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  For Cameron


  CHAPTER ONE


  It is a truth insufficiently acknowledged that a person in possession of a business must at some point want to yell at someone. Claudia Simcoe took a breath and looked down at the stack of paper in her hand. There was nothing for it; it had to be done.


  “Lori, do you have a minute?”


  Lori Roth, the eponymous proprietor of Lori’s Handmade Creations, didn’t look up from the pile of tie-dyed placemats she was sorting. “I’m busy right now. Can it wait?”


  “Not really.” Claudia laid down one of the sheets where the other woman could see it. “This is kind of important.”


  The page was a printout from the website of a large wholesale importer. The printer that had produced it was not top quality, and almost out of yellow ink, but the images were clear enough to identify the products, next to their wholesale prices and volume discounts, and match them up exactly to the “handmade creations” Lori was selling, at what Claudia now knew was up to a five-hundred percent markup.


  “Where did you get that?” Lori asked.


  It wasn’t the response Claudia had been hoping for. Rather than embarrassed or ashamed, Lori seemed suspicious. Irritated, Claudia pressed on.


  “I don’t think that’s the most important thing right now,” she said. “Are these your products?”


  “Would you believe me if I said no?”


  “No.” It was occurring to Claudia that she didn’t know much about the other woman. Lori was the newest vendor in the marketplace Claudia ran, a home for independent businesses that were only supposed to sell things that fell into the local and/or artisanal categories. And while Claudia supposed you could make the argument that the machine operators in the overseas factories were artisans in their own way, it wasn’t what the customers expected.


  Lori herself certainly fit the brief, with her long hair, loose skirts, and coarsely-knitted cardigans, all in an undifferentiated mass of earth tones. Claudia had been surprised to learn, from the driver’s license she provided with her application, that Lori was younger than she looked, only a few years older than Claudia’s own thirty-four.


  Right now she was looking like a sulky child, caught with her fingers in the definitely-not-handmade cookie jar.


  “Well? What do you want me to do about it?”


  Claudia tried not to let the strain show in her face. This was the part she had been preparing herself for. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to terminate your lease. If you look at the contract, you’ll see the criteria for vendors are very clear, and you’re well outside of them. You can have a couple of days to clear out your stuff, but I can’t allow you to make any more sales from this space.”


  Mentally, Claudia was crossing her fingers and hoping that the real estate lawyer she had found on Yelp had done a good enough job on the contract, because she suspected Lori wasn’t going to take this lying down.


  She suspected right.


  “Oh, come on!” Lori said, her petulance exploding into anger. “The idiots who come browsing through here just want something they can take home and show off to the other hicks, because it came from California, and believe me, they would never pay what it would actually cost to make this crap. Nobody actually cares who made it.”


  “Well, I do. And this is my business, so you can go ahead and pack up the crap, as you call it, and take it elsewhere.”


  Lori was fully enraged now. She came out of the glorified booth that until recently had been her shop and pointed accusingly at the produce market at the other end of the hall.


  “Oh, so now you’re all high and mighty with your purity? Where was all this when Orlan wanted to bring in the artichokes?”


  “Castroville is a lot closer than Bangladesh,” Claudia said through clenched teeth. “And Orlan never lied to me, or tried to cheat anyone. Look, I’m sorry, but it’s my house and they’re my rules. You knew what they were when you signed the lease, so you can be as mad at me as you want, but you and your store have to go.”


  Claudia braced herself for another outburst, but none came. Instead, Lori started wandering around the empty market, like she was looking for inspiration in the jars of pickles or wheels of cheese. It was an hour after closing, and though people usually hung around for a while, Claudia was glad that everyone else had left. At least, she thought they had, but a flicker of motion in her peripheral vision had her worried. The last thing she needed right now was for the gossip mill to fire up before Lori was even out of the building.


  Inside she was kicking herself. When she had opened the market hall she had had a clear vision of only hosting local food vendors, to offer residents and visitors a literal taste of the work of the people and land around them. But one of the booths didn’t have power for a refrigerator, and when Lori had turned up with her samples and her rent check, Claudia had ignored her misgivings and welcomed her with open arms and a needy bank account. Even then it had felt like a bad idea, and now she knew why.


  Lori passed in front of the cheese shop for the second time, then seemed to come to a decision.


