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DYE BY CAKE – BOOK ONE

 

Groom Karl Stipple keels over moments after eating a slice of cake at his own wedding reception. Now the police have locked down the resort, and wedding planner Julia is under orders from her boss to solve the crime and clean up the mess in twenty-four hours-- or she's fired. It's a race against the clock as she finds herself entangled in a web of family mistrust, lingering old flames... and adult coloring books.
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APPEARING, DISAPPEARING- BOOK TWO

For once, wedding planner Julia thinks a reception will go smoothly. Then the bride's heirloom diamond and gold engagement ring mysteriously vanishes. The police think they know who took it and have closed the investigation. It's up to Julia and her friends to save an innocent man from prison.




  Chapter 1

 

Julia ticked a little checkmark on her planner and smiled. It has been exactly 5 months, 4 days, and 16 weddings since the last mishap. Things looked like they were going to be smooth for a while. She released a happy little smile and looked up at the current ceremony.

 

They were at a big Montana church, with beautiful stained glass windows, several floors, and wooden pews on both sides. The bride was beaming and the groom was staring at her with a look of pride and love.

 

I hope my future groom will look at me that way on our wedding day, Julia thought. Suddenly, an image of her friend Tyron appeared in her mind’s eye, dressed up nice and looking sharp, smiling at her. Bells were tolling in the background and she held a bouquet of flowers in her hand –

 

Pam approached her, winking.

 

“Feeling great?” Pam asked. Julia snorted, freeing her mind from the image. She looked at the ceremony unfolding in front of them and wished for at least the tenth time that day that nothing would go wrong.

 

“I don’t want to pre-empt anything,” she replied.

 

Pam shrugged. “So far, so good.” She looked around. “Have you seen Jeopardy?” Julia shook her head. “That girl goes missing at the oddest of times… Watch out, something bad may happen.”

 

Julia threw her an offended look. “Pam!”

 

Pam raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m just stating what I’ve noticed. Try to think back. Whenever Jeopardy suddenly disappears, an accident occurs – “

 

A sound of a big splash accompanied by surprised shouts from both men and women resounded in the hall. A water balloon had been dropped just between the pastor and the couple. A fruity aroma wafted through the hall. Everybody looked up at the source of the commotion. A teenage boy with a bandana wrapped around his nose and mouth and a look of triumph in his eyes held a pail in one of his hands. Some men took one look at the boy and dashed up the stairs after him.

 

“Leave Romualdez alone!” the boy shouted. Then he ducked right away, disappearing from the sight of the people on the ground floor.

 

“Come here, you punk!” someone shouted from the stairs.

 

“You’ll never catch me, grandpa!” the boy replied. There was blunt sound of a pail thrown onto the floor and the unmistakable sound of feet pounding down a rooftop, then jumping down to the street below. People rushed to the window and saw the boy speed away. They looked at each other. There was no sense in trying to run after him. The door was at the other side of the building.

 

Pam groaned. “A prank on a wedding day? Seriously?”

 

Julia bit her lip. What would her clients say to her this time? She felt the sharp nails of depression gradually clawing their way into the front of her brain. Can’t she go at least a year without something going wrong with one of her weddings? Maybe this was a sign that she should consider another job.

 

Just then, the pastor, a thin, frail, and sickly old man fell down. People gasped. The groom started spasming violently and the bride doubled over, groaning in pain. The guests in the front rows were already coughing and Julia and Pam started to feel a stinging sensation on their eyes.

 

“Cover your noses!” shouted a woman. “Get out of the building calmly, and somebody call 911!” With those words, she rushed forward, tying her shawl over her face.

 

“This isn’t just an innocent prank,” Julia mumbled to Pam. “Call 911. I think this is some sort of poison.”

 

The woman reached the front of the church and told the people at the front row to get rid of their splashed clothes. Then, she started dragging the pastor out of the splash zone. She mumbled something to him then started pulling at his clothes. A few guests noticed her attempts then did the same from the bride and the groom.

 

Julia looked at Pam, who was still on the phone. She watched the scene unfold in front of her, shook her head, and rushed forward to offer a helping hand.
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Everyone who got hit by the chemical splash was rushed to the hospital in ambulances, while the rest were asked to get there by car. Pam and Julia ensured everyone had left before going there themselves. It seemed really chaotic at the ER by the time they got there. Many of the people needed to stay overnight for observation – even the smallest splash was suspicious. The staff was briefing everyone about the possible side-effects of their exposure and how they would know if they should seek medical attention again. One of the doctors was interviewing the woman who took charge of the situation that morning.

 

“It smelled somewhat fruity, and it was colorless,” Julia overheard the woman tell the doctor. Julia nudged Pam and both of them listened in on the conversation.

 

The woman fished for something in her purse and handed a small plastic bag to the doctor. “Here,” she said. “I took a sample. This isn’t the safest container for something that’s obviously toxic, but I did the best I could. Perhaps you have a better container?”

 

The doctor took the bag with a look of concern. “You scooped it up?” he asked incredulously.

 

“Oh goodness, no,” she replied. “I soaked a piece of cloth in it and put it in there.”

 

The doctor nodded and placed the bag in another container. “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Kelly. This will help speed the investigation along.”

 

Mrs. Kelly nodded sternly. “It must! A lot of people have been hurt. I hoped there would be better means of keeping such chemicals out of the hands of the wrong people.”

 

“I did too, Ma’am. Now, if there’s nothing more, please open your mouth wide…”

 

“Who’s Mrs. Kelly?” Julia asked Pam. Pam was already looking through the list of guests.

 

“I’m not sure. It just says here ‘friend.’ Much help that is…”

 

“She’s a chemist,” came a reply from the back. Julia and Pam turned towards the speaker. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Camille, the bride’s friend? Mrs. Kelly’s my mom. She nearly freaked out after the pastor fell. She hides it by taking charge. I hope you two didn’t find that too overbearing.”

