

Masher of Ceremonies


 

The annual Tea With the Queen fundraiser always makes for a festive weekend in Queensville, drawing visitors from far and wide and giving local shops a welcome boost. This year, vintage kitchenware collector Jaymie Müller is running the event, and she’s got her hands full organizing old and new volunteers along with a surly catering crew. Then her master of ceremonies tells her he’s being blackmailed but can’t go to the police, and before Jaymie can sort that out she stumbles over a dead body at the tea.

 

Despite the demands of keeping the event up and running, Jaymie can’t help puzzling over the murder. There’s no concrete evidence linking the cretin behind the blackmail scheme to the dead body, so she begins questioning everyone connected to the blackmail, hoping to expose the killer. And just as she discovers a web of relationships that leads her to the culprit, she realizes that the Tea With the Queen may have been a royal pain, but outwitting a blackmailer and catching a killer may be the death of her . . . 
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Dedication

 

To my big sister Carol, who gives me so much joy in conversation, laughter, and memories.

Carol, the update on Haskell Lockland and Hoagie is for you!




Cast of Characters


 

Vintage Kitchen Mystery Series:

 

Jaymie Leighton Müller: wife, stepmom and collector of all things vintage kitchen-y!

Jakob Müller: her husband, dad to Jocie, Christmas tree farmer and junk store owner.

Jocie Müller: little little person (as she says!) and happy daughter to Jakob and Jaymie.

Becca Brevard: Jaymie’s bossy older sister and co-owner of QFA (Queensville Fine Antiques).

Valetta Nibley: pharmacist and Jaymie’s best friend.

Brock Nibley: Valetta’s older brother.

Violet Nibley: Val and Brock’s sister-in-law and new co-owner of the Kitschy Kitchen

Mrs. Martha Stubbs: Jaymie’s elderly friend and confidante.

Heidi Lockland: Jaymie’s friend.

Bernie Jenkins: Jaymie’s friend and a police officer.

Mrs. Trelawney “Tree” Bellwood: Queen Victoria Impersonator #1.

Miss Imogene Frump: Queen Victoria Impersonator #2.

Austin Calhoun: Jaymie’s friend.

Hoppy: Jaymie’s Yorkie-Poo.

Lilibet: Jocie’s tabby.

Detective Rodriguez: Police Detective

Angela Vestry: Assistant Chief of Police

 

 

Masher of Ceremonies:

 

Nigel Charles Dudley: new owner of Stowe House and MC of the Tea with the Queen event.

Sterling Zaleski: Nigel’s husband.

Charlotte “Charley” Dudley: Nigel’s younger sister, a chef and TV presenter.

Rudy Florian: Charley’s husband.

Ewan Packard: Nigel’s assistant.

Ryan McLellan: former acquaintance of Nigel’s.

Sarah Laughton: Ryan’s landlady.

Celia Bailey and Zen Hopper: Queensville Q&A Podcasters
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One


 

It was pitch-dark as Jaymie, Jakob and Jocie pulled up to their home very late on the first Sunday in April. It had been a long, long two-day drive from Florida, with an overnight stopover in Kentucky. Hoppy, belted in with a puppy harness in the backseat, yipped and whined as Jocie struggled with the cat carrier while trying to also undo her seat belt. Lilibet yowled her displeasure in the carrier as she was turned on her side while Jocie fought with the stubborn seat belt latch. The bing-bing-bing of the vehicle’s seat belt alarm sounded.

“Jocie, wait and we’ll help you with the animals,” Jaymie offered, shifting into Park and turning off the engine, then unclicking her own seat belt and trying to find her house keys.

“Lilibet’s carrier is stuck, but I can do it myself,” Jocie said tiredly.

Jaymie caught a glimpse of her daughter in the rearview mirror. “Jocie, it’s okay. We can help.” She knew her daughter tried, despite her small stature, to do everything for herself. Sometimes she needed to be reminded that it was okay to ask for help. She took a deep breath and let it out, relaxing her shoulders. “We’re home. It’s been a long drive from Florida and a tiring week, but we are home.”

They were returning from a spring break visit, one week in Boca Raton with Jaymie’s parents. Usually they flew, but this time they had driven, taking Hoppy with them, and had just retrieved Lilibet, Jocie’s cat, from Jakob’s parents’, where the cat had been staying while the family was gone. Despite an early start from the Louisville hotel they were late getting home. There had been an accident on I-75 a few miles south of Toledo that shut down the highway in both directions, forcing them to a standstill for almost four hours.

It had been taxing and everyone’s nerves were frayed.

“Let’s take a breath and thank goodness that we are home safe and sound,” Jaymie continued. “And that we’re not one of those poor folks in that accident.”

Jakob took her hand and met Jocie’s gaze in the mirror. “Hey, kiddo, we’re all tired and hungry and dirty. But we made it.”

