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        For Bestamor.

        Thank you for letting me hang out in your kitchen, perched on the counter like a little bird. I loved watching you bake, and how you sprayed whipped cream into my mouth whenever Bestafar wasn’t looking. Miss you.
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      Hadley James closed her eyes as she took a bite of the delicious cherry pie. Being a judge for a baking competition sure had its perks. The tartness of the dark fruit danced together with the sweetness of the sugar in a beautiful equilibrium across her tongue. It was a balance she knew well as the owner of a jam business.

      That was part of the surprise, really. In a life where delicious-tasting confections surrounded her every day, that pie—with its flaky golden crust and impeccably decorated top—had to be the best thing she’d eaten in a long time.

      Such a good feeling shouldn’t have been accompanied by the stomach-dropping sensation of worry that Hadley experienced next. When she opened her eyes, she focused on jotting down the last line of scores on her card. If she looked up, she would be tempted to make eye contact with the contestants, specifically Mickie, a woman she considered more family than a friend.

      In a small town like Stoneybrook, they couldn’t find judges without personal ties to the bakers, so it wasn’t against the rules for them to be friends. But at that moment, Hadley wished it was. Now they were down to the last five bakers; the competition was heating up, and it was becoming clear that her friend might not win.

      Aware of the audience’s attention resting on her, Hadley put down her fork and headed toward the room behind her. The market and competition took place in the main hall of the community center. The large space was also used as an indoor court for basketball, volleyball, and other racquet sports in the winter months. The hall afforded them room to house both the farmers market booths and the baking competition in the same area. Sunrise Living Magazine often used smaller side rooms for staging or setup, and an official-looking printed sign proclaimed the room Hadley entered as the Grande Bake-Off’s Official Judging Room.

      Luke and Sandy were already inside, staring down at their score cards. They sat around a conference table. Olivia Stone, Sunrise Living Magazine’s resident baking expert, stood in the corner, tapping her high-heeled shoe.

      While Grande County’s annual baking competition was going on its eleventh year, the prestigious Pacific Northwest lifestyle magazine had swooped in to sponsor the contest five years ago. And while aspects like Olivia, the contestants’ supplies, and the grand prize had become much more posh, others such as the location and localized judging remained. The resulting juxtaposition of small town and big money was odd, to say the least.

      As if to illustrate that very thing, Hadley swung her hip into the old door to make sure it latched. That same door had been sticky even back when her Girl Scout troop met there when she was little.

      Olivia opened her dry-erase marker and clicked over on her too-high heels to grab Hadley’s scores. She raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow, and then with a turn that included so much more hair flipping than was necessary, went to add her totals to the others on the board.

      Luke winked at Hadley. She tried to breathe through the terrible tumult happening in her gut. Her scores were submitted. That was that.

      “Hard decision,” Luke said, reading her hesitation.

      She blinked. “Very.”

      The last judge, Todd, walked into the room, and Olivia snatched his score card.

      Luke exhaled as Olivia added up the points, and the totals spoke for themselves. Grady’s exquisite cherry pie—along with his practically perfect puff pastry during the baking fundamentals challenge that morning—had earned him the title of top baker that week. Hadley held her breath as she read down to the bottom of the list.

      Willow Hunt.

      She sighed in relief. Mickie was safe for another week. Armed with that knowledge, Hadley joined the other judges and left the judging room.

      The air in the Stoneybrook community center was thick enough that Hadley felt the urge to swat it out of her way as they left the judging room to rejoin the rest of the town in the main hall. That’s what they got, though, sticking the whole town plus part of Cascade Ridge in there for hours on end along with multiple ovens.

      The Grande Bake-Off took place in January and the first part of February during Stoneybrook’s year-round farmers market. As it was always in the winter, the competition happened right within the community center where they held the market during the colder months. Before the magazine’s sponsorship, the contestants used to bake in the high school’s home economics room and bring their finished products down to the market for judging. The portable baking stations had been a large cost up front, but the magazine had seen it as a great investment, sure to draw more of an audience.

      From the size of the crowd, they’d been right.

      Hadley followed Olivia forward to where the five bakers stood behind the table, the pies that had taken them the last few hours to create, displayed in front. Mickie Burbank had felt like family long before Hadley had made it legal by marrying Mickie’s cousin Tyler. And even though it had been almost a year since Hadley and Tyler’s divorce, Mickie was still the older sister Hadley never had. She owned the local bakery, Bake and Flake, and had never met a stick of butter she couldn’t melt, cream, or roll into a deliciously flaky dough.

      Beside her stood Grady Fines, Willow Hunt, Ian Yellowlees, and Erica Sutton, their eyes locked onto Olivia with equal parts hope and worry. Well, everyone but Grady, that was. He smiled, almost smugly, which made Hadley want to run back and scribble out the scores she’d given him. Usually she found his cleft chin and cocky grin slightly intriguing, but right now they only added to his smugness.

      The polished Olivia cleared her throat. “Welcome to week five of the Grande Bake-Off!”

      She flourished her hands in a way that made Hadley expect a magic trick or at least a poof of smoke. Instead, her gesture produced sporadic clapping from the gathering crowd as the last few shoppers left the booths and settled in to see the results of pastry week.

      “For those of you in the audience who are just joining us this week, these bakers are competing for the chance to have one of their creations featured on the cover of Sunrise Living Magazine, five thousand dollars in prizes from our sponsors, and a year of baking supplies.

      “The competition is intensifying as the numbers of bakers dwindle,” Olivia continued in a practiced tone. “Between their puff pastry foundations challenge this morning to this afternoon’s pie showcase, one baker has proven they have what it takes to be the top.” The host glanced at her note card as if she thought she might forget what name to say. “This week’s top baker is … Grady!”

      Hadley hated how Grady’s face didn’t register a hint of surprise. She hated even more how he bowed to the crowd, feigning humility. But what she hated the most was the way Mickie’s face tightened with disappointment before creasing into a congratulatory smile.

      As the applause died down, Olivia shoved her shoulders back and spoke up again. “Unfortunately, we cannot take every one of you with us, and we have to eliminate a baker before moving on to next week. This week, that person is …”

      The entire building seemed to hold its breath.

      “Willow.”

      Each week, the eliminated baker’s face was a unique car crash, something Hadley didn’t want to see, but couldn’t avoid watching. Whether their features crumpled in with sadness, reddened with anger, or brightened into a false smile, none of it got easier to watch.

      Olivia didn’t seem at all affected by Willow’s creased forehead, saying, “I’m so sorry. The judges just couldn’t find the balance between the lavender and the blackberries in your pie, added to the difficulty you had with the puff this morning, and we have to say goodbye.”

      But Willow’s disappointment didn’t morph into acceptance as the other bakers’ had. Instead, the young woman’s pale face flushed.

      “Seriously?” Willow’s voice shook, or maybe that was her slight body. “This whole thing is a joke. And he’s cheating.” She pointed at Grady, sneering at the man as if this were something much more serious than baked goods.

      “Now, Willow …” Olivia said as if talking to an angry child. She clicked forward two steps, not even wavering on her four-inch heels.

      Willow’s face, now red, contorted into a humorless laugh. “Don’t pretend to care about me, Olivia. Don’t pretend to care about anything other than yourself.” Wrestling the golden, Sunrise Living apron off her body, Willow tossed it at Olivia and stormed through the stunned crowd.

      Everyone jumped as the door to the community center slammed a few moments later.

      “Well.” Olivia huffed, crumpling the apron into a heap on the nearest countertop and checking that her hair was still okay. “That’s all for this week,” she announced, much louder. “Please join us next week for the semifinal competition! Same place, same time.”

      The smile stayed frozen on her face for a few seconds as if she were waiting for a cameraman’s signal they weren’t on the air anymore—even though the only cameras in sight were of the photo variety.

      Audience members approached Mickie to give her their congratulations for making it another week. A few of the Sunrise people moved forward to cut the rest of the contestants’ pies into bite-sized pieces so the audience could come up and take tastes.

      Mickie wasn’t the only one approached by spectators. A young man and woman raced over to Grady. While today’s top baker had only those two visitors, Hadley recognized them from previous weekends and wondered if they were related.

      Erica celebrated by hugging a woman who looked like a shorter, older version of herself. The older woman held on to Erica’s baby, George. Hadley guessed it was someone related to the new mother, there to support her while helping out with the baby. She’d also seen Erica with a few of the volunteers over the weeks, but none shared the same familial resemblance.

      Ian was surrounded by a rowdy group, by far the loudest of the audience members. That was, until the young man standing next to Grady exclaimed how the other bakers didn’t stand a chance against him, cutting through the surrounding noise. Hadley narrowed her eyes.

      Grady put up a hand. “Now, now. It was pie week. Everyone in the valley knows I bake the best cherry pie.”

      The young woman she’d seen hanging around Grady stared at him in admiration.

      Luke sidled up to Hadley. “At least he’s humble,” he murmured.

      “Right?” She shook her head as the audience dispersed.

      The bakers packed their supplies and cleaned off their stations. A few volunteers cleaned the dishes and wiped the countertops. The magazine also allowed each baker to bring in specific tools or personal supplies to help them with their bakes. The four remaining bakers loaded their special pans and favorite whisks into totes and then headed downstairs into the community center’s basement. There were lockers for them to keep their stuff safe over the week. Some bakers even locked away their recipes, sure someone might try to copy their big showcase piece.

      As they disappeared down the stairs, volunteers pushed their clean stations off to the side, so they’d be out of the way for the community activities during the week.

      Hadley sighed. “Well, I’d better go pack up.”

      “Can’t wait for next week. Cake is my favorite.” Luke rubbed his hands together before waving goodbye.

      His involvement as a judge in the competition was thanks to his reputation for being someone who’d always appreciated food. The decade he’d spent in Seattle had only refined his tastes, settling him in the foodie category.

      Hadley waved goodbye to Luke and walked over to her farmers market booth.

      Her best friend, Suzanne, sat behind the booth next to Hadley’s. Her face was taut and focused as she counted through her till.

      “Everything okay?” Hadley asked.

      Suze looked up, her face softening. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I keep getting interrupted and lose my count.”

      Hadley laughed. “Sorry. I’ll leave you to it.” She pulled out her own cashbox.

      She was glad to see the money spring up as she opened the lid. Including the baking competition in the farmers market not only gave the audience something to do while they waited for the bakers to get through their hours-long bakes, but it also boosted sales for the vendors during the slower winter months.

      After pulling out the box hiding under her tablecloth, Hadley loaded the few jars of jam she had left. She eyed the large piece of art Suze was wrapping. It was almost as tall as her.

      “You need help with that?” Hadley asked. It had been harrowing getting the piece inside, what with the icy sidewalks and parking lot.

      For her friend’s sake—and her’s—she’d hoped the painting would’ve sold so they wouldn’t have to cart it back.

      Suze said, “Paul’s on his way to help. He just finished his shift.”

      Hadley smiled, loving how her best friend’s cheeks still grew pink every time she mentioned her fairly new boyfriend who also happened to be Hadley’s twin brother. And although they’d kept their relationship a secret from Hadley at first—weirdly, they thought she would get too excited and put too much pressure on them or something—she couldn’t be happier to see her two best friends together.

      A scream coming from the other side of the hall quickly erased both the smile on Hadley’s face and the glow from Suze’s. Everyone stilled and turned their attention to the stairs leading down to the basement as the Bake-Off’s host, Olivia, staggered out into the main hall, her face ashen.

      Hadley and Suze raced forward, along with half of the vendors. They waited as Olivia blinked and found her voice.

      “Grady’s dead!”
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      “Dead?” The word left Hazel Smith’s mouth at the same time it did so many others in the community center, but the outspoken quilter was the loudest. Her bouncy, graying curls shook as she shivered.

      Olivia nodded, looking a color reserved for printer paper and hotel sheets. “He's been poisoned.”

      Breathing through her surprise at Olivia’s declaration, Hadley focused on the second sentence more than the first. Poisoned. How did Olivia know?

      “Has someone told the police?” a voice called out.

      “No need.” Hadley’s twin brother, Paul, made his way through the crowd, his deep voice matching  his tall, thick frame. He still wore his deputy sheriff’s uniform, having just come from the station. “What’s going on?” He scanned the crowd, his gaze falling on Olivia.

      She pointed a shaky finger down the stairs. “Grady. He’s—” Olivia shuddered, then looked around, holding out her hand in search for a place to sit.

      Paul pressed the button on his radio and called in for his partner to come meet him. “I need everyone to stay back, but don’t leave. Kevin and I will need to talk to each of you.” Before heading downstairs, Paul made eye contact with Hadley and Suze.

      They nodded, knowing he wanted them to make sure no one left the building.

      “Do you think he’s actually dead?” Suze asked Hadley as they kept an eye on the crowd. “I mean, Olivia doesn’t seem like the type who would know the ins and outs of medical emergencies.”

      Hadley couldn’t concentrate on what her friend was saying. She was too focused on Olivia who—unable to locate a chair—had latched on to Luke standing nearby. And while Luke held her a few inches away from his body, an uncomfortable heat settled on Hadley’s shoulders and rose up her neck.

      Suze snapped her fingers in front of Hadley’s face. “Focus, Had.” Then she noticed what Hadley was staring at. “Ugh. She just happened to fall into his arms?” Suze snorted. “At least Luke looks about as pleased as a cat getting a bath.”

      Hearing her friend make the same observation calmed her, a bit. Hadley huffed. She and Luke Fenton had been getting along well; being judges together for the last five weeks had been a lot of fun. But she wasn’t jealous of Olivia for being all over Luke. Was she?

      “Right,” Hadley said. “If what Olivia said is true, we’ve got bigger problems.” She turned her attention away from Luke and searched the crowd. A pale Mickie stood near the wall, smoothing her hair out of her face. “You watch the exits for a sec; I need to talk to Mick.”

      Suze nodded as Hadley headed in her friend’s direction. As she moved, she listened to the whispered conversations slinking through the vendors and few remaining audience members.

      “I bet it was one of the other bakers.”

      “Makes sense. He’s won the last two years. They figured he might win again this year.”

      “What won’t people do for money?”

      “It’s a crime of jealousy, I bet.”

      “And right after Willow accused him of cheating like that.”

      Mickie leaned against the far wall, her eyes as wide as the pie she’d baked that afternoon. Her mouth parted, but she said nothing. Hadley didn’t either, for a moment, her mind too busy sifting through the chatter she’d heard on her way over.

      “I just saw him,” Mickie said.

      Hadley put a hand on her friend’s arm. “I know. We all did.”

      “No.” Mickie blinked. “I was downstairs in the basement minutes ago. When I left, he was fine.”

      A tightness balled inside Hadley’s stomach. “Was anyone else down there with you?” she asked, hope lifting her tone at the end of the question.

      Mickie shook her head. Hadley’s stomach dropped, the ball settling at her feet. “So you were the last one to see him alive?”

      “I think I was.” Mickie swallowed.

      “What was he doing when you left? Did he look different? Was he acting weird?” Hadley pressed her lips together after the third question in a row, not wanting to overwhelm Mickie, who was already leaning a little too heavily into the wall for Hadley’s liking.

      “I don’t know.” Mickie frowned. “Why can’t I remember? It just happened.”

      “Okay, let’s start with where he was in the room.”

      “At his locker,” Mickie said without hesitation. “I was at mine, and he was at his.”

      Hadley nodded. “Was he eating or drinking anything?”

      “I don’t think so.” Mickie closed her eyes, tight.

      “What about how he was acting?”

      Hadley was about to move on to a different question when Mickie’s eyes flew open.

      “Now you mention it, he was acting weird,” she said. “When he opened his locker, he seemed almost protective of what was inside, hiding it from the rest of us.”

      “The rest of us?”

      “Yeah, Erica, Ian, and me. We all went down to put our stuff away. I didn’t see Willow, but I assumed she took off after the commotion she made.”

      “But you were the last one down there with Grady?” Hadley asked.

      Mickie nodded. “The others just locked their stuff up and left.”

      “And how long ago was that?”

      “Less than ten minutes,” Mickie said.

      Hadley chipped at the sparkly silver polish on her fingernails. It wasn’t as if Hadley worried Mickie could have hurt Grady. The only thing she’d ever seen the woman handle roughly was dough. She wondered how someone could’ve poisoned the man with Mickie there, though. The question of how Olivia had known someone had poisoned him returned to Hadley’s thoughts. She glanced over at the stairs, wishing her brother would emerge so they could find out more information.

      Hadley’s gaze cut over to where Olivia still leaned on Luke. What if Mickie wasn’t the last one to see Grady alive? Olivia could’ve poisoned the man and then alerted the room to pretend she wasn’t guilty. Or am I just ready to accuse her because I don’t like how she’s fawning over my friend? Hadley wondered. No, she decided. Olivia would have no reason to kill Grady.

      Luke, in the meantime, was scanning the room. He spotted one of the other judges and called her over to comfort Olivia. He got rid of her at the exact moment Paul appeared at the top of the stairs, pausing for a moment to put two pieces of caution tape to close the stairway. Luke headed toward him at the same time Hadley did.

      “Was it poison? Was she right?” they asked simultaneously.

      Paul, used to his friends’ propensity for getting involved in local cases, simply nodded. “Looks like it.”

      “Wait …” Hadley said, narrowing her eyes. She’d read enough mystery novels to know most of the time the police needed to get both a medical examiner’s report and a toxicology report back to know for sure. “How do you know?”

      Glancing around, Paul leaned in close. “There was a pie sitting on the bench, and he had filling on his lip. There was also the scent of almonds, and the way he had foam around his mouth. It had to be cyanide.”

      Hadley took a moment to digest that information. “But Mickie said he wasn’t eating. So he waited until she left to take a bite of a pie?”

      Paul cleared his throat. “Mickie was in the basement with him?” His dark eyebrows pulled tight over his blue eyes.

      Swallowing to buy herself a moment, Hadley said, “It sounds like she might have been the last one to see him alive.” She didn’t like the way Paul straightened at the news, or how he was looking for Mickie.

      “Excuse me,” Paul said, leaving their small group.

      Hadley let out a breath of relief as he made his way over to Olivia instead of Mickie, but she couldn’t shake the awful feeling he was entertaining the idea that her friend had anything to do with Grady’s death. Just as Paul reached Olivia, the other deputy walked in with Dr. Hall. Paul gestured to the area with the caution tape but turned his attention to Olivia.

      Olivia broke into a fit of sobs. Paul led her into the judging room, grabbing a box of tissues sitting on top of the old piano pushed up against the wall as he walked past.

      Luke sighed. “You don’t think he’s dead because he won?” he asked, running a hand over the blond stubble on his chin.

      Hadley had almost forgotten he was standing there and jumped. She took a moment to focus on what he’d asked. “I—” She was about to say no, but stopped. “Well … I suppose it’s a possibility.”

      Locating Ian and Erica in the crowd, she wondered if either of them would have a reason to kill Grady out of anger or jealousy—or to take him out of the running for the grand prize. That was the moment she remembered Willow storming out of the community center after yelling about Grady cheating.

      “Have you seen Willow since she …?” Hadley met Luke’s blue eyes with hers.

      Luke shook his head. “You think she could have done this?”

      “I don’t know.” Hadley shrugged. “I’m just trying to think of all the people who had a motive to get rid of Grady. She was the most vocal about disliking him.”

      “Right. The motive’s there. Especially with us eliminating her this round. A desperate move made by an angry person.”

      Hearing Luke say it aloud, however, only seemed to convince Hadley it couldn’t be Willow. “If it was poison baked into something he ate, it couldn’t have been a rash decision made in the heat of the moment. It sounds like someone planned this out. I don’t think it was Willow. I haven’t even seen her since she left.”

      “Me neither,” Luke agreed. “Ian’s quiet. Anything could be going on in his head. And Erica’s intense, really intense. I’m not so sure we’re looking for someone in the competition.”

      “True. Grady wasn’t great at making friends. It’s a safe bet he made someone outside of the competition angry.”

      It was at that moment Hadley felt someone over her shoulder. She glanced behind her and jumped as she noticed Hazel Smith leaning close.

      “Oh! Hazel, you can’t sneak up on me like that.” Hadley rested her hand over her heart.

      Not even acknowledging Hadley’s statement, the older woman took a few steps closer. “So you two heard?”

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “About Grady? Uh … yeah.”

      Hazel swatted at him, her brown eyes narrowing like they used to when he was a mischievous kid. “No, Mr. Fenton. About the reason Grady died.”

      “What?” Hadley and Luke leaned forward at the same time.

      Hazel’s gaze swiveled from side to side. “I mean, I’m as sick about it as anyone, but it’s the only thing that makes any sense.”

      “What is?” Luke asked, impatience growing in his tightening tone.

      “Well, Mickie was the last one to see him. A little too convenient given Grady’s announcement this morning.” Hazel paused.

      It must have been clear from the blank expressions on both Hadley and Luke’s faces they hadn’t heard, but the woman took too much pleasure in having more information than someone else in town. Hadley had often felt that gossip was almost akin to air for the citizens of Stoneybrook.

      “Aren’t you on social media?” Hazel asked, tucking a graying curl behind one ear.

      “Only for work,” Luke said.

      Hadley shook her head. Her version of social media was the farmers market each Saturday or a trip to the local café where she was bound to learn what everyone was doing well enough through the gossip mill.

      “Well, he posted this morning he would open a new bakery.”

      “Okay …” Hadley said.

      “In Stoneybrook.” Hazel widened her eyes for effect. “Which means he would’ve been in direct competition with that Mickie from Bake and Flake.”

      Hadley had never thought too much of it, but many of the old-school locals used the significance between the words our and that as a way to identify people who were Stoneybrook natives and those who had moved in later. Though Mickie had moved there five years earlier, she still held the passive-aggressive that before her name.

      One of the other quilters called Hazel over at that moment, and she excused herself, leaving Luke and Hadley to stand there, dread building with each second that passed.

      “She can’t mean Mickie had anything to do with Grady.” Hadley exhaled, feeling the need to sit down.

      Luke moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with her and they looked across the crowd. “I think that’s exactly what she means.”
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      Luke’s statement about Mickie sat heavy on Hadley’s shoulders over an hour later when she slumped in the chair next to her booth.

      “Being a judge has impaired my judgment,” she told Suze, who sat in the chair next to her.

      “What did you do now?” Suze cocked an eyebrow at her.

      Hadley threw her hands up. “Nothing. That’s just it.”

      Suze cringed. “I’m guessing your questioning with Paul and Kevin didn’t go well.”

      “You could say that.”

      Hadley ignored the way Suze pressed her lips together, a sure sign she was doubtful about that statement. But she was wrong. Hadley’d been unable to give Paul and Kevin anything helpful.

      Her stomach churned, reminding her that wasn’t exactly true.

      Everything she told them only pointed the figurative accusatory finger in Mickie’s direction. She’d thought explaining how baking was Mickie’s whole life would be helpful. She wasn’t counting on Hazel having gone right before her and dropping the clue about Grady becoming Mick’s competition.

      Those two things were consequential. In fact, Hadley would stake her entire business on the fact that Mickie had not been the one to make that pie. From the way the two deputies turned serious and jotted down notes, she would bet they didn't share her thoughts.

      Kevin waved Suze over, signaling her turn for questioning. Suze placed a hand on each knee and pushed to stand.

      “Well, as fun as it is to sit here with you stewing harder than Thea Clark during the annual chili cook-off, I’ve got to go.” She followed Kevin into the interrogation room.

      Suzanne’s chair was empty for less than a minute when Luke replaced her.

      “Please tell me you saw Mr. Moorbaker sneak an extra piece of pie a second ago,” he said, a smile brightening his words.

      Hadley chuckled, noticing the man’s pinched expression. The weight that had settled onto her shoulders lightened. Luke always knew how to make things seem better, lighter.

      “The best part is that the piece he took is too large, and he’s having a hard time chewing it while still hiding it from everyone,” she said, leaning forward in her seat so she was level with Luke.

      He tsked. “Some people have no respect for the deceased.”

      “Since when do you begrudge a person a snack?” She shot him an incredulous look.

      Luke was almost always eating something. Working on a farm all day, the guy burned a lot of calories and had formed an unapologetic love of all things food.

      “Plus,” Hadley added, “we've been here a while. I was even considering cracking open a jar of jam before you sat down.”

      Luke’s eyes glinted. “What’s stopping you?”

      She laughed and shook her head, sobering. “The utensils are down in the basement.”

      The two of them turned toward the stairway, still blocked by the yellow police tape.

      “Gotcha.” Luke swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      Hadley scanned the crowd. “Okay, you may be right about the lack of respect. Sandy’s cornering people again showing them the latest batch of her puppy pictures.”

      “Puppies are cute.” Luke shrugged. “They make everyone happier. This is the perfect time for puppy pictures.”

      “That’s because you don’t work downtown, and you haven’t seen the pictures every two minutes since she got the thing four days ago.” Hadley’s tone tightened along with her shoulders.

      Luke glanced over at her, cocking one eyebrow. “You’re just anti-dog. You’d be all over those pictures if they were of kittens.”

      Hadley scoffed. “Dare you forget Patches? I loved that dog more than most people.”

      His hands moved up as if to defend himself from physical blows instead of the verbal kind. “Whoa. Okay, sorry. Patches was a great dog.”

      “Besides,” she said, her posture relaxing, “if anyone here has a prejudice, it’s you.”

      Luke opened his mouth in protest, a smile pulling at one corner. He shook his head. “Touché, Had. The only felines I’ve ever had time for were those of the mice-killing variety that live in our barns.” After a pause, he added, “But I will have you know I am warming to the idea of cats.”

      Hadley turned to look at him. “Really? What’s brought on that change?”

      Luke’s blue eyes locked onto hers. “Life’s taught me not to rule anything out.”

      The serious register of his voice surprised Hadley, stealing any words she may have had on the subject. Her thoughts ran wilder than her childhood dog, Patches, through the fields surrounding their house. Before she could respond, the door to the judging room—turned interrogation room—opened.

      Paul and Kevin stepped out behind Suze. The crowd tightened around the men as Suze scurried over to Luke and Hadley. Sensing there was some announcement coming, Hadley stood and met Suze, followed by Luke.

      “Thank you for your patience.” Paul’s deep voice cut through any whispers that remained among the crowd. “We’ve questioned everyone here and are ready to let you go.”

      “What will happen to the competition?” someone yelled.

      “Yeah, is anyone in danger?” Pot-holder Penny yelled from the other side of the crowd, followed by another faceless query of, “What if someone else is poisoned?”

      Paul held up a hand, waiting for the questions to die down before saying, “We are still looking into the cause of Mr. Fines’ death. Hopefully, we will know enough by next Saturday to make a more informed decision.”

      “You mean, they might get to finish?” Mr. Moorbaker yelled.

      “Of course they should. Grady would’ve wanted it that way,” said the young woman Hadley had seen hanging around Grady. The young man stood next to her, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. They leaned on each other, faces still pale no doubt from the shock.

      “This is crazy,” Mickie said over the murmurs of the crowd. “We shouldn’t keep going. Someone killed Grady today.”

      There were more whispers. Someone yelled, “You have to say that because everyone knows it was you, trying to get rid of competition.”

      Hadley strained to find Mickie, but she couldn’t see her.

      After a tense second or two, Mickie responded. “Well, I’m not continuing. It doesn’t seem right.”

      Attention turned on Ian and Erica who shrank back, but remained silent.

      “Fine. I guess it’s only me leaving.” And with that, Mickie stormed out of the community center, letting the double doors slam behind her.

      When they did, the once-quiet whispers grew louder, and even though Hadley could only hear clipped pieces of the conversations, it didn’t take her long to figure out what they were all thinking: Mickie leaving just added to their suspicions.

      Kevin and Paul stepped forward, instructing the crowd to leave.

      Hadley and Suze glanced at each other before following Mickie.
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      “Hey, wait up, Mickie.” Hadley panted as she and Suze jogged after the woman.

      Mickie spun around, her balled fists relaxing as she realized who was following her. Even though her body relaxed some, the signs of frustration were still clear in her tight features and clenched jaw.

      They stood there in awkward silence for a moment, no one seeming to know where to start. A shiver ran down Hadley’s spine and tickled the exposed skin of her wrists. She hadn’t remembered to grab a jacket on her way out the door. Her breath billowed around her in a white cloud that told her she would only have a few more minutes before things became uncomfortable.

      “Do you think it’s dangerous for them to continue the competition?” Suze asked, rubbing her hands up and down her own arms.

      Mickie shrugged. “That or disrespectful. Either way, I won’t be a part of it.” She closed her eyes for a second. “I can’t believe I quit during the quarter finals. I’ve only made it this far one other year.”

      Hadley placed what she hoped was a comforting hand on Mickie’s shoulder.

      “Oh well. It is what it is.” She blew a lock of hair out of her face and feigned happiness. “My stuff’s too messy, anyway.”

      “But yours always tastes the best,” Hadley said, remembering with a hint of guilt that Grady’s had beat Mickie’s in that category as well.

      “Yeah, especially now that Grady’s out of the way,” Suze said, grimacing. “That was terrible. I’m sorry.”

      Mickie shook her head. “Don’t be. He was better than me, and I wasn’t mad he won today. I’ve never been mad at him for winning.” She shrugged. “I can’t figure out why everyone suspects me.”

      Hadley glanced over at Suze before asking, “Mick, had you heard about Grady’s plans to open a bakery here?” Her gaze tiptoed over to Mickie to gauge her friend’s reaction to the question.

      Mickie sighed. “Yeah, but I doubted he would actually do it. Even if he did, it wouldn’t be a big deal. I know I moved here to get away from the chains in Cascade Ridge, but one other bakery in town will not ruin me. Honestly, it would be a relief. I can’t keep up with Stoneybrook alone.”

      That was true, Hadley reflected. Most days Mickie sold out by lunch, having to close down a few hours early because she was out of stock. The woman rubbed at her tired face and took a step back.

      “If it makes you feel better, we believe you,” Suze blurted out as if to keep her from leaving.

      Mickie nodded. “It does. More than you know.” Her attention wandered back to the community center where the townspeople streamed out of the now open double doors. “Look, as much as I love you for checking on me. I’m fine. I need a little time alone.”

      Hadley and Suze said they understood and watched their friend leave, jogging across the small side street toward her bakery. The lime green-and-white-striped awning fluttered in the biting winter wind as Mickie unlocked her shop door and disappeared.

      Her friend’s distress sat on Hadley’s chest as palpably as when she woke up to a cat sleeping on her. She turned to Suze. “We’ve gotta figure out who did this, for Mickie’s sake.”

      “I’d put my money on the other bakers. There’s no way Mickie did this. Those two in there went from being quarter finalists to finalists in one day. That has to be motive.”

      Hadley chipped the polish off her left thumbnail as she contemplated that. “It’s all we have. I’d say it’s as good a place as any to start. But first, we need to go clean up our market supplies.”

      “I’d blissfully forgotten that for a moment.” Suze cringed.

      The women turned toward the community center. The place had cleared out by the time they made their way back. Paul and Kevin were still meeting with Dr. Hall by the crime scene. Paul lifted his chin up in a hello at the two as they scurried over to their tables and loaded their supplies onto the carts. After making sure it was all marked, they pushed their carts into the large storage space behind them.

      A few other vendors followed them into the storeroom, waving goodbye as they finished up. Hadley and Suze headed across the basketball court to check in with Paul when a loud crash made everyone, remaining in the gym, jump and look toward the front door.

      One of the volunteers stood holding a trash bag above the can. The plastic must have snagged on the side of the metal can when she'd pulled, sending the empty bin crashing down onto the linoleum.

