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        Hi there, reader!

      

        

      
        I’d like to formally invite you to join my awesome community of readers. We love to chat about cozy mysteries, cooking, and pets.

      

        

      
        It’s super fun because I get to share chapters from yet-to-be-released books, fun recipes, pictures, and do giveaways with the people who enjoy my stories the most.

      

        

      
        So whether you’re a new reader or you’ve been enjoying my stories for a while, you can catch up with other like-minded readers, and get lots of cool content by either…

      

        

      
        Signing up for my mailing list.

        Joining our awesome reader group.

      

        

      
        I look forward to getting to know you better.

      

        

      
        Let’s get into the story!

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Rosie
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      The circus didn’t often stop by Huli Bay, Hawaii, and that meant that when it arrived everybody in town would buy tickets to watch the show. The scent of butter popcorn was thick, and there was an almost palpable sense of wonder inside the striped red-and-white canvas tent that contained the ring.

      I sat on one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs in the front row that encircled the ring, my best friend Leilani chomping on popcorn beside me, and her cousin, Mikala, on her other side, slurping on her soda.

      “When is it going to start?” Mikala asked, shifting in her seat. “We’ve been here for hours.”

      “You so irrahz, brah,” Leilani said. “Stop whining.”

      “We hardly ever get out,” I added in, leaning forward and grinning at Mikala. “I’m sure this is going to be super fun.” It would be nice to think of anything other than the bakery and all my business worries. Or Marcus and Mother teaming up to try and worm their way back into my life. Or how difficult I still found it to speak with confidence in front of my customers.

      Mikala grunted and sucked down more of her soda. She fluffed her hair and looked around at the other circus-goers. Mikala was gorgeous, with long brown hair, and in her twenties. She was always on the lookout for a hot young “moke” as she put it. Mikala had revealed that her grand plan was to get married young and start her own family—ohana—right in Huli Bay.

      Most people who were born here didn’t ever want to leave. The people in Huli Bay were friendly, the town was well-kept with neat roads, broad sidewalks, a view of the bay, and plenty of restaurants and cafes to hang out at.

      I fanned myself in the growing heat inside the tent.

      A bright white spotlight shined down on the grass in the center of the ring, and a man stepped into the light, mustache first. He wore a long top hat, studded with stars, that matched his air of superiority.

      A microphone was seated against the lapel of his equally sparkly jacket. He stood tall, spread out his arms wide in welcome, and grinned. “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, I welcome you to the Gordo Willis Circus.”

      Applause rang out.

      “Come now, you can do better than that,” he said, raising a white-gloved hand to his ear. “Tell me how you really feel.”

      The applause was thunderous this time, and people in the stands stamped their feet excitedly. A few children lost it completely, shrieking at the top of their lungs or jumping out of their seats. The energy in the tent was electric.

      “That’s better,” the man said, his voice projected through speakers around the space. “My name is Ringmaster Kurtis, and I am here to guide you through tonight’s adventure. Prepare to be amazed and in awe. Please remain in your seats at all times, particularly when the animals are brought out, and do not take any photos unless explicitly told otherwise. Anyone taking pictures or videos of the proceedings without permission will be escorted out of the tent.”

      An awful silence greeted that proclamation.

      I started slow-clapping to break the quiet—I couldn’t stand conflict or tension. Leilani grinned and joined in. I could always count on my best friend to back me up. A few others broke the tension by clapping as well, but it was less enthusiastic than before. I settled in my chair, privately agreeing with Mikala about how uncomfortable the seats were, and waited for the show to begin.

      “First to the stage, please welcome our twins, Asuna and Akina!” The ringmaster swept out of the ring and through a gap in the canvas wall.

      The flap opened a second after he’d disappeared and two beautiful, dark-haired young women ran out into the center of the ring. They wore tight-fitting sparkling costumes that caught the light from above—now illuminating the entirety of the circle.

      They lifted their arms above their heads and did triple backflips across the ring.

      I gasped, pressing a hand to my mouth.

      The twins leaped over each other, they backflipped, front flipped, cartwheeled, and lifted each other, performing tricks I hadn’t realized were possible. At one point, Asuna—who had her name printed across the back of her costume in sparkling pink gems—lifted her sister into the air with one hand. Akina did a handstand in her sister’s palm.

      And the rest of the circus was just as exciting, with a trapeze artist, a woman who swung from a beautiful star-shaped lyra, and two men who rode on the backs of horses and jumped between them with ease.

      Mikala was wide-eyed. Leilani had forgotten her popcorn.

      Ringmaster Kurtis hadn’t been lying when he’d said that we’d be amazed by what the circus had to offer.

      The men and horses left the ring through the same tent flap, and a clown, wearing a fluffy red wig and a matching nose emerged after them.

      The crowd jeered.

      He stepped forward into the ring and raised a hand to his brow, searching around.

      “This guy lolo,” Mikala muttered.

      The clown extended a hand and pointed into the crowd in our direction.

      “Uh-oh,” Leilani said. “I think he’s pointing at you, Elly.”

      “No way.” I shook my head, grabbing my purse from next to my chair like I could make a hasty escape. “No. No, no. No. I am not the type of person who likes audience participation stuff.”

      “He don’t care, brah,” Mikala said, before shrinking down in her seat and placing her hand over her forehead and shading her face.

      I wished I could do the same.

      The clown gestured to me insistently, his eyes glimmering with dark intent. He strode toward me, his ridiculous, multi-colored pants flapping with every step. The other audience members laughed at him. Or at me.

      He stopped in front of me and extended a hand.

      “No thank you,” I said, swallowing.

      “Do it!” Someone shouted in the crowd. And then the rest of the audience members took up the chant until it was so loud, it threatened to raise the roof of the tent. “Do it! Do it! Do it! Do it!”

      “Brah, just goooo.” Mikala whined and sank even lower in her seat as if she was the one who had all the focus on her.

      “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to, Elly.” Leilani gave my arm a supportive squeeze.

      But the longer I hesitated, the louder the chant became. I gulped and rose from my seat, and people cheered and laughed. I didn’t accept the clown’s hand but strode past him into the ring. The lights were so bright, I couldn’t see past the perimeter.

      The clown smelled of cheap cologne and cigarette smoke. He gave me a leery grin as he took my purse from my hand and rooted around inside it.

      “Hey, that’s my—” I started, but the sounds of the audience made me clam up, and I gave a helpless smile instead.

      The clown made a face as if he’d discovered something shocking in my purse then gestured for me to lean in and look.

      I gnawed on the inside of my cheek and did as he’d asked, peering into my purse like I would see a lion in there. I caught a glimpse of the bright pink petals of a flower before a stream of water hit me directly in the face.

      The crowd roared with laughter.

      The clown returned my handbag, thumped me on the back, and gestured for me to return to my seat.

      I stumbled back to Leilani and Mikala, my cheeks hot enough to cook salmon. I dropped down beside Leilani, who immediately offered me a tissue. I mopped up the wetness on my face and the tissue came away stained black with my mascara.

      “That was fun,” I muttered.

      “Don’t worry, brah,” Leilani clapped me on the back. “Nobody’s going to remember what happened in a couple of weeks.”

      “That’s comforting.”
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      The rest of the evening passed without incident, even though the cursed cigarette-scented clown came out two more times over the course of the show. Thankfully, he chose to pick on other people and pull similar tricks with their personal belongings. The crowd laughed and played along, and the clown’s victims seemed to think the whole thing was hilarious.

      That, of course, made me feel even sillier for being so embarrassed about the affair. How was it possible that I was embarrassed about being embarrassed?

      My excuse was that I had been through a lot lately, what with my husband faking his own death, my mother trying to contact me even though I’d told her I wanted no contact, and my newly approved divorce.

      I was no longer Elly Pickle, Marcus Pickle’s cowed and shy wife. I was Elly Dumas, newly single, and desperate to figure out exactly who I was and what I believed in—other than treating people with kindness and that cupcakes were the food of the angels.

      Leilani and I walked across the grass toward the parking lot outside the fairgrounds, arm-in-arm, the balmy sea breeze complementing the night sky beautifully. Island living was all I knew, and all I wanted to know. Even with the problems I’d had of late, I couldn’t envision moving away from Huli Bay.

      I glanced over my shoulder as we reached the parking lot. “Hey, what happened to Mikala? I swear she was behind us a second ago.”

      Leilani turned around and whistled for her cousin, but Mikala didn’t appear. “She’s gone and found herself some hot moke to flirt with. I gotta go find her. My aunty will kill me if I don’t get her home on time. Be right back.”

      “I’ll go warm up the old rust bucket so long.” My affectionate name for my car. Partly affectionate, since it had a habit of failing on me at least twice a week.

      I started across the lot just as a navy blue car screeched out of a parking spot and directly toward me. I caught sight of bright red taillights, and let out a scream, raising my hands to defend myself.

      A strong arm looped around my waist, and I was dragged backward and out of the path of the car. The scent of cologne, sweet and a little spicy, hit my nose, and I froze, overwhelmed by everything that had happened.

      I blinked, and before I knew it, the car had peeled out of the parking lot and headed off onto the adjacent road that led toward the center of Huli Bay.

      “You’ve got to be more careful, wahine.” The voice was deep and warm in my ear.

      And I was quite aware that the strong arm around my waist was still there. I turned my head and caught sight of Detective Kai Iona, wearing a fitted white t-shirt that showed off the tattoos down his arms, and a smile.

      “Detective Iona,” I squeaked.

      “I’m not on duty,” he said. “You can call me Kai.”

      “K-K-K—OK.”

      “Kai,” he said, his lips parting into a grin.

      He was a beautiful man. What a ridiculous thought. Beautiful?

      “Am I interrupting something?” Leilani was back, her cousin beside her, smiling like she’d caught us kissing.

      Kai released me, and I stepped away from him, my heart pattering like a traitor. I brushed a hand over my hair. “There was a car,” I said softly. “Detective Iona helped me.”

      “I didn’t see the plates,” Kai said, shaking his head in disappointment. “Let me walk you to your car.”

      “Sure,” Mikala said, practically shouting it.

      “No, that’s OK. Thanks for offering, Detective, but we’re OK.”

      “Like I said, call me Kai.”

      “OK, Kai.” Mikala batted her eyelashes at him, and Leilani thumped her on the back of the head. “Ouch. What?”

      Kai chuckled and bid us good evening before striding off, his hands in the pockets of his snug jeans.

      “That is one hot—” Mikala started.

      “Enough, cuz,” Leilani said. “Let’s get you home before my aunty decides we shouldn’t hang out any more.”

      Mikala rolled her eyes, and the three of us headed over to my old rust bucket and got in. By some miracle, the car started this time, and we drove Mikala back to her house in relative silence. She lived on the other side of Huli Bay to me, but I didn’t mind dropping her off. I liked the drive along back roads and near the ocean.

      After Mikala was gone, I started the short trip over to Leilani’s house.

      “You like him,” she said.

      “Huh?”

      “Come on, brah, I know you like him.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Leilani clicked her tongue. “Iona. The Detective. You like him and he likes you.”

      “Oh please, Leilani. Why would he like me? I’m… Me. He probably likes you. I mean, look at you with your long hair and your eyes, and—”

      “You’re describing things almost every woman has. And it doesn't matter what I look like when he can’t stop staring at you every time you see him.”

      I pursed my lips and focused on the road rather than responding. I didn’t need the extra trouble. Kai was gorgeous, but he was also out of my league. And I was a skeptic about him liking me. The last man who had claimed to love me had faked his own death to get out of our marriage and run off with another woman.

      Leilani made a dissatisfied sound as we reached her beachfront condo. It had a view of the bay, and was small but neat—a point of pride for her since she owned the only bookstore in town and had built her wealth with her bare hands.

      “You know, you’re too hard on yourself,” Leilani said.

      “I—”

      “Kai likes you, and you’ll miss out on dating him if you can’t get over… yourself.”

      “Get over myself?”

      “Ah-huh. You’ll never be ready if you don’t like yourself first, Elly,” Leilani said. “You are a great person. Everybody else can see it. You gotta see it too.” And then she gave me a hug and got out of the car. She waved me off before disappearing inside her condo.

      I waited until I was sure she was safely inside then started the long drive to the other side of the bay and my small cottage. Her words rang in my mind, though I didn’t want them to.

      What did she mean by ready? Ready for what? To be in another relationship? If that was what she meant then she was right. I wasn’t sure I would ever be ready. But I had my bakery and Huli Bay, and my pet kitty, Meow. For now, that was enough.
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        The following morning…

      

      

      

      “Did you hear?” Bianca’s voice sliced through the quiet in the bakery.

      “Hear what?” Yvonne leaned in, stirring her straw through the tall glass of sparkling water, a slice of pineapple wedged on the rim. “Are you talking about…”

      “Oh, I think you know what I’m talking about.” Bianca wiggled her microbladed eyebrows at her friend.

      I stood behind the counter at the back of my bakery, paging through a copy of The Huli Bay Report, and smiling at the sounds of their early morning gossip. Bianca and Yvonne came into my bakery every day for the same breakfast.

      A glass of sparkling water with a wedge of pineapple, a slice of my famous ice cream cake, and then two regular coffees—in Huli Bay that meant with cream and sugar. There was a side serving of gossip every time. These two were creatures of habit, and they didn’t mind who heard their gossip, myself included.

      There wasn’t much of note in the newspaper, apart from more reports about the circus and how popular it had been, so I circled the counter and went over to my customers. I stopped beside the square table with its wicker-backed benches and a view of the white-sand beach below, tropical trees and aquamarine waters.

      “Are you ready for your ice cream cakes, ladies?” I asked, clasping my hands together over my apron.

      “Oh yes,” Yvonne said, “but after Bianca’s told me what she wants to tell me. For heaven’s sake, Bianca, stop being so mysterious and spit it out.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Bianca placed her phone on the table with care so that she wouldn’t ruin her long crimson nails. She tick-tapped on the screen then leaned in to read from it. “I assumed you both have heard of Peter Widger’s blog?”

      “Peter Widger?” I frowned. “Sounds familiar. Who is—”

      “He went to high school with you,” Bianca said, pointing to me. “Couple of years behind you. Our age.”

      “Ah. OK.”

      “He was the editor of the paper, but he recently started his own blog,” Bianca said. “And he has opinions about everything and everyone. A man after my own heart.”

      Yvonne fluffed her long dark hair. “Is he single?”

      Bianca shrugged, squidging her ample butt onto the edge of her chair. The two friends looked like they’d come from different walks of life and somehow wound up in the same place at the same time. “Listen to this,” she said, then cleared her throat, flaring her fingers dramatically as she read. “If there was a level of disappointment beyond immeasurable, it would be gauged by the terrible performance of the twin sisters at the circus yesterday. While locals might have found their tumbling act impressive, it was clear that Asuna and Akina brought absolutely no value to the evening’s festivities. Another disappointment to add to the list: the strongmen and those two goons who thought jumping from horse to horse was entertaining. In fact, the only interesting part of the show—and I use the term ‘interesting’ lightly—was the clown who brought a few laughs from the crowd.”

      I swallowed. “Sounds like Mr. Widger had a terrible experience.”

      “And that he needs to lighten up,” Bianca said.

      Yvonne let out a sigh and propped her fist under her chin, swirling her straw through her drink as she gazed out at the sea. “I love a strong man who’s not afraid of giving his opinion.”

      “Huh. Because there’s definitely a shortage of those around,” I said, the words popping out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      “Elly! Look at you, growing a sarcastic spine,” Bianca siad.

      “Sorry.” I didn’t usually say mean things like that. I blushed furiously.

      “I like it.” Bianca’s eyes lit up with excitement.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to be “liked” by Bianca. She was a nice enough woman, but she did have a tendency to mock people and—

      “Excuse me,” a woman’s voice croaked behind me.

      I jumped on the spot.

      “I’m looking for something to eat,” the woman said. “This is a bakery not a party, isn’t it?”

      She was hunched over, grasping the end of a cane with a gnarled hand, and her gaze was sharp and bright, her gray hair curled tightly around her head. She smelled of moth balls, and she carried a giant tote, the corner of her knitting poking out of it.

      “Oh, it’s Jenny Patridge,” Bianca said. “I heard she’ll yell at anyone that gets in her way. New to town.” Bianca had absolutely no shame. For goodness sake, the woman was standing right next to her table, and she couldn’t help gossiping about her.

      “Hi Jenny,” Yvonne said. “How are you?”

      “None of your darn business,” Jenny said, and stomped off to a distant table.

      She’d been in my bakery a few times prior, but I’d never dealt with her personally. My new server, Luna, had complained about her being grumpy and leaving meager tips, but that was about it.

      I left Bianca and Yvonne to start another round of gossip and went over to help Mrs. Patridge.

      She had lowered herself into a booth along the side wall, her back to the window as if she didn’t want to see the gorgeous view of the bay. She tapped her fingers on the laminated menu impatiently.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Patridge,” I said. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you standing there sooner.”

      She made an indistinct noise and continued tapping on the menu.

      “Is there anything I can get you this morning?” I asked.

      “Everything here is so darn expensive. You got any specials?”

