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      When Mart dismissed my idea of covering All Booked Up’s Harvest Festival float with entirely pumpkin-themed book covers, I knew she was probably right. But it wasn’t until I realized that I’d need to scan and then print approximately eighty bazillion covers and then pay to have them blown up to a size that people could actually see from the side of the road that I gave in. As much as I wanted to both introduce people to great titles like How Many Seeds in a Pumpkin? and Pumpkin It Up!, my favorite cookbook of the season, I wasn’t up for that much investment in time or money.

      Besides, Mart’s idea was much better. Cate, our artist friend, was making a huge pumpkin for the center of the float, and everyone had their costumes all set. The only thing left was to convince Taco that the treats would come to him if he just sat on that doghouse by the typewriter. The problem was, Taco wasn’t much interested in being Snoopy. Still, I knew we’d make our Great Pumpkin float work, especially since my boyfriend, Daniel, had agreed to be Charlie Brown, bald cap and all. Mart was going to be Lucy, of course. She had both the attitude and the black hair, and I knew my best friend could be as disdainful as the part required.

      I was going to be Peppermint Patty, despite Mart’s protests that I should be Lucy since clearly Daniel fawned over me like the Charlie Brown did over the little red-haired girl. But I had been Peppermint Patty’s biggest fan since my seventh birthday when I realized she was the smartest and the most laid-back of all the Peanuts. Plus, I sort of already had the hair for it.

      This was going to be the first year for our bookstore to have a float in the parade, and I was determined it would win the competition, which was judged by the Chamber of Commerce. The only physical prize was a ridiculous blue bow, but the bragging rights had, I’d witnessed last year, carried the winner through the very quiet days on St. Marin’s Main Street in winter. I wanted those bragging rights, and the ribbon would look great in the shop’s front window.

      But I knew we had stiff competition. Our friend Elle Heron, who ran the local farm stand and a cut flower business, had taken the title for the past two years with her Rose Parade-inspired floats made entirely from autumn blossoms, and despite Cate’s willingness to help with our float, I knew the art co-op’s creation would be stellar what with all the painters and sculptors involved. Then, when you factored in the Maritime Museum’s tall ship made in exactly the same fashion as an actual cutter and the sheriff department’s whimsical and totally overblown Hee Haw theme, with our African American sheriff dressed as Minnie Pearl, we had to bring our best game.

      Good thing my hound dog, Mayhem, loved to wear costumes because she was our pièce de résistance as Woodstock, and I knew the crowd would love our friend Woody as Pig-Pen. He was creating his costume by doing a lot of sanding that day and not showering.

      We had five days to finish our float, and I was determined it was going to be amazing. Well, it was going to be amazing if I could actually manage to apply this red paint without streaks. I hated painting, but Snoopy’s doghouse was the last big prop for the float. Everyone else had done their part – Woody built the doghouse, Cate was in charge of the “great” pumpkin, Daniel had made a mechanical football to fly over his own head again and again. The least I could do was paint.

      Just as I was doing the final trim work around the opening for Taco’s very soft dog bed, a necessity if we wanted him to actually make the ride, Daniel showed up with what smelled very much like a breakfast burrito from Luisa Tucker’s food truck.

      I looked up only to see the burrito waving like a mirage in front of my eyes. It was eight a.m., and besides Mrs. Chevalier’s cinnamon rolls, nothing was better for breakfast than Lu’s burritos. They were cheesy and spicy and filled with the best eggs and sausage I had ever tasted, and that’s saying something because I’m a Southern woman and I know my eggs and sausage. “You sure know the way to my heart, Daniel Galena,” I said as I reached up and snatched the burrito from his hand.

      “I sure hope so,” he said as he bent and kissed the top of my head. “But if all it took was a burrito, I would have started there.” He winked as he sat down on a paint bucket next to me. “Looks good.” He nodded toward the doghouse as he ate half a burrito in one bite.

      “You think so? I feel like it’s pretty sloppy.” I eyed the streaks I could still see in the bright red paint.

      “I think it looks great. Plus, it’ll be far away. It doesn’t need to be perfect.”

      I dropped the brush. “That settles it, then. I’m going to silence the ten percent of me that is perfectionistic and let the ‘good enough’ ninety percent hold sway. I declare this doghouse complete.” With that, I tucked into my burrito with force.

      After I had inhaled that cheesy goodness, I looked at Daniel. “So what brings you by besides the promise of the sheer joy on my face when you handed me Lu’s food?” Daniel and I were together for a bit of pretty much every day, but he wasn’t exactly what you’d call a morning person. Most days, he and Taco came by just as I opened at ten o’clock as he was headed to his mechanic’s shop up Main Street.

      “Taco was lonely.” He pointed over to where he had tied up his Basset Hound next to Mayhem on the bike rack at the backside of the alley near an open field.

      I grinned. “Oh, Taco was, was he?”

      “He was. He misses his girl when he doesn’t get to see her for a couple of days.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, I’m glad you brought him by then.”

      “How was Mart’s race anyway?” Daniel reached into his backpack and produced two more burritos, and my heart skipped a beat.

      I kissed him on the cheek as I grabbed my second full meal and said, “It was good. Kind of fun to be back on the West Coast again.”

      My best friend and roommate, Mart, was a runner. It was a part of our friendship that would never align. I ran only under threat, and Mart ran half-marathons once a month and full marathons a couple times a year. We had long ago agreed to not try to understand the other’s running perspectives. But I went to every race I could, and when she said she was going to run the Humboldt Redwoods Marathon in Northern California, I immediately signed on as her roadie.

      It had been more than a year since I’d been back to northern California, the place Mart and I had lived before coming cross country to the Eastern Shore of Maryland, and I was eager to visit the eucalyptus forests again. I missed their smell, and I ached for the Pacific Coast with its cliffs looking out over the ocean and lines of pelicans diving into the surf. Plus, Humboldt County was perfect. All evergreen forests and pretty lakes plus just enough town in Eureka to find really good food, even better wine, and some good music, too. We were not, however, going to be partaking in the county’s most famous commodity, marijuana, but I did appreciate the mellowed out attitude that seemed to pervade the place.

      As soon as Mart had signed up for the race, we’d decided to make it a long weekend out there. We’d been gone since last Wednesday, and while I’d had a blast – including wearing a ridiculous hat with faux fur and dangling bead trim to cheer Mart on as she took first in her age group in the race – I was glad to be back home to St. Marin’s. And to Daniel. I’d missed him.

      “She rocked it. I think she could have run another 26.4 miles if she’d been allowed,” I said. “But by the time she was done, she was starving. You know my favorite meal is breakfast, so we hit this place called The Chalet House of Omelettes.”

      “Cheddar and mushrooms?”

      Oh, he knew me so well. “You know it. But the spectacular part was watching Mart eat two omelets and a short stack of pancakes. For a tiny woman, she can really put it away.” I did not miss the irony of the fact that I had just shoved a second, full-size burrito into my mouth while I made this statement, but I didn’t care. Lu’s burritos were that good.

      “Did you make it down to the city?” Daniel looked over at the dogs as he asked.

      “Just on the way to and from SFO –the airport, I mean.” I leaned over so he could look me in the face. “We didn’t see anyone. I did, however, force Mart to take me for take-out at Burma Superstar since it wasn’t out of the way on our trip over the Golden Gate. I needed a tofu tower and those deep-fried string beans.” I tried to make my answer seem light and fun, but I knew there was a lot riding on my answer.

      “Oh, okay. I wasn’t sure if you were going to spend more time there.”

      “Nope. I love that city, but I didn’t have anyone I wanted to see there.” I wiped the paint off my hands and then pulled a bucket up next to him. “You are the only man I want in my life. And I didn’t even want that guy when I had him. You don’t need to worry.”

      I had been married when I lived in San Francisco, but that marriage had been broken in some fundamental ways, mainly because the husband in that marriage was broken, so it had ended before I moved back east. But I knew that the fact that I’d been married before was a tender spot with this sweet man I loved.

      “The only love I have in San Francisco is that tofu tower. Okay, and maybe the omelettes at Louis’s. Oh, and the pork buns from . . .”

      He kissed me and then said, “Okay, so my main competition is food. I can work with that.”

      “As long as you bring me burritos every so often, we shouldn’t have a problem,” I said slyly as I pushed myself to my feet. How come the ground got lower every time I sat on her? “You’re early for the garage. Want to come in?” I pointed toward the back door of the shop.

      “Sure,” he stood easily from his own paint bucket, and I gave him the evil eye. “How can I help?”

      Those four words offered so easily. Oh, they made my heart sputter. “Well, now that you’ve asked . . .”

      While I put the paint away, he got Taco and Mayhem and brought them behind us into the bookstore. They immediately headed to the big orthopedic beds I’d placed in the front window. They were a gift from our favorite customer Galen, who had gotten them through an Instagram deal he was offered by a dog company. The company had hired his Bulldog, Mack, as their spokesdog, and now Mack was flush with merch and ready to share. Dogs in the window were always good for tourist traffic, especially if a Bulldog with a pronounced underbite joined them. During the summer high season, those pups had been all the PR I’d needed for the store.

      Daniel had just brought out the last of the pumpkin books I needed for the new window display when Mart burst through the front door. She was sweaty and out of breath, something she hadn’t been even at the end of this weekend’s marathon.

      “Call Tuck. There’s been a murder,” she huffed out between breaths as she jogged back and forth in the front of the store.