  “Please,” she said, the anger slipping off her face like a mask. “Please, just a couple more weeks. I just need the space for a little while longer—I’ll take all the ‘handmade’ signs down, lower my prices. It’s really important. You’ve got to let me stay.”


  “I’m sorry,” Claudia repeated. “But this is my business, and I’ve got to enforce some standards. The whole point of people coming here is so they can get something local and authentic. If we don’t have that, we have nothing.”


  “But I only need a little more time.” Lori was pleading now, almost whining. “You have to.”


  Claudia shook her head. “Three days. And no sales.”
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  Claudia escorted Lori to the door and locked it behind her. Not that it would make much of a difference; all of the vendors had keys, and most of them made copies. The best she could do was to watch until Lori’s car was out of the parking lot and hope her erstwhile tenant wasn’t about to try anything more stupid than she already had. Claudia made a mental note to call a locksmith in the morning.


  She was about to leave when she remembered the impression she had had of someone else being in the building. She wasn’t terribly worried about break-ins—aside from the fact that they were in the snooziest coastal town that ever lost its fishing fleet, there was nothing to steal besides various food items and some inauthentic textiles—but a raccoon had snuck inside a few months back and raised havoc among the salamis. So she thought she had better go back and check.


  The market didn’t have a lot of enclosed spaces; it was just a large rectangular building with a corridor down the middle and nooks for the shops around the sides, separated by low partitions to let as much light as possible in from the windows, so it didn’t take long for Claudia to confirm that there was no one, human or otherwise, hanging out behind the cheese fridge or in the compost bin. (She did find evidence that a large percentage of the customers didn’t know water bottles weren’t compostable, but she knew that already.) Satisfied, Claudia locked up again and headed for home.


  She didn’t have far to go. When people asked her what she liked best about her new life, her joking response was “the commute,” and it wasn’t entirely untrue. The market building had come with the neighboring piece of land and two vacation cottages included in the sale, and together they made up her entire living and working space.


  As empires went, it wasn’t much, but it was a start.


  The market was set on the side of a hill, overlooking the bay and the ocean beyond. A narrow road ran up from the town, passing the market, then vanishing over a low shoulder in the hill to where the cottages were, before winding its way up to dead-end at the hilltop, where a large house sat in lonely splendor, the only other building on the road.


  On one side of the marketplace were a couple of picnic tables and a small, roughly paved, parking lot with space for about thirty cars, if they weren’t too big and people parked carefully. (At least that was what Claudia estimated; so far the lot had never been that full.) On the other side there was an awkwardly shaped wedge of land that ran over the shoulder in the hillside to the cottages. One of the tiny buildings had been gutted by the previous owner, but the other was pretty much livable, so Claudia lived there.


  The cottage wasn’t exactly luxurious, but most of the lights worked and the roof probably had at least a couple more years on it. Someday, maybe, Claudia would have enough money to finish the renovations, or at least buy a dishwasher she didn’t have to roll across the kitchen and attach to the sink, but those sorts of extravagances were beyond her for the moment.


  Claudia crunched her way across the hillside, through the dry grass of a California summer, reminding herself for the umpteenth time that she really needed to do something about having it cut.


  August on the Sonoma coast meant alternating periods of wind and fog, with infrequent shocks of heat. This night was shaping up to be a windy one, with gusts so strong they made her stumble, and Claudia pulled her fleece jacket more tightly around her shoulders as she crossed the field to her home. In the distance, she could hear the waves crashing on the rocks mingled with the sounds of the ongoing arguments of the local sea lion colony.


  It was just past sunset but there was still some light in the sky, so navigating the path back to the cottage wasn’t a problem. Claudia had taken to using a somewhat indirect route, because the lot was also home to a pair of large and highly territorial geese, who lived in what looked like a converted doghouse that sat between the cottage and the market. Nobody seemed to know who they belonged to or how they got there, but offers to help move them were equally scarce, and the geese clearly had no intention of going anywhere on their own.


  She was almost home when she caught a movement in her peripheral vision. Chiding herself for being so nervy, she was about to put it down to the wind when she noticed the silhouette of a pair of triangular ears in the gloom. A dog, part German shepherd but mostly not, was sitting in the middle of the field, looking at her. There was nothing threatening about it, but it wasn’t a small dog, and Claudia made her way past it as quickly as she thought was reasonable, hoping she didn’t smell like fear, or sausages.


