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Ilooked up as a customer brought an armload of candy and chocolate and set them on the counter.

“Oh goodness, you should have used a shopping basket.”

The woman chuckled. “Right? It certainly would have made it easier, but as my husband says, I like doing things the hard way.” She laughed loudly. She was dressed as a zombie, with green makeup on her face and arms and a ripped T-shirt.

I laughed along with her. “Well, at least you’re not in denial.”

She laughed again. “Oh no, I came out of denial years ago. I figured I might as well admit to my faults. Maybe even play them up.”

“There’s no point in denying them,” I said. “You’ve got a nice assortment of candy here. Are you ready for the big day?”

She shook her head. “No, this candy is for my nieces and nephews. I always make them little Halloween bags with candy I buy here at your shop. But I haven’t bought even one fun-size candy bar for the trick-or-treaters. I guess I better get on it, or the stores will be sold out.”

I nodded. “That’s what happened last year. I told my husband to get to the grocery store and pick some up, but he kept forgetting. Can you believe it? I own a candy store, and we were short on candy.”

She gasped dramatically. “Say it isn’t so!”

“I intended to give out some of the prepackaged candy we had here, but we sold so much of it that there wasn’t much left. Then all the grocery store had were individually wrapped packets of candy corn and jellybeans.” I shrugged. “At least there was that.”

She made a clucking sound, shaking her head. “I guess it was better than nothing.”

“That’s what I had to tell myself,” I said, as I rang up her candy. She had picked out chocolate pumpkins, jawbreakers, and an assortment of gummy candies. The last was a paper bag of black and orange jellybeans she had scooped from the bulk bin. “I’m sure your nieces and nephews will be thrilled with all this candy.”

She nodded. “They love the goody bags of candy I put together. I’m going to need some pumpkin spice fudge too, please.”

“I’ll get it,” my sister Christy said, stepping forward. She swished when she walked; the hoop skirt she was wearing had several layers of crinoline beneath it. It wasn’t a convenient costume to wear.

“Remind me never to wear this costume again,” she said as if reading my mind.

I chuckled. “It’s a darling costume.” I was dressed as Peter Pan, my shoulder-length brown hair tucked beneath my cap. On the weekends during the Halloween season in Pumpkin Hollow, we dressed up.

“Thanks, but it’s driving me batty. Get it? Batty, because of Halloween?” She winked at me.

The customer laughed. “I love it. I’m going to tell my husband he’s driving me batty too, because he usually does. I just love Pumpkin Hollow during the Halloween season. I can’t think of another small town like this one.”

I smiled as I tucked her candy into a white paper bag printed with jack-o’-lanterns. “Thank you. We love our little town. Do you come to Pumpkin Hollow every Halloween season?”

She nodded. “I haven’t missed a Halloween season in fifteen years. I’ll come back next week and bring at least two or three of my nieces and nephews—the ones who live closest. Some of them don’t live close enough to visit, but I always send them some Halloween candy.”

“What better excuse to have them come and visit you?” I said. “They don’t want to miss Pumpkin Hollow at Halloween.”

She nodded. “You’re right. I’ll make my brother drive them down here next weekend so we can enjoy the festivities.”

Christy chuckled as she wrapped the fudge for the woman. “Yes, tell him the kids are only young once. He’ll regret not bringing them.”

The woman nodded. “You’ve convinced me. We’ll be back next weekend.”

I grinned as she paid for her candy.

An older man hurried to the counter with three paper bags and set them down when the woman had left. “Hello! Orange and black jellybeans. I love them.” He grinned.

“Three bags of orange and black jellybeans? That’s all you got?” I asked as I weighed the bags.

“Yes, that’s all I want. I wait all year to come in here and buy orange and black jellybeans.” He grinned again and nodded.

That was when I realized he had been in several times for jellybeans since the Halloween season began. “I love jellybeans, and the orange and black ones are so pretty together.”

He nodded. “My wife says I’m boring, but those are the only flavors I like. I hate when you go to the grocery store, and you can only get the mixed flavors of jellybeans. I have to pick through them, and there aren’t very many orange or black ones in there.”

“We have orange and black jellybeans all year long,” Christy pointed out.

He turned to look at her, eyebrows raised. “Really?”

She nodded. “Yes, we’ve always got orange and black jellybeans. Just because the Halloween season ends doesn’t mean we stop carrying Halloween candy. We’re a town that celebrates Halloween all year long, after all.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “Yes, yes, I know that. I’ve lived here most of my life, and I don’t know why it never occurred to me to come in here and see if you’ve got orange and black jellybeans in December. What’s wrong with me?”

I smiled at the man. He looked to be in his late fifties, and although I couldn’t come up with a name for him, I realized I’d seen him around quite a bit. “Don’t you work at the post office?”

He nodded. “Yes, I work at the post office. It’s the only job I’ve ever had, and it’s a good one.” He chuckled.

“I’m glad you work somewhere you enjoy,” I said as I rang up his jellybeans for him. “This should hold you for a while.”

He shook his head. “Not that long. I’ll probably be back next weekend to get some more.”

Christy eyed the three bags. “That’s a lot of jellybeans to eat in one week. Are you sharing them with someone?”

His eyes widened, and he shook his head. “No. I’m not sharing my jellybeans with anyone. I never share my jellybeans.”

“Well, at least you’ve got plenty of your favorites then,” I said as he took his wallet out of his back pocket to pay for the candy. “I like jellybeans, too. They’re one of my favorite candies.”

“I’ll be back next week,” he said, laying money on the counter for the jellybeans.

When the man had left, I took a deep breath, glancing around the candy store. The closer we got to Halloween, the busier we would be. We had gone through the shelves, straightening and refilling them several times this morning, and we were going to have to do it again before long. Orange and clear twinkle lights lined the large picture window, and someone had knocked over a stuffed ghost. I went over and set it upright, straightening all the other little figures we had in front of the window. They had been in the candy store for years, but we only brought them out at Halloween time. There was a child dressed as a jack-o’-lantern, a vampire, a werewolf, and the little ghost. They were stuffed and stood about two feet tall.

“Oh, the little ghost boy fell, too,” Christy said as she went to a nearby shelf and straightened it. That set was smaller, with a boy and two girls dressed as ghosts. “He’s my favorite.”

I nodded. “Charlie calls him Chuckles.” My six-year-old son loved it when we brought these little figures out.

“Emily says they’re her friends,” Christy said. Emily was her youngest daughter, and at four years old, she had lots of inanimate friends.

“She picks the best friends.” I glanced up to see a woman scooping orange and black jellybeans into a bag. “I’m going to get more jellybeans from the back.”

“Okay, I’ll finish straightening these shelves.”

I headed to the back room of the store, where we kept the prepackaged candy we sold.

“Mia, I think we’re about to run out of peanut butter taffy,” Carrie Green, one of our employees, said. She was looking through the boxes. “I’m taking the last of it out front to fill the bulk bin.”

“We’ve got more coming in tomorrow,” I told her. “The jellybeans are going fast too. It never ceases to amaze me how much prepackaged candy we sell, even though we make so much of our own.”

“Taffy and jellybeans are good, but they don’t hold a candle to truffles.” She chuckled. “I could eat my weight in fudge and truffles every day.”

“You and me both,” I said, grabbing a box that held the jellybeans. Inside were large plastic bags, each containing a separate color. I grabbed one of the orange and one of the black and headed back out front to pour them into the bin together.

“This place smells heavenly,” an elderly woman said as she sidled up to me. “I don’t know how you all can work with all this chocolate and candy. I wouldn’t have any teeth left if I worked here.”

I grinned and poured the jellybeans into the bin. “Believe me, it’s hard. I eat far too much candy, but I work hard to keep my dental hygiene up. The damage all this candy can do is real.”

She laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind, but I’m still going to buy a bunch.”

I shook my head as I put the lid back on the bin of jellybeans. “I don’t blame you at all. It’s not Halloween without candy.”

She nodded, grabbed a small bag, and filled it with taffy. “You can’t have Halloween without candy.”

I went back behind the counter as a customer approached. The Halloween season had been a busy one, and we were two weeks away from the holiday. The Halloween season wouldn’t end until two weeks after Halloween, but we were in the homestretch.
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“That’s a pound of chocolate fudge with walnuts, half a pound of peanut butter fudge, a pound of pumpkin spice fudge, and a quarter of a pound of vanilla fudge.” I had just finished wrapping all that fudge and placed it into cute decorative paper bags for my customer standing at the counter.

The middle-aged woman looked at me and grinned. “It sounds like a lot of fudge, doesn’t it? But I don’t care. I love your fudge more than anything in the entire world, and I'm not going to miss out on a bit of it.”

I shook my head. “This is not the largest order of fudge I’ve cut and packaged for a customer, but it is a lot of fudge. I hope you enjoy every bite of it.”

“Well, if I can keep it away from my husband and kids, I will. But I’m sure I won’t get to keep it all for myself.” She grinned. “Everyone in my family has the nose of a bloodhound.”

I laughed. “Those pesky kids and husband. What are you going to do about them?”

She shook her head, her eyes on the bags. “Probably nothing, although I’d like to hide it and keep it all for myself. I’ll probably be back before the Halloween season ends to get some more.”

“We’ll be here waiting for you. We love repeat customers. Is there anything else I can get for you?”

She shook her head. “No, I think I’m going to exert a bit of self-control and not buy any more candy.”

“Let me ring you up then,” I said and got to work.

When she left, a small line started at the counter. Christy and I worked as a team to move customers in and out of the store quickly. The store wasn’t nearly as big as we needed, but we did our best to help customers find what they were looking for and ring them up when they found it.

“I’ve got to get something to drink,” Christ said and headed to the back.

“Look what I found in the back room,” Claire said, setting a small display box on the counter in front of me. She lifted the lid, and I gasped.

“Oh my gosh, I completely forgot I ordered those. How could I forget that?” The display box held spun sugar jack-o’-lanterns, ghosts, and mummies. I had found them online and was so excited when I ordered them, yet I had completely forgotten about them.

“They’re the cutest little things I’ve ever seen. But you’ve been so busy, it doesn’t surprise me you forgot about them. Want me to find a place for them?”

I took the small display box from her, folding over the lid and clearing a spot on the counter. “Problem solved. There are five more boxes of them back there somewhere, so let’s keep them on the front counter. I think they’ll go quickly. I still can’t believe I forgot about them.”

“They’ll definitely go fast,” she said. “In fact, I think I’m going to get four of them for my kids.” She picked out four of the little characters, and I rang her up before another customer could approach the counter.

“They are the cutest little things,” I said. “I’ve got to get a couple for Charlie, too.”

She nodded and paid for her candy. “I’m going to run these to the back, so I don’t set them down someplace and forget about them.”

“Okay, and then you can take your lunch. Things are a little slow right now.” Slow, of course, was in the eye of the beholder because there were close to a dozen people in the candy store at that moment. What seemed busy to us at the beginning of each Halloween season eventually didn’t feel busy at all the closer we got to Halloween, as we adapted to working our fingers to the bones at the cash register.

“Oh good, I am starving. I’ll be back in half an hour.”

“Enjoy,” I said as I went to the little display of spun sugar characters. I grabbed a jack-o’-lantern and a mummy for Charlie. He would be thrilled.

I waited on another line of customers. “Business has been brisk this morning,” Christy said after the customers had left. “Just the way we like it.”

I nodded. “How’s the fudge holding up in the back? Do we need to make more?”

She shook her head. “I think we’re doing okay. Janelle and Carrie are getting a lot of the online orders filled. I don’t know what we’re going to do if we don’t hire more people or get a bigger space.”

I turned to look at her. “I know. I’ve been thinking the same thing, but I don’t want to move the shop. I love this space. There are too many memories here, and I don’t want to leave them behind.” Our grandmother had started the shop back in the 1940s, and our mother had run the shop after her. Closing it down and starting a new one in another place just didn’t seem right.

She nodded. “It’s not like we’ll lose the memories, but I know what you mean. I love this place too.”

I sighed. “We’ll talk about it after the Halloween season.”

She nodded as a customer stepped up to the front counter, and I rang them up.

“Did you find everything you needed?” I asked the woman who was dressed as a ladybug. She had three little girls with her, each one with wide eyes as they took in all the candy in the shop.

She nodded. “I think so. I don’t think we could stand any more sugar, to tell you the truth,” she said, glancing at the girls, each dressed as a princess in a different color.

“I know what you mean,” I said. “Your girls are close in age, aren’t they?”

The woman nodded. “Five, six, and seven. Can you believe it? I don’t know what I was thinking.” She laughed.

I nodded. “You’ve got your hands full. But the good news is that they’re out of diapers.”

She laughed again. “Believe me, that is fantastic news. Tell me, I saw there was a new attraction, the Halloween Walk. How is that? Would it be appropriate for my girls, or are they too young?”

“I wish I could tell you for sure, but we’ve been so busy here that I haven’t had a chance to take in that attraction yet.”

“I don’t think it’s too scary,” Christy said. “My kids are excited about going, and they’re four and six years old. When we get to the haunted farmhouse, I’ll ask before we start, just to be sure.”

She nodded. “When I heard about it, I got excited and wanted to take the kids on it, but I don’t think they can handle anything too scary.”

The Halloween Walk took place at night on a trail through the woods. “I heard there are characters that jump out at you, though,” I said, glancing at Christy, then back at the customer. “My husband and I have been talking about going, but I don’t think we’ll take my six-year-old with us the first time through. If it turns out that it’s not too scary, we’ll take him later.”

“That’s a good idea,” she said. “We don’t live far from here, so maybe I’ll go through it with my husband first and then decide. I’ll see if I think my girls can handle it or not.”

We rang up the candy they had picked out, then waited on a few more customers. When I finally got to the last customer, rang her up, and said goodbye to her, I glanced at a woman standing at the back of the shop. I had caught sight of her out of the corner of my eye a few minutes earlier, and she appeared to be standing there, watching us. It took a second or two before I realized who she was.

“Charlotte!” I ran to her with my arms wide. “Charlotte!”

She squealed and flew into my arms, and I hugged her tightly.

“Don’t forget me!” Christy said as she hurried over and wrapped her arms around both of us. “What are you doing here, Charlotte?”

We squeezed each other for a few seconds longer before letting her go.

Our cousin Charlotte was tall, with blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. “Hi girls. Surprise!” She laughed. “I didn’t intend to stop by Pumpkin Hollow, but then I thought, how could I not? It’s been forever since I’ve seen my favorite cousins. So here I am. What’s new? This candy store smells heavenly, but I’m sure you hear that all the time.”

I chuckled. “Charlotte, we weren’t expecting you. What a wonderful surprise.”

She nodded. “I know. I’m sorry for not calling first.”

I gazed at my cousin. I hadn’t seen her since Charlie was a newborn. Christy’s daughter Harper was six weeks older than Charlie, and Charlotte had made the trip from San Diego to visit shortly after they were born. I missed her.
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“This is so exciting,” Christy gushed. “It’s been too long.”

Charlotte nodded. “You’re telling me. I think about you both, and your mom and dad all the time, and I tell myself I’m going to visit, but you know how it is. With the kids growing up, work, and just everything else, it seems like something always gets in the way. I’m so sorry I let so much time pass between visits. I never even got to meet your baby, Christy.”

“I can’t wait for you to meet her. She’s a character,” Christy said. “They’re growing so fast.”

I took a sip of my Marshmallow Mania latte and nodded. We had taken a break from the candy store and went to my best friend Amanda Shoate’s coffee shop, The Little Coffee Shop of Horrors. “I know. It’s hard for me to believe that Charlie is six years old. It seems he was just a newborn a couple of weeks ago, and now he’s six. And I think about you all the time, Charlotte. I can hardly believe your kids are grown.”

She shook her head. “You’re telling me, I had no idea the time would go so quickly. I loved every stage of their lives, and I keep telling myself I’m going to love that they’re in college now, but so far, that hasn’t happened yet.” She chuckled. “They’re happy, though, and I’m thrilled for them. I mean, I did my job, right? My job as a parent was to raise my kids to be adults who could handle the world without me.” She sighed. “That’s a really lousy job, though. I’d love for my kids to need me the way they used to.”

I sighed; she was right, wasn’t she? We were raising Charlie to make it in the world without us, but how was I ever going to let him go? “You have great kids, Charlotte. Don’t think they’re never going to need you. Just because they can do the laundry on their own and pick out halfway decent food at the grocery store doesn’t mean they don’t want or need you.”

She took a sip of her Jack-o'-lantern latte. “This latte is great. But I know what you mean. They still love me and need me, and I know it. It’s just been a big change.”

Amanda waited on a long line at the counter, and I gave her a little wave. She had met Charlotte years ago when she had come to visit, and I knew she was itching to come over and visit for a few minutes.

“I’m not letting my kids go,” Christy announced. “No way. I’m just going to hang onto them for the rest of their lives.”

I shook my head. “You don’t want kids who can’t take care of themselves without you. Nobody does.”

Christy pressed her lips together. “Fine. I’ll let them go. Eventually. Maybe.”

I gazed at my cousin. “So how is Nick? How come he didn’t make the trip with you?”

Her eyes met mine, and she was silent for a few moments. I suddenly realized there was a reason for this trip. It was more than just her wanting to catch up with the family. “We’re getting divorced.” She paled as she said it.

“What?” Christy gasped.

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

She nodded, looking away, and took another sip of her coffee. “I know. It’s a shock, isn’t it? I’m shocked too. And so is Nick. I’ve gone over it in my mind so many times, and I keep wondering what exactly led us to this point in our lives.” She shook her head. “But I’ve finally come to the conclusion that there wasn’t any one particular thing. He didn’t cheat on me. I didn’t cheat on him. Nick is a good guy, and he always will be. I guess it’s a cliché to say that we grew apart, but considering the fact that we were nineteen when we got married, it isn’t much of a cliché.”

Christy and I were silent for a few moments, taking it in. “I don’t like that answer,” Christy finally said.

We both looked at her. “What do you mean?” Charlotte asked.

She shrugged. “When you’ve been married more years than you were unmarried, I don’t like that you can still grow apart. Aren’t you supposed to grow closer together through the years? I mean, I get it. I was married to my first husband for a few years, and everything fell apart, but that was because he was a jerk. Really, he wasn’t a nice person at all, and I couldn’t put up with being treated the way he treated me. That kind of divorce makes sense. It’s this whole being together for a long time and then growing apart—I don’t like it.”