      “What?! Mart – slow down,” I said even as I grabbed my phone from the counter by the register. “Who’s dead?

      “Coach Cagle. I just found his body on the high school track.”
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      By the time Mart, Daniel, and I walked the two blocks back to the high school, Sheriff Mason was already on the scene, and he didn’t look happy. Specifically, he didn’t look happy with Mart.

      “What in the world would possess you to leave a man’s body here unattended?” The sheriff’s voice was low and controlled, but I could sense the anger seething behind his words. He looked like he could chew nails to powder.

      Now that she was recovered from the initial shock and fear, Mart was her usual, composed self. “I was afraid,” she said with her hands on her hips. “And I thought I heard someone there,” she pointed toward the bleachers behind the bathrooms where she’d found the coach’s body. “I thought maybe it was the killer. So I ran.” She stared at the sheriff until he broke eye contact and walked back to the coach’s body.

      Coach Cagle was a thin, wiry man – a distance runner all his life, or so I understood from Mart. From Rocky, who ran the coffee shop at the bookstore, I also knew he was a bully. When she’d been in his gym classes, he’d harassed her to no end about her curvy physique. He’d even told her that she’d never find a man if she didn’t lose a few pounds. Apparently, Rocky wasn’t the only one he bullied, and bullying wasn’t the worst of it. There were lots of rumors that he was beyond inappropriate with some of his students.

      So I couldn’t say the coach would be missed by much of anyone, especially not his female students. Mart only tolerated him because he was an expert at what he did. He’d helped improve her distance times considerably, and she hurt less after long runs. But Mart was also not a teenage girl, and she didn’t take crap from anyone, In fact, when I’d told her about Rocky’s experience with Cagle, she’d said, “He and I will be having a conversation about this,” and sure enough the next afternoon, he’d come by the shop to apologize to Rocky, who, to her credit, had been gracious but cold as ice when she said, “Thank you for your apology. I appreciate that it must have been hard to give it. Take care, Coach.”

      I had almost applauded. Now, though, with his long legs sticking out of those far-too-short running shorts, I kind of felt bad for the guy. It’s hard to find someone despicable when they’re dead.

      “Looks like it was personal,” Tuck said as he bent over the body. “Someone was taking out some anger on this guy.”

      I started to take a few steps forward to get a closer look, but Daniel put a hand on my arm. “Do you really want that image in your head, Harvey?” he asked quietly.

      Immediately, I stopped moving. No, no I did not want to see that. He was right. Instead, I did what my seemingly limitless curiosity led me to do, I asked a question. “You think the person who did this knew him?” I tried to look innocent as Sheriff Mason turned slowly to me, his eyes narrowed.

      “I expect so. Stabbings are usually personal, and this,” he glanced back at Cagle’s body, “this looks really personal.”

      I again resisted the urge to step forward by feeding my curious mind. “Plus, the person would have had to know he would be here, right?”

      Mart spun toward me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I stared at her for a minute until I realized what my question implied. “No, I didn’t mean that, Mart. I mean, since you were meeting him here to train, of course you knew he would be here, but . . .” I petered out. I was just making it worse by trying to explain.

      Tucker came to my rescue. “Yes, the person would have had to have known he was here. But from the looks of things, he’s been dead a while. I’ll know more after the coroner’s report, but I don’t think he was killed this morning.” He winked at Mart. “You’re off the hook.”

      Her eyes went wide with rage. “Well, thank goodness I’m off it since I should have never been on it in the first place.”

      The sheriff stepped up and raised his hands. “It was a joke, Mart. Sorry.”

      “You’re making a joke about me being a possible murderer? Some joke, Sheriff.” Mart’s voice could have cut glass.

      I stepped between the two of them and put my hands on Mart’s shoulders. “It’s okay. Let’s go get a cinnamon roll,” I said. I smiled back at Daniel and Tuck as I led Mart away from the track. I’d seen this sort of reaction in Mart before. It was her post-adrenaline process, and it usually included a fair bit of anger followed by a great measure of tears. Mart was not a person who liked to be seen as weak, and she defined crying as weak. I knew it was better for everyone if we got her to a private place before she broke down.

      We just made it, too. I was coming back to the storeroom of the bookstore with two warm cinnamon rolls freshly made by Rocky’s mom that morning when I heard the sobs begin. Luckily, Mart was tucked behind the storeroom door at the little table I’d added recently as a sort of break room. “Oh, Harvey,” she said as I set the plate down in front of her with a fork. “It was awful.”

      I sat down beside her and let my forearm rest against hers. “I imagine it was. You knew him, too, so that must have been especially hard.”

      She took a deep sucking breath. “He was a total jerk, but he was also my friend. How could someone have done this to him?” She continued to cry, but I took the fact that she stabbed the cinnamon roll with the fork and ate a bite as a good sign.

      “No one deserves to die that way,” I said, “No matter how much of a bully he is. Tuck will figure out who did this. We know that.”

      She nodded her head ever so slightly as she pried another piece of the roll off. “You’ll help him, right?”

      Now, it was my turn to be gob-smacked into silence. Mart had always been a staunch opponent of any sort of investigating on my part, so I didn’t quite know what to make of her question. “You want me to help look into this murder?”

      Mart pushed the pieces of hair that had fallen out of her pony tail from her face and said, “Well, no, not really. Okay, maybe, a little.” She picked up the cinnamon roll and shoved the center circle into her mouth whole. “Oh, I don’t know. You’re going to be involved anyway, aren’t you? Maybe I’m just trying to save myself some angst by making myself feel like it was my idea.”

      I sat back and took a deep breath. “Okay.” I wasn’t sure what I was feeling just then, a little bit hurt maybe, a lot bit confused for sure. But Mart didn’t need to deal with my emotions just then. “I’ll do whatever helps you, Mart. You’re always my top priority.”

      She looked at me out of the corner of her eye, and I saw a little smile turn up one corner of her mouth. “After Daniel.”

      I blushed. “Okay, after Daniel.”

      “And Mayhem.”

      I laughed. “And Mayhem.”

      “And maybe Taco.” Now she was really smiling, and I knew my best friend’s equilibrium was returning.

      “I’ll have to get back to you on where Taco ranks. Remember, he ate my hamburger right off my plate last week. I’m not sure I’m ready to forgive him.”

      “Fair enough,” Mart said as she shoved my cinnamon roll at me. “Now, eat.”

      I coughed. “I really shouldn’t. I had two of Lu’s burritos already.”

      She gave the blue plate a little nudge. “That was at least an hour ago. Be a hobbit. Have a second breakfast. It’s your favorite meal of the day.”

      It was good to be so well-loved. I picked up the roll and chomped down.

      

      Mart headed home a bit later after I exacted a promise that she’d come back at one o’clock and join me for lunch, and I went out to the floor to do the bare minimum of prep for opening at ten. Fortunately, my assistant manager, Marcus, had been up to his usual form while I was gone, and the store was in fine shape. I didn’t have much to prepare, so I walked back over to the café so I could chat with Rocky who had seen me come in with Mart and prepped the cinnamon rolls with nary a question.

      “Everything okay?” she asked now.

      I sighed. “Yeah, she’s okay. You’ll hear soon, I expect. She found Coach Cagle’s body over at the high school this morning. He’d been stabbed.”

      Rocky’s mouth fell open. “Coach was murdered?”

      I nodded. “I know he was a real—”

      “He was,” she said, “but he didn’t deserve to be killed. Gracious!” Her face had drained of blood, and she put her hand over her mouth. “Do they have any idea who did it?”

      “Not that I’ve heard,” I said. “Tuck was there, so I guess we’ll know when we know.”

      Rocky raised her eyebrows. “You mean, you’ll know when you can’t resist butting in?”

      I cleared my throat and decided to change the subject. “So was it fun for you and Marcus to run the shop together, just the two of you, for a few days?”

      My café manager and my assistant manager had been dating for a few months now, and all signs pointed to a long-term commitment sort of situation. They were discreet and totally appropriate at work, but every once in a while, I’d catch them exchanging a glance across the shop floor. There was no doubting this was a big old love thing happening.

      Rocky turned her back to me and pretended to clean the milk steamer. “It went great. We work well together.”

      “I’ll say,” with as much innuendo as my voice could carry. Then, I laughed, and Rocky turned back to me, a grin across her face as she tugged on one of the curls framing her light-brown face.

      “Thanks for keeping the place going. It was good to get away and still know things would be fine here,” I said.

      “So the trip was good?” Rocky asked, seizing her own chance to change the conversation.

      “Very. Mart and I had a blast, and her race was good. Now, though, I have to finish up the prep for the Harvest Festival. I hear it’s the big event for St. Marin’s in the fall?”

      “Yep, the last of the tourists for the season. How’s the float coming?”

      I frowned. “Just fine, thank you very much. We could use two more Peanuts, though. Sure I can’t convince you and Marcus to join me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Harvey Beckett, you know there is only one black Peanut. Marcus looks nothing like Franklin, and I refuse to be a token, no matter how good Mr. Schultz’s intentions back in the day.” She smiled at me. “Nope, we’re totally good holding down the fort here.”

      I laughed. “Fair enough,” I said, “although you would make a great Franklin.” I turned to open the front door and heard her laughing as she began to steam the milk for the vanilla latte she always made me first thing in the morning.

