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			Chrystle Fielder seamlessly blends spine-tingling suspense and a passion for alternative health in these acclaimed Natural Remedies mysteries!

			SCENT TO KILL

			“A well-crafted mystery. . . . Devotees of natural medicine and aromatherapy will enjoy the tips that appear at the beginning of each chapter.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			DEATH DROPS

			A DearReader.com Mystery Book Club pick

			“An engaging investigative thriller . . . an enjoyable whodunit.”

			—The Mystery Gazette

			“Fiedler has a knack for detailing aspects of acupuncture, massage, yoga, and homeopathy . . . fertile ground for further adventures of an unconventional but eminently likeable doctor.”

			—Mystery Scene

			“As engaging as it is educational about natural remedies and full-body health.”

			—Herb Companion

			“Entertaining, informative. . . . Death Drops is a gem!”

			—Gayle Trent, author of Killer Sweet Tooth

			“Absorbing and entertaining.”

			—Linda Bloodworth-Thomason, 
writer/producer of Designing Women

			“Fiedler’s debut shows promise.”

			—Library Journal
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			To the village of Greenport, my paradise on the North Fork of Long Island. It’s good to be home.

		

	
		
			chapter one

			Willow McQuade’s 
Favorite Medicinal Plants

			ALOE VERA

			Botanical name: Aloe barbadensis

			Medicinal uses: Aloe is a handy plant that no household should be without. This juicy, succulent plant features spiky leaves that contain a thick gel that you can use topically to soothe and heal minor burns, sunburns, and blisters and prevents scarring. You can also use it for insect bites, rashes, acne, and other skin conditions like eczema, poison ivy, and poison oak. Place this hardy plant on your kitchen windowsill or plant in your garden. Just make sure your aloe plant has sunshine, well-drained soil, and moderate water, and then watch it grow and reap the many benefits it provides!

			Gardening is one of my favorite natural remedies. I can think of no better pursuit than plunging a trowel into the moist, brown earth, removing enough dirt to create a space for a beautiful, health-giving plant, and watching it grow.

			It was the third Friday in June, and I was up to my knees in dirt and loving it. The last few weeks had brought pastel-blue skies, billowy clouds, and the delicious summery scent of sea air drifting in from the bay. In the tree above me, cardinals and catbirds twittered and cawed. It was a perfect day for gardening.

			I finished digging, picked up a chamomile plant, gently placed it into the hole, shoveled in some earth, and patted the ground around it. Then I pulled off my gloves, sat back on my heels, and reviewed what I’d done so far that afternoon. I’d planted over a dozen plants in the garden’s Medicinal Herbs for Heart Health section. The leaves and flowers fluttered in the sea breeze, but the roots of the plants were secure.

			I dispense natural remedies, both as a naturopathic doctor and as the owner of Nature’s Way Market & Café. The store originally belonged to my aunt Claire. But when Claire was murdered, I left Los Angeles for good and moved back to my hometown of Greenport, on the East End of Long Island. I knew I had to find Claire’s murderer, which—to the local cops’ surprise—I did. Almost as difficult was taking over Nature’s Way. I couldn’t let everything that Claire had worked so hard to build disappear. Now, a little more than a year later, I felt like an actual business owner. Nature’s Way was operating in the black, and I was ready for a new project.

			Last June I took a trip to London to visit a cousin, and while I was there I visited the Chelsea Physic Garden. Claire had often raved about it, but I had never had the chance to see it for myself. I was both enchanted and educated by the section with medicinal plants for various conditions.

			Three months later, in October, I learned that the empty plot of land next door to Nature’s Way, a little over two acres in size, had become available. The lot was completely overgrown with scrub and weeds and needed a lot of TLC, but I had the soil tested for pH and nutrient content and it was top-notch. So I jumped at the opportunity to re-create what I’d seen in London. I had my next project.

			My garden, like the one in London, would showcase various types of plants and use them to educate the local community about the many health benefits of herbs that people can grow at home, such as aloe for burns, turmeric for arthritis, and fennel for indigestion. I planned to hold workshops in the garden and store to show people how to grow and use these herbs. Now, all of the classes were almost full and I planned to add more.

			Tomorrow, on the first day of the annual Maritime Festival, all of Claire’s friends would gather, and I would officially open the Claire Hagen Memorial Physic Garden. Since the festival first began in 1990, so many events had been added that we locals could barely keep track. But my favorites were the opening day parade, visits from tall ships, boat races, the clam chowder and best pie contests, and the annual pirate invasion, complete with treasure hunts and mermaids. The whole week would be given over to festivities, the town filled with visitors. It seemed the perfect time to open the new garden to the public.

			Qigong (pronounced chee-gung), my scruffy, black, gray, and white terrier, ran up and put his nose in the dirt next to me. He sniffed, decided something was hidden there, and started digging with his chunky little paws. I patted his head. “Thanks, buddy. I appreciate the help.”

			“Need help, hon?” Jackson Spade glanced over at me from the north end of the garden, where he’d been working with our new gardening assistant, Nate Marshall. They were putting down paver stones as a patio for our new outdoor teahouse. Nate, a recent graduate of Stony Brook’s horticulture program, was tall and lanky, with owlish glasses that gave him a scholarly look. He also had a remarkable green thumb. Jackson said all Nate had to do was look at a plant and it would thrive, which was a bit of an exaggeration—but not by much. Fortunately, Nate had signed on to care for the garden throughout the summer.

			Jackson told Nate he’d be right back and came over to me. Dressed in his old jeans, a Green Day T-shirt, and boots, he was covered with dirt from working all day in the garden, but it didn’t matter. With his short cropped hair, just enough stubble to be sexy, and dreamy blue eyes, he made me melt.

