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CHAPTER ONE
“J ust... a typical wedding cake? Nothing special about it?” I asked, mixing blue with the right amount of red, hoping to get the adequate amount of purple frosting I needed for the order.
“That’s what they want, Jean. Some people know what they want their wedding to look like when they’re six years old. They won’t let being the same as everyone else stop them.” Janelle, meanwhile, was going around the edge of the cake, making a fluffy pink border for every layer.
All of it was done by hand with the tender loving touch that my aunt guaranteed with each and every order placed at the Shepherd’s Falls bakery. Baking wasn’t my professional calling by any means, but with all the freebies I got, I was hardly going to complain about my English degree going to waste.
“Since when are you one to complain about the artistic integrity of your work?” Janelle asked, starting on another cake tier.
“Maybe I’m just a bit jealous of Cleo and the artist’s retreat that she’s supposedly on.”
“Supposedly? That’s a strangely accusatory tone for a best friend.”
“You know how it is, Janelle. Italy, the cradle of western civilization.”
“I thought that was Greece.”
“Sure, whatever. There’s a bunch of art there, and she’s an artist, right? But the tagline for the trip was ‘Love, Eat, Art’, and they aren’t chowing down on bronze statues.”
Janelle stopped what she was doing to cock an eyebrow at me. Her reddish-brown hair was slicked back into a ponytail, and she looked all business, even if she was as easily distractible as anyone else in the bakery’s kitchen. “So, you think she’s not there for the artistic appreciation, huh?” As ditzy she could sometimes appear, Janelle had earned her head baker job title. She was one of the few people in the bakery to actually have gone to a culinary school.
“It’s Italy, Janelle. They advertised the food, and they know that’s what people are going after.”
“Jealous, aren’t we?”
“Just a little. Only a little.” I’d had my own share of international food adventures in the past, and I had to admit, I missed them at times. But here, at least, I was working at a bakery, and for things that weren’t out of an oven, my Dad was able to do pretty well.
“I have to admit I’m a little jealous too. I wish I could run off to Italy sometimes. I hear the men there are a lot more romantic and caring than the ones here in America.”
I nodded along in agreement, having had more than my own share of trouble with American men in the past. “Have you run into another issue with the male population of our dear hometown?”
“Ayup. Robert Knox.”
I stared at her in disbelief. “You’re dating Robert Knox?”
“No, I’m not, and that’s sorta the problem.” She giggled, continuing to talk as she encircled every layer of the cake with a thick coating of buttercream. “The jerk stood me up last night. Left me sitting and drinking at a restaurant alone, feeling the shame of loneliness.”
I just shook my head at her. “I’m not surprised he’d stand a girl up, but what I am surprised at is that you, of all people, would even accept a date with him. You’re too smart for a guy like him, Janelle.”
She shrugged as she refilled her cone with more buttercream. “I know he’s a bit of a lecherous guy who changes women more often than most of us change our underwear, but hey, I’m in a bit of a dry spell. Besides, someone has to be the one to tame the beast, and who says it can’t be me?”
Darn, I’d run out of the blue. I fished around for more ingredients. “I guess you’ve got a point there. He’s cute. You can say that about him at least.” That was about the only positive thing I could say about him.
“You need to know what women like to be able to charm so many of them.”
“Then, you realize faithfulness isn’t a trait he has and not one that you expect he’ll learn easily?”
“What, you don’t think he’ll be seventy and still hopping between women, do you?”
“Oh, yeah,” another voice said. A fellow employee held a tray full of cupcakes in one hand and dropped it on the table next to us. “There are totally septuagenarian cheaters. My grandma complains about them all the time.”
Kimberly was one of the other bakers my aunt employed to keep the bakery running smoothly. Fresh out of college, she was still clueless about what to do with her life, a story that I was all too familiar with.
“Besides,” she continued. “I’m pretty sure I saw Robert with Marianne recently. Hanging out, sharing a scone. Isn’t that what passes for romance here in Reedville?”
Our small town wasn’t a huge place by any stretch, probably not even having enough people to officially qualify as a town.
Janelle blew a hair out of her face. “It figures he was probably off with another woman. Oh well, it was a nice fantasy.”
I was hit with a sudden bit of shock as I remembered who Marianne was, and watching Janelle, it appeared she was having the same realization that I was.
“Wait, isn’t Marianne married?” I asked.
Kimberly nodded. She was Janelle’s opposite in a lot of ways. Sure, she still had the regulation ponytail—because no one wanted random strands of hair in their baked goods—but while Janelle could sometimes stay silent and focus on getting the job done, Kimberly was always a leaky faucet of gossip, never able to keep entirely quiet even when she should. “Yep. Local dentist’s wife. I thought they’d been a thing for a while, really.”
“Wait, a while?” Janelle spoke up, abandoning even the pretense of continuing to work on the cake.
‘Why are you looking at me? I was sure it was some sort of open secret. When I got back from college, I nearly walked in on them, let’s just say, committing adultery.”
Janelle threw her hands up. “All right, I don’t need any more details than that. It figures I can’t just be let down. I have to have my dreams utterly and completely destroyed.”
She sulked, leaning on the table. “I don’t know what I was hoping for. I’ve been cheated on before. I know they never change.”
“People can change. They just usually don’t,” I added.
“It’s just as well he stood me up. It’s for the best. If I found out that he was using me to cheat on a married woman who was in turn cheating on her husband, I’d probably grab that lecherous idiot by the hair, turn the oven up to maximum, shove him in, and leave him in there until he was cooked to a nice golden brown.”
Janelle was smiling quite ecstatically at the thought of her fantasy. She said she knew the pain of being cheated on, and if there was any doubt about it, her expression made that perfectly clear.
“I think that’d be maybe a bit too merciful,” she said, continuing. “Cheaters deserve only the absolute worst for their crimes. Just killing him is probably letting him off too easily.”
As she continued her little spiel, now happily encircling the cakes with frosting once again as she talked, she appeared unaware of the new visitor to the room, someone Kimberly and I had just noticed.
Dean Wheeler, a detective with the county sheriff’s department, was assigned here due to his ties with Reedville. We had both grown up in town and had a somewhat problematic shared past. Even so, he usually didn’t have permission to barge into the kitchen area of the bakery unless, well, things had happened.
He cleared his throat, looking right at Janelle as she continued voicing her over-the-top violent fantasies. He wasn’t as amused by them as Kimberly and I were. Instead, he was standing there seriously, a stern, down-to-business look firmly on his face.
“Uh, Dean. What’s going on?” I asked, and Janelle and Kimberly dropped what they were doing to give him their full attention. “What can we help you with? I’m going to make the wild guess that if you’re back here, it’s not because you’re after baked goods.”
“Afraid not.”
Janelle grimaced. She was being smarmy and sarcastic with her words, but she knew better than to persist with her murder fantasy in front of a cop.
“I’m here to talk to Janelle.”
“Look,” I started. “There’s no law against overwrought revenge fantasies, Dean, and—”
Dean shook his head. “Not that. Although it’s not really the best impression to start with.”
Janelle grinned nervously toward him. “So, uh, then what can I do for you, Detective?”
“I need you to come with me, Janelle. I’ve got a few questions to ask you about the death of Robert Knox.”





CHAPTER TWO
J anelle stared at Dean as if she were a deer in headlights, absolutely shocked by his words.
I wasn’t as immobilized. “Wait, what? Robert is dead?”
Dean let out a long sigh. “I probably should have led with that, shouldn’t I?”
“You can’t seriously think Janelle would kill him. Or kill anyone. That’s absurd. And especially not in our oven. It would cause a huge mess, and she freaks out when she spills water all over a table. She wouldn’t consider baking a dead body.”
Janelle looked over to me, her eyes wide. “I have no idea if anything you’re saying is helping, Jean.”
“Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. “The point is, she’s not violent, and over-the-top words aren’t incriminating. You told me that yourself.”
“I did?”
“Yes. When Chris was saying he’d kill for something, you said hyperbole is not evidence. Remember?” I gave him a pointed stare.
Dean shrugged. He was a prototypical jock in a lot of ways, well built, handsome, with sort of buzzed brown hair. He was still clean shaven for now, but I wouldn’t put it past him to grow the requisite cop ‘stache when he turned forty.
“It isn’t. And I’m not here to arrest Janelle for potentially baking our late friend Robert alive.”
My face drooped.
“I’m just following procedure. There are rumors going around that Janelle here was talking with Robert a few days ago, and that’s currently the last known public appearance of the deceased. So, I have to ask her a few questions. That doesn’t mean I’m going to take her in and lock her up, Jean.”
Also like a prototypical jock, he was kind of a simple-minded jerk who didn’t seem to hesitate in arresting or ‘detaining’ my friends and loved ones for questioning.
“Well, I guess that’s a bit of a relief.” I was still testy with him after the whole Adler Bakery affair. He knew us all well, but he treated us like he didn’t.
Which I guess was fair for a cop, but it was still quite infuriating.
“Don’t worry Jean,” Janelle said, slipping off her apron and hanging it up. “I’ll answer his questions. I have nothing to hide, and I’m sure this all just a big nothingburger.”
I crossed my arms. I had been growing a bit more on edge about things lately. This was hardly the first sudden death to occur in Reedville recently. I’d been a bit too close for comfort to some of them, and people I thought I knew turned out to be people I didn’t know well at all.
Regardless, Janelle seemed to be someone I knew pretty well. As the head baker at my aunt’s shop, she was almost like family. Her turning out to be some sort of murderer would have been out of left field, and even if she secretly was one, I had serious doubts our ovens were involved.
“Come on, Detective. Ask me what you need to ask me. These cakes aren’t going to decorate themselves,” she said.
“It’ll take a bit. You should get someone to cover for you.”
Janelle sighed and looked my way. I nodded, letting her know I had her covered. I didn’t technically have a title at the bakery. I just did whatever was needed, and that seemed to work out fine for my aunt and me. Plus, being the niece gave me a bit of unearned authority.
“I’ll go let Aunt Betsy know,” I said as Janelle and Dean headed for the door. “Don’t worry about a thing.”
“Thanks, Jean.”
Dean led her off, and I turned to Kimberly. “Mind if I delegate finishing that cake’s borders to you? I do need to check in with my aunt.”
“Fine, fine. So heroic of you to take on the responsibility and immediately pass it on to me,” she said with a wry grin.
I gave her a wink. “It’s called management, Kim. It’s a skill.”
Leaving Kimberly to finish her work, I headed back to the office where my aunt was already waiting for me.
She was the closest thing I had to a kindly old grandmother, even though she would never let anyone call her that, insisting it made her feel old. Despite her protests, she was nearing retirement age and had been about to do just that until the bakery came into the picture. Now, she was spending her twilight years running one of the most successful small businesses in Reedville, balancing the books, and providing her wisdom to whoever asked. Which was a surprising number of people in Reedville. Small towns had characters, and Aunt Betsy was one of those characters.
“So, what brought the detective in?”
I ran my finger across my throat in a slashing motion.
“Oh. That’s a shame. Someone Janelle knows?”
I nodded. “Robert Knox.”
“That young man? He was in here a lot, always with a different girl. Certainly, Dean doesn’t think Janelle is responsible for it, does he?”
“He says the questions aren’t related to that, but Dean’s made some poor calls in the past.” A lot of those poor calls had nothing to do with police work, granted, but he had some work-related ones as well. He meant well, but his record was far from golden.
“Oh, I hope this was all just an accident and questioning her is just procedure,” she said. “After all the nonsense I’ve dealt with recently, I wouldn’t wish that level of finger pointing on anyone.”
It had recently been suggested that Aunt Betsy was perhaps a far more ruthless businesswoman than she actually was. As in cutthroat levels of ruthless and ‘this town isn’t big enough for two bakeries’ ruthless.
It hadn’t been fun for her, and it seemed just as absurd to think Janelle could have killed someone as it was to think Aunt Betsy had.
“Dean sounded pretty serious about the whole thing,” I said. “So, I don’t think Janelle is going to be back in today. I’ll focus on picking up what she was doing, I guess.”
“That’s fine, Jean, but before that, could you come in here for a second?”
I raised an eyebrow and followed her into the office proper where she closed the door behind the both of us.
“Something the matter?”
“I just want another brain in on this bookkeeping. I don’t think I’m getting the math wrong, but I want to be sure.”
Oh, yeah.
The bakery’s finances hadn’t been making a whole lot of sense recently.
Granted, we were a small town bakery. That could be a precarious position, but business was doing more than well enough to keep the balance sheet in the black. Aunt Betsy had noticed the numbers going south, though, and in a way that made her suspicious.
I took a seat next to her and her laptop and studied a spreadsheet showing endless rows of numbers and names.
“The supply order is due, and I want to the get payroll squared away. I just need someone who is a bit more computer savvy than I am to make sure I’m doing this right.”
I had plenty of faith in my aunt’s abilities. For a sixty-year-old woman, she knew what she was doing and had the right programs for the job. She was equipped with everything a small businessperson should have in the modern day. Looking over her shoulder, I hated that my mind was drifting toward there being something unscrupulous with the accounting, but Aunt Betsy had already picked up on it.
“That’s all the supplies we typically order and the bill showing what they typically charge us on delivery,” she said. “I’ll have to double check the final bill with all the fees and taxes they like to sneak in, but that’s what I’m putting down. Does that seem sensible to you, Jean?”
I looked it over and said, “It all seems on the level to me. I mean, the math’s good.”
She nodded. “Okay, now I need to do payroll.”
This was where she was afraid of getting something very wrong.
If there was a leak in the HMS Shepherd’s Falls Bakery and it was caused by the nefarious actions of one of our good sailors, Captain Betsy wanted to make sure she was absolutely certain before throwing around random accusations. In a small town like ours, that could be a gamble with reputations on both ends. The bakery was doing well, but not well enough that a boycott wouldn’t cause us some serious issues.
Not to mention that it’d be hard to get a job around here if you were an accused thief.
So, we had to tread lightly. Nothing was going to be said unless we were absolutely positively sure someone was two-faced and was behind such things. This meant double-checking, triple-checking, and quadruple-checking our work. It meant checking the tax forms of our employees, checking the financial website that Aunt Betsy used, and even doing it all manually by calculating the ludicrous amount of math ourselves with no help from any special software.
At least we could still use calculators for that, so we didn’t have to be extremely old school about it.
“This is all the payroll, Jean. Could you add the numbers together? And here’s the mortgage for the building and the taxes. We should be doing fine, and yet....”
“Something is still not adding up.”
She didn’t want to ask the employees about the exact deposits into their bank accounts because suggesting that something was wrong without hard evidence rubbed her the wrong way.
I understood her reluctance. Aunt Betsy believed all people were good unless proven otherwise.
It was the eternal curse of not wanting to be a jerk about things. It made a person more pleasant to be around but also easier to exploit. The world was horribly unfair sometimes.
“We’ll figure this out,” I said, giving my aunt a caring hug. “It’s probably some technical glitch somewhere.”
“If you’re sure…” she said.
I wasn’t sure. I definitely wasn’t sure. There were too many irregularities in the figures to suggest a simple computer error. It felt deliberate, like someone messing with things and trying to cover their trail without looking too obvious.
But just like my aunt, I wasn’t one to throw out accusations with actual proof.
And I didn’t want to alienate any of the staff because they all seemed so sweet and friendly. Janelle, Kimberly, Petra, Sadie, Marcus, and Caroline—all of them seemed like good people and positive influences in anyone’s life.
To think of any one of them as a thief felt completely alien to me.
What also felt alien to me was to think of any of them as possible murderers.





CHAPTER THREE
I  had no idea what I was dreaming about at the time, but it must have been something good because as soon as I heard my phone’s ringer go off, I immediately woke up in a sour mood.
“Four in the morning,” I mumbled, pulling my phone up to my ear, still under five layers of blankets and pillows. “Whoever you are, you’d better have a really good reason for waking me up.”
“Sorry about this, Jean,” the voice on the other end of the phone said. My morning-addled brain was still a mess, so I wasn’t doing important things like thinking all that well. “I can’t get hold of Betsy, and Janelle still isn’t picking up her phone.”
Oh, right, it was Kim. My brain started to function exponentially quicker.
“The door to the bakery is locked, and we need to get things rolling for the breakfast rush. You have a key, don’t you?”
I mumbled some mild profanities into the phone, punishment for the crime of waking me up much too early. When more of my brain cells activated, I realized that Janelle might still be dealing with Dean’s questions, as odd as that was. And Aunt Betsy just liked to sleep in sometimes. I guess taking responsibility for opening up did fall to me as the bakery’s Jill of all trades.
“I’ll be right over,” I said, clicking off the phone and pushing myself up. I wasn’t due to wake up for four hours, but I would find a way to manage my exhaustion. A way that involved a substantial amount of caffeine. As I pulled on a pair of worn jeans and a comfy sweatshirt, my mind drifted to thoughts of Janelle. The more I thought about it, the more I worried about her. Even a hardcore interrogation—something Dean really didn’t do—shouldn’t have taken this long.
Hopefully, she was just tired after all of it and forgot to set her alarm.
It wasn’t a long trip to the bakery, and the short commute was something I was thankful for.
I found Kimberly and some of the bakery’s other workers waiting outside, and after letting them in, I checked the clock above the ovens. Less than an hour to opening. “I guess I’m doing more than just unlocking the door,” I muttered.
“Thanks, Jean,” Kim said, pulling her hair back into a ponytail and fastening it with a red scrunchie before pulling on her apron. “I wasn’t really looking forward to explaining to a bunch of uncaffeinated people why they couldn’t get their coffee and bagels before they went to work.”
“Don’t relax just yet. They’re still coming for us, ready to bark at us and be unjustifiably angry at us for not being prepared for them.”
“Unjustifiable anger? I don’t think I would know anything about that,” Kim said with a smirk.
The blush on my face was not an admission of guilt for how I’d snapped at her for daring to call me for help. I mean, a girl needed her beauty sleep.
I got right to work with the rest of them, unlocking everything, getting the first batch of muffins rolling and the coffee brewing, and overseeing everything else that was involved with preparing the bakery for the day. Marcus was eyeballing the coffee pot impatiently, obviously needing his first dose of caffeine this morning as badly as I did.
“Hey, get these bear claws into the oven for me,” I said, snapping for his attention. Usually, I wasn’t so crass, but time was of the essence, and I needed more hands than I currently possessed.
He grunted in response, which was about as eloquent as I could expect him to be so early in the morning. But he did as I asked, which made his grumpiness irrelevant.
To my surprise, the bell on the front door rang, and I turned to see who it was. I had locked it behind me so that any early bird customers would be forced to respect the opening time, so whoever entered had to have the authority to do so—and a key.
It was the highest authority for the bakery. Aunt Betsy.
Boy, did she look rough. Circles were deep around her eyes as she stared my way, looking like she was going to collapse.
I rushed out into the bakery’s dining room with concern. “What’s the matter? Did something happen?”
She shook her head. “No, no. Not really. I just haven’t gotten much sleep.”
“Much sleep?” I cocked a brow at her obvious understatement.
“Any sleep, honestly.”
I winced. As someone who was a fan of rest and relaxation, I considered missing sleep a form of blasphemy, hence my reaction to Kim’s call at o-dark thirty. “Why? What did you do?”
“I was just worried about Janelle, sweetie.” She let out a breath. She was technically our boss, but she took a more maternal role in our lives whether we wanted her to or not. It was often joked that Aunt Betsy having concern for you was a condition for getting hired at the bakery.
“Did you find something out about why Dean wanted to talk to her?” I asked.
“Not as much as I hoped to, no. I headed to the police station after closing and tried to offer her the money to get a lawyer.”
“And let me guess, she refused?”
More nodding. “Said she didn’t need one. She didn’t do anything wrong, has nothing to hide, blah, blah, blah. The usual stubborn-headed stuff said by someone who doesn’t realize that innocence alone doesn’t make them invulnerable to a bad police decision.”
If there was any trait that unified the women of Reedville, it was that we were stubborn to an absolute fault.
“Poor girl didn’t get out of questioning until nearly two in the morning. I drove her to get some food and took her home. And I gave her the day off.”
Two in the morning? Dean hadn’t indicated that things were so serious, but if he kept her for that long, it must have been more serious than he was letting on.
“I’m sorry I didn’t get here in time to stop them from waking you,” Aunt Betsy said with a sigh.
“It’s no problem,” I lied. “At least I’m not suffering with sleeplessness alone.”
She sighed again and tried to force a smile, one that didn’t demonstrate how worried she was about everything going on around her. “Around noon or so, can you do me a favor, Jean? Janelle needs something good for a change instead of all this stress. Grab two poppyseed bagels, four donuts—one jelly filled, one Boston creme, one glazed, and one raspberry iced—and a blueberry scone. Oh, and a large cup of that hot cocoa and coffee mix that she really likes. You know how she takes it, right?”
“Maybe I should be writing this down,” I smirked, finding humor in her knowledge of just what Janelle would want if she was craving a sugar and carb overload.
She patted me on the shoulder. “Do what you have to do. I want you to take it all over to Janelle’s. It will give her something nice to wake up to.”
“That’s sweet,” I said, meaning it. “But why do you want me to do it?”
“Because, Jean, I need you to do a little something for me on the side.”
I let out a deep breath. “I had a feeling I was going to be drawn into this. What are you suggesting?”
She patted me on the back. “I just need you to talk to her. Maybe she’ll open up to you in ways she won’t with me. I’m worried, dear.”
She had good reason to be concerned. Something wasn’t adding up if Dean had kept Janelle until two in the morning. Overly elaborate murder fantasies aside, she didn’t seem like a violent person. Dean wasn’t one to look for a quick and easy resolution to a case, but pressures from the county could push him. And sometimes… Sometimes the guy could just make an honest mistake.
That was something I knew more than anyone else.
“I’ve got it, Aunt Betsy. Don’t you worry. I’ll do what I can.”
And as much as I hated to belittle my own pain, I’d finally mostly healed from what Dean had done to me all those years ago. With time, maybe I’d even forgive him. Maybe… But as badly as I felt I’d been treated back then, I wasn’t robbed of decades of my freedom like what could very well happen here.
I wasn’t going to let that happen to Janelle, let alone anyone else.





CHAPTER FOUR
A s I drove over to Janelle’s apartment, I thought back to my one and thankfully only encounter with Robert Knox. He and I didn’t have a relationship, but that wasn’t to say that I didn’t know who he was, and more importantly, what kind of man he was.
His reputation was well known by everyone in the town, and Reedville was small enough that when it came to certain services, there weren’t a generous number of options to choose from.
There were maybe two or three auto mechanics who actually did their work in the town proper. If a vehicle needed anything remotely obscure, you were off to Ellensburg, and if you had something truly one of a kind that needed work, it was over to Seattle.
My car problem had been thankfully pretty typical. The glaring yellow glow of the check engine light was on. I knew of the rumor that a lot of mechanics would use a client’s ignorance about how their car worked against them—especially if you were a woman—so I was quick to ask my friends and family for recommendations.
It turned out Robert Knox was a trusted auto mechanic, despite the sleaziness of his propensity for adultery and the constant pursuit of his next conquest. People were hardly as black and white as they seemed sometimes.
My encounter with him had started with me pulling into his garage. He helpfully waved me in and made sure my car was crossing over the struts so they could raise it, lower it, or do whatever else auto mechanics did to keep your car running. That I could pump my own gas without starting a fire was more than enough of an accomplishment for me.
I rolled my window down as he approached, offering the normal cordial smile expected of me.
His smile was a lot less cordial and a whole lot more flirty. “Well, hello there. A beaut of a car driven by an even more beautiful driver.”
I brushed off his first approach. I was wise to him, I told myself. “You really think this generic sedan that I bought for its gas mileage is what you consider beautiful?”
There were no huge dents, no broken windows, and its paint job was intact. I kept it clean. That was the most I cared about vanity when it came to my car.
“It’s all there and it gets you from point A to point B, so I think there’s something to be said for the beauty in simplicity, no?”
“I prefer to think of it as practicality, but I’m worried about it even doing that. There’s this check engine light that is taunting me with its vagueness and how it can be so many different things at once.”
He winked my way, smiling and bemused. “Don’t you worry. Step out of the vehicle and I’ll be your knight in shining armor and make this problem go away in a heartbeat, my dear.”
Robert wasn’t a bad looking guy by any means. It probably would have ruined his approach if he wasn’t blessed with all the marks of a conventionally attractive man—shaggy hair, but swept back, a bit of shadow of a beard, and tall and muscular, but not freakishly so.
If it wasn’t for his hideous personality, then we’d be talking.
I stepped out of the car, and he was definitely riding the boundaries of my personal space the whole time. He bent over in front of me, using some sort of device to poke under the car’s dashboard. During the whole process, he kept shooting me glares, playfully smiling and showing his interest in me.
It was really easy to see how women could for his charms. He laid it on thick, and if I hadn’t been notified of the fact that he apparently acted this way around anyone of the female persuasion, it would have been tempting to fall for it.
“Looks like it’s just a bad spark plug, by my guess. Let me take a look at ‘em.”
“Spark plugs?”
“Ayup,” he said, standing up and away from the driver’s seat. “Just need to pop the hood, check underneath, and replace the one that’s gone bad. Should only set you back ten dollars.”
“That’s decent to hear. I was afraid it was going to be something super major.”
“Oh, nah, most of the time it’s something like this. Really a design flaw to have so many different possibilities tied to one light, but I don’t make the cars, I just fix them.”
He popped the hood, and I kept an eye on him. The flirty glances continued.
“Yep. Easy fix. Just one of them. She’s purring like a kitten otherwise.” He grinned my way. “I could help you with that too, you know. Get you purring like a kitten.”
I nearly gagged. Instead, I sternly crossed my arms, unimpressed. “Sorry, but I’m not into that sort of thing.”
“Are you... uh...”
“Not interested in you? Yes.”
However he interpreted that, he should have taken it as a note to stop his advancement. Any decent man would, but apparently Robert didn’t understand what decency meant.
“Maybe I could change your mind.”
“I’m notoriously stubborn.”
“I’m very convincing.”
“How about you change my spark plug and we get on with it?”
“Oh, I’ll change your spark plug all right,” he said, raising his eyebrows.
I just looked at him and rolled my eyes. Was he comparing me to a car that needed repairs? He was a jerk, and his moves were not as smooth as I’d been led to believe. “Do you have a cheap spark plug to sell me, or do I need to go elsewhere to buy one?”
“Oh, the shop has one. Decent quality. You get a warranty. But you know, if you make friends in the right places, you can get higher quality ones for free.”
I paused. “Are... are you trying to seduce me with fancier spark plugs?”
“What, no. They would just be a bonus.”
“How much are fancier spark plugs anyway?”
“Top of the line spark plugs generally run fifteen dollars a pop.”
My face met the flat of my palm. “You’re trying to seduce me for cheap too? I feel like I should be insulted.”
He stepped close to me—too close—and spoke low and provocatively. “Well, no, you shouldn’t. Because this seduction comes with a free dinner. Maybe we can go somewhere fancy in Seattle. Stay the night, just the two of us.”
I shoved him away. “I. Am. Not. Interested. Just... Just fix my car, please.”
My words seemed to transform something in Robert. He appeared good humored, if annoyingly persistent, but my continual refusal to do as he suggested seem to flip a switch within him. “It figures some know-it-all like you would think you’re too good for every man in town,” he said coldly.
“Excuse me?”
“What? I didn’t say anything.” He turned, allegedly to go back to work on replacing the spark plug. “Just you know, a girl like you…well into her thirties. You’re not exactly light-the-world-on-fire hot. Maybe you should reconsider being so picky.”
I felt my face grown warm. At that point, I was pretty sure I would have preferred a mechanic who tried to upsell me a new paint job to fix my check engine light over this loser.
“Yeah, no. Do the job or I’m just going to leave and head to the next mechanic I see. I’m pretty sure I can make it with a faulty spark plug.”
He grumbled and stared me down. “What? After I tell you your problem, you’re just going to up and leave me like I did nothing for you? You’re a pretty rude one, lady.”
“Rob!” an older man called out from the office of the garage. “Knock that off. Right now. Do your job, or I’m going to kick you out on the street. I mean it this time!”
Robert grunted, gritting his teeth, and turned around to finish his job silently.
“When you’re done with that, get in here. We need counter help!”
I was childishly smug about him being put down, but my brief interaction with him gave me a pretty clear picture about the type of guy Robert was.
He would advertise himself as a gentleman for all to see, but beneath that smiling exterior was a rotten person who saw every woman as a way to simply add to his score.
Ugh. I felt dirty and at the same time relieved that I was mostly on official hiatus from the whole dating thing since my engagement had fallen apart.
I considered myself ‘mostly’ on hiatus because Cleo tried her hardest to end my self-imposed celibacy.
“Here you go, princess. Cheapest piece of garbage I could manage,” he said, slamming the hood of my car with enough effort to possibly break something else in the process. “Go wait in line inside now. Of course, I could have helped you get out of here faster...”
“I am more than fine waiting, thank you,” I replied out of sheer courtesy more than anything else.
Robert headed in to do as his boss had told him to, and I prepared to wait in line to pay for the service and spark plug.
That had been a while back. And now, months later, as I pulled into Janelle’s apartment complex, the check engine light remained off and everything was fine. So, yeah, Robert Knox was honest on that front.
It was just a shame about everything else.
I precariously balanced the cup of coffee on top of the box of pastries, wondering if Aunt Betsy really intended for Janelle to eat everything I had managed to stuff into the box in one sitting or if it was meant to last her for three weeks.
With some flexibility, I managed to worm my way to the doorbell to her apartment and pushed it in with a finger to hear the faint chime on the other side.
Some time passed, and two flexible button presses later, the tumblers to the lock finally started to jumble, and the door opened.
A very exhausted and disheveled-looking Janelle appeared from behind it, wearing an oversized t-shirt.
Her eyes lit up a tad when she saw me though. “Oh, Jean. I didn’t expect you to come visiting.”
“Did I stop by too early? I was meant to be giving a wakeup call with some goodies. I can come back later.”
She sniffed the air. “Is... Is that mocha cafe au lait?”
That was the proper name for the drink that I brought her. A fancy and pompous name for a simple thing. I guess it made Janelle feel French and gave her something to drink worthy of sticking her pinkie out. “Yep. Extra cocoa and marshmallows, just like you like.”
“Oh God, you’re a saint, Jean.”
I laughed. “It was Aunt Betsy’s idea. I’m just the saint’s deliverywoman in this case.”
She opened her door further and led me in, and I finally got to set down my box of baked goods on the table. Her apartment was small and not exactly luxurious, but it was hardly a shoebox either. Aunt Betsy paid well enough, but Janelle was still a young woman working in her first job after culinary school. Hopefully, her future would shine better and better as time passed.
If she didn’t go to prison, that is.
Janelle immediately seized upon the hot beverage and gulped some of it down like it wasn’t scalding. How some people were so resistant to heat was something I’d never understand, but if it brought a smile to her face, it brought a smile to my face.
“Aunt Betsy told me that Dean was holding you until two in the morning,” I said, taking a seat on her sofa. I had been on my feet all morning covering for Janelle, so a bit of rest and relaxation, however brief, was more than welcome.
She was nursing her coffee cup as she sat down next to the box. “Yeah. He wanted to make sure he got every possible angle out of me.”
“I’m guessing Dean thinks this isn’t just some accident or misadventure for Robert then?”
“Oh, blueberry scones,” she said as she opened the box. “And a Boston creme donut. And poppyseed bagels. I should make Betsy really worried about me more often.”
“Janelle,” I said, pushing myself up and going to sit down at the table beside her, since obviously her couch was too far away from her to keep her on topic. “I asked a question.”
“And now I know why I’m being bribed with sweets and coffee.” She let out a long sigh. “I guess there’s worse bargains to be had.”
“Janelle, really. I want to help you. I know you probably went through all of this with Dean already, but Betsy’s worried, I’m worried, and Dean’s made mistakes in the past.”
“I know, I know. You’ve been doing troubleshooting recently, and it’s becoming your thing and all that.”
“Tell me what you told Dean, just without the fear that I’m going to throw handcuffs on you if you say something slightly wrong.”
“As I told Betsy, I did nothing wrong, so I have nothing to fear. But since she—and by extension you—won’t relent until this is all over, I guess the path of least resistance is to spill the beans.”
Stubborn, as expected. “So... you said you were scheduled to go on a date with him. How’d this all play out? You knew he was a playboy from the start, Janelle. I don’t think a bit of a dry spell is just going to make you up and abandon any principle you have.”
“Yeah, I guess he did put the charm on me. So...” She slurped more coffee and nibbled a bit on the scone as she collected her thoughts. “So, my whole dry spell? It’s not for lack of trying. I think Cedar Falls’ flow of new blood just happens to be a trickle. More people just seem to ignore us and head right for Seattle, Spokane, or Tacoma. People just don’t appreciate the charm of Reedville.”
That was a pretty adept observation. The small population of the town definitely seemed to trend older. But even if I wasn’t sticking around to help my Dad out, I doubt I’d go screaming to a big city again. I’d spent a few years in Istanbul, and that was where I got a lifetime’s worth of big city living out of the way.
“I spent a lot of Friday and Saturday nights at Cedar Woods, ready to introduce any newcomers to town and try to sink my claws into them, if they were of my taste.”
Cedar Woods was a craft brewery in town. It had gained a bit of fame in its own right, and even got some people coming in from the bigger cities to try their brews. Add on regular live music, and it became the de facto lightning rod for young people around Reedville.
“So, the circumstances of the night put Robert on the prowl. He was out looking for a new date, and maybe he’d never noticed me before, or maybe he was just willing to settle. Who knows? The guy’s dead now, so I guess it’ll be a mystery forever. But anyway, he approached me and started dropping his game.”
Knowing his game all too well, my eyes just about rolled right out of my head. “You had to have seen right through it, Janelle. You’re too smart for him.”
“Yeah, well, I should be. And I thought I was. I was completely aware of this guy’s reputation, but he’s, well, if he’s that good at using his words, he must have other… charms as well.”
Given he was dead, and on top of that his reputation made him repulsive to me in the first place, I begged to differ. “Yeah, I don’t need the details, Janelle.”
“Fine, fine. I never thought you a prude, Jean.” She finished off the scone, her idle hand immediately going for one of the donuts. “For me, though, I guess I was entertaining playing dumb. If only for a brief amount of time. Part of his charm was that his first pitch wasn’t to take me home with him but for a nice walk in the woods right next to Cedar Woods.”
The woods that gave Cedar Woods that part of their name, obviously.
“Now, one thing that didn’t seem to fit the Robert Knox seduction script is that we ran into some lady who was on the way back from the woods. She spit some nasty words at him, and he just said she’s jealous because he’s with me now. It’s a bit presumptuous, but that’s Robert Knox for you.”
“You ran into someone with a bone to pick with him? Who was it?”
Janelle let out a long sigh and shook her head. “Yeah… no. Dean obsessed over this. I can’t really recall, Jean. It was a week ago, and I was somewhat buzzed at the time, but I don’t remember who it was. Short? Black hair? Maybe Asian? It’s not as rare as you think, even in a small town like this, so I wasn’t very useful in helping him track down our mystery woman.”
I shrugged her way, indicating for her to continue.
“I hope you’ll spare me trying to get me to remember or trying to get me to play Guess Who with the town’s population.”
“So, at the time, you just thought nothing of it?”
“Not really. Spurned lover of Robert Knox isn’t exactly a title only a few women in this town have.”
“What next then?” I trusted that Janelle was telling the truth and that she legitimately didn’t remember. She was the type of scatterbrained person who would give orders to the wrong people when she was put on register duty every so often. Some people were just awful with faces.
“We went deeper into the woods. Deep enough that we could barely hear the band anymore. We made out a bit. By then, I was sober enough to remember who I was kissing and realized that I should at least make him work for it a bit before we went any further.”
“How very modern of you.”
“Hey, Robert Knox makes good money at that garage. He should at least buy me dinner first before I go and do anything with him. I could wait a little longer. Surprisingly, he didn’t push it. Maybe he was so successful because he could be patient. But we set a date.”
“And that’s the date that he no-showed you on.”
Janelle nodded.
“I thought I heard Dean saying he saw you leave with him though, which is why he’s on you so much about this.”
“No, no. We didn’t go home together. Cedar Woods was so packed that night. Lots of people, so lots of rumors get started from a few of them, and it spreads. Truthfully, we both started walking home, and our homes happened to be in the same-ish direction. Two blocks away, we broke apart and went our own separate ways. Again, I was surprised with how gentlemanly he was. He actually offered to walk me home the whole way, but, you know, this is Reedville, and that seemed a tad bit excessive.”
There was a reason that one hundred percent of the police presence in our town was just... Dean. Our town was painfully boring most of the time. The county officers would occasionally patrol through or give him backup if he needed it, but a lot of stuff just fell right onto Dean’s shoulders.
“No follow-up communications with him? Like a text or a phone call to say he couldn’t make the date?”
She shook her head. “Huge red flag, I guess. He didn’t leave me with any contact info at all, despite me giving him mine. I guess it was so he could sneak around easier with other women. Guys like him don’t have to worry about a sudden phone call at an inopportune time if you can’t call them at all.”
I winced and became more and more glad that I was never even remotely tempted to have a fling with a guy like that. As pretty as he was on the outside, he was absolutely hideous on the inside.
“So, I couldn’t call him when he no-showed me at the Fish House. So yeah, literally the last I heard of him was that night where we parted on the road away from Cedar Woods.”
Janelle was, as I expected, definitely not remotely involved in whatever Robert had gotten himself mixed up in. She was just a bystander who wanted to have a little bit of fun and maybe was willing to overlook some of Robert’s more nebulous qualities.
“So... I know you don’t remember who the woman with him was, but do you know who else was at Cedar Woods? Giving Dean some other leads might be enough to get him off your back for a while.”
“Let me get a pad, and I’ll jot down who comes to mind.”
We sat down and went down through a bunch of names. A few we knew mutually, but most of them didn’t seem all that important. Some of them were the staff at Cedar Woods at the time. Probably a bunch of nothing, until Janelle’s eyes lit up.
“Oh, yeah, now I remember. It’s been on the tip of my mind the whole time. I just couldn’t put the name to the face.”
“Spit it out before you forget it again, then.”
“Marianne was there. The dentist’s wife we were talking about with Kim yesterday?”
“Oh, really?”
“Yeah. She was totally there. I thought it was odd, given she was already married. Maybe I just wrote it off as her being there for the music, then Kim brought up that whole affair she’d had with Robert.”
There, I had it.
“I feel like an idiot for not connecting that sooner. I don’t think she was the one in the woods when I was with Robert though. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t, in fact, and I don’t want to throw someone else into the fire just so Dean leaves me alone.”
Janelle’s concerns notwithstanding, the fact that Marianne was there at the same time as Robert was suspicious.
That was the sort of lead I was hoping to dig up. The kind of lead I had to follow ASAP.





