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The Trouble with Spice: Daisy Mae Harper


By Bellamina Court












  
  
Chapter 1




My heart lifted when I spotted my eccentric friend Sasha standing at the bottom of the escalator, waving frantically, the bangles on her wrist clinking together loudly, her tinseled curls glittering in the sun. She bounded over to me, her bell bottoms dragging on the surrounding floor, her hot pink Crocs barely peeking out under the frayed edges. 

"I missed you," I said, pulling her into a hug. Tears stung my eyes as I held her close. I’d been away for nearly a month. The temporary chef job I'd taken in Maine was only supposed to last two weeks, but when Uncle Marvin fell and needed surgery, I rerouted to North Carolina instead of coming home. Taking care of him drained me in ways I hadn’t expected. It was like babysitting a bear with a limp—grumbling, refusing help, barking orders from his worn, smelly recliner like a king on his throne. I loved him, but I was more worn out than I’d ever been. Coming home felt like surfacing for air.

Sasha released me from her embrace, and I wiped my eyes. "How's your uncle?" she asked.

"Stubborn as ever. He absolutely refuses to move in with Aunt Rose. He says the eighteen years growing up with his sister’s bossiness were more than enough for a lifetime." I grabbed the handle of my suitcase and started walking toward the exit. "His doctor is no help, telling Marvin he should be back to a hundred percent in six weeks."

"Six weeks for a hip replacement? That seems fast."

I sighed. "Right? Of course, Marvin was convinced he would be back to normal as soon as he got out of the hospital. I set him up in the guest room so he wouldn't need to maneuver the stairs. He was upset about the change initially. I think the couple of stairs to the door hurt enough for him to drop it, at least while I was there. His daughter will be grocery shopping and picking up his laundry for the next week or so."

"Wait. I thought she had to work, and that's why you went out."

"She does, but she was able to switch to the plant closer to Marvin's for the next month." I waved my hand. "Enough about the trip. Sasha, thank you so much for picking me up from the airport. You're a lifesaver!"

"I'd do anything for you, Daisy Mae. You know that. I was surprised you didn't have Tyler pick you up, though. I really thought the two of you would get back together after all the time you spent with him over the summer." Sasha winked. 

Attempting to change the subject, I ignored her teasing and said. "Are you kidding? What's the haps in Mistwood Springs? I need all the tea." I chuckled. "Get it? Because you own a spice and tea shop."

Sasha groaned. "We need to work on your jokes, but first, Daisy Mae, drop the teen lingo. You can't pull it off. After all the excitement, Mistwood Springs has gone back to the sleepy little town it strives to be."

"I welcome the peace. I've had enough drama for a long time." 

"What are you going to do with all this time on your hands, now that Marvin is settled and there aren't any mysteries to solve?"

"I'd like to experiment with fall moonshine flavors."

"OOOH! Tell me you'll have pumpkin spice!"

I rolled my eyes. "Isn't that overdone?"

"There's a reason it's overdone. It's absolute perfection!" Sasha kissed her fingertips, then flipped them outward—a chef’s kiss. "You've gotta have a pumpkin spice version. I'll buy a crate just for me."

"That would be enough to last you until next fall."

Sasha bounced on the balls of her feet and clapped. "Perfect! What other flavors are you planning? Apple?"

"I could never compete with my partner, Fenn's killer apple-shine. Let me ask you, what scents, besides pumpkin spice, do you associate with fall?"

"Bonfires, s'mores, turkey, sweet potatoes, cranberry sauce, and sweaty football players." 

I scrunched up my face. "I'll definitely pass on that last one. But, sweet potato, that's a great idea! I'm planning on making cranberry, pecan and possibly toasted marshmallow."

"I'm hearing 'tasting party!' Wait, toasted marshmallow. How will that work? Will you use marshmallows in the mash?"

"I'm still playing with that one. It seems like it would be too tacky and gum up the still."

My phone rang, and I fished it from the pocket of my carry-on bag. 

Sasha nudged my shoulder. "Who's Colton? Is he why you didn't ask Tyler to pick you up?"

I shook my head. "Colton was the organizer at the Key West festival." I clicked the green button. "Hey, Colton. What's up?"

"I'm glad I was able to reach you! Neither Fenn nor Davie answered. I've got some exciting news! I've been asked to work my magic at an Oktoberfest in Louisiana. Can I count on the Moonshine Girls? The organizers would like eight to ten cases, with at least half of them in fall flavors."

"I love that idea. Let me talk to Fenn and Davie and make sure they're on board. Can I let you know tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow is fine, but today would be better. The festival is the first weekend of October, so I'd like to have everything locked in as soon as possible."

"I'll try calling them both today."

