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Chapter 1




Iprefer problems that can be solved by turning a wrench. 

I should explain. My name is Davie Carter, and ever since I was a girl, I’ve been a mechanic. I like solving mechanical problems, and I love driving fast down twisty roads. Somehow, I’ve managed to get this far in life with only those two skills. Mechanical problems are some of my favorite problems because they’re a lot easier to solve than most other problems. A busted alternator or world peace—which one would you want to solve? Exactly. 

So when I pulled over on the side of a Nebraska highway next to a broken-down car, I thought I was on comfortable, fixable ground. 

Of course, sometimes things can’t be solved by turning wrenches, but at the very least, most mechanical problems can be solved by banging on them repeatedly with a hammer or other heavy object. 

Okay, that doesn’t always fix the problem, but if you break something irreparably, in a way you’ve solved that problem, even if you’ve created a new and different problem. 

I went over to the young woman sitting beside the car on the side of the road. “Can I help you?” I asked. “I have tools.”

The young woman was struggling to hold back tears, and she looked at me suspiciously. She was huddled into a University of Nebraska hoodie that wasn’t warm enough for the ice-cold winds of January, which blew wisps of her curly brown hair out of her ponytail. I nodded at my Toyota Hilux, where it was pulled over on the shoulder, a beast of a truck that could, if needed, easily tow her beat-up, nineties vintage Toyota Camry. 

She looked up at me, her brown eyes scornful. “I know how to fix a flat tire.”

“Is that all that’s wrong?” In addition to the tire, which was a complete goner, the air reeked of burnt engine oil.

“Clyde always burns a little oil. I keep extra in the trunk.”

I was about to discuss more permanent ways of fixing an engine that burned oil, but the girl had gone back to staring into the distance and sniffling. 

Unfortunately, it appeared that the problem facing me today was only partly mechanical in nature. There were emotions and feelings and all the things I’m not as good at solving. 

A tear trickled down the girl’s cheek.

Yep, looking more and more like a non-mechanical kind of problem. But I couldn’t leave someone crying on the side of the road next to a broken-down car.

I sat beside the girl, trying to look nonthreatening and approachable. “Want to talk about it?”

She shrugged. “My professor canceled my Thursday-afternoon class at the last minute. I went back to my apartment and found my boyfriend cheating on me. With my best friend. I was already going to drive home this weekend, but after I found them, I left a day early. And then Clyde decided to…” She gestured to the car listing at the side of the road. “It was just one more thing, you know? Especially”—she swiped a tear away—“after what happened to my aunt.”

“It sounds like you’ve had a rough week. What happened to your aunt?”

“Nobody believes me. But she was murdered two weeks ago.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. But then I decided that, true or not, it was still a horrible thing for anyone to have to think. “That’s terrible,” I said, and I meant it.

“So after I found out about Jonas and Lindsey—that’s my ex-boyfriend and ex–best friend—I decided there was nothing worth staying for in Omaha. I’m going to drop out and go find out who killed my aunt.”

It wasn’t really my place to say anything about her plan, so I settled with “Okay.”

That surprised her. “You’re not going to tell me to go back to school and not to throw my life away for some ‘damn fool idea’?”

“There are lots of folks who are not impressed by my life plans, so who am I to judge?” That got a little half smile from her. But it was true. I make my living delivering illegal moonshine and, when necessary, outrunning law enforcement. It’s not the sort of thing they recommend when you talk to a career counselor.

“Why don’t you fix the tire while I take a look at the engine?” I didn’t think I could help with the cheating ex-boyfriend, but I could help with the car named Clyde.

She nodded, and we went to work. She’d already gotten the flat mostly off before I looked up from my examination under the hood.

“Was there a loud knocking sound coming from the engine and a cloud of exhaust smoke?”

She looked at me quizzically, like I was a psychic she didn’t quite know what to do with. “Yes. First the car slowed down despite me not lifting my foot off the accelerator. Then the noise and smoke and engine light, and then Clyde…He might be dead for good.” She sniffed again.

