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Chapter 1


[image: ]




“Roxy, I need that recipe! I cannot possibly make anything else for this brunch. You have to understand that.” Glennis was yet again in a tizzy, and I was going to have to figure out how to deal with her before we both lost our cool.

As per usual, when dealing with my wonderfully talented, but fabulously irritating, head chef at my inn, I did everything I could to not roll my eyes. She gave me more headaches than I wanted to count, but I didn’t want to get rid of her, because she was awesome, and some headaches could be worth it. 

This one I was struggling with, though. I had an entire inn of people who already had their cars packed and were only waiting for one last brunch before they’d head out, and I could start my much-anticipated vacation. Maybe if I could be understanding and encourage her to just make something else, it would all be better.

It wouldn’t happen, but I could always hope. That was me, Roxy Gleason, eternally hopeful, even if I got smacked with reality several times a week when I walked into this kitchen.

On any other day, we would have had an audience in here, with the other two women who also staffed the kitchen. But they were both out in the dining room next door, setting up the tables, chatting amicably, and smiling at each other. Lucky them. They got to have fun, whereas I was in here with a woman who I was pretty sure was a half-second away from shooting fire out of her eyes.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Glennis. I’m sorry. Can’t you look it up on the internet? There has to be something out there that is close. You’ve made the thing a thousand times here, how do you not have it memorized by now?”

Her eyes narrowed to slits and her hands clenched into fists. Oops, obviously that was the wrong thing to say.

“This is no joke, and it’s not just something you randomly pull off the internet. You have absolutely no respect for anything I do or how I do it. That’s unacceptable, and I’ll be talking to your grandfather about that right now.” She whipped off her apron and threw it on the prep counter to her left.

I wasn’t sure what was going on with her to make her so angry, but she’d been off kilter this whole week. Just now, I realized I should have asked sooner if everything was okay. I had been so wrapped up in getting things ready for everyone to leave on their much-needed and well-deserved vacations that I hadn’t been paying enough attention to what was happening in the now.

I very calmly placed myself in front of the door out to the hallway. She could, of course, turn around and take the back door out of the kitchen that led to the backyard. But before she walked out the door to talk to my grandfather, who no longer owned this inn, because I did, then we were going to pause for her to hear what I had to say, what I should have said before.

“Move,” she growled in a voice that was low and filled with shades of rage.

“I’m not moving, Glennis, until you hear me out, please. I’m sorry you don’t think I take you or your work seriously, because I promise you I do. I think you’re amazing and value you, both as a person and as an amazing cook. I’m sorry, too, that I did not understand how important the recipe is, and I apologize for coming off flip about it. I’ll go out and look for the recipe to see if maybe it got misplaced.”

She harrumphed, but her shoulders sank from framing her ears to half-mast.

“As far as I know, no one has been in the kitchen, but the three of you in the last twelve hours. Well, maybe Mena, too,” I said, gesturing at the sink where it looked like she probably left her ice cream bowl. “Did you lock the door behind you when you left last night?”

She nodded. Maybe she didn’t trust herself to say anything nice right now, and so was choosing not to say anything at all. I was on board with that.

“Did you see the recipe last night before you left?” Her shoulders rose, and I was quick to explain. “I’m not saying you should have, or that you’d need to. I just want to make sure I know the last time it was seen, so I can know where to look or who to ask. Please, work with me here.”

Those shoulders went all the way down to their normal position. She shook out her head and her torso and blew out a breath. “I did see it last night. I put it out on the counter to use it this morning.”

“Okay, so it was out on the counter, and the door had been locked. But that doesn't mean someone with a key couldn’t have opened the door. And maybe, when they did come in, they brought a breeze in that they didn’t feel. Or they created the breeze when they swished open the refrigerator door, or as they walked by. The recipe could have flown off the counter and floated onto the floor?”

“I looked.”

“I’m sure you did. But could it have maybe been stepped on and stuck to someone’s shoe? Or maybe it got kicked out of the way. It could be in the hallway. It could be in the lobby.”

