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THE SEATTLE SPICE SHOP STAFF


Pepper Reece—Mistress of Spice


Sandra Piniella—assistant manager and mix master


Cayenne Cooper—salesclerk with a secret


Matt Kemp—salesclerk and retail wiz


Reed Locke—part-time salesclerk, full-time student


Kristen Gardiner—part-time salesclerk, Pepper’s BFF


Arf—an Airedale, the King of Terriers


THE FLICK CHICKS


Pepper


Kristen


Laurel Halloran—widowed restaurateur and houseboat dweller


Seetha Sharma—massage therapist


Aimee McGillvray—vintage shop owner


IN MONTLAKE


Bruce Ellingson—bond broker who went for broke


Deanna Ellingson—neighborhood real estate agent


Cody Ellingson—their son


Maddie Petrosian—Pepper and Kristen’s childhood pal


Jake Byrd—aspiring developer


MARKET MERCHANTS, RESIDENTS, AND FRIENDS


Nate Seward—the fisherman


Glenn Abbott—neighbor and city councilman


Misty the Baker—guardian of Market tradition


Jamie Ackerman—painter and Market newcomer


THE LAW


Detective Michael Tracy—homicide


Detective Shawn Armstrong—homicide


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


Special Agent Meg Greer—FBI




One
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Legend says that in the late 1950s, aspiring rocker Jimi Hendrix often met friends in Seattle’s Pike Place Market and played late into the night, on the steps in front of a passage called Ghost Alley.





“THIS IS MAGIC,” NATE WHISPERED TO ME AS THE WAITER poured our wine. “I can’t believe I’ve never been here.”


I smiled my thanks to the waiter. There are pockets of magic in every city, and since Nate and I got together a few months ago, we’d made a point of exploring them. The glow of new love adds its own magic to the mix, and we’d made a point of enjoying that, too. But this was our first evening at Jazz Alley.


Across the dark, gleaming table, Eric Gardiner raised his glass, catching a flicker of light. His wife Kristen, my BFF since before we were born, raised hers. Nate and I followed suit. “Cheers,” Eric said. “Great to finally have a Friday night out, the four of us.”


I heard my phone buzzing in the small beaded bag at my hip. I ignored it. No interruptions tonight. Besides, the Spice Shop was already closed. Nobody needed me for anything important.


“How you scored seats for the dinner show,” I said, “don’t even tell me. She always sells out the house.” Diane Schuur, one of Seattle’s best-loved musicians, wouldn’t take the stage until after plates were cleared, but the promise and the wine had already begun to work their spell.


“What looks good?” Nate scanned the menu. Fish scores high in Seattle restaurants, but as a commercial fisherman, Nate is picky about his pesce, not to mention his salmon, crab, and halibut.


“The crab or sole,” I mused, “and Key lime pie. I had it once in Florida and ever since, I’ve thought that’s what vacation tastes like.”


On the floor between us, Kristen’s phone buzzed in her purse. A flash of worry flitted across her face and she fished for the bag, then snuck a peek under the table. Cell phones were frowned upon here, with good reason. But they’d left their girls home alone, so I didn’t blame her.


She held it out for me to see. The text wasn’t from one of her young teenagers, bored or ticked off at the other. It was from our good friend, Laurel Halloran.


Detective Tracy is in my living room, I read. FBI on the way.


“The girls are fine,” Kristen told her husband, showing him the screen as she nudged him to slide over and let her out.


“It’s Laurel,” I told Nate. “Something’s up. Be right back.”


I followed Kristen down the hallway to the women’s room. Inside, we huddled in the corner and she made the call, her blond head next to my dark one, the phone between us. This was not a place, or a topic, for speaker phone.


“They have new evidence,” Laurel said, her voice barely a whisper. She lives on a houseboat on Lake Union, and short of closing herself in her own bathroom, there aren’t many places to hide. And like most cops, Detective Michael Tracy seemed to possess almost super-human hearing. “He won’t tell me what it is until the FBI agent gets here. What do I do?”


Kristen’s eyes met mine.


“Put the coffee on,” I said.


THE cool damp that had hung in the air most of the day had turned liquid in the short time we’d been inside. Eric pulled the SUV into the alley behind the club, close to the rear door, so we managed to avoid getting soaked.


No such luck at the docks. I hadn’t brought a coat, not expecting to be outside for more than the door-to-door dash. It was Friday night and everyone in the Lake Union houseboat community must have been home, watching movies or reading as the wind and rain lashed their windows, unaware of the ghosts lurking outside their doors. Kristen had found a folding umbrella under the front passenger seat, and Eric held it above us as we stood near the giant golden willow, where Nate unlatched the weathered wooden gate.


“Excuse me,” a female voice called. “Do you live here? Do you know where I can find Laurel Halloran?”


