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To Emily, 

There’s nothing slow about her!





[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Simmering Death: Copyright © 2011 Tim Myers


All rights reserved.


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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“Are you trying to kill your readers with this garbage?” I heard an unfamiliar woman’s voice ask my editor as I walked toward Rick Davis’s office at The Falling Creek Express one fine Spring morning.  I was there to turn in the weekly Southern Slow Cooking column that I wrote for the paper.  Slow cooking was my passion, and I taught classes at the local community college in my corner of North Carolina as well as writing my column.  Unfortunately, I couldn’t make a living with just slow cooking, so I also helped out as a temp at several local businesses, including my brother Adam’s woodcraft store, my sister Rose’s candy shop, and my cousin, and best friend, Morgan’s wool and clothing store. 

One of the things I loved best though was being a part of the newspaper, even with my little column that really wasn’t that much of a contribution.  I slowed my pace enough to see if I could eavesdrop on the conversation Rick was having with an obviously disgruntled woman.  It sounded as juicy as one of my famous pot roasts.  What in the world was this woman talking about?

“Take it easy, Lacey,” I heard Rick say.  “No one’s trying to kill anybody.”

“Well, you could certainly fool me,” she said snippily.  “Who in their right mind would cook food in a pot for ten hours and expect it to taste anything other than horrid.  It all must come out looking like shoe leather and tasting like feet.”

My amusement in the conversation instantly died.  Who did this woman think she was attacking my passion like that?  I quickly stepped into Rick’s office and waved my column in my hand toward him.  He liked a printed copy to go along with the electronic file I stored on a zip drive for his computer, and I enjoyed seeing my words in print as well before they appeared in the paper.  “I’m the one who cooks a great deal of her food in a pot, so I guess that would be me,” I said as I turned to face her.  As I did, I threw my copy onto Rick’s desk and then extended a hand.  Forcing my brightest smile, I said, “I’m Sarah Jacobs, and I write the slow cooker column for the newspaper.  Are you visiting the paper today on some kind of tour, or did you come in specifically to express your opinions about my column?”

She studied my hand as though it was covered in slime, but never actually took it.  Lacey was pretty in a formal kind of way, somewhere in her early thirties, with jet black hair cut fashionably short and an outfit that was probably worth more than my entire wardrobe.  “I too work here.  I’m the new voice of reason for the Falling Creek Express,” she said.

My editor, a thin man in his late fifties with hair an unnatural shade of brown I was sure he dyed at least once a month, sighed as he looked at me.  “Sarah, let me make the introductions.  This is Lacey Marshall.  She’s the new food critic for the paper.”

I nodded, and then turned to Lacey.  “So, you decided to take me on first thing?  What is it exactly you don’t like about slow cooking?  Have you ever actually tasted any of it?”

“I haven’t eaten road-kill, but I know that I would find it distasteful.  How can anything be digestible with the way you torture it?  Food is meant to be lingered over, enjoyed, and discussed, not thrown into a pot with whatever’s handy and overcooked to the point of being mush.”

I wasn’t about to stand there and take that, but I knew that I could be a little too defensive sometimes when it came to slow cooking.  Most times I would have taken a deep breath and tried to think of a way to rebut her transparent argument without losing my temper.  This wasn’t one of those days, though.  “Have you ever even had a slow cooked meal, Lacey?  Or are you just showing your ignorance based on some misguided ideas you picked up on some bad morning television program?”

“I’ll have you know that I trained at Lincoln & Nance,” she said haughtily.

I knew that L&N was a famous culinary institute in Asheville, about ninety minutes from here.  So, if she was all that qualified, what was she doing in Falling Creek, North Carolina, writing a column that hadn’t existed a day ago?  We weren’t exactly a hot bed of anything but small town southern life.

I decided to ask her outright, instead of beating around the bush.  “Are you telling me that you graduated from a renowned culinary institute and you’re writing a food column for a small town newspaper?  That just sounds crazy to me.”  I turned to Rick and added, “No offense intended.”