That seemed to give her pause, and that pause was what I’d been looking for. “Why don’t you prepare everything else you need, set the oven, if you know about what the temp is, and I’ll go out and search around like a dog looking for treats. I promise I’ll come back as soon as I find it. I’m sure that will be soon.” Especially if I used my dubious talent of bibliomancy to ask for where this recipe could be. Sometimes, when I posed a question to a book and then flipped to a random page, I was graced with an answer. 

It was called a “talent” in my family, but felt dubious sometimes, especially when other people in my line could do much cooler things. But lately I’d grown to appreciate it more because it had started working with fireworks and clear information. I could hope for that this time, too. Of course, sometimes it told me to grab an umbrella when I asked if the printer needed toner, so there was no guarantee.

Glennis gave me one more slitty-eyed look before nodding her head again. Finally, she grabbed her apron and looked at the floor as she put it back on. She got a glass out of the cabinet above her head, and while she didn’t exactly slam it onto the counter, it did clink a little louder than it needed to. 

“I’ll be back. Do you want Taylor and Clara to come back in and help, or should they continue to work in the dining room?” I wish I knew what was going on with her. This couldn’t all be about a single recipe, no matter how much she loved it. Now was not the time to ask, though. Maybe once I found it, and the guests from this week were gone, we could sit down and have a real talk.

However, if there was anything I’d learned since taking over the inn from my grandfather, who I affectionately called Poobah, it was that you often had to kowtow to any number of people, both employees and guests, if you wanted to get what you were looking for.

And if skulking around the hotel while looking for a recipe card from the 1900s was in the cards today, then those were the ones I was going to play.

I left Glennis humming to herself in the kitchen. It sounded more like a dirge than a put-the-pep-in-your-step song, but I was not going to call her out on her music choice. I apparently had a recipe card to find and no freaking idea where it might have wandered off to.

Then again, there was every possibility that instead of someone else taking the recipe, something else might have, like our resident ghost. But Earl hadn’t been up here in months, and when he did want something, he tended to call me on the phone hidden beneath the stairs leading to the foyer.

Which was where I was headed right now. I might as well start with the closest area and work out from there. Maybe if I placed a call to him, he would have seen something to help me find this recipe card.

I wished my boyfriend, Dean, were here to help because he always seemed able to find the unfindable. But it was peak ferry season on the river down the street, and so he was on shift, sometimes double shifts right now. Soon enough, though, we’d be on that vacation I couldn’t wait for. Once the huge family that was staying here for their family reunion left, and we took a few days to get everything back where it belonged, everyone was leaving on vacation. Except for me and Dean. We had agreed that a staycation was much more our speed, and we planned to playhouse in this huge monstrosity I called home. Without staff, without family onsite, without guests. I couldn’t wait. His brother Caper and Caper’s two kids, who I adored, would still be in the small cottage out back that they were making into a home, but that was fine with us.

First, though, I had to find a recipe. After that, I would then have to deal with checking everyone out, following the meal that Glennis was so worried about being perfect that she couldn’t just make one of her other fabulous quiches and call it done. I kept my gaze on the ground as I made my way out of the kitchen and turned left toward the lobby. Taking a quick glance into the dining room on my way past, I heard Clara and Taylor discussing how fun the last week was. We’d hosted the family reunion, and other than a couple of hiccups, it really had been a lot of fun. 

As the only family here, they’d filled every room with their laughter and telling stories to each other. They’d relaxed here, playing games in the billiard room, listening to music in the sitting room, and having tea and coffee in the dining room. The one woman, Penny Fairfield, who’d paid for the whole thing, was a retired librarian, so she’d been in my two-story library many times, her fingers wandering over book spine after book spine, oohing and ahhing with her grandchildren over our extensive inventory. 

