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Introduction

The idea for Murder by the Glass came about when anthology coordinators, Teresa Inge and Heather Weidner met for dinner and drinks to brainstorm a mysterious beverage anthology, featuring cocktails, murder, and a glass.

After a few glasses of wine, the authors created Murder by the Glass: Cocktail Mysteries by seventeen established authors, each blending a baffling mystery, a glass, and a murder.


A TASTE OF MURDER

by Alan Orloff

Detective Stephen Baker knelt next to the body, observing without touching. No obvious signs of external violence. No bloody knife sticking out of the victim’s barrel chest. No gunshot wound. No bashed-in skull.

He’d leave it to the Medical Examiner to determine the cause of death, but Baker figured the victim had been poisoned. Call it an experienced detective’s hunch. Of course, the telltale smell of bitter almonds associated with cyanide helped support his theory.

“Hey, Baker.” Vin Cooper, filling in for Baker’s regular partner, had materialized at his side.

Baker rose, knees cracking. He was of a certain vintage and on days like today, he was aging rapidly. “Yeah?”

Cooper held up an evidence bag containing a small empty vial. “Think we got the cause of death. I gave it a sniff before I bagged it. Cyanide.”

Baker silently congratulated himself. “Where did you find it?”

“On the floor. Inside the tasting room. Someone must have dumped it into the victim’s glass and tossed it on the floor.”

“Vic’s name is Woody Tannenbaum. Not a pleasant way to go.”

“There are worse ways,” Cooper said with an acidic tone. “A wine tasting as part of the pre-wedding festivities? Kinda fruity, huh? Whatever happened to bachelor parties? Instead of strippers, we got sippers!”

Cretin. Baker hated it when his regular partner took a vacation. “Did you separate the witnesses?”

“I did, but don’t you mean suspects?” Cooper arched an eyebrow.

Sometimes a fine line. “Perhaps you’re right. But let’s not jump to any conclusions. We’re going to do it all by the book, Vin. I’ll question the witnesses, starting with the groom. You keep looking for physical evidence, okay?”

Cooper narrowed his eyes, and Baker knew he didn’t like getting relegated to the background. But Baker was the senior detective, so he called the shots.

*

Baker set up shop in a dingy back room of Happy Days Vineyards, boxes of wine stacked against one wall. A single overhead bare bulb struggled to illuminate the small space. To him, the oak-paneled room resembled an interrogation room from some old black-and-white detective movie.

Sitting across a cluttered table, the groom, Evan Hunter, wore a silky burgundy shirt which made his hollow expression even starker in the dim light. “Who would want to kill Woody?”

“Who said anybody killed him?” Baker asked.

“You’re homicide detectives, so I assumed. And he was in perfect health, until…” 

“Until he died?” Baker tried to keep his sarcasm in reserve. “Just tell me what happened, and please don’t filter it.” Baker clicked his ballpoint pen open, ready to take notes, even though he had his phone recording the entire interview.

“We were tasting wines, having fun, nothing unusual at all. Woody said he wasn’t feeling well and got up to use the restroom. When he didn’t come back after about fifteen minutes, I went to see what was going on and found him on the floor. That’s all.”

“And he was dead?”

Hunter gulped. “Yes.”

“Did you get along with Tannenbaum?”

“Woody was my best friend. My Best Man. Yes, I got along with him. And if you’re implying I had something to do with this, you’re way off base. We’ve known each other since seventh grade.”

“Okay, if you didn’t kill him, who did?”

Hunter shook his head slowly. “How would I know?”

“It seems that someone in your little wedding party killed him. Care to offer an opinion?”

“No. No. None of us would have killed him.” Something flashed behind Hunter’s mask of grief.

“So, no theories?”

Baker waited for an answer, but Hunter stared at him blankly. Baker could practically see the gears working behind his angular pretty-boy face. He offered a weak smile and kept his mouth shut. More often than not a witness filled the silence.