			Jackson and I met last year when he had come to Nature’s Way looking for more natural remedies for his bad back. Aunt Claire had helped him feel better with the cures she’d recommended, and he was hoping for further improvement. Jackson was grateful for Claire’s help and kindness and so he agreed to help me in my quest to find her murderer. The fact that he was an ex-cop, now on disability because of his back, had worked in our favor. We nabbed the killers and along the way, fell in love. Now, it felt as if we had been together forever.

			“I’m okay,” I said. “Qigong is doing a great job digging holes.”

			“I’ll bet,” he said. “I think he’s a little jealous of Nate. Qigong wants to be your chief gardening assistant.”

			“No one digs a hole like you do,” I assured the dog. Then I got up and pulled Jackson into a hug. “But you’re the best. I couldn’t have done all this without you.” I gave him a kiss.

			“Now you have dirt on your nose,” he said, smiling. He pulled a bandana from his back pocket, gently wiped the dirt off, and kissed my nose. “Okay, you’re all set.”

			I glanced at the sky that was suddenly full of clouds, blocking out the late-afternoon sun. “What time is it?” I asked.

			Jackson checked his watch. “It’s almost five. Time flies when you’re having fun in the garden.”

			I pulled off my gardening gloves. “It sure does. But we need to get ready. Tonight’s the big night. I get to see you in a tux.” Jackson’s wardrobe usually consisted of jeans, a T-shirt, and boots, but tonight we were going to the Land and Sea Ball, the opening event of the festival, and Jackson had promised to wear a tux. He looked good in anything, but I was certain he was going to be a knock-out all dressed up.

			“And I get to see you in that gown that makes you look like Cinderella.” He gave me a quick kiss. “I just need to clean up over there.”

			He turned to start back to Nate and the open-air teahouse. But before he could take a step, Qigong, done digging, dropped something at his feet. It was a rectangular object wrapped in what looked like an old dish towel.

			Jackson bent and unwrapped the towel, revealing a small cardboard box. Or at least it had been. It was nearly flattened now, the cardboard thin with age and barely holding its rectangular shape. “Hmm . . . no wording on the box,” Jackson observed. He lifted what was left of its lid, and I saw a glint of metal inside. “Why would anyone bury one earring?” he muttered.

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			He brushed off some dirt, then held it out to me—a delicate gold earring with an exquisite heart-shaped setting. “There’s only one in here,” he said. “I wonder why.”

			“It looks really old,” I said. “It’s probably an antique.”

			“What kind of stone is that?”

			I squinted at the colorless stone in the middle. Even under the cloudy skies, it had a sparkle to it. “There’s so much dirt around the edges, it’s hard to be sure. But I think . . . it might be a diamond.”

			“We should find the other one,” Jackson said. He took my spade and dug into the ground, but even with Qigong helping him, he didn’t find the other earring. “Nothing here, but I could get that one appraised.”

			“Go for it,” I said. “If it’s valuable, you can use the money for your animal refuge.” A year ago, after Jackson adopted two abused dachshunds, he decided to open a haven for animals at his place in East Marion, which was five minutes from Greenport. He had plenty of space, enough for a garden and room for the animals to run free. So far, he had acquired a horse, two donkeys, a goat, five dogs, six cats, two rabbits, and a turtle—and three dedicated volunteers to help him run things.

			“Are you sure?” he asked. “This could really be worth something.”

			“You know I’m not into jewelry,” I said with a shrug. “But I do like helping your refuge. So keep it.”

			I handed him the earring, and he dropped it into his pocket. “Thanks, McQuade. That’s very nice of you.”

			“No problem.” I began to put my tools back into the gardening basket. “I think we’re in good shape for tomorrow, don’t you?”

			“Well, the patio isn’t done yet, but I think the garden is really impressive. You’re ready.”

			I blew out a breath. “Good, so we can just relax and have fun tonight.”

			“Sounds like a plan. I just have to do some cleanup with Nate.”

			I picked up the basket and gave him another quick kiss. Even when he was covered with dirt, Jackson was ridiculously kissable. “If you hurry, we can shower together. It’s really much more environmentally friendly.”

			“Sounds good to me. As you know, I can be very friendly,” Jackson said, smiling.

			“That’s what I’m counting on,” I said, smiling back at him.

			•   •   •

			Nature’s Way Market & Café was located on Front Street, across from Mitchell Park. The building, a three-story yellow Victorian with red trim, had outdoor seating on the porch, which was ideal when you wanted to catch the sea breeze or the morning sun. A black wrought-iron fence surrounded the property, and brightly colored flowers accented the walkway.

			The interior was whimsical and charming with chalkboard specials and aisles of natural cures and natural foods. Jackson had recently put up bookshelves, and I’d packed them with volumes on everything natural from yoga to meditation to superfoods.

			Next to the bookshelves was an oversized bulletin board with postcards and photos from customers who had visited Nature’s Way from places as far away as Russia, Japan, India, and Australia.

			The walls were painted a cheery lime green with lemon trim, so the place had a bright, sunny feel even on a cloudy day. As always, the air was redolent with the smells of healthy food, excellent coffee, and homemade baked breads and pastries.

			At this late hour, there were few occupied tables and no one behind the counter where we sold sandwiches, pastas, smoothies, soups, and salads along with gluten-free chocolate brownies, carrot cake, and cupcakes. I went into the kitchen, where my genius baker and second-in-command, Merrily Scott, was taking freshly baked bread from the oven. Merrily, who was twenty-three, had the energy of the Energizer Bunny, helped along by the caffeine in our organic coffee. Cute and perky, she wore the Nature’s Way uniform of jeans, a white T-shirt, and a green apron, her short blond hair in tufts with tiny colored bands. The customers loved her food and her attitude. I couldn’t have asked for a better employee.

			“That smells amazing,” I said.