When she booked the inn, she had specifically asked us not to set up any planned activities like game nights or picnics or even breakfast, which were all usually included in the price of the stay. She’d wanted things to happen organically, not on a timed schedule. The only meal Penny had requested was this last morning’s brunch before they left. Other than that, they had just wanted to go out to local restaurants for all meals and desserts. Or they had bought a couple of catered picnics through the local grocer.

Glennis had been a little irritated that they wouldn’t let her make those lunches or set up prime dinners, but Penny had been adamant. We did have snacks in the kitchen, and a few times this week the kids had come knocking on the door or dinging the bell at the front desk for Aunt Hellen to get them some cream puffs Glennis just happened to have on hand. She’d been happy to provide them, of course.

But this brunch was her one hurrah when it came to this crowd, and I understood her wanting to make it a big to-do. I just wish she would unbend a little. She was going on vacation next week, too, and had only worked part-time this week. For their part, both Clara and Taylor had decided to work alternate days from each other until today and had enjoyed some away time, which benefited all of us since I had little for them to work on if the families in the inn weren’t actually in the inn. We’d had one other guest on the third floor, but he had barely emerged from his room and had left yesterday. 

But my ladies were here today, darting around in the dining room and getting things ready for this brunch that I hoped would go off without a hitch. Or if the hitch had to be around, maybe it could be the size of one on the back of a compact car instead of the hitch that Dean used to pull the ferry out of the river in the off-season.

I was so lost in my own thoughts and looking at the floor, thinking we should probably have someone come in and clean these carpets, that I didn’t hear the low-level arguing going on in the lobby until I was almost on top of the family.

“I don’t understand why we have to do it this way. There’s nothing wrong with deciding on a different course and then taking it. We outnumber her, Sally.”

Using my peripheral vision only, I could see Sally had pressed her lips together to the point that they wrinkled in her already lined face, and then she darted a glance over my way before looking back at her husband.

If I could have ducked out of the room, I would have. Or even just kept moving through as if I had heard nothing and seen nothing. Sometimes that was an innkeeper’s best defense, as long as it didn’t involve any damage to my property.

But Sally caught my eye, and she looked panicked in a way I wasn’t going to be able to ignore, no matter how much I would have wanted to.

“We can’t leave before the brunch, Leon.” She turned to me. “Roxy, tell him. We are all signed up to be a part of the brunch, and mother wants this to be a final family gathering before we all head home. Who knows when we’ll be able to get together again like this? We can’t leave early just because you think you have some all-important businessman stuff to do. I specifically asked for this full week off, and you promised it to me. Now, do what you promised, or there will be consequences the likes you’ve never seen. Walter already left, so at least we don’t have to deal with that imbecile. If you try to leave now, it will be your life and my money on the line. Don’t forget that.”

Whoowee, that was pointed, and I had never wanted to excuse myself to go look for a notecard so badly in my life.

It sounded like she mumbled something under her breath about her husband being the only imbecile she still had to endure. Since I couldn’t swear to it, and I wasn’t going to mention it if Leon hadn’t heard it, I kept it to myself.

So much for the fun family week that I’d thought they’d all had. Things were not always as they seemed. I knew that, but was still surprised to see it happen right before my eyes. I needed to get that card and get them out of here before things blew up. The sooner the better, apparently, before someone ended up dead from the daggers flashing in Sally’s eyes.
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Chapter 2
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It had been over six months since our last murder in our small town, and I did not want to be a witness to another. They were in a staring showdown, and I was almost afraid to blink in case something happened.

He looked away first, and she nodded quickly and decisively.

Okay, so I read that wrong, obviously not panicked, or at least that was not what her voice and her words were telling me, even if her eyes still looked a little wild. If I’d had a book in my hand, I would have consulted it quickly, just to get a read on the situation. Unfortunately, I had nothing at my disposal, so I just clasped my hands at my waist and smiled at the couple.

“I do know that Penny was very much looking forward to this meal, and Glennis has been working all morning on getting the perfect recipe.” Make that finding what she thought was the perfect recipe, but I wasn’t going to tell them that, either.

