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About the Book




She traded Hollywood lights for country nights. But murder doesn’t care about your zip code. 
When amateur sleuth Becky Robinson moves into a charming farmhouse in Lemon Hollow, California, she hopes to enjoy a slower pace—complete with citrus groves, clucking hens, and neighbors who wave. But when the heir to the town’s most historic orchard turns up dead, Becky finds herself back in the middle of a mystery she can’t resist.

The victim, Meredith Price, ran her family’s citrus empire with a firm grip and a sharp tongue. Known for business deals as sour as her lemons, Meredith had no shortage of enemies. Everyone wanted a slice of the orchard. Now someone may have killed for it.

Joining forces with her new neighbor, the medical examiner, Becky follows the trail of inheritance battles, missing corpses, and secrets buried deep in the grove. But the more she digs, the more the idyllic town starts to feel like a masquerade—one hiding scandal, resentment, and betrayal behind every sunny smile.

Can Becky solve the case before the orchard’s bitter roots claim another life? Or will her fresh start in Lemon Hollow turn rotten? 
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1

Nobody’s Perfect





Dinner with the Eklunds was always an experience. 

We sat around the Eklunds’ cozy kitchen table, a few streets from my farmhouse in Lemon Hollow. Esmerelda cooked lemon-garlic roast chicken—a not-so-subtle tribute to her citrus-farming roots. Her husband, Dr. Eklund, poked at it like it might be laced with pesticides.

“I’m just saying,” he muttered. “In small towns, every meal eventually turns into something you eat with your hands. Roasted chicken should be civilized, not gnawed off the bone like a rabid animal.”

“You’re lucky I didn’t serve it on hay bales,” Esmerelda said, topping off his lemonade with a scowl.

“I’ve been here three months and already miss smog.” He cut his eyes like a man truly suffering.

“You agreed to raise our daughter here,” she reminded him.

“Only because you threatened to name her L.A. Freeway if we didn’t move.”

I hid a smile behind my glass. “Small towns have their charm. Like my hometown in Texas. Folks know your name, your business, and occasionally your blood type before you do.”

“Exactly,” he said with horror. “I asked a man for directions yesterday, and he told me a story so long-winded that I’m now a converted bran cereal man.”

I laughed and reached for a biscuit. “You’ll get used to it. I lucked out with the Lemon Hollow spot—charming little farmhouse, couple of acres, chickens that may or may not lay eggs depending on their mood.”

“Is it yours or your father's?” Eklund asked.

My dad did a complete remodel of the almost dilapidated Jade Rose while I was off shooting a TV show on location. I still wasn’t certain if I technically owned it or just happened to live there with my best friend. Dad wasn’t exactly clear on the specifics.

That’s how it worked when your father was a flaky inventor who, for the first time in his life, struck it rich. He mentioned that I would receive a piece of the invention because I helped him secure the investor, and the house somehow fit in.

“I don’t know for sure,” I said, finally answering the doc’s question.

Esmerelda narrowed dark blue eyes. “Shouldn’t you ask him?”

“Oh, if only it were that simple.” I sighed. “Knowing Gallagher, I might be paying rent to a shell corporation named after a cartoon dog.”

Esmerelda slid a gravy boat filled with a tangy lemon sauce across the table. “So how is Hollywood treating our favorite movie star?”

“Movie-adjacent,” I corrected. “Technically, I’m an associate producer now.”

Dr. Eklund blinked. “You went from solving murders to producing movies?”

“It’s a long story involving a suspicious death, a remake of a classic film, and a producer who thought hiring a detective would improve morale.”

“Did it?” Esmerelda asked.

“Debatable.”

I reached for another biscuit. “The movie’s called Veil of Betrayal. Desmond Norman is trying to make one of those old-school thrillers where the acting matters more than the explosions.”

“A bold strategy in Hollywood,” Eklund said, adjusting his satellite rimmed glasses.

“Tell me about it. I’m supposed to help keep the production from imploding. Apparently, murder investigations count as transferable job skills.”