			Merrily gave a little start. “Oh, you scared me. I thought I was alone.”

			“Just on my way through.” I held up the gardening basket. “I wanted to put this inside, and then I need to shower and get ready.”

			“I can’t wait to see you two all dressed up.” She slid the loaf of bread onto the counter. “You’re both going to look great.”

			“I know Jackson will,” I said, grinning. I walked over to the checkout counter and stashed the basket on a lower shelf. “I just wish you didn’t have to serve the desserts.” Nature’s Way had agreed to provide the desserts for the ball this year, and Merrily had outdone herself.

			“Actually,” she said as she came over to me, “Nate invited me to go the ball with him, so Wallace is coming to handle the service. We’ll help, too, if we’re needed, don’t worry.”

			I wasn’t worried at all. Wallace Byron was a pro who had owned his own health food store until he retired, but I was surprised that she and Nate had hooked up so quickly. He’d only been here for a few weeks, and he was already dating my manager. Still, he seemed like a nice guy. “Well, you’d better get ready, too.”

			She took off her apron and slid it into a cubbyhole under the counter. “I was just waiting for the bread to come out of the oven. I’ll see you there.”

			•   •   •

			After Jackson and I took a nice, long soapy shower together with fantastic smelling organic lavender bathing gel, we got dressed. I’d chosen a little black dress. Actually, it was a classic silk and lace strapless evening gown from the 1950s that looked like something Audrey Hepburn would have had in her closet. The strapless bodice was boned and the skirt made of three layers, sheer lace, sheer silk organdy, and black taffeta.

			When I looked at myself in the mirror, I couldn’t help but be reminded of how much I looked like my aunt when she was younger. Both of us were tall and blond, with blue eyes, high cheekbones, and good teeth, the teeth of the tiger, my aunt used to say. I felt a pang of sorrow over how much I missed her.

			“Hurry up,” Jackson said, through the bathroom door. “I want to see you.”

			I did a final check of my hair and makeup, opened the door, and stepped into the bedroom.

			“Wow,” Jackson said. “Wow.” He came over to me. “You do look like Cinderella, that is, if Cinderella ever wore black.”

			“You don’t look too shabby yourself,” I replied. “In fact, you look incredibly handsome. Just like James Bond.” He wore a classic black shawl-collar tuxedo jacket, shirt, and pants, along with suspenders and cuff links, topped off by a spiffy black bow tie that I bought at the same vintage store where I bought my dress.

			I’d even managed to find black pointy toe wink­lepicker oxfords in his size to complete the look. The contrast between his rugged good looks and the formal ensemble made quite an impression.

			He pulled me close and I felt his warmth. The smell of his coconut aftershave was sexy. “I want to take you to bed right now,” he said, his voice husky as his hand ran up my leg. “I mean, right now.”

			“But we’ll be late,” I said, laughing. “And you know that Cinderella can’t be late for the ball.”

		

	
		
			chapter two

			Willow McQuade’s 
Favorite Medicinal Plants

			ASHWAGANDHA

			Botanical name: Withania somnifera

			Medicinal uses: Ashwagandha, a woody shrub from the nightshade family, builds chi, or good energy, making the body more stress resistant. In Sanskrit, the name ashwagandha means “smell of a horse,” but it has the strength of one, too. That’s why it’s good to use if you are recovering from an illness. This herb boosts immunity, nourishes and calms the mind, promotes sleep, and improves brain function in the elderly. Use for anxiety, exhaustion, memory loss, mental fatigue, neuroses, overwork, and stress.

			Okay, we were a little late. When we arrived at the Maritime Museum, the parking lot was full and the place packed. The Land and Sea Ball was the place to be on the East End tonight for friends of the museum and their guests.

			The museum was a nineteenth-century brick building nestled at the end of the Railroad Dock, right next to the slips for the Shelter Island ferry. While the inside was impressive, filled with maritime memorabilia and photos, it wasn’t all that spacious. So to handle the overflow, the organizers had added an outdoor area for the jazz band and dance floor and a second bar. Surrounded by greenery and twinkling white lights, the “deck” looked out on Shelter Island across the bay.

			The local paper, the Suffolk Times, had written up the menu for the Land and Sea Ball that morning. The “sea” portion of the feast would be seafood dishes from local restaurants and a clam and oyster bar. The “land” would be represented by favorite dishes from local eateries. Local wines would be served from Lieb Cellars and beer from the Greenport Harbor Brewing Company. Nature’s Way had contributed three organic desserts: berry parfaits with whipped cashew cream, gluten-free almond cookies, and plum-raspberry-peach crisp with vanilla ice cream and a dash of cinnamon.

			“This place looks really beautiful,” I said, taking Jackson’s hand. “I’m glad we came.”

			“Me, too. Would you like a drink?” Jackson had been sober for ten years, but he didn’t mind if I had one or two.

			“A white wine spritzer sounds great.”

			He kissed me on the cheek. “Be right back.”

			When he headed to the bar, I took a look around the outdoor area and spotted Merrily and Nate on the dance floor. Her dress was typical Merrily, crafty and funky, made out of black denim with metal stars embossed all over it. Nate wore a black vest, black tie, and black jeans. They looked good together.

			Merrily spotted me and said, “Just taking a break.”

			“No problem. Have fun!”

			I glanced at the serving area, where Wallace was busily getting ready for the dessert course. With his silver ponytail and small Ben Franklin specs, he almost looked as if he were in historical costume. The green suede Birkenstocks, though, which you could see beneath the white tablecloth, gave him away.

			I took Jackson’s arm and led him over to Wallace. “How is everything going?” I asked.

			Wallace pulled out parfait glasses and lined them up. “We’re doing okay. I think everyone is going to love what Merrily prepared.”

			“I really appreciate you helping out here,” I said. “Don’t forget to note the extra time on your sheet.”

