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  AT SEATTLE SPICE


  Pepper Reece—Mistress of Spice


  Sandra Piniella—assistant manager and mix master
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  Arf—an Airedale, the King of Terriers
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  Aimee McGillvray—owner of Rain City Vintage


  MARKET MERCHANTS, RESIDENTS, AND FRIENDS


  Vinny Delgado—an unlikely but excellent wine merchant


  Beth Yardley—new at the wine shop


  Nate Seward—the fisherman


  Bronson Seward—the fisherman’s brother


  Joy Rockwood—spreading joy, one bottle of syrup at a time


  THE LAW


  Detective Michael Tracy—Major Crimes, cookie thief


  Detective Cheryl Spencer—they’ve heard the jokes, and they aren’t laughing


  Officer Tag Buhner—Pepper’s former husband, on the bike beat


  Officer Kimberly Clark—family liaison officer
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    You better watch out


    You better not cry


    You better not pout


    I’m telling you why


    —John Frederick Coots and Haven Gillespie,


    “Santa Claus is Coming to Town”

  


  IT WAS BEGINNING TO LOOK A LOT LIKE CHRISTMAS.


  And smell like it, too. Cinnamon, of course, along with nutmeg and cardamom. Pumpkin pie spice, a blend that’s skyrocketed in popularity in recent years. I caught a hint of sage and the tang of rosemary as I filled a bag of poultry seasoning, a kitchen essential people forget until November rolls around, when they can’t get enough of it. Fine by me. Every season has its own rhythm and its own flavors.


  “This isn’t tea,” a man said. I glanced across the front counter to our tea cart, where a beautiful electric samovar, blue enamel with red and pink flowers, brewed one of today’s samples. The man held a tiny paper cup, his wrinkled nose skewing his glasses.


  “Hush,” the woman standing next to him said. “It’s peppermint.”


  “Tastes like grass clippings.”


  “Just pour out what you don’t want,” I called, pointing to a plastic bucket on the floor beside the cart. Our version of a winery’s spit bucket. “You might prefer our signature spice tea. It’s in the stainless steel pot.”


  Instead, the man glowered and drained the cup, then crushed it and dropped it into the waste basket. His wife refilled hers and they left.


  “There’s a grinch in every crowd,” my customer said, and everyone in earshot, staff and customers, laughed. While I readied her order, we chatted about her holiday cooking plans.


  “Those are new,” she said, pointing at a display of colorful syrups.


  “Perfect for gift-giving,” I replied. “Hyper-local. Joy Rockwood, the maker, rents space in the same commercial facility as we do. Grows most of her own herbs, even forages the wild varieties. You’ll love this blueberry-lavender—it’s great with club soda or gin. And they’re not just for cocktails. Try the lemon-sage in a glaze over pound cake—we couldn’t eat it fast enough. Like a taste of summer sunshine.”


  Seriously. One bite and I’d thought I was lounging in a comfy Adirondack in a lush garden, wriggling my bare toes, not standing on a cold cement warehouse floor beneath a bank of LEDs.


  The bells on our door chimed as customers left and others poured in. “Sounds like I’d better take a few bottles.”


  “Need a hand?” I asked after she’d signed the screen on our card machine and Reed had finished packing her order. Three large canvas shopping bags, all full. I added a bag of cinnamon sticks tied with red-and-green plaid ribbon as a thank you. “If you’re in the Market garage, Reed can help carry your bags to your car.”


  She accepted the offer, not one I make often, but her shopping spree warranted it.


  I filled my ceramic mug with tea and stepped outside. Kristen, my BFF, who pitched in when I bought Seattle Spice in the Pike Place Market just over two years ago and still works here a few days a week, had bought us each a holiday mug. Mine was covered with dancing peppermint candy canes, a nod to my name. My nickname, actually, bestowed by my baseball-obsessed grandfather who thought my birth name too long and weird for a fiery little girl and dubbed me Pepper for his favorite player, Pepper Martin.


  My shop occupies the old Garden Center building, an Art Deco vestige of the 1930s, with a big front window and deep wooden awnings painted a dark forest green. I leaned against the salmonpink stucco wall, safely out of foot traffic, and breathed in the hot, steamy mint. It’s funny how some herbs have a different effect depending on the season. Mint cools us in summer and warms us in winter. I took a sip.


  It most definitely did not taste like grass clippings.


  Much as I love the holidays, I’ve always hated to rush the seasons. I’d dragged my feet on turning the shop into a winter wonderland, wanting to savor the baskets filled with mini pumpkins and warty gourds we’d bought from the farm stalls and the bouquets of sunflowers and fall foliage as long as possible.