“I’m so tired,” Jocie mumbled as she righted poor Lilibet’s carrier.

Jaymie got out and circled to her daughter’s door, opened it and gave the kid a hug. Jocie rested her head on Jaymie’s shoulder. “Tomorrow is Monday, first day back to school and back to work,” Jaymie said. “Let’s make tonight a good one. Sandwiches for dinner and then we can organize your school stuff for the morning. Bath and bed after that.”

“Okay, Mom, but can we hurry? I have to go to the bathroom real bad!”

Jocie dashed in and took care of her needs, then together they unloaded the truck, freed the animals in the cabin, and shut the door against the dark and chilly night.

It was good to be home.

 

• • •

 

Monday morning dawned too early after a Sunday spent on the road. It was a whirlwind of activity to get Jocie out the door, backpack in hand, and into Jakob’s truck. He had a full day planned too. For all of them it was back to reality.

Jaymie’s reality was that in February Haskell Lockland, head of the Queensville Historic Society, had tricked Jaymie into taking over planning and execution of the annual Tea with the Queen event, a fundraiser for the group. It had to be spectacular and profitable or it would be canceled forever. She had about six weeks to put it together in time for the Canadian Victoria Day holiday weekend, which was the weekend before the Memorial Day weekend.

It was impossible to consider that the tea could be canceled forever! She had been volunteering there since she was a teenager and would not let it perish.

To complicate matters she had taken on a partner, Nigel Charles Dudley, the new owner of Stowe House, which was their traditional venue, a huge Queen Anne house near the heart of Queensville. It was the best (only!) suitable venue because it was within easy walking distance of the marina and thus the ferry, which would unload hundreds of Canadian tourists crossing the border specifically to attend the tea. For many it was a family tradition. She could not let them down.

Nigel’s videographer and assistant, Ewan Packard, had sent a steady stream of texts her way all week, even as she protested she was on vacation. Now that she was back the texts had accelerated, with a final one moments ago declaring Nigel is going to call you. Her cell phone rang as she closed the door behind her husband and kid. She listened to her new partner for a few minutes, pacing in the kitchen and staring out the front window at the pale green of budding April trees in the forest across the road.

Finally, after listening to a string of expensive and elaborate ideas for the event, she had to interrupt. “Nigel, no! Please stop. We can’t extend the Tea with the Queen event to all week. We just can’t!” Jaymie yelled into her phone, exasperated. He had already cajoled her into letting him appear as Albert, Prince Consort, Victoria’s beloved husband, and acting as master of ceremonies of the upcoming event.

But now he wanted more. “Whyever not?” he asked.

After the week in Boca she was itchy, sunburned, peeling and knew that ahead of her lay a marathon of post-vacation laundry, shopping, and catching up with blog posts. On top of all that, Nigel’s high-flown ideas of the new and improved Tea with the Queen were too much. Especially extending it to a week instead of three days. “Even if it was a good idea, we don’t have time to make it happen. We’ve only got six weeks. Six, Nigel!” A thread of desperation laced her tone.

“I’ve organized parties for a hundred in just a few days.”

“One party. With people you know. Nigel, this is a three-day event with a million moving parts and attendees from multiple countries.”

“Consider it, please.” His voice lilted, lovely and silvery, sweet and beseeching, down the phone line.

“Okay.” She let one beat pass, then said, “I’ve thought about it. No.”

“Picture it: one week of daily tea parties on Stowe House Green, under the shimmering blue of the May sky, with costumed performers singing and dancing, a different event every day. I met a Mr. Ibrahim at the hospital, and he was perfectly gracious when I asked how he felt about playing the part of Queen Victoria’s companion Abdul Karim on one of the days.”

“Mr. Ibrahim . . . oh! That’s the dad of my daughter’s friend, Noor Ibrahim.” She was allowing him to distract her. Focus! “Nigel, we can’t—”

“I’ve already spoken to our two Queen Vickies and they are enthralled with the notion of making it into a weeklong festival!”

I’ll bet, Jaymie thought, in a rare moment of cynicism. Miss Imogene Frump and Mrs. Trelawney Bellwood had nothing but time and were enamored of Nigel. But with just six weeks to go, they must streamline their plans, not add to the confusion. “Let’s get together today and hash things out,” she said, knowing she needed to nip this in the bud in person. “Your assistant sent me a bunch of stuff while I was on holiday and I haven’t had a chance to look it all over yet. I’ll do that now and get up to speed.”

“You’ll consider my ideas?”

“We’ll talk.”

“I’ll let you go, then. You must be exhausted, poor duck. Go take a nap. See you for lunch at the QI and come prepared to brainstorm. I need to know how long to hire the piper for.”

“Piper? What—”

Too late; he’d hung up.