It didn’t take long before Hunter caved. “Well…” He glanced around then leaned in close, as if someone would overhear them. “I heard Woody and Karl arguing, right after we arrived.”

“Karl Trent? The manager here?”

“Yes. He and Woody were college roommates. Woody reached out to Karl to set this whole thing up. In fact, Karl offered to throw a big shindig here, but we decided to make it more intimate. Thought we’d have a nicer time, just the four of us getting the VIP treatment. Some nice time.” Hunter’s eyes got misty, then he turned and stared at the wall.

“What were they arguing about?”

After a moment, Hunter swiveled around, wiped his eyes dry. “Something about money. About this winery. Karl is a part owner, and a couple years ago, he invited Woody to invest in it too.”

“Walk me through what you saw, what you heard.”

“I was in the breezeway heading toward the restroom when I caught sight of them on the back patio, near one of those large rustic vats. It looked like Woody was about to attack Karl, who seemed quite defensive. Karl started moving backward, but Woody grabbed his arm and wouldn’t let go. Evidently, they heard someone coming from the other corner of the patio, because Woody released Karl before they could finish. Karl said something—tasteless, judging by Woody’s expression—and then stormed off. When Karl started pouring our wines later, everything seemed normal, so maybe they’d resolved their issue.”

Or maybe not.

*

A big man, more beefy than brawny, Karl Trent overflowed the standard-sized chair across the table from Baker. He wore a forest-green flat cap, with the initials of the winery, HDV, subtly embroidered on one side of the brim.

Baker jumped right in. “So you went to school with the victim?”

“That’s right.” Trent’s gaze flitted around the small space, as if he’d never seen his own back supply room before.

“Get along?”

“With Woody? Sure. Back then, and now, too. I arranged this Champagne and Caviar brunch for him. Woody wanted everything to go smoothly for his buddy.” His face sagged.

“Can you tell me about the tasting? How did things unfold?”

“Once everyone arrived, we got them set up in the VIP room. I started by explaining how the tasting would go, just like I always do. We started with some appetizers and caviar, along with the first selections of wine. Usually a staffer handles all the serving and pouring, but since I knew Woody, I took care of it all. No way did I want it to tank.”

“Okay. Anything seem out of the ordinary?”

Trent shook his head. “Nope. They enjoyed the food, enjoyed the wine. I got the feeling they didn’t care so much about all the details of the wine, so I didn’t go into any dense explanations. Kept it light. Everyone seemed to be having a fine time, until… Well, you know.”

Baker nodded solemnly. “Do you know anyone who was having issues with Woody? Anyone who might want to harm him?”

Trent pursed his fleshy lips. “Nope. People liked him. Seemed to gravitate toward him. He could be very charming. Ask the ladies.”

“You ever have an issue with him?”

“Ever? Sure. Nothing major though. Just your typical disagreements. Now and then.”

“Have a disagreement with him today?”

Trent smiled, mouth only, no eyes. “Okay, I get it. I argued with Woody so I must have killed him.” He held out his hands, wrists together. “Slap the cuffs on me, Holmes, you’ve solved the case.”

“Is that a confession?”

Trent jerked his hands back quickly causing his flabby forearms to jiggle. “No way. I didn’t kill Woody. He was my bro. I wouldn’t hurt him.”

“What were you arguing about?”

Trent kept his lips pressed together.

“If you don’t tell me, you know I’m going to think it was something serious. Something worth killing for.”

He exhaled. “Business, all business. Woody bought into this place a couple of years ago, when we needed a cash infusion. He thought he had a nose for this business. At the time, he agreed to be a silent partner, but lately, he’s been a lot less quiet about things. We had a small difference about an ownership issue.”

“My witness described it as more than a small difference.”

“Woody could be dramatic.” Trent shrugged. “Besides, we had disagreements like that frequently.” As soon as he said it, Trent blanched, realizing he wasn’t helping his case. “You know what I mean. Trust me, there’s nothing to it. And more importantly, I didn’t kill Woody.”