  But after all we’d lost to what my pal Vinny calls “the time that must not be named,” there was no holding back the Christmas spirit. Customers had started shopping early and were buying more gifts and spending more money than in years. Call it rational exuberance. Call it a boon for the bottom line and a boost for my own Christmas spirit.


  It was Black Pepper Friday, as my staff dubbed it, the day after Thanksgiving, and the shopping and eating season was off and running. This year’s theme in the Market was “A Dickens of a Christmas,” and Victorian touches accented the traditional holiday decor. The planter boxes that line the roof of the Main Arcade brimmed with greenery and giant red bows, neatly trimmed evergreens standing guard behind them. Below hung strings of lights in the shapes of fruit and vegetables.


  Okay, the lights weren’t quite in keeping with the theme, but they were perfect for the oldest continuously operating farmers’ market in the country.


  Seattle weather can be nasty this time of year, cold and wet and windy, but today was clear and dry. A shopkeeper’s dream.


  The crowds packing the sidewalk parted briefly and across the cobbled Pike Place, the Market’s main street, I spotted a young woman in a full-skirted Victorian dress, blond hair in a snood, a plaid shawl around her shoulders. She was standing in the narrow walkway between a produce stand and the pasta stall in the North Arcade, talking to a man I didn’t recognize. He interrupted, leaning in, almost looming. She threw one hand in the air and kept on talking.


  Beth Yardley, who’d started working for my friend Vinny Delgado in his shop, the Wine Merchant, this past fall. Vinny had always resisted my suggestion that he hire a salesclerk, even part time, and then one day I’d popped in for a bottle of Walla Walla red and there she was. Early twenties, full of ideas and energy. Since then, she’d come by the Spice Shop several times, more interested in chatting with Matt, one of my salesclerks, than in basil or bay leaves. I’d wondered if they were dating, though he had to be six or seven years older. Not that he would say a word; he’s as private as an eye. My employees had been adamant about not dressing in costume, to my relief, sticking with the black-and-white scheme that matched our shop aprons, but Vinny, no surprise, had embraced the Dickensian doodah, and so had Beth.


  A delivery truck rumbled into view and when it had passed by, the man was gone. Beth scowled and drew the shawl tighter. Then she stepped into the sea of traffic that filled the cobbled street, bobbing and weaving between the shoppers and browsers and the cars foolish enough to attempt driving through the Market, and disappeared from sight.


  “WHERE’S Matt?” I asked. It was nearly closing time, and I counted on him for some of the messier tasks like emptying the samovar and hauling out the trash and recycling bins.


  “He ducked out a few minutes ago,” my assistant manager, Sandra Piniella, said, gazing at me over the tops of her red-and-white striped readers. “Said he’d be right back.”


  Curious. He’d been late from his lunch break, to my surprise. Matt had joined the staff six months ago, and he’d proven highly reliable. His retail instincts made him an asset, especially considering that he’d barely known black pepper from red when I hired him. I hoped the disappearing act didn’t become a habit; when we were this busy, we needed all hands on deck.


  I answered a customer’s questions about Vietnamese versus Ceylon cinnamon, why you might want to use a single origin spice, and when a blend might be the better choice. Gave her samples to sniff and taste. She chose jars of our Cinnamon Toast blend and bags of our custom spice tea as stocking stuffers, and I handed her off to Reed to ring up her purchase.


  I was tidying a display of tea towels and strainers in the red armoire, which Sandra had dolled up with garland made from nutmeg and bows of our tartan ribbon, when Matt burst in, his rain jacket open, soft brown hair tousled by the wind and his hurry. At the sight of me, his cheeks turned bright as the winterberries in the bouquet he clutched.


  “Half-price,” he said and rushed past me to our tiny back room. The flower sellers mark down any remaining bouquets at closing, so they don’t have to cart them home and can start fresh the next day. But I’d never seen Matt with one. Sandra’s eyebrows rose and I tried to stifle my surprise. In my thirteen years running staff HR for a major local law firm, before it imploded in scandal and took my job with it, I’d seen a lot of odd things. I’d also learned when to ask questions and when to keep my tongue in my mouth.


  He was back in a flash, cheeks still pink, avoiding eye contact as he tied on his apron and got to work. Humans be mysterious creatures sometimes, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.


  WHAT is more attractive than a man who cooks? A man your dog adores.


  Inside my loft, I greeted one of my resident males with a brisk rub behind the ears and the other with a long, slow kiss.


  “Smells like fish stew,” I said a few minutes later as I hung my red raincoat on a wall hook and sat on the bench beneath to tug off my rain boots. The skies had been clear this morning, but I hadn’t dared dressing for dry weather and jinxing the day.


  “Frutti di Mare, as the Italians call it. Fisherman’s Stew with tomato broth and linguine. After all—” He spread his hands and I chimed in on the final words. “I am a fisherman.”


