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Chapter 1

[image: ]




Stirring Mayhem

Tuesday, June 11, 10:05 a.m.

There were only a few times in my life when I’d felt my body floating, even though I was standing still. I could hear the murmur of conversations around me. Even the mixed scents of freshly brewed coffee and sweet cinnamon rolls didn’t break my focus.

Really, it was only a few seconds. But the longer I laid eyes on the man in front of me, the warmer my body felt. 

“Okay, I would normally say you two need to get a room, but Ms. Joss Miller here is supposed to be working. Detective Baez, don’t you have some case to solve?”

I tore my eyes away from the handsome detective, my cheeks warm from embarrassment, and looked at my boss. “Um, I was giving Detective Baez his order.” I snuck a glance at him. “He’s such a faithful customer.”

Fay crossed her arms, she eyed me and then Detective Baez. “Really, Joss.” She shook her head before heading to the back of Sugar Creek Café. 

Detective Andre Baez came into the café every morning like clockwork. I told him he was a café resident now. We had several patrons who visited daily. While he loved our special blend of coffee, he was also my boyfriend.

Boyfriend. 

I often wanted to pinch myself. We’d been dating for almost eight months. And I was very much in love. 

The way Andre gave me his full attention, I felt pretty sure he was smitten with me too. 

He grinned. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”

I waved my hand. “It’s fine. Fay’s been in a mood the past few days. I don’t know if you heard, but the Davis family down the street is closing their boutique. They’re on the other side of the Book Nook. So there will be two empty storefronts on this block.”

Andre let out a slow whistle. “Really? That’s got to be tough. I thought everyone was united in not selling.”

I shrugged. “That’s what I thought, but apparently Rick Nelson worked his magic. Plus, Mrs. Davis is up in age and she’s been trying to get one of her children to take over the shop for years. I think she’s tired. Money looked good toward her retirement.”

This all started late last fall when the owner of the craft store next door, the Crafty Corner, was killed. There was quite a bit of fallout from Maggie Nelson’s death, including her younger brother, Rick Nelson, inheriting the property. Rick decided to shut down the craft shop, and for the past nine months, he’s been fixated on a campaign that would bring in developers. His primary goal – to build a luxury hotel.

It would only be a matter of time before Rick Nelson started hounding Fay about selling the café again. He sent a letter late last year, which both Fay and her fellow business owner, Albertine Lancaster of the Book Nook verbally protested at a city council meeting. Fay was pretty popular on social media and brought her grievances to her followers, who flooded Nelson with online posts opposing his antics.

However Rick tried to come at Fay, he would have to tread carefully.

I knew how much Fay loved this place. The café had been like home to me, and Fay had been really good to me. Not only as a mentor, but also like a big sister. When I struggled a few years ago to find my way, she gave me a chance. I’d always loved coffee, but being a barista hadn’t really crossed my mind. Now I was Fay’s right hand woman, the assistant manager of Sugar Creek Café. 

“Tell Fay it will be okay. The café has quite the fanbase, and Rick Nelson doesn’t.” Andre’s cell phone beeped. 

I watched as he removed the phone that was hooked to his belt. His eyebrows creased as he read the message. Then he reached for his coffee cup and looked at me. “I need to go.”

“Do you want a refill?” I hoped he would hint at what had worried his handsome face.

He shook his head. “Thanks, I’m good. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Okay.” My mood dropped a bit as the familiar door chimes rang and he headed out. I wondered where he was going and if it was a new case. I looked around Sugar Creek Café taking in the cozy atmosphere. The thought of losing all this to some soulless redevelopment project was even more depressing.

I walked in the back to check on Fay. I found her at her desk, staring at the laptop. “Are you okay?”

Fay sighed. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I’m glad you two are still going strong.”

“Me too.” I hadn’t had the best track record with dating and had taken long extended men fasts in between.

“Have you talked to Mrs. Davis? Any chance she might change her mind.”

“Unfortunately, no.” Fay frowned. “She said Rick offered her more money than she could ever imagine, but I felt like there was something else she wasn’t telling me.”

“Like what? Do you think he tried to intimidate her?”

Fay sighed. “I wouldn’t put it past Rick Nelson. You know more than most that the whole family is a bunch of bullies.”

Yes, I knew that well. The Nelsons and I had crossed paths too many times for me to care.