      “Actually yes,” I said, making one up on the spot. “We have a two for one special on our fudge cupcakes.”

      “How much will that cost me?”

      “Two dollars,” I said. “And you get a free coffee when you purchase the special.” Another thing I’d made up on the spot. But I didn’t like the idea of one of my customers leaving dissatisfied or struggling financially. Maybe the reason Mrs. Patridge had been tipping poorly was that she was low on cash?

      This was the part, of course, where Leilani would tell me that Mrs. Patridge shouldn’t be coming into the bakery in the first place. But, as Marcus, my ex would have said, I’d always had too much of a bleeding heart.

      “That sounds good,” Mrs. Patridge replied. “Thanks.” The last part came out begrudgingly, but I’d take it.

      I hurried to the glass displays that contained this week’s favorite cupcake flavor—the fudge delights—and dished two onto a plate. I prepared the coffee then brought everything over to Mrs. Patridge. “Enjoy.”

      She grunted, her knitting in her lap, and gave me the tiniest of smiles. So small, I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it or not.

      “Would you stop staring out of the window longingly?” Bianca snapped. “Hello, Yvonne? Peter Widger isn’t going to materialize if—”

      A crash of glass sounded followed by the drip of water. Yvonne had risen from her seat, and was pale as a ghost. She let out an unearthly shriek then pointed a quavering hand down at the beach below. “There’s a body! There’s a body on the beach!”

      “You’re lying,” Bianca said, turning to gaze down at the sands.

      Even Mrs. Patridge stopped eating and knitting to look up.

      I hurried toward the front of the store and peered out.

      A figure, clad in a glittering outfit, lay in the sand unmoving. As we watched, a police cruiser and an ambulance pulled up in the street outside.
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      I did my best to calm down Yvonne and Bianca—Mrs. Patridge seemed unconcerned by the commotion after her initial interest—then cleaned up the mess from the glass. I brought Bianca and Yvonne their slices of ice cream cake since sugar was good for the shock, all while more and more people gathered to stare down at the commotion unfolding on the sand.

      Detective Iona was down there—and of course my pulse pitter-pattered, even though this was hardly the moment for it—and with the help of the other police officers, had started setting up a perimeter and a screen to shield the body from view.

      For once, Bianca and Yvonne were entirely silent as they gulped down mouthfuls of ice cream cake, both staring out at the cars and the gathered people.

      The body was shielded from view, but the glimpse I’d caught of it was stuck in my mind.

      A woman.

      A woman in a glittering costume, dark hair swept across the pale sand, one arm twisted at a strange angle.

      Nausea sloshed around in my belly, and I shut my eyes for a second and drew in breath through my nose.

      Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.

      “Oh. The coroner’s van has arrived.” Bianca’s voice was dull.

      The front door of my bakery opened, and Leilani entered—she owned the bookstore, A Hui Hou Books, next door, so she had to have seen the body as well. She came over to me, looped an arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “You good?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I think. A little shaken up.” Leilani knew how I got about these things. The last time I’d encountered a dead body hadn’t been too long ago, a couple of weeks at best, and that had been a harrowing experience.

      At least this time, the body wasn’t inside my freezer.

      “I wonder what happened,” I said.

      “Dunno,” Leilani shrugged. “But it looked like da kine.” She clicked her finger searching for the word. “That one from the circus last night. The twins.”

      “Akina or Asuna,” I whispered.

      “That’s them.”

      “I thought so too,” I said, and guided her toward the back of the bakery, further from the frantic goings-on outside and Bianca and Yvonne’s ears. I doubted they would stay shocked for much longer, especially with sugar coursing through their veins. “But who would want to hurt them?”

      “That I don’t know,” Leilani said. “Maybe someone from the circus?”

      “It’s so weird. We saw them performing last night, and now one of them is—”

      A figure approached the glass front door of my bakery. Detective Iona entered, dapper in a buttoned, sleeveless shirt, his ID card hanging around his neck. His gaze rested squarely on me. “Miss Dumas,” he said, “mind if I ask you a few questions?”
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      I shifted nervously, fiddling with the Styrofoam cup of water that Detective Iona had placed in front of me ages ago. The Huli Bay Police station had a single interrogation room with calming blue walls, a window, and an old air conditioning unit that had seen better days. The chairs were remarkably uncomfortable, and that only reminded me of our trip to the circus last night and what had happened to one of the twins.

      Goodness, I couldn’t imagine having a twin sister and losing her. And I couldn’t imagine why Detective Iona would want to talk to me.

      I was irrelevant in the case. Or I should have been.

      Maybe he just wants to talk because you have a clear view of the beach?

      But then why wouldn’t he have asked to question Yvonne. She had nearly fallen over herself trying to get closer to him to tell him about how she had been the one to discover the body. And that I had distracted her from calling the cops by giving her ice cream cake. A traitor.

      There was another mean thought.

      The door to the interrogation room gave a creaky, squeal as it opened. Detective Iona entered, carrying a case file. He sat down in front of me.

      “Sorry I kept you waiting,” he said. “Station is in chaos at the moment because of what’s happened.”

      “OK.” I wasn’t even sure how long I’d been waiting for, but my butt was numb which had to mean it had been a long time. “If there’s any way I can help you, I will. Which twin was it?”

      Detective Iona rapped his knuckles on top of the case file. “How did you know who was killed?”

      I took in a breath. “I saw that the body had on a sparkling costume, and since I was at the circus last night, I figured it had to be one of the two performers who wore costumes like it. And I’m assuming it was a murder because you wouldn’t have asked to talk to me if it wasn’t.”

      Kai grunted, sweeping his fingers through his dark hair then touching them to his broad jaw. “Akina was the victim,” he said.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. Is her sister OK?”

      “She’s fine as she can be,” Kai replied, “but she’s clear of the crime, if that’s what you’re thinking. She was with her boyfriend and his mother all night last night.”

      “Oh, OK.” I wasn’t sure why he was telling me that. Maybe he expected that I would interfere in his case again. But the last time was only because I’d been accused of the murder. And, OK, maybe because I was fascinated by what had happened as well.

      “We have a problem again, Elly,” Kai said.

      “Huh?”

      He opened the case file and removed a plastic bag from within. He slid it across the table so I could see its contents.

      My face stared up at me from inside the plastic bag.

      My driver’s license, complete with the bewildered image that had been snapped of me on the morning I’d gotten it, was inside the evidence bag. How was this possible?

      “What on earth…?” I shook my head. “What on—?”

      “This was found in the victim’s hand. She was clutching it so firmly that it didn’t float free when she plunged into the water.”

      “What? That’s impossible. My driver’s license is inside my purse.”

      “Do you have a copy of your license?”

      “No. Why would I have a copy of my license? I only have one. This doesn’t… No, this can’t be right,” I said. “I wasn’t anywhere near the beach last night. And I didn’t—”

      “Where were you last night?”

      “I was at home with my pet cat, Meow,” I said. “I—”

      “There was no one with you?”

      “No.” I blushed at the question. “Unless you count Meow.”

      “I’m afraid Meow won’t be able to provide me with a statement, Miss Dumas.” Kai was so formal. It shouldn’t have hurt, but it did.

      Leilani might have been right about me having a crush on him, but she’d been wrong about him liking me. Especially now that he suspected I had murdered a woman I didn’t even know.

      “Look,” I said, “I didn’t even have a conversation with Akina. Or Asuna. I watched the show last night and then I went home. That was it.”

      Detective Iona sighed and took the evidence bag back. “All right, Miss Dumas. You’re free to go. But, uh, be ready for more questions.”

      “I’ll be happy to help in whatever way I can,” I said, and got up. I bumped the edge of the table and knocked the cup of water over. Kai managed to snatch his case file out of the way before the water reached it.

      “S-Sorry,” I said.

      “I’ll clean this up,” he said, eyes narrowed. “You can go.”

      I left the interrogation room with my tail firmly between my legs.
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      “Who went and died and made him the kahuna, huh?” Leilani paced back and forth inside her bookstore, her arms folded across her chest. “He didn’t have to talk to you like that.”

      I sat in my favorite spot in Leilani’s bookstore, my shoes off and my feet tucked underneath me in the comfy armchair beside the coffee table. The wooden floor was distressed, and the shelves were white-washed and stocked with books galore. I held a coffee cup, brewed at the coffee station behind the counter, and sipped from it occasionally, trying to keep my thoughts focused.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’m sure Detective Iona was doing what he felt was right. The victim did have my driver’s license in her hand.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” I set my cup on the coffee table carefully then reached down and lifted my purse from where I’d put it next to me. I opened it and removed my wallet from inside.

      As expected, the driver’s license was no longer in my wallet. But that didn’t answer the question as to how it had gotten out of it in the first place.

      “This is dumb,” Leilani said, walking around to the coffee station to make herself a cup.

      I nearly stopped her—she seemed more anxious about this than I was and caffeine wouldn’t help calm her down.

      “It’s pretty crazy.” I studied my wallet, trying to fathom it out then put it back in my purse. My fingers brushed against something that wasn’t meant to be in there, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “What? What is it?” Leilani asked.

      “There’s something…” I reached into my purse and drew out a plastic flower with a green stem, pink flowers, and a spray hole in the center. My jaw dropped.

      “Leilani,” I whispered. “Oh my gosh.”

      She came over and took the flower from me, examining it closely. “Where’d you get this?”

      “The clown.” I slapped my thigh then winced at the pain. “Of course! The clown! The clown! How could I have forgotten?”

      “Huh?”

      “Remember at the circus last night? The clown pulled me into the center of the ring, and he was rooting around in my bag and pretending like he’d found something? Then he sprayed me in the face with this flower.”

      “OK,” Leilani said, “but I was there too. Didn’t see the clown pull anything out of your bag, brah.”

      “Maybe he’s really good at sleight of hand?” I asked. “I’m sure he’s the only one who touched my stuff.”

      Leilani looked doubtful, and it took the wind out of my sails.

      “I don’t know who else it could be,” I said, scratching my chin. “Unless it was someone in the bakery.”

      “Like who?” Leilani returned to the coffee counter and poured herself a cup. She took a sip and pulled a face. “This coffee is junk.” She threw out the rest of the pot then started making another while I thought about it.

      “Well,” I said, “well, let me think for a minute.” There might have been other people who could have had access to my wallet.

      “Think of it this way,” Leilani said, “when’s the last time you saw your driver’s license?”

      I sat back in the armchair, still holding the ridiculous fake flower that had sprayed water in my face at the circus. I was so sure it was the clown, but Leilani was right. There was a chance that someone else had taken my license before then, especially if she hadn’t actually seen the clown holding anything after he’d sent me back to my seat.

      “It’s always in my wallet,” I said, “and I don’t check on it before I drive. I mean, it’s just always there.”

      “So, you haven’t checked in a long time?”

      “No,” I said honestly. “I didn’t need to. I only checked today because of what Detective Iona said. And by then it was too late.”

      “Think back, Elly,” Leilani said, tapping her fingers on the top of the counter. She had tied her hair up in a pretty bun today and wore her usual tank top, shorts and slippahs, her skin a tawny brown.

      “OK, so I leave my purse behind the counter in the bakery a lot. I’ve never noticed any money missing from it or anything to be alarmed about though,” I said. “And my driver’s license is always tucked into the back pocket so it’s not like I see it when I open my wallet to pay for anything.”

      “So just about any kama’aina could have wandered in and taken it without you realizing,” Leilani said.

      “No. It would have to be early in the morning maybe? But I’m sure Bianca and Yvonne would have seen something unless it was one of them,” I said. “But why? They didn’t know Akina. And it still doesn’t explain how the driver’s license got all the way across town to the fairgrounds and into Akina’s hands,” I said. “No. I’m sure it has to be the clown.”

      Leilani paused, giving me a look I couldn’t quite place. She seemed almost hesitant. “Are you sure nobody else could have gotten hold of it, brah?”

      “Like?”

      “Marcus? Your evil mother?”

      “I don’t keep in contact with either of them,” I said.

      “Come on, Elly. They keep comin’ by all the time. You see them more than you should because they don’t respect no boundaries you put up.”

      I sighed.

      I really didn’t want to discuss this. Leilani was right, and she cared, but it was a difficult topic to think about. Marcus was one thing, but my mother, well, she was my mother even if she was a horrible person to me.

      “I suppose they might have had access to my purse as well, if they swung by the bakery, but that doesn’t explain their connection to Akina either. The same questions are still there.”

      Leilani stirred sugar into her coffee, followed by cream, and gave me a broad, joyful grin.

      “What?”

      “You stay smart, Elly,” she said. “You like solving these problems, ya?”

      “I don’t know about that.” I finished the last of my coffee, slipped on my shoes, and put the accusatory flower back into my purse for later review. “I’d better get back next-door. The work day isn’t over yet.”

      “Hey, this isn’t the mainland,” Leilani said—a common protest whenever she thought I was doing too much or working too hard.

      “I’ll catch up with you later.” I waved goodbye then headed out of the door, pondering my license and the implications of what had happened. The beach was closed off to visitors until further notice.

      Did Detective Iona seriously think I had something to do with the murder? My stomach turned over at the thought.

      Until I spotted two familiar figures emerging from a gorgeous pearly white SUV nearby, and a lead weight fell into the pit of my belly instead.
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      Oh no. No, this couldn’t be happening.

      This was worse than the clown pulling me into the center of the ring. In fact, I would have preferred the clown incident on repeat for the next year as opposed to a run-in with not just my hateful mother but my ex-husband as well.

      Marcus, his shoulders broad and his nose a little skew from where he’d broken it during his football playing years in high school, ruffled his ginger hair as he held the passenger door open.

      My mother, gray-haired and constantly scowling, had already emerged from within and was saying something to him with a simpering smile. They had parked right in front of the bakery. And they had intent in every movement they made.

      I froze—my natural response instead of “fight or flight.”

      My mother looked up and spotted me then said something to Marcus. My ex turned around and smiled at me brightly.

      Don’t let them closer. Don’t talk to them.

      I walked for the front door of the bakery, even going so far as to raise my nose in the air. I wouldn’t let them in. I had told my mother I didn’t want contact with her because of her narcissistic tendencies, and she’d proven me right by disrespecting my wishes and continually contacting me regardless.

      “Elly!” Marcus' voice rang out.

      I reached the bakery door and started opening it. The bakery was full of patrons, and my new server, Luna, ran between the tables, glowing from the hard work and smiling at the sight of me.

      “Elly, wait,” Marcus said.

      “Eleanor Pickle.” My mother’s commanding tone snapped through the air and a few of the customers in the bakery looked up, frowning.

      Anger rose inside me, hot and fast, at her daring to interrupt my customers while they were dining. Marcus was one thing, but my mother…

      I held up a finger to Luna, signaling that I’d be in to help in just one minute, then turned to face the two intruders. I placed my fists on my hips and tried to summon up courage, using Leilani as my source. She was always confident and in control, and I could be that way too if I really tried. I had already told my mother that I didn’t want her in my life, and while that had been hard, I had done it.

      “Eleanor,” Mother said, stopping in front of me, her nostrils flaring like she smelled something distasteful. “You weren’t about to run off were you?”

      “Marcus,” I said, ignoring my mother—I hadn’t asked him to go “no contact” so I would talk to him if only to get rid of the pair of them. “What do you want?”

      “We came to check in on you,” Marcus said. “We miss you. I miss you.”

      “You should take him back, Elly. You won’t find another man as—”

      “Quiet,” I snapped it out, staring at a spot over my mother’s shoulder. “I don’t want to talk to you ever again. I made that clear. If both of you don’t get out of here within the next five minutes, I’m going to call the cops.”

      “Come on, Elly,” Marcus said. “You’re overreacting.”

      “You think this is overreacting?” I asked, my heart pounding. “This? What about, say, faking your own death so you can enjoy an affair? How about that?”

      Marcus dipped his head.

      “Don’t talk to your hus—”

      I turned to my mother, sweeping my gaze over her with more confidence than I felt—I was powered by anger. “I’ve warned you. You have five seconds to get back in that car and get out of here or I’m calling the cops.”

      “We only came over to show you your mother’s new car,” Marcus said. “See, things are going much better for her and for—”

      I opened the door to the bakery and closed it behind me, then walked to the counter, placed my purse behind it and withdrew my phone with a shaking hand. If they came inside, I would have no choice but to call the police, and that would cause a scene.

      I hated conflict so much. I could barely breathe as I turned my gaze back toward the front of my bakery. Relief thudded through my chest. My mother and Marcus had gotten back into her new car. My mother glared at the bakery out of the passenger seat as they drove off.

      Sadness nearly overwhelmed me. Why couldn’t we have a normal relationship? Why did things have to be so complicated and difficult? It wasn’t fair.

      I cleared my throat and blinked away tears, slipping my phone back into my purse. I put on an apron and was about to start helping Luna with the orders—grateful for the air-conditioning on the hot summer’s day—when the kitchen doors opened and Hannah, my chef emerged.

      Hannah was usually in a good mood, so the frown lines on her brow were concerning.

      “Han?”

