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      For my mum.

      Love you to the moon and back.

      I’ll always miss you.
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        Three series starters in one volume!

      

        

      
        Sisters in trouble, a sneaky grandmother, and a celebrity chef have three things in common.

      

        

      
        1 They love to bake.

        2 They have a pet with a nose for trouble!

        3 They live in small towns with quirky characters.

      

        

      
        You'll be charmed by the small-town vibe and delightful pets while trying to work out whodunnit. Three murders in three towns with more than a handful of suspects and perhaps a slow-burning romantic interest - these cozy mystery series have it all!

      

        

      
        Get a taste of 3 different first in series. Plus, free recipes from each book.

      

        

      
        The Box Set includes:

        Sweet Saboteur - from the Cozy Café Mysteries

        Beagles Love Cupcake Crime - from The Beagle Diner Mysteries

        Apple Pie and Arsenic - from The Maple Lane Mysteries
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        Deadly gossip, a café in trouble, and sisters determined to keep a promise.

      

        

      
        Scarlett and her sisters have different aspirations, but the one thing they agree on is that the café must survive. The trouble is, someone else is just as determined to have them fail.

      

        

      
        Hounded by deadly gossip, Scarlett's determined not to give in to the pressure to close the family business and she’ll do anything to turn things around and give her sisters a better life.

      

        

      
        Anything, except murder!

      

        

      
        The shocking death points to the café as the likely cause and Scarlett must put all fears aside to solve the mystery before everything she’s fought to keep safe is lost—or worse!

      

        

      
        Cozy Hollow might never be the same again.

      

        

      
        The Cozy Café mysteries are light, cozy mysteries featuring a family-focused café owner who discovers she’s a talented amateur sleuth—and a magnet for animals.

      

        

      
        The Cozy Café Mysteries

        Sweet Saboteur

        Candy Corruption

        Mocha Mayhem

        Berry Betrayal

        Deadly Desserts
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      From the café’s kitchen window, the rising sun cast a golden glow over everything it touched.  The way drops of dew refracted over other shops, houses, and the large trees that were planted many years ago was almost magical.

      Scarlett loved this time of the morning when most of Cozy Hollow was still wrapped in sleep.

      About to open the Cozy Café for their early customers, the Finch sisters had already been baking for hours. It would be a little while longer before the shop keepers along Main Street came to unlock their stores. Then the quiet would melt away, replaced with friendly greetings and the hum of cars, which wasn’t a bad thing in their small town.

      Hopefully, the café would be busy, because they could sure use the money—as long as her sister wasn’t intent on sabotaging everything.

      Scarlett shook her head at her sibling. Two years younger, at twenty-six, Violet was as annoying now as she was when they were kids. They might look alike, but the two of them were as different as night and day.

      “Did you have to take one?” she asked through gritted teeth, pointing at the wobbling stack of brownies on the counter.

      Violet pushed back identical long dark hair and shrugged. “I was hungry.”

      Scarlett wanted to shake her. “Make a sandwich or eat some fruit. Now the plate’s uneven, which spoils the whole look.”

      Violet pulled a ridiculous face. “Your OCD is clearly out of control today. You know it’s going to look different as soon as anyone happens to buy one, right?”

      Her sister made sense, as she so often did, but Scarlett still objected to Violet’s disregard for her feelings about the display. It shouldn’t upset her so much, but she liked things to look perfect—which wasn’t the same as OCD.

      Or maybe it was.

      Scarlett sighed, recognizing that the issue she had wasn’t with Violet or the brownies. Their finances were at an all-time low, and the Cozy Café simply had to do better. She couldn’t help a constant nagging fear, which at times threatened to derail her belief in what they were doing.

      With a hefty mortgage on the business, a house falling down around their ears, and three women to support, bankruptcy was on her mind every day.

      Sharing her fears to a lesser degree with her sisters, Scarlett repeatedly explained the importance of revenue earned by positive customer experience and maintaining the quality of their food.

      Actually, she was in danger of becoming a nag.

      Adjusting the top layer of brownies to cover the gap, she swallowed her irritation. So engrossed with the task, she didn’t hear a customer enter and couldn’t stop the gasp when she saw who stood in front of her.

      Arthur Tully looked at her with what appeared to be a mixed expression of dislike and amusement. The mayor of Cozy Hollow was not a particularly pleasant man unless he wanted something. Marginally shorter than Violet and Scarlett’s height of 5’ 8”, Arthur often wore thick-soled shoes to appear taller and more imposing. He also had the habit of leaning forward into the personal space area, which was most disconcerting. Having perfected this towering stance, the only thing a person could do was move away—quickly.

      “Something smells good in here,” Arthur stated with his wolf-like grin when she’d done precisely that.

      Placing a cover over the brownies, Violet snorted. “It could be the baking.”

      Behind the counter, Scarlett kicked her sassy sister’s ankle.

      “Owww!”

      Violet was not endowed with an abundance of subtlety. Still, no matter that Arthur Tully had been heard making disparaging remarks about the café—and the three sisters—he was still a customer.

      Scarlett ignored her sister’s glare. “What can we do for you, Mr. Tully?”

      “I wonder if you could provide some food for the town committee this morning? Nothing too fancy, obviously.” He gave a sniff to perhaps indicate that he wasn’t expecting that as a possibility.

      Their dislike being mutual, the request came as a surprise which Scarlett struggled to keep from her face. Daisy Archer, from the Cozy Diner, was usually the go-to person for any catering. Still, as Daisy was a committee member it make sense that she simply attend meetings and not have to worry about making food. Plus, Scarlett wasn’t about to turn down work, no matter how small.

      “We’d be happy to. How many people should we cater for?”

      “There will be six of us.” He looked about shiftily before adding, “The usual group.”

      A long time ago, the town was given the tagline ‘Cozy Hollow - Home of Hospitality.’ A previous mayor ran with the theme, encouraging businesses to adopt this in their names. All of the committee members had a business, and Scarlett knew every member to lesser or greater degrees.

      There was Daisy Archer, owner of the Cozy Diner. Mable Norris ran the Cozy Library. Dale Wilkins, from Cozy Cars, was the local mechanic who also bought and sold vehicles. Olivia Greene owned Cozy Crafts. Harvey Evans ran Cozy Real Estate. And finally, there was, of course, Mayor Arthur Tully.

      Two other members experiencing run-ins with Arthur recently had unfortunately quit. Arthur insisted that there would be no co-opted members at this stage since there would be an election in a few months. He always had an answer to suit his own best interests, and with fewer people to coerce meant, he usually got his own way.

      Snapping out of her reverie and tamping down thoughts of why she was being entrusted with the order, she smiled just as insincerely. “Will ten o’clock suit you?”

      He made a show of studying his watch, but there was a distinct gleam in his eyes.

      “It’s 9 a.m. now. Can you manage it in an hour?”

      The challenge came through loud and clear. “We’ll make it happen,” Scarlett assured him.

      As Arthur nodded and left, something in his manner sent a chill through her.

      “We’ll make it happen? What’s that all about?” Violet snickered.

      Scarlett pushed her out the back of the shop and into the kitchen. “Shush!”

      Violet shook her free. “What’s the matter with you? There’s no one near.”

      “You never know around Cozy Hollow,” Scarlett insisted.

      “What are you two fighting about now?” Petite and blonde like their mom, their youngest sister Ruby, held the frosting bag away from a tray of cupcakes. The ones she’d already finished sported a cherry on top and looked delicious.

      “We’re not fighting. I was merely telling Violet that she shouldn’t poke fun about customers in the café, just in case someone overhears.”

      “Uh-huh.” Ruby didn’t like to argue, hated it when her sisters did, and often refused to take sides.

      Scarlett let it go. “Those look great. Could you put aside half a dozen for the town committee meeting this morning? The mayor came in and asked himself. It’s at 10 a.m.”

      Ruby grimaced at the name, but as usual, her sunny nature shone through. “Sure. Do you need anything else?”

      “Cupcakes, some small tarts, and a couple of sandwiches each should do the trick? What do you think?”

      “That sounds about right. Those meetings are always a couple of hours, so the members will be grateful for a decent amount.”

      “I wonder how come we’re being entrusted with this instead of Daisy?” Violet mused.

      “I have no idea. It’s odd, but it is a paid job after all.” In light of his treatment of them, Scarlett appreciated that her sisters would be just as put off by the mayor’s request. Still, with the overall financial responsibility falling squarely on her shoulders, their usual reluctance around Arthur had to be tamped down.

      Ruby turned away. “That’s true. I’ll get started on the tarts, shall I?”

      “Perfect. I made the fillings earlier. They’re in the fridge.”

      Ruby nodded, going about her business in the automatic way she had in the kitchen—without any of the passion Scarlett felt.

      “I’ll make the sandwiches.” Violet followed Ruby to work at the other end of the large counter.

      Not wanting to be too pushy or depressing, it was a fine line that Scarlett walked. While she loved working here, her sisters did not.

      Their mom’s dream was to own a café. To hold onto that dream came at a price. It was fun, baking alongside Mom while they were growing up, and Scarlett never lost that enjoyment. Instead, it had grown into her passion while the other two merely did what they had to. They rarely moaned or got angry, but it didn’t make Violet or Ruby happy the way it did Scarlett, and she didn’t know how to fix it while honoring their mom.

      She sliced a loaf of bread with more vigor than required and made a mess of several pieces. Sometimes being the eldest was too darn hard. There were other options. Closing the café down might be for the best, but her heart wouldn’t allow it. Not while there was a fighting chance to make it work. It had once—why not again?

      Their mom made the place into somewhere people loved to be and had relished every day spent here. The customers adored her and were a great support when she got sick—just as Lilac Finch had been to the community.

      Scarlett shivered as sadness washed over her.

      When their mom passed away less than a year ago, the café was heavily in debt from hospital bills, and Scarlett was already working hard to keep it running. Violet also dropped out of college to help care for their mom, while it was agreed that Ruby finish her diploma and come home to help after that. 

      When the hope for a miracle was laid to rest, the three of them made a pact to get the café on solid ground before deciding their futures. They didn’t count on it taking this long. 

      As hard as they worked, things kept going wrong, meaning the debt wasn’t getting any smaller. With sales not increasing the way Scarlett had anticipated and planned for, they’d get little if they tried to sell right now. And, it would break Scarlett’s heart to simply close the doors.

      When the shop door opened, Scarlett went to attend to the new customer with a heavy heart. Luckily, this customer was a welcome sight and one who knew their story intimately.

      “Why so glum?” 

      Sweet and incredibly wise, Olivia Greene was their mom’s older sister. She’d done as much as she could in helping them cope with the loss a little easier.

      “Hi, Olivia. I have to admit to having a few dark thoughts, which is not right on such a beautiful day.”

      “It certainly is lovely, and even better when you smile and bring a bit of sunshine in here.” Olivia gave her an infectious grin. “My, these are gorgeous cupcakes.”

      Buoyed by one of her favorite people, Scarlett grinned back. “Ruby made them.”

      “Did she? Well, isn’t that wonderful? I was under the impression she didn’t like to bake, but there’s a lot of love in those.”

      “Oh, she really does enjoy baking.” When Olivia raised an eyebrow at her protest, Scarlett stopped herself from waffling on and admitted, “It’s just she’d rather be reading a book, not a recipe.”

      Right now, she chuckled. “I do remember your mom having to call Ruby several times before she heard.”

      Scarlett winked. “It still happens.”

      Calloused fingers, from years of knitting, wrapped around Scarlett’s hand. “You’re doing a fine job of keeping the family together, dear. Your mom would be very proud.”

      A lump as big as the mountain behind the town stopped her from answering, and Scarlett’s eyes began to cloud.

