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	Chapter One

	 

	“YOUR MOTHER TRIED to kill me,” Steve said, glaring at the steaming cup of peppermint tea I had waiting for him in his kitchen.

	I wished I could do more to ease the discomfort of the man I loved. “I know it feels that way, but who was foolish enough to take a big helping of her mushroom risotto instead of my grandmother’s stuffing?”

	“Since I saw Barry chowing down on it, I assumed it was safe to eat because he made it. So, what was the culprit, the mushrooms?”

	“From what I could get out of her when she called from the ER to see if we were okay, it was the rice.”

	Steve leaned against the white tile counter as if he needed the support after spending a sleepless night in his bathroom. “How the heck do you spoil rice?”

	“By not refrigerating it when you cook it ahead of time. She meant well. Their fridge was full with the Thanksgiving turkey taking up a lot of space, and it never occurred to her that keeping the pan of rice on the counter all day could create a problem. At least not until she and Barry got sick in the middle of the night.”

	Grimacing as if he’d heard enough, Steve shook his head. “We’re never eating there again.”

	Seeing how he and I were engaged to be married, and my actress mother kept inviting us over so that she could help us plan our wedding, I was okay with keeping our distance for a while. 

	Very okay.

	I pushed the tea toward him. “Drink this. It will make you feel better.”

	My favorite cop looked at the steaming mug like he wanted to shoot it. “Sure.”

	“Okay, maybe it’ll only make me feel better because I don’t want you to get dehydrated.”

	“Fine.” He took a sip and screwed up his nose. “What is this crap?”

	“Peppermint herbal tea. I found it in your cupboard.”

	“Then it was left by my mother because she didn’t like it any more than I do. I’ll stick to water, thanks.” He unscrewed the bottle he had out on the counter and gulped half of it down.

	“Have you eaten anything today? I didn’t want to take the time to pick up some food after I left the office, but I could run across the street to see if Gram has any broth or—”

	“Your granny already came over with some cans of soup, but like I told her, I can’t stomach the idea of thinking about food right now. In fact, I need to…” Muttering a curse, Steve rushed into the hallway bathroom.

	“I am so sorry you’re going through this,” I called after him. “But you’re going to need to eat something eventually.”

	That didn’t get me a response other than the groan I wasn’t surprised to hear, considering what was going on in there.

	Since he was otherwise occupied, I busied myself by searching his pantry, where I found two cans of tuna, a box of Cap’n Crunch cereal, a jar of pickles, and a sleeve of saltines.

	As I grabbed the crackers to accompany the soup I hoped to coax Steve to eat, his cell phone started to ring.

	“Is that my phone?” he asked between expletives.

	I checked the caller ID and saw the name of Heather Beckett, his girlfriend back when we were all juniors in high school.

	Now it was my turn to mutter an expletive. “Yes, but she can leave a message.”

	“She who?”

	No one I wanted to talk about, although I was dying to find out why she was calling.

	“Heather Beckett,” I said as his phone finally fell silent.

	“What does she want?”

	Good question. 

	And I was still harboring just enough resentment about their relationship to be a little giddy with the fact that he didn’t sound any happier to hear from her than I was.

	Then his phone started ringing. It was Heather again.

	“Do you want me to ask her?” I called out.

	I didn’t hear a “no” so I picked up his phone.

	“Hi, Heather. It’s Char. Steve can’t come to the phone right now. Is there something I can help you with?” And would you like to tell me why the heck you’re calling my fiancé?

	Heather and I had been best buddies until the age of eleven, when I discovered I could do something my friends couldn’t: tell when people were lying. And I made the mistake of gleefully calling her out during a game of Truth or Dare. She proceeded to label me as a freak in front of all our classmates and got us both called to the vice principal’s office, where we were forced to shake hands and mend our differences like good little girls.

	I had been sincerely sorry that I chose that night at Brandy Langerfeld’s slumber party to show off at Heather’s expense, and I had said as much.