  That he was. But not Italian.


  “Red or white?” he asked.


  “Yes,” I said. “Give me two minutes. Five, max.” I dashed into the bedroom, stripped off my stretchy black pants and cuminscented black T-shirt, and pulled on leggings and a fleecy tunic. I gave my face a quick splash and tugged at my spiky dark hair. My brother says I style it by sticking my finger in an electrical socket. It’s a little more involved than that, but not much.


  Back in the loft’s main living space, Nate had set a tray with glasses of a deep red wine and a bowl of spiced glazed nuts on the packing crate that serves as my coffee table. I settled in beside him and took a sip.


  “Mmm. This is fabulous. Not too fruity but not too dry.”


  Most people drink white wine with fish, but the tomato in the stew meant it would pair neatly with the red. And maybe we’d pour a glass of white to enjoy with dinner. Although I did have a busy day tomorrow.


  “Vinny’s new assistant suggested it,” Nate said. “She’s young—can’t be twenty-five—but she knows her stuff.”


  “Beth. I saw her today, in the Arcade. Not every woman can rock a snood, but she’s got that Victorian look nailed.”


  “A what?”


  “You know,” though he obviously didn’t, so I mimed one with my hands. “Those net bags women with long hair used to wear. A cross between a headband and a hood.” Before I could say anything about the squabble I’d seen, if it had even been that, Nate’s phone buzzed. We try not to be tied to our phones when we’re together, but in the modern world you can’t help it. Especially when relatives are flying in and out.


  Nate read the text. “Bron. He’ll be on the afternoon flight tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?” I heard my voice rise. After six months with Nate, I knew fishermen’s schedules change quickly, depending on the weather and the catch. And I’d known Bron planned to stop in Seattle for a few days between getting the boat the two brothers own in Alaska squared away and heading to upstate New York to visit their parents and sister.


  But tomorrow?


  “He’s itching to meet you,” Nate said. The plan was for Bron to sleep in the mezzanine above the bedroom, what my builder and my mother called the meditation room, though it’s not actually a room and the only meditation done there is usually horizontal, eyes closed. It’s a great space for guests, but it does make me selfconscious about certain bedroom activities. The brothers also own a smaller boat docked in Seattle at Fisherman’s Terminal, where Nate and I met, but Nate had the engine torn apart right now and pieces strewn all over.


  “What?” Nate’s voice rose, teasing me. “Don’t tell me you’re nervous.”


  I tilted my head, seeing a hint of amusement in his green eyes. “Kinda like you, meeting my dad.”


  He grunted and reached for his wine. My mother had spent a good part of the summer in Seattle before going back to Costa Rica, and she and Nate had hit it off. But my dad had been in and out, so between his adventures and Nate’s fishing trips, they’d missed each other.


  “My mom loves you, and that’s more than half the battle,” I continued. “You and Dad will bond over boats and history.”


  “Yeah, but a man checking out his brother’s new girlfriend and a man sizing up his daughter’s new beau are two different things.”


  My turn to grunt. I knew Dad would like Nate, though he’d be concerned about the here-and-gone nature of a fisherman’s life. With Bron, on the other hand, things might be complicated. Nate’s and my relationship had gotten serious fast, and while I knew Nate was as committed to it as I was, we were sailing on changing seas—and the waters might bring change his brother-slash-business partner wasn’t ready for.


  “At least they won’t be staying here,” I said as the rich aroma of the Frutti di Mare drew us to the kitchen. “I just hope they like the houseboat.”


  “What’s not to love? On the water. Close enough to both you and your brother to get back and forth easily, but far enough that they won’t be dropping in at all hours.”


  I’d been in charge of finding them a place to stay for a few weeks. Their new plan called for switching up the expat life for the snowbird life, six months there and six months here, and they’d be househunting on their visit. My dad could be happy anywhere, but my mother had grown tired of the distance from her old life, not to mention the distance from my brother’s kids. In a stroke of luck, my friend Laurel had arranged for them to house-sit for a neighbor of hers.


  “Nate, this is my mother we’re talking about. Lena. Remember?”


  He handed me a basket of bread. “I remember.”


  Family and friends are the heart of the holidays. Customers buy my spices to make good food for the people they love. They buy syrups and spice tea, cookbooks and gift boxes, to share with their nearest and dearest. I was lucky to have a great relationship with my family, as Nate did with his.


  But having them all here, one after the other?


  A touch of nerves made perfect sense.


  Two
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    On the public market’s first day, August 17, 1907, crowds of shoppers seeking fresh produce and bargains descended upon the new marketplace. The first farmer sold out of produce within minutes. Within a week, seventy wagons were gathering daily to sell along the newly named Pike Place, a wooden roadway that connected First Street to Western Avenue.


