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 A murdered senior citizen. A dirty fight to claim the deceased’s assets. Can a small town bakery owner ask the right questions to reveal the real killer? 
 
    
When Meghan’s most troublesome customer loses a relative, she’s torn between doing the right thing or minding her own business.

As she discovers that the murdered victim left a mark, both good and bad, on several people in Sandy Bay, it becomes obvious that her demise might be outside the realm of the ordinary. This leaves her with an equal measure of dread and awe.

Could the real motive behind the murder be linked to the deceased’s alleged wealth... or something much more sinister?

The police can’t investigate a murder when there’s no evidence...

Death follows life...

With everyone dismissing the death of the senior citizen as a result of old age, can Meghan separate assumptions from facts and solve this murder mystery? 
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   M eghan smiled sleepily as she awoke to the sound of birds chirping outside of her open bedroom windows. She sighed, inhaling the sweet, floral scent of the honey locust growing just below her second story apartment, thrilled that winter had finally ended and spring was making its first appearances in Sandy Bay, her adopted hometown in the Pacific Northwest. 
 
      
 
    Still enjoying the sounds of the morning, Meghan snuggled further beneath her comforter. She reached over and picked up Fiesta and Siesta, her tiny twin dogs, and piled them both on her chest. “Good morning, babies,” Meghan murmured as she gave them each a kiss on the forehead. “It’s finally the weekend. Your mama only works a few hours this morning, so perhaps we will go for a little walk on the beach later.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan giggled as Siesta licked her on the nose. Fiesta followed suit, and Meghan scratched her behind the ears. She inhaled, and caught the smell of fresh muffins coming from the bakery downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “It smells like Trudy is off to a great start this morning,” she said aloud, picturing her trusted middle-aged employee, Trudy, dressed in her apron and preparing the muffins. “She is such a rockstar on the morning shifts.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan took another deep breath, detecting a hint of lavender as she closed her eyes. “I hope she is making the lemon-lavender muffins today. Those have been selling out like crazy.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan lounged for a few more minutes, and then, as she heard Pamela, a local teenager she had hired a few months ago, greet Trudy downstairs, she peeled herself out of bed. She gathered her long, dark hair into a high ponytail and slipped into a pair of green cargo pants. She tied her apron on over her outfit and quickly surveyed herself in the mirror as she walked to her door. Meghan preferred a natural look; she typically did not wear a lot of makeup, and she smiled at her reflection as she passed the mirror. 
 
      
 
    At twenty-eight, Meghan felt more beautiful than ever, inside and out; she had raven-colored hair that fell down her back in soft waves, a light smattering of coffee-colored freckles across her small nose, and enormous dark eyes with long lashes. She was also the founder and owner of Truly Sweet, a bakery that had quickly gained popularity in its first year of business, and she was proud of the hard work that had turned the bakery into a massive success. Meghan also had a serious relationship with Jack, a detective, and she fell in love with him more and more every day. She had a good relationship with her family, who lived in Texas, and she had developed several meaningful, close friendships in Sandy Bay. 
 
      
 
    Everything had been falling in place for Meghan, and she was happier than ever. It would soon be her one-year anniversary of moving to Sandy Bay, and she was hoping to throw a party to celebrate. She had been weighing the idea for several weeks, and she was ready to share it with Trudy and Pamela.  After brushing her teeth and applying a thin layer of lip gloss, Meghan walked downstairs and into the kitchen, excited to tell her employees about the party.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” Meghan greeted them as she tucked a loose strand of dark hair back into her ponytail. “I have something I would like to share with you today!” 
 
      
 
    Pamela turned to Meghan, her nose wrinkled in disgust. She held out her phone to show Meghan the screen. “Does it have anything to do with this?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan peered at Pamela’s phone. It was opened to the bakery’s Instagram page. “Why are you showing me the Instagram page, Pamela? I told you that I liked the last few pictures you posted.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela shook her head. “Look closer. I’m in the private messaging section.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan squinted. “It’s a message about a funeral service,” she gasped. “They want to know if Truly Sweet sells coffins and provides funeral services.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded. “We’ve gotten five messages from different accounts this morning,” she explained, her face filled with confusion. “When I message the accounts back, they vanish off of social media. It seems like a prank.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy stepped forward, her arms crossed over her chest. “The same thing has been happening with our Facebook page,” she told Meghan. “It’s the strangest thing; we’ve been getting message after message about the bakery offering funeral services.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her bottom lip, feeling deflated. She had wanted to bring up the idea for the party, but now, it was evident that this issue needed to take priority over the celebration. 
 
      
 
    “What should we do, Meghan? Should we ask Jack to check this out?” Pamela asked earnestly. “He’s a detective. He can track down whoever is pranking us.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “It doesn’t seem like an emergency,” she patiently said. “But, I will give Jack a call. This is starting to feel like harassment, especially if it is coming from two forms of social media.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan pulled her phone out of her pocket and gasped as she unlocked the main screen. A chain of emails popped up, each with the subject line FUNERAL SERVICES. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Trudy asked, peering over Meghan’s shoulder. “Oh no! It’s the same thing. Why are people asking us for funeral services? We are a bakery.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s eyes grew wide. “I’m creeped out, Meghan,” she told her boss. “Call Jack right now!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan paused for a moment, trying to make sense of the emails and messages. “Do you think someone is pulling an April Fool’s Day prank?” she asked her employees. “I know it’s a week past April Fool’s, but what if…?” 
 
      
 
    Trudy pursed her lips. “I don’t think so,” she answered. “In Sandy Bay, no one really takes April Fool’s Day seriously; I know they do some silly activities at the high school, but no one takes it too far.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Pamela agreed. “A couple of my friends left balloons and silly string in a locker, but no one would be rude to businesses in town. That would be so dumb.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan cleared her phone screen and began dialing Jack’s number, eager to hear his opinion on the matter. “Ugh, it went straight to Jack’s voicemail. I’ll have to call him later.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy put her hands on her hips. “Well, we have about fifteen orders of muffins to fill before you are off for the afternoon,” she informed Meghan. “Why don’t we get started? Pamela and I will keep an eye on the social media pages for now, and you can pass along the word to Jack when you get ahold of him.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds good,” Meghan agreed as she stepped over to the sink to wash her hands. 
 
      
 
    The three ladies baked two batches of muffins, trying to forget about the strange inquiries they had received. When the little silver bells attached to the front door chimed, Meghan sent Pamela out front. “Our first customer of the morning,” Meghan said cheerfully as she shooed Pamela into the dining room. “Go wait on them, Pamela.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela returned a moment later, her face pale and her hands shaking. “What is the matter?” Meghan asked, seeing the shock on her face. 
 
      
 
    “It’s an old man,” Pamela stammered. “And he asked if we sell coffins.” 
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   T he next afternoon, Meghan accompanied her friend, Karen Denton, to the fruit market. The weather was beautiful, and Meghan was delighted that some of the vendors had moved their stands outside. Meghan wore her favorite sunglasses, enjoying the warm air. 
 
      
 
    “It was so strange,” Meghan explained as she browsed through a display of peaches. “I went out into the dining room to see what was going on, and the old man was just as confused as I was. He couldn’t remember who had told him, but he swore that he had heard that Truly Sweet was doing funerals.” 
 
      
 
    Karen raised an eyebrow. “That is utterly strange, Meghan. The entire situation is strange.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I haven’t received any other communications about funerals since the man came into the bakery yesterday. Jack told me that it was probably just a prank, and that we shouldn’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    Karen shook her head. “What a silly prank to pull,” she scoffed as she examined a plum. “In my seventy-three years, I have never heard of something so ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled, as she did every time Karen reminded her of her age. At seventy-three years old, Karen had more energy than anyone Meghan knew, and she was in excellent shape. Karen frequently ran marathons, lifted weights, and was arguably the healthiest person in Sandy Bay. 
 
      
 
    “This is what I have been looking for!” Karen exclaimed as she held up a bright green apple from a straw bin. “I have a new juicer at home, and I’ve been dreaming of an apple-Carle smoothie.” 
 
      
 
    “A juicer, huh?” Meghan asked. “Is it hard to use?” 
 
      
 
    Karen shook her head as she gathered ten apples into her paper sack. “Not at all; the fellow at the store told me it would only take a few minutes to make as much juice as you could ever want.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan licked her lips, imagining fresh fruits and healthy ingredients to make delicious smoothies. She wondered if the bakery could sell smoothies; they already sold coffee and tea, and perhaps smoothies would appeal to a new demographic of customers. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan cringed as she accidentally walked right into Sally Sheridan, one of Sandy Bay’s oldest and grumpiest residents. The contents of Mrs. Sheridan’s purse spilled, and Meghan dove to collect the items. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Sheridan,” Meghan apologized as she gathered Mrs. Sheridan’s things. “I didn’t see you.” 
 
      
 
    “You are so clumsy, Meghan Truman,” Mrs. Sheridan cackled as Meghan gave her back the purse. “I was standing right in front of you, and you walked right into me. I don’t know how you manage to be such a clumsy girl.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “I don’t know either, Mrs. Sheridan. It’s something I am working on,” she admitted. “I hope you are having a good afternoon otherwise? This weather is so pleasant.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s too hot for my taste,” she grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “But you said this winter was too cold,” Karen replied playfully. “Aren’t you happy that the sun came out?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s too bright,” Mrs. Sheridan declared. “It’s either too hot, or too cold. Never just right.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is ever just right for you, Sally Sheridan,” Karen muttered under her breath as Meghan jabbed her in the ribs with her elbow. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Mrs. Sheridan squawked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Karen said as Meghan gave her a look. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I must be going. I am off to see my Auntie at the nursing home,” Mrs. Sheridan informed them. 
 
      
 
    Meghan and Karen’s jaws dropped in unison. “Your Auntie?” Meghan asked. “You have an Auntie?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan narrowed her eyes. “Yes? She’s my dad’s sister, and she lives at the nursing home on Apple Street.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan tried to regain her composure, but she was shocked that Mrs. Sheridan, whom she believed to be the oldest woman in Sandy Bay, could have an Auntie. 
 
      
 
    “We have spectacular genes in my family,” Mrs. Sheridan stated. “My Auntie is nearly one hundred years old. I hope to live to that age myself.” 
 
      
 
    “And I am sure you will,” Meghan politely offered as Mrs. Sheridan smiled. “What is your Auntie’s name?” 
 
      
 
    “Lucy,” Mrs. Sheridan said. “Lucy Hudson. She was a teacher for over fifty years in Sandy Bay. Karen, I’m sure you knew her.” 
 
      
 
    “I did know Mrs. Hudson,” Karen confirmed. “I was her student. I didn’t realize she was your aunt, or that she was still…. around.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean alive,” Mrs. Sheridan giggled. “She is alive and well. You should stop by and visit her sometime; I am sure that she would love it. Anyway, I am off to the fish market for some tilapia. Meghan, I might drop by tomorrow for some muffins. I think Auntie would like some.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds great,” Meghan said as she waved goodbye. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh,” Karen shuddered as Mrs. Sheridan hobbled away on her cane. “I didn’t realize Lucy Hudson and Sally Sheridan were related, but now that I do know, it makes complete sense.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
      
 
    Karen shook her head. “If you think Mrs. Sheridan is a crotchety old lady, you should meet her Auntie,” Karen explained. “Lucy Hudson was the meanest teacher I ever had. She would yell and scream at her students, and if you were naughty, she would lock you up in a closet behind her classroom door.” 
 
      
 
    “That can’t be true,” Meghan said. “You must be teasing me.” 
 
      
 
    Karen’s face paled. “I promise, I am not teasing,” she whispered. “Once, Mrs. Hudson caught me chewing gum in class, and she dragged me by my collar to the closet. I had to stay in there all day.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s eyes widened. “There is no way,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Karen nodded. “She was terrible, but all of us were too scared to tell our parents. After she retired, she and her husband lived in a mansion in Helvetia Hills; he was an investment banker, and they had a bunch of money. He died twenty years ago, so they must have put her in the nursing home then…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan could tell that Karen was upset. “I can’t believe a teacher would do that,” she murmured as she patted Karen on the shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    Karen pasted a smile on her face. “It’s all good. I don’t live in the past. I live in the fabulousness of right now! Anyway, let’s change the subject. I hear there is an amazing sale going on at Sparkle today. Any chance you want to check it out after we finish up here?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrinkled her nose. Karen had been so upset by the mention of Mrs. Sheridan’s Auntie, and Meghan was brimming with curiosity. How could a schoolteacher, someone whose purpose was to help and teach children, be so cruel? Meghan tried to dismiss the thought as she and Karen continued shopping, but she could not stop thinking about Mrs. Hudson, the terrible teacher. 
 
      
 
    “What a family,” Meghan thought as she pictured Mrs. Sheridan’s Auntie. “I thought my family was silly at times, but it sounds like Mrs. Sheridan’s family is quite the circus act.” 
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   M eghan giggled as Jack sprayed the hose in her direction. “Stop that,” she cried as he continued to aim the water toward her face. “Jack, come on! We are here to wash the dogs, not me!” 
 
      
 
    Jack winked flirtatiously, and Meghan felt her heart flutter. Though they had been dating for the better part of a year, Meghan still had butterflies in her stomach when she saw Jack’s handsome face. His bright blue eyes, blonde hair, and muscular build sent shivers down Meghan’s spine, sometimes, when she least expected it. Today, the couple was trying out a new pet salon, and the sight of Jack in his drenched t-shirt was causing Meghan to blush. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said playfully, putting down the hose and holding up his hands in a fake surrender. “We’ll wash the dogs.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “I knew we should have picked the drop-off option,” she teased. “We could have dropped all of the dogs off for the afternoon, and they would have been groomed and ready for us when we returned.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shrugged. “That didn’t sound like fun,” he protested. “Washing the dogs ourselves sounded like a good date idea, and it saved us fifty bucks.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “I know you love saving money.” 
 
      
 
    Jack’s face darkened. “I hate that I have to even pay my hard-earned money to get my dog washed and groomed,” he said flatly. 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked at Dash, Jack’s dog. She reached down and scratched his belly. “Jack, the dogs deserve a little treat now and then,” she insisted. “I know you would rather just hose Dash down at your place, but this is good for him. They even threw in a free nail-trimming and teeth-cleaning. You can’t do that at home.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Jack admitted as he picked up Fiesta and began to soap her ears. “This place is pretty nice.” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Meghan said as she glanced around, admiring the gray tile floors and large picture windows. “Jackie recommended it. She said that her friend from beauty school got sick of doing human hair and switched to dogs.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure dogs are easier clients to handle,” he laughed as Fiesta licked his fingers. “Hey, speaking of difficult clients, how is the funeral business going, babe?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned at her boyfriend. “That isn’t funny, Jack.” 
 
      
 
    The smile vanished from Jack’s face. “I’m sorry, Meghan,” he said, stepping forward to pull Meghan into his arms. “I was just making a joke.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t funny,” she muttered, pushing away from Jack’s embrace. “It was one thing to have the emails and messages on social media about the funeral business, but to have that old man come into my bakery and ask in person? That was too much. It isn’t funny to me.” 
 
      
 
    Jack reached for Meghan again. He pulled her close and kissed her on the forehead. “I’m sorry,” he repeated as Meghan eventually leaned into the hug. “I know you’ve been riled up about it. I shouldn’t have made the joke.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed, breathing in the familiar scent of Jack’s cologne as she buried her face in his chest. “It’s just so strange,” she lamented. “I don’t know enough about the internet or social media to solve this mystery, and I don’t know what I am going to do if it continues.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave it to me. I will make sure that this doesn’t turn into an issue,” Jack assured her as he gently stroked her hair. “Your job is to run that bakery like the champ that you are, and to let me know if anything else comes up. Have you heard anything else since that man came into the shop?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “No,” she told him. “Nothing. We’ve been monitoring all of our accounts, and I have been reading every message and email.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” he said. “I am keeping an eye on things as well. You just keep me in the loop, Meghan, and I will take care of you. I’m having some of the police officers monitor the bakery, and Molly, our IT specialist at the station, is running some reports on your social media accounts.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great, honey,” she said. “Thank you for making those arrangements.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Jack whispered as he leaned down to kiss Meghan’s cheek. “You’re my girl, Meghan. I want to keep you safe. My suspicion is that this whole thing is a prank, or worse, some kind of money scam. Just make sure you are watching your bank accounts, and if someone strange asks you for money, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    The couple jumped apart quickly as Dash shook his body, spraying them with water and soaking Meghan’s hair. “Not my hair,” she cried, patting the bandana that had been holding back her long, dark locks. “I just washed it yesterday! Dash, why did you have to shake out all of the water on us?” 
 
      
 
    Jack struggled to hold back his laughter. “Didn’t someone just say that the pets deserve a treat? Well, I guess Dash also deserved a laugh.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled in spite of herself. She reached for the damp blue towel hanging from the rack and pulled the soggy bandana out of her hair. “Our dogs sure keep us on our toes, don’t they?” 
 
      
 
    Jack grinned, and suddenly, there was a knock at the door. Through the window in the door, Meghan could see it was a tall, thin woman with long black hair. Meghan opened the door. “Hi,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” the woman greeted them as she stepped into the room. “I’m Hilda, the owner.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you know my friend, Jackie,” Meghan replied in delight. “She said you went to beauty school together.” 
 
      
 
    “We did,” Hilda nodded. “How are you enjoying Woof? It’s my first venture into a pet salon, but given how nasty people can be sometimes, it seemed like an easier business than the hair salon I used to run.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled warmly. “Woof is just adorable,” she told Hilda. “We’ve loved the self-service option for the dogs, right babe?” 
 
      
 
    Jack nodded politely. “It’s a nice setup,” he agreed. 
 
      
 
    Hilda grinned, revealing jagged teeth that shocked Meghan. “I’m glad to hear it,” she said as she produced a folder from her apron. “I wanted to introduce myself and drop off the bill. The payment information is inside. Thank you, and enjoy the rest of your visit.” 
 
      
 
    Jack and Meghan waved goodbye, and Jack reached for the folder. “Let’s see the damage,” he said. “It can’t be too much, especially since we washed the dogs ourselves…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan watched as Jack’s eyes nearly bulged out of his face as he examined the bill. “It’s three-hundred dollars,” he yelped as Meghan bit her lip. “We washed the dogs ourselves! This can’t be right…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan put a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “I should have known it would be expensive,” she admitted as she pried the bill from his hands. “Jackie mentioned that Hilda was an upscale kind of gal. Look, let me take care of the bill. It’s no big deal, Jack, and I was happy to pamper the pups.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shook his head. “It’s okay,” he said as he took a deep breath. “It’s fine, really. Let’s just say that this is the last time we will be coming to Woof. Grooming a dog is not worth this kind of money.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked over and saw a face in the window. Hilda had returned to the door. Her face was dark, and her eyes were burning with hatred as she stared at Jack from the hallway. It was clear that she had overheard Jack’s rant. 
 
      
 
    “Uh oh,” Meghan gulped as she watched Hilda turn and stomp away. 
 
      
 
    Jack’s face paled. “Uh oh is right,” he said as he watched Hilda storm away from their self-cleaning cubicle. 
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   “T here, do it like that, Pamela. If you hold the spoon like that, you’ll be able to create the perfect swirls of icing,” Meghan coaxed her young employee as they finished preparing an order of cupcakes. 
 
      
 
    “You do it so nicely,” Pamela responded as Meghan swirled the red icing atop the vanilla cupcake. “How did you learn to do it so perfectly?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “It’s not perfect, but I practiced my icing abilities for a few months before I felt confident enough to sell my cupcakes. If you keep practicing, I know you will get the hang of it, Pamela. You are a natural in the kitchen, that’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela grinned. She flipped the spoon to mirror the way Meghan was holding hers, and she began to ice a fresh cupcake. “Good!” Meghan praised her. “Just like that.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Trudy burst into the kitchen. “Meghan? Do we have a corporate order that is finished? A young woman from the Governor’s office is here to pick it up, and to be honest, I have no idea what she is talking about.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled reassuringly at Trudy. “It’s done,” she kindly informed her employee. “We had a relatively small order for two dozen muffins. I decided to just knock them out myself early this morning; Siesta woke me up at 4:30 to go outside, and I just stayed awake and was productive the rest of the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy sighed in relief. “I am so happy to hear that. My heart was pounding when she called! I thought we had somehow missed the order.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “We’re old pros,” she said, feigning haughtiness. “We’ve got this!” 
 
      
 
    Trudy nodded. “The young woman on the phone told me she would be by in a half hour to pick up the muffins.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gestured at Pamela. “Will you check the boxes and the wrapping? I want to make sure everything looks nice.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela smiled and went to fetch the box of muffins, and a few minutes later, the little silver bells chimed. A statuesque woman dressed in a knee-length gray dress marched into the bakery, still talking into her cell phone as she approached the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have a few more errands to run, and then I will be back. Have her secretary call mine, and I will make the arrangements. Thanks, ciao.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled as the woman nodded at her. “I’m here to pick up the order for the Governor’s office,” the woman informed Meghan. 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” she replied. “Two dozen matcha muffins?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I ordered,” the woman said arrogantly.  
 
      
 
    Meghan was annoyed by the woman’s rudeness, but she went to the back and retrieved the muffins, a smile still pasted on her face as she handed them to the governor’s aid. “Here you are.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope this is the last muffin run I do for him,” the woman muttered under her breath. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    “The governor’s weight is going up, and his constant talk of diets and exercise routines is getting old,” the woman told Meghan as she pulled out a compact from her purse and examined her reflection. “I hope his doctor bans him from sweets so I can stop making these trips. It takes me an hour to come all the way here, get the muffins, and get back to the office. It’s so annoying.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrinkled her nose. “Sorry to be an inconvenience,” she shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “No problem,” the woman snarkily answered. “See you later.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head as the rude woman strutted out. “People can be so rude,” she lamented as she watched the woman slide into her sleek gray sports car. 
 
      
 
    “People can be the worst!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked over and saw Mrs. Sheridan hobble into the bakery. “How are you today, Mrs. Sheridan?” she asked politely. 
 
      
 
    “Just the usual, Meghan. I need to make a return.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stifled a shudder; Mrs. Sheridan was notorious in Sandy Bay for trying to return anything and everything she bought, including already-consumed food, clothing, pets, vehicles, kitchenware, and more. 
 
      
 
    “I bought a box of your muffins last week,” Mrs. Sheridan began as Meghan bit her lip. “I’ve eaten five out of the six muffins, and they were actually decent, but the sixth muffin…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “What was wrong with the sixth muffin?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan frowned. “It was smaller than the others.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrinkled her nose. “Well, did you bring it back? If it was smaller than the others, I’m happy to exchange it for a larger muffin.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan reached into her bulky faux crocodile skin purse and pulled out a crumpled piece of yellow tissue, the same paper that Meghan used to stuff in the boxes of muffins. “Well, I already ate it, of course; it was a decent muffin as well, but just small. I brought this tissue paper back as proof of my purchase.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan silently reached into the display case and grabbed the largest muffin available. She wrapped it in yellow tissue paper, placed it in a box, and tied a yellow silk ribbon around it. “There,” she said as she gave the box to Mrs. Sheridan. “Consider this your replacement.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan grinned. “Thank you for understanding. People in town can get so fussy when I make my returns, but you are usually fairly reasonable.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded stiffly, still annoyed by the rude woman and now, irritated by Mrs. Sheridan. “No worries,” she told Mrs. Sheridan. “Have a nice day.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not done yet,” Mrs. Sheridan told Meghan as she pointed at the display case. “I would like to pack up a few more of the muffins; I want to take a few to my Auntie. She isn’t allowed to have sweets, but she’s so old, I don’t think it matters.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan dutifully plucked five muffins from the case and wrapped them up. “I can’t believe someone as old as you can even have an elderly aunt,” she murmured as she folded yellow tissue paper into the box. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart sank; Mrs. Sheridan must have heard her comment. She could see Pamela and Trudy out of the corner of her eye, and they looked just as alarmed as she did. 
 
      
 
    “I was just talking to myself,” Meghan claimed as she secured the yellow silk bow around the box. 
 
      
 
    “My Auntie will love the muffins,” Mrs. Sheridan cooed as Meghan sighed in relief. “She is a wonderful woman. When I was a girl, my parents were always away on business trips; my father was an international attorney, and my mother was a diplomat. I hardly saw them, and if it weren’t for my Auntie, I would have been raised by nannies.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “It’s always nice to have the support of your family.” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” she agreed. “My Auntie wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, but she taught me the discipline I needed. She loved me more than my parents, I think, and I owe her everything.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gently slid the box to Mrs. Sheridan. “I hope she enjoys these muffins, Mrs. Sheridan. She sounds like quite an…. interesting lady.” 
 
      
 
    A loud, tinny sound began to ring through the bakery. Confused, Meghan looked to Trudy. “Trudy? What is that?” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like a cell phone,” Trudy answered. “I don’t have one. I only have a pager. Pamela?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela shook her head. “My ringtone is the soundtrack from Hamilton. Meghan? Is that yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. My ringtone is the sound of birds chirping. It must be….” 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at Mrs. Sheridan, who seemed oblivious to the ringing. “What’s going on?” she squawked. “Sorry, sometimes I am hard of hearing.” 
 
      
 
     “Your phone?” Meghan said, maneuvering her hand to resemble a phone and holding it up to her ear. “I think your cell phone is ringing.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan reached into her purse and retrieved a large, bulky cell phone. “Hello? Hello?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan watched as the color drained from Mrs. Sheridan’s face. She dropped the cell phone and collapsed onto the bakery floor. “Mrs. Sheridan?” Meghan cried, rushing to the old woman’s side. “What is the matter?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan was shaking. “My Auntie,” she moaned. “She’s dead!” 
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   M eghan stared in shock as Mrs. Sheridan wailed. She had never seen Mrs. Sheridan so upset before, and she kneeled down beside her and began gently stroking her back. “I am so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Sheridan,” she whispered as Mrs. Sheridan cried. “Let us take you home; Pamela can mind the store, and Trudy and I will drive you. I am sure you are in shock and need to rest.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan gasped. “I cannot go home,” she declared. “I have to pay my respects immediately! My Auntie deserves to be honored, and I must go to the nursing home now.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan furrowed her brow. “I’m not sure that is the best idea,” she said softly. “Why don’t we take you home for a bit? This is so tragic, but I think some rest would be good.” 
 
      
 
    “I AM NOT GOING TO REST!” Mrs. Sheridan screeched as she pulled herself up off of the wooden floor. “My Auntie was my biggest role model, and I will go to the nursing home and pay my respects. Now, Trudy? Call a cab for me. I am going to the nursing home right now.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “Don’t bother with a cab,” she told Mrs. Sheridan. “Trudy and I will just drive you there now.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    The three women escorted Mrs. Sheridan to Trudy’s little blue Ford Taurus and sped off toward the nursing home. When they arrived, Mrs. Sheridan barreled past the security guard outside. “I’m family!” she screamed as she dashed inside.  
 
      
 
    Meghan and Trudy checked in with the guard and proceeded inside. “This is a nice nursing home,” Trudy whispered to Meghan as they glanced around the foyer. “When we put my pop in a nursing home, it felt more like a morgue. This place is palatial.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan agreed. With the shiny wooden floors, soft music playing, and diverse array of floral arrangements placed on bamboo tables, the nursing home felt like an opulent spa. 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan.” 
 
      
 
    The three women turned to see a short middle-aged woman approaching them. She had silver hair piled atop her head in an elegant bun, and she was dressed in a burgundy smock with black velvet leggings beneath. Her face looked concerned, and she ran to Mrs. Sheridan and wrapped her arms around her. 
 
      
 
    “Sally Sheridan, I am so, so sorry to hear about Mrs. Hudson,” the woman cooed as she embraced Mrs. Sheridan. “Mrs. Hudson was a wonderful woman, and we are going to miss her here.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan wiped a tear from her eyes. “Thank you for the kind words, Valerie,” she sniffled as the woman patted her back. “These are my friends, Meghan and Trudy. They accompanied me here. They were there when I heard the news.” 
 
      
 
    The woman turned to Meghan and Trudy. “I’m Valerie Hodge,” she told them with a soft smile, reaching out her hand to shake theirs. “Director of this facility. I have been working here in different capacities for over twenty years, and I knew Mrs. Hudson well. I was so sad to hear of her passing.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said. “Although, I wish it were under better circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie smiled sympathetically. “It happens,” she said. “All too often in a nursing home, it seems, but we get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan wiped a tear from her eyes. “Did you see her before it happened, Valerie?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie nodded sweetly. “I did,” she cooed, placing a hand on Mrs. Sheridan's elbow and squeezing gently. “We chatted this morning during our buffet luncheon. She was in good spirits.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan wiped her nose on her sleeve. “She was in good spirits when I saw her yesterday. She looked vibrant and seemed full of energy. I just don’t understand how she could be doing so well yesterday and be dead today!” 
 
      
 
    Valerie leaned in toward Trudy, Meghan, and Mrs. Sheridan. “She was in happy spirits this morning,” she began. “But there was something odd I noticed late last night,” she murmured, looking over her shoulder to see if anyone was listening. “One of our nursemaids was ill last night, so I stepped in to do the last rounds of the evening.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “So you saw something during the rounds?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie bit her lip. “Not something. Someone.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan’s face grew dark. “Someone? Who? Auntie doesn’t have visitors, except for me.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie clasped her hands together and inhaled. “It was Mark Tilley,” she said as Mrs. Sheridan’s jaw dropped. “I saw Mark Tilley coming out of her room last night.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan’s face turned white, and before Meghan could catch her, she fell to the floor, hitting her head and losing consciousness. 
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     “W 
 
   
 
    e couldn’t wake her up. We had to call an ambulance,” Meghan said gravely as she recounted the events of the previous evening to Karen, as well as her friend, Jackie. 
 
      
 
    “That’s awful,” Jackie murmured, pushing her newly-dyed jet-black hair out of her eyes. “So who was this Mark Tilley guy? Is it someone she knew?” 
 
      
 
    “Clearly!” Karen chimed in as she sipped her green tea latte. “She passed out! Meghan, tell us, who was he?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan took a bite of her warm chocolate chip cookie. The ladies had met up for an afternoon snack at Moon Dollar, a new coffee shop in the next town. Jackie had insisted making the trip, saying that she needed to get out of town for the day.  
 
      
 
    “Valerie wouldn’t tell us,” Meghan shrugged as she licked a piece of chocolate from the corner of her lips. “She was freaking out; Mrs. Sheridan’s body was shaking uncontrollably after she passed out, and Valerie was losing her cool.” 
 
      
 
    “That seems odd to me,” Karen replied as she leaned against her yellow leather chair in the corner of the coffee shop. “She works at a nursing home. Surely people are passing out all of the time, no?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “It isn’t your average nursing home,” she explained. “The place looks like a palace; there are high ceilings, famous works of art on display, and windows the size of this coffee shop overlooking a serenity garden that could put Luxembourg Garden in Paris to shame. I did some research after I got home last night, and from what I can tell, it costs a fortune to spend even one night there, let alone years! And, from the looks of her, it seems like Valerie isn’t doing the dirty work there, so I’m not surprised she had such a strong reaction to Mrs. Sheridan’s collapse.” 
 
      
 
    Jackie shook her head. “Can you imagine having so much money?” she sighed. “Some of my clients at my beauty salon come in dripping with diamonds and wearing designer clothing, and I can only imagine what it’s like to have that kind of dough.” 
 
      
 
    Karen rolled her eyes. “Money is not everything,” she insisted as she took another sip of her tea. “Health is what truly matters; you can have all of the money in the world, but if you don’t have your health, what’s the point?” 
 
      
 
    Jackie laughed. “I would choose millions of dollars over my health any day,” she announced playfully as Karen scoffed. “I still want to know who that Mark Tilley is, though. I wonder if he killed Mrs. Hudson?” 
 
      
 
    Karen leaned in and clasped her hands together in a conspiratorial fashion. “I know who Mark Tilley is,” she whispered, looking from Jackie to Meghan.  
 
      
 
    “You do?” Meghan cried.  
 
      
 
    “I do,” Karen confirmed. “Mark Tilley and I went to grade school together; he was a few years younger than me, but we played on the same youth basketball team when we were children.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gasped. “Who is he?” 
 
      
 
    Karen took a deep breath. “He is Mrs. Hudson’s nephew.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s dark eyes widened, and she clutched her heart. “You have to be kidding me.” 
 
      
 
    Karen shook her head. “I’m not,” she insisted. “Anyone who has lived in Sandy Bay for over forty years would know Mark Tilley; he is second cousins with Mrs. Sheridan.” 
 
      
 
    “So they definitely know each other?” Jackie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” Karen agreed. “They absolutely know each other; Mark Tilley is a notorious recluse, and he committed crimes that burned his name into the history of this town. Twenty years ago, he was convicted of operating an illegal dog-fighting ring just south of town. It was humiliating for the family; Mrs. Sheridan’s grandparents were mortified, and they all cut ties with Mark.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened next?” Meghan asked. 
 
      
 
    “He vanished,” Karen said simply. “He was cast out of the family, and he went off the radar. A few years ago, his conviction was appealed and overturned by some technicality, but he stayed away from Sandy Bay society. His dream as a boy had been to open Sandy Bay’s first zoo, but the original conviction prohibited him from working with animals in any capacity. I always kind of thought he would try to open a zoo after his conviction was overturned, but no. He has always stayed away...” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “A dog fighting business sounds terrible,” she said. “But being cut off from your family? That’s just cruel.” 
 
      
 
    Karen nodded. “I agree,” she told Meghan. “I think what those people did to Mark drove him off the edge. His entire family turned their backs when he was arrested, and he was never the same. Well, almost the entire family. He kept in contact with Mrs. Hudson.” 
 
      
 
    Jackie wrinkled her nose. “Why would Mrs. Hudson stay in contact with her hoodlum nephew? Wasn’t she supposed to be strict?” 
 
      
 
    “For some reason, she supported him financially after his incident,” Karen murmured. “No one knew why, but everyone knew that once a year, Mark Tilley would show his face at the local bank, withdrawing thousands of dollars from Mrs. Hudson’s account.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan tried to make sense of Karen’s story. “I just don’t understand,” she said. “Why would she support him? Wouldn’t she want to save face like the rest of her family?” 
 
      
 
    “They had always been close,” Karen explained. “Mrs. Hudson’s own son, Bobby, died in a freak canoeing accident before Mark was even born. Everyone always said that Mark was the spitting image of his deceased cousin, and from what I’ve heard, Mrs. Hudson took an interest in the boy when he was young. She was devastated by the news of his criminal activity, but she could not bear to say goodbye to the nephew who reminded her of her own son. She adored Mark, and he loved her back. They remained close until...” 
 
      
 
    Meghan slumped back in her orange leather armchair. “That is quite the story,” she declared as she put her feet up on the little wooden coffee table below her seat. “But if Mrs. Hudson and Mark were so close, why would he kill her? She supported him financially. He wouldn’t have any need to kill her.” 
 
      
 
    Karen’s face grew grim. “Mrs. Hudson’s fortune is massive,” she told them. “Whoever inherited her wealth would instantly become a millionaire...maybe a billionaire. Mrs. Hudson was not an easy woman to please. I wonder if Mark had disobeyed her, or had been cut out of the will? That would have given him a good reason to….do what he did.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s face darkened. “I think that’s too much speculation,” she scolded Karen. “The coroner hasn’t even released a report on her death. Mrs. Hudson was one of the oldest women in the Pacific Northwest. It sounds like she was quite the force to be reckoned with, but perhaps she was just an elderly woman who passed away of natural causes.” 
 
      
 
    Karen chuckled. “Oh, Meghan,” she sighed as she reached over and patted Meghan’s knee. “Mrs. Sheridan, Mrs. Hudson, and Mark Tilley are some of the most complicated people in this entire town. Mark my words, if Mrs. Hudson actually died of natural causes, it will be the most shocking thing I have ever heard. There’s no way that Mark Tilley didn’t have something to do with it. That creep has always been up to no good, and it sounds like he just did away with the only person who ever truly loved him.” 
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   M eghan pushed open the yellow front doors of the bakery, enjoying the chime of the little silver bells as she walked inside. She was exhausted from the outing with Karen and Jackie, but despite feeling tired, she had to get back to work. Meghan made herself a fresh cup of coffee, drank it quickly, and went into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “You’re back!” Pamela exclaimed as Meghan walked into the kitchen. “How was your coffee date?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed. “It was fine,” she answered wearily as she tied her yellow apron around her waist. “Anything major happen since I have been away?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela shook her head. “Nope, nothing crazy. Mrs. Sheridan called a few minutes ago.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stopped in her tracks, her dark eyes widening. She was still reeling from the intense conversation she’d had with her friends, and the last thing she wanted to do was talk with Mrs. Sheridan. “What did she want?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela smiled. “She just wanted to thank you for taking her to the nursing home,” she explained as Meghan sighed in relief. “She would also like some muffins. I told her she would have to talk to you; I know how bad she is about returning everything, and I didn’t want to deal with her coming in and out five times while you were out.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrapped an arm around Pamela’s thin shoulder. “You are sweet for being so protective of this bakery,” she told her young employee. “But next time, I need you to sell the customers what they want, regardless of their history with us. Mrs. Sheridan just lost her dear Aunt, and she is quite upset. I think she deserves a few muffins to help her get through this difficult time.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s hands flew to her face, which was turning red as she looked in horror at Meghan. “I didn’t even think of that,” she whispered as her eyes filled with tears. “Meghan, I was snippy with her on the phone. I am so embarrassed. I think I need to go over to her house right away with a basket of hot, fresh muffins.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gave Pamela a quick hug. “We all make mistakes,” she told the girl. “Did she seem upset when you refused her?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela bit her lip. “She definitely wasn’t happy. Oh, Meghan. How could I have been so stupid? How could I have forgotten what’s happening with her family?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked Pamela in the eyes. “Take a breath,” she said calmly. “It happens. Things happen. We’ll fix this, don’t you worry.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela ran for the display case and began to collect a sack of muffins. “I’ll take her some blueberry ones, some red velvet muffins, a lemon drop muffin, and maybe the pear caramel? That’s been one of our best sellers.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gently took the sack of muffins from Pamela. “Why don’t you let me deliver these? I can run over to Mrs. Sheridan’s, drop off the muffins, and be back before you know it?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela smiled weakly. “That sounds good,” she told Meghan. “I’m honestly too scared and embarrassed to face her right now after how much of an attitude I gave her.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about your attitude,” she told Pamela. “I’m sure Mrs. Sheridan gave it right back to you.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrapped the muffins in a new box. She even wrote a card to go along with the arrangement, and she carefully slipped it beneath the yellow silk ribbon she had tied around the box. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan, 
 
      
 
    We at Truly Sweet are so sorry for your loss. Please consider these muffins a token of our affection for you. We hope that they sweeten this sour time. Please do not hesitate to reach out if you need anything at all! 
 
      
 
    With love, 
 
    Meghan, Trudy, and Pamela 
 
      
 
    
“What do you think?” Meghan asked Pamela. “I think the card is a nice touch.” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” she agreed. “I feel better now. I think she’ll like the muffins and the card.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan packed up her things and removed her apron. As she turned to leave the kitchen, Trudy walked in, her face grave. “What’s wrong?” Meghan asked. 
 
      
 
    Trudy gulped. “We received another call about coffins,” she said quietly. “I couldn’t tell if the caller was a man or a woman, but when I asked who they were, they hung up the phone immediately. It was strange, to say the least.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s chest grew tight, and she felt her palms grow sweaty. Who was continuing to harass them about the funeral services? Why was the bakery being targeted? Was this some sort of prank, a mistake, or something much more sinister? 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Meghan,” Pamela called out as Meghan walked out of the kitchen. “Mrs. Sheridan called from the nursing home, not her house. Just thought I would let you know.” 
 
      
 
    When Meghan arrived at the nursing home, she checked in with the security guard, who then escorted her into the foyer. She was met by Valerie Hodge, who greeted her with a warm smile.  
 
      
 
    “Meghan,” Valerie called out cheerfully as she leaned in and kissed Meghan on both cheeks. “How are you doing today?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled weakly. “I’m doing alright,” she told Valerie. “Is Mrs. Sheridan still here?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie’s face fell. “She is, that poor dear,” she clucked. “She insisted that she stay in her Auntie’s room. She is so upset. Thank you for being such a rock for her, Meghan. Mrs. Sheridan mentioned that you were one of her dearest friends.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart warmed. Mrs. Sheridan was notoriously grumpy and rude, and while Meghan knew Mrs. Sheridan had warmed to her, she had not realized that Mrs. Sheridan considered her a close friend.  
 
      
 
    “It’s heartbreaking to watch our residents’ families go through their journey of grief as their loved ones pass away,” Valerie continued. “But I love my job. It is so fulfilling to make the last days of these wonderful elderly people as peaceful and luxurious as we can. I feel more like the director of a spa, or a cruise activity director than a nursing home manager. While our residents are old, they sure do have a lot of zest for life, and I love that.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “It sounds like this is the perfect job for you,” she told Valerie. 
 
      
 
    “It is,” she agreed. “Managing Sevenoaks is what I was meant to do.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gestured at the box of muffins she was holding. “That’s how I feel about my bakery,” she explained. “It’s what I was born to do.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie eyed the muffins leerily. “You made those?” she asked as Meghan nodded. “Here at Sevenoaks, our residents’ meals are prepared by top chefs. We don’t allow gluten, sugar, wheat, dairy, or red meat on the premises. Surely you understand.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “Well, luckily, these aren’t for your residents,” she informed Valerie. “I brought these for Mrs. Sheridan. I know they aren’t allowed here, but perhaps you could make an exception, especially since her Auntie just passed away?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie paused, but then nodded. “Of course,” she agreed. “Now, let me show you to Mrs. Hudson’s rooms.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie led Meghan down a long hallway and paused in front of a set of doors. The doors opened to reveal an elevator with a uniformed attendant standing in the corner. “Fifth floor, please,” Valerie instructed as the uniformed woman nodded and pushed the button. Meghan looked up at the mirrored ceiling, and seeing that her long, dark hair looked messy, she pulled it into a messy bun. 
 
      
 
    The doors opened, and Valerie led Meghan. The hallway was brightly-lit, with chandeliers hanging from the ceiling every few feet. The carpet was thick and red, and the walls were painted a soft eggshell color. As they walked, Meghan noticed there were no residents out of their rooms. This seemed odd to her, and she decided to ask Valerie some questions. 
 
      
 
    “Valerie, can I ask you a question?” Meghan asked. “Where are all of the residents?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie smiled. “Our residents’ suites are quite spacious,” she explained as she stopped before a tall mahogany door. “Most of our residents prefer to spend time in their rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t there activities or games? What about meals? Do they eat in a dining room?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie laughed out loud. “Of course not. This is not a high school. There is no cafeteria. The residents are served their meals privately. They are of course welcome to spend time in the common spaces--the movie theater, spa, private art collection, and library are available at all times--but they tend to keep to themselves.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “It sounds like a....unique place,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “It’s very special,” Valerie glowed. “We adore our residents, and we hope the feeling is mutual.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of your residents,” Meghan started. “Mrs. Hudson? What did they determine as the cause of her death?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie shook her head. “That’s private information,” she said apologetically. “I’m sure you can ask Mrs. Sheridan, though. I believe she has the coroner's report by now.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “Of course. One more question? I’m just concerned about Mrs. Sheridan, and I want to make sure she has the best support during this difficult time.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie smiled. “You are such a lovely friend to her.” 
 
      
 
    “I try to be,” she said modestly. “I know that she considers me a dear friend, but what about her family? I’ve heard that Mark Tilley is technically a cousin?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie’s face darkened. “Mrs. Sheridan wants nothing to do with that man,” she stated firmly. “Nor do I. I remember what he did to those precious dogs all those years ago, and I have never forgiven him. Are you a dog person?” 
 
      
 
    “I have two,” Meghan told her. 
 
      
 
    “Then you understand,” she declared. “That monster ran his ring of dog-fights, which is cruel. It also attracted the worst crowds to our town. I hated that he was allowed to visit Sevenoaks, but Mrs. Hudson adored him, for whatever reason...I always thought he still looked shady. He just has this bad look about him. I wanted to ban him from the property; we have swans outside in our pond, and that monster should not be around animals! Mrs. Hudson forbade it, though, and he was allowed to visit her as he pleased.” 
 
      
 
    “You said you saw him leave her suite the night before she died,” Meghan said. “Did you see anything sinister when he left? Or heard anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard a scream,” she whispered, looking left and right down the empty hallways. “But I didn’t know where it came from. A few minutes later, Mark Tilley emerged from Mrs. Hudson’s rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he look odd?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Valerie admitted. “But he had a bag of treats with him, and when I checked in on Mrs. Hudson later, she mentioned that he had brought her some snacks to share.” 
 
      
 
    “That is interesting,” Meghan muttered to herself. “I wonder if the treats had something in them to hurt Mrs. Hudson.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” Valerie asked. “Are you ready to go in and see Mrs. Sheridan?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “I was just talking to myself,” she replied. “And wondering about Mark Tilley. He sounds like an…. interesting...fellow. I’d certainly like to meet him someday.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan jumped, startled as she felt a tap on her shoulder. Valerie gasped. A tall, broad-shouldered man stood before them with an angry look on his weathered face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Mark Tilley,” the man growled. “Why do you want to talk to me?” 
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    ark Tilley,” Meghan stammered as she stared at him. He looked to be about sixty years old, with gray matted hair and a lined face. “First, I am so sorry for your loss.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here, Mr. Tilley?” Valerie asked in annoyance as Mark glowered at her. “I told you over the telephone that Mrs. Hudson’s belongings from her suite are not yet available to be collected. You will need to wait until her will is read, and then, only then, you can come retrieve what has been assigned to you.” 
 
      
 
    Mark narrowed his eyes. “Then why is my cousin, Sally Sheridan, allowed to be holed up in my late aunt’s suite?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie frowned. “That is none of your business,” she insisted. “Mrs. Sheridan requested not to see you, and we are honoring her wishes at this time. I am going to go fetch security. Meghan?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “I’ll wait here,” she told Valerie, who looked at her in shock. “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bobbed her head affirmatively. “I’ll be fine. And, if Mrs. Sheridan comes to the door, I don’t want her to be shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Your choice,” Valerie muttered as she stomped down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Meghan stared into Mark’s almond-shaped brown eyes. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said softly. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say to me?” 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry for your loss,” she repeated. “It’s so difficult to lose someone you care about.” 
 
      
 
    Mark’s face fell. “I didn’t just care about her,” he explained to Meghan. “I loved her. My aunt was the only person who never gave up on me, even after all my troubles. When my own parents, siblings, and cousins turned their backs on me, my Aunt never so much as gave me a harsh word.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded sympathetically. “I am so sorry,” she repeated for a third time. “Now...troubles? What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Mark’s face twisted in anger. “That’s none of your business,” he shouted as Meghan gasped. “Who do you think you are?” 
 
      
 
    “SHE IS MY FRIEND!” Mrs. Sheridan shouted as she threw open the large, heavy door to the suite. “You trashy loser! What do you think you are doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Mark bared his teeth at his cousin. “That’s for me to know,” he declared. “You shouldn’t be holed up in there, Sally. I was our aunt’s favorite. Everything in there belongs to me.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan’s face turned red. “Our aunt is dead, and you are worried about collecting what is yours?” she screamed. “You’ve got some nerve! You filthy, dog-fighting, flea-infested scoundrel! I can’t believe your nerve.” Mrs. Sheridan stepped forward and spat at Mark. The glob of saliva hit his cheek. 
 
      
 
    Mark crossed his arms across his broad chest. “That was low, Sally, even for you.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan rolled her eyes. “Boo-hoo, Marky. I bet that hurt your little feelings, didn’t it?” she mocked. 
 
      
 
    Mark’s eyes filled with tears, and he turned to storm away. As he walked toward the elevator, an elderly man emerged from his suite. He was short, with round glasses and white hair. “Trouble, folks?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Mark glared at the old man. “Mind your own business,” he snarled as he pushed past him and banged on the elevator doors. “My auntie never liked you, and she never loved Sally. She never loved anyone like she loved me!” 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened, and Mark dashed inside. As the doors closed, Valerie rounded a corner with three armed security guards. “Is he causing a stir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Mrs. Sheridan yelled. “Get him out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie turned to whisper to the guards. They nodded and took off running down the hallway. “So sorry for the disturbance, Mrs. Sheridan,” Valerie gushed as she led Mrs. Sheridan back into Mrs. Hudson’s suite. Meghan followed, and Valerie turned to wave goodbye to the old man.  
 
      
 
    “Who was that?” Meghan whispered to Valerie. “Mark yelled at that old man. He said that Mrs. Hudson never liked him.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie sighed. “That was Wayne Rashford,” she explained under her breath. “Mark was right...Wayne and Mrs. Hudson had an interesting relationship. But that’s not important right now. What is important is getting that monster behind bars! Mark Tilley will never walk into Sevenoaks again, Mrs. Sheridan, I promise!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   A fter the strange afternoon at Sevenoaks, Meghan returned to the bakery. She was hoping for a normal, quiet afternoon, but as she hung up her jacket, Pamela met her at the back door. “Meghan, I have to show you something,” she said grimly. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pamela retrieved a folder from the bakery’s safe. “I’ve been keeping track of the funeral inquiries, and after getting another Instagram message this afternoon, we are at over one-hundred. I’m getting scared, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    “I am done with this,” Meghan grumbled as she took the folder from Pamela and looked through it. “I don’t know if someone out there thinks this is funny, but it isn’t. I am going to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Meghan’s phone began to ring. “It’s Mrs. Sheridan,” she said as she answered the call. 
 