Piper? What did that mean? She did desperately need Nigel’s suggested nap, but it wasn’t going to happen. In addition to the Tea with the Queen event, she had a store opening to plan for. Val, her best friend and new business partner in the Kitschy Kitchen, their retro vintage tearoom and store, was determined to hold a soft launch on the Canadian holiday weekend to benefit from all the visitors to their town partaking of tea at the annual event.

She must have been mad, agreeing to any of this, Jaymie thought as she paced, followed by a worried Hoppy. She should back out. She should convince Val to cancel the grand opening of the store. She should—

Stop. She should stop and take a deep breath. Letting her shoulders drop, pausing and taking a deep breath, she relaxed. She could do this. It was all a wonderful dream, after all. She grinned, picked Hoppy up and whirled, did a cha-cha step and hugged her little dog, as she took another deep breath and looked around at her serene country home. She kissed his wet nose and set him down. Reassured, he trotted off, and she could hear kibble being crunched.

At the end of each day she had all of this to come home to: her family, their log cabin, the woods opposite, the Müller Family Christmas Tree Farm with acres of evergreens, the big tree with Jocie’s tree house. She was a lucky gal, and she must never forget it. Pressure, as Billie Jean King, the legendary tennis player once said, is a privilege.

She hoped she’d remember that when it all got crazier, which was bound to happen.

Tidying the kitchen table, she wiped it down, then filled the sink to do the breakfast dishes. Her Grandma Leighton had a saying, in for a penny, in for a pound, which she assumed meant the English monetary currency, not the weight, and she was indeed throwing it all in on her future. It was mad, and crazy, and she was determined to love every moment.

As long as she could get through the whole Tea with the Queen weekend without anyone wanting to (or succeeding in) murdering anyone else! For her own part, she’d restrain the urge to throttle Nigel. It was a start.

 

• • •

 

Later, after walking Hoppy in the woods opposite the cabin, three loads of laundry, a spirited game with Lilibet and Hoppy, a slow cooker meal put together for dinner, and the luggage de-sanded and put away in storage, she took a shower. Dressed in colorful springy attire, she drove into Queensville, parked at the Leighton house, then walked to the former yarn store that was the future site of the Kitschy Kitchen.

“You’ve made progress,” Jaymie exclaimed to Val as she slipped off her windbreaker, draping it over her purse, then explored what would soon be their store and lunchroom/tearoom. The rooms were gutted, the yarn bins from its life as the Knit Knack Shack removed, floor stripped and the walls of the main room painted a pale mid-century turquoise with salmon trim. She strolled through the other rooms, which would display their vintage wares. There were also behind-the-scenes rooms: a kitchen to bake or cook whatever they were serving, and bathrooms, with disability access.

Bill Waterman, their local jack-of-all-trades, was doing much of the work, but Val had, to speed the process, found a crew to demolish interior walls, repair structure and shingle the roof, which was all now done. She had hired a plumber and electrician to replumb and rewire, also finished. The work had been inspected and they could move forward.

Jaymie returned to the main room and stared at her friend in admiration. “You are a miracle worker. I’ve only been gone a week!”

Valetta, using her day off to work on their project, crossed her arms and looked around with satisfaction. “It’s coming along.” She tugged at the kerchief that covered her dark silver-threaded hair and pushed her glasses back up on the bridge of her nose.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been much help.”

“Kiddo, you’ve got the Tea with the Queen event to take care of, a daughter, a husband, a dog, a cat, two houses, a blog, a newspaper column and umpteen jobs.” Val reached out and pulled her into a hug. “We’ll get there, I promise.”

“Argh,” she groaned into her friend’s shoulder, then pushed away. “I’m in this with you, my friend, but today, unfortunately, I have to rush off again.” She told Val that she had to meet Nigel and at least listen to his proposal for a weeklong Tea with the Queen event.

“I can see what he’s thinking,” Val mused. “It bridges the gap between the Canadian holiday weekend and our Memorial Day weekend.” Jaymie was about to protest, but Val put up her hand. “Buh-buh-buh . . . it wouldn’t work, I agree with you. It’s too much. And Memorial Day is not the right kind of holiday for the tea.”

“Thank you! You’ve given me another argument against it. A frivolous tea honoring an English queen on Memorial Day? Not appropriate. And then he mentioned a piper before hanging up. What the heck does he mean by that?”

“’E means a bagpiper, no doubt,” Violet Nibley said, rushing into the big room, moving as swiftly as she always did, like a gale force wind. Valetta’s sister-in-law, widow of Val’s much older brother, was petite, a bundle of energy, dressed in slim-fitting jogging pants and a T-shirt with an obscure British band on it marred by a spray of turquoise paint. Her springy gray curls were tied up in a paisley scarf and she had a paintbrush in hand.

“Bagpiper?” Val asked.

“Oh! I know what you mean,” Jaymie said, jabbing her pointer finger in the air. “Queen Victoria was piped every morning at nine a.m. for fifteen minutes.”

“Aye. Your Nigel has something there,” Violet said.