"I've never known Davie to decline my calls. You don't think she's upset, do you?"

"Of course not. We understand you did what you needed to do for the festival. She's probably on the road. She doesn't like to use her phone while driving."

"And we're all better for it." Colton laughed. "I don't want to know how fast she was driving to get to Key West. Call me after you talk to Fenn and Davie."

"Will do." I checked the time as I hung up the phone. Three o'clock. That would be noon in Idaho. Fenn was probably busy with lunch at her campground. I decided it was best to text instead of calling. 

I typed out a text to Fenn and Davie. Call me when you can. I just talked to Colton. He wants to use the Moonshine Girls for an Oktoberfest in Louisiana. Can we make that work? 

I dropped my phone in the bag and turned to Sasha. "Do you mind if we make a stop before heading to Mistwood Springs? I'd like to pick up a few supplies while we're in the city."

Sasha laughed. "You don't have a choice, girl. I have to pack up my table."

Heat flooded my cheeks as I bit my lip and shifted uncomfortably. Sasha owns the Spicy Herbalist in Mistwood Springs and once a month she sets up a booth at the Louisville farmer's market. "Oh, my gosh, I'm so sorry! I didn't think about the market when I asked you to pick me up."

Sasha waved a hand, dismissing my concern. "Vera's covering it for me."

I raised my eyebrows, knowing that being here would put Vera behind at the diner. "How did you talk her into that?"

"She welcomed the chance to get out of Mistwood Springs for the day, with the condition that we help at the diner tomorrow night."

"So you volunteered my skills as a chef without talking to me?"

"You know you love it."

I smiled. "I really do."


      [image: ]Vera was wiping down the tables when we approached. Her silver-streaked hair was tied back in a bun, with little wisps having escaped and framing her weathered face. She wiped her hands on the floral apron she wore over her cotton T-shirt and loose-fitting pants. "I've boxed everything up for you, Sasha. I've gotta run if I'm going to make it back in time to help Ed at the diner." She turned to me. "Daisy Mae, I'll talk to you later."

"Sounds ominous. What did I do?"

"You stayed away from Mistwood Springs for nearly a whole month! And I want to make sure I have what you need for tomorrow's dinner."

I gave her a hug. "Go. Ed gets needy when you're gone. I'm sure he's driving Frank up the wall by now."

"'Bout time he bothered someone else," Vera joked.

"Okay, Sash, what do you need from me?"

"Help me fold up these tables and carry them to my car."

"As you wish."

We carried everything to Sasha's car. She unlocked the trunk, and we started loading her tables and displays. 

"Yoo-hoo! Daisy Mae!"

I looked up to see a woman with her blond hair pulled into a high ponytail jogging toward us, a gem-studded clip catching the light as her perfectly coifed hair bounced with every step. 

I groaned. "I don't have the energy for her today."

"Who's the Barbie doll?" Sasha asked.

"Remember the gal that smashed my moonshine at Mabel's Moonshine Makers?" I gestured toward the approaching woman. "Meet Sloane Wellesley."

"Whew!" Sloane bent at the waist, trying to catch her breath. "I'm so glad I ran into you."

"Hello, Sloane," I said, somehow managing to keep the icy tone in my voice to a minimum. "What can I do for you?"

"It's not what you can do for me but what I can do for you. I want to feature the Moonshine Girls in my next episode. I think the idea of three strong women coming together to form a moonshine company will play really well with my viewers."

"No, thank you."

"Look, Daisy Mae, I know we got off to a rough start, but I think we could be great friends."

Sasha rolled her eyes, and I bit back a retort. Taking a deep breath, I responded, "Look, Sloane. I appreciate the offer, but I don't think it will play well since you've been promoting our competition, Rise and Shine, on your channel for months now."

"That's kind of the point. They're played out." Sloane pouted. "There's nothing new to say about them. Beau only makes one flavor, one proof. Frankly, it's boring. He's boring. But Moonshine Girls have variety! I mean, who else makes a pickle-shine? I bet you're already planning a fall line."

"We're not interested, Sloane."

"At least talk to your partners, Fenn and Davie, before you blow me off." She handed me a business card. 

"Well, as interesting as this has been, we need to get going," Sasha said as she opened the driver's door.

Sloane let out a little huff, then composed her face and smiled. "I'll contact you soon about an interview, Daisy Mae."

"Have a good day, Sloane," I said as I got into the passenger seat and closed the door.

Sasha started the car and pulled out. "She's persistent, I'll give her that."

I laughed. "That she is!" 


      [image: ]Sasha dropped me at my house before heading into town to her store. The phone rang as I pulled my suitcase into the living room. 

"Hello."

"Hey, Daisy Mae. You called?"