	Since Heather would only address me as “Freak” until we got into high school and she stopped talking to me altogether, it’s safe to say my apology didn’t take.

	And I wasn’t a bit surprised when I didn’t hear anything but breathing.

	Heavy breathing. Ragged breathing, as if she had run a mile to get to her phone.

	Immediately, I sensed that the reason she hadn’t responded had nothing to do with me. “Heather?”

	“I really n-need Steve,” she said, her voice choked with emotion.

	“Sorry, but he’s dealing with something else right now.”

	“It’s an emergency!” she cried.

	Now she wasn’t the only one experiencing ragged breathing.

	Trying to remain calm, I tightened my grip on Steve’s phone. “A police emergency?”

	“Yes! Please put—”

	“You should call 911.”

	“I did! I’m not family, and the operator told me to wait for… Never mind. What am I telling you this for? I need Steve.”

	Then she should be less condescending about it. “Like I said, he’s—”

	“Don’t make me come over there. Put him on the phone, now!”

	I saw no reason to make Steve’s miserable day worse by dealing with Heather up close and personal. 

	“Hold on.” I rapped on the bathroom door just as Steve was flushing the toilet. “Sorry,” I said, handing him his phone. “You’d better take this.”

	He glowered. “It couldn’t wait two minutes?”

	“Heather said it’s an emergency.” I skulked away from the door. “She wouldn’t go into any detail, but something’s wrong. Really wrong.”

	I wouldn’t find out how right I was until Steve showed up on my doorstep five hours later with the news that Kevin Lovely was dead.


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	HAVING SPENT THE last two years working as an assistant to the prosecutor elected to also serve as coroner in rural Chimacam County, I knew the drill when it came to death investigations.

	There would be an on-scene investigation conducted by one of the three senior prosecutors, who took turns as the coroner on call. Tonight, Ben Santiago, the head of the Criminal division, was the one who got called out to the Port Merritt, Washington, neighborhood where Kevin Lovely’s car had crashed into a tree.

	In Port Merritt, where Detective Steve Sixkiller served as a one-man forensic team for the fourteen-person police department, his analysis of the scene typically carried a lot of weight with my boss, Frankie Rickard, and all the department heads she had deputized.

	From what little I was able to drag out of Steve, Ben had concurred with his conclusion based on the skid marks that Kevin Lovely’s Camaro left a little over half a mile from his house.

	“Single-car accident. The guy’s kid saw it happen when he was out walking his dog. Said his dad was driving pretty fast, but I couldn’t get much more out of him. He was pretty broken up,” Steve said between spoonfuls of the canned soup I had heated up for him as if that were the end to the story.

	Fozzie, the black chow mix occupying every square inch of the hardwood between our kitchen chairs, shot me a sidelong glance like he didn’t believe it either.

	“And?” I asked, watching Steve carefully.

	“And what?”

	Did I have to spell it out for him? “How come Heather was the one making the 911 call to report the accident?”

	“She wasn’t.”

	“She told me that she did.”

	He blew out a breath that signaled that this meal was going to come to an abrupt end if I kept asking questions. “Yes, she called 911, but the wife was the one to report the accident. That’s when dispatch sent a unit and after the paramedics arrived on scene to pronounce the guy, they called me.”

	Wait. “Wife?”

	“Yeah, wife, and they had two kids. Anything else you think you need to know so that we can stop talking about this?”

	Yes!

	“Lovely’s not the most common name in the world.” But it sounded so familiar to me.

	Then I realized the reason why. “Holy smokes, is Kevin Lovely part of that interior design team that was working with my mother? You know, the ‘dreamy one’ she was so enthusiastic about.”

	Steve gave me a blank look.

	Really? “You don’t remember her saying that she pitched him the idea of doing one of those home improvement reality shows?”

	He shrugged. “Maybe.”

	In other words, no. “You were sitting right next to me last night, when she went on and on about the Lovelys and how the two of them were naturals for TV.”