Instinctively, I knew what she was saying. If you made it through raising your kids together, and you didn’t hate each other, wouldn’t you stay married? You’d made it through the hard part, after all. The thought that your marriage might not survive was terrifying.

Charlotte gazed into her coffee cup and nodded. “Yeah, you would think so, wouldn’t you?” She looked up at us. “And look, it’s not like we didn’t try counseling. We did. We even discussed the possibility of just staying together because it’s easier. But in the end, we decided we both deserved more than that. I don’t know if I’ll ever get married again. I mean, I love being married. But I miss the early days of our marriage. We were excited. We had so much ahead of us. But there has never been a way for us to recapture those feelings. I’m not in love with him, although I do love him and care about him. He almost feels like a relative of some sort, and we’ve had a platonic relationship for a long time. There’s just nothing there.” Her eyes were shiny now. “Honestly, we could have stayed together. It would have been easier for the kids. But not so easy for us. I found myself being short with him, and I hate that. I hate not being kind, and I wasn’t. And I realized it was just my own frustration at being with him, but not being in love with him anymore.”

I nodded, my mind still trying to make sense of this. “I think you have to do what feels right for you. And if you both agree that it’s the right thing, then nobody can argue with you.”

“I guess that’s true,” Christy agreed. “But I hate that this is happening to you both.”

“How are the kids taking it?” I asked. Charlotte had twins, a boy and a girl, who were in their first year of college.

She shrugged. “They’re devastated. Nick and I decided we’re not going to pressure them to accept this right now. They’re allowed to have their feelings about it, and we’re going to let them have those feelings.”

I nodded. “There’s not much else you can do for them, I guess. I’m sure they’ll learn to accept it at some point. So where does this leave you? What are you going to do? You can stay here as long as you want.”

Christy sat up. “You could move to Pumpkin Hollow. You can work for us at the candy store.”

“That would be so much fun,” I agreed. “It would be so great to have you here in Pumpkin Hollow and working with us.”

She grinned. “That would be kind of fun, wouldn’t it? I hadn’t thought of that. I just wanted to stop by and visit you all for a few days and catch my breath. When I go home, I have to clean out our house and we have to settle everything. I might need to come back and stay for a few days after that.” She laughed. “I’m not quite sure how I’m going to make it through that, but I’ll manage.”

“So you’ll do it? You’ll come to work for us?” I asked excitedly. “We’ll teach you everything. You’ll be making fudge and marshmallows like a professional before you know it.”

Charlotte was a cousin on our father’s side of the family, and she had visited us in Pumpkin Hollow plenty of times when we were kids. Our family was small on both sides, and she was one of four cousins that we had—and she was our favorite since she was closer in age than the others.

She gazed at us with a twinkle in her eye. “I don’t know. Maybe I should consider that, but I had something else in mind. Not that I’m saying anything is written in stone, and not that I know for sure whether I want to do it, but I’ve been thinking about looking around Christmas Village.” She looked from me to Christy and back again.

“Christmas Village?” I said, and then it all came back to me. Charlotte and her family had spent a week at Christmas Village every year while she was growing up. Christy and I had visited a handful of times, but the Christmas season was a busy time for the candy store, so we didn’t go often.

She nodded, and her cheeks turned pink. “It sounds silly, doesn’t it? But I have such fond memories of the place, and I haven’t been there in years. I’m so embarrassed to say that I only took my kids there once when they were seven. To be honest, they didn’t seem to enjoy it like I did. I loved that place. It was like Disneyland.” She chuckled. “My parents were so sweet to take me back year after year. Even when I was in my teens, it was my favorite place to go.”

“Christmas Village is a sweet little town,” Christy said. “But Pumpkin Hollow, well, that’s Halloween, and everybody loves Halloween.”

I laughed. “Christy, it’s not a competition.”

She looked at me. “Of course it is. Our favorite cousin is hunting for a place to settle down, and it needs to be in Pumpkin Hollow. She would love it here.”

Charlotte laughed. “I love Pumpkin Hollow. I really do. And having you two, and your parents here makes it all the sweeter. I’m not saying I’m going to move to Christmas Village, but I want to take a look around and see if it’s as wonderful as I remember it.”

I nodded. “You should do that. It’s so much fun to go back to a place that meant so much to you when you were a kid. I really hope you’re going to stay with us for at least a little while. A week? Two? More?”

She laughed again. “Of course I’m going to stay for a while if you don’t mind having me. I would love to hang out in Pumpkin Hollow. And then there’s all that candy. What’s not to love?”

“It’s settled then. You’ll stay with us at least through Halloween, and we’ll get lots of time to catch up. I mean, in between making lots of candy.” I suddenly felt a little disheartened. Would we get much time to visit with her? We were so busy with the Halloween season, and I wasn’t sure now.

“We’ll make time,” Christy said as if reading my mind.

I nodded. “Of course we will.”

I was so excited, I was almost giddy—we were going to get to enjoy a nice long visit with our cousin Charlotte.


CHAPTER 4
[image: ]


“It’s a beautiful night for a walk, isn’t it?” Charlotte asked. She looked up at the full moon and smiled.

“It is,” I said, as we started the Haunted Walk. The haunted farmhouse had several Halloween attractions, including hayrides, a haunted farmhouse tour with animatronic zombies, and two mazes—one featuring horror movie characters that jumped out at you. There was an ever-changing list of events that changed over the years as well. The Halloween Walk was one of the newest additions.

“I love how they set the jack-o’-lanterns along the trail to light it up,” Christy said.

I nodded. “Me too.” The trail was lined on both sides with artificial jack-o’-lanterns emitting a soft glow that was just enough to see the path and the surrounding people, but not enough to give light to anything that might come toward you from the woods. The jack-o’-lanterns created a fun atmosphere.

My husband, Ethan, and Christy’s husband, Devon, walked a few paces ahead of us, deep in their own conversation. We had asked about the event before starting it and were told that at certain points during the walk, scary characters might appear. The reason it sounded uncertain was that the event organizer wanted to add an element of surprise, we were told. So, here we were, checking out Pumpkin Hollow’s newest attraction.

“This seems pretty tame,” I said as we walked. Hidden speakers played eerie music along the way. There were people ahead of us on the trail, and some behind us. As we entered the woods, glowing orbs and ghostly figures hung in the trees. “Oh, I like that,” I said, pointing at the bright decorations.

“This is fun,” Charlotte said. “It really puts me in the mood for Halloween. How come you both got to grow up in such a fun town? I didn’t get this kind of excitement growing up.”

We both laughed. “You should have visited more often,” I said. “You would have gotten in on the fun just like we did.”

“I think we have more attractions now than we did when we were kids, anyway,” Christy said. “There were only a handful of things to do here back then.”

I nodded. “That’s true. There was the annual Halloween party with bobbing for apples, the carousel, and pony rides.”

Ethan glanced back over his shoulder. “And don’t forget the pumpkin patch and the maze made from hay bales.”

“And the haunted house,” Devon added.

“And the haunted farmhouse, but it didn’t look like it does today. They’ve added a lot of fun things to it,” Christy said.

Charlotte groaned. “See? You guys had all the fun growing up in a Halloween town.”

Devon turned back with a grin. “And there was a costume contest. I always lost.”

We laughed. “When I was in second grade, I won,” Christy said. “I was a marionette.”

“Oh, I remember that. I was so jealous you won. I think I came in fifth place or something.” I shook my head. “That year, the judges weren’t into scarecrows.” They all laughed at me, but I was still a teensy bit upset about losing.

“I missed out on so much,” Charlotte said wistfully.

“Yeah, but you got to go to Christmas Village every year,” Ethan pointed out. “We went three or four times when I was growing up, and I thought it was the coolest place.” Christmas Village was a three-hour drive from Pumpkin Hollow, so it wasn’t too far, and yet far enough to have kept us from visiting often when we were younger.

Charlotte smiled and nodded. “It really was. I loved it. But when my dad died, I didn’t have the heart to go back. And after my mom died a few years later, there was no way I could return.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Ethan said.

She shook her head. “It was a long time ago. I think it’s time I faced the things I’ve been avoiding for years. Christmas Village was a special place for the three of us, and after they died, I couldn’t bear to go back and relive all those memories. But now, I’m curious to see how I’ll feel when I visit again.”

“Are either of your kids going with you?” I asked.

She shook her head as the sound of a hooting owl echoed in the distance. “No, the kids are in college, and they both informed me they have plans for Christmas.”

My heart broke for her. “So you’re spending Christmas alone?”

She smiled. “Well, I wouldn’t call it spending it alone. I’m going to have my memories. Maybe that sounds cliché, but I’m looking forward to it. I’m ready to face the past. I want to remember all the fun I had with my parents without crying about it. Does that sound crazy?”

“It doesn’t sound crazy,” Christy said, “but it might be a little unrealistic. You’ve lost a lot, haven’t you?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. But even if I end up blubbering all over the place, I’m going to do it. It’s going to be fun. And my kids are adults; they get to decide what they want to do for Christmas. Personally, I think they don’t want to spend Christmas with either me or Nick because it’s too painful knowing we’re getting a divorce. It’ll be final at the end of November.” She looked straight ahead as she spoke.

“That makes sense,” I said. “About the kids, I mean. Christmas is going to be tough for them for a few years, but you and Nick still have a good relationship. That’s going to help them deal with it.”

She nodded. “I think so, too.” Before anyone could say more, the howling of a wolf echoed through the trees. Then the Wolfman jumped out of the woods and growled. A small group of teenagers ahead of Ethan and Devon screamed and ran down the trail. Then the Wolfman turned toward us, snarling and shaking his head.

“This might be just a little too much for the kids,” I said.

“Yeah, I don’t think I want to bring the kids to this yet,” Christy said. “But in a few years, Charlie and Harper will probably be fine with it.”

We passed the Wolfman without incident and continued along the trail. Characters jumped out at us, followed too closely behind us, or growled and howled from the woods. Clear twinkle lights were strung in the nearby trees, giving the entire scene a surreal, almost magical quality.

“I love this,” Charlotte said. “It’s not truly scary, but it’s a lot of fun.”

I nodded. “Yeah, and since it’s not too cold tonight, it’s a nice little walk.”

Ethan turned back to us. “You’re not scared?”

I shook my head. “Nope. Not even a little. But I love the jack-o’-lanterns lining the trail to provide light. This is a fun event.”

Suddenly, a skeleton jumped into our path, blocking our way. “The end is near,” he bellowed. “Don’t go any further! The end is near!”

He screamed and then ran off into the woods.

“Well, that was abrupt,” Devon said.

We chuckled and continued. There were more screams ahead of us, and we laughed. This would have been the perfect event for us when we were teenagers. Having a group of girls to go with, or going with a boyfriend would have been such fun.

“So I wonder what happens at the end?” Charlotte asked. “Is there a grand finale?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to see.”

There were recorded sounds of chains dragging, screeches, and other assorted Halloween noises that echoed through the woods. Although it wasn’t extremely scary, it would still be a bit much for Charlie. We’d definitely be waiting a couple of years before bringing him here.

We walked in silence for a bit, listening to the surrounding sounds. Then I spotted something on the ground. “What is that?”

Christy looked in the direction I was pointing, then moved closer without stopping. She turned back to me. “Jellybeans. Orange and black jellybeans. Maybe somebody got so scared they dropped them.”

I chuckled. “I hope they’re not from our store. I don’t want anybody thinking someone didn’t like them.”

Charlotte shook her head. “No way. Everyone knows that whatever they get from your candy shop is always top-notch.”

I smiled. “I’m pretty proud of what we do at the candy store.”

“As you should be,” she agreed.

We walked on, and I noticed it wasn’t just a few jellybeans on the ground—it was a whole trail of them as if somebody thought they might get lost and was leaving them to find their way back home.

We walked further, and suddenly, a scream pierced the night.

“Did you hear that?” Charlotte asked. “It sounded like a man.”

I nodded as the scream echoed again. “It’s very realistic, isn’t it? They did a great job with this event.”

The scream came again, and a few moments later, a woman ran out of the woods. “Help! Please, somebody help!”

Ethan was a detective with the local police department, and he broke into a run to get to her. “What’s going on?”

We hurried to catch up. The woman, still trying to catch her breath, pointed back into the woods. “There’s a clown... he’s been stabbed.”

Ethan hesitated. “It’s part of the attraction, isn’t it?”

She shook her head frantically. “No. It’s not part of the attraction. I swear!”

Ethan nodded. “Show me.” They headed into the woods, and we all followed behind. Just as the woman had said, just past the tree line, a clown lay on the ground with a knife stuck in his chest. The full moon gave just enough light to see him by. I glanced at the ground near my feet and spotted jellybeans.

“Oh no,” Charlotte whispered. “How horrible.”

Christy and I both looked at Charlotte. Even in the dark, it was clear she was shaken.


CHAPTER 5
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“How was the Halloween Walk?” Mom asked as soon as we walked through the door.

“Not so great,” Christy said. “Where are the kids? It’s quiet in here.”

“The kids fell asleep watching television in the bedroom,” Dad said. “What happened with the trail walk? And where’s Ethan?”

I sighed as we went to the couch and sat down. Devon sat in a recliner. “There was a murder at the Halloween Trail Walk.”

Mom gasped. “Oh, no! Who was it? Do we know them?”

I shook my head. “Ethan hasn’t identified him yet. A woman came running from the woods after discovering a clown who had been stabbed.” I’d overheard her tell Ethan she had wandered into the woods out of curiosity when the Halloween characters kept jumping out at people on the trail, and that was when she spotted the clown.

“I can’t get over it,” Charlotte said, shaking her head. “I’m assuming this kind of thing doesn’t happen often around here, right?”

Christy and I glanced at one another. “Well, you know how the world is today. Seems like there’s more violence than there used to be,” I said. “But Pumpkin Hollow is still a safe town, for the most part.”

“I suppose any town with a lot of tourists probably has some trouble from time to time,” she said.

“So we don’t know who the clown is?” Dad asked, sitting back in his recliner.

I shook my head. “No, we don’t know who he is. At least not yet. Ethan is going over the crime scene now.”

“That must be hard to do in the dark,” Mom said. “I hope they’re able to see everything they need to.”

“I’m sure there will be officers stationed there overnight, and they’ll go back over everything again in the daylight,” I said. “Mom, do you have anything to drink?” I was worn out from the excitement and could use something to drink.

She nodded and got to her feet. “We can make some hot cocoa. We had some earlier with the kids. Or I can make a pot of coffee.”

“Cocoa sounds great,” Charlotte said, getting to her feet. “I’ll help you make it.”

We all got up and headed to the kitchen.

“I made pumpkin muffins earlier,” Mom said, as she got a gallon of milk from the refrigerator. Mom didn’t go in for making instant cocoa; this was going to be the good stuff.

“I would love a pumpkin muffin,” I said. “What can I help you with?”

“If you want to get some cups out, that would be great.” Mom got a saucepan from the cupboard and poured milk into it. Not only was this cocoa going to be delicious, but Mom didn’t need to measure anything. She had been making it nearly all her life, and I could hardly wait for it to be done. It reminded me of my childhood. Poor Charlie only got the powdered stuff at our house, so I was sure he was thrilled when Mom made him cocoa earlier.

“I’m surprised the kids are asleep,” I said, grabbing two mugs from the cupboard and setting them on the table. I went back to get more.

“It’s nearly 10:00,” Dad pointed out.

I looked up at the clock on the wall. “Oh, I didn’t realize it was that late.”

Christy chuckled. “I guess we hung out at the crime scene longer than we thought we did. But you know, I was thinking about it on the drive over here. I think that clown was the same one who did the face painting last weekend at the carnival.”

I looked at her. “Are you sure?” There had been a small carnival with games and rides that came to town, organized by the PTA. All three of our kids had gotten their faces painted by a happy clown.

Her brow furrowed. “I guess I can’t swear to it, but I think it was him. At least his makeup was done the same as the other clown’s was. But I don’t know who he was.”

I nodded. “He didn’t have any identification on him, so Ethan hasn’t gotten a name yet.”

“I suppose you could check with the PTA then,” Dad said, pushing his glasses back up on his nose. “If it was their clown, they’ll know who he was and how to get a hold of his next of kin. I hope it wasn’t anyone we know.”

Mom nodded as she stirred the milk in the saucepan. “Me too. I’d hate for it to be somebody we know well.”

Charlotte set a small plate and a muffin at each place at the table. “These muffins smell delicious, Aunt Ann. It was an awful scene. There was a knife sticking out of his chest.”

I felt bad for Charlotte, having seen the murdered clown. She wasn’t used to seeing that kind of thing—not that we were, but being married to a detective meant I’d seen a thing or two.

“We shouldn’t have allowed you to get that close to the crime scene,” I said. “We just followed Ethan without thinking.”

She nodded. “I didn’t even think about it, to be honest. When that woman said there was a dead clown, I just assumed it was part of the Halloween walk. I figured she was part of it, too, and she was drawing us over there to see this dead clown and that he would jump up at any moment to scare us.”

Devon nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. You never know around here.” He chuckled. “Is it an actual murder? Or is it a fake murder? I swear, it’s hard to tell the difference sometimes.”

Christy snorted. “Yeah, you never know if it’s a reenactment or not.”

Charlotte shook her head and sat down at the table. “I guess Ethan sees a lot of things like that. You all live exciting lives.”

“It’s not that exciting, believe me.” I glanced at Christy, and we both grinned. “Okay, maybe it’s a little exciting. Christy and I might do a little bit of sleuthing on the side. As long as we don’t interfere with the case, Ethan doesn’t mind.”

“And we usually find out some information with our sleuthing,” Christy said. “It’s a lot of fun. It’s like putting together a real-life jigsaw puzzle. Ethan needs to put us on the payroll. We seriously find out a lot of information sometimes.”

Charlotte chuckled. “He does need to put you on the payroll. I mean, it’s like doing a public service, right? You’re helping to solve a crime and get a killer off the streets.”

“Exactly,” Christy said, taking a bite of her muffin. “Mom, this is delicious.”

Mom nodded. “Thank you. I’m glad you’re enjoying it. This cocoa is just about done. It just needs to get a little hotter.”

I sat back in my chair. “If the clown was hired by the PTA, I wonder if he worked at the school? It seemed like he was an older man, didn’t it?”

Christy nodded. “Yeah, he seemed older. Maybe he was a student’s grandpa. That would be sad, though. I’d hate to find out that someone’s grandpa was murdered.”