      Olivia tutted. “Now, now. I’m sorry to upset you, dear, but all the people who loved Lilac must talk about her. It’s healthy, and we want to remember your mom, don’t we?”

      Scarlett coughed. “Yes, of course, we do, and thank you for the kind words.”

      “True words, dear. There’s often a difference. Now, what shall I have?”

      “The usual coffee, Olivia?” Violet brought out a fresh pot.

      “Please.” Olivia pursed her lips for a moment. “You know, I shouldn’t, but I’ll have one of Ruby’s cupcakes too.”

      Scarlett smiled. “It’ll be nice to tell Ruby they’re already selling.”

      Olivia winked and handed Scarlett the money with a flourish. “Keep the change.”

      Everyone knew that the Finch girls were in debt. There was no hope of disguising this when it was evident in the way they’d reduced the size of orders for supplies and the rundown state of their house. In Cozy Hollow, news of any sort got around faster than a tornado, but a struggling business was particularly newsworthy. At least that was the way it seemed to Scarlett.

      She made up a tray for the coffee and cupcake and took it to Olivia. When they were younger, they’d called her aunt, but Olivia hadn’t liked it. She thought it made her sound old. Running the craft shop down the other end of Main Street and living above it, Olivia was fit and very attractive. It made a mockery of the gray strands in her blonde hair.

      “How’s your day?” Scarlett asked.

      Olivia sniffed her coffee appreciatively. “After this, I’m off to open the shop. It’s always quiet on Monday mornings, but you never know if a tourist will come through town.”

      “It must be wonderful to open at this time,” Scarlett mused before she remembered something. “Aren’t you on the town committee? I thought you’d be going to the meeting.”

      Unconcerned, Olivia slipped a napkin onto her lap. “That’s right, I am. We have a meeting at lunchtime. Daisy suggested you could make the food.”

      Scarlett tipped her head. “Are you sure it’s lunchtime?”

      “I may be old, dear, but I’ve not lost my marbles just yet.” Olivia’s smile slipped. “Oh, dear, something’s wrong. What have I missed?”

      Scarlett shot a look at the door, thinking of the malevolent look she’d got from the mayor as he left. “Arthur came in earlier and ordered food for the meeting—at 10 o’clock.”

      Olivia’s eyes narrowed. “Did he now?” She sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “Would you mind putting my cupcake, along with the coffee, in a to-go bag, please?”

      Scarlett raised an eyebrow, but Olivia wasn’t offering more information. Something was afoot, and by the look on her aunt’s face, it wasn’t anything good.

      Arthur Tully could be crafty. She knew it—the town knew it. Since he was the mayor, some were willing to accept his ideas pragmatically, while others made sure he was scrutinized over everything. They were the people who knew that whatever he proposed would benefit Arthur first and the town second.

      People like Olivia Greene.
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      10 o’clock on the dot, Scarlett and Violet arrived at the town hall, where the committee met in a room at the back.

      Shifting her container to free a hand, Scarlett knocked at the door. A terse, “Come!” sounded through the dense wood, and with a warning look at her sister to behave, she opened it. They walked into what could only be described as a hot-pot of tension.

      Dark paneling contributed to the oppressive atmosphere. Arthur glared at the interruption, while librarian, Mable Norris, sat arms folded and a combative look in her eyes. The rest of the committee were also present apart from Olivia.

      As far as Scarlett could tell, whatever they were deciding on this morning would likely be a split vote between one faction of sensible people and Arthur’s yes-men. The mayor and Harvey formed the old-boy network along with Mable, Arthur’s chief champion.

      That left, Dale, Olivia, and Daisy. Since Olivia was absent, the decision would be a clear majority.

      “Where would you like the food?” Scarlett asked Arthur, ignoring the animosity.

      “Over there.” Arthur, eyes narrowed and mean, nodded to a corner where there was a small table.

      An uneasy silence followed them. As quietly as possible, the sisters opened containers and pulled out trays. Scarlett gave each one a tweak where the food had moved in transit, even though everything still looked attractive and, hopefully, appetizing.

      “Hurry up!” Arthur yelled, startling them both.

      Violet dropped a lid, which clattered loudly in the quiet room.

      “No need for rudeness, Arthur. I’m sure your steamrolling can wait another minute or two,” Olivia spoke loudly as she entered the room, an edge to her usually soft voice.

      Scarlett was relieved until she saw Arthur’s face. Livid, he looked like a man on the verge of a heart attack.

      “I was not steamrolling,” he blustered.

      “Really? Then I don’t know why you’d change the time of this meeting and not inform the whole committee.”

      “Stop making a fuss, Olivia. I told you when I told the others. Perhaps you forgot.” He gave a condescending smile to the men who managed awkward grins.

      Olivia might not be a friend of Arthur’s, but she had a lot of sway around town, and they knew it. On the other hand, Mable didn’t care and gave a short cackle.

      “I did not forget it because you didn’t tell me.” Olivia dropped her bag on the floor, the bang loud enough to stop the ridicule. “I’m wondering, Mr. Mayor, if the vote would have still happened when you realized your error.”

      Arthur turned a mottled red. “I don’t make errors!”

      “Well, excuse me for disagreeing. When precisely did you tell everyone else?”

      Just like a tennis match, heads swiveled between the strong-minded pair. Nobody looked happy about what had occurred or perhaps what was about to, and for the first time, Arthur seemed unsure.

      “I believe it was last night.”

      “So now you don’t remember? As the secretary, I imagine Mable made the calls. Did you?” Olivia said to the gloating librarian.

      “I don’t see it’s of any importance since you’re here now,” Mable shot back, a sheen of sweat on her face, which got redder by the second.

      Scarlett thought she hadn’t looked healthy for a while, but that was probably her diet. Loathe to set foot inside the café, she took most of her meals at the diner. Olivia often went in there to see Daisy and mentioned that Mable liked her food fried.

      The rest of the group shifted uncomfortably, and perhaps sensing a further divide, Arthur turned his attack to Violet and Scarlett.

      “Why are you still here? This is a private meeting!”

      Scarlett picked up the other containers and placed an invoice on the table near Arthur’s hand. “I’ll leave this with you, shall I?” At least this way, the other’s would see she was owed the money rather than have Arthur the sole person capable of refuting it. “We hope you enjoy the food,” Scarlett added pleasantly, while her heart hammered because of his dislike.

      “Mable will make sure you’re paid, dear,” Olivia called out as they left.

      As soon as she closed the heavy door, voices erupted, Arthur’s louder than the rest. As much as Scarlett was dying to know about the commotion and voting issue, Olivia mentioned, they had work to do.

      “Wow! That was awful. What do you think Arthur’s up to now?” Violet whispered.

      Scarlett pulled her away from the door. “I don’t know, but it didn’t look or sound like it was something the rest of them were happy about.”

      “Do you think it has something to do with Arthur’s company wanting to build high-rise apartments along the main street?”

      They headed to that very street. “Maybe. It can’t happen, though. Too many businesses stand in the mayor’s way,” Scarlett said, although her conviction wasn’t as firm as it once was.

      Violet grimaced. “I don’t feel so definite about it either. Arthur gets what Arthur wants, and as far as I can tell that man wants world domination. At least, Cozy Hollow domination. Thank goodness Harvey has his own plans; otherwise, real estate around here would be held in a monopoly.”

      Imagining Arthur getting the power he craved, a shiver ran down Scarlett’s spine. All he had to do was get Daisy and Olivia off the committee. Then it would be a piece of cake to railroad the town. Dale might always side with Olivia, but without her, he would fold like a card table.

      “There are other people who won’t allow it,” she insisted.

      “He already tried to make sure that Olivia wasn’t around when they voted,” Violet reminded her. “Maybe we don’t know for sure what he intended, but you can bet he won’t give up on whatever the intentions were.”

      When Scarlett stalled in the middle of the path, Violet linked arms. “Sorry, Sis. I know you don’t need another thing to stress about right now.”

      “What do you mean?” Scarlett resented the implication that she was a worrier, despite it having a foundation in truth. She hadn’t always been this way. Being responsible for the business and her sisters, while nursing their mom, had taken her anxieties to another level.

      Violet groaned. “Don’t do that. Don’t shut me out and pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. We should be able to discuss what’s going on with the café. Good and bad.”

      Scarlett squeezed the crook of her arm. “We can. I’d hate you and Ruby to think we couldn’t.” When Violet didn’t answer, she stopped, forcing her sister to do the same. “You do know you can tell me anything, right?”

      Violet looked up at the clear blue sky. “Maybe. It’s not so easy for any of us to say what we’d like.”

      Scarlett put a hand to Violet’s chin, pulling her face down so she could look into the hazel eyes so like her own, and more disconcertingly, their mom’s. “Okay, now I’m extra curious. You’re not talking a hypothetical conversation, are you?”

      Violet shook her head. “We all know that we’re not making enough money right now to keep the café going as well as making significant inroads on the medical bills that are still outstanding. The interest is crippling the business and us.”

      “We’re chipping away at it.”

      “Hardly fast enough to notice.”

      Scarlett stiffened. “We’ll manage.”

      “You’re so stubborn!” Violet shook her head.

      “Alright, I’m stubborn, but I don’t have that on my own, do I?” There should be a better way to deal with this topic, but Scarlett couldn’t think of one right now, even though she’d lain awake at night trying to find some way around their plight.

      “That’s true, Mom gave us all a strong belief in fighting for what we believe in. Violet acknowledged. “The bills are no one’s fault except the stupid hospital that used Doctors who weren’t in-house for her treatment. We can’t change what happened, and Ruby and I understand how you feel about the café.”

      Violet’s words touched her, but she often felt alone on the path she’d chosen. “Do you? This is mom’s dream we’re talking about, and I can’t walk away,” Scarlett’s voice cracked.

      “Yes, it was her dream. Now it’s yours, but what about us? You have to concede that Ruby and I have been patient,” Violet said with less force. “Maybe we don’t work as hard as you, but we sure try to. The bakery is your baby now, and if possible, we want you to keep it. Just give me a clue—how long will we be tied to it? Because I honestly can’t see anything changing for the better anytime soon.”

      Violet’s voice faded, and Scarlett felt the knife of guilt cut a little deeper. It hurt knowing her sisters were talking about this without her. Yet, wasn’t that her fault for not wanting to discuss it?

      “I hate that you two feel trapped,” Scarlett declared. “I won’t make you and Ruby stay forever. I know that you both want other things and I absolutely want them for you. Don’t you know that?”

      “And equally, you must know that we won’t leave you if you need us.” Violet gave her a watery half-smile. “Thanks for at least giving me some hope.”

      Scarlett sighed again. “I wish I didn’t need you. The problem is that we can’t afford to hire staff, and even if we did, I wouldn’t have time to train anyone if you both go.”

      Violet frowned as if weighing up all the scenarios. Scarlett waited, used to her sister’s ability to pigeon-hole things, and was rewarded when her sister’s eyes suddenly sparkled.

      “Fair enough—we both can’t go. How about you and I run the café and Ruby does her own thing? We can keep a lookout for a junior who won’t ask for much money. Once we get them trained, then I can move on. Sound fair?”

      Scarlett searched Violet’s face. This last bit sounded too rehearsed. “Did you two have this planned already?”

      “Not at all.” Violet lifted her chin. “Yes, we’ve talked over our feelings about working at the café forever, but I’m not the one with a degree being thrown away. Let’s give Ruby her chance. If she has a job, she can help out with bills until we get the café back to where it was.”

      Scarlett’s mouth gaped. Another revenue stream?

      “You don’t look happy.” Violet’s sparkle diminished further.

      “On the contrary.” Scarlett grabbed her by the shoulders, relief and ideas surged through her. “I can’t believe I didn’t think about this. But what about you?”