	“I may not have been hanging on her every word, but I can safely say that when I saw him, Kevin Lovely wasn’t looking so dreamy.”

	“Well, my mom’s gonna be disappointed when she hears the news. She was really impressed by that couple when they came out to discuss her kitchen makeover.”

	“Your mother lives in a new house. Nothing about it is begging for a makeover.”

	“You know Marietta. When she’s not working, she gets bored and needs a project.” And as long as that project had nothing to do with me, I was perfectly fine with it.

	“Yeah.” Steve pushed away from the table as if he were done eating as well as talking.

	“Stay,” I told my dog, who was angling closer to Steve’s bowl as if there might be some leftover soup in his immediate future.

	I locked gazes with Steve. “That goes for you, too, because I still don’t understand why Heather called you all frantic about this guy. It’s not like he was the current man in her life.”

	Steve cocked his head, his typical way of clueing me in without uttering a word.

	“Oh. Who knew?” Then it hit me that he probably knew a lot more than he was letting on—as per usual. “Wait! Did you know about the two of them?”

	“I wasn’t keeping anything from you, if that’s what you’re asking,” he said, carrying his bowl to the sink with Fozzie hot on his heels.

	“They had to have been seeing one another for a while. How do you keep something like that quiet?” Because I hadn’t heard a peep about them from any of my friends.

	“If you’ll recall, your friends didn’t know about us for weeks.”

	“That was different. There was no husband or wife in the picture, so it wasn’t like we had to sneak around so they wouldn’t find out.”

	Stepping around the black fur ball that had been shadowing him since he arrived, Steve headed for the couch in the other room. “You’re making a big assumption about them.”

	I wasted no time planting my butt onto the cushion next to him. “What do you know?”

	“Nothing,” he said, clicking on my flat screen with the remote.

	I searched his face but didn’t see so much as a flicker of deception. “It didn’t sound like nothing.”

	“All I said is that you’re making an assumption. We don’t know anything about who knew what.”

	But I was pretty sure I could find someone who did.

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	After he kept dozing off in front of the TV, Steve headed home around ten to get a solid eight hours without interruption from my alarm clock of a dog, who liked to wake me up bright and early for our morning jog. Or more correctly, just way too early on the Saturdays I wanted to sleep in.

	But this wasn’t one of those Saturdays.

	And it wasn’t the least bit bright. This Saturday morning was dark and gloomy with a heavy mist rolling up the hill toward Broward Park like a ghost in search of someone to spook.

	The biting wind carrying that mist stung my cheeks and made my nose run, adding to the indignity I felt during my morning jog.

	Because I wasn’t running rain or shine for my health.

	I had been hitting the streets, drippy nose and all each morning, because I could no longer fit into my wedding dress.

	Which would have fit perfectly two months earlier if I hadn’t canceled our plans to get married at a Hawaiian beach resort. But after my wedding planner dropped the bombshell that my celebrity chef ex-husband and his supermodel fiancée had booked their ceremony for the Saturday before mine, I took it as a sign.

	Okay, maybe it wasn’t so much a sign as just a ridiculously cruel practical joke on the part of the universe. But I had wanted to run into Chris and meet his Danish bride, the gorgeous mother of their new baby, as much as I wanted to blind myself with tears this morning and run into a tree.

	Which was going to happen if I didn’t shut the floodgates. Again.

	I wasn’t even sure what had set me off this time. 

	Chris dumping me after seven years of marriage was the biggest favor he had ever done for me.

	And I really didn’t care that he had married the stunningly beautiful mother of his child.

	Fine. I didn’t care that much.

	But did they really have to have their wedding at my resort a mere five days before Steve and I were to say our I-dos?

	Since the universe’s answer seemed to be, Yes and get over it, my response to that was to say no to the risk of running into one another at some random beach or restaurant on O’ahu.