      “Can I talk to you for a second, Elly?”

      “Sure.” I followed her into the kitchen with its steel surfaces and our walk-in freezer. The kitchen was kept cool as well, but it took a lot of effort since Han was always preparing food or baking for us. Hannah cut an imposing figure in the kitchen as she rested one hand on top of a counter and studied me with that worried gaze.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Someone’s been stealing our cupcakes,” she said.

      “What?”

      “I noticed it yesterday morning, but I wasn’t entirely sure until today.”

      “Our cupcakes? From where?” I asked.

      “From the counter right next to the door,” Hannah said.

      It was where she stocked the cupcakes before either her or I would take them out to the glass cases out front to be put on display.

      “I baked and stacked two dozen this morning, and when I came back after a quick smoke break today, three of them were gone.”

      “You’re absolutely certain about this?”

      “Yes,” Hannah said. “Absolutely. I promised you I’d always tell you the truth, Elly. Remember?”

      “I remember.” In fact, I remembered too well. “I’m not sure who it could be. I doubt Luna would steal cupcakes. She has her allowance.” Both my employees, Hannah and Luna, could eat two cupcakes for lunch or choose a meal from the menu, free of charge.

      “I don’t think it’s her either,” Hannah said. “I’m just not sure who would steal them or why. Or how they’re sneaking into the kitchen when no one’s looking.”

      “There are a lot of mysteries going around at the moment,” I said. “Thanks for bringing it to my attention, Han. I’ll figure it out. You just keep doing your job.”

      “I will.”

      I left her to it and went out into the bakery, puzzling over the cupcakes. The sight of the beach struck the thought from my mind. I was “technically” being accused of murder. I had much more important worries at the moment. The bakery would be my distraction, but later, I would sit down and make a list of my thoughts about what happened.

      It didn’t pay to sit back and do nothing when there was sleuthing to be done.
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      Sunday had come which meant I had the morning off to spend as I wanted. After Marcus’ “death” I had been lonely every Sunday and a little bit lost. Now that he was “alive again” and we’d gotten a divorce, I relished my Sundays and the time I had to myself. With Meow included of course.

      I made myself a fresh cup of coffee then went out onto the small back porch at the cottage, my phone in hand, to make notes and admire the view.

      The morning air was warm, and I was sure that it was going to be a sweltering and perfect beach day. But that only made me think about Akina and the mystery of what had happened to her. And why on earth she’d had my driver’s license in her hand.

      Meow, my adopted black cat, wandered out onto the porch and jumped onto the table beside my chair. She licked her paw and washed behind her ear then stopped, freezing with her paw up, her eyes focused on a spot in the distance, deep in thought.

      When Meow had first come to me, she’d been timid and afraid of human contact. Over the past couple of weeks, she’d slowly gotten used to my company and had come closer and closer. She’d never sat in my lap, though, and I respected her wishes, only doing what she would allow.

      “Lovely morning,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee then setting it beside her on the wicker porch table. “What do you think, Meow?”

      She gave a little meow in response then continued cleaning herself.

      “It’s the perfect morning for getting my mind in order.” I opened my phone and my favorite notes app, then created a new note.

      Cutting My Teeth List Part 2

      
        	The driver’s license was in Akina’s hand. Is it possible that she stole the driver’s license without me knowing?

        	How did Akina die? Was it drowning? If so, then why did Detective Iona think that she was murdered?

        	Who stole my driver’s license? The clown?

        	Who could possibly have wanted Akina dead? Her sister has an alibi so it can’t have been her, but then if it’s not her, who did it and why?

        	Can it be a local who killed Akina? But why? It seems more likely that one of her fellow circus folk would have wanted to get rid of her.

      

      “There’s not that much to go on yet,” I said to Meow. “All we know at the moment is that Akina was murdered at some point during the night before her body washed up on the shore.” I paused to look out at the white sand in the bay, the trees disturbed by the morning breeze that smelled of salt and ocean and plumeria blossoms.

      Meow continued cleaning behind her ears, not nearly as concerned as I was about the crime.

      “My gut says that it was that clown who stole my driver’s license,” I said into the morning air. “Leilani might be right in that, sure, one of my customers could have grabbed it when I wasn’t looking, and that definitely might be the case given what we know now about the cupcakes being stolen.”

      But hadn’t Leilani also told me that I ought to trust my gut? And be more confident? Gosh, it was so annoying that I second-guessed myself this much.

      “OK,” I said to Meow, “so I think I’m just going to trust my gut and… And go back to the circus. Today.” It seemed like a profound thing to say into the silence.

      Meow gave me the tiniest of purrs then leaped off the wicker table, heading off into the bushes that flanked the side of my cottage.

      Was I really going to do this?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The difference between the circus at night and during the day was staggering. It was as if the layer of fantasy had been pulled back to reveal the reality of circus life.

      For instance, when we’d visited the circus at night, it had seemed full of mystery. I hadn’t noticed the holes in the fabric of the tent or that the circus carriages were faded from years of travel under the sun. The cart that had sold confectionery and refreshments listed slightly to the left, and the window—closed now that there were no customers to serve—had a large crack that spidered through the pane.

      A boundary had been set up near the back of the circus tent—a metal fence—that encircled the back of the tent where the performers would exit and enter.

      The fairgrounds that held the circus were largely empty, but the occasional slam from a carriage door told me there were people around. Now, all I had to do was locate where the clown stayed and find out what his name was.

      I wandered past the confection stand and toward the gates that blocked off the back of the circus tent. I peered around, but there was nothing of note other than the trampled grass near the back.

      I sighed. I’d likely make more headway at the—

      “Can I help you?” The voice nearly scared me out of my skin.

      I spun on the spot and found a familiar face staring down at me. The ringmaster with the mustache—Kurtis, if I remembered correctly. He looked strange without his coattails and top hat, particularly since he wore his hair bleached blond and flat against his scalp.

      The ringmaster took a step toward me, but it seemed like more of a slither. “You’re not supposed to be here, madam.”

      “I-I’m sorry,” I said, then tried drawing on what confidence I had. “I was looking for somebody.”

      “A member of the circus?” Another slithering step forward that couldn’t have been creepier unless the ringmaster had been trying.

      “Yes,” I said. “The c-clown.” I cleared my throat. “The clown. I’m afraid I don’t know his name.”

      “His name is Steve Brown.”

      “Steve Brown the clown?”

      “That’s correct.” Another step toward me.

      My back hit the barrier that separated the area at the back of the striped tent from the front. “I-Is he around?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, I do not know, my dear madam.”

      “OK.” I squeaked it before slipping sideways along the barrier and starting across the field.

      Thankfully, the ringmaster didn’t follow me. I exited the fairgrounds at a speed, my heart pummeling  the inside of my rib cage. I made it two steps onto the street before a shout rang out. I froze, searching for the source of the scream. It had sounded like—

      “—think I’ll stand for that, you’re crazy.” Jenny Patridge, the grumpy customer who never tipped Luna, stood nearby, shouting at someone through the perimeter fence around the fairgrounds.

      On the other side of that fence was the clown. He wasn’t wearing the red nose or the wig, but his face was unmistakable—he had an air of arrogance, a sleeziness that was almost palpable. He gave Mrs. Patridge a vicious grin before showing her a very specific gesture.

      “You rude, rude, creature!” Mrs. Patridge screamed. “I’ll call the police on you.”

      Steve laughed and strolled off, disappearing between the carriages. I considered going after him, but the way he’d looked at poor Mrs. Patridge.

      “Are you OK?” I called out.

      Jenny spared me the shortest of glances before walking off in the other direction, the end of her cane slamming into the ground.
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        The following morning…

      

      

      

      The quiet time in the bakery, early in the morning, just before the sun fully crested the horizon, was my favorite time of the day. The silence allowed me to think, and I would spend a lot of that time considering the future, what I wanted out of life, and positive things.

      I had found that it was better to be positive than worry about the negativity around me—like with my mother and Marcus.

      But this particular morning, I was fixated on Akina’s murder.

      How on earth had my driver’s license wound up in her possession?

      And why had Mrs. Patridge been screaming at the clown from the circus yesterday? I had wondered about it all day, but I couldn’t ask her—I had no idea where she stayed or what her number was. Maybe she would come into the bakery this morning.

      I fixed myself a coffee while I considered the facts I knew so far, frowning.

      “No Kona yet?”

      I gasped and nearly spilled my coffee.

      Detective Iona stood on the other side of the counter. He flashed me a quick grin that made my heart turn over.

      “K-K— No,” I managed. “Do you want a coffee?”

      “I’m meeting someone here,” he said. “Just wanted to come over and say hi.”

      “Oh.”

      He kept staring at me, and I swallowed.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Oh. Oh, yeah. Hi! How are you, Detective?”

      Before he could answer, the door opened behind him and a man entered. Short,wearing a t-shirt, and horn-rimmed glasses, he looked like one of those coffee drinking hipster types, but I’d never seen him in my bakery before. Maybe he frequented another of the cafes on the beachfront.

      Detective Iona turned. “Ah. There he is. Mr. Widger,” he said, his voice resonating in the quiet of the bakery.

      “Detective.” Peter Widger, the man who had written the critical review about the circus, came forward, hand extended. “How are you today, sir?”

      “Well thanks. Where would you like to sit?”

      Peter nodded a quick greeting at me, then gestured to the far corner of the bakery—as far away from the front counter as possible. “There’s good.”

      Iona joined Peter at the corner table, and I left them to peruse the menu for a couple of minutes, considering the fact that the two of them were here together.

      Maybe Detective Iona didn’t want to interview Peter at the station? Or maybe they were friends meeting up for an early morning coffee?

      But Kai is older than Peter.

      And no offense to Peter, but he wasn’t exactly Kai’s “type” for a friend. Kai was a hands-on kind of guy, and Peter seemed more like the type who preferred to stay home, reading and writing—not that there was anything wrong with that, just that they were mismatched.

      Then what other reason could they be here for?

      Peter had written that critical blog post about the circus. Specifically about the twins. It made sense that he would be a suspect.

      Kai glanced my way, and I hurried over to take their order.

      “Good morning,” I sang as happily as I could manage—my voice cracked, and I tried to hold back the blush that crept into my cheeks. Whenever I was around Kai, things seemed to go wrong. It was silly. I had to get a handle on myself.

      Leilani might’ve thought that Kai was into me, but she had to be wrong this time. He was a detective doing his job.

      It occurred to me that both men were staring at me expectantly, and I hadn’t said a word in a good thirty seconds or so. “Uh, what can I get for you guys this morning?” I asked.

      “I’ll take a coffee, regular,” Kai said. “And a cupcake. Your choice.”

      “Same for me,” Peter said, his tone dismissive.

      “Great. I’ll bring that right over.”

      I hurried off again and set to work preparing the coffees. The machine was loud, but I caught snippets of their conversation.

      “—usually do this,” Detective Iona said.

      “Yeah, I appreciate that you were—”

      At last, I had the coffees prepared. I dished up two helpings of the fudge delight cupcakes onto plates, then prepared the creamer and sugar.

      “But surely, I’m not a suspect,” Peter said. “I can understand why you’d want to talk to me, but I don’t want to be accused of something I didn’t do.”

      “I understand that,” Detective Iona replied. “Nobody would want to be accused, but I have to talk to everyone who knew Akina. Under normal circumstances, we’d discuss this at the station.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I know.”

      “Then you don’t mind this conversation being recorded?” Kai asked.

      Before Mr. Widger could reply, I delivered the coffees and the cupcakes to the table then hurried off to the other end of the bakery.

      “I would have preferred to do this privately,” Widger said.

      “As would I, but you chose this place, Mr. Widger. So, let’s get this done.”

      “Yeah, I suppose,” Peter Widger said, checking his watch. “I have to go soon. I told you about the trip…”

      “Yeah. Mr. Widger,” Detective Iona said, hitting a button on his phone that was laid out on the table, “when was the last time you had correspondence with Akina?”

      “I—You’re not going to arrest me or something, right?”

      “No, sir. You’re talking to me strictly as a witness.”

      “I haven’t seen Akina in years. Or I hadn’t until the day I went to the circus to review it,” Peter said. “The truth is, Akina and I lost contact after she moved away from Huli Bay with her sister.”

      “Was that when you two broke up?”

      Peter adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses on his nose. “Yes. That’s correct. We didn’t break up so much as she ghosted me. One day she was there, the next she was gone. I only found out she was in the circus a couple of years ago. It was difficult for me to understand that she chose that life over the one we were trying to build together.”

      “Why do you think she did that?” Iona asked. “Was there tension between the two of you before you left?”

      Peter took a bite of his cupcake and chewed, shaking his head. “Everything seemed fine. I think it was her sister. She wanted Akina to leave me. They were twins, see, and Asuna would often talk about how I was bad for her sister, and that she knew through her ‘sisterly bond’ or whatever. Load of junk if you ask me.”

      “So you went to the circus to review it, knowing that the sisters would be performing?” Iona asked.

      “No. I didn’t know they would be there. I didn’t know which circus they had joined, but it was an unpleasant surprise when I saw them performing,” Peter said. “And to be honest, yeah, I wrote that negative review because I had an emotional reaction to seeing Akina again, but I would never hurt her. I would never talk to her again after what she did to me.”

      Detective Iona took a sip of his coffee, the cup small in his palm.

      The silence between the two of them was deafening, and Peter shifted in his seat. “Look, I have to go soon. I told you, I’ve been invited to that influencer conference in Honolulu.”

      “All right, Mr. Widger. But I’ll be in touch if I have any further questions.”

      Peter threw some cash on the table before dipping out into the sunny street. Suspicious. So suspicious. I would have to add Peter to my list.
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        Later that night…

      

      

      

      I didn’t usually stay at the bakery after hours, but I had a reason to today. I had promised myself I would consider the cost of redecorating the interior. My bakery was in serious need of a revamp, and while we were doing better than we had been a couple of weeks ago, money was still tight.

      But that hadn’t stopped the upholstery in my wicker booths or on the chairs from getting damaged. A few of the chairs were uneven and wobbled, and the pictures on the walls, views of the ocean and sand, were faded now. The wooden ceiling fan ticked when it swayed.

      I fixed myself a cup of decaf behind the counter then checked the door was locked before taking a seat on one of the less rickety chairs, my budget in front of me, pen in hand.

      No matter which way I sliced the money pie, I always came up short. There were certain things I just couldn’t afford to do.

      If I cut back on my salary, I could afford to revamp some of the furniture. I could eat two meals a day instead of three. And drink less coffee.

      I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      If only life could be simple. I had more customers, sure, but I’d heard the rumors from Bianca and Yvonne. People in town had gotten wind of the news, through the coconut wireless as Leilani would have put it, that I was the one who’d done it, specifically because my driver’s license had been in the victim’s hand.

      That wasn’t good for business.

      I’d have to do a fundraiser with Leilani again, if she was interested—a books and baked goods event that would bring in more customers.

      I made note of it then sat back in my chair and shut my eyes, allowing myself to breathe slowly and deeply, trying to clear my mind.

      The image of Akina’s body on the beach flashed into view, front and center—dark hair on white sand, costume glittering.

      My eyes snapped open, and I opened my notes app hurriedly.

      Cutting My Teeth List Part 2

      
        	The driver’s license was in Akina’s hand. Is it possible that she stole the driver’s license without me knowing? (Unlikely.)

        	How did Akina die? Was it drowning? If so, then why did Detective Iona think that she was murdered? (FIND OUT!)

        	Who stole my driver’s license? The clown? (Still need to check up on this. Clown is gross and suspicious. Name is Steve Brown.)

        	Who could possibly have wanted Akina dead? Her sister has an alibi so it can’t have been her, but then if it’s not her, who did it and why?

        	Can it be a local who killed Akina? But why? It seems more likely that one of her fellow circus folk would have wanted to get rid of her.

        	Akina was still in her costume! She must have left the circus shortly after the show ended and been murdered some time soon afterward.

        	Why was Mrs. Patridge screaming at the clown?

        	Peter Widger dated Akina. And Akina didn’t even break up with him. She ghosted him and never talked to him again. What could he have done to get that reaction out of her?

        	Peter Widger claimed that he didn’t know Akina was performing but most of the posters of the circus had featured her.

      

      That last point seemed particularly important. Peter had lied. If he’d seen the circus information anywhere, online or in person, he would have seen the image of the twins, leaping and tumbling. They were unmistakable.

      But Peter wasn’t in town anymore. He was in Honolulu at some conference or the other.

      So, who else could I talk to?

      If I figured out who’d killed Akina, I would not only clear my name but help keep the town safe.

      “The clown,” I murmured, then shuddered.

      Gosh, I didn’t want to go back to the fairgrounds and risk running into that ringmaster again, but it was better to do that and have answers than to—

      A crash at the back of the bakery sent adrenaline pulsing through my veins.

      I sat, terrified, my hand hovering above my phone screen.

      That wasn’t inside the bakery was it?

      But the noise had definitely come from the back of the building, nearest the kitchen. I rose from my seat, checking the time as I did, my insides curling and twisting and refusing to remain calm. It was past 10:00 pm. I had been here for hours. Lost track of time.

