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      When people asked Hadley James what day of the week she liked best, she would always answer Saturday, without hesitation.

      Until that particular Saturday.

      Even though her day was doomed to go down the drain faster than a failed batch of jam, it began remarkably well.

      Hadley woke to the spring sun streaming in through her bedroom window. In the small mountain valley tucked in northwest Washington, sun was always welcome. She appreciated it even more that morning, as it marked the first outside market of the year.

      The year-round Stoneybrook Farmers Market moved inside during the fall and winter months, but Hadley loved it when they transitioned to Fenton Park for the spring and summer. She was ecstatic to get out of the community center and into the fresh air.

      The last few months had been difficult to say the least, and this spring felt like a new start for Hadley.

      She didn’t exactly jump out of bed with a smile on her face, but her excitement for the market that day definitely made it a little easier to roll out from under the covers and stumble into the shower.

      Her enthusiasm built as she went through her morning routine, almost making her feel like a kid again. The feeling was so strong that, as Hadley headed down the stairs, she decided to take them at a run, skipping the last three steps like she used to as a little kid and landing with a thump in the hall. Unlike when she was younger, however, her left knee gave a twinge of pain as her feet touched down on the old wood floor.

      Hadley winced, reaching down to massage the aching joint. She was only thirty, but body parts that had never been in pain before now seemed to scream out in complaint. Ugh, she thought. I seriously needed to increase my supplements. Never had she foreseen being so interested in the merits of glucosamine and fiber.

      Shaking out her knee, Hadley headed into the kitchen to put together a breakfast suitable for eating on the go. Then she sent a quick message to her best friend, Suzanne.

      On my way, but I have to stop at Edith’s to feed the cat.

      Suzanne answered right back.

      Thanks for the heads-up. Have I mentioned lately that you’re a WAY better person than me? I don’t know how you put up with that woman.

      Hadley sent back a winking emoji and shook her head.

      That woman was Edith Butler, and she had been her great-aunt’s best friend before she’d passed away. Hadley wasn’t about to turn her back on the woman like the others in Stoneybrook had. Though to be fair to the rest of the town, Edith was cranky, combative, and downright nosy. But since Hadley’s divorce finalized just a couple months ago and close to half the town was barely speaking to her, she’d started to feel a kind of affinity with Edith. So she’d told Mrs. Butler she would look after her cat while the older woman visited her sister’s.

      An apple, cheese, and her water bottle would have to do for breakfast. After tucking them under one arm, Hadley grabbed her purse and headed outside. She followed the little stone path around to the side of the house where a pink bike was propped up against the siding. Placing her belongings in the wicker basket tied to the front, she wheeled it around to the driveway.

      Her twin brother, Paul, had gotten the bike for her on their birthday last year and although he’d stuck the basket on as a joke, Hadley couldn’t imagine doing without it at that point. His joke had proven to be quite thoughtful.

      That was Paul in a nutshell, though. Always trying to mess with her, but actually showing her how much he cared. Not that she’d let the truth about his soft side get out. It might ruin his reputation.

      As one of the local deputy sheriffs, Paul had to maintain an air of authority and seriousness, something that wasn’t hard to do looking like he did. At well over six feet, Paul was the exact opposite to Hadley in height and build. He was tall and broad shouldered while she cut a smaller, curvier figure. The only thing they shared was their mother’s dark hair and their father’s blue eyes. But as intimidating as her brother appeared, Hadley knew as well as the rest of the locals that he was a big softy.

      What neither Paul nor Hadley had known when he got the bike for her was how handy it would come to be, especially since she’d decided to sell her car to pay for a delivery van just a few months later. And while she’d meant to replace the hatchback, her divorce had left her strapped for cash. So for now, the bike would have to do. It didn’t hurt that the heart of downtown was only a ten minute walk away and even the farthest reaches of the valley’s riverside farms were accessible with a half-hour bike ride.

      The spring air rushed past Hadley as she picked up speed and headed toward Mrs. Butler’s little yellow house. Though she couldn’t see it, Hadley could hear the great Cascade River from behind a line of alder trees. She knew the breeze whooshing around her body was from the cold mountain water constantly rushing by.

      Edith’s house was just a few streets down from Hadley’s, but it was at the end of a long road so it always felt like a trek. The little yellow cottage Edith called home was the only house on her road—well, except the Fenton’s old tenant house that sat at the back edge of their farm. But no one had lived there for ages.

      Biking down Edith’s gravel drive, Hadley finally arrived at her house, which sat right on the edge of the Fenton family’s longest expanse of grassy farmland.

      This was the second time in as many months Hadley had watched Edith’s cat. While the woman had seemed surprised when Hadley had offered last time, she seemed almost dumbstruck this time. But it wasn’t too much trouble and the woman had an awesome cat, so Hadley didn’t mind spending more time with him.

      The cat’s name was Ansel, after the older woman’s favorite photographer—she always said it was because the little cat was black and white, just like Ansel Adam’s pictures. Ansel had been the runt of his litter, so he was much smaller than the average house cat. But he made up for his diminutive size with an attitude as big as the mountains captured in his namesake’s photos.

      Speaking of the fluffy devil, he was perched on the railing of the porch, waiting for her when she rounded the last corner.

      Huh, that’s odd, Hadley thought as she pumped the brakes and skidded to a stop just outside the white picket fence. Edith had definitely said she was going to leave Ansel inside.

      “Hey, buddy,” she called as she picked her way down the path into the front garden. “Whatcha doin’ out here?”

      Ansel dipped his head like he was rubbing up against an invisible hand and meowed.

      “You break out?” Hadley glanced at the windows visible from where she stood. A few were open, but they all had screens that appeared to be intact.

      Again, Ansel meowed in response, as if he and Hadley were having a conversation.

      “Okay, well … Let’s go inside then and check the rest of the windows.”

      She scooped him up with one hand, holding him close as she grabbed Edith’s spare key from behind the wooden sign inscribed with The Butlers. Fiddling a second with the key in the lock, Hadley opened the door and let Ansel jump down as she stepped inside. He slipped into the other room while she closed the door behind them.

      Edith’s house always held the distinct, mingled scents of fragrant lavender and dusty wool. As the owner of the town’s knitting shop, Edith not only ordered and sold quality yarns, but had started spinning her own on a spindle she’d purchased a few years ago.

      Glancing at the small table in the entryway where she set the keys during her visits, Hadley frowned. Last time, Edith had left a note with instructions for her, telling her how much to feed Ansel, when to let him in and out, and what plants to water in the garden if the temperature wandered high enough. It was possible the old woman assumed Hadley knew what to do at this point, but knowing Edith and her controlling ways, that didn’t add up.

      Hadley walked into the kitchen to where Edith usually set the container of Ansel’s dry food alongside a small tower of wet food she liked to mix in so he didn’t get bored. As she rounded the corner, she saw the countertop was empty of food as well. Hadley frowned, sure she could feel the lines she tried to moisturize away each night form between her eyebrows.

      Instead, there was a stack of flyers Edith had been handing out at her yarn shop opposing the proposal to build a golf course in town. Scanning the rest of the countertop, Hadley noticed a stack of colorful bowls, a shiny industrial blender, and a few prescription bottles lined up behind the sink.

      “Ansel outside, no note, no food. What is going on, Edith?” Hadley whispered to herself. She picked at her light pink nail polish absentmindedly as she thought.

      Seeing a paper stuck underneath the flyers, Hadley moved them aside. Maybe Mrs. B had accidentally covered up her instructions. But as Hadley opened the folded piece of paper, she realized it wasn’t a list of directions for a house sitter. The paper she held in her hands was a note, and quite a threatening one at that.

      You’ve already taken what’s mine once. I won’t stand for it again. Watch your back!

      The handwriting was feminine but bold, as if the author had pressed down hard with the pen as she wrote it. A few of the words had three lines underneath, accentuating them. Hadley shook her head. Edith was infamous for leaving angry letters around town, complaining via written word just about as often as she did in person. Hadley wondered who Edith was mad at now.

      Suddenly, an ear-piercing yowl split through the silence of the house, making Hadley jump and drop the note onto the counter. The noise had to be Ansel, though Hadley was quite sure she’d never heard the even-tempered cat make any such sound.

      Hadley traced the noise to the back of the house, by the sunroom, and headed in that direction.

      She skidded to a stop when she found him.

      Ansel was pacing at the foot of a floral armchair, the spring morning sunshine creating dappled patterns on his dark fur as he walked.

      In the chair sat Edith Butler. Her head was tipped forward and her eyes were closed, but there was something about the pallor of her skin that told Hadley the woman wasn’t just taking a nap in her favorite spot.

      Shaking worse than an oak leaf on a windy day, she stepped forward and placed two trembling fingers to the woman’s neck. Her skin was cold to the touch, but even more concerning was the lack of heartbeat.

      She stumbled back as her fears were confirmed. Edith Butler was dead.

      Hadley was sure she would never look at Saturdays the same way.
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      “C-come here, Ansel.” Hadley tried to coax the cat away from the body while slipping her phone from her pocket at the same time.

      Ansel, however, stayed put. He stared at Hadley, his amber eyes glittering with defiance. He wasn’t going to leave Edith’s side without a fight.

      Hadley sighed out a shaky breath and then nodded in understanding. She, however, was not the woman’s loyal companion and standing so close to the body royally freaked her out. Taking a few more steps back, she focused on her phone and dialed her brother.

      “Hey, Had. What’s up?” Paul asked through the phone.

      Hadley swallowed and stepped back once more, fingers shaking, and the phone slipped a little.

      “Had, you there?” he asked, louder this time.

      “Paul.” His name was a gasp. “She’s not—I found—I’m at Mrs. Butler’s.” She couldn’t seem to make herself say the words.

      Her brother’s tone tightened. “What’s wrong?”

      Taking a deep breath, she pushed the answer out all at once. “Edith is dead.” She couldn’t take her eyes off the woman’s unmoving form.

      “I’m on my way. Don’t move.” Paul hung up.

      Tucking the phone back into her pocket, she hugged her arms around her middle and looked around. She was alone in the house with a body. Birds chirped happily in the garden outside and the river rushed by just out of sight through a line of trees. The pleasant sounds felt so out of place as Hadley stared at the poor old woman.

      Unable to handle the sight any longer, she turned away, settling her attention on the large Ansel Adams photograph of a silvery river snaking around the feet of jagged mountains. She didn’t know which range was pictured, and even though it was beautiful, there was something somber about the black and white photograph that seemed to fit this situation much better than the cheery spring day happening outside. Hadley imagined being a part of the picture, wandering the dark hills, looking up at those towering precipices and wondering when everything became so dark.

      Several minutes must’ve passed while she was lost in that photograph, because the sound of tires screeching to a stop outside pulled Hadley from her thoughts.

      Paul.

      Scurrying over to the front door, Hadley opened it just in time to see her brother jumping out of his truck. He ran over to her, eyebrows pulled tight over worried eyes. Paul wore his normal tan sheriff’s shirt, but it was still unbuttoned. He didn’t usually go in to the station until eight on Saturdays, so she must’ve caught him right in the middle of getting ready.

      Paul didn’t say anything, but pulled Hadley into a tight hug when he got close enough. For the first time since finding the body, she felt like crying.

      “You okay?” Paul asked, moving her out onto the porch.

      She nodded as he helped her over to the porch swing. Hadley hadn’t realized how wobbly her legs had become until they didn’t have to hold her up any longer. “She’s in the sunroom, toward the back.” She dropped her head back on the cushion.

      “Stay here,” Paul said. “I’ll be right back.” He left the door open as he went back inside.

      More vehicles pulled up alongside the truck as Paul’s fellow deputy, Kevin, and the local physician, Dr. Hall joined her brother inside. They each gave Hadley a grimace and a wave as they walked past her, toward the body inside.

      She could hear boots clomping around in the house, but they kept their voices to a murmur while they inspected the scene. That was all right. She didn’t want to hear what they were saying anyway. Mrs. Butler was in her seventies, and on a whole lot of medications if those bottles lined up behind her kitchen sink were any indication. Her husband had passed away when Hadley had still been in high school, so she’d been alone for over a decade.

      That doesn’t mean it’s not sad that she’s dead. Hadley scoffed at her own narrow thinking.

      It wasn’t as if she didn’t think someone could be happy without a spouse. No, she was definitely better off without Tyler. But after Hadley and Paul’s Great-Aunt Lizzy had passed away two years ago, Mrs. Butler hadn’t had any friends in town either. Ansel may have been the old woman’s only true remaining companion.

      At that moment, the footsteps inside grew louder. Hadley glanced back and saw Paul walking toward her, holding Ansel in his arms. The cat still had a wild, worried look in his eyes, but with each stroke from Paul’s large hand, he seemed to settle.

      “Ansel’s getting in the way. Can he stay out here with you?”

      Hadley held out her hands. “Of course. Come here, boy.”