“None taken,” Rick said.  “You don’t have to tell me how lucky we are to have Lacey join us on our staff.”

I ignored my boss for the moment and kept my focus on Lacey.  “You did graduate, right?”

Lacey answered haughtily, “It just so happens that I didn’t complete the coursework due to circumstances beyond my control, but you don’t need a degree from a culinary institute to know that your food is bound to be pure dreck.”

“Hey lady, don’t knock it until you’ve tried it,” I said, letting some of anger out in my voice.  The woman hadn’t even tried my style of cooking, and yet here she was, already attacking me.  Lacey might think that she could make a splash by taking me on in a fight on her first day, but she was sorely mistaken if she thought for one second that I was going to just roll over and take it.

I didn’t think her pert little nose could elevate any higher as she answered, “I’d rather eat the paper your column is printed on than attempt to digest your feeble attempts at creating anything edible.”

I was about to say something in reply when Rick clapped his hands suddenly.  I looked over to see him smiling, and I had to say, I was disappointed by his lack of support for my side of the issue.  He’d certainly never turned his nose up at anything I’d ever fed him over the years I’d been writing the column for him.  I thought we were friends, but if that was the case, why did he look so happy to see this woman attack me?  “This is absolutely perfect,” he said.

“What is?” I asked him.

“Sarah, I’ve just been struck by a brilliant idea.  We are going to have a blind taste test.  You are going to make your best dish, and we’ll get a professional chef to create a meal using the same ingredients.  Lacey will taste them and see if she can tell the difference.”

“I’m not willing to participate in such a mockery of good food,” Lacey said.

Was she trying to weasel out of it now that Rick had come up with a concrete way to test her taste buds?  I wasn’t all that thrilled to be facing off with a trained chef, but then again, I knew that what I made with my slow cooker was delicious.  “What’s the matter, Lacey?  Are you afraid you won’t be able to tell my food from a real chef’s?” I asked.

“So, you admit here and now that you have no culinary skills to speak of,” Lacey said.

I’d just about had it with this woman.  “I’m admitting no such thing.  Attending a few classes doesn’t give you any right to say what is good and what is unacceptable.  The whole point of what I do is to help busy families sit down and have a nice meal together once and a while without forcing someone to waste half the evening making some fancy dish.  I make good solid comfort food, and I’m not ashamed of it.”

“And quality clearly doesn’t matter to you,” Lacey said dryly.

I looked at Rick with a stern smile.  “I’m game for your taste-off if the princess here is.  Let’s see just how educated her taste buds really are.”

“Lacey?” Rick asked.  “What do you say?  The ball’s in your court now.”

“As much as I detest sports metaphors, I’m not afraid of the challenge.  I’m sure I’ll be able to tell this woman’s cooking from a chef’s fare.”

I suddenly realized that if Lacey could indeed tell the difference between what I offered and a real chef’s food, I could hurt my cause of converting folks to slow cooking instead of creating new practitioners.  

“So we’re set.  I want three judges, though,” I said.

Lacey just laughed.  “Where are you going to find two other qualified tasters in this backwoods town?”

“Take it easy with those cracks about Falling Creek,” Rick said.  “You live her too, so it might be a good idea not to insult your new home.”  I looked over at my editor and saw that he’d had enough of Lacey’s shots at our hometown.  Rick was a huge proponent of the town, always insisting that we could do a better job marketing ourselves to the rest of North Carolina, if not the world.  He didn’t take kindly to the potshots being taken at our little town, and I was glad that he was finally on my side about something.

Lacey suddenly turned all smiles.  She must have instantly realized the foolishness of her previous stand.  “Rick, I apologize.  The reason I came here in the first place was because the town was so quaint.  I’m honored to live here, and to be on your staff.  I’m afraid I was taking my frustration with the situation out on your lovely home.”