			“I will, no worries.”

			Mayor Hobson went to the bandstand and took the microphone. “Thanks, everyone, for turning out tonight. This event kicks off our week of festivities that will delight locals and visitors alike. Tomorrow, as you know, we start the Maritime Festival with the opening day parade and the traditional blessing of the oyster fleet at the Railroad Dock.”

			I felt an arm slip around my waist and turned to find Simon Lewis smiling at me. Simon was a TV producer and writer, not to mention my ex-boyfriend. He had followed me from L.A. to Greenport a year ago, failed to win me back, but fell in love with and purchased a second home here.

			Last September I helped him out of a jam when he was suspected of murdering another TV producer. This had earned me his undying gratitude and cemented my place in his life, whether I liked it or not.

			I pulled his hand away. “What are you doing here?”

			He gave me a boyish grin. Simon wasn’t conventionally handsome, but he had an undeniable, irresistible charm. He also had a steady named Carly, a producer whom I’d met last September when she was here filming on location at the Bixby estate in Southold, just a few minutes east of Greenport. Now she was in the UK, busy working on a new movie.

			“I can’t just sit at home, and wait until Vision starts up,” he explained. Simon’s previous show, Fast Forward, had been canceled, but now he had a new one about a psychic who solves cases, inspired by the star of Carly’s show, who investigated the haunted mansion on the estate. In the meantime, he was trying to write a novel, without much success. He came in to the café each morning with his laptop and mostly stared at the screen. “Besides, you know I’m into maritime history, especially pirates, so I had to come. And, Willow, I need to ask you for a favor.”

			Someone shushed us. “Later,” I said, wondering what favor Simon needed this time.

			Simon, ever impatient, proceeded to text me. My phone pinged. I glared at him, plucked it out of my purse, and without looking at the message, turned 
it off.

			“Okay,” Simon said, sounding defeated. “I’ll wait.”

			The same someone shushed us again.

			“Now, as for the prizes,” the mayor went on, “we’ve got some great gifts that have been donated by our local merchants for a raffle. All of the money that we raise each year goes to the museum’s children’s program along with maintaining the Maritime Museum and Bug Light lighthouse in Peconic Bay. But this year, we’re doing something new, providing a twenty-five-hundred-dollar scholarship for a Greenport High School student who plans to study marine biology.”

			The mayor checked his notes and continued speaking, “This scholarship is thanks to the generosity of the late Frank Fox, who also donated a tract of land in the heart of Greenport to the village when he died. The competition for the space was keen, but the Village Board and I chose to give this piece of land to Willow McQuade, the owner of Nature’s Way Market & Café.”

			There was more applause but I also heard a few dissenting voices. The decision to award me the parcel of land was not without controversy. Most of the competing applicants were here tonight, I realized as I scanned the room. But there were also quite a few friends of mine and Aunt Claire’s who waved to me, smiled, or gave me a thumbs-up. It felt good to have their support.

			However, Kylie Ramsey, the head of the local farmer’s market, who had also applied for the lot gave me a cool look. Harold Spitz, who organized flea markets and who also wanted the space, did not return my gaze. Maggie Stone, head of Advocates for Animals, who had wanted the land for a dog park, gave me a dismissive glance and whispered something to the man to her right.

			Over at the bar, I spotted Charles White, M.D., an orthopedic surgeon, who along with his investors had wanted to build a high-end boutique hotel on the lot to cater to rich out-of-towners. White was talking to his friend Joe Larson, a local builder and village trustee who had championed White’s plan and openly disliked me and what he called Aunt Claire’s “wacky New Age ideas.”

			White’s wife, Arlene, a sixty-something woman who looked ten years younger, thanks to an obvious face-lift, stood next to them, looking bored. Dressed in a fancy taffeta gown, she sipped what looked like a Bloody Mary. Arlene was not one of my favorite people. She had come into Nature’s Way several times to try and convince me to give the land to her husband. Basically, her point seemed to be that they were entitled to it because they had more money than I did.

			All of them seemed oblivious to the fact that they were standing next to Jackson, my boyfriend, who was clearly listening to what they were saying. Just seeing them brought back the stress of those weeks when we were all petitioning the Village Board with our ideas. I might never have created the garden if I’d known how many enemies I was going to make. Jackson must have seen the tension in my face from across the room. He gave me the peace sign, and I smiled.

			Martin Bennett and his wife Sandra, who ran an organic dairy in Aquebogue, thirty minutes west of Greenport, came up to me. Sandra, a petite, energetic woman in her forties, had also applied for the lot so she could put in a creamery to make and sell artisanal cheeses, using the milk from her cows and goats.

			I braced myself for more conflict. “Martin, Sandra, how are you?”

			Sandra smiled. “We’re doing fine. We just wanted to come over and show our support.”

			“We noticed that the other applicants were not exactly being friendly,” Martin added. He was a trim, fit man, an amateur bike racer.

			“No, they aren’t,” I said. “They still seem to resent the garden.”

			“Well, we all wanted the land,” Sandra admitted. “So you’ve got to expect that everyone else would be disappointed. But honestly, I think the garden is a great idea. I knew Claire, and she would be ecstatic about what you’re doing. We can’t wait to visit.”

			“Thanks,” I said. “I really appreciate that.”

			“Actually, we’re going to be vendors in a spot on Front Street across from your store all weekend long,” Martin said. “We could do it then, hon, you know, take turns taking the tour.”

			“That’s a good idea, love,” Sandra said, taking his hand.

			Jackson walked back over with an iced tea and my wine spritzer. He handed it to me, and said hello to Martin and Sandra.

			When they stepped away, Simon said, “That guy has had some work done.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I see it all the time in L.A. Didn’t you notice how tight the skin was on his face? And his nose looks like George Clooney’s.”