      

      The day’s sales were steady for a Monday, and, between customers, I kept busy getting the pumpkin display set up in one of the front windows, despite two dogs’ commitment to getting under my feet. I even had a bit of time to set up the other window full of October-themed murder mysteries. There was just something about the fall that made me want to dig into a mystery with an amateur sleuth who solves the case.

      The centerpiece of that display was Leena Clover’s Apple Caramel Mayhem, one of her delightful cozies that included just the perfect number of recipes to make my mouth water. Add to that Samantha Silver’s first witch mystery, Lee Child’s Blue Moon, and Oyinkan Braithwaite’s strangely funny novel about a her sister who is a serial killer, and I had a pretty great reading recommendation list for all the mystery lovers in town.

      I had just finished putting out the adorable bean bag witches and pumpkins that I’d picked up at a craft fair in September when Sheriff Tucker came in. “Hi Tuck. Cup of coffee?”

      The sheriff nodded and headed toward the café as I climbed down out of the front window. I had yet to figure out how to make that exit gracefully, so I almost took out a floor-stand of new bookmarks in my endeavor.

      Tuck was already sitting at his usual table near the back of the café close to the counter. He preferred a little privacy on his visits, and I couldn’t blame him. As one of three police officers in town, he was often asked to give his ear to grievances about anything and everything. The other evening when he and Lu had come in to pick up a picture book for Lu’s niece’s sixth birthday, another customer had kept Tuck pinned in the fiction section for twenty minutes as he lamented the excess of stray cats in his neighborhood and the town’s need to euthanize “the little buggers.” I’d finally had to extricate him from the situation myself by telling him I thought I heard someone trying to break in my back door. The cat-hater tried to follow, but I waylaid him with a diversion to the true crime section. Something just told me this man would appreciate books on serial killers, and I was right. I made a mental note to be sure my cat, Aslan, was kept carefully inside just in case this joker lived near Mart and me.

      I sidled over to the sheriff with my second latte of the day and sat down. I’d learned that the best thing to do with most people was to just be present, and they’d talk if they wanted to talk. This was especially true of our usually jovial sheriff on the rare days when he was quiet and introspective. Today was one of his quiet days.

      I turned my chair so that I could keep an eye on the register, and then I sat back and enjoyed my drink. A lot of people found it odd that the sheriff came to talk to me, of all people, about his cases from time to time. I wasn’t law enforcement, and the sheriff was more than competent to do his job. It wasn’t that he needed my help. No, it was more about camaraderie, about needing a sounding board, I thought. As someone who had to talk through things to understand them, I figured the sheriff was probably the same way. He had deputies, sure, but maybe it was safer to just run ideas by a neutral person who was genuinely interested.

      It was that genuine interest that gave my friends concern, though. I had a bad habit of getting entwined in investigations, and sometimes my curiosity got me in trouble. I was glad Mart and Daniel weren’t in the shop just then . . . but I could see from the look on Rocky’s face as she watched us from behind the café counter that she was already wary.

      I winked at her with the hope that I could dispel her worry, and then I turned back to the sheriff. He took a long swig of his coffee and then sat back. “Some start to the week, huh?” he said as he ran his hand over his short hair.

      “I’ll say.” I glanced over at the shop. Just a couple of middle-aged women browsing the self-help section. From their careful study of the shelves, I could tell they’d be a while. “Mart was pretty shaken up. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen her that scared.”

      The sheriff sat forward. “Yeah, that seemed a little out of character for her. She’s usually so pulled together.”

      I looked down into my mug. “Usually. But she thought she heard—”

      “Right. I get it. She did the smart thing to get out of there.” He looked me in the eye for the first time. “She’s not a suspect, Harvey. I hope I don’t have to tell you that.”

      Until that moment, I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath, but the wave of relief that washed over me told me I had actually been wondering. “Right. Good. That’s good.” I took a deep breath and then said, “So any suspects?”

      The sheriff squinted at me. “Just between you and me?”

      “Of course.” I felt a warm body brush against my legs. “Well, you, me, and Mayhem.” I bent down to scratch my girl’s ear and saw Taco drop his weight against the sheriff’s legs. “Okay, between the four of us.”

      Tuck bounced his foot to give Taco a little nudge. “Too many.”

      “They’re just dogs, Tuck. They can’t tell anyone what you say.”

      He rolled his eyes. “No, Harvey. Too many suspects. Coach Cagle did not have the best reputation, especially with the ladies.” His voice was low, but the café was pretty quiet so I wasn’t surprised to see Rocky nod vigorously from behind the glass of the pastry case.

      “So I’ve heard,” I said, turning my eyes back to the sheriff. “Someone I know had a really rough go of things with him. From what I heard, he should have been fired a long time ago . . . and charged with sexual harassment.”

      “That’s my impression, too,” Tuck drained the rest of his coffee. “But impressions aren’t evidence, and right now, I’m really short on that essential part of this investigation.” He stood up and straightened his gun belt. I always marveled at police officers with all that gear on their waists. It looked so heavy.

      “Why’s that?” I asked as I stood and moved toward the register where the self-help ladies were waiting with books in their hands as if making their final choices.

      “I’m hoping you and Mart might be able to go back to the track with me tonight and see if she remembers anything else, now that the situation is a little less, well, intense.” Tuck slipped his sheriff’s department baseball cap onto his head. “I thought she might feel calmer if you were there.”

      I nodded. “So you aren’t inviting me along to help with the case?”

      He laughed, but then the smile dropped from his lips. “Absolutely not, Harvey Beckett. You’re just coming to support your friend. Understood?”

      I smiled. “Understood. Happy to do anything for my friends.” I waved as he headed for the door then turned back to my customers.

      Their choices seemed especially fitting for today: The Body Keeps The Score and Why Does He Do That?
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      Marcus and Mart showed up right on time at one o’clock, and, after giving Marcus a quick heads-up on the morning’s events and urging him to get the details from Rocky, Mart and I headed over to Chez Cuisine for lunch. Apparently, I had not yet had enough breakfast-type food because the cheese soufflé called my name as soon as I saw it on the menu. Mart went with the far more sensible salad with a lemon Dijon dressing that looked amazing.

      I had pretty much stopped coming to this delightful French café because the owner, Max, was getting on my very last nerve. He had this fervent crush on me, one he wasn’t afraid to flaunt despite my best attempts to put him off and despite his very clear understanding that Daniel and I were together. I missed the food, especially the risotto, but even that cheesy goodness wasn’t worth Max’s obnoxious flirtation.

      Max typically worked nights, though, so I had been hoping that we’d miss him at lunch. Alas, my big mouth and tendency to over-compliment everyone ended that hope when I asked the waitress to thank the chef for the wonderful meal. (It was really wonderful. I could have eaten another entire soufflé if embarrassment hadn’t reigned me in.) The eager young woman brought out the chef to meet us since the dining room was mostly empty when we finished, and I was just getting up to shake the young, red-headed man’s hand when Max followed him out of the swinging kitchen door.

      I had to suppress a groan and force my smile back to my lips as I told the chef the soufflé was the best I’d ever had. Mart chimed in that the salad was perfect and asked about what herbs he’d used when poaching the chicken. This question sparked a lively conversation about the underappreciation of sage which led into a conversation about wine, Mart’s specialty. Soon, the two of them had moved off to the wine racks at the side of the restaurant, and I was left there alone with Max.

      My eyes darted around the room, hoping the waitress was within sight so I could ask for our check and give Mart the “I’m headed back to work” wave. But alas, the vibrant and eager young woman had disappeared at exactly the wrong moment, and I was forced to stand there and make small talk with my least favorite person in the world. Literally.

      “Hi Max.” I was trying to be polite.

      “Bonjour, mon cher. It’s lovely to see you.” He bowed and kissed my hand, as usual leaving his lips far too long against my skin. Max was not French in any way. My understanding was that he was Polish, born in Dundalk just outside of Baltimore, and every once in a while I could hear the Baltimore accent creep in. But mostly, he put on this ridiculous affectation of being European, replete with scarves and berets and such on occasion. “If I had known you were coming in, I would have had the chef prepare something special just for you. He makes an excellent apple tart I know you would love.”

      Now, it was my time to roll my eyes. “I don’t actually like fruit desserts very much, and that soufflé was amazing.”

      “You haven’t tasted my recipe for apple tart. I’ll make it a point to be sure you can have some on your next visit.”

      Max had this absolutely obnoxious habit of thinking my personal tastes were something I needed to have improved. Clearly, he had not learned the fundamental lesson of courtship – because that was what he seemed to think he was doing with me, courting. He simply could not cater to the other person’s desires rather than try to change them.

      Once again, I found myself grateful that Daniel didn’t mind at all that I never wanted apple tart or bananas foster or even that cherry ice cream that so many people raved about. He trusted that I knew myself well enough to appreciate cream puffs and white cake with white icing as my natural desires. So much so, every Friday, he brought me two vanilla cupcakes with vanilla icing from our friend Lucas’s fledgling cupcake business. Daniel said it was because he knew I needed a little boost after a long workweek, but I also knew he just wanted to support Lucas’s new endeavor.

      Max would never bring me cupcakes. They would be below him, I’m sure.

      I not so subtly shook my key ring in my hands, and then, because I am terrible at small talk and because I just so wanted to keep Max from saying anything else, I began to detail what each key on my ring did. “This one opens the shop doors. This one is for Mart’s car. This one is for a car I used to own back in San Francisco. I’m not sure exactly what this one does . . .” After about fifteen explanations, I looked up and hoped to see Max’s eyes glazed over with boredom, or even better, to see that he’d just walked away. But no, there he was just staring at me like I was quoting Baudelaire’s love poems to him.