      Violet studied her fingernails. “No need to worry about me just yet.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Violet nodded. “One step at a time. Let’s discuss it at a later date when things become clearer. Come on, we should get back in case Ruby’s given away half the shop.”

      Scarlett smiled, holding back tears of gratitude. Her sister’s happiness was the most important thing in her life, closely followed by the café. The café contained so much of the very essence of their mom. Clearly, it had blinded Scarlett to the obvious—there were always other options.

      When they entered the café by the front door, Ruby was behind the counter serving the local paramedic. Sam Drake leaned casually against the display case, and the two of them were rosy-cheeked and laughing.

      “Having a nice day,” Violet teased.

      With close-cropped, almost black hair, Sam’s chocolate brown eyes had small lines at their edges, showing how much he liked to smile and laugh. Coming to town less than a year ago, and excellent at his job, he’d fast become popular and was well respected. Perhaps not so much by Arthur or his cronies.

      “I am now that I have a special cupcake. Back to work.” He grinned at Scarlett, taking the package with a wave.

      He was too darn cute for his own good, and he obviously knew it, Scarlett mused to herself.

      “Was that a freebie?” Violet asked.

      “Not that one.” Ruby grinned. “He’s a good guinea pig, so his first one was a free trial.”

      Scarlett waved a finger. “You need to stop that; otherwise, we’ll always be broke.”

      “He’s the only paramedic in town, and he works hard.”

      Violet grabbed her apron from the hook inside the kitchen. “People in Cozy Hollow all work hard. Imagine if everyone gave away their work for free.”

      “I think it would be a wonderful place to live,” Ruby sighed.

      “Okay, dreamer, back to work. Eutopia isn’t within reach today.” Scarlett smiled as she put on her apron. Ruby had that affect on people but it was time to make cookies.

      While she prepared the mixture, she began to formulate a plan based on Violet’s suggestions. A germ of an idea took hold, and by the time the cookies went in the oven, she’d made a decision.

      Her plan would be awkward and potentially unpleasant, but it was the best idea she could come up with.
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      Leaving the shop in her sister’s capable hands, Scarlett headed to the library in the middle of the afternoon.

      Main Street was beginning to look very festive, with banners going up for the spring parade. Flowers in half barrels at equal intervals put a bounce in her step as she almost forgot what she was about to do.

      At the library, a large tortoiseshell cat sat on the steps paying her approach close attention. Gingerly, she walked past it. Cats did not like her as a rule, and the feeling was mutual.

      Pushing open the heavy door of the eighty-year-old building, the dreary main room she walked into was hardly welcoming. On the small side for a library, it was adequate for Cozy Hollow. A voracious reader, Ruby would no doubt disagree.

      The place was quiet as usual— Mable wouldn’t accept anything less—but it also appeared to be empty. This was odd. With the front door unlocked, it was unheard of for Mable not to be in residence. When it came to these four walls, and everything inside them, she was not the most trusting of souls.

      “Ms. Norris?” Scarlett called—though not too loudly.

      The quiet was a bit eerie.

      “Ms. Norris? It’s Scarlett Finch. Are you here?”

      When she was younger, like most of the children from Cozy Hollow, she wondered if the place was haunted. The musty smell of books and poor lighting certainly helped with that impression. Her slow footsteps echoed on the scarred wooden floors as she continued down the length of the room.

      Reaching the high polished desk, she scanned the room once more. “Ms. Norris?”

      Perhaps Mable was in the restroom and had simply forgotten to leave the ‘back in 5 minutes’ sign on the door? It was hard to appreciate, but if that were the case, Mable would not be pleased by Scarlett hounding her. What to do?

      Leaning across the desk to see if there was a note she’d missed, or to perhaps leave one if there were a piece of paper handy, Scarlett found several books laying open as if they’d been knocked from a pile. Several more had fallen to the floor. A shiver ran up her back.

      Now she was truly worried. A cantankerous woman, it had to be acknowledged that Mable loved books, and the treatment of them in this way would horrify her.

      There was a small room at the back which served as an office/lunchroom with a restroom in one corner. Scarlett couldn’t leave without checking everywhere.

      Warily she stood at the partially closed door, hesitating to open it. Despite the giant chip on her shoulder and her near-permanent grumpiness, Ms. Norris was a tiny woman. She could simply be hidden from view.

      Since this was regarded as her inner sanctum, it was a massive risk to be found inside without an invitation. Scarlett had never received one and suspected they were as rare as hen’s teeth. In Mable’s case, the old sticks and stones rhyme did not apply. Words as sharp as knives had been thrown at every member of the community, and no one came away unscathed.

      Pushing the door, it creaked loudly. “Ms. Norris?” Scarlett called nervously.

      A plate of crumbs, a pot of coffee still steaming, and a mug, sat on the desk—but no Mable. A letter, half-written, lay beside the mug. From the doorway, in bold writing, the name Ruby Finch was clearly visible.

      Taking a step forward, something furry touched her bare calf, and Scarlett jumped, her heart doing a quadruple beat.

      “Darn you, cat!”

      The sneaky feline must have crept in when Scarlett opened the outer door, and now it was doing a best friend impersonation.

      “Meow!”

      “Don’t look at me like that. I have no food, and I don’t know where Ms. Norris is. Do you?” she asked, feeling foolish and wary at the same time.

      The cat tilted its head as if he wanted to convey something, then walked behind the desk. Scarlett followed for no other reason than she didn’t know what else to do. Reading the letter might be a good start. She wouldn’t touch it, but it would be nice to know what Ms. Norris had to say about her sister.

      Scarlett’s hand slapped her mouth, lodging a scream somewhere in her throat, forcing a moan out instead.

      Mable lay between the desk and a filing cabinet. Her eyes wide as if surprised to find herself in this position, she looked very dead. Were there degrees? She shook her head at the crazy thought. Crouching, she felt for a pulse on the cold wrist. Taking care of her mom meant she knew a thing or two about ill-health and was used to dealing with it calmly. It didn’t mean that she wasn’t a gibbering mess inside when, as hard as she searched, she found nothing that would nix her earlier impression.

      Pulling her phone from the back pocket of her jeans, she called the emergency number. It was hard to speak over the lump in her throat, but she managed to answer their questions somewhat coherently. Having ascertained that there was no pulse and that Mable was cold to touch, Scarlett was told to wait for the services to arrive.

      Standing, she shakily moved away from the body, bumping against the desk. The cat jumped onto it, a paw touching the letter, and winked as if sharing a secret. Clearly finding Mable had unhinged a fanciful part of her mind. One that was rarely allowed out.

      Eyes drawn back to the letter, they locked onto Ruby’s name. It jarred badly. After a longer look, which burned the words ‘banned from the library’ into her brain, and without thinking things through, Scarlett did something entirely out of character. Heart racing with fear and guilt, she pocketed the note.

      Sweet and kind, Ruby didn’t have a mean bone in her body. While Scarlett hadn’t taken the time to read the letter thoroughly, she knew it wasn’t likely to be a good depiction of her sister’s character to have her banned from the place she loved most in the world and was outraged on her behalf.

      A door banging open and heavy footsteps crossed the library. Scarlett’s mouth dried, her palms became damp as she waited. Sam Drake, the paramedic, appeared in the doorway, and she shivered in relief.

      One heck of a fine-looking man, his chocolate-colored eyes swept over her and the room. A healthy male smell tinged with something citrus wafted over her, but it wasn’t calming. Then again, being around men had never been easy. Once again, she was shocked by her thoughts and the places they took her. It had to be the circumstances.

      “What happened?” he asked, looking her up and down. “I got a message about a body, but you look fine.”

      “I found her like this.” Scarlett pointed over the desk.

      Sam rushed around and knelt on the floor, checking Mable’s pulse. He shook his head. “She’s been gone a while.”

      “That’s what I thought. I would have tried CPR, but she was cold.”

      “You sure you’re okay? You’re very pale.”

      “Well, I am shocked, but other than that, I’m fine. Are the police coming?”

      Sam nodded, pulling out his phone. “It’s standard procedure when there’s a dead person. The sheriff is probably already on his way.”

      She frowned, wondering if there was any chance to slip the letter back while he was otherwise occupied. “This has never happened to me before.”

      “Good to know.”

      Sam wasn’t looking at her, but she thought she detected a hint of amusement. Arriving in Cozy Hollow several months ago, he always seemed light-hearted, but this was no laughing matter. Plus, it wasn’t strictly true, since she’d been with her mom when she died, but it was absolutely different. Her mom was peaceful—Mable’s shocked expression was anything but.

      “What can I do?” Anything would be better than nothing.

      “Not a thing. We shouldn’t touch anything either. You haven’t, have you?”

      Scarlett backed away from the desk. “What? Me? I wouldn’t think of it,” she said, while heat ran up her neck and across her cheeks.

      He looked up, his eyebrows jumping together. “It’s okay. I wasn’t accusing you.”

      Feeling as guilty as she was, Scarlett couldn’t think of anything else to say that wouldn’t be a lie. When Sam began to look less convinced of her innocence, she had an urgent desire to get away from the cute, but perceptive paramedic who was making her twitchy.

      She sucked in air, which seemed to be scarce right now. “Can I go?”

      He stood, studying her carefully. “It’s best if you stay. The sheriff will have questions.”

      “But I don’t know anything,” she argued.

      “Since you were the one to find her, he’ll need to decide that.”

      The firm tone made her appreciate that she had no choice. Even if she could outrun whoever turned up, where would Scarlett go that she wouldn’t be found, because she wasn’t about to leave the café? Besides, doing that would only prove she was a thief. Her legs shook, knowing her mom would not have approved of this outrageous behavior or her internal dramatics.

      “Of course. I don’t know where my brain is. I better call Violet and tell her where I am, so she doesn’t worry.”

      “As long as you don’t touch anything,” he re-emphasized, pulling out a sheet from a tiny bag which he draped over Mable.

      Oddly, that small act made the librarian’s death more real. Scarlett shook her head. She wasn’t prone to silliness or fanciful ideas, and yet here she was acting like a troubled teenager. Since she barely remembered those studying years because she was already working for her mom, she dismissed the notion. This was an aberration—nothing more.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      She peered over his shoulder as he pointed to a crumpled piece of pink paper poking out of Mable’s fingers. “It looks like a cupcake wrapper.”

      He merely nodded and left the hand uncovered, while Scarlett’s mind raced. There couldn’t be a connection with the wrapper and Cozy Café’s cupcakes. Could there? Sam was watching her, and she felt the urge to get away from his scrutiny.

      “Perhaps I should stand at the front door, so the police know where to come?”

      “Good idea. While you’re there, please keep everyone else out. There are bound to be a few rubberneckers already,” Sam warned.

      As if he’d summoned them, a voice called from inside the library—the hollow sound being one of the libraries quirks.

      “Hello? Is everything okay? I saw a paramedic van. Can I help in any way?”

      It sounded like her Aunt, which gave her a sense of relief. Olivia would know what to do.

      “I’ll leave her to you, but if you don’t have any joy making everyone wait outside, call me. And please keep the details of how you found her to yourself. Nate will appreciate that when he gets here.”

      Scarlett was a little bothered by his trust in her abilities. Violet was far more capable of issuing orders, but she wasn’t here. Taking a determined breath as she exited the room, she released it only when she confirmed that it was indeed Olivia.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here. Are you ill, dear? Sam arrived too quickly for it to be a social visit.”

      “I’m fine. It’s Mable who needed help. Right now, we all have to wait outside for the police.” With a hand on Olivia’s elbow, Scarlett turned her around and walked her to the door just in time. While several people crowded by the paramedic’s vehicle, some had climbed the steps and were set to come inside.

      “Sorry everyone, could you please step back from the doorway?” Scarlett directed them in her best no-nonsense voice.