In the bluish light from the lamp skewered to a post on the mailbox rack, each box a different color, I saw a trim woman in a dark, hip-length jacket, jeans, and low-heeled boots striding toward us. She held a black umbrella.


Nothing about her screamed “FBI,” but I knew.


“This way,” I said, grabbing the rail alongside the short flight of steps to the dock where Laurel’s houseboat was moored. Technically, it’s a floating home, since it isn’t actually seaworthy, but no one calls them that. Damp wood can be slippery and one misstep can lead to disaster.


Four sets of footsteps followed me, introductions deferred. Normally, when I duck beneath the willow’s graceful branches, my tensions melt away, as if the tree guards an invisible gate through which stress cannot pass. That’s why Laurel moved here after her husband’s murder three years ago. She’d sold their beloved Mont-lake home, and she and Gabe, then fifteen, had set about settling into a new neighborhood. Still close to his school and friends, but a world apart from worry.


Not tonight.


Across the lake, lights glowed along the shore. Headlights whizzed by on Westlake Avenue, winking off and on as they passed the narrow gaps between buildings. More lights clustered at the north end of the lake where sailing yachts and working ships waited for repairs. On the hill above them—Seattle is a city of water and hills—the industrial figures of Gasworks Park stood watch.


Laurel’s sapphire blue door faced an empty slip. Instead of a boat, she keeps a pair of yellow kayaks, now lashed to the side of the house. Friends with boats, or neighbors with seafaring visitors, are free to tie up any time. Colorful planters flank the door, including an oak half barrel holding a bay tree. Herbs and edible flowers fill smaller pots, befitting a chef who runs a deli and catering company. The rain had washed away most of the fish and diesel odor that clings to the lakefront, and I caught a whiff of bay and mint.


I took a deep breath, knocked, and walked in. “Laurel, we’re here. And we’ve brought company,” I called. Despite my accidental involvement in several crimes over the past year, I had never before encountered an FBI agent in the course of his or professional pursuits. Nor had I met one in my long career working HR for a big law firm, before I bought the spice shop, or in my thirteen-year marriage to a cop.


“Special Agent Meg Greer,” the woman said to me after umbrellas had been leaned in the corner, coats and jackets shed, and we’d all shaken like the damp dogs we’d become. Her green eyes assessed me as she held out her hand, her reddish curls frizzy from the moist air.


“Pepper Reece,” I replied. My Pied Piper routine must have signaled me leader of the pack. Or maybe it was the long “thank God you’re here” hug from Laurel. Introductions were made. Detective Tracy had not met Nate or Greer.


“Is there a reason you thought you needed to call a lawyer?” the detective asked Laurel, tilting his head at Eric.


Laurel wrapped her arms around herself, gripping her elbows. “I called my two best friends,” she said. “Kristen just happens to be married to one of the most highly respected attorneys in the city.”


“And the other comes with a man who can pour coffee,” Nate said. “Smells done. I’ll bring it out.” I watched with gratitude as my fisherman, tall, dark, handsome, and efficient, disappeared into the tiny galley.


“Looks like we broke up a double date,” Tracy said, running a hand over his close-cropped hair. He’s a short man with medium brown skin whose ever-present camel hair sport coat strains across his stomach when it’s buttoned. Though we’d met a few times at police department functions when I was married, our first professional contact had come just over a year ago when a man died on the doorstep of Seattle Spice, the shop I run in Pike Place Market. Tracy and his then partner had caught the case and quickly focused on one of my employees. Thanks to my intervention, and a bit of four-footed luck, justice had been done.


I sank onto the soft butterscotch leather couch and Laurel perched beside me, clutching a framed photo of smiling, sandy-haired Patrick Halloran. “Detective, as much as I enjoy seeing you,” I said, “we’re cold and wet and hungry, and we walked out of Jazz Alley before the music even started. What’s this about?”


Tracy and Special Agent Greer sat in matching chairs opposite us. On TV, FBI agents all wear suits or tactical gear, but I suppose in real life, they try to blend in. And Greer could easily have been off duty when summoned to join the party, relaxing in her black jeans and black turtleneck. Just add the gun now holstered at her hip and go.


Tracy cleared his throat. Patrick Halloran’s murder was officially an active investigation, and he called Laurel every few months to touch base and reassure her that the murder was still on their minds. But with no new leads, the search had come to a dead end.


Dead end. I cringed at the term. Honestly, before I found myself repeatedly dragged into murder investigations, I had no idea how many death- and crime-related phrases we use every day.


“As we told Mrs. Halloran,” Tracy said now, “preliminary ballistics received late this afternoon indicate a match between a handgun used in a shooting Thursday morning and Mr. Halloran’s murder.”


“What? The shooting in Montlake?” I leaned forward. Nate set a heavy tray on the rattan ottoman, and returned a moment later with a stainless steel vacuum pot.


“When Mrs. Halloran said she wanted to call you, I agreed because we know your friendship,” Tracy said. “And we know this is a shock.”


