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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A BITTER ANNIVERSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Valentine’s Day. The most awful day of the year. Men felt pressure to put on grand romantic gestures. Women, to act out their lovers’ fantasies. And then, when they inevitably disappointed each other, tempers flared, punches flew, people died.

      Snow gusted outside the kitchen window, wind splaying hunks of white against the panes like they were hands trapped outside. The wind wailed around the trees in the yard, shaking the branches, reflecting the never-ending howl that was living in my chest. At the counter in the too-warm kitchen, I added the wet ingredients to the dry in the bowl and beat them with too much vigor.

      Harlan, my Harlan, was lying dead in a grave. The murderer’s wife had suffered surgery after surgery to rebuild her shattered face. And the drunken monster who had maimed his lover and killed my husband had gotten to live. Why was life so unfair?

      Seventy-three police officers had died responding to domestic disturbance calls last year. The highest number recorded by the FBI, which kept track of such things. The number grew every year. That didn’t count the officers who were assaulted and survived. That number had ballooned over the hundred thousand mark. Their arrival at an already-unstable scene lit the fuse that quickly grew out of control.

      Not even the scent of cinnamon could stop the tears from flowing down my face and into the muffin batter. Again.

      A year since Harlan had died, and it still felt as if the knock on the door had happened yesterday. Instead of the delivery of a bouquet of pink Gerbera daisies with yellow hearts (my favorites—I know, kinda common, but I loved the cheerfulness of them), a cordon of cops had been standing at my door. And I knew, of course I knew, because so many officers looking so somber could mean only one thing: someone had died. And if they were on my doorstep and Harlan wasn’t? Well, it didn’t take a genius to figure out the math.

      Stella Luna hopped up from her faux-shearling-lined bed in the corner by the sliding glass door just as the front door blew open and my sister-in-law Page blustered in, bringing in half the storm with her. Tail beating like an old-fashioned washing machine, Stella raced up the hallway to greet Page with happy yips and licks.

      “You won’t believe what happened,” Page shouted at me from the front door, stomping the snow off her boots on the dirt-and-water-catching doormat.

      “What are you doing out in a storm?” I scooped up a spoonful of too-dense banana bread batter, let it drop back into the bowl. These muffins would turn out like concrete. And yet, I kept going as if they would bake up light and fluffy. “You should be home.”

      Having shed her coat, hat and scarf along the way, Page appeared in the kitchen, her tawny hair more of a rat’s nest than a bun. She was wearing a crazy red-pink-and-purple heart sweater that had my throat clogging and tears ready to flow again.

      “I run a business, you know.” Page petted Stella, who insisted on licking her hands.

      I turned away from her and added chocolate chips to the banana muffin batter—as if that would help the disaster it was. “Nobody’s venturing out to your bookstore today.”

      In my peripheral vision, I caught her shaking her head at the table covered with baked goods and tutting. “This can’t go on, Ellie.”

      I shrugged. Today’s output was enormous, even by my standards. A year today. Did Page not remember? “It’s how I cope.”

      “I’m saying this as someone who cares for you like a sister.” She came up behind me and folded me in a hug and a cloud of her apple-and-orange shampoo. “You should see someone.”

      “It didn’t help.” I shrugged her off. The three things I had learned from my brief stab at grief counseling were that grief was individual, that you couldn’t rush the process, that the sadness would lessen in its own time.

      “There are grief groups,” Page said.

      “Do you know how depressing those places are? People crying, talking about the people they miss in some dark church basement.”

      “Healing themselves as they talk.” With a sigh, she reached into a cupboard and plucked out a mug. Stella was waiting patiently by Page’s chair for her return.

      “I’ve never been a group person. Besides, I don’t like driving at night anymore, especially in winter.”

      Page filled her mug with coffee from the machine and added half the sugar bowl to the brew. “Well, I came here for some sympathy. Looks like I found my solution instead.”

      “A solution to what?”

      “My baker didn’t show up this morning.”

      “Nobody’s going to show up today, Page.”

      “Townies will.” She went to a bottom cupboard and retrieved several 9 x 13-inch plastic containers. “They always pack the place on stormy days.”

      “Help yourself.” I yanked a muffin tin from the drying rack, then lined the cups with paper liners.

      “I will.” She filled three containers with bars and cookies and two muffin caddies with muffins and cupcakes, then plopped down onto a kitchen chair and sipped her coffee, absently petting Stella’s too-long hair. The mutt was overdue for a haircut. Yet another untouched to-do item on my long list.

      “Like my granny used to say,” Page said, “the more you do a villain a favor, the more he craps in your hands.”

      “I doubt your granny ever said that.”