Rick nodded, and I could see the tension ease in his face.  Was he actually buying this load of malarkey?  My boss was normally pretty level-headed, but Lacey seemed to hold some kind of weird spell over him.  Could he honestly believe that his newest columnist was sincere in her apology?  

“No worries,” he said, clearly mollified by her instant contrition.  “Lacey, you might just be underestimating us.  It may not be as difficult as you imagine getting two other judges for our little contest.”  He leaned back a little in his chair and added, “As a matter of fact, I believe I’ll be one of the other judges in the contest myself.  That is, unless either one of you has any objections to the idea.”

“It’s fine with me,” I said quickly, my agreement nearly echoed by Lacey.

“It’s settled, then,” Rick said.  “Now, who can we get for the third judge?”

“No one from this town,” Lacey said.  “She’s been here forever, and she’s related to half the place’s population.”

“I don’t see how that’s relevant,” I said, though she did have a point.  “This is going to be a blind taste test.  I couldn’t cheat even if I wanted to.”

“Really?” Lacey asked archly.  “I can think of at least half a dozen ways that you could do just that.”

“I’m sorry, I guess I’m just not that devious,” I answered as sweetly as I could muster.

Rick frowned at us both, and I could tell that the wheels were turning in his mind. “Okay, enough bickering, you two.  Need I remind you both that you’re members of the same team here?  I’ll find a third judge on my own.  How’s tonight sound, Sarah?  I always say the sooner the better for resolving disputes.  I can’t wait to run this on the front page tomorrow.”

“I need more time than that,” I said.  Before Lacey could add anything of her own, I added, “Besides, don’t you want to build it up in the newspaper a little first before we do this?”

“That’s a great idea,” he said, slapping his open palm on the top of his desk.  The sound echoed through the room as though someone had just rung a bell.  “This is Monday, and if I hurry, I can plant a hint of what’s to come in today’s edition.  The taste-off can be tomorrow night at the town hall auditorium, and we can run the story with pictures and the results on the front page above the fold on Wednesday.” 

It was no coincidence that Wednesday was the paper’s biggest day, since that was when the local ads all came out.

“That’s perfect,” I said.

“There’s just one more thing,” Rick said.  “In order to make this work, I’m going to have to call in a pretty big favor.”  He picked up the phone, and after a brief conversation, he hung up, now smiling broadly.  “We’re all set.  I just arranged for your competition, Sarah.  You need to send your list of ingredients here by nine o’clock tonight.  Agreed?”

“I can do that,” I said.

“Okay then.  We’re finished here.”

I started to leave Rick’s office, but then I noticed that Lacey was holding back.  

“I thought we were done,” I said.

“We are, at least about the taste-off, but Lacey and I have a few other things to discuss.  You don’t need to concern yourself with any of it, Sarah.  Just be sure to provide me with that list of ingredients tonight.”

“Who are you using as my competition?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could manage.  

“I’ve got it all under control.  I have a friend in Asheville who owes me a favor.  The competition will be stiff enough; you can trust me on that.”

I wasn’t about to leave yet, though.  “Hang on a second.”  I turned to our new columnist and asked, “Lacey, you went to school in Asheville, right?”

“That’s where the institute is located, so that’s correct.  I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

I turned to my boss and said, “Rick, it’s not fair.  What if she knows the chef personally?”

My editor just shook his head and frowned.  “It’s a blind taste test for all of us,” he said.  “It shouldn’t matter at all who you’re going up against.  Sarah, you’re not having second thoughts about participating in this, are you?”

“Are you kidding?  Just try and stop me.  Believe me, I’m ready.  I’ll have that list for you by tonight.  Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I have a victory dinner to plan.”

“Good luck with that,” Lacey said with no sincerity in her voice at all.

“When you’re as good with a slow cooker as I am,” I said, “Luck isn’t really a factor.”