Last winter, Laurel and I had found the body of an up-and-coming young chef. In that encounter, and others, I thought Tracy had come to see me as helpful. But he might not want to admit that in front of the FBI.


If Tracy could be subtle, I could be humble.


“Same gun, same neighborhood,” Eric said from his post by the French doors leading to the deck, one arm around Kristen’s shoulders. She looked as stunned as I felt. “Any other connection between the crimes or the victims that you know of?”


“They were acquainted,” Tracy said.


“Who?” I asked. “Who is he? How is he?”


“Is anybody going to pour that coffee, or are we just going to let the smell torture us?”


Our questions were reasonable, but clearly, Tracy wasn’t ready to answer. Such is the power of Vitamin C. Laurel poured and I passed out cups and saucers, along with a plate of almond biscotti from Ripe, her downtown deli. I forced myself not to fall on them like a starving hyena.


Up to this point, Special Agent Greer had said nothing more than her name and that she was pleased to meet us. When we all had coffee, doctored to taste, and a cookie, she spoke. “I’m here because Mr. Halloran was an Assistant United States Attorney, which makes his murder a federal offense.”


“But only if he was murdered because of his official duties,” Eric interjected. “Making this a joint investigation. Is the new victim also a federal employee?”


“No,” Greer said. “Unfortunately, she’s not in any condition to talk to us.”


“She?” That surprised me. “Who is she?”


Tracy slipped a plastic sleeve out of the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to Laurel. I stretched an arm behind her and peered over her shoulder.


“Oh my god.” My hand flew to my mouth.


“You know her?” Tracy asked.


But when I raised my head to answer, I didn’t look at him. I looked at Kristen.


“It’s Maddie Petrosian.”




Two
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Burning coffee grounds mixed with bay leaves is said to repel almost any bug.





“NOT THAT I SHOULD BE SURPRISED,” DETECTIVE TRACY SAID. “But this is Seattle, not Mount Podunk. Suppose you tell me how you know Ms. Petrosian.”


“Is she okay?” I asked him. “Tell me she’s okay. How did we not know?” I asked Kristen.


“It’s a relief to see that the SPD can keep some secrets,” Tracy replied. “She’s still unconscious. Head shot. The docs repaired an intracranial bleed. They won’t know if there’s any lasting damage until she wakes up. In the meantime, we have no witnesses and little to go on.”


I’d spent part of my childhood in Montlake, so when the nightly news mentioned a shooting in the old grocery on Twenty-Fourth East, my ears had perked up. But the report had been short on detail and hadn’t named the victim.


“How did we not know?” I asked Kristen again.


“I wondered why Tim wasn’t at soccer practice,” she said. “He called when we were getting ready tonight, but I didn’t answer and he didn’t leave a message. I’ll text him now.”


“Might be good to hear what the detective has to say first,” Eric suggested.


“Wait.” Greer held up a hand, her gaze darting from me to Kristen and back. “You knew both the first victim and the second?”


I felt myself flush, as though I’d been accused of wrongdoing and the explanation, simple as it was, would only make things sound worse.


“We went to school with Maddie, from kindergarten on,” I replied, then glanced at Nate, his face creased with confusion. “Kristen sees more of her than I do. I never knew Pat Halloran. He died before we became friends with Laurel.”


“You knew Pat, though, didn’t you? From cases you’d had?” Kristen asked Eric, who nodded. She turned her attention back to Greer. “Maddie’s kids and our girls are close in age. They go to the same schools. We see Maddie and Tim, her husband, at soccer games and school events. And we’ve been to their place on Whidbey Island.”


“As I recall,” Tracy said. “From when Mr. Halloran was killed.”


Maddie Petrosian had been the Golden Girl in our class. Her great-grandparents survived the Armenian genocide and immigrated to Seattle, where they worked their tails off and amassed a fortune, mostly in real estate. Made sense for people driven from their homes to value land in their new country. Maddie and I both went to Seattle University after high school, but unlike me, she’d been a serious student. I dropped out after junior year, then stumbled into a career in HR at a prominent law firm, eventually finding my true calling in retail. Maddie, on the other hand, was magna cum everything. She went on to get an MBA, graduated first in her class, married the man who finished second, and took over the family business.


She was everything I wasn’t. And impossible to dislike.


“Her name’s in the file,” Tracy said to Greer. “In the interviews with the Neighbors United folks.”


So Greer was new on the case. New in town, too?


“As to why you didn’t know, we kept her name quiet at her husband’s request, until he could reach her mother,” Tracy continued. “She’s in Europe on some kind of tour, and he didn’t want her to hear the news from someone else. We released the name to the press this evening.”


Next to me on the couch, Laurel was bouncing her knee up and down. I put out a hand and stilled it.


“So does the same gun mean the same killer went after both my husband and Maddie Petrosian?” she asked. “Why? That doesn’t make any sense.”