    — Market website

  


  THE MARKET IN THE MORNING IS THE DEFINITION OF BUSY. Of hustle and bustle, hurry and scurry, scramble and clatter and noise. Arf and I stopped at the top of the multileveled steps leading from Western to Pike Place to catch our breath and drink it all in. Delivery trucks, hand trucks, men toting boxes of oranges and onions, women hauling buckets of winter branches and hothouse flowers. The smells of coffee and this morning’s bread, of fish so fresh it was practically still swimming, of diesel and pine boughs and people at work.


  I love this hour in the Market, before the shoppers descend, when merchants and craftspeople greet each other as they ready for the day. Unless a sudden cold front blew in, we were forecast to hit fifty, and the sunshine would fool us into thinking it was warmer. Always good for business. The staff had designated today “Black Tea Saturday,” though after my late night, Black Coffee Saturday was more like it. At the bakery near the stairs, I skipped my usual double latte and ordered a triple Americano and an apple turnover. We didn’t bother with a coffee pot in the shop, not with the samovar always on, our space limited, and this richness around us.


  I stood on the sidewalk, my arm looped through Arf’s leash. Took a bite and washed it down with a sip of the luscious dark roast. Glanced up at the Economy Market, one of the older buildings, where black silhouettes of nineteenth-century figures dancing had been dressed up with top hats and scarves, honoring the legend of Arthur Goodwin. Credited with much of the Market’s interior design and its lively atmosphere, Goodwin wore a top hat to walk the arcades, checking on vendors, and though I’ve never seen the spirit known as the Dapper Dancer tapping away in the windows of his former office, I always look.


  “Hey, Pepper!” a man called. Tag Buhner, my ex-husband, raised a gloved hand in greeting as he whizzed past on his bicycle, gone before I could reply. He’s a Seattle cop on the bike patrol, and when I first bought the Spice Shop, seeing him almost every day was strange at best. We’ve made our peace, though, and I like knowing he’s around, keeping an eye on things. And on me.


  A second bike cop zipped by. His longtime partner was out with an injury and he’d been paired with a rotating cast of bike patrol rookies. The latest was young and female, though not the woman I’d feared it would be.


  Okay, so maybe I didn’t always feel that peace.


  But I did feel the urge to buy flowers for the shop. Inspired by Matt’s example, I bought two arrangements of evergreen, holly, and winterberry. And though there were few bargains at this early hour, my favorite Hmong flower seller gave me her version of a frequent shopper discount, tucking a few extra chrysanthemums, in seasonal red and white, into each bouquet.


  Arf and I wound our way through the chaos. I unlocked our front door and paused on the threshold, relishing the brief moment of quiet. It’s hard to believe sometimes that I actually own this vibrant, fragrant gem.


  I unhooked Arf’s leash and gave him a dog chew. Put one bouquet on the front counter and the other in the nook, the booth where we take quick breaks and gather for our weekly staff meetings. Occasionally, a customer—often a man—will sit there for a few minutes, and that’s fine with me. The Spice Shop’s equivalent of a husband chair in a clothing store.


  Between morning tasks—turning on the lights, getting the till ready, fluffing the displays—I finally finished my breakfast just as my crew began to arrive. Even Kristen was working for a few hours today while her teenage girls roamed the Market. We might have nixed Victorian costume, but Matt and Reed donned Santa caps, and Sandra had covered the front of her apron with the Market’s holiday pins, one for each of the umpteen years she’d worked here. Cayenne had gold and silver beads in her hair, and Kristen had tied a festive scarf around her neck, one of those scarves only certain women can wear. She’s one of those women. I’m not. I felt plain, almost drab, in comparison, with three Christmas buttons on my apron. This year’s design featured a penguin in a top hat singing carols.


  “We definitely need two tea pots today, and we’ll have to refill them a few times. Let’s brew black Assam and the peppermint. Make sure the labels are visible, so we don’t hear another crack about grass clippings.”


  “On it,” Matt said, and got to work. Each staff member has their opening and closing duties, and filling the kettles is one of his. Sandra restocked the paper sample cups stamped with our name. Kristen straightened cookbooks.


  My preopening ritual includes a brisk dog walk. Arf is an Airedale left to me by an older man named Sam who returned to Memphis after a stretch rotating between cheap apartments, homeless shelters, and the Seattle streets. How he’d acquired Arf, or where Arf got his excellent manners, I’d never known, but Sam had always made sure Arf was clean and well fed. Their devotion was mutual and inspiring. Arf is a people dog and would hang out within hands’ reach if he could. Alas, official Market policy says no dogs, but unofficially, they’re tolerated as long as they don’t cause trouble. The Market office itself is home to two very large golden retrievers. So Arf spends most of his time curled up on a comfy bed behind the counter, except on days when he helps Nate work on the boat or run errands. I grabbed his leash, he trotted to the door, and off we went.