“Me too,” I said. “Maybe he was a teacher.”

“Oh, that could be it,” Christy said. “He could be a teacher. Or maybe just a volunteer.”

Devon nodded. “Yeah, maybe he was hired out as a clown regularly.”

Mom brought the hot cocoa over and carefully poured it into each cup. “There are marshmallows in the cupboard.”

“I’ll get them,” Devon said, jumping up from the table and going to the cupboard.

“If he was helping the PTA out, he was probably a volunteer, and I sure hate to hear about somebody who was doing something good for the kids being murdered,” Mom said, pouring cocoa into my cup. “Maybe it isn’t the same clown, though. Maybe it’s somebody else.”

I nodded and picked up my cup after she was done pouring, carefully taking a sip, trying not to burn myself. It was too good to wait for it to cool. “Perfect. Mom, you make the best cocoa ever.”

She smiled. “You’re just saying that because I’m your mother.”

“She’s just saying that because it’s true,” Charlotte said. “This is delicious, and so is the muffin. I’m so glad I came to visit you all. And I’m really sorry that I haven’t done it more often.”

“We’re just glad to have you now, dear.” Mom patted her shoulder and poured cocoa for Dad.

“Yes, stay as long as you like, Charlotte,” Dad said. “We love having you here.”

Charlotte smiled. “I miss you all. I swear, I don’t know why I let things get in the way of coming for a visit. I’m really excited about being here for Halloween. It’s been ages since I was here for Halloween.”

I gazed at my cousin. I really missed her, and I couldn’t have been happier about her visit, though I was sorry she had seen the murdered clown.


CHAPTER 6
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Christy was right about the dead clown being the same one who did the face painting at the carnival the previous weekend. After putting some clues together, we realized he was also the customer who had come in a few days earlier and bought three bags of black and orange jellybeans. Having seen a trail of black and orange jellybeans left behind on the Halloween Walk made me wonder what had happened that night. Why were the jellybeans there? Why was he in the woods? Were those his screams we had heard shortly before his body was discovered?

“I still can’t get over seeing that dead guy the other night,” Charlotte said, as she measured butter for the pumpkin spice fudge I was getting ready to make. She had been tagging along with us at work, which I felt a little bad about since she was here to enjoy herself, but she insisted she was thrilled to spend time with Christy and me.

“I know, it was awful,” I said. “As many cases as Ethan has handled, I still can’t wrap my head around how anyone could want to kill someone.”

She nodded. “I can’t imagine it either. It’s just terrible.”

“Did any of the actors at the event see the clown or a suspect?” Christy asked.

I shook my head. “Ethan said no one saw him or anyone suspicious. It’s odd since he wasn’t far off the trail, but they were all set in strategic places, and focused on playing their part at the exact time. It was orchestrated so that when they heard the character before them do their part, they would step up and do theirs, then the next one would do theirs.”

“What’s our first move, then?” Christy asked me.

We had gathered little information so far, and we needed to speak to some people to figure out what had happened. “We need to speak to his widow, Virginia Braunfeld. Maybe she’ll know something about what led to the murder.”

Charlotte looked up at me. “Is that what you do? You ask people about the murder victims?”

I nodded and glanced at her. “Sometimes people are more willing to talk to us than they are to the police. Some people have an avoidance of law enforcement.”

“And sometimes it’s because they’re the killer,” Christy said with a chuckle. “Criminals have issues with the police.”

Charlotte nodded. “Yeah, I can see that happening. So, what do you ask them? Doesn’t it bother them that you ask questions?”

I shrugged. “We try to be friendly and subtle. Many times, people are grieving and just need somebody to talk to. Plus, this is a small town, and everyone knows everyone, so it makes it easier, too.”

She removed the mixing bowl from the scale and set it on the counter. “I can see that. If you’ve known people for a long time, of course, you’re going to trust them and talk to them about what happened. Then you can gather information and turn it over to Ethan. Sounds kind of fun.”

I grinned. “I guess it can be fun sometimes. And once you catch the sleuthing bug, you’ve got it forever.”

“We should talk to someone at the school district office about the carnival and who hired Preston Braunfeld to do the face painting. Maybe they know something else about him,” Christy said as she smoothed marshmallows into a pan to cool.

I measured heavy cream into a saucepan. “That’s a great idea. Maybe we should run down there before we open the store.”

Christy nodded. “The office opens at eight o’clock, and it’s 8:15. If we hurry, we can stop by and get donuts and coffee, and get back here before opening.”

“That sounds like a plan,” I said, untying my apron. “Charlotte, I hope you like donuts and coffee because we eat and drink a lot of them both around here.”

She brightened. “Are you kidding? That’s one of my favorite meals.”

We laughed, and I went to tell Carrie we’d be gone for a little bit.
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We headed to the school district office and stopped at the receptionist’s desk. Rachel Capps sat squinting at her computer screen. When she realized we were standing there, she looked up at us wide-eyed. “Oh! I’m so sorry. I didn’t even see you ladies. What can I do for you?”

“Rachel, it’s been forever since you’ve been in the candy store. I hope you haven’t given up sugar,” I teased.

She laughed. “Are you kidding me? I could never give up sugar. I need to, but I can’t. I was just thinking that I need to get down there and grab some of that pumpkin spice fudge before the Halloween season is over, but I’ve just been so busy with everything going on around here that I haven’t had a chance.”

“Come get some soon, or we’ll have to bring some by for you,” Christy said, glancing around the room. “Rachel, that was such a cute carnival the PTA put on last weekend. My girls loved having their faces painted by the clown.”

Rachel’s eyes widened. “Oh, my goodness, Preston Braunfeld. I heard about what happened to him at the Halloween Walk.” She shook her head. “What a shame. He volunteered to do the face painting, and he always dressed like a clown when he did face painting. Honestly, I don’t know why anyone would want to hurt him. What gets into people?”

“Did you know Preston well?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I wouldn’t say I knew him well, but he frequently volunteered for things like doing the face painting when we would have carnivals or fairs. He could also make balloon animals, and he manned a booth or two over the years. I guess it was just a hobby he enjoyed. It was always nice to have someone so willing when we needed help. I’ll miss having him around for special occasions.”

“He sounds like a wonderful person,” Charlotte said.

Rachel nodded. “He was very nice. He worked at the post office, you know.” She looked at me.

I nodded. “Now that you mention it, he did say he worked at the post office. I didn’t know him well at all, but he came into the candy store and bought three bags of orange and black jellybeans. I commented it was a lot of jellybeans, but he said it wasn’t that many and he’d be back soon for more.”

Rachel laughed. “That sounds like Preston. He always had a bowl of jellybeans on the little table he used for his makeup. He’d use them to coax the kids into sitting still.”

“That’s a great idea,” Christy said. “Candy works wonders to get kids to be still.”

I nodded. “My son is more likely to clean his room with the promise of a treat or two.”

She chuckled. “Oh yes, my kids always enjoy a sweet bribe.”

“So, when you last spoke to Preston, he didn’t mention having any issues with anyone?” I asked.

She hesitated, then shook her head. “No, he didn’t mention anything to me. I spoke with his wife a couple of weeks ago, and she said she was hoping Preston would retire soon. He’s worked at the post office practically all his life, and at fifty-nine, she thought he was ready to retire a few years early. But apparently, Preston had no intention of doing that. Virginia said he loved his work, even though he had some trouble down at the post office.” She looked at me meaningfully.

“Oh?” I said. “Did she mention what kind of trouble?”

She shrugged. “I don’t really recall. We were just chatting when we ran into each other outside the grocery store. It didn’t sound like serious trouble, just that he was having issues with some annoying co-workers. I know he had one coworker, Joe Dillingham, who he didn’t like at all. Several years ago, we were setting up for another carnival, and Preston seemed frustrated. I asked if he was okay, and he mentioned he had a coworker who didn’t like him, which frustrated him because he wanted to get along with everybody he worked with. Now, between the three of us, I would never have considered Preston the type of person who would be friends with everybody at work. Or anybody, to be honest. His personality was dour, except for when he was face-painting.”

“Everyone wants to get along with their coworkers,” I pointed out. “I’ve worked with difficult coworkers before, and it made the job so much harder.”

Rachel nodded. “Me too. I can see why he wanted to get along with everyone. Even so, he didn’t seem like the type who’d go out of his way to make sure people were happy at work.”

“So, did he say anything specific about Joe?” I asked. “What exactly was he doing that caused trouble?”

She shrugged again. “To be honest, I don’t remember exactly what he said about him. I just remember him mentioning his name. Joe was my mailman at the time, so I knew who he was talking about. I wish I could give you more details, but it’s been too long.”

I nodded. “That’s understandable. It was probably just two coworkers who rubbed each other the wrong way.”

She smiled. “I think that’s exactly what it was.”

“Can you think of anything else he might have mentioned? Anything that might sound interesting?” I asked.

She hesitated, then shook her head. “No, I don’t remember anything specific. Is Ethan needing this information?”

I inhaled, then shook my head. “Oh, no. I was just wondering, is all. Well, Rachel, it’s been nice talking to you. I just wanted to drop in and tell you how much our kids enjoyed the carnival. I hope there’ll be another one soon.”

“They had so much fun,” Christy added.

She beamed. “We appreciate hearing that. And we’re planning one for Christmas. You be sure to bring your kids, because I know they’ll have fun, even though we’ve lost Preston.”

“We certainly will,” I said.

We headed out to my car, and once inside, I turned to Charlotte. “And that is how you get information.”

“It seems so easy,” she said. “So now we’re going to talk to this Joe Dillingham?”

I nodded and buckled my seatbelt. “If we get a chance to talk to him, we will.”

“We’re definitely talking to Joe,” Christy said.

I wasn’t sure if I was leading Charlotte into trouble by taking her on fact-finding missions, but I wasn’t going to leave her behind, either. We had lots of catching up to do.


CHAPTER 7
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Speaking to Virginia Braunfeld was a difficult proposition. While we knew her well enough, we weren’t particularly close, and she had just found out four days earlier that her husband had been murdered. But we needed information.

“Do the Braunfelds have children?” Charlotte asked.

I glanced at the rearview mirror at Christy sitting in the backseat, because I suddenly couldn’t remember whether or not they did.

Christy shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Me either. I don’t remember hearing that they do, but that doesn’t mean they don’t.” While I didn’t initially remember Preston when he came in and bought the jellybeans, I knew his wife, Virginia, because I bought my first insurance policy on my first car when I learned to drive at sixteen. My family had stayed with the same company for many years, but when I moved away for college, I switched to another company.

I spotted Virginia working in the planters in front of her house, and I pulled over and parked at the curb.

“Hello, Virginia,” I said as we got out of the car and headed up the walk.

She turned from the planter, dead weeds in one hand, a small gardening spade in the other, and smiled sadly. “Oh, hello Mia. Hello, Christy. I’ve been meaning to get to this planter to clean it out for weeks now. I had visions of planting lots of fall flowers in early August, but, as you can see, I never got around to it.” She chuckled sadly. “I’ve always wanted to fill these planters with gorgeous flowers, but I never seem to have any time to get it done, and now the weeds have completely taken over. I don’t know why it seems so hard to plant a handful of flowers. All my neighbors have pretty flowers in front of their houses.” She gestured toward the next-door neighbors, and they did indeed have fall flowers growing in the planters in front of their house.

“They’re really nice,” I said. “I should get some flowers for my house.”

“I love fall flowers,” Charlotte said.

Virginia nodded as she looked at Charlotte. “Me too.”

I quickly introduced the two, and Virginia smiled. “Of course, I should have seen the family resemblance. You all have the same noses and eyes.”

“We do, don’t we?” Christy said, glancing between Charlotte and me.

“Yes, you’re all lovely young women. I would love to have pretty blue eyes like you all do. I got stuck with these brown eyes. I never wanted brown eyes.” She frowned. “Oh well, what are you going to do? I’m not making the progress on these planters that I had anticipated. I didn’t think it would take this long to dig out the old weeds, but they’ve got a good, firm hold in this hard dirt.”

I glanced at Christy, and she gave a slight shrug of her shoulders. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said gently.

Virginia’s head swung around to look at me, and she hesitated. “Thank you. I appreciate hearing that. I asked Preston to help me clear out these planters months ago, but he never got around to it. He was always busy doing something else. If only he had helped me, our house would have looked so much nicer. But he hated doing yard work of any kind. He wasn’t handy around the house, either. I don’t know what he was thinking, not helping me.”

My heart went out to Virginia. She appeared to be in shock over the loss of her husband and was rambling now. “I’m so sorry.”

Christy and Charlotte murmured their condolences.

Virginia took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m not making any sense, am I? Ever since I found out what happened to Preston, I can’t seem to keep my thoughts straight.”

“That’s understandable,” I said. “You’ve been through a tremendous shock.”

“I think I would feel the same way,” Christy said.

“Virginia, we could help you pull the weeds out of your planters,” I offered.

“Yes, we can help you with this. With the four of us working, it wouldn’t take long,” Charlotte agreed.

Virginia shook her head and tossed the dead weeds to the ground. “No, I appreciate the offer, but it isn’t necessary. The fall season is almost over, and we’ll have snow before we know it. The flowers wouldn’t even have time to bloom. Besides, the work keeps me from overthinking. Maybe if I get these cleared out now, come spring, I can plant some pretty flowers then.”

“Virginia, are you sure?” I asked. “It’s no trouble.”

She nodded. “I’m sure. Mia, has Ethan found my husband’s killer?”

I shook my head. “He hasn’t told me he has yet, but you know Ethan is going to do everything he can to find them. Virginia, do you happen to know what Preston was doing out in the woods that night?” I wasn’t sure if I should ask her the question, given the state she seemed to be in.

She sighed. “He said he wanted to go on the Halloween Walk. I don’t know why. Preston isn’t the type—excuse me, Preston wasn’t the type to take part in all of the Halloween activities around here, so it didn’t make sense to me. But he didn’t even ask me to go with him, so I stayed home.” She shrugged. “Maybe I should have gone with him. Maybe he would still be here if I had.”

“But he was dressed as a clown that night, and he was dressed as a clown the weekend before when he did face painting for the kids at the carnival,” Christy pointed out. I knew what she was thinking. Preston had taken part in the Halloween festivities.

Virginia nodded. “Yes, he enjoyed doing the face painting and making balloon animals for the kids. It was the one thing he liked that had anything to do with Halloween. And for some reason, he dressed as that silly clown.” She rolled her eyes. “Can you believe it? A clown. Preston was the most serious person I’ve ever met in my entire life, and yet he insisted on dressing like a clown. Sometimes I think it was a way to recapture his childhood or something. I don’t know. But you’re right, he did do that, and he enjoyed it quite a bit, but I don’t know what he was doing on that trail walk. Honestly, I don’t even know why he was interested.”

“I bet he was trying to relive his childhood,” I said. “Virginia, did he have problems with someone? Did he mention anything to you?”

She looked at me, pressing her lips together. After a moment, she said, “Preston seemed to have trouble with a lot of people. He wasn’t an extrovert, and he couldn’t manage to get along with anybody for long. Or at least, that was the other person’s perception, because Preston didn’t realize that he aggravated people at times. So yes, I’m sure he had trouble with lots of people, but I probably don’t know the half of it.”

“What do you mean by that?” Christy asked.

She shrugged. “He was oblivious to his little idiosyncrasies. Like pointing out things people did wrong, or the weird humming he used to do. That about drove me buggy, but when I pointed it out, he denied even doing it. He aggravated his coworkers, and it seemed that he couldn’t get along with them. If you asked him, he would think that he had a great relationship with them. But I know some of them, and I know that wasn’t true.”

“What was he doing specifically to aggravate his coworkers?” Christy asked.

She smiled ruefully. “He was a stickler for rules, and if anybody broke one, he would be sure to report them to their supervisor. You can imagine how that went over.”

“Oh yeah, I can imagine,” Christy agreed. “Did he do it often? Report people to their supervisors?”

She sighed and glanced at a passing car. “I’m afraid so. I told him people don’t like it when you tell on them, but he said he was just trying to make sure everything was running correctly. I couldn’t get through to him.”

“Was there anybody in particular he was having trouble with?” I asked.

She nodded. “Larry Johnson, his supervisor. He aggravated him no end. I ran into Larry about a month ago, and we stopped and talked for a minute. I knew Larry didn’t want to discuss it because, obviously, I’m Preston’s wife, and he shouldn’t be talking about him outside of work, but he let a few things slip. Preston was making life difficult for a lot of people at the post office. I felt sorry for them, but I genuinely don’t think Preston was trying to cause trouble for them. I just couldn’t get it through his head that he shouldn’t report every little thing. He also seemed to antagonize Maggie Finch, because he said there were periods where she wouldn’t speak to him. I suggested that he must have done something to upset her, but he insisted she was just moody. After a few days or weeks, things would be back to normal and she would be talking to him again.”

“It sounds like he was a very diligent employee,” Charlotte pointed out.

Virginia nodded. “Yes, he was diligent. He was a lot of things—” she licked her chapped lips—“I had better get back inside. I’ve got a million things that I have to take care of, including planning my husband’s funeral. Can you believe I haven’t even done anything about that yet?”

I shook my head. “I don’t blame you for putting it off. It has to be a difficult thing to do.”

“Do you have any kids, Virginia?” Christy asked. “Or anyone who might help you?”

She shook her head. “No, we never had children, and our family is all out of state. But it’s okay. I appreciate you stopping by, but I’m going to go inside now and lie down.”

“We don’t want to keep you. Please let us know if there’s anything you need help with, and we’ll be here for you,” I said.

She smiled. “I appreciate that.”

We headed back to my car and got inside.

I sighed. “Poor Virginia.”

“She seems like a nice woman,” Charlotte said.

Christy nodded. “My heart goes out to her.”

I started the car and pulled away. It sounded like Preston had caused a lot of trouble for himself.


CHAPTER 8
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When your mother invites you over for a home-cooked meal, you don’t turn her down. Not when you’ve spent ten hours on your feet and ramen noodles are sounding like a healthy, nutritious dinner to serve your family.

“It smells so good in here,” Charlotte said when we walked into my mother’s kitchen. “Oh my gosh, Aunt Ann, I just had a flashback to my mom’s kitchen. Dinner smells delicious.” Tears welled up in her eyes, and she quickly blinked them away.

