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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Meridith woke up covered in a thick sheen of perimenopausal sweat gasping for air. In her dream, there was a man face down on some steps in front of a house.  
 
    She’d had premonition dreams since she was a kid. Meredith had dreamt about her grandmother’s cancer diagnosis a few days before her mother told her about it. She’d had a dream about having a little girl a few years before she got pregnant with Dakota.  
 
    The worst vision that occurred while she slumbered, was when she saw herself carrying a bunch of white daisies to a cemetery, and when she put them down in front of the tombstones, she saw both of her parents’ names printed on the stone markers.  
 
    After she awoke, the police officer at the scene of their car accident called her. In that moment, her greatest fears were confirmed. 
 
    Every winter, her body remembered the grief. The holiday season gifted her with regular gastrointestinal distress which seemed to vanish by January second every year.  
 
    Trying not to think about memories or the dream she’d just had, she uncovered Pickles, her parakeet. He started saying “pretty bird” over and over and hopped down to his seed cup. She imagined this was his subtle cue for her to give him breakfast. She took out the seed cup and dumped it into the trash can by her bed. She scooped a few tablespoons of orange-scented seed into his cup. On top of the seed, she shook a few bits of his favorite crushed cereal, bran flakes. He dove into his food with his beak like he hadn’t eaten for days.  
 
    Then Meredith went to the living room and clicked on the TV to watch a few minutes of a morning show. The hosts were making sugar cookies with snowflake cookie cutters. She glanced at her paper planner on the end table by the couch. Her to-do list for the week included grocery shopping and making an appointment with her therapist. She imagined she might accomplish one of those things on the list.  
 
    The truth was, no amount of therapy or meditation had done the trick to stop the dreams. She’d learned to live with it.  
 
    Her phone was charging on the table next to the planner. When it rang, her body tensed. “Hey, what’s shakn’ bacon?” 
 
    It was Dakota, her twenty-two-year-old daughter who lived in Seattle.  
 
    “Mom, I just had the worst coffee date. I think I’m ready to give up on men forever. But the coffee place was so cute. You’d love it. You should bring your brownies in and see if they might buy some. It’s a real Mom and Pop place.” 
 
    Meredith plopped down on her beige sofa and threw her white fleecy throw on her lap. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about the guy. I know from experience there are a lot of frogs out there. Don’t give up. You’re young. You still have your looks.” 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “I have to get in the shower, but I hope you can come down and visit soon.” 
 
    Meredith waited a beat. She’d grown to dislike any driving that was on the freeway for more than twenty minutes. Despite missing her daughter desperately, she hadn’t visited as much as she’d like to have. 
 
    “Or you can come here.”  
 
    “I know I need to get up there. The freeway drivers just stress me out now that I’m an old lady.” 
 
    “You’re not old. Maybe I can come for a few days during Christmas.” 
 
    “I would love that! You are welcome to stay as long as you want. I’ll have brownies and tea and lots of wildlife for you to watch out the living room window.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Okay. Love ya, bye.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    The blanket was doing its job of taking the December chill out of the air. Meredith’s lips turned up into a smile at the thought of seeing her daughter soon. It had been so strange to be living together for eighteen years and then she’d gone off to college and was living her own life. The transition had been a long one filled with happy and sad feelings.  
 
    After plugging her phone back in, she sensed motion out the window. She glanced up and spotted five deer grazing on the clover in the lawn by her deck. It was like living in a zoo, she’d often thought. Sometimes wild turkeys trotted down the hill. Once in a while, she’d see a bull snake on her long walk down to the mailbox. Snakes were her least favorite part of living in the country. 
 
    During Meredith’s separation and eventual divorce two years ago, she’d moved to this small rural town in Washington called Merryville. Her parents had retired there and when they passed away, she inherited their home. She’d kept it as a rental property while she was married. But when she and Gus split, she moved from Seattle down to the sleepy town that had become her home.  
 
    Luckily, she’d convinced Brenda to move with her and rent a room in her house. They had been friends since high school. Brenda had been processing a breakup with her long-term, live-in boyfriend a few months before Meredith and Gus decided to separate. They were both craving a fresh start. Since Brenda was a bartender and there were three bars in Merryville, Meredith figured she’d easily be able to get a job. And Meredith needed the income from a roommate to help her financially.  
 
    Just now, staring out the window, Meredith glimpsed a neighbor on his tractor blowing snow off his long gravel driveway. That made her miss Gus for the tiniest second. He was good at snow removal, fixing things, yard work, and doing tasks she didn’t naturally excel at. There were days she missed having a partner and hated doing everything on her own. Then she reminded herself that in her first months in Merryville, there were many days that were washed away by her tears. He’d just said one day that he’d fallen out of love with her. Weeks later, he was living with someone else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon, she’d pulled her greying hair into a tight bun and gotten straight to work. The kitchen quickly began to smell like chocolate. It was an aroma she hadn’t ever gotten tired of. Meredith swigged a little of her second cup of coffee from a mug Dakota had given her as a kid. It had a black bear on it, and it had “Mama” scrolled across it.  
 
    The timer beeped and as she pulled her third batch of brownies out of the oven, she turned around sensing someone was behind her. Her senses were almost never wrong. 
 
    Meredith was assaulted by the smell of gasoline as Logan opened the front door and hollered, “Got your driveway and walkway all cleared.” 
 
    She turned to take him in. His olive skin, short wavy brown hair, and his freshly shaven face made him look like he’d been cast in a Hallmark movie as the guy the heroine would end up with. 
 
    “Thanks. What do I owe you?” she asked. 
 
    He shoved his hands into his jean pockets, “I’ll send you a bill.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” she said. She pulled her apron off over her head and put it on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “See ya next snow,” he said. 
 
    Under his puffer coat, his white t-shirt clung to his six-pack abs. His jeans hung a little loose but were cinched to his waist with a belt. 
 
    “Do you want a brownie?”  
 
    “Sure, why not,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “Come on in,” she said. 
 
    He slipped off his snow boots and left them on the mat by the door. As he sauntered into the kitchen, there was something in his look, maybe he had noticed she was sans husband. Logan looked like he was in his late thirties. Way too young, she thought. She scooped one brownie out of the pan and put it on a dessert plate. “I’ve got milk if you need something to wash it down with.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    She poured him a glass and tried not to stare as he drank it.  
 
    They hadn’t talked much last year when she’d first hired him to clear snow for her. 
 
    Occasionally, she’d glance outside to see the progress Logan was making. She hated to admit it to herself, but the sight of him made her knees buckle a smidge. Or maybe it was just balance issues that women in midlife started to notice. Either way, she tried to ignore the fact that she was likely at least ten years older than he was. But Cougars were still a thing, right? 
 
    There had been no romantic action since her divorce. Her cheeks warmed when Logan was around. It was embarrassing. Maybe it was proof she was still alive. Did he notice? She wondered. 
 
    Once he’d devoured the brownie in two bites, and chugged the milk, he gave her a wave and headed out the front door. Not a big talker, that one! 
 
    Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was Brenda. She was at work at the Mad Hatter but had texted again about a blind date setup. She must have been on a break. She’d been hounding Meredith about getting back out there.  
 
    Lately, Meredith had wondered what was wrong with just not finding someone. What was wrong with just being a party of one? Taking care of a man had been a full-time job she was mostly glad to be rid of. And being older and done with child rearing, she wasn’t looking to get catfished by some twenty-five-year-old trying to mooch off of her. 
 
    Sometimes friends were too much work, Meredith had thought. After texting back and forth with Brenda, trying to say no, her fingers got tired, and she agreed to the date. Sometimes the consequences of “yes” were easier to deal with than the consequences of “no.” 
 
    While taking a break to let the brownies cool, she read a few pages of her romance novel with the hot firefighter on the cover. She doubted this blind date was going to be with a handsome firefighter. She’d seen the volunteer fire crew in town, and they weren’t anything to jump up and down about. But it couldn’t hurt to cross her fingers and hope for the best. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Winter days in the middle of nowhere got lonely sometimes. That’s why Meredith had been looking forward to the big holiday book sale at the library. It would be followed by the town hall Christmas tree lighting ceremony.  
 
    Excited to see humans, Meredith drove ten minutes into town blasting the radio. The long stretch of country highway was dotted with sparse oak trees, open plains, and cattle resting by hay bales dusted in snow. Even after two years of seeing it, the scenery still managed to take her breath away. 
 
    Her job at the sale was cashier, so she hoped she’d get there a few minutes early to prep before customers flooded in. Nothing got the town out in winter like cheap books and baked goods.  
 
    Meredith had volunteered at the library once a week as a way to get to know people when she first moved to town. She’d met some friendly older women and enjoyed selling books and hearing a little local gossip. 
 
    Once she’d found a parking spot four blocks away from the library, she’d snagged it. The parking lot for the library was small, and she wanted to leave those spots open for book shoppers.  She pulled her homemade coffee out of the console and her crossbody bag and jogged across the street.  
 
    As she walked toward the library, she saw the old crimson-colored Victorian that had been turned into a vacation rental. Rumor had it, it was haunted. But she wasn’t sure she believed it.  
 
    Curious to see if there were renters there, she glanced at the driveway, and then her eyes darted over to the front door. She gasped. On the steps leading to the front door, she noticed a man face down. As she looked closer, she saw red streaks strewn down the steps. 
 
    Meredith covered her mouth in disbelief. She knew who it was. The tell-tale Wranglers, red plaid shirt, and cowboy boots revealed his unmistakable identity. It was Richard, the man from her dream. She pulled her cell out of her bag and dialed 911. 
 
    Richard was the busiest home-building contractor in town. Meredith knew him because he had put new countertops in her kitchen not long after she’d moved in. He was flirtatious and attractive for a middle-aged man. That said, when she discovered her invoice reflected thirty percent more than the bid she’d been given, she vowed never to hire or recommend him again. But overcharging didn’t mean he deserved to be murdered.  
 
    Meredith’s speculation was based on the stained glass from the highest window being nearly gone. Shards of glass were strewn around the lawn. If it had been suicide, he would have opened the window or likely chosen another method altogether. 
 
    Ten minutes later, an ambulance arrived with a paramedic and behind him the Sherrif’s rig pulled up.  
 
    The paramedic confirmed he’d died hours ago, likely late the evening prior. The sheriff asked if Meredith had seen anything suspicious. She shook her head no, still in shock. Her coffee was threatening to make its way up her throat and out. Her focus shifted to attempts to breathe from her diaphragm. 
 
    “Did you know this man, ma’am?” 
 
    “Not well. I hired him to work on my kitchen a few years ago. But I haven’t interacted with him since then.” 
 
    The sheriff lifted his head and saw the broken shards of glass still left in what was the upstairs window.  
 
    “I reckon, based on the broken glass in the attic, he was pushed.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Can you account for where you were late last night?” 
 
    “I was at home asleep; my roommate Brenda can verify that.” 
 
    He typed in Brenda’s phone number so he could check on her alibi. 
 
    “We’ll see if that checks out then. Stay reachable in case we have questions.” 
 
    “Okay. I will be working the book sale at the library the rest of the day.” 
 
    The sheriff tipped his hat, “Thank you, ma’am. You can be on your way then. Say, aren’t you the lady that sells those delicious brownies at the Farmer’s Market?” 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “Gonna have any of those at the sale today?” 
 
    “We will. They are a buck each but for you, on the house.” 
 
    After the words left her mouth, she panicked inside, was a free brownie a bribe? Now she knew she was spiraling. 
 
    “Happy to pay a dollar to support the library.” 
 
    “Great. Good luck with your investigation.” 
 
    When Meredith walked into the library meeting space where the book sale was set up, she waved to Fiona, the librarian. She was thirty-five and had an enviable sleek auburn bob haircut. She was wearing black slacks and a teal blue t-shirt that said, Banning Books is No Bueno. At the last sale, she’d been complaining about how old she felt, and Meredith remembered internally rolling her eyes and keeping her own age to herself. 
 
    When her eyes spotted Meredith, she crossed her arms over her chest. She was worried that Fiona might be mad that she’d been late and hadn’t called. 
 
    “Good morning, Fiona. So sorry I’m late. Has anyone come in yet?” 
 
    “Morning, Meredith. It’s been slow. I was just about to call you and see if you were sick or something.” 
 
    “Believe me, I have a good reason for being late and it isn’t the sniffles. On my walk over, I saw Richard Donahue’s body on the steps of the red Victorian up the road. I called the sheriff. He had some questions for me. That’s why I’m a little late.” 
 
    “That’s terrible. He was doing some work for us in the children’s room.” 
 
    “This just isn’t the kind of town where you’d think that would happen.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Fiona handed Meredith a clipboard, “Before I forget to remind you, remember to record your hours for today. Unless you need to go home to process.” 
 
    “I think I can use the distraction of the sale, thanks, though.” 
 
    As Meredith filled out her time card, Taffy, one of the volunteers overheard and asked a million questions. A few minutes later, the customers started pouring in. Meredith was busy taking cash and giving change until noon rolled around.  
 
    Another volunteer came in a few minutes after twelve to take the afternoon shift. The morning’s work had been a good distraction to keep Meredith from dwelling on the morning’s events. 
 
    By the time Meredith was leaving the book sale, the brownies had all sold along with most of the children’s books. 
 
    Meredith’s stomach rumbled, having only had coffee and no breakfast, she looked forward to eating a little something. In an ideal world, she’d make a sandwich at home and take a bath and a long nap to wash away the day. 
 
    Unfortunately, she’d agreed to meet Brenda’s “Silver Fox” for a quick lunch. For a moment as she walked to her car, she contemplated canceling. But knowing Brenda’s tenacity when it came to these things, it would only end up being rescheduled. And how could the day get any worse? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Gyro place that Ed, her date had recommended was a very casual. It was an order at the counter, kind of restaurant. When she first walked in and looked around, she noticed almost every table was full. She grabbed a chewable Pepto Bismol from her purse and quickly chomped up the chalky tablet and swallowed. Her nerves and her stomach had always been connected. 
 
    Meredith got in line and pulled out her phone to text Ed and let him know that she was in line. Just then, her shoulder felt a tap. She turned around to see the man who was easily fifteen years older and noticed it was true that he had grey hair but wasn’t sure where the “fox” part came in. Froggy bulges lived under his eyes and creases around his mouth indicated that he was a smoker. That coupled with the fact that he was only an inch or two taller than she was had her mentally planning her exit. 
 
    Just as her wheels began to spin about how to get out of this situation, the counter guy asked if he could help whoever was next.  
 
    “I’ll have a Greek salad and an iced tea.” 
 
    Ed jumped in and ordered two chicken gyros, a side of hummus, and pita bread. When the total was announced, Meredith paused. Then she pulled out her wallet, grabbed her debit card, and handed it to the counter guy. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll treat next time,” Ed said with a wink. 
 
    Meredith’s half smile attempted to conceal her vitriol toward her date. Not to mention she was plotting revenge ideas in her head for Brenda. What on earth made her think this would have been a good match? Classic case of a person who knows two single people and thinks they’ll hit it off because they are both single but have nothing else in common. 
 
    Once they sat down at a table and waited for their food, Ed launched into a series of what seemed like job interview questions. 
 
    “Brenda said you’re a baker?”  
 
    “I have a small business baking brownies and selling them to local businesses.” 
 
    “Sweet.” 
 
    “Literally,” she said, and he didn’t crack a smile. 
 
    “What do you do?” 
 
    “I’ve got a few irons in the fire.” 
 
    “Really, like what?” 
 
    As Meredith wondered if that was code for unemployment, their food arrived. On second thought, he was probably retired and collecting social security, the irons he spoke of probably meant he spent his free time golfing and taking naps.  
 
    She tried to shove large bites of food in her mouth. Her hunger was fierce. But she could still try and make this a very short date. Perhaps she’d say she didn’t feel well or had to go to a birthday party or something.  
 
    Recently, she’d listened to a podcast that claimed everyone told white lies all the time and it wasn’t a big deal if they were told to protect your boundaries. But if you wanted to have a deep relationship with someone, you should just tell the truth. This guy definitely fell into the white lies category. The same podcast talked about how “no” was a complete sentence. In theory, it was true. She’d just never been successful at being so blunt and honest. 
 
    “I have some entrepreneurial ventures I’m exploring.” He pinched the paper tip off the top of the straw and blew into it until the rest of the paper flew off landing on the lip of Meredith’s salad bowl. “Let me ask you something. Have you ever wanted to lose five pounds in your mid-section and no amount of diet or exercise helped?” 
 
    Seriously? This just went from bad to worse! 
 
    His insulting question sounded like something from an infomercial. And what was with the straw paper-blowing move, was he a twelve-year-old boy? 
 
    “What woman hasn’t, I guess?” 
 
    “Exactly!” He slammed his hand on the table. “What if I told you there is a revolutionary new product mixed with CBD that literally melts away belly fat.” 
 
    Great, another person incorrectly using literally, Meredith thought as she washed down a big swig of bitter iced tea. 
 
    “Sounds like a gimmick.” 
 
    “I thought so too until I tried it.” Ed lifted up his t-shirt and revealed a gray-haired, doughy, shockingly pale waistline. 
 
     “Good for you.”  
 
    Geez, what was his “before” picture like, she wondered. Fifteen minutes of cringe-worthy conversation later and her salad was gone. Ed was just starting to eat his second Gyro and talking while chewing with his mouth open. She worked on steeling her courage to leave and reminded herself that he had been rude and it was her right to leave while he was still eating. 
 
    “It was nice meeting you, but I have to get going. My stomach is a bit upset and I’ve had a long day.  
 
    “I hear ya; you wouldn’t believe the morning I had. I realized my Greek yogurt had expired and when I got to the store to get more, they were sold out.”  
 
    “That sounds challenging, but I found a dead body this morning, so I’m sure you’ll understand that I need to get some rest.” 
 
    “Whoa, you got me beat! Who was the unlucky fella?” 
 
    “Richard Donahue.” 
 
    During a beat of quiet, except for the sound of his chewing, Meredith wondered why Ed had assumed the victim was a man. She hadn’t said that. 
 