  Outside, the mood had changed. The delivery trucks had given way to early shoppers, many in search of coffee and croissants. Since we were on a mission, Arf and I stepped out of the fray and into the street, then strode to Victor Steinbrueck Park, named for the architect who spearheaded the drive to save the decaying Market from “urban removal”fifty years ago. It’s got benches and a statue honoring the homeless people who’ve died in King County and a glorious view of Elliott Bay and the sparkling Olympic Mountains. And grass, for my guy. He did his business in the designated spot, then I did my part and deposited the little black bag in the designated bin.


  On our way back, we passed a pair of costumed carolers serenading the line of coffee pilgrims. First-time visitors are often surprised to see the ubiquitous green mermaid in a place that loudly proclaims its loyalty to the homegrown and the handmade, but this is the original Starbucks. It’s been here since 1971. Chains are only allowed in the Market if they started here. Quite a few Market success stories have opened satellites in other neighborhoods, and a handful have gone national. But if you’ve got a business idea and you want a foothold in the Market, you’ve got to wait for it. Make your chocolate truffles or your cheesecakes elsewhere and build up wholesale distribution until a retail storefront opens, then proudly join the Market family.


  At Stewart, we detoured uphill and took a left into the narrow lane that led to Vinny’s. I’d decided to grab antipasto at the Italian grocer, throw together a green salad, and grill steaks for tonight’s dinner with Nate and Bron. That called for a nice bottle of red, chosen to pair with beef. Vinny didn’t open until ten, a few minutes from now, but he’d unlock the door for me.


  I ducked into the covered walkway that led to the wine shop. A pair of bistro tables and chairs sat outside the space next to his, vacant since the shopkeeper’s death a few months back. Vacancies here are rare and don’t usually last long. Despite the challenges of the past year, the Market’s flexible rent structure and emergency assistance funds meant closures had been minimal. Outside the Market’s boundaries, the picture had been much different. I stopped to loop Arf’s leash through the slats of a chair—his tail makes Vinny nervous—when the door to the empty storefront flew open. I straightened and found myself face-to-face with a wildeyed woman.


  “Help!” she screamed, then recognized me. “Pepper! Help!”


  “Marly? What happened? Is Vinny okay?” Marly Delgado, Vinny’s ex-wife. What was she doing here?


  “It’s the girl,” she said. “She’s covered in blood. Call someone. Hurry.”


  “Sit,” I told my dog. He sat and growled, no doubt reacting to my rising fear. I punched buttons on my phone. Pushed open the door and took a tentative step inside. What I saw, and what I smelled, nearly knocked me over.


  “911. Your name, your location, and the nature of your emergency, please.”


  “Pepper Reece. I’m at—I’m in the empty storefront next to the Wine Merchant in Upper Post Alley in the Market. I’ve been told—oh, my God.” I could not speak. Almost could not breathe.


  “Ma’am? Are you all right? Are you safe?”


  “I’m—yes. I’m okay. There’s a woman. Badly injured. I’m guessing—” I swallowed the bile that rose in my throat. Cases of wine had been stacked along one wall—Vinny’s holiday orders. A broken bottle lay near Beth’s foot. “I think she’s been hit in the head with a wine bottle. There’s a lot of blood.”


  “Ma’am, I’m sending help. Do not stay in the building. You could be in danger.”


  As my eyes adjusted to the light, I realized that the pool of red liquid was blood mixed with wine. Red wine, if my nose was not mistaken. A big if, under the circumstances. Beth lay stretched out a few feet from the door, as though she’d been trying to reach it when she’d been bashed in the head. Had the bottle broken from the impact, or when the attacker dropped it? Her long skirt was soaked. So was her hair. She’d tied it with a green velvet ribbon that had come loose and now lay several feet away. A sign of a struggle?


  “Ma’am?” the voice on the phone repeated. “Are you still there?”


  “Still here,” I managed to say. “I—I’m going to wait outside.”


  I retreated to the walkway, where Marly huddled in her black raincoat and my dog waited patiently. Where was Vinny? His shop was dark, the neon sign in the shape of a bottle tipping into a glass unlit.


  The dispatcher asked more questions, which I answered with help from Marly, in the form of nods and shakes. No, no one else appeared to be around, no one else was injured, and no, we didn’t know what had happened. In moments, I heard a siren. It’s the city, so sirens happen, but I prayed this one was coming our way. I shifted the phone to my other hand and slipped an arm around Marly’s shivering shoulders. She wasn’t carrying a purse. I guessed she’d left it, and her phone, in Vinny’s shop.


  What was she doing here? And where was Vinny?


  I gathered up my courage, stood, and pushed open the wine shop door.