      Fortunately, at that moment, Mart returned to the table with the chef. “Harvey, this is Symeon. Symeon Cagle.” She leaned hard on the last name.

      “Oh. Oh. Nice to meet you, Symeon.” I glanced at Max, who looked quite peeved that our “conversation” had been interrupted. I chose to ignore him by putting my foot in my mouth, not an unusual occurrence. “Are you related to Coach Cagle?” I have all the tact of a lion with a raw steak.

      I saw the corners of his eyes pinch, but he smiled at me. “Yes, Coach was my uncle. Terrible thing that happened to him. I guess you guys heard?” He looked from me to Mart and then over to Max.

      Max blew me a kiss and walked away without a word. Apparently, the news of a murder did not warrant the same attention as the uses of my keys. I resisted the temptation to try to explain Max’s gesture to this man I had just met and said, instead, “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Symeon nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate that, and any death is a horrible thing, but to be honest, I didn’t much like him. Nobody did really. He was a jerk to most people.” He tilted his head and looked from me to Mart again. “Has news spread that quickly? I mean St. Mariner’s love nothing more than gossip, but even this feels pretty fast—”

      Mart cut him off. “I’m actually the one who found him. He was my running coach.”

      This time Symeon’s wince was more intense. “Oomph. Sorry.”

      Mart sighed. “He was a good coach.”

      “I had heard that,” Symeon said. Then, there was this gigantic awkward pause, a pause so big that tractor trailers could have driven through it.

      It was into that gaping hole of silence that I realized that I might need to say something. “Well, anyway, I just, well, lunch was really good.” One would think that after all the books I’d read I could come up with a better compliment than good but there we were.

      Symeon grinned. “I’m glad you liked it, and I’m glad you braved the, er, atmosphere to come in.” He winked and threw a glance back to where Max hovered by the pass-through window into the kitchen. “You two are brave.”

      “Hey, we don’t work here,” Mart said with a laugh as we headed toward the door.

      Once we were on the street, I groaned. “Now what do we do? The food is great, and the chef is nice . . . but Max. That man!”

      Mart slipped her arm through mine. “He is something.” She glanced back through the window one more time. “Might be worth the trouble though.”

      I smiled.

      

      Mart walked me back to the shop and then headed out for her job at the winery. Some days I envied her because she got to jet off to wineries all along the east coast to consult, and on the days when her full-time job was winery manager, her hours were always at her discretion. She was that good.

      I watched her stroll up the street toward her car and felt a little jealous, but then, I walked in the bookstore, heard that little bell over the door ring, and took a deep breath. Nothing gave me as much peace as the scent of paper and coffee. It smelled like home.

      Behind the register, Marcus was just putting a copy of The Complete Illustrated Book of Herbs into a customer’s reusable bag, and as she walked toward me to leave the store, he rolled his eyes. “I never knew there was so much to know about the uses for thyme.”

      “I bet you do now, though, huh?” Our customers were always eager to expound on their loves, and nothing gave people more license to talk about their passions than a new book on the subject. Well, nothing except a well-placed question. “Any tips?”

      “I tuned out sometime around the part about fresh leaves in a rolled pork roast, but that did sound delicious.” Marcus smacked his lips together.

      My assistant manager was an ideal co-worker. He was never late. He knew his subject, and he loved talking with customers even more than I did. Except, it appeared, when it came to culinary herbs. Before I’d hired him, Marcus’s reputation in town had been a bit marred – some by the fact that he’d stopped college and some by the racism that came with the fact that he was a Black man. But now, after he’d personally recommended a book to almost everyone in town with great success, he was one of the reasons people came to my store.

      He was also the reason I could take long lunches and got an occasional day off. His mom also wrote a book matchmaking article in our newsletter, and much like Tannie Maria in the wonderful South African murder mysteries by Sally Andrew, she was a natural. We sold more books off her recommendations than on even my most eye-catching window display. I owed a lot to the Dawson family.

      Just then, the bell rang over the door, and a white woman with very tan skin and the longest, thinnest arms and legs I’d ever seen headed toward the sports section. Given my recent weekend at the Humboldt Marathon, I recognized a runner when I saw one, and this woman was a serious runner. I gave her a few minutes to browse on her own just in case she’d come in looking for something specific that she could grab easily, but when she lingered by the two shelves of running books we stocked, thanks to Mart’s suggestions, I headed over. “Help you find anything?”

      The woman turned toward me. Her face was pinched, like she’d pulled a muscle, but she smiled when she met my eyes. “I’m not sure. I’ve got terrible shin splints for the first time in my life, and I was hoping you might have a book about stretches or technique or something.”

      I was way out of my element and wished Mart had come in with me before she headed off to work, but I scanned the shelves anyway. I had some flicker of a memory about a book Mart had suggested, something with a teal cover. Yep, there it was. I grabbed the copy of Running Rewired and held it up. “Something like this?” I pulled my mouth into a smile mixed with a cringe. “I’m not much of a runner, but my best friend thought this one had good resources. She’s a marathoner.”

      “Oh, cool. Does she live nearby? Maybe I know her.”

      “She does. We’re roommates. Mart Weston?”

      The woman looked past my shoulder for a second as if thinking about something before meeting my gaze again. “Sorry, don’t think I know her. Does she train in the area?”

      Before I thought I said, “Oh yeah, Coach Cagle over at the high school—” I stopped mid-sentence, remembering the man had just been killed.

      “Oh, I know Coach, alright, but I don’t train with him anymore. How does – Mart, is that right? – how does she like him?” She was staring hard at an illustration of a hamstring, and I got the impression she didn’t want to make eye contact.

      I sighed. I might as well tell her because the St. Marin’s gossip train would reach her anyway. “I guess you haven’t heard yet?”

      She frowned. “Heard what? He didn’t harass some woman again, did he?”

      I shook my head. “No, actually, he was murdered.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Holy crap. No, I hadn’t heard that. Wow.” She kept staring at the illustration. “Man.” She shook her head a little bit but then looked back at me after letting out a hard breath. “The guy was a jerk but . . .”

      “Yeah.” I looked from the book to her face. “Anyway, if there’s anything else you need, we’re right over there. Just let us know.”

      She glanced over at the counter. “Thanks. Oh, and I’m Tiffany Steinburg. Nice to meet you.” She smiled warmly as she put out her hand. “This place is great.”

      “Nice to meet you, Tiffany. I’m Harvey Beckett. This is my store.”

      Tiffany looked around. “My first time in, but I like it. And this,” she waved the book, “looks perfect. If it’s okay, I’d like to take a look.”

      “Please do. Customers are always welcome to browse.”

      She waved as I headed back to the counter to take a gander at the day’s sales so far.

      

      A few minutes later, Elle Heron from the local farm stand stopped by with two buckets of cut flowers. Each week, she delivered new stems for the tiny vases on the tables in the café, and recently, I’d added an order for a big bouquet to put on the front desk. I knew most people thought of flowers as spring-time things, but the fall colors – the sunflowers and late dahlias, even the weird green seed pods that Elle called “hairy balls” – made me happy.

      “Oh, those look incredible, Elle. What are these?” I asked as I lifted flowers that looked like Dr. Seuss’s Christmas trees.

      “Celosia,” Elle said. “They’re just so perky and bright.”

      I nodded. I loved all the reds and yellows. “These will be perfect for the tables.”

      “Yep, and this batch is for you.” Out of one bucket, she lifted a perfectly-arranged group of sunflowers in the most brilliant golds and oranges I’d ever seen. She slipped them into the green glass vase I had washed earlier for this very purpose, and they made the entire counter look more happy.

      “Oh, I LOVE them, and you know Daniel’s favorite flowers are sunflowers.” I blushed a little at my impromptu confession.

      “Well, then these should make him even sweeter on you than he already is, if that’s even possible.” She batted her eyes at me and put a finger in her cheek before she turned toward the bookshelves behind her. “Mind if I take a look at your business section. I have an idea for expanding my market share, but I want to be sure I revise my business plan before I go too far.”

      I smiled. “Sure. You know where the business section is, right?”

      “Yep.” She headed right toward it.

      That was one of the reasons I loved Elle – she was a fellow businesswoman, and, like me, she was always looking for ways to improve her cash flow while also serving her customers better. The difference between Elle and me was that she loved a written plan, and I loved to wing it. Both of us had done alright so far, so I took that as yet another sign that it takes all kinds in the world.

      As I ran a quick report on the morning’s sales, Marcus returned from the café with two mugs of steaming hot tea, for which I was mighty grateful. I’d have preferred a latte, but even a decaf one might have too much caffeine for my middle-aged body. I loved sleep too much to risk it.

      “I thought yours smelled so good that I couldn’t resist,” Marcus said as he sipped from his own mug. “Can you smell it?”

      I could. Cinnamon and something sweet. “Is that nutmeg?”

      He winked. “You’ll like it.”

      I took a little sip, and grinned. “Seriously, pumpkin tea? I didn’t even know that was a thing.” I perched myself on the stool behind the counter and took another sip. “It’s just a little sweet, but I don’t taste sugar.

      “Nope. No sugar. The tea shop I get it from up in Easton doesn’t sweeten their blends,” Rocky said as she hopped up on the counter beside Marcus. “But the owner said that she thinks it’s the blend of spices that make people think it’s sweetened, like a pumpkin pie.”

