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CHAPTER 1


          

          LEO

        

      

    

    
      “What the ever loving hell?”

      “Cupcakes!” Edward sighed, looking as happy as I’d seen him look in weeks. “So many, Dad! Can I⁠—”

      “No. Nope. No, no, no! These can’t be here.” The young man didn’t even slow down as he trundled past me, carrying a bright blue box with Nice Buns emblazoned on the side, the B looking distinctly callipygian. My blood pressure made a near-audible tick upward at the name of the bakery. I’d only met the owner once, and that was more than enough. “Ms. Dennis’ wishes expressly prohibit food, drink, or any sort of wake around her funeral.”

      The young man, wide-eyed and startled as a deer on a country road, stared at me, mouth flapping like a fish. 

      “Who ordered these?” I asked, marching to the nearest table with my six-year-old, Edward, in tow. “Oh my god…”

      “Dad! Just one? Please?” Edward was practically levitating with excitement—he didn’t get as much sugar as he insisted he required, thanks to my very mean and terrible parenting, which included insisting he eat things other than simple carbohydrates. “That one,” he shouted, pointing to a bright pink number with more frosting than cake, a very well-wrought middle finger sticking out of the top. “That weird unicorn one!”

      “Uh,” the delivery guy finally blurted, “I don’t know who ordered ‘em! I just deliver things for Ambrose when it’s too busy for him to come on his own! I’ve got, like… six more boxes?”

      “Is that a question?”

      “No?”

      I closed my eyes and tried not to grind my teeth. Doctor Nichols had just repaired two crowns last month and I wasn’t in any place to get more dental work done. “I don’t know who placed this order, but it was not Ms. Dennis, nor was it anyone here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I opened my eyes to find him still staring at me but edging ever so slightly closer to the already overfull table someone had set up near the back of the Perpetual Peace room.

      “Positive. There’s been an error. Maybe they’re meant for the Demaris funeral on Tuesday,” I suggested. “Or”—I glanced at one of the open boxes with it’s very well decorated but rude cupcakes—“somewhere that isn’t a funeral for a ninety-year-old woman.”

      The man shook his head. “No, it was definitely a delivery for today, for the funeral home.” His expression brightened. “Oh! I can call Ambrose!”

      “Ambrose is your boss?” I confirmed. “The owner of the bakery?” Of course he’d have a name like Ambrose. The man had looked like some sort of Renaissance painting the one time we’d met at a Rainbow Chamber of Commerce open house. He’d come with a few other new business owners from the area. He’d mingled and sipped and taken a brochure about the chamber, ignoring the glares from Willis Dempsey and some of the staid old guard while charming his way through the rest of the partygoers. He’d joked about how the town didn’t need two different chambers of commerce as it was the queerest town he’d ever seen. “And I lived in San Francisco for two years after baking school!” Everyone had laughed at that ridiculous, unfunny comment, and he’d grinned with that slightly crooked eye tooth flashing between lush, pink lips, his wild curls falling over his eyes before he could shake them back out of his face.

      Of course, everyone loved him. And I wasn’t jealous, not really. Just annoyed he’d won over the entire chamber in one meeting while I’d been busting my ass for four years, trying to get the board to realize I wasn’t some creepy ghoul just because I ran the funeral home and crematorium. 

      The fact they tended to “forget” to include Morris Family Funeral Home and Crematorium in things had gone from being awkward to infuriating, and I wasn’t quitting just because people were squeamish about death.

      The delivery guy nodded, startling me back to the moment. “He made all these. Well, I kind of helped. I mostly made the, er, middle fingers.” He blushed at that. “And some of the, um…”

      “The butts?” Edward chimed in. “Dad, this one has a butt on it!”

      “Edward, I think you left your dinosaur show running in the office. Want to go rewind it?”

      He raised a brow at me, and it was like looking back in time at my own self at age six. “It’s streaming. You don’t rewind those. Rewinding is for old videotapes, and no one uses those anymore.” He glanced back at the cupcakes. “Why does that one have a penis on it?”

      “Okay then!” I was far too loud for a funeral home, but I didn’t care at that point. “You can put those back in your van and give your boss a call. I’ll be in the office. Come through when you’ve got it sorted out.”