			“Maybe he wanted to improve his looks.” I hadn’t known Martin before so I didn’t have anything to compare it to.

			“They went too far,” Simon said, finishing his cosmopolitan. “I’m empty. Time to go to the bar.”

			As he walked off, I turned to Jackson. “What did Dr. White and Joe Larson say about me?”

			Jackson took my arm and pulled me to a neutral spot, away from prying ears and eyes. “Don’t let those two get to you, Willow. You’re doing a good thing for Greenport. Claire would have been proud.”

			But I needed to know. “What did they say, Jackson?”

			He didn’t answer at first.

			“Jackson?”

			He put his hand on my shoulder. “Promise me that you won’t get upset.”

			I took a breath. “I’ll try to be calm. What is it?”

			“White was complaining that you had gotten the lot illegally, that you had cheated, did something to tilt the vote in your direction. Larson was telling him not to worry, that they would get the land for themselves eventually.”

			“Cheated? That’s crazy!”

			“I know that. You know that. They’re idiots.”

			“He’s right, Willow,” Simon said, reappearing at my side, holding a pink cosmo. “You’re doing an awesome job on the garden, and I can’t wait to have a cup of tea on that patio that you”—he turned to Jackson—“and that guy, what’s-his-name, are building.”

			“Nate, his name is Nate,” Jackson said. “But that’s nice of you to say, Simon.” Jackson tolerated my friendship with Simon because he knew I loved him, and also because he kind of liked my ex, too. After the case last fall, Jackson had softened toward Simon. They were almost friends now.

			The mayor, who had left the stage briefly to confer with an aide, now took the microphone again. “As I was saying, Ms. McQuade, uh, Dr. McQuade, that is, is in the final stages of completing the teaching garden and an open-air teahouse for everyone to enjoy. We’re sure that her Aunt Claire would be pleased, God rest her soul.”

			I had a strong suspicion that it was Aunt Claire’s influence that was the tipping point in the decision to award me the land. She had been incredibly well liked and did a lot for the community, especially when it came to helping homeless animals. I had used some of the proceeds from her bestselling Fresh Face Cream to set up the garden. To give back, I pledged 10 percent of all the profits from the garden and teahouse to the local animal shelter and to Jackson’s refuge. But just because Claire had helped me didn’t mean that I had cheated. I had gotten the lot, fair and square.

			“Tomorrow, the Claire Hagen Memorial Physic Garden will be open to the public,” the mayor announced. “If you can, please join us for the opening ceremony at noon.”

			There was more applause, but now, some loud grumbling, too.

			White pushed away from the bar and headed toward the stage, with Joe Larson trailing behind him. “Everyone needs to know that Willow McQuade got that lot from Frank Fox illegally,” White announced loudly.

			“He’s right,” Joe Larson said. “We’ve got people looking into it. But I think that’s all we should say for now.”

			“What is going on?” I felt my stomach knot. “What is he talking about?”

			Jackson took my hand and squeezed it. “Ignore him. We won’t let him take away the garden. Don’t worry.”

			“I’ll get my lawyers on it,” Simon said. “The big guns.”

			The knot in my stomach twisted. “I don’t want to get into a nasty battle over this.”

			“You have to protect your interests, Willow,” Simon said.

			Mayor Hobson cleared his throat, and said, “Joe, Dr. White, please keep your opinions to yourself. Now I know that there are others who also aren’t happy with our decision about this land, but I hope everyone in the community will support Willow in her new venture.”

			“That vote was fixed and we’re going to prove it!” Dr. White insisted.

			“That guy needs to shut up,” Jackson said.

			White pushed his way through the crowd and over to us. “You talking to me? You’re saying that I need to shut up?”

			“You heard right,” Jackson said, stepping in front of me. Simon stepped forward and shielded me as well.

			“Oh, it figures,” White said. “You’re sticking up for your little girlfriend. Did she lie to you, too?”

			“Dr. White, please! Control yourself!” The mayor checked his notes again, plastered on a fake smile, and said, “Enjoy the party, everyone, and thank you!”

			But Dr. White wasn’t done. He leaned around Jackson until he was just inches from my face. His hot breath smelled of beer and cigars. “Enjoy your little project, Ms. McQuade. You won’t have it for long.”

			“Why don’t you tell me what you’re talking about?” I said as calmly as I could. “Because you’re wrong. I did not cheat to get that land. I would never do that.”

			“We have lawyers looking into the way that that vote came down. We know and you know that it wasn’t right. And we’re going to prove it. You’ll see.”

			“Time to go,” Jackson said, grabbing his arm. “Back away from her. Now.”

			“Yeah,” Simon added. “You don’t want to take us on, buddy.”

			White studied Simon carefully, and I had an awful feeling that he was seeing what I saw. While Jackson, an ex-cop, could hold his own in a fight, Simon had all the physical conditioning of a hamster. “Maybe I do want to take you on,” White said. With a sudden movement, he wrenched his arm from Jackson’s grasp and tried to punch Simon.

			But before he could make contact with Simon’s face, Jackson tackled him and pinned him to the ground. “That’s enough,” Jackson told him. “Like I said, time to go.”

			Merrily and Nate ran over. “Are you okay, Willow?” Merrily asked.

			“I’m okay, thanks,” I said, feeling anything but.

			“It’s all lies,” Dr. White yelled. “And we’re going to prove it!”

			Jackson got him to his feet and pushed White toward the exit. “Let’s go. You need to get out of here before you do something really stupid.”

			“Let me give him a good punch before he goes,” Simon said. “I owe him one.”

			“Forget it,” Jackson said, turning to look at Simon. “No way.”

			While Jackson was distracted, White seized the moment and pulled free. Jackson and Simon ran after him. This time, though, Dr. White lost his footing, and we watched as he tumbled over the low shrubs that edged the outdoor area and landed with a splash in the bay. A few people clapped. After a few moments, White sputtered to the surface, spewing expletives.