      “Sorry.” The woman held up her hands, the trash still clutched in her right.

      Swallowing her heart down her throat, Hadley continued toward her brother, hoping to get some answers.
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      Paul hadn’t given Hadley and Suze any information, instead saying, “Hit the road, Velma and Daphne,” when they’d come over to talk to ask him about the case. Even after insisting they were his Scooby gang and could help, Paul—or, in this case, Shaggy—had refused to talk.

      But it had been the arrival of Mark McKay, the ornery sheriff who had finally convinced the women to leave. As much as they saw Paul as the law in Stoneybrook, he was only a deputy. He still had to answer to the big boss up in Cascade Ridge every time something serious happened here. Hadley didn’t envy her brother regarding the conversation he was about to have with the grumpy sheriff.

      Leaving the stuffy community center felt akin to taking a breath after deep-sea diving, to Hadley. She pulled the crisp, winter air in through her nose and reveled in the way it whooshed into her lungs. Snow blanketed the surrounding hills, and even Fenton Park still held on to a dusting, no doubt crusty with ice after melting in the sun and refreezing last night.

      “Freedom,” Suze said, the word wrapped up in a sigh, zipping up her down jacket. “I don’t even care that it’s about as cold as the inside of a freezer around here.” She turned to Hadley. “Wanna grab coffees and walk along the river?”

      Hadley nodded without a second thought. Now wearing her winter coat, nothing sounded better.

      The two friends headed to Cascade River Coffee and left out the back door a few minutes later clutching a latte each in their gloved hands. Hadley zipped up her coat so it covered her neck and wrapped her fingers around the warm drink. They clomped down the steps leading off the back porch of the café which led them to the mighty river.

      At that time of the year, the Cascade River slipped by at a slower pace than it did in the spring when the snow from the nearby mountains melted. And while the smaller local streams froze solid—along with every pond in the valley—the river was much too large and fast-moving to freeze. The normal rushing had a muted quality to it as if someone had turned down the volume a few notches.

      “I hope Paul can figure this out before next weekend.” Suze shook her head. “I mean, it would be awful if he had to shut down the Bake-Off. Grady’s proof that the competition is huge for local businesses.”

      When Grady won two years ago, he’d used the capital toward opening Cascade Valley Bakery, which had grown into a successful staple in Cascade Ridge. Hadley wasn’t Grady’s biggest fan, but she loved to see local small businesses succeed rather than, yet, another chain moving into the city to the north.

      “Unfortunately, Grady’s also proof of the competition’s not-so-awesome consequences,” Hadley said.

      “I suppose.” Suze took a drink. “So the competition was the reason he died?”

      Hadley shrugged. “It makes sense, right? He dies right after winning top baker, two weeks before the final? Poisoned with a pie? Sounds like it’s all related.”

      “True.” Suze dipped her head once. “And who are you thinking of as suspects?” she asked.

      Hadley paused and cut a sidelong glance at her friend. Suze was her partner in solving crimes, but ever since she’d gotten involved with Paul, Hadley wasn’t sure if she’d still be up to helping her investigate.

      As if she could read her thoughts, Suze waved a gloved hand toward Hadley. “Oh, don’t be worried about Paul. He said himself that he doesn’t want our relationship to change the things we love about our friendship. And helping him with cases is one of my favorite parts.” Her smile faded. “Plus, seeing him pull Mickie in for questioning was terrible. We’ve got to do everything we can to clear her name.”

      Hadley nodded. “I understand Paul is just doing his due diligence in talking to her, but she was just fitting in around here. I’d hate to see how this could affect her business if the locals distrust her.”

      “Right.” Suze stared at the river for a moment. “So, suspects,” she said, turning back to Hadley.

      “Well.” Hadley sighed. “There are the other competitors. I thought Willow at first, but poison in a pie seems like something she would’ve had to cook up beforehand, both figuratively and literally. Her outburst today was much too raw and in the moment to warrant that kind of attack on Grady.”

      “Unless she assumed she would get kicked out of the competition and prepared ahead of time.” Suze shrugged, her breath escaping in puffy clouds in front of her. “What about Ian and Erica?”

      Hadley squinted against the midday sun. “I can’t see why either of them would have a problem with Grady outside of the Bake-Off. They’re both strong bakers who would have a good shot at the title if Grady was out of the way.”

      “But by killing him, they may have blocked anyone’s chance of winning.”

      “Right, so maybe it’s less about winning and more about a baking-related grudge.”

      “Paul sure has his work cut out for him.” Suze shook her head. “I still can’t understand how someone could think Mickie was responsible.”

      “I know, but we know her and love her. To anyone who doesn’t, the fact that she was competing against Grady for the title might seem like enough motive. Not to mention his news about opening a bakery in Stoneybrook.”

      Suze scoffed.

      Hadley held up a hand. “I said might.”

      They rounded a bend, and Jefferson Island came into view. The small hundred-by-fifty-foot tract of land in the middle of the river was reachable by foot only during the colder months. In the middle of spring and summer, when the river was high and fast, a boat and rope where required to make it to the sandy shores.

      “You going to miss it if they do cancel?” Suze asked.

      “Yeah, I will. It’s been nice eating all of those desserts and breads.”

      “Not to mention seeing Luke every weekend.” She elbowed her.

      Normally, Hadley would scoff, roll her eyes, or deny anything when her friend would bring up the handsome man Hadley had known her whole life. Today she simply nodded. A small gesture, but one that spoke volumes.

      Suze must’ve known how much. She dipped her chin, obviously trying to play it cool, but failing at hiding the grin pulling across her face. “You two seem to be getting along much better.”

      It was true; they hadn’t always seen eye to eye. Especially because of Luke’s close friendship with Hadley’s ex-husband. But Luke had noticed the change in Tyler too. After the way he’d treated Hadley, and a few less-than-admirable comments he’d made about her, Luke realized their friendship was over.

      She agreed. “We’re getting back to our old selves.”

      Luke’s comment about not ruling things out had made her wonder. Was he hinting at being more than friends? Or had he just been talking about cats? She had misread the man in the past, so it was a definite possibility in this situation.

      But Hadley didn’t have a moment more to consider Luke or anyone else. As they came up behind the community center, she noticed something that took all of her concentration.

      Willow.

      Suze gasped. “Where’s she been?”

      The young woman was skirting around the back of the building, glancing over her shoulder toward the parking lot. She was unaware of Hadley and Suze, their footsteps were no doubt masked by the rush of the river. There was also a line of sparse birches in between them and the building, though bare from the cold winter, they provided a little cover.

      Even so, Hadley stopped and ducked behind one to watch, hoping Willow might not notice. Suze caught sight of what had stolen her friend’s attention. She followed Hadley’s lead and sidled up behind her own tree.

      “What are you doing?” Suze whispered. Hadley knew she was talking to Willow, not her.

      The young woman glanced their way, and they both ducked. Their cover seemed to hold, and Willow turned back toward the building and rounded the last corner, stopping outside the back door to the community center’s basement.

      She can't get in without a key. Hadley kept the thought to herself, knowing Suze was well aware of the fact.

      Willow paused at the door, grabbing the handle, and then pulled it open. Both Hadley and Suze sucked in a surprised breath as Willow slipped inside.

      “What’s she doing?” Suze hissed.

      “I have no idea.” Hadley pulled out her phone. “But whatever it is, Paul needs to crash it.”

      She knew from experience he wouldn’t answer her call, especially when he was meeting with McKay—figuring she was just being nosy about the case. But a text would catch his eye for sure.

      Willow snuck into the basement!!! Right below you. Go down there!!!!!

      She hoped her excessive use of exclamation points would convey the amount of urgency the situation called for. Her shoulders relaxed as she saw him typing an answer back. Seconds later, a thumbs-up emoji came through.

      The women stared at the back door. Hadley had never wished for X-ray vision so intensely. What was going on in there? Suze tensed up beside her, the stress obviously getting to her too.

      While it was only seconds, it felt like hours passed as they waited for something to happen. Hadley jumped as her phone buzzed with another incoming text from her bother.

      No one down here. You sure?

      Suze, who read the text over her shoulder, squeaked. “Is he serious? We saw her go in!”

      Hadley typed as much in a reply.

      “Could she be hiding?” Suze wondered aloud.

      Hadley’s eyebrows furrowed together. “She has to be. Right?”

      Suze shrugged. She looked from the phone to the back door.

      Another text came through. No one down here, Had.

      His curt text dripped with frustration. Especially with McKay there, he was no doubt looking pretty silly right about now, dragging his boss downstairs based on a text from his sister.

      Just as she was thinking they should get their eyes checked, the back door opened again and Willow slipped outside, a bag slung over one shoulder. She let the door latch slowly and then slid around the back side of the building.

      Hadley’s fingers flew across her phone’s digital keyboard.

      She’s out back! North side of the community center!

      She held her breath again as Willow tiptoed around the side of the building, peeking around the toward the front.

      Suze leaned forward, taking a small step and proving that she considered chasing the suspect too. They couldn’t let her get away.

      Right when Hadley was about to give chase, Willow stumbled backward and ran toward the river and their hiding spot.

      “Stop right there, Willow!” Paul’s booming voice preceded him around the building.

      Willow’s shoulders scrunched up and then fell. She came to a stop and turned to face Paul.

      A sigh of relief slipped from Hadley’s lips, and she looked down as Suze squeezed her hand. It was as if they’d been ready to stop the woman Red-Rover style if she’d gotten that far.

      “I’m going to need you to come with me,” Paul said, leading Willow back to the front of the building.

      Before he turned, he glanced toward the river, searching for his informants.
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      An hour later, Suze and Hadley sat on a bench in front of the community center, not having moved more than a few inches since Paul had taken Willow inside. Rays of sunshine blanketed Hadley, taking some of the bite out of the frosty day. She lifted her face to the sun, soaking up as much as possible.

      “This is the best place to sit on a sunny day like today.” She sighed and glanced over at Suzanne who was next to her on the bench. Hadley took a bite of her sandwich, her down jacket making swishy noises with the movement of her arms.

      “Yep. You can hear the river, see everyone walking through town, and we’re right next to the park.” Suze, clad in sunglasses and a puffy jacket, unwrapped her food.

      Luke cleared his throat from the other end of the bench. “You two realize no one else is here. You don’t need to lie about how we’re sitting here waiting for Paul and Willow to come out.”

      Hadley and Suze shot him annoyed glares, but he just ate his own sandwich and winked at them before putting on his sunglasses.

      They couldn’t be too mad at the guy. He had brought them food. Neither Hadley nor Suze wanted to chance missing Paul or Willow, but it was past lunchtime, and their stomachs had been growling in protest. They’d settled on calling Luke and asking him to bring them sandwiches from Wendy’s café. He agreed, but only if they allowed him to sit with them and “experience the show firsthand” when Paul left the building.

      Suze cleared her throat. “We like to have our story straight.”

      Luke laughed. “Right, because Paul won't see right through this.” He motioned to the three of them sitting on the bench. “You keep living that lie, Suze.”
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        * * *

      

      Hadley had just finished her sandwich when the double doors of the community center creaked open. Willow scurried out, keeping her head down and hiking the duffle bag higher on her shoulder. Suze sat forward and Hadley caught her breath, wondering if they should chase after her.

      Those thoughts went out the door when her brother stepped out into the snowy afternoon. The chill of his gaze reached her long before he did. She had the distinct need to run away as he walked toward them.

      Luke kicked back and smiled. “I lied earlier. This is the real show I came to see.”

      Suze and Hadley didn’t have time to do anything more than scoff at their third wheel before Paul approached. He raised his eyebrows as if waiting for the answer to a question he hadn’t asked.

      Or didn’t need to ask.

      Hadley waved. “Isn’t it gorgeous out?”

      “We got you a sandwich,” Suze said, pulling out the last item left in the to-go bag next to her. “We figured you might be hungry when you came out.”

      A sense of pride welled up in Hadley at her friend’s resourcefulness. She’d been the one who’d thought to ask Luke to get an extra sandwich, in case Paul was hungry. It was much harder to be mad at someone offering you food.

      “It’s below freezing.” Paul’s voice was as thin and sharp as the gourmet slices of cheese Wendy used in her sandwiches.

      “Which must show our level of commitment.” Hadley dropped the we were just here having a picnic act, seeing her brother wasn’t buying any of it.

      Paul glared at her. “Or insanity.”

      “Come on, Paul,” she pleaded. “Tell us what you learned. We’re the reason you have anything on her.”

      Paul cocked an eyebrow. “Who says I have anything on her?”

      Suze coughed, then swallowed the bite she’d been chewing. “Uh … she was sneaking into the building where someone died hours ago.”

      “She was embarrassed about her outburst and wanted to clear out her locker without having to face everyone after hearing about Grady. Nell propped the back door open for her.” Paul crossed his arms over his chest as if to say that’s that.

      “But …” Suze blinked.

      “She …” Hadley sighed, leaving off the “was our best suspect” part of the sentence.

      “She also has an alibi. When she left the competition, she went straight to Wendy’s to get a coffee and calm down. I have her receipt and Wendy’s statement confirming she stayed there for more than an hour.”

      Hadley should’ve felt relieved at the information, but something else about the whole situation was bugging her. Paul took another bite of his sandwich, and she realized it might be the best time to bring it up. He couldn’t yell at her when he had a full mouth, right?

      “I also can’t get around how the person got Grady to eat the poisoned pie in the first place.” Hadley chipped at her nail polish.

      Luke nodded. “Yeah. Had’s right. The guy is a total snob—er—was.”

      “He never tasted anyone else’s stuff at the end.” Suze’s eyes widened as she realized what the two judges had already known.

      Paul chewed and swallowed before answering. “There was a note with the pie. But we’re not sure what it means.”

      Stepping forward, Hadley asked, “What did it say?”

      Paul looked from side to side. “Checkmate.”

      “Cryptic.” Luke snorted.

      “But that note somehow got him to take a bite.” Suze shook her head. “Sounds like there was a lot about Grady we didn’t know.”

      Paul ran a hand over his face. “Tell me about it. I’ll be pulling a double shift today to figure it out.”

      Suze groaned in sympathy and wrapped her arms around him. “I was excited about a night off with you.”

      Hadley winked at her best friend. “You can come help me over at the kitchen, if you want something to do.” She glanced down at her phone. “Dad’s just finishing up my new shelves.”

      Suze groaned again, but this time it wasn’t out of sympathy, just exhaustion. “Had, I love you. But I can barely lift my right arm after the mural. I still haven’t been able to get the paint out of my hair after our work last week, and that’s coming from an artist.”

      She was right. She’d been putting in a ton of hours helping Hadley with the renovations to her jam kitchen—and soon-to-be jam shop.

      Waving to show she was kidding, she said, “You deserve a million best-friend points for that mural. It’s amazing.”

      Suze, an accomplished digital designer by day, was also a landscape painter in her spare time. It had been her idea to use the large open wall in Hadley’s retail area for the mural. It depicted the Cascade mountains with wild blackberry bushes in the foreground, and it was beautiful.

      “Well, I’ve got a tractor in need of a new starter.” Luke flicked his hand away from his temple in a salute.

      Paul coughed. “Actually, Luke.”

      Luke paused in his retreat, but Hadley and Suze froze as if he’d said their names instead. Hadley looked between her brother and Luke, hearing the unusual tightness in her brother’s voice.

      “You mind coming inside with me for a second? I have a … question or two.” Paul blinked up at the sky, a surefire sign he was hiding something from Hadley.

      She narrowed her eyes at her twin.

      Luke, knowing Paul almost as well, lifted his eyebrows and pivoted. “Sure thing, Deputy James. As long as you don’t arrest me at the end.”

      He laughed, but Paul didn’t. Paul feigned a wave at the women and then followed Luke toward the community center.

      “What was that about?” Suze asked, clutching Hadley’s arm.

      “I'm not sure.” Hadley could hear the tremors of panic in her own voice. There were definite downsides to small-town living—like never having much privacy. But one perk had always been knowing everything that happened in Stoneybrook, especially with her brother being one of the deputy sheriffs.

      Not having a clue was a feeling she hated, and one she was experiencing more now that Paul decided he didn’t want her getting involved. Her lungs tightened with worry as Luke and Paul disappear into the building.

      With a promise to call each other if either of them learned why Paul needed to talk to Luke, Suze and Hadley went their separate ways. Suze peeled off toward her house while Hadley headed down Main Street to the jam kitchen.

      The back door was unlocked, and she pushed it open. Clear plastic swished in the wind created by her entrance. She'd covered everything in the kitchen in hopes it would lessen the amount of deep cleaning she’d need to do once the place reopened for business.

      And even though the plastic coverings were what she noticed first, they were never what held her attention. After weeks of renovations, the front of the space was resembling her dream of a jam shop. Long, live-edge walnut-wood shelves now ran the length of the left wall, ready to hold jars of jam for purchase. Her father stood a few feet away, rubbing bright stain onto similar pieces of wood for the opposite wall. He glanced up and smiled.

      “What do you think?” He turned to appraise the completed shelves.

      “Dad, they’re even better than what I pictured.” She walked forward, running her hands over the smooth wood. She was especially glad for the sturdy wrought-iron brackets holding up the shelves; all those jars got heavy. “Thank you so much.” Hadley rushed over and pulled her dad into a hug.

      She loved the way he emanated the scent of wood shavings and varnish, in the best way possible. It was the smell of her dad.

      He nodded when she pulled away. “Glad to help, little one. I’m so proud of what you’ve done here.” His ice-blue eyes misted over, and he turned from her to look around the shop.

      Hadley bit her lip to hide a smile. She realized he didn’t want her to see him get emotional. Her lanky dad had called her little one as long as she could remember. Even though she felt plenty tall at five foot five, compared to her giant, brawny brother, she’d always been the smaller of the twins.

      “How’d the competition go today?” he asked, turning back to her.

      The smile dropped off Hadley’s face. “Oh, Dad.” She blinked. He’d been working in here and hadn’t heard the news yet. “It was fine.” She cleared her throat. “Until …”

      “Until?” His intense gaze held hers.

      “Someone poisoned Grady Fines. He’s dead. Paul’s investigating the murder with McKay,” she said, adding, And asking Luke Fenton questions which makes me worried, in her thoughts only.

      Her father’s weathered face tightened. “Murdered? How do they know?”

      “They saw evidence of cyanide poisoning. The killer left a pie in his locker for him to eat.”

      Tsking and shaking his head, her father wiped his hands on the towel tucked into his tool belt. “That’s a shame. If I didn’t see just as many good things happening around here, I’d be on my way to worrying about this little town of ours.”

      Hadley leaned back into the half wall they’d framed a few weeks ago to delineate the retail space from her jam kitchen. She puffed a breath out and nodded. “I know. Me too.”

      Her father winced as he stretched to one side.

      She put a hand on his arm. “Hey, why don’t you call it a day?”

      He glanced back at the shelves. “I will, just as soon as I finish staining these.”

      Hadley tugged the cloth out of his rough fingers. “Let me do that.”

      A true woodworker’s daughter, Hadley knew her way around a cloth and a bucket of stain.

      He smiled. “Okay, little one, I’ll take you up on the offer. Your gran's making her famous chili tonight, and I could use something that might stick to my ribs.” He patted his lean stomach.

      “Give Mom and Gran my love,” she said as he unbuckled his tool belt and laid it on the half wall to his left.

      “Will do,” he said, coming over to plant a woodsy-smelling, rough kiss on her cheek before leaving.

      Alone, Hadley sighed, overwhelmed but excited all at the same time.

      Now that things were coming together, she couldn’t help picturing what the space would look like as a shop. And right behind the feelings of excitement fluttering in her chest was the real urgency to finish up and get her business opened again. She couldn’t make jam while the renovations were in swing—not wanting to risk anything getting into the jam—so she was closed until they finished renovating.

      Luckily, her grandmother had been helping her since she’d moved to town that fall and had helped Hadley build up quite a stockpile to prepare for the close. In fact, she’d just opened the last boxes of each flavor that morning at the farmers market.

      Hadley picked up the rag and got to work.

      Just around the time she finished staining one piece of wood, Luke Fenton entered through the back door of the jam kitchen. His face was dark, etched with concern.
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      Hadley stood, dropping the rag she held before walking toward Luke.

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” she asked.

      Luke ran a hand through his floppy, sandy-brown hair, and the lines on his face only deepened. “Trouble? Why would you think that?”

      “Because Paul needed to ask you questions.”

      His features relaxed. “Oh, that was just for help, not because I’m in trouble.”

      “Help?” Hadley cleared her throat, hoping it might push down the feelings of jealousy rising, making the word sound strangled.

      Luke’s mouth tugged up into a smirk. “Yeah, he needed me to consult about fruit.”

      An indignant scoff left her. “What about me? I’m surrounded by fruit every day.” She raised her arms to gesture around the room. Her shoulders fell a few millimeters. “Well, normally.”

      A chuckle escaped Luke. “You are quite the fruit expert, I’ll give you that. I think he wanted to talk with me because I grew the fruit in question.”

      Hadley’s eyes widened. “The cherries in the pie?”

      Luke nodded.

      “How’d he know?”

      “Well, he didn’t—at first. He showed me the pie, and I identified the variety. We’re the only ones in the valley who sell Rainiers. So unless the pie poisoner traveled over the mountains for their ingredients, the cherries in that pie were likely ours.” Luke leaned back into one of Hadley’s plastic-covered stainless-steel workstations.

      “So you can figure out who bought them!” Hadley stepped forward, stopping short as she tallied up how many people that might be.

      Luke chuckled at her, standing there chewing on her bottom lip. Sure, she was an outlier, buying flats of fruit throughout the summer to freeze for the winter months. But even the most fruit-conservative Stoneybrookians went through at least three bags of the pink-and-yellow cherries each summer. At least.

      “Yeah, Paul realized it was a dead end just as quickly as you,” Luke said.

      Hadley sighed. “Darn. I was hoping you might’ve gotten a clue out of seeing the pie.”

      Luke kicked the toe of his boot against the tile floor of the kitchen.

      Hadley’s forehead creased as she recognized the sign of discomfort.

      “Wait. You saw a clue, didn’t you?”

      Luke met her gaze. He nodded.

      “Then why do you look like you just got news that frost destroyed half of your crops? That’s great news! What was it?” Hadley couldn’t hide her excitement. She’d been going over Grady’s death in her head ever since that afternoon.

      “Hadley.” Luke cleared his throat.

      The low, worried tone of his voice threw cold water on her eagerness. “What was the clue, Luke?” she asked, equal parts not wanting to find out and needing to know.

      He swallowed. “You know how, before she had her bakery, Mickie used to bake her pies in that ceramic pie dish with the blue star design around the edge?”

      Hadley’s heart sank. “The one that said Sweetie Pie at the bottom once the pie was gone.”

      Luke nodded, his blue eyes stormy with concern.

      “She can’t be the only person who had that dish. Surely.” Hadley paced in front of Luke.

      “Surely.” He agreed.

      But right as he did, Hadley blurted, “She’s the only person in Stoneybrook I’ve ever seen with it.” She closed her eyes. “Why does everything keep pointing back to Mickie?”

      Luke’s hand closed over hers. She blinked, looking up at him.

      “I didn’t tell Paul that I recognized it,” he said. “He’s not as close to Mick as you and I are, so he won’t know unless one of us tells him.”

      A lump formed in Hadley’s throat as she realized the implications of what Luke was telling her. “Luke, we can’t keep—”

      “We won't keep it from him forever, but we should investigate first. If we tell Paul, he'll report it to McKay and then …” Luke trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

      Hadley swallowed the lump and dipped her head. “Okay. You’re right. We’re just saving him from distraction. We know Mickie didn't do this, so we will figure out why her dish is under that pie while Paul and McKay follow the real poisoner.”

      Luke smiled. “Thanks, Had. What are you up to tonight? We could head over to Mickie’s and see if we can get the scoop on that dish.”

      “Sure.” Hadley gestured behind her. “I’ve got more staining to do here, but after that I’ll be free to sleuth the night away with you.”

      Any embarrassment Hadley felt at suggesting she would spend the night doing anything with Luke was lost on the other sleuth because he caught sight of the work behind her.

      “Whoa. It looks great in here, Hads.” He walked forward, cutting through the small door in the half wall and into the retail space.

      She followed.

      “Your dad is amazing,” Luke said as he ran a hand along the finished shelves.

      Hadley beamed. “I like him okay.” She smirked at the understatement.

      “Finally making it happen.” Luke turned around to watch her. “I’m so happy for you.”

      Between the way his familiar face crinkled into a true smile and his eyes locked onto hers, it was suddenly much too hot in her shop. She barely noticed the doors open wide to keep the place ventilated with the stain or how there were visible icicles outside lining her awning.

      There had always been something between them. When they were kids, it was an intense camaraderie. Later, during high school, it had morphed into a spiteful hatred. Now it was a deep comfort. The kind of ease that only came from knowing someone your whole life, of seeing them and realizing—without a doubt—that they saw you for who you truly were.

      These feelings were not only confusing to Hadley, but scary as all get out. She’d been divorced for less than a year, to Luke’s ex-best friend. She wasn’t sure she was ready to be interested in someone else yet, let alone Luke.

      She broke the tension by asking, “And how’s the new house coming?”

      Luke blinked as if waking from a trance. “Oh, you know. The decisions I have to make seem never ending, but I’m sure it’ll be worth it.”

      After searching for a home last year, Luke had decided to build a new one on his current property.

      “At least you don’t have to live in it,” Hadley said, knowing he was keeping the old guest house on the property until his new one was ready.

      He laughed as he walked toward the back door. “You’ve got a point there. Well, I’ll let you get to it here. Unless …” Luke stopped.

      Hadley met his gaze.

      “Unless you could use the company. I might not have grown up sanding and staining like you, but I’m good at following directions.”

      Hadley smiled. “Luke Fenton, you’ve never been good at following directions.” She paused. “But I’d love the help if you want to stay.”

      Luke shrugged. “There’s a first time for everything.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip and watched him for a moment. “Okay, grab gloves.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, she’d finished her pieces. Luke was taking off his gloves and stepping around his sawhorses to survey his work. She walked over to see how he’d done, pulling off her own gloves in the process.

      Luke moved to block her. “Stop. Don’t come any closer. I’m shelf-conscious about my work.”

      Hadley couldn’t help but laugh at the terrible pun. She swatted at his arm. “Just for that, I’m making you buy me coffee on our way to Mickie’s.”

      Luke caught her hand in his, and he turned to face her. “It would be my pleasure, your mahogany,” he whispered, leaning in close.

      The tension that had built from his proximity, erupted out of Hadley in a laugh. “Boo,” she said through a chuckle. “Mahogany is no where near majesty.”

      He placed a finger on the tip of his nose. “Ah, but close enough you knew what I meant.”

      A peace settled over Hadley at the chance to laugh with Luke again. When they were younger, they had each other in stitches half the time, devolving into snorts and tears when the jokes became too silly.

      Done with their work, Hadley and Luke set to work cleaning. The doors had to be closed, their stain jars sealed, and the rags laid to dry in the alley behind her shop. By the time they were ready to go, Hadley's stomach grumbled for dinner.

      “I believe I promised you a coffee.” Luke held out his arm as they reached the end of the jam kitchen’s alley and spilled onto Main Street.

      Hadley slipped her arm through his. She settled into step next to Luke as he tucked his hand into his jeans pocket.

      The winter sun was already setting, sending the valley into an icy twilight. Their breath billowed in front of them as the frost took hold once more, now that the sun wasn’t up to keeping it at bay. The cold stung at Hadley’s nostrils, making her sure they would get another dusting of snow that night. Her boots crunched on the salted sidewalks next to Luke’s boots and she pulled closer to him, glad for their shared warmth.

      The Cascade River Coffee Company glowed in the deepening darkness. The yellow lights streamed out onto the sidewalk in front of the café, illuminating the first few glittering snowflakes as they wafted from the sky.

      “Called it,” Hadley whispered, using her free hand to catch one of the frozen wonders.

      “You always had a sense for snow, Had.” Luke stopped in front of her to hold open the door to the café.

      The motion enveloped her in a swirl of warm air that smelled of roasted coffee beans and sugary syrups. The grin that spread across Hadley’s face froze as she stepped inside and saw Wendy pointing in her direction.

      “Speak of the devil,” the café owner said. “Here he is now.”

      Correction: not in Hadley’s direction. Luke’s.

      A blonde woman turned toward them. She wore boots, flannel, a loose braid, and was the only other customer in the shop. Her eyes lit up when they landed on Luke.

      Luke sucked in a surprised breath behind her just before the woman smiled and said, “Hi, Lukie.”
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      Luke coughed. Hadley should’ve looked back to check if he was all right—from the sounds he was making, he might very well be choking. Still, she couldn’t seem to convince her eyes to leave the blonde in front of her, in front of them.

      The fact of the matter was, Hadley and Luke had entered the coffee shop as if they were a couple: close, laughing, together. But this woman had yet to even register Hadley’s presence.

      She stepped closer. “Hey.”

      Hadley worked up the courage to look back at Luke. His mouth hung open. It was the same completely lost expression he’d worn when Mrs. Gray had introduced polynomials in math class for the first time.

      “Gretchen?” Luke’s whispered word cut through the air. His gaze slid to rest on Hadley before he squinted and looked back at the blonde. “What are you doing here?”

      She rolled her eyes sweetly. “I heard about the amazing year-round farmers market and I just had to make the four hour drive up from Seattle to experience it for myself.”

      Clearing his throat, Luke asked, “Really?”

      Gretchen laughed. “No, Luke. I’m here for you.” She strode forward, her attention finally resting on Hadley. Her light pink lips pursed together, and a hint of worry tightened her brown eyes. “Oh, hi. I’m Gretchen.” She held out her hand, shooting Hadley a warm smile that compelled her to take it.

      “Hadley.” A tightness wound its way around Hadley’s chest as she took in the woman, so different from what she pictured when she thought of posh Seattle girls. Gretchen seemed nice, down to earth even.

      A tiny gasp escaped Gretchen, and she tightened her grip on Hadley’s hand then used the leverage to pull her forward into a hug.

      “Omigosh! You’re Hadley? I’m so excited to meet you. Lukie talked about you and your brother all the time.” Gretchen pulled away, a small cloud casting over her otherwise bright features. “I’m so sorry about you and Tyler.”

      He talked about me? She knows about Tyler? Hadley fought to keep a straight face, but stiffened in confusion. Her gaze shifted to Luke, who was running his hand through his hair.

      “Gretch …” he said, the nickname coming out strangled, as if his throat was still wrestling with what to say.

      He caught the blonde by the arm and guided her away a few feet. It wasn’t far away enough.

      “What’s this about? You broke up with me.”

      Hadley cringed and looked down at her shoes. She wanted to move, but didn’t know where to go. From the awkward expression on Wendy’s face, the barista/owner could hear Luke from behind the counter as well.

      “I made a mistake. I didn’t realize you’d moved back home until I ran into Tyler, and he convinced me I still had a shot with you.”

      Gretchen’s words made Hadley stiffen in response. She knew not everything her ex-husband did was bent on harming her, but him sending this woman into town, right when Hadley and Luke were getting closer, seemed downright planned on his part.

      Officially needing to move away from Luke and Gretchen, Hadley sidled over toward Wendy.

      “Can I get something started for you?” Wendy asked in a whisper. There was a desperation behind her brown eyes that told Hadley she was dying for an excuse to make noise.

      “Whatever’s loudest,” Hadley said out of the corner of her mouth.

      Wendy snorted and poured milk into a steel milk pitcher.

      Hadley glanced over at Luke, then added, “Make that two.” She placed money on the counter next to Wendy’s till.