I had to agree. How could a shooting yesterday morning be connected to a murder three years ago?


“That’s the obvious explanation,” Tracy replied. “But it’s early yet.”


“The newspaper called it an interrupted burglary. Is that really what happened?” I asked. “That grocery’s been closed for ages. Oh, is that the one she bought to redevelop?”


Tracy shot me a “you should know better” look. And I did. I’d been married to a cop. “Interrupted burglary” is code for when the police suspect attempted murder but don’t want to say so.


“It doesn’t make any sense,” Laurel repeated. “Maddie’s a developer. Pat was a prosecutor who volunteered his spare time with a community group trying to protect the neighborhood against overzealous developers. They were on opposite sides. What could anyone hope to gain from shooting them both?” She looked from Tracy to Greer and back, but got no answer.


Finally, Eric asked, “So what’s next?”


“Crime scene evidence,” Tracy replied. “You wouldn’t believe the dust and junk in a vacant grocery. Canvass the neighborhood. Trace the gun. Ms. Petrosian’s shooting is a tragedy, and it is our immediate focus. But it’s also giving us new evidence on your husband’s case, Mrs. Halloran. We’ll be revisiting every lead. He was one of our own.”


When one of their own was attacked, every law enforcement officer kicked into high gear to solve the crime. Maybe now, they could.


“That’s where the FBI comes in,” Greer said. “We’re conducting a thorough investigation into a person of interest, and dedicating extensive resources into reevaluating other evidence in light of this recent incident. Working closely with the SPD, of course.”


“That means the project’s on hold for now, right?” I said. “Who still wanted it stopped? Who didn’t accept the newest proposal?”


“We’re looking into that,” Tracy said, “although it’s hard to see how that might circle back to Mr. Halloran.”


If Pat’s killing was not related to his work as a prosecutor, but stemmed from his volunteer work or his personal life, then it wasn’t a federal case. But until that was disproved, the FBI would take the lead. Not because they were pushy or grabby, but because that was the law.


And while Mike Tracy was grumpy and suffered fools not one whit, he would do whatever it took to solve this case.


“We’ll keep you posted, Mrs. Halloran,” Greer said, standing to leave. “Thank you for your hospitality.”


She rose, as did Mike Tracy. He buttoned his jacket and glanced at Kristen and me. “Don’t suppose I can keep you two away from your old friends, now can I?”


“Not a chance,” I said.


He grunted—he grunts a lot—and gestured to the Special Agent. “After you.” Then he turned back and plucked a cookie off the tray.


NATE closed the houseboat’s door behind the officers. I felt badly for him—he had no idea what was going on.


But then, neither did the rest of us.


Laurel sank back, eyes closed. She’s a striking woman, at five nine, a couple of inches taller than me, and at fifty-five, a dozen years older. We are hair opposites—mine is short, dark, and spiky, while hers is a cascade of gray-brown curls that falls well below her shoulders. But at the moment, I suspected my face mirrored the expression of sadness mingled with shock that hers bore.


“We should leave you alone.”


“No.” Her dark eyes flew open. “Oh. You missed dinner. And the music.”


“We’re fine,” I said reflexively, but she’d already jumped up. Besides being a chef, she’s mother to a teenage boy, though he was safely away at college. Hungry people spur her into action.


I picked up the framed photograph she’d clutched throughout our conversation with Tracy and Greer. Pat had been a nice-looking man with a friendly, open face. Not a head-turner, but a man you’d smile at on the street. His sandy-red hair was as curly as Laurel’s, and he had the hazel eyes, fair skin, and smattering of freckles that went with his Irish name.


I set the photo on the table, picked up the coffee tray, and followed Laurel into the kitchen. It’s tiny but efficient, with a built-in dining booth, and within minutes, I’d poured us all glasses of pinot noir, and Laurel had served up mixed greens dressed with a basil vinaigrette and bowls of pasta with olive oil and garlic, sprinkled with parsley so fresh it was practically still growing. Eric had found Diane Schuur on his playlist and his phone serenaded us from the windowsill.


Laurel slid in next to Kristen, a glass of wine in hand. “Maybe, finally, we’ll get answers.”


After a few bites, my blood sugar stabilized and I could begin to think again. I set my fork down.


“So was Maddie the target, or in the wrong place at the wrong time?” I mused.


“I just sent Tim a text,” Kristen said to me. “When do you want to go to the hospital tomorrow? Coma means ICU, so we might not be able to see her, but we can at least talk with him in person.”


“You’ll have to go without me,” I said. “I am swamped at the shop.”


“I need to call Gabe,” Laurel said. “Friday nights are game nights. I don’t even know if they won.” Gabe was a freshman at Notre Dame, on a soccer scholarship.


“Call him in the morning,” Kristen said. “Let him enjoy Friday night. Besides, you don’t know anything yet.”