“Are you acting in it too?” Esmerelda asked.

I hesitated. My stomach fell to my toes, like it did every time I stepped on anything higher than an elevator. “That’s the million-dollar question.”

I moved to Hollywood to become an actress. Now it seemed like I was doing everything but. Being an AP could be my foot in the door, or the first step on a road headed in the wrong direction. It was too soon to tell which.

Dr. Eklund’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. “And just like that, duty calls.” He stood, straightening his tie with one hand and grabbing a takeout box with the other. “The boys in blue want me in L.A. Looks like a police escort.”

“Of course,” Esmerelda said. “Because you’re such a big deal.”

He winked, ignoring her sarcasm. “I’m glad someone noticed.”

After the door closed behind him, she leaned toward me and whispered, “He is the best in the business. Do not tell him I said that.”

“Your secret’s safe.”

As I lifted my fork again, Esmerelda’s phone buzzed. She read the screen, groaned, and pushed back her chair. “Well. When it rains, it pours.”

“Who died?” I asked…because that was an entirely normal question in my life.

“Woman found in the loft of a fancy barn in lemon country. Probably natural causes, but they want an official ruling.” She gathered blonde waves into a messy bun atop her head.

Babysitting put me a little out of my element, but I sensed Esmerelda was in a jam. “Do you want me to stay with Aurora?”

Esmerelda shook her head. “That’s what I pay the neighbor girl for. She’s fifteen, on summer break, and saving up for a Lexus. Which Eklund and I are determined to fund single-handedly.”

Right on cue, a knock cracked at the back door.

Esmerelda opened it to reveal a pale teenager with long braids and a solemn expression that suggested she knew the secrets of the universe—filed alphabetically, of course.

“She’s spooky,” Esmerelda muttered. “She always shows up a moment before I get called out. Like some kind of child-sized harbinger of doom.”

“I’d keep her on retainer.”

“It would be more financially viable,” the girl said.

“I’ll consider it, Michaela.” With Aurora in good hands, Esmerelda grabbed her coat and keys. “Come with me?”

“Won’t I be in the way?”

“Nah, this should only be a few minutes anyway. And my usual coroner driver phoned in sick. You can ride shotgun.”

My pulse skipped a beat. I didn’t often experience this side of an investigation. “It might be fun…in a tragic, sorry that a woman died sort of way. Beats going home and folding laundry.”

I wasn’t expecting a mystery, just a front-row seat to boring death.

Mistake number one.


      [image: ]The rain didn’t fall—it attacked. Sheets of water pounded the windshield as we wound down rural backroads flanked by citrus groves and potholes big enough to swallow a sedan.

Esmerelda squinted through the downpour. “We’re almost there. Look for a huge barn with solar panels and a judgmental weathervane.”

The Hollow Crest lemon orchard stretched across the valley like a patchwork quilt of bright green rows and golden fruit. Hundreds of lemon trees marched along the hillside in perfect military formation, their glossy leaves shining from the rain. The air smelled sharply of citrus—clean, fresh, and slightly sweet.

I twisted in my seat to peer through the droplets streaming down the windshield. “Judgmental weathervane? Who gave you directions, a confused scarecrow?”

Esmerelda flicked the wipers faster as she maneuvered the bulky coroner’s van along the narrow private road. At the center of the property, a sprawling white farmhouse, a matching stable, and a cluster of packing sheds came into view.

The orchard itself looked historic, the kind of place where tourists stopped for lemonade and Instagram photos. But tonight, under the flashing lights of a patrol car and a brewing thunderstorm, the farm felt less like a postcard and more like a crime scene.

Chief Jorge Hidalgo waved from underneath an umbrella stamped with the county seal. Though we were technically the same age, Chief Doggy—as he insisted on being called—barely looked old enough to shave.

He looked exactly like I remembered, clean-cut, eager, a little chubby, and somehow still the youngest police chief I’d ever met.