      Nodding in response, Wendy got another cup started while she held the first batch of milk under the steamer. The sound proving to drown out the private conversation.

      Dread built in Hadley as she noticed the pitch of the steamer jump higher. She knew nothing about making coffee, but was quite sure that was the sound it made right before the milk reached the correct temperature, and baristas stopped the steaming process. Wendy’s face tightened as she glanced down at the thermometer hooked to the side of the metal pitcher. The woman wouldn’t sacrifice the quality of her lattes and scald the milk.

      But as she cut the steamer, it turned out neither of them had to worry. Just at that moment, Gretchen rose on to her tiptoes and planted a kiss on Luke’s cheek before turning to leave. Luke walked toward them, zombie-like. His face creased into a confused frown.

      Hadley wanted to ask him about seventy-five questions all at once, the most important being, Who was she? The problem was that she’d pretty well figured out the answer. Still, she wanted to hear it from Luke.

      “Was that her?” Wendy blurted out, beating Hadley to it. “The girl who broke your heart?”

      Luke—ever trying to maintain his Mr. Play-It-Cool persona—huffed and pushed his shoulders back. “Gretch?” His bravado fell, and he looked back toward the door, rubbing the back of his neck before turning to face them again. “Something like that.” He blinked.

      Hadley chewed on her lip for a moment before grabbing the two lattes and shoving one of them in Luke’s direction. “This is for you. It’s a—” She looked to Wendy, realizing she had no clue what was inside other than steamed milk and coffee shots.

      “Black-and-white mocha.” Wendy winked.

      “That.” Hadley pasted on a thin smile. “On me.”

      Luke shook his head, taking the cup from her. “I was supposed to buy you coffee.”

      Hadley laughed too loud. “Well, you can buy them next time.” She felt manic, jittery, as if the hundreds of questions bouncing around in her brain were impairing her ability to act normal.

      Luke squinted at her. “Okay.” After taking his first sip, he added, “We should get going.”

      “Right.” Hadley took a sip of her own drink. “Have a good rest of your evening, Wendy.” She waved as they headed to the door.

      “You too,” the barista said, a smirk and a question riding on her playful tone.

      “Bye, Wendy.” Luke held up his coffee. “The best, as always.”

      In the time they’d been inside the coffee shop, the snowflakes had intensified, dropping now in fast, fat flakes, coating the road and sidewalks. They danced and glittered in the yellow light of the Stoneybrook streetlamps and the little white lights strung through the trees along Main Street year-round.

      Between the snow, the glowing lights, and the warm coffee in her hands, it should’ve been perfect, peaceful. Hadley should’ve slid her arm through Luke’s again and sunk her neck into the pillowy down collar of her jacket, contented. Instead, she felt stiff—half-frozen, quite like the falling snow.  Next to her, Luke was just as rigid and lost in his thoughts. He even narrowly missed walking right into one of the large planters lining Main Street.

      Hadley stopped, waiting as Luke swiped a few droplets of coffee off his sleeve, having spilled a little in his attempt to avoid the obstacle at the last second.

      “Luke, it's obviously a weird night for you. We don’t have to go to Mickie’s, I’m—” Hadley started, but he held up a hand to stop her.

      “Had, I’m fine.. Gretchen was just going to check into the River’s Bend. Plus, we need to find out about that dish. There’s a murderer on the loose. Believe me, I can put my personal issues aside for a few hours.” His lips tipped up into a side smile, his signature Luke expression. A snowflake caught on his eyelashes, and he blew it away with a puff of air out from the corner of his mouth.

      Her worries faded. “Okay,” she said, returning his smile. “Let’s go see Mickie.”

      They headed toward Juniper, a side street that would take them to Mickie’s little house a few blocks away from the bustle of Main Street. Hadley was grateful for the streetlamps down Juniper Street, because by the time they reached Mickie’s place, it was too dark to see without them. She could just make out the wood-shingle siding and large brick chimney of the cute cottage.

      Snow clung to their jackets and boots as they tromped up the steps and onto Mickie’s porch. They stomped around, loosening the bigger clumps from their feet and shaking the accumulated flakes off their shoulders. The racket they created served as well as any doorbell, and the outside light clicked on.

      Her rosy-cheeked face filled the small window at the top of the door before it opened. “Hey, what are you two doing?” Mickie asked, stepping back to make room for them in the entryway.

      “Just in the neighborhood.” Hadley shrugged out of her jacket and slipped off her boots before pulling her friend into a hug. “Mind company for a few minutes?”

      Mickie glanced between Hadley and Luke, her eyes narrowing. She recovered, flashing them a huge smile as she motioned for them to come into the kitchen. “Not at all.”

      Luke followed the two women and perched onto a bar stool next to Hadley. Mickie bustled around, settling the kettle to boil and opening the cupboard to grab a few mugs. She stopped and focused on the cups still clutched in their cold hands.

      “Oh,” she said with a giggle. “I’ll just make some for me, then.” She returned two of the mugs and then turned to face her guests, swiping a lock of blonde hair back behind one ear.

      “How are you doing?” Luke asked, his face soft with worry as he watched the woman place the mug on the counter.

      Mickie blinked. Her lips parted, but she took a few tries to start, almost like an old car. “Uh, okay.” Her smile faltered. “Kinda kept myself holed up the rest of the day, so I haven’t had to deal with anyone. What’s the talk around town?”

      Luke cleared his throat. “People are sad about not getting to see you bake next weekend. Any chance you’ve had a change of heart?”

      Mickie’s shoulders dropped. Her eyes widened. “I don’t know. I made a huge scene.” She shook her head, scratching at the tip of her nose.

      Noticing a spot of coffee on his sweater sleeve from when he’d fumbled the cup on the way there, Luke excused himself to the bathroom, leaving the women alone.

      “So why are you really here?” Mickie asked. “Do I seem like I need checking up on?”

      Hadley inhaled sharply, almost about to spill their real intentions, but she stopped herself. Knowing she was on the suspect list had obviously affected Mickie. Hadley didn’t want to make things worse by bringing up how her pie dish may have been used to bake the poisoned pie.

      “Actually, I’m here to see if you’ll do me a favor.”

      Mickie’s eyes sparkled. “Sure, Had. What is it?”

      Luke walked back into the room.

      “You know the dish you used to bake all of your pies? The Sweetie Pie one?” Hadley continued, glancing over at Luke as he sat down.

      Mickie nodded. “Sure.”

      “Luke wanted to get one for his …” She broke off as she thought. She couldn’t say his sister; Jolee could rebuild an engine any day, but wasn’t much of a baker. His mom, however ... “For his mom, and he wanted to see it once more to make sure he likes it.”

      Mickie’s smile slid off her face. “Oh, you want to see it?”

      It was obvious the woman was trying to keep up the appearance of tranquility, but her thoughts were written in her expression. The way her eyes darted around the room told Hadley something was wrong.

      “Yeah. Do you have it?” Luke asked, prompting again.

      She cringed. “I’m so sorry, I loaned it to someone the other day, and I don’t have it back, yet.”

      Hadley’s heart rate bumped up a notch. Loaned it out? She resisted the urge to scoot forward on her stool. Whomever Mickie loaned the dish to could be the murderer.

      “Who did you loan it to?” Hadley asked, tempering the excitement in her voice.

      Mickie shook her head. “I can’t tell you.”
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      Alarm bells rang in Hadley’s mind. She’d known Mickie for almost half her life. The only other time she’d seen her act this evasive was in front of her Aunt Judy every time the older woman asked her about why she wasn’t married already.

      Scenarios ran through Hadley’s brain. Maybe she’s trying to protect the person she loaned it to, she thought at first. But Mickie would have to know the pie dish was used in the murder, a fact which only the police, Luke, and Hadley knew. Well, and the murderer.

      A lump formed in Hadley’s throat.

      “Is everything okay, Mick?” Luke asked. His voice was tight, and Hadley saw he had similar worried thoughts about Mickie’s evasiveness.

      “Fine. Absolutely fine.” Mickie waved at them and moved to finish making herself some tea. Her hands shook as she plucked the tea bag from its sleeve and plunked it into the mug of hot water. “I’m embarrassed. I can’t believe I forgot who I loaned that dish to.” She let out a stiff laugh.

      Hadley picked at the cardboard sleeve of her compostable coffee cup, unsure how to proceed. That was the second time Mickie had said she couldn’t remember. The baker was a tad flaky, but this was different. Mickie was lying to them. Hadley’s gut churned as her imagination produced reasons why she would keep the truth from friends. Not one scenario was good.

      “Look,” Luke said, but shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I can get something else for my mom.”

      Hadley suppressed the urge to smack Luke on the arm. They needed to see Mickie’s dish. What was he thinking?

      At Luke’s comment, Mickie’s face relaxed, the worry slipping away like batter off a spoon. “I can tell you where I got it, if that helps.”

      Hadley's spirits lifted.

      “That would help.” Luke smiled. “Thank you.”

      Mickie reached for a notepad sitting a few feet away from her on the countertop. She fished a pen out of a cup next to it. “It’s a little kitchen boutique up in Cascade Ridge. She carries really cute, eclectic stuff. I know she still has a few of those dishes.” Mickie jotted down the information.

      “How do you know she has more? Didn’t you get yours like six years ago?” Hadley’s questions spilled out before she could stop herself.

      Mickie froze. Her face turned pale.

      Luke cleared his throat. “Mick, I don’t know what’s going on, but it seems like you’re not telling us the whole story.”

      Again, she searched the room, this time as if she were trying to find an escape route. She slumped forward, leaning her elbows on the counter and resting her face in her hands. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled through her hands.

      “For what?” Hadley asked. She looked over at Luke, and he returned her worried expression.

      Mickie lifted her head and stood up straight. She pulled in a deep breath and let it go. “I lied. I didn’t loan the dish out to anyone.”

      A chill ran down Hadley’s spine and she fought the urge to reach out and grab Luke’s hand to steady herself for what was to come. Was Mickie somehow involved in what happened to Grady? Hadley’s entire world spun upside down.

      Mickie swiped at her hair and closed her eyes for a second. Upon reopening them, she said, “I broke it.”

      Hadley listened warily to the new story, having heard one lie already. Mickie must’ve read the skepticism in her guests’ faces, because she bent over and opened one of her kitchen cabinets, pulling out a pile of broken ceramic pieces. It had broken in four or five large pieces, now stacked one on top of the other. With a grimace, Mickie unstacked them, laying them out in the general shape of the pie dish. The words Sweetie Pie were clear as day, even with the cracks running through the middle of the words.

      “I held on to the pieces in case the store didn’t sell them any more. If they were out, I was going to try to salvage this one, glue it back together.” A small smile crept over Mickie’s features. “But I called yesterday and they have more, thank goodness. Even if I’d been able to glue this one, I’d never be able to bake with it again.” She swallowed and met Hadley and Luke’s eyes. “That’s why I know the store still has some in stock. I was planning on making the trip up there tomorrow, Luke. If you want me to, I’d be happy to pick up an extra for your mom.”

      Hadley’s blood pressure dropped instantly. The broken dish erased all doubt or worry.

      Luke let out a sigh. “Why’d you lie?” he asked, voicing one of Hadley’s next thoughts.

      Pink rushed to Mickie’s face, and she glanced down again. “While practicing my pie yesterday, and after making my pastry twice, it still leaked out all of its butter, leaving me with a soggy bottom. I got so frustrated and—I don’t know—the pressure of the competition got to me. I slammed the thing down on the counter and it cracked into all of these pieces.”

      Hadley nodded in understanding. Soggy bottoms were definitely one of the negative look-fors listed on their judging cards today. Luckily, the pie Mickie made for the competition had turned out golden and crispy on the bottom. The news was concerning, though. Mickie was one of the more levelheaded people Hadley knew. If the competition was getting to her, imagine how it must’ve affected the others. Willow’s outburst came to mind as another piece of evidence.

      But, she reminded herself, Paul and McKay say there’s no way the bakers got anything in past the Sunrise staff. Olivia assured them they were safe to continue the competition.

      “I’m sorry, Mickie. Are you sure you won’t give it one more try?” Luke asked.

      She picked up one piece, the one with the word sweet still intact, then set it back into the pile. “Actually, Olivia came by a little while ago and convinced me to come back. A fact I was excited about, but now seems like it was a terrible idea. My pastry turning out okay today was pure luck. I’ve never had so many problems with my baking before. Who knows how I’d fare in cake week.”

      Hadley scoffed. “Cakes are your favorite thing to bake, though.”

      Mickie opened her hands. “With the way this competition is going, that’s all the more reason for everything to go sideways.”

      “Well, keep your chin up,” Luke said. “It must’ve been worth it because you came back, right?”

      Mickie nodded. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Thanks for the pep talk, you two.” She handed Luke the piece of paper with the boutique name.

      “And thanks for this,” he said, holding up the paper.

      Mickie dipped her head in a silent you’re welcome.

      Hadley walked around to where Mickie stood, wrapping her in a quick hug. “Stay focused. You’ve got this, Mickie. I believe in you.” She looked back at Luke. “We believe in you. You’re going to do great.”

      Luke nodded. “But just in case, if you need anyone to do any taste testing this week to make sure you’re on the right track, I volunteer as a tribute.”

      Mickie laughed, took their empty coffee cups, and threw them out, before following them to the front door.
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      A good half inch of snow had accumulated at that point in the evening. Hadley pulled her mittens up, scrunching her fingers together inside to ward off the chill. Luke shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his down jacket. Their boots no longer crunched in the salt and snow mixture, but now padded along in the fluffy layer of white. The only sound remaining was a light scrunch sound as if they were walking on a bunch of corn starch.

      The whole street seemed quiet. Not in that eerie way right before a storm, but in a peaceful way that gave a person the sensation of pulling a fluffy blanket up under their chin.

      Once they were a block away, Hadley felt confident they were safe to talk.

      “So the question now is whether our murderer used that dish to frame Mickie,” Hadley said.

      “In which case it would have to be someone who knows her well,” Luke added.

      Hadley nodded. “Or, we’re just dealing with a dish coincidence.”

      Luke inclined his head toward her. “The more sensible conclusion.” He pulled out the paper Mickie had given him. “At least we have this lead to follow.”

      Hadley peered over at it, catching the writing in the glow of a passing streetlight: The Cup and Spoon. While she didn’t make a habit of shopping up in Cascade Ridge, she definitely recognized the name.

      “I don’t think I’d use the words at least,” she said.

      “Why?” Luke frowned.

      “We have the name of the shop, sure, but that just leaves us right back where we didn’t want to be.” Hadley paused, but when Luke didn’t seem to catch her meaning, she added, “We have to tell Paul about the dish.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “There’s no way we can just waltz into The Cup and Spoon and leave with a list of customer names. Paul will need to do it, and most likely, even he’ll need a warrant before they’ll give him a list of the people who bought that dish.”

      Luke ran a hand down his face. “You may be right.”

      “But …?” Hadley asked, knowing what was coming even though Luke hadn’t said it.

      “But …” He turned to face her, stopping at the edge of Juniper and Main. “What if we try it first?”

      “Give what a try?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “You know, go up there. See if we can get the information first. Then there’s no need to involve Paul; no reason for him to know about Mickie unless he needs to.”

      “Mickie’s clear, though. She broke hers. We can tell Paul.”

      Luke sighed. “She could’ve gotten another one if they’re still selling them at the boutique. If I were Paul, I wouldn’t look past that piece of information. If we tell him, she’ll be right back in the suspect pool.”

      Hadley kicked the accumulated snow off the tip of her boot. “I don’t know.”

      He grabbed her mitten-covered hands with his. “One day, Had. If we leave that store tomorrow without a list of names, we’ll go right to him. I promise.”

      She looked into his blue eyes, the streetlight just above lit up the snow as it fell around him. This was Luke. And regardless of ex-girlfriends back in town and their peppered past, she used to trust him more than almost anyone else. It was good to laugh with him again today, and if she were being honest, she wasn’t keen on seeing Mickie back on that suspect list.

      “Okay. One day.” She nodded.

      Luke smirked, then he squeezed her hands and let go. As they turned back toward Main Street, he asked, “Did you ride your bike this morning? Can I give you a ride home? My truck’s right over here.” He pointed over his shoulder toward the parking lot next to the community center.

      Hadley’s stomach sank as she glanced toward his truck. Even though she had ridden her bike into town that morning—and was definitely not going to brave the snowy streets on two wheels—she shook her head.

      Luke’s face darkened in question.

      “I think you’ve already got a passenger to take care of.” She motioned behind him.

      Luke turned to see what Hadley had already noticed; Gretchen, bundled in a big poofy jacket, was sitting on the open tailgate of Luke’s truck. He sighed.

      “I see.” He looked back at Hadley. “You’ll get home okay?”

      She waved at him. “No problem at all. You go talk. She must be freezing. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Hadley turned around before he could say anything else. She ignored how her heart felt hot and spiky. It was just the cold air. When she walked past Suze’s studio and noticed the lights on, Hadley didn’t stop. She could see Suze was hard at work, in the zone as she often called it.

      Interrupting her friend’s creative time would be something Hadley would only resort to if this were an emergency. Say, if she had just realized she could possibly love someone—because they’d had a hard time being on the same page for the past decade and a half—and finally they seemed to be there: on the same line, even. But, then suddenly, a woman was here, and she wanted him back. Those confusing thoughts would be worthy of stopping in to talk through with her best friend.

      Luckily, Hadley wasn’t dealing with any of those kinds of feelings at the moment. She shoved her shoulders back and walked past Suze’s studio toward the jam kitchen and her van. The terrible tightness in Hadley’s chest was because of the cold air. And so were the tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. Definitely.
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      Hadley watched out her front window as she waited for Luke the next morning. Ansel, her black-and-white cat, purred from where she held him in her arms. Marmalade, her orange kitten snuffled her pink nose into Hadley’s ear from her spot wrapped around Hadley’s shoulders.

      Minutes before, the two cats had been curled together on her bedspread. The moment she'd looked out the window, they’d come over to check out what there was to see.

      “Ouch,” Hadley said as Marmalade’s claws poked into her shoulder. The little cat often used her claws when she kneaded, and Hadley’s shoulders often bore the brunt, sporting scratches all year long.

      She reached up to pat the small cat on the head, gently removing the claw from her shirt, where it snagged.

      “Be gentle, girl,” she whispered to the kitten, who responded by purring even louder and snuggling her nose into Hadley’s neck.

      Luke’s truck pulled into her driveway.

      “There’s my ride. Time to get down.” Hadley took a few steps back until she was next to the couch. She leaned to one side, giving the kitten a closer dismount.

      Marmalade slid off, stretching as she walked along the back of the couch. Free of one feline, Hadley kissed Ansel on the top of his head and set him down. Hadley grabbed her purse and went outside to meet Luke. A blanket of snow still covered the ground. Her boots sank down a few inches, but not much more than that. It had snowed for a few more hours last night, but not enough to create anything which might alter their plans.

      Luke rolled down his window as she walked down the front path to her driveway. “Morning. Ready for some grade-A sleuthing?”

      Hadley couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. She climbed in the passenger side. “I think the best grade I’ve ever gotten on my sleuthing would be a C minus.”

      He put the truck into reverse. “Ah, that’s because you’ve never been sleuthing with me.”

      Well, that wasn’t completely true. Last fall, when a local girl had gone missing, she and Luke had gone searching for clues together. During their search, he discovered a crashed vehicle which had eventually given Hadley the information to locate the girl. But that had been different. This would be the first time they hoped to get intelligence out of someone.

      Luke pulled onto the main road. The plow must’ve been out that morning; the roads were clear. “It’s weird having to think of ways to get people to tell you stuff, isn’t it?” he asked, heading north.

      Hadley laughed. “Cascade Ridge is a whole different world from Stoneybrook.”

      If they’d been looking for information around town, it would’ve been no problem to get anything they needed from the locals.

      Hadley watched the passing scenery. “Do we have a plan?”

      Eyes on the road, Luke said, “Most of one.”

      “Care to share it with me?” She tipped her head to the side.

      “It’s my mom’s birthday next week.”

      “It is.” Hadley nodded.

      “Right, so we say we want to get her the pie dish, but we’re not sure if one of my siblings already got it for her.”

      Hadley squinted one eye. “And the clerk says, okay, what’s your sister’s name? And she looks up Jolee and sees she hasn’t bought it, and we’re out of luck.”

      “Ah,” Luke said, raising a finger. “Not if I have eleven siblings.” He took his eyes off the road for a second to sideways glance over at Hadley. “Fictional me comes from a very large family.”

      “So we’re banking on the fact that the clerk will tire of typing them all in and print us out a list?”

      Luke shrugged.

      “And who am I in this whole charade?” Hadley asked, watching Luke.

      He concentrated on the road, as if there might be patches of black ice instead of the wet, clear roadways she could see stretching out in front of them.  “Uh, I mean … that’s up to you. I figured it would make sense if you were my …” He let one shoulder rise and fall. “Wife.”

      Hadley’s chest tightened again. This time she was inside the warm car, with no cold air to blame. The feeling surprised her so much that she blurted out, “I can’t be your wife.”

      Luke almost jumped, his attention turning to her right as her face grew hot. The surprise in his face almost looked like disappointment, and she felt awful for her outburst. Luke had his eyes back on the road, but his fingers seemed to grip the steering wheel tighter.

      She needed to fix this. Holding out her left hand, she wiggled her fingers. “Because neither of us is wearing a ring. The clerk might see right through that story.” She added, “It’ll be better if I’m your girlfriend.”

      Luke’s eyebrows rose, and a grin tugged at the corner of his mouth for a moment before he nodded. “Good idea.”

      They drove in silence for the next minute, but with each second that ticked by she kept picturing what it might be like to be in a relationship with Luke. And with each passing second it became harder and harder to keep from smiling.

      “How’d it go last night with Gretchen?” Hadley asked, hating herself the moment the question left her lips. At least her instincts had been right. That topic wiped the smile off her face.

      Luke cleared his throat. “Uh, to be honest … awkward.” He shook his head. “It’s such a weird thing when you’re so close to someone for years. Seeing them again; it’s like your brain remembers how things used to be, wants to go back through the regular motions. You know?” He glanced over at her.

      “Sure.” She nodded. She’d gone through the same doubts with Tyler last year, having a hard time reckoning the person he was now with the person she’d loved for so many years.

      But even though she understood what Luke was talking about, his question still sent her stomach into a barrel roll. Was he saying that because he wanted to get back together with Gretchen?

      “It all comes down to the connection between two people, whether it’s strong enough to withstand time and misunderstandings. Don’t you think?”

      Hadley resisted the urge to squeeze her eyes shut. He was telling her what he and Gretchen had was too strong to throw away. That was clear, wasn’t it? She wanted to shake her head, to slap herself on the forehead. She’d been so stupid to think there might be something between the two. He would go back with Gretchen. They had a history together Hadley knew nothing about. Maybe they were the perfect couple. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Are. They are the perfect couple.

      Pasting a bright smile on her face, Hadley looked over at Luke. She was happy for him. Really. With the way they butted heads, it was likely anything between them would’ve crashed and burned anyway. She leaned her forehead against the truck window.

      Hadley had never been so happy to see Cascade Ridge as she was minutes later when they drove past the fancy wooden sign at the top of the winding hill. She couldn’t wait to get this whole thing over with and out of their way. They’d gotten even more snow, being higher in elevation, and Hadley noticed the truck working extra hard in the packed snow. The much larger city had many more streets to plow than Stoneybrook.

      The truck slowed to a stop in the parking lot near The Cup and Spoon, Luke unbuckled and smiled over at Hadley. The effort it took to return the gesture took all of her energy, and she spilled out of the truck in a defeated heap.

      “Here we go,” Luke said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and opening the door to the kitchen shop with the other.

      She pulled in a deep breath as they stepped across the threshold together. Inside looked like what Hadley assumed Mickie’s dreams were like. There were cute aprons hanging in every corner, five different cake stands—that Hadley could see—and a full line of rolling pins and springform pans. Besides the baking supplies, there was enough pots, knives, and seasonings to keep any chef happy.

      Oddly—for a shop so focused on creating great food—the place smelled unremarkable. Hadley laughed at herself for the expectation. It wouldn’t smell like food; they merely sold tools to create the stuff.

      Near the back wall of the shop, with a clear view of the front door, stood a clerk behind a counter. Her salt-and-pepper hair, swept up into a smart bun, and wide smile made Hadley guess she was more than just a clerk. This woman must be a manager or the owner. Hadley wasn’t sure if that was good news for them or if that would make their task even harder.

      “Hello! Welcome. Let me know if I can help you find anything,” the woman said.

      “We will.” Luke strode ahead, removing his arm from her shoulders.

      Hadley almost wanted to laugh at him. They weren’t there to shop. Leave it to guys to think they can find something faster than the person who stocks the shelves.

      “Actually,” she said, stepping forward. “We are looking for something quite specific.”

      The woman behind the counter nodded. “Sure.”

      “It’s a pie dish that says Sweetie Pie on the bottom.” Hadley smiled, hoping she was conveying how much she hoped Mickie was right, that they still carried it.

      “Oh, yes.” The woman’s face brightened. “Right over here.” She walked around the counter and headed to the opposite corner of the store from where Luke had been looking. Her hand held out like some kitchen-supply version of Vanna White, the woman gestured to a stack of the dishes. “This is one of our local artists. We’re the only people who carry this brand,” she added, beaming. “We try to support the locals as much as possible.”

      Hadley glanced down at the Locally Made sign sitting in front of the pottery. She scanned the rest of the store, only seeing two more such signs. Her heart sank a little. As much as possible seems like an overstatement, she thought. But she knew people from Stoneybrook had high standards for keeping things local.

      “This is the one,” Luke said, picking up the same dish they’d seen in pieces at Mickie’s yesterday. The same dish he’d seen under the poisoned pie at the crime scene. Flipping it over, he located the artist’s etched signature, Iron and Clay. He looked over at the woman and added, “There’s one problem.”

      Luke moved his attention to Hadley and so did the employee. Hadley nodded. “A big problem. This gift is for his mom and it has to be perfect.”

      The woman blinked. “Of course,” she stammered in surprise. “Our gifts are perfect for anyone who loves to bake.”

      Luke gave the woman a tight smile. “It’s not quite that simple.”

      The woman needed more, so Hadley added, “He and his siblings have a very … tenuous relationship. It would kill him if he ended up getting the same gift as one of them.” Hadley placed a hand on the kitchen-shop woman’s arm. “Is there anyway you keep track of the people who purchase things in your store?”

      She narrowed her eyes at Hadley, and pressed her lips together, tight. Hadley’s heart sank. This might not be as simple as they'd hoped.
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      Hadley glanced over at Luke and wondered if he was feeling the woman’s hesitation too.

      He must’ve because he suddenly waved a dismissive hand and said, “It’s okay. I knew it was a long shot.” Wrapping an arm around Hadley’s waist, he added, “I told you we should’ve gone right to Stoneybrook. Those local shops are always so friendly, willing to help in any way they can.” He guided her back toward the front door, shooting a “thanks anyway” over his shoulder.

      Hadley closed her eyes for a second, hoping, wishing.

      “Wait.”

      The two of them froze, only a yard away from the entrance. Luke pivoted around, bringing Hadley around with him.

      “I suppose …” The woman tipped one shoulder. “I mean, we sell kitchen supplies; it’s not state secrets or anything.”

      Hadley dipped her head once so she wouldn’t appear too eager. She needn’t have worried, because Luke’s wide smile hid none of his enthusiasm. The woman bustled over to the counter where a computer sat.

      “You are my new favorite person.” Luke led Hadley forward. “What’s your name?” he asked as they approached the counter.

      “Beverly. This is my shop.” Her cheeks grew pink, and she checked her computer as if Luke’s thousand-watt smile was almost too much to handle.

      Hadley didn’t blame her. She was finding herself a little too mesmerized by this beaming, happy look. It wasn’t as if the guy was broody or rarely smiled. Quite the opposite. Luke was known around Stoneybrook as a goofball, always making people laugh, taking everything as a joke. Her eyes narrowed at him. This happiness, it wasn’t an act. He was genuinely pleased.

      In an effort to avoid staring at him any more, Hadley looked around at the merchandise by the counter to distract herself. She paused at a nearby table, seeing a recipe for jam tartlets next to a display of cute, scalloped cookie cutters. The handwritten sign read, Cookie cutters are a fun way to jazz up these mini pastries! She loved everything jam related—not to mention made of pastry—and looked longingly at the cutters. But she remembered they were there on a mission and not to shop, so she joined Luke back at the register.

      Beverly’s fingers flew across the keyboard, and she clicked her mouse in rapid succession. “Would you rather tell me your siblings’ names and I can check for you?” she asked, pausing.

      Luke snorted. “Well, I’m one of twelve, so do you have an hour?”

      The shopowner’s jaw hung open for a moment before she looked to Hadley as if checking for confirmation.

      She nodded. “You’d better just give him the printout. It’ll be faster,” she said, winking.

      Beverly clicked another few buttons, and a printer hummed to life behind her. She grabbed the paper off the printer and exhaled as she held it out to them. “There you go.”

      Luke took the paper, holding it so both he and Hadley could read it. The sheer size of the list overwhelmed Hadley’s eyes. There had to be fifty names on there. The date of the first one was six years earlier; the list cataloged each dish purchased since the store opened. Near the top, at almost five years ago, Hadley spied Mickie Burbank.

      The two of them scanned the list, so absorbed that Hadley wasn’t sure how long they’d been staring at it.

      Beverly cleared her throat. “So?” she asked. “Do you see any of your siblings?”

      Luke blinked, looking up to meet the woman’s prying gaze. “Does this include cash purchases as well as cards?”

      “Yes. We take names and zip codes from even our cash-paying customers.” She paused, studying at her fingers. “I mean, they can refuse, but no one does because of our loyalty program.” Hadley and Luke must’ve worn similar questioning expressions because Beverly explained. “For every ten items they buy in our store, they get a ten dollar credit. And if they join our newsletter, they get a loyalty rate of fifteen percent off purchases.”

      Not a bad idea, Hadley thought, nodding in appreciation. “What about tourists who won't be stopping in again?” she asked, knowing a lot of her sales were cash from the farmers market or passersby.

      Beverly shook her head. “Oh, we don’t get many tourists up here. They’re all sucked into that tourist trap down south in Stoneybrook. I would say, ninety percent of my customers are local.”

      Bristling at the tourist-trap jab, Hadley stiffened. But Luke was there to pick up the slack.

      “You officially have another devoted customer. I don’t see my siblings anywhere on this list, and I would love to buy the dish.”

      The woman’s eyes lit up, and she grabbed one from the display. While she was away from the counter, Luke folded the list and tucked it into his back pocket.

      “And, while we’re at it, let’s add a set of these.” Luke stepped back and plucked one of the scalloped cookie-cutter sets Hadley had been eyeing on the display table, taking a tartlet recipe sheet.

      Hadley pressed her lips together, trying not to smile too wide. She mouthed a thank you as he handed her the items.

      “Absolutely. Let me ring these up for you and then I’ll wrap them.” Beverly’s excitement was palpable. She entered the sale into her computer. “And would you like to join our loyalty program?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” Luke grinned and pulled out a pen, but the shop owner turned pink and laughed.

      “Oh, it’s on the computer. You can just tell me your name and address. I’ll also mark this down as your first purchase toward your ten-dollar credit.”

      Luke thanked her and then told her his name, listing his address after that.

      Beverly froze when he gave Stoneybrook as his address. Her eyes flashed up to meet his. “I’m so sorry about my comment just a minute ago. I have no problem with—”

      Luke held up a hand to stop her. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. We know we’re a tourist trap, but it’s all right with us. No hard feelings.”