Just then, Aunt Hellen breezed through the front doors at my back, followed closely by my Uncle Vince. They weren’t related in any way, since one was related to my dad and the other to my mom, but that might change here soon. I smirked at the way they were both coming in at the same time, and Aunt Hellen seemed to be in the same clothes she’d had on last night.

That was truly none of my business. However, she could take care of this now, and that would be her penance for staying out all night. 

“Oh!” she said as she stopped staring longingly into Vince’s eyes and seemed to finally realize that there were people in the lobby. “Leaving already? I’m certain Glennis is hard at work in the kitchen putting together the most divine meal for you. I promise you that you won’t want to miss it.”

And with that, she went behind the counter, flipped the computer on, and kept smiling as Vince moved toward the dining room, holding up a very familiar box.

“Donuts to the sideboard, and I got the good kind!”

Leon Mitchell, Sally’s husband, sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, then groaned.

“We’re not leaving early. Don’t try this again.” Sally followed along behind Vince, asking which bakery he’d gotten the donuts from, leaving Hellen and me staring at each other as Leon stalked down the hallway and then mounted the stairs to the second floor. His shoes pounded on the stairs like he wanted to punish them for carrying him up to the room he’d had for the last week. As long as he didn’t break the banister or punch a hole in the wall, we were good to go. The stairs had seen a lot of action over the years. They could handle a little temper tantrum.

With that issue put to rest, I now had an obligation to razz my Aunt Hellen about her night out. I never missed a chance if I could help it. Especially when she was acting as she was now, doing everything she could to avoid my eyes. Yes, I had a recipe to find, but this opportunity wasn’t going to come again any time soon, and it might just be time to poke at her.

“So nice of you to show up,” I said, moving casually toward the front desk counter where Aunt Hellen was making it look like she was doing all kinds of things, like shuffling papers, rearranging the stapler, and fluffing up the cup of pens. The counter was an old oak monstrosity that had stood in the same place for almost one hundred years. I’d never considered taking it down, because it meant so much to the inn. Though I had been thinking about bringing in a craftsman to make sure it would hold up for another hundred years.

“I’m right on time if you’d check your watch, and last I heard, no one was supposed to be leaving for another two hours. Malcolm and Harvey aren’t even here to do their porter duties, so don’t give me grief, okay?”

I didn’t give her grief, but I did give her the side-eye in the pause before I decided on my own to move on to the next subject. “Glennis lost the recipe for the breakfast she was making for this morning, and apparently, there is no way to replace it. She’s beside herself. I’m looking for it so no one else has to deal with her attitude.”

“Lost the recipe? Isn’t that the one that’s been in her family since ye olde times of yore? How does she not know how to make that without a piece of paper? The woman can whip up a complicated soufflé with her eyes closed and one hand tied behind her back.” Aunt Hellen tucked her dark hair behind one ear.

I lifted my shoulders in a shrug, then tapped a finger on the counter. “Do you think that if I look at the books, they might tell me what happened to it?” I was still learning this talent that I’d been given at birth. I’d always thought it was the lamest of talents to ever grace our family of very cool talents, but it had come in handy over the last few months, so I was making an effort to really learn how to harness it. Long ago, Vince and Hellen should have taken me in hand and taught me all I needed to know, but some kind of disagreement had kept them from doing anything more than shepherding me along and putting up guard rails if I strayed too far from the path.

We’d been working on that, but lately they’d been going off on their own path by making googly eyes at each other. They most likely thought they were being secretive, or at least discreet about it, but they were incredibly wrong. Or at least ignorant about the fact that everyone and their sister could see what was happening.

And speaking of sisters...here came Mena, running down the stairs like the carpet was on fire. I double-checked just to make sure that was not actually true and released a breath when she came to a full stop at the bottom of the stairs. Typical Mena, she struck a pose with her hand on the newel post and the other anchored to her hip. “It’s almost vacation time! Are you ready to get this thing rolling?”