      Edward made a beeline for his tablet when we got back to my office, but the way he kept darting glances at the door, scooting to the edge of his chair to see into the Perpetual Peace room, told me I hadn’t heard the last of his plea for cupcakes. I was on the verge of giving in—there had to be at least a hundred of them, easily, not counting however many were still in the van, and the guy had said they’d already been paid for… 

      No. No, it’d be setting a precedent. Or something. And besides, knowing my luck, I’d need to pay for it or somehow end up paying for the entire order because one was missing and whoever had placed it would be pissed and demand a refund…

      “Dad, you’re spiraling,” Edward muttered, scrolling through an e-book about dimetrodon. 

      I thought about denying it, but it was not only no use, but it’d be a broken promise. When Edward started seeing the child psychologist in San Dimas, we’d made an agreement to look out for one another’s mental health.

      It sounded like a lot for a kid his age, but that promise meant that he’d listen to me when I pointed out his own spirals starting or ask if he needed to talk.

      “How could you tell?” I sighed. “Was I fidgeting again?”

      He nodded, setting his tablet aside to come wiggle his way into my lap between me and the desk. “Click, click, click,” he agreed. 

      That damn pen… “Ah. Well. I guess I’m trying to work out too many things at once, boychild.”

      He made a face at the nickname but didn’t really protest it. “You guess or you know?”

      “Now you sound like Doctor Sadler.”

      He smiled, resting his head on my shoulder. “Duh. Where do you think I got that from?” He twisted around to look up at me, his wide blue eyes startlingly bright. Why did I always forget how bright his eyes were, I wondered. It wasn’t like we went very long without being in one another’s company. But sometimes, with everything crushing down on me, it was easy to miss things, or have them dulled by the worry.

      Like how he was suddenly so much taller than the last time he’d sat on my lap, but that couldn’t be possible since he sat on my knee nearly every day. But today, his head was butting my chin instead of my collar bone. And his toes were curled on his sandals like they didn’t fit.

      Great. Another trip to Target. Add that to the budget, see what I can cut out. The car can probably go a bit longer without servicing. Maybe drop a few of the more intensive meals from the shopping list and focus on the pasta and veggies…

      “That guy’s back,” Edward muttered. “He’s afraid to knock.”

      The delivery guy tapped on the door, leaning past the opening and looking a bit sheepish, knowing he’d just been caught out. “Er, my boss said you can call him but he’s not taking the cupcakes back, especially since they were paid for and delivered to the correct address.”

      Tick.

      My head was going to blow off and sail around the room like a balloon losing air any second now, I just knew it. 

      “Your boss is wrong,” I said, forcing a smile.

      It must’ve been grim, judging by the way the guy pulled back and held up his hands to me, palms out. “Look, Ambrose just said leave ‘em here and come back for the next deliveries. We got a wedding this afternoon⁠—”

      “Congratulations.”

      “Huh? Oh! Not me an’ Ambrose! No, uh, it’s one of the Cullen triplets and⁠—”

      “And,” I interrupted, “I have Ms. Dennis’ requests on file. She prepaid for her arrangements. Not a single one of them included dozens of inappropriate cupcakes.”

      “Are they in’propriate because of the butts?” Edward asked, staring between me and the guy. “Or because people don’t like cake at funerals?”

      “This isn’t the first funeral Ambrose has made cakes for,” the guy offered. “So maybe it’s the butts?”

      Edward nodded thoughtfully. “Everyone’s got a butt, but we’re not supposed to show our butts to other people unless it’s the doctor and our grown-up is with us.”

      The guy nodded, his expression somewhere between wanting to laugh and wanting to flee.

      “Tell Ambrose his orders were wrong. I don’t care what you do with those things, just get them out of the Perpetual Peace room.”

      The guy brightened. “Oh! I can put them in another room then. That’s no problem.”

      Gently, I eased Edward to his feet and stood, counting in a slow five beats on my inhale, and a slower ten on the exhale. 

      Nope, still felt like flying around the room like a balloon. “There is no other room available. Ms. Dennis paid for the Perpetual Peace room. She has no surviving family. She has no friends,” I added, feeling a spike of shame for that one. Delia Dennis had not been well liked by anyone in Gaynor Beach and had done nothing to change that. In fact, she seemed to revel in being disliked, going out of her way to be spiteful, mean, bigoted, and just plain rude to everyone she met, be they long term acquaintances or tourists passing through.

      Ms. Dennis had been one of my first clients after I took over the funeral home. She’d taken great pleasure in informing me not one soul would come to the services and she’d rather they all stayed away than pretended to like her and fake grieve over her body.