CHAPTER FIVE
“Dad, you wouldn’t happen to know where the dentist and his wife live, would you?”
I had my lead, but I was left with my next problem.
I had no idea where Marianne called home.
After heading back to the bakery, and after a quick internet search that showed nothing, I was stressing over finding an answer. The idea of busting out an old fashioned phone book crossed my mind, but then I remembered that even if I could find one, it would be years old. I couldn’t trust it to give me a reliable current address.
I did, however, have a more connected source to look to when my basic knowledge and the internet failed me.
“Alvin and Marianne? Do you need to get your teeth checked out, honey? Too many bakery sweets?”
“No, Dad, I’m fine. I told you I see a dentist in Ellensburg.” It was nothing against Alvin, but one man could only manage so many patients, so I’d settled for a drive into town every few months.
“But they don’t live far from their office. I think your mother has their personal number for emergencies.”
“Dental emergencies?”
“Oh, when you were off in Turkey, your mother had this shaky filling giving her trouble. She was a split between riding it out or getting more work done. Thankfully, everything turned out to be fine, but it was kind of Alvin to give us so much access.”
It was a reminder that even without me as their black market pipeline to the local bakery, the two of them would never hurt for a steady influx of sugary treats, as much as they quite enjoyed what I brought them every day.
“There we go. I’ll text it to you. What seems to be the problem?”
“Oh, uh,” I nibbled on my lip. I disliked lying to my parents, but it’d been something I’d been doing now and again recently. I viewed it as the lesser of two evils versus telling them I was chasing down a murderer. I didn’t need my mother to give me the lecture about how she wanted to maintain the few non-gray hairs she had left. “They ordered a cake, and Aunt Betsy lost the address. I just wanted to see if we could get it without making the bakery look incompetent.”
“That makes sense, but I’m sure she would have understood. Accidents happen.”
“Yeah, but you never know when someone will take it the wrong way. You’re a lifesaver, Dad.”
“Uh, sure I am. You going to be home for dinner tonight?”
“Is that even a question? Of course I’ll be. You know me.”
“You never know. You were out early. Betsy might make you work late.”
My curiosity got the best of me. “So what’re you making?”
“Pulled pork mac and cheese. Something I picked up from an old barbecuing friend.”
I licked my lips. Having only eaten bakery freebies so far that day, real food sounded very good right then. “I’m definitely not missing that.”
“Be good, and I love you, honey. Don’t do anything too stupid now, you hear?”
I smiled as I hung up the phone, partially annoyed that I couldn’t promise much on that last part. Doing stuff that seemed stupid was becoming more and more a part of my game.
Still, he cared. I came back for him, and after years away from home, I realized how much I had missed him—and his cooking. I savored our meals together, feeling neglectful that I’d missed years of them. I dreaded the day he wouldn’t be there to be a father to me anymore, and not just due to his culinary abilities.
I got back to the bakery, just barely missing the lunch rush. The second shift of workers were rolling in and taking their positions, probably not fully filled in on everything that had happened just yet. My goal was to head toward the back office and fill Aunt Betsy in on all that Janelle had told me.
The poor woman was mainlining coffee. She could give Janelle the day off, but I guess she couldn’t award the same luxury to herself. There were a few empty mugs around her as I closed the door behind me.
“Jean, you’re back. Did you get Janelle to open up to you?”
I nodded. “Yeah, she dumped everything on me. The mocha cafe au lait definitely helped open her up.”
“The what something French now?”
“The hot chocolate and coffee mix.”
“Oh.” She was smart and knew how the bakery business worked. She just didn’t view learning fancy French names of products as all that important beyond calling something a croissant instead of twisty French butter bread thing.
I focused on what was more important. “I’m with you in that she has nothing to do with this, but I also see why Dean thinks she might have something to do with it.” Being seen taking off like that definitely got people talking, especially if, well, one of the people involved ended up dead.
“Anything to get the detective to stop bothering her?”
“Nothing definitive. I actually just got my biggest lead, so I think I’m going to cut out for the rest of the day.”
“Hmm?” She raised an eyebrow.
“I did come in early,” I reminded her. “I think it’s perfectly fair I get to leave early too.”
“I suppose we’re living in interesting times.”
“Anyway, I need to talk to the local dentist’s wife, Marianne?”
“Marianne Carmichael?”
“I don’t know her last name. I had to ask my dad where the dentist even lives.”
“I don’t think there’s anyone else named Marianne in Reedville, so we’re likely talking about the same person. Anyway, Kimberly said she heard a rumor that might interest you. Marianne might be pregnant.”
I raised an eyebrow. It didn’t take much imagination to get to a secret affair with Robert and the parentage of an unborn child possibly causing bit of drama for the married woman engaged in said affair.
“So, I’m thinking maybe you could bring them a box of donuts with a card advertising our catering services. Nothing too overt. You more than anyone would know how rude it is to suggest someone is pregnant and be wrong about it.”
It was a roundabout way of calling someone fat if you happened to be wrong, yes.
“See if she talks. Maybe she’ll open up a bit. You’ve got this vibe that makes people open up around you, Jean. You could get something useful, get the pressure off Janelle, and maybe, if all else fails, score us a nice catering contract in a few months. Everyone likes a good baby shower, and muffins help make a good baby shower better.”
I crossed my arms. “Since when have you been so capitalistically minded, Aunt Betsy?”
“I’m just hedging my bets, dear. What if my worries about our finances aren’t foul play? Or we can’t prove it is?”
She wasn’t greedy, but she was worried about the bakery. She’d taken a maternalistic bent to running her business, which might be troublesome to some, but that’s who she was.
“I’ll bring the donuts and give the light sell first. Hopefully, she’ll be open to talking.”
“Thank you, Jean. You’re a saint and a savior.” Everyone kept calling me that, but I hardly felt like one with all the rules I kept breaking.
No matter how much I sinned, though, Aunt Betsy would make sure I felt loved and appreciated. She really was the best.
I headed out the door, gathered up a unique bunch of donuts, and hoped I was going to be hitting the right spots. I wouldn’t have the secret weapon of a fancy coffee drink like I did with Janelle. Not to mention, I barely knew Marianne to begin with.
    
I FORCED a smile onto my face, rapped my fist on the door, and cheerily held out the box of donuts.
The door opened, and a woman who, by my best guess, was in her thirties appeared. Blond and pale, she looked a tad more collected than Janelle had, but only a tad. “Hello. Can I help you?” she asked, apparently confused to find a stranger bearing baked goods at her door.
My eyes drifted down her form, hoping that she’d have a big hulking obviously pregnant belly or something to remove all doubt, but no. Like Janelle, she was dressed in the baggiest thing you could imagine.
“Um, hello, Marianne Carmichael? I’m here to bring you a fresh batch of donuts, a free gift from Shepherd’s Falls Bakery.”
She immediately put on a weird look. “Free donuts?”
“Yes?” It immediately dawned on me that my reason for coming here—since I wasn’t going to announce that I was curious if she was involved in a murder—was probably very strange. Free donuts out of nowhere, while definitely something I personally would have enjoyed, would strike me as weird all the same.
Her eyes narrowed at me. “What’s the catch here?”
“Well, uh...” I had to think up a lie and fast. “So, uh, we’ve heard a rumor that you’re planning a certain type of event soon. I’d like to give you a sample of our products so that when you plan your next birthday, wedding, bar mitzvah, baby shower...”
She reacted ever so slightly to the idea of a baby shower.
“That you might consider our services for catering those big events. We’re a local business and have been gaining a statewide reputation for the quality of our products.”
I threw out a thumbs up and a toothy smile, really going for that cheesy door-to-door salesperson vibe.
Marianne didn’t seem terribly convinced by my explanation.
“I’m... I’m guessing you don’t want the donuts then?”
She shook her head and broke into a grin. “Come on in. You look rough. How about I trade you a cup of tea for those donuts?”
“Uh, sure,” I agreed, not knowing what had caused her sudden change in demeanor.
I carried the donuts inside, this time to a much nicer place. Being the only dentist in town must pay quite well, as the Carmichaels were doing pretty okay for themselves.
Marianne went into a well-equipped kitchen and started to boil some water. “What really brought you here? This is a bit too weird to be a random advertising pitch.”
“So, um...” I let out a long sigh. Maybe I could tell a partial truth without letting out the whole ‘you might be a murder suspect’ aspect of it all. “I heard it through the grapevine that, well, uh, you might be expecting.”
She crossed her arms, resting them on what might have been her baby bump. “And that makes your awkward approach more understandable?”
“It wasn’t definite,” I said, setting down the donuts. “It was a rumor, and I was always taught that it’s kind of rude just to go assuming someone is pregnant. You know how it is. If they’re not, you’ve gone and called them fat.”
Marianne shook her head. “And if I am pregnant, what does that mean?”
“Well, my aunt wanted to suggest that you look into our bakery for catering your baby shower.”
“Maybe, but that’s way off. You could be taking a reservation for something that won’t happen for almost a year.”
“Aunt Betsy accepts them, if that’s what people want to book. We have someone’s wedding booked for two years for now.”
“Two years? Before they get married?”
“It’s when the church they want to use opens up. You know how it is. People are picky about where their wedding takes place and are willing to make huge compromises to make it happen.”
Marianne poured two cups of tea and headed to the table with them. “Well, you’re right. I am expecting. Still, I don’t see why it’s a big deal that a married man and woman are expecting a child.”
“When do you think it’s due?”
She froze in place, both cups of tea in hand. “That’s a personal question I don’t feel comfortable answering.”
Well then. That was not the response I expected. Why was this a big deal when everything else wasn’t?
She set the teacups down and turned away from me. “Why did I invite you in again?”
“I brought free donuts.”
“Yes, well, they’re on the table now, so you can leave. I’ll consider your bakery’s offer.”
There was a snarl in her voice that suggested to me she really wasn’t considering the bakery’s offer at all.
“Look, honestly, I came here because I wanted to ask you some questions about Robert Knox.”
“Robert Knox? What does Robert Knox have to do with anything? Please leave.”
“He was found dead recently, and people are asking questions, and I’m really afraid of the wrong person getting blamed for his death.”
Usually, telling a person that someone they know had recently keeled over would give them a moment of pause or surprise. But not Marianne. It barely stopped her.
“Please leave. Thank you for the donuts, but I have things to do. Please. Leave. Now.”
She seemed utterly unaffected that a man she had been recently dating was found dead.
All else said, she was telling me to get out, and I wasn’t about to start a huge argument that would catch the attention of the neighbors and end up with me in the backseat of Dean’s car.
I headed out the door, somewhat disappointed that I didn’t get the tea I was offered. Oh well, Marcus could probably brew a better cup than Marianne anyway. He was really good at that, once he got his own dose of caffeine to get him going.
The Carmichael’s door slammed behind me, and I was left with the feeling that the whole meeting could have gone better and more diplomatically. That said, I think I gained enough of a circumstantial vibe that I had something to pass along to Dean, which should ease the boot up and off of Janelle’s neck.
Once I was back in my car, I pulled out my phone and started thumb typing my message. I passed along the rumors I’d found out about and how Marianne’s reactions to certain things struck me as pretty suspicious. Circumstantial, but hey, Janelle would at least get one good night’s sleep.
I didn’t have to wait even a minute until my phone chimed with a reply message. Dean was quick to respond, and now it was my turn to come down to the station.
A long breath escaped me as I put my car into drive.
Hoo boy. This was going to be fun.





CHAPTER SIX
O f all the things Dean could lord over me, having a nicer workplace than mine surely wasn’t one of them. Dean Wheeler’s office, and the police station in general, was anything but glorious and looked like something out of the Andy Griffith show. The only differences were an extra room or two to bring it up to code and the fact that the two cells that housed the rare criminal looked like they were from the 1990s instead of the 1930s.
Even the cells were almost excessive, since aside from a few recent events, I doubted they were used for anything but a drunk tank once in a while. Anything that would require serious manpower was usually turned over to the county, because a bigger town wasn’t that much further away.
The small building mostly served as an office for Detective Dean Wheeler, who was usually dealing with some minor burglary or less severe crime than, well, murder.
“Jean, close the door and have a seat,” he said as I entered. “Grab a drink if you want to. I’m sure you’ve got things to tell me, knowing you.”
I headed over, and noticing one of those coffee/tea machines, I grabbed one of the tiny cups for tea and got it going. I had the craving, and Marcus was off for the day, so this would have to do.
Styrofoam cup full of tea in hand, I sat down across from Dean, sipping it. Dean and I had a long history, and a complicated one, but I guess recent events had softened things a little.
The humiliation I’d felt at the prom all those years back was a wound I didn’t think would ever heal. Maybe forgiveness was possible, though.
“So, I see that despite my cautioning you against it, you’ve been doing your amateur sleuthing thing, Jean.”
“Oh sure. I’ve done it twice and now it’s just a normal thing.” He didn’t seem impressed.
“It has been enough to see a pattern emerge. And you did just text me your hunch.”
I shook my head. “It’s more than a hunch, Dean. A lot of people have seen Marianne hanging around with Robert and doing things couples do. And we know Marianne is married. Now, she’s also pregnant. I don’t think I’m jumping too far to think that it may be relevant to Robert turning up dead. She seemed barely surprised when I told her Robert was dead. She knows way more than she’s letting on.”
“Yeah, yeah, that could turn out to be a motive, Jean, but it doesn’t change the fact you’re interfering with an ongoing murder investigation. Again.”
I put my cup down just so I could cross my arms defiantly. “I don’t want you thinking Janelle had anything to do with it is all. Once she’s proven innocent, I’ll go shove my nose elsewhere.”
He laughed. He must have known exactly how this whole scene would play out. It had happened before, and even without that, he knew me well enough to know that I wasn’t just going to go away because he told me to.
“Fine, then. I guess I have to work with the tools I’m given.” He pushed some folders to the middle of the desk and opened them up.
“What are those?” I asked, leaning forward to catch a glimpse.
“Pictures related to the case. I guess Janelle passed on to you that, yes, this is definitely a murder investigation. Two teenagers found the body. They said they were exploring and hiking, following some app, and just stumbled upon Robert. I’ve pretty quickly written them off as having anything to do with it.”
“How so?”
“Well, both of them ran up to me screaming and crying and telling me that the app they were playing with was haunted. There’s some dumb online fad going on with this app sending kids off to explore “creepy” locations. I’m pretty sure they’re just, well... dumb kids.”
“Kids can be cruel.”
“Well... about that.”
Dean pulled out a photo and slid it across the table.
I looked down and winced when I saw it.
“Yeah, that’s what a few days in the Washington wilderness gets you. It would have been incredibly convoluted for them to have done something. They would have had to kill Robert, wait a few days, and then report a body to me.”
“Looks like nature was on its way to reclaiming him. I don’t think I want to eat anything for a while.” I sat back in my chair with a hand on my stomach. Ugh.
“The expert I brought with me put the best guess for time of death at a few days to a week, which was about when Janelle was seen with him.”
I remembered the first time he and I had dealt with a murder or, in his opinion, a “killer bear.” Spoiler alert—it was not a bear. “And you’re not so quick to blame bears this time because...?”
“The medical examiner pretty clearly sees blunt force trauma to his skull as the actual cause of death. Unless we’re thinking Bigfoot is real again and he’s carrying around rocks, this wasn’t nature’s doing.”
“I’m not about to start trying to blame things on Bigfoot again, don’t worry.”
“Good, because on top of that, whoever did it moved him around a bit. They were trying to hide his body. I’m no Bigfoot intelligence expert, but I’m pretty sure trying to hide the evidence of your crimes is a purely human sort of thing.
“So they moved him around?” The gears in my head turned quickly. “Then it couldn’t have been Janelle. Robert was a pretty broad and muscular guy. He had to have been pushing two hundred pounds. You’ve seen Janelle. She struggles pulling heavy pans out of the oven sometimes.”
“Jean...”
“Besides, you could ask her for the dress she was wearing that night. She didn’t go off into the middle of the forest or anything like she said. I bet if you tested her dress, you wouldn’t find any dirt or blood or anything else that would incriminate her.”
“Jean, calm down. I’m trying to treat Janelle as someone who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. She’s only been my top suspect because so far she’s been my only suspect.”
I pouted. “She didn’t do it.”
“I don’t think she did. Which is why I called you in here. You have information that could give me a good lead instead of my having to bother some poor confused baker who was desperate for a date.”
“So, you mean Marianne.”
He nodded. “It’s all circumstantial, but it’s a better lead than Janelle.”
I let out a sigh of relief. Getting him sniffing away from Janelle was the whole goal. That said, I didn’t exactly want Marianne blamed if she wasn’t responsible either. Being rude and denying me the tea promised to me was hardly an offense worthy of being accused of murder.
“I do want you to back off of all this though, Jean. You’re not an officer of the law, and there are no protections for you if you run into someone who wants to respond to your curiosity with violence.”
This was something I was well aware of. My daring antics had gotten me into scuffles before with those who had killed, and I’d even had their homicidal tendencies turned toward me. I knew I was playing with fire sticking by my nose into things like this, but it seemed like a good idea at the time.
It still seemed like a good idea. Even disregarding caring for a woman who was a complete jerk to me, nothing was stopping Dean from turning his gaze back on Janelle if the Marianne lead turned up nothing.
“You know how I am, Dean. You know that I can’t promise anything. Just like you can’t promise me that Janelle will be cleared of any wrongdoing.”
He let out a long sigh. My stubbornness frustrated him to no end, especially since I kept digging into certain problematic cases of his.
“Just... don’t do anything too stupid, okay? I don’t want to have to give some sad report to your parents because you refuse to back down from anything.”
“I lived in a far off exotic foreign country for like, a decade, Dean. I know how to handle myself.” I stood, picking up my Styrofoam cup. “I trust I’ve answered all your questions to your satisfaction, Detective?”
“Yes, you have. You’ve been helpful and cooperative, Jean, thank you.”
“Good to hear. I would have hated to have you keep me here until two in the morning like you did with Janelle.”
“She got ornery with me, Jean. I didn’t want to keep her, but she kept going on about how she didn’t do anything. She thought some of my questions were just to try to incriminate her.”
“Being involved with a murder in any way makes people anxious, Dean.”
“That’s exactly it, Jean. That’s why I’m worried about you.”
“I guess I need to echo my own words from a minute ago.” I turned and headed toward the door. “I can take care of myself, Dean. Don’t you worry about me.”
“And that attitude is exactly what makes me worry.”
Not wanting to go in circles any longer, I departed Dean and turned my thoughts to the pulled pork macaroni and cheese that my father had promised me.
I guess the revulsion I felt looking at those photos wasn’t as strong as I’d thought.





CHAPTER SEVEN
Running around delivering donuts and sympathy coffee was the kind of thing that was rewarded with a nice day off.
So, I could sleep until noon—or several hours after that—almost guilt free. No bakery to open, no chores waiting for me, just pure unconscious bliss.
Of course, my sleep cycle might be a bit skewed from doing so, as getting up at eight the next day would prove daunting.
That was a small price to pay though.
At 1:12 in the afternoon, I crawled out of bed, refreshed and ready to face an arduous day of slacking off.
It wasn’t that I was intentionally obeying Dean’s order to stay out of his business. It was that like him, I wasn’t really rolling in leads myself. There were the people who were also at Cedar Woods that night, but being there didn’t imply anything besides that they were at a popular bar during live music night on the same night a murder happened.
It said nothing of motive or opportunity, let alone anything else.
I headed downstairs.
“Good morning, sleepyhead,” my mother said, sitting at the table and doing something or other at her laptop.
Her presence and the absence of my father let me know that I was on my own for breakfast.
Or lunch.
Whatever I wanted to call it.
A bowl of cereal would do. Not every morning had to include a fabulous stack of pancakes or an artisanal muffin. Sometimes you just needed something simple and to the point, which had the side effect of making you truly appreciate those fancy meals when you did get them.
“Guess it’s your day off too, Mom?”
She nodded. She worked at an outdoor supplies store and was a wealth of knowledge about how to enjoy nature. She loved hiking and camping, so having a job like that was a perfect fit for her.
I personally didn’t live for the great outdoors, but I had to say that the hand-me-down knowledge my mother had imposed on me had come in handy in recent months.
“You earned your day from Betsy, I heard. Running around town, being nosy and such again?”
“She’s not good at keeping quiet, huh?”
“My dear sister-in-law and I speak a good deal. Especially about you sometimes, Jean. You’re making quite the reputation for yourself.”
I chewed through my sugar flakes. “I don’t know whether to take that as an insult or a compliment, Mom.”
“It is what it is.”
I chewed through another bite of sugar flakes.
“Jean, dear... I’ve been sitting on a thought about this for a while, if you’re willing to hear it.”
Oh dear, this was one of those deep philosophical questions she liked dumping on me sometimes. Trying to make me think about what I was doing with my life.
I’d be annoyed if she wasn’t coming at me with good intentions.
“This whole... amateur sleuth thing you’ve fallen into. Is it because of Dean?”
“Dean? What does Dean have to do with it, Mom?”
“You know what I’m talking about, Jean. I know what happened all those years ago, and I know that you haven’t let go of it yet.”
I stared down into my cereal bowl, considering her words. She was right. I thought about the event every time I thought of him.
My senior prom. The big event my entire high school life had been building up to. Where you’re supposed to find true love, your high school sweetheart, and the man you’re supposed to spend the rest of your days with.
Of course, now I knew that it was just a worn down cliche that really didn’t happen that often. Eighteen-year-old Jean, though? She was an idiot. A well-meaning, optimistic idiot, who had totally drunk the Kool-Aid on it being the most romantic day of her young life.
Young Jean had bought his words, hook, line, and sinker. Dean totally wanted to take her to the prom. Dean and Jean were meant to be forever, and the prom was supposed to be the beginning of that forever.
The prom that year had taken place in the town square. Almost everyone in Reedville was there. It was like something out of Cinderella—a glorious party, shimmering gowns for everyone, our class’s debutante ball.
My first red flag on the whole thing should have been that he wanted me to meet him there, rather than picking me up.
So, he didn’t bring me there. No, he went there with her.
Melissa McGwire. Someone I was endlessly jealous of because she was with Dean and I wasn’t.
I was fed endless lies from Dean, who said that he would leave her at the event and go to me instead, and make my youthful, foolish fantasy a reality.
No such thing ever happened.
Hours passed. I sat in a chair along the wall waiting for him to ask me to dance. And nothing happened.
Even then, I was bull-headed and stubborn, unable to get the message that was being shouted loud and clear at me.
So, I approached Dean.
I asked him what was up and why he wasn’t doing what he said he would do.
In front of everyone. In front of all of Reedville. It went about like you would expect.
Dean laughed at me. He was utterly shocked that I’d actually believed him back then. Believed that he would leave Melissa in the middle of the prom.
Everyone there heard me get rejected. Everyone heard him laugh at me and saw how Melissa thought it was a joke too. Their laughter was contagious, and it spread through the town square like it was the funniest joke they’d ever heard.
So I ran. I turned and booked it. But my utter humiliation wasn’t over. High heels combined with an awkward teenage gait and a blind rush led to me tripping and falling face first into a shallow pond. There were plenty of people still in view. Plenty of people to see me suffer. To watch me become the laughingstock of the entire town.
I ran home, soaking wet, smelling of pond water, bawling my eyes out. I don’t think I left the house for weeks, and even then, I think I was under a thick hoodie to hide my identity. I didn’t dare show my face, and soon after that horrible night, I went off to college where no one knew me as that lovesick idiot girl. Years later, I was still utterly terrified of being recognized as such, so I literally fled as far away as I could manage. Six thousand miles away, to be exact.
My mother may have been a complete dunce in the kitchen outside of some surprisingly excellent bacon and eggs, but that hardly meant she was stupid otherwise. Same with my father. They knew what happened. They knew what drove me away all those years ago.
Apparently, my father had to be held back from going after a cruel teenager by my mother. I loved both of them so dearly, even if my dad beating up Dean would have solved nothing and created a whole bunch of brand new problems.
“Mom, really. I’ve moved past that,” I lied. I followed it up with a truth. “I’m not doing this to show up Dean or to show that I can do his job better than he can.”
“I know grudges can be hard to let go of, but people change a lot in fifteen years, dear. I mean, no one even seems to remember what happened back then.”
Some people did. Most were mature enough to realize they may have been a bit rude back then, laughing at a clueless high school girl who didn’t know better.
Mostly, it was lighthearted ribbing from the few old timers still in the town. Lucky for me, most of Reedville’s youth from that time had emigrated elsewhere for work.
“You can move on, you know.” She was typing away at her laptop, whatever she was doing only a mild distraction from our conversation at best.
“I have moved on, Mom.”
“You never bring any boys home. That doesn’t seem like moving on to me.” She glared at me more intensely. “Is it Dean, or are you still heartbroken about... uh...”
It wasn’t like Dean had shattered any hope I’d ever had for a relationship. I tried to move on. I was even engaged for a while before it all went incredibly south. It was enough to sour a girl on the very idea of love being real and not just something for stupid people.
My mother reached out and grabbed my hand sweetly, sensing that my thoughts were going negative places. “Didn’t you do a speed dating event a while back? You said you met a boy you might be interested in.”
Chris. He seemed nice enough and was charming in his own way. I just didn’t feel that fire when looking at him, but maybe that was how relationships actually worked. You didn’t fall in love at first sight, but it was instead just a gradual thing. It sounded horribly unromantic, but maybe that was just life.
Maybe I should give him a call. I was certainly not feeling the rush to do so though. I still didn’t feel super driven to start doing the whole dating thing again. Not yet.
I had no idea when yet would be.
With a long sigh, I took another spoonful of cereal and crunched it down, only to wince suddenly, a jolt of lightning going through my cheek. Briefly, I thought maybe I had tried to chew on a rock, but no.
“Oh, Jean, is something the matter?”
“No. I don’t know.” It was a bit of a pounding pain. No rocks were in my cereal. I must have done something to my tooth, and I was quickly holding my cheek, the wincing continuing.
“Is it your teeth? Oh dear.” My mom leaped into action, running out to the freezer and pulling out an icepack she had at the ready. She usually had them for her own aches and pains after a hike, but she would happily use them to mother me if the opportunity arose.
Without hesitation, I took the ice pack. It helped, if only a little. “Okay, something’s askew with my teeth, and that’s not good.”
I was months out from my next dentist’s appointment, and the way this was pounding, it really felt like something I shouldn’t ignore for days, let alone months. “I’m going to go get this checked out, Mom.”
“Good. If you were going to put it off, I would be dragging you to the dentist myself.” Of all the uncertainty I had in my life, my mother not only mothering me but threatening to overdo it was absolutely a constant I could depend on.
Of course, the pain wasn’t so severe that I couldn’t think of other things. Part of my brain saw my sudden misfortune as opportunity.
A dental problem. A dentist’s wife. And the dentist himself probably had something of worth to add to the whole thing.
“Hello? Is this Carmichael Dentistry? I need to schedule an emergency appointment. As soon as you can get me in, please.”