    “Oh, that guy ripped me off. I had my moldy carpet ripped out of the living room in my trailer and wanted some vinyl floors put in. He billed me for twice what he said it would cost! Good riddance to that guy!” 
 
    “Wow, that’s not cool. I mean, the guy’s dead, even if you didn’t like him, not a nice thing to say.” 
 
    Meredith couldn’t help but wonder if Ed could have given Richard the push. If that were true, she’d have been having lunch with a murderer. One who had time to kill and peddle weight loss remedies. As she thought about it, was getting ripped off on a remodel enough motive for murder? 
 
    “I tell it like I see it.” 
 
    “Well, like I said, I gotta run.” 
 
    Meredith stood up and grabbed her bag. 
 
    “Okay. Nice to meet you,” Ed said. He stood up and opened his arms wide like he was waiting for a hug. 
 
    Meredith was too stunned to move when he wrapped his arms around her. He kissed her on the cheek while his mouth was still full of food, she could feel hummus on her face. When he let go, he asked if they could do it again sometime. 
 
    “Probably not. I don’t feel like we have a romantic chemistry, you know?” 
 
    “Okay. Your loss. But call me if you want to try the product,” Ed said. He handed her a homemade business card with folded corners. She rolled her eyes.  
 
    Then blowing out a breath of relief Meredith began speed walking out of the place and toward her car. Marriage was hard, but dating was harder. This was why she’d put off jumping back into the dating cesspool for so long. She’d heard horror stories, but there was always an outlier person she’d known who had met the “one” on one of those dating apps. For now, she’d try to put the whole experience out of her mind. 
 
    Pulling into her driveway after the day she’d had brought sweet relief. As her keys jangled in the front door and she got the door open, she noticed muddy footprints. Her brow furrowed, not believing her eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pickles was screaming his face off. It wasn’t unusual when he heard Meredith come home, but he sounded more amped up than usual. She looked up and into the living room where her dad’s old wingback chair sat by the picture window, and she thought she was hallucinating. Gus, her ex-husband, was sitting there, a grimace plastered on his face. This was especially puzzling since she hadn’t seen his car in the driveway. He must have still had a garage door opener and was parked in the garage. Her insides boiled. 
 
    “What are you doing here? And how did you get in? I thought I got all the keys from you. Also, the garage door opener should have been left here too. Is that where you parked your car?” 
 
    “Sorry. It must have slipped my mind to return them. It’s nice to see you,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve had the worst day, and I don’t have time for whatever this is. I need you to leave, so I can collapse in my bed and go to sleep.” 
 
    “You always did need lots of sleep.” Gus stood up and walked over to her, his tall frame seemed to be holding twenty extra pounds. He didn’t have a single grey hair, what hair he had left was still the color of tar. But his bald spot had expanded since she’d seen him last. He held his arms out like he was wanting a hug. What on earth? 
 
    “No, I’m not in a hugging mood.” 
 
    “I ended things with Lana. I was wondering if I could stay here for a few weeks until I get my head together.” 
 
    Surprise, surprise. Could this guy be more of a cliché? Meredith had just seen one murder and feared she might commit one herself in the next sixty seconds.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding. Get yourself a hotel or something. You’re no longer my problem. Maybe you’ve forgotten, Brenda lives here now so there is no free bedroom.” 
 
    “I could sleep on the couch, or…” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    In the divorce, they sold their house in Seattle and Gus shacked up with Lana.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    “Seattle is four hours away. Why did you really come here?” 
 
    “I messed up. I chose her over you, and it was a mistake. I know it’s too late to start over with you, but I thought I might try anyway.” 
 
    “If this is your way of begging for forgiveness, you are very bad at it.” 
 
    Meredith walked to the kitchen and cracked open a lime seltzer, she’d quit drinking after her parent’s accident. Her husband imbibed nightly, too often for her liking. She wanted one sober person in the house to look after their daughter. But a few times in her life, she’d craved a drink like a thirsty walker in the dunes of the desert. This was one of those times. 
 
    “I know things weren’t perfect with us. You were so focused on Dakota, and sometimes I wanted to be your focus. I’ve been reading a book about communication in relationships. Lana gave it to me when things started to get rocky.” 
 
    “That’s great that you are working on yourself. Perhaps you’ll be ship-shape for the next relationship you stumble into, but it’s not gonna be with me.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s fair. Just promise me you’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Right. I have. Now I’ve just had a crazy day. I stumbled on a dead body, worked a book sale, and had the worst blind date in the history of the world. If that wasn’t all bad enough, I had to walk in here to what I thought was an intruder, only to find out it was my ex-husband. So, I need to be alone in the bath and then in bed with a book.” 
 
    “Wow. Sorry to hear that. Who died?” 
 
    “Richard Donahue.” 
 
    “Did you know him?” 
 
    “He did some work in the kitchen for me.” 
 
    “If the guy was a general contractor, there must be a lot of suspects. Everyone dislikes their contractor.” 
 
    “Not everyone. He did quality work. It’s true that he was also known for over-charging, so there might be a few people who wanted him gone.” 
 
    A sense memory of their past closeness moved through her body like a shiver. For all those years they had talked about hard things and mundane events. They’d fallen into bed together night after night. The swirl of their life together hit her like a gut punch. She would force herself to stay strong. Their relationship ended for a reason, she silently reminded herself. 
 
    “Well, with a possible murderer on the loose, sure you don’t want a man to stay here and look out for ya?” 
 
    “Sure, do you know any?” 
 
    Meredith couldn’t resist. She was still in shock that any of this was real and not some sort of crazy dream. Gus opened the fridge and grabbed himself a seltzer. It was crazy how he could act like it was his home. 
 
    “Nice Meredith, real nice. I’ll see myself out. Call me if you need me.” 
 
    “Okay. Good night.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Meredith’s phone rang on her bedside table. She’d had another dream and was trying to shake it off. Right before she woke up, she saw a woman’s hands pressed against Richard’s back, shoving him out the window. She didn’t see what the woman looked like, just saw short fingernails with black nail polish. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “This is Sheriff Tucker, can you come down to the station today? We have a few questions.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess. I can be there in an hour.” 
 
    That would give her a chance to tell him about the dream, not that black fingernail polish was a real clue. And a good ol’ boy like Sheriff Tucker wouldn’t likely take premonition dreams seriously anyway.  
 
    When she got to the station, she heard the phone ring, and an officer answered. Otherwise, it was very quiet inside. Not much crime happened in a small town. Some petty theft and drug use on occasion, but not much. That’s part of why Meredith loved being out of the city. It had been ruined by crime over the last few years and she was so relieved to have gotten out.  
 
    She sat down on the cold, hard chair in Sheriff Tucker’s office. He closed the door behind her.  
 
    “I’m just wondering if there is anything more you can tell us about what you saw.” 
 
    Meredith shifted in her seat, the igloo-like temperature in his office made her wonder if they were having problems with their heat working right. She crossed her arms across her chest for warmth and decided it was best to keep her jacket on. 
 
    “I’ve already told you everything. I mean, this might sound crazy, but I did have a dream about a woman pushing him out a window. She had black nail polish on. I get premonition dreams sometimes. In fact, I had one the night before Richard died.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in that kind of thing.” He took a bite of the last half of his fast-food cheeseburger and swallowed hard. “To an outsider it kind of makes you look like a suspect. Seems pretty convenient to have a dream that someone other than you was involved. Richard worked on your kitchen; he was known to be flirtatious. Were you two having relations?” he asked using air quotes for the word relations. He took a long draw on his soda and wiped his mouth with a crumpled napkin. 
 
    Now heat rose in her belly. The idea that she would be considered a suspect was outrageous. She was a newcomer to town, and Sheriff Tucker probably heard all kinds of rumors not based on fact.  
 
    “No, absolutely not! And my kitchen was done two years ago, I haven’t seen him since. Have you talked to his wife or his business partner?” 
 
    “Of course, those are people we are looking into as well. Richard was out that night supposedly working late on one of his projects, according to his wife. He was supposed to be pulling wood paneling out of the children’s room at the library, getting it ready for painters. But he never showed up to do the job.” 
 
    “Okay. It seems like you will need to do more digging. I was not involved in Richard’s murder. And I know my rights. If there are no more questions and you don’t have a warrant, I’d like to get on with my day. I have brownies to bake for the Christmas bazaar.” 
 
    “I appreciate your cooperation. Stay local. We are going to look at everyone connected to him until we get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Briskly walking back to her royal blue Toyota Corolla, she glimpsed something on the windshield. She suspected it was a flyer for a local restaurant. But when she grabbed it, it was a note with letters cut from a magazine and glued to a piece of copy paper. It read: Watch Your Back. Goosebumps sprang up on the back of her neck.  
 
    Who could have left the note? It might have been the killer. A part of her wished she’d let Gus stay with her. She ran back into the station and gave the note to the sheriff. He said they would test it for DNA and assured her they would have a patrol near her house to keep an eye on things. 
 
    The only good news is that now she’d look like less of a suspect. Fighting back feelings of fear, she got in the car and looked in the back seat. She quickly locked it and sped out of the parking lot. She looked around as she drove away and didn’t see anyone around.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, she was back in her kitchen. Luckily, she had something she had to get done and was grateful for the distraction. Meredith was quick to get all of her ingredients out. She was in a time crunch to get her batches of brownies ready for the bazaar.  
 
    Spending extra on the best cocoa powder made all the difference. She’d inherited the recipe from her grandmother. They’d spent many joyful afternoons baking and spoon-licking. The key was the simplicity. The right amount of melted butter, cocoa powder, and sugar produced an alchemy that was beyond words once you put the baked result in your mouth.  
 
    Brenda, her friend and roommate, slogged into the kitchen; long brunette hair swept into a messy bun. Despite being middle-aged and being able to eat gigantic portions, Brenda was rail thin. “I’m getting a slow start today. Looks like you’re busy baking again. Aren’t you glad I talked you into turning this into a business?” 
 
    “Some days, I am. I’d rather be mixing batter than thinking about murder.” 
 
    “So, they don’t know who did it yet?” 
 
    “No, I just spoke to the sheriff, and he’s starting to make me feel like I’m a suspect. At least, he was, but then there was a threatening note left on my car.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. I’m sorry you are going through this.” Brenda wrapped her arms around Meredith in a tight hug. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I gave the note to the police department, and they have someone parked outside. You know it’s a small town when they have resources for that, right?” 
 
    “There are benefits to living in this sleepy little place.” 
 
    “My head is spinning right now. Did you know that Gus showed up here while you were at work? He said he broke up with Lana and wanted us to have another chance. Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Isn’t that breaking and entering? You could’ve had him arrested. I hope you showed him the door,” Brenda said. She popped a coffee pod into the machine and stuck a mug under it. The beautiful aroma of brewing grounds filled the air.  
 
    “Maybe I should have called the police. He still had a key so not sure I’d have a leg to stand on there. I did ask him to leave and told him that I don’t want to see him again anytime soon.” 
 
    Meredith got a wet rag that had been hanging from the sink handle and wiped up the counter. Bits of flour and batter were speckled on the white granite countertops. Then she rinsed the rag so she could take a second pass at the smears that had been left behind.  
 
    “What does the rest of your day look like?” Brenda asked.  
 
    “Since you asked, I have a favor. When I’m done here, would you drive with me down to the Victorian where Richard was killed? I want to have a look around.” 
 
    Brenda popped a piece of whole-grain toast into the toaster.  
 
    “Hun, that’s an active crime scene, I don’t think that’s such a good idea. In light of the threatening note, maybe you should let the police handle this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna go inside. There is just something that isn’t adding up for me. I understand if you don’t want to get mixed up in this, but I’m gonna go down there.” 
 
    “I guess the stubborn side of you won’t hear my pleading for you to stay home.” 
 
    Brenda’s toast popped up, and she started spreading a huge smear of peanut butter on it.  
 
    “You know me so well.” 
 
    “Give me a second to think,” Brenda said as she poured copious amounts of sugar into her coffee. “It’s silly that they’d look at you for this. Just because a person walks down a sidewalk, doesn’t make them a murder suspect.” 
 
    “You’re right, I know. Maybe I want to stop the dreams and soothe my anxiety.” Meredith grabbed a coffee cup from the cupboard. “That looks good, would you mind making me a coffee, pretty please?” 
 
    “Coming right up.” Brenda popped a dark brew pod in the machine and took Meredith’s cup and put it underneath. “I guess I can come with you if it will help put your mind at ease. But I am packing pepper spray and my rape whistle. And I’ll never forgive you if you get us killed.” 
 
     “Thanks, you’re the best.” 
 
    “You got that right.”  
 
     “Oh, you know I hesitated bringing this up, but Ed said a few things that made me think he hated Richard. I wonder if he could have done it?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was overcharged on a job. He told me about it at the bar one night. He wouldn’t shut up about it. But I’m not sure that’s strong enough of a motive for murder.”  
 
    “You’re probably right. We’ll see how things shake out, I guess.” 
 
    “By the way, sorry you two didn’t hit it off.” 
 
    “No offense but he was terrible.” 
 
    The coffee had finished brewing. Meredith grabbed her mug and took some half and half out of the fridge. She added a big glug of it. She took a sip of her warm drink, feeling the soothing energetic qualities of it comfort her.  
 
    “That’s a bummer. He’s kind of funny when I see him at the bar. But it’s dark in there, and I’m busy. Sorry if I built him up.” 
 
    “I forgive you. Meredith grabbed a sugar cube out of the rooster canister by the sink and dropped it into her coffee. “So, do you think I should mention Ed as someone who should be interviewed?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t. I mean, like I said, an overcharge doesn’t seem like a strong enough motive. And by the way, not liking a guy doesn’t make him a criminal,” Brenda said with a wink. She drank the last bit of her coffee and put the mug in the sink, “Gotta take a quick shower, and then I’ll be good to go.”  
 
    Meredith couldn’t help herself, even though Ed didn’t wear black nail polish, so wouldn’t fit the profile from her dream, she called the sheriff and mentioned he might be someone to talk to. 
 
    The brownies came out looking perfect and needed time to cool. While she waited, she went to chat with Pickles. With her bedroom door closed, he came out and flew around the room a few times before landing back on the top of his cage.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, after her shower, Brenda knocked on the bedroom door. “I gotta put Pickles away, and then I’ll be right out.” Meredith put her sweet bird back in the cage and realized she still had her apron on. She took it off and headed back to the kitchen.  
 
    “Ready to get this over with?” Brenda asked. 
 
    “Let’s cross our fingers that we find something when we get there,” Meredith said. 
 
    In the car, the Beatles song, “Yesterday” came on, and Brenda sang it at the top of her lungs. Sadly, singing was not Brenda’s forte, but Meredith didn’t have the heart to tell her that. On this particular day, some of the lyrics had more meaning for Meredith.  
 
    When they parked and hopped out of the car in front of the Victorian, they saw a lot of muddy footprints on the lawn. The next-door neighbor was putting up Christmas lights and stopped to glare at them. He was an older man who probably shouldn’t have been up on a ladder unsupervised. Meredith couldn’t help but wonder if he knew Richard. 
 
    “Hey Brenda, I’m gonna ask the neighbor a few questions.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “Guess we’ll see.” 
 
    Brenda followed behind Meredith. The old man’s yard was immaculate except for a very tall pile of decomposing leaves in the front corner.  
 
    “Excuse me, sir, can I ask you a few questions? I am Meredith, and I saw Richard the morning after he was pushed out of that window.” 
 
    The man’s hands were shaky as he draped the red and green bulbed string over a small nail over the top of his garage. 
 
    “I’m staying out of whatever went on there. All I can tell ya is, if a murder stops strangers from renting that place, that’s one upside.” 
 
    Yikes, Meredith was shocked by how cavalierly people talked about someone who had just been murdered. Small towns seemed nice but there were definitely some unkind folks just like you’d find in cities. 
 
    “Did you know Richard?” 
 
    “Whole town did, I suspect. Not a well-liked fella if ya ask me.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Flirted with every married lady in town. And charged a king’s ransom for any work he did.” 
 
    “Did you see anything suspicious that night?” 
 
    “I just heard some loud voices, sounded like a marital squabble, but it always got noisy when that place got rented. I don’t pay it no mind anymore.” 
 
    “Do you know who owns the property?” 
 
    “Some citiot investor. It makes it hard to track him down and complain.” 
 
    Meredith had heard the term citiot before, the old timers in town hated it when people moved from big cities and tried to make the small rural town just like the city they’d left. Meredith suspected she’d been called that name behind her back. It didn’t really bother her, she understood where the old timers were coming from.  
 
    People who were new to town wanted all the conveniences and tourist attractions that bring bigger populations and with it, more crime. She missed conveniences and disliked having to drive so far to do things that used to be fifteen minutes away, but the tradeoff was worth it to her. 
 
    “Well, thanks for your help.” 
 
    With that, he waved her off, focused on trying to finish putting up his strand of lights.  
 
    After the chat with the old man, Meredith’s suspicions were confirmed that the perp was probably a woman. Her phone chimed in her pocket. It was a text from Sheriff Tucker. He’d said talking to Ed was a dead end. He didn’t have a strong alibi. He’d been alone that night which no one could verify but there was no evidence to tie him to the scene. Sadly, even narrowing it down to women, didn’t cut the suspects down enough.  
 
    Meredith and Brenda walked around the front yard of the Victorian, avoiding the yellow tape, trying to see if there were any clues. Neither of them noticed anything that stood out. 
 
    “Sorry I dragged you out for nothing,” Meredith said. 
 
    “It’s okay, that’s what friends are for,” Brenda said. 
 
    “Do you think the old man knew more than he was saying?” 
 
    “Possibly. He probably told the police what he knew.” 
 
    “It was just how heartless he sounded when he talked about Richard that surprised me.” 
 
    “If you ask me, he’s just tired of living next to a vacation rental. That would drive me nuts too.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” 
 
    For the rest of the drive, they listened to the music on the radio and took in the scenery. 
 