	After I had a good cry and told our families that the wedding was temporarily on hold, I started baking—my therapy of choice.

	And now, eight weeks later, where was I? 

	Was I over it? Did I feel any less guilty for asking for my mother’s help with covering the cancellation fees? Judging by the batch of chocolate chip cookies I baked after Steve left last night, not by a long shot.

	Was this why I hadn’t sat down with him to set another date for our wedding?

	“It’s been two months. What’s your problem?” I shouted into the mist, slowing to a stop so that I could blow my leaky nose.

	Fozzie looked up at me. It could have been my imagination or the tears clouding my vision, but I could have sworn his sweet brown eyes held sympathy.

	Or it was simply pity because I could barely keep up with him.

	“You’ve got it. That’s my problem. You’re more of an endurance runner than I am,” I told my dog. “Plus, you haven’t been eating as many cookies.”

	He woofed and went to water the base of one of the giant Douglas firs lining the entrance to Broward Park.

	“Yep, I need to knock off the cookies.” Along with the blueberry muffins I frequently treated myself to at my great-uncle Duke’s diner.

	But when I got there an hour later, I still found myself eyeing the yummy contents of the bakery case while I waited for Lucille Kressey, the queen bee of the local gossip circuit, to finish refilling the coffee cups of the customers at the counter.

	“Querida,” Hector Avocato called out from behind the grill. “You don’t want anything in there.”

	Duke’s weekend manager had been an advisor at a health club, where his mission had been to help people lose weight.

	Given that the bacon and eggs I could smell Hector frying would be served dripping in artery-clogging grease, it seemed ironic for the kindly grandfather of six to give me any unsolicited dieting advice.

	“Says you,” I retorted, but he was exactly right. What I wanted wasn’t sitting on display on a white paper doily. Although the cranberry cream cheese muffin sitting by its lonesome on the top glass shelf looked mighty tasty.

	What I wanted this morning was information, and from the gleam in Lucille’s light blue eyes as she closed in on me, she wanted the exact same thing.

	“You heard the big news, right?” she asked, lowering her voice to a stage whisper.

	I leaned in when she came to a stop at the other side of the bakery case. “About Kevin Lovely?”

	Lucille shook her head, causing the points of the platinum bob framing her face to gently sway. “What a waste of good man flesh.”

	Not what I was expecting to hear from a woman more than old enough to be his mother, but I suspected that my mother would be quick to agree with her. 

	“So.” Lucille inched closer. “Who do you think did it?”

	What?

	It was a car accident, so again, not what I had expected to hear.

	“My money is on a woman.” She arched her pale eyebrows. “From what I’ve heard over the years, the dude was quite the player.”

	Really.

	“Come with me,” I said, opening the kitchen door for Lucille. Because I needed to know what else she had heard.


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	SLIDING ONTO ONE of the wooden stools at the worktable in the center of the kitchen, I looked around to make sure that Lucille and I couldn’t be overheard. “Okay, what makes you think that the guy was murdered?”

	Lucille held up her hands as if I were pointing a gun at her. “All I know is that Mr. Love ’em and Leave ’em Lovely left a few broken hearts in his wake. And there’s no telling what a jilted lover could do.”

	I doubted that a jilted lover forced the guy’s car off the road. His son would have said something to Steve if he’d seen another car.

	“Okay, so Kevin Lovely wasn’t a paragon of virtue. I assume that his wife knew about these other women?”

	“Hon, half the town knew, so I can’t see her not being hip to him cheatin’ on her.”

	Clearly, I had been living in the other half. “Do you know her?”

	“Not well.” Lucille smirked. “A burger joint isn’t really her kind of place, if you know what I mean. I think Veronica Lovely is more of the tea room type, so our paths don’t cross much. But ask anybody who went to the Lovelys to do their remodel, and I bet you’d always hear the same thing. How Veronica Lovely has an eye for this stuff. How she can take an old, tired room and transform it into a thing of beauty. Just like one of those gals on a home improvement show. She’s got it up here.” Lucille tapped her temple. “And then her husband was the guy with the know-how to turn her vision into a reality.”