CHAPTER EIGHT
M y aspirin supply was mighty thankful that Alvin Carmichael had an opening at about four o’clock, and I could get this minor problem dealt with quickly and efficiently, even if I wasn’t one of his usual patients. Work was work. It didn’t matter to him if he was the one primarily responsible for poking around my mouth.
His office was a lot more quaint and small town than I was used to, of course. It was part of an office building where I could also go to have my taxes done or see a lawyer, two things equally as pleasant as visiting a dentist on an emergency basis.
It wasn’t somewhere I spent a lot of time. It also wasn’t far from where the Carmichaels called home, so good on them for having a short commute.
After a short wait with some slightly out of date magazines, I was heading back into the office. “Jean Williams?’ he said as I approached.
Alvin was a bit of a smaller man, and he looked sort of rough. It was hard to guess how old he really was. The weight of stress had ravaged him in a very odd and specific way.
I’d hoped that seeing him would give me a chance to have a word with him about Robert’s death, but maybe I didn’t think that all the way through.
“Lay down in the chair and open your mouth.”
It turns out it, it’s kind of difficult to hold a conversation when a man is poking around in your mouth and asking what hurts.
“Got a mild tooth infection setting in, I think,” he said. “You’ve been hitting the sweets hard, I presume?”
“Uh, oh, uh, yeah, I ork ah uh akeree.” Somehow, he actually understood me. He was probably used to people talking with their mouths wide open. And it really is hard to keep your sugar intake under control when everything around you is so delicious and three quarters of it is mostly sugar.
“Not to be too harsh on you, since outside of this one little problem tooth, it seems you’re fine. No other cavities or problems at all. For a lover of sweets, I say you’re doing pretty okay for yourself.”
Did he know that I’d dropped some donuts off for his wife the day before? Of course he did. They were married. They had to talk, and a random woman who gave away free donuts was definitely a topic notable enough to have come up.
The rest of the appointment went well enough. I would have to come back in to get the root canal taken care of, it being a ninety-minute procedure and there not being enough time left in the day to take care of it then.
“Again, I have to thank you for seeing me so quickly. My usual dentist is a bit backed up sometimes.”
“No problem.”
“I also wanted to congratulate you.”
He raised an eyebrow. “For what?”
There was no way he didn’t know, was there? He couldn’t have been oblivious to what was happening with his wife.
I went for it, throwing caution to the wind. “Your wife, she’s expecting, isn’t she?”
His response wasn’t surprise or happiness or anything you would expect after telling a man news like that and them not knowing.
Instead, he just looked exhausted and defeated.
Which meant his expression barely changed at all.
“Not happy to be a father, I guess?” I tilted my head to question him. If he was in his twenties or something, I could see it inspiring worry. But he was an established man with a business and owned a home. If there was ever a good situation in which to become a father, he had one.
“It’s... complicated,” he let out, passively scribbling notes. I noted that dentist handwriting looked like doctor handwriting. “Marianne and I have been trying to work things out. Seeing if we should honor our vows or if both of us should cut our losses. We used to really have something, but time changes things, of course. Relationships are never easy.”
“I guess having a kid complicates things.”
“Yes, it does. When it was just us, it was really tempting to just go our separate ways. But now, well...”
He wasn’t an open book by any means, I determined. But it wasn’t much of a stretch on my end to realize that Marianne’s infidelity was definitely playing a part in their domestic troubles.
So I decided to rock the boat. I did need a root canal, but he wasn’t the only dentist I had as an option. I was more worried about Janelle than about being friends with an aging dentist, which made me more willing to be confrontational. “I suppose it’ll get easier since you don’t have to deal with the cause of your problems anymore.”
He let out a long sigh. “What do you mean by that?”
“There have been rumors spreading through town. You know how it is with Reedville. It’s so small, anything remotely interesting spreads like wildfire. It’s how I originally found out Marianne was expecting.”
Alvin’s expression turned dour. His fists were balled up. He wasn’t exactly thrilled at the thought of Robert Knox, and rightfully so.
I was already coming off as a bit of a jerk, so I decided I may as well use it to its fullest. “I’ve got to commend your calmness. If I were in your shoes, and my wife was cheating on me, I’d be going after the guy with some rage in my heart, ready to tear the guy’s head off.”
He was taking deep, long breaths, as if he were using some anger management techniques to not lash out at me. A lot of women were stubborn as hell by default, and in turn, a lot of men took any slight on their masculinity entirely too seriously.
Still, not protecting your claim to your wife was a pretty grave insult to a lot of guys.
Alvin, though, would not be provoked. Whatever anger management program he was in must have been really good. “Right. That’s not important, nor is it any of your business. Please talk to Gloria outside to arrange the appointment for your root canal. Continue brushing and flossing regularly and try to watch the number of sweets you eat.”
“I’ll try,” I said, knowing my words had little weight. Being constantly tempted by cookies, donuts, muffins, cupcakes, coffee cakes, just plain cakes, and everything else was quite the monumental test of my willpower. If I could somehow go an entire day resisting everything, I probably should look into learning some sort of ancient martial art that required an iron discipline to master.
After some paperwork at the front desk, I was left walking out the door of Alvin’s office with little more than I had come in with, aside from something for my tooth pain.
Alvin appeared mild mannered and calm, and he seemed legitimately worried about the future of his unborn child. Maybe I was barking up the wrong tree. Again, the last thing I wanted to do was to get the heat off of Janelle only to throw another innocent into the fire. Especially not an expectant parent.
My thoughts turned to the list of names Janelle had given me. If I couldn’t find any good information off of that, I’d be obeying Dean’s orders by default.
And doing what Dean said?
That just felt weird.





CHAPTER NINE
A fter my earned day off, I got to enjoy my regularly scheduled day off, a midweek weekend just for me.
“I can’t really narrow down a good excuse to talk to any of these people,” Kimberly said, going over the list of names Janelle had provided. I had shared them with her, hoping her position of the reigning town gossip could be weaponized into something good.
No such luck was being had.
We were hanging out at a local cafe, mostly because going to where we worked on our day off felt incredibly weird.
Extra weird because I thought that the bakery had better coffee than this place.
“Thomas Swinson? Deborah Lawler?” I reread some of the names, mostly to myself, hoping they would jog my memory. “Daniel Davis?”
“Isn’t that the bartender?”
“One of them.”
“Yeah, he’s the one who has a major crush on me.”
I grinned. “What, is it a one way thing, or...?”
Kimberly shook her head. “I don’t know. It feels like getting involved with a bartender is asking for trouble. He’s always surrounded by young girls who I think are prettier than me.”
“That’s just your lack of self-esteem talking, Kimberly. Bartenders can be monogamous just like anyone else.”
“I mean, yeah, but maybe he isn’t interested in me and is just being extra nice to me for tips and stuff.”
My eyes rolled back in my head. A guy could walk up and propose to her and she wouldn’t be sure if they were interested.
“Do feel like something a tad bit harder, Kim?”
“Are you saying we should start afternoon drinking?”
“You don’t have anything else to do today, I’m guessing.”
She shrugged. “Sounds good to me.” She finished her coffee in a single gulp, and I happily followed suit.
We’d walked to the cafe, so we walked to Cedar Woods. Neither of us was really crazy about debating how much drinking and driving we could get away with, and a little exercise, even when tipsy, could prove to be good for both of us.
The early afternoon was hardly the most kicking time at the brewery. Most of the patrons seemed to be tourists from out of town there to sample what the brewery had to offer. There was also a couple doing a day date, among a few other scattered people simply minding their own business. None of them seemed of interest for my and Kimberly’s agenda, but someone who did seem interesting was the man behind the counter.
Daniel Davis.
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the lovely duo of Jean and the very fine Kimberly.”
I glared at Kim, my arms crossed. It couldn’t be more obvious that he had a thing for her because I wasn’t the one being called very fine at all. What was I then? Not very fine?
“Oh, hi Daniel,” she said, sitting down at the bar. She tried to smile and flutter her eyelashes his way, her own strange attempt at flirting back.
I followed suit. “Hit us with something light. The sun isn’t even close to setting, so I don’t think it’s time to declare all-out war on my brain cells just yet.”
“Got it, girls.”
Soon, he returned with two light beers. Except Kimberly’s had lime in it.
The favoritism he was showing was overwhelming.
I was trying to think about how to approach the subject that I was really interested in. Launching right into an interrogation was hardly a very kind thing to do. At least he didn’t have anyone else at the bar to deal with.
“Hey, Daniel,” Kimberly said, taking initiative for me.” You were working the night Nothing Sacred was playing, right?”
“Yep. I’m more of a rhythm and blues guy than hard rock, but I could tolerate them.”
“You wouldn’t happen to remember what Robert Knox was doing that night, would you?’
Daniel’s expression dimmed. “Ah yeah, I heard about what happened to him. Detective Wheeler was around here asking about him a few days ago.”
Well, then. I was following a path Dean had already thought of. Maybe I could still put something useful together, though.
“You don’t mind sharing what you told the detective, do you? Or maybe anything else you’ve remembered since then.” She fluttered her eyelashes more. I knew her enough to know that inside she was probably screaming, but she was using Daniel’s infatuation to help me.
It was awfully sweet of her, and picking up the tab when we were done was the very least I could do.
“Anything for a fine girl like you, Kimberly.” How could she not see how into her he was? “So, yeah, Robert shows up that night alone, and I figure he’s on the prowl for new prey. Not too long after, I see him meet up with Marianne Carmichael, and they’re having a chat together. I knew they were a thing, but I thought it kind of odd for them to not show up as a duo in the first place.”
Maybe odd for any other couple, but not for any couple that contains Robert.
Daniel continued with his story. “He was all happy go lucky, but she was sour from the start. It wasn’t long before they got into a fight. Lots of shouting. Then, the mess gets messier.”
Because of course it did.
“Her husband, the dentist, shows up, and a three-way shouting match erupts. He storms off into the forest, I’m guessing just to go think about things. Marianne goes back to her table and proceeds to sulk for the rest of the night all alone, and Robert doesn’t even seem shaken by it. He immediately goes back out onto the floor, offering to buy girls drinks. He starts laying on the charm thick, like he didn’t just get caught being a homewrecker.”
I leaned in, listening more closely, my chin on my hand. “That sounds like Robert was being Robert.”
“More or less. I knew he was doing something with Marianne for a bit, but it was the worst kept secret in the world that the guy was as faithful to her as Marianne was to her husband.”
“No shame at all, huh?”
“Not even a single iota,” Daniel continued. “He moved on to this other girl. Kept pushing her buttons. It gets to the point where this guy comes in, shoves him, and tells him to, well, shove off.”
“Boyfriend?” Kimberly asked, leaning in, now suddenly looking at this as just juicy gossip, as if one of the people involved wasn’t dead.
“Nah, I don’t think so. Brother, maybe a close cousin. They looked really similar. Same hair color, freckles. Might have been fraternal twins or perhaps just close together in age. I don’t know. They paid in cash, so I can’t really give you names.”
Well, there goes that idea. Dean probably would have already tried anyway.
“Things between them almost got violent. I thought I was going to have to send the bouncers in, but nah. Robert knows... uh, well, knew… better than to get into anything too physical. He backs off. He looks for some new prey and finds that Janelle chick. I think you’re friends with her?”
“Yeah, which is kind of why I’m interested in all of this,” I replied.
“They go off into the forest. No big deal, lots of people do that. Make out. Maybe do more than that. The seclusion is the whole point of it. They start to head out together, but boom, they run into Kari.”
“Kari?”
He nodded. “She’s the other bartender who works here. It was her night off, but she’s a massive Nothing Sacred fan, so she’s going to turn up anyway. She came for the music, but no, what she finds instead is Robert walking around with Janelle. And this makes her super angry.”
And here I was thinking it was Marianne Janelle ran into that night.
“She doesn’t cause a scene. Maybe she thinks she’ll get fired if she starts something when she’s not even supposed to be here. But what she does do is come up behind the bar and starts whining at me.”
“This... Is this something she does often?”
“It’s part of our friendship, really. She listens to my relationship woes—mainly about my lack of them,” he said, flashing Kimberly another sly grin. “And I take on hers. This time, of course, she unloads at me about Robert.”
“Oh boy, that must have been fun.”
“Oh yes, it was. She was ranting and raving about how she was supposed to be the one who tamed the beast, the one who made the playboy settle down, and then she just randomly stumbles onto him with another woman. Like, I wanted to tell her cheaters never change, but it wasn’t the time for a ‘told you so’ moment, if you get what I’m laying down here.”
How many people was Robert cheating on at once, convincing them that they were the one? It was a bad talent to have, seducing all those women, but he was good at it. Incredibly good at it. So good at it, it may well have been what had gotten him killed.
“So the girl starts ranting, goes on with some violent fantasies about wanting to tear certain parts of him off and feed it to her dog or some such. It kinda wigged me out, but she kept going. She used lots of creative phrasing and words. Sounded like she could write one of those gory horror movies if she really wanted to.”
I stroke my chin. “You don’t think...?”
“What? You asking if I think Kari went and did something? She was angry, but who wouldn’t be? Just because she used some colorful language, I don’t think that means she did it. All of us were brought up on the over-the-top violence of cartoons and slasher movies, no?”
Kimberly and I nodded along. We weren’t supposed to see such movies, but our parents couldn’t always stop us.
“But I’ll tell you the same stuff I told the detective. She’s my friend, but she’s not my best friend. I don’t know her perfectly, and I don’t know what she gets up to. I don’t think she’s the type, and she’s this little thing anyway. And that, my dear lovely Kimberly,” he said, looking Kim in the eyes despite most of his conversation being with me, “is all I really got for you. Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.”
“You’ve been helpful enough. Really.” I sipped some more of my beer. It was okay for a light beer, I supposed. I wasn’t usually one so worried about my figure that I insisted on watching out for a beer gut. “So Kari works here too?”
“She does. You’ll want to talk to her too, I guess, and she comes in an hour or so to ease us into the evening rush. She’ll probably have time to talk before it gets really busy.”
My smile grew wider for him. “More than helpful enough.”
“Now then,” Daniel said, approaching Kimberly. He stared her down, and she was sort of trembling. “Since I was so helpful, how about you and I go out on a date tonight?”
Kimberly looked back at him, her eyes wide. I really thought she should have gone for it, but I guess Kimberly had other ideas.
“Um, uh... uh...” She stood up and finished her beer in one last mighty swig. “Sorry, gotta go. My... uhm.... cat is on fire. Yeah.”
She took off at full speed away from us, making me wonder if she ran track in high school.
“Was it something I said?” Daniel scratched his head at the situation.
“I guess Kimberly isn’t used to someone coming at her that strong. She’s just intimidated,” I replied. “I figure if you keep at it, you’ll get through to her eventually.”
“She’s a cutie. I know she must be dealing with so many guys...”
“She’s not.”
“She should be.”
“Everyone’s got their reasons, Daniel. Sometimes those reasons are consistent and logical, other times those reasons are irrational. It’s hard to tell ourselves the difference even when it’s obvious to everyone else.”
I left Daniel with a note to put Kimberly’s beer on my tab. I mentally noted that I owed Kimberly still since the price of one beer wasn’t enough to make up for the help she’d given me.
Even if it was with lime.
I did want to have a word with this Kari, and if she was showing up later, I might as well get comfortable. It was kind of lame that Kimberly had run off in a sudden panic attack, but I was sure she would be fine.
Solving two problems with one move, I thumbed a text into my phone. I would show my mom that I wasn’t just doing all this as some twenty-year revenge plot against Dean, and I would have someone relevant to talk to for the next few hours.
It was just too bad that the person had to be Dean.





CHAPTER TEN
I n a surprising twist of a hasty response, he said he’d be there shortly.
Given our past, though, saying something didn’t mean anything until he actually delivered.
I sipped my beer, watching as an employee came in and headed behind the bar. She looked familiar. I’d been at Cedar Woods before, so I roughly remembered most of the staff, including her. She was an Asian woman, on the smaller side, her hair dyed partially pink and partially blue, working in basically combat boots. She had a sort of punk aesthetic that made her stand out against the boring sameness of Reedville.
Could that be Kari? The name tracked, and the boots alone made the idea of her spouting such threats very real.
I couldn’t just assume that was her, though. Kari wasn’t exactly a monocultural name, and someone having a rough demeanor and boots that could take a beating hardly made that person capable of murder.
I sat there twiddling my thumbs for a bit until my phone began to vibrate, which got my attention. I was getting a call.
It was Chris.
For a moment, I mulled over whether I really wanted to answer.
Currently having nothing better to do, I relented, giving in, and hitting the green accept call button. “Hi, Chris.”
“Jean, how are you doing today?”
“Just fine, I guess. And you?”
“Better now that I’m hearing you.”
I gently smiled. “What’s up? Is something bothering you?”
“No, no. I just wanted to check in with you. Do you feel up to going to get a drink, or maybe dinner? Hey, we could do both at Cedar Woods, you know. They usually have a cool band playing on Fridays.”
Irony on top of irony.
“I would love to, Chris, just, uh... I’m horrifically busy at the moment.” Of all things, I was getting really good at telling half-truths.
“Oh. That’s fine. Just let me know when you’re available. I would love to spend a few hours with you, Jean. I think we could have a lot of fun together.”
Maybe we could, maybe we couldn’t. The real question was if I cared enough to find out the answer.
“Thanks, Chris. I’ll keep it in mind. I’m just dealing with some really stressful stuff at the moment.”
“You know I’m willing to be an open ear.”
“Oh, I know. It’s just some stuff I have to work out for myself.”
“I get it, I get it. That’s life. Really.”
“I’ll talk to you later, Chris. Take care of yourself.”
“Thanks, you too, Jean.”
The call ended.
My stress level oddly decreased at not having to talk to him anymore. Was I really ready to do any sort of dating? Love had kicked me in the face so hard—twice—that following Aunt Betsy’s path of being a spinster for the rest of my life was oddly tempting.
It did seem awfully lonely, though.
“Just out of the blue, invite me to a bar, huh?”
My attention perked up as I saw him approaching. Dean. He looked a little rough, probably from dedicating a whole lot of time to finding out the truth about Robert’s death. Like me, I’d bet that he was finding a whole lot of dead ends.
It also struck me as odd that he wasn’t decked out in his usual Detective Wheeler attire. No gun, no badge, just a collared shirt and some khakis that could be part of any professional’s day-to-day getup.
“My original date ran off petrified in fear. Don’t worry, you’re hardly my first choice.”
“Ah, so this is a date,” he said, sitting down across from me.
“I take back my joke. This isn’t a date.”
He shrugged. “Whatever makes it easier for you to sleep at night, Jean.”
“I actually wanted to have a word with you about the whole Robert Knox thing.”
He let out a long annoyed sigh. “I was hoping this wasn’t about work.”
“What, do you think I legitimately wanted to spend time with you?” I crossed my arms and averted my eyes. There was still part of me that yearned for him, that much I had to admit, but while my inner monologue would admit it, actually saying it out loud was off the table.
“I thought maybe you wanted to bury the hatchet a little more. Which I’m all for.”
“Easy for you to say, since you weren’t the one who had the hatchet planted in their back.” An awkward silence followed.
I did call him here for a ‘work’ chat. He was right about that. It did catch me off guard, though, that he would think it wasn’t and was showing up like this wasn’t a police-related thing.
The tension was a bit… daunting. I wanted to discuss what Daniel had told me and maybe have a word with Kari, but it didn’t take much for the cold war between Dean and me to erupt and for both of us to be on full alert.
“Is this how you treat all guys on your dates? Or just your ‘not dates?’” Dean asked aloud.
“No, no. Just you.” Half-truth. I’d been so out of the loop on the dating scene, I don’t think I would have known how to act even if I wasn’t in an eternal debate between screaming at a guy and forgiving him. What did people even do at this point? I felt like an alien, outside looking in, completely unable to understand this weird human habit of dating.
Boots against concrete, a throat was cleared, and I looked up to see the girl from earlier, now in a ponytail and an apron. “Good evening, folks. Welcome to Cedar Woods, I’m Kari. I’m your server for the evening. Can I get you something to start off with, or are you ready to order your meals now?”
Dean and I shared glances.
Were we really turning who orders first into something?
What would that even mean?
“Uh,” I said, realizing how stupid it all was. “I’ll start off with just a basket of fries. I hear their pretty good here.”
“Oh, um,” Dean added. “A plate of sliders. Nice little compliment to that.”
“Anything to drink?”
“Just some water for now is fine,” I said.
“Lightest beer you got,” he said with more declaration than I’d said earlier. He probably still had work to do after this, and I sympathized with him. Reedville was a quiet town, and the longer a murder went unsolved, the quicker a town would become unquiet. So something to take the edge off without knocking him down would serve him best.
“Good, good,” she said. “It’ll be out as soon as possible.”
With Kari out of our conversation, we could return to our awkward silence in peace.
The silence was too deafening to let continue, so I finally broke it. “Why do you think I would invite someone like you on a date anyway?”
Dean took a moment and let out a long sigh. “I don’t know how many times you want me to apologize, Jean. I was a dumb kid. Dumb kids make dumb mistakes.”
That was true. But how could I trust that he had matured enough to not to pull something like that again? Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice?
I’d had enough shame in my life already, thank you very much.
After more time spent fidgeting, I was wondering why the heck I’d even invited him in the first place.
Catching a glimpse of Kari taking another table’s order, I was swiftly reminded. Dean messed with my mind and made me forget things sometimes.
I cleared my throat. “I hope you know that I did not invite you here for a date but rather to bring you important information that you might not know.”
My words properly deflated Dean. “And this about the Robert Knox case, I presume?”
“Yep.”
“Of course it is. I can’t just get a break from this case, can I?”
“Maybe if you didn’t betray people so much, you’d get more invites to things that have nothing to do with work.”
“World champion grudge holding there, Jean.”
“Don’t we all have things that we excel at?”
He just shook his head, equal parts bemused and annoyed. “So, what did you drag me out here to tell me?”
“Our server? The girl with the dyed hair and combat boots?”
More shrugging from him. “What about her?”
“So, around the time of the incident, Kari was in a relationship with Robert.”
“The same could be said of a lot of the girls in Reedville.”
“Yeah, I’ve been finding that out too.” I raised a finger. “Except Kari? She had a direct incident with Robert that night.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Did she now?”
Score. Kimberly managed me to get me info that Daniel didn’t spill for Dean. “Yeah. Janelle told you she stumbled into someone bickering with Robert as she was leaving with him. That was Kari.”
Dean nodded along. “I was trying to figure out who that was. I thought maybe it was Marianne, but she was pretty stationary most of the night by most reports given to me.”
“Definitely Kari. Kari thought they were a monogamous thing. She was so angry, she wanted to tear Robert’s head off for betraying her.”
“And she wanted to do this in spite of Robert’s stellar record of infidelity?”
“He has... well, had... a way of convincing women that they were the one who was going to tame his endless wandering lust.”
“Weird how it turned out none of them was ever going to be able to.”
“That guy was just a little ‘sparkling in the sunlight’ away from being a vampire or something.”
“He also lacked the immortality thing. I think that ended up hurting him more. Just my opinion.”
I leaned in closer to him. “Enough of that, though. I think this pretty much proves Janelle isn’t the tree you want to keep barking up, Dean.”
“Jean, I...”
“Not only that, but I visited the dentist too. Alvin Carmichael? He wasn’t exactly thrilled about Robert Knox either. Then, there’s Marianne. There were at least two women whose beds he was hopping between. Both seem to be bigger leads than Janelle, Dean. Really.”
“Jean, will you...”
“Janelle was actually stoked about her date before it didn’t happen. She was almost willing to forgive him for no-showing. Why would she be all about that if she’d gone and killed him Dean? Think about it!”
“Jean, for heaven’s sake, let me...”
The clatter of combat boots against the concrete floor caught my ears again, as Dean was once again interrupted.
It wasn’t my fault this time, though.
“Here we go, sliders and fries for you all, as well as a glass of water and a very light beer,” she said, putting forward a smile, as her job demanded of her.
“Oh, I wanted to say I’m sorry about what happened,” I said, forcing a sympathetic smile of my own.
“Sorry? Sorry about what, exactly?”
“I heard your boyfriend passed unexpectedly recently.”
Dean glared my way, but Kari hardly seemed to show the grief expected at losing a loved one, especially so recently.
“Believe me,” she said. “If he hadn’t turned up dead, I would have been incredibly tempted to go and do the deed myself.”
“Really? Your own boyfriend?”
“Ex-boyfriend at the time of his death,” she snapped back. “As soon as you cheat on me, we’re done, and I shouldn’t have been so foolish as to believe that he could have changed. I’m not shedding a single tear for that piece of garbage.”
“That harsh, huh?”
“I hope it was painful for him. I hope that every moment he lay dying, he realized he probably could have avoided it if he wasn’t such an irredeemable cheating lecher. That he could have had me caring for him instead of ticking off someone’s boyfriend. Or heck, someone like me, I would have loved to grind his skull underneath my heel after I stomped on him dozens upon dozens of times.” Her face was becoming very animated as she described the fantasy she was creating.
I glanced over at Dean, who raised an eyebrow. I guess Kari didn’t recognize him as a cop, but he had to be getting used to people going on mildly unhinged rants in front of him about taking revenge on Robert.
“Uh, anyway,” she said, clearing her throat. “My personal issues aren’t why you’re here. I apologize and hope you enjoy your meal. Please feel free to get my attention if you need anything else, but otherwise I’ll check in on you regularly.”
It was surreal hearing her spout all the typical server stuff after wanting to stomp some guy’s head in.
“Well, there’s another awkward conversation waiting to happen,” Dean said, the defeat strong in his voice.
“I’m just lining up the strong arguments against it possibly being Janelle.”
“Yes, you are.” Dean snagged a fry, chewing and swallowing it down as he leaned back in his chair. “You’re one hell of a friend, Jean. I can say that much. Even if you’re struggling to call me one nowadays.”
“I guess I should take that as a compliment.”
With Dean, there was this vibe I couldn’t explain. I hated him. Or I should have. At the least, I should have barely tolerated his presence.
Yet all the same, I couldn’t help but enjoy our little chats. The joy I got from my conversations with him far outweighed the bad.
Somehow.
Dean sipped his water. “I would hate to get on your bad side again. If you defend your friends this much, I’d hate to imagine what you’d do to your enemies. It feels like your fury would incinerate me faster than a thousand suns.”
I crossed my arms, still lost in my thoughts of the vast gulf of my feelings when it came to what should have been an easy decision between Dean and Chris. “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment as well.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN
M y midweek weekend finally ended, and I was forced to trudge back into work.
At least this time I didn’t have to wake up at four in the morning.
I headed in a little after ten, enjoying the smells already coming out of the bakery, whose employees had already been hard at work for some hours now.
Heading into the backroom to don my apron and get ready to do what was needed, I was suddenly ambushed from behind.
Two hands wrapped around my waist, a chest pressed into my back, and the person started to squeeze me relentlessly.
“Jean!” Janelle yelled happily, as if she weren’t suffocating me. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”
“Cant.... Can’t breathe...” I managed to get out as my oxygen supply was rapidly depleting.
“Oh,” she said. It took her a moment to realize why before releasing her death grip on me. “Sorry, Jean.”
I turned around, an eyebrow cocked. “Okay, why the joy-inspired attempted murder just now?”
“Dean called me this morning. He says I’m no longer a suspect in the murder case!”
It took the jerk long enough. “That’s great, Janelle. I guess he’s going to leave you alone now.” I hoped so, anyway.
“He still considers me a person of interest, I guess. He might ask me a question here and there, but he’s like, ninety-nine percent sure I didn’t kill anyone.”
“Only ninety-nine percent?”
“He’s just hedging his bets that I’m not some sort of elaborate criminal mastermind who conned you into covering my trail for me.”
I crossed my arms. “Well, are you?”
“Jean, I thought I could be the one who won over Robert Knox. A mastermind I am not.”
“Wait, what’s going on back here then?” a new voice said, one unfamiliar to me. I turned to the source of it, being on the customer’s side of the bakery’s counter.
Standing impatiently was a girl with a mop of red hair and freckles, wearing a pink cardigan clashing with the t-shirt and jeans underneath them. Her blue eyes glared right at Janelle. Janelle patted me on the shoulder and pointed me to her, even though I was already looking her way. “Oh, Jean, this is my friend Jessica. Jessica, Jean.”
I nodded at her, mouthing a greeting, a bit overwhelmed by the moment.
“Anyway, Jean here just got me off a murder accusation. I think she did anyway.”
“Janelle,” I said, “Murder accusation is a bit much. Dean just had to reasonably suspect your involvement.”
“Well, I was worried I was going to go to jail. That’s enough for me.”
“Murder?” Jessica said, her voice suddenly going high and somewhat soft.
“Yeah,” Janelle continued. “Are you seriously telling me that you haven’t heard about what happened to Robert Knox?”
“Robert Knox was murdered?” she replied, almost stuck in an echo of Janelle’s words.
“Jessica, really, you’re a reporter. You should have picked up on this news. It’s like, your job.”
She ran her hands through her hair, obviously trying to buy time to think. “I’ve been on leave the past few days. And instead of being hyperconnected and continually following the news when I don’t have to, I thought I’d go rustic for a while and chill. You know how easy it is to get stressed out over the news these days.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” Janelle said. “Something’s on fire, someone is lying, everything is horrible, blah blah. It makes me want to go bury my head in a hole and scream.”
One of the oven timers dinged, and Janelle headed toward it.
“Even with everything as bad as it is, the smell of fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies is here to remind me that life isn’t so bad.”
As inspiring as Janelle’s analysis of her cookies was, my focus was lingering on Jessica’s words. There was something off about them, like she was making up a fresh batch of something of her own right on the spot, and it didn’t smell good.
Jessica also struck me as a familiar name, and not just because it was a pretty common one. It was more like it had passed in front of my eyes recently.
The list! That’s where I saw her. Jessica Morgan. They were friends, so even scatterbrained Janelle would remember exactly who she was.
I leaned on the counter. “So, you remember anything about that night? Janelle said you were at Cedar Woods with a bunch of other people right before it happened.”
She paused again before shaking her head. “Uh, not really. I was there with my brother. He just got out of the Marines and is a big Nothing Sacred fan, so I figured I’d treat him to the show and some dinner on my dime.”
“How sweet,” I said. Yeah, she was hiding something. I’d never thought I had a well-tuned inner lie detector, but I didn’t need one to pick up on something being fishy with what Jessica was going on about.
“It’s so weird to me, though. Mind blowing really,” she continued. “I went to high school with Robert Knox. We literally were standing, like, two people away from one another in our graduation photo. And the idea that he’s dead now? It’s just.... Woah.”
That probably did throw a wrench into her thinking processes. Sudden reminders of your own mortality tended to do that.
My attention was once again stolen away from me by the beeping of a truck.
The supplies delivery guy was here.
“I’m sorry for everything that’s happened, and hope it doesn’t plague your conscience too much,” I said to Jessica, sliding off my stool in front of the bakery’s display case. “You got everything under control here, Janelle?”
“Totally. It’s our slow time, so just passing some time with Jessica. Don’t worry, she’ll step off if things get busy.”
As much as I wanted to poke Jessica’s brain more and see if my gut feelings would lead to something more important, my job wasn’t to help Dean find the truth behind the case. My job was to help my aunt run her bakery and keep it above water financially.
It was time to do something that I was never thrilled about doing but had to be done anyway.
It was time to do math.





