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Chapter 1


Melissa
Gladstone, petite blonde owner of Missy’s Muffins and More, in LaChance,
Louisiana, and Crème de la Cupcake, in the neighboring town of
Dellville, slumped at her kitchen table with her head in her hands, exhausted.
She’d been working late into the night, setting up new recipes for her featured
“Cupcake of the Day” at both stores, and her lack of sleep was taking its
toll.  When the late nights were coupled with the stress of filming a
nationally televised baking show, The Bayou Baker, once a week, the
result was a slightly haggard and harried Missy. She had a daily respite when
she took her dogs, a sweet golden retriever named Toffee, and a sassy malti-poo
named Bitsy to the park, but the interludes weren’t enough to combat an
overly-packed schedule that seemed to be draining the life from her on a daily
basis.


Missy
had been dating the tall-dark-and-handsome LaChance detective, Chas Beckett,
for more than a year, and their relationship had evolved into something that
was both exciting and comfortable, but lately, she’d felt as though she’d been
shortchanging the debonair detective, relegating him to late lunches, and
dinners eaten at the kitchen counter whenever she could spare a moment. A busy
man himself, Chas was more than understanding, but she felt guilty about not
making more time for him.  


The
delivery side of her businesses was booming, as was the daily foot traffic.
Publicity that she’d received as a result of being on national television had
made her numbers soar, and despite having hired additional staff, Missy still
felt as though she could barely keep up with the demand for her delicious
cupcakes. Something had to give, and she felt quite sure that if she didn’t
come up with a plan soon, that something would be her. Vowing to talk with her
store managers about a different plan of attack in the morning, she closed her
laptop and headed to bed, too numb to think anymore.


**


“I’m
actually really glad that you called this meeting, Ms. G.,” the manager of the
Dellville store, Ben Radigan said, when he took his place at a small table in
the corner of the shop. Ben had worked with Missy for a few years now, while he
attended grad school for a Criminal Justice doctorate. He’d met his lovely wife
Cheryl, the manager of the LaChance shop, when she’d come to work for Missy,
they’d married, and recently become the proud parents of an angelic little
girl, Missy’s god-daughter. Cheryl was attending the meeting as well, because
Missy wanted to strategize with both managers.


“Me
too,” Cheryl agreed, nodding earnestly. “We’ve been worried about you lately,”
she confessed, reaching out to squeeze Missy’s arm.


“Well,
thanks, y’all,” Missy sighed, her southern drawl becoming more pronounced
because she was still tired, even after a full night of sleep. “It’s just
becoming more obvious to me that I have to slow down. Somehow, some way, I have
to scale back my involvement with the shops and try to have a life outside of
them,” she shrugged, as though admitting defeat of some kind.


“Well,
you’ve more than earned it,” Ben assured her. When he first started working
with Melissa Gladstone in her cozy little LaChance shop, she’d told him the
story about how her parents had died tragically in an accident when she was
only seventeen, and she had given up everything to keep the business running
because it was all that she’d had left of them. He was by her side as she
opened the new store a couple of years later, and had weathered his share of
storms with her, as scandal and suspicions rocked the determined little
southern gal. Ben had hated seeing her grow progressively stressed and weary,
and was glad that something was going to be done about it.


“Thanks,
Ben. You’ve always had my back,” she smiled at him fondly.


“So,
what’s the plan then, boss lady?” Cheryl asked, eager to see what the change in
focus would bring. Ben would move on to another career when he graduated next
year, but the cupcake shops were her career of choice, and she was grateful
that Missy allowed  flexibility in their schedules so that one of them could be
at home with their daughter Cammie at all times. Right now, she was being
babysat by a neighbor, so that Ben and Cheryl could both attend the meeting at
the Dellville store.


“Well,
darlin,’ since you’re so creative, I want to delegate most of the research
involved in coming up with new cupcake flavors for the “Cupcake of the Day” to
you, but I’ll still pitch in for a bit. You and Ben are each going to be able
to hire an Assistant Manager to bridge the gap that I usually fill when one or
the other of you needs to be away, and, starting next week, we’re going to hire
a full-time baker and a new delivery driver, so that none of the shop employees
needs to leave the store,” she announced, going over her notes.


“Wow,
that’s quite an expansion,” Ben mused. “Not to sound nosy or anything, but…are
you sure that we…I mean, the business, can afford all of that?” he asked,
shifting in his seat a bit. Ben was always the practical voice of reason
whenever Missy had a wild idea.


The
owner grinned at him appreciatively. “That’s a valid concern, Ben, but with the
revenues that we’ve brought in since The Bayou Baker has been on the
air, along with the money coming in from appearing on the show, I’m positive
that we can afford this,” she patted his hand.


“But…we’ll
still see you, won’t we?” Cheryl asked in a small voice. Missy had become a
mother figure to her, and the two were very close.


“Of
course you will, sweetie. Trust me, I’ll still be in y’all’s hair often enough
that you’ll want to kick me out,” Missy promised with a giggle. “I just need to
start enjoying the life that I’ve worked so hard to build for myself. I want to
do some normal things like decorate my house, travel, read books, and cook up
ridiculous amounts of comfort food so that I can invite my friends over for
something other than a business meeting,” she explained with a determined
smile.


“Well,
we’re with you a hundred percent,” Ben stated, raising his mug of coffee to
underscore the point. “Just let us know what you need from us and we’ll take
care of it,” he promised, as Cheryl nodded her agreement.


Missy
gazed at the two lovely young people in front of her with love and admiration.
She was a lucky, lucky woman to have them in her life.


 












Chapter 2


“Missy,
I’m so glad that you’re finally getting to join us for book club!” Sally
Higgins, the founder of Burgundies and Books exclaimed. “We so love getting
together at your shop on Tuesdays, I’m glad that I have a chance to repay a
fraction of your gracious hospitality,” she said over her shoulder as she led
Missy into her tastefully expensive living room. Sally was a widow, and
apparently her late husband had been a wealthy man.


“Thanks,
Sally. It’s so good to finally have some time to actually participate,” Missy
smiled, clutching her copy of the book that they’d be discussing. She loved
people, but had always been a bit shy, so attending book club tonight was a
little bit daunting. She took comfort, however, in knowing that she’d at least
met the gals at the shop where they gathered on Tuesdays just to socialize. A
southern lady never came to an event empty-handed, so she’d brought a batch of
her newly-invented Raspberry Crème Cupcakes for the ladies. The luscious, fuchsia
colored treats were topped with a pecan cream cheese frosting that was sure to
be a hit, as long as no one had dairy or nut allergies.


Some
of the other gals had arrived before Missy and they greeted her with enthusiasm
as she took a seat on the sofa. Samantha Lemmon, an ER nurse at the hospital
and the newest member of the group, sat immediately to her right on the long,
cream-colored damask sofa. Marsha Mueller, the aging debutante who had
introduced Sam to the Burgundies and Books ladies, sat across the room in a yellow
and blue chintz chair, reading glasses slung low on her delicate nose as she
perused the book, and Tamela Parsons, a cherubic woman who owned a sweet little
floral shop in Dellville, sat on a fluffy cushion atop the fireplace hearth, sipping
tonight’s featured wine, an opinionated Cabernet, and munching on soy wasabi
almonds. 


“Please
tell me that you brought dessert tonight,” Tamela said hopefully when Missy sat
down.


“As
a matter of fact, she did,” Sally trilled, setting the platter of Raspberry
Crème Cupcakes on the coffee table.


“Ooooh,
those look amazing,” Sam enthused, reaching for a napkin and a cupcake.


Tamela
left her perch on the fireplace to take two, and Marsha continued flipping
through the pages of the book.


“Marsha,
honey, if you haven’t read it by now, there’s no hope of catching up before the
discussion,” Tamela teased, taking a bite of her cupcake.


Peering
over the top of her glasses, Marsha replied coolly, “I’m not reading, I’m
refreshing. Some of us like to have an idea of what we’re talking about during
discussion.”


“And
some of us just come for the wine and treats,” Tamela giggled.


“Marsha,
you should try this,” Sam encouraged, holding up her half-eaten cupcake. “They
are amazing!”


“Not
all of us have the advantage of youth on our side, dear. If I don’t watch my
girlish figure, no one else will,” she commented pithily, finally closing her
book when she realized the ladies weren’t going to give her a moment’s peace.
“Oh, what the heck,” she sighed, unable to resist the tempting little cakes.
She made her way over to the coffee table and put one on her napkin. “Just to
be polite,” she winked at Missy on the way back to her chair.


Donna
Stradlow, a gaunt, thin-haired woman whose husband owned the Tiny Bubbles car
wash in LaChance came in a few minutes later, sitting on Missy’s left,
clutching her wine glass as though she was terrified of spilling it on the
immaculate sofa. Once Donna was seated, and everyone had a full wine glass and
as many snacks as they wanted, Sally took the other chintz chair across from
the sofa so that they could begin.


“Tara
Roberts can’t make it tonight, she has a sick little one at home,” Sally
announced. “So let’s get started. What did you gals think of the book?” she
asked, holding up her copy of New England Clam Murder and looking around
the room. “Marsha, since you’re “refreshed,” why don’t you start?”


Marsha
didn’t mind being the center of attention at all, and seemed eager to get her
two cents in. She took off her reading glasses and polished them while she
thought about what she was going to say. Her short, spiky, red hair had been
recently dyed, and was a color that was startlingly similar to the Cabernet
that they were drinking. “Well, ladies, there was no sex, foul language, or
grisly murder scenes…but I liked it anyway,” she grinned like the cat who had
eaten the canary. The group chuckled in response and she continued. “You know
me, I always like a strong lead female, and Becca (she referred to the
protagonist in the book), was a little too soft and feminine for my taste, but
ultimately, she showed a spine of steel, and I liked that,” she nodded. “The
character that I loved to hate was that nasty Lacey – she made my blood boil.
She steals away Becca’s man, then has the nerve to treat Becca like a servant –
I was almost glad when she became the victim,” Marsha punctuated her sentence
with a gulp of wine.


Sally
spoke up. “Well, now, that’s a bit harsh, isn’t it? I mean, I know that Lacey
wasn’t the most likeable character, but to say that you’re glad she was the
murder victim is a little heartless, isn’t it?” her eyebrows rose in subtle
reproof.


“How
do you suppose Becca felt when “the other woman” married her ex and treated her
like a galley slave? Don’t you think she felt the slightest bit vindicated when
the nasty broad bit it?” Marsha snapped, eyes flashing.


“I
like the fact that Becca went out and started her own business after the
divorce instead of doing the safe thing and just getting a job,” sweet,
innocent Sam interjected, trying to smooth things over.


Marsha
shot her a withering glance, knowing exactly what she was doing. “Lacey got
what she deserved,” she stated flatly, her final word on the subject. Sally
frowned, looking troubled.


“I
was kind of disappointed that there weren’t more food descriptions and recipes
in there,” Tamela piped up, somewhat oblivious to the tension in the room. “I
mean, Becca was a clambake caterer…I wanted to hear about the creamy texture of
the chowder, and the butter dripping from the succulent crab,” she said
dreamily. “But I have to say, I loved the connection between Becca and her best
friend,” she added.


“Her
cat sounds awesome too,” Sam said, glad that the tide of the conversation had
turned to a more positive bent. “It makes me want a pet, but it’s just not
practical for me with the hours that I work, so I liked living vicariously
through Becca and Poppy.”


Donna,
who had been quietly observing the entire time, nodded in agreement. “I liked
Poppy too, and the way that Becca had the courage to stand up to all of those
wealthy and powerful people,” she said softly.


Sally
turned her gaze to Missy. “What did you think?” 