 

“Oh no,” Julia hurriedly replied. “Not at all. It was a good thing she did so.”

 

Camille glanced at her mom. “Chemical spills are the worst. She’s been rattling off the possible identities of whatever it was that fell. And their side-effects.” She tutted. “And she pretends to be such a good person here, giving samples of the chemical. She’s kept some for herself. I know. I bet she’ll try to identify it at the lab tomorrow.”

 

Pam and Julia exchanged glances. “Why are you telling us this?”

 

Camille smirked. “I recognized the great Detective Julia! You’re taking on this case, right? I might be able to help, at least with the mystery chemical. Here, I’ll give you my business card if you ever need a hand. Don’t tell my mom, though.”

 

“Thanks!” Pam said, taking the business card and placing it in Julia’s hand. “By the way, do you have any idea who could have done this?”

 

“Not at all. Everyone at that wedding is like family, okay? None of us would want anyone to get hurt.”

 

“And what about the boy? The one who threw the… whatever it was?”

 

“He’s a local rascal. Rumor says he’s a run-away who takes on odd jobs for a living. Lots of people say he’s stolen from them, or beat someone they know up, or that he was seen speaking to the leader of some street gang… but he never actually gets charged with anything. I sometimes think he might have immunity with the police or something.”

 

“Do you think he might have done it out of… vengeance, maybe?”

 

Camille snorted. “Him? I don’t think he even knows Frank, much less, Camille. I think it was an ordered job.” Camille took a deep breath and gave them a more serious look. “I’m sure Reggie and Frank would ask the police to investigate this as well, but… the more people investigating, the faster it could be solved, right? So thank you for helping us out, Julia.” Camille smiled, and then walked away.

 

Julia blinked at the card in her hand. “But I never said I’d be taking it on…” she mumbled.

 

“Ju – HEY! You!”

 

Julia jerked her head up, surprised at the sudden hard edge to Pam’s voice. Pam was staring daggers at Jeopardy, who had just arrived. Poor Jeopardy’s face turned red and she put her hands up in innocence.

 

“What’s the matter?” Jeopardy asked, taken aback.

 

“Where in the world have you been all this time?”

 

Jeopardy shot Pam an offended look. “At the reception? I went there to be sure the preparations were ready to receive the guests?”

 

“Why are you always missing when bad things happen, huh? Do you have anything to do with this?”

 

“How could I have anything to do with it if I wasn’t even there?”

 

“Enough, enough!” Julia said, getting in between her friends. “This is neither the place nor the time. C’mon, guys. Grow up.”

 

Pam rolled her eyes as Jeopardy opened her mouth. “Pam’s accusing me of –“

 

“Right now, I don’t care, okay?” Julia said. “Right now, we need to make sure that everyone is safe. Go around and check on the guests.”

 

Jeopardy snorted. “And what? Kiss their booboo’s away?”

 

Pam shot her a withering glare. “Just do it, Jeopardy.” Jeopardy made a face.

 

“Hey,” Tyron suddenly appeared. “I just came from the ICU. Reggie’s awake.”

 

The three girls exchanged glances. Reggie was the bride. Pam and Jeopardy waited for Julia’s cue.

 

Julia sighed and put on a smile. “The bride always comes first.”




  Chapter 2

 

They all arrived at Reggie’s bedside, staying respectfully off to the side as her family fussed over her. When everybody had finally calmed down, Julia walked up to Reggie, her friends’ right behind her.

 

“I’m really sorry about this whole incident,” she said.

 

Reggie shook her head. “None of this was your fault,” she assured Julia. “I just wish it could have been avoided, somehow…” she stared off into the distance. “What happens to my wedding now?”

 

Julia licked her lips. “We could re-schedule –“

 

“No, I don’t want that.” Reggie paused, and then re-focused her gaze on Julia’s face. “Were there a lot of people hurt?” she sighed. “I hope nobody took this as an omen or anything… Frank and I do love each other…”

 

“An omen? Why would you say that?”

 

Reggie sighed. “A lot of my relatives were saying things about Feng Shui and the moon and stuff… I don’t really know. And when bad things happen on important days or during life-changing events, then it might be an omen that that event shouldn’t be happening.”

 

“Do you think that’s the case here?”

 

“No. I think it was sabotage.” Reggie shifted. “You know Frank’s a prosecuting attorney, right? He’s pretty good at prosecuting people… rich people. He has a lot of enemies.” She shook her head. “How they found out about the wedding is beyond me. We keep our personal lives very secret because of his job.”

 

“Maybe one of the guests –“

 

“No! We’re all a family here. Maybe not blood-family, but we’re really tight-knit in this church. We wouldn’t want any one of them to be harmed any more than any of them would want us to be harmed.” Reggie shook her head.

 

“Did you hear what the boy shouted?” Pam interjected. “He said ‘Leave Romualdez alone.’ … Who’s Romualdez?”

 

Reggie knit her brows. “I’m not sure,” she said. “Frank doesn’t talk about his cases. There are so many possible culprits I can think of, and many more that I don’t know… You had better ask him.”

 

“Thank you for your help, Reggie. Please get better soon.”

 

Reggie smiled. “Take care. And please forward my apologies to all the guests who were hurt. I’d do it myself, if only I could move…”

 

Pam tapped on Julia’s shoulder, head tilted towards another bed. “I think Frank’s awake, too. And he looks like he wants to talk to you.”

 

They all looked at the direction Pam pointed too. Indeed, Frank was awake and was actually beckoning to them.

