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	Chapter One

	 

	 

	“What’s under every academic gown?”

	I tore a small piece from my sandwich’s pumpernickel bread and tossed the morsel to a blue jay foraging in the grass several feet from the bench where my best friend and I sat.

	“Hmm…” Carol made a show of considering my question. “A black cashmere turtleneck and a tweed jacket with elbow patches and a pipe in the chest pocket. And wool pants and penny loafers.”

	“A stereotypical but educated guess.” I allowed myself a dramatic pause. “But wrong. Under every academic gown is a Freudian slip.”

	Carol groaned and slid her sunglasses a couple of centimeters down the bridge of her nose. The better to give me an amused flash of her brown eyes. “Where did you hear that joke? Did Mark bring it home from a recent faculty meeting?” She picked up the paper cup standing on the bench between us and took a sip of her soda.

	“An English professor told it in a class I took my sophomore year. Twentieth-Century American Fiction. Professor Slabey. A very entertaining man.”

	“He must have been for you to remember a joke he told decades ago.”

	“It seems like only yesterday.”

	We laughed and settled into a short silence. I took a bite from my turkey sandwich and surveyed Barton’s tranquil park.

	It was a splendid day in the first week of May. Though spring had officially arrived six weeks earlier and many of its blooms—daffodils, crocuses, forsythia, and dogwood among them—had already come and gone, I still savored each bright new day in Barton. My hometown, a dozen square miles of charm and beauty in the Adirondack region of upstate New York, had withstood a winter defined by record-setting low temperatures and a high accumulation of snow.

	Carol and I often had breakfast or lunch together. During the long winter months, we’d eaten inside at the bakery or deli, at Carol’s flower shop, or in my small office at All Things, the boutique I’d purchased the previous summer. It was a pleasure to share our meals outdoors again, whether seated on a bench along Orchard Street or in the park.

	“What made you think of the joke?” Carol dipped her hand into the family-size bag of potato chips I’d brought to share.

	“Mark and I are going to a barbecue at his colleague’s home on Saturday.” Mark Burke, a lifelong friend who had become my “significant other” around the same time I bought All Things, was a history professor at nearby Arden College. “Susanna’s husband is a psychology professor, and they’re both the heads of their departments.”

	“Imagine their dinner conversation,” Carol said. “Though they surely also argue over who takes out the garbage and does the dishes. I’m sure they’ll love your joke.”

	“I think the psychologists in the group will particularly appreciate it. There will probably be a Freudian or two among them.”

	“I hope they’re polite and don’t ruin the punch line.” Carol popped the last bit of her sandwich into her mouth and wiped her fingers on a paper napkin.

	I swallowed the last mouthful of my ginger ale and grabbed the chip bag. Carol tossed our empty cups and sandwich wrappers in the trash and we ambled through the park to its Orchard Street entrance.

	“I bet the psychology professors will be curious about your soap career. All those bedroom scenes…” Carol’s voice trailed off into a snicker.

	“That would be a feast for psychoanalysis.”

	I entertained a few memories from my three-decade acting career, which I’d spent portraying the character Rachel Wesley on the soap opera Days and Nights. The soap plots were loaded with drama and trauma that would keep real-life psychologists and psychiatrists busy forever.

	“I might end up on a chaise lounge with ten psychology professors surrounding me, notepads in hand, asking me how playing a married-multiple-times character affected my real love life.” I came to a sudden halt in front of the dry cleaner. “Good grief, I’ve never thought of that. Maybe I’m a fifty-something, never-married woman because my soap character’s marital failures made me a commitment-phobe. And I never realized it because it’s buried deep in my subconscious!”

	Carol put her hand on my shoulder and, her voice gentle yet firm, said, “Don’t be a drama queen.”

	I exhaled my sudden panic. “You’re right. Thanks, pal.”

	We continued along Orchard Street, Barton’s version of Main Street U.S.A. Both sides of Orchard were dotted with linden trees and various annual flowers planted in large wooden barrels. The natural beauties, along with the charming facades of the shops—all of which were owned by residents of Barton and not corporations headquartered in far-off cities—made Barton one of the top-twenty prettiest towns in New York state and an attraction to tourists throughout the year.

	Carol broke our silence when we neared All Things. “I wonder if a Jungian heart beats under the Freudian slip.”

	“If I add that to the joke I’ll spark a lively debate between the Freudians and Jungians,” I said, laughing.