      
 
    “I need to order a coffin,” Mrs. Sheridan said. 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan? It’s Meghan Truman. Why are you calling to ask for a coffin?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan scoffed. “Meghan Truman? You are selling coffins now? That seems like an odd thing to sell at a bakery.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “I’m not selling coffins,” she explained. “Why are you calling to ask for one?” 
 
      
 
    “I found this number online,” Mrs. Sheridan told her. “I need to purchase the best possible coffin for my Auntie, and when I looked up “SANDY BAY COFFIN PURCHASE”, this was the first number that I found.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that explains a lot,” Meghan muttered. “Someone must have posted the wrong phone number to a funeral website.” 
 
      
 
    “I was trying to call Duly Street, the funeral home,” she went on. “I needed to ask them some pricing questions.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have their number,” Meghan said. “But let me look it up.” Meghan whipped out her cell phone and typed in the information for Duly Street. “Well, there it is,” she murmured. “That is my phone number on the funeral home’s website. How did that happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have their number to give me?” Mrs. Sheridan squawked. “I have a pen and can write it down.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me call you back,” she told her. “I have a quick errand to run.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan ran into the dining room to find Trudy and Pamela. “I think I know what the funeral business is all about!” she squealed happily.  
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Trudy asked.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go find out. Ladies, I will be back in a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan grabbed her purse and ran out the door toward the Duly Street Funeral Parlor, following the directions she had written down from Trudy. She had never realized there was a funeral parlor only three blocks from her business, and she was happy that Trudy had known where it was located.  She knocked on the front door, and a tall, mustached man answered. “Are we expecting you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “No,” she replied. “I’m Meghan Truman. I own Truly Sweet, the bakery a few streets over.” 
 
      
 
    The man smiled warmly. “I love your muffins,” he gushed as he stuck out his hand to shake Meghan’s. “I’m Alfredo Cazale, the owner of the funeral home. Can I help you with something today?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m having some trouble at my business,” she began. “People keep calling to ask for funeral services, and as you know, I run a bakery. We do not offer funeral services. Finally, I realized that the telephone number listed on your website is my telephone number, and that is how people are getting confused.” 
 
      
 
    As he processed Meghan’s request, Alfredo brushed his mustache with his fingers, beginning beneath his nose and moving outward. “I’m just not sure I can help you,” he shrugged. “I’m not sure what you are really even talking about; you run a bakery. What does that have to do with my funeral parlor?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan felt her face flush in frustration. “The calls,” she explained as she ran a hand through her dark hair. “My bakery has received almost a hundred calls about funeral services. These calls are coming to me when they should be going to you.” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo’s mouth dropped open. “Almost a hundred calls?” he repeated as Meghan nodded. “I’ve noticed that we have not been getting our normal number of calls this week,” he groaned. 
 
      
 
    “I think your customers have been reaching out to us,” she told him. “We thought it was a prank at first, but now, the number of callers and the number of messages we have been receiving has taken up a lot of time and resources. It’s affecting my business, and I really want to get to the bottom of things…” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo’s face darkened. “I know what happened,” he frowned. “Why don’t you come in?” 
 
      
 
    He led Meghan into a dark parlor. “We don’t have any funerals today, so no bodies lying around,” he told her as she nervously glanced around. “That elderly woman who passed away at the nursing home is still at the coroner’s office, and we won’t be expecting her until late this week.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled politely as Alfredo led her to an overstuffed black arm chair. “Have a seat,” he graciously told her. 
 
      
 
    Meghan sat down. “So, do you know what is going on with my website?” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo nodded. “Yes, I do,” he affirmed. “Roberto!” 
 
      
 
    A teenage boy around Pamela’s age came into the room. “Yeah, Dad?” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo narrowed his eyes at the boy. “Son, remember when I paid you a thousand dollars to reformat our website and to make appropriate updates?” 
 
      
 
    The boy’s brown eyes widened. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo crossed his arms across his chest. “And did you?” 
 
      
 
    Roberto nodded. “Yes, of course I did. I worked really hard on it.” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo raised an eyebrow. “Let me see it.” 
 
      
 
    Roberto pulled out his cell phone and gave it to his father. Alfredo handed the phone to Meghan. “Is this your phone number?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “That was what I was talking about! And, now that I’m looking closely, the website looks eerily similar to my website. We just had a designer revamp things, and this almost looks identical to mine.” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo stared at his son. “Did you copy her entire website, Roberto, phone number and all?” 
 
      
 
    Roberto’s lip began to quiver. “Maybe?” he offered. “You offered me the money, and I knew I needed to do the website as fast as I could. I looked at some of the other websites from businesses in town, and hers looked so cool!” 
 
      
 
    “So you stole the entire website?” Alfredo asked, his face red. “Roberto, what were you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “I needed the money for baseball camp,” he told his father. “Please, please don’t be mad. It was an honest mistake, Pops. I was inspired by her website. I swear, I didn’t try to steal it! ” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo pointed upward. “Go upstairs. I will deal with you later.” 
 
      
 
    Roberto hung his head and walked out of the room, a look of shame on his face. “I am so sorry,” Alfredo told Meghan. “I can’t imagine the inconvenience this has caused you.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “Honestly, I am just happy that it seems this was a little misunderstanding,” she laughed in relief. “It’s not a big deal. Teenagers make mistakes, and this is probably a great learning experience for Roberto. Don’t be too hard on him.” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo shook his head. “Roberto is a great kid,” he explained to Meghan. “He earns straight As, is a star on the baseball team, and he works here several hours a week to earn spending money. I am so proud of that boy. But! He is going to certainly learn from this,” he assured Meghan. “Mistakes and consequences build character, and Roberto will benefit from this as a learning experience. Since he has wasted your time, he is going to make it up to you. How about he works in your bakery for a few hours this week? He is a good boy and a hard worker, despite the incident with the website, and I think it will be a good way for him to realize that his actions have consequences.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “I think that is a great idea,” she told him. “He can drop by tomorrow morning, and I will train him.” 
 
      
 
    Alfredo showed Meghan to the door. “Again, my apologies,” he told her. “Roberto will be eager to help you tomorrow, I can assure you.” 
 
      
 
    As Meghan left the funeral parlor and waved goodbye to Alfredo, she felt a weight lifted off her shoulders. She now knew who was responsible for the many inquiries, and she was relieved that the intentions had been innocent. Meghan could not wait to tell Pamela, Trudy, and Jack that they had nothing to worry about, and she retrieved her cell phone from her jacket pocket to make a call. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, as she stepped onto the street, she saw a blue scarf flying through the air. She hung up her cell phone, stashing it back in her pocket. She lunged for the scarf, groaning as she missed catching it in her left hand. The scarf flew through the air, and Meghan collected her breath as she watched it fly into a green bush outside of the funeral parlor. 
 
    Meghan panted, wishing she were in better shape as she slowly walked toward the scarf. “That scarf gave me a run for my money,” she breathed as she plucked the faded blue accessory from the bush, careful not to tangle the ends in the leafy branches. 
 
      
 
    She triumphantly unwound the last piece of the scarf from the bush, and then turned around to find its owner. She spotted someone waving at her from across the square, and she waved back, sure that this person was the owner. Meghan walked toward them, and she could make out the form of an older man sitting on the bench. As she got closer, her heart began to pound; Meghan was dismayed to find that the person waving her over was Mark Tilley, Mrs. Sheridan’s least favorite cousin. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for bringing my scarf back,” Mark Tilley grinned as Meghan’s jaw dropped. “It’s so good to see you, Meghan.” 
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     “W 
 
   
 
    hat are you doing here?” Meghan asked as she stared at Mark. “Are you following me?” 
 
      
 
    Mark laughed and shook his head. “Don’t flatter yourself,” he arrogantly said to her. “I just happened to be out on a walk when I saw you march into the funeral home. I was a little curious about you, especially given that we met just outside of my Auntie’s suite. What were you doing at the funeral parlor?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “That’s none of your business,” she declared, looking around the streets and hoping someone would be around to hear her scream if she needed to. “I need to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go,” he said, reaching to grab Meghan’s wrist. “Talk to me for a moment. You said it yourself at the nursing home that you wanted to meet me. Tell me why. Just give me five minutes; I have barely been outside of my house for years. Give an old man some company.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. Mark made her nervous, but she didn’t want to make him angry. She sat down next to him on the park bench, and he smiled brightly. “Thank you,” he murmured. “And I wanted to tell you that I am sorry for making the scene at the nursing home. I was frustrated with Sally, and I shouldn’t have been rude to that old man.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked into his eyes. “Why were you so frustrated with her? I know that things have been...tense...in your family, but you looked extra angry.” 
 
      
 
    Mark sighed. He looked down at the ground. “I was angry,” he admitted. “My family history has been complicated, to say the least, and seeing Sally Sheridan at Sevenoaks sent me over the edge.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Meghan asked.  
 
      
 
    “The trouble I was in? What I snapped at you about when you asked me? Well, it’s a story that has never been properly told. When I was younger, I was found guilty of running an illegal dog fighting ring, but the truth is that it wasn’t me who was in charge of it. It was my Aunt Lucy’s husband.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gasped. “Seriously?” she asked. “Why did you take the fall for him? How did that happen?” 
 
      
 
    Mark shook his head. “It’s complicated,” he sighed. “I was just a normal, average young man in Sandy Bay before I got caught up in all of this.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan leaned in. “How did you get into it? Was it your idea?” 
 
      
 
    Mark chuckled. “I was a skinny little nobody back when this all started,” he laughed. “I didn’t have the street smarts or resources to start this kind of a hustle. My uncle, Lucy’s husband, introduced me to the world of dogfighting.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s dark eyes widened. “Her husband dragged you into it?” 
 
      
 
    Mark nodded. “I was a young man looking to make some quick cash, and my uncle told me that he had a way for me to do it. One night, when my aunt was out of town, he told me that we were going to have dinner together at a place just south of town. We drove out of town, and nothing seemed amiss; my uncle and I chatted about the weather, my summer plans, and his upcoming birthday party. I didn’t suspect that anything was about to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “And then?” Meghan pried. 
 
      
 
    “And then, we got to the restaurant. It was a little Italian restaurant fifteen minutes out of town. I had never heard of it. When we walked in, my uncle marched up to the host stand, whispered something into the host’s ear, and the guy led us back into a hallway. He knocked on a door, and then, we were led downstairs to the basement.” 
 
      
 
    “The basement?” 
 
      
 
    Mark nodded. “That’s where one of the dog fighting arenas was. I had no idea what was going on, and it wasn’t until we left that my uncle fully explained things. He told me that he owned and operated a string of those places, and he wanted me to join the underground family business.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan was shocked. “What did you say?” 
 
      
 
    Mark looked down at his shoes. “I said yes,” he told her. “I needed some money, but I also needed someone to look after me. My own father was pretty cruel to me when I was young, and my uncle seemed like someone I could look up to.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan pursed her lips. “This is crazy,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea,” he sighed. “You should have seen these places; people from all over the world would crowd into these basement areas to watch the shows. You could hear all different languages, see different types of people, and that was just a normal weeknight! On the weekends, my uncle would arrange for the richest, wealthiest people in the industry to come to our arenas. These folks were dripping in dollars. It was the wildest thing I had ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “If you weren’t the mastermind, though, I don’t understand how you took the blame,” she said to Mark. “This sounds like a seriously complicated situation. Why did you get blamed?” 
 
      
 
    “His name wasn’t connected to any of the accounts,” he explained to Meghan. “My uncle traveled a lot, meeting investors, looking for new dogs, and visiting other arenas. When the police finally caught up to us, he was out of town, and they had no idea that he was the hotshot owner of the business. He was instantly acquitted; he wasn’t tied to the property in any way, nor was his money invested in it. I, however, was not so lucky; I had thrown my personal funds into the business, and little did I know that because of that, I would be blamed, and my uncle wouldn’t even be a suspect.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Then why should I believe that he was involved? That all sounds pretty crazy.” 
 
      
 
    Mark buried his face in his hands. “No one ever believes me,” he lamented. “Aunt Lucy was mortified when I explained to her what had really happened, and she gave my uncle a piece of her mind. She knew that I was telling the truth; my aunt always believed in me. She did not believe in losing face, though she knew her husband was responsible for my demise, she did not clear my name.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Meghan asked. 
 
      
 
    “It would have been too humiliating for her,” he sighed. “And she said that because I had some involvement, I should face some sort of punishment. I took the fall, and she agreed to support me financially until I got back on my feet.” 
 
      
 
    “But you never got back on your feet, did you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I didn’t,” he confirmed. “After the trial, I was hated in Sandy Bay. No one wanted anything to do with me. I never found a job, I never settled down, and I lived my life dependent on my Aunt’s money.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan was shocked by this revelation. She wondered if Mark’s story was true. “Why didn’t you just leave town?” she asked Mark. “Your reputation here was ruined. Why didn’t you start over somewhere new?” 
 
      
 
    “Trouble always catches up with you,” Mark answered matter-of-factly. “People feel so strongly about what they believe I did; animal lovers can be vicious opponents, and I didn’t want this kind of a story to follow me to a place where people could hurt me. Staying in Sandy Bay meant that no matter what, I would have protection. My Auntie was untouchable in this town, and while they hated me, they could never do anything to me while she was alive. And now, she’s gone….” 
 
      
 
    Mark buried his face in his hands. “I’ve never forgiven my uncle,” he confessed to Meghan. “He let me, a young man, take the fall. At least my Auntie helped me; my uncle never looked my way again, and he treated me like trash even though he was the owner and operator of the dog ring.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan took a deep breath. “That is quite the story,” she admitted as they sat quietly on the park bench. “It sounds like you have been through a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea,” Mark declared.  
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart sank as she imagined the loneliness of Mark’s life. He had no one now that his aunt was gone, and Meghan felt for him. She reached over and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. “I don’t know you well, but I want you to know that I am sorry,” Meghan said tenderly. “I hope that you will find it in you to move past this, Mark. Forgive your uncle and move on. Being stuck in the past doesn’t help anything, and I wish you only the best moving forward.” 
 
      
 
    Mark pulled his hand back from Meghan and glared at her. “Move forward?” he grimaced. “That’s a joke. I will never forgive my uncle for setting me up. Never! My uncle was a bad man, and I am still owed a debt from that family. The very least I deserve is every single dime in my aunt’s estate, and I won’t rest until it is all MINE.” 
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   M eghan was shocked as she hurried away from Mark. Things with him had escalated so quickly; she and Mark had been having a perfectly civil conversation, and then, he had grown angry in an instant.  
 
      
 
    “I was just trying to be a good listener,” Meghan thought to herself as she rounded the corner. “He seemed to need someone to talk to, and I was just trying to be a listening ear.” 
 
      
 
    “OUCH!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan walked right into someone, and she cringed as she felt her body collide with theirs.  
 
      
 
    “EXCUSE ME!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s eyes widened. She found herself staring at Hilda, the owner of the dog grooming parlor. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Meghan apologized as she reached down to collect the lipstick and wallet that had fallen out of Hilda’s purse.  
 
      
 
    “You should watch where you are going,” she snapped, bending down to pick up a stray quarter that had fallen onto the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t even see you coming,” Meghan admitted. She saw a piece of paper on the ground, and she picked it up. She turned it over and gasped. It was Lucy Hudson’s obituary. 
 
      
 
    “Give me that,” Hilda demanded, holding out her hand.  
 
      
 
    Meghan held onto the obituary. “Why do you have this?” 
 
      
 
    Hilda shook her head. “I was friends with Mrs. Hudson. I saw her obituary in the newspaper this morning and cut it out. Not that it is any of your business.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan crossed her arms. “Friends? With a woman that old?” 
 
      
 
    “She invested in my grooming business,” she explained in annoyance. “You know, the grooming business that your jerk boyfriend seemed to hate.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s face fell. “I’m sorry you heard what Jack said,” she said softly. “He is so frugal, and his words came out so rudely. I hope you can forgive him.” 
 
      
 
    Hilda scoffed. “Whatever. I know guys like that: the All-American type who think they are king of the world? He seemed like such a jerk.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s mouth fell open in shock, but before she could reply, Hilda snatched the obituary out of her hands and stuffed it back inside of her black silk purse. Hilda turned on her heel and marched off down the block. 
 
      
 
    “Meghan?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela walked out of the bakery, her face wrinkled in confusion. “Who the heck was that?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “No one. It was no one.” 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, after Meghan closed the bakery, she decided to go for a walk. Dressed in a chunky white sweater, her running shoes, and a pair of forest-green leggings, she left her apartment and wandered down to the beach, one of her favorite places. 
 
      
 
    “What a day,” she thought to herself as she removed her shoes and walked barefoot along the shoreline. She thought back to her earlier years in Los Angeles. Meghan had moved to Hollywood with dreams of becoming a famous actress, but time after time, she was rejected, never receiving more than a minor role in a soap opera.  
 
      
 
    As Meghan felt the cool, salty breeze hit her face, she pondered the many times directors and casting managers had dismissed her. With her plucky spirit, Meghan had never been too disheartened, but she imagined that constant rejection, especially from one’s own family, could be heartbreaking. She thought of Mark Tilley and his bitterness, how he seemed to be consumed by his anger, and she felt pity for him, as well as curiosity. What would have become of her if she had let rejection distract her from happiness during her years in Los Angeles? While she had not become a famous actress, she had made fun memories, gained dear friends, and while she had never achieved her dream of becoming an actress, she had found the silver lining in her life: her rejection had led to the creation of Truly Sweet, her true passion. What could Mark’s life have been like had he focused on the good things in his life instead of the heartache? 
 
      
 
    Meghan walked to the end of the beach, but instead of turning around to venture home, she kept going. She had a lot on her mind, and the walk was a much-needed distraction. After a few minutes she looked up, surprised to find herself at the gates of Sevenoaks. 
 
      
 
    “I was so lost in my thoughts that I ended up here,” she chuckled to herself as she walked up the paved pathway.  
 
      
 
    As she approached the security station, she heard a car honk behind her. She turned to see a bright red Maserati, the driver waving at her from the front seat.  
 
      
 
    “Meghan!”  
 
      
 
    The luxury car rolled up beside Meghan, the window rolled down. Valerie sat behind the steering wheel, her lipstick matching the car’s exterior perfectly.  
 
      
 
    “What a surprise!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “I was on a walk and ended up here,” she admitted.  
 
      
 
    “Sounds like you have a lot on your mind,” Valerie said.  
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long week,” she shrugged. “That’s a nice car you have, Valerie. I can smell the leather from here. Is it new?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie blushed. “I work long and hard,” she told Meghan. “I am hardly ever home for dinner with my family, and my husband complains that he doesn’t have a wife anymore. I am the breadwinner in my family, and every year, I treat myself to a new car. This year, I had my eye on this little beauty, and now, she is mine.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan giggled. “You are truly embodying the “treat yourself” mentality,” she said playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Work hard, play hard,” she agreed. “Hop in, Meghan. I’ll drive you up. I’m sure you’ve never been in a Mas before, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t,” Meghan confirmed as she eagerly climbed into the passenger seat. “These seats are so soft!” 
 
      
 
    “And heated,” Valerie chuckled as she pushed a button. “Wait until you turn the radio on; the sound system in this little baby is unmatched!” 
 
      
 
    Two minutes later, the women arrived in front of Sevenoaks. An attendant dashed out to retrieve the keys from Valerie, and then, the car was driven away. “Valet parking,” she explained to Meghan. “We offer it to our guests, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie marched inside of Sevenoaks. “Mrs. Sheridan is here,” she told Meghan. “Would you like to me take you to her? She’s been spending some time in our community room; some local church group was here to do crafts with our residents, and Mrs. Sheridan volunteered to clean up their mess. Bless her heart.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan followed Valerie into a large open-concept room. With its high ceilings, bright white walls, and pale blue couches, the aesthetic was clean and crisp, perfectly suited for Sevenoaks. Meghan spied Mrs. Sheridan in a corner, a dust mop in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “We insisted that she let our staff tidy up,” Valerie announced as they walked up to Mrs. Sheridan. “But she wanted to help out.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to give back,” Mrs. Sheridan explained. “My Auntie was quite the philanthropist, and I’m sure she would have wanted me to volunteer here. I should have done it more when she was alive.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sat down at the light wooden table and patted the seat next to her. “Take a rest?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan happily complied. “Giving back takes a lot of energy out of me, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let you two catch up,” Valerie said as she waved goodbye and walked out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Meghan leaned in. “Speaking of giving back and philanthropy,” she whispered to Mrs. Sheridan. “Did your Aunt give back in other ways? Did she ever get involved with businesses?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan smiled. “She was a proud investor for several of Sandy Bay’s startups,” she informed Meghan. “She loved empowering young people in business. In fact, I wish I had connected the pair of you when she was alive; she would have loved to help you with the bakery. I wish I had done that.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan hung her head, and Meghan reached over to take her hand. “It’s okay,” she comforted her. “What kinds of businesses did she invest in?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan thought for a moment. “She loved animals,” she told Meghan. “She loved giving money to different shelters, or to companies that helped animals.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan flashed back to her encounter with Hilda outside of the bakery. “Do you know if she was involved in a new business in town? A pet grooming center?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan wrinkled her nose. “Doesn’t sound familiar. Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “No reason,” Meghan countered. “I was just curious about your aunt. She sounds like an amazing woman.” 
 
      
 
    “She was,” Mrs. Sheridan agreed. “Everyone loved her, and she loved everyone. Well, except for that Wayne Rashford.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan frowned. “You’re getting a little too curious,” she scolded. “It’s rude. You should know better manners. I need to leave now, but I hope you think a little harder about being polite the next time we speak. I’m a little disappointed in you.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan gathered her things and flounced out of the room as Meghan stared. Suddenly, she felt a tap on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell you about Wayne Rashford,” said an elderly gentleman.  
 
      
 
    “I didn’t hear you come in. What’s your name?” she asked kindly.  
 
      
 
    The man laughed. “I’m Wayne Rashford,” he said jovially. “Nice to meet you.” 
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     “I 
 
   
 
     think it was Hilda,” Meghan told Jack as they sipped tea together in the dining room of the bakery. “She is so dark and strange, and the fact that Lucy Hudson invested in her business? Something just seems fishy about her. I think Hilda definitely had something to do with it.” 
 
      
 
    Jack took a bite of his carrot cake muffin. “I don’t know,” he said with a frown. “That seems like a longshot, Meghan. She was mad that I spoke poorly of her grooming business, but I don’t think that makes her a killer.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “But she told me herself that Mrs. Hudson was an investor,” she argued. “She was so angry when you said those things about her grooming business. What if something happened between her and Mrs. Hudson, and then, she killed her?” 
 
      
 
    Jack laughed. “You sound crazy,” he said to Meghan as he took another bite of his carrot cake muffin. “I just think you are going a little too far with this Hilda thing. What about Wayne? That old man from the nursing home? Didn’t you say that he had some weird connection with Mrs. Hudson? What was that about?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan took a deep breath. She was still rattled from her conversation with Wayne the previous day, and she didn’t know where to begin. “It’s a long story,” she said slowly.  
 
      
 
    “Go on,” he urged her.  
 
      
 
    “Wayne told me that Lucy killed his twin brother.” 
 
      
 
    Jack’s icy blue eyes bulged out of his head. “What did you say?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “Yesterday, at Sevenoaks, he told me that Lucy killed his brother. He said it was an accident; his twin, Dwayne, used to be loud and disruptive around the nursing home. Apparently, Dwayne would leave used tissue paper around, too. Lucy was disgusted by him, and one day, she pushed him down the stairs.” 
 
      
 
    Jack gasped. “Are you serious? Why haven’t I heard anything about this at the police station?” 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Hudson claimed it was an accident,” she shrugged. “She said she didn’t mean to push him, and that she lost her own balance and was staggering around. She was so earnest about it that everyone believed her…. everyone but Wayne.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shook his head. “Did Wayne see his brother’s fall?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” she said. “Dwayne didn’t die instantly; he survived a few more weeks after the fall, but he eventually passed away after a few weeks on painkillers. Wayne said the end was pretty gruesome.” 
 
      
 
    Jack sighed. “What a shame,” he said. “It sounds like Mrs. Hudson perhaps wasn’t the angel that Mrs. Sheridan believed?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Wayne had heard that I was spending time with Mrs. Sheridan, Mrs. Hudson’s niece, and he wanted to make sure someone knew the truth about his brother...or what he believes to be the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Jack bit his lip. “So...do you think Wayne had something to do with Mrs. Hudson’s death? I’m going to be honest with you: her death hasn’t been filed as a police report yet. The coroner's report is still in progress, but it could be escalated if this were a murder investigation. Do you think that’s what we are dealing with, honey?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan pursed her lips. “I don’t know,” she said. “Between Hilda and Wayne, there seem to be all sorts of interesting people tied up in Mrs. Hudson’s life. And then there is Mark Tilley! What he said to me yesterday on the park bench was chilling, babe. He seems all too keen on receiving the money from Lucy Hudson’s estate. What if he took things too far with her? What if she is dead because of his greed?” 
 
      
 
    Jack frowned. “Meghan,” he began gently. “I have to confess: I am a little worried about you. You’ve taken a serious interest in this situation, and I don’t really understand why. You didn’t even know Mrs. Hudson, and if we are honest, you aren’t particularly close to Mrs. Sheridan. Why are you digging through this one, babe? Is there something more I need to know?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. “I’m just tired of people living in the past,” she explained. “Mark, Mrs. Sheridan, Hilda, Wayne…all of these people can’t move on from the past. If you can’t move on from your past, how can you embrace your future? I guess I’m fixated on this situation because it reminds me a bit of how my life could have turned out. I faced so much rejection and heartache in Hollywood, but I didn’t grow bitter and cynical. I kept going until I found my way. It’s just sad that Wayne, Mark, and everyone in this situation seem to be stuck in the past.” 
 
      
 
    Jack nodded. “I knew that you never made it big as an actress,” he said as Meghan laughed. “But I didn’t realize you experienced that much rejection.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan giggled. “Every single day, babe. The life of a struggling actress is just that--a struggle! It seemed like every other day, someone was slamming a door in my face, denying my portfolio, or refusing to accept my headshots. I became so used to rejection that by the time I left Hollywood to move to Sandy Bay, hearing the word ‘no’ didn’t hurt me anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Jack leaned over and kissed Meghan on the forehead. “You are an inspiration, beautiful,” he murmured. “So many people would have been downtrodden from being told no over and over again. You are so positive and upbeat, Meghan! You took all of the rejection and turned it into something amazing--the bakery! I am so proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan rose from her chair and moved over to sit in Jack’s lap. He wrapped his strong, muscular arms around her, and she breathed in the masculine scent of his cologne. “All of my heartache led me here,” she said, gently placing a hand on Jack’s chest. “I wouldn’t trade my life in Sandy Bay for a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. I’m happy here. It’s all about perspective; finding joy and happiness in the simple things can lead to so much joy, and I wish everyone felt that way. I think Mark’s life could have been so much better had he not been stuck in the past…” 
 
      
 
    Jack brushed Meghan’s dark hair aside and kissed her on the cheek. “You are a truly sweet gal,” he whispered into Meghan’s ear as she cuddled closer to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Eeeewwww!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan and Jack turned to find Pamela giggling at them in the doorway. “Get a room, you two! Ewww!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed as she got up from Jack’s lap and moved back to her own seat. “Teenagers,” she sighed good-naturedly.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Jack said as he reached into his backpack and pulled out a Tupperware container. “I have a surprise for you!” 
 
      
 
    “For me?” Meghan cried in delight as she pried open the container. “It’s a muffin!” 
 
      
 
    Jack grinned. “A homemade muffin. I know you’ve been busy around here making muffin after muffin, and I wanted to give it a go myself. I made a batch of homemade blueberry muffins last night. They aren’t quite up to your standards, but I think they are pretty good. Try them! I substituted yoghurt for butter, and they are so moist.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed as she held the muffin to her nose and inhaled. “It smells good,” she gushed. She took a small bite, savoring the taste of the sweet blueberries. “Jack, this is so good,” she gushed as she took another bite. “You made this yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Jack nodded. “I did,” he confirmed. “It was a last minute thing, but I wanted to try it. I hope you like it.” 
 
      
 
    “I love it,” she cooed as she licked her lips and took another bite. “I’m always baking for everyone else. It’s so nice that someone baked for me.” 
 
      
 
    Jack winked at Meghan. “Was it a truly sweet surprise?” he joked as Meghan finished the remainder of the muffin. 
 
      
 
    “It truly was.” she agreed. 
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     “I 
 
   
 
     can’t believe he baked for you,” Pamela giggled as she, Trudy, and Meghan closed up the bakery for the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Jack sure is a keeper,” Trudy chuckled.  
 
      
 
    “He is,” Meghan agreed as she wiped the countertop with a pink rag.  
 
      
 
    Pamela’s phone buzzed, and Meghan watched as the teenager scrolled through her screen. “Ugh,” Pamela complained. “It’s another inquiry for a funeral service.” 
 
      
 
    “Just have them call Mr. Cazale’s office,” Meghan instructed Pamela. “The website at Duly Sweet Funeral Parlor had our phone number on it, so people are getting confused. I’ve spoken with the owner, and he is working to have it changed. Meanwhile, his son, Roberto, is going to volunteer here to make up for the inconvenience.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s face turned red. “Roberto Cazale?”  
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “He’s about your age, isn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s face erupted into a smile. “He’s a year older than me,” she replied dreamily. “He is the most handsome guy at Sandy Bay High School. Meghan, I have been in love with Roberto since I was in fifth grade. Can you schedule me to work with him? Please? I will do anything--clean the bathrooms, scrub the floors, deal with Mrs. Sheridan. Please! Please make sure I get to watch that good looking guy bake cookies?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “Pamela, I’ve never seen you this way,” she remarked in amusement. “You’ve never struck me as boy crazy. Where is this coming from?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela stared at Meghan. “Did you not see him?” she asked incredulously. “He is absolutely gorgeous, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan recalled Roberto’s chubby cheeks and nervous expression. “Ehhhm...sixteen-year olds aren’t really my type, but I’m sure he is a nice boy,” she told Pamela. 
 
      
 
    “Just promise you will schedule us together?” she pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Meghan agreed.  
 
      
 
    The little silver bells at the front door chimed, and Meghan glanced up to see Carl Rainy standing before her. Carl was an officer at the station, and he was a friend of Jack’s. Jack had told Meghan that Carl was notorious for researching his cases thoroughly, sometimes to the point of obsession, but Meghan appreciated that he cared about attention to detail. Jack said that Carl was a bit much at times, but everyone at the station knew that if Carl Rainy was on a case, it would inevitably get solved. 
 
      
 
     “Hey,” Meghan greeted him. “What can I do for you, Carl? We’re closing a little early tonight; it’s been slow today, but we can still get you something.” 
 
      
 
    Carl smiled. “Can I get a box of muffins? Jack let me try some of your matcha muffins last week, and I can’t them out of my head.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” she agreed. She scurried to the back and grabbed an assortment of muffins. “Here!” 
 
      
 
    As Meghan handed the box to Carl, she noticed a large purple bruise on his wrist. The bruise was raised, and Meghan shuddered at the gruesome welt. “Carl, what is that? It looks like you got in a wrestling match with a tiger!” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “It’s been a long afternoon. That’s why I am treating myself with muffins. Long story short, that reclusive nephew of that lady who died? Mark Tilley? He was causing a scene at Winston’s bar. I had to arrest him, but he resisted, and here I am, bruised like a peach.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed. “I am so sorry that happened,” she lamented. “Here, let me throw in an extra muffin for you. We have a fresh batch cooling now. If you wait ten minutes, I can even send you with two more...maybe three.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds amazing,” Carl agreed. “I’ll just wait over there.” 
 
      
 
    Carl meandered to a corner table in the dining room and sat down. As he opened the box and began to eat one of his muffins, Mrs. Sheridan stormed into the bakery. 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan,” Meghan greeted. “How are you today?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan’s face was dark. “Not good,” she told her. “I received some disturbing news today. My Auntie’s report came back from the coroner, and it isn’t pretty.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gasped. “What did it say?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan wiped a tear from her eye. “The report said that there was a high dosage of some unknown substance in her system.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s eyes widened. “What? Really? How high?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan shook her head. “They don’t know specifically,” she reported. “But they are sure that she had something in her system besides her normal medications. They aren’t absolutely sure that that is why she passed away, but if you ask me, it sounds fishy. I think we have a murder on our hands. A murder!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gave Mrs. Sheridan a hug “I am so sorry to hear that,” she told the older woman. “What can I do to help, Mrs. Sheridan? I feel so badly that this is happening.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan produced a monogrammed handkerchief from her handbag and blew her nose. “I don’t know what to do next,” she admitted. “But I think I know who killed her!” 
 
      
 
    “Who would that be?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan narrowed her eyes. “Mark Tilley, that no-good-for-nothing cousin of mine,” she spat. “He has been trouble since he was a young man, and I believe he wouldn’t think twice about killing off our Auntie. She has been nothing but good to him, but he has a wicked heart. I’m sure that he is responsible. Even Valerie Hodge agrees! She told us he was at the nursing home on the night before Auntie died. I would bet my life that he had something to do with this.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “It sounds like you have a lot to think about right now,” she murmured to Mrs. Sheridan. “Why don’t I pack up some goodies for you, and then Trudy can take you home? You need your rest, especially after this stressful news.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan nodded. “That sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan went to find Trudy, who was in the kitchen. “Can you take Mrs. Sheridan home?” she asked. “She’s wandered in, and she is quite upset.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy nodded. “No problem. But Meghan? We had another call for the funeral home.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed. “Just direct them to the real funeral parlor, please.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy shook her head. “It came from a woman named Valerie,” she told Meghan. “Wasn’t the director at Sevenoaks named Valerie? It was a weird call. She called and emailed several times about funeral services. She listed an incredibly high price and asked for the funeral home to expedite the preservation process.” 
 
      
 
    “Preservation process?” 
 
      
 
    “Of the body,” Trudy explained. “It was a ton of money, Meghan. I’ve never seen so many zeros. Anyway, since you know her, would you mind giving her a call back while I drop off Mrs. Sheridan?” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that,” Meghan agreed. “I’ll call her back as soon as I run these muffins out to Carl.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan waved goodbye to Mrs. Sheridan and Trudy, and then took the box of fresh muffins to Carl. “Sorry it took so long,” she apologized. “We had more of that funeral business again.” 
 
      
 
    “Funeral business?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “Our phone number was accidently placed on the local funeral parlor’s website, and we’ve been getting all sorts of calls about funeral services. We just had one from Valerie Hodge, the director of the nursing home. I need to call her back and let her know that she’s been contacting the wrong business. We don’t do funeral services at this bakery.” 
 
      
 
    Carl laughed. “Such a strange situation. Hey, speaking of the nursing home, I overheard Mrs. Sheridan’s concerns about her late aunt’s death. It sounds like a strange situation. I’m wondering if perhaps I need to file a police report, especially given the dynamic with that Mark Tilley. Since you know the nursing home director personally, would you mind mentioning the idea to her when you give her a call?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “I was thinking about just going over there myself,” she told Carl. “Why don’t you come along? She’s so elegant and hospitable, and the nursing home is so fancy.” 
 
      
 
    Carl nodded. “Sure, I can do that.” 
 
      
 
    Carl and Meghan went to Carl’s car. As Meghan buckled in, she glanced over at Carl, who was eating another muffin. “Is it good?” 
 
      
 
    “The best,” Carl confirmed as he turned on the car. “Gosh, I know you said that the nursing home is nice, but can you imagine working with so many old people? That poor Valerie must have to work with funeral homes all of the time. How depressing.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be a challenge,” she agreed as they pulled away from the bakery. “I wouldn’t love that part of the job.” 
 
      
 
    Carl turned toward the nursing home. “Tell me more about this aunt of Mrs. Sheridan,” he said. “What was she like?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “She was...interesting,” she answered, wanting to be diplomatic in the way she discussed the deceased. “I didn’t know her personally, but I hear she was a spitfire.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like Mrs. Sheridan,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “I know that she was loved, but not always necessarily liked,” she told him.  
 
      
 
    “Again, sounds like Mrs. Sheridan,” he laughed as they checked in at the security booth. 
 
      
 
    The security guard directed them to the front entryway of the nursing home, and a uniformed attendant came to the window. “I can take your keys for valet parking, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Valet parking?” Carl chuckled. “This is five-star treatment, huh? Look, buddy, I’m not allowed to let anyone else drive my squad car, so I will have to park it myself.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” the attendant said. “The parking garage is underground. You can follow me to the entrance.” 
 
      
 
    After Carl parked, they exited the police car and walked into the airy foyer. “This is insane,” Carl remarked as he looked around the nursing home. “All of this for the old people? It looks like I need some gray hairs on my head to get the star treatment.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “I think it’s nice,” she told him. “It’s nice that the elderly residents of Sandy Bay have a nice place to live out their days.” 
 
      
 
    Just as they approached the check-in desk, Valerie Hodge greeted them. “Meghan! What a pleasure,” she called out. “The guards let me know that you were here. To what do I owe this surprise?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gestured at Carl. “This is my friend, Officer Rainy,” she explained. “He has a few questions for you, and I also wanted to chat.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie nodded politely. “Of course,” she said. “Right this way. My office is being painted, but we can chat in the conservatory.”  
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   T he trio arrived in the conservatory, a large, elegant room with a grand piano in the corner. A fire roared in a marble fireplace adjacent to the piano, and Meghan marveled at the grandeur of the room. A lone figure was sitting in a white leather chair by the window, and Valerie waved casually as she led them inside. “Hi, dear. How are you doing today?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s palms grew sweaty as she realized the lone figure was Hilda. She bit her lip. “Who is that?” she quietly asked Valerie, not wanting to cause a scene.  
 
      
 
    “That’s Hilda,” Valerie explained with a smile as Hilda glared at Meghan and then left the room. “Her father used to live here, and her uncle currently is one of our darling residents. Hilda drops by every once and awhile. She says that being here helps her feel closer to her deceased father.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart pounded. “Who is her uncle?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I believe you’ve met him,” she said. “Wayne Rashford? His brother was Hilda’s father.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan felt her stomach churn. “Can I ask you a weird question?” she asked Valerie as they walked across the conservatory. “Did Hilda know Lucy Hudson?” 
 
      
 
    Valerie nodded. “She did. I used to see the pair of them chatting on occasion. In fact, I think Hilda was one of Mrs. Hudson’s last visitors before she died.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s face paled as Valerie led them to a sitting area comprised of two leather sofas and a tall gray armchair. She sat down and gestured for them to sit as well. “Now, what can I do for you today, Officer?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan noticed that Valerie looked weary. She herself had felt apprehensive at first when she was in the beginning of her relationship with Jack; it was strange to be around people in uniform all of the time, and she wondered if Valerie was intimidated by Carl’s tall stature and police attire. 
 
      
 
    Carl smiled. “Thank you for having us in this nice room. This whole place is so fancy.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie smiled and sat taller in her seat. “I pride myself on providing the highest quality care and experience for my clients,” she boasted. “I appreciate your kind words.” 
 
      
 
    Before Carl could continue the conversation, Wayne Rashford walked into the room. “I heard you were here,” he shouted as he pointed to Meghan. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Wayne,” Meghan greeted. “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    Wayne shook his head. “I hope that Mrs. Sheridan isn’t with you today,” he announced. “Because I’m glad that her aunt, that old bat, is dead!” 
 
      
 
    At that moment, Mrs. Sheridan walked into the room. “That was so rude!” she screeched as Wayne’s face paled. “How dare you? Get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie leapt to her feet. “Mr. Rashford!” she chided. “That is impolite. We should not speak of the deceased in such a way.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow at Mrs. Sheridan. “What are you doing here?” she asked her as Mrs. Sheridan joined her on the couch.  
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan licked her lips. “Valerie called me. She said I was free to pick up my Auntie’s things from her suite. I just arrived, and the front desk attendant told me that she was up here meeting with you.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie stood to shoo Wayne out of the room, and Meghan noticed Carl had taken out a pad of paper. “For some notes,” he whispered to her as Valerie rejoined them. “That encounter seemed suspicious.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie sat down and folded her hands over her lap. “I apologize for his outburst,” she said with sad eyes. “Wayne seems to be...not well.” 
 
      
 
    Carl shrugged. “It’s okay,” he told her. “Anyway, Valerie, let me be frank: I have some concerns regarding the death of Lucy Hudson, and I am interested in filing a report.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan’s eyes widened. “You were in the corner at the bakery when I stopped by.” 
 
      
 
    Carl nodded. “I was,” he confirmed. “And I overheard your concerns. I decided to stop by and talk with Mrs. Hodge here about your Auntie. What a perfect coincidence that you showed up.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan smiled. “I’m glad you are here. I want to get to the bottom of this, Valerie. The report from the coroner was disturbing, and I want more information.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie bobbed her head in agreement. “I understand that you are upset,” she said soothingly, reaching over to pat Mrs. Sheridan’s hand. “But with patients as old as your aunt, sometimes, these things just happen. Medications can affect them differently, or sometimes, their medications stop working.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan bit her lip. “But it all just seems odd,” she protested. “I want more information, and I think I have a right to it, don’t I?” 
 
      
 
    Carl agreed. “You do,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Valerie rose from her seat. “No problem, then. We can get you all of the information you would like.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie turned to leave the room, but then came back to the group. “Meghan? So sorry, but didn’t you want something as well? I am going to go pull all of Mrs. Hudson’s files, but before I go….?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “I just wanted to clear up the emails,” she told Valerie. “You accidentally emailed the bakery about funeral services, and I wanted to let you know that you needed to touch base with the funeral parlor instead.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie’s face paled. “Oh,” she murmured. “I’m not sure what you are talking about.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “You called, too. Trudy said you were looking into some expensive funeral services? You wanted to expedite the burial process?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan cocked her head to the side. “Whose? Whose burial process were you trying to expedite, Valerie?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a maid appeared at Valerie’s side. “Mrs. Hodge? A special package has arrived for you.” 
 
      
 
    Valerie excused herself for a moment. “I’ll just go get those files and see about that package. I won’t be but a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Carl ordered, but it was too late; Valerie was long gone.  
 
      
 
    “She was acting shifty,” Mrs. Sheridan announced as Carl rose to his feet. “She’s hiding something. I can tell.” 
 
      
 
    Carl put away his notepad and pulled out his walkie-talkie. “I agree,” he said to the group. “Something is going on here, and I am calling for backup.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, an alarm went off. Meghan, Carl, and Mrs. Sheridan hustled out of the conservatory. “It must be a fire,” Meghan yelled as they took the stairs to the first floor and left the building. Dozens of other patients were fleeing as well, with maids and butlers assisting them. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t a fire,” Mrs. Sheridan whispered as they exited the building. “Look!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone gasped. Near the security booth, they could see a lopsided red Maserati with smoke coming out of it. “That’s Valerie’s car!” Meghan exclaimed as more residents poured from every exit of the building. 
 
      
 
    “Help! Help!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to find Wayne Rashford laying on the pavement. He was cradling his leg, a pained look in his eyes. “She hit me,” he gasped as blood poured from his wound. “Valerie Hodge hit me with that fancy car of hers!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
     “S 
 
   
 
    he was responsible for how many murders?!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan and Jack walked arm and arm along the beach. It was the first time they had seen each other in two days; Jack had been consumed with the Valerie Hodge case, and this was his first break in forty-eight hours.  
 
      
 
    “Five in total,” he said as a cool gust of wind stung their faces, sending Meghan’s wavy hair flying. “Valerie Hodge is wanted in three states for the murder and abuse of the elderly.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “But she said she had lived in Sandy Bay for years,” she told Jack. “She worked her way up at Sevenoaks.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Jack admitted. “She committed the other murders when she was a young woman. From what we’ve found, she was nearly caught in Indiana. She hightailed it out of the Midwest and ended up here, slowly working her way up at the nicest nursing home in the Pacific Northwest.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gasped. “What a con artist!” she cried. “She seemed so elegant and put-together. I can’t believe she tricked us all.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shook his head. “We were stunned at the station when we pieced it all together,” he explained. “Valerie Hodge manipulated her elderly patients into making her the sole beneficiary of their wills. Mrs. Hudson was no exception; I’ve spoken with her attorney, and it looks like last month, she had her will changed to name Valerie as the beneficiary.” 
 
      
 
    “Right before she died,” Meghan murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Except it looks like the paperwork was forged,” Jack said. “Her attorney thought it was odd, but there was nothing she could do; she was sworn to a confidentiality agreement.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “How sad,” she said. “So will Mrs. Sheridan and Mark receive anything from Mrs. Hudson’s estate?” 
 
      
 
    Jack shrugged. “We’re still working on that with her attorneys,” he sighed. “But I think we will be able to work it out.” 
 
      
 
    They walked along, both enjoying the feeling of the sand between their toes. It was a warm day, and Meghan loved the way the sun shone in the sky after the long winter. 
 
      
 
    “So how did you catch her?” she asked. “At the nursing home, when they checked out the smoking car, she was long gone.” 
 
      
 
    Jack laughed. “Somehow, that woman in her high heels made it to the border,” he told Meghan. “She was trying to buy a bus ticket at a stop near northern California, and one of our guys picked her up.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stopped in her tracks. She turned to gaze at the dark, stormy waters of the Pacific Ocean. “I just can’t believe Valerie turned out to be such a monster.” 
 
      
 
    “She really was,” he confirmed. “The autopsy report stated that she died from a lethal injection. We found evidence of drugs and needles in Valerie’s office, so we have all of the evidence we need.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrinkled her nose. “I just can’t believe that Hilda had nothing to do with any of this mess,” she told Jack. “I feel embarrassed that I judged her so harshly. I was convinced that she had something to do with Mrs. Hudson’s death. You should have seen me at the nursing home, Jack! When we walked into the conservatory and I learned that Hilda was the daughter of Wayne’s brother, the one that Mrs. Hudson didn’t get along with, I nearly vomited. It just seemed to me like she was so entangled in Mrs. Hudson’s story that she had to be involved.” 
 
      
 
    Jack nodded. “It’s a strange feeling to find out that someone you thought was guilty is innocent,” he admitted as he waved a seagull away from his head. “It happens with cases I work on, and it is a disconcerting feeling. It just goes to show that it is so important to have evidence and not solely rely on feelings.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “I think I want to do something nice for Hilda,” she told Jack. “I feel like the three of us got off on the wrong foot, and I want to make things right. I think I might invite her over for dinner next week. From what I know, she doesn’t have any family left in town; I’ve heard that her mother and sisters moved away when their father died, and I think it could be nice for her to know some friendly faces.” 
 
      
 
    Jack pulled Meghan close to him and gave her a squeeze. “How are you such a sweetheart?” he asked her as she smiled up at him.  
 
      
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” she told her boyfriend. “Plenty of people supported me as I moved to Sandy Bay and opened my business, and she’s in the same boat—alone with a new business to run. Maybe we can even become friends.” 
 
      
 
    Jack laughed. “You manage to make friends with everyone,” he said proudly. “Speaking of your friends, how is Sally Sheridan doing these days?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan pursed her lips. “Poor Mrs. Sheridan,” she said. “First, she lost her aunt, and now, a murder scandal? It’s too much for an older woman to bear.” 
 
      
 
    Jack took Meghan’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “You are so worried about her,” he murmured. “You have the biggest heart, Meghan. That’s one of the things I love most about you.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled up at Jack. “I just want the best for the people I love.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re saying that you love grumpy old Mrs. Sheridan?” he teased. 
 
      
 
    Meghan giggled. “I don’t know about love, but I do care about her.” 
 
      
 
    Jack swept Meghan into a hug as another heavy gust of wind hit them. “So...if you don’t love Mrs. Sheridan, who do you love?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan cast her eyes up at her handsome boyfriend. “You know that I love you, babe,” she whispered into Jack’s ear as he ran a hand through her long, messy hair.  
 
      
 
    Jack leaned down toward Meghan. He pulled his hands from her waist and placed them on her red cheeks. Meghan tilted her head upward, closing her eyes sighing as they kissed. “I love you, Meghan,” Jack breathed as he went in for another slow, deep kiss. 
 
      
 
    They stood together on the shoreline for several minutes, both reveling in the peaceful moment away from town as the sun set over the horizon. The evening was brisk, but beautiful, and both Meghan and Jack were trying to take in the lovely moment. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Meghan looked down at her silver watch and sighed. “I have to go,” she told Jack. “I left Pamela and Roberto at the bakery, and Trudy’s shift ends soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Roberto?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s the son of the funeral parlor owner, Alfredo Cazale. Roberto is helping out at the bakery for a bit. He started with some baking, but now, I’m having him do a few things on our website. He’s not too bad at web design, and I’ve seen our internet traffic spike since he took control of our Facebook page. Pamela also has a huge crush on him, and the two of them make these big, flirty eyes at each other all of the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Like us?” Jack flirted as Meghan blushed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, like us. I need to run, babe; Trudy is leaving, and I can’t trust those two alone together. I need to get back and chaperone the teenage love birds.” 
 