“Nonsense.” That startled her, but here I was on solid ground. “Look, I am not the person to ask for life advice, but I can repair Clyde, if that’s what you want. It’ll take a bit of doing, though. I’ll need to tow you back to a garage, and it’ll take a few days to get you running again. You’ve got a piston ring failure; the engine needs rebuilding. If you buy the parts, I can replace everything. I like projects like this.”

She stared at me. “Who are you, anyway?”

“Davie Carter. Driver for hire and part-time mechanic.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Margarita Rivera—call me Rita, please. Former marketing MBA grad student and part-time social media manager for a hotel in Lincoln, though that’s also former, I guess, as soon as I don’t return to work on Monday.”

“What if I got your car running by Sunday evening? Then you could return to work on Monday.”

“Why are you offering to work on my car? Why do you care?”

I shrugged. The truth was, I was at loose ends. Yesterday I’d finished up a delivery that started with picking up strawberry-flavored hooch made by a moonshiner who lived near California’s strawberry fields and then taking it over to a historic speakeasy-style bar in Indianapolis that was planning a special cocktail for Valentine’s Day. I didn’t have anywhere else I needed to be for a few weeks, so I’d decided to wander westward on back highways once the delivery was done. Rita seemed to be having a rough week, and I like working on engines. I could always explore the backroads later. Plus, murder? I shouldn’t be interested, but… I had solved a murder before. 

“I’ve got time on my hands, and you look like you could use some help.”

Rita pulled out her phone and started searching for something. “Your name doesn’t pop up anywhere.” She looked at me suspiciously. “What’s the name of your delivery company?”

“I don’t have one. I’m not really a company. I’m just… me.”

“How do people know to hire you?”

“Word of mouth, mostly.” I touched the ten-millimeter wrench I keep in my pocket for luck, hoping she wouldn’t ask more questions. I really didn’t want to have to lie, but I couldn’t tell her about the moonshine. 

She shook her head at me. “You realize you could increase the amount of business you do with a web page and social media presence, right? Exponentially.”

“I suppose so.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Do you even have social media accounts?”

“Um, no.”

“How do you talk to your friends?”

“Text?”

She shook her head. “Right. You’re lucky I found you. In return for fixing Clyde for me, I’m going to grow your web presence and garner awareness so that you become an industry leader and a social media influencer.” 

“Really, that’s okay.” My stomach flipped. This was not good. My illegal business activities didn’t need an online presence, and neither did I. 

“Why not? Don’t you want your business to be successful?”

Drat. It wasn’t like I could tell her. Maybe I could stall her, though. “Okay, fine. Thank you. But let me get your car fixed first, all right?” 

She nodded, held out her hand, and I shook it. 

What had I gotten myself into?








  
  
Chapter 2 




Rita called a friend to tell her that she was getting into a vehicle with me, and she pointed out, so loudly it was obvious she wanted me to overhear, that her phone was tracking her location and the friend could follow it. She also took a picture of the Hilux that showed the license plate and sent it to her friend. 

I wasn’t offended, because it was true that I was a stranger offering to give her a lift. Little did Rita know that I considered her the dangerous one—she was the one who wanted to publicize my bootlegging business.

It didn’t take long for us to put the spare tire on Clyde the Camry and hook it up so that I could tow it. Once we were done, we climbed back into the Hilux, where I had the heat on blast. It was already starting to get dark with the early dusk of winter, and the cold winds outside stirred the powdery snow that dusted the ground, swirling it into shimmering shapes across the asphalt of the highway.

I turned on the headlights and asked, “Where are we headed?”

“Is Valentine too far? My aunt’s house has a garage where you could work on Clyde, and I know the mechanic there. He’s a good guy. I just don’t have the money to pay him to fix Clyde right now.”

I punched in her address in Valentine, Nebraska, on my GPS, and we headed out. 

We hadn’t been on the road more than ten minutes when Rita, staring moodily out into the snowy landscape, said, “You haven’t asked me anything about my aunt’s murder.”

“I’m not quite sure what to say,” I responded truthfully. “I don’t know your aunt, and I sure don’t know how she died.”

“It happened two weeks ago. Everyone told me it looks like an accident, like she fell off a ladder. That it could happen to anyone.”

“But you don’t agree with that.”

