house with its dark, green shutters, wrap-around veranda and artfully laid out gardens blooming with masses of tulips in perfectly coordinated color combinations. “Amy’s got a great eye. Once she finishes school and starts up her decorating business, I’ll bet she does well.”

“She hasn’t graduated yet?” asked Melissa. “What’s she getting? A PhD in throw pillows?”

Claire snorted in amusement at the comment and pointed to a forsythia bush decorated with an array of pink bows, and at the very top, one solitary black bow that looked like it was about to come untethered from its branch. “That must be for Everly. Quite a tribute.”

Melissa pulled a long piece of thin rope out of her purse. “I’m going to tie Peanut up under that tree over by the fence. That way I’ll be able to see him from the living room window.”

“Personally,” said Claire, as Melissa led Peanut away, “I’d tie him where Amy can’t see him, but that’s just me.”

Harriet and Claire stood at the curb, waiting for Melissa to return, neither of them in any rush to go inside. “Here’s Beth-Ann,” said Harriet as a blue van pulled up in front of the house. Roger hopped out, gave them a jaunty salute, and rushed around to open the door for his very pregnant wife. Beth-Ann, who was usually the picture of good cheer, looked anything but. She climbed down from her seat and walked slowly towards Harriet and Claire.

“What’s up?” asked Claire. “Pretty sure Anne Boleyn looked more enthusiastic on her way to the chopping block.”

Roger leaned in as close as he could get and gave Beth-Ann a hug. “You’ll be fine. Just get it over with as soon as you get in there. What’s the worst that can happen?” With a cheery, “Call me when you’re done. See you later, girls,” Roger hustled back around to the driver’s seat. Beth-Ann tilted forward as he drove away, like she was trying to will herself back into the van.

“Are you okay?” asked Harriet, concerned. “Is the baby okay?”

Beth-Ann rubbed her enormous stomach and took a deep breath. “We’re fine,” she said, forcing a weak smile.

“What is it, then?” asked Claire. “You look like crap. You’re scaring me.”

“Think how I feel.” Beth-Ann gripped the fence for support as her eyes took in the bows on the forsythia bush and the enormous pots of pink hydrangeas on either side of the front stairs. “I have to go in there and tell Amy I’m having a boy.”
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Chapter 16
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Planning a party? Your guests will only be as relaxed as you are. If you're scurrying and worrying, chances are your guests won't feel at ease. Before they arrive, turn on the music, pour a glass of wine,, and remind yourself that no matter how bad it is, no party lasts forever. @askauntaggie
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“WHAT’S THAT?” SAID Melissa, who’d returned from tying up Peanut. “Alexandra is now an Alexander?”

“Alexandra is now Roger Jr. We had another ultrasound yesterday. Turns out there was a mistake with the first one.”

Harriet reached over and put her arm around Beth-Ann’s shoulder. “You looked so upset, you had me worried.”

“What was the problem?” asked Melissa. “TP?”

Beth-Ann peered at her, a confused look on her face. “TP?”

“Tiny penis? Too small to see on the ultrasound?”

Beth-Ann exhaled loudly, like she was practicing her Lamaze breathing. “Roger Jr. has a perfectly normal penis. I had my first ultrasound here in Sevenoaks. Lainey Wilmot did it. She messed up.” Beth-Ann frowned at Claire. “Isn’t Lainey related to you?”

“Hardly at all. Very distant cousin.”

“She’d just finished her training. It was the first scan she did without supervision. I went into Middlebury on Friday because that’s where my obstetrician is, and that’s when we found out. Roger is so excited. Deep down I think he wanted a boy first, but he didn’t want to admit it.” Beth-Ann shook her head and her eyes slowly traced the house and the yard. “Look at all this.” She waved her arm to encompass the pink bows and flowers, and the presents. She’s going to kill me.”

As her words hit her, Beth-Ann clutched Harriet’s arm. “Sorry, Harriet. Here I am carrying on about myself. You must be traumatized. Finding Everly like that. I can’t even imagine.”

“It was horrible, but the shock is wearing off.”

Claire looked down at her container of cupcakes. “Guess I don’t have to worry about those manly green stems.”

“Let’s do this,” said Harriet, gesturing toward the house. “Roger is right. Get it over with right off the top. The longer you wait, the worse you’ll feel.”

Beth-Ann gave her a weak smile. “Your gran is rubbing off on you. I love her column. She’s a gas. And some good advice too.”

“She’s a wonder,” agreed Harriet.

“And when you think about it,” said Melissa, as they made their way up the walk, “what’s the difference? Boy, girl. Tomato. Tomahto.”

Amy must have been watching for them because she opened the door as soon as Claire’s foot touched the bottom step. “Welcome,” she said, flashing them a tight, pasted-on smile. “You’re the last ones to get here. Better late than never, I guess.”

“Cupcakes,” Claire said, passing Amy the container.

Amy peeked into the container and her smile faded slightly, but she rallied and spoke in a chipper voice. “Very pretty. So colorful. They’re almost exactly like you described them.”

“Thanks,” said Claire, sprightlier than she’d been all day. “They do have a certain boyish charm.”

Harriet squeezed Beth-Ann’s arm, willing her on.

“I’m sorry,” Beth-Ann said in a wobbly voice, once she reached the veranda. “I know how much work you’ve gone to.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re the guest of honor. You’re allowed to be six,” Amy glanced at her watch, “seven minutes late.”

“It’s a boy.”

Amy didn’t appear to hear her. She passed the cupcake container back to Claire. “Can you put these on the buffet table? There’s a platter all set up, just waiting for you to finally get here. You’re on the upper left beside the punch, and Harriet, your popcorn is down on the far end. Beth-Ann, you come with me. Everyone is getting restless.”

Beth-Ann spoke more forcefully. “It’s a boy. My first ultrasound was wrong. I’m having a baby boy.”

“Little Roger Junior,” added Claire.

Amy still didn’t seem to be computing.

“I just found out on Friday. It was a big surprise, but we’re very excited.”

“A baby boy?” asked Amy.

Beth-Ann nodded and smiled widely, like she was hoping her good cheer would be contagious. “We’re very excited. He’s going to be big. Over nine pounds.”

“We’re so happy for you,” said Harriet. “A big, healthy baby.”

Amy’s mouth was set in a hard line. “Friday? You should have called.”

“I knew how much trouble you’d gone to with your girl theme,” said Beth-Ann. “I didn’t want you to think you had to change anything ... and then with the news about Everly.”

Amy gazed out at the street for a moment, and then, as if she had willed herself to be strong, a placid, pleasant look came over her. “We’ll laugh about this someday.”

Harriet figured she wouldn’t place any bets on Amy laughing about it, but some of the tension seemed to have dispersed. Apart from her clenched fists and the little muscle twitching in her jaw, Amy looked perfectly normal.

“Exactly,” said Beth-Ann. “It’s funny if you think about it.”

“I know I’m cracking up,” said Melissa. “Where’s the drinks, Amy?”

“There’s punch on the buffet.”

“Alcoholic?” asked Melissa, hopefully.

Amy frowned at her. “At a baby shower? Half the guests are pregnant or nursing.”

“I’ll take that as a no. See you in there, girls.”

“I’ll join you,” said Beth-Ann. “Thank you so much for doing this, Amy. It all looks beautiful.”

Claire, still unusually cheerful, stepped toward the door. “Okay, let’s get in there and get Baby Boy Wyatt hydrated.”

Amy reached out and touched Claire’s arm, her forehead creased with concern. “Could you hold on a minute, Claire? I’d like to discuss something with you and Harriet.” Harriet braced herself for once again being asked about finding Everly’s body.

Amy waited for the others to go inside, then addressed the two of them in a low, solemn voice. “I’m asking people not to discuss the Everly situation. I don’t think it’s fair to Beth-Ann if we ruin her shower talking about something so unpleasant. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

“I do,” said Harriet, relieved she wouldn’t have to respond to inquiries about the state of Everly’s body. “Excellent plan.” She glanced over at Claire, who was fiddling with a loose chip of paint on the veranda’s railing.

A look of pain crossed Amy’s face as she pulled Claire’s hand away from the railing. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. Did you notice the black bow on the forsythia?”

Claire nodded. “We did. Heart-warming.”

“I wanted to acknowledge Everly’s passing,” said Amy, walking through the front door, “without beating people over the head with it.”

“She always had a way with the words,” muttered Claire as they trailed her down the hall.

There were close to fifteen women in the great room, sitting on the two long sofas, perched on the window seats, and huddled in a group around the fireplace. Some Harriet had gone to school with, some she’d met since she’d moved back home, and there were two or three she didn’t recognize. She waved to Vicki, who she’d known since kindergarten, and Erin, who’d been particularly mean to her when she was a teenager, and even though Erin was perfectly agreeable now, Harriet wasn’t buying it. And Tricia was there, and Tricia’s mother, Eleanor, who when they were kids was renowned for her excellent cookies and her generous, ‘help yourself whenever you want’ policy.

At one end of the room, there was a buffet table decorated in an explosion of pink and white, with tasteful yellow accents. Claire arranged her cupcakes on the platter while Harriet placed her popcorn in its designated spot, and then she poured them each a glass of punch into the mini baby bottles Amy had set out.

Claire stuck a straw in her bottle, looked suspiciously at the pink mixture, and took a sip. “Not bad.”

“It’s delicious,” said Harriet. “Lighten up. Just because Amy made it doesn’t mean it’s going to be terrible.”

Claire pondered that thought for a millisecond. “I think you’ll find you’re wrong about that.” From the depths of her handbag, there was the sound of a text coming in. “It’s the chief,” she said, after she’d dug out her phone. “Forensics is finished with us. We can open tomorrow.”

“Well, there’s some good news. I’ll get in touch with Wally and Denise after the shower.”

“I’ll go in extra early,” said Claire. “I’m figuring it’s going to be busier than usual. Make sure you call Ron as well. There’ll be lots for him to do.”

“Let’s hope you’re right.”

Claire scanned the crowd in the living room. “Where to sit, where to sit? Who do you figure is the least likely to discuss her nipples?”

“Eleanor’s here. Pretty sure she had a hysterectomy recently, so she might want to talk about it, but you can always veer the conversation toward cookies.”

Claire shrugged. “I don’t mind a brief chat about her uterus. Maybe I can get her recipe for those oatmeal crisps she used to make us.”

Harriet and Claire ambled across the room. Eleanor was deep into a chat with the only other middle-aged woman in the group, so they headed toward the long couch under the front window, where Cheryl squeezed over to make room for them. “I was hoping you’d get here soon,” she said, her voice pitched noticeably higher than normal. “Erin’s been telling me all about her milk.”

Claire’s eyes narrowed. “Milk?”

Erin leaned in closer. “I was saying that I can’t get Hannah to wake up to feed at night. My breasts get as hard as bowling balls. I’ve pumped so much milk, I’m running out of room in the fridge.” She gestured to her chest. “These puppies could feed triplets and still have some left over.”

Harriet nodded her head sympathetically. “Bowling balls. Sounds painful.”

“You have no idea,” said Erin with a dramatic sigh. “Right now, just sitting here talking to you I can feel them filling up. I’m going to be dripping any minute. I can’t go anywhere without nipple guards.”

“Have you thought about cheese?” said Claire.

Erin looked at her, confused. “Pardon?”

“All that milk. You could make cheese.”

“Breast milk cheese?” asked Erin, in a tight voice.

“I’ll bet it would be a huge seller,” said Claire enthusiastically. “The tourists would go crazy for it. Genuine Vermont breast milk cheese. If you could find a way to get some maple syrup into it, you wouldn’t be able to keep it on the shelves.”

“How rich is it?” asked Cheryl, getting into the spirit of things. “How about a cream cheese? Vermont breast milk creamed cheese sounds like a winner.”

“Breast milk cheesecake,” said Claire. “There’d be a good profit on that if you were producing your own cheese.”

Erin had a pinched look on her face. “I am not using my milk to make cheese. That’s disgusting.”

Claire waved her hands in the air and flashed Erin a look of wide-eyed innocence. “Hey, we’re just trying to be helpful. You’re the one who brought it up. Are you eating organic? There’d be even more money if you could market it as organic.”

“Claire’s quite the entrepreneur,” said Harriet. “She’s full of ideas.”

Erin’s brows grew together, as if she had an inkling they might be toying with her, but fortunately Amy arrived in the room and clapped her hands for attention. “Welcome, everyone. The guest of honor made it after all, so we’re going to get started.” She looked over at Beth-Ann who was sitting in a pink gingham wing chair with pink and white balloons bobbing from ribbons attached to the legs. “Beth-Ann, would you like to share your happy news?”

Beth-Ann took a restorative sip of her punch and addressed the crowd. “I had a second ultrasound and turns out it isn’t a girl. I’m having a baby boy.”

“My bad,” called out Lainey. “I swear, I did not see that penis.”

There was a rumble of laughter, and good-natured congratulations were called out to Beth-Ann.

“We’re all so happy for you,” said Amy flatly. She looked down at her watch. “Everyone, please help yourselves to some refreshments. In twenty-five minutes, it will be time for games and after that we’ll open the presents. I hope everyone who bought baby clothes saved their receipts.”

Most of the guests got to their feet; some wandered toward Beth, while the rest hightailed it to the buffet table. Harriet settled back on the couch and sipped from her baby bottle, waiting for the crowd at the buffet to thin out. This was quite pleasant, she thought. A nice diversion from her worries.

She was so caught up in her warm feelings she didn’t notice Tricia approaching until she’d plunked herself down on the couch. “Harriet,” she said, leaning in close. “Jason wanted me to talk to you. He was concerned he might have come across as too aggressive last night. I told him he was just fine, but he was worried about it.”

“Aggressive?” asked Harriet politely. “Was he more aggressive than usual?”

Trish nodded her head. “You probably didn’t notice. He’s under a lot of pressure at work and the commute is just about killing him. He really had his sights set on starting his own business. I’ve never seen him so upset. This whole weekend has been ...” Her voice trailed off and she flashed Harriet a weak smile. “Well, we’re all upset this weekend.”

“We are,” agreed Harriet. “It’s a shame about the building, but there must be other good locations in town.”

“Oh, sure. It’s just we had our hearts set on the flower shop. We’ll figure something out.” She jumped to her feet and yanked on Harriet’s arm. “C’mon. Let’s get some food. Amy went all out.”

“Nice spread,” Cheryl commented, as Harriet edged in beside her at the buffet and grabbed a plate from the pile.

“Very nice.” Harriet took a bite of a mini crab cake. “Mmm.”

“What’s up with your phone, anyway? Every time I call you it goes to voice mail.”

“I’m trying to disengage from my electronic devices.”

“Yeah, I read Aunt Aggie’s column on that too. Your gran doesn’t know everything. I’ve been aching to talk to you about Everly. Inquiring minds want to know.”

Harriet nodded her head and finished off the crab cake. “Ask away, but there’s some details we’re not supposed to discuss.”

Cheryl cast a furtive glance around the room. “I’ll call you later. I don’t want anyone reporting me to Amy.”

Harriet looked around for Claire and found her sitting with Eleanor. From the pained look on Claire’s face, it was clear they weren’t talking cookies.

“Harriet!” Eleanor called, as Harriet headed back toward her seat, “I was just asking Claire when we’re going to be having one of these for you girls? Tick tick tick. You can’t leave it too long. After thirty-five your eggs start to get stale real fast.”

Harriet stopped short in front of them. At least if she was standing close, Eleanor would lower her voice. The last thing she wanted was to have a group discussion of her stale eggs. She needn’t have bothered. Eleanor spoke loudly enough for the whole room to hear. “Because look at Amy and the trouble she’s having, and she’s a lot younger than you.”

Not a lot younger, thought Harriet. Three years is not a lot. At the sound of her name, Amy, who was hovering nearby keeping a watchful eye on things, whirled around.

“How’d your second session go, honey?” asked Eleanor.

Amy bit her lip and shook her head.

“That’s too bad. Are you doing the meditation?”

“No such thing as a secret in this town,” grumbled Amy as she gripped Harriet’s elbow and walked toward the sofa with her. “If one more person tells me I need to relax. Relaxing doesn’t make IVF take.” She let out a harsh breath, released Harriet’s elbow, and ran her hand through her hair. Harriet tried to picture Amy relaxing, but her powers of imagination didn’t stretch that far.

“Careful,” snapped Amy, her eyes widening in horror. Harriet looked around to see who she was talking to. “Your plate, Harriet! Hold it flat. You’re dripping salad dressing on the rug.”

Harriet scrutinized the rug. There did seem to be a drop of something down there. “Don’t worry about it.” Amy threw up her arms in exasperation. “Just sit down. I’ll get a cloth.”

Harriet sat back down on the couch and put her plate safely on the coffee table. Erin and Cheryl were gone, replaced by Melissa and Vicki. Melissa waved a coconut shrimp in Harriet’s direction. “This is delicious. Say what you will about Amy, she’s a good cook.”

Vicki leaned forward. “I know we’re not supposed to talk about Everly, but I never liked her. Is that a terrible thing to say?”

“No,” said Melissa, “she was the worst.” She popped another shrimp in her mouth and made an expression of pleasure. “Actually, Rachel is the worst. Everly was the runner up.”

Vicki looked furtively around the room, then spoke in a near whisper. “I was thinking of applying for Everly’s job, unless you’re planning on taking it, Melissa.”

“Me? Not a chance.” Melissa curled her lip. “The pay sucks and the town’s cutting most of the benefits. I’d rather temp. You can do better than working there.”

Vicki looked disappointed. “I can’t take a job with no benefits. What’s wrong with this town? Where does all the money go? There’s so many potholes on my street, I’m afraid to drive on it after dark. My sister fell off her bike and broke her arm when she hit one. I told her she should sue.”

“Mismanagement,” said Melissa sagely. “There’s an election next fall. I think it’s time for Mayor Bixby to get out of there and enjoy his golden years.” She tilted her head and surveyed the room. “Maybe I’ll run against him. Couldn’t do a worse job.”

Harriet nibbled on the excellent coconut shrimp and watched as Amy once again stepped into the middle of the room and clapped her hands loudly. “How’s everyone doing with their food? Party games in just over ten minutes.”

“Are we playing the dirty diaper game?” asked Melissa. “I defy anyone to beat me at that. Melted chocolate is my specialty.”

“We are not,” said Amy, looking vaguely horrified. “I found some word games on Pinterest.”

“Word games?” muttered Melissa. “Where’s the fun in that?”

Harriet enjoyed word games, but she was feeling restless. Her anxiety about Wally and The Bluebell and The Deux Soeurs was starting to overwhelm her. She got off the couch and approached Amy who was standing with her hand on her hip, her steely gaze on Claire who was waiving her baby bottle around in an animated fashion. “Is the powder room still off the kitchen?” she asked.

Amy gave her a distracted glance. “You missed the tour. We moved it down to the end of the front hall on the left, across from David’s new office.”

Harriet brightened. “Is David here? I wanted to speak with him.”

“Ooops,” said Claire, as a tiny splash of punch hit the floor.

Amy was already halfway across the room to deal with the emergency. “No,” she called over her shoulder. “He’s golfing.”

Harriet made her way down the hall and into the powder room, which was lovely if you were a connoisseur of powder rooms. She put the toilet seat down, scrolled through her phone, checked The Bluebell’s bank balance for the umpteenth time, sighed and washed her hands.

She studied her cheek in the mirror. The bruise had faded enough that even her amateurish makeup skills had managed to cover it. She ran her finger over the marble vanity and briefly wondered if she would ever care enough about a powder room to invest in a marble countertop. Given her bank balance, it seemed unlikely to be a decision she’d have to make anytime soon.

She stepped back into the hall and leaned against the wall. Word games, then presents, and she could make her escape. Perhaps she’d pop over to The Bluebell and get started on tomorrow’s prep.

There was a thumping sound from the room across the hall, so she wandered over and peeked in. David was standing behind a large desk, his back to the door, adjusting a golf bag that must have fallen over. He was wearing a white polo shirt and a pair of plaid pants that would be garish even on a golf course.

Harriet hadn’t been to David’s office before. Among his other stellar qualities, David was an accountant who made house calls. The room was as pristinely perfect as the rest of the house. There was the large antique-looking desk, empty except for a picture of David and Amy on their wedding day. There was another set of golf clubs in the corner, a shelf of golf trophies, and a modern, uncomfortable-looking sofa.

Harriet tapped lightly on the open door and David spun around, a startled look on his face. He shook his head and gave her a welcoming smile. “You caught me daydreaming. Hi, Harriet.”

“Hi. I didn’t realize you were here. Amy said you were golfing.”

“Just got back. How’s it going in there?”

“Great. Amy did a wonderful job, as usual.”

David beamed at the compliment, and Harriet had a sudden flash of David and Amy’s wedding and Gran saying she’d never seen a man so smitten in her entire life. Harriet waved to the trophies. “Impressive.”

“Given the amount of practice I’ve had, not so impressive. I saw your gran yesterday. She says she’ll be playing three times a week again this season.”

“She loves it. She won’t give it up until —” There was a loud burst of laughter from the great room. “I’d better get back in there. Sounds like they’re starting the games.”

“Wouldn’t want to miss that.” David suddenly looked serious. “I heard about Wally.”

“Heard what?”

David hesitated. “That he may be a suspect. You didn’t know?”

“It’s not true. Wally had nothing to do with it.”

“Okay. Well, good. I don’t really know him, but —”

“There are lots of people who didn’t like Everly.”

“Sure, there were.” David looked uncertain. “Didn’t like her enough to kill her?”

“So it seems.” Harriet could hear her voice getting louder, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “Wally barely knew her.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t listen to gossip.”

“Sorry. It’s not you. I’m upset about Everly, and Philip and Rachel might still be planning to open a place next door. It’s a lot.”

David nodded his head. “You think they’ll follow through on that?”

“I sure hope not.”

“Even if they do, Philip never struck me as the foodie type. You’ve got a fine business there, Harriet. Quality always wins out.”

“I hope you’re right. We’ll be open again tomorrow.”

“I imagine you’ll be busy.” He smiled ruefully. “All the ghouls wanting to get close to the scene of the crime.”

“We take our customers any way we can get them.” Harriet turned to leave, then stopped. Something had been bothering her and perhaps David would have an answer. “Where would Everly get the money to invest in a restaurant?”

He looked startled. “I wouldn’t know.”

“No, of course you wouldn’t. It’s just, I saved for years. Everly doesn’t strike me as the saving for years type.”

“Philip and Rachel may have come up with —” But David couldn’t finish his thought. There was a blood-curdling scream coming from the living room. “No. Please, no!”
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“PEANUT ATE AMY’S TULIPS? That’s a shame.” Gran placed her coffee on the wicker coffee table and tried her best to look concerned, but it was impossible for her to hide her amusement. “Melissa didn’t tie him up?”

“He got loose. No one noticed until after he’d finished stuffing himself.”

“It’s not funny,” Gran exclaimed, as if it was Harriet who’d been smiling.

“You’re right it’s not funny. You know how Amy feels about her garden, about her everything. I’m not exaggerating to say she was hysterical.”

“No surprise there. That girl never did have a sense of humor.”

“I think there’s a lot of people who wouldn’t see the humor in their garden being eaten by a pig. How would you feel if someone stole all your lawn ornaments?”

Gran looked out across her lawn and beamed with pleasure. “No one is going to steal Aunt Aggie’s lawn ornaments. The tulips would be gone soon anyway. Peanut only ate the flowers. They’ll be back good as new next year.” She turned her head away from Harriet and pretended to study a tiny hole in the chair’s cushion. “How many did he eat?”

“Most of the tulips and a few of the hyacinth. Melissa was worried he’d be sick. I’m going to give her a call and check on him.”

“He’ll be fine. Pigs have sturdy constitutions. How was the shower otherwise?”

Harriet reached down to pat Chester, who was asleep with his head on her feet. He was exhausted after his busy morning of eating breakfast and deciding which eye patch to wear. “You couldn’t call it a barrel of laughs. Everyone’s pretty shaken up about Everly, and Amy’s conniption didn’t exactly cheer things up. Melissa left in a huff. She said she felt unwelcome and believe me, she was. Even David was upset with her, and you know how easygoing he is.” Harriet drained her coffee and placed the empty cup on the table. “Anyway, I’ve got to get going. I’ll be late for work. Chester, you need to move.”

Chester opened his eye, grunted his disapproval, and went back to sleep.

“Wait a few minutes,” said Gran. “He needs to rest up. Doreen’s coming over this morning and she’s bringing two of the great grandkids. You know how much Chester loves playing with children.”

“Thank goodness he can play with Doreen’s.”

“He’d prefer them closer to home.”

There was no way Harriet was going down that road this morning. “What’s up with your phone?” she asked, to change the subject. Gran’s phone had been vibrating regularly ever since they’d sat down.

“I’m taking Aggie’s advice and having a break from electronics. I couldn’t bring myself to turn it off, so I set it to vibrate, but I’m not going to check it until after breakfast. People aren’t used to me going dark.”

“Mine’s been off since last night, but it won’t be getting nearly that much action. I’m not as popular as you are. Sorry, Chester.” Harriet slowly extricated her feet from under his head. “I’ve got to go. I’m taking my car into the shop before work. I have that dent in the side door from when I was in Middlebury last week.”

Gran shook her head and glanced heavenward. “What a world we live in. A young woman gets murdered and your car gets dinged and they don’t even leave a note, all in the same week. Terrible.”

“It’s more than a ding. I can’t open the passenger door.”

“Where are you taking it? Matthew’s?”

“I never go anywhere else.”

“Good. He’s a nice boy. Won’t overcharge you. Make sure you don’t go through your insurance. Your rates will skyrocket. You cracked your windshield already this year and you had the speeding ticket. Or was it two speeding tickets?”

“Two.” Gran was right. She’d have to pay out of pocket. Great. Just perfect. Harriet briefly wondered how much money was in the piggy bank she kept in the kitchen. She bent and scratched Chester’s belly, causing him to wiggle his feet in joy.

“Where do you figure Everly got enough money to open a café?” she asked, looking up at Gran. “All everyone who works at Town Hall does is complain about the terrible pay. David has to hold down two jobs.”

“David needs two jobs. They have that huge house and Amy’s always in one school or another. She’s got a real knack for décor, though. I was thinking of having her take a crack at my living room.”

“Good idea.” Gran’s living room suite was older than Harriet. “What do you think about Everly?”

“Maybe she was a good saver. You can put away a lot of cash even on a small salary. You know what I always say, take care of the pennies —” Gran stopped mid-sentence. “Has Aggie ever done a column on money management?”

“I’m barely solvent, so maybe not the best person to offer advice.”

“Since when do we let that stop us?”

“Everly was a clotheshorse, and she went to Bermuda in February. I don’t think she was pinching pennies.”

“Philip and Rachel may have come up with the cash, and they brought Everly on board for ...” Gran seemed at a loss for words as to what Everly could be brought on board for.

“Her sparkling personality,” said Harriet dryly. “Philip works at Town Hall too, and he doesn’t have a second job. I’m going to find out what Rachel was doing before she descended on us. Maybe she was the major investor.” She gave Chester a goodbye scratch, Gran a hug, and headed to the back of the driveway where her 2008 Honda Civic was parked. Mathew’s garage was conveniently located only blocks away from the café, so she could drop off the car as soon as he opened and not be more than a few minutes late for work.

It was a gorgeous, sunny morning and even with all her concerns, Harriet felt light of spirit as she pulled into the garage. Mathew was sitting out front, on the edge of a planter, sipping from a Dunkin Donuts coffee.

“Morning,” she said, getting out of the car. “You can get a lot better coffee than that at The Bluebell.”

Matthew got up from his seat and moseyed toward her, hoisting his cup in a friendly hello. “Dunkin’s is on my way into work. And I’ve got to support Andy. He’s kind of low after the Survivor thing.” He screwed up his face and ran a finger along her passenger door. “I can touch up the scratches and make sure the door works. It won’t look like new, but this car is a piece of junk anyway. No point throwing money at it.”

“It’s not junk,” Harriet protested. “There’s a lot of life left in the ol’ girl.”

Matthew got down on his knees and peered at the undercarriage, then scrambled to his feet and gave the front bumper a light kick. “If you keep her under forty and avoid potholes, which is going to be near impossible in this town, you might get another year out of it.”

A year? Good news. She’d been worried it was more like six months. “Okay. Just do what you can so I can open the door. No digging around under the hood.”

“I know the drill. Don’t go looking for trouble.”

Matthew finished off his coffee, crushed the cup, and with a neat double kick, landed it in an open garbage can.

“Very nice,” said Harriet.

“I’ve still got it. So, what’s happening with your restaurant? I came by on Saturday and you were closed.”

“We’re open today. I’m headed there now.”

“You’ll need a new cook.” Matthew leaned against the car and tapped his fingers on the roof. “My cousin in Woodstock is looking for a job. He wants to move back to Sevenoaks. He’s a dishwasher at Denny’s, but he’s moving up to salads next week. You just serve sandwiches and stuff, right? He could handle that.”

Harriet plastered on an agreeable smile. “We actually have quite a sophisticated menu. We need a cook with experience. And Wally isn’t going anywhere.”

“You sure about that? You have to figure he’s going to be arrested soon. What are they waiting for?”

“Arrested for what? He hasn’t done anything.”

Matthew cocked his head and scratched the back of his neck. “That’s not what Everly says. She says he smashed her in the head to keep her from opening up a place right next door to yours.”

Harriet gaped at Matthew in disbelief. Everly says? What was wrong with him? Did he have mental issues she didn’t know about? “Everly is dead, Matthew.” She spoke in a calm voice, in case arguing got him agitated.

“I know she is. My brother works at the crematorium. Everly’s coming in this afternoon. That’s why I was so surprised to see her back on Facebook. She says she was smashed in the head. Everyone was saying it was a machete that killed her, but —”

“Everly’s on Facebook?” demanded Harriet.

“Yeah. She popped in about an hour ago. She told the whole story. Everybody’s talking about it. My phone hasn’t stopped ringing.”

Harriet pulled out her phone, turned it on, and ignoring the flurry of texts and voice mails waiting for her, pulled up Facebook.

“It’s not her personal page, it’s under the town’s page,” said Matthew helpfully.

Harriet found the Sevenoaks page and squinted to read it in the sun.

Hi there. Everly here. Greetings from the grate beyond. Thank you for your thoughts and prayers. I was murderred by Wally Wilson at the bluebell Café. He smashed me in the head because he was angry that we were opening a beautiful classy café next door. It was always my dream to own my own restaurant. Please support Café Carpenter so that even in death my dream can live on. Peace out.

“This is crazy.”

Matthew nodded his head in agreement. “You’re not kidding. It’s like out of a movie. I’ve never seen something like that in real life.”

“Obviously Everly didn’t write this.”

“Obviously.” Matthew sounded uncertain. “It sure sounds like her. Everly always kept the town page updated. She was a terrible speller. People used to complain about it. Not me,” he assured Harriet. “I wasn’t bothered by the spelling. It wasn’t so bad you couldn’t figure out what she was trying to say.”

“Anyone could go on there and pretend to be her.” Harriet tried to stay calm, but she’d lost control of her voice, which was high-pitched and quavering. “Anyone could post and make a spelling mistake to make it seem like Everly.” This was nuts. Why was she even arguing about it?

“Maybe.” Matthew still didn’t sound convinced. “Peace, out. She used to say that.” He pulled out his phone and waved it around. “There’s a lot of people that figure it’s her. Do you know what a conduit is? They say Everly’s using Facebook as a conduit.”

Harriet bounced on her toes and ran her fingers through her hair as her thoughts raced. What to do next? “I’ve got to go.”

“Okay. I’ll call you when the door’s done. It won’t be for a day or two. Let me know if you change your mind about my cousin. He’s off the booze now, and he’s a good worker.”

Harriet walked so briskly toward the café, even Claire would have had a hard time keeping up with her. It was a few minutes past eight and Denise would be swamped. They were always busy first thing in the morning and there were sure to be plenty of rubberneckers adding to the crowd today. She hurried down the side street and turned into the courtyard. Seamus was sitting on the fire escape, enjoying a coffee and a scone while Denise was at the picnic table, smoking and massaging her ankle.

“Morning there, Missy,” called Seamus.

Harriet stopped and stared up at him. “It’s Harriet. My name’s Harriet.”

“Yeah, I knew it was something like that. Morning, Harriet.”

“Morning, Seamus.”

“Tell Cleo her scones are top notch this morning.”

“Will do. Morning, Denise.”

“Hey.” Denise stubbed out her cigarette

“Taking a break?” Why was Denise taking a break at one of their busiest times of the day? “Is your ankle ok?”

“Twisted it on one of those loose cobblestones. We’ve got to do something about those.”

“I know. It’s on my to-do list. Are you able to walk on it?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Nothing serious. It’s dead in there anyway. Everly speaking from beyond the grave must have got people spooked. I’ll be right in. I just need to —” but Harriet didn’t hear what Denise needed to do. She yanked open the back door, hurried through the kitchen, which was empty, and out into the café, where Claire was behind the counter doing her buttock clenches. Only three tables had guests at them; none of them people Harriet recognized. Where were all their regulars?

“I thought we’d be swamped today,” she said, in a low voice. “Where is everybody?”

Claire stopped clenching and passed Harriet her phone. “I’ve been trying to get hold of you. We’ve heard from Everly. She’s as big a nightmare in death as she was in life.”

“I saw the post. You think people are falling for that? Seriously?”

Claire shrugged and looked around the café. “I think the evidence speaks for itself.”

“This is insane. We have to get it taken down.” Harriet wasn’t even bothering to moderate her voice. “Who do we call? Who has access to the town’s Facebook page?”

“I’ve already left a message on the mayor’s voice mail. There’s nobody in the office until nine o’clock. The damage has been done though. My phone hasn’t stopped. Everyone’s talking about it.”

Limping slightly, Denise pushed through the door from the kitchen and shook her head in disgust as she did a quick scan of the café. “Can you believe this? How gullible are the people in this town?”

“Where’s Wally?” asked Harriet, looking around. “I didn’t see him in the kitchen.”

Claire blew out her cheeks and passed Harriet a coffee. “He’s having a bit of a breakdown.”

“A breakdown?” Harriet slumped against the wall and willed herself to stay calm.

“Yeah, I went up to check on him because he wasn’t picking up his phone. He’s in bed with a box of Kleenex and some Mickey Spillane paperbacks. He said he’s not getting out until his good name is cleared.”

“What good name?” asked Denise.

Harriet looked out at the empty tables of her beautiful café. “We’ve got no cook?”

“No,” said Claire, “but on the bright side, we’ve got hardly any customers either. I put in a call to Melissa. She’s coming in to help after she finishes up with crossing guard duty.”

Harriet picked up her coffee and then put it back down again, too flustered to drink. “Look at this,” she said, waving to the three tables. “Where’s Colin? Mrs. Davey? You can’t tell me they think Everly is dead and posting on Facebook.”

Claire wrapped her arms under her chest and surveyed the street. “I imagine most people know it isn’t Everly, but Wally was already under suspicion. Everyone heard about him being pulled in for questioning and that crying fit he had in The Stumble Inn didn’t help things. And let’s face it, he’s new to town and he isn’t the friendliest guy. He makes a good suspect.”

“It had to have been Philip or Rachel that posted it,” said Harriet. “If I had any money I’d put it on Rachel.”

“I guess.” Claire didn’t look convinced.

“Who else? Café Carpenter?”

“It’s just so ham-handed. Pretending to be the murdered Everly? Isn’t Rachel supposed to be such a sophisticate? It’s something a teenager would do.”

Denise appeared back behind the counter, holding a broom. “Okay. There’s been another post. It’s getting worse.”

“Worse?” yelped Harriet. “How could it be worse?”

Denise hesitated a moment, then read from her phone. “It’s me again, Everly. I’m still in terrible pain. I forgot to mention that Lardo MacFardo and Hairy Pickles told Wally to kill me.”
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CLAIRE PALED SLIGHTLY and gripped the counter to brace herself. “Whoever is writing it sure managed to capture Everly’s special voice.”

“Dead and still in pain?” said Denise. “That tells us something about where she ended up. She’s not floating on a cloud, playing a harp.”

Harriet felt lightheaded. How could this be happening? Ordered Wally to murder Everly? She could barely order him to cook from the menu. “Think,” she said. “We have to get this taken down. Who can help us? Who else would have access to the town’s Facebook password?”

“Melissa will be here in twenty,” said Claire, her voice shaky. “She’ll know.”

Harriet looked out at their near-empty café. “Twenty minutes is too long. I’m calling her.”

Claire shook her head. “She won’t pick up when she’s on duty.”

“Mayor Bixby then? I’ll go to his house.” Harriet waved her hands and paced back and forth, trying to dissipate some of the adrenaline coursing through her.

“Don’t bother,” said Denise. “He was in here with Everly one day, and she was trying to explain how a text is different than an email. He kept going on about how technology is going to be the end of us. There’s no way that man knows how to log onto Facebook.”

“Okay, not him.” Harriet took a gulp of coffee and stormed over to the wall that separated them from the other building and hit it with her fist. “It had to be Rachel. I don’t care how sophisticated she’s supposed to be. This stinks of her.”

“Rachel? Sophisticated?” said Denise. “Where are you getting that from? She was a cashier at a Target in Bennington before she got fired. I’ve got nothing against Target, but if that’s sophisticated, I’m Jennifer Lopez.”

“You sure about that?” asked Harriet.

“Positive. My sister lives near there. She called me last night because she heard about Everly. She said Rachel went nuts on a little kid that was shopping with his mom. The police got involved. I guess that’s why she’s moved back home, to get a fresh start.”

“And destroy The Bluebell,” said Harriet.

“She won’t be doing that,” said Claire. “Cashier at Target? Did not see that coming.”

Harriet stared out the window at the town green and thoughtfully tapped her fingers on the counter. “She got so angry at a kid the police were called. That tells you something. I wonder if Adam knows about it.”

Denise used the broom to gesture at Claire. “Do you still have Detective Hottie on speed dial? I’m going outside to sweep and see if I can rustle up some business.”

“Do you?” asked Harriet, eyeing Claire.

“I remember his number,” she said reluctantly.

“How about you call him? See if he’s aware that Rachel has anger issues.”

Denise opened the door and stepped aside to allow David into the café. “A gorilla,” she hissed, looking at something on the ground to her right. “What is wrong...?” David looked alarmed and took a quick step into the café as Denise shut the door with a bang.

“We thought you were deserting us too,” said Harriet in a dispirited voice.

David looked down at his watch. “This is the time I ... Same as usual.” He looked around the cafe. “Quiet in here. I guess people don’t know you’re open today.”

“We’re the victims of a smear campaign,” said Claire.

David didn’t appear to hear her. He was walking back and forth in front of the baskets of baked goods, scratching his chin in consternation as he attempted to make a choice. “Could I get a coffee and ... a blueberry, lemon scone?”

While Claire filled his order, Harriet stepped out from behind the counter. “David, did you see Facebook this morning?”

David was having a hard time focusing on her. His eyes were on his scone, as Claire placed it in its paper bag. “Could you toss in a butter, Claire?” Once he saw the butter was safely in the bag, he turned his attention to Harriet. “Sorry, what’s that?”

“Facebook? Did you see the post from Everly this morning?”

David blinked a couple of times like he was trying to process what she was saying. “Pardon?”

“Someone posing as Everly posted on the town’s Facebook page and defamed The Bluebell. They accused Wally of murder and Claire and me of being accomplices.”

David’s mouth dropped open as he took in what she was saying. “That’s terrible. Who would do that?”

“Yes, it is terrible” said Harriet, her voice rising. “It’s also defamatory. I’m pretty sure the town is responsible for the content on its Facebook page.”

David took a wary step backward. “I’ll talk to someone. I’m on my way to work.”

Harriet stood ramrod straight and spoke in such a firm voice, she barely recognized it as her own. “If those posts aren’t down in the next fifteen minutes, I will be contacting my lawyer.”

“I’m really sorry about this.” David ducked around her, tossed some cash on the counter, and grabbed his coffee and scone. “I’ll get right on it. I’ll find out how this happened.”

“And change the password,” called Harriet as David rushed out the door. “There better not be any more messages on there.”

“Wow,” said Claire, gaping at her friend. “Where did that come from? David looked like he was going to pee himself.”

“I know. I feel bad. It’s not his fault.” She looked around for her phone. “I should call him and apologize.”

Claire gently grabbed her arm. “How about you wait until he gets those posts taken down? He lives with Amy. It’s not like he isn’t used to a little verbal abuse.”

By nine o’clock, Melissa had arrived and set to work in the kitchen and the town’s Facebook page had been taken down. David sent Harriet a text, once again apologizing, and told her the password was on a post-it on Everly’s desk, so there was no telling how many people had access to the page.

Like Claire said though, the damage had been done. Even at lunch, only half of the tables were filled. The regulars that did show up looked edgy, as if they felt guilty patronizing an establishment that may have murdered its competition. It was an unpleasant atmosphere and to make it worse, now that the caution tape had been removed next door, a steady stream of people was dropping off flowers and stuffed animals for the makeshift memorial set up for Everly.

“Just perfect,” grumbled Claire peering out the window at the display. “A constant public reminder of what we’ve been accused of. And what kind of idiot thinks a five-foot-tall gorilla is a good way of saying, ‘sorry you were murdered’?”

“Albert,” said Harriet, who’d wondered the same thing herself and had stepped outside to find out.

“Who’s Albert?”

“No idea, but he sent his best wishes.”

Claire shook her head in wonderment at the idiocy. “Little late for that.” She whirled around to count heads inside the café. “Who’s going to step over a pile of funeral flowers to come in here? I’ll go out and rearrange them.”

Harriet put up her hand and took a step toward the door to block her. “No. Bad idea. How would that look? Next thing you know we’ll be accused of stealing Everly’s memorial. We’ll have to put up with it for now.”

Just past twelve thirty, Harriet was behind the counter taking a couple of deep breaths, trying to convince herself that this was temporary and everything would work out fine, when Denise came storming out of the kitchen holding a tray containing three Bluebell Clubs, their most popular sandwich. “We’ve got a problem,” she said, setting the tray down.

“A new problem?”

Denise nodded her head and lifted the top slice of one of the sandwiches. Harriet looked down at it. “Avocado?”

“Yep.”

“That’s fine. Let them have avocado on their club sandwiches if they want. Melissa is more open to doing special orders than Wally is.”

Denise flipped the toasted bread back on the sandwich. “You misunderstand. They didn’t order avocado, but that’s what they’re getting. Out of respect to Peanut, Melissa no longer cooks meat, so the chicken is now avocado, and the bacon is roasted eggplant. How is roasted eggplant anything like bacon?” Denise was so loud in her outrage the table awaiting their sandwiches looked over at her, concerned looks on their faces. “Your order’s almost up,” she called, with a friendly wave.

She lowered her voice. “What do we do? I can’t serve these. Oh, and Melissa says if the customers complain she’d be happy to come out and explain how pigs are smarter than toddlers. She figures they’ll all become happy vegetarians after she shows them pictures of Peanut.”

“She will not be doing that.” Harriet stared vacantly at Denise, at a loss as to what to do next. “I’ll go talk to her.”

“Don’t bother.” Claire was in the doorway to the kitchen, her arms folded. “She’s not budging. We had a bit of a set to over the situation and she got her back up and says she won’t cook fish either.”

Harriet looked helplessly at Claire. “She’s not much good to us if she’s not going to cook half the menu.”

“I’m glad you feel that way because she just left.” Claire looked the tiniest bit guilty.

“She left?” Harriet glared at Claire. “What did you say to her?”

“I may have said Peanut isn’t all that special. I’ve dealt with a couple of rescue pigs and they’re just as smart as he is.”

Harriet sighed and shut her eyes in exasperation. “Really? You got into an argument over the IQ of a pig?”

“What does it matter? If all she’s going to do is slap some avocado on a piece of toast, I can do that.” Claire marched over and took the tray from Denise. “Could you offer the table free drinks or something, and I’ll go redo these. I can make a club sandwich. It’s grilling fish and making risotto and Wally’s amazing frittatas that’s out of my wheelhouse.”

“Okay,” said Harriet, trying to remain calm. “Let’s just get through this. As soon as the lunch” — she was going to say rush, but it was far from a rush — “as soon as lunch is over I’ll go up and see Wally. When he hears how we’re struggling down here, I’m sure I can persuade him to come down.”

Claire scratched the side of her face and pursed her lips in consternation. “Good luck with that. I popped in there an hour ago. If anything, he’s in worse shape than he was earlier.”

Just after one, Harriet was wiping down a table when she heard the front door open. She turned around to offer the most welcoming of smiles to the first guest through the door in the past fifteen minutes. It was Nick. She didn’t squeal. She didn’t shake. She was nothing but calm.

“Hi, Nick.”

“Hi, Harriet.” He looked around. “Quiet in here today.”

“The Facebook effect.”

He looked at her, confused. “Facebook?”

“You haven’t heard?”

“I’m in so deep with the new book,” he said with a shake of his head. “I don’t spend a lot of time on social media.”

“There was a Facebook post, supposedly from Everly, saying she was murdered by our cook at the behest of Claire and me.”

Nick cocked his head in bemusement, and in that moment, it hit her, the reason why after twenty years she couldn’t shake her feelings for Nick. He seemed more alive, more present than anyone she’d ever known. With every smile or laugh or frown his thoughts were written across his expressive face. “That’s nuts. Who would do that?”

“We don’t know for sure.” Why did she say that? It’s not like she was concerned about besmirching Rachel’s reputation. “We’re assuming it was Philip or Rachel. They’re the ones who stand to benefit from accusing us.”

“You think?” He scratched his nose in consternation. “Rachel?”

“The message suggested people support their new café. Hard to figure why anyone else would be motivated to write that.”

Nick didn’t look persuaded. “I guess. Sorry, I just can’t picture a thinking adult doing something like that. It’s so —”

“Ham-handed?” Harriet sighed and waved to the near-empty café. “It appears to be working. Apparently, our clientele is susceptible to ham-handed. Can I get you something, Nick?”

“I’ll just have a coffee to go. Thanks.”

Harriet had been doing so well, but now she felt flustered. She could feel Nick’s eyes on her as she made his coffee and passed it to him. “You look worried,” he said, taking the coffee in his left hand, and reaching toward her with his right, before abruptly pulling it back, like he’d touched a hot stove.

“I am worried.” Had he reached out to touch her? To touch her hand? “I put everything I have into The Bluebell. I love this place.”

Nick looked directly at her, the picture of empathy, then suddenly, his face clouded over and he was all business. He waved to the empty café. “This isn’t going to last.” He clutched his coffee and headed toward the door. “Don’t worry,” he called, sounding brusque and unconcerned.

“Thanks,” said Harriet, but he was already gone.
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Mid-afternoon, once it was clear they weren’t ever going to get busy, Denise stayed inside to watch the café while Harriet and Claire went out to the courtyard for some coffee and commiseration.

“If it’s like this tomorrow,” said Claire, “I’m going to have to cut way back on the baking. As it is we’ve got too many scones and muffins. I’m going to drop the leftovers off at the church. They have Senior’s Bingo tonight.”

“Good idea.” Harriet nodded glumly. “I was planning on hiring our summer help this week. At this rate we won’t need anyone else.”

“I can’t believe our loyal customers would desert us like this.”

Harriet angrily flicked an ant off the picnic table. “I can’t believe, that with Everly’s body still warm...”

“She wasn’t warm, even when you found her. Plus, she’d be at the morgue by now, and that’s refrigerated.”

“I’m being figurative,” said Harriet with a wince. “With Everly still cold in the morgue, Rachel is focused on trying to drive us out of business.”

“I’d believe it. People don’t change. Once a —” Claire stopped as Denise, still limping slightly, came out the back door and headed toward them.

“I locked up,” she said to their inquiring faces. “It’s only an hour before we normally close and it doesn’t look good, us being empty. It’s better for us to close early, so it looks like we intended it that way.” She looked to Harriet for confirmation, and Harriet reluctantly nodded her head in agreement.

Denise sat down beside Claire. “Chief Spofford was in. He had a piece of the pecan pie to go.” She hesitated, her mouth slightly open, like there was more she wanted to say. She bowed her head and nervously traced a knot in the wood with her finger. “I asked him how the investigation is going. He said it doesn’t look good for Wally. Once the forensics are back, we know his fingerprints are going to be on the hammer. Plus, there’s so much other circumstantial stuff against him.”

“His past record,” agreed Harriet.

“Seamus saw him threaten Everly,” said Claire. “And there’s that awful scratch on his face.”

Denise looked up. “So I told the chief the truth. It was me. I did it.”

“You?” Harriet could barely get the words out. “You killed Everly?”

Denise’s face contorted in disgust. “No, I didn’t kill Everly. Are you cracked?” She narrowed her eyes and shifted her body on the seat, so she was facing Claire as well as Harriet. “Don’t judge me.”

“We won’t,” said Claire hesitatingly.

“The scratch on Wally’s face. That was me.”

“You got in a fight with Wally?” said Harriet, suddenly angry. “Why didn’t you say something? That scratch is one of —”

“Not a fight,” broke in Denise. She got up from the table and stood beside it, tense, shifting from one foot to the other.

Harriet watched her, confused. “Then how?”

Denise raised her eyebrows. “Do I have to spell it out for you?” She studied her fingernails and took a moment to chew on a cuticle. “It was a moment of passion,” she said quickly. “I got carried away.”

Harriet and Claire gaped at her, briefly stunned into silence. “A moment of passion with Wally?” Claire didn’t even bother trying to hide her distaste.

Denise put her hand on her hip and was suddenly back to her old, take-no-prisoners self. “Stop looking like at me like that. He’s not so bad. It’s not like you haven’t dated some doozies.”

“You’re dating Wally?” asked Harriet. “But you two can’t ...”

“No, I’m not dating him.” Denise seemed as horrified by the thought as they did. “The other night, the night Everly was killed, I forget to take my purse home with me. You know how I always leave it in the office. Around about nine o’clock, nine-fifteen, I came in through the courtyard, so I could go in the back and grab it, and Wally was sitting out on the fire escape having a drink. He asked me if I wanted one. He wasn’t even friendly about it, but I didn’t have anything better to do, and you know, things happened.”

“Passionate things?” Claire was really struggling with it.

“Yes, Claire. Passionate things. A woman gets lonely you know. Anyway, neither of us was exactly happy about it, once it was over.” Her eyes flashed, and she jabbed her finger to emphasize her point. “It’s not going to happen again. Never. Anyway, I didn’t want to say anything. I figured they’d do their forensics and Everly wouldn’t have any of Wally’s DNA under her nails and everything would be fine. But this is all spinning out of control. I had to tell the chief.”

“Umm. Okay. I’m glad you told us,” said Harriet. She looked up at the fire escape and gestured to Wally’s door. “I’m going to visit him in a minute. Do you want to come?”

Denise curled her lip in disgust. “What are you not getting about this? No, I don’t want to come. Why would I visit Wally?”

“Sorry, I just thought...”

“Stop thinking it. It was a one-time slip. Try and forget I even told you.”

“Sorry,” said Claire. “I will never be able to forget.” She put her head on her hand and squinted up at Denise. “Wally gets passionate?”

“You’d be surprised.” Denise looked to be reaching the end of her limited patience. “I’m not saying another word. I wish I’d never told you.”

“I have to say,” said Harriet, “I never figured Wally for such a gentleman.”

Denise screwed up her face and snorted loudly. “Gentleman? How do you figure?”

“He was so discrete. Even with the police breathing down his neck, he never said a word.”

“Discrete!” She practically spit the word out. “He said he’d die of embarrassment if you and Claire ever found out. The man’s been in prison, but sex with me is too humiliating for anyone to know about.”

“Still...”

“Still nothing. He’s as big a pain as he ever was. I only told the chief because Wally being a suspect is cutting into our business. Anything I can do to alleviate that, I’ll do. But don’t be giving me this Wally the Gentleman Hoo Hah.”

Harriet was struck by an intriguing thought and her eyes widened in excitement. “You could be his alibi. You were with him when Everly was murdered.”

“Nahh. I ran that by the chief and he says no. I fell asleep, you know, after. And I didn’t get there until past nine. He says they can’t narrow down the time of death that close.”

“That’s right,” said Claire, confident in her forensics knowledge. “Not to the hour. But we do know Everly was likely alive when Harriet heard the yelling around eight-fifteen. Wally was inside The Bluebell then. And she’d been dead for hours when we saw her in the morning. I’m thinking she was killed during the fight, or soon after.”

Denise exhaled dramatically and waved her hand in front of her face. “It’s a relief getting that off my chest. It’s been a burden.”

“I’ll bet,” said Claire. She smirked up at Denise. “One you’ll carry for the rest of your life.”

“Funny.” She looked unamused. “We can’t all of us knock knees with Detective Hottie. Okay, I’m out of here.” She crooked a questioning eyebrow at Harriet. “The usual time tomorrow?”

“The usual time.” Harriet knocked on the picnic table. “Maybe it will be business as usual tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” said Denise, heading for the back door. “Maybe if they find the killer by then and clear our name ...” Her voice trailed off as she disappeared into the kitchen.

“Yes, clearing our name would be very helpful,” said Claire, gazing up at Wally’s door. “Do you think he kissed her? I’ve got a vivid imagination, but Wally and Denise kissing? I can’t do it.”

Harriet wasn’t listening. She was staring at the back entrance of the flower shop, pensive. “Okay. So, the killer goes in through the back door, which is unlocked.”

“Or the killer is already in there, starting the renovations.”

“Or he’s already there. There’s an argument.” Harriet got up from her seat and started pacing around the courtyard. “Wally left his hammer out here. I didn’t notice it, but let’s say it was on the ground, beside the step.”

“Okay.”

“The killer comes outside. He’s angry, but at this point he may not be planning to kill her.

“Or she comes outside. Could easily be a she.”

“He or she sees the hammer lying there, and it’s a crime of opportunity. He —”

“I’m betting on a she,” said Claire. “Name me one woman who hasn’t had the urge to wallop Everly.”

Harriet stopped pacing and stared at the flower shop door, contemplating. “I heard a man in there. It was a man who said, ‘Don’t you dare.’”

“Philip?” said Claire.

“Possibly Philip. Let’s not assume. And we don’t know how many people were inside, or even if the fight had anything to do with the murder. Anyway, the killer comes out, sees the hammer, and is overcome with rage. He storms back down the hall and whacks Everly a couple times in the head.” Harriet strode over to the door and mimed holding a hammer. “He —” she looked over at Claire — “or she, realizes she’s still holding the hammer. She sees the garden. She runs over.” Harriet ran over to the garden and stumbled.

“Maybe didn’t run,” said Claire, “or we’d be looking for someone with a limp.”

“Didn’t run. Walked briskly over to the garden, buried the hammer, and hightailed it out of here.”

“Sounds about right.” Claire looked up at the apartment building that overlooked the courtyard. “I’m figuring no one back there saw anything, or the police wouldn’t be so interested in Wally.” She picked up her phone and started texting.

“Could you stay focused?” asked Harriet. “This is important.”

“So is this. I’m texting Chris. He’s still on the Sevenoaks police force and there is a wild, outside chance he knows something.”

“Good idea.” Harriet walked back over to the picnic table and sat down, her brow furrowed in thought. “Whoever buried the hammer must have been trying to incriminate us. There’s a ton of places they could have dumped the murder weapon where it was a lot less likely to be found. I’m thinking the killer wanted Everly dead, but also wanted us to suffer as well.”

Claire didn’t respond. She was staring happily at one of the many pictures of her cats. “It’s Sophie’s birthday today.” She handed her phone to Harriet. “Can you believe it? Ten years old.”

“She doesn’t look a day over nine and a half.” Harriet admired Sophie’s picture long enough to be polite and handed the phone back. She’d always been more of a dog person.

Claire took one last fond look at Sophie and put the phone down. “Incriminate us, or were so panicked they just wanted to get rid of the murder weapon as quickly as they could.”

Harriet got back to her feet and paced back and forth beside the table. She couldn’t relax. “What about fingerprints? If the killer wiped off the fingerprints, they’d have wiped off Wally’s as well, so there would be nothing to implicate him. And if the killer didn’t wipe off the hammer, don’t you think they’d hide it farther than the garden. It was sure to be found eventually, and his fingerprints would be on it.”

“He may have been wearing gloves. No fingerprints.”

“In April? Even at night ...”

Claire picked up her phone. “It’s Chris. He says he can’t tell me anything, it’s confidential, and no, no one saw anything.” She read silently as another text arrived, then waved the phone at Harriet. “He says Adam is angry because the fingerprints aren’t back yet. It could be another two days.”

“There’s a blessing. Two days before they find Wally’s fingerprints all over the murder weapon.”

“Which means two days before they arrest him.” Claire put down her phone then immediately grabbed it up again as another text arrived. “And we’re invited to Chris’s going away party and can you bring your s’more popcorn?”

The sound of a door opening on the fire escape pulled both of their attention. It was Wally. He shuffled over to the railing and stared down at them. He was wearing an ancient-looking plaid housecoat with a large rip that exposed his hairy, white chest. His legs were bare, and he wore beat-up suede slippers on his feet.

“Wally, hello,” said Harriet. “I was just about to come up to see you. Have you had anything to eat?”

“Sure, you were coming up. Claire’s been here bugging me twice already. Where’ve you been?”

“We’re short-staffed. I really was planning to come see you. I’ve missed you.” Harriet couldn’t believe just how true that was.

“If you’re short-staffed who’s watching the café? We don’t close for another hour.”

“It was slow today,” said Claire. “Most of the customers were people who wandered in by mistake, so we closed early.”

“Slow?” Wally’s face began to contort. “Because of me?” He sniffed and looked like he was about to burst into tears. “Seamus was down at the pub for lunch. He says everyone’s saying it was me who killed her. They’re going to lock me up again. I can’t go back inside. I’m not doing it.” Wally gripped the rail of the fire escape and leaned dangerously forward.

“Wally!” yelled Harriet and Claire in unison, as they jumped to their feet and rushed forward.

He lifted his head. “What? Stop screaming at me.” He pointed to the ground. “There’s a cigarette butt down there. I’m out of commission for one day and you let this place go to hell.”

“We thought you were going to jump,” said Harriet, her heart still pounding.

Wally scowled down at her. “Jump from here? How stupid do you think I am? If I was going to off myself, I’d pick something higher than a one-story fire escape.”

“But you’re not going to do that,” said Harriet in a calm voice.

Wally didn’t respond.

“Wally?”

“I’m not going back to jail, I’ll tell you that.” His voice was strong and determined, but his shoulders sagged as he turned to go back in his apartment.

“You’re right. You won’t be.” Harriet sounded confident, the exact opposite of how she felt. “Claire and I have been investigating. We’re close to proving who really murdered Everly.”

Claire’s head jerked to the left, her eyes on Harriet.

Wally took his hand off the doorknob and turned around. “How close?”

“Two days.”

Wally shifted his gaze between the two women. “Is she telling the truth?” He was addressing Claire.

Claire didn’t hesitate. “She is. Two days, maybe three tops, and we’ll have the killer. You know my cousin, Chris, that was in here on Saturday? He’s feeding us a lot of good information, information the police are ignoring, but we’re on it.”

“You can hang on for two-three days.” Harriet held her breath, waiting for Wally’s response.

“I guess so.” He did something odd with his face. Harriet wasn’t sure, but it looked like he was attempting a smile. “How about one of you run down to the drugstore and pick me up a few magazines? No news or girly crap.”

“What kind of magazines?” asked Harriet.

“Something with lots of pictures. I can’t concentrate to read. Car, motorbikes. No Harley’s. I don’t want to look at Harley’s.” He opened his door and stepped inside. “And bring me a Bluebell Club, easy on the mayo.” He slammed the door, then yanked it open and stuck his head out. “On white bread,” and the door slammed again.

Harriet looked over at Claire. “Do you want to hunt down a motorbike magazine with no Harleys or make him a sandwich?”

“I’ll pop down to the drugstore.” She raised her eyebrows and shook her head in consternation. “Two days? What was that about?”

“Two days.” Harriet’s voice was steady. “What do motorcyclists wear on their hands?”

“I don’t know. Gloves? Do they wear gloves?”

“Some do. The kind of gloves that would keep you from leaving fingerprints. Who do we know that drives a motorcycle and makes a big show of wearing all the apparel?”

A knowing smile washed over Claire. “Jason.”
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Claire blasted her horn as a teenager ambled out in front of her, his eyes glued to his cell phone. The kid looked up long enough to thrust his middle finger in the direction of the car, then didn’t miss a step as he strolled across the street.

“Look at him! Were we ever like that?” Claire didn’t wait for an answer. “No, we weren’t. We had a little respect.”

“For our elders?”

“That’s right,” replied Claire with a smile. “Kids these days!”

Harriet and Claire had loaded the dishwasher, gathered up the leftover baked goods and dropped them off at the church, and hurried home for their yoga gear. In Claire’s case the clothes were carefully stacked in the yoga section of her workout closet, but Harriet had to do some digging to find something to wear. Her yoga mat was a cheap one she’d picked up in a clearance bin at Walmart. There was a corner missing from when she’d stored it in the garage and a mouse chewed off a piece for its nest. Not that it mattered. She was going to Tricia’s hot yoga class for information, not to open her hip flexors and find inner peace.

“I don’t quite get,” said Harriet, trying her best to keep the whine out of her voice, “why we can’t wait until after the class is over and ask Tricia a few questions then.”

“Because she’s an old friend and we don’t want her to know we suspect Jason of being a killer. What if he isn’t? It looks less suspicious if we go to the class first and then casually ask her a few questions about her murderous husband.”

“I think me attending a hot yoga class looks very suspicious.”

“Not to Tricia. She’ll think you’ve come to your senses and you’re finally going to do something about those backward knees of yours.”

“Hyperextended knees.” Harriet could see the wisdom in Claire’s plan, but she had no intention of letting her know that. She was confident that Claire saw attending Tricia’s class as an opportunity to get intel on Jason while feeding her exercise obsession at the same time.

Claire muttered and grumbled as she drove slowly down the street, looking for a parking space. “We’re going to be so far away we may as well have parked at the café and walked.” She glanced down at her phone that was perched in the cup holder. “Check and see if we’ve heard back from Tricia.”

Harriet picked up the phone, typed in Claire’s password, and checked for new messages. “She says she’d love to meet us at the juice bar after class.”

“Perfect. She’ll try and talk you into getting a yoga membership.”

“She’ll be trying in vain.”

“Just string her along. Once her guard is down, we’ll hit her with our carefully thought-out questions.”

“We have those?”

“I was hoping you did. I’ll try and think of some while I’m Downward Dogging. We’ll have to be quick about it. I have a date at seven.”

“Another one?”

“Yes, another one. He’s a pilot.” Claire had a contented expression on her face. “You know how I feel about pilots.”

“Pilots are away a lot.”

“Which is exactly what I look for in a man.”

After a good deal of colorful language, Claire pulled into a spot three blocks from Tricia’s studio. “No wonder they want to move next door to you. She’s in a garbage location.” Her forehead puckered as she shut off the car and turned to Harriet. “We really should have some idea of what we’re going to ask her.”

“How about, ‘did your nasty, comic-book-store opening, Seamus-kicking-out husband kill Everly?’” said Harriet. “That should clear things up, and I’ll be home in time to take Chester to the dog park before it gets dark.”

“Sounds good. While you’re at it, ask her if there’s something Jason can do about that pimple on his nose. He could guide Santa’s sleigh with that thing.”

They got out of the car and started walking up the street to the studio. Harriet looked askance at Claire who was walking with the strangest wiggle. “What are you doing?”

“Clench-walking.”

“Let me guess. It really tightens things up.”

“You got it.”

“Would you stop? I can’t concentrate. I’m trying to think how we can best do this. We should have prepped more.”

“Hey, I’m not the one who told Wally we’d have Everly’s killer wrapped up with a bow in two days. There’s no time for prep. The important thing is to find out where Jason was on Friday night. I touched Everly’s hand. She was showing early signs of rigor. She was killed well before midnight.”

“If you say so, Dr. McFardo.”

“One thing I’ve been thinking about,” said Claire, as they stood across the street from the yoga studio, waiting for the light to turn. “What’s to say Tricia didn’t help Jason?”

“Tricia? An accessory to murder?”

“There’s a good chance someone we know killed Everly, so at this point I’m looking at everyone as a suspect. No — unbelievable.”

“I don’t know. She’s his wife.”

“Not Tricia. This.” Claire was scowling at a notice taped to a telephone pole. “The town is looking for volunteer crossing guards. Melissa’s going to love that. What exactly do our taxes pay for?” she grumbled as they crossed the street. “Pretty soon the police and paramedics are going to be volunteer.”

“Melissa said she may run for mayor. She won’t need her crossing guard job.”

“She’d do a better job than the current one.” Claire poked the mat Harriet had slung over her shoulder. “That thing is so cheap I’m not even sure it qualifies as a yoga mat. It’s going to get slippery when things heat up. You’ll need a towel. Tricia has some decent ones for sale upstairs. You should pick one up.”

Harriet dismissed that suggestion with a derisive snort and yanked open the door. “This is fine. I’m not going to buy a special towel for one yoga class. I’m here to ask questions, not work on my Sun Salutation.”

“Don’t go at it too hard,” said Claire as they climbed the two flights to the yoga studio. “You’re not used to exercise.”

“I’m on my feet all day at work,” protested Harriet. “That’s exercise.”

“This is different. You hate the heat. You go nuts when the temperature goes over eighty.”

“I’ll be fine. I know how important this is. We’re hunting a killer. The future of The Bluebell depends on it.”

“So, try not to go nuts.” They reached the top of the stairs and stood outside the heavy wooden door. “Did you bring an elastic for your hair?” Claire asked. “You’re going to want to tie it back.”

Harriet reached up and ran her fingers through her shoulder-length hair. “No, I forgot. I’ll tuck it behind my ears.” She pulled on the door and a gush of hot, dry air enveloped her. It smelled of breath, and sweat, and asparagus. “It already stinks in here,” she whispered. “We haven’t even started.”

“Brace yourself. It gets a lot worse.”

Tricia was at the front of the crowded room, balancing on one foot, her hands clasped in front of her in a prayer position. She nodded to Harriet and Claire, but in a serious, maharishi on a mountain top way, not her regular friendly way. Harriet found a spot in the back row, spread out her mat, and studied Tricia. Did she look like a woman who would cover for her murderous husband? Hard to say. She looked serious. Strict. Unbending. Apart from her body, which was extremely bendy.

Harriet crossed her legs and commenced deep breathing with the rest of the class. To take her mind off the fact she was inhaling BO, and breath, and other gasses she didn’t want to think about, she went over their potential theory of Everly’s murder one more time.

Everly was perpetually trying to please Rachel so on Friday night, after Rachel goes home, Everly stays on to continue the work. Jason is driving by on his motorcycle, sees a light on, and decides he will confront her. Everly is her usual, horrible self, they have a fight, and Jason leaves out the back door. He sees Wally’s hammer lying on the ground and goes back inside, and in a fury of rage he bashes Everly. In a panic he rushes out, buries the hammer in the herb garden and takes off down the laneway. Oh – and most importantly, he has his motorcycle gloves on the entire time.

Tricia called out moves using a weird, breathy voice, and Harriet tried her best to keep up. Claire was right. She needed a towel. Her mat was so damp and slippery from the sweat dripping onto it she was in constant danger of crashing to the floor. How long had she been here? Half an hour? Longer? The rest of the class must be regulars. They moved from their front planks to their side planks to their whatever the heck Tricia just asked them to do, in perfect, sweaty unison.

“Ughh.” Harriet let out a loud, involuntary grunt emanating from somewhere south of her diaphragm. She glanced around. Her grunt went unnoticed. Everyone else looked as miserable as she felt. Why did they keep coming back? Claire said the room would be 105 degrees. It had to be more than that in here. She could hardly breathe. Her hair was plastered to her face and sweat was dripping from every part of her body. Her body felt – not even sweaty – it felt slimy.

The man beside her flopped down on his stomach, spraying his sweat on Harriet. She was beyond caring. She couldn’t move. It must be almost over. Out of the corner of her right eye she spied a clock. 5:16. Only sixteen minutes? Impossible. She wasn’t even sure if she could lift her arm to reach for her water bottle. She lay on her back and shut her eyes. She was listening to her body and her body said to lie down. Listening to her body was a yoga-ish thing to do.

“Harriet.” Harriet struggled to open her eyes. They stung from all the sweat dripping into them. Tricia was standing over her, a concerned look on her face. “Are you all right? It’s okay to take a short break, but you haven’t moved for ten minutes.”

“I’m fine. I’m meditating.” Harriet stared up the ceiling. There was moisture on the ceiling. Moisture on the walls. How could this be healthy? It was a breeding ground for bacteria. She had to get out of here. She struggled to her feet. Forget the mat. She wasn’t touching it again. After being on this floor, that thing was a toxic waste dump.

“My body is asking me to leave,” she gasped, and she staggered from the room. Gripping the handrail, she stumbled down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk. Air. Who knew fresh, beautiful, Vermont air could smell so good?

“Harriet, are you okay?” It was Adam, standing there in all his glorious handsomeness, a concerned look on his face.

“Yoga,” she gasped. Why was he staring at her like that? Had the man never exercised? She wiped the sweat from around her eyes, and through her blurred vision focused on the juice bar across the street. “I’ll be fine. I just need some liquid.”

Adam nodded his head uncertainly. “Do you need help getting across the street?”

“No.” She had to pull herself together. “No, thank you. I’m perfectly fine. What’s happening with your investigation? People are very concerned.”

“I realize that. We’re doing everything we can.”

Her knees were giving out. She needed a drink. “I hope you’re not just looking at Wally. We have some good tits if you need them.”

Adam just gazed at her in that impolite way he had. Harriet gave him a tiny wave and staggered across the street and into the juice bar where she collapsed into a chair. Why was everyone staring at her? What was wrong with these people? They were thirty feet away from a torture chamber. They must have seen people in worse condition than her. She took a deep breath and looked around for a washroom. It was across the room. She could do that. She maneuvered over to it, pulled open the door, and leaned against the sink. Ughh. Her cheeks were crimson red, her hair was plastered to her scalp, and mascara was smeared across her face.

She splashed water on her face, combed her wet hair and tucked it behind her ears, and sat down on the toilet for a moment until she felt well enough to stand.

By the time Claire and Tricia arrived, forty minutes later, Harriet was her old self. She’d sent some texts, caught up on her e-mail, and called Gran and asked her to feed Chester.

“Sorry about running out on you,” she said as Tricia sat down. “I’ve never reacted well to heat.”

“I’m not one to say I told you ― actually, I am. I told you so,” said Claire.

Tricia flashed Harriet a magnanimous smile. “Hot yoga isn’t for everyone. I teach a beginner class in the morning, regular temperature. I get a lot of new mothers, seniors. Maybe that would be a better place for you to start.”

“Maybe,” said Harriet cheerfully. “It’s a possibility.” And it was, too. When she was a senior. She got up to fetch them drinks and when she came back, Claire had already cleverly maneuvered the conversation onto Everly.

“I read the Facebook thing, obviously,” said Tricia. “Who do you think did that?”

Claire shrugged. “We’re figuring it was our new neighbors, but it’ll be hard to prove.” She looked down at her phone. “Six fifteen already.” She tapped her fingers on the table, glanced at the door, and then at Tricia. “Where were you and Jason on Friday night?”

Harriet stared at her, open-mouthed. Even for Claire, the question lacked subtlety.

“I’m asking because Harriet mentioned that you’d had a rough weekend.”

Tricia sighed and looked stricken. “No kidding. It was horrible.” She slowly shook her head. “I don’t want – Jason says not to...” She didn’t complete the sentence.

Harriet prickled with anticipation. “Jason did something?” she asked, trying not to sound too eager.

“It’s what I did.” Tricia took a deep breath and looked ready to talk, like she wanted to get something off her chest.

Harriet and Claire exchanged looks. “You?” said Harriet. “Why, Tricia? Over a building?”

Tricia didn’t appear to hear her; she was busy sucking up her juice with unbridled enthusiasm. She exhaled and leaned back in her chair. “This is amazing,” she said, holding up her glass. “Is there carrot in it?”

Harriet glanced up at the chalkboard over the counter. “I think so. Sure. Carrot something and something. Tell us,” she said, reaching out for Tricia’s hand. “We’re here for you. What happened on Friday night?”

Tricia put down her glass and leaned in, breathing her hot, carroty breath in Harriet’s face. “It was awful. You saw how Jason was at the pub. He’s not normally like that. It hit him hard.”

“It would,” said Claire, nodding her head in commiseration.

“And he’s trying not to take it out on me.”

He’s not doing a very good job of it, thought Harriet, but she said nothing. She just kept her eyes on Tricia and tried not to breathe in too deeply.

“But it was my fault. There’s no getting around it.”

“Your fault?” asked Claire. “You sure Jason didn’t urge you on?”

Tricia’s eyes bugged out at the suggestion. “Urge me on? I’m the one who forgot the vest. I picked it up from the cleaner’s and my only job was to make sure I put it in the car. I couldn’t even get that right. I left it hanging on the closet door.”

Harriet blinked rapidly, trying to comprehend. “The vest?”

“Friday night. The Star Wars convention in Burlington. Jason was in the costume contest. He was Han Solo, and he totally nailed it. He had the hair perfect, everything just right, and I forgot his vest. What’s Han Solo without his vest?” She looked at them, like she was waiting for an answer.

“Nothing,” said Harriet, hesitatingly.

“Exactly. He’s nothing. He’s just a man in a white outfit. Can you imagine how Jason felt?”

Claire shook her head. “No, I sure can’t.”

“He was so upset we didn’t stay on for Saturday. We got up — we didn’t even have the free breakfast — and came home.”

“Skipped the free breakfast?” said Claire. “Wow.”

“Jason couldn’t even look at food. Claire, the man got beaten by an Ewok!”
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Chapter 21
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Five reasons why being an old(er) lady is great:

1. Can go to bed as early as you want.

2. Okay to sit in a chair at social gatherings and stare into space.

3. Elastic waistbands.

4. Don’t have to pretend you enjoy New Year’s Eve, or picnics, or champagne.

5. One word: Scooters



––––––––
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CLAIRE HESITATED, BUT she couldn’t resist. She grabbed her phone off Harriet’s dining room table and read the latest incoming text. “He has now found his jeans and wants to know if I can meet him in an hour.”

Harriet looked up from her plate. “Jeans? I thought he had a stomachache.”

Claire’s date had cancelled just as they were making a quick exit from the juice bar, so she’d come back to Harriet’s for a dinner of fried chicken and mashed potatoes, courtesy of Gran. “His stomach hurt, and he couldn’t find his jeans. Both problems are now rectified.”

“Don’t go. What kind of grown man only owns one pair of jeans?”

“Hmmm. You’re right.” Claire looked unsure. “He likes to cook, and he volunteers at an animal shelter. And did I mention he’s a pilot?”

“Even so — C’mon.”

Claire was busy reading the latest incoming text. “Ewww.” She put her phone down and pushed it away from her.

“What?”

“His stomach feels better because the fungus cream he used is already working. His stomach hurt because it’s covered in fungus!”

“So, it’s a no go?” Harriet deadpanned. Claire was hyper-squeamish about anything even remotely rash-related.

“Stomach fungus? Not even for a pilot.” She waved her chicken leg at Harriet. “This is excellent. Your gran’s still got it. How is she with frittatas and grilled fish?”

“She’s much too busy to cook for us. And don’t think like that. Wally is not going to jail. I ran into Adam after yoga. He said they’re doing everything —” A sudden, horrible flash of memory flooded over Harriet.

Claire reached for her. “You’re turning red. Are you having a stroke?”

“Something I said to Adam. Ahhh!” Harriet shook her head wildly, trying to erase the memory. “Let’s go over our list of suspects again.”

Claire feigned indifference as she gingerly picked up her phone. “What’d you say to him? Anything about me?”

“I’m trying not to relive it.”

“Force yourself.”

“I said we had some good tits if he needs them.”

“You spoke the truth,” said Claire, glancing down at her chest, “but it’s not like you to be so brazen.”

“Ha ha. Good tips. We have some good tips.”

“Those I’m not so sure about.”

Harriet nodded to the phone. “Who have we got?”

“Wally, Rachel, Philip, Jason, Suzanna Bixby and etcetera.” Claire put down the chicken leg and licked her fingers. “I’ll have to take Jason off. It’s a shame. He was such a good prospect.”

“Why is Wally on there? Our mission, in case you forget, is to get Wally off any suspect list.”

“I only put him on so I could delete him. It’s an old list-making habit. Put a couple things on that you can cross off quickly. It’s motivating.”

“What about the mayor? On Friday, when Everly was in having lunch, she was giving him the stink eye. Something was going on there.”

Claire commenced typing. “Maybe Everly was threatening to tell Suzanna about the affair. I’m deleting Wally and adding in Mayor Bixby. And whoever Albert is, he’s going on the list.”

“Albert?”

“The best wishes, stuffed gorilla guy.”

Harriet nodded her head, more in bemusement than agreement. She was having a hard time wrapping her head around the idea that she and her oldest friend were casually discussing their neighbors, and Albert, as potential murderers. “Who’s etcetera?”

“Anyone who had the misfortune to spend time with Everly.”

“We’ll have to forget about etcetera for now. We don’t have time to dig into that.” Harriet sighed and shut her eyes. “It probably is etcetera. It could be anybody.” She jolted to attention and threw a panicked look at Claire. “What was I thinking? Two days? What’s Wally going to do when he finds out we’ve got nothing?”

“I got us an extension. It’s three days.”

“That’s right. Three days. We’re golden.” Harriet dug into her mashed potatoes. Claire was right. Gran’s food was delicious.

“Motivation,” said Claire, looking up from her phone where she was once again scrolling through pictures of her cats. “Unless he’s a complete psychopath, a murderer needs motivation. Why would Philip or Rachel kill Everly?”

“How about the sudden, horrible realization that they’d signed on to open a business with her?” Harriet shrugged. “Or money, and that’s what I don’t get. I keep coming back to where did Everly get the money to buy into a restaurant. Do you remember how much our dishwasher cost? And that’s just one thing. We’ve got to fix the stones in the courtyard. ...” Her voice drifted off as she contemplated The Bluebell’s endless expenses.

“Good investments?” Claire pointed her fork at the last piece of chicken. “Are you eating that?”

“Take it. Everly, the savvy investor?”

“She got the math award in grade eleven.”

Harriet struggled to recall Everly receiving an award for her academic prowess. “You sure?”

“I remember it well because I got a Home Ec. award that year. It was humiliating, the fat girl getting the baking award. When we were going on stage Everly stuck a picture on my back of a 400-pound woman scarfing down an entire pie. I was the laughingstock of the assembly.”

“Sorry, I do remember that.”

“So many happy memories when it comes to Everly.”

Harriet’s eyes narrowed as Claire ripped off a piece of chicken and dipped her hand below the table. “Are you feeding fried chicken to Chester?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Well, stop it. Math award or not, I don’t see Everly as a saver, and the way Philip carried on when we raised our sandwich prices by a dollar, I don’t think he was rolling in dough. So, unless Rachel showed up with a lot of cash...”

“From working as a cashier?”

“They could have borrowed it,” said Harriet, “but banks aren’t keen on lending a new business the entire nut. They want to see you’ve got some skin in the game. And the amount of money involved...renovations, taxes, insurance.”

Claire perked up and excitedly jabbed her finger at Harriet. “Insurance. Everly may have had life insurance. She doesn’t have any family to speak of. Who would be her beneficiary?”

“Interesting. Her best friend, Rachel?”

“Maybe. A nice insurance payout could be very murder motivating.”

“Very.”

“Okay,” said Claire, who was furiously typing. “We’ll look into the life insurance angle. If she had it, it would be through work. Melissa might know something about that. And tomorrow we’ll hunt down the mayor.” She looked up and made a face of mock horror. “And his wife. I’m not sure about talking to Suzanna Bixby, though. She still scares me.”

“I’ll protect you. More wine?” Harriet hovered the wine bottle over Claire’s empty glass.

“Just a dribble. I’ve got to get home.” She waited for the refill, then picked up her glass and fiddled with it, swirling the wine rather than drinking it. “Either Rachel killed Everly for the insurance money, or Suzanna killed her because of the affair. It was one of them. I can feel it.”

Harriet put down her fork and settled back in her chair. “Fingers crossed. And I’ve been thinking about it. We don’t have to find the killer. We only need to find someone who’s a better suspect than Wally and the police can take it from there. Tomorrow we’ll get any information we can, and you can call Adam.”

“Me? I don’t want to talk to him.”

“Force yourself,” said Harriet with a knowing smirk.

After dinner, Claire and Harriet and Chester strolled over to Gran’s so Claire could say hello and compliment the fried chicken, one cook to another. Sitting in the driveway between the two houses was a scooter; a scooter that looked like it had been decorated for a Fourth of July parade. There was an American flag on a pole attached to the seat, a Vermont flag attached to the basket, and glittery red, white, and blue ribbon wound around the front pole.

“Gran’s?” asked Claire, nudging Harriet.

“Nope. Never seen it before.”

Gran was sitting on her porch, chatting with Ron, who was perched on the railing, drinking a Coke and gobbling down a sandwich.

“Hi, Ron,” said Harriet. “What brings you by?”

“Yardwork,” he said, waving vaguely at Gran’s lawn. “I need money. I’ve got a lot of expenses.”

“You’ve still got a job at The Bluebell, once business picks back up.”

“My dad says I’d better start looking around.” He shoved the last chunk of bread into his mouth. “Because of Wally and everything.”

“Please tell your dad,” said Harriet, “that Wally is completely innocent.”

“I did tell him that.”

Harriet gave him an approving nod. “Of course, you did.”

“I told him if Wally killed her he wouldn’t have bashed her in the head, he’d have used a knife. Wally has wicked knife skills.”

“There’s a defense we never thought of,” said Claire.

Ron took a last swallow of Coke, put the empty can on the table, and clumped down the porch steps. “Thanks for the sandwich,” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll come by tomorrow after school.”

“I’ll give you a call if we need you this week,” said Harriet, as Ron picked up his bike, which was lying on the ground crushing one of Gran’s prized hydrangeas.

“Okay. What about Friday deliveries? I made almost thirty bucks in tips last Friday.”

She looked uncertainly at Claire. “I don’t know. What do you think?”

“Hard to say. I think we’ll have some, though I’m pretty sure we can cross Philip off the delivery list.”

“Did he call you?” asked Ron, sounding aggrieved. “I can’t believe he called you. It’s not my fault. He should know he’s supposed to tip.”

“Tipping is voluntary,” said Harriet, starting in on a conversation she’d had many times with Ron. She stopped abruptly and eyed him suspiciously. “Why would he call us?”

“He didn’t?”

“No. Tell me why you thought he would.” Harriet spoke in her firmest voice, which wasn’t very, but it was enough to get Ron shuffling his feet and looking at the ground.

“Last Friday when I delivered his order, he was home for a change, so I waited around for a tip. He got all bent out of shape and said he was going to call you and report me.”

“Because you waited for a tip?”

“Waited for or demanded?” said Claire, who had lots of teenage cousins and was an expert at reading between the lines.

“I didn’t demand anything,” protested Ron. “I saw him through the screen door, and I could hear him yelling at someone, so I waited for him to finish ― you know ― so I’d finally get a tip after all this time delivering to him for nothing.”

Claire wasn’t buying it. “Why was he angry at you?”

“He said I was spying on him. I wasn’t spying. It’s not my fault he was yelling so loud.”

“What was he yelling about?”

“Money.” Ron shrugged, like it was of no account. “Something about money.” His face clouded over as he revisited the injustice of it all. “I was hardly even listening. Like I care what Philip’s talking about. I was just waiting for him to stop yelling so he’d see me there and give me a tip for the first time in his life.”

Harriet and Claire looked at each other and then back at Ron. “Who was he talking to?” asked Harriet. “What exactly did he say about money?”

“I don’t know. He was on the phone, yelling, and then he saw me there and he freaked out like a flippin’ maniac and said I was spying on him and he was going to call The Bluebell and get me fired.”

“Did he tip you?” asked Gran.

“Not a penny. He slammed the door in my face.”

Philip was yelling at someone about money. Harriet’s head was swirling from this new information, but she tried to keep her voice calm. “Did you tell the police? Did they even talk to you?”

“Yeah, they talked to me. I told them Philip was home at four twenty when I delivered his order. They were impressed that I knew the exact time.” Ron shot her a guilty look. “My dad was there when the cop came by. I didn’t want to say that Philip went nuts on me because my dad would blame me. He blames me for everything.” Ron climbed on his bike and pointed it toward the street. “You think I should have said something?”

Harriet reached out and grabbed the bike’s handlebar. “Yes, Ron, I think you should have said something. Everly was murdered on Friday night. She was Philip’s business partner.”

“You think Philip killed her?” Ron gaped at her. “I never even thought of that. Philip? You think he’s a murderer?”

“I think you should have told the police you heard him on the phone yelling.”

“I didn’t think it was a big deal. You should hear my parents. They’re always fighting about money.” He chewed on his lip and pulled back on his bike, and Harriet released her grip. “Should I tell the cops?”

“Claire will be talking to the lead detective. She’ll let him know what you overheard. But if the police come to see you again, make sure you tell them everything this time.”

Ron looked overwhelmed, like this was way more responsibility than he wanted. “Yeah, okay,” he muttered as he drove off. Rather than take the driveway, he drove across Gran’s lawn, expertly deking around the lawn ornaments but doing a poor job of avoiding her shrubs.

“I don’t know how that boy’s going to do with the yard work,” said Gran. “He doesn’t seem to have an affinity for greenery.”

“What did I say?” Harriet watched as Ron disappeared down the street. “It’s all about the money. What do you bet Philip was talking to Everly?”

Claire nodded her head. “I’d bet you were right.”

Gran smiled at Claire and patted the seat beside her. “Come sit down, Claire.”

“Thanks. I’ve got to get home. It’s Sophie’s birthday.”

“Sweet little Sophie. Give her my regards.” Unlike Harriet, Gran was as fond of cats as she was dogs.

“You’re going home?” said Harriet. “We need to do something about Philip.”

“Tonight? How about tomorrow we do something. It’s been a long day and I still have a tuna fish birthday cake to make.” Claire turned to Gran. “Harriet told Wally he had nothing to worry about because we’d have the murder solved in two days.”

Gran looked approvingly at Harriet. “Ambitious. I like that. How are you planning to solve a murder?”

“I have no idea. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“We’ll figure it out tomorrow,” said Claire, heading toward her car. “Thanks for the dinner, Mrs. P. That chicken was delicious.”

“You’re welcome, hon. It’s all about the buttermilk.”

Harriet climbed the stairs to the veranda, stepped over Chester, and with a sigh, sat down beside Gran.

“Tired?”

“More frustrated than tired. I’m worried about Wally. He’s in bad shape.”

“No wonder, poor man. All day I was getting calls, asking if I’d seen Everly’s Facebook posts. Everly’s posts! When I find out who wrote that, they’re going to be very sorry.”

Harriet sank lower in her seat and stared up at the darkening sky. “It had to have been Rachel. Can you imagine what it’s going to be like, having her right next door to us? That is, if I’m even able to keep The Bluebell open.”

Gran gave her a hard poke in the side. “Don’t be so negative. Of course, it’ll stay open. If you think that weaselly Rachel Carpenter ...” She was so irate, for once Gran couldn’t come up with the right words.

“Today, when I locked up, Sam Engleheart was walking by. He gave me the meanest look and made a big deal out of crossing the street to get away from me. I used to babysit his kids, and now he’s practically accusing me of being a murderer.” Harriet got so agitated remembering the look on Mr. Engleheart’s face, she couldn’t sit still. She jumped to her feet and started pacing the veranda.

“Those kids of Sam’s turned out terribly. No reflection on your babysitting, I’m sure. The oldest one has a snake tattooed on his neck.” Gran waggled her finger knowingly at Harriet. “Tells you something about Sam.”

“People I’ve known my whole life think I could be involved in a murder.”

“Nobody thinks that. Everyone loves you. Sam never did have a lick of sense in him.”

“You should have seen the café today. If it wasn’t for the tourists it wouldn’t have been worth opening.”

Gran narrowed her eyes. “None of your regulars?”

“A few. Seamus, of course, but he’s an expense more than a customer. Chief Spofford came by and David.”

Gran perked up at the sound of David’s name. “I meant to tell you! Here’s some good news. I cornered David on the eleventh hole this afternoon, and he said Chester can be the club mascot. He shot a thirty-eight on the back nine.”

“Chester?”

“No, Harriet. Not Chester. David. Just goes to show you what you can accomplish if you keep at it. Three or four years ago, he was no better than you, and now I wouldn’t be surprised if he wins the club championship.”

“I don’t have time for golf.”

“I know you don’t, but later, when things settle down.” For once, Gran let it go. “What about Tessa and Helen? Did they come in for their afternoon tea?”

“I didn’t see them.”

“They’d better be there tomorrow, or they’ll be hearing from me.”

Harriet gave Gran a fond look. “No one could ever say you’re not loyal.”

“I stand by my man. Or woman. But I’ve found it’s mostly men who need the propping up.”

Harriet had to move. Had to do something. “Chester,” she said, looking down at the lounging dog, “do you want to go for a walk?”

“No, he doesn’t,” said Gran. “He wants to stay with me. He’s all tuckered out from playing with the grandkids today.”

Harriet eyed Chester who had looked up at the sound of his name, noted that there was no food on offer, and had immediately gone back to sleep. “I can’t just stand around doing nothing.” She gazed across the lawn, her eyes fixing on a pair of garden gnomes. “I’m going to walk over to see Philip and Rachel. I’ll say I’m paying a condolence call, and I’ll ask a few questions.”

“After they accuse you of being an accessory to murder you think they’re going to believe you’re paying a social call?”

“I don’t care what they believe.”

“You be careful. I can’t see Philip, or even that awful Rachel being murderers, but you never can tell about people.” Gran pursed her lips thoughtfully and looked over toward the driveway. “Philip lives on Red Deer. He’s at the other end of the street from Doreen.”

“Hmmm.” Harriet had a bad feeling where this was going.

“Could you do a favor for me, honey?”

“Sure.” Harriet answered with so little enthusiasm, there was an outside possibility Gran would take the hint.

She didn’t. “Doreen scootered over today, but Emma picked her and the kids up because they went to see her eldest great granddaughter’s dance recital. Remember when you took ballet? I loved going to your recitals.” Gran looked wistfully at Harriet, who kept her face impassive. “Could you drive it home for her?”

Harriet gave a noncommittal nod. “Why does Doreen even have a scooter? She’s as active as you are. She still golfs.”

“And plays tennis. Oh, her kids got after her to give up her driver’s license after she drove into Skinner’s Pond last month. It could have happened to anyone, but they overreacted, and she got tired of arguing about it.”

“What’s with the flags?”

“It’s the Star-Spangled Scooter. Cute, huh?”

Harriet wasn’t touching that one. “Can’t she pick it up tomorrow?”

“She could,” said Gran in a no-nonsense voice, “but you’re going right by there. Just park it in the driveway and stick the key in the mailbox. Doreen’s not home. She’s babysitting tonight. Remember how much fun we used to have when I babysat you?”

Jeesh. Gran was on a roll tonight. “Okay, I’ll take it.”

“Good girl. The key’s in the ignition.”

Harriet deked around Chester, trotted down the stairs, and over to the scooter. Should she push it to Doreen’s? Wouldn’t she look odd, a physically able person driving down the sidewalk on a scooter?

“Hop on,” said Gran. “It won’t bite you.”

She climbed on and turned the key. The scooter lit up with tiny, twinkling red, white, and blue lights.

“Her son-in-law did that for her. He’s the nicest man. Emma met him standing in line at the DMV. Just goes to show ...”

Harriet didn’t wait to hear what it went to show. She pressed the throttle and set off slowly down the driveway.

“Crank it up to full speed,” called Gran. “Cut loose. Feel the wind in your hair. Live a little, Harriet!”
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Chapter 22
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

An acquaintance died suddenly, and I will be attending the funeral. I never know what to say in these situations. Help!

- Lost for words




Dear Lost for words,

Appropriate things to say to the loved ones of the deceased:

1. She will be missed

2. My sympathy to you

3. At least she didn’t suffer (or, alternatively) at least her suffering is over.




Inappropriate things to say:

1. She’s better off now.

2. Only the good die young.

3. Where were you when it happened?



––––––––
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FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER a windswept Harriet parked the scooter in Doreen’s driveway, dropped the keys in the mailbox, and walked briskly down the street toward Philip’s house. Once she got close, however, she started to slow down. What was she going to say? “I know you defamed me on Facebook, and I think one of you may have killed Everly, and oh yes, sorry for your loss.” It didn’t exactly trip off the tongue. She felt shaky, and then she felt annoyed with herself for feeling shaky. Why was she letting the odious Philip and Rachel make her so nervous?

Okay. Deep breath. Everly and Rachel had been best friends since forever. She’d show compassion. She’d start off by saying how sorry she was about Everly, and that was the truth. She was very sorry about Everly.

The lights were off in the front of the house, but there were two cars in the driveway, one of which Harriet didn’t recognize. It looked to be in even rougher shape than her own Honda. She straightened her shoulders and climbed the front steps. The screen door was swinging open on its hinges — so much for Philip always blaming Ron for leaving it open. She stepped into the dark, enclosed porch and tapped lightly on the door. No answer. Oh, well. She tried. Claire was right. They could deal with this tomorrow.

Back in the front yard, Harriet started toward the street, then turned and studied the house. There was a light on near the back, in a window beside the driveway. She glanced around to see if anyone was watching, then casually sauntered down the little strip of grass separating the house from the driveway. The window was too high to see in, but it was open a few inches and she could hear the faint sound of voices. If she could just see what Philip and Rachel were up to, that might be even better than talking to them. An excellent plan.

Under the window there was a scattering of rocks and the ground had been disturbed, as if someone had toyed with the idea of building a rock garden and given up halfway through. Harriet studied the rocks and with some effort managed to drag the largest one two feet to the left, so it was perfectly positioned just to the side of the window. She stepped up on the rock, grasped the windowsill and slowly, carefully stuck her head to the side and peeked in. And then almost toppled off the rock. Directly in front of her face was the back of Philip’s head. He was lounging on a couch, eating a bowl of chips, and watching The Notebook on a TV so large the picture looked almost life-size. Rachel was at the other end of the couch, her feet up on the coffee table, listlessly leafing through a magazine.

Harriet ducked her head back over to the side, to regroup, then carefully peeked in again. She could see Rachel’s lips moving and hear some mumbling, but it was hard to make out what she was saying over the sound of Ryan Gosling’s emoting. She watched as Rachel pointed to a picture and passed the open magazine to Philip, who ignored it.

Rachel got up, grabbed the remote control off the coffee table and paused the movie. Thank you, Rachel, thought Harriet, pressing her ear close to the open window.

