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Dawn Shepherd hummed as she piped the final swirl of buttercream onto the practice cupcake. The bakery’s kitchen glowed under the fluorescent lights, casting everything in stark white relief. She’d been here since seven that morning, but she didn’t mind. Hannah’s wedding cake would be perfect.

She stepped back to admire the six cupcakes sitting on the cooling rack. This new rum and coconut cupcake recipe with chocolate frosting and caramel swirl appeared luscious. When she left the bakery, she’d take two home for her and Jasmine to taste-test and name. The other four would go to customers for feedback.

Her phone buzzed. A text.

I need to talk to you. Tonight. It’s urgent.

Dawn frowned. She glanced at the time stamp. Nearly midnight. Why now?

A knock at the back door made her jump.

“Dawn? Are you still here?”

She recognized the voice. Relief flooded through her, followed by irritation. “Do you realize how late it is?”

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. But this can’t wait.”

“Give me a minute. I’m grabbing my stuff and leaving for the day.” Dawn removed her apron and grabbed the two cupcakes already wrapped to take home, her purse, and her phone. Everything in the kitchen had already been wiped down. As she walked through the storage room to the back door, her mind settled on her late-night visitor. She peered through the window, then unlocked the deadbolt.

“This better be important.” She pushed the door open and quickly set the security alarm before letting the door close behind her. “I have to be back early tomorrow, so let’s make this fast.”

“It’s about the information you’ve come across while researching.”

Dawn’s stomach dropped. “What about it?”

“I don’t want to talk about this in the alley.”

“Too bad. You should have come earlier.” She moved to her vehicle, her keys in her hand. She didn’t like how isolated she was. The bakery faced the main street, but the back opened onto a narrow access road. No one would be around at this hour.

“I know what you found.” Her visitor moved closer.

“The book is fiction.” She didn’t like the whole situation. She clicked the button on her key fob to unlock her vehicle. “I don’t know which part you’re talking about.”

“Don’t lie to me, Dawn. I saw your notes. Your questions. You figured it out.”

Dawn’s mouth went dry. She had figured it out. The dates, the details, the things only someone there would know. She’d been trying to decide what to do about it for weeks. It was a memoir disguised as fiction.

“I haven’t told anyone.” The last thing she wanted was put Jasmine in danger. Right now, Dawn needed to get herself to safety. “It’s your family’s secret to keep. It’s none of my business.”

“But those secrets are dangerous to the whole family.”

The words hung between them.

“I’m leaving.” Dawn tried to control her shaking voice. “We can talk about this tomorrow. During business hours.”

“No. We talk about it now.” Her visitor’s hand reached into their jacket pocket.

Dawn’s eyes widened, and she ran toward her vehicle.

“I’m sorry, Dawn. I am. But you should have minded your own business.”

She took a few steps before pain exploded across the back of her skull. She fell forward, her hands instinctively reaching out to break her fall. She turned over and tried to grab her attacker.

But the second blow came before she could scream.
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TUESDAY

2:00 P.M.
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“Mayday!” Paul texted.

The text appeared on Courtney’s phone as she lounged on the couch in her apartment. She and Alex told their visitors to only use the word if someone was dying or dead. She jumped up to slip into her shoes and grab the master key card she kept on the island. 

What was the emergency? Paul and his bride-to-be, Hannah, were the most laid-back of her current guests. 

Her stomach swirled in time with her beating heart as she hurried out the door and knocked on the one across the hall. “It’s Courtney. I’m coming in.” Using the master key card, she pushed the door open and stepped inside the living room-kitchen combo.

Paul sat on the couch with his arm around Hannah. She was sobbing on his chest and sniffling into a tissue. Her blue eyes were rimmed in red, and her shoulder-length blonde hair lay tangled. What happened to the glow of a happy bride?

Courtney’s knees weakened, and she sank down into the stuffed chair across from Hannah, remembering her joke to all the guests texting and asking for help. In desperation, she’d finally sent a group text: Give me a half hour, unless someone’s bleeding or dead, then text Mayday. 

The text no longer seemed funny. “What’s up?” 