Still, I asked a question that I already knew the answer to. “Do you think Rick Nelson is going to pressure you?”

Fay smirked. “I have no doubts that he will try. He’s probably going to leave me for last. I just hope other business owners don’t cave to him. I don’t want us to be left standing alone.”

I heard the chimes of the café door, a customer had arrived or left. “Hang in there. Let me go out and take care of this customer.”

My gaze swept the customer at the counter, and my heart broke a little. Claude McKnight. The café was practically a gallery of sorts featuring all kinds of artwork by this very talented artist. One of my favorite pieces was one I commissioned him to do for me. 

A large portrait of my grandfather August Manning, a charismatic young man from this community whose life was cut short fifty years ago, was seen by the many people that graced our doors. 

As I approached the counter, I put on a smile to hide my concern. Claude was a handsome man, but he always looked like a starving artist. He spent most of his mornings sleeping, rising late in the afternoon and painting until the early hours of the next morning. So it was unusual to see him in the café at this time of day. And today, dirty blonde hair unkempt and dark circles under his eyes, he appeared more disheveled than usual. 

“Hey, Claude,” I greeted him. “What can I get you?”

He gave me a small smile. “I’ll take an espresso and one of those banana nut muffins.”

“Sure thing.” After he swiped his card, I said, “I’ll bring it out to you.”

“Great.” He turned to look around the café. “I’m going to talk to Eleanor.”

Eleanor Olsen was one of our regular café residents and a local mystery author. Claude’s deceased father and Eleanor had been friends all their lives. I’d often wondered if the never married Eleanor had unrequited feelings for Claude’s dad. She talked about him fondly and looked after Claude like he was her own son. 

I added Claude’s order to a tray and walked over to Eleanor’s table. “How’s it going, you two?”

Eleanor smiled. “It’s been a good morning, especially now being around two of my favorite people.”

I grinned. “I appreciate you, Eleanor.” 

I placed the tray in front of Claude. “Is everything okay?”

He took a sip of the espresso and sat for a few seconds, almost like he needed the liquid to boost his energy before responding. “It’s been hard these past few days.”

His eyes darted around nervously as if he was afraid someone might overhear. “I know I can share this with you two,” he admitted. “You know about my friend Rebecca Montgomery, right?”

I nodded. “Yes, she went missing almost three years ago now.”

Eleanor asked, “Has there been any breaks in her case?”

Claude crossed his arms and then uncrossed them, placing his hands on the table. “The anniversary of her disappearance was Saturday. Her sister came by the studio last night. She seemed to want to talk, but then she started asking me all kinds of questions. The same ones she asked me last year and the year before last. I finally asked her to leave.”

“Oh no, I’m so sorry, Claude. It’s crazy how Rebecca disappeared, and all this time no one knows what happened. I know that must eat away at her sister.”

Claude placed his hands over his eyes as if he wanted to shut out the world. Then he blew out a breath. “I know Olivia and Becca weren’t all that close, but they were it. Their mother died years ago. I don’t know why, but Olivia suspected me from the beginning. The police suspected me too. Even though I don’t know anything, I can never really get out from underneath people’s suspicions.”

Claude stared down and then ate a piece of the banana nut muffin. He took a while to swallow before speaking. With a choked reply, he said. “We argued the day before. Me and Becca. I never imagined that I would never see her again. It’s truly not a good idea to stay angry with someone.”

Don’t let the sun go down while you are still angry.

That’s one of the few bible verses I had learned over the years. I glanced at Eleanor. I knew she was almost finished writing a book that was loosely based on Rebecca’s disappearance. But I wasn’t sure if Claude was aware of this.

“Well, maybe I can help.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “I’ve been thinking about what to talk about  next for the Cold Justice Podcast. People keep asking me if I’m going to do a new season.“ I paused. “Do you think it would be a good idea for me to discuss Rebecca’s disappearance?”

Claude bit his lower lip before replying. “Joss, I’m not sure if that’s such a good idea. I mean, I appreciate the thought, but Rebecca’s case... it’s different.”

I placed my hand on my hips. “Different how?”

He hesitated, looking down at his hands. “Rebecca was acting off in the weeks leading up to her disappearance. I don’t want you getting involved in anything dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” I commented. “What exactly was Rebecca involved in?”