      “Worse, actually, but I know how you feel about swearing. She had a foul mouth, Granny H did.”

      I’d never met the woman, but Harlan had mentioned she’d been a character. I guessed Page came by her quirkiness through DNA. I scooped the thick muffin batter into the liners. “Who did you do a favor for?”

      “Gayle Chapman Chilton. She asked me to hire her daughter fresh out of baking school.” Page shook her head and tutted. “Last time I listen to the mother about how talented her offspring is, even if she has the pull to slow my business to a crawl. I had a terrific baker lined up, too, and had to turn her away. I’m no good at politics.” Page peeled the wrapper from an apple walnut muffin. “And now, after less than six months, I may have to sack the girl. She just isn’t reliable enough.”

      This, from the woman who was the ultimate representation of unreliable. Then I had to take back my assessment. When it came to the bookstore, you could count on Page. And when it came to having a shoulder to cry on, she was there too. I shoved the muffin tin into the oven and set a timer.

      Mouth still full of muffin, Page said, “These are so good.” She glanced around at the table, eyebrows popping up. “You should come be my baker.” She shoved the half-eaten muffin in my direction, then back at her chest. “Win-win.”

      A spiral of something wild whirled in my chest. “No, Page. I can’t.”

      “Why not? What else are you going to do with all these baked goods? If you’re going to bake anyway… I’d pay for your supplies.”

      “I don’t want you thinking I can show up every day.” Because some days were harder than others. Some days, I couldn’t get out of bed. Some days, the tears never stopped.

      “Oh, Ellie.”

      “Today is—” I started, then couldn’t squeak out anything more. The hole in my heart was so big I thought it might swallow me whole.

      “I know,” Page said, voice somber. She stood, wrapped her arms around me, and we clung to each other as if our connecting skeletons were the only way to stay upright. Stella whined at our feet. “One year. Why do you think I need to keep busy too?”

      Hence, the venturing out in a storm. “We’re a pair, aren’t we?”

      I didn’t know how long we stayed like that, tears soaking each other’s shoulders. Finally, Page pulled away, wiping her wet cheeks with the sleeve of her sweater. “I’m going to take these.” She pointed at the muffins, cookies and cupcakes mounded on the table. “Freeze what I can’t use today.”

      I nodded. The oven beeper went off. I opened the oven door. A wave of heat hit my face.

      I couldn’t stay here.

      Not today.

      Not with part of me expecting a knock on the door. And I didn’t want to see Nolan Lander. Not at all. I didn’t want to see his grief-grooved face. I didn’t want to hear his words of comfort. I didn’t want to feel his sadness. I had enough of my own.

      And Harlan’s best friend would come check on me today because he and Harlan had made a pact a long time ago to take care of each other’s families should one of them die in the line of duty.

      “I’ll go with you,” I said to Page, working through the knot in my throat. “In case the bookstore is busy.” I turned off the oven and shot her a poor attempt at a smile over my shoulder. “Or you run your car into a snowbank.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lunchtime brought a fresh wave of customers. I’d been running from the moment Page opened The Purple Page Bookshop at nine, serving baked goods, coffee, tea and hot chocolate as if we were the only place in town to get food, which we weren’t. Every table was filled. People were sitting cross-legged on the floor of the bookstore, sipping drinks, eating muffins and reading books. That, in my opinion, was a dangerous combination. But Page seemed to think it brought sales.

      Stella wandered through the crowd on the bookstore side, seeking pats and treats, then snoozed under the checkout counter.

      On the plus side, I was too busy to think. On the minus side, my feet were throbbing, and my shoulders were aching. I tried to insert the portafilter into the brew head on the cappuccino machine, but it wouldn’t go in. Why had Page had to get such a complicated contraption to brew a simple cup of coffee? She didn’t own a coffee shop; she was a bookstore owner, for heaven’s sake. I jabbed at it again.

      “Do you want some help with that?”

      A young woman was standing at the counter, swaddled in a puffy olive-green parka, resting bothered face in place, impatience sparking in her eyes.

      “I’ve got it, thanks.” Jab, jab, jab. Why wasn’t it fitting? Why did everyone want a complicated coffee?

      She came around the counter, took the portafilter from me and inserted it into the brew head as if the thing were greased. She then placed a cup under the tap and pressed a button, and the machine purred into action. She gave me a small smile. “There.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m Bailey Hale.”

      “Uh, thanks, Bailey.”

      Her brows lifted. “From the temp agency? Page Hamlin wanted someone for the day because of the Chocolate Festival?” She cocked her head. “Here I am.”

      I’d forgotten about the Chocolate Festival—the two-day chocolate trail that went from store to store and left the town on a caffeine high for a week. “I thought it was postponed until next weekend due to the snow.”