      Who would be out there this late?

      I entered the kitchen quietly.

      The lights were off, the light from the window that overlooked the ocean glistening on the steel countertops.

      Another window, nearest the back door that led to the alleyway beyond, drew my attention. A dark silhouette moved around in the alleyway outside. Another terrific clang sounded—metal striking metal—and the realization hit me.

      That was the sound of someone messing with the big green dumpster outside.

      It might be a vagrant, and in that case, I wasn’t so much afraid as I was sad about the fact that there were a few homeless people in Huli Bay. No life or town was perfect.

      I hurried back to my table, grabbed my phone, and headed into the kitchen again. I switched on my flashlight and directed it through the back window, illuminating the alleyway outside.

      A pale face stared back at me, eyes wide with shock.

      Mrs. Patridge stood outside, holding up one of the bakery boxes that we used to make deliveries. Her mouth hung open at the sudden influx of light. She dropped the box and ran down the alleyway and out of sight.

      Not hobbled. Ran.

      Her cane wasn’t with her, and she didn’t have the usual hunch in her back that she had whenever she came into the bakery, or when I’d seen her arguing with Steve the clown at the circus.

      “Mrs. Patridge?” I called it out, far too late, since she was already gone.

      I unlocked the back door and stepped out into the warm night, directing my flashlight both ways in the alley before checking the dumpsters. The lid was still open, and several of the bags had been ripped open.

      I frowned then shut the lid. I would have to clean up the mess tomorrow.

      What had she been looking for?

      First, she had gone over to the circus to scream at the clown. Then she had come to my bakery to snoop around.

      Was it possible that Mrs. Patridge was an amateur sleuth herself, and she wanted to prove that I was either guilty or innocent? But what would rummaging around in the dumpsters prove?

      I entered the bakery and locked the door, questions multiplying in my mind. There had to be a reasonable explanation for this, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

      Tomorrow, I would talk to Steve the clown and find out what Mrs. Patridge had been yelling at him about, and after that, I would confront her myself. She was up to something, I just wasn’t sure if that something was nefarious or not.
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      The circus was as disappointing in daylight as I remembered, but I didn’t let the dilapidation or the fear of the snakey ringmaster stop me from heading out to see Steve the clown on my lunch break. Luna had said she was happy to take care of the bakery while I was gone, and Hannah had reported that there had been no further thefts of cupcakes this morning, maybe because she was on high alert.

      I got out of the old rust bucket at the fairgrounds, my gaze fixed on the carriages that served as the homes of the circus folk.

      This time, I wouldn’t be scared off by the ringmaster or Steve himself, no matter how many bad words or gestures he made.

      I had to get answers, and I would trust my gut.

      I entered the grounds and headed straight for the nearest carriage. I knocked on the faded red door.

      A grumbling came from inside, and then the door swung open. A burly man I recognized as one of the horse riders, glared down at me, wearing a stained tank top, a cigar hanging from the corner of his mouth. “Yeah?” he spoke around the end of the cigar then removed it from his mouth and released a cloud of smoke.

      “Hi. I—Hello. I’m so sorry to, uh—”

      “Spit it out, chick,” he said, snorting an inhale.

      “I—I’m so sorry to bother, but I was looking for Steve Brown?”

      “Clowns at the far end,” he said. “Best way to keep him and us out of trouble.” He slapped the carriage door shut in my face.

      What does that mean? What kind of trouble would Steve cause if allowed the opportunity? I wasn’t sure I wanted an answer to that.

      I headed down to the last carriage in the row—it had been parked a couple of feet from the others in the line—my nerves building with every step.

      I knocked on the carriage door with much trepidation.

      No one answered.

      I knocked again.

      A bang came from within, but Steve didn’t come to the door.

      One last knock. “Hello? Mr. Steve? I mean Mr. Clown—Brown? Are you in there?”

      “Who’s asking?” The clown’s gritty voice came through the door.

      “Hi, I’m so sorry to bother you, but I wanted to talk to you about my driver’s license,” I said, my tone gathering strength.

      “What the heck would I know about your darn driver’s license?” A silence and then the latch on the carriage door scraped, and Steve appeared in all his cigarette-smoke glory. He looked me over once then gave me a leery grin. “I remember you. Pretty blonde thing from the circus on our opening day.” He winked at me. “You like that flower I gave you?”

      My skin crawled. “I wanted to talk to you about that, actually,” I said, trying to stay professional. I imagined that Steve was an unhappy customer in the bakery, and I was the one dealing with him. “The day after you pulled that trick on me, I found out that my driver’s license was missing from my wallet.”

      “Not my problem.” He started closing the door.

      “It becomes your problem when you’re the only one who could have taken my license,” I said swiftly. “And when that same license wound up in the grasp of a dead woman. Akina. You know her well, I would assume.”

      The door stopped closing and swung open again instead. Steve the clown barreled down the steps toward me.

      I backed up, keeping my gaze as fierce as I could, even while fear swirled through my stomach.

      “You don’t know nothing about Akina,” he snapped. “And you don’t know nothing about what you’re saying.”

      “Oh? Then enlighten me, Mr. Brown,” I said.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I know a lot of things,” I said, trying to make him uncomfortable just as he was making me uncomfortable. Two could play at this came. Hopefully. “I know that Akina had my driver’s license. I know that you were the only one who could have stolen it. I know that Akina’s dead now and you don’t seem that unhappy about it.”

      “Then you don't know nothing at all,” he growled.

      “Yes. Exactly. I know a lot. Not nothing.”

      Steve scraped fingers across his pock-marked brow, his complexion going from grimy to red. “I didn’t do nothing to Akina,” he said. “Whatever happened to her was her own fault.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “She got herself killed,” he said. “I saw her leaving the circus right after the show, running off toward the road like she was in a big rush.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “Dunno. Didn’t follow her. Didn’t care what she did with her spare time, just like I don’t care what her sister or any of the other losers at this circus do. None of them listen. None of them want to make it great, they just want to do what feels good for them, and they—” He cut off, his lips thinning.

      “You took my driver’s license,” I said. “Didn’t you?”

      Steve took a step forward, getting right up in my face. “If you think I took it,” he said, his voice stinking of smoke and yesterday’s bourbon, “why don’t you prove it?”

      “Steve?” The ringmaster, Kurtis, stood nearby, his hands interlaced and pressed over his middle. He wore a threadbare shirt that bore the logo of the circus and its name in bold. THE GORDO WILLIS CIRCUS. HAWAII’S BEST CIRCUS.

      Steve didn’t back up.

      “Steve, are you threatening a guest?” Kurtis asked, taking sinuous steps toward us. “I warned you about this. You know what will happen if I catch you upsetting the circus guests again.”

      “She’s not a guest,” Steve growled. “She’s an intruder. She ain’t meant to be here and you know it.”

      “That’s enough Steve,” Kurtis said. “Return to your carriage, please.”

      Steve looked ready to chew rocks or to throw them at the ringmaster. Or at me for that matter.

      He backed up a step, giving me a warning look that told me not to come back, before entering his carriage and slamming the door shut. I hadn’t gotten the chance to ask him about Mrs. Patridge, but to be fair, he had been up in my face, raging.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      The ringmaster snaked toward me, bearing a smile. “I am so sorry, Mrs…?”

      “Miss Dumas,” I said.

      He held out a hand to me, more like he wanted to take my hand than shake it. “Ringmaster Kurtis.” His palm glistened with sweat.

      I didn’t take his hand but started toward the exit. “Sorry,” I said. “I have to run.”

      The ringmaster fell into step beside me, wringing his hands. “This is the second time you’ve come to the circus when we aren’t open,” he said. “Is there something I can assist you with, Miss Dumas?”

      Yeah, you can stop being so unerringly creepy. “No, thank you,” I managed, shocked at my mental audacity. “I won’t be back again.”

      “Now, we always appreciate visitors,” Kurtis said. “It’s just that we prefer our visitors to come during the afternoons and nights when the shows are on. Are you friends with one of the members of the circus?”

      “Asuna,” I said. “Is she here?”

      “I’m afraid Miss Asuna has left the circus for now. She’s dealing with a family tragedy,” he said.

      “Oh, then you can’t help me. Thanks.” And then I rushed out of the fairgrounds, feeling as if I had been dipped in oil, ringmaster Kurtis’ stare on my back.
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      Another long day in the bakery had come to an end, and I had managed to free myself of the gross feeling I’d picked up at the circus during my visit. Goodness, it had been unpleasant to deal with that ringmaster again. I didn’t understand why he acted the way he did, but I didn’t like it.

      I locked up the bakery—opting not to stay past closing time this evening—and took the long, winding drive back to the other side of Huli Bay, where my cute cottage awaited. I parked outside it, gazing at my porch and remembering the night I had witnessed my ex-husband “come back to life.”

      I still hadn’t quite come to terms with the fact that he had despised our marriage so much that he had decided to fake his own death.

      Because I was “too nice.”

      Just like I had been “too nice” to that ringmaster today when he’d scared me. I hadn’t told him he was making me uncomfortable but had made up excuses.

      Why was I like that?

      I shook my head at my negative self-talk and got out of the old rust bucket. I clanked the door shut then headed up to my cottage, fumbling my keys out of my purse.

      I was glad this day was over, if only so I could eat something yummy for dinner and settle in for the night with Meow to watch TV and relax. Maybe I’d catch up on some of my reading.

      The minute I opened the cottage door, a meow greeted me from the sofa.

      My pretty little Meow rose onto all fours and stretched, curling her spine before kneading the sofa cushion she’d been strewn out upon.

      “Oh, big stretch!” I shut my front door and locked it. “And how was your day, Meow?”

      She padded over to me and rubbed the side of her face against my leg. It was such a sweet and trusting gesture that my eyes welled up. I bent and let my hand rest near her, just in case she wanted to rub against that too. She opted out of it and padded into my kitchenette.

      “Ah. Food time.” I dropped my purse on the table next to the front door and made quick work of preparing something for her to eat—cooked chicken breast sliced thinly. I switched on the TV while I decided what would be my dinner for the evening.

      I tuned into a local news channel—the familiar anchor with his meticulously coiffed hair was my favorite backdrop when cooking. Mostly, the local news featured quaint stories that were related to the county, and most of them were about animals or cool things that had happened. My bakery had once appeared on the news, when I’d launched it, which had been a great point of pride for me, and one that my mother had steadfastly ignored.

      I rifled through the fridge, trying to decide what to make.

      “And we have breaking news tonight, coming to you exclusively from the Huli Bay Police Station,” the reporter on the TV said. “A press conference related to the murder of local woman Akina Kaneshiro, who was recently found washed up on the beach in Huli Bay.”

      I shut the fridge and focused my full attention on the TV.

      Kai had appeared on the screen, wearing his usual buttoned shirt, his ID badge, and a serious expression. If possible, he looked even more handsome than usual, as he swept his dark-eyed gaze over the gathered crowd. He stood behind a lectern, a microphone poking up toward him.

      “Is this live?” I muttered.

      Meow chomped greedily on her food and ignored me.

      “—inform you,” Kai was saying, “that new evidence has come to light in the search for the murderer of Akina Kaneshiro. We can confirm that this was, indeed, a murder, and that we are still searching for the culprit. As of now, we are able to offer limited information up to the public.” He took a breath before continuing. “Akina Kaneshiro was found with massive bruising to one side of her body, as well as water on her lungs. This is an indication that Miss Kaneshiro was hit by a car or struck by something heavy while walking near the cliffs surrounding Huli Bay. Any information about cars in the area between the hours of midnight and three in the morning should be reported to our tipline.”

      I couldn’t look away from the TV.

      Akina had been hit by a car?

      “Any information the public might have about what happened to Akina Kaneshiro should be reported. We are looking for any and all information that could lead to an arrest,” Kai said. “Thank you for your time. I’ll take questions now.”

      Hands shot up and shouts rang out. A man in uniform to one side of the lectern pointed at someone off camera.

      “Good evening, Detective Iona,” a woman said, “you say that Miss Kaneshiro had water on her lungs. Doesn’t that mean that she drowned?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t answer that question,” Kai said.

      The man pointed at another reporter.

      “Detective Iona, were there any identifying marks on the body?”

      “There was massive bruising along Miss Kaneshiro’s right side along her hip and leg,” Kai answered. “I can’t provide more detail than that.”

      “But you think that she was hit by a car?”

      “The manner in which the bruises were formed indicate that it’s most likely she was struck by a car,” Kai said. “Again, any information should be reported to our tipline.”

      “What if Miss Kaneshiro just fell down the mountain?” A woman shouted out.

      “Last question!” The man near Kai yelled, pointing at another reporter. The grumble sai that the press conference would soon dissolve into organized chaos.

      “Same question,” a man said. “What if she just fell?”

      “The bruising would be inconsistent with that kind of fall,” Detective Iona said. “I’m afraid that’s all the time we have. I urge the public to report any information they have to our tipline. Thank you and stay safe and aware.”

      “Detective Iona!” A woman cried.

      “Detective!”

      Kai collected his papers and walked back toward the police station, a heaviness to his gait—as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      I shook my head. Poor Kai.

      And poor Akina. She had been knocked off the cliff into the water? She had drowned because of it? I think I knew which cliff Kai was talking about—it flanked the bay and was infamous with the locals for being dangerous to drive on, especially late at night. A lot of the youngsters who were either brave or stupid or a combination of both would take their fancy cars up to that section of road to drift and race late at night.

      Could it be that one of those youngsters had accidently hit Akina on the way down? But why had she been walking on that road so late? I abandoned the kitchen and walked out onto my back porch, peering at the raised section of road on the opposite end of the bay, directly across from my cottage.

      I gnawed on the inside of my cheek.

      That was where she had been struck while holding my driver’s license.

      Why?
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        The following morning…

      

      

      

      It had become imperative that I figure out what had happened to Akina, not only because I was “technically” involved thanks to the driver’s license, but because it was just so wrong that a young woman had had her life snatched away from her by a reckless driver.

      I planned on driving up to the top of the hill that encircled one side of the bay later on this evening after work.

      This morning, I settled for making myself a cup of coffee before the bakery opened and placing my phone on the counter in front of me while I sifted through my notes.

      Cutting My Teeth List Part 2

      
        	The driver’s license was in Akina’s hand. Is it possible that she stole the driver’s license without me knowing? (Unlikely.)

        	How did Akina die? Was it drowning? If so, then why did Detective Iona think that she was murdered? (FIND OUT!)

        	Who stole my driver’s license? The clown? (Still need to check up on this. Clown is gross and suspicious. Name is Steve Brown.)

        	Who could possibly have wanted Akina dead? Her sister has an alibi so it can’t have been her, but then if it’s not her, who did it and why?

        	Can it be a local who killed Akina? But why? It seems more likely that one of her fellow circus folk would have wanted to get rid of her.

        	Akina was still in her costume! She must have left the circus shortly after the show ended and been murdered some time soon afterward.

        	Why was Mrs. Patridge screaming at the clown?

        	Peter Widger dated Akina. And Akina didn’t even break up with him. She ghosted him and never talked to him again. What could he have done to get that reaction out of her?

        	Peter Widger claimed that he didn’t know Akina was performing but most of the posters of the circus had featured her.

        	Akina was knocked off the cliff by a driver. But who could it have been? Peter?

      

      My list had grown longer and that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It was difficult to keep track of everything when there were so many unresolved leads.

      For instance, Steve had told me he’d seen Akina leave the circus after the show—and that show had ended at around 11:30 p.m.. I knew because Leilani, Mikala, and I had been there.

      And now, Detective Iona had revealed that Akina had been on that road that night between the hours of midnight and three.

      I navigated out of my notes app and to the one that contained my maps. I opened it and plotted a route from the fairgrounds to the highest point on Huli Bay Rise, then set it to walking distance.

      According to the app, it would have taken Akina, walking at a normal pace, an hour to get from the fairgrounds to that point. Which meant that if she’d left the fairgrounds right after the show, she should have arrived at Huli Bay Rise a half an hour after midnight. And that was right in the time slot Detective Iona had mentioned during the press conference.

      A knock rattled the front door of the bakery, and I jumped.

      Luna, my server, waved at me from outside, but she wasn’t wearing her usual smile. I hurried over to the door and unlocked it for her, then let her inside, the CLOSED sign clacking against the glass.

      “Good morning, Luna. Are you OK? You look like—”

      “Some crazy guy nearly knocked me over!” Luna rasped, out of breath as if she’d run a mile. She was fresh out of high school and would soon be on her way to the Mainland to study once the summer break was over.

      “W-What?”

      “A navy blue car almost knocked me over on my way to work,” she said. “I was trying to cross the street and he—” She trembled with shock and possibly rage.

      I directed her to a chair in front of the counter and brought her a fudge cupcake. “There, there. It’s going to be OK.”

      Luna thanked me and scooped the frosting off the top of the cupcake, shutting her eyes at the influx of sweetness. “Ono grindz.”

      I smiled at her. Luna didn’t often talk pidgin around me—I wasn’t sure why that was—but I was grateful that she liked the cupcakes.