“Okay, then. Who did?”

“I’ve been racking my brain, trying to come up with a plausible suspect, but I got nothing.” One of Trent’s eyebrows wiggled. “Although I do know someone who owes him some money.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Woody wanted to buy more of the business—that’s what we were arguing about. I was hesitant, but he insisted. He said something like, quote, ‘As soon as I get repaid, I’ll be in a position to buy a bigger stake in this business.’’”

“Did he say who owed him? Did he say how much?”

Trent’s fidgeting increased. His gaze landed everywhere, except on Baker. Finally, he exhaled. “I hate to incriminate anyone, but I guess you’ll find out eventually. It was Rose. She owed him money. She owed him thirty large.”

*

Rose Harrison’s delicate floral perfume wafted across the small interview room. Lush hair cascaded over her shoulders. She wore a berry-colored sheath dress that accentuated her full-bodied figure, and sat with her hands folded in her lap, staring at Baker with steely eyes. “For the record, I did not kill Woody.”

“I never said you did.” Baker tapped his notebook with his pen. “Although I understand that you owed him a rather large sum of money.”

A blush spread across her face. “That’s right. Thirty thousand dollars. I was about to pay him back, however. Wipe the slate clean.”

“Why did you borrow the money?”

“I lost my job, and I needed some cash to get me through. Woody was kind enough to help me out.”

“From the goodness of his heart?”

With two fingers she swirled her hair. “Woody could be very cooperative. A nice guy.”

“I’m a nice guy, too. Doesn’t mean I’d pony up thirty thousand dollars.” Baker had a feeling there was more to the story. Of course, there usually was. And usually it had a personal angle. “Were you involved with him?”

“Involved?” Rose uncrossed and recrossed her legs in the other direction. 

“Romantically involved. Were you dating him, Ms. Harrison?”

She swallowed. Opened her mouth, snapped it shut. Then her features seemed to melt, and she gave Baker a curt nod. “For about nine months. Ended about a year ago.”

“And who ended it?”

A pause. “It was mutual.”

Baker figured that anytime someone said a break-up was mutual, they were the one who got dumped. “Did you harbor any ill will toward him?”

“No. Like I said, the breakup was mutual. And he’d loaned me money, so really, I was grateful to him.”

“Okay, then. You have any thoughts about who might want to see Woody dead?”

Rose blushed again, then a few tears formed in the corner of her eyes. “She would not have killed him. No way.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“There is no way in the world Sherry would have killed Woody. She’s not vindictive like that.”

“What motive would Sherry have to kill Woody?”

“Because he hopped from my bed into hers.”

“Are you telling me that Woody and the bride had a fling?”

“A fling sounds like a one-night stand. No, this wasn’t ‘any storm in a port.’ Woody and Sherry had an organic thing. Went on for six months or so. Maybe longer.”

“Went on. How long has it been over?”

Rose grimaced. “About two weeks.”

“Don’t tell me, the break-up was mutual.”

“Oh no, not at all. She dumped him, and boy, was he pissed!” she said, with a blend of horror and glee in her voice.

*

The bride-to-be, Sherry Green, looked anything but radiant. She slumped in her chair and dabbed her red eyes with a scrunched-up tissue. As she did, she started to sob uncontrollably.

“Just breathe.” Baker waited for Sherry to regain control, and when she did, he slipped into his softest voice. “Terrible thing to happen on your wedding weekend. So sorry about that.”

Sherry gave a final snuffle and moved her tissue from eyes to nose. “Yes. Thank you. Do you know what happened? I mean, why would anyone want to kill Woody? He was such a sweet person. Never bitter at all.”

“Why do you think?”

“I honestly have no idea.”

“Well, we’ve talked to everyone involved, and a few possible theories have come up.”

“Really?” She sounded surprised, but her eyes told a different story.