      “But the order for extra help at the agency wasn’t canceled, so here I am.” She gazed around the crowded store decorated with hearts and cupids and roses. Lace doilies decorated every open surface. Chocolate hearts overflowed from fancy bowls all over the store. “Looks like you could use some help.”

      I pointed my chin toward the crowded checkout counter on the bookstore side. “Page is over there.”

      Bailey gave a sharp nod and headed for Page. Help would be nice, especially if she ran the stupid coffee machine.

      A few minutes later, while I was struggling with another fancy coffee order, Page whistled, getting my attention. The heart antennas on her Valentine’s headband wobbled like manic ladybugs. She pointed at Bailey and gave me a thumbs-up, then sent Bailey my way.

      “Where do you want me?” Bailey unzipped her parka.

      “The machine seems to like you. You’re in charge of coffee orders.” I nodded toward the hooks on the back of the door that separated the café from the bookstore. “You can hang your coat and bag over there.”

      She did so without a word, then slid right into the job as if it had been hers forever. I liked that she didn’t feel the need to fill every moment with annoying chitchat or questions.

      Bailey and I worked seamlessly for the rest of the day. She served drinks. I took care of baked goods. Then, along with Page, we all collapsed into chairs after closing.

      “That was a day.” Page swept her frizzy hair up and attempted to stuff it back into a bun.

      “It was,” I agreed. I needed a hot shower and sleep, but the thought of going home to my empty house filled me with dread. “I’ll take care of the cleanup.”

      “You will not,” Page said, yawning. “I’ll help.”

      Good, I didn’t want to be alone.

      “I can help too.” Bailey sat up straight in her chair, fresh and perky as if she were just starting the day rather than ending it. Not a hair was out of place on the dark-brown bun beneath her hairnet.

      Page waved her offer away. “You’ve done so much already, Bailey.”

      “It’s no problem.”

      Page popped forward in her chair, and I could almost see the lightbulb turning on above her head. “Do you want a job?”

      I kicked Page under the table and goggled at her. Was she forgetting that Kady was still her baker/manager?

      Page frowned. “What?”

      “Don’t you have something to do first?”

      She rolled her eyes. “If a job were to become available to run the café, would you be interested?”

      Bailey smiled her first genuine smile. “I would.”

      “Can you bake?”

      “I have a degree in baking and pastry arts from the Institute of Culinary Education in New York.”

      “Impressive,” Page said.

      “Why would you want to work in a small café in a nowhere town?” Yes, part of me was always on guard for someone trying to take advantage of Page. She was too kind for her own good and often ended up giving more than she got back.

      “My family’s here.”

      Page nodded. Her family was down to me and my kids. We meant everything to her.

      “Where?”

      “The wrong side of the tracks.” The look in her eye dared me to make something of it. “I grew up in the trailer park.”

      Page patted her hand. Another hit in Page’s too-soft armor. “Drop off a résumé on Monday.”

      Bailey’s lips curved into a small smile. “Thanks.”

      I got up, and my knees creaked. “Let’s get to it.”

      I scrubbed the kitchen while Page and Bailey filled garbage bags, lined them up at the back door, then swept and swabbed the floor in the café. The chairs were turned up on the tables, the cappuccino machine was cleaned and the scent of lemon dishwashing soap lingered in the air.

      “All right,” I said, hand on the small of my aching back. “Let’s get these out, then we can go home.”

      Page and I each grabbed a bag. Bailey grabbed two.

      “Can I go home with you?” Page used her padded hips to push open the back door. “I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

      The wintery bluster rushed in like an assault, cooling the warmth of the kitchen. Outside, only the single security bulb above the back door lit the alley, carving it in stark shadows.

      “Where’s Bert?” Bert Brewster was Page’s long-time boyfriend. Every year on Valentine’s Day, he asked her to marry him. Every year, she said no. They lived in separate houses, which I found odd, but Page said it worked for them. Who was I to judge when they seemed happy with the arrangement?

      “Stuck at the airport in Chicago due to weather.”

      Bert traveled a lot for his job as a business consultant. “Sorry.”

      “It’s for the best.” Page sighed. “I couldn’t stand a proposal today.”

      I got that. I couldn’t stand the sight of flowers or cops today. I just wanted to fall into a deep sleep and wake up from this living nightmare to find Harlan on his side of the bed, snoring softly.

      Page stopped and tapped the heel of her hand on her temple. “I forgot the compost.”

      She launched her bag into the dumpster. “I’ll be right back.”

      I followed with mine. Bailey tried to toss both at once. One fell back, nearly bowling Page over as she reached for the shop’s door. The other got hung up on the lip, stuck just out of reach.