CHAPTER TWELVE
“O n one hand, it’s fine that everything is adding up as expected,” Aunt Betsy said, peering over her paper scraps and her computer’s databases.
“On the other hand, we still don’t know what the problem is.”
That was a bust. We’d spent about fifteen minutes, maybe half an hour, crunching numbers, just to find out that everything was lining up like it should.
“I don’t want to think that it’s something to do with payroll,” Aunt Betsy continued, rubbing her temples intently. “I don’t want to think someone is sabotaging this bakery in some sort of inside job.”
“It doesn’t have to be. Maybe it’s someone skimming from the accounting firm.”
“What kind of accountant would want to see our bakery fail, Jean?”
I shrugged. “They don’t have to be specifically malicious toward us. We could just be the most convenient target for whatever scam they’re running.”
“That just makes it seem harder to find out who is responsible for the discrepancy.”
I sunk back into my chair, pondering it all, trying to think of a trick to find the truth and digging through my memories of heist movies for something that could be relevant. It might have been someone targeting the bakery, and it might not. I sadly couldn’t rule anything out. You could develop enemies for the weirdest of reasons, and Aunt Betsy knew that more than anyone.
“So... how about this,” I said, thinking aloud. “Why don’t we bounce around the responsibilities of placing orders for a while. Get, I don’t know, Marcus, Janelle, or Petra to go place them. Get their totals. Then, one of us calls them a day or two later and says we had some terrible accident with our computers or calculators where we lost the data, or they handed it to us wrong or whatever else. Then, we can see if anything changes in the meantime. It might give us a lead if anyone is doing something shady on their end.”
Betsy nodded. “We can try that. I’m not exactly a fountain of good ideas on this front, Jean, so I’m open to anything that could possibly help.”
I didn’t like taking long shots myself. I would have preferred to be able to go with something tried and true and find the evidence behind it all in a more definitive way.
As I was quickly finding out, though, nothing in life was ever that simple.
“Oh, Jean,” Betsy said, grabbing my hand before I could stand to leave. “The farmer’s market is coming back into town for the season. Do you think you could run our bakery’s stall there?”
“I got it, Aunt Betsy.” It was part of the whole being a floater with no official job title. The bakery still needed to run as usual on top of running the farmer’s market stall, of course, so someone like me was perfect for it.
Not that it was some grave undertaking or huge sacrifice for me. I got my fair share of exploring the wares and seeing the other things for sale there. The best orange marmalade I’d ever had was from the Reedville farmer’s market.
“Stop worrying so much, Jean. I don’t think this, whatever this is, is the death knell for the bakery. We’ll make it through.” She smiled, trying to be reassuring even though her concern was clear.
Not to mention, she had let it slip that this problem, if left unresolved, would be a death sentence for the bakery.
I wish I had something uplifting to say to her, but an inspirational speaker I was not.
I started to stand again, only for Aunt Betsy’s grip to tighten on my hand. “So I heard you had a date with Dean.”
Those words more than any force made me collapse into my seat. “Okay, first, who told you about that?”
“I’ll have you know I’m sworn to secrecy, Jean. I will never reveal my sources.”
That should be a mystery I’d tackle eventually. All these murders that keep happening, what with the sasquatches, homicidal land grabs, and serial cheaters were just warmups to the real caper that was Aunt Betsy’s sources.
“Also,” I continued, “it wasn’t a date. That was the first thing I told him when I sat down. I laid out the ground rules. Totally not a date.”
“Yes, you enjoying a meal with someone who you are not related to, are similar in age to, and have expressed attraction to in the past. Absolutely not a date.”
“Who said I was attracted to him?”
“Don’t play stupid, Jean.”
I shook my head. “He thought it was a date, but it was for business. The whole Robert Knox thing. We had a lead there, so I invited him along because I had to stake out the area anyway. We had a chat and we had our breakthroughs on the case. It wasn’t as disgustingly agonizing as I expected.”
Betsy smiled. “So a second date will be soon, I hope?”
“There has to be a first date for a second to happen, Aunt Betsy.” I sunk deeper into my chair. “Besides, do we really have anything in common with one another nowadays? Besides a mutual fascination with solving murder cases, that is. That doesn’t seem like enough to build a relationship on, in my opinion.”
“You’re children of Reedville. Believe me, you have more in common with him than you know.”
“Don’t scare me by suggesting such things, Aunt Betsy.”
Finally, I was able to stand up without her stopping me, and as I headed for the door, I wondered to myself, do we even have that anymore?
I wanted the truth, yes.
But my job was done. Janelle was exonerated. I should have shown myself out.
It was just like Dean and me though. It was a lot more complicated than that. Everything was a lot more complicated than that.
And it only seemed to get more complicated as time went on.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“T  hank you. If you want more of it, the main bakery is open daily,” I said, handing out a second giant cookie to a man with an apparently insatiable sweet tooth.
“Oh, I will. I haven’t had a cookie like this since.... since... ever.” He smiled, stepping away while looking at the wrapped cookie. It was a longing gaze I knew all too well. One that appeared when you’d promised yourself that you wouldn’t indulge until later.
But the cookie was there. Now. Waiting for you. In all of its soft, chocolatey goodness.
That was his battle now, and I could no longer help him.
Oh, how I loved the farmer’s market.
If I didn’t have to get up at sunrise to be there, it would have been absolutely perfect. It was a beautiful day to have one too. Warm, but not too warm, with just enough chill to counteract any sweat I might work up by, well, working.
At a farmer’s market, most people would only imagine lots of fruits and veggies for sale and not much else with small farmers coming and hoping to eke out a little bit of extra money on top of whatever they usually brought in.
But just selling some corn and calling that a stall was old hat. You needed something fancier. Sure, corn was nice and all, but what was nicer? Fancy cornbread. Organic popcorn. Sweet corn. Then, they went out of their way to sell things like corn and avocado salad which, on paper, doesn’t sound that good.
Paper was a liar.
There was always someone trying a new recipe and selling something new to try. Dad wanted me to pick a few stalks to take back with me, among other things on his grocery list, but to think a farmer’s market was just a rustic grocery store produce section was a huge mistake.
I was representing Shepherd’s Falls bakery today, and sure, we didn’t mill the wheat or anything like that, but we got a lot of our supplies from local sources and we were considered part of the community. A loaf of bread from our bakery was every bit as homemade as a loaf of bread from the wheat farmer.
Mostly though, we’d get curious shoppers stopping by to buy oversized cookies as a break from vegetables and fruits, or because people tended to like cookies. Especially if they are gigantic.
I was moving into a period of downtime until someone familiar caught my eye.
Well, not familiar. I was familiar with a lot of the market regulars, but this person was unfamiliarly familiar, if that’s a thing.
It was Jessica, the reporter Janelle was apparently good friends with. She was walking stall to stall with a pad out, apparently doing reporter things. With her was a man who was towering over her, built like a truck, with hair buzzed down to almost nothing. What was there was a bit of red, and the freckles he had suggested a blood relation between him and Jessica.
She came my way when she saw me, sharing the brief surprise I’d just had. It wasn’t like I’d never seen her around Reedville before or even within the bakery.
“Jean, was it?” she said, her little pad and pen out.
“Yep. Jessica, was it?” I said, echoing her out of some weird form of being considerate. “I don’t think I’ve seen you out here at the farmer’s market before.”
“I’m out here for work today. Mainly anyway. Sort of a human interest story about the farmer’s market and its impacts on the local economy.”
“For them,” I gestured toward the farmers, “I imagine it’s most of their business. For us though, I mean, for the Shepherd’s Falls Bakery, it’s mostly just a way to move more coffee cakes.”
She eyeballed the treat I’d gestured toward. “I’m trying to resist for now. Sugar and carbs are only sometimes foods for me, and unfortunately, that’s all your bakery sells.”
“Caroline’s been trying to push us to have low carb options like lettuce wrapped sausages, but it seems like an odd option when you’re a bakery.” Caroline was one of our cashiers. She was a hard worker and diligent, but she had some questionable ideas about what products we should sell.
“Yeah, sorry, it’s going to be hard for me to consider your bakery as a destination that’s friendly to my diet.”
“Believe me, it’s not friendly to my diet either.” Or my general biology, I thought as I stroked my cheek. Most of the pain in my tooth could be managed with some light ibuprofen at least. My eyes drifted to the man standing behind Jessica with his arms crossed. He wasn’t staring me down in particular. Instead, he was just looking around, more curious than anything else. “And who’s he, if you don’t mind me asking? I didn’t think journalists employed bodyguards.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think farmer’s markets are dangerous enough for me to consider that. No, this is my brother.”
Noticing that people were talking about him, he perked up and threw out his hand. “Hi there, name’s Mark.”
I accepted his handshake, only to notice something askew.
His right hand was sore and red with cuts all over it. I released his grip, but I kept staring his way anyway.
He laughed. “They never tell you how much you’ll bust up your own hand throwing punches. They always make it seem like only the other guy ever gets hurt.”
I raised an eyebrow at him.
“Mark,” Jessica began, pausing for a moment to gather her thoughts, “is fresh out of the Marines and has recently come home. He’s trying to find his way. His busted up hand is from his first professional MMA fight that he had recently.”
Her brother didn’t seem to be the quickest on the draw and looked at her confused for a moment before snapping back into reality with a smile.
“Punching people in the head without proper gloves is a really bad idea,” Mark added, giving me advice that I was pretty sure I would never personally have to use. “It doesn’t hurt that bad, though. At least it hurts me less than the other guy.”
“It looks like you’ve got a potential career ahead of you,” I said, still glaring at his injured hand. Mark was flaunting it like it was a mark of pride.
“Anyway, I’m not here to talk about my brother and his ill-advised MMA career,” Jessica interjected.
“Why’s he here then?”
“He worries about me a lot.”
“It’s a big brother thing,” he interjected. “Girls never understand. You protect your little sister just as ferociously as you protect anyone else you hold dear.”
“And I tell him endlessly that I am an adult and can take care of myself. And that on top of that, there’s no place safer on this planet than Reedville of all places.”
“You know the things that happen in these small towns. You of all people should know that, Jess.”
I hated that I agreed with the meathead more than Jessica.
“Anyway, my brother’s paranoia and ill-advised MMA career aside,” Jessica continued, “I was hoping you’d give me a sample of what Shepherd’s Falls Bakery brings to this market every week.”
“For your article,” I said.
“Yes. Just for that.”
I nodded, believing her completely and unquestioningly. Which really meant that I was questioning it completely, but Aunt Betsy always told me to play nice with the press, and that included free samples. “Could I interest you in some special apple cinnamon coffee cake?”
“That sounds fantastic. It’s like you read my mind.”
Or just followed where her eyes were pointing throughout our entire conversation.
I handed her the free sample, and she smiled. “I’ll be sure to give the bakery a sterling review, but I gotta move on. Lots of distance to cover, lots of stalls to stop by.”
“Good luck and enjoy the rest of your day.” There was a part of me that thought it kind of selfish to leave as soon as she got her sample, but what she said was true. The farmer’s market was a big deal and there were loads of stalls. It wasn’t just folks from Reedville. There were people from all over the countryside. If she wanted a good sample size, she couldn’t spend an hour trying every type of cookie and muffin I brought with me.
I was about to settle back into business as usual mode, only to have my vision met with another unfamiliar familiar visiting face.
Kimberly.
She was there with her hands full of bags which she set down on the table in front of me.
“I never thought of you as much of a farmer’s market enthusiast, Kim. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you here as only a shopper.”
“My mom’s sick, but she still wants her farm fresh veggies, so I’m here to do the honors for her today.”
“You get over your panic attack from Daniel asking you for a date?’
“I’m not here to talk about that, Jean.” Of course she wasn’t. She was going to hope it would never come up again. “I’m here to talk about how you just let a lead walk right past you just now.”
“I did?”
“That guy. Whoever he was. With his busted up knuckles. Did he say where he got them?”
“Mark? Oh, he said he was in an MMA fight recently.”
“An MMA fight? And you believed him?”
I raised an eyebrow and kept staring at her so very confused. “Why wouldn’t I believe him, Kimberly? What reason would he have to lie to me?”
“Where is he going to get into an MMA fight in Reedville, Jean? Where?”
“I don’t know. He could have driven outside the town. The city isn’t even an hour away, Kim.”
“That seems awfully convenient to me.” She crossed her arms, watching Mark from the distance.
“Yes, awfully convenient that there’s a city not too far away that has everything people need if Reedville can’t provide it. Just far flung lies, too impossible to be true, right?”
Her gaze returned to me. “I feel like you’re making fun of me, Jean.”
“I am.”
“Seems sensible to me. He’s the first guy I’ve seen who clearly has the skills and physique to do what we’ve heard was done to Robert. Dean said the body was moved around, and Robert Knox wasn’t a small man. You need a big beefy guy like Mr. Bloody Knuckles to do a job like that.”
I threw up my hands. “That’s a good point, Kimberly, but I counter your accusation with one question.”
“And what would that be?”
“Why?”
“Huh?”
“Why would Mark go and kill Robert? We don’t even know if he knew who Robert was.”
Kimberly tapped her foot, clearly not putting any thought into this beyond, “Maybe he was angry his girlfriend cheated on him with Robert.”
“I’m not doubting that has something to do with our motive at this point. The problem is that Mark was off in the Marines until recently. I don’t think he’s had time to go through the whole get a girlfriend, girlfriend gets seduced, then he plots revenge thing. I mean, I guess it’s possible, but he’s setting some relationship speed world records if that were all true.”
Kimberly deflated. “Well.... uh... I was just trying to help.”
“Look, really, I appreciate it. I’ll keep it in mind, Kim. But we can’t just throw accusations at people all randomly. A murder accusation can really screw with someone’s reputation, even if they’re found innocent. Some people will always doubt a verdict. You know how it is, Miss Gossip.”
She nodded along, sighing. “I guess you have a point.”
I patted her on the shoulder. “I mean it. I’ll keep it in mind.”
“Sure, sure.”
“Did you need to pick something up from the bakery for your mother?”
“Oh, let me double check.” She grabbed her phone, thumbing through it, apparently notepads and pens being the refuge of reporters and not too many others nowadays. “Two loaves of seven grain bread.... and...”
Her eyes gazed over our sweets selection, obviously adding one of her own selections to the maternal checklist.
“Blue raspberry muffin, please.”
I chuckled as I got her order and took the money before letting her go on her way.
I really did mean it. I didn’t think myself enough of a detective to start having ‘hunches’ or whatever, or if I should trust such a thing if I did have one.
With how battered his fist was, I definitely wouldn’t be forgetting Mark any time soon. But it was like I had explained to Kimberly and to myself.
No motive, no point in obsessing over it.
Besides, I was done.
My focus was on selling coffee cake now.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Sundown was quickly approaching, and that also meant that my time at the stand would be ending right when the light did. The farmer’s market always lasted until rain or dark, a callback to the era where we couldn’t measure time down to the very millisecond.
Just as well. It’d been a half hour since I’d had any customers, and the swarms had died down to a few dozen people. Besides, I’d been there since six in the morning, and I was ready to take a break. Or at least go home and have my Dad baby me with a wonderful dinner.
I wondered what he was making tonight. Would it be crass to text him to ask, given that I was going to be there and love it anyway?
Maybe I needed more good surprises in my life. It would be a pleasant change from all of the murder-based ones I kept encountering.
I had started wrapping up whatever was left to take back to the bakery, but when I looked up from what I was doing, I almost dropped an entire pan of cakes on the ground.
Marianne Carmichael.
“Jean, was it?”
I set the cakes down on the table before something happened that might cause me to loosen my grip. “Yes. Marianne, what are you doing here?”
She looked worn out. It had been a few days since I had brought her some free donuts, and she hadn’t looked great even then. Sleep, at the very least, had been very skillful in eluding her.
Marianne’s gaze traveled over what was left. I thought about making some sarcastic quip about how the samples must have won her over, but it didn’t feel right.
Something was wrong.
“The baby is Alvin’s,” she said, all too suddenly and catching me off guard.
She was pregnant. I had never questioned her directly on such a thing, but really. “I never doubted that fact.” Or rather, I didn’t really put much thought into it. It could have been. That was always a possibility with infidelity. It was one of the many reasons people frowned upon it so much. Springing for paternity tests felt awfully invasive and impersonal for something that was meant to be a joyous event.
Marianne paced about, still eying the unsold baked goods, but I doubted it was her stomach causing her anxiety and rather her not wanting to make eye contact with me.
“Sometime in the last year, I don’t know how, I don’t know when,” she continued. “Alvin and I fell out of love. That spark wasn’t there. He still told me he loved me every day, but the words felt empty and automatic. We just didn’t do things the way we used to. We just sort of accepted that we were married and that the passion we once had for one another was gone.”
I nodded along. She wanted to talk to someone, and although I had no idea why it was me she needed to talk to, I figured I may as well listen since was here and she’d already started.
“We started fighting. A lot. Of course, we’d always fought a bit. That’s just the way of a relationship. But it got more mean spirited. We didn’t make up like we always did. We went to bed angry on multiple occasions, and I would wake up to see that he had taken off to work without even saying a word to me or even leaving a small note like he used to.”
She was idolizing small messages? That seemed odd to me, but a couple’s in-jokes and little things were never universal. Having a little history between me and someone else was something I honestly wished I could have had out of a relationship of my own.
“Robert Knox came into my life. He had always been flirty. Cordial. A bit of a gentleman. Alvin had grown so cold to me. My resolve was breaking down. I was convinced it was over with Alvin. That maybe he had moved on to his own affair. But I wanted to feel something. To feel loved again. So I gave in. For three months, I saw Robert. I felt like a woman again, someone who mattered again.”
She was trying to justify to me why she had cheated on her husband. That much I knew. Usually, I would swat it away as an excuse, but that annoying hunch of mine was suggesting I should keep listening. Besides, it wasn’t like I could pack up the stall and leave before she was done talking.
“I broke it off right as Alvin found out. I thought he would throw me out of the house, leave me destitute, but he showed mercy. I begged him for forgiveness. I thought I had it. We went to couples counseling. Tried to reignite the spark that we once had. I don’t know if we’re going to make it, but we’re trying. God, we are trying. We’re both committed to fully giving it our all.”
I took a deep breath, trying to find the right words to say. It seemed sudden and out of the blue for her to even talk to me again, let alone about topics that must have been so deeply personal to her. “Why? Why are you coming and telling me all of this now? I don’t mind being a shoulder to cry on, but this just seems so strange.”
There was a tear rolling down her cheek. “I didn’t want to go to the detective, but I want to get this off my chest, and I don’t know who to talk to.”
“Get what off your chest? The whole town knows your relationship is rough right now.”
“I... I think Alvin might have killed Robert.”
Her words froze my heart suddenly.
Yet she continued despite my sudden silence. “We were at the Cedar Woods brewery that night, trying to have a date to recapture what we’d lost. It almost didn’t happen, as Alvin had to work overtime. Luckily, they were open late. Live music, lots of singles there... So was Robert. Alvin was with me most of the night, yes, and I doubted Robert was foolish enough to approach me with Alvin there. Yet, well... you’re not with your date every single minute. There are things you can only take care of alone, and I needed to freshen up, so to speak.”
She could have just said bathroom. I wasn’t a child who was going to break into laughter from her saying it.
“On my way back to the table, I ran into Robert. He started immediately laying his charm on me again. Saying we ended things too suddenly and that it was typical to have one for the road. Something to remember one another by.”
That sounded incredibly typical and befitting a player like Robert.
“Alvin sees this. Alvin.... Alvin seethes. Alvin’s a man with a long fuse, Jean. He doesn’t rise to anger easily. Not typically. But something snapped in him. He shoved Robert off me, and Robert proceeded to back off immediately. I tried to calm him down, but Alvin seemed oblivious to my words. He said he needed a walk, some time to think. I don’t think he believed me when I told him I had no desire to indulge in Robert again.”
Again, I was struggling to find the usual amount of sympathy for her. She was the cheater in this case.
“I sat there at the bar alone, not even drinking because I had suspicions about my condition even then. I badly wanted a drink. I couldn’t dismiss the thoughts that all my efforts to try to get my husband back were pointless just because Robert couldn’t take no for an answer.”
A legit attempt to be better. I didn’t want to hate that.
“Alvin didn’t come back to the table. Not for a long, long time. I thought maybe he had ditched me once and for all, with him not even answering my texts. But no, he finally showed back up. He said he’d had some emergency dentistry he needed to perform and proceeded to escort me home before immediately taking off again.”
“Emergency dentistry? On a Friday night?”
Marianne nodded. “I can see it sounds as suspicious to you as it did to me. He’s taken Saturday and Sunday morning appointments before, so that’s not weird to me. But that night... with what had happened before? At the time I was worried, but after hearing that Robert had passed... I’m terrified, Jean.”
God, that really seemed like a red blinking arrow pointing at Alvin if there ever was one. There were a few flaws in the story, but he had the time and the motive. Occam’s Razor was now pointing toward him, and I could understand Marianne’s fear. “Have you told Detective Wheeler about this, Marianne?”
“I-I can’t. I can’t do that, Jean.”
‘Then why are you telling me?”
“You know so much already. I needed to tell someone. I couldn’t keep this secret to myself anymore, Jean. I’m pregnant. Alvin is the father, I’m certain of that. I’ve been absolutely faithful to him since he learned of my betrayal. But... if my fears are true, my husband would be a murderer. The father of my child would be a murderer.”
That was some heavy stuff, I had to admit. No matter how much some people in this town liked to fantasize about what cheaters deserved, I definitely had to sympathize with Marianne if her scenario were true.
“I’m terrified of having to raise this baby alone, but I don’t know what to do.”
This was a lot to put on me, but the only advice I could give her was obvious. “You need to talk to Detective Wheeler about this, Marianne. You need to tell him.”
“No. I don’t want to turn my husband in. I don’t want to be the one who sends him to jail.”
I took her hand. “I know it’s tough, but it’ll be a lot worse for you if you keep this stuff hidden from him. Plus, he might end up arresting someone innocent for this, Marianne. If Alvin did do this, then he should face the consequences.”
“But...”
“I know. You told me. It’s terrifying. But sometimes you need to feel your way through it. Maybe you’ll find help where you least expect it. I don’t know.”
“Jean, I don’t know about that.”
“I don’t either. But you yourself aren’t one hundred percent sure that Alvin did such a thing. Maybe he did need to do emergency dental surgery. Maybe it was confidential, and he couldn’t tell anyone. Some big name actor or politician or whatever, and he’s sworn not even to tell you.”
I had slightly overwhelmed her despair with the worry of confusion instead. “That... that seems a little out there.”
“Yeah, well, who knows? Maybe it’s something more pedestrian and he’s just angry at you about Robert and doesn’t want to tell you what he’s doing.”
Her face sunk. “So he’s not a murderer; he’s just someone giving up on any attempt to save our relationship.”
“I mean, it’s technically better.” I shrugged. “Really, Marianne, I’m sorry you’re dealing with this. But the bottom line is you need to talk to Dean—I mean, Detective Wheeler—about this. You’re just delaying the inevitable if you don’t, and worse, you might endanger others. You have to do what’s right sometimes, even if it hurts.”
She nibbled on her lip. I could say all this easily enough, but if there was ever a case where easier said than done applied, it was this. This was a man she once loved, and maybe still loved. The father of her child.
“Fine,” she finally managed to say. “I’ll try to talk to Detective Wheeler. Soon. I just... I just need some time.”
“You can do it, Marianne. You’ve made mistakes, but if this has been weighing on your conscience all this time, you’re a better person than you realize.”
She nodded toward me and headed out. I had tried to inspire her, but it was pretty clear that she wasn’t inspired by my words at all. She had a tough road ahead of her, no matter how everything ended up playing out.
I sighed and resumed putting everything away. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t save everyone.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
A fter I’d pulled a double shift at the farmer’s market, Aunt Betsy was quick to give me another day off, continuing the trend of me not being allowed to have what people would call a typical work week.
But my mind wouldn’t let me take a proper break. Marianne’s passionate plea had kept my brain working, and even if Janelle wasn’t the target of the investigation anymore, I still wanted to be sure that the truth would be found. I didn’t want to directly show sympathy for a cheater because Janelle would never let me hear the end of it, but the truth mattered.
I had pulled up a lounge chair next to the table on the back porch of my parents’ place. I’d been influenced by Jessica and proceeded to bring out pen and paper and jot down some notes.
“Wow, what’s that strange blue tube in your hand?” my dad called as he came out carrying two cups of coffee. He set one next to me and sat in a more traditional chair across from me. “And that white thing? Seems like some sort of super thin tree bark. What on earth is my little girl doing now?”
“Ha-ha,” I said, rolling my eyes. “My father doesn’t know what a pen and paper are.”
“No one seems to anymore, so it’s pretty surprising when I see it.”
“I don’t know… It felt right to bust this out instead of my laptop.”
“Any day now, you’re going to go around in a brown trench coat and fedora, speaking your inner monologues aloud.”
I smirked and took a gulp of some of the coffee he brought me. It was pretty plain black coffee, but even then, he made it special. He had some sort of special level of cooking magic that I don’t think I would ever understand, but boy did I ever appreciate it. “Come on, can I at least become the sexy femme fatale armed with a tiny gun and smoking with one of those weird cigarette holders.”
“No, you shouldn’t. Smoking is bad for you, Jean. Not to mention that the trench coat will keep you warm if it gets cold. And I thought you hated wearing high heels.”
At the end of the day, he was still my dad, and he was still going to be a parent, ready to mother me if Mom wasn’t available to do the job herself.
“I know I’m not supposed to be getting involved in this Robert Knox thing,” I began, “but I can’t help it. It’s all I can think about.”
“People like to do what they’re good at, Jean.”
I slurped more coffee. “Am I really good at it though? I’m an English teacher turned baker. Jessica Fletcher I am not.”
“You’re what this town has. You’re what Dean has.”
“Don’t remind me that I’m helping Dean. I’m trying to forget that detail.”
He smiled, apparently needling me about Dean becoming a game for both of my parents. “Well, are you any closer to the truth than when you started?”
“Annoyingly close. I’ve got people with strong motives, of course.’
“Hmm? Who would those be?”
“If I had to finger someone right now, it’d be Alvin Carmichael.”
“My dentist?”
I nodded.
“I never really thought he was the murdering type, but I guess you never know.”
“Yeah, that’s why I’m not so keen. Also, Robert was a big guy, and I’ve seen Alvin.”
“Alvin’s a good dentist, but I kind of doubt he’s sporting super strength under his dental scrubs.”
I tapped my finger on the table as I thought aloud. “Robert’s body was moved after he was dead. We know that for sure. Whoever did it tried to cover it up, at least as in trying to get his body chewed up by our friendly local wildlife.”
“Just another unfortunate bear attack, huh?”
“That’s what they were hoping for. Alvin is not an apparently physically strong man, so it definitely raises questions for me. But everything else is a neon glowing sign pointing to him. He has the intent.”
“You mean the rumors about Marianne’s infidelity swirling around town?”
Another nod. “He also has the timing. Marianne gave me this bizarre story about him just taking her home from Cedar Woods out of nowhere to head off for an emergency dental surgery at like ten at night.”
My dad shrugged. “Emergency dentistry is a thing that exists, Jean.”
“I know it does. What, you’re trying to defend your dentist, Dad? Strange loyalty, if you ask me.”
“Hey, he’s probably the best dentist I’ve had in twenty years. I’d be disappointed if he suddenly became unavailable, and I think murdering someone would definitely make him unavailable.”
“I mean, would you really want a murderer poking around your mouth?”
“I guess that would make me feel uncomfortable. And dental appointments already do that to a degree, so I would prefer to not make the feeling worse.”
“I always have my city dentist if you need it, Dad.” I smirked. “I don’t want to rush into things, but that’s how it’s feeling.”
“Have you told Dean?”
“No.”
“You have this important theory of who committed the crime and you’re not sharing it with Dean? Your mother is right. Things are complicated between you and that boy.”
“Dad, I want Marianne to tell Dean herself. Not because I want to avoid Dean. ‘That boy’ bumping into me is an inevitability I’m just going to have to grow to accept.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
“I guess I will. But I really want her to do the deed. I think it makes her look better if she comes clean. If Dean learns that she knows something and has kept it to herself, it doesn’t look so good for her.
“Yeah, I guess so. Cops tend not to take lying too well.” He took more conservative drinks of his coffee, not looking at it as some sort of nectar of the gods like I did. “Anyone else you’re considering?”
“There’s this bartender named Kari, I guess. She thought Robert was her exclusive boyfriend, and Robert thought otherwise, like he thought about every relationship. Kari didn’t take this misunderstanding well and talked about doing numerous not nice things to Robert. In front of Dean, whom she wasn’t aware was a cop. It was a really bad move on her part.”
“People do get awfully involved in their hypothetical violent revenge fantasies sometimes.”
“I don’t think it’s her, because again, Robert was a big man. Kari is maybe five feet tall and some change, and maybe a buck and a quarter weight wise. I’d seriously be impressed if she could manage moving a guy like Robert with any sort of speed.”
Dad looked off into the distance, searching his own thoughts about it. “That seems to be what keeps tripping you up. This Robert guy being a bit of beefy man makes it hard for people to quickly hide the evidence. No idea who could have managed to fit your standards? Maybe it was multiple people working together.”
“I don’t know. There’s one guy who was slightly suspicious, but slight suspicion is hardly worth putting someone on trial for.” Regardless of a stupid irrational detective hunch I had despite not being a detective at all.
He reclined back in his chair despite it not being a chair that reclines. “I don’t know what to tell you, sweetheart. I want to help, but all I can be is a wall to bounce ideas off of.”
“And I’m running out of ideas.”
“I believe in you, Jean. You’ve got his.” Another sip of his coffee. “Your mom told me to badger you about that root canal you need. Still got it planned?”
“Yes, Dad. I’m over thirty. You don’t need you to make sure I don’t ignore doctor’s appointments. Tomorrow morning. With Alvin, no less.”
He laughed. “You’re going to get a root canal done by a man you suspect of murder? You’d better hope he doesn’t get arrested before tomorrow then.”
“Do you want a murderer poking around your daughter’s mouth?”
“You can always go into the city like you usually do, Jean. Just tell Alvin you got a sudden case of the Albertan Yukonian Scabies.” He nodded, pleased with his creation. “Yeah, he’ll believe that.”
I shook my head. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, Dad.”
There was definitely a part of me that was worried. Naturally, it was a dental appointment, and no matter how many of them you had, you could never fully shake the fear of something going wrong and being left in horrible pain.
With Alvin, though, things were complicated.
Yet for every bit of temptation to use a made up disease to get out of it, I wanted to go. To see if I could learn more.
This whole amateur sleuthing thing really was going to be the death of me.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A wakening bright and early, I was off to get the tooth thing done so I could stop taking daily ibuprofen and antibiotics.
I’m was not sure if I should even bring up Robert’s case. My appointment was a professional situation and bringing up a murder case pre or post root canal was the sheer definition of awkward if there ever was one.
Awkward, though, wasn’t going to be something I was going to be able to avoid that day.
Other cars were already there when I arrived. Alvin’s. Some of his staff. But none of them gave me any pause. What did was Dean’s sedan, right there with the county logo on it. And of all the reasons for him to be there, I was pretty sure it wasn’t for anything related to his pearly whites.
My mind was racing with the possibilities of what could be happening and the question of whether Marianne had finally gotten the nerve to tell Dean herself.
As I turned into the parking lot, I received the news that my appointment with Alvin was cancelled.
Not via a text message, just through the sight of Dean leading Alvin out of his office, his hands cuffed behind his back.
Behind them was a very confused woman. She was talking, but I was too far away to make out anything she was saying or anything Alvin was saying back to her.
Alvin wasn’t fighting or protesting Dean’s perp march. He looked sad, beaten down, and defeated by it all. Like he had been expecting it.
Accepting it.
I didn’t get in the way of Dean or get out to hold him up. My dad and I had joked about this, but I never imagined it would actually happen, let alone right before my eyes.
I sat and waited, now worried if my actions had possibly led to the arrest of an innocent man.
Dean wasn’t there to waste time, thankfully. He had Alvin in the backseat and was driving off quickly enough. He was all business. I don’t think he even noticed that I was there.
Despite it being quite obvious that I wasn’t going to get my root canal done, I turned my car off, stepped out of it, and headed into the office. The receptionist was already on the phone and flipping through a Rolodex, one of those planners, and a laptop at the same time. I guess when your boss gets arrested for murder, your job gets really complicated for a little while.
I approached the desk, and she held up a finger. “Yes, Doctor Carmichael has had to cancel all his appointments for the time being. He is having a personal crisis. I am sorry, I cannot give you any more details.”
She was telling this to the person on the other end of the phone line, but it was spelling out everything pretty loud and clear to me as well.
“Doctor Carmichael,” she said, continuing her phone call as she was scribbling things down, “will be sending you referrals. He is very sorry for any inconvenience caused.”
She spouted out a long business address and handed me a card as she talked.
It was just a business card for my usual dentist. Funny, that.
“Good luck,” I said, nodding her way. It was pretty clear to me what had happened in the first place, and this poor woman was overworked enough without me trying to prod around and ask questions.
So, I left her to her work.
There was somewhere else I could use my suddenly free morning if I wasn’t getting a root canal.
I was worried about Marianne now, especially since she was probably one of the first to know that Alvin got arrested.
The short commute was something I was briefly jealous of again when I arrived at the Carmichael house within moments and knocked on the front door.
Silence.
I knocked some more and only continued to get the same result.
I swallow a gulp of air, every knock and every moment of silence making me more and more nervous as time passed.
“Marianne? Are you home? Marianne!” The volume of my voice increased with each call.
Eventually, something in my brain twitched, and I tried turning the doorknob.
To my surprise, it opened.
“Marianne? Are you in here?” My heart was beating loudly, my mind expecting to find the worst, knowing how broken up she was about the mess her life had become and the pain the secret was causing her.
Luckily, I didn’t have to take too many steps into the house until I heard something.
Sobbing.
I followed the sound and saw Marianne, her face buried in a pillow. She didn’t even notice that I’d come in. But looking at her, she seemed to be okay, if only physically, and if only from the outside looking in.
“Marianne...” I said softly, kneeling down next to her.
She kept sobbing.
I threw my arms around her. “It’s okay. Really. It’s okay. You did the right thing.”
“Did I...?”
“If he did it, Marianne, it’s best he faces the music. We don’t want anyone else accidentally getting hurt.”
I held her for a time. I didn’t know what it would accomplish when I started, but it seemed to be having some effect on calming her down.
Patting her on the shoulder, I stood up. “You want some tea? Would that help you calm down? It always helps me calm down.”
She murmured or merely grunted at me. I took the sound as more affirmative than negative, so I picked myself up and headed into her kitchen.
It took some time, but soon enough, I found her tea supply and got the water boiling. I was finally getting that cup of tea that she’d offered me a while back, but I really wished it was under much better circumstances.
She was slowly gathering her bearings even without the tea and was now sitting upright.
I poured some into cups, adding a little sugar to mine. “How do you like yours?”
She didn’t respond. I guessed she just liked it straight then; no judgment on my part.
I carried out the teacups for the two of us and set them down, sitting adjacent to her in an armchair.
Marianne picked up the cup and sipped some of the tea, still looking like a couple hundred miles of bad road.
“You did tell Dean, didn’t you?” I asked, hoping to be sure of something I was mostly certain of.
She nodded. “I did. I had to plead with him at first to take my tip as anonymous. To say I was just some mysterious caller completely unrelated to Alvin.”
That made sense. Nothing was definite. It was all circumstantial. If Alvin was innocent, it would be pretty bad for them if he knew Marianne was the one who got him arrested in the first place.
Even if he didn’t know who ratted him out, how do you move past your wife even suspecting you of murder? I’d heard of couples getting into it over who didn’t pick up more milk, let alone something this extreme.
“Dean will take his time and make sure. I think with all of the information he has, he’s exceeded the threshold of reasonable doubt,” I said. “And nothing is certain until there’s a trial. Maybe there are exonerating circumstances.”
“What, like self-defense?”
“Yes. Maybe Robert attacked Alvin.”
Marianne didn’t seem very convinced of my words. “I know both of these men, Jean. Robert was a sleaze, but he was a coward. He didn’t start fights.”
“And Alvin?”
“Mostly peaceful. Just... a very long fuse. And long fuses tend to lead to very big bombs.”
I knew I should have been relieved that Dean had a suspect in custody, but all I could do was worry about Marianne and what she might do once I walked out the door. I didn’t trust her by herself.
The self-blame must have simply been extreme.
I dug my phone out of my pocket and got to thumbing. “Hey, Mom? Are you up to anything today? Listen, I’ve got a favor to ask you.”
Janelle and Kimberly were working, Betsy was always working due to the nature of her job.
Maybe my mom would make a new friend, and maybe Marianne would too, but ultimately, her being there meant Marianne couldn’t do something dumb.
Marianne herself simply sighed and sipped the tea.
I offered her my arm as I filled my mother in. A small bit of comfort, inadequate to what she needed.
The burden now shifted to me as I thought of anything I could do to help.
Once again, I wasn’t exactly overflowing with ideas.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
I  had a late shift starting at the bakery, and I did manage to get there early enough for coffee and some non-dentist-approved strudels. Despite my sins against dentistry, I still needed a root canal, and part of the deal for my mother babysitting Marianne was that I reschedule the procedure immediately.
Moms are always going to mom.
Settling down after a nice big slurp of coffee, my attempt to dial my usual dentist was thwarted.
I was receiving a call.
Dean.
I would rather have been having the root canal. With no anesthetic.
“What’s going on, Dean?” I answered. Maybe he wasn’t worse than a root canal.
Dean was complicated for me, but I was starting to be able to admit that he wasn’t worse than painful dental procedures. It was a new high for him to have achieved with me. Yay him.
“So, I see you legitimately had a dentist appointment this morning, Jean,” he said, obviously having seen me as I was pulling in during the arrest.
“I did, Dean. Are you trying to imply I didn’t?”
“Don’t you usually go into the city for your dental appointments?”
“Not for this one. And how do you know where I go for my dental appointments, Dean?”
He paused a moment. “Educated observation.” Was this related to the mystery that was Aunt Betsy’s sources?
That wasn’t important, so I pushed it out of my mind.
“Uh-huh.”
“Wait, so you were legitimately there for a dentist’s appointment?”
“Yes, Dean. I was there for a root canal I had scheduled with Alvin a little while back. It was an emergency issue and he took me on. Well, before he got arrested, anyway.” I felt like I was being interrogated about this case. “If you really doubt me, you can have a word with Alvin’s receptionist. She literally saw me walk in afterwards to be told that Alvin was dealing with personal issues and wouldn’t be available for some time.”
I supposed personal issues were one way of labeling Alvin’s problems.
“Well, uh... oops, then. I thought you were being nosy when you shouldn’t have been. I apologize.”
Oh sure, I was definitely still being nosy where I shouldn’t have been. I just was getting better at covering my tracks. And maybe I hoped he would spill something useful during the root canal.
But that idea was becoming more and more unnecessary.
“Apology accepted.”
“I wasn’t just calling to admonish you for being helpfully nosy. I was calling to tell you, so that you can tell others, that Alvin Carmichael has officially been arrested for suspicion of the murder of Robert Knox. I know you probably already figured it out. I just wanted to free you of having to dance around the reason why. Janelle and the others might still be anxious despite what I’ve told them.”
“Good to know, I guess.”
“Try to avoid stumbling into more murder situations, Jean. Your parents worry about you.” A beat of silence. “I worry about you.”
“I don’t need your worry, thank you very much.”
“Too bad. You have it anyway. I hope you have a good day, Jean.”
I grunted in return. I’d exhausted all of the niceness I’d allocated for Dean for the day.
When the phone call finally ended, I scanned the bakery for Janelle, hoping Alvin’s arrest would help in calming her down about her being a person of interest.
No such luck. I think she had taken off for the day. I’d fill her in eventually because my own shift was about to start. I headed behind the counter, throwing on my apron and taking one last unsuccessful check for her before resigning the task to something I’d deal with later.
Kimberly was at the counter, ringing someone up. “You look harried.”
“Yeah, well, my dentist just got arrested, and I have to sit on hold to reschedule my root canal.”
““Wait, your dentist got arrested? Alvin got arrested? That seems nuts.”
“Uh-huh,” I said, pacing around, my arms crossed. “Right before my appointment. Kind of inconsiderate of him, but what can you do?”
“So they think he murdered Robert?”
I nodded. “An anonymous tip led Dean to make the arrest,” I said, keeping Marianne’s secret safe.
Kimberly raised an eyebrow and turned to her customer. “You hear that, Mark? That sounds like one heckuva scoop for Jessica.”
Mark?
It was then I finally noticed the customer she had been helping. He was in a baggy heather gray hoodie, and with the motorcycle gloves he was wearing, I couldn’t see the big red welts on his hands that had stood out so clearly to me the last time we’d met.
Despite having been previously oblivious to his presence, I was suddenly left gawking at his face, which appeared a bit aghast at the news.
“Something wrong?” I asked, my eyebrow raising in concern.
“Oh, uh, no. I’m just surprised they caught who it was so quick.”
“Reedville is a small town. Rumors get around.”
“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised then. Who was it that got arrested again? Alvin Carmichael? The dentist, you said?”
“Yeah. Apparently, he went after Robert for trying to sleep with his wife again. Quiet man. You never know what’s going to set him off. I guess Robert finally tried to seduce the wrong woman and paid the price for it.”
There was a distinct lack of color in Mark’s face during my explanation, despite the clear fact that he was trying to keep a cool and calm demeanor.
“Really, is something the matter?” I continued. “Something you need to get off your chest?”
“What? Me? No. No, of course not.” He cleared his throat and took the change for his baked goods. “It’s just, um, uh... Alvin was always Jessica’s favorite dentist and all. Huge fan of his work. Anyway, uh, have a nice day. I’ll let Jessica know. Bye!”
His final words were hurried, and he was already three steps toward the door by the time he finished saying goodbye.
Kimberly and I shared a glance with one another at the overwhelming confusion of the moment.
“Favorite dentist?” I whispered. “Huge fan of his work?”
“I know some people are pleased with good caps and fillings, but that wording sounds a bit off to me.” Kimberly shrugged, Mark’s money still in one of her hands.
My eyes narrowed on Mark in the distance as he walked away from us.
“Ah, there are my girls. Working hard or hardly working?” Aunt Betsy stepped in behind us and threw her arms over both of our shoulders.
“I’m working, I’m working,” Kimberly said, putting Mark’s money into the register.
“Uh, sorry Aunt Betsy.” I pushed her arm off my shoulder and took my apron off as quickly as I had put it on. “Taking a sick day.”
“Oh dear, Jean. What’s wrong?”
“I’m not feeling well. Let’s just go with that.”
“Do you need some Tylenol dear? I have some in my office.”
“Oh no, no, uh, not that kind of not feeling well.”
Betsy took her arm off Kimberly to scratch her head. “What kind of not feeling well are we talking about then?”
“You know, just that feeling of something being up and you’re not going to be able to think straight until you figure out what’s going on.”
“Oh right.” She nodded. “That type of not feeling well. Don’t worry about it, Jean. I have you covered. Stay safe.”
That was my Aunt Betsy, always supporting me no matter what, even if it was in situations she really shouldn’t.
The accursed hunch was acting up again, but Mark was too far gone to trail.
Maybe, though, it was time to pay another visit to Cedar Woods.
If all else failed, I could always go for another plate of french fries.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
A fternoons at Cedar Falls were always fairly tame. They opened for the lunch rush, but until dinnertime, there were only tourists or residents who wanted a late lunch or early dinner.
Or me, I supposed, who wanted to visit while the place wasn’t super busy. I was here to be nosy and ask questions, not get drunk and find a date.
First things first, it was time to do some sleuthing worthy of a new millennium. I typed Jessica Morgan into my phone. There were slews of unrelated results, so I proceeded to narrow down the search, adding Reedville, Washington, to the box, and suddenly the results got a lot easier to deal with.
Boom. A few social media sites. Nothing interesting said by her, just some plugging of her pieces on the news, because you don’t get anywhere without a little self-promotion these days. Pretty typical and pretty expected. Unless she wanted to go in a very specific direction, she wouldn’t want to cover her small town journalist’s social media account with things like inflammatory political opinions.
She did, of course, have a fair number of photos. And that was what I needed.
“Ah, Jean. You’re making afternoon visits a habit, I see.”
It was Daniel, the bartender I’d spoken with during my last visit. This time, I guess he had waiter duties, his job description not being as vivid as he’d hoped it to be.
“What can I get you, Jean? Going for something light again, or should I just hit you with the hardest thing the brewery has right off?”
“I’ll hold off on testing my liver just yet. I’m here to be annoying and ask questions.”
He smirked, tapping his tiny clipboard against his arm. “What’s in it for me?”
“I could give you a really nice tip.”
“Ah, but you also haven’t ordered anything yet. Besides, you know what I really want.”
So, he was a man who saw something he wanted and just went for it. I guess he had that in common with Robert, but as far as I knew, Daniel wasn’t a serial cheater. “Kimberly’s phone number?”
“Wow, it’s like you can read my mind.”
“You really think I should be giving out her phone number without her permission?”
He thought my words over for a moment. “If she had told me ‘no’ by now, I would have stopped. But to me, she’s clearly a girl who has no idea how hot she is. So, I figure I’ll keep trying until she gives in or proves to me her lack of interest.”
I would usually question such an observation, but with Kimberly, that was pretty much her. Oblivious to a hot guy wanting her, it was amazing she ever had a date at all.
“Fine. But if you misuse it, I’ll make you pay.” I wasn’t sure how I would make him pay, but I’d find a way. Maybe I could weaponize Dean’s pleas for forgiveness.
“Looks like we have a deal,” he said, sitting down and offering a handshake, which I took. “So, what questions do you want to ask me?”
I set my phone down in front of him, finally having found the kind of picture I was looking for. “Do you recognize these two people?”
He looked it over and thought for a second. “Oh yeah. The redheaded siblings from the Nothing Sacred show. Yeah. Now I remember. Robert almost started a fight with the big guy there. He was picking on his sister too much, and the beefy guy there wasn’t going to have any of that.”
That confirmed that inkling. They’d had a conflict with Robert the night he died. Why were they so concerned with him, especially when Alvin had been brought in for the crime? They looked nothing like him or Marianne, so it was unlikely they were related in any way. I’d gotten one question answered, and it only created another for me.
Typical.
I continued my questioning. “Were they both there all night after the incident?”
“Most of the night, yeah. The girl left a little bit earlier, if I recall right. I think the guy was hanging around a while longer. Talking with someone.”
“Can you recall more specific times?”
He rubbed his head, thinking it through. “Well, Steve had to take off at ten because he had an appointment super early.” He rubbed his chin in thought.
It was a week and change ago now, and even if Robert dying made it important, people’s memories were fading. This Steve was probably just another employee he was referencing to get a hold on the time.
‘Yeah, Steve was still here when she left. So I’d peg it around 9:30, give or take ten minutes.”
Was this friend someone I should have cared about? Not everyone is a part of some elaborate murder plot. I kept it in mind but didn’t think it too important for the moment.
“Do you remember seeing Alvin Carmichael that night? The local dentist?”
“Hmm, you got a picture for me?”
I poked around my phone again and managed to get a shot of him through his practice’s website.
“Oh, that guy. Yeah, he was here. Took off before the big guy and then came back to haul off his wife.”
All of these strange timings around Mark were definitely making me think that Kimberly’s rash reaction had more value than I’d thought.
Too bad I was selling her phone number out for information.
I had no idea what Mark and Jessica had to do with the case. One sour encounter with Robert wasn’t enough to go full-on screaming into murder. Mark looked like his hands could be lethal weapons, but the ability to kill is not a motive.
Then, there was Jessica. His sister. The target of a serial womanizer. She didn’t seem vengeful enough to lead her brother into reacting in any extreme and excessive way.
I was really feeling overwhelmed with all I had learned.
Trying to poke the bartender who didn’t even know Jessica or Mark’s names wasn’t going to get me the answers I needed. I needed answers straight from the source.
“You got anything else for me?”
I let out a long breath. “No. I don’t think so. I’ve got what I can get for now.” I grabbed a napkin, stole Daniel’s pen, and scribbled Kimberly’s number on it.
He smiled as he took it and shoved it in his pocket.
“You’d better use that responsibility. I don’t want Kimberly freaking out on me.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I only plan on making her freak out in the good way, if you know what I mean.”
I stood up and shoved his chest with a finger. “And you didn’t get it from me. You got it from the phone book.”
He stared at me. “What’s a phone book?”
“Exactly.” I sat back down. “Just say, I don’t know, the internet or something. The internet does everything.”
“Fine, fine,” he said, standing up himself. “Are you actually going to order anything or just interrogate me more?”
“Oh, an order of french fries, please. Extra ketchup. And a diet cola. Thanks.”
“As you wish.” He turned to do his own duty, leaving me with mine.
My assumed duty anyway. There was an arrest made. It should have been all done, but I couldn’t let it go, thinking there was more to it than a simple spurned dentist.
I had to find Jessica. She’d be easier to talk to. I had to admit, I was slightly intimidated by Mark and his size. Just a little bit.
But enough to make him Plan B.
Before I could set my course or even enjoy my french fries, my phone started to vibrate, and I was swift to check to see who it was.
It was Aunt Betsy. Apparently, I was going to be having dinner at her place tonight, and it wasn’t just because she was a kindly aunt who wanted to feed me.
She was, of course, but it was hardly the reason this time.