Which wasn’t just my opinion. He’d actually set the record for it. The youngest chief in California. News interviews, local fame, proud mom mailing clips to every human with a mailing address—the whole deal.

I slid out of the tall van, sneakers sloshing in a mud puddle.

“Becky Robinson. I wasn’t expecting you.” A big, dopey grin spread across the chief’s face. “I—um—do you know something I don’t? Is this a murder?”

Esmerelda slammed the driver’s side door. “You tell us, Chief Baby Face. You are the first on the scene.”

“Uh…certainly, um…Dr. Mrs. Eklund.” He licked his finger as he thumbed through his loose-leaf notebook. “So, the body was discovered in the stable, but it’s not a barn for horses. I already asked. It’s some kind of artisanal, fancy place.”

Esmerelda ducked under an awning as the rain started to fall even harder. “Who called it in?”

“A private chef,” Hidalgo said, skimming his notes. “There were no signs of struggle, and everything looks like natural causes. I went ahead and sent the paramedics on their way. With the storms, it’s a busy night.”

Esmerelda adjusted the strap on her bag and headed inside the barn. “Leave the assumptions to me, Baby Face.”

Hidalgo hung back, letting the M.E. go first. “So why are you really here, Becky?”

“I was having dinner with the Eklunds, and Esmerelda asked me to tag along. It’s weird being on the scene of a regular death. I’m used to murder.” I stepped farther under the overhang as the wind shifted, sending the rain sideways. “Who’s the victim—or, I guess, the deceased in this case?”

Hidalgo once again pulled out his notepad. “Meredith Price. Forty-four years old. She recently purchased a partial ownership stake in Hollow Crest.”

“How recent?” I asked.

“I didn’t ask.” Hidalgo scratched the side of his forehead with the eraser end of his pencil. “I probably should have clarified that.”

“Probably.”

I followed Esmerelda’s trail of wet footprints inside and stopped short. This wasn't a stable. The original wood beams remained, but they’d been sandblasted and backlit to look like art. Massive stainless steel in the background, and so clean I felt guilty for tracking in mud. It was the kind of place where you didn't just pack fruit; you performed surgery on it.

Esmerelda knelt beside the body, checking the pupils, skin color, and lividity. Middle-aged, well-dressed woman. Peaceful expression. Nothing obviously alarming.

“What’s with the broken glass?” I sidestepped a trail of thick shards as I entered the barn.

“A mason jar broke when she fell.” Hidalgo tucked the pencil behind his ear. He cringed at the sight of a needle Esmerelda retrieved from her bag. “What are you doing?”

“Taking a blood sample.”

“Why?”

“It’s routine. What do you think?”

“What’s the verdict, Esmerelda?” I asked.

“All signs point to a heart attack, but I won’t know for sure until I check her back at the lab.” She smacked her knees as she stood. “All right, Baby Face. You gonna help me load her into the van?”

“Me? Why me?”

“Because my usual driver called in sick, you sent the paramedics home, and Becky’s got the upper-body strength of a determined eight-year-old.”

My eyebrows furrowed. “Hey. Why am I catching strays?”

Esmerelda shrugged. “In your defense, you are the size of an eight-year-old.” She jotted a few more notes on her clipboard and passed the paperwork to the police chief. “You take the feet.”

The gurney wasn’t much help in the rain and sludge, but we finally wrestled the body into the back of the van. Before Esmerelda even started up the engine, Hidalgo took off in his cruiser.

Esmerelda rolled her eyes. “What a gentleman.”

The windshield wipers worked overtime as we navigated out of the curved driveway and located the access road. A few miles from the house, we hit a traffic jam of exactly one: a battered pickup truck parked sideways, its attached trailer stacked with bales of hay.

Esmerelda beeped and slowed. When no one responded, she stopped and put the van in park. “That’s not at all ominous.”

“No driver?” I scanned the road.

She pulled over and flicked on her flashlight. “Maybe he broke down and walked for help.”

“Or he broke down and got dragged into the woods by something with claws.”