“Pat always said”—Laurel’s voice broke, then recovered. “He always insisted that we would not keep secrets from our son. When Pat was fifteen, his father was badly injured on the job. His mother didn’t tell the kids how hurt he was, that for a while, they weren’t sure he’d live. They found out from an aunt. It made the ordeal even worse, and fueled a rabid hatred for secrets.”


Fifteen. The same age Gabe had been when Pat died.


“Did his dad recover?” Nate asked.


“Mostly, but he never went back to work. Pat and his brother gave up sports and got jobs. He went to college and law school on academic scholarships, not the soccer scholarship he’d dreamed of.”


Kristen and I exchanged glances. We knew too well the power of family secrets. Her parents and mine had shared one for decades, and when it came to light a few months ago, it had nearly destroyed our friendship.


The exhaustion was beginning to show on Laurel’s face. I picked up plates and slid out of the booth, then beckoned to Nate. In the living room, voice low, I said “I want to stay with her overnight. Could you head home and take care of the dog?”


Nate’s official residence, to the extent that he has one, is a gillnetter called the Thalassa, docked at Fisherman’s Terminal, but since his unexpected return from Alaska a few weeks ago, he’d spent most nights at my loft.


“How ’bout I stay, too? I could call an Uber, but you know Eric will insist on running me back to your place, and I’d rather let them go straight home. I’ll call Glenn to take the dog.”


I put my hand on his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. “How do you always know exactly what to do?”


“YOU’RE going to get involved, aren’t you?” Nate said as he slid between the sheets in Gabe’s old room, on the houseboat’s upper level. As Laurel had predicted, we’d found Snowball, the stray dock cat who adopted Gabe when they moved in, fast asleep on his bed. She barely opened an eye when I scooped her up and put her on the desk chair, atop a blue-and-green Seattle Sounders seat cushion. Gabe worshipped the city’s pro soccer team.


“I don’t know that there’s anything to get involved in. But I’ll do whatever Laurel needs. And Maddie.”


“What happened? To Pat, I mean. All I’ve ever heard is that he was shot at home while Laurel and Gabe were away and the case has never been solved.”


“That’s the gist of it.” I laid my shimmery blue velvet dress over the back of the chair. “Soccer team trip. Pat was supposed to go, but at the last minute, he needed to work so Laurel went instead. I never met him, but everybody says he was a great guy.”


“Well, sure,” Nate said. “I wouldn’t expect Laurel to marry a schmuck.”


“Why not? I did.” Although my ex hadn’t started out that way. Schmuckdom had crept up on him.


Wisely, Nate ignored that. “They honestly never had a serious suspect? But they thought he was killed in the line of duty, or whatever it’s called? Because of his work, I mean.”


“Not that I ever heard. And yes, killed because he was a federal prosecutor. Laurel’s never said much about the case, and I haven’t pressed her. My impression is they were focused on someone he’d been investigating who had a grudge against him. I knew they talked to Maddie, and to Kristen and Eric, but that’s it.”


“Why talk to them? Because of this development you and Laurel mentioned?”


“Yeah. On Twenty-Fourth, in Montlake, there’s a block of commercial buildings, though it’s pretty quiet these days. A developer had a plan to knock down the old corner grocery and put up one of those modern monstrosities. Pat was the spokesman for the neighborhood group that opposed it.”


The corner grocery that my brother and I had biked to for ice cream bars on hot summer days had been empty for ages, and it needed more than updating—one of those gray 1960s boxes that had been ugly from Day One. Like every other vacant or underused corner in the city, it was a prime target for a modern mixed-use development. That’s the new buzz word in urban design—retail on the ground floor, offices or apartments upstairs. After living blocks from Pike Place Market the last few years and seeing how well mixed-use works downtown, I’m a fan, when it’s done right.


“So it was Maddie’s project?”


Laurel had found a Sounders T-shirt for me and I pulled it on. “Honestly, I never knew the details of her role—investor, property manager, or what. The police talked with her and the other developer, but they both had alibis. She and Tim were up on Whidbey with Eric and Kristen and the kids.”


“Were the developers actually suspects?”


“Not that I ever heard. Just dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s. Anyway, I guess the other developer backed out and nothing happened for a while. Years. But then Maddie got the project moving again and finalized plans for the corner just in the last few weeks. It’s way scaled back, from what I heard.” I knew most of this from Kristen. Maddie and I didn’t see each other often; she didn’t have much time to spend with friends.


“So the neighbors got what they wanted, but Pat didn’t live to see the victory.”


“It’s all so sad.” I climbed in beside him. Never in a million years would I tell a professional fisherman that sleeping on a boat makes me dizzy. Nate slipped an arm beneath my shoulders and pulled me close, and I let the wind and water have their way.