      “Then why have a funeral?” I’d mustered the gumption to ask instead of just nodding politely and murmuring of course as people in my position were prone to do. 

      “Because”—she’d grinned, leaning in close—“I want them all to feel terrible. I want no obituary in the local paper, no formal announcements, no services with some preacher who never met me blabbering some mealy-mouthed platitudes to people who didn’t give a good goddamn about my soul much less my living body. No, I want them all to feel guilty.”

      “For what?” I’d asked, startled at her vehemence. “Why do you want the town to feel guilty?”

      Her smirk had been self-satisfied as she leaned back, folding her hands in her lap. “Because I cannot stand a single one of the hippie liberal assholes in this town with their fake smiles and faux concern. Driving electric cars but importing their goddamn cheese, frowning about the unhoused problem but keeping that second home in Malibu. Depriving them of their performative grief will be the last thing I get to do.”

      It was policy, both personal and company, not to argue with clients unless they were requesting something detrimental to their wellbeing or the life and limb of others, or if their requests were bigoted in some way.

      Telling Ms. Dennis that not everyone in Gaynor Beach was blazingly wealthy or acted like she claimed would have been a lost cause and possibly a lost client, and to be absolutely crass about it we desperately needed the money. Funeral services were, thankfully, not typically a booming business. So I bit my tongue and nodded. “Ah.”

      “And,” she’d added with an extra dash of relish, “I know that I won’t know a damn thing about it after I pop my clogs, but the idea of everyone in town assuming I was going to have some last minute redemption arc tickles me no end and I’m going to go to my grave imagining the looks on their faces when they realize there’s no warm fuzzy story to make them feel better.” 

      Okay, maybe somebody would want to celebrate her death with baked goods, but they wouldn’t send them to the funeral home. 

      The delivery guy just shrugged. “Look, I have more deliveries waiting and another four boxes of cupcakes in the van for this funeral. You’ll need to talk to Ambrose to fix this.”

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten.

      Then twenty.

      “Sir? Mr. Morris?”

      I opened my eyes and fixed my meeting the bereaved smile on my face and rose from behind my desk, moving to usher him from my office with the good ol’ fashioned funeral director hand-on-the-back, the other hand gesturing toward the exit maneuver. “I’ll be giving Ambrose a call immediately.” Holding the door open for him, I asked, “I’m sorry, what was your name?”

      “Er, Ira?”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Uh, yes?”

      Sigh. “Thank you, Ira. Have a good day now.”

      The door to the parking lot didn’t clang shut with a satisfying clatter but just sort of hiss-wheezed closed. 

      Everything in the home was like that—thick carpet to muffle the sound of shoes, soundproofed rooms to give the bereaved their privacy, heavy duty doors between the public facing parts of the home and the business end… 

      It was kind of annoying sometimes, really. Days when I wanted an epic door slam or to stomp satisfyingly across the foyer to my office, I had to settle for the polite asthmatic wheeze of the door and barely audible thumps of my steps on the plush green carpeting.

      On the plus side, Edward loved it. Too much noise, too many sounds all at once, were a problem for him. Auditory processing disorder, the doctor had told me at his third year checkup. That had led to other diagnoses including Autism and mild cerebral palsy. 

      Which, in turn, meant I spent more time educating his teachers and childcare providers than they spent educating him. At least it felt like that. And that was also a problem to handle after I got hold of Ambrose Jennings of Nice Buns.

      Edward had managed to snag a cupcake by the time I returned to the office and I just… let him. 

      Some battles are lost before you even get to the field, really.

      Smeared in pink frosting—I didn’t want to ask which design he’d chosen from the at least five different types I’d noticed in the delivery (please, god, don’t let it be one of the asses)—Edward was happily watching a cartoon about talking sea creatures having some sort of educational adventure, murmuring his corrections to the screen as I bent to kiss the top of his head. “Wash your hands when you’re done, okay?”

      He glanced up guiltily. “Oh. It… fell off the table.”

      “And into your mouth?”

      He started to nod, then shook his head. “I was hungry.”

      “Well, that’s your treat for the day, kiddo. No ice cream after dinner.”

      His mouth dropped open in shocked offense, partially chewed cupcake still in evidence.

      “Dude. Swallow first. And wash up. I don’t want frosting fingerprints all over the Perpetual Peace room. Or the Chapel of Eternal Rest.”

      He grinned. “But the Memorial Garden is okay?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Sassy, much?”