Boy, was I ever, but first we had to get through the brunch and get everyone out the door with no more arguments or mishaps. “When do you leave?” 

She was heading out to spend some time on the road with our parents, who pretty much lived in their travel trailer, taking the scenic route to everywhere most of the year. I adored them and was happy when they came into town, but just as happy when they left to run around in all their glory.

“They should be here this afternoon,” she said. “I figured that way it would be easier to get the trailer into the parking lot without all the cars from the guests.”

“Appreciated.”

She beamed her smile at me, the one that was literally filled with magic. It didn’t always work on me like it did on other people, but I was willing to let down my guard and get infiltrated by her sunshine this time. 

“Anything for my sister,” she said.

“Anything, but making sure your dishes are in the washer when you decide to have a midnight snack,” I responded with a smirk. I’d found her bowl and spoon in the sink this morning, rinsed, but not actually put into the washer itself. How could someone not finish the last step on a simple job like that?

Her return smirk was more powerful. It always had been. “Just think, for a whole week you won’t have to complain, well, about me at least. I’m sure you’ll find something, but at least I’ll be taken off the board of possible irritants.”

I scoffed. “I’m sure there'll be something that you forgot to do around here before leaving that I’ll have to clean up. If your ears are burning, it will be because I found it and am complaining.”

At that, she laughed and then rushed over to hug me. Being the middle child did have its advantages. I was older than her, but not the oldest, so we were close yet still able to have battles that inflicted little to no pain while still clearing the air.

Before she had come back, I hadn’t seen her in a long time. Then she’d shown up in town on a job as a nanny for the family staying here a few months ago. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed her until she’d come laughing out of the kitchen. And as much as I looked forward to having the place and Dean to myself, I knew I would miss her. I hoped she came back instead of remembering the fun of being on the road as a dog sitter to her many friends. I didn’t have my hopes up necessarily, but I was cautiously optimistic that she’d come back and stay, at least for a little while longer.

“Until then, do you mind checking on Clara and Taylor in the dining room? I’m on the hunt for a missing recipe that Glennis apparently cannot live without. She thinks someone swiped it from the kitchen last night. You didn’t happen to see it when you had ice cream, did you?” 

“I didn’t see a card on the counter, but then I wasn’t looking. Sorry. I’ll look in on Clara and Taylor, though. Auntie Hell, I’ll check in with you before I go to see what souvenirs you’d like from my road trip. Don’t let me forget.” Then Mena took herself off to the dining room to do as I asked, and I got back down to sniffing out clues as to where this recipe could possibly be.

“Why don’t you go ahead and check the library?” Aunt Hellen asked. “The recipe could possibly be in those old cookbooks you have stacked on the far wall. Or maybe someone had it stuck to their shoe and tracked it in there. And while you’re in there, you could certainly ask a book to help guide you. We went over the steps last week, so it might be time to put some effort into practicing what you’re being taught.”

How lovely to be brought to task for something I hadn’t done wrong. Then again, she was right that I hadn’t been doing much to practice the things we’d been going over. On the one hand, I did run an inn. On the other hand, I did have time, but I just wanted to have the fireworks and the glittering words that I had experienced the last time there had been real trouble around here. Because I wasn’t getting that anymore, I’d let my training drift off, and that was something I’d done wrong. I needed to get back to it even though I hadn’t been able to recreate the colorful display since then.

However, if the fireworks display had only been because we were trying to solve a murder, I would just remember it fondly. I did not want another murder if that was the price I, and the victim, had to pay. No, thank you.

Off to the library I took myself. Uncle Vince had just walked into the lobby, and there was only so much sly innuendo and fawning I could handle before I said something that I probably shouldn’t say, or laugh at their ridiculousness when we all knew what was going on.