      Hadley was sure there were at least some hard feelings, but figured Luke knew arguing with the woman who’d just helped them out wasn’t the smartest plan. Beverly turned out to be an excellent gift wrapper, and she even put it in a fancy bag with sparkly tissue paper and everything. After she wrapped the dish, Luke and Hadley said their goodbyes, promised to return, then headed out the front door toward the parking lot.

      Luke wrapped an arm around Hadley’s shoulder. It felt almost natural after having him touching her the whole time they were in the shop, to keep up the girlfriend appearance. Why he still needed the ruse, she wasn’t sure, but maybe Beverly would watch them get into their car.

      As it was, they waited until they were in the truck to let out huge exhales.

      “We did it,” Hadley said, swiping a lock of hair behind her ear. “Thank you for those cookie cutters, by the way. That was really sweet, but I can pay you back.”

      Luke shook his head. “It was my pleasure. I saw you eyeing them.” He ran a hand through his dirty blond hair. “I can’t believe that worked. It was exhilarating. I can see why you and Suze keep bugging Paul to let you in on his cases.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, it’s fun when you get something. Speaking of.” She snapped her fingers at his back pocket, motioning for him to bring out the list.

      His eyes widened. “Right.” He fished the paper out and unfolded it, holding it in the middle of them again.

      Hadley scanned the list, starting from the top. When she reach the bottom, she went back up to the top, her forehead scrunching together. After doing that two more times, she glanced up at Luke. He looked equally confused.

      “None.” He shook his head, confirming what she’d found.

      Not a single name on the list was even recognizable beyond Mickie’s. None of the other bakers in the competition were listed.

      “Mickie’s the only one we know in connection with Grady who had that dish.” Hadley swallowed. “But she broke hers.”

      “Had,” Luke said, the sharpness to his voice making the hairs on her arms stand on end. He pointed to the top of the list, at Mickie’s name. His finger moved to the right, to the date and quantity.

      “Oh no.” Hadley gasped as she stared at the number two listed in the quantity column.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      The town hall was quiet, it being a Sunday. In fact, the only voices came from behind the frosted-glass door with gold lettering that read, Grande County Sheriff’s Office.

      Hadley froze outside, wringing her hands in front of her as she doubted what they were about to do.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t go talk to Mickie ourselves, first? There must be an explanation we haven’t considered, a reason she didn’t tell us about the other dish.” Luke leaned in close, whispering even though they were alone

      “I trust Paul to make the right decision," Hadley said. "We’ve already kept too much from him. I also have to trust that Mickie’s reason for not telling us has to be a good one, one that Paul will figure out when he takes over questioning.”

      Luke sighed and closed his eyes for a second. Hadley reached for the door. And although she felt like the voice of reason between the two, doubts still fought with her conscience as her hand moved forward.

      “You’re right,” Luke whispered, startling her as her fingers clasped around the handle. “Both of us are too close. We’re too biased to make rational decisions when it comes to Mickie. Okay.” He nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      Hadley set her shoulders back and opened the door, striding in with all the confidence she didn’t feel. Sharon, the department’s receptionist—and the person who kept the place running—glanced up from where she sat behind her large desk. Used to seeing Hadley, the woman smiled her usual greeting. When she caught sight of Luke trailing behind Hadley, Sharon raised an eyebrow and caught Hadley’s eye, giving her a little wink.

      Cheeks officially too hot, Hadley waved—or maybe it was more of a duck-and-cover move. They found Paul sitting behind a veritable mountain range of paper piles, one that would give the mighty Cascades a run for their money. He ran a hand through his dark hair.

      Paul’s face didn’t light up the way it usually did when he saw his sister. The lines of worry already present on his forehead only deepened. He crossed his arms over his chest and sat back.

      “What have you two done now?” he asked, raising both eyebrows.

      Hadley plopped into a chair across from his desk while Luke occupied the other.

      “We found something. But if we share it with you, promise to talk to Mickie before you go telling McKay.” Hadley looked down at her fingers, chipping at the tip of the polish on her thumbnail. “We think there’s more to the story; we’re just in over our heads.”

      Intrigue shone behind Paul’s eyes. He put aside the file he’d been reading and sat forward, lacing his fingers together. “I’m listening.”

      Hadley swallowed and then looked over at Luke.

      He handed her the list before meeting Paul’s gaze. “When you showed me the pie yesterday, to identify the cherries, I … recognized the dish. I told Hadley because I knew she would too.”

      Paul turned his attention to Hadley, probably wondering what this had to do with her. “We’d both seen Mickie use a similar dish, one with Sweetie Pie written in the bottom. We visited last night, asking to see the dish.”

      Luke jumped in, saying, “We told her I wanted to get my mom the same dish and asked where she’d gotten it.”

      “And?” Paul asked, leaning his elbows on the desk.

      “She told us the name of the shop up in Cascade Ridge,” Hadley said. “And then showed us the pieces of what used to be her dish. She was having a hard time practicing her pies the day before the competition and broke it out of frustration.”

      “Okay.” Paul rubbed a hand across his bearded chin.

      “We visited that shop this morning and got a list from the owner of everyone who’d purchased that same dish.” Luke gestured to the list Hadley was holding.

      But Hadley didn’t let it go, not yet.

      “I’m not even going to ask how you got the owner to give you that information. What I need to know, Had, is who’s on there that you don’t want me to see?” Paul’s voice was soft as he turned toward his sister. He knew this was hard for her.

      Heartbeat hammering inside her ears, Hadley said, “That’s just the thing. Out of the suspects we have so far, no one associated with the competition is on here.”

      “Except Mickie, you mean.” Paul leveled her with a serious stare. “But that proves nothing since you two both said she broke her dish.”

      She finally pushed the paper toward her brother with a cringe. “Mickie purchased two. She may have broken one, but she had another.”

      Paul scanned the list, nodding when he noticed what she was referring to. He held it up. “Mind if I keep this?”

      Both Hadley and Luke shook their heads. Hadley didn’t mention the picture she’d taken of the list with her phone before leaving Luke’s truck.

      “If this becomes something we can use, I’ll get a warrant and go through the owner myself, but it might be helpful when I talk to Mickie.” The way her brother shook his head as he finished that sentence gave Hadley hope that he believed in her innocence too.

      Paul sighed and motioned toward the door with a dip of his chin. “Let me walk you out.”

      Luke shot Hadley a questioning glance, but they followed Paul out into the hallway.

      Once the sheriff’s office door closed behind the three, Paul shoved his hands in his pockets. “Look, I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but you look like you could use some peace of mind. While you two were swindling a kitchen shop out of a list of customers this morning, I was meeting with McKay and Olivia.” He leaned his shoulder against the wall. “Olivia explained every step of security they have in place for the competition. She’s convinced it couldn’t have been a contestant. They check and document everything the bakers bring. They even check the lockers during the time between the fundamentals challenge and the showcase bake. In Olivia’s words, there’s no way a competitor could’ve snuck even an extra cherry into the community center that day, let alone a whole pie.”

      Relief swept over Hadley. “And McKay believes her?”

      Paul tipped his head to one side. “Mostly. Enough that he’s focusing his efforts on other suspects for now. I'll tell him about the link between the dish and Mickie. Her taking part in that competition yesterday was probably the best thing she could’ve done to guarantee her innocence.”

      Luke stepped forward and slapped a hand on Paul’s back. “That’s the best news we’ve heard all weekend. I appreciate you telling us.”

      Hadley smiled. “Yes, thank you.” She took a step back, toward the building entrance. “Okay, we’ll get out of your hair now. Thanks for listening.”

      Paul waved before heading back inside the office while Luke and Hadley walked down the quiet hall. Having removed her jacket when they’d gone inside, she wriggled back into it. Luke did the same with his. And even though the midday sun shone, setting the drifts of snow twinkling like glittering crystals, the air still held that crisp bite to it. Hadley pulled on her gloves as they walked back to Luke’s truck.

      “Should I drop you at the jam kitchen or are you going home?” he asked, letting her into the passenger side door.

      Hadley thought for a moment. She was sure she could find something to do at the kitchen, but her dad wasn’t working today, and so the obligation for her to go in was low. “Home,” she said at last. “My chores have been taking a back seat to all of these renovations, and it might be a nice day to catch up.”

      Luke climbed in the driver’s side and started up the truck.

      “At least you already have your mom’s birthday present all taken care of.” Hadley laughed, pointing to the decorative gift bag holding pie dish from Cascade Ridge.

      “I guess you’re right.” He smiled, pulling onto Main Street. Luke narrowed his eyes at her.

      “What?”

      “You wouldn’t happen to be free on Tuesday night?”

      “For?” Hadley’s chest tightened at the question.

      “Mom’s birthday. She’d love to see you. It’s going to be small, just family and close friends.”

      Hadley picked at her nail polish, shoving away the question she wished she were brave enough to ask: Will Gretchen be there? Regardless, Hadley really liked Luke’s mom. Annie had always been kind to her, and she loved picking the woman’s brain about gardening any time she got the chance.

      Hadley grabbed her small bag containing the scalloped cutters and recipe for the tartlets. “Can I check my schedule and get back to you?”

      “Sure. Bye, Had.” He winked.

      If she hadn’t witnessed his ex-girlfriend coming back to town, and if the man hadn’t been waxing poetic all morning about lost loves and enduring relationships, Luke’s wink might have made a happy warmth spread through her chest. But from where they stood, it was simply a gesture from one friend to another.

      “Bye.” Hadley waved as she shut the truck door and crunched through the snow to her front door. She didn’t even look back. Couldn’t really.

      After setting her keys and purse on the table in her foyer, she took off her boots and padded her way into the living room. The cats were curled up together on the couch, bathing in the warm sun streaming in through the big picture windows. Hadley exhaled and took a moment to gaze out at the snowcapped mountain range just beyond the evergreen treetops.

      The sun glinted off a house’s windows in Cascade Ridge. She knew Paul was on the case, and she knew they’d hit a dead end with the bakers, but she couldn’t seem to get Grady’s death off her mind. If one of the other competitors didn’t kill him, who did? And why would they do it at the competition, with materials that pointed to the other bakers?

      Hadley spied her laptop sitting on the coffee table next to the couch.

      “My chores can wait a little longer,” she mused aloud, curling up next to the sleeping cats and grabbing her computer. “I think it’s time to see what the internet can tell me about Grady Fines, and who might’ve wanted him dead.”
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      After hours searching social media and every other place she could think of, Hadley realized Grady was even more complicated than she’d anticipated. Or maybe complicatedly uncomplicated was a better way to describe him.

      She found no evidence of a wife, girlfriend, or even any consistent friends. This lack of friends left her wondering about the identities of the young man and woman she’d seen with him at the competition. They’d attended the majority of the Bake-Offs, and she’d caught them talking to him more than a handful of times. There was also the possibility they were just fans of the competition, and therefore excited to chat with the clear leader.

      Hadley made a mental note to talk to them during next Saturday’s baking competition … that was, if they still came.

      The worry she may have missed her chance to question them still bothered her as she headed into town Monday morning. She and her dad had plans to finish the half wall today between the cooking and retail spaces. Between that and putting up the rest of the shelves, the place was coming together.

      She'd driven her jam delivery van home Saturday night because of the snow, so she took that into town. She almost exclusively used the vehicle in the winter months, only bringing out her bike when the conditions warranted. That morning, she pulled into the alley behind the jam kitchen before her father.

      Her chest tightened excitedly at the reminder of Luke, before she remembered all the complications from the last two days. If nothing else, she was happy to have her friend back.

      “Morning, little one.” Her dad stomped his snowy boots on the mat as he entered through the back door, catching her deep in thought.

      She glanced up, throwing a smile on her face as she met her dad’s gaze. “Good morning.”

      “Ready to finish this wall of ours?”

      Hadley nodded. “So ready.”

      Her dad pulled on his work gloves and buckled his tool belt into place. Knowing she would be drywalling and painting, she pulled her hair back into a ponytail and tied on a bandana to cover the better part of her head.

      Her dad put on some of his favorite “workin’ tunes,” and they spent the morning doing just that, workin’ hard.

      They didn’t stop for more than a water break until early afternoon when the back door swung open and Hadley’s mom entered. As a history teacher for the local high school, Lauren James was constantly toting around bags of papers to grade and teacher’s manuals to study. Today, her normal bags seemed to have multiplied.

      Hadley’s dad checked his watch. “That time already?” He swiped at his face with the back of his hand, the only part of him not covered in dust or paint.

      The high school let out at two-ten every afternoon, which meant it had to be at least a quarter to three if Hadley’s mom was off work. Hadley’s stomach growled, as if it just realized they’d worked through lunch.

      Lauren put her bags on one of the plastic-covered, stainless-steel tables and walked forward. “It looks amazing in here. Her eyes widened as she took in the almost finished partial wall and all the shelves that were now completed. Pride surged through Hadley. Other than painting the half wall and setting up her merchandise, the space was almost ready to unveil.

      “I brought you two some lunch.” Lauren winked at her daughter. She walked back to her pile of bags and rustled around until she pulled out two of what Hadley recognized as Seven Stones to-go containers. Her mouth watered at the scent of food from her favorite bar and grill.

      “Mom, have I told you lately that I love you?” Hadley walked over, hands outstretched.

      “Yes, but I’ll never say no to hearing it more often.” She laughed, then held the containers away from Hadley. “Go wash up before you eat.”

      She did so, followed by her father who had an equally excited look on his face. Washed and ready, Hadley pulled over bar stools, took the plastic off one table, and they sat in contented silence for a few minutes as they ate. Her mother had picked up a BLT for Hadley—one of her favorites—and a club sandwich for Steven. The smoky smell of bacon and savory scent of fries replaced those of paint and stain in the room.

      “You already ate?” Steven asked his wife, glancing up from his food.

      She nodded with a smirk. “At lunchtime.” She pulled the remaining bag closer. “But I should get going soon. I got Paul something too. I figured he probably hasn’t stopped working on this case long enough to get himself anything to eat either.”

      At the mention of the case, Hadley put down the fry she’d been holding. “He’s got his work cut out for him.”

      Her mom wrinkled her forehead. “I just hope he can figure it out before Saturday, so they can finish out the competition. Though, I wish Mickie was still in it.”

      “You didn’t hear?” Hadley asked. When her mom’s confused expression confirmed it, she added, “The competition is a go. All the bakers have alibis except Mickie. It had to be someone who wasn’t competing. And Mickie’s back in. Olivia got to her, convinced her she needed to see it through.”

      “Oh, that’s great.” Lauren clasped her hands together.

      Steven swallowed, then said, “Olivia’s a smart lady to get Mickie back. She could win that competition, should win.”

      Hadley shrugged. “I think her begging her to come back was probably more about Olivia not being ready for the finale yet, and having Mickie buys her one more week.”

      Steven laughed. “Well, whatever the reason, I’m happy with the result.”

      “Me too,” Lauren said. “We all need good news around here. I didn’t realize it until today, but Tonya French went to high school with Grady up in Cascade Ridge. Did you know that?”

      Hadley and her father shook their heads in tandem. Tonya French was a few years older than Hadley and had taught at Stoneybrook High ever since she’d married a local man about six years earlier.

      Lauren continued. “Yeah, she was talking about him in the staff room during lunch today. Said Ian was part of their graduating class too. I didn’t realize they were close, but Tonya said they were almost inseparable senior year.”

      “What?” Hadley blinked. “Ian Yellowlees, like from the Bake-Off?”

      Lauren nodded.

      “They don’t act like they know each other at all, let alone were former friends.” Hadley tapped the tips of her fingers on her lip as she narrowed her eyes. “I wonder if they had a falling out or something.”

      Lauren stood, grabbing up her bags. “Maybe they did. Okay. I’m going over to see Paul. Love you two. Don’t work yourselves too hard.”

      “Thanks, hon,” Steven said.

      “Love you too, Mom,” Hadley called after her, her brows furrowing even closer together.

      Her dad went back to eating, but she pulled out her phone, texting her brother.

      Mom’s headed your way with food. Also, she just told us that Grady and Ian were in school together and used to be close. They definitely aren’t now. What was Ian’s alibi again?

      She set down the phone and took another bite of her lunch, and her phone buzzed. Paul had responded.

      Other than the fact they searched him before the fundamentals challenge and then again before the showcase, he was talking with Olivia until she walked down into the basement.

      Hadley chewed on her lip for a second. I guess he’s right. Maybe it’s a coincidence.  She replied, Okay. Just interesting.

      After a few minutes, Paul texted back. It is. I’ll look into it. We might be looking at more than one person. I know McKay cleared all the bakers for now, but it’s possible they could’ve been working with someone else, someone who slipped down into the basement unnoticed.

      Hadley agreed with her brother. Every clue they had seemed to point straight back toward the bakers. Was that on purpose? Perhaps the killer was trying to frame one of the contestants. It would definitely explain how many clues pointed to Mickie.

      “How’s Paul doing?” her dad asked with a wink.

      “Good.” Hadley smiled, noticing her dad was almost done with his lunch. Taking the hint, she put her phone down and worked on eating more of hers.

      But as she chewed, an idea came to her. Paul had said someone might have slipped downstairs during the competition. From what Mickie said about how Grady was acting protective of his locker after he won, it sounded like they had left the pie in there. If the Sunrise Living Magazine people checked everyone’s lockers before the showcase bake, it must’ve been placed there while they were baking.

      About to take another bite, Hadley froze. She texted her brother again.

      What about the magazine’s photographers?

      The two photographers that traveled with the magazine snapped shots throughout the whole competition. They were especially focused on the showcase since it made for the most impressive captures. She added another line to her text, seeing her brother had yet to respond.

      Could they have caught someone sneaking down to the basement during the showcase?

      Hadley’s heartbeat quickened as she contemplated the possibility. If they got ahold of the photographs from that day, they might show the person who put that pie into Grady’s locker. This felt like the first real lead in this case. Well—the first one that didn’t point directly at her friend, that was.

      Her phone buzzed a response. Hadley’s face flushed with excitement as she checked the message.

      Already thought of that. Looked through the lot of them this morning, and I didn’t find a thing other than closeups of the pies and a few tight shots of the competitors, almost no background.

      Hadley’s shoulders slumped forward in her disappointment. She picked up her sandwich but set it back into the container when another text came through from Paul.

      Sorry, I hoped the pictures might be more helpful too.

      She nodded.

      We’ll just have to find another way to figure out who snuck down there, she wrote.

      Paul responded right away. Or who knew him well enough to know writing checkmate on a note card would convince him to eat that pie.

      Right. Figure out who was close to the man who had no close friends. Hadley closed her to-go container and stood to store it in one of her refrigerators. Her father glanced up.

      “Not hungry?” he asked.

      “Lost my appetite,” she said with a sigh.

      The truth was, Mickie had bought two of those pie dishes, and that still sat heavy on Hadley's mind. She needed to find out why her friend bought two, and why she didn’t tell them about the second. Hadley almost snapped her fingers as another idea came to her. Mickie was good friends with the Fentons and would definitely attend Annie’s party.

      I guess I’d better get back to Luke about that party tomorrow, she thought.
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      The next day, Hadley worked in the jam kitchen alone. Her dad took a contract to create a custom table for someone in Cascade Ridge. Since he wasn’t retired yet, she understood that he needed to take the job. Which meant she was on her own for the time he took to finish.

      Thick snowflakes began to fall as she arrived in town, and she peeled down the paper covering her windows so she could watch it accumulate. Then, turning up her music, Hadley got to work, painting the half wall in a matter of hours. Pride welled up inside her as she looked around at the space. Her dream was coming true. A growl rumbled through her stomach. Okay, maybe there was a hint of hunger mixed in with that pride.

      The clock reported that it was well past her lunchtime. Normally, she wouldn’t think of bugging Suze during this time of the day, since it was often when her friend was getting into her most creative space. But with Suze’s new schedule, she wondered if the artist might be about ready to take a break too.

      If Hadley was being honest, she needed more than a lunch break. Gazing out the window at the inches of new snow that had gathered while she worked had made her long to bundle up inside by a roaring fire. Plus, it had been forever since she and Suze had a proper friends’ day. What better time to have one than during a cozy, snowy day like today?

      Hadley cleaned up, taped the paper back in the windows, and locked the kitchen. Her boots sank into the new, fluffy snow as she made her way down the sidewalk a couple blocks. Suze’s studio light was on, but she wasn’t by her big easel. Instead, she sat at the desk near the back of her space, staring at her computer. Hadley wanted to clap. That meant Suze was doing her design work online; she always turned to the computer work when she was blocked in her paintings.

      She shook the flakes of snow off her jacket and out of her hair before entering the studio. It was cozy inside the space. Hadley breathed in the familiar scent of acrylic paints mixed with the earthy smell of her watercolors, all backed by a hint of pine from her canvas frames.

      “Hey, friend!” Hadley called, having learned to announce herself when her friend was working.

      “Hi, friend!” Suze replied. Despite her downtrodden posture, there was a light to her voice as she greeted Hadley, confirming her suspicion she needed some time off.

      From her vantage point over Suze’s shoulder, she noticed the final stages of a custom logo.

      “Beautiful,” she said, in awe of her best friend’s many talents.

      Suze looked up, her tired eyes squinting in a way that said she wasn’t quite sure about it. “Thanks. It’s done, but I can’t stop fiddling with it.” She rubbed a hand over her face and sighed.

      “Wanna play hooky the rest of the day?" Hadley blurted out the question. "All I want to do is go home and snuggle on the couch with a baking show, the cats, you, and a mug of steaming hot cocoa.”

      Suze’s face softened. “Omigosh, yes. My brain is mush, and I’m not getting anything done here.”

      Hadley tipped her head to one side. “And while we’re inspired by the bakers on the television, maybe we can whip up something marvelous for me to bring Annie Fenton tonight for her birthday get-together?”

      “Oh, Annie’s party? And who might’ve invited you to that?” Suze asked, raising one shoulder as she saved her work and shut down her computer.

      The question made her heart sink a little. She needed to tell Suze that she and Luke weren’t in the same place they’d been a few days ago. Gretchen’s arrival in town, and Luke’s obvious unresolved feelings for her made Hadley quite sure his invitation tonight had been a friendly gesture.

      “Suze …” Hadley said as her friend got her jacket and pulled on a pair of gloves and a hat.

      She held up a gloved hand. “I heard about his ex coming to town, but Had, you two have a history too. Remember that.”

      “Friendship history. That’s a lot different from romantic history.” Hadley sighed. “You didn’t listen to him going on and on about how some relationships are strong enough to withstand hardship.” She shook her head. “I think I have to be happy with having my friend back.”

      They walked outside and Suze locked the studio. She linked her arm through Hadley’s. “Well, he’d have to be crazy to pick anyone over you, but I’m biased. It’ll be interesting to see if Gretchen shows tonight, though,” Suze said with a shrug.

      Hadley nodded. It sure would. “Have you heard how long she’s supposed to stay?” she asked nonchalantly. She was sure she could’ve found out the information from a dozen people in town, but had been too apprehensive to ask before now.

      Suze gave her a side-eye and smirked. “Nicole at the River's Bend B and B said she checked in for a week.”

      Relief swelled in Hadley’s chest. One week. The real test would be if she extended her visit or not. She must be waiting to see how Luke would react to seeing her again. As she thought, the two walked in silence.

      Main Street was still marginally busy, but even with the light car and foot traffic, it was so quiet.

      “It’s like the whole place is covered in marshmallows.” Hadley smiled, looking up at the falling flakes, and blinking a few away when they got caught in her lashes.

      “Mmm, marshmallows,” Suze said. “Speaking of tasty things, what are you gonna be baking for Annie?”

      They walked to the alley behind the shops where they both parked. “When Luke and I were at that kitchen shop the other day, they had these adorable, little scalloped cookie cutters. The owner had them next to a recipe for jam tartlets. I mean, it was jam. I had to buy them and grab a copy of the recipe. You know anything about making a short-crust pastry?”

      Suze shook her head. “Nope. You?”

      “I’ve seen Gran make it tons. Plus, they always make it look so easy on the baking shows. I feel like we can do it.”

      Chuckling, Suze said, “And if we can’t, at least your grandmother is just down the road at your parents’ house. She can come to our rescue if we mess it up.”

      Hadley nodded. “Don’t think I haven’t considered that.”

      The women made plans to grab supplies and meet back at Hadley’s house in half an hour before branching off toward their separate vehicles.
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      Suze peered into the bowl as Hadley rubbed the butter into the flour. She held her phone in one hand. “I’ve got Grandma Millie’s number ready. Need me to call her? That’s looking a little … dry.”

      “It says it should be almost like breadcrumbs before we add the water. Have faith.” She smiled.

      “Okay, let me see if I can find a pastry episode, so we can watch the experts make some.” Suze, clad in fleece pants and a thermal long sleeve, collapsed onto Hadley’s overstuffed couch, clutching the remote as she scrolled through episodes. “Ah ha! Success!” She queued the episode and pulled Marmalade onto her lap.

      The orange cat was still technically a kitten. And even though she’d grown a ton since Hadley first rescued her, the stray hadn’t grown out of her snuggly personality. Suze snuggled closer as the cat rubbed her face against Suze’s.

      The snow had tapered off a little, becoming more of a dusting by the time they’d eaten lunch and got baking. Hadley stopped periodically to stare at the ghostly white trees dotting the edge of her property. The sun was setting behind the mountain range. The snow-bearing clouds were breaking in the distance, showing the vibrant oranges of a winter sunset, looking just about as fiery as the flames licking up the inside of her fireplace.

      Focused again on her baking, Hadley added the water to the butter-and-flour mixture. She was pleased to see it form a dough as she stirred and then formed it into a ball on the counter. As she kneaded the mixture, her thoughts wandered to the poisoned pie that had been Grady’s end. Forearms burning a little at the effort of working the dough, Hadley contemplated everything that had gone into that pie. Besides the physical work, she had to guess a lot of history—tragic history—was also involved.

      “Which is yet another reason it can't be Mickie,” she muttered to herself.

      “Huh?” Suze asked, pausing the show.

      “Oh, sorry. Nothing. I was just talking to myself.” Hadley waved a doughy hand in Suze’s direction.

      “About the case?” Suze repositioned herself on the couch to face Hadley.

      “How’d you guess?”

      “Paul’s been doing the same thing.” Suze sighed.

      Hadley exhaled a wry laugh. “Well, we are twins.”

      “I know he’s not as close to Mickie as you and Luke, but it bothers him that she’s on that suspect list, Had.”

      Hadley nodded, knowing her brother was doing everything in his power to clear their friend. “Hopefully I can get an answer tonight to help him take her name off for good.” She smiled and went back to kneading.

      After taking a break on the couch with Suze for an episode while the dough chilled, Hadley rolled it out and cut it into the cute scalloped circles. She decided to make half of the tarts with her spiced pear jam and the rest with cranberry orange.

      Inspired by how well the recipe was turning out—and one of the TV bakers who put a beautiful leaf design on her pie crust—Hadley even cut out a few decorative dough leaves to sit on top of the dollop of jam before she put them into the oven.

      While they baked, she cuddled up with Ansel on the other end of the couch from Suze and Marmalade. The dim winter sun soon faded behind the mountains out her windows. The fresh snow made everything just a little brighter, though, giving the illusion of a longer day somehow. Hadley sighed happily. Once the tarts came out, she would have an hour and a half to let them cool and get ready for the party. Knowing she wasn’t only going for social reasons, but to talk with Mickie about that second pie dish, she hoped it would be a productive end to a perfect day.

      As they moved on to another episode, the smells of warm pastry and bubbling jam filled the house. Suze jumped up and checked on the baking morsels.

      “Oh, they look amazing. Annie will love them.” She beamed, glancing down at the oven door longingly.

      “Don’t worry,” Hadley said with a wink. “I made extras for you.”

      Suze’s face brightened.

      “Do they seem like they’re getting close?” Hadley asked, hating the thought of having to move Ansel off her lap until it was necessary.

      “The timer says five more minutes, and I’d say that’ll be just right.” Suze wandered back over to the couch. “They’re just browning around the edges.”

      Hadley nodded. “Perfect.” And she hoped they would be. But it wasn’t the pastries she needed to worry about. She needed to find out what her friend had done with that extra pie dish, and fast.
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      Annie Fenton’s birthday celebration was taking place at the Fenton’s farmhouse. The cozy house—and the surrounding farmland, barns, and greenhouses—had to be on Hadley’s list of favorite places in Stoneybrook.

      When she was younger, the Fenton’s property had been a place of adventure, intrigue, and animals. Besides the crops they grew, their farm was also home to livestock of all sorts, as well as their pet dogs, horses, and barn cats. Every day spent on that farm had brought with it a new discovery.

      Hadley parked the Jam Van in front of the bigger of the barns. She pulled her gloves tighter on her hands as a chill wound through the winter air. The sun had set, and it seemed to snatch any hint of heat.

      Light poured from the farmhouse’s windows. Along with the other half-dozen cars parked alongside hers, the sound of voices spilling out from inside confirmed that she’d arrived at the party. Hadley knocked on the door, clutching the plate of tartlets in her other hand. After waiting for a moment, and wondering if anyone heard her over the chatter and laughter, Hadley lifted her hand to knock again. Footsteps clomping along the creaky wood floors stopped her. The door swung open, and Luke stood on the other side. His cheeks were rosy, and there was a smile on his face as his gaze landed on Hadley.

      “Hey! Welcome.” Luke stepped back so Hadley could enter. He held a hand out to hold the plate while she shrugged out of her jacket. He swapped the plate for her coat and added it to a plethora of other winter jackets hanging on a wooden coatrack in the entryway.

      The place smelled just like she remembered—well, a little more festive with the smells of garlic and spices flowing from the kitchen added to the regular woodsy scent of the timber-frame house. Warm air wrapped itself around her in the absence of her jacket.

      “Thank you.” Hadley peeled off her gloves and stuffed them into the pocket of her coat.

      “Everyone’s in here,” Luke said, leading Hadley down a short hall into the open kitchen and dining room.

      Jolee, Luke’s older sister leaned on the kitchen island, a glass of red wine in one hand. Their father, Redford, donned a pair of oven mitts and pulled a tray of stuffed mushroom appetizers from the oven. The rest of the Fenton grandparents, aunts, and uncles were situated around the room, as well as a few other townsfolk. Hadley searched for Mickie, but didn’t see her. She didn’t spend any longer searching at that moment, though, because she spotted Annie, the woman of the hour, who was laughing and chatting with Lisa Lewis. Lisa and Annie had been best friends since Hadley could remember. Luke led Hadley straight toward the women.

      “Mom, look who showed.” Luke put a hand on Hadley’s back as he stepped aside and motioned for her to go first.

      Annie’s eyes lit up, and her smile broadened when she noticed Hadley. “Luke said you might make it. I’m so glad you could.” Annie pulled Hadley into a tight hug. The woman still smelled of lavender and lemon as always.

      Hadley nodded. “Me too. Happy birthday, Annie. I know it’s not much, but I brought you a little something.” She proffered tartlets, pulling back the foil so Annie could see.

      “Yum, those look amazing. Thank you so much, Hadley.” Annie took the plate and beamed, choosing one of the cranberry tarts and popping it into her mouth.

      “Yeah, they do.” Before Hadley or Annie could stop him, Luke grabbed a tartlet. It was gone in a split second. His eyes locked onto another one. “Mmm,” he mumbled around a full mouth.