“But where would he get one? And how much would it cost? And—”

“Did he ask for money from the budget?” Val asked.

Jaymie, startled, stared, then said, “Uh, he didn’t say.”

“Unless he’s taking money from the budget that’s needed elsewhere, I’d say let him have at it.”

“Sound advice,” Violet said as she dashed off.

“He’ll use it as a business expense, no doubt,” Val said. “He’s going to be featuring a lot of his preparations and the tea itself on his streaming channel, yes?”

“Sure. It’s why he wanted to be a part of it.”

“His followers will be good for the tea event.”

“Absolutely,” Jaymie replied with enthusiasm.

Nigel did videos of his homemaking tips, cleaning hacks, cooking, party preparations, gardening, and many other activities to do with his historic home in Boston, and now the renovations of Stowe House, which were in full swing. She had watched his latest videos showing his followers around the Queen Anne house amid the ongoing makeover of the kitchen, which had desperately needed an update. They were lovely, warm-hearted and soothing, a balm for the soul in a hectic world.

“Then you need to be firm about what you both can accomplish in the coming weeks, especially given that he will be working on his renovations, and you have a busy life too. Be sure to emphasize all the locals who will be hurt if they don’t have a meaningful role in the preparations for the tea.”

“Good point. I’ll discuss that with him this morning,” Jaymie said, feeling a load lift from her shoulders. “That’s why I should always talk to you about everything,” she said, hugging Val. “You and Jakob are the two people who calm me down. Make me see sense. I have an argument against extending the tea to a weeklong event, thanks to you. Now I know how to handle him; if it’s something he wants that is too expensive, I’ll ask if he’s taking money from the budget for it.” Jaymie leaned sideways and peeked toward the back room.

She could hear Violet bustling about back there. “How is she finding living here in Queensville?” Jaymie whispered. Violet had sold her house in Ontario, uprooted herself and moved to Michigan to be closer to the only family she had left, that of her late husband.

“Okay, I guess. But I had her and Georgina over for dinner the other night and let me tell you . . . well, look at the time!” She changed subjects rapidly as her sister-in-law zoomed back into the room, paintbrush in hand, to touch up marks on the newly painted surface.

“Talk later, Val,” Jaymie said with a significant expression. “I have to take off for that meeting with Nigel.” She pulled her jacket back on.

Everyone had assumed Violet and Georgina would get along because they were both English, but maybe that was foolish and simplistic. There was something about Violet that Val couldn’t discuss in front of her, and Jaymie felt a tickle of curiosity. She hadn’t known the woman before she arrived in their town. Her initial impression of the Englishwoman was that she was a calm positive force, but there were evidently quirks even Val had not been prepared for.

It was early April in Michigan, which meant changeable weather; snowflakes one day, rain the next and hot sunshine another. Jaymie zipped her windbreaker as she started walking, a chilly breeze ruffling her bangs and tossing her heavy ponytail. She had been about to walk to the Queensville Inn, but decided to return to the Leighton house to retrieve her SUV. That way she could go directly home from her meeting.

The pale green treetops, just coming into leaf, tossed like a crowd doing the wave at a baseball game. As she strolled the winding streets of her town, she thought about their vacation week in Boca Raton. Jakob was not much of a beach person but Jocie was, and so was Jaymie. He gamely splashed in the waves and built sandcastles with Jocie on the strip of white sand that bordered the changeable cerulean-to-aqua-to-teal Atlantic while Jaymie’s parents indulgently watched from beach chairs. Her mother doted on Jocie to such a degree that she was now talking about buying a condo in Wolverhampton in one of the new subdivisions so they could come up more frequently and spend time with their only grandchild.

Her dad was hesitant but not completely opposed to the notion, so her parents were coming north to spend time house hunting. Jaymie’s relationship with her mother had been testy in the past, but it was getting better. Much better, in fact. They loved Jocie and Jakob, and the Müller family had warmly embraced the Leightons in a way the staid pair were unaccustomed to.

The only fly in the ointment was that her mother was pressuring Jaymie to have a baby. She wasn’t getting any younger, her mother fretted. With their relationship on a better footing but still fragile, how could she break the news that she and Jakob had discussed it, and together had agreed that their family was complete? Would it break her mother’s heart? Would it damage their newfound peace? Jakob had recommended straightforward truth telling. He’d offered to be there and help with the conversation, but she needed to do it on her own.

But when to tell her? That was another thorny question; before they came up, or once they got to Queensville? Maybe she should have told them while they were there on vacation, but she hadn’t wanted to ruin a perfect week.

She retrieved her SUV and drove the couple of minutes to the Queensville Inn, once a stately mansion but converted and extended years ago to become a hostelry. She parked on the far side of the lot away from the building. Her dear elderly friend Mrs. Martha Stubbs lived in her own unit, a suite of rooms, as the inn was owned by her son, Lyle Stubbs. He ran it with his partner, Edith. If Jaymie had time she’d stop in and see Mrs. Stubbs after her meeting.