"Thanks for calling me back, Davie."

"Of course. You said something about Colton wanting our product for an Oktoberfest?"

"It's the first weekend of October in Louisiana. Do you think you could make that work on your end?"

I heard papers rustling on the other end of the phone. "I can make that work. Does it work for Fenn?"

"Great question. I haven't heard from her yet. Can you try to add her to our call?"

Fenn's line rang twice before she answered. "Hey, Davie."

"Hi, Fenn. Daisy Mae is here, too."

"Hi, Fenn. Colton called. He wants us to provide eight to ten cases of shine for an Oktoberfest in Louisiana, the first weekend of October. He'd like a few fall flavors. Can that work for you, Fenn?"

"Uhh…I don't know," Fenn said. Apollo barked in the background. Fenn told her dog something that I couldn't hear. When she returned to the line, she sounded more confident. "I've been experimenting with cinnamon for an apple pie moonshine. Will that work?"

"Sounds great. Oh, you'll never guess who I ran into today."

"Well," said Davie, "you were in Louisville, so I'm guessing Tyler."

"Ooh!" Fenn said. "Is he as handsome as he looks in his online photos?"

"He's probably hotter in real life." Davie laughed.

"Give it a rest already. I didn't see Tyler, but Sloane literally ran me down. She wants to feature the Moonshine Girls on her channel."

Fenn groaned. "I never liked Sloane. But I'd never guess she was a stalker."

"Ran you down, like with her Chevy? Are you okay?"

"No, not with her truck. She sprinted over to me as Sasha and I loaded Sasha's car. I told Sloane we weren't interested."

"Of course we aren't interested!" Davie huffed. "The last thing we need is the wrong people knowing about our hobby."

"You've got that right, Davie. Trooper Gates already suspects too much." 

"So, tell me, Fenn, is the trooper as hot as he looks in his online photos?" I teased.

"As much as I enjoy teasing Fenn, I need to get going if I'm going to make this delivery on time."

"We'll let you go, Davie. We don't need you getting pulled over," Fenn joked.

"As if they could catch me." Davie laughed.

"I'll let Colton know we'll supply the festival." 


      [image: ]I emailed Colton and let him know we were looking forward to working with him again. After sending the message, I scribbled notes about a possible sweet potato batch of moonshine. 

A gentle breeze wafted through the screen door as I grabbed a sweet potato from the counter. Staring at the vegetable, I willed it to tell me its secrets. "What do you think? Baked? Boiled?"

"You often talk to your food?"

I slapped my hand to my chest and whirled around to see Vera standing outside my screen door. "Oh my gosh! Vera, you scared the daylights out of me."

"I'm so sorry, dear. I know you don't like to cook when you've been traveling, so I brought you some dinner." She nodded at the root vegetable in my hand. "You know, a baked sweet potato has more flavor."

"It's so sweet of you to bring me dinner. But I bet there's an ulterior motive, like maybe you want to know how Marvin is doing?" 

"You know me too well. How is the cranky old coot, anyway?"

"Cranky, old and stubborn as ever," I said, handing Vera a glass of tea. "Surely Sasha told you about my trip?" 

"Of course, but I want the juicy details. Did he really manage to leave his hooch alone long enough to be sober for the surgery?"

I shook my head and gave Vera a wide grin. "Only because I convinced him that the drugs the doctor would give him were far superior. He claims I lied. Says at least he can walk when he drinks."

Vera spit out her tea, laughing. "You couldn't wait to tell me that until after I swallowed?"

"And miss this?" I said, handing her a towel.

"Is he really okay? Doesn't he still need help?"

"You think Marvin would admit that? His daughter was able to shift her work for a few weeks and will be checking on him daily. Bringing him groceries and doing his laundry. I told her to call if she needed anything." 

"She's as stubborn as the rest of your family."

"Does everyone know that's a family trait?" I asked. Then, winking, I added, "I may have set up a couple of Ring cameras. So I could check in on him myself."

"You kids and your new-fangled technology. How does that work, anyway?"

I pulled out my laptop and logged in. "I see through you, you know," I said, turning the laptop toward her.

"Pish posh. I'm just checking on an old friend." Vera huffed. 

"Uh-huh. And you're not hoping Aunt Rose will stop by to check on her brother? What happened between you and Rose, anyway?"

"Oh, honey. It's all water under the bridge. Just silly girl stuff."

"Rose hasn't let it go and won't talk about it. What happened all those years ago?"

Vera sighed. "Rose and I were best friends throughout school. We were going to grow up and marry each other's brothers and become sisters. I even dated Marvin for a while, but…" She trailed off.

"It was like dating your brother?"