“Yes. Seems Woody was quite a…” He let his sentence ferment in the air, like the aroma of spilled wine.

“What? Quite a what?”

Player? Baker cleared his throat. “Well, why don’t you describe him for me?”

A pause. A nod. “Well, sure. Woody was a complex, brilliant man, but he has his faults. Had his faults.” Another sniffle. “Don’t we all? But—”

Baker interrupted. “Maybe you could describe them. His faults, I mean.”

“Okay, I guess. He was a bit…egocentric, maybe. Liked things his own way. Didn’t always obey the rules. But deep down, he was a gentle, caring guy.”

“Sounds like you knew him pretty well.”

“Well, uh, sure. He is—was—Evan’s best friend.” Something caught in her voice.

“Uh huh. I got the idea that you knew him a little better than that.”

Sherry stared at him, wringing her hands. “I’m not sure what you heard exactly, but you can’t believe everything you hear.”

“What do you imagine I heard?”

Her tone hardened. “I see what you’re doing here.”

“Just trying to get to the truth.”

She stared into her lap, then raised her head and met Baker’s eyes. “Okay, I’ll spill. Full disclosure. But I ask one favor. Can you please keep this just between us?”

“This is an official police investigation, Ms. Green.” Baker leaned in, modulated his voice again. Honey, not vinegar. “But I promise to do the best I can. I get no joy wrecking people’s lives.”

“Very well. I…I was seeing Woody.”

“Romantically?”

“Yes. I’m not proud of myself, Detective, but like I said, Woody had that je ne sais quoi. He was kind of a hybrid—he could be bold, aggressive. And decadent. But he also had depth and would occasionally act mature beyond his years.”

“How long had this been going on?”

“Eight months. Up until a couple of weeks ago. I finally realized that I was going to screw up my entire life if I didn’t end it. You see, I love Evan very much, and Woody…well, every woman had a crush on him, but he wasn’t the kind of guy you marry. Too unreliable. I had the feeling that at any moment, he could take flight.”

“What was his reaction when you broke it off?”

“Woody was gentle—most of the time. But he had a hot temper, although he kept it bottled up most of the time. To say he wasn’t happy would be an understatement.”

“Did he threaten you?”

“How do you mean?”

“Did he threaten to tell your fiancé, for instance?”

Sherry tilted her head. “Rose told you that, didn’t she?”

“I don’t divulge my sources.”

“She blabbed. That bitch. After all the secrets I’ve kept for that tart?”

“Did he? Threaten to expose the affair?”

“Yes.”

“And what was your response?”

“Honestly? I told him that if he ruined my life by telling Evan, I’d kill him.”

“Is that a confession?” Baker rarely asked that question, and now, twice in one afternoon.

“Oh, please, I didn’t kill Woody. I loved him. And I don’t know who would.”

“Are you aware that your maid of honor also had a relationship with the deceased?”

Sherry waved her hand in the air dismissively. “That was old news. They’d both moved on. Rose didn’t mind at all. She certainly had no reason to want Woody dead, trust me.”

“What about your fiancé? Did he know about your affair?”

Another wave of the hand, but not as forcefully. “He would never kill Woody. Evan’s not the jealous type.”

“You didn’t exactly answer my question.”

She paused, for what seemed like a full sixty seconds. “I don’t know. I never told him, and he never asked me.” Another long pause. “But he may have suspected.”

*

Baker and Cooper conferred in the impromptu interrogation room.

“Here’s a quick recap. We got four witnesses who are also suspects, and, on balance, they all seem to have motives. What a fiasco!” Baker ran a hand through his hair. Why couldn’t he have gotten a real confession? It would have made things so much simpler. “The bride was having an affair with the victim, so the groom would have a pretty darn good reason to kill him. And the victim had threatened to expose the affair to the groom unless the bride kept it going, so she also had a good reason to want him silenced.”

“Oh boy,” Cooper said. “Our victim was plonking the bride? Kinda makes you wonder why people want to be monogamous.”