    Back at the house, Brenda went to watch a show she’d been binge-watching and Meredith sat in the living room watching the snow flurries fall from the sky. She needed time to think.  
 
    As she sat with everything she knew so far, the obvious person to look at would be Richard’s wife. If he was known to be a flirt, that probably wasn’t sitting too well with her. Meredith knew she’d already been questioned though. 
 
    She opened her laptop and went to the town’s social media page. It was the place where everyone posted their grievances, job postings, or things for sale. There was a post by someone she didn’t know asking what everyone thought happened to Richard. Bill, Richards's business partner, commented and had insinuated that Richard’s death might have been related to an affair.  
 
    This information made Meredith want to speak with Janice, Richard’s wife, and Bill, his business partner. But she knew Brenda would never sign off on it. So, she had to come up with a scheme to do it on her own. 
 
    Luckily, Meredith got her haircuts at the salon where Janice worked, Curls for the Girls. Meredith was in desperate need of a trim. Her salt and pepper locks were wavy and shoulder length but spindly at the ends. She’d been shedding like a cat for the past few years and had chalked it up to hormonal changes and her soon-to-be menopause.  
 
    When she called to make an appointment, she was told they were booked for the next few days. She took the morning appointment on Friday. That gave her time to figure out how to chat with Bill and get a read on him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, forced to put aside her sleuthing, she had to cut up the brownies, wrap them in their cellophane, and head out to the Christmas Bazar. Since she’d had practice doing that for over a year, she was able to get it done quickly.  
 
    Upon arrival, brownies in tote, the Grange Hall smelled like cinnamon and fresh evergreen. There was always a huge real Christmas tree in the corner with stars for kids in need of gifts that year. The community really came together and fulfilled all the wishes, it warmed her heart. One of her batches of brownies was individually wrapped up and paired with the gifts for the kids.  
 
    Meredith plopped down at Stacy’s Sweet Shoppe table. It was the only bakery and café in town. She’d been hand delivering to the cafe on Mondays. Stacy sold about a hundred of them each week. Meredith also sold some to the pharmacy’s gift shop in town. But Stacy’s place sold the most.  
 
    Stacy was fun to chat with, she was also newly divorced. She was in her late twenties and pretty with long, straight blonde hair. Today she had a perfect French manicure. Meredith always had fun “spilling the tea” with her. 
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” Stacy asked. 
 
    “I’m hanging in there. It’s been a rough week. How about you?” 
 
    “I can’t complain. This will cheer you up.” Stacy handed Meredith one of her baby vanilla scones. 
 
    “If you insist.” Meredith bit into the confection and savored the hint of vanilla bean in the glaze and the perfect firm but moist texture of the scone. Stacy really was a gifted baker. 
 
    “That is divine!” 
 
    “Thank you. Don’t worry. I won’t bug you for a brownie since I’m trying to lose ten pounds.” 
 
    She didn’t need to lose an ounce. “Maybe we’re in the wrong profession to try and lose weight. People won’t trust our product.” 
 
    Stacy laughed. Then she glanced up at a man in a cowboy hat with a grey mustache. “Hey there. What can I get for you today?” 
 
    “I’ll try one of those cinnamon rolls,” the man said with a wink. 
 
    Meredith couldn’t believe her luck. It was Bill, Richard’s partner. She’d seen his picture on their contracting website when she was doing her research. 
 
    “You’re Bill, right?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “That’s right, and you are?” 
 
    “Meredith, the brownie baker. I was so sorry to hear about your partner, Richard.” 
 
    Stacy handed him the cinnamon roll in a see-through box, and he gave her a five-dollar bill. 
 
    “Thanks, Stacy. That was a shock. But I’m here to get my mind off of that. The sheriff has grilled me plenty.” 
 
    “Totally understandable, but I have to ask, who do you think killed him?” 
 
    Bill tipped his hat, “Ma’am, don’t think this is the right place or time but if you ask me, probably some woman he’d done wrong.  
 
    “So, he was having affairs?” 
 
    “Might have been, but it’s none of my business what my partner got up to in his free time. Marriage is no picnic; can’t say I’d blame him.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate your indulging me.” 
 
    His lips turned up into a half smile, “You two have a Merry Christmas.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    Stacy’s mouth was agape, just waiting for Meredith to explain herself. 
 
    “What do you think you’re some kind of Sherlock Holmes?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just can’t seem to let it go. By the way, what was up with you two, looking at each other with those googly eyes?” 
 
    “What? No. We weren’t.” 
 
    “You were!” 
 
    “He’s a good guy, okay.” 
 
    “Is he?” Meredith asked. She shoved the last bite of scone into her mouth. 
 
    “You probably don’t know this, but Bill and I kind of had a casual thing when he was separated. It only lasted about a month before he decided to get back with his wife.” 
 
    “Wow, I had no idea.” 
 
    “I was bummed when it didn’t work out. I liked the guy but couldn’t help but respect him for trying to repair his marriage.” 
 
    Just then, Meredith’s phone rang, and she was surprised to see who was calling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janice was on the line when Meredith picked up. There had been a cancellation for the following day, and she wanted to know if Meredith was interested in booking the opening. She was thrilled to have the chance to get in sooner.  
 
    She’d had a fitful night of sleep. The splash of water to her face hadn’t done the trick so Meredith made a quick coffee. She put it in her to-go cup and headed to the salon.  
 
    As soon as she arrived, Janice waved her over to her station. The tiny place didn’t have any other stylists or customers, country music was blasting through the speakers. Janice’s curvy figure and chestnut pixie haircut made her look younger than her actual age.  
 
    After sitting down, Janice reached for a comb. Meredith noticed her nails were cut really short, with no polish on them. It made sense for the job where she used her hands a lot. “What do you need done today, Sugar?” 
 
    “Maybe just trim a few inches off the length.” 
 
    “Okay. Are you sure you don’t want any color? It’d make ya look ten years younger.” 
 
    “No thanks, I’m trying to just let the ravages of age take me.” 
 
    Janice snorted with laughter. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about Richard. I was surprised to find you’d be back to work so soon.” 
 
    Janice sprayed Meredith’s hair with a squirt bottle and started combing through it a little too aggressively. She had a sensitive scalp. 
 
    “It’s been awful. In the morning, I wake up, and it’s like I forget while I sleep. Then I wake up, and he’s not there. And I can’t afford not to work. His business was having some financial trouble, and until I figure out what was up, I need the money I make here.” 
 
    “That’s too bad, it’s a bummer to have to sort out financials on top of everything else.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. The only silver lining is that my clients help me take my mind off it for a few hours. Most of them are pretty great.” 
 
    Janice lifted a section of hair and snipped a few inches off the bottom. 
 
    “That’s good. I hope this isn’t too crass, but who do you think did it?” 
 
    “I have a few ideas. But I’d rather not say. It wouldn’t be right if I were wrong and gossip got someone in trouble.” 
 
    “I can understand that. Since I found him, I’ve been trying to figure out who could have had a motive to do such a terrible thing.” 
 
    “It’s hard to say this, but there were some folks that didn’t like my husband. He had a reputation for top-notch work, but he charged a pretty penny for it.” 
 
    “That is what I’ve heard. That’s why I was so surprised to hear about financial troubles with the business.” 
 
    “Honey, he was just passing on his rising costs from his vendors. People want nice things, but they don’t want to pay for it.” 
 
    Janice lifted the last bit of hair and snipped it. Meredith shook her head and looked in the mirror. She looked a little better. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Look okay to you?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks.” 
 
    As Meredith picked up her purse to grab some cash out of her wallet, the front door jangled. A police officer walked in with his partner. He marched right up to Janice and said, “Janice Donahue, you are under arrest for the murder of your husband, Richard Donahue.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. You can’t arrest me with no evidence,” she said. 
 
    The officer slapped the handcuffs on her, despite her protests. “Unfortunately, for you, we listened to a recording we found on Richard’s phone that was mighty incriminating. Have a listen for yourself.” 
 
    As he pressed play, Meredith stayed seated and listened in. 
 
    “You better break it off with that homewrecker tonight or else,” Janice said. 
 
    “Or else, what?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Or else, you might find yourself taking one long dirt nap if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “That sounds like a threat.” 
 
    “Take it however you want, I’ve had enough of your cheating and lying, and if you don’t put a stop to it, I will!” she said. 
 
    That was the end of the recording. “I know what it sounds like, but I didn’t do it, I swear,” Janice said. 
 
    “That’s gonna be for a jury to decide, ma’am,” the officer said. 
 
    Then he read her the Miranda rights. 
 
    “I want a lawyer. I’m not gonna say anything else until you get me a lawyer.” 
 
    “You can call one once we get down to the station.” 
 
    Meredith wasn’t shocked. Janice was probably the most obvious suspect. Wasn’t it almost always the spouse? Now she was wondering if she’d need to find a new salon. Right after the thought occurred to her, she internally shamed herself. 
 
    Since she’d already driven to town, Meredith decided to stop by Stacy’s Sweet Shoppe for a chocolate croissant. No other customers were at the counter, so Stacy sat down, and Meredith told her all the details of what she’d just witnessed. 
 
    “I guess it makes sense, it’s always the husband or the wife, right?” Stacy asked. 
 
    “Statistically it is, but on my drive over here, I heard this voice in my head,” Meredith said. 
 
    Meredith took a bite of the warm chocolatey croissant. She’d been trying to eat healthy breakfasts, but the stress had caused her to give in to her sweet cravings. 
 
    “Geez, hope you’re not schizophrenic. Just kidding, probably one of your premonitions, right?” 
 
    “Maybe. The voice said, ‘They’ve got the wrong woman.’” 
 
    “This power of yours sure isn’t very specific, is it?” 
 
    “It’s an inexact science.” 
 
    “Are you gonna tell the sheriff about your whispern’?” 
 
    Stacy unleashed her loose, messy bun, and used her fingers to comb her hair and swoop it all back together again and back into the rubber band at the nape of her neck. 
 
    “I’m not sure he’d take me seriously; what do you think I should do?” 
 
    “Maybe just wait and see what happens. I’m sure she’ll have a lawyer. But that recording doesn’t do her any favors, even if she’s not guilty, she might be found guilty. Can you blame her? It sounds like she was pushed to her breaking point. And I’ll tell you this, I wouldn’t be surprised if this affair she knew about wasn’t his first.” 
 
    Meredith took another bite of the croissant and then stuck the rest in the to-go bag. 
 
    “Yeah, word on the street is, Richard was very flirtatious and overcharged everyone, so lots of people probably aren’t sad he’s gone.” 
 
    “That appears to be true.” Meredith stuck the croissant bag in her purse. “I better get going. I promised I’d watch a Christmas rom-com with Brenda today.” 
 
    “That sounds fun. I’m jealous! I better get back to work. I’ve got some cleanup to do in the back. Hang in there.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Meredith drove to the grocery store. Now that she could relax after the murder ordeal was solved, she was committed to eating healthier. She picked up a bagged salad mix, some apples, and milk. While in line with her basket, she overheard a customer and the cashier talking about Janice.  
 
    “Can you believe she killed her own husband, so cold-blooded,” the cashier said. 
 
    “If she did it. She’s innocent until proven guilty ya know,” the customer said. 
 
    “I can’t imagine who else it would have been.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to see.” 
 
    It’s funny how much gossip spreads in a small town, Meredith thought. After Meredith put her groceries in the trunk, she pulled out her phone and called her therapist to make an appointment. It went to voicemail, but she requested something for the following week. Luckily, her therapist was good at getting back to her in a timely manner. Just knowing she’d be able to offload what had happened during the week to her, brought a sense of calm to Meredith’s whole body.  
 
    Her last stop was picking up a hold at the library. After that, she’d be home relaxing in a hot bath. The reserved book was about how to manage symptoms in perimenopause. While there, she grabbed a book off of the staff picks table on dating after forty. When she went to the desk to check out, she handed her card to Fiona, the librarian.  
 
    “How’s your day going so far?” 
 
    “Not bad, just tired. I haven’t slept much lately.” 
 
    Fiona scanned her card and then her book. “I know how that is, I’m a full-time insomniac. By the way, this book was super helpful to me when I was trying to get back into the dating game after my last relationship ended.” 
 
    “Good to know. Since I’ve been divorced, everyone is telling me that I have to get back out there.” 
 
    When Fiona handed the library card back to her, that is when she noticed her hands. Fiona’s fingernails were short and painted with black nail polish. Meredith’s stomach clenched.  
 
    “Well, I can use all the help I can get in the dating department.” Meredith was trying to keep the conversation light and breezy. But then she blurted out, “Since finding Richard’s body, he’s been hard to get out of my head. That’s been the cause of my bad sleep.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Fiona said.  
 
    “Well, the police arrested the wife, so I guess it’s a closed case,” Meredith said. She was baiting Fiona to see how she’d respond. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “She got tired of him cheating and threatened him. Sadly, for her, he recorded the whole thing on his cell phone.” 
 
    “Janice was always a little unhinged.” 
 
    “Oh, you two know each other?” 
 
    “Not really, but whenever she’d been in here to bring Richard lunch while he was remodeling the children’s room, she was very cold toward me.” 
 
    “That’s strange, why would she be?” 
 
    “Maybe she thought he worked too much. Who knows! Glad the police have got her in custody.” 
 
    “It’s a relief to know justice will be served, I guess.” 
 
    “Yes, now we can all move on with our lives.” 
 
    “Right. Well, have a good rest of the day.” 
 
    Swimming in a sea of anxiety, Meredith’s gut twisted into knots. When Fiona handed Meredith’s library card back to her, not only had she noticed the black nail polish, but she also saw only one friendship bracelet on Fiona’s wrist. She’d seen her a few times earlier in the week when she was dropping off book donations from the local churches. Both of those times, Meredith noticed she had been wearing two bracelets, one red and one green. She assumed it was her attempt at being festive for Christmas. The only one on her wrist now was red.  
 
    After a quick turn and wave, as soon as Meredith was out of the library, she sprinted down to the Victorian house. It was surrounded by a very green grassy lawn. Meredith crouched down by the lawn near the steps, and she saw it. The green friendship bracelet.  
 
    She promptly called Sheriff Tucker, and he was in front of the Victorian within minutes. The bracelet was still there, untouched because Meredith knew enough not to pick it up it and get her fingerprints on it.  
 
    Once the police arrived, she was informed that they had released Janice because she had an ironclad alibi. She was in Seattle with a girlfriend, and they had dinner at a restaurant where staff confirmed she’d been. They stayed at a Holiday Inn overnight and Janice drove back in the morning, arriving home a few hours after the body was discovered.  
 
    When Sheriff Tucker showed up, he said he would question Fiona, but the bracelet and black fingernail polish that Meredith had seen in a dream wouldn’t be enough to hold her. 
 
    Meredith hopped in her car and followed the police car down to the library.  
 
    After entering the library’s front door, the sheriff said, “Ma’am, we need you to come down to the station. We have some questions about your possible involvement in the murder of Richard Donahue.” 
 
    “Are you joking? This is outrageous.” 
 
    “Once we test this bracelet for your DNA, we’ll have you at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    “I walk my dog and sometimes she walks on the grass in front of that place, that doesn’t make me a murderer.” 
 
    “There was also a witness that saw you enter the house late that night and another neighbor who heard fighting.” 
 
    Fiona’s brow furrowed, her lips began to quiver, a tear fell down her cheek. She glanced at Meredith and looked down at her Mary Jane shoes.  
 
    “You could make this fast and easy if you just tell us what you did, maybe it was an accident. Just tell us what happened,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “It’s got to be a heavy burden to carry. If something happened, I’m sure you have a good explanation for it,” Meredith pleaded. 
 
    Fiona took a few shallow breaths from her chest. She looked like she was having a panic attack. 
 
    “It was an accident. I didn’t mean to kill him. He reserved the vacation rental for the night so we could have a special romantic evening. I was going to start showing soon, I had to tell him I was pregnant with his baby. I was scared of how he would react. When he got to the house, he was on edge. I assumed he was stressed about work. I told him I wanted to show him around the house. We went upstairs, and I told him about the baby. He started yelling. He told me he didn’t believe it was his and that he wasn’t going to leave his wife. In a rage, I shoved him. He was standing close to the stained-glass window. He fell into it. It smashed to pieces, and he fell down to the ground. I panicked. I ran down to check on him, but he was already dead. Then, I cleaned up everything and left the house. But I didn’t want him to die, I was just so mad. I loved him. I thought he was the one. Now my baby will never know his father.” 
 
    And she might not know her mother either, except for what she looks like behind bars, Meredith thought. She was shocked that Fiona, someone she’d worked with for nearly two years, could do such a thing. And then go about working and having a book sale like nothing had happened. Meredith wasn’t sure if she believed that it was an accident. Luckily, that wouldn’t be her problem to solve. 
 
    “Alright, Fiona, I’m gonna read you your rights. You may be wanting to call your lawyer now.” 
 
    Meredith watched as Fiona was escorted into the police car. The sheriff gave a quick wave as a gesture of thanks. Another crazy day in Merryville went down in the books.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dakota, Meredith’s daughter arrived a few days after Fiona’s arrest. It was Christmas Eve, and they were enjoying the surprise gift that her daughter had brought. It was her sweet cat Cashew. Dakota had to move out of her apartment when the rent went up. The only place that she could afford was an apartment that wouldn’t allow pets.   
 
    At first, Meredith was apprehensive about how Cashew and Pickles, her parakeet, would get along. But since the bird was kept in a bedroom, with a closing door, she figured everything would be okay. Cashew purred and rubbed herself against Meredith’s leg while she put on the kettle for a cup of tea. Dakota was up on the step ladder putting the star up on the Christmas tree.  
 
    Despite being thirty-five degrees outside, they bundled up and took their hot tea out on the deck and gazed at the snow-covered mountain in the distance. They talked about how they were grateful to be spending the holiday together. Dakota ate one of the leftover brownies Meredith had saved from her last batch. 
 
    “These are so good, Mom. I don’t know how you can resist having one.” 
 
    “I’ve had my fill over the year, believe me.” 
 