      Paul handed off the cat, giving her a small smile before heading back inside. Hadley wondered if she would be able to contain the cat. From the way he had been protecting the body of his owner she figured he’d run right back the moment Paul set him down. But once his paws hit her lap, his body relaxed. Ansel let out a big sigh, curled up into a ball, and then began to purr.

      Combing her fingers over his fur, she whispered, “Poor guy. It’s been a rough day for you too, huh?”

      He looked up at her and blinked slowly, as if agreeing.

      Paul came out a few minutes later to write down Hadley’s statement. She told him about Edith asking her to watch Ansel, seeing the cat outside that morning, the absence of notes or food left inside, and then the yowl that eventually brought her to find the woman’s body. As she talked, she picked at the nail polish on her fingernails, wondering if she’d have any left by tonight the way the day was going.

      “And the door was locked when you arrived?” Paul asked.

      “Yes. I used the key.” A tumultuous feeling rolled through her for some reason as she answered.

      Now she couldn’t seem to remember hearing the click of the lock moving out of the deadbolt. She hadn’t tried the door before she’d unlocked it. Could it have been left unlocked? Edith never did that, though, saying she kept it locked ever since Henry had passed away. Hadley shook away the silly wondering. Of course the door had been locked. She wondered why her stomach still felt tight at the thought.

      But before she could think on the feeling too much, another patrol car pulled into the driveway, drawing her attention away. Well, calling it a car wasn’t accurate. Next to the older vehicles that Paul and Kevin drove around, the monstrous, flashy SUV seemed like something from the future. And while all three of the vehicles sported the county’s sheriff decal, it was easy to tell which were from Stoneybrook and which was from the bigger city of Cascade Ridge, twenty minutes north.

      Sheriff McKay jumped out of the SUV, at least as much as his round shape would allow him to, and came hurtling down Edith’s front path. The man grumbled like the motor of a classic car—one that had been poorly maintained.

      Paul jumped to his feet, straightening his uniform and finally buttoning his shirt. “Sir.”

      “Deputy James, don’t come in until that shirt’s tucked in,” McKay grumbled as he walked past the twins and into the house.

      Paul’s cheeks flushed, and when he finished with the last button, he began stuffing the shirt into his pants.

      Mark McKay was in his forties, so he wasn’t too much older than the James twins, but by the way he treated Paul, one would think he was talking to a silly child. McKay was portly to the extent that he was almost as wide as he was tall. That, plus his initials, had led to the locals giving him the nickname, Sheriff M&M—his shape closely resembled the red candy-character from the commercials.

      A quiet, thin man with gray hair strode behind the paunchy sheriff. Paul started to follow them into the house, but M&M barked at him. “Don’t worry. Take your time, James. You obviously need to get yourself together.” Without another glance, he pulled the front door shut after the tall man.

      Paul stopped, mid-stride, then turned back toward Hadley, taking a deep, calming breath and blowing it out.

      “I really, really dislike that man,” Hadley said, gritting her teeth.

      An appreciative smile broke across Paul’s face. He usually defended the sheriff’s actions, but Hadley could tell the closed door bothered him way more than he would ever admit.

      It was easy for Hadley to forget Paul wasn’t the top dog in these parts because Mark McKay spent most of his time in Cascade Ridge. There was no love lost with the Stoneybrook residents, who were happy to stick with Paul and Kevin, avoiding McKay as much as possible. The sheriff would, however, grace them with his presence during a quarterly visit downstream or if Paul or Kevin called and requested his presence.

      But their request was often the end of the sheriff’s collaboration with his deputies. Despite the fact that Paul had grown up in town and—along with the other deputy, Kevin—kept Stoneybrook running 99 percent of the time, the sheriff routinely refused any help, even though the local deputies had advice that could make his work ten times easier.

      It looked like this case was starting the same way.

      “Who was that guy with him?” Hadley asked.

      Chewing on the inside of his cheek like he did whenever he was thinking, Paul blinked, then looked at her. “That’s the medical examiner from the county office up in Cascade Ridge.”

      Hadley’s mouth formed a little o, and she glanced down at the sleeping cat in her lap.

      Paul flipped through his notebook. “You’re free to head out, Had. I’ve got your statement. I know where to find you if McKay needs anything more than that.” He gave her shoulder a little shove. “You’ve got the market today, and I know how much you love when it moves outside. Plus, it’ll be good for you to take your mind off … all of this.”

      Hadley sighed. She had been checking her watch a lot the past half hour, worried she was cutting it close but not wanting to be insensitive to Mrs. Butler’s situation.

      “Okay.” She peeled the sleeping cat off her lap, setting him next to her on the porch swing. Hadley stood, patting his fur off her jeans and looking around. As much as she wanted to get as far away from the body as she could, it felt odd to just take off.

      “Go. We’ll be fine.” Paul nodded encouragingly.

      “Right. Yeah. Okay. See you later.” Hadley started up the path toward her bike.

      She’d only gotten a few yards away when she heard a series of meows. When she looked back, Ansel had jumped down off the porch swing, and was following her. His golden yellow eyes flashed in the sunshine as he looked up at her and seemed to ask, “Where are you going?”

      She knelt down and petted him. “Sorry, buddy. I’ve got to go to work. I’ll come visit you later.” When Paul walked over, she picked the cat up and handed it to him.

      Hadley walked the rest of the way up to her bike. While she buckled on her helmet, Ansel watched her as if she were a bug he was hunting. When she threw one leg over the bike and moved it out onto the road, a loud yowl echoed in the quiet street.

      “Ouch! Ansel!” Paul yelled.

      When she looked over her shoulder, Paul had dropped Ansel and was rubbing at angry, red marks on his forearms. Now free, Ansel galloped across the garden, his body stretched long to accommodate the speed. He scaled the white picket fence with ease and was standing next to Hadley’s bike within seconds. Before she could say a word, Ansel wagged his back half a few times, then jumped straight into the wicker basket along with Hadley’s purse and to-go breakfast.

      Her mouth dropped open at the sight. A loud laugh rang out from the garden. Hadley turned to see her brother smiling and shaking his head.

      “Looks like he’s going with you,” Paul said with a smirk.
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      Any worry Hadley had felt that Ansel might jump out of the basket dissolved as she picked up speed. The cat looked like he’d been riding along in bike baskets his whole life—all two years of it. He blinked, glancing around happily at the valley scenery as Hadley’s tires crunched along the country road. The wind generated by their speed flicked through his whiskers, pushing them back as it ruffled the rest of his fur.

      While Hadley was an exceptionally safe bicyclist, she took extra care to lengthen her stopping distance and utilize her arm signals because of her precious cargo.

      Maybe I should get the little guy a helmet of his own, Hadley mused as she turned onto Main Street. But just as soon as the thought came, she pushed it away. Ansel wasn’t hers ... as much as she wished he could be. She was simply watching him until Paul and the rest of the Stoneybrook officials were able to figure out where he would go now that his owner was deceased. She hated how her stomach sank at the thought of giving him up, but there was nothing she could do about it.

      Hadley focused as she maneuvered her bike through the foot and vehicle traffic of downtown Stoneybrook. Main Street was quite the departure from the green fields hugging the mighty Cascade River out by where she and Mrs. Butler lived.

      Downtown was adorable, as almost every tourist commented while wandering down the two main shopping streets. Because most of the buildings shared an older-style, brick architecture, the town council had put up striped awnings to delineate each storefront. Each had a different color matched with the white stripes, creating a colorful, candy-box feel. The North Cascades loomed behind the buildings, their rocky faces amplifying the rushing sound of the river as it snaked around the town.

      Toward the end of the street, a building came into view with a lavender-and-white striped awning. The sign on the front said, Pretty Jam Good Canning Headquarters and then in the window, signs told customers that a retail space was Coming Soon!

      Pulling into an alley between two buildings, Hadley carefully slowed and then came to a stop in the small concrete loading area behind. Not only did the loading area hold her van—lovingly dubbed The Jam Van—but that morning it also held her best friend, Suzanne Till, who was leaning on her back door waiting for her.

      Hadley and Suze had been best friends since preschool, so Hadley knew by the way her friend was chewing on her bottom lip that she was unsettled by her tardiness. In addition to a worried expression, Suze wore a paint-splattered smock, a long, flowing printed blouse underneath, and her usual wild, wonderful mass of curly brown hair.

      “A little late? This is more than just a little late, Had. I already loaded all of my art into the van. I’m supposed to be the one who’s bad with time, you know,” Suze said, walking forward. But any exasperation on her face fell away as she noticed the black and white cat perched inside the bike basket. “Wh—wait—is that Ansel?” She pointed at the cat, tipping her head to one side as she considered him.

      Hadley nodded, then with a careful deliberateness, explained to her best friend what had happened that morning.

      “Omigosh. I can’t believe it.” Suze covered her mouth with her hand. “I mean …” She paused. “I guess she was getting up there in years, but … she still seemed so feisty.”

      Feisty was a nice way to put it.

      “Right? I figured she was so stubborn she’d outlive us all.”

      Suze leaned forward to scratch Ansel’s chin. “This must’ve been quite the morning for you, poor darling.”

      Hadley sighed. “I guess he’s going to have to stick it out with me today. He wouldn’t leave Edith’s side at first, but once Paul took him away from her so they could … examine her, he seems to have switched his affections to me.”

      “Well, cat or no cat, you’d better get moving.”

      Checking her watch, Hadley’s eyes widened. “Ugh. It’s even later than I thought.”

      Scooping Ansel out of the basket, she dug her keys from her pocket with her free hand. She let herself and Suzanne into the industrial kitchen, and took a right toward her small office.

      “While my customers love the creative ingredients I include in my jams, I doubt they’d be so happy if one of them was cat hair, so you’ll have to stay in here for now.” She deposited him onto her bright purple office chair, closed the door, and then glanced back at Suzanne.

      “The poor guy hasn’t eaten all day. I didn’t want to ask Paul to go digging around in Edith’s house for food. Do you mind if I—”

      Suze interrupted her with a dismissive wave, saying, “Go, go. I’ve got it under control here. You just want the spring flavors, right?”

      Hadley nodded. “I put the boxes I need there.” Hadley pointed to a stack next to the back door. “I already loaded the table, cloth, and my signs last night before I went home.”

      Suze scoffed. “Psh. Girl, you’re so prepared. I was still putting the finishing designs on a print a half an hour ago.”

      Suzanne was an amazing artist. And while her heart was mostly behind the large watercolor landscapes she painted, most of her income came from the graphic design work she commissioned through her website and from the town’s many businesses. She also rented a space downtown—three buildings down—and rented the booth space right next to Hadley’s at the farmers market.

      “Looks like I didn’t need to worry about you after all,” Suze said, lifting the first box. “Go get that little guy some food.”

      Hadley complied, grabbing her purse and heading out onto Main Street. Her stomach sank as she remembered it would take her a good twenty minutes to get to the local pet store and back, even on her bike. Which meant the closest store that would have cat food and supplies was the Henley Family Grocer, her ex-in-laws’ store.

      Taking a deep breath, she jogged across the street and one block down to the grocer. It was just a store and she was a paying customer. They wouldn’t hassle her. Right? She bit back a laugh. If she’d learned anything from being a part of the family for a decade, it was that they were passionate people. Good if you were on their side. Not so good if you weren’t.

      Hadley had gone a good two months without having to step foot in the store. Between the farmers market, online ordering, and the tiny Hal’s Food N Stuff out by the highway, she’d been able to get everything she needed. Until now.

      The electric doors slid open as she walked up to the street-side entrance—the parking lot entrance behind was the more high traffic route, so Hadley was hoping she might slip in unnoticed. Cool, conditioned air washed over her at the same time the lame music did.

      As long as they hadn’t changed too much around in the past few months, Hadley knew just where she was going and what she needed. She’d often helped out during inventory, especially in high school when they’d needed a few extra hands and she’d needed a few extra bucks.

      Finding the pet supplies in the same back corner, she grabbed a small bag of dried food, a few cans of wet food and piled them into a litter box along with a small bag of litter. About to head to the register, her eye caught on a feather toy that suctioned to a door or window. Hadley grabbed it, then walked with purpose toward the register.

      Maybe it would be her lucky day and one of the nonrelated members of the staff would be wor—

      Hadley skidded to a stop as she noticed Tara, her ex-sister-in-law behind the one open register.

      Nope. No such luck.

      She wasn’t proud of it, but she briefly considered running straight for the door without paying. It wasn’t like the Henleys’ opinion of her could get any lower. Since she’d filed for divorce, they all thought she was a selfish crook. Shoplifting would only fit their expectations. But the impulse passed, and she squared her shoulders as she walked forward.

      If the moment Tara recognized Hadley wasn’t so awkward and awful, she might’ve laughed at the variety of emotions that passed over the woman’s face. Recognition, shock, anger, and then confusion when her gaze landed on the pile of cat supplies clutched in Hadley’s arms.