Mom hurried over and wrapped her in a hug. “I’m so sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Charlotte shook her head, smiling. “You didn’t upset me. I just miss my mom and dad so much, and I don’t know if I’ll ever get over it. But that roasted chicken smells so good, and it reminds me of my mother’s kitchen. I’ll never be upset about that.”

Mom released her and nodded. “Your mother was a fabulous cook. If my cooking reminds you of hers, then I’m flattered.”

Charlotte chuckled. “Are you kidding me? You’re an excellent cook, Aunt Ann. My mom always said so. Now, what can we do to help?”

Mom glanced back at the table. “I just need the table set, and we’re almost ready to eat. There’s iced tea in the refrigerator.”

“I’ll get the iced tea,” Ethan offered, heading to the refrigerator.

“What did you make for dinner, Mom?” I asked, taking in the delicious scents that filled the kitchen. The roast chicken was obvious, but I was getting hints of other tasty delights.

Mom patted my shoulder as she went to the stove. “Roasted chicken with stuffing, glazed sweet potatoes, roasted Brussels sprouts with bacon, and for dessert, apple pie.”

Christy groaned. “All my favorites. I’m so glad you invited us to dinner.”

“Me too,” Devon said. “I haven’t had a home-cooked meal in what feels like forever.”

Christy narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t say that. I made you pancakes for dinner last week. Okay, they were frozen pancakes, but still.”

Devon chuckled. “Well, I don’t mean to disparage your pancakes, but it’s not quite the same.”

She laughed. “I know. I swear, when things slow down at the candy store, I’ll make dinner more often.”

“I’m not complaining,” he said, kissing her. “I know you’re busy.”

“Things have been really busy at the store?” Mom asked as she lifted the lid on a saucepan.

“Crazy busy,” I said, “but thankfully, we’ve got extra help now that Charlotte is here. Charlotte, we can’t thank you enough for helping.”

She shook her head as she got the silverware from the drawer. “I’m having the time of my life. I’m learning all about candy making, and I get to spend time with my two favorite cousins. It’s a win-win for me.”

Dad laughed. “I’ve got a garage that needs cleaning. Would you like to spend more time with your favorite aunt and uncle?”

Charlotte chuckled as she went to the table and began laying out the silverware. “I would love to spend more time with my favorite aunt and uncle. When do you want me to come and clean your garage?”

“You are not cleaning our garage,” Mom said. “I’ve been telling him for months that it needs to be done, and it’s his job. We would never put you to work like that.” Mom shot Dad a look, and he grinned.

“Okay then, I’ll clean my own garage.” He chuckled.

“Well, I’m having a lot of fun at the candy store,” Charlotte said. “I’ve met so many nice people, and the place smells incredible. I’ve always thought you all had the best jobs in the entire world. Making candy for a living is a dream job.”

“Well, there’s still that job offer we gave you,” I reminded her. “We would love for you to come work for us permanently.”

“That would be fantastic,” Mom said as she opened the oven to check on the roasting chickens. The kids were in the living room playing while we finished making dinner, and with a group our size, we needed two large chickens to feed us all.

“You never know, I might take you up on that offer,” Charlotte teased.

“Just tell us when you want to start,” Christy said as she grabbed glasses from the cupboard and brought them to the table.

“Let me make my trip to Christmas Village first, and then I’ll let you know for sure,” Charlotte replied.

“Christmas Village?” Dad asked, raising one eyebrow. “I remember that place. The girls loved it and always wanted to go back, but it seems like we only went a handful of times. I know your mom and dad were crazy about it.”

Charlotte nodded and grabbed some napkins to put on the table. “They loved it. I loved it. We had such great times there. After my parents passed, I found a large cardboard box full of nothing but pictures of our trips to Christmas Village. It was crazy how many there were, and it brought back so many memories. Back then, I thought it was normal for us to go every December and spend a week there, but now, as an adult, I realize it must have been expensive. Plus, my parents had to take time off from their jobs. I had great parents.”

“You had the best,” Dad said sweetly. I knew he was thinking about his big brother.

She turned to look at him. “I really did.”

I thought they both might start crying, but they quickly pulled themselves together.

“How long do you plan to stay at Christmas Village?” Mom asked as she grabbed potholders to remove the chickens from the oven.

Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe a week, maybe longer. I’m half afraid it won’t live up to my memories. What if I get there and it just gives me a blah feeling? Or what if they haven’t done the necessary maintenance, and the place is falling apart? Have any of you been there recently?”

“The last time I went was when I was nine,” Ethan said. “And I know it may not look like it, but that was just a few years ago. The place should be fine.”

Devon snorted. “Oh yeah, just a few years ago.”

Ethan shrugged. “It hasn’t been that long.” He looked at me. “We really should take Charlie while he’s still young. Christmas Village is for the younger crowd.”

“No, it isn’t,” Charlotte protested. “I went there through my teens. It was still a lot of fun.”

“Teens? Wow,” Ethan said, filling glasses with iced tea.

Charlotte rolled her eyes. “Sure, Ethan, make fun of me, but I loved every minute of it.”

He chuckled. “Just kidding, Charlotte. I loved the place, too.”

I went to help Mom set the food on the table. I was starving.

“Ethan, what’s going on with the case you’re working on?” Dad asked.

“Oh, it’s coming along. I talked to Preston’s supervisor at the post office, Larry Johnson. He said that Preston was a meticulous employee and there weren’t any issues.”

“But?” I asked. We had heard differently.

“But his wife says Preston was the kind of person who had trouble with nearly everyone, so I don’t know if I believe him.” He set glasses of iced tea in front of my dad's and my mother’s chairs.

“Virginia told us the same thing,” Christy said. “You think Larry is lying?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll have to dig around. I stopped by the haunted farmhouse and asked if they had hired a clown that night, but they said they hadn’t. We still don’t know why he was in costume.”

“That’s odd,” Dad said. “But maybe he was just dressed up like so many other people were.”

“It’s possible.” Ethan took a sip of his iced tea.

Devon rounded up the kids and set them at the island in the kitchen, and Christy made plates for all three of them, as they argued about who would get the most candy on Halloween. Then we sat down at the table to eat.

I inhaled. “Mom, this smells so good, and I am starving. Thank you for making dinner for us.”

“You’re welcome, honey,” she said. “I’m starving too.”

I took some white meat chicken and placed it on my plate, then looked up at Ethan. “I feel so sorry for Virginia. She seemed stunned about Preston’s death when we talked to her yesterday.”

Charlotte nodded. “The poor thing. I can’t imagine losing your husband like that.”

“She seems to be in shock,” Ethan agreed. “I wish she had more information for me to go on, but she didn’t even know what he was doing dressed as a clown at the Halloween Walk. She just thought he was going to do the walk, and was surprised he was dressed as a clown.”

“A lot of people were dressed in costume, though,” Christy pointed out.

He nodded. “Yeah, but he left the house in his regular clothes. He had to change into his costume somewhere, and it makes me wonder why he didn’t just do it at home.”

“He left the house in regular clothes?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yes, that’s what she said. And even though he dressed up to do face painting at the carnival, she couldn’t imagine him wearing a costume to the Halloween Walk. Apparently, Preston was a man of habit, and he rarely broke out of those habits.”

“Interesting,” I said. “And yet, he broke out of his habits that night by participating in the Halloween Walk. Virginia said he never took part in Halloween-themed events.”

Charlotte helped herself to the brussels sprouts. “What do you make of that, Ethan?”

He cut into a piece of chicken with his knife. “I think it means he was involved in something he normally wouldn’t have been. Whether it’s with a person or in some activity. It’s something I’ll definitely be looking into.”

“I think I might like this investigating stuff,” she said, cutting a brussels sprout in half with the edge of her fork. “I really should hang around more often, shouldn’t I?”

“Definitely,” I said. “You can hang out, make candy with us, and help us investigate cases if you come back to Pumpkin Hollow permanently.”

“We’ve all got extra bedrooms,” Christy said. “You’re more than welcome to pick one to stay in permanently.”

Charlotte laughed. “You all drive a hard bargain.”

Christy grinned. “Yes, we do.”

I took a bite of sweet potato, thinking things over. What had Preston been up to the night he died?


CHAPTER 9
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“Ilove the fudge here,” the woman standing at the counter said. “It’s always so fresh and creamy smooth. I don’t know how you do it, but it is so good.”

I smiled. “Thank you. We love hearing that our customers are happy. My grandmother first developed the recipe, and then my mother perfected it and handed it down to my sister and me. Honestly, we get the praise for the hard work my mother and grandmother did.” I would never get tired of hearing people compliment our candy, especially since I knew how much hard work went into it before Christy and I took over the shop.

She nodded. “That’s another thing I love about this shop. It’s a family-owned and run business, not one of those big corporate affairs. It’s good to see family businesses thrive.”

“I feel the same way,” I said, leaning against the counter. We were finally getting a breather, and I was ready for it. “I hope this candy store stays in our family for many generations to come.”

Charlie insisted he would run the candy store with his cousins, Harper and Emily, but he was six. One day, he might decide he wanted his own career and wouldn’t want anything to do with the family business. I hoped that wasn’t true, but I kept it in the back of my mind so I wouldn’t be heartbroken if he decided to do something else.

“I hope so too. I think I’ll get a quarter of a pound of pumpkin spice fudge, half a pound of chocolate with walnuts, and how about a sliver of vanilla? It’s more fudge than I need, but I love it.” She shrugged. “I have no self-control when I come here.”

I nodded and got to work on her fudge. “Well, you don’t have to worry if you can’t eat it within a few days. It will stay fresh for a while. There are storage instructions on the sticker used to seal the wrapper.”

“Oh, believe me, it won't last more than a couple of days.” She chuckled. “And that’s why I shouldn’t be buying so much, but here I am doing it, anyway.”

I grinned. “I hear you. It’s hard for me to resist, too.”

I got her order for her and she paid for it, and left. Christy and some of the other employees were working on catching up with internet sales, while I was doing my best to handle the front shop.

I glanced up as Joe Dillingham walked through the door. “Good afternoon, Joe. How are you doing?”

He nodded and came up to the front counter. “I’m doing great, Mia. How are things going here? This shop smells amazing, as always. Has business been good for you this season?”

I nodded. “Yes, and it’s been so hectic. That’s the way we like it, of course, but it’s hard to keep up sometimes.”

He smiled. “Oh, I can imagine. It’s probably like Valentine’s Day at the post office.” He laughed. “We see so many cards come through then that it’s hard to keep up with them. Especially when they have those red envelopes—the machines just can’t read them, and they have to be stamped by hand.”

“I bet that’s hard,” I said. “I’ll be honest, I haven’t sent a Valentine through the mail in quite some time, so it isn’t my fault you guys are so busy.”

He laughed. “Well, I appreciate that. But what are you going to do? It doesn’t matter how often we tell folks it’s harder with the red envelopes. People are going to buy the Valentines they want to send, and that’s that. Not that I blame them one bit because I’d feel the same way.”

“We’re pretty busy on Valentine’s Day, too. We have a lot of candy that isn’t specifically Halloween-themed, so we sell a lot.” Joe needed a shave, and I wondered if the post office didn’t mind their mail carriers looking like that.

“Doesn’t surprise me a bit. Hey, is your husband handling the murder case for Preston Braunfeld?”

I nodded. “Yes, he’s investigating the murder.” I held my breath. Did he know something about the murder?

He licked his bottom lip, looked over his shoulder, then turned back. “Preston was a coworker of mine, you know.”

“Oh, that’s right. Ethan mentioned Preston worked at the post office. Were you close to him?” I hoped I sounded convincing.

He hesitated, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it depends on what you consider close. We worked together. You know how it is—we’d shoot the breeze about anything and everything. So yeah, we knew each other pretty well, I guess, but we never saw each other outside of work. It’s hard for me to believe that somebody would murder him.” He shoved his hands into his coat pockets.

I nodded. “So you don’t know who might have killed him?”

He shook his head. “Preston was an okay guy, but he got on people’s nerves.” He glanced into the display case. “Pumpkin spice fudge... oh, and there’s maple walnut fudge. I didn’t know you had maple walnut. I think I’ll get a quarter pound of that, please.”

“Sure, let me get that for you.” He still hadn’t answered my question. “So, you have no idea who might have killed Preston? He must have mentioned something. I don’t think I knew him at all.”

He looked at me for a moment. “Well, to be honest, Preston aggravated people. He was a stickler for details, and if someone else wasn’t, he couldn’t let it go. He would nag them about how things should be done, and if that didn’t get them to change their ways, he’d report them to a supervisor.” He chuckled. “It was almost comedic, the way he was dedicated to making sure the rules were followed to a ‘T’. But it was aggravating, too.”

I pulled the fudge from the display case and set it on the counter. “I bet that could get on a lot of people’s nerves.”

He nodded. “Oh yeah, nobody wants to be told they’re not doing something the right way, especially when it comes from a coworker and not a supervisor. That was the thing—Preston was just an ordinary postal worker. He didn’t have the authority to tell people they were doing something wrong. That makes a person angry, you know?”

I nodded as I cut a piece of fudge for him. “I can see that. I don’t need somebody coming in and telling me how to do my job. Was there anyone in particular who got really annoyed with him?”

He nodded. “Sure, there were several someones. Truth is, I don’t think anybody’s going to miss him. It’s tough having someone looking over your shoulder all the time. It’s bad enough when the bosses do it, but when the bosses are off doing something else, that’s our time to relax just a bit, you know?”

I nodded. It sounded as if Joe was anything but a stickler for details. “Oh sure, I know what you’re talking about. That happens everywhere, I imagine. But I wondered who was unhappy about Preston pointing out their mistakes. So, who really had an issue with him?” I wrapped up his fudge, keeping an eye on him.

He shrugged. “Maggie Finch had issues with him. I mean, she was nice to him, but when he walked away, she made comments sometimes. Not that I could ever imagine her killing him or anyone else, of course. Murder isn’t a casual thing.” He smiled nervously.

I shook my head. “No, it’s not something you do casually. Is there anything else I can get for you?” Darn. I was hoping for something to go on.

He looked into the display case again and nodded. “How about some of that toffee?” He pointed at the tray. “A quarter of a pound. No, make it a third of a pound. I love toffee.”

“Then you’ll love this because it’s one of my favorite recipes. So Maggie really didn’t like him?”

He shrugged. “Like I said, lots of people had trouble with him. Even his own supervisor, Larry Johnson, had trouble with him. He got aggravated with Preston constantly running to him and reporting everybody all the time.”

I nodded as I got the toffee from the display case. “That must have made things difficult for him, since he had to deal with whatever Preston was pointing out.”

“Yeah, exactly. But I still can’t imagine anybody being angry enough to murder him.”

I weighed out the toffee for him, wrapped it up, and put it in a printed paper bag along with the fudge. “Can I get you anything else?”

He shook his head. “No, I better draw the line there. I’m addicted to sugar, and if I get more candy, I know I’ll sit and eat it all at once. Preston was a sugar addict, too, but he seemed to stick to those orange and black jellybeans. He’d always have some at work. Never shared, though.”

“He really loved his jellybeans?” I asked as I rang up his candy.

“Oh yeah, he loved his jellybeans. You never saw him without them.” He paid for his candy.

Why was there a trail of jellybeans going to his body?

“What else did he do? It sounds like he was a creature of habit.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, he was definitely that. I guess Ethan doesn’t have anyone to arrest yet?”

I shook my head. “No, not yet. But you know how things go. An investigation takes time.”

He gazed at me for what seemed too long, then picked up his bag of candy. “I love these little printed bags you all put the candy in. I better get going. The wife will wonder where I am. See you later, Mia.”

“Thanks for coming in.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome. I hope your husband figures out who killed Preston. He didn’t deserve to die like that.”

I nodded. “No, he certainly didn’t.” I watched him head out of the candy store and down the street, and I wondered just how difficult Preston was to work with and whether one of his coworkers had had enough and put an end to it.


CHAPTER 10
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“I’ve got to have some coffee,” Christy said. “I don’t know why, but I didn’t get much sleep last night, and if I don’t get some caffeine, I’m going to fall asleep standing up.”

“Let’s go take a walk and get some coffee, then,” I suggested. “I’ll tell Janelle that we’re leaving.” I hurried back to the kitchen to let Janelle know we were going to grab coffee for her, Claire, and Mary. Everyone was working so hard, they deserved it.

I stuck my head inside the kitchen door. “Janelle, we’re going to get coffee. Any requests?”

She looked up at me from the tin she was packing and shook her head. “As long as it’s hot and caffeinated, I don’t even care.”

“You got it.” I headed back to the front of the shop, and we left.

“I’m going to go home smelling like chocolate again today,” Charlotte giggled as she sniffed her sweater. “I love chocolate.” Charlotte was staying with our parents while she was here, so the smell of chocolate on clothes wouldn’t be unexpected there.

“We appreciate all your help, but we feel guilty about not paying you for it,” I said. “And going home smelling like chocolate is just one of the job perks.”

She laughed. “It’s a great job perk. You should put that in the ad when you advertise to hire.”

“That’s a great idea,” Christy said. “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of going home smelling like chocolate.”

It was a beautiful day outside, and the trees were dropping their leaves faster than they had earlier in the season. Halloween would be here in a week, and it made me both happy and sad. The Halloween season would be over before we knew it, and even though it was hectic, I always missed it once it was over.

We stepped inside the coffee shop, and I inhaled deeply. The only thing better than going home smelling like chocolate was going home smelling like coffee. I thought Amanda probably had us beat with that job perk.

Amanda looked up as we walked in, and smiled. “Hi girls, it’s good to see you. What can I get for you?”

We went to the counter and placed our orders. “We’ll need to order for the other girls at the shop before we leave, but we’re going to sit down and visit for a few minutes.” I glanced around the shop. There were a handful of customers at tables around the shop. “Do you have a few minutes, Amanda?”

She nodded. “Sure, I’ve got a few minutes.” Her husband, Brian, came out from the back and grinned when he saw us. “Everyone’s on a coffee break?”

“Every chance we get,” I said.

“Brian, if I don’t get coffee immediately, I’m going to fall asleep on my feet,” Christy said.

He chuckled. “Let me help with that. We can’t have you falling asleep on the job.”

“I’m going to sit and visit with the girls for a few minutes if you don’t mind, Brian,” Amanda said as she put a lid on one of the cups.

“No problem. You’ve been working hard all day—you deserve to visit with your friends.”