 

Frank tried to sit up as the group approached him, but he didn’t succeed. He let out a huge, disappointed sigh when they arrived. He shot Julia a tired glance. “I won’t beat around the bush here. I know my rights, and I can sue you if you don’t get to the bottom of this.”

 

“Excuse me?” Jeopardy interrupted. “We’re not security agents or detectives. We’re wedding planners. We planned and executed your wedding. You can’t seriously expect us to be able to have contingency plans for something like that!”

 

Pam threw Jeopardy a surprised look. “What?”

 

Jeopardy raised an eyebrow at Pam. “It’s true. I’m sick of everyone blaming us. It isn’t our fault you didn’t ask to have roving security or something like that. We held up our end of the bargain. Don’t hold us accountable for something we had no control over.”

 

“Whoa, easy there, Jeopardy,” Julia said, placing a hand on her shoulder in an effort to calm her down. “No one’s accusing us of anything.”

 

Frank watched the spiel with a frown on his face. When Julia turned to face him again, he bluntly asked “Who is this? I’ve never seen her before.”

 

Everyone was taken aback. Jeopardy’s whole face reddened. Julia recovered first. She shook her head to clear her thoughts “Frank, this is Jeopardy. She’s part of my team.”

 

“Is she?” Frank asked, tilting his head. He hummed, and then dismissed it. He looked at Julia again. “Well, this wedding is completely ruined.”

 

“Yes, sir, I’m terribly sorry for that.”

 

“Your apologies won’t do anything. But I do want you to get to the bottom of this. Whoever sent that boy to do this is dangerous. We don’t want any more of these weird chemicals being easily distributed.”

 

“Sir,” Jeopardy interrupted again. “I’m sorry but, we’re really not detectives.”

 

“I’m not asking you, Jeopardy. I’ve never even seen you before. But Julia… I’ve heard good things about your sleuthing skills. Good things.”

 

Julia smiled shyly. “Thank you, Sir.”

 

“Well, nevertheless,” Frank cleared his throat. “I have our contract. And I’m sure there’s something in there that will be excuse enough for me to sue you. Which do you choose?” he asked. Julia looked at him, gaze wavering.

 

Pam coughed and pulled on Julia’s arm. “Julia, can we talk first? To the side?”

 

Julia nodded and allowed herself to be pulled away. “Excuse us,” Pam told Frank. Frank nodded and turned to his relatives.

 

“What’s holding you back, Julia? You usually jump at cases like this.”

 

Julia looked to the side. “What Jeopardy said was right, Pam. We’re not detectives. Why do we like playing at this so much?”

 

Pam groaned. “Aw, Julia! You can’t say that after everything you’ve already done.”

 

“But Pam… I’m tired,” Julia whispered. “Can’t I get a break? Why do we always have these accidents happening to us? You know this doesn’t happen at other weddings.”

 

“I know. But at least it happens to people who can deal with it. Can you imagine if this has happened to some hapless wedding planner? Don’t be such a Debbie Downer. Lighten up!”

 

Julia sighed. “I guess.”

 

“Don’t force her to do anything she doesn’t want, Pam,” Jeopardy interrupted.

 

Pam shot her a look. “And when did you get here?”

 

“I’ve been here long enough,” Jeopardy replied dismissively.

 

“And do you want us to risk getting sued by one of Montana’s most highly successful criminal prosecutors?”

 

“Hey. We did everything we needed to do as the contract indicated. He’s got nothing on us.”

 

“And what’s wrong if we helped, like we always did before?”

 

“Before it was okay. We helped out of our own free will. This time, we’re being threatened. I don’t like that.”

 

Pam snorted, rolling her eyes disbelievingly. “Hello? Where have you been all this time? The first time this happened, we were threatened by the hotel owner.”

 

Julia sighed, exasperated. “Guys, guys, will you please stop all this fighting? Enough already, okay? I’m going to do this. I’m sorry, Jeopardy, but my conscience won’t let me rest if I just leave this. I won’t force you to help me, but if you do, it would be much appreciated.”

 

Jeopardy smiled at her in understanding. “Alright, Julia. Just don’t forget to take care of yourself, okay? Call me if you need anything.”

 

Pam watched Jeopardy walk away. “What is up with that woman?”

 

“Enough, Pam,” Julia said. “I can’t even count how many times I’ve said that today. Why do you keep riling her up?”

 

“Aren’t you suspicious of her in any way? Come on, Julia. You’re the detective here. Connect the dots.”

 

Julia shook her head. “Jeopardy’s been a good co-worker and friend. I really can’t see why you’re so suspicious of her.”

 

Pam sighed. “You’ll see. I get this really bad vibe when I’m around her.”

 

“I hope you’re wrong, Pam,” Julia said, walking back to Frank.

 

“I hope I’m wrong, too,” Pam mumbled.




  Chapter 3

 

“So what you’re saying is Romualdez could be one of these 10 people, their relatives, or a pseudonym for any member of this certain gang which runs around the county?”

 

“Basically, yes,” Frank confirmed.

 

Julia’s eyes widened at the piece of paper in her hand. “Wow.”

 

“Exactly. So I think we don’t need to mind what the boy said.”

 

Julia sighed. “If only there was a way to get hold of the boy again…”

 

“There is.”

 

Julia blinked at Frank. The way he spoke that line made it seem so matter-of-fact that Julia somehow felt stupid for not knowing it. “I’m sorry?”

 

“There is,” Frank repeated. He tried to sit up, reaching towards the bed-side desk. “Could you get me my phone for me, please,” he asked. Julia stood up and handed it to him. A password and a few taps later, he showed her someone’s contact number. Julia looked at him.

 

“His name’s Gino,” Frank explained. “I needed his contact for a bunch of my cases. He’ll talk, for the right price. It’s always a matter of who pays more.”

 

Julia frowned. “Isn’t that illegal?”