CHAPTER NINETEEN
A unt Betsy had a small townhome that she called her own. It wasn’t massive and sprawling, but really, it didn’t need to be. She lived alone and spent most of her day at the bakery.
She had intended to retire instead of buying the bakery, but I guess she was too much of a busybody, and she didn’t really have enough nephews and nieces to keep herself entertained.
So, it was the bakery and me at this point.
Usually, though, when Aunt Betsy wanted to spoil me instead of letting my father do the honors, she would come visit us and spoil my parents too. The fact that I was on my way to her home on my own let me know that we had serious things to discuss. Dread and anxiety accompanied me as I approached the door and rang the bell.
Aunt Betsy answered, barefoot, her hair down, and already looking ragged. I was sure she’d had a long day at work, but she looked like she had weight of the world on her shoulders. “Come on in, Jean, I got us pizza.”
She was really worried, that was for sure. I could smell the pizza from Peppernicci’s. It was good pizza, but Betsy never did pizza unless she was literally too shot to put any effort into anything else.
I went to sit down, and she put out a slice for me. Jalapenos, pepperoni, ham, sausage, extra cheese, and green peppers. She liked her pizza with everything, but she often had to limit herself because apparently the pizza becomes harder to bake if every topping in the pizzeria is on it.
She pulled up her stack of papers, and I bit into the slice and proceeded to start chewing despite my curiosity.
“I’m guessing something is up with our receipts.”
“Very observant, Jean.” She let out a long sigh. “Look here. You know I wrote on this page here in pencil, right?”
I nodded. “Last minute edit. I’ve seen you do it all the time.”
“Yes, usually the pencil is copied with everything else. This time though?” My scribbles are gone, like they didn’t even use my original printout.”
That was pretty suspicious.
“Looking over everything, the differential is $64.03—more than what I originally anticipated.”
I continued chewing, set the slice down, wiped the pizza grease off my fingers, and pulled Aunt Betsy’s laptop over. All the important stuff was already open, so all I had to do was click over to find the bank account for all of the bakery’s transactions.
Now, I could look for this $64.03 and where it went.
It took me some time, two slices of pizza, and intermittently wiping my hands before I noticed the oddity.
The payroll was slightly beefier than I was used to seeing. Marcus had gotten a raise recently, that much I was aware of, but it wasn’t enough to offset my expectations.
So, I opened the payroll files. It was all in numbers, not names, because that’s just how the program worked. With thirteen digits, I couldn’t really tell you which number was Petra’s or Janelle’s or anyone else’s.
I looked for the mysterious number and found it.
$64.03.
Bingo. The slew of numbers didn’t give me a direct link, and I wasn’t sure of how to link it. “Uh, Aunt Betsy, do you know how to look up what number is tied to which employee?”
“Hmm? I wouldn’t know. What’s up?”
“The sixty-four dollar figure is here. It’s on payroll. I don’t know who it’s for.”
Aunt Betsy peered over my shoulder to look at it. “Oh dear.”
“How do you decode this?”
“We’d have to go back to the paycheck printing machine at the bakery.”
“There’s a special machine?” I raised an eyebrow.
“I use one, yes. When I opened the bakery, I was told it was more secure to use special paper to prevent counterfeit checks.”
“Well, there’s more employees listed here than we have. Unless it lists former employees too.”
“They wouldn’t be paid anything, so there would be no transaction for them, Jean.”
Which meant someone was printing an extra check.
Someone who knew how our payroll system worked. Which would mean Aunt Betsy, me, or any of her employees.
Unless I was having a serious case of multiple personality disorder, it wasn’t me. And there was no reason for Aunt Betsy to skim off a bakery she fully owned.
So, that left the employees.
The thought devastated Aunt Betsy. She didn’t have kids of her own, but she had plenty of maternal nature to share anyway. If any of them approached her for help, she would have given it in an instant, regardless of having no family reason to do so.
I wiped the pizza off my lips and straightened myself out. “We have security cameras. And receipts. I guess what we’ve learned tonight, Aunt Betsy, is that we have to keep digging deeper and deeper until we find what we’re after.”
“If all else fails, I guess I can try to claim insurance for losses from theft. But you know how it is with those companies, Jean.”
Yeah. It was something you did as a backup for things going bad, not because you actually hoped things would go bad. I didn’t envy the long phone conversations and the potential of having to lawyer up ahead of her.
It could be enough to make her finish going gray.
We had some lighter conversation, I finished my pizza, and I headed toward the door. It was an evening well spent, even though the payroll mystery was becoming yet another thing I had more questions about than I’d had when I first arrived.
I opened the front door with Aunt Betsy seeing me out, and I was immediately greeted by a circus of lights racing past accompanied by horns and sirens.
Firetrucks.
Oh dear, that wasn’t good. I wondered who could have been in danger and hoped whoever it was, they got out safely. With this many firefighters out, it wasn’t just a cat stuck in a tree.
I walked out to the curb to see where they were going, but I couldn’t get a clear look. Reedville was a small town, but it wasn’t that small.
Aunt Betsy was behind me, overwhelmed by the scene. The familiar oldies song that was her phone’s ringtone went off. “Hello?”
I turned to look her way, trying to get a handle on the oddity of the situation.
“Oh dear. Oh... Oh dear.”
It was the ‘not good’ type of oddity, that was for sure.