“Philip, you need to show some interest.”

“Why bother? How many ways do I need to say this? Without Everly, we don’t have enough money. The Two Soeurs is not happening.”

“It’s not Deux Soeurs. I told you, it’s Café Carpenter.”

Harriet’s knees felt wobbly. Their cafe wasn’t happening! She jumped off the rock and leaned against the house for a moment until she’d regained her equilibrium. Okay. She shouldn’t get ahead of herself. She stepped back up and carefully stuck her head around the window frame.

They were arguing. Rachel was still on her feet, holding the remote control away from Philip. “She said she would have the money!”

Philip waved the bowl of chips for emphasis. “That’s right. She said she would have it by Friday, but she got herself murdered on Friday. This is your fault. The next time one of your idiot friends says she has the goods on someone, don’t believe her until you see the cash.” He held his hand out and snapped his fingers. “Give me the remote. This is my favorite part.”

Got herself murdered? The goods on someone? Harriet almost lost her grip on the windowsill.

Rachel folded her arms and took a step back. “Look how easy she got the first ten thousand. You believed her too, that she could get as much as we needed. Anyway, that cop, the handsome one, asked about life insurance. What if she had a million-dollar life insurance policy and she left it to me?”

“She didn’t.”

“We don’t know that for sure. The cop wouldn’t have mentioned it if it wasn’t a possibility.”

“Rachel! Why would a single woman with no dependents bother with life insurance?”

“Because she was stupid,” said Rachel hopefully.

Philip grunted and grabbed another handful of chips. “Not that stupid.”

“There’s the door.” Rachel frowned and turned her head toward the front of the house.

“Don’t answer it. I don’t know where people got the idea Everly was like family to me. She’s not my problem.”

“The last person brought lasagna.”

“We don’t need food, we need money.” Philip pointed a chip at Rachel. “They better find her father. I’m not paying for the funeral. Not a penny.”

Rachel pensively twirled a lock of her hair, then headed toward the door. “I’m going to see who it is. I had no idea how cheap you are. You’re diseased.”

Harriet stepped down off the rock and sat down on her heels. Philip and Rachel didn’t kill Everly. They didn’t seem concerned about who did, but it wasn’t them. On the upside, they didn’t have enough money to open Café Carpenter. So — bad news, good news.

Harriet lifted her head and looked toward the street. She should go. Call Claire. Tell her what she’d overheard. She couldn’t resist though. Spying was kind of exhilarating. She stepped back up on the rock and this time she was careless. She gripped the window frame and rather than peeking around the corner she popped her head up, dead center. And for two long seconds, before she lost her grip and tumbled off the rock, she looked directly into the eyes of their visitor. It was Nick, his brilliant, blue eyes staring back at her as he leaned toward the window to shake hands with Philip, who hadn’t bothered getting up off the couch.

Harriet scrambled to her feet and rushed down the driveway. She hesitated when she reached the sidewalk. What was the quickest way out of here? She turned left and broke into a slow jog, past Nick’s blue sportscar. She’d been right to question his choice of vehicle. A man who drove a sportscar was exactly the type who would hold a torch for a woman like Rachel. She reached up to touch her cheek. It was hot, burning with humiliation. The look on Nick’s face...

When she reached the end of the street, she slowed down and tried to pull herself together. What did it matter what Nick thought? She’d told him what Rachel had publicly accused her of. What kind of man would be interested in a person like that? And he’d been so dismissive when he was at the café. “Everything will be fine.” He couldn’t have sounded less interested. Harriet pulled her phone out of her pocket and called Claire.

“Hi.” Claire picked up on the first ring, sounding extremely cheery. “Here, say Happy Birthday to Sophie.”

“Do not put me —”

Too late. There was silence on the other end of the line and then she could hear Claire. “Sophie, it’s Aunt Harriet. Say hello.” Harriet gritted her teeth and held tight to the phone, resisting the urge to toss it in frustration.

“Happy Birthday, Sophie,” she shouted.

“You don’t have to yell. You scared her.”

“Do not put me on with any more cats, ever.”

“Fine,” grumbled Claire. “I thought you’d want to say hello. What’s up?”

“What’s up is I got caught snooping in Philip’s window.”

“You went over there? Why?”

“Because I was restless, and I wanted to confront them.”

“And instead you went full-on peeping Tom?” Claire didn’t sound overly concerned. “First Ron, now you.”

“It wasn’t Philip who caught me.”

“Rachel?”

“Nick.”

“Nick! What was he doing there?”

“I assume he was consoling his old girlfriend. He stared me right in the face while I gawked in their window like a crazed maniac.”

“Embarrassing, I admit, but I wouldn’t call it maniacal. Where are you now?”

“Walking,” said Harriet listlessly. “Oh, and Philp and Rachel didn’t kill Everly.”

Claire hesitated. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Come over here. We’ll talk.”

Harriet briefly debated it and just as quickly decided not to. She might have to participate in the birthday festivities. “Thanks, no. I’m going to walk for a bit, then I’ll go home. See you tomorrow.”

She hung up the call and turned off her phone. Taking no for an answer wasn’t Claire’s way. Harriet waited for the light to turn and headed down the narrow, leafy street leading to the town green. It was dark, but it was a mild evening; the streets were still alive with dog walkers and joggers and skateboarders. She crossed into the park and followed the meandering stone path that led to the bandstand. She climbed the stairs and with a dramatic sigh that seemed to come out of nowhere, sat down on the top step. Across the park she could see the white twinkle lights bordering the front windows of The Bluebell. They looked so cheery, so welcoming. Upstairs, there was a dim light on in Wally’s apartment. What was he doing? Was he still in his bathrobe, reading his motorcycle magazines, panicked that he’d be arrested soon?

The way things were going he would be. Harriet had a sick feeling in her stomach, a curdled combination of angst over Wally with a side of Nick-thinks-I’m-a-Peeping-Tom humiliation. She put her head down and pressed on her temples. She would force her brain to cooperate. She wasn’t going to think about Nick. He wasn’t worth one more minute of her time.

What had Philip meant when he said Everly had the goods on someone? Blackmail? Harriet was so immersed in pondering what she’d overheard, she didn’t hear footsteps approaching.

“Hey,” Claire said, sitting down and unzipping her backpack. She reached in, pulled out two wine coolers and handed one to Harriet. “Sorry. All I had.”

“How’d you know I was here?”

“I don’t want to say you’re predictable...”

Harriet held the bottle and studied the label. “I drank wine coolers in here with Nick one night.”

“I’m well aware. That was twenty years ago. You need to develop some fresher memories.”

Harriet unscrewed the cap and took a drink. “I know, I do. But Claire — Rachel Carpenter. Of all the women.”

“He may have been paying a condolence call. And if Nick is interested in Rachel, and I seriously doubt that he is, you don’t want him.”

Harriet nodded her head in agreement. “You’re right.” She nudged Claire as a large skunk strolled in front of the bandstand and headed down the pathway. “I do,” she whispered. “I do want him.”

“I know you do.”

They sat in companionable silence for a bit, enjoying the mild night and the familiar, sweet taste of the coolers.

“Philip and Rachel didn’t kill Everly, but Philip said she had the goods on someone. It sounded like that was the source of her money. She was murdered before she got most of it.”

Claire picked at the label on her bottle while she thought about it. “Blackmail?”

“That’s what it sounded like. Who could Everly have blackmailed?”

“Someone with money.”

“Only ten thousand. She was killed before she got the rest of it.”

Claire gave Harriet an admiring look. “You’ve got a knack for this whole spying thing. What else did you find out?”

“Philip really likes The Notebook,” she said with a smile.

“Too bad he won’t be enjoying it from a jail cell. I had high hopes for pinning the murder on one of those two.” Claire pulled out her phone and adjusted her list. “There’s still the mayor and his scary wife, and we need to find out who Albert is.”

Harriet nodded her head and kept her gaze on The Bluebell and the twinkly lights and the charming shops lining the street. “Claire.”

“Hmmm.”

“Where did Everly work when she was in high school?”

“I don’t –” Claire paused for a moment. “Yes, I do. That little toy store over on Danforth. She stayed on for a couple of years after we graduated.”

“What’s the name of the owner?”

“George. George Something or other.” She leaned back on her hands and stared up at the sky. “Who died and was replaced by his son.”

“Who I’ll bet is named Albert, hence the huge, stuffed toy.”

“Possibly,” conceded Claire.

“So, we’re down to Mayor Bixby and Suzanna. Do they have money? There has to be a connection between Everly’s murder and the blackmail.”

Claire finished off her cooler and stuffed the empty bottle back in her bag. “I don’t think being mayor of Sevenoaks is a high-paying job, but she has her store.”

“Oh Suzanna? Does anyone even go in there?”

“Tourists do. She has the best selection in town of genuine, made in China, I Love Vermont souvenirs.” Claire got to her feet. “Let’s walk. Which way?”

Harriet nodded toward the street, toward The Bluebell. “What information could Everly use to blackmail them?”

“The affair? She must have blackmailed the mayor over the affair.”

“I guess. I just can’t — would he spend ten thousand dollars and then kill her rather than have his wife find out? Mayor Bixby?”

“Denise said it best. Anyone is capable.” Claire followed Harriet down the stairs and across the grass. As they got close to the street, and The Bluebell, they could see a heavy-set man in black tights and a waist-length, yellow running jacket hovering over Everly’s memorial. Claire clutched Harriet’s arm and hissed in her ear. “That’s Mayor Bixby.”

“I don’t think so. What’s he wearing? Leggings?”

“Men’s running tights,” said Claire. “Meggings. Word of advice. Don’t look too closely. You’ll see way more of him than you ever wanted to.”

Harriet snickered, louder than she’d planned to. The mayor whirled around at the sound.

“Evening, Harriet. Claire.” He gestured to the heap of flowers and stuffed animals spread out across the sidewalk. “Quite a display.” He held up a small bouquet of red and white mums, the kind of last-minute bouquet you’d buy at a corner store. “Suzanna asked me to drop these off.” The mayor bent down and lay the mums, so they were leaning against the stuffed gorilla’s leg. “Everly loved gorillas. Nice of Albert to remember.”

“Albert from the toy store?” asked Claire.

The mayor nodded. “She always planned to go visit the gorillas. It was on her bucket list.”

“I never realized Everly was such an adventurer,” said Claire, sounding surprised. “Rwanda?”

“Rwanda?” Mayor Bixby scrunched up his face and looked at Claire like she’d taken leave of her senses. “No, no. The Atlanta Zoo.” The mayor shook his head. He looked sad. “She never got there.”

“Just goes to show,” said Harriet, struggling for something to say. “You’ve got to seize the day.”

“Exactly,” said Mayor Bixby, waving his finger. “Exactly what I’ve been saying. You can’t waste a moment because you never know.” He hitched up his jacket and jogged on the spot for a few seconds.

“Have you taken up running?” asked Harriet, after she’d recovered her equilibrium. Claire should have been more emphatic when she said not to look at him too closely.

“You couldn’t call it running. Not yet anyway.” He bent his right leg and lifted it a foot off the ground, then switched to his left leg. “We’re easing into it. Suzanna got me this outfit for my birthday. She said if we dress the part there’s more chance we’ll stick with it.”

“She’s right,” said Claire, always happy to discuss exercise, even with a murder suspect. “You should think about getting a Fitbit as well.”

Mayor Bixby pushed up his sleeve and proudly thrust out his arm. “4,200 steps so far today. I’m aiming for 6,000.”

“Excellent,” said Claire. “That’s a good start. You —”

Harriet gave her friend a sharp poke in the back. She was not going to let Claire derail a conversation with their last, best suspect. “Is Mrs. Bixby running as well?”

“She will be, once her ankle gets better.” The mayor started wiggling his hips and glanced down at his wrist. “I’ve got to finish my steps before it gets any later. You two have a good evening.” He gave Harriet and Claire a cordial nod and started walking up the street, lifting his knees high.

“What happened to her ankle?” called Claire, to his retreating back.

Mayor Bixby stopped, turned, and jogged on the spot. “The other night, she tripped on a loose stone. I told her she shouldn’t run by herself after dark.”
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HARRIET SCANNED THE instructions, then held the can of solvent at arm’s length and sprayed the offending word. “Two minutes,” she said, “and then we can start scrubbing.”

Claire folded her arms tight around her chest and watched through narrowed eyes as Harriet meticulously ensured every inch of the black paint was covered. “What did I say about kids these days? On top of being vandals, they can’t spell.”

Harriet didn’t respond. She finished spraying and stepped back and gazed at her beautiful window, defaced with horrible, black paint.

“Sorry,” said Claire, for the third time that morning. “If I’d just come out here ...”

Claire had come in early to do the minimal baking their current level of business required, and as usual, she came through the courtyard and straight into the kitchen. It wasn’t until Harriet arrived at seven o’clock that they were aware of what had happened. Harriet hustled over to the hardware store and paced outside until Tony finally arrived just before eight to open up. By then, a good chunk of the town had either seen, or heard, that someone had sprayed the word Murderors on The Bluebell’s front window.

“It is not your fault,” said Harriet, also for the third time that morning. She dipped the scrub brush into the bucket of warm, soapy water and tentatively prodded the paint. “It works,” she said with relief. “It’s coming off.”

“Hallelujah!” Claire grabbed a brush and joined Harriet at the window, but she spun around at the sight of a Sevenoaks police car pulling up to the curb. Chief Spofford stepped out of the car, shaking his head in disgust as he took in the smeared graffiti.

“Morning,” he said, in a grim voice.

“Morning,” echoed Harriet and Claire, before going back to scrubbing the glass.

“Did you take a picture before you started cleaning it up?” he asked.

Claire stopped and dug in her apron for her phone. “Murderers. Spelled wrong, if that helps with the investigation.”

“It doesn’t.” The chief eyed the picture and handed her back the phone. He gestured to Everly’s memorial. “It could be anyone. Emotions are running high. But it’s likely some teenager. We’ve had issues with tagging in other places around town.”

“On windows?” said Claire. “And this isn’t tagging. This is worse. A lot worse.” She handed her scrub brush to the chief. “I’ve got cookies in the oven. I’ll be right back.” With her hand on the Bluebell’s front door, she hesitated, then spoke up. “If you were looking harder for Everly’s killer, this wouldn’t have happened.”

The chief hitched up his pants and gave her a stern look. “Claire, you know it’s the state police who are conducting the investigation. And they’ve been very thorough.”

“Is that right?” The words came out more sarcastic than she intended, but the chief let it slide.

“I’m in regular contact with them. They’re following up every lead.”

“Do they know Everly was blackmailing someone?”

Chief Spofford rubbed his chin. He had that pained look on his face that he often had when he was speaking with Claire. “Where did you hear that?”

Claire opened the door and stepped inside. “We’ve been investigating,” she called over her shoulder. “Someone has to.”

The chief looked down at the scrub brush and with a small shrug joined Harriet in cleaning the window. “What’s she talking about, investigating?”

“We’ve been asking a few questions. We want to help Wally.”

“That’s commendable of you, but you need to stop.” He glared at the young couple standing a few feet away, sipping a coffee and watching the cleanup. They got the message and moved on down the sidewalk. “The fingerprints on the hammer came back. Nothing but Wally. I know you two want to believe it wasn’t him, but you need to face facts.”

Harriet didn’t respond for a moment. She stepped back and surveyed the window, then dipped a cloth into the bucket of water and started wiping off the mixture of paint and cleaning solvent. “We think the killer was wearing gloves. And like Claire said, we have reason to believe Everly was blackmailing someone, and it sure wasn’t Wally.”

Chief Spofford looked pained again. He reached up and started massaging his right shoulder and spoke in a slow, level voice, as if he was trying his best to contain his temper. “Detective Heller is a professional. You need to stay out of his way and let him do his job.”

“When he arrests someone other than Wally, we’ll know he’s doing his job. And we’re not in his way.” Harriet was polite but firm. She dropped the filthy cloth into the bucket and grabbed the roll of paper towels.

The front door opened, and Claire stormed back outside. She was carrying a small, paper bag which she handed to the chief. “The molasses ones you like. Just out of the oven.” She waved her phone at Harriet. “I called Adam. He’s working out of Middlebury today. He says he’d be happy to talk to us tonight, after hockey. After hockey!”

“He’s joined our league,” said the chief, sounding pleased. “Him and Nick Petty. Do you girls know Nick? Nice guy. He’s a hotshot writer now.”

“We know him,” said Harriet, looking at Claire. “Did you tell Adam what we found out?”

“I said we had reason to believe Everly was blackmailing someone. He asked me how I knew. I didn’t want to tell him over the phone because of the whole Peeping Tom angle. I want him to take us seriously. Means, motive and opportunity plus fingerprints.”

“Huh?”

“That’s why he’s zeroed in on Wally. Means, motive and opportunity plus fingerprints. That’s what he said to me, twice. And you wonder why I dumped the man at Costco.” She climbed back up on the stoop. “I’m putting on the coffee. Do you want any, Chief?”

“No, I’m good. Thanks, Claire.” He watched as she went back inside and shut the door.

“I don’t know what you girls are up to with this blackmail and Peeping Tom business, and I’m not sure I want to know.” He had one of the warm, molasses cookies in his hand and appeared to be fighting the urge to shove it in his mouth. “But you need to accept that you don’t know Wally as well as you think you do. All the signs —”

“It wasn’t Wally. He’s so upset about this, he barely gets out of bed.”

“Probably for the best he lays low. Everly wasn’t the most popular person in town, but people want her killer brought to justice.” The chief looked upwards, towards Wally’s window. “You be careful. He’s going to be arrested soon. Maybe today. Maybe tomorrow. And a cornered man, a man who has violent tendencies... you be careful.”

Chief Spofford took a big bite out of the cookie and headed for his car. He opened the door and started to climb in but changed his mind and tapped on the hood to get Harriet’s attention. “I want you to let Adam and his team take care of this. Say you’re right — I don’t think you are — but say you’re right and it wasn’t Wally. If the killer is still in Sevenoaks and finds out you’re poking your nose into this, you could be in danger. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“I won’t.”

The chief gave her a stern glare. “Promise me?”

“Promise.” It depends on your definition of stupid, thought Harriet as she sprayed the window with Windex and started wiping it with paper towels. It looked perfect. Unless you were one of the many people who’d seen or heard that the owners of The Bluebell had been accused of being murderers, you’d never have known.

Done. Harriet picked up the bucket of filthy, black water, tucked the can of cleaning solvent and Windex under her arm, and struggled toward the door. “Ahhh!” Three feet from the entrance to The Bluebell, she tripped over a teddy bear, fell headlong toward the sidewalk, and dropped the bucket as she tried to break her fall. Dirty water hit the ground with a splosh and streamed toward Everly’s memorial.

“What the ...? What is this?” A woman was glaring down at her, jabbing angrily at her beige trench coat, now splashed with black water stains.

“It’s paint. I’m so sorry.” Harriet scrambled to her feet and grabbed for the cleaning solvent which was now resting in the lap of the stuffed gorilla. “This will take it off.”

The woman pulled a used Kleenex out of her pocket and dabbed at one of the blotches. “It’s ruined.”

“I’ll pay for the cleaning. I’m sorry.”

The woman fixed her with an evil glare. “Really? Are you?” She flung her hair back and stormed off down the sidewalk.

“I am. I am sorry,” called Harriet, way too loudly. She sounded manic. People were looking at her.

“Harriet, are you okay,” asked a familiar voice. It was Tricia, standing on the sidewalk with Amy, their exercise bags over their shoulders, looking fit and perky and to Harriet’s eye, disapproving. “You sound ... you need to breathe...”

“I’m breathing!” Oh god, she was attracting a crowd. “Sorry,” she said, waving to the onlookers.

“Relax,” said Amy. “You don’t need to apologize to us.”

“Sorry, yeah. I’m relaxed. I’m breathing.” Harriet flashed the two of them the tightest of smiles and picked up the dirty cloth and the Windex and shoved them inside the empty bucket. “Have a good day,” she said brightly.

Three hours later, an only marginally more relaxed Harriet came out on the stoop to pat Chester, who was sunning himself just far enough outside the open front door that no one could complain that there was an animal on the premises. It had turned into a gorgeous day; the street was buzzing with shoppers, and dog walkers, and tourists meandering down the sidewalk and through the park. Harriet glanced to her right. Everly’s memorial display looked messy and ragged, and being splattered with dirty, soapy water hadn’t improved its condition. When was someone going to come pick it up? Once it was gone, surely the tourists would start finding their way back into The Bluebell. And eventually, once their name was cleared ...

She went back inside, where Gran was sitting at the counter, reading the Sevenoaks Daily Press, and nibbling on a cookie. Harriet grabbed the coffee pot, refilled Gran’s cup, and then went to check on the couple in the corner, who after much debate had decided they’d each have a coffee and split a banana, pecan scone.

“It picks up later,” Harriet assured the woman, who couldn’t understand why a café as charming as The Bluebell wasn’t busier.

“There it is.” Gran pointed to the paper and pushed it across the counter to Harriet. “Everly’s obituary.”

Harriet put down the coffee pot and studied the paper. “That’s the best picture they could find? Her eyes are half-closed.”

Gran frowned and fixed Harriet with a stern stare. “And only two measly paragraphs. I want you to start writing mine right away, so I can okay it. I don’t want you missing any of my high points.”

“I thought you didn’t plan to die.”

“Not until I’m at least one hundred, but the best-laid plans...you’re right. No need to think about it for a few years.”

Harriet scanned the obituary which didn’t take long. Like Gran said, it was short. “Who wrote this? It’s so impersonal. And they spelled her father’s name wrong.”

“No, they got that right. Shuan. Winnie was a terrible speller and there was no telling her anything. I guess that’s where Everly got it from.” Gran spun around on her stool and surveyed the room. “Where’s Denise? And Claire?”

“Denise is coming in late. Claire’s upstairs trying to convince Wally to come down and cook. Not that we need him. We’ve sold three scones and a blueberry muffin so far today.”

“Oh, enough with your doom and gloom. You’ve got an excellent lead. I wouldn’t put it past Suzanna Bixby being a murderer. She has a terrible temper. I always thought it was a real blessing they never had any kids.”

“We don’t even know what day she twisted her ankle, or how.”

“She twisted it running through your courtyard after she murdered Everly. I don’t know why we didn’t think of Suzanna sooner. Years back, I was on the social committee at the church with her, and after one of our suppers she took my bean crock home with her. She denied it, but I knew it was her.”

“Morning, Missy,” called a beaming Seamus, coming through the open front door and saving Harriet from having to ponder the connecting thread between bean crock theft and murder. “Where is everyone? Someone find a cockroach in their soup?”

“He’s kidding,” Harriet assured the startled guests, all three tables of them. “Quiet,” she hissed as he sidled up beside Gran and eased himself onto a stool. Seamus wasn’t looking his regular self at all. He’d shaved, and he was wearing a shirt with buttons, rather than the T-shirt and ratty old cardigan he normally wore.

“Morning, Ma’am,” he said, turning so that he was facing Gran. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of your acquaintance.”

“I believe you have,” replied Gran. “Many times, the most recent being last week.”

“Impossible. I never forget a pretty face.”

“What can I get you, Seamus?” asked Harriet. “You’re looking awfully spiffy. What’s the occasion?”

Seamus pulled a crumpled, white envelope out of his shirt pocket and made an attempt at smoothing it out. “Where’s Cleo? She’ll want to see this.”

“She’s up ―” But before she could finish, Claire pushed through the swinging doors, a stormy look on her face.

“Speak of the devil.” Seamus gave Claire a broad smile. “We were just talking about you, Cleo. I’ve got something to show you.”

Claire acknowledged Seamus and Gran with a brief nod and strode over to Harriet. “He won’t come down. He says he’s not going to spend his last days of freedom making mushroom hamburgers and chopping kale.”

“I’ll chop the kale,” pleaded Harriet. “He could just —”

“He’s not moving. I tried everything. The man is seriously depressed.” She took the envelope that Seamus was shoving at her and without looking at it, continued ranting. “And Ringo has some new words. Those two have been spending way too much time together.”

Harriet gestured toward the window. “Does he know about the incident?”

“I don’t think so, but he says everyone hates him and he’s not leaving his apartment. I don’t get it. A man who never has a pleasant word for anyone suddenly cares so much what people think.”

“Never worry if people don’t like you,” said Gran. “Most of them don’t like themselves.” She pulled out her phone. “I’m going to post that one. Aunt Aggie’s been much too quiet lately.”

“Open it,” said Seamus, reaching over the counter and poking Claire in the arm. “What’re you waiting for?”

Claire looked curiously at the envelope like she wasn’t sure how it had got into her hand, flipped it over and looked inside. Her eyes widened in surprise. “Your check came. You’re a man of means.”

“Didn’t I say? Didn’t I say it was on its way?” Seamus bopped up and down on his stool, barely able to contain himself. “After you get me a scone and heat it up, I’m going down to the bank, so I want you to tally up my bill. You can go ahead and tack on an extra ten dollars. I’m grateful for you letting me run a tab all this time.”

“It was our pleasure.” Claire handed him back his envelope and raised her eyebrows at Harriet. “We’re getting paid. Maybe it’s a good omen.”

Harriet nodded in agreement, but something had caught her eye. “Why is every light on in here?”

“Because the electrical in the kitchen is acting up again. That old breaker by the back door is the only one that’s working. If we want lights in the kitchen, we have to have lights out here. Stan said he’s too busy to come by and fix it until tomorrow.” Claire was studying Harriet’s worried face. “On the bright side —”

“There’s a bright side?” 

“Seamus got his check. We can afford to pay an electrician.”

“I’m happy to be of service. You girls have done a lot for me.” Seamus turned his attention back to Gran. “I don’t see a wedding ring. Is there a Mr. Pretty Lady?”

“There was.” Gran didn’t look up from the crossword she was doing. “I’m widowed.”

“That’s a shame.” Seamus smiled happily. “I’ll be buying a bottle of the finest Irish whiskey after I go to the bank. I’d be honored if you’d join me for a drink later today.”

“On the fire escape?” asked Harriet, smiling as she tried to picture Gran swigging whiskey on the fire escape.

“Or in my apartment. Have you ever seen my place?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ve got a —” He snapped his fingers in Claire’s direction. “What do you call it again, Cleo? That thing I picked up out in front of that building they tore down.”

“A futon.”

“That’s right. A futon. Folds right up.” He waggled his eyebrows lasciviously at Gran. “And unfolds.”

“I appreciate the invitation,” said Gran, polite but firm. “Unfortunately, I have a number of prior engagements today.”

“Today, tomorrow. I’m always there. Or here. Or down at the pub. Where’s Whatdoyoucallher? The skinny one. Put that scone in a bag for me, Cleo. I got places to be.”

“Denise took the morning off.” Harriet waved goodbye to the nice couple from Maine and looked out at the two remaining tables. “I figured I’d be able to handle it.”

Claire passed Seamus his scone. He plucked it from the bag, took a huge bite, and handed the bag back to her. He used his index finger to poke the scone over to the side of his cheek so he could talk. “I’ll see you ladies later,” he said, getting to his feet. “Don’t start the party without me.”

“Gran, you don’t want to check out Seamus’s futon?” teased Harriet after he’d left.

“I’ve never been fond of whiskey. And if you’re not busy, instead of concerning yourself with my social life, you can work on the website. We haven’t done a recipe for a while now. My fans look forward to my recipes.”

That’s right, thought Harriet. Her café might be going under, but there was always Aunt Aggie. “How about a salad?” she suggested.

Gran screwed up her face in disgust. “People don’t read me so they can get recipes for salad. They want the good stuff. Scones and desserts and fried chicken. How about those brownies Claire made the other day?”

“There’s half a pound of butter in one pan of those,” said Claire.

Gran nodded her head in satisfaction. “Perfect. We get way more action on the fatty stuff. That carrot soup you put up, hardly anyone clicked on. The health freaks can read Gwyneth. Our readers know how to enjoy life.”

The lunch rush wasn’t. Claire whipped up four Bluebell Clubs and a grilled brie and pear sandwich, but other than a few people wandering in for a take-out coffee or a muffin, it was dead. Denise called to see if she was needed, which Harriet assured her she wasn’t, but at two o’clock she dropped by anyway to grab a coffee.

“Are you okay?” she asked Harriet.

“I’m fine. Worried, but fine.”

Denise didn’t look convinced. “You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Why? Do I not look okay?”

Denise stirred her coffee and studied Harriet’s face. “I heard a few people talking when I was in the post office. Said you had a breakdown out front this morning.”

“Breakdown? I was upset about the graffiti, and then I spilled a bucket of water. Who said I had a breakdown?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It was nothing. Glad to hear you’re okay.”

“Hi, Denise,” said Claire, coming out of the kitchen.

“Hey.” Denise waved her hand toward the tables, only one of which was currently occupied. “This is bad. Did you see the paper? Everly’s funeral is on Saturday. After that, we can get rid of all those flowers, and things will get back to normal. People have short memories.”

“They’re going to arrest Wally,” said Harriet.

“That’s the talk. We’ll have to find another cook.” Denise lifted her chin and looked determined. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m a realist. Detective Hottie has been all over town, asking a lot of questions. If there was another killer out there —” She stopped mid-sentence and waved to Gran, who was walking by with Chester. “Is your dog wearing a dress?”

“I’d say it’s more of a tutu.”

“Very pretty. It suits him.”
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In a pinch, the microwave is a lifesaver if you need to revive stale baked goods. Place on a plate and cover with a damp paper towel. @askauntaggie
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AT FOUR O’CLOCK, HARRIET packed up the last of the baking and put up the closed sign. Once they’d paid a visit to Suzanna Bixby, she and Claire were going to come back, grab all the baked goods that hadn’t sold, which was most of it, and drop it off at the Senior’s Center.

“What do you think?” asked Claire, coming out of the kitchen carrying a white, straw basket that she’d lined with a gingham napkin.

“Very nice.”

Claire put the basket down on the counter, unfolded the napkin and pointed to the contents. “The brownies are a week old. I never got around to throwing them out, and I was going to toss these black and white cookies after today. The lemon scones I baked this morning, but I must have been distracted.” She pretended to gag. “Not sure even Peanut would eat those babies.”

“We’re taking Suzanna food a pig would turn its nose up at?”

“You’ve got it. The good stuff is going to the seniors. I’m not wasting my baking on a murderer.”

“We don’t know that she’s a murderer. Let’s keep an open mind.”

“It’s her or her husband,” said Claire decisively. “I’d rather it was her. She’s already in decent shape. It’d be a shame if the mayor got arrested just when he’s starting an exercise program.”

“Yes, that’d be a real shame. Remember I said Everly looked furious on Friday, at David’s birthday lunch. Maybe the mayor was balking about giving her money.”

“I’m not ruling him out. Anyone who’d have an affair with Everly is capable of anything.” Claire refolded the gingham napkin and gave it a loving pat. “The perfect gift basket for a woman who twisted her ankle bolting from a crime scene.”

Ten minutes later, they were in front of Oh Suzanna, a small souvenir store on the other side of the park from The Bluebell. Harriet pushed open the door and called a friendly hello to Suzanna Bixby, who was sitting behind the cash register reading a paperback. Suzanna looked surprised to see them, and not exactly thrilled. “Harriet and Claire. What brings you by?”

Claire plunked the basket down on the crowded counter. “We ran into Mayor Bixby last night, and he told us you twisted your ankle, so we thought we’d bring you over some goodies, compliments of The Bluebell.”

“Isn’t that nice.” Suzanna unfolded the gingham napkin and grimaced when she saw her gift. “I gather he didn’t mention that we’re on a diet.”

“Not a word,” said Claire.

“I suppose I can leave it on the counter. Let my customers help themselves.”

Not if you want them coming back, thought Harriet, but she nodded her head pleasantly.

“Harriet,” said Suzanna. Her eyes kept drifting to the basket of sweets. “It’s not the worst thing, you coming in. I’ve been meaning to discuss this with your grandmother, but I never see her anymore. I’ve had tourists in here asking —personally, I can’t understand it, but they’re fans of that website of hers. I was thinking I could stock some things with Joyce’s picture on them.” She reached under the counter, grabbed a catalog, and handed it to Harriet. “Take a look through that, would you? The bathmats are popular.”

“I don’t think Gran would be happy about people stepping on her face.”

“It doesn’t have to be a bathmat,” said Suzanna, irritated. “Only if that’s what she wants. Anything at all. Obviously, I’d share some of the profit with Joyce.”

“It’s an intriguing idea. You should discuss it with her.”

Suzanna couldn’t resist any longer. Her hand hovered over the basket drifting from brownie, to cookie, to scone. “Please, not the lemon scones,” thought Harriet as Suzanna picked out a lemon scone.

“And another thing.” She waved the scone at them. “You need to take more care when you hire staff. Alex is worried what this situation is going to do to tourism.”

Claire and Harriet exchanged glances. Suzanna might be haranguing them, but at least she had veered the conversation toward Everly.

“I’ve got a friend in Burlington. She has a son who’s interested in cooking.” Suzanna took a bite of the scone, chewed for a moment, and then a moment longer, like she couldn’t believe what she was tasting, then tossed the scone back in the basket and pushed it away.

“We’re not actually looking for a new cook,” said Harriet.

“From what I hear, you will be. And I’ll say it here, for the record. I don’t believe the rumor about you girls. I don’t know where that got started.”

“It got started on the town Facebook page,” said Claire.

“Well, yes.” Suzanna looked uncomfortable. “That was unfortunate. Alex feels bad about that.”

“Were you and Mayor Bixby close to Everly?” asked Harriet.

“Not particularly. I knew her mother from way back. I promised we’d look after Everly, give her a job.” Suzanna reached out and rubbed her finger over a brownie, but after a moment’s consideration pulled back her hand. “Never make someone a promise on her death bed. You’ll regret it.” She stretched out her leg and winced as she wiggled her right ankle.

“That looks painful,” said Claire, her voice oozing with empathy. “How did it happen?”

Suzanna looked down at her foot, perplexed, like she was trying to remember. “I twisted it jogging. I told Alex we should stick to brisk walking.”

“What day was that?” said Harriet casually.

“Oh, I don’t remember. A few days back.” She looked annoyed, as if she’d had enough of making nice with Harriet and Claire. She picked up her paperback and gave them a dismissive finger waggle. “So good of you girls to drop by. Tell Joyce I’ll give her a call.”

Harriet nodded. “I will.” She cast a desperate look at Claire. They couldn’t leave yet. They had nothing.

“Mr. Bixby said you hurt your ankle on Friday night,” said Claire.

“Did he?” said Suzanna, not looking up from her book. “That’s remarkable recall for a man who’d forget his head if it wasn’t attached.” She shrugged and flipped a page. “He may be right.”

“Friday night,” said Claire. “Harriet, isn’t that the night we found out about Everly’s affair?”

Harriet looked at her, stunned. Once again, Claire with the subtle questioning. It worked though. Suzanna put down her book. She looked interested. Very interested. “I didn’t realize Everly was seeing someone. Are you sure? Everly always griped about the lack of men in Sevenoaks.” She rolled her eyes. “No one met her lofty standards.”

“A married man, from all reports,” said Harriet, studying Suzanna’s face.

“No! Do tell.”

“We don’t want...”

“A married man at work,” said Claire. She lowered her voice and leaned in toward Suzanna. “I’m sorry to be the one telling you this. A man at the office.” She put so much significance into the words, it was impossible not to see what she was insinuating.

Suzanna gazed back at her, and then burst into almost hysterical laughter. She used her sleeve to wipe her eyes, barely able to contain herself. “Oh, thank you, Claire. I needed that. I haven’t had a laugh like that ...” She started lifting newspapers and magazines off the counter. “Where’s my phone? I have to tell Alex this. An affair with Everly. Too funny.”

“I don’t know,” Claire protested. “Everly was an attractive woman.”

“Everly was a scheming, lazy, incompetent idiot. Don’t quote me on that.” She grabbed her phone and punched a couple of buttons. “Where did you girls?... Alex, wait until you hear this.”

“I think our work here is done.” Harriet grabbed Claire’s arm and urged her toward the exit.

“Harriet,” called Suzanna, when she was halfway out the door, “Make sure you ask Joyce about those bathmats.”
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“I can’t get hold of Wally. He’s not picking up,” said Harriet. “When’s the last time you spoke with him?”

Claire looked up. “This morning. When was it? Eleven thirty? I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s not feeling sociable.”

“Not worrying is not my way.”

Claire got up from the couch and wandered over to the window that looked over toward Gran’s place. “I don’t know what more we can do. Everything we try is a dead end.”

“There’s still the blackmail angle. You have to see if Adam is investigating that.”

“I plan to.” Claire looked down at her watch. “I’m going home to get changed and then I’ll head to the rink. Ugh. What is she doing over there?”

Harriet joined Claire at the window and watched as Amy climbed the steps to Gran’s place. “Gran hired her to help redecorate her living room.”

“Really? She’s had that furniture forever, as long as I can remember.”

“She says this is the last time she’s buying a couch and she wants Amy to find one that’ll last another thirty years.”

Claire chuckled and turned away from the window. “You’ve got to admire her optimistic spirit. Okay, I’m leaving. For real this time. Affair or not, Everly was blackmailing someone. Adam needs to know about that. I think he’ll take it more seriously if I tell him in person.”

Harriet smiled to herself. “You’re right. You need to see him in person. And I’m going to go check on Wally.” She watched as Claire grabbed her purse and headed for the door. “You should wear those new jeans. They look great on you.”

“I am not,” Claire spluttered. “The man drives me nuts.” She paused. “They look that good?”

Harriet nodded. “Those buttock crunchies paid off.”

“Clenches. I’ll call you later, after I talk to him.” With one foot out the door, she stopped. “You sure you don’t want to come? Nick will be there.”

“Nick Who? Wear the jeans.” Harriet ran a comb through her hair, grabbed her phone and went out onto the veranda, where Chester was lounging, digesting his dinner. “Sorry, you’ve got to come in. I’ve got an errand to run.” Chester lifted his head, and with a dismissive grunt he got to his feet and plodded down the stairs and across the lawn toward Gran’s.

“She may have plans,” called Harriet, starting after him. “You can’t just assume you’re always welcome.”

Chester ignored her. He climbed Gran’s steps and barked twice, a signal the two of them had worked out. Within seconds Gran was at the door, opening it wide for him.

“Evening, honey.”

“Evening,” said Harriet, but Gran was talking to Chester. “I was hoping you’d drop by. Those new eye patches we ordered came just a while ago.”

“Hi, Gran,” said Harriet. “Thanks for taking him. I’ll be back soon.”

“Any time. He doesn’t like being home alone. It gives him the jitters.”

“How’s it going with Amy?”

“Oh, she has so many good ideas. She’s going into Burlington tomorrow to source fabric. That girl is a barrel of energy.”

“Great. I’m going over to check on Wally.”

“Everyone says he’s going to be arrested soon.”

Harriet was in no mood to discuss it. “That’s the talk. See you in a bit.”

Even with all her worries, Harriet enjoyed the walk to the café. It was another beautiful spring evening, and everyone she passed seemed friendly enough. No one called her a murderer or crossed the street to get away from her. She even took Nick’s street. He was at hockey, so no worries about running into him.

“Hi there, Missy.” Seamus was sitting on the edge of the fire escape, swinging his feet, and drinking something from a large mug. He wasn’t at the slurring his words stage yet, but he looked to be getting close.

“Hi, Seamus.” Harriet put her foot on the rusty, bottom step. “You got your whiskey.”

“Forty ounces of Macallan. Any chance your friend is going to pop by?”

Harriet looked at him quizzically. “My friend?”

“Your friend that was into the café this morning. The pretty one who was giving me the eye.”

“My grandmother?”

“Yeah, sure. Your grandmother. Any chance she’ll be coming by for a drink?”

“No. No chance.”

“That’s a shame. You coming up for a sit? I can get you a glass.”

“Not tonight, thanks. I’m going to pop in on Wally, see how he’s doing.”

“Bad.” Seamus shook his head. “He’s doing bad.”

“You saw him?”

“Course I saw him. He’s down at your place. Been down there for a few hours now. Case I go inside, tell him to stop by for a drink on his way by.”

Wally was up and around. That was a good sign. An excellent sign. “I’ll do that. Thanks, Seamus.”

Harriet pulled out her keys, but the back door was unlocked. Wally was at the stove taking loaves out of the oven, and the delicious aroma of fresh-baked bread permeated the air. She could hear a TV and peeked through the open door of the office. Ringo was perched on the top of a chair, watching Home Alone.

“Wally, you’re making bread.”

“You’re a regular Sherlock Holmes. Did you know the lights aren’t working right? You’re letting this place fall apart.”

Harriet felt a surge of relief. He sounded so grumpy, so Wally-like. “We’re on it. Stan’s coming tomorrow. I’m happy you’re here. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you.”

Wally pulled out the last loaf and placed it on the cooling rack. “Well, you found me.”

Harriet nodded toward the office. “I’m going to shut that door. We can’t have Ringo in the kitchen.”

“He’s fine. He won’t come out while Home Alone is on.”

Harriet hesitated. She didn’t want to argue with Wally. Not now, when he was finally out of bed. “As long as he stays in there.”

Wally gave her a dismissive flick of his wrist. “Anyhow, I made twelve loaves of Wally Wheat. Better not call it that though, or no one will buy it.”

“Twelve loaves. That’s wonderful.” Harriet spoke in her cheeriest, ‘everything’s great, nothing to worry about here’ voice. “Of course, they’ll buy it.” If they even had twelve customers tomorrow. “Your bread’s our biggest seller.” Wally was looking at her suspiciously. She had to tone it down. She sounded way too perky.

“Yeah, well I’ll never know. I’ll be in jail by tomorrow. A cop came by to see me this afternoon.”

“What cop?”

“Not the pretty boy, a different one. Kept getting me to go over my story again. I don’t have a story! I was in my apartment with —” He pursed his lips and started brushing butter on the hot loaves.

“With Denise. She told us.”

Wally looked even grimmer than usual. He jabbed the pastry brush in Harriet’s direction. “She wasn’t supposed to say anything.” He went back to brushing the bread and lowered his voice. “The cop said my fingerprints were on the hammer. No one else’s. Just mine.”

“I’m sorry, Wally.”

He looked up long enough to sneer in her direction. “You said you’d have it figured out. Two days, you said.”

Harriet’s eyes shifted around the kitchen, trying to avoid his glare. Wally usually ignored her. Why’d he have to listen this time? “We’re doing our best.”

“Your best doesn’t amount to much, does it?”

Harriet didn’t have to respond because there was the sound of fluttering wings behind her. She turned and watched as Ringo flew out of the office and up onto a shelf over the back door. “He can’t be in here!”

Wally looked fondly at Ringo. “Stop your fussing. He’s right by the door. Practically outside. And he’s a service parrot anyway.”

As always, Ringo was relishing the attention. He flapped his wings and settled in. “Ya little jerk.”

“He’s picking up a lot of new words. You should hear him.” Wally sounded so proud; almost happy.

Harriet looked up at Ringo and then back at Wally, and decided that for tonight at least, she would be calm and understanding. She used her elbow to gesture toward the swinging doors. “I’m going to tidy up a bit before I go home. I just wanted to check on you.”

Wally stuck one of the warm loaves in a paper bread bag and held it out to her. “Take this home for Joyce. Tell her not to eat it when it’s still hot. It gave her the worst gas last time.”

Harriet took the bag from him. “I’ll do that.” She had a last look at Ringo and decided that for Wally’s benefit, she would be friendly. “Good night, Ringo.”

“Maggot.”

Wally grunted proudly. “He likes you.”

“I can tell.” The smell from the bread was intoxicating. “You know what, I’m going to take a loaf home for myself.”

Wally mumbled and grumbled, but he stuck another loaf in a bag. “Hard to make a profit if you’re eating up all the product.”

“I hardly ever...” She wasn’t going to argue. “Thanks, Wally. Remember to turn off the kitchen switch. All the lights are on in the front.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m not so far gone I can’t remember to turn off a light.”

Harriet pushed through the swinging door, put the bread down on the counter, and meandered through her beautiful café, straightening chairs, adjusting salt and pepper shakers and watering plants; all things that could wait until tomorrow, but she didn’t want to leave. She stood at the counter and took a long, loving look around. She couldn’t lose The Bluebell. Even thinking about it made her weak in the knees. It wasn’t going to happen. It couldn’t. Business would bounce back. It had to.

She grabbed the bread and locked the front door behind her. The park looked so pretty in the dark, with the refurbished old lampposts lighting the paths. She would miss this view. No. Only positive thoughts. She shook her head vigorously, trying to clear her mind. “Blahhh!”

“Jeesh, Harriet. I heard you were losing it.” Melissa was standing in front of her, one hand on her hip and one hand holding Peanut’s leash.

“I’m not losing it.”

“If you say so.” Melissa stepped closer and moaned softly. “What is that smell? Is that bread?”

Harriet hesitated, but only for a second, and handed her a bag. “Fresh from the oven.”

“Thank you.” Melissa looked delighted and seemed to have forgotten that Harriet was ‘losing it.’ She peeked in the bag and took an appreciative sniff. “Peanut, no.” She tugged on his leash to keep him from nibbling on Everly’s memorial flowers. “What’s up in there? You left every light in the place on.”

“Electrical issues. Wally’s still in the kitchen. He’ll turn them off.”

At the mention of Wally, Melissa looked serious. “What are you going to do without him? If you’d go vegetarian I’d love to cook for you. I’ll need a job. Crossing guards will be volunteer starting next month and whoever replaces Everly won’t be calling in sick as much as she did. I’ll need something full-time.”

“I heard about the crossing guards.” Harriet deked around the Wally question. She didn’t want to think about that anymore tonight. “It makes no sense. We pay enough taxes. The town shouldn’t have to count on volunteers.”

“Exactly. The mayor’s a nice guy, but he has no management skills. I wasn’t kidding when I said I might run against him.” Melissa was having a hard time keeping Peanut out of Everly’s flowers. “I’ve got to get going. Peanut has a thing for chrysanthemums.” She lifted the bread bag to her face and inhaled. “And I want to get home and cut myself a big slice of this.”

“Melissa, before you go,” Harriet reached out and touched Melissa’s arm. “Please don’t repeat this, but Claire and I heard that Everly and Mayor Bixby were having an affair.”

Melissa snorted and the look on her face said it all. “Where did you hear that?”

“I don’t want to say. You don’t think?”

“Not a chance. Everly didn’t live in the real world. I think she figured Ryan Reynolds or Ryan Gosling, one of the Ryans, was going to drop by town hall, see her there filing her nails, and sweep her off to Beverly Hills. And she was always making fun of the mayor’s man boobs and small feet.”

“Small feet?”

“She had a thing about feet.”

“We think Everly may have been blackmailing him. She got ten thousand dollars and she said she could get a lot more.”

“Ten thousand? The mayor? He always says if it wasn’t for Oh Suzanna... What would she blackmail him over? There is zero chance they were doing the dirty. Zero.”

Harriet watched as a car drove slowly down the street, carefully veering around the pothole that she and Claire had both called to complain about. Tricia said Amy told her about the affair. Where had Amy heard about it? And there was still the blackmail. Everly must have known something awfully important, important enough to have gotten her killed.

“Melissa, please don’t repeat that I even asked this.”

“I won’t.”

“Could the mayor have been embezzling the town’s money? Sevenoaks is always short of cash. Maybe Everly found out.”

Melissa stuck her face back in the bread bag and inhaled deeply, then forced herself to focus on Harriet. “Possible. Everly was smarter than you’d think. Mayor Bixby though, he’s a lot dumber than you’d think.”

“Everly could have helped him. She won the math award in grade eleven.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. I never saw anything suspicious apart from neither of them doing much in the way of actual work.”

“Thanks, Melissa. And please —"

“Not a word. We never spoke of this. Peanut and I are going home to eat bread and watch Animal Planet.”

Melissa pulled the stem of a chrysanthemum out of Peanut’s mouth and started down the sidewalk. After a few feet she stopped, hesitated, and turned around. “I just can’t see it. Mayor Bixby, he’s more of a figurehead. He’s good at parades, and pancake breakfasts, and chatting up the tourists. No one lets him near the town finances. He sure isn’t signing any checks.”

“Who signs them?”

“David. Not a penny gets spent in this town without him knowing about it.”
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Harriet paced on the sidewalk in front of The Bluebell, her phone crushed to her ear. Pick up. Pick up.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Tricia. It’s Harriet.”

“Hi. I was just ―”

“Tricia,” Harriet broke in. “Remember you told me that Everly and the mayor were having an affair.”

“Don’t repeat that.”

“I won’t say a word. Do you remember when Amy told you about it?”

“Umm. It must have been Saturday. We got home from the convention, and then I heard about Everly, so of course I called my bestie. She’s —”

“Thanks, Tricia.”

Harriet hung up the call, tucked the remaining loaf of bread under her arm and started walking, fast. There were so many thoughts swirling around her head, she felt manic. Maybe everyone was right; she was losing it. No. She wasn’t. This was all starting to make sense. David controlled the money in Sevenoaks. She’d always assumed he worked so hard. Two jobs hard. But did he? Now she thought about it, she didn’t know anyone else who used David as an accountant. He didn’t even have a home office until recently. There was the huge house that was constantly under renovation, and the golf membership, and look how much time he spent golfing, perfecting his game. It didn’t leave much time for a second job. And there was Amy’s IVF, and Amy was always in school. She didn’t bring in any money.

But David was so nice, so pleasant and helpful. So normal seeming. Even if he was embezzling the town’s money and Everly found out, would he kill her? And for that matter, how could he manage to commit a brutal murder and not leave any fingerprints?

None of it made any sense. Harriet stopped short. She’d been walking without consciously thinking about it and now she was at the top of David and Amy’s street. There was no harm in strolling by their house. David wouldn’t even be home. He’d be golfing. No, it was too dark to golf. Golf! What if he’d been golfing Friday evening? He may have driven by the old flower shop, his golf glove crammed in his pocket, and seen the light on. If he’d put the glove on before he grabbed Wally’s hammer...

She stopped short in front of the house. It looked stunning, as usual. Amy had aimed spotlights at the prettiest of her trees, to draw attention away from the bald spots in the garden where Peanut had destroyed the tulips. Harriet pulled out her phone and checked the time. Claire would be at the rink talking to Adam. She should call her. Run this whole thing by her.

“Hi, Harriet. Are you coming in?” Harriet yelped in surprise and almost dropped her loaf of bread.

Amy looked taken aback by Harriet’s reaction. “Sorry to scare you like that.”

“You didn’t. I’ve been jumpy lately.”

“We all have. Everyone’s on edge.” Amy shook her head in commiseration and then brightened up when she saw what Harriet was holding. “Is that Wally bread?”

Harriet held it out to her. “Wally Wheat. I told David that the next time we had some I’d save him a loaf. It’s fresh from the oven.” She had to get out of here. Talk to Adam. Lay it all out for him so maybe it somehow made sense that nice, unassuming David was an embezzler who bashed Everly in the head and left her on the floor to die. She looked up at Amy’s smiling face. No. The whole idea was nuts. It wasn’t possible.

“I’m just coming back from your Gran’s. We’re making such good progress. I think I even convinced her to get rid of that shag rug in her bedroom.”

“Impressive. That’s even older than the living room suite.”

“Her house has great bones. It just needs some freshening up.”

Harriet nodded her head and tried to look agreeable, but she felt sick with tension. She reached out her hand and held onto the fence for support.

“Are you okay, Harriet? You don’t look well.”

“I’m fine. I’ve got to go. I’m meeting Claire.”

Amy’s face clouded slightly at the sound of Claire’s name, but she grabbed Harriet’s arm and opened the gate. “No. C’mon in. I can’t leave you wandering the streets. You look like you need to sit down.” Harriet found herself being marched up Amy’s walkway. “I’ll make tea, and we’ll have some wild blueberry jam with your bread. I made twenty jars last summer. Are you still using that jam from Vermont Country Kitchen at the café because once you taste mine I think...”

Harriet couldn’t concentrate. What was Amy babbling about? Jam? How could she think about jam right now? David might be a killer. No, he couldn’t be. She felt wobbly. She had to talk to Claire.

“Amy, I can’t stay.”

Amy opened the front door. “Too late. You’re already here. You need to sit down. You look terrible. Have you been drinking? I’m not judging, but your Gran had three gin and tonics when I was there. It may be a family problem.”

Gran did not have a drinking problem. Okay, a tiny drinking problem, but she was eighty. She was allowed.

Amy guided her down the hall and into the kitchen, where David was standing at the stove, stirring a large pot. He looked surprised to see Harriet, but not unpleased. “Hi, Harriet. This is a nice surprise.”

“I ran into her outside.” Amy passed David the bread. “She brought you a loaf of warm Wally Wheat.”

“What a treat.” He gestured to the huge kitchen island. “Sit down. Can I get you something? A glass of wine?”

“I offered her tea,” said Amy, in a firm voice. “I think that would be a better choice.”

“Tea it is,” said David cheerfully, as he went over to the sink and filled the kettle.

Harriet forced herself not to watch his every move. “It smells wonderful in here.” Her voice sounded odd; high-pitched and shaky.

David didn’t appear to notice. “My almost-famous marinara sauce. I made lots. I’ll put some in a jar for you to take home.”

Harriet watched as David hustled around the kitchen, getting out the tea, stirring the sauce. There was no way a man who was sending her home with homemade marinara sauce was a killer. From the depths of her pocket she could hear the faint sound of her phone. She pulled it out and glanced at the display. Ron. She let it go to voice mail and placed the phone on the island’s marble countertop. How did a man who worked for the town of Sevenoaks afford marble countertops?

While David made tea and got out the jam, Amy was rooting around in the storage room off the kitchen. “David,” she called. “Where’s that rope I bought to stake the new trees.”

“Check the shelf under the bird food.”

“Got it.” With a triumphant wave, Amy emerged from the closet carrying the rope. She was wearing the fanciest gardening gloves Harriet had ever seen. They had leather palms and the fabric was covered in flowers and had Amy’s name written in different fonts.

David beamed at his wife. “How did it go over at Joyce’s?” He passed Harriet a cup of tea across the island. “Amy’s first professional job.”

“Fine.” Amy seemed to have lost the enthusiasm she’d shown outside. She was tapping on the marble, still wearing the gloves.

“Gran seems very happy,” said Harriet. “She says you’re going into Burlington to source fabric.”

“Tomorrow. Tricia’s going with me.” Amy turned her attention to David. “It was very informative. Joyce told me Harriet and Claire are investigating Everly’s murder. They’re playing detective.”

Harriet put down her tea, too quickly. It clunked on the countertop and splashed over the side of the mug. “I wouldn’t say that. Naturally we’re concerned about Wally.”

Amy didn’t respond. She just tapped her fingers and watched Harriet.

David didn’t seem aware of any tension in the room. He pulled a breadboard out of a shelf in the island and sliced the crust off the loaf of Wally Wheat. “Who else is having some? Harriet, you have to try Amy’s jam. You’ll never want to eat anything else.”

Harriet’s stomach felt so tense and curdled, there was not a chance she could eat. “Thanks, David. I’m sure it’s delicious, but I had a big dinner.”

David had the knife poised over the bread. “Amy?”

She ignored him. “That cop that Claire used to date. He’s making a lot of enemies.” She was still staring at Harriet, unblinking, waiting for a response.

“Enemies?”

“Asking lots of nosy questions. He and his gang have been over to Town Hall twice now.”

Harriet felt a surge of relief. Twice? Maybe Adam did know about the blackmail and was investigating David. Amy looked furious, however, so she tried to look sympathetic. “I guess he’s just doing his job.”

“I don’t understand why they haven’t arrested your cook. His fingerprints were on the murder weapon. He hid the hammer in your garden. He has a long history of violent behavior.” With each accusation against Wally, Amy’s voice rose a bit higher.

“He says he’s innocent. We believe him.” She had to get out of here. Amy was acting so strange, so intense. “Thanks for the tea. I’ve got to get going. I’m meeting Claire.”

Amy took a step toward her. “Your Gran says you’re getting close, that you’re a brilliant investigator. Better than the police.”

“You know how Gran is. She exaggerates.” Harriet nervously glanced toward the hall. “Good seeing both of you.”

“Don’t you move.” Amy spoke so angrily that for a moment Harriet was rooted to the spot. A moment was all it took for Amy to reach over to the knife block, pull out a huge knife and charge around the island. She leaned into Harriet and pressed her face close. “I was with Tricia when you called her!” she hissed. Amy raised her voice, in imitation of Harriet. “When did Amy tell you about the affair?” She jammed the knife perilously close to Harriet’s throat. “Why would you ask that if you weren’t figuring things out?”

“We don’t know anything. I have to go.” She looked desperately at David, who was studiously ignoring her.

“You’re not going anywhere.” Amy looked crazed. “You think you’re going to spoil things for me? Everly thought that too and look what happened to her.”
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The secret to great knife work is a very sharp knife. Not only will a sharp knife make cooking easier, you are much less likely to cut yourself with a sharp knife than you are with a dull one. @askauntaggie
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HARRIET PUT HER HAND on the counter to brace herself. “You?”

She could feel the knife tip pressing hard against her rib. “Everly found out about the money. You know about that, don’t you? She threatened us. Blackmailed us.” Amy had calmed down. Her voice was steady, but Harriet found calm Amy even more frightening than raging Amy.

“So, you killed her?”

“Not Amy. Me.” David seemed upset at the suggestion that his sweet Amy would murder someone. Upset enough to temporarily put down his slice of bread and jam. “I didn’t mean to. I drove by the flower shop after golf, and the light was on. Everly said she’d be there that night. She wouldn’t let up. Even at lunch, with everyone there, she was threatening me.”

Harriet had a brief flash of the seating arrangement that day in the café. David had been sitting beside the mayor. It was David that Everly was seething at, not Mayor Bixby.

“I parked on the side street and just by chance I went in the back way. I wasn’t planning to hurt her, but when I saw the hammer lying there.” He lifted his hands in defeat. “It just happened.”

Harriet gaped at him, trying to take it all in. “You put your golf glove on. That doesn’t sound like a spur of the moment decision to me.”

David shrugged helplessly. “It was in my pocket.”

“He’s not an idiot.” Amy waved a gloved hand in Harriet’s face. “He knows about fingerprints.”

Harriet couldn’t take her eyes off David. Even with his confession it was hard to accept that he was a killer. “Why did you bury the hammer in our garden?”

“Oh, please.” Amy took a step back and leaned against the island, but she made sure the knife was still pointed at Harriet. “That was me. After it happened, David was a wreck. I had to go back and make sure he hadn’t left any evidence behind.”

“You planted the murder weapon where the police would think we were involved. You involved your own cousin in this.”

Amy nodded her head vigorously and looked wistful. “I had to think fast. I hoped they’d think it was Claire, but then it turned out your cook had a record, so it all worked out.” Her face clouded over again. “If you hadn’t stuck your nose in, everything would have been fine.”

“That’s not true. You said the police are poking around town hall.”

“Not for long, they won’t be.” Without taking her eyes off Harriet, Amy opened a drawer and pulled out a notepad and a pen which she placed on the countertop. “Take a page out of the middle, so there’s only your fingerprints on it. Start writing.” She stuck the knife six inches from Harriet’s nose.

“What am I writing?” Harriet’s hand was shaking so hard she didn’t see how she could form any legible words.

“Are you kidding me?” Amy said, with an ugly snort of contempt. “After your little freak out this morning? It couldn’t have been more perfect. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’ Write I’m sorry, then sign your name. Tricia saw your breakdown, so half the town knows about it by now.”

“I’m sorry?” Harriet had a good idea where this was going, but she needed to buy some time, so she could think.

“You’re sorry that you killed Everly. You can’t take the guilt anymore.”

Harriet stared down at the notepad. “David, please,” she pleaded. He looked back at her, sympathetic to her plight, then went back to slicing a second, thick slice of bread.

“Write it! I’m sorry. Harriet Pickles.”

Harriet’s hand shook as she wrote the words. It didn’t even look like her handwriting. She had to think, figure a way out of this. The familiar ring tone of her phone jolted her out of her haze. She looked down. “It’s Claire.”

Amy used the knife to push the phone further down the counter. “Don’t answer.”

“If I don’t answer she’ll know something is up. We’re supposed to meet in half an hour. She might come looking for me.”

Amy’s eyes went to the ringing phone, then to Harriet. “Put it on speaker. Tell her you have a bad headache and you’re turning your phone off.” She jabbed the point of the knife in Harriet’s neck. “One mistake and you’re dead.”

With a shaking hand, Harriet answered the call and put it on speaker. “Hello.”

“Hi. I’m at the rink. How’d it go with Wally?”

“Wally’s fine. He made bread.”

“That’s good. At least he’s up and around.”

“Yes. It’s good news.” Harriet’s mouth was so dry, that she could hardly get the words out.

“You okay? You sound funny.”

“Headache,” hissed Amy in her ear. The knife was pressing so hard in her neck, Harriet was sure it had drawn blood.

“I’ve got a headache. I’m turning my phone off.”

“That’s too bad. Try that peppermint oil I gave you. Dab it behind your ears. It works wonders for headaches.”

“Will do.” She was running out of time. Amy was reaching for the phone.

“Claire?”

“Yeah?” She sounded distracted.

“Give my love to Sophie. Tell her I’m so sorry I missed her birthday.”

Amy grabbed the phone and switched it off.

“Sophie?” asked David.

“Claire’s mangy cat,” said Amy. “David, would you please put that bread down. We have things to do. You,” she lowered the knife from Harriet’s neck and poked her in the side, “grab your note, fold it once, and put it in your pocket. David, you get the car keys. I’ll bring the rope.”

“Why do we need rope?” asked David casually.

“She’s going to hang herself. Guilt over killing Everly.” Amy used the knife to gesture to the loaf of Wally Wheat. “Don’t forget to wrap that up. I’ll have some for breakfast.” She jabbed the knife in Harriet’s back. “Here’s how this is going to work. We’re going to drive to your café. We’ll go in through the back way and you’re going to keep your big mouth shut. One word out of you, and I’ll fillet you like a mackerel, and then I’ll go over and filet your gran and that fat dog of yours.”

“Amy,” protested David, looking up from his task of wrapping the bread. “Not Chester.” He gave the Wally Wheat a fond pat and they started down the hall toward the front door. Harriet reached her hand out and touched his arm. “David, you don’t want to do this.”

“Shut up.” Amy brought the handle of the knife down hard on Harriet’s shoulder.

David turned around. He looked genuinely upset. “I don’t want to hurt you, Harriet. I’m sorry about all this. It’s circumstances beyond my control.”

“It’s not beyond —” but he was already out the door.

“You get in the car and keep your mouth shut.” Amy spat the words out. “Not a word. Don’t try and poison David’s mind.”

“He’s a killer, Amy. He’s already poisoned.”

Amy jabbed her in the back, an indication to move down the front stairs. “He’s a good man trying to provide for his family. You open your mouth, and I’m taking a finger. Or an ear. And then I’ll do the same to Joyce.” She yanked open the back door of the car and gestured for Harriet to get in. “Move over,” she hissed.

They drove the short distance in silence. Harriet stared out the window, trying desperately to think of a way out of this. What should she do? She could run for it. When the door opened, she’d run, and scream, and someone would help her. She’d have to move fast, but if she made enough noise...

David stopped the car. He’d managed to find a spot right beside the entrance to the courtyard. “We can’t get in,” said Harriet. “I don’t have the key.”

“Yes, you do,” said Amy. “You were just there getting our bread. Give them to me.” She held the knife ominously close to Harriet’s ear.

Harriet dug into her pocket for the keys and Amy pulled something out of her own pocket and shoved it at her. It was a thin, polyester scarf. “Stuff it in your mouth.” Once again, the knife was nicking her ear.

Harriet did as she was told. The scarf tasted terrible, like dust and old perfume. Her mind was racing. She could still run. She’d rip the scarf out of her mouth and run. Even if Amy stabbed her, she might still survive.

“One move out of you and this knife is going right through your liver. Then picture that happening to your Gran. And your dog. Maybe Claire too.” Amy seemed to relish saying Claire’s name. “Definitely Claire.” She pressed her face close to Harriet’s ear. “I’ll make it look like you killed them all before you killed yourself. Don’t think I won’t do it.” Amy opened the car door. “I’m warning you. Don’t test me.”

They entered the dark courtyard, David leading the way. Harriet was shaking so hard it was difficult to maintain her footing. Please Seamus, be out on the fire escape, Harriet silently implored, but she glanced up and he wasn’t there.

“Don’t touch the doorknob.” With her hand gripping Harriet, Amy pushed past David and unlocked the door. “Where’s the light?” she said, as soon as she’d dragged Harriet inside. Except for a tiny bit of moonlight coming through the window, the kitchen was black. Harriet could hear Amy running her hand along the wall, then flicking the light switch. “It doesn’t work.” Amy sounded frantic and when Amy got frantic she got even jabbier with the knife.

Harriet pulled the scarf out of her mouth. “The switch is broken. You need to hit the breaker on the other side of the door.”

Amy grumbled and swore softly, but she found the breaker and flicked it on. They all blinked at the surge of bright lights. “Cut some of those lights,” snapped Amy. “I don’t want to draw attention to us.”

“There’s a problem with the electrical,” said Harriet. “It’s all the lights or nothing.”

“It’s fine.” David gave Amy a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “There’s no one who can see in.”

Harriet glanced toward the swinging doors. The café would be fully lit up right now.

“Bloody idjit,” called a familiar voice.

Ringo. Harriet looked up at the shelf over the door. Ringo was still there. So much for Wally taking him home.

“David,” yelped Amy. “There’s a bird in here.”

Ringo peered down at her. “Birdbrain.”

“No biggie,” said David. “He only knows five words. He’s not going to report on you.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Amy was staring at the ceiling, pondering her next move. “It’s so handy that you kept the beams when you renovated. I’d have done the same.”

Harriet stared at her, at a loss for words. The woman who was about to kill her approved of her design decisions.

Amy handed the knife to David. “Watch her. If she moves an inch, jam it in her throat.”

David took the knife and gave Harriet a sheepish, half-smile. “I’m really sorry about this.”

“Stop apologizing to her. If she’d minded her own business she wouldn’t be in this trouble.” Amy grabbed a chair and positioned it under the lowest of the beams. She swung the rope and it flew gracefully over the beam and down the other side.

“Good throw, Hon.”

Amy acknowledged the congrats with a nod. She expertly tied a knot in the rope and tugged on it to see if it held. It did. Then she tied a slip knot with as much ease as if she was lacing up her shoelaces. “Girl Guides,” she said, as way of explanation.

Amy climbed down off the chair and took the knife from David. She thrust it at Harriet’s neck and flicked it lightly. “Put your note on the counter.”

With a trembling hand, Harriet pulled the note out of her pocket and did as Amy said.

“Now, get up on the chair. Take the noose and put it around your neck.”

“Amy, please. I won’t tell anyone. David!”

“Shut up! One more word out of you and I’m not kidding, I’m heading over to Joyce’s.”

Harriet held onto the back of the chair, but her legs weren’t working. She couldn’t lift them. “Get up.” Amy jabbed her, hard, and this time Harriet could feel the point of the knife slice her skin. She lifted one trembling leg onto the chair and turned her head toward Amy and David. They had their backs to the door, their attention focused solely on Harriet. Amy was watching her through angry, narrowed eyes, while David looked mildly concerned that things had taken such an unfortunate turn.

“Hurry up,” hissed Amy.

Harriet lifted her other leg, but something caught her eye. The doorknob was turning. The back door opened a crack and Seamus stuck his head around.

“Don’t kill me, please,” said Harriet loudly. Seamus didn’t have the best hearing, especially when he’d been drinking.

Amy couldn’t take it anymore. She lurched toward Harriet, waving the knife. “Get up there, or I swear, I’m killing your gran and Claire next.”

“Cleo?” said Seamus, pushing the door open.

“Open up,” called Ringo. “It’s Santy Claus.” There was a flutter of wings and he flew toward Amy, clearing her head by only a few inches. She yelped and waved the knife and then all was confusion. While Ringo squawked in fury, there was a loud clunk and the sound of shattering glass. Amy dropped the knife and fell to the ground.

“Amy,” yelled a panicked David, falling to his knees. “You hit her,” he yelled up at Seamus, who was leaning against the wall looking drunk and bewildered, holding the neck of his broken whiskey bottle.

And suddenly the kitchen was full of people. Adam and Nick, wearing Sevenoaks hockey jerseys pushed through the swinging doors, followed closely by Claire. Nick rushed over to Harriet and held out his hand to help her down from the chair.

“Harriet!” said Claire breathlessly. “I was so worried.”

Harriet waved her arm at David, who was attending to the dazed Amy. “David murdered Everly, and Amy was trying to kill me.”

“I knew they were up to something,” said Seamus. “I got her with my bottle.”

Adam quickly took control. “Nick,” he said, gesturing to David and Amy who were huddled on the floor. “Don’t take your eyes off them.” He had his phone out and was calling in to emergency without taking his attention off anyone in the kitchen. When his eyes lit on Harriet, he pulled the phone away from his mouth. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She spotted the knife lying on the floor. “There’s Amy’s knife.”

Adam quickly finished his call, grabbed a tea towel off a shelf and used it to pick up the knife. He placed it on the counter beside Ringo, who eyed him disapprovingly. “Tosser!”

Harriet took a deep breath and reached out to hug Claire. “How did you know to come?”

“Give my love to Sophie? If that wasn’t a cry for help.” Claire sounded impressed with Harriet’s quick thinking. “I called your gran and she said you hadn’t come back from seeing Wally, and then we drove by and all the lights were on out front.” Claire was so agitated the words spilled out of her. She poked Adam in the side and pointed to Amy. “Why aren’t you putting handcuffs on her?”

“I was at hockey, Claire. I don’t take handcuffs to hockey. The local police are on their way.”

“Is there an ambulance coming?” said David. “That drunk assaulted my wife.”

“I did,” said Seamus proudly. “I clonked her a good one.”

Adam glanced down at Amy. “She’s fine.”

“What did I always say about her?” muttered Claire. “I knew it.”

“Seamus, you saved my life,” said Harriet. “You’re a hero.”

“Am I?” Seamus was wobbling a bit, but he was alert enough to enjoy the attention.

“You are. Why did you come in here?”

Seamus looked pensive, struggling to remember. His eyes drifted around the room. When he came to Amy, he waved his broken bottle cheerily. “I was looking out my kitchen window, and I thought that one there was your friend from today, that she changed her mind about having a drink with me.”

Harriet followed his gaze and tried to decipher what he was saying. “Amy? You thought Amy was my Gran?”

“They look the same in the dark.”

Amy spoke for the first time since she’d hit the floor. “You thought I was Harriet’s grandmother?”

“My mistake. There she is now.” Seamus swung his head toward the café doors. “No wonder I mixed you up.”

“The front door is wide open,” said Gran. She had Chester on a leash. “What’s going on?” She looked around in confusion. “Harriet, there you are. Claire had me worried. Hi, Amy. And David too. Someone help them off the floor.”

Adam looked flustered, annoyed he was losing control. “Everyone, just back up. This is a crime scene.”

“Crime scene?” said Gran.

Ringo flapped his wings. “Crime scene. Ya filthy animal.”

There was a groan from Adam as the back door opened, and Wally stuck his head into the crowded kitchen. “What’s all the noise down here? Hey, you got Ringo off his shelf.”

Claire gestured to David and Amy. “They were trying to kill Harriet,” she said matter-of-factly.

Wally looked over at Harriet. “She seems fine.”

“And David killed Everly,” added Claire. “Harriet figured it out.”

“And you too,” said Harriet magnanimously. “We both did.”

Adam looked really annoyed now. “We had him in our sights. If you two had minded your own business, Harriet wouldn’t have come so close to being murdered.”

Claire pinched her lips and struggled for a comeback. “You were moving too slow. We were on a deadline.”

The next few minutes were a whirlwind of police and handcuffs and explanations. In all the confusion and excitement, Harriet had been studiously avoiding Nick, but after the Sevenoaks police arrived, and Adam shooed them all out of the kitchen and into the front of the café, Nick edged over beside her. “You sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine. Just a bit shaken up.”

“I was so — when Claire said she knew you were in trouble, I was scared.”

“Really?”

“Really.” His warm, blue eyes were steady on hers.

“You were so brusque when you came into the café yesterday.”

Nick flinched slightly at the recollection. “My ex-wife told me I was too nice, that women don’t like nice guys. I was testing her theory.”

“She was wrong. And you’re not that nice.”

“I’m not?”

“You dumped me without a word.” Harriet cringed. Why did she say that? Nick didn’t need to know she was still obsessing over an incident from twenty years ago.

“I was an idiot back then. I did a lot of stupid things. I’m sorry.”

“I’m kidding. I don’t know why I even mentioned it. I’d forgotten all about it.” There was something else though. “You went to see Rachel.”

“After what you said about her posting on Facebook, I thought I’d drop by, ask a few questions, ferret out some information.” Nick smiled that crooked smile, the smile that made Harriet tingle in a way she hadn’t for a long time. “Hey, I write thrillers. I thought I might be able to help.” He gave a rueful shake of his head. “I’d forgotten what a piece of work Rachel is.”

“Hey, Missy,” called Seamus. He was sitting beside Gran and looked much more alert than he had when he first stuck his head in the back door. “You wouldn’t have anything for a man to nibble on, would you?”

“We’re not allowed in the kitchen.” Harriet’s eyes swept across the counter. “I’ve got a jar of biscotti here.”

“Biscotti? Cleo, do I like biscotti?”

“And could you put on some coffee?” said Wally.

Without saying anything, like they’d been doing it forever, Harriet made the coffee while Nick pulled out a tray and found the cups and the cream and sugar. Harriet picked up the tray and then put it down again and looked out across the room. She’d come close to losing her life tonight, yet she hadn’t felt so relaxed in a long time.

“Maggot!”

Even Ringo’s presence didn’t bother her. Not tonight. Tonight, Ringo was welcome. Family, even.

Everyone looked up as Adam strode in from the kitchen. He scanned the café, pondering. “Harriet, you’ll need to come down to the station and make a statement. You too, Seamus. It’ll take a while, so the rest of you can wait until tomorrow.”

“I’m coming tonight,” said Claire. “I’m a material witness. Integral to the investigation.”

“If by integral, you mean your nosing around almost got Harriet killed, yes you were.”

“I meant integral as in if it wasn’t for us a murderer would still be walking the streets.”

“Walking the golf course, more like it,” said Adam, but he didn’t seem upset with Claire. Quite the opposite.

Nick took a step closer to Harriet. “I’m coming with you,” he said. “Just in case, you need ― just in case.”

Harriet looked him straight in the eye, and this time she didn’t bother trying to act blasé. “Will you? Adam said we’d be a while.”

Nick reached forward and gently took the tray out of her hands. “I’ll wait for you as long as it takes.”


Dear Aunt Aggie,

I’m in my mid-sixties and divorced. I thought I was done with men. Recently I ran into my high-school boyfriend, (he’s single now too) and all the old feelings came rushing back. Am I being silly? Is it possible to rekindle lost love?

- Single and sixty in San Antonio




Dear Single and Sixty,

You are not being silly, and yes, it is!



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Bread Pudding with Maple Syrup Sauce
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Any kind of bread works. For a rich pudding, try using half croissants and half bread. 

4 cups cubed, day-old bread 

2 cups milk 

1/4 cup (1/2 stick) butter 

1/2 cup light brown sugar 

2 eggs, lightly beaten 

1/4 teaspoon nutmeg 

1/4 teaspoon cinnamon 

1 teaspoon vanilla 

1/2 cup dried currants (optional) 

Maple Syrup Sauce 

1/2 cup packed light brown sugar 

2 tablespoons maple syrup (Vermont syrup, if you’re lucky enough to have it!) 

1/2 cup heavy cream 

1/4 cup (1/2 stick) butter 

1/2 teaspoon vanilla 

Directions:

Preheat oven to 350°F. In a large bowl, toss bread cubes with currants (if using). In a saucepan, combine milk and butter over medium heat until butter is melted. Pour milk mixture over the bread and set aside for 15 minutes while the bread absorbs the liquid.

In a medium bowl, mix brown sugar, eggs, nutmeg, cinnamon, and vanilla, then pour over the bread and milk mixture and stir to combine. Spoon into a lightly greased 9-inch baking dish or casserole pan and bake for 45 minutes, or until golden brown and set in the center.

Meanwhile, for the sauce, combine sugar with maple syrup, cream and butter in a saucepan over medium heat. Bring to a boil, stirring often. Boil gently for 5 minutes, stirring occasionally. Remove from heat and stir in vanilla. Set aside to let cool and thicken, then serve spooned over warm bread pudding. A dollop of lightly sweetened whipped cream makes this dessert even more decadently delicious.
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S’mores Popcorn
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Note: This recipe calls for a candy thermometer, and I really would suggest you use one. If you’re determined to carry on without, to test for firm ball, drop a teaspoon of the boiling mixture into a bowl of cold water. It should form a ball that holds its shape, is a little sticky, and about as firm as a caramel. Claire would like to point out that you can get a candy thermometer for less than ten bucks, and it will last you for years.

10 cups popped popcorn (you want it plain and unsalted, so make your own) 

1 1/2 cups mini marshmallows 

1 1/4 cups semisweet chocolate chips 

1 1/2 cups lightly crushed graham crackers (not crumbs, you want little chunks) 

1/2 cup (1 stick) butter 

3/4 cup granulated sugar 

1/4 cup brown sugar 

1/4 cup light corn syrup 

1 teaspoon salt 

1/2 teaspoon baking soda 

Vegetable oil spray, or vegetable oil 

Directions:

Preheat the oven to 250 degrees F. Line 2 baking sheets with parchment paper.

Place the popcorn, marshmallows, chocolate chips and graham crackers in a large bowl.

Combine the butter, granulated sugar, brown sugar and corn syrup in a medium saucepan fitted with a candy thermometer. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat, stirring until the butter is melted and the ingredients are well combined.

Continue to boil the mixture, no longer stirring, until it reaches the firm-ball stage, 245 degrees F. It should take about six minutes. Remove the mixture from the heat and add the salt and baking soda.

Spray a rubber spatula with cooking spray or rub it with lightly with vegetable oil. Pour the hot sugar mixture over the popcorn mixture and, using the greased spatula, carefully fold all the ingredients together.

Spread the mixture evenly over the prepared baking sheets and bake until lightly browned and crispy and the chocolate and marshmallows are melted, about 20 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool at least 1 hour until the chocolate sets.
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Marbled Banana Bread
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Claire developed this recipe because while banana bread is always popular, banana bread with chocolate proved to be an even bigger seller. She tosses all The Bluebell’s over-ripe bananas in the freezer. They look disgusting but work wonderfully well for baking.

3 large very ripe bananas 

1/2 cup butter, melted 

3/4 cup brown sugar 

1 large egg 

1 teaspoon vanilla extract 

1 teaspoon baking soda 

1/4 teaspoon salt 

1 1/4 cups all-purpose flour 

1/2 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

1/4 cup dark cocoa powder (sifted if lumpy, and it usually is) 

3/4 cup chocolate chips 

Directions:

Heat oven to 350°F. Butter a 9×5-inch loaf pan, or coat it with a non-stick baking spray. Claire gets agitated when her baking sticks, so she always cuts a piece of parchment paper to fit the bottom of the pan.

Pour melted butter into a large bowl. Mash the bananas into it until mostly smooth. Stir in brown sugar, egg, vanilla, baking soda, and salt until thoroughly combined. Add 1 cup of the flour, stirring just enough to combine.

Pour half of the batter into a second bowl. Into the first bowl, stir the remaining 1/4 cup of flour and ground cinnamon. Into the second bowl, stir in the cocoa powder and chocolate chips.

Drop batters in large alternating spoonful’s into the prepared loaf pan. Using a butter knife, make a few figure-8s through the batters, marbling them together. Don’t get carried away with this, or you won’t end up with distinct swirls.

Bake 55 to 65 minutes, until a tester or toothpick inserted into the center of the cake comes out batter-free. (There may be melted chocolate on the tester.) Cool in pan for 10 minutes, then run a knife around the edge and invert it out onto a cooling rack. Serve warm or at room temperature.

The banana bread will keep nicely for a few days at room temperature if it is wrapped tightly in foil.
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Gran’s Fried Chicken
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This recipe makes chicken for a crowd, but Gran says if you’re going to go to all the bother, you might as well have leftovers. This is another recipe where a thermometer is important. If you own a deep fryer – even better.

2 (3 1/2 to 4-pound) chickens, cut into 10 pieces each (breasts cut in half)

Brine

5 cups buttermilk

1 cup kosher salt

2 medium garlic heads, peeled and smashed 

2 tablespoons sugar

2 tablespoons paprika

Batter

2 large eggs

1 teaspoon baking powder

1 teaspoon baking soda

2 cups buttermilk

Coating

6 cups flour

Directions:

Mix brine ingredients in a large bowl. Place the chicken pieces in brining solution and refrigerate for two to three hours. Remove and place on rack to drip-dry and allow the chicken to come to room temperature. (For easy clean up, stick some waxed paper or foil under the rack.)

Mix batter ingredients in a large bowl. Place flour coating in a large pan.

Using tongs, take the brined chicken, coat with flour, then place in batter. Drain excess batter off chicken and place in flour again. Gran spreads a large piece of wax paper on the counter to place the coated chicken while she works.

To fry, heat oil (Gran uses peanut oil, but vegetable oil is also fine) to 375 degrees in a large skillet or use a deep fryer if you have one. Do not fill the skillet more than half full with oil. Place five or six pieces of chicken, skin side down, in the oil and cook for seven minutes. Turn chicken over and cook for another seven minutes. Allow the oil to return to 375 degrees before frying the next batch.

Using tongs, remove the chicken from the oil and place each piece on a metal baking rack set on a sheet pan, keeping warm in a low oven until ready to serve (though it is also delicious cold the next day).
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Raspberry Scones
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Note: This recipe calls for whole raspberries, but if your berries are starting to get soft, they’ll work fine. Just mash them up and stir them in. The little pieces look pretty in the scones, and not everybody likes chunks of fruit in their baked goods anyway. 

Note 2: Claire freezes the stick of butter and grates it into the flour mixture. It’s a cinch to blend it in, and it makes for light, flakey scones. 

2 cups flour 

1⁄4 cup sugar 

2 teaspoons baking powder 

1⁄4 teaspoon salt 

6 tablespoons frozen, grated butter 

1 large egg (lightly beaten) 

1 teaspoon vanilla 

1⁄2 cup cream, plus 

2 tablespoons cream 

1 cup raspberries 

EGG WASH FOR TOPS 

1large egg (slightly beaten) 

1tablespoon cream 

Directions:

In a large bowl stir together the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt.

With a pastry blender or a fork, cut the butter in to look like coarse crumbs.

Gently fold the berries into the flour mixture.

In a small bowl combine the cream, beaten egg, and vanilla; mix well.

Add this to the flour mixture and stir till just combined; do not overmix.

Knead dough gently on a lightly floured board, trying not to demolish the berries.

Roll or pat into a circle that is about 1 1/2" thick.

Cut the circle in half and each half into four pie-shaped wedges.

Place on a baking sheet; brush the tops with egg wash.

Bake in a 400 degree oven on the middle rack. Scones tend to burn on the bottom before they are cooked through. To prevent this, Claire doubles up the baking sheets (place one on top of the other). Bake for about 20 minutes or till nicely browned.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




SOMETHING BORROWED, SOMEONE BLUE
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Chapter 1
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

I’m getting married soon. I’m in my late-thirties, I’ve been living with my fiancé for years (in a small house!) and we already have everything we need. Is it okay to say, “No gifts, please” on the wedding invitations, or will people be offended and think it is code for, “cash only”?

Your biggest fan




Dear Fan,

Offended? Anyone who is offended at not having to shop for a wedding gift must have a screw loose. Sure, some people will see your message as, “Don’t show up with a toaster, but we won’t say no to a check.” Not much you can do about that. If you’re worried your guests will get the jitters if they don’t spend something on your wedding, you could suggest they donate to a favorite charity. In any case, you’re going to receive some gifts, mostly bowls. If you write, “no bowls, please” in blood on the invitation, you will still get bowls. 



––––––––
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CLAIRE GROANED IN FRUSTRATION and jammed her cell phone into the pocket of her apron. She used a hand towel to wipe the moisture from the back of her neck and took a step back from the table to inspect the wedding cake she’d been laboring over since early that morning. “What do you think? Did I overdo it with the flowers?”

Harriet scrutinized the cake for the umpteenth time that day. It was a three-layer beauty, covered in pale, pink, buttercream frosting and marzipan flowers. “It’s perfect. Gorgeous. I’m not sure how many ways I can say it.”

“Sorry. My confidence levels are down. Every time I send Melissa a picture she comes up with a new complaint.” Claire pulled out her phone and read aloud the latest text. “I know I said lots of flowers, but don’t go crazy. Keep it simple and sophisticated.”

“Because nothing says sophisticated like a pig for a wedding topper.” Harriet attempted to soothe Claire’s splintered nerves. “Melissa’s anxious about the wedding. We have to cut her some slack.”

“Oh, believe me, I’m cutting her all the slack I’m capable of. If she wasn’t an old friend...” Claire’s hand wavered over her creation. After a moment of indecision, she adjusted the petal of a daisy. “You think I’d spend hours making a marzipan pig for just anyone? She’s still insisting I haven’t captured Peanut’s special essence.”

“I’m making an executive decision. Put your phone away. Stop sending her pictures.”

Claire took a last, lingering look at her phone and shoved it into a drawer. “Done.”

It was a scorching Saturday afternoon in July, the hottest July Sevenoaks, Vermont had seen since anybody had bothered to keep records. Harriet had closed the café two hours earlier than usual, so they could prepare for their good friend Melissa’s wedding the next day. It was The Bluebell Café’s first catering job, and even though they’d given Melissa such a healthy discount there wouldn’t be much of a profit, Harriet hoped good word of mouth would result in more catering business. It might have to be non-wedding business, though. Claire insisted that after tomorrow, she was never working with another bride.

After fifteen years of togetherness, ten of them cohabitating, Melissa and Carson had decided to make it legal. For the past eight years on the anniversary of their first date, Carson had proposed, and this year, to his surprise and hers, Melissa said yes. She not only said yes, she insisted they not waste any time. Two weeks later, the invitations went out. The wedding was going to be a small event, only sixty guests, held in her mother’s backyard in the countryside ten miles from town. Melissa wanted the wedding, “classy but casual,” and “unique but traditional”. Her theme was wildflowers. Wildflowers with a side of pig. Melissa’s pet pig, Peanut, was the ring bearer and an honored guest.

While Claire fussed with the cake, Harriet was busy bagging up cookies for the wedding favors. They’d spent the previous evening rolling out sugar cookie dough and maple syrup shortbread and cutting it into flowers and pigs. Claire had done an outstanding job of decorating them. After seeing a picture, Melissa even begrudgingly admitted that, with the cookies at least, Claire had managed to capture Peanut’s dazzling good looks.

“Where are the toppers you made?” Harriet asked, nodding at the cake. “Once they’re on, I’d say that beauty is done.”

Claire went to the fridge and pulled out a plate. “I stuck them in here to firm up.” She put the plate gently down on the table and gave the bride’s stomach a tentative poke. “Melissa’s ready.” She picked up the happy couple and placed them on top of the cake.

Harriet stopped cookie bagging and walked over to study Claire’s handiwork. The groom had a jutting chin and was thin to the point of emaciation, just like Carson. And the bride was plump, with a head of mousy, brown hair pulled back into a sloppy ponytail. “That’s impressive work, but are you sure they’re not a little too true to life?”

Claire folded her arms under her chest and squinted critically at the figures. “No, I think I got it right. Melissa’s seen them. It’s about the only thing she hasn’t griped about.” She rubbed her finger over the marzipan pig. “I’m going to wait until right before we go home to stick Peanut on there. He’s still a little soft, and I refuse to spend one more minute on him.”

“It was time well spent. You can tell that’s a special pig.”

Claire chuckled. “It’s the marzipan gleam in his eye.”

The real-life Peanut was Melissa’s four-hundred-pound pet. He was completely house broken — he had his own bed in a corner of the living room — and Melissa often walked him around town on a leash. “It’s just like a having a dog, except he’s smarter,” she insisted. Peanut’s brilliant mind was a point of pride with her.

Harriet gave Claire a congratulatory pat on the shoulder and pulled out her own phone to review her to-do list. “Wally,” she asked, “how’s everything coming along for you?”

Wally, The Bluebell’s chef and a notorious grump, didn’t look up from the tray of canapes he was working on. “I’m getting there. The rest of it will have to wait until tomorrow. I don’t know why she’s serving so much fiddly food. Who wants to eat this crap? If you’re going to force people to come to your stupid wedding, you should at least give them a decent meal.”

Harriet exhaled quietly and made sure to keep her words level and calm. Wally insisted that the high pitch of her voice was damaging his hearing. “We’ve been over this. She’s trying to keep expenses down. The wedding isn’t until evening. Finger foods and desserts should be plenty.”

“If I’m going to go to all the trouble of buying a wedding gift, I expect a real sit-down meal in return,” he grumbled.

Harriet tried in vain to imagine Wally strolling through a shop, searching for a wedding present. “They don’t want gifts. They specifically said that if people want to donate to the Sevenoaks’ Animal Shelter, that would be appreciated, but no obligation. Did you even look at the invitation?”

“Didn’t bother reading it once I figured out it was for her wedding. I saw that picture of Peanut on the front and thought she was inviting me to a pig roast. That I would have gone to.”

“You’re not coming?”

“Not a chance. Stop your jabbering, or I’ll never get these done.”

Harriet stopped jabbering and went back to studying her list. Everything looked to be on track. They’d have to come in tomorrow and finish up the last-minute items, but as far as she could tell they hadn’t missed anything.

“Hello, hello. How are my favorite caterers?” The back door to the kitchen swung open and Melissa sauntered in, a cheery smile on her face. A little too cheery, thought Harriet. She looked wired.

“Hey,” called Claire, with less enthusiasm than she’d normally show at seeing her friend. Wally grimaced, as if the sound of Melissa’s voice was causing him actual pain, but he emitted a grunt that could be interpreted as a greeting if you weren’t too particular.

“Hi, Melissa.” Harriet leaned in and gave her a hug. “Happy Day Before Wedding Day.”

Melissa gripped her tightly, as if they were long-lost friends reuniting after years apart, though they’d had coffee together earlier that day. “The out of towners are starting to arrive. There’s no turning back now.”

No turning back? “It’s going to be lovely, Mel.” Harriet gently extricated herself from the hug. “It’s natural to feel overwhelmed.”

Melissa dropped a plastic bag on the counter. “I know it is. As long as I don’t think about all the things that can go wrong, I’m perfectly calm.” She waggled her hands and shook her head, trying to dissipate some of her tension. “Okay. Here’s the vests for the servers. They’re to wear black pants, white shirts and these.” She dug into the bag and pulled out a vest. “What do you think? Tell me the truth.”

Harriet tried to keep her face impassive. The vest was bright yellow apart from a smattering of cartoonish pink pigs. “Very cheery.”

“Pam made them. I wasn’t sure if it was a joke when she showed me. It’s so hard to read her, and if I get it wrong...” Melissa made a face that left no doubt as to what would happen if she’d read her sister’s intentions the wrong way.

“I’m sure she’s just trying to help.” Harriet picked up the vest and tried to think of something nice to say. “The pockets are lined with satin. She put a lot of work into these.”

Mellissa didn’t look convinced. “I guess. Is Ron around? I want to go over things with him. He’s been ignoring my calls.”

“He’s no fool,” said Claire, moseying over to join them.

Harriet gestured to the swinging doors that led from the kitchen into the café. “He’s in the front, cleaning up.”

Ron was a high school student who worked at The Bluebell after school and weekends. Now that school was out for the summer, he was on full-time, washing dishes, bussing tables, and doing deliveries. He and two of his friends were the servers for the wedding.

“What’s your honest opinion?” asked Melissa, watching closely as Claire traced one of the pink pigs with her finger.

“Do you think you’re maybe carrying the pig theme too far?”

“Yes, Claire, I do.” Melissa was speaking through gritted teeth. “Pam offered to make vests for the waiters, and I was happy she wanted to be involved. I don’t actually have a pig theme. Peanut is the ring bearer and I think it’s cute you made pig cookies as favors, but my wedding is not supposed to be a tribute to swine.” She sounded more hysterical with each word she uttered.

“You know what?” said Harriet, in her chirpiest voice. “The vests are fun. They’ll put people in the right mood. It’s an outdoor wedding. You don’t want it too stuffy.” She shot a glance at Claire. Help!

Claire got the message. Change the subject. “I’m looking forward to seeing Pam. I haven’t seen her for years.”

Pam was Melissa’s younger sister. They’d never got along well, but in the interest of family unity Melissa had asked her to be her maid of honor. “She’s the same as she ever was,” said Melissa with a snort of disdain.

“Is she still living in Aspen?”

Melissa nodded and looked grim.

“Aspen,” said Harriet cheerily, trying desperately to lighten the mood. “That must be fun.”

“Not according to her. She doesn’t ski. Hates winter.” Melissa puffed out her cheeks and exhaled loudly. She looked like she’d had enough of discussing Pam. “Wally,” she asked, “have you decided if you’re coming?”

“Only if I fall on my head tonight and get amnesia and forget it’s a wedding I’m going to.”

Melissa looked to Harriet and Claire. “Was that a yes or a no?”

“I’d say it’s a no,” said Claire.

Melissa wandered over to see what he was working on. “It’s going to be fun. We’ve got a band...”

Wally looked up from the carrot he was chopping and flashed her an almost-kindly look. “Since I never got you a present, I’m going to give you some free advice instead. Stop yammering about how fun it’s going to be. No one wants to waste their Sunday at your wedding. They’d all rather be someplace else.”

Fortunately, Melissa was accustomed to Wally and wasn’t the slightest bit offended by his comment. “There’s a few people that are looking forward to it.” She thought about it for a moment. “Carson is.”

“And you,” said Harriet.

Melissa squeezed her eyes shut while rubbing her jaw. “I want it to go well. I am not looking forward to it.” Her eyes popped open. “Two completely different things. I don’t know what I was thinking.” She turned toward the swinging doors, where with an exaggerated groan, Ron pushed into the kitchen.

“I got that floor so clean you could eat off it, and it was so dirty, I think some people were. Hi, Melissa.”

“Hi, Ron. Are you and your crew all set for tomorrow?” She gave him a stern look. “They know this is a real job, right? You’re not going to be goofing around? You need to be professional.”

“There’s a pig in the wedding party. How professional do we —?” He deciphered Harriet’s glare and abruptly changed direction. “We’ll be ready. What’s the tip situation going to be? Andrew worked his aunt’s wedding and he made sixty bucks just from parking cars.”

“Half the guests are Carson’s family. You won’t be getting any cash out of them.” Melissa caught the look on Ron’s disappointed face. “If you do a good job and don’t muck around, there’ll be a nice tip in it for you.”