“Oh, that’s a good husband,” Charlotte said, grinning.

Amanda nodded. “He is one of the best.”

We got our coffees, and Amanda made one for herself, then we hurried over to a corner table to rest our feet for a few minutes and catch up.

“Charlotte, how are you enjoying the Halloween season?” Amanda asked.

Charlotte sighed. “It’s a lot of fun. I really should have visited more when I was a kid. I’m jealous of all of you who grew up here.”

“It is a pretty terrific place to grow up,” Amanda agreed. “I can’t imagine living anywhere else, and I’m glad our kids are going to grow up here too.”

“We’re trying to convince Charlotte to take a job at the candy store and move here,” I said, nudging Charlotte playfully. “But she seems to have reservations about it.”

Amanda smiled. “That would be so much fun if you moved here. Honestly, we could all hang out together—well, when we’re not working, that is. And we’re always working.”

“I would love that,” Charlotte said. “I haven’t turned down the offer yet, but I’ve got a little unfinished business at Christmas Village.”

“Oh, right, Mia told me about that,” Amanda said, taking a sip of her coffee. “It sounds like a lot of fun. I hope it’s everything you’re hoping for.”

“You and me both,” Charlotte replied with a grin.

Amanda turned to me. “I heard someone murdered Preston Braunfeld—the clown who did the face painting at the carnival the weekend before last.”

I nodded. “Yes, Christy remembered him, but I didn’t at first. The kids loved his face painting. It’s such a shame he was murdered.”

She nodded somberly. “It just seems wrong to murder someone like Preston. He was so cheerful. I watched him with the kids, and he was laughing and joking the whole time.”

“The girls loved him,” Christy added, sipping her coffee.

“I ran into Virginia Braunfeld at the realtor’s office about a month ago. I hadn’t seen her in a while, so we took a few minutes to catch up,” Amanda said.

I raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You did?”

“More importantly, are you buying a new house?” Christy asked in surprise.

Amanda shrugged. “We haven’t decided for sure, but we’ve been thinking about it. Our yard is tiny, and I think the kids would love a bigger one. Plus, our house has the smallest bedrooms. It would be nice to get something larger. We’re just considering it at this point.”

“That’s exciting,” I said. “You should definitely do it if that’s what you want. The kids will be grown before you know it, and they’ll be bringing grandkids home. You’ll need the extra space.”

Amanda laughed. “Okay, slow down. You’re projecting way into the future. I’m not ready to think about being a grandma just yet. But we looked at a few houses, and who knows? We might make a move.”

“So, what did Virginia have to say?” I asked, steering the conversation back.

“She was thinking about putting her house on the market. She said she and Preston were nearing retirement and didn’t want to be tied down by such a large house anymore. The taxes are terrible, and she said she couldn’t justify paying them. She wanted to travel.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised. “We talked to her briefly last week, and she didn’t mention anything about moving. I didn’t realize Preston was close to retiring, either.”

“Honestly, she was mostly talking about herself,” Amanda said. “She said she was tired of insurance sales and was going to retire a few years early to enjoy life. She hoped to get enough from selling the house so she could spend her retirement traveling before she physically couldn’t enjoy it anymore.”

“That sounds fun,” Christy said. “I would love to retire early and for Devon and me to do some traveling. You’re only young once. It’d be good to do it before we get too old.”

“Traveling sounds like a dream,” Charlotte chimed in. “I’d love to do that someday.”

“I got the impression Preston was more of a homebody,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “Maybe he wouldn’t have enjoyed traveling as much as Virginia would.”

Amanda shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t remember Virginia mentioning Preston at all. She kept going on about how she was going to Europe and all the tourist spots she wanted to see, plus little out-of-the-way places with no crowds. She also mentioned she was going to shop for a whole new wardrobe before she left, but she had to take care of business first.”

“And she didn’t mention her husband?” I asked.

Amanda thought for a moment, glancing over her shoulder. “Brian, come here for a second.”

Brian walked over. “What’s up?”

“We saw Virginia Braunfeld at the real estate office last month. Did she mention her husband at all?” she asked.

Brian frowned slightly, thinking. “I don’t remember her saying much about him. She kept talking about early retirement and how she would be free to do whatever she wanted.”

“Maybe she was planning to leave her husband,” Charlotte suggested.

We all turned to look at her.

“What?” she asked, wide-eyed.

I shrugged. “Hopefully, she didn’t mean she was planning to be permanently free of him.”

Charlotte blinked. “You don’t think so, do you?”

Amanda shook her head. “No, I doubt it. Virginia seemed too excited about selling the house and traveling. She probably just forgot to mention Preston in all her excitement.”

I leaned back in my seat, taking a long sip of my jack-o’-lantern latte. Virginia had seemed genuinely grieved over her husband’s death. There wasn’t any reason to think she had something to do with his murder. At least, I didn’t think so—not yet, anyway.


CHAPTER 11
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We were hungry for donuts, so Christy, Charlotte, and I walked to the bakery. The day was sunny, with just a hint of coolness in the air. Perfect fall weather. I pushed the door to the bakery open, inhaling the scent of baked sweetness.

“Well, how are you today, Mia? Christy?” Angela Karis glanced at Charlotte, and I introduced them. “Well, welcome to Pumpkin Hollow, Charlotte. But with cousins who own the candy store in town, you’ve probably been here before, haven’t you?”

Charlotte nodded. “Oh yes, I’ve been to Pumpkin Hollow many times, although it’s been a while. There was another woman who used to run the bakery back then, though.”

Angela nodded. “Stella Moretti. She was a friend of mine, but unfortunately, she passed away a few years ago. Poor thing.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,” Charlotte said. “She seemed like a nice lady.”

Angela nodded. “Yes, she could be a little on the grumpy side, but she had a heart of gold. It was a terrible shame that she passed as she did.”

Stella was a Halloween Grinch, which was a shame since we live in a Halloween town, but that wasn’t enough to warrant her death years ago.

“How are you girls doing?” Angela asked again.

“We’re doing great, Angela, and we need some of your tasty donuts. The girls have been working their fingers off making candy and packing up orders to ship, and it’s been too long since I treated them all to donuts.”

Angela nodded. “You’re right, it’s been too long. I know because you haven’t been in to buy any. What can I get for you?”

“I told her we needed to come and get some donuts,” Christy said.

“Why don’t you get us two dozen assorted donuts?” I looked at Charlotte. “You like donuts, don’t you?”

Charlotte nodded. “Oh yes, I love donuts. I would never turn a donut down.”

The bakery was decorated in jack-o’-lanterns and twinkle lights. It gave off a warm, cozy feel.

“Two dozen donuts coming right up,” Angela said. “So, how are things going, Mia? I heard we have a dead clown on our hands.”

I gazed at Angela. She always knew the latest gossip. “Yes, I’m afraid so. You haven’t heard anything about it, have you?”

She shook her head. “Not really. Which is odd—somebody always knows something around here. I’m sure something will come to light. The dead always tell their stories at some point.”

I sighed and leaned on the counter. “Yes, I’m sure something will come out soon. How are things going for you, Angela? How has business been?”

She grinned. “Business is fantastic. Everybody loves donuts, so I’ve been selling a lot. And of course, there are my famous sugar cookies. I love decorating them. Halloween is the best time of year.”

Charlotte looked into the display case. “Oh my goodness, those sugar cookies are works of art. You do all that yourself?”

Angela nodded and placed a donut in the box. “Oh yes, I love to decorate sugar cookies. They’re a lot of fun. You should get some. They’re tasty, too.”

“Well, I’m impressed with the icing work you did. I think I’m going to get a couple of sugar cookies.” She turned to us. “Would you girls like a sugar cookie? We can bring some back for the other girls at the candy shop, too.”

Christy ginned. “I love those sugar cookies. Angela, please give us a dozen of the sugar cookies, too. Just add it to the order with the donuts.”

“I said I would get them,” Charlotte protested.

Christy shook her head. “No, you’re working for us for free. There’s no way I’m going to let you buy sugar cookies for us. I’ve got it.”

“Okay then,” she said, pretending to sound disappointed. “If it’s what you want.”

“It’s what I want,” Christy said.

The bell on the door rang, and it was pushed open. I turned to see Maggie Finch with a handful of mail, and a mailbag on her shoulder. She smiled when she saw us. “Good morning, everyone!”

“Good morning, Maggie,” I said. “Looks like you’ve got your hands full. Literally.”

She laughed. “You know how it is. We’re always busy at the post office.”

“Don’t bring us any bills today,” Christy said.

“I’ll try not to, but I can’t make any promises,” Maggie said as she set the stack of mail on the counter. “Here you go, Angela. Oh, and you might want to be careful about those jellybeans on your sidewalk.”

Angela looked at her, donut poised above the bakery box she was filling for us. “What? What jellybeans?”

She pointed at the sidewalk just beyond the picture window. “Out there on your sidewalk. Somebody dropped some orange and black jellybeans. They might roll beneath somebody’s feet, and they could fall and get hurt.”

At the mention of jellybeans, I hurried over to the window and looked through it. Just as Maggie had said, there was a large handful of jellybeans sitting right there on the sidewalk. We hadn’t noticed it when we came in because we approached from the other direction, and we were deep in conversation. “I wonder where those came from.”

Angela shook her head, set the box of donuts on the counter, and grabbed a handful of napkins. “Some kid probably dropped them and didn’t stop to pick them up. Let me grab them real quick, and I’ll get back to finishing your donut order, Mia.” She headed out the door with the napkins to scoop up all the jellybeans.

I turned back to Maggie. “It’s a good thing you said something about that. I could just imagine somebody stepping on them, and like you said, they’d roll beneath their feet, and they might fall.”

Maggie nodded. “Yes, that would be awful. I suppose your husband is handling Preston Braunfels murder case, Mia?”

I nodded and walked back to the counter. “Yes, he is. Preston was your coworker, right? Did you know him well?”

She shrugged. “I guess I knew him as well as anyone could. Preston liked to complain about all of us, but he never got really close to anyone, I don’t think.”

“What do you mean, he liked to complain about everyone?” Christy asked, stepping closer. “Complain about what?”

She shook her head. “Nobody could live up to his expectations. He thought everybody should do their jobs perfectly, and when that didn’t happen, he’d complain to the supervisors. It was really kind of hard to work with him, but I still can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill him. Does Ethan have any clues as to who killed him, Mia?”

I smiled. “I know he’s working very hard on the case, but he hasn’t mentioned whether he has anyone in mind as the killer. I’m sure he’ll find them soon, though.”

She nodded. “I certainly hope so. I hate knowing that there’s a killer on the loose.”

“I’m sure you’ll all miss working with Preston at the post office,” Charlotte said.

Maggie hesitated for a moment, her mailbag slung over her shoulder, began to slip down. She grabbed it and pulled it back up. “Sure, we worked with him for years, so it will be weird for a while with him not being there. I tell you, I never understood Preston. I never did. He was offered promotions at the post office, and he always turned them down.” She huffed. “Those were good promotions.”

“Why would he do that?” Christy asked.

She shrugged. “I guess he didn’t want the extra responsibility. He enjoyed being a mail carrier, and I guess he just didn’t have any aspirations for his life. Can you imagine his poor wife putting up with that? He would have made a lot more money if he had accepted those promotions. To be honest, when I first started working there, I thought the reason he was constantly telling on people was because he was trying to make himself look good so he could get a promotion, but then he would turn them down, so who knows what was up with him.” She shook her head. “You never know with some people.”

“Some people don’t have aspirations for their lives, I guess,” Charlotte said.

Maggie nodded. “Yes, I think that was exactly his problem.”

Angela returned to the bakery with a handful of jellybeans wrapped in napkins. “I tell you, I don’t understand people today. If you drop something on the ground, just pick it up. Is that so hard?”

“People these days don’t have respect for others.” Maggie shook her head.

“You can say that again,” Angela agreed. She deposited the jellybeans in the trashcan behind the counter and washed her hands at the sink.

Maggie looked at me. “If I were Ethan, I’d speak to Preston’s supervisor, Larry Johnson. The two didn’t get along.”

“Really?” I said, hoping she would say more.

She nodded. “Larry was so frustrated with him, he said he wanted to quit his job. Preston caused a lot of extra work and worry for Larry.”

“Why worry?” I asked.

“Because the higher-ups really liked Preston. They saw his tattling as paying great attention to detail, while Larry saw it as creating more stress and work for himself. All that paperwork, you know.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m wrong, but it makes me wonder. Well, I’d better get back to work. This mail isn’t going to deliver itself. See you all later.” She hefted the sack of mail up on her shoulder again and left.

“Now then, let me finish getting your donuts and cookies for you,” Angela said. “I’m just glad nobody slipped on those jellybeans. I would have been so upset. They might have sued.”

“Nobody needs little round objects rolling beneath their feet,” Christy agreed, looking at me.

I smiled, wondering how volatile Preston and Larry’s relationship might have been. We needed to talk to Larry.


CHAPTER 12
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After talking to Amanda, Christy and I decided we needed to speak to Virginia again. It wasn’t like she had to tell us if she was planning on selling her home when we spoke to her the first time. After all, she was focused on the loss of her husband. But it would be good to check in on her, and if she had some additional information for us, that would be a bonus.

Charlotte was spending the day with our parents, so it would just be Christy and me. I made some pumpkin spice fudge and put it in a cute decorative tin to bring to her.

“Devon and I have been tossing around the idea of buying a new house,” Christy announced, just as I parked in front of Virginia’s house.

I turned off the engine and looked at her. “Really? Your house is so cute, though.”

She nodded. “Yes, but the girls are going to want their own bedrooms when they get a little older, and Devon uses our third bedroom as an office. I’d hate to move out of that house because I love it so much. It’s the first house Devon, and I lived in together after we got married. I mean, the first one we bought together. I still miss our little cottages.”

I smiled at the memory. “Those were cute cottages, weren’t they? I miss them too.” Before getting married, I had rented a little cottage right across the street from Ethan’s. There were twelve on the block—six on each side of the street. Each one was identical: white with black shutters. When we got married, he moved into mine, and after Christy married Devon, they moved into his. It was a sweet time in our lives, and one I still missed.

She nodded. “I loved that little cottage, and I love this house, too. We’re not in a hurry to move, but maybe in a couple of years.”

We got out of the car and walked up to Virginia’s door. I knocked, but it wasn’t closed tightly, and it opened just a bit. Christy and I exchanged a look as we waited. When nobody came to the door, I knocked loudly on the door frame. A few moments later, Virginia appeared and pulled the door open.

She smiled. “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you girls. How are you this evening?”

“We’re doing well, Virginia. We wanted to check in on you and see how you’re doing. I brought you some fudge.” I held up the tin.

She smiled again. “That’s so sweet of you. Would you like to come in?”

I nodded, and we followed her inside, sitting on the couch where she showed us. She sat across from us in an overstuffed chair.

“I sure love the fudge you make at the candy store. It’s the best.”

I nodded, then noticed a candy dish filled with orange and black jellybeans on the coffee table. “Thank you. We do our best to make the tastiest fudge around.”

Christy glanced at the candy. “Oh, you did say Preston loved orange and black jellybeans.”

She nodded, eyeing the dish. “Yes, he was addicted to them. I’m fine with jellybeans—I can take them or leave them most days. But not Preston. He loved them.”

I smiled. “I like jellybeans too, mostly the orange ones. How have you been, Virginia?”

She shrugged, sitting back in her chair. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m just wandering around aimlessly most of the time. I finally got down to the funeral home and made the arrangements. That’s something you never think about. I mean, Preston was only fifty-nine. I guess by some people’s standards, that might be old, but it’s really not.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s not. The older you get, the more you see that time passes so quickly.”

She nodded. “That’s the truth.”

“You have a lovely home, Virginia,” Christy said, glancing around. “I love the archways.”

She smiled. “Thank you. The archways drew me to this house twenty years ago when we bought it. And I love the neighborhood. It’s older and well-established. We’ve never had neighbor issues, and that’s worth a lot to me.”

“It is a great neighborhood,” I added. “I love it, and I love the houses. They have such character.” The houses in this neighborhood were built in the ‘50s, and they reflected the architectural style of that era. There were no cookie-cutter tract homes around here.

“I would love to live in this neighborhood,” Christy said. “In fact, Mia and I were just discussing that my husband and I have talked about moving at some point. My girls will need their own bedrooms in a couple of years. It would be nice to find something around here.”

Virginia smiled. “Once in a while, a house in this neighborhood goes up for sale. If you can manage to grab one before it’s snatched up, I’d highly recommend it. I love it here.”

I waited for a moment, hoping she would mention selling her own home, but she didn’t continue. “Virginia, now that some time has passed since your husband’s death, do you have any idea who might have killed him? Maybe you’ve remembered something you forgot?”

She took a deep breath. “Well, I’ve talked to your husband several times about my thoughts on what might have happened. I can’t get past the fact that Preston was having trouble at work. The more I think about it, the more I realize he brought up Maggie Finch and Joe Dillingham frequently. I asked Ethan to please look into it for me.”

“What kind of trouble was he having with them?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know about Maggie. It seemed like she might have had an interest in him. Maybe I’m being paranoid and reading too much into it, but they were having lunch together an awful lot, and she seemed overly interested in his personal life.” She shrugged. “I couldn’t say for sure. But then there was his coworker, Joe. Preston caught him drinking on the job and reported him. Can you believe they didn’t fire him? It aggravated him no end that Joe is as lazy as he is, plus the drinking. And he didn’t get fired.”

Christy gasped. “Wow. Drinking on the job? You’d think that would be grounds for dismissal.”

She nodded. “Exactly.”

“How long ago was that?” I asked.

She thought about it for a moment. “I don’t know. Maybe three or four years ago? And ever since then, Joe would needle him about things. He knew it was Preston who reported him, so he would complain about Preston and say that Preston wasn’t doing a good job. But anyone who knew Preston knew that wasn’t true. For all his faults, I know he was meticulous about his work. That’s just the kind of person he was.”

“So, you think Joe could have killed him?” I asked. “Or Maggie? Maybe she was jealous of him if she had an interest in him, and it wasn’t reciprocated.”

She gazed at me for a moment, then shook her head and smiled weakly. “No, I don’t know what I’m thinking. Honestly, I don’t know enough about the situation to say if either of them could have done something like that. It’s just that my mind keeps going over all the conversations Preston and I had recently, and it seems like he mentioned their names frequently.”