      He giggled, sliding from his chair and racing for the small bathroom just off my office. I seized the moment to grab my desk phone and pull up Nice Buns’ number online.

      Edward was splashing in the sink—I knew he’d be soaking wet when he came out and probably still somehow covered in frosting—so I had a few minutes to get this done. It only took a few rings before someone answered. 

      “Hey, Nice Buns,” the bored-sounding voice sighed. “This is Nausicaa. What can I do for you?”

      “Nausicaa?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Okay,” I drawled out. “Is Mr. Jennings in this morning? I seem to have a mistaken delivery and I need to get it sorted out.”

      Nausicaa (who names their child Nausicaa?) sighed. “Okay, is it a delivery you’re expecting, or it was mistakenly delivered to you?”

      “Mistakenly delivered to me.”

      She sighed again. “You the funeral home?”

      “I’m Leo Morris.”

      Nausicaa grunted. “You’re, like, one of two deliveries we had on the schedule today,” she said, the sound of paper shuffling on her end of the line, then keys clicking. “Ira marked the delivery as completed so that means you accepted it.”

      “What? No! I didn’t accept it! He said he had to go!”

      “And did he leave the cupcakes with you?” she asked slowly, like I was a very overwrought child she was trying to make see reason.

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “Then you accepted it.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works. Look, please let me speak with Mr. Jennings.”

      She huffed. “How do you know I’m not the one in charge of deliveries, huh? Is it because I’m a girl? Or is it because I’m so young? Maybe you’re just being sexist and ageist. Did you ever think of that?”

      “What?”

      “Look, I’ll tell Ambrose you called, okay? Bye.” 

      The line, unsurprisingly, went dead.

      Edward came back in from the bathroom, looking very damp and very pleased with life. “That is the best frosting. Even better than Aunt Gnome’s. She thinks I don’t notice she uses whipped cream instead of actual frosting, but I do. Even with sprinkles, it’s not as good as that stuff. Can I have another? I mean, Ms. Dennis isn’t going to care if we eat them, right?”

      The joys of raising a kid around a funeral home—a very pragmatic view of death. “Ms. Dennis likely wouldn’t even care if she wasn’t dead, but no, no more cupcakes this morning, kiddo. Where’s your other shoe? We need to run take those cupcakes back into town. There’s been a mistake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          AMBROSE

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not calling you Nausicaa.”

      Bethany’s eyeroll was practically audible. “Why not? It’s much cooler than Bethany. Bethany sounds like some eighties cheerleader who spends every Saturday night after the big game making out with her boyfriend Steve under the bleachers, but she won’t let him get past first base because she’s waiting for marriage or something.” She flopped sideways in the single chair in my office other than my way too expensive desk chair. Propping her crepe soled creepers up on the wall, she let one arm drape dramatically to the floor while flinging the other over her eyes.

      She’d obviously taken and aced Dramatic Teenager 101 over summer break without me knowing. Probably right after that poetry workshop at the rec center, but before the Nonfiction for Fiction Aficionados thing at the library.

      “Okay then.” I sighed, making sure I hit save on the bakery budget spreadsheet before sitting back in my chair. “Nausicaa as in the princess from the post-apocalyptic enviropunk anime, or Nausicaa as in the character in The Odyssey who helped Odysseus get ships to return home and had a deep and unrequited love for him and wanted to marry him?”

      She scowled, the annoyed twist of her lips and dip of her chin the only thing visible under her upraised arm. “The second one, I guess.” She let her arm fall and glared at me harder. “Why does it have to be either? What if I just really like the name and think it’s much cooler than Bethany?”

      Because our parents picked Bethany for you, and I remember sitting on the floor while they pored over baby name books. I remember when Mom decided Bethany was perfect for you. And I remember calling you Bethany before you were born, talking to Mom’s belly and saying I was going to be the best big brother.

      “If you want me to call you that,” I said, keeping my tone neutral as possible, “okay. Nausicaa it is. Let me know and I can notify the school to change it on your records.”

      She sat up, swinging her feet to the floor with a thump. “I need to give it a test-drive first,” she said. “See if it works in the real world.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Like I said, let me know.”

      Bethany—Nausicaa?—stood and smoothed her hands over the black jeans that made me fear for her circulation. “Good Okay. I will.” She paused, her heavily lined eyes narrowing behind her thick glasses. “I might change it again.”

      “Okay.”