  Finally home, Claudia tossed her jacket on the chair by the door that had been demoted to that purpose and collapsed onto the couch (which, due to the size constraints of a 600-square-foot house, was actually a loveseat).


  Considering that almost none of her furniture would have fit, moving in had been easy. The front half of the cottage was her living room, kitchen, dining room, office, and overflow storage, and aside from the loveseat all it had room for was a makeshift desk, a couple of chairs, a barstool she had found by the side of the road, and a small table. Past the kitchen there was a hallway that was too short to really deserve the name, with the bedroom on one side and the bathroom on the other, and just enough space left to fit a miniature bookcase against the back wall. Claudia had meant to finally get around to organizing it that night, but even as she thought about it, she became aware that she barely had the energy to stand up, much less decide on an alphabetical versus theme-based ordering scheme. If it wasn’t for gravity, she wasn’t sure she would even have had the strength to stay on the couch.


  Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much the conversation with Lori had drained her. She had known coming in that running the business wasn’t going to be all biodynamic wine and locally grown roses, but this was the first major personnel problem she had run into. She turned around to put her feet up, deliberately avoiding looking in the mirror next to the door. Intended to make the room look bigger, it mostly just served to remind Claudia that she needed a haircut and possibly an entirely different wardrobe.


  Even in her previous, marginally more professional life, Claudia had never been much of a fashion plate—she had always felt that one of the best things about a tech career was that no one had a problem if you dressed for comfort over style—but even by her standards, the jeans she was wearing were on their last legs, literally and figuratively, and there was probably a limit to the number of consecutive days a person could wear humorous T-shirts and still expect to be taken seriously as a business owner.


  In that area, Claudia probably needed all the help she could get. With her short stature, heart-shaped face, and large eyes, she had always looked young for her age, and she still occasionally got carded, and not just by people who thought they were being cute.


  Some of that she couldn’t help, but Claudia had to admit there was probably more she could do. Like getting her hair cut so that it was something other than random waves taking routes of their choosing from her scalp to her shoulders, or deciding on a color for it other than “mostly brown, except for the parts that used to be highlights.”


  She held up a lock of it in front of her eyes, seeking the line where the highlights ended. That would have been about two years ago, when she was still doing that sort of thing, until the round of bad luck that had gotten her here in the first place. She had been living in San Francisco, a software engineer at an idealistic startup out to change the world via app development. But the money ran out, and in the end the only way they changed the world was by making it into one where their former CEO owned a boat. Around that time, her boyfriend declared they were breaking up, because he was “tired of dealing with her.” What he wasn’t tired of, though, was living in the city apartment which, through a miracle of a poorly worded listing and months of ramen dinners, she had managed to buy several years earlier. It was while he was explaining how San Francisco’s renter-friendly laws were going to keep him there indefinitely that she had made the decision.


  “I’m selling it,” she had said, barely thinking the words before they were out of her mouth. “The open house is on Sunday. We need to clean the bathroom.”


  And, thanks to a motivated realtor and a local real estate market that was hovering somewhere between superheated and ludicrous, that was it. Bidding started on Tuesday, and by Friday Claudia was explaining to Oliver that she was sorry, but he was going to have to take up the issue of his continued tenancy with the new owners. It was the most impulsive thing she had ever done, right up until the next one.


  She had not set out with the idea she was going to own a marketplace. All she had in mind when she arrived in San Elmo Bay was a month’s vacation in the seaside town she had visited with her family as a child. It had been perfect, so completely removed from everything that had seemed vitally important back in the city that she could barely remember why she had cared about all that stuff in the first place.


  Pure chance had led her to rent the cottage where she was currently living, and after a week of walking by the empty market building with its “For Sale” sign she had gotten around to asking the rental agent what it was. That was when she had learned about the grand designs of the former owner, to turn the old warehouse into a market hall, with local farmers and craftspeople renting out spaces inside to sell their wares to the visitors who would come from across the world and put San Elmo back on the road to prosperity, and the divorce that had cut off the money that was funding those dreams. She also learned that the sale price was almost exactly what she had cleared from the sale of her apartment, if by “almost exactly” you meant “with the addition of a substantial bank loan.” Claudia had decided it must be a sign.