I walked out of Rick’s office, but I barely noticed that anyone else was around, let alone the crowd of reporters who’d been listening, but were now happily pretending to be busy at work.  I had a meal to plan, and it had to be perfect.  Just for safety’s sake, I’d use three identical slow cookers and make the same meal three different ways to be sure that one of them came out perfectly.  I couldn’t afford to be humiliated in my own newspaper in my very own hometown.  If all three judges chose the chef’s meal instead of mine, what chance would I have of ever converting one more person to the joys of slow cooking?

I walked along the East-side creek walk from the newspaper to my cottage in the trees on the north end of town, the glorious spring day lost on me at the moment.  A dozen of my best recipes sped through my mind, discarded just as quickly for one reason or another.  I had a great deal of faith in my slow cooking abilities, but I’d never had to cook under pressure like this before.  Could I do it?  I didn’t really have much choice, did I?  I had to perform at the highest level I could reach.  I’d taken the challenge, and I might go down in flames tomorrow night, but I wasn’t going to give up without a fight.

“Aren’t you even going to say hello?” I heard a voice ask, and I looked up to see my sister, Rose, sitting on the front steps of GiGi, one of the three footbridges that crossed Falling Creek.  Our town had been named for the waterway that bisected it, and my sister’s sweets shop, aptly named Dandy Candy, was directly beside the middle bridge on the eastern side.  The bridge architect had decided that each footbridge needed its own personality, so he’d designed the side railings to match three of his favorite bridges in the world.  The northern most bridge was named Shaker, based on the salt and pepper shaker bridge in Boston.  GiGi, the middle bridge, had railings echoing the Golden Gate in San Francisco, while the southernmost bridge was called London for the famous London Bridge.

“Hey, Rose.  Why aren’t you minding the shop?”

“Mary Fran’s at the counter, and it’s so nice out that I decided to get a little fresh air while I had the chance.  It was a long, cold winter, and I’m glad to let a little sunshine into my life now.  Besides, if she gets busy, I’m right here to step in and lend a hand.”

“Just a part of the joy of being your own boss, right?” I asked.  “There’s no such thing as a day off for , is there?”

She laughed.  “If it weren’t for the financial insecurity of your lifestyle, I’d trade places with you in a heartbeat.”

“You’d miss your kids, and you know it,” I said.

“They’re part of the equation, too,” she said.  “That’s the biggest reason I couldn’t do it.”  Rose’s husband had been killed in a car wreck while rushing home to surprise her on their wedding anniversary, and she’d carried on nobly without him since he’d been gone.  Her ever-present glasses were perched on her nose, and her hair gently touched her shoulders.  In her early forties, my sister was quite pretty, even given all that she’d been through, but she hadn’t gone out with anyone since she’d lost Steven, and she showed no inclination of having any interest of ever dating again.

“How are the little monkeys doing these days?” I asked.

“The four of them are constantly ganging up on me,” she said with a broad grin.  Rose lived for her children, and I worried about what would happen to her once the youngest left the nest, but that was so many years away I could barely think about it.  My sister looked at me a moment, and then asked, “What’s wrong, Sarah?”

“Nothing.  I’m just golden,” I said.

“Now why don’t I believe you?  Young lady, how long have I known you?”  It was a standard joke between us, with an automatic response from me.

“All my life,” I said.

“That’s right.  It’s been long enough for me to know when you’re troubled.  Go on, tell me what’s on your mind.  I know that Morgan is your main confidante, but I’m a good listener, too.”

Morgan White was our first cousin, and my best friend.  She and I were nearly as close as twins, and until that moment, I never considered that our relationship might have hurt Rose over the years.  “Does it ever bother you that the two of us are so close?”

“Of course not,” Rose said.  “She might as well be one of us.  You two are just a few months apart in age.  It’s only natural that you’d bond as you have.”

I hugged her, something that seemed to surprise her.  

“What was that for?” she asked as she pulled away.

“I just wanted to remind you how much I love having you for my big sister,” I said.

She smiled before she said, “You didn’t have to do that, but I appreciate it.  I could always use a hug from you, little sister.”