The dining room was big, but there were cozy nooks. Nigel and Ewan sat at a corner table, heads together over a folder of colorful pages and dividers, one of Nigel’s planning binders. He had one for every project he undertook. This would be for the Tea with the Queen event. He had another for the renovations to Stowe House, with dividers for sections on Queen Anne styles, sources, contractors, landscaping and many more. The Tea binder had sections on suppliers, volunteers, paid workers, and one devoted to Nigel’s brainstorming.

He stood and greeted her in his usual warm style, which was a kiss on each cheek and one to her hand, while Ewan, thirty-something assistant to Nigel and his online empire, confined himself to a nod of greeting as he tapped away at notes on his phone.

Nigel Charles Dudley was in his early sixties, fit, with silvery blond hair swept to one side, and bright blue eyes that owed their intense color, Jaymie now knew, to contacts. When he was tired, he wore silver-rimmed glasses that she thought suited him, framing his gray eyes nicely.

“Sit, sit, my darling!” he said. “I’m so happy you’re finally back! How was Boca Raton?”

“It was nice. I got a sunburn.”

“You do look a little red. You should take care of your skin, my dear. You’ll get wrinkles if you don’t do that while you’re young.” He beckoned Taylor Bellwood, their server of the day.

“Hey, Taylor, do you have any scones, the maple ones preferably?” Jaymie said as the young woman approached the table.

“We have pecan maples scones today,” she said, pencil hovering over her order pad.

“Oooh, sounds good. I’ll have one, please, with my usual tea.” It would be sweet and rich, studded with maple-sugared pecans.

“Right away. Anything more for you gentlemen?”

Nigel waved her off, but Ewan, with a smile and a wink for the young woman, asked for a coffee refill. Taylor blushed. Jaymie took the moment she lingered to ask if she was planning to volunteer at the tea, and she affirmed that she would, since her grandmother, Queen Victoria #1, would never let her off the hook. Jaymie chuckled; Mrs. Bellwood was a force of nature, to use that old cliché, more like a determined storm front than a tornado nowadays, but still formidable.

They settled in for their planning meeting, Jaymie a little trepidatious, but feeling better after her conversation with Val. She chatted a moment about how things were coming at the Kitschy Kitchen, but then, as Taylor delivered her order and refilled Ewan’s mug, they got down to business.

They discussed expanding the event to cover the week encompassing the Canadian holiday weekend and the American. Jaymie employed Val’s logic that Memorial Day weekend was not that kind of a holiday for a tea event, and he reluctantly agreed. The tea would be three days long, as always, and they would include input from her most active volunteers. That was not up for discussion, for Jaymie. She would honor those to whom the tea meant the most, the women (for the most part) who had spent decades building it into a tourist draw.

He mentioned a piper again, and Jaymie said, “You’re talking about a bagpiper, correct?” She broke open her scone and buttered, it then took a bite. Delicious! She’d have to duplicate these at home.

“Of course. Did I not make that clear?”

She smiled at his enthusiasm. He occasionally seemed scattered, but that was his online persona, a flighty, lighthearted social butterfly. She was learning that beneath that was a businessman who knew his audience. She swallowed her mouthful with a swig of tea. “I didn’t understand it, no,” she replied. “But then my friend’s sister-in-law said bagpiper and I recalled a documentary I saw on Queen Victoria and how she engaged a piper to play every morning while they were in Scotland.”

“In fact, she liked it so much that she engaged one to play every morning no matter where they were,” he replied.

“Nigel, I have to ask something.”

“I’m all ears.” He leaned in to her, chin cupped in his hand. One of his great skills was when he focused attention, he was all in.

“You have great ideas, and I like them, but they are expensive.”

“All of Nigel’s ideas are expensive,” Ewan said with a smile.

Nigel gave him a look and he sipped his coffee, looking down at his polished nails. “What is your concern?”

“The budget. It must go for meat and potatoes things like supplies and advertising and—”

“Good heavens, did I not make myself clear yet again? Anything I arrange is on my tab, of course.”

She sighed with relief. “Still, there are time constraints. I don’t know if everything you want is feasible, given the short time between now and the event.”

He smiled across the table at her. “Don’t worry your pretty head about that, my child. Let Uncle Nigel take care of it.”

Maybe that was meant to reassure her, but it didn’t, nor did she appreciate the diminution of her from woman to child, though she knew he didn’t mean ill by it. She was about to protest but took a breath instead. Choose your battles, she had once been told. He was a successful man. Presumably he knew what he was doing. As much as she needed this event to be a success, she also needed to trust others and not micromanage.