  Everyone she knew thought she was crazy, and they were probably right. But for once in her life she was doing something she loved, something that was all hers, and no idiot with a bunch of counterfeit handcrafts was going to ruin it for her.


  Which, she reminded herself, was why she had gotten that lease agreement written up in the first place. Lori might be upset that her scheme had been discovered, but there shouldn’t be anything she was able to do about it.


  And there was nothing anyone was going to do about anything tonight, so Claudia probably should stop worrying and have dinner.


  A particularly strong gust of wind rattled the windows as Claudia hauled herself off the couch and wandered over to the refrigerator. It was only slightly larger than the one she had had in her college dorm, and about as usefully stocked. People might think the owner of a marketplace like hers would have a larder packed with the finest in local and artisanal foods, from which she would effortlessly whip up a meal that was at the same time simple and sophisticated, but those people had not seen Claudia stare blankly at a kohlrabi for upward of twenty minutes.


  The one part that was true was that she never lacked for ingredients. There was an unspoken agreement among the food vendors at the market that anything that was in danger of being thrown out was first offered to the other tenants, and though Claudia was careful not to be at the front of the line, there was always plenty to go around. She had things to eat; what she didn’t have was the energy to figure out how to combine two ears of corn, a cured pork jowl, assorted cheeses, and half a jar of kimchi into a meal.


  There were always the empanadas from Carmen, but Claudia suspected they were some of her experimental attempts, and she was in no mood for surprise kale.


  So it was with only a moderate amount of shame that she reached into the back of the freezer and pulled out a pizza. Desperate times called for desperate measures.


  CHAPTER TWO


  By next morning the wind had died down and the day was foggy but calm. The geese were awake and on guard, waiting at the edge of their territory for Claudia to pass. She gave them a wider berth than usual, acutely aware of the beady eyes tracking her progress. Rationally, she knew there was no need for her to be afraid of animals that were a fraction of her size, but on the other hand, she didn’t like the looks of those beaks.


  There was no sign of the dog, which had probably been someone’s pet taking itself for a walk. One of the things Claudia found herself having to adjust to was the different relationships people in the country had with their animals, and this was probably one of those times.


  Her view of the parking lot was blocked by the curve of the hill, so she didn’t see Lori’s car until she was more than halfway there. Claudia’s heart sank. She had known she hadn’t seen the last of her problem tenant, but she would have liked a little more of a grace period before diving back into the conflict. She hoped Lori had just decided to show up early to pack up her shop before anyone else arrived, and wasn’t standing by with a lawyer, ready to turn Claudia’s precious market into a dollar store outlet.


  Her first surprise on entering the marketplace was that the lights weren’t on. The windows did a good enough job of illuminating the shops, but not the interior corridor, and very little light filtered in through the three skylights that were in dire need of cleaning. It was enough to see by, but only just.


  Claudia flipped the light switch and looked around. Her first impression was that the place was empty, and maybe Lori had just left her car in the lot for some reason. But something wasn’t right. The display at the front of the Pak Family Pickles shop was in disarray, and the giant jar of kosher dills that had been the centerpiece was gone. She found it on the floor in the produce stall, lying on its side next to a bin of tomatoes.


  Beyond that, everything was fine until she got to the cheese shop. It was in the far corner of the market, with the largest space, including room for two small tables.


  That was where she found Lori, curled around the base of a table, unmoving.


  “Lori? Are you okay?” Claudia wasn’t expecting an answer, but she had to hope. In a daze, she put her hand on the other woman’s shoulder. It was cold, stiff, and unyielding, and in that it told Claudia everything she needed to know. But still she pulled, unwilling to turn away until she was absolutely sure there was nothing she could do.


  Then the body finally moved and she saw Lori’s face, and she was sure.
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  Claudia stumbled toward the door, fumbling for her phone and trying not to vomit. She might have screamed, or maybe everything felt like screaming. By the time the ambulance arrived, she had gotten her breathing back under control, though her heart was pounding so loud that she thought the paramedics must have heard it from the road.


  She told them what had happened, and they left her to wait at one of the picnic tables at the edge of the parking lot. There wasn’t going to be much they could do, but that was for them to decide. Claudia had seen a dead body before, but only because her great-aunt had insisted on an open casket, and while the mortician’s heavy-handed makeup job had been disturbing in its own way, it had nothing on this. It had been Lori, but not, her swollen face and bulging eyes making a grotesque caricature that Claudia would never, ever forget.