“You need to stop watching late-night reruns.”

We stepped out into the downpour and inspected the truck. Engine still warm. No keys. No footprints. No sign of the driver.

Esmerelda gave it a shove. “I could probably move this if I hadn’t skipped arm day for six years.”

“How did Chief Doggy make it through?” I closed one eye as water streamed down the side of my face. “This is the only way back to the main highway.”

“That’s hardly our biggest problem. It’s pitch black with no streetlights, and we are stuck in a deluge. We’re sitting ducks here. A car is liable to barrel around the curve and hit us.” Esmerelda turned on her soggy heel. “I think I stashed road flares in the back of the van.”

We jogged back to the coroner’s bus, our clothes drenched and our patience fading fast.

She opened the rear doors and froze.

One of us screamed—probably me.

The gurney was there, its wheels caked with mud. The unzipped body bag flapped in the breeze.

Empty.

The body was gone.
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Storms of Life





Lightning lit up the sky, followed shortly by the rumbling crack of thunder. Like a heavy bowling ball rolling down the lane and smacking into the pins. 

My stomach tied me into knots as I stared at the empty body bag. “Bodies don’t just disappear.”

“Tell that to whoever took mine.”

A flash reflected in Esmerelda’s eyes. The windshield wipers streaked across the van, creating a rhythmic thump, thump, screech.

She spun in place. “Tell me I’m going senile and forgot to load her.”

“You didn’t.”

“Any chance she got up and walked away?”

I shook my head. “Without a pulse? I sure hope not.”

We stood in silence for a moment as the rain continued to pound. I scanned the area with my pathetic phone flashlight. There were dozens of footprints in the mud, but in all likelihood, most of them were mine.

Esmerelda exhaled. “At least once a month, some family member insists my ruling isn’t possible. She never ate red meat; she couldn’t have had a heart attack. My psychic promised the cancer was gone. But they usually file a complaint. They don’t steal the corpse.”

“What do we do now?”

She flicked wet hair away from her face. “Someone stole the body. So this is now a crime scene, regardless of my COD ruling.” She slammed the double doors closed at the same time. “We need to go back to the farm and start over.”

I raced to the passenger side, my feet sinking into a particularly muddy patch. Raindrops trickled down my face, making it hard to keep my eyes open. My body trembled with a cold chill as I climbed back into the air-conditioned van.

“Clearly, this isn’t a heart attack, right? The body being stolen means the death is suspicious—like a killer coming back to cover up stuff.”

Esmerelda nodded. “Something I missed.”

She threw the van into drive, then reverse. Drive, then reverse again—she executed a tight U-turn on the narrow road.

I twisted in my seat for one last look at the abandoned pickup.

No license plate.

Esmerelda's jaw tightened, and she flexed her hands around the wheel. “I should have known this was a trap.”

“How?” I frowned. “Has this ever happened to you before?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then cut yourself a little slack. Whatever this was…it was planned.”

Esmerelda sighed. “Do you know how much grief I’m going to catch from misplacing a corpse? And not just from my colleagues. You’ve got to remember my husband’s a medical examiner. One who doesn’t make mistakes.”

“This isn’t your fault,” I said, reaching for my phone. “We’re going to figure out what happened.”

“You calling Chief Baby Face?” She cut me a glance instead of focusing on the road. “If you hurry, we might catch him before his mommy tucks him into bed with a warm glass of milk.”

I flicked it to speaker mode and dabbed my forehead with the sleeve of my sweatshirt.

The line rang twice before he answered. “Yellow. Chief Doggy here.”

“Chief, we’ve got a little bit of an issue here. The body—Meredith Price—was stolen out of the back of the van.”

Hidalgo laughed. “Very funny. I’m not falling for that one again. That zombie prank was hilarious once, but you’re not getting me a second time.”

Esmerelda snatched the phone. “Get back down here immediately and bring CSU. We need to dust for prints, collect particulates, swab for DNA, the works.”