			“Now, that’s what I call a party,” Simon said, smiling.

		

	
		
			chapter three

			Willow McQuade’s 
Favorite Medicinal Plants

			ASTRAGALUS

			Botanical name: Astragalus membranaceus, 
Astragalus mongholicus

			Medicinal uses: A pretty plant with pastel flowers, this important herb is often used in traditional Chinese medicine to support and enhance better immune function. In fact, in Chinese this herb is known as huang qi or “yellow leader,” which refers to the root color and it’s go-to status as a healing tonic. Astragulus is commonly used to prevent and treat common colds and upper respiratory infections. The root of the astragalus plant is typically used in soups, teas, extracts, or capsules. Astragalus is generally used with other herbs, such as ginseng, angelica, and licorice.

			Jackson and I woke up early the next morning, surrounded by our menagerie, my dog, Qigong, Claire’s kitties, Ginger and Ginkgo, both tabbies, and Jackson’s long-haired doxies, Rockford and Columbo. After we’d played with them and scratched them all behind the ears, we showered, got dressed, and headed downstairs.

			When I stepped outside, I could feel the buzz in the air from all the Maritime Festival activities. On Front Street, vendors on both sides were getting wares ready to sell, artists competing in the Nautical Art Show were setting up in Mitchell Park, and the marina was full of sailboats, motorboats, and yachts. Soon the blessing of the oyster fleet would take place at the end of the Railroad Dock across the inlet. The sky was a crystal iris blue without a cloud in sight, the temperature, a balmy seventy-two degrees.

			It was so nice out that we decided to eat alfresco on the porch. We had a breakfast of Merrily’s French toast along with fresh strawberries and coffee while we reviewed what still needed to be done that morning.

			“You got the tables and chairs right?” I asked Jackson. We were borrowing them from his neighbor.

			“In my truck,” he said, sipping his coffee. “I’ll set them up after we eat.”

			The Nature’s Way booth would be right in front of the store, which would make things easier for us. “Thanks,” I said. “I’ve got some great stuff to put out.”

			Jackson nodded. “You do. It’s a smart idea to sell some of the plants that you have featured in the garden.”

			“I already texted Nate to remind him to pick up the medicinal plants from Ollie’s Organic Greenhouse on the way in. He’ll get seeds, too. Hopefully, after people take the tour, they’ll want to take plants and seeds home and start their own gardens. I’m going to offer paperback copies of Aunt Claire’s organic gardening books, too.” My aunt had been a prolific writer and author, and her gardening book Gardening, Naturally had been a national best seller.

			“Did the other stuff come in?” Jackson popped a strawberry into his mouth. The dogs sat at our feet waiting for small bites of French toast. He slipped them each a snack.

			“The gardening aprons, hats, tool belts, and plant stakes with the Nature’s Way logo came in yesterday.” I’d recently had the logo designed and was pleased with the result, which was the name, and an illustration of the store with the garden next door.

			“If the clothes sell, you might want to think about carrying other items.”

			“I don’t think I have room, although I’d love to carry Life Is Good, Good Karma T-shirts.”

			“You just need a rack to display them,” Jackson said. “I’ll build you one if you want.”

			“You are the best boyfriend,” I said, and leaned over to kiss him.

			As I did, Simon walked up the steps. “Ah, the lovebirds.” He took the seat next to me and squeezed my hand. “I need to talk to you, Willow.”

			I suddenly remembered the text I’d ignored the night before.

			“I can help you and me,” Simon began.

			“What is it?” I asked suspiciously. I finished up my French toast, giving another treat to the dogs. “You said, you could help you and me?”

			“Exactly.”

			“This should be good,” Jackson said, sitting back. Simon was a friend, but he was not known for his altruism.

			“Okay, you know I have writer’s block, right?”

			“Yeah, I sort of guessed.” I had noticed that Simon spent more time looking at his laptop screen than typing when he came in for breakfast.

			Simon flashed me his very white Hollywood smile. “I came up with the perfect solution.”

			“Really? Do I have a problem?”

			“The summer season is upon us and you need more help in the store and the café. I need to do something menial to free up my mind so I can get creative. You know, like Albert Einstein when he worked in the patent office and discovered relativity?”

			I knew where this was going. “You want to work here?”

			“Yeah, you know, being a waiter and stuff, something brainless to rest my mind. Two birds with one stone. Am I a genius or what?” Simon looked exceptionally pleased with his solution.

			“That’s great, Simon,” Jackson said, knowing what I was in for. Simon could be helpful. He could also be selfish, self-absorbed, and unavailable. “It’s also really nice that you think that Willow’s work here is menial.”

			Simon clapped Jackson on the shoulder. “That’s not what I mean, big guy. She’s the boss. I mean the people who work for her.” He turned to me, giving me a puppy dog look. “So, what do you say, Willow? I can start right now.”

			He was dressed in khakis and a white Izod shirt. He’d just have to put on a green apron. But could he be a waiter?

			“Wait a minute, Simon,” I said. “Have you ever done this type of work before?”

			“In college, sure, for a month or so, until . . .” He paused and looked at us.

			“You got fired,” Jackson guessed.

			“I’m a writer, I can’t do work like this forever. But a week or so might help my creative process.”

			I did need the help, especially during festival week. I looked at Jackson, who gave the idea a thumbs-down. But Simon was a friend and really, how much trouble could he get into? So I said, “We’ll do a trial period and see how you do. How’s that sound?”

			“Put me to work, boss,” Simon said, grinning.

			•   •   •

			The first thing we needed to do to get our booth ready for the festival was to bring out the tables and chairs. While Jackson and Simon went inside, I decided where to set up everything. Minutes later, Jackson came out by himself, with a folding table under each arm.