      Hadley chuckled, and Annie pushed her son away, telling him to go help his father with the rest of the food prep. When he’d gone, Hadley, Annie, and Lisa chatted about Hadley’s relatively new home and the extensive garden she’d inherited from the previous owner, Leo, the local florist. It only took a few minutes for the conversation to turn to the events of the past weekend.

      “Such a shame about Grady.” Annie glanced down at the plate of tartlets.

      Lisa shook her head. “I can’t believe this happened.” Hadley was about to agree, when Lisa added, “I was glancing through the pictures I shot for the website thinking how sweet it all looks from a distance. You would never know a person bent on murdering someone was hiding in the crowd.”

      Hadley blinked. Of course! Lisa had been taking pictures that morning. The photographers from the magazine hadn’t been the only ones. And her words, from a distance gave Hadley a momentary spike of hope.

      “Wait,” she blurted out, grasping on to the woman’s arm. “Lisa, you took pictures that day?”

      Lisa nodded. “Yeah, I try to update the website at least once a month.” Her eyebrows furrowed as Hadley's fingers gripped her arm.

      Hadley removed her hand and said, “Did you get any shots of the whole market during the showcase bake?”

      Annie leaned in with interest.

      “A few, actually,” Lisa said, leaning closer too. “Why?”

      Biting on her lip for a second to stop herself from smiling—it wasn't only a premature celebration, but might make her appear excited about the murder—Hadley pulled in a steadying breath. “Can you email them to Paul? He’s been checking through the magazine’s photographs for any clues and couldn’t find anything with a wide enough scope to see anything helpful to him and the case.”

      Lisa dipped her head once at the mention of Paul. “Absolutely. I’ll send him the files first thing tomorrow morning. I’m not sure there’s anything helpful, but he’s better trained to find clues than I am, so …” She shrugged.

      Hadley clasped the woman’s hand in hers and said, “Thank you so much. I know he’ll really appreciate it.”

      At that moment, Mickie followed Luke into the room. Hadley’s heart rate spiked. She dropped Lisa’s hand. “Excuse me, ladies. I’m going to go chat with Mickie for a minute.”

      The women nodded in response, and Hadley walked away from them in the most controlled manner she could muster. Running up to Mickie and confronting her about the second pie dish probably wasn’t the best plan of action. She slowed her step and relaxed her face, glancing at Luke when she stopped in front of the two.

      Luke’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. It was his way of letting her know he’d seen her eagerness, and he was telling her to cool it.

      She straightened her back in what she hoped was an I got this gesture. “Mick, great to see you. How’s the cake prep coming?”

      Excitement flashed over Mickie’s face. “Good. I’m confident.” She let out a wry laugh. “Ask me on Friday, and I’ll probably be a total mess.”

      Luke ran a hand along his chin to hide a smile. “I can’t tell you how excited I am for cake week.”

      Both women let out a snort.

      “Actually you can,” Mickie said.

      “And have been every chance you get,” Hadley added.

      Both of Luke’s hands went up in defense. “Sorry. I love cake.” A wide grin split across his face.

      Seeing her opening to ask about the dish, Hadley said, “Mickie, I was wondering—”

      But before she could get to the rest of her question, Redford clanged a knife against the glass in his hand. All eyes turned toward the kitchen and conversations halted.

      “Thank you all for coming today. As you know, I never miss an opportunity to celebrate my lovely Annie, and today we have sixty-five reasons.” His wrinkled face, worn after so many decades spent working the land, crinkled into a smile. “I love you, Annie. Happy Birthday.”

      Cheers erupted from the guests. A few people called out their own “Happy Birthday!” and others yelled something about presents.

      Annie, her cheeks pink like they got any time she was the center of attention, glanced over at the grouping of gifts on the table. “I won’t say no to opening a few presents.” She took a seat in the nearest chair and was soon surrounded by partygoers.

      Mickie moved in that direction too. Hadley followed, pushing her question off until later. Hadley positioned herself at the corner of the table so she could lean up against the kitchen counter. She felt Luke stand next to her, closer than he normally would in the crowded room. Her face flushed, but she reminded herself of Gretchen.

      Though, Gretchen isn’t here, is she? Hadley noticed as she looked around, thinking about her chat with Suze earlier.

      “Okay, this one is from Luke.” Annie read the tag on the gift bag and beamed up at her son. She pulled out the tissue from the top and then brought out the wrapped pie dish. Oohs and ahs sounded around the table as the guests caught sight of the gift.

      Hadley couldn’t seem to concentrate on anyone but Mickie. She watched the woman’s face as it broke into a grin of recognition. But other than happiness, there wasn’t a hint of anything else in Mickie’s expression. Hadley relaxed.

      “It’s darling.”

      “So cute, Annie.”

      “What a thoughtful gift, Luke.”

      The praise around the table was unanimous. Luke nodded at his mother with a smile when she said, “Thank you.” She found Mickie in the crowd and held up the dish. “Isn’t this like the one you have?”

      Hadley’s shoulders stiffened once again.

      “Yes.” Mickie’s face brightened even more. “I bought one for my mother too and she still loves it. It’s locally made.”

      Luke bumped his arm into Hadley’s, making her glance back. He widened his eyes, and she returned the look. The second dish! It had been a gift for her mother. Relief flooded through Hadley, making her feel giddy and light-headed.

      As Annie moved on to the next gift, this one a set of gardening books from Jolee, Luke tugged on Hadley’s arm, motioning to the other room. She followed him, slipping away from the crowd unnoticed.

      In the quiet of the living room, Hadley finally breathed out the tension she’d been holding.

      Luke seemed equally enlivened. “Well, I guess that takes her off the list.”

      “Hopefully for good this time.”

      “Right.” Luke narrowed his eyes. “You heard anything else new?”

      Hadley nodded, but paused as footsteps approached. It was most likely someone going to the bathroom, but she didn’t want to chance anyone else listening. “Wanna take a little walk?”

      A grin broke onto Luke’s face. “Sure.”

      They grabbed their coats and were walking outside toward the relative warmth of the barn before Hadley spoke up again. The deep chill in the air meant every time she opened her mouth to speak, a cloud of condensation billowed out and surrounded her. She pulled her jacket tighter, anticipating the reprieve the barn would bring. In the meantime, Hadley filled Luke in on the connection between Grady and Ian, the dead end with the magazine photographers, and finally the hope she felt that Lisa’s pictures might hold a clue.

      Luke slid the heavy barn door open, letting Hadley in before sliding it closed again. The building smelled like sweet hay, and the quiet sounds of animals snuffling and chewing filled the space. He clicked on the dim overhead light, illuminating the place. Hadley wanted to let her eyelids slide closed so she could breathe it all in. They’d spent so many days playing in this barn as kids—hide-and-seek in the stacks of hay when they were heaped as high as the ceiling right after the annual harvest, helping Luke’s parents with the chores, and playing with the baby animals of all varieties during the spring and summer months.

      “Let’s hope Lisa caught something,” Luke said as they settled onto two bales of hay in the corner.

      “She said she’d email them to Paul first thing in the morning.”

      Luke tugged out a piece of hay and split it in half. “So I’m guessing you’ll be at the sheriff’s office bright and early to bring Paul coffee, then?” He exhaled a quiet laugh.

      She tipped her head. “I’m just that nice of a sister,” she said with a sweet smile.

      The laugh that followed lit up his face in the pale light.

      Hadley chewed on her lip, about to ask him about Gretchen—about how things were going with her in town—when another sound caught her attention, a sound that wasn’t normal or peaceful.
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      What Hadley heard was a very wet-sounding succession of sneezes, followed by a pitiful meow. She turned around to see a brown-and-black tabby with a white face tottering over to her. Its eyes were watery as they locked onto hers.

      “And what do we have here?” She leaned over to pick up the cat once it reached her.

      “That’s a kitten from the summer litter. He must have a little cold.” Luke smoothed a hand over the cat’s thick winter fur.

      The animal was less than a year for sure. It had the lanky body of a young cat, but was also already quite substantial. Its emerald-green eyes pierced into hers. And even though the Fenton’s cats had always been a hearty bunch, she sensed that this one was asking for help.

      “Luke, this little guy shouldn’t be out here in the cold while he’s fighting an infection.”

      A shrug was his answer until he added. “Had, he’s a barn cat. What do you want me to do, bring him inside with me?”

      She scratched under the cat’s chin and he purred. “That’s exactly what I think you should do. Marmalade had an upper respiratory infection a few months ago, which is what it sounds like this guy has, and Danielle told me to keep an eye out for Ansel because it can be very contagious. You don’t want him infecting the rest of the cats.” She shot Luke a pointed stare.

      Danielle Murphy, the local vet, visited the Fenton Farm regularly. She checked up on the small animals as well as the livestock. Hadley was sure the doctor would say the cat could recover fine outside, but Hadley couldn’t get past the feeling he was asking for help.

      The cat bumped its head up into Hadley’s chin, purring deeper and blinking sleepy green eyes at her. Her heart melted. As if he’d only just noticed Luke, the cat glanced over and meowed in what seemed like a hello. He waggled his body and jumped from Hadley’s lap into Luke’s.

      Luke chuckled. “Well, hey there, little sick guy.” He ruffled the fur on the cat’s head. The cat put its front paws on Luke’s chest and butted its head into his chin like it had done with Hadley. Luke placed a hand on the cat’s back to steady him.

      “See?” Hadley said. “He’s asking for your help, Luke. What’s his name?”

      “Uh …” Luke shook his head. “Cat? We never name any of the barn cats. They’re happier being wild. Remember when we used to try to play with them when we were younger? We’d pick them up for a second, and they’d want to get down right away. They’re independent.” He looked down at the cat as if waiting for it to jump away and illustrate his point. Instead of getting down, the cat lay down, snuggling his face into Luke’s neck.

      Hadley laughed. “Right. Super independent. I think this one’s a little different. You might have to name him. He could be Barney since he’s a barn cat.”

      Luke glared at her, but glanced back at the cat who was staring up at him much like Ansel and Marmalade often stared at Hadley. His face twitched almost imperceptibly in the dark. The cat purred and kneaded Luke’s jacket with his dark paws. “I think he’s more of a Barnaby.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together to stifle the smile that wanted to peel across her face at the sweet confession. She nodded, schooling her features into a serious expression.

      Luke sighed. “Okay, for a few days,” he finally said. “Mom and Dad sometimes keep sick animals in with them. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind a sweet barn cat like him.”

      “Or you could bring him home with you for a few days. He seems to like you," Hadley said seeing his hesitation.

      “Me? I—” he broke off, shaking his head. “I don’t know, Had. I know nothing about cats.”

      “You told me the other day you’d learned not to rule anything out.” She leaned closer to pet the blissful cat.

      Luke’s eyes narrowed like they did whenever he got an idea. “I’d need help, from someone who knows about cats.” He stared at her.

      Hadley smiled. “I’d be happy to help.”

      As if that was the dealmaker, Luke nodded, unzipped his jacket, and slipped Barnaby into the space. He zipped it back up so Barnaby’s head poked through by his collar, his other hand supporting the cat’s weight. He stood, so Hadley did too.

      “We’d better get back inside,” Luke said, walking toward the barn door.

      Hadley couldn’t help the grin that took over her face, and it didn’t leave the rest of the night as they reentered the party. Barnaby was a total hit with everyone inside, and the tabby barely left Luke’s arms the whole time.
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      The next morning, Hadley headed into town early, knowing she would need extra time to stop by the café and then the sheriff’s office. After buying two lattes from Wendy, Hadley walked the few blocks down the street to the town hall.

      After the party last night, her mood was as bright as the morning sun shining off the glistening snow. She’d explained everything Luke would need for Barnaby last night and had promised to stop by later and check on him and the new cat caretaker. It hadn’t hurt that Gretchen didn’t show at the gathering at all, making Hadley wonder if she’d misread Luke’s statements about past relationships. Maybe he and Gretchen weren’t getting back together after all.

      Her boots, wet with snow, squeaked on the tile floor as she entered the town hall. Hadley pushed open the sheriff's office door. Excitement about Lisa’s pictures built inside her with each step forward—not to mention how excited she was to report that the second dish Mickie had bought all those years ago had been for a gift, not for her.

      When she rounded the corner to where Paul’s desk was, Hadley stopped short, finding Suze sitting in the chair next to Paul.

      “Suze?” Hadley asked, walking forward as if she were seeing a ghost.

      Her best friend turned in the chair to look at her. A smile brightened her face. “Hey!”

      Hadley blinked, then checked her watch, careful not to spill either of the lattes in the process. “It’s eight in the morning. What are you doing up?”

      Suze rolled her eyes. “Hey, I don’t always sleep in.”

      “Uh … okay.” Hadley was sure the only reason her friend got up before nine was for the weekly market or a business meeting, which this appeared to be neither.

      Sighing, Suze said, “My creativity schedule changed about a week ago. I couldn’t paint a thing for three nights straight. So I tried getting up early one morning, and it was back. I’m trying out mornings for a while, until it changes again.” She lifted a shoulder nonchalantly.

      Hadley smiled. “Well, if I’d known you’d be here, I would’ve gotten you a coffee.”

      “Thanks, but I already had one.” Suze glanced down at her hands. “Or two.”

      Hadley pulled the second chair closer to Paul's desk and took a seat, handing over the latte to her twin brother.

      “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the emails I got from Lisa this morning, would it?” he asked, eyeing the cup.

      Hadley scoffed. “I’m offended. I bring you coffee all the time.” Her gaze roamed the ceiling for a moment. “Technically, you should be thanking me for getting you those pictures. I will accept the chance to look through them with you as payment.”

      Paul chuckled, and Suze leaned in closer, intrigued now.

      “Scroll through them,” Paul said, rolling his chair back from the desk and taking a sip of his coffee. “They’re just about as helpful as the magazine’s pictures.”

      “Seriously?” Scooting over to his computer, Hadley searched through the files open on his desktop. “She got some good wide shots of the whole competition and market, but …” She squinted as she clicked through them. “But, you’re right. I can’t see anyone near the basement steps in any of these.” Hadley exhaled and slumped down into her chair. “Darn, I thought that would help us.”

      Paul nodded. “I know. Me too. We’ll just have to keep following our other leads. I’ve got Kevin looking into the other names on that list you got from the kitchen store, trying to see if any of those people had any connection to Grady, at all.”

      At the mention of the dish, Hadley brightened. “Oh, and I found out that Mickie bought two dishes because she gave one to her mother.”

      “That’s good.” Paul’s tight face relaxed. “I’ll follow up with that, but it seems like every clue pointing in her direction turns out to be a bust. McKay’s convinced it’s not her at this point.”

      Relieved, Hadley kept flipping through the photos, even though she’d already seen all twenty at that point. Maybe I missed something, she thought—or maybe hoped was more like it. At a picture of the bakers working on their pies, she paused. Her breath caught in her throat.

      “What?” Paul scooted forward, seeing the surprise written on his sister’s face.

      Hadley pointed to the screen. “I think I know why Willow accused Grady of cheating.”

      Suze, who couldn’t see from the angle from where she sat, asked, “Why? What is it?”

      Paul’s dark eyebrows rose as he took in what Hadley was pointing out. “Because he’s secretly adding an ingredient to his bowl.”

      Intrigued, Suze stood and came around to look for herself. Paul’s description was spot on, though. Lisa’s picture showed Mickie in the foreground, the three other bakers in the background. To Mickie’s right, Grady stood behind his work space. He held a small bottle in his hand and was sprinkling some of its white powdery contents into his bowl while looking in the other direction. Hadley clicked on to the next photo. It was almost the same location as if Lisa had walked a step or two and then snapped another picture. In this one, Grady was slipping the bottle into the folded-up sleeve of his button-up shirt.

      “This is big.” Hadley exhaled.

      “Yeah.” Paul scooted back from the desk, running his hand through his hair. “We need to talk with Olivia, now.”

      Suze, whose attention had been flicking back and forth between the twins and the computer screen, finally spoke up. “I’m sorry, but why is this big? So what if Willow was right about Grady cheating? He’s dead, so it doesn’t really matter at this point, right?”

      Paul and Hadley glanced at each other, but then Paul gestured to Hadley in a you can take this kinda way.

      “Suze, if Grady was able to sneak in whatever was in that bottle, then the contest wasn’t as secure as Olivia assured the sheriff.” Hadley felt the urge to shake her head in an attempt to organize all the thoughts and questions spinning around inside.

      Suze’s eyes widened, telling Hadley she understood. “And if the competition wasn’t secure, it’s possible one of the bakers could still be the killer.”

      A shiver ran down Hadley’s spine as Paul nodded.
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      After calling McKay and explaining the new photographic evidence they’d found, Paul got the go-ahead to call Olivia and figure out how Grady had been able to sneak the mysterious bottle of white powder into the competition.

      “Maybe he added a drug,” Suze speculated in whispered tones as Paul sat on hold with Sunrise Living Magazine.

      Hadley tipped her head to one side, unconvinced.

      “No, really.” Suze bounced up and down in her chair. “What if that’s why everyone loved his baking so much? He secretly added in …” Suze scanned the ceiling while she considered. “Cocaine or something.”

      “Suze,” Hadley snorted. “You wouldn’t know the first thing about cocaine, what it looks like, or what the effects are.”

      Paul, pulling the receiver away from his mouth and covering it with his hand, shot Hadley an eye roll. “And neither would you. Both of you, stop conjecturing. As a judge, Hadley ate all the bakes and didn’t feel any different.”

      Eyes narrowing, Hadley reflected on each of Grady’s delicious bakes. Did cocaine make things taste delicious? she wondered. Oh gosh, Paul’s right. Growing up in a small town and making jam for a living really hasn’t left me with any street smarts. I wouldn’t know cocaine if it waltzed up to me wearing a name tag.

      “Olivia. Hello.” Paul sat up straight as his call connected. “Yes, I need to talk with you about something. Are you by a computer at the moment?” He paused. “Okay, I’m about to email you a couple pictures. If you’ll look closely, I think you’ll find what Willow was yelling about.”

      Paul clicked send, and his computer made a whooshing sound as the message left his outbox. He waited on the line.

      “Yes, do you see the white powder he’s sprinkling into his bowl from a small bottle and then in the next picture hiding?” Paul paused as he listened. “Are you sure? Positive?” Paul asked. “I’ll make sure and check that against the list you gave my fellow deputy. Thank you.”

      He hung up and pulled in a deep breath.

      “What did she say?” Suze asked.

      Paul raised his hands. “She says she knew about it. They documented it on the list of approved ingredients Grady brought with him that day.”

      “So why did he hide it?” Hadley scoffed.

      “Olivia said it’s called terra something, and it’s a stabilizing agent. I guess it’s frowned upon by many home bakers, but it’s legal. He knew he might get flack from the other bakers, so he kept it to himself. She’s emailing me an article she wrote on the additive.” Paul glanced up as Kevin entered. “Hey, do you still have that list of ingredients the Sunrise Magazine people handed over from Saturday?”

      “Yeah, hold on.” Kevin set down his keys and rifled through files on his desk.

      Hadley studied her nail polish. She’d just painted them the night before for Annie’s party. The good news about Lisa’s photos had kept her from picking at them for twelve hours, and she hated to chip away at them now. But something felt off.

      She leaned forward as Kevin walked over with the paper. Paul scanned the text, stopping to point when he reached the line he was looking for.

      “Terra Alba. Here it is. A one-ounce bottle.” Paul sat back. “I guess she’s right; they accounted for it.” His computer beeped at him, complaining of an incoming email. “And here’s her article on the stuff.” He clicked open the link Olivia had sent.

      “I guess we’re back to square we-have-no-idea-who-did-this.” It wasn’t as if Hadley wanted one of the bakers to be responsible for Grady’s death. It made the most sense. Actually, it made the only sense, based on the facts they had.

      Which means we need more facts, different facts, she thought to herself.

      Paul rubbed his hand over his face while Suze patted his back.

      “You’ll figure it out, Paul. You always do.” Suze smiled in encouragement.

      He sighed. “I hope you’re right.”
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      Hadley spent the rest of the day in her shop working. It was odd to be there alone, having gotten used to seeing her father every day. While she missed him, she hoped the time alone would be good for her, help her organize her thoughts, maybe even figure out a clue she had overlooked in Grady’s case.

      But by the time she left the jam kitchen that evening, Hadley was frustrated, tired, and more confused than ever.

      It was dark when she climbed into the Jam Van. Her breath billowed in a white cloud in front of her while the van defrosted. She couldn’t wait to get home to Ansel and Marmalade, to curl up on her couch with dinner—and possibly a notepad where she might write the clues and suspects of this murder.

      Thinking of her cats reminded Hadley of Barnaby and his cold. She was supposed to check on the cat and Luke, to see how they were getting along. Pulling out of the alley behind the jam kitchen, she took a right onto Main Street instead of a left. Her couch would be there when she finally got home. A promise was a promise. Plus, she was excited to see Barnaby—and if she was being honest, Luke. He had been so sweet with the young cat yesterday at the party. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know there was a softer side to her old friend; she’d seen evidence of his compassion daily when they were kids. But it had definitely been a while since she’d seen it as an adult, or maybe since she’d allowed herself to think of Luke Fenton like that.

      Turning onto the long, gravel road that ended at the farm’s tenant house, Hadley’s stomach flipped in excitement. It had been almost a full year since she and Tyler had divorced, not to mention how distant they’d been for years before that. Could she be so excited about a kitten, or was there really something there? After his mother’s party last night, she couldn’t help getting her hopes up, especially since there wasn’t a single sign of Gretchen.

      She pulled into the round driveway and parked her van next to Luke’s truck, facing the large, house he was building across the lot. It was beautiful already and would be an amazing home when it was completed. Exiting the van, she headed toward the smaller, tenant house.The door swung open before she could even set foot on the first step.

      Luke stood, illuminated in the porch light and the warm light streaming out from the entry hallway.

      “Hey!” he said, eagerness dripping off the too-loud greeting.

      Oh no, Hadley thought with a stomach-dropping sense of dread. He hates having a cat and wants me to take it or he'll put it back in the barn.

      But as she stepped up to the front door, her eyes adjusted to the light, and she realized that Luke had Barnaby cradled in his arms, lying on his back like a baby, his white belly and chest exposed. The cat was so deeply asleep, Hadley thought she could probably yell and it wouldn’t have woken.

      “I wasn’t sure if you would make it,” Luke said, just as loudly as his greeting.

      Okay, scratch that. Luke was yelling and Barnaby wasn’t waking.

      She smiled and pointed to the sleeping cat tucked into the crook of his arm. “Looks like I didn’t need to come. You two seem to be getting along pretty well.”

      Luke used his free hand to run over his chin, a gesture that meant he was covering up a smile. He stepped back and let her inside, closing the door behind her.

      “Yeah, me and the Barn-man are getting to be good friends.” He glanced down fondly at the feline. His forehead wrinkled. “Are all cats this tired?”

      Hadley laughed. “Well, he’s still young. I know he doesn’t look much like a kitten anymore, but if he was just born this past summer, he’s not too far out of that phase. Kittens need a lot of sleep to help them grow, and Barnaby’s body is working hard to fight off his infection.” She reached over and patted the cat’s head. He didn’t even budge. “He’s doing well besides that?”

      Luke nodded. “Yeah, I worked from home today, and he spent half the day ripping around the house like a ghost was after him. The other half of the day zonked out like this somewhere on me.” Luke finally let himself grin, all out. “He fell asleep on my foot at one point this afternoon.”

      They laughed. Hadley studied Luke. Okay, so he hadn’t been weird at the door because he was trying to get rid of the cat. So why had he been so awkward? And why did he keep checking his watch?

      “So you’re doing good.” Hadley dipped her head slowly. “That’s good." Her comment was silly, but her brain was working too hard to think of anything better.

      “Yep.” Luke mimicked her head dip.

      They stood there in silence for a second or two. Hadley waited for him to ask about the murder investigation. He’d been so interested in Lisa’s pictures last night, in the possibility they might shed light on a new clue. And even though they hadn’t, Luke didn’t know that.

      His eyes flicked to the clock on the wall as if Hadley might not notice. The pit in her stomach that had started as excitement on her drive there, turned to ice. He was hiding something. Normally, Hadley might stay and try to get it out of him, but she was too tired after working on the shop renovations alone all day. More than ever, all she wanted was to be home.

      She smiled stiffly, focusing on the adorable, contented cat in hopes it might make her fake smile a little more convincing. “Well, I’ll leave you two to it, then. I’ve got a few of my own to head home to.”

      “Thanks for stopping by.” Luke stepped around her to reach for the front door. “See you around, Had.”

      Hadley waved as she left, shaking her head before starting the Jam Van and then began toward home. At the end of the long driveway which the tenant house only shared with one other home—the late Mrs. Butler’s lovely, little yellow cottage—Hadley clicked on her blinker, waiting as a car approached from the left. She probably could’ve pulled out, but decided it was just safer to wait until the car passed.

      Instead of passing, the car slowed, and its right blinker turned on. Hadley’s face wrinkled in confusion. The Goldbecks, the family who rented Mrs. Butler’s house from her sister, drove an old Jeep and a truck. Nothing like the small sedan waiting for Hadley to pull out so it had room to turn onto the one-lane driveway.

      Hadley pulled out onto the road, trying to get a glimpse into the car. The combination of darkness and the bright lights of her van and the other car made it so she couldn’t see a thing.

      Darn, she thought. That looks a lot like the car someone from the city might drive. Was that why Luke was trying to get rid of me? Was he expecting Gretchen and didn’t want me to see her … or her to see me? Her inner alarms were going off just like they did any time she helped Paul figure out one of his cases.  Trying to calm herself, she thought, It could be someone here visiting the Goldbecks. Deciding to check, Hadley slowed the van, coming almost to a stop. There weren’t any other cars on the road, so she wasn’t worried about being unsafe. As her van crept along, she watched the car’s taillights as it made its way down the long driveway.

      Past the Goldbecks’ house, and toward Luke’s.
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      Hadley focused on shop renovations the rest of the week, surprised by how much slower everything went without her father. So when he called on Friday to tell her he’d finished the table and would be back to help her on Monday, she was more than a little relieved.

      With all of that alone time, she’d also had more than enough time to think and had finally pushed aside any lingering ideas of Luke being more than just a friend. It was obvious that what he and Gretchen had was complicated. But he’d said it himself that sometimes what two people had together was enough to withstand time and misunderstandings. She didn’t want to stand in the way if that was the case with Luke and Gretchen.

      By the looks of her showing up at his place that night—not to mention him rushing her out—it was.

      Hadley and Luke were friends. And she was glad to have her childhood friend back.

      It was a thought that put a smile on her face as she pulled into the community center’s almost-empty parking lot that Saturday morning. Since the Bake-Off began, she and Suze had been loading their supplies into the Jam Van on Friday evenings and driving separately. That way, Suze could still arrive at the normal time even though Hadley had to be there an hour earlier to prepare for judging.

      At first, she and Luke had scoffed at the idea that they needed to arrive so early, but once they realized how intense the judging job was, they appreciated the extra time to brush up on the days look-fors.

      Olivia clicked around the room, distributing the list of the characteristics the judges would be looking for in the cakes that day.

      “Their fundamental challenge this morning is a Swiss roll. For this cake, we are looking for a thin sponge, but it should remain light and fluffy. We don’t want it to split in the rolling process. That could signify that the sponge was dry or overbaked.” Olivia read off her copy of the paper they held before them.

      Hadley nodded, thinking Olivia Stone would make the perfect headmistress at a school, ala Dickens or Brontë. All she needed was a riding crop to hold on to just in case any of her pupils got out of control.

      She glanced down her nose at Hadley. “Is there something funny, Hadley?” Olivia arched an eyebrow.

      “Uh, no. Sorry. I’m just excited for cake week.” She ducked her head and focused on the information in front of her until Olivia and the others looked away. She felt Luke’s attention linger on her more than the others, but dared not glance up because she knew he would no doubt make her laugh even more.

      “Moving on to the showcase,” Olivia said, directing their attention to the bottom half of the paper. “We've asked them to prepare a tiered cake, three or more. For this, they must choose a closer textured cake, at least for the bottom tier, if it’s to hold up the weight of the other cakes on top. The key with large cakes like these is they still need to be baked all the way. Layers of something like butter cream are almost essential to break up the large sections of cake. As for their decorations, they have full artistic license there, but it should be appealing and any frosting or fondant should be flawless.” She clicked her high heels over to Hadley and Luke’s end of the table, eyeing them as if this might be a problem for them. “The taste look-fors are listed as well. Overall, it must taste divine, any flavors mingling together perfectly.” Olivia made the last word sound like three with the way she emphasized each syllable.

      Chancing a glance over at Luke, Hadley caught his eye. He grinned and mouthed per-fec-tly, giving her a significant look. She pressed her lips together, not wanting to get in trouble with Olivia again. Plus, the next part was always her favorite. Olivia opened a few containers and set them in front of the judges.

      Samples.

      Luke rubbed his hands together, proving it was one of his favorite things as well. They spent the next half an hour trying different pieces of cake together and using their score cards to calibrate how to judge each sample. Some of what Olivia brought was perfect, some were purposefully dry, others underdone. And so by the time they finished, each judge had a solid understanding of what to look for that day.

      Finally, with a half hour before the market started and the fundamental baking challenge began, they were released. Hadley stood, ready to set up her booth.

      “Need any help?” Luke asked, sidling up beside her as she opened one of the boxes of jam jars.

      Hadley nodded. “Sure. Free labor is always welcome.”

      Luke got right to work setting up her table and chairs, unloading her jars onto the table after she spread out her tablecloth, and hung her sign off the front. They were so efficient; they finished in record time, even setting up Suze’s table for her before she even arrived.

      Without Hadley to keep her on time during the Bake-Off weekends, Suze had been skirting in minutes before the market opened each week. The woman was notoriously late and hadn’t changed, even with her new early rising schedule. Luckily, her art prints made for a quick setup.

      Suzanne scurried by as they finished unfolding a chair for her.

      “Morning,” she trilled, setting down her box of wares and pulling out a tablecloth in one motion.

      Just as Suze, Hadley, and Luke sat down behind the two tables, the bakers entered. Erica was first, propping her baby on one hip while she showed the Sunrise Living Magazine people the specialized tools and ingredients she’d brought for the showcase. Erica’s mother, who came to watch the baby for her while she baked, bustled in after her. Hadley reflected back to what Luke had said last week about Erica being intense. Life as a single mother had to be demanding, though, so she didn’t really think anyone could blame the woman.

      Next came Ian, stoic and focused as ever. Hadley considered the link between Ian and Grady, that they’d gone to school together and obviously had a falling out. As quickly as it came, the conclusion left her. They’d maintained that there was no way for any of the bakers to put that pie in Grady’s locker. She would have to figure out who else could be suspects. The thought reminded her she wanted to look into the man and woman who seemed to know Grady, if they showed.

      Mickie was the last in, stopping to have her bag of ingredients checked and documented at the door. Hadley waved at her friend as she made her way toward the basement along with the other bakers. Because the judges already knew the focus of the fundamentals challenge, the bakers weren’t allowed to chat with anyone before that round of baking started.

      “They’re not kidding around about checking all of their ingredients,” Luke said, watching Mickie disappear down the stairs.

      “Especially now.” Hadley nodded.

      Luke waved goodbye as he left to go help his sister man their Fenton Farms stand. The Sunrise people finished setting up the three baking stations, having to roll the portable kitchen islands into the competition space in the middle of the market, and taping down all extension cords coming off the islands from any electronics and their oven/stove combinations.

      A trickle of excitement wound through Hadley’s gut, and she wasn’t quite sure if it was a positive reaction to how close her friend was to winning the Bake-Off, or if it was because she was feeling nervous about the fact that one baker had been killed only one week earlier. Either way, the bakers emerged from the basement, clad in their yellow Sunrise Living aprons. The market opened, and a stream of customers flowed into the community center.