      “Who do you think you are?” Arthur Tully demanded as he strode, full of purpose, between the group at the bottom of the stairs and up to the top step.

      “Don’t you harass the poor girl, Arthur,” Olivia said on her way passed, stopping a step below.

      Scarlett blocked the door, hoping he wouldn’t simply throw her out of the way. Although, with this many witnesses and Olivia right there, his bullying tactics would surely be less physical in nature. Her fingers crossed behind her back.

      “Mr. Tully, I’ve been asked by the paramedic to keep everyone outside.”

      “I’m the Mayor.” He puffed out his chest.

      “I was told this applied to everyone,” Scarlett explained with way more force than she felt capable of dispensing.

      “How dare you . . .” his voice trailed off as the sheriff’s car pulled into the parking lot.

      Nathaniel Adams unfolded himself from the driver’s seat while dropping his hat on his head at the same time. He made quick work of the space between his car and where she stood. “You okay, Scarlett?”

      She shot Arthur a quick look before answering. “I’m keeping everyone out of the library like Sam asked me to. I was the one who found her.”

      “Good job. We’ll talk as soon as I’ve checked on the situation.” Nate walked by her, giving Arthur a measured look but no details if he had any.

      “Trying to make yourself look important won’t save your shop,” Arthur hissed, before moving away from the steps.

      Scarlett’s mouth dropped open as the chilly remark bit through the warmth of the sun. Why did he hate the Finch women so much? As far as she knew, they’d never done anything to warrant his treatment of them. It rankled further because, at one time, he’d been sweet on their mom. When she passed away, things went from bad to worse in short order. A meanness she always associated with Arthur may be sprinkled over other members of Cozy Hollow, but the Cozy Café and its owners got more than their fair share.

      Not that there was anything fair about Arthur. He wielded his power like a supervillain, and anyone who opposed him found themselves at his mercy for anything they might need his approval on.

      Thank goodness for the likes of Daisy and Olivia, who tried to keep him somewhat under control.
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      It was some time before Nate came back outside the library, and the growing crowd grew restless. His footsteps echoing along the wooden floors alerted them, and several people inched up the stairs. Arthur pushed between them like a knife through butter.

      “I demand to know what’s going on here, Sheriff.”

      Imposing at the best of times, and with the mayor still one step below, Nate leaned over him. Scarlett was positive that Arthur cringed before trying to make himself taller. It didn’t work.

      “All you need to know right now is that Ms. Norris is deceased. There will be no details forthcoming until we do an autopsy.”

      “Which implies that it wasn’t natural causes,” Arthur blustered.

      “The only thing it implies is that we don’t know what she died of. Until we do, there is nothing to say about it. Although I will be talking to anyone who saw her today. Any ideas, mayor?”

      Arthur flushed. “Me? No, I haven’t seen her all day.”

      “Except for the committee meeting this morning.” Scarlett couldn’t help mentioning this, which won her another glare from the pompous man in front of her.

      “Is that right, Mayor?” Nate asked evenly.

      “Yes, yes,” Arthur blustered. “I meant not since then.”

      “Thank you for the clarification. Now, I’d like everyone to go about their business. The library is closed for the foreseeable future.”

      Scarlett began to descend the stairs when a large hand caught her shoulder.

      “Not you, Scarlett. Please step inside so we can talk?”

      His tone suggested that there was no other option possible, and her heart missed a beat. Catching a glimpse of Arthur’s furious gaze, she followed him meekly. Better to be interrogated by the sheriff, than by Arthur Tully!

      “So, you knew the deceased?” 

      Nate’s deep voice startled her as her eyes adjusted once more to the gloomier light.

      “Doesn’t everybody know everyone in Cozy Hollow?”

      His pen poised over a notebook with a don’t mess with me look in his eyes. “I meant how well did you know Ms. Norris?”

      Scarlett thought about that for a moment. Mable didn’t like Scarlett or her sisters for a reason they didn’t fully understand. Around her mom, Mable had always seemed jealous, but she wasn’t about to mention that. “Put it this way, I haven’t been into the library for two years.”

      “You don’t like to read?”

      It wasn’t a secret that because the Finch women were broke, they worked long hours in the café and on their small plot of land growing as much as they could to augment supplies. “I love it when I have time. Lately, I haven’t.”

      Nate nodded as if he knew exactly how she might feel about that sensitive topic. “Maybe when things pick up.” 

      Scarlett certainly hoped so. To add to the café sales, Violet dog-walked in the evenings while Ruby baby-sat for regular clients, doing after school care. Scarlett kept the books, did the ordering of supplies, made cakes for every occasion, and most of their meals. They shared the cleaning and meal preparations, which left little time for anything else.

      “I understand Mable wasn’t particularly pleasant,” Nate broke into her reverie.

      “She wasn’t a favorite around town,” Scarlett admitted, hurriedly adding, “Of course, that’s merely an opinion.”

      “Hmmm,” Nate said without further comment.

      Sam came out of the office. “When you’re done, will you give me a hand to carry Ms. Norris to the van, Nate?”

      “Sure. We can continue this while we wait, Scarlett.”

      She was afraid of that, but Sam was oblivious to her need to get out of here, and Nate studied her far too carefully for comfort.

      “Great. Let me grab the gurney.” 

      Sam went out of the front door, which gave Nate time to ask a few more leading questions.

      “We found a cupcake wrapper in Mable’s hand,” he said evenly.

      She nodded. “I thought that’s what it was.”

      “You didn’t touch it?”

      “No.”

      “Any idea where it came from?”

      “Well, there were cupcakes at the town meeting this morning.”

      “Supplied by you?”

      The hairs stood up on her arms. “That’s right. Why?” 

      Sam reappeared, so Nate didn’t answer. Scarlett wasn’t sure if she was relieved or not. 

      The paramedic flicked the wheels down from the steel body, and the sound as they hit the slightly uneven floor made Scarlett shiver anew. Suddenly, it felt as though this were a horror movie and not wishing to be left behind she hurried after the men, sliding to a halt at the doorway of Mable’s office.

      “So, what do you think caused her death?” Nate asked conversationally while they lifted Mable gently and respectfully onto the gurney.

      Sam made a thoughtful noise. “Could be that she had a heart attack.”

      “But you don’t think so?” Scarlett ventured.

      Nate watched him closely for the answer, but Sam was non-committal.

      “I won’t know for sure until the autopsy.”

      Scarlett remembered reading about the signs. They were usually there a month before a heart attack, and Mable had plenty of them now that she thought about it. So what made Sam feel there was another option? “What else could it be?”

      Sam tightened the straps around Mable’s form. “Many things can kill a person. Medical or otherwise.”

      Scarlett pondered the insinuation. There seemed only two logical choices. Heart attack or. . . “You think she may have been murdered?” she blurted.

      “It’s not likely, but there’s always a possibility.” Sam continued to avoid her gaze.

      She turned to the sheriff. “And, that’s why you want to know if she was liked?”

      Nate nodded. “It doesn’t tell us one way or another if it’s important to the case until we find out if it was murder or not, but we have to start somewhere when we open an investigation. It’s like gathering pieces of a puzzle and putting them together without forcing them to find the big picture.”

      Sam was also nodding. “I think that’s the same in my job. Guessing doesn’t cut it, but you need some ideas; otherwise, you’re simply floundering and don’t know what to test for other than standard ones. And FYI, I met Mable Norris many times. She was . . . forceful,” he admitted.

      Scarlett snorted, covering her mouth for a moment over her embarrassment at forgetting who was under the sheet. “She seemed very unhappy with life in general. Apart from working at the library.” She tried to think of something nicer to say about the woman. “Mable took her job very seriously, and I believe that the library was her life. I don’t recall her having any family either.”

      Nate wrote that down. “I’d like to get back to why you were in the library and how you came to find the deceased.”

      “I wanted to inquire if she had any openings for a part-time librarian.”

      Sam frowned. “How would you manage that?” 

      Scarlett raised an eyebrow at the very idea. “I wouldn’t. I was asking for Ruby. Reading is her passion, and she’s incredibly clever with a degree she’s not been able to utilize. A job here would be perfect.”

      “So, you don’t need her help in the café?” Nate queried.

      “I wouldn’t say that, but Violet and I could manage. You see, Ruby’s heart isn’t in baking.”

      Saying it aloud hurt a little, no matter that it was the truth.

      “That must be hard for you,” Nate said.

      She didn’t like the way he was looking at her. “Why do you say that?”

      “I think the whole town knows you did your best to keep it running while taking care of your mom. I dare say it made the three of you really close?”

      “That’s true,” her voice wobbled annoyingly.

      “So, you wouldn’t miss being around each other so much?” Nate persisted.

      “We’d miss it, but it’s time to let the other two find their places in life and for them to chase their passions,” Scarlett managed to force the answer out.

      “So, Violet will leave as well?”

      She nodded, wishing they’d leave the topic alone. “When the time is right.”

      “I’m sure they would stay if you wanted them to,” Sam said gently. 

      His sympathy made her eyes damp, and she was sure it was this and not the glare Sam threw his way, which caused Nate to change the subject.

      “Tell me exactly what you found on arrival.”

      She swallowed hard, having been under the impression she already had. “The place seemed empty. I called out several times with no answer. I thought this was odd since the library door wasn’t locked, which Ms. Norris would do if she had to leave for any reason. When I found books on the floor and mess around the counter, I walked on to the back room and found Mable sprawled on the floor behind her desk. I took her pulse, and when there was none, I called the paramedic.”

      Nate studied her carefully while she spoke. “You tried CPR?” 

      “No. Mable was cold. I knew there was no point.”

      “Sam said the same thing,” he assured her. “Can you think of anything else you noticed that was strange or out of place?”

      “Nothing, apart from the books I mentioned. Ms. Norris was pedantic about neatness.” She had a sudden jolt, knowing that her friends and family said the same about her. To make matters worse, Nate and Sam shared a look which she was pretty sure came from knowing this fact. 

      “Okay, Scarlett, you can go. Thanks for your co-operation. Just be aware that I may drop by to talk more about this at some stage,” Nate cautioned.

      “Sure. You know where I’ll be.” The relief made her want to run from the building, but she kept calm and walked sedately behind them when they pushed the gurney passed her and lifted it down the stairs. 

      She made sure to keep close, using them as a barrier, so she could bypass the spectators hovering outside. Once the path was clear, she made a dash for the café, lest she embarrass herself further with her runaway mouth or random speculation. 

      The tortoiseshell cat appeared from behind a shrub and stared up at her as she rushed by. He winked again, and Scarlett shivered. Walking around Cozy Hollow as she did whenever she could take a break, this cat had always had that effect on her—he seemed far too knowing for his own good.

      Perhaps he’d witnessed Ms. Norris’s demise? She shook her head at the notion.

      He was, after all, just a cat.
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      Arriving back at the bakery, Scarlett found her sisters in the shop arguing with each other. Fortunately, no one else was around.

      “What’s going on?” she asked tersely since they had so recently discussed this very thing.

      “Nothing,” Ruby slunk out the back.

      “Violet?”

      Her sister looked up from the order pad she was filling out, or pretending to, and gave Scarlett a thoughtful glance. “We’re wondering if you thought any more about Ruby getting another job?”

      “Violet!” Ruby yelled, racing back into the shop, hands on her hips, eyes flashing.

      Violet shrugged. “Sorry, kid, but asking a question is the only sure way to find a thing out.”

      Ruby, usually so even-tempered, looked as though she was about to throw a fit at her sister. “But it’s not your question to ask. Isn’t it enough that Scarlett wants to boss us, without you doing the same to me?”

      Scarlett coughed. “Pardon? I’m bossy?”

      Her sisters looked at her as though she’d asked the craziest thing, and Scarlett flinched. Perhaps bossy and super organized fell into a similar pool? Her shoulders drooped. Today was turning out to be pretty horrible.