	No wonder Marietta had been pitching them the idea of a reality TV show.

	“They made a good team.” Lucille tsked. “Can’t imagine that a smart lady like Veronica would’ve wanted to off the dude.”

	That seemed unlikely to me, too, especially since I already knew from Steve that the “dude” offed himself in a car accident.

	“I mean, they’re it—the dream team when it comes to updating some of these old Victorians in town. Why, just last week, I heard someone say that they wouldn’t be able to start on her remodel until March. They’re that busy.” Lucille stared across the table at me. “So, even though her husband was two-timin’ her—most recently with Heather Beckett. You knew about that, right?”

	I nodded. I didn’t dare mention exactly how I knew if I didn’t want my name linked with Heather’s when every salacious detail about her relationship with Kevin Lovely started hitting the gossip circuit.

	“Well, you just don’t kill off half of the dream team. It’s bad for business.”

	“I’m sure you’re right.”

	Lucille pressed closer. “That’s why I think it was one of the chickadees who got dumped.”

	“Or it was just a car accident.”

	“I take it that’s what Steve told you.”

	“Uh…” I wasn’t about to let her quote me as her news source. “I’m just making an educated guess based on how car crashes usually happen around here.”

	She scowled. “Sure you are. You’re not the only one around here who can tell when someone’s lyin’.”

	“Moi? I’m just stating the obvious,” I said a split second before Hector called to Lucille that one of her orders was up.

	“What’s obvious is that this was no accident.” She pushed away from the table. “Mark my words, it’s only a matter of time before someone at your office agrees with me.”

	I didn’t have the heart to tell her that Ben Santiago had already completed his investigation and would no doubt cite “Traffic accident” as the manner of death on his report.

	“Hey,” I said as Lucille headed toward the door in her squeaky orthopedic shoes. “Do you happen to know how long Heather and Kevin Lovely had been seeing one another?”

	Lucille squeaked to a stop with a pleased curl to her tangerine-painted lips. “You don’t?”

	“We’re not exactly besties.” As she well knew. “So no.”

	“Rumor has it they’ve been goin’ hot and heavy ever since the dude did some work at her house last summer. According to Miriam, that old muscle car of his was parked down the street from Heather’s at all hours of the night. Like parking it half a block away was gonna keep the neighbors from suspectin’ anything.”

	Especially with a neighbor like Miriam, a Duke’s regular who was one of Lucille’s best sources of gossip.

	“Not to interrupt or anything, but your order is up!” Hector pointed his spatula at Lucille. “As in now.”

	“I’m coming. Sheesh, hold your donkeys,” Lucille said, waving him off while she waited for me to catch up with her. “Why’d you want to know about Heather and him? You think she’s involved in his death somehow?”

	I was more curious about how involved she had been in his life. “No, I was just wondering.”

	“Yeah, I don’t consider her to be a serious suspect either, although I can’t help but wonder if he was on his way to see her when he got run off the road.”

	She probably had that half-right, but I kept my mouth shut and shrugged.

	Lucille scowled. “I have a feeling that you know a lot more than you’re sayin’.”

	“And I have a feeling that Hector’s going to chase me out of here with that spatula if you don’t get your butt in gear and pick up that order.”

	“Yup, you definitely know something.”

	“Trust me, it’s not much because I haven’t talked to Heather in months.” Not counting last night.

	“I didn’t hear a no, so until someone tells me otherwise, that’s gonna be my theory. That Kevin Lovely had a hot date with his latest girlfriend and some prior paramour forced his car off the road.”

	As Lucille’s wacky theories typically went, this wasn’t outlandishly wacky. It was just unsupported by Steve and Ben’s investigations.

	“Of course, Miriam thinks it was the wife,” Lucille added, slanting me a glance.