      “Oh my god,” she muttered, turning on those dangerous shoes and stomping out of my office, her steps sounding down the narrow corridor leading to the kitchen area. 

      “Don’t touch the bakes!” I called after her out of old habit.

      “I know!”

      I closed my eyes and groaned, letting my head thump gently against the headrest behind me. It was only half past nine on Saturday morning, and the day had already gone on too long. Between getting the Dennis funeral order out the door on time, Bethany’s ongoing litany of complaints about everything from her clothes to her name to the lack of decent writing prompts in the afterschool poetry club she was in, and the rising cost of supplies and dwindling amount of my energy, I was starting to wonder if just maybe I’d bitten off more than I could shew. Fuck. Maybe Aunt Sharon was right and I should’ve gone into computer science or something.

      But that was kind of bullshit—Aunt Sharon didn’t mean that. She’d been the one who got me into baking, into doing it professionally. And it was because of her I’d been able to keep Bethany with me after Mom and Dad’s accident.

      And it’d been Morris Family Funeral Home and Crematorium that’d cut a freaked out college kid a huge deal and buried his parents for practically nothing, even with the nice caskets and everything that went along with having a decent funeral for two amazing people, so when the order for a gazillion rude cupcakes for a funeral service at the home came in a few days ago, I was tempted to deliver it myself even though I knew the budget needed doing, orders for supplies needed placing, and I had to be front of house for customers. 

      Saturday tradition at Nice Buns saw me behind the counter instead of in the kitchen or office for most of the day. Saturday was when I’d trot out my specialty bakes for the upcoming week: candlestick cupcakes, cornstarch cookies, Waldorf Salad Bars. All things from the old cookbooks I’d been collecting since high school. Things that, frankly, made Nice Buns stand out from other bakeries. Next to the vanilla cream cupcakes and trays of sugar cookies with seasonally colored sprinkles were candle cupcakes adapted from a midcentury salad ‘recipe’ involving bananas and avocado chocolate pie straight out of one of the 1970s church cookbooks I’d picked up trawling garage sales up and down the coast. 

      For September, just a few days away, I’d planned an entire month of autumn and back to school themed items. Between Ira, Bethany, and me, we’d made cherry-ketchup cupcakes and chocolate mayonnaise cakes to be sliced up before the shop opened. It’d taken me ages to make both recipes allergen friendly so we’d have those versions on hand as well. In a week I’d be setting out some more typical items alongside the unusual ones: cookies shaped and decorated to resemble pencils and notebooks, cupcakes decorated with delicate spun sugar autumn leaves… I sighed and opened my eyes. I really needed help.

      I mean, definitely a therapist sort of help, but help at the bakery most of all.

      The outer office phone rang, and I heard Bethany answer it, the tone of her voice sulky and her volume low enough that I couldn’t catch the words. Oh god, don’t be the Sugar and Spice people, I thought desperately. The big bakery chain had been sending out feelers for months, hoping I’d agree to a franchise or, at the very least, agree to sell some of their products but I’d been turning them down. They were another ‘quirky’ bakery chain but relied heavily on plain flavors and gumpaste decorations. Their big claim to fame had been scoring some features on a few travel blogs and having a rich owner who had a great legal team that helped set up a chain of Sugar and Spices in some chi-chi neighborhoods up and down both coasts and in Chicago. 

      When she didn’t holler for me to pick up the line after a moment, I breathed a sigh of relief, then paused. Please don’t let her be rude to a customer just because she’s in a shitty mood, I thought with a twinge of desperation. I didn’t want to tell her that she needed to tuck away her very valid feelings but at the same time, it took everything in me not to tell her on the daily that Nice Buns had an image to maintain and snarling at customers when she’d had a bad day wasn’t going to help.

      I tapped the mouse to wake up the computer and started back in on the budget. We were running on a fine margin, like most bakeries did, but ours seemed to be getting finer. Vanishingly so. Gaynor Beach was an amazing town with a thriving tourist industry and loyal regular customers but…

      But.

      The tourist industry was largely seasonal, with small upticks near the holidays thanks to the town festivals. And the loyal, local customers were a lifesaver but there were only so many people in town who patronized Nice Buns. 

      You can’t force people to eat cake, Aunt Sharon had reminded me more than once when I’d get all in my feels about people—people we knew and liked—not coming to her bakery back home, even when word got out that times were hard for the shop. 

      Before I could stop myself, I tabbed over to the last email from Sugar and Spice. 