“Don’t you get enough of that from your own brood?” I asked with a grin.

“Not as many hugs as you’d think there,” she answered.  “Now, to get back to what we were discussing, what’s going on with you?”

It was time to admit what I’d gotten myself into.  “I’m doing a blind taste-test tomorrow night with the new food critic at the newspaper, and I’m not entirely sure that I’m up to it.”

“Are you slow cooking something for your entry?” she asked.

“Yes, but I don’t know which recipe to prepare,” I admitted.  “It has to be really fancy, though.  Rick’s getting a chef from Asheville involved, so I have to make something that will beat him.  The problem is that I’m not all that certain I can match his skills in the kitchen.  Evidently he’s some kind of real whiz in the kitchen.”

Rose thought about it a few moments, and then said, “You’re looking at this the wrong way, Sarah.  It’s not as bad as you seem to think it is.”

“How do you get that?  Rose, I have to win this taste-off, or at least make a good showing.”

“You’ll be fine.  And do you know why?”

“I’d love to hear why,” I said as I looked down at the water as it rushed past.  Every year in the springtime, Falling Creek was swollen from the rains, and it was beginning to lap a foot below the creek walk.  It wouldn’t surprise me if it overran the path completely in a few days by the speed in which it was rising.  I could already see the tops of weeds that had survived the winter only to be nearly covered now in the rushing water.

“You don’t have to match his meal,” Rose said with a smile.  “He has to match yours.  What’s your favorite thing in the world to make, the most homespun meal you create in that magic cooker of yours?”

I didn’t even have to think about it.  “It’s got to be pot roast,” I said.

“Then that’s what you should make.  Let him try to match your recipe instead of the other way around.”

“Do you think that will work?”  Could it be that simple, to choose a meal I was most comfortable making?  I’d certainly had enough practice over the years, trying new combinations of herbs and spices and varying cooking times and temperatures.  I’d become so confident in my roast that I would match it against anyone, including a real chef.

“Look at it this way.  No matter what he makes, you know your offering will be delicious.”

“Yeah, but the real question is, will it be good enough to win?”

“That I can’t say,” Rose said with a chuckle, “but at least you’ll have a fighting chance this way instead of trying to match his meal with something you’re not accustomed to making.”

I hugged her again, this time harder than I had before.  “Thanks, Sis.  You may have just saved me.”

She grinned as she said, “We have to stick together, especially when there’s family honor involved.  I’m just glad I could help.”

Our brother, Adam, who owned A True Craft, the artisan shop he ran beside the candy store, walked over toward us.  “How come nobody told me we were having a family reunion.  Nobody died, did they?”

“What a macabre question.  Why would you even say that?” I asked him.

“Well, from my front window, it looked as though an awful lot of hugging was going on out here, and I couldn’t see if there were any accompanying tears or not.”

I winked at Rose, and she got my intent.  Approaching our big bear of an older brother, we hugged him from each side, basically making an Adam sandwich.  “Sorry we didn’t call you over.  We certainly don’t want you to feel left out,” I said.

“Yes, I’m sure it’s lonely being you all of the time,” Rose said with a wry smile.

Adam laughed so hard we nearly all fell down.  “You two are a pair of nuts; you know that, don’t you?”

“Hey, that may be true, but don’t forget, we all came from the same tree,” I said as Rose and I broke our hug.

“I never claimed to be otherwise,” he replied.  I loved being so close to my siblings, and I knew that I’d never leave Falling Creek because of it.  This place was more than just a home for me.

It was where I belonged.

I knew at that moment that no matter what happened the next night, I’d have people to celebrate victory with, or loved ones to console me in defeat.

I just wanted to do everything in my power to make sure it was the former and not the latter.
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Chapter 2
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When I walked into the cottage I shared with my feline roommate, I looked around and found her sitting on one of the cushioned ledges that overlooked the creek.  She barely looked up at me as I came in, her gaze captured by the rising water below us.  We were on the second floor, high above any danger of flooding, but Cleo—short for Cleopatra, what else?—was clearly worried.