	Carol chortled, “And expose the big egos on campus.”

	“Including well-developed super egos. How about this. An id, an ego, and a super ego walk into a bar …”

	Our fit of giggles, more suitable for current co-eds than two women several years beyond middle-age, propelled us to my shop’s door.

	“I think what the professors will be most interested in is how you pieced together evidence to solve three murders.”

	“I hope not. That might be parlor talk for the academic crowd, but it’s a party pooper for me.”

	We wished each other a good afternoon and Carol continued up Orchard to her shop on the next block. I lingered outside All Things for a minute, soaking up the sunshine and refreshing breeze. Traffic—pedestrian and automobile—was light along Orchard, with residents and visitors alike moving through the day at leisure. After decades of working in Manhattan and dealing with the city’s frantic pace, I appreciated the gentle movements of Barton.

	I gave a final thought to the barbecue and my joke. Maybe I would add Carol’s second punchline, elicit a hearty chuckle, and impress the intellectuals with my wit and charm.

	“Ha!” I said aloud. “I’ll either be the hit of the party, or I’ll never be invited back.”

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I’d accompanied Mark to Derek Morley and Susanna Rafferty’s home once before, a few months earlier for a dinner party. They lived in a Colonial-style home on a street shaded by sycamores and maples. Each house had a wide swath of grass for a front yard and a mailbox set at the end of the driveway to spare the mail deliver the perilous journey across a snow-and-ice-covered lawn and driveway in the winter.

	We walked around to the back of the house, where a staircase of more than a dozen steps led up to a deck that stretched the width of the house and overlooked a secluded yard. Though we weren’t fashionably late, the party was already in full swing.

	Our hostess greeted us at the top of the stairs. Susanna, a slim woman who was about my age, welcomed us. “How lovely!” she said of the bouquet I handed her. Delight lit her cocoa-brown eyes and she lifted the flowers to her nose for a sample of their delicate fragrance.

	Derek, holding a martini glass filled with his favored Sidecar cocktail, joined us. “It’s good to see you again, Veronica.” He leaned in and brushed my cheek with a kiss. The whiskers of his gray-streaked goatee tickled my skin.

	He offered his hand to Mark. “Congratulations on another year in the books. I assume your Van Buren biography is still on course for a fall release?”

	“It is,” Mark said.

	Derek and Mark talked for a minute about the biography Mark had written of Martin Van Buren, the nineteenth-century president and short-time New York governor. “I look forward to reading the book. Susanna says it’s excellent. But right now you need refreshments.” Derek gestured for us to accompany him to the bar, which was set up on the far side of the deck on a folding table covered with a blue-and-white plaid tablecloth.

	We were joined by two women and a man. Derek introduced me to the trio: Miranda Liu and Bradley Robbins, both members of the psychology faculty, and the department’s administrative assistant, Noelle Lopez.

	Miranda raised her glass in salute. “This isn’t only our celebration of the end of an academic year. Veronica, you’ll soon be celebrating your first anniversary as proprietor of All Things. Cheers to you.”

	“Thanks. And I include the boutique’s staff in that toast. Without their knowledge and experience, the shop would’ve closed within a month with me in charge.”

	“You’re wrong about that, Veronica,” Miranda countered. “There was that article in the newspaper a couple of months ago on how all of Barton’s shops have seen an increase in business since you took over All Things. Your fans miss seeing you on television every day. So they flock to the village to support your boutique and then patronize many of the other wonderful shops.”

	“They come to see you and leave having supported the entire Barton creative community.” Noelle offered me a warm smile, her dark eyes conveying gracious respect. “Your stature and leadership of the boutique has elevated the profile of many of our local artists. I know one artist—Lisette Rosen—who received an order for a full set of glassware from a Pennsylvania woman after she bought one of Lisette’s vases at your shop. And Lisette told me that a local carpenter got a commission for a dining room table from a New Jersey couple and a ceramicist who’s sold four of her creations via her website to a woman who discovered her at your shop. I’m sure they’re not the only artists who’ve gained a following thanks to you. Your fanbase has expanding the fanbases of our artists. Well done.”

	Noelle’s compliment added a few extra beats to my heart. I humbly basked in the praise. “I’m proud that my little shop on the corner of Orchard and Sycamore contributes to everyone’s success. I enjoy being a supporting player to our talented residents.”

	“I wouldn’t be surprised if you win Businesswoman of the Year,” Miranda said. She swept aside the stray lock of her angle-cut black hair that brushed her cheek.