The apartment’s front door opened, and Courtney glanced over, relieved to see Alex.

Her husband sat on the other stuffed chair beside hers. “What’s happened?”

Courtney gazed across the sea of tissues on the coffee table at Alex’s brother, Paul, as he pulled Hannah tighter. Hannah edged closer to Paul, which didn’t seem possible. “Jasmine called. Dawn is dead. We don’t have a lot of details. She was my sister’s best friend and business partner. How will she handle this?”

“I see.” Dawn was also making Hannah’s wedding cake. Courtney and Alex were hosting Paul, Hannah, and their guests at the inn for the couple’s wedding. Four days from now. Courtney hoped the rest of Dawn’s family was okay. “Was Jasmine at home when she called? What about her two girls and Isaak?”

“They’re all fine.” Hannah moved a fraction of an inch away from Paul to meet Courtney’s eyes. “Dawn either left the bakery late last night or arrived late to work on a cake. Maybe mine.”

For Hannah’s sake, Courtney hoped Dawn had been working on another person’s cake.

“Someone hit her over the head. The police didn’t give Jasmine any more details.” Hannah wiped tears from her eyes.

Courtney gasped. “It was murder?”

“Yes.” Paul smoothed his hand over his face before looking down at the top of Hannah’s head. His brown eyes were red too, but he kept strong for his fiancée.

Courtney stood and patted Hannah’s arm before sitting again. “I’m sorry, Hannah. Do you want to talk about it?”

Hannah took a few fresh tissues, wiped her eyes and nose, and sat up straighter.

Paul kept his arm around her. “It’s up to you, honey.”

“I’m ready.” Hannah took a deep breath. “Yes, I want to talk about it, because I want your help.” She glanced at Alex. “You might not like this, but I have to ask Courtney.”

Alex’s face filled with sympathy. “Whatever we can do to help, we will.” He glanced at his wife. “As far as Courtney is concerned, she can do what she wants. I don’t direct her steps. God does.”

“The favor is dangerous.” Hannah’s heart-shaped face pulled into a grimace. “I want help finding out who killed Dawn. You found out what happened to Gary’s parents and solved that other murder. With your experience, I’m sure you can find out what happened before the wedding.”

Courtney slid to the back of the stuffed chair, gripping the armrest, her fingers digging into the fabric

“I trust you more than the police.” Hannah’s lips twisted. “They wouldn’t tell Jasmine anything except Dawn’s dead, and it looked like a burglary gone bad. I want to go check out her bakery and see if anything’s wrong inside. Besides, my sister found her, and she needs me. No matter what, I’m going to Dickinson today to see Jasmine. Can you come along?”

Courtney gazed helplessly at Paul. “How are we going to find the killer in four days? It’s Tuesday, and your wedding is Saturday.”

He nodded. “I’m okay with the two of you going to Dickinson. Whatever Hannah wants. Like Alex said about you, she’s a free agent. It’s less than an hour away. You can talk with Jasmine. Hear what she has to say about finding Dawn.”

Alex reached his hand across to Courtney. “You do seem to have a knack for solving a mystery. It can’t hurt to go talk to Jasmine and see what you can find out in person. The police have most likely sealed the bakery, but maybe they’ll let you inside. If it’s related to Dawn’s business, Jasmine will have all the information.”

“You’re seriously telling me you’re okay with me investigating Dawn’s death? Before Paul and Hannah’s wedding? With all the things left to be done?” At times, Alex hadn’t been thrilled with her investigative curiosity, but she appreciated his support.

Alex squeezed her hand. “Definitely. You can do this, and if we don’t do it for our closest friends and family like we did for strangers...” He shrugged. “They need our help. I’m going to talk to Gary and fill him in on what’s going on. I think that’s important.

He looked at Paul and Hannah. “Deputy Gary Lachlan is the person who sold us this inn, and Courtney helped him find out what happened to his parents. It’s good to keep him in the loop, even though it’s not his jurisdiction.

“Paul and I can run this place and take care of the wedding guests. So far, they’re all family, and there aren’t many. They’ll understand.” Alex raised his eyebrows at Paul.