      Once she settled on an emotion—thinly veiled hatred—Tara narrowed her eyes and flicked something on the conveyor, starting it moving. Hadley stepped forward and placed her purchases on the black belt.

      Tara silently rung up each item, studying it, then Hadley, then the item once more before scanning it. Hadley felt her cheeks heat up. Needing something to do, she stepped down to the other end of the register and caught the items as Tara pushed them down the sloped counter toward the bags. Hadley didn’t need a bag and placed everything back in the kitty litter bin just like she’d had it before.

      Thinking she might actually get away without having to talk with Tara, Hadley swiped her card. Her fingers twitched as they waited for each question on the small card-reader screen.

      “So you’re not planning on getting married again, I see.” Tara’s tone gave away the sly smirk on her lips so well Hadley felt no need to look up and confirm it was there.

      Hadley sighed. “One cat does not a crazy lady make.” She pushed the last button on the pad, happy to be so close to getting out of there.

      “Depends if the lady’s already crazy or not,” Tara deadpanned. “Or wait, was that crazy or just terrible?”

      This time, Hadley did look up. Tara’s face was twisted into a mock question as she held out Hadley’s receipt.

      “Well … it takes crazy to know crazy,” Hadley said, snatching the paper from Tara and grabbing her stuff before storming out of there.

      She waited until she was across the street and entering her kitchen through the back door before she let her head hang forward in defeat.

      “That bad?” Suze asked. She’d twisted her hair up into a loose bun, a paint-splattered stick holding it together.

      Hadley frowned. “Tara.”

      “Ugh. Say no more.”

      Tyler’s older sister had taken too much pleasure in pushing Hadley and Suzanne around even when they were younger. She’d never quite warmed up to Hadley, even when she and Tyler had tied the knot.

      “She turns me into a frustrated teenager all over again.” Hadley walked into the kitchen and set the cat supplies down on the floor outside the office. “I think I even called myself crazy at one point.”

      “Sorry.” Suze cringed, but Hadley could see her stifle a laugh.

      “This is not funny.”

      “Come on,” Suze said, trying to get a smile out of her. “It sorta is.”

      Hadley shrugged.

      “Well, over here in Adult World, the van is all ready to go.” Suze ran her shoulder into Hadley’s. “Get that cat set up so we can go.”

      After a few minutes Ansel was purring away as he ate his food. Hadley set a blanket on her chair for him, which was sitting in a lovely sunbeam during this time of the day. Not only did the little cat have food, water, and a proper bathroom, but Hadley suctioned the feather toy she’d bought to the window just in case he needed entertainment.

      Satisfied he was taken care of, Hadley closed the door to her office and headed out to the van. She and Suze drove the few minutes down to the park and pulled in next to the other vendors who had already started setting up. Almost every car, truck, or van sat open as people made trips back and forth to their designated spot in the lush, green grass.

      Half an hour later, Hadley stood in front of her table, straightening the sign Suze had painted for her last year that read Pretty Jam Good: Canned Creations by Hadley James. Then she fixed the stack of strawberry-rhubarb jam in the middle so they would match the cherry-merlot and almond-apricot stacks on either side. Even though Hadley sold over a dozen varieties of her jams at all times on her website, she tried to keep the ones she brought to the market as seasonally appropriate as she could. There wasn’t much demand for her pumpkin spiced rum butter during warm, sunny days like this one.

      Folding open her chair, Hadley sank into the seat, glad Paul had convinced her to come here to take her mind off Edith. The last thirty minutes had been wonderful, losing herself in her normal routine. But even though she’d left Ansel safe in her office, Hadley knew it was just a matter of time before people heard what had happened.

      Secrets were hard to keep in a small town like Stoneybrook. She knew from experience.

      In fact, the whispering and staring had already begun. Hadley felt they showed considerable restraint, waiting until there was only a quarter of an hour before the market opened to approach the jam table. Louise Stanton turned out to be the chosen representative.

      Suze was just rearranging a few piles of screen-printed T-shirts when she let out a two-toned whistle to alert Hadley, but she needn’t have; Hadley had seen the small woman approaching ever since she’d broken away from the knitting table across the grassy walkway. She wore her peppered-with-gray, brown hair twisted up into a tortoiseshell clip that matched her glasses.

      “Hadley, my dear.” Louise came right around Hadley’s table and pulled her into a tight hug. “We all heard. I want to say I’m surprised, but honestly, that woman was so unhappy I’m surprised it took this long for her to … you know.”

      It took Hadley a moment to register what she’d heard. She tipped her head to one side. “Wait, you think it was suicide?” Hadley whispered that last word, though she wasn’t sure why; if Louise was telling this to her, it meant she’d already told a dozen others.

      Louise shrugged. “Well, it would only make sense.”

      Hadley shouldn’t have been surprised by Louise’s statement; she knew the level of disregard at which most of Stoneybrook held Edith Butler. And Louise had even more reason to dislike Edith, being the one other person who worked at Main Street Skeins, Edith’s knitting shop. Hadley had heard all of the terrible things Edith had said to Louise over the years, had even witnessed Louise’s less-than-ideal working conditions on many occasions. But still, she’d expected a little more humility from her town in light of that morning’s events.

      “Please, let’s not be catty at a time like this.” Hadley leveled a disappointed stare at the woman.

      Louise patted Hadley’s hand. “You’re such a good girl. Yes, of course. Don’t speak ill of the dead and all that.” She took a step back. “Well, we just wanted you to know how proud we are that you decided to show up today, considering.” She turned to leave.

      Suze snorted in response from where she sat at her booth, but if Louise heard her, she didn’t let on.

      “Mrs. B wasn’t my favorite either, but gosh, you’d think they could at least wait a few days before bringing out the claws.” Suze walked over to stand next to Hadley as Louise left.

      “Tell me about it,” Hadley said, shaking her head.

      “At least it’s time for the market to open, so they’ll be stuck behind their booths for the next few hours.”

      “We can only hope.” Hadley shaded her eyes with her hand as a wave of tourists walked in through the park entrance.
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      Fortunately, Hadley had been right. The vendors were much too busy to come over and inquire about Edith’s passing once the market opened. Unfortunately, she had a list of items in her purse that she needed to pick up today and eventually had to venture out from behind her jam table.

      Suze and Hadley often watched each other’s booths during slow market times, allowing them to get some shopping done without losing out on potential sales.

      The spring sunshine blanketed Hadley as she walked through the market, making her want to roll up her long sleeves. Unlike summer and winter—which bowled into the Cascade Valley like an avalanche—spring and fall crept into the valley, tiptoeing in so unassumingly that Hadley was always pleasantly surprised by their arrival.

      She smiled and waved to Barry, sitting behind a table displaying rows of his local honey. Hadley didn’t need anything from him this weekend, having just purchased three jars of his wildflower honey last Saturday, but just looking at the rich, golden decadence made her crave a freshly baked scone with butter and a generous honey drizzle with some of her almond-apricot jam.

      “Afternoon, Miss James,” Barry said, taking his hat off and tipping his head forward in a small bow.

      The man’s crazy, white hair seemed like it was trying to escape with the way it sprung out in all directions when released from the confines of the floppy hat. Barry returned the hat to his head, smiling at Hadley through an equally white, messy—though endearing—beard.

      Hadley wished she could linger and chat with Barry, knowing the kind man was one of the few here who wouldn’t stoop to fanatical gossip. He was calm, quiet, and careful, having to be to keep his many bees from gettin’ him, as he called the infrequent times he was stung. And although Hadley was far larger and more complex than a bee, she had always felt the same soothing effect from his demeanor.

      Moving on, she stopped at the next booth, the local quilting club’s triple-table setup. With five of them creating everything from potholders to full quilts, they had a lot of merchandise to display and were one of the largest operations at the market, except for the produce and nursery booths. The local quilt club saved their larger scrap pieces for Hadley each week so she could use them as cute additions to her jam lids after running a pair of pinking shears along the rough edges. As many times as Hadley had offered to pay for the fabric, the women refused to let her give them a dime.

      However, in addition to being incredibly generous, they were also unfailingly gossipy, so Hadley steeled her resolve as she stepped forward.

      “Shh, shh, shh.”

      “Hadley’s here.”

      “Ladies, look alive.”

      “Ida, Think about your word choice. Really.”

      Hadley had to suppress an eye roll. They were also painfully bad at hiding anything.

      “Hi, ladies.” Hadley clasped her hands in front of her as she waited for the inevitable questions.

      “Oh, Hadley, dear. We just simply cannot believe it.” Ida Mae Rogers rushed forward and enveloped Hadley in a tight hug.

      The older woman had to be a full foot shorter than Hadley’s five-foot-five height, and her thin arms wrapped around Hadley’s stomach, making her think twice about all of the scones she’d consumed through the winter months.

      “I know. It’s terrible, right?” Hadley pressed her lips together and shook her head.

      “Completely,” June Dewer said from her seat behind Ida.

      A sniffling sound came from the end of the table. Hadley found Hazel Smith sitting there red-eyed and clutching a monogrammed handkerchief.

      “We’re—we’re—we’re just in … shock!” Hazel cried, stretching the last word out so long that it disappeared into her next wail.

      Ida Mae let go of Hadley and scuttled back behind the tables, but Hadley couldn’t seem to focus on anything other than Hazel. Remembering Louise’s insensitive declaration earlier, if Hadley had expected anyone else to share Louise’s feelings about Edith, it would’ve been Hazel.

      Last year, Edith Butler had hired Hazel’s son to manage some investments for her—he lived in the city and, according to Hazel, was the best around for growing an investment portfolio. After a few months, Edith’s money wasn’t performing like she wanted, and she began to look into what he’d been doing with it. Needless to say, things didn’t add up. Edith called the Better Business Bureau on him.

      They found that he’d not only been skimming money off his older clients’ portfolios, but had also invested in a few less-than-real holdings, figuring the AARP crowd wouldn’t notice. The guy had lost his license, and was also serving some time in prison. Hazel, unable to comprehend that her son was capable of such a terrible thing, blamed Edith exclusively for the whole mess, maintaining that Edith had set him up.

      Hazel was right next to Louise Stanton on the list of people who hated Edith Butler with a passion.

      Not about to come right out and say, Oh really, Hazel? I thought you would’ve been happy Edith is dead, Hadley nodded. “I know,” she said instead. “She had so much energy and spunk to just off and die in her sleep.”

      “And at such a young age,” Ida Mae said. “Edith was seven years younger than me.”

      “Twelve younger than me!” June chimed in.

      The other ladies murmured similar statements shaking their heads and patting their hands over their hearts.

      “She seemed to be on a lot of medication,” Hadley said, hoping to calm the older women, noticing they seemed worried they might be next.

      “I think she was just taking something for her high blood pressure,” Hazel said. The woman worked at the only pharmacy in town, so she knew what everyone was taking. It was less than ideal since she also was one of the town’s biggest gossips.

      “But so do I …” Frannie Bloom said, fear leaving the last word half strangled in her throat.

      “Me too.” June gasped.

      Ida Mae just nodded blankly, as if unable to find her voice.

      A happy spring bird trilled out a lovely tune in the awkward silence that followed.

      Hadley mentally kicked herself. Gah … way to make the entire quilting society worried they’re about to kick the bucket, she scolded herself.

      “I’m sure it was more than just that.” Hadley folded her arms across her chest, feeling the discomfort wrap around her like one of their award-winning quilts.

      “Well, enough talk of this.” Hazel stood up, swiping a tear from her eye as she shoved her shoulders back. “Hadley’s had a hard enough day.” She bent to pick up a grocery bag full of fabric scraps then handed it to Hadley over the table. “Here you go, dear.” Hazel’s hands clasped around Hadley’s for a moment before she let go of the bag. Her watery, brown eyes held on to Hadley’s too, almost just as palpably.

      A shiver ran down Hadley’s spine despite the warm sun shining down on the market. Between her dramatic reaction to Edith’s death and the intense way she was looking at Hadley, something felt off.

      But Hadley had already dealt with too much today to be in a place where she could solve the mystery that was Hazel Smith. She smiled, waved, and turned back toward the other vendors. Just as she did, Hadley caught sight of Dirk and Cathy Croft walking stiffly through the center thoroughfare.

      She paused, mouth hanging open. It wasn’t as if Dirk and Cathy never showed up at the weekly market—they’d come once or twice over the last decade—but Dirk especially was quite vocal about how much he disliked the institution, claiming it took business away from Stoneybrook’s brick-and-mortar stores.

      How anyone could ever argue that a farmers market was bad for small businesses, Hadley could never understand. The rest of the town seemed to agree, because people mostly wrote Dirk’s rants off as just part of his generally disgruntled attitude. And while Cathy wasn’t quite as much of a stranger to the market, from the whispers and stares directed at the couple, Hadley could tell she wasn’t the only one surprised to see them.

      “Here to get the scoop on Edith Butler, no doubt.”