	“So she doesn’t agree with you about how that would be bad for business.”

	“She saw Veronica do a couple of drive-bys in the neighborhood, so Miriam has a theory of her own.”

	If Steve hadn’t already told me about the Lovelys’ son witnessing the accident, I would have taken this information to Ben first thing Monday with the hope that he’d ask me to get a statement from the wife as well as the son. Maybe a statement from Miriam, too.

	But there was nothing about Kevin Lovely’s death that Steve had found suspicious. He’d made that abundantly clear.

	And I was quite sure that Ben wouldn’t be interested to hear that Gossip Central was trying to turn this single-car accident into some sort of revenge murder.

	Still, the fact that Kevin Lovely was having an affair that his wife knew about felt like information that someone should provide to Ben before he signed off on his investigation. 

	I just didn’t know if that someone should be me.


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	AFTER I LEFT Duke’s, I headed over to my grandmother’s house to see if she wanted to join me for some post-Thanksgiving Day sales shopping in Seattle.

	I needed the distraction from the hamster wheel my brain had been racing on ever since I answered Steve’s phone and spoke to the “other woman” in Veronica Lovely’s life—the one she apparently was fully aware of.

	And unfortunately for me, the one who was stepping out of the blue Prius parked across the street in front of Steve’s house.

	“Swell,” I grumbled as I turned into my grandmother’s driveway.

	I had barely cracked open my car door when Heather rushed it like one of my mother’s fans seeking her autograph. “Do you know where Steve is?”

	“He might still be at work.” He had texted me an hour earlier that he had completed his report, but that he and a buddy were going to grab a burger and watch the game. In other words, Steve needed some downtime, and I shouldn’t expect to see him until dinner tonight.

	“I called him at work. I called his cell, too, but it went to voicemail.”

	Probably because he didn’t want to talk to her. Which gave me a teensy bit of satisfaction. It would have felt even better if Heather hadn’t shown up looking like a zombie extra from one of my mother’s teen scream movies.

	I had a feeling that a torrent of fresh tears might flood from Heather’s bloodshot blue eyes if I didn’t provide her some crumb of hope in the next few seconds, so I opted for kindness instead of honesty. “I’m sure he’ll call you back when he has a free minute.”

	Maybe at halftime. 

	She wiped away the teardrop trickling down her pale cheek. “I think he’s avoiding me.”

	That would be a safe bet. “I’m sure he’s just busy. You know, wrapping up the investigation.”

	“When I talked to him a couple of hours ago, he told me there wasn’t anything else to do.”

	Then I didn’t know what to tell her. “I’m sorry. I don’t know when he’s going to be back.” So please go home.

	Heaving a sigh, Heather looked up and down the street as if she needed some visual confirmation that Steve wouldn’t be coming to her emotional rescue anytime soon.

	“But I’ll tell him you stopped by.” I stepped away from my car with the hope that she’d do the same.

	Her feet didn’t budge. Instead, her mouth drew into a grim line. “Yeah, that’ll help.”

	“Sorry,” I said without feeling the least bit apologetic considering all the crap I had taken from her over the last twenty-five years. “That’s the best I can do.”

	Heather pulled her black hoodie tight as if the misty breeze stirring the leaves at our feet were an Arctic blast cutting through her slender frame. “That’s pretty much all I’ve heard since last night. No one will talk to me.”

	And I saw no reason why I should be any different. 

	This was a conversation she should be having with Steve. Not that I wanted the two of them to spend any more time together than was absolutely necessary, but considering what she wanted to talk about, better him than me.

	Narrowing her puffy eyes, she gave me a hard stare. “He told you what happened, right?”

	The last thing Steve would want was me discussing his case with anyone, so I knew I had better stick to the minimal level of information that would have made it to Duke’s Cafe. Minus the juicy bits of gossip Lucille had supplied. “I heard about the accident.”