I sat beside her, and after a few strokes, she climbed up on my lap, though her gaze was still captured by the water below.  “Hey, it’s okay.  We’re safe here.”

“Merwrrr,” she said, though she never looked at me.

Cleo wasn’t much on conversation, but I honestly believed that she understood a great deal of what I said to her.  I knew that most cat guardians felt the same way about their charges, but I Cleo was special.  I’d inherited her when her owner, eccentric and quite wealthy town resident, Martha Shiver, had passed away, leaving the cottage, and an undisclosed trust fund, in Cleo’s care.  I liked to kid that my cat was actually my landlord, but it was closer to the truth than I liked to admit.  Fortunately, the two us got along swimmingly, and I’d never be evicted.  As long as Cleo had a home, then I had one as well.

But now my roommate was clearly upset.  I stroked her fur for a good five minutes, about the limit Cleo put up with any personal attention from me or anyone else unless the circumstances were much direr than they were at the moment, and then she slowly crawled out of my lap, stretched, and then curled up and fell promptly asleep on the cushion beside me.  It was almost as though I’d offered her real comfort, and having accepted it, she could stop worrying, at least for the moment.  I was in charge of food, weather, and just about everything else in her life.  She, in turn, acted as my supervisor, making sure that nothing that was important to her escaped my attention.

I stood and quietly made my way to the small kitchen so I wouldn’t wake her.  Taking out my cookbooks, both store bought and handmade, I started my plan of attack.  I liked to make four different versions of pot roast, but I had to settle on one of them, since the ingredients varied and I had to turn in my list to Rick by nine o’clock.

I’d just about decided to use my old fashioned recipe updated to slow cooking when my cell phone rang.  It was Morgan, and I just remembered that my cousin and I had dinner plans tonight at Jack’s café, a quaint little restaurant directly across the water from Rose’s shop.  I glanced at my watch and saw that I was already fifteen minutes late for our dinner date.

“Hey, Morgan.  Listen, I’m sorry I’m so late, but I lost all track of time.  Have you been waiting at Jack’s long?”  My cousin could only be described as beautiful, but I never held it against her, since she was even prettier on the inside.  Nearly every lovely person seemed to go through at least one awkward phase in their lives, but Morgan hadn’t had hers, at least not yet.

She laughed on the other end of the phone as I’d pled my case.  “And here I thought I was the one standing you up.  What happened?  Can’t you make it, either?”

“As a matter of fact, I’m on my way right now,” I said hurriedly.  “You’re not ditching me, are you?”  I had to fight to keep from laughing at the situation myself.  Neither one of us would miss this meal now if it were humanly possible, mainly because the one who did show up at the café first would have teasing rights until the next event.

“No way, Sarah.  I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Good, because I’ll be there in fifteen,” I said, putting out food for Cleo as I talked to her.

“The point is, we’re both late right now,” Morgan said.  “Shall we call it a draw?”

I could live with that, since there was always a chance that my cousin was sandbagging me and was already actually at the restaurant.  To be fair, I would have done it myself if only I’d thought of it first.  “I can live with a tie if you can.  Just out of curiosity, what’s holding you up?” I asked.

“Can’t talk right now.  We can compare notes when I get there.  Bye.”

I grabbed my jacket, since the April air today still had a nip in it, and I headed out the door.  After cutting through the pine and fir trees that separated the cottage from our town’s bookstore, A New Leaf, I took the short path the shaker bridge.  The leaves on the deciduous trees were out and newly formed, still in their nascent stages.  After crossing the bridge, hesitating for a moment as I glanced down at the rising water, I took the short walk to Jack’s Café on the west side of the creek, passing Penny’s Lane as I did.  The owner of the shop, a linebacker of a man named David Penny, waved cheerfully to me from the window of his women’s clothing shop as I passed.  He’d played two years of pro football before injuring his knee, and he had taken his salary to open the shop with the help of his wife, Diana.  Tourists assumed that Diana had all of the taste in the family, but David was the one who chose what to buy and how to display it.  Nobody made fun of David about it, though, not to his face, and not behind his back, either.  While he’d never shown any disposition toward violence, it wasn’t a chance most folks were willing to take.  He’d offered to fix me up with nice outfits he’d just gotten in several times over the years, but I was more of a jeans and sweater kind of gal than one who would wear his offerings.  Morgan, on the other hand, often dressed in David’s selections, and he took great pride in seeing her look so stylish.