      Hadley jumped at the voice coming from just over her shoulder. Thea Clark, the local librarian, had sidled up next to Hadley and narrowed her eyes at the Crofts as they walked past.

      “Probably,” Hadley said, nodding as her heart slowed from the surprise of being snuck up on. “He sure does look skittish.”

      Thea clicked her tongue in agreement. Cathy stopped to chat with Marie, the secretary for the local attorney, while Dirk glanced around, checking behind his back more than once.

      “Doesn’t surprise me one bit,” Thea said. “That man’s only ever had morals as long as they serve his wallet.”

      Harsh as the statement was, Hadley couldn’t disagree. Her own family had been subject to Dirk’s greedy ways. When she and Paul had been in high school, Dirk had told their dad he wasn’t going to continue his lease for his woodworking shop and storefront in town after two decades. Dirk had found out he could get more money by dividing the building up into three smaller offices and had decided to oust their father. While things had worked out for the better in the end—her father had finally built the shop he’d always wanted on their property—it had been a stressful time for their family, something for which Hadley had yet to find a reason to forgive Dirk.

      Thea reached out and latched on to Hadley’s forearm, pulling her attention away from the Crofts.

      “Sorry to hear you found her,” she said, forehead creased. “I know you were one of the few she let get close to her.”

      Hadley smiled sincerely at the woman. She’d always loved the librarian, who was just about the same age as her mother. Hadley had always looked up to Thea and admired her kindness and wisdom.

      “It’s hard feeling like I’m the only one who cares that she’s gone.” Hadley glanced down at the grass, surprised at the candid nature of her confession.

      Thea squeezed her arm once more before letting go. “Don’t worry, honey. You’re not. Sour as people seemed toward her, they’ll miss Edith, do miss her.”

      With that, Thea gave a small wave and kept on her way, back to the used-book sales table the library sponsored.

      Passing by the knitting booth, manned by Louise and crowded with locals no doubt asking about Edith’s passing, Hadley walked toward the Stoneybrook Spirits booth. The local distillery was a favorite tourist destination, specializing in creative mixes to go along with their award winning liquors. Hadley needed another few bottles for her spring round of jams, knowing how popular the spirited recipes were last year.

      Luckily, Christine, the distiller and owner, lived far enough down the valley that she didn’t get involved much in the local drama. She stuck to chatting about business as she packed up Hadley’s order. After that, Hadley swung by the Cascade River Winery, where Tommy, a friend from high school and the tasting room manager, pulled a bag with a few bottles out from under the table and handed it to her. She had to squish to the very edge of the crowd to retrieve her bag. It was a popular booth between the smooth wine samplings and Tommy’s even smoother smile.

      “I’ll send you an invoice, Had.” He winked at her and then turned back to the group of women in front of him.

      Hadley waved then turned toward her last destination, the Fenton Farm booth. She needed to pick up her weekly bag of lemons—forever grateful for the Fenton’s greenhouse which produced the citrus year round—since the fruit was just about as important as sugar in her jams.

      But as the large booth that contained everything from fennel to free-range eggs came into view, Hadley stopped short. Her stomach felt like it dropped straight to the ground. She gripped the bags of her purchases so they wouldn’t follow.

      Luke Fenton stood behind his family’s booth.
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      Usually up on town goings-on, Hadley wondered why she hadn’t heard anything about Luke visiting from Seattle.

      Regardless of the reason for his visit, Hadley knew she wasn’t ready for a run-in with her ex-husband’s best friend. She would have to bike out to the farm Monday morning to pick up her order from Jolee, Luke’s sister. Luke would most likely be gone after the weekend.

      With a sigh, she turned back toward her booth.

      Hadley found Suzanne collecting money from a jam customer. Thanking the customer, Suze glanced up at Hadley, shading her eyes from the afternoon sun.

      “Get everything?”

      Grumbling a little, Hadley shook her head. “Did you hear anything about Luke Fenton coming to town for the weekend?”

      “Erm …” Suze chewed on her bottom lip and looked away.

      Hadley lowered her voice. “Suzanne Michelle Till.”

      “Okay, okay.” She put up her hands in defeat. “Sit down.” Motioning to the empty chair next to her, Suzanne waited.

      Reluctantly, Hadley plopped herself down in the seat, setting her bags on the grass next to her. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Cringing, Suze blurted out, “Luke is moving back to Stoneybrook for good according to Hazel Smith, everyone I talked to at Seven Stones, and his sister.”

      For the past ten years, Luke had been living four hours south of the Cascade River Valley in Seattle, building his plant-focused tech company, GroWorks. And while she and Luke had been close growing up, they’d had a falling-out when she’d started dating Tyler in high school—namely Luke trying to talk Tyler out of dating Hadley, saying she wasn’t good enough for his best friend.

      So, even though Luke hadn’t been in town for the divorce a few months ago, Hadley didn’t need a map to figure out whose side he would be on.

      “But …” Hadley wrinkled her nose. “His business.”

      “Apparently it’s going so well that he’s decided to come back and put some of the tech to use helping Fenton Farm.”

      “Ha!” Hadley let out a wry laugh. “Good luck to him with that. I heard his dad ranting to Hal last week about how sprinklers were technically cheating, and a real farmer should be able to get the job done between the river and rain.”

      “Yeah, Jolee told me their parents have already said no to half the gadgets he brought over with him.”

      “Where is he staying?” Hadley asked. She couldn’t see the successful Seattle businessman moving back into the farmhouse with his parents. Even his sister lived off-site, in town, and commuted the five minutes to the farm every morning.

      “The old tenant quarters, I think,” Suze said. “But don’t quote me on that.”

      Hadley pursed her lips to one side as she thought of the old farmhouse down the road from Edith’s. Luke Fenton back in town. She sighed. As if there weren’t already enough people she had to avoid.

      “Isn’t it weird that Tyler just moved to the city and Luke moves back home?” Hadley asked. She’d been sure part of the reason Tyler wanted to move to Seattle was to be close to Luke—well, and a few other reasons she’d rather not think about.

      Suze remained silent, but raised an eyebrow at Hadley, knowing Seattle had been one of the major reasons she’d gotten divorced, not because Hadley refused to move with Tyler, but because of what he’d been doing there without her.

      Hadley shrugged. “Never mind them. Luke and Tyler can do whatever they want. We’re going to focus on ourselves and our businesses.”

      Smiling, Suze said, “To the year of Suzely.” She squinted. “Hadlanne?”

      Hadley laughed. “We’d make an awful celebrity couple.”
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      By the end of the market an hour later, Hadley only had a few jars of jam left to pack back to the kitchen.

      Normally, she and Suze would linger, chatting with the other vendors and soaking up the sun. But today, all Hadley wanted to do was get out of the spotlight, away from the whispers and prying eyes. The stares today reminded her too much of the attention she’d gotten during her divorce.

      Even though she told herself that she was moving past it all, Hadley obviously still had some emotional trauma over the event. The town hadn’t gone so far as to wear colored pins to show their support of either her or Tyler, but it had been close enough.

      Months later, the effects were still noticeable. For example, Hadley only got lattes at Cascade River Coffee now because Tyler’s Aunt Sharon owned The Beanery on Main Street. She also didn’t dare set foot in the Stoneybrook Creamery, the ice cream parlor Tyler’s cousin Jeff ran. Coffee and ice cream weren’t the end of the world—goodness knew her waistline benefitted from at least one of those absences—but the grocery store was beginning to pose a problem, as was made evident by today’s events.

      Just as she was breaking down her folding table, Hadley spotted Paul walking toward her from the parking lot. After all of the suspicious glances she’d gotten, Hadley couldn’t have been happier to see her twin brother’s face, even grim as it was after the day he’d no doubt had.

      “Hey,” she called to him. Then, worrying he might be there to take Ansel from her, she said, “The cat’s in my office back at the kitchen. What’s up?”

      Running his palm across his thick beard, he said, “I don’t need Ansel yet. It’s just been a long day. Thought I’d check in and see how you’re doing.” The way her brother’s eyes flicked around the park made Hadley sure that wasn’t the whole truth.

      She knew every possible sign that Paul was lying or hiding something, just like she knew every single one of his laughs. If he wouldn’t meet her gaze, he was keeping something from her. His left eye twitching meant he was full-on lying. And if he rubbed his left arm with his right hand, she knew he was going to tell her something, but just wasn’t ready yet.

      Looking past Hadley, toward the produce stands, Paul rubbed his left arm. Hadley’s shoulders settled and she sighed, knowing she’d just have to wait for the information, whatever it was. When he raised a hand in a wave, Hadley turned to see who he was saying hi to.

      Her stomach dropped as she recognized Luke Fenton heading their way.

      “Pa-ul,” she hissed between clenched teeth.

      Her brother shrugged.

      “The fact that you are still friends with him is my least favorite part of you,” she whispered as Luke approached.

      “We’re not friends, exactly,” Paul said. “But I’m not going to shun the guy over something he did when he was a stupid teenager.”

      Hadley sighed, wishing she felt the same way, wishing she could let it go.

      Suze must’ve seen Luke approaching because she abandoned her packing up and was standing by Hadley’s side just as Luke stopped in front of them.

      “Suzanne. Paul,” Luke said, with a dip of his head. “Babe,” he added, a smirk pulling at the corners of his mouth.

      Hadley’s cheeks grew hot despite the cool air coming off the river. She hated that nickname. Unable to remember who’d come up with it in high school, it had the same effect on her mood now as it had over a decade earlier. It had all stemmed from the fact that she and Paul didn’t look like twins.

      They’d been much “twinnier” growing up. But once Paul hit a growth spurt in high school, everything had changed.

      And then senior year had brought the beard, and her brother began to resemble the mythical Paul Bunyan—or at least their classmates had thought so. Because they were always together, everyone started calling Hadley Babe, after the blue ox who acted as the lumberjack’s sidekick.

      “It’s a compliment,” Luke said, bumping his shoulder into hers.

      Suze and Hadley scoffed at the same time.

      “Right. I’ve always wanted to be referred to as a giant, blue, glorified cow.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Oxen, actually.” Luke crossed his arms over his chest.

      Hadley placed her hands on either side of a box of jam. “Sorry, but we were just about to leave.”

      “So is it true? About Edith?” he asked. Annoying as he was, Luke wasn’t stupid. He looked to Suze and Hadley for an answer, knowing Paul would have to be tight-lipped about anything official.

      Hadley sighed, but nodded. Even Luke deserved to know the truth. Especially since he and Mrs. Butler had technically been neighbors for the few days he’d been back in town.

      “I hate to say it, but I’m almost glad she’s gone.” Luke grimaced at his statement, putting up his hands in a gesture of defense. “I mean, not that I wanted her to die, it’s just that maybe now Dirk Croft will stop blocking the driveway easement with his BMW. I was getting to the point where I was seriously considering running right over it with my truck.”

      Her forehead crinkling together, Suze asked, “What was Dirk doing over at Edith’s place?”

      “I’m guessing he was trying to convince her to sell her property so they can go forward with the golf course,” Luke answered.

      Hadley remembered seeing the anti-golf course flyers sitting on Mrs. Butler’s counter that morning.

      “I didn’t know Dirk was behind the plans for the golf course,” Suze said.

      Luke shrugged. “He must’ve been. I swear he was at her house every day, harassing her. I could hear them yelling through the trees a few days ago.”

      “Yikes,” Hadley said, looking at the grass, then up at Paul. “How’d the rest of it go with M&M?”

      Paul’s jaw tightened for a moment. “So well I don’t want to talk about it.” It was amazing anything could drip from his dry words, but sarcasm definitely did.

      “That sad excuse for a sheriff is still around?” Luke shook his head. “I was hoping you guys would’ve gotten rid of him while I was gone.”

      The three of them sighed and answered all at once.

      “No luck.”

      “Still here.”

      “Yup.”

      “Some things never change, I suppose,” Luke said, then grinned at Hadley. “Speaking of … where are your folks?” He looked between Paul and Hadley. “Haven’t seen them around since I’ve been back.”

      Hadley felt her heart ache as a wave of missing her mom and dad washed over her. She knew they’d be back as soon as Gran was in a more stable condition, but she still couldn’t help the emotion that seemed to clog her throat.

      Thankfully, Paul answered for the both of them. “Our grandpa passed away last month, and they’ve gone to stay with Gran in Oregon until she’s got her feet under her again. The house was in bad shape since Grandpa had been sick for so long, and Gran had her hands full taking care of him. Dad’s doing a lot of the work around the place. Mom took a leave from school until further notice.”

      Hadley tried to smile one of those encouraging smiles she always saw people put on when they were trying to be strong. She was proud of her parents for being there for Gran. It was just harder than she thought it would be to have them so far away.

      Luke seemed to recognize Hadley’s feelings, because his eyes held on to her, and it looked like he wanted to give her a hug. Instead, he said, “Well, I’d better get back to pack up.”

      Before Hadley could even begin to ponder what that was all about, he turned to leave.