"See? You get it. Anyway, when Ed moved to town, he stole my heart the first time I met him. When I ended the relationship with Marvin, it broke something in him. He was never the same after that. Took to drinking too much and lost his job in the mines. Rose got him the job in North Carolina, but she never forgave me for hurting her brother."

"I'm so sorry, Vera. You can't help who you fall in love with. I'm sure Rose knows that, even if she won't admit it."

Vera raised her shoulders in a shrug. "Maybe. I don't know, but things worked out the way they were supposed to for me. It doesn't matter now, anyway. Too much time has passed."

I nodded. "Maybe."

"I know that look, Daisy Mae. Don't you go getting involved. This is between Rose and me."

I held up my hands. "Okay. Okay. I won't meddle."

Vera shook her head. "You're too much, girl! Forget about my old-lady problems and concentrate on you. What are you planning with that sweet potato? Is it for the dinner you're making at the diner tomorrow?"

I tapped the potato. "Other plans are in store for this guy. I'm plotting fall flavors. The Moonshine Girls are headlining an event in October. Sasha wants me to run a batch of pumpkin spice, but I want to create something a bit more original without being too out there."

"Sweet potato, I like that. Will it be more like a sweet potato pie or the casserole?"

"I'm thinking pie. It will hit a lot of the same notes of pumpkin spice, but with its own unique flair." 

"I can't wait to sample that."

"You and Sasha both. I wouldn't be surprised if she has a whole tasting party planned for the tri-county area."

"As long as I'm invited."

"Of course! You're first on the guest list."

"I best head back, before Ed decides I've been drinking more than iced tea and comes out with the wagon to drag me home again."

"That sounds like a story I need to hear. Promise you'll tell me sometime."

"Oh, dear, some stories don't need to be told." 

"Fine. I'll ask Ed." 

"Don't you dare," Vera said as she hugged me.

"Thanks again for dinner!"

I picked up the potato. "Baked it is." I tapped my pen on the paper, considering the juices I would lose baking the potatoes. Typically, mash is made with raw ingredients, but I wanted the fuller flavor of cooked potatoes. "The pressure cooker!" I scrubbed the potatoes and poked them each several times and placed them in the Instant Pot with some water, setting the timer for fifteen minutes. While the potatoes cooked, I pulled out my cookbooks and spices and started playing with calculations for the seasonings. It took me nearly two months to get things right with my pickle-shine. I didn't have that kind of time to tweak the sweet potato blend.








  
  
Chapter 2




The bell tinkled as I opened the door to the Spicy Herbalist. "Good morning, Sasha!" I called as I entered the store. 

"Ooh, that smells divine. Does Vera have pumpkin spice coffee already?" Sasha hollered from the back room.

"I brought us breakfast. Hopefully, I have a couple more weeks before the diner is overwhelmed with pumpkin spice." I set the pie on the counter and walked to the kitchen to retrieve a couple of plates and forks.

Sasha rounded the corner and sat at the counter. "That looks delicious. You know, the only thing better than coffee is pumpkin pie!"

"Actually, this is a sweet potato pie," I said, handing her a slice.

Sasha's eyes lit up as she brought the pie to her mouth. "Mmm. This is so good."

The bell jangled, and we looked toward the door. Vera bustled in. "I thought I saw you carrying a pie." She grabbed the fork from my hand and dug into my slice of pie. "Aaahh! This is perfection, Daisy Mae. Can I get a few for the diner?" 

"Trying to recruit me permanently, Vera?" I asked. 

"Always. But seriously, I haven't had pie this good since your grandma passed."

My hand flew to my chest, and tears stung my eyes. "Vera, that means so much to me!" 

She hugged me. "Wouldn't say it if it weren't true. Tell me you'll bring in some pies, please!"

"It'll be a few weeks before I can do that. I'm working on the order for Colton."

"I see how it is. Some cutie comes before me," Vera teased. 

"Cute has nothing to do with it. I can't let Fenn and Davie down. We've committed to supplying Colton with moonshine for the Oktoberfest. That's actually why I baked this last night. I figured if I could get the pie right, it would speed up the process of nailing the mash ratios. I think it worked. After I baked the pie, I made the mash."

"So, can we expect homemade cranberry sauce as you prepare the cranberry moonshine?" Sasha asked.

"Sasha, that's a great idea!"

"What's the plan with the cranberry?" Vera asked. "They're more tart than most fruits, so will the cran-shine be tart, or will you be adding more sugar and making it sweet like the peach version?"

"Hmm, all these questions. Honestly, I don't know yet. My head is still with the sweet potato. I haven't started thinking about the other flavors yet."

"When do we get to try the sweet potato-shine?" Vera asked. 

"The mash needs to ferment for a while before I can run it through the still," I replied.