      “Are you feeling a bit better?”

      She nodded slowly.

      I sat down opposite her. “OK, so tell me more about this car. Did you see who was driving it?”

      “Yeah, I did,” she said fiercely. “I’m gonna report him to the cops the minute I get a break.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Goofy lookin’ guy. He was wearing these pointy glasses. He looked like he was gonna have a heart attack when he saw me in the road, and he swerved just in time.”

      I tried not to show my shock. That sounded like Peter Widger. He was the only guy I knew who wore that type of glasses in Huli Bay. It was a relatively small town, after all. “And you said his car was navy blue?”

      “Yeah. Never forget it.”

      “A sedan?”

      “How did you know?”

      Because we had almost gotten run over by someone in a navy blue sedan the night after the circus. The very same night that Akina had been knocked off the road and fallen into the ocean to her demise.

      Hot flashes ran over my skin, and I swallowed.

      Was this really happening?

      It added up.

      Peter Widger had written that critical review of the circus after seeing it. He had also dated the victim and had had ill feelings toward her and admitted that was the reason he’d written the review.

      “Elly? You OK?”

      I nodded absently, patting Luna on the arm.

      Peter Widger drove a navy blue car, if Luna’s description was correct and there wasn't another person driving around in one who wore horn-rimmed glasses. And whoever drove that car, Peter supposedly, was a terrible driver who didn’t seem to care much about pedestrians.

      That car had also been seen near the circus at that time of the night. They could easily have driven off around the corner and waited for Akina to leave the circus, followed her, and knocked her off the road.

      But how would they have known she was going to leave the circus? And it didn’t explain why Akina had been in possession of my driver’s license.

      But there was a lot of evidence pointing toward Peter.

      And Detective Iona had asked the public to drop off tips for him regarding the murder.

      “Elly?”

      I rose from my seat. “Are you OK, Luna? Do you feel calmer?”

      “Yeah, I’m—”

      “OK, then can you open the bakery for me, please?”

      “What? I mean, yeah, OK. If you’re OK with that. Hannah’s here, right?”

      “Yeah, Hannah’s here.” I grabbed my purse from behind the counter. “I’ll be back soon. There’s somewhere I have to go in a hurry. You’re sure you’re fine? Do you want to go to the cops? I—”

      “No, no, I’ll call them later. I want to relax for now. Like, catch my breath, and all that.”

      “I’ll be right back,” I said.

      I had to tell Kai what had happened and what my suspicions were. Peter Widger couldn’t be allowed to get away with a crime like this!
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      I had been in the interrogation room at the Huli Bay Police Station a couple of times, but I had never been in Detective Iona’s office before. He opened his door to me with a tense smile—he had to be stressed about the case—and directed me to the chair in front of his desk.

      The room was decorated with warmth. An image of Kai’s family hung on one wall, and there was a fake potted plant on top of the filing cabinet, the leaves disturbed by the brush of air from the air-conditioning unit. Ample light filtered in through the window beside the desk, providing a few of the buildings opposite and a patch of grass and shrubbery with flowers.

      Iona’s office smelled of his cologne and cookies, a welcome mix that made my cheeks heat.

      “What can I do for you today, Miss Dumas?”

      I liked it that he called me by my maiden name. A lot of the local residents of Huli Bay still called me “Mrs. Pickle” which I didn’t like thanks to Marcus and the contentious ending to our marriage.

      “I think I know who murdered Akina Kaneshiro,” I said firmly.

      Go with your gut. You’ve got this.

      “Oh?” Kai sat down, leaning back in his office chair—it let out a squeak. “I would be happy to hear it. I’m open to any and all ideas.”

      “I think it was Peter Widger,” I said. “And here’s why…” I broke down exactly what I’d discovered and told him about Luna’s encounter this morning. “And you remember at the circus the other night, well, you pulled me out of the way as that navy blue car drove past and nearly knocked me over?” Again I grew hot around the collar. Silly.

      “I remember.” His gaze was fixed on me.

      “Right, so that’s it. That’s my theory. Peter Widger did it, and he did it because he was angry about Akina having abandoned their relationship and run off with the circus.”

      “That’s… That’s a great theory, and I would say that you’ve crossed everything off the list. You’ve got a motive, a murder weapon, and even potential evidence that the car was in the area on the night of the murder.”

      “Great!”

      “There’s just one problem,” he said.

      “There is?”

      “Peter Widger was out of town on the night of the performance.”

      “But… How?” I asked. “How is that possible? He wrote a review on his blog about the circus and how bad the twins were at their performance.”

      “That’s because he caught the afternoon show,” Iona said. “I’m afraid that Peter has an alibi for the night and time of the murder. He was on his way out of town on a bus. We have footage of him boarding the bus, and he has one of those ‘get fit’ watches with a GPS in it that tracked his movements all night. It wasn’t Peter.”

      “I can’t believe it. I really thought it was him.”

      “I know,” Iona said. “I thought it was him too, if that’s any consolation.”

      It was a great consolation because that meant he’d suspected other people instead of me. I didn’t have an alibi since I’d been asleep in my cottage with Meow. Maybe there was something else Detective Iona knew that he wasn’t telling me about the case.

      “So you’re absolutely sure that it wasn’t Peter Widger?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. He has an alibi, and though he might have a motive, and a car, and be a reckless driver, if he wasn’t anywhere near the scene of the crime, then it simply couldn’t have been him. Unless you’re suggesting that he could be in two places at once. And if that was the case, I’d want his secret.” A weary sigh followed the last sentence.

      I sagged in my chair, massaging my temples. Then who could it be? Peter had almost ridden Luna over, so—

      “This is an ongoing investigation, so I can’t share much else with you about what’s been going on,” Iona said, “but if you’ve got other tips or clues to send my way, I’m all ears.”

      “Uh.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “There’s the fact that Steve the clown and Mrs. Patridge were arguing earlier in the week, but I’m not sure that’s related to what happened to Akina.”

      “Hmm.” Kai nodded.

      “But if it’s not Peter, then who could it be?” I asked. “Who would have the motive to murder Akina? It’s not like she spent much time in town. She traveled with the circus. So it had to have been someone in the circus, right? And how did my driver’s license get into her hand?”

      “That is something I’m working hard to find out,” he replied.

      I wasn’t sure I liked the seriousness of his tone.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with, Elly?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” I said, rising from the chair. I looped my purse over my arm and started toward his office door. “Oh, but what about the fact that Akina had water on her lungs. Does that mean she drowned? Then how—”

      “She drowned, but she might have been unconscious from being struck by the car.”

      It was a horrifying thought. I couldn’t push it aside as it was part of the evidence, and if I wanted to figure out what had happened, I had to take everything into account. “But Luna almost got ridden over.”

      “She can report the incident of reckless driving when she has the chance. I can’t take a secondhand report, obviously.”

      “Right. Right, of course. I’d better get back to the bakery. Have a good day, Detective.”

      “You too, Elly.”

      I was already out in the street, taking the long walk back to the bakery—the old rust bucket had been acting up more of late—when I realized he’d called me by my first name rather than “Miss Dumas.” I smiled to myself, but that fact didn’t ease a balm over my wounded ego.

      I’d been so sure that I had it right. Confident.

      This is why you don’t deserve to be confident. You’re always wrong. You should second-guess yourself. That was my mother’s voice in my head, with a hint of Marcus in the background, disguised as my own. I struggled with that negative talk quite often and it grew worse whenever I failed at something.

      I took a breath and brought my phone out then sent a text over to Leilani. “Can we meet up for some dinner tonight? I need some girl talk and to relax.”

      “Of course, brah. Any time. You’ve been so busy lately.”

      “I know. Sorry.”

      “Nah, don’t apologize.”

      I smiled at the text. Leilani always knew what to say, even when she didn’t realize that she was helping me.

      “What do you wanna eat?” The text blipped through a second later.

      “Pizza?”

      “Deal. I’ll get Mikala to order it for us before we get over there. Seven ‘o clock?”

      “Great.”

      “See you then!” And a smiley face to follow that.

      This was how relationships were meant to be. Easy and guilt-free, not like the tension that surrounded my relationship with my mother. I tucked my phone into my purse and continued down the sidewalk, trying to figure out what had happened to Akina while I walked and failing every step of the way.
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        Later that night…

      

      

      

      “This pizza broke da mouth.” Mikala did a happy dance next to the counter in Leilani’s kitchen, still holding a slice of pizza. She took a bite and continued to do her happy jig.

      I sat on the sofa that was pressed up against the wall in the condo with a view of the bay. My gaze kept wandering to the water and then off to the right, where the edge of the cliff was just visible, as well as the road where Akina had met her fate. I yawned and masked it with the back of my hand. “I’m so tired,” I said. “I should head home.”

      “You sure, brah?” Leilani asked. “It’s early and there’s plenty of pizza.”

      “If I have another slice, I’ll definitely go into a pizza coma and it will take a forklift to get me off your sofa.”

      “Or just Leilani,” Mikala said, gesturing to her cousin’s arms. “You seen dem guns?”

      Leilani rolled her eyes at Mikala. “You’ve had too much pizza. All that oil makes you lolo.”

      I laughed at their back and forth. I hadn’t had the chance to talk about what had happened with Kai earlier or about the murder. We’d just been vibing all night, relaxing and chatting and eating pizza, and we’d watched a couple of episodes of one of Mikala’s favorite shows—it was new to TV “The True House-dogs of Honolulu.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car,” Leilani said.

      Even though Huli Bay was usually safe—barring the occasional murder apparently—it was nice to have a friend looking out for me.

      I bid Mikala goodbye then headed out to the old rust bucket. I patted my car on the hood. “Let’s hope she starts up tonight.”

      “Anything ever happens to this thing, you call me. You break down or something.” Leilani’s brow wrinkled with her concern.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I definitely will. But I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “You really need to get some new wheels, brah.”

      “One day when I’m big.” I gave Leilani a hug goodbye, then got into my car and started it. By some miracle, the engine chug-chugged to life on the first try. I waved goodbye out of my window then started off down the road. Leilani strolled back toward the condo in my rearview mirror, pausing to check on me once before disappearing inside her home.

      I smiled. It was good to have friends like her. Someone who wouldn’t try to take advantage of me when I was at my weakest, but who would lift me up instead.

      The scent of plumeria wafted through my open window, mixing with the smell of burning oil from my car—I really had to get it checked out or get a new one, but there wasn’t money for it at the moment.

      A sense of dissatisfaction rose within me, and, on a whim, I turned and drove off in a direction that was opposite to the one that would have brought me back to my cottage.

      My pulse raced the closer I drew to the spot where it had happened. The death of Akina. I reached the top of Huli Bay Rise, and found the lookout spot Marcus and I had hung out at when we were in our teens.

      There were plenty of memories here. Ones that were sour and sweet. Bitter.

      There were no obvious markings to indicate something bad had happened here, but I got chills regardless. I drove across the gravel, my tires crunching, and made a turn to head back in the direction of my home.

      The view from up here was breathtaking—the lights of the town sparkling far below.

      Movement in the dark, off to my left, caught my attention. A shape shifted on the ground nearby, hidden between the bushes and underbrush. My heart leaped into the back of my mouth along with a scream.

      A woman piled up in clothing lay there. She shifted, and I caught sight of a familiar face, groggy with sleep.

      Was that…?

      “Mrs. Patridge?” I called through my rolled down window. “Mrs. Patridge is that—?” I stopped the engine and got out of the car. “Mrs. Patridge.”

      The woman stumbled to her feet, wrapping her blanket around herself, then ran down the side of the hill, as fast as her feet would carry her, disappearing between the trees and shrubs in an area that wasn’t steep enough to warrant a drop.

      “Mrs. Patridge!” I started after her, but the crack of twigs faded.

      She was gone.

      I hadn’t imagined that. It was Jenny Patridge, again without her cane, sleeping up on the rise. Why? Why was she here? And what—?

      The sound of tires crunching over gravel drew my attention back to the old rust bucket.

      I turned and watched in horror as my car rolled down the hill.

      “No!” I cried and started after it.

      I had forgotten to pull up the emergency brake. This couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t be this clumsy.

      “No, no, no, no!”

      But the car was already rolling off down the street.

      “Come back!” I screamed.

      It gained steady momentum and careened off the road and into the bushes far below, crashing out of sight.

      I stopped, my hands plastered to the sides of my face as I stared at the point where my car had disappeared.

      “No. Oh, no. Please, no.”

      But everything I owned was in there. My phone. My wallet. My replacement driver’s license. My house keys. My— No, no, no.

      This night and day couldn’t possibly get any worse. How had that just happened? I couldn’t even call for help.

      The sound of a car rounding the side of the mountain sent a spiral of hope through my chest. I ran up the rise, waving my hands frantically as the car approached. The headlights blinded me, but the vehicle came to a halt.

      The door opened, and a figure emerged. “Elly? What on earth are you doing?” My ex-husband’s voice was so familiar it hurt.

      Oh. I was wrong. It absolutely, positively can get worse.

      “Oh. Hi, Marcus.”

      “What are you doing up here?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said, moving off to one side so I could get a better view of him. He was driving my mother’s new pearly white car. The fancy one. Apparently, the two of them were the best of friends now that we’d broken up.

      But I was desperate for help, and who knew when another car would take this road? Why had Marcus been up here anyway?

      “Marcus,” I said, “may I borrow your phone, please? I need to call for help. I’ve… had an accident.”

      “Oh my gosh, Elly, are you OK?” He hurried forward, his arms outstretched.

      I backed away from him. “I’m fine. I need to borrow your phone please.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have it with me,” he said. “I was taking a drive to think about things. But I can give you a ride into town if you’d like.”

      Ugh! “Yes, OK. That would be great, thank you. Just a ride into town please. To Leilani’s house.”

      “Great.” He hurried around to the passenger side of the car and opened the door for me.

      I got into an interior that smelled of rich leather and novelty. I put on my seatbelt, refusing to be overwhelmed by his presence and the shock of losing the car. My old rust bucket. And my personal belongings.

      Marcus go. “You sure you don’t want me to take you to your mom’s place? She’s a little under the weather, but my phone’s there and—”

      “No, thank you,” I said. “Leilani’s condo, please.” I hated that I had to be civil to him after everything, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And I was definitely not in the position to be choosy right now.

      Please, get me out of this situation.
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      Marcus’ cologne was exactly the same as I remembered it—he’d been using the same sandalwood scent since we’d been in high school—but it didn’t bring me comfort anymore. Now, it reminded me of everything that had happened, and how betrayed I’d felt by his actions.

      A sense of claustrophobia rose steadily within me as we took the road down from Huli Bay Rise and the viewpoint and into town.

      “So…” Marcus let the word hover in the air between us.

      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have much to say to him, especially given the fact that he’d decided to befriend my mother. Marcus had witnessed her treatment of me firsthand, and it had taken me forever to wake up to the fact that he was on her side instead of mine. He’d happily joined in on her bullying of me.

      “Elly,” Marcus said.

      “I’m not really in the mood to talk, Marcus.”

      “I—Well, OK.” A brief silence. “I guess I'm just curious about what happened up there. I didn’t expect to come around the corner and see you standing in the middle of the street.”

      And I didn’t want to tell my ex-husband about my stupid mistake.

      Because he would only laugh and use it as “proof” of how dumb I was, as he’d insinuated all along.

      The longer I spent in the interior of my mother’s new car, the more annoyed I became. Mother had always had the money to trade in her cars whenever she wanted. In fact, I’d long since stopped trying to make sense of which car she owned when she had a new one every other month.

      “Why are you driving Mother’s car?” I asked. “Why not drive your own car, Marcus? Or did you fake your car’s death too?”

      “Elly…”

      “Wait, of course. You died in a ‘car accident.’ I’m surprised your insurance company hasn’t put you in jail yet,” I said.

      “The car wasn’t insured.”

      “Ah. Of course. You canceled the insurance, I bet,” I said.

      He licked his lips and didn’t answer.

      Once a coward, always a coward.

      Take deep breaths. Not much longer until you get to Leilani’s place and then—

      It occurred to me that we’d been driving for a lot longer than we should have been. Leilani didn’t live that far from Huli Bay Rise. “Marcus,” I said. “Where are you taking me?”

      “I’m taking you home, Elly,” he said.

      “I told you, I need to go to Leilani’s house, not to my cottage. I need her help. I’ve lost my phone.”

      “That’s why I’m taking you home. That way you can call whoever you need.”

      “Marcus, are you not listening to me?” It wouldn’t have been a first. “My phone isn’t at home, it’s lost. And we never had a landline, remember?”

      “How could I forget?” Marcus gave me a half-smile. “I think fondly of our time together in the cottage, Elly. We had a good life together. We—”

      “Spare me. Take me to Leilani’s, please, or let me out of the car.”

      But Marcus didn’t stop driving.

      I grabbed hold of the door handle. “If you don’t let me out, I’ll open this door,” I said, “and roll out.”

      Marcus sighed. “We’re almost there.”

      “Where are you—?”