“I know my Aunt Hanna. She was always careful with ladders and heights. She had a great-uncle who fell off a roof and broke his back. I told the sheriff that, and he pooh-poohed me.”

“What do your relatives say?”

“I don’t have any relatives. My parents died in a car accident when I was six, and Aunt Hanna took me in. She’s my dad’s sister—there were only the two of them—and my mom was an only child, like me. My grandparents have all passed away, and now that Aunt Hanna is gone, I’m the only one left of my family.” She sniffed and then continued. “Anyway, my aunt left me everything, so I now have her house and her chocolate shop. But I was going to finish graduate school—she was so proud of me for getting my MBA—before I moved back home. And then I found my boyfriend and my best friend together, and I don’t even see the point in finishing my degree now.” 

Rita sniffed again, and I could see she was trying to hold back the tears, so I cast around for something to distract her with. “Your aunt had a chocolate shop?”

“Yes, it’s called CC’s, short for coffee and chocolate. Aunt Hanna was trained as a chocolatier, but she also served coffee and lattes and espressos, because Valentine is a small town, and that helps get people in the door.”

“Do you know how to make chocolates?”

“Yes, she was teaching me, but Iris—that’s her assistant—was much more talented. Iris is the one running the shop now that Aunt Hanna is gone.”

“What kind of chocolates does the shop have?”

“All kinds of things. Pure chocolate, of course, with different cacao percentages, everything from intense dark to milk and white chocolate. Then there are the confections, like truffles, bonbons, and chocolates with fillings of nuts, caramel, or liqueur. And there are chocolate-dipped fruits; strawberries are the most popular, but Aunt Hanna would experiment with other fruits. And in the winter, CC’s makes a hot chocolate that uses melted flakes of real chocolate. It’s delicious.” 

My stomach rumbled. It had been a long time since lunch. “You’re making me hungry.”

Rita laughed. “I’ll take you there tomorrow, and you can try whatever you like. And I can see how the secret admirer promotion is going.”

“What is that?”

“Well, that’s why I was getting the degree, to help manage and market the shop. Last semester, for a class project, we had to come up with a marketing plan. I came up with CC’s Secret Admirer Service, where you can order chocolates to be delivered anonymously three weekends before Valentine’s Day. Then everyone who received chocolates has three weeks to try to figure out who their secret admirer is.”

“That sounds fun.”

“We had lots of people sign up, and my marketing professor gave me an A on the project. Even better, it helps out CC’s because it encourages people to buy their chocolates in advance, so the store has the chance to prepare and deliver chocolates before the fourteenth of February. That way, fewer people wait until the last minute to buy chocolates on Valentine’s Day, and CC’s has more time to make chocolates for Valentine’s Day, since the secret admirer chocolates are done in advance.”

“That sounds like a great marketing plan. But three weekends before Valentine’s Day is this weekend. Are the deliveries ready to go?”

“No, they’re not. My Aunt Hanna was going to do the deliveries, but now she’s gone. That’s why I was going to come back this weekend, to help run the deliveries. Iris can’t do it. She has to keep the store open and make the chocolates. And I also have to create the list of deliveries. When I set up the website order form, I had the information on what chocolate was ordered go to the main store email, but the information about who purchased the chocolates and who they are supposed to be delivered to went only to Aunt Hanna’s email—it was part of the advertising, that the secret admirers would remain secret to everyone but her. I have to get her password book, so I can log into her email and print out a list of who is getting what delivered.” After saying this, Rita slumped in her seat. “And now I can’t do the deliveries, because Clyde is kaput.”

“Hey,” I said. “I realize I don’t have a website to prove it, but I am a delivery driver. This is kinda what I do.”

“I can’t pay you much,” Rita said, but her eyes looked hopeful.

“I know you’ll find this hard to believe, but even without a social media presence, I do pretty well. You don’t need to pay me at all.”

Her back straightened. “Yes, I do!”

“I’ll have time to kill while I’m waiting on parts to arrive so that I can repair your Toyota. I can do the deliveries while I’m waiting.”

“I’m paying you.”

“Fine, you can pay me in chocolate.”

She glared at me. “Fine. I’m filling your truck bed with chocolate.”