“Sure. By the time the more distant relatives show up along with other guests, we’ll be professionals at innkeeping. How hard can it be? Ashley will help too.” He recruited his sister for extra help without her knowledge.

Courtney didn’t respond. Paul didn’t mean anything derogatory by his remark. He’d only meant to be reassuring and didn’t realize what it took to run the inn. Alex was proficient. “While we’re on the road, I guess Hannah and I can make wedding calls for anything needing follow-up. Or pick up supplies in Dickinson if necessary.”

“Alex and I will do a lot of grilling. Plus, we’ll have the other people who work here to help us. Skylar, Braden, and Willow know how this place runs. Your guests for the rest of the week are family members who will understand what Hannah needs to do.” Paul finished with a wave of his hand.

Like presto, the place ran itself. Courtney almost laughed at Paul’s comment. Only Alex understood how much effort was involved in running the place. By the end of the week, Paul would realize too.

“Okay. I guess with Patty and Johnny helping when they can, that will work. But remember, Patty and Johnny have the restaurant in town to run, and they’ll be busier with our guests going there to eat sometimes. I believe you already know who is staying in which room.” She sent an inquiring look Alex’s way.

“Got it.” Alex gave her a thumbs-up and squeezed her hand before letting go. “So, when do you two want to take off for Dickinson?” He pulled out his phone. “It’s two right now. Do you want to go today?” He glanced at Hannah.

She gazed at Paul. “I planned to leave soon.”

“Whatever works. Go now if you want to. I know you’d like to check on Jasmine.” Paul hugged her. “I want you to be at peace before we get married Saturday.”

“Thank you.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “How did I ever find you?” Her eyes lit like a new bride’s should.

“I wonder the same thing about you every day.” Paul kissed her again.

Alex and Courtney exchanged smiles. This was much better than when they’d arrived in the room, but Courtney knew tough times were ahead. “Why don’t you and Paul draft Ashley and Jason to help with the guests?”

Alex nodded. “Good idea. The young people can fend for themselves, but we have Jason’s parents, Samantha’s parents, and Hannah and Jasmine’s parents to consider.”

“They’re not coming until Friday evening.” Courtney stood and paced around the small space. Was she abandoning her duties by leaving her guests and helping Hannah? “Is this going to work?”

Hannah’s phone rang, and she answered. “Hello. How are you doing?”

Across the small space in the living room, Courtney heard crying from the phone. She assumed Hannah was talking to Jasmine.

“They what?” Hannah frantically grabbed Paul’s hand.

Hannah stared at her phone for a long moment after she hung up. The color drained from her face, and her hands trembled slightly.

“What did Jasmine say?” Paul moved closer to her on the couch.

Hannah took a shaky breath. “The police questioned her about her movements last night. They asked about her relationship with Dawn, about the business, about everything. She thinks...” Hannah’s voice cracked. “She thinks they suspect her.”
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Courtney’s stomach dropped. “That’s ridiculous the police suspect her. Jasmine found Dawn. She called for help.”

“We know she wouldn’t kill anyone, but to the police, she’s a stranger.” Hannah stood, pacing to the window. “She sounded terrified, Courtney. My sister is terrified, and I’m an hour away.”

Paul stood and put his hands on Hannah’s shoulders. “Go comfort her. We’ve got the rest of the week.”

Hannah stared at Courtney helplessly.

She exchanged a glance with Alex, who nodded. Ignoring the protest from her tired legs, she stood. “Hannah, listen to me. If Jasmine needs you, we’ll leave now. The wedding preparations can wait.”

“Are you sure?” Hannah’s eyes filled with tears.

“Positive. It’s your wedding. Your week and your choice.” Courtney walked over and took Hannah’s hands. “So, let’s go. Two heads are better than one, and Jasmine shouldn’t have to face this alone. If the police think she’s a suspect, she needs support. She has Isaak, but he’ll be keeping the girls busy.”

Alex stood. “Paul and I will keep you updated. Take as long as you need. Keep us updated too, okay?”

“Thank you,” Hannah whispered, hugging her soon-to-be brother-in-law.