Three
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Known simply as “small lake” or “small water” to the Puget Sound Salish and other indigenous peoples, Lake Union earned its modern name at an 1854 Fourth of July picnic, when Seattle city father Thomas Mercer predicted it would someday link saltwater to fresh.





“PEPPER, I HAVE TO TELL YOU THIS. I HAVE TO TELL SOMEONE, and those detectives will think I’m crazy.” Laurel set a plate of toast and a jar of strawberry jam on her kitchen table.


I inched my coffee closer. It was my first cup of the day, and from Laurel’s tone, I suspected I was going to need every ounce. It’s common to crave intimacy after news of tragedy, and Nate and I had made a few waves of our own last night. I’d slept well, but not nearly long enough.


“If you want me to leave . . .” Nate said.


“No, no. She’d tell you anyway.”


“I would not—” I started to protest. “Yeah, I probably would.”


She sat across from us. “About ten days ago, I had a dream. A nightmare.” She threaded her fingers through the handle of her coffee mug. “By the time I saw Pat—in real life, I mean, when I saw his body in the morgue—he’d been gone for hours. That beautiful light that shone from his eyes—it was gone. It wasn’t my Pat anymore. But in the dream, I saw it all play out. I saw someone stand in our mudroom and lift a gun—a handgun, I don’t know guns—and take aim. I heard the shot, I saw the blood, saw him fall, and then . . . it all went black.”


“Could you see who it was? A man or a woman? How tall?” I felt Nate push his leg against mine, the signal unmistakable. He was right. She didn’t need me peppering her with questions she couldn’t answer.


“No. He was shot in the mudroom, though he managed to crawl outside—we had a little bitty back deck—and call for help. That’s where the neighbor found him.” She stared at her hands. “Then— then the next morning, Gabe called. He woke up screaming, scared his roommate half to death. He’d had the same nightmare. Except, in his dream, it wasn’t Pat being shot.”


Despite hot coffee and the warmth of the tiny kitchen, I felt a chill, afraid of what she would say next. And then she said it.


“It was me.”


Outside, the rain pelted the windows. Nate took my hand. The cat’s tail swept my bare leg as she strode by, headed for her own breakfast.


“He said . . .” Laurel swallowed and continued. “He said it felt so real that he called just to hear my voice.” She lifted her gaze to mine. “It was like it was a warning. Why is this happening now, right as we’re coming up on the anniversary?”


“That’s why, don’t you think?” Nate asked. “Anniversaries can be pretty powerful. Dreams, too.”


I had never heard Nate mention any interest in dreams. So much we didn’t know about each other yet.


Though I don’t have children—by the time my ex decided he was ready, my biological clock had run down—I’ve got a healthy dose of what Kristen calls “Universal Mother Energy,” and I channeled it now to make sure Laurel ate. I scrambled eggs and between bites, she told us more about Pat. How the long battle his parents fought to get compensation for his father’s injuries led Pat to become a lawyer and his brother a doctor. How Pat had encouraged her to open her catering company, and later Ripe, serving fresh food fast in a city addicted to both. How they took the kayaks down to the wetlands on weekends, and how he coached Gabe’s youth soccer team, but managed to keep from becoming an obnoxious sports dad as Gabe moved up the ranks. How he never missed a game and happily ate takeout from Ripe for days on end.


“I think that’s why I’m so proud of Gabe, bouncing back after Pat’s death. He’s his father’s son, through and through.”


“Pat sounds like a terrific guy,” Nate said. “I wish I’d known him.”


Laurel gave him a grateful smile. But I was stuck on an incongruent fact: The man who never missed a game had begged off the team trip claiming he had to work, and yet there was no evidence clearly tying his murder to his work. Maddie’s shooting with the same gun made that seem even less likely.


The same gun didn’t mean the same shooter. But the odds of a murder weapon showing up in someone else’s hands, who used it to shoot a woman the murder victim had known, only blocks away, in a building that had been the subject of a dispute . . .


Well, those odds were odd.


And Mike Tracy had taught me that when something looks odd, take a closer look.


THE Uber picked us up at the willow tree. The bus runs down East-lake, but no way was I going to hike up the hill and wait in the rain in high-heeled boots and a velvet dress, even with a borrowed coat.


“When’s the food tour coming through?” Nate asked once we were in the car. “Will they cancel with this rain? Although it looks like it’s tapering off.”


“Eleven-thirty, fingers crossed. We’re the appetizers before lunch. The Market’s pretty popular in the rain—so much of it is under cover. But you never know.”


“I suppose it makes tourists feel like they got a taste of the real Seattle,” he replied.


“They said it rained all the time up here,” our driver piped up. “I didn’t believe ’em.” He grinned at me through the rear-view mirror.


“Where did you move from?”


“Southern California,” he replied, and the old song popped into my head.