      The confusion Hadley felt quickly dissipated as she lost herself in packing up as well. Then she, Suze, and Paul walked the supplies back to the Jam Van. She was ready to go home and curl up with a glass of wine on her cozy couch. It had been a long day.

      “Wait.” Hadley stopped steps away from the van. “What am I doing with Ansel?”

      Paul stopped as well. “I spoke with Edith’s sister this morning and asked if she wanted to take him. She told me she’s extremely allergic to cats and that’s why Edith always came to visit her, not ever the other way around.”

      “Allergic?” Hadley asked, perking up. “So …?”

      Paul smiled. “So … if you wouldn’t mind hanging on to him until we can figure out what else to do, I would really appreciate it.”

      Suze scoffed. “I think you’ll have to twist her arm to get her to agree to that,” she said dryly.

      Hadley’s shoulders tugged up in excitement. And while she knew she shouldn’t get attached to the little cat, Hadley couldn’t help the flutter of hope in her stomach.

      It was such a welcome feeling on what had been such a taxing, terrible day.
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      After dropping her market supplies back at the kitchen and picking up Ansel, Hadley headed home. From the first moment he set paws inside, that cat walked around her home as if he’d lived there his whole life. Granted, she and Edith had a similar taste for soft furniture adorned with bright, fuzzy pillows and blankets, but Hadley had still expected him to need a tad more time to adjust.

      As it was, she wasn’t about to complain.

      “I can’t believe I’ve gone this long without having a pet.” Hadley smiled as she gently touched the tip of her pointer finger to his pink nose from where he was curled up in her lap.

      The cat blinked his amber eyes at her contentedly. But a second later, those same eyes went wide with terror as a heavy knock sounded at the front door. Ansel darted off Hadley’s lap and crouched under her end table as she stood and went to see who was knocking.

      Hadley was delighted to see a bottle of local wine, a bag of lemons, and a pint of her favorite ice cream from the Stoneybrook Creamery: Peanut Butter Cup Blast. Suzanne’s rosy face peeked out from behind them.

      “Hey, what’s this for?” Hadley asked, stepping back to let her inside.

      Suze wrinkled her face into a frown. “I feel awful about not telling you about Luke being in town.” She tromped into the kitchen, setting down the items to grab a couple of wine glasses. She wasted no time opening the bottle and pouring a good amount of wine in each glass. “I seriously was going to tell you this morning at the jam kitchen, but then you had Ansel and told me all about Edith and … I decided the news could wait. I had no idea he would decide to show up at the farmers market—honestly.”

      Hadley nodded. Luke famously—or more like infamously, if you asked her—disliked the market, and before his move to Seattle could only be found there on threat of death.

      Gladly accepting the glass of wine, Hadley clinked hers with Suzanne’s in cheers. “Honestly, it’s okay. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad about it. Sorry, I’ve been super off today with everything.”

      “I have to admit, this isn’t just an apology. It’s also just me trying to take care of my best friend. I saw your list. You needed lemons, but didn’t get them because of Luke. And, well, when doesn’t a person need ice cream?” Suze looked down at the container and then blinked up at Hadley innocently.

      “Thanks.” Hadley sighed. “I appreciate it. But I’m seriously okay.” She crossed her arms as her friend settled into a chair on the other side of the kitchen island.

      “My best friend breaks it off with her husband and hasn’t told more than four people the actual reason? I’m sorry, but that’s not okay. And then his best buddy moves back to town on top of you finding a dead body? Hadley, we’ve known each other since we were four; get used to the fact that I can read you like one of those raggedy old recipes you have from Granny Viv.”

      While she smiled at her friend’s bluntness, it faded quickly as she realized her friend was right. “Okay, I may be a little overwhelmed.”

      Suze chuckled. “A little?”

      “Or a lot.” Hadley snorted. “It’s stupid, I know, but having to deal with Tara today threw me off more than I want to admit. I feel like my town, the town I’ve grown up in, that I love, isn’t mine anymore. It isn’t as happy, or safe, or kind now that I ‘ran off’ their golden boy.” Hadley used air quotes around “ran off,” highlighting the biggest problem with keeping the real reason for their divorce a secret; everyone blamed her for the end of their marriage since she’d been the one to file.

      They’d been Tyler and Hadley, after all. High school sweethearts, student-body president and star quarterback, homecoming king and queen—the perfect couple. Or so they appeared.

      “Don’t you think it would be so much easier if you just told people why you left him?” Suze asked.

      “If Tyler decides he wants to, that’s his decision, but I’ve been the butt of too much gossip lately to willingly put someone else through it,” Hadley said, taking a sip of her wine. “Plus, if I came out with it now, you know the story would get twisted up worse than Barry’s old oak tree.”

      Suze scooted onto one of the bar stools sitting around the island and rested her head on her fists. “Yeah.”

      “It’s okay. I’m fine—or I’m getting there.”

      It hadn’t taken Hadley asking for a divorce to realize she’d been unhappy—she’d known that for years, maybe since they’d gotten together, if she was being honest—but their divorce had helped her identify what had kept her in an unhappy relationship for so long. And ever since, Hadley had been working on her tendency to put herself second in an effort to keep everyone around her happy. She picked at the nail polish left on her fingernails as she thought.

      Suze glanced at Hadley’s polish. “Days or hours?” she asked.

      Wrinkling her nose, Hadley answered. “Last night, so technically a day.”

      “Doesn’t count.” Suze shook her head. “Why do you even paint them when you know you’re going to chip it off?”

      Hadley shrugged. “Gives me something to do. I also think it looks better.”

      Leaning forward, Suze grabbed Hadley’s hand and showed her the chipped disasters that were her fingernails. “Better? That does not look better.”

      “I had a stressful day,” Hadley answered pulling her hand back and setting it in her lap.

      Suze groaned. “At least you didn’t have to deal with Dirk. He came by my booth while you were out, wanting a new logo for Croft Development. Said he was making some changes to the company.”

      “He hasn’t changed that logo since we were kids.” Hadley’s forehead wrinkled. “I wonder what’s spurred that on?”

      Suze simply shrugged and began dishing up the ice cream.

      Ansel slipped out from his hiding spot under the end table, having decided Suzanne was not a threat, and he threaded his body around the legs of her chair.

      “It’ll get better,” Suze said. “People will forget, and get over it. Even with Luke back in town …” Suze paused and then tipped her head to one side. “Do you think Luke knows what Tyler did?”

      “He has to. Those two have been inseparable since forever.”

      Thinking of Luke made Hadley’s chest clench tight with anger. At one point, she would’ve said he was just as much her friend as he was Tyler’s, but that had all changed in high school. And now they were grown up. Completely different people.

      Ansel moved over to rub and purr around Hadley’s legs. She bent to pick him up and stroked his soft fur. Between the way he relaxed in her arms and the white noise of his purring, the cat served to calm her from the slightly agitated state she’d gotten herself in thinking about her failed marriage to her high school sweetheart.

      Suzanne pushed aside the ice cream. “Now that we’re talking about Tyler, I’m regretting buying some of his cousin’s ice cream.”

      Hadley scoffed. “Oh, I’m not.” She set Ansel down on the floor so she could pull two spoons from the drawer and stuck them into the bowls Suze had dished up. “After being married to one of the Henleys, I’d become dependent on their ice cream. Going these months without it has been like torture.”

      Suze laughed and sunk her spoon into the delicious soft-serve after Hadley. They popped a spoonful each into their mouths and both closed their eyes, letting out groans of appreciation.

      “I don’t even care if they spit in it.” Suze scooped a second spoonful out.

      Hadley laughed. “Yeah, I’m surprised they even let you inside.”

      “There were glares.” She nodded. “And the service was definitely subpar, but I’d do anything for my best friend, you know.”

      “As would I for you.”

      Suze paused. “There is one thing you can do for me, actually.”

      Eyebrows raising, Hadley asked, “What’s that?”

      “Tell me I was right.”

      “Okay, you were right. About what?”

      She cleared her throat. “You’ve never thanked me for convincing you to keep your maiden name when you got married.”

      Hadley sighed. “Oh, that?”

      Suze had been adamant, along with most of the town, that Hadley Henley was not a flattering name. Tyler hadn’t cared either way—saying in such a small town, everyone was going to know they were married anyway—so she’d stayed a James, rather than hyphenating.

      “Psh.” Suze scoffed. “That? I saved you from a major headache. You would be having to redo your business license and change back right now, on top of everything else.”

      Hadley put a hand up. “You’re right. You’re a very good friend. Thank you.”

      Suze beamed.

      They finished off the small container of ice cream in a matter of minutes. Then, after refreshing their wine glasses, they headed into the small sitting room which held Hadley’s favorite view of all: a straight shot of the North Cascades mountains. Her house had tall windows, great natural light, and even better views, all musts in Hadley’s book, but it also held too many memories of the years she’d been married to Tyler. She welcomed company to keep her mind off those thoughts.

      The women settled onto opposite sides of Hadley’s tweed couch as they watched the sun dip below the mountaintops, tossing reds, oranges, and purples out into the sky in some last-ditch effort for attention. Ansel jumped onto Hadley’s lap, curling up within seconds as if they did this every night. She smiled.

      “Luke looks good, huh?” Suze asked in the silence.

      Hadley’s smile fell flat. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      She had.

      While Tyler had been the tall, dark, and devilishly handsome type—literally, the guy was as bad boy as Stoneybrook got and the mastermind of most of their worst decisions growing up—Luke had always been solid. He was shorter than Tyler, his sandy blond hair always a mess and his strong arms reflecting his farm-centric upbringing. He had also been the pragmatic one, the person who cleaned up when everyone else had left a party, and the person who checked to make sure everyone got home safely after all the shenanigans.

      As frustrating as she found the man, her soul couldn’t seem to throw away their time growing up. There had been a long time when Luke had been as important to Hadley as her brother and Suze were. They’d spent summer nights lying out in the wheat field staring up at the stars while they caught fireflies, and spring days racing bikes down the dirt road, neck and neck for second place when Paul had obviously already won first. Luke was the one who always dared her to do things she didn’t think she could—like jump into the river from Dari’s rock.

      But he’d changed as they grew up. It hadn’t just been the betrayal of him urging Tyler not to ask Hadley out. By their senior year, he’d turned his back on Stoneybrook completely, telling anyone who would listen how excited he was to leave for college and never come back.

      Suze shot a sidelong glance at Hadley from her end of the couch, and Hadley realized she must’ve been silent for too long, looking contemplative.

      “Looking good or not, Luke’s still Tyler’s best friend,” Hadley said in summation. “And he’s probably even harder to be around now that he’s spent so many years in the city. Next thing we know, he’ll probably want to move to Cascade Ridge because it just fits his new urban lifestyle so much better.”

      Cascade Ridge residents had a way of making Stoneybrookians feel like hicks, like country bumpkins, even though they weren’t. The inhabitants of the larger city to the north all seemed to be the kind of people who never ate in their cars. When they wore white it was as bright as the day they’d bought it, and Hadley doubted their shoes smelled of anything but expensive leather.

      “Not what you thought in sixth grade when he was your first kiss,” Suze said under her breath, but at a volume she knew Hadley would hear.

      Hadley huffed and tossed a pillow at her, waking Ansel with the commotion. “That’s not fair.”

      “Hey, watch the wine, lady. And it is fair.”

      “We were in sixth grade. I also used to wear overalls every day in sixth grade, and you don’t see me doing that anymore.”

      “Not every day.” Suzanne tipped her head to the side, but couldn’t hold back the teasing grin that curled across her face.

      They spent the rest of the night talking, laughing, and forgetting the terrible morning Hadley had experienced finding Edith. It was the first time that day that she began to let go and put the woman’s death behind her for good. Or so she thought.
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      The next two days flew by in a blur of house cleaning, yard work, and canning. Running her own business often meant working through the weekends, but Hadley tried to keep that at a minimum during spring and summer.

      This spring had brought forth the usual fresh green stalks, leaves, and weeds shooting out all over her garden beds. She needed to get on top of the weeding or it could easily get out of control.

      There was also Ansel to take care of. While he didn't take much work, Hadley enjoyed spoiling him with belly scratches and treats. He was obviously used to an owner who worked a lot—Edith only had Louise to help her cover the knitting shop, so she had worked most days—because when Hadley came home after working the jam kitchen most of Monday, he was sleeping happily in a sunbeam on the rug in the living room.

      Ansel slunk around underneath Hadley's purple and red rhodies while she finished up the last bit of weeding left over from the weekend. 

      It had been two months since Tyler moved out, and Hadley was beginning to enjoy the whole living-alone thing. In fact, she liked the liberty to follow her own whims and schedule. But having Ansel around seemed to enhance every part of her day.

      At night, he would curl up next to her feet on the top of her duvet, the rhythmic sound of his purring lulling her to sleep. He greeted her with short, happy mews in the morning, rubbing against her arms to let her know it was time to feed him. Everywhere she went, Ansel would follow.