“Excellent. We won’t let you down.” He came closer and frowned as he eyed the vest. “Who’s wearing that?”

“You,” said Claire.

“No way.” He dug in his pocket for his phone and snapped a picture. “What if someone from school sees me?”

“They’ll realize you are so confident in your masculinity you can be your usual suave self even in a pig vest,” said Harriet.

Suave and Ron weren’t words that had ever been spoken in the same sentence before, but he nodded in agreement. “Do we get to keep them? I could wear it for Halloween. It’d be good for a laugh.”

Melissa looked grimly down at the vest. “Yes, you can keep it. I never want to see them again after tomorrow. The wedding is at seven, so be there by six. No later.” She pushed the bag toward him. “Can I count on you to get these to the other boys? And remember, black pants and white shirts.”

Ron wasn’t listening. He was grinning at a message on his phone. “Andrew wants to know if we can wear fake moustaches. It’d be hilarious with these costumes.”

“No!” exclaimed Melissa, who looked like she was ready to blow.

“Ron,” said Harriet, “How about you help us clean up in here? After that you can leave.”

“Sure. Is there anything to eat? I missed lunch, I’ve been working so hard.”

Wally, who liked to pretend he had no interest in the “never-ending blather” that went on in the kitchen, looked up. “Every time you come in here you’re stuffing your face.”

“That’s just snacking to keep my energy up. I didn’t have an actual lunch.”

“There’s a Bluebell Club in the fridge,” said Harriet. “An ordering error. I was going to take it home, but —”

“Thanks, Harriet.” Ron already had his hand on the fridge door.

“These are excellent, Wally,” said Claire, waving the chicken satay skewer she was nibbling on. “Who’s the best man, Mel? You said Carson couldn’t decide.”

Melissa shook her head and slumped against the wall. It looked like she needed the support. “Oliver Twizzler. We’ve known him forever, but until last month, Carson hadn’t seen him for a few years. He doesn’t even like him all that much.” She cast Harriet and Claire a look of alarm. “He couldn’t think of anyone else because he says I’m his best friend. Should I be worried that I’m marrying a man with no close friends?”

“Possibly,” said Claire, “but nothing you can do about it now. I worked way too hard on that cake for you to be having second thoughts.”

“I’m not having second thoughts.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself. Melissa pushed away from the wall and wandered through the kitchen, admiring the cake, and the wildflower-decorated sugar cookies and the maple shortbread. She picked up a shortbread pig and bit it in half. “Delicious. I’m so grateful to you two. I know I haven’t exactly been a pleasure to work with.”

“You’ve been a nightmare. Our first, and hopefully worst, catering client. But we’re happy to do it,” said Claire. “As long as I never have to make another marzipan pig, we’re good.”

Melissa looked fondly down at the pig cake topper. “It was worth the trouble. He’s perfect. When you stick him on, you’ll have to move Carson over. I want Peanut in between us.” She flashed a quick, harried smile. “I’ve got to go. There’s a million things to do, but here’s the thing. We’re not having a rehearsal dinner, but we have to do something to entertain the out-of-town guests, so we’re going to The Stumble Inn tonight. I’m really hoping you two can be there. Harriet, can you and Nick come?”

After two months, three weeks, and one day of togetherness, it still gave Harriet a tingle to hear the words, “You and Nick.” She’d dated Nick in her last year of high-school and then they’d gone their separate ways. In the spring he’d moved back to Sevenoaks, and they were slowly resuscitating their romance. In Harriet’s view, much too slowly. “I’ll check with him. He’s crazy busy. His book tour starts soon, and he’s already knee-deep writing the next one.”

“He works too hard. He needs a break. And Oliver is a bit — We need some normal men there to balance him out.”

“He’s a bit what?” asked Harriet.

“A bit obnoxious,” said Melissa, heading toward the door. “He brags about his money a lot.”

“What’s he do?”

Melissa was half-way out the door. “He’s a pooooontist,” she called over her shoulder.

Harriet tilted her head, trying to interpret Melissa’s words. “What’d she say?”

“Podiatrist,” said Ron, his mouth full of sandwich.

“Ugh.” Claire scrunched up her face in disgust. “A podiatrist. What’s to brag about? There is not enough money in the world for me to look at gross feet all day. Can you imagine?” Gross feet were one of Claire’s many strong aversions.

Wally looked up from the tray of crudité he was assembling. “I’ve got the worst corn on my big toe. I’ve been hacking away at it, but I can’t —”

“Don’t.” Claire held up her hand to warn him off. “One more word about your corn and you’ll be packing up this kitchen on your own.”

“Okay.” Harriet pulled out her to-do list for a final once-over. “Wally, how’s the bruschetta coming along?”

“The topping is done. I don’t want it put on the toast until right before you serve it.”

“Excellent. And the crab cakes?”

“They’re made. I’ll fry them up right before you leave tomorrow.”

“Good. We’ll come over in the early afternoon. I don’t think it’ll take us more than an hour or so to get ready. The cookie bags are done, the cake is perfect... Desserts.” She looked quizzically at Claire. “You think we made enough?”

“I think we made more than enough for sixty people. We’ll be sending food home with the guests. We’re going to lose money on this thing.”

“We’re trying to get a foothold in the catering business. Think of it as an advertising expense.”

Harriet glanced at Ron, who was leaning against a counter, absent mindedly scratching his stomach and scrolling through his phone. “You can go home, Ron. Thanks for everything. We’ll see you tomorrow at six. You know how to get there?”

“I’ve got the address. Is there anything else to eat?”

“No,” said Wally. “It’s all spoken for.”

“There’s some broken brownies and cookies over there on a plate beside the wedding cake,” said Claire gesturing in the direction of her worktable. “Take as much as you want.”

While Ron foraged for leftovers, Harriet and Claire bustled around the kitchen, cling wrapping and refrigerating the food and tidying up.

“Gross,” exclaimed Ron.

Nobody paid much attention. Ron planned to go to culinary school and wasn’t shy about critiquing The Bluebell’s food.

“There’s maple syrup in the shortbread,” said Harriet, shoving a tray of mini butter tarts into the fridge. “I forgot to warn you.” Ron was the rare Vermonter who loathed maple syrup.

“It’s even worse than maple syrup. What is this? It’s disgusting.”

Harriet shut the fridge and turned to face him. Ron had the marzipan pig cake topper in his hand. To be more exact, he had half the pig in his hand. The head was missing.

With a look of revulsion, Ron pulled a soggy chunk of marzipan out of his mouth. “I hope the rest of the cookies taste better than this one.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

When I’m out at a bar, how many drinks are too many?

Don’t know my limit in Fargo.




Dear Don’t Know,

It depends on the occasion. I’ll give you some leeway if you’ve lost your job or your dog died. Under normal circumstances, no more than three — four tops, and only if it’s a long night. Regardless of what brought you there, if you ever hear yourself saying, “Ya, keep them coming,” it is time to go home.



––––––––
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“BYE. SEE YOU SOON.” Harriet put the phone down on Gran’s wicker coffee table and went back to sipping her glass of lemonade.

“Has Claire recovered?”

“Seems that way. She even joked about it. Ron may be in hiding though.”

“She always had a temper on her,” said Gran with a chuckle. “That’ll teach poor Ron to look before he bites.”

After Claire, wielding a spatula, chased Ron out of the kitchen, she’d set to work building a new, marzipan Peanut. Harriet and Wally had packed up and left her to it — Claire was in no mood for company — and now Harriet was sitting on Gran’s veranda enjoying a cool drink while Chester lounged at her feet. Chester was Harriet’s English bulldog; a one-eyed bundle of chunky charm with a taste for cross-dressing. Today he was wearing a yellow eyepatch and a mauve tiara. Most days he liked to wear an item of clothing, but the weather was so hot even Chester was stripping down to the bare essentials.

“Is Nick going to the pub with you?” asked Gran.

Harriet smiled at the sound of Nick’s name and then forced herself to look nonchalant. She had to snap out of it. This was ridiculous. She was thirty-five. Way too old to be tingling and grinning every time someone mentioned her boyfriend. Her boyfriend. “No, he’s so busy right now, and he’s taking tomorrow off for the wedding.” She leaned back into the cushy chair and glanced to her left across the wide driveway to her own house, a house that had been Gran’s for over forty years. When Harriet first moved home, with dreams of opening a café, Gran had insisted that Harriet move into the “big” house, and she would take the smaller, one-story guest cottage. After some arm twisting, Harriet had agreed, and the arrangement had worked out wonderfully. This way Gran was nearby, but as she liked to say, “Not so close we get on each other’s nerves.”

“I’d just as soon stay home tonight myself,” said Harriet, “but Melissa seems keen for us to be there.”

Gran nodded. “She needs your support. That family of hers is kind of wackadoodle. It’s good she has someone sensible to make sure this wedding doesn’t go all to pieces.”

Harriet frowned. Sensible? Is that what she was? “I’ve met her mother a few times. She seemed perfectly fine.”

Gran shook her head in agreement. “Annabelle’s nice enough, but ever since Frank passed, she’s taken that hippie dippie back to the earth thing way too far. Have you ever been out to her place? I can’t believe Melissa is having the wedding there. Last time I saw Annabelle — it must be a year or so now — she looked like a vagrant. She said she was living off the grid. No electric or hot water and a compost toilet.” Gran peered at Harriet. “What exactly is that anyway? Does it make compost or use compost? You’re not going to catch me eating any vegetables she grows out there, just in case.”

“Don’t worry. We’re bringing our own food. Melissa didn’t want to spend money renting a hall, and her mom’s place sounds lovely for an outdoor wedding. She and Carson are saying their vows by the pond at twilight.”

“We’ll see,” said Gran, still skeptical. “I’m not saying it won’t be pretty, but I’m having trouble with the toilet situation. Good thing it’s an evening affair. I get all my composting done by mid-morning.”

“You said you were looking forward to it, that it was a nice change to go to a wedding instead of a funeral. Isn’t Hamish coming?”

Gran blinked a couple of times and flushed slightly. “Far as I know he is. It’s hard to pin that man down to a decision.”

A week after Harriet reconnected with Nick, Gran met Hamish at a senior’s bridge tournament in Burlington and was immediately smitten. Gramps had been dead for nine years and in all that time, Gran hadn’t shown the slightest interest in another man, but Hamish was different. “He’s given me a real zest for life.” Harriet couldn’t see how Gran could be much zestier; her energy level put Harriet to shame most days, but it was nice to see her so happy. Just the other day she’d said, “Both of us with new men. Don’t you love that special glow you get when you’re got romance in your life? It’s like I’ve been lubricated.” Harriet had enough trouble dealing with Gran’s special glow. Not a chance she was going to discuss her newfound lubrication.

“Chester can’t decide whether to wear a tuxedo vest or a tutu tomorrow,” said Gran. “What do you think?”

Harriet gently removed her feet from underneath Chester’s head. “Since when is he invited?”

“Since I ran into Melissa this morning. She wants Peanut to have a friend there. No one wants to be the only pig at the party. Not that Chester’s a pig, but close enough.” There was a glint in Gran’s eye as the words resonated with her. “Write that down, about being the only pig. That could be a title for one of my Aggie postings. We’ll give advice on how to invite a nice cross-section of guests if you’re hosting a do.”

In addition to running The Bluebell Café, Harriet had a sideline that took up much of her limited free time. When she first left Boston and moved back to Sevenoaks — it was two years now — and was waiting out the renovations at the café, she and Gran started a website, Aunt Aggie Tells it Like It Is. They gave advice, responded to questions, posted recipes; anything they felt like. It had become a roaring success. Gran was the public face of Aunt Aggie, but unbeknownst to their readers, Harriet did much of the upkeep. Between golf, bridge, and her active social life, maintaining Aggie’s Twitter feed was all Gran had time for most days. She kept a close eye on Harriet’s work, though, to make sure she’d captured Gran’s “sassy attitude”.

“How are you doing with the letters? Are we still backlogged?”

“I was up past midnight last night,” said Harriet. “We’re all caught up.”

“Good girl. I hate it when we get behind. My fans like to get a swift response. What about the T-shirts? I never got around to checking our sales yesterday.”

They’d had T-shirts printed up with Gran’s face on them. Aunt Aggie was never intended to be a moneymaker, but the shirts were so popular they were starting to make some serious cash. Because Aggie often raved about The Bluebell, (“The best food in all of Vermont, and don’t even get me started on the pies.”), guests wearing Gran’s face on their chest had become a regular occurrence at the café.

“Twenty-three sales yesterday,” said Harriet. “We’ll have to order more. Maybe a thousand this time, instead of five hundred.”

Gran grinned in satisfaction. “I’m looking at other merchandising opportunities. What do you think about tea towels?”

“You don’t want people wiping up spills with your face. How about coffee mugs?”

“Too late,” said Gran firmly. “They’re already on order. Just a tester run of two hundred.” She gave Harriet a nudge. “What kind of person cleans the counter with a nice tea towel? I’m not fussed if people use me to dry their dishes. There’s no shame in that. It doesn’t mean I’m ruling out mugs, but first I think I’ll do a photoshoot with Chester. He’s got a face that’ll sell a lot of merch.”

Harriet reached down to scratch Chester under his chin, his favorite place to be scratched, then got to her feet. “That he does. You sure you don’t want to come to the pub?”

“Thanks, hon. No, we’re going to stay home and enjoy the evening. And Hamish said he might call.”

“Are you waiting around for a man to call? How many times have you told me —?”

“Oh, be gone with you. I’m not waiting around for anything. It’s too nice a night to be stuck inside that grubby tavern.”

Harriet bent down and gave Gran a hug and Chester a pat. “Bye, Chester. I’ll be home soon, and we’ll go for a walk.”

Chester opened his eye to see if the farewell included an offering of food, saw that it didn’t, and with a dismissive grunt went back to sleep.

It was only ten blocks or so to The Stumble Inn, so she decided to walk. The heat had subsided to a tolerable level, and there was even a bit of a breeze. As she crossed Gran’s lawn, ducking around the ever-increasing array of lawn ornaments, Harriet looked up at the sky. There was an ominous-looking cloud over to the west. Please, she silently intoned, if it is going to rain, let it be tonight. Not tomorrow. Melissa had made no provisions for inclement weather.

Harriet wasn’t the only one out enjoying the evening. As she strolled down the tree-lined streets, she encountered old friends, regular customers, and lots of friendly hellos and waves from toddlers. A couple of months back, Claire had come up with the clever idea of baking kid-sized cookies to hand out for free. “We’ll bribe the kids,” she said, “and they’ll nag their moms to come to The Bluebell.” Her plan had proved remarkably successful. The café had developed quite a fan base amongst the under-five crowd.

The Stumble Inn had been around for as long as Harriet could remember. It still had its original carpeting and two of its original waitresses and according to Claire, the original oil in the deep fryer, though that was probably just Claire being Claire. At least Harriet hoped so. She was fond of their fish and chips.

It was slow for a Saturday night, only half-full. The pub had lackluster AC and every now and then someone would open the door, pause for a moment to estimate the temperature, and step back outside. Harriet headed toward the back, where Melissa and Carson had pushed four tables together for their wedding party. There were about twenty people assembled, most of them drinking beer and digging into the platters of chicken wings and fries that dotted the tables.

There were some familiar faces scattered in amongst the strangers. Tricia, an old friend from school, gestured to Harriet to join her, but Harriet hesitated. Tricia was a yoga instructor, and it was impossible to talk to her for more than five minutes before she started in with advice on Harriet’s core, or her posture, or her hyper-extended knees. Fortunately, Melissa called out and pointed to the empty chair beside her. Harriet gave Tricia a shrug and a wave, and she called hello to Carson, who was at the opposite end of the long table from Melissa. Just like his cake topper, he was tall and thin, and unlike his soon-to-be wife, he looked calm and composed which is how he always looked. Theirs was the rare relationship where opposites really did attract.

Claire was already there, sitting two down from Melissa, on the other side of the empty chair. She was sipping a glass of wine and staring blankly at the man across from her who was jabbing his index finger to accentuate a point.

“I thought you’d never get here,” said Melissa once Harriet had plunked herself down. She gestured across the table, at an early-thirties looking woman in a sleeveless, beige shirt with shoulder-length brown hair tucked behind her ears. The woman was pretty, in a nondescript way. If Harriet’s mother was there — she lived in Florida, so fortunately, no risk of her dropping by — she would have said, “Would it kill her to put on some lipstick?”

“Harriet, you remember my sister, Pam.”

Harriet didn’t, actually, but she plastered on a pleasant expression. “Hi, Pam. How are you?”

“Fine,” was the unenthused response.

“It’s so nice you were able to make it home for the wedding.”

“The timing worked out. I was planning to come back here for a while anyway, so this way Melissa paid for my flight.”

Harriet wasn’t sure how to take that, but Pam didn’t look like she was in the mood to continue the chat. She finished off her drink with a gulp and gestured to the waitress for another.

“And this is Oliver Twizzler,” said Melissa, her voice tight with forced cheer, lifting her beer in the direction of the man who’d been talking to Claire. “Carson’s best man.”

Oliver was a short, generically good-looking man with complicated facial hair. He was wearing clothes that looked uncomfortably tight, like he’d recently gained weight and hadn’t yet accepted that this was his new size. He stuck his hand across the table. “Dr. Oliver Twizzler. Good to meet you.”

Harriet shook his outstretched hand. He had damp, puffy fingers and a weak handshake. “Nice to meet you as well, Oliver.”

“Nick couldn’t make it?” asked Melissa.

“He’s so busy... but he’ll be at the wedding.”

“Harriet’s boyfriend is Nicholas Petty,” Melissa said to Pam and Oliver. “The writer.”

The name wasn’t striking a chord. Oliver chomped on a celery stick and focused on a woman at the next table who was bent over talking to a friend, and Pam didn’t appear to be listening.

“He wrote that book, Then There was One. It was a huge bestseller. He was on The Today Show.”

“I don’t read popular fiction,” said Oliver, tearing himself away from the view. “There’s so much garbage out there.” He pointed the nub of his celery stick at Harriet. “No offense intended. I’m not a snob about it. The masses need their escapist books, and reality TV, and junk food. Live and let live, I always say.”

“That’s big of you.”

If Oliver picked up on Harriet’s sarcasm, he gave no indication. All his attention was on Claire. “You look familiar. Has anyone ever told you, you look like —?”

“Sandra Bullock,” interjected Melissa, nodding her head in agreement. “That’s what I always tell her.”

Oliver grabbed a carrot stick and used it to thoughtfully stroke his chin. “If Sandra had a sister who wasn’t in show business, maybe a secretary or a cashier.” He flashed his perfect, white teeth at Claire, clearly pleased with how he’d nailed down the resemblance.

“Her much younger sister,” said Melissa. “Claire’s only thirty-five.”

Oliver sniffed and scratched his inner ear with the carrot, before biting off a chunk. “Sandra keeps herself up.”

Melissa nodded. “So does Claire. She’s a fanatic about exercise.”

Claire kept her eyes steady on Oliver. “Not a fanatic,” she said. “An enthusiast.”

Fanatic seemed like the right word to Harriet. Claire had been an adorably plump baby, a chubby kid, and an overweight teen. She struggled with her weight throughout her twenties, but on her thirtieth birthday she bounded out of bed, started a diet and exercise regimen, and over the course of the next year lost forty pounds. And kept them off. When it came to exercise, Claire was like the most annoying of reformed smokers. She never tired of talking about it.

A strained silence fell over their group. Oliver drummed his fingers on the table and let out an ostentatious yawn. Harriet glanced at Claire. She was focused on Oliver’s fingers with an intense, unblinking stare.

“What?” he asked, looking nervously down at his hand.

Claire tilted her head and tossed him a friendly smile. “I was just reminded of the cocktail sausages my mother used to make.”

“Yum,” said Melissa, pleased that the conversation was rolling again. “I remember those. They would have been good for the wedding.”

“They would have,” agreed Claire. She kept her eyes firmly on Oliver’s hand. “Perfect for a canape. Short and plump. I hadn’t thought of them for years, until this very minute.” She forced her gaze away from his fingers. “So, you’re a podiatrist. I’ve always been fascinated by bunions.”

Harriet put her hand over her mouth to hide her smile. When Claire was on a roll, she didn’t give any ground.

Oliver screwed up his face in disdain. “A podiatrist? I’m not a — Who told you that?”

Claire looked to Melissa. “I must have misheard. I thought you said Dr. Oliver specialized in foot fungus.”

“I’m a periodontist,” sputtered Oliver.

“Dentures?” From the look on Claire’s face, it was apparent she didn’t think dentures were a step up from feet.

“I am Vermont’s foremost specialist in dental replacements as well as being a real estate developer.”

“Oliver owns three apartment buildings,” said Melissa. “That’s how he and Carson reconnected. Oliver bought a building over on Fallingbrook, and he hired Carson’s company to do the renovations.”

Pam, who hadn’t looked like she was paying attention to the conversation, waved her drink for emphasis. “He’s buys old buildings and kicks out the tenants, so he can do a cheap upgrade and double the rent.”

“It’s called urban renewal. Those rundown buildings are a blight. When I move into a neighborhood, everyone’s property values go up...” Now that the conversation was about him, Oliver had plenty to say.

Harriet glanced up at the clock on the wall. How much longer before she could make her exit? She wanted to go home, walk Chester, and collapse into bed. She jumped as something jabbed her between the shoulder blades.

“Shove over.” It was Wally, dragging a chair. Harriet and Claire shuffled their chairs over and Wally squeezed in between them.

“I thought you weren’t coming,” said Harriet.

“Changed my mind.” He fanned himself with his hand. “If I’d known how hot it was going to be in here...” He sniffed the air and leaned in close to Harriet. “Is that you? You got deodorant on?”

“Yes,” she snapped. “I have deodorant on.”

“Just asking. Someone here stinks.”

Ten more minutes thought Harriet. Ten more minutes and I’m out of here.

Melissa reached over and tugged on the sleeve of Wally’s shirt. “Have you changed your mind about attending the wedding?”

“No, I haven’t. It’s bad enough being at — what’s this get together called?”

“It’s in lieu of a rehearsal dinner.”

“Yeah? Well, someone here needs to rehearse taking a shower.”

“As I was saying,” continued Oliver, who looked irritated to have had his diatribe interrupted, “urban renewal...”

Wally scrutinized him through narrowed eyes. “Who’s that idiot?” he muttered.

“Carson’s best man,” said Harriet, out of the side of her mouth.

“Him? That’s the foot doctor?”

“We misheard. He’s not a foot —”

Wally wasn’t listening. He was talking to the waitress. “Better make it a double. Who knows when I’ll see you again?”

Harriet watched with concern as Pam pushed herself away from the table and stumbled toward the washroom. “Is she going to be okay?”

“If she’s not back in a few minutes, I’ll go check.” Melissa tensed her shoulders and spoke in a tight, clipped voice. “She’s never been able to hold her alcohol.”

Claire finished off her wine and let out a happy sigh. She leaned past Wally, so she could talk to Harriet. “I’m wiped. I think my time here is done. Is your gran coming tomorrow?”

“Are you kidding? She wouldn’t miss it. She loves weddings. She’s bringing Hamish.”

Claire grimaced and pushed her chair away from the table, to make her getaway.

“What’s that face for? I thought you liked Hamish.”

Claire gave a noncommittal shrug. “He’s okay. Very pleasant.”

“Why are you saying pleasant like there’s something wrong with that?” Harriet was irritated. Claire was so hard to please sometimes.

“He’s too charming. I don’t trust men that try so hard. And he smiles too much.”

“You’re something else. That last guy you dated? What was his problem? Hairy knuckles?”

“Hair so long you could braid it, plus he used a coupon on a first date. He practically cried when I ordered a salad because it wasn’t part of the deal.”

Harriet pursed her lips and shook her head. “You’re impossible. You say Nick works too much and, Oh, horrors, he blows his nose, and now Hamish is too nice?”

“I didn’t say too nice, I said too charming. Big difference. And it’s not that Nick blows his nose, it’s the way he does it.”

“There is nothing abnormal about the way he blows his nose,” said Harriet, her jaw clenched in exasperation.

“If you say so. It sounds to me like he’s trying to blow his sinuses out through his nostrils. But hey, if it doesn’t bother you...”

“It doesn’t.” Or it hadn’t until Claire mentioned it. “He had a bad cold.” This was nuts. Why was she defending Nick’s nose blowing?

“Oh, no,” said Melissa, with a groan. “I’ve got to go. I have to get her home.”

Harriet stopped glaring at Claire and followed Melissa’s gaze over to the bar, where Pam was swaying precariously as she argued with the bartender.

Oliver turned and studied Pam for a moment. “No, you stay here. It’s your party. I’m ready to go anyway.” He flashed Melissa a smile that coming from anyone else would have looked sincere. “Don’t worry about a thing. She’s staying at your place, right? I’ll get her safely home and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Oliver made to stand up, but Wally’s hand on his shoulder stopped him in his tracks. Wally plopped down in Pam’s vacant seat, pulled off his shoe, and stuck out his leg so his bare foot was practically in Oliver’s lap. “I know you’re off the clock,” he said, “but could you take a quick look at this corn?”
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Chapter 3
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Pour yourself a drink, put on some lipstick, and pull yourself together – Elizabeth Taylor @askauntaggie
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WHOSE STUPID IDEA WAS THIS?

Melissa had been calling and texting all day, her messages getting increasingly more panicked sounding. Harriet and Claire spent two hours at the café, finishing the last-minute prep, and then rushed home to change into their wedding outfits. By the time they got back to The Bluebell, Wally had loaded the food into the van they’d borrowed from one of Claire’s many aunts.

“We have to go,” said Harriet, slamming the back door of the van. “Melissa’s gone to all caps. Not that I blame her. The day of the wedding and Pam tells her she’s too hungover to participate. Who does that?”

“Pam always was a colossal pain. Peanut may end up pulling double duty.” She opened the door again and peeked in. “I’m worried about the cake. You’re sure it’s not going to topple over?”

“Unless we get in a crash, it is perfectly safe.” Harriet glanced over at Claire’s horrified expression. “And we’re not going to crash.”

“I feel like a new parent driving the baby home from the hospital.” Claire gently shut the door and took a hesitant step back.

Harriet snorted and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, it’s exactly the same. Hard to believe they don’t sell Cake on Board signs.” She gave Claire an affectionate look. “You’re an idiot.”

“An idiot who made a rockin’ wedding cake.”

“No one’s saying you aren’t a talented idiot. I just need to check on a couple of things inside and then we have to hustle before Melissa completely loses it.”

“There’ll be no hustling. Precious cargo. I’m not driving over forty.” Claire looked down at her phone and read aloud Melissa’s latest text. “Why didn’t I elope?” She glanced up at Harriet and rolled her eyes. “No kidding. I wish she had.” The driver of a red sportscar beeped his horn in greeting as he whizzed by. “Jimmy O’Brian.” Claire scratched her cheek and looked questioningly at Harriet. “Which reminds me. Why didn’t we make stuffed mushrooms?”

Harriet opened her mouth to ask why Jimmy reminded Claire of stuffed mushrooms but immediately thought better of it. “Two minutes and I’ll be ready to go.”

“I’ll drive around and meet you in the front.”

The van was parked on the side street, just up from the laneway leading to the semi-private courtyard that backed onto The Bluebell’s kitchen. Harriet hurried down the lane and as she entered the courtyard, she glanced up at the fire escape that ran along the building’s second floor. Wally had an apartment over The Bluebell, and Seamus, an elderly Irishman, lived over the other half of the building. You couldn’t call the two men friends exactly, but they tolerated each other, most of the time anyway. They had lawn chairs set up outside of each of their doors, and depending on how they were getting along, the chairs moved closer together or farther apart. Today they were within six feet of each other, and both men were outside enjoying a beer; Wally to celebrate a good day’s work and Seamus because every day was a celebration.

“Afternoon, Missy,” called Seamus, waving his beer in salute. “Can I crack open a cold one for you and Cleo?” Names weren’t Seamus’s strength. If he called Harriet anything, it was Missy, and Claire was always Cleo. They’d long given up bothering to correct him.

“Afternoon, Seamus. Thanks for the offer, but we’re running late. Sure you won’t change your mind, Wally? Melissa would love to have you there.”

“I’m not getting off my chair and dragging myself out into the country to be chewed up by bugs and eat food I spent two days cooking.” Wally leaned forward and raised his voice in irritation. “Bad enough I hauled myself over to the pub so that fake doctor could take a look at my corn. The way he talked to me he’s lucky I didn’t dump a beer over his head. If I ever see him again —"

Harriet didn’t have time to hear what Wally would do if he encountered Oliver again. “Well, you’ll be missed.” She couldn’t actually think of a social event where Wally’s presence would be missed, but he grunted in acknowledgment of the sentiment.

She pulled open the kitchen door, locked it behind her, and popped into the tiny staff washroom so she could run a comb through her shoulder length strawberry-blonde hair and check her makeup. Even to her own critical eye, she looked good. Very good, even. The new dress she’d picked up the last time she was in Manchester was comfortable enough to work in, yet figure flattering, and her skin, which had been problematic of late, was near-perfect. It must be that special glow Gran kept talking about.

The man who’d given her that glow was going to meet her at the wedding. Nick said he would come early, in case she needed any help setting up. Harriet had assured him he didn’t have to do that, but she was pleased he’d offered. And judging from the panicked tone of Melissa’s texts, maybe they would need help. After Gran’s comments the previous evening, Harriet had checked with Carson and he’d assured her there was solar-powered electricity and propane appliances, and while the toilet was indeed a compost version, he insisted that it worked just fine. She and Claire had begged, borrowed, and rented the tables and chairs and linens they needed, and it had all been delivered early in the morning. Carson had sent pictures as everything arrived, but they hadn’t heard from him for hours.

Harriet rushed through the kitchen, shutting off lights as she went, and pushed through the swinging doors into the front room of the café, her pride and joy. The Bluebell was housed in one half of a century-old building, directly across the street from the Sevenoaks’ town green. When Harriet moved in she’d kept the wood beams that spanned the ceiling and spent a small fortune on new windows, so there was lots of light and a beautiful view of the park from every table. The space on the other side of the building was currently empty, though rumor had it a woman from out of town had leased it and planned to re-open it as a flower shop. Harriet sighed in satisfaction as she surveyed the room, then exited out the front door and hopped into the waiting van.

“Try Carson again,” said Claire as soon as Harriet was settled. “I don’t want to ask Melissa about it because she’s too nuts today, but he still isn’t responding to my texts. I’ve been asking him to confirm that he picked up the ice.”

“He must have,” replied Harriet in a firm voice. “Carson is very responsible.”

Harriet rifled off a text to Carson and then read the latest incoming message. Gran. She’d sent two pictures of Chester, one where he wore a black vest and in the other a sparkly, white tutu. We can’t decide, it said.

“Should Chester wear a vest or a tutu?” she asked Claire.

“Too hot for a vest. I’d go with the tutu.”

Tutu, Harriet texted to Gran.

That’s the way we were leaning, was the response.

“That’s decided,” said Harriet. “Let’s hope all of today’s issues are settled that easily.”

“I wouldn’t count on it. We should have gone out there and done a reconnaissance mission. I figured between the coolers we’re bringing and the fridge in the house we wouldn’t have a problem keeping the food chilled, but Melissa just told me all her mom has is a mini-fridge. Do you think we’ll have enough ice?”

“A mini-fridge?” Harriet chewed on her lip and considered the situation, then got back on her cell and commenced texting. “Nick offered to help. I’m asking him to pick up more ice in case we’re short.”

“Good plan.” Claire looked over at her own phone. “What’s up with Carson, though? My formerly high opinion of him is fading.”

“He must be so caught up in the preparations, he hasn’t noticed we’ve been trying to get in touch.”

Claire flashed her a smile. “Always the optimist.” She cranked up the air conditioning and turned up the tunes, and Harriet let her thoughts stray to the end of the night, and dancing with Nick, and getting into the car with Nick ... and ... She felt a sharp jab in her arm.

“What? Stop poking me!”

“I asked you a question twice and you’re lost in space. I’ll give you five more minutes to lose your mind over Nick and then we’re going to arrive, and you have to focus.”

“I do not need to be told to focus. I’m a professional,” protested Harriet. “What’d you ask me?”

“It’s not important. Five minutes.”

“If it’s not important, you didn’t need to jab me like that. You know how easily I bruise. Anyway, I’m done.” Harriet waggled her head. “The only thing I’m thinking is will the crab cakes be crispy and did we make enough guacamole?”

“They’ll only be semi-crispy, but that dip Wally made is so good no one will notice. And there is so much guacamole I don’t want to see another avocado for a long time, and you know how much I love avocado.”

Five minutes later, Claire turned down a narrow, country road that was scenically surrounded by farmer’s fields and lush pastures dotted with grazing animals. “What’s that sign say?” she asked, peering at a battered wooden sign at the end of a dirt driveway.

Harriet struggled to read it. “Acorny Acres. We’re here.”

Claire turned in and drove down the bumpy laneway. She pulled the van into a large gravel-covered area to the side of the house where someone had written Parking on a piece of Bristol board and nailed it to the sun-bleached, split-rail fence.

The house was small, more of a cottage really. A generous assessment would describe it as quaint. A less generous and more accurate word would be run-down. Behind the house was a pond, and an old barn, and stacks of folding tables and chairs that hadn’t yet been set up. The two women remained in the van for a moment, quietly assessing the situation.

“More rustic than I was anticipating,” said Claire.

“Rustic but charming,” said Harriet, hesitantly.

“Is that a goat on the porch swing?”

Harriet stared through the windshield. “Melissa did say there’d be a few animals around.” She was doing her best to remain upbeat. “Look, there she is.”

Melissa was hurrying toward them, Peanut hot on her heels. Melissa was dressed in faded blue sweatpants that had been cut off at the knee and a ratty T-shirt. Peanut was looking more festive in a straw hat tied with a wide, yellow bow.

“Please tell me that’s not what she’s wearing for her nuptials,” said Claire. “Peanut looks good, though.”

Harriet put her hand on the door handle. “Let’s do it. This is for Melissa. We’re going to be cheery and positive.”

“Am I ever anything but?”

They stepped out of the van and were hit with a smell so overpowering that Harriet had to put her arm out to brace herself against the van.

“Thank god, you’re here,” said Melissa, sounding frantic. “Everything is going wrong.”

“The smell!” said Harriet with a gasp.

Melissa looked to be on the verge of tears. “Carson has a terrible stomach bug. He’s lying down. He’s not even sure if he’ll be able to make it through the ceremony.”

“A stomach bug?” croaked Claire. “He must have exploded ... I can hardly breathe.”

Melissa looked at her, confused “No, no. The smell isn’t Carson. The farmer next door manured his fields this morning before we were even up. He didn’t know the wedding was today. What? Can you still smell it?”

Harriet and Claire gaped at her in astonishment. “There’s a faint odor in the air,” said Harriet, with more self-control than she’d realized she was capable of. “I’m sure we’ll get used to it.”

“That’s some high-grade manure he’s using.” Claire gestured toward the back of the house, where the tables were stacked up. “Why don’t you show us what’s been done so far? How bad is Carson?”

“He was asleep last time I checked,” said Melissa as they walked. “He’s been acting odd all day, but I thought it was just nerves. He didn’t want to say anything about his stomach situation because he thought I’d worry. You think? Of course, I’m worried.”

“Has he seen a doctor?” asked Harriet. “That might ease your concerns.”

“I’m not worried about Carson!” Melissa threw up her hands in frustration. “It’s a bug. He’ll be fine by tomorrow. I’m worried that I’ve got eighty guests showing up today and I’m not sure if there’s going to be a wedding.”

“Eighty?” said Harriet. “You mean sixty.”

Melissa stopped short and grabbed Harriet’s arm. “There’s been a few last-minute invites.” She glanced off into the distance, then cast Harriet a pleading look. “I didn’t think it would be a problem since we’re only serving finger food and you keep saying you’ve made so much.”

Harriet did her best to display an aura of calm. She was half of Aunt Aggie. Aggie wouldn’t panic just because her first catering job smelled like a toxic waste dump, and she was worried about keeping the food cold, and there were twenty extra guests they hadn’t accounted for. “No problem at all,” she said, continuing toward the backyard in what she hoped looked like a jaunty, no worries stride. “The more the merrier.”

The three friends surveyed the folded tables and chairs and stacks of supplies, and without much more than a couple of nods and gestures, they got to it. In no time the tables were up, the pink and white tablecloths were on, the chairs were in rows facing the pond, and thanks to what Claire said was olfactory fatigue – she’d majored in biology at college – the smell wasn’t quite as strong.

“Harriet! Claire!” In a whirl of welcoming hugs, Melissa’s mother, Annabelle, descended upon them. She was an attractive, heavyset woman with a friendly smile, dressed in a turquoise caftan. Her long, gray hair was tucked into a messy updo. “Welcome to Acorny Acres.”

“Thank you,” they replied, in unison.

“It’s beautiful,” said Harriet, quite truthfully. Now that she was over the initial shock at the ramshackle house, and the Bristol board sign, and the swinging goat, and had time for a good look around, she could see why Melissa wanted to get married here. The surrounding field was lush with wildflowers, the pond with the tiny island in the middle was gorgeous, and even the old barn with the holes in the roof provided a scenic backdrop for a wedding.

“Isn’t it?” replied Annabelle, beaming at Harriet. “Did Melissa tell you we’ve got a few extra guests? I was at church this morning and I ran into some people that she forgot to invite, and Craig Brady and his family from next door are coming. Craig felt terrible when he found out he manured on the day of the wedding. Serves us right for not inviting him sooner. Anyway, the smell’s just about gone.”

Harriet smiled and nodded. The smell was not gone, but as Aunt Aggie recently tweeted, After a while, you can get used to anything. “Not a problem,” she said, returning Annabelle’s infectious smile. “We made lots of food.”

“That’s what Melissa said.” Annabelle turned her attention to her daughter. “It’s getting late. You need to get cleaned up and into your dress.”

“I’m waiting until the last minute. My maid of honor quit, and Carson is sick. There might not be a wedding.”

Annabelle put her hands on her hips and glared at Melissa. “Don’t be such a Negative Nelly. Since when do we pay any attention to Pam’s foolishness? I’m going in right now to make her another cup of tea. And Carson is just being a man; gets a little stomachache and has to take to his bed.”

“He’s so weak he can barely stand up.”

“He’s fine.” Annabelle blew out her cheeks in exasperation. “We’ll prop him up for a few minutes if we have to.” She looked toward the parking area and used both arms to wave at a woman who was stepping out of a beat-up pickup truck. “I have to run. There’s Cassie. She’s bringing more flowers.”

“Prop him up?” said Melissa, watching her mother jog toward the car park. For a large woman, Annabelle had a lot of zip. “How would that work exactly? Like a scarecrow?”

“He can lean against the best man,” said Harriet. She took a long look around. “Where is Oliver, anyway?”

“He’s staying in town at The Three Gables. I’m keeping him updated on Carson’s condition. He doesn’t want to drive all the way out here if there’s not going to be a wedding.”

“There is going to be a wedding,” said Harriet firmly. “Call him. He should be here, pitching in. And then you go get ready. We can handle this.”

“No,” said Melissa, pulling out her phone. “I’ll call Oliver, but I’m not getting dressed yet. I need to keep busy. I wish your gran was here. Aunt Aggie could calm me down.”

While Melissa dealt with Oliver, Harriet sent Gran a quick text, then conferred with Claire who’d been going back and forth to the van to run the air conditioning because just as she’d feared, Carson hadn’t bought the ice.

“Nick is on it,” said Harriet. “He says he’ll bring lots.”

“I hope so. It’s even hotter than yesterday. If we get out of this without anyone getting food poisoning...”

“That’ll be our new goal. Forget about more catering work. Let’s just try to finish the day without poisoning anyone.” Harriet cast a wary look at the sky, where some ominous looking clouds were closing in. “Is that a rain cloud?”

Claire glanced up and scowled. “No,” she said fiercely.

At five-thirty, there was the sound of raucous laughter and exaggerated moans. Harriet looked up from the table where she was arranging red and pink zinnias in mason jars. Ron and his two friends were headed toward them, their arms laden with bags of ice.

“We want hazard pay,” said Ron. “This place smells worse than the porta-potty at the ball field.”

Harriet gave him an absentminded nod because close behind the boys was Nick, broad-shouldered and fit and just the right amount of handsome. He was wearing a gray sports jacket and a white shirt and Harriet’s heart fluttered at the sight of him. Nick dumped his bags of ice, said a friendly hello to Melissa and Claire and pulled Harriet close for a quick kiss. Too quick.

“Keep it coming, guys,” he said, giving Ron a friendly pat on the back. “There’s some in the front seat as well.”

Nick took off his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves and got to work filling the coolers and trays with ice. Harriet forced herself not to look at his arms because she didn’t need the distraction. She was on the job. There was no time to ogle Nick’s strong, tanned arms as he hustled about, doing what needed to be done with the enthusiasm and good humor that was his most attractive quality. That and his eyes. And, okay, his hands...

Now that they had ice, Claire supervised the boys as they unpacked the van. The last thing to come out was the cake. Looking as nervous as Harriet had ever seen him, possibly because Claire was barking instructions and threats, Ron carried the cake across the grass and placed it safely on the table that had been set up under the shade of an umbrella.

Harriet felt a familiar jab in her arm. “Stop it!” she hissed. “I wasn’t even thinking about Nick. I’m admiring your cake.”

“It is stunning,” said Claire smiling. “Your gran’s here.”

Harriet spun around and waved to Gran, who was walking briskly toward them, Hamish and Chester by her side. Gran was decked out in a flowered print dress and higher heels than most eighty-year-old women would risk wearing. She looked lovely. Chester didn’t look so bad himself, in his white tutu and pink eyepatch and Hamish, who was always a snazzy dresser, had gone all out today. Even in the heat, he looked dapper in a three-piece off-white suit and a polka-dot bow tie. Harriet watched him as he walked toward her. Was he trying too hard, smiling too much? No, he wasn’t. He looked like his regular, affable self. Why did she let Claire do this to her? She gave Hamish an especially warm greeting to make up for her evil thoughts.

After they said their hellos, Gran and Hamish strolled around, arm in arm, admiring the food, and the flower arrangements, and the wedding cake. Chester lingered for a moment to see if any snacks would be coming his way, then wandered off to join Peanut in the shade of a crabapple tree.

“Ugh,” said Claire, looking toward the car park. “Oliver has arrived.”

“He’s not so bad,” said Harriet. “Just kind of full of himself.”

“He said I looked like Sandra Bullock’s frumpy sister.”

“He didn’t say frumpy.”

“He implied it. Not that I give a hoot what he thinks.” And that would be the truth. After being bullied throughout her teen years, Claire had developed a tortoise-like shell when it came to insults.

“I thought you people were professionals,” called Oliver as he approached. “Your food stinks.”

“The farmer next —”

Oliver waved Harriet off. “Just kidding. Where’s your sense of humor?”

Harriet smiled politely; she wasn’t going to let Oliver get to her. She introduced him to Nick, and Ron and the boys, and true to form, Oliver looked thoroughly bored.

“And I’d like you to meet my grandmother, Joyce Pickles and her ... friend, Hamish McNair.”

Oliver stuck out his hand to Gran. A slight twitch passed over Gran’s face as they shook — Gran put a lot of value on the firmness of a man’s handshake — but she quickly rallied and smiled pleasantly. “A pleasure.”

Hamish, who had impeccable manners, had an equally perturbed look on his face as Oliver yawned and gave him a desultory shake.

“Hamish. I know that name,” said Oliver, pointing his finger for emphasis. “Where do ...?” He smiled and nodded his head as the answer came to him. “A dog down the street from me. Golden Retriever.” He stared at Hamish expectantly, like perhaps the two Hamishes were acquainted.

Gran was not impressed, and she wasn’t one for holding back. “Don’t let us keep you,” she said, giving Oliver a stern look and a dismissive wave. “I’m sure you have lots to do. Is Carson inside, Melissa?”

“He is. He’s lying down.”

Gran tapped her chin and glared at Oliver. He hesitated, then without a word headed toward the house. Gran watched him walk away, then turned to Melissa. “Harriet told me about Carson’s situation.” She perused the yard and her gaze fixed on two Adirondack chairs, one of which was currently occupied by a sleeping chicken. “How about this? We’ll move those nice chairs there over to the edge of the pond, and you and Carson can sit down to say your vows. And we’ll tell the minister to keep it short, only the essentials. In this heat your guests will thank you for cutting out all the filler.”

Melissa nodded in agreement, happy to have Aunt Aggie making the decisions.

“Now, where’s that sister of yours? In the house?” Gran didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m going in to have a chat with her. You come with me.” She linked arms with Melissa and patted her on the hand. “I can’t wait to see your dress. You are going to be a beautiful bride.” Gran’s voice drifted off as they hightailed it toward the house. “Like I always tell my fans, ...”

.
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Chapter 4
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

I’m getting married next month. The traditional ceremony is so boring, and since my fiancé and I are both creative I’d like us to write something fun, so the guests are entertained. My fiancé doesn’t agree. How can I convince him?

Frustrated in Charleston




Dear Frustrated,

Far be it for me to stifle your creativity, but no one is attending your wedding in hopes of being entertained by the ceremony. Who says your guests will be bored? While the minister drones on, they’ll have an opportunity to relax and think their own thoughts, such as, “What does she see in him?” and “Who told her that a sleeveless dress was a good idea?”



––––––––
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AT SIX-THIRTY THE GUESTS began to arrive. The Crew, a three-piece band comprised of Carson’s workmates, had set up and were playing upbeat songs from the sixties, Melissa’s favorite era for music. They’d brought their own tent because according to the bass player, even though the weather report said the rain wasn’t coming until tomorrow, his knee said it would be here tonight. As Harriet cast another worried look at the sky, Gran gave her a comforting pat and spoke in a low, confident voice. “I’m not going to argue with the man, but don’t you worry about rain. My hip says we’ve got a good ten hours before it starts.”

Ron and the boys put on their pig vests and circulated amongst the crowd with platters of pre-ceremony canapes. Denise, The Bluebell’s ace waitress arrived, and even though she was there as a guest, not to work, she was her usual efficient whirlwind, refilling trays and showing the boys how she wanted things done. Carson’s cousin, Leonard, who owned a funeral home in Sevenoaks, turned out to be a cheerful and capable bartender and to top it all off, nobody mentioned the smell of manure. Most of the guests were from rural Vermont, and they weren’t going to let a little manure interfere with their good time.

Pam even made an appearance. She was wearing a shapeless, print dress in shades of beige and carrying a large shoulder bag made out of the same fabric as the server’s vests. You couldn’t say she was a joyful presence, but whatever Gran had said to her must have worked because with a look of grim determination she wandered around doing a passable imitation of a woman who was pleased to be attending her sister’s wedding.

As Harriet surveyed the crowd, Nick edged close and put his arm around her waist. “Your gran is the belle of the ball,” he said with a smile in his voice.

He had that right. Because of Aunt Aggie, Gran was a local celebrity, and she reveled in the attention. Everyone seemed to know her, or know of her, and even amongst the younger guests, there were numerous requests for pictures and selfies.

“I’m going in the house to see if Carson needs anything.” Nick nodded in the direction of Oliver, who was in the midst of an animated conversation with Pam. “The best man seems to have abdicated his duties.”

Harriet snuggled in close for a moment longer. “He says he has a moral imperative to keep his distance from Carson because most of his patients are elderly, and he doesn’t want to pass on any nasty germs.”

“He’s a doctor?”

“Periodontist.” She fought her urge to sound snarky. “He’s Vermont’s foremost specialist in dental replacements.”

“Someone has to be, I guess.” Nick gave Harriet a kiss on the side of her head. “Did you get that?” he asked Ron, who had put down his tray and had his phone pointed at them.

“Got it.”

“What’s up?” said Harriet. “You’ve been doing more filming than serving.”

“Melissa didn’t hire a videographer. I’m going to put all this footage together for her and she’s going to toss me some extra cash.” Ron looked down at his phone and smiled happily. “I’m getting some great stuff. This wedding is hilarious.”

“Hilarious?” said Harriet in an anxious voice, as Ron wandered off, phone in hand. “What’s he talking about?”

“I have no idea, but don’t worry about it. You have done an amazing job.” Nick gave her another peck before heading toward the house, and his vacated spot was immediately taken by Claire.

“What was that word your gran used to describe Melissa’s family?” she asked.

“Wackadoodle.”

“Good description. Annabelle just put up a sign outside the bathroom door saying it’s for women and emergencies only.”

Harriet gave Claire a puzzled look. “Where are the men supposed to go?”

Claire waved her arms in a swooping motion. “The great outdoors.”

“One bathroom for eighty people. We should have rented a —”

Claire cut her off. “We are caterers, not wedding planners. Melissa wants me to find Pam. They’re going to start in ten minutes.”

“I just saw her. She was talking to Oliver.” Harriet stopped to call hello to Tricia, who was strolling by holding a pink cocktail. Tricia never passed up an opportunity to sing the praises of yoga; she was having a one-sided conversation about tight hamstrings with Carson’s grandmother. Tricia’s husband, Jason, stopped in his tracks when he saw Harriet and Claire and marched over to them. Jason was the grumpy yin to Tricia’s happy yoga yang.

“What’s the deal?” he asked Harriet, with no preamble. “I’m hearing there isn’t going to be a meal.”

“That’s right, but we made so many canapes, I’m sure you’ll have no trouble getting enough to eat.”

Jason wasn’t buying it. “If I’d known there wasn’t going to be any real food ...” He snorted in disgust and glared down his nose at the two women.

“You’d what?” asked Claire.

“I wouldn’t have let Tricia buy a gift. They said no presents on the invitation, and we still got them a four-slice toaster.”

“That’s a shame.” Claire shook her head in mock sympathy. “It’s really more of a two-slice wedding.”

“Two slice?” was the sullen retort. “This is a no-slice wedding.” Jason must have liked the sound of that because he repeated it before he stormed off. “A no-slice wedding.”

“Whenever it crosses my mind,” said Claire, “that I’m thirty-five, and single and possibly have too many cats, I think of Tricia and I feel so much better about my life.”

Harriet chuckled in agreement and surveyed the crowd again. “There’s Pam. She’s headed this way.” She elbowed Claire. “Look at Hamish. I don’t know what you’re on about — tries too hard to be charming! Look at the way he’s watching Gran. Don’t you feel bad for maligning him?” Hamish was standing off by himself, gazing at Gran in what could only be described as rapt adoration as she chatted with a strikingly attractive woman of a similar vintage as herself.

Claire eyed Hamish suspiciously. “Does he ever speak like a regular person? He told me the guacamole was super tastearooni.”

“He’s a little corny, but he means well. Be nice.” Harriet stepped aside to avoid Pam, who was looking down and grumbling as she dug for something in her pig purse. “Who’s that woman my grandmother is talking to?” Harriet asked. “Do you know her?”

Pam found the Chapstick she’d been digging for and looked up. “Great Aunt Emily.”

“She’s beautiful. She looks like she could have been a movie star.”

“And doesn’t she know it? She was a Miss America contestant back in the fifties.” Pam swiped her lips and tossed the Chapstick back in her purse. “She didn’t win. I’m surprised Melissa’s never mentioned her. Her third husband flipped his rider mower last month. It made the news. Decapitated him, pretty much.”

“Did he die?” asked Ron, who was standing a few feet away, his phone aimed at them.

“He had no head,” said Pam. “What do you think? And would you get that stupid phone out of my face? Anyhow, she showed up alone tonight. I’ll give it another week before she finds a new sucker.” Pam sighed deeply and looked toward the house. “I’m going in now so we can get this thing over with.”

Claire watched as Pam slouched away. “You may be right that I’m occasionally a little quick to judge, but compared to her, I’m a ray of sunshine.”

A few minutes later, Nick came out of the house and walked over to have a few words with the band. “The ceremony’s about to start,” he called to Harriet. “I’m going to get the boys to help me corral people into their seats.”

By seven forty-five the guests were assembled on the folding chairs looking out onto the pond, and an unsteady Carson wobbled down the aisle and into an Adirondack chair. Oliver followed behind him at a safe distance and settled in a good ten feet upwind. The band struck up Here Comes the Bride and Melissa appeared, happy and gorgeous in her long, blush-pink dress. Behind her was Pam, looking bored, and bringing up the rear was Peanut, who was wearing a collar made of wildflowers topped by a small white box. The band stopped playing and Harrison, the drummer, hurried over and stood in front of the two chairs.

“Welcome everyone, to the joyous occasion of the wedding of Melissa and Carson. I’ve had a special request to keep the ceremony short.” There was a smattering of clapping from the guests. Harrison peered inquiringly at Melissa. “You sure? I’ve got some good stuff here.”

“I’m sure. Just the basics.” Melissa reached over and put her hand on Carson’s.

Harrison nodded his head and paused, as if he was searching his memory for exactly the right words. “We are gathered here today to unite Carson Gallagher and Melissa Meaney in the bonds of matrimony. Melissa, do you take Carson to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I do.”

“Excellent. Carson —”

“Just a minute.” Carson removed his hand from Melissa’s and shakily struggled to his feet. He patted his suit, looked confused, then unbuttoned his jacket and pulled a folded sheet of paper out of the inside breast pocket. “I’ve written something.”

“No,” said Melissa, jumping up out of her chair. “Let’s just stick with the —"

“Melissa, you’re the peanut to my butter.” Carson’s body was weak, but his voice was strong. Melissa stared into his eyes, stoic. She looked to be taking calming breaths.

“You’re the ice to my cream and you’re the cup to my cake.” Carson stared down at the piece of paper he was holding and squinted, struggling to read. “Umm ... you’re the corn to my flakes.”

Melissa blinked and pinched the bridge of her nose.

“You’re the jelly to my beans and you’re the sour to my cream.” Carson paused as he searched the paper for his spot. “Also, you’re the shish to my kebab.”

Harriet elbowed Claire who was having a hard time containing her giggles. Melissa was staring into Carson’s eyes, waiting for it all to be over. And it finally was. He looked around for Peanut, removed a ring from the box, and slipped it on Melissa’s finger. “You’re the pumper to my nickel and above all, you’re the best to my friend.”

“Which explains Oliver’s presence,” whispered Claire.

Harrison hesitated a moment, not sure if Carson was done. “Okay, then. Very nice. Melissa, do you have anything to say?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Then by the authority vested in me by the state of Vermont, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Carson, you may kiss your bride.”

Melissa held up her hand. “There won’t be any kissing. Maybe tomorrow.” Everyone laughed and clapped, and Carson gave Melissa a warm pat on the shoulder before collapsing back into his chair.

Once the crowd of well-wishers had cleared, Harriet went over to Melissa and gave her a big hug. “That was lovely. You’re married!”

“I know. Can you believe it?” She looked down at her hand. “I’m married to a man who stood up in front of eighty people and said I was the pumper to his nickel,” but she smiled as she said it.

The band was fantastic, playing old favorites and requests. Everyone was dancing, or chatting happily, and the boys were doing an excellent job of serving. The food got rave reviews, and Harriet got the contact information from four people who wanted The Bluebell to cater their next event. As the sun went down, the solar lights that were floating in the pond and strung through the trees came on, and everything looked beautiful. Magazine-worthy, even.

Gran seemed to be having a wonderful time. She danced with Nick, and with Hamish, and then with a girlish giggle, Aunt Emily tapped on Gran’s shoulder, and they switched partners. Gran danced with the handsome man who’d spent much of the night flirting with Emily, while Hamish danced with Emily. And even though Carson still felt weak, Nick carried over an Adirondack chair and set it nearby, so Carson could watch the action and sip on a glass of water. Melissa didn’t let her new husband’s infirmity hold her back. She danced with everyone, even Ron.

“This is going quite well,” said Melissa, taking a break to stop by for a chat.

“It’s perfect,” said Harriet. “Your guests are having a blast.”

Melissa looked out at the dancers. “They seem to be.” She elbowed Ron, who was standing beside them, recording. “I saw Pam smile a few minutes ago. I hope you managed to catch it.”

Ron was staring at his phone, laughing. “What’s so funny?” asked Harriet.

“It cracks me up, watching old people dance.”

Harriet looked at his phone to see who he was filming. “That’s Milo Kosiak. He’s only two years older than me.”

“Yeah,” said Ron, still cackling.

Carson managed to stand up long enough for the ceremonial cutting of the cake, and Claire basked in the accolades as the guests admired her handiwork and hummed and hawed over which of the three layers was the most delicious. “This is going so smoothly,” she said to Harriet. “I’m kind of amazed.”

At eleven o’clock The Crew played their last song and with the help of Ron and the boys, they started packing up. The band members all had to be at work early the next morning, renovating Oliver’s new apartment building.

“Gather round,” called Oliver, grabbing the mic. “My guys are bailing on us, but don’t anyone leave. There’s a surprise coming. First though, it’s time for the toast to the bride.”

Melissa put one hand on her hip and waved the other in frustration. “I specifically told him, no speeches. Those vows took enough out of me.”

“Unless you wrestle him to the ground,” said Claire, “I think you’re getting a speech.”

Oliver had taken off his suit jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. He’d been an active participant in the dancing and even in the dim light, Harriet could see he was a little flushed and a lot damp. “I’m not much of a public speaker. I’ll keep this short.”

Yes, please, thought Harriet, worried about what he might say. Keep it short.

“First of all, I’d like to congratulate Carson and Melissa. I’ve known Carson for a long time, ever since we were kids. He’s a good man. He deserved to find the shish to his kebab.”

Harriet relaxed. This was fine. Oliver was doing fine.

Oliver took a swig of his drink. “Hasn’t this been a great wedding? Who doesn’t love guacamole? Am I right? Anyway, let’s hear it for Annabelle.” He waited a moment, while the guests clapped for Annabelle, then he put his hand on his forehead and scanned the crowd. “And Pam, I can’t see you but wherever you are, sorry about last night. Not that I didn’t appreciate the generous offer, but my girlfriend wouldn’t have approved.” He waved his drink in mock salute.

Nick rushed over to Oliver and grabbed the microphone. “That’s all the time we have for speeches. Like Oliver said, Carson has a surprise for his bride. How about everybody moves closer to the pond?”

Melissa didn’t look like she had it in her for any more surprises. “What now?” she said with a moan. A moment later, the sky lit up with an explosion of sparkling lights and she broke into a wide smile. “Fireworks. I love fireworks.”

Harriet looked around for Chester, who didn’t love fireworks and found him in the tent, snuggled in next to Peanut. The band was grabbing up the last of their instruments. None of them were interested in staying for the fireworks, and they were leaving the dismantling of the tent for the next day. Harriet scratched Chester under the chin and gave Peanut a pat. “I’ll be back soon,” she said, and with Nick’s arm around her shoulder they strolled down to the pond to join the rest of the guests.

Ten minutes later, just as the last, dazzling firework exploded in a shimmering, scarlet waterfall, there was a loud rumble and a crack of lightning. And another. And the skies opened up, and a torrential rain came pouring down.

Harriet immediately searched the crowd for Gran. It was difficult to see anything; the rain was so intense. “I’ll bring Chester home,” she called once she spotted her. Gran waved in acknowledgement as she and Hamish hurried toward the parking area. Hamish had taken off his suit jacket, and he and Gran were using it to shield themselves from the deluge.

Nick pulled his own jacket over their heads, and grabbing Harriet’s hand, they ran toward the tent to join Chester and Peanut. Harriet was drenched, and worried about what had been left out in the downpour, but it wasn’t the worst thing being stuck in the dark with Nick. After a bit the rain slowed to a drizzle, and Nick stuck his head out from under the tent and looked toward the parking area. “There’s only a few cars left. Looks like most of the guests have cleared out. We can load up the van.” He smiled and pushed a lock of Harriet’s wet hair away from her cheek. “And then we can get out of here.”

“We already packed up most of the leftover food. Claire and I are going to come out tomorrow after work and finish up.” Harriet took a few steps out of the tent, scrutinizing the immediate area to see if they’d forgotten anything important. Squinting to see through the misty darkness, an alarming sight caught her eye. Someone was splayed out on the ground, only fifteen feet or so away. She grabbed Nick’s arm and rushed over to the supine body. “It’s Oliver,” she said, dropping to her knee.

Nick bent down beside her. He gave Oliver a shake, then touched his chest and picked up his hand, feeling for a pulse.

Harriet pulled out her phone. “I’ll call an ambulance.”

Nick let go of Oliver and reached out to Harriet, putting a reassuring arm around her shoulder. “Tell them they don’t need to hurry. He’s dead.”
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Chapter 5
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A Hot Toddy is the perfect cure-all. Pour honey, boiling water, and rum or brandy into a mug. Spice it up with cloves and cinnamon and drop in a slice of lemon. Let the mixture stand for 5 minutes so the flavors can mingle, then sprinkle with a pinch of nutmeg before serving. @askeauntaggie
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“ARE YOU SURE?” That was stupid. Of course, he was sure. “How? A heart attack? He’s only forty.”

“He may have had medical issues.” Nick used his phone as a flashlight to get a better look at Oliver’s face. “He was awfully red when he was doing his toast, but it’s a warm night.” Nick held out his hand and assisted Harriet to her feet. “Let’s go inside,” he said, “and tell everyone what’s happened, and we’ll call this in from there.”

Oliver dead. Harriet shivered and clutched Nick’s arm. This was horrible. Horrible for Oliver, of course, but also for Melissa and Carson. What a terrible ending to their wedding.

Peanut and Chester got up and wandered over to see what the excitement was about. Chester plunked down on Harriet’s feet, but Peanut began sniffing Oliver’s torso. “No, Peanut,” said Harriet, nudging him away.

Nick put his hand on Harriet’s back, gently guiding her toward Annabelle’s house, but she stepped away and bent back down in the wet grass beside Oliver. “He was a doctor, sort of,” she said, looking up at Nick. “If he had heart trouble, wouldn’t he have known to be careful about drinking and dancing so much? Stop it, Peanut.” Using her phone for light, she ran it over Oliver’s body, to see what it was Peanut found so interesting.

“Nick, come here!”

Nick crouched down beside her, and Harriet directed the light at Oliver’s chest. “What is that? That hole?” She pointed to a tear in Oliver’s shirt, directly over his heart.

Nick ran his finger over the fabric and then abruptly pulled it back. He took Harriet’s hand and directed the light over Oliver’s body and at the surrounding grass. “It’s a bullet hole. He’s been shot. The rain has washed away most of the blood.” Nick stood up and dug his own phone out of his pocket. “I’m calling 911.” He shook his head, disbelieving.

He was shot. Oliver was shot! The rain had started up again, not as heavy as before, but enough so Harriet wanted to get inside. “I know we shouldn’t touch him,” she said, once Nick had finished speaking with the emergency operator, “but it doesn’t feel right, leaving him lying here in the rain.”

“Let’s move this table so he’s covered. That way we won’t disturb any evidence and we may even be able to protect some of it.” After they’d placed the table over Oliver’s body, Nick stepped into the shelter of the tent and got back on the phone. “I’m calling Adam, to give him a heads up. They’ll be contacting him anyway.”

Adam Heller was a detective with the Vermont State Police. He and Nick had played in the same hockey league when they were teenagers, and now that they were both living in Sevenoaks, they’d struck up a friendship. Adam was also Claire’s on-and-off boyfriend. They were currently off, and Claire insisted that this time it was permanent, but Harriet had her doubts about that.

While Nick talked to Adam, Harriet texted Claire. Where are you?

The response was immediate. In the house. I have to tell you something. Where are you?

We’re coming in. I have to tell YOU something.

Harriet held onto Nick’s arm, and they walked through the drizzle to Annabelle’s back door. She felt so shaky. Murder? At Melissa’s wedding? How? Why?

“What are you thinking?” asked Nick.

“I’m thinking Oliver was abrasive and unpleasant, but who at the wedding would hate him enough to kill him?”

“I don’t imagine Pam was too happy about that toast.” Nick slowed his step and looked over his shoulder at the spot where Oliver’s body lay. “I’m not accusing her of anything. Just an observation.”

“No, of course not. And it wasn’t so bad what he said. I’ll bet a lot of people didn’t even get the implication.” When they reached the back porch, Harriet turned and looked toward the pond. “It had to have happened during the fireworks.”

Nick nodded his head in agreement. “No one would have heard anything.”

Harriet’s eyes narrowed as she pondered the possibilities. “But the fireworks were a surprise, to most of us anyway. Did the killer know they were coming and was planning it all night, or did he — or she — take advantage of an opportunity?”

Nick put his arms around her and pulled her close, his head resting on her head. “How about we leave that question to the police?” Just three months ago Harriet had helped investigate a murder and she came close to being killed herself. Nick had implored her to never let herself get caught up in a situation like that again, but Harriet hadn’t made any promises. As Gran liked to say, “You never know what’s around the corner unless you peek.”

While Chester and Peanut settled in on the porch, Nick opened the back door, so Harriet could precede him inside. The door opened into Annabelle’s compact, cozy living room. Nick had been right when he said the guests had cleared out. It was just family left. Family and Claire, who was relaxing on the couch with Annabelle. Melissa and Carson were sitting across from them, on a love seat. Carson had his eyes closed and Melissa, still in her wedding dress, had her head on his shoulder. Pam was slumped in a bean bag chair, her legs splayed out in front of her as she leafed through a magazine.

“There you are,” said Claire. “It’s getting late. How about we make sure we’ve cleaned up all the food and leave everything else for tomorrow?” She looked closer at Harriet. “Are you okay?”

Harriet shook her head. “Not really.”

“Get her a towel, Pam,” said Annabelle. “The poor girl’s soaked. One for Nick, too.”

Pam groaned, but she put down the magazine and got to her feet.

Nick leaned in close to Harriet. “Do you want to...?”

“No, you do it.”

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” Nick said, in a solemn voice, “but there’s no way to sugarcoat it. Harriet and I just found Oliver’s body.”

“His body?” Melissa scrunched up her face in confusion. “He’s dead?”

“Dead?” Carson’s eyes popped open.

“I’m afraid so. I’m sorry. We’ve called 911 and they’re sending an ambulance, but the police will be here soon as well.” Nick caught Claire’s eye. “I called Adam.”

“Adam?” said Claire, and a flicker of understanding passed over her face. “Why?... He was ... No!”

“What?” asked Annabelle. “He was what?”

“Murdered,” replied Harriet. “Oliver was shot.”

Carson, who hadn’t been looking well to start with, was now looking a whole lot worse, but he got to his feet and headed toward the door. “Oliver was shot?”

Nick put out his hand and gently stopped him. “We should probably stay away. The police will be here soon. They won’t want us interfering with the crime scene.”

Pam returned to the living room, carrying two towels. Harriet couldn’t tell if she’d overheard the news about Oliver. She looked bored and annoyed, the same as she usually did. Annabelle, however, was dumbfounded. “Oliver was murdered?” Her face was a mask of confusion, as she tried to process the news. “Are you sure?”

“There’s a bullet hole in his chest,” said Nick.

At that comment, a flicker of something passed over Pam’s face. Apprehension? Harriet couldn’t tell. Pam handed her a towel. “Here. You’re dripping on the floor.”

Anabelle put her hands on her cheeks and shook her head in amazement, then got to her feet. “Even though it’s so hot out, I’m going to make everyone a toddy. That’ll be just the thing to soothe our nerves. Harriet and Nick, you come sit down.”

Nick remained standing, speaking quietly with Carson, but Harriet used the towel to dry off as well as she could, and sat down on the couch.

“Someone at the wedding was a killer,” murmured Claire.

“I know ... I can’t wrap my head around it. But who? Everyone was so friendly.”

“Oliver might disagree with that assessment.”

Apart from the occasional, “I can’t believe it,” and “who would kill him?” the room was mostly silent until Annabelle arrived with a tray of Hot Toddies. Nick and Carson took theirs and went out to the front porch to wait for the police.

“I feel bad, leaving Oliver lying out there in the dark,” said Melissa.

“It’s horrible, I know, but Nick and I tried to protect him from the rain.” Harriet took another sip of the toddy. As advertised, it was soothing her nerves.

A few minutes later, Carson stuck his head in the door. “The police are here. Nick’s talking to Adam.”

Claire was immediately on her feet. “Let’s get out there. They probably have lots of questions for us.” Normally Harriet would tease her that she seemed awfully eager to see the man she’d described as, “more irritating than a canker sore,” but tonight she didn’t have it in her. She finished off her drink and followed Claire to the door.

Pam had disappeared again, but the three friends and Annabelle stepped out onto the back porch. The rain had stopped, and the air was a little cooler. Without saying anything, they walked across the soggy lawn toward the tent. The police were moving quickly. They’d already set up a perimeter with crime scene tape, and there was a spotlight over Oliver’s body.

Adam was standing with his back to them, huddled in conversation with Carson and Nick. He turned and greeted the women with a curt nod and held up a hand indicating they shouldn’t get any closer. As always when she saw Adam, Harriet was struck by how handsome he was. Handsome and, in her view, rather humorless, though Nick insisted Adam had a fun side when he wasn’t on the job.

“Looks like a single gunshot wound, right to the heart,” called one of the two officers who was bent over Oliver’s body.

“A skilled shooter, or someone got lucky,” said the other.

Adam took a moment to process the information, then turned and gestured to Melissa as he walked toward their group. “Carson says there were eighty guests here tonight, give or take a few, plus a band and the caterers. I’m assuming you have contact information for everyone.”

“Sure.” She hesitated for a moment and looked to Annabelle. “Near the end of the night, I saw a couple of guests I didn’t recognize. People from church, maybe?”

“Don’t be silly,” said Annabelle. “I didn’t invite anybody you don’t know.”

Adam’s forehead puckered, and he sounded irritated. “There were strangers at your wedding?”

“I don’t know if they were strangers.”

“People you didn’t recognize?”

“Yes.” Melissa looked nervous.

“That would be a stranger. How many?”

“Just two. A bald man with a beard and a woman. I don’t know if they were together.” Melissa ran her fingers through her damp hair. “It was late, and I was dancing. I thought Carson or my mom must have invited them. Carson, did you see them?”

“No, but I was in my chair most of the night. I didn’t see anyone unless they danced right in front of me.”

“What about that little fellow?” asked Annabelle, holding out her hand to indicate the man’s height. “Was he someone you invited?”

Melissa’s brows knitted into a frown as she eyed her mother’s hand. “How little was he? Three feet tall?”

“No, no. Taller than that. But short.”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

“What about photographs?” asked Adam. “Video? Did you have a photographer?”

“Nothing official, but there were plenty of people taking pictures.”

“And Ron,” said Claire.

Adam acknowledged Claire’s presence by wincing slightly. “Ron from The Bluebell?”

“That’s right,” said Melissa. “He’s going to put together a video for us.”

Adam nodded his head. “Good. Harriet, you can give me his number.” He turned to Nick. “And you last saw the victim alive right before the fireworks display?”

“That’s right. He gave a short toast, and then the fireworks began and people moved down to the pond. It had to have happened then.”

“How long did the fireworks last?”

“Ten minutes? Maybe a little less. Just as they finished it started pouring, and everyone ran for their cars. Harriet and I took cover in the tent. We didn’t notice Oliver’s body until after the rain stopped.”

“Eighty people. The pond’s less than two hundred feet from the murder site. Someone must have seen something.” Adam sounded like he was talking to himself.

“Chester and Peanut were right there in the tent during the fireworks,” said Harriet. “They would have seen the whole thing.”

“Chester? How can I get hold —?” Adam looked around, then stopped abruptly and gave Harriet a dirty look. “Isn’t that your dog?” He peered at Melissa. “And the pig?”

Harriet nodded her head. “I wasn’t implying they had any information they could share ...” Her voice drifted off as it hit her how stupid she sounded.

“Maybe not Chester, but Peanut might be helpful,” said Melissa. “He’s very observant. There’s a good chance he could identify the killer as long as you make the picture large enough. He’s farsighted.”

“You want me to show pictures of potential suspects to your pig?”

“I realize it’s unorthodox, but he is incredibly bright.”

Adam sniffed and rubbed his hand over his jaw. “We won’t be requiring his help.” He glanced over his shoulder at the progress of the officers. “We’re going to get statements from all of you, and then you can go home. Melissa, we’ll want the names of all the guests and anyone who was working here today.” He turned and took a few steps toward the crime scene, then stopped and called over his shoulder. “Congratulations on your marriage.”

The drizzle started again, and the group, minus Nick who hung back to watch the proceedings, moved toward the covered back porch. “Your text. What was it you wanted to tell me?” said Harriet., who was walking beside Claire.

“It’s about Pam.” Claire was speaking softly.

“What about her?”

“She’s staying in Sevenoaks. She’s going to live with Melissa for a while.”

Harriet gave a low groan. “Poor Melissa.”

“Pam’s not sooo bad. She has her good points.”

Harriet gave Claire a wary look. Something was up. “Sure, she does. If I ever need a ridiculous-looking vest, she’ll be the first person I contact.”

“She’s an experienced waitress. That’s what she was doing in Aspen.”

“Is that right?”

“We keep saying we need another waitress.”

“Hmmm...” Harriet was getting a very bad feeling.

“So, when she asked me if we needed any help at the café —"

“You said no!”

“I was non-committal.” Claire was looking anywhere but at Harriet. “I may have implied a yes. In fact, she may think she’s starting tomorrow.” Claire gave Harriet one of her trademark arm jabs. “You’re the one who told me to be nice. I was being nice.”

“That is not what I meant, and you know it. We’re looking for someone pleasant, cheerful, someone our guests will like.”

“I know, but Melissa was right there, and Pam caught me at a weak moment. I saw your gran dancing with Hamish and she looked so happy. Weddings always give me the warm fuzzies. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

Harriet told herself to remain calm. In the spring, Wally had been the prime suspect in a murder, and The Bluebell’s business had taken a nosedive. It had been a struggle to get things back on track, so a churlish waitress was the last thing they needed. She wasn’t going to worry about it, though. Not tonight. She would channel her inner Aunt Aggie. “Let’s figure it out tomorrow.”

Claire nodded. “She said working at a tourist-trap café wasn’t her first choice, so she may not even show up.”

“Tourist-trap —” Harriet took a deep breath.

“Just remember,” said Claire in a low voice, as they stepped up under the cover of the porch. “What she lacks in charm, she makes up for in being Melissa’s sister.”

Adam and Nick and a police officer, a middle-aged man holding a small notebook, were walking at a determined pace toward the house. “This is Sergeant Walsh,” said Adam, once they reached the porch. “He’s going to have a brief conversation with each of you.” Adam looked up at the assembled group, studying their faces. “Did anything happen before the shooting? An altercation? Anything you can think of that might have precipitated this?”

Nobody said anything. Harriet hesitated. Oliver’s toast wasn’t so bad... Certainly not the kind of thing that would drive someone to murder. “Nothing, really,” she said, to break the silence. “It was a fun wedding.”

Adam studied their faces for another moment, then gestured to the house. “Is anyone else in there?”

“Just Pam,” said Melissa. “My sister.”

“She’s not coming outside? A murder at her sister’s wedding doesn’t interest her?”

“That’s Pam for you,” said Annabelle. “She always did lack curiosity.”

Adam turned around and watched the officers as they slowly walked around the property, flashlights bobbing as they searched for something on the ground.

“They’re looking for the murder weapon,” said Nick, murmuring into Harriet’s ear. “A small-caliber handgun, they figure.”

Melissa and Claire were perched against the porch railing, watching the progress of the flashlights. Harriet slipped away from Nick and joined them. “I’m so sorry, Mel. This is awful, but it was a beautiful wedding.”

“True.” She managed a slight smile. “Apart from the best man being murdered, it was everything I’d hoped for.”

“I’ve been wondering about Oliver’s toast,” said Harriet. “He mentioned a girlfriend. Why didn’t he bring her to the wedding?”

Melissa shrugged and gripped the railing. “I don’t know anything about a girlfriend. He’s divorced, or almost divorced, I’m not sure which. I’ve never even met his wife. But if he was dating someone, he never mentioned her to me.” She glanced over at Carson, who was sitting on the steps, his head in his hand and his eyes shut. “Carson may know something about her, but personally, I think the girlfriend crack was just a way for Oliver to humiliate Pam.” She let go of the railing and wrapped her arms tight around her. “No disrespect to the dead, but he was a jerk.”

An officer waved his flashlight in Adam’s direction and started walking rapidly toward the house. He was carrying something in a clear plastic bag, holding it away from his body so he could keep his eye on it as he walked. “We’ve got the gun,” he said, passing the bag to Adam. “It was beside the tent, near the back. There’s a name engraved on it. Makes our job a little easier.”

Melissa clutched Harriet’s arm, hard.

Adam took the bag, pulled a small flashlight out of his breast pocket and clicked it on, and studied the handgun through the plastic. He didn’t say anything for a moment, then looked up at the group on the porch. “It belongs to Pam Meaney.”
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Good friends don’t let you do stupid things .... alone. @askauntaggie
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GRAN PUT DOWN HER COFFEE mug and tossed the crust of her toast to Chester, who was lying on the porch waiting patiently for what he knew was coming his way. “You could blow me down with a feather. Poor Melissa. Such a nice wedding, and now the only thing people will remember is what happened at the end.”

“It’s terrible,” said Harriet. “Poor Oliver, as well.” She felt like she had to add that because so far Oliver’s death wasn’t eliciting much in the way of sympathy. “He was obnoxious, but he didn’t deserve to be murdered.”

“I’m thinking the killer disagrees with you on that. It was awfully brazen, shooting a man with so many people around. Must have been something big that got him killed.” Gran peered into Harriet’s empty cup. “More coffee, hon?”

Harriet made to get up. “Thanks, no. I have to go.”

“Two questions.” Gran tugged on Harriet’s arm. “Why was Pam packing a gun at a wedding, and what kind of idiot leaves a loaded gun lying around?”

After the discovery of what looked to be the murder weapon, Annabelle had gone inside to get Pam. When Pam came out — she’d already changed into her pajamas —she told Adam that she’d brought a gun to the wedding because, “you never know.” Late in the evening she’d been in the bathroom, digging through her purse for her Chapstick, and left the gun on the vanity. She didn’t notice it was missing until the end of the night, after they came in the house. Pam had been remarkably calm as she talked to Adam. If it bothered her that it was her gun that had been used to murder Oliver, she did a good job of hiding it.

“The Christmas before he died,” said Harriet, “their dad gave Melissa and Pam Glocks with their names engraved on them. Melissa’s is locked up in her house, but Pam... I don’t know ...she keeps hers close.”

“Not close enough. It’ll be interesting to see if they find someone else’s fingerprints on there.”

“Nick says they might have trouble getting a decent print because it was raining so hard. What do you mean, if?”

Gran gave Harriet an inquisitive look. “So, we’re going with the notion Pam had nothing to do with it?”

“We’re giving her the benefit of the doubt. She’s unpleasant, that’s for sure, but that doesn’t make her a murderer.”

“Pam always had a disagreeable way about her. She was in my Sunday School class one year, and I swear, she could not crack a smile.”

Harriet got to her feet. “She hasn’t changed. I’ve got to go. We opened a half hour late today, but even so Claire’s been baking since five-thirty.”

Gran pinched her lips in consternation. “What is up with that girl? I woke up early to go to the washroom and I happened to look out the window. Claire went hustling by here swinging her arms and walking so strangely. If she wasn’t moving so fast, I’d think she broke her hip.”

“Clench-walking. It’s this thing she does with her buttocks. She says it keeps everything high and firm.”

“I’d sooner let my buttocks hit the back of my knees than walk down the street like that.” Gran rolled her eyes, but she spoke affectionately. She adored Claire, exercise obsession and all.

Harriet crossed the porch to say goodbye to Chester. Now that he’d had his breakfast, and a stroll to the end of the street, and a snack, he was settling in for a restorative nap. “Oliver was killed fifteen feet from the tent where Chester and Peanut were hanging out,” she said as she gently scratched his neck.

“We’re lucky they weren’t hurt. What if the murderer had been a bad shot?”

“The murderer was an excellent shot. One bullet to the heart.” She looked up at Gran. “Melissa thinks Peanut may be able to help the police identify the killer — you know, because of his high IQ.”

“I don’t know where she gets the idea Peanut is so smart. If anyone can help out the police, it’s Chester.”

Harriet smiled and came over to give Gran a hug. She looked down at the book of crossword puzzles on the coffee table. “Maybe he can assist you with the crossword.”

“Who’s saying he doesn’t?” said Gran with a grin.

Even though she was running late, Harriet decided to walk to work. It was a beautiful morning, and the café could survive without her for another fifteen minutes. It had rained hard overnight. The heat had receded, and the leaves on the trees already looked perkier and the grass greener. Harriet crossed Gran’s lawn, hung a right, walked to the end of the street, and turned onto Brooklin. Halfway down Brooklin, she cut through Claire’s yard and down the back alley, which spit her out on Kingswood and then onto Nick’s street. Nick had stayed over at Harriet’s, but after a flurry of early morning texts — he had a lot going on right now — he’d left, saying he was going for a run before hitting his laptop. Harriet forced herself not to slow down as she walked past his house. She was a busy woman with a full life. She certainly didn’t have time to hang around eyeballing her boyfriend’s house, wondering what he was doing this very minute.

Harriet cut through the park, waved to Gran’s best friend, Doreen, who was doing Senior’s Tai Chi, strolled down the flagstone path that wound through the impeccably maintained gardens and crossed the street to The Bluebell.

The café was busy, for eight o’clock on a Monday. On weekday mornings they sold a lot of baked goods and take-out coffee to people on their way to work, but the guests who had time to linger over breakfast tended to come in a little later.

“Morning,” said Denise, whipping by holding a coffee pot. “I want to talk to you.”

“Okay. I’m just going to go in the back and dump my things and then I’ll be out to help.”

“I’ll be right behind you. Tell Wally to get a move on with that omelet.”

Harriet pushed through the swinging doors into the kitchen, where Claire was scooping chocolate chunk cookies onto a cookie sheet, and Wally was standing over the grill, spatula in his hand. “Morning,” she called.

“Maggot,” squawked a familiar voice.

Harriet looked up at the shelf over the back door, where Ringo, Wally’s African Grey Parrot was perched. Ringo was an ongoing source of strife because Wally insisted on bringing him downstairs. Ringo was supposed to stay in the office, where he enjoyed watching TV, but every now and then he’d escape and settle in on his favorite shelf, hurtling abuse at anyone who crossed his path.

“Don’t say it.” Wally held up his hand in warning. “He’s only been there for a minute. Let me finish up here and then I’ll go put Toy Story on for him. It’s his new favorite. Ringo,” he called. “Who’s your buddy?”

“Shut up idiot.”

Wally beamed with pride. “He just learned that.” He waved the spatula at Claire. “Okay, so there were fireworks. I might have come if I’d known she was doing fireworks.”

“It sure did end things with a bang,” said Harriet.

Claire plopped the last cookie on the tray. “He doesn’t know. I haven’t got to that part yet.”

“Doesn’t know what?” said Wally grumpily. “I’ve already heard way more about this wedding than I ever wanted to. Blush-pink dress...”

“During the fireworks, someone was shot. Murdered,” said Claire.

“Murdered?” Wally thumped his spatula on the grill and gave her a furious look. “You took this long to tell me?”

“I was trying to build suspense.”

“Who cares about suspense? Someone gets murdered at a wedding, that’s the part of the story you tell first.” He flipped the omelet then grabbed a plate and started garnishing it. “Stop tapping your foot like that,” he growled at Denise, who was hovering in front of him. “It’ll be done when it’s done. Who got murdered?”

“Oliver, the best man,” said Claire.

“The fake, foot doctor?”

“He’s a periodontist.”

“Yeah, yeah. Who killed him? How?”

“One bullet to the heart. We don’t know who killed him.”

“They should talk to his patients,” said Denise. “When my Uncle Gord got his dentures, he was in so much pain he wanted to kill his dentist.”

Wally slid the omelet onto the plate and passed it to her. “That is perfectly seasoned. If you see Karl put salt on it, I want you to let me know.”

“I will not be doing that.” Denise nodded to Harriet and gestured toward the café. “Can I talk to you? Now?”

Harriet followed Denise through the swinging doors and while Denise served the omelet and cleared a table, Harriet poured coffee and packaged up two maple walnut scones for a nice couple from Nevada who told her Sevenoaks was the prettiest town they’d ever seen, and they’d been “literally everywhere.”

“What’s up?” asked Harriet, once Denise was back behind the counter.

“Claire mentioned that you might be hiring Pam to wait tables.”

“Just temporarily, and we don’t even know if she’s going to show up. Nothing’s been confirmed.”

“Talk is, her gun was the murder weapon. This place finally got busy again. What are you thinking? Or not thinking?”

“Melissa is a good friend.”

“Not so good a friend that we want her murdering, sourpuss sister driving all our business away.”

“She’s not a murderer!”

“You sure?”

Harriet wasn’t sure at all, but she wasn’t about to admit it.

“Speak of the devil,” muttered Denise as the front door opened and Pam paused on the threshold. She took a long look around before shutting the door behind her.

“Morning, Pam,” said Harriet. Please, let her be here because she wants a cup of coffee.

“Morning.” She dumped her backpack on the counter. “Melissa said your place was nice.” Her voice clearly implied that Melissa had lied to her. “Where do I put my stuff?”

Harriet smiled brightly. She was determined to remain upbeat. “There’s an office in the back of the kitchen.” She pointed to the swinging doors. “Claire’s back there. She’ll show you around.”

Pam picked up her backpack and without a word headed for the kitchen.

“Welcome aboard,” called Harriet. Welcome aboard?

“You’re doing that thing again,” said Denise. “Could you not do that?”

“What thing?”

“That thing where you’re so fake-cheerful it makes my teeth ache.”

“I am trying to be positive. Obviously, this is not ideal.”

“Ants at a picnic is not ideal.” Denise grabbed the coffee pot and headed back out to do her rounds. “This will be a disaster.”

“Hey, Harriet.” It was Ron, coming in from the kitchen, half of a scone in his hand, the other half crammed into the corner of his mouth. “I can’t believe it. As soon as I leave the party all the excitement starts. Do they know who did it? And why is Melissa’s sister in the kitchen?”

“No, they don’t know who did it, and Pam’s going to be working here for a bit.”

“Why?”

Why indeed? “We need help.”

“She’s not my boss, right?”

“Right.”

“Because compared to her, Wally is nice.”

“It’s only temporary. When you’re finished eating —” What was she saying? Ron never finished eating. “We’re going to sort out that storage closet today, and if there’s time the front windows need cleaning.”

Ron bit off another chunk of scone. “Got it.” He shook his head in amazement. “I can’t believe it. That dude is all over my video and now he’s dead.”

“Have you heard from Detective Heller yet? We told him you were the videographer. He’s going to want to see your phone.”

Ron looked stricken. “Yeah, he told my mom that he’d be dropping by here this morning. What if they take my phone for evidence?”

“He’ll probably just make a copy of your video.” Harriet had no idea what Adam planned to do, but she wasn’t up to dealing with Ron’s panic. She studied him as he lovingly cradled his phone. “Ron, would you send me a copy of the video?”

“Sure, but if I lose my phone even for a day, Melissa’s going to have to pay me extra for my pain and suffering.”

Harriet spent the next hour and a half tending to the take-out customers, arguing about the lunch specials with Wally, and carefully watching Pam. Pam didn’t bother with niceties like engaging with the guests or smiling, but she seemed efficient enough.

“She’s a fast learner, I’ll give her that,” said Denise begrudgingly. She leaned in close to Harriet and breathed in her face. “What do you smell?”

“Nothing.” Harriet took a step back. “Breath.”

“Good breath?”

“Normal breath. Why?”

“Pam asked me if I had an onion sandwich for breakfast.”

At a quarter to ten, Harriet poured herself a coffee and headed for the door. “If anyone is looking for me,” she told Denise, “I’ll be right across the street.”

She crossed into the park, sat down on a wooden bench facing The Bluebell, pulled up her email and hit play on Ron’s video. Even though it was unsettling to watch because Oliver kept appearing on the screen, she couldn’t help but smile. Ron had done an exceptional job of capturing the wedding’s fun moments. Melissa looked so happy and Chester was adorable, weaving through the guests, looking for treats. And there was Nick, dancing with Gran, dancing with Annabelle, dancing with Harriet...

“Hey,” it was Claire, a cardboard cup of coffee in her hand. She sank down on the bench and peeled back the lid of her cup.

Harriet paused the video. “How’s it going in there? Pam isn’t quite as bad as I expected.”

“She just asked Wally if the blueberry pancakes were supposed to be burnt.”

“No! How’d he react?”

“Weirdly calm. He might be building up to something. What are you looking at?”

Harriet hit play. “Ron’s wedding video.”

Claire leaned over Harriet’s shoulder. “It’s strange, isn’t it? One of these people is a killer. Possibly our new waitress.”

They watched in silence as Melissa perched on the arm of Carson’s chair, sharing a joke, and then it was back to the dance floor. Hamish and Great Aunt Emily danced across the screen —”

“Stop!” said Claire. “Go back.”

Harriet did as instructed. “Right there.” Claire gave her an excited poke. “There in the back, behind Hamish.”

Harriet zoomed in on the picture. Pam was talking to Oliver, who had his arms crossed and was looking anywhere but at her. Pam tugged on his arm, and when she got no response, she reached into her purse, pulled out her gun, and jammed it in his stomach. The picture jumped around as if Ron had been jostled, and Pam and Oliver were gone, and it was back to Hamish, who had stopped dancing and was beaming happily at Gran as she chatted with Aunt Emily.

“Wow.”

“This is bad,” said Harriet. “Adam is coming in this morning. Once he sees that... Even if it’s not conclusive, we can’t have Pam working at The Bluebell. I’m not going to risk our business again.”

“No, you’re right,” agreed Claire. “I’m the one who got us into this. I’ll tell her she can’t stay.” She leaned back on the bench and sipped her coffee. “I want you nearby when I give her the news. She may be dangerous. Uh oh.”

Harriet looked up to see what had triggered the uh oh. Melissa was across the street posing for a picture with Peanut, who was wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat. The locals barely noticed Peanut anymore, but tourists got a kick out of him. Melissa waved to Harriet and Claire and headed toward them. “Look at you two,” she called. “You’ve got time to take a break. I guess Pam is working out fine.”

Harriet ducked the comment. “What’s happening with the honeymoon?” Melissa and Carson had planned to go camping in Nova Scotia.

“We had to postpone. When someone gets murdered at your wedding, the police like you to stick around. Plus, with them finding Pam’s gun ...” Her voice trailed off.

Harriet and Claire exchanged glances but said nothing. They didn’t have to wait long.

“I know what it looks like, but she didn’t kill Oliver,” said Melissa. “A shot to the heart would be too easy for Pam. Torture is more her style.” She flashed her friends a tight smile. “Just kidding. I don’t think she’d actually torture anyone.”

“Adam is coming by the café this morning,” said Harriet, “to get Ron’s video.”

“He wants to talk to Pam again, too. I keep telling her to smile, to not be so surly with him, but she says she’s not going to be a suck-up. That’s what she calls being pleasant. A suck-up.” Melissa fanned herself with her hand and sat down beside Claire. “I have to keep telling myself to stay calm. The doctor says stress is what’s causing all my health problems.”

“Your health problems?” asked Harriet, concerned.

“I had some issues with my blood pressure last month. I fainted a couple of times and I was having heart palpitations yesterday until your gran calmed me down.” She reached over and grabbed first Harriet’s hand and then Claire’s. “I am so grateful to you for hiring Pam. I’d be a nervous wreck if she was around the house all day. You two are the best friends a woman could have.”

“Don’t even think about it,” said Claire.

Harriet nodded in agreement. “We’re happy to have her.”
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“Thanks again, for everything,” called Melissa. “I’ll be out at my mom’s later today, so maybe I’ll run into you. Stop it, Peanut.” She pulled Peanut away from the patch of Impatiens he was blissfully munching his way through.

Harriet plastered a beaming smile on her face. “We’ll be there around five.” She waited until Melissa was out of earshot, then turned to Claire. “This will be fine. It won’t be anything like the Wally situation.” The words were barely out her mouth when the door of The Bluebell swung open, and a young mother and a little boy wearing rubber boots and a black cape tromped out. Harriet could hear the wails from across the street.

“I hate that mean lady!” The boy smacked his plastic light saber on the sidewalk. “I’m going to zap her.”

“Simon! That’s a naughty thing to say! You can’t have a cookie every time we come here.”

“Yes, he can,” said Harriet, jumping to her feet. “Simon’s mom is a regular.” Before she’d taken a step toward the café, the door opened again, and Denise hurried out with a cookie for the furious child. From the pleased look on his face, it may have been two cookies.

“The mean lady,” said Claire, as Harriet sat back down on the bench. “AKA our new waitress, the one we’re so happy to have.” She gave Harriet a nudge. “It may not be like the Wally situation, but it’ll be a different kind of terrible.”

“In Pam’s defense, she doesn’t know the cookie policy. And it’s not like we have any choice about keeping her on. Heart palpitations? Didn’t Melissa’s father die of a heart attack?”

Claire nodded. “While he was eating dinner. Annabelle got up to answer the phone, and when she came back he was face down in a plate of Hamburger Helper.”

A police car pulled up in front of the café. They watched as Adam climbed out of the driver’s seat and another officer, a large man with thinning, red hair, and a friendly face, got out on the passenger side. After some consultation, the officer went inside while Adam paced up and down on the sidewalk, talking on his phone. “What he lacks in charisma,” said Harriet, “he certainly makes up for in handsome.”

“He has charisma,” protested Claire.

“A month ago, you said he was about as much fun as a bladder infection.”

“That was last month.” Claire sipped her coffee, her eyes steady on Adam. “The thing is, I like that he’s so difficult. I can’t find that same sizzle with other men. They always turn out to be mutts. Adam’s an Akita.”

“An Akita?”

“Great looking dog, but stubborn and hard to train. Not for a beginner.”

“That is a ridiculous analogy. And you have four rescue cats. You’ve suddenly got something against mutts?”

“Five rescue cats.”

“Five?”

“I got another one last week. It was an emergency situation. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d start in with your whole cat hoarding thing.” Claire exhaled loudly. “Five is a lot, though.”

Harriet wasn’t a cat person. Anything more than one seemed like a lot to her. “Some might say it’s full-on crazy cat lady.”

“I couldn’t help myself. I saw that sweet little face... but this is definitely it.” Claire grabbed Harriet’s arm and looked at her pleadingly. “CoCo has a little sister who needs a home.”

“I have no time in my life for another pet. And unlike you, I know when to say no.” When it came to cats, anyway. Harriet glanced at Claire. She tried to fight it — she wouldn’t ask — she couldn’t stop herself. “What kind of dog is Nick?”

Claire didn’t hesitate; clearly, she’d already thought about it. “A Goldendoodle.”

“Nick is not a Goldendoodle!”

“What have you got against Doodles? They’re cute and friendly and bop around.”