      Hey there, Ambrose! It was great talking to you on Thursday—that’s how I knew it was a form letter or close to it because it had not been great speaking with the rep. In fact, I’d told them how many corners to fold their proposal into and in which orifice to stick it after they followed me on a round of deliveries and then hung out in my shop all day, being a nosy asshole and bothering customers with questions about how well they liked Nice Buns, had they ever tried Sugar and Spice (sixty locations nationwide, one near you!).

      We’d love to get some back and forth going on how Sugar and Spice can win you over! Your location, your aesthetic, and your customer service would be a great fit with the company, and we know you’d really do our delicious products justice with your skills! We’ll have another rep in the area on Monday⁠—

      I groaned because Monday was the day after tomorrow. Patience, time, and politeness were three things I was out of and couldn’t be remedied with an order placed to my wholesale supplier.

      “Hey,” my sister muttered from the doorway, looking anywhere but at me.

      “What did you do?” I sighed.

      “What? Nothing! Just some guy is here to see you with all the cupcakes you sent to the funeral this morning.” She shrugged, darting a glance in my direction but hitting somewhere over my head. “And, uh, he might’ve called first too.”

      “Do you hear that? That tiny hissing noise?”

      Bethany frowned. “No?”

      “If you listen really close, just close your eyes and listen,” I said, dropping my voice to a whisper, “you can hear my blood pressure creeping up to dangerous levels.”

      “Oh my god,” she groaned. “Whatever. He’s out front.”

      “If you hear a pinging sound,” I called after her, “it got high enough to literally blow my gaskets!” 

      I didn’t need to see to know she’d flipped me off. I recognized the sort of silence that followed her retreat, and I’d been fifteen once, too. The number of times I’d flipped off adults was easily in the thousands. The number of times I’d been caught doing it was less than three but really, they were painfully memorable times. 

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered, pushing away from my desk and leaving the email to languish a bit longer. Checking my reflection in the cheap mirror I hung on the back of my office door (after a long morning in the kitchens, you never could be too sure you’d gotten all the flour and food coloring off without a good gander in the mirror), I made sure I was somewhat presentable before slapping my game face on and striding through the kitchen to the front of the shop. 

      A tall, lithe man in a dark suit popped up from one of the tables, a young boy with tell-tale blue smears on his face tumbling to his feet beside him. “Mr. Jennings?” 

      Christ. Let me get more than an inch into the front of house, for fuck’s sake. “That’s me,” I agreed, heading around the counter and extending my hand. Up close, what I’d taken to be chocolate brown eyes were closer to the color of brown sugar. A smattering of freckles dusted his nose and cheeks, and the tiniest mole was tucked near the left corner of his mouth. A tiny beauty mark, I thought with the hint of a desperate giggle catching in my throat. Oh no, he’s hot. 

      He grabbed my hand and shook it firmly, part of me noting his long fingers and strong grip while the rest of me braced for whatever complaint was coming. Prepare to be disappointed, I thought.

      “I’m Leo Morris, of Morris Family Funeral Home and Crematorium,” he began and I gasped. A small frown marred his otherwise handsome face and he sighed. “Alright?”

      “Oh! I mean. Sorry, I wasn’t, like, shocked that you’re the funeral director or something but I was just thinking of you!” At his confused expression, I shook my head and rambled onward, “I mean, your family. Your dad, I guess? Whoever used to run the home about ten years ago?”

      “My uncle,” he said carefully, like he was waiting to see if his admission was about to trigger some sort of explosion. “I inherited the business when he died about five years ago.”

      I nodded. “I remember hearing he’d passed. I’m sorry for your loss.” He raised a brow, distinctly unimpressed with my word vomit. “Just, I was thinking about my—our,” I jerked my thumb at Bethany, “folks and how much your uncle really helped us out when they died. If it hadn’t been for him…” I trailed off and shook my head. “He was very kind and generous with a scared college kid.”

      Leo’s face underwent a rapid-fire series of expressions ranging from surprise to annoyance then settling on bland politeness.

      A very funeral director expression, I realized, that giggle from earlier almost escaping. “I’m glad he was able to offer you comfort in a difficult time,” Leo said quietly. “It’s not easy when losing a parent, much less two at once.”

      “Do you have like a list of things to say?” Bethany asked, leaning on the counter and sounding very interested in the answer. “I mean, when you go to funeral director school, do you have a class on how to talk to sad people and what to say to them so you don’t sound like a dick?”