			I knew what he was going to say before he said it. “Are you crazy, letting him work here?”

			“I have to give him a chance,” I explained as we set up the first table. “I don’t know if it will really help his writing or not, but Simon is a friend. Besides, I could use the help.”

			“You just hit on the million-dollar question,” Jackson said. “Do you think Simon is actually capable of helping anyone besides himself?”

			“He’s got potential,” I said carefully.

			Jackson started setting up the second table, adjacent to the first one. “Willow, you need to think about what’s best for you and your business. Simon’s just going to get in the way. He’s already going on about how working here is going to free up his mind and make him really Zen. He said he could already feel it already ‘altering the vibration of his brain waves.’ Talk about New Age blather . . .”

			I shrugged, unsurprised. “So when he’s unblocked, he’ll leave. Hopefully, it won’t take long.” I spotted the Nature’s Way van take a left at the light, which meant that Nate would arrive at any minute. “I see Nate, good timing.”

			“Don’t change the subject. And if you have any illusions about Simon being a hard worker, he’s only carrying one chair at a time.” Jackson motioned to Simon, who was making his way down the stairs, a folding chair in one hand, a muffin in the other.

			Simon put down the chair and took a bite of the blueberry muffin. “Merrily is an amazing baker. She even let me taste a sample of the peach pie that she’s making for the contest in Mitchell Park this afternoon. Delicious!”

			“Yes, she’s very talented,” I said. “Can you please get the other chair?”

			It was already eight forty-five and the parade would start at eleven, which meant people would be congregating in front of the store soon.

			“In a minute. I want to finish my muffin.” Simon took another bite. “You know what? Coffee would go great with this. Want anything?” he asked as he headed back down the walkway.

			“No, we’re okay, but come back soon.”

			Simon, oblivious, waved and took another bite.

			“Oh, yeah, he’s going to work out just fine,” Jackson said sarcastically, his eyes still on Simon. “Please tell me you’re not paying him for this.”

			“Jackson, just accept him the way he is. Be Zen.”

			“No one is that Zen,” Jackson informed me. “Not even you.” He shook his head. “I’m going to check out the garden one more time.” As he spoke, Nate parked the van, then took a flat of medicinal plants from the back.

			“I’ll meet you there after Nate and I set up,” I told Jackson. “We need to put up the ribbon.” I’d bought bright yellow ribbon from the hobby store and a new pair of oversize scissors to cut it with. “After that, I want to watch the parade at eleven.”

			“Sounds good,” Jackson said, giving me a kiss.

			So while Nate and I set out the plants, seeds, and merchandise, Jackson looked over the garden and Simon had coffee.

			•   •   •

			After we set up the tables, I got the ribbon and scissors from my office and went over to the entrance of the garden. I could see the procession for the parade lining up on First Street by the ferry and the Maritime Museum. The local high school band, horses, ponies, and rescues from the local animal shelter who always marched in the parade were already in place. Behind them, I glimpsed giant floats and after them, the first of the classic cars pulling into place.

			I noticed Sandra and Martin’s booth near the movie theater. I hoped that they would take a tour of the garden later. Other vendors, closer to Nature’s Way, were selling everything from T-shirts to nautical crafts to hot dogs and lemonade.

			Jackson walked over to me, brushing dirt from his jeans.

			“Everything okay in the garden?” I asked, wanting things to be perfect. “Should I take a walk-through?”

			“No need,” he said. “I just had to replace a plant that some critter ate. But don’t worry. Now it all looks great. We’re ready.”

			•   •   •

			Visitors crowded the sidewalk as the parade made its way down Front Street to Main Street. Kids shouted with delight as tractors pulling carts drove past with those onboard throwing candy to the crowd.

			“Don’t you just love mermaids?” Simon asked, as a colorful float with six mermaids rolled past.

			“I guess so,” I said. “I never really thought about it.”

			But I couldn’t help being charmed by the parade. The local high school band had never sounded better, and even the dogs looked like they were having fun, wagging their tails, barking at their owners’ sides. Everyone was having a good time.

			“Looks like our old friend is here,” Jackson said to me. He nodded toward a man in the crowd, standing beside his young wife and toddler son.

			“Oh, great. My favorite person.” It was Detective Koren, my nemesis in all things murder. Even though I solved my Aunt Claire’s murder and the mystery of who had killed a Hollywood producer last fall, he still resented my amateur sleuthing skills and my success rate. As always, he was dressed impeccably, but today he went for the casual look, khaki shorts and a polo shirt. Just to bug him, I threw him a wave. He pretended not to see me.

			I turned my attention to the next float, which featured a plywood pirate ship, with a skull-and-­crossbones flag and several menacing-looking pirates. They circled the ship and growled at the crowd as they sang “A Pirate’s Life for Me.”

			Next up were antique cars of every size, shape, and color. Riding in the cars were the mayor and the Village Board, but I didn’t see Joe Larson, who had championed White. I hoped this meant that he wouldn’t be at the ribbon-cutting ceremony for the garden.

			The parade ended at noon, and soon after that we all gathered in front of the garden gate. Merrily closed the store temporarily and came out, along with Hector and Allie, my in-house acupuncturist and masseuse, who took a break from their appointments to attend. Aunt Claire’s boyfriend, Nick, our beloved yoga teacher, was there as well. Nick had encouraged me to fight for my garden project and ignore the naysayers. He’d become a good friend, especially now that Claire was gone.

			It seemed everyone who had worked with and loved my aunt—from her pet-rescue efforts to her Scrabble club—turned out, and so did others who shopped at Nature’s Way and considered her a friend. I knew she would have been very touched.