CHAPTER TWENTY
T  he sudden fire at Shepherd’s Falls Bakery was now mostly under control.
Mostly.
With kitchens, it was always a messy issue since there was so much fuel for the fire to feast on.
Aunt Betsy was in awe of the situation, still in her messy night-at-home clothes with a robe over them to ward off the chill. She wasn’t prepared to see the last few years of her life threatened this way.
It wasn’t burned to oblivion, thankfully. From the outside looking in, it appeared the fire had mostly been contained to the kitchen, but it did serious damage there, nonetheless. The rest of the bakery—the front desk, the dining area, and Aunt Betsy’s office—seemed to be untouched.
The fire marshal wasn’t letting Aunt Betsy or me anywhere near the building. Even if the fire was mostly contained, I guess they were worried about unstable construction coming crashing down on us.
It felt like we were standing there all night, watching our second home in anticipation of the fire claiming more of our livelihood.
I had my arm around Aunt Betsy’s shoulder, but she was speechless through it all. Even if it wasn’t as bad as it looked, I could feel her pain. And even if the insurance company didn’t fight her, the anxiety of the situation outweighed any dollar amount.
“It seems to be calming down,” I whispered to Aunt Betsy. “It really looks like it’s only the kitchen.”
“In a bakery, Jean, the kitchen is, like, the most important part.”
Part of me wanted to point out that was better just the kitchen than the entire place, but I was sure she wasn’t in the mood for semantics. I was sure I’d soon be crunching numbers with her to make the bakery work again.
If we could make the bakery work again.
A man began walking toward us, taking off his helmet and huge bright yellow and orange jacket, dressed only in his firefighter suspenders and pants. With his mustache, he looked like what you would find if you looked up firefighter in the dictionary. “Ma’am, the good news is it’s likely the fire is completely extinguished now.”
“Thank you,” she said. “When can we enter?”
“Not sure. Caution is very important with things like this. There’s always a chance of an unseen ember reigniting the flame.”
“Who reported it?” Aunt Betsy asked. “You were already on the way before I heard about it.”
The fire marshal took a deep breath. “I was filled in by dispatch when I was on the way over. The caller preferred to stay anonymous.”
I took a look at the places surrounding the bakery—a gas station, a fast food place, a local cafe. They all closed right around when the bakery did, a small town like Reedville hardly driving the demand for twenty-four hour service. Most people would have been home, and the closest residences were far enough away that they couldn’t have easily determined it was the bakery that was on fire.
It struck me as odd, or maybe I was just getting suspicious of everything.
Aunt Betsy continued to push the fire marshal. “Anonymous, really? I wanted to thank them. Their quick call may have saved my bakery from even greater destruction.”
“Ma’am, sorry, we respect people’s wishes. We wouldn’t want to discourage people from being good Samaritans.”
“I suppose so.” She crossed her arms. “Any ideas on what the cause would be?”
He shook his head. “I can’t say. Our priority is control. Our investigator will begin tomorrow to try to deduce what happened and whether foul play was involved.”
“Foul play? You mean arson?” Aunt Betsy seemed aghast at the possibility.
“Calm down, ma’am. We just cover our bases. My unofficial opinion is that since the fire is centered on the bakery’s kitchen, it likely started there. The most common causes are accidents with stoves or an oven. Did you use gas to cook within your bakery?”
Aunt Betsy nodded.
“There you go. Someone may have accidentally left something on, and with enough time unattended, an explosion might have occurred and led to a fire.”
I patted Aunt Betsy on the back in my continuing yet seemingly futile effort to try to comfort her. “And your investigator won’t be here until morning, I presume?”
“He’s in the city at the moment. He’ll be here soon. You’ll have his review of the situation including what you need for your insurance company by roughly noon tomorrow. I’m sorry this happened, ma’am. You have my deepest sympathies.”
Aunt Betsy nodded. She was in despair, but she was never one to lash out in anger at those not responsible. Things taking a little more time than usual was just part of life in a small town like Reedville.
“Please,” he continued. “Give us until morning and we’ll know if it’s safe to go back inside the building again.”
Or what was left of it, anyway.
“Thank you, again,” Aunt Betsy said with a nod, and I guided her away from the situation and toward home.
“I’ll call all the staff and fill them in on what happened, Aunt Betsy. Don’t worry about it. You should go home and get some rest.”
“You’re an angel, Jean. I don’t know what I would do without you.”
“Be a lot more overworked, I’d think.”
She pulled me in for a tight, loving hug. She was what family was really about, and I loved her dearly.
Heading back, I pulled out my phone, sighed, and prepared for my little endeavor. I was already beat from thinking about the murder case, and the idea of still having to call everyone was daunting.
But it had to be done. My bed, as sweet and enticing as it was, would have to wait for a while.
I found Janelle’s number on my contact list and hit the call button. The news was definitely something that needed a voice and not just a text message.
Everything would be fine, I reminded myself. Bad things happen. They aren’t the end of the world.
Until they were, anyway.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
T  he smell of light rain and burnt wood was definitely a strange one, and one I wouldn’t soon forget.
Mom, Dad, Aunt Betsy, and I were strolling through the bakery, seeing what remained, having finally been cleared to survey the damage ourselves. The investigator had made his observations, and now it was the insurance guy’s turn to decide how much all the pain and misery Aunt Betsy had suffered was worth in the mostly meaningless form of dollars and cents.
Aunt Betsy still wasn’t handling the situation all that well. I told her to get some sleep, but she barely did, and I couldn’t really blame her. My mother and father were there to show their support, and they’d stick with her to the end if things turned sour, just like I would.
She approached the wreckage of the bakery’s main oven, running her hand over the burned remains. “Rest in peace, Oswald. You served so many people tiny bits of happiness in your life.”
I mouthed, “Oswald?” but not too loud. She was doing the bakery thing before I showed up, and I wrote it off as some sort of thing that had happened before my time.
Spinning in place slowly, I did my own survey of the damage. “It doesn’t look that bad. They got here fast. We just need to redo the details of the kitchen, fix the roof, do some other interior work, and it’ll be good as new.”
“On top of replacing your ovens and stoves,” my father added. “And it could be a blessing. Some of those were close to having to be replaced anyway. You know how much I hated that back left burner and how unevenly it seemed to heat.”
Seeing the dour look on my Aunt’s face, my mother lightly slapped my father upside his head, much to his confusion.
I headed through, continuing to take an inventory of what was intact. Mostly intact. It wasn’t the all-consuming inferno that Aunt Betsy had feared. I wandered into her office. Again, mostly fine. The smell of smoke was there, but that was something that could be addressed with a new coat of paint, something that would cost about twenty bucks and a visit to the hardware store.
I thought so anyway. I didn’t buy paint… like, ever.
All seemed to be intact except for the wood paneling that was adjacent to the kitchen. I followed it along until I reached a wall socket with a melted wire sticking out of it. There was a pile of black goop where a laptop’s power brick once was, and more melted wire leading toward the laptop, which itself was partially melted near the power port. Even my little technical knowledge told me that was bad. A laptop was super compact. With some effort, I pulled the laptop off the melted power cord. It literally had to break off. With even more effort, I managed to open the laptop to see that part of the screen had melted.
I knew what was going to happen at this point, but I tried anyway.
I pressed power button.
Nothing happened.
I was not surprised. There had been a chain reaction of things melting one another, and it was a reminder that the wall between us would have to be re-wired on top of everything else. “Aunt Betsy?” I called out.
She made her way into the office, my parents still at her flank.
“Is that? Oh no,” she said, going over and picking up her work laptop, looking over the damage. “That’s not good. That’s really not good, Jean.”
“Don’t you have one at home?”
“Yes, but I don’t save most of the bakery’s files and things on that one. I just take what I need and put it on a thumb drive.”
She seemed pale and agonized. She wasn’t a computer genius, but she knew what she needed to know to do what she needed to do.
“I kept all the old payments in here. And the security tape feeds for the last month. It’s all gone now. Just when we needed to look at it. Oh dear.”
“Uh, Betsy?” My dad said, ruffling his hair.
“What, Tim? Are you going to tell me I need to replace one of these chairs? Right now of all times?”
“No, of course not. Cindy’s hit me in the head enough for today. “ He patted his sister on the shoulder. “You did install that cloud data software I told you about, didn’t you? The one I bought you three years ago for Christmas?”
“The cloud data? What do clouds have to do with anything, Tim?”
My dad’s day job was a librarian. Mostly, he dealt with books, but sometimes he had to deal with the library’s records and digitizing them for the future. Just like Aunt Betsy, I wasn’t going to count on him to fix my computer if something went wrong, but he knew how to do what he needed to do, and that included protecting the library’s files in case the worst of things happened.
“Did you install it or not, Betsy?”
“The computer is melted now, Tim. I don’t know what you’re getting at, and...”
“Betsy! Please! I’m trying to help!”
“I did! Right after you gave it to me. But I don’t see how...”
My dad’s hand clapped against her forehead. “Betsy, you’re fine. If you installed it, all your files, all your camera data, all whatever else should be uploaded to the cloud.”
“What’s a cloud again, if not that thing that has rain in it?”
“It’s saved somewhere Betsy. You just need a new laptop to download it.”
They kept chattering and going at it. I couldn’t help but be amused by the two of them. They were from the generation before technology really took hold for a lot of people, but combined, they had stumbled into somehow solving a big problem.
I let them be and wished the power wasn’t turned off right then so I could get some coffee brewing. I continued to take a survey of the bakery and what would need to be replaced, and I even tried to come up with some solutions for what could be done to better all of it and maybe turn a tragedy into a triumph in some way. With more than a stove that my father wouldn’t complain about.
As I got back to the front of the store, I found someone I wasn’t expecting to be there.
Jessica Morgan, the very reporter I was about to go looking for before a billion things about the bakery had stolen my attention away.
“Wow,” she said, looking over at the burnt-out husk of the kitchen. “Whoever did this did quite a number on the place.”
She was there with her little reporters’ pad, nosing around the damage. I guess our bakery being aflame was newsworthy for Reedville. Lots of people would have to get their morning coffee and bagels elsewhere for a while.
I wasn’t one to talk about being nosy with how I’d been acting recently.
“Do you think you could answer a few questions for me, Jean? I’m trying to do a piece on the incident.”
“That depends. Are you going to answer some questions for me?” It didn’t matter how much stuff had happened in the meantime, when my curiosity got going, I wasn’t going to stop until I was satisfied with the truth I found.
“Maybe I will. Maybe I won’t. Who knows?” She smirked. “So, is the Shepherd’s Falls Bakery going to be closing its doors for good due to this incident?”
“Unlikely. Aunt Betsy doesn’t give up that easily. It’ll take some time to put the place back together, but it will be back.”
“Good, good.”
“Now it’s my turn. Where does your brother have his fights? I wouldn’t mind seeing him in action.”
She paused. “Why do you care all of a sudden? You never struck me as an MMA fan.”
“I strongly believe in supporting the local community and people from Reedville. Maybe when the bakery reopens, we could advertise one of his events. Get him some star power going.”
This was a half-truth. I did want to support my community, and if my hunch wasn’t suggesting otherwise, I would be happy to help Mark grow his career.
Her head bounced back and forth as she thought. “He’s really unsure if he’s going to keep going. He thought it might be a good outlet for his aggression, but you know how modern MMA is. It’s more about rules and grappling than throwing fists.”
I didn’t know the first thing about modern MMA—or past MMA or any MMA—but I guessed I would take her word for it.
“You ought to ask him yourself. I can’t be playing telephone for him all the time.”
I let out a long sigh. It was an evasive answer, but it was something I expected. We were locked in a battle of wits, and I had to prep my counterattack just right.
“It’s really weird. There’s this murder case… and then an arson. All in quiet little Reedville. I’m worried about our little town sometimes.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Arson? You know it’s arson? How? I thought that the tip that reported the fire was anonymous.”
“Oh, the fire investigator was already here and has made his judgments,” I said, now blatantly lying. I had no idea if the fire was arson or an accident. The fire marshal was still poking around, trying to make the right call, with the insurance claims adjuster hovering over him making sure the fire wasn’t some nefarious plot for Aunt Betsy to get paid.
“So they think it’s arson...” She mouthed the words, barely saying them properly.
“My question is, how do you know it was an anonymous tip that reported the fire in the first place?” I was making my move to surround her in our verbal duel.
I don’t know how we had erupted into an endless chain of gotcha questions and interrogations, but it was where we were, for better or for worse.
“I called the dispatch for their report, clearly. Why am I talking to you about this anyway?” she said. “You aren’t the owner of the bakery. May I speak with Betsy Williams?”
Hmm, yes. I would take that as a victory on my behalf.
I glanced back and saw my aunt still busy with my parents and the insurance adjuster bouncing between her and the investigator. “She’s busy. Try coming tomorrow and maybe she’ll be more available then.”
Jessica let out a decidedly unfeminine grunt before turning and heading for the door, as relieved to be done with me as I was to be done with her.
The girl was making a forest of red flags erupt all around her, and I was becoming more concerned that Alvin wasn’t the one we should all be worrying about.
Which was absurd, as I had no strong proof that everything was connected somehow. Sometimes bakeries catch on fire completely unrelated to vengeful murders by spurned spouses.
Finally, Aunt Betsy was free of the pressures of people coming at her from all sides. It actually wasn’t too long after Jessica asked me to let her interview her, but I wasn’t feeling super sympathetic to Jessica and her career ambitions at that moment.
“So what’s the damage, Aunt Betsy?” I asked, leaning across the counter, which was thankfully unburnt.
My aunt let out a long breath and sat down on the counter, soundly defeated by the day’s events. And it wasn’t even noon yet. “Moneywise, we’ll come out above water after we do all the repairs, So, there’s no worries on that. But the repairs will take time, and I will have to officially furlough all the bakery’s staff.”
I gritted my teeth. That wasn’t good. While my own parents were understanding and wouldn’t care if I was unemployed for a while, I knew that the other bakery people weren’t as privileged. They needed the job to pay their rent, for their bills, and for whatever else.
Yet, what could Aunt Betsy do? She was a small businesswoman. She couldn’t afford to keep paying them when there was no money coming in.
Even if the insurance paid for the physical things, the damage would still be done to the bakery and the people who relied on it.
“What did the investigator say, Aunt Betsy? What caused the fire?”
She sat up, her face even more crestfallen than before. “Arson, Jean. It was arson. Who on earth would start a fire in my little bakery? I’m not a woman with a lot of enemies, Jean.”
She’d had some disagreements with folks here and there, but she thought she’d already dealt with the worst of it without the bakery being set ablaze.
Exhausted and apparently just wanting to fall asleep to not have to deal with the situation for a while, she fell back onto the counter. “Let’s look on the bright side. If there’s no bakery, there’s no paychecks, and there’s no way for anyone to embezzle from the bakery. It’s the small things in life that matter. Isn’t that right, Jean?”
My head was spinning. I wanted to protect Janelle. I wanted to protect my family. But it felt like everything was spinning out of control.
I flashed Aunt Betsy a smile. I was determined to do something useful today.
And that meant going from one nightmare to another.
From the burnt husk of the bakery to...
Dean.
The bakery still seemed more inviting, really.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
A fternoon at a small town police station was about as active as you’d expect.
Meaning it wasn’t active at all.
I could walk right in and not expect to wait in a line because there was never anyone in front of me.
That didn’t mean Dean wasn’t busy, of course. He was bouncing between his computer and papers, hard at work at chipping away at the bureaucracy that came with his job.
“Good afternoon, Jean,” he said as I entered. My eyes drifted around the precinct. It was empty except for the two of us. “What’s going on? Is it about the fire?”
“Sort of,” I said. “I guess Alvin has already been moved to county?”
Dean shook his head. “Alvin Carmichael was released on bail yesterday.”
“Wait, what? You can be released on bail when you’re arrested for murder?”
“Jean, I know a lot of faith has been lost in the legal system, but in America, you’re innocent until proven guilty. Alvin has been charged, and a trial date has been set, but that doesn’t mean he’s been convicted yet.”
“Still, it’s murder. I thought that would be too dangerous of a crime to let someone out on.”
“In theory, yes. But court psychologists determined he probably isn’t a risk, as the worst evaluation of his case was that his crime was one of passion, and Alvin isn’t a cold blooded killer. Also, he’s not rich enough to just shrug off the losses of the collateral he’s put up, and he’s got mostly solid connections to the community. As such, the judge didn’t see him as a flight risk.”
I guess all that made sense. Even I was having doubts whether Alvin did it, and to have his life randomly over based on an accusation that might not stick was a bit extreme.
“He has an ankle bracelet and house arrest orders. He isn’t really allowed anywhere besides his home and his dental office.”
I sat down across from Dean at his desk. “I was curious about Alvin, but that’s not really the main reason I’m here, Dean.”
“What’s up? I was going to come to ask you about the fire since I’ve gotten the word that the investigators are treating it as a potential arson.”
I let out a long breath. “I think that the bakery fire and the murder of Robert Knox are related, Dean.”
He stared at me for a time with one cocked eyebrow. It was about the reaction I had expected.
He then burst out into laughter.
I’d also expected that.
“Jean, really? What does Shepherd’s Falls Bakery have to do with what’s clearly just a passionate revenge killing?”
“It’s a hunch, Dean. You’ve had hunches before, haven’t you?”
“Yeah, but they don’t require mental gymnastics that link what might just be an accidental bakery fire to a murder. What’s next? Are you going to bring up how this is part of a revenge plot from someone who prefers the Adler bakery? Or maybe Sasquatch is involved with this one too?”
“Very, very funny. Everything secretly involves Sasquatch,” I muttered. “I’m sure of it.” I crossed my arms and pouted. “Tell me, smart guy, with that fancy computer of yours, look up who’s requested the dispatch records regarding the fire that broke out at the bakery.”
Resigned, he started clicking around, typing in search terms. “The investigator, the insurance claims person... Am I looking for someone in particular?”
“Yeah, you’re looking for Jessica Morgan.”
“Jessica Morgan? There’s no Jessica Morgan on here, Jean.”
Bingo. That was exactly what I was looking for. She knew more than she was letting on. I had felt it early on. I’d felt it before the fire. “Not so much a mental gymnast now, am I?”
His eyes narrowed my way.
“While you have that computer with the internet open, why don’t you do another search for me. Not the police databases this time, but a regular one. Look up Mark Morgan, MMA, for me.”
Dean hammered the keys quickly, proving to be quite the adept typist. “Yeah, uh, there’s a Mark Morgan here. Forty-two years old. Low level competitor, apparently busts a lot of tomato cans up in Maine. Quite an inflated record here.”
“Tomato cans?”
“Low level pro-MMA has a lot of people who keep trying despite being pretty terrible at it. Mark Morgan apparently makes his career cracking open these cans and getting the sauce all over himself. Do I need to explain further?”
I thought for a moment on the random trivia I’d just absorbed but then realized how irrelevant it was. “Forty-two? And in Maine?”
“Yeah. What’s this guy got to do with anything?”
“Amend your search. Add in Washington State. Maybe Oregon too.”
More furious typing. “Nope. It doesn’t bring up anything. If I take out MMA, it brings up some story about a Marine coming home.”
“There you go. That’s what I mean, Dean.”
“What’s what you mean? I’m not following what you’re getting at.”
“That Mark Morgan is the Mark Morgan that is Jessica’s brother. He came back home recently. Jessica’s been telling people he had his first professional fight, so there should be some evidence of that. Aren’t sports nerds all about statistics and all that?”
Dean nodded. I guess he was literate enough in the sport of MMA to know what a tomato can was, so I wasn’t telling him anything new.
“There’s something off about the two of them, Dean. I don’t know what it is, but the dots seem loosely connected. Robert did put the moves on Jessica the night he died, and Mark didn’t take too kindly to that.”
Dean reclined in his fancy office chair, seemingly searching his own thoughts for an answer. I had at least convinced him of the possibility of a connection between recent events.
“It did strike me as odd how cooperative as Alvin has been, but he has refused to admit or deny that he did anything.”
“What, he’s just refusing to plea?”
“He’s refusing to say anything about it. He’s been silent other than answering basic questions about procedural stuff. He’s been simultaneously cooperative and uncooperative in equal amounts.”
Would Alvin just admit to it? I couldn’t really say. I didn’t know him that well, but everything was pointing strongly at him, and if he pleaded guilty, he could argue a lighter sentence for not wasting as much of the court’s time.
Dean stroked his chin. “How do you think this connects to the bakery, exactly? That’s the loose end you haven’t explained yet, Jean. Why would either of them want to burn down the Shepherd’s Falls bakery?”
“Jessica knew there was an anonymous tip. She might be involved with the fire.”
“Maybe she did report the fire on her own. Maybe she wanted to keep it anonymous so she could be the first one out with the story. You know how some of those ladder-climbing career people are, always trying to play fifth dimensional chess.”
“That seems extreme. And requires her to just happen to be in the area by chance when the fire started, Dean.”
“Alright, miss smarty pants,” he said, his hands clasped behind his head. “If Jessica or Mark have something to do with the bakery fire, what’s their motive? Why would they do something like that, and how does it all connect to the death of Robert Knox?”
With a bit of grandeur, I pointed at myself. “They wanted to distract me and get me off the trail somehow, clearly.”
I didn’t like the thought. The idea that, however indirectly, I was responsible for the damage to the thing that Aunt Betsy had worked so hard on. But it was the only explanation that really made sense to me.
“That... That seems a bit self-absorbed, Jean.”
“Is it? I’ve been asking around and poking my nose into things. You think people are just going to ignore me because I don’t have a badge?”
“We’re talking about two siblings. A Marine and a reporter, Jean. They’re not criminal thugs who want to put you in cement shoes for snooping around where you shouldn’t.”
“And you should know better than to underestimate people, Dean.”
He took a long breath and ran his fingers through his hair. “Seriously, Jean, you’re diving too hard into this. Look, you need to take a break. It sucks that the bakery is going to be closed for a while, but you should use this time to stop and take a step back. Think of it as a vacation. Go do some of that self-care that’s so cool and in nowadays.”
I shook my head at him. The audacity of this guy. “I come to you with some real concerns, and you just shrug me off, Dean? How much have I done for you? How much have I helped you?”
He froze, then his shoulders slacked. “I’ll check my own way for some connections, Jean, but really. You can’t just keep pushing this. You don’t have the authority, and it’s really easy for you to end up somewhere you shouldn’t and in trouble you won’t be able to walk out of.”
“I can take care of myself, Dean,” I said, standing up, the hostilities rising between us letting me know that I was rapidly approaching that point where further talking wasn’t going to accomplish much. “We’ve been over this, and I’m tired of repeating myself.”
He grumbled. “Please. Be careful. Really. Leave the detective work to the detective.”
I grumbled in response. I didn’t need more patronizing. I had some free time on my hands, and I was going to use it in the best way possible.
My mind was awash with ideas of what to pursue next, and I was settling on one thing.
Alvin Carmichael. I never did get that root canal done, and while he wasn’t cooperative with Dean, maybe he’d be willing to be cooperative with me instead. Maybe my mother was right.
Maybe it was time to show up Dean at his own game.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
I  sat in my car, idling in the local burger joint’s parking lot, thinking things over.
Alvin was out on bail, and from what Dean had said, he was likely back to work as well. It probably worked out for him, since innocent or guilty, lawyer’s fees were a tad ridiculous, and he needed money to make his case. Setting up an appointment with him seemed like the most logical way to try to get a word with him, but there was one small problem with that idea.
My root canal was already scheduled with my normal dentist in the city, and it would seem incredibly weird just to cancel and reschedule it. Not to mention, with a trial pending, he was likely not going to be as open to taking extra patients while he tried to manage his typical load.
So, I needed another way in, and just up and approaching him didn’t exactly seem like the most productive way. Marianne, maybe?
No. That poor woman had been through too much already. It was hard to pry my mother away from her, and I believe she had suggested Marianne go stay with her sister for a while, at least as long as Alvin was in jail. Even if she was back home now, I didn’t want to involve her unless I absolutely had to.
Sipping some cola, I downed another french fry, thoroughly chewing it.
Painful lightning hit me, causing me to cry out. I felt betrayed by the french fries. I loved them. They were good french fries. Crisp, buttery yet salty goodness that happened to be in french fry form.
And they had somehow aggravated my tooth. This was a betrayal I never expected.
Rubbing my cheek, I remembered that my root canal appointment was still about a week away. Maybe the pain would be livable with some careful chewing and constant doses of aspirin, Tylenol, ibuprofen, and whatever else was lying around.
Then, it hit me. It might be the most fortunate bout of tooth pain that could ever happen to me. I flicked through my phone and found Alvin’s office number. He had done emergency dental work for me before, but would he do it again?
I hit the dial button, and after some rings, there was a pickup. “Carmichael Dentistry, how many I help you?” the feminine voice on the other end asked in a clinical tone that I could definitely sense was exhausted and overworked at the same time.
There was definitely pain in my tooth, and it was pretty bad, but I had to make my case heard. I was desperate. I didn’t think the whole emergency dentistry thing was something I could get without going into the city.
“My tooth, my tooth,” I said, a slight lisp as I held my mouth. “It’s hurting really bad.”
“Calm down, miss. It’s after hours. If it’s an emergency, you could try going into the city, or I could let Dr. Carmichael see you in the morning.”
“I need help now,” I said, making my breath ragged. “I thought Dr. Carmichael did emergency sessions if someone really needed it. I would have had a root canal if... um... he didn’t have personal issues emerge.”
“The morning, miss. I’m sorry.”
“But someone told me they got the dentist to treat them on the spot. Please, I need help. If Doctor Carmichael can see... What’s his name?” Time to sound like I didn’t know exactly what I was doing. “Mike? Mitch? Mark? It was one of those. He said that Doctor Carmichael made time for him. He cares that much.”
“Oh... I guess he did do that.” I heard some papers flipping in the background. “I’ll text you his personal cell, and then you can see if you can convince him to take you on such short notice.”
“Thank you, miss.”
I heard the chime on my phone—a text message arriving. She hung up on me soon after, obviously just wanting to head home at this point.
The precious number acquired, I dialed it. “Dr. Carmichael?” I said, “Dr. Carmichael are you there?”
“Hmm, who is this?”
I rubbed my cheek, the gnawing pain annoying, but I decided to throw on a slight lisp on top of it. “It’s Jean Williams. I was scheduled for a root canal right before you had to cancel due to personal problems. I scheduled a new appointment, but it’s suddenly gotten a whole lot worse. I need this taken care of now, Dr. Carmichael.”
“I’m sorry, Jean, it’s after office hours and...”
“I know you take patients for emergencies.”
“That was different and...”
“What, I’m not special enough? You only give certain patients special treatment? Please, I need this taken care of. I’m in a lot of pain, and I don’t know what to do.”
I mean I could think of things, but drinking myself silly to cope with tooth pain seemed like a really bad habit for me to get into. I’d rather deal with the problem directly than develop a blossoming alcohol addiction.
He grumbled on the other end. “If you need the procedure as soon as possible, it will cost you a good deal more than if you made an appointment and waited your turn.”
“I know, I know. I just want to be sure. I want this done now. I’ll pay double for it. I promise.”
“Well, I wasn’t going to charge that much, but if you’re offering...”
I’m allowed to make tactical errors, aren’t I?
Oh well. It made me seem more desperate, and he probably needed money for his legal defense fund anyway.
“Come to the office in a half hour, and I’ll be ready to take you in and take care of this root canal.”
“Thank you, Dr. Carmichael.”
The call ended and I took a long, deep breath, thinking about everything and how I was about to overpay an alleged murderer to do dental work for me.
Yet I somehow, wasn’t feeling afraid. If Alvin did do something, I had a feeling he wasn’t randomly violent. It was weird though.
I guess I’d have a fun story to tell when all of this was over.
Most importantly though, I wasn’t about to give up on finding the total truth. It was something I needed to pursue because Jessica was getting hostile toward me, and Mark, in turn, might do the same.
Alvin was at least bribable for now.
I turned on the engine to my car, ready to head in his direction and be respectively early, but then I had a moment of concern and thought of something my mother would tell me to do when I got lost up in the mountains.
Flicking through my contact list, I found the target of what was probably unnecessary worry.
Kimberly.
I typed out my message. Hey, doing something that might be stupid. If you don’t hear from me in two hours, call Dean.
With that, I shifted the car into gear and headed out. I had a dentist appointment that I didn’t dare be late for.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
J ean, what do you mean you’re doing something stupid? Jean, clarify what exactly you’re doing for me. Oh God, Jean, come on!
Her texts were relentless. My phone’s notification chime never seemed to stop going off the whole ride over, and when I finally caught up to it all, it was exactly as I expected.
Relax. It’s nothing major. Just a fringe thing. The same amount of danger as going hiking in the mountains. I just want some backup in case I do the equivalent of tumbling down the mountain.
My words failed to have the desired effect.
You are absolutely not calming me down.
Too bad, I continued with my next text, I’ll pay you back when we’re all done with this, I just need someone who won’t automatically freak out and grab Dean immediately like my Mom would.
I was running up a massive debt of things that I owed Kimberly. I’d figure out something worthy eventually, before this entered into Life Debt territory.
Turning off my car and exiting the vehicle, I kept myself psyched. Nothing would go wrong. I was partially alarmed by the presence of other vehicles, but Alvin was hardly the only businessman who called this building his home.
Or I guess his work, in this case.
I head into his office, the receptionist long gone.
“Come along now,” he called out, waving me into the back room of his office. “Let’s get started. This’ll take a bit. And I’m sure you have other things you want to do tonight, as do I.”
I nodded in affirmation, following him back to the chair. “I really do appreciate you taking me in right now. I would have hated waiting another week to get this done.”
“Most of the time, it can wait, but if you want to push it, I’m happy to help.”
I climbed into the chair, and he proceeded to get started with his pre-procedural hand washing and sterilization of implements.
“I’m actually surprised you wanted to come to me to get this work done,” he said. “I know the rumors of what my personal issues are have been getting out through the town.”
“Reedville is small; everyone finds out everything eventually.”
“Unfortunately, yes. Even if I’m found innocent, people won’t forget easily.”
“Robert was a bit of a town character. People remember him, and rumor has it you had a decent reason for doing the deed. If you did, anyway.”
“It is what it is. I can’t change that.”
“If it helps, I don’t think you did it,” I said, not being entirely truthful. “You don’t strike me as a killer.”
He mumbled in response.
“I hear you’re not really fighting it. The ‘not confirm or deny’ stance. I don’t know why though.”
Alvin remained stoic and silent, thwarting my valiant attempts at fishing for answers.
Him being quiet and not answering my questions wasn’t going to help my investigation at all. Oh well. I would just have to settle for getting the root canal out of the way.
He placed a weird mask over my face, pink and bulbous, and I was pretty sure it made me look like a pig or something. The gas from it started to flow.
“This is nitrous oxide. Laughing gas. It’ll numb you out really well so you won’t feel me poking at your tooth. It’ll give you a bit of euphoria. Laughter is not guaranteed.”
“Fine, fine, all good to me. You’re making it sound like a good time. Maybe I should ask for something harder,” I said with a devious smirk.
“You really don’t want me to use what else I’ve got here, Jean. I have some anesthesia—the kind of stuff they use to knock you out for open heart surgery. You don’t even get the euphoria. You’re just out cold and aren’t even allowed to drive for days.”
“So it’s sleep aid, then. Got it.”
“I recommend not underestimating general anesthesia. It’s something that should be treated with the utmost respect. I’ve been under it. Some of the scariest times of my life were the prospect of going under from it. It’s so incredibly easy for it to cross the line from helpful to fatal.”
“Sure, sure, I understand you. Just trying to lighten the mood.”
He grunted at the thought of doing that.
Alvin was insisting on being an utter professional about my procedure, and it made the rumors about him all the more unlikely to me. He’d probably be friendlier with me if it wasn’t such a bad time in his life.
“I’m going to need you to wait about fifteen or twenty minutes for the noxious oxide to take effect. I don’t like starting the procedure until I’m sure, as I have had some resistant patients in the past.”
He turned on an old TV in the corner of the room, as if to leave me with some sort of entertainment. It was on an auxiliary news channel, not even one of the main ones, but instead a specialty one that happened to cover things like stocks, which was boring unless you were somehow really interested in that particular subject.
I didn’t know the first thing about the stock market, but I let myself drift off into a daze as Alvin left the room to go do whatever it was that Alvin did.
It was pretty sweet, actually. I knew that the laughing gas could feel nice and put you at peace on top of numbing you, but I was ready to drift off to dreamland.
Why was I worried something might go wrong here? I should have just grabbed my phone and texted Kimberly and told her I was fine now to put her at ease.
I’d started to fumble through my phone when I heard Alvin curse in the next room, along with a distant thud that made me start giggling a little.
It couldn’t have been anything important. There were lots of minor accidents to be had, and it reminded of those early morning cartoons from decades ago that didn’t care what values they impressed on kids.
After a brief moment of reminiscing about childhood cartoons, I remembered what I was supposed to be doing in addition to getting higher on nitrous oxide. I fumbled through my phone, found my contacts, and went for it, hitting the name and quickly thumb typing: Don’t worry about it, I’m fine.
It took a moment before I realized I had made a slight mistake.
I pressed the wrong name on the contact list.
Poor Janelle had just gotten my text, and she immediately replied with: Don’t worry about what? Is something the matter? Did I do something wrong?
Now, it might have been the laughing gas. In fact, it was most definitely the laughing gas. But this cracked me up like nothing else. I was sitting there laughing hysterically at my mistake, as if it were the unified assault of a brilliant comedian, a five-star comedy movie, and someone tickling me all at the same time.
All from fat fingering the wrong name on my phone.
Yeah, definitely the laughing gas.
My gut-wrenching laughter started to fade as a figure came into view and slid the mask off of me. I thought it was Alvin, or perhaps his assistant, but then I remembered he didn’t have an assistant on hand.
No. It wasn’t someone who was involved in dentistry at all.
Jessica Morgan was there, a stern look on her face, holding the gas mask that had just been on my face.
Even through the euphoria of the laughing gas, a sense of surprise and dread combined into a chill sliding down my spine.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
“What’s going on? What are you doing here, Jessica?” The good vibes of the nitrous oxide were still with me, but I felt numb, with everything sort of spinning, and I really didn’t want to feel that way anymore.
“You stubborn little...” She gritted her teeth and shook her head. “You just don’t get the message, do you? Or maybe you’re just too dumb to realize when it’s right in your face. You are just a baker, after all.”
“Hey,” I said, still trying to shake my head. “I’ll have you know I’m a college educated English teacher, and some of the smartest people I know are bakers.”
Defending the honor of my education and the wits of Aunt Betsy weren’t the most pressing of topics, but my confused self was doing it anyway.
“If something goes up in flames, little Jean, it usually means you should reevaluate the direction you’re going in. Haven’t you read any books or watched any movies?”
“Hey,” I said again, my confused drawl making me start every sentence the same way. “The hero in all of those always keeps going despite it all.”
“This is real life, Jeanie. Things don’t work that way. People who look into things that don’t involve them have bad things happen to them.”
“Uh-huh.” I nodded. The gas was actually starting to seep into me despite her taking the source away. My focus was blurred, and I was dizzy, my thoughts getting fuzzy, but I was still just lucid enough to understand her.
Jessica’s tone, for instance, wasn’t one of sneering villainy. It wasn’t taking pride in me being where I was or anything similar. It seemed more frustrated and annoyed than anything else.
“You just don’t seem to get it. Robert Knox was a horrible man, Jean. A scumbag. The lowest of the low. He would throw a woman’s trust away the instant he got what he wanted.”
I did get all that. I was hardly a fan of his.
“Robert,” Jessica said, taking a deep breath, “preyed on any woman who looked remotely single. Sometimes, he wouldn’t take no for an answer, his relentless badgering almost making you give into him just to make him shut up.”
“Yeah, he’s persistent and stuff, but everyone always said he was like a gentleman and stuff and....”
“He was the scum of the earth, Jean. The absolute worst kind of trash humanity could aspire to be.”
That was said with anger and conviction, her words carrying power with their volume.
“You think he ever stopped? I saw him with other girls that night, if they gave him enough attention in return. I guess he was patient if he knew he would eventually get you anyway. But me, I knew a piece of garbage when I saw it. I wasn’t interested in him one bit. I told him to step off, but he insisted. Luckily, my brother was there, and all men like Robert are ultimately cowards.”
I kept lying there, facing the ceiling, looking upwards. I was trying to make sense of what was going on. Why was she here? Why was she telling me all of this? Where was Alvin?
“Persistent trash he was, he wouldn’t give up on me. I left early, but my brother wanted to hang out a bit longer. I guess Robert sensed his chance, since I wouldn’t entertain being with him willingly.”
I tried to push myself up. I wanted to look at her. I understood her words. I was sympathetic, and I didn’t like where her story was going.
“I headed home, expecting a quiet walk. But no. That wouldn’t happen. And Robert? He followed me out. I continued to throw endless profanities at him, hoping one of them would penetrate that thick head of his and he would finally get the point.”
I managed to nod at her. I didn’t like it one bit.
“No. He kept going. He started to touch me. To harass me. To tell me that my big brother wasn’t there to save me now.”
She crossed her arms, turning away from me. She wanted to share her story but not her vulnerability, as if turning away from me was going to somehow accomplish that.
“Despite me screaming no, he didn’t get it. He dragged me into the woods in spite of my futile attempts to escape him. Robert was a big guy. Strong. With muscles that made so many girls give into his charms. I was obviously no match for him in any sort of physicality. I couldn’t overpower him. I was about to resign to being at his mercy until, well...”
She took a deep breath.
“Mark was there. Mark had noticed. Mark had followed me. I was grateful for his appearance, but... Mark. Mark’s had some troubles.”
“Troubles?” I echoed.
“The service can change people for the worse. And sometimes you’re back on the battlefield. It’s kill or be killed.” She paced about the room a little longer. “He unloaded his fists onto Robert’s face. Again and again. He didn’t stop. He didn’t know mercy. He didn’t know Robert was probably knocked out after the second right hook to his face. I couldn’t stop Robert, and I definitely couldn’t stop my brother either.”
Wait. Was she... Was she saying Mark was the one who killed Robert?
“He told me to run. I wasn’t in the mindset to refuse his instructions, so I did just that.”
“Wait, why does everyone think it’s Alvin and...”
“Because justice is a lie, Jeanie. I’d hoped you’d figure that out instead of being a nosy fool.” She looked sternly at me now, fire now in her eyes. “Alvin? He must have found my brother. He must have been sympathetic and took him here to clean up his injuries after the attack on Robert. But my brother, he has issues. He can’t stop. PTSD is real and it’s powerful. It’s an illness, and I can’t let my brother be held responsible for merely wanting to do what every good brother wants to do, and that’s to protect his family.”
Jessica took a few steps closer to me.
“I won’t let Mark suffer for this. I will do anything I can if it means protecting him like he protected me.”
She stomped her foot on the floor.
“I will not let him go to jail. No matter what it takes to assure that fact.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
T  he fog in my head brought on by the nitrous oxide was starting to fade, if ever so slowly. “If... If Mark killed Robert, why didn’t you just tell the police? If you told them your story, your brother would be a hero.”
She shook her head. “I wish it was that simple. Mark is a Marine. A veteran.”
“So? You’re the journalist. That makes it even a better story. Soldier returns home, continues to defend the country from those who would do it wrong,” I said, adding an impression of some pompous anchor reading the six o’clock news.
Jessica was approaching me again, and I noticed she was still carrying the gas mask. “It wouldn’t work like that. Not with why my brother got discharged.”
“What happened? What got him kicked out?”
Another deep breath. “He almost killed one of his best friends. By accident. He freaked out and started to beat him. Left him cut up and concussed, and the Marines evaluated him and gave him a medical discharge. They thought he was too dangerous to put on the battlefield again. They said he had rage issues and that he would need to take it easy and avoid any deliberate anger. That he would need a shrink and meds for the rest of his life to manage it.”
“That... that doesn’t sound like it’d be his fault then. It’s a medical condition.”
She was shaking her head. “You can’t be that foolish, Jean. You really can’t. They’re so quick to call someone crazy, a lunatic, and a danger to society. You can’t have someone like that out and free in society. You need to lock them up. You need to keep them chained away where they never get to see their family again, like they’re nothing more than a rabid animal.”
“But... he was...”
“You think anyone would believe that? Robert Knox was a fresh-faced young man. The kind of person they love to talk up. The kind they love to worship as an angel, someone snatched away too soon. They don’t care that he was a liar and a scumbag. That he caused more emotional damage than they could ever imagine. That he likely... That he likely...” Her fists balled up.
She didn’t need to elaborate on what she was getting at. If Robert truly was the type of man to do something like what he’d tried to do to Jessica, it was incredibly likely he had done something like that before. And he might have actually succeeded at times when there was no Mark to stop him.
“I know the media, Jean. I know how they do things. They don’t care about the truth. They care about ratings or what moves papers. ‘Heroic Marine Stops Scumbag’ sells one day of papers. But a long trial of a lunatic Marine brutally murdering a small town young man in cold blood? That’s something that sells papers for weeks. Every little detail would mean a new spike in sales. Oh, someone heard him threaten to beat Robert to a pulp at the brewery that night? New evidence, a new paper selling record. People love the story of a fallen hero.”
“People don’t even think it’s him. They think it’s Alvin.”
“He shouldn’t be taking the fall for this either. No, Jean. No. No blame should be had for ending the garbage stain that was Robert Knox.”
“Someone would have found out. Eventually.”
Her fists balled up again. “No one would have found out if it weren’t for those nosy kids finding him. Just another few weeks in the wilderness would have served the scavengers well, his corpse providing more benefit to the world than his living self ever did. Then, people would just shrug and think it was tragic misadventure by an idiot, and the world would move on, a slightly better place for not having Robert Knox in it.”
Jessica’s anger was righteous to a degree, but there was something askew about it. Desperate. Scary.
“Why are you telling me about this?” My head finally started to fully see through the fog. “Why now? You can’t expect me to not tell the truth. I still believe in justice, and even if your brother is responsible, there are so many reasons why he’s more a hero than a villain.”
Her footsteps were slow and deliberate. “Oh, don’t you worry. What you believe doesn’t matter. Because at this rate, I think you’re going to have an accident just as bad as Robert’s.”
My eyes went wide looking at her, and I realized that I had been sitting through the villain’s monologue the entire time.
Instead of waiting for her to say, ‘No, Ms. Jean, I expect you to die,’ I leapt out of the chair and stumbled around, still a little woozy on the nitrous oxide, but it was not keeping me down completely.
That wooziness was all she needed to get a leg up. In a rush, she smashed a metal tin into the side of my head, throwing me down to the ground.
It honestly didn’t hurt that bad, but my sense of balance was screwed up enough that getting back up wasn’t easy.
I needed help. “Alvin! Doctor Carmichael!” I called out. “Where are you?”
Jessica was on top of me, her weight pinning me down, as she pulled something down from the chair. A different gas mask than the one used before.
“He’s not coming,” she said, the adrenaline hitting her too. “You knocked him out, you see. The gas has side effects sometimes. Maybe it doesn’t, but the truth doesn’t matter. What people hear does.”
I tried to scramble out of it, but no. I was too disoriented, and she was getting the new mask just close enough to my face that I couldn’t help but breathe in what it was spewing. The smell of it was so much more intense than the laughing gas. I was feeling it so suddenly, and the dizziness that I was feeling from it was so much more intense by the moment.
She was furious but intent. I was taking in too much of the gas to resist much longer.
Then, her expression softened.
“I’m sorry it has to be like this. I really do get that you mean well.”
“Let me up,” I grunted. My last ditch effort was to hold my breath, to not breathe through my nose, but it was feeling so very futile. Leverage, weakness, surprise— there were too many things in her favor and not enough in mine.
“I just think you’re really doing it the wrong way. I can’t let you ruin everything. I can’t let you take my brother away from me.”
Finally, I had that annoying basic need for survival—breathing. I had to take a long, deep gasp of anesthesia, and I sensed my entire form going limp.
Darkness followed, with the calmness I felt absolutely terrifying.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
M y perception of anything and everything felt like a horrible chaotic mess. I was moving. Slowly. One of my arms was outstretched, but I couldn’t really feel who was grabbing it as my entire body was still so incredibly numb.
We were outside. It was dark. I could figure that out.
Then, we stopped, and I was being propped up against a wall.
“Your purse is a dang mess. How do you find anything in here? Where on earth are your car keys?”
“My, uh, what…huh?”
“I don’t know how much of that stuff I gave you, but I probably should have taken into account moving your fat self out and into your car.”
“I ah wuh no fah…” I think I was protesting her insult, but if Jessica wasn’t there to hold me up, I’d be a useless heap on the ground.
“Finally. Come on. Or not. Whatever. It’s all on me to move you.”
A distant clinking. It was familiar. I think it was my car door lock? Why did it sound so far away? Was it the anesthesia?
Then, I fell into a heap on a seat. I was upright, my eyes trying to track the various bits of light that penetrated the night. Headlights dashing by… The yellow arches of a fast food joint…
The door was closed behind me, but even in my intoxicated state, I knew something was askew. I was pawing at the door, trying to open it.
I think all I accomplished was manually locking the door and hitting the window buttons. Which didn’t do anything at all due to the car not being on yet.
The other door opened. Common sense, which was really hard for me to keep hold of at that moment, was telling me that it was Jessica.
With the engine turning, I pawed at the controls again.
At least this time the window lowered a bit.
Before it instantly raised again because I lacked the manual dexterity to hit one button and not the other.
The car was moving, and that was the full extent of what I could say about it.
“I’m really sorry about this,” she said, her voice having almost a sobbing tone to it. “My brother has done so much for me. He’s always been there to protect me. And not just from Robert either. He’s the best sibling someone could ask for, and it infuriates me that it’s so easy for others to see him as something he’s not. He’s not a homicidal monster. He’s my brother.”
The sobbing nature of her words became more and more intense.
“I thought setting that fire at the bakery would send you a message. Maybe you’d think the mob was involved. God knows, Robert was enough of a scumbag to be in cahoots with them and definitely scummy enough to have to be taken care of.”
Did Reedville even have a mob? Did the state of Washington even have one?
It was the ravings of a worried madwoman. If she wasn’t essentially kidnapping me, I would feel more sympathetic to her words.
“You should have just taken the hint. Just... rebuild your bakery. I’m sure it’s insured and all that. That’s more important than some puddle of filth in the form of a man, isn’t it?”
Slowly, I was gaining some of my senses back. I was starting to be able to see actual shapes and things again besides random bright lights. I could feel the lock under my fingers, and the handle to the door.
We were still moving along at a decent speed, though. Opening the door and jumping out wasn’t exactly the wisest of things that I could do at the moment.
I needed to bide my time to see if I could finally get clear of this funk that was forced on me. This time, though, she probably didn’t have any nitrous oxide or anesthesia to ambush me with.
With some time passing, I deduced where we were. Midtown. Heading toward Cedar Woods—both the brewery and the actual forest itself.
I groaned.
“I guess you’re wondering what I’m going to do with you,” Jessica said, nervously tapping the steering wheel. “That’s a good question. A really good question that I wish I knew the answer to.”
That wasn’t very comforting to me. Not very comforting to me at all.
I tried to remember the exact time that I had texted Kimberly to send for help, but my memory was failing me. 7:30? 8:00? Was it somewhere in between there? The clock in my car said 9:12, but my memory was a blur. I couldn’t remember if I had managed to fix the clock since the last daylight savings time change.
I was one of those people who rarely paid it any mind. I had a phone if I wanted to see a clock.
The car drifted to a standstill, and I was wondering why before I saw the red light hanging above.
A traffic light. Finally, just what I needed. I made my move, clicking the lock and pulling the lever to open the door as soon as I was able to. It was my own car; I knew it inside and out.
“Hey, wait. What the...” It was too late. Before the profanity escaped her mouth, I was out the door and running as fast I could.
Which wasn’t very fast. It was more of a hasty shamble than a dire run. My left leg was still mostly asleep and my ability to put any weight on it at all was a miracle.
Stupid anesthesia.
Taking in the area, I saw Cedar Woods brewery proper and readjusted my route, staggering toward it.
“What are you doing? Get back in the car! Come back here!” Jessica screamed instructions I was most definitely not going to follow.
She was charging me, having the huge advantage of not being half high on anesthesia.
In a desperate rush, I pulled out my phone again and mashed numbers, hoping my manual dexterity wasn’t going to fail me.
“You will not ruin this for me!” she yelled. “You won’t send my brother to jail!”
Again, I felt like she was the one training in MMA. A double-legged takedown from behind, and she was on top of me, pulling me down and sending my phone flying. Well, that wasn’t good. I was crawling toward Cedar Woods, not making much effort, trying to drag myself with one of the potted plants, but nothing I did really made any progress in getting away from her.
Even when I wasn’t drugged silly, I wasn’t exactly a paragon of fitness. Maybe I should follow Janelle’s advice and go to the gym once in a while.
The future, though, seemed oddly irrelevant for me at that moment.
“Stop this! Stop all of this right now!” she cried out.
Her desperation was really taking hold. With no more gas, she had to resort to far more brutish methods of subduing me.
Hitting me. Striking me. Fists raining down from above I tried to cover up, but that only did so much. I hadn’t been in a fight that involved people swinging fists since back in middle school.
With every hand coming my way, it was all I could do to try to protect myself. She was going for my face with right hooks to my temple.
“Just.... Just stop! I can’t let you get away! Not like this!”
Another right hook to my temple, a clean shot, and I was spinning, my vision blurry.
She was a woman possessed. I wasn’t clear of her endgame here, and I feared she didn’t have one. She wouldn’t stop until I wasn’t moving, and it was starting to feel that if she succeed in outright killing me, she would have been just fine with that.
I tried pushing her off. I tried throwing my own right hand. I tried rolling out of it. I tried every commonsense thing, every little tactic I remembered in the grand total of three MMA, boxing, or professional wrestling fights I had watched in my life.
Nope. Drugs, lack of fitness, or whatever, Jessica had the higher ground and the weight advantage, and it was clear as day that I wasn’t getting away.
“Just... stop squirming! Stop moving! You just don’t understand!”
Her anger only increased by the second with my continued lack of compliance. I felt utterly doomed by the endless procession of blows raining down on me, every strike making me dizzier than the last.
One of them was going to knock me out, and at this rate, it felt like that would be the absolute end of everything. With how Jessica was acting, there was absolutely no clue what she would do to me next.
Then, it stopped. I stopped being hit in the face, my arms still trying to block the blows.
“What are you doing, Jess? Holy... What are you doing? Stop!” a masculine voice called out.
My head was spinning from the endless blows, but I was able to recover quicker than I thought, my vision clearing and exposing the scene to me.
“Have you gone absolutely nuts, Jess? What’s wrong with you?”
It was Mark, Jessica’s brother, the very man she was supposedly trying to protect by acting like a violent madwoman trying to beat me to death with her bare hands.
He was holding her arms, and she was fighting him to try to break away and get back to what she had been doing. Presumably, that was going to be hitting me in the face again.
“Let go of me, Mark. I need to take care of this. She’s going to get you sent to jail! I need to stop her, Mark!”
My head was still spinning, even without Jessica trying to pound it into the ground. I was dizzy, nauseous, and a bunch of other things thanks to the strange cocktail of anesthesia, nitrous oxide, and violence.
“You’re attacking someone, Jessica. You left a car in the middle of the street.” Mark was yelling back at her, his eyes narrowing toward the vehicle. “That’s not even your car, Jessica. What’s going on?”
“Mark, she’s going to turn you in. She’s going to tell about what you did to Robert! She’s going to send you to jail! I tried to scare her off, but she wouldn’t take the hint!”
Mark’s confused glare was directed at me as I desperately tried to pull myself up, my head pounding. I wished I could take a whole bottle of aspirin at that moment.
“Isn’t that... That’s Jean from the bakery?”
“She’s nosy, Mark. She kept poking around, even after I set that fire there. She won’t learn. She’s so dedicated to being a stubborn idiot.”
“You did what, Jessica? Are you insane?!” He ran his hand over his head, looking at her like she was the one with the mental issues, not him.
I heard the sound of sirens, and bouncing blue and red lights were visible in the distance.
Mark and Jessica froze. Despite their bickering, they were still siblings, which meant they could be at each other’s throats one moment and be willing to take a bullet for one another the next.
“Go,” Mark commanded, pushing Jessica forward, her stumbling back. “Go! The cops are coming.”
Jessica, eyes wide, nodded, and rushed off, finally giving up on trying to beat my head in.
“But what… That’s my car,” I mumbled, so low that I don’t think anyone could actually hear me. Jessica just climbed back in, hit the gas, and didn’t care if the lights were red or how many stop signs she had to run.
Mark helped me to my feet. “Are you okay?”
Getting to my feet didn’t seem as good an idea as I had thought it was. Verticality just sent my word spinning faster. “Not really.”
“We need to get you to a hospital. You look worse than a lot of what I’ve seen on the battlefield.”
“Uh...” I groaned, the spinning not really stopping. “Why are you helping me?”
“Why wouldn’t I help you?”
“Your sister. She said you killed Robert Knox. She was protecting you from being arrested for murder.”
“She did what now?” He looked surprised to hear this news. “She thinks I killed Robert?”
I nodded—not very vigorously, as I felt like my head would fall off my shoulders if I did so too hard.
“I didn’t. I didn’t kill him. I stopped myself. I hit him. I struck him. I beat him to an inch of his very life, but I didn’t kill him.” He took a deep breath. “I actually was proud of myself that I stopped my hands from going further. He was rough, rougher than you are, but he wasn’t dead. He got up. He started to run away. He was alive.”
“Then... Then why does she think you killed him?”
“My sister has worried about me ever since what happened in the Marines. But I’ve been getting better.”
“If it wasn’t you... How is Robert dead?”
Mark too a deep breath. “Alvin. I shouldn’t lie about anything else. Not anymore. Not if it’s going to endanger more people, like what Jessica did to you.”
“Alvin?” I said wistfully, feeling sick. Not because he had accused Alvin, but because of everything else that had happened to me recently.
“I don’t know how it happened, but it wasn’t by my hand. It happened after I was done.”
“Then, how are you involved? How is he involved?” Now, my head was partially spinning from all of the revelations.
“I helped him move the body. I didn’t think he should get trouble, knowing what a piece of garbage Robert was. He probably provoked Alvin, knowing him. It was supposed to be easy and simple. The elements and animals just... tearing Robert apart. No one would have gotten in trouble for it. As it should have been.”
It was oddly enlightening hearing it all come together. Mostly. Mark and his sister having the same idea seemed to make more sense than I’d thought.
“Come on. Let’s get an ambulance called or something. My sister did a number on you. I’m so sorry.”
Moving a bit, I proceeded to get motion sickness from it all and vomit on him a bit. The exertion of doing even that felt like it was enough to send me back off to dreamland.
“Yeah, quite the number on you. But I’m going to get help. Rest easy, Jean.”
It was the last words I heard before I passed out, and they were strangely comforting given I had thought him a murderer only moments before.
Life loved its curveballs.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
When I next woke up, I was unfortunately greeted with a continually beating headache worse than I’d had before.
Fortunately, though, there were other things to make up for it.
I was in a hospital bed, dressed in a universally unbecoming hospital gown. There was an IV in me, but only one. It was a good sign that I wasn’t being pumped up with seventeen different drugs and that something resembling normalcy was on the horizon.
The best part of waking up was one that didn’t wait for me to notice it.
“Jean!” My mother nearly tackled me, the bed rolling back slightly on its wheels as she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me super tight. “You’re awake!”
“By the way you’re squeezing the life out of me, I won’t be for long.” What was with everyone trying to squeeze the life out of me recently?
She released me and settled on a loving and motherly kiss on the forehead. “Sorry. I was just so worried about you.”
“What happened? How am I here?” I thought back to the last thing I remembered. “Mark?”
“Oh, that Mark Morgan boy? Yes. The EMTs told me he stayed with you until they got there. He started doing some basic first aid when you passed out on him.”
I let out a long breath of relief.
“You really lucked out. Apparently, Mark and his friends were heading to the brewery when they saw what was happening, and Mark ran right over to stop what was happening.”
“I’m thankful for him. I guess I’ll beg Aunt Betsy to give him free donuts for a year.” I paused. “Well, when we have a bakery to make donuts again.”
My mother laughed. “You want to pay back all your debts in donuts?”
“It’s not like I have the metaphorical dough to pay them, so yeah. I guess I’ll settle for literal dough.”
My mother smiled. “It’s looking like you didn’t hit your head too hard. Thank God, Jean. You’ve really scared us all with your recklessness.”
She leaned in, her smile widening.
“Including Dean.”
“Dean?” I said, feeling like I’d been caught with my hand in a cookie jar. Everything that had just happened was exactly what he had been worried about—that I would be involved with nebulous people without a badge or a weapon to protect me.
Mom nodded again. “Apparently, your cell phone was calling 911, and Dean was notified immediately. He got a county patrol car heading toward you, and he wasn’t far behind. Apparently, he was so fixed on screaming at people to bring an ambulance, he nearly forgot to order them to pursue Jessica.”
“Oh right. Jessica stole my car.”
“Dear, she kidnapped and beat you within an inch of your life, and you’re worried about your car?”
“I’ve grown attached, Mom. I’ve had that car ever since I came back to Reedville.”
My mom shook her head, her way of giving zero concern for my old car as long as I was safe.
“What happened to Jessica, then? Where is she?”
My mother let out a concerned sigh. She obviously wasn’t pleased with the woman who had beaten up her little girl. “She’s elsewhere in the hospital, except she’s handcuffed to her bed while you’re not.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
“She took your car on a high-speed chase through Reedville. The poor county cop could barely keep up. That isn’t the stuff they normally put up with here. But from what I hear, Jessica drove the car into a ditch, knocked herself out, and put an end to her mad rampage across our small town.”
Wild, irrational, confused, and spurned by the man she was trying to protect. Add in a ton of steel, and that’s the recipe for a car wreck.
“Pardon me for asking about stuff that clearly doesn’t matter to you, Mom, but I’m guessing this means my car isn’t doing too hot?”
“The insurance person showed up, looked at the scene, threw his arms up, yelled ‘totaled,’ and walked off to do the paperwork.”
“That bad, huh?”
“I’m honestly surprised the girl wasn’t in worse shape.” My mother paused, sneering. “Although knowing what she did, she deserves every bit of what happens to her. In fact, I’m very tempted to go to that room and see if I can add to her injuries. If you bruise up my little girl, I’ll pay you back tenfold.”
“Mom, please, I’ve heard enough overly elaborate plots for revenge recently. I could use a break.”
I half expected to look past her and see Dean standing there, as voicing such violent wishes had the seemingly magic power of summoning him behind the fantasizer.
“I’m sorry, sweetie. It just... You know how it is.”
“Yeah, I do. All too well.” Righteous anger was oddly contagious around Reedville recently.
There was a knock on the door. It was Dean, apparently deciding to wait a moment before silently appearing behind my mother and catching her in an act of creative expression through implied violence.
“Jean’s finally awake, I see.”
My mother nodded. “I don’t know if she’s ready to answer questions yet though.”
“Mom, I’m fine,” I said. “I still got a bit of a headache, but it’s not like a crushing migraine or anything like that.
“Oh. If you’re sure. I’m sure Dean would be fine with coming back in a few hours.”
“Really, I would rather get this done with and clear my mind of everything.”
“If you’re up to it, sweetie.” My mother sighed, her motherliness forever incredibly potent. “I’ll leave you two be. I could use a coffee myself.”
My mother proceeded to give me another hug—a much more restrained one—before breaking away and leaving me alone with Dean.
“What about you, Jean. Do you want some water or something?” Dean asked.
“That’d be lovely.” He immediately took off to get me just that.
I looked up at the IV and realized it was probably just something to keep me hydrated. If the clock on the wall was right, it had been about twelve hours since the nightmare that had been my evening had started. Still, getting some water into me didn’t mean I had water going down my throat, which really would have hit the spot.
Dean quickly returned with a cold bottle of water, pulled the tray over next to me, and set it down.
“My knight in shining armor.” I twisted it open and downed half of it in one gulp. Even if the IV kept me hydrated, being lush with real water taken as nature intended was an absolute relief.
“So, as much as I want to express my relief that you’re not dead, Jean, I’d like you to walk me through what happened to you leading up to this.”
I nodded. “I get it, really. You probably have a mountain of paperwork to deal with right now.”
“That I do.”
I drank another quarter of the water. “So, uh... yeah. Last night, my tooth flared up again. I was meant to get a root canal with Dr. Carmichael, but then you arrested him, and I rescheduled with my normal dentist. But waiting for an available appointment takes time, and eventually my tooth started bothering once more, so...”
“Get to the point, Jean.”
I grinned and then winced. I hadn’t actually paid any mind to my tooth the chaos began. It turns out when your life is in danger, your brain focuses on more perilous things than some comparatively minor tooth pain. “So, I asked Dr. Carmichael to take me in on an emergency visit. I’ll be honest here and admit that I wanted to question him in addition to seeing how he was doing. Seeing if I could get him to say anything about how Mark and Jessica were involved with Robert’s death, if they were at all.”
Dean crossed his arms and shook his head. “So, you were doing the exact opposite of what I asked you to do.”
“Did you really think asking me to stop would work?”
“Of course not. I’m just telling you that I’m resisting an ‘I told you so’ moment here.”
I stopped myself from pointing out that mentioning that it was an ‘I told you so’ moment was in itself an ‘I told you so’ moment and went back to my story. “I showed up, I went into his office, and he started to put me under with some nitrous oxide to prepare me for the procedure. Oh, I had texted Kimberly to come back me up in case, I don’t know, Alvin really was an axe murderer or something.”
“And despite still thinking that was a possibility, you willingly became debilitated with laughing gas?”
“Calm down, Dean. I was like, ninety-nine percent sure that Alvin wasn’t wantonly violent or anything.”
Dean let out an exasperated sigh. “It just seems like you have a death wish sometimes.”
“I don’t. I’m just... unlucky. But anyway, Alvin goes off. Apparently, the laughing gas takes time to properly kick in, and I guess he had his own business to take care of. As I waited, I texted Janelle by mistake when I was going to tell Kimberly not to worry about me after all.”
“So the one safety net you did have you were going to go and cut down?”
“I didn’t want to worry Kimberly, Dean. Are you going to keep interrupting me?”
He threw his hands up. “Sorry.”
“So yeah. I heard a thump in the distance. I remember thinking it was weird, but everything was too funny for me at the time to think anything of it.” I paused and then looked toward Dean with concern. “Oh. Oh no. Is Alvin okay? I think Jessica attacked him!”
“What, now you want me to interrupt you?”
“It’s okay if I’m the one asking you the question. Yeesh.”
Dean shrugged. “Seems like a double standard to me, but Alvin is fine. Just a lump on the head. I think Jessica attacked him with a printer or something. He was worried sick about you, actually. When he came to, you were gone, and he was calling me at like two in the morning and spilling everything he knew because he was convinced Jessica was going to kill you and hide your body in the forest just like Robert’s.”
“I think he thought right. It’s just that Jessica’s plan fell apart.” It was mind blowing to think how close I had been to becoming the topic of tomorrow’s six o’clock news. “Anyway, Jessica comes in and basically confesses everything to me. At least her version of things. That uh... Robert tried to uh... force himself on her.”
Dean’s expression turned solemn. “I had my suspicions that Robert might resort to such things, but I can’t arrest someone just because I think they might do a crime eventually.”
“Her brother intervened, thankfully. Then, he started beating the ever-loving daylights out of Robert. Jessica was terrified and ran away at Mark’s request. She was convinced Mark had done the deed, due to his military past and his supposed anger issues.”
Dean grunted. “I don’t see why they needed to hide him. Even if his response was too over the top, that sounds like something a jury would be very sympathetic to.”
“Jessica thought differently. She’s a reporter, and I guess she’s jaded and thought the story would be about psycho Marine rather than a hero standing up for his sister.”
Again, Dean grunted, nodding along. He’d been around the block. Even if nothing too dire happened in Reedville all that often, he kept himself informed, especially about nearby cities where dire things did happen. It was all too easy for a city problem to become a Reedville problem if a fugitive tried to make his home here.
“She also confessed to me that she had started the bakery fire. She thought that it would somehow scare me off from looking into the case or turn my attention away or whatever else. You and I both know that wasn’t going to work.”
“If it worked, we wouldn’t be in a hospital room right now.”
“And we also wouldn’t know the whole story about who was responsible for Robert’s murder.”
“That’s how it might be, but I’ll take you being safe and me being in the dark over you risking your life for the truth.”
Him and his stupid sentimentality. I almost preferred expecting him to horribly embarrass me.
I continued my telling of the night’s events. “Before the laughing gas wore off, she attacked me with real anesthesia, and that really put me under. She then carried me out my car, stole my keys, and was driving me off somewhere. I think the forest? She said she didn’t even know what she was going to do, but I didn’t want to take any chances. When I was aware enough and the car was stopped, I tried to take off. Very slowly. Anesthesia, it turns out, is very good at making you unable to feel important things—like your legs when walking.”
“It seems like the way you’re describing it, she didn’t apply it right. Enough anesthesia and you should have been out for hours.”
“I was fighting her when she was trying to put me under, and she’s a reporter, not any sort of medical professional. So, I guess, yeah, just enough to put me out for like ten minutes, but I still felt like crap for a while. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to run away from her when I got out of the car, so that’s why I pulled out my phone and dialed 911. She tackled me before I could talk to the dispatcher though.”
“You’re lucky. The dispatcher is legally required to record an open line to listen for background noise, just for things like this. Along with Kimberly panickily calling me, help was on the way even if Mark hadn’t showed up.”
I nodded in agreement. “I don’t think I had too much longer, though, so I’m mighty thankful. She was angry, flailing at me, and I was still mostly out of it. She was going to literally pound my head into the pavement until there was nothing left.”
“You really do look rough, but your mother passed along that the doctors don’t expect anything permanent. Just don’t get into any savage life-or-death fist fights for a while.”
“I’ll try, but you know me,” I said. “Mark pulled her off. They screamed at one another. They heard the sirens, and he told her to run. So she did. With my car. Which apparently she totaled.”
“Sorry, Jean. That’s just how it happens sometimes.”
“Yeah, well, just like the bakery, I should have insurance. A reporter melting down and stealing my car should be covered.”
Dean looked over his notes. “Well, that pretty much fills in the holes in the story for me. I can put forth a pretty decisive chain of events with all that.”
“Have you already talked to Jessica?”
He flipped through some pages in his notebook. “Yeah. She seemed defeated. Didn’t really deny much, especially when I pointed out that we’ve got a whole lot of what she said on a recording.”
“Huh?” I raised an eyebrow. “What? How?”
“The dispatcher, Jean. I told you, it records and tracks any 911 call as long as it’s active. During that time, she pretty much yelled that she burned the bakery and was attacking you, spelling out her motive. It couldn’t be more open and shut unless we literally had 4K HD video of the whole thing.”
“I’m guessing when I get my phone back it’ll be covered in potted plant soil?”
“Oh, don’t worry, we’ll clean it off nicely for you, princess.”
“Why, thank you, my loyal subject.”
He made a very blasé fake bow before me. “You are welcome, princess.”
I sipped my water, now taking care not to be rid of all it so quickly, as my previous guzzling had depleted it so quickly. “So, what’s she looking at?”
“Jessica? Hoo boy. Let’s see. One count of assault for attacking Alvin. Another for attacking you initially, one for kidnapping, oh, and grand theft auto of course. She left your car sitting for a bit, so that’s another charge for obstructing traffic. Then, there was beating on you so hard that we can add attempted murder to the list. When she ran off, she was speeding and driving recklessly, so that’s two more.”
“That’s... That’s quite the rap sheet.”
“Yeah. Before last night, the only thing on her record was a parking ticket from six years ago.”
“Wait, what about her starting the fire at the bakery?”
“Oh, right,” Dean said, deflated. “I guess I forgot one of her million charges. And I guess that’s a pretty major one too.”
Ugh. I hated the idea that I was responsible for the damage to Aunt Betsy’s bakery, even in an indirect way. If it wasn’t for me, she’d be happily making strudels for the town. Just another boring day in Reedville.
Boring was becoming less derogatory of a word as I got older, that much was for sure.
I reclined back in my bed. Hashing everything out with Dean was actually helping my headache a good deal. Sure, my face was still sore, but it’s the little victories you have to celebrate sometimes. “What about Mark?”
“He’s in custody too, for now, but I think it’s only a matter of just questioning him. I’m feeling that the worst thing he did was try to help Alvin, and while that’s illegal, everything I’m hearing about Robert is making me sympathetic to the Morgan siblings’ plight.”
“I always thought he was just overt and wouldn’t take no for an answer. But, like, not take no for an answer in that way.”
Dean stroked his chin, massaging the slight stubble that was there from his hectic past hours. It honestly looked good on him. “If I could tell what everyone was capable of with a brief meet and greet, my job would be a lot easier.”
“So... what exactly happened with Mark? And Alvin? How did Robert die? Mark thinks Alvin did it, but outside of some generic ‘blunt trauma,’ we don’t really seem to have any idea how it happened.”
“Correction, Jean. We didn’t. We do know now. I pieced it together from both of their stories.”
“Then let’s hear it, smart guy,” I said, crossing my arms, ready to hear him tell a story for a change.
“Gladly.” He cleared his throat. “So, I’ll pick up from what I’m sure you know. Mark goes nuts on Robert. Beats him senseless. Stops himself and lets Robert walk away.”
“More restraint that you’d expect from a PTSD-affected Marine. I guess that’s why he’s proud of himself.”
“Yeah, it turns out Mark is also sympathetic, even to his enemies. He walks away from Robert, but I guess he’s worried that he may have beat him too hard. So, he hangs out in the shadows and uses some Marine training to tail him. He says he was going to leave as soon as Robert got out of the forest.”
“He never got out of the forest?”
“No. By Mark’s guess, he was trying to go back to Cedar Woods for whatever reason. Being a beaten bloody husk wasn’t exactly conducive to picking up another girl, but maybe it was the only way Robert knew out.”
“I mean, you’d think, but we keep learning new awful stuff about Robert. Looking like he just got out of a boxing match with Mike Tyson and immediately looking for his next conquest is right up his alley.”
“We’ll never know, because right as he got back to the trail outside the brewery, that’s where he ran into Alvin.”
“Hoo boy,” I said, knowing this was where it was going to get messy.
“Robert goaded Alvin. Taunted him. I guess he was angry and all pumped up on adrenaline from the whooping Mark had given him, so he decided to pick on the meek dentist. Alvin, not being in the best mindset himself, heads into the forest, responding to Robert’s taunts. Alvin claims he kept most of his cool. He mostly just kept yelling at Robert to never come near his wife again or else.”
“Ah, the dreaded ‘or else.’”
“It’s powerful, ain’t it? Anyway, Robert doesn’t get the message. Not one bit. Apparently, he is so confident he can beat this meek dentist into a bloodier pulp than Mark beat him, he starts trying to push Alvin to throw the first punch, giving him a free shot.”
“And Mark was just watching all this?”
“To Mark’s credit, he claimed he would have stepped in if a fight did actually break out, but, uh...”
“No fight actually happened?”
“Not one punch thrown. So, Robert keeps poking Alvin. Says he knows Marianne is pregnant. Starts calling Alvin a bunch of nasty things, saying he’s going to raise another man’s child, and he’s just going to take it because he’s that pathetic. That he’s not a real man. That he couldn’t even get Marianne pregnant himself. All of the greatest toxic hits we know and love.”
“They only have one well, and they know how to go back to it until it’s good and dry.”
“I’m not sure what caused Alvin to finally snap. Maybe it was the implication that Alvin should just leave Marianne with a real man like Robert, or maybe it was just the straw that broke the camel’s back. But Alvin finally got physical.”
“Wait. You said that he didn’t throw any punches.”
“He didn’t. Alvin just did the shove. He pushed Robert, making him stagger back a step, which was actually impressive given their size difference. But you know how the forests are around here, Jean. The floors are jagged messes of roots, rocks, and fallen logs. There’s hardly a clearing in sight unless a human steps in and makes one happen. But out in the trees, if you trip and fall, you aren’t just going to fall flat. As for Robert, he staggered back over a tree root and caved his own skull in over a big rock.”
My eyes went wide. Well, that did seem to fit the pictures Dean had shown me at the station.
“Alvin was as shocked as we all were, and he started to panic. Mark reveals himself and tries to calm Alvin down. From what I gather, his success was sort of mixed at best. Mark confessed to me that he helped move the body. He was of the same mind as Jessica. He knew what kind of man Robert was and how much he deserved everything he had coming to him, and that Alvin’s role in it was sort of minor.”
“It sounds like an accident more than anything else.”
“Sorry, Jean, but in the eyes of the law, shoving someone with hostile intent is, to the letter of the law, assault. And if you kill someone while assaulting them, it’s some level of murder. Probably manslaughter, more correctly.”
“Right.” It was odd, but I almost agreed with the siblings. Robert was an utter scumbag to his dying breath.
“Mark has the whole plan of carrying Robert deeper into the forest, thinking it’ll be blamed on a bear or just Robert tripping up his own stupid self. Alvin goes along with it, of course. He’s in shock, and he doesn’t want to be blamed for something he didn’t even set out to intentionally do.”
“It really just seems like an accident, but I guess I’m not the lawman.”
“That’s where the rest of what you probably already know happens. Alvin gets Marianne, takes her home, and proceeds to have ‘emergency’ dentistry with Mark. He had noticed the busted-up knuckles Mark had from slamming them into Robert’s face, so he applied what first aid he could to try to minimize the look of a bare-knuckle thrashing.”
I thought back to Mark’s hands during the farmer’s market. “He didn’t do too hot a job.”
“Well, Alvin’s a dentist. He’s not really trained in caring for flesh wounds and the like. The most he could probably do is wash Mark’s hands in a sterile manner and apply some gauze. Pretty basic first aid stuff. Maybe he thought he could do more, but that’s how it went. Mark still had bruised hands, so that’s why I assume he and Jessica created the whole MMA fight fiction. Although I’d never seen an MMA fighter with such battered hands as he had. Those guys wear gloves for a reason, even if they’re not as large and padded as boxing gloves are.”
“So, he walks around town with busted fists and gets people asking too many questions, and this eventually leads to last night.”
What a mess of a story. I couldn’t feel a sense of justice about it, but at least no one would be wrongfully blamed. I could take solace in that, at least.
Dean stood up and stretched himself out. From the looks of it, he hadn’t slept all night, and here I was, hogging the bed all to myself.
It wasn’t like I would remotely share such a thing with a guy like him. I’d gotten hit in the head a few times, but not enough to think that was a good idea just yet.
“Of course, my sympathy for Jessica runs out when she starts trying to murder to cover up murder. Robert? I get it. You, Jean? Nosiness isn’t a crime that should ever be worthy of the death penalty.”
“Excuse me, I like to think of it as more of a community watch thing.”
“Think whatever you want, but I’m pleading this time for your mother, for Kimberly, for everyone else who remotely cares about you—take a break. You did good, but you don’t have to solve every problem the town has ever had.”
“Or maybe you just don’t want me to show you up.”
“Jean, really?”
“Oh, I guess it’s not that. I’m pretty sure anyway.”
He turned to finally leave me, stopping for a moment to leave one last parting jab. “Because seriously, girl, if you keep this up, I think I might well be out of a job.”
“They’ll always need someone to give out parking tickets. Don’t you worry, Dean.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
T  hey kept me in the hospital for about three days, which surprised me, but my mother insisted I stick around until the doctor gave the all clear.
Moms are going to mom.
I guess it was the combination of adrenaline, bruises and cuts, and whatever weird combination of anesthetics Jessica had forced on me. From how I understood it, she was pumping it on full blast at me for quite some time, but she didn’t really apply it right. I didn’t really understand all the technical stuff. Even if it was medical technical stuff, it seemed like magic to me.
It wasn’t all that bad, honestly. My mother regularly smuggled me some non-hospital food and also brought me my laptop. Hospital Wi-Fi wasn’t exactly great for those who weren’t using it for work purposes, but it was enough to get a stream running or browse the internet for a bit.
And the visits. Yikes, the visits.
Janelle, Aunt Betsy, and Kimberly all came by and chilled with me for a bit. While making the most of waiting for the bakery to be rebuilt, they wasted their time passing the days with me, and I really appreciated it.
Even though all of them had their own ways to poke fun at my scars and bruises.
To me, it was just a blaring reminder that Dean wasn’t lying when he said so many people were worried about me and my random murder would make them very sad.
Making people I loved miserable was totally not cool, so I guessed I should take Dean more seriously in the future.
All in all, it was like a vacation of sorts. A very weird vacation, but a vacation nonetheless.
When I left the hospital, I was finally reunited with my phone, once it had been fully combed for evidence. It was very shiny and clean, more so than when I last threw it into a potted plant. With how it looked, I expected it was Dean cleaning it up as a joke more than official protocol.
A clean phone. What a hilarious joke.
I wished he’d tell more jokes like that.
Strolling around my backyard, taking in the fresh air, I finally got back to dealing with life as I knew it—answering phone calls, texts, and voicemails.
Maybe I should have gotten into another life-or-death brawl instead.
Before I could really sink into the ennui of the blandness of it all, I was greeted with an incoming call. A video chat call. Ooh, fancy.
Seeing who it was, I answered without any hesitation.
“Oh my... Oh. I had heard you’d gotten into a bit of a fight, but I didn’t think you’d lose this bad, Jean.”
“In my defense, she cheated by drugging me beforehand. I’m pretty sure that’s illegal by the rules of most modern combat sports.”
Cleo smiled. Behind her was her hostel room, which honestly looked pretty cozy and nice for the cheapest accommodation option available to her. I was totally jealous, even if my own personal bed was probably way bigger than what she was sleeping on at the moment.
“You know, Jean, I have a whole lot of makeup tips I could give you to deal with, uh, your temporary imperfections.”
“Uh-huh. Of course you do.”
“You just need a good foundation, and then...”
“I’m not going to obsess over it right now. I don’t think I’m ready to spend a half hour in front of the mirror every morning. I’ll just carry my scars and bruises as my dedication to truth, justice, and the American way.”
“Or getting punched in the face.”
“If that’s the American way, I guess.”
“Anyway, I’m sorry I took so long to call you. I heard about what happened, but you know how it is with the time zones and being halfway across the world.”
“It’s fine. Lots of people kept me company, and ultimately, I guess I’m just glad that I got out without a concussion.”
“Just... that face.”
“My face will heal, Cleo. I assure you, it’s fine.”
“Well, yeah, but if I get back and you aren’t looking as good as you should be, I’m totally putting you through the makeup gauntlet.”
“Thanks, Cleo. I can always count on you to help with the trivial things.”
She winked and pointed at me. “You know it, girl.”
I found my way to the chair in the backyard and collapsed into a comfortable recline. “So, how about on your end? How has the ‘art’ tour been? And more importantly, the Italian food?”
“Oh, it’s been good. Real good. Authentic Italian food made by Italians is so different from what we think Italian food is, Jean.”
“I’m totally jealous. Like, super jealous.”
“It’s good, but American Italian food is good too. It’s sort of a ‘variety is the spice of life’ thing, really. Although I’ll never get how little authentic Italian food uses tomatoes. I thought they were all about that.”
“Cleo, tomatoes are a New World thing. Italy, Rome, whatever else, existed for thousands of years before they knew tomatoes existed. They had to have eaten before that, so they have plenty of things to make without tomatoes.”
“I guess. It’s just wild to think about. No pizza. No spaghetti. No lasagna.”
“They had all those things. They just made them without tomato sauce.”
“That’s... That’s just wild.”
I was hardly a culinary historian, but I wanted to try all these authentic tomato-free Italian dishes, and I loved me some tomatoes. At least Cleo was appreciating that they were still absolutely delicious despite their tomato sauce deficiency.
“Enough about me, girl,” she said, leaning forward. “Let’s hear about you. Let’s hear about how you got those battle scars you’re sporting.”
“So, they’re battle scars now?”
“Battle scars that I will totally help you cover up in time.”
“What would I do without you, Cleo?” I let out a long breath. “It’s been rough. Really. So much has happened, and it’s a slew of nonsense.”
I filled her in on all the details. She must have heard the broad strokes from somewhere else, but all the stuff about Robert Knox and the kind of utter piece of trash that he was, the burning of the bakery, the attempted cover up, and the affair gone wrong was covered. Every little bit of the storm.
“Wow... That just sounds endlessly chaotic.”
“The thing is, I don’t even feel good about learning the truth.”
“Everyone feels like a victim here, really. Jessica’s anger feels justified, and Mark is right there with her. Alvin was the one cheated on, and even Marianne… Cheaters deserve a kick in the head, but I can’t help but sympathize with her.”
“I haven’t heard from her in a while. I’m hoping to check in on her, and maybe she’s doing better.”
“With her husband accused of murder?”
“That’ll teach me for daring to hope.”
“Everyone involved seems to shoulder some blame, too. If Alvin had remembered to show his wife his love, maybe she wouldn’t have wandered. If Marianne had tried harder on her end, maybe the fire would have still been there. Mark perhaps should have gone right to Dean about Robert, and Jessica shouldn’t have gone to such great lengths to hide what Mark did. And maybe just talk to her brother about it? That would have definitely helped.”
“What, are we writing Robert off as a victim here?”
“For being the dead guy in all this, I can’t help but think, uh... he kinda deserved it, Jean. The things he did are things never done in isolation. There’s a reason people rushed to conspire to cover up his murder. Like, yeah, vigilante justice is wrong and all, but I don’t think anyone besides Robert Knox’s mother is going to be shedding tears for him.”
Death really was the ultimate punishment. Even those who felt that justice should potentially take someone’s life usually felt that the evildoer should at least have killed someone to earn such a punishment.
Robert didn’t, yet there was still no sympathy for him. It was so odd what our brains thought was right and what was wrong.
“Then again,” Cleo continued, still in the waxing philosophical mood, “Betsy didn’t do anything to deserve having her bakery burned like that. Nor did you to have your car and face totaled.”
“Oh, come on, my face isn’t totaled. I’ll heal. My poor car will not.”
“Fair. You can buy a new car sooner than your face will heal though.”
“Can we please stop talking about my face, Cleo?”
She grimaced at my outburst. “Uh.... sorry.”
“Anyway, the horrific crime Aunt Betsy did was employing me, and my horrific crime was looking into things I didn’t belong in.”
“Those aren’t crimes at all, though.”
“Mistakes is the better term, but it’s why the fire happened and why I look like this.”
“Are you really second guessing what you’ve done for Reedville and its community, Jean? Don’t. Really. Don’t you ever think what you’re doing is wrong.”
“Worrying everyone sick about me is wrong. Breaking and entering and trespassing are also wrong. Maybe I really should just leave all of this to Dean.”
“Stop it. Stop beating yourself up. Maybe you should be more careful, but never doubt yourself for helping people. Don’t change a thing about yourself, Jean, just because those who would do wrong say so.”
I had to smile. She was talking me up like I was Reedville’s Batman, just without the gravelly voice or master martial arts skills. I wasn’t that important. I was just a little helper, and that’s what I would remain.
“Thanks, Cleo. You really help keep my head on straight sometimes.”
“It’s what I’m here for. Keeping your head on straight and giving periodic life-risking bad advice, some of which are both in the same sentence.”
We chatted a little longer with her wanting the gossip on everything and what the future of the bakery held, and mostly what it did was make me miss her.
She’d be home soon enough, and it was now a race between my face healing or forced hour-long makeup sessions where she’d help me cover it all up.
When the call ended, the ennui of the day finally returned to me, and I continued to dig through my backlog of messages.
Some of the calls and texts were from Chris, who I had barely thought of in the grand scheme things. He was someone I had met during a speed dating event, something to encourage me to get out and meet someone.
I figured the best way to be polite about everything was to give him a call back.
Just a voicemail though. I wasn’t really feeling up to explaining my battle scars to him, as Cleo had called them.
“Jean? I didn’t expect to hear from you. I had written you off as another ghosting case.”
“Hey there, Chris,” I said, finding a seat outside and reclining in it. “Sorry. I’ve been caught up in things, and then, uh, I lost my phone for a few days.”
“Oh. Good to hear you’re just not pulling a disappearing act.”
“No, I figure I owed you some nonsense excuse if I wanted to cut you off.”
“What, like you were too busy because you were like, hot on the trail of solving some bigtime murder case or something absurd like that?”
I bit my lip. “Well, no, I wouldn’t lie to you and tell you that.” Why would I lie about such a thing when that’s pretty much exactly what happened?
“I wanted to ask you about what’s been going on. The way you sound, it’s been very exciting and exasperating for you. I’m kinda jealous since it’s been the same ol’, same ol’ for me.”
“Believe me, you don’t need to be jealous. There’s a reason why ‘may you live in interesting times’ is considered a curse.”
“Still, it sounds interesting. How about me and you catch up over dinner for it? My treat.”
There were few quicker ways to my heart than the promise of free food, and yet I couldn’t help but hesitate, my mind drifting off to somewhere else.
The fire that I sought with Chris still wasn’t there. I was sure a dinner with him would be enjoyable, but I guess my mind was on another man.
“I’m really sorry, but I’m thinking it’s not going to work out right now. Not, uh, romantically anyway. I appreciate the offer though, I really do.” Turning down free food just felt wrong.
“Well, then,” he said. There was part of me that thought he was about to call me a bunch unflattering things, revealing his true colors, as had happened far too many times when I’d turned guys down in the past. Guys who had a whole lot in common with Robert. “It’s cool. If you don’t think it’s gonna work right now, then it’s not going to work right now. You’ve got my number, so you can call me if things do change and you think it might work out after all.”
“Thanks, Chris.” I let out a sigh of relief that he wasn’t a creep and was seemingly a decent human being.
Man, was the bar that low?
“I do hear you get around. Uh... I mean, not in that way. Like, gossip. Maybe if you hear a good tip about real estate that could be advantageous to a certain someone’s career, you could pass it on.”
I smirked. “I’ll be sure to let you know if I hear something useful.”
“Talk to you later then, Jean. I hope whatever’s been bugging you hasn’t been driving you too crazy.”
“You too, Chris.”
The call ended, and I was left with my thoughts about what I was to do next. And thoughts of the man I had just turned Chris down for.
I contemplated just doing an outright phone call and putting him on the spot, but I relented because I was still unsure of it all.
Hey, do you want to go get some dinner some time? Catch up on things that are less, uh, gruesome? It’ll definitely be a date this time, and not a maybe date. Not like what we had at Cedar Woods.
I hovered over the send button for quite some time. Was I really ready to even try to forgive Dean and move on? It had been over fifteen years at this point.
With great willpower, I pressed the button and sent the message. Immediately, anxiety flared up, making me really worried that I had made some sort of horrible mistake.
Whatever his response was going to be, it wasn’t going to be instant. Maybe he was busy right now, or maybe he had to think it over as hard as I did.
I lay there a little longer and was starting to realize that since I was furloughed from the bakery and was basically being told to take it easy and nothing else, I was just incredibly bored.
Lunch time was coming up, though. Mom was home, working on catching up on some lost sleep debt, but Dad was at work today. I figured I could do something to bring a smile to his face easily enough, and Dad always had time to talk at work.
Besides, I was only a bit roughed up and not feeling that ‘taking it easy’ should be lying prone for three weeks.
Out for three days, I was more than ready to and catch up with the world around me.