      Marcus turned into a familiar street, and I opened the car door and tried to get out. The seatbelt jerked me back into place, and before I could free myself, Marcus parked the car in front of my mother’s home.

      “I told you I didn’t want to come here.”

      “This is your home, Elly,” he said. “And if you need help, you should be able to rely on the people who love you.”

      “That’s exactly why I didn’t want to come here.” I unclipped my seatbelt and got out of the car, a tide of rage building within me thick and fast. “You are a terrible, terrible person.”

      Marcus paled. “No need to make a scene, Elly.”

      I walked down the street in the darkness, tears welling up in my eyes.

      “Elly, please wait. Your mother is terribly sick. I really think you should come inside and see her. I don’t know how much longer she’s going to be with us.”

      I shut my eyes tight and stopped walking.

      Don’t do it. Don’t go back. It’s a lie. “I don’t believe you,” I said.

      “E-Elly?” A voice croaked behind me.

      I turned.

      My mother stood on the front porch, swaying on the spot, one hand plastered dramatically to her forehead. She wore her favorite floral nightgown—the one she had gotten when she’d exchanged a gift I’d given her for mother’s day. “E-Elly, have you finally come to see me? I’m dying, and you couldn’t even come to see your poor sick mother.”

      Marcus rushed down the long pathway that led up to my mother’s double story home. She had her inheritance, and she’d always been well-off. The house was the second one she owned, the one that wasn’t my childhood home—she’d told me she couldn’t stand the memories there and had sold it after I’d moved out.

      Marcus held my mother to his side. “Elly, come on inside. Your mother needs you. I need you.”

      I took a step toward them, breathing deeply. My mother didn’t look sick at all. A bit pale, maybe, but if she was well enough to come out onto the porch…

      That’s not fair. There are plenty of people who are really ill who can move around.

      But it was the fact that I did not trust either of these people. I believed them when they showed me their bad sides now.

      “You two,” I said, “are crazy. And I want nothing to do with either of you.” And then I turned on my heel and marched off down the street. I would find a payphone or knock on someone’s door and ask to borrow a phone. The longer I waited, the more difficult it might become to retrieve my car and belongings.

      I could only hope that they hadn’t plunged into the ocean but had gotten caught on the trees on the side of the hill.

      Tears came, wetting my cheeks and clogging my throat with emotion.

      A siren whooped behind me, and a police cruiser pulled up. Kai smiled at me from within. “Need a little help?”

      Embarrassing. So darn embarrassing. Of course he was on his way home from work in this street. I had no idea he lived in the suburbs of Huli Bay.  I took a breath and went for broke. “Yeah, actually. My car fell off the cliff.”

      Kai’s eyes widened. “Your… What?”

      “Yeah. It’s a long story. Do you think you could help me?”

      “Hop in.” His smile was a welcome balm after the evening’s events.

      How silly I had been to think that I could handle the case or even myself alone.
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        One day later…

      

      

      

      I sat on the sofa in the late evening, Meow pressed up beside me, and a book open in my lap, the words on the page blurring into one another.

      I couldn’t focus on them.

      Thanks to the hard work of the local fire department and the police, my old rust bucket had been pulled out from where it had been wedged between two trees on the slope of the hill. Thankfully, it hadn’t fallen directly off the cliff at the viewpoint and into the ocean below.

      Like poor Akina.

      I pressed that thought away. I’d already proven that I couldn’t be trusted with my own things, let alone trying to figure out what had happened to poor Akina. I’d have to leave that to the professionals.

      Thankfully, I’d gotten my belongings back unscathed, phone, keys, and wallet included, but my old rust bucket was officially out of commission. I had no car and no clue.

      I blinked, shaking my head, and trying to focus on the words on the page.

      “Would you like me to read to you, Meow?” I asked. “Maybe that will help me focus better, and you never know, you might like the story.”

      Meow started purring against my side. She still hadn’t let me stroke her yet, but we were much closer than we’d been before.

      “Great,” I said. “OK. Let’s give this a—”

      My phone trilled on my coffee table, and I swallowed. It was already past 09:00 p.m. at night. It could be Leilani checking in.

      After the “runaway incident” as I liked to call it, Leilani had been calling and texting and dropping in from the bookstore next to the bakery to check in on me over the course of the day.

      I picked up my cellphone, getting a frustrated meow from my cat at the disturbance, and frowned at the unknown number flashing on the screen.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      A silence followed by a low cough.

      “Hello, who’s there?”

      “E-Elly? Is that you?” My mother’s voice.

      I pulled my phone away from my ear, my finger hovering over the button to hang up. Why now? Why can’t she leave me alone?

      “Wait, Elly. Please. I’m sorry.”

      It was the first time I had ever heard my mother apologize. I hesitated, bringing the phone closer to my ear again, but not trusting it fully like it was a wild animal ready to attack.

      “E-Elly?”

      “What do you want, Mother?”

      “I–I just wanted to talk to you,” she said. “I’m not feeling very well. Not well at all. I just wanted you to come by and see me.”

      “No. I don’t want to see you. I don’t even want to talk to you.” Leilani would have told me to hang up. And I should have. I should have trusted my gut, but after everything that had happened over the past week, I just didn’t have the strength to say “no.”

      I had never realized how much strength it took to say “no” to somebody you loved, even if they were hurting you.

      “Elly, please. I’m your m-mother,” she said, breaking into another bout of coughs. “Have a heart. I raised you. I breastfed you. I bathed you and taught you how to walk and talk.”

      “You taught me how to judge myself,” I said, the words falling from my lips before I could stop them.

      “Then come over and talk to me. There are important things happening. I’m ill, and I need your help.”

      I clutched the phone harder than I’d intended and it made a threatening creak as if it was about to break.

      “I need to move away from Huli Bay. To Honolulu. I need to go to a hospital there. I have the money to pay for everything, but I would much rather have you come with me. I want you to be with me at the end.”

      “W-What?” This was so out of the blue. “Mother, what exactly have you fallen ill with?”

      “It’s complicated. It would be easier if you talked to my doctors.”

      “All right,” I said. “All right, forward me their names and numbers, and I’ll talk to them about your prognosis, whatever it might be.”

      “Please, Elly. You have to come with me. I want the people I love to be around me when I die.”

      A part of me wanted to snap at her that she ought to be alone then because she was the only one she’d ever loved, but I didn’t. If Mother was sick, I wouldn’t make her feel worse, no matter how much she had hurt me in the past.

      “Elly?”

      “Forward me the names and numbers, Mother,” I said. “I’ll talk to you after I’ve had a call with them.” And then I hung up because I couldn’t stand talking to her for a minute longer. It was the combination of guilt and discomfort that got to me.
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      The shrill ring of my phone woke me out of my slumber.

      I opened my eyes in the dark room, blinking at the light that flashed from my cellphone screen. I rolled over and grabbed my phone, squinting at the name and the time.

      03:00 a.m..

      Hannah? Why on earth was my chef calling me at this time of the morning?

      “Han?” I croaked into the receiver. “What are—?”

      “The bakery is on fire!”

      The sleep was torn from me like a bandaid ripped off a fresh wound. “What?” I yelled.

      “The fire department is already on the way,” Hannah said, her voice coming out in a breathy rush. “I saw the smoke from my backyard.”

      I didn’t ask why or how Hannah had been awake at this unearthly hour. “I’m coming! I’m coming. How bad is it?”

      “It’s pretty bad, Elly. I think it’s pretty bad.”

      “I’m coming,” I repeated, terror clawing up my throat. I leaped out of bed, startling Meow nearby, and tripped over myself to get to my dresser. Five minutes later, I darted out of the front of my house and started running down the street. I had on two different socks, my trainer laces weren’t tied properly, and my shirt was on backward, but I didn’t care.

      The jog to the bakery left me sweaty and unhappy. The closer I drew to the street that contained my pride and joy, the more obvious it became how bad this was going to be. A thick plume of black smoke twisted into the air.

      Hannah stood opposite the bakery, her hair in curlers, and her back to the ocean. The flames crackled upward, consuming the front of the bakery and the roof, but the firefighters had already arrived and were putting it out. Thankfully, it hadn’t reached either of the buildings that flanked it yet. Leilani’s bookstore was safe.

      Hannah and I nodded to each other but said nothing else, staring up in horror at the bakery.

      “Elly!” Leilani came running up the street toward us. “Elly, I tried calling you.”

      Tears burst forth the minute I saw her. She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight.

      “It’s OK, brah. It’s going to be OK.”

      But I couldn’t believe that. Yes, I had insurance, but this was still so upsetting. Everything I had worked for, gone. Gone in the blink of an eye. Burned and taken from me. Why? Why had this happened?
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      “You don’t have to do this,” I said.

      The hour was early—the sun had barely come up—and Detective Iona had offered to give me a ride from the police station back to my house. I smelled of smoke from the fire, and I had to look a sight with my backwards shirt, my mismatched socks, and my hair sticking up at odd angles.

      I couldn’t bring myself to care. First the old rust bucket and now my bakery.

      “Elly,” he said, “I’m real sorry about your bakery.” He opened the passenger door of his police cruiser to me for the second time this week. “Come on, I want to give you a ride home. It’s no problem.”

      “Thanks.” I had given him my statement both for the insurance company and because I believed that the fire investigator would determine that this had been arson. There was no other explanation. Someone didn’t like me and decided to burn down the bakery.

      I refused to believe that this had been an act of God. The universe wasn’t cruel enough to take my car and my business from me in one fell swoop, surely.

      “This has been a tough week,” Iona said, as we took the drive from the bakery back toward my cottage. “Are you going to get another car soon?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not exactly flush with cash. I’ll make a plan. I might get something secondhand, y’know? Something cheap.”

      “They can’t fix your car?”

      “Definitely not. The mechanic laughed at me when I asked him,” I said.

      “Rude.”

      “I thought so too,” I said. “But I get it. It is what it is.” I sounded morose even to my own ears.

      Kai drove me back to the cottage and stopped in front of it. “Your door’s open.”

      “Yeah, I left in a rush,” I said, shaking my head. “I was panicked.”

      Kai took that in his stride. “I always thought this place was cute. You’re lucky you have such a great view. Beats living in the suburbs.”

      “Yeah. Something to be grateful for. Thanks for the ride, Kai.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      I got out of the car, not bothering to ask him about the case, and trudged up toward the cottage. I let myself in, so tired and worn I could barely think straight, and waved goodbye to him before shutting the door and locking it.

      Tears threatened again but didn’t come. I was cried out for the day.

      I turned to head toward the kitchen and grab myself a glass of water but stopped dead.

      Jenny Patridge sat sideways on the sofa in my living room, smiling at me.

      “W-What are you doing in my house?” I asked.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you, dear, but I thought we ought to talk.”

      I was speechless.

      “I heard about what happened to your bakery,” she said.

      A wild thought materialized in my mind.

      “Did you set fire to my bakery?” I asked, backing toward the door and reaching to unlock it in case I had to make a hasty escape. “Where’s my cat? What have you done to my cat?”

      “Oh no, dear, no. That’s not why I’m here,” she said. “I haven’t touched your cat. I saw it run out into the backyard through that window.” Mrs. Patridge pointed toward the window next to the back door which was open a crack. “I would never hurt a human or an animal. And I most definitely didn’t set fire to your bakery. I happened to like your bakery and your baked goods.”

      “So, you were the one that was stealing from the bakery,” I said.

      After I’d seen her outside the bakery in the alleyway, I’d figured that it was her, but I hadn’t had the evidence or chance to prove it. Not that I would have had her arrested for a petty theft like that. If she was hungry, I would have helped.

      Mrs. Patridge gave me a sheepish look. “Yes, that was me,” she said. “I was starving. And I appreciated the fact that you were kind enough to give me that special on the cupcakes, but I—Well, it’s a long story.”

      “Are you homeless?” I asked.

      “At the moment, yes,” she said. “I know it was duplicitous, but I hoped that acting injured with my cane would make people feel sorry for me and help me.”

      “Oh.”

      “And when that didn’t work, well—Anyway, I wasn’t homeless until the circus came to town.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “As you might know, dear, I’m not from Huli Bay.”

      “Yeah.” She was a new customer. I was aware of that but not much else.

      “The circus came to my small town a few months ago,” she said. “The clown—” Mrs. Patridge cut off and squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. “The clown took everything from me. He stole my identity, my credit cards, my driver’s license, my everything. He took my little book from my purse that contained my banking login information and used it to empty out my accounts. I wasn’t even aware it had happened until it was too late.”

      My jaw dropped, and I came forward. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. My husband passed away three years ago, and we were never exactly well off. I didn’t have much money to my name and when the clown cleaned me out, well, I couldn’t pay my rent. I didn’t realize that it was him until it was too late and the circus was gone. And by then, I was dealing with the fallout of the theft.”

      “But surely you reported it to the police,” I said.

      “I tried to, but they didn’t take me seriously,” she said. “You try going into a police station and telling them that a clown stole your life-savings and see what they say about it.”

      “That’s—” It was almost unbelievable. But it would explain why she’d been yelling at him the other day.

      “I used my last bit of cash to follow the circus to Huli Bay,” she said. “I’ve been trying to get the clown alone and get my money back, but he’s spent all of it. And now, I have nowhere to live, no money. Nothing. I—” She burst into tears and buried her face in her hands. “Sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s been so terrible.”

      “It’s all right. Don’t cry.” I patted her on the back. “Here. You just relax. I’ll make you something to drink and eat. You must be starving.”

      “T-Thank you for your kindness,” she said.

      I went to my kitchenette and set about making her food and a mug of hot chocolate—sweet and sustaining. I made myself something too, even though I wasn’t super hungry this morning.

      “You should report Steve Brown to Detective Iona,” I said. “He’s got a backbone, and he’ll help you, Mrs. Patridge. I promise.”

      “I don’t know. I wanted to take things into my own hands, but it’s been hard,” she said. “And nobody will take me seriously. I’m homeless.”

      “Is that why you were up on the hill? You didn’t want anyone to see you sleeping?”

      She nodded.

      I brought the food over. “This is unacceptable,” I said, giving her the food and drink. “You can sleep on my sofa for as long as it takes to get your money back. I’m sure it was the clown who killed Akina too. And maybe he set fire to my bakery.” It was easy to jump to that conclusion now that I was mad at him.

      “The bakery…” Mrs. Patridge pressed her lips together. “I saw a car driving past it on the morning that the performer died.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I was rummaging through the dumpsters, hoping to find leftovers or something your chef threw out when I heard a car screeching down the road. I peeked out of the alley, and that was when I saw it.”

      “What did the car look like?”

      “It was navy blue,” she said. “Navy blue and a sedan with a red heart sticker on the back.”

      That led me squarely back to Peter Widger, who owned a car of the same description. But no, there had to be someone else in town who drove a car like that. My money was on Steve the clown. I had to prove it.
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      I have to be crazy to be doing this.

      But no, I wasn’t so much crazy as I was determined. After a meal and some hot chocolate, I had walked Mrs. Patridge to the police station and dropped her off so she could put in a report about the evil Steve the clown. I didn’t have enough cash to call the local taxi driver, Mr. Kelekolio, for a ride. Besides, walking was good for the soul.

      And it gave me plenty of time to consider my approach to the clown.

      I took the long road toward the fairgrounds, phone in hand.

      I had two missed calls from my mother. Another five from Marcus. And a text message from Leilani.

      “Are you OK, brah? Worried about you.” Leilani was too kind. Even now, when my fire had likely caused her business harm, she cared.

      “I’m good. Thanks for asking. Will catch up with you later. Really tired.” I sent the text back.

      The missed calls from Marcus and my mother, I ignored. I still hadn’t received a text with numbers and names of Mother’s doctors, and I wasn’t counting on receiving one anytime soon. I was partially convinced that this was a lie and she wasn't ill.

      Maybe that made me cynical, but there was something awfully fishy going on here.

      I opened my browser as I walked, checking on the time the next circus show would start. One was scheduled for noon.

      Good. That was only a half an hour away.

      I would sneak in while the circus was in the middle of its performance and find out the truth about Steve the clown.

      It might’ve been the exhaustion, but I was certain that all roads pointed toward him being the guilty party. He was the last one who had seen Akina alive. He had definitely stolen my driver’s license if what Mrs. Partridge had said was to be believed, and he was a vile person. Identity theft and straight up fraud. How many steps more would it take to get to murder?

      Could it be that Akina had discovered he’d stolen my license and had wanted to return it to me? Then, in a fit of rage, he had chased her down and rammed her off the cliff?

      She might not have known where I stayed and had walked in the wrong direction.

      All of these were questions that needed answering. The chief among those questions was: did Steve Brown drive a navy blue sedan?

      It was the final piece to the puzzle.
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      The circus was in full swing.

      The whoops and cheers from the spectators rang from the tent, and the entrance was guarded by one of the circus folk in a full suit with velvet lapels. I paid for a ticket and entered, heading toward the tent. When I was certain I was out of sight, I dipped sharply off to the right, heading straight for Steve’s carriage.

      Blood rushed in my ears. I could scarcely believe that I was doing this, but I had been pushed down so far, there was nowhere to go but up.