			On the left side of the trellised garden gate, there was a brass plaque that read: Claire Hagen Memorial Physic Garden: Forever in Our Hearts. Peace, Light, Love and Blessings to All Who Enter Here. The mayor and the trustees, except for Joe Larson, stood to the right.

			“Thank you all so much for taking time out of your busy Maritime Festival weekend to remember a truly wonderful citizen of our beloved village,” Mayor Hobson began. “Claire Hagen always had a kind word for everyone and never said no to a request for help, be it for people or our four-legged friends. So it is my great honor to introduce her niece, Willow McQuade, who is carrying on her work at Nature’s Way and in the community.”

			The crowd clapped, and this time there were no dissenting voices.

			I stepped toward the gate. “Thank you, Mr. Mayor. Thank you, everyone. I am very touched and moved by your show of support today. I know that it would have made Claire deeply happy. What would make her even happier is the fact that you’ll learn so much by visiting this garden and hopefully take this knowledge and put it to use in your own lives.

			“This garden is modeled after the Chelsea Physic Garden in London, which both my aunt and I visited. The Chelsea Garden was founded in 1673 by the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries so that their apprentices could study the medicinal qualities of plants. Today it is one of the most important centers of botany and plant exchange in the world. With the help of my team, especially Jackson Spade and Nate Marshall, I’ve modeled this garden on their vision. I hope you enjoy it!”

			Jackson handed me the scissors, and I cut the ribbon as a photographer from the local paper snapped a shot. “I now proclaim the Claire Hagen Memorial Physic Garden open!”

			The crowd cheered and Jackson pulled me into a hug. “Congratulations, Willow. You did it!”

			“We did it,” I said, taking his hand, feeling happy and proud. “Now everyone, let’s take the tour of Greenport’s new garden of medicinal plants!”

			I walked under the arch and entered the garden, the crowd trailing behind me. The lot was generous, a little over two acres, and I’d designed it in a grid pattern and packed it with plants. There were two main pathways, one on the left and one on the right, with the entrance on Front Street and the teahouse at the north end. The entire garden was surrounded by a six-foot fence. It felt safe and secluded, an oasis from daily life.

			“Here you’ll find a wide array of plants that contain proven therapeutic compounds,” I explained. “The beds are arranged according to area of treatment, from dermatology to cardiology.”

			I pointed to the first section on the left. “These plants produce compounds that have anesthetic or pain-relieving properties.” I touch a long-stemmed herb with small, creamy-white flowers that bloomed from June to August. “For example, this is Filipendual ulmaria, or meadowsweet, which contains small quantities of salicylic acid, the active ingredient that is used in aspirin.”

			The crowd moved in and inspected the plants and the plaques in front of them, each with information about the Latin name, where the plant originated, and its properties.

			Next, I moved on to the plant collection with anticancer properties, like Catharanthus roseus, or Madagascar periwinkle, which contains alkaloids used in anticancer drugs. I continued with my tour, introducing medicinal plants that had benefits for the skin, including aloe, which was for sale at our booth, as well as plants for lung disease, neurology and rheumatology, psychiatry, ophthalmology, and gastroenterology.

			I headed to a sunny area of the garden next. When everyone gathered around, I said, “Here, we’ve planted a cardiology garden. I gestured to a tall plant with purplish flowers. “This is one of most well-known cardiac herbs. Digitalis lanata, or wooly foxglove, contains a cardiac glycoside known as digoxin that is extracted directly from the leaves and is used to control and prevent abnormal heart rhythms and strengthen the heartbeat.”

			I turned back to look at the plant and noticed that there was something on the ground behind it. I asked the crowd to wait a moment and stepped around the plant bed. It looked like a piece of pink cotton cloth, but when I knelt down and tried to pick it up, I found that it was attached to an arm. I started to scream.

			The arm belonged to Dr. Charles White. Burgundy-red blood dribbled from a gash in his forehead down into his sightless blue eyes. His rimless glasses lay next to him, broken and twisted. The not-so-good doctor was very, very dead.

		

	
		
			chapter four

			Willow McQuade’s Favorite 
Medicinal Plants

			BILBERRY

			Botanical name: Vaccinium myrtillus

			Medicinal uses: Bilberry, a close cousin to the blueberry, is a tasty plant with bright blue berries and verdant green shrubbery, used in jams, pies, and wines. But this antioxidant powerhouse also has many medicinal and healing purposes. Since the Middle Ages, it has been used to treat diarrhea, scurvy, and other conditions. Today, the fruit is also used to treat menstrual cramps, eye problems, varicose veins, venous insufficiency (poor blood flow to the heart), and other circulatory problems. The fruit and leaves of the bilberry plant can be eaten or made into extracts or used to make teas.

			It was a good thing that we were in the cardiac section of the garden, because my heart felt like it had just stopped. I looked at the body again, hoping it was just a bad dream. No such luck. “It’s Dr. White. He’s dead,” I said, feeling light-headed. I stumbled backward, wanting to get away. But the crowd moved closer, anxious to see what was going on. A low murmur of whispers filled the air.

			Jackson ran up to me, and I leaned on him as I pointed to the body. “You were just here,” I said, trembling. It suddenly seemed cold. Had we really eaten breakfast outside on the porch this morning? “How . . . how did this happen?”

			He pulled me into a protective hug. “I don’t know. But obviously someone killed him, and it happened after I left, in the past hour or so. We’d better call Koren.”

			I tried to think clearly. “I just saw Koren at the parade.”

			Jackson pulled out his phone and quickly texted the detective. Within minutes, Detective Koren was pushing through the crowd, holding his badge high, a crime-scene tech behind him.

			“Police, coming through. Move aside, people, please!” He spotted us and walked over. “Don’t tell me that you’ve found another dead body, Ms. McQuade.” He drilled me with a look.

			I felt like crying and pressed my head into Jackson’s chest.
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