Harriet’s brows snapped together. “Nick doesn’t bop around!”

“He’s got a lot of pep. Nothing wrong with that. What is he then?”

“I don’t know, Claire. I’ve never thought about what kind of dog he is, but he’s not a Doodle! He is a man of many dimensions.”

“Who said he isn’t? I had no idea you had such a bad opinion of Doodles.”

“I love Doodles!” Harriet shrugged her shoulders and massaged the back of her neck. “A few minutes with you, and I’m the one with the blood pressure issues.”

Claire drained her coffee and got to her feet. “We need to get back.” Her eyes followed Adam, who was still talking, still pacing. “I wonder who else they’re looking at for this, besides Pam. We could poke around, ask a few questions.”

“We’re not getting involved.”

“Why not? Last time, if we’d waited around for the police —”

“I wouldn’t have almost been killed.”

“Our timing was off. We’d have to work on that.” Claire sounded wistful. “It was fun though, chasing down clues.”

Harriet stood up and tried to look aggrieved. Where did Claire get off calling Nick a Goldendoodle? “It was fun,” she agreed. Who was she kidding? She could never stay mad at Claire.

Adam was leaning against a lamp post, so immersed in his conversation he didn’t appear to notice them walk by. Inside, Pam was behind the counter, her eyes on a corner table where the state trooper was sitting with Ron. The officer was holding Ron’s phone and appeared to be doing a data transfer.

“Where’s Denise?” asked Harriet.

“She went out to the courtyard for a cigarette. I told her, ‘you can’t be waiting on tables stinking of smoke,’ but she didn’t listen. I’m surprised you keep her on. If I owned a café, I wouldn’t hire any smokers. It’s bad for business.”

“Bad for business?” said Claire testily. “You know what’s —"

Harriet broke in. “Denise is a valued member of our staff.”

“If you say so.” Pam drummed her fingers on the counter. “She seems a little slow on the uptake, if you ask me.” She jerked her thumb in the direction of the police officer. “What does he think he’s going to find on that phone? I’m pretty sure if the kid filmed the murder he would have mentioned it by now.” She nodded out the window at Adam, who was back to pacing the sidewalk. “Melissa says he’s an old boyfriend of yours.”

“We dated for a short time,” said Claire.

“I didn’t get a good impression. Is he always so dopey, or was it just last night?”

Even though Claire had herself commented that Adam wasn’t nearly as smart as he was given credit for, she bristled. “He rose through the ranks very quickly. He’s extremely bright.”

“If you say so. He does a good job of hiding it.”

Claire’s eyes narrowed, and she was about to respond, but the front door opened, and Adam strode in. He looked livelier than he usually did; downright cheerful. “Are you working here?” he asked Pam, after flashing Harriet and Claire a broad smile.

“I don’t know.” Pam was busy inspecting her fingernails. “We’ll see how it goes.”

“Yes, we will,” said Harriet. “Can I get you a coffee, Adam?”

“Thank you. Black, one sugar.” He scrutinized the wicker baskets of baked goods that lined the counter. “And a toasted coconut scone. Could you warm it up?”

“No problem. You can sit down. We’ll bring it over.”

“A coconut scone?” said Claire, as he walked away. “What’s up with him? He never eats sweets.”

Harriet poured the coffee and heated the scone. “Would you mind?” she asked, handing the plate to Pam.

“Sure. Whatever.” Pam picked up the scone and dropped it back on the plate. “They’re like lead. Did you forget the baking powder?”

“When I go back to the kitchen,” said Claire, as Pam went off to deliver Adam’s order, “I’m going to Google fainting and heart palpitations. Maybe it’s no big deal.”

Harriet watched Pam, who was standing by Adam’s table, her hand on her hip and a scowl on her face. She waved her phone at Claire. “Adam hasn’t seen the video yet. I’m going to show it to Pam. That way she’ll be prepared.”

“And we want her prepared, why?”

“Because we’re nosy, and we want to hear what she has to say about it before she tells the police.”

“Good answer.” Claire couldn’t tear her eyes away from Adam, who’d finished talking with Pam and was chuckling about something with Ron and the police officer. “Does Adam seem a little off to you?”

“He seems light of spirit, so yes, a little off. Pam,” said Harriet, “there’s something we want to show you.”

“Yeah? Make it fast. Mikey Mullet over there wants another refill. You need to cut out that bottomless cup thing. Scammers like him are taking advantage of your inexperience running a business.”

Harriet gritted her teeth. She wasn’t going to rise to the bait. “That is Dr. Fluke. He’s my dog’s veterinarian.” The annoying thing was, Dr. Fluke did take advantage. He came in every morning, never ordered any food, and drank half a pot of coffee. He could wait for his refill. Harriet pulled up Ron’s video and fast-forwarded it until she got to Pam’s star turn. “Here.” She held out her phone, so Pam could see.

Pam yawned and played with her hair, so Harriet would know how tedious she found all this, but her eyes were on the screen. “What am I supposed to be looking at? Your grandmother’s man?” She slowly tapped her temple. “Is he all there? The whole night he was wandering around grinning at everyone like he didn’t have a thought in his head.”

“He’s a lovely, friendly man.” A vein in Harriet’s neck was throbbing. When was the last time she’d had her own blood pressure checked? “This isn’t about Hamish. Look what’s going on behind him.”

Pam chewed on a cuticle and watched as on-screen she jammed her gun in Oliver’s stomach. “So what? I was trying to make a point.”

So what? What was wrong with her? “It’s not going to look good for you when Adam sees this.”

Pam folded her arms and looked from Harriet to Claire. “Were you at that grody pub the other night?”

“We were sitting right across from you,” said Claire.

“Whatever. Anyway, I guess I had one drink too many, so Oliver drove me home. When we were in the car, I got a little carried away and the schmuck took pictures of me.”

Harriet had a good idea what Pam’s answer was going to be, but she forged ahead with the question. “What kind of pictures?”

“Do I have to spell it out for you?”

“Would you?” asked Claire.

Pam rolled her eyes and spoke the word very slowly. “Erotica. Anyway, because Oliver is a creep —”

“Was a creep,” interjected Claire.

“He said he was going to send them to my boyfriend.”

Harriet felt a sharp jab in her back. Claire must be as shocked as she was. “You have a boyfriend?”

“Norm.” A glimmer of a smile crossed Pam’s face. “Oliver was in Aspen last winter for a convention and he looked me up. I met him years ago through Carson. We went out for drinks, and he introduced me to Norm.”

“Norm’s a dentist?”

“Not just a dentist, a periodontist. In Aspen. Anyway, Norm and I are going through a rough patch, so I came back to Sevenoaks for a while, so he’d see what he’s missing.”

“You thought he would miss you?” asked Claire, incredulous, but Pam wasn’t paying attention.

“Oliver thought it was hilarious to say he was sending Norm the pictures. Norm’s very conservative. That would have been the end of us.”

“Not a fan of erotica?” murmured Claire.

“So, you threatened to kill Oliver?” asked Harriet, speaking over Claire.

Pam sighed and raked her hand through her hair and looked almost pityingly at Harriet. “Obviously, I didn’t do it.”

“You’re going to have some explaining to do once the police see the video.”

“How stupid do you think I am? If I was going to kill somebody, I wouldn’t use a gun with my name on it and dump it at the crime scene. Anyway, Oliver got himself murdered by someone else, so Norm is never going to see those pictures.”

“There’s always a bright side if you look hard enough.” Harriet was pretty sure Gran had tweeted that not too long ago.

“Exactly.” Pam patted her pocket. “Ugh. There goes my phone again. Probably my mother.” She raised her voice in imitation of Annabelle. “What’s happening? Have you talked to the police yet?” Pam pulled out her cell and looked at the display, and her face lit up. “Hello? Norm?” She spun around and headed out the front door.

“I guess he misses her,” said Harriet.

“Not possible.”

Harriet watched Pam through the window. “As horrible as she is, I believe her that she didn’t murder Oliver.”

“Me too,” said Claire begrudgingly. “But we’re not getting involved?”

“We’re not.” Harriet scanned the café, checking to see if any of the guests needed anything. Dr. Fluke caught her eye and tapped on his empty coffee cup. “Our new policy,” she advised Claire, all the while smiling and nodding at Dr. Fluke, “is no more bottomless cup if you don’t buy any food.”

The front door opened, and Pam was back. “That was Norm. He heard about Oliver.” She looked triumphant. “He asked me when I’m coming home.”

“When are you?” asked Harriet eagerly.

Pam leaned against the counter and glanced around the room. “I’d forgotten what a bunch of yahoos live in this town.” She gestured to Harriet. “Pass me the coffee pot, would you?” Harriet put the coffee pot on the counter and Pam grabbed it. “GI Jerk told me I have to stick around for a while, but I guarantee you, as soon as he finds Oliver’s killer, I am out of here.”

Harriet watched as Pam, yawning widely, shuffled away to refill Dr. Fluke’s cup. She turned to Claire. “We could maybe get involved. Hurry the investigation along.”

“Melissa said there were two strangers at the wedding. That might be a good place to start.”
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Darn. I forgot to go to the gym. That’s eighty years in a row now. @askauntaggie
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“WHEN’S YOUR FRIEND coming by again?” asked Seamus. “I haven’t seen her in the longest time.”

“She was in just a few days ago,” said Harriet. “You helped her with the crossword.” Shocked they were, too, when Seamus came up with fatuous as the seven-letter word for silly and foolish.

Seamus frowned as he struggled to recollect, then appeared to give it up as a lost cause. “I’ve always been good with words. How about you tell her I’m picking up a nice bottle of whiskey today? She’s welcome to drop by for a tipple any time.” Seamus waggled his eyebrows lasciviously. “Any time.” He leaned across the counter and held out his empty coffee cup to Pam, who was helping Harriet with the end of the day wiping down and wrapping up. “Could you get me a refill, young madam?”

“It’s Pam. I’ve told you three times now.” She used the damp cloth in her hand to point toward the sign on the front door. “We’re closed. No more refills.”

“We’re not closed for Seamus,” said Harriet. “He’s a special customer.”

Pam undid her ponytail and slipped the elastic band onto her wrist. “Too late. I dumped out the coffee.”

Seamus contemplated that for a moment, then shrugged and slid off his stool. “I’m going back to the kitchen to see Cleo. She’ll look after me.”

“That old geezer is interested in one of your friends?” asked Pam, before Seamus was even out of earshot.

Harriet waited for Seamus to push through the doors into the kitchen. “He’s referring to Gran. He’s got a bit of a thing for her, and he keeps forgetting she’s my...” She didn’t feel like getting into it with Pam. Harriet stepped out from behind the counter to give the café a final look-see. It was only four-thirty, and the floor had been swept and mopped, the tables were set for breakfast, and the windows were sparkling. It wasn’t the worst thing, having Pam there. If their regulars had heard that it was her gun that was used in Oliver’s murder, so far, they weren’t holding it against The Bluebell. Business had been brisk all day. It helped that Pam had grown up in Sevenoaks, and Melissa and Carson were well-liked members of the community. For now, at least, Pam was being afforded the benefit of the doubt.

“Thanks, Pam.” Harriet untied her apron and dropped it on the counter. “You did well today. We’ll see you tomorrow?”

“I guess so. If I have to stick around this dump, I might as well make some money.”

Harriet didn’t take the bait. She wasn’t going to question whether the “dump” in question was The Bluebell, or the town of Sevenoaks, or even the entire state of Vermont. “Great. Seven-thirty?”

“I’ll try. I’m not a morning person. You’d make a lot more money if you cut out the breakfast thing and opened this place for dinner.”

The Bluebell closed at four. Specializing in breakfast, lunch, and baked goods set them apart from the other local restaurants and it meant they could run the café on a shoestring staff and have their evenings to themselves. “The hours work for us. We’re doing very well.”

“Just a suggestion. Sometimes it takes an outside eye to come into a business and point out the problems.”

Harriet’s restraint was slipping. She couldn’t stop herself. “What problems?”

Pam didn’t hesitate. “The décor for one thing.” She put her hands on her hips and settled in. “The whole mismatched china, cutesy salt and pepper shakers —” She looked over at a shelf of Vermont memorabilia, some of it over a century old. “Knick knacks.” Pam made a face to illustrate her contempt that was so exaggerated, the veins of her neck stuck out. “This whole look has been done to death.” She leaned closer and spoke very slowly in case Harriet had somehow missed the point. “Done ... to ...death.”

Harriet and Gran had spent many happy hours prowling through flea markets and out-of-the-way antique shops, searching for attractive dishware, and salt and peppers, and the charming odd and ends that dotted the open shelves. “We’ve had a lot of compliments on the décor.” What was she doing? Why was she arguing with this woman?

“If you say so. Just my opinion.” Pam took a last, disdainful look around and headed for the front door. “Remember to lock up behind me.”

“I’ll remember.” Harriet clicked the lock, hard, and patted her pocket for her phone. It was on the counter, still in her apron. She dug it out and checked for messages. Nothing from Nick. She hadn’t heard from him all day, which wasn’t entirely unusual. He tended to get caught up in his work. Even so, finding Oliver’s body had been traumatic. How come Nick hadn’t checked in to see how she was doing? Harriet put down the phone and her eyes drifted around the café. It was exactly what she’d dreamed of all the years she’d spent fantasizing about owning her own restaurant. Done to death!

“Have you been talking to Pam?”

Harriet jumped, startled. She hadn’t heard Claire come in from the kitchen. “She just left.”

“Thought so. I recognize the look. It’s been on Denise’s face all day.”

“I’m not going to let her get to me.”

“Good plan. Just keep telling yourself you could be saving a friend’s life.” Claire was using the counter for some kind of standing pushup, buttock clench exercise. “Though if Pam makes one more snarky comment about my baking, I’m going to ask Melissa for an official report from her doctor to make sure those heart palpitations are on the up and up.” Claire exhaled loudly, clenched, and touched her toes. “Do you have any interest in going to yoga tonight?”

“I do not.”

Claire did a deep squat while balanced on one leg. “Tricia can wrap both of her legs around her head.”

“And yet, she still has to go home to Jason.” Harriet studied her phone, trying to think of what to say to Nick. Something casual; not desperate. Hungry? How about crab cakes and bruschetta? I’ve got lots. A happy face emoji and she was done. Good. Exactly the right tone. “Are you ready to go?”

“Whenever you are. I’m parked out back.”

Harriet’s phone vibrated. Nick. She eagerly read his text. Sorry, I’m busy tonight. She waved her cell at Claire. “Nick says he’s busy tonight. What does that mean?”

“It means —”

“I know what it means! But what does it really mean?”

“Relax.” Claire’s voice wavered as she struggled to maintain her one-legged squat. “You don’t see him every night.”

“No, but he’s leaving for his book tour soon, and normally he’d give an excuse. ‘I’m playing hockey,’ or ‘I’m deep into the book.’ Not just, ‘I’m busy.’”

“I’m sure it’s nothing. You keep saying he’s got a lot on his plate right now. You can’t always be the main course. Sometimes you have to be the brussels sprouts.”

“Is this another of your stupid analogies?”

“It’s not stupid,” said Claire quickly. She was doing high-speed buttock clenches, thrusting her hips at Harriet. “When you eat dinner, what’s the most important part of the meal?” She didn’t wait for an answer. Her words were coming as fast as her thrusts. “With Nick, usually you’re the chicken or the pasta, but occasionally you have to be the vegetable. As long as you’re the main event most of the time, it’s fine. Nothing to worry about.” She exhaled loudly and came to a stop. “With Adam, on the other hand, I was more of a condiment.”

“I think we’ve established that Adam the Akita has a number of issues.” Harriet was still rankled by the Goldendoodle comment. “Let’s get going.”

They cut through the kitchen, flicking off lights as they went. Claire grabbed a paper bag that was waiting by the door, and Harriet stepped outside and readjusted some loose cobblestones, before locking the door behind them. It got a lot of use, their run-down courtyard. Wally had built raised garden beds, and Harriet and Claire planted herbs and lettuce and heirloom tomatoes. They’d also put in a small patch of radishes for Seamus, so that he’d stop tromping through the gardens looking for, “one dang thing a man can eat.”

Wally came clumping down the fire escape steps and across the courtyard holding two bottles of beer, one of which he placed beside Seamus who was sitting on top of the picnic table, swinging his legs. Seamus had a strip of beef jerky in one hand and a large radish in the other. He didn’t acknowledge the beer, but he gave Claire a cheery smile when she dropped the paper bag on the table.

“Thanks, Cleo. Did you remember the catsup?”

“I did.”

“You’re a good woman. Not like that new girl you got in there.”

“How was it, Wally,” asked Harriet, “working with Pam?”

“Easier than working with the bunch of you. At least she isn’t yapping at me all the time.”

“She’s a crank,” said Seamus, ripping off a piece of jerky. “And she’s got thick ankles. I like a delicate ankle on a lady.”

“There’s nothing wrong with her ankles,” grumbled Wally. “Something thick about your eyesight, more like it.”

The women declined Seamus’s offer to join him for a drink, said a quick goodbye, and headed down the laneway to the car. “Is Wally crushing on Pam?” murmured Claire.

Harriet shook her head. “He couldn’t be.” Wally was in his mid-fifties, perpetually disgruntled, and could find the dark side of anything and anybody. Actually, apart from his age, he was a lot like Pam. “I guess it’s possible.”

“Can you imagine if they got together?” Claire’s mouth curved into a smile. “It would be like two porcupines mating.”

Once they were on the road, Harriet was again captivated by the beauty of the Vermont countryside. As much as she loved her house, and its convenient location close to downtown, there was something awfully enticing about the idea of country living. Chester wouldn’t enjoy it, though. Apart from eating, people-watching while lounging on the veranda was his favorite activity. And Gran would never consider moving. She’d already told Harriet that she planned to drift off to everlasting sleep in her own bed, in her own house, when she was one hundred. Or possibly older. It depended on the advances in medicine.

Harriet looked over at Claire. “You’re awfully quiet.”

“I’m worried about CoCo. He doesn’t seem to be settling in. He was hissing at the girls this morning and he’s hardly touched his food.”

“He’ll be fine. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“You wouldn’t worry about it because he’s a cat. On the other hand, you took Chester to an animal psychologist because he was scared of your refrigerator.”

“It was a big problem. He wouldn’t come into the kitchen. And the psychologist fixed him.”

“No kidding. She over-shot the cure if you ask me.” Claire insisted that Chester needed to lose a few pounds and had offered to set up an exercise program for him. Harriet assured her that he wasn’t interested, which was definitely true. Unless there were treats involved, Chester turned up his nose at anything more than a sociable stroll.

Claire turned in at Acorny Acres and pulled into the parking area. The Bristol board sign had somehow managed to survive the rain, and was hanging, limp and faded from the fence. Melissa’s car was there, and the goat was back on the porch swing, but they couldn’t see anyone about.

“Something I’ve been thinking,” said Harriet, as they got out of the car. “Pam said she left the gun on the bathroom vanity. Annabelle put up that sign saying that men should take their business elsewhere unless it was an emergency. I’m sure some of the men refused to pee in the woods, but most of them likely followed orders. That narrows the odds on the shooter being a woman.”

Claire gave Harriet a congratulatory poke in the arm. “Good point.”

In the backyard the crime scene tape was gone, the tent had been dismantled, the tables and chairs were stacked, waiting for pickup, and the dirty linens had been loaded into clear, plastic bags. The trays and bus pans and vases belonging to the Bluebell had all been washed and packed in boxes. “Wow,” said Claire, clearly impressed. “They’re a lot more efficient with the takedown than they were with the setup”

“Hello, girls,” called Annabelle, coming out of the barn. She was wearing a flowered caftan and red rubber boots and was looking a lot less cheery than she had the previous day.

“Thanks for doing all this,” said Harriet. “We thought we’d be here for ages.”

“Not a problem. I needed to stay busy to keep my mind off things.”

“So, the police are done?” asked Claire, waving toward the area in front of the dismantled tent.

Annabelle sighed as she walked toward them. “For now.” Her expression was tight with concern. “How did Pam do today?”

“Excellent,” said Harriet. “She’s a real pro.”

“That’s good. I was worried.” She fiddled with her earring and nervously tapped her boot. “The detective asked so many questions about her. Pam can be a little rough around the edges — takes after her father that way — but she wouldn’t shoot someone.”

“Of course not,” said Harriet in a soothing voice.

Annabelle stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I’m worried about Melissa. She’s so flustered by all this. She was redder than a tomato when the police were here.”

“We saw her car.” Harriet waved in the direction of the parking lot. “Is she around?”

“Oh, sure. Carson too. They’re in the barn, making their candles.”

Melissa did her best not to get tied down to one line of work. She’d cobbled together an income from an assortment of part-time jobs and was also a bit of an entrepreneur. Her latest venture was making maple syrup candles to sell at the Sevenoaks Farmer’s Market on Saturdays.

Harriet and Claire followed Annabelle into the barn where Melissa and Carson were working at a long table. “How are you feeling, Carson?” asked Harriet, after they’d said their hellos.

“Shaken up about Oliver, but health-wise I’m better, thanks.” He picked up a candle and examined it like it was the first time he’d seen it. Carson wasn’t much of a conversationalist. Fifteen years with Melissa, and he was accustomed to hanging back, letting her do the talking.

“He’s worried,” said Melissa. “He turned down other jobs because the renovations on Oliver’s building were going to last for another two months at least, and now we don’t know what’s happening. He’s got three guys who count on him for a paycheck.”

“Do you have any idea who will inherit Oliver’s estate?” asked Claire.

Carson shook his head and looked to Melissa for a response. “Not a clue,” she said. “He was getting a divorce, or is divorced, Carson’s not sure which, but he owned three apartment buildings and had the dental practice. I guess his ex must be getting some of it, but the rest – who knows? He didn’t have children.”

“No brothers or sisters either,” added Carson.

“He said he had a girlfriend,” said Harriet.

“We don’t know much about that. He mentioned a woman named Tess to Carson, but he doesn’t know why Oliver didn’t bring her last night.” Melissa peered at her husband. “How hard is it to say, ‘Are you divorced?’ or ‘Is the thing with your girlfriend serious?’”

Carson scratched his nose, at a loss for an answer.

“So, you’re going to stop work on the building?” asked Harriet.

Carson nodded his head. “Harrison’s there today, cleaning things up, but we’re not going to do any more until we know that we’re going to be paid.”

Melissa reached out and rubbed her husband’s arm. “It will be fine.” She squeezed her hands into fists and flashed a tight smile. “How did it work out with Pam today?”

“Excellent,” said Harriet brightly. “She was a big help.”

“Have the police talked to her?”

“Just briefly. They came by to get a copy of Ron’s video.” She turned to Annabelle. “Did Adam show it to you when he was out here?”

“We didn’t see any video, but Adam wasn’t here. It was a big fellow with red hair. Can’t remember his name. I’m thinking it was Detective Meatball, but that doesn’t sound right. Seemed young to be in charge, but everyone seems young to me these days.”

“Where was Adam?” asked Claire.

“He’s taking a few days off, going out of town, the detective said. So, anyway, my friend Sharon called. I don’t know if you met her last night. She was wearing a pink pantsuit. Anyway, I’m going to call him Detective Meatball, but I might be wrong on that. He went by to see her because they’re talking to all the guests and turns out she taught him in middle school when she lived in Montpelier. Said he was the laziest thing. A nice boy, but lazy. She was surprised he’d made detective.”

Harriet dug for her cell and pulled up Ron’s video. “Melissa, you said there were people here last night that you didn’t recognize.”

“That’s right. A bearded man and a woman in a red dress.” She looked quizzically at Annabelle. “And you said there was another man here. I didn’t notice him.”

“I don’t know how you missed him. Tiny little fellow in bare feet and a tank top.”

“And you didn’t ask him who he was?” Melissa shot her mother an irritated look. “You didn’t think it was strange that a little barefoot man was running around my wedding?”

“I never said he was running. He was more .... lurking.”

Harriet fast-forwarded the video well past the part where Pam threatened Oliver’s life. Melissa didn’t need to see that. “Ron did a good job of capturing most of the guests.” She handed over the phone. “This is near the end of the evening. See if there’s anyone on there you don’t know.”

Melissa leaned in close to Carson, so he could see too, and kept up a running commentary as she watched the screen. “Look at Peanut. How cute is that?... Aunt Emily looks great... Harriet, you and Nick are adorable... Is that what I look like when I dance?... Okay. Here.” She stopped the video. “That’s the man.” She looked up at Carson. “Do you know him?”

Carson studied the image. “He looks familiar, but you know me. I’m not good with faces.” He jabbed the screen. “But her. The woman in the red dress. That’s Camille, Oliver’s wife.”
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You don’t have to be a superstar at everything. If you don’t like to cook, or you’re too busy to cook, don’t cook. Grab something from the deli counter, cut up some veggies, and if you’ve got kids, give them a piece of fruit and a store-bought cookie for dessert. And don’t feel guilty about it. @askauntaggie
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“LET’S NOT JUMP TO CONCLUSIONS,” said Harriet, once they were back in the car and on the road. “It’s not necessarily suspicious that his ex was there.”

Claire beeped the horn at a squirrel sunning itself on the white line. “You don’t find it suspicious that Oliver’s ex-wife was skulking about the night he was murdered?”

“Okay, it’s suspicious, but there could be a perfectly innocent explanation.”

“Like what? Carson said Oliver called her ‘the leech.’ That’s a pretty good indication he didn’t ask her to drop by for a piece of wedding cake.”

“Don’t be so modest,” said Harriet with a smile. “Your cake was a sensation. Maybe that’s exactly what happened.” She toyed with a lock of hair and pondered the situation. “It is strange. What would induce his former wife, if they’re even divorced, to drive out into the country late at night?”

“Murder,” said Claire matter-of-factly. “And another thing.” She snorted and slapped the steering wheel. “What is wrong with men? Carson worked for Oliver the past two months and he’s known him for years, and he doesn’t even know his marital status? If he wasn’t officially divorced, his ex might be the one inheriting everything. There’s motivation for you. And Oliver was dating someone, but Carson doesn’t know anything more than her name. Didn’t want to pry. This is why women make better detectives. We’re not afraid to ask questions.”

“If the Tess he mentioned was his girlfriend, it couldn’t have been serious. He would have brought her last night.”

“Maybe,” said Claire. “Men are funny about weddings. He may not have wanted her to get any walking-down-the-aisle ideas.”

Harriet started typing into her phone. She was trying to stay open to all the possibilities, but Claire was right. It made no sense that Oliver’s ex had shown up, uninvited. “Twizzler is an unusual name. If she took his name, it shouldn’t be too hard to get information on a Camille Twizzler.”

“Hmmm.”

Harriet glanced over to see why Claire sounded so distracted. Her brow was furrowed, and she was biting down on her bottom lip. “Stop that. You’re going to get one of those gruesome lumps again.”

Claire swiped her hand across her mouth. “It was a blood blister, and my mouth was so frozen from the dentist I didn’t notice how hard I was biting. That’s all I need though, for Adam to see me with a purple blob on my lip.”

Harriet stopped the search for Camille and focused on her friend. “What is up with you? Why this sudden obsession with Adam? You’re dating other men. You’ve moved on.”

“I guess I haven’t moved on enough.” Claire had gone from chewing her lip to nibbling her thumbnail. “He seemed so happy at the café this morning, and now he’s taking time off. Happy and using his vacation days? What does that tell you?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “He’s in love.”

The same thought had crossed Harriet’s mind. “How do you feel about that?”

“I feel bad about it.”

“You’re the one who broke up with him. Twice.”

“Because I was the mustard on his hotdog.” Claire’s voice rose in exasperation. “Now he’s off cavorting with a beautiful pot roast.”

“You don’t know that for sure.”

“Can you think of a better explanation?”

Harriet couldn’t, so she decided to change the subject. She waved her phone at Claire. “There’s a Camille Twizzler in Manchester. An esthetician.” She pulled up the salon’s website and scrolled through it. “There’s a picture. It’s her.” Her eyes scanned the page describing the salon’s offerings. “One of their specialties is the Powerblast Green Tea Infused Facial. It says it leaves your skin refreshed and revitalized. I could use a little of that.”

“Perfect,” said Claire. “If we’re going to ask some questions, the ex is the obvious place to start. You can get infused and refreshed while we check out her story.”

Harriet pulled down the sun visor and peered in the mirror. “I’ve never had a facial.”

“Never? You should. They get all the gunk out.”

“What gunk?”

“You’d be surprised what’s in there.”

“Multi-tasking,” said Harriet. “I like it. What about you?”

“What else do they offer? I don’t like having my face prodded.”

Harriet looked down at her phone. “There’s a hot stone lymphatic message that claims to flush out your toxins and create a positive energy flow.”

“Sounds perfect. I can always use a boost of positivity. While you question Camille, I’ll chat up her co-workers and do a quick detox.” Claire slowed and made the turn at the cutoff into Sevenoaks. “Am I dropping you at home?”

“How about we do a drive by of Oliver’s building on Fallingbrook? When we were at The Stumble Inn, Pam said his business model involved tossing the old tenants out of the buildings he bought. That must have made him a few enemies.”

“An enemy who snuck into the wedding, happened to pop into the bathroom at exactly the right time, found Pam’s gun, and shot him.”

Harriet tapped her fingers on the armrest and studied Claire. “We’ve got two unidentified men there last night.” She waved her hand in consternation. “Don’t you think if you saw a barefoot stranger lurking around your daughter’s wedding, you’d ask him what he was doing?”

“Annabelle’s nice, but a bit of a wackadoodle,” said Claire. “Aunt Aggie nails it once again.”

Fallingbrook was a winding street on the edge of town, lined primarily with post-war bungalows on tidy, well-kept lots. There was only one apartment building; a gray, brick, three-story structure at the end of the street, backing onto a ravine. There were two large dumpsters outside, one on either side of the building, and as they got near they saw Harrison standing beside the one on the north end, packing equipment into a van.

Claire turned in and parked the car in the pot-holed parking area. “What would you say?” asked Harriet, as they got out of the car. “Twelve apartments?”

“Sounds about right.” Claire gestured to the three cars in the lot and a bike that was locked to a chain-link fence. “I guess Oliver didn’t kick everybody out.”

“Afternoon,” called Harrison, giving a friendly wave as they headed toward him.

“Hi, Harrison. Carson told us you might be here,” said Harriet.

“Just finished up. We didn’t want to leave any materials around.” He shoved his damp hair away from his face and shook his head in disbelief. “Oliver murdered ... I thought Carson was pulling my leg when he first told me.”

“It was shocking,” agreed Harriet.

Claire gestured to some scaffolding on the south end of the building. “Looks like there’s still lots of work to finish.”

“We’re only halfway through the project. We figured we’d be here until September. It’s going to be tough to find another job to fill in the summer.”

“Carson’s hoping the estate will settle quickly and someone else will take over the building.”

Harrison didn’t look convinced. “If you ask me, the estate will be a mess. I don’t figure on things getting settled anytime soon.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Harriet.

“Because every time Oliver was here, he’d be on the phone fighting with someone or other. Before I signed on with Carson I ran my own shop. Came close to going bankrupt. I recognize calls from bill collectors when I hear them.”

Bill collectors? Interesting. “Have the police been by today?” Harriet spoke casually. No point in Harrison wondering why she and Claire were poking around, asking questions.

“There were two here this morning. They didn’t stay long. Mostly they were interested in Melissa’s sister. She’s a piece of work, isn’t she?” Harrison opened the van’s passenger side door and pulled a can of Coke out of a case that was sitting on the seat. “Either of you girls want one?”

“No thanks,” said Harriet, and Claire shook her head.

“Don’t blame you.” He cracked open the can and winced at the taste. “Warm. Anyhow, yeah, there was a big, red-headed guy here for about half a minute this afternoon. Detective somebody or other. Asked me if there was anywhere in town to buy a decent burrito.”

Claire shaded her eyes from the sun and surveyed the area. “It’s a nice building. Looks like good-sized apartments and backing onto a ravine is a great perk.”

“It has a lot of potential,” said Harrison, “but Oliver had us using the cheapest materials, cutting corners wherever we can. It was hard on Carson. He takes a lot of pride in the work we do. They were always at each other about it.”

“Yet, he asked him to be his best man.”

Harrison rolled his eyes and looked to the sky. “That’s Carson for you. He can see the good side of anyone. And I guess they had a history.”

“We heard Oliver was ruthless about kicking out the old tenants,” said Harriet. “That must have made him a few enemies.”

Harrison walked to the back of the van and slammed the door shut. “You could say that.” He gave a mirthless laugh. “One of them got his notice and took a pop at him just a few days ago.” He gestured to the narrow strip of grass running along the front of the building. “They got into it right about there. It was kind of comical. They were both swinging, but neither of them knew how to throw a decent punch.”

“If he just got his notice, he must still live here,” said Claire, looking up at the building.

Harrison nodded his head. “That’s right. His name’s Leroy. His brother was driving by and he stopped and broke up the fight, if you can even call it that. Funny thing is, I saw them both last night.”

“At the wedding?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure that they were there the whole time. I only saw them the once, near the end of the night. I was surprised Carson invited them.”

“He may not have,” said Harriet, pulling out her phone. She played around with the video until she got to the part with the unidentified bearded man. “Is this one of them?” she asked, showing the screen to Harrison.

“That’s the brother. His name’s Jake.” Harrison tilted his head back and looked up at the building. “He doesn’t live here, but Leroy’s up on the third floor. He’s lived here for years. Can’t see him doing well someplace else. Jake was pretty ticked about Leroy getting evicted. Probably afraid he’ll be moving in with him.

“Carson couldn’t place Jake’s face,” said Claire.

“Carson’s indoors most of the time. He doesn’t run into him the way I do. Leroy he would have recognized.” Harrison screwed up his face, confused. “They just showed up, uninvited?”

“Looks that way. What’re they like?” asked Harriet.

“Leroy’s a couple of cans short of a six-pack, but Jake’s okay. A bit cranky, but all those years dealing with Leroy would put anyone on edge.” Harrison gestured toward the street and the two women turned to see where he was pointing. “Jake lives in the neighborhood. Drives by here all the time in an orange pickup. You can’t miss him.”

“Oww!” Harriet lurched forward as a projectile hit her in the back of the head. She clutched her head and whirled around. The carcass of a rotisserie chicken was lying on the ground a few feet away.

“Sorry about that,” called a man, his head stuck out of an open window on the third floor. “I was aiming for the dumpster.”

“Leroy,” yelled Harrison. “I told you everything had to be bagged up before you toss it in. You can’t just throw an old chicken out the window. You hit the lady in the head.”

“Stop your griping! I said sorry!” And with that, Leroy slammed the window and disappeared.

“Are you okay?” asked Harrison.

Harriet rubbed the back of her head. “I’m fine. Just a little startled.”

Claire reached out and pulled a piece of chicken skin from Harriet’s hair and looked down at the ground. “He must have got it at Dooley’s. Their birds are so fatty.”

“But tasty.” Harrison bent down and grabbed the carcass and tossed it in the dumpster. “That fat keeps them nice and juicy. I think I’ll pick one up on the way home. It’s too hot to cook.”

Claire bobbed her head thoughtfully, as if she too was considering the notion. Harriet ran her fingers through her hair, searching for errant pieces of chicken. Across the street, two kids licked popsicles and casually kicked a soccer ball back and forth. One of the kids lost interest and the ball rolled into the street. An orange pickup driving slowly by stopped and waited while the kicker ran out to grab the ball.

“Harrison,” she said, “Is that Jake?”

“That’s him. Told you he lives near here.”

Harriet looked to Claire. “We should get going ...”

“We should. Good luck with everything, Harrison. I hope this all works out.”

He shrugged and lifted his Coke in salute. “Not to worry. It usually does.”

“If this guy lives nearby,” said Harriet on the way back to the car, “it won’t be too hard to find an orange pickup.”

“And then what?”

“We ask him some questions.” Harriet pulled her sticky shirt away from her skin and fanned her stomach. “If it’s suspicious that Oliver’s ex showed up at the wedding, it’s just as suspicious that the brother of a man who was angry his brother was being evicted was there.”

They got in the car, and Claire drove to the end of Fallingbrook, turned right, and headed up the narrow street that ran parallel to it. “Left, or right? she asked, when she came to the first cross street.

“Driver’s choice.”

They hung a left and within seconds Harriet pointed to a brick story-and-a-half house with an orange pickup parked in the driveway. “There!”

Claire pulled up in front of the house, turned off the ignition and opened the door.

“Where are you going?” asked Harriet, grabbing her arm.

“To talk to this Jake person. That’s why we’re here.”

“I’m reconsidering. He might be a murderer.”

“That’s kind of the point. What’s he going to do? It’s broad daylight.”

Harriet peered through the windshield. Three doors down an elderly man was watering his daylilies and at the end of the street she could see a group of teenagers playing basketball. “You’re right. What can he do?”

They stepped out of the car and walked single file down the narrow, concrete walkway leading to the house. As Harriet put her foot on the bottom step of the porch, she reached out and clutched Claire’s arm. “Let’s keep the questions friendly. I don’t want to get him riled up.”

Claire opened her mouth to respond, but before she could get a word out the front door swung open, and the bearded man from the video was pointing a shotgun at them. “Don’t take another step.”
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“I said I was sorry. How many times do you want me to say it?”

“You pointed a gun at us!” said Harriet. “My heart is still pounding.”

Jake, a lanky, grizzled man of indeterminate age, gave a scornful snort in the direction of the shotgun he was swinging casually in his hand. “This old thing’s been kicking around the house for thirty years. Hasn’t had a bullet in it for twenty.”

“That is not the point,” protested Harriet.

Jake narrowed his eyes. “You promise you’re not here to save my soul? You two look a lot like the ones who were here last week. I warned them I’d get a gun if they came back.”

“As I said, we just want to ask you a couple of questions about —”

“Yeah, yeah. The dead guy.” He gestured to them. “Come on in. I’m not going to bite you.”

“We’re not worried about you biting,” said Claire, “It’s the shooting.” But she climbed the front stairs, and Harriet reluctantly followed her.

“Shut the door,” directed Jake, who’d placed the gun on the entryway table before heading down the hall. “You’re letting the hot air in. I made cookies last night once it cooled down a bit. I’ll get us a plate.”

“He made cookies,” said Claire with a wry smile. “How bad can he be?”

Harriet glanced at the gun and then at Claire. “No matter how good they are, try and remember he is a potential murderer.”

“Go sit down. Make yourself comfortable,” called Jake. “Just tell the cats to shove over if you need to.”

“Cookies and cats.” Claire chuckled and lifted an eyebrow.

“He’s perfect for you. You should find out if he’s single.” Harriet peeked into the small, cluttered living room. Every surface, except for a well-worn leather recliner, was covered with magazines, newspapers, and stacks of paperbacks. And cats.

“I only count three,” said Claire. “An amateur.”

Harriet stepped over a stack of well-worn National Geographic magazines, deked around an enormous tabby that was splayed out enjoying the coolness of the wood floor, and did a quick inspection of the framed photos on the fireplace mantle. The largest picture was of a much younger Jake and his very pretty bride on their wedding day. Along the top of the wood frame the words, First Love is the Truest Love was engraved in black letters.

Claire tapped on the picture. “Romantic, but I’d have to disagree. My first love was an idiot.”

“Whatever happened to Gregory?”

“He owns a car dealership in upstate New York. Last I heard he was on his third marriage.”

Harriet ran her finger over the top of the frame. Nick was her first love, and even after nearly twenty years apart, her only true love. Not that she’d told him that, yet anyway. Nick had been married for five years, divorced for two, and he was still hesitant about throwing himself full throttle into a relationship. When they were together, he was kind and affectionate, but Harriet had no idea where she landed on Nick’s true love hierarchy.

“That must be Leroy,” she said, pointing to a photo of Jake and a short, slight man dressed in a tank top and cutoffs, standing in what looked to be Jake’s front yard.

“He’s really committed to that barefoot thing,” said Claire. “The leaves are off the trees.”

“What are you standing around for?” barked Jake. “Sit down.” He came slapping into the room — he was wearing a pair of ratty slippers a couple of sizes too big — and placed a plate of molasses cookies on top of a stack of paperbacks on the coffee table.

“Just admiring your wedding picture,” said Harriet nervously, as she looked around for a place to sit.

Jake’s eyes drifted over the mantel, and his voice softened. “That’s Jennie. She’s been gone fifteen years now.”

“I’m sorry.”

Jake shrugged. “I don’t know what you’ve got to be sorry about. It’s not your fault. Cancer.” He flopped down into the recliner and used his thumb to gesture to a side table where a small, unframed photo was leaning against the lamp. “That’s Cindy. She was after Jennie. She’s gone too. Aneurism.”

Harriet opened her mouth to say sorry, then shut it and nodded.

Jake reached out and grabbed the picture and held it up close to his face. “If I didn’t have her picture around, I’d forget what she looked like. Not her fault. It’d be hard for any woman to fill Jennie’s shoes.” His face hardened, and he dropped the photo on the table and waved at the two women. “Take a load off. What’s the matter with you? And have a cookie. I didn’t bring them in here for the cats to eat.”

Harriet picked up the plate and held it out to Jake, but he shook his head no. “My bridge is giving me trouble. Can’t eat those unless I soften them up in a cup of tea.”

Claire took a cookie and looked around for a place to sit. She picked a sleeping orange cat off a chair, sat down, and put it on her lap. The cat yawned, stretched, and went back to sleep. Harriet shifted a stack of magazines on the couch and sat down beside a small, black cat who eyed her suspiciously.

“These are excellent,” said Claire, munching on a bite of cookie and studying what was left in her hand with an expert eye. “Perfect spicing, and they’ve got a nice crunch.”

“My mother’s recipe,” said Jake, sounding pleased. “I’ve tried others, but I keep coming back to it. It’s the Crisco. No one bakes with it much anymore, but it makes for a good, crispy cookie.” He used the lever on the side of the chair to elevate his feet. “What is you want to talk about? Why are you going around pestering people about a murder?”

“We’re friends of the family that hosted the wedding last night,” said Harriet. She was struggling to sound dignified. There were almost no springs left in the couch. She was sunk down, only a foot off the ground. “Naturally they are very upset. And because you were there, we have a few questions for you.”

“Who says I was there?”

“You’re on the wedding video.”

“Is that right? I don’t remember giving my permission to be filmed.”

Claire leaned forward on her chair. “The thing is, no one gave you permission to attend the wedding.”

“I was driving by. I heard the music and I thought I’d check it out. The fellas in the band work on Leroy’s building, and I’d heard them say they were going to be out that way.”

Harriet shifted on the couch, trying to get comfortable, and looked up at him. “You just happened to be driving down a country road, late on a Sunday night?”

“I’m a rambler.”

Harriet glanced over at Claire. She didn’t appear to be buying it either. “And why was Leroy there? He’s a rambler too?”

Jake gripped the arm of his chair and tensed his shoulders. “Who said Leroy was there? Is he on your video?”

“Yes, he is,” lied Harriet. “And since he was in a fistfight with the deceased just last week, naturally that is very concerning.”

“Fistfight,” scoffed Jake. “Neither of them even made contact.”

“Attempted fistfight. Clearly, Leroy had issues with Dr. Twizzler, so for him to be lurking, uninvited ...”

“Lurking? Leroy doesn’t lurk. If he’s around, you know it.”

“He was described as lurking,” said Claire, “but let’s say he wasn’t. What we do know is that you both showed up uninvited at the wedding of a man you had a beef with, a man who was murdered that night.”

“Had a beef with? Who didn’t? Pompous git. Thought he was a big deal because he yanked out teeth and owned a couple of apartment buildings.”

“Have the police been by to talk to you?” asked Harriet. She wanted to wind this visit up. Jake was looking awfully agitated.

“Why would the police come by?”

Claire reached for another molasses cookie. “They’re questioning all of the guests. I imagine they’ll be especially interested in the uninvited ones.”

Jake lurched forward on his recliner and sat up straight. “I haven’t seen any police, but here’s what I’d tell them, and this is the truth of it. I drove by Leroy’s place last night and his bike was gone. He knew about the wedding because he’s always talking to the guys working on the place. I saw him early in the afternoon and he’d been hitting the bottle pretty hard, so when I didn’t see his bike I had an inkling he might go out there and try to join the party.”

Claire’s nose crinkled in disbelief. “He was drinking all day and still able to ride his bike ten miles? He didn’t even have shoes on.”

Jake lifted one shoulder in a dismissive shrug. “He rides his bike everywhere. Ten miles is nothing to him. I drove out there and told him he had to go home. Leroy does what I tell him, most of the time anyways. I wasn’t there more than a few minutes.”

“When did the two of you leave?” asked Harriet. “Before or after the fireworks?”

“Fireworks?” Jake scratched his beard. “There was fireworks?”

“At the end of the night.”

“I didn’t know they were doing fireworks. I maybe would have stayed. When we left, the band was still playing. They weren’t bad for a bunch of part-timers.”

The black cat beside Harriet stood up, jumped on the back of the couch, and settled in behind her, its head nuzzling her hair.

“He likes you,” said Jake. “Licorice is usually skittish around strangers.”

“They can sense how much she enjoys them.” Claire smiled and patted the cat sleeping in her lap.

Jake grunted and got to his feet. “Anything else you girls want to know? I’ve got things to do.”

Harriet gripped the arm of the couch and struggled to pull herself into a more dignified sitting position. “Do you happen to know if Leroy went inside to use the washroom last night?”

“What kind of question is that? Leroy’s not good enough to use their facilities?”

“That’s not it —”

“How would I know? You think I said, ‘Leroy, did you go to the toilet?’ He forgets to eat half the time, but he’s not to the point I have to remind him to use the bathroom.”

“You don’t have to worry about him eating today,” said Claire. “Chicken wasn’t it, Harriet?”

Jake wasn’t listening. He was halfway out of the living room. “Time for you to go,” he groused as he disappeared down the hall.

Harriet and Claire exchanged glances and got to their feet. Claire placed the cat, who didn’t wake up, back in the chair and the two women headed toward the front door.

“Wait there,” demanded Jake, in a loud voice. “I’m not done with you two.”

Harriet glanced down at the shotgun, grabbed the doorknob, and yanked open the door, just as Jake reappeared in the hallway holding a Tupperware container. He walked toward them and handed it to Claire. “I packed you up a few cookies.” Jake scratched his beard, flicked away the loose hairs he’d pulled out, and waggled his finger at the women. “Leave Leroy alone. He gets nervous when people start badgering him. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

“One more question,” said Harriet, halfway out the door. “If you don’t mind.”

“I mind,” replied Jake, but he crossed his arms and waited for her.

“Did Leroy drive home in your truck?”

“He rode his bike. He doesn’t like motor vehicles.”

“You saw him on the road, riding his bike?”

“He was in the parking area same time I was.”

“But you never actually saw him leave?”

Jake narrowed his eyes. “He left. Just like you are.” He waited for Harriet to step outside and slammed the door behind her.

Once they were back in the car and had pulled away from Jake’s, Harriet turned to Claire. “He never saw Leroy leave the wedding.”

Claire nodded in agreement. “But if ever there was a man who’d do his business in the hydrangeas rather than go in the house, Leroy sounds like it. How would he have got hold of the gun?”

“Maybe Jake found it. There’s no saying he was telling the truth about leaving before the fireworks. We can’t rule either of them out.”

Claire glanced down at the Tupperware container. “I don’t know ... a man who bakes cookies. I can’t see Jake being a murderer.”

When they were almost home, Harriet reached out and touched Claire’s arm. “Could you drive down Nick’s street?”

Claire made a quick right. “Sure. Checking up on him?”

“I’m not checking up.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m doing a casual drive-by on my way home.”

“His car’s not there.” Claire slowed to a stop in front of Nick’s house.

“I see that. Get moving. I don’t want the neighbors to see us.” Harriet tapped the armrest and glanced over her shoulder at Nick’s empty driveway, then shook her head and looked forward. She was being ridiculous. Where was he?

“Nick may be too busy to have dinner with you,” said Claire, turning onto Harriet’s street, “but at least he hasn’t fallen in love and left town with another woman.”

“You don’t know that’s what happened with Adam.”

Claire’s eyebrows cocked up. “It happened.” She pulled into Harriet’s double-wide driveway. Hamish’s car was there, and Hamish and Gran were sitting on Gran’s veranda.

“Are you coming in?” Harriet asked, her hand on the door. “I’ve got a fridge full of leftovers I want to finish up before they turn.”

“That’s a tempting offer, but I have the same leftovers. I need to get home and see how CoCo is doing.” Claire nodded to Gran’s porch. “Plus ... Hamish.” She caught Harriet’s look. “Who I agree is a pleasant-enough man, but he sure can go on about the weather and his brother’s hip replacement. And that thing he does where he adds ooni to the end of his words. It gets very tiresome-ooni.”

“I agree he isn’t always scintillating, but Gran enjoys him.”

“That’s all that matters.” Claire stuck her head out the window and called hello to Gran and Hamish, then popped it back in and turned to Harriet. “I’m going in extra-early a couple days this week. Now that I’m such a whizz with marzipan, I’m going to stockpile a load of marzipan flowers, then on Friday I’ll make cupcakes for our table at the Farmer’s Market. People will pay a ludicrous amount for a cupcake with a fancy flower on it.”

“Good idea. I’ll come in and help.”

Claire tilted her head and held up a warning finger. “Leaves only. Your petals still need work.”

“Leaves only.” Harriet got out of the car, said goodbye, and walked slowly down the driveway. She wanted to go straight home and collapse in a comfortable chair with a glass of wine, but she veered left and headed toward Gran’s veranda. “Hello, Hamish.”

Hamish gave her a friendly wave. He was an affable man, but, like Claire, Harriet found his chatter tiresome. Gran didn’t seem to mind, or if she did she was willing to put up with it because the two of them shared a number of interests. They both liked playing bridge and socializing, and according to Gran they were planning to take ballroom dancing classes.

As soon as Harriet climbed the porch steps, Hamish got to his feet and bent down to kiss Gran’s cheek. “Have a good evening, Joyce. You’ll need a sweater later on. It’s supposed to drop seven degrees by nine o’clock.”

Harriet plunked down in his vacated seat. “I hope it wasn’t something I said.”

“Of course not. Why would you think that? All you said was hello.”

“I’m just teasing.” And that was another thing about Hamish. He smiled a lot, but he took everything so seriously.

Hamish walked down the stairs and turned to give the women an awkward wave as he got into his car. Gran waved back, but she had the tensest, tightest smile on her face. As Hamish pulled out of the driveway and disappeared down the street, Gran reached out and gripped Harriet’s arm. “I’m so glad you finally got here.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

Gran sighed deeply. She was still clutching Harriet’s arm. “Weddings do funny things to men.”

“And to women. Claire thinks that’s why Oliver never brought his girlfriend last night. He didn’t want her getting any ideas.” She looked closer at Gran. “Is Hamish acting odd?”

“You could say that.” She released Harriet’s arm and settled back into her chair. “I loved your grandfather,” she said, studying her thumbnail.

“I know you did.”

“But I’ve been on my own for nine years now. Nine years is a long time.”

Uh oh. It was happening. Harriet had been dreading this eventuality. Here comes Grandpa Hamish. All her cozy chats with Gran, and now Hamish would be there, interjecting about the weather and bad hips. She smiled encouragingly at Gran. She would be supportive. Gran was eighty. She deserved to be happy, and if Hamish made her happy ... “I know. You’ve been lonely.”

“Lonely?” snapped Gran. “Who says I’ve been lonely?”

“Sorry. I thought that’s what you were implying.”

“I was married for fifty years. Sure, it was an adjustment being on my own, but I’ve got used to no toothpaste gobs in the sink, and eating whatever I want, whenever I want and having complete control of the TV.”

“What are you saying then?”

“Hamish has gone all google eyed, blathering about love and how time is running out. My time’s not running out. I’ve got another twenty years.”

“Minimum,” said Harriet.

“Hamish won’t want to move to Sevenoaks. He thinks Eastlake is paradise if you can imagine that. And his house is so dark and pokey and only one bathroom. I don’t want to share a bathroom with a man ever again.” Gran sighed deeply. “I don’t want to marry him. I like things just the way they are.”

“So, tell him that.”

“I’m afraid if he pops the question and I say no, he’ll disappear completely. I enjoy his company, and he’s a decent bridge player. And granted, he’s no Johnny Carson, but he can hold up his end of a conversation. You just have to know how to shut him down when he starts rambling.”

Harriet wasn’t accustomed to an unsure Gran. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

Turns out Gran wasn’t unsure. She had a plan. “What I’m thinking is, maybe this whole wedding buzz will wear off. I’m going to try not to be alone with him until he simmers down. How does that sound?” She didn’t wait for Harriet’s response. “If he can’t get me alone, he won’t ask me to marry him.” Gran sounded confident. “Give it a couple weeks, and he’ll snap out of it. You know, even though I always tell my fans ...”

Harriet heard the familiar sound of a text arriving. With her eyes on Gran, she reached into her purse and glanced at the display. It was Nick. Sorry I couldn’t make it for dinner. How about tomorrow? I’ll cook. A wave of pleasure washed over her.

“Are you listening?” Gran nudged her in the side.

“I am. You’re going to keep Hamish at arm’s length. Sounds good.”

“An excellent plan.” Gran smiled in satisfaction. “How about I throw together a light supper for us? It’s too hot to cook, but I picked up one of those nice rotisserie chickens.”

Harriet looked down at her phone and started texting. “Sounds great.”
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Chapter 11
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

My boyfriend’s best friend at work is a woman. He insists it is perfectly innocent, but I can’t help it. I’m jealous. They text each other sometimes and I’m tempted to check the messages. (I know the password to his phone – don’t ask!). What do you think?

Jealous in Boise




Dear Jealous,

No good comes of snooping into your loved ones’ calls, or messages, or pockets. Whatever your boyfriend is or isn’t up to, that kind of skullduggery on your part will only end badly. Trust me on this. I speak from experience.



––––––––
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“SEVEN IS PERFECT. I’LL see you later.” Harriet ended the call and stared happily down at her phone.

“What’s Nick making for dinner?” said Claire.

“Something on the grill and something in a salad bowl.” Harriet glanced at the clock on the dashboard and tapped her fingers anxiously on the armrest. “We have to rush. The receptionist said if we’re even five minutes late, Camille won’t stick around. What way is that to run a business?”

First thing in the morning, Harriet had contacted the salon where Oliver’s ex, Camille, was an esthetician and managed to get an appointment for a facial with her at four o’clock. Mid-afternoon, the salon had called and said that due to a last-minute cancellation, they were able to fit Claire in for a hot stone massage. They’d left The Bluebell promptly at three-fifteen, with Denise saying, “Don’t worry. I’ve got it under control,” and Pam grumbling, “Leaving early? I don’t know how you managed to run this place before I came along.”

Claire tapped her horn and deked past the car in front of them that was tootling along at five miles under the speed limit. “Oliver was murdered on Sunday night. Camille likely would have been told about it on Monday morning, and she’s back at work on Tuesday. Does that sound like normal behavior to you?”

Harriet nodded in agreement. “Even with a messy divorce, you’d think she’d take a day or two off to recover from the shock.” She pulled the sun visor down, so she could peer in the mirror. “I wonder if Nick will notice that my skin looks fresher. The salon’s website said I’ll look like I’m lit from within.”

“Like you’re on fire? Even a man will notice that.”

At ten minutes to four, Claire pulled up in front of the salon. It was on the main floor of a narrow, brick townhouse in a mostly residential part of downtown. “It looks nice,” she said, once she’d turned off the car.

“It looks expensive. I never even checked. How much does a facial cost?”

“It’ll be a few bucks. At least a hundred. Maybe one twenty-five.”

“One twenty-five?” It had been a while since Harriet had spent that much money on herself. All of her cash went back into the business.

“A small price to pay if it means finding Oliver’s murderer and getting Pam out of town,” said Claire. “This morning she asked me if I’d ever considered taking baking classes.”

“She called Hunter Hanson a snot-nosed brat.”

Claire opened the car door. “That kid is a nightmare. I’ve called him worse.”

“Not to his face, Claire. Not with his mother there. Jane is in at least three times a week, and we’ve been discussing The Bluebell becoming the regular caterer for her monthly board meetings. I can put up with her snot-nosed brat.”

“I’m not arguing with you.” Claire rubbed her shoulders and looked up at the townhouse. “I’ve never needed a massage more.”

They climbed the stairs of the brownstone and opened the heavy front door. Soft music was playing and there was the faint scent of lavender in the air. The very pretty young woman at the reception desk smiled pleasantly. “You’re right on time,” she said, when Harriet gave their names. She got to her feet and directed them down the hall to the change room. “There are robes hanging in the closet. Ms. Pickles, you’re in treatment room two and Ms. McFardo, you’re in three.”

“See you on the other side,” said Claire, a few minutes later, as she disappeared into number three. Harriet entered her own treatment room. The lights were dim and there was the faint sound of a babbling brook. She settled into the body-conforming leather chair. It was comfortable. Relaxing. Extremely relaxing.

“Sorry. Did I wake you?”

Harriet startled and opened her eyes. Camille. She looked just like she did in the video. Small and pretty, with chocolate brown eyes and flawless skin. “It’s so soothing in here, I must have nodded off.” Harriet studied Camille’s face. She looked calm. Professional. Not the slightest sign her husband of three years had been shot through the heart two days ago.

Camille pulled up a stool and switched on a bright, overhead light. She studied Harriet’s face, stroking and poking. “What are you using for the redness?” she asked.

“Redness?”

“Hmmm. You’ve got a lot of inflammation.” Camille ran her finger over Harriet’s nose. “When was the last time you had extractions?”

“Never.”

“Never?” Camille looked flabbergasted, as if Harriet had said she’d never brushed her teeth or clipped her toenails. “Okay...” She sounded hesitant. “I love a challenge.”

Camille slid off the stool and bustled around the room, fiddling with machines, and assembling instruments. Harriet felt a jolt of nervousness; it looked like Camille was prepping for surgery. Moments later the nervousness was gone as she inhaled a delightfully scented steam and a hot, wet cloth was draped over her face. It felt wonderful. So soothing. Harriet felt her body melt back into the chair, but she fought it and gave herself a little shake. She wasn’t here to be pampered. She was here to ask questions. Harriet reluctantly lifted the warm cloth away from her face. “You look so familiar.”

“Is that right?” Camille was across the room, surveying a shelf of skin creams. “I don’t think we’ve met, and I’m usually good with faces.” She chuckled softly. “A little esthetician humor.”

“I’m trying to place you... Were you at a wedding on Sunday night?”

Camille’s expression tightened. “You saw me there?”

“You were wearing a red dress. I remember admiring it.”

“I did a brief drop by. I wasn’t there long. Please put that cloth back on and stay in front of the steamer. I want those pores nice and open. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Harriet could hear the door open and close and apart from the babbling brook, the room was quiet. Her mind wandered over the information she wanted from Camille, but it was hard to focus. The chair was so comfy, and she felt almost woozy. The steam must have a sleeping potion in it ... At the sound of the door shutting, Harriet jolted awake and hoped that the loud snort she’d heard hadn’t come from her. Camille sat down, removed the wet cloth, and pulled on a pair of latex gloves before rubbing her finger over Harriet’s nose and squeezing, hard.

“Oww!”

“Sorry, but it’s going to pinch a bit. Your pores are so clogged, it’s like cement in there.” Camille leaned closer and with a determined look on her face, commenced squeezing and prodding, only stopping to shake her head in disapproval.

After a torturous few minutes, Harriet wasn’t sure she could take it anymore. “I think you need to stop. I didn’t realize it would be so painful.”

“I’m almost done. Next time it won’t be so bad.”

Next time? There wasn’t going to be a next time. It was excruciating. Perfect skin wasn’t worth this much pain. Harriet breathed out, slow and fast, like she’d seen laboring mothers do in movies. She would question Camille. That would keep her mind off the torture. “Were you a friend of the bride or the groom?” she asked. “Or both?”

“Neither. I actually went,” — poke, prod, squeeze — “because my soon to be ex-husband was a guest. I needed to talk to him.” Camille gave a particularly hard squeeze causing Harriet to almost jump out of the chair. Maybe she’d stop with the questions until Camille was finished extracting the cement.

But Camille was suddenly in the mood to talk. “We shared —” She stopped short, and her expression hardened. “We’d been arguing over custody of our dog. It was the only thing holding up our divorce. Not that he cared about her; he just wanted to stick it to me. Anyway” — squeeze — she’d moved onto Harriet’s forehead. “I called him to see when I could pick up Tabitha, and he said he was out of town until Monday, and he’d put her in a kennel. Can you believe it? He’d rather stick the poor thing in a cage surrounded by strangers, than leave her with me. He wouldn’t tell me where my girl was, so I made some calls and found out the location of the wedding and drove out there.”

Harriet took a couple of shallow breaths. “Did he tell you where Tabitha was?”

Camille ran her glove-covered fingers over Harriet’s nose and pushed her stool away. “He didn’t want to, but it all worked out. Tabitha doesn’t have to worry about being left at a kennel ever again.” She placed another hot, wet towel over Harriet’s face.

What did she mean by that? Harriet pulled the cloth away from her mouth. She wouldn’t mention Oliver’s murder yet. She needed to find out how long Camille was at the wedding. Catch her unawares. “Did you enjoy the fireworks?”

Camille paused for a moment before responding. “I’ve never liked fireworks. I’ll leave you here to relax for a minute and then we’ll start the green tea powerblast. It’s a noisy procedure. I’ll give you some music to listen to while I work.”

Forty minutes later, her face tingling and the soundtrack to Mamma Mia dancing through her brain, Harriet paid the exorbitant tab and stepped outside. Claire was sitting on the front steps, looking blissful. “I’m so relaxed,” she said, getting to her feet and starting toward the car. “That was the most enjoyable hour I’ve spent in quite a while.”

“I’m happy for you,” replied Harriet, and she tried to sound genuinely pleased.

“How was the facial?” Claire called over her shoulder.

“Painful. I think she removed a few layers of skin.”

“That’s where the glow comes from.”

They reached the car, and Claire turned around and looked closely at Harriet for the first time. She had a peculiar expression on her face.

“What?” Harriet reached up and touched her cheek.

“Nothing... Did she say how long it would be until your skin calms down?”

Harriet yanked open the passenger door, hopped in, and pulled down the sun visor. “No wonder Camille didn’t give me a mirror! I look like I’ve been lying in the sun all day.”

“At the equator.” Claire got in and started the car. “Facials aren’t for everyone, I guess.”

“Facials aren’t for everyone? Now you tell me?”

“I’m sure you’ll look fine by the time we’re home.” She pulled out into the street. “On another note, I asked my masseuse what she knew about Camille and Oliver. The answer was nothing. She just started at the salon last week.”

Harriet sank back into her seat. “I didn’t get a lot more. Oliver was holding Camille’s dog hostage, and she drove out to the wedding to find out where it was. Did she stick around and murder Oliver? Possibly.” Harriet reached up and stroked her aching cheeks. “She seems capable.”

“And she’s female, which is not in her favor. I think your theory that the killer is more likely to be a woman because of the bathroom situation was a good one.”

They drove home, mostly in silence. Harriet was trying to process her impressions of Camille, but her face hurt enough to be distracting. Claire, on the other hand, was so calm and blissful, she had a little smile on her face the entire drive.

“I need to buy a bottle of wine to take to Nick’s,” said Harriet, once they’d pulled off the main road and were headed into town.

Claire glanced over at her. “Check the mirror. You might want to ixnay the dinner date.”

Harriet pulled down the visor and gaped in horror at her reflection. “I don’t believe this. Now I look like I have the measles.”

“I guess it’s one of those situations where you’ll look worse before you look better.”

“Camille said I might have a bit of a blush.”

“If by blush she meant your skin would be bright pink spotted with extremely red, she was correct.”

Harriet flipped up the visor and because there was no one else to be angry at, she glared at Claire, who still had that blissed-out smile on her face.

“Your phone’s ringing,” said Claire, a happy lilt in her voice.

So it was. “Great. It’s Nick. What am I going to tell him?”

“How about, ‘I look like a tomato stuffed with pimentos. Do you mind if we postpone until tomorrow?’”

“A tomato — Hi, Nick.”

“Hi, there.” He sounded rushed. “Sorry about this, but would you mind if we cancel dinner tonight? Something came up at the last minute.”

He was canceling? “No, that’s fine.”

“You’re the best. I’ll call you tomorrow.” And with that, he was gone.

Harriet waved her phone. “He canceled.”

“Perfect. That’s what you wanted.”

“I was looking for an excuse not to see him. I didn’t want him to cancel.”

Claire took another look at her. “Trust me on this. It’s a blessing.”

Harriet spent the evening puttering around the house, answering letters to Aunt Aggie, and conferring with Gran over what new recipe to put on the website. Gran was strongly against anything stinking of healthy eating. “Something with lots of fat and sugar. My fans know how to enjoy life.”

At dusk, Harriet walked a resistant Chester around the block. As she was returning home, a small car pulled out of the driveway and drove much too quickly down the quiet street. It was a beautiful evening, so Harriet flicked on her porch light and sat down on the top step. Chester flopped down beside her and rolled onto his back so that Harriet could scratch his stomach. A moment later she heard Gran’s screen door open and slam shut.

“I got flowers.” Gran came storming around the corner and stood in front of Harriet. She didn’t look pleased.

“I thought that looked like a delivery car. What kind of flowers?”

“Red roses.”

“Nice.”

“What’s nice about it? I’m laying low, trying to keep Hamish from getting too excited, and now he’s sending me roses and love notes.”

“What did he say?”

“I’m glad you asked.” Gran whipped a small, white card out of her cardigan pocket and held it up. “Roses are red, violets are blue. All my sensual thoughts are about you.”

“Sensual?”

“Yes, sensual. You think young people have the market on sensual?”

“No. Of course, not.” But she sure didn’t want to ponder Hamish’s sensual thoughts. Harriet reached out and took the card. “He didn’t sign it.”

“He’s like that. I’m sure he thinks being a man of mystery is alluring. Flowers and mystery and sensual thoughts. You know what comes next? Where are my clean socks? That’s what comes next.” Gran sighed and sat down next to Harriet. “All I wanted was a nice man to spend some time with.” She took the card back and eyed it with a glum look on her face. “I didn’t intend to get him so fired up.”

“We’re all having man problems. You, me and Claire.”

“Claire’s always got a man problem. What is it this time?”

“She’s decided she’s interested in Adam again, and he’s happy and gone on vacation. She figures he has a new girlfriend.”

“If he’s happy, he must be in love. That man is way too grim. Handsome though.” Gran peered at Harriet. “Your face is starting to calm down.”

Harriet leaned back and looked up at the sky. “I’m worried Nick’s not having sensual thoughts about me.”

“Of course, he is. How could he not? He’s a busy person. You always say you like that about him, that he’s got a lot going on.”

“Not when he’s got so much going on that he cancels a dinner date at the last minute.”

“Men,” said Gran. “Are they worth the trouble?”

“What would Aunt Aggie say?”

“She’s torn.” Gran got to her feet. “I’m going to put my roses in water.”

“I think I’ll take a walk.” Harriet looked up at the full moon. “It’s a beautiful night and I’m feeling restless.”

She let Chester into the house, crossed the lawn, and walked to the end of the street. Without really thinking about it, she followed her usual route to work, which had her walking right by Nick’s house. There’s no harm in it, she told herself. Nick lived in the neighborhood. It’s not like she had to go out of her way to stroll by and see if he was home.

Which he was. Not only was he home, there was another car in the driveway. A car with a New York license plate. Nick had lived in New York working as a lawyer for ten years, before moving back to Sevenoaks to pursue his writing career. And his ex-wife, Alyssa, still lived there, in their old apartment; the apartment that Nick, in one of the few times he’d discussed his marriage, said he still occasionally missed.

Harriet stood at the edge of the driveway, away from the streetlight, and studied the house. There was no light on in the front windows. They must be in the back, in the kitchen. Without really thinking about it, she walked down the driveway. Her legs were powering themselves. She peeked around the corner of the house. The kitchen light was on. She skirted the fence and ducked in beside the huge maple tree that shaded the yard. It gave her a perfect view into the window. Nick was standing beside the kitchen island, holding a beer. Across from him was a woman. An attractive woman with long, dark hair who looked vaguely familiar. It wasn’t his ex-wife, though. Harriet had done a thorough search of Alyssa’s social media. She knew exactly what Alyssa looked like, and who her close friends were and what she liked to do in her free time, which leaned heavily toward running marathons and climbing mountains. Harriet watched as Nick said something and the woman laughed heartily. Harriet exhaled slowly and looked up at the sky. This was ridiculous. Painful to watch and ridiculous. And beneath her. She wasn’t the kind of person who spied on her boyfriend. She had to leave. Go home and relax and remind herself that she’d had a full life before Nick, and she’d have a full life after he’d left her for a cackling brunette from New York. She took a final look at the window. They weren’t in the kitchen. Where were they? Had they gone upstairs?

The patio door in the dining room opened a crack, and the woman paused and turned her head and laughed again at something Nick said. They were coming outside. Harriet was rooted to the ground. What to do? If she cut across the lawn now, they would see her. And the tree trunk wasn’t so big she could hide behind it. She looked up. She could stay and face them, or she could climb. She had only a moment to decide. She climbed.

The patio door opened fully, and the woman came out, followed by Nick. They strolled down the stairs and across the grass, the woman holding a wine glass.

Harriet crouched on a thick branch, twelve feet in the air, trying her best to be at one with the leaves. Don’t look up. Please, don’t look up.

“Thanks so much for dinner, Nick. I’m really happy that your life is working out so well.”

“And yours will again too, Cindy.”

Cindy. Of course. Alyssa’s sister. Her younger, recently married sister. She’d seen pictures of Cindy’s wedding on Alyssa’s Instagram page.

“Oh, I know. Sorry I was such a mess when I called.”

“But you’re okay now?”

“I’m fine,” said Cindy in a determined voice. “I just needed to get out of town and clear my head. I should have seen this coming. I knew who he was when we got married.”

“You’re welcome to stay here. The spare bed is made up.”

What?

“No. I’m settled in at that nice B & B. And your girlfriend wouldn’t like it.”

“Harriet would be fine with it.”

Harriet would not be fine with it. Also, would you please go inside? Crouching on a branch is very hard on the knees.

Cindy finished her wine in one, long drink. “The way your face lights up when you talk about her. She must be a special person.”

“She is,” Nick said emphatically. “I wish you could meet her. You were so upset on the phone, I didn’t think you’d be comfortable having anyone here.”

“Well, I’m fine now. Time to head home and deal with things. I do wish I could have met Harriet though. She sounds really special.”

I am special. Ask anyone. Don’t look up. Please don’t look up.

Cindy waved her arm for emphasis. “Your backyard is beautiful. It’s so nice, being out of the city.” She cranked back her head. “You can actually see the stars. Oh my god!”

Nick followed her gaze.

“Harriet?”
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Chapter 12
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Aunt Aggie’s Words to Live By #52 I get a lot of questions about what to do if you’ve made a complete idiot of yourself. My response is that it happens to everyone and not to get too worked up about it unless it happens quite often, such as three times a day, in which case you’ll just have to get used to it. Remember, other people often like you better for it because it makes them feel so superior, so you’ve spread a little sunshine in the world. And if all else fails, at least you’ve served as a bad example.



––––––––
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GRAN TOSSED HER TOAST crust to Chester and settled back into her seat. “You need to get a hold of yourself. It’s not the end of the world.”

“He was so angry. I’ve never seen Nick that upset.”

“And rightfully so,” said Gran. “He must have been mortified. His girlfriend up a tree spying on him. Watching you climb down ... I can’t even imagine how embarrassed he was.”

“Is that your idea of consoling me? And I wasn’t spying, I was hiding.” And I didn’t exactly climb down. Harriet shuddered as she had a brief, horrible flash of Nick’s face as she landed in a heap on the ground in front of him. Her tailbone still ached.

“First, I’ll reprimand, then I’ll console. You were hiding because you were spying. I don’t know what was going through your head.” Gran shook her head and took a sip of coffee. “Have you heard from him this morning?”

“No. Late last night he sent me a text saying he has to go to New York on business until Saturday, and we’ll talk when he gets back.” She slumped in the chair and stared vacantly across the lawn. “Why am I such an idiot?”

Gran reached out and patted Harriet’s leg. “You’re a woman who acts on her instincts. Nothing wrong with that. And you know what? Serves him right for being so secretive. If he’d just said, ‘Sorry, I’m having a cozy dinner with my ex-wife’s sister, and you’re not invited,’ you’d have been perfectly fine with it. You wouldn’t have been snooping around in his backyard.”

“Exactly,” agreed Harriet. It was all Nick’s fault, once you really thought about it.

“And look on the bright side,” continued Gran. “If Nick’s out of town for a few days, it will give your skin time to calm down. By the time he’s back you’ll look your old self again, and he’ll have got over the humiliation of finding his girlfriend up a tree.”

Harriet reached up and touched her cheek. “Am I still red? I thought I did a good job of toning it down.”

“You’ve got a nice, healthy blush.” Gran hesitated. “Maybe a touch rosier than normal.”

Harriet reluctantly got to her feet. “What are your plans for today?”

“Not much. I’m going to play a quick nine holes and then I’ll put in an hour at the hospital gift shop. Oh, and I’m chairing the historical society meeting this afternoon. Don’t be concerned if you can’t get a hold of me. I turned my cell off, and I’m letting the land line go to voice mail.”

“Hamish avoidance?”

“You’ve got it. I haven’t even thanked him for the flowers. I don’t want to encourage his sensual thoughts.”

Harriet smiled fondly at Gran. “I think you’re out of luck with that one. You drive the men wild.” She patted Chester, hugged Gran, and headed to work. Today was definitely a day to take the long way around, avoiding Nick’s street. She didn’t know when he was leaving for the airport and there was no way she wanted to risk running into him.

Even with all her churning angst, when Harriet cut through the town green and saw The Bluebell from across the street, she got the same tingle of satisfaction she always got. And when she unlocked the front door and walked across the century-old wood floor to adjust a place setting and turned to gaze at the park through the sparkling-clean windows, she couldn’t help but sigh with happiness.

Claire was in the kitchen, finishing off a tray of marzipan flowers. “They’re beautiful,” said Harriet. “Sorry I wasn’t here to help. I was so frazzled, I didn’t fall asleep until after two.”

“You’re forgiven.” Claire had heard the whole, horrible story. “Any word from Nick?”

Harriet nodded. “He’s going to New York for a couple of days.”

Claire picked up the tray and shoved it in the fridge. “Good. It will give him time to simmer down.”

“If he ever does. You think he’s going to recover from seeing me staring down at him from his tree?”

“I don’t know. It’s a tough one. He’s probably extra embarrassed because it was in front of his former sister-in-law. She’s going to have a wild story to tell Alyssa.”

“Thank you for your words of comfort.” Harriet grabbed a mango muffin from the counter and ripped the top off it. She was a firm believer that the only edible part of a muffin was the top. “You’re right. He’s never going to forgive me.”

“I didn’t say that.” Claire tore a chunk out of the bottom half. “After a day or two, I’m sure he’ll see the humor in the situation.” She opened her cherished binder of favorite cookie recipes and started leafing through it. “Goldendoodles are good that way.”

Fortunately, it was a busy day at The Bluebell, so there wasn’t a lot of time for Harriet to dwell on the fact her boyfriend might not be her boyfriend anymore.

“What’s up with you?” said Denise, at one point.

“Man trouble.”

Denise nodded in commiseration. “Men. Can’t live with them. Can’t live with them.”

By mid-afternoon, it was quiet; just a few regulars who came by most days for a cup of tea and something sweet to keep them going until dinner. Harriet was behind the counter going over the grocery order when Melissa came in the front door.

“Hi, Mel. If you’re looking for Pam, she’s not here. She left half an hour ago.”

“I know. She’s at the house. That’s why I’m at The Bluebell.”

“In that case, good to see you, and what can I get you?”

Melissa perused the baskets of baked goods. “How about a coffee and a butterscotch brownie. Do you have time to join me?”

Harriet did a quick scan of the room. Everything looked to be under control. “Sure. I could use a break.” She assembled their coffees and brownies and she and Melissa settled in at a corner table. Harriet studied her friend’s face, worried. “You look frazzled. How are you feeling?”

“I’ve been better. Detective Meachum was at the house again today.”

Harriet pulled the spoon out of her coffee and used it to gesture at Melissa. “I think your mom was right when she called him Detective Meatball. He came by here this morning when I was out buying flowers for the tables. He asked Claire a few questions and didn’t even care that I wasn’t here. Claire said he was more concerned with which scone to buy. I’m the one who found Oliver’s body!”

Melissa bit into her brownie and for the first time since she’d arrived an expression of pleasure passed over her face. It didn’t last long. “Did Pam tell you she had to go into the police station for another interview?”

Harriet shook her head but said nothing. She could tell Melissa wanted to talk.

“Carson has an old friend, Barry, who works on the force. He’s been slipping us a little information.” Melissa leaned forward and lowered her voice, even though there was no one close by who could hear them. “He says Meachum is new and trying to prove himself. He wants to get a quick arrest in Oliver’s murder. If Pam’s are the only fingerprints on the gun ...”

“They won’t be. And Nick said it was raining so hard, they might not even be able to get a decent print.”

Melissa didn’t look consoled. She finished her brownie and leaned back in her chair. “Carson called Oliver’s parents last night, so he could give his condolences. Oliver’s father told him that once the police release the body, they’re having it sent to Connecticut. They’re going to have a small family ceremony there.” She waited while Harriet called goodbye to the Dixon sisters, two elderly women who came in most afternoons for tea and “something chocolate.” “He left his estate to his parents, but his father said he doesn’t think there will be much. They’re going to have to sell the apartment buildings to pay off all the debt. It seems Oliver wasn’t the financial genius he made himself out to be.”

Harriet nodded. Harrison had been right, then, that Oliver had money problems. “I got that impression when we spoke with Harrison.”

“You saw Harrison?”

“Claire and I stopped by the Fallingbrook building.” She might as well tell Melissa what she and Claire were doing. “And we went to see Camille.”

Melissa put down her coffee and eyed Harriet. “His ex? Are you doing your own investigation? After what happened last time?”

“Last time we did find the murderer.” She and Claire had been remarkably effective. All anyone seemed to remember was Harriet’s own brush with death.

Melissa reached across the table and grabbed Harriet’s hand. Some of the tension in her face seemed to have dissipated. “Thank you. You’re so busy, I didn’t want to ask for your help, but I’ve been so worried. Why did you decide to get involved?”

Harriet hesitated. She couldn’t tell her that they were eager to clear Pam’s name, so they’d be rid of her. “We think we have a bit of a knack for it, and honestly, you’re right, the police seem awfully focused on Pam. We’re afraid they’re not looking at all the angles.”

“Exactly.” Melissa shook her head ruefully. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. Pam is horrible. Worse than she ever was. But I don’t want her arrested. I want her ... gone ... back to Aspen. Did she mention she’s seeing someone there?”

“She did. A periodontist.”

“And he seems to really like her,” said Melissa, amazed. “He calls all the time, and this morning he sent flowers.”

Flowers? Pam got flowers too?

Melissa finished her coffee and pushed back her chair. “Sorry to go on so much about me. How’s Nick?”

“He’s great. Fantastic. Off to New York on business for a couple of days.”

Harriet bagged up a buttermilk scone for Melissa to take home for Carson, and after thanking her again for getting involved in the investigation, Melissa reluctantly headed back to her house, and Pam. Harriet finished the grocery order and tidied up the café, and after the last guest left, she locked up. In the kitchen, Wally grunted a goodbye on his way out the door, and Claire was back to making marzipan flowers.

Harriet joined in, and even though Claire couldn’t resist fiddling with every leaf Harriet made, eventually the tray was lined with a gorgeous array of flowers and it was time to go home. As they stepped out into the courtyard, and she turned to lock the door, Harriet’s phone rang. She wavered between hoping it wasn’t Nick and desperately wanting it to be him. It wasn’t.

“Harriet, I’m out at my mom’s.” Melissa sounded excited.

“That’s nice. Say hello for me.”

“She’s gone to choir practice, but Tess, Oliver’s girlfriend, is on her way here.”

Oliver’s girlfriend? This could be a real breakthrough. She’d know all about his relationship with Camille. “Why is she coming?”

“She called Mom and asked if she could see where Oliver drew his last breath. She wants closure. Could you and Claire come out here? She might know something that would help Pam, but I won’t know what to ask her.”

Harriet looked over at Claire, who was hovering over the herb garden, plucking out weeds. “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

Twenty minutes later, they pulled into the parking area of Annabelle’s house. “I have to admire their commitment to that sign,” said Claire, nodding to the Bristol board parking sign that was now hanging by one corner. As they got out of the car, a white Honda came down the lane and pulled in beside them. An attractive young woman with curly dark hair and a sprinkling of freckles over her nose stepped out and said a friendly hello.

“Am I at the right place? I’m looking for Annabelle Meaney.”

“This is it,” said Harriet, smiling at her and waving to Melissa, who was hurrying toward them with Peanut close behind.

“That’s a pig,” said the woman.

“He’s perfectly tame,” Harriet assured her, holding out her hand. “I’m Harriet Pickles, and this is my friend Claire McFardo.”

“Tess Langille.”

“Hello,” said Melissa, a little out of breath. “You must be Tess. I’m Melissa. It was my mother you were speaking with earlier. She couldn’t be here, but I’m happy to show you around.” An embarrassed look passed over her face. “Not happy, obviously.”

Tess didn’t appear to notice the faux pas. She smiled and said hello, and tentatively reached out and patted Peanut on the head.

Melissa was pleased. “You like pigs?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it. I love bacon, though.”

Bacon was a sore point with Melissa, but she managed to keep the smile on her face. “You wanted to see where Oliver passed.”

“Where he was murdered. That’s right.”

Melissa nodded to the house. “In the back.”

“It’s beautiful here,” said Tess, stopping to admire an old wooden, butter churn that Annabelle had turned into a planter. “Do you mind if I take a few pictures for my Pinterest board?”

“Go ahead,” said Melissa, her eyes drifting in Harriet’s direction.

In the backyard, all signs of a wedding, and a murder, had disappeared. Carson must have heard them approaching because he came out of the barn and waved, and cast a curious look in Tess’s direction, before quickly retreating back inside.

“It was right about there.” Melissa pointed to the spot where Harriet had found Oliver’s body.

“Oliver did mention you, Tess,” said Harriet as Tess took pictures of the grass and the barn and the pond, “But he liked to keep his private life private. Had you been together long?”

“Together?”

“Dating.”

Tess looked confused. “Who said we were dating?”

“Oliver,” said Harriet, equally confused. “He referred to you as his girlfriend.”

“I’m his receptionist. No disrespect intended, I know he was a good friend of yours, but I would never date someone like Oliver.”

The three friends were silent for a moment, digesting the comment.

“Why are you here, then?” asked Claire.

Tess smiled and snapped a picture of a wandering chicken. “For my journalism class. I don’t plan to be a receptionist forever. I’m writing a story about Oliver for my final paper.”

“My mom said you needed closure,” said Melissa. “That’s why you wanted to see where he died.”

“Closure for my story. It’s about a dentist who has a mid-life crisis. I thought I was done with it, but then Oliver got murdered. It put a whole new spin on things.”

Why had Oliver told Carson that Tess was his girlfriend? “Oliver had a mid-life crisis?”

“Last winter. I wasn’t working for him at the time, but I heard all about it. Early in December he called the office from the airport and said life was passing him by. He’d booked a last-minute trip to climb Kilimanjaro.”

“Impulsive, but that doesn’t sound like a crisis.”

“He didn’t come back for three months. He sent an e-mail saying he was working on his bucket list. His patients were really upset. Some of them, it was on their bucket list to have teeth for Christmas. His receptionist quit because she got so tired of dealing with all the angry phone calls. Anyway, the practice never recovered. Other dentists stopped referring patients to him because they thought he was so unprofessional.”

“It doesn’t sound like him,” said Melissa. “The Oliver I knew cared too much about money to desert his practice like that.”

“I think he regretted it, once he was back,” said Tess. “He said Kilimanjaro was no big deal. There was a twelve-year-old in his climbing group. That really annoyed him.”

Harriet pinched the bridge of her nose and stared out across the pond. “So, you really had no relationship with Oliver.”

“He was an okay boss,” replied Tess with a shrug, “but I’m out of a job now. There’s another periodontist in the building who’s taking over most of the practice. Dr. Lawrence. He loathes — loathed, I guess — Oliver, but he’s happy to take the patients. I’m working on contacting everyone and transferring their files, and then we’re closing up the office.” She sounded a little sad, but then she glanced down at her phone and perked up. “I’ve got quite an ending for my story, though.” She looked pensively at the women. “What do you think Oliver thought about in his last moments? Do you think he reflected on his past decisions?”

“The last thing he saw was a gun pointed at him,” said Claire. “He was probably reflecting on that.”

“I suppose so. I guess I could use creative license.” Tess took another lingering look around and flashed the group a smile. “Thank you for letting me see this. I’d better get going. Traffic will be bad.” She gave them a friendly wave and turned toward the house. “Sorry for your loss,” she called over her shoulder.

The three were silent, watching her walk away. “My apologies for dragging you out here,” said Melissa, once Tess was out of hearing. “What a waste of time.”

She sounded low, so Harriet attempted to cheer her up. “I don’t know about that. We learned some things.”

Claire looked skeptical. “What did we learn?”

“I don’t know, Claire. That a twelve-year-old can climb Kilimanjaro? I have to think about it for a bit.”

“Melissa!” They all turned and watched as Carson stepped out of the barn and hurried toward them. “Barry just called. He said they got the results of the fingerprints from the gun. They didn’t have much to go on, but there was one good print.”

Melissa cocked her head, as if she was interpreting the tone of his voice, and her face fell. “Pam?”

Carson nodded. “It was Pam’s.”
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Chapter 13
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With a toot of the horn and a wave to Carson and Melissa, the two friends drove down the laneway and turned back onto the road toward Sevenoaks. “The waters have been muddied once again,” said Claire. “Let’s do a recap of our suspects.”

Harriet tapped her index finger on her chin. “Jake says he left before the fireworks, which is when we know Oliver was killed. We’ll have to take him at his word on that, but we both agree he appeared truthful. He did get edgy when we asked him about Leroy, so it looks like he may be hiding something there.”

“Agreed. I don’t see Jake as the killer, though I wouldn’t mind dropping by again to get his molasses cookie recipe.”

“Which brings us to Leroy. We need to talk to him.”

Claire turned her head and gave Harriet a wry smile. “Jake told us to stay away from Leroy.”

“Since when do we do what people tell us to?”

“Correct. Carry on.”

“There’s Camille. I’m inclined to believe her that she drove out to the wedding because she wanted her dog. Did she find Pam’s gun and shoot Oliver?” Harriet ran her finger over her cheek. “I’m not ruling it out.”

“And Tess, the most definitely not a girlfriend. She said the other periodontist in their building loathed Oliver.”

“Which doesn’t in itself mean anything. Mr. Congeniality, Oliver wasn’t. And in order for that guy to have been the killer, he would have had to have snuck into the wedding —”

“Found the gun,” said Claire, continuing Harriet’s thought.

“A recurring issue, that one.”

Claire chewed thoughtfully on her bottom lip. “And there’s Pam. Hers are the only fingerprints on the murder weapon, Oliver had damaging pictures of her, and she’s the only person known to have threatened his life.”

Harriet slowly shook her head. “The most likely suspect. But did you see the look on Melissa’s face when Carson said they found her fingerprints? Pam’s not much of a sister —”

“But she’s what Melissa’s got. Which is why, if I didn’t have a board meeting at the rescue tonight, I’d say we should go see Leroy right now. How about tomorrow, after work?”

“Tomorrow,” Harriet agreed. “Let’s see what the barefoot, chicken chucker has to say for himself.”

The next morning Harriet woke before the alarm went off. The sun was peeping over the horizon and there was just enough light to see a cobweb dancing from the ceiling fan. She took a deep breath and stretched. She loved mornings. A fresh slate. Who knew what the day would bring? And then she remembered the look on Nick’s face as she half-fell out of his tree. Not quite a clean slate.

The ringing of the phone jolted her out of the unpleasant jaunt down memory lane. Who would call this early? She hesitated, then reached over to the night table and grabbed her cell. Wally. Ugh. Wally calling was seldom a good thing.

“Morning, Wally. You’re up early.”

“Yeah, yeah. Listen, I want you to stop at the fruit market at the top of Willow on the way in and pick up some fennel for my omelets. We don’t have any in the kitchen.”

“We don’t have any because the last time you put fennel in the omelets, three people sent them back. Let’s stick to food our guests like.”

“Some people like it. The market on Willow. They’re open early.” And with that, he hung up.

Harriet rolled off the bed and jumped into the shower. Once she was out, and the steam had cleared, she peered in the mirror over the vanity. Wow! Her skin was perfection. The best it had ever looked. Just as the salon’s website has promised, it looked like she was lit from within.

Feeling cheerier, she got dressed, fed Chester, and gulped down half a cup of coffee. She stuck the mug in the dishwasher and glanced at the clock on the microwave. Not quite seven. Time to go.

Chester preceded her out of the house and, like he did every morning, headed over to Gran’s. He shuffled up the steps of the veranda, barked twice, and Gran, still in her dressing gown, opened the door and waved a smiling goodbye to Harriet.

The streets were mostly quiet this early in the morning, but Harriet said hello to three dog walkers and a jogger, and a couple of people who were watering their lawns before the heat of the day hit. It gave her a warm, connected feeling to be surrounded by so many familiar faces. She’d been eager to leave Sevenoaks, years ago, and now she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

As directed, Harriet popped into the market on Willow to pick up the fennel, and on an impulse, a big bouquet of daisies because she could never resist daisies.

“Are you girls doing a booth on Saturday?” asked Martha, who had been instrumental in taking the Sevenoaks Farmer’s Market from a haphazard few tables of vegetables and baked goods to the tourist attraction it was today.

“We are. Claire’s making fancy cupcakes. She’s developed quite a knack for decorating after making Melissa’s wedding cake.”

Martha shook her head and clutched her hand to her throat. “I feel awful for Melissa. What a thing to have happen at her wedding.”

“It was terrible,” agreed Harriet.

“I was shocked when I heard who it was. Dr. Twizzler did my father’s implants. Dad never much cared for the man, but he did good work. Have they found out who killed him?”

“Not yet. They’re still investigating.”

“It happened after dark, is what I heard.” Martha handed Harriet a bag with the fennel and daisies. “Must have been a stranger who snuck in. No one from Sevenoaks would do something like that.”

Harriet said goodbye, crossed Willow, and cut down the side street beside The Bluebell so she could come in through the courtyard. Seamus was already out on the fire escape, enjoying a coffee.

“Morning, Seamus. You’re up early.”

Seamus raised his coffee cup in salute. “Early? I’ve already been for my run. Tell Cleo I’ll be in for a raspberry scone in a bit.”

A run? Harriet wasn’t sure how old Seamus was, but he must be well into his seventies, and the only time she’d seen him move quickly was if he was worried he wasn’t going to get to the liquor store before it closed. “I didn’t realize you jogged, Seamus. Is that safe?”

“Of course, it’s safe. I’m still a vigorous man. You should think about getting some exercise. You don’t want to get soft.”

“I get ex — I’ll make sure we save a scone for you.”

Harriet opened the back door and stepped into the kitchen. She paused on the threshold and inhaled the scent of cinnamon and browning butter that permeated the room. Claire was there; she was always the first one in, and Wally was assembling ingredients behind the line. He wasn’t normally at work this early. His usual routine was to stumble down the stairs just as they opened, grumbling for the first half-hour or so until the coffee kicked in.

“Morning,” she called.

“Shut up,” came a voice through the half-open door of the office.

Great. Ringo was here. “Is he going to come down every day?” she said to Wally, and immediately regretted it. It was too early in the day to fight about Ringo.

“Pam likes him,” said Claire in explanation. “She thinks he’s hilarious.” Claire took a sip of her coffee and went back to glazing a tray of cinnamon rolls. “Not to the point where she smiles or anything.”

Harriet said hello to Ringo, who called her a birdbrain in return, and shut the office door. “Here’s your order, Wally. I’ll tell Denise and Pam that omelet’s with fennel are on the menu today, but I don’t think we’ll sell many.”

Claire looked up again. “Fennel and feta. Wally’s making them because Pam likes fennel.”

“I can speak for myself,” said Wally, but he didn’t sound his regular, grumpy self. He was humming as he worked. Humming!

Harriet watched him, momentarily stunned into silence, then turned to Claire who shrugged and smiled and went back to glazing. After assembling a tray of assorted baked goods, Harriet went out into the café to start filling the baskets. Denise was behind the counter, her purse still over her shoulder, making a pot of coffee. “Morning,” she said. “I passed a big group of tourists at the top of the street. Two of them were wearing your gran’s t-shirts, so I think they’re headed this way.”

“Wally’s here. We’re ready for them.” Harriet put down her tray. “Why is there a dirty slipper on the counter?”

Denise finished with the coffee and tucked the slipper under her arm. “It belongs to Seamus. One of us needs to go check on him.”

“He’s outside having a coffee. Full of vim and vigor, according to him.”

“He’s not in trouble?”

“Trouble?” said Harriet, confused by the question.

“Half an hour ago I was out on my porch watering my planters, and he went hightailing it down the sidewalk. I figured the cops were after him.”

“He was jogging.”

“Jogging? He had his slippers on.” Denise gestured to her arm. “One of them flew off and landed in the ditch when he trotted by, and he just kept going.”

“He was jogging in his slippers?” Harriet didn’t have time to pursue the topic because the door opened and a group of seven, boisterous tourists arrived. While Denise went in the back to drop off her purse, and Seamus’s slipper, Harriet poured coffee and answered questions about Aunt Aggie. The group was thrilled to hear that Aggie often popped into The Bluebell. If Gran wasn’t on her way to the golf course, Harriet would have given her a call. One of Gran’s favorite activities was mingling with her fans.

“Where’s Pam?” asked Denise ten minutes later, as the regulars started to trickle in.

Harriet shrugged. “She didn’t call. I guess she’s on her way.”

“Not that I miss her company, but —” Denise nodded toward the door, where the big, red-headed detective was stepping inside.

“Detective Meachum,” said Harriet, “we haven’t spoken yet. Harriet Pickles.” She lowered her voice so none of the guests would overhear. “I’m the one who found the body.”

Meachum gave her a friendly smile. “Yes, I know. You and Nick Petty. I’ve talked to him. I can’t believe Nick Petty lives here in town. Great writer.”

“Yes, he is.”

The detective walked back and forth in front of the counter, carefully considering the wares. “I had the blueberry scone yesterday. It was A-1, but I think I’ll try something different today.”

“Do you live in Sevenoaks?” asked Harriet. “I haven’t seen you around town.”

“Not yet. I’m still in Manchester, but Detective Heller might be selling, so I’m going to take a look at his place.”