      
 
    Jack put a hand on Meghan’s shoulder. “Sounds good, but before you go, let’s take another minute here together. This night is perfect, just like you, and I want to soak it in.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded, placing an arm around Jack’s waist. “It is perfect,” she agreed. “It is truly sweet.” 
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 A murdered unemployed entertainer. An evil campaign of unchallenged rumors. Can a small town bakery owner who's caught in the middle prove her innocence? 
 
    
When Meghan receives a mouth-watering offer to cater for a funeral, she's more than happy to accept it. Still, she has to set aside her reservations about the carnival atmosphere which the client is seeking to project.

As an entertainer hired for the event, collapses and dies, while performing at a dress rehearsal for the funeral, all eyes focus on Meghan as the cause of his demise. Her selection of finger foods are pinpointed as the source of the allergic reaction which killed the deceased.

Hurtful comments and a mass avoidance of her bakery by the citizens of Sandy Bay, leave Meghan feeling fearful, vulnerable and confused.

Repeated lies can sometimes become the accepted truth...

Who do you turn to when no one believes you?...

It seems like Meghan's business and reputation will soon be dead and buried under the mountain of negative energy targeted at her. Can she set aside her emotions and piece together the clues that will lead her to the real killer in the nick of time? 
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   M eghan squinted as she rounded the corner, her red cat-eye sunglasses failing to keep the bright rays of late-spring sunshine out of her eyes. It was a beautiful day in the Pacific Northwest, and after being cooped up at work all morning, she was enjoying the sensation of the warm air on her skin as she strolled around the block on her lunch break. 
 
      
 
    “Meghan! Yoo-hoo!” 
 
      
 
    She turned to see Karen Denton, her dear friend, waving at her from down the block. Meghan grinned, waving at Karen. “What are you up to?” 
 
      
 
    Karen jogged over to Meghan, her blue eyes bright. “I just left my yoga class. It was a doozy today; the teacher had me stretched out like a pretzel, but I feel so good now.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. At seventy-three years old, Karen was the fittest, most energetic person Meghan knew, and despite their age gap, she was one of Meghan’s closest friends.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” Meghan remarked as Karen slung an arm across her chest and began to stretch. “You are in such good shape, Karen.” 
 
      
 
    Karen eyed Meghan. “You aren’t looking too bad yourself, my dear,” she complimented as Meghan blushed. “Those runs on the beach with your fellow seem to be paying off! You look fabulous, Meghan. I think Jack is a good trainer.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan grinned at the mention of her boyfriend, Jack Irvin. With his impressive stature, sparkling blue eyes, and blonde hair, Jack was the most handsome man Meghan had ever seen. They had been dating for nearly a year, and while he was often busy at his job as a detective with the Sandy Bay Police Department, he and Meghan had taken up running together on the beach with their dogs.  
 
      
 
    “What are you up to the rest of the day?” she asked Karen as she glanced down at her rose gold watch.  
 
      
 
    “Not a lot,” she admitted. “My noon running group cancelled our ten-mile jog, and my evening Pilates session was postponed.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan grinned. “That’s perfect,” she told Karen. “Because I have a favor to ask you.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you,” she purred. 
 
      
 
    “Would you help me at work today?” she asked. “Trudy is on vacation, and we just received a large catering order. Pamela doesn’t clock in until two, and I don’t think I can handle all of the work by myself.” 
 
      
 
    Karen nodded enthusiastically. “Of course I will help you,” she agreed. “You know I love helping out at the bakery. When do you need me?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “Right now?” 
 
      
 
    Karen giggled, winking at Meghan. “You got it, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    The bakery, Truly Sweet, was Meghan’s creation; she had moved to Sandy Bay, a small town on the Pacific Coast, last year, opening the bakery and starting the business that would change her life forever. While the first few months at Truly Sweet were slow, the bakery had quickly gained momentum, and was now hailed as one of the hottest patisseries in the area.  
 
      
 
    “What’s the speciality this week?” Karen asked Meghan as they walked down the street toward the bakery. “Muffins? Cookies? Eclairs?” 
 
      
 
    “Banana nut bread,” Meghan answered with a smile. “Mama sent me the recipe she used to use when we were little; it’s a Truman family secret dating back to when our pioneer ancestors moved to Texas in the 19th century.” 
 
      
 
    “Banana nut bread? That sounds fabulous,” Karen cooed. “I wish I could indulge…” 
 
      
 
    “We made a gluten-free version with you in mind,” she told her friend as they walked inside the yellow front door. “You can eat as much as you want without your gut getting irritated.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that is truly sweet of you to do, dear,” Karen smiled as they went back to the kitchen and tied aprons around their necks. “You know that my stomach can be sensitive; I try to treat my body as a temple, so I have to be careful about what I put into my system.” 
 
      
 
    “For sure,” Meghan agreed, though she herself did not do much to monitor the foods she put into her system. “Now, before we get started, do you have any questions?” 
 
      
 
    Karen wrinkled her nose. “Well, since we’re talking about what we put into our bodies, I want to ask you about your vegan options. I’ve looked at the menu the last few times I’ve been in, and I haven’t seen any of your vegan items marked. What vegan treats are you selling these days, dear?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “None,” she replied. “We don’t have any vegan treats. I use eggs in all of my desserts, as well as the coffee drinks we sell.” 
 
      
 
    “You use eggs in your coffee?” 
 
      
 
    “Egg whites,” she said defensively. “It makes the cream frothier.” 
 
      
 
    Karen’s jaw dropped. “You’re telling me that all of this time, you haven’t offered a single vegan item on your menu? I’m surprised, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    “It hasn’t hurt my business,” she informed Karen, raising her chin and crossing her arms in front of her chest. “No one has even asked me about vegan treats until this very moment, Karen. I haven’t seen a need to include vegan treats on my menu.” 
 
      
 
    Before Karen could reply, Meghan heard the chime of little silver bells attached to the front door. “We have customers,” she said flatly as she adjusted her apron and walked out to the dining room. 
 
      
 
    “Ahhh, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan pasted a smile on her face at the sight of Sally Sheridan, one of Sandy Bay’s oldest citizens. Mrs. Sheridan was a miser notorious for her stinginess, but for some reason, she had taken a liking to Meghan. Meghan had a soft spot for Mrs. Sheridan; she liked the old woman’s dry wit and sense of humor, and she had even attended the funeral of Mrs. Sheridan’s aunt only a few weeks ago. Though she was irritated by Karen’s inquiry regarding the vegan treats, she was determined to have a good attitude as she attended to Mrs. Sheridan. 
 
      
 
    “How can I help you today, Mrs. Sheridan?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan smiled slyly. “I need a little something sweet for my sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    “Your sweetie?” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the front door opened, and an elderly gentleman hobbled in on a silver walker. He smiled at Meghan as he scooted over to Mrs. Sheridan, gently swatting her on the behind as Meghan’s eyes widened in shock. 
 
      
 
    “My sweetie,” she announced proudly as the white-haired man licked his lips and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Meghan, this is Frank, my beau. Frank, this is Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    “Pleasure to meet you!” Frank said in a gravelly voice, his smile wide. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” Meghan echoed. “Mrs. Sheridan, is this your….boyfriend?” 
 
      
 
    “He is my beau,” she repeated, turning to stare lovingly into Frank’s eyes. “We met online.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s jaw dropped, but she quickly regained her composure. “Where are you from, Frank?” 
 
      
 
    “I grew up in Vancouver, but I moved over to Bend, Oregon, ten years ago,” he told her. “I met this pretty little thing in a chatroom two weeks ago, and my life hasn’t been the same since.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stifled a laugh as she watched Mrs. Sheridan blush. “I’m happy you’re….happy?” she sighed as Mrs. Sheridan lowered her eyes and batted her lashes at Frank. 
 
      
 
    “Happiest I’ve been in years,” Mrs. Sheridan confirmed. “Now, my man wants something sweet, and I promised to bring him to the best sweet shop in town. May we have a menu, Meghan? We’re going to look over it while we drink some tea.” 
 
      
 
    She handed Mrs. Sheridan one of the large yellow menus. “I’ll have your usual pot of English breakfast tea out in a few minutes,” she told Mrs. Sheridan. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t bother with that boring old tea,” Mrs. Sheridan dismissed. “Send out a hot pot of chai. Chai is a spicier tea, and I’m feeling spicy today!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s dark eyes widened. She tucked a stray lock of her dark hair behind her ears and got to work preparing the pot of tea. Before she could deliver it to the new couple, Mrs. Sheridan was back at the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Meghan,” she began. “Do you have any vegan options? My sweetheart is a vegan.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “This again?” she muttered under her breath. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Mrs. Sheridan pressed as she leaned against the counter, her wrinkled face confused. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” she said as Karen walked into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Did I hear you ask for vegan options?” Karen asked Mrs. Sheridan. 
 
      
 
    “The sexiest man in Sandy Bay wants a vegan cookie, and I intend to find one for him!” she declared as Meghan’s stomach churned. 
 
      
 
    “Well! I never thought I would see that day,” Karen remarked as she placed her hands on her narrow hips. “Sally Sheridan and I both agree that the bakery needs a few vegan items. Meghan, did you hear that? There seems to be a demand for more vegan treats.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard,” Meghan grunted as she tended to the tea kettle. “I will see what I can do.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the afternoon passed quickly, and at 1:55pm, Pamela, Meghan’s teenage employee, raced into the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    “You’re in a rush,” Meghan commented as Pamela breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    “I thought I was going to be late,” Pamela said, pushing her bangs out of her face and placing a butter yellow baseball cap on her head. “You always say that to be on time, you should be fifteen minutes early, and since I’m only five minutes early, I guess I am late. I’m sorry, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “I’m flattered that you take my little sayings so seriously,” she said to Pamela.  
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded earnestly as she wrapped her apron around her waist. “I want to do my best for you, Meghan. I won’t be late again.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled kindly. “You’re still technically early for your shift,” she reminded the girl. “Where were you? You usually come in cool as a cucumber.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s pale face turned a shade of deep red. She beamed. “I was watching Roberto get on the bus with the baseball team,” she told Meghan, referring to her boyfriend of the last four weeks. “He’s going out of town with his basketball team for a game, and I wanted to say goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “You really like him, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I love him, Meghan,” she corrected her. “He is the cutest, sweetest, most athletic boy I’ve ever known. I love him, Meghan. I’ve never felt this way before! He’s my first and only love. I think I am going to marry this boy.” 
 
      
 
    “First loves are special,” Meghan agreed. “I’ve never heard you talk like this, Pamela.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been in love before,” she said simply. “Roberto is the love of my life, and I will love him forever.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed to herself, thinking about her first love, Mark Bridges. Mark was a lanky tennis player who had persistently courted her in high school back in her Texas hometown. Meghan had fallen head over heels for the upperclassman, enthralled by his sense of humor and thrilled that he had his own car to drive her around in. Meghan’s parents, however, had been less than eager to welcome Mark into the family; he frequently dropped Meghan off later than her 10pm curfew, and far too often called the home phone late at night, waking the family and annoying Mr. Truman. Meghan finally broke up with Mark after a year of dating, and now, over a decade later, she couldn’t believe how enamored she had been as a teenager. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Miss-in-love,” Meghan said. “We have a lot of work to do today. Karen is helping us out for a bit, so if you can keep an eye on this batch of banana bread, I am going to go help customers in the dining room.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” she replied, giving Meghan a fake curtsey and turning to the oven.  
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Meghan came back into the kitchen, a distraught look on her face. “Pamela, can I ask you something?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan scowled. “What’s the deal with vegans? I’ve heard of vegans, of course; my college roommate was a vegan, and she took me to the best vegan restaurant in Seattle when I visited her over spring break.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly are you talking about?” Pamela asked. 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “I’ve had several people inquire about vegan dishes today,” she admitted as she crossed her arms and leaned against the counter. “Karen wanted to know if we made vegan treats, Mrs. Sheridan wanted to know if we made vegan treats, and just now, some strange man came into the bakery asking if we made vegan chocolate banana ice cream. Is veganism gaining popularity or something? Why is everyone asking me about this today?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela raised an eyebrow. “Vegan chocolate banana ice cream…” she exclaimed, looking into the distance. “Did the man have a mole under his eye? Was he wearing an eye patch?” 
 
      
 
    “The man who asked for vegan ice cream?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded. “Yeah. Him.” 
 
      
 
    “He did,” she answered as Pamela’s face darkened. “How did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s eyes widened. “I know him,” she whispered as her face paled. “I know him, Meghan.” 
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   M eghan stared at Pamela in confusion. “What are you talking about?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Pamela scowled. “I’m going to say something.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan trailed behind Pamela as the teenager marched out to the dining area. Pamela marched right up to the man and stared into his eyes. “I’m Pamela,” she said. “I used to go by Pammie.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow as the man gasped. She studied his face; he appeared to be in his early fifties or late forties, and his greasy shoulder-length hair was filled with gray streaks. A large black mole sat on his cheek, and his right eye was covered with a scarlet eye patch. 
 
      
 
    “Pammie?” the man replied as Pamela glared at him. He rose to his feet from the little white iron chair he had been sitting in and held out his arms. Pamela awkwardly stepped forward and shuddered as the man hugged her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you,” the man said softly as Pamela pulled away from his embrace. “You are so grown up.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela shook her head. “You’ve missed a lot,” she replied curtly. 
 
      
 
     There was a long pause. Pamela was silent, and the man did not speak. Feeling the tension building, Meghan decided to intervene. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” she interjected, reaching out her hand. “I’m Meghan Truman. I’m the owner here at Truly Sweet.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Lucky Earnshaw.” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky? That’s an interesting name,” she exclaimed as Pamela turned on her heel and stormed back to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had an interesting life to say the least,” he shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Meghan asked. “How do you know Pamela?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let Pammie fill you in,” he told her.  
 
      
 
    Karen wandered over with a plate of banana nut bread in her hands. “Meghan? I pulled this batch out a few minutes ago. The edges are a little too crispy. Some people like that, though. Do you want me to throw it out?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan took the plate and gestured toward Lucky. “Do you like banana nut bread? We’re playing around with the recipe, and I think we need someone to taste test.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky shuddered. “I can’t,” he gasped. “I am deathly allergic to nuts. If I were to eat a crumb of that bread, I would drop dead right here on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    Karen’s eyes widened. “I’ll get this out of the way,” she sputtered as she moved the plate away from Lucky’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Did I hear that you are looking for someone to taste test?” Mrs. Sheridan squawked from her table in the corner of the dining room. “Frank and I would love some free treats. We aren’t allergic to nuts, Karen!” 
 
      
 
    Karen looked at Meghan. “Should I give it to them?” 
 
      
 
    “Just this once,” she nodded as Mrs. Sheridan and Frank hobbled over.  
 
      
 
    “That bread looks delightful,” Mrs. Sheridan cooed as she took the plate from Karen and gave it a long, dramatic sniff.  
 
      
 
    “It sure looks better than the food I usually eat,” Lucky sighed.  
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan wrinkled her nose at Lucky’s shabby appearance. “Who are you? What do you usually eat? What are you doing in Sandy Bay? I’ve never seen you here before.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky smiled weakly. “I’m not exactly a stranger here,” he admitted. “But it’s been awhile since I’ve been in town. I’m Lucky. I’m a traveling circus performer.” 
 
      
 
    “A circus performer?” Frank repeated in delight. “That sounds grand!” 
 
      
 
    “It has its moments,” Lucky agreed. “I’m usually on the road performing as a clown for circuses or private events. It’s fun, but it can be draining.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan eyed Lucky skeptically. “You look so familiar to me,” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    Lucky looked down at his oversized green boots. He cleared his throat. Meghan could sense the tension building again, and she decided to change the subject. “Lucky, where is the most exciting place you’ve traveled in your work?” 
 
      
 
    Lucky’s wrinkled face lit up in delight. “Well, that’s a mighty fun question to answer,” he chuckled. “The deserts of Morocco were beautiful! I rode a camel just outside of Tangier and nearly broke my back when he decided to throw me.” 
 
      
 
    “A camel?” Mrs. Sheridan squealed. “What a filthy animal.” 
 
      
 
    “It was an adventure,” he replied. “I loved the jungles of Thailand. Twenty-three years ago, I got hired on with a traveling circus in Asia. The company performed in Chiang Mai, and we were a huge hit. The king of Thailand himself came up north just for the event, and we were treated like celebrities.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan grinned. She dreamed of traveling the world, and she loved listening to anyone who had a good travel story. “Have you been to Europe?” 
 
      
 
    Lucky laughed good-naturedly. “Of course,” he responded. “My favorite place is in Italy. Have you ever heard of Sicily?” 
 
      
 
    “I have.” 
 
      
 
    The group turned to see Mr. Cazale, the local funeral director, standing near the doors. Everyone had been so entranced by Lucky’s stories that they had not heard him come in.  
 
      
 
    “I was born in Sicily,” Mr. Cazale told Lucky. “Have you been?” 
 
      
 
    “I have,” Lucky told him. “It’s a beautiful place. I had the good fortune of spending a summer there when I was twenty-six. It was the best summer of my life.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale smiled, his dark eyes glimmering with joy at the mention of his birthplace. “I haven’t met many people in Sandy Bay who have been,” he said to Lucky. “What a delight to meet you, Mr…?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Lucky,” he answered, sticking out his hand. “I’m here in town for awhile. I was most recently working in Vegas, but it’s a slow season. I wanted some time here at home.” 
 
      
 
    “Home?” Mrs. Sheridan repeated. “But I’ve never seen you before.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan noticed the melancholy look on Lucky’s face. “Are you from here originally?” she asked him.  
 
      
 
    Before Lucky could answer, Mr. Cazale wrapped an arm around him. “I have a proposal for you,” he said suddenly as the group stared. “Can you come down the street to my business? Trust me, it will be worth your while.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky sighed. “I don’t have anything better to do,” he admitted as he rose to his feet. He took off his yellow straw hat and bowed to the group. “It was nice meeting you all,” he said as he followed Mr. Cazale out the door. 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “That was strange,” she said as Mrs. Sheridan frowned. 
 
      
 
    “That man looks so familiar,” Mrs. Sheridan fussed as she bit her lip. “Where have I seen him before?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Meghan said. “But I want to know what on earth a funeral director wants with a traveling clown? What kind of proposal did Mr. Cazale make?” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to see Pamela storm back into the room.  
 
      
 
    “Pamela!” Meghan exclaimed. “What was that all about? Who is that man?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela glared. “That man is the worst thing to walk through your door in a long time, Meghan,” she replied. “Stay away from him. If he’s anything like I remember, he’s up to no good.” 
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   T he next afternoon, Meghan took Pamela shopping for fruit at the market. Pamela had abruptly left the bakery after Lucky’s appearance, and Meghan wanted to find out why her young employee had been so distraught. Pamela had agreed to the shopping trip, and as they wandered the stalls, Meghan wondered how to approach the situation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’re wondering why I was so upset yesterday,” Pamela said as she looked down at her shoes. 
 
      
 
    Meghan, relieved that she did not have to initiate the conversation, nodded earnestly. “You rarely lose your cool,” she said as Pamela’s eyes filled with tears. “I was worried about you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story,” she shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “That’s okay,” Meghan coaxed. “I’m here for you no matter what. You can tell me as little or as much as you would like.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Meghan,” she smiled. “You’re the best. I know I can always count on you.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrapped her arm around Pamela’s bony shoulder as they strolled through the market. Pamela sighed. “It all started around twenty-two years ago,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “You weren’t even alive twenty-two years ago,” she exclaimed as Pamela bit her lip. 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t start with me,” she explained. “It started with my Aunt Mia. She was born and raised in Sandy Bay.” 
 
      
 
    “Have I met her?” Meghan asked. “I don’t know if I’ve heard of anyone named Mia.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded. “You’ve probably seen her around,” she told Meghan. “Aunt Mia has a fruit stand here at the market. On her days off, she performs as a juggler on the town square.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, her!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is my aunt,” she declared proudly. “She is the kindest person in my family. Last year, when my mom and I were fighting, Aunt Mia let me stay at her house for two weeks. She made all of my favorite foods, took me to the movies, and even let me stay out past my curfew.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “So what does this fabulous Aunt Mia have to do with Lucky?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s face darkened. “Lucky is my Aunt Mia’s husband. He’s my uncle.” 
 
      
 
    “Your uncle?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Pamela affirmed as they rounded a corner and came across an empty stall. She pointed at it. “Oh, see, Meghan? This is my aunt’s stall. She specializes in citrus; she has the best lemons and oranges imported from Uruguay. She’s an expert.” 
 
      
 
    “I might just have to call her up when I need help with my lemon tarts,” Meghan replied.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, she would love that,” she agreed. “Anyway, many years ago, Lucky had a thriving business in town. When it failed, he took up clowning and entertaining. He left my aunt with a load of his debts, and he traveled all over the world performing. My aunt was devastated; she adored her husband, and he broke her heart.” 
 
      
 
    “Did she ever remarry?” Meghan asked. 
 
      
 
    Pamela shook her head. “They’re still technically married,” she said. “Lucky comes and goes as he pleases. It drives my dad insane. He can’t stand to see his sister letting some scoundrel in and out of her house at his convenience. Every time Lucky comes back to town, he and my aunt hole up for days. And then, he leaves again, and she is sad all over again.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “That’s terrible. How hard that must be on your family.” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” she agreed. “My parents get so frustrated by Lucky’s antics. They wish he would just divorce Mia and let her get on with her life instead of stringing her along.” 
 
      
 
    “That does sound frustrating,” Meghan said as she filled her shopping basket with a package of bright red strawberries from a nearby stand. “So that explains why you were so upset when Lucky came into the bakery.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s really made things difficult for my family. My parents fight with Aunt Mia about him, and it makes it stressful for everyone,” she sighed. “And now, he’s here to worm his way into another part of my life. I can’t believe he’s going to work for Mr. Cazale.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s really going to work for Mr. Cazale? What does a clown have to do with a funeral?” Meghan asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    Pamela frowned. “I’m not supposed to mention this to anyone,” she said cautiously. “But I can trust you. Roberto told me that his father is going to hire Lucky to perform at some upcoming funerals.” 
 
      
 
    “Perform?” Meghan cried in horror. “At a funeral?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded. “Roberto’s dad is trying to increase the number of services he can offer to mourners,” she explained, her brow furrowed. “Lucky’s even doing a test run of these shows for a funeral this Friday.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s dark eyes widened. “I don’t want to sound judgmental,” she began. “But I don’t understand. Why would anyone think it was appropriate to have a clown at a funeral?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela shrugged. “Mr. Cazale has been trying to think outside the box lately when it comes to his business, and I think Lucky sweet-talked him into something that will be terribly received in town.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “That is one of the strangest things I’ve ever heard. Funerals are supposed to be solemn and reflective, not loud and silly. Has Mr. Cazale really given this a lot of thought?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess so,” she said. “Roberto tried to talk him out of it, but he’s pretty set on making it happen.” 
 
      
 
    The two ladies finished their shopping and wandered outside. It was another beautiful day in Sandy Bay. Meghan could hear the crash of the Pacific Ocean, and the sound always put her heart at ease. She enjoyed living close to the beach; in Los Angeles, the beach was nearly an hour by car with all the traffic, and back in Texas, the ocean was hours away. 
 
      
 
    “Look over there,” Pamela said as she pointed to the town square. “My Aunt Mia is juggling on the square.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan squinted. She could see Mia in the distance, a classically beautiful, petite brunette woman in a puffy red skirt and a matching puff sleeved top. “She’s so cute,” she said as Pamela waved.  “I expected her to be older. She looks to be my age.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a little older than you,” Pamela informed her. “She’s way younger than my dad, though. She is one amazing woman. Aunt Mia has so much energy and spunk. It’s such a bummer that she let’s stupid Lucky back into her life time after time.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan could sense the hurt in Pamela’s voice, and she reached over and took Pamela’s small hand in hers, giving it a firm squeeze. “Families can be difficult,” she whispered to Pamela. “And people don’t always choose the right people for themselves. All we can do is love them anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela wrinkled her nose and crossed her arms across her chest. “I just think it’s silly when people let others mistreat them,” she declared. “I bet you’ve never had a boyfriend who walked all over you, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “Oh, Pamela,” she giggled good-naturedly. “I think every woman has had her turn dating a jerk. In fact, I had a terrible boyfriend right after college. He was brilliant and worldly, and he had stunning dark eyes that I couldn’t stop staring into.” 
 
      
 
    “What was the problem?” she asked. “Dark eyes and a big brain sound like good qualities to me.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan cocked her head to the side. “A handsome face and a lot of knowledge don’t make up for a terrible personality,” she told Pamela. “There were a lot of good things about him, but he didn’t treat me very well. He liked to make me feel stupid and worthless. For some reason, it seemed to please him when I felt down.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s awful,” Pamela replied. “Why would you stay with someone like that?” 
 
      
 
    “It can be hard to walk away from a complex relationship,” she told her young employee as they watched Mia juggle a handful of limes. “And it can also be easy to judge others as they navigate tricky relationships. Give your aunt some grace, my dear. She is probably doing the best she can.” 
 
      
 
    Before Pamela could respond, Meghan’s phone rang. She looked down at the silver screen and raised an eyebrow. “Well, speak of the devil,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Lucky?”  
 
      
 
    “No,” Meghan shook her head. “It’s Mr. Cazale.” 
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     “T 
 
   
 
    hank you for coming over,” Mr. Cazale greeted Meghan as he welcomed her into the foyer of the funeral home. “It’s too big of an opportunity to discuss on the telephone.” 
 
      
 
    “An opportunity?” Meghan asked. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t believe it when I tell you,” he told her, his dark eyes gleaming. He gestured for Meghan to follow him down the long, dark hallway. “We’ll discuss it in the parlor.” 
 
      
 
    He tapped on a long grey couch in the parlor and Meghan sat down. “So, what is this opportunity?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale grinned. “I will be throwing the most dazzling, spectacular funeral anyone in this town has ever seen!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan leaned back uncomfortably. “I’m not sure what exactly you mean, Mr. Cazale…” 
 
      
 
    He clasped his hands in front of his heart. “I received a call early in the week from an agent in Silicon Valley,” he began. “The father of some California technology hot-shot passed away, and he wanted to have his funeral service conducted in Sandy Bay. Apparently, his parents were residents of this town many years ago, and the guy wanted the connection to his past represented in his father’s funeral service.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nervously twirled a loose dark lock around her fingers. “So you’re putting on the service?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” he confirmed. “But get this, Meghan: this guy wanted his father’s last event to be a party. We’re talking entertainers, dancers, live music, decorations, the works! This won’t be your typical somber, sad funeral, Meghan. We are going to make this the biggest event of the year.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what does this have to do with me?” she asked politely, feeling very uncomfortable at the prospect of making a funeral into a party. 
 
      
 
    “The man left specific instructions regarding the catering for the events,” he explained. “The agent gave me a list of demands that his client, the deceased’s son, has left. He wants to ensure that the guests will enjoy themselves, and that includes a full menu of delicious foods and treats.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve done business together before, Meghan,” Mr. Cazale said kindly. “And I appreciate that you’ve let my son work some shifts at your bakery. Before I reached out to anyone else, I wanted to ask if you would be interested in partnering with me for this event. Do you want to be the official caterer for this funeral?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shifted awkwardly on the couch. “I’m not sure,” she admitted as Mr. Cazale’s face fell. “I have a lot of orders at the bakery right now, and with Trudy out of town, I don’t know if I can handle a major event. Besides, to be completely transparent, I’m not sure how I feel about throwing a party in place of a proper funeral.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale raised an eyebrow. “Meghan, what’s your heritage? Do you have any Irish in your blood?” 
 
      
 
    “From what I know from my grandmother, we are Dutch on my father’s side and French on my mother’s side,” Meghan replied. “We have some German and North African DNA in our blood as well, but only small traces. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever heard of an Irish wake?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “No? Does that have to do with their morning routines or something?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale laughed. “Not at all. An Irish wake occurs when someone has died. It’s similar to a funeral, but often, there is music, story-telling, and celebration. Think of this funeral as an Irish wake. There will be music and celebration, and like the Irish, we will do our best to ensure our guests have a good time.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale’s smiled vanished. “It isn’t our place to judge,” he told Meghan. “If this is what the client wants…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan flashed back to her earlier conversation with Pamela. She had urged Pamela not to judge her aunt, and now, she was receiving the same message from Mr. Cazale. “What price point are you looking at?” she asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    “For the reception and after-party, we are looking at twenty-thousand dollars,” Mr. Cazale answered. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not much for a funeral,” Meghan replied. 
 
      
 
    “Each,” Mr. Cazale corrected. “From my calculations, each vendor will walk away with twenty-thousand dollars. Do I have your attention now?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan pursed her lips. Even though she was understaffed at the bakery, twenty-thousand dollars was very good money for just one day of work. She thought about the anniversary party she wanted to throw next month; it would soon be the one-year anniversary of the day she opened Truly Sweet, and she wanted to throw a celebration to commemorate the special day. Hosting such an event would cost a lot, and the twenty-thousand dollars could be used to offset the costs. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” he prodded. “If you are unable to assist, I will call one of the catering companies in Portland, but like I said, I wanted to extend the offer to you first.” 
 
      
 
    “I will talk to my staff and clear my schedule,” she said, pasting a smile on her face. “When is this shin-dig taking place?” 
 
      
 
    “Next Friday,” he answered. “Six days from now.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it sounds like I have some work to do.”  
 
      
 
    “Perfecto!” he replied. “Would you mind coming by in the early afternoon on Friday to do some tasting sessions? The deceased’s son will be around early in the day to finalize plans, and I’m sure he would appreciate testing your menu.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. “Is there anything else I can do in the meantime? How many guests do you think will be attending?” 
 
      
 
    “The agent told me to expect two-hundred mourners...I mean, guests,” he told her. “I would plan for more, just to be safe. He told me he would like a full range of desserts, along with some croissant sandwiches and cheeses.” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Meghan said as she rose from the couch and extended her hand to him. “Thank you for this opportunity, Mr. Cazale. I look forward to our partnership.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Meghan rejoined Pamela, who had been waiting for her in the town square. “What did he want?” Pamela asked as Meghan walked up to her. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds a little crazy,” she told her. “But he wants us to cater a funeral.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela narrowed her eyes. “The same funeral where my uncle is performing?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s jaw dropped. She had completely forgotten about Lucky’s deal with Mr. Cazale. “It must be the same event,” she admitted as Pamela frowned. “I wasn’t sure about it at first, but it’s a lot of money, Pamela. I understand if you don’t want to be a part of it, but if you do choose to help, I will make sure you are compensated very well for the day.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela crossed her arms. “I don’t know,” she said. “That man has brought nothing but unhappiness to my family. I don’t want to be around him if I don’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” she replied gently. “I’ll let you think about it. Just know that I respect whatever choice you make.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela bit her lip. “How much money are we talking about?” she asked Meghan. “Roberto and I were talking about doing a camping trip in Yosemite in August, and everything will cost around five-hundred dollars…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “If you help me, I’ll make sure that you get triple the amount you need for your camping trip,” she assured her employee. “I promise you.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela gave a weak smile. “What kind of foods are you thinking for the funeral?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrinkled her brow. “He wants some cheese and croissant sandwiches, along with a bunch of treats. The weather is warmer, and I think some fruit-themed items would be ideal. We can make my banana nut bread, some strawberry tarts, blueberry cobbler, and poached peach creme brulee.” 
 
      
 
    “Those sound amazing,” she gushed as her face lit up. “There’s a new recipe online for banana nut bread. Do you think I could make it myself?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” she agreed, thankful that Pamela was open to helping with the event. “If you want to make the banana nut bread, you can make it yourself. I’m always open to new ideas and new recipes.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s my darling!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan and Pamela turned to see Mia walking toward them. With her angular jawline and thick, pouty lips, she was breathtakingly beautiful. “Hi, Aunt Mia!” 
 
      
 
    Mia kissed Pamela on both cheeks. “What are you up to?” 
 
      
 
    “I was shopping for fruit with my boss,” Pamela explained as she pointed to Meghan. “Aunt Mia, have you met Meghan?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen you around,” Meghan said kindly as Mia smiled back. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you,” she replied. “You own that treat shop, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. Truly Sweet is my pride and joy,” she responded. “Pamela works for me several days a week. She is such an asset to the store.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me one bit,” Mia said as she reached over to squeeze Pamela’s cheeks. “She is such a good girl with a hard work ethic. I am so proud of her.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone smiled, but there was a long pause. Meghan gulped nervously; she hated long pauses when she conversed with strangers, and she wracked her brain, thinking of things to say to Pamela’s aunt. “So... I hear your husband is in town,” she squeaked as Mia and Pamela’s faces darkened. “Are you happy he’s back?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s jaw dropped. “Meghan,” she hissed as Meghan’s face turned red.  
 
      
 
    Meghan’s stomach churned. She couldn’t believe what had just come out of her mouth. She had not intended to be callous or cruel, but from the look on Mia’s face, it appeared that Meghan had made a grave mistake. 
 
      
 
    “Am I happy he’s back?” Mia repeated as Meghan’s face burned with shame. “Let me see….am I happy that my scoundrel husband--the man who gallivants around the world doing who knows what with who knows who--is home? Let me see…. ahhh, yes! I am absolutely thrilled to have someone home who only uses me for my bank account and my refrigerator. Give it another week and that no-good clown will be out of my hair again, just like he always is. Does that sufficiently answer your nosy question, Morgan?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s Meghan,” Meghan choked as she looked down at her shoes. “And yes, ma’am. It does.” 
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   T he next morning, Meghan awoke to the sound of her cell phone buzzing. She groggily reached for the device, accidentally knocking over a glass of water she had placed on her nightstand the evening before. 
 
      
 
    “Who could be calling me this early?” Meghan grumbled as she saw the time on her phone. It was five in the morning, and she was not a morning person. 
 
      
 
    Meghan, it’s Trudy. Sorry to text you so early, but I wanted to let you know that I’ll be out of town a little longer than planned. Sorry for the last minute notice; my daughter needs my assistance, and I need to stay. I will be back in two weeks. See you soon! XO 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed. She had not anticipated Trudy being gone so long, and with the funeral order coming up quickly, she needed additional help at the bakery. She was nervous to call Pamela after the scene in town with Mia; Pamela had stormed away from Meghan after her blunder, and she had left a voicemail that night saying she wouldn’t be coming in to work for a few days. 
 
      
 
    “What am I going to do now?” she asked herself as her two little dogs moaned in their sleep. “I can’t ask Karen to help again; she is busy on the committee for the Sandy Bay Half Marathon, and she has no time to spare. Maybe my mom can fly in?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan put her phone back on the nightstand and settled back into bed. “I will just have to make nice with Pamela,” she told herself as she wrapped the comforter around her body and placed a pillow between her knees. “She has to know that I didn’t mean to fumble my words when I was speaking with her aunt. I’m sure she will forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Meghan mustered the courage to call Pamela. “Hello?” Pamela answered the call.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s me. Can you talk?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sleeping,” she said curtly as Meghan’s stomach dropped. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan paused. “It’s the funeral order,” she began nervously as she heard Pamela sigh. “There is so much to do, Pamela, and Trudy will be out of town for the next two weeks. Is there any way you can come in today? I will make it worth your while, I promise!” 
 
      
 
    Pamela cleared her throat. “I don’t know,” she told Meghan. “I’m really annoyed at what you said to my aunt yesterday, Meghan. You don’t even know her, and you went and drug up our family business. She was so mad at me for telling you all about Lucky, and now, my parents are mad at me too. They said that I shouldn’t be airing our family’s dirty laundry to everyone. They even took away the date night Roberto and I were planning this week. I’m grounded! It’s so unfair. I think I shouldn’t come in to work if I’m not even allowed to go on my date....” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “Please?” she asked. “There is so much to do. I have to prepare some of the sample treats, and later, I have to deliver a batch to Mr. Cazale.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, do you?” Pamela perkily asked. “Well, you know, I’m sure my parents will let me come into work. I think I can make it happen. I’ll be down at the bakery in fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan hung up the phone. She was curious about Pamela’s change of heart, but most of all, she was relieved to have help with the treats she had to prepare for the tasting session.  
 
      
 
    Meghan went to the bathroom to brush her teeth, wash her face, and apply a light layer of mascara over her long eyelashes. She ventured to her closet, dressing in a pair of comfortable black tights, a long pink floral tunic, and a pair of white sneakers. She threw her thick hair into a ponytail atop her head as she walked downstairs to the bakery, and she heard Pamela letting herself into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” she greeted as Pamela walked inside. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Pamela greeted her, a sour look on her face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still sorry about what I said last night to your aunt,” she told the teenager as they fished two yellow aprons out of the hamper and tied them around their necks. “It was total word vomit, and I can’t believe I said what I said. I hope you know that I wasn’t trying to be nasty or rude.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded. “I know,” she said softly, the angry look on her face disappearing. “It’s just hard to see Aunt Mia so upset when Lucky comes to town, and the problems he causes have even followed me home. My parents fight about him all the time, and it makes me scared. I hate when they argue.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “I hate when my parents fight,” she told her. “It’s scary and awkward and it can hurt. I just want you to know that I am here for you, and no matter what, Truly Sweet is always a place where you can feel appreciated and relaxed. I’m sorry again, Pamela. I will be more mindful of what I say in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela smiled. “I know you’re sorry,” she replied. “And I will get over it, I promise. Now, what time are we going over to Mr. Cazale’s?” 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Meghan and Pamela arrived at the funeral home. As soon as they walked through the door, Meghan watched as Pamela’s face turned bright red. “You’re blushing,” Meghan murmured as Pamela spotted Roberto.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t help it. He’s such a cutie!” she whispered. She hastened her pace and left Meghan’s side, taking off down the long, dark hallway.  
 
      
 
    “ROBERTO!” Meghan heard Pamela squeal. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s why she wanted to help out today,” Meghan muttered. “She had her date night cancelled, so she wanted to make sure she still got to see her sweetheart…” 
 
      
 
    “Meghan!” 
 
      
 
    She turned to see Mr. Cazale walking towards her.  A middle aged man and woman followed behind him. “Meghan, I would like to introduce you to Rupert Fields and his wife, Jeanne Marie. They are in from Silicon Valley; we will be celebrating Rupert’s late father.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised her eyebrows. “I am so sorry for your loss,” Meghan said kindly. “I am so honored to be one of the vendors for the funeral event. I hope that we can provide exactly what you need at this difficult time.” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie sniffed. “It’s been more of a difficult time traveling to this sad little town,” she hissed at her husband. “I have a show coming up, and I had to leave everything hanging to make it to this.” 
 
      
 
    “A show?” Meghan asked. “Are you an actress?” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie scowled. “I’m a fashion designer,” she told Meghan. “I design some of the most fabulous clothes you could ever imagine. Actually, from the looks of you, you probably couldn’t imagine the pieces I create.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert elbowed his wife. “Dear,” he said through gritted teeth. “Enough.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled weakly. She could tell that the Fields were very wealthy; Jeanne Marie was dressed in a designer suit, and her matching purse was covered in diamonds. Rupert’s watch was identical to one Meghan’s father owned, and she knew it was pricey.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale interjected. “The Fields are in town a bit earlier than expected,” he explained.  
 
      
 
    “Not by my choice,” Jeanne Marie muttered. 
 
      
 
    “We are happy to be here,” Rupert interrupted. “Well, as happy as we can be, given the circumstances. Meghan, thank you for your assistance in my father’s service. It is a sad loss, but I know that the event will bring comfort to all.” 
 
      
 
    “It is my pleasure,” she informed him. “I’ve never heard of such a celebration being thrown for a funeral. It’s quite...inspiring. Can I ask what made you decide to go all out with this?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale frowned. “I don’t think that’s our business,” he told Meghan, but Rupert smiled and waved him off. “It’s fine, really. My father was a vibrant man with lavish tastes, and this is exactly the funeral he would have thrown himself! I am happy to honor his wishes, even if it is a bit unconventional.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “That’s lovely,” she told him. “Thank you for explaining it to me.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale phone buzzed. He retrieved it from his pocket and read the message that had appeared across the screen. “Ahhh, another one of our vendors is here,” he informed Rupert. “Let’s go meet the entertainer.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale escorted them into the library, a dimly-lit room featuring a large marble fireplace. Meghan quietly gasped as she walked in and saw Lucky with his arms around a black-haired woman. 
 
      
 
    “Is that the entertainer?” Rupert whispered to Meghan.  
 
      
 
    “He’s a traveling performer,” she whispered to him. 
 
      
 
    “He and his girlfriend look a little too close,” Jeanne Marie remarked as Lucky pulled away from the woman. “I would never let you touch me like that in public. Look at their lips! They’re clearly swollen from kissing.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert laughed. “I wish you would kiss me in public, dear,” he told his wife as she rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale cleared his throat. “This is Lucky, the performer for the event. He will be doing some tricks, juggling, the works!” 
 
      
 
    Rupert smiled and reached to shake Lucky’s hand. “Pleased to meet you,” he told him. “And this is your girlfriend?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Lucky replied coyly as the woman batted her eyelashes. “This is my performing partner, Wendy. She helps me out with my tricks sometimes. She’ll be working alongside me during the funeral.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. She wondered if Pamela, Mia, and their family knew about this Wendy woman. Wendy appeared younger than Meghan, with giant dark eyes, a tiny waist, and hair that cascaded down her back and nearly reached her bottom. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you all,” Wendy said as she licked her lips flirtatiously. “I’m from Las Vegas, but this bad man here wanted me to come help him. I would help Lucky with anything…” 
 
      
 
    Lucky winked at Wendy. “She’s quite a gal, this Wendy.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan watched as Wendy tucked her hair behind her ears and sidled up to Lucky. She whispered something to him, and sneakily reached a hand behind his back to swat his bottom. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough,” Jeanne Marie declared matter-of-factly. “You two shouldn’t be flirting on the job, and I’ve had enough of your PDA. You’ve been hired by us, and I demand you two behave as professionals.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert sighed. “Please excuse my wife,” he apologized to the group. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, stop, Rupert,” Jeanne Marie commanded. “I will speak my mind as I please.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky marched up to Jeanne Marie and stared into her eyes. “I’ll have you know that I don’t let fancy pants women talk to me like that,” he stated as he glared at her. “I have a wife at home. Wendy is my partner for performing. That’s the last you’ll say about it, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart pounded as she watched Jeanne Marie look into Lucky’s face. She rolled her eyes at him. “I won’t let hired help speak to me this way,” she told her husband. “Rupert, this clown and his special friend simply won’t do for your father’s funeral. Clown, you are dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie turned and stormed out of the room and Rupert followed her. “Well, that was rude,” Wendy snickered as Lucky crossed his arms. “What a rich, snotty lady!” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale turned on his heel and chased after them. “I need their business,” Meghan heard him muttering.  
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Rupert and Jeanne Marie reentered the library, and Jeanne Marie pointed to Lucky. “We’re going to have a chat,” she growled as she gazed at the clown. “If my husband is going to insist on hiring you, I’m going to tell you how I expect you to act. Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky turned to blow a kiss at Wendy, and then, he followed Jeanne Marie out of the room. He emerged from the hallway ten minutes later, a nervous smile on his face. “I think the beautiful lady is going to be a satisfied customer,” he announced to the room as Mr. Cazale sighed in relief. “She told me what she expects, and I plan to deliver.” 
 
      
 
    “More like she paid him off to act a certain way,” Rupert muttered under his breath. “She does it all the time to our staff at home. This isn’t a surprise.” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie marched to the green velvet couch in the middle of the room and sat down. “Now that that’s settled,” she announced. “Let’s enjoy ourselves. Meghan? Please serve us some of the foods you brought over. Mr. Cazale mentioned you had some items that we could taste test?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Meghan agreed.  
 
      
 
    “And Ducky?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s Lucky,” he answered flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Lucky? Let’s see some tricks from you and Wendy.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky bowed reverently. Meghan saw him cough and scratch his ears. He did it again and again, but then regained his composure. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see some acrobatics,” Jeanne Marie commanded as Lucky nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Your wish is my command,” Lucky obeyed as he gestured for Wendy to join him. Lucky lifted Wendy into the air, and she balanced on his shoulders as she juggled a set of colorful balls. 
 
      
 
    “Ta-da!” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie clapped her hands. “Wonderful. Rupert? What do you want to see?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert joined his wife on the couch. “How about some flips?” 
 
      
 
    Lucky grinned. “Those are my specialty!” 
 
      
 
    Lucky threw Wendy across the room, and she tumbled in the air, managing to land on her two feet with a smile on her face. “And now, the triple flip!” Lucky yelled in delight as Wendy clapped for him. 
 
      
 
    Lucky took a long breath, and Meghan noticed he paused to scratch his back. He exhaled, took a step forward, and plunged into a triple flip across the room. He landed perfectly, with his back straight and his legs strong. “Ta da!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone clapped, and even Jeanne Marie had a smile on her face. “That was marvelous,” Rupert remarked. “Can you do that at the funeral?” 
 
      
 
    Lucky winked. “Of course I can,” he declared as he brushed an invisible piece of lint off of his shoulder. “Do you want to see another trick? 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded, and Lucky threw his hands in the air. He took a long breath and closed his eyes. The excitement was building, and Meghan could hardly wait to see what he would do next. 
 
      
 
    “And now,” he announced grandly as his eyes opened. “I will perform a quadruple twist with two front step outs.” 
 
      
 
    “Two?” Wendy shrieked. “That’s unheard of, baby! I mean…boss! Don’t do it!” 
 
      
 
    Lucky looked at Wendy with a twinkle in his eyes. “Don’t you worry about me, darlin’,” he assured her. “Lucky is gonna have some good luck with this!” 
 
      
 
    Wendy gasped as he lowered his arms to his sides and took off running across the room. He leapt onto the couch, using it as a springboard, and everyone stared as he curled his body into a tiny ball, twisting and flailing in the air. He nearly hit the cavernous ceiling; his momentum was carrying him high, and Meghan’s body tensed as Lucky pulled out of the twist and reached for his ankles as he spun in the air. 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to hurt himself,” she worriedly whispered to Mr. Cazale. “There’s no way he can land on his feet. That stunt looks harder than anything I’ve watched on tv at the Olympics.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Lucky curled over, letting go of his feet and throwing his arms in the air to slow his fall. He bent his knees, and as the group watched in horror, he landed on his feet, bouncing gently as he stuck the landing.  
 
      
 
    “You did it!” Wendy exclaimed as she ran to embrace the clown. “I can’t believe you pulled that off.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky gave a stately bow, and the room burst into applause. “I am full of tricks,” he laughed, but as he chuckled, he began to cough. “Excuse me,” he sputtered as he heaved into his hand. “I don’t know what’s come over me." 
 
      
 
    Meghan noticed his pale face, and Wendy darted towards him. “Are you okay, Lucky? What’s wrong? Was that landing too hard for you? I bet it knocked the wind out of you.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky opened his mouth to answer, but instead of speaking, he began to choke. He fell to the ground, clutching his heart. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he began to foam at the mouth. Wendy screamed as she ran to his side. “Lucky! Lucky! What’s going on, Lucky! That’s never happened before. Are you okay? Someone, call for help!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan reached for her cell phone, but Mr. Cazale put a hand on her shoulder. As if on cue, Wendy let out a horrendous scream. “He’s gone!” she wailed as she draped herself across Lucky’s chest. “He’s dead!” 
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   T he group stared in horror as Lucky’s body went still. “Rupert! Give him CPR!” Jeanne Marie shrieked as Rupert ran to Lucky’s side and began pumping on his chest. 
 
      
 
    Wendy wept, her dark makeup trailing down her face. “Why?” she wailed as Rupert pressed his ear to Lucky’s heart and shook his head. “Why? Please, Lucky! Come back to me, my love.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert rose to his feet. “He’s gone,” he announced quietly as Wendy wailed. “He doesn’t have a heartbeat. I don’t think there is anything we can do.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we call an ambulance?” Jeanne Marie asked, her face nonchalant. “Surely they can revive him? When my tennis partner, Mitzi, collapsed during our match last week, the paramedics got her back on her feet in about fifteen minutes. She was feeling fine enough to go to her pedicure appointment later that evening.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s too far gone,” Mr. Cazale protested. “Look at his coloring; his face is the color of ashes, Mrs. Fields. I’ve been in this business long enough to know that he is too far gone.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we should call anyway,” Rupert disagreed as he reached for his cell phone. “Surely the medical professionals can assist.” 
 
      
 
    “If you insist,” Mr. Cazale dismissed as he shrugged his shoulders. “My address is 53 Chives Street. They’ll want to know where to send the ambulance.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan could hardly believe her eyes. Lucky lay on the floor, his eyes wide open and his body contorted in an unnatural position. Wendy was crying next to him, her face mottled and her body shaking. Jeanne Marie sat on the couch examining her nails, appearing disinterested in the horrific scene in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “I have to warn Pamela,” Meghan thought to herself as she stared at Lucky’s broken body. “She will be traumatized if she comes in here and sees this. I need to text Roberto to get her out of the house.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan pulled out her phone from her red purse and texted Roberto. 
 