“Since
I don’t have too many chances to read…books are an escape for me, and I just
loved how I was immediately drawn into Becca’s world. I actually read the
entire thing in one sitting. I just couldn’t put it down. I was impressed that
it held my focus long enough to do that, and I really enjoyed just losing
myself in it for a few hours.” The other ladies nodded in agreement.


“Well
then,” Sally took over again. “Since we all enjoyed this author…some of us more
than others,” she gave Marsha a glance. “Should we continue on with the second
book in this series, or should we go in another direction?”


“I
vote for book two in the series,” Tamela said, raising her hand.


“Me
too,” Sam agreed, and Donna nodded.


“Missy?”
Sally asked.


“Book
two sounds good to me.”


“Marsha?”


“Might
as well. I want to see Becca kick some more entitled butt,” she nodded, pursing
her lips.


Sally
sighed and rolled her eyes. “So, it’s settled then. The book comes out this
weekend, I’ll email y’all the link.”


The
ladies continued visiting over snacks and wine, wrapping up roughly an hour
later. Missy observed a conversation between Sam and Sally that she found a bit
disturbing. They were in the kitchen talking when she came in to get her
cupcake container.


“Don’t
you think that you were a little bit hard on Marsha?” Sam asked Sally, while
the other woman wiped off her countertop.


“No,
I don’t think I was hard on her, I think that I was right and she was wrong,
and I wasn’t about to let her have her say without responding,” Sally replied,
squeezing out her dishcloth.


“Your
tone wasn’t very kind,” Sam persisted. “How are we supposed to feel comfortable
sharing our opinions if you’re going to bite our heads off when you disagree?”


“Look,
honey, I’ve known Marsha for a lot longer than you have. She lives for that
kind of conflict and knows that I didn’t mean anything personal by it. I know
she introduced you to the group and all, but she and I go way back,” Sally
looked at the younger woman pointedly.


“I’ve
never seen this side of you, Sally, and I have to admit, it bothers me a bit,”
Sam shook her head.


“Well,
darlin,’ that’s just me, so you’re just gonna have to grow a thicker skin and deal
with it,” Sally decreed, drying her hands on a kitchen towel. “We all have our
differences and we just make the best of them,” she said, ending the
conversation and heading back to the living room. Sam glared after her,
neutralizing her expression when she saw Missy standing there, observing the
conversation.


“It
was nice getting to know you tonight,” Sam said awkwardly, hurrying out of the
kitchen. 


“You
too,” Missy called after her, wondering at the intensity of her reaction.












Chapter 3


“So
how are you enjoying life as a free woman?” Chas Beckett asked Missy over
dinner at their favorite crawfish café.


“Oh
Chas, I’m loving it – I wish I had done it sooner!” she exclaimed. “I get to
see more of you, I can attend all of the Burgundies and Books meetings, and
yesterday I babysat for Cheryl and Ben and planted some petunias in my front
garden,” she grinned, scooping up a forkful of Cajun “dirty rice.”


“Well,
the transition has certainly been positive for me,” he smiled, reaching for her
hand and caressing the back of it with his thumb.


“Does
that mean that you aren’t tired of me yet?” Missy teased, blushing beneath the
intensity of his gaze. Something seemed to have been changing with Chas lately
– his glances lingered longer, his touches were more frequent, his kisses
deeper, all of which pleased her and scared her to death at the same time. 


“I
don’t know that I’ll ever get tired of you, but I’m willing to test the
question,” he waggled his eyebrows comically.


“Lucky
me,” Missy replied, savoring a plump crawfish.


Chas
was about to respond, when his phone buzzed insistently from its place next to
his plate. Glancing at the screen he told her that he had to take the call, and
stepped outside as a courtesy to the other diners. Missy buttered a moist and
dense piece of cornbread, enjoying the quintessentially southern treat while
she waited for him to return.


“Bad
news?” she asked, when she saw the look on his face as he returned to the
table.


“Work,”
he replied, sighing. He signaled the server and asked for a to-go cup for his
sweet tea and a box for his lunch. “Looks like it’s going to be a long night.”


“Wouldn’t
you know it…just when I get freed up and am available, something comes up for
you at work,” Missy smile ruefully.


“I’ll
make it up to you,” he said, putting his leftover container in a paper bag and
kissing her quickly. “Will you be okay with catching a cab?” he asked,
concerned.


“Of
course, you go ahead. Don’t worry about me,” she smiled, pushing him toward the
door. “I’m going to take my sweet time finishing dinner, and then head home to
read my book,” she explained when he hesitated. “Now git!” she ordered
playfully. With a grateful grin, Chas headed for the door.


**


Toffee
and Bitsy greeted Missy with wagging tails and doggy grins when she returned
home from dinner with Chas, so she quickly dashed upstairs to change into
jogging clothes, and took them to the park for an impromptu game of fetch. As
usual, Bitsy tired long before the lanky golden retriever, and panted happily
at Missy’s feet, watching the antics of Toffee and their owner. They stayed for
about an hour, then headed for home when the sun began to sink toward the
horizon. Missy made sure that her furry friends each had a treat and that their
food and water bowls were full before making her way upstairs for a bath, a
book and bed.


Slipping
into the tub for a relaxing soak, Missy thought about how fortunate she was to
be able to scale back her time at work in order to live life more fully, even
though she still checked in with Ben and Cheryl numerous times a day. The
Bayou Baker had completed its first season with great ratings, and the
producers had promised Missy that they would be renewing her contract. Now that
she wasn’t working at her shops full time, filming the show wouldn’t be nearly
as stressful, and she was actually looking forward to the upcoming season. 


As
Missy toweled off after her bath, relaxed and ready to read, she heard the text
tone on her phone go off and sighed. Wrapping a fluffy robe around her, she
padded over to her nightstand to check the message. It was from Sam, the newest
member of her book club.


“I
need to talk to you when you have a chance. Please call me when you can,” the
young nurse had texted. 


Missy
glanced at the clock radio that had been her dad’s, which now resided on the
nightstand. It was already nine o’clock, if she called Sam now, she wouldn’t
have any time to read before she grew too sleepy, so she decided to put off the
call until morning, feeling a little bit guilty. She had been working on
seriously guarding her personal time, and felt that occasionally saying no, or
doing things on her own terms was a good thing, but she still felt twinges of
guilt.


After
reading five chapters, her eyelids beginning to droop, Missy was startled when
her text tone went off again.


“You
awake?” Chas wanted to know.


“I
am now ;)” she replied.


“I’m
coming over.”


Thinking
it odd that he told her rather than asking her, as was his norm, she said, “K,”
and pulled on some yoga pants and a t-shirt. Trotting downstairs, Missy
went to the kitchen to put on a pot of tea, wondering what could possibly be
prompting the ever-courteous and conscientious detective to invite himself over
after ten o’clock at night. Just as she poured steaming water into two
oversized mugs, there was a soft knock at the front door, and Chas let himself
in.


“You’re
not supposed to leave the front door unlocked,” he reminded her, moving in for
a hug.


“It’s
LaChance, Chas. I think I’m pretty safe,” she smiled into the most incredibly
blue eyes she’d ever seen.


“I’m
not so sure,” he turned serious, releasing her gently.


“What
do you mean?” she asked, handing him a mug of tea and worried by his somber
tone.


Chas
put his mug of tea down on the kitchen counter, then took hers out of her hands
and did the same, taking both of her hands in his. “Sweetie, I hate to be the
bearer of bad news, but there’s been a murder. That’s why I had to leave at
dinner,” he explained.


“Oh
Chas, that’s awful,” she shook her head, dismayed that something heinous had
happened in their sleepy town.


“Missy…it
was Sally Higgins who was killed,” he said, cupping her face in his hands.


Missy
gasped as though she’d been punched in the stomach. “Sally? But why? She was
the sweetest of souls – she’d do anything for anyone,” she shook her head in
disbelief, plopping onto a barstool next to the counter.


“Our
investigation hasn’t turned up anything yet, and it’ll be a while before
physical evidence will be processed, so for now, we’re focusing on talking with
friends and family members to try to see if someone might have had reason to be
upset with her,” he explained as silent tears slipped down Missy’s cheeks. “She
was in your book club…did she mention having issues with anyone?” he asked.


Missy
shook her head. “No. As far as I know, everyone in town loved Sally. She did a
ton of charity work, had a lot of friends in the community, was the leader of
our book club…I can’t imagine who could’ve done such a thing.”


“I’m
so sorry that this happened to a friend of yours,” Chas sat down next to her,
pushing her mug of tea into her hands. “But I’ll do everything I can to find
out what happened,” he promised.


“Oh
my goodness!” Missy made a sudden realization. “I bet that’s why Sam wanted me
to call her. She works at the hospital, so she must have heard about Sally’s
death,” she mused. “Poor thing, she was probably upset, and I didn’t call her
back.”


“Who
is Sam, and what are you talking about?” Chas asked, eyes narrowed.


Missy
explained that Sam was a new book club member who had texted when she was
getting ready for bed.


“When
you talk to Sam tomorrow, find out what she wanted, but don’t say anything
about Sally,” he advised, seeming a bit preoccupied.


“Okay…but
why?” Missy asked, puzzled.


“Because
there’s no way that Sam should’ve known about Sally, even if she is a nurse.
Sally wasn’t taken to the main part of the hospital, she was pronounced dead on
the scene and was taken straight to the morgue to await the coroner’s autopsy,”
Chas said grimly. “How well do you know Sam?” he asked.


“Not
well, she’s new, but she seems nice,” Missy said, worried. She suddenly
remembered the tense conversation that she’d overheard between Sam and Sally at
book club, and related the story to Chas, who took notes.


“I’ll
need her contact info,” he said, pen poised.












Chapter 4


Samantha
Lemmon sat at the nondescript laminated table in the interrogation room across
from Detective Chas Beckett, whom she’d never met before today. She was dressed
in the scrubs that she had worn to work, and her hands twisted nervously in her
lap.


“Can
you tell me about the last interaction that you had with Sally Higgins?” the
detective asked, taking in the young woman’s clueless demeanor and nervous
motion.


“Umm…sure.
I, uh, called Sally yesterday morning. We were supposed to head up the Garden
Walk committee this year, and I needed to know what I should be doing for that.
Sally told me that she and Marsha had always done the planning and that it
didn’t seem fair for her to replace Marsha without asking her if she still
wanted to be involved,” she explained, avoiding eye contact with the intimidating
man in front of her.


“This
is Marsha Mueller?” Chas clarified, having already spoken with her.


“Yes,”
Sam nodded. “Marsha is the one who introduced me to Sally. Sally is…or was, the
leader of our book club,” she said sadly. “We had become such good friends in
such a short time. Actually, I became closer with Sally than I was with Marsha,
even though I’d known Marsha longer.”


“I
see,” the detective stared at her, looking for non-verbal clues. “How did you
respond when Sally told you about the need to consider Marsha for the
committee?”


“I
was disappointed, but I told her that I completely understood and that I’d be
willing to help out in any way that I could.”


“And
did she indicate whether or not you’d be able to help with the project?” Chas
persisted.


“She
said that she’d look into it,” Sam shrugged.


 “Did
you and Sally ever have a disagreement?” he probed, remembering what Missy had
told him that she witnessed in Sally’s kitchen.


Sam
shook her head. “No, not that I can think of…we got along really well
together,” she answered guilelessly.


Chas
questioned Samantha for another hour or so, then sent her home, letting her
know that she shouldn’t leave town without notifying him, in case he needed to
contact her for more information. The detective tapped his pen on the cheap
laminate table, thinking. Something about his interview of Samantha Lemmon
bothered him, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it just yet.


**


Missy
was going over a delivery order with Cheryl at the front counter of the
LaChance shop when the bells over the door jangled, announcing the arrival of a
customer. It was Marsha Mueller, and Missy immediately came out from behind the
counter to give the fragile-looking woman a hug.