      Always the peacemaker, Ruby couldn’t stay mad for long over anything or anyone. “Well, you’re the oldest,” she said soothingly. “And mostly you’re right about things because you paid closer attention to mom than we did.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Violet called out to Ruby before pushing Scarlett out the back and into a chair. “You don’t look so good. Sorry if I’ve upset you.” 

      Scarlett took a deep breath. The bossy or not business would have to wait. “Sit down, both of you. I have something to tell you, and it’s not good.”

      Violet slumped into a chair next to Scarlett. “Did we do something else wrong?” she asked warily.

      “We weren’t really fighting.” Ruby insisted, kneeling in front of her, a frown marring her sweet face. “You know how we love to tease.” 

      Scarlett loved them so much and would like to have had a better outcome from her visit this afternoon. The sour taste of guilt over taking the letter disturbed her more than she could have imagined. Then there was the fact that her sisters had been discussing Ruby taking another job added a barb to the terrible news she had to tell them, despite the fact she’d been thinking the same thing.

      “Whatever it is, say it fast. You know I hate waiting.”

      It was true that Violet had little patience. “I was at the library,” Scarlett began.

      “What? Why would you go there when Ms. Norris is so mean to you?” Ruby asked.

      “I wondered where you went,” Violet said at the same time. “You never explained when you called, just that you’d been detained.”

      “I went to ask Ms. Norris if Ruby could work there part-time,” Scarlett picked up a cloth that lay in front of her and wiped the area of the table she could reach.

      Ruby shook her head. “Oh, Scarlett. I don’t know whether to kiss or kill you.”

      “Please don’t say that!” Scarlett yelled. 

      Ruby reared back. “What’s wrong? You’re behaving very strangely. Did she refuse point blank?”

      Scarlett dropped the cloth to take the smaller hands in hers. “The thing is, I really was detained—by the sheriff. I found Ms. Norris on the floor of her office. She’s dead.”

      Ruby and Violet gasped.

      “I wasn’t expecting that,” Violet admitted. “It does make me feel bad for all the things I thought about her. And not just today.”

      Ruby’s eyes filled with tears. “Poor Ms. Norris. I knew she wasn’t feeling great. I should have been kinder.”

      “No one could have been nicer to her than you.” Scarlett squeezed her hands. “As it happens, she may not have been as ill as she looked.”

      Violet pulled her chair closer. “You’re not making sense. How did she die if she wasn’t sick?”

      “Sam and the sheriff don’t know what the cause of her death is. It may have been foul play,” Scarlett’s voice faded away.

      “You can’t mean that she was murdered?” Ruby squealed.

      “It’s a possibility. Nate asked me a lot of questions about who might not like her.”

      Violet raised an eyebrow. “And you’re back already? I could imagine that taking all night.”

      “Violet, that’s a terrible thing to joke about,” Scarlett scolded.

      “Sorry, but I’ve been constantly surprised that having to contend with Ms. Norris, anyone entered the library at all.”

      “It’s true that she wasn’t an easy person to like.” Ruby allowed, then suddenly looked horrified. “What about George?”

      Confused, Scarlett shrugged. “Who do you mean? I don’t know anyone by that name.”

      The look changed to one of disbelief. “Ms. Norris’s cat. He’s always at the library and will be all alone now and probably hungry. He’s a large tortoiseshell, and you can’t say you’ve never seen him.”

      Scarlett nodded. “Of course. I did see him as I left, and I have to say that he didn’t look like he’d missed a meal his entire life. Also, he kind of led me to her.”

      “He is very clever,” Ruby agreed. “Sometimes he’d hiss at a child who folded the pages in a book. It was adorable, and better yet, they didn’t do it again.”

      Violet rolled her eyes. “I read somewhere that animals adopt their human’s personality traits, which is far more believable.” 

      “Well, he wasn’t exactly grumpy when I saw him.” Scarlett thought of the winks he gave her and the flick of his tail. “Maybe he was upset?” 

      Ruby huffed. “If his human died right in front of him, you could appreciate that it would be enough to upset anyone.”

      “I’m sure it was just that Mable wouldn’t move, and he didn’t understand, because he was outside when I arrived.” Scarlett didn’t say that he might be looking for help. Not a lover of cats, unlike Ruby, she still couldn’t bear to think of any animal being homeless or mistreated. “Anyway, perhaps we should ring the animal shelter?”

      “We can’t do that!” Ruby shook her head adamantly. “George isn’t a kitten, so he might not get another home. If Ms. Norris has no family, then we should at least see if anyone in town wants to take him.”

      “How is that our job?” Violet countered. “And, who would we ask when pretty much everyone we know has a pet?” 

      “It’s not a job. It’s just the right thing to do,” Ruby insisted. “I’ll make up a flyer, and we can put posters on the wall of the bakery and also around town. You’ll see, someone will love to adopt him.” 

      Having such faith in human nature was another trait Ruby had been blessed with, making this mission one her sister would clearly relish. Unfortunately, the outcome, unless it suited the youngest Finch, might result in a pet they couldn’t afford and had no time to look after. “What do we do with George in the meantime?” Scarlett asked warily.

      Ruby stood as if the decision was made. “I’ll go find him right now and bring him home.”

      A line in the sand had to be drawn. “We can’t have a cat in the bakery,” Scarlett told her firmly.

      “No, I meant that I’ll take him to our house,” Ruby explained. “I’ll leave him in the laundry, so he gets used to the house and doesn’t wander and get lost. On the way, I’ll also pick up some cat food.” 

      It sounded like Ruby had it all worked out, and Violet said what Scarlett was thinking. “Who exactly will look after him?”

      “Me.”

      Ruby’s sadness for Mable was replaced by the excitement of a child getting their first pet, and Scarlett didn’t have the heart to say no. She knew that her sister intended to keep her word, but since she often had her head in the clouds and sometimes forgot what she was supposed to be doing, the actual scenario was likely to be very different. 

      But, in the end, the happiness on her kid sister’s face was so appealing that Scarlett folded like a deck chair, along with the bemused Violet, whose look said, ‘This is your problem now.’

      “If you promise to clean up after him, feed him, and look for another home fast, then I suppose we could let him stay a few days.”

      With their mom sick for so long, they’d been unable to have pets. Ruby had always longed for a cat. Scarlett had imagined her one day with a cute kitten—not the monstrosity from the library.

      Ruby hugged her as if she had been given an incredible gift, and Scarlett reveled in it. It was a good feeling to be held after what she’d witnessed—and done.

      “We need to close-up first,” Violet reminded Ruby. “Plus, you’re supposed to be looking after the Lester children.”

      Almost at the door, Ruby slid to a halt. “Oh, darn, I forgot. Will you get him, Scarlett? Please. He’ll be wondering where Ms. Norris is, and probably getting far more upset when he realizes she’s not there.”

      About to say the cat would have to wait, Scarlett slipped on her apron and was tying it when she felt the slight bulge in her pocket. The note! Touching the paper brought the guilt back ten-fold. At this rate, she’d soon be a nervous wreck. Carrying on, as usual, wasn’t going to work.

      “Actually, once we close, I need to talk to you both about something else.”

      Her sisters edged closer.

      “No way are we waiting. Tell us now.” Violet crossed her arms.

      Ruby clasped her hands in front of her. “You’re scaring me. I haven’t seen that look on your face in months.”

      “What look?”

      “The one that says—this news is worse than the last, so brace yourselves.”

      Scarlett immediately knew what Ruby meant. It seemed that the last year was filled with moments like that. When their mom passed away, and the reality of it set in, she’d assumed that those moments were behind them. Until now. She took a shaky breath and pulled the note from her pocket.

      “When I was at the library, I found this and took it. I shouldn’t have, and now I don’t know what to do about it.”

      Violet snatched the paper from her hand, carefully unfolding it she placed it face up on the worn table. It was also Scarlett’s first chance to read it properly. Their heads touched as they bent over the words.

      Dear Mayor Tully

      I am writing today as a matter of urgency.

      You will appreciate that Ruby Finch is a long-standing library member. Unfortunately, it has come to my attention that she has been lending our books to non-library members. This is deplorable and against the rules. The books have been found around town in a terrible condition.

      She has also been feeding my cat and encouraging him to follow her. I suspect she intends to steal him from me.

      Therefore, I have decided to ban her from the library as of today and expect the committee to back me in this decision one hundred percent.

      Ms. M. Nor

      The signature tailed off, but there was no mistaking who had written the note.

      “Exactly where did you find this?” Violet demanded, waving the letter at her.

      “On her desk,” Scarlett ashamedly admitted.

      Ruby gasped. “You took this from the crime scene? You can’t do that!”

      Her excuse when it came was particularly lame. “We don’t know for sure that a crime was committed.”

      “Sure, we do.” Violet thrust the paper back into her hand. 

      Scarlett and Ruby stared at her waiting for more.

      Violet shrugged. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have taken it.”

      Scarlett sat back down. “Do you honestly think I could kill someone?” 

      “Don’t be silly.”

      Ruby was so pale, Scarlett became afraid she would pass out.

      Violet shook her head, looking exasperated. “Nothing could convince me of that, but you did it to protect Ruby. Am I right?”

      Scarlett nodded. “I just thought it might cloud things. Actually, I didn’t think at all. I’m sorry. I should have known better.”

      “Scarlett, you have to call the police right now and tell them about this before you get into all kinds of trouble,” Ruby insisted.

      Violet nodded. “The kid’s right.”

      Knowing and fixing it wasn’t so easy. Scarlett put her face in her hands. “I can’t actually believe I did it. I’ve never done anything remotely this stupid, and now I’m worried in case this incriminates you, Ruby.”

      Ruby’s arms snaked around Scarlett’s neck. “Then we’ll deal with it. I know I did nothing wrong. Read the letter, it’s easy to see that it was the ramblings of someone wanting to make another person miserable for whatever reason she concocted. Ms. Norris knew that banning me from the library would do just that. As for stealing or coercing George away, that’s rubbish. We adore each other, but that’s all there is to it.”

      Scarlett wiped the corner of her eye. She was the oldest and was supposedly the more level-headed. Here she stood being consoled by her younger sisters and as lovely as it was—it felt like all kinds of wrong.

      “I’m sorry, Ruby. I just wanted you to be happy and have a job you could love as much as I love mine. When I saw the note, I panicked.”

      “I’m sure it gave you a fright, but Mom always told us that we can’t get what we want at any cost. Working at the library might have been wonderful, or it could have been horrendous. Since Ms. Norris didn’t like me, I wasn’t holding out any hopes for it.”

      Violet nodded. “She didn’t like anyone, and was probably threatened by your cleverness.”

      “Do you think so?” Ruby looked doubtful. 

      “Absolutely. You might have wanted to make changes, and that would be unforgivable in Mable’s eyes.”

      Ruby relaxed for a moment, then turned to Scarlett. “Make the call.”

      How had her kid sister become the most sensible? She knew she should mention the wrapper, but maybe it wouldn’t come up again if Mable did die of natural causes. Why would it?

      They sat close while Scarlett called the station.

      “Officer Adams, please.”
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      “You did what?”

      Nate stared across the table at Scarlett. At his horror, Ruby and Violet, sitting, one on either side of her, gave a knowing look.

      Scarlett wiped at some imaginary crumbs. “My only defense is that I wasn’t in my right mind.”

      “Obviously.” Nate’s annoyance came through loud and clear. “You do realize that you could be in serious trouble?”

      “I understand. It was a stupid thing to do. I was just so worried about Ruby if the letter was found and she really was banned. In hindsight, pretty much as soon as I’d done it, I appreciated what a mistake I’d made.”

      Nate didn’t argue on that score, and Scarlett, who didn’t like to be thought of as stupid by anyone—accepted his disapproval, because she deserved every bit of it.