      
 
    Hey! I just realized that there are loaves baking in the oven at Truly Sweet. Can you and Pamela dash over there and keep an eye on them? I’ll pay you both $50!  
 
      
 
    Meghan hoped that Roberto would get the message and agree to get Pamela out of the funeral home. Her heart thudded as her phone buzzed, and she saw that Roberto responded. 
 
      
 
    For sure! We went out to get ice cream, so we’ll just head straight over there. 
 
      
 
    “Thank goodness,” she sighed in relief, knowing that Pamela and Roberto had missed the commotion in the library. 
 
      
 
    Rupert frowned as Wendy continued screeching. “It looks like you’ll have a lot on your hands here with the funeral for this one,” he said quietly to Mr. Cazale. “It looks like we will need to find another funeral director for my father’s service. It just feels to be in bad taste to proceed here with the entertainer dropping dead in front of us, you know?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale’s dark eyes widened. “That won’t be necessary,” he insisted. “The death of this hired entertainer should not spoil our agreement. Besides, you’ve already wired a down payment. I’ve made arrangements with vendors. To change the plan now would be utter chaos.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan watched as Wendy rose from her place beside Lucky, her hands balled into fists. She marched up to Mr. Cazale and Rupert, her eyes flashing with anger. “HOW DARE YOU?” she roared as the two men’s jaws dropped. “HIS BODY IS NOT EVEN COLD AND YOU ARE TALKING ABOUT BUSINESS? YOU TWO SHOULD BE ASHAMED OF YOURSELVES!” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie rolled her eyes from her place on the couch. “Your behavior is shameful,” she muttered as Wendy turned to glare at her. “You make a scene here over this married man who is supposedly your colleague? Your display has been utterly classless, Winona.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s WENDY!” she screamed as Jeanne Marie looked back at her phone and continued scrolling through her social media profiles. “WENDY! And Lucky was so much more than my colleague! You don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan walked to Wendy’s side and took her hand. “We’re all so sorry for your loss,” she said softly. “It is terrible to lose anyone, regardless of your relationship to them. Can I go get a glass of water for you?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy collapsed onto the floor. “I just need my Lucky,” she wept as Meghan bent down to hug her.  
 
      
 
    The sound of sirens grew closer, and soon, there was a knock at the door. “It must be the paramedics,” Mr. Cazale announced. “I’ll go let them in.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, a team of paramedics burst through the door. “The patient is right here,” Wendy directed them as she pointed to Lucky’s body. “Help him! Please, help him.” 
 
      
 
    The paramedics got to work. A broad-shouldered man stripped Lucky’s shirt off of his chest while a young red-headed woman attached a series of wires to his body. Another male paramedic took notes as a raven-haired woman checked for Lucky’s pulse. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” the red-headed woman finally said to the group. “He’s gone. There is nothing we can do.” 
 
      
 
    “NO!” Wendy screamed. “He can’t be gone. Bring him back.” 
 
      
 
    The raven-haired woman shrugged. “We did our best, but he was already gone. We will run some tests now and see if we can get an initial idea of what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy curled into a ball on the floor, rocking herself back and forth in the fetal position. “He can’t be gone,” she sobbed. “Lucky was the love of my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, enough of that nonsense,” Jeanne Marie chided Wendy from her position on the couch. “We should really throw you out of here and have his wife come down. Who are you, anyway? You look to be about nineteen years old. Shouldn’t you be home with your family?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy scowled. “My relationship with Lucky is--was--none of your business. We had a connection that was so deep that a snotty, bored, rich woman like you would never understand.” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie ran a hand through her shoulder-length auburn hair. “Oh, dear,” she chuckled. “You have no idea who are you talking to. My husband and I were about to put a lot of money into yours and Lucky’s pockets, but now, that won’t be necessary….” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Meghan interjected as Wendy furrowed her brow. “Let’s back off for now, okay? She’s clearly upset, and it’s probably best if we don’t agitate her.” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie raised her left eyebrow. “You are the caterer for the event, yes?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “I am,” she confirmed. 
 
      
 
    Jeanne Marie curled her lip in a disconcerting way. “Then I would tread very carefully if I were you,” she said softly. “My husband and I are paying you a great deal of money, too. I don’t need a young bakery girl to tell me how to speak to people I am paying. I would strongly advise you to choose your words wisely.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned, taking a step away from Wendy and retreating to the corner of the library. “I’ll walk over to the window,” she said as Jeanne Marie nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good choice,” Jeanne Marie replied haughtily. 
 
      
 
    Just then, the broad-shouldered paramedic turned to the group. “I think we have an idea of what happened,” he declared as his coworkers began packing up their equipment. “From the initial tests we ran, it appears that the victim died from an anaphylactic shock, likely brought on by a severe allergic reaction. Did he have any serious allergies?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy nodded. “Nuts,” she whispered. “He was deathly allergic to nuts.” 
 
      
 
    The paramedic looked around at the group. “Did anyone bring nuts in close proximity to this man?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t eat nuts,” Jeanne Marie smugly stated. “We’re on a strict diet of salmon and kale. Right, honey?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert nodded. “She’s correct,” he said. “We were going to break our diet at my father’s funeral, but like my wife said, we don’t eat nuts, nor did we bring any in here.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale shook his head. “I didn’t have any, either,” he told the paramedics. “Lucky informed me that he was allergic, and I had my son clean out the pantry of our peanut butter and cashew cookies.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to look at Meghan. Her dark eyes were wide in horror. “I brought some banana nut bread,” she stammered as Wendy’s jaw dropped. “I didn’t know Lucky was going to be here. I didn’t even bring it in here, though! I left it in the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s still too close to him!” Wendy screeched as Meghan gasped. “You killed him! You killed the love of my life!” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean to.” Meghan insisted as the color drained from her face. “It was an honest mistake. Truly, I never would have brought the banana nut bread had I known that Lucky was here.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy got up in Meghan’s face, her nose only centimeters from Meghan’s. “You will pay for this,” she snarled, her hot, sour breath infiltrating Meghan’s nostrils. “Mark my words, you will pay for this!” 
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     “T 
 
   
 
    hat sounds terrible,” Jack said to Meghan as they sat together at one of the little white iron tables in the bakery. “That Wendy woman sounds crazy.” 
 
      
 
    “She is,” Meghan agreed as she sadly twirled her spoon in her vanilla bean latte. “Mr. Cazale and Rupert Fields had to pry her off me. She wanted to fight me, Jack! I’ve never been in a real fight in my entire life.” 
 
      
 
    Jack laughed. “My poor girl,” he said as Meghan took a sip of her drink. “I don’t know this Wendy, but I don’t think she would beat my peace-loving princess in a fight any day.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not a fighter,” Meghan confirmed. “And it was clear that Wendy is. The paramedics threatened to call the police if she didn’t stop threatening me. It was humiliating.” 
 
      
 
    Jack’s face darkened. “You know that I would never let anyone hurt you,” he told Meghan. “That woman had better watch her back. She should know that no one gets to threaten Detective Jack Irvin’s girlfriend and get away with it.” 
 
      
 
    “She was really upset,” she whispered. “As Mr. Cazale held her back, she stared at me the entire time the paramedics were strapping Lucky onto the stretcher and wheeling him out of the funeral home.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shifted in his seat. “I’m sorry that happened,” he told his girlfriend as he reached over and squeezed her hand. “I can’t believe he died from nuts that weren’t even in the same room as him.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked down into her cup. “I can’t believe it, either,” she muttered. “I can’t believe I am responsible for someone dying. This is my worst nightmare.” 
 
      
 
    Jack bit his lip. “You know, I’m not supposed to say anything since there is an investigation going on,” he began. “But Meghan? Sweetheart, I wouldn’t worry too much about all of this. In all my years working with the police department, I’ve heard of people having severe allergic reactions to nuts, but I have never heard of anyone actually dying from them, especially when they were hundreds of feet away from the person who was allergic.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan felt a lone tear slip from her eyes. “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Sweetheart!” he exclaimed as he stood from his seat and joined Meghan in her own chair, pulling her onto his lap. “I am absolutely sure.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan leaned against Jack’s familiar brawny chest and felt a sense of comfort as he began stroking her long wavy hair. “I just feel terrible that someone’s life potentially ended because of me. And I don’t want to go to jail, babe!” 
 
      
 
    Jack kissed Meghan on her forehead. “You will be fine, honey,” he assured her as she breathed in the scent of his cologne. “There is nothing to worry about until the report from the coroner comes back, but in the meantime, just relax. Like I said, I don’t think that he could die from nuts that were several rooms away from him. That would be extraordinary, and I highly doubt that a loaf of your bread would kill him from hundreds of feet away.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “I hope you are right…” 
 
      
 
    “I am right,” he told her. “And, if somehow your bread is responsible for his death, it was an accident, my love. Accidents happen all the time. This would certainly be a tragic accident, but an accident nonetheless. But let’s not think about that. As it stands, given all the facts and information from the impending investigation, I am certain that you had nothing to do with the death of that clown, Meghan. Nothing!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan snuggled against Jack and leaned up, kissing him softly on the mouth. “Thank you for your encouragement, honey,” she murmured as Jack played with a lock of her hair. “You are so sweet to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Truly Sweet?” Jack kidded as Meghan softly giggled.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Truly Sweet,” she agreed as Jack kissed her lips. 
 
      
 
    Jack’s phone rang, and he pulled it out of the pocket of his gray pants. “This is Detective Irvin,” he answered curtly. “Yes, I am available. I will be right there.” 
 
      
 
    Jack hung up the call and turned to smile at Meghan. “Duty calls,” he informed her as he leaned down to kiss her forehead once more. “I have to get down to the station.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she lamented, her eyes filled with sadness as Jack stood from their shared seat. “You’ve been such a comfort to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he replied as he bent over to give Meghan a last kiss on the lips. “Just keep your chin up, my dear. As I said, I believe it is highly unlikely that you had anything to do with that clown passing away. It would be ridiculous if he truly died from minimal exposure to your banana nut bread. Just keep yourself busy here at the bakery, and before you know it, the coroner’s report will be released, and you will have the answers you need: that you did not have anything to do with his death.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled at Jack. “Do you know that I love you?” 
 
      
 
    Jack grinned. “I do,” he replied. “But I still love to hear you say it.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” she told her boyfriend as he tipped his hat to her and walked toward the front door. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too,” Jack called out as he left the bakery, leaving Meghan all alone in the shop. 
 
      
 
    Meghan buried her head in her hands. She had yet to open the bakery for the day; with the stress of Lucky’s death the previous day, she was not ready to dive back into work, and she wondered if she should perhaps take the day off to decompress. 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked over at the cash register and saw a little yellow purse. “That’s Pamela’s,” she muttered. “I forgot, she is scheduled to work this morning. I wonder where she is.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at the clock and saw it was nearly ten in the morning. “I had better get to work,” she thought to herself as she stood from the table and pushed in the little white iron chair. “If this massive funeral event is still happening, I have a lot of work to do to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan ventured back to the kitchen and put on her yellow apron. She washed her hands and began kneading a pile of fresh dough, humming to herself as she pushed her fingers back and forth. The dough felt good on her hands, and the kneading felt almost therapeutic; Meghan always felt relaxed in her kitchen, and despite the tragedy of the previous day, she could feel herself calming down as she worked hard at the bakery. 
 
      
 
    A while later, she heard the chime of the little silver bells attached to the front door.  
 
      
 
    “Meghan?” 
 
      
 
    “In here,” she replied, relieved to hear Pamela’s voice. 
 
      
 
    Pamela skipped into the kitchen, her cheeks flushed. “Sorry I’m late,” she said to Meghan. “Well, I dropped off my bag and clocked in on time, but I had to leave for a bit…” 
 
      
 
    “Where were you?” she asked sternly, seeing Pamela’s pale pink lipstick smudged across her lower lips. 
 
      
 
    “I was on the phone with Roberto.” 
 
      
 
    “On the phone or with him?” Meghan followed up. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, fine. I was with him,” she told her, the color rising to her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have,” she agreed. “You clocked in, meaning that you were getting paid for the time you were off with your boyfriend. That is not right, Pamela.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she admitted as the smile vanished from her lips. “I’m sorry. I should not have left, and I should have been focused on my work.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked into Pamela’s eyes, wondering if the teenager had been informed of the death of her uncle. Pamela looked to be in a pleasant mood, and Meghan decided that she probably did not yet know that Lucky had died. 
 
      
 
    “Pamela,” she began, trying to keep her voice calm despite her annoyance. “You’ve really been throwing yourself into this relationship with Roberto. I know that you are very much enamored of him, but I want you to remember that this boy isn’t everything. You are a smart, sporty, reliable girl, and I don’t want to see those things change because you have a boyfriend.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela frowned. “You think my relationship is a bad idea?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say that,” she corrected. “But what I am saying is that I care about you a lot, Pamela. You are a good girl, and I want to see you make the best decisions for yourself. Since you and Roberto started dating, you’ve lied to me and blown off work, and I never thought I would see that from you.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s face fell. “You’re right,” she said quietly. “I have been making Roberto the center of my world. I just love him so much, Meghan! I’m in love with him, and he makes everything in my life better. I love him, and someday, I’m going to marry him.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “Whoa, there,” she advised her young employee. “You’re sixteen, Pamela. Don’t get carried away. Or, if you must get carried away, get carried away with your work today. We have a lot to do, and I need you at your best.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela grinned. “You know I can bring my best,” she declared, placing her hands confidently on her narrow hips. “Come on, boss. Let’s get cracking.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan set Pamela up slicing loaves of raisin bread in the kitchen, and then turned to attend to the dining room. She washed each table, careful to wind her rag around each crevice in her white iron chairs. She bent down to clean the legs of the chairs, and as she leaned underneath the table, she heard the doorknob rattling. 
 
      
 
    “That’s strange,” she thought to herself. “The sign on the door clearly says CLOSED. Who is trying to get in?” 
 
      
 
    The rattling persisted, and Meghan climbed out from beneath the table and went to the front door. No one was there. Meghan laughed to herself. “I must be crazy,” she thought as she returned to her cleaning. 
 
      
 
    Meghan heard footsteps behind her as she bent down to scrub the base of the last table in the dining room. “Pamela? Can you bring me some more cleaning solution?” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t Pamela,” Meghan heard a high-pitched voice sneer. She quickly emerged from under the table and gasped. Standing before her with a wicked look on her face was Wendy. 
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    hat are you doing here?” Meghan asked in horror as Wendy’s eyes glimmered. “How did you even get in?” 
 
      
 
    “Your little teenage worker let me in the back,” Wendy replied as Meghan’s mouth gaped open in fear.  
 
      
 
    “Do you need something?” Meghan asked in confusion. “The police have my statements for their investigation.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy shook her head. “I only need one thing from you,” she told Meghan. “I need to know why you did it.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gasped. “I didn’t do anything!” she insisted as she rose to her feet and looked into Wendy’s eyes. “I promise, Wendy. I had nothing against Lucky. I had no ill will toward him.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why did you kill him?” she asked. “You knew he was allergic to nuts! Why did you bring that poisonous bread to the funeral home if you weren’t planning to kill him?” 
 
      
 
    “I swear, Wendy,” she pleaded. “I didn’t even know Lucky would be there. Mr. Cazale wanted me to drop off some samples, and I threw in a loaf of my banana nut bread because I know his son likes it. If I had known Lucky was going to be there, I would never have included the banana nut bread. I promise!” 
 
      
 
    Wendy crossed her arms across her voluminous bosom. “This is the worst thing to ever happen to me,” she informed Meghan with sadness in her voice. “Lucky was the light and the love of my life. No one understands.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” Meghan asked, gesturing at one of the little white chairs, hoping that if Wendy opened up to her, she would realize that Meghan would never hurt a fly. “We can talk about it, Wendy. I will listen to you.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy threw herself into the chair and Meghan sat down across from her. “How did you meet Lucky?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Wendy sighed. “It’s a long story,” she said quietly as she looked down at her red fingernails. 
 
      
 
    “I have all of the time in the world,” she told her. 
 
      
 
    “It all started on my twenty-second birthday,” Wendy began. “I had had enough of my mother taunting me and my father beating up my brothers. My parents were cruel people, and I had to get away. I ran away from home on the night of my birthday, and I never looked back. I joined a travelling circus, and suddenly, my life was filled with color and adventure.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds incredible,” Meghan said in awe as she watched Wendy’s face light up. 
 
      
 
    “It was,” she agreed. “After two years on the road, I met Lucky. It was a stormy night in Valencia, Spain, and we all went out for dinner at a popular tapas bar. Lucky and I were seated next to each other, and our connection was electric. We couldn’t stop talking, and we both knew that we shared something magical. Later that week, he began to train me on performing and entertaining, and before I knew it, I was promoted in our traveling company. I was earning more money, doing more tricks, and had more control over my life than ever before. Lucky gave all of that to me, and eventually, we left our company and founded our own. We were partners in all things ever since…” 
 
      
 
    “All things?” Meghan asked. “Wasn’t he married?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy rolled her eyes. “Why does everyone keep reminding me of that?” she asked in disgust. “I knew he was married, but he didn’t love his wife. If he loved her, he would have been home in this dumpy little town and not gallivanting around the world with me.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip, knowing that it was not her place to be judgmental of Wendy’s relationship with Lucky. “Did his wife know about you?” 
 
      
 
    “Surely she did,” Wendy replied nonchalantly. “When he was with me, it was as if we were the only two people on earth, and when he came home, we talked all the time. I always called him to say goodnight. Surely his wife took notice of that.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Did you think Lucky would leave his wife and marry you?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy’s face turned red, and her eyes had a dreamy look about them. “He promised that he was going to leave her next year,” Wendy told Meghan. “As soon as he could afford insurance for the pair of us, he was going to leave her and marry me. We were trying to have a baby this year, Meghan. We wanted to be our own family. I was pregnant with twins last spring, but sadly, I lost them. It nearly broke Lucky’s heart, but my man stood by me. He was the most important person in my life.” 
 
      
 
    “That is quite a story,” she said. “It sounds like you two shared something special.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea,” she whimpered. “And now, he’s gone…” 
 
      
 
    The little silver bells chimed on the front door.  
 
      
 
    “Meghan!” Mrs. Sheridan greeted as she marched through the door with Frank in tow. “I’ve come for some of your banana nut bread. Frank wanted some, and I couldn’t resist spoiling my love with some treats.” 
 
      
 
    “I really love---” Frank began. 
 
      
 
    “He really loves your banana nut bread,” Mrs. Sheridan declared. “We wanted to order a few loaves.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s stomach dropped, and she watched Wendy’s face fall. “Now is not a good time,” she gently informed Mrs. Sheridan. “I’ll have Pamela send some over to you later.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan stomped her foot. “We are paying customers! We want the bread now.” 
 
      
 
    “Now would be nice,” Frank agreed before Mrs. Sheridan cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “NOW WOULD BE NICE!” Mrs. Sheridan exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it would,” Frank agreed as Meghan rose to her feet and went behind the counter.  
 
      
 
    “It was such a shame that that clown couldn’t have any of the banana nut bread,” Mrs. Sheridan squawked as Wendy’s face went pale. “I tried to offer him some, but he had some problems with it.” 
 
      
 
    “I think he was aller--” Frank tried to say. 
 
      
 
    “He was allergic,” Mrs. Sheridan interrupted. “He told all of us about his allergy when he was in here previously. What a shame.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy narrowed her eyes. “He told all of you?” 
 
      
 
    “He came in here and told us about his trav—“ Frank began before Mrs. Sheridan jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. 
 
      
 
    “He came in here and was chatting with us about his travels. Meghan tried to serve him banana nut bread, but he warned her that he was allergic.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy stared into Meghan’s face with daggers in her eyes. “He warned you about his allergy and you proceeded to poison him with your banana nut bread?" 
 
      
 
    Meghan nervously twirled her hair around her finger. She had hoped to smooth things over with Wendy, and now, with Mrs. Sheridan talking so openly about Lucky’s allergy, she worried Wendy would never be able to let Meghan off the hook for Lucky’s death. Meghan flashed a look at Mrs. Sheridan. 
 
      
 
    “Meghan! What was that look for?” she asked. “Is there something in your eye?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shrugged. “It’s fine,” she told the old woman. “I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    A loud, piercing scream filled the room. Meghan left the dining room, racing to the kitchen. “Pamela? Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela was crouching next to the oven. A tray of cookies was spilled on the floor next to her, and Meghan could see the teenager was shaking. “Pamela? What is the matter?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela held up her cell phone. “The message,” she sobbed as she tucked her knees to her chest and began to cry. “It was so nasty, Meghan!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “Was it Roberto?” she asked, picking up Pamela’s cell phone. “Did you two have a fight?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela shook her head. “No! It isn’t from Roberto. I was trying to text him while I was getting these cookies out of the oven. I was thinking about a sweet way to say goodbye to him when this message popped up.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan grimaced. “Pamela, are you telling me the truth?” she asked in frustration. “If you ruined this batch of cookies because of Roberto, I need to know. I need you to tell me the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela looked down at her feet. “Okay,” she whispered. “I was texting Roberto. He and I have been fighting over text message all morning, and he sent me a mean text. I read it while I was getting the cookies out of the oven.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you lied to me again?” she asked in dismay. “That is twice in one day, Pamela. This is unbelievable and so unlike you!” 
 
      
 
    Pamela hung her head in shame. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry doesn’t win my trust back,” Meghan informed the teenager. “I will be instating a new rule for employees: no cell phones in the bakery from now on. I’m going to keep yours for the rest of your shift, and the next time you come in, I expect you to leave the phone at home.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Meghan,” she replied quietly as Meghan slipped the phone in her pocket. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan huffed back out to the dining room. Mrs. Sheridan was feeding Frank pieces of banana nut bread. “Hey,” Meghan greeted them as she walked into the room. “Where did that woman go?” 
 
      
 
    “That trashy-looking gal? She left a few minutes ago,” Mrs. Sheridan replied, not breaking her gaze from Frank. “She left a note for you, though. It’s on the counter.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan turned to the counter and picked up the note, gasping as she read the hastily scribbled words. 
 
      
 
    Meghan, 
 
      
 
    You will regret what you did. 
 
    Mark my words. 
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     “I 
 
   
 
    ’m going to go grab some pasta, babe,” Jack told Meghan as they shopped together at the grocery.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll be in the produce section,” Meghan called out as he ventured into the next aisle. The couple was planning to prepare dinner together later in the week, and they decided to make a date out of shopping for ingredients. 
 
      
 
    Meghan pushed the cart past a bin of fresh heads of lettuce and smiled, excited to have some relaxing time with Jack after the encounter with Wendy. It had been a stressful morning, but now, she felt as though her day was back on track. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Meghan!”  
 
      
 
    Meghan turned around and found Jamie, the town handyman, waving at her. “Hey,” Meghan replied, walking over to talk with him. “How’s it going?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie shrugged. “It’s okay,” he told her.  
 
      
 
    “Busy day?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I’m doing a little grocery shopping before going back to look at that pipe in your bakery,” he explained. “Speaking of that, I needed to give you a little call about something that happened last night.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie’s rugged face darkened. “I was working after-hours last night on that pipe in the kitchen,” he told her. “Some kids were outside the bakery making a ruckus. I didn’t say anything until I heard them try to open the back door.” 
 
      
 
    “They tried to break in?” 
 
      
 
    “They did,” he confirmed. “Some girl was giving directions on picking locks to a group of teenagers. I yelled at them and told them to get away from the bakery, but they sassed me for a bit before they left.” 
 
      
 
    “Who was the girl?” she asked, her stomach sinking. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Jamie admitted. “But she threatened to punch me in the face. I almost got in a fight with her.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “You don’t want to get into any trouble with the law, Jamie,” she told him. I’m glad you didn’t fight.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie shrugged. “I want to keep my nose clean,” he agreed. “They finally left, so I just went back to my work. I’m sorry I forgot to tell you about it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” she assured him. “Next time, just let me know.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie pointed across the grocery store. “Hey, see that girl over there? She looks like the girl who was giving orders last night! I think that’s her.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan followed Jamie’s gaze and gasped. “That’s Pamela,” she said. “My employee. She works for me, Jamie. She’s reliable and such a good girl. There’s no way she had anything to do with it.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela caught Meghan’s eye and walked over. “Hey! What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled, but then, she felt confusion at seeing Pamela in the grocery store. “I’m just doing some shopping with Jack,” she told Pamela. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you scheduled to be at the bakery right now?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s eyes widened. “Umm…. I took a little break for lunch. I’ve only been gone a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Roberto rounded the corner. “Pamela, let’s go! I just checked my watch, and we’ve been here for a whole hour.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “Pamela? Is this true? You’re only supposed to take twenty-five minutes for lunch. What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s face flushed. “Ermm….Roberto and I just….we had an errand for the bakery.” 
 
      
 
    “An errand? What errand?” 
 
      
 
    “We needed more...dental floss,” Pamela stammered. “Oh! Look at the time. My break is over. Gotta run. Bye, Meghan!” 
 
      
 
    Pamela grabbed Roberto by the hand and dragged him away. “She’s reliable, huh?” Jamie asked. “That didn’t look like a reliable employee to me.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan scowled. “I can’t believe she just lied to me,” she complained as she watched Pamela and Roberto dart out of the grocery store. “This is not like her. I think that boyfriend of hers has been such a bad influence.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie nodded. “Do you think he encouraged her to break into the bakery?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “I don’t think so,” she told him. “I don’t think she had anything to do with it,” she insisted. “That just wouldn’t be like her...or would it?” 
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   T he wind howled eerily as Meghan and her dogs meandered down the beach, but despite the chilly air and cloudy skies, she felt relieved to be away from town and alone with her furry friends. There had been so many highs and lows in her life in Sandy Bay, but through everything, Meghan never had to question the loyalty of her two little dogs. Fiesta and Siesta loved her unconditionally, and in a town where opinions changed faster than the seasons, it was nice to have some time with the creatures who loved her best. 
 
      
 
    “Siesta, come on,” Meghan ordered as she walked her two little dogs along the shoreline. “You’re going to get washed away by the water if you don’t hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    Siesta barked at Meghan, but Meghan tugged harder on the dog’s red sparkly leash. She thought that a long stroll on the beach would help her relax, but her dogs were behaving so poorly that Meghan wished she had left them at home. 
 
      
 
    “This is not the mellow walk I wanted,” she griped to herself as Fiesta’s leash became tangled with Siesta’s. “Both of you need to calm down!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan tugged harder on both leashes, and her dogs sprang to attention. “That’s better,” she praised, as the dogs calmed down. “Good dogs!” 
 
      
 
    The trio continued to walk along the beach. Meghan enjoyed the feeling of the thick, dark sand between her toes. She glanced down at her feet and grimaced at her mangled pedicure. “I might have to make an appointment at Jackie’s salon soon,” she said to herself as she surveyed the chipped toenail polish she had been wearing since March. “These toes need some loving!” 
 
      
 
    A wave crept up the shoreline and crashed as the dogs scurried away. Meghan laughed; her dogs loved visiting the beach, and they would surely be tired out later. She whistled at them, and as they looked her way, she noticed a couple walking toward them. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there!” Meghan called out, waving at the couple. In Sandy Bay, everyone greeted everyone, and she loved the friendliness of small town life. 
 
      
 
    As the couple drew closer, Meghan could see it was Jess and Norman Shephard, a young couple who lived around the corner from her. They were regulars at the bakery; the pair usually spent their Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday afternoons drinking tea and playing board games at Truly Sweet. Now, as Meghan saw their faces, she realized they hadn’t been in for a few days. 
 
      
 
    “How’s it going?” she asked as Jess and Norman slowed their pace. “I haven’t seen you two around. Everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    The couple looked at each other, and then stared at the ground. “We’ve been…” Norman began. 
 
      
 
    “Busy,” Jess finished. “Very busy.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Meghan replied, registering the nervous looks on their faces. “Too busy to come for your tea and board games? That’s a shame.” 
 
      
 
    Norman looked down at his wrist. “Oh! Look at the time,” he said to Jess. “We have a dentist appointment in twenty minutes. We’d best be going.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Jess agreed. “We have that... dentist appointment. Bye, Meghan. Great seeing you.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow as the couple walked away. She noticed that Norman was not even wearing a watch, and it was nearly nine at night. Surely the dentist office was closed. “That was odd,” she murmured as Jess and Norman took off running away. “They were acting so strangely.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan and the dogs kept strolling, perplexed by Norman and Jess’ odd behavior. When she passed another neighbor, Ryan Heebner, jogging with his dog, Dixie, she waved him down. 
 
      
 
    “Ryan!” Meghan called out. “Hey! How’s it going?” 
 
      
 
    Ryan came to a halt. His bright blue eyes were wide, and Meghan noticed he looked scared.  
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. “I didn’t mean to ruin your run. I just wanted to say hi. My dogs love your sweet Dixie, and I’m sure they would like to say hello, too.” 
 
      
 
    Ryan took a deep breath. “Sorry, Meghan,” he said. “I can’t talk long. Dixie and I have something to do.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Meghan asked. “What do you mean? It’s a quiet evening on the beach. Why is everyone acting so weird today?” 
 
      
 
    Ryan ran a hand through his light brown hair. “Your desserts killed someone,” he muttered as Meghan’s mouth dropped open in horror. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” she replied angrily. “What did you just say to me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Meghan,” he said, his eyes darting around as though he were making sure no one saw him speaking with her. “But the news is all over town.” 
 
      
 
    “What news?” she pressed as Evan, Ryan’s brother, ran over and joined them. 
 
      
 
    “Your pace is a little too fast tonight, bro,” Evan lectured Ryan before seeing Meghan. “Oh,” he said as he looked into her eyes. “Meghan, hey…” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Evan,” she said. “I was just being told by your brother that my desserts kill people and that the news is all over town.” 
 
      
 
    Evan’s chiseled face grew pale, and he turned to face his brother. He gave Ryan a whack on his shoulder. “Dude, come on! She only kills people who have nut allergies.” 
 
      
 
    Ryan shuddered. “I’m allergic to everything,” he told his brother. “Who knows what else she puts in her treats.” 
 
      
 
    Evan rolled his eyes. “You aren’t allergic to nuts, although you’re acting like a nut, Ry!” 
 
      
 
    Ryan shook his head. “The cashier at the market told me that some traveling clown died after eating one of Meghan’s desserts that had nuts in it.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan knotted her hands into fists. “That is not true,” she declared to the two brothers. “That clown refused to eat my treats!” 
 
      
 
    “Then how did he die?” Ryan inquired, his blonde eyebrows traveling up his forehead. “Is the cashier lying?” 
 
      
 
    “The cashier appears to be misinformed,” Meghan stated. “My desserts were present in the house where Lucky died, but I have been told that there is no way that he could have died from being in the same house as them.” 
 
      
 
    “Who told you that?” Evan asked. 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her tongue. She knew that she could not reveal Jack as her source of information; she did not want to jeopardize his position as a detective. “I can’t say,” she admitted as she looked down at her bare feet. “But I know that there is no way my banana nut bread killed him.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, Meghan,” Evan said with a strained smile. “Whatever you say. Ry? Let’s continue our run. Meghan, we’ll see you around.” 
 
      
 
    Evan waved goodbye as he took off running, and Ryan followed behind him, Dixie trotting happily at his feet.  
 
      
 
    Meghan’s stomach churned. She remembered nearly a year ago when she first arrived in Sandy Bay and had been accused of her desserts killing someone. The entire town believed the rumors, and Meghan had worked tirelessly to set the record straight and restore her reputation. It had been a stressful, exhausting experience, and now, despite her connections in town and significant successes at the bakery, she could not believe that she was back in the same situation. 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed. She was tired and dirty from her long walk on the beach, and as the sun set in the distance, she knew it was time to go home. She whistled for the dogs and put her shoes back on her feet. As she headed toward the parking lot, she felt a tap on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Ahhhh!” Meghan screamed as she nearly jumped out of her skin. She turned to see Jack smiling at her. “Jack! Why didn’t you call out to me? You nearly scared me half to death!” 
 
      
 
    Jack stifled a laugh. “I am so sorry, honey,” he apologized. “I thought you heard me walking up. I’m wearing my work boots, and I always feel like my footsteps are so loud when I have these bad boys on my feet.” 
 
      
 
    “The sand must have muffled the sound,” Meghan suggested as she placed a hand on her racing heart. “You scared me, babe. I thought you were Wendy coming to finish me off.” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” he shook his head. “I was heading back to the office. I saw your car in the parking lot and wanted to say hello. I tried calling your cell phone, but I couldn’t get a hold of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I left my phone in the car,” she told him. “I needed some peace and quiet.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it,” he said. “Well, apparently I didn’t help with the peace and quiet part. I’m sorry again for scaring you, Sweetie. How are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed. “Not so great,” she informed him as her shoulders slumped. “During my walk, I ran into Jess and Norman, as well as Ryan and Evan,” she said. “From our conversations, it’s abundantly clear that word has gotten around town that I killed Lucky! You should have seen the look on my face when Ryan accused me of killing that clown.” 
 
      
 
    Jack’s blue eyes narrowed. “That Ryan Heebner is a loser,” he told his girlfriend as he wrapped an arm around her. “He’s a mama’s boy who can hardly leave home without having a panic attack. Don’t listen to him, babe.” 
 
      
 
    “But his brother, Evan, said the same things,” she insisted. “And Jess and Norman were acting so weird. I think word got out, and now, everyone thinks that I had something to do with Lucky dropping dead at the funeral home.” 
 
      
 
    Jack furrowed his brow and kissed Meghan’s forehead. “This is a tricky situation,” he said as Meghan leaned into his embrace. “But babe, you have to trust me. The coroner’s report will surely clear your name. I have no doubt of it.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wriggled out of Jack’s arms. “You don’t understand,” she insisted as Jack looked into her dark eyes. “Jack, everyone in town thinks my treats killed a man. I can’t just wait for the coroner's report to come out. That could take weeks, or even months! My reputation and future in Sandy Bay are on the line now.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shrugged. “Well, what are you going to do?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan placed her hands on her hips. “I am going to get to the bottom of this nightmare,” she declared. “One way or another, I am going to find out just how Lucky died, even if it kills me.” 
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   T he next evening, Meghan arrived at Jackie’s salon for a pedicure. She had not had a single customer all day at Truly Sweet, and she had sent Pamela home early. Knowing that she needed to perk herself up, she scheduled the appointment with Jackie. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you!” Jackie greeted Meghan as she walked through the front doors. “I’m so glad you came in tonight. I’m keeping the salon open an extra hour tonight to take care of you. It sounds like you have had a terrible week.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled weakly, barely registering that Jackie had dyed her hair a pale shade of lavender. “Thanks for squeezing me in.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you, my friend,” Jackie assured her as she helped Meghan remove her shoes and settle into a thick, purple leather chair. “What can I do for you? Pedi? Pedi with diamonds? Pedi with sparkles?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a regular pink pedicure,” she told her kindly. “My usual.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, Meghan,” she pleaded. “Live on the wild side.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sick of the wild side after this week,” Meghan said sadly as she gazed down at her scraggly toes. “Maybe picking a quiet, boring color will help to give me my quiet, boring life back.” 
 
      
 
    Jackie gave her a sad look. “Don’t think like that,” she said as Meghan nestled back in the chair. “The report in the Sandy Bay Gazette wasn’t so bad. They didn’t come right out and say you did it, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    “The story is in the newspaper?” Meghan shrieked as Jackie steadied her toes. “How did the word get out? I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    Jackie shrugged. “It’s a small town, Meghan,” she explained as she dabbed Meghan’s toes with oil. “People talk. You know that.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “What can I do?” 
 
      
 
    Jackie leaned forward and began scraping Meghan’s cuticles. “There isn’t much you can do,” she told her friend. “In these situations, all you can do is wait. Wait for the police to investigate, and if you’re telling the truth, the truth will inevitably come out.” 
 
      
 
    “IF I’m telling the truth?” she exclaimed. “Jackie! You know I would never hurt anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Jackie laughed. “You know what I meant, you silly goose. Meghan, the truth will come out regardless of the people, places, and things involved in the situation. You just have to be patient.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered. “Everything I’ve ever worked for is on the line here, Jackie. My business has been thriving, and now, I can barely get anyone through the front door. Even if they clear my name, this entire incident is horrible publicity. Perception is everything in the business world. You know that.” 
 
      
 
    Jackie nodded. “I do know that,” she agreed as she filed down Meghan’s toenails. “As a business owner, I totally get that the public’s perception of your business matters. But, I also know that the truth matters. Facts matter. The people of Sandy Bay are kind and good-hearted, Meghan. When the truth comes out, I know that they will stand by you. You just have to be patient. You have to trust the police’s investigation. You have to trust that the people of Sandy Bay will rally around you when they know the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan hung her head. “Why can’t they rally around me now?” she asked weakly as she stared out of the window. 
 
      
 
    Jackie painted her baby toe a shade of faint pink. “I have been a business owner in this town for nearly a year. I volunteer in the community, I help others, and I am a good person. Doesn’t that matter?” 
 
      
 
    “It does,” Jackie replied. “But for now, it doesn’t matter enough. People are scared, Meghan, and people do silly things when they are scared. Like turn away from perfectly good people like you. Just trust me, my friend. Keep your head up and don’t let that smile of yours fade. The truth will come out before you know it.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gave her friend a weak smile. “This is what I needed to hear,” she told Jackie.  
 
      
 
    Jackie grinned. “Good!” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Meghan looked out the window and spotted Mr. Cazale walking across the street. “Are we almost finished?” she asked Jackie. “I need to speak to Mr. Cazale. He hasn’t been returning my text messages, and I need to talk with him.” 
 
      
 
    Jackie grimaced. “You still have one toe that needs to be finished…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” she said, opening her wallet and giving a fifty dollar bill to her friend. “I’ll finish it at home. I have to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Meghan, your toes are going to smudge!” Jackie called out in horror as Meghan leapt to her feet and ran out of the salon. “At least let me give you a pair of flip flops.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan dashed across the street with her sneakers in her hand. “Mr. Cazale!” she yelled as Mr. Cazale saw her and started to walk away. “We need to chat!” 
 
      
 
     Mr. Cazale walked faster and faster, and before Meghan could catch up to him, she saw someone sitting on the curb crying. She bent down to see who it was, realizing it was Pamela. “What are you doing out here?” Meghan asked, watching Mr. Cazale take off running out of the corner of her eye. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Pamela whimpered as Meghan gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Pamela, your face is covered in scratches,” she said, shocked to see the bloody lines running up and down Pamela’s pale cheeks. “What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “It was Lola,” she squeaked. 
 
      
 
    “Lola?” 
 
      
 
    “My cousin,” Pamela explained. “Lola is my age, and people say we look alike but we couldn’t be more different. She is a huge trouble-maker; she just got home from a six-month stint in a juvenile detention center, and she’s already been arrested twice for shoplifting.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan wrinkled her nose. “Why were you fighting with her?” 
 
      
 
    “She and Roberto used to hang out,” she told her. “A long time ago. When she got home and found out that he and I were together, she got angry. She’s been even more mad since her dad came back, and now that he’s gone…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s dark eyes bulged as she took in the information. “Wait...so Lola is….?” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky’s daughter,” Pamela shared. “Well, she was his daughter. They used to be really close, but as she got older, she got angrier that he was gone all of the time. They had a huge fight at my Aunt Mia’s house the day he died, and now that he’s gone, she’s going crazy.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “Did they fight a lot?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded. “To say the least, but this fight was different. My Aunt Mia said it was like Lola was out of her mind with rage. She threatened her dad and told him she never wanted to see him again. I guess she got her wish, because now he's gone forever…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart pounded. Lucky’s delinquent daughter had threatened him on the day he died? “Did everyone in your family know about Lucky’s nut allergy?” she asked Pamela. 
 
      
 
    “For sure,” she answered. “We all knew that we couldn’t have nuts in the house. It drove us nuts because Lucky was hardly ever around, but just in case….” 
 
      
 
    Meghan could hardly believe it. Lola had known about her father’s allergy. The teenager had had a history of trouble, and she hated her father. Could she be responsible for his unexpected death? 
 
      
 
    “Hey, ladies!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan and Pamela turned to see Karen driving by in her orange jeep. Her white-blonde hair was piled atop her head in a tight bun, and she smiled as she pulled up to the curb. “What’s going on, girls? Pamela, what happened to your face?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan rose to her feet. “Karen? Can you sit here with Pamela for a moment? There’s an emergency I need to attend to.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” Karen agreed. “In fact, I will just give her a ride home. Pamela, hop on in, girlfriend.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela climbed into the jeep, and she and Karen sped off down the street. Meghan began walking toward the funeral home. She needed to talk to Mr. Cazale, and then, she needed to speak with Jack. She wondered if anyone had suggested the police speak with Lucky’s daughter, and she wanted to ensure Lola was included in the investigation. 
 
      
 
    As Meghan turned a corner, she saw a police car parked outside of the funeral home. The lights were flickering, and she walked faster. Suddenly, the police burst out of the building. Two officers were holding Mr. Cazale’s arms behind his back, and they helped him into the police car. She made eye contact with him, and he shook his head at her, glaring menacingly at Meghan as the officers opened the car door. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on?” she wondered as the police car drove away. “Why would they arrest Mr. Cazale?” 
 
      
 
    She changed directions and walked home, trying to call Jack’s cell phone as she hurried along the sidewalk. Each time she called, it went straight to voicemail. “Why isn’t he answering?” she thought as she dialed his number again. “I need to tell him about Lola.” 
 
      
 
    As Meghan approached the bakery, she was filled with relief to see Jack in his police car sitting outside of Truly Sweet. She ran to the car door and yanked it open, leaning in to kiss Jack on the lips. “Babe!” she exclaimed. “I’m so glad you are here. I have some information that I need to share with the police.” 
 
      
 
    Jack stiffly pushed Meghan back as he got out of the car. “Meghan,” he began. “I am here on official business. I’m sorry to tell you, but you need to come with me to the police station.” 
 
      
 
    “The police station?” she asked, her dark eyes widening. “Official business? What are you talking about, babe?” 
 
      
 
    Jack shifted awkwardly as he stood beside her. “I can’t say much, babe,” he whispered. “But either you can get in your car and follow me to the station, or I will have to take you in myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Take me in?” she shrieked. “What is going on?” 
 
      
 
    Jack’s face was grim. “I can’t say a lot,” he repeated as Meghan’s body grew cold. “But I am going to need you to come to the station immediately.” 
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   T he next day, Meghan sat across from Karen at Espresto, a new coffee shop in the next town. She had wanted an excursion out of town, especially after the long night at the police station. Karen had happily agreed; she loved exploring new places, and Espresto had received rave reviews in the newspaper upon its opening. 
 
      
 
    “This is just what I needed,” Meghan sighed happily as she took a sip of her soy mocha latte. “Getting out of town is always fun, but today, it’s especially perfect.” 
 
      
 
    Karen took a drink of her nonfat almond cappuccino. “Their coffee is delicious,” she declared as she licked her lips.  
 
      
 
    “Much better than the nasty coffee they had at the police station last night,” Meghan chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Karen raised an eyebrow. “It sounds like you had quite an evening,” she said as Meghan shivered at the memory of being at the station for over six hours. “Did you learn anything new about the case?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “They wanted me to expand on my official statements,” she told Karen. “A few of the officers called in sick yesterday, which is why Jack had to take me down to the station. He was so embarrassed, but Chief Nunan ordered him to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Karen laughed. “What a romantic date that must have been,” she joked. “Your handsome man hauling you down to jail.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan frowned. “I didn’t think it was funny, and neither did Jack,” she stated primly. “We were both scared and humiliated.” 
 
      
 
    Karen shifted in her seat. “Why were you there so long?” she asked, tightening her bun. “It shouldn’t have taken six hours to get your statements.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sighed. “They wanted to review some of the details of Lucky’s death,” she explained. “They went into shocking detail, in fact; I think they were doing it just to rule out whether or not I actually had something to do with the case. I was bawling my eyes out by the end of their briefing, so I think it was pretty clear to them that I had nothing to do with his death.” 
 
      
 
    Karen nodded. “That’s good, I guess?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and another piece of news,” Meghan continued. “The police confirmed that he did die from anaphylactic shock, but they agreed that the desserts I had present at the tasting session in Mr. Cazale’s kitchen could not have caused his death. The police report explicitly stated that the nuts found in his system were not the nuts I bake in my bread!  
 
      
 
    Karen smiled. “That’s good news for you, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” she agreed, smiling brightly. “Now I just need that news to get out to the folks in Sandy Bay! I wish I knew the answers they wanted, Karen. I have been trying to replay that evening in my head all day. When could Lucky have eaten nuts? Who knew about his allergy? He refused my banana nut bread at the bakery. Did he ingest them by accident, somehow? Did someone give him something with nuts?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a possibility, isn’t it?” Karen asked. “Didn’t you tell me that that rich lady pulled him aside after he was sassy with her? Maybe she stuffed a peanut in his mouth.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gasped. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted as she recalled Jeanne Marie pulling Lucky aside from the library. “What if she had done that? That Jeanne Marie was so rude and snotty. What if she accidentally gave him a nut candy? Or worse! What if she somehow knew about the allergy?” 
 
      
 
    Karen shrugged. “I don’t know, sweetie,” she replied. “That sounds a little farfetched.” 
 
      
 
    “All I know is that I never saw him eat my banana nut bread,” she declared. 
 
      
 
    Karen leaned forward and took Meghan’s hands. “Meghan,” she began softly. “Can I say something frank?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “Of course. You are one of my dearest friends. What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Karen took a deep breath. “Meghan, I think you’ve spent too much time over the last few days feeling sorry for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gave Karen a shocked look. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’ve been spending a lot of time and energy thinking about yourself,” she repeated. “There are other people hurting right now, sweetie. Soon, the police will clear your name, and you will go on with your life and business. But think about Lucky’s loved ones. His widow, Mia, must be devastated, not to mention their children. And didn’t you say he had a love interest on the side? I’m sure she is heartbroken. I know it’s been hard for you, but I think you need to think outside of yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan leaned back in her chair. “Wow,” she murmured as she weighed Karen’s words. “You are right, Karen. I have been so selfish.” 
 
      
 
    Karen smiled. “It happens to all of us,” she said sweetly. “It can be so easy to get lost in our own problems in our minds, but at the end of the day, someone always has it worse.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan ran a hand through her wavy hair. “It could be worse,” she agreed. “And I do need to think of others. I’m sure this entire thing must be so painful for Mia, as well as Pamela and the rest of her family. I should make a basket of treats to take to them tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe just flowers?” Karen cautioned. “It might be too soon for them to receive treats from you…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan chuckled. “That was silly of me to suggest,” she said. “I’ll take flowers.” 
 
      
 
    Karen nodded. “Mia and her two children, Lola and Lyle, live next to the pharmacy on College Avenue. It’s a mint green two-story house with white shutters.” 
 
      
 
    “I know where that is,” she told her. “I will swing by with flowers for the family. I’m sure Pamela will be happy to hear that.” 
 
      
 
    Karen’s eyes narrowed. “Speaking of Pamela,” she said. “I’m worried about her involvement with that Roberto Cazale. She seems to be taking things too quickly. We got to talking about her relationship last week when I ran into her at the market, and goodness, that girl is a goner for him.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I’ve been telling her to take it slow,” she informed Karen. “But she’s a teenager. You know how teenagers are when they are in love.” 
 
      
 
    “They are crazy,” Karen laughed. “I remember being young and in love. I just don’t want Pamela to make any choices she regrets. She’s a sweet, bright girl with a promising future, and a good-looking boy like Roberto Cazale could easily jeopardize the good things she has going for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Roberto is a nice kid. I don’t think he would ever pressure Pamela into doing anything she doesn’t want to do,” Meghan insisted. “But you’re right; that girl is too invested in a high school romance for her own good. I am keeping an eye on her, but I might mention it to her mother the next time I see her.” 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t a bad idea,” she agreed. “Or, maybe the boy will break her heart sooner than later. You know how teenage romance usually ends…” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Meghan made her way to Mia’s house. The shabby two-story house wasn’t on the nicest street in town, but the shutters were freshly painted, and flowers bloomed in the garden just beyond the porch. “This is a cute little place,” she thought to herself as she climbed the two white steps. “I would love to have a house like this someday.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan rang the doorbell, hoping that Mia would be home. She was shocked when Ryan Heebner came to the door. “What do you want?” he asked gruffly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to see Mia,” she stammered. “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Ryan jerked his chin back toward the house. “I’m here to pay my respects. I don’t think you should be here, Meghan.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” she asked. “Why is that, Ryan?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a killer,” he muttered under his breath as Meghan’s face turned bright red. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Ryan answered as he stepped onto the porch. “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Ryan walked down the porch steps and onto the street, striding quickly. “Come back and say that to my face, Ryan!” Meghan called out after him. “I heard you.” 
 