Then the light changed and he hit the gas. Traffic wasn’t heavy this early on a Saturday morning, but skirting through South Lake Union, home to Amazon, and winding down to Western, between the Market and the waterfront, navigating hills and one-way streets, required a driver’s attention. I was glad it was his job, not mine. He zipped past an old redbrick building, the upper story partially covered by ghost signs, those faded reminders of businesses long gone. Such a contrast to the sleek glass and metal structures nearby. Minutes later, we reached my building.


“Musta been a great night,” our driver said as Nate held the door for me, “from the way you two are dressed. Get some rest.” Had we been in last night’s clothes for any other reason, I’d have laughed along with him.


Inside, we reclaimed Arf from my neighbor. “He’s been walked and fed,” Glenn said with a wink. “Don’t let him tell you otherwise.”


Arf is a courtly gentleman, an Airedale terrier about five years old. But when it comes to food and treats, he’ll lie with his big brown eyes. “Don’t worry. I’m on to his tricks. Thanks again.”


“I don’t suppose you can take the dog,” I said to Nate once we were in the loft. It’s classic industrial style, a mix of redbrick, old wood, and twelve-foot-high windows, and I adore it. “Today will be crazy, not to mention wet.”


“Wish I could, but I’ll be on the boat all day, working on the engine, if I’m going to go fishing next week.”


“Seems like you’re always working on something or other.” I hung Laurel’s coat on a hook by the door and sat to peel off my boots.


“Because something or other is always breaking. It’s like farming. You wanta grow wheat or apples, but you’ve got to be a mechanic, too.”


“And a philosopher.” I swatted him on his adorable backside and headed for the shower.


As the hot water warmed me, I thought about Laurel and Patrick. About the devastation untimely death leaves behind. I’d thought it was discovering a body on my doorstep thirteen months ago that set me to a life of crime, as my mother puts it. But maybe I’d started down that path earlier. Maybe it was the inevitable result of my childhood in a communal house that wore its motto, PRAY FOR PEACE AND WORK FOR JUSTICE, on the bumper sticker of the van used to pick up day-old doughnuts and bruised bananas and put them to good use in a free meal program. Of being hauled to this rally and that parade by parents who met during an antiwar protest, he a tall vet wearing his Army jacket, she the hippie chick he rescued from an oncoming truck.


Or maybe it was the example of Brother Cadfael, the crime-solving medieval monk in the books by Ellis Peters. A man whose very life blended work and prayer as easily as he blended tonics and teas for the community he served. He grew herbs, I sold spice. Though I was no monk, that was for sure.


I pulled on my shop uniform—stretchy black pants and a black T-shirt with our logo, a shaker spilling salt into the ocean. Nate took his turn in the shower, then I snapped Arf into his rain jacket, and the three of us descended to the parking garage and piled into my ancient Saab, Nate at the wheel.


“I know you love the Mustang,” Nate said, “but this is a better car for driving hills in the rain.” The dark blue 1967 Mustang was my father’s baby, handed over to me when my parents left for Costa Rica and now in dry dock for the winter.


He pulled up to the curb at First and Pike. I gave him a kiss, then another.


“Stay safe, you maniac boat mechanic.”


“And you, crazy spice queen.”


A moment later, my dog and I stood on the corner, he in his yellow slicker, me in my red coat and red-plaid rain boots, looking across First Avenue at the entrance to Pike Place Market. My happy place.


Wondering why on earth Special Agent Meg Greer was standing on the opposite corner, staring at me.




Four
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More than fifty years ago, according to the Seattle Times, a thief fled from Pike Place Market into the Great Northern railway tunnel and was never seen again.





THE LIGHTS CHANGED AND FOOT TRAFFIC SURGED INTO THE all-way intersection. By the time Arf and I crossed, Greer had vanished. Had I imagined her? Had she slipped into the Atrium, the corner building anchored by the Italian grocer? Or disappeared down one of the Market’s many passages and back alleys?


It was nearly eight thirty and the bakeries and coffee counters were beacons of light in the gloom. Or more precisely, beacons of caffeine and sugar. Stores with doors, like mine, were still closed, but the cobbles on the main thoroughfare, the L-shaped Pike Place, glistened as trucks and vans made their deliveries. At the daystalls, men and women in rain gear unloaded buckets of flowers and crates of produce. The drizzle dampened the sounds of the Market, but not its energy.


But the coffee I’d downed at the houseboat had worn off, and as my caffeine levels plunged, so did my mood.


I started coming to the Market as a kid, tagging along on my mother’s weekly shopping trips. The sample cups of tea at the Spice Shop were as much a treat as the mini doughnuts we picked up from the Daily Dozen.


Even so, when I stumbled over my husband and a parking enforcement officer practically plugging each other’s meters in a downtown restaurant, just before scandal destroyed the law firm where I worked and took my HR job with it, all within months of my fortieth birthday, I never expected to find solace in bay leaves.


But crazy as it sounded at the time, buying Seattle Spice may have been the smartest thing I ever did.