“It gets better. The maid-of-honor also had a romantic relationship with the deceased until he split. I got the feeling she wasn’t very happy about that break-up. Plus she owed him money—to the tune of thirty thousand dollars. Get rid of him, get rid of her debt.”

“Rose? The racy one with supple skin who dresses foxy? Spicy dress, spiky heels?” 

“Must you be so…earthy?”

“Just calling it like I see it,” Cooper said.

“And there’s more than just the love triangle. Hunter saw the manager, Trent, arguing with the victim before the tasting began. Seems they were in business together and disagreed on some things. From what Hunter described, they almost came to blows. Trent had the means—he could easily have spiked Woody’s wine.”

A thought bubbled up from the depths of Baker’s mind. “You still got the vial?”

“I gave it to the tech. But I took a picture first. That do?”

“Lemme see it.”

Cooper called it up on his phone, showed it to Baker.

He examined the photo for a moment. “Forward the photo to me, will you? I’ve got an idea. You and I will tell each of the suspects one piece of information. You note their response, and I’ll note their reaction.”

Baker explained his plan which drew another smirk from Cooper.

“Sounds devious. My kind of questioning. I knew you’d come around eventually,” Cooper said.

Baker allowed himself a small smile. “Hopefully, someone will pour their heart out and it will yield results.”

*

After they’d spoken with each suspect, Baker gathered everyone together in the tasting room, in reveal-the-killer-in-the-parlor style straight out of an Agatha Christie novel.

Off to one side, Sherry and Hunter bickered. Somehow news of the bride’s infidelities must have made its way to the groom. Baker cleared his throat, but they kept on arguing. He raised his voice. “May I have everyone’s attention?”

Hunter swung around to face Baker, agitation evident. “What’s going on? Do you think this is some kind of sick game?”

“On the contrary,” Baker said. “I’ve got a pretty good idea who committed the crime. Before I begin, though, would anyone like to confess? It might make things go a little easier on you.” He made eye contact with each suspect.

The suspects exchanged glances, but no one spilled their guts.

“Okay, then. Let’s proceed.” Baker consulted an index card he’d pulled from his pocket. “Detective Cooper and I told you all the same piece of information, namely that we were able to lift a fingerprint from the vial of poison, and that we would know definitively who the killer was very shortly.”

He paused and looked up. Everyone was staring at him intently, waiting for the big reveal. “Here are the responses we got. Three of you said something to the effect of ‘it’s not mine’ or ‘thank goodness.’ Each response was accompanied by a look of anger. Anger that someone had murdered their friend. However, one person responded by saying, quote, ‘Really? From that tiny vial?’ And that person had a look on their face that could only be described as petrified.”

Now, the suspects examined each other with suspicion, trying to discern the outlier.

Baker held up his phone displaying the picture of the vial. “You might not be able to see the vial in this photo, but it’s quite small. Highly improbable that we could lift a usable print from it. But we hadn’t shown the vial to anyone, so the only person who knew how tiny it was, and how extremely difficult it would be to get a print from, would have to be the killer.”

Now Baker paused, giving the moment the weight it deserved. “Isn’t that right, Rose?”

All attention shifted to Rose. She tried to maintain a poker face, but it soured quickly. “It was practically self-defense. Woody threatened to destroy me, and I knew him well enough to know that he would. I tried talking to him, pleading with him, but he demanded that I pay him back the money I owed him threefold, even though that wasn’t part of the deal. Pure blackmail. I had no choice, it was either him or me.” She put her head in her hands and started sobbing.

Everyone else sat there, shocked.

But only for a moment. Then the bride and groom launched back into their heated argument. Baker figured there wasn’t going to be any wedding, that weekend, or any weekend, not after what had transpired. There’d be no walk down the aisle, no bouquet to catch.

No bottle of champagne to toast their happy union.