“Marsha,
honey, how are you holding up?” she asked, knowing how close she had been to
Sally Higgins.


“I
still just can’t believe she’s gone,” Marsha replied, gazing despondently at
the floor.


“Here,
come sit down,” Missy led her over to a somewhat secluded table in the corner.
“You get comfortable, and I’ll be right back with cupcakes and coffee,” she
directed, resorting to the most comforting measures that she knew. She returned
to the table with two steaming mugs of freshly-brewed Costa Rican coffee and
two Cardamom Brulee cupcakes. “Sweetie, I’m so sorry about Sally,” she said,
patting Marsha’s hand.


“It’s
so crazy, it doesn’t even seem real,” the distraught woman shook her head. “And
to think it all happened because of the stupid Garden Walk committee,” she took
a sip of coffee and started to peel back the foil from her cupcake.


“Wait…what?”
Missy was confused.


“Sally
had started developing a really close relationship with Sam after I introduced
her to the group, so when she mentioned the Garden Walk committee that she and
I do every year, Sam thought that she intended to give her my spot. Well, that
wasn’t the case at all, and when Sam found out that she’d made an incorrect
assumption, she was furious. She said all sorts of horrible things to Sally and
me, and was so unpleasant that Sally finally agreed to let her help out, but
that wasn’t good enough for Sam. She wanted me out of the picture so that she’d
have Sally’s friendship all to herself. When Sally, stubborn soul that she was,
wouldn’t budge, Sam just kind of…snapped I guess, and now Sally’s gone,” she bit
back a sob and dabbed at her shocking blue eyeliner with a lace hankie.


Missy
sat staring at Marsha with her mouth hanging open in shock. “Do you really
think that sweet little Samantha killed Sally?”


Marsha
nodded. “I think little Samantha isn’t nearly as sweet as she seems, and now my
best friend is gone because of her.”


Chills
ran up and down Missy’s spine at the thought. She didn’t want to believe it,
but it certainly made the hostile behavior that she’d witnessed in Sally’s
kitchen make much more sense. Sam had clearly been trying to drive a wedge
between Sally and Marsha with her insinuations. As much as she wanted Samantha
to be innocent, Missy planned to tell Chas about this conversation as soon as
possible. If Sam really was the killer, he needed to know about it sooner
rather than later.


 











Chapter 5


Missy
was busy gently arranging mulch around the newly planted petunias in her front
garden when a shadow loomed over her suddenly, startling her. Pulling out the
buds that had been delivering 80’s pop into her ears, she whirled around to see
Samantha Lemmon standing behind her. Heart beating a mile a minute, Missy
gasped.


“Goodness,
you startled me!” she exclaimed, turning off her iPod, and halfway wondering if
she was going to become the next victim.


“I’m
sorry,” Samantha plopped down on the grass a few feet from where Missy was
working. “I guess you didn’t hear me talking to you because of the music.” She
was wearing denim capris and a v-necked black t-shirt rather than her typical
outfit of scrubs, and Missy realized that this was the first time she’d ever
seen her in normal clothing.


Putting
down her bag of mulch and peeling off her work gloves, Missy tried to act
normal, all the while wondering if she was staring into the eyes of a killer.
When she told Chas about her conversation with Marsha, he had said that the
grieving woman had already told him the same thing herself, and now here Missy
was, face-to-face with a suspected murderer.


“What
brings you to this neck of the woods?” she asked, hoping that she sounded
cheerful.


“I
needed to talk to someone, and you always struck me as someone who was kind and
thoughtful and intelligent enough to make her own decisions,” Samantha said
sadly.


“Well,
thanks – I try,” she attempted to joke, but, considering the circumstances, it
fell flat. “So…what’s up?”


“They
haven’t formally charged me with anything, but, because of the way they’re
questioning and treating me, I think the police believe that I killed Sally,”
Sam said, her eyes wide with pain, whether real or feigned. “I could never have
done that. Sally was never anything but nice to me…I loved her like a sister.”


Missy
didn’t know what to say. “She was a wonderful person,” was the best that she
could come up with.


Sam
studied her carefully for a moment. “Well, it looks like they have you
convinced too,” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “All of my friends
have turned against me,” she cried. “I was at work all day on the day that they
found poor Sally. How could they think that I had time to kill someone when I
was working all day? It’s just crazy,” she shook her head, despairing.


“Sam,
I…” Missy began, reaching a hand toward her.


Sam
shook her head. “No, never mind. Forget it. I thought that you might be able to
see past the accusations and actually be my friend, but I guess that’s just too
much to hope for. You’re just like all the others,” she accused, standing and
swiping the blades of grass from the seat of her capris. “Don’t worry, I won’t
bother you anymore,” she called over her shoulder as she ran from the yard,
tears streaming down her face.


Missy
frowned as she watched her go. The evidence that had been discovered to date,
pointed in Sam’s direction, but it still seemed inconceivable that a person who
appeared to be so incredibly good and harmless could have committed such an
act. She felt scared that she might have just angered someone who was capable
of killing, while feeling sorry for someone who might have been wrongly
accused, and she had no idea which feelings to trust.


**


“The
safe thing to do at this point, is trust your fear,” Chas advised Missy when
she told him of her encounter with Samantha. “She obviously knows where you
live, but I’m sure she also knows that the police department is watching her
every move, so you should be safe, but take extra precautions. Lock your doors
and windows, even if you feel that LaChance is the safest place on the planet,
avoid being alone after dark – I’ll be happy to help you with that one if you’d
like,” he teased, “…and try not to make her angry if you happen to encounter
her again. If what Marsha says is true, she apparently has a hair-trigger
temper that can end up being lethal. Keep your cell phone on you at all times, and
don’t be afraid to call me or the station if something is scaring you, okay?”


Missy
nodded. “It all seems so surreal. Last week we were all just a happy group of
women, drinking wine and talking about books, and now, one of us may be a
murderer, and one or more of us may be in danger, it’s just so crazy.”


“It
is very strange,” Chas agreed. “I’ve been looking into Sam Lemmon’s past and
the woman is squeaky clean – graduated with highest honors, has been an
exemplary employee at every job, no nasty divorces or break-ups that I can
find, no criminal record of any kind, not even so much as a parking ticket. I
really wonder what’s going on here,” he admitted.


“Aren’t
the most heinous criminals often the ones that seem the most nice and normal?”
Missy asked in a small voice.


“Absolutely,”
he agreed grimly. “So it will behoove us to be on our toes until the case is
solved,” he warned her, then took her in his arms.


 











Chapter 6


 The
Burgundies and Books ladies showed up at Crème de la Cupcake on the
Tuesday after the murder, somber and quiet. They took seats at their normal
table, leaving the chair where Sally used to sit unoccupied. Missing from the
group was Samantha, and during the course of their conversation about how awful
it was not having Sally with them, no one even mentioned Sam’s name. Missy
served fresh, hot coffee and the Cupcake of the Day, the Fluffernutter, a
peanut butter cupcake, filled with molten chocolate and capped with marshmallow
crème, then sat with the gals, who all seemed, understandably, to be in a state
of shock.


“Who’s
going to host book club on Thursdays now?” Tamela asked, wiping crumbs of
peanut butter cupcake from her fingers with a napkin. “I mean, I think that
Sally would definitely want us to go on meeting and enjoying each other, don’t
y’all think so?”


Marsha
nodded. “She absolutely would. This club was important to Sally, we can best
honor her memory by keeping it going. She and I started Burgundies and Books
years ago, so I think that it should naturally fall to me to host the meetings,”
she said, more solemn than any of them had ever seen the typically boisterous
and irreverent redhead.


“Are
we all going to fit in your tiny little place?” Tara, the stay-at-home-mom and
member of the country club set, who had missed the last meeting, asked.


Marsha
frosted her with a look. “Just because I don’t have five bathrooms and a
swimming pool doesn’t mean that my house is too small for a handful of women to
sit around and drink wine in,” she snapped.


“I
didn’t mean…” Tara began.


“I
know you didn’t,” Marsha interrupted, waving her hand dismissively. “Our nerves
are all just a little bit raw right now,” she sighed.


The
bell above the door signaled that someone was coming in, and, as one, the
ladies looked up to see Samantha heading hesitantly toward their table.


“Sorry
I’m late,” she said softly, warily. She slowly pulled out her normal chair and
eased into it, with no one saying a word. Marsha angrily reached into her
purse, grabbed her keys and stormed out of the shop, leaving the rest of the
club sitting there uncomfortably, not looking at each other. One by one, they
stood up and left quietly, some of them thanking Missy for the coffee and
cupcakes on their way out, until only Missy sat with Sam, who now had tears
rolling freely down her cheeks.


“I
guess I’m no longer welcome at book club,” she observed, staring down at the
table and wiping her eyes.


“There
are just so many…unanswered questions,” Missy offered, trying not to upset her
further.


“And
not one of those women is giving me the benefit of the doubt,” she muttered
bitterly.


Missy
took a good hard look at the miserable creature slumped in the chair across
from her. Samantha’s eyes had dark circles under them, and her face was tired
and drawn. She looked as though she had lost weight, and her hair was a mess,
as though she hadn’t showered or brushed it in days. The clothing that she wore
was the same outfit that she’d had on when she sat on Missy’s lawn crying, and
her fingernails had been bitten down to the quick. Despite what she might have
done, Missy’s heart hurt for her.


“When’s
the last time that you had something to eat, Sam?” she asked, trying to get the
young woman to look at her. When at last she did look up, there was a haunted
quality to her gaze, as though she was enduring an inner struggle that was
eating away at her soul, piece by piece.


“I
can’t remember,” she replied weakly, shrugging her shoulders a bit. “I can’t
sleep, I don’t have an appetite, and it’s difficult to even put a coherent
thought together,” she admitted. “My entire life has been turned upside down
since Sally died.”


“Well,
you need to keep up your strength,” Missy said firmly. “You wait right here,
I’ll be back in a minute.” She returned moments later with a plate that
presented a Morning Glory muffin that was rich in nutrients and heavy in fiber,
along with a cup of strong coffee, a glass of ice water, and a warm, damp cloth,
all on a serving tray. Setting the tray down, Missy handed the wash cloth to a
stunned Samantha, urging her to wash her face and hands. The surprised young
woman complied, and Missy saw the surge of relief that the simple act brought
to her. Taking the cloth, she pushed the tray toward Sam and let her know that
it was her responsibility to eat and drink everything on it. Tears of gratitude
shone in Samantha’s eyes as she tore a small chunk from the muffin and placed
it in her mouth.


Missy
sat with her, saying nothing, simply observing, her heart aching. She couldn’t
imagine what would possibly compel one human being to kill another, and made no
excuses for that evil behavior, but she hated seeing anyone suffer, and
clearly, Samantha Lemmon was suffering. She also was self-protective enough to
figure that, if Sam was indeed a killer, being nice to her was probably the
smartest thing that she could do to stay safe. Once she had drained her ice
water and finished the coffee and muffin, Missy asked if she’d like anything
else. Sam shook her head and when she reached into her purse for her wallet,
Missy stopped her.


“This
one’s on me, honey, you look much better now, that’s all the payment I need.”


Sam
nodded, tears filling her eyes, and murmured a soft ‘thank you.’


Missy
put the empty dishes back on the tray and took it to the kitchen. When she
returned, Sam had gone, leaving a five dollar bill and a note on a napkin that
simply said, ‘thank you.’ Missy put the five in the tip jar on the front
counter, and put the napkin in her pocket, deep in thought.