	“I wouldn’t go that far,” I said. “What would I do for an encore?”

	The group gave a collective chuckle and I, not for the first time, gave myself a mental pat on the back for taking the risk, and having the wisdom, to buy All Things.

	The spotlight shifted to a boy who dashed into the yard from the neighbor’s property. The blond-headed tyke, who looked to be about six, chased after a soccer ball. Behind him ran a smaller boy, also fair-haired.

	“I got it!” the older boy yelled. The ball rolled half-way across the lawn before he reached it.

	“That’s Tyler and Caleb,” Susanna said. “Hi, boys!”

	I noted the sweetness in her voice and the sourness in Derek’s expression.

	“They have two-year-old twin sisters. And here they are! Hello, Josie and Eliza.” Susanna stepped over to the deck rail and waved at the two toddlers who had joined the party.

	Both girls had their golden-blonde hair pulled up into pigtails and wore blue jeans and matching pink T-shirts with white heart decals across the chest. One of the girls changed course and charged over to and up the deck stairs.

	“Party crasher,” Miranda said, laughing.

	“Undisciplined children.” Derek’s eyes narrowed as the girl neared.

	“Mine!” The girl blazed a path to a short table set between two deck chairs. On the table was a plate of cheese and crackers. She did a double-fisted snack grab before Susanna could remove the plate from the tot’s reach. The girl shoved a cracker into her mouth.

	Susanna held the girl’s other hand to prevent her from eating the second cracker before she had swallowed the first. “Josie, chew.”

	Josie rolled her eyes and made a show of chomping her jaw.

	The kids’ parents had appeared and were corralling the boys and Josie’s twin amid the boys’ back-and-forth toss of the ball and Eliza’s tears and cries of “Me eat too!”

	The mother jogged up the deck stairs. Josie spotted her and darted to the beverage table.

	“She wants to wash down the crackers with a cocktail,” Bradley quipped.

	“Oh, no you don’t.” Derek blocked Josie by putting his hand on her head.

	The girl made a fist, shook it at Derek, and punched his calf.

	Derek leaned over the girl. “I’m going to call the police on you.”

	The girl slapped Derek’s head and attempted to grasp his close-cut black hair.

	Derek laughed and straightened. “Thwarted!”

	“Josie!” her mother scolded. “Sorry.” Her gaze shifted from Derek to Susanna to include both in her apology.

	Josie ran across the deck and was grabbed by her mother before she reached the stairs.

	“Disaster averted,” I whispered to Miranda.

	“It’s fine, Vicki,” Susanna said in an assuring tone. “We love when our young neighbors visit.”

	Vicki scooped up Josie and kissed the child’s forehead. “We didn’t mean to crash your party. Say bye-bye.”

	Josie didn’t bid adieu. She gave a longing glance to the plate still in Susanna’s hands and stretched her arm toward the plate. “More!”

	“We have snacks at home.” Vicki adjusted her hold on the girl and trotted down the stairs.

	Her husband, who had his fingers encircled around Eliza’s wrist, gave us a wave of apology.

	“So those are the neighbors.” Bradley threw a humored glance at Derek.

	“Vicki fancies herself a psychologist,” Derek said. “She has a channel on one of those video-sharing websites with clips of her children participating in her various studies. Her word, not mine.”

	“What kind of studies?” I asked.

	“Her latest is some challenge that many parents are conducting and sharing with the world. Vicki will place a treat—often candy—in front of the children and tell them not to touch it until she returns. She’ll leave the room for a minute. When she comes back, she makes a big show of praising the children who obeyed and scolding those who haven’t. It’s all for the audience. Performative parenting.” Derek sneered and sipped his cocktail. “She’s called me over there several times to watch her latest video and solicits my professional opinion. Yesterday afternoon, most recently.”

	“Did you call her a self-absorbed mommy? Her children spoiled brats? I can picture you lambasting her parenting skills.” Miranda’s smirk indicated her amusement over Derek’s predicament.

	“I told Vicki to stop using her children to secure the attention her insecure ego needs,” Derek said. “I suggested she put her cell phone down and parent her children or they’ll need a professional psychologist within five years. Setting a bowl of candy in front of your children, telling them not to eat any, and leaving the room isn’t the way to instill in them patience and self-control.” He waved his hand at the cheese and cracker plate Susanna had returned to the side table. “From the children’s scarfing of our food, it’s obvious Vicki has a lot of work to do.”