	Heather shook her head so vehemently that her toffee-blond ponytail escaped from under the hood that had been covering it. “Then you heard wrong, because this was no accident.”

	Surely, Steve would have told her that much when he spoke with her earlier. “But—”

	“I know that Steve doesn’t want to hear it, but there’s no way that this was just a car accident. She’s behind this somehow.”

	“She who?” A former girlfriend like Lucille suspected?

	Heather choked back a sob. “His wife.”

	No wonder Steve didn’t want to hear it. Still, if she had witnessed Veronica Lovely making a threat against her husband, Heather needed to bring that information to Steve or Ben to give them a good reason to continue with their investigations.

	If it was just her broken heart in search of someone to blame for Kevin Lovely’s death, then case closed, or it soon would be after someone took Heather’s witness statement.

	Again, I didn’t know if that someone should be me. But since Steve and Ben weren’t around and Heather was, I didn’t see the harm in handling the preliminaries. Then I’d know, for sure, how seriously to take Heather’s accusation.

	“Do you want to come in? I can make some coffee and we can talk.” Never mind that Heather Carver Beckett had been my nemesis since sixth grade, and she was the last person I thought I would be sitting down with for a heart-to-heart.

	She blinked as if she hadn’t heard me right.

	I couldn’t blame her. I barely comprehended the words that had just come out of my mouth.

	“I don’t…” Her brow furrowed. “You don’t have to—”

	“I know. It’s just coffee.”

	“Right,” Heather muttered.

	But as we headed toward the house, she and I both knew that this was going to be a lot more than coffee.

	It was going to be weird.

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	“Want to tell me why Heather Carver is sitting in my dining room?” Gram whispered as I willed her ancient coffeemaker to hurry up and complete its brew cycle.

	“Heather Beckett. She hasn’t used her maiden name for years.”

	“Whatever. That girl hasn’t been inside this house for a lot longer than that, so why is she here now?” Gram gave me a long look over her silver-framed trifocals. “Last I heard, you two were barely speaking.”

	“I know, but that was before the guy she’s been seeing was killed.” I left out the part about the guy being married. There was already such an undercurrent of tension in the house I could almost hear it crackling. I didn’t need to add any shock value.

	Gram sucked in a breath. “Kevin Lovely?”

	Was I the only one who hadn’t known about their affair?

	I shushed her as I reached into the cabinet for two coffee mugs. “He had some sort of car accident last night.”

	“How horrible for his family and, of course, everyone else involved.”

	I assumed she was referencing Heather with that last part.

	“Oh, speaking of which…” Gram turned to me. “Do you think your mother knows?”

	“I doubt it.” This was the kind of news that Marietta would react to, and since I hadn’t heard a peep out of her since she called yesterday morning, it was safe to assume that she was in the dark about the death of her would-be reality TV star. And that was fine by me. I was already dealing with as much reality as I could handle.

	Gram inched closer, her voice solemn. “Someone should tell her.”

	This time I was quite certain that someone should not be me.

	“I’m a little busy with Heather at the moment,” I said, holding the steaming carafe to emphasize the point that my hands were full.

	“Doing what, exactly? Given all the water under the bridge with you two, I wouldn’t think yours would be a shoulder she’d want to cry on.”

	As per usual, the woman who raised me was absolutely right. I was quite sure Heather didn’t want to make any physical contact with me. Sitting across from one another at a table was probably the closest either one of us wanted to get. At least it would provide me a good vantage point to read her body language.

	I kept my voice low as I poured. “She just needs someone to talk to, and Steve’s not available. It was just a coincidence that I happened to be here.”

	“I take it Stevie’s the one who gave her the bad news?”

	Placing the mugs on a serving tray, I nodded. “Last night, after he left the scene. He knew that they were involved so he did that as a courtesy.” Plus, she would have kept calling if that courtesy hadn’t been extended.

	“That’s what we need to do,” Gram said, adding the cream and sugar set she reserved for company to the tray.

	“What?”