Not a thought I wanted trailing me to the library. So, I shut it down and made the trek along the hallway to the library, my favorite room in this entire establishment. In fact, it had been since I was little. Sitting at the back of the inn, it had walls and walls of shelves of books, my favorite things in the world. When I’d taken over the inn from Poobah, I’d also installed a rolling ladder much like Belle’s in Beauty and the Beast because I’d dreamed of one for years. It hadn’t exactly worked as I thought it would when I went to swing from left to right on it, and that was all the information I was going to share about that debacle.

Moving on.

The double doors were made of a beautiful walnut that had been carved a lot of years ago by my great-grandfather, times about seven. He’d built the room for his wife, the woman I descended from, the woman who had given up the life she had been told to have through her family. Instead, she’d disappeared on her trip to an arranged marriage and stayed in this small town on the river for her whole life, raising a family with a man who let her be who she was, instead of the man who would have expected her to snuff out her powers in order to fit into his world.

If you looked closely at the right panel, her husband had carved a silhouette of her face into the wood right at the height of his heart. Someday, I dreamed of having a love like that. 

Except that if we were being really honest here, I actually had never really given that kind of love a thought. My parents had it, my grandparents had it throughout the years before my grandmother passed, and my oldest sister had it. For me, I had always been so focused on making the inn mine that I had studied and planned and apprenticed, never thinking that I’d do more than be here, taking care of the building and the people who graced us with their presence for short periods of time.

I loved getting to know people on the weekends they stayed here. Having a rotating schedule of short-term friends and acquaintances, having them float in and out of my atmosphere, had worked for me for years. But then I’d met Dean when he’d moved to town to take care of the ferry, and I’d dreamed, just for a minute, until I was certain that nothing would ever happen there. So, I’d made peace with just having a constant best friend. Until things changed again, and I’d gotten a kiss that rocked my world.

One of the happiest days of my life was also one of the scariest, but everything since then had been wonderful, at least between us. We did have another death in the last several months, so not everything was light and love. But I wasn’t going to think about that.

I traced the silhouette in the door and took a deep breath. Hopefully, I would be able to find this recipe, posthaste, and get it back to Glennis so she could calm herself down. She’d been in a snit pretty much the whole time this family had been here, but I figured that had been because they had not let her cook for them. With any luck, once I got the recipe for her, and she was able to make a fabulous brunch for the Deitz-Mitchell clan, she’d be able to go on vacation, maybe get her drink on, or refill her well, doing whatever she was planning on doing during her week away. And then she could come back closer to how she normally was. Still irritating and lofty, but less insufferable. It was something to wish for at least.

Our first few months as boss and employee, instead of two employees under Poobah, had been pretty good, but something had happened recently that made her more combative and not as easy to bring her back to center.

Twisting the brass knob on the left door, I let myself into the library and then closed it softly behind me. After this morning in general, I myself needed a few seconds to get back to center. And this was the perfect place to do that. It was filled with groupings of chairs, beautiful tables, and sconces galore. The lights were on a low setting right now, since it was still morning. They were set to flare brighter in an hour or so, but I’d be out of the room by then. I’d have to be, or I’d be able to hear Glennis scream all the way down here as she made a still awesome, but to her a second-rate, casserole for breakfast.

I leaned back against the double doors and breathed deeply. I could do this. 

I was good at finding things, usually, and I was not against doing whatever I had to do in order to keep my excellent cook happy. I just took a second, though, to wish that it didn’t have to be so difficult sometimes. Why couldn’t she bend?

It was a question with no good answers. So, I pushed away from the door and got ready to look high and low for that dang card. I hadn’t even asked if it was written on a card or a piece of paper. I tried to envision what it looked like and couldn’t come up with anything. I’d know it when I saw it, of course, but until I saw it, I was operating at a serious deficit.

Starting at the floor and the shelving nearest me, I searched every inch that I could see, running my hand over book spines and the space in front of the books. Thank goodness I didn’t have white gloves on because it became apparent pretty quickly that we needed to get in here and do some real dusting. Oops. 