	“Everyone’s a psychologist these days.” Bradley’s lighthearted remark took the sharpness out of Derek’s diatribe.

	“I shouldn’t let it bother me.” Derek sipped his drink. “Social media is your area of expertise, Bradley. I should introduce you to Vicki. You can do a study on her. Title it Parenting in the Twenty-first Century. How parents today have a much wider audience for their home movies of their kids. Just whip out their phone, film the kid, and post it online. Dangerous stuff.”

	We all murmured agreement of Derek’s observation.

	“Vicki would be the more interesting subject.” Miranda’s gaze lingered on the path the family had trod back to their house. “We should go over there and steal her snacks. See how she reacts.”

	Susanna clicked her tongue and said in earnest, “Let’s not savage the neighbors over our cocktails. The Shepards are a lovely family.”

	“They are.” Derek’s agreement came with a facetious twist. “And though I won’t officially study them, I will be observing them from afar.”

	Mark said, “From your deck, with a drink in your hand.”

	Derek laughed at Mark’s gentle tease. “A bit of alcohol will certainly make my observation more enjoyable. I admit, I’m interested in who those four children will be in fifteen years. I have a theory—”

	Susanna tugged on her husband’s arm. “None of your theories today, darling. No shop talk. You are not addressing a conference of psychologists or at work in your lab.”

	Derek put his arm around her and his amber eyes brightened. “A thousand apologies, my dear.” He kissed her cheek. “But am I allowed to talk with Mark about his Van Buren book?”

	“You’re always allowed to engage in my shop’s talk.”

	Our group broke up and Miranda took my arm and guided me to the deck rail. “I’d love to talk more about your acting career and your transition into a businesswoman. Do you think we can get together sometime for a casual interview? Over lunch, perhaps?”

	“Sure. I always like to talk about the good old days. And about myself.”

	Miranda’s laughter rose above the party chatter. “I’ll call you.”

	 

	A while later I went into the house to visit the bathroom. I stepped into a kitchen of black granite counters, stainless steel appliances, and an island large enough that the guests could gather around if a sudden storm forced the party inside. I continued down the hall that connected the kitchen to the front of the house. In the entrance foyer I turned right and came within inches of bumping into Bradley.

	“Excuse me, Veronica.” He stepped back, his startled expression fading. “I heard Miranda book you for an interview.”

	“More of a conversation over lunch.”

	“I hope you don’t have a limit on how many conversations you have,” Bradley said, his grin coy.

	“Requests for interviews dropped precipitously after my soap was canceled,” I said. “So I’m grateful to anyone who’s still interested in my career. I assume that’s what you’d like to talk about?”

	“Yes, but from a different perspective.”

	“What would that perspective be?” I asked, my glance resting for a brief moment on the soft waves of his dark-blonde hair. I bet his students daydream of running their fingers through those silken locks.

	Bradley struck a conversational pose, with his left arm across his chest and his right elbow resting on his wrist. With a flourish of his hand, he explained his proposal. “I’ve done much research on teenagers’ gossip and what effects it has on their lives. I’d like to study the significance of gossip among adults and the impact it has on personal and professional lives.”

	I had been the subject of several gossip stories over my acting career. The majority of the stories contained innocuous rumors about my dating a co-star, though a few tales that made out that I had a bitter real-life rivalry with the actress who played my soap character’s arch-enemy were terrible lies.

	“I have some experience with the gossip grapevine. Derek mentioned that social media is your area of interest,” I said. “That has contributed greatly to the problem.”

	He gave a solemn nod. “It has destroyed many young people. I won’t go into the statistics. I’m sure you’ve heard the stories that have made national news. The grapevine has grown deadly shoots.”

	“For most of my career, all I had to contend with was soap magazines. When the Internet came along, most of the gossip was focused on the younger generation of soap actors.”

	“I’d appreciate hearing about your experiences,” Bradley said. “May I call you in a few days to schedule a meeting?”

	I agreed, gave him my cell number, and we parted. I turned right, passed the staircase to the second floor. Before stepping into the bathroom, I stole a glance at the open doorway at the end of the hall, attracted by a framed print on the wall opposite the door. It featured a dark-haired man in a suit looking into a mirror were visible from where I stood. The curiosity of the painting was that the man’s reflection wasn’t of his face, but of his back.

	“Interesting,” I murmured.