      “Well, I’ll take the illusion of sweetness without the calories. No problem there,” I said.

      “Good because I brought in a bunch more of her teas, too, and she’s going to be here in the café on Saturday to do a demo of how to brew loose tea well. Hope that’s okay.” Rocky looked at me over the rim of her own mug.

      “More than okay. I love that. I never have been able to figure out how to use an infuser without leaving bits of tea in the mug. Those little sprigs get caught in my teeth. I hate that more than I hate pulp in orange juice.”

      “You hate pulp in orange juice?” Marcus asked. “What is it? Too much like an actual orange.”

      “Precisely. I don’t like oranges either.” I laughed and then watched Elle come back to the counter, a book in her hand and a frown on her face.

      She gave a subtle swing of her head back toward the direction from which she’s come then asks, “You know that woman over there? The thin one?”

      I catch a glimpse of Tiffany’s legs and say, “Just met her. Tiffany Steinberg. Apparently, she’s a runner.”

      Elle took out her debit card as I rang up her book, with the employee discount of course. “That makes sense then. She was just talking with someone about Coach Cagle.”

      “Oh yeah, she knew him, I guess. But pretty much everybody’s talking about his murder, right? Something else?” Elle was still frowning, and I knew my friend well enough to recognize when something was troubling her.

      “I’m not sure. She was saying that she was glad somebody took care of him. ‘He got what he deserved.’ That’s what she said.” Elle shrugged and shimmied her shoulders. “I don’t disagree, but something about how she said it.”

      I pursed my lips and leaned over to see more of Tiffany in the wing chair. She was reading again, so it wouldn’t do me any good to eavesdrop by pretending to straighten the books there.

      “Maybe he harassed her,” Rocky said. “If someone had been harassing me, scaring me like Coach did a lot of women, I’d probably be relieved if he was dead.”

      Elle shrugged again. “Yeah, maybe.” She smiled. “Well, thanks for the book, Harvey. Rocky, Marcus, good to see you, too.”

      “You’ll let us know about this new angle of the business?”

      “As soon as I get the details in place, you’ll know. Trust me.” She winked as she slipped her book under her arm.

      Ooh, another mystery, I thought.
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      On Tuesday morning when I got to the store to open, a huge, wooden, flat trailer was parked in the alley behind the shop. The float had arrived.

      Daniel nearly scared me out of my skin when he dropped an arm around my shoulder as I stood by the trailer, a bit flabbergasted.

      “Sorry,” Daniel said as he bent to kiss my cheek after I had jumped nearly high enough to clear the trailer. “Didn’t mean to startle you. You were really concentrating there. Brainstorming how to decorate?”

      I looked from him to the trailer and back again. It was so big, and I didn’t know if our doghouse, the shrubs that the garden center next door were loaning us, and our scant cast were going to fill it enough. We might look far more like Charlie Brown’s Christmas Tree than I wanted. I mean, I appreciated the symbolic nature of the cartoon, but on a float – we might just look cheap or even worse – uncreative. “More like trying to decide how many pumpkins I can buy to fill her up. Does that stand out by the highway still have a lot of them? Maybe I can buy their old ones, the ones that are starting to go? I don’t think I can afford to buy dozens of fresh pumpkins, but the slightly rotted ones will look okay if we pile them up, right? Or maybe I can make a whole bunch from papier-mâché? I can go a couple nights without sleep—”

      “Whoa, Harvey. Take a breath. We’re okay. The float will look great. You and Mart have done a great job designing it. And look,” he pulled a bright yellow T-shirt out from behind his back, “I have my costume well in hand.”

      I stared at the shirt and said, “It’s not striped.” I felt my panic starting to rise again.

      “That’s what this is for.” He held up a fat, black marker.

      “You’re going to draw the stripes? What if you—”

      “And this,” he said as he drew a ruler out of his back pocket. “It’ll be perfect, Harvey. Besides, it’s the local parade. We’re not passing in front of Macy’s or anything . . . unless of course there’s something you haven’t told me yet.” He feigned a look of panic by making his eyes wide and dropping his jaw. “We aren’t going to New York are we?”

      I punched him lightly in the stomach. “No. I just,” I sighed, “I just want it to look good. It’s advertising, but more, I don’t want to let the town down.”

      Daniel snorted with laughter. “Harvey, the last thing you could do is let this town down. Your events bring new people all the time, and the number of fundraisers you’ve done for folks hasn’t gone unnoticed.” He drew me against his chest. “Honestly, I think you could probably walk down the street reading Harry Potter and people would still cheer.”

      I squeezed him and then took a step back to look into his face. “Okay, I’ll stop fretting. Thanks. But maybe I should get a few pumpkins?”

      “Fret not. Let me take care of any pumpkin-related needs, okay?” He pointed to the doghouse. “For now, let’s work on getting this up there.”

      We spent the next few minutes hefting the doghouse – okay, Daniel did the hefting, and I supervised –and putting it into position. It took up a good quarter of the flatbed, and I could see we would be fine. I did jot down “yellow and orange streamers” on the palm of my hand, though. The sides needed something.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but there’s this invention called paper.” Cate’s voice echoed off the back of the store as she walked up the alley. I could see her car down a ways, behind the art coop she ran.

      I looked at my hand and then at my dear friend. “I’ve heard of that material. Flat. Often white. Porous.”

      “That’s the one.” She gave me a hug. “Seriously, Harvey, just put a notebook in your pocket.”

      “Why didn’t I think of that?” I rolled my eyes. “You know, I’ve tried over and over again to carry a notepad with me, but I always end up setting it down somewhere. But my skin, it’s always here.”

      Now Cate rolled her eyes and turned to look at the float. “That doghouse looks great. How does Mayhem like it?”

      My pup lifted her head from the patch of grass she’d claimed when we’d arrived and looked less than stoked by the idea of a doghouse. Beside her, Taco snored from his completely prone position with his butt against her back.

      “You actually think she’s going to sleep in a doghouse?” Daniel said. “Only if Harvey puts it on her own bed inside the house.”

      Cate laughed. “You’re one to talk, Mr. Bassett-Hound Sofa Man.”

      Daniel puffed out his chest. “Taco is a fragile flower.” He laughed. “Mind if he spends the day, Harvey?”

      I looked over at the two dogs who were now making a perfect T in the grass with their bodies, smiled and said, “I don’t know. He might be a handful.”

      “Only if you try to pick him up,” Daniel said over his shoulder as he headed down the alley. “Lunch?”

      “Perfect. Lu’s got a new mole sauce I want to try.” Ever since we’d been dating, Daniel and I had been meeting for lunch at Lu’s lunch truck. He’d introduced me to her tacos on one of our first dates, and I wasn’t willing to swear that his taste in food wasn’t what had made me fall in love with him.

      Cate helped me coax the two hounds into the back door of the shop, and once in, they headed right to the front window, where their matching dog beds were waiting. I didn’t complain. We’d had more than one new customer come in because of the cute puppies in the window.

      “What brings you by on this fine morning, my friend?” I asked as I logged into the register and then moved to the back of the store where Rocky was already brewing coffee in the café.

      “I saw the trailer and wanted to get a sense of scale for the pumpkin. I’m going to start it tonight.” She tucked her small frame into a chair by the window and flipped her sleek black hair behind her ears.

      I took a deep breath, but I still heard the squeak in my voice as I sat down across from her and said, “You haven’t started yet?”

      Cate laid her hand over mine. “Don’t worry. Lucas built the frame over the weekend. I’ll do a few layers each night and paint it on Friday. We’ll be ready in plenty of time for Saturday. papier-mâché is really easy.”

      I shivered as I remembered my attempt to make a piñata for my own thirteenth birthday. All that had resulted was a big pile of rock-hard newspaper that my mom had needed to help me pry off our dining room table. “Easy for you, maybe?” I said.

      “I am an artiste,” Cate said with a laugh. My friend was a very talented photographer, but she had none of the pretention that so many people think artists carry. If anything, she was one of the most down-to-earth people I knew. She squeezed my hand. “I also wanted to see if you’re still game to try the new hair salon in town. I’m going this afternoon, and I booked you an appointment, too, just in case you could get off.”

      I laughed. “You’re very optimistic.” I frowned. “Or you really think I need a haircut.” I had a thick mop of hair that required a drastic amount of pomade, a kerchief, or a baseball cap to tame.

      “You know I love your curl.” Cate reached up and tugged on a lock that was dangling over my left eye. “My parents gave me many things, but fun hair is not one of them.”

      I laughed. “I would love to have your hair. It’s so—”

      “Straight. Boring. There are many great things about my Korean heritage, but I wouldn’t rank my hair as one of them.” Cate flipped her hair back, and it fell into the exact position it had been in before.

      If I did that, I’d have some rogue curl flinging wildly in the air. On rare days, I loved my hair, but today was not one of those days. And I definitely needed a haircut. Right now, the sides were puffing out and making my hair look a third bigger than it was. “I’m in. What time?”

      We made plans for our haircuts at three p.m., and Rocky sent Cate out with a big mug of coffee and a cinnamon scone. I followed her to the door to turn on the neon open sign and to greet Galen and Mack on their weekly visit to the bookstore.

      Mack took a hard left as soon as he was in and nestled himself – with a bit of brute force – between Mayhem and Taco in the window as Galen headed back to the mystery section with a big wave. Not many men read cozy mysteries, but Galen did – voraciously. That man could finish a novel a day most weeks, and he was, hands-down, my best customer, even without his continual promotion of the shop on his Instagram feed.