Adam might be selling? Harriet glanced at the front door and caught a glimpse of Pam, peeking in the window. Pam took one look at Detective Meachum and disappeared from sight. “Adam is leaving Sevenoaks?”

“He might be. Might be... Do you have anything with maple syrup?”

Meachum left with a bag containing a maple pecan muffin and a lemon scone, and Pam appeared through the swinging doors. “I thought he’d never leave. You’d think his life depended on which muffin he ate for breakfast.”

“He never even mentioned you,” said Harriet.

“Because the man isn’t capable of thinking about two things at once. Once he’s eaten he’ll remember me.” Pam poured herself a coffee and settled back against the counter, her eyes on Harriet. “Melissa told me you and Claire are doing your own investigation.” Pam used her index fingers to make air quotes around the word investigation.

Harriet kept her voice level. She wasn’t going to let Pam get to her. “We’ve been asking a few questions.”

“You think you’re going to find out something the police don’t know?”

“It’s possible. We —”

“Yeah, Melissa told me. You tripped over a murderer a few months back. I heard the whole story.” Pam took a tiny sip of her coffee, as if she wasn’t sure the contents of the cup could be trusted. “You’ll have to forgive me if I’m not bathed in relief, knowing you and Claire are on the case.”

They made it through the day without anyone throttling Pam, and by four-thirty Harriet and Claire were in the car, headed to see Leroy.

“I guess if his bicycle is there, he’ll be there,” said Harriet.

Leroy’s bicycle was there, along with a smattering of cars and an empty grocery cart. They climbed the apartment building’s front steps and Claire opened the heavy, wood door.

Harriet scanned the names on the buzzers. “He’s on the third floor. L. Morrison. That must be him.” She pressed the buzzer and waited for a response. There wasn’t one.

“Try it again,” said Claire.

Harriet pressed again, longer this time.

“What do you want?” came a garbled, angry-sounding voice.

“Hello,” said Harriet. “Could you let us in? We’re hoping to talk to you.”

“No.”

“We’re friends of Jake’s,” called Claire. “He suggested we stop by.” There was a pause, and the lock on the door clicked open.

Harriet crooked an eyebrow in Claire’s direction but said nothing. It was near impossible to conduct any kind of investigation without stretching the truth here and there.

Once they’d climbed to the third floor, they found Leroy waiting for them in the hall outside his apartment door. He was barefoot, wearing very short, denim cutoffs and a tank top.

“Jake sent you?” he said.

“Not sent us exactly,” replied Harriet. “But when he had us over for cookies, he did mention you a number of times. We just need a few minutes of your time.”

Leroy shrugged and held the door for them. “I’m not doing anything.”

“What a nice apartment.” Harriet gazed around the living room in genuine admiration. The ceiling was high, there were deep window seats and gorgeous hardwood floors. And unlike Jake, Leroy was a minimalist. There was nary a hint of clutter to be seen.

Leroy nodded his head in agreement. “Best place I ever lived. Grab a seat.”

Harriet and Claire sat down on the corduroy-covered couch, and Leroy perched on the chair opposite them. He looked tightly wound, like he wouldn’t be sitting for long.

“The reason we came by,” said Harriet, “was we had a few questions about your attendance at our friend’s wedding on Sunday night.”

Leroy looked wary, ready to bolt. “What kind of questions?”

“We’re wondering what you were doing there.”

“Who said I was there?”

“You were seen,” said Harriet. “Have the police been by to talk to you?”

“Why would the police come see me? I haven’t had any run-ins with them for a long time.”

“They’re talking to all the guests.”

“I wasn’t a guest.”

“That’s right,” said Claire, “you weren’t. Why were you there?”

“I was out for a bike ride and I thought I’d drop in. I’d been talking to Harrison and the fellas. I knew they were out there, playing in their band.” Leroy jumped to his feet and paced around the living room, scratching at his bare arms as he moved. “What are you doing coming here, causing trouble? That’s all I need, the cops poking around in my business.”

Harriet used her most soothing voice. “We’re not trying to cause trouble. We’re simply looking for answers.”

“Answers about what?”

“As I’m sure you’re aware,” she said, “your landlord was murdered at the wedding.”

“Yes, I’m aware. What’s that got to do with me?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out. You were in a fistfight with him just last week.”

“I never laid a hand on him.” Leroy’s voice was trembling. “Anyone who says I did is lying. And I sure never did anything to him at the party. I haven’t got into trouble in a long time. I was just looking to have a little fun, then Jake showed up and he told me to go home.” Leroy sank back down on his chair. His eyes were blinking furiously and tears were trickling down his face.

Harriet looked over at Claire and in silent agreement they got to their feet. They wanted answers, but Leroy seemed to be on the verge of a breakdown.

“We appreciate you talking to us,” said Claire.

Leroy ran the back of his hand over his cheek and sniffed loudly.

Harriet took a last look around the apartment. “It’s such a nice place. It’s a shame you have to leave.”

“Who says I’m leaving?” Leroy looked shaky, but his voice was confident. “I love this apartment.”

“You were evicted, Leroy,” said Harriet kindly.

“Not anymore I’m not.” He flashed her a teary-eyed smile. “The landlord’s dead. He can’t kick me out now.”
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Chapter 14
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Insurance is like a parachute; when you need it, you really need it. @askauntaggie
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THE SUN DANCED OFF the waves as they strolled through the shallow water. Nick took her hand and pulled her close for a long, lingering kiss. “There’s no one around for miles. Let’s go for a swim.” He pulled his shirt over his head ...

The sound of the phone jolted Harriet out of the most enjoyable dream she’d had in a long time. She blinked and reached toward the night table for her cell. It was still dark. Who would —? “Hello?” she said grumpily, not bothering to check the display.

“Harriet?” It was a male voice, vaguely familiar.

“Yes?” She hoisted herself up on one elbow.

“It’s Jason.”

Jason? Why was Tricia’s annoying husband calling in the middle of the night? Harriet was instantly awake. Jason had never called her before. It must be an emergency. “Is Tricia all right?”

“I assume so. She’s home, asleep.”

Harriet relaxed and was back to being grumpy. “What can I do for you, Jason?”

“I’m standing outside The Bluebell. Someone smashed your front window.”

“What?” She sat bolt upright.

“Yeah. It’s a mess. You’d better get down here.”

“I’ll be right there. Thank you for calling me.”

“Sure. Hurry up. I’ve got to get to work.”

Harriet threw on some clothes, swished a capful of mouthwash through her teeth and hurried outside to her car. What was Jason doing, hanging around outside The Bluebell before five in the morning? And more importantly, who would smash their window?

Minutes later, Harriet drove up the quiet main street and pulled into a parking spot in front of the café. Jason was sitting on the front step, talking on his phone. As Harriet hopped out of the car, he finished his call and got to his feet.

“Hi, Jason.”

“Hi. I called the cops for you. They said they might be an hour or two. Vandalism isn’t a priority.”

Harriet gave him a tight smile. “Ok. Thank you.” She clutched her arms around her as she gazed in horror at the broken window. An entire huge, middle pane was shattered, with glass scattered across the sidewalk and the floor of The Bluebell.

“You don’t have an alarm system?”

“It’s Sevenoaks. Who has an alarm?”

“I would if I owned this place. You can’t trust people.”

Harriet walked toward the opening in the broken glass and peered in. They always left a few lights on at night, so she had no trouble seeing around. Under a chair near the back of the room, there was a good-sized rock.

“It was a rock,” said Jason, stating the obvious. “Probably kids horsing around. Your insurance will cover the repair.” He reached out and ran his hand along the frame of one of the unbroken windows. “Might take a while though. Were these custom?”

Harriet let out a ragged breath and stared miserably at the broken glass. “They were. It took more than a month to have them made.”

“That’s a bummer. Not going to do much for your business, having a boarded-up window.”

He really was a delight. “Thank you so much for calling me, Jason, but I don’t want to keep you. I know you have to get to work.”

“I left a message. Said I might be a little late. I’ll come inside with you and make sure there’s no problems.”

Great. Harriet unlocked the front door, clicked on some more lights, and walked over to the rock. She bent down and picked it up. Written in big, black letters on its underside, was MYOB. “MYOB?”

“Mind your own business,” said Jason, who was hovering over her.

“I know what it means. Who would...?”

“Someone who wants you to butt out of whatever it is you’re butting into. If I were you, I’d take their advice. Who knows what they could do next?”

Harriet took her gaze off the rock and turned her attention to Jason. “Like you said earlier, it’s probably just kids horsing around.”

“That was before I saw that message. Why would a pack of delinquents tell you to keep your nose out of their business?” Jason was shifting restlessly from one foot to the other. “Everything looks okay in here. Do you want me to stay until the cops come?”

Harriet glanced over at the doors to the kitchen and saw the light click on. “I’m fine. Claire’s here now. Thanks, Jason. I really appreciate you calling me.”

“Sure. Any time.” He was already halfway to the door but paused as he reached for the doorknob and looked back over his shoulder. “You’ve made somebody pretty angry. You’d better watch yourself.”

Harriet locked the door behind him, put the rock on the counter and pushed into the kitchen. Claire looked up, surprised. “You’re here early.”

“I got a wake-up call from Jason.” She gestured toward the kitchen doors. “Come and see.”

Claire followed her into the café and gasped in shock at the sight of the broken window. “Oh, my ... what happened?”

Harriet pointed to the rock on the counter. “MYOB.”

Claire hurried over and examined the rock and then peered at the window and back at the rock. “MYOB?” She looked at Harriet. “Who would...? Leroy?”

“That was my first guess. He got awfully agitated yesterday.”

“He seemed fine when we left. A little too happy that his landlord was dead, maybe, but he didn’t seem upset with us.”

Harriet threw up her hands. “Who else would do something like this?”

Claire studied the rock a moment longer, then put it down on the counter and leaned back on her elbows, her eyes steady on the shattered glass. “There’s nobody in Sevenoaks that can replace that window today. It’s going to look terrible, all boarded up.”

“On the other hand, since we’re grasping for a bright side, if it was Leroy, that moves him to the top of our suspect list.”

“There is that.” She turned to Harriet. “His stupid stunt may help us get this investigation wrapped up, and Pam can go back to Aspen where she belongs.” Claire massaged the back of her neck and headed toward the kitchen. “We’ll have no window, but Pam’s absence will ease the pain a bit.”

Harriet put on a pot of coffee and pulled out the broom, so she could sweep up the glass on the sidewalk. She’d hold off cleaning up inside for a little while longer, in case the police showed up, but broken window or not, The Bluebell would be open for business in two hours.

It was just getting light when two very nice policemen arrived. Harriet poured them each a coffee and they reluctantly turned down Claire’s offer of a warm, triple berry scone. They looked around, inside and out, and snapped some pictures.

“Any idea who wants you to MYOB?” asked the older of the two men.

Harriet and Claire exchanged glances. They had no proof it was Leroy, and neither of them were eager to implicate a potentially innocent man. On the other hand, who else could have done it? “There’s only one person we can think of,” said Harriet, after a moment. “And it’s just a hunch.” She gave the officers Leroy’s address and they assured her they would be gentle with him, that they were accustomed to dealing with fragile personalities.

Once the police left, taking the rock with them for evidence, Harriet called her insurance company and left a detailed message and then did her best to return The Bluebell to some semblance of normality. Wally came downstairs and helped her remove the rest of the broken glass from the window frame. “There,” he said, once they were finally done. “We’re open to the air. Just pretend you’ve got that patio you’re always talking about.”

Harriet was pacing the sidewalk, on the phone with Oscar from the hardware store, when Ron came hurrying out the door, half an hour before his regular start time. His father had seen the broken window on his way to work and called Ron, who had rushed over, afraid he was going to miss the excitement. “What kind of idiot would throw a rock through our window?” Bits of scone dribbled out of his mouth as he talked; he hadn’t been in such a hurry that he’d neglected to grab a bite in the kitchen before he checked out the damage.

“Vandals aren’t usually the brightest people,” responded Harriet. She and Claire had decided they weren’t going to mention the MYOB message. It might make the staff nervous.

“Yeah, but this was really stupid. It’ll take the police two minutes to figure out who did it.”

Harriet gave Ron a quizzical look. “Why do you say that?”

Ron shoved the last of the scone in his mouth and used his thumb to gesture up the street. “The jewelry store has a security camera outside. Mr. Adams told me it covers everything on this half of the block.”

Harriet and Ron walked up the sidewalk to the jewelry store and Ron pointed to a small camera hidden in a corner, ten feet overhead. Harriet pulled out her phone and called the number the state troopers had left her. It was barely light when they’d come by; they might not know about the camera. She was no longer feeling bad about incriminating Leroy. Summer was The Bluebell’s busiest time; a huge amount of its business came from tourists wandering down the street and popping into her beautiful café. A boarded-up front window wasn’t going to entice anybody.

Pam and Denise came through the front door within minutes of each other; Denise was always at work a few minutes early, but Pam was on time for the first time since she’d started. Denise used her expert eye to help Harriet readjust the tables so that once the window was covered up, most of the guests would still have a view of the town green. While they worked, Pam stood with her hand on her hip, offering useful commentary, such as, “I don’t know why you’re bothering. Once you slap an ugly piece of plywood up, the tourists are going to keep on walking. And by tomorrow, the neighborhood brats will have tagged it, and this place will look like a biker hideout.”

By ten o’clock, Jason had posted the story on all of his social media accounts and business really started hopping. It seemed everyone in town wanted to pop by and see the damage and speculate over who could have done such a thing and who wanted Harriet and Claire to MYOB. “Are you girls poking your noses into that murder of Melissa’s?” said Katie Collins as she wandered back in forth in front of the counter, scowling at the baked goods on display. “You’re going to get yourself into hot water again.” She fixed her glare on Harriet. “Would you answer me one simple question?”

I’d rather not. “Sure. What is it?”

“Why can’t Claire bake a nice, plain tea biscuit? Who wants to eat a cranberry and flax anything?”

Midway through the afternoon, Harriet was helping Ron clear three tables that had been pushed together for a birthday celebration when a visibly upset Melissa hurried in the front door. “Why aren’t you answering your phone?” she hissed, grabbing Harriet’s arm. “I’ve been trying to call you.”

Harriet patted her empty pocket. “It must be in my purse.”

Melissa glanced toward the window, which was now boarded up with a piece of white plywood. “Have they found out who did it?”

“We haven’t heard anything from the police, but we gave them a strong lead. And it turns out there’s a security camera just up the street, so there’s a good chance they’ll get him.”

Melissa nodded absentmindedly, but she didn’t appear to be listening. She was eyeing Pam, who was at a corner table, pouring coffee. “I need to talk to you. Can we go in the kitchen?”

“Sure. Ron, you can finish setting these tables and after that you’re free to go. It’s the Farmer’s Market tomorrow. Would you rather work here at the café or help Claire with our booth?”

“The market. I love working that thing. It’s hilarious watching people get so excited about broccoli.”

Harriet cast a worried look at Melissa, who had large, red spots splashed across each cheek, and throwing a companionable arm over her shoulder, headed for the kitchen. Wally was cleaning up behind the line, Denise was unloading the dishwasher, and Claire was grating lemons in preparation for her cupcakes. The office door was open a crack and Harriet could hear the familiar strain of You’ve Got a Friend in Me, so Ringo was there as well.

“Hi, everyone,” said Melissa, and they all stopped what they were doing to greet her. Wally actually came out from behind the line. It looked — it almost looked like he was going to give Melissa a hug, but he came to his senses and gave her a tap on the head instead. Even though he clearly meant it to be kindly, being Wally, he tapped too hard. Melissa scrunched up her face and took a step back. “What? What are you whacking me like that for?”

“I’m telling you I’m sorry for your troubles.”

Melissa rubbed the top of her head. “Funny way of showing it.”

Wally pursed his lips, irritated that his sympathetic gesture had been misinterpreted, so Harriet jumped in to change the direction of the conversation. “What did you want to tell us, Mel?”

She gave her head a final rub and sighed deeply. “Carson’s friend Barry called. He said he heard they’re going to arrest Pam for Oliver’s murder. Today, most likely.”

“No,” said Harriet, “I’m so sorry.”

“Arrest her based on what?” demanded Wally.

“Based on the murder weapon belonged to her, and Pam’s was the only fingerprint they found on it. And Barry said he heard they saw something suspicious on Oliver’s phone. He doesn’t know what it was, but on Ron’s video she pulled out a gun. They also found out she has a record. She got into a road rage thing in Colorado and punched a man in the face.”

Wally threw up his hands in exasperation. “Who hasn’t?”

“Carson’s calling around, looking for a lawyer. I haven’t even told my mother yet. Don’t say anything to Pam. There’s no sense her knowing. It isn’t going to change anything, and it’d be just like her to make a run for it.” Melissa sighed deeply and rubbed her arms. “I have to get home. Carson’s in a tizz about the business and all the stress in the house has given Peanut digestive problems. I have to get him to the vet. Call me if anything happens, but Barry figures they’ll come to the house to make the arrest.”

Just before four, Harriet said goodbye to the last of their customers. Claire was behind the counter, pouring herself a coffee, and Denise had popped up the street to see Martha, to ensure The Bluebell would get a prime spot at tomorrow’s market. Pam was standing by the window, on the phone with her boyfriend, when she abruptly ended the call and began cursing under her breath. Harriet ignored her, which she had discovered was the best way to cope with Pam.

A minute later Harriet had her back to the front door when she heard it open. It always happened; just before closing time they’d get that last guest or two who wanted to linger. But business was business. She plastered on a smile and turned around. It wasn’t a guest. It was Detective Meachum, and he had two police officers with him.

“Afternoon Ms. Pickles. We’re looking for Pam Meaney.”

Harriet glanced around the room. Pam was no longer there. “She must be in the kitchen.” She looked to Claire, who shrugged her shoulders. Claire did her level best to take no notice of Pam.

“Could you ask her to come out here?” asked Meachum. His eyes kept drifting over to the counter, where the last of the day’s baked goods were still on display.

“Are you arresting her?” asked Harriet. “Here? At The Bluebell?”

“We often make arrests at the suspect’s place of employment.” He nodded toward the swinging doors. “We’ll talk to her in the back, if you prefer.”

Harriet locked the front door and hung up the closed sign, and the three officers followed her into the kitchen with Claire bringing up the rear. Wally was leaning against the baking counter, a damp cloth in his hand.

“Where’s Pam?” asked Harriet, taking a quick glimpse around the kitchen.

“Don’t know. She’s not in the front?”

“You didn’t see her come through here just now?” said Detective Meachum.

Wally tilted his head, like he was thinking about it. “Now you mention it, I think she left out the back door.”

“How long ago?” asked the younger of the officers.

“It was a few minutes back,” said Wally. “She was moving fast.”

The officers looked to Meachum, who was scratching the side of his cheek, considering his next move. Before he could make a decision, the back door opened, and Seamus stuck his head in. “A little lighter on the mayo today, Cleo. I’m watching my weight.”

“Seamus,” said Harriet, “did you see Pam just now?”

“Nope. Never saw her.” Denial was Seamus’s default reaction. “Who’s Pam?”

“The crank with the thick ankles,” said Claire.

Wally waved the wet cloth at her. “She doesn’t —”

“She didn’t come this way.” Seamus peered at Claire and his shoulders sagged in disappointment. “I’ve been sitting out there waiting for my sandwich for a long time now.”

“It’s coming right up,” she assured him.

“Birdbrain,” squawked Ringo, through the closed office door.

“You’re the birdbrain,” responded Seamus, and he disappeared back out to the courtyard.

Detective Meachum gestured to the office door. “Who’s in there?”

“My parrot,” said Wally. “Don’t go in. He’s not in his cage. We don’t want him getting loose.”

“Stinkin’ varmit!” came Ringo’s voice.

“Who’s he talking to?”

“No one. He’s a parrot. He talks.”

Meachum gave Wally a skeptical look and walked over to the door.

“Don’t open —” said Wally.

Meachum ignored him. He yanked open the door and didn’t appear surprised by what he found inside. “Afternoon, Miss Meaney. We’ve been looking for you. Could you come out here please?”

Pam strolled out of the office, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “You found me. I’m watching TV with the bird.”

One of the police officers stepped forward, welding a pair of handcuffs and began reciting Pam’s Miranda rights, and as much as she disliked the woman, Harriet couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. It didn’t last long. “It’s a good thing I wasn’t counting on your brilliant investigative skills to save me,” said Pam, throwing a scornful look at Harriet.

Meachum nodded to the officer. “Don’t forget the vandalism charge.”

“Vandalism?” said Harriet.

“She’s the one who broke your front window. It’s all on video.”

“You?” Harriet gaped at Pam, furious.

Pam shrugged. “I figured the police would stop harassing me and take a look at some of your,” she rolled her eyes — “suspects, if one of them told you to mind your own business. How was I supposed to know there was a security camera?”

“How indeed?” said Claire.

“We gave you a job,” sputtered Harriet. “We were trying to help prove your innocence.”

“Which you didn’t do.” Pam raised her chin defiantly. “Lighten up. You’ve got insurance. I had to set an alarm for three in the morning and drag myself out of bed, and it was a complete waste of time.”

Harriet couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “We have a boarded-up window at the height of tourist season!”

“Is that my fault? I didn’t know they were some stupid, special order.”

Detective Meachum gestured to the back door. “Is there an exit to the street that way?”

Harriet nodded, still in shock that Pam would stoop so low.

“We’ll leave through the back, then,” he said. “More discreet.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Call Melissa for me,” said Pam on her way out the door. “Tell her I need a lawyer. A real one. No one from Sevenoaks.”

“Unbelievable,” muttered Claire, as the three officers and Pam disappeared out the door. “What kind of a person would do something like that?”

“An exciting one,” said Wally.

“Exciting?” Harriet snapped.

“Stop screeching at me.” Wally looked wistfully at the closed door. “I’m not excusing what she did to the window. I’m as mad about that as anyone. But you’ve got to admit. You’d never be bored with that girl around.”
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

What is the best way to eat a cupcake? I went to a fancy event where cupcakes were served, and I ended up with icing on my nose.

Embarrassed in New Haven




Dear Embarrassed,

There are plenty of ways to eat a cupcake. There’s the sandwich approach, where you tear off the bottom and stick it on top of the icing. It lacks elegance, but it’s efficient. You can also put your cupcake on a plate and use a fork, or try the eat-the-icing-first technique, which is popular with toddlers. And then there’s Aunt Aggie’s method. Just bite into the darn thing and enjoy every mouthful!
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CLAIRE GAVE THE BOX of cupcakes a loving tap and placed it on top of the others on the cart. “Be careful,” she admonished Ron, for approximately the fifth time that morning. She looked across the street to the town green that was already crowded with people, though it was half an hour before the market was officially supposed to open. “I’ll meet you over there in a few minutes.”

“You’ve got our sign?” said Harriet.

“I’ve got everything.” Ron swallowed the last bite of the toasted western that Wally had begrudgingly made him and gave an emphatic nod of the head. He readjusted one of the boxes, pushed the cart forward a few feet, and abruptly pulled up short. “Wait. I left something in the office. I’ll be right back.”

Harriet grabbed the cart, so it wouldn’t roll down the street, and looked up at the sky. “Not a cloud. A perfect day for the market.” She smiled at the sound of a band tuning their instruments. The Crew had got such good word of mouth after playing Melissa’s wedding, Martha had hired them to entertain at the market. “Have you spoken with Melissa this morning?” she asked Claire. “Is she doing a table?”

“I haven’t talked to her since last night, but she’ll be there. With Carson out of work, she’d not going to give up her candle income.”

“The whole town is talking about Pam’s arrest. It’s going to be a rough day for her.”

Claire tilted her head in the direction of their boarded-up window. “When we spoke, I had a hard time pretending to be sympathetic to Pam’s plight.”

“I had the same problem.” Harriet dug into one of the boxes and pulled out a cupcake. It was a marbled lemon-lime flavor, with pale, yellow buttercream frosting and a marzipan daisy on top. She took a bite and gave Claire an appreciative smile. “Delicious. And beautiful.” She leaned against the cart and contemplated the window. She’d had a call from their supplier yesterday. He was booked solid and didn’t think he could replace the glass for at least a week. “We wanted Pam out of here. It didn’t work out the way we hoped, but we tried.”

“And we’re finished?” said Claire.

“After what she did, I’m done with her. And maybe she did kill Oliver. She got up in the middle of the night to toss a rock through our window. Who knows what she’s capable of?”

Ron reappeared, a flowered, ceramic pot with a wooden handle tucked under his arm. Claire eyed the object suspiciously. “What is that?”

“It’s for my tips.”

She reached out and removed it from under his arm. “Is this a chamber pot?”

He nodded his head. “It’s an antique. My mom will blow a gasket if I lose it.”

“You want to put a chamber pot on the table beside my cupcakes?”

Ron shot her a puzzled look. “No one’s peed in it for a hundred years. I wanted something classy-looking.”

“It’s awfully big,” said Harriet. “How many tips do you think you’re going to get, handing people a cupcake?”

“I do it with a lot of flair.”

Claire looked dubious, but she handed the chamber pot back to Ron. “I’ll be over in a few minutes. Make sure you put up the umbrella if we’re in the sun.”

“Not to worry.” He checked the street and pushed the cart onto the road. “I am on the job.”

Harriet and Claire watched to ensure he’d made it across the street without losing any of his cargo, then went back inside, where Denise was tootling around, adjusting place settings, and whistling a happy tune.

“You’re very cheerful today,” said Harriet.

Denise smiled broadly. “It’s like when you have an aching muscle in your back. It hurts, but after a while you kind of get used to it. Then one day you wake up, and the ache is gone, and you remember how great life was when you didn’t have a bad back.”

“I’m assuming Pam was your aching muscle.”

“Exactly.” Denise ran a cloth over the top of a saltshaker, then placed it precisely in the middle of the table. “I know you two were trying to find a more-likely murder suspect, but if you ask me, she did it.” She nudged the pepper shaker half an inch to the right. “Don’t tell Melissa I said that.”

The Bluebell was always slow on Farmer’s Market Saturdays. They had a few regulars who didn’t like braving the crowds over on the green, but the tourists were drawn to the market. Midway through the morning, there were only eight guests inside, so Harriet asked Denise if she’d mind if she popped across the street to see how things were going.

“Go ahead. If you see anyone selling honey, would you grab me a jar?”

“Will do.”

Harriet stood on the front steps and smiled with pleasure at the activity in the park. The large grassy area to the left of the bandstand was lined with tables and booths and colorful umbrellas, and delicious smells from the food carts were wafting across the street. The Crew had been playing peppy tunes all morning, and there were folding chairs set up in front of the bandstand where people could sit and rest and enjoy their food. Harriet crossed the street and strolled across the green, stopping to chat with friends and neighbors as she wove through the tables of vegetables, and crafts and baked goods.

“Harriet!” A familiar voice stopped her in her tracks. She spun around to wave to Gran, who was walking determinedly toward her. Gran had Chester on a leash and Hamish was a few feet behind them, trying to keep up.

Harriet reached down to pat Chester, who was decked out in his flashiest Farmer’s Market finery. “Morning, Gran. Morning, Hamish. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” Last night Gran had said she was so exhausted from trying to avoid Hamish, she was going to stay at home today. Now that Gran was a celebrity, she felt a responsibility to be “on” for her fans, and she didn’t think she’d feel up to it.

“Hamish surprised me by popping in this morning, and I suggested we come over here.” Gran was smiling, but her voice sounded strained.

“Lots of people around,” said Harriet, catching Gran’s eye, and giving her a knowing look. “Hard to get a moment alone. How are you, Hamish?”

“I’m dandarooni. How are you, Harriet?”

“Fine, thank you. Enjoying the market?”

He was squinting off into the distance, slowly turning his head as if he wanted to check out every inch of the park. “Very much so. I forgot this was happening today. Looks like the whole town is here.”

Harriet joined Hamish in searching the crowd. She wanted to see how Claire was doing. “It’s great seeing you two. We’ll probably cross paths again. I’m going to go check on Claire, see if she needs any help.”

Hamish wasn’t listening, but Gran was. She grasped Harriet’s arm. “We’re going to walk around a little more, then we’ll go listen to the band. After that, we may pop over to the café. We are not going back to my place.”

Harriet gave Gran a supportive smile and made her way through the crowd to The Bluebell’s table. Most of the cupcakes were gone and Ron hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d said he did his work with a lot of flare. There was a healthy smattering of coins in his chamber pot, a few ones, and a five-dollar bill.

“Someone tipped you five bucks?” asked Harriet.

“Nah, I put that in there. It gives people something to shoot for.” Ron grabbed the pot and started counting his takings.

“We’ll likely be sold out in another ten minutes,” said Claire. She was sitting back in her chair, nibbling on a piece of marzipan. “Have you seen Melissa? She’s doing gangbusters business with her candles.”

“My mom said you could dip an old boot in maple syrup and a tourist would buy it,” said Ron.

“Your mother is right,” agreed Harriet. “I’m stopping by to see Mel next.”

“Did you run into Nick?” asked Claire.

Harriet looked around, startled. “Nick?”

“Yeah. He’s here, looking for you. I said you were over at The Bluebell.”

“I’m not ready to see him.” Harriet could feel her shoulders tensing up.

Claire broke off another piece of marzipan and popped it in her mouth. “Snap out of it. You have to face him at some point, and you look great today. You skin has never looked better. Very glowy.”

“I need time to prepare, figure out what I’m going to say.”

“Just tell him the truth, that your insecurity got the better of you and somehow you ended up in a tree.” Claire sighed and looked up at Harriet. “Who am I to give advice? I’m sitting here munching on marzipan, collecting tips in a chamber pot.”

Ron looked up from his pile of change and shot Claire a nervous glance.

“Don’t worry.” She gave him a friendly nudge. “I’m not touching your cash.”

Harriet wandered through the market, keeping a wary eye out for Nick. She bought a jar of honey for Denise and a friendship bracelet from two adorable little girls she knew from her street. She had to wait a few minutes for the crowd to clear in front of Melissa’s table. Melissa made her candles in charming tin buckets adorned with a scenic picture of ‘Olde Vermont’ and if the presentation didn’t reel the tourists in, the maple syrup scent did. Peanut was lying on the ground beside her, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat decorated in plastic fruit. When the first market of the season opened, back in May, Melissa quickly discovered that Peanut, and especially Peanut in a fun hat, was an excellent means of drawing attention to her table.

“Hi, Mel,” said Harriet. “You’re almost sold out. Congratulations.”

Melissa gave her a weak smile. “If nothing else, it’s been a good day for business.”

“How’s Pam?”

“She’s been accused of murder. She’s a wreck. I know you don’t think much of her, and I don’t blame you a bit. What she did to your window, there’s no excuse. But she didn’t kill Oliver.”

Harriet was having her doubts about that. “Where is she?”

“In the Manchester jail. She has a bail hearing on Monday. She’s so scared, Harriet.”

Harriet had a quick flash of Pam’s nonchalant attitude when the police cuffed her yesterday. “I’ll bet she is.” She tried to look sympathetic, but it was a tough go. She’d seen plenty of tourists walk down the street today, glance at The Bluebell, and keep walking. At least the plywood hadn’t been tagged. Claire had had the clever idea of putting up a notice that there was a security camera nearby, and it had kept the neighborhood kids from dropping by to practice their artistic skills. “What does her lawyer say?”

“He says they have a good case against her.” Melissa stopped to sell two of her largest candles to a friendly, retired couple from Iowa, then fanned her face with her hand. “My mom is beside herself. Can you imagine, visiting Pam in jail?

“Awful,” said Harriet. She couldn’t muster a lot of concern for Pam, but it would be horrible for Melissa and Annabelle.

Melissa looked up at Harriet and there was real pain in her eyes. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but —” she stopped short. “Please don’t come over here,” she muttered.

Harriet turned to see who she was referring to. It was Great Aunt Emily, who was chatting with Hamish. Gran was standing a few feet away from them, a wince of mild pain on her face.

“Does your aunt live in Sevenoaks now?” asked Harriet.

“She moved to a big spread out by Gillies Lake when she married her latest husband. I thought she’d sell it after he died — she was only married to the man for a few months — but I guess she’s sticking around for a while. I’m surprised she’s at the market, though. She said she was ashamed to show her face in public now that Pam’s an accused murderer.”

Four tourists, one of them in an Aunt Aggie T-shirt, swarmed Melissa’s table, so Harriet lifted her hand in goodbye and walked over to Gran. “How’s it going?” she asked in a low voice.

“Terrible.” Gran took Harriet’s elbow and took a few steps backward. “Hamish is so jittery, I don’t think I’ll be able to hold him off much longer. I’m afraid he’s going to propose right here in front of everyone.” She glanced over at Hamish and Emily, her forehead puckered with concern and watched as Emily giggled and patted Hamish’s arm. Gran rubbed her bottom lip thoughtfully. “Those two know each other from way back. They grew up in Montrose together.” She looked at Harriet and a small smile crossed her face. “Emily’s been a widow for close to six weeks now. She must be looking for a new man.”

“Hamish is crazy about you. You think he’s going to fall for someone else?”

“I haven’t exactly been warm to him this past week. I could invite them both to dinner and see what happens. Emily’s a bore, but men don’t seem to notice.”

A bore? She sounds perfect for Hamish. “I thought you didn’t want to lose him.”

“Oh, I don’t know what I want.” Gran frowned, but she quickly switched to an affectionate smile when she looked down at Chester, who had flopped onto his back, his legs sticking up in the air. “Who’d have thought I’d be fussing this much about a man at my age?”

Harriet put her arm around Gran’s shoulder and leaned in for a hug. “Invite the two of them to dinner. If nothing else, Emily will be a buffer if Hamish is thinking of proposing. I think it’s a dandarooni idea.”

“Sarcasm is not attractive, Harriet.” Gran pasted on a bright smile, waved to Ron, who was headed in their direction, and after nudging Chester to his feet, she sidled over beside Hamish.

“We’re all sold out,” said Ron. “I’m going over to the café to drop off my tips, and then I’ll come back and get our stuff. Claire’s going to wander around the market.”

“Sounds good.” Harriet passed him the bottle of honey. “Could you give this to Denise and tell her I’ll be back very soon?”

Harriet took a last look around and wandered across the green, past the bandstand, to an iron bench tucked into a private corner under a Hawthorn tree. She sat down and watched with amusement as two squirrels ran in circles around the tree, in the throes of what appeared to be a domestic dispute. Once they ran off, still fighting, she slowly shut her eyes. A few minutes of peace and she’d go back to work.

“Hi, Harriet.”

Her eyes flew open. Nick. She wasn’t ready for this. She needed time to compose herself.

Nick hesitated, then sat down beside her. He looked good. Great, even. But tired; there were faint shadows under his eyes.

Should she jump right in with another apology? “Hi. How was New York?”

“Fine. Busy.”

Harriet glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He was staring straight ahead, his mouth clamped shut. This was going well.

Nick leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his chin resting on his hand. “We need to talk.”

They did need to talk, but what could she say? She sat up straight; braced herself. Might as well just spit it out. “I’ll start. First of all, I’m sorry. I was out for a walk, and I saw the car with New York license plates in your driveway. I thought it might be your ex-wife and I was jealous, so I wandered —” It sounded even worse, out loud.

“Wandered?”

“Intentionally walked into your backyard. I was under the tree, and I could see you through the kitchen window. I looked away for a moment, and suddenly you were coming outside, and I didn’t know what to do.”

“So, you climbed a tree?”

“You’re the writer, Nick.” Her voice rose in exasperation. “What would a character of yours done? Stick around and look like a Peeping Tom or climb the tree and maybe escape with her dignity intact?”

Nick smiled slightly. “How’d that intact dignity thing work out for you?”

“Not well.”

“When you fell out of the tree you landed on Cindy’s foot. Bruised her toe. Nothing serious, but she limped to her car.” Nick didn’t seem angry. Harriet was so rattled she was having a difficult time interpreting his tone, but he sounded almost amused.

“Please give her my apologies.” She had to get this over with. “I understand if you don’t want to see me anymore. I get it.”

Nick gave her a sidelong glance and paused for a moment before he spoke. “I do want to see you. I’ve missed you. I’ve barely slept.”

She’d be fine. She didn’t need a man to be happy ― Wait. “You’ve missed me?”

“A lot.”

Harriet swallowed away the lump in her throat and turned so she was facing him. “I’ve missed you too. A lot.”

Nick moved closer and put his hand lightly on the back of her neck. “I’m relieved to hear it.” He ran his index finger down her spine. “There’s just one thing. Please don’t take this the wrong way.”

“I won’t.” She probably would.

He smiled his oh-so-sexy smile. “Could you ease up a little bit on the crazy?”

Harriet returned the smile. “I’m not sure I can.” She rested her hand on his leg. “It’s part of my special charm.”

“It definitely is, but twenty percent less crazy would be great.” Nick tightened his grip and pulled him to her. “Ten percent even ...”

“Shut up and kiss me.”
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Harriet rolled onto her back and sighed with contentment. Oh, what a beautiful morning... What a beautiful weekend. Two perfect days spent reconnecting with Nick. They’d eaten out, eaten in, and driven out to a small, private lake where there wasn’t another soul around for miles. Pure bliss. Nick had left just minutes ago, headed out for an early morning run.

She turned her head to look at the clock and forced herself to crawl out of bed. Nick or not, it was Monday morning, and The Bluebell would be open in just under an hour. She had a quick shower, put on her favorite pink shirt because pink made her happy – happier – and fed Chester before walking him over to Gran’s. Today, Harriet waited at the bottom of Gran’s stairs. They hadn’t had much time to talk since Saturday. At the sound of Chester’s bark, Gran opened the door, and when she saw Harriet she came out on to the veranda, her arms wrapped tight around her.

“I’ve made a decision,” she said in a no-nonsense voice. “Tonight, when I get Hamish alone, I’m going to tell him that I won’t marry him. As a matter of fact, I’ve decided to cut him loose, proposal or not.”

“I think that’s a good idea; you’re better off without him.”

“Easy for you to be so cavalier about my love life,” grumbled Gran. “I saw Nick leaving this morning.”

“Sorry, but I’m worried about you. Hamish is wearing you down.”

“You’re not kidding he’s wearing me down. I’m not used to all this love talk. Your grandfather never carried on like that. I wish I hadn’t invited Emily tonight. It’s going to be hours of the two of them reminiscing about the good old days when she was the most beautiful girl in all of Vermont, while I twiddle my thumbs, waiting to get Hamish alone.” Gran scratched her chin and peered down at Harriet. “I’m going to show you something, and I don’t want any of your snippy comments.”

Snippy? Me? “Okay.”

Gran disappeared inside and a moment later she was back, carrying a paper grocery bag decorated with a purple bow. She reached into the bag and pulled out a lacy, white slip. “This was on my doorstep last night.”

“Very pretty,” said Harriet, doing her level best to sound non-snippy.

“It’s not pretty,” snapped Gran. “It’s tacky.” She waved it at Harriet. “Can you picture me prancing around in something like this? I don’t know what’s come over the man. He’s lost his mind.” She glared at the slip before shoving it back in the bag. “I asked them to be here for six. Can you and Nick come?”

Harriet hesitated. “I guess. We were planning to go —”

“Six o’clock,” said Gran firmly. “I need support. If Hamish goes to pieces, Nick might need to drive him home.” She nodded, pleased the issue had been settled. “I made most of the meal in advance, but I’m too anxious to bake today. Can you bring one of Claire’s pies with you for dessert?”

“Sure. Anything in particular you’d like?”

“Hamish is always carrying on about her lemon meringue, so anything but that. He’s excited enough.”

Harriet said goodbye to Gran and walked briskly toward The Bluebell. She took her usual route — no need to avoid Nick’s street any longer — and cut through the park. She paused for a moment by the bandstand and gazed across the gorgeous flower beds and carefully tended grass, to the café. It was a sight she would never tire of, though it still gave her a start to see the sheet of plywood where her front window used to be.

Denise was already at work. She’d made a pot of coffee and was busy filling up the wicker baskets with muffins and scones and cookies. “It’s going to be busy today,” she said, after she’d greeted Harriet. “We’ve got two birthday parties.” A couple of months back, Denise had suggested that they give a complimentary cake to groups of eight or more celebrating a birthday. It had worked out remarkably well. Many of the local offices now made it a habit to have their birthday lunches at The Bluebell.

“I don’t know how I’d run this place without you,” said Harriet sincerely.

“Me neither. How about next time you decide to hire someone, you consult with me first?”

“We will. A Pam situation won’t happen again.”

In the kitchen, Claire was pulling a tray of praline crisps out of the oven. Wally was in early, though he didn’t look enthused to be there. He was leaning against a wall, aimlessly sharpening his chef’s knife.

“Morning,” said Harriet. She was doing her best to keep her cheerfulness in check. No point rubbing it in. Claire still had Adam on her mind, and Wally —- what was Wally so despondent about? Surely not Pam. He’d only known her for a few days.

Harriet dumped her bag in the office and said hello to Ringo, who was sitting in his cage, the door open, watching Home Alone, a movie he never tired of. Ringo flapped a wing and called her an idiot, without taking his eyes from the screen. When Harriet came out, Wally looked even worse. The knife and sharpening stone were hanging limply from his hands as he stared vacantly at the floor.

Time for some tough love. “Pam is twenty years younger than you, Wally, and she has a boyfriend.”

He lifted his head and glowered at her. “I’m not looking to be her boyfriend.”

“What’s up, then? You look like there’s been a death in the family.”

Wally took a moment, as if he didn’t intend to answer, but suddenly it came spilling out. “Sometimes a man gets tired of being alone. Meeting Pam reminded me how hard it is to find a woman like her.”

“Luckily for everyone,” said Denise, who’d wandered in just in time to catch Wally’s words.

“She’s unpredictable. Exciting.” Wally waved his knife with such fervor that Harriet took a step back. “She’d keep you on your toes.”

Claire snorted in agreement. “True enough. You’d never know when she was going to destroy a window or shoot a man.”

“She didn’t kill anyone.” Wally seemed certain of that.

“My bet’s on, yes she did.” Denise broke off a piece of warm cookie and popped it in her mouth. “Are we placing bets?”

Between the birthday parties and their regular business, Harriet didn’t have a minute to think about anything other than work. So busy that she’d only let her thoughts drift to Nick maybe five times. Eight, tops. After the lunch rush, though, she was behind the counter with Claire when he came in the front door and flashed them the smile that still made Harriet a bit weak in the knees. He leaned across the counter to give Harriet a kiss and said a friendly hello to Claire.

Nick sat down on a stool and Harriet poured him a coffee. “Did you get my text?” she asked, “about dinner tonight with Gran?”

“Got it. Sorry, didn’t I respond? It sounds like fun.”

“I don’t know about fun. Interesting, maybe. Gran’s telling Hamish she can’t marry him. She doesn’t think he’ll take it well.”

“I admire the way your gran takes the bull by the horns,” said Claire. “I should have done that with Adam.”

Nick lifted an inquiring eyebrow at Harriet.

“Claire’s discovered a renewed interest in Adam.”

“And he’s in love.” Claire raked her hands through her hair and let out a dramatic sigh. “Which he sure never was with me. I don’t get it. I’m very lovable.”

“You are,” agreed Harriet.

Nick looked bemused. “Adam’s in love? I’ve spoken to him three or four times in the past few days and he’s never mentioned anyone special.”

“What’s up with him then?” demanded Claire. “He was running around with a big grin on his face and now he’s off on vacation.”

“Vacation?” From the tone of Nick’s voice, it was clear he knew where Adam was, and it wasn’t a vacation.

“If he’s not on vacation,” said Claire, peering intently at Nick, “where is he?”

“I promised him I wouldn’t say anything.” Nick tapped his fingers on the countertop. “Though I guess now that everything’s finalized, he won’t mind.”

“That’s right. He won’t mind. Tell me.”

“He’s in Los Angeles. A while back he wrote up an idea for a TV series about an actor who moves to Vermont and becomes a state trooper. I helped him find an agent. One of the studios loved the pitch and they’re going to film a pilot. He’s taking a leave from the force to work on it.”

Harriet had seldom seen Claire look so incredulous. “Adam is moving to LA to work on a TV series?” she asked, her voice full of wonder.

“Looks that way.”

“The man hasn’t read a book since high school and he’s writing a series?”

“I don’t know that he’s writing it,” said Nick. “He’s producing, consulting ...”

Claire slumped against the wall while she digested this new information. Nick glanced at his watch and got to his feet. “I’ve got to go.” He took a final gulp of coffee and leaned in and traced his finger across Harriet’s bottom lip. “I’ll see you at six.”

Harriet watched him leave, a wide smile on her face. She turned back to Claire and attempted to look serious and empathetic. Claire needed her support.

But Claire looked fine. Happy even. “You’re taking this well.”

Claire threw her hands in the air. “I’m okay with Adam leaving town. It was the thought of him dancing a jig because of another woman that was driving me nuts. Once he’s settled in LA, he’ll be his regular, miserable self.” She pulled out her phone and started typing. “And I may have a date tonight.”

“You are resilient,” said Harriet admiringly.

Claire looked up and nodded toward the sidewalk. “Here comes Melissa. I don’t know how you get anything done out here. There’s always someone stopping by to chat. Wally tells me to stop yammering if I speak more than a few words.” She jammed her cell in her pocket and headed for the kitchen. “Tell her I said hello.”

“Stay a minute,” said Harriet, reaching out to grab Claire’s arm. “She’s going through a rough time. She’ll want you here.”

Melissa opened the door, waved to a table of women she knew, and plunked down on the stool Nick had just vacated.

“Coffee?” asked Harriet. “And Claire made that date nut bread you like.”

“Yes, to both.” She was flushed, but her manner was more upbeat than when Harriet had seen her on Saturday.

“What’s happening with Pam?” asked Claire. “Has she had her bail hearing?”

Melissa nodded. “First thing this morning. Her boyfriend put up the bail money, but she has to stay with me or Mom until the trial. There’s no way I can do that to my mother, so it’ll have to be me.”

Harriet wasn’t sure what to say. Was this good news or bad?

“But,” said Melissa, and her face lit up with excitement, “Oliver’s dad called Carson on Saturday night. He’s selling all three apartment buildings to pay off Oliver’s debts and he’s giving Carson first crack at the one on Fallingbrook. We’ll have to remortgage our house for the down payment, but Carson is so excited. He can renovate it the way he wants and there’s a shortage of rental units in Sevenoaks. He’s sure it will be a good investment for us.”

“That’s wonderful news,” said Harriet.

“Fantastic,” agreed Claire. “It’s a great building.” She paused for a moment before delving into the less happy news. “How long do you think you’ll have Pam with you? Have they set a date for the trial?”

Melissa shook her head no and broke off a chunk of date bread. “And it looks worse for her all the time. Carson talked to Barry again. He said Camille was initially a suspect, but she has an alibi. They found security footage of her getting gas right about the time we were doing the fireworks. She was twenty miles away by then, so there’s no way she could have killed Oliver.” Melissa looked down at her phone. “That’s Carson. He wants me to meet him at the bank.” She picked up the remainder of the date bread to take with her. “Thank you for trying to help. It was stupid of me to think you two could do a better job than the police.”

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out. We did what we could,” said Harriet. “Keep us updated.”

The second Melissa was out the door, Claire shot Harriet an irate look. “What does she mean it was stupid of her to think we could do a better job than the police? We just needed more time, and she needed a more-innocent sister.”

“If Camille has an alibi, there’s still Jake or Leroy,” mused Harriet.

Claire shook her head. “I just don’t see it. But — maybe.”

Harriet said a friendly hello to an elderly couple coming in the front door, both of whom flashed her near-identical bright, white smiles. “What about the periodontist in Oliver’s building? The one who’s inheriting his patients. Tess said he loathed Oliver. There might be something there.”

“I guess, but I have a feeling the list of suspects would be as long as my arm if we included everyone who didn’t like Oliver.”

“You’re right.” Harriet hesitated. She was having a hard time letting it go. “We could always take a quick drive out to their office building after work; see what we can find out.”

“Why not?” Claire pulled out her cell and checked her messages. “My date’s not ‘til seven. Might as well flip over the last rock and see if something crawls out.”
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Anonymous gifts are not fun, or charming, or delightful in any way. Anonymous gifts are annoying. @askauntaggie
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DENISE WAS STILL IN a jubilant mood about The Bluebell being, once again, Pam-free, so she happily told Harriet to go ahead and leave early; that she and Ron would do the closing up. By three-thirty, the two friends were on the road, headed toward Manchester.

“Would you stop grinning?” said Claire, glancing over at Harriet who was in the midst of a flashback to her weekend with Nick. “There’s such a thing as nauseatingly happy.”

“Maybe your date tonight will turn out to be the man of your dreams, and you’ll be the one nauseating everyone.”

“His interests include olive oil and Monopoly tournaments, so the odds of that are somewhere between slim and nonexistent.”

Harriet’s mouth curved into a bemused smile. “Olive oil? How does that even qualify as an interest?”

“He likes cats, so I’m trying to keep an open mind.”

Forty minutes later they pulled up in front of a four-story office building in the heart of downtown. Harriet had checked online, and Oliver’s office was on the third floor. Dr. Lawrence, the only other periodontist in the building, was on the main level. They hadn’t called first because Claire insisted the surprise element would be more effective.

It turned out the surprise element wasn’t at all effective. “Doctor Lawrence leaves early on summer Mondays,” said his receptionist, fighting a yawn. “He’ll be here tomorrow at nine, but if you’re looking for an appointment, he’s booked solid through September.”

Harriet shot Claire an annoyed glance before turning back to the receptionist. “He must be so busy,” she said, “with Dr. Twizzler gone.”

“Dr. Twizzler?”

“The dentist from upstairs who was murdered.”

“Oh, right. I heard about that. At a wedding!”

Harriet leaned in and lowered her voice. The receptionist had the look of someone who liked to talk. “We’d heard Dr. Lawrence and he didn’t get along.”

“I wouldn’t know. I’m just a temp.” The woman tapped restlessly on the desk with her pen. “It’s the first time I’ve worked in this building. Do you know if there’s a bank machine nearby?”

Harriet straightened up and with a forced smile, gripped Claire by the elbow. “Sorry, we’re not from the area.” A moment later they were out in the hall. “From now on we are going to call first.”

“I second that plan.” Claire looked toward a door leading to the stairwell. “Let’s see if Tess is here. She might still be packing up Oliver’s office.”

Tess wasn’t there. Apart from a cardboard box of odds and ends on the reception desk, Oliver’s office had been stripped down to the essentials. Harriet and Claire walked through, peeking into the treatment rooms, the x-ray room, the washroom. All empty. “I don’t think I’m exaggerating,” said Claire, standing in the doorway of the tiny kitchen, “to say this was a complete waste of time.”

“You’re not exaggerating.”

There was a rustling noise coming from somewhere down the hall. Harriet and Claire exchanged a glance and without saying a word they followed the sound. In the reception area, a nervous-looking, middle-aged woman was digging through the box on the desk.

“Oh,” said the woman, bringing her hand to her throat. “You startled me.”

“Sorry,” said Harriet. “We stopped by to see Tess, but we must have missed her.”

“She left early. This was her last day.” The woman carefully placed the Snoopy bobblehead she was holding back into the box. “She said she’d found a couple of my things when she packed up the office.” The woman gave them a sheepish smile. “I left here in such a huff I forgot my favorite shoes. Nice to have them back.”

“You used to work for Oliver?” asked Harriet. “Tess mentioned that she’d only been here a few months.”

“That’s right. Beatrice Hopkins. I was Dr. Twizzler’s receptionist for three years. Were you friends of his?”

“Acquaintances,” said Claire and she introduced herself and Harriet. “It was at our mutual friends’ wedding where he was murdered.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Terrible. Even he didn’t deserve —”. She didn’t finish the thought. “I heard they arrested a woman. To tell you the truth, when I first saw on the news that he’d been killed, I was sure it was one of his former patients.”

Harriet glanced at Claire who seemed as intrigued by the comment as she was. “Why did you think that?”

“Oh, he treated them so badly. That’s why I quit. Last December, right before Christmas, he just skipped town. Not a word, not a thought for anyone else. There were patients who’d had their teeth pulled, waiting for dentures and implants. For the first little while we kept thinking he’d be back any time, so it took a bit before everyone got booked in somewhere else. It was a mess. Some of those poor people didn’t have a tooth in their head for weeks.”

“They must have been awfully upset,” said Harriet, mirroring Beatrice’s distressed expression.

“That’s an understatement. And who had to deal with them? Not Dr. Twizzler. There was one woman...” Beatrice shook her head at the memory. “She was so angry. I’ve never seen anything like it. She’d had her upper teeth pulled and she shows up here for her implants the same day he decided to skip town. Her son was getting married, and she couldn’t get an appointment with another periodontist in time. There she was, the mother of the groom and she didn’t have her front teeth at the wedding!” Beatrice lowered her voice. “She said she wanted to kill Dr. Twizzler. If they hadn’t arrested that other woman, I was going to tell the police about it. And she wasn’t the only one. There were so many angry patients.” Beatrice’s brow furrowed, and she gesticulated wildly. “One poor man; I’ll never forget it. He came in here, not a tooth in his head, and said Dr. Twizzler had ruined his only chance for love. He was crying so hard. It was horrible!” Beatrice’s face was contorted, as if she was reliving the experience, but she let out a harsh breath and composed herself. “Anyway, have they found out why he was murdered?”

Harriet and Claire shook their heads. “Not that we’re aware,” said Claire. “That’s why we stopped by here today. Our friends are eager for any information that might answer their questions.”

“I don’t blame them. What a thing to happen at a wedding.” Beatrice picked up the cardboard box and let her eyes drift around the room. “This place gives me the heebie jeebies.” She flashed a tight smile. “It was nice meeting you.”

“It was nice meeting you as well.” Harriet hesitated until Beatrice was almost out the door. “What was the name of the woman who said she wanted to kill Oliver?”

Beatrice paused in the doorway and thought about it for a moment. “Sorry, I can’t remember. I know I should, but it was months ago, and this used to be a large practice. Plus, my memory is shot these days. The doctor says my hormones are out of whack.” She shrugged and peered into the box, like the answer might be found inside. “I’ll probably think of it when I’m lying in bed tonight. You know how it is.”

Harriet did know how it is. She reached into her purse and pulled out one of The Bluebell’s business cards. “If anything comes to you,” she said, walking over and handing the card to Beatrice, “I’d appreciate it if you gave me a call. Anything at all. My cell number is on here, or you can call the café and ask for me.”

Beatrice shoved the card in her pocket without looking at it. “Sure. Her name will likely come to me eventually.”

They were quiet on the drive home. Being in Oliver’s empty office had been an eerie experience; it had unsettled both of them. “Don’t forget we need to drop by The Bluebell for a pie,” said Harriet, when they were almost home. “Sorry for the detour.”

“No problem. I need to check the fridge anyway. I don’t think I have enough butter for tomorrow’s baking.” Claire pulled up on the side street and they cut in through the courtyard. Seamus was out on the fire escape, his legs hanging over the edge, sipping on a beer.

“Hi, Seamus,” said Harriet. “Wally not around?”

“He’s inside. He’s so danged gloomy today, I’m glad he’s not here.”

“He’s taking Pam’s arrest hard. He liked her.”

Seamus had a swig of beer and looked to be commiserating. “That’s a shame.” He tilted his head, studying the label on the bottle. “Who’s Pam again?”

Harriet smiled to herself. “Our new waitress. The one who was marched out of here in handcuffs.”

“Her? That’s what he’s so upset about?”

“That’s it.” Harriet headed toward the back door where Claire was digging furiously in her cluttered purse for her keys.

“Hey, Missy,” called Seamus. “Did your friend like the present I left her?”

“You gave Gran a present?” Harriet took a step back and looked up at him, curious.

“Sure, I did. A couple of them.”

“How do you know where she lives?”

“Wally told me. Did she like it?”

“She never mentioned getting any presents from you, but I’m sure she’ll thank you next time she sees you.”

Seamus grunted and drained his beer. He seemed satisfied.

Claire found her key and jammed it in the lock. “What’d you get her?” she asked, as she pushed open the door.

“Fancy flowers and a nice piece of lingerie.”

Harriet jolted to attention. “Lingerie? A white slip? You bought her that?”

“I didn’t buy it.” Seamus sounded shocked at the suggestion. “It was half hanging out of the donation box down in front of the fire hall. I saw it when I was out for my constitutional the other day. The flowers I had to pay for. Cost me more than a good bottle of whiskey.”

Harriet gazed up at him, taken aback. “You’re the one with the sensual thoughts?”

“That’s me. Every time I think about that woman, I get jumpy. That’s why I started jogging. Did she like my poem?”

Harriet gave Seamus a distracted nod. She needed to talk to Gran and let her know that she’d got this all wrong. Perhaps she didn’t need to break up with Hamish after all; he might have no intention of asking her to marry him. She stared at Claire, her mouth half-open, as she tried to think things through. If nothing else, she was going to ask Gran for some tips on how to be more captivating. She was pretty sure Nick didn’t get jumpy every time he thought about her, and he wasn’t exactly wearing her down talking about love.

“Your phone,” said Claire, giving Harriet a nudge.

Harriet, still a little befuddled, looked down at her cell. She didn’t recognize the number. “Hello.”

“Hello, Harriet?

“Yes.”

Hi, it’s Beatrice from Dr. Twizzler’s office. You said to call you if I thought of anything, and there I was in the lineup at the grocery store and it hit me, clear as day. I still can’t remember the name of the woman who was so angry, but the poor man with no teeth who was crying about losing his only love? His name was Hamish. Hamish McNair.”
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Hamish? Harriet repeated Beatrice’s words to Claire, then walked across the courtyard and collapsed onto the bench of the picnic table. At Melissa’s wedding, Hamish had given no indication he knew Oliver, yet just a few months ago he’d been crying in his office. She stared at the back wall of the café, trying to think things through.

“Hey, Missy,” called Seamus. “How about you toss me a radish?”

Harriet glanced over at the garden, then up at Seamus. “Give me a minute. I’m thinking.”

“Thinking,” he griped. “You can’t pick a radish and think at the same time?”

Claire appeared in the doorway, carrying a white, cardboard bakery box. She shut the door, locked it, and came over to join Harriet. “I decided on Peaches and Cream,” she said, putting the box on the table. “I was torn between it and the Key Lime, but I know your gran likes peaches. What do you think?”

“I think I can’t believe you’re talking about pie. Hamish was a patient of Oliver’s. He was crying in his office. This is huge!”

Claire nodded in agreement. “It is huge.” Her eyes drifted to the pie. “I think the peach was a good choice.”

“Can we not talk about pie?” said Harriet, exasperated.

Claire pushed the box further away from her, as if to show she’d moved on to other things. “I remember when you introduced Oliver to Hamish at the wedding. Didn’t Oliver say something about the name reminding him of a neighbor’s dog?”

“That’s right. He didn’t even recognize his own patient.”

Claire fiddled with a splinter of wood on the tabletop. “Beatrice said Hamish was crying because Oliver had ruined his only chance at love. If you felt like someone had destroyed your life, and then he didn’t even recognize you, you’d be angry. Murderously angry, even.”

Harriet looked at Claire, bewildered. “What are we even thinking? That Hamish found Pam’s gun and shot Oliver? I just can’t —Hamish? Mr. Weather Channel? Mr. It’s a dandarooni day?”

“Anyone is capable of murder under the right circumstances,” said Claire firmly. She tilted her head and looked quizzically at Harriet. “Who said that?”

“You, constantly.” She peered intently at Claire. “Just because Hamish pretended he didn’t know Oliver, it doesn’t necessarily mean anything. He likely didn’t want Gran to know his teeth weren’t real.”

“He’s eighty and he has perfectly straight, white teeth. I think she’s figured it out.” Claire chewed on a cuticle, her eyes narrowed in thought. “Back in December, Hamish was crying about a lost love. He didn’t even know your gran then. Who was he crying about?”

Harriet watched Seamus as he trotted down the fire escape steps and headed toward them. “No idea. He’s been a widower for over twenty years. I got the impression from Gran that he hadn’t dated much since his wife died.” She put her hands behind her head and stared up at the cloudless sky. “What am I going to tell her?”

“How about, ‘It’s actually Seamus who’s having sensual thoughts about you and incidentally, there’s an outside chance Hamish may be a murderer.’”

Seamus plucked a handful of radishes from the garden and made his way to the picnic table. “Shove over would you, Missy? Give a man a seat.” He waited for Harriet to slide down the bench, then he sat down beside her and wiped a radish on his pant leg before popping it in his mouth.

Harriet looked at him curiously. “Are those your own teeth, Seamus?”

“Sure, they are. Who else would they belong to?”

“I mean, do you have dentures?”

“Nah. These are all mine.” He tapped his front teeth with a radish. “Tell your friend I’ve got all my original parts.”

While Seamus chomped on his radish, Harriet and Claire were quiet, both of them mulling over the implications of Hamish’s relationship to Oliver. They startled at the sound of Wally’s voice calling down to them from the fire escape.

“Listen up,” he said, waving a notepad in their direction. “How would you describe Pam?”

“Unpleasant,” said Harriet without hesitation.

Claire nodded. “Judgmental and mean-spirited.”

“Thick ankles,” said Seamus with a smile of satisfaction that he’d remembered who Pam was.

“Why are you asking?” said Claire.

Wally scribbled something down on the pad. “I’m trying that online dating site you’re always yammering about. I’m writing up my order. I want a woman like Pam, but a little older and not in jail. I’m going to ask for one that’s feisty and unpredictable.” Wally slapped the notebook on the railing and flashed them the grimace that was his version of a smile, then disappeared back inside.

At the sound of an incoming text, Harriet glanced down at her phone. “Nick’s at Gran’s. He says Hamish and Aunt Emily are there, too. We’d better get going.” She raked her fingers through her hair and shot Claire a concerned look. “What do we do about Hamish? Should we call Detective Meachum?”

Claire pondered the question for a millisecond. “Let’s feel things out for ourselves, first. We don’t want to sic the cops on an eighty-year-old man without some solid evidence.”

“The fireworks!” said Harriet. “We need to find out from Gran if Hamish was with her the entire time during the fireworks. If he was, we’ll know he had nothing to do with the murder.” She glanced at Claire. “Which I’m sure he doesn’t.”

“And if he wasn’t there —”

“If he wasn’t, we need to dig deeper. I’ll give Gran a call and tell her we’re on our way.”

Seamus gave her a nudge with his elbow. “Tell her I said hello.” He popped the last radish in his mouth and chewed contemplatively. “What I wouldn’t do to see her in that nighty. Do you think she’d give me a picture?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Where are you?” demanded Gran, picking up on the first ring. “Everyone’s here.”

“We’re on our way.”

“Is Claire with you? Ask her to stay for dinner. I made lots of food.”

“I’ll do that.” Harriet glanced over at Seamus. “Seamus sends his regards. How’s Hamish tonight?”

“He’s acting stranger than ever. They’re out on the porch listening to Emily relive her glory days. I had to come inside and take a break. She was only up to Homecoming Queen when I left.”

Harriet tried to keep her voice casual. “Gran, at Melissa’s wedding was Hamish with you the entire time during the fireworks?”

“I don’t remember. What kind of pie are you bringing?”

“Try and remember. It’s important. Peaches and Cream.”

“That sounds delicious. I love peach pie.”

“The fireworks?”

“Oh, let me think.” Gran sounded frazzled “No.” She lowered her voice. “He was using the facilities. He had to find me in the crowd after they started. The poor man was having digestive problems most of the night. I didn’t want to say anything to you. He blames the guacamole.”

“There was nothing wrong with the — You should have told us.”

“I was trying to protect his dignity. Hamish isn’t the kind of man who’d appreciate chit chat about the state of his bowels. Would you please get off the phone and get over here? Nick’s been here for ages.”

“We’ll be there in five.”

Harriet pocketed the phone and got up from the bench. She kept her eyes steady on Claire, who had picked up the bakery box and was holding it lovingly in her lap. “Hamish had to use the washroom. He missed part of the fireworks.”

Claire stared back at her, astonished. “How come we’re just hearing about this now?”

Harriet shook her head, equally dumbfounded. “He was having digestive issues all night. Gran was trying to protect his privacy.” She paused for a moment. “He blames the guacamole.”

Claire wasn’t having it. “Funny the guac didn’t bother anyone else.” She tapped her fingers restlessly on the pie box. “So, he had motive and opportunity.”

“It’s Hamish, Claire! He wears dorky bow ties and carries a handkerchief. If you sneeze he says, ‘bless you.’ There is no way he did it.”

“It’s always the one you least suspect,” said Seamus. “What are we talking about?”

“Murder,” replied Claire matter-of-factly.

“Who got murdered?”

“A guest at Melissa’s wedding.”

Seamus gave her a blank look, as if she was speaking a foreign language.

“Melissa. The woman with the pig who comes by here all the time. You didn’t hear about the murder?”

“I don’t follow the news. Too depressing.” Seamus got up from the table and started walking toward the street. “I’ll see you girls later. If anyone’s looking for me, I’m going to the pub for dinner.”

Not once, in the two plus years Harriet had known Seamus, had anyone been looking for him, but she called out, “Will do. Enjoy.”

Claire pulled out her phone. “I’m cancelling my date. We need to get over to your place and figure this out. Your gran may be involved with a cold-blooded murderer.”

“Or, more likely, he’s a pleasant, elderly man who missed part of the fireworks because of our sketchy guacamole.”

“A man who was in love with someone else six months ago. Funny he never mentioned anything about that to your gran.”

“Whatever was happening in December, he’s crazy about Gran now. Obsessed, almost. Even if he wasn’t the one who sent the flowers and lingerie, he’s driving her nuts with his non-stop talk about love.”

Claire looked skeptical. “If you say so. I saw them at the market on Saturday and he wasn’t paying her much attention as far as I could tell.” She stood up and nodded toward the side street. “Let’s get going.”

When they reached the car, Claire hesitated before getting in. “Do you still have Ron’s wedding video on your phone?”

“Sure.” Harriet climbed into the car and looked inquiringly at her friend.

“We should take another look at it.” Claire turned on the ignition and pulled on to the street. “Let’s see if there’s any interaction between Hamish and Oliver on there. We wouldn’t have thought anything about it before this.”

While Claire drove the short distance to the house, Harriet played with the video, searching in vain for any signs of contact between Hamish and Oliver. “Look at this,” she said, holding out the phone as they turned into the driveway. Claire shut off the car and Harriet hit play. “This is what I mean. Hamish may have been crying about a different woman in December but look at him there. That is a man in love.”

Claire watched the screen for a moment, then turned to Harriet. “He’s in love all right.” She stopped the video and rewound it a short bit. “But not with your gran. Watch it again.”

Harriet gave her a curious look and hit play. She carefully studied Hamish’s face as he stood apart from Gran, gazing intently in her direction. Claire was right. He wasn’t looking at Gran at all. He was staring, his eyes soft, his mouth slack, at the woman she was chatting to. Aunt Emily.
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

I recently got engaged, and I want to keep my relationship fresh. What is a good response when my boyfriend says, “I love you” other than the same old, “I love you, too”?

Looking for variety in Chicago




Dear Looking,

Since you’re recently engaged, I’ll assume you reciprocate his feelings. That being the case, what’s wrong with, “I love you, too”? “Thank you, you have excellent taste,” is always an option, but it lacks warmth. I’m more concerned about your desire for variety. If that’s what you’re looking for, you’re going to find marriage a bit of a go.



––––––––
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GRAN WAVED FROM THE veranda as they pulled into the driveway. She was sharing the loveseat with Hamish, but his attention wasn’t on her. Aunt Emily sat across from them, and Hamish was leaning away from Gran, eager to catch Emily’s every word. Harriet half-opened the car door, then hesitated and turned to Claire. “Do you think Aunt Emily was the love Hamish lost? The one he was crying about?”

“Could be,” said Claire. “Isn’t she a bit of a femme fatale? Numerous husbands.”

“Three, I think. Possibly four.” Harriet took her hand off the door and rubbed her temples as she gazed through the windshield at the scene on the porch. “They’ve known each other since they were kids.”

“Maybe he’s been holding a torch for her all this time.” Claire reached into the backseat for the pie. “And she definitely seems the type of woman who would spurn a man who was missing his teeth.”

“A woman like you?” said Harriet with a smile.

“Exactly. I recognize a kindred spirit.”

Harriet reached out and grabbed Claire’s arm. “First love is the truest love.”

“Huh?”

“The picture frame on Jake’s mantelpiece. That’s what it said.”

“I remember us disagreeing with that sentiment.”

“You disagreed. I was non-committal.” Harriet re-opened the car door but turned her head and gave Claire a stern look before she stepped out. “We’re going to play this low-key. We’re not going to barge in there and accuse an elderly man of murder with nothing to go on.”

“You’re right. Just because Hamish spent a lot of time in the bathroom, which gave him plenty of opportunity to find Pam’s gun, and missed part of the fireworks, and pretended not to know Oliver but was blaming him for ruining his life a few months back, we shouldn’t jump to conclusions. It probably doesn’t mean anything at all.”

When she laid it out like that... “I’m glad you agree.”

They got out of the car and walked toward the house. Harriet’s head was swimming, trying to piece everything together. She glanced over to her left, where Gran had set up a table and chairs under the willow tree. The table was set for dinner, with a crisp, white tablecloth and the pretty, flowered dishes that Gran liked to use in the summer. Chester was already there, dressed in his favorite pink tutu, waiting for the scraps he anticipated coming his way. He made a half-hearted attempt to get up as Harriet walked by, then thought better of it, and lay back down in the cool grass.

“Remember,” said Harriet, touching Claire’s arm. “Low-key.”

Claire looked over her shoulder and spoke out of the side of her mouth. “I’ll play it cool, but Hamish is the killer. I can feel it.”

Harriet trailed Claire up the veranda stairs and joined her in saying hello. Emily gave them a friendly smile, and Harriet was struck once again at what an attractive woman she was. Hamish added a courtly bow of the head to his greeting. Even in the sultry July heat, he was dressed in a suit and the ever-present bow tie.

“You’re finally here.” Gran put down her drink and got to her feet. “Why don’t you girls come help me in the kitchen? We’ll eat as soon as Nick gets back.”

“Where is he?” asked Harriet.

“I sent him to Dooley’s for ice cream. That French Vanilla they make is perfect with pie.”

“Are you sure I’m not intruding?” said Claire, making a show of holding out the bakery box.

“As if you could ever be an intrusion.” Gran opened the box, peeked inside, and beamed at Claire. “That looks delicious. Almost too pretty to eat.” With the pie in one hand, she opened the screen door. “Hamish,” she said, “I made those deviled eggs you’ve been talking about. I’ll send one of the girls out with them. It’ll give you something to nibble on while we wait for Nick.”

“We’ll be right in to help.” Claire dropped into Gran’s vacated seat and reached out to touch Emily’s arm. “How is Pam doing?” she asked. “You must be so relieved that she’s out on bail.”

Emily gave a dramatic sigh and sank back in her chair. “Can you believe all this? That girl was trouble from the day she was born.” She looked to Hamish, as if for confirmation, and he was happy to give it. He stared deeply into her eyes and shook his head sadly, as if he couldn’t believe anyone could be so callous as to cause Emily distress.

“If only the murder weapon hadn’t belonged to her,” said Claire. “Bit of bad luck there.”

“Bad luck? What was she doing leaving a gun lying around? I don’t want to say it serves her right...” Emily fanned herself with her hand. “If you girls don’t mind, I’d prefer not to discuss Pam’s situation. I have discovered that if you don’t talk or think about disagreeable things, it’s as if they never happened. Out of sight, out of mind, that’s what I always say.”

“Out of sight, out of mind.” Claire gave Aunt Emily a pleasant smile and got up from her seat. “I’ll have to try that one.”

Harriet kept her eyes on Hamish, who was gazing admiringly at Emily. “I completely agree,” he said. “Don’t even think about it. And murder is such a nasty word.”

“What word would you use?” asked Harriet, but Hamish wasn’t listening. He was leaning in so close to Emily he looked to be in danger of falling in her lap.

“You were telling me about when you the Apple Blossom Queen,” he said. “I can’t quite remember. Was that the same year you won Miss Vermont?”

Gran was in her small, sunny kitchen, sprinkling paprika on a plate of devilled eggs. “They don’t really go with my meal,” she said, “but Hamish enjoys a nice, devilled egg.”

“Who doesn’t?” Claire plucked one from the plate and bit it in half. A moment later the verdict was in. “Delicious.”

“What can I do to help?” asked Harriet. “What are we having?”

Gran rearranged the eggs and dropped a sprig of parsley in the middle of the display. “I kept it simple. We’re having cold salmon with tarragon sauce, a bean salad and tea biscuits. Organic salmon. It cost a small fortune. If your grandfather ever knew how much I spent on a piece of fish.” She shook her head ruefully at the thought. “Taste the salad for me, would you?”

Harriet dipped a spoon in the bean salad and had a contemplative bite. “Yum. Maybe a pinch more salt.” She took another spoonful and with a nod, confirmed her original diagnosis. “Gran, how well do you know Emily? I know her third or fourth husband died recently.”

“Third, but give her time. It’s only been six weeks. Frank Abbott was the latest. He owned that monster of a house out by the lake.” Gran pulled a platter of salmon out of the fridge and commenced garnishing it with slices of thinly cut lemon. “He flipped his rider mower on one of the hills, poor man. Emily was only married to him for a few months and now she’s inherited his whole estate.”

“And before that?”

“She was married to Peter Shipp for about fifteen years. That’s when I first met her, during the Peter years. He died last fall, in his sleep.”

“So, in December she was single.”

“I don’t know how single she was, but she wasn’t married. I know she was seeing Frank by January because he was with her at Amy Morse’s funeral, and everyone was saying it sure didn’t take her long to get over Peter.” There was a deep line etched between Gran’s brows as she spoke. “Emily’s never had trouble attracting a man. She’s harmless, but I’ve never met a person who can talk so much without saying anything worth listening to. I’d better get out there and rescue Hamish. He needs a nudge to stay awake sometimes.”

“He seemed very alert when we were there,” said Claire.

Gran looked toward the front door. “I don’t know what’s taking Nick so long. I only sent him for ice cream to give him a break from Emily. I want to eat dinner and get this evening over with.” She pushed the plate of eggs across the counter to Harriet. “Could you take these out to them? Claire and I will bring the rest of the food and surely Nick will be here by the time we’re set up.”

Harriet picked up the plate and a stack of cocktail napkins but stopped on her way out of the kitchen. “You said that Hamish and Emily both grew up in Montrose.”

“That’s right. I think he had a bit of a thing for her back then, though I guess lots of boys did. Emily got married for the first time when Hamish was in the army, and he came home and married Helen.” Gran paused in her task of arranging tea biscuits in a small basket. “He never talks about Helen, but from what I hear they weren’t much of a match. I’m thinking that’s why he’s in such a lather now. He’s never really been in love before.”

“I wouldn’t bet the house on that,” murmured Claire, in a voice too low for Gran to hear.

Harriet took the eggs and went out onto the porch, but Hamish and Emily were no longer there. They’d moved to a stone bench under the rose arbor, just down from the dining table. Harriet debated going over to them, but they looked to be having an intense conversation. “Devilled eggs,” she called cheerily and set the plate down on the wicker coffee table.

Moments later, Claire pushed the screen door open with her foot. She was balancing the bean salad and tea biscuits in one hand and a glass of white wine in the other. She put the wine down on the porch railing and peered across the lawn at Hamish and Emily. “He’s looking at her the way I look at a plate of french fries.” Claire trotted down the stairs and over to the dining table and made a production of fussing with the table, casting furtive looks at Hamish and Emily the entire time. Harriet was watching the two of them as well, less furtively.

“Here’s the way I figure it,” she said, once Claire had returned to the porch and helped herself to a swig of wine and another devilled egg. “Hamish is clearly ga ga for Aunt Emily. Last December Emily was between husbands for a brief window. Hamish pursues her, and she gives him the bum’s rush which he blames on his unfortunate teeth situation. He is overcome with grief, hence the hysterics in Oliver’s office, but Emily marries someone else and Hamish meets Gran and moves on. Then, at the wedding, Emily is there, and also Oliver, the dentist who ruined his chance with the woman of his dreams. The pain and grief all comes back to him. He happens into the washroom, finds Pam’s gun, and shoots Oliver.” She looked expectantly at Claire. “What do you think?”

“Lots of wild speculation there. I like it.”

“Harriet, hold the door for me, would you,” said Gran, appearing at the screen. “I don’t want to drop this salmon.” She stepped out onto the veranda and looked surprised to see Hamish and Emily under the arbor. “Did you tell Hamish about the eggs?”

“I mentioned it. He didn’t seem interested.”

“Not interested? He’s been going on about them for two weeks now, ever since we had them at bridge. Devilled eggs and love are all he talks about anymore. No wonder I’m at my wit’s end.” Gran leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. “What’s he doing? Is he holding Emily’s hand?”

“I believe he is,” said Claire.

“Is she upset about something? What are they doing down there, anyway?”

Gran rested the platter of salmon on the railing, and they watched as Hamish stood up, and then, with no small effort, lowered himself down on one knee in front of Emily.

“What is that man doing?” Gran demanded. “His knees are a mess. He’ll never get up again.”

“I think he’s proposing,” said Harriet in a low voice.

“Proposing?” Gran gripped the platter and leaned over the railing as Hamish braced himself on the ground with one hand and held out the other to Emily, who hesitated before taking it. “He is! He’s proposing to Emily Gardner in my arbor.”

With the salmon platter clenched firmly in her hands, Gran marched down the steps and across the lawn, Harriet and Claire close behind her. Gran set the salmon down in the middle of the table and strode over to the arbor, her hands on her hips. “What are you doing, Hamish?”

“Joyce, please. Could you give us some privacy?”

“If you wanted privacy ...” sputtered Gran, at a rare loss for words.

Hamish gazed up at Emily, a pleading expression on his face. “You’re everything to me, Emily. You always have been.”

Emily looked to be trying to extricate her hand from Hamish’s grip. “I don’t know what to say. I’m flattered, of course.”

“Would you get up off the ground, Hamish?” snapped Gran.

“Emily?” he implored, ignoring Gran.

“You’ve caught me by surprise, Hamish. I wasn’t expecting a proposal today.”

“I’ve waited so long. We’re both finally free.”

“Free?” muttered Gran. “You’re not kidding you’re free.”

Emily managed to liberate her hand. “You’ll have to give me some time to think about it.” She flashed a strained smile at Gran. “Joyce has dinner all ready.”

“You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.”

Gran was staring at Hamish, mouth agape, as the truth of the situation finally hit her. “This whole time it’s been Emily, not me?”

Hamish looked confused. “You?”

“All that gobbledygook about marriage and running out of time. If you were in love with Emily, what are you doing sending me flowers and lingerie?”

“Lingerie?”

“I meant to tell you,” said Harriet, touching Gran’s arm. “That was Seamus.”

“Seamus gave me a lace slip?” Gran hesitated, as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer. “The sensual thoughts?”

“Sorry. Seamus.”

“I enjoy your company, Joyce, but marriage?” Hamish had a pained look on his face as he struggled not to fall over. “I don’t think of you like that. You’re a fine woman, but Emily was my first love. The love of my life.”

“Well, excuse me,” said Gran, wrapping her arms tight around her.

“Could I give you a hand getting up?” asked Harriet, moving closer to Hamish.

“I’d appreciate it. Very kind of you.” Harriet helped him to his feet and over to the bench, where he immediately turned his attention back to Emily. “I can’t let you get away again.” He appeared to be on the verge of tears. “When I saw you in December — Please — I have my teeth now.”

“Hamish, it wasn’t your teeth.” Emily’s voice was kind, almost maternal. “I hardly noticed you didn’t have any teeth. I was already seeing Frank by then, but I do remember how nice it was running into you. You told me to have a Merry Christmas and a Happarooni New Year, and I thought to myself how nice it is that some things in life never change.”

“I’d do anything for you, Emily. That’s never changed.”

“He murdered a man for you,” said Harriet, her eyes steady on Hamish. “He found Pam’s gun and shot Dr. Twizzler.”

“Way to keep it low-key,” murmured Claire.

“Murdered?” said Emily scornfully. “Don’t be absurd.”

“I did not murder him!” Hamish looked up at Harriet, stricken by her words. “I didn’t murder anyone. Murder? I would never.”

“You shot Dr. Twizzler and joined Gran at the fireworks like nothing had happened. You’re a murderer.”

“Would you stop saying that?” Hamish was furious; the most animated Harriet had ever seen him. “I didn’t murder anyone. The gun went off by accident.”

“You?” Gran looked at him in horror. “You’re the one who killed him?”

Harriet was equally shocked. She hadn’t anticipated her accusation would result in a confession.

“As I just explained, it was an accident.” Hamish’s body stiffened, and his eyes darted from Gran back to Emily. “I found the gun lying on the vanity and I didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands. I came outside and saw that dentist standing there... He pulled out my teeth and didn’t put them back, and he didn’t even remember me. The fireworks were so loud, I was startled.” Hamish pulled out his handkerchief and rubbed his eyes. He tugged plaintively at Emily’s arm. “I didn’t mean to kill him.”

Emily seemed remarkably unphased by the turn of events. “Of course, you didn’t,” she replied in a soothing voice. “No one thinks otherwise.”

“You wiped the gun and tossed it away,” said Harriet. “Why didn’t you tell somebody what you did? Maybe Oliver could have been saved.”

“He died instantly.” Hamish raised his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “It all happened so fast.”

Emily gave him a kindly pat on the shoulder and got to her feet. “At least he didn’t suffer.”

“Exactly,” agreed Hamish. “That's just what I thought.”

“We have to call the police,” said Claire. “My phone’s in the kitchen. I’ll go do it.”

“I suppose you must.” Emily gave her a stern look. “But you need to explain that it was all an unfortunate accident.”

Harriet was so absorbed in the unfolding drama she didn’t see Nick approaching until he put his hand around her waist. “Sorry,” he said to Gran, with a warm smile. “They were out of vanilla at Dooley’s. I tried Patterson’s, but they’re closed this week.” Nick looked around and registered Gran’s stunned expression, and Hamish, who was dabbing his eyes with his handkerchief. “I could try somewhere else.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Gran, her gaze steady on Hamish. “I don’t think anybody’s in the mood for ice cream.”

“What’s going on?” Nick asked, his mouth close to Harriet’s ear. “I feel like I missed something.”

“Hamish is a murderer,” she murmured. “Claire’s calling the police.”

Nick took a step back, confused. “I was only gone twenty minutes.”

“He murdered Oliver.”

“He shot him, Harriet,” said Emily with an admonishing frown. “It wasn’t a murder. There’s no need to be so nasty about the whole thing.” Emily’s eyes drifted across the dining table and her voice softened. “This looks lovely, Joyce. We might as well eat while we wait.” She sat back down on the stone bench and rested her hand on Hamish’s arm. “Why don’t we forget all about this misunderstanding and enjoy the dinner Joyce made? I’m sure once you explain everything to the police they’ll understand.”

Hamish stared listlessly at the ground, as if he didn’t hear her.

“And I’m going to give your marriage proposal some serious thought,” she said. “I’m just so surprised and flattered that you think of me that way. You’ve taken my breath away.”

Hamish lifted his head. “Really?”

“Absolutely, but let’s enjoy Joyce’s delicious dinner before we talk any more about it.”

Gran looked uncertainly at Harriet. “Everything’s ready. We might as well eat.”

Nick scratched the side of face, still trying to piece everything together. “Hamish killed Oliver, and we’re going to sit out here and eat dinner while we wait for the police?”

“It’s organic salmon,” said Gran, in way of explanation.

All things considered, thought Harriet a while later, it was a lovely meal. Emily was very kind to Hamish; she seemed awfully flattered that he’d killed a man because of her. As she told them when they were tucking into the pie, “The summer I was seventeen, I was dating Ken Mancini and he drowned at the swimming hole. Everyone said Albert Simpson had something to do with it because he wanted me for himself, but there was never any proof.”

“There you go,” said Claire. “Hamish confessed, so this time you know for sure.”

Just as they were finishing up, a police car pulled into the driveway and Detective Meachum and another officer climbed out.

“Evening,” said the detective, with a tip of his hat. He walked over to the table and did his level best not to focus on the remains of the peach pie. Harriet and Claire pulled him aside and explained the situation, and he and the other officer were very gentle with Hamish, considering he was a confessed killer. They gave Hamish time to say his goodbyes which included a warm hug for Emily and a peck on the cheek for Gran.

Claire poked Harriet in the arm. “I left my phone in the house. I’m going in to call Melissa and tell her the news. Maybe she can go on her honeymoon after all.”

“I hope they go easy on him,” said Emily, as Detective Meachum helped Hamish into the back seat of the car. “He didn’t mean any harm.”

“Are you really thinking of marrying him?” asked Gran.

“Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. You know how men are; sometimes you have to dangle a bit of hope to keep them going.” She turned to Nick and gave him a winsome smile. “Nicholas, would you be an angel and give me a drive home? My chauffeur got himself arrested.”

“Of course. Any time you’re ready.”

“I’ll just pop inside and use the little girl’s room.” Emily waved to Hamish as the police car pulled out of the driveway. “Even if he did mean to kill that dentist, you can’t blame the man. I was his first love. Nobody ever forgets their first love.” She ran her fingers through her hair and with a satisfied sigh headed for the house. “I won’t be a minute, Nicholas.”

Gran tossed Chester the last chunk of salmon and picked up the empty platter. “I’m going inside to make a pot of tea. First love?” She shrugged her shoulders dismissively and turned toward the house. “I don’t know what those two are on about. I can’t even remember my first love.”

Nick stepped behind Harriet and pulled her close, resting his chin on her head. “I wouldn’t normally argue with Aunt Aggie, but everyone remembers their first love.”

Harriet tensed slightly, but she said nothing. The word hadn’t come up during the three months she and Nick had dated in high school.

“You were my first love, but we were so young. I didn’t know how to handle it. I’m hoping I can do better the second time around.”

Harriet felt that familiar tingle run down her spine. She was his first love? The second time around?

Nick pulled her even closer. “Are you shivering? In this heat?”

Harriet relaxed back into his chest and looked up at the sky. It was twilight; soon Nick would leave to drive Emily home and she and Chester would stroll over to her veranda. And, as the sun went down over Sevenoaks and she waited for Nick to return, she was going to reflect on all the wondrous possibilities that lay ahead. “I’m fine. I’m just fine.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Wally’s Guacamole
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Wally likes guacamole chunky. (Actually, Wally isn’t all that fond of guacamole, but he still insists it should be chunky.) Not everyone agrees, so mash the avocado until it reaches a consistency that pleases you.


2 tablespoons minced white onion

1 1/2 tablespoons minced, seeded jalapeño (from about half a medium one)

2 tablespoons cilantro leaves, minced (3 tbsb if cilantro is your thing)

Juice of half a lime

1/4 - 1/2 teaspoon sea salt or kosher salt (any coarse salt)

2 medium-large ripe avocados



Mix the onion, jalapeño and cilantro in the bottom of a medium bowl. Add lime and salt. Cut the avocado in half and remove the pit. Score the avocado into desired chunk size and scoop out, making sure to avoid the skin. Place in the bowl and turn the chunks over a few times to coat them with the dressing. Taste mixture, adding more salt, lime or cilantro, to taste. If you like your guac less chunky, use a fork to mash to desired consistency.

Don’t plan to eat it right away? The easiest method to keep guacamole fresh and green is to leave an avocado pit in the mixture until you are ready to serve. Make sure all of the avocado has made contact with the lime juice and cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap.

Claire makes her own pita chips to serve with guacamole, but no need – it tastes great on just about anything.
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Jake’s Molasses Cookies
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3/4 cup shortening (Jake always uses Crisco)

1 cup sugar plus extra for rolling cookies

1/4 cup molasses

1 egg

2 tsp baking soda

2 cups flour

1/2 tsp cloves

1/2 tsp ginger

1 tsp cinnamon

1/2 tsp salt



Melt the shortening over a low heat. Remove from heat and let cool. Add the sugar, molasses and egg. Beat well.

Sift together flour, baking soda, spices and salt. Add to shortening mixture and stir well.

Cover and chill in refrigerator for at least an hour.

Form dough into 1-inch balls and roll in granulated sugar. Bake on a greased baking sheet at 375 for 7 – 9 minutes. The longer they are in the oven, the crispier they will be, so bake according to taste.
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Blueberry Scones (Detective Meachum’s Favorites)
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1 cup all-purpose flour

1 cup whole wheat flour (or use all white flour if you prefer)

Zest of 1 lemon, grated

3 tablespoons light brown sugar

2 teaspoons baking powder

1/2 teaspoon salt

5 tablespoons cold unsalted butter, cut into small bits

1 cup fresh blueberries

2/3 cup milk, whole makes for a nice, rich scone

1 large egg, beaten

1 tablespoon raw (turbinado) or other coarse sugar for finishing



CLAIRE’S FAVORITE TIP: Claire always has frozen scones in the freezer, in case the café is especially busy, and she needs fresh baked goods fast. Simply spread the unbaked wedges on a baking sheet and chill until frozen solid so they will no longer stick to each other, and pack into a freezer bag. You can bake them right from the freezer; you’ll only need 2 to 4 minutes extra baking time. Save the egg wash and sugar for when you bake.

Heat oven to 400°F (205°C). Line a large baking sheet with parchment paper.

In a large bowl, combine flours, zest, sugar, baking powder and salt. Add cold butter and work into the flour mixture until the biggest pieces are the size of small peas. Use either your fingertips or a pastry blender. Stir in blueberries, then milk, mixing only until large clumps form. Use your hands to (very gently!) knead the mixture. The blueberries will break up, so work quickly and knead only a few times.

Transfer dough to a well-floured surface and pat into a roughly 1-inch-high circle. Cut into 8 to 10 wedges. Don’t worry if the dough looks overly blue. These look a lot better when they’re cooked. Transfer wedges to prepared baking sheet, leaving space between them. Brush the tops of each with egg, then sprinkle with coarse sugar.

Bake for 15 to 17 minutes, until scones are golden brown on top. Day-old scones taste like day-old scones. Try to eat them on the day they are baked, but if you can’t get through them all, you can revive them by covering them with a damp paper towel and reheating in the microwave.
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Hamish’s Favorite Devilled Eggs
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6 eggs, hard-boiled, peeled and sliced in half

2 tablespoons mayonnaise

2 tsp mustard

1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

a splash of hot sauce (Frank’s Red Hot is easily available and works well in these)

salt & pepper, to taste

paprika and parsley to garnish



Place the cooked egg yolks in a small bowl & mash them with a fork. Stir in the mayo, mustard, Worcestershire sauce, hot sauce, salt, & pepper. Scoop the filling neatly into the egg whites using two small spoons. Sprinkle with paprika.

These have more kick than your average devilled egg. Delicious! 
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CRIMES OF THE TART
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Chapter 1
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

I work in the service industry. It’s a rare day that I don’t have to deal with a rude customer. For the most part, I’ve been able to bite my tongue, but it isn’t easy. Any suggestions?

Tired of sucking it up

Dear Sucking it up,

The hardest part of working with the public is that even though everyone’s allowed to act stupid once in a while, some people really abuse the privilege — especially if they’re eating out or getting their grays touched up. What I like to do if someone is rude is to give them a nice smile and say, “would you care for a breath mint?” It’s the rare person who isn’t knocked off-kilter by the offer.

––––––––
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“WHAT’S THE DEAL WITH your dog? We could have stuck a hat on a sack of potatoes, and it would have more personality.”  

Harriet pursed her lips and fought her instinct to kick the speaker in the shins. Chester? A no-personality sack of potatoes? “I’ll try and liven him up,” she said, walking calmly over to the sunny steps of the Bluebell Café where her beloved one-eyed English bulldog was slumped down on the welcome mat. Chester loved to dress up — the showier the outfit, the better. Today he was wearing a stocking cap, a sparkly yellow eye-patch and a blue cardigan dotted with purple stars, one of a number of pieces of clothing he’d received for Christmas. Chester glanced up as Harriet got close, did a quick check to see if she was offering any treats, and with a disapproving grunt and a wide yawn, shut his eye.

“Perfect,” came the exasperated voice. “Now he’s asleep.”

Harriet flashed a tight smile and shoved her hands into her pockets, wishing she’d grabbed gloves on her way out the door. It was late January, and Sevenoaks, Vermont was a wintery wonderland; a wonderland with one overriding goal — attracting visitors. 

Tourism was serious business in Sevenoaks. It was too far from the ski hills to attract that crowd, so to counteract the lull between the throngs of fall leaf-peepers and the busy maple syrup season, for the past few years the town had put a good deal of money and effort into convincing people that a post-Christmas trip to Sevenoaks was exactly the getaway they were looking for. And it had worked. Tourists came from all over New England to marvel at the storybook charm, to sip mulled cider while enjoying a horse and buggy ride around the town green, and to stroll through the quaint shops. Every year, there was a new slogan to celebrate the season. This year it was, “Winter in Sevenoaks: Where your days are filled with magic and cheer.” There was always a lot of arguing over the slogan; the business owners chipped in to pay for TV and newspaper ads and everyone had an opinion, but the new mayor made an executive decision to go with magic and cheer. 

And this winter was cheerier than ever before. Sugar Sugar, a wildly popular televised baking competition, was filming its season finale in Sevenoaks. Paige, the show’s producer, along with her devoted assistant and a two-man camera crew, had come to town a few days early to film background footage for the episode. She’d chosen the Bluebell because it had that, “corny, small-town charm our viewers enjoy.”  Harriet and her best friend Claire, the café’s ace baker and twenty percent stakeholder, were struggling to hold their tongues against Paige’s constant verbal assaults in hopes the publicity would be worth it.

“I’m not kidding. I think there’s something seriously wrong with that dog. Maybe it has worms.” 

Almost worth it. “Chester’s always like this. He’s pretty laid back.”

“Un huh. I’m trying to make a TV show here. Laid back isn’t exactly riveting entertainment. Are there any animals in this town with an actual personality?”

Harriet crouched down and scratched Chester behind the ear. In way of acknowledgement, he commenced snoring. She stood up and plastered on a smile. Her face was beginning to ache from the forced cheerfulness. “My friend Melissa has a pig with a lot of pizzazz. His name’s Peanut, and he loves having his picture taken.”

Paige perked up; she looked as close to happy as she’d been all day. “A pig? A pig would be perfect. Brookside bacon is one of our biggest sponsors.”

Harriet instantly regretted mentioning Peanut. There was no way Melissa was going to let Peanut be used as an advertisement for bacon. 

Paige turned to address the cameramen. “Change of plans. The dog’s useless. We’ll go back inside and finish our interior shots.” She waved in Harriet’s general direction. “Can you ask your friend to get the pig over here?” It was more of a command than a question. “Tell her to hustle. We’re way behind.” 