      “Can I see the letter?”

      She pulled it from her apron pocket, where she’d placed it for safe-keeping while they cleaned and closed the shop, waiting for Nate to come by.

      Nate looked down at the paper and sighed. “I’m assuming that you’ve all touched this?”

      Scarlett flushed, and Violet nodded.

      “I didn’t,” Ruby said with a little superiority.

      He shook his head, picked up the letter by his fingertips, and read, his face impassive.

      “You found it on the floor beside Ms. Norris?”

      “On her desk. She must have been in the middle of signing it.” Scarlett pointed to the last few letters.

      He nodded. “It does slope quite dramatically there. We talked about Ms. Norris not liking you, but it appears Ruby was not on her friend list either.”

      Scarlett bristled. “Which wasn’t due to anything Ruby would have done. She spent every spare moment there, helping the children of this town while trying to stay away from Ms. Norris. The woman ruled the library with an iron hand and watched over Ruby like a hawk, so this couldn’t always be avoided. There were occasions that she would deny Ruby books, saying they were requested by someone else.”

      “It could have been true,” he noted, scratching away at a notepad.

      Mirroring Violet, Scarlett adopted crossed arms. “If Ruby didn’t think so, then I’d rather believe my sister. She never lies.”

      “No one can know for sure unless it was documented.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Sticking up for your sister is noble, but in this case, you crossed a line. A line that, with your intelligence, should have been obvious.”

      She looked down in shame.

      He switched his attention to Ruby. The hem of her apron got several punishing twists, her wide-eyed look reminding Scarlett of a deer caught in headlights.

      “What’s this about you lending books unofficially?” Nate’s official growly voice should make them fearful, but since he had such a kind face, it didn’t work as well as he might have hoped.

      Under the table, Ruby scuffed one foot against the other. “Ms. Norris wouldn’t let some of the local children borrow books for all kinds of reasons. So I would take them out under my name then let the children take them home.”

      Nate’s expression softened then hardened in a second. “What reasons could she have to stop them from taking the books out themselves?”

      “She said that they wouldn’t take care of them. Maybe they’d lost one in the past, but in my opinion, she simply didn’t like particular children.”

      “Such as?” Nate pressed Ruby.

      “Poor children, and ones whose parents she didn’t like.”

      “What did you do about that?”

      “Their parents and I took it to the town committee and asked them to rescind the exclusions. It was a split vote, Aunt Olivia told us, so they decided that the librarian should have the final say in the matter.”

      “How did you feel when you heard the news?”

      “Sad and angry,” Ruby’s voice rose along with her outrage. “It was wrong, and I don’t understand how this could happen in our town. All children, despite their family life or how grubby they might be, should be allowed and encouraged to read as much as possible.”

      Violet nodded and rubbed Ruby’s back soothingly. Scarlett couldn’t help a small smile at the touching display between her sisters. Even Nate’s mouth threatened to break out from its grim line.

      “As admirable as that is, why would you risk being banned if you love books so much?” he asked.

      “I couldn’t face myself in the mornings if I didn’t at least try. How can children learn or flourish into knowledgeable adults without books? Right now, I read to them or help them to read as a group. When you see how hungry kids are to find things out for themselves—well, there simply was no choice. I would do it again, and if I could afford it, I would start my own library just for them.”

      Ruby’s passion lit her pretty face, and the flush to her cheeks enhanced the whole sweet package that was their baby sister.

      “What will happen now?” Scarlett asked.

      “I’ll add the letter to the evidence, but we’ll wait and see what Ms. Norris died of.” Nate sighed as he placed the paper into one of his plastic bags.

      “Before you tell everyone what I did?” Although she was terribly ashamed, the thought that the whole town might become aware of it was horrifying. It could have a long-lasting detrimental effect on the business she’d been trying to protect for what felt like forever.

      “I can’t say who’ll review the case other than myself, and if asked, I will certainly have to explain things in fuller detail. But I won’t draw attention to it. Yet.”

      Scarlett nodded. “Thanks, Nate. I appreciate it.”

      “Make sure you don’t do anything as silly. You all need to stay away from the library and not interfere with the case any further,” Nate warned.

      Ruby twisted the cloth again. “Can I carry on reading with the kids?”

      “Only with the books you already have. Unfortunately, the library will remain closed for some time.” He looked thoughtfully into the distance. “Actually, I might have some kids books at home you could borrow.”

      “Do you have a secret passion, Sheriff?” Violet teased.

      Nate’s head shot up from the letter to stare for a moment at Violet. It was his turn to look uneasy, yet Scarlett couldn’t fathom why. Until Violet reddened and looked away.

      He coughed. “Nope. When I moved out of home, my mom decided I needed to take everything. And I mean everything she’d hoarded since I started school. Maybe even before. I have boxes and boxes of memorabilia and no time to go through it. I should probably bin the whole lot of it, but you never know if there’s something tucked in there that could mean something.” He grinned. “Ruby can hunt through it if she has time.”

      “Yes, please!” Ruby all but jumped from her chair. “You can never have too many books.”

      “I’d be happy to help Ruby sort things—if you wouldn’t mind?” Violet offered, ignoring Scarlett’s intrigued look.

      “Sure. Many hands and all that. How about mid-afternoon Saturday? You can all come if you like.”

      She tried to hide it, but Scarlett saw Violet’s interest. “We’d love to, is 3 o’clock okay?”

      “Sounds good. Please don’t think helping me declutter negates that you’re all involved in this case up to your armpits,” Nate added.

      Scarlett stood. “I get the message and can only apologize again for my actions.”

      “I won’t say that it’s okay, but I understand your motives, and I can’t promise that there won’t be repercussions.” Nate gave her a sympathetic glance before heading to the front door.

      Scarlett followed to let him out.

      “Have a good evening, and I’ll see you all tomorrow.” He looked back for a second or two at the counter where Violet stood.

      Scarlett locked the door behind him and flicked the closed sign around, thankful that no customers had stopped by. And doubly grateful he hadn’t mentioned the wrapper.

      Still at the counter, Violet studied her intently. “He seemed relatively chilled about the letter.”

      “You think so? It didn’t sound that way to me.”

      “I’m sure he appreciates that people do odd things in the heat of the moment,” Ruby assured her. Collecting the unsold food, she said over her shoulder, “Speaking of heat—the sheriff appears to be smitten by a certain bull-headed sister.”

      “Don’t talk crazy!” Violet blustered.

      Scarlett hid her smile. Bait taken—job well done, Ruby. As independent and opinionated as Violet was, Scarlett had already decided that a man like Nate wouldn’t find dating her sister too arduous. Now she’d only have to convince Violet, which was a more acceptable topic to think about than poor Mable Norris.

      “I better head off to my babysitting gig,” Ruby interrupted. Discarding her apron, with a wink at Scarlett, she grabbed her bag and went to the back door. “Don’t forget to pick up George.” Without waiting for an answer, she ran down the steps.

      Scarlett pulled a face as she put the last of the plates in the dishwasher. “Let’s get the place ready for tomorrow to save time in the morning.”

      Violet groaned too but worked as hard as Scarlett to do just that.

      “Everything’s tidy and ready for the morning’s bake, Sir.” Violet stood to attention.

      Weary to her bones, Scarlett wasn’t in the mood for games. “Why are you doing that?”

      Violet shrugged. “Well, you behave like a sergeant major, and us, lesser mortals, have to ensure the place is up to your expectations so we can carry on with our dreary lives.”

      The barb hurt. “That’s unfair.”

      Violet screwed up her face. “Yes, it is.”

      “I meant,…Oh, never mind.” Her sister was deliberately misinterpreting everything she said and did at the moment, and Scarlett experienced a rare wave of self-pity. “If I’m so awful to work with and I make such stupid mistakes, perhaps we really should think of selling.” It was bad enough that she wasn’t as business-minded as her mom—apparently, she was also a lousy CEO.

      “Scarlett! I’m teasing. It’s what we do. You messed up, and sometimes that’s a good thing. Especially for those around you.”

      She threw her hands in the air. “I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about, Vi.”

      “Of course, you don’t. You’re the perfect one with all the answers, so seeing you muck up is refreshing. Now before you get all soppy, I’m off.” Violet blew her a kiss. “Don’t forget the cat.”

      Scarlett’s mouth opened and shut several times, but her sister had already left the building. She was pretty sure that Violet had given her an enormous compliment. Adding to the rest of it, made this the weirdest day ever.

      Packing her bag with bread and cupcakes, she headed along Main Street to the library. George sat on the top step. He seemed to be waiting for something. Or someone.

      “Hey, cat.”

      “Meow.”

      She had no lead, and there was no way she could carry him all the way home, even if he allowed her to pick him up. “Would you like to come home with me? Ruby will be there.”

      George slowly made his meandering way down the steps and wound himself around her legs. Feeling sorry for him, Scarlett crouched and scratched the top of his head. “I’m sorry about Mable.”

      “I’m glad he’ll have a good home.” Dale Wilkins appeared at the mouth of a small lane next to the library.

      “Oh, it’s only short term,” Scarlett protested. “If Mable has no relatives to take him, then we’ll ask around town for a potential new owner.”

      “Far as I knew she was all alone. It’s nice to know George will be taken care of by someone. He’s a loyal pet. Always near Mable no matter where she was.” Dale smiled fondly.

      Dale, an excellent mechanic, was one of Olivia’s closest friends. Always pleasant to Scarlett and her family, he was also on the committee. It occurred to her that this was the perfect opportunity to ask him about the meeting, but first things first.

      “Ruby thinks he’s great too, but if you’d like George, I’m sure she’d be happy about that.” She smiled encouragingly.

      “Me? No, I couldn’t possibly. Hugo doesn’t like other animals, and since he’s my guard dog too, I need to keep him happy.”

      A 4-year-old Alsatian, Hugo, was about as scary as a hamster. “Fair enough. Dale, you know the committee meeting you had earlier?” she asked casually.

      “How could I forget? Such a ruckus! Arthur and Olivia were at it hammer and tong after you left. I wish they could get on. It would make the meetings more bearable.”

      “I can imagine. Were they fighting over the change in time and Olivia not being told, or was it the special vote?”

      He shook his head, looking disgusted. “All of it. In the end, we didn’t vote because they couldn’t agree on the wording of it. On days like that, I could cheerfully be under the hood of a car instead of in that room.”

      “I guess you haven’t had time to vote then?” Deliberately, Scarlett omitted to ask what they would vote about, so as not to scare him off.

      “Nope. We’ll do so at the next meeting, but I don’t know why we’re bothering if Arthur knows the only one against it will be Olivia.”

      “It does sound like a waste of time. Although don’t you think it’s odd that no one agrees with my aunt? She’s usually right about most things.”

      “In my opinion, she’s never wrong,” Dale stated, before realizing where he was and who he was talking to. “Forget I said anything. I’m told I talk too much,” he blustered.

      It was adorable. Scarlett had suspected for some time that Dale liked Olivia in a more-than-just-friends way. “The perils of working as a mechanic, come, car salesman, wouldn’t you say?” she teased.

      Dale’s smile returned. “I guess I can get carried away when there’s someone to chat with. See you tomorrow.”

      Plucking George from the step, she wished Dale a good night and headed home.

      “That was interesting, Georgie. Dale is definitely not in Arthur’s camp, but he was sympathetic about Mable. I think we can rule him out a suspect, don’t you?”

      Swapping shoulders, the massive cat gave her hand a rasping lick before settling against her as if it were the most natural thing for him to be doing.

      “When we get across the road, you’re going to have to walk, buddy.”