    “Maybe we can take a walk after lunch.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    “Hey, Dad told me he stopped by and you kicked him out.” 
 
    “Your father has a way of summarizing things in a way that suits him. He was just feeling sorry for himself that he and Lana didn’t work out. Sure, he said he wanted a second chance, but I’m not sure I believe that.” 
 
    “Would you give him one?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, sweetheart. Hope you aren’t holding out hope for that.” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy, Mom.” 
 
    Just then, five deer sauntered down the hill away from the oak trees and down to the deck to eat their clover. It was amazing how tame they’d become. They didn’t realize that they were only safe because she was the only one on the road who didn’t own a shotgun. 
 
    “Those guys are so stinking cute,” Dakota said. 
 
    “They are one of my favorite things about living in the country.” 
 
    Dakota snapped a picture of them with her phone.  
 
    Meredith was so grateful to share this beautiful moment with her daughter. And it was stellar timing that the murder business was over just in time for Christmas.  
 
    They both went inside. Cashew and Dakota curled up in front of the wood stove. Meredith’s phone buzzed with a new email notification. The spring fundraiser at the Merryville Museum would be a few months away and the coordinator wanted to know if she could donate brownies for the event. She closed her email and decided to reply later.  
 
    Dakota was flipping through the Merryville Gazette. “Hey Mom, it looks like they are hiring an advice columnist, you’d be great at that.” 
 
    “Boy, oh boy, can’t I just rest for a minute before thinking of all the new commitments I might get talked into in the New Year? But it’s sweet of you to say I’d be good at it.  
 
    “You sure are good at telling me what to do.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Meredith said. She sat down next to Dakota and Cashew and looked skyward, asking for some peace in the coming new year.  
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    Spring in Meredith’s tiny rural town of Merryville, Washington hummed. The hills greened up and the daffodils and tulips sprang through the damp earth. More importantly, the community pool opened.  
 
    Meredith’s home-based brownie business had proven to be wildly successful. Sadly, being a baker and a friend to the owner of the town’s bakery/café had not resulted in a trim waistline. Mid-life hormonal shifts and the holidays had resulted in a few pounds that she was anxious to work off.  
 
    Meredith pulled her size twelve miracle suit over her lumps and bumps. She stared down at her crepe paper-like tummy riddled with white stretch marks. They were the result of her labor of love. The black bathing suit was like a sausage casing, which made her the squishy meat inside. She threw a sundress over her short, pale frame. Pickles, her parakeet, bobbed his head and made his chortling sounds. He’d just been fed and would be happy until she walked out the door.  
 
    Brenda, her friend and roommate, was sleeping in after her late-night shift at the Mad Hatter bar. As soon as Meredith closed her bedroom door, Cashew, her cat, jumped off the sofa and rubbed his tan fur against her bare legs. “You need some food, buddy?” 
 
    After plopping some special canned food into his bowl, she hopped in her Toyota and headed to town to the community pool. She turned right and drove past the ice cream shop wondering if she’d treat herself to a vanilla cone after her swim.  
 
    Once inside the pool building, the chlorine’s pungent aroma overwhelmed her. After handing the teenager at the front desk five bucks she headed into the women’s locker room. 
 
    There she was greeted by the full-frontal view of three elderly naked ladies showering. She sucked in a breath. It was like looking into a mirror twenty years into her future. She tried not to stare but couldn’t help wondering what had made these women so comfortable in their birthday suits.  
 
    She had arrived just in time for adult lap swimming hour. Just as she was stepping into the lukewarm water, a well-muscled collegiate swimmer climbed out of the pool. Glancing furtively, she couldn’t help but notice the perfection of his tan swimmer’s physique. He was lean from head to toe.  
 
    And then he saw her looking at him. A dimple emerged on his right cheek as he smiled at her. Meredith looked away and dove into the water. As she kicked her way back to the shallow end, embarrassment cascaded over her like caramel off of an ice cream sundae.  
 
    What was she doing checking out a young guy at the pool? Meredith curled her fingers around the edge of the pool when she got to the end of the first lap. Short of breath, practically gasping, she hoped she wasn’t having a heart attack or a stroke. She glanced at the lane next to her and noticed a heavy-set woman older than her, also catching her breath.  
 
    “Swimming is serious exercise,” Meredith said to the woman. 
 
    “You got that right. I haven’t been to the pool in months, and I can tell. I’m Olga, by the way.” 
 
    “I’m Meredith. You look familiar. Do you work in town?” 
 
    “I work at the Chamber of Commerce. But you probably recognize me because I ran for mayor and lost by a small margin to Chelsea. But my face was everywhere for a while.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it. I wasn’t able to vote in the Mayoral election because I live a smidge outside of town.” 
 
    “No worries. I didn’t stand a chance anyway. Chelsea was talking nonsense about me online and to everyone she encountered.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” 
 
    “I’ve only lived here for three years. The born-here’s don’t like the newcomers. I feel comfortable saying that because I can tell you are a newcomer too.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “It’s just an intuition thing.” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s been about two years for me.” 
 
    “I better get back to it, gotta finish my thirty minutes before I have to get back to work.” 
 
    “Sounds good. It was nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    Olga resembled a snail doing the dog paddle all the way back to the shallow end. 
 
    To Meredith’s surprise, she swam for a full thirty minutes before exhaustion consumed her. She hoped she’d have the energy to get through the rest of the day. 
 
    Meredith had many hours of baking to get done. She’d agreed to donate batches of brownies to the Merryville Museum’s fundraising event. They served a luncheon at the museum for a hefty price and usually had a silent auction.  
 
    The museum was a nonprofit and had art and some fun historical relics from the town’s past. It was a popular spot for school field trips. 
 
    Once she was back in the car, she locked the doors and glanced at her phone. She noticed she had a new email. It was so rare for anyone to reach her via email, she was anxious to see who it was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, over coffee, her roommate Brenda said, “You are gonna be so perfect for this. I can’t wait to read your advice. Hopefully, the questions will be good.” 
 
    Dale from the Merryville Gazette had emailed Meredith. He’d asked her to come in for an interview for the advice columnist job at the paper. 
 
    “I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Meredith said. 
 
    In high school and college, she’d loved writing. When her daughter Dakota was in town for Christmas, she’d seen the want ad in the paper and urged her mother to apply. Now Meredith was glad she’d taken her daughter’s advice. 
 
    “The truth is, I’m kinda jealous. I love giving advice. Now you are the one who is gonna get paid for it,” Brenda said. 
 
    “It could be argued that you already get paid to give advice. You’re a bartender.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Have a good day. I’m headed out,” Meredith said.  
 
    Fueled by caffeine and the support of a good friend, Meredith drove fifteen minutes to town to get to the Merryville Gazette’s office.  
 
    Inside, the smell of burnt coffee and the feel of dusty clutter filled her with glee. By the front window, there was an old-fashioned typewriter. Next to it were five 8x10 framed snippets from old editions of the newspaper sitting on a bookshelf.  
 
    A laptop sat open at one of the two desks at the back of the office. No one was sitting there. She cleared her throat loudly. Seconds later, after she heard the sound of a flush, Dale emerged. His tall, lanky frame was outfitted in a western-wear shirt and jeans. Whisps of dirty blonde hair poked out from under his ball cap. 
 
    After a few minutes of chit-chatting and describing what he wanted from an advice columnist, he offered her the job. A sensation of being amped on three cups of coffee moved through her. She felt confident about the fact that she’d gotten him to agree to let her use a pseudonym. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Meredith got home, Cashew, her cat, was meowing loudly, begging for his scratches. She put her purse down and stroked his tan fur. Then he ran off and ate some of his food. Pickles yelled, so she popped her head into the bedroom to say hello and let him out to fly. She sat on the bed and checked her email on her phone.  
 
    Nora, executive director of the Merryville Museum, had emailed to follow up about the brownie order for their fundraiser. Meredith agreed to donate 40 brownies for the event and regretted it now that she had this writing deadline. The email said that in exchange for the free brownies, she was welcome to come to the luncheon and could bring a plus one. Getting a free lunch was a nice perk, especially since everyone else had to pay $100 per plate. They were also having a silent auction and she had donated a gift certificate to go into a large basket of items that local businesses had donated.  
 
    The event was serving lunch followed by a dessert of brownies and lemon cupcakes. Stacy of Stacy’s Sweet Shoppe was providing the cupcakes. 
 
    Meredith reminded herself it was for a good cause. The museum was only able to survive with fundraiser money, grants, and a staff of volunteers.  
 
    Since the sun was out, she put on her sneakers, grabbed her phone, and decided to get some steps in. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw that Dale had texted her the first reader question. 
 
      
 
    I need advice. Last week my pit bull got out and killed a few of my neighbor’s chickens. It was awful. My dog Herbie has a fence, but sometimes he jumps right over it. Anyway, I apologized to the neighbor and offered to pay for new chickens. Instead of hearing me out, he said the next time he saw my dog he was going to shoot him. I replied with some expletives that I won’t share here. What am I supposed to do? I can’t afford to build a higher fence. I have to go to work and can’t bear to leave Herbie inside or tie him up with a chain outside. And I sure can’t afford to move to a place with a nicer neighbor. Please advise! 
 
      
 
    Chelsea, A Dog Lover 
 
      
 
    Yikes. Dale was really throwing her into the deep end. Perhaps the walk would give her some ideas. It was about a thirty-minute walk round trip to get to her mailbox. Along the gravel road, she stopped to say hello to her neighbor’s cows and horses. One pregnant black cow looked her right in the eye as she loudly chomped on her green apple.  
 
    Down by the mailbox, one of the horses spotted her and ran up to the fence to get closer. He must have remembered her. She’d fed him for a few weeks in the winter when her neighbor was out of town. She put her hand on the side of his face, and he leaned in. It took her breath away how gigantic and majestic he was. Flies buzzed around his tail, and he swished it back and forth.  
 
    “I gotta get my mail now, buddy,” Meredith said. 
 
    A grocery store sale ad and her property tax bill were the only pieces of mail in the box. As she opened the property tax statement, she was glad she’d gotten a new gig. The assessed value of her house had really shot up.  
 
    Her thoughts returned to the advice seeker. She couldn’t blame the neighbor for his strong reaction. Irresponsible dog owners were the biggest complaint on Merryville’s social media community page. She’d reminded herself that she’d need to muster some compassion for both sides.  
 
    Once she finished her walk, she needed to make some progress on her column. The house was quiet when she went inside. Perfect timing to get started on her whole new life as a writer. 
 
    As someone who hadn’t had a dog since she was a kid growing up, she’d have to do some research. After texting a few people and Googling, she came up with what she thought was a reasonable solution. 
 
      
 
    Dear Dog Lover, 
 
      
 
    This is a tough situation. Have you considered saving up for fencing that would be six feet tall? In the meantime, you could think about neutering the dog so he’s less likely to roam. You might also get some benefit from supervising his outdoor time, so he doesn’t get bored and restless and want to run.  
 
    Make sure there are no wood piles to give him a running start. Coyote rollers are bars that will help prevent your pup from getting a paw-hold and making it over the fence. Some people use electric fences. That said, they don’t always work and sometimes make the problem worse. Another option would be to hire a trainer. 
 
    Regarding your neighbor, you might let him know what your plans are. You could text him or leave him a note if you don’t feel comfortable with an in-person conversation. Just knowing you are working on solving the problem might help put his mind at ease. Best of luck! 
 
      
 
    Advice Lady 
 
      
 
    Advice Lady was all she could come up with as a pseudonym on the spot.  
 
    Out of nowhere, her whole body warmed up like it was sprawled out on the surface of the sun. Hot flashes had been coming on a few times a day and sometimes at night. She hoped it would end in the very near future. She pulled her motorized mini fan from the end table and held it to her face. Then she put it down and pulled off her socks, rolled up her pants, and walked to the kitchen to make a giant glass of ice water. 
 
    After a few minutes, the flash passed, and her temperature was back to normal. Since it wasn’t a day she had to bake, she decided to go to her room and take a nap. Fatigue got fierce in the afternoons the closer she got to menopause. She put the sheet cover over Pickles so he’d be quiet while she slept. 
 
    When she woke up, a quick glance at the alarm clock said it had been an hour since she’d put her head on the pillow. She was breathless and drenched in sweat. After months with no bad dreams of people dying, her long dream-free spell had been broken. All she saw in the dream was a blonde woman who collapsed on an Oriental rug. She heard sirens in the dream and someone yelling, “Call 911, she’s not breathing.” After that, Meredith woke up. Her prophetic dreams seemed to give just enough detail to be scary but not enough to help her prevent whatever the crime was. That rug could be in anyone’s home anywhere in the world! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Snow was unusual in the Spring, but eight inches had accumulated overnight. The dusting of the white stuff transformed the hillside outside of Meredith’s window into a winter wonderland. Too bad it was months after the official end of winter. The Merryville Museum fundraiser arrived on the worst of weather days. 
 
    Logan, Meredith’s handsome snow removal guy, had come out and cleared her driveway and the shared gravel road. She was so grateful for his hard work and the fact that it would make it possible to get to the fundraiser.  
 
    “Hey Logan, I have a free plus one I can take to this lunch if you are interested,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Sure, who can say no to a free lunch? What time is it?” 
 
    “Noon.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you there after my last morning job. I might be a few minutes late but will try to get there as close to noon as I can.” 
 
    “Great. See you then.” 
 
    By the time 11:30 rolled around, the sun was out, and the temperature had risen to 35 degrees. The roads had been plowed and slush was piled up on the side of the road. Even though she made sure to drive slowly, other drivers flew past her going ten miles over the speed limit.  
 
    When she arrived at eleven fifty-five, there weren’t too many cars in the parking lot. Meredith got out of the car and assessed her outfit. She wore a black shift dress with tall black boots and a pink cardigan. It was way too cold to be wearing a dress, but the yoga pants and shapewear underneath provided some warmth. She wondered if she’d wear her jacket the whole time. She was trying to look nice and wondering if Logan thought this was a date. A part of her hoped it might be, even though she told herself that notion was ridiculous. Looks and age-wise, she thought he was out of her league. He was likely ten years younger, tall and muscular with mostly dark hair and only a few stray greys. 
 
    So lost in thoughts about a boy as if she were sixteen again, she almost forgot the box of brownies. Just as she opened the trunk to pull it out, a car pulled up next to her. When she saw who stepped out, she was shocked. It was Ed. They’d had one terrible blind date in the winter. He texted a few times afterward, but Meredith told him she wasn’t interested.  
 
    “Well, hello Meredith, I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” 
 
    Ed was somewhere near 60, grey-haired, 5 ft 7, with eye bags and the beginnings of a spare tire around his middle. 
 
    “Hi, Ed. I’m providing the brownies.” 
 
    “Great. Not for me, I stay away from dessert. Don’t worry, I’m sure someone less health conscious will enjoy them.” 
 
    Without offering to help her carry anything, he trudged toward the front door. “See ya in there.” 
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    As she neared the front door, she heard footsteps running behind her. “Hey Meredith, let me get that for you,” Logan said. 
 
    He opened the front door to the museum. Logan’s helping hand arrived just in the nick of time, as holding the box of brownies and trying to get the door open was proving to be tricky. 
 
    “Thanks,” Meredith said. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Thanks for the invite. I’m starving after the morning I’ve had.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    He wore a blue puffer jacket with jeans and boots. The bottom legs of his jeans were wet from snow. If it were anyone else, she would have judged him a little for not dressing up. But it was a small rural town, so even museum fundraisers were full of casual dressers. 
 
    “I’m gonna take these to the kitchen, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    In the kitchen, Stacy was busy plating up lemon cupcakes. The salad plates were already lined up and ready to go out. Meredith put her brownie box down next to the refrigerator. 
 
    “How’s it going?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “I’m hanging in there,” Stacy said. She took off her gloves and put them in the trash. Then she swooped her blonde hair back into a tighter bun and put some new gloves on. 
 
    “Need any help?” 
 
    “I’m okay for now. We’re gonna serve a little late because so far, the turnout is low. There were supposed to be forty people here. Luckily, the participants all prepaid for the event.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll really have to eat a lot,” Meredith said with a smile. 
 
    “Yes! Or maybe we can freeze some things and use them for another event.” 
 
    “My brownies freeze well, so that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I’ve got some yummy vanilla bean ice cream to serve with your brownies.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect and cold which is what I’m craving these days with all my hot flashes. Well, I better get back out there. I brought a guest.” 
 
    “Hot flashes sound terrible. I am not looking forward to middle age! Who’d you bring?” 
 
    “Logan, my snow removal guy.” 
 
    “Ooh. My interest is piqued. Is it a date?” 
 
    “No, just a last-minute ask. I had the free ticket. And because of his help shoveling, I was able to make it here today.” 
 
    “Okay. Enjoy yourself,” Stacy said with a wink. 
 
    Since the building was just a big historic house that had been converted into a museum, the front room was full of pictures of some of the town’s founding members. Old photographs in those sepia tones with dead looks in their eyes always creeped Meredith out. A grandfather clock housed on a well-aged Oriental rug stood near the front door. Four rectangular tables were set up with ten chairs each. 
 
    Even though everyone there could have fit at one table, people were spread out. Unfortunately, Ed and Logan were sitting at the same table. Luckily, Brenda and her date Justin were sitting there too.  
 
    Before sitting down, Meredith decided to introduce herself to the other attendees at the next table.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Meredith, the brownie supplier. Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “I’m Skye and this is Forest, my husband. We run the homeschool co-op in town and own Earth’s Bounty Café.” 
 
    Skye personified Bohemian. Her vintage dress highlighted her thin figure. Her straight hair ended right at her hips. Forest sported a hipster beard and a flannel button-down shirt. They were younger than Meredith and had that look of fatigue that people in the thick of child-rearing do. 
 
    “Nice, I haven’t tried that place yet. What do you serve?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Salads and pasta. Everything is farm to table.” 
 
    “Sounds delish, I’ll have to check it out. It was nice to meet you.” 
 
    “It was good to meet you too,” Skye said.  
 
    Forest’s face was buried in his phone. He barely looked up to acknowledge Meredith. 
 