CHAPTER THIRTY
M y Dad was literally the best cook I knew. Sure, he wasn’t a professional, but he didn’t need to be. He put some of the fanciest restaurants in town to shame.
Or at least I thought so, anyway. He wasn’t exactly going to go on Iron Chef to prove his culinary mastery, so he would have to settle for my undying love and appreciation for his cooking as a consolation prize.
Even then, he enjoyed what he called delicious garbage ever so often. The finest cuisine you could buy for under five dollars and prepared in less than five minutes.
Fast food.
Ten chicken nuggets and a double cheeseburger, a small fry, and a small orange soda. The preferred order of kings, or I guess just my Dad.
Unfortunately, I didn’t beat the lunch rush and was now waiting in line. I had hoped to ambush my Dad with surprise food, but I had to relent and text him to wait so we wouldn’t have a pile of food that would go to waste.
“Jean? Jean, is that you?”
I turned around in line to see who was waiting behind me.
“Marianne?”
She nodded. She looked a lot better than when I last saw her, but that wasn’t a hard metric to clear given how depressed and stressed out she was then.
“It’s so good to see you again, Marianne.”
This time, she was smiling and gave me a light hug. “I want to thank you, Jean.”
“For what?”
“I know what you’ve been doing. Alvin does too. It’s good karma, and it’s a shame what happened to you for trying to do the right thing.”
“Thanks, but what about Alvin? How is he doing?”
She went a bit more solemn. “It’s been rough, but everything is going to be fine. Alvin’s got a plea deal going that looks good.”
“Plea deal? So he’s admitting to his part?”
Marianne nodded. “He originally didn’t want to get the Morgan siblings involved. He felt they were blameless.”
It figured. More trouble from people trying to do justice themselves. “From what I understand, on that night, they mostly were.” Jessica didn’t try to burn down the bakery and cave my skull in until afterwards, of course.
“Robert... Robert very clearly provoked what happened to him. What Alvin did was wrong, yes, but it was very clearly a crime of passion, a circumstance that won’t easily replicate itself. His record is also pristine of any violent crimes in his past, or any crimes period, disregarding a traffic ticket here or there.” Everyone had issues with traffic tickets. No matter how much of a saint you were, you would have issues with traffic tickets. “Given that, a harsh punishment for Alvin would be detrimental for him, for me, and for the community as a whole.”
He was the only dentist in Reedville, and without him, everyone would have a longer journey to maintain good dental hygiene. The entire town was probably relieved that he wasn’t getting the book thrown at him.
“What’s he getting then? He can’t just be getting off scot free. Even if Robert deserved it, our system doesn’t work that way.”
“House arrest. Two years. Community service. Basically, he gets to do dental work at a clinic for the homeless and in prison for a few months, as well. It’s something Alvin could be convinced to do anyway, if you pulled on his sympathies enough.”
I shrugged. “I guess that works out.” Marianne and I took a step forward in line, me looking up and wondering what was taking so long. Maybe a fryer was on the fritz.
“Alvin is grateful to you too, by the way, even if he did get second-degree manslaughter on his record. He was petrified when he heard that you might have been killed due to how he was handling everything.”
“He’s welcome. I don’t want anyone to suffer for something they don’t deserve. It doesn’t sit well with me.”
“And yet, you’re a baker instead of a detective yourself?”
“No, no, I’m not cut out for any sort of police work.” I waved her off, but I wasn’t being sarcastic. There were a lot of aspects to Dean’s job that were not so glorious and I did not want to deal with. “So, uh... If it’s not too personal of me asking, what about you? And Alvin? And your potential third?”
She again smiled softly. “All of this sort of reminded us of how much we care for one another. I deeply regret giving into Robert’s charms, and he’s working on forgiving me for that. It takes time, though.”
Knowing what I knew about Robert now, maybe it was for the best that Marianne gave into him voluntarily, knowing what a monster he could be if he didn’t get his way.
“I’m working on making it up to him. I’ll treat him like a king during his house arrest, and he’ll treat me like the queen the mother of his child should be. It’ll be tough, yes, but it’s us, Jean. Not everything is a fairytale. You work for the ones you love—and the ones you will love.”
It was an odd yet genuine declaration of love. Not something you’d ever see on a Valentine’s card, but it was definitely something I felt like I could get behind.
“If he’s treating you like a queen, why are you the one in line for burgers?” I asked with a smirk, not really meaning it with any sort of venom.
“Well, it’s partially that house arrest thing, and partially because I wanted to surprise him with something nice for his lunch break.”
I suddenly felt incredibly unoriginal.
“It’s the little things that show someone you love them, Jean. Never forget that. Alvin and I did and looked at what happened.”
“That sounds a bit extreme, but I get your point.”
We shared a laugh as the line finally started to move. Hopefully, they would work it out, and hopefully their kid would grow up loved by both of its parents in the same house. Even if they didn’t, something tells me both Alvin and Marianne would try their hardest to be good parents, nonetheless.
Getting my Dad’s food and a little something for myself, I headed toward the library and walked up the ramp, only to be pulled away from my task as food deliverywoman once again.
“Jean!” someone called out.
Kari was apparently choosing to take the stairs instead of the ramp and proceeded to cut me off with a friendly hug.
“So glad to see you’re okay.” She reeled back and looked at my face. “Glad to see that you’re mostly okay, anyway.”
“Bruises and cuts will heal,” I said. “It doesn’t even hurt that much to smile anymore.”
As long as I remembered to take my aspirin regularly.
“I can’t believe what that girl did,” she said, releasing me from her grasp. “So close to where I was too. If I would have seen it, I would have been right over there stomping her head and seeing how she liked it.”
“Not your fault, but thanks for the support, I guess.”
“I also can’t believe what that... man... did. Cheating on me made him scum, yes, but from what I hear, he was, like, ultra scum. Turbo scum. I don’t have enough proper adjectives to describe him scum.”
Letting out a deep breath, I nodded in agreement. “I guess you can be thankful that your relationship with Robert didn’t work out after all, eh?”
“Oh yeah. Bullet dodged. Thinking back, I should have seen the parade of red flags that he brought with him, but hindsight is always twenty-twenty. He got what was coming to him, at least, even though it took the scenic route to get there.”
They didn’t make the route scenic enough, really. If they did, none of this probably would have happened. “What brings you to the library anyway? You’ve never struck me as the bookish type.”
She raised her other hand, filled with four DVD cases. “They rent these too now.”
“Actual discs? How archaic.”
“Hey, my dad still uses his DVD player. And maybe once in a while there’s a movie I don’t want to subscribe to a whole new service for.”
“Fair point.”
“I need to get these errands done. I told Daniel I’d take over his shift early for him. Has a hot date.”
“And that hot date is with whom?”
“Kimberly. Your friend? I thought she would have told you.”
“I’ve been in the hospital the past few days.”
“Oh right.” She shrugged. “But yeah. He said it took him a bit, but she finally relented.”
“That sounds like Kimberly. She has about as much self-esteem as Reedville has cruise ships.”
“It’s happening, finally.”
“You might want to advise Daniel to ease into the obsessive love and adoration. He doesn’t want to go and scare Kimberly off after he’s gotten her this far.”
“Oh yes, he’s taking it easy. Some girls take some time to realize how beautiful they are, if at least in the eyes of the person who loves them.”
I realized I was holding my and my Dad’s lunch and sadly noted I had to end our little conversation. I held up the bag. “I’ve got a delivery to complete. I’ll catch up with you later, Kari.”
She nodded. “Take care of yourself, Jean. Try not to pick fights unless you can win them straight up.”
Given I wasn’t much of a fighter, I’d just have to settle for never picking any sort of fight. Not all of us wanted to wear combat boots like Kari did.
I headed into the library and up to the counter. The place was silent, as libraries tended to be when they weren’t in college towns. The only thing scheduled was a late afternoon reading for children, and until then, the population probably wouldn’t rise above a half dozen or so.
“You’re late,” he said with a solemn look on his face, as if he were really angry with me, before immediately shifting back to a smile. Just like moms are gonna mom, dads are going to dad.
I went behind the counter to talk and eat lunch with him, doling out his meal and his soda, all of it still fairly hot. Except for the sodas. I carried them in separate hands for a reason.
“Ho ho,” he said, unwrapping his burger. “I do enjoy that you know me so very well.”
“Mom’s asleep, and I’m bored, so you get the doting on.”
“Yay for me, then.” We kept our voices down so as to not distract anyone else in the library. We had become really quite good at perfectly controlling the volume of our speech, loud enough to understand but quiet enough to keep it between us.
We set our food down and set to work, but between us, he dropped one of the local papers—the Reedville Review. The first thing that caught my eye was on the sidebar showing the sullen, makeup free and defeated-looking face of Jessica Morgan.
“Your story is front page news, Jean.”
“Of course it is. What else happens in Reedville? It’ll be the front page news until they can’t milk it for news anymore.”
Maybe Jessica was more right about the news than I thought. I guess she had succeeded in getting the blame off her brother, but at a cost that neither of them probably wanted to pay.
I read over the paper. It was still sensationalizing everything, going over the long list of charges Dean had already shared with me, and playing Jessica up as savage, twisted, demented girl in a small town. It barely even mentioned Robert or what Robert had tried to do to her.
“If I didn’t know any better,” my Dad said in between nugget munches, “I’d say whoever is writing these articles had a grudge against poor Jessica. You did say she was a reporter, didn’t you?”
“Someone just casually cheering her misfortune, you think?”
“Maybe. Most people aren’t that petty, Dad.” While he had his favorites, I was enjoying a chicken BLT sandwich. Which also had cheese on it for some reason, and at that point, I was starting to question the whole acronym as a name for the sandwich thing. “I guess you’ve been keeping on top of the news the past few days?”
“I can’t deny I’m attracted to something interesting happening for a change. I can only read about the world’s biggest pumpkin so many times before it gets boring.”
“There was the Sasquatch thing. And the whole Adler bakery thing too, though.”
“Well, I guess. It just feels like nothing ever happens, and if you think about it, that’s what really matters, don’t you think?”
I skimmed over the article. Nothing surprising, but I guess one detail stopped getting printed in the day-to-day updates. “Have they said anything about Mark Morgan? Jessica’s brother. He saved me from her, but this article doesn’t really say anything about him.”
“Hmm? Oh, yeah. They interviewed him yesterday. Very remorseful for his part, but legally, he didn’t do much, really. Given his lack of pre-existing record—and the victim’s pre-death provocations—the county DA won’t be charging him with anything higher than a misdemeanor.”
Of course. Stopping Robert from doing what he did and being super cooperative goes really far. Jessica thought ‘psycho murder Marine’ would be a spectacle, but ‘Marine kind of moves a corpse a bit’ hardly registers as interesting.
“The good news,” my father continued, “is that Jessica Morgan’s guilty plea to the arson behind the bakery will help Betsy get the insurance money she needs to rebuild. Not to mention, her status in the community has people willing to step in and cut her deals.”
Shepherd’s Falls Bakery’s commitment to being a wonderful place to indulge in a sweet tooth had finally paid off. Aunt Betsy was becoming a bit of a local celebrity herself.
“The bad news is,” my father said, taking in a deep breath, “if I know my sister, giving her money and a license to be creative is not something you want to do.”
“She did want to rebuild it and make it even better than before. Do all the stuff she did before and maybe do a test kitchen for new things to sell without really cutting into the existing profits.”
“You and I both know Betsy can be eccentric.”
“Is it really eccentric to try to work out a deal with the local butcher and maybe use our bread and their meat to do some local hoagies?”
“That’s fine. I’m talking about her other ideas... The ones where she combines flavors until you can’t recognize them. You do know when she first opened the bakery, I had to talk her down from cinnamon rolls, but with chocolate glaze, walnuts, little chocolate candies, little fruit candies, and cream cheese icing. And all of this deep fried. She said it would be the bakery’s signature offering.”
I stared at him. “I can’t tell if that would be good or awful.”
He put on a haughty face. “As an experienced chef, I’ll have you know that sounds like utter chaos and tooth rot made into a single object that could only be described as food under the loosest of definitions.”
Why did he have to use the term tooth rot? Right on the last bite of my BLT-but-not-really, it and his word reminded me that despite my multiple dentists’ office visits and hospitals, I still hadn’t gotten my root canal done.
Life was pain sometimes.
I was just going to go to Alvin or my Ellensburg dentist, whichever had an opening first.
“You okay there, sweetie?” my dad asked as I winced.
“I will be,” I said, taking my phone out.
There was a text notification there. I opened it.
“Are you sure? You suddenly look very pale.”
Dean had replied to my text. Finally.
It was a date.
“Really, I’m fine. Just... uh... nervous.”
“Are you finally going to try to date that Dean boy again?”
I shot him a look.
“That’s a yes, then. Your mom will be overjoyed.”
I shook my head in bemusement. “I swear, she’s more concerned with my dating life than I am.”
Just another quiet day in Reedville.