  “Vinny?” No answer, and no sign of him. But clearly, someone had been in here, shoving aside boxes, sweeping wine magazines and books off shelves, not caring what fell where. Wine gadgets—corkscrews, foil cutters, and who knows what else—lay strewn across the floor. At the high-top table by the window, a chair lay on its side.


  I called Vinny’s name again, then, my phone at the ready, I marched to the office and storage room in back.


  It was a wreck. As in the space next door, the wine boxes appeared untouched, but the desk . . . At the law firm, we’d had a young associate who could not keep a file in order if his life had depended on it. Or his job, which as it happened, did depend in part on keeping information organized and accessible. He hadn’t lasted long.


  Vinny wasn’t like that. He kept papers in files, catalogs in piles, and other documents in a nice, neat stack, ready to be dealt with. Now, every note, letter, and invoice that had been on his desk had been shuffled like an oversized deck of cards. His reference materials, his magazines and catalogs, and reams of other papers covered the floor. The drawers were open, files yanked partway out, as if someone had been searching quickly, but for what?


  On my way out, I glanced at Vinny’s cash register. The drawer was closed, undamaged. Made sense—who attempted burglary in the middle of the morning, when you could easily be seen? Besides, most sales these days are by credit card. With the exception of a few high-volume, low-dollar retailers that insist on cash, like the newsstand and the ice cream shop, most of us don’t keep much cash on hand.


  The flowers Matt had bought yesterday were nowhere in sight. Beth must have taken them home. The thought of that bouquet waiting for her somewhere in the city made me unbelievably sad.


  In Post Alley, in reality a narrow, paved street, everyone seemed to arrive all at once. First came the familiar sound of bicycle wheels. Tag jumped off his bike before the partner of the week rode into view and spotted me, standing in the walkway with my phone in my hand. “They’re here,” I told dispatch and broke the connection, then pointed at the vacant space.


  “You okay?”


  I nodded.


  “Wait outside.”


  Another nod. I didn’t need to be told to stay put, but I didn’t mind. Tag hadn’t been by-the-book when it came to marital fidelity, but he was a heck of a good cop. He spoke into the radio mounted on his vest as he exchanged a wordless message with his partner. What was her name? Wheat? No, Rice. Blair Rice.


  Tag reached for the door, his other hand on his holstered gun. Blair stood outside, on full alert. A Market security officer rushed into view, and an ambulance pulled into the alley. The EMTs jumped out and began to unload their gear. More Market security officers arrived.


  In less than a minute, Tag reappeared. “All yours,” he said to the EMTs.


  I poked my thumb over my shoulder, gesturing. “Vinny’s shop is empty, but it’s a mess and his office has been ransacked.”


  Tag darted inside, returning quickly, finishing up a conversation with dispatch as he approached me.


  “You make the call? You find her?” The words were brusque, but I saw the worry on his face.


  “Marly found her.” I glanced at the other woman, her highlighted hair caught in her coat collar.


  “I was looking for Vinny,” she said, her voice faint. “I have a key, but the door was unlocked. I poked my head in and called his name, but he didn’t answer, so I thought he might be in here. He’s using it for holiday storage. Instead—the girl. What happened?”


  “That’s when I showed up,” I said. “I called for help. I went inside.”


  Tag’s left eye twitched. He knew what I’d seen.


  “Is she—?” I couldn’t finish the question.


  “She’s alive,” he said.


  And that was all he said, which wasn’t much comfort.


  The next few minutes were a blur as EMTs moved back and forth, Tag and his partner worked with the Market officers to secure the scene, and more police arrived, their patrol cars blocking both Stewart, at the near end of the Alley, and Virginia, at the far end. Tag retrieved Marly’s bag from where she’d dropped it. She and I huddled in our seats, and I stroked Arf’s neck and ears, comforting myself as much as him.


  I tried calling Vinny, but one of the man’s many quirks is that he doesn’t actually look at his phone unless he’s making a call or sending a text. Why he bothers to carry one, who knows.


  So where was he? Was he safe? The man’s an utter goofball, who believes in ghosts and still holds a grudge against the Dodgers for leaving Brooklyn even though they left before he was born and he left more than thirty years ago. He can tell a 2017 Valpolicella from a 2018 by a single sip, is intimately familiar with every winery in the Columbia and Walla Walla Valleys, and knows more than anyone I have ever met about Italian wine, particularly impressive considering that he’s never been to Italy. He’s stubborn and eccentric and has absolutely never steered me wrong. Except on the ghosts.


  And he’s one of my best friends in the Market, and as worried as I was for young Beth, bleeding on the parquet floor of the empty shop, I was absolutely terrified for him.