I finally made it to Jack’s, and found the owner working the front register.  Her name was indeed Jack to everyone in town, but it was Jacquelyn Kincaid to the IRS.

“Hi Jack,” I said as I walked in and grinned.

The owner smiled at me.  “Remind me never to run into you at the airport.  We could both get into some serious trouble.”

I got it instantly.  “If you do, I’ll change my greeting to make it a little less threatening.”  I looked around, but I couldn’t spot my cousin among the diners.  “Hey,  I’m meeting Morgan in a few minutes, so you can tell Brittany to hold off on coming over until she gets here.”

“I can tell her, but I can’t make you any promises.  We both know that girl has a mind of her own.”

“Don’t we all,” I said.  I scanned the café and saw a pair of open tables in back.  “I’ll be back there when she shows up.”

As I was walking to the tables, I spotted our sheriff, Lane Davis, just finishing his dinner alone.  “Howdy, Sheriff,” I said, trying my best to copy a Wild West accent.  No matter how hard I tried though, it still came out my brand of southern.

“Hello, Sarah,” Lane said, not rising to the bait at all.  From his expression, I could see that he was troubled about something.

“Is there something wrong?” I asked.

“No, I’m fine,” he replied, though his heart clearly wasn’t in it.  His gaze barely left the half-full glass of tea in front of him.

“Now why don’t I believe you?” I asked.  In my most reassuring voice, I said, “If you offer me a seat, I’ll join you and keep you company until Morgan gets here.”

“It’s kind of you to offer, but I’m not going to be very good company today.  I don’t want to dump my problems on you,” he said.  “You’re just an innocent bystander.  Well, maybe you’re not so innocent after all.”

“What does that mean?” I asked as I ignored his warning and sat down across from him.

“The truth of the matter is, Simone’s got it in her head that I’m sweet on you,” Lane said, spilling it out all at once.

“She’s your girlfriend.  Why is she so insecure about me?”  The thought that beautiful Simone considered me a rival was the best news I’d heard in a while.  It was true that I’d had a crush on Lane for as long as I could remember, and actually, over the past six months it had become something more than that.  We’d chatted more than we ever had before while I’d been snooping into a murder case, and against all odds, we’d actually grown closer because of my meddling.

He shrugged.  “It beats me.  Simone and I were supposed to meet for an early dinner tonight, but she stood me up; can you believe that?  Honestly, I’m tired of the games she’s constantly playing with my heart.”  When Lane looked at me, I felt a little extra something stirring in my heart, though I tried my best not to show it.  The sheriff added, “I’m willing to bet that you’ve never stood anyone up in your life.”

“Don’t give me too much credit,” I said with a hint of laughter.  “I nearly stood Morgan up tonight.  My only excuse was that I was so wrapped up in the taste off tomorrow night that I lost all track of time.”

Lane grinned.  “I heard that new food critic was fit to be tied when she left the newspaper.  She’s worried now that her reputation’s going to take a hit she can’t recover from if she picks your food over this fancy chef Rick is bringing in.”

“She’s worried?  I’m the one who has to make something good enough to beat a real chef.”

“Believe me, you don’t have any concerns on that count,” Lane said.  “I’ve tasted your cooking, remember?  I’d put you up against the best chef in the south, and know that I’d be backing the winner ten out of ten times.”