 

“He’s a good witness. Never lies. Never gets caught actually doing anything. Kid’s like magic. People claim he steals stuff or hurts people… but there’s never hard evidence of him doing anything. So to the law of the courts, he’s innocent. Unless… were the wedding videos able to record anything substantial?”

 

Julia shook her head. “I haven’t seen them yet. We were all rushed straight here from the wedding.”

 

Frank nodded. “I see. Tell me if you get anything good from there. He’s a good witness, but gangs know his worth. The streets would be safer with him locked up. Anyway, tell me how much Gino wants. If the price is fair, I’ll cover it.”

 

=-=

 

Julia met with Tyron in the hospital lobby. He was drinking from a steaming cup of coffee. He held a donut out to her. “Figured you might be hungry.”

 

“Famished,” Julia confirmed, grinning. “Thanks, Tyron. Where’s Pam and Jeopardy?”

 

“I think Jeopardy went home. Pam said she’d be scouting for clues herself. Anyway, did you get anything solid from Frank?”

 

“Not much. Our suspect list transformed from the list of wedding guests and some person named Romualdez, to half a county and an entire clan of Romualdez’s.”

 

Tyron snorted. “Well, that’s a start.”

 

“And I got the kid’s contact details.”

 

“The kid?”

 

“Oh, right. You weren’t at the church. Well, it was a kid who threw the chemicals on Reggie and Frank. Apparently, Frank knows him, and he gave me his number.”

 

“That’s crazy.”

 

“I know. But hey, it’s something,” Julia replied, taking a bite of her donut. “Hey, this is pretty okay.”

 

Tyron grinned at that. “Are you planning to meet up with him?”


“Well, yeah. I guess so. He’s our only lead so far.”

 

Tyron held out his hand. “Give it to me.”

 

Julia sent him a confused look. “The donut?”

 

“No, the number. I’ll talk to him.”

 

“But I want to talk to him.”

 

Tyron leaned forward and stared into her eyes. Julia felt her stomach suddenly flip from the intensity of his glare. “It might be dangerous. Give it to me.”

 

Julia gulped. “Okay. Just… back off, okay?”

 

Tyron smiled and did as requested. Julia finished her donut and got her phone, sharing the details with Tyron.
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“I can’t believe you got him to talk to you without asking for money,” Julia told Tyron. Tyron had called Gino, and the two met up that same afternoon. Now, Julia and Tyron were having dinner as they pored over Tyron’s notes from the interview.

 

“I was surprised too. But he asked for other stuff – don’t ask. Maybe he has a bone to pick with whoever ordered the job.”

 

“Or maybe he wasn’t paid to keep it a secret,” Julia shrugged, flipping through Tyron’s notes. “In any case, it made the investigation all the more easier.”

 

Tyron shook his head. “I don’t think I got anything of value from what he said. It’s basically the same thing as what Frank said. And according to Gino, he doesn’t ask about his clients. Says it keeps him out of trouble with either side of the law. The kid’s really… strange.”

 

Julia hummed in agreement, though Tyron had a feeling she hadn’t fully listened to him. She was now engrossed in the notes, fully in her detective element.

 

“You know,” Tyron said. “This is the first time we’ve had dinner together… just the two of us.”

 

It took a few seconds, but Julia flushed. She looked up at Tyron. “Really? I didn’t notice.”

 

Tyron looked off to the side, scratching his head. “It’s just something I thought up. You want to celebrate it with something? Do you like cake?”

 

Julia ducked her head to hide a smile. “Uh, sure,” she said. “Thanks.”

 

Tyron smiled brightly at her and stood up to order them both cake. Julia looked back at her notes.

 

“Are your notes… on an adult coloring book?”

 

Julia blushed. “I know; it’s crazy. But it was the only thing I could write on earlier. I think I misplaced my planner somewhere. And I don’t like re-writing my notes… they end up radically different.”

 

Tyron nodded. “Whatever works for you.”

 

Their slices of cake arrived just as Julia finished encircling names. “We’ve got our suspects. And… it’s everyone. We’ve got nearly the same set of people on our list.” Julia placed her head on her palm and rubbed her temples dejectedly.

 

“We’re not getting anywhere with this investigation,” she mumbled.

 

Tyron put a hand on her shoulder. The warmth of his hand sent tingles running up and down Julia’s spine. She looked at him.

 

“We’ll figure this out,” he promised.

 

Julia looked into his deep, expressive eyes. She hoped he was right.

 

She went home that night feeling a strange mix of discouragement and excitement. On one hand, the case wasn’t going in any direction. On the other hand… Tyron.

 

Julia flopped down on her bed, mulling over the events of the day. After realizing she may have some toxic chemicals hanging about her, she took a long, hot shower, then went back to bed, filling in her adult coloring book as she waited for her hair to dry.

 

“Romualdez,” she mumbled quietly to herself. “Gino. Sniper Skater gang. Emerald District.” She tilted her head, thinking. “Are any of these elements important to the case?” She took out an orange marker, her mind wondering over to Tyron. His eyes, his smile… She sighed.




  Chapter 4

 

Julia woke up to the smell of French toast and pancakes. She poked her head out of the room and found Pam and Tyron already up and going about in the kitchen section of their hotel room.

 

“What time is it?” she asked incredulously.

 

“A little before 8,” Pam replied. “Come on and eat, before the food gets cold.”

 

Julia retrieved a bathrobe and joined her friends. “Why are you both up so early?” she asked.

 

“I was just doing my morning jog and found Tyron, so I invited him over,” Pam replied. “How’s the case doing?”

 

“It’s still at a stand-still,” Julia replied, sadly. “Have you figured anything out?”

 

“Well, I’ve been asking around. Turns out that Jeopardy has several contacts among the groom’s friends.”