    Just then a woman walked up, “Hi Meredith, it’s Olga, good to see you again after our swimming ordeal. After you left, I remembered I had seen you at the farmer’s market and tried your brownies. They’re scrumptious.” 
 
    “Thank you. I brought some today.” 
 
    Olga’s cheeks flushed with excitement. “Oh, you’ve made my day!”  
 
    “That’s nice to hear,” Meredith said. 
 
    Olga looked over at Meredith’s table. “Oh no, not that guy. This should be a fun afternoon!” 
 
    Meredith looked around, confused. “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “See that guy sitting at your table?” 
 
    “Which one? I brought Logan, he’s my snow removal guy and Justin is my roommate Brenda’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mean them. The frumpy old guy. Ed. I don’t usually like to gossip, but Chelsea went out with him once. And then I heard he wouldn’t leave her alone when she said she wasn’t interested. Apparently, it turned into a stalker situation. I’m surprised he had the nerve to show up here. I guess she must have never filed a restraining order. Not only that, but because of him she’s stuck sitting at Nora’s table. And I heard they hated each other in high school. Since Chelsea’s not my favorite person, I’m kind of looking forward to the fireworks today.” 
 
    Meredith hesitated, thinking about what she would reveal. She wondered how trustworthy Olga was since she clearly liked to gossip. “Maybe it’s for the best that they aren’t at the same table. Funnily enough, I went out with him once too. He’s the worst. I wasn’t excited to see him here either. Small-town life, am I right?” 
 
    Olga put her hands on her hips. “Geez, am I the only woman in town who hasn’t been out with the guy?” Olga asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” Meredith said with a forced laugh. “Well, I better get back to my table. Nice to see you again.” 
 
    As Meredith passed by the third table, it looked like only two people were sitting there. One spot was taken by Nora, the museum’s executive director. The other woman, Meredith deduced, was Chelsea, the new mayor. Now it made sense that she was seated at a table where there was no Olga or Ed. 
 
    Thinking it was best to meet everyone, Meredith walked up to Chelsea. “Hi, I’m Meredith, the brownie lady. Just introducing myself to everyone.” 
 
    Chelsea stood up and held out her hand for a shake. “Nice to meet you. I’m Chelsea, the new mayor.” 
 
    The firmness of the handshake took Meredith by surprise. Chelsea’s shoulder-length wavy blonde hair and curvy frame stood out in contrast to her navy-blue suit. In her forties, Meredith would have described her look as alpha-female, country professional. 
 
    “Yes, congrats. I heard it was a close race.” 
 
    Chelsea crossed her arms over her chest, defensive. “It wasn’t really close. My numbers were a lot better than hers. Anyhow, I’m excited to dig in and serve the community.” 
 
    “Sounds good. You are the first politician I’ve met in person. I wish you the best of luck.” 
 
    Chelsea got closer and whispered to Meredith, “I heard you are the new advice columnist for the Gazette. Did you get my letter?” 
 
    Oh no, please don’t tell me this woman is the dog owner. Could this day get any more awkward? 
 
    “I plead the fifth,” Meredith said as she pulled her sweater tighter around her torso. 
 
    “I can tell by your face it’s you. Anyway, the letter was about my dog. I can’t wait to read your advice. Don’t worry, I promise to keep your identity a secret.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    “My neighbor from the letter is here too. That’s why I’m sitting over here.” Her whispers were loud, and bits of spittle were flying from her lips as she talked. 
 
    “Oh wow, who is he?” 
 
    “Justin, sitting over there next to the brunette. Not only that, but this gross guy I went out with once is over there too. If you wanna move over to my table, you are welcome to.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m okay. You won’t believe this, but I went out with Ed once too. Maybe we should start a support group.” 
 
    “Totally. Well, the offer stands if you want to move over to my table. Your date is too handsome to be stuck talking to Ed.” 
 
    “He’s not my date. He just takes care of my driveway in the winter.” 
 
    “I’d let him take care of more than just my driveway if you know what I mean. Maybe introduce me later.” 
 
    “Sure, maybe I’ll bring him over after lunch.” Even as she said it, Meredith knew she wouldn’t, as if he were her property.  
 
    “Sounds good,” Chelsea said with a saccharine smile. 
 
    “By the way, who told you I’m the new columnist?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Don’t tell him I told you, but Dale did. We went to high school together and I see him every Wednesday at the American Legion’s bingo night.” 
 
    “Well, Dale and I are going to have to have a chat.” 
 
    “He’s a good guy. Don’t be mad. I grilled him about it until he caved.” 
 
    “Okay. No promises though. The column should be out next week.” 
 
    “Great! I can’t wait to read it.” 
 
    Meredith hadn’t had anything that morning other than coffee and was hoping the food would be out soon. She went and sat down next to Logan. He was listening to Ed give his pitch about his weight loss remedy that he’d tried to pedal to Meredith months ago. What an idiot. Logan did not need to lose weight.  
 
    It seemed like the right time for her to grab a piece of bread from the basket. She spread a little butter on it and took a bite. Warm and freshly baked, it really hit the spot. 
 
    In an attempt to rescue Logan, she said, “How many drives did you end up shoveling this morning?” 
 
    “Three before I got to your place,” he said. 
 
    “That’s a lot of work. I imagine you’ll be busy again tomorrow.” 
 
    “Actually, right after this, I gotta get back to it. I’m grateful to you for giving me a chance to get a big lunch before I get back after it.” 
 
    Meredith shifted in her seat. Her shapewear was doing its job, but she was uncomfortable and on the verge of a hot flash. “I’m so glad you were able to help me out. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have made it today.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Stacy emerged from the kitchen carrying a giant oval tray of plates that she put down next to Merdith’s table. It was the salad course, a small plate of greens tossed in a raspberry vinegarette.  
 
    As Stacy delivered the salads, Merdith chugged her ice water. Her body temperature was rising. She tried to use her hand to fan herself. “Excuse me, I’m gonna run to the ladies’ room,” she said to Logan. 
 
    “Don’t worry, your salad will be here when you get back. I’m not too excited about eating green stuff.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    In the bathroom, she ran her hands under cold water and then smoothed them through her hair and lifted it off the nape of her neck. Just as she was starting to cool off, Skye walked out from one of the stalls. She washed her hands and avoided eye contact. Her eyeliner or mascara was smudged like she’d just been crying. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “I’m fine, just that time of the month.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “See ya out there.” 
 
    Meredith inspected her own face. She had some mascara and lip balm on. Her age was clear with or without make-up. Lately, she’d realized foundation sunk into the lines and made her look older than if she didn’t wear it at all. Feeling sweaty and old, she chided herself for even entertaining the notion that anything could ever happen with Logan. He was just being polite. He was hungry. This was clearly not a date. Setting proper expectations would be the best thing she could do. 
 
    Back at the table, everyone had nearly finished their salads. Meredith scooped up a forkful and was reminded how talented Stacy was in the food prep department.  
 
    At the table next to her, Skye was admiring Chelsea’s designer handbag. “Mind if I try it out on my shoulder to see if I need one? Not that I can afford it.” 
 
    “Sure. In fact, you can babysit it while I’m gone. I had two giant coffees before I got here, and nature is calling. I’ll be back in a jiff,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Sounds good, thanks,” Skye said. 
 
    Just then, Ed got up and said he needed some fresh air. It seemed abrupt but Meredith assumed he was making a phone call or something. 
 
    “I think he was a little gassy,” Logan said. 
 
    Meredith let out a snorty laugh. She couldn’t help but wonder if Ed’s miracle weight loss cure was causing him some gastrointestinal distress. 
 
    “You have a cute laugh,” Logan said. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone else would describe it that way. But that’s nice of you to say.” 
 
    Was he flirting? 
 
    Nora, the executive director of the museum walked to the podium. She looked very professional in her black suit and her short pixie cut. Her face had a shine to it, like maybe sweat was loosening her layer of foundation. Perhaps she was the type to get nervous when talking in front of a group. Or maybe the poor woman was just nearing menopause too.  
 
    “Welcome everyone. Thanks for coming out in this storm to help support the Merryville Museum. It is a part of this town’s history that we hope to preserve well into the future,” Nora said. 
 
    As she continued her talk and explained how the silent auction would work, Stacy came around and picked up the salad plates.  
 
    Nora wrapped up by saying, “Enjoy your lunch. I know I am looking forward to tasting Stacy’s delicious pasta and her lemon cupcakes. Rumor has it, there is a special ingredient in them that nobody knows about but her. Also, remember before dessert is served to put your name down on one of the silent auction sheets for a chance to win one of our amazing baskets of local goodies.” 
 
    Desperate for more ice water, Meredith walked back to the kitchen. She saw Chelsea in there talking to Stacy, “I just want to make sure nothing in today’s meal has tree nuts. I’m allergic and specified in advance, but it doesn’t hurt to double-check.” 
 
    “No nuts in anything, I promise,” Stacy said. 
 
    “Good, I’ve got my EpiPen, but I don’t want to have to use it.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Chelsea walked out of the kitchen and shot Meredith a toothy grin. 
 
    “Hey Stacy, can I get another glass of ice water? These hot flashes are killing me today,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Just take this pitcher with you, you can pretend it’s for the whole table.” 
 
    Meredith grabbed the pitcher, “Thanks a million!” 
 
    Ed had returned from his fresh air gathering outside. He launched into loud talking about his latest letter to the editor.  
 
    “My nutty neighbor put in a gate on a private shared road to keep his alpacas from escaping,” Ed said.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” Logan asked. 
 
     “I have to get in and out of my car no matter the weather, to open and shut the gate. To top it all off, my packages are being thrown on the side of the road by lazy delivery drivers. As a valued sales rep providing life-changing products, I count on those deliveries.” 
 
    “That does sound stressful. Have you tried talking to the neighbor about another possible solution?” Logan asked. 
 
    “I have, but he said that’s the only thing that will work. I told him, if he can’t manage to have livestock without it impacting all his neighbors, then maybe he should sell his animals to more responsible owners,” Ed said. 
 
    “My guess is he didn’t take it well,” Logan replied. 
 
    “He didn’t. He just stormed off mumbling a bunch of cuss words under his breath.” 
 
    Luckily, this mind-numbing conversation was brought to a halt when Stacy brought out the chicken fettuccine alfredo. It looked delicious, and since the salad was tiny, Meredith dug in eagerly. 
 
    After she swallowed her first bite she said, “This is delicious!” 
 
    Logan swirled a glob of noodles onto his fork and shoved it into his mouth. After chewing for a few minutes, he said, “It’s tasty but something smells off.” 
 
    “Really?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of fettuccine alfredo in my day, and it just seems different. I can’t put my finger on it,” Logan said. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a healthier version with milk instead of cream or less parmesan?” 
 
    “Guess it doesn’t matter. It’s not bad. It’ll fill me up.” 
 
    Justin chimed in, “This is the best Alfredo sauce I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    It was interesting how everyone’s taste buds interpreted things differently.  
 
    “Me too,” Brenda said. “We should ask Stacy for the recipe before we leave. “I could make it for you sometime, Babe.” 
 
    “Sounds good. What did I do to deserve you?” Justin asked. 
 
    “I guess I could ask you the same thing,” Brenda said. 
 
    Justin was over six feet tall. He had rugged rancher good looks with scruffy facial hair most of the time. But today, he looked even more handsome clean-shaven. He and Brenda had been dating for a few months and were still in that crazy-about-you phase that was hard for other people to watch. They were in their own bubble.  
 
    Any jealous feelings that Meredith had, she tried to push down. Her friend deserved to be happy. Brenda had experienced all kinds of relationship heartbreak dating back to when they knew each other in high school. Meredith wondered if Justin would turn out to be the “one,” if there was such a thing. Although it was probably too early to tell. 
 
    Meredith thought back to her first months with Gus, her ex-husband. They had been wonderful. Sometimes love had a shelf life, she reminded herself. For the most part, she was happier on her own. 
 
    Thud. It sounded like a ton of bricks had dropped on the floor. Meredith rubber-necked to see what had happened. Her mouth dropped open and she covered it with her hand. Chelsea, the new mayor was on the floor.  
 
    Nora was the first to come to her aid. She was down on the ground, talking to her, “Are you okay, what happened?” 
 
    Meredith walked over and noticed Chelsea’s face was swelling. “Somebody, call 9-1-1,” Meredith said. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s necessary. She faints sometimes. We could give her a minute, maybe a cold washcloth to her face or something,” Nora said. 
 
    Logan walked over and pulled his phone out of his jeans pocket, “It’s better to be safe than sorry,” he said. He dialed 9-1-1 and waited for them to pick up. 
 
    Chelsea was able to squeak out the word, “Nuts?” A few seconds later, she was unconscious.  
 
    “Get her purse, she’s got an EpiPen,” Meredith said to Nora. 
 
    Nora emptied the contents of the purse onto the ground searching for the EpiPen. “It’s not here. Could she have forgotten to bring it?” Nora asked. 
 
    “No, she mentioned to Stacy that she had it with her,” Meredith said. 
 
    “The medics are on their way. They said to try CPR while we wait. I can do it,” Logan said. 
 
    He crouched down on the ground and started doing compressions. Sweat accumulated on his brow. Meredith looked around. Ed was still at the table eating his pasta. Forest and Skye were standing back watching everything unfold. Brenda had run back to the kitchen, presumably to let Stacy know what was going on. 
 
    Justin stopped compressions for a minute and checked her pulse. “I think she’s gone,” he said. 
 
    “Keep going until the medics get here,” Meredith said. 
 
    Nora was looking down at her cell phone. Stacy and Brenda ran in from the kitchen to watch what was happening.  
 
    “How could this happen? There were no nuts in anything. I made sure of it. Does she have an allergy to something else?” Stacy asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Meredith said.  
 
    “Maybe she does have another allergy and didn’t remind us about it,” Nora said. 
 
    Meredith looked around the room. “Does anyone else have an EpiPen?” Meredith asked. 
 
    It was clear by the shaking heads and mumbles of no, that nobody did.  
 
    Just then, Meredith noticed the floor. It was covered with an Oriental rug. Chelsea had blonde hair. It was the scene from her dream. She said a silent prayer that the medics would arrive quickly and be able to save Chelsea.  
 
    Because of the snow, it was ten full minutes before an ambulance arrived. The paramedics tried to revive her, but she was gone. They confirmed the suspicion that it looked like an allergic food reaction to something had been her cause of death. 
 
    Five minutes later, Sheriff Tucker arrived. He questioned Stacy first about the food. She made it clear that there were no nuts in anything she’d prepared.  
 
    “Did anyone else serve or prepare any of the food that was served prior to Chelsea collapsing?” 
 
    “I made everything except the Alfredo sauce. I was short on parmesan. Forest offered to provide the sauce from his restaurant at the last minute,” Stacy said. 
 
    “Forest, what was in that sauce?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest, “The truth is, I said it was homemade, but we use a pre-made store-bought sauce. I would have to get the box it came in at the restaurant to give you an ingredient list.” 
 
    Sheriff Tucker instructed the police officer with him to accompany Forest to his restaurant and get the box. 
 
    In the meantime, he talked to Justin. “Now, this could have been an accident, or it might have been murder. I happen to know that you and Chelsea were fighting about a situation with her dog. Dale was talking about it the last time I saw him at bingo night.” 
 
    “Yes, I was angry about her dog attacking my chickens, but I didn’t kill her. That’s crazy,” Justin said. 
 
    “You’d be surprised how small of a thing can lead to murder,” Sheriff Tucker said. 
 
    When he questioned Meredith, she told him everything she knew. He wanted to know if she knew of anyone who might have had a motive to kill Chelsea.  
 
    “Ed had been stalking her. I also heard that Olga didn’t like her because she was bad-mouthing her as a candidate in the mayoral election,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Good to know. Anything else?” Sheriff Tucker said. 
 
    An older guy, he was jotting down her answers on a small notepad. 
 
    “When I got here today, Chelsea knew that I was the new advice columnist for the Merryville Gazette. I’d received her letter about her conflict with her dog and the incident with Justin’s chickens. She seemed like she wanted me to give her the advice right then and there. It felt awkward and she explained to me that their conflict was the reason she wasn’t sitting at the table with Justin.” 
 
    Olga was the Sheriff’s next person to question. Meredith could only hear bits and pieces of the conversation. She could see that Olga was starting to cry.  
 
    “I didn’t like her. She was awful to me in that election, but I wouldn’t kill anybody. It was probably an accident.” 
 
    Brenda, Logan, and Nora were also questioned. Meredith wasn’t able to hear what they said. Obviously, Brenda had nothing to do with it. Meredith wondered why Nora hadn’t seemed in a huge hurry to call 9-1-1. She could have just been in a panic. 
 
    Skye, Forest’s wife, was the last to be questioned. “Honestly, I didn’t even know that my husband provided the Alfredo sauce. And I didn’t know Chelsea. I’ve had a lot on my mind with homeschool co-op drama. I wasn’t even paying attention to what was going on until I saw everyone gather around Chelsea’s table.” 
 
    After questioning everyone, Sheriff Tucker said, “This may have been a simple accident, but there is a chance it was an intentional homicide. And if that’s the case, it was one of you in this room who did it. I’m going to need you all to stay here until we get to the bottom of things. No one is allowed in the kitchen. And everyone needs to stay away from the area where Chelsea is. In fact, why don’t you all head upstairs and hang out there while we sort things out down here.” 
 
    The paramedics wheeled Chelsea out on a stretcher. Everyone else headed upstairs. A chill moved over Meredith’s torso at the thought of being trapped in the old house with a murderer. And she was afraid that if it turned out to be Justin, which it could be, Brenda would be so devastated. The reality was, he seemed to have the best motive. Olga was a close second. Was it bad that Meredith hoped it was Olga, not Justin? In a dream scenario, it would turn out to be Ed. He had been stalking Chelsea. Or better yet, it could have been an accident. That said, Meredith’s gut feeling was that it was murder and no accident. 
 