      His answer was to purr.
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      At precisely 4:00 p.m. the next afternoon, Sheriff Nathaniel Adams walked through the café door. About to turn the sign to closed, Scarlett had to back up a few steps to let him by. He touched the brim of his hat but didn’t quite meet her eyes, and her heart plummeted.

      “I can see this isn’t so much a visit as official business,” she said, hoping to be wrong.

      He grimaced. “You’re right, I am here in an official capacity, and I need to take a look around the café.

      “Whatever for?”

      “We have the results from Ms. Norris’s autopsy. She did have a heart attack, as Sam suggested. But there’s something else.” Nate closed the door, locked it, and turned the sign. “Let’s go out the back.”

      He wasn’t fooling her with that softer tone. Added to her worry Nate pulled out a chair for her while glancing around the room. “Your sisters aren’t here?”

      “They had other things to do, so I said I’d close up. It gets quieter once the local kids have been in after school.”

      They sat awkwardly for another minute, which is a long time when you were waiting for the apparent bad news. Experiencing this several times over recent years, she could report that it wasn’t a good feeling. While one part of her wanted it said quickly, another part whispered in her mind, “don’t say it. Whatever it is.”

      But, as she knew, wanting things to be different couldn’t change the outcome, and she flinched as Nate took in a deep breath.

      “There are indications she’d been in contact with a poison.” 

      Scarlett clutched her throat. “That’s awful, but how does that concern us?”

      He was about to answer when a knock at the back door startled them both.

      Sam stepped inside. His ready smile turned quickly into a frown when he saw Nate. “Hi. Am I interrupting?”

      “I need to talk to Scarlett. Alone,” Nate told him.

      Sam’s eyes narrowed, but he merely nodded and turned to leave.

      Scarlett stood hurriedly, the chair legs scraping the floor. “Wait.” Having Sam around might help alleviate the panic she suddenly felt. “I’d like you to stay. Is that okay, Nate?”

      The sheriff nodded reluctantly, and Sam didn’t hesitate, taking the seat on Scarlett’s right.

      Nate placed his hands on the table, leaning slightly forward as he stared at her. “Mable Norris was found to have a small piece of cake in her mouth. It may be possible that the cupcake she ate contained poison.”

      Scarlett’s body jerked. “Pardon?”

      Nate nodded. “The lab results are done in Destiny and can take weeks, so nothing is conclusive. Didn’t you and Violet bring cupcakes to the committee meeting yesterday?”

      She felt a little faint. “We did. Along with pastries and sandwiches.”

      “No one else is sick, so I’ll assume for now that those other things were okay. Although, I will be talking to everyone there to find out exactly who ate what.”

      Scarlett could see all of the committee in her mind—and the plates of food. “How could anyone manage to add poison to any of it when it was never left alone?”

      “That’s exactly the issue, Scarlett,” Nate agreed solemnly.

      “What kind of poison was it?” Sam asked.

      Nate pulled a pad from his pocket and checked his notes. “The results of the specific type of poison are pending, but it may have been rat poison.”

      Scarlett shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

      “Nothing is impossible,” Nate said carefully.

      “I meant the poison didn’t come from us. We don’t believe in poisoning animals. Not even vermin. We lay humane traps and release anything we catch into the woods.” Scarlett shuddered. “Violet does that part.” 

      Nate raised an eyebrow. “You know they’ll more than likely come back?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.” Small towns, surrounded by fields and woods, often had issues with vermin, and the classic approach was shooting, with poison a close second. Nate sounded like he was in one of those camps.

      “I need to look around the café to make sure you don’t have any poison on site.”

      Scarlett raised an eyebrow. “Of course, but what’s the next step if you don’t find anything? Which you won’t.”

      “Then, we’ll need to check your house.”

      “You can’t do that,” she mumbled. The thought never crossed her mind that Nate would want to poke around there, and her stomach clenched. 

      Both men were staring as if she’d pleaded guilty. How could they possibly understand how the idea of Nate or anyone coming to their house horrified her. The sisters never had visitors apart from Olivia. If the girls wanted to catch up with friends, they did so at the café or the friend’s house. Always.

      Nate leaned towards her. “Scarlett, you should tell me now if you have something to hide.” 

      “We don’t have poison! Plus, you said she had a heart attack, so what’s the point in this?” She wasn’t sure what she was most upset about—Nate not believing her, the fear that poison had somehow got into their baking, or that he would come to the house.

      “I can’t just take your word for it. It’s my job to ensure that you don’t have any, especially when you deal with food.”

      He sounded like he was now leaning more towards her being guilty when all she’d meant was to protect their privacy, and suddenly she felt exposed. 

      “Don’t you need a search warrant?” Sam asked.

      Scarlett could have kissed him. The thought and subsequent blush undoubtedly made her look guiltier.

      “If you think that’s necessary, Scarlett, then I can certainly get one. I’ll search the premises one way or another, so why don’t you save us all some time?” Nate asked reasonably after giving Sam a withering glance.

      Scarlett wanted to cry, which was frustrating and embarrassing because she rarely succumbed to tears. As the eldest, she’d had to be tough—and seen to be so. People had tried to take advantage of her lack of experience, but their mom’s wise council over the last few years had given her tools to deal with them. But even Lilac Finch could never have foreseen this kind of issue.

      “Fine. Do what you need to.” She put her face in her hands while Nate rummaged around the café.

      Sam slipped an arm around her shoulders, and she peered over her fingers. 

      “You believe me, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do. I’m sure Nate does as well, but he has to take this seriously,” he spoke gently.

      “I know,” she managed to utter.

      Eventually, she couldn’t help herself and had to check that Nate wasn’t making a mess. When you liked things orderly, it was an issue knowing someone was touching everything. Her fingers itched at the possibility of him dirtying her counter or moving something out of place. Finally, he returned to the kitchen and checked the cupboards there.

      “Okay, I’m done.” 

      His face might be showing little emotion, but she thought she detected satisfaction in his deep voice. Her relief was short-lived.

      “Since I found no poison at all, let’s head over to your place while it’s still light.”

      Now the real nightmare began. The men waited while she collected her bag, then she followed Nate out the back door with Sam behind her.

      Her beat-up red Volkswagen sat next to Sam’s black pickup in the parking lot she shared with the other businesses in this block. 

      When Lilac Finch could no longer drive, she handed the keys to her eldest daughter. Her sisters never fussed about that. Then again, the car was unreliable and not exactly attractive.

      “Shall I follow you, or will you come in the squad car?” Nate frowned at the car.

      What a dilemma—be seen in a police car, or try to start Betsy, who hadn’t managed to tick over in a week. Her stomach in knots, there seemed no option.

      “I could bring her,” Sam offered gently.

      “I could walk. Or run,” Scarlett joked half-heartedly.

      “Seriously? Just come in my car, okay?” Nate pressed. “We’ll meet you there if you feel you must come, Sam.”

      The paramedic and the sheriff gave each other calculating looks, and Scarlett couldn’t fathom what was going on. These two were the best of friends usually. Maybe Nate was bothered by Sam’s interference, but Scarlett welcomed having someone else there. Even if that meant he would also be privy to the family secret.

      Slowly, she followed Nate around the building to the front of the café where his car was parked. He opened the front door, and as soon as she was inside, she slumped down in her seat. Nobody wanted to be grist for the mill of gossip-mongering.

      Nate sighed, but started the car and drove through town. He was probably used to this attitude from all innocent passengers needing an escort.

      Naturally, as sheriff, he knew where she lived. As he pulled into the gravel driveway, Scarlett saw the place through his eyes.

      A falling down fence. The front yard in need of a mow. Paint peeling away from weathered boards and windows that let in the heat or cold, depending on the seasons. Gardens long given into weeds, her mom would have despaired over. Inside it was no better, and she put the key in the door with shaking hands.

      To his credit, Nate patiently waited while she shoved the door in a particular place where it stuck, and then they were inside. Sam ran up the steps behind them, stalling as he entered.

      The walls and surfaces were clean, as was the floor. A person could be forgiven for not noticing these things above the faded, peeling, wallpaper, drooping curtains, second or third-hand furnishings, and cracked linoleum. 12 Berry Lane was a sorry sight indeed.

      Scarlett stood tall, pretending nothing was amiss. It was the only way she knew to be when life threatened to get the better of her. “Where would you like to start?”

      Nate glanced around. His eyebrows disappeared beneath his hair. “The kitchen, I think.”

      Trying to ignore the way they took in every detail, she began to chatter. “We hardly bake anything here these days. The kitchen at the café is much more user friendly and has modern appliances which, as you can see, we don’t have in the house.”

      He whipped out his notepad. “So, all the food for the shop is cooked there?”

      She nodded. “Apart from the odd one, even our test bakes are done there.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll just take a look anyway.” He didn’t wait for her approval before opening drawers and cupboards, including the one that hung crookedly from a broken hinge.

      “Would you mind if I started dinner?” It would give her something else to focus on.

      “Go right ahead. I’ll try not to get in your way.”

      Scarlett washed her hands, totally aware of the men in the house. Men who watched her in different ways. Nate’s look was filled with curiosity and questions. Sam’s seemed almost pitying. She didn’t want or need that, but she allowed him to peel the potatoes she pulled out from the pantry, without being asked.

      Having him work beside her wasn’t exactly soothing, but it wasn’t bad either.

      “I’m going to take a look at the rest of the house,” Nate informed her.

      It wasn’t a question, and Scarlett cringed at the thought of him in her bedroom, then turned back to Sam, admiring the uniform way he cubed the potatoes and other vegetables she had ready. “You don’t have to do that.” 

      “I don’t mind. It’s good for the hands to be busy so the mind can concentrate elsewhere.”

      Scarlett looked down the hall. “I think so too.”

      Adding browned chicken pieces to the vegetables in a large casserole dish, she poured in her homemade stock, then placed it carefully in the oven.

      “I have to know what Nate’s doing in there,” she told Sam before creeping down the short hall.

      The sheriff stood in the middle of her mom’s bedroom, which was now Scarlett’s. He seemed lost in thought. Then he headed to the window and tugged on the sash. The locks on these were stiff, and they didn’t budge. Next, he checked the corners of the room and under her bed. Lastly, he opened her wardrobe.

      “Do you honestly think I would put poison in there?”

      He jumped and smacked his head on the hanging rod, snapping it in two. The few clothes she hung there dropped onto him, and he clutched them to either side of his face like a curtain.

      “Did I scare you?” With arms on her hips she nodded at the mess. “I hope you’re not going to leave it like that.”

      Sam peering over her shoulder, chuckled at the sheriff, and leaned against the wall with a smug expression. 

      Despite her bravado, she was a little shaken. The rod may not be much, but it had been usable. Broken in two, it wasn’t fit for more than kindling. Violet may be able to fix it, but there were plenty more things needing attention that were more important. 

      Nate handed her the clothes and looked at the two ends that resembled broken teeth. “I’ll get you a new one.”

      Scarlett didn’t want charity, but she did need that rod. She swallowed hard. “Thank you. Meanwhile, I can hang them in Ruby’s room. Have you been in there?”

      “I’m not sure whose rooms they are, but yes, I’ve had a good look at the other two.”

      “So you’re done checking the house?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

      “You don’t want to check the shed out the back?”

      He gave her a funny look and shared another with Sam. “I guess I should while I’m here. To be thorough.”

      They must think she was such an idiot. After not wanting Nate here at all, she’d actually suggested another way to detain him! Who was the most confused—her or them?

      She led Nate through the house and out the back door. “Actually, there’s no lock on the shed because there’s nothing in there but a tired lawnmower. Good luck to the person who wants to take that.” Flippancy was all she had right then.

      The back yard was in even more of a tangle, apart from several raised gardens that were tidy, weeded, and prolific. Fruit trees were also abundant, and the chicken run was well maintained. She took a little pride in these things, and now that Nate was nearly done, she didn’t feel as stressed. Perhaps it was that neither he nor Sam didn’t seem as judgmental as she’d imagined they might be.