Claude sighed, his shoulders slumping. “You mean who was she involved with? You would have to talk to these people to get a podcast going, and I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.” He suddenly sat up straighter. “You’re dating Detective Baez now. He might also have the same concerns as I do with you doing the podcast.”

“Oh.” I confessed with a blush. Andre and I met just as I’d launched my first podcast. He had some choice words about me pursuing my own investigation. Since then I’d been quiet and focused on developing our relationship.

But lately I’ve been itching to do something. To get back to my podcast. I didn’t want to be a one hit wonder. I really wanted to pursue the truth in other cold cases too.

Claude interrupted my thoughts. “Maybe Detective Baez can find out about the status of Becca’s investigation.”

“Claude, if there were people around Rebecca that could have caused her harm, why didn’t the police approach them instead of bothering you?”

He shrugged. “I guess I was an easier target.”

“Oh no.”

Claude and I turned to Eleanor. She hadn’t been contributing to the conversation, but her face was paler than usual as she looked over at Claude.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Did you find something?”

Eleanor clasped her hands across her chest. “It’s all over social media. Some hiker and his dog found human remains.”

Claude gripped the table so hard his knuckles turned white. With barely a whisper, he asked what I was sure we were all thinking. “Becca? Is it her?”

Could that possibly have been the message Andre received on his phone earlier? Was that where he was headed?

If this body really was Rebecca Montgomery, what happened to her? And why was she resurfacing now?

***
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Tuesday, June 11, 10:53 a.m.

Claude didn’t stay. And I couldn’t blame him. Eleanor and I watched as he hurried from the café. He already looked troubled, but his face had grown pale like he was about to be sick.

Even though he’d left, I spoke in a low voice. “Do you think it’s ...”

Eleanor nodded. “I can’t explain why, but I think so. Rebecca Montgomery has been on my mind.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Could it be because you’re almost finished with the book?”

She flushed behind her oval framed glasses. Eleanor had been writing mystery novels for decades. I’d read some of them and often guessed incorrectly whodunit. She was a master at her craft. Over the years, her novels often took plots from real life, like the disappearance of Rebecca. Of course, Eleanor used fictional names. But from the way she described the plot, it had all the main characters including Claude. 

Eleanor cleared her throat and drank a sip from her cup before answering me. “It’s finished and with my editor. It won’t come out for another eight months. But you’re right. With all the research I had to do, I often wondered if the truth of her disappearance would finally come out. I know for many missing persons, that never happens.”

I needed to get back behind the counter, but there was a lull in the café at the moment. We had at least thirty to forty minutes before the early lunch crowd trickled in, enough time for me to clean tables and restock the counter.

I took advantage of the few minutes to clean the surrounding tables. “So, did you get a sense if anyone had anything to do with Rebecca’s disappearance? We know it wasn’t Claude.”

Eleanor’s brows furrowed. “Of course not. They argued. From what I can remember, Rebecca argued with a lot of people. She had strong opinions and didn’t mind making them known.”

“I’d heard that about her. She was also an activist too, right?”

Eleanor sighed. “Yes. She used her artwork to highlight injustices. You know the community drew a lot of comfort from the mural outside the Sugar Creek Lofts.”

I nodded. I was familiar with the mural since I spent a good bit of time at the Lofts. I’d started using the studio there with DJ Blaze over a year ago to record the Cold Justice podcast. My friend could no longer help me because he was serving time. I didn’t want to think about all that happened last fall. It made me really sad. Even though I learned a lot from him, I wasn’t sure if I could do the podcast on my own. Lately, I’d missed it. I loved talking to guests and hearing their insights. I received so many emails and comments of encouragement on social media but struggled with what to do for season two.

Now, I think I knew. 

If Eleanor could write a book, why couldn’t I pursue the cold case? It’d been three years and no one still had any clue what happened. 

That might change today. 

If the remains were indeed Rebecca Montgomery.
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Chapter 2
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Pursuing Mayhem

Tuesday, June 11, 6:12 p.m.

I locked the door after the last customer left. That customer happened to be Eleanor. She used the café as an office and, most days, was the last person to leave other than the staff. She whispered to me on the way out the door.