Sasha set her fork down and pushed her plate aside. "Get this pie out of here before I eat the whole thing."

"Daisy Mae, why don't you take the pie over to Frank's store? Ed is over there helping stock the shelves, and I'm sure they would both love some."

"That's a great idea, Vera." I covered the pie and headed for the door.

"Oh! Daisy Mae," Vera hollered.

"Yeah?"

"That heavenly pie distracted me. I almost forgot the reason I came over here." Vera dabbed her mouth with a napkin. "Some crazy chick was at the diner looking for you."

"Who?"

"I didn't get her name. She ran into the diner, all wild-eyed, kept looking over her shoulder like she was being followed. She turned tail and ran out the door when Ed walked in."

"That's weird." I shrugged. "It's a small town. Whoever she is, she'll find me, eventually. I'm going to take this pie to the guys."

As I opened the door to the general store, I called, "Hey guys, who wants some sweet potato pie?"

A female voice said, "Ooh, I'd love some."

I glanced around for Frank and Ed but only found a woman perched on a ladder, her golden hair spilling over her shoulders. She stood balancing on her tiptoes. One hand clung to a rung while her other hand stretched upward, nudging a box onto the top shelf. 

"Where are Frank and Ed?" I asked.

"Oh, my truck needed some parts. Something about the radiator? Anyway, they headed to Campbellton to get them for me." She turned and gave me a hundred-watt smile. 

"Sloane?" I gasped. "What are you doing in Mistwood Springs?" 

"Stocking shelves seemed the least I could do, since they're fetching parts for me."

"Right," I said, with a healthy dose of skepticism.

Sloane shrugged. "Maybe Frank mentioned he'd appreciate the help."

"But why are you in Mistwood?"

"Looking for you, silly." 

"Sloane," I growled.

Sloane climbed down from the ladder and approached me with outstretched arms. 

"I guess you found me. What can I do for you?" I asked, dodging the incoming embrace. 

Sloane giggled. "You didn't think I was going to accept the first no as your final answer, did you?" She lifted the cellophane from the pie. "Daisy Mae! This pie smells phenomenal!"

"Thank you." I set the pie on the counter and turned to face Sloane. "I talked to Fenn and Davie, and we agree. There will be no Moonshine Girls interview for your channel."

Skewing her face into a pout, she whined, "But why? It's great publicity."

"That's exactly why we won't be doing the interview. We don't want the publicity."

"There'll be plenty of time to change your mind. I'm doing a series on Mistwood Springs." Sloane fluffed her hair. "Is it always this humid here?"

"I guess you'll learn that during your series," I said through gritted teeth.

Sloane broke into a smile. "You know, Frank and Ed have already agreed to work with me, telling me about the history of the area and the little quirks you only find in small towns."

"I assume you have the proper releases for everyone to sign."

"Releases?"

"Official paperwork that they agree to their words and likenesses being used, what their rights are, and what they're getting in exchange for working with you on this."

"Um, this is just a casual thing. No need for such formalities."

"I disagree. What happens if this segment blows up and you gain tons of followers?"

"That would be fabulous!"

"Sure. So, maybe a publisher approaches you and wants you to write a book on Mistwood Springs."

Sloane's eyes widened. "Do you think that could happen? Holy moonshine, that would be fantastic!"

"But would you be able to use the stories that the locals tell you? Or is that their intellectual property? Would they get a portion of the royalties or maybe a lump sum up front? These are things all of you need to consider. Honestly, I'm surprised you don't have a boilerplate agreement already. I would have thought that Beau's father would have insisted on it before you started promoting Rise and Shine."

Sloane's face paled. "Beau's dad could get involved?"

I shrugged. "I mean, it's possible, isn't it?" I turned to leave. "Oh, tell Frank and Ed I stopped by, won't you?"

"Wait! What about the pie?" She nodded to the counter where I'd set it.

"I brought it over for the guys."

"Can you take it with you, please?"

"Have some. I'm sure Frank and Ed won't mind as long as you save them each a piece."

"Please," Sloane whined. "I have no self-control when sweets are involved. I know I try to play it like these looks come naturally, but…" 

"If it means that much to you…"

"Oh, thank you, thank you!" Sloane threw her arms around me.

"Please tell Ed and Frank there's pie for them at the diner." I squirmed out of the embrace, picked up the pie, and left the store.


      [image: ]I walked across the street and entered Vera's. "Hey, Vera!" I called. "The guys weren't there, so I brought the pie over here."

Vera dusted her hands on her apron. "I really appreciate the help tonight."

"Of course," I said, setting the pie on the counter. 