“I’ll give her a call, but no guarantees ...” Harriet’s voice trailed off and her mood lifted at the sight of Nick, her boyfriend of nine months — they’d been together long enough that she no longer kept track of the days and weeks — strolling down the sidewalk toward them. He was so handsome, so cheerful, so ... hers. Nick was the author of two bestselling thrillers, the latest just out in paperback, and as a local celebrity he’d been asked to film some footage for the show.

“Paige,” she said, with a gesture toward Nick. “This is Nick Petty. Nick, Paige Monroe.”

Paige gave Nick a quick once over, taking in his blue eyes and broad shoulders, and nodded approvingly as they shook hands. “Finally, something I can work with. We’re going to film you sitting at one of the tables having a cup of coffee and reading your book. You won’t need to say anything. In post-production we’ll have a narrator fill in any background blather.” She nodded to her crew and jerked her thumb in the direction of the café. “Inside. We’ll do Aunt Aggie’s bit first. She’s been here all afternoon. She’s probably missed her nap.”

Missed her nap? Aunt Aggie? Harriet only wished she had as much energy as her eighty-one-year-old grandmother.

Nick slung his arm around Harriet’s shoulder and watched in amusement as the Sugar Sugar crew tromped past Chester and in the front door. “Not that I’m going to risk questioning Paige’s judgement, but why would I be sitting in a café, reading my own book?”

Harriet smiled and leaned into him. “Because it’s that good. We’d better get in there.”

“Sure. Just give me a minute.” Nick pulled out his phone and typed out a quick message, then tapped his thumb on the case as he impatiently waited for a response.

“Something going on?”

“My publicist is trying to get me a last-minute slot on one of the late-night talk shows. It’d be a great opportunity to push the paperback.”

“It would be. New York?”

Nick nodded his head. “If it works out, how about you come? You love New York.”

Harriet gazed across the street at the town green, freshly dusted with pristine, white snow. She could hear a band tuning its instruments in the bandstand. Soon, the white lights strung through the trees and along the winding paths would click on, and the scent of warm cider would fill the air. “You must not have got the memo. This is the place to be for magic and cheer.”

Nick followed her eyes. “Sevenoaks is beautiful, but you could use a break. Think about it.” 

Harriet ran her fingers down his arm, stopping to give his hand an affectionate squeeze, but she said nothing. There was nothing to think about. The café was busy enough that it was finally turning a decent profit, they had catering gigs lined up, and there was the Sugar Sugar finale. There wasn’t a chance she could leave town right now. She turned her attention back to the Bluebell, where through the large front windows she could see Gran gesticulating wildly as she spoke with Paige. “I need to get in there. Gran looks upset.”

“I’m pretty sure she can hold her own,” said Nick, but he stuck his phone in his pocket and headed toward the front stoop where he stopped to give the snoozing Chester a light pat. 

“He’s in the sun and that’s a warm sweater, so he’ll be fine out here for a while longer,” said Harriet, “but can you take him home for me once you’ve finished filming your spot?”

“How about I take him back to my place and you join us when you’re done? I’ll cook.” 

“There are times when you are practically perfect.”

Nick opened the door and stepped aside to allow Harriet to enter. “My goal is for you to keep thinking that.” 

Even though she walked through the front door of the café multiple times a day, Harriet was still struck by the beauty of it all. The décor was a carefully selected mismatch garnered from auctions and tag sales. There was a crackling fire in the fireplace and the long polished-wood counter was lined with an array of wicker baskets filled with delectable baked goods. In the corner was a ladder fashioned from birch, decorated with tiny blue lights, and dazzlingly decorated sugar cookies. Any child visiting the café was welcome to take a cookie, and it made for a constant procession of parents and their excited kids, eager to see what new creation Claire had come up with. 

“Toddle?” Gran was in front of the counter, her hand on her hip and an irate expression on her face. “I do not toddle. I play eighteen holes of golf almost every day in the summer. No cart.”

Paige’s brows drew together as she glared around the room. She was a striking-looking woman; tall and very slim with white-blonde hair fashioned into a bob so precise it could have been cut using surgical instruments. “Fine. We won’t do any action shots. I was under the impression Aunt Aggie was an elderly woman. You look older in your pictures.”

“Thank you. I’ll take that as a compliment.” When in doubt, take it as a compliment was one of Aunt Aggie’s, hence Gran’s, favorite sayings.

The reason Gran had her own slot on Sugar Sugar was that she’d become something of a celebrity. In their scant free time, Harriet and she ran a website, Ask Aunt Aggie, that had proven to be far more successful than they’d ever anticipated. They offered advice, wrote the occasional rant, and posted recipes. Harriet kept her own participation on the down low; the public face of Aunt Aggie was Gran, and Gran had enthusiastically embraced her newfound celebrity. There was nothing she enjoyed more than meeting her fans or doing an interview. According to a recent magazine profile she was, “the sassiest octogenarian in New England.”

Harriet joined Claire behind the counter, while Gran walked briskly over to a table in front of the window. Paige’s assistant, a jittery young man with a high, shiny forehead, hurried over to her with a cup of coffee. 

“I haven’t seen a script yet,” said Gran. “I don’t know my lines.”

“You don’t need a script.” Paige tilted her head and eyed Gran with a contorted expression that earlier in the day Harriet had interpreted as anger. She now realized that it was Paige’s default, everyday appearance. “Just say, ‘Aunt Aggie loves dropping by the Bluebell Café for a cup of delicious Mill Street coffee.’”

“That’s it?” asked Gran. “I thought I was going to have a real speaking part.”

“You can embellish if you want.” Paige nudged her assistant and spoke out of the side of her mouth. “If she starts to ramble, we can edit it out.”

Gran picked up her cup, took a sip and spoke breezily into the camera. “Hello. It’s Aunt Aggie here, enjoying a cup of Mill Street coffee at the beautiful Bluebell Café where you’ll find the tastiest food in all of Vermont. Most mornings I pop by for one of their delicious scones. It’s just the fuel I need to see me through an action-packed day of golfing or bowling or chairing one of the numerous committees I’m involved with.” Gran flashed Paige a cheery smile. “How was that?”

“We can work with it. Try it once more, and this time really emphasize how much you love that coffee. We’ve got to keep the sponsors happy.” 

Gran continued sipping coffee and delivering her lines until Paige got the performance that she wanted. Her assistant rushed over and removed Gran’s cup and straightened the chairs while Paige wandered around the café, a pained look on her face. She stopped in front of the birch ladder and peered closely at the sugar cookie ornaments. After a moment’s hesitation, her hand wavering, she plucked one off and took a wary bite. As she chewed, her eyes scanned the room and settled on Wally, the café’s chef, and a world-class grouch, who was leaning against the counter watching the proceedings.

“You’re the cook, right?” she said, walking toward him.

“That’s right.”

“I want to use that ladder in the show. I’ll rustle you up something decent to wear and we’ll film you handing out cookies to the kids.”

“Not a chance. I don’t like children.”

Paige gave him a dismissive shrug. “Who does? You don’t have to like them. You’ll stand there and toss the brats a cookie. It’s just for background footage.”

Wally grimaced and shook his head. “No can do. That sound they make... My nerves can’t take it. Like nails on a chalkboard, but worse.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” agreed Paige, “but Sugar Sugar viewers like to see kids.”

Harriet turned to Claire. “What sound are they talking about?” 

“Laughter,” she replied. “The joyous sound of children’s laughter.”

Paige moved on to Nick, who appeared to be fighting a bout of laughter himself as he settled in at a table by the window and pretended to be absorbed by his latest novel. “Is your book a comedy?” she asked.

“Definitely not.”

“Then could you please try and look serious?  We don’t want to give viewers the wrong impression.” 

Harriet shot Nick a supportive smile as he struggled to compose himself. New York. A few days in New York with Nick. Maybe she could pull it off. Claire could handle — Her brief fantasy came to an abrupt halt with the familiar sound of flapping wings. She whirled around and watched as a gray bird with a bright red tail flew through the open kitchen door and settled in on a shelf just out of reach of human hands. 

Holly, Wally’s girlfriend of four months, stood in the doorway making a rude gesture in the bird’s direction. “The stupid bird is loose again,” she said, in lieu of hello. Wally lived in an apartment over the café, and now that Holly had pretty much moved in with him, she was a regular fixture at the Bluebell. 

“Wally,” hissed Harriet, “we can’t have Ringo flying around in here.”

Ringo was Wally’s African Gray Parrot. Wally insisted on bringing him downstairs when he was working, but Ringo was supposed to stay in the little office off the kitchen where he enjoyed watching TV and squawking insults at anyone who stopped by.

“He was in his room watching Toy Story 2,” Wally said, scowling. “If Holly would pay attention to what she was doing for once, he wouldn’t be loose.”

“Whatever.” Holly joined them behind the counter, grabbed a mug and tossed Wally a sour look. “I thought you said you were going to clip your nose hair.”

“I will if you will,” he replied.

Holly poured herself a coffee, then marched over beside Wally and gave him a sharp elbow in the side. He took a step back and she inserted her wiry body between him and the counter. Wally nestled in close and rested his chin on her head. Harriet had rarely heard the two of them exchange a pleasant word, yet they were practically inseparable. Sarcasm and bitterness were their version of sweet nothings. 

“What’s going on?” asked Holly. “They still filming that moronic show?”

Harriet nodded distractedly. Paige hadn’t noticed Ringo and if he stayed quiet, maybe she wouldn’t. That’s all they needed, for Sugar Sugar viewers to think the Bluebell Café had a bird flying around. Even though, occasionally, the Bluebell did have a bird flying around.

“Who’s going to watch this garbage?” said Wally. “No offense to Nick, but what kind of idiot wants to watch him drink a cup of coffee?”

Holly nodded in agreement. “Why’s he reading his own book? Seems kind of egotistical.”

Paige folded her arms and nodded her head to indicate she was finished with Nick. He got up from his chair, thanked the camera crew and with a rueful smile on his face, came over to Harriet. “Why did I agree to this?”

“You’ll probably get cut once they see the footage,” said Wally helpfully. 

Nick gave a good-natured laugh. “Here’s hoping.” 

Harriet cast another nervous look at Ringo and leaned across the counter to whisper in Nick’s ear. “Ringo escaped again. I’m hoping he’ll keep quiet. I don’t want Paige to see him.”

Nick glanced at Ringo who was peering down at the activity of the café; a king lording it over his subjects. “Good luck with that. Chester and I are out of here.” He gave Harriet a quick kiss and headed for the door. He pulled it open, then turned and called out to her. “Anything in particular you want for dinner?”

“Shut your face wanker!” squawked Ringo. Wally had bought the parrot back when he was in the navy, on shore leave in Liverpool. Ringo still had several British words, all of them rude.

Harriet shook her head no and Nick mouthed a “sorry” as he quickly stepped outside. Paige spun around, looking to see who had spoken. She narrowed her eyes with interest when she spotted Ringo.

“What’s that?”

“He’s my parrot,” said Wally, beaming as much as Wally was capable of beaming. He was enormously proud of Ringo’s verbal skills. 

“He talks?”

“Endlessly,” said Holly.

Paige came closer and gazed up at Ringo. “Say, watch Sugar Sugar, Monday nights at nine o’clock on The Eating Network.”

“He can’t say all that,” grumbled Wally. “He’s smart; he’s not some kind of parrot prodigy.”

Paige frowned and tried again. “How about, ‘Watch Sugar Sugar’.”

Ringo stared down at her. “Shut up.”

“C’mon,” she said, her voice pitched unnaturally high and sweet. “Watch Sugar Sugar. You can say it. Watch Sugar Sugar.”

Ringo flapped his wings and stared straight ahead. If it was possible for a bird to look contemptuous, he looked contemptuous.

“What’s wrong with him?” demanded Paige. She turned to Harriet with a frustrated scowl. “And what happened to the pig? You said you were getting me a pig.”

Harriet had forgotten all about Peanut. “Sorry, I’ll try and hunt him down.” 

“It’s too late now. We’re losing the light.” Paige snapped her fingers at the camera crew. “We’ll go out on the street and capture some local flavor, and then head back to the inn. I need a drink.” She gave the men all of three seconds to get moving. “C’mon. Move it. Chop chop.” Without a goodbye or even a backward glance, Paige grabbed her coat and headed for the door.

“Are you done filming here?” called Harriet.

Paige stopped and spun around; her nose scrunched up as if she’d caught whiff of a nasty smell. “I still want to film that cookie ladder. Our viewers like that kind of thing.” She gave a dismissive wave in Ringo’s direction. “You need to get that filthy bird out of here. It’s disgusting.”

Ringo flapped his wings, and for a moment he and Paige locked eyes. She gave him one last scornful look and turned toward the door. “Watch Sugar Sugar,” he called out, loud and clear. Paige hesitated and seemed to be resisting the urge to look back, as Ringo delivered his dismissive zinger. “Idiot.”
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Chapter 2
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3 Ingredient Mac and Cheese (Really!)

Bring 5 cups of milk to a boil in a large pot. Add 1 pound of macaroni and bring back to a boil, then lower to medium heat, stirring constantly. (Don’t stop stirring – the milk will burn). Cook for 10 minutes. Remove from heat and add 2 cups of shredded cheddar cheese. It’s even more tasty if you add a dash of salt and pepper and a spoonful of butter, but it’s delicious either way.

––––––––
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HARRIET SMILED POLITELY at the middle-aged couple sitting at the corner table and tried not to show her impatience. The café was packed, she had a backlog of administrative chores to take care of today, and the couple had been humming and hawing for ages as they debated what to eat for lunch. 

“I assumed there would be more cheese dishes,” said the woman.

“We do have a delicious mac and cheese. It’s extremely popular. There are three types of cheese in it.”

“Hmmm.” The woman’s face left no doubt as to her displeasure. “I’m a bit of an aficionado. I was hoping for something more interesting than mac and cheese.”

“We haven’t ordered yet,” said the male half of the couple, peering at his wife over the top of the menu. “We can try somewhere else.”

She brightened slightly and stared up at Harriet. “That’s true. Where would you suggest we go to get the full cheese experience?”

The full cheese experience? “I’m not sure. We do have a new restaurant in town, The Stone Pony, and they may have a ... cheesier menu.”

The woman frowned out the window at the lightly falling snow. “Oh, just give me the mac and cheese. Such a disappointment, though.”

Harriet pasted on a smile and turned to the husband. With a sad shake of his head and muttering about “false advertising,” he went with the mac and cheese as well.

Harriet tossed the menus behind the counter and pushed into the kitchen. “Two mac and cheese,” she called out to Wally.

“We’re having a real run on that today. The caramelized onion tart I made isn’t moving at all.”

“I had a slice,” said Denise, the café’s uber-efficient waitress, who was impatiently tapping her pen on the metal counter that divided Wally’s domain from the rest of the kitchen. “If you’d remembered the salt it wouldn’t have been half bad.”

“Remembered the ...” he grumbled, passing her two plates of mac and cheese. “As if you —” But Denise was gone, and Wally didn’t bother finishing the sentence. Sparring with Denise was a regular part of his day; he’d have plenty more opportunities.

Harriet spun around and addressed Claire, who was busy arranging an assortment of her finest cookies and squares and tarts on a platter. “How are we doing for tonight?”

“I cremated a pan of butterscotch brownies, but other than that we’re on track.”

The Bluebell was providing the appetizers and desserts for the welcome dinner at Bread and Roses, the inn where the Sugar Sugar production was staying. “Everything has to be perfect,” Paige had emphasized. “Bryan is very particular.”

Harriet and Claire were well aware of how particular Bryan Berenson was. They hadn’t missed an episode of the first two seasons of Sugar Sugar. Bryan was one of the show’s two judges and he was downright nasty. He had gone into the first season a relative unknown but had emerged a star, famous for his temper and his creative vocabulary when it came to insults.

Denise returned, hustling through the kitchen doors at her usual hyper-speed. “Two more mac and cheese,” she said, waving her order at Wally before turning to Harriet. “What’s the deal? Every tourist that comes in here is asking for the cheese special. Since when do we have a cheese special?”

“I have no idea what’s going on,” said Harriet, with a shake of her head. “It’s the strangest thing.”

Denise plucked a mini key lime tart from Claire’s tray and popped it in her mouth. She was a bit like a hummingbird; she needed regular fuel to maintain her non-stop motion. “Also, Nick’s here.”

Nick is here? “I’ll be back for my order in a minute,” Harriet called to Wally, who gave a disinterested grunt. 

Nick was sitting at the counter, sipping a coffee and chatting with Seamus, the elderly Irishman who lived in an apartment over the other half of the historic building that housed the Bluebell.

“Morning, Missy,” said Seamus, raising his cup in salute. It was past noon, but some days that was morning to Seamus.

“Morning.” She exchanged a warm glance with Nick. “Can I get you anything to eat, Seamus?”

“No time. I’ve got a costume fitting.”

“You’ve got a what?” Harriet asked with a bemused grin.

“I ran into that woman that was hanging around here yesterday; the bossy one.”

“That would be Paige.”

“I guess so. Didn’t catch her name. Anyway, she asked me to be on her cooking show.” He spun around on his stool and eyed the cookie ladder. “I’m going to get suited up and hand out treats to all the kiddies.” He spun back around and finished off his coffee with a loud gulp.

Seamus? On national TV? As he’d be the first to admit, Seamus enjoyed a drink, or two, or ten, especially when there was something to celebrate. This year he’d decided to extend the Christmas festivities at least into February.

“They’re filming for TV, Seamus. It’s a huge show. Millions of viewers.”

“So the lady said. I told her I’d do her proud. I’ve been trying to think of something catchy to say when I hand ‘em their treat, something in keeping with my Irish roots.” Seamus drummed his fingers on the countertop. “My Da always called us kids maggots. I was thinking I’d try and work that in. It would be a nice tribute to him.”

Nick’s mouth curved into a smile. “You may have trouble getting Paige onboard with that one.”

“Da meant it kindly; it’s all in the presentation.” Seamus sat up straight and tried it out. “How’s about a biscuit, ya wee maggot?”  He hopped off his stool and gave Nick a goodbye tap on the shoulder. “I’ll keep thinking on it. Nice chatting with you, good sir. Missy, would you tell Cleo I’ll be back for a sandwich after I get my outfit.”

“Will do.” Names were not Seamus’s strong suit. As far as he was concerned, Claire’s name was Cleo and Harriet was Missy. Denise, who he saw every day, was “darlin’” to her face and “whatshername, the skinny one,” when she wasn’t around. 

“So, my agent called an hour ago,” said Nick. “There was a cancellation and she managed to wrangle me seven minutes on Late Night with Jason Jefferies.”

“That’s great. When?”

“The spot is tomorrow night, but I’m heading to the airport as soon as I leave here. There’s a storm coming. I don’t want to leave anything to chance.”

“You’ll miss the Sugar Sugar finale. It’s filming tomorrow night.” The entire Bluebell staff, plus their guests, had been invited to attend.

“I know, but Late Night is a national show. It’s too good an opportunity to pass up.”

“Of course, it is,” agreed Harriet. “I’m excited for you.” 

Nick raked his hand through his hair and blew out his cheeks. “It is exciting.” He reached for her hand. “I’ll be back on Thursday. Let’s go out somewhere this weekend. Shake things up a little.”

Shake things up? We go out ... “That sounds perfect.” 

Business was steady all afternoon. In addition to the regulars, there were lots of tourists, many of whom asked for cheese dishes. Harriet assured them that if they came back tomorrow, there would be a delicious, cheese-infused special or two on the menu. 

Just before their four o’clock closing time, she hurried in from the kitchen to start packing away what was left of the baked goods. On the rare day there were any leftovers, Harriet or Claire dropped them off at one of the charitable agencies around town. Denise was leaning against the counter, staring at her phone and chuckling.

“What’s so funny?” asked Harriet.

“We’ve been so busy I haven’t checked my messages all day. I just figured out why everyone’s asking for cheese.”  She handed Harriet her phone. “Take a look. It’s the town’s, ‘come spend your money here’ ad. It’s all over social media and it was on TV a couple of times last night. It cost a fortune to run it at prime time.” 

Harriet watched the ad, impressed at the professional quality. Sevenoaks had never looked prettier. “It’s brilliant. No wonder the tourists are pouring into town.”

“Stick with it to the end.”

The ad finished with a wide shot of the bandstand. A sprinkling of snow fell on the park as a five-piece band played a cheery tune and townspeople mingled. As the music faded out, a narrator, his voice resonant and inviting, intoned. “Winter in Sevenoaks, where your days are filled with magic and cheese.”
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To REMOVE A RED WINE STAIN FROM CLOTHING, mix equal parts liquid dish detergent and hydrogen peroxide. Pour the mixture over the wine stain and allow it to soak in. You should see the stain begin to fade almost immediately. After you have allowed the mixture to soak into the stain, launder the clothing normally. (I always use Dawn dish detergent, but this works with other brands as well.)
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HARRIET PASSED THE phone back to Denise, who was still wearing a wide grin.

“Magic and cheese?”

“Yeah, cheese, not cheer. Someone screwed up.” In unison, they turned their heads as the front door opened and Taffy Grimwood, Sevenoaks’ newly elected mayor, stepped inside. “Speak of the devil,” said Denise. “We were just watching your ad and thinking we’d better stock up on parmesan.”

“Oh, shut up,” muttered Taffy. She and Denise had been friends since they were kids. For most of her adult life, Taffy had worked as a waitress and manager at The Stumble Inn, the town’s oldest tavern, but in the fall, on a whim, she decided to run for mayor. Much to her shock, she won. “Dealing with drunks is a day at the beach compared to this ad fiasco. My office signed off on it, so we can’t get our money back.”  She plopped down on a stool and ran her eyes over what remained of the baked goods. “I need sugar. Sugar and chocolate.”

Harriet grabbed a small plate and a large brownie and placed it in front of Taffy, while Denise wandered over to the window and peered out. “It’s working, though,” she said. “The streets are teeming with tourists. We’ve been packed all day.”

“Oh, we’ve got tourists,” agreed Taffy. “Tourists looking for a fondue festival.”

Denise snickered and returned to her spot behind the counter. “Magic and cheese. You paid a big-bucks agency for that gem. You’d think they’d have figured something was up.”

Taffy took a bite out of the brownie and gave a little sigh of satisfaction as she chewed. “I’d love to blame them, but I’m the one who dropped the ball. I’ve been so busy with Little Red Barn ...” In addition to her mayoralty duties, Taffy ran an online business selling organic face creams and lip glosses she concocted herself at her family farm.

“Oh, it’ll blow over soon,” said Denise, “And everyone will find something else to get their knickers in a twist about.” 

“That’s right,” agreed Harriet. “And Sugar Sugar is filming here. That’s a real coup, and you had a lot to do with arranging it.”

“Did you decide if you’re going to Andrew’s tonight?” asked Denise.

Taffy nodded her head. “I’m headed there next. I figured it would look bad if the mayor didn’t show up to welcome everyone.” Andrew was an old high school friend of Taffy and Denise. A year ago, he’d moved back to Sevenoaks and bought and renovated a run-down Victorian that he’d turned into an inn. It had only been open for a few weeks and now it was hosting the cast and crew of Sugar Sugar. According to Denise, Taffy and Andrew’s relationship had evolved from ‘just friends’ to ‘dating,’ to Andrew’s recent suggestion that they “slow this down — no need to rush things.” 

“You must be looking forward to seeing Fisher,” said Harriet. “How long has it been?”

“I haven’t seen Fisher in years,” said Taffy. “Ten, at least. I was out of town when he was here for his mom’s funeral, and that’s the first time he’s been back in ages.”

Fisher Swimm, the other Sugar Sugar judge, had grown up in Sevenoaks, and he was the reason the show was filming in town. Fisher left home at eighteen, after winning a full scholarship to the prestigious Culinary Institute of New York. He’d found success as the owner of a chain of bakeries, and as a judge on Sugar Sugar he now had an even higher profile. 

“I don’t know if Denise mentioned it, but Fisher and I dated back in high school. He broke my heart.” Taffy rested her chin in her hand and sounded wistful. “But that was a long time ago, more than twenty years.”

“You’d never know it. You don’t look much older than a teenager.”

Taffy flashed Harriet a grateful smile. “My latest brew works miracles. I’ll bring a sample for you tonight. Anyway, Fisher’s been great. He used his pull to bring the show here, and on top of that he’s going to help get Little Red Barn into the New York market.” She ran her fingers through her hair and flashed a pleased smile. “He has contacts at two of the big department stores.”

“That would be amazing,” said Harriet.

“It would,” agreed Taffy. “It’s been a dream of mine for ages.” She finished off her brownie and looked to be bracing herself to head back outside. “Anyway, that’s why I messed up with the ad. I’ve stepped up production so much at the farm, I’ve let other things slide.”

Denise whisked away Taffy’s empty plate and swiped the counter with a damp cloth. “Well, like I said, there’ll be some new disaster in no time and people will forget all about the magical cheese.”

Taffy pulled on her gloves and headed for the door. “That kind of reassurance is exactly why I stopped by here. See you this evening, Harriet.”

At four-thirty, the last guest finally left, and Harriet locked the front door. She hurried into the kitchen where Wally and Claire were busy packing trays of food onto a trolley. Claire looked uncharacteristically flustered; she’d been worried all day about Bryan Berenson’s reaction to her baking.

“I’m sure he’s nicer in real life,” said Harriet. “He’s not going to yell at us that our food is crap.”

“No, but he might say it’s foul, unmitigated garbage.”  Claire stopped packing and looked serious. “Bryan’s a jerk on the show, but he’s the real deal. I’ve been to one of his bakeries. Everything he sells is perfection.”

“You think he’s more talented than Fisher?”

Claire didn’t even have to think about it. “Fisher’s nothing special. I’ll bet I could beat him in a blind bake-off. If you ask me, he’s gone a long way on his looks and charm.”

“Ha!” said Wally, handing her a platter of canapes. “Just like me.”

“Exactly like you.” Claire stuck her fingers under the plastic wrap and popped a brie and cranberry bite in her mouth. “You could be brothers.”

Just as they’d finished loading the food into the van, Harriet got a text from Paige saying that everyone was waiting at the inn and they were to get over there, RIGHT NOW. There was also the ominous message, “Don’t make eye contact with Bryan.” And then, a moment later. “He’s gained a few pounds, so no eye contact with his stomach either.”

“Don’t make eye contact or stomach contact,” said Claire, as she turned on the ignition. “Where are we supposed to look?” 

“His feet?” said Harriet, only half-listening. She was reading a text from Nick who was on the runway, awaiting takeoff for New York. “Miss you already. Love you.” She stared down at her phone, a dopey smile on her face.

“Nick?” said Claire, glancing over at her. 

“Yep. He loves me.”

“No kidding. You two are nauseating. You need to marry that man, so you’ll snap out of it.”

“That isn’t much of a testimonial for marriage.”

“I call it the way I see it.” Claire’s parents had had a difficult marriage and a messy divorce; it had soured her on the institution. What it hadn’t soured her on was dating. Her latest conquest, Karl, was a contractor she’d met in the dairy section of the grocery store. 

“Speaking of men,” said Harriet. “How’s Karl?”

“Karl is no more.”

Harriet looked over at her, horrified. “He died?”

“No, he didn’t die! We split up.”

“Meaning, you dumped him. Why?”

“The other night,” said Claire, “I asked him what his favorite TV show of all time was.” She hung a sharp right, muttering, “Is this Chestnut Street? Pretty sure this is Chestnut.”

“It’s Chestnut. What’s his favorite show?”

“Downton Abbey.” Claire made a gagging sound.

“So? What’s wrong with that? You liked it too.”

“Yeah, I liked it. I’m a woman. I can’t possibly date a man who’s that invested in a British costume drama.”

“That is sexist and ridiculous.”

“It wasn’t just Downton Abbey, even though there’s no way I could move past that. He eats egg salad every day for lunch. Ever since he started his business — we’re talking fifteen years — he’s eaten nothing but egg salad on white. Two of them.” She glanced over at Harriet; the disdain written on her face. “They’re his lucky charm. He’s afraid to stop because it might bring bad luck.”

Harriet shook her head and looked fondly at Claire. “No wonder you gave him the boot.”

“A man who thinks eating an occasional tuna on rye might destroy his business. What choice did I have?” 

They drove up the tree-lined driveway leading to the three-story, formerly dilapidated Victorian that Andrew had transformed into an inn he named Bread and Roses. 

“It looks amazing,” said Harriet as she stepped out of the van. “If you hadn’t seen it before, you would never believe what a dump this used to be. I can’t wait to see inside. Holly says the guest rooms are gorgeous, and she’s not exactly free-wheeling with the compliments.”

Holly worked at the inn as a part-time chambermaid, part-time front desk clerk. She’d only been there three weeks and she already had lots of stories about the, “disgusting,” “filthy,” and, “you wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” clientele. Harriet was sure she must be exaggerating. Bread and Roses charged a hefty price for its rooms. Surely the guests couldn’t be as hygiene impaired as Holly let on.

Claire opened the back of the van and shot Harriet a quizzical look. “Would you say I’m a confident person?”

“Some might say excessively confident.”

“Exactly. So how come I’m in a tizz worrying what Bryan Berenson will think of my food? I’ve baked professionally for years. Andrew ran a welding business before he bought this place, and he’s not worried. Denise says he’s excited about cooking for Bryan and Fisher.”

“She said that he wanted to be a chef, years ago.”

Claire gazed up at the huge old house, a skeptical look on her face. “Wanting isn’t doing. He’s advertising this place as relaxed luxury. The guests are going to expect high-end meals.”

Neither of the women knew Andrew well. He’d popped into the café a few times, and he was always pleasant. He was tall and thin, with lightly pockmarked skin, a long nose, and a wispy mustache. As Gran would say when she couldn’t think of anything nice to say about a man’s looks, “He has an interesting face.” 

They unloaded the food and Harriet pushed the trolley around to the side entrance that they’d been told to use. Andrew must have been watching for them because he was holding the door. “Welcome,” he said, stepping back to let them into a small, enclosed porch. “Your timing is perfect.” He gestured to a basket of disposable paper slippers by the door. “If you didn’t bring a change of footwear, you can slip on a pair of booties.”

Booties? “Not to worry,” Harriet assured him. “We brought indoor shoes.”

As they entered the kitchen, Taffy called out a hello. She was standing in front of the large, farmhouse sink, a glass in one hand and a tea towel in the other. “I’m checking for water spots. Bryan gets agitated by spots.” 

“Have you met him yet?” asked Harriet. “Was he scary?”

“He’s still in hiding,” said Taffy. 

“We haven’t seen any of the new arrivals,” said Andrew. “I was back here when they arrived, and Paige whisked them up to their rooms. She said they’ll be down around six.”

“She pretty much told us not to speak to Bryan or Fisher unless we’re spoken to,” said Taffy with a good-humored grin. “And me the mayor!  I’d have told her where she could stick that advice, but she ordered a case of my new night cream for corporate gifts and I don’t want her canceling.”  Taffy squinted at the glass she was holding and gave a satisfied nod. “But I’m surprised Fisher hasn’t stopped in to say hello. He can’t walk down a flight of stairs to see his old friends?”

“He’s had a long day of travel,” said Andrew. “He likely wanted to rest and get cleaned up first.”

“Do you see much of Fisher?” asked Claire. “Denise says you were best friends back in high school.”

“Like brothers, but we’ve lost touch over the years. We had a brief chat at his mother’s funeral, but he’s a busy man.” Andrew poked his finger into the trolley and pulled out a mini stuffed potato. “Do you mind?” He took a bite without waiting for a response. “Fisher and I lead very different lives, but I’m looking forward to catching up.”

Claire ran her fingers over the smooth, granite surface of the island. “I love what you’ve done with this kitchen. And the exterior of the house is stunning. I can’t wait to see the rest of the place.” She looked up at the ceiling. “Aren’t the finalists baking in here tomorrow night? I’d have thought they’d have started rigging up the TV lights. There must be lots to do.” 

“Change of plans,” said Andrew. “Paige wants the finale moved to The Stone Pony. Something about site lines in the kitchen and the size of the dining room.”

Taffy put down the glass she was polishing with such force, Harriet was surprised it didn’t break. “She just told him today.” She shot Andrew an apologetic look. “I know you say I’m overreacting —”

Andrew cut her off with a nonchalant wave of his hand. “Tony put a lot of money into The Stone Pony. They’ve already filmed exterior shots here and Paige says they’ll film more footage tonight. As long as my place gets some attention, I’m happy to spread the TV exposure around.”  He grabbed a pair of oven mitts and pulled a huge tray of golden-brown beef wellington out of the oven.

“That looks gorgeous,” said Harriet.

“And smells even better,” added Claire. “Do you —?”

Her question was cut off by the sound of the door swinging open. Paige stormed into the kitchen, her heels clacking on the tile floor. “You’re here. Excellent. You can go into the dining room and set up. You got my message about Bryan?”

“We did,” said Claire. “Where are we supposed to look when we speak to him?”

Paige gave a derisive snort and spun around. “It won’t be a problem,” she called on her way out the door. “If you think he wants to chit chat with a couple of local bakers ...” 

“She is a charmer,” said Andrew. He removed the oven mitts and nodded to the two women. “Let’s do this.” 

Harriet and Claire followed him through the kitchen, down a long hall, and into the dining room. It was a large, high-ceilinged room with windows looking out onto the expansive backyard. There were eight wooden tables of various sizes, already set for dinner, and a long antique-looking sideboard that took up much of one wall. Through an archway, Harriet could see the spacious living room where there was a fire in the fireplace and plush, elegant couches and chairs arranged in attractive groupings. “It’s beautiful, Andrew,” she said. “Between the two rooms, I don’t see why Sugar Sugar couldn’t film here. It doesn’t look any smaller than some of the other locations I’ve seen on the show.”

“There’s probably something to it we don’t understand.”  He looked around the room with a satisfied smile. “But thank you. I’m pleased with how it turned out. Taffy was a huge help with the decorating.” He lowered his voice. “She didn’t want to come tonight. I guess you heard about the magic and cheese?”

“We heard. It’ll blow over.”

“I know it will, but she —” Andrew’s words were interrupted by a loud, gregarious male voice.

“Andrew!”

Andrew turned to greet a handsome man with a shaved head and a wide smile. “Fisher,” he said, sticking out his hand. “Welcome.”  

Fisher ignored the outstretched hand and leaned in for a hug. “It’s great to see you,” he said warmly, after the two men had embraced. “I figured this old place had been torn down years ago. What a job you’ve done.”

“Thanks. It took a lot of elbow grease, but it all came together in the end.”

Fisher’s eyes scanned the room. “My folks had a sideboard something like that.”

“Exactly like that,” replied Andrew. “Taffy and I picked up a few things at your mom’s auction. Four of the chairs in here were hers, and the desk from your old bedroom is upstairs somewhere.”

“Oh yeah? That’s still kicking around?” Fisher stepped over to the sideboard and ran his hand over the wood. “I wished I’d made it back for the auction, but I’m glad some of Mom’s things found a good home.”

Andrew nodded in agreement and gestured to Harriet and Claire. “I don’t know if you remember these two. Harriet Pickles and Claire McFardo. They were a few years behind us in school. They’re helping with the dinner tonight.” 

Fisher scratched his jaw and gave the two women a friendly smile. He had dazzlingly white teeth. “Sure, I remember them. How could I forget such beautiful ladies?”

Harriet could feel the not-so-subtle jab of Claire’s finger in her back. Fisher was a charmer all right. She doubted very much that the fourteen-year-old version of either of them had made any kind of lasting impression. In high school, Claire had been fifty pounds heavier than she was now and was best-known by the nickname, “Lardo McFardo.”  And before she blossomed in twelfth grade, Harriet had what her mother still referred to as “problematic” skin as well as unmanageable hair that was closer in color to orange than its current strawberry blonde.

Taffy chose that moment to enter the room, and it saved Fisher from having to pretend any longer. He flashed his oh-so-attractive smile and turned his attention to Taffy. As he’d done with Andrew, he enfolded her in an exuberant hug. “You look fantastic,” he said in his big, friendly voice. “You’re like a fine wine. You’ve only improved with age.” 

Taffy pulled away from his embrace and gave him a friendly punch in the arm. “It’s my magic face potions, and you’re as full of crap as you ever were.” 

“And speaking of wine,” said Andrew, “I’ve got mulled wine heating on the stove. I’ll bring it in.”

While Taffy and Fisher moved toward the fireplace to catch up, and the other guests started shuffling down from their rooms and hovering around the living room, Harriet and Claire began laying out the dinner on the sideboard. Andrew plugged in a crockpot at one end, and carefully filled it with an aromatic brew of steaming mulled wine. 

“That smells fantastic,” said Harriet, leaning over the pot and inhaling deeply. “I’ll have to have some.”

“It’s an old family recipe. Be careful though; I let it get too hot.”

As busy as she was, Harriet couldn’t keep her eyes from drifting toward Taffy and Fisher. What had started out as a sociable chat was getting more heated by the minute. Whatever drama was unfolding between them was drawing the attention of the other guests. Taffy was getting increasingly agitated, while Fisher leaned against the wall, his arms crossed. The friendly smile was gone. 

“It’s getting really bad in there,” muttered Claire, sidling up beside Harriet. “Taffy is out of control.”

“She’s not out of control,” said Harriet. Claire always exaggerated. 

“I just overheard her tell the town’s prodigal chef that she’d like to kill him. What would you call it?”

That did sound out of control. Harriet took a step back as Taffy marched past her, grabbed a mug, and filled it to the top with hot wine.

“Are you all right?” Harriet whispered.

“No, I’m not. I’m far from all right.” She looked to be fighting back tears.

Harriet felt a sharp nudge in her side as Claire hissed in her ear. “Bryan Berenson. He’s here. He looks just like he does on TV, except meaner.”

Harriet turned and watched as the haughty face and stocky body of the famous chef strode into the room. Claire was right, he looked exactly like he did on TV, a strutting, self-important man with striking blue eyes and a small, pursed mouth.

“What is that revolting odor?” he said, in a voice loud enough to be heard all the way to the kitchen.

Taffy, who had her back to him, startled and whirled around, her arm outstretched. Her mug of steaming, mulled wine collided with Bryan’s protruding stomach and the entire contents splashed down his leg.

Bryan took a quick step back, his face flushed and furious. He raised his arms and flexed his fingers, his eyes on Taffy’s neck. “You demented donkey! Get me some ice. You’ve scalded my genitals!”
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Women who date younger men are called cougars. What do they call men who date much younger women? Rich! They call them rich! @askauntaggie
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“SCALDED GENITALS ARE trending on Twitter,” said Nick. “The producer from Late Night just called. She wants me to come to the show prepared with amusing anecdotes about Sevenoaks and our wacky, wine-tossing mayor.”

“Oh, no. That’s all Taffy needs.” Harriet shifted the phone to her other ear and leaned against the snow-covered railing of the veranda. She glanced down at Chester who was shooting her baleful looks. She’d told him they were going over to Gran’s. “It’s all people talked about at the café today. Even the tourists.”

“At least it got their mind off the magic and cheese,” said Nick with a chuckle. “I’ll change the subject if I can, but it’ll be a tough go. Taffy throwing scorching hot wine at Bryan Berenson’s crotch is quite a story.”

“It was an accident. She didn’t throw it,” protested Harriet. “I don’t know how that got started.”

“Possibly by Bryan,” said Nick. “Isn’t he big on self-promotion?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s even worse in real life than he is on TV. Taffy was so flustered she grabbed some ice and pressed it on his injury and Bryan accused her of molesting him.”  

“Well, she managed to put Sevenoaks in the news. It’s free publicity, I guess. Anyway, I’ve got to get to the studio. You enjoy yourself tonight. Sorry I have to miss it.” Nick seldom ate dessert. An entire evening devoted to maple syrup infused sweets was not his idea of a fun time. 

“I’ll bet you are. The timing of this talk show seems awfully convenient,” Harriet teased.

“Purely a coincidence.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “I’m booked on the first flight out tomorrow. Make sure you park the car at the end of the driveway, so you can get out in the morning.” 

The impending weather had been upgraded from a possibility of heavy snowfall, to ‘batten down the hatches, we’re in for a dumping.’ Harriet glanced up at the darkening sky. “Still clear here, but I’ll do that.”

“I’ve got to go,” said Nick. “I’ll call you later tonight to hear how the finale went.”

“Later tonight I’ll be in bed watching you on TV.” 

“Ugh,” he groaned. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

“You’ll be great. I’m so proud of you.” After a lingering goodbye, Harriet shoved her phone in her pocket and she and Chester stepped off the porch and crossed the driveway to Gran’s house. When Harriet first moved back to Sevenoaks to fulfill her dream of owning her own café, Gran insisted that Harriet take the ‘big’ house while she moved into the smaller, one-story guest house next door. It had worked out remarkably well. “Harriet’s close,” Gran liked to say, “but not so close I don’t have my privacy.” Harriet’s privacy was less of a concern to her.

Harriet tapped on Gran’s door and without waiting for a response, held it open for Chester and followed him inside. “Hello, we’re here.”

Gran was perched on the couch in her cozy living room. Dolly Parton, her favorite singer, was playing in the background and there was a fire in her newly installed gas fireplace. She was wearing a tan pantsuit with an off-white blouse, an unusually subdued outfit for Gran. “What do you think?” she asked, getting up from the couch and lifting her arms so Harriet could get the whole effect. “I borrowed this getup from Betty in my book club. It’s the only color Paige would let me wear, and I’m not about to fritter money on something I’ll never put on again.” 

“You look great, very elegant. But why only beige?”

“Oh, who knows?  Probably because I’m over fifty and they want me to blend into the woodwork.”

Over fifty? She was eighty-one.

“She said no patterns because they look funny on TV, and by the time they got to me all the good colors were taken.” Gran eyed herself in the mirror over the fireplace. “I stuck a red scarf in my purse. Once they start filming, I’ll put it on and by then it will be too late, they’ll have to deal with it.” She gave Harriet a knowing look. “Continuity.”

Because of her celebrity status, Gran, along with other local dignitaries, was to be seated at a special table where they would all be wearing mics. The camera would cut to them occasionally for their opinions of the finalist’s desserts. Taffy was also supposed to be at the table, but Harriet doubted she’d be making an appearance tonight.

“How was your day? Busy?” Gran walked over to pat Chester, who had curled up in his favorite chair.

“Very. Tourists looking for cheese and regulars asking if we saw what happened at Bread and Roses. I think Taffy’s lost a lot of goodwill because of the ad; a few people really believe she scalded Bryan on purpose.” 

“Scalded,” scoffed Gran. “A little mug of warm wine. Is there even proof she did the man any damage?”

“They sent for a doctor ...”

“Doesn’t mean a thing. Publicity for the show. Those TV people will do anything to get attention.” Gran shook her head in disgust. “Poor Taffy.”

“Poor Taffy is right. Bryan says he’s going to sue her.”

“I heard. The story’s all over the Internet. Where did they dig up that horrible picture all the news sites are using? A pretty girl like her, and they managed to find a photo where she looks like a maniac.” 

“No idea,” said Harriet. She pulled out her phone and glanced at the time. “We’d better get going. Aren’t you supposed to be there early?”

“I just have to grab my lipstick.” Gran headed down the hall toward the bathroom. “Is there anything I can get you, sweetie?” 

“No, I’m good.”

“I was talking to Chester,” came Gran’s voice. “Does he need anything?”

Harriet looked over at Chester, who was already fast asleep. “No, he seems happy.”

Gran returned and put on her coat and with a satisfied smile, flicked off the fireplace. “Bye, hon,” she called. “We won’t be late.” Once they were outside, she peered up at the overcast sky and gave a little shiver. “Crisp.”

“Nick’s been warning me about the storm,” said Harriet, climbing into the car. “I hope his plane takes off tomorrow.”

Gran settled into her seat and patted her hip. “Don’t you worry. We’re definitely getting more snow, but it won’t be here for a day or so.”

Now Harriet was concerned. The weather predictions from Gran’s hip were seldom accurate. As if on cue, as they pulled out of the driveway large snowflakes began drifting against the windshield. “This is nothing,” said Gran confidently. “I’d be surprised if it lasts five minutes.”

It was only a short drive to The Stone Pony and the snow was really coming down by the time Harriet pulled into the crowded parking lot. “This is the first time I’ve been here,” she said. “Nick and I have been meaning to come.”

“I brought Doreen for lunch last week to celebrate her birthday. It’s too fancy for our liking. We had a hard time finding anything we wanted to eat. It’s a shame they moved the finale here after all the work Andrew’s done on the inn. I’m surprised Fisher didn’t stick up for him.”

“Andrew seems okay with it. They shot some footage before the mulled wine incident, and Paige promised him Bread and Roses will be prominently featured on the show. He’s coming tonight, so he can’t be too upset.”

“Hmmm,” said Gran. “Well, good for him being such a good sport. Andrew’s been through a lot these last years. He deserves a bit of good fortune.”

Harriet nodded her head in agreement. Andrew’s wife had died three years ago which was the reason he’d returned home to Sevenoaks. He’d sold his welding business and was determined to make a new start as an innkeeper.

Gran pursed her lips and stared through the windshield at the snow, which was coming down harder than ever. “I still think Fisher should have had his back. Those two were thick as thieves when they were young. That should mean something.”

“I’d forgotten you knew them both. Weren’t they in your Sunday School class?”

“They were.” Gran paused a moment to recollect. “Fisher had a real spark to him, even back then. Always digging in his ears, though. I was worried he’d bust an eardrum.”

“He’s probably grown out of it.”

“I hope so,” said Gran, opening her door. “Not very hygienic for a baker.”

She took Harriet’s arm, and bending their heads to the wind, they crossed the parking lot and hurried through the heavy wooden doors of the restaurant. Inside it was warm, and elegant-looking, and frenetic with activity. There were lights and cameras and a bustle of production types hustling about with harried looks on their faces. Harriet waved hello to Tony, the owner, as he rushed by carrying a tray of glasses, and he gave her a friendly grin in return.

Harriet and Gran deposited their coats at the coat check and peeked into the crowded dining room. “There’s Bryan Berenson,” said Harriet, giving Gran a nudge. Bryan, who was dressed in an ostentatious, purple tux, was standing at the granite bar, bellowing at the bartender.

Gran squinted and gave him a good look over. “Nasty-looking man, and his genitals look fine to me.”

Harriet opened her mouth to inquire as to what Gran was basing that judgment on, then snapped it shut. Some things weren’t worth questioning. 

“If I wanted a slice of lime,” snarled Bryan, so loudly they could hear him even over the din of the restaurant, “I’d ask for it. A glass of sparkling water with two ice cubes. Not one, not three, two. Do you think you can manage that, you doddering dolt?”

“Someone needs to put that man in his place,” said Gran, a disapproving frown on her face. She must have sensed Harriet’s unease because she quickly added. “Oh, don’t worry. It won’t be me; not tonight anyway. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

Harriet let out her breath and waved to Claire, who was already settled in at a table with the rest of the Bluebell crew. Wally and Holly were there, and Denise. And Ron, the high school senior who worked after school and on weekends. He was more excited about attending the filming than any of them. Ron planned to go to culinary school, and Denise had told him she’d try and introduce him to Fisher.

Paige’s assistant, looking more agitated than ever, was headed their way. Harriet struggled to remember his name. Tristan?  Trevor? 

“Evening, Travis,” said Gran, who’d never forgotten a name in her life.

Travis had large sweat stains under his armpits, and he’d run his fingers through his ink-black hair so many times, sections of it were standing up in clumps. “Finally,” he said with a dramatic sigh. “We were worried you’d forgotten to come. You need to get into makeup.”

“Forgotten to come?” Gran kept her voice friendly, but Harriet could tell she was irritated. “You thought filming a TV show would slip my mind?”

“Paige said you might have got confused about what night it was or where to go.”

“I do not get —” Gran took a breath and gave Travis a kindly pat on the arm. “It’s fine. I’m here now.”

“I’ll see you after it’s over,” said Harriet, giving Gran a hug. “Have fun.”

“Fun might be a stretch, but I’ll make the best of it.”

Harriet wove her way through the crowded room, stopping occasionally to say hello to people that she knew, and settled into the seat the Bluebell crew had saved her. “What a great table. We’ll be so close to the judges; we won’t miss a thing. Hi, Ron. I like the new beard.” 

Ron stroked his scruffy chin. “It disguises my weak jawline. Claire says Chef Fisher made it a long way on his looks.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your jawline. And Fisher went to The Culinary Institute. He’s a skilled chef.”

“Semi-skilled,” said Claire. 

“I’ve applied to The Culinary Institute.” Ron’s excitement was palpable. His eyes darted around the room, eager for his first glimpse of the famous chefs. “Denise, do you think I should mention that to Chef Fisher when I talk to him?”

“If you talk to him,” said Denise. “I haven’t seen the man in twenty years except for a few words at his mother’s funeral. There’s no guarantee he’s going to do me any favors.”

“Have you heard from Taffy?” asked Harriet. “Is she coming tonight?” 

Denise shook her head. “She’s too embarrassed after her blowup with Fisher.”  

“Has she told you what they were fighting about?”

“She’s not talking. I’ll get it out of her, but there’s been so much fuss over Bryan’s privates she’s shut off her phone.” Denise turned her head toward the large windows that spanned most of one wall. “If the snow dies down, I may stop by and see her after this is over.”

“It’s not going to die down,” said Wally. “It’s getting worse. We’ll be lucky if we can get out of the parking lot.” He gazed around the room and tapped his fingers restlessly on the table. “What’s the holdup? Everyone’s just standing around flappin’ their gums. I’ve got better things to do than hang out here all night.”

“Like what?” asked Holly. “Talk to the parrot? When we’re home you barely move from the couch ...” Her voice trailed off and she beamed happily at the waitress who’d arrived with a tray of drinks.

Harriet relaxed into her chair and surveyed the activity around her. “I don’t recognize half these people,” she said to the table at large. She nodded in the direction of a woman with white-blonde hair almost to her waist, wearing a short, red dress and over-the-knee patent leather boots. “There’s no way she’s from Sevenoaks.”

“That,” said Holly, “is Ariana. Fisher’s girlfriend. She got in this morning.”

“His girlfriend? She looks so young.” Harriet tried to keep her voice even and non-judgmental, but it wasn’t easy. It was only a month ago that Fisher announced that he and his wife had separated. His wife, Patricia, was a few years older than Fisher and like him, a native of Sevenoaks. Throughout their marriage, any time Harriet had seen Fisher interviewed he’d credited much of his success to Patricia’s business savvy.

“She’s twenty-two, a lingerie model.” Holly snorted with disdain. “Fisher barely speaks to her, but I guess he likes wearing his mid-life crisis on his arm.”

At a quarter to seven, the atmosphere suddenly became more electric as Paige led the judges to the front of the room. Bryan stared straight ahead, but Fisher smiled and waved to people he knew. 

The judges took their appointed seats at a table facing the crowd. Paige stood between them and in a no-nonsense voice explained exactly what she wanted from the crowd in terms of participation. “This is so exciting,” said Harriet. “It’s just like on TV.”

And it was just like on TV, except much, much slower. Fisher and Bryan rehashed what had transpired on previous episodes and tossed questions to the threesome of finalists who were brought in from the kitchen and introduced to the audience. There was a sweet-looking woman who looked to be close to Gran’s age, a handsome young man who was studying to be a veterinarian, and a stout, middle-aged man wearing a green, velvet tunic. 

After fifteen minutes of not much happening, Wally was getting cranky. Crankier. “We get it,” he grumbled. “A pastry, a cake, and a pudding, and they have to contain Vermont maple syrup. How many ways are they going to say it?” He glared around the table and zeroed in on Holly. “Sunday dinner at your mother’s is a barrel of laughs compared to this.”

“No one’s forcing you to stay,” she replied. “Don’t let the door hit your butt on the way out.”

“Do you two ever think about getting married?” asked Claire.

“Almost every day.” Holly gave Wally an affectionate tap on the hand. “We talk about it all the time.”

Finally, after Paige had asked Fisher three times how excited he was to be back in Sevenoaks, and he’d given three different answers, and it was filmed from three different angles, it was time for the main event. Travis brought forward the elderly woman and positioned her in front of the judges table. 

Paige nodded to the servers and they commenced passing out plates. Once everyone was served, Fisher gestured to the woman. “Helen, would you please explain the significance of your first submission.” 

Sugar Sugar was all about the story behind the dessert. The previous season’s winner had baked his great grandmother’s triple-layer spice cake with brown sugar icing. At the age of ninety-two, the contestant’s great gran had woken to find her house filled with smoke. She’d fought through the flames and made it to safety, but not before risking her life rescuing her cherished tin of family recipes from the kitchen.

Helen took a step forward and smiled sweetly at Bryan and Fisher. Fisher returned the smile, while Bryan sniffed and tapped his index finger on his chin. “This is the maple pecan pie that I’ve been making for over sixty years,” she said. “I first made it for the Liverwater County Fair the summer I was eighteen. I won first prize, and more importantly, that was the day I won the heart of the most wonderful man in the world. My husband Malcolm was one of the judges. Malcolm and I were married the following Christmas and we had fifty-seven, glorious years together.” Helen’s voice started to waver. “He’s gone now, but whenever I make this pie, I feel like my Malcolm is still with me.”  

Bryan appeared indifferent to her story. He picked up his fork and glared down at his plate. “Not the most challenging choice of desserts.” 

“You always say you like simple recipes, cooked well,” said Helen. “This will be the best maple pecan pie you’ve ever tasted.”

“We’ll see about that. You’re certainly not getting any points for presentation.”

“I’m sorry...I thought it had a rustic charm.”

“There’s a difference between rustic and sloppy. This is the latter.” Bryan poked at the pie, broke off a small piece and slowly brought it to his mouth, drawing out his time in the spotlight. “It tastes fine, but I can’t get past the sloppy appearance. At this stage of the competition, we expect the contestants to understand that one eats with the eyes as well as the mouth.” 

“Yes, Chef. I agree, Chef.” Helen’s voice was wavering again. She turned to Fisher, who took a sizeable bite and rolled his eyes in an exaggerated expression of pleasure as he chewed. “I think it is very flavorful.”  He gave Helen a kind smile. “Quite delicious and the crust is lovely and flakey.” Fisher was known as the ‘nice’ judge. He managed to find something good to say about almost everything he was served. Fisher looked down at the pie then furrowed his brow. “Though I do agree with Bryan that your presentation lacks the level of finesse we are looking for.” He popped another forkful in his mouth and tilted his head, a quizzical expression on his face. “What’s that I’m tasting? Rum?”

“No rum. Just delicious Vermont maple syrup.”

Harriet looked across the table to Claire. “What do you think?” she asked. Claire’s pecan tarts were one of the café’s most popular baked goods.

“Not bad. There’s something off about it though; a weird aftertaste. It’s making my tongue prickle.”

Harriet shrugged. She’d only had two small bites; there were lots of desserts yet to come. “I think it’s tasty. Not nearly as good as yours, but ...” She glanced over at Ron, who had stopped eating, his fork poised halfway to his mouth as he stared at the judges’ table.

“Something’s wrong with Chef Fisher.”

Harriet swung her head and watched in shock as Fisher staggered to his feet, clutching at his throat. 

“What’s happening?” demanded Paige, who’d been hovering near the judges’ table. She waved at the cameras. “Turn them off!”

“EpiPen,” gasped Fisher, holding onto the table for support.

“Your inside pocket.” She patted her own chest to demonstrate. 

He shook his head and waved his hand. “No...”

Fisher’s girlfriend rushed up to the table, wobbling on her four-inch heels. “What’s wrong, honey? Are you all right?”

Fisher didn’t respond. He bent over, both hands on the table, struggling to breathe.

Ariana grabbed Paige’s arm. “He’s choking!  Do something.”

Paige snatched her arm away and pulled out her phone. “I’m calling for help.”

All over the restaurant, people were getting to their feet, craning their necks to see what was happening. Harriet stood up and took a step forward, then stopped, not wanting to get in the way. She watched, feeling helpless, as Andrew rushed across the room to Fisher. He frantically patted Fisher’s suit jacket and turned to Ariana. “Where’s his EpiPen? Why doesn’t he have it?” 

“How would I know? He’s allergic to bees. It’s January!”

“An EpiPen,” shouted Andrew. “Does anyone in the room have an EpiPen?” He turned back to Fisher and spoke in a level, reassuring voice. “You’ll be fine. We’re going to look after you.”  He gripped Fisher under the armpits and eased him to the floor. “Get an ambulance, now! If he doesn’t get help right away, he is going to die.”  
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Chapter 5
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Not only is Vermont Maple Syrup delicious, it’s chock full of antioxidants, which I’m told means it’s good for you. Try it in baked beans, over ice cream or add it to vegetables. The other night, I had brussels sprouts that were roasted with maple syrup and while I wouldn’t lie to you and call them tasty, they came close. 

––––––––
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HARRIET WATCHED AS Andrew fumbled to loosen the top button of Fisher’s shirt, before giving up and ripping it open. Fisher’s eyes were shut, and he wasn’t responding to Andrew’s ministrations. Andrew whipped off his sports jacket and stuffed it under Fisher’s head then jumped to his feet and gestured to Paige, who was on her phone. “What’s happening? Tell them we have a man in anaphylaxis. We need a shot of epinephrine.”

“I can’t get anyone to come.” She looked across the room to the wall of windows. “The snow’s got worse. The operator says everyone’s been called out to accidents on the highway. Are you sure he doesn’t have an EpiPen? Did you check all his pockets?”

“He doesn’t have it. Tell whoever it is you’ve got on the line that we can’t wait.”

“Excuse me, police! You all need to step back!”  The crowd hovering in front of the judge’s table parted a bit to allow Detective Meachum, a heavyset man wearing a size-too-small sweater, to push his way through. Harriet hadn’t noticed Meachum earlier, but she wasn’t surprised that he’d finagled an invitation to the finale. He was a regular at the Bluebell and had a fondness for sweets that bordered on an obsession. 

“What was he waiting for?” muttered Claire. “Wanted to finish his pie first?”

“Who are you?” snapped Paige, waving her phone in Meachum’s direction. 

Meachum hurried around the table and bent down beside Fisher. “I’m a detective with the state police.”

“About time you showed up. Did you bring an EpiPen?”  

“No, I didn’t. I’ve been here all evening watching the show. The highways are a mess. There’s no point waiting for an ambulance.” Meachum looked uncertainly at Fisher and then to the snow blowing against the windows. “I’ll take him to the hospital in my car.”

Andrew was crouched down on the floor, two fingers pressed on Fisher’s neck. Suddenly he jerked his arm back, pushed Meachum aside, and using both hands began compressions on Fisher’s chest.

Harriet clutched Claire’s arm. “CPR. This is bad.”

“Really bad.” Claire’s face was scrunched up in confusion. “He’s allergic to bee stings? This can’t be from a bee sting.” 

“I’ve heard of people developing allergies out of the blue,” said Holly. “One day they eat an oyster or a raspberry and just like that,” she snapped her fingers for emphasis. “They’re gone.”

Claire looked skeptical. “Pretty sure they’ve had at least a mild reaction before they go full-on anaphylactic.” 

After a fraught few minutes, Andrew slowed the CPR, checked Fisher’s pulse again, and sat back on his heels. He looked to the group huddled around the table and slowly shook his head.

“What are you doing?” Paige demanded. “Why are you shaking your head?”

“He’s gone.”

Paige wasn’t having it. “Keep trying! You can’t just give up.”

“His heart has stopped. I can’t get it going again.” Andrew’s face was contorted in pain. 

“He’s dead?” said Ariana. “For sure?”

Andrew opened his mouth as if to say something but shut it and simply nodded his head.

“Why didn’t he have his EpiPen?” demanded Paige, pivoting to confront Ariana. 

“Maybe because it’s the middle of winter,” she snapped. 

“That’s never stopped him before. He’s always so careful about having it with him. What happened?”

“I don’t know.”  Ariana crossed her arms and jutted out her chin. “I’m his fiancé, not his mother.” 

His fiancé? Already?

Paige looked to be as dumbfounded as Harriet. “His fiancé?”

“We got engaged on Christmas Eve.”

“I wonder if she realizes the wedding’s going to be called off,” muttered Holly.

Meachum’s face was a mask of discomfort. He used one hand to pull his sweater away from his stomach and the other to gesture at the crowd. “Everybody move back. Give us some space.”

A few onlookers took a step back, but most stayed exactly where they were. Detective Meachum had lived in Sevenoaks since September, which was plenty long enough for most people to have taken the measure of the man. He’d come up short.

Andrew scanned the room, looking for someone. “Tony,” he said, calling to the owner of The Stone Pony. “Do you have a blanket? We need to cover Fisher. He would hate everyone standing around gawking at him like this.”

“No blankets. How about a tablecloth?”  

Andrew sighed and briefly shut his eyes. “Sure, fine.” He blinked and rubbed his jaw and watched the snow blustering against the windows before turning to Meachum. “This storm is bad; people need to get home.”

“Exactly. Just what I was about to say.” Meachum stopped feverishly scratching his belly and addressed the dining room. “Everyone who doesn’t have to be here needs to head home immediately. Be careful on the roads. All the tow trucks are out on the highway. If you end up in a ditch, your car will be staying there for a while.”

There was some mumbling and hesitation, but the crowd started moving toward the coat check. Harriet could see Gran making her way toward them from across the room, a red scarf tied jauntily around her neck. It was slow going. Gran knew pretty much everyone in Sevenoaks, and she kept getting waylaid by people who wanted to hear her take on the tragedy. Harriet looked down at Ron, who was slumped in his chair staring at Fisher’s body, a dazed expression on his face. “Ron,” she said, pulling gently on his arm. “You need to get home. It’s bad out there. Your parents will be worried.”

“Yeah,” he said, getting to his feet. “They just texted me. I can’t believe this. He’s really dead?  From eating a couple bites of pie?”

“It looks that way.”

“I don’t get it. You can die from a stupid dessert you’ve been eating your whole life?” 

“No, no. There’s more to it than that ...” Harriet assured him, sounding more confident than she felt.

“Glen on my swim team is allergic to shellfish. No wonder his mother’s such a freak about what he eats.” 

“Holly and I are leaving,” said Wally. “C’mon kid, you can come with us.” He gave Ron a friendly punch in the arm that left Ron wincing. “What about you girls?  Did you drive?”

“We did.”  Harriet looked to Claire, who hadn’t taken her eyes off Fisher. “Don’t worry about us.” 

“We’re going to stick around for a bit,” said Claire.

“I figured you would. Try not to get into trouble.” Wally jabbed Denise in the shoulder. “What about you?  We can dump you at your place on the way.” 

“I walked here, and I’ll walk home. I appreciate the kind offer though.”

“Can you believe this?” said Gran, who’d finally made her way through the crowd. “Have you ever seen anything so awful?”

“Terrible,” agreed Harriet. “Shocking.”

“We’re leaving now, Joyce.” Wally always used a slightly friendlier voice with Gran. “Why don’t I give you a drive home?”

“That’s very thoughtful of you, Wally, but I’ll wait for Harriet.”

Wally snorted in acknowledgment. He didn’t like to be associated with words like thoughtful; he was afraid it made him look weak. 

The Stone Pony quickly began to empty out. Paige seemed to have recovered from the initial shock of Fisher’s death and was back to her efficient, abrasive self. She made herself useful by going up to anyone who looked to be lingering and demanding, “Do you need to be here? No? Then get moving,” which helped to thin the crowd. She put Travis in charge of ensuring the contestants and production staff made it back to Bread and Roses. “Make sure you count heads,” she said to him in a loud voice. “A couple of them are so stupid they’ll wander off into the snow and we won’t find them until April.”

Within five minutes, there were only a few people left. Ariana was in a corner, on her phone. She looked agitated but not especially sad that her fiancé had so recently expired in front of her. Bryan was still there, his arms crossed, an unreadable look on his face. Andrew leaned against a back window, staring blankly at the floor. 

“I’m going to help Tony clean this place up,” said Denise, stacking dessert plates and cutlery as she spoke. “He sent most of the staff home and I need to keep busy.”

“Good idea,” said Harriet and Claire nodded her head. “We’ll do the same.”

Denise was already on her way to the kitchen. “The floor could use a sweep,” she called over her shoulder.

Gran tugged on Harriet’s arm and gestured for her to sit. “I want to talk to you first, just for a minute. You too, Claire.” The three of them sat down and Gran addressed them in a quiet, serious voice. “I didn’t want to say anything in front of the others, but something’s not right.”

Claire glanced over at Fisher’s body. “No kidding.”

“You didn’t notice anything strange about that pie?”

“A little bland,” said Harriet, “but I’m used to Claire’s.”

“It could have used a splash of vanilla,” agreed Gran, “but that’s not what I mean. There was something in it. It made my mouth tingle.”

Claire tilted her head and nodded in agreement. “You’re right. I noticed it too.”

“Not me, but I didn’t eat much,” said Harriet. “What are you thinking? Poison? How could that be? Fisher was the only one affected.”

“It wasn’t poison.” Claire pulled out her phone and started typing. “There was something in there that Fisher was allergic to.” 

“What are you looking for?” asked Harriet.

“You can’t tell me it was the eggs or butter or maple syrup that killed him. I’m checking what could set off an attack in someone who’s allergic to bee stings...” Claire’s voice drifted off as she concentrated on what she was reading. 

“Look at that wind,” said Denise, stopping by their table, an empty tray and a damp cloth in her hand. “There’s going to be a lot of branches down if this keeps up.” As if in confirmation the lights flickered, went out for a second, then came back on. 

Claire looked up from her phone. “Bee venom.” 

“Bee venom?” said Denise. 

“Like from stings?” asked Harriet.

“Exactly. It’s the venom that causes the reaction if you’re allergic. You can buy it. There’s a whole list of uses here.”

“You think someone put bee venom in the pie?”

Claire shrugged. “I don’t know, but Fisher was perfectly fine, he ate a couple bites and now he’s dead.” She looked over at the detective, who was huddled with Andrew, their backs to the room. “And that prickly sensation fits with bee venom. We need to talk to Meachum.”

“I’ll stay here,” said Gran. “We don’t want to overwhelm him, and he’s a man who’s easily overwhelmed.”

“Or even better,” said Denise, who looked perturbed, “how about you leave well enough alone? Don’t go putting ideas into his head.”

“We need to tell him about this.” What did she mean, don’t put ideas into his head?  Harriet got to her feet. “We won’t be long.” The lights flickered again. “And then we’d better get home.”

“I’ll sit with you, Joyce,” said Denise, taking Harriet’s chair. “Except for sweeping, there’s not much more to do here.”

As they approached Meachum, he excused himself and stepped away to take a call, so Harriet turned her attention to Andrew. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “This is horrible. I don’t even know what to say.”

He bobbed his head in acknowledgment. He looked awful; his face was even paler than usual, and his hands were shaking. “I don’t understand it — he always carried an EpiPen.”

“Andrew,” said Claire, “do you know if Fisher had any other allergies besides bee stings?”

“Not that I’m aware of. He never mentioned any food restrictions to me.” He gestured toward Ariana, who had arranged some candles on a windowsill and was perched beside them taking a selfie. “I guess she would know.”  Paige was hovering nearby, eavesdropping on their conversation. “Did Fisher have any food allergies?” asked Andrew.

“No, just bee stings. That man could eat anything. He was always worried about bees though. He hated filming outside in the summer.”

“You’re sure?” asked Harriet. “No spices?”

“Nothing. If he had food allergies, I’d know about it.” Her phone rang and she scowled as she eyed the display. “What now?” she barked into the phone, as she turned her back and stomped across the room.

Andrew shook his head in bemusement. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 

Harriet was about to offer up their bee venom theory when Meachum finished his call and walked over to join them. His face was tight with discomfort as he pulled at the neck of his sweater. “A tractor trailer crashed into the bridge and took out a bunch of rails. They’ve closed it for now, and the old highway has branches down all over the place. No one is getting into town until at least tomorrow.” 

“Or out of town,” said Claire. “Detective Meachum, did you eat the pie?”

“Sure, I did. Very tasty.”  He gave Claire a weak smile. “It wasn’t as good as yours.” Meachum was eying something on the floor underneath the judge’s table. He hurried over, bent down, and snatched up a large, black marker. He stuck the marker down the back of his sweater and gave himself a vigorous scratch. “I shouldn’t have worn this. Wool always makes me itch, especially when I’ve worked up a sweat.” Meachum briefly shut his eyes and luxuriated in the relief the new back scratcher was bringing him.

“The pie,” said Harriet, in a sharper voice than normal. “Did you notice anything odd about it? Claire and my gran said their mouths tingled when they ate it.”

“Now you mention it, I thought the same thing.” Meachum jammed the marker into his pocket. “It was probably some spice the lady used.”

“There’s no spice you’d put in a pecan pie that does that,” said Claire. “You know what would make your mouth tingle? Bee venom.”

“Bee venom? Like from a sting?”

“But without the sting,” said Harriet. “It’s the venom that causes an allergic reaction.”

Claire was squinting at her phone. “It can be extracted from the bees. It’s used as a holistic medicine and in cosmetics.”

“Cosmetics,” repeated Andrew, a pensive look on his face. 

Cosmetics like face cream? Harriet glanced over at Denise, who was watching them carefully. Is that why Denise didn’t want them talking to Meachum? Did Taffy use bee venom in her products?

“We need to check the kitchen,” prompted Claire. Meachum was a detective who required prompting. “It’s possible there was bee venom in the pie.”

Meachum stared at her, not comprehending.

“Fisher’s allergic to bee stings,” explained Harriet. “Lots of people know that about him. The venom would kill him if he didn’t have an EpiPen.”

“That sweet elderly lady made the pie,” said Meachum. “Why would she —?”

Claire looked to be at the end of her patience. “Maybe not her. Someone else could have tampered with one of the ingredients she used.”

“Ahhh,” said Meachum, nodding his head as it all started to click. “I’m going to inspect the kitchen.” He paused, frowning in consternation. “What does bee venom look like?”

“It comes in small glass vials,” said Andrew in a flat voice. “As far as I know.”

“We’ll come with you,” said Harriet. “In case you need any help.” Meachum didn’t say no, which in Harriet’s opinion was the same as a yes. “Cosmetics,” she hissed to Claire, as they walked behind Meachum toward the kitchen. 

Claire knew exactly what Harriet was alluding to. “I checked her website. She raves about the benefits of bee venom. Her newest night cream is called Bee Stung Beauty.”

“Taffy would never have done this,” said Harriet.

“Of course not,” agreed Claire. “But I wish she hadn’t gone off on Fisher last night. I wasn’t the only person who heard her say she’d like to kill him.”

Just outside the kitchen they passed Tony, who was behind the bar, tidying up.

“We’re going to check on something in the kitchen,” said Harriet, “if that’s okay.”

Tony shrugged. “Sure. The dishwasher just left. There’s no one in there.”

Meachum led the way, pushing through the swinging door. “Don’t touch anything,” he said. “If there’s any evidence, I don’t want it contaminated.”

“There’s been a ton of people in and out of here,” said Harriet. “The scene is already contaminated.”

Meachum chewed his lip and thought about it for a moment. “True, but if you see anything suspicious, let me know. We need to follow procedure.”

Andrew didn’t come into the kitchen. He stood by the door; his arms crossed; his face pinched in displeasure. “What exactly are you looking for?” he asked.

“You said bee venom comes in glass vials,” said Claire. 

“How do you know that?” asked Meachum, glancing over at Andrew.

“I read a lot,” was his brusque response.

Harriet walked slowly through the kitchen, her eyes drifting from surface to surface. The room was large and modern with stainless steel everywhere. Nothing like the kitchen at The Bluebell. “If someone tampered with the food, what are the chances they’d leave the evidence lying around?” 

“Not good,” said Claire, “but it’s worth looking.” She scratched her chin as she pondered the situation. “The maple syrup.”

“What about it?” 

“That’s the common element in all the desserts. And it has a strong flavor, so it makes a good cover.”

Harriet nodded her head in agreement. “So, where’s the maple syrup?”

After a moment of searching, she bent down and found three jugs of Vermont Maple Syrup on a low shelf under the massive prep table. She grabbed a cloth napkin from the counter and wrapped it around her hand before testing the jugs. “This one is half empty. They must have used it tonight.” 

She plopped the jug on the table. Claire grabbed a bowl and Harriet poured some syrup in it. “Try it.” She stuck her finger in the syrup and licked it off and Claire did the same.

“Feel that?” said Claire. “The tingle.”

“I do. I never noticed it in the pie, but I do now.”

Meachum gingerly dipped his finger in the syrup and touched it to his lips. After a moment’s contemplation, he grabbed the cloth and crouched down, examining the other jugs. With some effort, he got down on his knees and searched the floor under the shelf. “There we go.” With a loud exhalation, he got to his feet and placed a small, brown vial on the counter. There was a picture of a bee etched into the glass. “Everyone step away from the table,” he said, “and don’t touch a thing. This is now a murder investigation.”

Before they could digest his words, the lights flickered again, and this time they stayed out. Claire was the first to speak. “I’ll turn on my —" She didn’t finish the sentence because from the dining room came a high-pitched scream. 
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Chapter 6
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Gran. Harriet’s heart was pounding as she whirled around, trying to orient herself in the dark.

“Everyone stay calm,” said Meachum, clicking on his phone’s flashlight and aiming the beam of light at the door. “I’ll go ahead.”

They all ignored him. Andrew stepped back and held the door open and Harriet rushed through it, with Claire close behind. 

“Wait for me,” bellowed Meachum.

The glowing candles scattered around the room emitted enough light that it was no problem for Harriet to see that Gran appeared to be fine. She and Denise were standing between two tables, staring down at Bryan’s prostrate body while Tony crouched beside him. Paige was nearby punching a number into her phone. Even Ariana was interested enough to wander over and see what was happening. 

“My head,” moaned Bryan, once he saw that Meachum had arrived. “I was attacked.” 

“By who?” asked the detective, panting slightly.

“By whom, you imbecile. How would I know?  I was hit from behind.”

Meachum ignored the insult and peered around the restaurant. “I know you’re in pain,” he said, “but I want you to try and visualize the scene right before you were hit. The lights just went out; the assailant must have been close by.”  He pondered that thought while he scratched his stomach. “And it was never actually dark, was it? These candles throw off lots of light.”

Bryan shut his eyes and exhaled loudly. “I had just finished a call with my agent. I wasn’t paying attention. It could have been any of them that hit me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Gran. “Nobody hit you.” She shook her head in disgust. “More’s the wonder.”

Bryan moaned and gave no indication he had heard her. “Paige, I’ll need a stretcher. How much longer until the damned ambulance gets here?”

“There are no ambulances,” she replied. “They can’t get back into town. We’ll have to get to the hospital on our own steam, but the operator said they’re short-staffed so not to go unless it’s an emergency.”

“It’s an emergency! Did you say you were calling for Bryan Berenson?”

“It was the first thing I said. She’d never heard of you. I guess she doesn’t have cable.” Paige bent down beside him. “You must have put your back out again. Do you remember when it happened last year?”

“Of course, I remember, you cretin. I couldn’t get out of bed for a week.” Bryan turned his attention to Meachum. “Why are you standing there gaping like a half-witted hyena? Find out who attacked me.”

Denise was squinting suspiciously at the floor. She grabbed a candle from the nearest table and used it to get a closer look at the area, before poking Meachum in the arm. “Aim your light right there, behind his head.” 

Meachum pointed his phone at the floor and Denise used her foot to indicate a spot five feet north of Bryan’s head. “Nobody hit him. He slipped.”

Everyone looked where her toe was pointing, at a large chunk of pecan pie, much of it smeared beyond recognition.

Meachum pursed his lips, studied the trajectory of the smear and Bryan’s fall, and nodded in agreement. “There was no assailant, sir. It looks like you slipped on a piece of pie.”

“I was hit. I distinctly remember being hit in the head.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible,” said Meachum uncertainly. 

“Listen, Sherlock, I’m in too much pain to argue. I have a chronic back condition and I need off this floor and into a bed. Moving me requires competent professionals.”  He shut his eyes and groaned. “Don’t bother me again until the ambulance arrives.”

“We’ll have to move you ourselves, Bryan,” said Paige. He didn’t respond, so she turned her frustration on the assembled group. “Fisher is dead because this one-horse town doesn’t have an ambulance.”

“We have a capable, professional EMS service in Sevenoaks,” said Meachum, affronted. “Mr. Swimm is dead because someone spiked the maple syrup with a substance that he was known to be allergic to.” 

Tony looked over at the tablecloth-covered body on the floor. “Someone killed him on purpose?”

“There was bee venom in the maple syrup,” said Harriet. “He’s allergic.”

“Fisher was murdered?” asked Ariana, shocked enough to put down her phone.

“That appears to be the case,” said Meachum in a solemn voice. “We’ll need to investigate further, obviously.” 

“Why would anyone kill Fisher?” Paige snorted in derision. “Ridiculous.”

“Ha Ha. That’s hilarious coming from you,” said Ariana.

What did that mean? Harriet looked to Meachum to see his reaction, but he was so absorbed in digging the marker out of his pocket he didn’t appear to be listening. He used it to give his armpit a quick scratch, then pointed it at Tony. “I’ll need a list of everyone who’s had access to the kitchen in the last couple days.”

“That’s a lot of people ...”

“How long has the maple syrup been here?” asked Harriet. 

“Since early this morning. I couldn’t tell you who brought it, but I remember seeing it on the counter when I went into the kitchen for a coffee.”

Bryan fluttered his eyes and groaned. “What are you all jabbering about? I’ve got a horrible headache. Why am I still lying here?”

“Fisher was murdered,” said Claire.

“And we haven’t decided what to do with you,” added Gran.

“Murdered?” That shook Bryan out of his self-pitying stupor. “Who murdered him?”

“No one,” said Paige. “They don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“Murdered how?” insisted Bryan.

“There was bee venom in the maple syrup,” said Harriet. 

“Ahhh. Very clever. Someone was thinking.”

Clever? That’s his response?

“Any idea who would want to kill him?” asked Claire.

“It would take all night to regale you with that list,” said Bryan, “and I want to get off this filthy floor. How about I tell you who wouldn’t want to kill him?”

“I’m not listening to this garbage,” said Andrew, his voice cracking mid-sentence. “I need to get back to the inn.” He fiddled with the wispy hairs over his lip as he peered down at Bryan. “We should probably put him on some kind of a backboard, just in case he really is hurt. If I pull my truck up to the bottom of the stairs, we can shove him in the back. It’s open to the elements, but it’s only for a few blocks.”

“No one’s shoving me anywhere,” snapped Bryan. “I need professional care.”

Andrew ran his hand through his hair, at a loss for words, so Tony jumped in to help him. “The alternative is for you to stay here. On the floor.”

“Just toss him in the truck,” said Ariana. “He makes a fuss about everything.”

“Exactly right,” said Gran. “How are those genitals of yours, Bryan? If it’s not your crotch, it’s your back. I’ve never seen the like.”

Ariana snickered at Gran’s comment, before going back to scrolling through her phone. Harriet looked at her curiously. Ariana was so placid; blank almost. Her fiancé was dead, murdered, and she didn’t seem bothered in the slightest.

Andrew folded his arms and blew out his cheeks. He looked exhausted. “Any idea what we can use to move him?” he asked Tony. 

“I have some long folding tables in the storage room. I guess we could use one of those.”

“Sounds good. Let’s do it.”  He glanced across the room then quickly looked away. “What about Fisher?”

Meachum stopped scratching long enough to address the question. “He’s staying where he is until we get a coroner and a forensics team. The roads will likely be open tomorrow.”

“You’re going to leave him overnight in my restaurant?” asked Tony.

“He’ll be fine,” said Meachum. “Especially with the power out. The cold will help preserve his body.”

From the look on his face, that bit of information did not assuage Tony’s concerns, but he headed to look for a folding table.

“I’ll go get the truck cleared off,” said Andrew, “and back it up to the steps.” He nodded to the rest of the group and headed for the door. “Why don’t you find your coats? I’ve got to get back to my guests.” 

“I’m your guest,” snapped Bryan, but Andrew was already halfway across the room. Bryan jabbed his finger in Paige’s direction. “This is your fault. I hold you completely responsible.” Paige was standing beside Bryan’s left foot, so to accentuate his point, he attempted to kick her. He misfired and kicked Gran instead, a weak little kick that barely made contact.

“Hey!” said Gran, 

“My apologies,” he grumbled. “I was aiming for my useless producer.” 

“You kick anyone again,” warned Claire, “and you’ll be spending the night here with Fisher.”

Harriet gave Claire a wry smile as they walked toward the foyer to grab their coats. “You appear to be over your adulation of Bryan.”

“You’re not kidding. He makes a world-class buttermilk biscuit, but what a freakin’ creep.”

“What’s the deal with Ariana?” murmured Harriet, after they’d managed to find their coats in the semi-dark of the coatroom. “You’d never know her fiancé was just murdered.”

Ariana had a white, fake fur cape draped over her shoulders and was moving through the dining room, pouting into her phone, as she took selfie after selfie.

“She’s a piece of work all right,” agreed Claire. The friends watched as the young woman tilted her head and snapped a picture of herself pretending to wipe away a tear. “And was Fisher even divorced yet? What’s he doing with a fiancé?”

Tony and Andrew entered the foyer at the same time, Andrew stomping snow off his feet and Tony struggling to carry a long, metal table. Tony set the table down and looked across the dining room to the prostrate Bryan, who was barking orders at Paige. “He looks heavy.”

Denise ran her hand over the table. “And this table looks slippery. It’d be a shame if we dropped him.”

“Only because we’d have to pick him back up,” said Claire.

Andrew tapped Denise lightly on the shoulder. “Have you talked to Taffy?” he asked. “Does she know about Fisher?”

“She didn’t hear it from me, but she’s the mayor. In a storm like this she’ll be working the phones. She’ll have heard.”

Andrew nodded his head in agreement. “This has been — Do you mind? Can you call her? See how she’s doing.” 

“I will when I get home,” Denise assured him.

There was a blast of cold air as Meachum pushed open the front door and came over to join them. “My car’s warming up. It’s a mess out there.” He gestured to Bryan. “Did anyone grab his coat?”

“I’ve got it,” said Gran. “Or I assume it’s his. It’s got a nasty look to it.”

Tony nodded to Andrew and together they lifted the folding table and the group started moving through the dining room. “You know,” said Andrew, spitting out the words like he couldn’t hold them in any longer, “anyone could get hold of bee venom. Taffy buys it on the Internet. Anybody could do that.”

“Of course, they could,” said Denise. 

“And lots of people knew about Fisher’s allergy. He was almost phobic about it, when I knew him anyway.” 

“Taffy Grimwood?” asked Meachum. “The mayor? She’s familiar with bee venom?”

Andrew hesitated for a moment. “She uses it in her cosmetic line. Like Claire said earlier, lots of people use it for all sorts of things.”

“I don’t know about lots of people,” said Meachum. “I’ve never heard of it before.” 

Tony and Andrew set the table down beside Bryan. “How about this?” said Tony. “The detective and I will take his shoulders. Andrew and Harriet, you handle the middle and the other ladies take his feet.” He tossed Gran a friendly smile. “Obviously not you, Mrs. Pickles.” 

Ariana waved her hands and stepped back. “Not me either. These are new nails.” She pulled her cape close around her. “I’ll hold the door for you.”

“Before we go, Miss,” said Meachum, “would you like to have a moment with your fiancé?”

Ariana crooked an eyebrow in his direction. “Huh?”

“For any last words. He’ll be going to the morgue after this.”

“He’s dead. What would I say to him?”

“Fisher wasn’t in the relationship for the repartee,” said Paige.

“Would you get on with this?” growled Bryan. “No one wants to talk to Fisher.” He jabbed his finger at Paige. “I need to relieve myself. If we ever get back to that inn you need to get me settled.”

“Settled?” 

“Settled regarding my toileting needs,” he said, through clenched teeth.

“I’ll get Travis right on it.”

“Not Travis!”

Paige winced but didn’t have to respond because Tony cut in with a firm, “Let’s do this. On my count; one, two, three, lift.”  

“My god, he’s heavy,” said Denise as with some effort they moved Bryan onto the table and started shuffling awkwardly toward the door. “We’ll never make it down the stairs.”

“If you dare to drop me,” threatened Bryan.

But they didn’t. Claire stumbled on the bottom step and almost brought the whole enterprise down, but they righted themselves, and with a good deal of swearing and complaining (mostly from Bryan) they pushed the table into the back of the truck and Andrew slammed the back, harder than was strictly necessary. 

“Hop in,” he said to Paige and Ariana, who didn’t need any more encouragement to get out of the blowing snow.

“Good job, everyone.” Meachum hunched his shoulders and headed for his car. “I imagine I’ll see most of you tomorrow,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t forget that list of names, Tony.”

“Will do.” Tony started back up the stairs. “I’ll go in and blow out the candles and help Mrs. Pickles out to the car.” Gran was waiting in the foyer until Harriet got the car cleared off. 

Andrew wiggled his shoulders and nervously stomped his feet. “I shouldn’t have said that about Taffy using bee venom in front of the detective. I wasn’t thinking.”

“He’s probably forgotten it all ready,” said Harriet. 

There was a loud moan and the sound of banging from the back of the truck. “Why isn’t this truck moving? I’m freezing back here.”

Andrew gave the women an awkward wave. “I guess I’ll be seeing you again soon. What a night...” He jumped in his truck and drove off, much too quickly. His wheels spun in the snow, and he just missed hitting a telephone pole on his way out of the parking lot.

“What is wrong with that man?” demanded Denise. “I felt like kicking him when he brought up Taffy.”

“He’s upset,” said Harriet. “And Meachum would have found out about it soon enough.”

“And Taffy didn’t murder Fisher,” said Claire. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

“I know she didn’t murder him, but color me worried anyway.” Denise yanked her hat down over her eyebrows and shoved her gloved hands in her pockets. “I’m out of here. See you tomorrow.”

“You sure you don’t want a drive?” said Claire.

“It’s four blocks. I’ll be home before you get your car cleaned off. What are we doing about the café if the power stays out?”

Harriet shrugged. “It’s not usually out that long.”

“And if it is, we’ll open anyway,” said Claire. “We’ve got a gas stove. We’ll be fine.”

Denise nodded in agreement. “Sounds good. Say goodbye to Joyce for me.” 

The two friends watched her walk away, then Claire looked across the parking lot at their snow-covered vehicles. “Why don’t we go together? Faster to just clean off the one car. You can pick yours up tomorrow.”

Harriet hesitated, but only for a moment. She didn’t much like driving at night even when the roads were clear. Claire started her car and cleared off the cluttered passenger seat for Gran, while Harriet grabbed the snow brush and began cleaning the windows. Across the street she could see the outline of someone standing on their porch. Whoever it was had been there since they’d brought Bryan out. She’d noticed because of the faint light from a cigarette.

Once the car was ready to go, Tony escorted Gran down the stairs and across the parking lot. “Thank you, Tony,” she said, patting him on the arm before climbing into the front. “You’re a real gentleman.”

Claire scanned the lot, empty except for Harriet’s car. “Did you walk, Tony?”

“Sure. I’m just over on Silverlake. I moved there a few months ago so I’d be close to the restaurant.” He sighed and used his arm to wipe the last traces of snow off Gran’s window. “All I can think about is that I wish I’d told Paige she couldn’t film here. I had to shut the place down to regular customers for two days and the show’s not even paying me. I figured it would be worth it for the publicity. Some publicity this is.” He flashed them an embarrassed grimace. “Sorry, I know that sounds terrible. Fisher is dead, and I’m worried about what it’s going to do to my business.”

“Did you know him when he lived in Sevenoaks?” asked Harriet.

“I was a year ahead of Andrew and him, but I knew them a bit. When I was in twelfth grade, one of the teachers taught an after-school cooking class. We were the only guys that signed up.”  He gave a mirthless snort. “Fisher was kind of a jerk back then. I never liked him.”

“A jerk how?”

“He was arrogant, you know what I mean? A bully. But high school was a long time ago. He came by to check the place out and he was very friendly. Lots of compliments. Anyway, I’ll let you people get home. Drive safely.”

“Tony,” called Harriet, as he walked away. “That list you’re making for Meachum of people who were in the kitchen. Could I get a copy?”

“Sure. I’ll drop it by the Bluebell.” He took a last look at his restaurant. “I won’t have anything else to do tomorrow.”

“Tony’s a nice guy,” said Harriet, once they were in the car. 

“He is,” said Claire. “And he’s right. A dead body is going to be terrible for business.”

Harriet leaned forward and stuck her head into the gap in the front seat between Claire and Gran. “Look at that porch across the street. That person’s been standing there the whole time we’ve been outside. Who would do that in this weather?”

“That’s Ruth Crenshaw’s house,” said Gran. “It can’t be her though. She had a heart episode a couple of months back. She’s moved into a nursing home. Leisure Living, I think.”

Slipping and sliding, but unrattled, Claire pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street. In front of Mrs. Crenshaw’s house, she slowed the car almost to a stop and all three of them squinted into the darkness. “Oh, I know exactly who that is,” said Gran. “Of course. It’s Patricia Swimm. Ruth’s her aunt.”

“Patricia Swimm?” said Harriet. “You mean —?” 

“You’ve got it,” said Claire. “Fisher’s wife.”

Gran leaned back in her seat, her eyes still on Patricia. “She’s not his wife any longer. After tonight she’s his widow.”
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Chapter 7
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Don’t throw out your wilted vegetables. A quick soak in ice water for 5 to 10 minutes is often enough to bring them back to life. Bendy carrots will straighten right up, lettuce will crisp, and limp green beans will find their strength again. @askauntaggie
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“THERE YOU GO,” SAID Harriet, putting down the shovel and looking up the steps toward Gran, who was standing in the doorway, her arms wrapped tight around her. “Now Chester can get down the stairs.”

The snow had only just stopped, and the power never came back on. It was out throughout much of the state. Harriet and Chester slept at Gran’s, Harriet on the couch and Chester in his favorite chair. Gran’s gas fireplace kept the little house warm, and her kitchen stove was gas as well, so they were able to have tea and oatmeal in the morning. 

“Thanks, Harriet. You get on to the café. Ron just called. He’s bringing one of his friends by to shovel us out. The two of them are on a tear, trying to save money for college.”

“Tell him to drop by the Bluebell when he’s done. We’ll likely need some help there.”

“Will do.” Gran was slowly shutting the door, so now it was only her face sticking out through the crack. “Let me know if you hear anything about Fisher, any news at all. Don’t keep me out of the loop. With Doreen gone, I feel like I might miss something. Nothing gets by her.” Doreen was Gran’s longtime best friend who had recently decamped to Arizona to visit her sister. Gran was feeling her absence.

“I will. Call me if you need anything.”

“We’ll be fine. Chester and I aren’t going to move from in front of the fire. It’ll be a good opportunity to work on my book.” 

Gran was writing a cookbook because, “I owe it to my fans.” As with everything else, Gran had strong opinions when it came to food. She didn’t care for too much spice, or anything that was “fussy wussy,” and she thought life was too short to eat things you didn’t like. She insisted she was going to call it, “COOKING WITH AUNT AGGIE: I made it to eighty without eating broccoli, and so can you!”

Even though there was no power, Harriet and Claire were determined to open the café. There were a lot of tourists in town, and they had to eat somewhere. The Bluebell had an eight-burner gas stove, so they could cook on the stovetop. “No baking, though,” Wally had insisted. “That oven ― forget about it. I almost lost my eyebrows last time I tried lighting it.” Claire wasn’t bothered by the lack of an oven; she was an avid camper and was convinced she could bake the Bluebell’s famous scones in a covered skillet. They had lots of soup and pasta sauce in the freezer, and Wally had plenty of experience cooking under less than ideal conditions, so Harriet figured they’d have no problem keeping their guests fed, for a day or two anyway.

Harriet struggled her way through the heavy snow in the driveway and out onto the street. The plough had been by in the night and while the road wasn’t exactly drivable, it was a lot better than the sidewalks.

As she walked, she waved to her neighbors, many of whom were shoveling their driveways, and digging out their cars, and calling back and forth to each other.

When she reached the end of the street, Harriet stopped to say hello to Mrs. Davey, who was standing on her top step wearing a nightgown, boots, and a ski jacket. Mrs. Davey was closing in on ninety and lived alone in the house she’d moved into when she was first married. “Good morning,” called Harriet. “Is there anything I can do to help?  Is your house warm enough?” 

“Thanks, Harriet. I’ve got a wood stove in the living room and it’s keeping me toasty. Taffy’s already sent the nicest young man to check on me, and he put a stack of firewood in the porch. I don’t remember Mayor Bixby ever fussing over me like that.” 

“We’re lucky to have her.”

“You bet we are.” Mrs. Davey gave Harriet a wave. “I’d best get back inside. I just wanted to see what was going on out here. You have a good day.” 

“You too. Be sure and let me know if you need anything. Do you have my number?”

“I’ve got you written down somewhere, but I’ll be fine. Taffy’s sending someone around again this evening. They say the power could be out for three days.”

Three days? Harriet said goodbye and continued toward Claire’s. Between the snow and stopping to chat with neighbors, it was slow going. When Claire saw Harriet coming down the street, she gave a relieved sigh and stuck her shovel in a snowbank. “I didn’t think you were ever going to get here. That was a tough workout, even for me.” Five years ago, when Claire turned thirty, she’d started a rigorous exercise program that had melted off the forty-five extra pounds she’d carried since she was a teenager, and she’d stuck with it ever since. In Harriet’s view, Claire was a fanatic when it came to exercise, but Claire insisted she was merely an enthusiast. A firm-bodied enthusiast.

“How’d you make out last night?” asked Harriet. 

“We were fine. I’m so glad I listened to your gran and installed a gas fireplace. I made a bed on the living room floor and we all snuggled in. It was cozy.”

“Sounds it.” 

“Oh, you’d have loved it,” said Claire with a roll of her eyes. “I’m trying to picture you curled up with five cats, but my imagination doesn’t stretch that far.”

Harriet wasn’t exactly a non-cat person, but she was a one-cat-is-plenty person. Claire had a more the merrier attitude, though even she acknowledged that five was probably as many as she could handle.

Harriet cast a sideways glance at Claire, who was marching along, lifting each leg up high, so her knee practically touched her chest. “Must you?”

“I must. It’s great for the buttocks. Keeps them perky. You should try it.”

“I’m not trying it.”

“You really should. You’ll thank me when you see the results. So will Nick.”

“Nick is very happy with the perkiness of my buttocks.”

“Maybe,” said Claire. “But I’ll bet he could be even happier.”

All along the route to the café, people were out shoveling, enjoying the forced day off. “There’s trees down all over the highway,” Katie Collins, one of their regulars, told them. “The whole state’s a mess. I’d be surprised if we have any electric before Sunday.” She put down her shovel. “Did you girls hear about Fisher Swimm?”

“We were there when it happened,” said Claire.

“Killed by a piece of pie. Makes you think, doesn’t it?” 