“That’s sweet of you,” I said as I touched his hand lightly.  His praise meant a great deal to me, and while I’d assumed he enjoyed the slow cook meals he’d tasted of mine in the past, it was nice to hear it again.

“Do you still say it’s all in my imagination?” a woman’s voice asked from a few feet away.  I looked up to see Lane’s girlfriend, Simone, standing nearby, shooting me one of the dirtiest looks I’d ever been on the wrong end of.  I had to give her credit; she was absolutely breathtaking, and it was clear to see why she’d modeled in the past.  Simone was tall and wispy, pale hair and light blue eyes that seemed to say everything with one look.  And at the moment, they were screaming mad.

“Hang on a second before you get upset with me.  I can explain.  This is all perfectly innocent,” Lane said.  “Let’s not forget that you’re the one who stood me up today.”

“I was unavoidably detained,” Simone said as she waved a hand in the air, dismissing her absence.  “I expected you to have the patience to wait for me, Lane Davis, not invite another woman to join you at your table.”

I spoke up as I stood.  “Hang on, you’re blaming the wrong person.  It’s all my fault.  I sat down without an invitation so that we could chat for a second.  I’m eating with Morgan in a few minutes.  Lane didn’t do anything wrong.”

She iced me with another glare.  I was at a significant height disadvantage, but at least I wasn’t sitting there taking it like some kind of victim.  

With a wicked edge to her voice, she said, “That’s not really your position to say, is it?”  Then she looked hard at Lane and asked, “Or am I wrong?”

“Of course not,” he said.  “You’re still my girlfriend.”

Simone just shook her head.  I looked around quickly and saw that we had acquired quite an audience, something I wasn’t all that certain that Simone hadn’t arranged herself.  It would be just like her to stage a scene like we were in for the drama of it.  “Then why don’t I believe you when you say that this isn’t what it looks like?” she asked as she stormed out of the café.

“Sorry, Sarah, but I’d better go try to stop her,” Lane said as he stood abruptly.

“I didn’t mean to cause you any problems with her,” I said, but he was already out the door.  I saw his check on the table, and realized that he’d forgotten to pay it.  

Taking it up front, I grabbed a ten out of my wallet and handed it to Jack.

She looked at it curiously.  “Sarah, tell me how could you have a bill already?  You didn’t even order yet.”

“This is Lane’s.  He forgot to pay it, so I’m going to cover it for him myself.”

Jack waved the ten in the air.  “You don’t have to pay for his dinner, Sarah.  Nothing that just happened was your fault.”

“You saw it all?” I asked.

Jack just grinned as she looked around her café.  “Every last delicious moment of it.  That girl’s been walking around here with an air of superiority since she got the lead in the grade school play.  Remember how awful she was in it?”

“She couldn’t remember a single word of any of her lines,” I said with a smile.  “I had to prompt her at every cue before she finally just walked off the stage in a huff.”

“And you stepped in and saved the day,” Jack reminded me.

“I was just trying to help,” I said.

“Well, you might have helped your teacher and the rest of your classmates, but Simone’s been jealous of you ever since.”

“You’re kidding,” I said, unable to grasp the idea that my secret rival had ever been jealous of me.

“It’s true, though not many folks realize it.  She really blew a fuse just then, didn’t she?  I wonder how long that’s been building up?  I feel sorry for our sheriff.  He doesn’t seem to have much luck in love, does he?”

I shook my head.  “I truly didn’t mean to cause Lane any grief,” I said.

Jack just shrugged.  “What you said, even what you meant, aren’t going to do him any good at the moment.  You can buy his dinner, but there’s nothing you can do to get him out of Simone’s doghouse.”

“I guess you’re right.  If all that’s true, then the least I can do is buy him his meal.  I’m going to find a quiet seat in the back and hide until Morgan gets here.”  As luck would have it, my cousin came into the café thirty seconds later, smiling so broadly that I had to wonder what she’d been up to.  “My, aren’t you’re in a good mood.”
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