The silence had stretched a moment, but she nodded. “Okay, pipers and Mr. Ibrahim and whatever else you want, if it’s on your dime and you honestly think we can get it done.” She paused, then added, “As long as it doesn’t devolve into chaos. This is serious for me. It has to work smoothly, Nigel, or there will be no more Tea with the Queen events in the future. I answer to Haskell Lockland, head of the historic society. We must conduct it efficiently and make a profit.”

“Understood. And on that note, I’ve had a brilliant idea. I have the perfect people to pitch in. You’re going to love them.”

Ewan, behind Nigel’s back, rolled his eyes, then winked at her, confusing her further. Distracted, she said, “You mean, other than the locals?”

“Absolutely. We’ll ask them together. I’m calling my sister Charley right now,” he said, picking up his phone. “She was a chef on TV, but in the past she ran a successful bed-and-breakfast in upstate New York. He runs a food production company.”

“He who? What do you—”

“Hush, now!” he said, putting up one hand as he dialed a number and put it on speaker phone as a woman said hello. “Charley, it’s your brother,” he chirped. “What are you and Rudy doing for the next month and a half? And how would you like to come visit my newest project and help me stage an absolutely wonderful event?”




Two


 

He told her she was on speaker phone, then explained what he wanted. Charley, her voice warm and upbeat, proclaimed her interest. “I have the organizer here with me, and Ewan, of course,” Nigel said. “We’re in a meeting right now. You’ll be hearing from Jaymie Leighton Müller, a lovely local girl and my new friend. She’ll describe the event.”

“Hi . . . uh . . . Charley,” she said, taken aback at the sudden turn of direction and not sure how to feel about it. “Jaymie here.” She explained the Tea with the Queen event and went briefly into its history as a moneymaker for the historic society from many years back, warming to the topic as she spoke. “My friend Mrs. Martha Stubbs was one of the originators. She’s still involved to this day. I started working at it when I was a teenager. Each year we hold it on the lawn of Stowe House, the Queen Anne house your brother bought. He’s been kind enough to volunteer to host the event this year.”

“He told me about it a couple of weeks ago. Sounds fun,” she said. “Wait a sec and I’ll check with Rudy.” The phone went silent for a few minutes, then she came back. “Nigel, Rudy is here and agrees. He can take time away from the business and I’m at loose ends. As long as I can cook in your kitchen and test new recipes, I’m in. We’ll come stay with you in Michigan?”

“Perfect.”

“We’ll come right away, then. Now, big brother, take me off speaker phone. We need to talk.”

He picked up the phone and listened, nodding, his smile dying. Jaymie sat awkwardly, not sure what to do or say.

“He’s here? In Queensville?” He paled as he listened. “I can’t believe he threatened to talk to Sterling. What am I going to—” Nigel stopped abruptly, looking shaken. He jumped up and paced away to stand by a window. The rising chatter as the restaurant filled drowned out his conversation.

“What’s that about?” Jaymie asked Ewan, watching Nigel with concern.

“Private.”

“Oh.”

“Not to be rude, Jaymie. But my job is to protect Nigel.”

“Protect him from what?”

He smiled, then leaned his elbow on the table and cupped his chin in his hand, staring at her. “You’re very pretty, you know that? Skin like an angel. And hair . . . ! Glorious.” He took up one lock of her brown hair and coiled it around his finger. “Your husband is a lucky man. I like a girl with curves.” His gaze traveled up and down her body.

She pulled away and swiped the long strand back, twisting it into her ponytail, feeling a blush creep from her neck to her cheeks.

“You’re blushing! And so did Taylor. I don’t think I’ve seen so many girls blush since I was fifteen.” He grinned and winked.

Ewan Packard was one of those fellows who fancied himself a smooth talker. He was extremely good-looking and well-dressed, habitually wearing a button-down dress shirt, sweater, pressed slacks and shiny black shoes not suited for walking in a village like Queensville. It was irritating that he could befuddle her with his flirtation, but her blush was the result of his inappropriate compliments. It felt intrusive.

Nigel returned to the table, his expression grim, but didn’t sit back down. He closed his planning binder, exchanged a look with Ewan, then flashed a smile at Jaymie. “We’ve done all we need to do today. I’m going to call the bagpiper and Mr. Ibrahim. Let’s meet again next week.” He relaxed as he added, “Oh, Jaymie, one more thing. I’m working on my kitchen and know you can find what I need. I saw the kitchen utensils you have on display at the historic house, the green and cream. I’d like a collection in red and cream or red and white, in excellent condition, no cracked paint or rust.”

She watched him a moment. “Nigel, are you sure everything’s okay?”

He nodded sharply, a smile on his lips, but a worried look in his eyes. “You can find me those kitchen utensils?”

“Sure.”

They parted ways, Nigel bending his head to whisper to Ewan as they headed toward the door. She would bet that the “spontaneous” phone call had been prearranged, as had the request for Charley and Rudy to come help. Oh well, she thought, trying to be philosophical; the more help the better.