“It sure does,” said Harriet, who’d been doing her best to avoid talking about Fisher. So far, no one had mentioned the bee venom, and she hoped it stayed that way. She doubted it though. In Sevenoaks, nothing stayed a secret for long. “We’d better get moving. Lots to do at the Bluebell.”

“I’ll be in later,” called Katie as they walked away. “I hope you’re making blueberry muffins, Claire. There’s too much butter in your scones. They give me the worst indigestion.”

“Maybe if she didn’t eat two of them in a sitting,” muttered Claire, but she tossed Katie a friendly, non-committal wave.

Harriet pulled her phone out of her pocket, checking to see if she’d missed any calls or texts from Nick. The storm had hit the entire eastern seaboard and the New York airports were all closed. He’d said he’d call once he managed to book a new flight.

“Did you hear from Nick? How did Late Night go?” asked Claire, glancing down at Harriet’s phone.

“We had a quick chat last night. Our connection kept cutting out, so we couldn’t really talk. He thought it went okay, but he’s worried he came off as nervous.” 

“I’ll bet he was fine. He’s got the right kind of personality for a talk show.”

Harriet narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?” Claire had once compared Nick to a Goldendoodle. It was a sore point between them.

“Oh, don’t get your back up. Nick’s great. All that good cheer would wear me down, but he’s perfect for you.” 

“He’s never watched Downton Abbey in his life,” said Harriet.

“And there’s that. Another point in his favor.”

Harriet hesitated for a moment. “Stacey Collins was on the show with him. They went out to eat afterwards. Nick said she was very nice. And funny.”

“A nice, funny model? Is that even fair to the rest of us? I used to have her picture on my fridge when I was losing the weight. It kept me motivated.”

Harriet looked down at her phone. Why hadn’t Nick called? She hesitated, then experimented with lifting her knee high. “Like this?”

“Higher,” commanded Claire. “Really work those glutes.”

They cut down the side street beside the café, so they could come in through the courtyard. Someone had already shoveled a narrow path leading to the back door. Wally must have been up early.

Or perhaps Seamus. He was standing on the fire escape that ran along the second floor of the building, a mug in one hand and a shovel in the other. He was wearing his usual threadbare cardigan; his only concession to the cold was a pair of winter boots, a jaunty scarf, and mismatched mittens.

“Thanks for shoveling, Seamus,” said Harriet. “I appreciate it.” And was shocked by it. Seamus was plenty energetic, but she couldn’t remember him ever doing an actual chore.

“You’re welcome,” he said cheerily. He looked down at the shovel in his hand with a puzzled expression. “Shoveled what?”

“This path.”

Seamus leaned over the fire escape to see what she was talking about. “Wally’s girl did that before she left for work.” He held up the shovel. “I think I’m supposed to put this away or something. I can’t remember what she said. It’s early.”

“It is early,” said Claire. “What are you doing up?”

“It’s a workday for me. I’m filming that show.”

“Holly didn’t tell you what happened last night?” said Harriet.

“Holly? Is that her name? Holly and Wally.” Seamus said the two names slowly, like he’d never heard them before. Holly had been staying over at Wally’s for close to two months now and Seamus saw her nearly every day. “Yeah, she told me somebody died, but that cranky woman promised me a nice payday for handing out treats. She better not try and weasel out of it. We made a verbal contract.” Seamus leaned against the railing and took a swig out of his mug. “Put aside a plain scone for me, Cleo. I’ll be down in a bit.”

Harriet pulled open the back door and followed Claire into the kitchen. It felt warm; warmer than outside at least. It was a bit dark because they didn’t have many windows in the back, but there was enough light to get by. She and Claire tromped into the office to hang up their coats and change out of their boots.

“Get lost,” said a familiar voice.

“Morning, Ringo,” said Harriet.

Ringo was in his cage, staring straight ahead. “Wanker.”

“He’s in a bad mood,” said Wally, leaning against the office door. “You try explaining to a parrot that he can’t watch a movie because the power’s out.”

“Ringo, do you want to listen to a podcast on my phone?” asked Claire.

“Shut up.”

“Jeesh. I was just trying to be nice.”

The three of them left Ringo to his sulking. Harriet started checking supplies so she and Wally could concoct a limited menu while Claire began pulling out the flour and sugar and butter. “I’m going to make the scones small, so they cook faster,” she said. “Give me twenty minutes and I think I can make this work.”

“You can have three burners,” said Wally, “and stay out of my way.” The scowl on his face was a good indication that he’d just figured out that with no working oven he’d have to share his domain. “I got that old generator going and I hooked the extension cord up to the fridge. We’ll unplug the fridge when we need to use the dishwasher and I’ll start up the freezer every now and then. In a pinch, we can stick things out in the courtyard.” He waved his spatula at Harriet. “But we need more power. Didn’t I tell you we should buy a new generator?”

“You’re right,” said Harriet. “I’ll put it at the top of the list.” The never-ending list.

Wally nodded toward the swinging doors. “Denise is here. She’s got a fire started but she’s been waiting for you two to show up before she opens.”

Denise was behind the counter, fitting a filter into a coffee pot. “Morning,” said Harriet.

“Morning. It’s going to be busy. We’ve already had people banging on the door.”

“Let’s give it ten minutes, so we can pull things together.” Harriet started arranging the wicker baskets on the counter. “How are you doing, now last night’s sunk in? Fisher was a friend of yours.”

“He was barely an acquaintance. The only thing I’ve said to him in twenty years is, ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’  And you know what? He was kind of a scumbag when I did know him. Turns out he still is.”

“What do you mean?” As they talked both women were moving around the café, checking saltshakers, straightening cutlery and adjusting blinds. The morning café ballet.

“After all his talk about helping Taffy get her cosmetics into the big New York stores, the other night at the inn he told her she’d ‘misinterpreted.’” Denise used air quotes to show her disdain. “Taffy spent all her savings ramping up production. Those face creams of hers are organic. They don’t have much of a shelf life. If she can’t sell them, she’s blown all that money. What a jackass!” An uncomfortable expression came over Denise’s face. “Sounds bad, saying that about someone who just died.”

Harriet kept her face impassive. She wanted Denise to keep talking. 

“Anyway, even with him messing her over, Taffy was upset about what happened. I never mentioned about the bee venom you found. She’ll hear about that soon enough.” Denise let out a harsh breath and grabbed the coffee pot. “I figured we’d keep one pot out here and one on the stove in the kitchen staying warm.”

“Good plan.”  Harriet frowned at the sound of an insistent tapping at the window. “Five more minutes,” she muttered. “We’re not ready.” She spun around, her ever-ready work smile on her face and saw it was Taffy. Denise was already unlocking the door.

“Morning,” said Taffy, giving the fireplace an appreciative nod. “Much cozier here than it is at my place.”

For years, Taffy had rented a room over The Stumble Inn that she stayed in on late nights or when the roads were too bad to drive. She’d hung on to it when she won the mayoralty. There’d been some grumbling that it was unseemly for the mayor to live over a tavern, but Taffy was undeterred. “It’s cheap and convenient,” she said. “And I have a key to the kitchen.”

“I’ll go start the coffee,” said Denise. “Give me a couple minutes.”

“Perfect.” Taffy sat down on her favorite stool and unzipped her jacket. “I’m desperate for some caffeine.” She looked down at the phone in her hand and started typing. “You’ll have to excuse me, Harriet. It’s been non-stop since last night. I had no idea how many decisions a mayor has to make when there’s a storm like this.”

Harriet left her to it while she finished setting up behind the counter. “I’m sorry about Fisher,” she said, once Taffy took a break from messaging. “I know you’d been friends for a long time.”

“Friends? You saw how we were the other night. He’s not the man I thought he was.” Taffy hesitated a moment and corrected herself. “He’s exactly the man I thought he was, except I got conned into believing he’d changed.” She gave an appreciative thumbs up to Denise who’d returned with a pot of steaming coffee. “In high school he was a self-involved jerk.” She smiled slightly. “A handsome, charismatic, self-involved jerk. But the last couple of months when we spoke on the phone, he was so nice, so helpful. I figured he’d grown up; become the kind of man his father was. I was wrong. So much money ...I feel like a fool.”

“Surely you can still sell some of your products,” said Harriet.

Taffy shrugged one shoulder and took a swig of the coffee Denise put in front of her. “Sure, some, but no preservatives is kind of my brand. Unless the business really takes off in the next little while ...” She rested her chin in her palm, her lips set in a grim line. “It’s a shame all those stories saying I scalded Bryan Berenson’s privates didn’t mention Little Red Barn. There’s no such thing as bad publicity, isn’t that what they say?”

Claire elbowed through the swinging doors, carrying a plate of mini blueberry scones. “Look at these babies,” she said proudly. “What’d I tell you? Morning, Taffy.” 

“Morning. Yes, I’d love one.”

Claire plopped two scones on a plate and passed them to Taffy and arranged the rest in one of the baskets on the counter.

“Delicious. Claire, you’re a genius.” Taffy waved her partially eaten scone at Denise. “I had a visitor this morning.”

“Yeah? Who’s been by this early?”

“Detective Meachum. How the heck did that man ever become a detective? He’s half an idiot.”

“I’d go with full-on idiot,” said Claire. 

“And lazy,” added Harriet. “Jumps to conclusions.”

Denise reached over and broke off a piece of Taffy’s second scone and popped it in her mouth. “And cheap. He tipped me a dime the other day. A dime!”

“Anyway,” said Taffy, “he asked me all kinds of questions about my Bee Stung products and my relationship to Fisher and if I’d ever been to The Stone Pony.” She narrowed her eyes in annoyance. “Maybe you should have mentioned the bee venom to me when you called. I would have been prepared.” She popped the rest of the scone in her mouth. “Meachum might be a bonehead, but I’m not. If I’d murdered Fisher, I wouldn’t leave the evidence behind.”

“Which is a good point,” said Claire. “Why would Fisher’s killer leave the empty vial lying around? Who would be that stupid?”

“To hear Meachum tell it, I am. He said I was under suspicion and not to leave town. I think he watches too much TV.” 

“The roads are closed,” said Denise. “You couldn’t leave town if you wanted to.”

Taffy snorted and couldn’t fight a smile. “He was weirded out by the venom thing, and I may have referred to my products as potions one time too many. I guess he thinks I’m going to hop on my broomstick and fly over the downed trees.” 

“You’re taking this well,” said Harriet. 

Taffy’s forehead puckered and the smile was gone. “I’m very worried about it, Harriet. It sure sounds like Fisher was murdered. I lost my temper and shot off my mouth the other night and there were plenty of witnesses. And I’m betting I’m the only one in the entire town who’s ever bought vials of bee venom. But I’ve got more pressing concerns right now. It’s no joke, being without power in the winter. I need to make sure every person in Sevenoaks who needs help gets it.” She dug into her shoulder bag and pulled out a stack of paper. “Every senior, anyone with a disability; we can’t let anybody slip through the cracks.”

Taffy glanced down at her ringing phone, got off the stool, and paced in front of the counter. “Hi Julian, I’m at the Bluebell. How soon can you get here?” She frowned and stopped pacing, one hand on her hip. “Make it ten minutes. Walk faster. We’ve got to rally more volunteers. I want feet on the ground, checking everyone.” Taffy glanced over at Harriet and Claire. “Just a minute, Julian.” She shot them a pleading look. “We need a place to work and town hall is shut down. We need somewhere warm, where we can offer our volunteers coffee and a light snack.”  

Harriet glanced at Claire. “Sure ...” they said in unison.

“Perfect.” Taffy was back on the phone. “We can use the Bluebell as a command center. See you in five.”

Taffy put her phone down on the counter and beamed at the two friends. “So kind of you to offer. You’ll be reimbursed for any supplies. The town has a budget for emergencies like this.”

“You’re very good at this ‘running the town’ gig,” said Claire admiringly. 

“I’m trying.” 

“Well, what I’m good at is making a rockin’ scone.” Claire turned toward the kitchen, then back to Taffy. “Did Harriet mention that we saw Patricia Swimm last night?”

“No, she didn’t. At the finale? Fisher didn’t have anything good to say about Patricia the times we spoke. I’m shocked they got back together.”

“They didn’t. She was on a porch across the street from The Stone Pony.”

“I haven’t seen that sourpuss in probably twenty years,” said Denise. “Didn’t her parents move to Mexico?”  

“They did, years ago. Her aunt’s up at Leisure Living but I guess she hasn’t sold her house yet.” Taffy jotted something down on her note paper. “Which reminds me. I’ll have to make sure all the retirement homes have enough gas for their generators.” 

“Kind of odd timing if you ask me,” said Denise.

Taffy didn’t look up from her note taking. “Hmmm?”

“Patricia hasn’t graced Sevenoaks with her presence for years. Fisher comes to town, gets murdered, and she’s right across the street watching the whole thing play out. It looks suspicious.”

“Denise!” 

“Well, someone killed him. And we know it wasn’t you.”

“No, it wasn’t me, but I can’t believe it would be Patricia.” Taffy leaned on the counter and rested her chin on her palm. “Or maybe I could. She was three years older than us, but from what I knew of her she wasn’t a nice person. We were all shocked when she and Fisher got married. He’d been dating models and actresses and then he elopes with an accountant from his hometown.”

“You should see the new girlfriend,” said Denise. “He went back to dating models. The way I see it, Patricia was the business wiz who built up Fisher’s career. He figures he doesn’t need her anymore, so he tosses her to the curb and takes up with a teenager.”

“And you’re basing this theory on what, exactly?” asked Taffy.

“I’m basing it on my deep knowledge of scuzzy men.”

Taffy chewed pensively on the end of her pen. “What did the vial of venom you found look like, Harriet?  Meachum wouldn’t tell me.”

“It was small. Brown glass. There was a yellow bee on it.”

Taffy sighed, as if she was expecting that answer. “My favorite brand.”

“So what?” said Claire. “It’s not like you’ve been hanging out at The Stone Pony?”

“You couldn’t call it hanging out, but I was there yesterday morning.”

“What?” said Harriet and Claire, in tandem with Denise saying, “Are you kidding me?”

“The show ordered organic milk and eggs and butter from my folks’ farm and I’d promised to deliver it.”

“Were you in the kitchen?” asked Harriet, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

Taffy nodded her head. “All by myself. I had plenty of time to tamper with the maple syrup. It was right there, sitting on the counter. Three jugs of it.”

“Does Meachum know?” asked Denise.

“I had to tell him. He was going to find out.” She briefly massaged the back of her neck, then whipped her hand away, determined not to look anxious. “I have a feeling I’ll be hearing from him again soon.” She took a sip of coffee and gazed out the window. “But meanwhile, I’ve got a job to do.”
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Chapter 8
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The trouble with being punctual is that so often there’s no one there to appreciate it. @askauntaggie
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BETWEEN TAFFY’S VOLUNTEERS, their regulars, and a steady flow of tourists, the café was standing room only all morning. Claire got so efficient at making stovetop scones that Taffy started boxing them up to deliver to housebound seniors. Everyone was in a good mood; the atmosphere in the café was almost festive. “Wait until tonight,” said Denise. “The storm is still a novelty. Another night without power ...”

Detective Meachum popped in for a few minutes. His primary concern seemed to be that his favorite carrot cream cheese muffins weren’t available, but he did mention he was heading over to Bread and Roses. “Has she been here all morning?” he asked Harriet, using his scone to gesture to Taffy.

“All morning. She’s doing an amazing job.”

“Un huh. She threaten to kill anyone yet today?”

“Taffy is a wonderful person, Detective Meachum. If you’re focusing your investigation on her, I think you need to turn your attention elsewhere.”

The detective stuffed the rest of the scone in his mouth and leaned in close to Harriet as if he was imparting vital information. “You and Claire got lucky once —”

“Twice,” said Harriet.

“But you don’t have the first idea how to conduct a real murder investigation.” A chunk of scone dribbled onto his jacket, and he popped it back in his mouth. “You leave this to the professionals. No interfering.”

If Claire had been there, she would have responded with an incredulous, “Professionals?” but Harriet was less forthright than Claire. “We wouldn’t think of interfering.” Since when was helping a friend interfering?

“I’m glad to hear it. Will you be making the carrot muffins tomorrow?”

Somewhere after eleven, Harriet carried a tray loaded with dirty coffee cups into the kitchen. Denise was standing in the middle of the room, just finishing a call. “That was Andrew. He’s having a conniption. The Sugar Sugar crew was supposed to check out today, so he wasn’t counting on feeding them. He’s got something in the freezer for dinner, but he doesn’t normally serve lunch. He asked if we can help out.”

“Tell him no,” said Wally. “We’ve got enough to do.”

Harriet was on the verge of agreeing with him, until Claire jumped in. “Denise, if you can manage this place for an hour or so, Harriet and I can run up there with a light lunch.”

“We can?” said Harriet.

“We should. Aunt Josie just called. Detective Clueless stopped by her place this morning, asking about Taffy.” 

“I didn’t realize they were friends.”

“They were in the same book club a few years back. She says Meachum’s been all over town, talking to anybody with even the haziest connection to Taffy.” Claire waved her hands in consternation. “He’s poisoning people’s minds. Aunt Jo asked me if I thought Taffy really did murder Fisher.”

“He warned me to stay out of it; to leave the investigation to the professionals.”

Claire held up her palms. “And?”

“And nothing. I just thought I’d mention it.”

“Claire’s right,” said Denise. “You’ve gotta figure Sugar Sugar is done with Sevenoaks. As soon as the roads open, they’re all going to hightail it out of town, and even if the cops don’t find enough evidence to pin Fisher’s murder on Taffy there’s always going to be a cloud of suspicion hanging over her. I heard plenty of whispers about bee venom this morning.”

A peel of laughter wafted into the kitchen from the café. “We’re getting slammed out there,” said Harriet. “Are you sure you can handle things on your own?”  

“We’ll be fine. Ron is coming by soon and he’s bringing a friend. They can serve coffee and bus tables, and in a pinch Taffy will help out.” Denise grabbed an empty tray and headed for the doors. “I thought I was good at multi-tasking, but she could teach a masterclass.”

Harriet turned to Claire. “What can we take?  I don’t want to use up all our supplies.”

“Remember when we had all that extra spinach and I made soup? It’s in the freezer.”

“I was going to toss that,” said Wally. “It looks like you stewed your old socks and it tastes worse.”

“We’ll throw in some parmesan,” said Claire. “That’ll freshen it up.” Parmesan was her answer to most cooking fails. “And I’ll whip up a couple batches of cheddar biscuits to go with it.”

Harriet headed for the fridge and yanked it open. “I hate to part with our mixed greens ― we’re selling a lot of salads.” She pulled out a plastic bag and gave it a once over. “There’s a whack of baby kale here, but it doesn’t have much life left in it.”

“Perfect.” Claire grabbed a large bowl from under the counter. “A nice green salad.”

Wally had his head in the freezer and came out holding what looked like a tub of ice cream. “It says, Hazelnut Shortbread. Disgusting. If they’re disgusting, why are they in the freezer?”

“Disgusting is an exaggeration,” said Claire. “I was saving them for Peanut, but they’ll be perfect to take to Andrew’s.” 

“Are you sure?” asked Harriet warily. 

“No one’s going to ask me for the recipe, but they’re edible. I wouldn’t feed Peanut anything truly vile.” 

“I don’t know.” Harriet plunked the bag of kale on the counter. “We can’t show up with sock soup, limp salad, and cookies you were saving for a pig.”

“Sure, we can. There’s a good chance someone staying at the inn killed Fisher. This food will get us in the door.”

“Don’t worry,” said Wally, eyeing the tubs of soup. “I’ll make sure it passes muster. I’m an old hand at turd polishing.”

Harriet wasn’t about to argue. She was as eager to get up to Bread and Roses as Claire was. “Will Holly be there?” she asked Wally.

He dumped a cylinder of soup into a pot. “She’s there all right. She’s practically running the place. On top of everything else she does, Andrew’s got her babysitting that loud-mouth chef.”

“I’ll have to remember to thank her when I see her. She shoveled a path through the courtyard this morning.”

“Holly’s a hard worker,” said Wally proudly. “You could never call her lazy.”

Harriet leaned against the wall and pulled out her phone. She’d barely had a moment to obsessively check and see if Nick had been in touch. He had. A text. How’s it going?

How’s it going? I’ve waited all morning for that? There was also a voicemail and two texts from her mother. She shoved her phone back in her pocket. Later.

Harriet and her mother had always had a fraught relationship and it had taken a turn for the worse after her dad died. Her mom started dating very soon after and Harriet didn’t bother trying to hide her disapproval. Nor had Gran, for that matter. But for the past couple of years they’d gotten along fine, primarily because her mom lived in Florida with, “the love of my life,” Craig. Harriet visited for a few days right after Christmas, and that was just exactly as much togetherness as either she or her mom could handle. 

By the time the biscuits were baked, and Wally had worked his magic on the soup, Ron and his friend arrived. Claire put them to work cleaning the snow off the van and loading in the food. 

“We’ll be quick.” Harriet gazed around the crowded café. “I hate to leave you with everything.”

Denise waved her off. “Get going. Taffy is my oldest friend. If you two can do anything to help her ...”

“We’ll do our best,” promised Harriet.

“What I’m thinking,” said Claire, once they were on the road, “is that I’ll lay out the lunch while you poke around and ask some questions. We’ll be back to work within the hour.”

“Who do you figure I should talk to?”

“Most murders happen for reasons that are close to home so I guess you should start with Ariana, even though I have a hard time picturing her putting her phone down long enough to concoct a murder plan.”

“And what would her motivation be? They weren’t married yet, so she’s unlikely to be in his will. And Fisher was almost twenty years her senior. Maybe I’m cynical, but a big part of the attraction had to have been the money and fame. Now that he’s dead ...”

Claire nodded her head. “She’s just another pretty girl on Instagram.”

“I’d still like to talk to her. She might have some ideas on who had it in for Fisher.” Harriet shot Claire a guilty look. “I keep thinking that if we’d never mentioned bee venom, Meachum wouldn’t be running around town sullying Taffy’s name.”

“There would have been an investigation,” said Claire. “It was just a matter of time. A famous chef has a dramatic death, people are going to look into it.”

While Claire concentrated on driving; the main roads were cleared but the side streets were a mess, Harriet pulled out her phone. Might as well see what her mother had to say. She listened to the message first. “Hi, Harriet. How come you never answer your phone? I have exciting news and I’m not going to leave it on your voicemail. Pick up when I call!”

“I recognize that look,” said Claire, glancing over at her. “Your mom?”

“You got it. She has exciting news; too exciting to leave on a voicemail.”

Claire raised her brows. “What do you figure?”

“She’s been talking about getting married. It’s probably that.”

“You sound thrilled.”

Harriet gave a noncommittal shrug. “Craig’s okay, as long as you’re not looking for a conversation. When I was there at Christmas, the only time he spoke more than a couple of sentences in a row was when he couldn’t find the TV remote. But he puts up with my mother, so you know, kudos to him.”

“And he lives in Florida.”

“Which is the number one best thing about him.” Her eyes scanned the texts. “Mom saw Nick on Late Night and thought he was adorable.”

“I’m sure he was.”

Harriet sighed in frustration. “She never quits. Listen to this. When is he going to marry you? Tick tock. Tick tock.”

“Tick tock?”

“Tick tock is the sound of time running out for me. She likes to give me regular reminders that I’m on a downward slope to life as a barren old maid.”

“So, marry Nick. You know you want to.”

“What I want is for him to phone me.”

“And marriage,” insisted Claire.

“Possibly.” 

“Yeah, right. Possibly.” Claire snorted in disbelief. “Does your mom ever comment on my life as a childless bachelorette?” 

“All the time. She thinks you need to get off your high horse and settle for Mr. Good Enough or you’ll end up all alone with your cats.”

“I like living alone with my cats, but now that Karl is out of the picture maybe I’ll give Mr. Good Enough another look. Pretty sure I saw him on Tinder.” 

Andrew must have called in a plow because Claire had no trouble navigating Bread and Roses’ long driveway. As soon as they were out of the van the inn’s front door swung open and Andrew hurried down the stairs to help them unload. “We’ll go right into the dining room. Thanks so much for doing this.”

“Not a problem,” said Harriet. “We have a well-stocked freezer.” She gave Andrew a friendly smile, then quickly averted her eyes. “You look frazzled.” She was being kind. He had deep, dark circles under his eyes, and there was an angry-looking blister on his bottom lip. 

Andrew grabbed the pot of soup and started back up the stairs. “I’m frazzled all right. Is it my fault the WiFi is out? Thank God I have a generator. If they couldn’t charge their phones, I think there’d be a riot.” When they entered the foyer, he nodded to their footwear. “If you don’t want to bother taking off your boots, you can grab a pair of booties from the basket.”

Harriet set the bowl of salad on a side table and pulled on a pair of pale blue paper booties. Claire opted for sock feet. 

“So, you do have power?” asked Harriet.

“I’ve got a few lights and the kitchen’s good to go, but that’s about it. Everyone’s got a tablet or a laptop and they’re fighting with the phone people over the one outlet. I’ve never seen anything like it; all these people do is complain.”

As if to prove his point Paige came storming into the foyer, her ever-present assistant close on her heels. It was hard not to stare at her, with her flawless white bob and lips accented with a shade of lipstick so dark it was almost purple. “I hope that’s lunch. Everyone’s starving.” She scanned the assorted containers and turned to Travis. “It doesn’t look like enough food. We’ll eat in shifts. Bryan and the finalists and senior staff first, and if there’s anything left the others can eat.”

“Got it.” Travis was standing at attention, alert to Paige’s every demand.

“And find Holly. She doesn’t seem to understand that her number one priority is Bryan.”

“Holly is very busy,” said Andrew. “She can’t just —”

“Number one,” commanded Paige, wagging her finger at Travis. “Nothing else is as important as Bryan’s comfort.”

“Paige,” said Harriet, “has there been any decision about what’s happening with the show?”

“This season is toast. The powers that be think it would be in poor taste to refilm the finale with a replacement for Fisher, but as soon as I get back to New York we’ll start planning for next season. I’m already putting feelers out for a new judge...” Her voice drifted off as she pulled out her phone and started typing.

Harriet couldn’t tell if Paige was pleased or upset about the turn of events. “I know you’re busy, but I’d appreciate a few minutes of your time, if you don’t mind.”

Paige didn’t look up. “What for?”

“I have some questions about Fisher.”

“I do mind. I already wasted enough time with that wanna-be detective.” Paige snapped her fingers at Travis. “Find Holly, then meet me by the fireplace.”

Harriet and Claire followed Andrew into the dining room. He’d set up the sideboard for the buffet lunch and prepared a platter of vegetables and a fruit salad. 

“Gorgeous knife work,” said Claire approvingly. 

“Thank you. The fruit salad’s a mess. I spent twenty minutes looking for my melon baller. Someone must have taken it.” Andrew scratched his cheek which looked bumpy and inflamed. “You want to question Paige?”  He cast a worried look toward the living room. “Everyone’s on edge since the detective was here. I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you two to stir things up.”

“Detective Meachum has a misguided focus on Taffy,” said Harriet, “so Claire and I are hoping we can find something he may have missed. We’ve had some success in that area.” 

“I’ve heard.” Andrew nervously licked his lips. “I’m sure once they get a forensics team in, she’ll be cleared of any suspicion.”

Harriet busied herself arranging biscuits on a platter. “Possibly, but that vial of bee venom is the same brand she uses.”

“And,” said Claire, “She stopped by The Stone Pony yesterday morning to drop off the dairy products. She was in the kitchen, on her own.”

“That’s right. I’d forgotten about that.” Andrew drew his brows together. “It doesn’t mean anything. There were so many people in and out of there. I took two loads of food over myself.”

“It’s possible she’s being set up,” said Harriet. As she said the words it hit her just how real that possibility was. 

Claire gave Harriet a nudge. “We don’t have much time. See who’ll talk to you.”

Harriet eyed the living room where every available seat appeared to be filled. “I’ll be very discrete,” she assured Andrew, who was staring uncertainly at the spinach soup.

He didn’t look pleased, but he nodded his head. “If you think you can help.”

“We do,” said Claire. “Is Holly around?”

Andrew smiled for the first time since they’d arrived. “She’s here, there and everywhere. Holly’s a little rough around the edges, but the woman does the work of two people.”

“More like three,” said Holly, hustling into the room carrying a bucket of water.

“How’s Bryan?” shouted Paige from her perch near the fireplace.

Holly made a face. “The same.”

“Are you attending to —?” Paige didn’t finish the question.

“Everything’s under control.” Holly put the bucket down and turned her back to the living room. “I’ll take him his lunch in a few minutes. That should shut him up for a bit.”

“I’ll take it,” offered Harriet.

“Believe me, you don’t want to do that.”

“I can handle Bryan. I’d like to talk to him.”

Holly looked to be fighting a smile. “Ok, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Harriet started toward the living room but spun around to address Andrew. “How well do you know Patricia Swimm?” she asked.

“Not well. I saw her a bit back when she and Fisher first got married.”

“She’s in town,” said Harriet, “which seems odd. She hasn’t been here in years. Did Fisher say anything about it?”

Andrew grabbed a cheddar biscuit and broke it in half. “Not a word, but we didn’t have a lot of time to talk.”

Most of the faces in the living room were familiar to Harriet from the previous night. The finalists were sitting in a group, the two men playing Scrabble while the elderly woman knitted what looked like an afghan. Staffers were lounging on the sofas and armchairs, chatting listlessly. Paige held up her hand to indicate Harriet wasn’t to come any closer. “No. I already told you. I have no interest in talking about Fisher.”

Harriet surveyed the room. Ariana was by herself on a loveseat in the corner, and for once she wasn’t on her phone. She must know something. “I didn’t properly express my condolences last night.” Harriet plunked herself down before Ariana could object. 

Ariana gave her a blank look.

“For the death of your fiancé,” prompted Harriet. 

“Yeah. Of course. Thanks. They say we might have to stay here for two or three days. Do you know anything about that?”

“It sounds about right. It’ll take that long to get the road open.”

“I hate it here. It’s creepy. It’s like a house in a horror movie.”

Harriet glanced around the charming room. “I guess you prefer a more modern look.”

Ariana screwed up her face. “My grandmother has furniture like this.”

Your grandmother has excellent taste. “It’s such a shame Fisher didn’t have his EpiPen with him last night. He might have made it to the hospital.”

“Yeah, he usually had it on him. I mean, not all the time. He didn’t bring it to bed or anything.”

“No, I suppose he wouldn’t. But normally, if he was going out, he’d have it? Even in the winter?”

“I guess.” Her eyes narrowed in annoyance. “People keep asking me about it, like it’s my fault. I never bothered Fish with stuff like that. He said I was a breath of fresh air after all the nagging his wife did.”

“Paige seemed surprised to hear you and Fisher were engaged.”  

“It was a secret. He wanted it that way until this season of the show went to air.”

“Why is that?”

“Publicity. He knew about stuff like that. I didn’t care. It takes a long time to plan a wedding and he was still married anyway.”

He was? Good to know. “I get the impression from you that Paige and Fisher didn’t get along.”

“They were sworn enemies,” said Ariana, as animated as Harriet had ever seen her. 

“Wow. Enemies.” Harriet tried to emulate Ariana’s dramatic intonation. 

“Fish wanted her gone. He was going to be a producer next season and he planned to fire her.” Ariana glanced over at Paige. “Maybe now she won’t lose her job.”

“Did you tell Detective Meachum about that?”

Ariana pondered the question. “I think so... I can’t remember. Mostly he asked me about that woman who makes the skin creams.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a Little Red Barn flyer. “I was thinking I would get some of the Bee Stung lip plumper, now that... you know, I don’t have to worry about kissing Fisher.”

“Where did you get that?” asked Harriet, eyeing the flyer.

“They’re all over this place. The owner really promotes her stuff.” Ariana curled her lip in disgust. “He should see if she’s got anything to fix his gigantic cold sore.” 

“Harriet,” called Holly, loudly enough that everyone looked up.

Harriet got to her feet. “Did Paige know that Fisher planned to fire her?”

“She must have. They were always fighting.” Ariana looked deep into Harriet’s eyes, a confused look on her face. “My mom says I need to check if Fish had life insurance. I might be the beneficiary.”

“You never know. You should look into it.”

“And I’ll probably be in his will. He was kind of cheap, but he had a lot of money.” She looked down at the Little Red Barn flyer. “I’m going to get the night cream for my mom. They sell it at the reception desk.”

“I’m sure she’ll love it.” 

Harriet hustled back into the dining room where Holly had assembled Bryan’s lunch tray. “Are you sure?” she said, passing it to Harriet. 

“I’m sure. I serve food all day long.”

“If you say so. They couldn’t get him back upstairs. He’s in a pokey little room just down the hall; the second door on the right. And don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“You’ve warned me,” said Harriet. “What’s the worst he can do? He’s bedridden.”

“Yes, he is. Completely bedridden.” Holly placed a plate over the soup to keep it warm. “Why are you so eager to see him?”

“I want to ask him about Fisher.”

“He’s got plenty to say. All these people do. I guess they’ve never heard of giving it a day or two before you talk crap about the dead. Bryan’s been on the phone all morning. He figures he’s up for a big pay raise now Fisher’s gone.”

“He said that?”

“Oh yeah. And Paige is all over him like a dirty shirt, yacking about all the changes they’re going to make.” Holly nodded to the tray. “You’d better get that in there. If he says anything about a sponge bath, tell him it’s not happening.”

Sponge bath? Harriet headed down the hall and knocked lightly on Bryan’s door.

“Yeah, yeah,” came a cranky voice. “Come in.”

Harriet shifted the tray and opened the door. The room was small and dark, and smelled ... dank. Bryan was propped up on a cot, reading glasses perched on his nose as he read something on his phone. “What are you doing here?” 

“I brought you your lunch.”

“It’s about time.” He gestured to a spot on the bedside table. “Where’s Holly?”

“She’s busy. I’m helping out.” Harriet put down the tray and took a step back. The room really was foul. “Would you like me to open a window?”

“In January? In Vermont? In a house with no heat?”

Harriet took that as a no. “I was hoping you could answer a few questions for me. I’m assisting the police with the investigation into Fisher’s murder.” No need to mention they hadn’t asked for her assistance.

“Are you out of your mind?  I just finished with that slack-jawed detective.”

Harriet ignored his protests and soldiered on. “I got the impression you didn’t like Fisher.”

“Nobody liked Fisher. He’d stab you in the back, and while you were dying, he’d stab you in the front for good measure.”

My god, the smell. How could he stand it in here? “Any ideas on who disliked him enough to kill him? It’s most likely someone connected with the show.”

“I just told you. It could be anybody.” Bryan took off his glasses and scowled at her. “Everyone says it’s the idiot inn keeper’s girlfriend who killed him.” 

“They’re wrong. Ariana tells me Fisher was going to be a producer next year; that he wanted to fire Paige.”

“Ariana.” Bryan snorted dismissively. “Like that nitwit knows anything.”

“It isn’t true?”

“No, it’s true. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut now and then.” He yawned widely before continuing. “Fisher and I were both going to produce next season. Now, alas, it will be up to me to right the ship.”  He didn’t sound upset by the prospect. With an explosive grunt, Bryan extended his left arm, grabbed a shallow basin from the nightstand and handed it to Harriet. “You can go now and take this with you.”

She glanced at the bowl and instantly the reason for the room’s horrible smell was glaringly, graphically obvious. 

“Don’t stand there gawping.” Bryan gave a brisk wave to indicate he was done with her. “Give that a good clean and bring it right back. I may need it again after lunch.”
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Chapter 9
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“Well,” said Claire as she backed out of their parking spot, “Except for using up the spinach soup, that was a waste of time. We didn’t learn much.”

“I learned Bryan’s been eating corn. Lots of corn.”

Claire laughed. “And there’s people who belittle our detecting skills.”

“Fisher was planning to fire Paige.” Harriet glanced over her shoulder at Bread and Roses as Claire drove down the driveway. There was a time she wouldn’t have believed that the prospect of getting fired would induce a person to commit murder. She no longer thought that way. “Bryan gets the bulk of the Sugar Sugar press, but it sounds like Fisher had a lot of power behind the scenes.”

“And power brings enemies.” Claire veered over to the side of the driveway to make room for a delivery van from Festive Flowers. “I guess we’re not the only business that’s open. They’re probably for Ariana.”

“I hope so. She’s pretty upset about being storm stayed in a place with such unattractive furniture.” Harriet’s phone rang, and she smiled with relief when she dug it out of her bag and saw the name on the display. “Hi, Nick.”

“Hey you. How are you doing? Do you have power yet?”

“No power and not much hope of it for a day or two. How are things there?”

“Great. Keeping busy. I’m going shopping in a few minutes.”

Nick hated shopping. “Shopping for what?”

“Nothing in particular, just something to do. Any updates on Fisher? His death is all over the news.”

“Nobody seemed to think much of him, but hard to know who hated him enough to kill him. Not that Meachum is trying to find out. He’s so zeroed in on Taffy, there’s a good chance he’s going to let the real killer slip away.”

“Let me guess. You’re not going to stand by and let that happen.”

“We’re not.”

“You be careful. If Fisher was murdered —”

“He was.”

“Anyone who will murder once will murder twice.”

Harriet glanced over at Claire. “We’ll be careful.”

“I should have a flight booked by later today,” said Nick, “but the way things are backed up, I won’t be home before Saturday, maybe Sunday.” He lowered his voice slightly. “I have to see you. Being away has given me time to think, time to put things into perspective.”

What did that mean? Good perspective or bad perspective? “I’ll be here, waiting.” Ugh! That sounded pathetic.

“Nick!” called a woman. “Let’s go.”

A woman? Who was that? “Is someone there with you?” Harriet struggled to sound nonchalant. 

“I’ll call you later,” he replied, as if he hadn’t heard the question. “Stay safe. And warm.”

“I will. Let me know when —” Nick had already hung up. He didn’t even say goodbye.

“I’ll be here, waiting? Sounds a little desperate if you ask me.”

“I didn’t ask you.” Harriet hesitated ... should she tell her? Of course, she should. She told Claire everything. “Nick couldn’t get off the phone fast enough. There was a woman there with him.”

Claire shrugged. “Doesn’t mean anything.”

“I think it was Stacy Adams. I recognized her squeaky voice from TV.”

“Horrible voice,” said Claire with a chuckle. “The worst.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“Oh, c’mon. Nick is crazy about you. And Stacy Adams is a world-famous model. She dates actors and rock stars.”

Harriet narrowed her eyes. “What’s your point? Nick is a handsome, bestselling author.”

“I guess so.” Claire didn’t sound convinced. “To me, he’s just Nick.”

“Trust me, most women don’t look at him and see a Goldendoodle.” Harriet stared down at her phone, pondering Nick’s words. “He says he’s had time to think, that being away has put things in perspective for him. What does that mean?”

“He hasn’t even been gone two days.”

“Exactly. So why is he getting all contemplative?”

“Did he say it like, ‘In the past not quite forty-eight torturous hours, all I’ve done is think about you,’ or, ‘I’m having such a great time in New York hanging out with gorgeous models, it’s put my boring life in perspective?’”

“Hard to say. He sounded like himself.”

“Bouncy?” Claire smiled and gave Harriet an affectionate tap on the arm. “He probably just wants to tell you how much he’s missed you.”

“Maybe.” She used her index finger to draw her initials in the fog of the window. “What if he is bored?  I’m so tired at the end of the day, most nights I fall asleep in front of the TV.” Harriet could feel her shoulders beginning to tense up. “Mom told me I had to watch it, that boredom is the death of relationships, and a man like Nick was likely to get antsy with someone like me.”

“Someone like you?”

“Apparently I’m stolid, just like my dad.”  

“Stolid?” said Claire. “What does that even mean?”

“I gave her one of those word a day calendars for Christmas. Big mistake. It means I’m inexpressive and lumpish.”

“Inexpressive and lumpish?” Claire’s cheeks were flushed with indignation. “Lumpish,” she muttered, shaking her head in disbelief.

Harriet chuckled at Claire’s anger. She was so accustomed to her mother’s comments, being described as a lump had barely made an impression. “Which reminds me, I guess I should send her a text.” She said the words out loud as she typed. “Can’t wait to hear your exciting news.”

“No exclamation mark,” said Claire. “She doesn’t deserve one.” She hung a sharp left, swerving a bit on the snowy road. “We’re so close. Let’s spin by The Stone Pony.” She drove down the quiet street and slowed to a stop in front of the restaurant. It looked desolate, the windows dark and the parking lot unplowed and empty except for Harriet’s snow-covered car. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to eat there again. I can’t shake the vision of Fisher lying on the floor with a tablecloth over him.”

Harriet remembered her first year of running the Bluebell; how tight funds had been, the constant worry. Things were just now beginning to ease up. “For Tony’s sake, I hope other people can shake it off. He put a lot of money into that place.” She looked across the street toward the house where they’d seen Fisher’s wife. The walkway was shoveled and there was smoke coming from the chimney. “I’d love to know what that’s all about,” she said, jutting her chin in the direction of the house. “We could stop by, have a chat with Patricia.”

“We need to get back to the café,” said Claire, hitting the gas. “But maybe later?”

Harriet nodded. “After work. We’re concerned citizens. Checking in on her is the right thing to do.” 

“Exactly,” said Claire with a smile. “We’ll see that she’s okay and casually ask a few penetrating questions.” 

“How about we start with, ‘have you murdered anyone since you’ve been in town?’”

“If she’d just give us an honest answer it would really speed this investigation along.”

A few minutes later they pulled up in front of the Bluebell. The place was hopping. Every table was full and there were plenty of people standing as well. It looked like a party.

“This power outage is a boon for business,” said Claire.

“For us.” Harriet’s eyes drifted down the line of shops lining the street. “But no one else seems to be open.”

Harriet hopped out of the car and hustled towards the café’s front door. She held it open for a weary-looking couple and their two little girls. “Thank goodness,” said the mother. “We were afraid no one was open.”

“We don’t have our full menu, but you should be able to find something you like. Don’t worry if you can’t find a table. We’ll squeeze you in.”

“Lovely.” The woman’s eyes drifted around the room and she beamed at Harriet. “Perfect.”

“Mommy,” said the younger of the girls. “Look at that dog. He’s wearing a dress.”

Actually, it was a tutu. Chester loved being dressed up and his preference ran to tutus, the flashier the better. He was lounging in front of the fire, wallowing in the attention coming his way. Gran was sitting beside him in a cushy armchair. She gave Harriet a smile and a wave and went back to chatting with the friends and fans clustered around her.

Seamus had made it in as well. He was standing beside the cookie ladder, grinning happily. Given how unsteady he looked, Harriet had a suspicion that the mug he was holding contained more than just coffee. Seamus grabbed a cookie and waggled it in the direction of the newcomers. “Look at the darlin’ wee maggots,” he called. “Who wants a treat?”

“He’s perfectly harmless,” Harriet assured the woman, who was gripping her daughters’ hands, an alarmed look on her face. Harriet gestured to Denise who immediately assessed the situation. 

“We’ve got a table just leaving.” Denise reached out and yanked Ron by the arm. “This is Ron. He’ll show you where to sit and get you settled.”

“Can we pat the dog?” asked the younger girl.

“You sure can,” said Ron, an ingratiating smile on his face. The mother cast another uncertain glance in Seamus’s direction and holding tight to her girls, the group followed Ron, who led them toward the fireplace.

“Ron seems happy,” said Harriet.

Denise nodded in agreement. “We’re making a killing in tips. The tourists are so relieved to find a place that’s open, they’re practically throwing money at us.”

Harriet watched as Chester rolled over on his back for a belly rub. “Chester’s a big hit, but I’m worried we might get in trouble for having a dog in here.”

“Good thing you weren’t here ten minutes ago,” responded Denise. “Peanut just left.”

“Peanut? We might be able to get away with having Chester inside; a pig is a whole —”

Denise waved her off. “Special storm rules. Taffy says the health inspector lives outside town so there’s no problem there. And the tourists loved it. You know how Peanut is.” Denise snickered in amusement. “He loves hamming it up.”

Harriet decided not to fret about it. Special storm rules worked for her. “How’d Gran get here?”

“Wally sent Ron over to pick her up. He said he was worried about her, home by herself without power.” Denise’s forehead was puckered in consternation. “Wally’s been acting so strange lately. Not so cranky and,” — she hesitated — “sometimes even kind.” She gave her head a shake as if to chase away the thought. “I’m sure he’ll snap out of it.” She gestured toward the corner, where Taffy was holding court. “She hasn’t stopped. She’s even sent Meachum out to check on people. You should have seen the look on his face when she gave him his marching orders.”

“But he did it?”

“Oh, sure. He’s no match for our mayor.” Denise bustled off to get a fresh pot of coffee and Harriet made her way over to the table where Taffy had set up her makeshift headquarters. 

“I need you to check on Ronda Taylor over on McCallum.” Taffy handed a file card with a neatly printed address to a man Harriet recognized from the post office. “Her husband passed away last fall and her kids live out of town. If she doesn’t have a heating source give me a call and we’ll find her a warm place to stay.”

The man got to his feet, shoved the card in his pocket and headed for the door.

“Thanks, Frank,” called Taffy. She smiled up at Harriet. “He’s a man of few words but he gets the job done.”

“You would never know you’re a newbie at this,” said Harriet, taking Frank’s vacated seat.

Taffy smiled and settled back in her chair, momentarily relaxed. “Managing a tavern, managing a town; they’re not so different. It’s just a matter of scale. How are things over at the inn?”

“Andrew is coping.” Barely. Harriet ran her finger over the saltshaker and cast a fond look in Gran’s direction. The two of them had spent many happy hours digging through flea markets and tag sales, searching for the unique dishes and knick knacks that gave the Bluebell its signature look. “Holly says no one has a good word to say about Fisher. He sure had me fooled. I fell for his act on the show; the way he’d get choked up when he had to send contestants home.”

“He fooled me too,” said Taffy, “and I have no excuse. I knew the real Fisher; I dated him for a year.”

“You said you had a bad break up. What happened?”

Taffy excused herself to respond to a text then turned her attention back to Harriet. “What happened is he dumped me like a bag of trash. When he got the scholarship to the Culinary Institute, I was so excited for him. I even helped him pack for cripes sake. He went to New York, and it wasn’t even ten days before I got a, ‘see ya later, it’s been fun,’ call.”

“But he stayed friends with Andrew?”

“For a while. Andrew got accepted to the institute as well, but he didn’t get a scholarship. There was no way he could afford to go to school in New York without one. He moved to Maine, apprenticed as a welder, got married. We lost touch.”

“And now you’re a couple.” Or were they? It was hard to tell.

“Not anymore. He’s gone off me. I have that effect on men.”

Harriet eyed Taffy, who was so vibrant and capable and pretty. She could do a lot better than Andrew, not that Harriet would ever say that. She’d leave that level of truth-telling to Claire. “Meachum’s been at the inn asking questions about you.”

“Not just the inn. He was all over town this morning.” Taffy flashed a wry smile. “I’ve got to hand it to him; I didn’t figure he had much initiative, but by the end of today I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s found out the results from my last pap smear.” She looked down at her phone and quickly tapped out a message. “I sent him over to check the retirement home on Oakcrest. He wasn’t too pleased taking orders from his prime suspect, but I guess he figured it would look bad if he didn’t do his part.”

Taffy got another call, so Harriet said goodbye and got to her feet. She pushed through the swinging doors into the kitchen and said hello to Wally, who was calmly stirring a pot with one hand while he flipped burgers with the other. She gave him a warm smile. “That was nice of you to think of Gran. She hates missing out on the action, and we’ve got plenty of it today.”  

Wally responded with a scowl. “Someone has to look out for Joyce while you’re out running around. She could have froze to death, home alone like that.”

“She has a gas fireplace,” protested Harriet. 

“Sure, she does,” he grumbled. “And what about the dog? Stuck in a cold house.” Normally, Wally couldn’t abide Chester. The feeling was mutual.

“He’s not stuck anywhere. He was at Gran’s, like he always is when I’m at work.” Harriet’s voice was developing the high pitch it often got when she conversed with Wally. She took a breath and concentrated on sounding calm. “We saw Holly when we were at the inn. I don’t think Andrew could manage without her.”

“He wants her to sleep there, so she can babysit Bryan.”

“Is she going to?”

“Not a chance. I’m picking her up at six.” He shot Harriet a puzzled look. “She told me to ask if you’d like to come over and take her place. She says Bryan’s taken a shine to you. What’s that about?”

“An inside joke. Anyway, thanks again for thinking of Gran.”

“Yeah, yeah. What time are we closing?”

“I was thinking we’d stay open until five. I hate to send people home when it’s so cozy here.”

Denise came flying through the doors. “I need three Bluebell Burgers, hold the onions on two of them. See if you can remember to toast the buns this time.” She spun around and addressed Claire who was busy cutting out scones. “We’re out of blueberry and we’re running low on maple walnut.” She tapped her fingers on the metal counter. “Oh, and Tony’s here looking for you, Harriet.”

“Tony?” Harriet exchanged glances with Claire. “Great. I want to talk to him.”

Tony was standing close to the front door, watching Seamus with a bemused smile.

“He thought he was going to be on Sugar Sugar today,” said Harriet, as way of explanation for Seamus’s exuberance.

“I don’t see it happening. One of the judges is still lying on the floor of my restaurant.”

“When are they going to move him? Have you heard anything?”

Tony nodded. “Meachum came by the house. Fisher will be there until they can get a forensics team in, and since the roads are closed it could be a couple of days before they can get into town.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “The Stone Pony was trending on Twitter last night. I thought I might make a name for the place with my seafood risotto; instead it’s because we had a murder.”

“People have short memories, Tony.”

“Maybe.” His brows knitted together in consternation. “The whole TV thing was so last minute ... Why didn’t I say no?”

“How did that come about? They were all set to film at Bread and Roses.”

Tony shrugged one shoulder. “Paige just showed up and asked if they could use The Stone Pony. Didn’t even ask, really. She acted like she was bestowing an honor and I fell for it.” He dug a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to Harriet. “Here’s the names you were looking for.”

She ran her eyes over the paper. “That’s a lot of people.”

“And those are only the ones I know. I didn’t catch the names of a couple of the production crew.”

“Do you remember who brought over the maple syrup?”

“Couldn’t tell you, but I know it got there early in the morning because Paige was going on about it.” His nose wrinkled in distaste. “She’s a nightmare to work with.”

“She was there the whole time?”

“Pretty much. And when she wasn’t there, her assistant was.” Tony leaned against the wall. He looked defeated. “I’m having a hard time hanging on to staff and she treats Travis like dirt, and he follows her around like a lap dog.”  As he spoke, he watched Denise who swiftly cleared and re-set a four-top as she chatted amiably with guests at another table.

“You can’t have her,” said Harriet. She scanned the list for familiar names. “Bryan never came by?”

“Not that I saw. Just Fisher.” Tony gave his head a rueful shake. “He was great with me, but I don’t think he was too popular with the crew. I saw a lot of eye rolling behind his back.”

“How was he with Paige?”

“Didn’t see them together, but he asked me if Cruella was around and he meant Paige, so I guess he wasn’t a fan.” 

Harriet folded the paper into quarters. “All these people, and Taffy says there was no one in the kitchen when she was there.”

“She was there early, before it got crazy. And she didn’t stay long. Just dropped off the eggs or whatever it was and left.” Tony looked Harriet straight in the eye. “She didn’t act nervous or suspicious or anything.” There was a burst of laughter nearby, and they both watched as Taffy chuckled companionably with a table of tourists. “There’s a lot of rumors going around, but I don’t for a minute believe she ...”

“Of course not.”

The front door opened and a group of four squeezed their way into the crowded café. Harriet caught Denise’s eye. She was looking the tiniest bit rattled, an unusual state of affairs for her. “Thanks for coming by, Tony. I’d better get to work, or Denise is going to mutiny.”

He gestured to the folded paper in Harriet’s hand. “Sorry, it just hit me. I forgot someone. She was only there for a few minutes.” He patted his jacket, looking for a pen.

“No need to write it down.” Harriet gave the new arrivals a welcoming smile. “I can remember one name.” 

“Can’t believe I forgot about her. Kind of stupid, under the circumstances. It was Patricia Swimm.” 
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Chapter 10
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Friends are the fruitcake of life: some nutty, some soaked in alcohol, some sweet. @askauntaggie

––––––––
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HARRIET SWUNG INTO the kitchen and hovered beside the stove, where Claire had three skillets of scones on the go. “Guess what?” 

“I’m way behind.” Claire glanced quickly at Harriet, assessing the importance of her news. “What?”

“Patricia stopped by The Stone Pony yesterday. She was in the kitchen. By herself.”

That was enough for Claire to put her spatula down. “You’re kidding me?”

“I’m not. The crew was at lunch and Tony was busy. He told her to have a poke around on her own.”

“Wow.”

“Stop your yapping!”

The two women watched as Wally emerged from the office with Ringo on his shoulder. “Where are you taking him?” asked Harriet warily. 

“The dining room. Why not? Your dog’s in there.”

“A parrot is completely different than a dog. We’ll get shut down by the health department.”

“He’s depressed with no TV, and I’m not scared of some pencil pusher from the health department. Anyway, they can’t get into town.” Wally reached up and stroked Ringo’s beak. “Are you a sad boy?”

“Shut up.”

“Depressed Ringo is a lot like regular Ringo,” said Claire.

Harriet hurried through the swinging doors after Wally. Ringo immediately flew up onto his favorite shelf and peered around the crowded café. “Wankers!” he squawked, before settling in for a spell of self-grooming. 

Wally tittered with pride as the room erupted in smiles and chuckles. “He’ll be fine,” he said, heading back to the kitchen. “He classes up the place.”

Denise sidled up beside Harriet, a disapproving frown on her face. “Really? It’s not crazy enough in here?”

“I’m not up to arguing with Wally.”

A little girl pulled on Harriet’s hand and pointed at Ringo. “Can he talk?”

“Yes, he can.”

“Hey, Parrot. Can you say Hannah?” she called, waving to Ringo.

He stared down at her, contemplating, as the girl tingled in anticipation. “Shut up fatso!”

“Mom!” Hannah was delighted. “The bird told me to shut up fatso.” She beamed at Harriet. “This is the best holiday we ever had.”

Taffy was behind the counter refilling her coffee and overheard the exchange. “That’s exactly what we want,” she said, once the little girl and her mother had moved on. “We want all these tourists to go back and tell their friends that even with no power, Sevenoaks is a fantastic place to visit.” 

Harriet gave a satisfied glance around her bustling café. Everyone looked happy, apart from Detective Meachum who’d returned and was standing in a corner, scowling intently as he scribbled into a notebook. Taffy followed Harriet’s eyes.

“I know you’ve been doing a little investigating on your own,” she said, “but there’s no need. I had nothing to do with Fisher’s murder and I’m confident the truth will prevail.”  There was a slight waver in her voice that belied the self-assured words. 

“You’ve got motive, means and opportunity,” said Denise. “If I was a dimwitted cop, I’d be all over you too.”

Taffy gave her a dry smile. “If you can’t count on your friends to tell it like it is ... I do appreciate it, Harriet, but you and Claire have enough to do without worrying about me.”

The front door swung open and an agitated-looking Travis came stomping in. His face relaxed a bit when he saw Harriet. “Paige sent me for coffee. She doesn’t like the coffee at the inn. And she wants one of those plain scones if you have any.”

Denise fixed him up a coffee and a plain scone and popped a chocolate chip scone into a separate bag. “My favorite,” he said.

“I remember. No charge. You deserve a treat for putting up with that boss of yours.”

Travis’s brows drew together in irritation. “Paige is a genius. It’s an honor to work for her.”

“If you say so. If I had a boss who snapped her fingers in my face, she’d be missing a digit or two pretty quick.”

“Paige expects excellence from everyone, including herself, so she occasionally gets impatient.”

“As geniuses tend to do,” said Harriet.

“Exactly,” agreed Travis, pleased that she understood. 

Harriet saw an opportunity and jumped at it. “With Fisher gone, Paige likely won’t lose her job. She must be relieved.”

Travis shot her a wary look. “Where did you hear...? Paige is very upset about Fisher’s death.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.”

“But she’s a consummate professional. She doesn’t have time to moan and fuss about it. The show’s the important thing.” Travis waved the bag containing his scone. “Thanks for this.”

The women watched as Travis made his way back through the crowd. “You know,” said Denise, “I can’t believe I was ever jealous of Fisher’s success. At least if I was murdered there’d be a few people who gave a hoot.” 

“I would definitely give a hoot,” said Taffy. “There’d be lots of moaning and fussing.”

Harriet studied the room, checking to see where she was needed most. Gran was still holding court in one of the armchairs by the fire. Chester was at her feet, enjoying pats and neck scratches from a steady stream of willing children. Seamus had joined a group of tourists and was regaling them with a long-winded story which they seemed to find wildly entertaining. A successful café, full of happy customers and with a close-knit staff had been Harriet’s dream for most of her working life, and here it was, come to fruition. 

“What would you say?” asked Taffy, with a nudge to Harriet’s side that pulled her out of her pleasant reverie, “is the tourist’s favorite activity in the summer?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “The Farmer’s Market.”

Harriet nodded in agreement. The Sevenoaks Farmer’s Market was hugely popular. The Bluebell had given up trying to compete with it, and now every summer Saturday they set up their own table of baked goods across the street in the park.

“The town is full of people looking to spend some money, and most of our shops and restaurants are closed.”

“You’re thinking of a farmer’s market in January?”

“Why not? It would be light on produce, but we’ve got plenty of other things to sell. We could have a band and food carts and free cider. Sort of our regular winter festival but with the participation of more of the local businesses.” Taffy started speaking faster, caught up in her enthusiasm. “Fred can do buggy rides, Annie Klein can sell her jams, Melissa her maple syrup...And cheese! Lots of cheese.” She could barely contain her excitement. “We’ll call it Sevenoaks Day and there really will be magic and cheese.” 

“It’s a fantastic idea. When?”

“Saturday,” said Taffy emphatically. “That will give us tomorrow to get ready. I’ve been assured we’ll have power no later than Sunday, maybe earlier, and the roads should be open by then too. Once that happens, the tourists are going to peel out of here.” Her voice slowed a little. “And the investigation into Fisher’s death will really kick into gear. That bee venom Meachum found was mine, I can feel it.”

“It doesn’t prove a thing,” said Harriet. “They’ll need a lot more than that to pin a murder on you.”

“I hope you’re right.” Taffy glanced down at her phone, which had been pinging with notifications as they talked. “Fortunately, I don’t have much time to worry about it.”

Harriet spent the next few hours in a whirl of activity; she was so busy she had no sense of the afternoon flying by until Claire stuck her head through the swinging door and called to her. “We need to close up soon. It’s getting too dim in the kitchen to do anything.”

Taffy, who’d popped out for a while mid-afternoon and accidentally left her phone behind, was at the counter responding to all the messages she missed. She looked up and nodded in agreement. “Good idea. It’ll be a lot easier for everyone to get home while there’s still some light.” She got to her feet and called out in a loud, cheerful voice. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the Bluebell is going to close in a few minutes.”

There were groans of disappointment which turned to laughter when Ringo yelled out, “See ya suckers!”

“But they’ll be open bright and early tomorrow morning.” She looked to Harriet for confirmation.

“No later than seven-fifteen,” said Harriet.

“Seven-fifteen it is,” said Taffy. “We’d love for you all to get where you’re going before it’s dark. Remember, there are no streetlights.”

Denise stepped away from the table she was setting and came over to join them. “With the crowds we’re getting, we’ll have to be here by six-thirty to get ready. I hope people appreciate it.”

“Well, I certainly do,” said Taffy. “The Bluebell saved our butts today.” She looked toward the window, chewing on her lip as she contemplated. “I’m going to head over to the public works garage and talk to them about clearing the paths over on the green.” In a determined fashion, Taffy pulled on her coat, said goodbye to Harriet, and gave Denise a lingering hug before striding toward the door.

“We’re not huggers,” said Denise, watching her go. “She’s a lot more worried by this Fisher thing than she’s letting on.”

The café quickly cleared out. Harriet and Denise scrambled to reset tables and sweep while Gran tidied up behind the counter. Seamus assisted in the effort by offering cleaning tips as he watched them work. In no time they had the place ready for the morning, or as ready as they could get it in the fading light. Wally and Claire finished in the kitchen and came into the dining room and sat down. They both looked exhausted. 

“That fireplace keeps the place toasty,” said Wally. “Maybe Holly and me should bunk down here tonight.”

“On the floor?” said Gran. “Don’t even think about it. You are more than welcome to come stay with us. There’s a sofa and a love seat, and Harriet won’t mind sleeping in the recliner.”

Harriet tried to keep her face impassive, yet vaguely welcoming. Wally and Holly in Gran’s tiny house? Sleep in the recliner? 

“Thanks, Joyce,” was the gruff response. “We’ll stay where we are. I’ve got an electric heater. I can run a cord down to the generator if Holly gets cold.”

“Good plan,” agreed Harriet. 

“What about you, Seamus?” asked Gran. “Will you be warm enough?”

“Now you mention it, I did feel the chill last night. Nothing a nice soft body next to me couldn’t fix.” Seamus had an ongoing, unrequited flirtation with Gran. 

“You can stay with us if you have to,” said Wally. “BYOB.”

Seamus leaned forward and waggled his finger in Wally’s direction. “I always BYOB. You never have anything decent to drink.”

“I meant bring your own blankets. I’m not running a hotel.”

“Well,” said Harriet, “If that’s all settled, how about we head home? It was a good day today. I appreciate all your hard work.”

Wally took a deep sniff of his left armpit. “You’re not kidding we worked hard. I gotta get cleaned up before I pick up Holly, or she’ll be griping about the stink. Let’s go, Ringo,” he called. “It’s time for dinner!” Wally got to his feet and gave Seamus a nudge with his foot. “C’mon. I made you up a plate of hash.”

“With an egg on top?” asked Seamus.

“You think I don’t know how to make hash?”

There was a flurry of goodbyes, and Harriet, Claire, Gran, and Chester piled into the Bluebell’s delivery van. “What a day,” said Gran, once they were on the road. “You wouldn’t believe how many people were asking me about Taffy, and with her right there, working so hard for the town. That awful Detective Meachum wouldn’t let up. He found out she’d been in my Girl Guide troop, and he had the nerve to ask if I’d noticed anything peculiar about her. He was so eager, like he was hoping I was going to say, ‘Now you mention it, when she was eleven years old, she struck me as a bit of a homicidal maniac.’”

“He’s useless,” said Claire. “I wonder if he’s even talked to Patricia.” She pondered it for a moment. “He must have. Even he would think to hit up the estranged wife.” 

“Patricia was another of my Guiders,” said Gran. “She was a bit of an odd duck, back then anyway.”

“Odd how?” asked Harriet.

“Cranky. I’ve never met a girl with such a chip on her shoulder. And she was a real know-it-all. You couldn’t tell her anything.”

“Well,” said Claire, “I’m a bit of a know-it-all myself. We’ll probably get along fine. Harriet, let’s do a neighborly drop by. It won’t take more than a few minutes.” She caught Harriet’s eye in the rear-view mirror. “It can’t hurt.”

Claire pulled into the driveway that separated Harriet’s and Gran’s houses. Ron and his friend had done a righteous job of shoveling; she was able to drive right up to Gran’s porch. Harriet cast a longing glance at the house. It had been a tiring day. She’d love to collapse in front of the fire.

“That’s right,” said Gran. “It can’t hurt to talk to her, and it might help.”

Collapsing on the couch would have to wait. “Patricia doesn’t know us. It’s not like she’s going to invite us in. We’re not going to get much out of her, standing on her porch in the dark.”

“She had a real sweet tooth when she was young,” said Gran. “Take her a treat and she’ll have to invite you in.”

“I wasn’t aware of that rule,” said Harriet. “And my cupboards are bare of treats. I did a post-Christmas purge.”

Gran hesitated, her hand on the door handle. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ve got something you can take. C’mon Chester.”

Harriet slid out of the back seat and after some coaching, a reluctant Chester followed her. He had fallen asleep on the short ride home.

“Do your business, hon,” called Gran as she stomped up her front steps. “Once I get the fire going you won’t want to come back outside.”

Claire opened the driver-side window and Harriet leaned against the van as Chester circled the snow, sniffing. He was very particular about where he did his business. “How is this supposed to work, exactly?” said Harriet. “We give Patricia some cookies and suggest she invite us in to enjoy them?”

“Isn’t that how all the best detectives do it?”

Gran’s door swung open and she hurried back down the stairs, carefully holding onto the rail. She passed Harriet a heavy loaf wrapped in bright green foil decorated with red stars.

“The wrapping looks familiar,” said Harriet. “Is this one of Doreen’s fruitcakes?”

“You bet it is. I hate to part with it, but it’s for a good cause.”

“I thought she stopped making these ages ago.”

“Ten years,” said Gran. “Maybe eleven. One Christmas she popped in to see her cousin and the whole family was outside playing football with the fruitcake she’d given them. Turns out it was an annual tradition. Put her right off, and she hasn’t made one since.”

“This is a ten-year-old fruitcake?”

“Or eleven. It’ll be fine. It’s been in the freezer. They found a fruitcake in Antarctica that was over a hundred years old and it tasted as good as new.”

Harriet peered at her suspiciously. “Are you sure about that?” Gran had no qualms about embellishing a story ― or outright making it up ― in order to win an argument.

“She’s right,” said Claire. “I read about it.” She gingerly poked the cake. “I don’t know that it was as good as new. I’m not eating that thing.”

“Me either,” said Harriet.

“Don’t be so fussy. Fruitcake gets better with age. Make sure you ask after Patricia’s Aunt Ruth. She’s a sweet woman.”

Claire backed down the driveway and they drove slowly through the dark, quiet streets. A light snow had been falling all afternoon, and it was starting to pick up. Sevenoaks looked desolate with only the occasional flickering light from a candle in the houses they passed. “It’s kind of creepy,” said Claire.

“Or peaceful,” said Harriet, trying to convince herself.

“Un huh. If you like things creepy, it’s very peaceful.”

Claire found a parking spot directly in front of the house. “I don’t know how Patricia can stand it,” said Harriet, looking across to The Stone Pony. “Every time she looks out her window, knowing Fisher is in there dead on the floor.”

“It’d be horrible, unless she’s the one who put him there.”

Harriet grabbed the fruitcake and the friends walked up the shoveled path and onto the porch. After a moment, an elderly woman carrying a battery-operated lamp answered their knock. She was tiny, with a pronounced hump and a shy smile. 

“Hello,” said Harriet. Who was this? Aunt Ruth?  “I’m sorry, we were under the impression Patricia Swimm was staying here.”

“Patty? She’s in the kitchen. Can I help you?”

“I’m Harriet Pickles and this is Claire McFardo. We’re just checking that everybody is managing with the power outage. It’s one of the mayor’s initiatives.”

“Harriet Pickles? Are you Joyce’s girl?”

“That’s right. Her granddaughter.”

“Isn’t that nice. You tell her Ruth Crenshaw says hello. We’re just fine here.” The woman gestured to the fruitcake. “Is that one of Doreen Leblanc’s fruitcakes? I’d recognize that paper anywhere.”

“It is,” said Harriet. She held firmly onto the cake. Mrs. Crenshaw looked so frail. She couldn’t risk giving her a ten-year-old cake.

“Don’t stand out there. Come in out of the cold. Patty,” she called. “We have company.”

Mrs. Crenshaw shuffled down the dark hall with Harriet and Claire close behind. They followed her into a cozy living room where there was a roaring fire in the fireplace and lit candles on the mantle. An attractive, fortyish woman stuck her head in, frowned, then walked across the hall and shut the door before joining them. Harriet tried to read the expression on the woman’s face; welcoming it wasn’t.

“Patricia,” said Mrs. Crenshaw. “This is Harriet Pickles and her friend Claire. The mayor sent them to check on us. Isn’t that nice? And they brought us a fruitcake.”

“We’re just checking that everyone is warm enough,” said Claire. “Lucky you to have a fireplace.”

“It doesn’t draw properly,” said Patricia, “but it’s better than nothing.”

Harriet shuffled her feet and glanced at Claire. Were they staying? No one had suggested they sit down.

Patricia held out her hand for the fruitcake and Harriet hesitated, then handed it to her. “It’s frozen solid,” said Patricia, still frowning. “It’ll be a while before it thaws out in this house.” She bent down and placed it on the hearth. “Maybe by morning...” She didn’t sound convinced.

Mrs. Crenshaw gave Harriet a warm smile. “My goodness, the last time I had one of Doreen’s fruitcakes, I ate myself sick. I’ll have to try and restrain myself this time.”

“My gran asked us to send her regards,” said Harriet. “She’d heard you’d moved to Leisure Living.”

“I have.” Her eyes darted to Patricia, then back to Harriet. “I moved there in a bit of a rush. Patty kindly offered to come for a visit and help me take care of things here.”

“Ahh.” Harriet was having a hard time concentrating. She cast a nervous glance at the fruitcake, the foil wrapper sparkling in the glow from the fire. She ate herself sick? What if this time she ate herself dead?

“We also want to offer our condolences,” said Claire. “Such a shock, what happened to Fisher.” She motioned to Harriet. “We were there when it happened.”

“It is a shock,” said Patricia. “When we were together, I made him take his EpiPen everywhere. I thought I had him better trained.”

“They’re saying it was murder,” said Claire. “Someone stopped by The Stone Pony yesterday and tampered with the maple syrup. I imagine Detective Meachum told you everything when he came to see you.”

Patricia narrowed her eyes, clearly not enjoying the drift of the conversation. “Of course, he told me. I’m Fisher’s widow.” She had an odd look on her face. Was she trying to hide a smile?  “Felled by a piece of pie. Poetic irony for a baker.”

“It’s a terrible shame,” said Mrs. Crenshaw, “but at least we don’t have to worry any more about him —”

“Aunt Ruth,” said Patricia sharply, cutting her off. “Didn’t you say you were going to feed Mittens?” 

“You’re right.” She gave Harriet and Claire a kindly smile. “The poor thing must be wondering what happened to me. Thank you for stopping by. I’ll have a nice big slice of that fruitcake for breakfast. It’ll be lovely with a cup of tea.” She was so pale. She didn’t look well at all. 

“I’ll show you to the door,” said Patricia. She waited for her aunt to leave the room, then with a gesture that clearly meant, ‘follow me,’ she started down the hall.

Harriet bent down, grabbed the fruitcake off the hearth and stuffed it under her jacket, folding her arms over her stomach to keep it in place.

“Be careful,” said Patricia, over her shoulder. “The linoleum is peeling up in spots.”

The words were barely out of her mouth when Harriet felt herself trip. She grabbed frantically for Claire’s arm and managed to stay on her feet, but the fruitcake fell with a thump to the floor. Patricia turned around, startled, and stared first at the floor and then at Harriet.

“You’re stealing the fruitcake?” 

“I don’t know if you could call it stealing.”

“What would you call it?”

Harriet scrambled to think. Nothing was coming to her. “I’m sorry. We’ve had it for a while now, and I couldn’t bear to part with it.”

“She’s very sentimental,” said Claire.

Patricia bent down, picked up the cake, and handed it to Harriet. “That’s nuts. Why’d you bring it then? This town ... Getting out of here was the smartest thing I ever did.”

“Apologize to your aunt, will you?” said Harriet. “I’ll stop by with something else for her.”

“A cake you’re less attached to?” Patricia’s mouth was pinched into a narrow line. She opened the door and motioned for the two friends to exit.

“Lovely meeting you,” said Harriet, stepping onto the porch. “Sorry for your loss.”

The door shut firmly behind them.

They hurried to the car where Harriet collapsed with a loud sigh into the seat. “That went well,” said Claire. “Couldn’t have gone better.”

“I’m thinking of writing a book.” Harriet tossed the fruitcake into the back seat. “No-fail interrogation techniques for the amateur detective.” She could feel her phone vibrating in her pocket. “Hi, Holly.”

“Hey. Look, I know you two like poking your nose into things, so I figured you’d be interested in hearing this. Paige is missing.”

“Missing how?”

“Her coat is in the closet and her purse is in her room, but she’s gone. There’s no sign of her anywhere.”

“We’ll be right there.”
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Chapter 11
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Dear Aunt Aggie,

My neighbor separated from her husband, and they were headed toward divorce. A week before the final papers were to be signed, he had a heart attack and died. She insists that she is a widow, but I beg to differ. Who is right?

Agitated in Rochester

Dear Agitated,

I’m a bit agitated myself, wondering why you’re so bothered. I don’t care, you shouldn’t care, and her former husband certainly isn’t losing any sleep over what your neighbor calls herself.

––––––––
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CLAIRE TURNED ON THE engine and used the wipers to clear the fresh snow off the windshield. 

“That was Holly,” said Harriet.

“I heard.”

“Paige is missing. Her coat and purse are at the inn, but there’s no sign of her anywhere.”

“Weird.”

“Very.”

Claire pulled out onto the street and skidded a little as she accelerated. “It’s getting slippery. Good thing there’s next to no traffic.” Without any further consultation, she hung a left at the end of the street, so they were headed in the direction of the inn. “What was your impression of Patricia?” she asked, a smile in her voice.

“Intimidating.”

“She is. Hard to impress I’d say, but the way you finessed stealing that fruitcake, I think you may have managed it.”

Harriet snorted in amusement. “I had to do it. I pictured Mrs. Crenshaw dropping dead after she had a slice for breakfast.”

“I was concerned about that myself.”

“Interesting coincidence that Patricia decided to help her aunt pack up the house at the same time Fisher is in town.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence,” said Claire.

“Since when?”

“Just kidding. It’s the kind of thing hard-boiled detectives say in movies.”

“I’d say we’re more scrambled than hard-boiled.” Harriet clutched the dashboard as Claire turned a corner and skidded in the snow. “Would you please slow down?”

“I’m going slow. Maybe Patricia came to town hoping for a reconciliation with Fisher, she finds out Ariana is here, and in a fit of fury —”

“Here’s the problem, though,” broke in Harriet. “How many brands of bee venom are there?”

“I saw plenty of them online.”

“Exactly. So, what are the chances that she would spike the syrup with the same brand Taffy always uses in her cosmetics?”

“An unlucky coincidence?” said Claire.

The streets were even quieter than when they’d first set out. Apart from the occasional intrepid dog walker, everyone seemed to have taken shelter inside. At a red light two streets away from the inn, Claire pulled to a stop and turned her head to Harriet. “Patricia was surprised Fisher didn’t have his EpiPen. Why would she lace the maple syrup if she thought he could give himself a shot that would keep him going until he got to the hospital? The storm and the lack of ambulances — she could never have planned for that.” 

“Was she surprised, though?” asked Harriet. “Maybe she’s just saying that as a cover. Indoors in January, why —”

The two friends startled at the sound of three sharp honks. “Jerk!” exclaimed Claire, glaring into the rearview mirror. She hit the gas, then took another look in the mirror. “It’s Wally.”

Harriet looked back over her shoulder and grinned at the familiar sight of Wally’s beat-up Volkswagen. “He must be on his way to pick up Holly.”

“A romance with Wally,” mused Claire, for the umpteenth time. “There isn’t a day I don’t marvel at the thought. Anyway, what was happening there when Mrs. Crenshaw said that now Fisher was dead, they wouldn’t have to worry anymore?”

“I’ve been wondering about that. Did you notice how Patricia was so careful to shut that door across from the living room before she came in?”

“I did notice. Maybe it was to conserve heat, but the door was open when we arrived.” Claire turned in at Bread and Roses and parked in the cleared area near the front of the house. Wally pulled in beside them and was standing beside their car waiting when they opened their doors.

“What are you two doing here? The roads aren’t fit for driving.” He gestured to Claire. “Especially with you behind the wheel. You’re either asleep at a light or you’re speeding like you’re taking the last lap at NASCAR.”

“Holly called us,” said Harriet quickly. She didn’t want to referee an argument about Claire’s driving. “Paige is missing. Holly thought we could help with looking for her.” 

“Missing,” scoffed Wally, but he stopped griping and headed toward the stairs. 

Holly was waiting in the foyer when they opened the front door. She had her coat on and was in the midst of an animated discussion with Andrew. “My ride’s here,” she said, waving her hand to indicate she was done talking. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning by seven, maybe earlier.”

“I’m short staffed. When I hired you, I told you there might be extra hours.”

“And I’ve been working them. You never told me I’d be emptying bedpans and getting attacked by crazy old ladies.”

“You were attacked?” said Wally, his voice rising in concern.

“With a knitting needle. I’m fine. I move faster than that nutter.”

Even in his agitated state, Andrew noted the perplexed look on their faces. “Helen,” he explained. “The woman who baked the pie that killed Fisher. She has some anger issues.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” said Holly. She walked over and linked her arm in Wally’s. “Hasta la vista you — There you go. I’m losing it. I’m starting to talk like the parrot.”

“Is Paige back yet?” asked Andrew. “Bryan’s been hollering for her.”

“No, still missing.”

“She’s not missing. She must have gone for a walk.”

“Like I told you,” said Holly tersely, “her coat is in the closet, her purse is on the bed. You might think about calling Detective Meachum.”

“And tell him what? A grown woman wandered off for a couple hours. Maybe she has two coats.” Andrew blinked and pinched his nose and turned his attention to Harriet and Claire. “Are all of you here for Holly? Harriet, you’re off the mat.”

Harriet looked down at her feet. An inch of her right toe was edging over the side of the mat. “Sorry.” She took a step back, then reconsidered and took another step for good measure. “We heard Paige was missing. We thought we could help out.”

“Can you look after Bryan or wash dishes or refill the wood bin? Because that’s what we need help with.”

“And Helen’s toilet is still plugged,” said Holly. “I never got around to fixing it after she tried stabbing me.”

Andrew stared at her for a moment, his mouth agape, before he turned and hurried from the room.

“That man is not cut out for pressure,” said Holly. She gave Wally a push toward the door. “Let’s get out of here. That dump you call home is starting to look pretty good.”

“Seamus is staying with us,” he replied. “And he’s half in his cups already.”

“This day only gets better.”

“You girls get going soon,” said Wally brusquely, his hand on the doorknob. “It’s not safe, with the snow and people going missing. Who’s watching Joyce?”

“She’s tucked up at home,” said Harriet. “Chester’s with her. I’m heading there as soon as we leave here.”

“What about the dog?”

Harriet stared at him, confused. “Chester is the dog.”

“Yeah, okay. Whatever. I knew his name was something stupid like that. See you tomorrow.”

Wally slammed the door and Harriet turned to Claire. “How can he not know Chester’s name?”

“Can you name all my cats?”

“Sophie and CoCo and Eldon ...and Marmaduke –

“Marmalade.”

“And the psycho tabby ... You have five cats. I have one dog.”

“Un huh.” Claire grabbed a pair of booties from the basket. “I’m leaving my boots on. It’s almost as cold in here as it is outside.”

Harriet did the same and followed Claire into the living room. There was a fire blazing in the fireplace, and once again every seat was taken. The guests looked more disheveled than they had earlier in the day. Everyone was dressed in layers and a few people were even wearing scarves and toques. Travis was perched on a window ledge, his phone to his ear. He waved to Harriet and Claire, hung up the phone and shoved it in his pocket before rushing over to greet them. “Holly said you’d come. Paige isn’t picking up. I’ve called her three times.” He hesitated. “She doesn’t like it if I call too often, but I can’t figure this out.” He looked out the window. “Where would she go in this weather?”

“Holly says her coat is still here. Did she have another one with her?”

“I don’t think so, but she was wearing a couple of layers. Everyone is. This is the only room that isn’t freezing.”

“Is she outdoorsy?” asked Harriet. “Would she have gone for a walk?”

“Not without telling me,” said Travis, his voice rising in agitation. “We were working, planning.” 

Harriet peered around the crowded room. “Claire, why don’t you talk to people in here, and I’ll go have a poke around?”

“Sounds good,” said Claire. “Travis, you keep trying her phone.”

“I’ll hunt down Andrew,” said Harriet. “We may have to organize a search party.”

Travis narrowed his eyes. “Like Andrew cares what happened to Paige. He was screaming at her this afternoon.”

“Screaming?” said Harriet.

“Maybe not screaming; yelling. He was angry.”

“About what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Something about money.” Travis’s eyes drifted around the room. “Paige can be a little ... she can be difficult about paying bills.”

Harriet walked through the dining room that was set for dinner and down the hall toward the kitchen. She passed Bryan’s partially open door, hesitated, then backtracked and tapped lightly.

“What?” called Bryan in a peevish voice. “Come in.”

He was propped up with pillows, an open notebook on his lap. There was a kerosene lamp on the nightstand that threw off enough light to illuminate most of the room. “You? Where’s Holly?”

“She’s gone home.”

“Home?” he exclaimed, like he’d been personally betrayed. “Then get Paige. I need to talk to her.”

“No one has seen Paige. I was wondering if she’d mentioned anything to you about going out.”

“You still haven’t found her?” Bryan glared at Harriet, like it was somehow her fault. “There’s nowhere to go in this town even if there was power.”  He glanced down at his watch. “When’s dinner?”

“I’m going to see Andrew now.” Harriet started backing out of the room. “I’ll be sure to ask him.” 

“If you’re looking for Paige, just find Travis. He sticks to her like a tick on a dog.” 

“Good idea. Can’t believe we never thought of that.” Harriet made a quick exit and continued down the hall and into the kitchen, where Andrew was standing at the stove, stirring a large pot. She breathed in deeply. “It smells amazing in here, Andrew.”

“Beef stew,” he replied, not looking up. “I hope I made enough. You should see the way they shovel it in. They’re animals, half of them.” He put down the spoon, his jaw clenched in anger. “And Paige just riles them up, complaining about everything.”

“Well,” said Harriet brightly, “She’s nowhere to be found, so there’s that.”

“She’ll turn up.” Andrew put his hands on his hips, and scrunched his face in consternation, as if he was trying to remember something. “The roads!” he said, in a strange, high-pitched shout. “Have you heard anything about the roads?”

“Taffy says they’ll be open no later than Sunday. On Saturday, she’s planning a big festival in the park to entertain all the tourists and help the business owners whose shops are closed.”

Andrew grunted in annoyance. “I have to feed these people for two more days?”

“Send them down to the festival,” said Harriet. “There’ll be plenty of food there.” The kitchen was so infused with delicious aromas, she was having a hard time concentrating. “Everyone’s getting worried about Paige.”

“Maybe Travis is. Nobody else misses her.”

“He said the two of you were arguing,” said Harriet.

“That woman.” Andrew’s face flushed with fury. “She doesn’t want to pay me the price we agreed to. She said they weren’t getting all the promised amenities, like it’s my fault there’s no power.”  He slammed his fist down on the counter. “All I’m doing for her, and she says she wants a discount. A major discount!”

“And you didn’t notice where she went after your argument? Did she go outside? Was she so angry she didn’t bother putting her coat on?”

“I didn’t notice. And she wasn’t angry. I’m the one that’s angry.” He scowled at Harriet. “Why are you asking so many questions? Playing out some Nancy Drew fantasy?”

Harriet tried not to look affronted. She’d never been a Nancy Drew fan. Veronica Mars on the other hand. “If Paige wandered off and is in trouble, we need to find her.”

Andrew folded his arms and did his best to look blasé. “Go ahead and look. I don’t have time to help you.” He licked his blistered lip; tiny little licks that gave Harriet the shivers. “You never gave me a bill for today’s lunch. I hope you’re not charging full price for those cookies. They weren’t fit to feed a dog.”

How about a pig? “On the house.” 

“The cookies or the whole lunch.”

Harriet hesitated, but only for a second. “The whole lunch.” 

“Thank you,” said Andrew, slightly mollified. “I appreciate it.”

Harriet bent over a large bowl on the counter and took a sniff. “Lemon juice and mint. Hmmm.” 

“That’s the marinade for tomorrow’s lamb.” Andrew used the spoon he was holding to gesture to a large platter on a table under the window. His eyes narrowed in confusion as he did a quick scan of the kitchen. “Where’s the other leg? There were two of them thawing.” He stormed around the room, pulling out drawers and opening cupboards. “Someone stole my lamb.”

“I don’t think –” said Harriet. “Why...?” 

“It’s gone. It didn’t get up and walk away.”

Austin and Medford, the two cameramen that Harriet knew from the day of filming at the café, came into the kitchen, their coats on, and said a friendly hello. “Just going to pop out for a smoke,” said Austin, the older and chattier of the two men, gesturing to the patio doors that led out onto a porch.

Andrew muttered in acknowledgement. He was still thundering around the kitchen in a frenzy. “Just remember to take your boots off when you come back in.”

“Always do,” said Austin.

“Yeah? The floor was soaked earlier. Someone didn’t.”

Medford pushed open the door and stepped outside, but Austin hesitated, watching Andrew opening and slamming cupboard doors. “Anything I can help you with?” 

“I’m looking for a frozen leg of lamb. It’s about nine pounds.”

“Can’t say I’ve seen it,” said Austin, fighting a smile. “It couldn’t have got far.” He stepped through the sliding door. “But I’ll let you know if I come across it.”

Harriet watched Andrew for another moment; his intensity was frightening. “I’m going to go outside and chat with them. Maybe they know something about Paige.”

Andrew was digging through the cleaning products under the sink and didn’t acknowledge her.

Harriet pulled off her booties and stepped out onto the deck. It was well lit, with small solar lights woven through the arbor that ran up one side and across the top. There was a table and chairs, all heaped high with snow and a large barbecue that had been cleared off, ready for use. There’d been a rudimentary attempt to shovel off the deck, but the stairs were still snow-covered, apart from some footprints that were starting to fill in. There was a semblance of a path leading across the expansive yard to a two-story outbuilding about a hundred feet away.

Austin and Medford nodded sociably, and Medford silently offered her a cigarette. Harriet smiled and shook her head no and pointed across the yard. “What’s that over there?”

“It’s a garage on the ground floor and there are rooms upstairs,” said Austin. “Medford and me are sleeping out there, and Ryan, the sound guy. And Travis.”

Medford sniggered. “When he’s allowed to sleep.”

“Paige is a pain in the butt,” said Austin, in way of explanation. “Travis is always on call. If she gets a thought at three in the morning, he’s going to hear about it.”

“No one can find Paige,” said Harriet. “It’s the strangest thing.”

Austin blew an impressive smoke ring before he responded. “We heard. She must be around somewhere.”

“That’s the thing. She must be around somewhere, but where?”

“It’s a mystery, all right,” said Medford, unconcerned. 

The patio door slid open, and Claire joined them on the deck. “Nice,” she said appreciatively. “I’d forgotten how huge this lot is.”

“Any word?” asked Harriet. 

She shook her head. “No one remembers seeing Paige leave, and the only one worked up about it is Travis.”

“Tell you the truth,” said Austin, “It’s been a nice break, not having her clacking around, running her mouth off about every little thing.”

“Now if Helen would get lost,” said Medford with a chuckle, “It wouldn’t be so bad being stuck here.”

“She called me a nosy little bugger and told me to buzz off,” said Claire. “I’m thinking the sweet old lady thing might be a put on.”

The two men chortled in amusement.

“Anyway, the last thing anyone remembers about Paige is that she was fighting with Andrew.” Claire looked back into the kitchen. “Is he going to be all right? He’s ranting like a madman in there.”

“He lost his lamb,” said Harriet. And doesn’t know where to find it.

Claire shot her a confused look, but Harriet just smiled and shook her head. She’d explain later. Claire moved over to the edge of the deck. “If Paige went for a walk, her footsteps will be covered up soon.” She looked over her shoulder at the two men. “We’re going to have to organize a search party.” 

“Should we call Meachum?” said Harriet. 

Austin stubbed out his cigarette in the snow on the table. “That guy? He’d probably get lost searching for her. He’s a detective?”

“No one can figure it,” replied Claire. She lunged down a step, then back up. Down and up. If there was a way to fit in a hit of exercise, Claire managed to find it. With the next lunge she nudged something with her foot. She bent down, brushed it off and using both hands picked it up. “A leg of lamb? Is this what Andrew’s looking for?” 

“That’s it,” said Harriet, confused. “How the...?”

Claire shrugged and walked over and placed it on the table. “Maybe someone’s messing with him.”

“Playing with fire if they are,” said Austin. “That guy is ready to crack.”

From somewhere close by there was the muted, unmistakable sound of a phone. They all looked at each other. No one reached for their own phone. “That’s Paige’s ringtone,” said Austin. “I’d recognize it anywhere.” 

The four of them crossed the porch, following the sound. It appeared to be coming from the deep snow piled up on the right side of the deck. Harriet hurried down the steps, waded through the thigh high snow and dug into the snow drift. 

She didn’t have to dig very deeply. Seconds later she pulled back with a start. Staring blankly back at her, her dark lipstick still intact and her eyes wide open, was Paige.
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Chapter 12
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My friend Doreen was speeding on her scooter and took a spill. She hit her head and felt woozy, but luckily a passerby knew what to do. Until medical help arrives, keep the injured person lying down and quiet, with the head and shoulders slightly elevated. Don't move the person unless necessary and avoid moving her neck. If she is wearing a helmet, don't remove it. (Doreen is fine, but she’s started taking her corners a little slower.)

––––––––
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CLAIRE AND THE MEN rushed down the stairs. Even in the dimly lit backyard it was impossible not to be shocked by Paige’s wide-open sightless eyes staring up at them out of the snow. Austin was the first to move closer. He reached out his hand and helped the shaken Harriet to her feet, then bent down and gingerly prodded Paige’s cheek. “She’s been here a while, at least a couple hours. She’s not frozen solid, but she’s firming up.”

Firming up? Harriet exchanged glances with Claire. How could Paige be dead? It was only a few hours ago that she’d been eating the lunch they’d brought over and complaining that she’d had better food at a bus station.

“What do you figure happened?” said Austin, putting Harriet’s thoughts into words. He looked up at the deck then back down at Paige. “She must have taken a tumble over the side and froze to death.”

“It’s only a five-foot drop. The fall didn’t kill her,” said Claire. 

“Nope,” said Medford. “The fall didn’t kill her.”

Austin stood up; his eyes steady on Paige as he spoke. “Maybe she had a stroke and collapsed. No one looking out the window would see her, over to the side like this. Wouldn’t surprise me if she stroked out. She always seemed like she was about to blow.”

Medford nodded his head. “Sounds about right.”

“Or an aneurism,” said Austin. “They can hit you at any age.”

“An aneurism,” agreed Medford. “That’ll do it for sure.”

“The snow’s soft and deep over here,” continued Austin. “And then this new snow covered her up. If we hadn’t heard her phone, she might have been out here for days before anyone found her.”

“I guess it could have been a stroke or an aneurism,” said Harriet uncertainly. She looked up at the deck, at the table with the leg of lamb resting on top of it. She bent back down beside Paige and carefully lifted her head. “Help me, Claire. Come over here and shine the light from your phone.”

Claire pushed through the snow and aimed her light on the back of Paige’s head. An unmistakable dark splotch was easily visible. “Wow,” was her only comment.

Austin leaned in for a closer look. “That’s blood.”

“Yup,” concurred Medford. “That’s blood all right.”

Harriet winced and gently placed Paige’s head back into the snow.

“There’s nothing here for her to hit her head on,” said Austin. “Even if she slipped on the deck, I can’t see it causing that much blood. It’s like someone walloped her from behind.” He shook his head in bewilderment, then followed Harriet’s gaze. “With the lamb, you think?”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“That’d be murder then. A leg of lamb ― wow ― that has got to be the screwiest murder weapon ever.”

“What are you doing out here?” called Andrew, sliding open the patio door. He and Travis walked across the deck and peered over the side. Travis took a moment to compute what he was seeing, before rushing down the stairs. 

“Paige?” He squatted down beside her and started frantically wiping off snow. “Help her up!”

“It’s too late, Travis,” said Harriet. “I’m so sorry. She’s dead.”

“She can’t be.” He pulled on Paige’s arm and seemed startled by the resistance from her body. 

“We think she was hit in the back of the head and fell off the deck,” said Claire. “You didn’t see her come out here, Andrew?”

Andrew stared at them, a dazed expression on his face. “Not that I can remember.” He gestured to the table. “What’s my lamb doing out here?”

“It was on the stairs. We think that’s what she was hit with,” said Harriet. “Do you remember the last time you saw it?”

“I don’t know — this afternoon some time.” Andrew wrapped his arms tightly around his middle. He wasn’t wearing a jacket.

Travis got to his feet, staggered through the snow, and sat down on the steps. He looked shaky, like he might fall over, even sitting down. “You’ve had a shock,” said Harriet. “You should get inside.”

Claire scrolled through her phone. “I’ll call Meachum.” She climbed the deck stairs, her phone to her ear.

“Quite a town you got here,” said Austin. “It looks so quaint, but it’s a frickin’ deathtrap.”

“I’d say Sugar Sugar is the deathtrap,” said Harriet, who wasn’t about to let an outsider denigrate Sevenoaks. “The show seems to be the common element here.” She took a step back from Paige’s body and looked up at the dark, imposing inn. “Andrew, has anyone been here this afternoon apart from the guests?”

He thought about it for a moment. “Ariana got a flower delivery. Festive Flowers is still open.”

“Apart from that?”

“I don’t know.” His anxious, harried tone was back. “I’m run off my feet. I don’t have time to monitor the door.”

Claire stepped over to the edge of the deck. “Meachum is on his way. He was in his car, so he won’t be long.” She inclined her head in Paige’s direction. “He said not to touch anything or to interfere.”

“Maybe you should listen to him,” said Andrew. “I’m going inside.” He walked toward the sliding doors. “Oh – I forgot – Patricia.”

“Patricia what?” said Harriet. “She was here?”

“She came by this afternoon.” Andrew was half-inside the house as he spoke.

“Why?” Harriet started toward the deck.

“To see the place. To talk about Fisher. I don’t know.” He scratched nervously at his face. “I didn’t have time to visit. I think she spoke to Bryan.”

Harriet did her best to speak in a calm, steady voice. “Did you see Paige alive after she left?”

Her steadiness wasn’t contagious. “I don’t remember,” snapped Andrew. “I didn’t keep track of Paige.” He started to slide the door shut, then stopped halfway. “You think Patricia came over here and cracked Paige in the head with my lamb?”

“She does keep turning up,” said Claire. 

Andrew opened his mouth as if he was about to respond, but instead just shut the sliding door.

“We have to do something,” said Travis, in a plaintive voice. “We can’t just leave her.”

“There’s nothing we can do until Detective Meachum gets here.” Harriet looked down at Travis. He was sitting on the snowy step, oblivious to how wet he was getting. “Why don’t we all go into the house? We can wait in there.”

“I can’t leave Paige...” 

“She’d want you to be warm.” Harriet wasn’t the slightest bit confident that Paige would have cared about Travis’s comfort, but he got to his feet and they all trekked into the kitchen. There was lots of foot stomping, but no one bothered with booties. Andrew had disappeared, but Helen was there, her knitting bag over her shoulder. She was scowling at a plate of sliced cucumbers. 

“Have you seen Andrew?” she asked. “We’re all wondering if he plans to serve dinner any time this decade.”