He glanced at the couple again. Hunter’s face was so red and his tone so angry that Baker figured it was just a matter of moments until the day had its fitting end.

The groom was about to pop his cork.


MURDER ON TAP

by Teresa Inge

Cassidy “Cass” Kennedy entered the crowded Belmar bar. Her lanyard swayed back and forth, while her conference bag slid down her shoulder. She approached her friends. “How were your panels?”

“We had hoggers.” Kym Mansfield put her fingers in quotes.

Valinda Murray nodded.

Cass adjusted her bag and pushed her glasses into her long blond curls. “They are the worst.” She referred to authors who hog panels. The three authors were veterans at the annual mystery writers conference “Murder at the Banks” in the OBX, the Outer Banks of North Carolina, a spit of land between the Atlantic Ocean and the Pamlico Sound, and a mecca for beach vacationers.

Cass glanced at Valinda’s glass of Rosé wine. “That looks good.”

She headed to the bar with Kym and Valinda behind her.

“Rosé?” asked the handsome bartender.

“You remembered?” Cass was flattered.

“Goes with the job. Rosé for you as well?” He nodded toward Kym.

“Yes.”

As Matt grabbed two glasses, Cass faced Kym and Valinda. “Not sure if I’m impressed that he remembers what we drink, or if it means we’re drunks.”

Matt handed the women their wine. “I’ll add it to your room tab.”

“He provides good service.” Cass sipped the refreshing wine.

“That’s not all he provides,” Kym suggested.

“What do you mean?” Cass said.

Kym wiggled her finger to move closer. “I can’t say this too loud, but after I had wine at the bar last night, Matt here offered to bring a bottle to my room.”

Cass and Valinda’s mouths flew open.

“Personal room service?” Cass asked.

“With a smile!”

“Did you take him up on the offer?” Valinda asked.

“Hell no.”

“Don’t all look at once, but Matt knows the beverage choice for women of a certain age,” Cass pointed out.

The women turned their heads toward Matt.

“I said don’t all look at once.”

“You think he’s running a racket?” Valinda asked.

The three women drank their wine while observing Matt’s flirtatious interactions with only pretty, female authors. After a full day of panels and book signings, the bar served as a gathering spot for authors.

“He’ll eventually get caught,” Cass offered.

“Not to change the subject, but where are we going for dinner?” Kym asked.

Before the women could respond, Oakley Ray, writer of historical short stories and conference coordinator, approached the group. Madeline Larue and Ava Ellery, both mystery writers and conference helpers, dogged her heels.

“Hello, ladies. I caught your panels today,” Oakley said. “Great discussion on historical women, Cass. I suggest you show two items from your grandmother’s collection instead of six. And Valinda, better to give the audience visuals of the sand between your toes for your beach series.” Oakley adjusted her lanyard.

Cass and Valinda glared at Oakley.

“Kym. You need to speak up on the panel.”

After an awkward silence, Cass asked. “Is there something you need, Oakley?”

“A group of us are going to Banks Seafood for dinner if you want to join.”

Madeline faced Cass. “Other nominees are attending.” Madeline referred to authors nominated for awards at the banquet tomorrow night. Cass had been nominated for the Best Historical Novel.

Matt approached Oakley. “Here’s your L’Amour Chardonnay.”

Oakley grabbed the glass.

“I’ll add it to your tab.” He walked back to the bar. “Matt is amazing. He knows I only drink L’Amour.”

“He sure is,” Kym agreed.

“We’re meeting in the lobby at six-thirty,” Oakley said. “We’ll walk to the restaurant together. I hope you can make it.” Oakley and the two women disappeared into a sea of mystery authors.

“Are we going?” Kym asked.

“Oakley is a snob. Why did she invite us anyway?” Cass asked.

“You don’t know?”

Cass shrugged.

“Word on the mystery street is that your book Murder at the Cavalier may win tomorrow night.”

“There’s no way of knowing who will win until it’s announced.”