I cleared my throat and held out my hand. Esmerelda reluctantly gave the phone back.

“Chief Hidalgo, did you happen to see a truck coming down the road when you left?” I asked.

He let out a long exhale. “Yeah, I did. I had to pull way over to the right because he was taking up like half the lane. Real road hog, that one.”

“Did you get a look at the driver?”

“No. Why?”

Esmerelda rolled her eyes. “Because the body snatchers used the truck and trailer to block off the street, forcing us to stop and get out.”

“So we should probably dust the truck for prints too, huh?”

Esmerelda’s lips pinched together. “Hang it up before I say something that’s going to land me in more trouble than I’m already in.”

Violent wind shook the lemon trees as we bounced back down the drive. The flashing lights of the coroner's van reflected along the neat orchard rows. The headlight illuminated the large artisanal sign: Hollow Crest Orchard – Fully Organic.

The van lurched to a stop.

Esmerelda climbed between the seats and grabbed yellow crime scene tape from the rear. “I’m going to rope everything off and wait for CSU.” She popped open an umbrella with the county seal. “With any luck, the body snatchers didn’t wear gloves. Or had to take them off because it’s so wet.”

“Chief Doggy mentioned that a private chef found Meredith dead and called it in. Do you happen to know his name? I’d like to poke around and start interviewing people.”

Esmerelda reached back inside for her clipboard. “Thackery Dubois. Private chef. Lives on the property.”


      [image: ]Dubois set a steaming mug of lemon-and-honey tea on the table in front of me.

The rain soaked my body from head to toe, and I was desperate to warm my bones. But something told me not to accept food or drink from a stranger—especially when the lady of the house died under suspicious circumstances.

The farmhouse kitchen looked less like a place where people cooked dinner and more like a laboratory dedicated entirely to citrus.

Bowls of lemons covered every available surface. Limes crowded a cutting board. A pyramid of oranges towered beside the sink like a fruity monument.

The air smelled so aggressively of zest that my sinuses felt professionally cleaned.

“Lemons are the backbone of civilization,” the chef declared, waving a knife like a citrus evangelist. “Limes for cocktails, oranges for balance, grapefruit for bitterness.” He wrinkled his nose. “Tangerines are a mistake. Too small. No ambition.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“But the real gem of…” His eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry, I forgot the point I was making. What was your question?”

I stirred the tea with a spoon, keeping my hands busy. “I asked if you’re the one who found Meredith Price?”

Thackery Dubois shivered, not a tiny shoulder shake. The kind that rose up from his toes and exited through the ends of his hair. “Nasty business. It goes to show that it doesn’t matter how health-conscious you are. When the old heart’s done ticking, that’s all she wrote.”

“We’re no longer certain it was a heart attack.”

He leaned his tall frame across the kitchen counter—white tiles to contrast black cabinetry. His wild, curly hair stood on end. He wore a linen chef’s jacket and sandals despite the rain.

His eyes narrowed with deep skepticism. “Who are you?”

“As I explained, Mr. Dubois, I’m a private investigator assisting the M.E.’s office.”

“Yeah, but Meredith died of a heart attack, though, right?”

“Probably.” I tapped the spoon on the side of my teacup. “Dr. Eklund is doing her due diligence. Would you mind walking me through what happened?”

His eyes widened to double their size as he paced around the island and plopped onto a stool. “I told everything to the police chief. The one who looks like a kid wearing a Halloween costume.”

“I’d like you to tell me as well, Mr. Dubois.”

He scratched the top of his head. “Meredith came from the orchard. She was tasting lemons with Scarlett. I was preparing dinner. She requested a fresh garden salad with a light bisque. Every dish I make here is infused with citrus—from the vinaigrette to the soups to the chicken. Chicken’s good with citrus. It’s a versatile flavor. You might not think so, but the palate is—”

“Who is Scarlett?” I asked, interrupting.

“Oh!” He snapped his fingers. “Scarlett Pope-Bennett. She’s the nature girl. The lemon head.”