 

“Jeopardy?”

 

“Yeah. Like I said before, isn’t it suspicious that Jeopardy is always missing when a case starts? And that she’s always trying to stop you from pursuing it? I also just realized, she always has at least one connection among the wedding guests… It’s –“

 

“Pam, what case are you on?”

 

“… Excuse me?”

 

Julia sighed. “Why are you so hung up on Jeopardy? Does she have something personal against you?”

 

“Julia, we’re –“

 

“No, Pam. This case is about someone connected to someone named Romualdez, who deliberately harmed and threatened our clients. Not about Jeopardy being suspicious because she’s missing. Tyron was also missing all those times. Why aren’t you suspicious of him?”

 

This argument only occurred to Pam now. She looked at Tyron in surprise, mouth opening and closing, not sure of what to say.

 

“Pam, I appreciate all your help, but could you please re-focus your energy back on what we need?”

 

Pam looked at her again, eyes hardening. “I don’t understand you, Julia. There’s a connection. I have this intuitive feeling. Didn’t you say intuition may be one of the strongest weapons a detective has?”

 

“Intuition can also be wrong, Pam.”

 

“Then let me learn by my own mistake,” Pam retorted, standing up. “I can’t believe you’d stand up for Jeopardy more than me.” And with that, Pam stormed out of their room.

 

It was quiet for a few seconds until Julia sighed. “I just don’t know what’s gotten into her.”

 

Tyron took a bite of his food. “Maybe she’s just genuinely concerned. Maybe she has a point.”

 

“What?”

 

“Let her do it, Julia. Let her conduct her own investigation.”

 

“You’re suspicious of Jeopardy, too?”

 

Tyron hesitated. “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not sure what to think. But if someone as kind and caring as Pam feels something is off with someone… don’t you think there may be a cause for that?”

 

Julia mulled this over. Tyron did have a point. Pam could be a very kind, forgiving, and understanding person, but she did have a tendency to hold grudges…

 

I don’t have time to look into this more than I already have, Julia thought, annoyed. She sighed.

 

“Well, I hope things get ironed out, soon. I don’t like it when my two best friends are fighting.”

 

Tyron smiled and after a period of thought, decided to change the topic. “What’s your plan for today?”

 

“Oh. I want to go to the videographers’. Maybe they caught something important on tape.”

 

=-=

 

 

Julia ended up going to the videographers’ alone that morning. Tyron said he needed to run some errands that day, and Julia couldn’t find it in herself to ask Pam just yet. And Jeopardy was still missing.

 

Suspicious?

 

Julia shook her head, trying to clear it of Pam’s accusations. She sat in front of the computer and played the wedding video from the start, hoping to find a glimpse of the boy among the wedding guests.

 

It took about three trials – one on normal speed, the other at half that speed, and the last at twice the normal speed – before Julia called it quits. The boy truly did have magic, just as Frank said. She couldn’t find him anywhere.

 

Of course, she wasn’t really expecting to. The boy disrupted the ceremony during the exchange of vows, when videographers were most focused on the bride and groom.

 

It was past noon by the time she finished. She thanked the videographers for their business and asked them to make a really good package for the couple. After taking a quick bite of lunch, she decided to return to the hospital and interview whichever guests remained there.

 

Seven beds later, and it was obvious that the Reggie’s friends and relatives were just about as clueless as her. She found more success among Frank’s friends – in particular, his law partners.

 

“Romualdez… I think that’s a gang name,” one of them, a guy named Joseph, said. “I’ve handled a case with 4 Romualdez gang members before. Didn’t Frank mention something about a gang?”

 

“He said it could be a pseudonym for a gang member,” Julia replied.

 

Joseph hummed in thought. “Could be… Oh, have you asked him about his current cases? Leave Romualdez alone… that’s definitely a defensive line from someone hiding something.”

 

“I haven’t thought of that. Thank you.”

 

“Sure thing.”

 

Julia read over her notes. “Do you think perhaps the boy in the church was a member of this gang?”

 

“Gino?” Joseph snorted. “Kid’s the Switzerland of gangs. He’s remained neutral all this time. Actually makes a profit from all the gang wars in the area.”

 

“Gang wars?”

 

“Oh, I forgot that you’re not from around here. Different gangs more or less run the city. There are seven gangs we know of officially, but there are surely less known or more secretive gangs out there. And there’s the police force and us lawyers. Gino’s rich from all of our business.”

 

Julia thought about that. What a confusing and rather scary place to be, she thought. She thanked Joseph for his help and talked to the doctors next. She was lucky to catch yesterday’s chief resident just as she was about to leave.

 

“Doctor?” Julia asked. “Were you the one in charge of the ER yesterday? When all the poisoning victims from the wedding arrived?”

 

The doctor was a bit surprised. “Yes. May I help you?” he asked.

 

They went to the residents office to talk the case over.

 

“Our hospital has some contacts with some chemists at the university. They’re working on identifying the chemical as soon as possible. The symptoms are classical poisoning symptoms, though. Whatever was splashed was very toxic. From the speed of the onset of symptoms, I think it may have been a neurotoxin. Good thing it didn’t directly hit anyone – just small splashes. Although the tiniest drop already produced such profound effects, as you can see.”

 

“Do you have any suspicions on its identity?”

 

“Usually, poisoning in these areas is caused by insecticides or pesticides. I’ve never seen an insecticide work this fast and intensely before, though. We’re waiting for the chemists for confirmation.”

 

“How about where someone could have gotten it?”

 

“Well, many families keep pesticides at home. Some commercial grade chemicals are kept by farmers. And… grocery or hardware stores, perhaps?”


“Have you considered that it might be a real chemical poisoning and not just a pesticide?”