Courtney grabbed her phone and headed toward the door. “Say goodbye to Paul and come on over to your room. We’ll leave when you’re ready. I’m making a list of everything for Alex.”

Hannah kissed Paul. “It’s a good thing we decided to keep this wedding simple.” 

As they hurried down the stairs a little later, Courtney couldn’t shake the feeling that this investigation would turn into something bigger. If the police questioned Jasmine, Dawn’s death wasn’t random. And if the police suspected Jasmine, someone tried hard to point them in the wrong direction. With success.

Who would kill someone like Dawn?
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A short time later, Hannah climbed into Courtney’s SUV. Even though Hannah’s eyes held a hint of sadness over her friend’s death, her expression appeared more relaxed, relieving Courtney. She’d need Hannah to help solve Dawn’s murder, but Courtney was afraid the bride would have a hard time focusing on investigating while mourning her friend’s death.

Courtney filled Alex in on her plan to talk to Jasmine about Dawn’s cake clients first. As a cake decorator, maybe something bad happened at a wedding. Or did someone have a problem with the bakery Dawn and Jasmine ran together? 

When she started telling Alex about their guests’ preferences, he’d interrupted, suggesting she concentrate on Dawn’s death and find out more about her on the drive to Dickinson with Hannah. As close friends of Dawn’s, Hannah and Jasmine’s input would be invaluable. Maybe together they’d find the answer to who killed Dawn.

“Are you ready?” Hannah bumped Courtney’s arm. “Earth to Courtney.”

Courtney smiled and put the vehicle into gear. “Ready. Trying to think of everything before we leave makes my head swirl.”

“I know. Paul pushed me out of the apartment and reminded me, as long as we’re both standing in front of Deacon Hugh at St. Mary’s Church on Saturday, we have all we need. Who cares about anything else?” She stretched her feet out in front of her. Her blonde hair was freshly combed, and she wore lipstick. Courtney was envious of how fresh Hannah appeared. She’d been up since five that morning, so she was wrung out.

“If you’re up for it, maybe you could tell me about Dawn? What was she like and how did she spend her time, other than cake decorating?” Courtney asked while concentrating on the road. 

“No matter who you were, Dawn set everyone at ease.” Hannah’s voice came out low. “Her brown eyes shed warmth wherever she went, but she was practical and not overly gushing.” 

Hannah laughed. “I remember asking her about coloring her hair to keep up a youthful appearance for her business. She’s about... I mean, she was around forty-five. Her beautiful auburn hair shone with subtle silver tints. Gorgeous. She didn’t need to change it, and she knew I was joking. Trying out new cake flavors and muffins for the bakery made her happy. She was pretty, but when you got to know her heart, she became beautiful. Even in a flour-dusted apron.”

“She sounds wonderful. I only met her a few times, but I remember that warmth.” Courtney pictured Dawn’s calm demeanor and some of the things Hannah described. Talking about Dawn helped Hannah. “Did she have any family living near Dickinson?”

“No. She never married and had no siblings. Both her parents died when she was fairly young. In a car accident, I think.” Hannah sniffled. “She never felt sorry for herself. I’m sure she had hard times though. She made a good life for herself.”

“Her bakery, for one thing.” Courtney watched the surrounding fenced countryside, thinking of her own large family of siblings and their parents.

“She ran the bakery, made cakes for special occasions, mostly weddings, and edited books for clients.” Hannah sat silent for a while.

Courtney let the quiet linger, pondering possible suspects among editing and wedding clients.

Hannah sat up straight. “Jasmine is learning the cake business from her. She’ll know if there are any unhappy brides who could be suspects. Dawn was closer to Jasmine because they worked together every day. I’m afraid this is going to hit Jasmine hard for a long time. She’ll miss Dawn, and she’ll be running the bakery business by herself.”

“What about the editing business?” Would Jasmine have access to those client records?”

“I don’t know what happens to that business. We’ll have to see what the will says, but I don’t think Jasmine is qualified to edit. Not only that, but her girls are only two and four. She’s a full-time mom running a bakery by herself now. Most of the contracts will be under Dawn’s name. It’s going to take a lot of time to unravel.” Hannah slumped in her seat. Fatigue over her own wedding and now Dawn’s death appeared to have finally zapped her energy.