I had been thinking she could give me a box of chocolates. “Good grief! Do you want me to gain five hundred pounds?”

“That’s not my problem. You’re the one who asked to be paid in chocolate.”

I looked at her. She didn’t look at all like she might change her mind. “Okay, you win. Pay me in chocolate. After I complete the repairs.”

“Good.”

Rita stared out the windshield, and I wondered what I was going to do with the case of strawberry moonshine currently sitting in the bed of my truck. I keep a locked cover on my truck bed, so no one could see the case inside, but if Rita really gave me that much chocolate, I’d have to move the strawberry moonshine somewhere else. The case had been a gift from the California moonshiner, who thought I was joking when I said I didn’t drink hooch. I’d tried to get rid of it when I’d delivered all the hooch to the bar in Indianapolis, but they’d only wanted the amount they’d ordered. 

And now I’d have, unless I could talk Rita out of it, a truckload of chocolate. Maybe I could give the chocolate and the moonshine to my friends. I certainly didn’t need it.

All I’d wanted was to help out someone stranded by the side of the road. Now I had a Camry named Clyde to fix, secret admirer chocolates to deliver, a case of strawberry hooch to hide, and potentially a truckload of gourmet chocolates to give away. What was going to happen next?








  
  
Chapter 3




The rest of the trip into Valentine passed uneventfully, and soon I was backing the Camry into Rita’s aunt’s garage. Once I unhooked the Camry, I wished Rita a good night, promised I’d be back in the morning, and drove over to a little bed-and-breakfast, where I’d called ahead to book a room. My head hit the pillow and I was fast asleep without wondering too much about what I’d gotten myself into. 

After breakfast the next morning, I drove to Rita’s and started planning out the Camry repair. Rita took notes as I called out a list of parts, supplies, and tools. It was a bigger job but nothing I couldn’t handle. 

“And the last thing I’ll need,” I said, “is a cherry picker. I hope the mechanic has one to lend out.”

“What on earth is a cherry picker?”

“It’s an engine hoist. It will hold the engine up when I pull it out of the car.”

Rita looked dubious. “Right. Is there anything else you need? An apple ladder? A blueberry buffer?”

I laughed. “I swear to you, a cherry picker is a real thing. I’ll show you when we get to the mechanic’s.”

With Rita navigating, I drove across town to the mechanic’s. I parked, and a good-looking dark-haired man walked out of the shop and over to us as we got out of the Hilux.

“Nice truck,” he said, and smiled. He hugged Rita and said, “How are you? Who’s your friend?”

Rita explained about the Camry and introduced me to Taylor, the mechanic. I went over the list of things I needed for the repair. “I can get this all ordered,” he said, “but even with rush shipping, the earliest I’ll have it is tomorrow morning.”

“That’s what I expected. I can swing by tomorrow morning and pick everything up,” I replied. 

He looked at me dubiously. “Are you sure you wanna do this by yourself? It’s a big job.” I bristled. My whole life, folks have doubted my mechanical skills because I’m a female. And now this cute oaf was questioning me. “I’ve got it, thanks,” I said flatly, and glared at him.

“Okay, sure,” he said. “Just trying to be neighborly.”

“Wait a minute. There’s one thing we haven’t discussed.” Rita glanced at me and then turned back to Taylor. “Do you have such a thing as a ‘cherry picker’?”

“Of course,” he replied. I grinned at Rita. I may not be smart about a lot of things, but I do know how to be a mechanic. “And you’re welcome to borrow it, Davie, and any tools you need. How about I bring everything over tomorrow morning? I can drop off the parts at the same time.”

That was very nice of him to offer, especially since I’d just glared at him, but, “You don’t have to go out of your way,” I replied. “I can fit everything into the Hilux.” 

“Not a problem at all. I insist,” he said. Turning to Rita, he continued. “It’s the least I can do, with everything you’re dealing with.”

Rita thanked him and accepted. After finalizing everything, Taylor went into his shop to order the parts for the Camry, and Rita and I got back into the Hilux and headed to the chocolate shop.

The store had a large sign out front, with two golden C’s on a warm brown background. When we opened the door to go inside, I almost gasped. It was warm and bright inside the shop, a welcome relief from the cold gray day outside, but most importantly, it smelled delicious, the aromas of coffee and chocolate merging together. 