 

“Yes. But it’s a mystery how anyone could have gotten ahold of it. If the culprit are from Montana, then they could have synthesized it at the university, maybe. Or the laboratory. Otherwise, he may have either gotten it from outside the state, or the culprit himself isn’t from here, and could have possibly brought it in with him.”

 

“I see. Are you well acquainted with either Pam or Frank?”

 

“Frank was part of my varsity team in grade school. Aside from that, we’re not connected in any way.”

 

“Are you at least aware of his contacts? Do you think perhaps there’s someone suspicious from among them?”

 

“Well, when toxic chemicals are involved, of course you have to consider chemists, like Mrs. Kelly and her daughter. You can also involve… probably the university professors and pharmacists. Even if they’re just the source of the chemical, it’s illegal to distribute these to unlicensed people… or to even synthesize them outside of authorized centers. If it’s a pesticide, like I think it is… well, like I said earlier. Normal families. Farmers.” The doctor shrugged.

 

Julia felt a sweat drop roll on the back of her head. Her suspects list was only getting longer and more generalized. She held back an impending sigh and instead smiled at the doctor.

 

“Thank you so much for your help, doc. It’s much appreciated.”

 

“My pleasure. And I hope you can catch the people involved in this incident. The boy who threw it, whoever ordered the job, and whoever supplied the chemical. Having them around makes this county a dangerous place.”




  Chapter 5

 

When Julia asked Frank if any of his current cases involved gang members, Frank’s face went blank.

 

“Gang members?” he repeated, removing his reading glasses and peering at her. “No, I believe I have no such case at the moment. Why?”


“Your friend Joseph mentioned that maybe you had an ongoing case with a Romualdez gang member.”

 

“Why would he think that?”

 

“He said the line Gino shouted at the church sounded like a threat from someone hiding something.”

 

“Ah,” Frank said, nodding sagely. “He has a point. But as I said earlier, I have no pending case involving gang members. My last one was resolved more than a month ago. Besides, why are you so hung up on what the boy said? Didn’t I tell you that you didn’t have to mind him anymore?”

 

“I’m just trying to cover all of the possible angles, Frank,” Julia explained. “It sounded like a logical lead, although now I knew it led nowhere.”

 

Frank shrugged. “Not all logical leads are worth poring over. Trust me. That’s what I do for a living.”

 

Julia chuckled and took her leave.

 

In the hall, she read over her notes again and again. She was getting increasingly frustrated – she couldn’t find any other leads! She shook the notebook in frustration, and a piece of paper flew out.

 

Julia rushed after it and got it before it fell on the floor. She looked at it and smiled.

 

It was Camille Kelly’s number.
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Ring. Ring.

 

 

“Hello?”

 

“Hi. This is Julia, the wedding planner? Is this Camille?”

 

“Oh, yes! Hi, Julia! How’s the investigation going?”

 

“Honestly, a bit flat. But we’re doing the best we can.”

 

“Ah. Then I have something that will turn you around! Mom and her team were able to identify the chemical. It’s a neurotoxin called ‘soman,’ and it has a similar structure to certain pesticides, only one of which is sold in this county. Mom even took the liberty of trying to look through the laboratory and university records to check who recently bought or brought out reagents for soman. She wasn’t allowed to access those records, but at least you know the chemical now, and you have an idea what your next step should probably be.”

 

“Wow, Camille. That’s really good information.”

 

“Sure thing! Call me if you need any more help.”

 

Julia immediately went to a nearby café to use their Wi-Fi. She did a quick search for soman pesticides in Montana and took note of their contact details. She returned to her hotel room and retrieved her official sleuthing kit. It contained her detective badge – a real one. It was an honorary badge given to her a few months prior for her work in quickly resolving a previous case.

 

She ran into Pam on her way out.

 

“Hi!” she greeted her friend.

 

“Hello,” Pam almost grudgingly returned.

 

“I’m going sleuthing. Wanna come?”

 

“And be in your way? Never mind. I’ll just stay here and do nothing productive.”

 

“Oh, come on, Pam. Forget what I said yesterday. You know me. I sometimes say things that are easily misinterpreted.”

 

“I’m going to rest,” Pam replied stubbornly. “Go do your thing.”

 

Julia pouted as Pam shouldered her way past her and entered their shared room. Julia sighed. She’d have to make things right with Pam later. But for now, she had some important business to take care of.

 

“Excuse me,” Julia told the pharmacist. She held her badge open. “I’m on an investigation with the county police. Do you have soman pesticide here?”

 

“Yes, we have that here,” the pharmacist replied.

 

“Has anyone purchased it recently?”

 

“Recently… there was this girl, just the other day.”

 

Julia perked up on hearing that. “Could you describe her to me, please?”

 

“Sure. She’s about your height. Blonde. Greenish-brown eyes. A bit paler than you. Red lipstick, dark eye shadow…”

 

At first, Julia was excited, but now, she frowned as the man continued with his description.

 

“She was wearing a jacket. It was blue, I think.”

 

“Violet?”

 

The pharmacist thought it over. “Now that you mention it, I think it was violet.”

 

“Did she have an accent similar to mine?”

 

“Yes. A friend of yours?”

 

Julia ignored the question, opting to write in her journal instead. The felt her hand shaking as she added a name to the list of suspects.

 

Jeopardy.

 

Looks like Pam may have been right.

 

“Another question,” Julia said, looking up from her journal. “How much did the girl buy?”

 

The pharmacist frowned. “We only sell it in vial form… Please excuse me.” He disappeared into the store and emerged some seconds later, holding a small brown glass vial in his hand. It was about as big as his pinky and only slightly thinner.

 

“This is highly concentrated,” he said. “Mix this with 10L of water. That’s the proper dilution for use in the fields.”
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It took a while for it to sink in. Julia had sent Jeopardy to the pharmacy the day before the wedding to pick up some aspirin for Reggie’s headache. Jeopardy’s appearance that day was just as the pharmacist described it.