“Do you think he could have had an affair with Maggie?” Christy asked gently.

She shook her head. “Oh no. I know Preston. He would never cheat on me, even if he wanted to. Which he didn’t. I’m sure of that. I just think Maggie had an interest in him. Maybe she propositioned him, and he turned her down. I could see her getting angry about that. But murder? I don’t know. But again, I’m just running through all the conversations we had. Actually, I think the word is ‘obsessing.’ I don’t know what to do about it. My mind just runs and runs with thoughts of Preston.” Her eyes teared up, but she quickly blinked them away.

“I think that’s probably a very normal thing to do,” I said. “It’s such a shock to lose someone you love so much. Of course you’re going to think about them constantly.”

Christy nodded. “I agree. If Devon were to suddenly die, I don’t think I could think about anything other than him, our conversations, and just our day-to-day life.”

Virginia leaned forward. “That’s exactly it. I think about every little thing. How his uniforms had to hang a certain way in the closet, how his uniform pants had to be perfectly pressed, and how everything had to be nice and neat. Even the way he would feed the cat himself. He loved that cat. And he’d always set the breakfast cereal on the table for me in the morning. I don’t know… it seems so silly, but all these little things he did for me, I never really appreciated. But now, I do appreciate them, and I’m so sorry I never got the chance to tell him that.”

My heart went out to Virginia. I couldn’t imagine going through what she was enduring. “I’m sorry.”

She smiled. “Thanks. Appreciate your husbands while you still can, girls.”

I nodded. I needed to tell Ethan how much I loved him.
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“Idon’t know how you all do this,” Charlotte said after we finished handling a rush of customers. “You must see thousands of customers during the Halloween season.”

I nodded. “Oh yes, thousands. And that’s not even including the online orders. I’ve been doing this for a few years now, and I’m always amazed at how much candy we sell, especially the fudge.”

“Everybody loves fudge,” Christy said, bringing a fresh tray of vanilla fudge to the display case.

“You can’t blame them,” Charlotte said. “This is the freshest, softest fudge I’ve ever had. It’s fudge perfection.”

I wiped the top of the counter with a white cloth. “All the credit goes to our mom. She worked hard to perfect these recipes, and I’m thankful we’re reaping the rewards for it.”

Christy closed the display case. “Me too. I don’t think I’m good at making alterations to recipes. My strong suit is following the recipes as written.”

Charlotte picked up a decorated bag that had fallen on the floor and tossed it into the trashcan. “That’s not easy to do. I’ve tried making homemade fudge and truffles, and the temperature has to be precise, not to mention the measurements. And don’t even get me started on the humidity. Believe me, making candy well and being consistent with it is no small feat.”

“That’s true,” I said, wiping away sticky fingerprints. “I think we’ve made enough batches to have perfected our technique. I don’t even think about it anymore.”

“Me either,” Christy said. “I could just about do it in my sleep.”

The bell on the door rang, and Larry Johnson walked in. He gave us a nod and came up to the counter. “Hello, ladies, it seems like it’s been forever since I’ve been in here, and I just got to thinking about your fudge.” He looked into the display case. “Maple walnut? That sounds good.”

“It’s quite tasty,” I said. “You really should get some, Larry.”

He grinned. “You drive a hard bargain, Mia. How about you get me a quarter of a pound of that? And I think I’ll take a quarter of a pound of vanilla fudge for my wife.”

“I’ll get it,” Charlotte said and took the trays from the display case.

“How are you doing, Larry?” I asked as I continued wiping the counter.

He shrugged and shoved his hands into his coat pockets. “I guess I’m doing all right. But my wife has thyroid cancer.” He frowned.

“Oh no,” I said. “I’m so sorry to hear that. How’s she doing?”

“The doctor says she’s doing well, but it’s scary when they say you have cancer. I think we should have caught it earlier, but we just didn’t notice anything until the tumor had grown pretty large.”

“I’m so sorry,” Christy said. “Have they started treatment yet?”

He shook his head. “She goes in for surgery the day after tomorrow. That’s why I came for some fudge. I wanted to make sure she has a treat to enjoy before her surgery, and she loves your vanilla fudge.”

“I’m so sorry she’s going through this,” I said. “And I know it has to be hard on you, too. Taking care of someone who’s sick is stressful.”

He nodded. “She’s a good patient, but I worry about her so much. We’ve been married for almost forty years, and I can’t imagine what life would be like without her.” His voice cracked as he spoke.

I felt sorry for Larry. Having a sick spouse was hard. “She’s fortunate to have you, Larry. I know you care about her so much. Please tell her we’re thinking about her and let us know how it goes.”

He smiled and nodded. “I will. That will mean a lot to her. I’ll stop by in a few days after the surgery.”

“Are you taking some time off work to be with her?” Christy asked, leaning on the counter.

He nodded. “Yeah, I took a leave of absence for three weeks. I wanted to be with her during the hardest part, and I didn’t want to worry about work, so I took a leave.”

“I’m glad your job allows you to do that,” I said. “It’s stressful to go through something like this and then having to worry about how your job is getting on without you just adds to it.”

He leaned on the counter and sighed. “I tell you; I wasn’t sure they were going to let me take the time off. I talked to my supervisor, and he hemmed and hawed about it when I asked about using my vacation and sick pay. He didn’t want to give it to me, so I told him I’d take a leave of absence without pay, and that seemed to make him happy. Can you believe it? He’s happy I’m not getting paid while I stay home and take care of my sick wife.” He grimaced.

“What?” Christy asked. “They wouldn’t let you use your vacation or sick pay?”

He shook his head. “No. It would have been so much easier if they had allowed it, but I’ve already used some and would have had to borrow from next year, and that’s what they were fussing about. But I’ve been working for the post office for thirty-five years. It’s not like I was going to quit and run off with a few days’ worth of vacation pay.” He sighed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with those people down there. I’m a supervisor, for goodness’ sake.”

“You would think they’d be fine with you borrowing a few days’ worth of vacation pay,” I said. “It’s strange they would argue about something like that.”

“Well, you don’t know my supervisors. They’re petty and always have been.” He shook his head in anger. “It doesn’t matter, though. I’m not going to worry about it.”

“I wouldn’t either. You’ve got enough on your plate,” I said. “Larry, I know that Preston Braunfeld passed away recently. I guess you must have known him well.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head. “Preston Braunfeld worked in my department. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but he wasn’t my favorite employee. I’m sorry he died the way he did, but a lot of us down at the post office have breathed a sigh of relief without him there. I guess that makes me sound terrible, doesn’t it?”

I folded over the cloth I was using and continued cleaning. “I didn’t realize he was troublesome.” Sure, I’d heard he was, but Larry would know better than anyone just how difficult it was to work with him.

He sighed. “Troublesome is right. He was always complaining about everyone, filling out reports about anything that wasn’t done exactly to code. Don’t misunderstand me, I believe in following the rules to ensure our customers get their mail and packages on time. But Preston was something else. Any tiny little thing that anyone did wrong, he would complain about. I pointed out to him repeatedly that he was not a supervisor, and he wasn’t the one who was supposed to be telling people what to do. It didn’t make a bit of difference, though—he thought he was right about everything.”

“I bet that didn’t make him Mr. Popularity down there at the post office,” Christy said.

Larry chuckled. “No, he would never be Mr. Popularity. He had trouble with a lot of the employees there. I suppose I shouldn’t talk about it, but the truth is the truth.”

“Here’s your fudge.” Charlotte set a small paper bag on the counter with the fudge. “I hope you enjoy it, and I hope your wife has a quick recovery.”

He nodded. “Thank you. I’m sure she will. She always follows the doctor’s orders, so she should recover from this quickly.”

“Was there anybody at the post office that Preston had a particularly hard time with?” I asked casually.

He nodded. “Oh yeah, Joe Dillingham. The two were like oil and water. I told Joe just to ignore him, but it’s hard to ignore someone when they go over your head to complain to the supervisors about other employees. It caused a lot of trouble for me.”

Christy rang him up, and he paid for his fudge. “I can see where that would cause a lot of trouble, and it wouldn’t make me very happy if he did that to me,” she said.

“Believe me, it didn’t make me happy at all,” he said, shaking his head. “Well, he’s not here anymore, so I guess no one has to worry about him. Do I sound awful, though? I shouldn’t talk about him that way.”

“It’s understandable,” I said. “When you’ve got an employee causing trouble for everyone else, it can be very difficult to do your own work.”

He picked up the bag of fudge. “That’s exactly right. Well, I better get going. My wife is really going to enjoy this fudge. Thanks.”

I smiled at him. “Tell her we said hello, and I’m looking forward to a good report from you after the surgery.”

“I will.” He turned and left the candy store.

Christy turned to me. “Preston wasn’t going to win any popularity awards down there.”

I shook my head. “No, he sure wasn’t.”
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The next day was a chilly, blustery fall day, and I needed a break from the candy store, so I stopped by the Haunted Hollow Café and picked up soup and sandwiches to take to Ethan. They made the best soup and sandwich combos at the Haunted Hollow. I got clam chowder and a hot pastrami on rye for Ethan, and potato cheese soup and a tuna melt for myself. I was starving, and the smell of the food was driving me nuts as I drove over to the police station.

I balanced the bag with the soup and sandwiches in one hand and two drinks in the other, knocking on his door with my boot.

“Come in!” he called from inside the office.

“I can’t! I need you to open the door!” I called back, hoping I was loud enough for him to hear, but not so loud as to disturb anyone else in the office.

A moment later, the door swung open, and Ethan grinned at me. “Oh wow, you’re a sight for sore eyes.” He leaned over and kissed me.

“I hope you’re hungry.” He held the door open wide for me, and I hurried over to his desk, setting the food and drinks on it. “Clam chowder and pastrami for you.” I took my coat off and draped it over the back of the chair.

“It sounds delicious. I’m starving, and I’m so glad you dropped by with lunch. Otherwise, I would have hit up the vending machines.”

“I’m glad you didn’t eat yet. I know the vending machines offer a smorgasbord of treats.”

He snorted. “The vending machines are a nightmare.”

I opened the bag with the sandwiches and took his out, placing it on his desk alongside a container of soup. “The pastrami is hot.”

“It smells amazing, and I could use a hot meal. It’s chilly in here.”

I nodded. “I noticed that. I might regret taking off my coat.” I was wearing a thick cinnamon brown cable-knit sweater, but I could still feel the cold in the room. “I got potato cheese soup and a tuna melt.”

“That sounds good, too. The Haunted Hollow Café has the best food.”

I handed him a plastic spoon. “I know, I love it. And I love that they have soup and sandwich combos. There’s nothing like soup and a sandwich for lunch.”

“You’re telling me.” He unwrapped his sandwich and grinned. “Look at all that pastrami. I love these things.”

“Me too.” I unwrapped my sandwich and took a big bite, almost groaning. There was something about a warm tuna melt that I absolutely loved on a cold fall day. “This is perfection,” I said after I swallowed.

He nodded. “Agreed. So, what is Charlie going to be for Halloween? Every time I ask him, it’s something different.”

I groaned. “I don’t know why he has such a hard time deciding. How many things can a six-year-old want to be for Halloween? It seems like it should be easier to choose from, don’t you think?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, you wouldn’t think he’d have such a large variety to choose from, but everything appeals to him.” He took another bite of his sandwich.

“We’re going to have to tell him he has to decide. We’ll give him a deadline where he has to be settled on something. Hopefully, we either already have the costume or it’ll be easy to find. If not, he’ll have to choose something else.” I didn’t know why our son was so undecided, but we didn’t have much time left for him to decide about a costume.

“It’s a deal. He’s got to make up his mind because there isn’t much time left.” He took another bite of his sandwich. “This sandwich is fantastic.”

I nodded. “Mine too. So, what’s going on with the case?”

He looked up at me while prying the plastic lid off the Styrofoam container of soup. “Well, it’s kind of funny. I don’t think Virginia has been telling me the complete truth.” He raised an eyebrow at me.

I shook my head slowly. “What do you mean? She’s lying? What is she lying about?”

He sighed. “After Amanda told you she had seen Virginia at a real estate agent’s office, I asked her about it. She denied it. She said she had only dropped by because a friend of hers was selling her house, and she wanted to interview the realtor. She said she didn’t know where Amanda got the idea that she was looking to sell her house.”

“I don’t think Amanda would have made a mistake like that.” I took a bite of my soup—warm, cheesy, and creamy, just the way I liked it.

He nodded. “At first, I didn’t think much of it, but something bothered me about it, so I went down to the realty office and talked to the agent. She told me that Virginia had come in to discuss selling her house and wanted to get an idea of what she could expect. The agent hadn’t had a chance to stop by the house yet to see it, and when she heard about Preston’s death, she decided to wait for Virginia to contact her, but Virginia hasn’t followed up.”

I gazed at him, considering this. “So why would Virginia lie about it? What difference does it make if she was thinking about selling the house?”

He shrugged. “At first, I didn’t think anything of it either, but that was Preston’s house, too. The real estate agent mentioned Virginia came in alone.”

“There’s no way she could have sold the house without Preston signing off on it, right?” Then it dawned on me. “Wait, do you think she killed him rather than asking him to sign off on selling the house? Were they getting a divorce?”

He shrugged again. “She hasn’t given any indication that they weren’t getting along. It seemed like they got along very well, or at least she was very much in love with him. I don’t know why she would lie.”

I nodded. “It certainly makes you wonder, doesn’t it? Maybe she was planning on selling the house, and he didn’t want to. She mentioned that she wanted him to retire early, but he loved his job and didn’t want to. Maybe she decided to retire him.” I raised an eyebrow at him.

He nodded. “Well, somebody certainly retired him. I’m going to go back this afternoon and talk to her again, and see what she has to say. Honestly, I’m kind of disappointed. I really wanted to believe the two of them were still in love.”

I sighed and then took another bite of my soup. “I didn’t think she could kill her husband. But sometimes the people you suspect the least are the ones most likely to have done it. Maybe she was planning to leave Preston. Maybe she has a lover somewhere and needs the money from the house to leave and start over. But there was no way she was going to get that house from Preston if he didn’t willingly sign it over. She may have felt that murder was her only option.”

He took a sip of his soda. “Yeah, things might have come to a head if she was insisting they sell the house and he didn’t want to. Of course, we’re making assumptions, and none of it might be true, but it has me thinking.”

I looked up at him. “You’re going to ask her about it today? I’d love to know what her answer is.”

He nodded. “I would too.”

I sat back in my chair, thinking this over. It would never have occurred to me that Virginia might have killed her husband. I knew Amanda couldn’t have been confused about what Virginia had told her that day, so that had to mean Virginia really wanted to sell the house, didn’t it? And if Preston resisted that idea?


CHAPTER 15
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Iwas straightening and filling the candy shelves when I looked up and saw Maggie Finch walk into the candy store. I smiled and gave her a little wave. She smiled back and hurried over to me.

“Hi Mia, how are you doing? I bet you guys have been so busy during the Halloween season.” She scanned the shelves I was working on.

I nodded. “You have no idea. We’ve made and sold so much candy this Halloween season, it might just be our best one yet.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh wow, congratulations! That’s quite an accomplishment. I’m glad you’re doing so well.”

I nodded again. “Thanks, Maggie. It’s been a lot of hard work, but it’s been worth it. How have you been?”

She glanced at the shelf with hollow chocolate figures shaped like pumpkins, ghosts, and vampires. They were all made from imported chocolate and were quite tasty. “I thought I’d better stop in and pick up a few things with Halloween just a couple of days away. My kids have been begging for some candy from your shop. I told them we would come down here, but we just haven’t found the time. Since I just got off work, I decided I’d pick up some candy for them. Maybe we’ll stop by after Halloween and let them pick out what they want.”

“That’s not a bad idea. It’s going to be incredibly busy these next few days. It’ll calm down a bit after Halloween is over and until the end of the season.”

She picked up a chocolate ghost and a vampire. “My kids are fourteen and sixteen. You’d think they’d be over getting Halloween candy, but they’re not.”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t surprise me a bit. I know I’ll never outgrow Halloween candy.”

She laughed. “Well, when you put it that way, it makes sense. I’m not over candy of any kind either. By the way, how’s the investigation into Preston’s death going? It feels so strange not seeing him at work every day. We’ve all been talking about him, and we feel like we could have been a little kinder to him.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I told you that Preston could be a little difficult. He thought everything should be done by the rules—and I mean exactly by the rules. When things weren’t done perfectly, he always pointed it out. I’m sure you can imagine how aggravating that could get, and sometimes we weren’t the nicest to him. I’m not saying anyone picked on him or anything, but I think we brushed off his comments about not doing things to his standards. And told him to get a life.” She laughed. “I don’t know. It’s just weird knowing he’s never coming back.”

“Yes, I can imagine. As for the investigation, Ethan is working hard on it. I know he’s hoping to catch the killer soon.” I gazed at her. Was there something she wanted me to know?

She glanced at me. “Oh, you won’t believe what happened down at the post office.” She looked at me knowingly and stepped closer. “Larry was fired.”

Aha. There it was. “But I thought he was a supervisor?”

She picked up a chocolate pumpkin. “Oh, he was. But they fired him, and between you and me, I think Preston had something to do with it.” Her brows furrowed as she said it.

I shook my head. “Why do you think that? He’s dead.”

She sighed. “Like I said, Preston was always pointing out when we weren’t doing things precisely right. Many times, he would go to Larry and complain, but when Larry didn’t give him the results he wanted, he began going over Larry’s head, complaining to the higher-ups. That made Larry complain to them about Preston. The big bosses didn’t want to deal with either Larry or Preston’s complaints, so they had words with Larry since he was the supervisor.”

I gazed at her. “So, what did they say to Larry?”

“They warned him he needed to manage his employees, but there was no managing Preston. You couldn’t reason with him. He believed things were supposed to be done a certain way, and when they weren’t, he complained. I’m not talking about major issues for the most part. I’m just saying he thought things should have been done in a timely manner, or he found misplaced mail in the back. It was just little things.”

“So, when Larry couldn’t manage his employees, they fired him?”

She nodded. “It’s been building up for some time. There were written warnings, and you can imagine that with the stress of his wife being sick, what kind of pressure he’s been under. I know his wife recently had surgery to remove tumors from her thyroid, but she’s been sick for a few years with various things. I just think it was a lot for Larry to deal with.”