My brow furrowed. “Lemon head?”

“Scarlett’s got a nose for citrus. She can tell a Eureka from a Lisbon lemon blindfolded.”

“Okay.” I made a note. “You said they were coming back from a tasting in the orchard. Was Meredith acting strangely or ill?”

The chef shook his head. “No. She seemed as right as rain. She put in her dinner order and went to the stables to do some paperwork.”

“What happened after that?”

“My soup turned dreadfully cold. Sometimes she gets lost and forgets to stop and eat, but this was going on an hour. So I popped open my umbrella,” He mimed the action and even added a sound effect. “And dragged myself across the yard, to see if she was okay.”

“And that’s when you found her.”

“She didn’t have a pulse, so I called 911 straight away. And the rest… I guess you know.”

“Was anyone else here on the property, aside from you, Scarlett, and Ms. Price?”

He shook his head. “The workers leave around four.” He tapped his finger on his mouth. “Actually, there was someone else here. The handyman.”

“And what’s his name?”

“Wyatt Wilkinson. He does odd jobs for the ladies. In fact, I think he might have a wee bit of a crush on Meredith.”

“Do you know what he worked on?”

“There was a problem with the temperature regulator in the shed. If left unchecked, all the products could have spoiled.” Dubois crossed his arms. “I saw his pickup leave around sunset, though. Strange.”

“What is?”

“Uh, he left before fixing the regulator. Guess he was missing a part…” Dubois shrugged. “Not my area of expertise.”

A handyman leaving early might not sound overtly suspicious. But tonight already taught me that normal explanations were in short supply.

“Thank you for your assistance, Chef Dubois. The police will be in contact if they have any further questions.” I stood and started to leave.

“Hey, you didn’t even touch your tea.”

My lips tightened on instinct. “I guess I wasn’t thirsty after all.”

“Come on. You’ve got to try it. I promise it’ll cure all that ails you. You don’t want to catch a cold, do you?”

Despite all the warning bells in my head, I took a sip. It felt smooth and fresh, coating the back of my throat. “That’s excellent.”

“We only pick the best lemons here at Hollow Crest.” He shooed me with the back of his hand. “Take the cup with you. I’ll snag it from you later.”

I nodded and disappeared into the next room with the lemon tea.

For a place built around citrus, it was very on-brand that Hollow Crest was already leaving a sour taste in my mouth.
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Shed a Tear





You can tell a lot about a person by how they decorate. Meredith clearly preferred living inside a high-end catalog—stripped of joy and soul. Sharp angles and monochromatic finishes dominated everything—the kind of minimalism that made you feel like you were breaking a law just by breathing near the furniture.” 

Meredith’s house was a cozy farmhouse, in the same way I was a prima ballerina.

She’d obviously handed her checkbook to an interior decorator who treated color like a contagious disease and empty, echoing space as the cure.

The delicate teacup clinked against the saucer as I stashed it on an ivory bookshelf. The honey soothed my sore throat, but the warmth did not last. I hadn’t dressed for a corpse scavenger hunt through the mud.

I leaned over the geometric chrome end table and squinted at a small picture frame barely bigger than wallet size. Three women stood in front of a banner for the previous year’s county fair. It was one of the few personal items in the entire room.

Pushing my theory that decor reveals the soul one step further, I built an amateur psych profile of the homeowner. Meredith put CEO first and human being a distant second. Her personal life hadn’t just taken a backseat—she’d kicked it out of the car three exits ago.

I traced a finger along the bookshelf, skimming the titles. She didn’t harbor a secret obsession for romance, mystery, or sci-fi. Her bookcase consisted of finance this, business that.

Chief Jorge Hidalgo whistled behind me. “This lady needed a hobby. How many books on taxes can one woman have?”

I cleared my throat and stepped away from the shelf. “Is CSU here?”

“Yeah, they’re out in the stable doing their thing.” He tugged at the sleeves of his rain slicker, somehow both too big and too small at the same time. “I was in their way, so I decided to come in here and see if I could help you with the interviews.”