A small brass bell attached to the door rang as we walked inside. There were no customers in the café, but a voice called out, “Be with you in a minute,” from somewhere in the back. I looked around. 

The café was decorated in a vintage style. On the ground floor, there were wooden chairs and small tables, and a fireplace crackled merrily against one of the side walls. I could see more tables and chairs on the balcony, which sat above the back half of the café. Far above, the ceiling was covered in pressed tin tiles in a golden color, and the same golden color had been used for the tile around the fireplace. 

The entire café was covered with Valentine’s decorations. There were red and pink crepe papers that had been twisted together and attached to each corner of the room, crisscrossing the ceiling. Below the crepe paper, honeycomb paper hearts on a long, thin string hung down all the way from the ceiling to just above head height. Each table had a pink tablecloth with a tiny vase holding red flowers. The carved stone mantel above the fireplace held red cut-glass hearts that scattered light across the room. 

Near the back of the café, a curved glass counter draped with crepe paper displayed rows upon rows of different shapes and sizes of chocolates. Behind the counter was an espresso machine, and sitting beside it was an old-fashioned metal cash register. The back wall had shelves holding more chocolates in glass jars, as well as different types of coffee beans. A doorway cut into the back wall offered a glimpse of the café’s kitchen, with the corner of a gleaming stainless-steel table visible. 

A young woman about the same age as Rita, with dark blond hair pinned up into a bun, walked in from the kitchen, carrying a tray of pastries. When she saw Rita, she smiled, set the tray down, and offered a hug. 

“Rita, how are you? I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

“I came back early—I’ll tell you later why. I need to introduce you to Davie.” Rita introduced me to Iris and explained, “Davie will be running the secret admirer deliveries. It would work better if we could deliver them today, instead of tomorrow. Are they ready to go?”

“The chocolates are done, but they need to be packaged up,” Iris replied. “If you two can help, it won’t take long to prepare them for delivery. But first, let’s sit. I’ve got chocolate croissants right out of the oven.”

“Perfect,” Rita said. “I’ll make us all lattes.”

“Get lattes for Davie and you,” Iris said. “I’d rather have a chamomile tea.”

“Please, just a black coffee for me,” I said. 

Rita shook her head at both of us. “You two are a boring bunch.” 

“Wait till you see what I’ve created,” Iris replied as she went back into the kitchen. “It’s not boring at all.”

Rita went behind the counter to make the drinks, handing each one to me. I carried them over to a table, and Rita followed with a plate of chocolate croissants. Iris reappeared, carrying a selection of chocolates, and we all sat down.

“Try this one first,” Iris said, pointing to a small square of chocolate dusted with a red powder. We all put one in our mouths. I blinked, hard. I’d been expecting the chocolate to be sweet, but this was less so, probably a dark chocolate. The red dusting tasted of chili powder, and there was also cinnamon in the chocolate. It was good but a little different. 

The flavor reminded me of Daisy Mae and Fenn, my partners in the Moonshine Girls—they were the distillers; I ran delivery. They both experimented with different flavors of hooch, and a cinnamon-chili-chocolate liqueur sounded like something they’d come up with.

“A Mexican-style bonbon,” Rita said. “I like it.” 

Iris grinned and handed around the second chocolate. This one was a simple domed shape, with nothing on the outside to provide any clues.

Rita looked at it. “A milk-chocolate truffle, right?” 

“Yes,” Iris said, “but you’ll never guess the filling.”

Rita and I took bites of our truffles while Iris popped the whole thing into her mouth. This one made my eyes water. The filling was green and, again, not nearly as sweet as I was expecting. The filling carried a lot of heat, but in a different way than the cinnamon-chili bonbon. I took a sip of coffee to try to calm my tingling taste buds. 

Rita looked at Iris. “What is this?”

Iris grinned. “Wasabi ganache. Isn’t it great?” 

“Wasabi?” I asked. “Isn’t that usually served with sushi?”

“Yes,” Iris replied. “I’ve been loving spicy-sweet flavors lately, and this one is such an unexpected combination.”