“True. But you have as good a chance as the rest of the nominees,” Kym said. “I say we go to dinner with them to get out of the hotel.”

“I’m in. But don’t seat me next to Oakley.”

Back in her room, Cass finished edits to her next book. She contacted her daughter back home in Chesapeake, Virginia. Her daughter was her biggest supporter of her writing career.

After retiring from a financial firm, Cass began writing historical mysteries full time. As a child, her grandmother shared stories of her travels, jewelry, and clothing which impressed Cass.

Recently, her grandmother gave her items to share during Cass’s author talks.

After dressing in white shorts and a black top with a sexy vibe, Cass headed to the lobby. She took in the Belmar’s coastal décor. Ocean hues, blue and white casual furniture, and beachy art canvasses made a relaxed atmosphere. Cass loved the hotel. She glanced around for Valinda and Kym but did not see them. Since she was early, she walked to the bar and sat down. Matt was working.

“Rosé?” His handsome looks could make any woman give in to his charm.

She nodded. “You work a lot.”

He poured the wine into a glass. “Uh…yeah. We’re short bartenders for the conference so I’m on double shifts.”

“We pretty much take over the hotel.”

“Anything else I can get you?”

“Not right now.”

Cass sipped her wine. Two women sat beside her.

Matt approached them. “Chardonnay?”

“You got it.”

“He’s handsome,” one of the women said.

“He’s young enough to be your son,” the other woman responded.

Matt brought their wine. “Cheers, ladies!”

A few minutes later, an attractive blond in her fifties sat at the end of the bar. Cass recognized her as Kathryn Grayson, a historical fiction writer on her panel tomorrow. Matt brought a bottle of Blushing Blush wine and poured her a glass. While placing a bowl of trail mix on the counter, Matt spoke in a low voice. Kathryn slipped something into his hand. Cass was curious since she could not see what it was nor hear their conversation.

“Cass. You coming?” Valinda asked. “Cass. You coming to dinner?”

Cass turned to see Valinda and Kym behind her.

She was so engrossed in the hand exchange she forgot about dinner. She sipped her wine and waved good-bye to Matt.

“What was that about?” Kym asked.

“I had a few minutes to spare so I came to the bar.”

“Uh-huh.” Valinda remarked.

They met the group in the lobby and walked to the restaurant. Oakley led the way along Virginia Dare Trail at Milepost 8.5. Mileposts helped tourists find restaurants, shopping, and businesses. Once inside, Cass breathed in the seafood aroma. Attending the conference had its advantages, and Banks Seafood was one of them.

“This way ladies, and Richard!” Oakley waved her hand toward a back table. Richard Morris, the only male in the group, was best friends with Oakley. They had produced award-winning mystery anthologies together.

“Sit where you want!” Oakley shouted over the noise.

Since Valinda and Kym were ahead of her, Cass placed her hand on the chair next to Richard. “May I?”

“Of course.”

She squeezed into the narrow space.

“Congrats on your nomination. Feels good, huh?”

Cass wasn’t sure if he meant his knee crammed against her leg or her nomination. She assumed the latter. “Uh…yeah. It does.”

Two red-headed women approached the table to take drink and dinner orders.

After receiving the beverages, Oakley approached Cass and Richard with a glass of wine.

“L’Amour wine?” Richard asked.

She nodded. “I see you two are cozy.”

“Always a kind word.”

“Now, is that nice to say to your best friend?” Oakley smirked.

Richard raised his glass of blush wine.

Cass assumed they had a love-hate relationship.

“By the way, did you catch Richard’s and my anthologies panel?” Oakley asked Cass. 

“Uh…no.”

“Pity. You could have learned how to present items properly.”

Cass sipped her wine. “Actually, I heard the items were not authentic.”

Richard raised his blond eyebrows.

Oakley extended her glass toward Cass. “Who said that?”

“Two women in the vendor’s room.”

“Who were they?” Oakley’s eyes crossed.