      And while she was sad to leave him in the morning on Tuesday as she headed out for the kitchen, she knew he'd be much happier having the run of the house than he would be locked in her office all day.

      Hadley's bike was damp with morning dew. She swiped her hand across the seat so her pants wouldn't soak up all of the liquid then clipped on her helmet. The breeze was cold as she took off down her road. The surrounding mountains still had a fair bit of snow capping their peaks, and she knew it would be a couple months still until it was warm enough to go without a jacket in the mornings and evenings. The sweet, mulchy smell of fresh cut grass swirled on the wind as she turned from the rocky country road onto the paved one that would take her into town.

      She waved to a few gardening, glove-clad neighbors who looked up as she passed by. Eyeing the road to Edith’s place, Hadley felt a chill skitter down her spine. Her weekend chores had helped her forget as well as she could, but seeing the entrance to Edith’s long road, she couldn’t help the curiosity that returned.

      Her hands tilted the handlebars of her bike to the right and down her road as if of their own accord. The tires bumped over the gravel drive for a few seconds, but then smoothed out as the road evened out.

      Besides the access to the Fenton’s old tenant house, no one drove down this way except Edith. Which was why Hadley was surprised to see two cars parked in front of the yellow house when she pulled up. Correction: not just any two cars, but her brother’s truck and Kevin’s cruiser.

      They were standing in the front yard talking, hands held up to their eyes to shield them from the spring morning sunshine. Yellow tape still ran along the porch, barring the entrance to anyone outside the sheriff’s department. Paul glanced up as he noticed her.

      Kevin headed inside the house as Paul walked up to meet Hadley. She could read her twin brother’s body language like her favorite recipes, and she could tell by the way he set his jaw and wouldn’t meet her gaze that he was hiding something.

      “Hey?” His one-word question held a handful more inside it. What are you doing here? What do you want? Can’t you see I’m busy?

      “Morning.” Hadley’s response held answers to all of his questions. I’m surprised to see you here too. And now I’m curious about what’s going on. Tell me what you’re doing.

      They stared at each other for a few seconds before Hadley broke down and said, “I kept thinking about her. I just thought I’d ride by on my way into town. Why do you guys still have the tape up?”

      Paul looked out over the Fenton’s farmland. The songbirds in the nearby trees layered different tunes together to create a beautiful symphony. But none of it did anything to calm Hadley’s worries.

      “Paul?” she asked, pulling his attention back to her. “I can see the tape. Come on, spill.”

      Blinking, he said, “McKay called down this morning …”

      “Back in Cascade Ridge already?” Hadley tsked. “The man barely lasted the weekend.”

      Normally, Paul loved trading verbal cuts at the expense of his ornery boss, but today he didn’t even smile.

      “Okay. Seriously, man. What’s going on?”

      Paul swallowed. “Edith didn’t die of natural causes,” he said, finally.

      Hadley’s lips parted. A surprised gasp escaped them. “What? How?” She shook her head as if that might take away the ringing in her ears.

      “Her autopsy showed that she died of an overdose of blood pressure medication.”

      Her hand covered her mouth as she took in the news. “So it could’ve been …” Hadley gulped. “Suicide?”

      She couldn’t imagine Edith Butler doing anything of the sort, but sometimes it was hard to know what other people were going through.

      Paul’s jaw clenched for a split second. “No. I mean, we can’t write off the possibility, but we don’t believe that’s what happened. There were traces of the medication in her empty tea cup. If she was trying to kill herself, she would’ve just swallowed the pills rather than dissolving them into her tea.”

      Feeling her shoulders slump with relief, Hadley let out the breath she’d sucked in moments ago. But any solace was short-lived as she realized what this meant.

      “So there could be a murderer in Stoneybrook?”

      Even the sentence felt oxymoronic coming from her lips. Stoneybrook was a place where people came to forget their hectic lives, where everyone knew their neighbors, and no one locked their car doors. It wasn’t a place where people looked over their shoulders or worried about things like crime and murder.

      Did people have grudges? Fights? Sure. But Stoneybrook had always solved disputes the old-fashioned ways through rumors, gossip, the silent treatment, taking sides, and unrelenting passive-aggressive behavior. Her own experience in the last year was a testament to that.

      People in Hadley’s town didn’t go around killing people.

      She put a hand on Edith’s white picket fence to steady herself. Suddenly the Saturday market came to mind, how oddly some of the people had dealt with the news of Edith’s death.

      “This sure sheds a whole different light on the way people acted at the market.”

      Paul wrinkled his forehead. “How so?”

      Hadley recounted how Louise had been a little too aloof about her boss being found dead and how Hazel had been entirely too sweet.

      “Then there was the fact that Dirk and Cathy Croft showed up. I haven’t seen them at a market for years. Suze said he’s trying to rebrand Croft Development.”

      “Huh,” Paul said as he rubbed his hand across his bearded chin. “Sounds like something I need to look into. You know, her sister did say something I didn’t think was weird until now.”

      His statement made Hadley lean closer in anticipation.

      “I asked her if Edith had mentioned anything about how she was feeling when they’d talked about her coming out to visit. The sister said no, that Edith reported feeling just fine. But she did say that she was excited to get out of town for a while, that she kept saying something from her past was bothering her.”

      “Hmm … and she didn’t say what … or whom?” Hadley watched her brother.

      “Nope. I’ll put it on my list to call her and see if she knows anything more.” Paul seemed lost in his thoughts for a moment, but then he focused back on Hadley. “To be honest, Had, I need to figure this out. McKay has been on me the last few days, picking apart everything I’m doing. He keeps saying his nephew is graduating from the academy next month and how much better of a job he’d do. He thinks the fact that I grew up here is negatively affecting my ability to do my job. I need something big, and catching a killer, if that’s what we’re dealing with, would be it.”

      Chewing on her bottom lip out of worry as she listened to her brother, Hadley nodded. As much as they made fun of Sheriff M&M, he was Paul’s boss and therefore held her brother’s career in his hands.

      “Sure, Suze and I can ask around. We’ll help you figure this out. Don’t worry.”

      Paul shook his head. “No way you’re getting involved with a murder investigation.”

      Hadley almost moved her hand from the fence to her hip in defiance, but instead she clenched the painted wood slat. She knew it would be no use arguing with her brother over this. It was his job, after all.

      Hadley put her hands up. “Okay. Gotcha. Well, I’ll let you get back to work. I’ve got to get to making some jam.”

      Plus, she thought to herself, I can’t help it if I happen to hear things around town that might be helpful in his investigation.

      Before Paul could say anything in return, Hadley waved and hopped on her bike, heading back toward town, and hopefully, some answers.

      Hadley’s mind buzzed with the news of Edith’s not-so-natural death on her bike ride into town. Suspects and questions made it almost hard to focus on the road, something that became important as she turned onto Main Street. Downtown was hopping, even though it was barely nine in the morning.

      While Stoneybrook was a tourist destination all year long, visitor numbers grew exponentially during the spring and summer months. Between the cute, brick buildings with their multicolored-striped awnings, the artisan shops, and the kind locals, the small river valley town was a favorite vacation spot. There was an abundance of bed-and-breakfasts in town and a few out on the edges of the farmland or sitting right on the banks of the Cascade River. Visitors often had a hard time choosing between the many local hikes, rafting down the river, farm or winery tours, horseback riding through the valley, or just spending the day getting some good ol' retail therapy.

      Hadley smiled thinking about her goal to open a small storefront where she could sell her jams from here instead of just relying on her farmers market sales and online orders.

      While she’d hoped to have a retail space right away when she started renting the kitchen, there had been some complications with … well, Tyler. But Hadley was over blaming him for everything. Within the next few months, she should be at a place where she could renovate the front part of the space—currently used for extra dry storage—into a retail area. She already had Suze on standby, thinking of merchandise ideas to add to her inventory. 

      Pulling into the alley behind her building, Hadley took off her helmet and hooked it on the bike handle as she engaged the kickstand. As she walked inside, her gaze settled on the three large arrangements that she got each week from Valley Wildflowers to display in her front windows. Hadley pulled in a deep breath, loving the tart, sweet smell that always seemed to permeate her kitchen.

      Speaking of tart, she thought and snapped her fingers, I forgot to grab the bag of lemons Suze brought me the other day.

      The bag was still sitting on her kitchen counter. Luckily, she still had a bowl full of lemons, but that would only get her through the batches she was going to make today. Hadley liked to structure her workdays with jam cooking and canning time in the mornings and then fielding online orders, packing, and shipping in the afternoons.

      Today, she was working on replenishing her supply of one of her favorites—strawberry rhubarb. It had been a big hit, and she knew the rest of what she had would be gone by the time she sent orders out at the end of the day. Getting right to the task at hand, she started her prep work, pulling out bowls to measure the ingredients, then washing the berries, and chopping the rhubarb.

      While the berries were marinating in the sugar, she pulled out one of her large copper pots. Her heart fluttered each time she looked at the bright, metallic pots. Sure they'd been an expensive investment, but she couldn't imagine using anything else at this point, believing wholeheartedly that their ability to heat evenly without getting too hot was part of the secret to her success. 

      The pots she used, or as some jammers called them—kettles—were big, but they were still small enough for her jams to be considered small batch. No matter how overwhelming her orders became, she preferred the small-batch option, feeling like the few times she’d tried to do anything on a larger scale, the jam seemed to lose some of its character or adopt a rubbery quality.

      Hadley quickly lost herself in the cooking and canning process. A few hours later, when she was all cleaned up, she sighed and watched the people passing by her window for a moment. Not only was she ready for a break, but it was about time she started to do a little more digging about Edith around town.
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      Hadley swiped a towel over her clean work counter one more time and then pulled out her phone. If she was going to do any digging for information, she would need her sidekick. She texted Suze.

      Coffee?

      Suzanne answered back almost immediately. She didn’t type any words, just sent an emoji of a person running and then a cup of coffee.

      Hadley laughed and grabbed her purse. A minute later, Suzanne peered in the jam kitchen’s front window and waved. Hadley met her outside, locking the front door behind her.

      “Hey,” Hadley said.

      “Hey.” Suze yawned.

      The woman had probably just gotten to work, which meant she had only rolled out of bed a good half hour earlier. Suze always said her most creative times were right after lunch and then right around midnight, so she was often up late. She usually arrived at her downtown studio closer to lunchtime each day, needing to sleep in when she had a late-night creativity session.

      “You make any stops before the studio this morning?” Hadley asked as they walked down the street toward the café.

      Suze shook her head. “Why?”

      “Just wondered if you’d heard anything unusual.” Hadley looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. “Paul says Edith’s death was most likely murder.”

      Suze stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “Murder?” she whispered the question, eyes wide with worry.

      Hadley nodded, but hooked her arm through Suze’s and kept walking, pulling her friend with her.

      “Yeesh.” Suze stared ahead, almost appearing catatonic as they walked down the street. “A murderer in Stoneybrook.”

      “I know, it’s …” Hadley shivered. “If anyone other than Paul had told me, I’m not sure I would’ve believed them.”

      The two women weaved in and out of tourists walking slowly as they window shopped or paused, deciding which stores to go inside. They had no idea there might be a murderer in their midst.

      Spring flowers bloomed, bursting in color and scent from the large wine-barrel planters dotted along the Main Street sidewalk. For the first time in her life, Hadley felt as though their cute town was a lie, that these colorful planters and bright buildings were just covering up a darkness no one could’ve imagined.

      Stoneybrook’s Cascade River Coffee came into view on their right. The light brown color of the building always looked like a toasted marshmallow to Hadley, making her mouth water at the thought of the homemade syrups the owner, Wendy, made for her signature lattes.

      Surely all Hadley needed was a coffee to make the world seem a little brighter.

      As they pulled the door open and walked inside, both Hadley and Suzanne closed their eyes and sighed. The smells were some of the best in town. Between the sweet-cream smell of steamed milk and the bitter, roasted scent of the coffee beans, the café smelled like heaven—or at least, what Hadley hoped it might smell like.

      Wendy glanced up from her espresso machine, steam rising in a cloud in front of her while the screech of the steamer faded as she turned the knob all the way off. Tapping the metal cup so the foam would move to the top, she poured it into a mug, swirling and zigzagging the milk so it would make a beautiful design as it mixed with the dark, buttery shots of coffee.

      “Hey!” Wendy called. “What can I get you two?” She handed a customer the drink she’d been working on and then wiped her hands on her apron, turning to face Suze and Hadley.

      “I’ll have a twenty-ounce vanilla latte, please,” Hadley ordered.

      “Make that two.” Suze smiled.

      Wendy nodded and got to work. Even though a vanilla latte sounded plain, Wendy’s version of the drink was anything but. Between the expertly roasted coffee beans that she imported from a guy named Miguel and the vanilla syrup she made right in her kitchen—she infused cinnamon and cardamom in with the vanilla beans—even the plainest of drinks felt like a decadent treat.