    Upstairs everyone sat on the floor. There were no chairs, just display cases of military memorabilia and a life-sized doll house. It was built in 1945 when Merryville was founded. Meredith thought dolls were the creepiest thing in the world and there were several of them in the scene. She tried to look away. Everyone else sat in the doll house room, but she, Brenda, Logan, and Justin stayed in the main room. 
 
    Brenda sat next to Meredith and Logan on the other side of her. Justin was seated next to Brenda. His hands were interlocked with hers. “I was just thinking about the pasta,” Brenda said. “Someone mentioned that something smelled off or different.” 
 
    “It was Logan. I also thought it was a little different than what I’ve had before, but it’s not a dish I eat very often. I loved the flavor though,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Well, I was just thinking about the time my sister came to our family Thanksgiving with vegan macaroni and cheese. Everyone thought it would be terrible, but it was a big hit.” 
 
    “Okay. What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Vegans can’t eat animal products like cream and cheese. The Alfredo sauce could have been made with cashew cream. That’s what was in my sister’s macaroni and cheese.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness. You might be right. What if the Alfredo sauce was vegan and made with nuts? That would easily explain Chelsea’s reaction. You have to go tell the sheriff. He’s got an officer looking into it, but it wouldn’t hurt to let him know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Brenda went downstairs to tell him.  
 
    Logan said, “That makes sense, it was good, but something seemed a little different. It still could have been an accident, if Forest didn’t pay attention to what was in the sauce.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Stacy told him to make sure everything was nut-free. It would be his job to check the ingredient list. What if it was intentional? He knew no one else had a nut allergy so Chelsea would end up being the only one affected.” 
 
    “True, but what’s his motive?” Logan asked. 
 
    “That’s the puzzling question. We don’t know,” Meredith said. 
 
    Stacy sat across from them, scrolling on her phone. She got up and sat closer to Logan. “When Forest delivered the sauce early this morning, I tasted it. It was definitely regular dairy-laden Alfredo sauce. When it was served, I didn’t taste it again to see if it was the same. What if someone dumped out the regular cream sauce and replaced it with vegan sauce?” 
 
    “How? You were in the kitchen the whole time,” Meredith said. 
 
     “I did take about a twenty-minute break after the sauce arrived. Nora encouraged me to go check out the new display of antique tractors in the barn next door, which I did. Then I was out in my car returning emails and texts while having some coffee.” 
 
    “Who else was around that early?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “It was just Nora and the janitor,” Stacy said. 
 
    “Nora! That’s it! She and Chelsea were sitting at the same table. It would have been easy for Nora to slip the EpiPen out of Chelsea’s purse so she wouldn’t be able to save herself. That said, Skye did have Chelsea’s purse at one point when she went to the bathroom. She could have taken the EpiPen. Skye could have killed her. Or maybe she was Nora’s accomplice?” 
 
    “Girl, you’re good at this sleuthing stuff. But why would either of them want to kill her?” Brenda said. 
 
    Just then, Sheriff Tucker climbed to the top of the stairs. “It looks like the ingredients on the bucket of Alfredo sauce were nut-free. So, we aren’t sure where to go from here.” 
 
    “Do you know if there are any cameras in the kitchen?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but I can take another look,” Sheriff Tucker said. 
 
    “What about outside with a view of anything happening in the parking lot?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, I believe there are,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “I would look at the footage and see if anyone can be seen carrying a bucket of sauce. We think maybe Forest’s sauce was dumped or replaced with a vegan nut sauce,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Interesting theory, let me check a few things and I’ll get back to you,” Sheriff Tucker said. 
 
    Everyone looked at each other. Meredith hoped he’d be back soon, the suspense was nearly killing her. 
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    An hour later, the Sheriff had seen the footage. It showed Nora carrying something covered in a blanket that could have been a bucket, but it was unclear. But the sheriff revealed that the janitor saw her take the blanket off of what looked like a bucket of sauce. When he passed by the kitchen to grab the vacuum, he noticed that Nora was dumping a bucket of something down the sink. 
 
    Everyone looked on as Nora was handcuffed by the sheriff and read her rights. 
 
    Still wondering about her theory, Meredith asked, “Did Skye help you by stealing Chelsea’s EpiPen?”  
 
    “No. I took it when Chelsea was in the kitchen talking to Stacy,” Nora said. 
 
    “What an awful thing to do,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Chelsea got what was coming to her. She bullied my sister to the point that she took her own life in high school. I finally had the chance to get her back. I don’t regret a thing,” Nora said. 
 
    After Nora was carted off, everyone else scurried toward the front door. Out in the parking lot, Stacy ran up to Meredith with a lemon cupcake in hand.  
 
    “Take this for a treat when you get home,” Stacy said. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I figure you earned it since you figured out whodunnit.” 
 
    “I had help.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got a little clean-up to do before I can go.” 
 
    “Thanks again. Hope we both get to have a less eventful evening.” 
 
    Standing by Justin’s white GMC truck, Meredith saw Brenda lean in and kiss him. She thought it seemed like a weird time for a make-out session. Someone had just been murdered. Meredith consoled herself by thinking of Pickles and Cashew and how much they would adore seeing her when she returned home. That was better than the love of a man, she reminded herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days after the ordeal, Meredith was lying on her therapist Angela’s couch. She breathed in the smell of chamomile tea. She gazed at the Yin-yang symbol on the mint green walls. Calm energy settled inside of her. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Angela asked. 
 
    “Well, as you know, my premonition dreams have been causing stress. And they are not helping me prevent these murders from happening,” Meredith said. 
 
    “I heard about Chelsea. That was terrible,” Angela said. She jotted something down on her yellow legal pad. 
 
    “It was. I feel guilty. It wasn’t until she was gone that I noticed the Oriental rug and that Chelsea had blonde hair.” 
 
    “While it makes sense you would feel that way, it’s not your fault. There is nothing you could have done.” 
 
    Meredith sat up and took a sip of the tea her therapist had brewed for her. Angela looked more tired and frazzled than usual. Despite being in her fifties with greying hair, she had a vibrant and youthful appearance, with barely any deep lines on her face.  
 
    “I know you’re right.” 
 
    “Good, just let that sink in for a moment.”  
 
    After a brief pause Meredith said, “The other thing that’s come up is that my daughter just got laid off and her lease is up in a month. She’s asked if she can come live with me in Merryville while she looks for a job. She’s tired of Seattle and seems to have some romantic vision of rural life. While I’d love to get to spend more time with her, she’d have to sleep on the couch. And I feel like she’d have to take a dead-end job and give up on meeting someone her age to date.” 
 
    “Have you shared these honest feelings with her?” 
 
    “Not exactly. When we were on the phone, I may have made it sound like it was a great idea.” 
 
    Angela’s phone buzzed on her desk. “Sorry about that. It sounds like you may have to give her a call and have a more honest chat about your feelings. Decide on your boundaries and communicate them. For example, you could offer your house for one month but let her know after that, she needs to be moving into her own place.” 
 
    “That sounds good. Thank you.” 
 
    The phone on Angela’s desk vibrated three more times. Meredith imagined she was on some text thread where everyone was chatting back and forth.  
 
    “So sorry, let me put this phone out in the reception area, so it’s not so disruptive,” Angela said. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    When she returned, Angela’s face was pale as a ghost. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Something has come up. Do you mind if we end a few minutes early? I will discount your rate fifty percent for today’s session.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem. You’ve already helped a lot.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Meredith headed out of Angela’s office and her guts were gurgling. Empathy was something she had a love/hate relationship with. But she knew because of their professional relationship that Angela wouldn’t share what was going on and it was none of her business. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Meredith returned home, Brenda was on her yoga mat in front of the TV in tree pose. “Hey, Meredith, I was gonna re-heat that leftover lasagna from the Italian place Justin took me to. Do you want some?” 
 
    “That sounds great. I need to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “About how everywhere you go, someone turns up dead?” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. Not that. Dakota wants to come and stay with us. She hopes to move here and find a job. Would you be okay if she stayed on the couch for a month? I could reduce your rent a little for the inconvenience.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I love her! And with work and spending nights at Justin’s I’m not here much anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you so much. I’ll give her a call after lunch.” 
 
    As Brenda heated the lasagna, Meredith got two cans of lime seltzer out of the fridge. They both sat down at the small, round oak table. The sun beamed through the windows and the green hillside was completely free of snow. It was stunning to take it in.  
 
    “Justin has been wanting to plan a trip, a long weekend somewhere. He mentioned maybe Napa Valley. This sounds crazy, but I’m wondering if he might pop the question.” 
 
    “It’s not out of the question,” Meredith said with a wink. 
 
    “I see what you did there.” 
 
    On the inside, Meredith was excited for her friend. Simultaneously, she was sad at the prospect that she might lose Brenda as a roommate if she got married. “He’s a great guy.” 
 
    “He is. Now we gotta find someone for you.” 
 
    “Nope,” Meredith said. 
 
    She glanced at the Merryville Gazette on the table. Meredith’s advice column had not run, given the circumstances. Although Dale had said it was a good first column and that it was a shame that he couldn’t run it. She was going to have to pick a new question to respond to.  
 
    But she decided to treat herself to one full day of doing nothing first. No brownies. No writing. Just friendship and lasagna. She heard a loud flock of birds flying over the house. She jumped up and opened a window a few inches and delighted in the feeling of a little fresh spring air on her face. New beginnings were on the horizon. 
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    In the Seashore Resort pool, a bloated body floated face down like a deserted raft. At sunrise, as the orange and pink wisps of color streamed across the inky sky, Meredith spotted it. Out on the hotel’s lanai sipping a cup of Kona coffee, she was once again at the wrong place and time. Couldn’t she go anywhere without finding a dead body? Didn’t she deserve a tropical vacation free of death? 
 
    Her prophetic dream on the plane trip to Oahu had featured the scene she was now witnessing. Similar to the other two times in the last six months, she hadn’t been able to stop the person from dying. Meredith put her hand on her heart as her chest tightened. Her dreams were just crazy-making anxiety factories. 
 
    She took one last sip of coffee. After all, what was the rush? The guy was clearly dead. Then she set her Aloha mug down on the glass table. She pulled her phone out of her sundress’s pocket and dialed 9-1-1. 
 
    Moments before the police arrived on the scene, she walked down by the pool to see who it was. Her jaw dropped in shock.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few weeks before the murder 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meredith had been like a turtle with its head tucked inside its shell all week. She’d been busy baking and writing, but cabin fever had begun to set in. Even the breath-taking views out of her windows of green plains, snow-capped mountains, and grazing cattle had become ordinary. 
 
    Eating pastries alfresco at Stacy’s Sweet Shoppe under the glow of June’s sun had been a good excuse to get out of the house. Meredith took a sip of her lemonade and a bite of her spinach and cheese croissant.  
 
    Her friend Brenda sat across from her in sunglasses and a floppy hat. 
 
    “I have to ask you something,” Brenda said. 
 
    “What is it?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Will you be my matron of honor?” Brenda asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course! I’m honored that you asked me.”   
 
    Brenda got up and threw her arms around Meredith in a loose hug. “Thanks so much. I won’t even make you do too much. If you wouldn’t mind making some brownie favors for our small list of guests, that would be amazing. And you’ll stand up there with me. The rest of the time, you can relax and enjoy a much-needed vacation.” 
 
    “That sounds sublime. I’m excited that you two are having a destination wedding. After the long winter that bled into spring, I’ve been dreaming of being in a tropical paradise.” 
 
    Sitting back down, Brenda took a long swig of her iced latte. “It was Justin’s idea, but I am excited about it. I’ve never been to Hawaii. He went there on a family vacation when he was a kid and had an awesome time. So, he thought it would be fun. It’s also an easy way to keep the guest list small and combine our wedding with our honeymoon. We figure we’ll actually save money doing it this way. We do have a wedding coordinator. But I think that will be worth the price because everything will be taken care of. That way, we can all just have fun. We are only inviting one friend each to stand up for us and our parents.” 
 
    “That’s a terrific idea. I wish Gus and I had kept our guest list small and spent less money.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t say it was gonna be cheap. Justin does well financially with his ranch, so he doesn’t mind paying for most of it. I’m kicking in some, but bartending in Merryville hasn’t made me rich yet,” Brenda said. 
 
    “That’s a good sign that he’s willing to spend money to give you both a beautiful start to your life together.” 
 
    “I got a good one.” 
 
    “You did!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Meredith, Brenda, and Justin were on a plane headed to Oahu. After the year she’d had, a vacation was in order. Sure, there would be some work involved helping Brenda prep for the wedding, but she’d have a few days afterward to do whatever she wanted.  
 
    Dakota, Meredith’s daughter, had moved in temporarily until she could find an affordable apartment. She’d found a job at the local grocery store, working in the bakery. Decorating cakes and taking care of customers was something she seemed to enjoy.  
 
    It had been nice reconnecting with her daughter since she’d lived four hours away for years. Although it wasn’t without the occasional conflict. Dishes and socks were left everywhere, and Meredith got tired of being in the nagging mom role again.  
 
    In the end, it was worth the hassle, and she felt grateful. Thanks to Dakota, Meredith was able to leave and have a carefree time in Hawaii while her daughter looked after her house and pets. Pickles, the parakeet, was needy and screamy if he was left alone too much. And Cashew, her cat, could be elusive but did require the occasional belly rub. 
 
    She snapped out of her thoughts when the flight attendant handed her a snack bag of macadamia nuts and an ice water. Being middle-aged and hot-flashy, iced water was something she always had nearby.  
 
    Seven hours later and at the end of a long nap, they were all jarred awake by the plane’s wheels touching down in Oahu. 
 
    “We made it,” Brenda said. 
 
    “What’s the plan for the evening?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “We could settle in for a little while and do our own thing and later, we could head down to the beach to watch the sunset and grab dinner,” Justin said. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Meredith said. 
 
      
 
    The tropical breeze, scent of plumeria, and the sound of the sea filled Meredith with glee as she walked through the grounds of the resort. There was a line at the front desk, and a woman was complaining about her suite not being ready yet. Fredrich, the hotel manager, walked up to resolve the issue. He told the woman she could wait at the bar and have a complimentary drink, and they would page her when her room was ready. He gave her a light up buzzing device. Meredith was impressed with the exemplary customer service. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Meredith was in her room. It was spacious, with a view of the pool and the ocean. Framed paintings of beach scenes adorned the walls.  
 
    She hoisted her suitcase onto the luggage stand. Unzipping it, she noticed that the contents had shifted. Inside, she had ten small silver tins that read J&B in cursive on top. Enclosed in the tins were tiny heart-shaped brownies. She made them at home and froze them. Then she put the cellophane wrapped treats into the tins right before heading to the airport. With both hands, she scooped them out so she could get to her clothes. The tins found a new home on the table by the TV. 
 
    Next, she opened her laptop bag. Meredith had been enjoying writing the advice column for The Merryville Gazette. With all the excitement of the trip, she’d forgotten to email her latest response. An older man had written in looking for advice on how to meet single women.  
 
    She’d advised him to get out to local events. There was a bingo night at the American Legion and a free lunch at the Senior Center on Tuesdays. The library also always needed volunteers. Meredith told him to read the newspaper’s event section and keep an eye on Merryville’s social media page. Lastly, she encouraged him to put the word out to everyone he knew and be open to being set up on blind dates. Despite her own terrible blind date with Ed, she was confident someone else might have better luck. 
 
    After re-reading what she’d written and running it through her grammar and spell check software, she emailed it to Dale, the editor. Now she was free to enjoy the scenic landscape.  
 
    Meredith decided to take a walk down by the ocean. It was just a trip down the elevator and a walk through a garden path with lush shrubs and flowers, and then she was out on the sand. She took off her flip-flops and let the sand squish between her toes. Sun washed over her face. She noticed clouds moving in. Crossing her fingers, she hoped there wouldn’t be rain the next day during Brenda’s beach wedding.  
 
    Tourists were playing Frisbee and walking their dogs on the beach. Other folks were parked under a hotel beach umbrella, sipping tropical cocktails and scrolling through their phones. 
 
    Heading her direction was an older couple holding hands. The man was slightly limping. He looked familiar, but it took a minute for it to click who he was. As the couple got closer, he nodded his head. 
 
    “Hey there, Meredith,” Ed said. 
 
    “Ed. What are you doing here?” Meredith asked. 
 
    Tiny hot dogs in buns and chickens dotted his t-shirt. A cursive font read Weiner, Weiner, Chicken Dinner. 
 
    “Same as you. I’m here for Brenda and Justin’s wedding. You like this t-shirt? It’s part of my new line of novelty shirts I sell. If you are in the market for something fun to wear this week, come up to our room later and I’ll show you the catalogue.” 
 
    “No thanks. My suitcase is full to the brim.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you knew Justin,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Cheyanne here is Justin’s mom. I’m her date,” Ed said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Cheyanne said. 
 
    Meredith was astonished. This guy really had dated everyone in Merryville. Cheyanne looked to be in her late fifties with long braided gray hair. Her pear shape was accentuated by the pink sarong draped around her hips. At least she was age appropriate for him. 
 
    “Good to meet you and congratulations on your son getting hitched,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Thank you. It seemed a little fast to me, but if Justin’s happy, that’s all I care about.” 
 
    “Brenda is amazing. I’m sure they will be happy together,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Cheyanne said. Her face was pinched like someone who’d been sucking on a lemon. 
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow. We’re headed to our hula lesson now,” Ed said. 
 
    “A chance for him to ogle more pretty girls,” Cheyanne said and elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    That was awkward, Meredith thought. “Okay, have fun.” 
 
      
 
    Dinner at the onsite restaurant, Tiki Tapas, was later than Meredith was used to. The wedding party was all gathered for dinner. Brenda’s parents, Alana and Marco, sat across from Meredith, along with Angela. Cheyanne and Ed were seated to her right. Justin and Brenda were to Meredith’s left. It was an odd mix of people.  
 
    After some small talk, around 7 p.m., the server took everyone’s drink order. Meredith decided on a virgin strawberry daiquiri. The strawberries, lime juice, and sugar combined into a magical elixir. Lots of people and noise filled the place. Two servers were waiting on everyone in the restaurant. 
 