	I emerged a couple of minutes later and met Derek in the hall from the kitchen. He held a silver cocktail shaker. “How does our gathering of academics compare to your actor soirées of years past? We surely match the many post-Emmy parties you’ve attended?”

	“Of course. Even better, because at this party, everyone’s a winner. We told each other that at Emmy parties, but no one believed it.”

	Derek chuckled and gestured for me to accompany him into the living room. “I would’ve loved to have been a fly on that wall. Winners and runners-up and those who didn’t even make the nominees’ list. It would’ve been rich ground for observation.” He crossed the room to a cabinet in the corner. He opened it and withdrew a bottle of cognac with a familiar gold label, the brand name and “XO” written in bold red lettering. The “XO” meant the cognac was extra old, or had been aged for at least ten years.

	Didn’t want to put out your hundred-dollar booze out for the guests, huh?

	“You wouldn’t have observed much,” I said, standing up for my fellow soap actors. “We just all had a great time catching up with friends we hadn’t seen in a while.”

	I ignored the familiar jab of melancholy I still sometimes had for my former career and admired the room’s elegant contents while he filled his glass. It was furnished with a set of mission-style chairs and a couch and love seat pair covered in a rich cream-colored fabric. On a table placed by the front window were a few framed photos of Derek and Susanna. On the wall to the right of the window hung a print of Gilbert Stuart’s portrait of George Washington and on the narrow adjacent wall was a portrait of Martha Washington. On the wall on the other side of the wide entry from the front hall was a painting of Washington and Betsy Ross, the first American flag draped on her lap. An area rug with a lattice design in shades of ivory and sage green covered a section of the gleaming mahogany floors.

	I went over to the fireplace where busts of Washington, Sigmund Freud, and Abraham Lincoln surveyed the room from the marble mantel. “What do you think Freud would say of Washington and Lincoln?”

	Derek, holding the cognac bottle to his chest, moved to stand beside me. “Sigmund would be fascinated by their egos. Washington, you know, had a huge ego when he was a young man. Got it under control and became a great leader.”

	“So the title Father of Our Country wouldn’t give him a case of the big head?”

	“He bore the designation with humility.”

	I thought it a good time for my well-practiced quip. “I have a question. What’s under every academic gown?”

	He tilted his head to one side, his eyes glinting with amusement. “A Freudian slip!”

	“You must have heard that a thousand times.”

	“Yes, but only from stuffy academics. Never by an actress who has an Emmy trophy on her mantel.”

	“I keep my Emmy in the china cabinet. Your display has me considering getting a bust of Irna Phillips and placing it on my mantel. She created the first daytime soap way back in the forties. We call her the Queen of Soaps.”

	Derek laughed. “You have a delightful sense of humor, Veronica. Do you know what’s under the Freudian slip?”

	“No! And I want to know. Something Jungian? Or maybe Piaget or Skinner?”

	Derek shook his head. “I don’t know. We’ll have to plumb the depths of our subconsciouses to come up with an answer.” He chuckled. “Do you watch any of the soap operas still on television?”

	“I sneak a peek once in a while.”

	“And what do you think of what you see? What is your opinion on the current state of the soap opera?”

	Derek’s curiosity surprised me. Does he really care about soaps? Is he working on some project too and he wants me to participate? Or maybe he’s simply a good host showing interest in a guest.

	I chose diplomacy over a full review of what I thought about the storylines and quality of acting on the quartet of soaps still on the air. “I’m glad four are still on network T.V. There’s still an audience, though much smaller than it was in our heyday.”

	“Yes, of course. That’s due, in part, to more women working outside the home and the hundreds more channels cable television has given us to watch. But what do you think of the soaps? The storylines and characters? The quality? Are they wisely using the thirty or sixty minutes they’ve been given?” Derek asked. “I don’t watch soaps, never have, but I took some time yesterday and did a bit of research on current soap plots. Nothing of substance. Just nonsense, unrealistic storylines that speak nothing to the social issues of today.”

	I wanted to correct him and defend my home team, but I wasn’t a regular viewer and couldn’t back up my argument with current storylines. The last time I’d caught a few minutes of a soap, the day’s episode featured the lead male character agonizing over the decision of which woman he wanted to marry: the mother of his first-born child or the mother of his second child. A month separated the children’s births. I’d turned the television off after a few minutes, my mood gloomy by the inanity of the storyline.