 

Julia hit her head. Stupid! She told herself. Jeopardy’s not the only green-brown eyed blonde who wears violet jackets with red lipstick and dark eye shadow…

 

But just as the line played in her mind, Julia pictured how Jeopardy looked that day and she couldn’t stop this little kick in her gut.

 

Pam could be right.

 

Julia sighed. The next step was to look for evidence of the chemical among Jeopardy’s things. Jeopardy had always insisted on getting her own room for weddings even if sharing would have been cheaper. Julia never thought much about it before, but if this incident proved true… then who’s to say Jeopardy hasn’t been sabotaging her previous weddings?

 

Look at that, now I’m as cynical as Pam, Julia admonished herself.

 

But some part at the back of her mind believed it.

 

She kept her stuff and only brought the essentials – herself, a card, and a Swiss knife. She went straight to Jeopardy’s room and knocked.

 

No answer.

 

She knocked again and rang the doorbell.

 

Still no answer.

 

Julia surreptitiously looked around her for a CCTV camera. She spotted it and angled her back towards it while jiggling the card through the door lock.

 

She opened the door and entered the room as if it were her own.

 

The first thing she noticed was a familiar scent. She thought it was somewhat fruity, although she couldn’t jump to conclusions yet. She needed to see the vial and obtain a sample, at the very least.

 

She snooped around for other clues, her eyes latching on an adult coloring book. She opened it, thinking Jeopardy’s artwork could have been nice if not for the strange color combination.

 

Why is everything in black, red, and green? She wondered. She remembered Pam talking about the psychology of colors a few days ago. Black, red, and green represented apathy, anger, and jealousy. Is this what Jeopardy feels all the time? I wonder why she doesn’t leave?

 

Julia put down the coloring book, unintentionally knocking down a small glass vial.

 

“Oops!” she whispered, bending down to pick it up, but she stopped midway.

 

The vial looked similar to what the pharmacist had shown her about an hour ago. She felt her throat suddenly constrict and go dry. Her eyes started watering. She quickly covered her mouth and nose and exited the room, feeling her heart beat fast.

 

Jeopardy was involved in the accident. But how? And why?

 

“Are you okay?”

 

Julia shrieked and almost jumped a foot up in the air. She turned to face the speaker, almost becoming confrontational, when she saw Pam.

 

All the indignancy at being surprised left Julia. She hugged Pam tightly.

 

“You were right,” Julia said. “I’m sorry.”

 

“Apology accepted,” Pam said, returning the hug. “Now, how do you want us to get Jeopardy?”




  Chapter 6

 

“How many ants does it take to fill a building?” Jeopardy asked Tyron.

 

Tyron knit his forehead. “I don’t know. How many?”

 

“Tenants.”

 

Tyron’s smile disappeared.

 

“Get it?”

 

“That is such a bad joke,” Tyron said solemnly.

 

Jeopardy chuckled. “Puns are never really good jokes, anyway.” She opened her hotel room door and was surprised to see the lights on.

 

“Hey, Jeopardy!” Julia’s head popped out from behind a bend in the wall. Julia’s eyes suddenly narrowed. “Were you two on a date or something?”

 

“No!” Tyron shouted. “We just happened to be on the same elevator –“

 

“What are you doing here, Julia? And how did you get in?”

 

“I needed to borrow some markers for my coloring book. You said you’d lend me some,” Julia replied. She deliberately ignored the second question.

 

“Oh,” Jeopardy replied. She cleared her throat, feeling it start to go dry. She looked around the room and spotted her suitcase. Her pencil case containing her markers were at the bottom of it and she had to dig through layers of clothes to get to it.

 

Among other things.

 

“Do you need it now?” Jeopardy asked incredulously.

 

Julia shrugged. “Not really,” she said. “I’m really here because I wanted to ask you about this.” She brought out her hand. Pinched between her fingers was a handkerchief with the small glass vial tucked inside.

 

“And while you’re at it,” Pam said, suddenly appearing behind Julia. “Could you explain this?” Pam held up a square box containing yellow dye powder. At the first wedding mishap, the groom had been killed by a yellow dye which had been added to his slice of cake.

 

Jeopardy narrowed her eyes. “That small vial is eucalyptus oil. And the dye… I thought it was interesting to try and make my own crayons.”

 

Pam and Julia exchanged glances. “That line sounds familiar,” Pam said drily.

 

“And this doesn’t smell like eucalyptus oil,” Julia added. “As a matter of fact, I think it kind of smells like whatever was thrown at the church just yesterday.”

 

Jeopardy tried taking small, inconspicuous steps backward – all in vain. Tyron, who had been standing passively at the side at the start, was now covering her path.

 

“Can you explain yourself, Jeopardy?”

 

Jeopardy gave a rough bark of laughter. “You’re all teaming up against me now?” She asked them, searching their faces for a trace of sympathy. Tyron’s face was confused and defensive. Julia’s was strong and determined. Pam’s face was angry and annoyed.

 

She ran her eyes over them again, just to be sure. Then she blinked and sighed. “All right, all right. I admit it. That vial contains a pesticide that hurt Reggie and Frank at their wedding. And that dye was used on the cake slice which killed Karl Stipple.”

 

“Do you have anything to do with Harry and Nina’s missing ring?”

 

“Why are you accusing me of that?”


“We saw you leave Anthony Mellark’s cabin right before we caught him, Jeopardy,” Pam informed her. “And don’t you deny it.”

 

Jeopardy made a face but didn’t answer.

 

“He was your old boyfriend, wasn’t he?” Tyron asked gently.

 

Jeopardy jerked toward him. “What?” she asked indignantly.