      “Dick’s a rude word,” the little boy beside Leo piped up. “It means penis, and if you want to say penis, say penis.”

      Leo sputtered and I felt the blood rush to my face in a fierce blush, but Bethany just raised a brow at him. “Dick’s also a colloquial term for someone who’s a jerk, or rude or mean or something like that. But I guess your dad doesn’t want you saying it even if you mean someone’s acting like that, yeah?”

      The kid shook his head, then looked up at Leo. “Dad?”

      Leo made a strangled noise that reminded me of the ones I made when facing life, the universe, and everything some days. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      The kid shrugged. “Okay. Dick’s still a rude word.”

      Bethany nodded solemnly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      For the first time in what felt like forever, a hint of a smile tugged at her lips and her expression softened into something fond for just a few seconds before she disappeared behind her too-cool-for-this mask. Though, maybe I was imagining it, it wasn’t as angry as usual.

      Leo passed a hand over his face, dragging it down his jaw and muffling what I could only assume were several choice swear words as he went. “Edward, why don’t you grab a chair and let me speak with Mr. Jennings here?”

      Right. Down to business. Get your head in the game, Ambrose. “Ambrose. Please, call me Ambrose. I hear you’ve brought your order back?” I glanced past him to see two of the four tables in our small storefront piled high with our familiar blue boxes. “Was there a problem?”

      “He says he didn’t order them,” Bethany piped up. “He called earlier.” 

      Leo gave me a tightlipped smile. “Yes, I spoke with someone named Nausicaa?”

      “Did you now?” I glared at Bethany, who suddenly remembered she needed to change out the register tape, ducking her head to avoid seeing my face. “Well, I apologize. She’s been fired as of this morning.”

      “Oh. Um, it wasn’t because of me, was it?” he asked hesitantly. “I mean, returning this order? I didn’t get her in trouble, did I?”

      “No.” I sighed. “Nothing like that. But this is a huge order, Mr. Morris. Why return it? And isn’t the funeral this afternoon? I’m afraid we don’t have time to make a new order, especially not one of this size.” My stomach gave a queasy lurch as I thought of what the books would look like this week, having to eat the cost of this order. I couldn’t resell the cupcakes, and handing out this many, frankly rude, treats would definitely steer Nice Buns in a direction I did not want it to go. “Bethany, can you pull the order for Ms. Dennis’ funeral?”

      “The thing is, no one at the home placed it and, frankly, Ms. Dennis didn’t have any family or friends who’d order catering for her funeral. Even if she had,” Leo continued, looking somewhat pained, “the home wasn’t notified in advance. We need to make arrangements for catered services and generally don’t have food in the viewing rooms or chapel.”

      “Maybe it’s a misunderstanding,” I said. “One of her friends, someone from her church or temple?”

      He shook his head emphatically. “I don’t know how long you’ve been in Gaynor Beach, Mr. Jennings, but Delia Dennis was not someone with a social network much less anyone who’d want to mark her passing with some sort of catered get together. And judging by the decorations on the items,” he added, sending a glance toward his icing-smeared son who had somehow managed to take one of the treats out of a box and get back to his seat without any of us noticing. “And seeing as I helped her make her own arrangements, I can safely say this large order of cupcakes was not something she’d requested.”

      “Um,” Bethany broke in a bit tentatively. “I found the original order in the binder.” She held up the red binder we kept under the front counter. We kept physical copies of all our orders there, no matter how they were made originally, and only cleared them out after twelve months had passed. “The signature is…” She hesitated. “Um. Here.”

      I strode over and took the book from her. She darted back into the kitchen area, and burst into a fit of snickers before the door swung closed behind her. “The order was made online on Tuesday. Fully paid for with a credit card and instructions to deliver to Morris Family Funeral Home and Crematorium, celebration of Delia Dennis’ passing.” I paused. “Ah. Usually that’s a celebration of life…”

      Leo huffed a harsh sigh and rolled his eyes. “Like I said, she wasn’t well liked. Who signed for the order?”

      I saw why Bethany was giggling. “Ah. A… A Mr. Buttz.”

      Leo frowned. “I mean, not a common name but I’ve heard it before. I don’t know of anyone in Gaynor Beach with that name, though.”

      “A Seymour Buttz,” I said with a sigh. “Seymour Buttz.”