	“Soaps have gotten a bit absurd,” I conceded. “What about the state of your profession? What’s your opinion on the folks who practice,” I made air quotes, “psychology on television and social media?”

	Derek’s grin turned wry. “There are no Freuds, Jungs, or Piagets among them, I’m afraid. Everyone has an observation today on human behavior that they think is unique.” Derek raised the cocktail shaker, creating a tinkling sound from the ice cubes within the container. “Social media panders to those with short attention spans. People don’t read articles they find online, they scan them. They don’t want to listen to a one-hour lecture. They need the information given to them in three minutes. And yet so many have become stars thanks to this medium.”

	He returned to the liquor cabinet, poured a measure of cognac into the cocktail shaker, and put the bottle in the cabinet. He withdrew a bottle of orange liqueur, poured a measure of that into the shot glass, and tipped the shot glass into the shaker.

	“It demeans the study and scholarship of the field,” he continued. “Even colleagues and contemporaries are wading into the shallow end of the research pool.”

	“And your students? Do they give you hope for the future of your profession?”

	His frown quirked into a wry grin. “Some do, yes. Some I have to encourage to explore the deep end of that pool. Others are stuck on their view of the world and don’t want to swim at all.”

	After returning the liqueur to the cabinet, Derek led me through the dining room and into the kitchen, where he gave the shaker a vigorous jiggle over the sink and poured the fresh drink into his martini glass.

	Derek then moved to the slider. “Enjoy your lunch with Miranda.” He winked, opened the screen door, and moved aside for me to step through to the deck.

	I didn’t ask in which end of the “research pool” he thought Miranda swam. By his wink and tone, I had a fair idea.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	 

	“What are your plans for the day?”

	Mark took a drink of his black coffee. “Start writing the speech I’m giving at that conference in Syracuse next month. And I’m going to go over to campus to start reading the materials for an external review I agreed to give.”

	“What’s an external review?” I took a bite from my cheese danish and glanced out the window to Orchard Street. Mark and I sat at a table at Rizzuto’s bakery and enjoyed breakfast before we started our Tuesday workday.

	“It’s a part of the tenure process. When a person is up for a tenured position, several professors—five or six, usually—from peer institutions whose expertise is in the candidate’s area are asked to review the candidate’s work. Research papers, published writing, etcetera, and give an opinion on whether the person would be offered tenure at their university.”

	“That’s interesting. How many times have you been asked to do a review?”

	“A few times. I’ve declined a couple of invitations due to other commitments. This is the third review I’ve agreed to do.” At the ring of his cell, Mark took his phone from his jeans pocket and answered the call.

	I took the last sips of my coffee and bites of my danish and half-listened to Mark’s conversation.

	“That’s awful. Was Susanna with him?” Mark listened for about thirty seconds, his somber gaze fixed on the table. “I’m sorry to hear this. I was going to come by campus this morning. I’ll be there in about half an hour.”

	Mark ended the call and set the phone on the table. “Derek passed away last night.”

	“What? What happened?” My thoughts went to the barbecue and Derek’s obvious vigor, both physical and intellectual. He looked fit and sounded strong.

	“He had a heart attack, apparently. Susanna had an evening meeting on campus. When she left the house, Derek was having a cocktail on the deck. When she returned a couple of hours later, she found him at the bottom of the deck stairs.”

	“Oh, how terrible!” I fought to erase the sudden image of Derek tumbling down the long flight of steps from the deck to the hard slate on the ground.

	“He’d vomited on the deck. Susanna thinks he got up to go inside to the bathroom, got dizzy and disoriented, and fell down the stairs.”

	In my mind’s eye a vision of Susanna discovering her husband dead outside their house replaced the picture of Derek’s fall. I clicked my tongue in sympathy for the new widow’s nightmare. “Poor Susanna. She must be devastated.”

	Mark nodded. “They were going to celebrate their twenty-seventh anniversary in August.”

	“Did Derek have a heart problem?”

	Mark finished his coffee. “Not that I know of. He’d never mentioned any health issue and Susanna has never said anything.”

	We lingered at the table for another minute until our shock over the news faded. On the sidewalk outside the bakery I said, “I’ll go to Carol’s this morning and have an arrangement sent to Susanna.”

	“Thanks, love.”

	We exchanged a goodbye kiss and then Mark embraced me. I leaned into the hug, pressing my cheek against his chest and inhaling the scent of his cologne. I thought of Susanna and Derek’s anniversary; Mark and I would soon mark one year in our sweet relationship. It was a late bloom, but I hoped we still had a few decades to go together. Derek’s death was a frightening reality check.