“I didn’t realize Larry’s wife had been sick for a while. I can imagine the pressure from something like that.” I felt sorry for Larry. He seemed like a good guy, and to have his wife sick and now lose his job was awful.

“Yes, he was under a lot of stress. He started misplacing things around the office, and Preston figured it out when he found a bundle of mail that Larry had said he’d take care of, lying in a bin where it shouldn’t have been. Preston went straight to Larry’s boss.”

“When did this happen?” I asked.

“About a week before he was killed.” She picked up another chocolate ghost and put it in her arms. “I’d better get a basket. I’ll be right back.” She hurried over to the front counter, picked up a shopping basket, put the chocolates in it, and came back. “Anyway, I feel bad for Larry, but between you and me, I have to wonder if he might have had something to do with Preston’s death.”

“Do you really think he could have something to do with it?” I didn’t want to believe this.

She shrugged. “Well, of course, I don’t have any actual proof, but it makes me wonder. The other weird thing is, that we keep finding orange and black jellybeans in the break room at work. I mean, they just show up randomly.”

“In candy dishes?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, sometimes there’ll be three or four of them on one of the tables in the break room, or they’ll be on the floor. Janice Jones even found three of them sitting on her unopened can of soda in the refrigerator. It’s just weird. I don’t understand it, and people are getting freaked out.”

“Yeah, I can see where it would freak people out.”

She nodded, her eyes on the candy on the shelf. “There are cameras all over the sorting room and other areas of the post office, but not the break room. I guess we need at least a little privacy.” She chuckled. “But it is weird, and it makes me wonder.”

“Finding jellybeans in the break room would be kind of creepy, especially since everybody knows Preston loved them, and he’s dead. I wonder who’s leaving the jellybeans. Have any shown up since Larry was fired?”

She shook her head. “No. And I pointed that out to some of the other employees. Larry went on a leave of absence for his wife’s surgery, and they sent him a registered letter so that he knew he had been fired. But the last time any jellybeans were seen around the post office was the last day he worked. You can’t tell me that’s a coincidence.”

“Why would he jellybeans around?” I asked, straightening boxes on the shelf. “What would be the purpose of doing that?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he thinks he’s being funny. Or maybe he’s trying to torment some of us. Who knows? If someone is crazy enough to murder someone, they’re crazy enough to do almost anything, is the way I figure it.”

“I can’t argue with you about that. I’ll never understand how anybody could kill someone. I hate to think of Larry as being a killer, though. I’ve always thought he was a nice guy.”

She sighed. “I’ve been telling myself the same thing. The last person I want to believe could be Preston’s killer is Larry Johnson. I’ve worked at the post office for twenty years, and Larry is the person who hired me. I’ll always be grateful to him for that, and I genuinely like him. But with everything that’s happened, I’m not sure if I trust him anymore.”

I nodded. “I’ll talk to Ethan about it and see what he thinks.”

She smiled. “Thank you. I wasn’t sure if I should talk to Ethan, or if I was just flat-out crazy for thinking it. It might be good for Ethan to know about this.”

I nodded. “Yes, it’s good for him to be aware of. He’ll know better whether he should investigate these things.”

She glanced over at the display case. “I think I’d better get some fudge before I leave. This candy will hold me until after Halloween when I can bring my kids in and let them pick out what they want.”

“All right then, you pick out some fudge, and I’ll get it wrapped up for you.”

Hearing all this about Larry Johnson was surprising, and there was a part of me that hoped he wasn’t Preston’s killer. Larry was too nice of a person to commit murder. I think.


CHAPTER 16
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Iwas still mulling over what Maggie had told me about Larry Johnson. I had a few minutes to discuss it with Christy, and then I called Ethan and gave him the cliff notes version of what she had said. Now I was finishing up waiting on a customer when Virginia Braunfeld walked through the door.

I smiled at her. “Hello, Virginia. How are you doing?”

Virginia walked up to the counter, placing her hands on the glass top. “Not as well as I had hoped. Yesterday was Preston’s funeral.”

“Oh, I am so sorry. That has to be so hard on you.” She looked haggard, with dark circles beneath her eyes.

Christy brought a tray of fudge to put into the display case and smiled at Virginia. “Hello, Virginia.”

“Hello, Christy.”

I turned to Christy. “Virginia was just telling me that Preston’s funeral was yesterday.”

Christy gave her a sympathetic look. “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine how difficult that must be.”

Virginia nodded. “It was awful. The only good thing that came out of it was that a lot of family and friends, whom I hadn’t seen in quite some time, attended. I just wish they could have visited while Preston was still alive. I know that would have made him happy.”

“Sometimes life gets the best of us. It’s hard to get together with family,” I said, thinking about Charlotte. “Time just passes so quickly.”

“I’ll say,” Christy agreed. “We don’t have a large family, but there are still a few people we’d love to visit, and yet we never seem to find the time.”

“Yes, exactly,” Virginia said, nodding. “There are so many that I’ve missed over the years. But it was nice to hear the fun stories so many shared about Preston.”

“I’m sure that was sweet, hearing their stories,” I said.

She nodded and then hesitated. “I noticed you have a lot of orange and black jellybeans. That’s the first thing Preston would have bought if he were here.”

I nodded. “We’re selling a lot of black and orange jellybeans for Halloween.”

She opened her mouth to say something, then turned and looked at the display case. “I’d love to get some pumpkin spice fudge. A quarter of a pound, please.”

Christy nodded. “No problem. I’ll get that for you.”

“Everybody loves pumpkin spice fudge,” I said, leaning on the counter and wondering whether Preston had ever bought any.

“Well, I certainly enjoy it,” she said. She was quiet for a moment, then said, “Mia, there’s something I need to say.”

The bell over the door jingled, and Ethan walked in. I smiled at him and turned back to Virginia. “What was that?”

She glanced over her shoulder at Ethan. “Oh, Ethan.”

Ethan nodded and walked up to the counter. “Hello, Virginia. How are you doing? I was just thinking about you. I remembered you said Preston’s funeral was going to be held yesterday. You have my condolences.”

She nodded and glanced at me, then back at him. “Ethan, there’s something I need to tell you.”

I held my breath for a moment. Ethan had tried to talk to her two days earlier, but she hadn’t been home and didn’t answer her phone.

Ethan nodded. “Oh? What is it?”

She took a deep breath before continuing. “I didn’t tell you the complete truth the other day. About the house. And I’m so sorry.”

Ethan shook his head. “What do you mean?”

She licked her lower lip. “I did go to the realty office to speak with an agent about selling my house. It’s such a large house, and Preston and I never had any children. It feels like such a waste. If we sold it, some family would get a lot of use out of it.”

Ethan gazed at her. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

She shrugged. “I wanted Preston to retire early so we could travel. I wanted to sell the house so we would have the money to do that, but he didn’t want to. I don’t know why, but he loved his job. He was offered several promotions over the years, and he turned them down. He just wanted to be a mailman. It never made any sense to me, but it made him happy. So when I asked him to retire early so we could travel, and he refused, it made me angry. I went to the realty office by myself to talk to an agent about it. Then, when Preston was murdered, I was afraid that somebody might look at what I had done as something suspicious. But it wasn’t. I didn’t do anything to him. I loved him.”

Ethan leaned against the counter while Christy and I stayed silent during the exchange. “I don’t understand why it was important for you to lie about it. It doesn’t sound at all suspicious to me until you make it so.”

She nodded, looking down at her hands on the counter. “Yes, it was silly, wasn’t it? It doesn’t make any sense to me either. Preston was a difficult person to get along with. There were many times I thought my life would be so much better without him, and I should get a divorce, but I never went through with it. Honestly, there were times when I just couldn’t stand him at all. He was so difficult. Always correcting me about everything. There was nothing I could do that satisfied him. He would tell me how something should be done a certain way, and when I didn’t do it that way, I was sure to hear about it. If only he would have stopped correcting me. But no, Preston was never going to do that. It wasn’t in his nature to be relaxed and easygoing.” She sighed.

I looked at her hands, and they had balled into fists as she spoke.

“I’ve been told the same thing by some of his coworkers,” Ethan said. “You’re not surprising me with any of this.”

She looked at me. “I should have done it. I should have gotten a divorce. I’ve always felt that life just passed me by while I was trying to sell insurance policies and trying to satisfy a man who couldn’t be satisfied. I don’t know why I stuck it out, other than the fact that I loved him. It’s crazy, isn’t it? I loved a man who could never be happy with me.” She swallowed. “If only he could have been happy with me. But that’s such a pointless thought, isn’t it?” She looked up at him. “I would never have wished any harm on my husband. And I certainly would never have been able to cause any harm to him. I don’t know who killed my husband, but it wasn’t me.”

I wanted to believe her. I wanted Ethan to believe her. But with what she had just said, it seemed to me that she had a good reason to murder her husband. The frustration she was voicing was clear, and there had been people who had killed for less.

Ethan nodded. “Maybe we should go downtown and talk about it again.”

Customers began filing into the candy store, and Ethan looked over his shoulder at them.

“Oh, are you arresting me?” she asked, looking worried now.

He shook his head. “No. I just think it would be good if we talked again.”

She nodded. “Alright then. Let me buy my fudge, and we’ll go downtown.”

I rang her up, and she left with Ethan. Christy turned to me. “Oh wow. Do you think she did it?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I really don’t.”


CHAPTER 17
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“Mom, I don’t know what I will be for Halloween.”

I turned and looked at Charlie. “Charlie, your dad and I already had this discussion with you. You need to make up your mind, and you have until tonight to decide.” I hated laying down the law with him, but I had no choice. Tomorrow was Halloween, and if we didn’t already have a costume at home, we needed to stop by the costume shop.

He sighed and leaned on my shopping cart as I stopped it next to our car. “Mom, there are so many things I could be, and I want to be them all.”

I laughed. “But Charlie, Halloween doesn’t last forever. It’s only a few hours. Just pick something, and I’ll do my best to put it together. You have lots of costumes that I’ve gotten you for the Halloween season. Which one are you going to choose?” I had a few hand-me-downs from several other mothers in his class, and I had my fingers crossed he would choose one of those. One of the benefits of living in a town that celebrated Halloween all year long was that lots of moms had plenty of costumes to swap.

“Okay then, I want to be a mummy.”

I sighed as I put the groceries in the trunk. “Oh, thank goodness. We have that costume.” I felt like doing a little dance right there in the parking lot. My six-year-old had finally decided what he wanted to be for Halloween.

“I think I’m making the right choice,” he said as he opened the back door to climb into his booster seat.

I hummed to myself as I finished unloading the groceries. It wasn’t often that I left the candy store early, but I had so much to do today. Plus, I needed the break.

“Hi, Mia,” someone said from behind me. I turned to look and saw it was Polly. I smiled. “Hi, Polly. How are you?”

She nodded, pushing her shopping cart closer to mine. “I’m doing well. Just getting a little grocery shopping done, just like you.” She chuckled.

“I swear I just did this a couple of days ago, but my empty cupboards tell me otherwise. I hope you bought enough candy for the trick-or-treaters tomorrow.”

She nodded. “I told Carl we’d better buy a lot. Last year, we ran out and had to turn the lights out. I hate doing that, but I figured the kids wouldn’t be too excited about getting an apple or a banana.”

I chuckled. “No, they might have egged your house if you handed out those. It seems like we get more trick-or-treaters every year, though.”

She nodded. “Yes, we certainly do. Say, Mia, has Ethan found Preston Braunfeld’s killer?”

I shook my head. “Not yet. He’s been putting in a lot of hours, and I’m sure there’ll be a break soon.”

She nodded. “I’ve been meaning to get into the candy store to talk to you, but things have been busy at the gift shop, and I haven’t made it over there yet. But I wanted to tell you something, and I hope it doesn’t sound like I’m gossiping.” She glanced over her shoulder.

I shook my head. “I know you don’t talk just to spread something around. What’s going on?” She looked serious now, and I held my breath, hoping she had something that would help with the case.

She took a deep breath. “Well, I got to thinking, and I remembered that not long before Preston was killed, I saw him and Joe Dillingham arguing in front of the post office. They were both angry. Joe said Preston needed to go to somebody—I didn’t catch the name—and tell them he had been doing his job correctly. It sounded as if Preston had told somebody that Joe wasn’t doing his job. Preston said there was no way he could do that because the job was too important not to take seriously, and apparently he felt Joe wasn’t taking it seriously.”

“You’re sure it was Joe Dillingham?”

She nodded. “Yes, I could see them clearly. I wasn’t far from them, in fact. Joe was furious. Then Preston said he was going to report some missing mail that Joe had lost. Joe pleaded with him not to tell their supervisor about it, but Preston insisted he had to.”

“He pleaded with him?”

She nodded again. “Yes, he was pleading. He told Preston that he had nothing to do with the missing mail, and it wasn’t right that he was being blamed for it. Preston said if he had nothing to do with it, then he didn’t need to worry, but Joe practically begged him not to tell. Joe said he had been in trouble over something recently and didn’t want to get fired. I couldn’t hear what it was.”

I hesitated, remembering what I had been told about Joe being caught drinking on the job. “Are you sure about what you heard? When did this happen?”

“It was in the middle of October, so not long before Preston died. I should have come over and talked to you earlier, or I should have talked to Ethan about it. Things have been so busy, and I thought maybe it wasn’t important. But the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if it might be. I can’t help but think maybe Joe killed Preston because he told on him.”

I nodded. “I’ll let Ethan know about it. He’ll probably call you to get the details.”

She inhaled deeply. “Good. Do you think there’s anything to it? Am I worrying about something that probably didn’t happen?”

I shook my head. “Polly, it’s not like you could have known that Preston was going to be murdered.” This was what she was worried about. I knew her well enough to know this.

She chuckled. “I know. I just overthink sometimes, and I’d hate for Joe to go free if he is Preston’s killer.”

“Between you and me, I’ve heard that Joe’s been in trouble down at the post office. So hearing that he was asking Preston not to tell anybody about some missing mail doesn’t surprise me. Like I said, I’ll talk to Ethan about it, and he can check into it. I hope Joe isn’t the killer, but we’ll let Ethan handle it.”

She nodded and waved at Charlie, who was looking through the back window. Charlie waved back.

She smiled. “That boy of yours is the sweetest thing.”

I nodded. “I know. I don’t know how we got so lucky to have him, but we sure do love him.”

“Of course you do. Christy’s little girls are darling, too.”

“They really are,” I said, closing my trunk. “I’m happy to say that Charlie has decided on a Halloween costume. He’s going to be a mummy, and I already have the costume at home. So now all we need to do is wait for tomorrow night so we can go trick-or-treating.”

She chuckled. “That’s great news. I’m happy he’s made up his mind about a costume. I bought lots of candy, so you be sure to bring those kids by my house tomorrow night. I’ll give them a little extra.”

“We wouldn’t miss it for the world. But you don’t have to give them any extra. They’ll get more candy than they can eat, anyway.”

“Oh, I bet. Well, I’ve got to get going then. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“See you later, Polly.” I pushed the shopping cart into the cart corral next to my car, buckled Charlie up, and then got behind the wheel. “I’m so glad you’re going to be a mummy tomorrow night. It’s a great costume.”

“Mom, maybe I should be Mario from my video game instead.”

I groaned. “Charlie, you’re going to be a mummy. We’re done deciding on this.”

He sighed. “Okay then. I’ll be a mummy.”

I let out my own sigh as I pulled out of the grocery store parking lot. Charlie had decided on a Halloween costume, and all was right with the world.
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Halloween morning dawned bright and clear. There was a slight breeze as I stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of the candy store. We still had another hour before we had to unlock the doors, and I just needed to get a little fresh air. Orange and brown leaves dropped from the trees planted by the city along the sidewalk, and I paused for a minute to watch them fall. I was feeling a little melancholy thinking about the end of the Halloween season, but it had been a good one. Ethan and I had taken as much time off from work as we could with Charlie to do fun things around town, and we had managed to take a few pictures along the way. We would remember this season for years to come.

I walked beneath the oak tree planted directly in front of the shop and smiled as a large reddish-brown leaf fell from the tree and drifted to the ground. It landed next to a handful of orange and black jellybeans scattered in the planter beneath the tree. My first thought was that someone had bought some jellybeans and couldn’t wait to get to the car before eating them, accidentally dropping a few. My second thought was that orange and black jellybeans had been turning up in odd places around town lately.

“Good morning, Mia.”

I spun around to see Larry Johnson striding toward me. I smiled. “Good morning, Larry. It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

He nodded and came to a stop in front of me. “Yes, it’s a beautiful fall day. I guess you’re not open yet? I was hoping to get some fudge for my wife.”

I shook my head. “No, we don’t open until 10:00. How did your wife’s surgery go?”

He smiled. “Very well, thank you for asking. The doctor feels he got everything, and she’s making a fantastic recovery.”

“I’m so glad to hear that, Larry.” I glanced back at the shop. “Why don’t you come on in? I’ll get you some fudge.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to be a bother.”

“It’s no bother.” I unlocked the door to the shop and let him in. “What kind would you like?” As I locked the door behind us, I wondered for a brief moment if I was locking myself inside with a killer. But then I remembered that Christy, Charlotte, and Janelle were in the back. I’d be fine. We’d be fine.

“Vanilla. A quarter of a pound. Oh, and maybe a quarter of a pound of maple walnut, too.”

I nodded and went behind the counter. “No problem.” I pulled the trays from the display case and glanced at him. I so wanted to ask him about what had happened with his job.

He leaned on the counter. “It’s nice of you to open up for me. It’s hard to keep track of when shops around here are open or closed.” He took a deep breath. “You probably heard I was fired from my job.”

I glanced at him as I cut into the fudge, estimating the weight since I’d done this so many times before. “I did hear that. I’m so sorry.”

He nodded, still leaning on the counter. “I don’t really mind. In fact, I mind less than I thought I would. The firing wasn’t right, of course, but it’s a relief.”

“It was a stressful job, wasn’t it?” I cut another piece of fudge for him.

He nodded. “Oh yeah, it was stressful. It was made even more stressful by the fact that my wife has been so sick these past few years. I was always thinking about her instead of focusing on my job. Maybe I was a terrible supervisor because of that.”

I grabbed some wax paper to wrap up his fudge and shook my head. “I doubt you were a terrible supervisor. You seem very meticulous.”

“I try to be. I took my job seriously, and I tried to convey that same sense of responsibility to the people who reported to me, but it just wasn’t enough.”

“Do you mind if I ask why they fired you?” I was hoping he could give me some insight into what was going on down at the post office.