But that was a problem for a different day. Walking my fingers over the last inches of the first shelf, I then focused on the carpet. It probably would be a good idea to vacuum in here, too. That would be on the cleaning crew’s list of things to do, regardless. But the kids in the family had been playing in here a lot over the last week, so there were bound to be some crumbs on the floor. They could be dealt with easily enough before everyone left for vacation.

I moved to the next shelf and started the same routine I’d done on the first shelf. This was going to take forever. I loved all the books in here normally and could have lived in this space alone if I’d had to, but searching every single nook and cranny of the place was not high on my list of desires at the moment. Not to mention, Glennis was probably about at the point where she was going to lose her lid. I couldn’t afford for her to throw her apron on the prep table again and decide she was done.

There was, of course, another way to do this. I grabbed a book off the shelf in front of me and then closed my eyes. Centering myself was usually easy, but I had found that if I concentrated on that and asked a specific question, I generally got better answers. Or at least a better answer than just throwing a question out into the Universe, while hoping someone else might be able to interpret what exactly I was asking for, and then give me the answer I needed, one that would make sense to me.

Leaning my forehead on the shelf in front of me, I stuck my finger in the book and breathed. “Please tell me what I need to know. Help me to help Glennis in the very best way possible. What is the best way possible to help Glennis? Where is the recipe card?”

Nothing wrong with covering all the bases I could think of.

I opened the book and closed my eyes as I traced a finger down the very old page. I’d picked something from the classics section and hoped that would work in my favor.

My eyes scanned the paragraph and came up with nothing. I read it again, and it was like I didn’t have any talent at all. The words themselves made sense. The sentence was structured correctly, and the way it sounded when I read it out loud made the words sound like they belonged together, but there was no click in my brain that would interpret them in a way to answer my question.

Argh!

I heard what could have been a quiet sigh or hum behind me, and then the letters rose off the page, sparkling as they hadn’t in a very long time. I dreaded reading the message after the connection between trouble and sparkling letters I’d made earlier, but I couldn’t ignore the message that the Universe was sending me just because I didn’t want to see it. Maybe an animal had chewed up the card, and it was gone forever. I did not want to go to Glennis with that information, but it would be better than the last time the letters had lit up like a fireworks display on the Fourth of July. 

Finally, I forced my eyes open, braced myself against the shelf with one hand on the solid wood, and looked at the message floating above the book.

Look Behind You

Did I have to?

I won’t lie. I closed my eyes and stood where I was for another few seconds. I kept my eyes closed, too, when I finally got to the point where I could turn around. This could just be a clue as to where the recipe card was. Maybe the book was telling me that the card was on the floor behind me. Perhaps all I needed to do was turn around and look behind me, and I’d find the small piece of cardboard or paper. Maybe it was under a couch, or under a table, or maybe it had gotten stuck under the edge of the carpet that was hidden under the cabinet that I’d recently found in the back of the cellar.

Of course, I wouldn’t know until I actually opened my eyes. I took another three seconds and then grunted at my own procrastination and opened my eyes.

And that’s when I saw Penny Deitz slumped over in a chair by the fireplace, and there was no way she was still alive.

So much for thinking those sparkling letters didn’t have anything to do with major problems.
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Chapter 3
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Oh, man...oh, man...oh, man...oh, man...this was not good. What on earth had happened to her? Her eyes were glassy, and she was slumped over to the right, nearly hanging off the edge of the chair. She obviously was not breathing. Oh, man.

I crept toward her, even though it wasn’t like I was going to scare her or anything. She was way beyond ever being scared again.

Oh, man.

I did take in the scene for a moment, as I placed my fingers at her throat to see if there was a pulse, while I tried to let my brain get on track with what I was seeing here. Yes, she was slumped over. Yes, her eyes were glassy. I watched for about thirty seconds to make absolutely certain her chest wasn’t moving at all to indicate any breathing. Her arm dangled toward the ground. Her clutch purse was attached at the wrist with a heavy leather loop that looked like it had seen better days.
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