 

Tyron shrugged. “Ask a few good questions and you could have a confession,” he said, winking at Julia. Julia blushed. “I learned that from the best.”

 

“Is that what Anthony said? That I was his girlfriend?”

 

“I also saw it in your yearbook.”

 

That shut Jeopardy up.

 

“How did you know about Gino?”

 

“I still don’t get it,” Julia said. “Why did you hurt these innocent people?”

 

“So I could get back at you.”

 

“Get back at… me?”

 

“Yes. You. Do you know how annoyingly perfect you are? Always finding yourself with these random problems in life and somehow, somehow, getting more out of them than losing. I hate you. Having the perfect job, the perfect best friend, and a perfect guy having his eye on you… and you don’t even know how lucky you are. You sit around, moping and being depressed and everyone around you bends over backwards to make you feel better. Ha! I just needed to see you fail once, just once. But you couldn’t even grant me this one small favor.”

 

Julia blinked at the confession. She hadn’t expected something like that to come from Jeopardy. “We’ve been friends since middle school, Jeopardy. When did things change?”

 

Jeopardy shook her head, a sneer on her lips. “We were never friends, Julia. You kept me around because you thought nobody wanted me. You pitied me. And I also pitied myself, allowing myself to be like a servant to you… but we grew up. And I realized what you really were. A user.”

 

“Unbelievable,” Pam tsked, shaking her head.

 

“I’m sorry, Jeopardy, but I’ll have to arrest you for murder, multiple accounts of physical injury, and who knows what else.” Julia shook her head. “I’m too numb to think of the right terms right now.”

 

Jeopardy’s eye twitched. “You can’t arrest me.”

 

Julia flashed her badge.

 

“That’s not real.”

 

“It is.”

 

“I can charge you for illegal detention.”

 

“No you can’t,” Pam butted in. “We’re bringing you to the police station, pronto.”

 

=-=

 

Julia, Pam, and Tyron were seated at the back of the court. It was Jeopardy’s arraignment where the judge would read the charges. The judge asked Jeopardy if she admitted to the charges or if she would like to prove her innocence. Jeopardy admitted to the charges. The judge read something from a piece of paper and the sound of the mallet hitting the table resounded in the hall.

 

“I can’t believe she gave in so easily to the guilty plea,” Pam said when they were outside.

 

“Maybe she’s tired of fighting. Maybe she just wants everything to end,” Julia replied.

 

“I heard she failed the psychology test,” Tyron said. “Her defense is taking a ‘too crazy to think clearly’ kind of stance.”

 

“I told you there was something wrong with that girl,” Pam said.

 

Julia was about to reply when she heard someone shout her name.

 

“Julia!”

 

Julia turned to the person. It was Frank. He was wearing a business suit and had just come out of the adjacent courtroom.

 

“Thank you very much for your investigation, Julia. I’m sorry it turned out to be your friend. But at least she proved to be a valuable witness for the completion of this investigation.” During Jeopardy’s police interview, she identified that people she had worked with, such as the chemist who wrote out the order form for the soman and the boy who contacted Gino to pull the prank.

 

Julia shrugged sadly. “Sometimes, the person we trust is the one plotting our downfall.”

 

Frank nodded in understanding. “I sincerely hope everything gets sorted out soon.”

 

The three friends left the courts to grab lunch. They exchanged stories and plans for the next wedding before Pam had to leave to run a few errands. Tyron and Julia bought steaming cups of coffee and drank it as they watched kids playing in the nearby park.

 

After a preliminary slurp of his drink, Tyron asked Julia how she was coping. “With the case, and Jeopardy, and Pam…” he added.

 

Julia looked at her cup. “I’m not really sure what to feel. Mostly I’m surprised at Jeopardy. How could she have turned out that way? How come I’ve never felt the same suspicions towards her that Pam had? Am I biased towards her? And with Pam… I think we’ve fixed that rocky portion of our friendship now.”

 

Tyron shuffled closer to her, locking his eyes with hers. “And with me?”

 

Julia felt herself redden at the question. She opened her mouth but no sound came out. Tyron winked, then tilted his head towards her.

 

They shared their first sweet, innocent kiss, on that fine Montanan afternoon, just beside the park.
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DYE BY CAKE – BOOK ONE

 

Groom Karl Stipple keels over moments after eating a slice of cake at his own wedding reception. Now the police have locked down the resort, and wedding planner Julia is under orders from her boss to solve the crime and clean up the mess in twenty-four hours-- or she's fired. It's a race against the clock as she finds herself entangled in a web of family mistrust, lingering old flames... and adult coloring books.
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APPEARING, DISAPPEARING- BOOK TWO

 

For once, wedding planner Julia thinks a reception will go smoothly. Then the bride's heirloom diamond and gold engagement ring mysteriously vanishes. The police think they know who took it and have closed the investigation. It's up to Julia and her friends to save an innocent man from prison.
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The Missing Corpse – Book One

 

Susan Becker keeps finding herself mixed up in mysteries when she should be busy cooking up something sweet in her bakery in the small tourist town of Lakeside, Missouri. Her best feline friend, Mr. Giles, is one of those curious cats who can't keep away from a fresh crime scene.

 

Detective Kip Fletcher has the unpleasant job of finding out who dug up and stole the corpse of one of the town's leading citizens.

 

A missing body. A mysterious skeleton key. Unexplained lights that could be the town's first ghost...

 

Mr. Giles already knows the truth. But can he guide Susan and Kip to the body snatchers before they vanish along with the corpse?
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A Mystery In White

 

Mr. Giles never needs convincing to hunt down a criminal who piques his feline curiosity and threatens the peace of their sleepy town. But if he is on the right track will the humans in his life be able to follow the trail he leaves for them?
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