      And if a person like Mrs. Patridge could lose it all and have the confidence to keep going, then so could I. She was relying on me. She needed my help.

      I repeated that as I drew closer to the carriage. I was terrified of breaking the rules or being confronted, but I had to do this.

      The front door of the carriage was firmly locked, so I circled it, looking for another way in. The window at the back was open, but it was high up. I searched around for a way to get that high, and found a few plastic chairs stacked nearby. They were the same chairs we’d sat on when we’d come to the circus, and they looked just as uncomfortable as they’d felt.

      I grabbed one and positioned it underneath the window then climbed up and peered into the interior of the carriage.

      My mouth dropped open.

      I fumbled my phone out of my purse and pressed it through the crack between the window and the interior, snapping pictures of what was inside.

      An entire wall of driver’s licenses and credit cards. It looked as if Steve had pasted each one on the wall as if they were some type of trophy to be admired. There were so many licenses that I couldn’t count them all, and there were plenty of bank cards too.

      The clown was a thief. Mrs. Patridge had been telling the truth.

      I just had to work out if—

      “Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” A hand closed around my ankle and yanked me off the chair.
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      I shrieked as I fell backward, my feet pulled out from underneath me. I landed heavily on something soft and squishy. Something that moved and made grunting noises.

      “Get off me, you freak!” The words came from the foul mouth of Steve the clown.

      He had caught me red handed, snooping around in his carriage.

      Horror rose within me, and I got off him fast, trying to crawl my way to my feet, grabbing for my purse and phone which had fallen nearby.

      “Get back here,” Steve growled.

      I made a mad grab for my stuff. My fingers closed around my purse just as he took hold of my ankle again and tried to pull me along the ground.

      I kicked back and hit something soft. The resulting “oof” satisfied me, and I scrambled to my feet, stuffing my phone into my purse and turning on the spot to confront him. The horror and fear had been replaced by anger.

      This guy had hurt Mrs. Patridge. He hadn’t physically harmed her, no, but he might as well have. He had stolen her money. He had made her homeless, effectively, and he had taken my driver’s license even though he’d claimed that he hadn’t.

      “You,” I growled, pointing my finger at him.

      Steve’s face was slick with sweat, the make up he wore—a fully white face with those overblown red lips—was smudged, and the only part of his skin that was on display was his nose where the red latex ball should have been.

      He advanced on me. “What do you think you’re doing sneaking around back here?”

      “Proving that you’re the one who did it,” I said. “I know you stole Jenny Patridge’s money. And I know that you were the one who knocked Akina off that cliff.”

      The clown froze, staring at me like I’d lost my mind. “I ain’t done nothing like that.”

      “I have the proof!” I cried. “I have the proof on my phone. You stole from Mrs. Patridge, and you obviously had a vendetta against Akina.”

      “I didn’t even know the girl,” he said. “And I couldn’t knock her off a darn cliff. I don’t even own a car.”

      That had me stumped, but I had him dead to rights on everything else. “I’m going to the cops. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.” Cold fingers closed around my shoulders, digging into my flesh.

      Steve smiled at whoever was standing behind me.

      “Now, now, madam, there’s no need to get irrational,” the ringmaster spoke in my ear.

      A shiver ran down my spine. “Let go of me,” I said, trying to shrug him off.

      But the ringmaster’s grip only tightened. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, my dear. You see, this circus is the last of its kind in Hawaii. You’re not going to have us closed down because of one small problem, now are you?”

      “One small problem? He’s stealing from people,” I said. “Stealing their money, and their identities. And one of your circus members is dead. Don’t you care about that?” I tried to rip free of him again.

      I wasn’t strong enough. That or the ringmaster was freakishly strong.

      Maybe he did it.

      Two criminals in one circus? Was it plausible?

      Regardless of whether it was possible or not, the guy had a strong grip on me.

      “Come on, Kurtis,” Steve said. “Get rid of her. I told you, things aren’t gonna go well for the circus if I get discovered. You know that.”

      “We wouldn’t be in this mess if not for you, Steve, so I suggest you maintain your silence.” Kurtis’ voice was stiff. “Come with me, madam. I’m afraid you’ll have to stay with us for a while longer.”

      “What?”

      Kurtis turned me on the spot and marched me down the line of carriages, away from Steve. My phone was still in my hand, and it was the only hope I had. He couldn’t do anything to me if I could call the cops first.

      And what about Jenny? She had gone to speak to the police. Surely, they would come out and find Steve to investigate or interview him or…

      But they didn’t listen to Jenny before.

      Gosh, I should have stayed with her until she’d given them her information. That way I could have pressed them to help me instead of running ahead. My foolish confidence again and—

      “You’ll love it here,” he said, directing me toward a cage where the animals were kept. Except it was empty. And there appeared to be a bed in the corner. “Don’t worry, this will be your home for a short while. Once you’ve adapted to being a part of the circus, you’ll be getting your own carriage. Who knows, you might enjoy it here so much you decide to become a part of the main attraction. There’s an opening now that Akina has passed on.”

      “You’re delusional!” I said. “Let go of me.”

      He shoved me closer toward the cave, his hand grasping for my phone. “Give me that now, madam, before you wind up in more trouble than necessary. We wouldn’t want that, now would we? The circus must keep traveling, and we can’t afford to have people like you or Akina running amok, giving out our secrets.”

      “You killed her,” I cried. “You killed her because she was trying to get evidence to the police so they would shut down your disgusting show.”

      “Now, now, into the cage.” His fingers closed around my phone. “You’ll learn that the circus is an illusion. Pulling back the curtain only leads to disappointment.”

      I was so done with people trying to put me in cages, boxes, or anything that was constricting. I had been in the cage of the loving daughter, the box of the sweet wife, and I had freed myself.

      Kurtis pulled on my phone. “Give it to me now.”

      I kicked back hard and struck him in the shin. He yelped, the pressure on my shoulder loosening. I rammed my elbow back into his midriff next, and then turned and thrust another hand into his solar plexus. He doubled over in front of me, one hand reaching out.

      I darted toward the exit, screaming my head off. “Help! They’re trying to abduct me! Help!” I reached the exit to the fairgrounds just as police cars screeched to a halt outside it. Several officers ran past me and into the circus.

      Detective Iona emerged from one of the cars and rushed over. “What happened?” he asked, taking hold of my elbows and directing my attention to his gaze. It helped calm me down. “Elly, what happened in there?”

      I told him haltingly, between sharp gasps of breath, gray speckles dancing in front of my eyes. I could barely believe it. A clown and a ringmaster had tried to steal me away from the circus.

      Was that why Akina had left Peter so suddenly? Was that why she had died?

      “I think they killed Akina,” I blurted out. “I think they were the ones that did it. It has to be them.”

      But Detective Iona shook his head no. “They have alibis, Elly. But that doesn’t matter now. They’ll pay for the crimes they’ve committed. This circus is getting shut down. Today.”

      I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but I couldn’t. How could he be certain they hadn’t killed Akina?

      Everything added up perfectly. They were criminals, abductors, thieves. Akina had been bringing my driver’s license into town, hadn’t she? She’d wanted to find the owner or bring it to the police. It made sense. They had the motive.

      What was I missing?
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      “Come on, brah,” Leilani said, on the other end of the phone. “You’ve had a bad summer. It will be fun. You should come down to the beach and hang out.”

      “Thanks, Leilani, but I—I dunno,” I said. “I don’t feel like it. I want to stay home for now, and Mrs. Patridge might need my help. I don’t want her to be alone after everything that she’s been through.”

      “You’re a good person, Elly,” Leilani said. “Just let me know if you need anything. I can come by and drop it off.”

      “Thanks.” I told her to enjoy her evening then hung up the phone.

      I sat on my back porch, Meow beside me, and the TV on inside my cottage. Mrs. Patridge had come home about a half an hour ago after spending time with the police. The arrest was good news but getting the money back would be difficult.

      I reached down absently and stroked Meow’s fur.

      The cat stiffened momentarily, and I immediately recognized my mistake. Meow purred and rolled onto her back beside me, pressing her paws into her kitty face. I continued stroking her, a smile parting my lips.

      That was one good thing that had come out of all of this. Meow trusted me.

      And it was nice that she would sleep on the end of my bed—comforting. Because after what I’d been through today, I would definitely have nightmares. A ringmaster and a clown trying to force me to join a circus. It was horrifying.

      I didn’t understand how it wasn’t them that killed Akina.

      It just made perfect sense to me.

      The only thing that was missing was the car.

      And while there were other navy blue sedans in town, there weren’t any that had the described “red heart sticker” on the bumper. That had to be Peter Widger’s car. But he had an alibi.

      I shook my head. So much for my cutting my teeth list or any of my explorations. I was just glad that I’d managed to help Mrs. Patridge.

      The back door slid open, and Jenny emerged, wearing a bright smile. “Hello, dear,” she said. “May I join you?”

      “Make yourself at home.”

      Jenny sat down in a wicker chair I had placed nearer the back steps and admired the view of the ocean and the setting sun. “This has always been one of my favorite times of the day.”

      “The end of a long day,” I said, with a sigh.

      “I don’t think,” Jenny said, “I can ever express how truly grateful I am to you for what you’ve done for me. There are a lot of people in this world who would have kicked me out or who wouldn’t have trusted me.”

      “Cynicism is definitely on the rise,” I said. “But I guess that’s because it feels like a lot of things are getting worse at the moment. I figure that as long as we put out good in the world, we’ll get it back. If we keep cycling through good acts eventually the world will change.”

      “I admired that about you,” she said.

      “Thank you. That’s nice of you to say.”

      Jenny and I fell into an easy silence, watching the orange-red haze along the horizon together. It was truly beautiful—a sight to behold, and one of the many reasons I loved living in Huli Bay. It was at times like these I could forget about all the chaos and relax.

      “I managed to make a call to my sister while at the police station,” Jenny said, after a minute.

      “That’s great.”

      “I hadn’t talked to her in years, you know. We argued a lot when we were younger, and all those little things were like a death by a thousand cuts to our relationship. But now, I figured I could talk to her again. Not only because you showed me kindness, but because the police are actually working on my case. I don’t have to chase this darn circus around any more.”

      “I’m happy for you, Jenny.”

      “Yes, Susie lives out in Alaska, you know. She lives out there with a menagerie of dogs and cats,” she said, with a chuckle. “And she offered to take me in.”

      “Are you serious? That’s amazing.”

      “I wanted you to know that I won’t be on your sofa for much longer.”

      “Jenny, it hasn’t even been a night yet,” I laughed. “But that is great news. I’m happy for you. It’s great that you could repair your relationship with her.”

      “I thought so too.” Jenny stifled a yawn. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to go in and hit the sack. I’m exhausted.”

      “Of course.” I followed her inside but didn’t head to my room. Instead, I grabbed my purse, keys and phone and headed out the front door. I desperately needed a walk. Stretching my legs would help me think.

      I took a leisurely stroll toward the bay, even though that would lead me past the burned down bakery, which made my heart ache. Maybe, I would kick off my shoes and head down to the beach to join Leilani and Mikala after all. She’d mentioned a luau this evening.

      I stepped into the street to cross as a car screeched down the road toward me. I caught a glimpse of horn-rimmed glasses and navy blue before I threw myself to one side. The car stopped nearby and a door slammed.

      “Oh my, oh my, oh my gosh, are you OK? I’m so sorry!” Peter Widger’s face appeared above me on the sidewalk. He helped me to my feet. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I think that was my fault. I stepped into the street without looking first.”

      “But you’re OK?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I heard that you’ve been tearing up the streets lately, Peter.”

      “Huh?” Widger shifted his glasses on his nose. “Why do you say that?”

      “Luna mentioned that you almost knocked her over the other day,” I said, walking to the back of his car. Yup. The red heart-shaped bumper sticker was right there.

      “Luna? That girl from the bakery?”

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      “Oh, ha, yeah that was an accident,” he said. “I was in a rush after buying this baby.” He patted the car.

      “Wait, what?”

      “Yeah. I was in Honolulu for an influencer conference.” He puffed his chest out. “It was kind of a big deal actually. And when I got back, I wanted to get myself something new as a reward. This fits the bill.”

      “You bought this car recently?”

      “Yeah. Bought it from a nice old lady who lives in the suburbs,” he said.

      My insides went cold, and I stared at him. “You bought it from a nice old lady in the suburbs.”

      “Yeah. Are you OK? You’ve gone kind of pale.”

      “Which—Which nice old lady?” I asked. “Peter?”

      “Hey, wait a second, I know you—” He clicked his fingers. “You’re Elly, right? You were a couple of years ahead of me in high school. You work in that bakery. I saw you there the other day.”

      “Elly Dumas,” I said.

      “That’s right. Well, then you know who I bought the car from,” he said, patting the trunk proudly.

      “I really don’t.”

      “I bought it from your mother,” he said, with a painfully innocent smile.
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      “You bought this car from my mother,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “You bought this car from my mother.” I couldn’t stop saying it. “You bought this car from my mother.”

      “Yeah, Mrs. Dumas.”

      “You bought—” I cut off.

      My mother. My mother who sold cars repeatedly. Who had suddenly “fallen ill.” My mother who had been so ill that she wanted to “move out of town to see her doctors.” My mother who wanted me to come with her.

      And the very day after she’d asked, and not provided me with the contact information of her doctors, my bakery had been set on fire, as if to encourage me to leave.

      “You’re sure about that,” I said. “You’re absolutely sure? When did you say you bought this car from her?”

      “Oh, just after I got back from the conference recently. Like a couple of days ago. She seemed pretty eager to get rid of it.”

      “Not. Not.” I took a breath. “Sorry. Not on the day you went to see the circus?”

      “No. I didn’t have a car then. I figured I would buy one when I got back from my conference, so that was what I did.”

      I trembled.

      “Do you want me to take you to a doctor? Call 911? You’re shaking.”

      “Nope,” I said. “Nope. I need to call someone. And I need—I don’t think I can walk.” I sat down heavily on the sidewalk, pressing my purse into my lap.

      Peter bent down beside me. “You’re sure you don’t want me to call anyone? I’d be happy to. I almost hit you.”

      Almost hit you.

      Whereas my mother, my cursed, selfish mother, had knocked Akina off a cliff, likely entirely by accident, but hadn’t told anyone about it. Hadn’t given anyone clarity. Had let me suffer when the victim was found holding my driver’s license. More importantly, had let the victim’s family suffer.

      “I need to make a call,” I said.

      “OK,” Peter said, peering at me with what looked to be growing concern.

      “I—” I brought my phone out then cycled through my contacts list until I found Detective Iona’s number. I dialed it. The ringing in my ear drove home what I had discovered.

      That my mother, infamous for her love of expensive cars, had sold this sedan to Peter in a hurry. After the murder. That she’d rocked up at my bakery with her new car the day after the crime had been committed. That she was likely faking an illness to try and make a run for it.

      I had to tell Kai before she managed to get out.

      He didn’t pick up.

      I dialed him again while Peter hovered nearby, torn between leaving and staying out of concern I would do something crazy. I had to look like a loon sitting on the sidewalk frantically trying to contact someone who wasn’t picking up.

      Again, the call didn’t get answered.

      Maybe Kai was off-duty?

      I had to stop my mother from leaving, even if I had to go out there and pretend that I was going with her. Marcus has to be in on this too. That would explain why he’d been out on that road the other night.

      He had wanted to check the scene of the crime.

      “Are you sure you don’t need anything?” Peter had backed up a few steps. “Because if you don’t, I do have places I have to—”

      “Actually, could you give me a ride to my mother’s house? She’s sick. I need to help her.”

      “She didn’t seem sick when I saw her the last time,” he said.

      As I suspected. “Please, just a ride. If you don’t mind?”

      “Sure,” he said. “It’s the least I can do.” Peter helped me up, and I got into the passenger seat of his car. The car. He started driving.

      “Peter,” I said. “Did Detective Iona ask you about your car?”

      “No,” he replied. “But it’s strange that you ask me that because he called and left me a message earlier about meeting up at the police station. Not sure what for. He knows I was out of town on the night Akina passed.”

      Because he knew.

      Kai had likely tracked down the car and realized that it had belonged to my mother.

      “I was heading over there before I nearly ran you over,” Peter said, giving an awkward laugh.

      “Oh. I see.” I didn’t know what else to say. My mind ran wild with everything that had happened. I was positive now that my mother had had my bakery burned down, that Marcus was in on it, and that they would try to make a run for it.

      We rounded the corner into my mother’s street, the tension building and—

      Five police cars were parked out front, lights flashing.

      “Whoa.” Peter hit the brakes. “Whoa, what the heck?”

      I unclipped my seatbelt and got out of the car, but didn’t approach. A lot of those officers had their weapons at the ready. The front door of the house was open, and my mother’s new wheels were parked out front—the gorgeous, pearly sheen shimmering under the moonlight.

      “They’re going to arrest her,” I whispered.

      A strange sensation came over me. It was almost like I’d been dipped in ice. A shock to the system that started at my toes and traveled up to the top of my head.

      She was my mother. She was a killer.