  She didn’t know how long she had been sitting there when the other vehicles pulled up, first a fire truck, then all three of San Elmo’s police cars, then a van with a picture of a cow in a tutu painted on its side.


  “Claudia! What’s going on?”


  Julie Muller parked the van in the only available space and leaned out the window.


  “Did something happen to the market?”


  It took a moment, but eventually Claudia was able to find her voice. “No,” she warbled. “The market’s fine. It’s Lori, she’s . . . Lori got hurt.”


  “Oh no,” Julie’s expression was appropriately concerned, but the tension had left her voice. She and Lori hadn’t exactly been close, and it wasn’t surprising that she wouldn’t take an injury to the other woman as seriously as something like damage to her shop. She would be horrified when she learned the truth, of course, but Claudia wasn’t sure how much she was supposed to be saying at this point. Julie, and everyone else, would find out soon enough.


  Julie was the second generation of the family that owned the Dancing Cow Cheese Company. She was a well-built woman in late middle age, slightly overweight thanks to three children and a lifetime of proximity to dairy products. Her father, Elias Muller, had immigrated from Switzerland in the sixties, taken one look at what passed for cheese in this country and declared it unfit for feeding to pigs, so he had decided to start his own creamery and show his new countrymen how it was done. (It was a well-known story, because he liked to tell it loudly at every opportunity, which was why his grandchildren refused to go into the grocery store with him anymore.)


  They had been the first vendor to sign on to the market, and Claudia was sure that Elias’s seal of approval had helped to bring in the others. She didn’t know what he was going to say when he heard their space had been the site of a violent death, but she didn’t think it was going to be good.


  “Ms. Simcoe? Do you have a minute?” A policeman had emerged from the building and approached Claudia. “We’d like to ask some questions about how you found her.”


  Claudia allowed herself to be led away, feeling Julie’s alarmed stare following her.
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  Going back into the market was like entering a dream, the kind where you’re in a familiar place but it’s somehow wrong, like your house suddenly has several rooms you never knew were there. Claudia had spent nearly every waking minute of her past two years in the marketplace building, but it felt alien now. The paramedics had left their equipment scattered around the central hall, blocking the entrances to the market stalls. The pickle jar was still on the floor, and from the fog in her mind a voice she recognized as her own reminded her that she needed to mention that to someone.


  There was a crowd of people at the end of the hall, paramedics, policemen, and a few firefighters who might have been doing something important, but at the moment it looked a lot like hanging around and watching. She had seen most of them around town at some point, but the only face she could put a name to was the chief of police, who was approaching her now.


  “Miss Simcoe? You found the body?” Chief Bill Lennox was a short, stocky man with a face like a disappointed frog. He was the youngest son of a longtime local family, and he had a reputation of being unpleasant and overbearing, particularly to people he considered outsiders in his town. The only other times Claudia had seen him, greeting guests and making speeches at the department’s various charity fundraisers, he had always seemed like he was at least trying to be genial, but there was none of that now.


  “I understand you moved the body,” he said, his voice booming out into the hall.


  “Only to see her face,” Claudia explained. “She was curled up there with her back to me, and I couldn’t tell what was wrong. I didn’t move her very far.”


  “You shouldn’t have moved her at all,” he scolded. It was the last thing Claudia had expected, but at least his antagonism had the effect of temporarily knocking her out of the shock that had consumed her since she found the body.


  “I didn’t know she was dead. I had to be sure there was nothing I could do to help.”


  “Well, you’ve certainly helped her killer.”


  Claudia nearly gasped. It had been in the back of her mind that Lori’s death didn’t seem natural—with her swollen face and the strange positioning of the body—but she was no expert, and the desire to believe in an explanation other than violence was a powerful argument. But here was the police chief, baldly stating she had been murdered, like it was a secondary problem to Claudia’s own irresponsibility.


  It seemed like she wasn’t the only person there who was surprised. The paramedics exchanged sharp glances, and one of the other police officers started to say something, then stopped himself and gave Claudia a worried look. She wondered how often his boss went off script like this.