      I waved back and then headed to the front of the store to snap a picture of the dogs for our own Instagram page. Our likes always climbed when I tagged Mack. Someday, we might have as many followers as the Bulldog, but not any day soon.

      A few minutes later, Galen came to the counter with his usual stack of titles. “This one is for you.” He handed me a small paperback book with brightly colored yarn on the cover. “I mean for you to read. Obviously, it’s yours since you own it.” The wrinkles at the corners of Galen’s gray eyes got deeper in his white skin. The man is probably close to seventy-five, but he hasn’t lost any of the spring in his step. “The sleuth reminds me of you.”

      A groan sounded somewhere over my shoulder, and I looked back to see Marcus standing behind me. “Harvey does not need any encouragement in the sleuthing department. I thought you knew that, Galen.” Marcus was smiling, but there was a serious undertone to his words.

      “Oh, it’s not the sleuthing I’m thinking of – although now that you mention it.” He winked at me. “No, she’s a business owner in a small town, or at least she becomes one.” Galen winced. “Sorry. That’s a small spoiler, but the book is still good.”

      “Yarned and Dangerous. Sounds fun. Thanks, Galen. I’ll give it a read.”

      “Good. And then write the author and tell her we need more books in this series. There are only two, and I’m aching for more.”

      I laughed. “Ah, so you’re just using me for your own bookish ends.”

      “You bet I am, Ms. Beckett. I have to get my book fix whatever way I can.” He slid the rest of the stack – maybe ten books – toward me. “These, however, are for me to take home.”

      I glanced at his titles. Mostly mysteries but a couple YA fantasy titles, too. “I didn’t take you for a Ghost Academy reader, Galen.” I’d read the books a couple of weeks earlier and reviewed them on my Goodreads feed, but they weren’t to everyone’s taste.

      “Believe it or not, I read most of the things you recommend, Harvey, even books about ghosts who have to go to school.”

      I cackled. “I’ll take that as a high compliment.” I bagged his purchases and then handed him a dog treat. “Rocky has started offering doggy goodies in the café. She wanted Mack to be the first to sample her latest – pumpkin cookies.”

      Galen waved the cookie in the air, and as if by some sort of psychic sense, Mack lifted his head and then lumbered over. Without hesitation, he ate the whole thing in one bite. “Mack approves,” Galen said to Rocky as he headed her way. “Let’s do a photo of those, shall we?”

      Rocky laughed. “I’d be honored.”

      

      By some great gift of fortune or friendship, Lu parked her truck right in front of the shop for the lunch rush, and Marcus and I had our hands full for the late morning and early afternoon as customers decided to browse our shelves before or, it appeared from the greasy fingerprints on the front door, after they sampled Lu’s delicious offerings.

      Fortunately, though, the crowd thinned by the time Daniel arrived, and the warm sun made it possible for us to eat our tacos on a bench just up the street. It was one of those autumn days where everything felt perfect. The sunlight was that particular shade of gold that only comes in the autumn, but the breeze carries with it the scent of leaves and last night’s wood fires. “This day is perfect,” I said as I leaned back and rubbed my stomach, now full of Lu’s new chicken with mole tacos. “I could live a year of days like this.”

      Daniel sighed. “I know what you mean, but don’t you think maybe it’s particularly amazing because we don’t have a year full of these kind of days. They might not be so amazing if we didn’t have the skin-boiling heat of late August or the near-freezing rainy days of March, right?”

      I sighed. “You may be right, but today, I’m going to pretend I’d like every day to be this way.” I sat up and stretched my arms above my head just as a group of joggers passed by in the bike lane on Main Street. “I know I’m not a jogger, but I don’t think I’d choose to run on this road.”

      “It is a little tight,” Daniel agreed as he reached down to pat Taco’s belly. The Basset was stretched full-length beneath the bench, and Mayhem was resting against my shins. “But you know that for some people, exercise is a spectator sport.”

      I guffawed. “You mean the way I do it? As a spectator.”

      Daniel grinned. “No. I mean that some people run or bike or lift weights by the windows of the gym so that people will notice. It feeds their ego.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I guess, but it’s hard for me to imagine. I prefer no one see me all sweaty and red-faced myself, but then, I don’t look like that when I run.” I pointed at a tall, blonde woman with long legs fairly gliding down the road.

      “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t had the pleasure.”

      “And be glad of that because as I’ve said, if I’m running, it’s because something is after me.”

      Daniel helped me to my feet. “ Word has it you’re in for a haircut today.”

      I threw my head back. “I can’t believe it. The gossip mill of St. Marin’s even has the chain going for a haircut.”

      “You, my dear, are often the talk of the town.” He flipped my hand into the crook of his arm and then bent to pick up the dogs’ leashes. “But this time, I think it’s the where of your styling that is big news.”

      I stopped. “Why? Is this stylist infamous for shaving random stripes in your hair?”

      “Oh, nothing like that. He’s really good. Just, well, unconventional for St. Marin’s.”

      I took a step back. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “Nope. Some things are better as surprises. Stop by the garage when you’re done. I can’t wait to see how Scott works his magic on you.”

      I started walking again and huffed as I went. “So you think I need a new haircut, too?”

      Daniel put both hands up in front of his chest. “I never said that. You always look amazing.” He held my gaze to affirm that he meant what he said. “I’ll just say this, Scott is to hair what an expert pin-striper is to a hot rod.”

      I groaned. “Like I’m going to get a car metaphor. Thanks a lot.” But I was laughing. All this mystery was actually getting me a little excited about the appointment. Daniel laughed too as he handed me Mayhem’s leash and headed toward the garage  with a smile.

      

      At two thirty, I waved to Marcus and headed down the street with Mayhem to the art co-op. I’d told Cate I’d meet her there because she said the new salon was closer to her place than mine. As I walked, I saw Elle outside her farm stand. She had sawhorses and some long boards in front of her. I waved, and she lifted a quick hand in front of her before dropping her head and starting up the circular saw. Clearly, she was focused on her project. I wondered if all that woodworking had to do with her new business venture, and I was curious about why she hadn’t asked our friend Woody, an expert carpenter, to help her with her project. I sighed and pushed down my curiosity. I’d find out what I needed to know when I needed to know it . . . or when I found a subtle way to get more information.

      I walked the next couple of blocks brainstorming what books I might order and give to Elle to spark a conversation about her new project. My friends were right. I was downright nosy, so why not embrace it?

      As I walked up to the co-op, I lost all track of my nosy conniving when I saw the storefront next to art studios. Hanging from almost invisible lines were several dozen hand mirrors. Each of them was unique – some painted bright reds or purples and others the original gilt of silver or gold. They hung from the base of the window to the top, and I was mesmerized by their spinning and the way they reflected light into the shop behind them and out onto the street, too.

      I felt a hand slip around my waist. “Amazing, isn’t it? Scott’s got a flair for the visual, that’s for sure.”

      I looked over at Cate beside me. “This is Scott’s shop? Scott the hair-dresser?”

      “Sure enough.” My friend looked down at the huge, pink Swatch watch she wore on her left wrist. “We’re right on time.” She pushed open the silver door to the left of the window and held it open while I walked into the most amazing hair salon I’d ever seen. I couldn’t figure out what to gawk at first – the beautiful wallpaper of giant dahlias in bright colors, the antique mirrors that hung in front of the two salon chairs, or the barn-wood that clad the check-in desk. It was so wild and so eclectic that I didn’t think I would ever get tired of being there.

      Then, when a huge man with tattoos on every inch of visible skin, a massive nose ring, and a smile came to the desk to greet us, I was totally sold. I would get my hair cut here for the rest of my life. “I’m Harvey, and this is Cate. We’re here for cuts. You must be Scott?”

      Often, people assumed I was extroverted because I was really friendly, case in point here, but really, I just loved people. And I loved unusual people who were comfortable being themselves the most. Clearly, Scott was one of those people.

      “Hi Harvey and Cate. Yes, I am Scott. Glad you came in. Harvey, Cate has insisted you go first. That okay with you?”

      I looked at Cate who wiggled her eyebrows toward me, and then said, “Sure.” Scott pointed toward the chair closest to the front of the shop and then said, “Let me get you a chair, Cate. We can all talk together.” He then came around the desk and picked up a paisley velvet wingchair with one arm and brought it to his styling station.

      I slid down into the styling chair, and as Scott pumped me to the height where all of my head appeared in the gold-filigreed mirror in front of me, he said, “So what are we doing with all this beautiful, curly wildness? Not coloring out your racing stripes I hope.”

      “I call them the same thing,” I said, tugging at the white stripes of hair that were growing ever wider near my temples. “No, I actually like those. But color? I hadn’t thought of that.”

      Cate winked at Scott and then looked at me. “That’s actually Scott’s specialty. Color, that is.”

      I turned my head and looked at Cate. “Oh, it is, is it?” I put my hand over my mouth and whispered very loudly. “You brought me here to fulfill your evil plans for purple haven’t you?”

      Scott tapped my shoulder. “I’m really hard of hearing, so if you could, please be sure I can see your lips in the mirror. That way, I can fill in what I miss by reading your lips.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I was just teasing Cate. She’s been trying to get me to do a purple stripe in my hair for months now.” I looked steadily into the mirror and spoke a little more slowly.

      “Oh, I like the idea of a stripe,” the stylist said as he pulled his fingers through my hair. “But I think blue, like a shade darker than royal, would be better.”