      She had done the unthinkable and knocked a woman off the road, then tried to cover her tracks. If it had been an accident, she could have come forward and—

      The door opened and an officer appeared, marching Marcus out from within. He was in handcuffs and his head was bowed.

      My mother came next. Kai guided her along. Her hands were cuffed behind her back as well, but her head was up. She caught sight of me standing there, watching the event in all its horror, and let out a feral cry.

      Not one of despair, but one of anger.

      Anger that I was free of her. Free in a way I had never been before.

      Anger, perhaps, that she was the one who’s bad side had been revealed to all after years of pretending that I was the problem child, that I was the one who had brought down our family name and dragged it through the dirt.

      Tears came fast. I couldn’t help it.

      She was my mother, and I was sad about that. Sad that she couldn’t have cared for me more than she cared for herself.

      Kai placed my mother in the back of a police car. The cars drove off shortly afterward, but one remained. Kai had spotted me.

      He came over to me and put out a hand, brushing his fingers over the bare skin near my elbow. “Are you all right, Elly? This must’ve been tough to see.”

      “I tried to call you. I figured it out moments ago, I— But you already knew this afternoon, didn’t you?”

      “The fire investigator came back to us with evidence of arson, and everything fell into place,” he said. “Her bags were packed. Marcus was helping her.”

      “This is utterly surreal,” I said.

      “Hey, uh, I don’t want to be a jerk here,” Peter said, “but this is making me super uncomfortable. Did you just arrest the lady who sold me this car?”

      “Mr. Widger,” Kai said. “We’re going to have to impound your car. It’s evidence.” Kai brought me away from Peter’s car and toward the last cruiser nearby. He sat me down in the passenger seat, made sure I had my seatbelt on, then smiled at me. “After this is over, I’m taking you for a donut.”
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      The bakery would take a couple of months to repair, but the insurance had paid out in full, thankfully. I could eat and sleep again without worrying that my dream of owning and running a bakery in Huli Bay was destroyed.

      That was one worry eliminated.

      Sleep was elusive, though. Every time I shut my eyes, I’d see my mother being escorted away, and the look of sheer hatred on her face as she spotted me nearby, unscathed and whole. It would take time to heal, but with the help of my friends, Meow, and a licensed therapist, I was well on my way.

      “Thank you again, Elly,” Mrs. Patridge said, giving me a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I don’t know what I would have done without your help.”

      Jenny was on her way to Alaska, ticket paid for by her sister, and was excited to put the circus and the troubles behind her. The circus itself had been closed down, and Kurtis and Steve had both been arrested.

      “You are so welcome, Jenny. Any time. I hope you’ll keep in touch.”

      “Of course,” she said. “You’re a friend to me. If there were more people like you in the world, Elly, every day would be brighter and happier.”

      I colored at the compliment. “Aw, sheesh, ha. You’re going to make me blush.”

      Jenny waved goodbye and got into the taxi. She blew kisses as she drove off.

      A small meow came from down at my ankles. Meow weaved between them, rubbing her face against my legs. “Are you hungry again?” I asked. “You know, I can’t feed you too much. You don’t want to gain weight. It’s important to maintain a healthy—”

      “Are you talking to your cat?” Kai strode down the sidewalk toward my cottage.

      I pressed a hand over my mouth, trying to mask my smile. “Uh, maybe?”

      “Because that’s adorable,” he said. “I love cats.” He bent and extended a hand.

      Meow considered him from between my legs, gave a tiny meow, then turned and padded off inside, her tail jaunty and upright.

      “Tough crowd,” Kai said.

      I laughed. “She’s getting used to people. I think she was feral before, but she’s kind of adopted me.”

      “Lucky her.”

      If I’d thought I had blushed at Mrs. Patridge’s compliment, I’d been wrong. I went red and hot from head-to-toe and looked down at the ground, scuffing it with the underside of my bare foot. “I—Thanks for helping me over the past while, Kai. I appreciate that it must have been difficult for you to—”

      “You don’t need to thank me for anything,” he said. “You helped me a lot without even realizing it.”

      “I did?”

      “Sure. Especially when you came to me with the issue about Luna nearly being knocked over by Peter’s car,” he said. “I know it’s going to be a tough time for you going forward because of what your mother has done both to your business and to Akina, but I’ll be here for you. You can count on it.”

      “You’re such a good friend.”

      Kai took a step closer to me, his brown eyes nearly absorbing me. “I would like to be more than friends, if you’re interested.”

      I stared at him in stunned silence.

      “If not, that’s fine too.” He brushed the back of his neck with his fingers sheepishly.

      “I am! I am definitely,” I choked it out. “Sorry. I was just shocked a guy like you would be interested in—Anyway, haha. Yes, definitely. Ha. Woo. Woooo.”

      Kai burst out laughing at me. “Woo?”

      “Accurately describes my feelings,” I said.

      “Great. So, how about we go for coffee sometime?” he asked. “Just be aware, I’m going to judge how good the coffee is by whether you ‘woo’ or not.”

      I smiled at him. “Yeah. I would love that. That would be…”

      “Woo?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Great,” he said. “I’ll call you. Soon.” And then he took a step forward and planted a kiss on my cheek. He smelled wonderful, manly but not overpowering, and his face was smooth without a hint of stubble.

      “Aloha,” I managed.

      “Aloha.” He strolled off, his hands in the pockets of his shorts, and I managed to get inside before I completely swooned against the back of the door. Meow considered me from the sofa.

      “Hey,” I said, “don’t judge me. He’s a really attractive dude.” And he was kind. And not a liar. Those were two green flags in my opinion.

      Suddenly, the thought of staying home all day seemed stifling. I grabbed my phone to call Leilani and see if she wanted to hang out. Today would be a good day. The start of something new. Because today was the first day I finally felt like myself.

      I was free.

      
        
        Thank you so much for reading Elly’s story. I hope you enjoyed it. I found it emotional to write, but it was a lot of fun. The next book in the series will be out in December, 2023! Turn the page if you’d like an exclusive offer or to keep up with news of new releases.
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        If you had fun with Elly and Meow, you’ll, love getting to know Charlie Mission and her butt-kicking grandmother, Georgina. You can read the first chapter of Charlie’s story, The Case of the Waffling Warrants, below!

      

      

      “Come in, Big G, come in.” I spoke under my breath so that the flesh-colored microphone seated against my throat picked up my voice. “What is your status?”

      My grandmother, Georgina—pet name Gamma, code name Big G—was out on a special operation. Reconnaissance at the newest guesthouse in our town, Gossip. The reason? First, she was an ex-spy, as was I, and second, the woman who’d opened the guesthouse was her mortal enemy and in direct competition with my grandmother’s establishment, the Gossip Inn.

      Who was this enemy, this bringer of potential financial doom?

      A middle-aged woman with a penchant for wearing pashminas and annoying anyone who looked her way.

      Jessie Belle-Blue.

      It was rumored that even thinking the woman’s name summoned a murder of crows.

      “I repeat, Big G, what is your status?”

      “I’m en route to the nest,” my grandmother replied in my earpiece.

      I let out a relieved sigh and exited my bedroom, heading downstairs to help with the breakfast service.

      In the nine months since I had retired as a spy, life in Gossip had been normal. In the Gossip sense of the term. I’d expected that my job as a server, maid, and assistant would bring the usual level of “cat herding” inherent when working at the inn. Whether that involved tracking down runaway cats, literally, or providing a guest with a moist towelette after a fainting spell—tempers ran high in Gossip.

      What was the reason for the craziness? Shoot, it had to be something in the water.

      I took the main stairs two at a time and found my friend, the inn’s chef, paging through her recipe book in the lime green kitchen. Lauren Harris wore her red hair in a French braid today, apron stretched over her pregnant belly.

      “Morning,” I said, “how are you today?”

      “Madder than a fat cat on a diet.” She slapped her recipe book closed and turned to me.

      Uh oh. Looks like it’s time for more cat herding.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My supplier is out of flour and sugar. Can you believe that?” Lauren huffed, smoothing her hands over her belly while the clock on the wall ticked away. Breakfast was in two hours and Lauren loved baking cupcakes as part of the meal.

      “Do you have enough supplies to make cupcakes for this morning?”

      “Yes. But just for today,” Lauren replied. “The guests are going to love my new waffle cupcakes, and they’ll be sore they can’t get anymore after this batch is done. Why, I should go down there and wring Billy’s neck for doing this to me. He knows I take an order of sugar and flour every week, and I get it at just above cost too. What’s Georgina going to say?”

      “Don’t stress, Lauren,” I said. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Right.” She brightened a little. “I nearly forgot you’re the one who “fixes” things around here.” Lauren winked at me.

      She was the only person in the entire town who knew that my grandmother and I had once been spies for the NSIB—the National Security Investigative Bureau. But the news that I had helped solve several murders had spread through town, and now, anybody and everybody with a problem would call me up asking for help. A lot of them offered me money. And I was selective about who I chose to help.

      “I’ll check it out for you if you’d like,” I said. “The flour issue.”

      “Nah, that’s OK. I’m sure Billy will get more stock this week. I’ll lean on him until he squeals.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been picking up tips from Georgina.”

      Lauren giggled then returned to her super-secret recipe book—no one but she was allowed to touch it.

      “What’s on the menu this morning?” I asked.

      Lauren was the boss in the kitchen—she told me what to do, and I followed her instructions precisely. If I did anything else, like trying to read the recipe for instance, the food would end up burned, missing ingredients or worse.

      The only place I wasn’t a “fixer” was in the Gossip Inn’s kitchen.

      “Bacon and eggs over easy, biscuits and gravy, waffle cupcakes and… oh, I can’t make fresh baked bread, can I?”

      “Tell her I’ll bring some back with me from the bakery.” Gamma’s voice startled me. Goodness, I’d forgotten about the earpiece—she could hear everything happening in the kitchen.

      “I’ll text Georgina and ask her to bring bread from the bakery.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Charlotte.”

      We set to work on the breakfast—it was 7:00 a.m. and we needed everything done within two hours—and fell into our easy rhythm of baking and cooking.

      My grandmother entered the kitchen at around 8:30 a.m., dressed in a neat silk blouse and a pair of slacks rather than the black outfit she’d left in for her spy mission. Tall, willowy, and with neatly styled gray hair, Gamma had always reminded me of Helen Mirren playing the Queen.

      “Good morning, ladies,” she said, in her prim, British accent. “I bring bread and tidings.”

      “What did you find out?” I asked.

      “No evidence of the supposed ghost tours,” Gamma said.

      We’d started hosting ghost tours at the inn recently, so of course Jessie Belle-Blue wanted to do the same. She was all about under-cutting us, but, thankfully, the Gossip Inn had a legacy and over 1,000 positive reviews on TripAdvisor.

      Breakfast time arrived, and the guests filled the quaint dining area with its glossy tables, creaking wooden floors, and egg yolk yellow walls. Chatter and laughter leaked through the swinging kitchen doors with their porthole windows.

      “That’s my cue,” I said, dusting off my apron, and heading out into the dining room.

      I picked up a pot of coffee from the sideboard where we kept the drinks station and started my rounds.

      Most of the guests had gathered around a center table in the dining room, and bursts of laughter came from the group, accompanied by the occasional shout.

      I elbowed my way past a couple of guests—nobody could accuse me of having great people skills—apologizing along the way until I reached the table. The last time something like this had happened, a murder had followed shortly afterward.

      Not this time. No way.

      “—the last thing she’d ever hear!” The woman seated at the table, drawing the attention, was vaguely familiar. She wore her dark hair in luscious curls, and tossed it as she spoke, looking down her upturned nose at the people around the table.

      “What happened then, Mandy?” Another woman asked, her hands clasped together in front of her stomach.

      Mandy? Wait a second, isn’t this Mandy Gilmore?

      Gamma had mentioned her once before—Mandy was a massive gossip in town. Why wasn’t she staying at her house?

      “What happened? Well, she ran off with her tail between her legs, of course. She’ll soon learn not to cross me. Heaven knows, I always repay my debts.”

      “What, like a Lannister from Game of Thrones?” That had come from a taller woman with ginger curls.

      “Shut up, Opal,” Mandy replied. “You have no idea what we’re talking about, and even if you did, you wouldn’t have the intelligence to comprehend it.”

      The crowd let out various ‘oofs’ in response to that. The woman next to me clapped her hand over her mouth.

      “You’re all talk, Gilmore.” Opal lifted a hand and yammered it at the other woman. “You act like you’re a threat, but we know the truth around here.”

      “The truth?” Mandy leaned in, pressing her hands flat onto the tabletop, the crystal vase in the center rattling. “And what’s that, Opal, darling? I’d love to hear it.”

      “That you’re a failure. You sold your house, left Gossip with your head in the clouds, told everyone you were going to become a successful businesswoman, and now you’re back. Back to scrape together the pieces of the life you have left.”

      “Witch!” Mandy scraped her chair back.

      “All right, all right,” I said, setting down the coffee pot on the table. “That’s enough, ladies. Everyone head back to their tables before things get out of hand.”

      Both Opal and Mandy stared daggers at me.

      I flashed them both smiles. “We wouldn’t want to ruin breakfast, would we? Lauren’s prepared waffle cupcakes.”

      That distracted them. “Waffle cupcakes?” Opal’s brow wrinkled. “How’s that going to work?”

      “Let’s talk about it at your table.” I grabbed my coffee pot and walked her away from Mandy. The crowd slowly dispersed, people muttering regret at having missed out on a show. The Gossip Inn was popular for its constant conflict.

      If the rumors didn’t start here then they weren’t worth repeating. That was the mantra, anyway.

      I seated Opal at her table, and she pursed her lips at me. “You shouldn’t have interrupted. That woman needs a piece of my mind.”

      “We prefer peace of mind at the inn.” I put up another of my best smiles.

      Compared to what I’d been through in the past—hiding out from my rogue spy ex-husband and eventually helping put him behind bars when he found me—dealing with the guests was a cakewalk.

      “What brings you to Gossip, Opal?” I asked.

      “I live here,” she replied, waspishly. “I’m staying here while they’re fumigating my house. Roaches.”

      “Ah.” I struggled not to grimace. Thankfully, my cell phone buzzed in the front pocket of my apron and distracted me. “Coffee?”

      “I don’t take caffeine.” And she said it like I’d offered her an illegal substance too.

      “Call me if you need anything.” I hurried off before she could make good on that promise, bringing my phone out of my pocket.

      I left the coffee pot on the sideboard, moving into the Gossip Inn’s spacious foyer, the chandelier overhead off, but catching light in glimmers. The tables lining the hall were filled with trinkets from the days when the inn had been a museum—an eclectic collection of bits and bobs.

      “This is Charlotte Smith,” I answered the call—I would never get to use my true last name, Mission, again, but it was safer this way.

      “Hello, Charlotte.” A soft, rasping voice. “I’ve been trying to get through to you. I’m desperate.”

      “Who is this?”

      “My name is Tina Rogers, and I need your help.”

      “My help.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I understand that you have a certain set of skills. That you fix people’s problems?”

      “I do. But it depends on the problem and the price.” I didn’t have a set fee for helping people, but if it drew me away from the inn for long, I had to charge. I was technically a consultant now. Sort of like a P.I. without the fedora and coffee-stained shirt.

      “My mother will handle your fee,” Tina said. “I’ve asked her to text you about it, but I… I don’t have long to talk. They’re going to pull me off the phone soon.”

      “Who?”

      “The police,” she replied. “I’m calling you from the holding cell at the Gossip Police Station. I’ve been arrested on false charges, and I need you to help me prove my innocence.”

      “Miss Rogers, it’s probably a better idea to invest in a lawyer.” But I was tempted. It had been a long time since I’d felt useful.

      “No! I’m not going to a lawyer. I’m going to make these idiots pay for ever having arrested me.”

      I took a breath. “OK. Before I accept your… case, I’ll need to know what happened. You’ll need to tell me everything.” I glanced through the open doorway that led into the dining room. No one looked unhappy about the lack of service yet.

      “I can’t tell you everything now. I don’t have much time.”

      “So give me the CliffsNotes.”

      “I was arrested for breaking into and vandalizing Josie Carlson’s bakery, The Little Cake Shop. Apparently, they found my glove there—it was specially embroidered, you see—but it’s not mine because—” The line went dead.

      “Hello? Miss Rogers?” I pulled the cellphone away from my ear and frowned at the screen. “Darn.”

      My interest was piqued. A mystery case about a break-in that involved the local bakery? Which just so happened to be run by one of my least favorite people in Gossip?

      And when I’d just started getting bored with the push and pull of everyday life at the inn?

      Count me in.

      

      
        
        Want to read more? You can grab the first book in THE GOSSIP COZY MYSTERY SERIES HERE!

      

        

      
        Happy reading, friend!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More for you…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign up to my mailing list and receive updates on future releases, as well as a FREE copy of The Hawaiian Burger Murder and The Fully Loaded Burger Murder.

      

      

      
        
        They are two short cozy mysteries featuring characters from the Burger Bar Mystery series.

      

      

      
        
        Click here to join the mailing list.

      

      

      
        
        Or follow me on BookBub!
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