  Lennox may have realized he said something he wasn’t supposed to, because he responded by glaring at all of them, before turning the force of his disapproval back to Claudia.


  “I need you to tell me exactly how she was lying when you found her, before you and these yahoos ruined everything.” The yahoos in question were the paramedics, who looked more annoyed than contrite.


  The police chief was clearly trying to sound authoritative, but the way he kept fiddling with the zippers on his jacket undermined the impression. Claudia had heard a rumor once that he had gotten the job despite having no police experience, because someone on the town council had owed Lennox’s uncle a favor, and she wondered if right now he was realizing how badly prepared he was for a homicide investigation, and was taking it out on anyone in range.


  He took a step toward the corner, and Claudia realized with a sickening feeling that she was going to have to look at Lori’s body again. Her knees started to wobble, but before she could fall too far there was a reassuring hand on her elbow.


  “Are you sure you’re up for this?” It was the cop who had brought her in, who Claudia had barely registered before. She noticed him now, first in gratitude, then to take in the fact that he was a very attractive man, then to rebuke herself for even having that thought at the site of a friend’s violent death. (Well, more of an acquaintance, really, but still.)


  “Thank you,” she said, fighting to keep her voice from rising flirtatiously. “But it doesn’t look like I have much of a choice, do I?”


  He smiled reassuringly and gave her a tiny shrug. Taking that as a no, Claudia let him lead her back toward the cheese shop, where the people still working around the body stepped aside to give Claudia the better look she so badly didn’t want.


  Given the current state of the scene, she didn’t think Lennox had much basis to be mad at her for the small amount of disturbance she had caused. Lori’s body had been pulled fully away from the table and rolled over next to a set of electric paddles for what had to have been the most optimistic resuscitation ever attempted. The body must have been stiff when they tried, even now it was only slightly uncurled from the position Claudia had found it in.


  Lennox was standing next to the table, looking at Claudia expectantly.


  “Well?” he said. “We don’t have all day.”


  Claudia stepped forward and gathered herself, trying to focus on the scene without really seeing Lori’s face.


  “She—the body was curled up over there,” she said, indicating the table. “Kind of wrapped around the base. I didn’t know why she would be there, so I went over and shook her shoulder, and she didn’t move. That’s when I pulled her back, just far enough to see her face, and then I went outside and called 911. I didn’t move her very much, just maybe a couple of inches.”


  “And you didn’t try to help her at all?”


  Claudia wasn’t sure what she was being accused of here—moving the body was a problem, but so was not moving it more? On the other hand, this was not the time for her to be indulging her authority issues, so she only let a little bit of defiance creep into her answer.


  “I didn’t think there was anything I could do,” she said. “She didn’t—she didn’t look like I could help her.”


  Through her effort not to look at Lori’s face, Claudia was starting to notice other things she hadn’t seen before, like the wire encircling Lori’s neck, ending in two thin wooden handles (somehow familiar, but she couldn’t think where she would have seen something like that before), or the dried blood that had run down from the wound it had left.


  “Is that it?” Lennox asked. He stared down at Claudia, as if he could glare more information out of her. But there was nothing to give.


  “That’s all I can tell you about finding the body.” She stepped back, relieved to have an excuse to look away. “But there is one other thing. I don’t know if you noticed, but there’s a jar of pickles on the floor in the produce market. And I know for certain that when I locked up last night it was on the display shelf, where it belongs.”


  If she was hoping for gratitude, she didn’t get it. Lennox just narrowed his eyes and flared his nostrils at her some more.


  “Oh yeah? How is it you’re so sure of that little detail?”


  Traumatized or not, Claudia had had enough of this. She stood up taller and looked him straight in the eyes.


  “Because,” she said. “It’s a very large jar of pickles.”
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  It would have been nice if she had been able to exit on that line, but it wasn’t to be. She had to give them all of her contact information, then repeat her story of finding the body two or three more times, then listen to several reminders from the chief that they were going to want to talk to her again later, and she had better make herself available. Finally, when she had assured him enough that she wasn’t going to go anywhere but home, she was allowed to leave, followed to the door by the attractive officer.


  “Are you going to be okay?” he asked.


  “Sure,” Claudia said, suddenly preoccupied by the discovery that eyes could be exactly the same shade of blue as the pattern on her grandmother’s Delft china. She had never liked those plates, but she was suddenly warming to them. “I, um, I just need some time to recover. Thanks.”