“I have no clue.”

“As much as I do for the authors by placing them on panels.” Oakley raised her voice. “Most of them don’t even deserve a panel.”

The attendees at the table became quiet.

Richard whispered to Oakley.

“Well…everyone has their opinion.” She returned to her seat.

After dinner, Cass teamed up with Valinda and Kym on the walk back to the hotel. 

“Oakley was furious,” Kym said as they hung back from the group.

“I’d had enough of her comments about my grandmother’s items.”

The women crossed the street toward the Belmar and entered the bar.

“Matt is still working,” Kym pointed out.

“He’s doing double shifts since they are short on bartenders,” Cass said.

“And how do you know that?” Valinda grabbed lipstick from her clutch and applied it.

“He told me earlier.”

In record time, Matt appeared with a tray of wine. “I’ll add it to your tab.” They thanked him and sipped their beverages.

Within thirty minutes, the bar was filled with authors returning from dinner. Oakley approached the women.

“Where are your minions?” Kym asked.

“Very funny.” Oakley faced Cass. “I want to know who said that about my panel.” 

Cass tightened the grip on her glass. “I told you I don’t know.”

“If you find out, report it to me immediately.” Oakley stormed off.

“She’s full of herself,” Valinda said.

Richard approached. “May I introduce Kathryn Grayson. She is a nominee in the same category as Cass.” Richard held a glass of Scotch.

The women congratulated Kathryn.

“You weren’t at dinner this evening with the other nominees,” Cass said.

“I had an appointment. Richard filled me in.”

“Ready for our panel tomorrow?” Cass asked.

“I’m looking forward to it.”

After a few minutes, Richard pulled Cass to the side. “Oakley is upset about your remark at dinner. It would be best to apologize.”

“For what?”

“As her best friend, I recommend telling her you’re sorry for what the women said. It would make all of our lives better for the rest of the conference.”

“Appease her?”

“Yes.”

“She can dish it out but can’t take it.”

Richard grabbed Kathryn’s arm and off they went to suck up to other authors. 

Valinda and Kym moved toward Cass. “You okay?” they said.

“Yeah. I’m ready for bed. Big day tomorrow. The author’s breakfast and photo shoot start at seven, then panels, signings, and the banquet.”

The women said goodnight and headed to their rooms.

Cass stepped onto her balcony, enjoying the ocean breeze. She checked social media. The authors who attended the event each year in May flooded social media with photos. She put on yoga pants, a t-shirt, and headed to bed.

The next morning, Cass dressed in white, slim fit capris and a blush, silk blouse. She placed her grandmother’s items in her bag, slipped on her lanyard, and walked to the lobby.

“Morning!” Richard was cheery.

Cass looked up from her phone. “Morning.”

“Did you talk to Oakley?”

“No.”

“Here’s your chance. She’s walking toward us.”

“Morning, Oak. Aren’t you speaking at the author’s breakfast shortly?” Richard asked.

“On my way there now. Just wanted a quick word with Cass.”

Cass frowned.

“I need coffee. Good luck,” he whispered to Cass and walked away.

“I overreacted last night. As mentioned before, I do a lot for the attendees and get little in return.” Oakley lowered her lip.

Cass was surprised Oakley was vulnerable.

“I’m sorry that happened.”

“It’s over now.” Oakley glanced at her watch. “I have to go. You coming to the breakfast?” Before hearing Cass’s response, off she went in her overdone makeup and hair.

Valinda and Kym approached Cass.

“You two make up?” Valinda asked.

“If you call it that.”

After grabbing scrambled eggs, bacon, and coffee from the buffet, the women sat down at one of the eight-person round tables. Oakley tapped the microphone from the podium. Madeline and Ava stood on each side of her. “How is the conference?”

Someone from the back of the room shouted. “Great.”

Cass glanced around for Kathryn in hopes of walking to their nine o’clock panel together after breakfast but did not see her.
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