      They also ordered two beautiful scones with clotted cream and a small serving of Hadley’s own jam—Wendy was a loyal customer and often sent business Hadley’s way when customers tasted the jam and wanted more.

      After paying and grabbing their orders, the women headed outside onto the large back porch. Like the rest of the businesses this far down on Main Street, the coffeehouse’s backyard was the rushing river. Between the sunshine, the looming mountains, and the cool comfort provided by the water, the porch was a prime destination for locals and tourists alike.

      While the bottom section was crowded, almost every table occupied, Hadley took a quick turn to the right and scaled a small wiry staircase that hugged the building and led up to another section of rooftop seating only the locals knew about. If they were going to get information, they needed someone who lived here.

      Hadley sighed in defeat as she noticed Mr. and Mrs. Ambler were the only other customers occupying the rooftop. Living on the edge of town with their young children, they were two of the least gossipy locals Hadley knew. Knowing the Amblers would probably not even know Edith was dead yet, Hadley waved and then chose the table farthest from the couple.

      “So how did Edith die?” Suze asked, leaning forward.

      Hadley explained what Paul had told her about the autopsy results from Sheriff M&M.

      “Who does he think could’ve done it?” Suze took a sip of her latte, and before Hadley could answer, said, “After the way Louise reacted at the market, she’s gotta be on the short list, right?”

      “Paul didn’t say anything about suspects yet.” Hadley paused to think. “If Louise did kill Edith, that seems silly for her to go around saying things like that. It would point right to her as a person of interest.”

      “Maybe that’s what she’s counting on, that it’s too obvious so we’ll think it couldn’t be her.”

      “Maybe.” Hadley shrugged. “Or she didn’t count on anyone finding out it was murder.”

      “Did anyone else have a problem with Edith?” Just after asking it, Suze shook her head. “Sorry, that’s a dumb question.”

      “There aren’t many people more unliked in town.”

      “Not unless you’re talking about Dirk Croft.”

      Hadley’s eyebrows lifted at her mention of the disagreeable man. “He and Cathy were uncharacteristically present at the market the other day.”

      “Yeah, that was weird.”

      “Thea Clark seemed to think they were there to find out the gossip about Edith.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Or he could’ve been there specifically to show his face so he wouldn’t look guilty.”

      Suze leaned closer. “Luke did say he’s seen Dirk at Edith’s place a lot lately, and that they were fighting.”

      “If Edith was out of the way, maybe he’d be able to get a hold of her land for that golf course.”

      “True.” Suze took another sip of her coffee then a bite of her scone.

      “Hazel Smith also makes the list, in my mind.”

      “I hate to admit it, but I think you’re right. After all of that stuff last year with Robert.” Suze widened her eyes dramatically. “That was a mess.”

      Hadley agreed. “But why would Hazel wait all of this time to do something about it? It was last year. If she was going to get revenge, wouldn’t she have done it right away?”

      “Maybe she waited so she would be a less likely suspect.”

      Sighing, Hadley ate more of her scone and looked out at the river.

      “And then there are all of the other people who Edith’s rubbed the wrong way throughout the years with her nosy, know-it-all ways,” Suze added.

      “Not to mention people who don’t live here, though anyone who didn’t live around Edith would definitely have less motive.”

      “True.” Suze nodded. “Nor would they know about her blood pressure meds.”

      Hadley softened her features as she remembered Paul’s question about the front door. She hated that she hadn’t stopped to check whether or not the door had been locked. That certainly would’ve given them a clue as to whether the killer had known the victim or not.

      About to ask if Suze had heard anything more about Dirk’s company rebrand, Hadley stopped herself when her friend glanced over at the stairway leading up to the rooftop. Turning to look, Hadley watched as Tyler’s Aunt Mickie finished scaling the stairs and caught sight of her.

      Surprise pushed Hadley out of her seat. When it came to Tyler’s family these days, that normally would’ve meant she was getting up to run the other direction. But it was different with Mickie. Mickie was the big sister she never had. Tyler’s young aunt was only fifteen years older than Hadley, and they had hit it off the moment they’d become family.

      In fact, Hadley had played a big part in convincing Mickie to move here from Cascade Ridge about five years ago.

      “Hey you!” Mickie walked forward, enveloping Hadley in a tight hug. “I was dropping off an order, and Wendy told me you were up here, so I thought I’d come say hi. It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?”

      Hadley pulled back from the hug after a second. “I know. Sorry.”

      Mickie shrugged. “I’m the one who left for a few weeks.”

      “I know, but I’ve been meaning to catch up and just haven’t had a moment,” Hadley said.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Mickie smiled, then waved at Suzanne as she noticed her. Her attention landed on their half-eaten scones. “What do you think of those?” She pointed.

      “Better than ever,” Hadley said.

      “The perfect complement to Had’s jam, as always,” Suze added.

      “Oh good. I added a pinch of ginger to this batch, but I wanted to make sure it wasn’t overpowering.”

      Suzanne’s eyes widened. “Okay, that’s what I’m tasting. It’s lovely.”

      Mickie was the best baker in Stoneybrook, in Hadley’s opinion. She’d had to fight tooth and nail for purchase in the baked-goods retail market up in Cascade Ridge—going up against giant chain bakeries as well as a slew of local shops. It was that fact that caused Hadley to urge her to move down south to the smaller town, especially since Glenda, the town baker, had just closed her shop to move to Arizona with her grandchildren.

      Once Mickie’s shop had opened, she’d been an instant hit.

      Mickie put her hand on her hip as she studied Hadley. “How’ve you been, doll?”

      “Okay.” Hadley smiled, trying to appear more okay than she felt. She wasn’t sure why, though. Mickie could read Hadley almost as well as Paul and Suze could at this point in their friendship.

      “Huh, weird since I heard you stumbled on a dead body a few days ago, and if I had done the same thing I most definitely wouldn’t be okay.”

      Hadley wrinkled her nose.

      Mickie continued. “Not to mention hearing Luke is moving back in town.”

      “Right.” Hadley sucked in a long breath through her teeth.

      “That’s probably the last thing you need.” Mickie shook her head slowly.

      Hadley agreed, but didn’t know what she could do about it. Luke was free to move wherever he wanted, whenever he wanted.

      Mickie checked her watch. “Well, I’d better go. I only had a few minutes here before I have to hit the rest of my deliveries.”

      “We should all do dinner later,” Suzanne said. “I’m craving a burger.”

      “Yeah.” Hadley nodded. “I never say no to a BLT from Seven Stones.”

      Wrinkling her forehead, Mickie sighed. “Sorry, I’m swamped tonight. Right after I finish my deliveries this afternoon, I’m off to start a cake for Hazel for her party tonight.”

      Both Suzanne and Hadley frowned.

      “Party?” Suze asked.

      Mickie’s eyebrows rose. “Yeah, haven’t you heard Robert just got out of prison last week? Hazel’s throwing him a big welcome home party.”

      Hadley’s stomach clenched tight. “Like he’s coming in tonight from Seattle?”

      “No, he’s been staying here with Hazel since he got out. Apparently he sublet his place in Seattle while he served his time, and he has a few weeks before he can move back in. Hazel was only all too happy to put him up.”

      Suze and Hadley glanced at each other and swallowed.

      “I’m sure.” Hadley feigned a smile.

      “See you two around,” Mickie said as she headed back down the staircase.

      “Bye.” Suze waved, then immediately looked to Hadley, eyes wide with fear. “You don’t think …?”

      “Well of course I do. He gets out of prison and the woman who was responsible for putting him there dies the same week? That’s no coincidence. Is it?”

      Hadley chewed the last bit of her scone and took another sip of her coffee. They’d ended up getting some gossip from the rooftop after all.
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      After they finished up their coffees, Hadley and Suze went back to work. Hadley tried calling Paul multiple times to tell him what they’d learned, but he must’ve been busy because he didn’t answer. He sent her a single text that afternoon.

      Sorry, crazy day here. What’s up?

      Hadley typed back, Just some info you might be interested in about Mrs. B.

      Can it wait until later? I could do dinner, was his response.

      Weighing her answer, Hadley decided that it could. Edith Butler was already dead. A few hours weren’t going to change much.

      Even though Mickie said she couldn’t do dinner, Suze and Hadley had decided the idea was too good to pass up. It was only natural for Paul to join them.

      She texted back. Sure. Seven Stones. Meet me and Suze there at six.

      K. I think I’ll be hungry enough to eat two burgers. See you then.

      Hadley put her phone away and then closed the kitchen up so she could drop a load of packages off at the post office. Then, after heading home to feed Ansel and let the cat roam in the sunny yard a bit, she found herself too antsy to sit and wait around.

      So she threw a book in her basket and biked into town. After about ten minutes, the large, timber-frame building came into view. The contrast of the dark-stained wood with the huge, white-rimmed picture windows created a cozy, homey feel even though the place had to be close to four thousand square feet with the large deck, which was almost as big as the interior. Hadley didn’t blame the owners, though. Even though the deck was out of commission for the snowy and rainy months, it was too lovely during the other times of year to pass up. Plus, with the deck lower than the main building, following the slope of the hill down toward the river, nobody’s views were ever compromised.

      “Hey, Hadley!” a high school girl greeted her as Hadley walked inside.

      “Hi, Kelse.” Hadley smiled. She had babysat Kelsey Morrow when she was a little girl. “What are you, a sophomore this year?”

      Kelsey shook her head. “Junior, actually.” The girl beamed, looking suddenly more mature than Hadley had realized.

      Nothing better to make you feel old than seeing the kids you babysat become young adults, Hadley thought with a sigh as Kelsey led her out onto the deck and to a four-seater table.

      The rough, hand-carved tables, created by Hadley’s father, sat in a geometric pattern to fill the space. She wanted to run her fingers across their lacquered surfaces as she walked through the dining room. The scent of grill-smoked and garlicky specialties snaked through the place, stealing her attention away from the tables. And then there was the steady sound of the rushing river as they walked out onto the deck. White noise for some, but akin to the sound of her own heartbeat for Hadley and most of the Stoneybrook residents.

      Seeing she was settled, Kelsey left her with a few menus before going back to the hostess table. Hadley didn’t need to consult the menu, though, so she leaned back in her chair, opening her book until someone came to take her drink order.

      When Paul arrived about fifteen minutes later, he found her smiling down at her book, sipping on pint of her favorite blonde ale—Seven Stones was a microbrewery along with a restaurant that served up the best food in town.

      “Man, life’s rough, huh?” He chuckled as he settled into one of the empty seats across from his sister.

      She stuck her bookmark into the page she was reading then closed it, focusing on her brother.

      “Can’t complain.”

      “Nor should I.” He rubbed his face. “Though on days like today, sometimes it’s tempting.”

      “What happened?” Hadley asked, noting the bags under her brother’s tired eyes.

      Paul was in the middle of describing how he’d been mostly thwarted from doing any real digging into Edith’s murder because it had been one thing after another at the station that day. First, a stolen bicycle which ended up just having been loaned out and forgotten: Second, Mr. Hite got himself stuck up on his roof and didn’t know who else to call: And third, the paperwork McKay had sent Paul’s way for a case they’d worked on last week—one he could’ve sworn he’d already finished all the paperwork for.

      “It’s like the guy doesn’t even want me to look into Edith’s death,” Paul said the last part quieter. Hadley guessed the fact that the death had been ruled a murder wasn’t quite public knowledge yet.

      “Maybe he doesn’t.” She shrugged. “You said it yourself. If he’s trying to find reasons to get rid of you so he can put his nephew in your position, that’s going to be a lot easier if you seem incompetent, not if you end up solving the biggest case Stoneybrook has seen in years.”

      Paul nodded, but Hadley’s point didn’t seem to alleviate his fatigue. In fact, it only seemed to intensify the slump to his shoulders. Feeling responsible, Hadley waved Derek, their waiter, over and ordered her brother a beer, plus one for Suzanne, who would be there soon.

      Just as Derek returned with the two microbrews, Suze walked in, finding them on the deck and waving off Kelsey to tell her she’d found her party.

      “Hey!” Suze shimmied down into the seat next to Hadley excitedly, taking a long sip of her beer before saying anything more. “Boy, that’s good.”

      “Hard day for you too?” Hadley asked.

      Suze’s lip curled up, and she let out a short grunt. “Meh. Just not super creative today.” She sighed. “Alas, my muse is a jealous one.”

      “Who’s it jealous of?” Paul asked with a smirk.

      “This case,” Suze whispered, leaning forward. “I couldn’t seem to think about anything else all day. And by the time I realized that and switched to my other design orders, I’d already wasted half of my work hours today.”

      “What happened to don’t get involved?” Paul asked, focusing on Hadley.

      “You might want to reconsider that order once you hear what we found out.” Hadley motioned to Suzanne to fill him in.

      Suze told Paul everything they’d learned about Robert Smith being let out of prison just last week and how he’d been staying with Hazel. She only paused to order some stuffed mushrooms and nachos for the table.