      
 
    Ryan did not turn around, and Meghan felt her heart racing in her chest. “I need to calm myself down,” she said to herself as she took a long breath. “I can’t be riled up in front of Mia.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan slowed her breathing and relaxed her shoulders. When she felt ready, she rang the doorbell. Mia quickly approached. “Can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stared at Lucky’s widow. Mia had looked so young and pretty when Meghan and Pamela had seen her juggling on the town square, but now, in the days after her husband’s death, she looked haggard and wizened. She was wearing an oversized men’s button-down shirt with torn black leggings, and her hair and skin were greasy. She stared defiantly into Meghan’s eyes, and all at once, Meghan’s heart broke for the young widow who was just a few years older than herself. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to stop by with something,” she told her as Mia stepped onto the porch. “I’m a friend of Pamela’s.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, her boss,” Mia replied. “That’s right. I remember you.” 
 
      
 
    Mia pointed to a faded green couch on the porch. “Would you like to sit down? I would invite you in, but the place is a wreck; people have been traipsing through nonstop since my husband passed, and I just haven’t been able to get the house spick and span.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sat down on the couch. “I brought some flowers for you,” she told Mia as she retrieved a small bouquet of tulips from her purse. “It isn’t much, but I wanted to do something. I am truly sorry for your loss.” 
 
      
 
    Mia smiled weakly. “That is very kind of you,” she said to Meghan as she took the flowers and smelled them. “Lucky’s death was a shock, but in all honesty, not a lot will change around here.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been living like a widow for years,” she sighed. “Lucky left home for good many years ago, and since then, my house has been more like a rest stop for him. He left town so quickly after a scandal at work, and since then, I’ve more or less been on my own.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “It sounds like it has been hard for you,” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve cried so many tears for that man,” she muttered. “But, no matter how much he hurt me, or my kids, I always loved him. Lucky was my soulmate, Meghan. He understood me in ways that no one else could.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “That’s what that Wendy girl said,” she told Mia. “Do you think she had anything to do with Lucky’s death?” 
 
      
 
    Mia’s pretty face darkened. “That no-good brat is an opportunist,” she declared. “I heard that she was sobbing like a fool when Lucky passed away. Lucky didn’t love her. He used her, just like he used every beautiful woman he met along the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Including you?”  
 
      
 
    Mia shook her head. “You can only be used if you let someone use you,” she told Megan in a conspiratorial tone. “I understood what Lucky was bringing to the table, unlike Wendy and all of the other girls he tricked. And, I was his wife. Regardless of whomever he spent his time with when he was on the road, we had a connection that no one could match. He knew it. I knew it. Surely that stupid Wendy knows it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you seriously yapping about that dumb Wendy again?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan and Mia looked up as a teenage girl stepped outside onto the porch. The girl was beautiful, with thick, long dark hair and sharp features. A hoop hung through her nose, and Meghan could see a tattoo peeking from beneath her t-shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Honey, that’s enough,” Mia scolded. “Meghan, this is my daughter, Lola. Lola, this is Meghan. She is your cousin Pamela’s boss.” 
 
      
 
    Lola rolled her eyes and stomped back into the house. “Pamela? She is such a square.” 
 
      
 
    Mia turned to Meghan. “I apologize for my daughter’s rudeness,” she whispered. “Lola has been taking Lucky’s death so hard. They were so close when she was younger, but as a teenager, she has really resented his absence. Now that he’s gone, she’s been off the walls.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled kindly. “I understand,” she assured Mia. “Teenagers aren’t always the easiest. I can’t imagine what it’s been like for her to lose her father.” 
 
      
 
    Mia leaned back against the couch and closed her eyes. “You have no idea,” she whispered as Meghan’s eyes widened. “You have no idea.” 
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   L ater that afternoon, Meghan stopped by the pet salon to find some treats for Fiesta and Siesta. She had waved hello to Hilda, the enigmatic owner, as she walked in, but Hilda had barely returned her greeting. “Just another person who thinks I killed Lucky,” Meghan moaned as she rounded the corner and wandered into the pet treat aisle. 
 
      
 
    Meghan scanned the packages in search of the perfect treats for the dogs. As she looked, she thought about her visit with Mia and the unexpected meeting with her daughter. Lola looked older and rougher than Pamela, and Meghan was shocked that the two were the same age. 
 
      
 
    Meghan reached for a can of wet dog food and gasped as she bumped into another customer. “Oh, hey there!” Kirsty Fisher greeted her. “How are you, dear?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I’m doing okay, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    Kirsty looked concerned. “What’s wrong? Why the long face?” she asked as she tucked her blonde hair behind her ears and adjusted the pearl necklace draped perfectly along the collar of her sweater. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone in town thinks I had something to do with the death of Lucky Earnshaw,” Meghan explained. “Everyone is now avoiding my business and me, and I don’t know what to do. I didn’t have anything to do with his death, but no one believes me. My business is suffering, and I’m worried that I’ll be run out of town soon if the police don’t publish a full report of exactly how he died.” 
 
      
 
    Kirsty sighed sympathetically. “I am so sorry to hear that,” she told Meghan. “But you can’t lose heart, my dear. Remember when you first came to town? I can’t remember exactly what happened, but I do recall that your treats were accused of having something to do with a death. Isn’t that right?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded in dismay. “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    Kirsty smiled. “See? You made it through that situation, and you will make it through this one! You are a sweet girl, Meghan, and I have no doubt that you will come out on top. Remember the scandal I went through last year, when my ex-husband was found guilty of embezzling money from our charity? It was a horrible time in my life, but I was strong, and I got through it. You will get through this, too.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan threw her arms around Kirsty. “Thank you,” she whispered into Kirsty’s ear. “Thank you for the kind words. No one has been able to make me feel better until this conversation. I am so glad I ran into you.” 
 
      
 
    Kirsty gently patted Meghan on the back. “Of course,” she told her. “What are friends for?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bade Kirsty a farewell and left the pet salon in good spirits. Thanks to Kirsty, she decided to rethink her attitude about her current predicament; it was time she embraced a positive outlook, and she was ready to continue her day with a smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    When Meghan arrived back at the bakery, she was shocked to find Pamela screaming in the kitchen. She was standing in a cloud of baking powder, a tray of pastries at her feet. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?” Meghan shouted as Pamela’s eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    “That stupid brat is getting in my way!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan turned to see Lola in the corner, a rolling pin in her raised hands. “Lola, put that rolling pin down,” Meghan cautioned carefully as she eyed the heavy wooden object. “You could hurt someone with that.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s trying to hurt me!” Pamela cried out in fear. “She’s crazy, Meghan! Call the police!” 
 
      
 
    Lola scowled. “She’s the crazy one! I leave town for a few months, and she goes and steals my man.” 
 
      
 
    “Roberto was never your man.” Pamela insisted as Lola shook her head. “You never even officially dated. You can’t just decide that he was your boyfriend.” 
 
      
 
    Lola glared at Pamela. “If I say he is my man, he’s my man!” she screamed. “And you need to step back and let me take what’s mine.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stepped between the two girls and raised her arms. “Ladies!” she said as she stomped her foot. “This is ridiculous. Lola, put the rolling pin down now. Pamela, stop screaming.” 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, the two girls obeyed. “Both of you are making fools of yourselves. You are family. Boys will come and go, but family never ends. You two should be each other’s biggest fans, not trying to kill each other in the middle of my kitchen!” 
 
      
 
    Lola bit her lip. “You’re right,” she murmured as Pamela’s eyes widened. “My mom always says that family always comes first. I’ve been a bad older cousin.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela gritted her teeth. “You’re just saying that.” 
 
      
 
    Lola hung her head. “No, I’m not,” she replied. “I’ve lost so much lately; between losing Roberto and my dad, I barely have anyone left to be on my side. I wish I had you on my side, Pamela.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s jaw dropped as Lola began to sob. Pamela’s eyes filled with tears, and she began to cry as well. “I’m sorry for everything,” she wept as she ran to her cousin and wrapped her arms around her. 
 
      
 
    “No, I am sorry,” Lola told Pamela as she buried her face in her hair. “I have been horrible to you, and I don’t deserve to be your family.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stood back and let the girls cry together. She remembered major fights as a teenager with her own sisters, and she knew the two cousins needed the moment to heal.  
 
      
 
    “I love you,” Pamela cried as Lola hugged her. 
 
      
 
    “I love you more,” Lola responded. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Meghan tapped the girls on their shoulders. “Girls, I think I should walk Lola home,” she said quietly. “Pamela, you’re welcome to leave, or to stay and finish your shift.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela pulled back from her cousin and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’ll keep working,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll get out of the way,” Lola told Meghan. “You can walk me home if you want.” 
 
      
 
    The girls hugged again, and then, Meghan escorted Lola out of the bakery. “Do you mind if we sit down for a minute?” Lola asked as they walked toward her house. “I want to get myself together; my mom is upset enough with my dad passing away, and I don’t want her to see me looking like a drowned rat with these tears running down my face.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “Of course we can sit,” she answered kindly as she lowered herself down onto the curb. 
 
      
 
    They sat in silence for a few minutes. Meghan’s mind was racing. She had given Lola’s name and information to Jack, but to her knowledge, Lola had not been interrogated by the police. As Meghan sat with the teenager, she decided to do a little prying of her own. 
 
      
 
    “Do you miss your dad?” Meghan asked gently, watching as Lola’s face turned cold. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Lola responded curtly. “He was a piece of trash. He abandoned us, running all over the world and spending our money on women, gambling, and booze. That loser got what was coming to him.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s blood went cold. “You sound angry with him,” she said to Lola. 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” Lola asked. “If your dad took off and left town before you were even born?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I don’t know the full situation,” she stated cautiously. “I can’t really judge.” 
 
      
 
    Lola rolled her eyes. “Figures.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan changed the subject. “Where were you on the day he died? Did you two get to have some time together while he was back in town?” 
 
      
 
    Lola grimaced. “I was going to see Roberto on the day my dad died. I was standing outside of Roberto’s yard, and I saw him kissing Pamela. I got so angry, and I stormed away.” 
 
      
 
    “So you didn’t get to have any last words with your dad?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I had my words,” Lola assured Meghan with a glimmer in her eyes. “He took me to lunch that day, and I let him have it. I told him how pathetic he was, and how I wish he wasn’t my father. I told him that I’d rather have a dead dad than a deadbeat dad, and look! My wish came true.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan was shocked by how nonchalantly Lola was discussing her father’s demise, but before she could ask the girl another question, the roar of a motorcycle filled her ears. A young man dressed in leather chaps rode up, winking at Lola as he sidled up to the curb. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, baby,” he greeted the girl as she rose from her seat and batted her eyelashes at him. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, yourself,” Lola replied flirtatiously.  
 
      
 
    “I heard you were back in town,” the young man told her. “Want to go for a ride?” 
 
      
 
    Lola looked at Meghan and waved goodbye. “Good talk,” she called out as she climbed aboard the motorcycle and wrapped her arms around the man’s waist. “See ya, Meghan!” 
 
      
 
    As the pair sped off into the distance, Meghan could hardly catch her breath. Had she just been conversing with Lucky Earnshaw’s killer? 
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   I t was a rainy morning, and Meghan’s mood mirrored the weather. She was filled with gloom as she stepped into her slippers and trudged to the bathroom, not ready to face another day of the bakery lacking customers.  
 
      
 
    She smiled at her reflection in the mirror, hoping that her brain would be fooled by the pleasant look on her face. “It kind of worked,” Meghan laughed as she began to run her soft paddle brush through her wild hair. “A smile a day keeps the gloomies away. That’s what Mama used to say, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan decided to doll herself up for the long day ahead of her. “Maybe if I dress for success, success will come,” she chirped merrily to Fiesta and Siesta as they lounged on her bed.  
 
      
 
    She carefully applied foundation to her face, choosing a natural shade that complemented her coloring and still allowed her freckles to show through. Meghan dabbed a light layer of rose lipstick on, pleased by the warm color. The finishing touch to her dolled up appearance was the careful selection of a cute outfit. Instead of aiming for a comfortable, sensible look, Meghan opted for a knee-length coral dress with puffed sleeves. 
 
      
 
    “I feel better already,” she told her reflection in the mirror as she reapplied a thin layer of the lipstick. “Even if I don’t have a single customer today, at least I feel put together! That’s a start.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan kissed the dogs goodbye and walked downstairs. She fastened a yellow apron over her outfit and walked to the dining room to unlock the front door. As she turned the lock, she saw a familiar face waiting outside. 
 
      
 
    “Robin!” Meghan greeted as she stepped outside. “Good morning! What a delight to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Robin smiled at her, his face bright. “Good to see you, too. I was just passing through town on my drive to San Francisco and I had to get one of your croissants.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan ushered Robin inside. “We’re a little quiet today,” she told him apologetically as she ducked beneath the counter to retrieve a fresh croissant from the display. 
 
      
 
    “That surprises me,” he remarked. “It’s usually packed in here when I stop by.” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes the bakery business can be...seasonal,” Meghan said carefully as she wrapped his croissant in yellow tissue paper. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” he replied. “My wife and I own a little inn just south of Bend. Business is always booming during the winter, but in the spring, it quietens down. It isn’t great on our wallets, but we know that it always gets better when tourist season comes back around.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good to hear,” she said, smiling weakly as she handed Robin his croissant. “I hope you are right.” 
 
      
 
    The little silver bells chimed, and Meghan was thrilled to see a suited woman marching toward her. “Good morning,” she called out. “What can I do for you today?” 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded at Meghan. “Five lemon muffins,” she answered briskly. “Put it on the governor’s tab.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan puffed up her chest. Perhaps her thought to dress for success was working after all. She scurried to the kitchen to fetch the muffins, and when she returned, she found the woman chatting pleasantly with Robin.  
 
      
 
    “Here you are,” Meghan announced as she handed the pale yellow box of muffins to the woman from the governor’s office. “I put it on the official account and included the receipt in the box, as I usually do.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” the woman said. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
      
 
    As the woman turned to leave, Meghan’s heart sank. Wendy strutted into the bakery, her chin in the air and her hands on her hips. “Don’t put any of that trash in your mouth!” she shouted. “Meghan Truman kills people with her desserts!” 
 
      
 
    Robin’s eyes widened. “Meghan? What is this girl talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy sauntered over and batted her eyelashes at Robin. “Hey, Handsome,” she murmured flirtatiously and then pointed at Meghan. “See this woman?”  
 
      
 
    Robin nodded. “Yes? Meghan owns this bakery. I’ve been stopping by Truly Sweet for the last six months, and I enjoy her desserts.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy leaned in. She was perilously close to Robin’s mouth, and Meghan cringed. “Wanna hear a secret?” she asked slowly.  
 
      
 
    “I think I’d best be going,” Robin replied hastily as he backed away from Wendy. 
 
      
 
    “I would put down those desserts,” she roared. “Meghan’s desserts killed my darling boyfriend--I mean….my work associate--, and if you eat anything that wicked woman made, you’ll die too.” 
 
      
 
    The woman from the governor’s office tapped her heel impatiently. “This is ridiculous,” she muttered as Wendy approached her. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” Wendy screeched. 
 
      
 
    “This is ridiculous,” the woman repeated. “I’m a regular here, lady, and trust me: if Meghan’s treats were deadly, my boss and I would have been dead ages ago. You’re out of your mind if you think I’m leaving here without this box of muffins.” 
 
      
 
    She turned on her heel and stormed out of the bakery as Meghan stared in awe. “What a woman,” she whispered in delight as Robin clutched his croissant close to his chest. 
 
      
 
    “I’m leaving too, Meghan,” Robin called out as he walked to the door. “Thanks for the croissant. I’ll be back next week on my drive up.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled at Wendy. “See? My loyal customers will stand by me,” she proudly declared as Wendy glowered at her. “You may have scared off the town for now, but eventually, the truth will come out, Wendy. I didn’t have anything to do with Lucky’s death. Nothing!” 
 
      
 
    The little silver bells chimed again, and Wendy gasped as the front door opened. Mia walked into the bakery carrying a mint green basket. “Hello, Meghan,” she said kindly. “Hello, Wendy.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy glared at her boyfriend’s wife. “What are you doing here?”  
 
      
 
    Mia raised an eyebrow. “I could ask you the same question,” she said to Wendy. “Although, I think I already know the answer. I heard you in here, harassing poor Meghan. How dare you, Wendy? She’s a nice girl, and you have no business bringing your troubles around here.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy balled her fists. “I can go wherever I’d like,” she declared rebelliously. “Just as I went wherever I liked with your husband.” 
 
      
 
    Mia’s jaw dropped. She set the basket down on the counter. “I brought you some dragon fruit,” she told Meghan as she unclipped her white gold hoop earrings and placed them beside the basket. “I wanted to thank you for your kindness the other day.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan watched as Mia rolled up her sleeves. “Alright, Wendy,” Mia challenged as she took a deep breath. “Let’s have it out. I’ve known about you for years, and don’t think for a minute that Lucky didn’t tell me everything he did with you.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy’s eyes flashed with anger. “Oh, did he?” 
 
      
 
    Mia nodded as she stepped closer to Wendy, eventually stopping when she was only inches from Wendy’s pointed nose. “You thought you had my man,” she laughed as Wendy scowled. “You thought he was wrapped around your young, skinny little finger.” 
 
      
 
    “He was,” she insisted, her eyes bright and her face flushed. “He was going to leave you, Mia. Your relationship with Lucky was over, and everyone in this dump of a town knew it.” 
 
      
 
    Mia smiled, and the look sent shivers down Meghan’s spine. “I heard a little something about you today, Wendy,” Mia said in a sing-song voice. “Do you want to know the itty bitty rumor I heard? I have connections in this town, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy scoffed. “What could you possibly know about me?” 
 
      
 
    Mia grinned. “The insurance company called,” she whispered. “They told me a woman named Wendy called to inquire about my husband’s policy. She knew that he had increased his policy in the last year, and she wanted to learn more about the process of accessing his funds. Wendy, darling, what do you think the police will think about that? The little tramp who knew about my husband’s allergy called the insurance company to ask about acquiring his money? The money he was planning to leave to his children? You look a little guilty, Wendy, and I think the police will agree.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy’s jaw dropped. The color drained from her face, and she turned and sprinted out of the bakery.  
 
      
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Meghan said softly as Mia turned to fetch her earrings. 
 
      
 
    Mia winked at Meghan as she guided a hoop back into her right ear. “And that’s how it’s done,” she announced victoriously. “No one is going to mess with me.” 
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   A fter Mia left, Meghan went upstairs to change into comfortable clothing. She felt silly as she trudged up the stairs in her coral dress; she had hoped that dressing up would bring her luck, but it seemed to have only brought her trouble.  
 
      
 
    As Meghan slipped out of the coral dress and into a pair of loose olive green capri pants, she replayed the events of the night Lucky died again and again. Why was Wendy so convinced that she had something to do with Lucky’s death? Was Wendy hiding something? 
 
      
 
    She thought of the scene in the library. She had not brought her desserts into the room, but had Lucky somehow been given a bite of her banana nut bread? She remembered that Jeanne Marie Fields had angrily taken Lucky away from the group for a few minutes. Had Jeanne Marie accidentally given Lucky the bread? 
 
      
 
    “Who can help me solve this mystery?” Meghan wondered aloud as she pulled a beige sweatshirt over her head. 
 
      
 
    She sighed, hoping that the rest of her day would be quieter. She gave her dogs a pat on their heads and went back downstairs to the bakery. She went to work scrubbing pans, and as she filled a dirty blue bowl with water, Pamela came into the kitchen. Meghan waved at her, but the teenager was buried in her phone. 
 
      
 
    “Pamela,” Meghan said sharply as Pamela’s gaze jerked upward. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Pamela said. “Sorry I’m late. I was hanging out with Roberto. Mr. Cazale paid us to pick up sticks in his yard, and I didn’t realize what time it was.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan was suddenly struck with inspiration. “Thank you!” she cried as she hugged Pamela. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you?” Pamela asked, her nose wrinkled in confusion. “I don’t usually get a thank you for being late to work.” 
 
      
 
    “Today, it’s excused,” she informed her. “You gave me an idea, Pamela. I have to go. Can you hold down the fort for a few hours?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded. “For sure. Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “I’m heading over to where you came from. I have some business to attend to with Mr. Cazale.” 
 
      
 
    She ran out of the bakery, grinning as the warm air hit her face. She raced to the funeral home, sure that she would find the answers she needed.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale answered the door after Meghan’s first knock. “What do you want?” he asked gruffly. “Ever since Lucky died, my business has drastically decreased. Everyone in town thinks you have something to do with his death. You should get out of here, Meghan. I don’t want anyone to see you here. I might lose even more business.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “I understand,” she told him. “I’ve been losing business myself. I think we’re in the same boat, Mr. Cazale. Lucky died. There aren’t clear answers. And now, we small business owners are suffering. We’re on the same team, I believe, and if we can work together, I think we can solve our problems.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale wiggled his nose as he thought about Meghan’s idea. “I just want things to go back to normal,” he told her. “The day that clown came into my funeral home, everything went to pieces.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she agreed. “I feel the same way. We have to get to the bottom of things if we want our lives to go back to normal, Mr. Cazale, and I don’t think we’ll find the answers unless we collaborate.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale shrugged. “What do I have to lose? You might as well come on in.” He gestured for Meghan to come inside, and he led her to a casual living room in the back of the house. “This is usually off-limits to guests; it’s our private family living room.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice,” Meghan complimented as she spotted a picture of Roberto as a baby. “I’m sure you and your family enjoy your time in here.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale settled into a red leather armchair and pointed to the matching couch. “Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sat down. “What do you remember about the day Lucky died?” she asked Mr. Cazale as he twirled his mustache around his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “All of us were visiting,” he began. “You, the Fields, and myself. I thought we should introduce the Fields to Lucky and his lady, and we went to the library.” 
 
      
 
    “Was anything here out of sorts on that day?” she inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Not that I am aware of,” he replied. “Earlier in the afternoon, Lucky came to my office to complain of a cough he was fighting. He asked for some cough syrup. I asked if he had a cold, but he said he was experiencing adjustment issues because of the change of altitude in Sandy Bay. I didn’t think much of it, but now that we’re talking about it, I do remember that his eyes looked red and puffy as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Did anything else seem strange?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “He took the cough medicine and was back in his good spirits a few minutes later. Wendy came to my office looking for him, and he gave her a kiss on the cheek.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan groaned at the mention of Wendy but continued questioning Mr. Cazale. “What about the Fields? Besides the few moments when Jeanne Marie stole Lucky away from us, were they ever alone with Lucky?” 
 
      
 
    He furrowed his brow. “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan sat back in her chair. “So you’re telling me that before the Fields and I arrived, Lucky came to you with red eyes and a cough?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to find out exactly where he was before he came over,” she declared. “We need to find out exactly what Lucky did before walking through your door, and I think I know just who we can talk to.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Cazale nodded. “Who do you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shook her head. “I can’t say now, but I think I know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    She waved goodbye to Mr. Cazale and took off running out of his office. Just as she stepped outside, she ran straight into Rupert Fields. 
 
      
 
    “Rupert,” Meghan gasped as she caught her breath. “What are you doing here? I heard around town that you cancelled the funeral for your father and moved it to a parlor in Eugene.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert shrugged. “I wanted to give Mr. Cazale some money for his trouble,” he explained. “I feel bad about everything that happened, and I’ve heard that’s he’s been struggling for business since that clown died.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “That’s nice of you,” she said politely. 
 
      
 
    Rupert sighed. “What a disaster that day was,” he lamented as he adjusted his blue checkered tie. “My wife was being insufferable, and then that clown died. What a tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been difficult,” she told him. “People think that I had something to do with it, and I didn’t. The police said that he had to have eaten some nuts to have died from an allergic reaction, and I didn’t give him any of my banana nut bread.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert frowned. “Has your business suffered as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “No one trusts my treats anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert’s face brightened. “I can fix that,” he announced. “Why don’t you cater the event I’m throwing in Eugene? I’ll have my team put it in all of the newspapers here, and it will clear your name.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “After everything, you would let me cater your father’s funeral? You aren’t scared that my desserts will kill your guests?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert nodded. “I’m a reasonable guy,” he assured her. “I’m sure that whatever happened to that clown wasn’t your fault. You seem like a nice girl, and if letting you cater the event will help you, then I am happy to give you the business.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled and thanked Rupert, but as she walked away, her head was spinning. How was Rupert so confident that her desserts were safe? Did he know something about who really was responsible for Lucky’s death?  
 
      
 
    “Is he covering up for his wife?” Meghan wondered as she bounded toward the bakery. “Jeanne Marie looked pretty angry when Lucky talked back to her. What if she had something to do with it, and Rupert is hiding something?” 
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   M eghan groaned as she walked into her apartment and saw her bedroom in disarray; the dogs had used the pile of clean laundry she had placed on her bed earlier in the evening as their bathroom, and the stench was unbearable. 
 
      
 
    “Fiesta! Siesta! What did you do?” Meghan cried as she held her nose and examined the damage. The dogs had soiled several days’ worth of clean clothes, and Meghan quickly realized that she had no clean clothes for work the next day. 
 
      
 
    “You two should know better,” she grumbled as she delicately picked up each piece of filthy clothing and stuffed it into a trash bag. “What am I going to do now? I have nothing to wear for tomorrow!” 
 
      
 
    She glanced at her watch. It was just after ten in the evening, and while she was ready to settle in for the evening, she knew it would be necessary to make a trip to the 24-hour laundromat around the corner. 
 
      
 
    “Two trips to the laundromat in one day,” she growled to herself as she threw the trash bag over her shoulder and stormed down the stairs. “I have enough to worry about right now; with my business crashing and burning because of these accusations, and my reputation at stake, the last thing I need right now is a mess from my dogs.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stepped outside and shivered; the air was unusually chilly, and in the darkness, the sound of the waves roaring in the distance was eerie rather than comforting. She glanced around as she walked, nervous to be out and about by herself. 
 
      
 
    As she rounded the corner, she heard the sound of footsteps behind her. She quickened her pace, hoping she could outwalk whomever was behind her. Her heart beat furiously in her chest as she moved even faster, and she anxiously looked behind her, relieved when she realized she was alone. 
 
      
 
    “That was spooky,” she thought to herself as she turned around and continued her walk, but only seconds later, she felt goosebumps on her arms as she realized the footsteps had picked up again, along with the terrifying sound of primal growling.   
 
      
 
    The bag of laundry was heavy, but Meghan didn’t care; she took off running at a dead sprint, but the sound of the footsteps did not fade in the distance. Whomever was behind her was certainly following her, and she nearly jumped out of her skin as she pushed open the creaky door of the laundromat. She sighed in relief when she saw several other customers tossing their laundry into the old, rusty machines. 
 
      
 
    “All of these people are here late at night,” Meghan told herself as she slowed her breathing. “I’m safe. It’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stuffed her nasty clothing into three large washers and settled into a gray concrete chair. She pulled out her phone to text Jack. 
 
      
 
    Are you awake? I’m at the laundromat….Fiesta and Siesta peed all over my clothes :( 
 
      
 
    Jack did not respond. “He must be asleep,” she thought as she stashed her phone in the sleeve of her marble sweatpants.  
 
      
 
    Two hours dragged by, and finally, Meghan’s laundry was finished. She collected her clothing from the machines and packed it into a clean duffle bag she had brought. She zipped up the bag, waved goodbye to the cashier, and set out toward her apartment. 
 
      
 
    As she crossed the street, she heard someone walking behind her. She quickened her step, hoping she was simply paranoid, but as she walked faster, the sound of growling that she had heard earlier began again. 
 
      
 
    Meghan turned around sharply. “Why are you following me?” 
 
      
 
    She was shocked to see Frank, Mrs. Sheridan’s boyfriend. He was holding the leash of a large brindle English Mastiff, and Meghan nearly fainted in relief. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing out so late?” she asked Frank as he smiled at her.  
 
      
 
    “What? You think old fellas have to go to bed right after dinner?” Frank joked as he bent down to scratch his dog behind the ears. “Marshall and I have been out for a little jaunt around the block. We saw you walking earlier and I wanted to ask if you needed help with that trash bag you were carrying.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart was racing as Frank explained himself, but she forced a smile onto her face. “It’s nice to see you,” she told him. “That is a handsome dog.” 
 
      
 
    “Marshall is my best friend,” he said to Meghan as she kissed Marshall on the head. “I’ve had him since he was eight weeks old. He and I are two peas in a pod.” 
 
      
 
    Marshall licked Meghan’s cheeks, and she giggled. “Does Mrs. Sheridan like having a dog around?” 
 
      
 
    Frank bit his lip. “Marshall and my dear Sally haven’t quite taken to each other,” he admitted. “Marshall gets a little too excited for my sweetheart sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “It can be hard to train a dog to adapt to new people,” she comforted him as he pet his dog’s jowls. “I still hope that they will become close.” 
 
      
 
    Frank took a long look at Meghan’s face. “You look like you have the entire world resting on your shoulders,” he said. “Is something eating you up? I know we don’t know each other well, but it seems to me like you need a friend.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan fought tears. “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
      
 
    Frank placed a hand of Meghan’s shoulder. “Sure seems like it….” 
 
      
 
    She sighed. “It’s been a hard week,” Meghan murmured. “Everyone thinks that I had something to do with Lucky passing away; the deadly reaction he had to the nuts has people scared that my treats had something to do with it. It’s been a big hit on my business, and I’m worried that the truth isn’t going to sway people; what if my business never recovers from this?” 
 
      
 
    Frank whistled. “I knew you had something to say!” he exclaimed. “Sally has been telling me all about what’s been going on, and as a retired doctor, I have a few things to say…” 
 
      
 
    “You were a doctor?”  
 
      
 
    Frank nodded. “I was,” he admitted. “Retirement suits me better now, but this old doctor still knows a few things. This clown’s supposed death by peanut allergy is illogical; it reminds me of a case I worked with back in the nineties. For an allergic reaction to incur death, it would take at least a few hours for the allergen to set flood into the system, meaning someone couldn’t possibly die only minutes after consuming an allergen, even if it were severe.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s dark eyes widened. “Do you mean there’s no possible way that he could have died from my banana nut bread?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “No! I keep hearing the rumors, and as a retired medical professional, I declare them to be absolutely silly. That clown would have had to have eaten your nut bread hours before his death, not minutes. I was thinking about calling the police and telling them that I’d be happy to sign a statement before a judge to make sure everyone in the case understood that fact.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “They published the official report that says my nut bread didn’t have anything to do with his death,” she told him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I didn’t go to the police,” he said kindly. “They’ve figured it out. I just thought you would want to hear a little bit of reassurance from someone else…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Not a lot of people have been so kind recently, and your analysis certainly helps.” 
 
      
 
    “Meghan, it sounds like you are in the middle of a tough time. The good news? Tough times don’t last, but good people do. I’m sure you have some good people in your life to help you through this.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan thought of Jack, and she smiled. “I do,” she confirmed. “But although the good people in my life love me unconditionally, I don’t think the people of Sandy Bay do. I’m losing faith in the people here, Frank.” 
 
      
 
    Frank scowled. “You can’t lose faith in an entire town,” he argued. “A few bad apples shouldn’t ruin your pie, Meghan. Keep your head up. Sally has told me the nicest things about you, and I know that you are a tough cookie. Don’t crumble over this one, dear.” 
 
      
 
    Her heart was filled with joy as she soaked in Frank’s encouragement. “You are so kind to give me a pep talk. What a nice favor.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I have a little favor to ask you,” Frank replied shyly. “It’s about Sally…” 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan?” 
 
      
 
    Frank nodded. “She’s a hard woman to please,” he sighed. “I feel like she’s getting a little bored with me.” 
 
      
 
    “She is a tough nut to crack,” she told him. “But to keep her interested, I would just try to keep her on her toes. Plan some adventurous dates. She has a diverse range of interests, and I think some funky dates could be a good start.” 
 
      
 
    Frank took Meghan’s hands in his. “That is a wonderful idea,” he agreed. “Thank you for the help.” 
 
      
 
    “Just call me the love doctor,” she winked. 
 
      
 
    “HEY.” 
 
      
 
    Both Meghan and Frank turned to see Mrs. Sheridan hobbling down the street. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING? MEGHAN? ARE YOU TRYING TO STEAL MY MAN?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked down and realized she and Frank were still holding hands. She released his fingers as Mrs. Sheridan marched up to her. “We were just chatting about a date night for you,” Meghan informed Mrs. Sheridan. “Just friendly stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Sheridan narrowed her eyes at Meghan. “It had better only be friendly stuff,” she growled. “No one steals my man.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded obediently, and Mrs. Sheridan sauntered to Frank’s side, giving him a playful swat on the bottom. “How’s my darling tonight?” 
 
      
 
    The dog barked at Mrs. Sheridan, and she rolled her eyes. “That dog is a nuisance,” she complained. “Come on, Frank. Let’s get home. Hopefully you’ve tired that dog out and he won’t be barking anymore at home.” 
 
      
 
    Frank turned to Meghan and grinned. “Meghan, I hope the advice helped,” he called out as Mrs. Sheridan took his hand and dragged him away. “Don’t let a few bad apples ruin the pie!” 
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     “K 
 
   
 
    ill them! Go on! KILL THEM!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan looked at Jack in horror as he cheered for the Sandy Bay basketball team at the local high school. “Babe! That’s a terrible thing to say.” 
 
      
 
    Jack shrugged. “Once a Sandy Bay Bronco, always a Sandy Bay Bronco,” he told her with a grin as she shook her head. “I used to start on the team as point guard when I was in high school. We made it to the state championship twice while I was in school.”  
 
      
 
    “Did you win?” 
 
      
 
    Jack shook his head sheepishly. “Your silly boyfriend missed a free throw during his sophomore year, and senior year, the other team destroyed us outright.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan laughed. “I didn’t realize you were still so into basketball.” 
 
      
 
    “Honey, I should have brought you to a game a long time ago. It’s so fun!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan leaned against Jack as the first half wrapped up. She saw Roberto Cazale high five a teammate as he took a break on the bench. “He did well,” she acknowledged as she gestured to Roberto. “He’s quite the athlete.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Cazale was a sports legend. That’s why he moved here from Italy. He was recruited to play in the minor leagues in three different sports.” 
 
      
 
    “Three?” she cried.  
 
      
 
    “He busted his knee and had to go into the funeral business,” he explained, his gaze still on the game. “It was a shame. He had so much potential. Or at least, that’s what my dad always said. They were buddies when they were two young bachelors living in town.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan saw the teams shuffle off the court and to their respective benches. The cheerleaders assembled on the court. “They’re so cute,” Meghan said. “I always wanted to be a cheerleader, but I didn’t quite have the grace for it. It nearly broke my mama’s heart; she was the head cheerleader at her boarding school in Texas, and she always wanted me to follow in her footsteps.” 
 
      
 
    Jack pointed at the group of teenage girls. “Isn’t that Pamela? I didn’t know she was a cheerleader.” 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t,” she told him as her eyes widened. Jack was right; Pamela, dressed in a navy blue and white cheerleading uniform with a matching bow, was standing with the other girls. 
 
      
 
    “I bet she only joined the team because Roberto is playing ball,” she scowled as the girls began their routine. “She’s such a talented athlete herself. I don’t know why she’s throwing her time and talent away to cheer.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack disagreed. “Meghan, look at their muscles. Look at those stunts. Those girls are serious athletes, and Pamela is proving to be a great cheerleader.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan watched in amazement as Pamela climbed to the top of a pyramid of girls. Her arms and legs were straight, and despite being high in the air, she had a huge smile on her face. “She’s a natural performer,” he commended as Pamela winked at the crowd. 
 
      
 
    The cheerleaders finished their routines and dashed off the court as the basketball teams began their warmups. “She was pretty good,” Meghan admitted as Pamela followed her teammates. “I just hope she joined because she wanted to. It seems like all that girl does these days is follow Roberto Cazale around like a puppy.” 
 
      
 
    Jack reached over and took Meghan’s hand. “Young love is powerful,” he told her. “You should have seen me when I was in high school. My first girlfriend, Kate, had me wrapped around her little finger. I would have done anything for that girl.” 
 
      
 
    “What ever happened to her?” Meghan asked, displeased to hear about Jack’s former love. 
 
      
 
    “She broke up with me. She met a famous hockey player during a girls weekend in Portland. They ended up getting married when she was only seventeen.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    Jack nodded. “They ended up moving to Finland so he could play in the league over there. It’s all good, though. I have the best girlfriend ever now.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan grinned, and Jack leaned over to kiss her on the nose. “I love you,” she told him as she batted her eyelashes at her handsome boyfriend. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too,” he told her. “How are you doing, by the way? You haven’t mentioned the case yet tonight, and I know you are thinking about it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s date night,” she insisted. “I knew you were excited to bring me to this basketball game, and I didn’t want to spoil it by bringing up my worries.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve lasted half of the game without talking about it,” he winked. “If you want, we can talk about it now.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled in relief. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ve been dying to ask you some questions. Are there any other suspects that have been named? I’ve talked with Lola, and I think she has the answers we have been looking for. She really hated her father.” 
 
      
 
    Jack nodded. “We’ve managed to get a statement from her,” he told Meghan quietly. “We’re also doing some tests on the substance we found in the autopsy. We’re trying to see if the nuts in his system match any of the sample of desserts we obtained from your bakery. The information you gave me about Jeanne Marie taking Lucky away from the group is compelling, and I want to see if that is a lead.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bobbed her head in agreement. “I think that is a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    They watched the rest of the game, and Jack cheered with gusto as the Sandy Bay Broncos brought home a victory. Meghan saw Pamela run to Roberto after the win; she threw her arms around him and gave him a huge kiss on the lips. 
 
      
 
    As Meghan and Jack walked out of the gym, she saw someone familiar leaning against the vending machine. Lola stood alone, smoking a cigarette, and she waved as Meghan passed by. “Hey, Meghan!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan stopped. She leaned over and whispered in Jack’s ear, “well, speak of the devil…” 
 
      
 
    Lola sauntered over to them and gave Meghan a hug. “Thanks for the advice you gave me,” she thanked her as Meghan stood stiffly next to Jack. “I was in a bad place, and you helped me a lot. I really miss my dad, and I wish I had been nicer the last time I saw him.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s heart burst with sympathy for the teenager. She patted Lola on the back. “No problem,” she said as Lola smiled at her. “Anytime.” 
 
      
 
    Lola looked down at her black boots. “I just wish our last meeting had been happier and with better company…” 
 
      
 
    “Better company? What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t just my dad and me,” Lola began, but before she could finish her sentence, a group of teenage boys walked by and whistled at her. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Meghan, gotta go!” she called out as she turned and strutted away with the group. 
 
      
 
    Meghan turned to Jack. “You heard that, right?” 
 
      
 
    Jack nodded. “She last saw her dad on the day he died, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what she’s said this whole time,” she said slowly. “I thought it was just the pair of them, but from that conversation, it sounds like someone else was there.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder who it was,” Jack breathed as Meghan bit her lip. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied slowly. “But whoever was with them must know something about the way Lucky died....” 
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   T he next morning, Pamela arrived on time to work for the first time in nearly three weeks. “It’s nice to see you here bright and early!” Meghan exclaimed as Pamela skipped through the back door. “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s eyes were red. “I’m okay,” she whispered. “Roberto and I broke up.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  
 
      
 
    Pamela nodded grimly. “We ended it last night after the basketball game. He’s too into his sports, and it feels like he never has time for me. Whenever I talk, I don’t feel like he’s listening, either.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan hugged Pamela tightly. “It’s awful to be broken up with,” she murmured. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela pulled away from Meghan. “What? I broke up with him! We got into a huge fight, and I didn’t like the way he was speaking to me. With all the crazy things going on with my uncle passing away, there is too much drama in my life already. I told him it was over.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s jaw dropped. “You ended it?” she asked incredulously.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she confirmed. “I’m not going to let someone speak to me rudely, and I didn’t feel very important to him. I’m sad, of course; he and I were really good friends, and I will miss him. I hope that we can get back to being good friends again someday.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled, impressed by Pamela’s wisdom. “I think you will be,” she assured the teenager. “Breakups are never fun, so let’s make sure you have a good day. Do you want to pick some music to play while we work?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela shook her head. “No, let’s just get to it,” she replied. “Just treat me like you normally would. I don’t want any special treatment or pity.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan chuckled. “You are such a trooper,” she complimented. 
 
      
 
    The pair got to work mixing ingredients for a batch of cupcakes. “I miss Trudy,” Pamela admitted as she broke an egg over the mixing bowl. “With everything going on, it’s been so quiet around here, and I miss having another pair of hands in the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Meghan agreed. “We’re a good team, the three of us.” 
 
      
 
    Pamela wrinkled her nose. “Trudy will be so mad when she finds out we don’t serve nuts anymore,” she told Meghan. “She loves our cashew cookies.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “We aren’t serving nuts anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she told her. “A lot of my friends have nut and gluten allergies, and since my uncle died, it just seems safer to do away with the treats that have nuts.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan thought for a moment. “Maybe you’re right,” she said softly. “We’ll have to think of some replacement treats, though. What are some yummy things we could whip up that don’t include nuts?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela grinned. “I hoped you would ask,” she replied. “I’ve been thinking about new treats all night! Now that I am single, I am going to devote my heart and soul to this bakery. I’ve been thinking of new recipes, and I hope you’ll like some of them.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan was amused by Pamela’s enthusiasm. “Fill me in.” 
 
      
 
    “Puddings,” Pamela began. “Cheesecakes, sweet rice, buns, and more. We can draw inspiration from other cultures, other countries, and other languages.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Do you have anything specific in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “When I studied abroad last summer in Taiwan, I ate my weight in mochi,” Pamela said excitedly. “It was so good. It’s a sweet rice cake, and you can stuff it with fruits and chocolate.” 
 
      
 
    “That does sound good,” she told her. “I love the way you are brainstorming.” 
 
      
 
    “I was up most of the night feeling upset, but when I started to think about new desserts, I felt a lot better,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    Meghan pointed at her phone. “Why don’t you look up a recipe for mochi? Business is slow again, and we have time to try out a batch. What would we need?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela hurriedly opened her phone and found a recipe. “We have everything we need!” she cried with joy. “Well, almost. This recipe calls for fresh strawberries. Can we go to the fruit market and get some? I bet my Aunt Mia will cut us a good deal.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “Of course. Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, they arrived at the market. “Come on,” Pamela led. “Her stand is this way.” 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at Mia’s stall, Pamela gasped. “It’s ruined,” she whispered as she surveyed the mangled stall. The banner that usually hung from the ceiling had been ripped, there was red paint sprayed messily on the walls, and all the fruit had been crushed and was now laying on the floor. Mia stood amidst the ruins with a look of shock on her face. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Pamela screamed as she ran to her aunt. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    Mia looked dazed. “I showed up this morning and found it like this,” she told them. “I think it was Wendy. I just got off the phone with the police. There is some emergency going on by the beach, so they will be here in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we get out of here?” Meghan lightly suggested. “We could grab a coffee while we wait for the police?” 
 
      
 
    Mia nodded. “That sounds nice,” she sighed. “There’s a little stand outside that I adore. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    The trio left the market and walked outside to the small coffee stand. They ordered their drinks and sat on a park bench. “I think it was Wendy,” Mia repeated as she took a sip of her latte. “I shouldn’t have been so bold when I confronted her about the insurance fraud. She’s irrational, and I think I set her off…” 
 
      
 
    Pamela squeezed her aunt’s hand. “It’s not your fault, Aunt Mia,” she assured her aunt. “She’s crazy. You didn’t deserve to have her destroy your stall.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “Is there anyone else you think that could have had anything to do with it?” 
 
      
 
    Mia scowled. “Lola,” she muttered. “I wonder if it was Lola. She and I got into a huge fight last night, and she’s always up to something. My daughter is my best friend and worst enemy all in one. She’s capable of anything, that girl…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s eyes widened. “You really think she would do that?” 
 
      
 
    Mia looked down at her drink, clearly stifling tears. “My husband’s absence took a real toll on that girl,” she explained. “Oh, Lucky. Poor Lucky. I wish our last time together had been more amicable…” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the barista from the coffee stand approached the three women. “Ma’am?” she asked Mia. “Here’s your peanut butter scone.” 
 
      
 
    Mia blinked. “You already gave me my scone,” she kindly informed the barista as she held up her half-eaten blueberry lemon scone. “It’s so delicious.” 
 
      
 
    “So sorry, that must be for the next table,” the barista stumbled.  
 
      
 
    Mia laughed. “Hey, I’m almost done with this one and am still hungry, so it’s really like you were reading my mind.” 
 
      
 
    The barista smiled. “It’s been a long day; we’ve been understaffed all morning. I remembered you stopping by with your family last week and ordering that peanut scone, so I must have mistaken the orders. By the way, I heard that your husband passed away? So sorry to hear about that.” 
 
      
 
    Mia shrugged. “Thank you for your kind words,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The barista set the peanut butter scone in front of Mia. “Here, it’s on the house,” she said with pity. “I hope it makes this hard time a little better.” 
 
      
 
    Mia nodded and unwrapped the scone. “This smells so good,” she sighed. “I’ll have to eat it on my way back to the stall. I’ve been away too long, and I should really get going." 
 
      
 
    Pamela hugged her aunt goodbye. “I hope you have a good day,” she told her as they embraced. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
      
 
    “See you soon, Pamela,” Mia waved goodbye. “Bye, Meghan!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan watched as Mia walked away, noticing that she turned left instead of turning right when she reached the street corner. “That’s not that way back to her stall,” she murmured she wrinkled her nose. “Say, do you know where Mia, Lucky, and Lola had lunch on the day he died?” 
 
      
 
    “I think they ate here,” Pamela told her. “I remember Lola telling me she had a scone and a sandwich, and this is Mia’s favorite place…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan gulped, thinking of the barista’s words. “Mia had a peanut butter scone that day,” she whispered to herself. “She ordered a peanut butter scone only hours before Lucky passed away…” 
 
      
 
    Meghan thought back to her conversation with Frank as she left the laundry mat. He had told her that for someone to die from an allergen, they would have had to have been exposed hours before. 
 
      
 
    Meghan gasped. She knew she needed to act quickly. “Stay here,” she ordered Pamela. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan walked away from Pamela, not wanting to scare the teenager. She pulled out her phone and dialed Jack’s number. “Babe,” she said breathlessly as he answered. “You have to come to the market immediately. I think I know who killed Lucky.” 
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     “I 
 
   
 
    ’m back!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan and Pamela cheered as Trudy walked into the dining room of the bakery. The two had been enjoying a fresh batch of cherry mochi, and they were pleasantly surprised that Trudy had arrived home a few days early. 
 
      
 
    “Trudy!” Pamela squealed as she ran over to hug her coworker.  
 
      
 
    “Welcome home!” Meghan greeted as Trudy and Pamela rejoined her at the table. “We’ve missed you!” 
 
      
 
    Trudy laughed. “I missed you, too. It sounds like I’ve missed a lot of trouble around here…what on Earth happened with that clown?” 
 
      
 
    Pamela’s face darkened, and she excused herself from the dining room. It had been nearly two weeks since Mia had been arrested for the murder of her husband, but Pamela had not wanted to talk much about what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “It was a mess,” Meghan told Trudy. “The long story short is that Lucky, who happens to be Pamela’s uncle, died of a nut allergy. Everyone in town thought he died from one of my treats.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s awful,” Trudy said. “I bet that was a hit on the business.” 
 
      
 
    “It was,” she confirmed. “We’re just getting back to normal, thank goodness. The Sandy Bay Gazette published a thorough story explaining that I had nothing to do with Lucky’s death.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good news!” Trudy exclaimed. “So who killed him?” 
 
      
 
    “His wife,” she murmured. “Pamela’s aunt. She was so bitter that her husband had left the family and was traveling around with Wendy, his young colleague and girlfriend, and she killed him.” 
 
      
 
    “She gave him nuts?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan nodded. “Mia, her daughter, and Lucky were having lunch on the day he died. Mia intentionally ordered a peanut butter scone. As they were saying goodbye, she gave Lucky a big kiss on the lips, and apparently that was enough to kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy’s eyes bulged in disbelief. “Did she confess?” 
 
      
 
    “She did,” Meghan said. “And the police were able to trace the nuts in his system to the nuts in the scone.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy shook her head. “That’s terrible,” she sighed. “You said they have a kid?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, two kids. A boy and girl. The girl, Lola is Pamela’s age, but very troubled.” 
 
      
 
    “Now she’ll be even more troubled,” she replied in horror. “Her dad is dead, and her mom will soon be off to prison. Is there anyone to take care of her? You said her dad had a girlfriend? Would she watch over Lola?” 
 
      
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “It gets even crazier,” she informed Trudy. “Wendy, the girlfriend, is also going to prison! When Lucky died, she made several calls to the insurance company to try and get ahold of Lucky’s money. She impersonated Mia several times, and the company recorded her calls. Mia got wind of it, and now, they’ll both be serving time at the same prison.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy scoffed. “People are crazy these days,” she declared. “I can’t believe all of this went down over a few weeks’ time.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan smiled. “It’s never quiet in Sandy Bay,” she reminded Trudy. “Now, enough about the bakery. How was your trip? Is everything okay with your daughter?” 
 