No, why me?! I twisted my mouth and internalized my complaint. My investigation would become much more difficult if I had to babysit the chief on top of finding out what kind of delinquent snatched up a body.

“You know, Hidalgo, you’ve got access to county resources that I don’t. Why don’t you canvass the road and check the traffic cams to find a shot of that pickup truck driver? Or maybe another car leaving with the body?”

He wagged his finger. “That’s a super idea, Becky. I’m gonna make a note of that.”

I gave him a thumbs-up. “Glad I could help.”

Though I was almost certain the private road to Hollow Crest didn’t have traffic cams, I wanted Chief Doggy out of my hair.


      [image: ]After reaching my fill of the minimalist museum, I ventured back into the deluge, this time with a borrowed CSU windbreaker. Thunder rumbled in the distance, a restless, moody background track to the hunt for Scarlett Pope-Bennett, one of the last people to see Meredith before her death.

After a trek through the mud—which, for the record, does not go with white linen—I found a fancy, temperature-controlled shed. I pulled the handle and ducked inside, exchanging the clean scent of fresh rain for the overwhelming and slightly sour tang of various citrus products. This kind of scent clung to your fingers no matter how many times you washed your hands.

Giant bins of crisp lemons, limes, oranges, grapefruits, and some items I couldn’t even identify lined the room. “Wow. I thought y’all just grew lemons here.”

A woman with dark auburn hair cut in blunt layers spun to face me. “We’ve expanded to all citrus. It keeps the lemons from getting lonely.” Her judgmental eyes looked me up and down, lingering on my muddy sneakers. “Would you mind removing those? This is a clean environment, and you’re tracking mud everywhere.”

I kicked them off in one smooth motion, and my socks sloshed on the cold concrete floor. “Sorry about that. When I heard ‘storage shed,’ I never even thought to wipe my feet off at the door.”

She motioned to my windbreaker. “Aren’t you a little short to be with the cops?”

I nodded. “Probably, but I’d like to ask you a few routine questions anyway.”

“Okay…but, I’m not sure if I’ll be able to help.”

I waved a hand. “That’s alright. I want to confirm some things the chef told me.”

I took several seconds to flip through my notes. Silence often gave witnesses time to either settle their nerves or tense up further. Their temperament during that period often told you more than the interview itself.

“According to Chef Dubois, you and Meredith were working in the orchard this afternoon.”

“We tasted lemons,” she corrected. “We were just about done for the day when Meredith left to take a call. I went back to packing orders.”

“A call from whom?”

“I’m not sure…a guy she barely tolerates.” Scarlett shrugged. “Her boyfriend, I guess. I didn’t ask.”

“Boyfriend. What’s his name?”

“Meredith and I didn’t really share personal information. She won’t even take a call in the same room as me. We’re both Scorpios.”

I arched a brow.

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s a legit personality metric. Scorpios keep information locked away like a vault.”

If you say so.

“Did Meredith behave strangely this afternoon?”

“I don’t really know what the signs of a heart attack are.” Scarlett frowned as she flexed one hand. “Something about tingling in the right arm. Or the left arm. One of the arms.”

“The Orange County M.E.’s office is ruling this a suspicious death.”

Which meant our quiet little lemon farm had officially become a crime scene.

“The police chief said that?” She took a step back, as if subconsciously shielding herself from the news. “You think she was murdered?”

“It’s still early in the investigation. Did Meredith have any enemies?”

“As in people who’d want to kill her?” Her nostrils flared. “That escalated quickly.”

Something about the way she said that made me pause. I tapped my pen on my pad. “Sounds like you have a name in mind.”

“Look, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but Meredith was…” Scarlett trailed off. “You know.”

“I really don’t. I never met her.”

“Efficient,” Scarlett said. “And occasionally loud.”

“Loud?”

Scarlett sighed. “She’s the type to push buttons. Get on everyone’s nerves. She always had to be right and get the last word.”