  “No problem. And take it easy, you’ve had a rough morning.”


  That was putting it mildly. And when Claudia got outside, she realized it wasn’t over yet. The rest of the vendors had arrived and their cars and trucks were clustered outside of the parking lot. Except for the Pak Family Pickles van, which Mrs. Pak had a habit of treating as an off-road vehicle, and had taken around the blocked-off entrance and parked in her usual space. There was a lot of confused conversation going on, all of which stopped when Claudia appeared.


  A chorus of “what happened’s greeted her as she got closer. Claudia looked around for her new cop friend, but he had already gone back into the marketplace. She was on her own.


  “I’m sorry about this,” she said, as they gathered around her. “Something happened to—Lori is dead. Last night, in the marketplace. I found her this morning. It’s—it probably wasn’t an accident.”


  Claudia couldn’t bring herself to call it murder, even though the police chief had implied as much, and the wire around Lori’s neck seemed to close the question. But to actually say the word out loud gave it more reality than she was able to deal with right now. She would have rather not said anything at all, but her tenants had a right to know. For most of them, their shops made up a major part of their livelihoods, and Claudia didn’t know when they would be able to open them again.


  There was a moment of quiet while everyone processed her announcement. Robbie, who ran the market’s butcher shop, was the first to put it all together.


  “Somebody killed Lori? In our market? How? I mean, why? I mean, what’s going to happen?”


  He looked around nervously after he said it, like he was embarrassed to have had the presumption to ask the first questions. Robbie was one of the younger shopkeepers, in his early forties, tall and lean, with big ideas and an abiding love for the things that could be done with pork. He had called his shop Cure, in honor of the cured meats like salami and prosciutto that were his passion, but the name was causing some confusion among both music fans and people who thought it was a pharmacy.


  “I don’t know,” Claudia said, which was an honest answer to most of his questions. “I’m sure the police are going to want to talk to all of us at some point. If there’s anything you know, like if you’ve seen anybody hanging around, or heard Lori talking about being afraid of someone, you should definitely let them know.”


  She didn’t have a lot of hope for that suggestion, and the blank looks she got in return weren’t much of a surprise.


  “How will we know if it is suspicious?” The question came from Iryna who, along with her wife Carmen, ran The Corner Pocket, the best combination pierogi and empanada stand in western Sonoma County. Her car would be full of coolers packed the with pastries they had gotten up at five to make in their rented commercial kitchen space, ready to be heated up in the small oven and cooktop in their shop. They did some business in local farmer’s markets as well, and Robbie was trying to set them up with a website so they could take mail orders, but the marketplace was the lifeblood of their business. Claudia felt a flash of anger at Lori for having her death there.


  It was a stupid thing to think, and she pushed the feeling back down.


  “I don’t know,” she said again. She had a feeling she was about to be saying that a lot. “Anything you can think of, I guess. But I’m sure there’s some obvious reason behind this, and the police will have it cleared up soon.”


  She wasn’t sure of that at all, but the others did her the favor of looking like they believed her. Besides Robbie and Iryna, the crowd consisted of Julie, who had left her cow-bedecked van to join the crowd, a couple of the teenaged employees of the produce stall, and Helen Pak, who was not going to be happy when she found out what had happened to her giant pickle jar, which had adorned the shelf at the front of their shop since it had opened.


  It was Helen’s attempts to replicate her grandmother’s kimchi recipe that had formed the foundation of her business, and her determination that had driven it to grow, past the reluctance, and occasional outright hostility, that had greeted their products. (Since opening the shop, they had added some more Western-style pickles to the line, but if Helen was behind the counter, you were not getting out of there without at least trying a bite of something spicy and unfamiliar.) She wasn’t going to take kindly to an extended closure, if by “take kindly” you meant, “not try to break in and reopen it herself.”


  For the moment, though, she seemed subdued, looking from Claudia to the marketplace building and back again.


  “You think they’ll solve it right away?” she asked.


  “Sure they will,” said Claudia, who wasn’t sure. “I’ve heard most murders are done by someone close to the victim, so the police probably won’t have very far to look. I’ll stay in touch with them, and I’ll let you all know as soon as I get an idea of when we’re going to be able to reopen the marketplace. There can’t be much they can do in there, so with any luck it should be before the weekend.”