      “I’ll go get the step stool.” I grabbed the white two-step stool Page kept in the kitchen, then went back outside.

      I was about to climb the thing when Bailey took it from me. “I got the bag stuck. I’ll do it.”

      Bailey shoved at the side of the bag, trying to tip it in. The bag ripped, spilling refuse all over the alley. “Sorry!”

      “I’ll get another bag.” Page placed the compost bin with the coffee grinds on the snow beside the door and went back inside.

      Bailey grabbed as much of the hanging spillage as she could. Standing at the top of the step stool, an armful of refuse staining her white apron brown, she froze.

      Then she screamed.
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      Bailey tripped on her way down the step stool in the narrow alley behind the bookshop. Refuse spilled from her shaking arms, and she couldn’t stop screaming.

      I climbed up on the step stool to see what had made her scream. And there, couched by the harsh shadows of the security light, was a face. White flour and discarded red heart confetti decorated the skin like a piece of speculative art. A black garbage bag covered her body like a blanket. The eyes were wide open but unseeing. Something spilled out of the mouth. I leaned closer. Chocolate-covered coffee beans. I’d seen a half-filled jar of them in the café’s kitchen. My heart beat in double time, and my palms grew sweaty in spite of the cold. My mind couldn’t hang on to any thought except that this wouldn’t be good.

      Page folded the shaking and sobbing Bailey into her arms and looked up at me, fear rounding her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think we found your baker.”

      “Kady?”

      I nodded, pulled my phone out of my jeans pocket. It took my fingers a couple of tries to dial 9-1-1.

      While Page took Bailey inside, I zipped up my fleece jacket and stood by the dumpster, waiting for Nolan Lander, the acting chief of police. He’d stepped into Harlan’s job less than a week after his murder. This, in spite of his assertion that he didn’t want the job. He said he’d done it for me, for the kids. But he’d always competed with Harlan in subtle ways. Had he done anything to find a replacement? No.

      Nolan arrived five minutes later, unfolding his tall body from the cruiser as if it were a clown car. He strode toward me with the permanent hunch of a man used to folding himself through doorways to avoid hitting his head. I hated that he was here and Harlan wasn’t.

      “What happened?” he asked, facing me, his narrowed gaze studying my face with his eerie golden eyes. I hated that he looked at me with such pity. I hated that I could feel his grief.

      And that hatred boiled into anger I took out on him. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to figure out?”

      His jaw flinched as if he chewed back a tart retort. “You mentioned a body.”

      Yep, he was the bigger man. Which was no doubt why I used him as my emotional punching bag.

      “Page’s baker didn’t show up for work. It was a busy day, so I came to help out Page. We were cleaning up. A garbage bag got hung up.” I pointed at the sharp lip of the dumpster. “When Bailey went up to push it in, she screamed and tumbled down. I went to see why and saw the missing baker lying there, dead.”

      “Bailey?”

      “Bailey Hale, a temp for the day because of the Chocolate Festival, even though it was postponed.”

      He made a note and nodded. “The baker?”

      “Kady Chilton.”

      His gaze snapped up. “As in Gayle Chapman Chilton’s daughter?”

      “As in.” Dr. Gayle Chapman Chilton headed the cardiology department at the Hopewell Community Hospital. She wielded a lot of influence in the area and would use all of it against the police department, Page, and anyone who got in the way of putting her daughter’s murderer in prison. Suddenly cold, I rubbed my arms against the chill of the night.

      Nolan placed a wide hand against the small of my back and pushed me toward the door. “Why don’t you go sit inside with Page while I take a look around?”

      I balked and held my ground. “I’d like to stay.”

      “Ellie…”

      “I—” I closed my eyes and shook my head. Valentine’s Day. Harlan. Another murder. “I need to.”

      After another one of his long scrutinizing looks, he let out a resigned breath. “Stay out of the way.”

      “I always do.”

      He snorted and turned his back on me, setting his laser gaze on the inside of the dumpster.
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        * * *

      

      Nolan chatted with Page and Bailey while the crime scene team, looking like yetis in the snow, did their thing out in the alley. He had an officer drive Bailey home, but Page insisted on driving herself, along with Stella, to my house. Then he sat on a high stool by the big stainless steel table, which was scrubbed and mirror shiny.

      Even though we’d already cleaned the coffee contraption, I bounced up from my own stool and made coffee to keep my hands busy.

      “How are you holding up?” Nolan’s gaze pierced right through my back.

      No, no, no, we were not going there. Instead of answering him, I ground some beans, letting the whirring sound drown his words. I didn’t want to talk about my feelings. Or his. I didn’t want to talk about Harlan. Certainly not with Nolan. Or here at the scene of yet another crime.
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