Chapter 7


Chas
Beckett hated stakeouts. He hated being trapped in his car for hours at a time,
eating take-out food, and fighting his heavy eyelids with strong coffee, but
unfortunately it was an occupational hazard that had to be endured
occasionally. Tonight he was parked a block away from Pierre Chartreaux’s dumpy
brown ranch home, waiting to see if any of the suspected drug traffickers with
whom he associated showed up. He’d been working the case for weeks, not telling
Missy about it because he didn’t want her to worry. The criminals that he was
now tracking were the sort who would cut off a man’s eyelids without a second
thought, and if that man happened to be a cop, the torture would be prolonged
and profound.


Tips
from anonymous sources had indicated that Chartreaux was about to set a plan in
motion that would send drugs flooding into Louisiana, and dirty money flooding
into his pocket. Chas was observing his activities to try to pinpoint who the
major players in the scheme were, so that when local departments, along with
the DEA and other government agencies made the busts, no man from Chartreaux’s
crowd would escape. 


There
were no signs of life at the little house with peeling paint and drooping
gutters, so Chas took a moment to wrap up a half sandwich that was sitting on
the passenger seat, sticking it in his mini-cooler for later. The hours old
coffee that he sipped from a foam to-go cup was cold, acrid and bitter, and he
grimaced, forcing it down and thinking longingly of the French press coffee
maker waiting patiently next to his bean grinder on the counter at home.


The
detective no longer had to do detective work to make a living. He had left his
wealthy family right after college to pursue a career in law enforcement,
wanting to do something of significance in the world, and had steadfastly
refused any financial assistance from home. His father had died last year
however, leaving him billions, which he drew upon frequently for philanthropic
endeavors. Despite his riches, Chas Beckett still wanted to make a difference
in the world by serving in law enforcement, hence his commitment to his job,
even when it included awful and uncomfortable stakeouts.


Setting
his cooler back down on the floor, and carefully placing his flimsy coffee cup
in the drink holder, he raised his head and suddenly felt cold steel pressing
behind his ear. Hearing the distinctive click of a gun being cocked, Chas
didn’t move, and heard a sinister chuckle come from the gun’s owner.


“Well,
good evenin,’ detective,” Pierre Chartreaux drawled, his Cajun accent profound.
“Let’s see dos hands of yours,” he pressed the gun more firmly into Chas’s
scalp.


The
detective slowly raised his hands, calculating his next move.


“Don’t
go thinking ‘bout no funny bizness, ya hear? I’d just as soon shoot ya, so if
y’all give me a reason, I’m gonna do it, see?” Chartreaux threatened. “Good,”
he snickered as Chas held his hands in the air, trying to assess his options by
using his peripheral vision to look in the sideview mirror. “Now, I’m ‘bout to
open dis door, and when I do, you gonna keep dem hands up and come out real
slow,” he ordered calmly. He stepped back, swung the door open, and placed
himself between Chas and the door. The detective stepped slowly from the car
and stood with his back to Chartreaux, the gun still firmly lodged behind his
ear. “Now turn aroun,’ nice an slow,” Pierre demanded.


Chas
slowly turned to face the drug lord, and when he did, he looked over the
gunman’s left shoulder, his eyes wide with surprise, as though there was
something shocking behind Pierre. Turning reflexively to look, Chartreaux gave
Beckett just the opening that he needed, and he ducked out from under the gun,
lunging forward to tackle the surprised Cajun, taking him to the ground. As the
two men wrestled for control of the weapon, it discharged, striking the
detective, who flinched in the face of the impact, losing feeling in his left
arm, but kept fighting.


Chas
knew that his very life depended upon his actions in the next few moments, and
with every last bit of strength, he flipped Pierre onto his back, landing on
top of him, and punched his attacker in the throat. Chartreaux dropped the gun,
his hands going to his throat, and Chas pushed it out of reach, gaining control
of the drug lord, despite the fact that blood from his wound had saturated the
sleeve of his light jacket. Rolling the shorter but stockier man onto his
belly, Chas fumbled for his handcuffs and snapped them onto first one of
Pierre’s wrists, then the other. He immediately called for backup, beginning to
feel faint from blood loss. Chartreaux was breathing heavily, so Chas’s blow
hadn’t crushed his windpipe, but the struggle had definitely taken its toll on
the gangster. Just to be safe, in case he happened to pass out before backup
arrived, the detective zip tied Pierre’s feet together, and retrieved the gun,
placing it in the car, hoping against hope that none of the criminal’s
associates showed up anytime soon.


Chas
heard the sound of a car speeding toward him, blinded by the glare of the
headlights. He knew that either he was about to die at the hands of the drug
traffickers that he’d been tailing for weeks, or that help had finally arrived.
The entire sleeve and front of his jacket were soaked with blood, and he felt a
dull throbbing in his chest on his left side. The headlights came to a
screeching halt a few feet away from the detective and the bound criminal, just
as Chas’s vision started to dim. He heard shouting voices which sounded as
though they were terribly far away, and slipped into oblivion.


 











Chapter 8


Missy
was more than a bit startled when she returned from her morning walk with the
dogs and saw a police cruiser sitting in front of her house. As she approached,
a uniformed officer, that she remembered having met at Chas’s annual department
barbeque, got out of the car and met her on the sidewalk, raising a hand in
greeting.


“Hi
Larry,” she said, rather breathlessly, having speed-walked home to give the
dogs a chance to stretch their legs.


“Ms.
Gladstone,” he nodded, looking bothered.


“Is
something wrong?” she picked up on his mood and a tickle of dread grew inside
of her.


“It’s
Chas Beckett,” he answered quietly. “He’s been injured in the line of duty.”


Missy
was so horrified that she nearly dropped the leashes. “Chas? What happened?
Where is he? Is he okay? Did he get shot? What’s going on?” she demanded, her
eyes filling with panicked tears.


The
patrolman held up his hands to stop the flood of questions so that he could
speak. He knew that Missy was the emergency contact on file for Beckett, and as
such, could be told the particulars of the detective’s condition. “He’s in the
hospital. He came in late last night with a gunshot wound to his left shoulder,
and went immediately into surgery. From what the doctors say, the surgery went
well, and he should make a full recovery.”


“Oh,
thank goodness!” Missy went limp with relief, nearly toppling to the sidewalk.
Putting an arm out to steady her, Larry continued.


He’s
in and out of sleep right now because of the pain meds, but when he’s been
coherent, he’s asked for you.”


Missy
looked down at her yoga capris and sporty t-shirt, deciding that she didn’t
care what people at the hospital thought of her, she wasn’t going to waste time
showering. “After I put the dogs inside, will you take me to him?” she asked,
receiving an instant yes.


**


Chas
Beckett woke up feeling as though he’d been in the desert for quite some time.
He had a wicked case of cottonmouth and felt weak and lethargic. Blinking
several times to clear his vision, he noticed that there was a lovely blonde
mop of hair resting on the bed beside his right hand. He moved his fingers to
caress a stray curl and Missy bolted upright, her face tearstained.


“Chas,
you’re awake! I was so worried,” she stood, caressing his cheek and kissing his
forehead.


“All
in a day’s work,” he smiled wanly, his voice hoarse.


“You
sound terrible,” she frowned. “Can I get you anything? Some water maybe?”


“I’d
really love a Coke,” he replied, receiving a look of astonishment.


“But…you
never drink soda,” Missy said, wondering if he had a head injury as well.


“Special
occasion,” he rasped.


“Okay,
honey. Let me go tell the nurse you’re awake, and I’ll bring you a Coke when I
come back,” she promised, hurrying from the room. True to her word, she
returned moments later, soda in hand, and held the straw to his lips.


“Ah,
that’s what I needed,” Chas said, clearly enjoying the drink and sounding more
like his usual self.


“Sweetie,
how did you get shot?” Missy asked. “This didn’t have anything to do with
Sally’s murder did it?” she worried.


“No,”
the detective took another long pull of soda before continuing. “This was
another case entirely. Drugs. Bad characters, the usual. I was on a stakeout
and the ringleader surprised me. It didn’t go well for him, he’s in custody
now, but I was wounded while we scuffled for his gun. I’m so disappointed with
myself though,” he frowned.


“Disappointed?
Why?” Missy was puzzled.


“Because,
since my cover was blown and the main contact was arrested, we stand little to
no chance of busting the others who are involved in the drug ring, unless of
course Chartreaux cuts a deal and rats them out, but I seriously doubt he’ll do
that,” Chas sighed.


“Wait…did
you say Chartreaux?” Missy’s eyes grew wide.


“Yeah,
why?” Chas instantly became alert.


“Samantha
Lemmon has a cousin named Pierre…and I think she said his last name was
Chartreaux.”


 











Chapter 9


Missy
spent most of the next week at Chas’s bedside, keeping him company while he
convalesced, and was thrilled when the doctor came in on Wednesday and said
that he would be allowed to go home the next day. In between visits, she’d been
doing a lot of cooking, preparing and freezing meals for the injured detective
so that when he came home, he could at least eat with minimal effort. She’d
made all of his favorites, and planned to bring him a Cupcake of the Day every
day until he was able to go back to work. 


Missy’s
best friend, Echo, who owned a vegan ice cream shop across the street from Crème
de la Cupcake, had donated several different flavors of her frozen treats
made with herbs that she swore would aid in the detective’s healing process.
The laid-back, former Californian was convinced that, if her ice creams
couldn’t exactly cure all ills, it would certainly make convalescing much more
pleasurable.


After
much cajoling, and a stern warning from his doctor, Chas allowed Missy to drive
him home, rather than driving himself, and she stayed with him until his eyes
began to droop after dinner. She tucked him into bed, listening for his deep,
regular breathing before heading to the kitchen to clean up and put their
dishes in the dishwasher. She hung up the damp dishcloth to dry and turned out
the lights, slipping out the front door. She had let Chas know earlier that
she’d be back to have breakfast with him, but in the meantime, she wanted to
get the dogs home and in their own beds, and have a complete night’s sleep
herself before taking care of her favorite patient tomorrow.


Pre-occupied
with thoughts of Chas, Missy was in her own little world as she pulled her car
into the garage. Apparently the garage light bulb had gone out again, and she
fumbled in the dark to open the door and let the dogs out. When she opened the
side door of the garage, that had a little sidewalk leading from it to the back
porch, the dogs took off for the front of the house rather than trotting
obediently to the porch as they normally would.


“Hey!”
Missy called out, concerned at their odd behavior. They ran directly to the
front of the house, allaying her fears that they might accidentally dash out
into the street, but their behavior became even more strange when they got to
the front porch. Bitsy seemed to hide behind Toffee, who was standing at the
porch stairs sniffing the bottom step. The sweet-natured golden retriever put
her nose in the air and sniffed, then started growling and barking loudly.
Missy hurried over to see what all the commotion was about and stopped short
when she saw a dark liquid that had apparently flowed from the porch, down the
steps, pooling at the bottom.


Pressing
the icon for the flashlight app on her phone, Missy illuminated the scene,
horrified to discover that the liquid was a deep red color. It looked as though
there had been a horrible accident of some sort on her porch, but when she
shone the light up onto the porch itself, she didn’t see anything resembling a
hurt person or animal. The light glinted off of something lying on the porch
and Missy peered into the darkness, trying to get a closer look. When she saw
what the object was, she shook with relief. It wasn’t blood on her stairs,
someone had broken a bottle of red wine, and its contents were what had
dribbled down her steps. She wanted to investigate further, but didn’t want her
furry girls to slice their paws on broken glass, so she snapped their leashes
onto their collars and led them to the back porch, putting them inside. She
turned on the porch light, and when she stepped out to survey the mess, her
breath caught in her throat. Whoever had broken the two bottles of wine on the
porch, had used the dark liquid to write on the butter-yellow siding of her
house.