  Three
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    Our sense of smell has many functions: it’s a warning system, a taste enhancer, a pheromone alarm. But it is also an instrument for wonder, for noticing that which we often take for granted, and for which we rarely have a name.


    —Rachel Syme, “How to Make Sense of Scents”

  


  FOOT TRAFFIC HAD ALL BUT STOPPED WHEN MARLY CAME rushing out screaming, and now Tag and his partner were questioning the passersby. I saw bewildered expressions, heads shaking, hands pointing as people explained where they’d been, what they’d heard, what they’d seen. Market security set up barricades, keeping newcomers out. The closest businesses would be forced to delay opening until the Crime Scene team, which hadn’t arrived yet, gave the all-clear.


  Not a day any merchant or restaurateur wanted to lose, and yet, I suspected it might almost be a relief not to have to face the public, trying to answer unanswerable questions, all while worrying and wondering.


  The EMTs had left the door open while they worked, and I heard a heavy metallic clang as they snapped the gurney wheels into place. Moments later, they rolled past us. Beth’s head and neck were swathed in white, an oxygen mask covering her nose and mouth. A strand of blond hair fluttered loose, and my breath caught in my throat. The doors of the ambulance closed and the back-up beeper began its brain-piercing beat. Then the siren started to wail, and the ambulance drove up the hill on the trek through downtown to Harborview.


  Outside the empty storefront, Tag grabbed a chair from another table and settled it on the pavers with a scrape and a thunk. He’s the kind of guy who turns a chair backward and straddles it and that’s what he did now, giving me the quickest of scans before aiming his attention at Marly.


  “Mrs. Delgado, we need to go over a few details.”


  “I—I don’t really know anything,” she said.


  “I’m sure you noticed more than you think you did.” His tone was patient. Had I been anyone else, Tag would have separated us. But he knew he could count on me to see and hear things he might miss, a skill honed over years of managing workplace frictions. Whatever the problems between us, and they had been legion, we had never doubted each other’s professional abilities.


  “Why don’t you start,” he continued, “by telling me why you came to the shop this morning? I gather you and Mr. Delgado are divorced.”


  Tag had ridden the downtown beat, including the Market, for years. He knew everyone who worked here, by sight if not by name. Through a sharp eye and a sharp ear, casual conversation, and the skillful use of cop radar, he managed to collect useful details you’d never expect a man you’d never met to know about you.


  As I could see by the astonishment on Marly’s face.


  “Ye—yes. I—I came down to talk with him about some—personal matters.”


  Why here, why now? What was going on between her and Vinny?


  Tag let her vague comment go—in serious crimes, patrol officers do the initial investigation, gathering the basic who, what, when, and where—but the detectives wouldn’t put up with any evasion. They would want to know, as I did, what kind of personal matters. Why not call him? Why not ask him to swing by—if I remembered the story right, she’d kept the house in their divorce. Or go see him in the evening. Vinny owned a duplex on the top of Queen Anne Hill, not far from my brother. Lived on the ground floor and rented out the upstairs. He’d invited me over once for a wine tasting sponsored by a distributor. A pleasant, welcoming place, the decor wine-themed with accents of baseball. The tasting had been in the backyard, brimming with azaleas and mock orange, the pale blooms of an old-fashioned lilac giving off a sweet perfume.


  “I see,” Tag said. “When did you arrive? And did you see Mr. Delgado or anyone else, other than Ms. Yardley?”


  Marly glanced at me, wide-eyed and uncertain. “Quarter to ten? Five minutes before Pepper got here? Or less.”


  I checked my phone. “I called 911 at nine fifty-seven.”


  “Right after I—where is he?” she said.


  “What the blue blazes is going on?” None of us had seen Vinny arrive, me focused on my phone, Tag focused on Marly, and Marly completely unfocused.


  “Vinny!” she screeched, then stood and flew at him. For a moment, I wasn’t sure whether she meant to hit him or hug him, and I’m not sure he was, either. In his Victorian costume, he was a double for Gene Wilder as Willy Wonka, complete with floral vest and floppy bow tie, tufts of uncombed hair sticking out from under the brown top hat perched precariously on his round skull. Or the Mad Hatter.


  And like the Hatter—the Lewis Carroll version, not Batman’s mortal enemy—his face was flushed, his eyes wild.


  Tag stood, gesturing to Vinny to take his seat, but Vinny couldn’t move with Marly pounding her fists on his chest.


  “It’s Beth,” I said. “She’s been attacked, badly injured. The ambulance just left.”


  At that, Vinny nearly pushed Marly away. He took a step toward the empty space, but Tag grabbed his arm.


  “Better not, man.”


  Turned out Vinny had gone to the Market office on Lower Post Alley, near the ever-popular, ever-disgusting Gum Wall, on an errand. He’d left Beth in the storage space unpacking deliveries.