An interesting picture formed. A ‘private Scorpio’ who didn’t like to share with her employees and possessed an unshakeable, if not delusional, sense of infallibility. I wasn’t one to put much stock in horoscopes, but if this was what being a Scorpio meant, it explained exactly why her living quarters felt more like a bunker than a home.

People like Meredith were notoriously impossible to work with, which made me wonder how she managed to maintain any professional ties at all.

“Chef Dubois mentioned a business partner.”

Scarlett placed a hand on her hip. “Yeah, my aunt. I haven’t been able to get in touch with her. She’s been on the road. She’s going to be devastated.”

“What’s your aunt’s name?”

“Harriet Pumpernickel. They own this place together.”

I jotted the name in my book. Good thing spelling doesn’t count. “Did they get along?”

“I mean, they argued…like business partners do, but I hope you aren’t suggesting Aunt Harriet offed her because of a little bickering.”

“What did they bicker over specifically?”

Scarlett sighed and tugged her corduroy jacket tighter. “I got along well with both of them, so they put me in the middle a lot. Which is rarely the spot to be. I was always mediating one problem or another. Meredith wanted to experiment with different growing techniques to increase the yield. Aunt Harriet balked because things aren’t done that way in organic farming.”

“And what is your role in the company, Scarlett?”

She placed her hands on a basket, the wicker crinkling under her touch. “I handle our farm-to-table division. I go to farmers markets selling citrus and citrus-adjacent goods directly to the consumer.”

“What sort of products?”

“Oh, all kinds of cool stuff.” She turned to a cabinet stacked with pink and yellow boxes. “Here, take a sampler.”

I ran a finger along the Hollow Crest citrus logo, with the words Orchard Sample Collection stamped beneath. I lifted the lid and stared at the adorable, tiny mason jars arranged like treasure.

“This is less like a farm sample and more like the world’s most aggressive gift basket.”

Scarlett chuckled. “Tourists like options.”

“What exactly am I looking at here?”

She tapped a fingernail on the metal top of the miniature jar. “This one’s our best seller. The secret is using both Meyer lemons and Valencia oranges, so it isn’t too sharp.”

I squinted. “What is it?”

“Lemon curd.”

When she said the words lemon curd, my lips involuntarily curled. I didn’t know what curd was, but I pictured fuzzy cheese. Clearly, it needed a rebrand in the name department, because I had no idea it was a pudding-type thing.

And yummy, I confirmed after giving it a quick taste.

She gestured to a citrus hand cream. “Tourists love this one because of the vibrant color. It’s got that beautiful blood-orange look to it.”

“Wow. Y’all really have a little bit of everything.” I sniffed the lotion, and it was so authentically zesty that I briefly forgot I stood in a glorified shed, smelling like a walking, talking vitamin C supplement. “Food, beauty products, and citrus bug spray.”

She snorted. “This one isn’t for eating. It’s a natural citrus bug repellent that we’re testing. Super cool stuff.”

“No kidding.” I slid the jar back into its slot. “I never realized lemons and whatnot had so many alternate uses.”

A small smile tilted at the corner of her thin lips. “Citrus is funny. Most people think they understand the flavor, but the oils are strong enough to hide almost anything. It’s such a versatile product, and our goal here is to find a use for everything.”

“Will you be able to keep the business afloat with Meredith gone?”

Scarlett lifted her shoulders. “Aunt Harriet ran this place alone for a long time, but Meredith expanded the business. She had the financial sense and the vision to diversify.”

“It’s going to be tough.”

She cleared her throat. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’m going to try to give my aunt another call.”

I rolled a lemon between my fingers, admiring the glossy skin. The fruit was perfectly round, bright as a tennis ball, and still warm from the orchard sun.

I set it aside on the counter and glanced toward the shelves behind Meredith’s workstation.

Bottles of orchard chemicals stood lined up like soldiers—fertilizer, pest control, tree oil—all organized by size and label.

None of it matched the fully organic sign at the front of the property.
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