“Burgundies,
Books and B**ches,” the cryptic message read, making Missy’s
heart pound. Why on earth would Samantha have done this after Missy had been so
nice to her? She wondered if this had anything to do with the arrest of Sam’s
cousin, Pierre, and looked around warily. She didn’t want to disturb Chas’s
sleep by calling him. He wasn’t even close to getting back to work yet, but knowing
that she had to report the incident, she dialed 911 and looked to see if any
more damage had been done while she waited for the police to arrive.


The
forensics team picked up the shards of glass and took samples from the
lettering on the house, discovering that there was indeed blood mixed in with
the cheap Merlot that was splashed all over the front of the normally tidy
yellow Victorian home. Apparently, the vandal had sliced into flesh with a
broken bottle piece and had helpfully left some DNA behind. The police were
underfoot for several hours, scouring the area for clues and collecting
evidence, but when they finally left, just as dawn was breaking in the east,
Missy couldn’t bear to leave the mess that had been made, and sacrificing
precious hours of sleep, she hooked up her hose and brought out a bucket of
warm, soapy water to clean off the house and porch. 


As
Missy hosed the wine off of the floorboards, she noticed a glimmer of something
right next to one of the rockers of her porch glider. Bending the hose over on
itself to stop the flow of water, she knelt down and brushed across the sparkle
with her finger, feeling something small and hard. Bracing her shoulder against
the side of the glider and pushing with her legs, she shoved it aside about an
inch and picked up the object that had been catching the light, a diamond
earring. It wasn’t one of hers, and she wondered if it might belong to whoever
had vandalized her porch. She tucked it into her pocket, deciding to talk to
Chas about it when she went over to cook his breakfast.


Missy
had just dumped the bucket of dirty water and returned it to the garage when
her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. Seeing that it was Ben calling, she
answered, and was dismayed to hear that the rear entrance to her Dellville
store had been similarly vandalized. She hung up feeling drained and defeated
after instructing Ben to call the police. Glancing at her watch, she decided
just to stay awake and drink a pot of coffee before going to Chas’s, rather
than trying to catch just an hour or two of sleep. Just when she had thought
that life was so good, things seemed to be going wrong in every direction.
Well, every direction but one…she still had the courageous and kind-hearted
Chas Beckett in her corner, and as long as that was true, life couldn’t be all
bad.











Chapter 10


“Should
I be worried?” Missy asked Chas as she snuggled up to him on his luxurious
leather sofa, having brought him up to speed on recent events and giving him
the earring to submit for evidence.


The seasoned
detective sighed. “Normally, this kind of vandalism is committed just for the
sake of destruction, or as a sign of rebellion, but in your case, the message
seemed more than personal, so it’s hard to say. Why don’t you and the girls,”
he gestured at Toffee and Bitsy, who were snoring softly on their pink fluffy
bed in the corner of the living room, “just stay here until this all blows
over? You know you’re always more than welcome. I love having you here.” He
kissed the top of her head as she rested her cheek on his chest. “I’d love it
if you were here all the time, actually,” he commented, trying his best to
sound casual.


“What
do you mean?” Missy asked, going suddenly still, almost as though she were
holding her breath. 


There
was a pregnant pause. “I…don’t know. Must be the medicine talking,” Chas
shrugged, then winced at the sharp pain that the simple movement had caused. 


Missy
relaxed against him once more. “I like being here too,” she murmured. In a few
minutes, she heard his breathing slow and deepen, indicating that he had gone
to sleep, and she gently extricated herself from the circle of his good arm, so
that she could make the trip to Dellville, check on Ben and the store, and hang
out with Echo over a bowl of Vanilla Bean Rice Dream.


**


“So
do you think he wants you to move in with him?” Echo asked, her eyes wide.


“I
have no idea,” Missy shrugged, spooning her Vanilla Bean treat into her mouth
at an alarming rate. The stress of the past couple of weeks had caught up with
her, and she wanted nothing more than to linger in the safe cocoon of her
friend’s shop, stuffing her face with ice cream.


“Well,
do you want to move in with him?” Echo persisted, living vicariously through
her best friend’s relationship.


“I
don’t know that either,” she replied, pinching the bridge of her nose as the
ice cream gave her an icepick to the brain.


“Well,
if you don’t want to, I’d certainly be happy to take your place,” her friend
teased. “Mr. Tall-dark-and-handsome wouldn’t know what hit him,” she giggled.


“Chas
is the least of my worries. There’s a killer running around out there
somewhere, and I might be the next victim on her list,” Missy lamented.


“Her?
You think a woman killed someone?” Echo raised her eyebrows in surprise.


“Wouldn’t
be the first time, and in this particular case, the female victim didn’t seem
to have any enemies and only had female friends,” Missy sighed.


“Wow,
that would be awful to have one of your friends turn on you. What a horrible
betrayal,” she shook her head. “So who do you think the killer is?”


“A
younger gal named Samantha Lemmon,” Missy confided. “She’s a nurse at the
hospital, but I think she’s on administrative leave until the case is solved.”


Echo’s
spoon fell from her hand into her ice cream bowl and her mouth hung open in
shock.


“What?
Echo, what’s wrong?” her friend asked, alarmed.


“That
can’t be right,” she shook her head in disbelief. “Samantha Lemmon has recently
become a very good friend of mine, and I know her well enough to tell you that
she’d never hurt anyone.”


Missy
sat back in her chair, nonplussed. “How is it that you and Samantha Lemmon have
become friends?”


“She
started coming into the shop a few weeks ago. She looked pretty beat up by life
and seemed sad, so I talked to her every time she came in – about life and art
and everything and nothing. We have a lot of things in common, and I can tell
you without a doubt that there’s no way that girl is a murderer,” Echo
insisted.


Suddenly
disinterested in her ice cream, and not wanting to argue, Missy let the subject
drop by simply replying, “Well, that may be the case, but if Sam didn’t murder
Sally Higgins, then I don’t know who did.” She was now glad that she hadn’t
told Echo about the earring that she had found, or about more specifics of the
case. It was frustrating – Chas was recovering, so she didn’t want to burden
him with her worries, and now, her best friend had befriended the woman who was
potentially plotting her death, so she couldn’t talk to her either. Weary after
a long couple of weeks dealing with fear and drama, she made her way back home
and crawled under the covers for a very long nap.


 











Chapter 11


Missy
slept all afternoon, and through the night, waking early the next morning when
Toffee nosed at her impatiently, needing to go outside. Glancing at the clock,
still dressed in the previous day’s clothing, Missy sat upright in a hurry,
apologizing to her furry friends. She jogged down the stairs, in a hurry to
provide them with relief, and opened the back door so that they could quickly
get into the grass. Bitsy had left a small puddle on the tile in the kitchen
overnight, but Missy had no intention of scolding the small dog, knowing full
well that the accident had been completely her fault for sleeping so long. When
the grateful canines came bounding back into the house, Missy apologized to
them again, petting them and giving them each a treat. After they’d had their
fill of food and water, and she’d had several cups of coffee and a leftover
cupcake, she jingled their leashes and they came running, ready to frolic in
the park.


Missy
sat on a bench in the park, enjoying the sun on her face, and feeling better
rested than she had in quite some time. She watched the dogs run and play,
thinking how wonderful it would be to be that carefree.


“Hi
Missy,” a soft voice interrupted her thoughts, startling her. Samantha Lemmon
stood in front of her, wearing gym shorts and a plain t-shirt, her hair up in a
ponytail. “I love this park. I come here to get away from the world sometimes,”
she said, sitting on the far end of the bench.


“My
dogs like it here,” she replied awkwardly, trying not to tremble and wondering
how to safely and tactfully get away.


“I
hear we have a common friend,” Sam commented, following Missy’s gaze and
watching the dogs.


“Yeah,
small world,” Missy tried to smile, stealing a sidelong glance at the younger
woman, then doing a double-take and looking closer.


“What
is it?” Samantha asked, noticing Missy’s scrutiny.


“You
don’t wear earrings,” she stated, lost in thought.


“No,
I don’t. Never have. My parents thought that pierced ears were vain and
dangerous, so I couldn’t have them done when I was younger, and I’ve seen far
too many ripped out lobes come through the Emergency Room to even think about
having it done now,” she shrugged. “I guess that’s kind of strange,” she said,
wondering at Missy’s trance-like reaction to her discovery. “Are you okay?” she
asked, peering at the older woman.


Her
question seemed to snap Missy out of her reverie. “Uh, yes, I’m fine,” she
said, giving herself a mental shake. “Sorry, I was just thinking about
something,” she murmured. “Well, I have to get going,” she said, standing but
no longer afraid. “Take care, Sam,” she said, calling to the dogs. 


“You
too,” was the bewildered reply.


**


“I
don’t think she did it,” Missy announced when she walked into Chas’s luxurious
ranch-style home.


“Who
did what?” he replied, accepting an intense amount of affection from Toffee and
Bitsy.


“I
don’t think that Samantha Lemmon killed Sally Higgins,” she said, capturing the
detective’s full attention.


“What
makes you say that?” he asked, as the dogs settled at his feet.


“She
doesn’t have pierced ears,” Missy said, as though that explained everything.


“Okay…so
why does that disqualify her from being the killer?” the detective was puzzled.


“Because
she couldn’t have worn the earring that I found on the porch,” Missy replied
excitedly.


Chas
took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sweetie, that earring could belong
to anyone – you, Echo, Cheryl, the mail carrier. Just because you found it
after the vandalism occurred, doesn’t necessarily mean that the two events are
connected,” he explained gently.


“Fred
the mail carrier doesn’t wear earrings,” she pouted, deflated that he’d shot
down her theory.


The
detective chuckled. “Well, good, then we can probably eliminate him as a
suspect,” he teased. “Look, I totally understand your reluctance to believe
that Sam is the killer, it doesn’t seem very plausible to me either at this
point, but, knowing the kinds of family ties that she has, anything is possible,”
he said, reliving his encounter with Pierre Chartreaux. “The lab is testing to
see if there’s any usable DNA on the earring post, so hopefully they’ll have
some answers for us soon.”


Missy
was preoccupied, staring into space and absently stroking Toffee’s ears, so
Chas took advantage of the opportunity to gaze with unashamed love at the most
beautiful person he’d ever known. When she caught him in the act and asked,
“What?” he just shook his head and smiled a secret smile.


 











Chapter 12


Missy
had taken Chas’s advice and was staying with him until the murder was solved,
which made helping with meals much easier. He had a cleaning service come in
twice a week, so she didn’t have to worry about housework, and she had to
admit, she felt much safer being in the detective’s home. The tenacious lawman
had returned to work sooner than his doctor felt was safe, but had no problems
getting right back into the swing of things, even arresting one of Pierre
Chartreaux’s cohorts after an anonymous tip.


Missy
and Chas sat snuggled up on the couch, with the dogs quite literally underfoot,
when his phone buzzed, indicating an incoming text. Glancing at the screen, he
quickly punched in a number and spoke urgently into the phone.


“Gimme
Chapman,” he barked, checking his watch. “Chapman…give me the status,” he
ordered, his face tense. “When? How bad is it?” he listened intently, pausing
the DVD. He exhaled long and loudly with relief, shaking his head. “Okay,
thanks. I’ll be right over.” He pressed the end button on his phone and turned
off the TV.


“Duty
calls?” Missy asked.


“There’s
been…an incident…at your house,” he said in a low voice.


“Oh
no, Chas…what?” she asked, panicking.


“I’ll
explain in the car,” the detective promised. “You’re coming with me.”


**


There
were four fire trucks and two police cars in front of the graceful Victorian
when Chas pulled up in his unmarked car. A plume of smoke rose into the air
from behind the house and Missy gasped, tears springing to her eyes.