“I guess we have a lot to figure out between suspects and how to help Jasmine through the business problems this will cause.” Courtney would do everything she could to help, even though she hadn’t known Dawn well. Hannah would be Courtney’s sister-in-law in a matter of days.

The ride from Crocus Hill Inn to Jasmine’s house in Dickinson took about an hour. Courtney spent the last ten minutes of the ride listening to Hannah talk about wedding plans and what needed to be checked off her list. She seemed to focus on the wedding to keep her mind off Dawn.

That worked for Courtney, who needed a distraction from the urge to speed to get to Dickinson faster, and find answers to her questions. The pressure to solve this case before the wedding weighed heavily on her mind. Four days. How could she solve a murder in four days?
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CHAPTER 4

TUESDAY

3:00 P.M.
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Courtney parked her vehicle on the street in front of Jasmine and Isaak’s sunny yellow house. The two-story home appeared well kept. A scattering of toys, along with a tricycle, lay near the sidewalk leading up to the house. She followed Hannah up the stairs and waited for an answer to her knock.

When the door opened and Jasmine saw them, she blinked a few times and then stood up from her wheelchair to give Hannah a hug. “It’s so nice of you to come and help me, Sis. And good to see you. I need to know someone besides Isaak believes me.” 

She glanced at Courtney. “Hi. It’s been a while. You’ve changed your short purple hair to a nice tinted brown. Almost like the sun is shining on it.”

“Thank you.” Courtney couldn’t believe Jasmine remembered. “And you have the perfect blonde hair you and Hannah were born with.” She sobered. “How are you doing?”

“Okay.” She sat down. “Let’s go to the living room and talk.” 

They followed her as she led the way in her electric wheelchair into the living room, a long room with toys at one end and a television, couch, and chairs on the other side. “Have a seat.”

Courtney chose the brown cloth rocker with a yellow ripple-pattern crocheted afghan thrown over the back. Hannah sat at the end of the sofa, closest to the open space in a U-shaped arrangement.

Jasmine wheeled into the open spot. “Can I get you something to drink or eat?” She peered at the clock on the wall. “It’s already close to three. The kids won’t be home for another hour or two.”

“Maybe food before we go back to the inn, but not right now.” Hannah glanced at Courtney, who nodded. “Do you need to get the kids, or does the bus bring them home from school?” 

“Usually, I pick them up, but school’s finished for the year. Isaak took the day off and said he’d take care of them. He’s taken them to the park so we could talk uninterrupted.” Tears gathered in her eyes, and she dug a tissue from her pants pocket.

Courtney had noticed the redness in Jasmine’s eyes when she met them at the door, along with a sad cast to her mouth.

Jasmine glanced at Courtney. “Did you know Dawn taught me to bake cakes and decorate them?”

“Yes. Hannah and I discussed how you worked with Dawn and were close friends.” She decided to let Jasmine talk about Dawn before they started asking questions. Maybe something would come up pertaining to the investigation.

“She was so sweet and nice to work with. Perfect for me while I learned something new. I finally figured out how to make cupcakes for various events. We worked on your cake together, Hannah. It feels so great to be part of your special day.” She swiped at her nose.

“You’ll be there as my matron of honor, which is even better. The cake is extra.” Hannah got up from the couch and leaned over Jasmine to give her another hug. “How would you like to come and stay with us at the inn starting tonight?”

Jasmine’s jaw dropped. “But I have the kids. And what will the police say?”

“If you want, bring the kids.” Courtney leaned forward. “My housekeeper has two children. They can all play together, and Skylar’s babysitter can be paid to watch your two also.”

“They’d love it, Jasmine. Lots of space to run around. And Vonnie can ride her tricycle out there. Ursa would have plenty of room to roam.” Hannah smiled at her. “You can get away too.”

“Maybe the girls can stay with Isaak’s parents. The police might not let me leave town.” Jasmine’s voice wavered.