	“Make a visit to your mother as a courtesy.”

	I splashed some milk into the creamer. “Wouldn’t you rather go to the city and shop the after-Thanksgiving Day sales? I shouldn’t need more than an hour with Heather.” Especially if we kept the awkward silences to a minimum. “Then we could catch the one-thirty ferry to Seattle.”

	Gram gave me the look. “We have to tell her. It’s the right thing to do.”

	Heaving a sigh, I added a couple of spoons to the tray. “Fine.”

	“I made a pot of chicken soup yesterday that I wanted to take over to your mom, so this is good timing.”

	It didn’t sound so good to me. “Uh-huh.”

	Gram pulled out two butter-yellow cloth napkins she had embroidered long ago with orange pumpkins and set them next to the spoons. “Do you think Heather would like some soup?”

	“I think she just wants the coffee.”

	“How about some pumpkin spice muffins to go with it? I bet she hasn’t eaten all day.”

	Gram was making me increasingly nervous with her hovering, and when I was nervous I needed something to munch on. So despite my determination to avoid all things muffin today, I caved. “That would be great,” I said, picking up the tray. “Thanks.”

	Gram gave my back a pat of encouragement as if I needed it more than the muffin. And maybe I did because I wasn’t at all sure what I was getting myself into.

	“Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said to Heather when I joined her in the dining room.

	Her full lips stretched into a half-hearted smile, something I’d become accustomed to seeing with Heather when she had to acknowledge my presence. But today I cut her some slack because it was probably the best that she could do.

	Setting the serving tray in the center of the white lace-covered table, I splashed some milk into one of the coffee mugs, took a spoon and a napkin, and then settled into the hardback chair opposite Heather. “Please help yourself.”

	As Heather spooned some sugar into the other coffee mug, Gram set two of her good china plates on the table along with a platter of four muffins.

	“Is there anything else you girls need?” Gram asked like the good hostess I knew she was trying to be.

	While Heather stared into the depths of the steaming mug in front of her, I turned to my grandmother. “I think we just need a little time.” And privacy.

	Gram nodded. “I’ll leave you to it then.”

	I reached for a muffin and hoped that Heather would do the same. I knew that I shouldn’t care what the perfectly toned creature across from me thought about me eating a few hundred calories of fat-laden carbs in front of her. But I did, and when the only movement she made was to sip her coffee, I set the muffin down on my plate.

	Dousing my frustration with a gulp of coffee, I racked my brain for something to say that would get Heather talking.

	“You don’t have to try so hard, you know,” she said, gazing at me over the rim of her mug.

	I nearly choked. “I—”

	“I couldn’t help but hear something your grandmother said in there.”

	Oops. 

	“And she’s right. There’s a lot of water under the bridge with us.” Heather shook her head as if she were shaking off some of the memories we shared. “Most of it probably my fault.”

	Probably? The best friend of my youth was being kind to herself, but since this was as close as I thought I’d ever get to an apology, I kept my mouth shut.

	She wrapped her hands around her mug. “But I appreciate this…this effort so that we can get past all that.”

	Okay, now she was making me feel guilty about inviting her inside so that I could hear more about Kevin Lovely’s wife. “It’s not a big deal. Just coffee.” And a muffin that Heather hadn’t given so much as a cursory glance to.

	Dang it.

	“I’m wasting my time here, aren’t I,” she said after several seconds ticked by in silence.

	I wasn’t sure how to respond to the ache in her voice. “What do you mean?”

	“Steve’s done as much as he can do. That’s why he’s avoiding me.”

	Absolutely right. “I really don’t know, I’m sorry. He only told me that he had plans for this afternoon.”

	“Those plans should include talking to Veronica Lovely.” Heather took an angry swipe at the tear spilling over her mascara-free lashes. “But I bet they don’t. He made it pretty clear that he didn’t want to hear what I had to say about her.”

	“I’m sure that he did a thorough investigation of the accident scene and—”
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