“If you want to pursue Rebecca’s story for your podcast, I can share my research with you. I approached a few of the people in her life. Just beware. Some of them didn’t want to talk to me, never even responded to my emails. But I’m also an older woman and couldn’t relate to them. Even though it won’t be easy, you might have a better chance at getting their attention.”

“Thanks, Eleanor. I’d appreciate any insight you’re willing to share.” While I appreciated Eleanor’s willingness to provide her research, I wanted to do my own digging. Still, it would be good to compare whatever I found with hers. 

I shut the lights off around the café and headed into the back. Fay was in her office staring at her monitor. She looked up as I approached, and I knew something was wrong. I stopped mid-step, my heart fluttering in my chest. Fay was the strongest woman I knew, and the strongest emotions she showed were joy, annoyance and sometimes anger. Her red rimmed eyes with unshed tears alarmed me.

I rushed forward afraid something had happened with our precious café. “Fay, what’s wrong? Is it Rick Nelson? Please don’t tell me he has gotten his way.”

Fay shook her head. “No, no. It’s ...” She turned her monitor around to face me. “It’s all over social media. Everyone is speculating that the remains found early this morning are Becca’s.”

I stepped forward to study the Facebook post. I’d seen this photo of Rebecca Montgomery many times. It was taken inside an art gallery. A bronze toned woman with a slim figure and large doe brown eyes, Rebecca had been stunning. At first glance, she appeared delicate, but the sharp, almost seductive look she gave the camera insinuated a fierceness beneath the surface.

She seemed to use her body like a canvas from head to toe. Long dreadlocks with purple and burgundy coloring at the ends stuck out from her head like Medusa. Her small frame was wrapped in a bright gold, off the shoulder jumpsuit. On one arm there was a distinct tattoo, but I couldn’t tell what it was from where I stood.

I wondered if Andre knew about this. “Have the cops released a statement yet?”

Fay grabbed a tissue from her desk and blew her nose. “No. Our local wanna-be- reporter was down near the crime scene. He’s spreading speculation all over his Instagram and TikTok. You know how social media can be. One person supposedly breaks the latest news and everyone else is picking it up and spreading it to their followers. It’s all over every feed.”

Fay’s phone rang and she answered. “Excuse me, it’s Joe.”

Joe was Fay’s boyfriend, so I stepped away to grab my phone from my pocket.

I knew who Fay was referring to and did a search.

Liam Holbrook.

A handsome man with vivid green eyes stared back from the profile picture. I clicked on his latest post on Instagram and a reel started playing.

Liam looked around before staring intently at the camera. He appeared to be inside his car, which is where he did a lot of his so-called reporting. Usually he did a lot of ranting.

“Breaking news, everyone. Liam here from Shady Affairs, and I’ve got some shocking updates for you. I’ve just received word that the police have discovered the remains of a body in Francis Marion State Forest. This is a developing story and details are still coming in, but you know how I like to stay on top of things.”

He leaned closer to the camera as if he had a secret to share.

“Now, here’s where things get interesting. My sources are telling me that there’s speculation going around that the remains could belong to none other than Rebecca Montgomery, the artist who vanished without a trace three years ago. As many of you know, the anniversary of her disappearance was a few days ago. Invitations to the annual gala at the Ashford Art Gallery have already been sent out and yours truly has an invitation.

“In case you didn’t know, Rebecca disappeared three days after the gala where her infamous mural, Black Girl Magic was revealed. She’d been known to be a difficult person, maybe even suffering from mental illness.”

Liam closed his eyes as if in deep contemplation. When he opened them again, he looked into the camera, appearing sympathetic.

“I want to stress that this is all speculation at this point, and we won’t know for sure until the authorities complete their investigation and identify the remains. But you can bet that I’ll be following this story closely and bringing you updates as soon as I have them.”

He smiled, his eyes bright like he was your best friend.

“In the meantime, I want to hear from you. What do you think about this latest development? Do you believe the remains could belong to Rebecca Montgomery? What theories do you have about her disappearance? Leave your comments below, and let’s get the discussion going.

“As always, thanks for tuning in to Shady Affairs. Stay vigilant, my friends.”

As usual with short reels, the video started back over, but I swiped my screen to close the app.

The social media celebrity lived here in Charleston and frequented the café. While he wasn’t a regular like Eleanor, Liam usually came in once or twice a week to order a black coffee and flirt shamelessly with the baristas, including me. 