I hope you enjoyed reading this book!
Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries:
CLICK HERE
You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook



    
Note from the author: THANK YOU!
And Please, Please Leave A Review
Thank you so much for reading my books!
I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!
If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review.
An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.
Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.
Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
    





SNEAK PEAK: INNOCENT IN LAS VEGAS
Click Here to Download Innocent in Las Vegas FREE
Chapter One
Despite the bags under her eyes and the ankle monitor, Sophia Becker looked gorgeous.
“Tiffany!” She flashed a phony smile and embraced me in a warm hug. Her voice contained trace amounts of anxiety and relief, and her blue eyes couldn’t disguise her stress. “I’m so glad you came!”
I shrugged nonchalantly. I didn’t want her to get her hopes up, or to think our relationship had changed. “I was told it wouldn’t hurt to listen.”
“Well, thank you for coming.”
I walked into the mansion behind her, my low-heeled sandals making a clicking noise against the white marble floor. Her place smelled expensive, like a Vanilla-Bergamot scented candle, and was so clean and tidy that I wondered just how many staff she employed.
When we reached the far side of the living room, Sophia slid gracefully into a wooden chair, and crossed her long, tan legs. She was wearing a short black miniskirt and a designer tank top, and her ankle monitor flashed silently. “Did Richard fill you in?”
I shook my head no. “He told me you were looking for a PI, but I didn’t get any details.” I perched gingerly on an antique armchair worth more than my entire month’s salary. In my casual Bermuda shorts and t-shirt, I felt a little out of place in this glamorous room. “But I don’t really see what a PI can do for you at this stage.”
Sophia flipped her long blond hair from one side of her face to the other, and her elegant diamond drop earrings shimmered in the light. She gave me a pained look. “I’m innocent. Don’t you believe that?”
“That’s what they all say. And even if you are, it’s hard to argue against the evidence.”
“It was planted.”
I sighed. “Sophia, they found the gun in your nightstand. Literally. A. Smoking. Gun.”
She stared at me for a second through narrowed eyes, and then she leaned back in her chair and relaxed. “Do you think I’m stupid?”
I shook my head. I didn’t even have to think about that one. Sophia was anything but stupid.
She was beautiful, friendly and witty—and she’d put those qualities to good use by becoming a stripper. She was also ruthless and ambitious, and that was probably how she managed to make Ethan Becker, owner of the Riverbelle Casino, fall in love with her.
Thanks to Ethan’s wealth, Sophia’s stripping days had been put behind her as soon as they got engaged, and the wedding was exclusive and ostentatious. Judging from the massive rocks she wore, and the Lake Las Vegas mansion I was sitting in right now, Sophia’s marital life had been one great big fairy tale.
Until three months ago, when her husband was murdered.
“Then why,” she said, “does everyone think I’m dumb enough to wipe down a murder weapon and put it back in my nightstand?”
“Maybe you didn’t think anyone would look?” Sophia looked at me cynically and I went on, “Someone would have to break in to plant the gun in your bedroom. You never reported a break-in.”
“I couldn’t tell from the lock. There are good lockpicks, you know.”
I looked at her doubtfully. “And what do you want me to do?”
“Find out what the police overlooked.”
“What makes you think they overlooked anything?”
“Oh, please. The instant they found that gun, they stopped their entire investigation and acted like I’d admitted to killing Ethan. Meanwhile, the guy who murdered my husband is walking free.”
I took a moment to reflect. Did I really think Sophia had killed Ethan? It was hard to tell—all through our high school years she’d been a good actress, manipulating people to get her way. She’d been the pretty, popular cheerleader who’d spread mean rumors behind your back and teased you about your weight, your hair and your unfashionable old clothes. I hadn’t been too fond of her back then, and I wasn’t sure what she was capable of now.
As though she’d read my mind, Sophia said, “Why would I kill my husband? I had a great life, and I’d be stupid to risk all that.”
“I don’t know. What if I find things that make you look even more guilty? You know I’ll have to tell the cops.”
Sophia nodded. “Of course.”
I thought about all the reasons I didn’t want to take on this case. “Why me? Why not someone else?”
“It’s a great first case.”
I loved the way she didn’t answer me directly. I wasn’t even fully accredited, and she wanted me to look into something so serious. “How’d you find me, anyway?”
“Ed Hastings recommended you.”
Ed was my supervising detective. He’d certified to the Nevada Board of Private Investigators that I wasn’t mentally unstable or criminally inclined, and once a month I did ten hours of supervised work for him—mostly boring surveillance jobs. My one year of supervised work was almost up, and I was grateful to Ed for the recommendation, even if I wasn’t too keen on working for Sophia.
“Richard Small did a background check,” Sophia continued, “and then he contacted you.”
I tried my best not to smirk. Richard might be a successful defense attorney, but I wondered how he’d gotten through high school with such an unfortunate name. He’d probably survived his name the same way I’d survived mine.
My mother, in an uncharacteristic fit of inspiration, had named me Tiffany. Tiffany Black.
My name might’ve seemed normal in a regular small town, but here in Vegas, Tiffany was a popular stage name for strippers. Which meant that almost every day of my short twenty-eight-year-old life I’d heard someone, usually a rat-eyed creep with bad breath, coo out a variation of the romantic phrase, “You’ve got a stripper name, do you really like poles?”
Having a stripper name meant that I went out of my way not to look like a stripper. That involved having unruly, untamable brown hair; carrying a layer of cushioning fat around my waistline; and wearing more clothes than all the girls in Vegas combined.
I said, “No one else will take the job, will they?”
Sophia glanced away and I leaned back triumphantly. Of course she wouldn’t voluntarily want to employ a no-name, not-quite-accredited PI like myself if she had better options. She’d hired one of the best defense attorneys in the state, and she could afford any PI—if they’d just agree to work for her.
“It’s really simple work—” she began, but I interrupted her.
“No, it’s not, and you know it. No one messes with the casino owners.”
“I am a casino owner,” she said. “At least I will be, if you can help me get off on these charges. Then you’ll have an easy time getting jobs.”
“If. And that’s a big if.”
We looked at each other silently. Jobs here were dependent on the casinos, and nobody wanted to get on the wrong side of the powerful few who controlled an entire state’s economy.
“Please, Tiff.” Sophia looked at me with sad eyes. “I need you to help me out. I’m in a terrible place, and if you won’t help, I don’t know what to do.”
Her eyes brimmed with tears and I looked away. Crap. I felt like I was kicking a puppy. Despite whatever she’d done when we were younger, the woman was living a nightmare now, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.
I glanced at my watch and stood up quickly. “I should go. I’m late.”
Sophia sniffed. “Please, tell me you’ll consider this?”
I looked at her carefully. She’d always been an expert manipulator and I hated the thought of being pushed into doing something I didn’t want to do. But her face was pinched, and I could almost smell the doom surrounding her.
“I’ll think about it,” I said. “It could be a great opportunity for someone.” To shoot themselves in the foot.
Sophia nodded, and showed me out silently.





CHAPTER TWO
V egas drivers are the worst in the world. Not me, of course. But everyone else.
As I drove east along the Las Vegas Beltway, I had to stifle my urge to make rude hand gestures and lean on the horn. I hadn’t been lying about being late, and I was grateful Sophia hadn’t asked what I was late for. She probably already knew.
I stopped at my apartment, a tiny one-bedroom place I’d managed to buy right after the market crashed, and changed. I could drive to work, but the best thing about my place is that it’s only a short walk to work.
The Strip is a nightmare to drive down at night—all it takes is one mesmerized tourist staring at the lights to cause a pileup. The late-evening breeze made it cool enough to walk, even in the middle of the scorching summer, and I told myself I was getting some much-needed exercise.
As soon as I entered the casino pit, the loudness hit me: all the colors, noises and lights that epitomized Sin City. Walking into the madness felt like meeting an old friend—a boisterous old friend who annoys you at first, but grows on you.
I tapped out the day-shift dealer, clapped my hands to show that they were empty, and smiled around the table. “Are you guys having a good time?”
I genuinely cared about how the men felt. My tips depended upon it. Two of them smiled in a vague, noncommittal way, but one took my question seriously.
“Stupid blackjack,” he said. “The other dealer was ripping me off. I hope you’re here to improve my bloody luck.”
He looked at me suspiciously, as though I might have a secret nefarious motive for being there. I smiled and motioned to the waitress. “Looks like you need a refill on that drink.”
He grunted distrustfully and I started dealing. I knew the man well. He was one of the regulars at any table, Mr. Here For The Money. His real name varied but he was always the same person—rude, surly and generous with the F-bombs. Inevitably he always lost and it was always the ‘effing casino’s fault,’ which meant ‘no tip for the stupid dealer.’
At least none of my other regulars were there: Mr. Body Odor, Mr. Perving On Every Woman Around, and Mr. Cigar Man.
I focused on the cards and pretty soon Mr. Here For The Money busted out, threw a hissy fit, and left the table to do God knows what. His place was quickly taken by three frat boys, who all thought they were giving Don Juan a run for his money: “Whatchya doing after work?”, “You wanna show us around Vegas?” (wink wink) and of course, “Met a stripper named Tiffany yesterday, that wasn’t you in a wig, was it?”
I tell myself every day that I don’t hate my job. It doesn’t pay as much as stripping or being a cocktail waitress, but I get to wear more clothes, don’t get perved on as much, and never get groped. But there’s a reason I’m trying to leave the madness of the casino pit to become a private investigator, and it was a relief when I got a tap on my shoulder, indicating that it was time for my break.
I headed into the break room and checked my voicemail. There was a strange message from my grandmother, and I told myself I’d call her back tomorrow. I was expecting Sophia to have left me a message reminding me to think about things, but she was clearly giving me some space.
I felt like I was being chicken, that if I were braver I would just jump straight into the work. But that would be foolhardy—no other PI would touch the case for a reason: clearly there was no chance of wrapping it up successfully. A failed high-profile case would be damaging for any established PI’s reputation and fatal for any newbie’s career.
I didn’t like Sophia much but she was convincing in her declarations of innocence. Part of the reason I’d chosen to try to be a PI was so I could help people, and Sophia was desperately in need of help. Plus, I knew she’d be willing to pay me an exorbitant amount of money to do the investigating.
All through the night I watched people wager on games biased in the house’s favor. And yet, players frequently walked away with much more than they lost. The Vegas adage, “You gotta play to win,” was true.
By the time my shift ended, I’d managed to convince myself that I needed to take on Sophia’s case. It was a gamble that had the potential to pay off well, so I sent Sophia a quick text.
If I had known at that time I would be risking my life for the case, I would have talked myself out of taking it. In retrospect, I wonder why I didn’t realize that a person who had already committed one murder would stop at nothing to prevent further evidence from being unearthed.





CHAPTER THREE
T  he next morning I found myself back at Sophia’s mansion. She looked pleased to see me; there was a hopefulness in her eyes that was heartbreaking and made me want to drop the case just so I wouldn’t have to disappoint her.
But I didn’t. Instead, I handed her a standard retainer agreement and watched her initial it and sign on the dotted line. As soon as she’d finished with the contract, Sophia brought out some tea for herself and some chocolate cupcakes for me. For a few long minutes, all I could think about was how chocolate cupcakes make life so much better.
I paused my cupcake demolishing long enough to say, “What do I need to know? Who do I talk to?”
Sophia sipped her tea gracefully. “Neil Durant. My brother-in-law. He was the chief suspect before they found that gun; he’s probably the one who killed Ethan.”
I recalled what I’d learned in my pre-meeting online research. Ethan Becker had been driving home on a Saturday night at around one a.m. and had pulled over to the side of the road. At that hour, on a deserted suburban street, nobody was around. Someone had shot him and the crime was only discovered by an early-morning jogger at five a.m.
“Whaffuzzushayet?” I asked.
Sophia gave me a funny look and I swallowed quickly. “What makes you say that?”
“Night of the murder, Ethan and Neil went to dinner at a restaurant near the Strip. Neil lives nearby and he would’ve taken the same route home. But even though he and Ethan left at the same time, Neil got home two hours later and has no alibi for those two hours. He says he took a winding road home—yeah, right!”
I stopped my feral gobbling for a moment. “So what you’re saying is, Neil should’ve discovered the car and called the police?”
“Doesn’t that make sense? He claims he took a roundabout byroad, but why would you do that when you’re going home, tired after a dinner?”
“That’s a little suspicious, but it’s not really proof.”
“His wife, Thelma—Ethan’s sister—claims Neil got home at three and they spent the rest of the night together.”
“But why would he kill Ethan? Did they have a problem or something?”
Sophia looked at the floor. For the first time, I noticed the sadness in her eyes. “I’m not sure, but I know they argued a lot. A few days before the murder, they had a big fight about something. Ethan wasn’t happy with some of Neil’s ideas for the casino. I mean, it’s not like Neil had any casino background or anything—he used to be an underwear model.”
“You didn’t do any work for the casino?”
“I didn’t bother. Ethan, his sister Thelma, and Neil were all board members, but not me. People already thought I was a gold digger.”
“But weren’t you?”
Sophia laughed, refusing to take offense. I’d only asked her what most people thought but never said aloud. “I was a stripper,” she said, “and Ethan Becker asked me to marry him. How could I not say yes?”
I loved the way her mouth formed words but didn’t really answer the question. “Did Ethan leave you much in the will?”
“It’s split between me and his son, Leo. Of course, Thelma is going after me with a civil case. And if I lose that, Leo and Thelma divvy up my share.”
“Who owns the casino?”
“After their dad passed away, Thelma got forty percent of the casino shares and Ethan got fifty-five percent. The other five percent are owned by family friends and early investors. At this stage, Leo gets half of his dad’s casino shares and some cash. I get the other half of Ethan’s shares, and some other assets. If Thelma wins her case, Leo probably gets the casino shares I have, and Thelma gets the other assets Ethan left me.”
“Thelma and Ethan—were they close?”
“I guess, in a way.” Sophia shrugged. “She wasn’t too fond of me, which I understand, but it still hurt and I was hoping we’d become friends. But now, none of the family will talk to me.”
“And Leo? He’s got motive, with all that inheritance money.”
“Maybe my judgment’s been compromised, but I don’t think Leo could do that to his dad. I just can’t see him…” She shook her head. “Anyway, he has an excellent alibi. Night of the murder, he was partying till dawn with fifty of his friends.”
“How old is Leo?”
“Twenty-one. He’s a student at UNLV. Here.” She handed me a piece of paper. “It’s a list of names, relationships and contact details for everyone you should talk to.”
I ran my eyes down the list. Thelma Durant, sister. Neil Durant, brother-in-law. Leo Becker, son. I paused. “Vanessa Conigliani, ex-wife?”
“Ethan’s first wife. They split ten years ago. Leo’s mom.”
I nodded. “Is there anyone else I should talk to, other than family? Who else is on the casino board? This might be related to Ethan’s work.”
Sophia looked up a contact on her phone and wrote down a name. Steven Macarthur, manager. “He’s on the board,” she said, “but he was on the casino floor the entire night, watching a group of blackjack players. He’s recorded on camera for literally every second of that night. And besides, he and Ethan got along really well. Ethan adored him, thought he could do no wrong.”
“Four people on the board?”
“The fifth was Laura Schumaker, but she’s the corporate lawyer and isn’t involved in the business.”
“Anything else I should know?”
Sophia shook her head. “Not that I can think of. But I should tell you, Neil never liked me and we never got along. He was always saying unkind things about me behind my back, and I’ve always thought he’s one of those good-looking bullshitters that’s faking their way into places.”
It takes one to know one. I finished my cupcake slowly, savoring the rich chocolaty goodness, and wondered if Sophia was judging Neil too harshly through the lens of her own prejudice. I was sure his arriving home late on the night of the murder was just a coincidence, and I wondered where else I could begin my investigation.





CHAPTER FOUR
By the time I left Sophia’s house, I’d decided to talk to Neil another day. I was going to talk to Leo Becker first. Motivewise, he had the most to gain, and people had committed crimes for far less than the millions of dollars Ethan had left his son. Leo did have a great alibi, but still…
I glanced at the address Sophia had given me and headed west.
CLICK HERE TO CONTINUE READING…
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