Seeing
her distress, Chas took both of her hands in his before they left the car.
“It’s okay,” he soothed her. “The fire didn’t reach the house, it was contained
in the back yard and just got a small corner of the back porch before your
neighbors smelled smoke and called the fire department,” he reassured his
trembling girlfriend. “The reason that I brought you with me is that I want you
to go into the house with me to try to determine if there’s anything missing.
Whoever lit the fire, broke into the house first, took all of your books, threw
them in the back yard and set them on fire. My guys found an empty can of
lighter fluid, and a half used box of matches that were left behind,” he
explained as gently as he could. “Are you going to be able to help me with
this?” he asked, in a tone designed to snap her out of her fear.


“Yes,
of course,” Missy replied bravely, working hard to keep her chin from
quivering. “Let’s do it.”


They
made their way to the back yard first, to survey the damage, and saw the
remnants of Missy’s entire book collection in a smoldering heap by the flower
beds. Biting her lower lip to control her emotions, she wrapped her arms around
herself and nodded, taking it all in. There were books in that charred pile
that had been special to her – some were signed by the authors, some had been
given to her by special friends, some had belonged to her grandmother,
priceless treasures, gone in the tossing of a match. Her heart ached at her
loss and her soul cried out at the senseless cruelty that someone had inflicted
upon her. Shaking her head, she numbly followed Chas inside, absently noting
the splintered door jamb where the intruder had broken into her house.


She
went straight to her now empty book shelves, looking sadly at the space where
her treasured books had been, and then doing a double take. There were thin,
short horizontal lines in bright red on the back wall of the shelves.


“Chas,
look at this,” she pointed to the lines.


“Hmm…were
those there before?” he asked, shining his flashlight on them for a closer
look.


“No,
they weren’t. Do you know what they are?” she asked.


“No
idea,” he frowned, stumped.


“They’re
nail polish trails,” she said excitedly. “Whoever took the books out was
wearing this color of nail polish.”


“Stay
here, I’ll be right back. I’m going to have an officer pay a visit to Samantha
Lemmon to see if she wears red nail polish,” he said, heading for the back
door.


“Chas,
wait!” Missy stopped him in his tracks. “The last time I saw Samantha Lemmon,
she was so stressed that she had chewed her nails down to the quick. Even if
she was wearing red nail polish, nails that short wouldn’t be able to leave a
mark.”


“Unless
of course she had her nails professionally done since you saw her last,” he
replied. “Let’s check out the rest of the house and see what we find. I’ll
think about whether or not we need to track down Samantha just yet,” he
conceded.


In
the kitchen, all of Missy’s bottles of red wine were missing, but aside from
that, nothing seemed to be out of place. When they went upstairs to her
bedroom, however, there certainly seemed to be a message that the vandal was
trying to send. The missing bottles of wine from the kitchen had been emptied
onto her bed, making it look like a grisly scene had taken place, and on her
pillow, lay a copy of the last book that the book club had discussed in Sally’s
living room. It was opened to the scene where the body of the victim had been
discovered, and drops of wine had splashed the pages. Aghast at the scene in
front of her, Missy moved to pick up the book and Chas stopped her.


“Don’t
touch that, sweetie, we may be able to lift fingerprints from it,” he advised,
wrapping his arm around her waist. The empty wine bottles had been thrown on
the floor, making horrible stains in her cream-colored area rug, and they were
careful not to disturb them as well.


“Why
is she doing this to me, Chas?” Missy asked, overwhelmed.


“I
don’t know, sweetie, but I promise you that I’ll find out,” he replied, jaw
muscles flexing.


 












Chapter 13


Missy
did the only thing that she knew to do when she was stressed beyond belief…she
baked. Ben and Cheryl watched with quiet concern as she feverishly turned out
batch after batch of flawless cupcakes, each one a picture-perfect creation.
She invented new flavors and improved old favorites. She made cupcakes richer,
tastier, and dense with moisture, and whipped her toppings higher, fluffier and
with brighter color. Missy was like a woman possessed, when one batch was in
the oven, another was being mixed. When one pan was done being frosted, another
came out of the oven to cool. She worked non-stop during normal working hours
and beyond, the staff coaxing her out of the kitchen occasionally for a bite to
eat.


“Detective
Beckett, Ben and I just don’t know what to do,” Cheryl worried when she ran
into Chas at the grocery store. “She just won’t stop, we’re afraid she’s going
to work herself to death!”


“Well,
I have something planned that I think may help her to focus on something other
than murder and baking,” he smiled mysteriously, chatting with Cheryl for a
good half hour before gathering the rest of his groceries and heading home to
cook dinner for his beloved. Cheryl was stunned and pleased as punch at what
the detective had to say, and couldn’t wait to get home and tell Ben.


**


Missy
had taken a brief respite from her afternoon baking and sat down at a corner
table with coffee and a Cherry Amaretto cupcake, nibbling a bit every now and again,
but mostly sipping at the coffee and staring into space. The bell above the
front door clanged and she looked up startled and slightly annoyed. Her temper
had been precarious lately, which was unusual for her, but not entirely
unexpected, given her recent habits.


The
unexpected guest was Marsha Mueller, and Missy beckoned for her to come sit. 


“I
actually forgot that it’s Tuesday,” she apologized, jumping up to get coffee
and a cupcake.


“Suddenly
they don’t seem as important anymore, do they?” she asked, eyeing her cupcake.
“What flavor is that?” she asked, sniffing it from a distance.


“Cherry
Amaretto,” Missy replied. “It’s a new recipe.”


Marsha
made a face. “Do you suppose that I could have something different?” she asked.
“I had a bad experience with Amaretto liquor in college and I haven’t been able
to stomach even the smell of it ever since,” she explained, pushing the plate
away.


“Oh,
I’m sorry, I had no idea,” Missy scooped up the offending cupcake and took it
to the kitchen, coming back with a Coconut Dream cupcake. “I hope you like
coconut,” she said, handing the plate to her friend.


“More
than life itself, honey,” Marsha smiled a sad smile. She delicately unwrapped
the fluffy epitome of coconut perfection, took a large bite, and pronounced it
delicious.


Missy’s
eyes grew wide for a moment, and her heart began to pound. Picking up her
coffee mug to cover her reaction, she was dismayed to see that her hand shook
so badly that the coffee sloshed in the cup. Entirely absorbed in her cupcake,
Marsha failed to notice her hostess’s panic attack and blithely munched her
treat.


“Marsha,
honey,” she began, trying desperately to keep her voice from shaking. “I really
need to get back to the kitchen, I have some rosewater and vanilla cupcakes
that need to be frosted before the tops get too tough. Will you be okay out
here by yourself?” she stretched her mouth across her teeth in what she hoped
looked like a smile.


“Of
course, Missy. Go do your thing,” she waved her hand to shoo her friend away
without looking up from her cupcake. “What do I owe you?” she finally glanced
up, chewing.


“It’s
Tuesday,” she managed to get the words out without stuttering. “….it’s on the
house.”


She
gave a reasonable impression of nonchalance as she made her way back to the
kitchen, but once the swinging doors swung shut behind her, she went searching
for Ben, eyes wide with fear, her heart pounding nearly out of her chest.


“Ben,”
she whispered, hating the fact that she was about to deceive the kindest, most
loyal person she’d ever known. “There is a woman sitting in the eating area.
She’s a member of my book club and is still really upset about the whole thing
with Sally Higgins. I want you to go out there and pretend to clean something,
but engage her in conversation, and try not to let her leave before I come back
out, okay?”


“Okaaaay…”
he replied, giving his boss a strange look. “Everything okay, Ms. G.?”


Another
faked smile. “Of course, everything is fine. I just have to make a phone call
and I don’t want to leave her by herself,” she shrugged. Ben raised his
eyebrows questioningly, but turned to do her bidding, and she let out a sigh of
temporary relief.


 











Chapter 14


Chas
Beckett was at his desk going through his notes on the Higgins murder yet
again. Something just wasn’t adding up. He’d sent a patrolman to Samantha
Lemmon’s apartment on the night that Missy’s books were burned, and not only
had the young woman been sound asleep, but, as Missy had described, she had no
nails to speak of and the ones that she did have were completely unpolished.
Fingerprints taken from the murder scene as well as fingerprints on the broken
glass from Missy’s porch didn’t match the ones that Samantha had willingly
provided. The blood type from the smears on the yellow siding of Missy’s house
weren’t the same type as Samantha, and it was looking more and more like the
unfortunate woman really was innocent. That being the case, who would’ve had
cause to murder Sally Higgins? Clearly it was someone who knew how important
her book club was to her – the clues that had been intentionally left made that
abundantly clear.


A
uniformed officer interrupted the detective’s thoughts.


“Detective
Beckett, there’s a visitor here to see you,” the young cop said, inclining his
head toward the plump little woman trailing behind him.


Chas
tried not to let his annoyance show as he thanked the officer and greeted the
woman.


“What
can I do for you, Ms…?”


“Parsons.
Tamela Parsons,” the pleasant-looking woman blushed when he addressed her. “I’m
in the Burgundies and Books book club with your…er…with Missy,” she stammered a
bit, not knowing the exact nature of their relationship. “Anyway, she always
speaks very highly of you and…so…when I found something as I was going through
my things that I thought might be important, I thought that you might be a good
person to show them to,” she finished awkwardly, clearly intimidated by the
handsome detective.


“You
have my attention, Ms. Parsons,” Chas leaned back in his chair, indicating that
she should sit in one of the club chairs across the desk from him.


“Oh
please, call me Tamela,” she giggled nervously.


“Tamela,
then,” he said agreeably. “What is it that you have there?” the detective
asked, referring to the manila envelope that she was clutching protectively.


Glancing
furtively around, she leaned closer and said, “Photos,” in a low voice.


“May
I?” Chas extended his hand.


“Oh,
of course,” she nodded, handing him the envelope.


He
flipped through them carefully, recognizing the victim, Sally Higgins, who
seemed to be engaged in a loving relationship with the man in the photos.


“Sally
and her husband?” he guessed, putting the photos down on his desk.


“Umm…no,”
Tamela looked around again, leaning even further forward. “Sally and Marsha
Mueller’s husband…er…late husband, as it were,” she confided, eyes wide.


“They
were having an affair?” Chas asked.


“Yes,
for several years, I think.”


“When
were these taken?” 


“Just
a couple of years ago, right before Ed…died,” Tamela replied, shaking her head
sadly.


“And
how is it that you have them?” Chas raised an eyebrow at her.


Tamela
Parsons blushed to the roots of her hair. “Well, our book club met at Marsha’s
tiny little house one night, and on my way back from the bathroom, I started
snooping around in Ed’s study, and found them in a drawer. My curiosity got the
best of me and I started flipping through them. I heard footsteps coming down
the hall and I panicked. I didn’t want to get caught – I was so embarrassed, so
I tucked them into the back of the book that I was carrying and ended up taking
them home. I’d always intended to put them back at some point, but then Ed died
a few months later so I just didn’t see the point,” she explained, ashamed.


“Does
Marsha know that you have them?”


“Oh,
absolutely not, she’d kill me if she knew,” the blushing woman said,
ironically.


“Do
you think Marsha ever confronted Sally with what she knew?” Chas was taking
copious notes as they talked.


“It’s
hard to say. Shortly after that night, it seemed like Marsha almost became
obsessed with Sally. Wherever Sally went, Marsha went too. They joined all of
the same clubs, went to all the same parties and events, but there definitely
seemed to be some sort of tension there.”


The
detective nodded. “Marsha introduced Samantha Lemmon to the book club, didn’t
she?” he asked. Tamela nodded. “And then Sally and Samantha became close?”


“Oh
yes,” she smiled. “Sally took Sam under her wing from the start. Those two were
like peas in a pod.”


“How
do you supposed Marsha felt about that?” he probed.