“They haven’t arrested you. They can’t keep you here. Besides, they’ll know right where you are. Considering your sister is getting married Saturday and you have two small girls, they wouldn’t think you’d run.” Courtney’s mind went to her brother, Nathan. If her lawyer brother needed to be brought into the situation, she’d call him.

“Run? I can barely walk. This whole situation flared up my lupus, as you can tell by the wheelchair today.” Bitterness flowed through her words.

“An even better reason to come out to the inn. Hannah and I are going to investigate what happened to Dawn, and you can either come and go with us, or stay at the inn if you need to rest.” Courtney brought up a few other reasons to convince Jasmine. “The kids will be taken care of, and you won’t have to cook.”

“I think I’d go crazy sitting with nothing to do.” Jasmine’s eyes lit up. “Unless you have a place I can work, because I have one thing I need to do.”

“Whatever it is, I’m sure we can find a place.” The inn was big enough for almost anything, but were they getting ahead of themselves? They needed to make plans and get as many details about Dawn’s death as Jasmine could give them. A few more unrelated questions, and then Courtney would bring up the investigation. “What do you want to do at the inn?”

Jasmine glanced at them. “I have to contact Dawn’s current editing clients and see what they want to do. We’ll have to stop at the attorney’s office this afternoon. I called her, and she’ll be in until six if we want to stop there. Hannah, she asked that you come too.”

“Really?” Hannah sat forward on the couch. “Why?”

“She didn’t say. Maybe Dawn told her something that will help us get answers.” Jasmine stood up as if ready to go.

While they didn’t have a lot of time before six, Courtney wanted more information about Dawn’s death before they saw the attorney. Half an hour wouldn’t put them at her office too late. “Okay.” She took a deep breath. “Jasmine, can we talk about this morning before we go see the attorney? I’d like to know, so we can ask the right questions when we see her.”

Jasmine sat down slowly and nodded. Her gaze settled on the carpet beneath her feet. “I expected this moment, but it’s going to be hard.”

“I think we need you to explain what you found this morning, Jasmine.”

Hannah and Jasmine exchanged glances.

“I don’t want to think about it, but I see your point.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5



[image: ]




“Why don’t we start with what you saw this morning?” Courtney kept her tone soft and calm. “I know it’s hard to relive the scene again.”

“Do you want to join me on the couch?” Hannah moved over to give Jasmine room.

She shook her head. “I’m fine here. I just need to gather my thoughts.”

“We need more information before we jump into this investigation. So, you go to the bakery at six in the morning,” Courtney confirmed. “What’s your next step in the process of getting the bakery ready for the day?”

Jasmine stared out the window. “I left home at 5:45 a.m., like I usually do. From six to six-thirty or seven, I get the cupcakes out and line them up in our display case. By the time Dawn arrives around seven, we’re ready for customers. We’ve done it long enough.”

“So, you found her around six this morning?” Sympathy tinged Courtney’s voice. She couldn’t imagine finding one of her sisters or friends the way Jasmine found Dawn.

“Between seven and seven-thirty, I went out to throw some things in the dumpster at the end of the access road. Dawn usually parked behind the bakery so we could unload or load baked goods or groceries into her van. 

“It’s a narrow road, only wide enough for one vehicle each way. I found her van parked in the back with the driver’s door open. The van seats were torn, but then I noticed Dawn lying between the street and the bakery.” She stopped to swallow. “I need a drink.”

Hannah rummaged through the bag by her feet and pulled out a bottle of water, which she opened and handed to her sister. 

“Thank you.” She took a long swallow and put the cap back on the bottle. 

Courtney waited, allowing Jasmine time to gather herself. Had someone been waiting for Dawn to leave the bakery, or had Dawn interrupted someone vandalizing her vehicle?

Jasmine fiddled with the cap on the bottle. “Her purse lay on the ground, with everything dumped out. I went over to see if Dawn was okay or if she needed an ambulance.” She took another long drink.

“She didn’t move. When I felt for a pulse, there wasn’t one. Her skin was cold. She must have been there all night.” Jasmine shivered. “I called for an ambulance anyway, not knowing what else to do. The police came and started asking questions. I didn’t have much to tell them.”