  “Someone tore your office apart,” Tag said. “Any idea what they were searching for?”


  Vinny shook his head, and we all turned to Marly. Her hands were loosely steepled below her chin. “I didn’t go in the office. I called out and when Vinny didn’t reply, I went next door. I didn’t see anyone.”


  A boxy white van pulled into the Alley and stopped a few feet away, the SPD shield and the ominous words CRIME SCENE INVESTIGATION UNIT on the side. Now that CSI was here, the detectives wouldn’t be far behind. Tag touched my shoulder and told me I could leave—everyone knew where to find me. I suggested I take Marly along, and he agreed. She was too upset to be useful and would only get in the way.


  And it was clear that Vinny wouldn’t say much with her around.


  THE moment Marly, Arf, and I walked into the Spice Shop, enveloped by its steamy warmth, I knew word had spread.


  “To your bed,” I told Arf when I’d unhooked his leash, and off he went. I straightened and saw Matt watching me intensely. But before I talked with him, I needed to get Marly situated.


  I led her to the nook, and while we took our coats off, Cayenne set two steaming mugs on the table.


  “Definitely a day for peppermint tea. Cookies, if you need a bite.” A covered tray sat on the table. “How’s Beth? What happened? And what about Vinny?”


  “Cross your fingers,” I said. “Best guess is someone attacked Beth—hit her in the head with a bottle. Vinny’s fine—he wasn’t there. This is Marly, his ex-wife.”


  Cayenne acknowledged her, then asked me, “She surprise a burglar?”


  “Maybe. But they weren’t looking for money. Or wine.” With the exception of the one broken bottle, none of the wooden crates or cardboard boxes in the storage space or his office appeared to have been disturbed.


  No. The mess in Vinny’s office convinced me the assailant wasn’t after wine. But what was the goal? What was the point of all this horror?


  Behind her, Matt listened in. If he and Beth were dating . . . “Matt, do you want to go up to the hospital?”


  “What?” His shoulders stiffened. “No, no.”


  “Excuse me, do you work here?” a woman asked, and both Matt and Cayenne responded, their shop aprons giving them away.


  Had I’d guessed wrong about his and Beth’s relationship? I’d been so sure something was going on. Maybe they were just friends. Maybe she was just interested in spices.


  Maybe he just liked flowers.


  And maybe I needed to mind my own business. After I heard what Marly Delgado had to say.


  I slid into the nook across from her. She’d taken off her black gloves and clutched her tea mug—a Mary Engelbreit drawing of a girl at Christmas with the motto “You’d better not pout.”


  And that gave me a very good opportunity to study the ring on her left hand. It was stunning. A large, emerald-cut diamond in a white gold filigree setting that tapered to the band and gave the ring a vintage style. An engagement ring? Her fingers played with it, as if it were new.


  Was that the “personal matter” she’d glossed over when Tag asked why she was here? Had she come to the Market to tell Vinny she was getting married? He hadn’t mentioned it to me. If I was getting married again, I would want to tell Tag in person. But not when he was working.


  “That poor girl,” she said. “Who would do such a thing? The police will track down her parents, won’t they?”


  “Yes—the detectives, or the family liaison officer. Did you know her well?”


  “No. No, I only met her once or twice.” Marly’s grip on the mug tightened. “I’d been telling Vinny he should hire someone for ages, but you know how stubborn he is.”


  I knew.


  “She certainly talked like she knew a lot about wine,” Marly continued, “for a girl her age. There’s so much more to know than when I worked there.”


  “You worked in the shop?” Another thing Vinny had never mentioned, though why would he? I’d been coming to the Market as a customer most of my life—my mother had often brought my brother and me, and sometimes Kristen, along on her weekly shopping trips. When I started working downtown, I did my own shopping here. And when I bought the Spice Shop two years ago this past October, it went from happy place to workplace. The perfect pairing.


  But much as I’d tried to get to know the other Marketeers and learn about the Market’s history, its size, the inevitable turnover, and my relatively short time here made for a lot of gaps.


  That ransacked office bothered me. “Anyone have a grudge against Vinny? An argument, a beef?”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Honestly, Pepper, Vinny would have told you long before he’d tell me.”


  Normally, yes. But I’d been preoccupied and we hadn’t seen each other much lately.


  “The shop was Vinny’s baby. His dream,” she continued. Did I detect a hint of resentment? “The Market is so crowded and noisy. All the people—the customers, the homeless—well, I don’t have to tell you about the trouble they cause, do I? And parking’s impossible.”


  She was referring to the death of a Market denizen on my doorstep, not long after I bought the shop. Turned out to have nothing to do with the homeless, though I won’t deny that loitering and panhandling are occasionally a problem. But the down-on-their-luck are easy to blame.
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