"Ed just called. He and Frank are heading to Campbellton. They're getting car parts for that gal that was in here looking for you. She's stranded in the area."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah. I just talked to her at Frank's store. Wait! That's the 'crazy chick' you mentioned?"

Vera nodded. "You know, I think they would jump at the chance to help the devil himself. It's hard getting older. One starts to feel irrelevant and useless. This'll be good for their ego."

"It might be good for their ego, but not for my sanity."

"What do you mean, dear?"

"They're helping Sloane Wellesley."

"The name's familiar. Remind me, who is she?"

"She's a wanna-be influencer. She's been promoting Rise and Shine Moonshine. I first met her at Mabel's Moonshine Makers."

"She's not the one that smashed your hooch at Mabel's Moonshine Makers in Tennessee, is she?"

"One and the same." 

"So the 'damsel in distress' is the infamous Sloane?" 

I nodded. "She tried to take our headliner spot at the festival in Key West, though I can't really blame her for that. Davie had some hiccups with transportation and didn't get the delivery to Key West in time."

"Hiccups, that's a friendly way to say her courier and moonshine went missing." Vera shook her head. 

I lifted my shoulders in a shrug. "It all worked out. Sloane doesn't believe the rules apply to her and was tossing glass mini-jars into the crowd. No glass was a big rule at the festival. Colton was the organizer and kicked her out."

"I bet the courier doesn't think it all worked out," Vera said.

"Probably not," I said as I washed my hands in the double sink. "We should get to work."


      [image: ]I was standing in Vera's kitchen, adding the final touches to the chicken, when I heard Sloane's voice. "Mmm! Dinner smells delicious!"

"Ugh." Tossing the towel on the counter, I rolled my eyes and took a deep breath, then headed toward the dining room.

Vera put her hand on my shoulder. "Why don't you let me take care of Sloane?"

My shoulders sagged with relief. "Thanks!"

Vera plastered on her best customer service smile and walked into the dining room. "You must be Sloane."

Standing next to the food window, I started plating the chicken and listened to the conversation between Sloane and Vera. 

"Yes. How do you know my name?"

"Ed's been workin' on your truck. He's my husband."

"He and Frank are so sweet!" Sloane gushed. "I'm so glad they'll be able to fix it! I don't know what I would've done otherwise."

"So, what brings you to Mistwood Springs?"

"I, uh…" Sloane looked around the restaurant, making sure no one seemed to be listening. "I was in Louisville with my boyfriend. I took off last night after a disagreement got heated. I don't know anyone in Kentucky except Daisy Mae Harper, so I came here. Do you know her?"

"Of course I know Daisy Mae." Vera gestured to the window. "Know everyone here." 

"It is a pretty small town," Sloane admitted. 

"Why didn't you go home, dear?"

"My mom would want all the details. She never liked Beau and I'm not ready for that conversation. Besides, it turns out my truck wouldn't have made it to North Carolina, anyway." 

"I'm sorry to hear that, dear." 

The bell on the door jangled, and a draft swept through the room as several more customers entered the diner. Vera turned toward the door. "Welcome! Tonight's special is garlic chicken with roasted asparagus tips. I'll be with y'all shortly." She pivoted back to Sloane. "Would you like a plate?"

"I'd love one, but um, I can't."

"Surely you have time for dinner before you get back on the road."

"Time, I have. It's money I don't have. Beau cleared out my checking account. That's what the fight was about." 

Vera saw me peeking out of the kitchen. Her eyes were filled with concern.

I walked into the dining room and set a plate on the table next to Sloane. "Enjoy your meal, Sloane."

"Oh, um, I'm not here for dinner. I came here looking for you, Daisy Mae."

"Is this about your channel? I told you, we aren't interested."

Sloane shook her head. "Of course, I'd still like to feature the Moonshine Girls on my channel, but I have something more personal to discuss." 

"Well, I'll leave you girls to it," Vera said. "If you need me, I'll be in the kitchen."

I sat down across from Sloane and pushed the plate toward her. "Don't worry about paying for dinner. Vera'll put you to work."

Sloane chuckled. "She doesn't want me anywhere near her kitchen. I've been known to burn boiled potatoes."

"We can always use help with the dishes." 

Sloane picked up a fork. "Well, it smells delicious." 

"Thank you."

"You cooked this?"

I nodded. "I help Vera sometimes. So why are you looking for me?"

"So, um." Sloane cleared her throat. "Beau's gotten himself into some trouble."

"Is that why he emptied your account?"

Sloane nodded. "How much did you hear?"

"Pretty much the entire conversation."

"Right. Okay. How much do you know about Beau?"

I shook my head. "I don't really know anything about him. We didn't even officially meet at Mabel's festival in Tennessee."

"You know he makes Rise and Shine Moonshine."