“What time did you leave work yesterday?” Courtney took notes of the timing.

“My usual time. Three o’clock. That’s a long day for me, but Mondays are usually busy with phone calls in the morning, and quieter in the later afternoon. Of course, we have to bake more cupcakes throughout the day and decorate cakes as needed. Dawn stays late. She can be there until midnight some nights. It depends on her plans for the rest of the week and how many cake orders she’s taken. This week, she only had two cakes to make, and one of those had already been delivered. She wanted to enjoy your wedding.” She gave Hannah a teary glance.

“I took a quick peek into the freezer when the police let me see if anything had been disturbed inside the bakery. Your cake and the set of four cupcakes she’d made were undisturbed. I don’t think the suspect went inside. Maybe because the security alarm was on.” 

She stopped and took a deep breath. “Dawn almost finished your cake. We planned to do the final touches today.” She sniffed but kept control.

Courtney could see in her mind the scene behind the bakery and the torn-up seats in the vehicle. It did sound more personal than a stranger searching for money. “So, they wanted something they thought Dawn possessed.”

“Exactly.” Jasmine reached over to a side table and grabbed her laptop. “Which is why I think the editing clients are our best avenue to start interviewing and researching.”

“Maybe researching and then interviewing.” Hannah leaned forward and put a hand on Jasmine’s laptop. “Try not to wear yourself out. We’ll talk to the attorney and check out the bakery. We’ll get all the information on the editing clients afterward.”

Jasmine patted Hannah’s hand where it rested on the laptop. “You’re right. I’ll close this down and give you the rest of the details. I don’t want to repeat this story many more times, as it makes me sick to think about it.”

Courtney ran the details through her mind while Hannah comforted Jasmine. “I do have one question before you continue. You said four cupcakes were in the freezer. What’s special about those cupcakes, and why only four? Don’t pans usually have six spaces? Of course, I don’t know anything about business baking supplies.”

“Dawn always tried out new recipes, and she told me before I left for the day she’d finally refined the one she’d been working on. She always made six cupcakes but took two home with her at the end of the day if she’d perfected the recipe.” Jasmine smiled for the first time since they arrived. “We would get together and each have a cupcake and decide on a name for it. This one contained rum and coconut in a vanilla cupcake with chocolate frosting and a swirl of caramel on top.”

“What happened to the other two cupcakes? Had you already decided on a name?” Hannah asked.

“No. I was waiting for Dawn to give me a time to get together. I figured we’d finish your cake today and have our celebratory naming-the-cupcake routine. The four in the freezer are for our first customers the next day who want to try them. They get them free and give us their opinion. It’s good advertising.” Jasmine frowned. “I’ll have to check her house for the other two cupcakes.”

“Maybe the person who broke in took them.” Hannah shook her head. “What guts, if he did. Wow. Kill someone and then eat...” She trailed off when Jasmine sniffled again. 

“I miss her. It keeps sinking in she’s gone. I imagine I’ll have several more moments like this.” Jasmine wiped the tears from her eyes.

“How you managed to remain calm enough to call the ambulance and deal with the police, I don’t know. I would have been a wreck,” Hannah admitted.

“I am a mess,” Jasmine murmured.

Courtney sensed Hannah’s grief and knew she held back her own tears. Hannah had been so worried about Jasmine and comforting her, she’d distracted herself from her own feelings. Courtney didn’t want to hear the rest of Jasmine’s experience. She’d force herself, because Jasmine was doing her best to help, and they needed to know everything they could. 

“Moving on so you can get this part over with,” Courtney said. “What happened next?”

“While I sat in my car, the police checked out the scene. Once they’d finished, they towed Dawn’s van away, and Detective Hollingsworth asked me a bunch of questions. Mostly about her schedule. And about when I saw her last and when I got to work.” Jasmine sighed. “And that’s it. I went home and cried and called you.”

Courtney and Hannah exchanged glances. Hannah sat frozen on Jasmine’s couch, her face pale. She hadn’t moved, except her hands clenched and unclenched in her lap, the only sign of the storm inside her.
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