      “Good morning, and welcome to the semifinals of the Grande Bake-Off.” Olivia’s voice filled the large space, helped by the portable PA system the magazine’s crew brought with them.

      Olivia waited until the majority of the people present were focused on her, but Hadley couldn’t help but watch the front entrance to the community center as more customers arrived. With all other avenues at dead ends, she needed to find out who the man and woman were she’d seen talking to Grady each week. They weren’t represented anywhere in his sparse social media presence, but they’d been there for the whole competition each week, talking solely to Grady, not to any of the other contestants. They were the only unturned stone.

      “I’m going to let our amazing bakers get going on their fundamentals bake this morning, but stay tuned. As they work, we will be getting to know our final three a little better.” Olivia winked and froze as if she were the last frame of a sugary-sweet nineties sitcom. Her smile flattened, and she turned serious. “Bakers, the judges and I would like you to make a chocolate Swiss roll. Your identical ingredients are in front of you on your baking stations. You have seventy minutes.”

      Olivia led the crowd in a round of applause after starting her large countdown timer. Mickie smiled confidently and got to work measuring out her ingredients. Customers walked through the farmers market booths, so Hadley couldn’t give her full attention to the baking competition.

      As Hadley finished a sale of two jars of her cranberry-orange jam to a rosy-cheeked older gentleman, Olivia’s voice came through the speakers once again. All three of the bakers had put their cake in the oven and were now working on the marshmallowy filling for the spiral cake.

      “As you heard me mention earlier, today is our semifinal bake in this year’s competition. So let’s get to know our final contestants a little better.” Olivia’s wide smile seemed even more fake surrounded by the handcrafted, hand-grown wares of the farmers market. She clicked over to Mickie’s station. “Mickayla Burbank, known to her friends as Mickie, has had a lifelong passion for baking. She learned how to bake from her grandmother, and though she didn’t attend any formal culinary schooling, she considers growing up baking with her nana to be the best education she could’ve received.” Olivia read her lines off a note card. “She owns the Bake and Flake here in Stoneybrook and hopes to invest in her business if she wins this year’s competition. In her free time, Mickie is an avid hiker and white-water rafter. She says she has to work off all the cake and scones somehow.”

      A laugh rang out from the crowd.

      Olivia added, “Mickie says her biggest supporters are her friends and the people of this lovely town she’s lucky enough to call home.”

      Mickie paused her work to smile and wave at the audience as Olivia finished reading. People clapped, and a few—namely Hadley, Suze, and Luke—even let out a cheer as Olivia stepped over to Erica’s workstation.

      “Erica Sutton grew up baking as well. Her passion for it only increased as she grew. Sure it was what she wanted to do with her life, she attended the Washington Culinary Arts College with a focus on bread and specialty desserts. She works for a personal chef service in Cascade Ridge and loves the flexibility it gives her as a single mom. A master of the side hustle, Erica also dabbles in other artistic endeavors. If she won the competition, she would love to invest in getting her baked goods into the local markets and cafés. She enjoys spending time with her son, George, and says her biggest supporter has always been her mother, Rachel, who is the woman you’ll see looking after George during the competition.” Olivia paused as the audience applauded, and Erica waved, blowing a kiss to her mother sitting in a chair off to the side of the room.

      “Last but not least, we have Ian Yellowlees. A master of all culinary pursuits, Ian spent the first few decades of his life focusing on the art of cooking. Believing the two go hand in hand, he loves combining his love of cooking and baking. Ian is the head chef at The Grill in Cascade Ridge. His dream is to open a bakery that focuses on savory baked items. He says winning this competition would be one more step toward helping him achieve that dream. In his free time, Ian enjoys skiing and playing chess. He says his biggest supporter is his mom, Nell.”

      The crowd applauded, and Ian gave them the customary wave. Hadley wasn’t looking at Ian. She had caught sight of two people entering the community center. The very two people she had been waiting to see.
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      As it turned out, Hadley wasn’t the only one waiting for those two individuals to show up to the market. Before Hadley could even turn to ask Suze to watch her booth while she went over to question the man and woman she’d seen with Grady the last few weekends, Olivia’s voice came through the large speaker once more.

      “Oh! Perfect timing, you two,” Olivia exclaimed, her focus on the same two people.

      The man and woman smiled, waving as they walked toward the Sunrise Living baking expert.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this brings us to our final announcement before I let the bakers finish up their fundamentals challenge in peace.” She walked forward, meeting the couple halfway and setting her hand on the woman’s arm in a gesture that looked more maternal than she thought Olivia capable of. “As many of you know, last week we lost one of our bakers, Grady Fines. Grady was not only a lovely person, but a past winner of the Grande Bake-Off. In fact, he used the winnings from his first year toward opening his bakery up in Cascade Ridge. I wanted to introduce everyone to Jenny and Ben. These two were Grady’s employees and had been with him since he opened the shop.” At this, Olivia paused, letting the two young adults wave at the crowd.

      Hadley held her breath. It seemed as if she wouldn't have to corner them to learn their connection with Grady. Employees!

      “They’ve come today to let everyone know they’ll be holding a celebration of Grady’s life at the bakery tomorrow. They would love for anyone to come and remember their talented boss. Sunrise Living will provide food and refreshments for the event.” Olivia looked to the two as if asking if they wanted to add anything.

      Jenny took the microphone from Olivia. “Hi, everyone.” Her voice was so quiet, so tentative compared to Olivia’s loud, confidence. “Ben and I also wanted to announce that we’ll be keeping Cascade Valley Bakery open, so please spread the word. We want to keep Grady’s legacy alive. Thank you.” Voice quavering at the end, Jenny handed the microphone back to Olivia before stepping back next to Ben. He gave her an approving sort of nod as well as a sad smile.

      “Okay, and with that, our bakers have just half an hour remaining on their clock. I can’t wait to see how these cakes turn out. Stay tuned for the results.” Olivia waited a moment and then clicked off her mic, turning back toward where the production staff sat around a foldable table.

      Hadley picked a few pieces of polish off her left pinky, watching Ben and Jenny wander around the market booths. After a deep breath, she turned toward Suze.

      Her friend held up a hand. “Go ahead. I know you want to go question them.” Suze turned her raised hand into a shooing motion. “I’ll watch the jam.”

      “Thank you.” Hadley clasped her hands in front of her in gratitude before slipping away, walking counterclockwise to Jenny and Ben’s clockwise rotation around the market.

      As they walked and she closed in on them, Hadley realized they would meet up right about at the Fenton Farms booth. She locked eyes with Luke, who already seemed on the same page. He gave a quick nod and walked over to straighten the produce in the section closest to Grady’s employees, stopping them with a greeting.

      Hadley approached just as Luke was letting them know they could ask him if they had questions.

      “You’re a judge, right?” Ben asked Luke.

      “I am. In fact, so is Miss James,” Luke said, gesturing as Hadley stepped closer.

      They glanced over as Hadley stretched her hand out toward them in a greeting. “We’re so sorry about what happened to your boss.” She shook her head.

      Ben and Jenny’s faces fell in tandem.

      “And,” Hadley added, trying to avoid making them so sad they might not want to talk. “And I wanted to let you know I would be happy to donate any of my jam to the celebration tomorrow, if you think you’d have a use for it.”

      Luke chimed in. “Me too. If you two need any help, please let us know.”

      “Thank you very much,” Jenny said with a smile. “Honestly, the magazine has everything covered—which, I guess, makes sense.” She glanced over at Olivia and the production crew.

      Hadley leaned in closer, wanting to ask why. Was it because he’d died during a competition the magazine hosted or something more? But before she could ask the question, Luke beat her to it with one of his own.

      “Are you two having to purchase the bakery to keep it open?” He watched them carefully with his sharp blue eyes.

      Ben glanced oh-so-quickly at Jenny before answering. “Uh, actually … because Grady didn’t have any family left, the business falls to his estate. He’d instructed his lawyer to split his estate between the two of us, since we were really all he had.” Ben shrugged. “And instead of selling and taking the cash, we decided Grady would’ve wanted us to keep it running.”

      “Oh, that’s cool.” Hadley forced her tone to remain calm, knowing excitement was buzzing inside her at the news.

      “Congratulations.” Luke motioned over to Olivia. “Had, it looks like we’re just about up.”

      Hadley confirmed Luke was right by checking the countdown clock. The bakers had a few minutes left on their cakes. Excitement and worry wound tight around her heart as she checked on Mickie’s progress. She was just pouring the chocolate glaze over the top of hers and seemed cool as an ice cream cake.

      “Right. Well, good to meet you.” Hadley smiled at the two as they walked on. She took a step toward Luke. “Getting control of a successful business, or at least half, could be a motive for murder. Don’t you think?” Hadley whispered.

      “You wanna text Paul or should I?” he asked with a conspiratorial narrowing of his eyes.
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      The audience counted down the last ten seconds of the baking showcase timer. Despite the glorious scents swirling through the community center, Hadley’s stomach was in knots. She surveyed the beautiful tiered cakes sitting at each baking station. After Mickie’s superb Swiss roll that morning, she was in good standing for top baker that week, but she would need to nail the showcase to be considered for the final. Hadley loved the look of her gorgeous white cake with fondant flowers cascading down the side and hoped it would be enough.

      Erica’s fundamentals bake hadn’t shown as tight of a spiral as Mickie’s, so she’d come in second. But judging from the beautiful, sunset-colored ombré-frosted cake standing in front of her, she had brought her A game to the showcase.

      Unlike the other two, Ian’s day seemed to go all wrong. His Swiss roll had not only cracked, but collapsed into folds instead of a smooth spiral. And now in the showcase, he’d gotten his cakes stacked mere minutes before the time had run out, leaving them precariously balanced. Ian kept eyeing the cake as if worried it might fall over at any second; in fact, by the way it was leaning, Hadley decided he was right to worry.

      She watched it warily as she and the other judges approached Ian’s baking station.

      “Hello, Ian. Would you tell us about your cake?” Olivia asked, pulling the smallest tier off with a cake server.

      Swiping his forehead with a towel, he said, “All three tiers are the same. It’s a rosemary sponge with lemon-butter-cream frosting in between the layers and a quilted fondant on the outside.”

      Hadley thought he deserved at least twenty points for not cringing at the end of the sentence. That “quilted fondant” was less quilted and more—well … lumpy.

      “Okay,” Olivia said with a thin smile. “Let’s see how you did.” She cut into the cake, pulling out a slice that looked good on the inside, considering the mess on the outside. Nodding, Olivia said, “Lovely even layers. Let’s see how it tastes.”

      One of the production assistants, Jack, cut the piece into five long slices so each of them got a little of each layer as well as some of the fondant frosting. Checking her score sheet, which each of them held on a clipboard so the bakers couldn’t see their scores, Hadley took her first forkful.

      The first thing that hit her tongue was the intense taste of rosemary. Actually, as she moved the bite around in her mouth, that was it. All she could taste was the rosemary. Gathering some more of the butter cream on her fork, Hadley tried that, but she could only taste a whisper of the lemon Ian had mentioned. She kept a poker face as she scribbled on her score card, seeing his points decline with each new judging look-for.

      Chancing a glance at Luke, she noticed he was using his fork to flake off pieces of the sponge cake as they often saw Olivia do to check if the bake was airy enough. Ian’s cake was close-textured, though, and it didn’t crumble as much as squish as Luke did this.

      “Judges, take one more minute to mark your scores and then we will move on.” Olivia led the group over to Mickie once they were done with Ian.

      Hadley switched out her score card to Mickie’s and resisted the urge to smile at her friend. She didn’t want to show favoritism.

      “Mickayla, please tell us about your cake.” Olivia went through the same process of taking down Mickie’s top tier and placing it on a plate in front of her.

      Mickie grinned. “This is my peaches-and-cream cake. There’s a simple white cake on the inside with peach butter cream. I’ve used Italian meringue for the frosting because I love the creamy, marshmallow texture it gives.” She pressed her hands on the counter as Olivia cut out a slice.

      It looked beautiful inside. The color of the peach butter cream was a lovely combination of pink and orange. Jake sliced each judge a small piece and Hadley dug in. It was delicious. The peach taste was strong, but the frosting balanced it perfectly. Hadley checked down her score card. Texture-wise, the sponge was substantial, giving it good structure while not being too close.

      “Thank you. And now we’ll move on to Erica.” Olivia led them over to Erica’s baking station. “Please tell us about your cake, Erica?”

      “Yes.” Erica smiled. “This cake is my ode to Sunrise Living. It’s a tropical sunrise cake. There’s pineapple sponge inside, layered with coconut butter cream.” She winked.

      Hadley hated to admit it, but it was a cute idea. Olivia cut a slice, and Jack dished up one for each judge. As she took her first bite, Hadley almost expected it to taste like a bottle of sunscreen or a bad mixed drink, but it was light with just the lightest of flavors. Nothing was too overpowering, instead working together in tropical harmony. She noticed Luke’s eyebrows twitch as he took his first bite. Anyone else wouldn’t have been able to tell what he was thinking, but she knew that expression. He had been surprised as well.

      Focusing on her score card, Hadley went through the rest of the categories and rated Erica’s cake.  Her scores were so close for Erica and Mickie. She wasn’t terribly worried that Mickie wouldn’t go through, but then again, she and the other judges had marked bakes differently in the past. Oh well, she thought. What’s done is done. It’s up to the scores now.

      Hadley followed the other judges into the judging room, ready to find out her friend’s fate.
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      Once they added up the scores, it became clear Ian hadn’t made it into the final round. Hadley’s heart felt light knowing that Mickie had made it. She hadn’t even been the one to score Mickie’s cake the highest.

      Now she waited anxiously for Olivia to total Erica’s scores. The whiteboard marker Olivia was using squeaked as she wrote out the final score at the bottom of the board. Then she stepped aside so they could see the results.

      Excitement flushed through Hadley’s face. Mickie had come out three points higher—a narrow lead, but a lead all the same. She looked over at Luke, whose face was bright and happy. They both quickly schooled their expressions, not wanting to give the other judges or Olivia reason to doubt that. As much as they loved and supported Mickie, their scores were impartial.

      Olivia clasped her hands in front of her body and nodded resolutely. “Okay, let’s go tell them.”

      Hadley wasn’t sure if the wince that crossed Olivia’s face was from fear of another outburst by one of the contestants or the memory of the last one. Regardless, they exited the judging room and approached the gathering crowd and waiting contestants. It was silly that Olivia even had to read out who was going home. Ian’s face said it all.

      “Welcome!” Olivia announced, waiting for the audience to quiet before she launched into the prepared speech she said each Saturday about the competition guidelines and prizes. Once she was finished with that, she paused. “And now, for this week’s top baker. This person is the only baker in front of me who has yet to win this honor.”

      Mickie’s features softened in disbelief.

      But Olivia only smiled and continued. “And what a week to win it. Your cake was a decadent masterpiece, Mickayla. Congratulations. You have made it into the final next Saturday and are still in the running for the title of Grande Bake-Off Champion.”

      Cheers erupted from the crowd. Hadley noticed that most them seemed to come from the outer edges of the community center, from the Stoneybrook locals and Mickie’s business peers.

      Once the din died down, Olivia brought the microphone up to her lips again. “Now for the hard part. Based on today’s scores, the person who will not be continuing on to the final next weekend is …” She waited, looking from Erica to Ian before saying, “Ian. I’m very sorry.”

      The whole crowd seemed to exhale in what sounded a lot like acceptance. Everyone who’d seen his performance today knew it was coming. Ian bobbed his head, trying to pull his mouth into a wan smile.

      “Thank you for the opportunity, I—” But Ian didn’t get to finish his sentence because a yowling exclamation interrupted him.

      “Ridiculous!” A volunteer walked forward out of the crowd. Her face was red, her body almost humming with anger.

      Olivia’s face tightened just as it had when Willow had yelled at the end of last week’s competition. She lifted her slender chin and pushed back her bony shoulders as the woman advanced.

      “Ridiculous!” the woman, who appeared to be in her sixties, yelled again.

      Hadley thought—for a silly second—that she sounded like she was in Professor Lupin’s class at Hogwarts and was trying to put a spell on a Boggart.

      “Ian is talented,” the woman said. “How can you put him through nine weeks of this competition and not take any of his other performances into account? One bad week and you throw him out?”

      Murmurs tiptoed through the audience. Ian’s face looked like it was trying to pass for a red velvet cake. Olivia opened her mouth, but before she could respond to the angry woman, someone else did.

      “Mom, it’s okay. They make it very clear in the rules that each week stands alone. The only time they’ll use past scores is if there’s a tie.” Ian turned toward the woman, toward his mother.

      Half of the audience looked to the lacquered floor of the community center, embarrassed for the poor guy. A quarter of the audience—some of the more spirited mothers, it seemed—lifted their heads higher, even nodding in some instances to support their fellow matronly protector. The better part of the remaining quarter seemed to be squarely in that frozen-bystander camp.

      Hadley was there too. She could only blink and look back and forth between Ian, his mother, and Olivia.

      But as everyone quickly realized, there was a reason Olivia Stone was the face of the Grande Bake-Off. There was a reason Sunrise Living had let her run with the idea of hosting such a contest in a small Northwest county. It was the same reason she insisted her judges be trained the morning of each competition, the reason she double-checked all the scores and personally checked through the ingredients each contestant brought each week. She was in charge.

      “Excuse me, Nell. Can I call you Nell?” she asked sweetly.

      Nell nodded, her brow furrowing in confusion.

      “I’m very sorry you do not agree with our decision, but I can guarantee you we followed the process outlined in detail in the contract your son signed upon his acceptance into the competition.” She snapped her fingers, and Jack appeared at her side holding a thick stack of papers stapled together. Olivia walked toward the woman. “Here’s a copy for you. I urge you to go through, and let me know if you see anything unfair in the terms your son agreed to. I would be happy to share my judges' score cards as well if you see the need.”

      As she talked, Olivia put a hand on the woman’s shoulder and turned her around, toward the front door of the community center and walked with her, so by the time she finished, they were mere feet away from the door. In that moment, Paul stepped through, his dark eyebrows rising as he appraised the almost silent room and then Olivia and Nell standing almost in front of him.

      “Oh, good. Deputy James. Mrs. Yellowlees, here, was just going to take a little time to cool off outside. It got a little heated in here for her. Would you see that she finds a calm place to sit and read?” Olivia’s nose scrunched sweetly, and she patted Nell on the back, but none of it seemed condescending or forced.

      In that moment, Hadley believed Olivia cared about the mother and her worries about her grown son. Either she was a much better person than Hadley had given her credit for, or she was a fantastic actor.

      Paul said nothing for a few seconds. Then, as if coming out of a fog, he gestured for Nell to follow him. Once the door shut behind them, Olivia turned around and clicked back over to the competition. She patted Ian on the shoulder as she passed by him.

      Pivoting to face the crowd once she was in her preferred spot once more, she tipped the microphone back up to her lips and said, “I hope to see all of you here next weekend for our grand finale! It’s bread week, and believe me, these two talented bakers will have their work cut out for them. Thank you, and have a wonderful day.” She waved as if nothing odd had happened.

      Vendors returned to their booths, and customers either made one more lap around the booths or left. The Sunrise production team cleared the baking stations, cutting up pieces of cake for those who wanted to taste.

      Hadley slumped into the seat behind her table, still unsure what had happened.

      “So that was crazy,” Suze said, shaking her head.

      “Yeah.” Hadley blinked.

      “Olivia’s kind of a boss, don’t you think?” Suze said, gathering her smaller prints into one of her containers once she realized most of the people left were just there for cake samples.

      “Yeah, I kinda do.” She sighed and packed her remaining jars of jam away.

      Luke walked by on his way back over to his family’s booth, and though he didn’t stop to talk, the look he gave Hadley—all wide eyes and disbelief—said he was just as bowled over by the last few minutes as everyone else.

      “So …” Suze dragged out the word for a few seconds, making Hadley cringe even though she knew Luke was out of earshot.

      “So …” Hadley said in return, stalling. She hadn’t yet talked with Suze about her time with Luke at Annie’s party, or tell her all about Gretchen showing up at his house the other night.  “Wanna grab coffee after we’re done packing?” Hadley asked.

      “Sure!” Suze smiled. “I’ve got to run to the post office before they close, but I can meet you there.” Suze set her bag and her box of supplies aside so she could take down her table and chair.

      Hadley waved a hand at her. “You get going. I’ll put those away for you.”

      “Thanks! You’re the best. I’ll see you in a few.” Suze blew Hadley a kiss as she grabbed her stuff.

      After packing up her own box and breaking down her table, she started on Suze’s.

      “Can I give you a hand?”

      When Hadley glanced up, Jack stood in front of her. The man was probably only a few years younger than her. He had kind, dark eyes, and a splash of dark hair that made her feel like he could’ve fit right in with her and Paul. After seeing him every weekend for the past couple of months, she’d also decided that he was one of the more patient people she’d ever met.

      Smiling, Hadley nodded. “That would be great. I just need help getting these tables into the storage closet right there.”

      Jack grabbed one end, waiting until she had a hold of the other end. After depositing the first one, they went back for the other.

      “I think it’s really nice what Sunrise is doing for Grady’s celebration,” Hadley said, glancing over at Jack before they picked up the second table.

      “It is.” Jack smiled. “Just made sense, you know.”

      Hadley furrowed her brow. “Because it happened here? During the competition? Jack, I hope no one at the company feels like they’re to blame. It was a terrible thing that could’ve happened anywhere.”

      Jack put up a hand. “Nothing like that. It made sense because he was one of us.” He hefted up the other end of the last table.

      “A baker?”

      Exhaling a quiet chuckle, Jack shook his head again. “A Sunrise Living employee. Well, he used to be.”

      Hadley almost dropped her end of the table. “What?”

      Jack set his end of the table into the storage closet and motioned for her to let go of her side. Once she did, he slid it into place, slapping dust off his hands. “Grady used to be the manager of our test kitchen, before he left to start his bakery.”

      “I had no idea. How long did he work there?”

      Shrugging, Jack said, “Uh, I’m not quite sure. You could ask Olivia, though. She’s worked there longer.” Jack’s face darkened as he seemed to remember something. “On second thought, maybe don’t ask her.”

      Hadley tipped her head to one side. When Jack didn’t offer up any more, she asked, “Why?”

      Jack glanced over near where the rest of the production crew was cleaning. Olivia was gone. He looked back at Hadley. “They were both writers for years, I heard. Then the position came open for test-kitchen manager, and they both applied for it. Grady got the job over Olivia. Talk is, she was pretty sour about it.”

      Her pulse pounded in her ears at his words. Olivia had a grudge against Grady, and now, when she sees him again after years, he ends up dead. Hadley barely noticed when Jack gathered up the three chairs and took them away. When she finally realized that was it, she waved to him and thanked him for his help.

      Hefting her box of remaining jam onto one hip, Hadley grabbed her purse and turned toward the door. She needed to talk to Paul.
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      Paul didn’t answer his phone the first or second time Hadley called, so after dropping off her box at the van, she headed toward the town hall. She called Suze to let her know she’d be a little late.

      “Hello,” Suze answered, the sounds of the coffeehouse in the background.

      “Hey, I’m going to be a minute. I just learned some very interesting information about Olivia, and I need to tell Paul.”

      “Sure, but”—Suze paused—“she’s here. You know, if you wanted to talk with her yourself.”

      Hadley smiled. Her friend had always been one of her best sleuthing sidekicks. And even though she’d been busy lately, and Luke and been by her side more in this case, Hadley was glad to hear things hadn’t changed. She turned around, walking toward the coffee shop instead.

      “On my way.”

      Ice crunched under her boots as she speed-walked down the sidewalk. During this part of the day, people had to be careful when walking on slick sections of the road or sidewalks. The afternoon sun beating down on the icy surfaces during the day melted the top layer while the cold air kept the majority of the patch frozen. The combination was a huge hazard, especially if you were moving fast, not paying attention. So even though she was in a rush, Hadley didn’t dare run.

      The coffee shop was busy when she entered. Warm air seemed to wrap around her cheeks like a grandmother who hasn’t seen a grandchild in a long time. It was wonderful and too hot all at once. Stripping off her jacket, Hadley spotted Suze at their favorite table by one of the large picture windows looking out on the river. She set her coat into the seat across from Suze.

      “For you,” Suze said, gesturing to a second coffee in front of her. “Thanks for getting my stuff put away.”

      Hadley smiled, taking a long sip of the perfect beverage. “No problem.” She looked around. “So where is she?”

      Suze craned her neck, leaning until she could see around the line of customers waiting to order. Then she gestured to the left with a jerk of her head. “Over by the restrooms. Sitting alone.” Suze raised her eyebrows twice.

      Hadley took one more sip for fortification and then she walked over to Olivia. She tried to channel the woman’s calm control from the competition’s earlier scene. She hoped her smile looked way less fake than it felt.

      “Hey,” she said, slipping into the seat across from Olivia.

      She’d been focused on something on her phone, but glanced up in surprise. “Oh. Hey, Hadley.” Her smile faltered after a second, and her eyes scanned Hadley’s face. “What’s up?”

      Smoothing her thumb over the mostly intact polish on her fingernails, Hadley's gaze dropped. It would be easier to get it out if she didn’t have to stare straight at Olivia. “I was talking with … some of the crew and hadn’t realized you knew Grady.” At this she met Olivia’s gaze, searching for any hint of discomfort.

      Something flickered behind Olivia’s eyes for a split second, but just as soon as it came, it left.

      “Yeah,” she said with a nod. “A long time ago.”

      “Still, it makes it even worse that you were the one to find him.” Hadley grimaced.

      Olivia blinked. “Uh, yeah. I mean, I think it would’ve been awful no matter what.” She shrugged.

      “Right. They just made it sound like you two used to run in the same circles. You know, both writers for the magazine, applying for the same jobs, everything.”

      Hadley caught a quick tightening in Olivia’s right eye, almost like a twitch.

      “Like I said.” Olivia took a sip of her coffee. “A long time ago.”

      Hadley tried to think of what to say next. She could feel Olivia’s cooperation slipping away from her.

      She shrugged. “In my experience, time can fuel animosity as often as it can heal it.”

      “Look, Hadley.” Olivia shook her head. “People talk; I know that. I was bitter for a while about how they picked him over me, but it worked out for the best. Not getting that promotion gave me the angry push I needed to ask for the job I actually wanted.” She raised her arms, motioning to herself. “This one.”

      Taking in the woman’s grin, her confidence, her fancy clothes, Hadley realized that this didn’t seem like a woman who was unhappy, one who might want revenge. Hadley took a sip of her coffee, not sure what to say.

      Luckily, it seemed they’d hit on something Olivia didn’t mind talking about and she continued. “If I’d gotten that position, I might still be sweating away in that test kitchen.”

      “Sweating away?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, all they do is make the same thing in one hundred and five different ways, trying to find the best ingredients and the best methods. They have to make a million types of mashed potatoes to figure out what is the best way. Or the editor has them making gourmet versions of junk food.” Olivia rolled her eyes. “When I marched in the editor’s office and told them that the magazine was missing a Dear Abby section, but baking specific, and that I wanted to be that person, they loved it.” Olivia beamed, sitting up a little taller. “Honestly, I have Grady to thank for getting that other job.”

      A shadow passed over Olivia’s features, and she paused raising her coffee cup to the sky for a second. Speechless and unsure what else to do, Hadley followed suit.

      “Well, okay, then.” She kept her cup raised. “Here’s to Grady.”

      “To Grady,” Olivia said.

      Hadley leaned back until she saw Suze, who was sitting alone at the other table. Then she turned her attention back to Olivia. “Hey, my friend and I have a nice table over there, with a view of the river. Do you want to come join us?”

      Olivia watched her for a second as if she worried she might be putting her on. She nodded. “Sure. That would be great.”

      They took their coffees and headed over to join Suze.

      “Hi.” Suze eyed Hadley warily as the two women sat.

      “Suze, you’ve met Olivia, right?” Hadley said, trying to widen her eyes just enough so Suze knew to go with it, but not enough that Olivia would notice.

      “Yeah," Suze said, catching onto her friend's plan. "I think we’ve been introduced a few times over the past couple of years. But it’s always a year apart and in the middle of your busiest time, I bet.”

      Olivia smiled. “Sorry. It is a weird thing, huh? I feel like I know this place sometimes because of the years I’ve been coming here.”

      Suze tsked. “But something like this happens, and you realize you might not know it at all,” she said, looking to Olivia who nodded.

      “Are you talking about what happened to Grady or what happened with Ian’s mom today?” Hadley asked, sure neither incident showed the county in a good light.

      Before Olivia had a chance to answer, Tonya French turned around from where she sat at the next table. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but we all got off easy today with Nell Yellowlees. From what I’ve seen from that woman, today’s outburst was nothing.”

      Olivia, unused to everyone around her being in her business, listening in on conversations, and offering unsolicited thoughts, adopted a startled expression as Tonya picked up her coffee and came to settle in the fourth chair around their table.

      Hadley wanted to smack her hand onto her forehead. In fact, if she hadn’t been so interested in what the woman said, she might’ve told her it wasn’t an open conversation. As it was, she needed to know more. Remembering what her mother had said about Tonya mentioning Ian and Grady had been in her class up in Cascade Ridge, Hadley picked her question carefully.

      “She pulled stuff like this when you guys were all in high school together?”

      Tonya widened her eyes. “Did she ever.” The high school teacher paused, but when she realized she had the rapt attention of all three other women, she continued. “There were little things here and there. Nell would storm into the principal’s office any time Ian got anything other than an A. She complained if he didn’t get the part he wanted in the school play each year. She even tried to disband the chess club when Grady was named the president instead of Ian.”

      Suze grimaced. “Poor Ian. That’s got to be so embarrassing. And to think he’s still dealing with it as an adult.”

      Olivia looked like she might want to add something, but kept her mouth shut.

      Tonya shook her head. “He probably didn’t even notice her outburst today. It was nothing compared to graduation.”

      The other three women glanced at each other. Hadley read apprehension on Suze’s face almost as strongly as she saw interest. They had to know.

      “What happened at graduation?” Olivia asked, the boldest of the three in that moment.

      Tonya leaned in close. If her intention was to keep others from hearing her story, Hadley was sure Tonya was only trying to increase the number of times she’d get to tell it in the following hours. “Grady beat out Ian for valedictorian by a tenth of a grade-point average. That fact made him miss out on a few of the scholarships he’d applied for, thinking he was set to receive the honors.”

      “That’s awful,” Suze said, shaking her head. “I mean, good for Grady, but that’s tough for Ian.”

      Hadley nodded, but couldn’t see where this was going.

      “Well, Nell made her way up onto the stage. I don’t know how she got past security. Maybe she’s the reason they have security in the parents' and family section now. They used to think they had to worry about a senior streaking.” Tonya chuckled. “Anyway, Nell got up there just as they were announcing Grady as the valedictorian, and she grabbed the mic yelling about how he robbed her son of the title and cost her hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

      Hadley, Suze, and Olivia seemed to inhale at the same time, creating a collective gasp sure to have Tonya’s gossipy heart soaring.

      “They got her down before she could say anything too terrible, but the school district barely convinced Grady’s parents not to pursue legal action against her.” Tonya sat back. “So today … that was nothing.”

      “Wow.” Olivia shook her head.

      “Crazy,” Suze said.

      But Hadley couldn’t form a response. Her brain was working on overdrive, putting pieces together, pieces that had been like holes for so long in this case and were just now becoming a picture she could see.