Maybe I’m unsophisticated, but I didn’t see wasabi truffles becoming that popular. Except if you wanted a chocolate that could also clear out your sinuses. 

Iris distributed the final piece of chocolate. This one was smaller, maybe the size of a carrot round, covered in white chocolate. I eyed it doubtfully and took the smallest bite I could. Once I tasted it, I knew what it was, so I swallowed as quickly as possible before I tasted more of it. Then I ate some of my chocolate croissant, which helped wash away the heat from what I was pretty sure was a chocolate-covered jalapeño. 

Rita took a long sip of coffee following her taste of the jalapeño chocolate and studied Iris, who was happily eating her jalapeño. Rita looked as confused as I was. 

“Seconds, anyone?” Iris asked. Rita and I shook our heads.

“Iris,” Rita carefully asked, “are any of your spicy-sweet confections included in the secret admirer chocolates?”

“No. Hanna told me to only do traditional flavors for the packages.” Iris looked disappointed, and Rita looked relieved.

Then the bell over the door jingled, signaling that we were no longer alone.








  
  
Chapter 4




Iris jumped up. “Ethel, I was wondering if you might drop by.” 

The woman smiled. Her short dark hair, cut in a bob, peeked out from under a yellow felt hat that matched her coat. 

“Would you like a chocolate croissant?” Iris offered.

“Could I get a dozen croissants to go? My son asked me to pick them up for a meeting he’s having.”

“Of course,” Iris replied, and went into the kitchen. 

Ethel looked at me and explained, “My son is the mayor of Valentine.”

Rita nodded and introduced me.

“Davie, how long are you staying in Valentine for?” Ethel asked.

“A few days. I offered to fix up Rita’s Camry.”

“Did it break down again? You really should buy a new car.”

Rita said, very firmly, “Never. Clyde is the best car ever.” 

“I’ll make sure Clyde is in good shape before I leave,” I promised.

Ethel nodded. “I hope you enjoy your time in Valentine. You’ve already found the best place here. Rita is a treasure.” Rita smiled, but she didn’t seem that happy at the compliment. I wasn’t quite sure what was going on. Ethel seemed very friendly, but Rita, though polite, hadn’t returned the friendliness.

Iris came back from the kitchen, carrying a pastry box. Ethel paid and left. Once she was gone, Rita and I set to work in the kitchen, getting the secret admirer packages ready to go, while Iris manned the café, serving coffees and chocolates to customers. 

Rita set out the heart-shaped red boxes and explained that each box would hold the same selection of bonbons, truffles, chocolate-dipped strawberries, and solid chocolate mini-hearts. Once they were filled, they would be tied closed using thin pink ribbon. 

“I apologize,” Rita said as we assembled the packages. 

“For what?” I asked.

“Ethel is a huge gossip. Now that she knows you, the fact that you’re fixing my Camry will be known by everyone in town by lunch. I try to be careful when I talk to her, because anything I say gets repeated.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t care if folks know I’m a mechanic.” That was the least of my worries. 

“It’s the worst part of living in a small town. People pretend to care about you, but really all they want is to gossip. And Ethel is our best customer. She’s here every morning. I can’t tell her to poke her nose somewhere else. And she’s also a snob. She tells everyone she meets that her son is the mayor, but the truth is, mayor is a part-time job here. Valentine isn’t big enough to need a full-time mayor. Her son actually works at the fish hatchery north of town.”

“I’ve met folks like her before.”

“My Aunt Hanna was a gossip, too. But Aunt Hanna had a kind heart. She’d never do what Ethel did. She and Ethel were friends, but after she died, Ethel was going around telling people that Aunt Hanna was always tripping over things and she never should have gotten on that ladder. That’s not true! My aunt was always careful.”

“I know her death was a shock, but maybe it was an accident?”

Rita shook her head. “My gut tells me it wasn’t. I just need to find proof.”

I felt sorry for Rita. I could only imagine how painful it must be for her. I’d solved a murder before, and an attempted murder, and my best friend, Allison, who was currently on a romantic getaway with her boyfriend, insisted that I was good at solving things. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to get drawn into another investigation, especially since the last one I’d been involved with had led to me being threatened at gunpoint. But then I looked sideways at Rita, who was wiping a tear off her cheek—I could at least help Rita think through things and maybe figure out if her aunt had been murdered or not. And if she had been murdered, I’d stay out of the way and have the police catch the murderer. 