“Well, Preston was part of the reason. Like I’ve said before, he thought he knew better than I did how to supervise, and he reported me a number of times. My firing has been in the works for a while, so I know that Preston’s reports about me contributed to it.”

“Does that make you angry?” I wrapped up the vanilla fudge in wax paper to keep it soft and moist.

He sighed. “He had no empathy for the pressure we were all under to perform our jobs. There have been cut-backs and the workload had increased. But what am I going to do about it now? Preston’s gone. He didn’t deserve to die the way he did, and yet he’s dead. I don’t know. Maybe I just feel defeated. It didn’t matter what I did; it wasn’t enough to keep things running smoothly there.”

I felt sorry for Larry. I had always liked him, and I thought he must have been doing his best at the post office, even though he had lost his job. “Was it just because of the reports from Preston?”

He shook his head. “Oh no, that’s not all. The truth is I misplaced some mail. A lot of mail.” He looked embarrassed now. “It’s just that Preston was always causing trouble for me. Every report he filed, every complaint, had to be investigated, and then I had to file my own report about it. I was worried about my wife. It’s hard having to deal with all of that on top of worrying about her. She’s the only woman I’ve ever loved, and I just can’t lose her.”

I nodded. “I don’t blame you for being worried about her. It must have been so hard with her illness.”

“You have no idea. And now we’ve lost our medical insurance because I lost my job. I don’t know what I’m going to do about that.”

I looked up at him. I hadn’t even thought about that. “I’m so sorry.”

He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. “That old saying, ‘when it rains, it pours,’ is pretty much a picture of my life right now.” He chuckled and shook his head. “But things have got to look up at some point, don’t they? Something has to give.”

I wrapped up the fudge and put it into a cute, decorated paper bag, folding over the top. “Yes, you have to think positively. At least your wife’s surgery was a success, and the doctor feels he got everything. That in itself is worth celebrating.”

He nodded and pulled his wallet out of his back pocket to pay. “I can’t argue with that. You’re right. I’m going to celebrate with some fudge. How much do I owe you?”

I shook my head. “You don’t owe me anything.”

His eyes widened. “Oh no, you don’t have to do that. I wasn’t telling you a sob story in order to get free fudge.”

I chuckled. “Larry, I know that. But this is my way of celebrating with you. Your wife is on the road to recovery.”

His eyes teared up for a moment, and then he blinked them away. “Thank you, Mia. I appreciate that so much. My wife will appreciate it too. I tell you, I should feel worse about losing my job, but it’s hard to feel that way when it was so stressful. At least now I don’t have to deal with people whining and crying about not getting promotions they don’t deserve.” He sighed. “Maggie Finch… I tell you, she was almost as much trouble as Preston was.”

“Oh?”

He nodded. “Over the years, Preston was offered several promotions, but he turned them down because he didn’t want the extra work that came with them. I thought he was crazy to do it, because management loved him. They saw his potential because he had a good eye for detail, which he did. But then there were people like Maggie Finch who thought they deserved promotions without putting in any extra work. Every time she was passed over, I had to listen to her spew bitterness for weeks. I’m telling you, it gets tiring. Not that Maggie was the only one, of course. There were others, but she was the least deserving. She cut corners and had no desire to put in any effort unless she absolutely had to.”

“I bet it’s a relief not to have to deal with that anymore.”

“It certainly is.” He put his wallet back in his pocket as I handed him the bag of fudge. “Thank you so much, Mia. I really do appreciate this.”

I nodded. “It’s my pleasure. Tell your wife I said hello and that I’m happy to hear the good news about her surgery.”

“I sure will. I’ll get going now. I know you have a lot to do.”

“It’s Halloween,” I said with a laugh. “It’s going to be a crazy day.”

I walked him to the door, unlocked it for him, and watched him walk down the sidewalk.


CHAPTER 19
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“Woo! Woo!” Charlie shouted, swiping playfully at his cousins as we walked down the sidewalk.

“Mom! Charlie’s trying to scare me!” Emily cried, running back to her mother.

“Charlie, don’t scare Emily,” I said. It was still daylight, but the sidewalks were already full of costumed trick-or-treaters.

“Emily, you know Charlie won’t hurt you. Don’t be afraid,” Christy said, adjusting her daughter’s Peppa Pig costume.

Emily shook her head. “It’s not nice to scare me.”

“No, it’s not,” I said, glancing at Charlie. He was really getting into the role of being a mummy.

“Sorry, Emily,” Charlie mumbled as he walked closer to Harper. Harper was dressed as a ladybug.

“Oh, how I miss taking my kids trick-or-treating,” Charlotte said wistfully as we walked behind the kids. All three of us had dressed as pirates. “But at least I got to dress up.”

I nodded. “That’s the best part.”

“I love this,” Christy said, motioning toward the sidewalk in front of us. “Look at all the kids running around, having fun. This is Halloween.”

Charlotte laughed. “It’s the best.”

“I wonder if Ethan and Devon are having as much fun?” I chuckled. The guys had volunteered to stay home and hand out Halloween candy, which likely meant watching Halloween movies and eating as much candy as they could, along with some pizza.

“I doubt it,” Charlotte said confidently. “It’s a lot more fun taking the kids out trick-or-treating.”

She had a point. I looked forward to it every year.

Cries of “Trick-or-treat!” echoed through the air as groups of kids knocked on the doors in the neighborhood. We would stay out as long as the kids could manage, but when they started to whine about being tired, we’d head home to sort through the loot.

Charlotte walked ahead of us to keep an eye on the kids while Christy and I brought up the rear. “It’s a shame Ethan hasn’t found the killer yet.”

I nodded. “I know. He’s very disappointed about it. I told him I thought the case would break soon. It’s just a feeling I have.” We needed a break in this case. Poor Virginia needed to know that her husband’s killer was behind bars.
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“Mom, I’m tired!” Emily whined.

“Me too,” Christy said. “Are you ready to go home?”

“No!” Charlie insisted. “I don’t wanna go home. My pumpkin’s only half full.”

“We have to go to more houses,” Harper chimed in.

“You can’t even eat all the candy you have,” I said. “We can go home now and watch It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown.” The show had long been a tradition of ours on Halloween.

They both groaned.

“I want to go home,” Emily whined again.

“How about I carry you for a little bit?” Charlotte offered, picking her up.

“Charlotte, carrying her is going to wear you out,” Christy said.

Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t mind. It’s been a long time since I got to carry a toddler.”

“How about we go to three more houses?” I suggested to Charlie and Harper. “Then we can go home.”

Charlie groaned, shaking his head. “That’s not enough. Let’s do four.”

“We’ll see how everyone’s doing after three,” I said, turning to Christy and rolling my eyes.

She chuckled. “Halloween only comes around once a year.”

“Thank goodness. I couldn’t do this twice a year.”

It was dark, and we had trekked up and down several neighborhoods. The crowds were thinning out as the younger trick-or-treaters grew tired and headed home.

Charlie dashed down the sidewalk with Harper on his heels, toward a darkened house.

“Guys, we’ve already been over this! If they don’t have their light on, they don’t have candy!” I called after them.

Just then, the porch light flicked on, so we headed in that direction with Charlotte still carrying Emily. The door swung open, and I recognized Maggie Finch standing there. She held a small wastepaper basket and looked surprised to see us walking up her sidewalk.

“Oh gosh, I’m so sorry,” she said, looking at me helplessly. “But I don’t have any candy. Oh, Mia?”

I smiled and shook my head. “That’s okay, Maggie. I told them if the light wasn’t on, they should move on to another house.”

She frowned, then smiled. “Wait a minute. I might have something they would like.” She disappeared inside the house before I could tell her it was fine and not to bother. These kids had more candy than they needed, anyway. A few moments later, she returned with a candy dish and held it out to the kids. I was surprised and dismayed to see that the candy wasn’t wrapped—it was orange and black jellybeans. The kids stared at the bowl, having been warned against taking unwrapped candy. She looked up at me. “Don’t they like jellybeans?”

I hesitated, and then it hit me. I remembered when Maggie had found orange and black jellybeans on the sidewalk in front of the bakery. And then I recalled Preston had trouble with Maggie at the post office. Could it be?

“You know what, Maggie? These kids have so much candy already. It’s fine. They’re going to head over to the next-door neighbors.” I tried to sound as kind as possible, especially after seeing the looks on the kids’ faces. Orange and black jellybeans weren’t exactly their favorites, wrapped or not.

“I’ll take them next door,” Charlotte said, catching on to the fact that the kids were about to complain about what was offered.

Maggie glanced down at the bowl. “I guess this isn’t much, is it? Sorry, I rarely do Halloween because I get so many kids in this neighborhood, and I just can’t afford to keep handing out candy. Especially since I didn’t get that promotion I was up for.” She frowned and shook the bowl, looking disgusted.

Charlotte led the kids away, and Christy and I stepped up onto the porch. “How are you doing, Maggie?” I asked.

She smiled and shrugged. “I’m doing okay. I’ll have to grab some chocolate or something to hand out next year. Sorry about that.”

I shook my head. “No big deal, honestly. They’ve got more candy in their buckets right now than they know what to do with.”

“Their dads will definitely eat lots of Halloween candy over the next few days,” Christy said. “There’s no way I’m letting my girls eat everything they’ve collected so far. We’re just about to wrap it up, anyway.”

“Maggie, I don’t remember you coming into the store to get orange and black jellybeans. We have plenty of them at the candy shop—we sell quite a few.”

“Oh? Yes, that’s right. I’ve been in a couple of times and grabbed some. I guess you just weren’t there,” she said. “I love orange and black jellybeans. Don’t even ask me why, because I don’t know myself.” She chuckled. “So, how’s the investigation into Preston’s death going?” she asked, leaning against the doorframe.

I smiled. “Oh, you know, Ethan’s working on it.”

“I don’t remember you coming in and getting jellybeans either,” Christy spoke up. “You know what’s weird? We keep seeing orange and black jellybeans all over town. Just sprinkled here and there.”

Her eyes widened a bit. “Really? That’s weird. I wonder what’s going on with that?”

“You found some in front of the bakery,” I reminded her. “You were afraid someone might slip on them.”

Her eyes widened again. “Oh, yes. How could I forget?”

She had to be the killer, didn’t she? “When we were on the Halloween Walk, we saw them there too. It’s so strange.”

She smiled again. “I have no idea why they would be there. Well, I certainly hope Ethan can find Preston’s killer. He deserves justice.”

“How are things going at the post office?” I asked.

She frowned. “Oh gosh, not as well as I had hoped. Like I said, I didn’t get the promotion I was up for. I heard I was the only one who applied, and yet they didn’t give it to me. I seriously think I need to look for another job. They’re so disrespectful there. I thought now that Larry Johnson was gone, things would get better, but I guess not.”

“Haven’t you worked there for ages?” Christy asked.

She nodded. “It feels like forever. It’s been over twenty years. I don’t even know how I’d handle a new job. I’d have to learn something new, but I don’t think I’m too old to try.” She tipped the bowl of black and orange jellybeans back and forth absentmindedly.

“Maggie, how is it you love black and orange jellybeans as much as Preston? His wife said he absolutely loved them. He even came into the candy store before he died and bought quite a few.”

She smirked. “Guess I got used to eating them. He’d bring them into work all the time and offer some to me.”

“Really? I heard he hated to share them. Maggie, how well did you get along with Preston?” I asked.

She frowned again. “I hated him.”

I was surprised that she came right out and said it. “Really? You hated him? He didn’t apply for that same promotion you wanted and didn’t get, did he?”

Her eyes widened, her brow furrowing. “He never had to apply for promotions. They just gave them to him. He was an awful human being—always picking on people and tattling. I needed that promotion. This neighborhood is expensive, and I needed the raise that came with it, but I didn’t get it. I don’t know what I’m going to do now.”

I glanced in the direction where Charlotte had taken the kids. They’d moved on to another house. Hoping to press her, I said, “So you took care of him, didn’t you?”

Her breathing quickened, her face full of anger. “I didn’t kill him, but I hated him. He deserved what he got. Can you believe they still wouldn’t offer me that promotion, even after he was dead? Can you?”

“You killed him, didn’t you?” Christy said.

Rage filled her eyes. “Shut up. You don’t know anything. You didn’t have to see him every day and watch him get offered promotions you should have gotten. He turned them down like they were nothing. Then he filed complaints against everyone, claiming we weren’t doing our jobs properly. He didn’t deserve that job, and he didn’t deserve to live.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket. “So you did it. I knew it.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she flung the bowl of jellybeans at me, hitting me with them before she slammed the door.


CHAPTER 20
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“Iwant that candy,” Emily said, pointing at a Snickers bar in Charlie’s pile. They had dumped their Halloween buckets on the floor, trying to keep their piles separate, yet eyeing the other's stash.

“You have one of those,” Harper said, pointing at Emily’s pile.

“But I want another one,” Emily insisted. “Charlie, can I have that candy?”

Charlie shook his head. “Emily, I can see three Snickers bars from where I’m sitting. Eat your own.”

I chuckled. “You guys all have more than enough candy.”

Devon picked up the remote and turned the television on. The kids didn’t have school tomorrow, and the candy store would be closed. Still, I was trying to keep them from eating too much candy, or they’d never go to sleep tonight.

After Maggie chucked the bowl of jellybeans at me, I called Ethan so he could have another talk with her. She was the killer. I was sure of it. We were waiting for him to come home.

“Who wants to watch It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown?” Devon asked.

“Me!” Charlie cried.

“I do too!” Harper said.

Emily sat up. “Me, me, me!”

Ah. Another successful Halloween was in the books.
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I was nearly dozing off when the front door opened, and Ethan walked in. The kids were sound asleep on the floor, each one guarding their pile of candy in their sleep. Trades had been made throughout the night, and there would be plenty more in the next few days.

“Hey,” I said, getting up and walking over to him. He kissed me. “What happened?”

He sighed as we sat down on the loveseat. He glanced over at the kids. “From the looks of it, it was a busy Halloween night.”

“Yeah, but what happened with Maggie?” Christy asked with a yawn.

“She finally admitted that she killed Preston. She denied it at first, but when I laid out everything we knew, she realized there was no way out. She was jealous of him. Preston effortlessly got offers for promotions, but she couldn’t even get a foot in the door, no matter how hard she tried. He also reported her repeatedly for not doing her job properly. She said the murder wasn’t intentional, but that was a lie.”

Charlotte stood up. “Before you get too deep, Ethan, would you like some hot cocoa? I made some in the crockpot earlier.”

He smiled. “I’d love a cup of hot cocoa.”

Charlotte looked around at the rest of us. “Anyone else?”

We all nodded, and Christy jumped up to help her. “Don’t continue without us, Ethan,” she said.

I laid my head on Ethan’s shoulder. “I love you.”

“Love you, too.” He kissed me and glanced at the kids. “Looks like they had a lot of fun. Look at all that candy.”

“We’ll help them take care of it,” Devon assured him.

Ethan nodded. “As long as there are no orange and black jellybeans, I don’t mind helping out.”

“I like orange and black jellybeans. Actually, I like the orange ones,” I said, shaking my head. “But I don’t enjoy having them thrown at me. That bowl hit my shoulder.”

“That was rude,” Devon said. “The least she could have done was throw candy bars.”

I chuckled. “That would have hurt less.”

Our black cat, Boo, sauntered over and jumped into Ethan’s lap, while his bestie, Licorice, sat on the floor, surveying the kids and their candy.

“Hey, Boo,” Ethan said, scratching his head. “Too bad cats don’t eat candy. You’d have it made.”

Charlotte and Christy brought the cocoa to us, and I took a cup. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” Christy said, sitting next to Devon, while Charlotte sat on the other side of Christy.

Charlotte held her cup up in cheers. “Okay, Ethan, please continue.”

He smiled and took a sip of his cocoa. “Excellent cocoa. Anyway, Maggie said she went on the trail walk and was surprised to see Preston there, dressed as a clown. She started talking to him and took him aside, saying she had something important to tell him. She said he argued with her and tried to knock her down. That’s when she stabbed him.”

“Just like that?” Christy asked, raising an eyebrow.

“That was her first story. Or her second. There were a few.” He took a sip of his cocoa.

“But didn’t we hear him scream right before that woman found his body?” I asked. “And how did the jellybeans end up on the trail?”

“That wasn’t him screaming. It was a recording. He had already been dead for over an hour. Maggie had left the trail of jellybeans to lure him into the woods. She knew he was obsessive enough to want to figure out where they led. That was her final story.”

“He followed the jellybeans to his death,” Devon said somberly.

Ethan nodded. “She told him it was his fault she couldn’t get a promotion at work. The only way she was going to get it was for him to be gone. And since he would not leave willingly by retiring early as his wife wanted, she had to take matters into her own hands. But, of course, she still couldn’t get the promotion. She was quite bitter about it all. She believed it was all his fault that she’d worked there for twenty years and never got promoted.”

“Larry told me she couldn’t get a promotion because she was lazy and didn’t do her job well,” I said, taking a sip of my hot cocoa. It was perfectly sweetened, some of the best I’ve had, aside from my mom’s.

“Why was Preston dressed as a clown on the Halloween Walk?” Christy asked.

“She said she didn’t know, but I did some more digging, and one of the churches had a small carnival earlier that evening. He had volunteered there, then I guess he took in the Halloween Walk.”

“For a while, I really thought it was Joe Dillingham who killed him. Especially after Polly told me she had seen him and Preston arguing outside the post office.” I took another sip of my cocoa.

“They were arguing because Preston was going to turn in another report on Joe. Joe was afraid he was going to get fired because he had a lot of complaints against him, and he wanted him to drop it. Preston wasn’t the easiest person to get along with,” Ethan said.

“What about the jellybeans being found around town?” Charlotte asked. “I’m assuming Maggie is responsible. But what was the point?”

Ethan chuckled. “Yes, Maggie was responsible. She thought it would throw off the investigation. Instead, it was just a weird thing to do.”

I sighed. “Remind me to never file reports on my co-workers. I don’t want to end up dead.”

Christy chuckled. “You really need to be in good standing with your co-workers.”

Devon turned It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown on again, and I laid my head on Ethan’s shoulder. It was a shame that Maggie had taken out her anger at being passed over for promotion on Preston. She only had herself to blame, after all.

I gazed at the sleeping kids and smiled. How had I gotten so lucky to live this blessed life?

The End
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