“I
don’t know, but I do recall seeing her shoot the two of them some very sharp
looks. I think she may have felt left out,” Tamela commented.


“So
she decided to kill two birds with one stone,” Chas mused, thinking.


“Beg
your pardon?” the confused woman asked.


“Nothing,
just thinking aloud,” Chas flashed a brilliant smile, hoping to throw her off.
His tactic worked, she blushed from her neck to her ears again. “Thank you for
coming in today, Tamela, you’ve been very helpful,” he said, standing. “You
don’t mind if I hang on to these, do you?” he employed another dazzling smile.


“Oh,
my, not at all, Detective, just don’t let Marsha know that you got them from
me, I don’t want her to be angry with me.”


“You
certainly don’t,” Chas thought to himself as he ushered Tamela Parsons out
of his office.


 











Chapter 15


“Chas,
omigosh, I know who murdered Sally Higgins!” Missy said in a low voice on the
phone.


“Me
too,” he replied, but she was too keyed up to notice.


“Marsha
Mueller came in and she had bright red nail polish with the tips worn off and
she has pierced ears and was wearing diamond earrings that were like the one
that I found on the porch. I didn’t understand why, but when we were at book
club the last time, she was pretty snappy with Sally and I think it’s because
Sally wanted Sam to help her with the Garden Walk committee instead of Marsha,
so Sam is innocent and Marsha did it,” she explained in a rush. “Marsha Mueller
is sitting in my shop right now eating a coconut cupcake, can you come arrest
her?” she whispered, standing in the far corner of her office with the door
closed. 


“I
came to the same conclusion, but I’m working on tying it all together at the
moment. Just let Marsha go on her way, and when I have something more concrete,
I’ll get a warrant,” the detective advised. “And Missy…be careful.”


**


Chas
Beckett was in the process of putting all of the pieces of the Sally Higgins
murder together. While the fingerprints that the lab had found didn’t match
Samantha Lemmon’s, they all matched each other, and he would bet his last dime
that they would match Marsha Mueller’s, along with the traces of blood that had
been smeared on Missy’s house, and the DNA from the earring post. The murder
mystery book that had been left open on Missy’s pillow, was displaying the page
that described the body of the cheating wife being found, and Tamela Parsons
had provided photos illustrating the affair that had taken place between Sally
and Marsha’s husband. 


When
Chas had interviewed Marsha, she had immediately cast suspicion upon Samantha,
the newest member of the group, obviously because she perceived her to be
Sally’s ally. He was planning to ask Sam Lemmon if Sally had said anything
about Marsha, jealousy, or an affair. If Samantha knew about any or all of
those things, and Marsha had indeed killed Sally, Sam might be next on the
list. It looked as though everything Marsha had done, from vandalizing Missy’s
house, to burning books, to dousing the porch in wine, had been designed to set
Samantha up, but she hadn’t been quite careful enough about covering her
tracks.


Detective
Beckett had just picked up his desk phone to call down to the  lab to see if
they were done processing the evidence from all of the crime scenes that were
seemingly related to the Sally Higgins murder, when the officer who had brought
Tamela Parsons to see him reappeared at his door.


“Detective?”
he rapped on the door frame, and Chas put his desk phone down, sighing. “I
thought you might want to know, we got a call from an apartment complex close
to downtown, regarding an assault with a deadly weapon. The intended victim’s
friend was coming to pick her up and didn’t get to the door before the victim
came running out screaming,” he explained quickly.


“Okay…”
Chas nodded, waiting for more information.


“The
victim is a Ms. Samantha Lemmon,” he said, glancing at his notes, “…and the
perp is a Ms. Marsha Mueller. The friend who called the assault in is Echo
Willis. The victim is being transported to the hospital with lacerations, and
the perp is in custody, being transported to lock-up.”


Chas
was out of his chair and had his sport coat halfway on before the officer had
even finished his report. He was headed to the hospital first, to see what had
prompted the attack on Samantha Lemmon, then he would head to the lock-up to
inform Marsha Mueller that she was not only under arrest for assault with a
deadly weapon, but also for the murder of her husband, Edward Mueller, and her
former best friend, Sally Higgins. 


When
Tamela had told Chas that Ed’s death had seemed a bit suspicious, he did some
checking and found that he’d had the exact same earmarks for cause of death
that Sally had. Ed’s death had been attributed to sleep apnea, because it was
clear from the autopsy that he had suffocated to death, and Sally had been
quite obviously smothered with a pillow while she slept. When Marsha smothered
Sally, she had knelt on the sleeping woman’s arms, bruising them. Autopsy
photos of Edward Mueller showed similar bruising. 


There
had been a significant amount of alcohol in his system, which is part of why
sleep apnea had seemed an obvious choice – the combination of the two was known
to be deadly. There had been an empty bottle of wine on Sally’s kitchen
counter, alongside a glass that had her fingerprints all over it, and Chas
theorized that Marsha had gotten both of her victims drunk enough to pass out,
then smothered them as they slept. Sally’s autopsy results would most likely
support that theory and were due back from the coroner any time now.












Chapter 16


Missy
went back out to the front of the store after hanging up with Chas and catching
her breath for a moment, planning to tell Ben that he didn’t have to distract
Marsha anymore, and was surprised to see that the murderer had already taken
her leave.


Ben
saw his boss surveying the eating area and apologized. “She seemed to be in a
hurry to leave when I came out here, I tried to talk to her, but she just kind
of waved me off,” he explained.


Missy
was actually relieved that Sally’s killer had left her shop, and heaved a sigh
of relief. “Don’t worry about it, Ben, it’s probably best that she’s gone.” She
told the young manager what had been going on and that it looked like Marsha
was Sally’s killer.


“So
you left me out here with a woman who is under suspicion for murder? Thanks,
boss,” he teased, glad he hadn’t known in advance. It was impossible for Ben to
lie, and he just knew that he would’ve acted oddly and tipped her off.


Missy
glanced at her watch. “I love my work, but I am more than glad that it’s
closing time,” she admitted, not feeling the least bit guilty. “Flip the sign
please, Ben,” she nodded to the placard that currently said “Open.”


“Wow,
twenty minutes early? I’m certainly not going to argue,” he grinned, heading
for the front door to turn the sign over to “Closed.”


“You’re
the best, Ben,” Missy smiled. “Would you mind staying while I clean up? I
probably don’t have any reason to worry, but I’d rather not be alone for now,”
she confessed.


“No
prob,” he nodded. “I clean the eating area and you clean the kitchen?” he
offered.


“Sounds
great, let’s do it.”


The
two of them finished the closing duties and cleanup in record time, each eager
to get out of there at the end of a long day. Hanging up their aprons, the
locked up and left, with Ben watching Missy unlock and start her car before
getting into his to go home to Cheryl and baby Cammie.


Missy
drove straight to Chas’s house, where she’d pick up the dogs and take them for
a long walk to ease some of her tension. She knew that Chas was on Marsha’s
trail, but in her opinion, he just couldn’t arrest her soon enough for comfort.
She felt terrible about having been so cold to Samantha because she had
suspected her of killing Sally, and planned to apologize profusely as soon as
Marsha was charged and everything was wrapped up. She should have known, from
the simple fact that her own best friend Echo had befriended Sam, that the
young woman was not only innocent, but of good character. Missy may have led a
fairly sheltered life, but Echo had been around the block enough times to
generally know a criminal when she saw one, unless they happened to be male,
and incredibly good-looking.


Jogging
to the small park in Chas’s neighborhood with Toffee and Bitsy felt good,
almost cleansing, and while she knew that there was still a murderer on the
loose, she also knew that Chas was on top of the situation, and that
ultimately, everything would be okay. She thought fondly of the man whom she’d
grown to depend upon for emotional support and quiet strength. He was kind,
honest, and an amazing human being, and she felt incredibly fortunate to have
him in her life. She was nearly back to his simple but stately home, when the
phone that had been tucked into an arm band so that she could run unencumbered,
buzzed, signaling an incoming call.


Coming
to a halt and trying to regulate her breathing a bit, she unholstered the phone
and saw that Echo was calling.


“Hey
girl, what’s shakin?” she answered, glad to hear from her best friend.


“Omigosh,
Missy, something terrible has happened, can you come meet me at the hospital?”
her normally laid-back friend sounded frantic. “I’m in the ER waiting room.”


“Of
course, I’ll be there in about ten minutes,” she promised, hanging up and
sprinting for Chas’s house as fast as her furry friends’ legs would allow.


Not
bothering to change her clothes, Missy quickly filled food and water dishes for
the girls, wiped her face with a damp washcloth, grabbed her purse and car keys
and headed out the door. She found Echo pacing in the hallway outside of the ER
waiting room, blood all over her once-light blue t-shirt.


“Echo,
what happened?” Missy asked, more than disturbed to see her friend covered in
blood, and hugging her close, regardless.


“It’s
Sam. We were supposed to have a pizza and movie night at her place, and when I
was walking to her door, she came running out, screaming and covered in blood,
followed by this crazy redhead who had a knife. When the woman saw me, she
dropped the knife and ran around the corner of the building. I was scared for
Sam, so I shoved her in my car and locked the doors so that I could call 911.
They came really fast, but I don’t know if they caught her attacker or not,”
she explained, tears running down her cheeks as she remembered the grisly
scene.


“How
badly hurt is she?” 


“I
don’t know,” Echo shook her head. “But there was so much blood…” she swayed a
bit on her feet and Missy had no sooner gotten her seated in the waiting room,
than Chas dashed in, going straight to the reception desk and flashing his
badge. He saw Missy and Echo on his way back to the restricted area of the ER,
but when Missy ran over to talk to him, he told her that he’d be back to talk
with her and Echo as soon as he could.


It
had been barely half an hour, but seemed like days before Chas reappeared.


“You
didn’t hear it from me, but she’s going to be okay,” he announced quietly,
sitting down across from Missy and Echo.


“Oh,
thank goodness,” Echo said, and both women breathed a sigh of relief.


“I’m
afraid I can’t stay, I have to get to the lock-up and inform Marsha that she’s
being arrested for murder. Apparently, because she thought Sam would end up
dead, she confessed to everything before she came at her with the knife.
Samantha said that it sounded like she was proud of what she’d done. Her
testimony will add more fuel to the fire for the prosecution, because Marsha
disclosed details to Sam that hadn’t been released to the public,” Chas said,
wearily triumphant.


He
kissed Missy on the forehead. “I’ll see you late tonight, beautiful.” Then the
detective turned to Echo. “Are we still on for tomorrow?” he asked. She nodded,
and despite the trauma of an event-filled day, a broad grin warmed her face.


“Well,
that sounds very mysterious,” Missy observed, after Chas left. “What are you
two up to tomorrow, and why am I not invited?” she demanded.


“Well,
unless you’re mechanically inclined, you’ll only be in the way,” Echo lied
smoothly. “Chas is coming over to fix the ice-maker in my refrigerator.”


“Oh,
well then, I’ll come with him. We can eat ice cream and critique his
performance,” she grinned.


“Umm…well…okay,”
her friend faltered, seeming oddly nervous. “That sounds…good, yeah, let’s
do…that,” she nodded vigorously.


The
two friends waited hours for Sam to come out of the ER and be moved to a
private room, then went up to see her.


“Hey
guys,” Samantha greeted them wanly from her hospital bed, as they crept into
the room, afraid to disturb her.


Missy
moved to the side of the bed nearest the door. “Sam, I am so sorry. I’ve been
just terrible to you, and I wouldn’t blame you a bit if you chose not to
forgive me, but from the bottom of my heart, I just want you to know that I’m
so so sorry that I doubted you,” she apologized, fat tears streaking down her
face.