      Leo blinked slowly. In the kitchen, Bethany cackled. The kid, Edward, burst into a fit of giggles at the two-top where he’d been perched. “Seymour Buttz! Dad, it sounds like⁠—”

      “Yeah,” Leo sighed. “It sounds like that, kiddo. I got it. Is there any way to trace the card? Find out who ordered all of this?”

      “I suppose I could try to trace it back with the credit card company.” The absolutely mercenary part of me was ranting and raving against that idea. On the off chance it was a fraudulent charge, that’d mean I’d be out a chunk of change. 

      But… if it was a fraudulent charge, I reminded myself, I wouldn’t have earned that person’s money anyway. It’d be theft from not just me, but the person whose card it was. “Let me see what I can do.” I sighed. 

      “Thank you.” Leo nodded curtly. “I’m sorry to bring this all back and dump it on you but…” He shook his head. “I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but she’s not going to have many people there. Definitely not enough people for all of those cupcakes. And I know she wasn’t well liked, but I don’t enjoy the idea of someone actually celebrating her death.” He pursed his lips and I felt like the biggest ass for staring at how they puckered, how red they were, wondering how they’d feel against mine and oh god, I needed to download Scruff or Grindr or something ASAP. 

      “I’m sorry this is such a debacle. The order came in through our online portal and it says someone verified it.” I made a mental note to check with Ira, Bethany, and our part time front of house help, Catherine. She was a nice older woman who came in on days when I had big bakes to handle and on weekends to run the counter while I did the back of house stuff and Ira made deliveries. It was possible she’d had a fast one pulled on her by someone who thought they were being funny. I looked up at Leo to find him watching me, something warm and exciting about the way his eyes moved over my face. I cleared my throat softly and closed the binder. “I mentioned earlier I was thinking of your uncle,” I said, then winced. “Okay, that sounds weird already. Let me cut to the chase. I’d never gotten the chance to thank him properly for all he did for us, and⁠—”

      “And,” Leo cut me off with a raised hand. “And it’s okay. My uncle was a very kind man. He drove my dad and grandfather nuts sometimes because of how he often paid for the funerals of those who were unable to do so. It’s something I admired about him. And something I try to carry on when I’m able,” he admitted in an almost-whisper, like he was afraid someone might overhear. 

      “I think that’s wonderful.” I smiled. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if he hadn’t… Well.” I clapped my hands together and groaned inwardly. Way to look like a total tool, dumbass. “Well. I, um. I wanted to thank him but obviously can’t in person, so maybe you’d let me take you out to dinner as a way to, I don’t know, pass on that thanks generationally?”

      Leo’s face could tell me how weird that sounded even if my own ears hadn’t. “Ah… I mean. That’s a very kind offer, Mr. Jennings. Ambrose. But I’m really busy lately and besides, Uncle Benson wouldn’t expect thanks for what he did. He believed that the reward was in the doing and ensuring everyone had dignity in their end.” He gave me a tightlipped smile that somehow managed to be adorable as hell, and turned away, motioning for Edward to join him. “Let me know what you find out about the order, if you don’t mind?”

      “Could I get your number?” I blurted, and he hesitated, one brow creeping upward. “So I can let you know what I find out.”

      Bethany snorted loudly. “Smooth,” she coughed. “Real smooth.”

      Leo Morris pursed his lips again, narrowing his eyes as he regarded me for a moment, then held out his hand for my phone. “It’d be easier than trying to catch me in my office,” he said. “I’m always in and out, unless I have a client meeting. My office manager moved away in July so it’s just me for now, until I can bring on someone else to work the front end of things.” He took his phone back and sent me a text immediately. “There we go. All set. Edward, come on kiddo. We’re going to be late.” 

      I nodded, lifting my hand in a sort of weak farewell as they headed out of the shop and toward a blue CR-V parallel parked a few yards down.

      “Nausicaa,” I called, wincing inwardly at her name choice, and she popped out of the kitchen with a guilty expression on her face. “Whatever you just heard, you didn’t.”

      “Of course not.” She slipped back out to stand behind the register. “But if I had, I’d have overheard the least smooth pick-up attempt ever in the history of pick-ups.”

      I groaned, pressing the heels of my hands to my brows and blowing out a long, slow sigh that did nothing to curb my rising annoyance. “I need to go make some calls. Holler if Catherine doesn’t get here by ten so I can handle the morning influx.”

      She rolled her eyes but muttered alright as I headed back to the office. “And I decided Nausicaa wasn’t me,” she called after me. “I’m Melanippe now.”
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