      
 
    Trudy beamed. “Everything is wonderful. She pulled a small photograph out of her purse. “She hasn’t announced it yet, but I’ll tell you the big news: my daughter had twins! I am the grandmother of twins!” 
 
      
 
    Meghan’s jaw dropped. “What? I didn’t even realize she was expecting.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy laughed. “No one did. It was a high-risk pregnancy, and she and her husband kept it under wraps. Now that the babies have been safely delivered, I can tell everyone the news.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan shrieked. “That is big news! Congratulations.” 
 
      
 
    “I am so excited,” Trudy squealed. “She had two healthy baby girls.” 
 
      
 
    Meghan hugged Trudy. “They are lucky to have you as a grandmother,” she murmured to her friend. “And we are lucky to have you back. It wasn’t the same around here without you.” 
 
      
 
    Trudy grinned. “It was wonderful to be with my daughter and the new babies,” she said. “But in the end, it’s always so good to come home. In fact, it’s truly sweet!” 
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    ORANGE MOUSSE AND A FATAL TRUCE 
 
      
 
    A Sandy Bay Cozy Mystery 
 
      
 
      
 
    By 
 
      
 
    Amber Crewes 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About Orange Mousse and a Fatal Truce 
 
    Released: Septemeber 2019 
 
    Series: Book 15 – Sandy Bay Cozy Mystery Series 
 
    Standalone: Yes 
 
    Cliff-hanger: No 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 A murdered scorned wife. A prime suspect losing their mind literally and figuratively. A small town bakery owner whose generosity links her to the deceased and accused. 
 
    
When Meghan is invited to cater for the wedding of one of the oldest citizens of Sandy Bay, she’s happy for the bride-to-be and the opportunity to introduce the guests to her latest creation – orange mousse! Still, she longs for the day when she can wear a white dress and walk down the aisle to marry her Prince Charming.

On the day of the wedding, everything seems perfect. The venue is glorious. The weather is beautiful. The couple are radiating love. Until… a strange woman stops the ceremony and claims to be the wife of the groom. Things take a turn for the worse when this strange woman is found dead, a day later, on the beach.

All circumstantial and factual evidence seems to point to one suspect. The police think this person did it. The people of Sandy Bay believe this person did it. The jilted bride KNOWS this person did it.

But Meghan has her doubts. If there’s one thing that living in a small town has taught her, it’s that nothing is as it first appears. Can she piece the clues that will reveal the real killer and allow a happily ever after ending?
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   M eghan Truman blinked back tears of joy as she hung up the phone with Polly, the television producer she had been working closely with for the last few weeks. Polly had just confirmed that the camera crew for Sandy Bay Six, the local news station, would be arriving in the morning to begin testing shots and scouting out locations for a segment to be filmed chronicling Meghan’s successful bakery in Sandy Bay. 
 
    Success had not come easily to Meghan, and the bakery had experienced several challenges, but finally, after throwing her heart and soul into her business, Meghan’s hard work was paying off. It was the one year anniversary of the bakery’s opening day, and Meghan’s efforts were being recognized by the local news station with a fifteen-minute long special about Meghan’s journey to Sandy Bay, the bakery’s rise to fame, and the bright future of Truly Sweet. 
 
    Meghan noticed her shoulders were tight, and she inhaled. As she exhaled, she lowered her shoulders, trying to relax amidst the busyness of her day. She had fifteen orders to finish before she hung up her apron and went to her apartment upstairs, but with the television crew coming in the morning, she wanted to tidy the bakery and make it spotless. 
 
    “I need some help if I am going to get everything done,” Meghan murmured to herself as she placed her hands on her hips. She had already sent her staff home for the evening, but she wondered if they would come back in if she explained the circumstances. “It wouldn’t hurt asking,” she decided as she pulled her cell phone from her red purse sitting beneath the cash register. 
 
    Trudy, Meghan’s faithful middle-aged employee, answered on the first ring. “Meghan?” 
 
    “Trudy, hi,” she replied, relieved Trudy had answered. “Can I ask you a huge favor?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Would you come back to work? Just for an hour?” 
 
    Trudy sighed. “I was really looking forward to putting my feet up and deep conditioning my hair tonight, Meghan,” she grumbled. “Can you call Pamela?” 
 
    “Pamela is still at swim practice,” she reminded her, referring to the peppy, sweet teenager who worked for her a few shifts each week.  
 
    “Swim season is over, Meghan,” Trudy told her. “Pamela told us that last week.” 
 
    “That’s right!” she exclaimed. “She did tell us that. I will call her next.” 
 
    “So does that mean you still need me?” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “Would you mind terribly? Just for an hour! I’ll make it worth your while.” 
 
    Trudy let out another sigh, but she agreed. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    Meghan called Pamela, and she immediately agreed. “I would love to come in,” Pamela chirped. “I’ve been grounded for the last few days, and it would be nice to get out of the house.” 
 
    Meghan wrinkled her nose. Pamela had been a stellar kid and employee when she had hired her; her grades were top-notch, she was reliable, and Meghan knew that Pamela had a true talent for baking.  “Grounded?”  
 
    “Roberto and I got back together,” she muttered. “I broke my curfew by three minutes when he dropped me off the other night, and mom made me break up with him again.” 
 
    “Not this again,” Meghan thought to herself as she frowned. “Pamela, if the lying and sneaking around starts up again…” 
 
    “It won’t!” she insisted. “I made some mistakes before, but this time, Roberto and I are done for good. I will be the best employee you’ve ever had. I promise.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. “Just get here as quickly as you can. And only if your mom agrees.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, both Pamela and Trudy appeared in the dining room. Meghan went out to greet them, a smile on her face.  
 
    “You look extra excited,” Trudy noticed. “Did that boyfriend of yours propose yet?” 
 
    “Is that why we are here?” Pamela squealed. “Did Jack propose? You wanted to tell us in person! I know that’s why you called.” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Unless you know something I don’t,” she began, flashing her naked ring finger at both ladies. “No, Jack hasn’t proposed.” 
 
    “Oh,” Pamela said, her thin shoulders slumping.  
 
    “You look like you have something on your mind,” Trudy prodded. 
 
    The smile returned to Meghan’s face. “I do have some news,” she shared. “In honor of the bakery’s one year anniversary, Sandy Bay Six is doing a story on us! They are sending a camera crew out tomorrow to do some test shots of us working and establish the placement of cameras and lights in the bakery.” 
 
    “That’s so amazing,” Pamela gushed, her freckled face filled with enthusiasm.  
 
    “I’m a little nervous,” Meghan admitted. “There have been so many highs and lows this year. Running a business is difficult work, and there have been some serious challenges along the way…” 
 
    Meghan thought back to her first week in business. She had been accused of poisoning treats, and the entire town had boycotted her bakery. Several similar instances had also occurred, but finally, after working hard and establishing herself, Meghan had become a credible name in Sandy Bay. 
 
    “That’s happy news,” Trudy said, interrupting Meghan’s thoughts. “Congratulations, Meghan. It is very well deserved.” 
 
    “What is very well deserved?” 
 
    All three ladies turned to the front door as Karen Denton breezed in, her blonde hair in a ponytail. Karen was Meghan’s dear friend; they had been neighbors in Los Angeles, and Karen had convinced Meghan to move to the Pacific Northwest. Despite their age difference (Karen was in her early seventies), Meghan adored her, and she often sought counsel and guidance from her close friend. 
 
    “Karen! Good to see you,” Meghan cried as she went to embrace her friend. “It’s been too long!” 
 
    “You are so tanned, Karen,” Pamela commented. “Were you on vacation?” 
 
    Karen nodded, her cheeks flushed. “I just returned from a yoga retreat in Key West,” she answered. “It was magical. The sunsets in the Keys are unmatched, and the people are too kind.” 
 
    “I’ve been to the Keys,” Trudy said with gusto. “It was nice, but not as nice as when I rode a dolphin off the coast of Fort Lauderdale.” 
 
    “Fort Lauderdale? I thought the water there was a little dirty,” Karen sniffed. “They don’t really recycle there, either, and you can really see that on the beach…” 
 
    “I thought it was nice,” Trudy insisted. “But you know what was nicer? Gulf Shores, Alabama! The white sand beaches there are the best.” 
 
    “I think the Bahamas have the nicest beaches,” Karen noted. 
 
    Meghan looked at Pamela, who raised her eyebrows. “Why does it feel like they are competing?” Meghan whispered. “A beach is a beach!” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s funny,” Pamela giggled. “I think it’s just something older ladies do?” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Meghan and Pamela turned to find Karen and Trudy staring at them. “Nothing,” Meghan smiled. “Nothing.” 
 
    Karen retrieved a small burlap sack from her pink tote. “These are for you, Meghan,” she grinned. “I picked them especially for you.” 
 
    Meghan opened the sack. “Oranges! I love oranges. Maybe I can use these for a new treat? Or for inspiration.” 
 
    “It’s ironic that she’s giving you oranges when her skin color makes her look like an orange,” Meghan heard Trudy mutter.  
 
    “I’ll be going now. I am off to the sea for my evening kayak ride,” Karen announced. “Meghan, I hope you love the oranges.” 
 
    “I do,” she replied. “I’ll let you know what I use them for.” 
 
    Pamela peered into the sack. “What are you going to use them for?” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know,” she admitted as she inhaled the scent of the ripe oranges. “I don’t know….” 
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   M eghan leaned back and fluttered her eyelids shut as Jackie, her friend, massaged her feet. “That feels amazing,” she moaned as Jackie rubbed her feet with a smooth jade stone. “What kind of treatment is this?” 
 
    “It’s new,” Jackie replied as she guided the stone along the ball of Meghan’s right foot. “It’s a treatment from Taiwan. The jade stone is very popular there. It’s said that gliding it along your pressure points will reduce tension and bring you good luck.” 
 
    “This is just what I needed.” 
 
    “I’m happy I could help,” she told her. 
 
    After hearing the news of Meghan’s television segment, Jackie had invited Meghan to her salon for a last minute manicure and pedicure early the next morning. “You have to look your best,” Jackie had declared. “You can’t meet with producers and cameramen looking shabby. When you come over tomorrow, I will doll you up and make you look like you are fresh out of Hollywood.” 
 
    Meghan had giggled. “Technically, I am fresh out of Hollywood,” she commented. “I only moved here from LA last year…” 
 
    “Details!” Jackie sputtered. “Those are details. Be at my place at seven forty, and I will take good care of you.” 
 
    The next morning, Meghan sipped on a mimosa as Jackie pampered her. “You are so kind to invite me over,” she murmured as Jackie rubbed coconut oil into her calloused feet. “You are so busy this morning! I feel bad making other customers wait.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” she assured her. “They aren’t going to be featured on the news! I have to make sure my friend looks her best on air. I am so proud of you.” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “It’s been a whirlwind of a year, but I am happy it’s turned out the way it has.” 
 
    Jackie wiped her hands on her smock and examined Meghan’s toenails. “I hope my business is as successful as yours by the time we hit our one year anniversary,” she told Meghan. “Business can be so unpredictable in the beauty industry.” 
 
    Meghan nodded, opening her eyes. “I can imagine. Especially in a town like Sandy Bay. These little seaside towns get so busy in the spring and summer months, but in the winter, it can be so quiet.” 
 
    Jackie agreed. “I didn’t realize how severe these Pacific Northwest winters can be,” she said. “In January and February, the snowstorms kept my doors shut for a week! The salon finally opened again, and no one came in until March.” 
 
    “Have you thought of ways to bring in income remotely?” Meghan suggested. “What about offering beauty tutorials online? You could charge for them.” 
 
    “That isn’t a bad idea,” Jackie confirmed. “But I have a different strategy that I wanted to share with you. I was reading a biography on Oprah a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “I love Oprah!” Meghan gushed. “She is one of my heroes. Her work with the school in South Africa was amazing, and her show was always the best thing to watch after school.” 
 
    “I love her as well,” Jackie agreed. “She’s incredible. Anyway, the biography discussed all of her different business ventures, and her diverse portfolio of businesses and companies were really what helped her get ahead.” 
 
    “Okay….?” 
 
    “I did something that might sound a bit crazy,” Jackie confessed, flicking her freshly-cut and freshly-dyed platinum blonde hair off of her shoulder. “I bought a barn.” 
 
    “You bought a barn? As in, a place where horses and cows live?” 
 
    “Exactly,” she grinned. “Except there are no horses or cows in my barn. It’s been abandoned for a few years. It used to hold livestock, then it was cleaned up and used to throw weddings and birthday parties. A farmer bought it, put horses back into it, but it’s been sitting empty for around a decade.” 
 
    What does that have to do with your salon, Jackie? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Let me explain. The barn could be used for a number of things, like weddings, proms, parties, events….event venues are all the rage right now, and with a few string lights and some fresh paint, this barn could make some serious money happen for me. ” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “How did this even happen?”  
 
    Jackie grinned. “It was an auction,” she told Meghan. “I went on a whim, and the barn came up! My cousin, McKenzie, got married in a barn, and I was thinking it could be a good investment. The idea hit me while the auctioneer listed off information about the barn, and I knew I had to buy it.” 
 
    “Your cousin got married….in a barn?” she asked incredulously. “Like, with horses?” 
 
    “No, silly,” Jackie playfully scolded her. “It was rustic chic! Event and wedding barns are so popular now. They clear out all of the animals and equipment, paint the spaces, and then, there is room for a party.” 
 
    Meghan was confused. “So you bought the barn at the auction? Was it pricey?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Jackie informed her, her eyes bright with excitement. “I placed a low bid. There seemed to be an aggressive bidder on the phone who was running up the price on the other properties in the auction. Strangely, this bidder pulled out when the barn came up and there wasn’t anyone else interested in the room. It was crazy, but I bought the barn for two grand.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    Jackie nodded. “It will need some work, but I think I can fix it up by the end of the summer. It could be open in time for gorgeous autumn weddings!” 
 
    “This is huge news,” Meghan said. “Congratulations! I hope it is very successful.” 
 
    “That isn’t all of the news,” Jackie teased. “I have a proposal for you, Meghan. You turned that bakery into something special. You have a gift for business. Would you consider joining me as a partner in my barn business?” 
 
    “A partner?” 
 
    “You would be great,” she assured her. “I could use your advice, your guidance, and, if you could help, an investment in the barn. It’s going to be a lot to balance two businesses, but I think if I have a partner, I could do it.” 
 
    Meghan furrowed her brow. “I have to think about it,” she told Jackie. “I have my own business to think about, and I already don’t get enough time with Jack…” 
 
    Meghan thought of Jack Irvin, her handsome, sweet boyfriend of nearly a year. Jack was a detective at the Sandy Bay Police Department, and with their demanding schedules, they had been seeing a lot less of each other in the last month. “I don’t know if I could commit to another obligation right now…” 
 
    “You just think about it,” Jackie told her as she dabbed a dash of red polish on Meghan’s pinkie toe. “There! All done with your left foot. Time for the right foot.” 
 
    Meghan guided her right foot into Jackie’s hands as Mrs. Sheridan, one of Sandy Bay’s oldest residents, sauntered in. “Jennie? I need my nails done, pronto, please!” 
 
    Jackie wrinkled her nose. “It’s Jackie, Mrs. Sheridan,” she firmly corrected. “And I am all booked up all day. You can come in tomorrow, if that works for you.” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan raised an eyebrow. She placed her cane down on the ground and put her hands on her hips. “Jennie, I asked this small favor,” she smiled. “The least you can do is squeeze me in. I’ll be a good customer, and I can assure you, my tip will be worth it.” 
 
    Meghan gasped as Mrs. Sheridan plucked a hundred dollar bill from her purse and tucked it into her teeth, still grinning at Jackie.  
 
    Jackie’s eyes widened. “I think I can fit you in,” she declared as Mrs. Sheridan took the hundred dollar bill from her mouth and dangled it in front of Jackie’s face. “Meghan? Get up.” 
 
    “What?” Meghan cried.  
 
    “Come on,” Jackie hissed. “You saw that hundo! Move it! I can finish your nails later.” 
 
    Jackie turned to Mrs. Sheridan and flashed a dazzling smile. “You’ve been in such a great place lately,” she complimented. “That man friend of yours sure brings out a lovely side of you.” 
 
    “Frank is my life,” Mrs. Sheridan agreed. “Jennie, thank you for noticing! I think he does truly bring out my best.” 
 
    Meghan frowned. “The camera crew comes tomorrow, Jackie,” she said. “Can you just finish my toes? Look! You only have two to go.” 
 
    Jackie shook her head. “Meghan, come on. Scoot!” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan batted her eyelashes at Jackie and pointed at Meghan’s chair. “Shall I sit here?” 
 
    “Move it,” Jackie begged. 
 
    Meghan obeyed, and as she rose from the chair, she felt her phone vibrate. She pulled it from her pocket and answered it. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Meghan? We need you to come in to the bakery right now! It’s an emergency!” 
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   I t was hard for Meghan to believe what she heard as she approached Truly Sweet. She knew differences were bound to exist in the working place but the animosity cloaked in the words she heard was something she would never welcome while she ran the best kept secret in the Pacific Northwest. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you if you say another word!” 
 
    Meghan’s heart froze as she walked inside the bakery. “What is going on here?” she demanded as she saw Pamela standing in one corner and Trudy in the other. 
 
    “Chocolate orange mousse!” Pamela screamed. 
 
    “Orange cheesecake!” Trudy cried. 
 
    Meghan slammed the door behind her. “Pamela, Trudy, what is the meaning of this? You said it was an emergency, and I raced over here for what? It’s my morning off!” 
 
    Pamela turned to Meghan and crossed her arms across her chest. “Meghan, it’s my turn to choose the signature dessert of the month,” she insisted. “I wanted to do a chocolate orange mousse, inspired by the oranges Karen brought you from Key West. It will be a soft, fluffy chocolate mousse with whipped custard and a dash of cinnamon to add flavor. The top will be covered in a thick, luscious orange crema, and there will be little pieces of fresh oranges mixed in.” 
 
    “That sounds incredible,” Meghan said, her mouth watering. “Trudy? It is Pamela’s turn to choose, if I do remember correctly?” 
 
    “No,” Trudy replied, her face drawn. “You told Pamela that if she was late to work again, she would lose her chance to choose the signature dessert. She was late three times last week, and tonight, I caught her playing on her cell phone in the kitchen. She doesn’t deserve to choose the dessert. These shenanigans haven’t stopped, and I am sick and tired of you extending her so much grace.” 
 
    Meghan narrowed her eyes at Pamela. “Is that true?” 
 
    Pamela shook her head. “I was texting my mom,” she insisted as she waved her phone at Meghan. “Look at my messages! I wasn’t even playing on my phone; my mom took my data away, and my phone won’t even open the internet anymore.” 
 
    Meghan sighed. “I’m not going to look through your phone,” she told Pamela. “But I do understand Trudy’s frustrations. Trudy? What dessert did you want to do this month?” 
 
    “Orange cheesecake. It would have thick layers of vanilla creme and orange creme,” she said wistfully. “The crust would be made from scratch, and we would incorporate orange oils into it to give it a bit more flavor.” 
 
    “That sounds incredible,” Meghan said. “Here is the plan, ladies. Pamela, it is technically your month to choose, but Trudy, your dessert sounds lovely. We will do both desserts this month! That seems like the best idea.” 
 
    “I think the orange mousse is the best idea.” 
 
    The three women turned to see Mrs. Sheridan walk into the bakery. “Mrs. Sheridan? I thought you were getting your nails done?” Meghan asked in surprise. 
 
    “I did,” Mrs. Sheridan said as she flashed her bright pink nails. “Jennie gave me the express manicure.” 
 
    Pamela gasped and pointed to Mrs. Sheridan’s left hand. “Mrs. Sheridan! Is that a ring…?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan beamed. “It’s an engagement ring!” she cried as she wiggled her fingers. “Frank proposed yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    Meghan’s jaw dropped. “Why didn’t you say anything at the salon?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to wear this gorgeous little ring until my nails were done,” Mrs. Sheridan announced matter-of-factly. 
 
    “That isn’t a little ring,” Trudy corrected. “That looks to be one or two carats!” 
 
    “It’s four,” Mrs. Sheridan declared. “A four carat marquise cut with a rose gold band. It’s what I always wanted.” 
 
    “I am so happy for you,” Meghan told her as she leaned down to give Mrs. Sheridan a hug. “Frank is such a nice man, and it’s clear how happy he makes you.” 
 
    “He makes me so happy,” Mrs. Sheridan confirmed. “I am truly his queen. Anyway, I wanted to stop by to see if you would consider catering my big day? We are getting married next weekend.” 
 
    “Next weekend? That’s a bit last minute, but I would be honored. Where is the venue?” 
 
    “Sandy Bay Barn!” Mrs. Sheridan glowed. “Jennie told me all about it while she did my nails. She just bought it at an auction, and she thinks it would be the perfect place for my big day. She says there will be string lights and chandeliers hanging from the rafters. Can you imagine that? She says the gardens outside are beautiful, and that the landscaping will be freshly done for my big day.” 
 
    Meghan’s smile vanished. Jackie had just told her that the barn required work, and that it wouldn’t be ready until autumn. How did she expect to throw a wedding in just one week? It sounded like she had seriously exaggerated the barn’s readiness to Mrs. Sheridan. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mrs. Sheridan growled. 
 
    “Nothing!” Meghan insisted. “I would be happy to cater at the barn.” 
 
    “Barn weddings are so adorable,” Pamela giggled. “My aunt, Casie, got married in one a few years ago, and it was so much fun.” 
 
    “I agree,” Mrs. Sheridan said. “I went to one in Fern Grove, a town a few miles from here, and it was so beautiful. It’s high time Sandy Bay opened something similar! We need a space for weddings and events.” 
 
    “A space for weddings and events? Are you in need of one? I think I can be of assistance!” 
 
    Meghan groaned internally as Kayley Kane, a local real estate agent, sashayed into the bakery. “I think Mrs. Sheridan is okay, Kayley,” Meghan told her as Kayley eagerly approached. 
 
    “Let me take care of business,” Kayley hissed to Meghan. “Mrs. Sheridan, as a premier real estate agent in town, I am familiar with each and every venue. Which one were you interested in? I could pull a few strings for you?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan waved her hand dismissively. “I already have a deal at my dream venue,” she said haughtily. “Sandy Bay Wedding Barn is going to be the ideal place for my wedding.” 
 
    “Sandy Bay Wedding Barn?” Kayley repeated. “I think you must be confused, Mrs. Sheridan. There isn’t a wedding barn in Sandy Bay.” 
 
    “There is now,” Mrs. Sheridan declared, her head held high. “That girl, Jennie, is opening a barn, and my wedding will be the inaugural event. I’m surprised Sandy Bay’s premier real estate agent didn’t know about it!” 
 
    Kayley’s face turned bright red. “I’m sure I must have known about it and...forgot.” she insisted. “Mrs. Sheridan, don’t you think a brand new venue is a bit...tacky? Don’t you want to pick a place that will be cultured and elegant? I don’t understand what the fascination is with event barns these days. Who wants to eat h’orderves and dance the night away next to a horse stall?” 
 
    “There aren’t horses inside of event barns,” Meghan interjected. “The barns are built or remodeled for events.” 
 
    “Still,” Kayley continued. “I think a ballroom is more appropriate for a wedding. What about a country club, Mrs. Sheridan? My cousin manages the Sandy Bay South Country Club. How about I speak with her and inquire about a nice little discount?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan eyes brightened. “A discount?” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Meghan said. “What about Jackie, Mrs. Sheridan? The barn? Didn’t you commit to it already?” 
 
    “I haven’t signed anything,” she told Meghan. “And a country club would be able to fit more guests…” 
 
    “Yes! And we could do more with the bar and catering,” Kayley mused. “The country club offers a broad range of catering options that will surely exceed anything that could be offered by a barn. I’m sure you would like to do some tastings too? The country club allows brides and their grooms to do special taste-testing events before the wedding to ensure all parties are pleased with the selections. I think it sounds like the best option for you, Mrs. Sheridan.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can do a lot with the bar and catering at the event barn,” Meghan announced as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I can even host a taste-testing for Mrs. Sheridan and Frank at the bakery. We can do everything the country club can do.” 
 
    Kayley turned up her nose. “Can you, though? I feel as though a brand new venue truly has its limits, and you don’t have a lot of experience managing a venue, let alone catering an entire wedding.” 
 
    Meghan pursed her lips. “I’ve catered dozens of weddings, Kayley,” she corrected. “And the barn is a perfect venue.” 
 
    “I just think—“ 
 
     “Kayley, Mrs. Sheridan has a venue. It will be so nice. Mark my words.” 
 
    Kayley raised an eyebrow. “Whatever you say, Meghan. Let’s just say I have my doubts.” 
 
    Meghan narrowed her eyes. “I will personally ensure that this event barn will be fit to host royalty,” she declared as she clenched her fists. 
 
    “No need to get so worked up,” Kayley clucked as she flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I’m leaving. Best of luck to you, Mrs. Sheridan, and if you change your mind, you know where to find me.” 
 
    Kayley clicked her high heels and strutted out of the bakery. “I guess I’ll be going too,” Mrs. Sheridan told them. “I have to think about my venue choices…” 
 
    Meghan’s heart sank as Mrs. Sheridan left the bakery. She was frustrated with Jackie for exaggerating the readiness of the event barn, but she did not want her close friend to lose business over nosey Kayley Kane.  
 
    “Meghan?” 
 
    Meghan looked up to find Wayne Rashford standing in front of her. Wayne was an elderly resident of Sandy Bay, and Meghan knew he enjoyed when she sent orders of blackberry scones to his nursing home. She had received several handwritten thank you notes from him, and she was delighted to see Wayne after the visit with Kayley and Mrs. Sheridan. 
 
    “What can I do for you today?” Meghan asked with a smile. “Are you on an outing?” 
 
    “They loaded up the bus at the nursing home and are giving us the afternoon to wander through town,” Wayne explained. “I was craving one of your blackberry scones and had to stop in. I saw that nasty Mrs. Sheridan in here though, so I was happy when she finally left.” 
 
    “She wants me to cater her wedding,” Meghan told him. “She’s marrying her fellow next week.” 
 
    “Someone is going to marry Sally Sheridan?” Wayne asked in disgust. Wayne had a long, tumultuous history with Sally Sheridan, and Meghan could see the contempt on his wizened face. “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Meghan told him. “Frank, her beau, is marrying her.” 
 
    Wayne’s face darkened. “That woman has spent her life terrorizing others, being nasty, rude, and arrogant. Mark my words, Meghan, she has never looked out for anyone but herself.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    Wayne closed his eyes. “Let’s just say that I have a little premonition about Mrs. Sheridan’s wedding day.” 
 
    “A premonition?” 
 
    Wayne nodded. “I have a feeling that it will be doomed.” 
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   E arly the next day, Meghan was thrilled when she glanced out the window of her apartment and saw sunny skies. She sprang from her bed, throwing on warm clothes, eager to get outside in the fresh air. 
 
    “Fiesta, Siesta, we are going for a long walk today,” she cheerfully told her two little twin dogs as she tied her long, dark wavy hair back into a ponytail. “The sun is shining, the sky is blue, and the weather is perfect. What could go wrong?” 
 
    Meghan fastened leashes around her dogs’ necks and they walked downstairs and outside into the beautiful day. “It’s even warm today, my sweet puppers! How lucky are we?” 
 
    Meghan led the dogs across the street, walking quickly toward the beach. She loved living only blocks away from the Pacific Ocean; after growing up in rural Texas, and then living two hours from the beach on the East side of Los Angeles, Meghan adored her new living situation in Sandy Bay. The public beach was only steps from her front door, and the dogs loved playing in the thick, damp sand. 
 
    As they reached the beachfront, Meghan let the dogs loose. Fiesta tore out of the leash, sprinting toward the waves crashing over the dark sand. Siesta clung by Meghan’s side, and Meghan reached down to pick her up, stroking her gently behind the ears. 
 
    “Meghan?” 
 
    She turned to see Jackie waving at her. “Hey!” 
 
    Jackie jogged over to her, removing little white earphones from her ears and tucking her cell phone into her purple sweatshirt. “I was just out on a jog. What are you up to?” 
 
    “I couldn’t stay inside on this gorgeous day,” she explained. “How’s it going? I had an interesting conversation with Sally Sheridan yesterday. I hear you are hosting her wedding next week at your event barn?” 
 
    Jackie’s cheeks flushed. “Did she say that?” 
 
    Meghan nodded. 
 
    “I just got caught up in the excitement of it, Meghan,” she told her as they strolled along the shoreline. “What are the odds that I buy a barn, and immediately, Mrs. Sheridan needs a place to have her wedding? I felt like it was destiny, Meghan, and you can’t say no to destiny.” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Is destiny going to fix up your barn?” she asked dryly. “You said there is a lot of work to be done to make the barn ready. How are you going to pull it together in a week? Shouldn’t you be there working now?” 
 
    Jackie shrugged. “I hired a crew to start painting,” she said as a wave nearly grazed her tennis shoes. “And tomorrow, a team of carpenters is going to remodel the staircase. I am taking it day by day, piece by piece.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear, but you can’t take it day by day when you have an event booked in only six days,” Meghan insisted. “Jackie, if you want to pull this wedding off, you’re going to have to throw yourself into finishing this barn. I’m worried that you’ve bitten off more than you can chew!” 
 
    Jackie shook her head. “It’s not that bad, Meghan,” she said softly. “Hey, I have an idea. Let’s go out and see it. My car is parked over there in the parking lot, and we can zip over there right now.” 
 
    Meghan sighed. She had been so excited to spend the day outdoors, and the last thing she wanted to do was tour a ramshackle barn. “I don’t know,” she muttered. 
 
    “Please? Do it for me, Meghan,” Jackie pleaded. “I think you will be pleasantly surprised.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Meghan, Jackie, and the two dogs arrived at the barn. “It’s huge,” Meghan remarked as she exited Jackie’s car. “This is going to take a lot more work than I expected.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Jackie declared as they walked inside. The barn smelled of paint fumes, and Meghan’s eyes widened as she saw the paint crew touching up the tall, thick walls.  
 
    The barn was a giant open space with wood floors and wood walls. There was a narrow staircase to the side in the massive circular main room, and Meghan saw that it led to a balcony jutting out over the main event space. “There is plenty of space in here,” Meghan said. “Lots of room for dancing.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Jackie agreed. “See? I knew you would see my vision.” 
 
    Meghan yelped as she took a step. Her foot plunged through the wooden floor. “Jackie! Look at this! My foot went right through the floor.” 
 
    Jackie took Meghan’s hand and helped her loosen her foot, finally removing it from the broken wood floor. “It happens sometimes. I’ll have to get a crew out here to replace the floors, I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?” Meghan cried. “Jackie, I could have fallen through! Putting in a new floor will take weeks, if not months. How are you going to fix it in time for the wedding?” 
 
    “I guess we will have to patch it,” Jackie said breezily as she pointed to a glittering chandelier sitting on a table next to the door. “Look at the chandelier, Meghan. I bought it last night and had it shipped overnight from Switzerland. It’s going to be the centerpiece of the venue.” 
 
    “You had a chandelier shipped overnight from Switzerland?” Meghan gasped. “Jackie, how are you affording these renovations? What are you thinking? This is a disaster.” 
 
    Before Jackie could answer, someone bumped into Meghan. “Ouch,” Meghan groaned as she reached for her throbbing arm.  
 
    “Excuse me,” a silver-haired woman dressed in a mint green sweater dress apologized. “I didn’t mean to bump into you.” 
 
    “Are you with the paint crew?” Jackie asked, both she and Meghan taking in the woman’s immaculate appearance. “I’m Jackie, the new owner of this barn.” 
 
    The woman batted her gray eyelashes. “I’m not with the paint crew,” she murmured.  
 
    “Oh. Well, are you a potential patron? Are you interested in renting this space for an event?” Jackie asked excitedly.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” the woman hissed. “When I heard that someone had purchased this terrible barn, I had to come see this place for myself.” 
 
    “Terrible?” Jackie asked. “It isn’t so bad; I think our repairs will be finished sooner than later. Can I give you my business card? Maybe you could book something here?” 
 
    The woman vigorously shook her head. “This barn is cursed,” she declared as Meghan’s face paled. “You have no idea what you are getting into with this wicked place. If I were you, I would burn it down today.” 
 
    Meghan and Jackie stared as the woman turned on her heel and stormed out of the barn. “What on Earth…” Jackie began. 
 
    “Who was that?” Meghan asked nervously. “I’ve never seen her before. Do you think she is right? Do you believe the barn is cursed?” 
 
    Jackie frowned. “I hope not,” she whispered. “But after all of the time and money I’ve now poured into this place, I’m scared that it isn’t going to work out. What if I lose everything over my little whim?” 
 
    Meghan wrapped her arms around her friend. “Don’t think like that,” she told Jackie. “You have to believe in yourself and believe in your idea. You believed that the barn would be successful, so now, we have to do some work to make it so.” 
 
    Jackie wiped a tear from her eye. “You think I can pull this off?” 
 
    “We,” Meghan corrected. “I think we can pull this off, Jackie. Together.” 
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   S ix long days later, Meghan stood outside of the barn, her mouth ajar with awe. They had done it; in six days, Meghan and Jackie had transformed the barn into a spectacular venue, complete with new floors, a fresh coat of bright cream paint, and the sparkling chandelier dangling above it all. There was new furniture as well; twelve white marble-topped tables were arranged artfully on the sides of the room, and the matching chairs were lined up in rows in front of the altar that had been specially built for the wedding. 
 
    “I can’t believe we pulled it off,” Jackie whispered excitedly to Meghan as they surveyed the barn. “It looks amazing! I would throw my own wedding here.” 
 
    Meghan nodded. She herself could hardly believe that they had turned the barn into such a spectacular venue, and as the guests began to file inside for Mrs. Sheridan’s wedding, her heart was thankful. 
 
    “The venue looks good, we look good,” Jackie whispered as more smiling guests walked inside. “That color is just perfect on you.” 
 
    Meghan blushed. She was wearing a floor-length grass green dress. The silk clung to her curves, and the sweetheart neckline and beading along the bodice accentuated her womanly figure. “I wish Jack could see me in this dress,” she lamented. “He got called in to the station today for an emergency, and he doesn’t think he’ll be able to make it to the wedding.” 
 
    “What a pity,” Jackie said, running a hand through her straightened hair. “Still, at least you have a boyfriend to send pictures to! I wish I had someone to admire me today.” 
 
    Jackie was dressed in a short purple dress with puffed sleeves and a high neckline. In her six inch high heels, she looked chic and cosmopolitan, and Meghan was envious of her tiny waist and shiny hair. 
 
    “Is Frank here yet?” Meghan asked. “I saw Mrs. Sheridan and her bridesmaids arrive a few minutes ago out back, but what about the groom?” 
 
    “He and his fellows are in the Groom’s Room,” Jackie replied, referring to the finished basement they had hastily converted into a pool room. “They are enjoying snacks and drinks before the ceremony begins.” 
 
    “It’s almost time,” Meghan shrieked as she looked at her delicate silver watch. “I am going to go inside and ask the guests to find their seats.” 
 
    Meghan scurried into the barn, but before she could make her announcement, Kirsty Fisher grabbed her by the wrist. “Meghan, darling,” Kirsty cooed. “This venue is lovely. I cannot believe the natural light in here!” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, admiring Kirsty’s lavender pantsuit and matching heels. “We worked hard to make this happen. Mrs. Sheridan is a special woman, and we wanted her to have the best wedding day imaginable.” 
 
    “I think you’ve succeeded,” Kirsty said as she peered around. “I would like to secure this spot for a luncheon next week. The Sandy Bay Women’s League is getting together to discuss our fall gala, and this would be the perfect place for our lunch meeting. What do you say?” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “Our booking can be done online. Why don’t I email you the venue’s information later this evening?” 
 
    “That would be great,” she agreed. “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Meghan walked down the aisle, careful that her shoes did not sully the pale pink runner that had already been set in place. “Excuse me? Ladies and gentlemen, please make your way to your seats! The ceremony will be beginning soon.” 
 
    The crowd obeyed, and people began to find their seats. Meghan’s eyes watered as she walked back up the aisle. It had been ages since she had attended a wedding, and now, as she grew closer and closer with Jack, her boyfriend, she was thinking about her own wedding. What would it be like to march happily up the aisle, arm-in-arm with Jack? Would Jack pump his fist with excitement when they were declared husband and wife? Was he even thinking about marriage? They had been together nearly a year, and while Meghan felt confident that she would accept a proposal from her boyfriend, was he even considering asking her to be his wife in the near future? 
 
    “Hey, ma’am?” a gruff voice interrupted Meghan’s thoughts as she approached the center of the barn.  
 
    Meghan turned to find a short, portly man grinning at her. He was dressed in a maroon suit, and he was holding a black binder. 
 
     “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “I’m Moses Livingstone, the pastor? I officiate at Sandy Bay Baptist, Mrs. Sheridan’s church. I was wondering how we are doing on time right now, and I was told you are in charge of this shin-dig?” 
 
    Meghan extended her hand to greet the pastor. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said. “I am Meghan Truman. We are looking at another ten minutes, at least according to the schedule.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Pastor Livingstone said. “I am just overjoyed for Mrs. Sheridan and Frank. What a lovely couple they make. I am thrilled they have decided to make their love official with a wedding.” 
 
    Meghan nodded. “They deserve all of the happiness in the world,” she agreed. “Weddings are so special.” 
 
    “They are,” he affirmed. “Do you have anyone special in your life, Meghan? Any wedding bells ringing for you in the future?” 
 
    Meghan thought of Jack’s handsome face. His blue eyes unfailingly sent shivers down her spine, and she pictured him dressed in a tuxedo, a gold ring on his left hand. “I would hope so,” she admitted sheepishly. “I have been dating my boyfriend for some time, and I have my fingers crossed that he thinks as highly of me as I do of him.” 
 
    Pastor Livingstone beamed. “I’m sure he’s thinking about the future,” he confidently declared. “And, when the time comes, if you need someone to officiate, I would be happy to help. I officiated the weddings of all of my daughters and granddaughters, along with almost every other girl in Sandy Bay. It’s a good thing I love weddings so much!” 
 
    Meghan chuckled, amused by the elderly pastor’s cheer. “That would be nice. Maybe I’ll be asking you soon!” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said. “I can’t believe how beautiful you’ve made this place. It was so old and desolate, and you’ve made it pretty.” 
 
    “It took a lot of work and too many sleepless nights,” Meghan confessed. “But, Mrs. Sheridan deserves it.” 
 
    “It seems familiar,” the pastor told her as he gazed at the rafters. “I believe I officiated a wedding here before, many years ago…” 
 
    “That isn’t possible,” Meghan gently told him. “This used to be a barn.” 
 
    “Yes, but I believe there was an event thrown here before it was abandoned in the eighties. Perhaps my memory is fading, but I do believe the groom ended up eloping with the caterer!” 
 
    Meghan’s eyes widened, but she giggled when she saw the twinkle in the pastor’s eyes. “I can assure you, Pastor Livingstone, that will not be happening today!” she laughed. “Mrs. Sheridan and her groom will live happily ever after!” 
 
    Moments later, the room was silent as Pastor Livingstone made his way down the aisle and turned to face the crowd. Frank followed behind him, and as he began his descent, a pianist began playing Canon in D.  
 
    “It’s happening!” Jackie squealed as Meghan shushed her. 
 
    “Will you please rise?” Pastor Livingstone asked the crowd as Frank turned to face the audience.  
 
    Everyone stood, and as the music swelled, the doors in the back of the barn opened. Mrs. Sheridan began floating down the aisle. 
 
    “She looks stunning,” Meghan whispered to Jackie with tears in her eyes. “Look at the dress! She even draped lace around her cane to make it festive.” 
 
    Everyone ooohed and ahhhed as Mrs. Sheridan glided toward her groom, and when she reached the altar, she was grinning. 
 
    “You may be seated,” Pastor Livingstone announced to the room. “Dearly beloved, we gather here to witness the union of two of Sandy Bay’s most treasured individuals…” 
 
    The ceremony was brief, but beautiful, and Meghan found herself dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief for most of it. Finally, before the rings were exchanged, the Pastor addressed the audience again. “Thank you for your presence today in celebrating the love between these two young lovebirds,” he said. “And now, I ask, does anyone object to the marriage of this man and this woman? Please speak now, or forever hold your peace.” 
 
    “I don’t know why they include this line in a wedding ceremony,” Jackie complained as she snapped her gum. “It’s so tacky. Who is going to object at a wedding?” 
 
    The crowd was silent. “Excellent, Frank can you please turn to your bride and repeat these words after--” 
 
    “WAIT!” 
 
    A shrill voice rang out from the back of the barn, and the audience gasped as a middle-aged woman stormed down the aisle. “I object! I object!” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan narrowed her eyes at the intruder. “How dare you interrupt my wedding?” she screamed. “Who exactly do you think you are? Meghan? Jennie? Call security! This lunatic has invaded your event barn and is ruining my wedding!” 
 
    The woman crossed her arms. Her icy blonde hair was wound tightly into a bun atop her head, and she wore a white shift dress and pearls. “I’m not leaving!” 
 
    The pastor interjected. “Ma’am,” he said softly. “This is a wedding ceremony between two people who are madly in love. Please let them enjoy their day.” 
 
    “Should we do something?” Jackie whispered frantically as the guests began to chatter.  
 
    “What can we do?” Meghan replied. “That blonde woman looks furious, and what if she has a weapon or something?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan raised her cane over her head, causing a collective gasp from the crowd. “You get out of here, or you will get a nice, close look at my cane!” she yelled. “Who do you think you are?” 
 
    The stranger turned to Frank and stared into his eyes. “I’m his wife,” she announced. “I’m the wife of Frank Abbott.” 
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   A  few days later, Meghan, Jackie, and Karen caught up over coffee and scones at the bakery. Meghan had not wanted to host them, but Karen wanted to know the details of Mrs. Sheridan’s failed wedding, and after avoiding fifteen of her phone calls, she knew it was time to chat. 
 
    “This cranberry scone is delicious,” Jackie remarked as she took a bite. 
 
    “It’s actually orange,” Meghan corrected. 
 
    “You used my oranges?” Karen asked in delight. “Well, I know the scones aren’t gluten free, vegan, or calorie-friendly, but I have to try one.” 
 
    Meghan placed a fresh scone on Karen’s napkin, and she began to eat the warm treat. “This should be your new specialty dessert,” Karen remarked as she licked her lips. “It tastes so light and the flavor is sweet and tangy.” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.” 
 
    Jackie cleared her throat. “You know what I didn’t enjoy? My first event at the barn going up in flames. I can’t believe that happened. Frank has a wife?” 
 
    “His memory isn’t always spot on, dear,” Karen clucked. “I’ve known Frank for years. He is a good man; his memory started to go early, sadly, but he isn’t malicious or bad. I didn’t realize he and his wife were still married. I, and everyone else in town, assumed that they had split a while ago, so her little appearance was shocking.” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Are we sure she is telling the truth? What if she’s trying to take advantage of him? He was a doctor before he retired. Surely he has some money in the bank?” 
 
    Karen shrugged. “He wasn’t a fancy, city doctor,” she argued. “And that woman did look a bit familiar. I need to go look through my high school yearbooks. Maybe we graduated together?” 
 
    Jackie took a bite of her scone. “There is something I would like to know,” she said, her voice tinged with irritation. “Why is Mrs. Sheridan referred to as Mrs. Sheridan? I’ve never heard of a Mr. Sheridan. Was she married? Divorced? Widowed? What happened to her husband?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting story,” Karen told the group. “Sally Sheridan was once married to Duncan Sheridan. Duncan was a hot commodity in town; he was a great basketball player, and he led the Sandy Bay basketball team to a state championship three years in a row.” 
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan was married to the town’s golden boy?” Meghan asked, her dark eyes glittering in amusement. “I can’t even imagine that.” 
 
    “You would be able to imagine it if you knew what Sally Sheridan was like as a young gal,” Karen explained. “With thick, waist-length red hair, a tiny figure, and a smile that could light up the west coast, Sally was the most beautiful girl in town. She and Duncan eloped the day after their high school graduation, but after three months of marriage, Duncan died.” 
 
    “She was widowed when she was eighteen?” Meghan asked in horror. 
 
    “She was. Duncan passed away from a sudden heart attack,” she told them.  
 
    “But he was so young!” 
 
    “That’s what we all said,” Karen murmured. “Everyone always whispered about foul play, but nothing was proven.” 
 
    “Did they think Mrs. Sheridan had something to do with it?” Jackie questioned, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Everyone had their own theories. I don’t think she had anything to do with it; she was broken-hearted when he passed, and that’s how she went from a shining star of the town to the miser she is. She never remarried, and I am not surprised. She’s only gotten sadder and angrier with age, and I’m sure it has to do with her husband.” 
 
    Meghan shifted in her seat. “This situation with Frank is even sadder, then. Mrs. Sheridan finally found her happy ending, and now, it’s over.” 
 
    “You just can’t trust men,” Jackie said matter-of-factly. “I can’t believe Frank simply forgot his wife.” 
 
    Karen jabbed her in the side. “Don’t talk like that about Frank. If he says he doesn’t remember her, he doesn’t remember her.” 
 
    Jackie rolled her eyes. “I’ve watched too many bad guys walk all over women-myself included. I’m just a little skeptical.” 
 
    Meghan glanced down at her watch. “Oh no, Jackie. It’s nearly three. We have to go!” 
 
    Jackie gasped. “The client meeting!” 
 
    Meghan and Jackie bid farewell to Karen and ran out of the bakery. They had received an email from a potential client wanting to use the event barn, and they were scheduled to meet with her in five minutes. 
 
    “I can’t believe we forgot,” Meghan grumbled as they ran down the block. “We can’t make this a habit.” 
 
    “I know,” Jackie replied sharply. “It was a mistake, Meghan. Just drop it. We’ll only be two minutes late by the time we get there.” 
 
    They arrived at the barn sweaty and out of breath. Thankfully, the client was in good spirits. “Don’t worry about it,” he chuckled as he shook their hands. “Accidents happen!” 
 
    “It’s a good thing he’s in a good mood today,” Meghan thought to herself as they began the tour. “He could have been frustrated, and that could have hurt business.” 
 
    The client ogled the tall ceilings and fresh paint. “It’s perfect for my family reunion,” he remarked. “My wife is having me coordinate the entire thing this year, and I think this place would really impress her.” 
 
    Meghan and Jackie beamed. “It’s the perfect place,” Jackie agreed as they surveyed the empty room. “We have brand new furniture as well. I think your wife would love it.” 
 
    They finished the tour, and Meghan pulled out a contract from her purse. “We can sign right now, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said. “This place will blow her away.” 
 
    Before his pen hit the paper, the doors of the barn flew open. “Don’t do it!” 
 
    Everyone turned to find the strange lady who had been at the barn during construction. She was waving her arms and running toward them. “Don’t do it. This place is cursed. They tried to hold a wedding here a few days ago, and the event crashed and burned.” 
 
    The potential client’s face fell. “Excuse me? Who is this?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Jackie sighed as she tried to shoo the lady away. “Meghan? Get her out of here.” 
 
    Meghan stepped toward the woman. “Ma’am? You are on private property. You are going to have to leave, or I’ll call the police.” 
 
    The woman scowled. “Calling the police doesn’t change how haunted this place is. Good luck.”  
 
    Meghan stared in horror as the woman turned on her heel and stormed away. “We are so sorry about that,” she apologized. “We think she is a bit unwell. She keeps showing up here.” 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow. “A cursed barn? A strange woman who keeps showing up? I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is the place for our reunion.” 
 
    He turned and walked out of the barn, leaving Meghan and Jackie flabbergasted. Before they could process what had just happened, Meghan’s phone rang. It was Jack. 
 
    “Babe?” she answered. “How are you? I thought you were on duty?” 
 
    “I am,” Jack replied in his familiar deep voice. “There’s something I have to tell you. It has to do with your event barn.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “You know that woman? Frank’s wife, Jodie? The woman who burst in on the wedding? ” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “She’s dead, Meghan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   S eeing people enjoy the delicious treats baked at Truly Sweet was always one of the highlights of Meghan’s day. It was even more pleasing when the people enjoying her treats were family or friends. 
 
    “This flavor is to die for,” Karen complimented as she devoured a spoonful of the orange mousse. “I’m so glad I stopped in to try it. I love orange flavoring, but too often, it tastes too fake. This is the real deal!” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “Pamela made this batch.” 
 
    “Well done, Pamela! You have a gift, young lady. I hope you don’t let that gift go to waste.” 
 
    Pamela blushed as Karen took another bite. “It’s the best dessert I’ve made,” she humbly declared. “It’s just a shame that people didn’t get to enjoy it at the wedding. I can’t believe how things ended up…” 
 
    Meghan’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t believe what happened to Jodie Abbott,” she murmured. “One day, she’s finding out that her husband’s memory has gone, and she goes to crash his wedding to another woman, and the next day, she’s dead? Poor thing.” 
 
    Karen nodded. “Poor Frank,” she sighed. “I can’t imagine how hard this is for him. He’s been through so much, and now, all of this…” 
 
    “Poor Frank?” Trudy interjected as she bustled into the dining room of the bakery. “I think he had something to do with it! All of these events are too suspicious, and it’s a bit too convenient that his wife dies when he wants to wed another woman.” 
 