      Hadley grabbed her coat. “I’m sorry to run, but I’ve—” She locked eyes with Suze. “I’ve gotta go find my brother.”
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      This time she made it all the way to the town hall, and would be forever grateful that she’d been waylaid the first time. Now that she looked at it, Olivia hadn’t been a viable suspect at all. Why would the woman wait to kill him until this year’s competition when Grady had participated in the last two?

      This understanding only made her more sure of what she was about to share with her brother. This was Ian’s first time competing in the Grande Bake-Off. It all made sense.

      Paul was sitting at his desk, a pile of papers in his lap. He flipped through them as he finished the dregs of a giant cup of coffee. She pulled her jacket off and stuffed it onto the chair before plopping her bottom on top of it.

      “You might as well drink it straight out of the pot if you’re going to use something this big.” She flicked a finger at his large mug.

      Paul gave her a wry smile. “I may need to fit myself up with an IV of the stuff if something doesn’t break in this case.” He rubbed a hand over his beard.

      Hadley sat forward. “Then call me a Kit Kat bar, because I’m about to give you a break.” She immediately cringed. That had sounded a lot cooler in her head.

      Paul let out a booming laugh, but she didn’t have time for laughter. Neither did he.

      She grabbed on to his arm, focusing his attention back on her. “You weren’t there for the commotion Nell caused at the competition.”

      “True, but I got the gist from talking with her and a few other townspeople. Sounds like an overprotective parent to me.” He shrugged.

      Hadley shook her head. “Not just any overprotective parent, but one who’s been harboring a grudge for over a decade who saw every defeat in her son’s life as the fault of someone else, and who is a bit of a loose cannon, if you ask me.”

      “I’m listening …” Paul leaned forward, flipping open his notebook.

      She spent the next few minutes relaying what Tonya told them at the coffee shop. “Paired with the fact that Tonya told Mom that Grady and Ian used to be friends, one doesn’t have to look too far to figure out what went wrong between them.”

      Paul glanced up at the ceiling, exhaling. Hadley knew that meant he was fitting things together too.

      “What if you were right when you said the only way you could think of one of the contestants killing Grady was if they had help?”

      Paul met Hadley’s eyes. He nodded slowly.

      Hadley let the theory pour out of her. “Ian is a man, almost middle-aged. He looked embarrassed about his mother’s outburst, but he didn’t do much to stop her. What if the small fight he put up was a show to make it seem like he doesn’t agree with her? What if he was just as mad at Grady and had been holding on to it for this long too?”

      Paul sucked in a deep breath through his nose. That meant he didn’t like what she’d said, but he was still considering it.

      “Which would explain how he got him to eat the pie in the first place,” Paul said.

      Hadley agreed. “If they’d grown up playing chess together, checkmate was probably a challenge to Grady. I’ve made a better pie than you.”

      “Which gives them motive, and perhaps opportunity if Nell somehow snuck down there during the competition, but I still don’t see how they got the poison or the pie dish,” Paul said.

      “Do you still have the list of customers from The Cup and Spoon?” Hadley scanned his desk.

      He moved aside a folder and opened another. “Yeah.” Paul’s eyes shifted back and forth as they pored over the list. After a moment, he handed it to her. “No record of Nell or Ian, or anyone in their immediate family.”

      “The owner said it was possible someone got through with cash without giving them their name and zip code.”

      “True,” Paul conceded, “but, there’s even less chance of them getting their hands on cyanide than that pie dish.”

      She let her shoulders slump forward and placed the list back onto his desk. “Darn.” She snapped her fingers. “Rat poison?”

      “Nope.” Paul shook his head. “It was potassium cyanide, not hydrogen cyanide like they use in rat and gopher poison.”

      All the adrenaline Hadley had built up at the possibility she’d found the killers crumbled around her, burying her.

      Paul put a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s not a dead end. That’s enough information for McKay to get a warrant to search into the Yellowlees family. It's possible there’s something there.” He nodded encouragingly. “You did good, Had.”

      She tried to straighten her posture. “Good. Well, let that boss of yours know.” She stood, pulling on her jacket and straightening it as if it might undo the melancholy way she felt. Before she could turn to leave, another idea she'd pushed aside, resurfaced. “Hey,” she said, sitting down again.

      Paul chuckled.

      “What about his two employees?” She had texted him the information, and he’d come in to pull Jenny and Ben for questioning during the competition. She hadn’t seen the two come back to the community center after that.

      “Uh, they’re not off the table either. They were each other’s alibi. McKay’s already got people up in Cascade Ridge looking into them.” Paul’s eyes wrinkled into a warm smile. “See, you brought me four potential suspects today.” He gave her a soft, playful punch in the arm. “You really are the Scooby to this Shaggy.”

      Hadley couldn’t help but laugh. Her brother always knew how to make her feel better. “Great, I’m some bumbling canine tripping over clues, and you get to be the one to figure out who's behind the mask.”

      Paul threw his hands in the air. “I thought you and Suze wanted to be my Scooby Gang.”

      She dipped her chin, studying her nails for a second before saying. “I was hoping for Velma.”

      He laughed. “Okay, Velma. Now go home. I’ve got it from here.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together. “Okay. Love you. Good luck.”

      “Love you too.” He waved and had his nose buried in the file again before she’d taken two steps.
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      Hadley considered going back to the coffee shop. She and Suze never got the chance to catch-up, after all. But when she pulled her phone out to check the time, she noticed a string of texts from Suzanne.

      Heading home to watch baking shows—which I’m now addicted to, thank you very much! I’m also thinking of making cookies. Or maybe I’ll just eat the dough straight from the bowl. This competition needs to end soon or I’m going to need to buy new pants.

      Then another.

      Sorry we didn’t get to chat much, but whatever you needed to talk to Paul about seemed juicy.

      And then a few minutes later, another.

      If you feel like hanging at my place this time, with a sweatpants-wearing sloth, and eating potentially dangerous uncooked egg products, feel free to come over. Kiss that brother of yours for me.

      Then immediately after that, one more.

      Gawd. I just reread that as I sent it. Sorry, SO weird. It sounded cute in my head and now it just seems creepy to ask you to kiss my boyfriend for me … who is your brother … and your twin. Oh dear.

      Hadley laughed, the burst of breath that came with it poofed out in front of her in a mini cloud in the freezing air. Rubbing her hands up and down her arms, Hadley realized it was high time for her to get home too. Before putting her phone in her purse, she sent Suze a text.

      Lol. No worries. I’m going to go home, but I’ll call you later. Any chance you wanna go to Grady’s celebration thing with me tomorrow?

      She walked to the van. By the time she’d gotten inside and started the engine, Suze had replied.

      Sorry! I promised Hazel I would help her move around her furniture today. What about Fenton?

      Heartbeat ratcheting up at her friend’s suggestion, Hadley typed.

      Remember, Suze, Luke and I are only

      But she stopped. Then she erased what she’d written and sent a thumbs-up instead. She and Luke may have been over as a couple, but they were friends. She could ask Luke to go with her, just like he’d asked her to go with him to find out about Mickie’s pie dish.

      Before she changed her mind, she pulled up Luke’s number and sent the question his way.

      Wanna go to Grady’s celebration with me tomorrow?

      She hit send, then added, Maybe dig up some clues?

      Hadley smiled, thinking of what funny thing Luke might text back. Something about what they should wear; should they coordinate? Or maybe he’d simply send her the time he would come get her, it being a given he’d want to investigate.

      When he didn’t respond for a few seconds, she decided it was silly to sit there and wait, so she started on her drive home. By the time she was home, had fed the cats, gotten in her sweats, stuck leftovers in the microwave, and coordinated what show to watch with Suze, Luke still hadn’t answered her text.

      Hadley mentally brushed it off. That was fine. She should’ve realized he had things to do. After all, his ex was in town and that was a lot. He didn’t have every second to run around trying to solve a murder investigation with her.

      Upon arriving home, she called Suze and asked what kind of cookies she was making as well as which episode she was on. They coordinated both, calling each other every so often to share their thoughts on the show or the progress of their cookies in the oven.

      It wasn’t until the end of Hadley’s second episode of the baking show and her third cookie that she got a response.

      Sorry, Had. I wish I could, but I’ve got a few things stealing my attention tomorrow. Good luck.

      His text only confirmed what she’d already guessed, so she wasn’t sure why it still felt like a let down.

      “See, Hadley?” she said to herself and reached for another cookie. “This is why you don’t get involved with old friends, or old enemies. And Luke is kinda both, so … double trouble.” She sighed, snuggling closer to Ansel and Marmalade who were fighting for purchase on the blanket tucked over her legs. “And on top of the cats and baking shows, I’m sure talking to myself wins me some crazy cat-lady bingo.”

      Munching on the cookie in her hand, she decided she didn’t care. She would go to that celebration alone tomorrow, and she was going to figure out who killed Grady.
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      Hadley didn’t need to have her friends with her to do some investigating … it was just so much more fun when she did. So when she found out that Mickie was also planning on attending the celebration too, it simply made sense that they should drive together.

      “Paul getting any closer to finding who did this?” Mickie asked after picking Hadley up at her house the next afternoon.

      “If he is, he hasn’t told me.” Hadley shrugged. She knew her brother was looking into the Yellowlees family, but she didn’t want to say anything to Mickie until they had actual evidence.

      She stared at the surrounding mountain range as Mickie’s Subaru wound through the curvy valley roads.

      “So that’s why you’re going today,” Mickie said. “You’re trying to help him figure this out.”

      Hadley turned her attention to her friend. Surprise widened her eyes at first, but she supposed she should’ve figured Mickie would guess her motives for coming today. Her thoughts settled on Grady’s two employees, Jenny and Ben. Maybe if she could get them talking, she could figure out if they were hiding something.

      She pulled her mouth into a half smile. “Guilty. What about you?”

      Mickie shrugged. “I figure not coming today would make me look like the killer, especially since so many people already think I did it.”

      Chuckling, Hadley said, “Well, at least you’re honest.”

      “Grady wasn’t my favorite, but I feel like I should at least give him the courtesy of showing up. Right?”

      “Right.” Hadley nodded. “And you can help me talk to Grady’s employees, the new owners of Cascade Valley Bakery.”

      Mickie’s shoulders dropped. “Oh, good. I was hoping someone was looking into them. That’s a good motive, if you ask me.”

      Hadley agreed. And as the other suspects fell away, those two seemed more and more guilty.

      The two women chatted about the new art installation in Fenton Park for the rest of the trip up north. Before long, they pulled into the parking lot outside the bakery. Mickie turned off her car and looked around.

      “Uh, do you think we’re early?” She checked her watch.

      “It’s only five minutes before they said it would start.” Hadley cringed as she took in the other cars in the lot, less than she could count on one hand. Something caught her eye. “I didn’t know they’d opened one of those monstrosities up here.” She pointed to the large shop at the other end of the strip mall, Cookies, Donuts, and Pies! Oh My!

      Mickie rolled her eyes. “A few months ago.”

      While they sneered at the shiny sign above the chain bakery’s front doors, another car pulled up. Olivia stepped out and gave them a little wave. Hadley and Mickie got out of their car and walked over to Olivia, who waited for them.

      “Hey, Olivia.” Hadley gave her a friendly smile. Even though the baking competition host was intense, and Hadley hadn’t gotten off on the best foot with her, she had really grown to respect and even like the woman.

      Olivia pulled them both into a quick hug. “So nice of you two to come.”

      “You and the magazine are the ones who are nice,” Mickie said. “Donating to this celebration is really generous.”

      A smile settled on Olivia’s face. “Well, shall we go in?”

      They nodded and followed the competition’s host inside Cascade Valley Bakery. Like the cars in the lot, Hadley could’ve counted the guests on her fingers. At least I’d have to use both hands, though, she thought as she observed the people milling about.

      Having visited the bakery once when it first opened, it surprised Hadley to see the place looking very different. It seemed Grady had already done some updating of light fixtures, the tables, and the countertops near the front register. The place smelled like Mickie’s, though, like a doughy, sugary dream. Sunrise Living had also set out an array of charcuterie and crudités as the celebration fell after lunch.

      Other than a few people she didn’t recognize, Hadley spotted Ian, Jenny, and Ben all talking around a round table in the corner.

      “It’s nice that Ian showed,” Mickie whispered, taking off her jacket and hanging it on the back of a chair.

      Hadley did the same. “I guess they were friends at some point. It’s too bad Erica isn’t here, though.”

      “She probably had no one to look after her baby. That’s got to be difficult.”

      “True.”

      “At least you won’t be fighting crowds to get a chance to talk with those two.” Mickie tipped her head toward Jenny and Ben.

      Hadley agreed. If there was a silver lining to the lack of people here, she supposed that would be it.

      She got her chance a half hour later. After Ben made a short speech about Grady, Jenny thanked Sunrise Living, and people milled about the refreshments: Hadley saw they were alone. Mickie was embroiled in a deep conversation with Olivia a few tables away, but she didn’t want to risk waiting for her and losing her chance. She wandered their way.

      “Hello,” Hadley said as she caught their attention.

      “Hi,” Jenny said.

      Ben smiled.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss. Grady was a talented baker.” Hadley glanced around at the bakery. “He’s changed the place up since I was here when it opened.”

      Ben flinched, his smile turning more sour than sweet.

      Jenny, realizing Hadley had caught the change in her business partner’s expression, said, “Grady tried everything.”

      “Everything but listen to us,” Ben said wryly.

      Hadley blinked, surprised to hear dissent from the people who’d been so positive about their boss until then. “I’m sorry. Listen to you about what?”

      Ben jerked his head to the right. “I’m sure you noticed that ridiculous excuse for a bakery across the parking lot.”

      “I did.” Hadley followed his gaze out the large window.

      “Well, once they moved in, things went downhill here. Fast.” Ben’s jaw clenched tight.

      Jenny clasped her hands in front of her. “Advertising, changing up our menu, he even brought in a consultant.” She sighed. “The redecorating was the latest fix he tried.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Hadley said. “I’m a big advocate for small businesses, and I hate to see people driven out of town by chains.” Her breath caught in her throat. “Wait. That’s why Grady was contemplating opening a shop in Stoneybrook, wasn’t it?”

      Ben exhaled. “Yeah, but he would’ve had to sell this place first to get enough capital.”

      “He sunk a lot of his money into trying to get sales back up to where they were.” Jenny’s face tightened with obvious discomfort.

      Ben amended, “Most of his money.”

      It took a moment for Hadley to organize all of that information in her mind. “So he wasn’t ever going to open a second shop; he was just hoping to move it.”

      The two new owners nodded.

      “Well, he said winning the Bake-Off would help. He was counting on that,” Jenny added.

      “But then you inherited a failing business.” Hadley’s eyes widened as she realized what it meant for them. Their grim faces told her everything she needed to know. “Which is why you didn’t liquidate the estate and take the money. There wasn’t any.”

      Jenny cringed. “Right. We think we might be able to save things. Grady wasn’t a fan of social media, so he wouldn’t try any of our suggestions about running ads there and trying to boost our sales that way. Ben and I learned how to bake from the best, and we think we’re up to the challenge.” As if she’d inspired herself, Jenny smiled.

      “I hope you guys can do it.” Hadley matched Jenny’s hopefully smile. “You seem like a great team.” She paused. “And you’re not worried about anything like an ex-wife coming in and claiming a stake in any of this?” Hadley knew Grady hadn’t married, but wasn’t sure how else to ask about his dating life. She still wasn’t ruling out the possibility of a scorned lover.

      Jenny and Ben looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “Oh, no,” Jenny said. “He wasn’t ever married.”

      “Barely dated,” Ben added.

      “There was a woman about a year or two ago, right when we opened the bakery. But we never met her, and we figured things just didn’t work out.” Jenny lifted a shoulder and let it drop. “He was here so much there was no way he could’ve made a relationship work, honestly.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together. “That’s so sad.”

      The two bakers nodded solemnly, then thanked Hadley for coming, excusing themselves to go replenish the pastries. Hadley wandered back toward Mickie, who had just popped one of them into her mouth.

      “Good?” Hadley asked. She hoped Jenny and Ben were right about their baking skills. It was tough to own your own business. She didn’t even have to worry about the big corporate competitors, and it was still hard.

      “Very,” Mickie said around a mouthful of flaky pastry.

      Hadley smiled. “You ready to go soon?”

      Mickie leaned close. “You learn anything from those two?”

      “I did. I think I just learned why they’re innocent.” Hadley waved to Olivia as they headed toward the door.

      “Seriously?” Mickie asked, holding the door open for them and letting in a gust of icy air.

      Hadley pulled on her jacket and dipped her chin once.

      “So who does that leave?”

      “Good question,” Hadley said.

      A sense of frustration weighed on her chest as she climbed into Mickie’s car. While it excited her to learn that Jenny and Ben were not killers, she felt like they had fallen further than ever from finding Grady’s killer.
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      Hadley had called Paul right away when she’d returned to Stoneybrook after the celebration of life. He’d thanked her for the information and said he’d look into it on Monday.

      Throughout the next few days, Paul confirmed Jenny and Ben’s claims about Grady’s finances, officially removed them from the suspect list, and could pull up the Yellowlees’ bank account histories.

      “I couldn’t find any cyanide products anywhere in the records. That, plus both Nell and Ian have two of the more solid alibis for the time someone killed Grady,” Paul told Hadley on Thursday afternoon when she stopped by his office to see about an update.

      “Right,” Hadley said with a sigh. “Ian was with Olivia. Where was Nell?”

      “With Erica. She was helping her take care of the baby, had been whenever Erica’s mom couldn’t make it. They were in the north conference room. Nell had the baby in there while it took a nap, and Erica headed there right after she put away her supplies, knowing it would be time to feed the baby.”

      Hadley nodded. “So we’re without any other viable suspects.”

      “I’m afraid so, but I’ll keep digging to see what we can find. There’s got to be something we’re missing.”

      “Okay, well let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” She gave her brother a squeeze on the arm as she stood and went back to the jam kitchen.

      Hadley and her dad had almost finished with the renovation work, so they’d decided to cut out early and finish strong on Friday. She was ready for a long bath to soothe her aching body. Building, sanding, and staining used a different set of muscles than jam making.

      No new snow had fallen for a few days at that point, so the streets and sidewalks were clear, piles from plows and shovels sitting along the edges. The afternoon sun shone down, and Hadley removed her hat, loving the feel of the warm rays on her scalp. She tipped her face up as she walked, closing her eyes for just a second.

      “Oomph!”

      All the breath rushed out of her as she ran right into someone else. She clutched her victim, trying to keep them both standing.

      “Oh! Hadley! I’m so sorry.” Jolee, Luke’s older sister, wavered on her feet, but grabbed on to the streetlight to her right.

      Hadley took a step back. “You? I was the silly one walking around with my eyes closed. The sun just felt so good.” She shook her head.

      Jolee chuckled. “No worries. I was standing here waiting for Mom, and I could’ve stepped off to the side so I wasn’t in anyone’s way.”

      Smiling, Hadley’s love for her small town grew. The kindness of the people of Stoneybrook was something she got to experience daily, but it was times like these that showed her how really lucky she was to live in a place where she knew everyone so well.

      “Sorry I didn’t get to talk to you last week at your mom’s party.” Hadley smoothed back her hair, mussed from her collision.

      Jolee waved a hand. “Oh, no worries.” Her face broke into a grin. “I saw you and Luke head out into the barn together, though.” She lifted her eyebrows conspiratorially.

      Despite the winter chill, Hadley’s face grew hot. “Jo, we—I mean—there’s nothing—”

      Annie's arrival cut Hadley's stammering short. Luke's mom had a big smile on her face.

      “Hello, Hadley,” Annie said, pulling her into a quick hug. She pulled back. “Why do you look like you just swallowed a bug?”

      Jolee snorted out a laugh. “Because she’s trying to convince me she doesn’t have a thing for Luke, and she’s failing miserably.”

      Annie’s face lit up, but she schooled her features back into indifference. “Oh, Jo. Try to have a little more tact, dear,” Annie scolded her daughter, then she turned to Hadley. “I’m sorry. We just get excited about seeing you two getting along so well again.” Annie reached out and squeezed Hadley’s hand.

      The gesture took some of the heat out of her embarrassment. She tried to smile.

      “Sorry, Had.” Jolee laughed. “I’m just giving you a hard time.”

      “No worries.” Hadley croaked the words out.

      “I think having Gretchen around really freaked all of us out, and we’re a little giddy now she’s gone.” Jolee shrugged.

      “What?” Hadley’s mouth hung open for a moment. “You—uh—Gretchen left?”

      Jolee’s lips peeled into an even bigger smirk than before as she took in Hadley’s expression.

      Annie elbowed her daughter and said, “Luke told us he would ask her over Wednesday and let her know there wasn’t anything between them anymore, that he’d moved on.”

      Hadley gasped. Wednesday night. The night Luke had shooed her out and she’d passed Gretchen’s car. He was trying to get rid of her because he was going to tell Gretchen to leave?

      She shook her head. “But then what was he talking about?” She muttered the question to herself almost involuntarily, realizing all too late that Jolee and Annie had heard.

      “Talking about when?” Jolee leaned in close.

      Hadley’s face felt lava hot all over again. She didn’t really want to be having this conversation with Luke’s mom and sister, but she also had a hunch they knew a lot more than she did about Luke’s relationship with Gretchen and was ready for some answers.

      She cleared her throat. “Oh, um. He was talking all about how some relationships were strong enough to withstand misunderstandings. I figured he was talking about whatever happened between him and Gretchen, and her coming to find him had made him remember what they had.”

      Annie and Jolee’s eyebrows arched in the same way, at the same time. There was no question the two were related. After a quick glance at each other, they both looked left and right to make sure no one was near.

      “Had, do you know what happened between Luke and Gretchen?” Jolee asked.

      Hadley shook her head.

      Jolee wet her lips. “She was just using him for his money.”

      “Money? What—oh …” Her face softened as she remembered.

      Hadley constantly forgot that Luke’s tech startup, GroWorks, had done so well, and he was basically loaded. She still saw him as Luke, the farmboy who lived a few roads away and rarely wore shoes in the summer. The fact that he still drove an older truck and dressed in the same flannel shirts, worn boots, and faded jeans, didn’t help.

      “How’d he figure it out?” Hadley asked after a moment.

      Annie’s face wrinkled. “Well, he’d been out with a couple women who were only interested in him for his money, so when he met Gretchen he didn’t tell her he was the owner of GroWorks, just that he worked there.”

      “I told him it was dumb to lie to her,” Jolee inserted. “But I kinda get why he did it.”

      Annie nodded, continuing with the story. “He came clean with the truth after the first handful of dates went well. She told him she didn’t care, and that she wasn’t someone who cared about money.”

      Hadley thought back to the first time she’d seen Gretchen. She’d been dressed sensibly, modestly. She couldn’t blame Luke. Gretchen seemed down to earth, as much as she hated to admit it.

      Jolee picked up, saying, “They got along well for the better part of a year, Luke said. But when Christmas came around, and Gretchen gave him a super-expensive watch, he got suspicious. She worked at a local outdoor supply store, and even though she made enough to afford her own place, a watch like that would’ve been completely outside of her budget. When he wore the watch to work for the first time, his assistant told him she had hoped he’d be happy with that model.” Jolee paused, taking a deep breath. “It turned out that Gretchen had used Luke’s assistant to buy the watch.”

      “I don’t get it … I don’t see anything bad about her asking his assistant what kind of watch he would want.” Hadley shoved her hands in her jacket pockets, feeling the cold air bite at her fingertips. “Assistants often know what their bosses like, right?” she asked, looking from Annie, back to Jolee.

      They shook their heads simultaneously, smiling at someone passing by on the sidewalk.

      “She didn’t just ask for help with the type of watch to buy, but had the assistant use Luke’s card to purchase it. When he went to check his statement, he noticed the charge for the same watch.” Annie’s tone dipped into a sad register.

      “And that wasn’t the worst of it. She’d also bought herself a bunch of stuff too.” Jolee rolled her eyes. “He also found out that a local car dealership had pulled his information for a credit check.”

      Hadley closed her eyes for a moment. “Oh no.”

      Jolee nodded. “When he confronted her about it, she said he had so much money she figured he wouldn’t care, plus they’d had one conversation about him thinking about an SUV, so she took it upon herself to start the process.”

      “He was pretty devastated.” Annie pressed her lips into a tight line.

      Forehead wrinkling, Hadley asked, “But if that was right after Christmas … why did he wait until last spring to move back here?”

      “They broke up and he thought he’d be fine.” Jolee shrugged. “But he felt even more paranoid about dating after that and finally decided to come back home.”

      Hadley let out a long breath. “Whoa. Poor Luke.” She shook her head. “But if he wasn’t talking about getting back together with Gretchen, what was he going on about with all of that relationships enduring stuff?” And as soon as she asked, she knew.

      Annie and Jolee glanced at each other again.

      “Hadley,” Annie said, stepping forward. “You should go talk to him. I know you two had your troubles back when you were younger, but I can’t help but see what good friends you are, how you can’t seem to stay apart.” Her eyes held onto Hadley’s almost as palpably as if she had taken her hand again.

      “Right. I will.” Hadley nodded, knowing her voice shook as she said the word, and her face was probably flushed. She attempted to smile. “Good to see you two.” She waved and tottered away, feeling like she’d just been spun around in twenty-three circles and then told to walk down the sidewalk.

      Luke hadn’t ever been talking about Gretchen. Suddenly the last two weeks came crashing back at her. Him saying he ruled nothing out. How he’d wanted her to pretend to be his wife when they’d been investigating up in Cascade Ridge. The way he’d only agreed to taking Barnaby home if she agreed to help him.

      Reaching the back door of the jam kitchen, she held on to it for support. Before she knew what she was doing, she went to unlock it, feeling unprepared to drive just yet. She needed to think, get her thoughts straight.

      As she set her hand on the handle and inserted the key into the door lock, however, the handle gave. It was unlocked.
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      Alarm bells rang in Hadley’s brain at the sight of her back door unlocked until she peered inside and noticed her father, still working. Relief flooded through her. She pulled open the door.

      “Dad, you were supposed to go home early today.” She cocked an eyebrow at him, noticing him start at her entrance.

      He turned around abruptly, his cheeks coloring. “Hi, little one. I—there was—I thought you were going home.”

      Hadley realized he was standing in front of something, trying to block it from her. He ran a hand through his sparse, salt-and-pepper hair.

      “Dad, what’s going on here?” She took a step forward.

      He sighed. “Well, it was supposed to be a surprise for you tomorrow, but I guess now’s as good a time as any.” He moved aside so she could see what he’d been blocking.

      Hadley’s throat tightened, and her hand flew to cover the small gasp she let out at the sensation. Behind her dad was a gorgeous, vintage cash register. Her great-grandpa’s cash register from the early 1900s. It was a shiny brass with beautiful swirling designs decorating the back and sides. It sat on a marble slab and still made a delightful ding sound whenever it opened.

      “Dad.” His name was a gasp. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Your mom and I thought it would be the perfect home for it.” He locked his blue eyes onto hers. “We’re so proud of you.”

      She shook her head, her eyes tingling with the threat of tears. “Thank you. Thank you very much.”

      Rushing forward, she prepared to pull her dad into a big hug. A foot away, Hadley stopped short, noticing the gloves he wore, the rag in his hand, and the cleaning solution still fresh on the brass plating. Because of their father’s line of work, he'd drilled safety expectations into Hadley and Paul from a young age. They weren’t to touch any of Dad’s woodworking tools and should stay clear of the many dangerous chemicals he used in the staining and sealing processes.

      “Sorry,” she said out of habit, throwing her hands up to show she would not touch the chemical.

      Her dad chuckled. “Trained you well, didn’t I?” He set down the rag and pulled off his gloves before motioning for her to come closer.

      She hugged him tight, unable to keep the smile off her face as she caught sight of the beautiful antique. She eyed the unmarked bottle as she pulled away.

      Her dad laughed again. “Don’t worry, this stuff is harmless, a vinegar solution. I’m only wearing the gloves so I don’t stink like it for the rest of the day.”

      “Oh no.” She shook her head, getting a whiff of the vinegar. “I’m not worried about it. It just got me wondering.” Hadley remembered some of the caustic chemicals her dad had used over the years. “Dad, do you know of any reason someone might have cyanide around?”

      His eyebrows rose in interest. “You mean like the person who poisoned that guy Paul’s investigating?”

      She nodded.

      “Well.” He rubbed a hand across his graying stubble. “There're pests. I know a few of the local farmers have had to resort to using the tough stuff even occasionally.”

      Right, but Paul had said it wasn’t rat poison cyanide, Hadley thought with an inward sigh.

      “Other than that …” Her dad shrugged, but before she could thank him for trying, he snapped his fingers. “Silver plating.”

      “Huh?”

      His eyes sparkled. “Remember when I worked with Jim Newsome on that hope chest for his daughter?”

      Hadley furrowed her brow, but eventually nodded. Mr. Newsome had been her science teacher in high school. “Sure. I mean it was years ago.”

      “It was, but Jim didn’t like the color of the hinges and wanted them to be silver. I told him I didn’t have time to order new ones since he wanted a specific design, and Janie’s birthday was in a few days. Do you remember when he took them and brought them back silver?”

      “Oh, right.” Hadley stood up straighter as it came back to her. “He made his own solution and turned them silver.” The man had taught chemistry for two decades. It made sense.

      “When I asked him how he did it, he said he’d used a solution that included cyanide.”

      Hadley nodded, but her smile faded fast. “Too bad our suspects are bakers instead of metalworkers.” She shrugged. “Okay, Dad. I’m heading home to get some rest and so should you.”

      He kissed her on the forehead. “Sounds good, little one. Sorry I couldn’t help you break the case.”

      She tucked a stray lock of hair behind one ear. “That’s fine. I’m starting to think this might be an unbreakable one.”

      “Well, never rule anything out,” he said. “You go on ahead. I’ll lock up when I’m done here.”

      Hadley sent him a narrowed look, knowing her dad had the tendency to overwork himself.

      He held up one hand as if he were swearing in for a judge. “I promise. Just a few more minutes.”

      “Okay. Love you.” She turned toward the door. “And thank you again, Dad.”

      He winked. “You’re very welcome. Love you too.”

      She smiled, and the happy expression only spread as she left the kitchen and approached the Jam Van. Never rule anything out, her dad had said. Just like Luke. The reminder of him made her flush hot and cold all over again. Excitement now fluttered in her stomach. And even though she still wasn’t sure what might happen when she saw him, she knew she had to find Luke.

      Inside the van, she turned it on so the engine could warm up and brought out her phone in the meantime. With trembling fingers, she typed, You at home? Would now be a good time to come visit Barnaby? Hadley sent the message before she could talk herself out of it.

      All too late, she remembered that he’d told her he had things to do today. It was why he hadn’t been able to come with her to Grady’s celebration of life. Hadley wanted to smack herself.

      Luke’s reply came almost immediately. She braced herself for it to be a letdown. Instead, his words made her smile.

      Actually, at Seven Stones grabbing an early dinner. Wanna join?

      Be there in a few, was her reply.

      Hadley turned off the van. The restaurant was only a few blocks walk away. You can do this, she told herself while climbing out of the driver’s seat. It’s just Luke, she coached as she shut the door and headed up the alley. All you have to do is admit to a man you’ve known your whole life that you have feelings for him. She exhaled a puff of condensation out into the cold air. Right, no big deal.