I’d worked at Hooters at one point in my life, a low point where I just needed a job. So males trying to shoot their shot was nothing new to me. Liam was one of those with looks, but no manners that appealed to a sensible woman.

Fay didn’t like him at all. He’d posted a bad review about the café on his social media a few summers back. She didn’t have the staff then that she had now, so the lines were long, increasing the wait time. But people who were loyal and loved Fay stuck around. Apparently, Liam was one of those who got impatient. Like a lot of people who used their platforms on social media to vent, Liam made sure all of his 50,000 followers at the time knew about his experience.

It didn’t hurt the café. Most of the people that followed Liam weren’t even in the Charleston area. Now boasting almost 100,000 followers, Liam popped up on reels and TikToks spreading opinion more so than fact.

While she didn’t want to, Fay offered him a free coffee, which he gladly took. He at least posted about his experience, but he’d still never gotten back into Fay’s good graces.

In fact, he was dangerously close to getting banned from the café. A few months ago while covering a city council meeting, Liam painted Fay in a bad light, stating she was holding up progress for Sugar Creek by leading the charge against the proposed development of the area. It surprised me that he would be on Rick Nelson’s side and made me suspicious of his intentions. Seeing the type of sponsors Liam pulled, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d taken some money from the car salesman trying to get into the development world.

After my podcast launched last fall, one day Liam asked me if I would produce another season. I was surprised he’d been paying attention. I didn’t know if he was being nice or checking me out as competition. The man used all forms of media to spread his influence and opinions under his Shady Affairs brand which included a podcast too. I wouldn’t call it true crime since Liam reported on a hodgepodge of topics, mainly gossip.

Even though he was a customer, I heeded warnings not to share anything with him. Liam could be charming, but he was always hunting down the latest story. And he’d been accused of twisting words out of context. It was all about the algorithm to him. With his large social media following, I certainly didn’t need the kind of hassle that came from Liam’s tribe of trolls. If I did decide to move forward with Rebecca’s cold case, I knew to stay away from him.

I wondered if anyone would pay attention to my podcast. This was a really big case. Everybody wanted to get to the truth. Both traditional media and every blogger turned journalist. Not to mention other true crime podcasters.

Fay had finished her conversation with Joe and called me back to the office. “Joss, you can head out if you need to. Joe will be by to pick me up.”

Like me, Fay refused to purchase a new vehicle. I was sure she could afford one, but she loved her white Nissan Altima. It had been in the shop with transmission issues for a few days.

I glanced at my phone. “I probably should head on. Andre is fixing dinner tonight.”

Fay smiled. “I’m so happy for you. You finally snagged a good one.”

I blushed. “I like to think so. You know I’ve never asked you this, but did you know her too? Rebecca Montgomery?”

Fay snatched a tissue off her desk and blotted her eyes. “Oh my goodness, yes. She was a buddy of mine. But she was Becca to me and Claude. We’ve known each other since elementary school. Becca never fit the mold that people tried to put her in. She always stuck up for others like Claude, who was a nerdy little beanpole.”

“What? Our Claude?”

Fay grinned. “Yes. Claude was a late bloomer. Somewhere around our senior year, he started wearing contacts and filled out some. He and Becca went to our senior prom together. I will have to dig out my yearbook one of these days so you can see us all back then.” Fay sighed and leaned back in her desk chair. “Becca was a regular here at the café before you started. Loved her vanilla latte.”

“I wish I’d known her. What was she like?”

Fay’s eyes took on a faraway look, as if she were lost in a memory. “Becca was a free spirit, always sketching in that notebook of hers. She had a heart of gold, constantly looking out for others. Out of all the artists I knew, she was the one who believed her art should draw people’s eyes to the evil in the world. Before she disappeared, I was hoping she’d do a mural in the back of the café. We talked about it a lot. She’d proposed doing something in that back area that we used for Friday Night Jams.”

“That would have been beautiful.” 

The café already felt like walking into one’s home. There were a scattering of homey tables and chairs in the center. Booths lined the side walls, and the back of the café had couches and chairs that were great for reading and even studying. On the second Friday of each month, that area was transformed into a stage with chairs and tables all around for musicians to spoken word artists to share their talents.