    Karen gasped. “Trudy! You know Frank. You grew up here. How can you say that?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I dated Frank briefly in high school,” she admitted. “Just for a month. He was a senior when I was a freshman. He was slick then; he always knew just what to say, and when I was angry with him, it was always my fault. People don’t change. I think he knows more than he is letting on…” 
 
    Pamela crossed her arms. “Dr. Abbott was my doctor when I was little,” she told them. “He is so nice. He took care of me when I had my tonsils out. He also helped out when my great-grandma was dying. I can’t believe he would do something so evil. There’s no way he had anything to do with that woman dying. I think it was Mrs. Sheridan.” 
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan?” Meghan asked. “You think so?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Trudy declared. “Old Sally Sheridan doesn’t have it in her. Then again, if someone tried to spoil the best day of my life, I would have something to say about it. I can’t fathom someone ruining my wedding day! I would have probably killed someone too.” 
 
    Pamela laughed. “Are you forgetting all of the times Mrs. Sheridan has shown up here, angrily waving that cane of hers? She is a crazy woman when she is angry! I can’t believe she hasn’t been arrested already; all of Sandy Bay knows how nasty her temper can be. And Meghan, didn't you say she is a jujitsu master or something?” 
 
    “I did take a class with her,” Meghan admitted. “And she does seem to have all of the moves to defend herself.” 
 
    “I don’t think she was defending herself,” Pamela insisted. “I think grumpy Mrs. Sheridan offed Frank’s wife. I bet she was livid that her fancy wedding was ruined, and she took matters into her own hands. It wouldn’t surprise me at all.” 
 
    “It’s all a tragedy,” Karen said firmly. “No matter what happened to Jodie, it’s all very sad, and we shouldn’t be speaking of this in such an irreverent way. Mrs. Sheridan’s wedding was ruined, Frank’s deteriorating brain has been brought to the attention of the entire town, and that woman is dead. It’s cast quite a dark shadow over a happy time, and I am feeling very somber about it all. I might even skip my yoga class today.” 
 
    “Skip your yoga class?” Meghan asked in horror. “You never skip a workout. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m in good health, if that is what you are asking. I just am upset with this mess of events.” 
 
    The women sat in awkward silence. Karen placed her bowl of half-eaten mousse on the table. “I don’t think I can finish it,” she lamented. There was a pensive, awkward silence that permeated the entire room. After a few moments, Meghan was relieved to hear the jingle of the little silver bells attached to the front door. 
 
    “Welcome to Truly Sweet,” she greeted, thinking it was just another customer. Her heart started pounding when she realized it was Mrs. Sheridan.  
 
    “Hello, ladies,” she greeted them. Meghan saw the dark bags under her eyes, and her stomach churned. It was evident Mrs. Sheridan was upset. 
 
    “What can I do for you today?” she asked gently. “Would you like coffee or tea? We also have some fresh orange mousse today. How can we help you?” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Mrs. Sheridan told her. “Just get me something to snack on. Really, you don’t have to fuss over me.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” Karen asked softly.  
 
    “We’ve been thinking about you,” Trudy chimed in. Pamela stood in the corner with her arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “Thinking about me? Why is that?” Mrs. Sheridan cackled. “Oh? Because my wedding day was hijacked by a strange woman claiming to be my husband’s wife? Or because she turned up dead? Is that why you have been thinking of me?” 
 
    Karen patted Mrs. Sheridan’s hand. “Sally, sit with us,” she urged. “Rest for a moment while Meghan prepares your tea. It’ll be good for you to take a load off of your feet.” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan sank into the chair next to Karen. She pulled out a lavender handkerchief from her handbag and began weeping. “It just isn’t fair!” 
 
    “We know,” Karen soothed. “It isn’t fair. It is such a tragedy.” 
 
    “That woman just spoiled my day! How could she do that?” 
 
    “She was Frank’s legal wife,” Karen said softly as she continued patting Mrs. Sheridan’s hand. “I now remember… Jodie was a traveling nurse; she hadn’t lived in Sandy Bay for years, so that explains why no one really knew her.” 
 
    “If she was gallivanting all over the world without Frank, why didn’t she just divorce him?” Mrs. Sheridan sobbed. “A traveling nurse doesn’t need a husband.” 
 
    “I don’t know the details of their marriage,” Karen admitted. “But I do know that she is dead now, Sally. She is gone, and no matter the details, it is quite sad.” 
 
    “Oh, hogwash. What is sad is how my party was taken from me. My day to celebrate my love for Frank was ruined, and now, he is the laughing stock of the entire town.” 
 
    “He is aging,” Karen argued. “His mind has been going for years, dear. Everyone in town knows that. No one is laughing at him.” 
 
    “Then they are laughing at me,” Mrs. Sheridan wept. “I made a vow after my husband, Duncan Sheridan, died to never marry again. I thought Frank was different. I thought this was all meant to be. My dear Duncan would have been so happy to know that I was being taken care of in my old age, and now, it’s all gone to pieces.” 
 
    “We are so sorry, Mrs. Sheridan,” Meghan consoled her as she appeared from the kitchen with a fresh bowl of the mousse. “This is such a dreadful situation, and I wish I could make it better.” 
 
    Trudy reached over to pat Mrs. Sheridan on the back. “We are here for you.” 
 
    Just then, the silver bells chimed again, and the women gasped as Frank walked into the bakery. “Frank? What are you doing here?” Mrs. Sheridan screeched. “Leave me alone!” 
 
    Frank dove toward Mrs. Sheridan. “Sally, please. I beg of you, I didn’t realize we were still married. We hadn’t seen each other in years, and I thought we had gotten divorced. Please listen to me. My doctor even confirmed that my dementia is advancing; I am not making this up. I simply forgot about Jodie. To be honest, I forgot about everything when I met you!” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know what to believe,” she growled. “You’ve broken my heart, Frank. Our wedding day was ruined, and that woman came here to destroy what we have. How could you not have known that your wife was going to crash our wedding?” 
 
    “It isn’t my fault,” Frank pleaded. “I have the medical reports from my visit with the neurologist. What I am saying is true, Sally. Please believe me?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan rose to her feet. She waved her cane in the air. “Get away from me,” she hissed. “Or I will strike you.” 
 
    Frank did not move, and she brought the cane down hard on his foot. “Ouch!” 
 
    “That’s what you get for being a heartbreaker!” 
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan!” Meghan cried. “Don’t hurt him.” 
 
    Pamela ran toward Mrs. Sheridan and plucked the cane from her hands. As Mrs. Sheridan turned toward her, the silver bells rang again. 
 
    “Jack,” Meghan sighed in relief as her tall, handsome boyfriend marched into the bakery. “I am so happy you are here. Help us, please!” 
 
    Jack nodded at Meghan. “I’m here on official business,” he announced. “Dr. Abbott? You are under arrest for the murder of your wife, Jodie Abbott.” 
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   T he next morning, Meghan’s head was spinning as she dressed for the day. Jack had arrested Frank, and as he escorted him to his police car, Mrs. Sheridan was nearly arrested for disturbing the peace; she had followed Jack and Frank outside, and she beat on the car with her cane as Jack fastened Frank in.  
 
    “If you don’t cut this out, you will be coming along too,” Jack had threatened.  
 
    “What a mess,” Meghan thought to herself as she applied a thin layer of rose-colored lipstick. “I hope today is a quieter one in Sandy Bay. We need some peace and quiet around here, it seems.” 
 
    Meghan dressed in a pair of green cargo pants and a white elbow-length top, winding her dark hair in a loose braid as she bellowed down the stairs. When she arrived in the kitchen, she was dismayed to already hear the telephone ringing. “It’s only seven in the morning,” she gasped. “Who is calling so early?” 
 
    The caller was from the mayor’s office; word had gotten out that Truly Sweet’s orange mousse was delicious, and the mayor’s assistant wanted to place an order for a large batch to be delivered in the afternoon. 
 
    “I’ll have someone send that over to you,” Meghan told them. “Thank you for your business and have a great day.” 
 
    As soon as she hung up the phone, it began to ring again. “Another call?” 
 
    “Hi, it’s Kirsty Fisher. Meghan, dear, the word on the street is that your new orange mousse is worth killing for. Can I place an order for some to be delivered to my condo tonight? I’m hosting a little soirée with the girls, and I think it would be the perfect treat.” 
 
    “No problem, Kirsty. I’ll have Pamela bring it over after her shift.” 
 
    She hung up the phone, and it rang again. It happened over and over; customers would call asking for the mousse, and Meghan would hurriedly write down their orders before another customer would ring. 
 
    “I remember when I used to pray for customers to walk through the door,” she thought to herself as she jiggled the telephone between her ear and her shoulder. “Now, if things keep going this way, I’m going to have to pray that customers don’t come into the shop. We already have ten orders to fill for today!” 
 
    Meghan heard the back door open, and she smiled as Pamela skipped in. “I’m on the phone,” she mouthed as Pamela nodded. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, she finally put the phone down. “What’s going on?” Pamela asked in awe. “You’ve been on the phone all morning.” 
 
    “People won’t stop ordering our mousse,” Meghan explained. “We’re going to have to go to the market and get more oranges. Trudy will be in at nine, so if we leave now, we’ll be back by then.” 
 
    The two women locked up the bakery and set off toward the market. “While we are out, would you mind if I stop by my eye doctor’s office?” Pamela timidly asked. “My new glasses are in today, and I was going to run by during my break. It sounds like we’ll be too busy, though…” 
 
    “You can go grab them,” Meghan agreed as they rounded the corner. “Just make it a quick stop.” 
 
    They walked into the local optician’s office. “I’m here to pick up a prescription,” Pamela told the receptionist.  
 
    “No problem,” he told her. “The doctor has them in her office. Why don’t you go back and see if she is in there.” 
 
    Pamela skipped down the hallway, leaving Meghan in the reception area. She closed her eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath and relaxing her shoulders. When she opened her eyes, she was pleased to spot a cooking magazine on the table in front of her. She picked it up and began flipping through the pages. 
 
    A few minutes later, the front door opened, and a young man walked in. He looked to be close to Meghan’s age.  
 
    “I have an appointment,” he told the receptionist. “I’m Lee Shepherd.” 
 
    “Have a seat, Mr. Shepherd,” the receptionist said as she beckoned toward the waiting area.  
 
    He sat down next to Meghan and peered at the magazine in her hands. “I have that at home,” he told her with a smile. “It’s my favorite subscription. I love trying the new recipes out when they print them in the back.” 
 
    Meghan grinned. “You must really like cooking,” she said. “It’s rare to find a man with a genuine interest.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I got it from my mother,” he explained. “Not only did I inherit her curly auburn locks, her freckles, and her sparkling sense of humor, but I also inherited her love of cooking.” 
 
    Meghan was thrilled; it was rare to find a man who would admit his affinity for cooking, and she was pleasantly surprised by his admission. “I got my love of cooking from my dad,” she told him, trying her best to remain professional and proper. “He loves cooking for our giant family.” 
 
    Lee laughed. “Well, what are the odds we share the same magazine subscription? I think this is a good sign…?” 
 
    “Meghan,” she told him. “I’m Meghan Truman.” 
 
    “I’m Lee,” he said. “I’m new in town.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll love Sandy Bay,” she exclaimed. “It’s a great place. I actually own a bakery here. Truly Sweet? You’ll have to stop by sometime.” 
 
    “I would love that,” he told her, his bright green eyes dancing. “That sounds truly sweet.” 
 
    Pamela came back to the lobby holding a white paper bag. “I’ve got them,” she told Meghan. “They look so cute.” 
 
    Meghan rose from her seat. “It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    “You as well,” Lee grinned. “Seeing such a lovely lady in town sure helps brighten up this dreary visit.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked. “Forgive me for not asking sooner, but what brought you to Sandy Bay?” 
 
    “My mother,” he replied. 
 
    “Who is your mom? I know most everyone in town, but I don’t think I know any Shepherds.” 
 
    Lee’s face darkened. “We didn’t share a last name. My mother was Jodie Abbott.” 
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   A fter work, Meghan knew she needed to get some fresh air. She was still shaken from meeting Jodie Abbott’s son, and she had hardly been able to concentrate at work. Though the sun was setting in the distance, she decided to take the dogs to the beach. 
 
    She led Fiesta and Siesta outside, shivering as the salty sea air hit her skin. A gust of wind hit the dogs, and they yelped, both shivering as the breeze ruffled their fur. 
 
    “You’re fine,” Meghan hissed as she dragged them down the block. She paused, feeling guilty that she snapped at her beloved little dogs. “I’m sorry, my loves. Mommy just had a stressful day. I didn’t mean to be mean to you.” 
 
    They arrived at the beach, and Meghan quickly realized that they would have to return home sooner than later; it was almost pitch black outside, and the ocean winds were piercing. “We can at least get a little walk in,” she decided as she walked down the dark sand beach. 
 
    In the distance, she spotted a slim figure walking toward her. “It’s that woman,” she thought as she squinted her eyes. “That strange woman from the barn. I wonder what she is doing here.” 
 
    The woman turned to face the water, and Meghan pulled her pink baseball cap down lower over her forehead. “I don’t want her to see me,” she whispered to the dogs. “Just stay cool, my sweet doggies.” 
 
    Meghan crept behind the woman, keeping her distance as she watched her. Another figure emerged and walked to the strange woman. “Who could that be?” Meghan wondered.  
 
    She tugged on the dogs’ leashes and took them closer, gasping as she realized who the second person was. “It’s Kayley Kane,” she muttered. “What is Kayley doing out here talking to that crazy woman?” 
 
    Meghan got down, crouching as she pulled out her cell phone to take pictures of the two women. “I hope they don’t see me,” she prayed as she focused the small camera on her cell phone. “This is a real undercover mission.” 
 
    “Meghan, what are you doing?” 
 
    Meghan shrieked as someone put a hand on her shoulder. She looked up in horror, but smiled in relief when she saw it was her boyfriend, Jack. “Babe!” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he repeated.  
 
    “I was walking the dogs on the beach,” she began. “Then I saw that strange woman I told you about. The one from the barn? She’s down there by the water, and Kayley Kane showed up. They’re down there gabbing, and I want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    Jack crouched down beside her in the sand. “Meghan, leave the detective work to me,” he told her. “You don’t know what that strange woman is capable of. What if she had spotted you?” 
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I just want to know what her deal is. Why is she haunting our barn and scaring off our potential clients?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Meghan, I’m not surprised that woman is in cahoots with Kayley,” he told her. “Kayley and I went to high school together, remember? She always attracted shady characters. I think we should just let this one go for now and get out of here.” 
 
    Another gust of freezing wind hit Meghan’s face, and she rose to her feet. “You’re right. Let’s go, babe.” 
 
    Jack took Meghan’s hand, and they scurried toward the parking lot. “I was out here doing my nightly rounds around town,” he explained as they climbed into his car. “I saw two little dogs running around the beach, and I knew you had to be out there. What did we talk about, babe? Don’t go out to the beach alone. It isn’t safe.” 
 
    Meghan rolled her eyes. “You aren’t the boss of me,” she said flirtatiously.  
 
    “Someone needs to be,” Jack whispered before leaning in to kiss her on the lips. 
 
    Meghan felt the hairs on her arm stand up as Jack kissed her; she was so in love with him, and she could not believe that they had been together for almost a year. Jack was perfect for her; his steady personality, confidence, and sweet nature complemented her, and she was unfailingly thankful for him. 
 
    Jack pulled away, starting the car and turning up the heat. “Our kisses were hot, but this car is so cold,” he moaned as he shivered. 
 
    He put the car in drive and turned toward the town. “Let’s get you three home,” he told Meghan. 
 
    Meghan settled back in her seat. “How is the Abbott case going?” she asked as they passed the optician’s office, thinking of her encounter with Lee Shepherd that morning. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Frank appears to be the only suspect,” he told her. “It’s sad, but all of the evidence points to him. He told us that he had agreed to meet Jodie at the beach to talk about what happened at the wedding, but the next day, she was found dead on that very same beach.” 
 
    “So he’s cooperating?” 
 
    “He is,” Jack agreed. “But he is staunchly proclaiming his innocence. It’s hard to determine innocence when the suspect has significant brain deterioration from age.” 
 
    Meghan sighed. “How sad,” she said. “Are there any other suspects?” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, and then pointed out of the window. “Speak of the devil…” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip as she saw him point at Mrs. Sheridan. She was hobbling down the street with her cane, and in her free hand, she was balancing three ice cream cones. 
 
    “She is next on my list,” Jack said to Meghan. “We’ve gotten some information, and from what I can tell, that woman’s heart might be as cold as the ice cream she’s holding.” 
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   M eghan rose early the next morning; the television crew from the local station was coming to interview Meghan, and she knew she needed to look her best. The producer they were sending, Noah Morrison, was notorious around town for his arrogance, and she was eager to thwart it if she could. 
 
    “It’s a big day,” Meghan told the dogs as she stood in front of her white vanity. “Your mommy has to look and sound like she knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    Meghan dressed in a pale pink sweater dress with an empire waist. The color of the dress set off her dark eyes and complemented her olive skin, and she placed a matching barrette in her wavy hair. She applied a thick layer of mauve lipstick and pinched her cheeks, bringing some color back into them after the long winter. 
 
    “You look adorable,” Pamela squealed as Meghan walked downstairs. “The crew is setting up in the dining room. That producer, Noah, is so good looking, Meghan. He looks like a movie star.” 
 
    Meghan went into the dining room and gasped. Five black-clad crew members were decorating the dining room with vases of fresh yellow roses, and a brunette woman grabbed her by the elbow. “Morgan? The owner? We need to get you in hair and makeup.” 
 
    “It’s Meghan,” she corrected as she was ushered into a black folding chair. The brunette woman powdered her nose. “I already put my makeup on,” Meghan explained as the woman kept powdering. 
 
    “You need more for the camera,” the woman argued. “And wipe off the lipstick; it will wash you out on the air. You need a nude tone or a red. Which would you prefer?” 
 
    Before Meghan could answer, a tall man with wavy brown hair marched up to her. “Morgan? I’m Noah Morrison, the producer.” 
 
    “It’s Meghan.” 
 
    “Tomatoes, toe-mah-toes,” he laughed haughtily. Pamela was right; he was very handsome, but he reminded Meghan of the overly-confident film directors from her days in Hollywood.  
 
    “Meghan, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve been a distant fan of your bakery for awhile now, and I’m glad we get to do this.” 
 
    “A distant fan?” 
 
    “I follow the bakery on social media,” he explained. “Now, let me tell you how today is going to go. We have our crew here to film you, and they have already gotten their background and establishing shots. Now, we just need to get our face time with you. I will be shooting this like a documentary, and if this all goes well, I will be submitting it to a major film festival next month.” 
 
    “A film festival? A documentary? I was told this would be a short clip on the local news station,” Meghan pushed back. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Before he could reply, Pamela appeared beside them. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said, blushing as she stared at Noah. “Meghan? Do we have any desserts to serve the crew?” 
 
    “I baked a pan of éclairs last night,” Meghan said. “They are in the freezer.” 
 
    Pamela sneezed loudly. “Excuse me!” 
 
    “That was a loud sneeze. Are you having allergies?” Meghan asked. 
 
    Pamela shook her head. “I think it’s from his cologne,” she whispered to Meghan. “I smelled Noah from a mile away this morning when he first arrived.” 
 
    Meghan laughed. “You can always count on those Hollywood types to drench their insecurities in cologne. Who is this guy, anyway? He’s walking around like he’s a big deal, and in reality, he’s a newsboy for the local station. I’m too busy with my bakery to watch television anyway. I just can’t stand his type.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The color drained from Meghan’s face as she realized he had heard every rude word out of her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she apologized as Noah’s handsome face paled. “That was rude of me. I clearly haven’t had my caffeine yet, and I shouldn’t have been talking to you so rudely.” 
 
    “More like talking about me,” Noah scoffed. “For the record, I am a very successful journalist. The first story I ever produced was a huge hit; I did a piece on the man who eloped with his caterer at that barn. I investigated to learn what happened to the couple after that little event. It was hard-hitting journalism, and it was shown on national television.” 
 
    “That’s impressive,” Meghan politely admitted. “What else did you learn about that barn?” she asked, her interest piqued. 
 
    “Well, if you must know, that place is a disaster,” he said. “They should have burned it to the ground, in my opinion. There have been a bunch of freak accidents out there, like strange lightning strikes and storms. In my professional opinion, the place is cursed.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “I spent a year investigating it,” he replied. “It’s sad that old Sally Sheridan decided to use the place for her wedding. The curse struck again. You know, I was actually a ring bearer at her first wedding. I was only a month old, and my mother carried me down the aisle, but yeah, investigating that barn brought it all full circle for me.” 
 
    “Wow,” Meghan replied. 
 
    “It’s a bit funny that Sally is so upset,” he remarked as he leaned in and pinned a microphone on Meghan’s collar. “She knew Jodie Abbott. She knew Frank was married.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He nodded. “Enough about that. Let’s get down to business. It’s time to start your interview. You will sit over there, and I will ask you questions. It will be simple enough, but our editors will format it so it seems like a proper documentary. Questions?” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Noah led her to one of the white iron chairs in the corner. “We’ll begin in three... two... one... rolling!” 
 
    Meghan smiled as the lights came on and the cameras began clicking. “Meghan Truman,” Noah began. “She walked into this town as a stranger one year ago, and now, she operates one of the most beloved bakeries in the area. Who is this woman? Why did she come here? Where is her business going from here? We’ll find out the answers on this special edition of Sandy Bay Six.” 
 
    Though her mind was racing with the new information Noah had given her, Meghan forced herself to grin. “Thank you for being here at Truly Sweet, Noah.” 
 
    “Thank you for having us. Let’s begin by giving our viewers a glance into your history. Born and raised in Texas, you moved to Hollywood to pursue your dreams of being an actress. After a failed acting career, you arrived in Sandy Bay.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Meghan admitted. “I failed at acting, but I learned many lessons from my failures and have used those lessons to propel this business to success.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Noah smiled. “Your desserts have been praised from Sandy Bay, down the west coast, and in Paris, France. The public has fallen in love with your apple pies, your éclairs, your king cakes, and more. How have you done it, Meghan?” 
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I’ve worked hard,” she simply stated. “I’ve worked hard to build my business from the ground up, and with each obstacle, we’ve risen stronger.” 
 
    “Obstacles?” 
 
    “We’ve experienced a few,” she said candidly. “When I first arrived in town, everyone thought I had something to do with a murder.  
 
    “That’s right,” Noah recalled. “And that happened again and again, didn’t it?” 
 
    Meghan’s stomach sank. Noah was going to dredge up things Meghan wished she could forget, things she hoped the public had quickly forgotten. “It did,” she said coolly. “But this bakery is a clean, safe place for our patrons. We strive for the best.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Noah condescendingly replied as Meghan’s face burned. “Meghan, I hear you are involved in another murder investigation that is connected to another business venture of yours?” 
 
    Meghan wanted to vomit. She gritted her teeth, resisting the urge to cry, and she regretted having gossiped about Noah to Pamela. He was clearly enacting his revenge. “I am not involved in a murder investigation,” she protested. 
 
    “Didn’t a woman show up at your event barn and die soon after? That sounds a bit suspect to me,” he responded. “What are your thoughts on Jodie Abbott, the woman who crashed the wedding of a Sandy Bay local and then perished the following day? Do you have any insights into what happened?” 
 
    Meghan looked past Noah and angrily stared into the camera. She took a deep breath, and then, she spoke. “Looks can be deceiving,” she stated primly, her head held high. “Nothing is ever as it appears. Noah, I think it would be best if we moved on to the next topic immediately.” 
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   “Y ou brought the heat, Meghan!” Jackie complimented as they sipped oat milk lattes at Surf Perk, the newest coffee shop in town.  
 
    Meghan grinned. After nervously waiting for the interview to air, the final cut was marvelous; all of the segments about Truly Sweet’s rocky beginnings had been cut, and Meghan appeared confident and kind throughout the entire conversation. Even Noah Morrison had been pleased; he had sent a bouquet of yellow roses to the bakery that morning, and Meghan hoped their tumultuous first meeting was well in the past. 
 
    “You said you were worried about it. Why?” 
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I felt like he was trying to trip me up, but ultimately, they gave me a nice edit.” 
 
    “They gave you a perfect edit,” Jackie corrected. “I hope they can do an interview with us about the event barn. If they make us look as good as you looked in your Sandy Bay Six segment, we’ll be rolling in the dough; clients will be banging down our door.” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know,” she said. “The producer, Noah, wasn’t the friendliest. And given the circumstances with Mrs. Sheridan and Frank, I think we need to be low-key about the barn for awhile.” 
 
    Jackie bit her lip. “Speaking of the barn,” she began, her hands shaking. “There’s something I have to tell you.” 
 
    Meghan frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I got a call from city hall today,” Jackie said slowly. “We owe ten thousand dollars on the barn.” 
 
    “What? Ten thousand dollars? How?” 
 
    “It’s a special tax,” Jackie explained, her face drawn. “In Sandy Bay, the local government can collect up to ten thousand dollars from venues or complexes that house more than a thousand people at a time. Usually, this only affects apartment complexes and neighborhoods, but in our case, since the barn is so big…” 
 
    “You have to be kidding me,” Meghan hissed as she glared at Jackie. “Why didn’t you look into this? Now the money I’ve invested means nothing. We are going to be losing money, Jackie.” 
 
    Jackie hung her head. “I know,” she moaned. “I should have hired an attorney before we got into this.” 
 
    “No, I should have,” Meghan spat. “I am so angry, Jackie. I really believed that once we pulled the wedding off, we wouldn’t have any crazy surprises or worries with this barn. Now, with the supposed curse, Jodie Abbott dying, and this money problem, we are in over our heads.” 
 
    “Hear me out,” Jackie pleaded, placing her hands on her heart. “I’m sorry. This wasn’t brought to my attention when I bought the barn at the auction. I’m so sorry, Meghan. I’ll do whatever I can to make it right.” 
 
    “How? We don’t even have a single client lined up for the next month,” Meghan exclaimed. “It’s like they’ve all been scared off. I think that strange woman has been talking about the barn around town, and I think Kayley Kane has something to do with it, too.” 
 
    “Kayley?” Jackie asked in surprise. “What would she have to do with this?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you, but I saw her on the beach with that strange woman,” Meghan whispered angrily, leaning in so the other patrons would not hear. “They were talking, and I thought it was strange.” 
 
    Jackie thought for a moment, nervously wringing her hands. “Would Kayley plot against us? You said she was so irritated when Mrs. Sheridan refused her help in selecting a wedding venue.” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “Kayley can be harsh sometimes, but I don’t think she’s downright mean.” 
 
    “There’s something familiar about the strange woman,” Jackie told her. “I feel like I’ve seen her before, but I just can’t put my finger on it…” 
 
    Meghan wanted to scream. She was furious about the tax rule that Jackie had neglected to inform her of, and she didn’t want Jackie’s help in solving the mystery of the strange woman. Just as she was about to say something snarky, she peeked out the window. Her heart fluttered as she spotted Lee Shepherd. 
 
    “I have to go,” she heard herself saying to Jackie as she rose from the small bamboo table and collected her purse. “I’ll talk with you later, Jackie.” 
 
    Meghan hurriedly walked outside. “Lee?” 
 
    Lee stopped, turning to smile and wave at Meghan. “Hey there,” he said kindly. “Surf Perk, huh? Are you a big coffee girl?” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “I like yummy drinks, but it’s more of a special thing with my friends and me,” she explained. “There are always new coffee shops opening up around town, and we try to visit them within the first week of their opening. This one was good. I would recommend it.” 
 
    “That’s a cute little tradition,” Lee complimented as Meghan felt the heat rise to her face. “I’d love to take you for a cup of coffee sometime. 
 
    “Maybe my boyfriend could come, too,” she replied, intentionally bringing up her beloved Jack. “He’s a detective in town. He’s a great guy.” 
 
    “A detective? That sounds like a cool job,” he said, not letting on that Meghan having a boyfriend disappointed him in the slightest. 
 
    “He loves it,” Meghan told him. “How’s your visit to Sandy Bay?” 
 
    Lee nodded. “It’s been hard. My mom’s funeral is on Tuesday, so that’s not been a joy to deal with. But after that, I think I will be moving here. I’ve really fallen in love with this town.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Meghan gasped as she registered the dark look on his face. “I can’t believe I asked you about your visit. You’ve been so collected and calm both times we’ve met, and I forgot that your mom just passed away. Forgive me?” 
 
    Lee’s lips turned upward into a bright smile. “No worries,” he said, placing a hand on Meghan’s arm and giving it a squeeze. “I know you didn’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “It must be so hard for you to lose your mom unexpectedly. And having Frank in jail as the chief suspect must also be stressful. I can’t imagine what that’s like for you to have your father in jail right after your mother passed away.” 
 
    Lee narrowed his eyes. “Frank?” he said in disgust. “Frank Abbott? Frank Abbott is not my father!” 
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   M eghan was puzzled after her interaction with Lee. He had not offered an explanation about his paternity, and he had stormed off in a haste. She wrinkled her nose, stunned by the events of the day, thinking about all of it as she walked back to the bakery. 
 
    She walked in the back door to find Pamela and Trudy high-fiving. “What’s the good news?” she asked pleasantly. “You two look to be in happy moods.” 
 
    Pamela’s eyes sparkled. “Meghan, we’ve set a new record today! We’ve made sixteen thousand dollars in new orders. Sixteen thousand dollars! In one day! And every single order is for the orange mousse.” 
 
    Meghan’s jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me? How did we do that? 
 
    Trudy shook her head. “It’s true,” she told her. “The phone has been ringing off the hook with orders. Everyone wants the mousse.” 
 
    Meghan grinned. “Congratulations are in order, then,” she announced. “Pamela and Trudy, this has been a remarkably busy, stressful week for me, and both of you have pulled through and kept this place from sinking into chaos. If it weren’t for the pair of you, things around here would not be truly sweet. It’s because of you that we’ve achieved this feat today, and I want you to know how much I appreciate you.” 
 
    Trudy blinked back tears. “That means a lot to me, Meghan. This bakery has changed my life in so many amazing ways, and I really feel appreciated here.” 
 
    Meghan was stunned. Trudy rarely expressed gratitude for her job, and Meghan was elated that she loved the bakery. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Pamela asked. “I think it’s the phone again.” 
 
    Meghan ran to the kitchen to answer it. “Hello?” 
 
    “Ms. Truman? This is Mitzy Springbarn from the governor’s office. Word has gotten around that you have a new dessert, the orange mousse that is the hit of the Pacific Northwest. The governor would like to place an order to be delivered tonight. Would that be possible?” 
 
    Meghan beamed. She had provided desserts for the governor before, and it always came with massive exposure for the bakery. “Of course. How many servings of the mousse would you like?” 
 
    “Fifty-two, if possible,” Mitzy said. “The governor is hosting a gathering tonight, and I think this would be the right way to end it.” 
 
    “Done,” Meghan told her. “I’ll have someone send it over by four. Does that work for you?” 
 
    “That works. Thank you. I will have a check written and ready to be sent back with your courier.” 
 
    Meghan hung up the phone and walked into the dining room. “Ladies? We have an order to prep to be delivered tonight. Pamela, will you run it over later?” 
 
    “Yep,” Pamela agreed as she held up her phone. “I was just taking some photos of the mousse next to the yellow roses. The flowers fit the aesthetic of our Instagram page. It looks so nice.” 
 
    Meghan pulled out her cell phone and opened the bakery’s Instagram page. “Wow. The photo you posted five minutes ago already has two-hundred likes.” 
 
    “I’m good at social media,” Pamela smiled. “I helped my friend, Becky, gain three thousand followers last month. My goal for the bakery is to hit 15k soon.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” Trudy scoffed. “Fifteen-hundred, ok? What? You kids and your cell phones.” 
 
    Meghan laughed, but she froze when she turned to find Mrs. Sheridan walking through the front door. The mood shifted instantly. “Mrs. Sheridan,” she greeted her solemnly. “What can we do for you today?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan frowned. “I don’t know,” she admitted as she threw herself into a chair. “I was walking around town to get some fresh air, and I just wandered in here.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” Meghan asked gently.  
 
    She buried her head in her hands. “I’m not well,” she confessed. “Meghan, I’m lost without my Frank. He brought me so much joy. I was so looking forward to starting a new life with him, and now, I am alone again, and he is locked up. This is all his fault.” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “I don’t know if we can blame anyone, Mrs. Sheridan. It sounds like it’s a complicated situation.” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan looked down at her black pointed shoes. “Why isn’t anyone on my side? I am the laughing stock of the town, and no one cares.” 
 
    “That is not true,” she argued. “I care about you. All of us ladies at Truly Sweet care about you.” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan sighed. “I just wish I had some answers.” 
 
    Meghan took a deep breath. “Did you know he was married, Mrs. Sheridan?” 
 
    “No,” she insisted. “He never admitted that to me. Why would I even ask that? A nice man starts to give me attention, and he doesn’t wear a ring on his finger. Why would I think he was married?” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip, thinking of the conversation she had with Noah Morrison. “Did you know Jodie Abbott personally?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan’s eyes widened. “Excuse me? Did I know my former fiancé’s wife? That seems to be an insensitive question to ask, don’t you think?” 
 
    Meghan was taken aback by Mrs. Sheridan’s defensive response. “I’m just asking…” 
 
    “You are just asking the rudest questions!” How can you say that to me?” 
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan?” 
 
    Meghan looked over to the doors as Jack walked in, her body relaxing in relief. “Oh? Now you’ve called the cops on me, Meghan?” Mrs. Sheridan screeched. 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “I had nothing to do with this,” she insisted. “Jack is my boyfriend, Mrs. Sheridan. He stops by unannounced sometimes.” 
 
    Jack shifted nervously. “I’m actually here on business,” he began. “Mrs. Sheridan? I need you to come to the station with me for questioning.” 
 
    “Questioning? Am I under arrest? This is such an embarrassment,” she shrieked as she waved her cane in the air. “Haven’t I been through enough? I will die of shame if I go to prison! I won’t survive in there!” 
 
    “Take a deep breath,” Jack told her. “Relax. I am just taking you in for questioning.” 
 
    “You might as well take me to prison,” she said dramatically, throwing a hand up to her forehead and sighing. “I have been confined in this emotional prison for weeks. Just take my wretched corpse and throw it in jail, John! I’ve already been through the worst. I can’t take it any more.” 
 
    “It’s Jack,” he corrected firmly.  
 
    “John, just take me away.” Mrs. Sheridan cried, rising to her feet and holding out her wrists. “Cuff me and take me to prison.” 
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   T he next morning, Meghan was pleasantly surprised to find Jack knocking on the back door of the bakery before Trudy and Pamela had arrived. “What are you doing here, babe?” 
 
    Jack stepped inside. “I needed an early morning dose of my favorite woman,” he replied as he leaned down to kiss her on the lips. “And maybe some coffee and a croissant?” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Meghan smiled as she ushered him inside.  
 
    She warmed up the croissant in the oven and made the coffee how Jack liked it, adding a heavy splash of coconut milk and a sprinkle of organic cane sugar. “Here you are,” she announced as she presented the breakfast to him as he read a newspaper in the dining room. “You are so spoiled.” 
 
    “I’m not spoiled, I’m just blessed to have the best girlfriend in the world,” he told her before taking a bite of the croissant. “Thank you for making breakfast for me.” 
 
    “You are welcome. It’s nice to have some quiet time with you in the morning.” 
 
    Meghan settled in the seat across from Jack and studied his chiseled face. She loved spending time with him, and the visit was such a nice surprise. 
 
    “I needed this for today,” Jack told her after taking a long sip of his coffee. “Things are moving quickly with this case, and it’s going to be a long day at the office.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Chief Nunan is ready to close the case,” he explained. “She is ready to formally charge Frank with the death of Jodie Abbott. A gun matching the bullet found in Jodie’s body was found at Frank’s house.” 
 
    “No,” Meghan whispered. “That can’t be true.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” he told her. “He had an escape plan as well. Our detectives found a one way flight booked to Acapulco. He booked it on the night Jodie died.” 
 
    “There has to be an explanation,” Meghan murmured. “Maybe it was for his honeymoon? He isn’t all there, Jack. His mind is slipping. What if he bought a ticket and meant to buy one for Mrs. Sheridan, too?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “The only saving grace he has right now are the lab results from Mrs. Abbott’s body, as well as his own clothing” he told her. “So far, we haven’t found a trace of bullet residue on the clothes he claimed to be wearing that night, which is a good sign for him.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand,” Meghan frowned. “Do you think he really did it?” 
 
    Jack bit his lip. “He had been separated from Jodie for a quarter of a century,” he began. “Their divorce was never finalized. I don’t know, Meghan. There are so many twists and turns with this. We are waiting to confirm if the gun belonging to Frank is the gun that shot Jodie, but we’ll have to wait another few days for that information.” 
 
    Meghan’s shoulders slumped. “It’s so sad,” she said softly. “Poor Mrs. Sheridan. Poor Frank.” 
 
    Jack looked at Meghan in disgust. “Poor Jodie Abbott,” he corrected her. “A woman is dead, Meghan. You have to stop thinking about Frank and Mrs. Sheridan. Think about the deceased and her family.” 
 
    Meghan thought of Lee. “I have been thinking of the deceased and her family,” she insisted. “And I don’t need you to lecture me. I have to finish getting the kitchen ready for the day. You can just see yourself out.” 
 
    Jack rose to his feet. “Fine,” he said with annoyance. “See you later.” 
 
    “You’re welcome for the coffee and the croissant,” she shouted as he left.  
 
    Her heart was beating rapidly in her chest. She and Jack rarely quarreled, and she was dismayed by his condescending tone. She felt justified in feeling sorry for all parties involved; Frank, Mrs. Sheridan, Jodie, and Lee deserved her thoughts and prayers, and Meghan thought Jack had overreacted.  
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” 
 
    Lee Shepherd walked into the bakery with a grin on his face. “It’s nice to see you, Meghan. You’re looking nice today. Flustered, but nice. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Meghan felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “It’s nothing,” she said. “Welcome to the bakery, Lee. Can I get you something? A coffee? A tea?” 
 
    Lee shook his head. “No,” he told her. “I really just wanted to see your face.” 
 
    Meghan was taken aback. “That’s nice of you,” she stammered.  
 
    “I’m a nice guy,” Lee said with a wink. “I bought a place here. It’s near the seaside. That real estate agent, Kayley Kane, helped me out. She drove a hard bargain, but the place will be worth every penny.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Meghan said as she gestured to the chairs. “Please, have a seat. I have a few minutes to spare before my employees come in.” 
 
    Lee fidgeted in his seat for a moment. “I have to be honest,” he told her. “I came here to offer an apology. The other day? When I walked away during our conversation? I was mad talking about Frank Abbott. I’m sorry I was so rude to you.” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “It’s already been forgotten,” she said. “I hear they are charging him soon.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Lee praised. “That man killed my mother.” 
 
    “Did you know him well?” 
 
    Lee sat back in the chair and closed his eyes. “It’s a long story,” he began. “Frank was a doctor, and for awhile, he was a traveling doctor. He was unfaithful to my mom time after time, and everyone knew it.” 
 
    “That does sound complicated.” 
 
    “It gets worse. My mom had enough of it, and eventually, she had her own affair while she was married to Frank. She got pregnant, and when she confessed to Frank that she was carrying me, he was furious. He told her to give me up for adoption, or he would leave her.” 
 
    “But she didn’t.” 
 
    “No,” Lee confirmed. “My mom knew that Frank had been unfaithful, and she had even heard rumors that he had other children by other women in other states. She was furious that he was asking her to give up her child. Frank demanded a divorce.” 
 
    Meghan was shocked. She could hardly imagine elderly, sweet Frank being so cruel. “So….did they divorce?” 
 
    “No,” Lee admitted. “My mother was so horrified by what Frank asked of her, and she refused to grant him a divorce. She couldn’t believe anyone could be so cold and hurtful, especially during her pregnancy.” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “This is a tragic story,” she whispered. “I am so sorry that your mother went through that.” 
 
    “The worst part is, my mother never stopped caring about him,” he told her. “In fact, she told me that they were meeting in Sandy Bay to discuss their issues and find closure. They kept in touch sporadically over the years, and my mother always wanted to have one last meeting with Frank. She told me that she was coming to Sandy Bay to have that conversation with him.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “She found out he was getting married! She was in a flower shop to buy daffodils to place on my grandmother’s grave, and she heard the store clerk chatting about Frank Abbott’s wedding. Can you believe it? That terrible man was going to commit bigamy. He was marrying someone else while still legally married to my mother.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.”  
 
    “Believe it,” Lee sighed. “I wish I had known what a monster he was. If I had any idea, I would have come here earlier and escorted my mother to her meeting with him. He’s made my life so difficult, Meghan; he refused to help my mother out with her bills when they separated, and I grew up without nice things or financial security. Now, he’s taken her away from me forever. That man is the devil, and I will see him rot in prison if it’s the last thing I do.” 
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   M eghan felt shaken as she watched Lee leave. This was the second time an interaction with him had left her feeling uncomfortable, and while at first, she had been drawn to his warm spirit and handsome face, now, she was determined to keep her distance.  
 
    She nearly jumped out of her skin as her phone began vibrating in her pocket. It was Jackie. 
 
    “It’s crashing and burning, Meghan. It’s a disaster, and we are in major trouble.” 
 
    Meghan frowned. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The barn. I’ve shown it to five potential clients today, and nobody's booking events. I even offered a massive discount to the last three visitors, and they still didn’t bite. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “What kind of discount? You didn’t mention that to me,” Meghan complained. “You need to check with me before making any decisions about the barn, Jackie. You can’t just slash the price at the drop of a hat.” 
 
    “We have to get bookings, Meghan,” she said dismissively. “That strange woman scared off another client; she showed up to the barn in a panic, and before I could call the police, she was gone.” 
 
    “She showed up again?” 
 
    “She keeps appearing at the worst times. She came inside of the barn and spooked the clients just as I was opening the computer to schedule their booking. We were so close to making it happen, and she appeared out of nowhere.” 
 
    “This is unacceptable.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jackie replied. “I don’t know what we can do about her. Is there any way Jack can stand guard at the barn while we give tours? Surely he will scare her away?” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Meghan cried. “Well, we can’t have Jack stand outside of the barn all day, but we can do something even better.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    Meghan pressed her palm to her forehead, filled with exasperation. “We need to hire a security guard to watch the place while we give tours,” she told Jackie. “That’s going to be a non-negotiable from now on. A security guard will allow us to work with less pressure knowing that woman will be off of our property. We are also going to invest in security cameras to place around the property. We’ll have two outside of the main doors, two outside of the back doors, one for the loft, one for the main event space, and several for the outdoor patios. We can’t risk losing any more business, and this can help us if we need to get the police involved.” 
 
    “That will cost an arm and a leg!” Jackie exclaimed. “A security guard? Security cameras? Meghan, we don’t have this kind of money. I don’t know how you expect to finance these things.” 
 
    “Coming from the lady who offered a massive discount to a potential client? Jackie, if you are serious about this barn, we have to take every measure to make it work. And if investing in an hour of security coverage will help us secure fifteen hours of event time, so be it. It’s a smart business move, and I think you need to get on board.” 
 
    Jackie began to talk back, but Meghan paused, pulling the phone away from her ear. Outside of the bakery, she saw the strange woman from the barn. She was dressed in a long gray dress with a matching hat, and her long hair was woven into a single braid down her back. 
 
    “I have to call you back,” Meghan whispered into the phone as she dove onto the floor. “I hope she didn’t see me.” 
 
    Meghan army-crawled to the kitchen so the woman could not see her through the windows. Was she being watched? Meghan was determined to find out; she pulled a pair of oversized sunglasses out of her purse and wrapped a scarf around her neck, determined to conceal her identity. “She won’t recognize me now,” she thought as she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the oven window. 
 
    Meghan slipped out the back door and slowly made her way to the front of the bakery. The woman was still outside. She did not see Meghan. “I have to keep my distance,” she thought as she ducked behind a light pole. “She could be dangerous.” 
 
    Meghan crouched low to the ground, keeping her eyes on the woman. The woman started walking down the street, and she knew she had to follow her. Meghan staggered herself a few feet behind her, stopping every few moments to slip behind bushes or pretend to check her watch. She could not be found out if she wanted to get the answers she was looking for.  
 
    After ten minutes of walking, Meghan was surprised to see the woman walk into Kayley Kane’s real estate agency. Meghan smiled as she saw Kayley’s office window was open, and she knelt down behind a bush with her ear as close to the window as she could place it.  
 
    As she expected, she heard Kayley greet the woman. “How was your lunch break, Gloria?” 
 
    So the mystery woman had a name! 
 
    “It was fine, nothing special,” Gloria replied. 
 
     “Does she work with Kayley?” Meghan wondered as she eavesdropped outside of the window.  
 
    “The campaign to sabotage the barn is working,” Gloria gleefully informed Kayley as Meghan stifled a gasp. “There are no paid bookings for the entire next month. Word on the street is that tacky Jackie is slashing the prices out of desperation. It’s been quite the job for me to ruin this barn. They threatened to call the police the last time I was there. I’ve been wearing disguises, but Kayley, I can’t risk getting caught.” 
 
    Meghan heard Kayley chuckle. “You won’t get caught,” she haughtily declared. “The Sandy Bay police are incompetent. Anyway, there are only a few days left of our plan. Be patient, and be careful. If this all works out, I will be making a low ball offer to Jackie before the week is over. I’ll own that barn, and I will turn it into the nicest event venue this town has seen in ages.” 
 
    Meghan’s stomach churned. How could Kayley be so manipulative and cruel? She wanted to throw up; the reality of the situation was sobering, and as she crouched beneath the window, she knew she needed some fresh air. She maneuvered past the bushes and into the daylight. 
 
    “Hey there!”  
 
    Meghan saw Noah Morrison round the corner. She waved, smiling weakly, as he passed on by. Suddenly, she felt her nose itch; the strong smell of Noah’s cologne had tickled her nostrils, and she couldn't contain herself. Meghan sneezed loudly, and she heard Kayley and the mysterious woman stop talking.  
 
    “Has my cover been blown?” she worried as she wiped her nose on her sleeve. She heard Kayley and the woman resume their conversation, and she sighed in relief. “Maybe Jack is right,” she thought as she navigated away from the window and began to run down the street. “Maybe I do need to leave the detective work to him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   T he next morning, Meghan slept late. It was a chilly Sunday morning, and the bakery was closed for the day; Meghan had a pipe burst a few months back, and while it had been patched, it was time to get it fixed for good. Sundays were slow anyway, and it was the perfect time to hire a repairman. 
 
    As the sunlight streamed in through the windows, Meghan felt her stomach curl. She had not eaten dinner the night before, and as she lay in bed, hunger pangs made her groan. “Puppies? Are you hungry?” she asked Fiesta and Siesta. “Let’s make a big breakfast this morning. The repairman is downstairs fixing the pipe, but I’ll cook up here in the apartment.” 
 
    Meghan sprang out of bed, thankful she had no plans for the day. It had been a wild, chaotic week, and she needed some rest. She threw on a pair of maroon sweatpants and a matching tee shirt, and she walked into her small kitchen. 
 
    Her heart sank as she looked at the dozens of photos taped to her refrigerator door. There were photos of Meghan and her dogs, Meghan and Jackie, Meghan and Karen, and Meghan and Jack. Jack. Her face darkened as she remembered their argument. Was it time to make things right? 
 
    Meghan decided she needed to reach out to him. They hadn’t spoken since their disagreement, and as she retrieved her cell phone and dialed his number, she hoped their conversation would not be awkward.  
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    “Hey,” he answered coolly.  
 
    “Hey,” she replied. “I have the day off today, and I am going to make a huge breakfast and enjoy a long, lazy morning. Do you want to come over? Can I cook for you?” 
 
    There was a short pause, but Meghan’s heart fluttered when Jack agreed to come over. “I’ll have it ready in about an hour,” she told him. “I have to run to the grocery, but I’ll be quick. Give me an hour, and then come on over.” 
 
    They hung up the phone, and Meghan ran to her bedroom and grabbed her yellow jacket out of the closet. She ran downstairs and out the back door, eager to make her grocery trip a fast one. As she walked, she thought about the conversation she had overheard between Kayley and Gloria. She couldn’t believe that Kayley could really be the mastermind behind the lack of bookings at the barn. “After all we’ve been through,” she muttered as she turned the corner and entered the grocery store. 
 
    Meghan peered down at her list. She needed butter, eggs, toast, jam, grapefruit, cinnamon, and whipped cream to make the enormous breakfast she had envisioned, and she hurried off to the produce section to pick through the fruit. 
 
    “Meghan?” 
 
    Meghan gasped as she walked right into Frank Abbott. “Frank,” she murmured as her dark eyes widened. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Just grabbing some groceries,” he shrugged. “The police let me go. All of my food at home went bad after being at the station for the last few days, so I needed to grab a few things…” 
 
    “I see,” Meghan said, lowering her eyes and shifting awkwardly. “Well, I’ll see you later, then…” 
 
    Frank reached out and grabbed Meghan’s shoulder. She shuddered. “Meghan, please don’t treat me like the rest of the town,” he pleaded, his eyes filled with sadness. “This whole thing has been miserable, and I just don’t know what to do. I didn’t kill Jodie, Meghan. I swear. Someone has to believe me.” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. She liked to think she was a good judge of character, and as she looked into Frank’s devastated face, she felt as though she knew the truth. She did not believe that Frank was the killer, and she wanted to comfort him. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Can we talk privately, Frank? Away from the grocery store?” 
 