    While gesticulating with his hands telling a story, Ed knocked over his Mai Tai. Everyone handed down napkins, and Meredith tried to get the attention of their server. The waitress came over with a rag to clean up. Ed checked out her cleavage when she bent over.  
 
    “Can I get another Mai Tai, sweetheart?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Sure,” the waitress said with a dead-pan look. 
 
    After explaining how everything would go at the ceremony, Brenda asked, “Does anyone have any questions?” 
 
    The group shook their heads no just as the food arrived. In short order, Meredith devoured her teriyaki pineapple burger and fries.  
 
    Everyone was getting a little tipsy, and Meredith decided to call it a night. She went back to her room and clicked on the TV. She couldn’t believe what movie happened to be playing.  
 
  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wedding Day had arrived. Meredith rolled out of bed and marveled at her bull-frog eyes in the bathroom mirror. Upon seeing her reflection, she regretted the evening’s events. When she got back from dinner and “When Harry Met Sally” just happened to be on the TV, she watched it. How could she not? Then at the end, the tears came and didn’t seem to want to stop. Now the evidence was on her face. Good thing it wasn’t her wedding day, she thought. 
 
    The classic rom com was the movie she rented with Gus, her now ex-husband, on their first date. Sometimes they watched it on their anniversary. It still held up. The strange mix of being in paradise for someone else’s wedding and that movie coming on had filled her with a sudden burst of melancholy.  
 
    She jumped in the shower to steam her face and prepare for the day. A blow dry and a little make-up made her feel a little better. As soon as Meredith was dressed in her pastel blue A-line dress, she headed to the restaurant to drop off the brownie favors to Yasmine, the wedding coordinator.  
 
    Then she walked up to Brenda’s room to help her get ready. 
 
    Brenda was stunning and already dressed in her flowy, knee-length, white strapless cocktail dress.  
 
    “You look gorgeous. Seems like you don’t need my help,” Meredith said. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep. I woke up early and just started working on my hair and make-up. I’m glad you are here, though. Give me a once over and let me know if my hair looks okay in the back,” Brenda said. 
 
    Brenda had curled her hair with a fat curling iron and had created beachy waves in her brunette locks. Meredith put her hands in the back and separated some of the waves.  
 
    “You’re perfect,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m so excited. But also nervous. It was weird that Justin spent the night in another room. Funny time to sleep apart, but there is a part of him that is a traditionalist,” Brenda said. 
 
    “I think it’s sweet,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Speaking of sweet. You gotta try one of those malasadas I picked up at the café downstairs. They are Portuguese fried donuts, and they’re amazing.” 
 
    “If you insist,” Meredith said. 
 
    She pulled the donut out of the greasy bag and bit into it. The sweet exterior juxtaposed with the delicious Bavarian cream inside was a treat for her tastebuds. 
 
    “Wow. That’s so good. I’m gonna make some coffee with your little machine here to go with it. Do you want some?” 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t, since my dress is already on. I ate my donut before I got dressed, and now my stomach is doing flip-flops, so coffee is probably the last thing I need.” 
 
    After enjoying a Kona coffee in Brenda’s room and chatting about the day, an hour passed quickly. It was time to head down to the beach for the ceremony. The start time was 11 a.m.,  and the ceremony would be followed by a lunch reception at the Tiki Tapas Restaurant. Justin and Brenda weren’t into dancing, so they had opted only for a quick ceremony followed by lunch. Meredith loved the simplicity of their plan. 
 
    When Brenda and Meredith headed down to the beach, Yasmine, the wedding coordinator, had everything running like a well-oiled machine. She worked for the hotel and had likely managed many weddings. She was a stunner in her twenties with olive skin and long, straight dark hair streaked with blonde highlights.  
 
    Sun peeked through the clouds and a gentle breeze was blowing. It looked like rain was on the horizon.  
 
    Justin stood near the pink plumeria and yellow hibiscus covered archway. He looked handsome in his black suit and pale blue tie. Gabe, his best man, stood next to him. He was short and stocky but good looking in that frat bro kind of way.  
 
    Kai, the heavy-set thirty-something officiant, stood with his back facing the ocean. He was sporting a blue short-sleeved T-shirt with little gray sharks on it and black cargo shorts.  
 
    The guests were seated in white folding chairs. Alana and Marco, Brenda’s mom and dad, were on one side; and Cheyanne, Justin’s mom, and her date Ed were on the other side. Angela, Meredith’s therapist, was a friend of Cheyanne’s and sat next to the couple. It was a small town, so everyone really did know everyone.  
 
    Meredith walked over to her spot on the other side of Kai. Yasmine and Fredrich, the hotel manager, stood in the back near Brenda. Next to them on the sand, sat a string quartet. They began playing Canon in D.  
 
    Brenda walked down the sand, her dress blowing in the breeze. It was a sight to behold. Tears welled up in Meredith’s eyes as the couple exchanged the vows they had written for each other.  
 
    When Kai, their officiant, said it was time for kissing, Meredith noticed he looked different from his picture. She’d been sitting with Brenda at her laptop when she found the guy online. Maybe he just had an old picture up. The guy in front of her was a good forty pounds heavier and a little younger looking than the picture in his bio. 
 
    When the ceremony ended, Brenda and Justin walked hand-in-hand back to the restaurant. The guests lingered and chatted on the beach. Yasmine let everyone know to head up to the restaurant in five minutes for the lunch reception.  
 
    After that announcement, Meredith walked over to Alana, Brenda’s mom. She noticed that Ed had approached Yasmine. He was laughing and had touched her arm. Cheyanne stood by herself, her arms crossed, and her mouth positioned in a grimace.  
 
    Then Kai walked up to Ed and Yasmine who must have seen her chance to escape. She walked over to Meredith to ask her what she thought of the ceremony.  
 
    “It was beautiful. You did a great job coordinating.” 
 
    “Thank you. By the way, I put your brownie tin favors out on the table at lunch. They look so cute.” 
 
    “That’s nice of you to say. Thanks.” 
 
    Meredith noticed Kai and Ed talking, and it looked like things were getting heated. Ed walked over to Cheyanne and grabbed her by the hand. 
 
    “Let’s get to the reception, it’s starting to rain out here,” Ed said. 
 
    Cheyanne followed along but dropped her hand from his. 
 
    Once everyone was around the table at the restaurant, a server came around with poke bowls and distributed a tray of mimosas.  
 
    Meredith stood up, glass in hand. “Let’s toast my best friend, Brenda and her new husband, Justin. They are both amazing humans and are lucky to have found each other. I wish them a future filled with fun adventures and happiness.” 
 
    Everyone clinked glasses. Brenda’s dad delivered a moving toast as well. Tears welled up in his eyes. 
 
    Angela excused herself after the toasts and whispered something to Cheyanne. They both walked to the restrooms together. Meredith was tempted to follow along and see what was going on. She wasn’t surprised to see that Ed had rattled some feathers. Angela was Ed’s half-sister, but they weren’t close. Meredith speculated that Ed met Cheyanne through Angela, and they’d hit it off. It was hard to imagine why Angela would encourage a friend to date Ed, even if they were related.  
 
    Meredith wondered if Angela was now trying to team up with Cheyanne to perform some type of intervention. Maybe they wanted to talk Ed out of the business ventures that he was trying to push on everyone in town. She wasn’t sure how profitable he was, but doubted he made much money. First, he had a weight loss remedy and now apparently a t-shirt business. Meredith wondered where he was getting the seed money for all of these products.  
 
    Letting go of whatever that drama was, she dug into her poke bowl. The salmon, rice and avocado combined to make the perfect bite. 
 
    For the rest of the lunch, she sat quietly, taking everything in.  
 
    “Thanks to all of you for celebrating with us. We are going to head off and start our official honeymoon. Hopefully, some of you can take advantage of resting on the beach or getting a massage at the spa.” 
 
    “Better make sure you put a ‘do not disturb’ sign on your room’s doorknob,” Ed said with a wink. 
 
    “Will do,” Justin said. 
 
    The two interlaced hands as they walked away. Pangs of jealousy whirled inside of Meredith. Maybe she did hope to find someone to share her life with again. 
 
    After Brenda and Justin disappeared, everyone scattered to do their own thing. Most of the guests were planning to leave the next day. Brenda, Justin, and Meredith were going to be on the island for a few extra days.  
 
    Back upstairs, Meredith laid out on her bed wondering what to do with the rest of the day now that it had started to rain. She listened to the sound of the water pelting her window and watched the palm trees sway in the wind.  
 
    She checked her phone and saw a text from Dakota. Her daughter was checking in, wanting to know how everything went. As Meredith was typing out her reply, she heard loud voices next door. It sounded like a fight. She put a glass up against the wall and her ear to it. The male voice was familiar. After a few minutes of listening, she realized it was Marco and Alana. Meredith had heard from Brenda that her parents had a good marriage. It was surprising to hear so much vitriol being spewed between the two of them. Meredith could only make out a few words and phrases.  
 
    “You were suffocating me!” Marco yelled. 
 
    “Marrying you was the biggest mistake of my life,” Alana said. 
 
    Then a door slammed, presumably their front door.  
 
    “Don’t bother coming back,” Marco responded to the slam of the door.  
 
    Seconds later, there was knocking on Meredith’s door. Her body tensed upon hearing the sound. Her fears were realized when she opened the door.  
 
  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Meredith opened her door, Alana greeted her with tears and mascara streaming down her face. 
 
    “Can I come in?” Alana asked. 
 
    “Sure. What’s wrong?” Meredith asked. 
 
    Alana plopped down on the edge of Meredith’s bed. “You probably heard us fighting.” 
 
    “I did. But you know, weddings can make people crazy.” 
 
    In order to give herself some space, Meredith sat on the chair next to the small table by the bed. 
 
    “I guess that’s true. We’re both happy for Brenda, though.” 
 
    “That’s good. It was a beautiful ceremony. They seem like a terrific match,” Meredith said, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “They do. I’m afraid my daughter may be better at picking a man than I was.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    Oh no. Here we go.  
 
    Sometimes Meredith regretted not getting a degree in marriage and family therapy so she could get paid for her attentive listening. Her whole life, everyone unloaded every deep grievance on her without hesitation.  
 
    “Marco had been texting with this woman he works with, and I told him he’d crossed a line. I saw the texts, and they started out business-like but became more flirtatious on both sides. And then he had the nerve to say it was no big deal, and that I was over-exaggerating.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good. I wonder if seeing a couples’ therapist might help,” Meredith said. 
 
    “He refuses,” Alana said. 
 
    “That’s a shame. Maybe you could go on your own. Therapy helped me a lot as I was going through my divorce.” 
 
    “Maybe I should. That’s a good idea.” 
 
    Alana got up and grabbed a tissue from the box on the table and blotted underneath her eyes. 
 
    “I was just about to watch some TV if you want to join me,” Meredith said. 
 
    As the words left her mouth, she regretted them.  
 
    “Actually, do you want to go down to the bar with me and help me drown my sorrows instead? I have to head downstairs anyway and go to the front desk and see if I can get my own room.” 
 
    That was the last thing in the whole wide world that Meredith wanted to do. 
 
    “Sure. I don’t drink, but I’ll hang out with you for a little while.” 
 
    “Great, thanks. Brenda is so lucky to have you.” 
 
    Alana threw her arms around Meredith and squeezed her in an uncomfortably tight bear hug. The embrace literally took her breath away for a second. 
 
    Down at the bar, they slipped onto two empty barstools. The Hawaiian music and the loud hum of voices talking filled the room. Meredith glanced around. Gabe, the best man, and Yasmine were doing shots at a nearby table.  
 
    Ed and Cheyanne sat at a table next to Gabe and Yasmine. They were sucking down their pina coladas at break-neck speed.  
 
    Perhaps when it rained, the only thing to do was to get wasted in the bar. Meredith ordered a ginger-ale and Alana asked for a dirty martini. The tall, young, dark-skinned bartender delivered their drinks with a wink. He knew how to earn a good tip. Alana tossed back her martini like it was a bottle of water at the end of a marathon.  
 
    Alana glanced over at Ed. “You know that guy Ed asked me for a thousand dollars to invest in his new t-shirt company?” 
 
    “Oh no. You didn’t do, it did you?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “I gave him a check for five hundred bucks to shut him up. He gave me a red t-shirt with yellow flames on it that read ‘HOT MAMA.’” 
 
    “That was a lot of money. And promise me that you won’t wear that shirt.” 
 
    “Why not? Am I not a hot mama?” 
 
    “You are but…” 
 
    “I know it is a lot of money. I make bad choices sometimes. Since Marco is the bread winner, maybe I spent the money out of spite. I know it’s probably as good as lighting it on fire.” 
 
    After an exhausting two hours at the bar listening to Alana complain about her husband, Meredith was relieved that Alana was able to get her own room booked. She went upstairs because she said she needed some time alone to rest and think things through. Hopefully, Alana’s marital woes would be kept under wraps until Brenda’s honeymoon was over.  
 
      
 
      
 
    By six o'clock the rain had subsided. The bartender had mentioned that there was a pretty good taco and shaved ice stand five blocks away. A walk at sunset and tacos sounded like just the balm for the exhausting day she’d had. 
 
    The sun was sinking in the dim blue sky. The remaining clouds diffused the pinks and purple brushes of light. To her surprise, it wasn’t unlike the sunsets in Merryville. For a moment, she missed futzing around in her house in the country. That and the company of Pickles and Cashew were all she needed to be happy most days. Having homesick thoughts seemed silly when she was in the middle of paradise. But maybe paradise had different definitions depending on who you were. 
 
    Tom’s Tacos had a line of six people. Classic rock blared through the speakers in the shack-like building. The picnic tables out front were filled. She got in line and hoped a spot would open up.  
 
    “Meredith?” a voice from behind her asked. 
 
    She turned around and saw it was Cheyanne. 
 
    “Hey Cheyanne. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Not too bad. Oahu is amazing. And seeing my boy so happy has warmed my old, cold heart.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear. It was a moving ceremony.” 
 
    “It would be better if I hadn’t brought that idiot Ed with me.” 
 
    Meredith crossed her arms over her chest. There was no more room inside of her to take in anyone else’s complaints. 
 
    “It seemed like maybe there was some tension between you two.” 
 
    “We’ve only been dating for a few weeks. I had no idea that he flirts with everybody he sees. Not only that, he doesn’t even seem to feel bad about it. Silly me, thinking I’d found an age-appropriate guy who was too old to chase tail.” 
 
    “I guess they’re never too old,” Meredith said. 
 
    It took a minute to decide if she would mention that she had been out with Ed once. She decided against it.  
 
    “That wedding coordinator in her twenties was flirting right back. Maybe she thought he was rich or something. I hate to admit this, but I’d club him over the head if I thought I could get away with it. Then I could enjoy myself and actually have a vacation.” 
 
    Yikes, Meredith thought. Admitting that kind of rage out loud was shocking. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re joking. Trust me, the guy isn’t worth jail time.” 
 
    “I know, right? And I look terrible in orange!” 
 
    Cheyanne took her wallet out of her red fringed purse. She pulled out two five-dollar bills, her mouth turned down into a frown. “This place sure ain’t cheap. I’m already low on cash.” 
 
    Meredith tried to ignore her; she wasn’t offering to pay for Cheyanne. She could barely afford this vacation herself. She gave the guy at the taco stand twenty bucks and walked away with two delicious looking beef tacos and a bottled water.  
 
    Much to her chagrin, after Cheyanne paid for her shaved ice, she plopped down next to Meredith.  
 
    “Bubble gum shaved ice for dinner, that’s all I could afford. Hopefully, the sugar will make me feel full.” 
 
    Wow, this woman was eye-roll worthy. 
 
    As Cheyanne blabbed on about all the things she couldn’t stand about Ed, Meredith tried to steer the conversation toward Justin. She asked a few questions about him. That worked for a while. Then Cheyanne talked about her husband, who had died suddenly after falling down the stairs in their home while she was at the grocery store. It had just happened a few years ago. He’d had bad knees, and one of them had given out at just the wrong moment, she’d explained. 
 
    Meredith felt guilty for wondering if he’d been pushed. The woman seemed a little unhinged.  
 
    “He was the love of my life,” Cheyanne said. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Taking a giant bite of her taco, Meredith hoped her full mouth would give her a good chunk of time where she didn’t have to talk or be a good listener. 
 
    “It was a bad idea to start dating again. When you’ve had the best, why try the rest?” 
 
    Shoving her spoon into the pink ice and plopping it in her mouth, she wrinkled her forehead. 
 
    “Ice cream headache!” Cheyanne said. 
 
    Meredith’s mouth moved into a half-smile. 
 
    “Having that kind of love is a treasure. But if you want to meet someone new, I’m sure you can. You just picked a bad apple. But there are other fish in the sea.” 
 
    She hoped her cliched advice would help Cheyeanne lose interest in confiding in her.  
 
    Meredith finished her last taco. “I’m tired and gonna head back to my room,” she said.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to walk on the beach with me?” 
 
    “It sounds nice, but I’m just so sleepy. I wouldn’t be good company.” 
 
    “Alright. It was nice chatting with you.” 
 
    “Thanks. Hope you have a nice walk down by the water.” With a wave, Meredith was off. 
 
    Back in her room, she noticed a cleaning cart. When she went inside, the maid was making the bed. Eight o’clock seemed like a late hour to be cleaning. 
 
    “Sorry, Ma’am, just finishing up,” the maid said. 
 
    “Ok, no problem. I’ll just wait outside the room until you’re done.” 
 
    Watching someone clean up after her felt weird. She sent a text to Dakota, letting her know about all the drama of the day while she waited. Then the room next door opened. And out walked Marco and Yasmine! 
 
    Marco looked at her. “Hey Meredith,” he said. 
 
    Without meeting his eyes, she said, “Marco.” 
 
    “I was just meeting with Yasmine about doing an impromptu vow renewal with Alana.” 
 
    That sounded like a big fat lie. 
 
    “Oh, nice,” Meredith said. 
 