“It’s
okay, I understand. Marsha did a good job of trying to frame me. Did the police
get her?” she asked, fear in her eyes.


“Yes,
she’s locked up right now, honey, you don’t have to worry anymore,” Echo spoke,
brushing the blood-stiffened hair away from Sam’s brow. Marsha had gone wild
with a butcher knife, slashing the poor woman’s scalp, shoulder, arms, hands
and torso. The cuts were deep enough to need stitches, but thankfully not
surgery. She was in the hospital for rest and observation and would most likely
get to go home the next day.


“Good.
I’d been suspicious of her ever since Sally told her that I’d be replacing her
on the committee, but I didn’t know her well enough to realize that she was
capable of doing all the heinous things that she’s done,” Sam murmured, still
in shock.


“I’m
just glad you weren’t hurt worse,” Missy said, taking her hand.


“Me
too,” Sam smiled, then yawned.


“We’d
better get going and let you get your rest, we just had to see you and make
sure that you’re okay,” Echo said, caressing her friend’s cheek.


“Thanks,
I appreciate it,” she replied, yawning again. They both gave her gentle hugs
and went on their way. Samantha fell fast asleep before they even made it to
the door.


“You
never got your pizza tonight, you must be starving,” Missy said as they left
the hospital. “Chas won’t be back for hours, I could come to your house and we
could whip up some late dinner,” she offered.


“No!”
Echo exclaimed. “I mean…umm…I’m really tired. So tired that I couldn’t eat a
thing,” she faked a yawn and stretched.


“Really?
That’s not like you,” Missy remarked, wondering at her friend’s strange
behavior.


“Yeah…I
didn’t sleep well last night,” she hedged. “Maybe next time.”


“Okay…sure,”
Missy agreed, nonplussed. She hoped that, although Echo was becoming close with
Sam, it wouldn’t negatively impact their relationship. She’d give her some time
to rest, but planned to call her tomorrow to ask if everything was okay.


 












Chapter 17


“So,
what time are we leaving to go to Echo’s?” Missy asked Chas over coffee the
next morning.


He’d
been texting like crazy, an activity that was highly unusual for the somewhat
reclusive detective. Missy figured that he must by tying up the loose ends of
the murder case.


“Excuse
me?” was the startled reply. Chas nearly dropped the phone that had been glued
to his hand the entire morning.


“To
Echo’s…you’re going to fix her ice maker and I’m going to hang out with her and
eat ice cream,” she explained patiently, figuring that the conscientious
detective had been so wrapped up in the murder case that he’d forgotten about
Echo’s refrigerator.


“Oh…yeah…right,”
he nodded slowly. “Uh, I’m not sure just yet, let me give work a quick call
before I make that decision,” he said, heading for the back door. Chas often
went outside to make official phone calls in private, so Missy thought nothing
of it, taking both of their mugs over to the coffee pot for a refill.


The
detective was only gone for a few minutes, and came in smiling. Taking his
coffee from Missy’s delicate hand, he kissed her lightly.


“So
when are we leaving?” she asked again, wondering when to take her shower. She’d
already had a nice long walk with Chas and the girls, during which he continued
to text, which she found to be mildly annoying, but she always tried to be
understanding when it came to his work.


As
he opened his mouth to reply, Missy’s phone rang and Cheryl’s sweet young face
popped up on the screen. 


“Hang
on,” Missy said, holding up her index finger. “Hey darlin,’ how’s life?” she
asked, delighted to hear from any member of the Radigan family.


“Well,
actually, I’m in a bit of a pickle,” Cheryl sounded worried. “That’s why I
called, I’m hoping that you might be able to help me out.”


“Of
course, honey, what’s up?” Missy’s motherly concern kicked in.


“Ben’s
car broke down and he wants me to go pick him up, so that he can get the car
towed to the mechanic.”


“Oh,
well, I’d be happy to pick him up, just tell me where he is,” Missy was already
reaching for her purse.


“No!”
Cheryl exclaimed, startling her. “I mean…he really needs me to pick him up, so
I need someone to watch Cammie and I was hoping that you might be able to come
over.”


“Well…can’t
you just take that precious angel with you?” Missy suggested, thinking that
Cheryl must be so worried that she wasn’t thinking logically.


“Umm…no,
because…we don’t really know how long it might take, and I’d hate to run into
her nap time or something,” the nervous mother replied.


“Alright
sweetie, I’ll get my keys and come right over.”


“No!”
Cheryl said again. “Because…umm…the mechanic doesn’t open until, like, two
o’clock, so we don’t need you until maybe 1:30.”


Missy
pursed her lips. “Cheryl, honey…am I missing something? This all seems to be
terribly complicated for such a simple thing,” she said, her brow furrowed with
confusion.


Cheryl
hesitated. “Oh, sorry. Well…I…umm…omigosh, Cammie is crying – so hey, I’ve
gotta run, but you can come over at 1:30, right?” she blurted.


“Sure,
honey, I’ll be there, but shouldn’t we…” Missy began.


“Great!”
Cheryl cut her off. “See you then.” Dial tone.


Missy
stared at her phone as if it was an alien creature. Cheryl had acted so
strangely, it wasn’t like her at all to hang up so abruptly. She hoped that
there wasn’t more to the story. 


“What
was that all about?” Chas asked casually, taking a sip of coffee.


“Cheryl
needs me to babysit, apparently there’s something wrong with Ben’s car,” Missy
murmured. “So anyway, what time are we going to Echo’s?” she asked again,
looking forward to seeing the handsome detective do some manual labor while
noshing on her favorite ice cream.


“Echo
said that the only time she has available today is at 1:00,” he replied,
getting up to forage in the refrigerator for some breakfast.


“Darn
it!” Missy exclaimed, disappointed.


“What?”
Chas asked, nose in the refrigerator.


“Cheryl
needs me to babysit at 1:30, and there’s no way that I can do both,” she
sighed.


“Well,
if Cheryl needs you, isn’t that more important? You and Echo have ice cream
together a couple of times a week at least,” he reminded her.


“Yeah,
that’s true, but you’re never involved,” Missy pretended to pout.


“The
way you two chatter endlessly when you’re together, it’s probably just as well
– I’d never get a word in edgewise,” Chas teased, coming back to the breakfast
bar with a container of yogurt and a bag of granola.


“I
hate to agree with you on that one, but it’s true,” she grinned, standing and
kissing him on the cheek. “I’m getting in the shower.”


Chas
watched her walk down the hall to shower and dropped his head into his hand,
sighing with relief.


 









Chapter 18


Chas
left the house just before Missy did, and she was puzzled initially that he
headed in the opposite direction that he needed to go to get to Echo’s house,
but eventually figured that he had either gone to buy parts for the ice maker,
or needed to fill the gas tank in his car. Ever thoughtful, the handsome
detective had said that he wanted to take her to a nice late lunch after she
was done babysitting and asked her to wear the pewter dress that he loved so
much because it brought out her kitten-grey eyes.


Missy
had a delightful time with little Cammie, and was surprised when Cheryl called
to tell her that one of Ben’s friends from grad school needed “baby practice”
because she had just found out she was pregnant, so she’d be coming over to take
Missy’s place. Missy was excited that her late lunch with Chas could now be
earlier than they expected, and texted to tell him the good news, hoping that
he had finished with Echo’s ice maker. As it turned out, he had not only
finished with the ice maker, but had gone ahead to a swanky jazz club on the
outskirts of town to see if they’d let him in without a reservation. They’d
reluctantly agreed, but told him that he’d lose his table if he left the restaurant,
so he apologetically asked Missy if she could just meet him there.


“Just
let the valet park your car, I don’t want you to have to walk very far in this
humidity,” he’d thoughtfully instructed. Missy’s heart beat faster – she’d
wanted to see what the jazz club was like for quite some time, and now she
finally would.


Missy
pulled into the circular drive in front of the club, and when the valet saw her
car, he spoke into a little walkie-talkie that was attached to his red blazer.
The thought crossed her mind that the poor man must be close to heat
exhaustion, wearing a blazer on a day like today. He came   to her door and
opened it for her.


“Good
evening, Miss Gladstone,” he greeted her. “We’ve been expecting you.”


“Really?”
Missy asked before she could stop herself, then covered her blunder. “Thank
you,” she recovered, trying to act as though such things happened to her all
the time.


A
concierge met her at the door as the valet drove away in her car. “Come with
me, Miss Gladstone,” the elegant gent offered his arm. 


When
he opened the door, Missy heard the strains of her absolute favorite Elvis
song, “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” being played live, with a smooth
jazz touch. The lights were low, and candles flickered on every table. She was
astonished when she glanced at the main stage which was strung with hundreds of
firefly lights, and saw Chas, decked out in a fine Italian suit, standing in
front of the musicians’ box, beckoning to her. Spellbound and more than a bit
startled, she allowed the concierge to guide her toward the stage, where her
handsome detective waited. Not realizing or caring that every eye in the room
was on her, she practically floated onto the stage.


Chas
took her hand and gazed into her eyes, a look on his face that she’d never seen
before. It was as if every bit of emotion that he kept carefully hidden, along
with the heart that he guarded so closely, was shining there in his cobalt
eyes, for all the world to see.


Unable
to look away, Missy whispered, “Chas, what’s happening?” as the band softly
played the last few notes of her favorite song.


“I
love you,” he said, taking both of her hands in his, his words filling the
room. She saw that he had a tiny microphone fastened to his lapel.


“I
love you, too,” she replied, her eyes moist.


“When
I first met you, I knew you were special. I wouldn’t admit it to myself at the
time, because the thought scared me, but I knew that you were The One,” he
smiled tenderly, caressing her cheek with his thumb and kissing her lightly.
Missy blushed and grinned up at the most handsome face in the entire world.
“Any time that you’ve ever been in danger, I feel like if I lost you, life
would have no meaning. I could go on, I just wouldn’t want to. I’ve known for
quite a while now that I want you to be by my side, forever.”


The
tears that had welled in Missy’s eyes slipped slowly down her cheeks and he
wiped them away with a fingertip. “Oh Chas, I want that too,” she admitted with
all of her heart.


“And
because of that…I’m going to ask you a question that I never thought I’d ask
anyone.” Chas reached into his pocket and pulled out a small blue velvet box
and Missy gasped as she finally realized what was happening. Her beloved got
down on one knee and opened the box to reveal a heart-shaped diamond ring that
had probably cost more than Missy’s car and house combined.


“Melissa
Gladstone, will you make me the happiest man on earth? Will you marry me?” he
asked, his own eyes shining as he placed his ring on her finger.


The
crowd in the restaurant erupted when she said a vehement and heartfelt yes, and
the house lights came up to reveal all of her friends and loved ones. Echo was
there, at a table with Ben and Cheryl and the rest of her staff from both
shops. The mayor was in attendance, as were the remaining members of her book
club, including Sam, and people with whom she’d laughed, cried and done
business. Everyone and anyone who was precious to her was there, and at the
moment, they were all on their feet applauding, many of them with tears on
their cheeks. Now all of the weird behavior from Echo, Cheryl and Chas made
sense, they’d been plotting together to surprise her, and had succeeded
admirably.


When
Missy realized the thoughtfulness and planning that it had taken to make this
happen, she was overwhelmed and felt truly loved – by friends, loved ones, and
the man who’d just become her fiancé. Her tears flowed freely as Chas took her
in his arms and kissed her soundly, a fitting way to begin the rest of their
lives together.


 


 


 


 


 


A letter from the Author


To each and every one of my Amazing readers: I hope you enjoyed this story as much as I enjoyed writing
it.  Let me know what you think by leaving a review!


I’ll be releasing another installment in two weeks so to stay
in the loop (and to get free books and other fancy stuff) Join my Book club. 


 


Stay Curious, 


Carol Durand
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