Today, though . . . Despite the bustle in the streets and my determination to sound upbeat when Nate asked about the rain, I worried. Saturday is our busiest day, but locals might stay home if the drops turned to torrents. Tourists could shop or stroll through the city’s museums instead of getting drenched down here. Every food tour guide had a Plan B to keep the clients warm and well-fed elsewhere.


I’d been counting on a good October. The next big step for the business was to expand our production facility, with full-time staff and pricy new grinders and packaging equipment. To make it fly, we needed strong fourth quarter financials. Fall cooking and Christmas baking were the ticket.


The Market is so alluring in autumn, when the last of the fall produce and flowers fill the stalls. Not to mention Halloween. Where else can you buy warty gourds, fresh pumpkins, ghost peppers, and a Dracula costume in one shopping trip?


But worry is a retailer’s ritual. As the news of Maddie’s shooting and its possible link to Pat’s murder soaked in, my sense of dread grew. Add in Laurel’s nightmare and her questions, and I had to ask: Why now?


And what next?


Arf’s leash looped through my hand, I bought a paper at the newsstand and stuffed it in my striped jute tote. Squeezed by the stacks of papers and magazines waiting to be unpacked and threaded my way down the congested aisle, patted Rachel the brass pig, the official Market mascot, and got in line at my favorite bakery.


Minutes later, the counter woman handed me a cinnamon roll and a nonfat double latte. I stood beside a column topped with a Victorian cast-iron capital, one of the features that prompt visitors to ask why modern architects don’t do that, and took the first sip. Instant attitude adjustment. You could make a fortune selling this stuff.


As Mr. Starbucks and Mr. Folgers well knew.


Across Pike Place, the produce seller and the old lady from the Asian market were jawing at each other, each pointing at a pile of flattened cardboard boxes, then at the other’s storefront and back at the boxes. I didn’t say everyone in the Market always gets along.


Then my dog and I headed into the Arcade, where I traded a wrinkled ten for a giant bouquet of sunflowers, a riot of red and yellow. We dashed across the cobbles to the shop and unlocked the front door.


I paused on the threshold to breathe it all in. Cinnamon and cardamom, ginger and nutmeg, cumin, cloves, and garlic. Spice in all its variety, the stuff of my life.


When new customers walk in, they often describe, unprompted, a memory evoked by scent: a fragrant stew, their grandmother’s apple pie, a day exploring the lavender fields in the south of France. There’s a reason for that. The same part of the limbic brain that detects smells also houses memory. They are physically linked.


Call it magic, for short.


I set my bounty on the counter and unhooked Arf. He let me wipe his feet and run a towel over his tan legs and tail; happily, the slicker had kept his head and the wiry grizzled fur on his back, called a saddle, dry. I gave him a rawhide chew bone, which he carried to his bed behind the front counter. Official Market policy says no dogs, but no one pays any attention, and the Market Master carries treats in his pocket. After I hung our coats and stashed my tote in the office, roughly the size of your standard refrigerator, I found a vase for the flowers. Even the worst grouch can’t help but smile at sunflowers, especially on a rainy day.


But before the day came rushing in, I had reading to do. I took the newspaper and my breakfast to the mixing nook, a small booth where we conduct taste tests. Flipped pages, the only sounds the ticking of the railroad clock beside the front door and my dog chewing.


On the front page of the local section, I found a short update on the shooting. As Tracy had predicted, Maddie was named now, described as a property investor who had apparently surprised an intruder. No pictures, no other details. No mention of Pat Halloran’s murder, though the annual recap would run soon. If the link between the two cases was public by then, the story would be front page news.


I let the last sip of coffee linger on my tongue, bitter mixed with sweet.


Then it was time to get to work. The staff arrived earlier than usual to prep. Food tours are all the rage with tourists and locals who trust an expert to find the best of the city’s food and drink. Some focus on wine, or chocolate, or sushi. The Market tours give guests a close-up with merchants and vendors, and a taste of history. Guests buy tickets, so we’re not paying kickbacks to the tour operators. And they shop. A group of eight or ten can easily drop several hundred dollars on spices, tea, and books, and order more online when they get home.


Sandra’s husband had driven her to work today, and I helped him haul in a cooler filled with appetizers. Cayenne set up the serving table and warming trays for the stuffed mushrooms and baked paprika cheese, with help from Reed, our college kid computer whiz. Paprika cheese is an invention of one of our favorite customers, and he’d been thrilled to hear we planned to serve it today. All week, we’d been serving our new chai—a spice blend or masala brewed with strong black Assam tea and vegan coconut cream. But today it was back to our signature tea, and Matt started the first batch brewing in the giant electric kettle that looks like a Russian samovar. The scent of cinnamon and cardamom filled the air. We’d go through vats of the stuff—the colder and wetter the weather, the more we serve. And the more we sell.
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