      Even in her winter jacket, the cold served as good motivation to make the trip short, and she arrived at the beautiful timber-framed pub before she knew it. Passing by the seven stones stacked from largest to smallest outside the entrance, Hadley pushed open the grand wood door. Instinctively, she closed her eyes and breathed in the amazing smell she knew would meet her upon entering. The smells that surrounded her didn’t disappoint.

      The grilled scent of vegetables and meat came first, accented with spices, sauteed garlic, and sizzling onion. Opening her eyes, she greeted the hostess.

      “Hey, Kelsey. Just meeting someone.” She waved at the high school girl who stood behind the desk near the door.

      “Good to see you, Hadley,” Kelsey said with a smile.

      Hadley had been the girl’s babysitter many years ago and still marveled at how Kelsey seemed to grow up more each time she saw her.

      But Hadley didn’t have time to focus on Kelsey Morrow. Luke sat at a table near one of the many picture windows making up the side of the restaurant facing the river. From inside the warm building, the snowy riverbanks and rushing icy waters appeared peaceful, picturesque.

      With a deep breath, Hadley stepped forward. She slipped into the chair across from Luke at the four-top table he occupied.

      “Hey,” he said looking up.

      “Hi.” She smiled.

      Luke sighed. “How was Grady’s celebration? I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it. I had a conference call with my Seattle office this morning, and I wasn’t sure how long it would last.”

      “Ugh, they work on Sundays?” Hadley cringed before remembering she often did too.

      Luke nodded. “They do when we have a new client meeting in the morning that could make us a lot of money.”

      Pressing her lips together for a quick moment, Hadley said, “I don’t know how you do it, Luke. Running the company from over here has to be exhausting. Not to mention helping your family out with their farm too.”

      A new admiration rose inside her. He’d been the class clown, the guy who everyone counted on to make them laugh. Now he’d created a successful company from scratch and was running it remotely so he could be closer to his family. She realized, in all of her confusion about the man and anger about past interactions, she’d never given him credit for what an accomplishment that was.

      Laid back as always, Luke shrugged. “I’ve got great people in Seattle, and I trust them implicitly. I just think it helps to see my face occasionally, to remind them I’m still here.”

      “Well, it’s amazing.” Hadley wanted to look him in the eyes and blurt out everything she was feeling, but a waiter came over at that moment to take her order.

      “I’ll start with a water,” she said. “Have you ordered food yet?” she asked Luke.

      He shook his head. “Just appetizers. But I’m ready now, if you are.”

      She said she was, and they ordered entrées. Once the waiter walked away, Hadley swallowed her nerves, trying to figure out how to bring up the subject she needed to discuss with him.

      “So …” she said.

      Luke raised his eyebrows. “So?” His lips pulled into a half smile.

      She cleared her throat. “Luke, the other day, when you were talking about a connection overcoming misunderstandings … well—did you …?” She coughed and took a sip of the water the waiter had left in front of her.

      “Did I …?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “I mean, I thought at the time you were talking about Gretchen,” she said.

      Luke’s face wrinkled in concern.

      Hadley quickly amended, “But I think I know now you weren’t.”

      His features softened, and he leaned forward. “Had, I know we’ve had a rough decade. I take full responsibility for that.”

      Hadley said, “No. Why should you?”

      He chuckled. “Because it’s my fault. I know you heard me try to steer Tyler away from dating you in high school.” His gaze dropped to the table.

      Even though it was over ten years behind her, the scene flashed through her mind just as if it had been yesterday. Luke telling Tyler that Hadley wasn’t good enough for him. But even though she could recall the scene vividly in her memory, she no longer felt the same pang of betrayal. She had forgiven Luke, finally.

      “Luke, you don’t have to—”

      He interrupted her, reaching out to hold on to her hand. His blue eyes met hers. “I was such a dumb kid back then. Instead of being honest, I came up with the first stupid idea that came to mind.”

      Hadley’s heartbeat rose at his touch. “Being honest about what?”

      He smiled. “I’m not sure if I thought I couldn’t compete with Tyler, the golden boy, or if I was just angry that I hadn’t had the guts to make a move before him, but …” Luke reached his other hand forward, holding hers tightly in both of his. “I should’ve told you how I felt about you back then, instead of making up a lie to try to keep Tyler away from you.”

      She wanted to gasp, to shake her head in shock, but Hadley realized that her heart had always known. Maybe not at first, in all of her hot-headed teenage fury, but now that he’d come clean about the real reason, it didn’t feel like a surprise. Just a truth. Kind of like how she felt sure that a part of her had always been in love with Luke.

      The urge to tell him surged up in her throat. Instead, she stood and moved to sit in the vacant chair next to him. His familiar face stared back at her. She knew it almost as well as she knew the trails along the Cascade River, the back roads of Stoneybrook, the way the mountain range looked during a sunset.

      “I—”

      “Here they are! Hadley. Luke.” The familiar voice boomed through their section of the restaurant, stopping her.

      Paul and Suze walked toward the table.

      Hadley blinked as her brother and best friend approached. “Hey, I thought you two were busy.”

      Paul held out a chair for Suze. “This one convinced me to stop for some brain fuel.”

      “And I just finished helping Hazel. I thought we deserved a break,” Suze said. Her eyes narrowed as she took in Luke’s flushed expression. Hadley could only guess what her face looked like. “We aren’t interrupting anything, are we?” Suze asked, scanning Hadley as if she could read her thoughts.

      “Um …” Hadley said, but Luke took her hand under the table and threaded his fingers through hers. “No. Not at all.” She glanced over at Luke who gave her his signature smirk.

      Having only sort of getting through how they felt, Hadley didn’t want to talk about it with other people quite yet, even if those people were her best friends. Suze and Paul had kept their relationship a secret from her for a while at the beginning after all. She knew they would understand her needing a little time.

      “We just ordered,” Luke told them as they pulled out menus.

      In fact, the waiter came over at that moment with a plate of appetizers. Once everyone had put in their order, the conversation turned to the case. And despite the seemingly endless list of questions running through her mind, the talk at the table reminded her that the only question that mattered right now was, who killed Grady Fines?
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      With the renovations complete, she was ready for a soft reopen on Monday. She decided she would take a few customers if they wandered in, but needed to focus on making more jam to replenish her stock after being out of production for so many weeks. She’d set her grand reopening for the Saturday after next, knowing the Bake-Off would be over and at least one thing would be off her plate.

      That Friday flew by in a blur of cleaning up. Which meant Saturday morning arrived all too fast. She dragged herself out of bed and got ready for the final day of the Bake-Off at the market.

      Or maybe that heavy feeling weighing her down that morning was because they still hadn’t been able to figure out who was responsible for Grady’s death. She couldn’t help but cling to a gut feeling that him dying at the baking competition wasn’t a coincidence, and once it was over, it would be much harder to track down clues—not that there were many of those.

      It wasn’t as if she wasn’t excited. Her friend was one step away from winning the whole competition. Hadley couldn’t shake the feeling that if Grady had died because he was on track to win, Mickie might be in a similar danger.

      The only thing that put a skip in her step as she made her way into the community center was the promise of bread. Swirling scents of yeast and flour baking in an oven, the crunch and crack as a hard crust is broken, and the pillowy soft dough inside warmed her in a way not much else could. Bread week would be delicious if nothing else.

      Hadley headed straight for the judging room, jumping when Luke fell in step with her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. From the moment he surpassed her in height growing up, he’d done the same thing. It wasn’t if he was much taller than her, nowhere near her tall ex-husband or giant twin brother, that was for sure. But walking like that with Luke had always made her feel like they were two puzzle pieces, exactly the right height to fit together.

      She glanced over at him. “Hey.” The word was awkward and forced even though she’d been trying for nonchalant and cool.

      Luke must’ve noticed because he narrowed his eyes and studied her. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Totally.” She nodded, noticing as she did so how good the man smelled. Hadley inwardly groaned. Things were so much simpler when she just thought of him as a friend. She wished they’d gotten to talk more at dinner the other day. Then again, if they had, things may be even more awkward right now. “How’s little Barnaby doing?” she asked, changing the subject.

      Her heart ached with the sweetness of the look that crossed his face. He ducked his head, obviously trying to hide how smitten he was.

      “He’s pretty awesome.” Luke’s smile widened. “I think that cold is clearing up now he’s been inside. You never told me how much like dogs some of them are.”

      They paused before entering the judging room.

      “How so?” she asked.

      “He follows me everywhere, plays fetch, and comes when I call him.” Luke ran a hand through his hair, looking off in the distance like he was picturing the little cat.

      “Yeah, they definitely can be.” Focusing on something else Luke said, Hadley asked, “So he’s getting better. Are you going to bring him back to the barn then?” She let the words tiptoe out carefully.

      Luke blinked for a moment before his face wrinkled in concern. “Oh, I don’t know—I mean—I wouldn’t want him to have a relapse. Plus, he really does seem suited for indoor life. And you never know, it might be nice to have a cat around to keep the pests away when I move into the new house.”

      “Right.” Hadley chuckled. “Newly constructed houses are known for their pest problems.” She winked at him to show him she was joking. “I think it’s a wonderful idea.”

      Luke nodded, then reached for the door handle. “Ready?”

      She said she was and followed him inside. They were the last two judges to arrive, and Olivia clicked over, handing them their judging sheets before they sat. Hadley noticed the polished woman seemed a little frazzled, a bit less put together than usual. She must be equally nervous about the final going off without a hitch. Hadley softened her face, hoping the same, for Olivia’s sake, and everyone else involved.

      “Okay, as you can see, our bakers will create a classic dinner roll for their fundamentals challenge this morning.” Olivia went over their look-fors and the common pitfalls before pulling out samples.

      When she finished there, she explained the showcase challenge. “It must be a braided loaf, but the two finalists will have creative license to decide what flavors will go into their dough, as well as what type of dough to use. It should be very exciting.” Olivia’s fingers wiggled in front of her, leaving Hadley with no doubt she found everything baking related exhilarating. “Remember, with bread challenges, there can be a fair amount of wait time while they wait for their dough to rise. Because this is the final, I’ll try to talk with the contestants so the audience can get to know them better, but I may also come around and chat with you judges if that’s okay.”

      After agreeing, they took time to discuss the judging points for different breads, and tasted a few samples Olivia had baked up. And then the morning sped by as Hadley set up for the market, anticipation buzzing in her veins like blood. Her nerves relaxed when her brother arrived, having promised to hang out just in case anything happened.

      The fundamental dinner roll challenge went off without a hitch. Both bakers created twelve golden brown, perfect rolls. In fact, they were so close, Hadley and Luke had to taste them each multiple times to decide on their scores. Well, Luke may have tasted a few more times than necessary, making Hadley snort with laughter each time he went back for more.

      Delicious smells already whirled through the community center, and it seemed the homey scent was putting everyone in a good mood. Customers were plenty, drawn by the final day of competition, and market sales were through the roof as the bakers dug into their braided-bread challenge.

      “While these two are working, I’d love to chat a little more to find out what motivates them. And since I see Mickie has just started kneading, I’ll begin with Erica.” Wide, flashy, host smile in place, Olivia stepped over to the finalist as she added another ingredient to her mixing bowl.

      Erica looked up, but kept measuring out ingredients.

      “So, Erica, tell us about what motivates you in this competition.” Olivia held out the microphone toward the contestant.

      Smiling and glancing over her shoulder, Erica said, “My baby boy, George.” Nell, who was holding the child, walked over with him so everyone could get a look at the adorable baby. After her outburst last week when Ian had been cut, people watched Nell cautiously. With the baby in her arms, she seemed calm enough. Hadley wondered why she was still there if Ian wasn’t, but she figured the woman was just seeing her volunteer duties through to the end. Plus, it seemed as if she’d formed quite a bond with Erica over the past months.

      “Look at those adorable cheeks,” Oliva said, beaming down at the baby. “And a little cleft chin.” The host glanced back toward Erica. “He must’ve gotten that from his father,” she said  before turning pink, as she must’ve remembered that Erica was a single mother. Covering up her mistake, Olivia added, “Raising him by yourself can’t have been easy.”

      If the competition had been televised, this would have been the moment where they would’ve queued up the heartwarming music.

      Erica paused with the flour in her hand. She took a deep breath. “Yes. At first I thought I could do it all on my own, but I’m finding it really takes a village.” She sent an appreciative smile at Nell and another to her mother, standing off to the side. “If I win this competition, I’m going to focus on baking.”

      “That’s right.” Olivia straightened her shoulders in interest. “Erica runs multiple small businesses at the moment.” She pulled out a note card. “In addition to working for Gourmet to You up in Cascade Ridge, you have a jewelry-making business online, and you sell pottery and metal-work designs at local boutiques. You’re a very busy woman. Speaking of, I should let you get back to it.”

      Erica and the audience laughed as Olivia moved on to Mickie. But Hadley couldn’t laugh. She couldn’t even breathe.

      She’d just figured out who killed Grady.
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      Hadley tried to keep her feet to a walk as she moved across the community center toward her brother. Suze appeared worried when Hadley had jumped up and asked her to watch her booth, but she’d said she would, as always.

      Paul was standing over by the Fenton Farms stand. Hadley latched on to his arm and pulled him off to the side of the room where no one would overhear them. Well, other than Luke, who followed them, still holding on to a sweet potato in his haste.

      “It’s Erica. Erica killed Grady,” Hadley hissed.

      Both Luke and Paul stared at her for a moment, though in disbelief or shock, she wasn’t sure. Figuring they needed more information, she went on.

      “Notice anything about Erica’s baby, George?” she asked, motioning to the infant in Nell’s arms.

      Again, both men maintained their blank expressions.

      “He’s got a cleft chin. Olivia pointed out that Erica doesn’t, so he must’ve gotten it from his father. Grady had a cleft chin.” She widened her eyes.

      Luke shook his head. “I don’t see …”

      Frustration rose in Hadley, so she talked faster. “Dad told me that sometimes people use cyanide to replate metals. And you just heard Olivia say Erica has both a jewelry business, and that she sells her metal and clay designs to local boutiques. I’ll bet you anything I know the name of that business.”

      Eyes flashing with understanding, Luke said, “Iron and Clay. The pie dish.”

      Hadley nodded. “That’s why none of the other suspects showed up on the order sheet. Erica didn’t need to buy one of the dishes. She made it.”

      “But why would she kill her son’s father?” Luke asked.

      “And, she has an alibi.” Paul looked back over at Nell.

      “Yeah,” Hadley said. “But it’s not her alibi I find the flakiest. It’s Nell’s.”

      Paul cleared his throat.

      “You think Erica and Nell worked together?” Luke asked.

      She nodded. “We established that none of the bakers could’ve put the pie in his locker, since they were baking. What if she convinced Nell to put the pie in Grady’s locker for her?”

      “Okay,” Paul said abruptly. “I’m going to call McKay. Keep an eye on her.” He looked at Nell. “On both of them.” He walked away.

      Luke stepped closer to her so they were both facing the crowd. “I still don’t get why she would kill the guy. Now she and her kid get nothing.”

      “Maybe it’s not about the money.” Hadley shrugged. “Or she found out he’d gotten himself into debt.”

      “Really?” Luke asked, reminding Hadley they hadn’t talked since she’d learned that information from Grady’s celebration of life.

      “Yeah,” Hadley said. “Jenny and Ben told me when I went on Sunday. They’re only keeping the place because they think they might be able to turn it around, and it isn’t worth much if they try to sell it as is.”

      Luke shook his head. “Could’ve fooled me.”

      Before Hadley could say anything else, Paul returned. “He’s presenting the clues to the judge right now. If they can prove she’s the owner of the pottery company and has any cyanide products or past purchases, we’ve got her.”

      Hadley hated waiting, but knew things would stick better if they went through the proper channels. And so they did, through bread rising, bread kneading, bread braiding, and baking. The wait was killing her, and it only got worse as the timer ran out, and Hadley assumed her place with the other judges.

      At least her ingredients were checked at the door, Hadley thought to herself as she walked forward toward the cinnamon-spiced braided loaf Erica had created. It was visually pleasing, the braided dough wrapped into a circle and had a gentle sprinkling of cinnamon and sugar over the top. Despite its appearance, Hadley and Luke held each other’s gazes for a moment before popping a piece of the bread into their mouths. Olivia’s voice buzzed around them as she talked about the loaf to the crowd, but Hadley couldn’t concentrate on any of her words.

      The bread sat on her tongue for a few seconds before she cautiously chewed. Sure the cinnamon was coming through, and a few other spices. There was a slight sweetness, but there was also something else, a texture she couldn’t quite place. Her eyes widened in horror as she contemplated what they’d just done. Had they just eaten food made by a potential poisoner?

      As if by instinct, she continued to chew the bread, and that’s when she noticed it. Looking down at her judges score card, Hadley realized what the something else was. It was underbaked. Not poisoned! Underdone!

      She swallowed the bread, marking as such on her sheet. It was only then she noticed her brother answer his phone, heading to a quiet corner to talk. Hadley tried to focus as the rest of the judges moved on to Mickie’s baking station. She’d created an almond honey challah. It was gorgeous and shone with the egg wash she’d seen Mickie use before putting it in the oven.

      Tasting Mickie’s bread was like a dream. It was perfectly flavored, with a balance between the almond and honey. Hadley smiled as she noticed a jar of Barry’s local honey sitting on Mickie’s baking counter. She checked off everything she noticed on her judging sheet, keeping her eyes down so she wouldn’t be tempted to look at Mickie and appear biased.

      Giddiness rose inside her. Friendship aside, Mickie had made the better bread. She almost wanted to skip as she went into the judging room and handed over her score card to Olivia.

      Anticipation leaked out of her fingertips as she drummed them on her leg while the other judges entered and handed in their cards. She didn’t even mind the squeaking of the whiteboard marker as Olivia added their scores to the board.

      And when the woman stepped aside, Hadley’s heart almost exploded with happiness. She beamed over at Luke who looked just as pleased.

      “Okay, it’s clear,” Olivia said, doing a poor job maintaining her regularly schooled features. A smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. “Let’s go let them know.”

      Hadley felt like a kid running downstairs on Christmas morning. She almost couldn’t contain her excitement as she followed the Bake-Off host back out into the community center. Feeling as if her heart was almost in her throat as they stopped in front of the bakers, and Olivia turned on her microphone, Hadley’s heart dropped as she noticed Paul and Kevin walking forward, hands on their belts right about where their handcuffs hung.

      Oh no, Hadley thought with an inner groan. Not right before Mickie’s big moment.

      Biting her lip, she caught her brother’s eye and sent him a pleading look. She knew twin vibes were a real thing, so she sent all she could at Paul, begging him to wait just one more minute. To her great relief, Paul put a hand out to stop Kevin. The two deputies waited toward the back. Hadley noticed that they kept both Nell and Erica in their sights, however.

      “And now,” Olivia’s eager voice rang through the hall. “The winner of this year’s Grande Bake-Off, and baker who will have a full-cover feature on this month’s edition of Sunrise Living Magazine, the five thousand dollars in prizes from our sponsors, and the year of baking supplies is … Mickayla Burbank!”

      Mickie’s face transitioned through about seven emotions in a few seconds, but the one it settled on was elation. Kevin sidled up to Nell. Hadley didn’t know where to look. Glancing over at Erica, Hadley saw the exact opposite spectrum of emotions. Anger—no, fury—burned behind her eyes.

      She shot a look full of hatred and blame over at Nell, but Nell wasn’t paying attention to Erica. She’d turned to face Kevin, holding the baby close to her as he gestured for the woman to hand him over. Erica’s body stiffened, and her gaze flew to Paul who was advancing toward her.

      Her wild eyes scanned the hall. Hadley felt her breath catch in her throat as Erica tensed and then bolted forward.

      “Stop her!” Paul yelled just as Nell began to scream at Kevin.

      “I’m innocent! Innocent! It was her! It was all her idea!” The woman screeched. She shoved Kevin aside to point at the fleeing Erica.

      Hadley didn’t know where to focus her attention. Nell still clutched the baby. Please don’t hurt him, Hadley hoped with an unrivaled ferocity. Erica had scrambled past two members of the Sunrise crew and ducked by Mr. Moorbaker. Seeing no escape, she pivoted with the speed of an athlete and sprinted in the other direction. Luke peeled away from Hadley, racing after.

      Mickie’s eyes went wide as she noticed the two headed in her direction, zooming past her. Before Hadley’s brain could register what was happening, Mickie picked up her prize-winning bread and chucked the loaf after Erica.

      Gasps rang through the hall. The braided bread spiraled like a football, meeting the back of Erica’s head with a resounding thump. Either the surprise or the mere force sent the woman sprawling forward onto the lacquered floor. In the silence that followed, Hadley could hear the breath heave out of Erica’s lungs as she hit the ground. It was then that Hadley realized Nell had stopped screaming.

      Attention jumping to the other suspect, Hadley’s worry for the baby returned. Reassurance swept through her as she spotted the infant now cradled in Hazel Smith’s arms. Kevin slapped handcuffs on Nell just as Paul reached Erica to do the same.

      Heartbeat hammering in her ears at the rush of adrenaline, Hadley breathed for what felt like the first time in a minute. As if it had been on mute until then, the crowd chattered back to life, whispering and exclaiming in relief.

      Paul’s deep voice cut through the noise. “Erica Sutton, you have the right to remain silent.” He rattled off the rest of the warning as he helped her to her feet and led her toward the town hall.
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      A week later, Hadley held the official grand opening of the Pretty Jam Good retail space after the Saturday market. She’d been working all week in the kitchen to catch up on her jam orders and made six different appetizers for the party. A few customers had wandered in, and she was able to test out her cash register and card reader to make sure they worked.

      Hadley was officially ready for crowds of customers to come pouring through her doors. Today was about her friends and family, though.

      She smiled as she took in the beautiful space she was lucky enough to call her business. Between her dream kitchen and now the awesome retail area, it really was a dream come true. Plus, it didn’t hurt that wherever she looked, there was evidence of the people she loved the most. From Suze’s painting along the front wall, to the shelves her father made and Luke helped her stain, to the amazing antique cash register from her parents. Paul had picked up flowers from Leo’s shop yesterday morning, and Gran had baked her famous lemon bars for the occasion.

      By the time the party wound down, she’d gotten a whole year’s worth of hugs and well wishes. Mickie had stopped by, bringing with her a mock-up copy of the magazine cover that was all set to hit stands the next week.

      “Oh, it’s amazing,” Hadley said, taking in the delectable-looking scone featured on the front.

      “And check out this,” Mickie said, pointing to the jar of jam sitting next to the pad of butter and a knife.

      Hadley gasped, unsure how she’d missed her very own label. “Pretty Jam Good? I got featured on the cover with you?” She almost squealed in excitement as she hugged Mickie.

      The women jumped up and down in their excitement.

      “I told them that one of my scones is never complete without some of your jam.” Mickie’s smile widened, her eyes watering as she looked at Hadley.

      Having a similar reaction, Hadley said, “I don’t know how I can thank you for this.”

      Mickie scoffed and waved a hand. “Please, it’s the least I can do for making sure I wasn’t arrested for murder, and that the right person was.”

      Hadley nodded, and Mickie went to show the cover to Paul and Suzanne. An arm wrapped around Hadley’s shoulders as she stood there, but she didn’t jump. She knew exactly who it was.

      “I hear Erica pleaded the fifth as she was leaving the community center with Paul last week.” Luke said. “Was he able to get enough information out of her, eventually?”

      “Erica may have kept her mouth shut, but Nell Yellowlees wouldn’t shut hers, it seems. She told them the whole plan.”

      “Which was?” he asked, intrigued.

      “Nell and Erica got to know each other because Nell saw Erica was alone with her baby one day when her mom couldn’t make it, and Nell told her she would help her out. Well, over the weeks the two grew closer, chatting in one of the back rooms while Erica fed George. Nell noticed the resemblance between George and Grady and guessed he was the father. Erica explained he wasn’t involved and didn’t want to be. Nell shared her feelings about Grady and told Erica she should try to take him to court. Erica explained that she’d already gone to see him about money, but knew he had none. She said she had a different idea.” Hadley paused in her story to wave at a few people who’d just arrived. “Together, the two baked up a plan. Well, Erica baked the pie and Nell snuck in through the back door after propping it open for herself much like she did for Willow that same day. As a volunteer, she knew where they kept the master keys to the lockers.”

      “Yikes,” Luke said, exhaling. “And what about the pie dish? Was Erica trying to set up Mickie?”

      Hadley shook her head. “Nope, that was just terrible luck on Mickie’s part. But the checkmate note was left on purpose. Nell knew after Grady and Ian’s rivalry in high school that the phrase would entice Grady to eat some of the pie. She just made sure Ian had an airtight alibi so no one would suspect him.”

      “Even though we did anyway,” Luke said.

      “Right. We were correct about it being one of the bakers, and even about Nell working with one of them, just not about which one. I figured it would’ve been her son all along.”

      “Well, at least they’re going to have to answer for what they did.” Luke’s face wrinkled in a question. “What about that poor baby?”

      Hadley’s shoulders sank a bit at the thought of George, but she knew he would be better off. “Erica’s mother is going to raise him. She’s lovely and said she hopes her daughter can learn from the experience and serve her sentence in order to see George and be part of his life someday.”

      Luke sighed. “Gosh, I can’t imagine doing something that would jeopardize my ability to spend my life with my baby.”

      A smiled crept over Hadley’s face as she looked at Luke. “Your baby? Since when do you have a baby?”

      His face turned red, and he cleared his throat. “Uh—I mean—hypothetically—I—okay, I’m thinking of Barnaby. He and I are … bonded. And I know that kittens are not like human babies, but still, I think I would feel devastated if I lost the guy.”

      Hadley leaned into Luke, wrapping an arm around him. She felt giddy at the way his eyebrows jumped up at her touch.

      “That’s one of the sweeter things I’ve ever heard you say, Luke Fenton.”

      He leaned down, his mouth close to her neck. “Then I have plenty of other sweet nothings to whisker into your ear.”

      Hadley couldn’t help it. She burst out laughing at his pun, wiping happy tears from her eyes. Luke wore the greatest, self-satisfied smirk.

      “You know what I think about your shop, Had?” Luke asked.

      Hadley pressed her lips together before saying, “What?”

      His blue eyes gleamed as he looked down at her. “It’s pretty jam good.”

      Hadley nodded. She did too.
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      Grandma James’ Mini Jam Tarts

      Makes one dozen — Time: 60 minutes (with pastry chilling time)

      Ingredients:

      
        	1 and 1/2 cups all purpose flour

        	1 teaspoon salt

        	1/2 cup unsalted butter, cut into cubes

        	1/4 cup cold water

        	1 jar of the jam of your choice (Hadley recommends making your own or trying something local if you can!)

      

      1. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees (F) and grease a 12-hole mini tart pan with butter (you can use a standard muffin tin if you don’t mind the tarts being a little bigger).

      2. Add the salt to the flour and stir to incorporate.

      3. Add the butter cubes to the flour mixture. Use your fingers or a pastry cutter to work the butter into the flour until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs. Work quickly to ensure the least amount of melting.

      4. Add the water to the mixture one tablespoon at a time using a cold spoon to stir. Repeat until it comes together into a dough. You do not want it to be sticky.

      5. Wrap the dough in plastic wrap and put it in the fridge to chill for about half an hour.

      6. Take out the chilled dough, remove from plastic wrap, and roll into an oval on a lightly floured surface. You don’t want the dough to be too thin, so stop when it’s about a 1/4 inch thick.

      7. Use circular cookie cutters or tart cutters to cut rounds that are just slightly bigger than your tart openings in your pan.

      8. Gently press the dough rounds into each hole of your pan.

      9. Bake for 5-10 minutes until golden brown. Take the pastry out and spoon a teaspoon of the jam of your choice into each tart. Be careful not to overfill or the jam will bubble and spill out.

      10. Bake filled tarts for another ten minutes.

      11. Let them cool completely on a wire rack before taking a bite. The jam will be very hot.

      12. Enjoy!

      Mickie’s Almond Honey Challah

      Makes one large loaf — Time: 4 hours (with rising time)

      *Please note: this is not a traditional challah as it is enriched with dairy*

      Ingredients:

      Dough:

      
        	1 cup warm 2% milk (about 115 degrees F)

        	4 and 1/2 teaspoons active dry yeast (2 packets)

        	Pinch sugar

        	3 large eggs

        	1/2 cup of unsalted butter (melted)

        	1/2 cup honey (Mickie recommends local honey, if you can find it!)

        	2 teaspoons pure almond extract

        	5 cups all purpose flour

        	1 cup almond flour/meal

        	2 teaspoons salt

      

      Egg Wash:

      
        	1 egg yolk

        	1 teaspoon milk

        	1 teaspoon honey

        	2 tablespoons slivered almonds (optional)

      

      1. Stir together warm milk, pinch of sugar, and yeast in a large bowl; let sit until foamy, 10 minutes.

      2. In a medium bowl, whisk together 3 eggs, butter, honey, almond extract, and salt.

      3. Whisk together the flour, almond meal, and salt in another bowl.

      4. When the yeast mixture is ready whisk the egg mixture into the large bowl until combined.

      5. Slowly add in the flour mix one cup at a time until about 4 and 1/2 cups have been added. Thoroughly combine between each addition of flour. (Can be done by hand or in a mixer with a dough hook.) Depending on your dough, you may not need all of the flour mixture. The rest can be used to dust your work surface.

      6. When the dough has formed (it will be sticky), turn it out onto a lightly floured surface and knead until smooth (about 10 minutes).

      7. Place dough into a well greased bowl. Cover with a damp towel and allow to rise in a warm spot for about 1 hour. Dough should double in size.

      8. Once doubled, punch dough down, and set aside while prepping your work area.

      9. Turn dough out onto work surface and divide into three equal parts. Roll each part into a 2ft+ long ropes. Press 3 ends together and make a tight braid. Wrap the braid around itself to form a ball, and close ends by pressing together.

      10. Cover, and allow braided dough to rise another hour. In the meantime, preheat oven to 350 F degrees.

      11. Whisk together your egg wash ingredients.

      12. Place dough on non-stick baking sheet, or parchment paper. Brush egg wash over entire surface and sides. Sprinkle with sliced almonds. (Optional)

      13. Bake for 35-40 minutes, until loaf is a deep golden brown.

      14. Serve warm with additional honey. Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      The next Stoneybrook Mystery will be here in fall 2019, but while you wait …

      

      Check out Pepper Brooks and the literary mysteries from the other side of the mountain range in Pine Crest.
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      Literally Dead

      To solve or not to solve?

      When a visiting professor is found dead, English major Pepper Brooks is caught in the middle of the investigation. Literally. While the detectives focus on crime scene forensics, Pepper can't ignore the Shakespearian clues left by the killer.

      With the help of a handsome library clerk, a dog named Hamburger, and The Bard himself, this unlikely sleuth might just close the book on this case. 

      Readers, this is the first in a literary-themed cozy series. If you love classic literature, feel like there's nothing better than the smell of  books, see a library as a place of solace, and don't mind an adorable puppy named Hammy hanging around, you're going to love these books. And if Shakespeare's not your jam, no worries, each book features a different classic author. ;) Happy reading! 

      

      Start the series today! Click here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Eryn Scott

          

        

      

    

    
      Mystery:

      The Pepper Brooks Cozy Mystery Series

      The Stoneybrook Mysteries

      Women’s fiction:

      The Beauty of Perhaps

      Settling Up

      The What’s in a Name Series

      In Her Way

      Romantic comedy:

      Meet Me in the Middle
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      Eryn Scott lives in the Pacific Northwest with her husband and their quirky animals. She loves classic literature, musicals, knitting, and hiking. She writes cozy mysteries and women’s fiction.

      Join her mailing list to learn about new releases and sales!
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