    “I want to talk now,” he insisted. 
 
    “I want you to have a sense of privacy,” she told him. “We can’t talk freely at the grocery store.” 
 
    Frank nodded. “There’s that new coffee shop around the corner?” 
 
    “Surf Perk,” Meghan replied. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Meghan and Frank walked out of the grocery store and around the corner. Frank pulled his fedora hat over his eyes, but he was still receiving puzzled looks from those around him. They entered the coffee shop, and Meghan offered to order for him.  
 
    When she returned with the drinks, she found Frank slumped over in his chair. “I brought you a honey latte,” she told him as she handed him the steaming golden drink. “I thought something sweet would do you good.” 
 
    He smiled weakly. “Thank you for talking with me,” he told her. “I’ve needed someone to talk to, and well, everyone thinks I’m guilty. I need someone who is at least neutral.” 
 
    “Just call me Switzerland,” Meghan said kindly as she reached over to pat his hand. “I’ll be as neutral as possible, Frank.” 
 
    “Where to begin?” Frank wondered. “Well, first, I didn’t kill Jodie.” 
 
    “Were you married to her?” 
 
    “I suppose I was,” he admitted shamefully. “Meghan, I am going to be honest with you: my mind is slipping, and I honestly did not clearly recall the details of my marriage to Jodie when Sally and I first met. When I met Sally, I had been alone for years. I didn’t remember how things ended with Jodie; our relationship was messy, and I tried to block a lot of it out.” 
 
    “So why did you meet with Jodie recently?” 
 
    “She reached out to me,” he shrugged. “She sent me a letter to offer me a divorce at last. She said she had met someone special and wanted to marry him. I was horrified to discover I was still married, but together, Jodie and I started the paperwork to begin our divorce process. I believed the divorce would be finalized by my wedding day, but I was mistaken.” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Why was your marriage with Jodie so bad?” 
 
    He hung his head. “I was young and selfish when we met,” he explained solemnly. “And my selfishness cost me my marriage. I have so many regrets about my time with her, and my character during that time. I always wanted to make it right with her, and she gave me an opportunity to do so when she finally asked for the divorce. We secretly met in Portland a few weeks ago to discuss it, and after twenty-five years, she was willing to sign the paperwork and end it for good.” 
 
    “It sounds like that was the best decision for both of you.” 
 
    “I was so happy when I got to apologize to her in person,” he said, a smile creeping onto his face. “The day after the failed wedding, I booked a flight to Mexico to purchase a pearl necklace for my sweetheart, Sally. I felt so guilty that I had gone off to Portland to see Jodie, and that she had ruined our day, I wanted to get a special gift for my love to celebrate our relationship and to smooth things over.” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “That timing of your flight seems a little strange,” she told him. 
 
    “That’s what the police said,” Frank sighed. “I wanted it to be a surprise for Sally to wear on the surprise cruise I had booked for our honeymoon.” 
 
    “So what happened after the wedding? Didn’t you meet with Jodie at the beach?” Meghan asked. 
 
    He nodded. “We had signed all of the paperwork, and for whatever reason, she showed up to my wedding. I found out the paperwork had not gone through. Jodie agreed to talk with me, and I proposed that we meet on the beach. When I showed up, she was nowhere to be found, so I just went home. The police later told me that her body was found in the same stretch of beach where we were planning to meet, and they found our texts and emails discussing our plans.” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. She was blown away by Frank’s sad story, but she wanted to know more. “That day on the beach...did you see anything out of the ordinary? Was anything amiss?” 
 
    Frank wrinkled his nose. “Not that I remember,” he said with embarrassment. “My mind really isn’t the best, dear. Sometimes, I don’t even know what day it is.” 
 
    Meghan’s phone vibrated, and she looked down to see Jack’s name on the screen. “Oh no,” she muttered. “He’s probably waiting for me at home.” 
 
    She rose from her seat. “I have to go, Frank, but if you think of anything from that day that seemed odd, please call me, okay?” 
 
    Frank nodded. “You believe me, don’t you, Meghan?” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “Of course, Frank,” she lied. “Of course I believe you.” 
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   M eghan was late to her own breakfast date, but as she scurried back to her apartment, she was not thinking about Jack. Her mind was racing as she reflected on her conversation with Frank. She wanted to believe him; Frank had always seemed so sweet, and Mrs. Sheridan adored him. Meghan just didn’t know how she could believe him; if he didn’t kill Jodie Abbott, who did? Frank’s story was filled with holes, and he even admitted that his mind was slipping. What if he killed Jodie and didn’t even remember doing it? 
 
    Meghan wanted to believe that Frank had changed his ways, that the selfish doctor he once was had been transformed by the powers of time and love. “People can change,” Meghan thought to herself as she walked quickly down the street toward her apartment. “People can change for the better.” 
 
    She was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t see Mrs. Sheridan before she crashed into her.  
 
    “Meghan!” Mrs. Sheridan screeched as they collided. “What are you doing? What are you thinking? I was waving and saying hello to you, and you walked right into me. Are you doing that thing kids do? That texting? I bet you were texting and you didn’t even realize I was in front of you.” 
 
    Meghan gasped for breath. She had run into Mrs. Sheridan hard, and she placed her hands on her knees in hopes of catching her breath. “I wasn’t texting, Mrs. Sheridan,” she choppily insisted. “I was just thinking.” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan shook her head, her white bun shaking violently as she moved. “You need to be more careful,” she screeched. “You could have killed me.” 
 
    Meghan’s face paled at Mrs. Sheridan’s choice of words. “I apologize, Mrs. Sheridan,” she said softly. “I’ll be more careful next time.” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan nodded. “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.” 
 
    Meghan placed a hand on her shoulder. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “How do you think I am doing?” Mrs. Sheridan snapped. “Frank has been released from jail, and I am so angry with him. He’s been bombarding my house with flowers and love notes. I should recycle them and open a flower and card shop. I don’t know what to do. I think I can forgive him, but I don’t think I can be the wife of a jailbird. Do you think he did it, Meghan? Do you?” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “I don’t think I have enough information to make an informed guess,” she shrugged. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan’s face fell. “It all would have been fine if Jodie Abbott hadn’t ruined my big day. She should have just left Frank alone after all of those years they were apart.” 
 
    “Did you know Jodie?” Meghan asked gently. “Did you know about her?” 
 
    Mrs. Sheridan crossed her arms in front of her bosom. “I may have known Jodie Abbott,” she admitted. “She’s from here, you know. I knew she and Frank were married, but they left Sandy Bay decades ago. When she and I reconnected, I was under the impression they had divorced; Jodie did not speak highly of Frank, and she had a son with a different father.” 
 
    “Lee,” she thought. 
 
    “Jodie reached out to me years ago to help edit a book she was writing. She told me she was a single mother in need of help, and I agreed to look over the book. It was good, but I helped her turn it into a great story. I did it for free.” 
 
    “That was kind of you.” 
 
    “No good deed goes unpunished, “Mrs. Sheridan scoffed. “That little book became a huge hit in the 80s, and eventually, it was made into a film on the Hallmark Channel.” 
 
    Meghan gasped. “That book you helped her with became a movie?” 
 
    “Yes. And when I reached out to her to seek compensation for my work, she never responded. The entire incident made me very angry; how could you ask someone for help, take advantage of their generosity, and then, cut them out when things turned for the better? It was a terrible, heartless move on her part, and I never forgave her.” 
 
    “Mrs. Sheridan had a motive,” Meghan thought to herself as Mrs. Sheridan continued her story. “Mrs. Sheridan had a clear motive: she loathed Jodie Abbott, and if she had found out Frank and Jodie met privately to discuss their divorce, surely she was livid.” 
 
    She forced herself to smile as Mrs. Sheridan finished her tale. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that you two had a tumultuous relationship,” she said quietly as she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. It was Jack. “I’m so late,” she moaned. “Mrs. Sheridan, I have to go. I’m sorry I bumped into you.” 
 
    “Its fine,” she told her dismissively. “Just don’t do it again, or I won’t be fond of you anymore. You know what I do when I am not fond of someone…” 
 
    Meghan’s stomach dropped as Mrs. Sheridan walked away cackling. She pulled out her phone and dialed Jack’s number. 
 
    “Where are you?” he asked angrily upon answering. “You invited me over, and I’ve been waiting outside like an idiot for the last hour.” 
 
    “Jack, this is important,” she told him. “And I’m sorry for making you wait. But babe, you have to listen to me: I don’t think Frank did it.” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    Meghan was stunned as Jack put the call on hold. He returned a few seconds later. “Sorry, that was Chief Nunan. I have to report to the station immediately.” 
 
    “You have to go to work?” Meghan cried. “But I was going to make breakfast for you.” 
 
    “You should have hurried,” Jack lectured her. “I have to do my job.” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “Why did they call you to the station?” 
 
    Jack sighed. “Chief Nunan says it’s an emergency. There has been a huge break in the case.” 
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   E arly the following day, Meghan was putting a dollop of cream cheese atop a pumpkin muffin when she heard the little silver bells attached to the front door ring. “Hello?” she called. It was a rainy morning, and she had not anticipated many customers, at least until the weather cleared up. She wiped her hands on her apron and went out to the dining room. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful.” 
 
    Meghan stopped in her tracks. Lee Shepherd was lounging in one of the little white iron chairs under the picture window. “Hey,” she replied. “Just call me Meghan, okay?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, his face looking anything but apologetic. “I can’t help but to comment on beauty when I see it.” 
 
    “I don’t think my boyfriend would like another guy calling me ‘beautiful’.” 
 
    “I get it,” Lee said as he held his hands up in a mock surrender. “Sorry. Meghan.” 
 
    Meghan nodded curtly. “Thank you, Lee. That makes me feel more comfortable. How’s it going, today? Can I get you something?” 
 
    Lee smiled wolfishly. “I am still settling into my new place by the beach,” he explained. “You should come out and see the place sometime, Meghan. The views are unbelievable, and the house is to die for. It has thirteen foot ceilings, all-white countertops, and complete views of the sea.” 
 
    “That does sound nice,” she admitted. “I’m jealous.” 
 
    “Seriously, you’ll have to stop by soon.” 
 
    Meghan felt her heart pound nervously. She didn’t quite trust Lee, and she wished Pamela and Trudy would come out to the dining room. “Maybe my boyfriend and I can come see it sometime. You’ll have to meet him soon. He’s been working a lot lately, but I think you two would really hit it off.” 
 
    Lee winked. “I would love to meet your boyfriend.” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. He’s a great guy. We’ve been dating almost a year, and he is really easy to get along with.” 
 
    Lee sighed. “Okay, okay, I get it. You have a boyfriend. So, moving on…” 
 
    Meghan was pleased that Lee understood she was setting boundaries with him. 
 
    “So, what can I do for you, Lee?” 
 
    He licked his lips. “I haven’t unpacked my kitchen stuff yet, and I am starving. I was hoping to scrounge up some breakfast. Can you help me with that, Meghan?” 
 
    Meghan nodded. “That’s my specialty. Let me go to the kitchen and get some coffee for you.” 
 
    Meghan walked briskly to the kitchen. Pamela was waiting for her, her face eager. “That’s the guy from the eye doctor’s office,” she whispered excitedly. “Meghan, who is that? He is so cute.” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “He’s new in town, but I’m not so sure about him,” she explained. “I have a few concerns, and he kept flirting with me even when I mentioned my boyfriend.” 
 
    “That is sketchy,” Pamela frowned. “What did he say?” 
 
    “He kept calling me beautiful, and he just seemed too familiar. I didn’t like it. He gives me a weird feeling…” 
 
    Pamela raised an eyebrow. “Should we be worried? Are you going to call Jack?” 
 
    “No, I think we are safe,” she said to the teenager. “But keep your distance for now, Pamela. There is a lot going on in town right now with Jodie Abbott’s murder, and I would be devastated if anything happened to you.” 
 
    Pamela’s jaw dropped. “Do you think he had anything to do with it? You said he gives you a weird feeling, but does he strike you as a killer?” 
 
    Meghan ignored the question and began preparing a bowl of the orange mousse. “I’m going to take him some coffee and mousse,” she replied as she left the kitchen. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    Meghan set the bowl down in front of him, and Lee’s eyes glimmered. “That looks amazing,” he complimented as Meghan arranged a fork and spoon atop his napkin. “I don’t want to eat alone, though. Sit with me for a few minutes?” 
 
    Meghan hesitated, and Lee pulled out the chair next to him. “Come on, you know you want to.” 
 
    She sat, and Lee smiled at her. “You look like you have something on your mind, Miss Meghan.” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “Lee, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    She gulped. “Why are you moving to Sandy Bay? I don’t understand why you would want to live in a town where your mother was murdered.” 
 
    Lee nodded. “That’s a fair question,” he began as he leaned back in his chair. “I lived in my mom’s shadow in Portland; she had a book of hers get turned into a rather successful movie, and she always had crazy fans coming out of the woodwork to meet her. I needed to get away, and there’s something about this town. It’s beautiful and mysterious, and somehow, I feel closer to my mom here. Like she is still watching over me.” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “That’s a sweet thing to say,” she said, moved by his sentiments. “It sounds like your mom was an amazing woman.” 
 
    “She was so strong,” Lee told her, his eyes blinking back tears. “She was the only one I had in the world, and now, she’s gone…” 
 
    Meghan reached across the table and took Lee’s hand, giving it a firm squeeze. “When we love someone, they never leave us,” she murmured. “They are always around us.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you to say,” he replied, wiping his eyes with the sleeves of his green woolen sweater. “I moved here to feel close to my mom, Meghan. But I also came here for another reason.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Lee narrowed his eyebrows and pulled his hands away from Meghan’s, clasping them together on top of the table. “I’m going to see him go down for this,” he declared. “Frank Abbott is going down for the murder of my mother. I don’t know what’s keeping the police from officially charging him, but I am going to make sure he never smiles again if it is the last thing I do.” 
 
    Meghan’s eyes widened. “Why did your mom even come to Sandy Bay? Was the sole purpose to ruin Frank’s wedding? Did she want revenge?” 
 
    Lee laughed. “She couldn’t have cared less about Frank’s wedding,” he sneered. “She had some legal issues to sort out regarding her book, which is why she came to town. She heard about the wedding, and she thought it would be a hoot to crash it.” 
 
    Meghan said nothing, and Lee rose from his chair. “I have to go meet the electrician,” he told her with a smile. “Thanks for the breakfast; that mousse is incredible. Anyway, good chatting with you, Meghan. I’m so glad I have a friend in Sandy Bay.” 
 
    Meghan smiled weakly as Lee waved goodbye and walked out of the bakery. She stood, gathering his bowl and empty coffee cup, but before she could return the items to the kitchen, the front door swung open. She immediately sneezed, nearly dropping the kitchenware. 
 
    “Hey, Meghan.” It was Noah Morrison. As per usual, his cologne was unbearably strong, and Meghan struggled to breathe.  
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Noah beamed as he strutted to the center of the room. “I just got off the phone with my agent,” he exclaimed. “I received the funding and clearance to shoot a film about a bakery owner. I want to use Truly Sweet as a prime location for the film.” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Are you asking to use my bakery to shoot your film?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” he told her. “I will feature you, your staff, and locals as extras in the film, and your shop will be credited as well. It’ll be a great chance to promote your bakery. What do you think?” 
 
    Meghan held her head high. “I’ll have to talk with my staff and get back to you. I would like their input before I make any decisions. I’ll give you a call tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Noah said. “Can’t wait to hear you shout YES!” 
 
    Meghan chuckled as he marched out of the bakery. “If his ego were any bigger, he wouldn’t fit through the door.” 
 
    She walked into the kitchen to find Trudy and Pamela. “Ladies, I have something to talk with you about…” 
 
    Meghan explained the offer from Noah, and both Trudy and Pamela were excited. “That will surely mean he’s going to pay us,” Trudy grinned. “I will be able to pay for my upcoming cruise out of pocket!” 
 
    “I’ll be able to finally buy a leather jacket,” Pamela cried happily. “Oh? Meghan? Are we allowed to make requests for this film?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Pamela giggled, a devilish glimmer in her eyes. “Can we request that Noah Morrison is not allowed to wear his terrible cologne in here? It’s terrible. He smells like a middle-aged bachelor in the middle of his mid-life crisis.” 
 
    Meghan laughed. “He is a middle-aged bachelor in the middle of his mid-life crisis,” she squealed as the three women exploded into peals of laughter. 
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   L ater that evening, just after the bakery had closed for the evening, Meghan received a phone call from Jackie. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I have an idea. You aren’t going to like it, but I think it will solve all of our problems.” 
 
    Meghan groaned. Jackie’s ideas had already gotten her into enough trouble. “What is it?” 
 
    “I need your help with something. Can you get away for an hour or two?” 
 
    Meghan groaned again. Her feet were aching, her eyes were tired, and she had been looking forward to a long, hot bath and the novel that she had been saving for the occasion. “I don’t know, Jackie. It depends. What do you need?” 
 
    “I want Kayley Kane to pay for what she’s done to sabotage our event barn.” 
 
    Meghan’s attention was kindled, but she still didn’t have a strong interest in changing clothes, leaving her apartment, and enacting a plan of revenge. “Jackie, I don’t think—“ 
 
    “You don’t think what? That Kayley doesn’t deserve some karma after all she’s done to us? Come on, Meghan. I have the perfect plan, but I need your help to pull it off.” 
 
    She glanced down at her watch. It was only five past seven. If she helped Jackie and rushed home, she still had time to take her bath and read her novel before her usual bedtime.  
 
    “Fine,” she agreed. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “You just have to trust me,” Jackie began. “This plan is a bit risky, but if it works, we’ll have Kayley at our mercy.” 
 
    “Ok?” 
 
    “We’re going to ambush her at her office.” 
 
    “Ambush her?” Meghan asked in horror. 
 
    “We’re going to sneak up on her and make her tell us the truth. We deserve the truth, Meghan, and I want her to know that we mean business. She can’t mess with us anymore.” 
 
    Meghan weighed the pros and cons of Jackie’s idea. “What if we get caught?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll just say that we are having a meeting with Kayley to discuss a real estate venture.” 
 
    “She can be manipulative, Jackie. I don’t want her to sob to the police and get us in trouble.” 
 
    Jackie paused. “That’s a good point,” she admitted. “There is only one solution: we can’t get caught.” 
 
    Moment later, when Meghan hung up the phone, she thought about what she had agreed to. She and Jackie were going to corner Kayley in her office. Meghan would have her cell phone set to record the confrontation, and if they were lucky, they would get Kayley to admit to her wrongdoings. 
 
    “I hope I can get my cell phone just right,” Meghan muttered as she played with the buttons. “Jackie told me to hide it in my shirt, but I think Kayley will see it…I will have to put it in my jacket pocket and hope for the best.” 
 
    Meghan selected an olive green jacket from the closet and placed a baseball cap over her face. She tucked her thick, long dark hair into a ponytail, and she wiped off the red lipstick she had applied on her lunch break. She had to be discreet as she walked to the real estate agency, and red lipstick did not scream discreet. 
 
    She kissed her dogs goodbye and crept out of the bakery. Her heart was beating rapidly as she pulled the baseball cap down further over her face and rounded the corner. She did not want to be seen by anyone; she was on a mission, and if her cover was blown, everything would be ruined. 
 
    Her cell phone buzzed. It was Jackie. Meghan looked to her right, and out of the corner of her eye, she could see her walking briskly behind her. They had planned to meet outside of Kayley Kane’s real estate agency at eight thirty, and it was almost time. 
 
    “Hey,” she heard Jackie whisper as she answered the phone. “We’re just going to walk straight into her office and demand answers. You are going to draw the blinds so no one sees us in there with her. I am going to lock the door. I already made a fake inquiry today regarding a house for sale on Salmon Street, so all of the other agents are out of the office for the night. It’s just Kayley inside right now. She’s a sitting duck.” 
 
    “Got it,” Meghan replied in a hushed tone as she ducked in the same bushes she had eavesdropped in days earlier. “And when should I start recording her? I don’t want to miss anything.” 
 
    “Why don’t you start the minute we enter the agency?” Jackie suggested. “We need to get her confession on tape; it’ll be good if we get her to admit her part in the sabotage, but it will be great if we can have a recording of her admitting it all.” 
 
    “Okay, got it,” Meghan said. “I will push the button as soon as we go inside, and then I’ll stick my phone in my back pocket.” 
 
    She could hear Jackie approaching, and she looked at her watch. In one minute, it would be time to execute their plan.  
 
    “Go time,” Jackie murmured into the phone. 
 
    Meghan ran into the real estate agency. As soon as she was inside, she retrieved her phone and pushed the little red button on her recording feature. The recording started, and she placed the phone in her back pocket of her green jacket. She darted around the corner and into Kayley’s office. “What? Meghan? What are you doing here? You don’t have an appointment to see me…” 
 
    “Shut up,” Jackie hissed as she stormed into the office and slammed the door. “We need to have a little chat with you, Kayley.” 
 
    The color drained from her face. “What are you talking about? How dare you both march in here unannounced? I have a secretary for a reason, you know.” 
 
    “You know exactly what we’re talking about,” Meghan replied, her hands on her hips. “Tell us your plan, Kayley. Tell us why you are trying to sabotage our barn. We know you have something to do with it, and we want answers.” 
 
    Kayley raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you are talking about,” she sniffed, looking down to examine her long, red nails. “Why would I have any interest in that? That barn would be a pain to sabotage. Though, I hear it practically sabotaged itself with that disaster of a wedding for Mrs. Sheridan. What a pity…” 
 
    Jackie banged her fist on Kayley’s large oak desk. “Tell us the truth,” she ordered, her eyebrows arched. “We know you are involved, Kayley. Tell us what your problem is, or else.” 
 
    “Or else? Or else what? What are you and little Miss Bakery girl going to do?” 
 
    Meghan pulled out her cell phone and showed Kayley the background picture. It was a photo from a wedding last winter, and Meghan and Jack were locked in an embrace, their heads turned sideways to grin at the camera. “As you know, I have a very close connection with the Sandy Bay Police, Kayley…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Jackie laughed. “You really don’t get it, do you?” 
 
    “If I don’t hear what I want to hear, I am going straight to the police, Kayley,” Meghan declared. “You have something to do with the sabotage of our barn, don’t you? Tell the truth, or you will be getting very closely acquainted with my dear friend, Chief Nunan. I’m sure she would love to hear about your little plot to ruin my business.” 
 
    “Our business,” Jackie corrected. 
 
    “Our business,” Meghan continued. “Tell us everything you know, or I will call the chief immediately.” 
 
    Kayley’s angular face darkened. “I said, I don’t know what you are talking about?” 
 
    Just then, the door burst open and a young blonde woman rushed in. “I thought you were supposed to lock the door,” Meghan hissed to Jackie.  
 
    “Kayley? What’s going on? You have a meeting on your calendar in ten minutes.” 
 
    Meghan stepped in front of the door. “Who are you?” 
 
    The girl blinked. “I’m Sarah, Kayley’s intern,” she explained, her eyes wide. “Kayley? Did you want me to cancel the meeting?” 
 
    “No,” Kayley said through gritted teeth. “The meeting is still on.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Jackie told Sarah. “Sarah, what’s the deal with the barn? The event barn?” 
 
    Kayley pointed at Sarah. “Don’t say a word.” 
 
    Meghan held out her phone. “See that man in the picture on my phone, Sarah? He’s my boyfriend, and he works for the police. Tell us, or I am giving him a call.” 
 
    “What? Don’t do that! I’ve only worked here for three weeks. I’m just a college student. I don’t want to be involved in any trouble. The barn is a project Kayley is working on. She’s trying to get the owner to sell it to her for a lowball price. She wants to add it to her portfolio to get back at the owners. She says they are nasty ladies who have given her trouble.” 
 
    Kayley narrowed her eyes at Sarah. “That is enough.” 
 
    Meghan smiled at the young woman. “Thanks for the information. You’re free to go!” 
 
    Jackie folded her arms across her chest. “Anything you want to say to us now, Kayley?” 
 
    Kayley rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she huffed. “I tried to sabotage the barn. I tried to buy that place at the auction, and somehow, I lost in the bidding war.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Meghan groaned. “You did all of this because you lost the barn at an auction?” 
 
    Kayley leaned back in her seat. “I’ve always been a sore loser,” she admitted, tossing her hair behind her shoulders. “When I didn’t make the varsity cheer squad my senior year, you should have seen the little plan I had to get back at the coach…” 
 
    Jackie scowled. “I can’t believe you did all of this. This is unbelievable, Kayley.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You’re not going to get the police involved, are you? Can we just put this behind us now that you know the truth? You know I’m not a bad person…” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “We can’t just let this go, Kayley,” she said matter-of-factly. “You’ve cost our business a lot of money, and you’ve made things extremely difficult for us. It’s hard for a business to gain traction in its first few months, and you’ve stolen a lot of our success.” 
 
    Kayley faked a yawn. “That’s sad,” she sneered. “But at the end of the day, I have to look out for myself. I had to do what I had to do; I couldn’t have a rival event venue in town. I am in charge of renting event venues for this agency, and I was not going to let some stupid barn ruin what I have going here.” 
 
    “You’re going to pay for this,” Jackie told her. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Jackie nodded at Meghan, and she removed her phone from her jacket. “We have it all on tape, Kayley,” Meghan explained. “The part where you admitted to sabotaging us, the part where you were dismissive during our confrontation, and even the part about your little plan to get back at your cheer coach when you didn’t make the squad. We have all of it recorded, and unless you think of a way to fix things, we are going to hand this over to the police.” 
 
    Kayley’s face paled instantly. “You’re bluffing.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Meghan said as she dangled the phone in front of Kayley’s face. “And if you think I am, just try me.” 
 
    Before Meghan knew it, Kayley had lunged for the cell phone. “Give me that!” she roared as she scrambled for the phone. “Erase that recording immediately!” 
 
    The phone fell on the ground, and Meghan dove to collect it. The two women fought for the device, and Meghan cried out as she felt Kayley’s hands tug on her hair. “Let go of me!” 
 
    “Let go of the phone.” 
 
    Jackie swung into action and joined the fight, reaching for the cell phone that had slid across the floor. “Meghan, stay where you are,” she ordered as Kayley grabbed a fistful of Meghan’s wavy hair. “I’m going in for it.” 
 
    Jackie crawled to the corner and grabbed the phone. Kayley shrieked. “Give it to me, or else.” 
 
    “Or else, what?” Meghan asked furiously. “I have half a mind to call the police right now. You tackled me and pulled my hair, Kayley. You can’t just do that. That is assault. And I have a witness.” 
 
    “Two witnesses,” Jackie corrected as she waved the phone in the air. “You accidently switched the audio recording over to a video, Meghan. This entire scene is on tape. I don’t think Chief Nunan will be thrilled to see a grown woman, a prestigious member of this community, hurling herself toward Detective’s Irvin’s girlfriend in hopes of stealing her phone, do you, Kayley?” 
 
    Kayley’s face darkened. “What do I have to do to make this go away?” 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve decided to cooperate,” Jackie smirked as she lowered herself into Kayley’s leather desk chair and put her feet up on the desk. “Meghan? What do you think about all of this?” 
 
    Meghan sighed. “This entire situation doesn’t thrill me,” she began. “And I wish my head didn’t hurt as much as it did from having my hair torn out, Kayley.” 
 
    Kayley narrowed her eyes and tried to interrupt, but Meghan continued. “We know you have a son to support. We understand that you are a single mom, and that you need to make a living. We’ll make a deal with you. If you stop these antics immediately, we won’t go to the police. But….we expect you to make ten client referrals to us in the next month. If at least four clients book the barn, we’ll consider this settled.” 
 
    “Four? How am I going to do that?” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “You’re a smart woman, Kayley. You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Kayley folded her arms across her chest. “And if I figure it out, you won’t hold this…incident…against me?” 
 
    “Nope,” Jackie answered. “You follow through with your part of our deal, and we will make sure that we forget about this whole thing.” 
 
    “And the recording? The video?” 
 
    “It will be erased,” Meghan assured her. “As long as you meet your end of the deal.” 
 
    Kayley pursed her lips. “Fine,” she whispered as she looked down at the floor. “I’ll make it happen.” 
 
    “That’s what we were hoping to hear,” Jackie grinned. “We’re glad you can see things from our perspective.” 
 
    Kayley grimaced. “I will have my intern begin the referral process tomorrow. I have some potential clients in mind.” 
 
    “We can’t wait to hear from them,” Meghan chirped as she rose from the floor and dusted off her pants. “Jackie? I think our business here is complete.” 
 
    Jackie and Meghan sauntered out of the real estate agency with smiles on their faces. “We did it,” Meghan exclaimed, pumping her fist as they walked outside into the brisk nighttime air. “I can’t believe it. We did it.” 
 
    “I told you my plan would work,” Jackie said victoriously. “We have her confession, and we have her word that she is going to get in line and help us promote our barn. I would say it was a successful evening.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Meghan replied. “Now, let’s just hope that the mystery of Jodie Abbott’s death is solved soon. That would make everything much better.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Whether or not Kayley is meddling with our barn, until we know the truth about the killer, our barn will be associated with Jodie’s death.” 
 
    The color drained from Jackie’s face. “Do you really think so?” 
 
    “I do,” she confirmed. “Until we know who the killer is, we are still going to be connected with her death.” 
 
    “We can’t have that dark cloud hanging over our barn,” Jackie said in horror. “What are we going to do? I thought all of our problems would be solved once the sabotage issue was finished.” 
 
    Meghan shook her head. “Not quite yet,” she told her. “For now, I think we need to keep our eyes and ears open for any clue about Jodie’s death. The truth is with someone, somewhere in Sandy Bay, and we have to keep our eyes wide open.”  
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   T he next morning, Meghan felt more at ease than she had in nearly two weeks: Kayley’s meddling had come to an end, and she had Jack in her dining room, happily eating an early breakfast at the bakery. She had made a special batch of orange French toast, and he was shoveling it into his mouth as though he had been starved. 
 
    “This is divine, Meghan,” he praised her as he wiped away a drizzle of syrup from his lips. “You have a gift for breakfast….and lunch…and dinner…and okay, all treats!” 
 
    “That’s the best compliment I’ve heard all day,” she teased as she reached across the table to stroke his cheek. She was relieved their quarrel was behind them; she hated fighting with Jack, and it was truly sweet to have him back in her dining room for breakfast. 
 
    “Did I tell you there was a break in the case?” Jack asked, his face dark. 
 
    Her eyes grew as large as quarters. “What is it?” 
 
    “The results of the lab testing came back. They proved negative, meaning there isn’t evidence to connect the gun at Frank’s house to the bullet in his wife.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news for Frank,” Meghan said gleefully, clapping her hands in delight. 
 
    “However,” Jack continued, his face grim. “Chief Nunan wants to proceed with charging Frank. She says there is enough circumstantial evidence against him. I think she’s going to charge him today.” 
 
    The front door opened, and Meghan stifled a sneeze as Noah strutted in. “Meghan,” he greeted as he leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. “I’ll only steal you for a moment. I wanted to come in and speak with you regarding the film?” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “I told you that I would get back with you, Noah.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t want to wait around when I know your answer will be yes,” he said with a toss of his hair. “Abby Regan wants to come in and shadow you.” 
 
    “Abby Regan?” she asked in disbelief. “The famous actress?” 
 
    “Academy-Award winning famous actress? Yes, that’s her. She and I are having conversations about the film, and she is my first choice to play the lead role. She wants to come to the bakery and see what it’s like. What would you say to hosting her? I would pay you, of course.” 
 
    Meghan nodded. “My staff does like the idea of doing the film,” she admitted. “I can’t believe how quickly you’ve come up with Abby Regan. You’ve driven this thing so quickly. I guess I can’t say no to an Oscar winner, can I?” 
 
    Noah grinned. “I’m glad you see it my way,” he praised. “Detective Irvin, what perfect timing to find you here. I will need to have police presence around during Abby’s shadowing times, along with the actual shoot of the film. Can you have some of your people here?” 
 
    Jack narrowed his eyes. “I’ll see what I can do,” he grumbled. “Meghan? I have to go.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you out,” she said as she rose from her seat. “Noah, please excuse us.” 
 
    They walked outside in silence, and Meghan took Jack’s hand. “What was that about?” she asked. “You really gave him the cold shoulder.” 
 
    “I’m just not a fan of those Hollywood types. That guy is a rat, and his cologne smells like new money...” 
 
    “That means you wouldn’t have liked me before I moved to Sandy Bay,” Meghan teased. “I was a Hollywood girl for a minute.” 
 
    Jack stared into Meghan’s eyes before planting a kiss on her lips. “You weren’t a Hollywood girl,” he murmured. “You were always meant to be my girl.” 
 
    Three hours later, Abby Regan strolled into the bakery. She was petite, with red bobbed hair and a smattering of freckles across her nose. Her bright green eyes were kind, and Meghan hoped they would get along. “Abby? I’m Meghan Truman, the owner of Truly Sweet. It’s a pleasure to have you here today.” 
 
    Abby smiled warmly. “Thank you for agreeing to host me,” she replied. “I know it isn’t easy having people in your way, and I truly appreciate your time. Noah had me fly up from Los Angeles this afternoon, and I apologize this is all a bit last minute…” 
 
    “It really isn’t a problem,” she assured her. “I am happy to have you.” 
 
    “You are too kind.” 
 
    “What a sweetheart,” Meghan thought to herself as Abby looked around the dining room, placing her white suede purse on one of the white iron tables. “If only everyone in Hollywood were as nice as Abby. I’m excited to have her around the bakery for filming.” 
 
    Abby was sweet and humble, and Meghan took to her immediately. “I’m happy to have you here,” she told her as she offered Abby a gluten-free mocha muffin. “I lived in Hollywood for a bit and pursued an acting career. It never really took off, but I enjoyed my time in LA. The weather is certainly nicer there than here in Sandy Bay.” 
 
    “We do have nice weather in LA,” Abby said as Noah rushed in behind her. “Hollywood is a nice place. The people aren’t always the nicest, though; that’s why I occasionally enjoy shooting films and shows outside of LA. It’s nice to get the feel of a small town, you know? People being friendly, birds chirping, that kind of stuff.” 
 
    “You’ll definitely get the small town feeling here,” Meghan informed her. “Sandy Bay is a place where everyone knows everyone. Most people have lived here forever, and they know everything about each other. You can always count on seeing someone you know when you walk about town.” 
 
    “That sounds lovely,” Abby gushed. “The LA types can be so aloof and competitive, and I’m looking forward to spending some time here to shoot the film. 
 
    Noah cleared his throat to catch Meghan’s attention. “Meghan, hey,” Noah greeted her. “I know it’s a little last minute, but Abby was able to make it up here today. I brought some of the guys to do some screen tests here at the bakery, too.” 
 
    Meghan laughed. “You sure move quickly,” she stated as Noah nodded impatiently. 
 
    “There’s no time to dally in Hollywood,” he said dramatically.  
 
    “But this is Sandy Bay,” Meghan teased. 
 
    Noah raised an eyebrow. “It is,” he agreed, his voice revealing his annoyance. “But for now, we will pretend like this is Hollywood, especially since we have the gorgeous Abby Regan here.” 
 
    “Got it,” Meghan replied. 
 
    “Let’s get to work, people!” 
 
    Over the next hour, Meghan watched as Noah placed cameramen all over the bakery. He endlessly ordered them around, and Meghan was annoyed with his bossiness. He snapped at a young cameraman, but before Meghan could interject, her phone rang.  
 
    “It’s Frank,” a male voice said as she answered. “I have something to say about the case. You and Detective Irvin are close, and I want to make sure he knows this.” 
 
    “Frank?” Meghan whispered. “What is it?” 
 
    “This might not matter,” he began cautiously. “But the day Jodie died, I remember someone dashing past me. Actually, a few people jogged past me. But this person sprinted past me, and I had a sneezing fit because of their awful perfume or cologne. It smelled terrible.” 
 
    Meghan’s heart began to pound in her chest. “Their cologne smelled terrible?” 
 
    The front door opened. Jack walked inside. “Frank, hold on a moment…” 
 
    “Hey!” Noah screeched as Pamela walked into the dining room holding a tray of cookies. “Get out. We’re doing screen tests in here, and you can’t be in the background.” 
 
    Meghan grabbed Jack by the elbow. “We need to talk,” she whispered. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I left my wallet,” Jack said as he looked under the table and retrieved his black leather wallet. “Here it is, thank goodness. What’s up? You look upset.” 
 
    Meghan’s dark eyes widened, and she glanced at Noah. “I think there is another suspect you need to check out before you charge Frank, babe,” she told him. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Meghan jerked her head. “There. Him. Noah.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   T he bride’s dress was stunning, and Meghan could hardly tear her eyes away from it; it had thin straps that accentuated the bride’s narrow shoulders, and it hugged her body like the embrace of a lover. The material was made of cream colored lace, and the bottom of the skirt flared out. The bride’s sandy-blonde hair was covered by waist-length lace veil that matched the patterns of the dress, and her groom’s eyes filled with tears as she floated down the aisle in the event barn. 
 
    “Our second wedding is off to a great start,” Jackie whispered to Meghan, and they discreetly high-fived as they watched the ceremony from the loft.  
 
    “Let’s hope it ends better than the last one,” Meghan teased. 
 
    The ceremony ended, and the two women went downstairs to assist with the reception. Meghan and Jackie, both dressed in tea-length black dresses, had made themselves available to help with anything and everything the wedding coordinator needed. So far, he had not asked a lot of them, and Meghan felt as though she were simply a guest at a beautiful wedding. 
 
    “Everyone, give a round of applause for the bride and groom!” 
 
    Meghan beamed as the couple marched onto the dance floor. The groom wrapped one arm around the bride’s waist while taking her hand with his other hand. A classic rock song came on, and the audience applauded as the couple broke out into a waltz. 
 
    “They must have taken dance lessons,” Jackie whispered to Meghan as the couple glided past them. “Look at that waltz! I would lose count if I had to do a dance in front of so many people.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would be fine,” Meghan replied. “Didn’t you do a first dance in front of the crowd at your wedding?” 
 
    Jackie’s face darkened. “I don’t like to talk about my wedding,” she hissed as the couple twirled on the dance floor. “But if you must know, we eloped, and our first dance was alone on the beach.” 
 
    Meghan’s stomach churned. She hadn’t meant to upset Jackie by referencing her wedding; Jackie was now divorced, and Meghan knew that any mention of her ex-husband frustrated her friend. “I’m sorry,” she murmured as she took Jackie’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I didn’t mean to bring him up.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jackie told her as she gave Meghan’s hand a squeeze. “I miss having a partner. I miss having someone to talk to in the evenings, someone to dance around the kitchen with, and someone to share my life with. Coming to weddings is a bittersweet experience for me. It makes me sad, because I miss all of the things I had with my husband. It also makes me hopeful: as I look at the bride and groom, so deeply in love and so eager to make each other happy, I feel hopeful for the future. I hope that I can have all of this again, and I hope the time comes soon.” 
 
    Meghan wrapped her arms around her friend. “It will happen for you again,” she assured Jackie. “And when the time comes, the barn will be waiting to host your big day. You would be such a beautiful bride here, Jackie. Whomever is the lucky fellow who ends up with you will be in shock when he sees you here, all dolled up in your wedding dress.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “I know,” she said confidently. “You’re an amazing woman, Jackie, and any man would be foolish to not see that.” 
 
    Jackie smiled. “You’re a great friend,” she told Meghan. “And I think someone else will have their time as a bride sooner than later…” 
 
    Meghan raised an eyebrow. “Have you heard something? Has Jack mentioned---“ 
 
    “He hasn’t said anything to me,” Jackie said. “But I have a feeling that it’ll happen before you know it. You’ve been together almost a year, and the way he looks at you…I think sooner than later, you will be the bride dancing over there.” 
 
    Jackie pointed at the bride swaying alongside her groom on the dance floor. “I hope so,” Meghan murmured. “I do hope so…” 
 
    Jackie laughed as Jack Irvin walked through the doors. “Well, speak of the devil,” she said as she pointed to Meghan’s boyfriend, who was dressed in a black suit with a black silk tie, his hair combed over and styled. “Were you expecting him to be here?” 
 
    “No,” she replied, stunned to see her boyfriend. “He was invited to the wedding; the bride is his cousin’s stepsister, or his stepsister’s cousin, or something like that…you know how it goes in a small town. Anyway, he told me he was on duty tonight. I didn’t think he would make it.” 
 
    Meghan waved to Jack, and he walked over to her, his eyes bright. “Babe, you look so handsome,” she greeted him. “I didn’t think you were going to make it.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” he admitted. “But I am glad I did. You look amazing in that dress. I think black might be your color, Beautiful.” 
 
    “You say that about every color!” 
 
    “I mean it about every color,” Jack whispered into her ear as he leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. “You are gorgeous. That dress brings out your eyes…and your shoulders…and…” 
 
    Meghan blushed as Jack’s eyes traveled down the length of her body. “And other things.” 
 
    She giggled. “You are too kind,” she told her boyfriend. “I am so happy to see you here.” 
 
    The bride and groom’s song ended. “Good evening,” the DJ announced. “And welcome to this special day. We are so excited to celebrate with the happy couple. I would now like to invite all of the couples onto the dance floor. If you are in love tonight, take your sweetie by the hand and join us for a dance.” 
 
    Meghan looked to Jackie. “Do you want to dance with us?” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Jackie told her. “You two go. Enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    Jack led Meghan onto the dance floor, and she wound her arms around his thick, muscled shoulders. “You are almost too tall for us to have a proper dance,” Meghan remarked.  
 
    “I think we’re fine,” Jack replied, placing his hands on her waist. “As long as it’s a slow song, I’ll be good.” 
 
    As if the DJ had heard him, a slow song began to play through the speakers. “I know this song,” Meghan exclaimed happily. “It just came out last week. It’s that new love song by Tyler Slow.” 
 
    “You love her music, don’t you?” 
 
    “She’s my favorite singer. I’ve been listening to her since I was fourteen, and now, I’m dancing at a wedding to her new love song with my boyfriend, the love of my life.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. “The love of your life?” he teased. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Meghan looked into his bright blue eyes. “I’m sure about that,” she said seriously. “You make me so happy, Jack. You keep me laughing, you challenge me, and you always make me feel safe. I’ve never felt this way about anyone else, and I don’t ever want to think about being with someone else.” 
 
    Jack stared down at Meghan. “I feel the same way,” he told her softly as she blushed. “You are so pretty, Meghan. You are smart, wise, and you have a heart of gold. I am so happy to be your boyfriend, and I’m excited to see what the future has in store for us.” 
 
    Feeling bold, Meghan asked, “what do you think it has in store for us?” 
 
    Jack’s eyes widened. “We’ve been dating nearly a year now,” he began. “And I don’t want to be with anyone else. Not only do I want to be with you, but I want to be with you forever. I think you know what I mean…” 
 
    She nodded, and she felt Jack’s strong arms hold her tighter. “I do,” she whispered as she leaned up to kiss Jack on the lips. “I do.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Jack received a call on his cell phone from Chief Nunan. Meghan could hear the chief talking a million miles a minute. “I have to go,” he lamented as he hung up the phone. “I’m sorry. She says it’s an emergency.” 
 
    “What a bummer,” Meghan said. “I’m glad you got to come for a little bit.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jack told her. “I’ll call you when I get off work. I love you, Meghan.” 
 
    “I love you too, Jack.” 
 
    She watched as Jack left the barn, her heart fluttering as she thought about their conversation on the dance floor. It was clear that she and Jack were on the same page regarding a future together, and Meghan could hardly wait to share the news with Jackie. Before she could find her friend, someone jostled her shoulder.  
 
    “What a beautiful night,” Karen cried as she ran up to Meghan. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were going to be here,” Meghan chirped happily. “How do you know the happy couple?” 
 
    “The groom is the son of my pilates instructor,” Karen explained. “His bride looked just marvelous. You will look beautiful as a bride someday, Meghan…” 
 
    Meghan smiled wistfully. “That seems to be the topic of the night,” she replied. “I hope that day comes sooner than later.” 
 
    Karen winked. “I’m sure it will. I’m so happy this barn has taken off again. You and Jackie put a lot of work into it. I was worried the events of Mrs. Sheridan’s wedding would spoil this, but it looks better than ever.” 
 
    Meghan beamed. “Thank you. We are thrilled that it is all working out. I just can’t believe the way things ended for Jodie Abbott.” 
 
    “What ended up happening with that?” Karen asked curiously. “The paper has been so hush-hush about the details.” 
 
    Meghan leaned in. “It’s pretty sad,” she told her. “Jodie Abbott didn’t come to Sandy Bay to reconcile with Frank,” she said. “She came to file papers to sue Noah Morrison.” 
 
    “What? The news guy?” 
 
    “Exactly! Noah was attempting to turn a book of hers into a film without her permission. He had originally advised her that he wanted to use her work for a film, but she denied him access when he wanted to kill off a main character.” 
 
    “She didn’t want him to kill someone? That’s ironic…” 
 
    “Anyway, she sent him cease and desist letters, but he hadn’t stopped. He shot her at the beach after luring her out there to have a business meeting.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Karen whispered, clasping her hands to her cheeks. “But how does Frank fit in?” 
 
    Meghan shrugged. “That part isn’t terribly clear,” she admitted. “Frank’s mind has been even worse since all of this happened, but the police suspect they had simply met to catch up. They aren’t sure why she went to the wedding, but I guess we’ll never know.” 
 
    Karen shook her head. “What about Sally? Has she forgiven Frank?” 
 
    Meghan bit her lip. “I think it’s going to take some time,” she said slowly. “But I think they’ll get there. She loves him, and I know he adores her.” 
 
    Karen nodded. “True love always comes with twists and turns,” she told Meghan.  
 
    Pastor Livingstone walked over to join them. “Aren’t these the most beautiful ladies at the wedding?” he greeted them. Meghan was amused to see Karen blush, and she peeked down to see that the pastor was not wearing a wedding band. 
 
    “Nice to see you, Pastor,” Karen stammered, her face turning red. 
 
    “You as well, Karen,” he smiled. “Meghan, what a lovely ceremony. This barn is just perfect for weddings. I can feel the presence of God here, that is for sure.” 
 
    “I’m so happy you’ve enjoyed it,” Meghan beamed. “It is a gorgeous place.” 
 
    The pastor grinned mischievously. “Did you two hear the silly part in the wedding ceremony?” 
 
    Meghan was confused. “What silly part?” 
 
    “The part where I asked if anyone had objections,” he continued. “The part where the other wedding went wrong.” 
 
    Karen raised an eyebrow. “What happened? I must have missed it.” 
 
    He laughed. “I asked the audience, and for a long while, there was silence. Finally, instead of a wife marching down the aisle to object, a baby cried.” 
 
    Meghan giggled. “I was so focused on making this day perfect, I must have missed that part!” 
 
    “Me too!” Karen agreed. 
 
    The pastor chuckled. “For better or for worse, if a baby crying is the biggest issue at their wedding, I think this couple will have a marriage that is truly sweet.” 
 
    Meghan looked over at the bride. She was gazing into the eyes of her groom, and she couldn’t have looked any happier. “I agree,” Meghan said to the pastor. “I agree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thank You! 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading these three stories in the Sandy Bay Cozy Mystery series. I really hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I had writing it!  
 
      
 
    If you have a minute, please consider leaving a review on Amazon.  
 
      
 
    It doesn’t matter how long or short it is as other cozy mystery readers will find value in what you liked about this book. 
 
      
 
    Many thanks in advance for your support! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ALSO BY AMBER CREWES 
 
      
 
    The Sandy Bay Cozy Mystery Series 
 
      
 
    Apple Pie and Trouble (Book 1) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Brownies and Dark Shadows (Book 2) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Cookies and Buried Secrets (Book 3) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Donuts and Disaster (Book 4) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Éclairs and Lethal Layers (Book 5) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Finger Foods and Missing Legs (Book 6) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Gingerbread and Scary Endings (Book 7) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Hot Chocolate and Cold Bodies (Book 8) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Ice Cream and Guilty Pleasures (Book 9) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Jingle Bells and Deadly Smells (Book 10) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    King Cake and Grave Mistakes (Book 11)– OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Lemon Tarts and Fiery Darts (Book 12) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Muffins and Coffins (Book 13) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Nuts and a Choking Corpse (Book 14) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Orange Mousse and a Fatal Truce (Book 15) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Peaches and Crime (Book 16) – OUT NOW 
 
      
 
    Queen Tarts and a Christmas Nightmare (Book 17) – OUT NOW! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Newsletter Signup  
 
      
 
    THANK YOU FOR GETTING THIS BOOK IN THE SANDY BAY COZY MYSTERY SERIES. WHY DON’T YOU SIGN UP FOR UPDATES AND GET THE PREQUEL STORY SENT TO YOU FOR FREE 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Click Here to Receive Updates and the Prequel 
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