  Fortunately for Claudia, nobody present was taking notes. In the pantheon of famous last words, those should have been up there with “it doesn’t look that deep” and “hold my beer.”


  For the moment, her tenants seemed willing to take her at her word. The expressions on the faces around her ranged from Julie’s calm concern, through Robbie being uncertain and confused, and up to Helen who, for some reason, was looking deeply distressed. The last one was surprising to Claudia. Of everyone, the pickle business was the least likely to be affected by the delay, since even their shortest-lived products were good for weeks. But there was no question she was agitated, and Claudia didn’t know what she could say that would be helpful.


  “I don’t know what I can say that will be helpful,” she told them. “I’ll try to get more information from the police, and I’ll let you know as soon as I do. In the meantime, if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”


  No one seemed to be able to think of anything at the moment. After that, the group started to break up, as people pulled out their cell phones and got to work on alternative plans for their day. Claudia hung around until the last of the cars pulled away, then, with a sad look back at her marketplace with the police officer still standing guard at the door, she turned and headed for home.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Back in the cottage, Claudia tried to get some work done, but trying to focus on accounting spreadsheets right now was a battle she was never going to win. Finally, she gave up, fished one of the experimental empanadas out of the refrigerator, heated it up in the toaster oven, and took it outside to eat.


  A pair of plastic chairs and an unsteady card table made up her patio furniture, set next to the house on a concrete slab that might have seen better days, but even those hadn’t been that good. It would have been an unappealing spot, except for two things. One was that it was on the other side of the cottage from the marketplace, where she wouldn’t be tempted to try to watch what was going on and be drawn into useless speculation. (She could manage the speculation on her own just fine.) The other, and more generally applicable advantage was the view it did have, out over the bay and to the ocean beyond. Even when it was foggy it could be beautiful, with glimpses of water through the mist, and on a clear day like this one, when the overnight wind had blown the air clear, it was glorious.


  The hill on which the cottages and marketplace sat rose up above the bay, and it was connected to the wider world by a road that ran up from the two-lane highway that cut through the town. Following it took you past a scattering of houses mostly of the vacation-rental variety, a plaza with a laundromat, bar, and small grocery store, and a shockingly rickety pink building selling salt water taffy, then across the highway and down into San Elmo proper. Claudia could see it from where she was sitting, a patchwork of roofs clustered around the marina, punctuated by the neon seagull on the sign for The Lighthouse, the area’s one fine(ish) dining establishment. (Their chowder was actually quite good, but Claudia had learned to stay away from the more creative dishes. The sardine pad thai still haunted her.)


  The town itself was laid out in a loose grid across the flat land that hugged the edge of the bay, with a small commercial district running for about three blocks near the water, transitioning to modest residences that got progressively nicer and less likely to be occupied year-round as you traveled uphill. San Elmo Bay had had a few scattered heydays, leaving it with a comfortable jumble of architectural styles—a row of Victorian houses here, an art-deco theater turned bookstore there, a monstrosity of sixties church architecture that everyone wished wasn’t over there—all conspiring against the local civic boosters who longed for a cohesive postcard image.


  Claudia had always loved it, ever since she had come as a child with her parents, getting a scoop of strawberry ice cream and eating it while walking along the pier. She had still liked it as a sulky teen, when they had rented an A-frame house by the beach for a week every summer and she had discovered that she could climb out a window onto a gable roof and sit looking over the stubby pines to the sea. This had always been a place of retreat for her, and it was probably no surprise it was where she had turned to when she had needed somewhere to go.


  It hadn’t taken long to realize the difference between vacationing in a place and trying to make a life there, but even that hadn’t been so bad. Aside from a handful of old-timers, jealously guarding their status as the only true locals, most of the people in San Elmo were from somewhere else, washed up there when the tides of their own lives had turned one way or the other. It was the sort of place where, if you mentioned that you had left your city job to open a probably ill-advised business venture, you were generally met with an understanding nod and the story of the other person’s experiences with selling yarn paintings or training yoga goats. Rather than being greeted with the suspicion she had expected, Claudia found that, for the most part, she was just another of San Elmo’s seemingly endless supply of people who had never met a bad idea they didn’t like.
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