    She was not going to get in the middle of that hot mess. 
 
    The couple headed off down the hallway. Yasmine was giggling. Meredith glanced at them, and Marco had put his arm around her waist. 
 
    Yuck! Were there no good men left? 
 
    She was done in for the day. The deep sleep was a craving that she’d do anything to satisfy. Her upstairs neighbors sounded like a pack of elephants hopped up on Red Bull. Kids were also right outside screaming and splashing in the pool below. Meredith shoved ear-plugs in. For extra help she played ocean noises for sleep on her phone. Then she popped a melatonin gummy in her mouth and put on her eye mask. She prayed for a dreamless sleep. 
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    Around six a.m. Meredith’s eyes popped open when she heard her phone vibrate. It was a social media notification. When she looked at the message, her insides tingled. It was her high school boyfriend saying hello and asking what she’d been up to all these years. He was organizing a class reunion and was really hoping she could make it. When she checked out his profile page, he still looked handsome. There were no pictures of a wife or kids. His relationship status was listed as “it’s complicated.” That seemed like a red flag.  
 
    Despite never attending a reunion in the past, she typed out a response. “I’d love to come to the reunion. Send me the details. What have you been up to all these years? I have a daughter and an ex-husband. What about you?” 
 
    Clicking send before she lost her nerve might have been a mistake. Thinking about their fun six months together senior year brought a wide grin to her face. They’d just gotten along so well. Things had only ended because he went to college on the east coast, and they agreed that was too far to maintain a long-distance relationship. Then in college she’d met Gus, and the rest was history.  
 
    Buzzing with excitement from this new flirtation, she hopped up and put a Kona coffee satchel in the machine and poured some water in. She opened the mini bar. A package of miniature chocolate donuts was calling her name. Sure, they were pricey, but it was worth it to have a leisurely morning to herself and not have to run into people at the breakfast buffet.  
 
    Her phone vibrated again. She picked it up off the bedside table. Her heart sank when she saw it was just a text from Brenda, thanking her for everything and promising to catch up on the flight home. She typed out a quick “you’re welcome.” 
 
    When the coffee finished brewing, she poured it into a paper cup and added some powdered creamer. She tore into the donut package and put one on top of a tissue. She grabbed her coffee and opened the sliding glass door to the lanai. Meredith would do what everyone did on those shows about house hunting for vacation properties. She would actually have her coffee on the lanai and watch the sunrise. It was so early she didn’t even care that she was still in pajamas. No one was going to see her at that hour.  
 
    The jumping elephants above her were likely toddlers who were sleeping in. She was tempted to find a broom and pound on the ceiling to get back at them. But she acted like a grown-up and abstained from her revenge fantasy.  
 
    Seated on the metal chair, she took two bites of the donut, and the chocolate confection was gone. There was a chill in the air and sun peaking on the horizon.  
 
    Something in the corner of her eye seemed amiss. Was something floating in the pool? She stood up, and that’s when she saw that it was a man’s body. 
 
    When she walked down to the pool after calling 9-1-1, she was pretty sure she knew who it was.  
 
    Minutes later, the paramedics arrived and fished him out of the pool. When she saw his face, her suspicions were confirmed. It was Ed. Her body shivered; goose bumps raised up on her arms. 
 
    Police officers arrived on the scene right after the paramedics. The lanky young guy in charge asked her lots of questions. She explained that she hadn’t heard anything because of the earplugs and white noise.  
 
    Once the paramedics indicated that it looked like it could have been foul play, Meredith shared all she knew about his interactions with everyone in the wedding party. The woman who looked him over said he’d been hit over the head with something before ending up in the pool. 
 
    “He was drinking a lot. Could he have just fallen in?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “A medical examiner will have to confirm everything, but I don’t think so. This doesn’t look like it was an accident,” the medic said. 
 
    Meredith turned to the officer, “The truth is, he’s the kind of guy lots of people probably had motive to kill.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” the officer asked. 
 
    Meredith filled him in on all of Ed’s antics she’d witnessed during the trip. 
 
    “We’ll question everyone in the wedding party as well as the hotel staff,” the officer said. 
 
    “Sounds good. I hope you figure out who did this,” Meredith said. 
 
    With a nod, he handed her his card and went off to question the others. 
 
    Potential suspects seemed to be Justin’s mom, Cheyanne; Yasmine; or Kai, the officiant.  
 
    Cheyanne even said she’d kill him if she could get away with it. But Meredith’s gut instinct told her that it wasn’t her.  
 
    Meredith had seen him flirting with Yasmine. Did she have a jealous boyfriend? It seemed like something might have been going on with her and Kai.  
 
    Speaking of Kai, it was strange that he didn’t look like the same person as the one on his website.  
 
    After the medics rolled the body away on a stretcher, Meredith went up to her room. She opened her laptop to look at the officiant’s webpage. Looking at it now, it was so clear it was not the same person. The officer had given her his card and said to call if she thought of anything important. She dialed the number and let him know about the clue she’d discovered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    While the investigation was happening, she tried to enjoy herself. She took long walks on the beach. And she discovered a fantastic pizza place two miles away from the hotel. Mulling over what happened and spending most of her time alone was soothing at first, but she’s started to feel lonely. 
 
    Two days after the murder, Meredith spotted Angela in line at the hotel’s breakfast buffet. For a moment she contemplated going back to her room. She wasn’t sure if she had the bandwidth to comfort a grieving person so early in the morning after another bad night of sleep. But her stomach was grumbling and wanted food, so she got in line.  
 
    “Hey Angela,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Oh,” Angela was startled, like someone had jumped out of the shadows. “Good morning, Meredith,” Angela said. 
 
    The therapist’s face looked like it had aged a decade since Meredith had seen her at the wedding. 
 
    “You’re welcome to sit with me if you want some company.” 
 
    “That would be nice, thank you.” 
 
    They filled their plates with eggs and pineapple and plopped down at a table with a view of the ocean. The palm trees swayed in the wind. The cloudless sky allowed for intense streaks of light to permeate the windows. Meredith sipped her coffee. Angela ate a forkful of scrambled eggs, and the quiet moment was calming. 
 
    The silence was brief. Angela spilled her guts about everything that had happened over the last 48 hours.  
 
    At the police station, she’d told them everything that had gone on with Ed in the last few months. The extent to which Angela had been manipulated by Ed was surprising, since she was a trained therapist. 
 
    Upon hearing everything, it made sense that the last time Meredith had a therapy session in the spring, Angela had seemed so stressed. Even though Ed was Angela’s half-brother, they were never very close.  
 
    To assuage her guilt about feeling like a bad sister, she’d made an effort to meet him for dinner once a month or so. At every dinner he’d try to sell her his latest product. He’d also asked her for investment money in the past, but she’d always said no.  
 
    The last time they had dinner was a week before the Hawaii trip. Ed confessed that he’d used a loan shark to cover the cost of his last shipments of t-shirts and weight loss pills. After several months, he’d only managed to sell five percent of his inventory. The loan shark came to pay him a visit. When Ed said he didn’t have the money to pay him back, he’d taken a baseball bat to one of his knees and let him know that was his last warning.  
 
    When Ed told Angela all of this, she gave him $2000 to pay back part of the loan. That was all she had to spare. But Ed owed the guy $10,000. So instead of paying the loan shark what he had, he drove an hour to the racetracks and made a bet, trying to win the whole $10,000. But he lost everything. He called Angela and told her what had happened and begged for more money. She told him she didn’t have it.  
 
    Ed told her that with the wedding coming up, he could go to Hawaii and disappear, never return to Merryville. She wasn’t sure how he’d manage that with no money. He assured her he could camp and find some work to do under the table. The therapist side of her knew there was nothing she could do. She told him he could live with her temporarily until he got back on his feet and earned some money to pay the guy back. He refused and said he didn’t want to put her in danger.  
 
    Meredith’s hunch about who killed Ed turned out to have been right.  
 
    “It turns out that the officiant, Kai, was the loan shark. He’d paid the real officiant not to show up on the wedding day. Ed must have been panicked but figured if he kept himself around other people in public spaces, Kai wouldn’t be able to do anything to him,” Angela said. 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Meredith said. 
 
    “When the police arrested Kai, after lots of pressure, he confessed to everything. Ed was already drunk by the pool and passed out on a chair. Kai hit him in the head with a golf club to make sure he’d stay unconscious and dragged his body into the pool. Then he slipped away thinking he hadn’t been seen,” Angela said. 
 
    “Wow. That is awful. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It is terrible. I’m still in shock.” 
 
    Angela continued to explain that one man in the hotel who had been questioned said he saw two men down at the pool and heard a weird noise. It was just so dark he couldn’t give them a description of the men. But then, once the real officiant heard about the murder, he went down to the station and told them he’d been paid not to officiate the wedding. He gave a description of the man who’d paid him. Kai had told the real officiant that he was a member of the family and wanted to surprise them by officiating.  
 
    “And then there was your information about Kai’s picture not matching the one on the website. That led police to question him until he caved and told them everything,” Angela said. 
 
    “I’m glad that information helped them put the pieces together,” Meredith said. 
 
    Meredith had managed to eat some breakfast while Angela explained everything. Her plate was empty. Hearing the details of the murder had put her out of the mood for another turn at the buffet. Despite the fact that Meredith wasn’t a big fan of Ed’s, he didn’t deserve to be killed. It put a dark cloud over a trip that started out full of so much love and merriment.  
 
    “I’m so sorry you’ve had to go through all this,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Well, thanks for listening. I wouldn’t usually share so much with a client, but I guess I’m not at my best today.” 
 
    “That makes sense. I guess I’ll take one last walk on the beach before I have to head to the airport,” Meredith said. 
 
    “That sounds good. I’ve got to grab my bags and head out now.” 
 
    “Ok. Hang in there. Hope you have a nice flight.” 
 
    “Thank you. You, too.” 
 
    Walking down by the beach, sinking her toes into the sand one last time was delightful. But she was ready to get back home to Merryville. Returning to her animals and her routine sounded comforting.  
 
    In the afternoon, when she was on the plane with Brenda and Justin, she heard about their adventures. They had been questioned but still managed to have some fun on the island. Their pictures of their hike to the waterfall made her wish she’d done more while she’d been there. 
 
    Meredith told them everything she’d heard from Angela.  
 
    “That’s unreal,” Brenda said. 
 
    “My mom was sad, but it seemed like they weren’t a good match,” Justin said. 
 
    “I hope your mom finds someone nice,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Me too,” Justin said. 
 
    “By the way, now that you were married by a fake officiant, what’s the plan to make your nuptials legal?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “We are going to make an appointment to go to the City Hall in Merryville and get married there as soon as we get back,” Brenda said. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Meredith said. 
 
    “I also need to come over and get those last few boxes out of your garage and move them over to Justin’s house,” Brenda said. 
 
    “That will make me sad. I know you won’t be my roommate anymore but I hope you’ll still come over to binge watch our dating shows,” Meredith said. 
 
    “It’s a promise,” Brenda said. 
 
    Just then there was a voice over the intercom. “We’re in for some extreme turbulence. Flight attendants and passengers need to be seated and buckle up,” the pilot said. 
 
    The turbulence felt like falling in an elevator untethered by its wires. It was scary enough for her to say a prayer. She hoped she’d make it home safely and get to see her daughter again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a safe landing and a two-hour drive back to Merryville, being greeted by her daughter Dakota, Pickles, and Cashew brought a smile to her face.  
 
    Dakota made grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, and Meredith told her everything. Then she took a bath and went to bed early.  
 
    The next day Logan came over to mow the green lawn around the house. Meredith was mixing up some brownie batter, so she’d have brownies to sell at the farmer’s market the next day. 
 
    Logan had been the guy she’d hired for every kind of help she needed outdoors. She still enjoyed that he was easy on the eyes, but their lunch at the museum in the spring had been a one off. Meredith figured he was probably in a relationship.  
 
    Just as she was thinking about how good he looked in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, he walked through the front door. “I’m done for the day. I noticed the strawberries are coming up in your garden bed. I picked the ones that looked ripe.” 
 
    He handed her a clean emptied yogurt tub with warm, fresh picked strawberries. Their hands touched for a second during the exchange. It was like touching a light switch after shuffling her slippered feet around on the carpet. 
 
    “Thank you. These will make a nice snack. It looks much better out there now that you’ve got it mowed.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. It’s good in fire season to stay on top of that kind of thing.” Sweat had pooled on his brow. He took his ball cap off.  
 
    “Do you want a glass of water or iced tea?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Ice water would be nice.” 
 
    She handed him the glass of ice water. The breakfast bar around the sink stood between them. “There ya go.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He took a few big slugs of water. “It looks like you are busy now, but what are you up to tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t have any big plans. I might finish a book that’s due back at the library soon.” 
 
    As soon as she said that she wanted to slap her own face. She’d forgotten all the rules about playing it cool. Getting married young and not dating much since the divorce had made her social skills rusty, she thought. 
 
    “Well, my buddy is doing a grand opening special night at his new Italian place. He invited a small group of us to come and bring a guest for a complimentary dinner. He just wants people to mention it on their social media afterward if they liked it.” 
 
    “That sounds fun.” 
 
    “So, you wanna be my guest?” 
 
    Her face flushed. “That sounds great. What time?” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at six.” 
 
    “Okay, looking forward to it.” 
 
    “I better shove off, got some more work to get done this afternoon.” 
 
    “Alright, see ya later.” 
 
    That afternoon, Dakota helped her pick out what to wear. Meredith had a red, form-fitting shift dress. With shapewear on, she didn’t look half bad in it. 
 
    “By the way, whatever happened with that old high school boyfriend you were chatting with?” Dakota asked. 
 
    “We had a little flirtation going on. But I haven’t heard from him in a few days. This morning, I looked at his page and saw he updated his profile picture. It is him and some woman standing on a hiking trail.” 
 
    “That’s a bummer.” 
 
    “Yeah, it didn’t do much to restore my faith in men.” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope, Mom. Anyhow, I think Logan might be a better fit because he’s local.” 
 
    “True. But I’m not gonna get my hopes up.” 
 
    “Ok, but I might. Have fun tonight. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. I’m heading into work.” 
 
    “Will do. Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Anytime!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the evening, when Logan arrived, Meredith’s heart skipped a beat. He was clean shaven and sporting dark denim jeans and a snug black T-shirt. She wanted to wrap herself around him but forced herself to behave.  
 
    “You look amazing,” Logan said. 
 
    “Thanks. You clean up well yourself,” Meredith said. 
 
    Dinner at the new Italian place was delicious. Meredith didn’t eat as much as she would have if she were with Brenda or Dakota because she was so nervous.  
 
    When he drove her back home after the dinner, she said, “That was fun, and the food was delicious.” 
 
    “It was. The company wasn’t half bad either.” 
 
    A warm sensation moved over her from head to toe. “That’s nice of you to say.” 
 
     Once Logan pulled into the driveway, he put the car in park, but left it running. She wondered what might happen next. 
 
    “Thanks again,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks for being my date,” Logan said. 
 
    “So, this was a date?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “I thought it was,” Logan said. 
 
    And then it happened. He leaned in for a kiss. Her body relaxed as she reciprocated his advance. On the verge of totally losing herself, she pulled back. 
 
    “I should go,” she said. 
 
    He patted her thigh. “Okay. Maybe we can do this again sometime.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” she said. 
 
    As she walked to her front door, she was already dreaming about getting to see him again. And it was thrilling to know, even in middle-age she could feel sixteen again. The start of her summer had been rocky, but now she was looking forward to the long hot nights ahead.  
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Strawberry Daiquiri Recipe 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A.K.A. how to feel like you are on an island even if you are not. 
 
      
 
    Ingredients: 
 
      
 
    5 ounces of light rum 
 
    4 cups of frozen strawberries 
 
    3 ounces of fresh squeezed lime juice 
 
    4 tablespoons of sugar  
 
      
 
    If you prefer you can make a simple syrup by heating the sugar with a few tablespoons of water. 
 
      
 
    Instructions: 
 
      
 
    Blend ingredients in a blender until smooth.  
 
      
 
    Pour into two glasses. 
 
      
 
    Garnish with a lime slice or a fresh strawberry. 
 
      
 
    Enjoy with a friend! 
 
      
 
    Note: If you are like Meredith and don’t drink much, you can make this a virgin mocktail! Just omit the rum and add a splash of water to get it to the right consistency. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Easy Lemon Cupcakes 
 
      
 
    INGREDIENTS: 
 
      
 
    1 lemon cake mix  
 
    1 cup sour cream 
 
    3/4 cup water  
 
    3/4 cup canola or coconut oil  
 
    4 eggs 
 
    1 small box of lemon instant pudding  
 
      
 
    INSTRUCTIONS: 
 
    Mix dry ingredients, then add the wet ingredients. Mix with an electric mixer. 
 
    Bake cupcakes at 350 degrees for 20 minutes. You can check them with a toothpick. 
 
      
 
    LEMON GLAZE: 
 
    Whisk together 2 tablespoons of fresh lemon juice and one cup of powdered sugar.  
 
    Drizzle the glaze on top of the cooled cupcakes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Brownie Recipe 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. 
 
      
 
    Grease an 8x8-inch pan. 
 
      
 
    Ingredients: 
 
      
 
    6T good quality cocoa powder 
 
      
 
    1 stick of salted butter 
 
      
 
    1 cup of white sugar 
 
      
 
    2 eggs 
 
      
 
    ¾ cup of unbleached all-purpose white flour 
 
      
 
    ½ t baking powder 
 
      
 
    ½ cup of chopped walnuts (optional) 
 
      
 
    Preparation: 
 
      
 
    In a saucepan, melt cocoa and butter together on medium heat. 
 
      
 
    Turn off the heat and let the mixture cool for a minute. 
 
      
 
    Stir in sugar and eggs. 
 
      
 
    Stir in flour and baking powder. 
 
      
 
    Pour into pan and bake for 20-25 minutes. 
 
      
 
    Note: Use less time for dark metal pan and more time for glass pan. 
 
      
 
    Cool, cut, and eat! 
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