She needed a moment with a friend. No visit to the Queensville Inn would be complete without seeing her favorite nonagenarian, Mrs. Martha Stubbs. She headed past the untended inn reception desk and down the hall to the end, then tapped on the woman’s door; no answer. She rapped harder, but still there was no answer. She was about to turn away when the door was flung open and Edith, with an armful of towels, jumped and dropped all of them.

“Good heavens, you about gave me a heart attack.” She pulled out earbuds, and as Jaymie helped her pick up the damp towels, she said, “Did you knock on the door? If you did, neither one of us would have heard you. Martha has her headphones on, I’ve got my buds in and we’re both listening to that local podcast Queensville Q&A.”

“Mrs. Stubbs is listening to that podcast?” Jaymie straightened abruptly, staring at the other woman.

Edith, a woman in her sixties with freshly dyed red hair and a new nose piercing, chuckled guiltily, as she, too, straightened. “I know, I know. You don’t like how you’ve been portrayed as Jaymie Drew, intrepid girl detective.”

Jaymie rolled her eyes. The true crime podcast was popular locally, but she hadn’t listened to it and so far had resisted every effort on their part to talk to her. They had covered a few of the police cases she had been involved in. It felt diminishing, especially since she heard they critiqued her actions when they didn’t know the whole story. Which she was not about to tell them. It was a vicious circle, but she’d not give them the satisfaction of making her explain her actions.

“You go on in and I’ll bring you both tea.” Edith hustled away, her haste appearing to come from a heaping helping of guilt.

“Don’t worry about it. I can make a pot.” Jaymie entered as Mrs. Stubbs looked up.

The woman took the headphones off and tapped, with one arthritic finger, the pause button on her tablet. She was an enthusiastic embracer of technology, enrolling in online classes for seniors.

“Edith let me in. Neither of you heard me knock.”

“I suppose she told you what we’re listening to,” she said with a guilty look.

Jaymie couldn’t help but laugh at the woman’s ashamed demeanor. “She did. I can’t believe you’re listening to those . . . those overrated gossips! You know how I feel about that podcast.”

“In my defense, this series is not about any crime you’ve been involved in.” She smiled with a smug nod. “It’s about one that I was involved in.”

“What?”

Mrs. Stubbs laughed, a dry, dusty cackle. “They’ve done the series, but now they want to interview me about it. They keep calling and pestering. I may need to, since they’re wrong about so much.”

“Mrs. S., I know they’ve gotten stuff about my part in investigations wrong. Is that the kind of thing you’re talking about?”

“Not exactly, but I can hardly blame them. It was all a long, long time ago. If you want to know more, you’ll just have to listen for yourself. Check out their series called ‘Death and the TV Dinner.’” She wouldn’t say another word. Jaymie would just have to listen if she was curious.

“I was in the dining room having a meeting with Nigel and Ewan about the tea.”

“How did it go? Did you rein in that lovely man? Tree and Imogene are gaga over him. Think he’s the best thing since sliced bagels.”

“It went okay. I’ve given in, Mrs. S. Thrown in the towel. He can do whatever he wants as long as he pays for it. I’m taking Val’s advice; no more micromanaging.”

“Good! Don’t go borrowing trouble.”

“I just hope that doesn’t come back to haunt me.”

They had tea and discussed Jaymie’s recent family trip to Boca Raton, and her parents possibly moving back to the area part-time.

“How do you feel about that?”

“I’m not sure,” Jaymie replied. “Mom and I haven’t always had the best relationship. These last couple of years have been the best since I was a kid. I hope having her around all the time won’t damage that.” She chewed her lip. “I know it’s coming from a good place. Jocie loves them and they adore her. And Jakob gets along with them. I’m lucky.”

“But . . . ?”

She explained her turmoil, how to break it to her mother that Jocie would be their one and only grandchild. “Jakob and I have talked about it. It’s our decision, and only ours. No one else’s business.”

“You needn’t sound defensive with me, Jaymie. I know it’s not going to be easy, but the sooner you talk to her, the better. And it would definitely be best before they make their decision to buy a house here.”

She hadn’t thought of that. “You’re right. But it’s a conversation I want to have in person, so when they get here in a few weeks.”

She felt better after their talk and headed out of the inn toward the parking lot and her car. To her surprise Nigel was there. She thought he’d be long gone. He was speaking with a man she didn’t recognize—slim build, brown hair beautifully styled, dressed in black slacks and wearing brilliantly shiny black loafers, with a black leather suit-style coat—while Ewan lingered back by the entrance. She watched for a moment, then joined Ewan. “Who is that Nigel is speaking with?”

“Ryan McLellan.”

“Oh.” She waited for him to elaborate but he didn’t. She examined his profile, but he didn’t meet her gaze. “A friend of Nigel’s?”

“Not exactly.”

“Oh.” She waited again. The usually chatty Ewan was silent. “So, who is this guy? And why does Nigel look upset?”