      I blushed and tried to picture it. But I was not a person who had been gifted with the ability to visualize things. Fortunately, I was very trusting, and Scott looked like someone I could trust. “I like the sound of that. That is my favorite color.”

      “I thought so,” Scott said. “Now, let’s get you washed up.” He led me to the wash basin, which was delightfully covered in flower stickers. As he draped the towel around me, he said, “You probably already know this, but curly hair needs special care.”

      He stepped in front of me so he could see my mouth as I responded. “I know some, but I’d love to hear it from an expert.” So while Scott gave my hair a great scrub and then almost put me to sleep with the most amazing head massage, he told me all about the schedule for washing my hair, what kind of towel I needed to dry it with, and what shampoos and conditioners he’d recommend.

      When he was done, he led me back to the chair, and Cate waved a notebook at me. “Don’t worry. I wrote it all down,” she said. “You looked like you might not be able to pay attention at the moment.”

      “I would pay just to have someone wash my hair for an hour,” I said with a contented sigh.

      “You know, that might be a really legit line of business if someone can get the marketing right,” Scott quipped. Then his expression got serious. “Thoughts on a cut.”

      “Honestly, I know I just met you, but I trust you. Do your thing.”

      Scott grinned. “I love when people say that.”

      For the next thirty minutes, I watched as wisps of hair fell to the ground and wondered exactly what the final product would look like, especially with the new blue stripe he was applying to the asymmetrical cut. I would have to wait, though.

      While the dye set, Scott set to work on Cate’s black tresses, and within twenty minutes she had this cute, sassy cut that fell across her forehead at the perfect angle to not block her vision for a moment.

      We chatted as Scott worked, and I found out that he and his wife had recently moved to town. They had two children, ages four and six, and they were cat people. Maine Coone Cat people to be specific. The three of us spent a fair amount of time discussing how Maine Coones were really the ideal cat – robust enough to handle rugged handling like a dog, but cuddly, too. Plus, they were pretty independent, which we all agreed was both a strength and a major character flaw. But it was their cute chirp of a meow that had made us all fall in love. Scott even showed us pictures of his cat Moose on his phone. I knew I’d have to meet that cat someday.

      As soon as I got back in the chair, Scott removed the foils and smiled. There it was, a bright blue stripe next to my white one. I loved it.

      “So I’m guessing you’re a pomade and go kind of woman,” Scott said, “but I’d like to dry and style you today . . . no extra charge. That okay?”

      I laughed. “Sure.” Stylists always wanted to play with my hair. Something about how much of it I had and its curliness was irresistible to hair artists. “Just no flat irons, please. I always feel guilty when I can’t maintain that for more than a few hours.”

      “I would not even try it. The humidity would just undo it as soon as you went out the door.”

      I nodded. “Yep.” I had to admit being pampered felt pretty good. I felt my shoulders drop a millimeter as Scott fluffed and finger-curled my hair.

      “So there was a murder yesterday, right? I didn’t expect St. Marin’s to be a place for murder.”

      So much for my relaxed shoulders. “You’d be surprised,” I said.

      “Yep. If Baltimore had murder rates like this, Laura Lippman wouldn’t have to write fiction.”

      For a second, I watched Scott’s face to see if our comments were worrying him. The guy had kids after all. But he seemed fine. Nonplussed, in fact. I loved that word.

      “So who was the guy who was killed?”

      “The local track coach,” Cate said. “He coached at the high school but also trained individual runners. Our friend Mart was one of his athletes. She found him, actually.”

      Scott shivered. “Oh, that must have been awful.”

      “It was. She’s my roommate. It was a hard day.” I remembered Mart’s frenzied face as she’d run into the shop.

      I watched as Scott somehow managed to get the giant tsunami of a wave on the right-side of my head to curve perfectly against my face and sighed. I was going to have to come here all the time now. That was going to be a big blow to my budget for Lu’s tacos.

      “Police have any leads?” Scott asked as he unvelcroed my cape.

      Cate glanced at me before saying, “Not that I’ve heard. Sheriff Tucker is good, though. He’ll catch the killer.”

      “Sure hope so,” the stylist said as he followed us to the front counter. “I don’t like the idea of a murderer being loose in town. Too bad about the guy, though. I used to be an athlete myself. I was thinking of taking up running. I could have used a coach.”

      I studied Scott’s broad shoulders and muscled arms. “I would have pegged you for more of a rugby player than a runner.”

      “Football actually. Tight end.”

      I nodded like I knew what that meant. At least I’d learned enough to recognize it as a position in the game. “Ah, yes. Coach Cagle was good, I hear, as a coach at least.”

      A flash of something – anger, confusion, frustration – went across Scott’s face, but it was gone before he looked up to take my debit card. “Good coaches, really good ones are hard to find.”

      “I wouldn’t really know, I guess. Not much of an athlete myself.” I took my card back.” Thanks, Scott. This is amazing. I’ll be back for sure.”

      We left the shop, and I felt more stylish and playful than I had in a long time. Cate kept flipping her hair from side to side, so I expected she felt the same way. “He’s good,” I said.

      “Yep, the best. I hear his shop in Minneapolis was the hot ticket.”

      “Ah, that’s where he’s from. I couldn’t place the accent.” Scott said “O” like it was two syllables . . . kind of like how I said “I.” “Well, I’m glad he’s here now.” I glanced down the street toward Daniel’s shop. “Think he’ll like it?”

      “Of course he will, but even if he doesn’t, it’s your hair . . . and you like it, right?”

      I reached up to lightly touch my head. “I do. A lot.”

      “That’s all that matters.” She gave me a hug and headed back to the co-op.

      I unwrapped Mayhem’s leash from the light pole where she’d waited patiently while her adoring fans showered her with dog treats – I could tell by her swollen belly – and we walked toward Daniel’s shop.
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      I needn’t have worried about my hair. Daniel complimented it, made a joke about the blue stripe – “Getting full sleeves of tattoos next, Ms. Beckett?” – and then began telling me all the details about the Volvo that had quit running at 120 miles. “Blown fuse, I think, but I have to take the entire back end apart and have a special tool to get at it . . .” I glazed over at that point and started thinking about those round fuses that I’d had in a couple of the apartments I’d lived in. That led me to think about the glass insulators that used to be on power lines and how Woody had dozens of them in his workshop. And that made me think about the drives my parents used to take when I was a kid and how I’d watch the power lines for miles.

      Eventually, my train of thought wound back around to the runners we’d seen the day before. I didn’t talk about it, but I had once trained for a marathon back when I lived in San Francisco. It was one of those run for charity things, and I’d been great at the raising money part. Not so great at the running. An injury had sidelined me for the full marathon, but I did complete the half. Mom had come to cheer me on, and she’d even bought a goofy hat – like the one I’d worn to support Mart – and made her way around the race points to cheer me on.

      I must have started smiling at the memory because Daniel said, “Somehow, I don’t think you’re smiling about my ten-minute rundown on why I hate Volvos.”

      Shaking my head a bit, I said, “Oh, sorry. I got lost in my own thoughts. What were you saying?”

      He kissed my cheek and said, “Never mind, my punk rock girl. I was just venting.” He wiped his hands on a rag that he always kept in one pocket of his coveralls. “What were you thinking about?”

      I stretched my arms high above my head. “Running.”

      “Coach Cagle?”

      “Not specifically, but kind of.” I told Daniel about the runner in the shop this morning and about how even the newest person in town had known about the murder.

      “You’re surprised. I expect Scott heard about it the minute he opened yesterday morning. I hear people like to gossip in hair salons.” Daniel winked at me. The man had never set foot in a hair salon in his life. He did, however, have a very committed relationship with a little old white-haired man up on the way to Easton. The guy cut his hair every two weeks for just five dollars a cut. When that man died, Daniel was going to be devastated.

      I shrugged. “I guess. I am just always surprised by how fast news travels here.”

      “Not much else going on in the off-season.”

      “Not much but fuses that blow at 120 miles.”

      Daniel laughed. “You were paying attention.”

      I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Join us for an Outlander binge tonight. Mostly us girls, but you’re more than welcome.”

      “You know I’d love to watch an attractive Scotsman woo my woman, but I think I’ll pass.” He kissed me softly on the lips. “See you tomorrow. I’ll come by at lunch to get more done on the float.”

      I waved as Mayhem and I left. I started to say goodbye to Taco on his dog bed by Daniel’s office, but since his feet were in the air, I figured the kindest goodbye was a silent one.

      

      My route home took me right up Main Street, so I decided to stop in and see Elle, partially because I wanted some spinach and lettuce for a salad and partially because I thought I could snoop around about her new business plan. Fortunately, the business part was easy to suss out as she and Woody were talking about it at the front door when I walked up.

      “Howdy, Stranger,” Woody said as he gave me a firm handshake. I appreciated handshakes, more than I did hugs actually. There was something personal yet not too demanding about them.

      “Hey Woody. Hey Elle. What you two doing?”

      Woody looked to Elle and then back to me. “Actually, we were just talking about you.”

      I felt my face flush. “That bad, huh? My ears weren’t burning.” I wiggled my eyebrows because I never could wiggle my ears. “So why am I the big news?”

      Elle spun me around so I was facing the shop, and I saw what she had created from all the lumber she’d been working with earlier – big planter boxes that were mounted to the front of her shop below the windows. “Want some?”

      “Are you kidding? I’d love some. These are amazing. Elle, is this what you were making when I walked by before?”