	The tenderness reflected in Mark’s eyes told me he had the same thought. “I’ll call you later.” He dug into his pocket for his car keys.

	“If you talk with Susanna, give her my sympathies.”

	We parted after a second kiss. “Drive carefully,” I called to Mark before turning and heading to the end of the block and All Things, my shop on the corner.

	 

	I took a mid-morning break and headed up Orchard to Emerson Florist. I’m a frequent visitor to the shop, not only to see my best friend, but also to spend time among the fragrant and gorgeous inventory Carol maintains. Floral therapy, I call it.

	Carol stood behind the counter, studying something on her tablet. She registered surprise at my entrance. “It’s too late for breakfast, too early for lunch, and we usually don’t do coffee breaks. What’s up?”

	“I need to send a condolence bouquet. Derek Morley, the host of the barbecue Mark and I went to on Saturday, passed away last evening. His wife, Susanna, thinks he had a heart attack.”

	“Oh, how sad. Was she with him?”

	“No.” I repeated what Mark had told me of how Susanna had found her husband.

	“Poor woman.” Carol walked from behind the counter. “I’ll keep them both in my prayers. Do you have anything in particular in mind for the bouquet?”

	Carol and I spent the next few minutes selecting flowers for the arrangement. I chose soft shades of pink, lavender, and white for an array I hoped would console Susanna.

	I followed Carol to her backroom workshop and watched her arrange the flowers in a large vase.

	“How old was Derek?” she asked, cutting the stems of the flowers with an adept wielding of a floral knife.

	“He was about our age. Maybe a year or two older.”

	“That gives me a chill.” Carol lowered the knife and gave me a look. “We’re not getting any younger.”

	“I know. It’s scary. Susanna never mentioned that Derek had a heart problem.”

	“Maybe he didn’t know he had one.”

	“Maybe. I need to start eating healthier and exercising more.”

	“You get a lot of exercise.” Carol was making beautiful progress in creating the bouquet. “You walk to work almost every day and you come up here all the time. I rarely walk down to All Things.”

	“It’s easier for me to get away from the shop.”

	“Yeah. Plus you’re up and down the stairs to your office how many times a day? That’s great weight-bearing exercise. Good for the bones.”

	“You do a lot of weightlifting too. Toting those buckets of flowers and the arrangements around the shop. And you have floral therapy all day long. Isn’t working with flowers calming? Your blood pressure must be perfect.”

	Carol grinned at our rationalizations. “The florist version of owning a dog or cat? Instead of reducing stress by petting an animal, I’m doing it by plopping roses in a vase?”

	“Yep.” We shared a laugh. “Think of how much less stress everyone on a plane would feel if travelers were given small bouquets when they boarded? The delightful floral scent would calm their nerves. They’d be soothed just by looking at the flowers.”

	“I think you just discovered world peace.”

	We had another laugh before falling into a short silence. “Nothing makes you reflect on your life more than someone else’s death,” Carol said.

	“So true. Maybe we should start walking around the block after we eat. And I’ll start bringing something healthier than chips. Carrot and celery sticks.”

	“Sounds good.”

	Carol finished the arrangement, and we went out to the counter. Carol rang up the order and handed me a small white card and envelope; I jotted a couple of sentences conveying sympathy, signed Mark’s name and mine, and slid the card into the envelope.

	“Thanks,” I gave Carol Susanna’s address.

	“We’ll deliver it once Amy or Casey returns.” Carol gave me a hug. “At least you know that it’s not…”

	“Yeah.”

	I filled in Carol’s ellipsis on the short walk back to All Things. “At least this isn’t a murder this time.”

	In the year since I’d moved back to Barton, not only had I bought All Things and started a romance with Mark, I had also become the village’s amateur sleuth.

	My sleuthing began the morning after my arrival home. I hadn’t been in Barton twenty-four hours when I found my next-door neighbor dead on her kitchen floor. Foul play was obvious—Anna’s cast-iron skillet lay on the floor near her body—and I feared two friends were involved in Anna’s murder. So I conducted my own investigation and ended up solving the murder. In the following months, I identified the killers of two acquaintances. My ego wasn’t so big I thought the Barton police department couldn’t solve the crimes without my assistance. I had a knack for sleuthing, I suppose, and for one reason or another, kept being pulled into the cases.
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