      Unfortunately, that all changed in a matter of moments. 

      Inside the door sat a container of poison. At least, with a skull and crossbones on the front, that’s undoubtedly all it could be. A black rat lower down confirmed it.

      Her heart sank while her face flamed, and her palms clutched at her hips once more. “That is not ours.”

      Nate searched her face for the longest time. “I believe you,” he said quietly.

      While that helped a little, her heart still sank. “But it makes no difference, right?”

      He shrugged. “Not at this moment. I don’t know who bought it or put it there, but I have to include it as evidence.”

      She gulped. “Are you arresting me?”

      “I can’t promise that won’t happen down the track, but I don’t feel the need to do so right now. Tests will be done to find out if this could be the poison on Mable. I’ll also dust for fingerprints around and on the container before I take it away. I also have to insist that you don’t open the café tomorrow. And this is something I would say to anyone in a similar situation—don’t leave town.”

      Her relief was so short-lived. “We’re not about to go anywhere, but we must open. We need the money.” Even to her ears, she sounded desperate.

      A raised eyebrow stopped her from pleading. 

      “Scarlett, this is very serious. I can’t have the café open when potentially your food is in question.”

      “Right.” She couldn’t say more, because her whole world was crashing around her. It wasn’t the first time, but it felt almost as bad as when her mom got diagnosed with breast cancer, followed by the subsequent highs and lows of her treatment.

      He twisted his hat several times. “This is going to sound awful, but it can’t be helped. I’ll drop off those books for Ruby instead of you coming by on Saturday.”

      “I guess you can’t have suspected felons in your house. What would people think?” She ignored the guilty expression and left him to do what he needed, going inside to finish dinner preparations. Even though she wasn’t even slightly hungry, her sisters needed to eat, and it gave her something to do with her hands. 

      Plus, she needed time to find a way to tell them what she was sure was going to be common knowledge sooner than she’d like.
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      Arriving home at the same time, George on their heels, Ruby and Violet were hot and tired, so Scarlett waited until they’d eaten and showered. George curled up in the corner on his makeshift bed of an old blanket. The silence grew as she washed the dishes, Violet dried, and Ruby put them away.

      They were as close as sisters could be, which meant nothing slipped by them for long. While they tried to give each other space to talk only when they were ready, Violet finally cracked.

      “If you don’t tell us what’s on your mind, I swear we’ll be forced to beat it out of you.”

      Scarlett sighed at the attempted joke and dried her hands. “Come and sit at the table.”

      Ruby chewed a hangnail. “This sounds bad.”

      Scarlett pulled the dainty hand away and held it on the table. “I wish I didn’t have to say this. It feels like a bad dream, and I don’t understand how it could have happened. Mable had a piece of cake in her mouth—with poison on it.”

      “What the heck?” Violet cried.

      Scarlett held up her other hand to stop whatever might pour forth. This was hard enough. “Naturally, we are suspects, so the sheriff came around to search our house and . . .”

      “Suspects? Us? And you let him come in here?” Violet’s eyes could not have opened any wider.

      “We are, and I did,” Scarlett nodded. "But . . .”

      “Oh, no!” Ruby looked at their surroundings in despair.

      Scarlett followed her gaze, feeling a pang at how their mom’s illness had affected every aspect of their lives. Everything that had been worth something was sold. What they were left with was well worn and sad looking. Yet, they had a roof over their heads, somewhere warm to sleep and food to eat. For now.

      “Ruby, Violet! Just listen, would you? Nate coming inside the house is not the only thing I have to tell you.”

      That stopped both of them in their tracks as if they couldn’t imagine anything worse. Scarlett wiped her palms on her jeans. Several times.

      “Nate found poison in our shed.”

      “Our shed? There’s nothing in there except feed for the chickens and gardening tools,” Ruby protested.

      Violet nodded. “And the ancient lawnmower.”

      Scarlett shook her head sadly. “He found a container of rat poison. Potentially the same kind that killed Mable.”

      Ruby’s bottom lip quivered. “I don’t understand. How is that possible when we don’t have stuff like that? Everyone knows that we couldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Not everyone. Some people in town don’t know us at all,” Scarlett said softly.

      “Nate does.” Violet blanched. “Surely he doesn’t think we’re capable of that?”

      Scarlett saw her horror. If Violet was sweet on Nate, naturally, she would see this as a barrier. The Finch women certainly didn’t need any more of those. This business was bad enough without Violet freaking out.

      “He said he doesn’t, but as the sheriff, Nate’s got a job to do, and he’ll want to be thorough. Only by doing that can he eliminate us as suspects.” While she was laying it on the line, she added the next bit of unsavory news. “Now, it’s not a certainty that Mable didn’t die another way, but this means that we can’t open the café until that happens.”

      Violet stood purposefully, looking so much like their father, Scarlett’s chest ached.

      “Good.”

      The word shocked Scarlett. “It’s not good at all. This is serious, Vi.”

      “True, but if we can’t bake, then we have time to help solve this before things get out of hand.”

      “I think it’s already passed that stage,” Ruby murmured.

      Violet paced the kitchen. “The word will get out, but maybe not for a while.”

      “Are you saying we should start our own investigation?” Scarlett had wondered if she dared look into this. Having Violet think the same way gave her food for thought. They were both excellent at problem-solving, and having that in common was kind of cool.

      “I don’t think Nate will like us to interfere,” Ruby protested.

      Violet glared at her. “Nate isn’t the one facing a jury of our peers.”

      “Hey, we haven’t been accused of anything yet.” Scarlett slapped the table to stop any bickering. “Still, it’s not like Cozy Hollow has a vast sheriff’s department. Manpower is bound to be lacking. If we get onto this first thing tomorrow, perhaps this can be solved earlier than the sheriff might be able to accomplish on his own.

      “Exactly and the sooner we ask our own questions, the better,” Violet agreed.

      “I’m not sure if we should all be involved.” The truth was while appreciating she’d done wrong with the whole letter fiasco, Scarlett did have a couple of ideas she wanted to follow through—she just didn’t want her sisters involved when it could be dangerous.

      Violet snorted. “So, you’d rather just wait and see if anyone else comes forward to say they’re the one who killed Mable?”

      “Don’t be clever. I know that won’t happen, but we have to trust Nate to find whoever is trying to ruin our name.”

      “And how is he going to do that? Unless he searches every place in and around town, the only evidence was found at our house.”

      This rattled Scarlett. Violet made a lot of sense, but she could be hot-headed. The last thing Scarlett wanted was to alienate the town by harassing them. “I don’t know how Nate will solve the case, but he’s a decent cop, and he won’t stop looking just because he found poison here.”

      “If his bosses think he doesn’t need to look elsewhere, then his hands may be tied. I’m not going to sit around feeling this impending doom indefinitely.” Violet sniffed.

      They could all be stubborn in different ways, and it was clear that Violet wasn’t about to let this lie. The choices were to leave Violet to her own devices, which gave them a 50 percent chance of having to leave town, assuming they weren’t doing time, or they could work together. “What clues do we have?”

      “There’s the letter Mable wrote.” Ruby had clearly also made her choice.

      Scarlett grimaced but wrote it on the notepad Violet solemnly handed her. “Nate came to search for a poison because of the cake in Mable’s mouth. Plus our cupcakes were in her refrigerator. I saw a cupcake wrapper, and it looked like ours. The rest of the cupcakes are no doubt being tested, so I guess the result will be a better indication that we’re being set-up for something. Maybe that should be number 1 on the list?”

      “Hmm. How many?” Violet asked.

      Ruby frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “If there was poison in all the cakes, then why aren’t any other members of the committee sick? Unless she was the only one to eat them. Which begs the question, why weren’t they eaten? Because we know the ones we sent were amazing to look at and to taste.”

      “That’s right,” Ruby noted with excitement. “Sam trialed one, and then took another with him. He said they were delicious.”

      Scarlett nodded. “And he’s very much alive. Those are great questions, Violet. Also, how would the poison get in the cakes? They went from the bakery to the meeting in a container. No one had access to them.”

      Violet stared wide-eyed at her sisters. “Since they didn’t eat them right away, that gave the killer time to add poison. That person must be a committee member!”

      After taking a moment for this to sink in, Ruby grabbed Scarlett’s shoulder. “Who was at the meeting and had the inclination and the chance to poison Mable?”

      Warming to the task, Scarlett imagined the group as she’d seen them. “Arthur and Mable were in cahoots, so I guess that rules him out.”

      “You mean in wanting the café to fail?” Ruby asked.

      Again, this was something they felt rather than knew for sure, but Scarlett nodded. “That and they both had deep-seated reasons for disliking us. Or felt like they did.”

      A shadowy figure entered the kitchen from the back door. Violet wheeled and snatched up the closest thing, which happened to be a large spatula.

      “Sorry, the door was open, and I did knock on the front one,” Nate apologized, a hand raised to defend himself, eyes twinkling at Violet and the all but useless utensil.

      Violet moved away but didn’t let go of her weapon.

      “What are you doing back here so soon?” Scarlett wasn’t sure how much he’d heard, and her words came out as an accusation.

      He merely smiled politely. “I’ve managed to speak to a few people already, but I needed to talk to Violet and Ruby.”

      “Oh.” Her manners finally clicked in. “Please take a seat.”

      Ruby and Violet paled as Nate between them. Scarlett didn’t move. Her sisters weren’t going to deal with the sheriff without her.

      Nate pulled at his notebook, raising an eyebrow at the one in front of Scarlett. “Please carry on that line of thought about Arthur and Mable.”

      She grimaced. So Nate had heard. But how much? Hopefully, not their tacit agreement to find the murderer. Another knock at the door interrupted them, and since she was the closest, Violet answered it.

      The sight of Sam caused Scarlett’s heart to sing. A friendly face. Or at least one that didn’t have to be unbiased.

      “Sorry to stop by unannounced again. I saw your car Nate, and wondered if I could help with anything.”

      “I can’t imagine how,” Nate growled. “This is police business around the murder.”

      Scarlett stood. The conversation might get unpleasant and personal, but for some reason, she felt calmer with Sam there. “I’d like him to stay. If that’s okay with everyone?” The last was an afterthought to include her sisters. She needn’t have worried.

      “Sure. If we’re going to air our dirty laundry, why not have the paramedic here to help the poor helpless females,” Violet glared.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Sam blustered, already backing away.

      Ruby shot out of her chair and grabbed his arm, pulling him to the table. “Violet doesn’t mean to be rude. We’re naturally upset, and the three of us handle it in different ways.”

      He didn’t seem convinced, so Scarlett pulled up another chair. “Please stay. Only if you don’t mind, Nate?”

      Not looking particularly happy about the outcome, he shrugged, “I guess it’s, okay, as long as you appreciate this could get personal?”

      Violet ungraciously returned to her seat. “I guess it can’t hurt, and it’s already personal.”

      Everyone looked uneasy, so Scarlett decided to wade in and get this over with—like pulling a Band-Aid off. One big breath and. . .

      “Let’s start with Arthur. It’s just gossip and things I remember from that time. We were all a lot younger, so I don’t know if it’s all relevant.”

      Nate tapped his notebook. “Let me be the judge. When was this, exactly? When your mom got sick?”

      “No, it began after our father died. Ten years ago.” Scarlett’s words came out in a rush, and Ruby’s hand slipped into hers.

      Lines dug into Nate’s forehead. He’d only been in town for a year or so longer than Sam, so although he would have heard about it, as far as she knew, none of them had discussed anything about their parents with the sheriff.

      “I don’t know if I’ve ever said this.” Slightly pink around his neck, he didn’t look away. “But I’m truly sorry for your losses.”
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