      She grinned. “It is. Woody gave me the specs, and I thought I’d try it out. This is the new part of my business.” She glanced over at Woody. “Well, our business.”

      “You’re making planter boxes as a business?” I asked, a bit puzzled. That seemed like a mighty specific item, especially on the scale of these boxes. They were almost four feet wide and two feet deep. Perfect for a storefront, but less so for a house.

      “Well, yes, but other garden-related wood crafts, too. Our idea is that Woody could build – on site if necessary – and I could fill the items or provide the seeds for do-it-yourself folks.” Elle was bouncing on the balls of her feet.

      “Right. Planter boxes of all sizes, raised beds, even benches and such for landscaping. We’re calling it ‘Box and Bloom.’” Woody said with a smile. “What do you think?”

      I was already imagining all the things I wanted them to create for our yard. Mart, Elle, Cate, and I had tackled garden boxes this spring, but now, I knew I needed some planters for the windows, maybe a bench or two for the side yard. I could even ask Elle to give me a plan for a perennial shade garden. “I love it,” I said. “I’d like to order two planters for the shop for as soon as possible. I’ll fill them with autumn flowers and then something for winter. You can guide me, right?” I winked at Elle.

      “Absolutely. But you don’t need to order them. We’re going to build them for you for free, Harvey, if you’ll let us. We’d just like to put a little sign in the boxes to advertise. What do you think?” Elle’s cheeks were rosy around her big smile.

      “Oh, I love that. Happy to advertise, and I’ll ask Mrs. Dawson to do an ad for the newsletter, too, okay?”

      Woody let out a small chuckle. “I’ll leave you to the marketing. I have some planter boxes to build. Bring them by tomorrow, Harvey?”

      “If you can build them that fast, sure.”

      “Oh, they’re almost done.” Woody waved as he headed out the door.

      “He knew you’d say yes,” Elle whispered as she turned back to her planters. “Your reputation for kindness proceeds you.” She bent down and hefted a big bag of organic potting soil. “Want to help?”

      “Absolutely.” I tied Mayhem to another light pole, confident that with Elle’s ever-present bowl of water for passing dogs and her adoring fans, the pup would be fine, and proceeded to spend the next hour planting whatever Elle handed me. By the time we were done, the planters looked amazing – all bright colors against burgundies and greens that set them off. Her shop had always been gorgeous, but now, it was even more so. “Oh, I can’t wait to see what you do at my place.”

      “I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon and get them filled, okay?”

      “Perfect. Now, can I buy some lettuce and spinach . . . and maybe use your bathroom to wash my hands?”

      

      A bag of baby spinach and a head of butter leaf lettuce in hand, Mayhem and I made it home with just enough time to prep a big salad and pop the shepherd’s pie into the oven.

      I’d premade the pie because I didn’t want to have to do all the cooking that night, and I’d had a dedicated audience, even at eight a.m. While I’d browned the hamburger and boiled the potatoes, Aslan had sat on top of the refrigerator watching. She wasn’t allowed on the counters, a lesson she learned from sheer terror when I’d placed sheets of slightly crumped aluminum foil on all the countertops to deter her, but she taunted me by going right from a bar stool to the fridge in one leap. Now, she was sitting there licking her paws as if she was a lioness watching her servant prepare her dinner.

      I had rolled my eyes at Mayhem, who was pretending to be more nonchalant about the possibility of hamburger fat under the peninsula. Both of them were ridiculous, but I was glad Taco wasn’t here. For a low, slow basset, he was mighty quick and mighty tall when he stood up on those back legs to grab something off the counter. Just last week, he’d consumed the entire batch of chocolate chip cookies Mart had made. It’s a good thing he was on the portly side or all that chocolate might have been problematic.

      Now, Aslan and Mayhem were sleeping back-to-back on the couch. It wasn’t a position they took up casually – there was a lot of eying and pillow smooshing involved – but more and more, I thought they liked each other, even if they wanted to pretend they didn’t. They weren’t fooling me, though. I knew that as soon as that pie came out of the oven, they’d both be waiting patiently for Mart to give them a taste. She was a total sucker for their subterfuge.

      As I pulled the pie out of the oven, I heard Mart’s car pull into the driveway, and as she came in the door, I said, “Perfect timing!” and gestured toward the steaming pie, the crisp salad, and the two glasses of red wine.

      “That looks so good,” Mart said as she draped her long, hand-knitted scarf over the bar stool, washed her hands, then grabbed the spoon to serve herself a mashed-potato-heavy serving of pie. “Thank you.”

      “You’re most welcome,” I said as I slid in next to her. “I hope you like the wine.” I was no sommelier but I had popped into Chez Cuisine, after calling ahead to be sure Max wasn’t in, to ask Symeon’s advice on the proper pairing. He’d recommended a shiraz, and I was excited to see if I’d met Mart, the wine expert’s, high standard.

      She picked up her glass and gave it a swirl. Then, she took a deep breath with her nose in the glass and promptly put it down. “Needs to breath a bit more.” She looked over and saw my crest-fallen expression. “No, it’s a perfect choice. A medium-bodied shiraz, notes of plum. Just needs a little more air in it.”

      I nodded like I knew what any of that meant and filled my plate, following Mart’s lead on the mashed potatoes. “How was the day?” I asked as I took a sip of my wine. I didn’t think more air would change my opinion of the wine much.

      “Well, I stopped by the high school track to do my run since they have the lights on for football practice, and you won’t guess what I heard?”

      “A long string of numbers and then ‘Hut!’? A cheerleader asking if her basket fold was tight enough? A tuba?” I gave her a sly smile.

      She tilted her head and smacked my hand. “Okay, yes, but also, two of the teachers at the high school had filed a sexual harassment lawsuit against Coach Cagle.”

      “Oh, wow. So I guess he wasn’t just nasty to teenagers, then?”

      “Apparently not.” Mart finally took a sip of her wine and the smiled. “It’s good. No, I heard a couple of the cross country runners talking. A math teacher and a guidance counselor had asked students to come forward if they’d been harassed. Apparently, they were putting together a big case with a lawyer from Annapolis and everything.”

      I chewed a bite of the salad and thanked the gods of balsamic for simple salad dressing that was so good. “But the case hasn’t been heard yet?”

      “I guess not. The girls were saying that the teachers and some students had gone to the principal and then the school board about it, but they hadn’t taken action. So they decided to sue.” Mart slipped Mayhem a big piece of hamburger. Total sucker. “I ran behind the girls for a few laps, so I got the whole scoop. Apparently, they were suing for millions.”

      “Wow. That’s serious.” I leaned back in my chair and stretched. “And why haven’t we heard about it before? I mean, I couldn’t wear new shoes without the entire town knowing. Something this big . . . it seems like it would slip out.”

      Mart slid a spoonful of potatoes up to Aslan’s resumed spot on the fridge and acted like I could not see her. “Yeah, I thought about that, too. Maybe they signed non-disclosure agreements or something to protect the case.”

      That seemed reasonable. It would probably be more effective if the defense didn’t know what people were going to say in the hearing. “Still, it’s surprising. We are not a secret-keeping place. I mean everyone knew what a scuzzbucket he was. I’m just surprised no one knew.”

      Mart stopped mid-scoop of her second helping of pie. “Maybe someone did. Maybe someone killed him because they found out.”

      “Why would they do that before the case went to court? I mean, then justice wouldn’t be served.” But as soon as I said it, I knew the flaw in my thinking. “Unless . . . someone was sure he wouldn’t get what they thought he deserved and decided to take matters into their own hands.”

      “I’m just saying,” Mart said around a mouthful of peas and carrots. “What is it that Inspector Gamache is always saying?”

      “What killed people was a feeling,” I whispered.
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      Mart and I watched six episodes of Outlander, and while I enjoyed the costumes and Jamie Fraser, I couldn’t get what Mart had told me out of my head, even in the beautiful eighteenth century Scottish Highlands. What if someone had killed the coach because they were afraid the lawsuit wouldn’t be enough? What if they decided it could never be enough?

      I thought of the runner who had been in the shop, Tiffany Steinburg, and wondered if she had known about the lawsuit. I decided I’d give her a ring – she’d placed a special order for some running books with Marcus by phone yesterday – and suggest a couple more titles for her while also seeing if I could figure out whether she was part of the lawsuit. Elle had thought she sounded really angry, but angry enough to kill instead of just sue? That was the question.

      As I showered, I planned out my question strategy. It wouldn’t work for me to interrogate her of course, but I couldn’t sound too offhand either. I had to have a reason for asking, something she could relate to.

      I was spreading pomade in my hair when Mart propped her hip against the bathroom door. “So how are we sleuthing today?”

      I tried to act naively befuddled, but Mart was on to me. “Don’t even try it, Harvey. I could see the gears working behind your eyes all night last night, and now you’re wearing the ‘What’s my angle?” face.”

      “I wasn’t aware my face had angles any longer. It’s softening into a warm roundness that I associate with kind women who bake cookies, and I kind of like it,” I said testily.

      “I like it, too. Middle age suits you. But seriously, I’m the one who found him, so if you’re sleuthing, so am I.”

      I washed my hands and dried them on the towel by the door as I followed Mart into the living room. “Okay, so there’s this woman—”

      Just then, a sharp knock at the door was followed by the sound of the door opening and our alarm being shut off. Only one other person would come by this early, walk in without being invited, and proceed to make herself this much at home. My mother.
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