“Why do you think she was murdered? Did she have any enemies?”

“None that I know of. But she did tell me, in the last phone call I had with her, that she’d learned something juicy.”

“Do you think she was blackmailing someone?” 

“No, she’d never do that.” Rita shook her head vehemently. “But maybe somebody killed her because she knew too much.”

“That’s not a lot to go on.”

“I know.” Rita sighed. We’d finished filling the boxes. Rita got out the pink ribbon and began cutting lengths of it, and I tied it around the boxes. “When I called the police, they said it was clearly an accident. She’d fallen from a ladder while hanging up decorations”—Rita gestured to the crepe paper and hearts hanging from the ceiling—“and that it was simply bad luck that she hit her head against the fireplace mantel.”

I looked at the fireplace, with its carved stone mantel. The fire crackling inside didn’t seem quite so cheery now.

“But it doesn’t make sense,” Rita continued. “My aunt wouldn’t have been hanging decorations after the shop was opened.”

“Did you ask Iris? Was she working that day?”

“I did, and Iris said that she’d gotten in a little late that morning since she wasn’t feeling well the night before. She was supposed to arrive at seven, but she got in closer to seven fifteen, and then she went out to pick up the mini bouquets for the tables from the flower shop around eight forty, while my aunt finished hanging the decorations. When she came back at nine fifteen, the police were already here, and my aunt was dead.”

“Who found your aunt?”

“Ethel. She came to the shop after it opened, around nine ten, and found my aunt. She was the one who called the police.”

“So no one was in the café with your aunt from eight forty to nine ten?”

Rita looked at me. “I don’t know who came into the café before nine o’clock and pushed my aunt off the ladder, but I intend to find them.”

“Why do you think someone came in before nine?”

“Because that’s when the café opens and the front door gets unlocked. My aunt would have finished with the decorations by then. Except someone came in and killed her.”

“Tell me about the back door?”

“The back door is always locked, and only three people have the key for it: my aunt, Iris, and me. The front door has a dead bolt that can only be opened from the inside, and Aunt Hanna or Iris flips open the dead bolt at nine, when the store opens. There’s no other way to get in.”

I thought about what she’d said. Apparently her aunt had been alone for thirty minutes, which would be plenty of time for someone to come in and leave. Even if you accepted that no one else in town could get in until nine, that left twenty minutes where someone could have come in and killed her, but only if they had a key. If someone had pushed Hanna off a ladder, that was time enough to do it. Now, whether that had actually happened, I didn’t know. 

“You’re sure there were only three keys to the café?”

“Yes.”

“Is there someplace in town to get copies of keys made?”

Rita looked at me, surprised. “The only place I know,” she said slowly, “is at Taylor’s shop. He’s got a key machine.”

“When he drops off the Camry parts tomorrow, I’ll ask him if he’s made any keys lately. Are there any security cameras in the café, or on the street?”

“No. This is a small town. People mostly trust each other, and besides, the gossips are always watching. They’d love to see someone doing something suspicious.”

“Did you ask the folks in the other shops if anyone saw anything?”

“No,” Rita replied. “I was back at grad school. Iris had to call and tell me what happened. I came home immediately, but it was such a mess. I talked to the police and Ethel, but I didn’t think to ask anyone else.”

Rita sniffed again and then left the table to get a tissue.

“We’re almost finished with the boxes. I can take it from here,” I offered. 

“Thanks, but… I need to stay busy.”

“Well, you could ask around, see if there was another customer who came by, while I deliver the boxes.”

“Okay, I’ll do that.” Rita started to leave, but then turned around and dug a piece of paper out of her pocket and handed it to me. “You’ll need this—it’s the list of delivery orders. I got into my aunt’s email this morning and printed it out. Please make sure no one else sees this, okay? I deleted all the information on who ordered the chocolates and did my best not to look at any of the names myself. I folded it up right after I printed it. Remember, it’s supposed to be a secret.”
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