"Yes."

"He pays the bills by working for his dad at Bright Star Brewery. Moonshine isn't Beau's first passion. He's an artist—not famous or anything. One guy, Hector, really liked his work and hired Beau to make a copy of some famous painting."

"That sounds sketchy."

"Right? I told Beau I didn't think it was a good idea to paint copies, but he said it was fine. Apparently, Hector owns the original. It's on display at a museum, but he wanted a realistic version at his office. When Beau finished it, he used a Bright Star Brewing truck for the delivery."

"I'm not sure where you're going with this."

"I'm getting there."

"Get there faster," I said, drumming my fingers on the table. "I need to get back to the kitchen." 

"Long story short?"

I nodded.

Sloane sighed. "Hector swapped Beau's duplicate for the original. He said it needed restoration." Sloane shrugged. "When Hector realized Beau delivered the canvas in a Bright Star Brewery truck, he had Beau take the real one to a warehouse." 

My eyebrows knitted together, and I tilted my head to the side. "I find it odd that Hector would want to use Beau for delivery. Wouldn't he want to use fully insured professional movers, ones used to moving valuable works?"

"I thought it was funny, too. But Beau was so star-struck that Hector thought his work was good enough to be a stand-in during restoration that he didn't question it." Sloane bit her lip. "Beau never made it to the warehouse. He hit a huge pothole and popped the tire. While he waited for the tow truck, he checked on the painting. Some bottles broke and beer got all over the painting. He couldn't bring it to Hector in that condition, so he had the bright idea to do the restorations himself. He called Hector and told him the truck broke down and he would make the delivery the next week. Once his tire was fixed, he hid the painting and has been working to repair it."

"Why would Hector be okay with the delay?"

"Hector reported the painting stolen a couple of days later. Turned out he'd planned an insurance scam. He even thanked Beau for finding a place to store it, because the police and insurance adjusters searched the warehouse where Hector planned to stash the painting."

"But how does this end with Beau stealing your money?" I asked. 

Sloane sighed, frustration creeping into her voice. "Beau overestimated his skills. He figured since he could paint a reasonable copy, restoring the original would be easy enough. But the repairs took longer than he thought. He'd been at it for two weeks when he realized that at the current pace it would take him months to properly restore the painting. He started working on it while he was supposed to be making deliveries for Bright Star." 

"Did Beau have other drivers picking up extra deliveries to cover for him?"

"No. For months they just weren't happening. Orders went unfilled, deliveries missed. Clients started dropping off. Bright Star Brewery took the hit and Beau tried to keep it quiet. He was sure he could win them back—discounts, free cases, charm. Just as soon as the painting was perfect. But…" Sloane paused. 

"His dad found out?"

Sloane nodded.

"Oof. I bet that wasn't pretty."

"That's an understatement. Beau's dad, Ben, froze Beau's trust fund. Fired him. Demanded the truck be returned." Sloane gave a bitter laugh. "Beau refused, of course. Ben was furious. He wrote Beau out of the will and even threatened to call the police and report the truck stolen. If that wasn't bad enough, I witnessed some huge guy—body builder big—cornering Beau, demanding answers. Now that the insurance paid out, Hector has a buyer for the original."

"So, Beau's hiding from this—art collector?"

Sloane nodded. "If Ben filed charges, the police will also be looking for him."

"This all sounds like Beau's problem. What does it have to do with you?"

"Ben thinks I got Beau into this mess. He's never liked me."

"Are the police also looking for you?"

"I don't know." Sloane shrugged. "But Hector's people know I'm Beau's girlfriend. They wouldn't hesitate to use me to find Beau."

"I'm sure this is terrifying, but…"

"You're wondering why I'm telling you?" 

I nodded. 

"I'd like you to help me find the painting so I can get rid of Beau once and for all."

"You need to go to the police. Tell them what you know about Beau's involvement."

Sloane shook her head. "No way! I'm sure Hector has eyes and ears throughout law enforcement. He'd know I was the one who reported the fraud."

I placed my hand over Sloane's. "I'm really sorry you're in trouble, but I wouldn't even know where to start. Even if I did, why would I help you?"

Sloane scoffed. "Don't sell yourself short, Daisy Mae Harper. You are a force."

I chuckled. "I don't know about all that."

"I do! Ed and Frank told me about everything that went on in Mistwood Springs earlier this year."

I pulled the notebook out of my apron and pushed it toward Sloane. "When I'm stuck, it helps to journal. Here, write down everything you know. That should help give you clarity on what to do next."

Sloane jumped up, ran around the table, and hugged me.

"Whoa! I didn't say I'd help you." Untangling from the embrace, I turned toward the kitchen. "I should get back to work." 