“He’s a little shaken up,” said Harriet. “I don’t know what’s happening with dinner.”

“I think that man was born shaken up,” she replied. “Pathetic.”

“He’s got reason,” said Austin. “Paige is dead. We found her in the snow out beside the deck.”

“Dead?” Helen hurried over to the patio doors and pressed her face close to the glass. “What happened to her?”

“Someone killed her, from the looks of it. Wacked her in the head with a leg of lamb. She’s half frozen now.” Austin strolled over to the counter and popped a slice of cucumber in his mouth.

“Well, I’ll be.” Helen spun around. “She’s still out there?”

“We’re waiting for the police to arrive,” said Harriet.

Helen screwed up her face and scrutinized the room, peering at each person in turn. “That’s two dead in two days.” She nodded to Travis. “Where were you when she was being killed? Right there holding the lamb is what I’m figuring.”

That managed to shock Travis out of his stupor. “Me? I worshiped Paige.”

“Sure, you did. She treated you like dirt. I wouldn’t blame you if you gave her a good wallop.” She flashed him a wide, mirthless smile. “Did she push you too far and you couldn’t take it anymore? You hit her a little harder than you planned on?”

“No!” He looked to Harriet and Claire for help. “I would never hit Paige!”

“This isn’t the time for accusations,” said Harriet. “Once Detective Meachum is here, we’ll know more.”

“Oh, please,” said Helen with a disdainful snort. “I’m the one who baked the killer pie, and that moron spent more time asking me how I got my crust so flakey than he did about whether I wanted Fisher dead.”

“Did you?” asked Claire.

“Did I what?”

“Want him dead?”

Helen wasn’t bothered by the question. “No more than anyone else. He was determined I wasn’t going to win this thing, but I didn’t care. I only entered as a lark. I’ve never been the competitive type.”

“Okay,” said Andrew, rushing into the kitchen. “Time to serve up.” His eyes drifted to the patio doors. “I have to feed these people,” he declared, like he was expecting a fight.

“What are we having?” said Helen. “I still feel queasy from that soup we had at lunch, but I get lightheaded if I don’t eat.”

“Beef stew and veggies and dip.”

“And?” 

“And nothing. There’s cookies left from lunch if anyone wants them. I was going to serve chocolate digestives, but someone stole them out of the cupboard.”

“It wasn’t stealing. We are paying guests,” said Helen, “and some of us require a mug up mid-afternoon. What happened to that afternoon tea you brag about on your website?”

“I keep telling you I’m short staffed. I can barely keep up with the meals.” Andrew’s normally pale skin was flushed, and his hands were balled into fists. “If you want afternoon tea —”

“I did want afternoon tea which is why I took the digestives.”

“Why are you fighting about food?” pleaded Travis. “Paige is dead.”

“Yes, it’s very upsetting,” said Helen. “People are dropping like flies, but we still have to eat.”

Andrew used two potholders to pick up the huge pot of stew and gingerly carried it across the kitchen and through the swinging door. “Someone needs to make a plate for Bryan,” said Travis, in a listless voice. “Paige would want that.”

“You do it,” said Helen, walking backward toward the door, her eyes steady on Travis.

Austin watched her, mystified. “What are you doing?” 

“You think I’m turning my back on him?” she said, pointing at Travis. “He’s suspect numero uno in my book.”

Travis didn’t appear to be listening. He sat at the small kitchen table, his head in his hand, his expression zoned out.

Harriet made a quick call to Gran to explain what had happened and why she’d be late getting home. “It’s an awful thing, Paige being murdered,” said Gran, “but it helps Taffy’s case. She was nowhere near the inn today. Even Meachum has to figure the same person who killed Fisher likely killed Paige.”

“I was thinking that myself.”

“You be careful. You make sure you and Claire stick together. Anyone who’d kill someone with a leg of lamb is desperate. They’d do anything.”

“We’ll be careful. I’ll see you soon.”

Harriet headed into the dining room, where everyone was either serving themselves from the stew pot or was already digging in. The room was abuzz with conversation. Claire was circling the room, hovering over tables, alert to what people were saying. She caught Harriet’s eye and lifted her chin, silently suggesting that Harriet do the same.

“Smacked her in the head and she fell in the snow ...”

“I mean, we’ve all wanted to... but just to leave her to die like that...”

“Bryan better watch his back. I’ll bet he’s next.”

“We only have a short window before Meachum gets here,” murmured Claire. “He’ll blow a gasket if he sees us asking questions. You should have heard him when I told him we were the ones who found the body.”

Harriet’s eyes drifted around the room. One of the finalists, the good-looking young man, was waiting in line for his stew. She sidled up beside him. “I guess you’ve heard,” she said.

“I can’t believe it. We’re all freaking out.”

“I’ll bet. First Fisher and now Paige,” said Harriet, hoping to inspire some chatter.

“And we’re stuck here, no way to get out.” His eyes drifted warily around the room.

Harriet glanced over at Helen, who was making quick work of her stew. The shock of Paige’s murder hadn’t dampened her appetite. “There’s a rumor that Fisher wanted the show to attract a younger audience; he didn’t want another senior to win.”

“According to Helen,” said the man. “I guess we’ll never find out.”

“Helen says she didn’t care, that she’s not competitive.”

“Not competitive?” The young man’s jaw went slack. “Everything’s a competition with her. She’d poke your eye out with one of those knitting needles to get the last cinnamon bun.”

Harriet scooped up a bowl of the stew, which looked delicious, and grabbed the last of the clean utensils. “I’ll take this to Bryan,” she told Andrew, who was slumped against the doorway. “Have you eaten? You look a little —” she struggled to find a word that wasn’t too disparaging – “tired.”

He blinked a couple of times and looked to be struggling for an answer. “I’m fine. You can tell Bryan he’ll have to look after himself until morning. I don’t have time to tend to him.”

“I’ll let him know.” Harriet gestured to Claire to let her know where she was going and walked down the hall to Bryan’s room. She tapped lightly on the half-open door and pushed it open.

“Finally.” Bryan took off his reading glasses and waved to the nightstand. “A man could starve in this place.”

Harriet set the bowl down and Bryan immediately picked it up and took a bite.

“I have some distressing news.”

“Un huh.” Bryan chewed, hesitated for a moment, then nodded in approval and continued chewing.

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Paige is dead. Murdered, by the looks of it.”

Bryan looked truly shocked. His hands shook, like he was about to lose his grip on the bowl. Harriet reached down and took it from him and placed it safely back on the nightstand.

“Are you sure?”

“I found her body.”

“Murdered how?”

“She was outside on the back deck. It looks like she took a blow to the back of the head and fell into the snow.”

Bryan nodded his head, processing the information. “Someone staying here did it?”

“It looks that way. The only other person who’s been on the premises is Patricia.” She looked carefully at Bryan, watching his response. “Andrew said she stopped in to see you.”

He sniffed dismissively. “For a minute. A minute is all I can take of that woman.”

“If you two weren’t friendly, why did she come to see you?”

Bryan waved his hand in front of his face in an expression of disgust. “She’s trying to rope me into buying their bakeries. As if I’d want my name connected to those things.” Suddenly he looked extremely alert. “I need protection. If someone killed Fisher and Paige, I may be next.”

He could be right. “Oh, I don’t think...” 

“How about I’ll do the thinking for you? Has anyone called the police?”

“Detective Meachum is on the way.”

“How does that help?” Bryan threw his blankets aside and moaned with pain as he struggled to a sitting position. He shoved his feet into his slippers. “I’m a sitting duck. Anyone could come in here.” 

There was a tap on the open door and Harriet turned to see Meachum and Claire.

“About time,” said Bryan. “I’m going to need twenty-four-hour police protection until I can get out of this town.”

“I’m sorry sir, that won’t be possible. If you’re concerned, I’d suggest you stay close to the other guests. There’s safety in numbers.” Meachum bobbed his head in Harriet’s direction. “You found the body?”

“Claire and I both, plus Austin and Medford, the cameramen.”

“As I told you,” said Claire.

“I always attempt to verify witness information,” said Meachum, sounding awfully pompous for a man who had what looked like a mustard stain on his shirt. “And you didn’t disturb anything?”

“We were very careful.”

With an explosive grunt, Bryan forced himself to his feet. Hunched over and moaning, he started shuffling toward the door. He made it about five feet before he appeared to have a change of heart. He turned, shuffled back to the nightstand, grabbed the bowl of stew, and continued toward the door. “I’ll be in the living room. If anyone tries to kill me, they’ll have to do it in public.”

“It’s as good a plan as any,” said Claire.

They followed him out of the room. Bryan turned toward the living room and they walked in the opposite direction, down the hall and through the empty kitchen. Harriet slid open the patio door, bracing herself for the disturbing sight that lay ahead. They walked across the deck and over to the side, looking down at Paige’s body.

“She was covered with snow?” asked Meachum.

“Yes,” said Harriet. “We heard her phone ringing and that’s what alerted us to her body. We didn’t touch the phone.”

Meachum nodded his head. “Stay here.” He pulled on thin, latex gloves, walked down the stairs and crouched beside Paige’s body. “No jacket,” he muttered. “Where’s the phone?” He dug through the snow and patted her right hip and then her left before reaching under her sweater into her jeans pocket and pulling out her phone. He placed it on the edge of the deck and bent back down and carefully lifted Paige’s head. He pulled a small flashlight out of his jacket pocket and aimed the light at the back of her head and the surrounding snow. After a moment’s contemplation, he lowered her back down. “Any idea how long she was missing?”

“A couple of hours, maybe three,” said Harriet.

“And nothing unusual happened this afternoon?”

“She had an argument with Andrew. Quite loud according to Travis.”

“But no one else thought much about it,” added Claire. “It wasn’t unusual for Paige to get into arguments.”

“And Patricia Swimm paid a short visit,” said Harriet. “We haven’t confirmed whether anyone saw Paige alive after she left.”

Meachum grunted in acknowledgement. “Hard to get a straight answer out of witnesses.”

“Especially now,” said Harriet. “Everyone’s on edge. Someone in this house may be a double murderer.”

Meachum shot her a curious look.

“There’s a good chance whoever killed Paige also killed Fisher.”

“That would be jumping to conclusions,” said Meachum. “I don’t do that.”

Claire let that one slide. “It seems likely the murders are connected,” she said. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“It’s possible.” Meachum walked back up the steps and surveyed the deck. “So, she was out here, maybe by herself, maybe with someone else.”

“They have an argument,” said Claire quickly. “The killer goes back inside; the kitchen is empty. He — or she — sees the leg of lamb, grabs it, and comes back out. Paige pays no attention; stands there with her back to the kitchen. The killer whacks her in the head, she stumbles, falls off the deck. Maybe the blow kills her, maybe only knocks her out, but either way, a couple hours in the snow and she’s dead.”

Meachum scowled at Claire but was forced to nod his head. “Possibly.” He walked over to the table and waved his hand. “Where’s the lamb? You told me you left it out here. If the killer wasn’t wearing gloves, we might get lucky with fingerprints or DNA.”

Harriet and Claire looked closely at the table for the first time; there was a divot in the snow where the lamb leg had been.

“I put it right there,” said Claire. “I was wearing gloves. Leather.”

“So, where is it?”

“No idea.” She turned toward the kitchen. “Someone must have taken it inside.”

Meachum spluttered with annoyance and strode over to the patio door and shoved it open. Harriet was right behind him, and while Meachum didn’t appear to notice anything amiss, Harriet certainly did. Andrew was standing at the counter holding the bowl of lemon and oil. There was a large plastic bag in front of him, open at the top.

“Andrew,” she called, “Stop.”

She was too late. Andrew emptied the contents of the bowl into the bag. 

Harriet gave a frustrated exhalation and gestured to the bag. “There’s your murder weapon, Detective Meachum. It’s marinating.” 
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Chapter 13
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“There’s something I need to say.” Nick reached for Harriet’s hand across the pristine white tablecloth. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while ...” He flashed the boyish grin that never failed to tug at her heart, but the smile was quick to disappear. Within moments he looked serious, anxious even. “I’m a writer, but I’ve struggled to find the words ...” 

Harriet labored to read the expression on his face. Were the words he’d been struggling to find words she wanted to hear? She leaned in; he was speaking so softly.

“Ughh!” What was that awful smell? It felt like there was a stinky, wet sock on her mouth and nose. Harriet startled and blinked and forced her eyes open. Chester was six inches from her face, his tongue hanging out. He leaned in for another lick that she managed to evade, then, having achieved his goal of waking her, he yawned and wandered over to his chair. Harriet grunted and stretched and swung her feet over the side of the couch. Gran’s sofa was comfortable for a nap but hard on the back after an entire night. 

The first thing she did was check her phone for new messages. Nothing. What was up with Nick? She’d barely heard from him, apart from a text saying he’d booked an early flight on Sunday morning and assuming the roads were open, he’d be in Sevenoaks by noon. There was nothing from her mother either. What happened to the exciting news? On the other hand, not hearing from her mom was a relief. Given the uncertainty with Nick right now, it would be a struggle to feign enthusiasm over her mother and Craig’s engagement.

“Morning. Rise and shine.” Gran was always cheery in the morning. “It’s going to be a beautiful day. Beautiful weekend for that matter.” She was already dressed, in a pair of slacks and a pretty, flowered blouse. She placed a cup of tea on the table beside Harriet and stood with her hand on her hip, assessing the outdoors through the large picture window. “Chester and I are going to come to the café with you this morning. There’s so much going on, we don’t want to miss any of the action.”

Harriet put down the phone and tried to hide her anxiety over Nick. “Sounds good,” she said with a smile. “The Bluebell will likely get slammed again, and Taffy will need lots of help getting ready for Sevenoaks Day.”

“At least she’ll be able to relax a little,” said Gran. “Meachum won’t be harassing her after what happened to Paige.” 

“I don’t know how relaxed she’ll be. She’s probably thinking about how bad this is going to be for tourism, two murders so close together.”

“And she’d be right. She’d better think long and hard before she lets TV people loose in Sevenoaks again.” Gran walked over to scratch Chester on the head. “I chopped up some sardines in his kibble. Good for his skin in this dry weather.”

“What he needs,” said Harriet, “is a handful of breath mints in his kibble.” She took a swig of tea and gave Claire a call and asked her if she would swing by and pick them up. Harriet’s car was still buried in the parking lot of The Stone Pony, and as agile as Gran was, the sidewalks were too slippery to risk her walking all the way to the café.

“Claire will be here in twenty,” said Harriet. “I’d better hurry and get ready.”

Gran was sitting at her desk, digging through a pile of papers. “I’m thinking if everyone is going to set up a table at this thing of Taffy’s, Aunt Aggie should have one too. I’ll take orders for the cookbook.”

“I didn’t realize it was so close to being done.”

“I’m flying through it. Our fans won’t get their noses out of joint if I tell them a pinch of this and a dollop of that and to take it out of the oven when it’s done. They don’t need babysitting. Look.” Gran reached under the desk and pulled out a cardboard tube. “Ron even put together a poster for me.” She unfurled a colorful poster featuring a chipper looking Gran and a flamboyantly dressed Chester.

“Nice,” said Harriet, genuinely impressed. “I love it.” 

Gran beamed with pleasure. “He did a fine job.” She narrowed her eyes and gave Harriet a stern look. “You’re keeping up with the letters, I hope.”

“Not since the power’s been out, but we’re pretty caught up.”

“Good girl. My fans count on Aunt Aggie getting right back to them. Some of their problems can’t wait.”

“Last week someone wrote to ask if she should paint her living room light blue or mint green,” said Harriet, on her way down the hall to the bathroom. “I feel like it could have waited.”

“I hope you said light blue,” called Gran. 

Fifteen minutes later, Claire drove up the driveway and they piled into her car. The route to work was quiet. There were a few people out attending to business, but the neighborly camaraderie of the previous day seemed to have faded.

“Everyone’s getting tired of the cold and not having power,” said Claire. “I know I am. I can’t count how many times I’ve flicked a switch, forgetting we had no electric.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “And no hot water. I’m going to have to heat a bucket of water on the stove so I can wash my hair.”

“How are the cat’s faring?” asked Gran.

“They’re great. They love that I’m sleeping downstairs with them.” She glanced over her shoulder at Harriet in the back seat. “Thanks for asking.”

“I was just about to inquire how the cats were doing,” said Harriet. “I was especially concerned about Marmaduke.”

“Marmal —,” said Claire, before she caught herself. “You’re hilarious.”

It was a quarter to seven when they pulled up in front of the café. Denise was already there, polishing flatware and inspecting glasses for smudges. “What would we do without Denise?” said Harriet, a comment she made on a regular basis.

“I don’t want to think about it,” replied Claire.

Inside the fire was lit, and the tables were set for breakfast. “There’s coffee in the kitchen,” said Denise. “Morning, Joyce.”

“Morning, hon.” Gran shrugged off her coat and draped it over her favorite armchair, staking her claim. “You tell me what I can do to help.”

While Gran ensured the condiments were topped up and Chester wandered around hoping to find a stray morsel of food on the floor, Harriet pushed through into the kitchen. 

“Morning, Wally.”

He didn’t acknowledge the greeting. “There was a murder up at the inn, and you two don’t even call me about it?”

Harriet glanced over at Claire, who was busy organizing ingredients for her scones. She gave Harriet a shrug as if to say, “Your turn in the fire.”

“Sorry, I thought Holly would have heard.”

“Her phone was dead, but mine wasn’t. We didn’t find out until I dropped her off this morning. I didn’t like leaving her. Someone up there is a killer and it’s not like Andrew’s going to watch out for her. He’s having a full-on breakdown.”

“Full-on? Worse than yesterday?” 

“He was ranting like a maniac when I left.”

“He’s under a lot of stress,” said Harriet. “First Fisher’s death and now Paige, and I don’t think he was prepared for how much work it was going to be to run an inn.”

“And Meachum insisted on taking the lamb,” said Claire with a chuckle. “That really sent him over the edge.”

“Yeah, he wouldn’t shut up about his leg of lamb. Shows how close he is to losing it. Paige was a real pain in the arse, but who’d he think was going to pile into a piece of meat knowing it most likely was a murder weapon?” Wally yanked open the fridge and studied the contents. “He said you girls found her body. What is it about you two? Everywhere you go, someone ends up dead.”

“We were only there because Holly called us,” protested Harriet.

“Yeah, she knows how you like to stick your nose in. I’ll tell you this, if Ringo ever gets lost, I’m not even telling you. Who knows what condition he’d be in if one of you found him?” He pulled out a carton of eggs and a brick of cheese. “It’s going to be a small menu today. We did a lot of covers yesterday. Our stock is running low.”

“I know,” said Harriet. “I’m going to call around, see if any of our suppliers can come by. They must want to get rid of their food before it goes bad.”

“A lot of them are setting up tables in the park tomorrow. You might have to do your shopping over there.”

“If we can get through today, I’m all for it. I feel bad for people, losing so much business. I think Sevenoaks Day will be a big success.”

“Yeah, maybe. We’ll see.” He studied Harriet for a moment. “How’s that man of yours doing? You heard from him since he left town?”

“Of course, I’ve heard from him.”  Sporadically. “The talk show went well, but the airlines are so backlogged he can’t get a flight until Sunday morning.”

“That right? Not until Sunday. I’m surprised he couldn’t find something sooner.”

Sooner? Could Nick have got something sooner? “If there’s no flights, there’s no flights. And the roads won’t be open until Saturday night at the earliest, so there’s not much he can do.”

“If you say so. Where there’s a will, though ...”

“He has plenty of will. Nick is – bursting with will.” Don’t argue with Wally! You always end up sounding like a lunatic.

“Cool your jets. Don’t be such a snowflake.”

“Snowflake,” came a screech from the office. “Whiny little snowflake.”

“Holly taught him that last night,” said Wally, beaming. 

“She’s a keeper, all right. So, are you two setting a date?”

“A date for what?”

“A wedding. Holly said you talk about it all the time.”

Wally suddenly found the block of cheese extremely fascinating. “No one’s setting a date for anything. Don’t you have anything better to do than hang around in here talking my ear off when I’m trying to work?”

Denise poked her head in the door. “Two mushroom omelets with cheese. One brown toast, one white. Come help me, Harriet. It’s started.”

“We’re out of brown,” hollered Wally, but Denise was gone.

“We’re out of brown?” said Harriet. “There’s none in the freezer?”

“We sold a lot of sandwiches yesterday. If I could get the oven lit, I’d make a batch of Wally Wheat.” Wally was famous for his bread. On days he made it, it sold out by ten in the morning.

“I guess there’s a chance someone will be selling bread tomorrow.”

“Not likely, and not as good as mine,” said Wally.

By nine o’clock the café was once again standing room only. The atmosphere was subdued; more stoic than enthusiastic. Except for Taffy. She was overflowing with enthusiasm. “We’ve got at least thirty businesses who are setting up tables or booths tomorrow. Are you taking a table?”

“We’ll be too busy. People will want a place to warm up and some of the seniors might have a hard time maneuvering around the park with all the snow. They can have a great view of everything from here.”

“Good thinking,” said Taffy, firmly. “I was hoping you’d see it that way.”

“But Gran will be there.” Harriet exchanged smiles with Gran, who was posing for a picture with a fan wearing an Aunt Aggie T-shirt.

“Excellent,” said Taffy with an approving nod. “We’ll set her up in a prime spot where everyone can see her. Maybe she’d even be willing to say a few words to the crowd.”

Harriet tried to imagine Gran turning down the opportunity to be front and center at a town event. “I know she wants to help any way she can.”

Throughout the morning, whenever she’d had a moment to think, the details of Fisher’s and Paige’s murders ran through Harriet’s head. Nobody much liked Fisher, but if anything, the Sugar Sugar crew seemed ambivalent about his death. And Paige? She was an obnoxious boss, but there were lots of those around. What was the connection between the two murders? Was there one? Were there two killers?

“Patricia,” she said, sidling up to Claire, who’d popped out of the kitchen long enough to gulp a bit of coffee and say hello to their regulars.

“What about her?”

“I can’t figure it. Why is she really in town? Why was she at the Stone Pony, and why was she at Bread and Roses yesterday afternoon?”

“All valid questions,” said Claire. “Not ones that Meachum is asking, from the sounds of it.”

Harriet looked across to Detective Meachum who had commandeered a corner table and was chowing down on a scone while he leafed through his little black notebook. “Why? What do you know?”

“I heard from a semi-reliable source ― Aunt Jo ― that he’s still convinced Taffy is the killer.”

“What about Paige? He couldn’t think Taffy was involved with that.”

Claire put down her coffee mug and did a deep knee bend. “Remember when she forgot her phone here yesterday afternoon? She was in a tizz because she’d missed so many messages.”

“Hmmm.”

“His theory is she left it behind on purpose so she could sneak over to the inn, kill Paige, and her phone couldn’t be used to track her movements.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. Taffy wasn’t at the inn.”

Claire did another knee bend and responded as she ascended. “Not that anyone saw, but according to Meachum, no one saw her anywhere in the time she was gone.”

“Would you stop exercising?” protested Harriet, to the top of Claire’s head. “This is important.”

“Exercise is important.” Claire stood up and started doing her favorite buttock toning hip thrusts. “I say we stop by and see Patricia again.” She thrust her hips at a passing middle-aged man, who stopped in his tracks to watch. “How about after work?”

“Whatever you say,” was his eager response.

Claire shot him a friendly smile because her theory on men was, “you never know,” and headed for the kitchen. Harriet grabbed the coffee pot and did a round of refills and when a chair opened up beside Taffy, she dropped into it.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“Fine, all things considered.” Taffy’s eyes were on Meachum, who had finished his scone and was headed for the door. “I’d say there’s a few people who are concerned about associating with a violent murderer like me, but overall we’re in good shape for tomorrow.”

“Claire says Meachum still has you in his sights.”

“That’s what I hear. From what I can tell, his theory is that I stole over to the inn and under a cloak of invisibility slunk into the kitchen, grabbed Fisher’s lamb, and belted Paige in the head. For what reason, I have no idea.”

“Where did you go yesterday afternoon?”

“Nowhere anyone saw me, which is a miracle unto itself. Except for a few hours of sleep, I’ve barely had a minute alone since the storm. I left yesterday because I spilled coffee on my sweater. I popped over to my room to change. Then I did a drive-by of Mrs. Lanark over on Spruce because I couldn’t remember if we’d checked on her, but her walkway was shoveled and there was smoke coming out of her chimney, so I didn’t stop in.” She grimaced in annoyance. “Nothing else ... I wasn’t gone that long... Funny thing is, I was going to stop in at Bread and Roses, but I didn’t think I had enough time. I’m worried about Andrew. From what I’ve heard, he’s in a bad state.”

“He does seem agitated,” said Harriet. “Is that normal for him?”

“He was awfully intense when he was renovating, but he’s a perfectionist. I’m that way myself, so it didn’t bother me. That inn has been a dream of his for years. Two murders and a houseful of cranky guests and plugged toilets is not what he envisioned.”

“I can relate. The first week we opened the dishwasher broke, and a waitress quit halfway through her shift. I had no idea what I was getting in to.”

“But you love it.”

“I love it.”

Mid-afternoon there was a lull in business, so Harriet grabbed her coat and put a cardigan on Chester, and the two of them strolled across the street to watch the activity on the green. There was plenty of it. Paths were being cleared, tables and booths set up, and there was a steady stream of barbecues arriving. They did half a turn around the park― only half because Chester planted his feet and stared determinedly at the Bluebell, refusing to walk any further. He had strong opinions when it came to what he considered excessive exercise. 

When they returned to the café, Ron had arrived, and Gran asked him to drive her and Chester back home. “I’m a little worn out,” she said, a rare admission for Gran. “It’s a lot of work, being on for my fans all day. I’ve got to save something for tomorrow.”

At four-thirty the last guest left. They did a quick clean-up and Harriet and Claire hopped in Claire’s car, headed for Patricia’s house. Claire brought a paper plate of freshly made scones neatly wrapped in cellophane. 

“Okay,” she said, parking on the street three houses down from Mrs. Crenshaw’s. “If Patricia answers the door, there’s no way she’s asking us in. Let’s hit her with a couple of fast questions. Maybe we can catch her off guard.”

Harriet shot her a skeptical look. “I find that unlikely.”

“Me too,” said Claire cheerfully. 

They climbed the stairs and tapped on the door and waited. No answer. 

“I can’t see any light,” said Claire, peering through the window in the door, “but that doesn’t mean anything anymore.”

Harriet knocked again, louder this time. “There’s a car in the driveway. Where could they be? Mrs. Crenshaw didn’t look strong enough to walk anywhere.”

Claire walked across the porch and examined the side of the house. “We could go around back. They might be in the kitchen and can’t hear us.”

“We’re here, so we might as well try it,” said Harriet. She followed Claire down the steps and ploughed through the high, heavy snow. She’d worn the wrong boots for off-road walking. “I’m getting soaked.” She wasn’t in the mood for this. She wanted to be home, with Chester by her side, sipping a glass of wine and obsessing over Nick. She stood in the deep snow and waited while Claire knocked sharply on the back door. There was no answer.

“Let’s go,” said Harriet. “There’s no one home.” She made a snowball, and on an impulse fired it at the roof of the house. She’d never had much of an arm. The snowball hit a window with a resounding smack and the effort threw her off balance. She fell backwards into the snow. 

“Are you okay?” said Claire.

“I’m fine.” 

“Get up, then.” Claire started down the stairs. “Patricia would have to be deaf not to have heard that.”

Patricia wasn’t deaf. The back door swung open, and she stepped angrily out onto the small porch. “What are you doing out here?”

Harriet said nothing. She felt oddly relaxed, lying in the snow, staring up at the evening sky.

“Scones,” said Claire. “We brought you scones. They’re still warm.”

Patricia didn’t respond. Harriet couldn’t blame her, really. She turned her head and eyed Patricia. “Also,” she said, “we think you might have had something to do with Fisher and Paige’s deaths.” She spoke conversationally; she felt calmer than she’d been all day. There was going to be a full moon.

“Something to do —"

“Murdered them,” said Claire helpfully.

“Paige? Paige is dead?” Patricia sounded genuinely surprised.

“You didn’t know?” said Claire.

“How would I know?”

“She was murdered yesterday afternoon.”

“No! By whom? How?”

“Someone whacked her with a frozen leg of lamb,” said Harriet.

“Is she all right in the head?” asked Patricia, jutting her chin in Harriet’s direction. 

“More or less,” said Claire.

Patricia narrowed her eyes, suddenly furious. “What do you mean I might have something to do with it? You think I murdered Paige? Me?”

“Paige and Fisher both,” said Harriet. It’s getting cold. I should get up. “You were at the Stone Pony before Fisher was killed and at Bread and Roses yesterday. And when we were here yesterday it’s clear you and your aunt were hiding something.” 

“My aunt,” said Patricia angrily, “is dying. We’ve moved a hospital bed and other equipment into the house. I’m going to stay with her until the end.”

“I’m sorry,” said Harriet and Claire, in unison. 

Patricia waited a moment, then accepted their apologies with a curt nod. When she spoke, her voice was much calmer; you could almost call it matter of fact. “She’s eighty-four. No one lives forever. We’ve accepted it.” 

It sure sounds like Patricia has.

“And you’re keeping it a secret?” said Claire.

“We couldn’t let Fisher know. When you were here yesterday ... it was just habit, keeping it on lock down.”

“Why couldn’t Fisher know?” asked Harriet.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but Aunt Ruth has a substantial investment portfolio. Fisher was stonewalling me on the divorce. I planned to ambush him when he was here. I needed the papers signed before Aunt Ruth passes, so he couldn’t come after my inheritance.” 

“No chance of that now,” said Claire.

Patricia narrowed her eyes and shot Claire a poisonous glare. “There’s no question his death makes my life easier but murdering him is not a solution I would have chosen.” She sounded sincere, as if she was grateful to the universe for solving her problem, but she didn’t quite approve of the method. 

“Why were you at the inn yesterday?” asked Harriet.

“Would you please get out of the snow and stand up? You are grating on my nerves.”

Harriet debated for a moment and reluctantly got to her feet.

“I thought Bryan might be interested in buying our bakeries, now Fisher’s out of the picture.”

Out of the picture? She might not have killed Fisher, but she was as cold as the snow clinging to Harriet’s socks. “And why were you at The Stone Pony?”

Patricia scowled first at Claire and then at Harriet. “What is up with you two? Who do you think you are asking me all these questions?”

“Once the roads are open,” said Claire, “there will be police swarming the town asking questions. You might as well get used to it.”

Patricia pinched her mouth tight, like she wasn’t going to respond, but after a moment’s reflection she changed her mind. “I went over to the restaurant because it’s right across the street and I wanted to see what Tony had done with the place.” She gave a short, mean-spirited chuckle. “It’s a money pit. I’ll bet he doesn’t last six months.”

What an unpleasant person she is. “Any ideas on who would want Fisher dead?” 

Patricia sniffed and half lifted one shoulder. She wasn’t interested enough in the question for a full shrug. “I would have bet on Paige. They had a real hate on for each other, and she was hard as nails. But with her dead too?” Patricia reached over and took the plate of scones from Claire. She looked down at them, unimpressed. “There’s always – no – he wouldn’t have the guts to follow through on it.” She spoke pensively, as if she was talking to herself. 

“Pardon?” said Harriet, and Claire leaned forward in anticipation.

“Fisher always said there was something off about him,” said Patricia. “So insanely jealous.”

“Bryan?” said Harriet.

“Bryan?” The look she shot Harriet was contorted with scorn. “Why would he be jealous of Fisher?”

“Who, then?”

Patricia rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Andrew, of course.”
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Chapter 14


[image: image]


Be decisive. The road of life is paved with roadkill that couldn’t make a decision. @askauntaggie
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“ANDREW IS A MESS. HE’S really shaken up over Fisher’s death,” said Harriet. 

Patricia gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “He’s a mess all right. No change there.” She lifted the plastic wrap on the scones and gave them a wary sniff. “When we were first married, and Fisher started making real money, Andrew would get drunk and call us up and rant like a lunatic. We had to change our number. That was years ago, though.” Her voice was matter of fact, bored almost. “Maybe he got over it, but I doubt it. Andrew’s a loser, and the thing I’ve discovered about losers is they always blame someone else for their problems.”

Harriet and Claire both stared at her for a moment, a little taken aback by Patricia’s assessment of Andrew. 

“What did he rant about?” asked Claire. 

“Oh, you name it. He thought he was the one with all the talent. Fisher got a scholarship to the Culinary Institute and Andrew didn’t, and he could not let it go. He had a perfectly good job, plumber, or carpenter or whatever, but he wanted what Fisher had.” She gave an amused snort. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Fisher pushed to film the show in Sevenoaks just to rub his success in Andrew’s face. It’s the kind of thing he’d do. Guess that didn’t turn out so well for him.” Patricia glanced up at the sky. “A full moon tonight. The crazies will be out.” She waved the plate of scones. “Thank you for these. I’m particular when it comes to baked goods, but Aunt Ruth may enjoy them.” With a brisk nod she went back into the house. There was a loud click as she bolted the door. 

“All I can say to that,” said Claire, “is at least they never had kids.”

Harriet’s forehead was furrowed in consternation. “Andrew? Do you think?”

“I don’t know what to think. If he was bitter and jealous enough to kill Fisher, why would he wait twenty years?”

“It doesn’t make any sense.”

They were walking through the yard as they talked. When she reached the sidewalk, Harriet stomped her feet to dislodge some of the chunks of snow clinging to her clothes. She got in the car and fastened her seatbelt and settled in. Home. Pajamas. A glass of wine. A cozy fireplace. And then the phone rang. “Hi, Wally.”

“Yeah, listen. Can you and Claire swing by the inn and pick up Holly? I’m up to my elbows in Wally Wheat.”

“You got the oven lit?”

He hesitated for a moment. “Seamus lit it.”

“First try!” came a proud voice in the background.

“That’s great. Sure. We’ll head there right now. Is —?” The line went dead. Wally didn’t often bother with niceties like saying goodbye. Or thank you, for that matter.

“Where to?” said Claire.

“Bread and Roses. Holly needs a drive.”

Once she started the car, Claire turned to Harriet. “Andrew, with his booties and his melon baller? A killer?”

“I’m struggling with the idea myself. It’s just Patricia talking. She’s awful.”

“She is awful.” 

They were quiet for a bit as they processed what Patricia had said. The only sound was Claire’s left hand tapping the wheel. “Andrew and Taffy dated for at least six months. He must have been out to her workshop. He could easily have grabbed a vial or two of bee venom.”

Harriet nodded in agreement. “But why would he leave it in the kitchen of The Stone Pony? It’s like whoever killed Fisher wanted the venom to be found. Andrew would have known that it could implicate Taffy.”

“Andrew rattles easily. It may not have been intentional.”

“And what about Paige? Why kill Paige?”

“Maybe she figured it all out and threatened to tell what she knew. She’s out there on the deck and wham with the lamb. No more threat.”

Harriet shook her head, scrambling to piece this puzzle together. “I don’t know. He seemed genuinely upset when half his dinner went missing.”

Claire turned in at the inn and they both gazed at the imposing Victorian as they drove up the driveway. They’d been so dazzled by what Andrew had done with Bread and Roses the first night they’d been there. Now the inn looked bleak. Oppressive even. “That’s Taffy’s car,” said Claire, pulling up beside a red Toyota. “What’s she doing here?”

“She said she might pop by and see how Andrew was doing.”

Claire put her hand on the car door. “I’ve dated some doozies, but what was Taffy doing with Andrew? Even if he’s completely innocent, she could do so much better. The mustache alone ...”

“I can’t believe it’s taken you this long to comment on his mustache.”

“You know me. I try not to be judgmental.”

They hurried down the walkway and up the front steps. Holly waved hello when they opened the door. She was perched behind the check-in desk, talking on the phone. “April fourteenth to nineteenth. It’s confirmed. We look forward to seeing you.” Her voice was pleasant and professional. She rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue to indicate her true feelings. “You never know. Anything can happen in Sevenoaks. You have a good evening.” Holly hung up the phone and placed it on a shelf. “What is wrong with people? I figured two murders was going to scare off most of Andrew’s business. I didn’t figure on all the freaks.” She cracked a sly smile. “People are dying to stay here.”

Harriet pulled on a pair of booties and walked over to the check-in area. Apart from the usual brochures advertising local businesses, there were two shelves of Little Red Barn products for sale. She picked up a jar of the night cream. It was a lot more expensive than the drugstore brand she used. “Do you sell much of this?” 

“More than I’d have thought.” Holly pointed to a jar of lip balm. “That lip plumper sells the best.”

Harriet picked up one of the tiny tubs and scanned the list of ingredients. “Bee venom.”

“I tried it,” said Holly. “It’s perfect if you’re into feeling like your lips got a sunburn.”

The inn phone rang again. Holly waved her hand in exasperation and hopped off her stool. “It can go to voice mail.”

“Actually,” said Harriet. “Do you mind waiting a few minutes to leave?” She looked to Claire for confirmation. “We wanted to talk to Taffy.”

Holly reached for the phone. “Yeah, sure. She’s in the living room. They all are. Bryan won’t even take a leak unless Travis comes along to act as a bodyguard.” Her voice switched to a polite monotone. “Good evening. Bread and Roses Inn. How can I help you?”

“Off with the boots or on with the booties?” said Claire, frowning at the bootie basket.

“Keep your boots on,” said Holly, pulling the phone away from her mouth. “It’s freezing in here.”

As Claire fumbled with the booties — fumbled because she insisted on turning the process into an opportunity for a one-legged deep knee bend — Ariana wandered listlessly into the foyer and collapsed into a chair.

“Hi, Ariana,” said Harriet.

“Hey. My phone is dead. I’m like fifth in line to charge it.”  

“That’s too bad. We’re hearing the roads will be open soon.”

“And we can leave,” she said, with a dramatic sigh. “My mom says I have to make sure I’m never alone, not for a minute.”

“That’s probably a good idea.”

“Ariana,” said Claire, “Did Fisher talk much about Andrew?”

She stared intently at her phone, like perhaps she could will it into powering up. “A little. He wanted to help Andrew out by staying here.” She gave the foyer a dismissive glance. “Andrew sent pictures, but they were so fake. Fisher thought it would be way nicer than this.”

“Nicer?” said Claire, glancing around the spacious lobby with its gleaming wood and tasteful decor.

“Bigger. Fancier. That’s why he moved the show over to that restaurant. He said the dining room here was kind of small and cheap looking.”

Harriet and Claire exchanged glances. “Did Andrew know that it was Fisher’s idea to move the show?” asked Harriet.

“Sure. He said that things would work out even better if Sugar Sugar filmed at the restaurant. He wasn’t such a spazz before everyone started dying.” She gave her phone another sad glance and got up from the chair. “I’m going to pull out Ryan’s charger. He won’t care. He’s half in love with me.”

“Ten minutes?” said Harriet to Holly, who’d hung up the phone.

She nodded in agreement. “No rush. Wally’s babysitting his bread. It’ll be just me and the parrot at home.”

The living room was a mess of bedding and empty chip bags and scattered belongings. It was a gloomy spectacle, with the dim light and sullen looks and the faint odor of unwashed bodies. Taffy was in a corner talking to Bryan who had commandeered a comfortable lounger near the fireplace.

“Hello,” she said, as Harriet and Claire approached. “Bryan’s back is on the mend and he’s offered to attend Sevenoaks Day. He’s going to sign autographs, take pictures with fans, that sort of thing.”

“I’ll be safer in the park than I am here.” Bryan looked over at Travis, who was standing at attention nearby. “But the second the road opens, I’m gone.”

“I’ll make sure you’re packed,” said Travis, in the same eager, attentive voice he’d always used with Paige. “I’ll put your pajamas and toothbrush on top, in case we can’t leave on Saturday.”

“You most likely can’t,” said Taffy. “I’m still hearing Sunday.”

Bryan didn’t acknowledge her comment. His focus was still on Travis. “Just make sure I’m ready.”

“We’ll be thrilled to have you at the festival for as long as you can stay,” said Taffy. “Perhaps you could sit at the same table as Aunt Aggie; our two celebrity chefs.”

Bryan’s eyes bulged in horror. “Please do not refer to that woman as a chef. Her recipes are garbage food for the masses.”

Garbage food for the masses? “She does have masses of fans, that is true,” said Harriet. She was the one who chose many of the recipes on their website.

“Or possibly separate tables,” said Taffy, “at opposite ends of the market.”

A young woman with hair a vibrant shade of blue gestured to Travis and he immediately turned to Bryan. “Dinner’s almost ready. Do you feel well enough to go into the dining room or would you rather I made you a tray?”

“What are we having?”

“Chicken cutlets with au gratin potatoes.”

“I’ll come in. Set me up at a place where I can eat in peace. Do you have my sign?”

“Of course.”

Bryan got to his feet and Travis whipped a piece of cardboard out of the notebook he was carrying and placed it on the chair. It had RESERVED FOR BRYAN BERENSON written on it in thick black marker.

Taffy exhaled and shook her head as Bryan, his back slightly hunched, walked slowly out of the room. “Negotiating with him took a lot out of me. I’m going to go home, get into my sweats, and pour a nice, single malt. Maybe two.” 

“We stopped by to see Patricia,” said Harriet. “She had some interesting things to say.”

Claire got right to the point. “She said Andrew could have been jealous enough of Fisher’s success to have been the one who killed him.”

Taffy looked shocked. “No! That’s ridiculous. Patricia was always so horrible. She’d say the meanest things.”

“She’s still like that,” said Harriet, “but think about it. Andrew is familiar with bee venom and he said he dropped food off at The Stone Pony.”

“Means and opportunity.” Claire peered intently at Taffy. “Did he have motive?”  

Taffy winced, as if contemplating Andrew as a murderer was physically painful for her. “When Fisher first went to The Culinary Institute, Andrew was a jealous wreck. He thought he was a better candidate, but Fisher is the one who got a scholarship. That’s the way it always was. Things just fell Fisher’s way.”

“Until The Stone Pony,” said Harriet.

“Until then. But culinary school was years ago. I’m sure all of us who knew him had twinges of jealousy seeing how well Fisher did, but that’s just human nature. Andrew certainly wasn’t obsessing over it for twenty years.”

“You’re sure?” said Claire.

“I’m not privy to his every thought, but he was excited about Fisher coming here and seeing this beautiful inn.” Taffy raked her fingers through her hair. “Unless something changed. I haven’t seen him much in the last month, since he decided to put the brakes on.”

“Sorry,” said Claire, “but I can’t get past Andrew being the one who did the breaking up.”

Taffy flashed her a grateful grin. “At least he was mature about it. He came out to the farm to tell me. I didn’t get dumped by text, which has happened.”

“He came all the way to the farm?” said Claire. “To your workshop?”

“It’s not that far.”

“You’re in town most of the time. He could have talked to you here.”

“I suppose. I never thought about it.”

“And he didn’t give you any clue what brought on his change of heart?” asked Harriet. Had Nick had a change of heart? Did he want to ‘put the brakes on’? 

“Just the usual. ‘Too much, too soon. Let’s not rush into anything.’ A few days earlier we’d spent the whole day at the auction of Fisher’s mom’s estate, and we had a lovely time.” She forced a quick smile. “Who knows what goes on in the minds of men? Certainly not me.” 

“When he came to see you,” said Harriet, “would he have had access to your bee venom?”

“Sure ... all my supplies are on open shelves.” Taffy stared at the fireplace, like she was looking for answers there. She nervously twirled a lock of hair, then came out with it. “After Andrew left that day, I couldn’t find any venom for the lip plumper I was making. I was sure I had six vials left.” She narrowed her eyes and looked sternly at the two women. “It doesn’t mean anything. I’ve been so busy; I could have screwed up. I’d never have connected it to Andrew if you hadn’t put the thought into my head.” Taffy’s face clouded over, and she emitted a low groan. “Perfect. Just who I was hoping to see.”

Harriet swiveled her head. Detective Meachum had arrived. He was standing at the entrance to the living room, peering from face to face. He appeared to be checking off names in his notebook. “If Andrew was careless enough to leave a vial at The Stone Pony,” she said, “I wonder if he left any lying around here.”

“We don’t know if he was careless or it was intentional,” said Claire, “and there’s no harm in looking.”

“There’s lots of harm!” said Taffy. “What are you going to do? Dig through his room?”

Claire looked to Harriet. “Works for me.”

“Where is his room?” asked Harriet.

Taffy gave a begrudging nod toward the door. “Tucked in behind the library. It’s just temporary until he finishes building his private suite in the basement.”

“Can you show us?”

“No! I’m not a snoop.”

“We are,” said Claire, “when the situation warrants it. And this is a perfect time. Andrew will be busy with dinner.”

Harriet gave Taffy a pleading look. “Two minutes, and if we don’t find anything we’ll leave.”

“He may have bought a lock by now. He kept meaning to.”

“Don’t go anywhere,” said Meachum, pointing menacingly at Taffy as he strode past. “I want to talk to you.”

Taffy slowly exhaled. “Fine, I’ll show you. Two minutes, if you can even get in!” 

The renovations to the inn clearly hadn’t extended to Andrew’s personal space. Not only was there no lock, the doorknob was barely hanging on. It was a small, sparsely decorated room, just a twin bed, a dresser, and a desk. There was a fireplace that didn’t look like it had been used in years, and flowered wallpaper marked with ancient fingerprints and water stains. Behind a curtain was a tiny bathroom, with a pink toilet and sink and a rusty shower stall. Harriet switched on the battery-operated lamp sitting on the dresser. 

“Look quickly,” hissed Taffy, who was standing guard by the closed door. “If Andrew finds us ...”

“What’s the worst he can do?” said Claire. “Whack us with a chicken cutlet?”

“He did not kill Paige,” hissed Taffy. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Harriet. She looked to Claire. “If you were going to hide something...”

“Under the mattress.”

Harriet went over to the bed and lifted the mattress. It didn’t take much effort; it wasn’t more than four inches thick. “Nothing,” she said, “unless you count dust balls.”

“You don’t even know what you’re looking for,” said Taffy. “This is such an invasion of — Claire, not his underwear drawer!”

“The underwear drawer is a classic hiding spot.” Claire pulled out a framed photo and squinted at it in the dim light. “To Andrew, Love Rachael.” She shot Taffy a pained look. “Any man who keeps an autographed picture of Rachael Ray in his underwear drawer...”

“I wasn’t aware of that particular enthusiasm,” replied Taffy, refusing to look at Claire.

Harriet was on her knees, shining the light from her phone into the corners under the bed. “Nothing under here.”  

“Or here,” said Claire, finishing with the dresser. “The vial he left behind at The Stone Pony might be the only one he didn’t dispose of.”

“You don’t know that it was him!” spat out Taffy. 

“I’m pretty sure it was.” 

“Claire’s policy is guilty until proven otherwise,” said Harriet, getting to her feet.

Claire nodded to the closet. “You check the closet; I’ll do the desk.”  She started shuffling through papers scattered on the desktop. “I’ve always wanted an old roll top like this.”

“It belonged to Fisher,” said Taffy. “Andrew bought it at the auction. Hurry up!”

Harriet shook out a pair of running shoes. Nothing. Fisher’s desk. Where had she heard mention of Fisher’s desk? She poked her head out of the closet and eyed it over.

“Apart from the Rachael Ray obsession,” said Claire, waving a stack of magazines, then shoving them back in a drawer, “there’s nothing here.” 

“Taffy, has the desk always been in this room?” said Harriet. She’d suddenly remembered when she’d heard about Fisher’s desk.

“Since he bought it. Let’s go.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. I helped him carry it in here after the auction. Why?”

Harriet walked over to the desk. “The first night we were here, Andrew told Fisher that he’d bought his old desk. He said it was upstairs somewhere, like he couldn’t remember where he’d put it.” 

“Maybe he felt awkward having Fisher know he’d put it in his own bedroom.”

“I guess.”

Claire put her hands on her hips and did a last scan of the room. “It was worth a try. I guess the odds weren’t good he was going to leave evidence of his guilt lying around in plain sight.”

An odd look passed over Taffy’s face. She hesitated, like she was struggling with herself, then she walked over to the desk. She pulled out the narrow, center drawer, and reaching underneath, tapped it sharply. “There’s a hidden compartment. Fisher used to hide his pot here back in high school.”

“And Andrew knew about it?” asked Harriet.

“I have no idea.” Taffy slid back the bottom of the drawer, pulled out a manila envelope and dropped it on the desk. She reached into the back of the narrow compartment, hesitated, and almost reluctantly removed her hand. She was holding a vial of bee venom. It was the same brand as the one at The Stone Pony. Taffy’s brand.

“I guess that answers your question, Harriet,” said Claire.

Taffy collapsed onto the edge of Andrew’s bed, as if her knees were about to give out. The vial was still in her hand. “Why?”  

Harriet just shook her head. Using the edge of her sweater to cover her fingers, she gently removed the vial from Taffy’s hand and placed it on the desk.

“After all these years. I don’t understand it.” Taffy eyed the venom and her face hardened. “He not only killed Fisher, he implicated me.” She waved her arms in frustration. “Why me?”

“We don’t know that it was on purpose,” said Harriet. “But why kill Paige?” 

“She must have figured something out.” Claire opened the manila envelope and pulled out the papers inside. “Letters,” she said, “and — I don’t know — looks like an essay.” She placed the papers on the desk. “We need to tell Meachum. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m glad he’s here.”

“The venom doesn’t actually prove anything,” said Taffy in a weak voice. 

“It doesn’t,” agreed Harriet, “but as circumstantial evidence goes...” Why would Andrew hide letters in the drawer? She picked up the papers Claire had dropped on the desk and used the light from her phone so she could get a better look. Taffy watched her closely but said nothing; she had lost the impulse to advocate for Andrew’s privacy. 

“Weird,” said Harriet.

“What?” asked Claire.

“These are reference letters. They’re from back when Andrew was applying to The Culinary Institute. And this is his entrance essay. I wonder why he stored them in Fisher’s secret drawer?”

They were so immersed they didn’t notice the bedroom door swing open. “The lamp won’t last long; the batteries are almost dead — What are you doing?”

A furious Andrew was standing in the open door with Meachum peering over his shoulder. Andrew rushed over and snatched the papers from Harriet’s hand. 

“We found the venom,” said Claire. 

“Why?” said Taffy. She was on her feet now. “Why, Andrew?”

Andrew took a step back, so he was pressed against the wall. His face crumpled. “I just wanted to scare him.” He looked pleadingly at Taffy. “I never intended to kill him. Never. He always had his EpiPen.”

“Why did you involve me?” said Taffy. “Was that on purpose?”

Suddenly Andrew was furious again. He waved the papers in her face. “These were in the desk. The Institute never saw them. You’re the one who mailed our scholarship applications. Fisher and I both had to work, and you offered to mail them. You trashed my application to help Fisher. The two of you were in on it together.”

Taffy squinted at the papers he was waving, trying to compute what he was saying. “I did mail your applications,” she said slowly, struggling to remember, “but I certainly didn’t tamper with them! I would never do that.” She stared unblinking at Andrew, as if his face would jog her memory. “Fisher gave them to me after school. He must have already pulled out your letters and essay. They were in his desk all this time?”

“All this time, and he didn’t even remember. I told him I bought his desk, and he didn’t blink. He ruined my life.”

Taffy shook her head. “It wasn’t ruined ...”

“That could have been me, with the bakeries and the TV show.”

“I’m not sure that it could have been,” said Claire. “It wasn’t his culinary training that made Fisher a success. He didn’t do anything for me, but Fisher was a good-looking man with a certain star quality.”

“Maybe not the time,” murmured Harriet. 

Andrew wasn’t listening; his focus was on Taffy. “I wasn’t even sure I was going to do it, but when he didn’t remember ...I just wanted to give him a scare, mess up his show. I thought he’d inject himself and go to the hospital. I didn’t know we wouldn’t be able to get an ambulance.”

“Why did you kill Paige?” asked Harriet. She glanced at Meachum who was still in the doorway, looking flabbergasted by the turn things had taken.

“Paige?” Andrew slid down the wall and buried his head in his hands. “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

Detective Meachum had heard enough. “Andrew Sullivan,” he said, moving toward them. “I am arresting you for the murder of Fisher Swimm and Paige Monroe.”
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Chapter 15
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“Do one thing every day that scares you.” – Eleanor Roosevelt  @askauntaggie

––––––––
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HARRIET DUG THROUGH Chester’s basket of outerwear and selected his most colorful cardigan. It was a rainbow stripe number that Denise had given him for Christmas. She held up two eye patches. “Red or purple?” 

“Purple,” said Gran. “I’m wearing my mauve coat. I want us to coordinate.” She waved a plastic bag, a victorious smile on her face. “I found the balloons and pump left over from Doreen’s Eightieth.” The minute Gran heard that Bryan would also be attending Sevenoaks Day, she’d started rustling through closets, searching for anything to jazz up her table. She was determined to draw a bigger crowd than him.

Harriet sat down and sipped her tea and tried to appear enthusiastic. She hadn’t slept well. It was late by the time she’d arrived home from the inn. Meachum had insisted on everyone sticking around while he separately documented their witness statements. By the time Claire dropped her off, Gran and Chester were already tucked up in bed. And then there was Nick. He’d finally called, but he sounded off; not himself at all. And not eager to talk. He’d never been one for long chats on the phone, but since he’d been in New York they hadn’t spoken for longer than a few minutes at a time.

“It’s going to be a long day,” said Gran, dropping down beside Harriet. “I’ve got to pace myself. How are you doing? Thinking about Andrew?”

“Among other things. I still can’t believe he’s a murderer. A double murderer.”

“I can’t believe he tried to pin the first one on Taffy. What a scoundrel!” 

“He said he wasn’t even sure he was going to use the venom he stole, but between Fisher deciding at the last minute not to film at the inn and then forgetting that he’d hidden Andrew’s reference letters and essay in the desk, he decided to do it. He got angry at Fisher all over again, just talking about it. He’s sure that if he’d got that scholarship his whole life would have been different.”

“He’s right about that, but no saying it would have been better.” Gran shook her head in disbelief. “As if Taffy would ever do something as underhanded as messing with his application. Shows what kind of a person Andrew is that he’d even think such a thing.” 

“If she hadn’t got angry and told Fisher she’d like to kill him, Andrew never would have thought to incriminate her.”

“A lesson there, I guess,” said Gran. “You know what else I can’t believe. He admits to killing two people and instead of being locked up he’s grounded.”

In the past year, Sevenoaks had closed its jail, terminated its local police force, and contracted with the Vermont State Police. The closest jail was now twenty miles away and until the road opened, there was no way to get there. So, Andrew was still at the inn, under the watch of Detective Meachum.

“There’s not much else to do with him,” said Harriet. “Taffy says there’s a couple of old jail cells in the basement of Town Hall that they used years ago, but there’s no power in the building. Meachum can’t stick Andrew in a cell with no heat or lights.”

“I suppose not. Prisoner’s rights and all that. Still, it doesn’t seem right. If I was staying up at Bread and Roses, I wouldn’t feel safe.”

“Andrew seemed pretty defeated when we left. I don’t think he’s a danger to anyone.” Harriet looked up at the sound of a tap at the front door. “And he didn’t exactly admit to killing Paige, he just didn’t deny it.”

The front door swung open, and a smiling Claire stepped in. “Hi. No rush. I’m a little early.”

“Morning, hon. We’re just about ready,” said Gran, hopping to her feet. “We got caught up talking about Andrew.”

“I can’t stop thinking about it.” Claire waved her phone at Harriet. “Did you tell Wally about Andrew? I don’t want to be accused of holding out on him again.”

“I called last night when I got home. They’d already heard. Holly figures the inn will close once Andrew is officially arrested, so she’ll be out of a job.”

While Harriet and Gran collected their coats and bags, Claire perused the decorations Gran had assembled. “You’re not the only one who’s adding a little flair to their table. Melissa called when I was getting ready. Her two nieces are going to wear their Halloween costumes and pass out samples, and she’s got a Red Sox uniform for Peanut.”

Gran looked chagrined. “How is poor Chester supposed to compete with that? Are we sure they’re even letting pigs attend this event?”

“Melissa sells maple syrup,” Harriet reminded her. “She’s not your competition.”

“No, I suppose you’re right.” Gran was actually very fond of Melissa. “Maybe we can set up beside each other. Between the two of us we should have no problem taking down Bryan.” She peered at Harriet. “Did he even mention his genitals to you when you were there?”

“No ...”

“Exactly. He’s forgotten all about it. I told you he was faking.”

Harriet dressed Chester and helped Gran bag up her decorations. “Have you heard from Ron?” she asked Claire on their way out the door. “I texted him to come in early, but he hasn’t responded.”

“He’s working for me today,” said Gran. “I’m paying him time and a half. I told him you’d okayed it.”

“I didn’t okay it,” protested Harriet. “We’re going to be busy.”

“We can share. I need him to help decorate and to watch the table if Chester and I are out socializing. I’m sure he’ll pop over to the Bluebell if you need him.”

It was only a quarter to seven and the park was already humming. Claire had to park half a block from the café because there was a horse and buggy in her regular spot. The sound of musicians tuning their instruments drifted from the bandstand. Taffy had an assortment of bands booked right through until nightfall. Harriet took a deep, appreciative breath. The aroma from the barbecues was already starting to permeate the air. It was going to be a beautiful, sunny winter day; a perfect day to celebrate Sevenoaks.

Ron was sitting on the front stoop of the café sipping a Coke and eating a bag of chips. “Breakfast of champions,” said Harriet.

“Wally wouldn’t give me anything to eat. He’s even crankier than usual today.”

“Why?” asked Claire.

“Why is the sky blue?” Ron was taking a philosophy course this term. He got to his feet, handed Harriet his empty chip bag and headed over to the car. “Is everything in here?”

“It is,” said Claire, popping the trunk. “I’m going to go inside and make a list and do some shopping.”

Gran clipped on Chester’s leash and nodded toward the park. “We’re already late. C’mon hon. Let’s go see if Peanut’s here yet.”

After a stern whisper to Ron that he was to make sure Gran was comfortable, Harriet stood on the sidewalk and waited until the threesome had made it across the street before she went inside.

“Hey,” said Denise. She was behind the counter pouring a cup of coffee. She held out the pot to Harriet, who nodded an enthusiastic yes. Denise gestured to the window. “Have you been over yet? I think half the businesses in town are going to be there.”

Harriet shook her head no. “I’ll go when we have a slow spell. Claire’s going to pop over soon and pick up some supplies.”

The kitchen door swung open and Wally tromped in. He grunted in response to Harriet’s hello and placed a sign on the back counter. It read, in slightly crooked black letters, THE WALLY WHEAT IS ONLY FOR SANDWICHES.

“Is that really necessary?” said Harriet.

“Yes, it is,” responded Wally.

“We’ve already had two people banging on the door asking about it,” said Denise. “I don’t know how word gets out.”

“Because people in this town can’t mind their own business.” Wally glared around the café as if looking for something to complain about, gave it up for a lost cause, and stormed back into the kitchen.

Harriet made a face. “He’s in a mood.”

“He doesn’t like that Holly went into work. He’s afraid Andrew might be dangerous.”

“She’ll be fine. Detective Meachum is there. He’s not completely useless.” Harriet took a sip of coffee and watched as a man dressed in a moose costume strolled down the sidewalk, his moose head in one hand, a hotdog in the other. “Are you coming around to the idea of Andrew as a murderer?”

“Not exactly. Doing something as bonehead stupid as trying to send Fisher to the hospital with an allergy attack? That I can see. But whacking Paige in the head and leaving her to die? Not in a million years would I have thought Andrew was capable of that.”

“I’m not sure he was of sound mind. He doesn’t seem to remember doing it. How’s Taffy? She was kind of dazed last night.”

“She’s still dazed, but relieved too.” Denise put down her coffee and marched over to adjust a window blind. “She’s grateful to you and Claire.”

“We were happy to help.”

“That’s what I told her, that you’d have been poking around no matter who was involved.”

While Denise finished setting the tables, Harriet got the fire going. “Do you remember when it happened,” she asked, “when Fisher got the scholarship?”

“Sure, but I never gave it much thought. It just seemed like the way things always played out. Fisher won and Andrew lost.”

“It appears Andrew gave it plenty of thought over the years.”

“That’s what happens when you let things fester. I can see why he’d be furious when he found out what Fisher did, but he couldn’t just have it out with him? He had to risk killing him?”

“It was incredibly stupid, but he really did seem shocked that night when Fisher didn’t have his EpiPen.”

“Is it still murder if the intent wasn’t there?” said Denise.

“Pretty sure it is. And then there’s Paige.”

Denise examined the fork she was polishing and found it acceptable enough to place on the table. “I didn’t like the woman, but it’s terrible what happened to her. And Andrew’s just wandering around the inn like nothing happened.”

“Only for another day or so.”

“Maybe not that long. My cousin works for the county. He says the bridge might be fixed by tonight.”

From eight o’clock on, the park was a whirl of activity and so was the Bluebell. Claire went across the street twice to restock, and Denise headed over for an early-afternoon coffee break.

“Joyce is doing gangbusters business,” Denise said when she returned. “You should go say hello. I can handle this place for a while.”

Harriet stood at the window for a moment. She was itching to get over there. “You’re sure? I won’t be more than ten minutes.”

“Go. And if you see Ron tell him to get his butt over here and bus some tables.”

“Will do.”

There was such a party atmosphere on the green it was impossible not to get caught up in the fun. Harriet forced herself to put her anxiety over Nick on the backburner. There were friends to greet and handicrafts to admire and delicious aromas competing for attention. And a pig in a Red Sox uniform. Melissa’s table was right beside Gran’s and if the balloons and posters and two adorable little girls dressed as princesses didn’t draw the crowds, Peanut and Chester sure did. 

“I’ve had over a hundred orders already,” said Gran, smiling wide in case anyone was taking a picture. “And Melissa’s sold out of her smaller jugs.”

“How’s Bryan doing?” asked Harriet.

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve been too busy to give him a thought.” Gran couldn’t stop beaming. There wasn’t much she enjoyed more than a sunny day and lots of attention. 

Harriet waved to Taffy, who was moving through the crowd, chatting and encouraging and tossing instructions to her assistant who was hot on her heels, notebook at the ready. Harriet said goodbye to Gran and Melissa and wove her way through the aisles. The sun was shining off the snow and the band was playing Motown tunes. She bought a flowering plant for the café and a lavender candle for her bedroom because it was supposed to help with sleep. 

Harriet looked across the park to The Bluebell. She’d been away long enough. Time to get back. She hurried past the row of food carts, telling herself she’d return as soon as they closed the café. “Hello, Harriet,” called a male voice. It was Austin, sitting at a picnic table with Medford, drinking coffee and eating a hamburger. 

“Hello,” she said, walking over to them. “How are things up at the inn?”

“Crazy,” said Austin.

“Because of Andrew?” 

“No. He’s fine. He was scrambling eggs this morning like nothing happened, except that detective is following him everywhere.”

“Something did happen,” said Harriet. “He killed two people.”

“Only the one, according to him,” said Austin, cramming the last of the burger into his mouth. “That was delicious.”

“Only one?”

“Now he’s saying he didn’t kill Paige.”

“Yeah,” said Medford. “And he’s blaming everyone else for Fisher dying. He told Ariana it was her fault because she didn’t check that Fisher had his EpiPen.”

“Yeah,” said Austin with a chuckle. “Then Ariana blamed it on Paige because she was in charge of Fisher’s suit and she should have checked, and Helen threatened Ariana with her knitting needle because she said Paige was a miserable cow, but Ariana shouldn’t be speaking badly of the dead.” 

“Good times,” said Harriet.

Austin wasn’t finished. “Then Bryan went nuts because Ariana posted a clip of Fisher dying on her Instagram page.”

“You gave her the footage?”

“Not us. Dakota – the intern with the blue hair – had it on her iPhone and she gave it to her. She didn’t know any better.”

“She does now,” said Medford. “Bryan fired her. He doesn’t want people picturing a painful death when they watch Sugar Sugar. I can see his point.”

“Why would Ariana post it, anyway?” said Harriet. “Who wants to see that?” 

“Ariana likes attention.” Austin’s eyes kept drifting toward the food carts. “She wrote something about how you never know when your time is up, so you have to seize the day and she put up a bunch of pictures of herself looking soulful. Her followers liked it, I guess.” He swung his legs over the bench, so he was pointed toward the barbecues. “I’m going to get another of those burgers.”

“Is Bryan coming today?” asked Harriet. “He said he was going to sign autographs.”

“He must be here somewhere because I saw Travis. He’s glommed onto Bryan like Paige never existed.”

Medford snickered. “Paige Who?”

Harriet said goodbye to the two men and hurried back to the café. It had slowed down in her brief absence. For the first time since the storm there were empty tables. 

“Let’s close at four,” she suggested, going into the kitchen. “It’s quiet here, and we’re missing all the fun.” Wally grunted in agreement and Claire responded with an effusive ‘yes.’ 

“Are you busy?” Harriet said, standing by Claire’s baking counter.

“Always. What’s up?”

Harriet pulled out her phone and found Ariana’s Instagram page. “I want you to watch this with me.”

Claire wiped the flour off her hands and grimaced when she realized what she was seeing. “Ariana posted this? Classy.” They watched as Fisher ate a bite of pie and commented to Helen and then ate another bite... and a look crossed his face. Like he knew what was happening. He patted his jacket, unbuttoned it, and reached in. The camera cut to Bryan for a moment. When it cut back to Fisher, he was leaning against the table, struggling to breathe.

“What is wrong with her?” said Claire. “Why would she think people want to see that?”

“Over three thousand likes so far,” said Harriet. “I guess she was right.” She hit replay.

“I don’t want to see it again,” said Claire.

“Look at that.” Harriet pointed to Fisher. “What’s he doing?”

“Looking for his EpiPen.”

Harriet hit replay again. “Right before the camera cuts away, it looks like he pulled something out of his pocket.”

Claire watched it again, her face scrunched with concentration. “It does look like that. Whatever it is, it wasn’t what he needed.”

Harriet shoved the phone in her pocket and headed into the café. It wasn’t what he needed.

“Hey,” said Ron. He was sitting on a stool, munching on a scone. “I heard you’re looking for me.”

Denise walked by and tossed him a rag. “How about you stop eating and clean some tables.”

“Ok. Just let me...” Ron removed his backpack and pulled out what looked like a long, plastic fork with a purple turtle for a handle. “It was only two bucks.” He looked to Harriet, waiting for her amazed response.

“Deal. What is it?”

Ron stuck the fork down his back, under his shirt. “A backscratcher. I get itchy in the winter. My mom says I inherited dry skin from my dad, but I think she buys me scratchy clothes.”

“Buy your own clothes,” said Denise. “Tables?” 

Ron stuffed the backscratcher in his knapsack. “I’m on it.”

“Ron,” said Harriet, “you said one of your friends is allergic to shellfish. Does he carry an EpiPen?”

“Glen isn’t a friend,” clarified Ron, “but he’s on my swim team. Yeah, he always has it. One time he forgot, and his mom showed up, half mental. I don’t know what she was freaked out about. It’s not like coach was going to serve us a shrimp ring after practice.” 

“What does it look like? I’ve never seen one.”

Ron shrugged. “About this long.” He held his fingers about five inches apart. “Kinda like a pen, except fatter.”

Harriet glanced at the Wally Wheat sign. “Like a black marker.”

“Yeah, pretty much. It wouldn’t have to be black.”

But it could be.

Ten minutes later, just as Harriet was about to lock up, Ariana wandered into the café for the first time. “There’s a lineup for the bathrooms over there,” she said. “And they’re probably gross.”

“Ariana,” said Harriet, “I was talking to Austin. He said that on the night Fisher died, Paige was in charge of his suit.”

“That’s what I keep saying! Fisher always got dressed right before the show. He didn’t want to get wrinkled. She should have checked for his EpiPen.”

“Paige always brought the suit to the venue for him?”

“Or Travis did. Same thing.”

“Not exactly the same. The night Fisher died, who took his suit?”

Ariana breathed out loudly, annoyed by all the questions. “He handed it to Travis, but Paige was the boss. It was her responsibility. I need to pee.”

“In the back. First door on the left.”

Harriet pushed into the kitchen. “Hear me out,” she said to Claire.

“I’m listening.”

“Fisher sent his suit over to The Stone Pony with Travis.”

“Okay.”

“What if Fisher did have his EpiPen and Travis removed it and exchanged it for a marker? A fat black marker like Meachum found under the judge’s desk. Remember that?”

“Remember? I wish I could forget him scratching his crusty stomach, skin flakes flying everywhere.”

“Fisher planned to fire Paige. That would leave Travis out of a job as well.”

“You think Travis conspired with Andrew?”

“No...” Harriet was scrambling, trying to figure this out. “What if Travis laced the maple syrup as well? Taffy’s products are on prominent display at the inn. It’s like a constant reminder. Bee Venom.”

“That’s a leap of logic, even for us. Where would he get it? You can’t buy bee venom in downtown Sevenoaks.”

“I haven’t worked out all the details yet.”

Wally came out of the office, his arms crossed. “Is Ron still here? I need him to run up to the inn and get Holly.”

“I’ll go get her,” said Harriet.

Wally narrowed her eyes. “Just pick her up and come right back. No nosing around, getting into trouble.”

“I wouldn’t think of it.” She turned to Claire. “Can I borrow your car?”

It took no time to get to Bread and Roses. The streets of Sevenoaks were practically empty; everyone was at the festival including the guests at the inn, from the looks of it. There was only Andrew’s truck and Meachum’s car in the parking area. 

Holly was at the check-in desk, leafing through a magazine.

“It’s dead in here,” said Harriet. Bad choice of words.

“They couldn’t wait to get out. Cabin fever. I think it’s just Helen that’s stayed.” Holly chuckled, almost in admiration. “She says she doesn’t want to go to some hillbilly festival.”

“And Andrew’s here.”

“Yeah, him and the detective. They’re two peas in a pod. They’ve been playing cards all afternoon.”

Harriet gestured to a flower arrangement on the desk. “Beautiful.”

“They just came. More condolence flowers for Ariana. Like she needs condoling.” Holly pulled out a notebook and started writing.

“You keep track of all the deliveries?”

“Sure. It’s good to have records. You never know.”

You never do. “The day Fisher was killed, did anyone get a delivery?”

Holly flipped the page back. “Medford got a pizza at twelve thirty. For a little guy he sure loves to eat. Andrew got a case of wine at one o’clock.”

“Nothing else?”

“Nope. That’s it.”

Nothing for Travis. “What about the day before?”

Holly cocked an eyebrow in Harriet’s direction, but she checked her notebook. “Travis had a delivery at three.”

“From where?”

“Amazon. Two-day delivery, and he was still carrying on about how long it took.”

Harriet ran her eyes over the shelf of Taffy’s products. Bee Stung Beauty. Between the flyers, and the shelf of products in the foyer and the samples in the rooms, the reminders of Fisher’s allergy were everywhere. There was no way he would have forgotten his EpiPen. “Do you remember how big Travis’s parcel was?”

“Small. It was light. He was maybe six feet away and I tossed it to him, and fumble fingers got all up in my face because he dropped it.” Holly reached for her coat. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Ten minutes?” Harriet pleaded.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

“Five minutes?”

“No more.” Holly put her coat back on the hook. “I’ve got a hankering for some barbecue and a beer.”

“Travis isn’t here, right?”

“No, he’s long gone. He’s at the festival kissing Bryan’s butt.”

Harriet hurried into the kitchen. Five minutes wasn’t much time. Meachum and Andrew were at the table, playing a companionable game of crazy eights.

“Booties?” said Andrew, glaring at her feet.

“I wiped my boots carefully, and I’m going outside.”

“The murder site is taped off,” said Meachum. “Stay away from there.”

“I’ll go out the side door. I ran into Austin at the park. I’m going to grab something out of his room for him.” It occasionally occurred to Harriet that lying came much too easily to her.

Meachum grunted and laid down a card. “Change it to hearts.”

“Hearts! Are you kidding me?”

Harriet slipped out the side door while they were occupied and walked around to the back of the inn. Out of the corner of her eye she could see yellow caution tape, but she averted her gaze and headed for the garage. She walked down the narrow path and up the staircase. She opened the heavy, outside door and stepped into what looked like a storage room. There were shelves filled with tools and gardening equipment and boxes of random odds and ends. Through the storage room there was a narrow hallway with four doors. The first door was open. It was a tiny bathroom with a shower so low, a grown man would have to duck down to wash his hair. Behind the next door there were two unmade beds and camera equipment everywhere. Austin and Medford’s room.

She opened the door directly across the hall from the two men. It was a single room with a twin bed, a dresser, and a night table with a kerosene lamp on it. There was a suitcase on the bed, open, but packed. Apart from one of Taffy’s flyers on the dresser, the room was spotless. This must be Travis. He told Bryan he was going to pack. Harriet stepped inside, leaving the door open. What would be the harm in looking? A quick peak through his suitcase and then out of here. Travis was an extremely organized packer. The clothes were tightly rolled, and his toiletries, of which there were plenty, were sealed in Ziplock bags. Harriet dug through the clothes, careful to replace everything exactly where she’d found it. At the bottom of the suitcase, one on each side, was a pair of black shoes. She pulled out the one on the right side and gingerly removed the socks that were stuffed inside it. Bingo. An EpiPen. Her hand shaking, she plucked it from the shoe.

What was that? A footstep? Harriet startled and dropped the shoe onto the bed. Travis was standing in the doorway, his eyes narrowed and angry. In his right hand was a hammer. Without removing his gaze from Harriet, he ran his left index finger over the head of the hammer, slowly, as if he was caressing it. “Did you find what you were looking for?”
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Chapter 16
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“Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” – Mary Oliver  @askauntaggie

––––––––
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HARRIET HELD HIS GAZE. She hadn’t been sure what exactly she was looking for but an EpiPen would have been top of the list. “Hi, Travis.” Nonchalant. That’s the way to play it. She gave him the slightest of smiles, as if it was no big deal that she was digging through his suitcase and he was holding a hammer. She casually placed the EpiPen on the bed. “I thought you were at the festival.”

“Everyone says the bridge is going to open. I came back to pick up our bags.”

Be assertive. Travis is kind of a dork. You’re not scared of him. “I won’t keep you then. I need to get back there myself.” Her voice was shaking. She was terrified.

“I don’t think so.” Travis swung the hammer in a wide arc, like a batter warming up. His eyes drifted around the room and came to rest on the kerosene lamp beside the bed. 

Harriet was also studying the room, looking desperately for an escape route. There wasn’t one, unless you counted jumping through the window, and it was kind of high. She’d have to ask Travis for a boost. Trust me to bring an EpiPen to a hammer fight. 

Travis was back to caressing the hammer. “You should have minded your own business.”

No kidding. “You killed Fisher.” Shut up! Don’t say anything. 

“He was going to fire Paige.” Travis spoke in an oddly monotone voice. “She was a genius. Too smart to be working for Fisher.” He took a step toward Harriet. She’d never really noticed before, but he was a big guy. He loomed.

Out of the corner of her eye – she was afraid to move; it might set Travis off – Harriet calculated how many steps it was to the window. Five, maybe. Her mind was spinning. I might be able to jump through the glass and survive. How long have I been here? Maybe someone will come looking for me. Keep him talking. Buy some time. “You replaced his EpiPen with a marker.”

Travis smiled slightly, like he was proud of his clever thinking. “He tapped his pocket, thought it was there.”

“And you put bee venom in the maple syrup.”

“Me and Andrew.” He nodded to Taffy’s flyer. “I guess we both got the idea from her.”

Harriet shifted slightly and felt for her phone. It was in her purse, on the bed. “What about Paige? Who killed her?”

Travis shot her a look riddled with contempt. “Not Andrew. I couldn’t believe it when he got blamed for that one too. Paige knew Fisher would never forget his EpiPen. She saw the footage from the show and put it all together. She was brilliant.”

He killed two people. And he’s going to kill me. “And she didn’t approve?”

Travis drew nearer. Harriet’s knees felt so wobbly she wasn’t sure she could manage a lunge for the window. “She was going to call the police. Throw me away like I was nothing.”

“So you came up behind her ...”

“She didn’t suffer. She fell in the snow, I covered her up ...It was like she was sleeping.”

“And you pretended to be upset.” Harriet raised her chin and attempted to sound upbeat. Perhaps a little positive reinforcement would motivate Travis to lower the hammer. “You sure had me fooled.” 

His mouth was set in a grim line. “I wasn’t pretending. I was devoted to Paige.”

“I know you were. Detective Meachum is in the house. We should go in, explain what happened, how you really cared about Paige.” 

Travis might have been a double murderer, but unfortunately, he wasn’t stupid. He pointed the hammer at Harriet. “We’re not doing that. Get in the closet.”

The closet? Is he going to take his suitcase and go? Harriet felt the slightest bit of relief. It lasted three seconds.

Travis pulled a lighter from his pocket and nodded to the kerosene lamp. “This place is so littered with junk, it’ll go up in minutes.”

He’s going to burn the building down. With me in it. If I jump through the window and I’m not bleeding to death and I don’t break anything, maybe I can make a run for the house. “Help!” she screamed. “Help me! Travis is trying to kill me!”

“There’s only Andrew and the detective in the house. They can’t hear you.”

“And Helen.”

“And the old lady,” he agreed, smirking. “Get in the closet.”

And Holly. Maybe Holly will come looking for me. “I’m not going anywhere. You’ll have to force me.”

“Fine.” Travis pulled back his arm. 

Without taking her eyes off him, Harriet stepped backward into the closet. Travis slammed the door. She could hear something being jammed under the doorknob. It must be the nightstand. She rattled the doorknob. The door wouldn’t open. She ran her hand along the walls, searching for a light. Nothing. “Help! Help me!”

“Save it. You’re going to be screaming a lot harder pretty soon.”

Travis was moving around the room. “With some kerosene, this mattress is going to burn like a dream,” he said.

Harriet pounded on the closet door. “Help! Help!” Her throat ached she was screaming so loudly. “Help me!”

“Shut up. This will teach you to mind your own business.”

It definitely will. If I survive this ...I’m not going to survive this ...All my plans ...Nick... “Help!”

From the other side of the door there was a strange thwacking sound and a scream and three more thwacks and more screams. Travis. It was Travis screaming. A moment later there was a groan and a bang, and the closet door swung open. Helen was standing there swinging a nail gun while Travis writhed in agony on the floor.

Harriet took a moment to compute what had happened. “You shot him?”

“Four times. It took more than I figured to bring him down.”

Travis moaned and struggled and attempted to get to his feet. Helen calmly put her foot on his stomach and pointed the nail gun at his neck. “Those are just flesh wounds. If you move, I’m going for the jugular.”

Harriet’s legs felt so shaky. She wobbled over to her purse and dug around for her phone. Meachum picked up on the first ring. “You need to get out to the garage, now. Upstairs. And bring Andrew. We need backup.”

“What?” demanded Meachum. “Why?”

“Just come! Now!” Harriet tossed the phone back in her purse. 

“Bring Andrew? A murderer restraining a maniac,” said Helen. “Now I’ve seen everything.” She glanced at Harriet. “You look like you’re going to puke. Have a seat. I’ve got this.”

If the bed wasn’t soaked in kerosene Harriet would have taken her up on the suggestion. She grasped the dresser for support. “Thank you, Helen. You saved my life. How did you know to come out here?”

“I didn’t. The other day, Andrew said he had some antique needlepoint patterns upstairs of the garage. Since he’s headed for the slammer, I figured I’d pick through his junk, see if there was anything I wanted. Then I heard you screaming.” She pressed the nail gun a little harder into Travis’s neck. “I didn’t like the cut of his jib from the first time I saw him.”

“I need a doctor!” said Travis. “I’m going to sue you!” 

“Try it. You won’t be the first.”

“You shot me in the back!”

“You presented a mortal danger and I’m a defenseless old woman. Good luck getting a jury to see it any different.”  She nodded to Harriet. “She’ll back me up.”

Travis was in agony. His face was streaked with tears. Harriet felt a twinge of sympathy, but only for a second. “He was going to burn me alive.”

“Exactly. I had to bring him down the fastest way I could.” Helen released the pressure on Travis’s neck and gave the nail gun an admiring look. “I’ve always wanted to see what kind of damage one of these could do.”  She waved the gun the length of Travis’s body, stopping at his knee, and then his crotch.

“No!” he moaned.

“Stop your whining then. You’re giving me a headache.”

Travis immediately stopped crying. He was a fast learner. 

And finally, there were voices in the hall. “In here,” called Harriet. Meachum hurried into the room with Andrew right behind him.

“I need an ambulance,” wailed Travis.

“What did you —?” Meachum bent down beside him, assessing the damage.

“Don’t pull the nails out,” said Helen. “He’ll bleed like a pig. I used to be a nurse. I’ve seen it happen.”

A nurse? Helen was a nurse?  “A nurse?” said Harriet in an unsteady voice.

“For forty years. Some of those patients...” Helen shook her head, remembering. “Wish I’d been allowed to use one of these on a couple of them.”

“I need help!” wailed Travis. 

“He murdered Fisher,” said Harriet. “He put bee venom in the maple syrup, and he took Fisher’s EpiPen and replaced it with a marker.” She had Meachum’s attention now. “It fell under the table when Fisher pulled it out of his pocket. You used it to scratch yourself.”

“I have that marker at home,” said Meachum in a weak voice.

“Good,” said Harriet. She tried to sound positive. Meachum was looking overwhelmed again. “And he killed Paige. It wasn’t Andrew.”

“As I’ve been saying,” said Andrew.

“She’s lying,” gasped Travis. 

Helen held the nail gun to Travis’s neck and pressed, hard. “Tell the truth.”

“Give me that!” snapped Meachum. “You can’t force him to confess.”

“Watch me. Maybe if you’d had one of these it wouldn’t have taken you so long to find the murderer.”

Meachum isn’t the one who ... Harriet wasn’t about to argue with Helen.

Meachum glanced at Andrew, as if looking for guidance.

“I think,” said Harriet, “that Travis needs to get to the hospital right away. You could take him in your car.”

“I’ll come along with you,” said Andrew.

“You’ll have to.” Meachum looked sheepish, apologetic about mentioning an awkward topic. “You’re still in a lot of trouble.”

“Attempted murder,” said Helen. “Ten years, minimum.”

“I attempted to incite an allergy attack,” said Andrew. “I’ll probably get off with probation.”

Meachum tugged on Travis’s arm. “Can you stand?”

Travis was crying again. “No, I can’t.” But, with Meachum and Andrew’s help, he struggled to his feet and half walked, half stumbled from the room. Helen put the nail gun down on the bed and started to follow them, then changed her mind, grabbed the gun, and shoved it in her knitting bag.

“That’s part of the crime scene. You can’t take it,” said Harriet.

“No? Who’s going to stop me? You?”

Not a chance.

It was a slow walk back to the house. Slow, but noisy. Travis was in a lot of pain and when he wasn’t crying, he was cursing out Helen. It didn’t bother her. If anything, she seemed to be enjoying herself.

Meachum drove his car around to the side door and they loaded Travis into the back seat. “I’ll contact you for your statement as soon as I’m done at the hospital,” Meachum called out the window, once he had the car turned around. 

“Okay,” said Harriet. “I won’t be here, but I’ll have my phone.” 

“And you too.” Meachum gestured to Helen, who ignored him. He paused for a moment, then rolled up his window and headed down the driveway. 

“Ha,” said Helen. “He’s scared of me.”

For once, Harriet was on Meachum’s side. “Thank you again,” she said. “You literally saved my life.”

“It was a pleasure.” Helen opened the screen door and stepped inside the house. “Most fun I’ve had in ages.”  She bent down and grabbed the basket of booties sitting by the door. “But burning these will be fun too.”

Holly was still in the foyer, her coat on, her arms folded. “That was a long five minutes.”

“It’s a bit of a story,” said Harriet. “I’ll tell you about it in the car. I’m a little shaky. Can you drive?” 

Once they were headed home, Harriet didn’t say much. She was still too stunned to give Holly more than a barebones recitation of what had happened, and Holly didn’t push her. She dropped Harriet off in front of the Bluebell. “I’ll hunt down a parking spot and go grab Wally. Everyone else is over at the park.” She peered closely at Harriet. “You sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine. Thanks, Holly.”

The festival was still in full swing. A band was playing Yellow Submarine with the raucous participation of the crowd. Harriet deked her way through the throng — she’d never seen the park so busy — and headed toward Gran’s table. Melissa had packed up, but Gran and Chester were still there. “Melissa sold everything,” said Gran. “She went over to the bandstand to do some dancing.”

“Why don’t you shut down?” said Harriet. “Go have a little fun.”

“Fun? I’m having the time of my life.” Gran smiled up at a young woman who was clearly waiting to take a picture. “But you get out there, Harriet. Mingle. Dance. You only go around once. Don’t waste it.”

The young woman gave a happy sigh. “You only go around once. You’re so wise, Aunt Aggie.”

“I’ll take Chester with me.” Harriet grabbed Chester’s leash and clipped it on. You only go around once. She felt surprisingly calm considering her one time around had almost ended today. 

Harriet called goodbye to Gran, who was smiling for a selfie, and wove through the crowd, stopping occasionally to chat, or for Chester to be admired. When she got close to the bandstand she waved to Claire, who was dancing with Ron. Later. She’d tell Claire everything later.

She kept moving. For once, Chester didn’t mind the exercise. Tony was doing a robust business at his seafood risotto station. “Wow,” said Harriet. “I guess you were right about your risotto.”

“Bryan came by and said it was the best he’d ever had. He even tweeted about it. He’s not so bad, in small doses.” Tony chuckled and passed a customer a paper bowl of risotto. “Very small doses.”  

I should find Bryan and tell him about Travis. Soon. I’ll do it soon.

Harriet and Chester strolled toward Taffy, who was standing beside a booth that was attracting the largest crowd of all. A booth manned by Seamus, who’d managed to scrounge up a tattered top hat and dingy white scarf for the occasion. “Step on up. No need to push. There’s enough for everyone.” Seamus was in his element. “Thank you, sir,” he said, passing a man a small bag. “How about we toss in an extra fiver, make it a flat fifty?”

Taffy could hardly contain her joy. “A group of snowmobilers drove out to the farm and carted all my Little Red Barn stock back on sleds. I think everyone in town has bought something. At this rate, I’ll be sold out by the end of the day.”

“You deserve it,” said Katie Collins, holding up a jar of skin cream. “Everyone was saying you were a murderer, but I refused to listen. I said there is no way Taffy Grimshaw would kill anyone.”

“Thank you, Katie,” said Taffy. “I appreciate it.”

I need to tell her about Andrew, that she didn’t completely misjudge him.

Taffy’s phone rang. She squinted at the screen and her eyes popped. “Excuse me,” she said to Harriet. “It’s the governor.”

“I’ll catch up with you later.” Harriet and Chester continued on, weaving and waving and in Chester’s case, lots of sniffing. The snow was a treasure trove of fallen food scraps. The music stopped, and Taffy’s voice came over the PA system. Harriet turned to look at the bandstand.

“I’m happy to tell you the bridge has reopened,” said Taffy. “I’m sure some of you are eager to leave us, but I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay in Sevenoaks.”

There were loud cheers from the audience. And oddly, no one seemed to be in a rush to leave. The music started back up, and people continued dancing and shopping and eating. 

Harriet looked across the park to the little tucked away iron bench under a Hawthorn tree where she’d sat so many times with Nick. A light snow was beginning to fall. “C’mon Chester. Let’s go sit down.” It was getting dark. Soon, thought Harriet, the festival would have to shut down. It would be dangerous, so many people clustered together, unable to see. 

And then, like magic, the lights in the trees and along the paths switched on. There was another cheer from the crowd. The bridge was open, and the power was back on. And tomorrow Nick would return. Harriet’s stomach churned at the thought. Why didn’t I confront him? Ask him why he was being so evasive? 

Harriet lifted Chester onto the bench and sat down beside him. She shut her eyes and tried to relax. She was exhausted. Almost being burned alive was incredibly draining. It was so peaceful here, with the snow and the music playing in the background...She woke with a jolt and looked around, discombobulated. She gently removed Chester’s head from her lap and got to her feet. The park was still packed. She couldn’t have been asleep for long.

A familiar figure was walking toward her.

“Hey,” said Nick. “I’ve been looking for you. You didn’t answer your phone.” 

Harriet glanced at her purse. “I guess I didn’t hear it. The band —"

How did he get here? “I wasn’t expecting you tonight.” 

“I managed to catch an earlier flight.” Nick took three long strides and enfolded Harriet in a long, lingering hug, and just like that, all of her worries about him evaporated. “I’ve been waiting on the other side of the bridge for hours,” he said, nuzzling her neck. “They said it was going to open sometime today.”

“I’m so happy you’re back.”

“Me too.” 

Harriet pulled back, just a little, so she could see his face. “You’ve been so strange on the phone.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” He ran his finger down her cheek. “I’ve been so nervous about asking you —” He didn’t finish the thought. He was distracted by a snowmobile that had driven onto the green. It was going much too quickly, weaving in amongst the tables, the passenger on the back waving wildly. “What an idiot,” said Nick. “Someone is going to get hurt.”

Ask me what? I’m waiting!

Nick took a step back and shuffled his feet in the snow.  He gave her a sweet half-smile. “I’m terrible at this.” He began to bend his right knee. “There’s something I want to —"

The snowmobile was back. Closer this time. The rider on the back tapped the driver and pointed toward Harriet and Nick.

“He’s coming over here,” said Harriet.

Nick spun around. “Has to be a tourist. No local would drive like that.”

The snowmobile swerved to a stop and the passenger climbed off and removed his helmet. Her helmet.

“Mom?”

“Harriet? Fancy meeting you here.” Her mother laughed and tossed back her hair as she walked toward them. Chester had slept through all the commotion, but at the sound of the familiar laugh, he opened his eye, hopped off the bench, and barked twice in a decidedly unfriendly fashion. “Oh, shush. Nobody cares what you think.” Harriet’s mom was not fond of Chester, or animals in general. “Hello, Nick. It’s been a while.” 

“Good to see you, Mrs. Pickles.”

“Enough of that Mrs. Pickles foolishness. Call me Maggie.” She tilted her head and studied him for a moment. “Your hairline is a little higher but other than that you’re holding up nicely.”

Nick ran his fingers through his hair. He looked confused, as if he wasn’t sure if he’d been insulted or complimented.

“I’ve been waiting to hear from you,” said Harriet. “How did you even —?”

Her mother waved toward the driver of the snowmobile. “You remember Sherman.”

No, I do not remember Sherman.

“I’ve been traveling for two days. Planes, trains, and snowmobiles. It’s quite a story. I’ll tell you all about it when we get home.”

“Home?” said Harriet, her voice pitched higher than usual.

Her mom wasn’t listening. She was gazing around the park. “A party. I do love a party.” She turned back to Harriet. “Don’t let me interrupt you two. We’ve got lots of time to catch up.” 

Harriet couldn’t stop herself. “How much time?”

Her mother smiled and waggled her fingers in Sherman’s direction. “All the time in the world. I’m moving back to Sevenoaks. We’re going to be roommates!”
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IF YOU ENJOYED THESE books, try the next in the series  As Time Goes Bye
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BOOKS IN THE BLUEBELL CAFÉ SERIES
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A Friend in Knead

Something Borrowed, Someone Blue

Crimes of the Tart

As Time Goes Bye

Good Golly Miss Holly

Proof In The Pudding
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New! The Adeline Island Cozy Mystery Series

Ghost On The Coast
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Val Valentyn Humorous Mysteries 

Coming Unclued 

Comatoast 

A Magnet For Murder 

Corned Beef and Carnage 
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Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoyed the first three Bluebell Café books.  If so, I'd really appreciate it if you left a review on Amazon. It helps other readers to find my books. 

If you would like to get an email when my next book is released, sign up here. Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.

Judith Jackson Mailing List 
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MAPLE PECAN PIE
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Preheat oven to 350 F

You can make your own pie crust, or do what I do, and use a 9-inch frozen crust. If you use frozen, make sure it is the deep-dish kind. 

	1 cup Vermont maple syrup

	3/4 cup golden brown sugar

	3 large eggs

	1/4 cup sugar

	3 tablespoons butter, melted

	1 tablespoon all-purpose flour

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

	1 1/2 cups coarsely chopped pecans


Whisk together everything except the pecans in a medium bowl. Place the unbaked crust on a baking sheet and spread the pecans evenly over the crust. Pour the filling over. Bake until filling is set and slightly puffed, about 1 hour. 

Transfer pie to rack and cool completely. 
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STOVE TOP SCONES
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This is Claire’s basic recipe. You can make any additions you like: blueberries, chocolate chips and chopped nuts all work well.

You will need a good, heavy bottomed skillet. (Cast iron is ideal). Before you start frying, pre-heat the skillet so it is good and hot.

	2 cups flour

	2 tbsp baking powder

	3 tsp sugar

	½ tsp salt

	4 tbsp cold butter (cut into small chunks)

	½ cup whole milk

	¼ cup buttermilk or soured milk (add a tsp of lemon juice to whole milk and let sit for 5 minutes)

	1 tsp vanilla

	1 egg


Combine the flour, baking powder, sugar and salt in a bowl. With your fingers, rub in the cold butter. (Work quickly so the butter stays cold.)

Mix together the whole milk, the buttermilk (or soured milk) the vanilla and the egg. 

Pour the milk mixture into the flour mixture and stir with a wooden spoon until just combined.

Turn the dough out onto a floured work surface and knead the dough about 4 times. Pat the dough into a circle about ½-inch thick and cut it into 8 wedges. 

Working with as many scones as you can fit into the pan at a time without touching each other, fry the scones on medium low heat until golden brown and puffy on the bottom (about 5-8 minutes). Flip the scones and then cook for an additional 6-8 minutes.
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EASY AND DELICIOUS BEEF STEW
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This is a recipe right out of the 70s. Don’t turn up your nose at the canned tomato soup. All the ingredients combine to make the tastiest stew you’ve ever tried. Trust me!

This cooks up beautifully in a slow cooker, but you can also bake it in the oven at 325 for 3 to 4 hours. Potatoes take a while to soften up, so give it plenty of time.

3 cans of tomato soup

1 package onion soup mix

2 pounds of stew beef (cut the beef into evenly sized pieces)

3 pounds of potatoes, cut into chunks

4 or 5 carrots, peeled and cut into chunks

Any other vegetable you like. Sometimes I add a chopped parsnip, or sweet potato. I occasionally dice an onion and toss it in, but no need.

In a large bowl, combine the beef, the potatoes and carrots and any other vegetable you are using. Add the 3 cans of soup, the package of onion soup mix and 1/4 cup of water. Use a large spoon (or mix with your hands) until combined and place in a slow cooker or large dutch oven.

Cook on low for 6 – 8 hours. Pretty hard to overcook it in a slow cooker, so give it plenty of time.
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COPYRIGHT © 2022 BY Judith Jackson

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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