“What about her relationship with Claude? I know they were close and it really hurt him that the police approached him about her disappearance. Today, he especially seemed not like himself.” 

Fay’s expression turned somber. “I’m sure it’s the anniversary of Becca’s disappearance. Believe it or not, Claude used to take better care of himself. He used to keep his hair cut and wore a goatee. Life hit him pretty hard after his father died. Then Becca disappeared. He’d been head over heels in love with that girl since middle school. Unfortunately, Becca only ever saw him as a brother. He used to say she didn’t want him because he was white, but that wasn’t true at all.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

Fay rolled her eyes. “Becca fell for a rich white guy named Ethan Turner. He owns the tech startup, Synaptic. It’s supposed to specialize in AI tools for artists and musicians. Anyway, Ethan hired her to design a mural for his building. Next thing you know, they started dating. He’s a good looking guy, but I didn’t think he was her type.”

I frowned. “Was she dating Ethan at the time of her disappearance? Did the cops bother him like they did Claude?”

Fay shook her head, her expression troubled. “I heard he was questioned but he had a better alibi than Claude. Unfortunately, our dear forgetful friend spends too much time alone with his work and no one could corroborate his story.”

I shook my head. “Poor Claude. He hasn’t been able to catch a break.”

Claude was attacked last fall and still had some PSTD from that incident, though he liked to underplay it.

Fay stood and plucked an envelope from the shelf above her desk. She handed it to me. “If you want to meet Ethan, his company is a major sponsor of this year’s gala at the Ashford Art Gallery. I got an invitation, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to go this year. I visit the gallery a few times a year to see the last mural Becca painted.”

I pulled a stock white card from the envelope with embossed text.

The Annual Gala at Ashford Art Gallery presented by Synaptic  Saturday, July 6 7:00 p.m.

“Wow! This is fancy! Why wouldn’t you go? Everyone knows you are a force in the art community.”

Fay’s eyes again filled with tears, before she looked away. “It feels wrong to celebrate when we still don’t know what happened to Becca. She disappeared three days after the gala three years ago, you know. And she was the star of the gala that year.” Fay pointed to the photo on her computer monitor. “It’s where that photo was taken. No one knew she would disappear days later. I wish you could have met her. She would have liked you. Both of you have that understated spunk that people don’t see coming.”

I cringed. “I wouldn’t call myself an activist like you and Rebecca.”

Fay smiled. “I’ve always told you there are great things that you’re gonna be doing. Kicking off the podcast and bringing attention to your grandfather’s unsolved murder last year, that was just the beginning.”

I pulled out my phone and snapped a photo of the invitation. I wanted to check out more about the gala later. I returned the card to the envelope and handed it back to Fay. “Do you think the police will bother Claude again?”

Fay scrunched her nose. “I don’t doubt that they will. Becca’s older sister, Olivia hasn’t given up and she was the main person telling the police about Claude and her sister’s argument. We all grew up together. I  don’t see how she thinks Claude did something. But then again, Olivia never understood her own sister.”

“Are you saying they didn’t get along?”

Fay smirked. “Not really. They were too opposite. Becca was artistic and Olivia was conservative. Becca attracted people to her like a butterfly to a flower. Her sister can be rough around the edges, almost rude sometimes. I never told Becca this, but I felt like Olivia was jealous of her. Nothing Becca did ever pleased her. I guess her going after Claude is more about her own guilt for not appreciating her younger sister.”

“That’s a shame. Suppose I can help Claude out. If reporters catch wind that he’s back on the police’s radar, they won’t leave him alone. Who would be in his corner trying to prove his innocence? What if I can help him out with the Cold Justice podcast?”

“You are a really good friend, Joss.” Fay frowned. “But do you think Andre is going to like you poking around in this case, especially if that body really is Becca?”

I felt annoyed. “I’m sure he won’t like it, but I want to give a voice to the people who loved Rebecca. There can’t be any harm in that. Would you want me to interview you?”

Fay looked at me for a few minutes. “I don’t know, Joss. I feel like I need to keep a low profile and concentrate on keeping the café from being snatched away by Rick Nelson. I haven’t been able to go to the gala all these years. It’s so hard.” She picked up the invitation. “But if you want to go to the gala, I will see if I can get you tickets and come with you. It might be a good outing for you and Andre. And I can see if I can convince Joe.”
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