"I really hope you change your mind and help me put this mess behind me."

"You don't give up, do you?" I said over my shoulder.


      [image: ]A male voice boomed through the diner. "Did you think I wouldn't find you?"

I looked through the window to see who'd come into the diner. Beau stomped toward Sloane's table. His nostrils were flaring, and his face was red. Concerned that Sloane might be in danger, I walked into the dining room and busied myself wiping tables and refilling drinks. 

"Hello, Beau," Sloane said in a smooth, exaggerated Southern drawl. "Took you almost a whole day to find me. Losing your touch?"

Beau slammed his hands on the table. "It took that long, thanks to you!" He leaned forward until their faces were nearly touching. "The police came to the hotel looking for me. Luckily, the front desk alerted me before they got to the room. I hid in the room service cart until they left."

"All's well, that ends well," Sloane said as she picked up her fork. 

"I wouldn't say it ended well. I couldn't be sure the cops left the hotel, so I put on one of your big floppy hats and snuck out the back exit." 

Sloane giggled. "I would've paid to see that."

Beau yanked the fork from her hand. "What are you doing in Mistwood Springs?"

Sloane tossed her hair over her shoulder and shrugged. "Trying to talk Daisy Mae into an interview for my channel."

"You can't do a segment on her, or the Moonshine Girls," Beau scoffed. "You promote Rise and Shine."

"Promoted. Past tense."

Beau's voice crept up half an octave and took on a childlike whine. "We have an exclusive deal!"

"Funny, I don't recall signing any contracts."

"It's implied, Sloane!"

"You think because we did a series on Rise and Shine, you have some sort of claim on my content?"

"Contract or not, you can't feature other brands! You're my girlfriend."

"Again, past tense. Was your girlfriend. You emptied my bank account. You think I'd stay with you after that?"

"You only had three thousand in your account."

"It doesn't seem like much to you, but it's everything I had. Now I can't even buy gas or get a hotel."

"I don't care about your problems. I needed to buy paint supplies!"

The muscles in Sloane's jaw tightened. Her face turned red, and she glared at him. I watched as Beau struggled to compose himself.

He reached for Sloane's hand. "Sloane…" His voice cracked. "We have something great! Surely you aren't going to just give up on us?"

"Beau, it's over. We're through." She winced as Beau grabbed her wrist and yanked her out of the chair.

"It's not over until I say so. Let's go!"

"I'm not going anywhere with you!" Sloane yelled as she tried to yank her arm from his grasp. "I couldn't even if I wanted to. You emptied my bank account. Vera's expecting me to help with cleanup as payment."

Beau threw a couple of bills on the table. "That should cover it." He tugged Sloane toward the door. 

Ed stepped in front of the door and crossed his arms. "If the lady wants to stay, she's stayin'."

Beau pushed Ed aside with his free arm. "Outta my way, old man!" 

Forks clattered and chairs scraped against the floor as half the people in the diner stood. One man yelled, "You can leave, but if you want to take her with you, you'll have to go through all of us."

"Fine. I'm leaving." Beau dropped Sloane's wrist. "But this isn't over. I'm a catch, Sloane, an absolute catch! You'll come crawling back to me."

She sat at the nearest table and buried her face in her hands. I sat down across from her. "Sloane, are you okay?"

"Yeah. I'm just embarrassed," she said, rubbing her wrist.

I scoffed. "He's the one who should be embarrassed." 

Vera placed a hand on Sloane's shoulder. "Anyone who feels the need to point out that they are a catch, by definition, is NOT a catch." 

A woman across the room shouted, "You got that right, honey!" The diner erupted in loud cheers and whistles. 

Vera handed Sloane an ice pack. "For your wrist, dear."

"Sloane, do you have a safe place to go?" I asked.

"Oh, Daisy Mae." She burst into tears. 

"She can stay with me and Ed tonight." Vera's eyes were firm. "Tomorrow we'll figure out something longer term." 

"Ya think he knows the two bills he threw on the table were hundred-dollar bills?" Ed chuckled and handed Sloane her bag and the money. 

"Okay, tonight you stay with Ed and Vera. Tomorrow, I'll run you over to Campbellton."

"Campbellton?"

"That's the nearest town with a bank and a hotel. We'll get you a room and a new bank account. How do your sponsors pay you?"

Sloane slapped her forehead. "I didn't think about that. They direct deposit into my account."

"Vera, can Sloane use your phone to call her bank?"

"Of course."

"It'll be faster if I just log into my account." She reached for her laptop bag. "Can I use your Wi-Fi, Vera?"

"We don't have internet here."  

"Come on," I said, standing up.

"Where are we going?"

"The hardware store. Frank'll let you use his computer."
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