He glanced at her, but simply shook his head, a look of concern on his face. “It’s private. And Nigel’s privacy is my job.”

Which he had already told her. “You’re right, of course. Talk to you later.” She headed across the lot toward her vehicle. She happened to be parked close to where the two men stood by a vintage red Mazda RX-7. Nigel hadn’t noticed her yet. Words floated on the breeze tossed back and forth, all from an agitated Nigel: intrusion . . . get out . . . leave me . . . don’t talk . . . follow . . . and finally warning.

Her SUV beeped as she approached. She fished in her purse, found her key ring and hit the starter button, her SUV coughing to life with a throaty murmur. Nigel glanced over, saw her, gave a sickly smile and a thumbs-up, then took the other man by the elbow and steered him over to a corner of the parking lot where they were concealed by the Queensville Inn sign.

Huh. She hoped everything was okay.

 

• • •

 

Charley Dudley and Rudy Florian arrived two days later. Jaymie was working at the Kitschy Kitchen with Val when Nigel called and asked if she could meet them at Stowe House.

“I’ve got to press on here, Nigel. I promised Val to work out where everything is going and we’ve got Bill Waterman here doing repairs and measuring for display shelves.” She covered one ear against the bang-bang-bang of Bill’s hammer. “I have to decide these things today.”

“Maybe we can come over there, then.” He consulted with his sister in the background and came back to the phone. “She’d love to see your little project. We’ll be over in half an hour.”

Jaymie hung up and returned to the central open space, where Bill and Val were looking at a blueprint the local handyman had drawn up. It held all the information he needed as to where studs were, where pony walls were to be erected to give a backdrop for displays, and what kind of shelving and counters were to break up the space.

“Sorry for interrupting your phone call, Jaymie,” Bill said. “Found a nail sticking up in the wood floor. Coulda hurt someone.”

“It’s okay, Bill.” The conversation continued. As much as she tried to join in with the other two, Nigel’s “little project” designation of her and Val’s dream stung. Nigel was a nice man, but he didn’t see their vision as big enough. He was accustomed to a half million subscribers seeing the fruits of his labor, his streaming videos. He wouldn’t even be doing the Tea with the Queen event if it wasn’t for his channel followers. That was fine for him, but it wasn’t her. She hoped the event would succeed, not for his benefit, but for Queensville’s sake and that of the historic society.

When they arrived, Nigel made the introductions.

As she was being introduced to him, Jaymie examined Rudy Florian, wondering why he looked familiar. He was in his late fifties, a calm fellow with a secretive smile that flickered across his full lips in response to jokes, quips, comments. He shook hands all around and then melted into the background.

On the other hand, she did recognize Charley Dudley right away. She stared, a little starstruck. “I didn’t know you were that Charley!” she said, reaching out and shaking her hand.

Charley Dudley was similar in stature to her brother, but younger than him. Jaymie knew she habitually wore a white chef coat, though today she wore a bright pink sweater that matched her shock of bright pink hair, which stood up almost straight on her head. Distracted, Jaymie wondered how long it took to get her hair to stand straight up like that. And how much hair gel did it take?

“I am that Charley Dudley,” she said easily, with a cool smile. She was famous for Cooking with Charley, a short-lived cooking show on a food network and a same-named cookbook. She had a recurring cooking segment on a major morning show out of New York, though she had been out of the public eye in the last while. After shaking hands and acknowledging Val and Bill, Charley strode over and stared down at the blueprints, while Rudy answered a call on his phone and stepped outside.

Nigel smiled after her, then turned to Jaymie. “I was hoping you’d be taking lunch and we could go over to the inn? There are things we need to work out. I’d like Charley to have a say in what we serve our guests at the tea, as she’s a noted chef.”

Jaymie stood stock-still, mouth open, then glanced over at Charley and back at Nigel. “What’s there to talk about? We’ve already established what will be served and can’t change the menu at this point. We have scones, tarts, squares, macarons, finger sandwiches; all the usual.”

“Sure, that’s for the prix fixe menu, but Charley asked if we were doing high tea, or cream tea, too.”

Prix fixe . . . what? This was not an haute cuisine restaurant they were running but a cozy afternoon tea event. As the volume of chatter rose and echoed in the near-empty space, she considered how to answer. She was still in charge, but depended on Nigel’s cooperation and access to his house. With his importation of two newcomers the balance had shifted. Diplomacy was necessary.

She knew what she was doing; she must hold firm to that. “First of all, high tea and cream tea are not the same thing. Cream tea is simpler than what we’re doing, tea accompanied by scones with clotted cream and jam. On the other hand, Americans think high tea is a more elaborate tea menu, but it isn’t, Nigel. High tea was the evening meal in a British working-class household. Think pasties, meat pies, bangers and mash, and a veg.” She had read plenty of British novels. “It’s what we’d call dinner or supper.”
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