      “So?” Hadley asked as Suze sat back. The women watched Paul take in the information.

      “I hadn’t heard he was out.” He shook his head. “I mean, his sentence was for a year, but I should’ve figured they’d let him out for good behavior. Who’d you hear this from?”

      “Mick came and talked to us during a coffee break. We invited her here tonight, but she said she couldn’t, had to get a cake ready for Hazel’s party tonight. A coming home celebration for Robert.”

      Paul took another sip of his beer. “Interesting. Okay, plus what we know already, that makes for three strong suspects.”

      “Isn’t it four?” Suze asked. “Louise, Hazel, Robert, and Dirk?” She listed them out.

      “Hazel’s out,” Paul said. “She has an alibi. Was at work and stayed there for lunch, so she had no opportunity. That’s already been corroborated by multiple employees at the pharmacy.”

      “Oh. Got it. Three.” Suze refrained from saying any more names as their waiter dropped off their appetizers, but Hadley noticed the relief evident in her friend’s posture. Suze loved Hazel like a mother and would be glad to have her off the suspect list.

      After digging into the food for a silent couple of minutes, Hadley said, “So what should we do next?”

      “We?” Paul leveled an incredulous stare at his twin.

      “Yes, we can obviously help you ask questions around town. As we’ve shown today,” Hadley said.

      Suze nodded.

      Paul sighed. “Okay, but only questions. I don’t want you two putting yourselves in danger. Right now, no one except for you two, Kevin, McKay, and I know it was murder.” He kept his voice down and his eyes on the neighboring tables. “But knowing Stoneybrook, that won’t last long. The elements of surprise and ignorance are on our side in this case. If the person responsible for her death still thinks we’re ruling it death from natural causes, they won’t be as defensive, so we need to start asking questions before it gets out.”

      Hadley and Suze agreed.

      “Divide and conquer, then?” Suze asked.

      “Sounds like the best use of our time and resources, since we want to be quick about this,” Paul said reluctantly.

      “I call Rob.” Suze touched her finger to the tip of her nose.

      Having lived next to Hazel her whole life, Suze’s relationship with the woman was the strongest. Robert had also had a giant crush on Suzanne during the entirety of middle school, so Hadley was sure if anyone could get information out of the man, it was her.

      “Good. I’ll take Dirk, for obvious reasons,” Paul said.

      Dirk Croft was an unapologetic misogynist and probably wouldn’t give either Suze or Hadley the time of day, let alone answer any questions about where he had been on Friday.

      “That leaves Louise,” Hadley said with a sigh. “Well, I suppose she’s better than Dirk, at least.”

      Louise, in addition to her crude comments after Edith’s death, was also one of the more vocal dividers in Hadley and Tyler’s divorce. She had even tried to organize a boycott of the jam shop before she realized the townspeople were not going to be denied their jam, no matter how mad they were about their favorite couple breaking up.

      At Hadley’s hesitation, Paul and Suzanne glanced at each other for a quick second. It was the same knowing look they’d shared thousands of times over the years, the one that said they were both slightly worried about Hadley. It was also the same look that had made Hadley wonder, hope, and wish the two of them would someday get together. Her two best friends in love? What could be better?

      It had taken her probably too many years to realize it was never going to happen. Suzanne and Paul were just great friends, and always would be. Sometimes you just had to accept that some relationships would never change.

      Like Luke and me, Hadley thought.

      As much as she wished they could get back to their easy friendship, it didn’t seem in the cards for them.

      “Speak of the devil,” she muttered as Luke Fenton strutted out onto the patio. He stopped to chat at a few tables before glancing over in their direction.

      “Who?” Suze asked.

      Hadley gestured over to Luke with a quick jerk of her head. “Golden boy.”

      “We weren’t speaking about him,” Suze said, nose wrinkling in confusion.

      “I was—in my head,” Hadley said. “Complaining, mostly.”

      Paul chuckled, but then turned and held up a hand, waving Luke over to their table.

      Suze and Hadley groaned in unison.

      He turned back to them. “Come on. You wouldn’t deny a guy a seat.”

      “He’s Luke Fenton. The guy could sit at any table here.” Suze gestured to the patio.

      At that point in the evening, the tables had filled in and almost the whole of Stoneybrook was there. That had been the owners’ dream when they built the expansive restaurant; they wanted the place to be the hub of the town, and they’d succeeded. Principal Murray was at a table with his wife and three young kids, the Cascade High softball team was celebrating their third win in a row, and the local fire station was having a retirement party inside for Bob Shut.

      “Yeah, it’s packed tonight,” Hadley said, blinking at her brother. “So why impose Luke on us?”

      Paul shrugged and winked at her. “He’s been gone for a long time. Give him a chance.”

      Luke strutted over to the table, a wide smile on his smug face. “Hey, it’s the James triplets.”

      Suze often got lumped in with the twins, even by Hadley and Paul’s parents. Suze, who’d been raised by her grandmother, loved being included, however, so she’d never minded the nickname.

      “Sorry, but we were just about to leave.” Hadley feigned an apologetic expression then signaled their waiter, hoping for the quickest check in history.

      Luke surveyed the table, his gaze lingering on the few mushrooms left over and the completely empty plate of nachos. “Uh, looks like you’ve just gotten through appetizers. The Hadley James I know would never leave this place without either having a BLT or a burger.”

      Hadley’s mouth parted in surprise. He was right, annoyingly. She rarely left without ordering at least one of those, but she didn’t want him to win.

      “You’ve been gone for a long time, Luke. Things change.”

      He winked at her. “Maybe. Maybe not.”
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      The rush of the river almost made it impossible to hear the waiter as he stopped next to the table to see why they had called him over. Before Hadley could even make a check gesture with her finger, Luke said, “We’ll take two burgers, a French dip, and …” He narrowed his eyes at Hadley for a second before finishing with, “a BLT. Let’s also do a pitcher of the blonde for the table.”

      The fact that he’d correctly ordered for the entire table made Hadley want to scream.

      “Look, Luke—”

      “So what are we chatting about? You all seemed pretty serious when I walked in here,” he said, sitting next to Paul.

      The three of them remained silent, except for Paul clearing his throat.

      Luke clicked his tongue. “That’s okay. I may have been gone for a few years, but I bet I can still read you three like newspaper headlines.”

      Hadley scowled, but pulled her light cardigan closer around her, feeling exposed. “Well, apparently we can’t read you, so tell us what you’ve been up to. Why are you back here?”

      Just like his normal, way-too-laid-back self, Luke sat back and sighed. “What’s to tell? Went to school in Seattle, worked for a company I hated for four years and learned everything I wanted to do differently, and then started my own business.”

      “And?” Suze finished off the last sip of her beer. “That doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

      Suzanne, being the one who’d told Hadley, had obviously already heard why, but it was common practice in Stoneybrook to ask questions you already knew the answer to in order to maintain the pretenses that they didn’t operate almost solely on backyard gossip. A ruse, sure, but one that kept the balance between civilized people and The Lord of the Flies in many of their minds.

      Luke rubbed at the dark-blond stubble on his chin. “Uh, well. I’ve been telling people it’s to help out my family farm, but to be honest, I just missed it here.”

      “That sounds like code for: you got your heart broken.” Suze cocked an eyebrow at Luke.

      Obviously caught off guard, Luke took a moment to school his features from surprise back to aloof. “I guess the Stoneybrook gossip mill is working as well as ever.”

      Suze smiled. “Aww. You and Hadley are still two peas in a pod, broken hearts and all. See, Had? You and Luke are alike even though you try to deny it.” Her eyes went wide, and she clamped a hand over her mouth as if that could take back the statement.

      Hadley pulled in a quick breath at her friend’s blunder. Frustration fought for purchase in her mortified mind. The woman only had one pint of beer, and she’d already jumped to the sinking ships tier of loose lips.

      Heat crept up Hadley’s neck and into her face as the embarrassment won out over her anger at Suze. It wasn’t every day that they had dinner with Luke Fenton. Suzanne must’ve forgotten not to mention anything about Tyler around his lifelong best friend, especially having to do with a divorce that was new enough to still need “wet paint” signs in the legal world.

      Luke cleared his throat, studying his muddy work boots. The sight made Hadley relax somewhat. Even after all that time in the city, the man still wore flannel shirts cuffed three times and his signature farm shoes.

      “What happened in the city?” Paul asked, steering the conversation back to safety.

      “Oh, you know.” Luke looked up again. “Thought I knew her, but it turned out I definitely didn’t.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up into a sad smile. Suze’s comment seemed to have created an awkward air that just wouldn’t clear. The moment for sharing had obviously passed.

      “So back to a place where everyone knows everyone else’s business, and there are no secrets.” Hadley laughed dryly.

      Luke met her gaze and held it for a moment too long. “You know better than most that even the smallest towns still have secrets.”

      Hadley had just been cooling off from her embarrassment when another wave of heat hit her, pulsing up her neck. Wait. What was that supposed to mean? Was he talking about Edith’s death or Tyler? Hadley’s attention skirted over to Suze who was watching her wide-eyed, obviously wondering the same thing.

      “At least I’ve got the tenant house, though.” Luke continued. “Moving back into my parents’ place at thirty just seemed too sad, even for me.”

      “How long are you planning on staying there?” Suze asked.

      He shrugged. “The tenant place is great; it’s just small. I won’t need anything bigger for a while.”

      “At the market, you mentioned Dirk was coming around Edith’s a lot,” Paul asked nonchalantly, changing the subject.

      Luke nodded.

      “Did you see him there on Friday?” Paul asked.

      “I think so.”

      Suze, who had been taking a sip of her water, stopped. She noticed Luke look at her and put her glass down slowly.

      Luke’s forehead creased together. “It was weird, though.”

      “How so?” Hadley asked.

      “Well, he normally parks that stupid BMW in the middle of the easement so I just about have to drive in the field to get around him, but this time he’d pulled off into Edith’s driveway enough that I didn’t have to do that.” Luke blinked.

      The waiter came by with the pitcher of beer for the table, and Luke refilled Suze’s before he poured himself a glass.

      Paul nodded. Suze took a drink. Hadley picked the last bits of nail polish off her left hand.

      “Wait …” Luke put down his pint glass and turned his attention toward Paul. “You don’t think …?” He looked to Suze and Hadley. “Edith didn’t die of natural causes, did she?”

      Hadley coughed and focused on her chipped fingernail polish.

      “Wha— how’d you …?” Suze drifted off, her cheeks turning a bright shade of pink.

      Hadley felt awful for Paul. From the way she and Suze had reacted, it was clear Luke had called the situation correctly. Paul, however, seemed nonplussed.

      “Why do you think that?” He focused on Luke, who was smiling as Hadley and Suzanne squirmed on the other side of the table.

      He chuckled. “Sorry. I ran into Mickie, and she asked if I knew what was up with these two musketeers.” Luke gestured to Suze and Hadley. “Said she just mentioned making a cake for Robert because he was back in town, and you two clammed up faster than an East Coast cookout. I put the rest together.”

      Paul sighed. “Do you know if Mick said anything to anyone else?”

      “She didn’t even know that she’d given me a clue. When she left, she was still lost as to why these two were acting funny, thought maybe Suze had finally developed feelings for Robert now that he was a bad boy, out of prison and all.” Luke put his hands up.

      “Ugh. Yeah, right.” Suze shook her head.

      “And you didn’t tell anyone your theory?” Paul asked, his deep voice lowering into that serious, you’d better tell me the truth, cop register.

      “No. I swear.” Luke’s blue eyes were starting to tighten with worry. “Sorry, I didn’t realize it was such a secret.”

      “It’s not, really,” Paul said. “We just want to get a jump on the questioning before people are cagey and have time to lie.”

      “Makes sense,” Luke said.

      Hadley wondered for a fraction of a second if Paul was smart to trust Luke. In fact, was it possible that the reason the man knew about Edith’s death being a murder was because he was the killer? No. She shook the thought right out of her head.

      She and Luke may have had a mostly combative relationship since high school, and she may despise his best friend, but Luke Fenton was not a murderer. Plus, he had absolutely no reason to want Edith dead.

      Settling her shoulders a few inches, Hadley focused on getting as much information as they could out of Luke while they had him here.

      “What time did you drive by and see Dirk’s car—or whomever it was—parked there?” Hadley asked him.

      He blinked. “Around ten. Right after I’d finished my morning chores with the livestock.”

      “And you didn’t see anyone else around anytime before or after that?” Suze asked, obviously not dropping the fact that Robert’s motive and opportunity seemed much more realistic than Dirk’s.

      “But the tenant house is behind trees,” Luke added, “so once I drive down the driveway, I can only hear, not see them.”

      “Did you hear anything that morning?” Paul asked.

      Luke shook his head. “So you think it’s either Robert or Dirk, then?”

      Paul wasn’t going to give away everything it seemed, because he didn’t mention Louise.

      “If you do, you’d be wrong,” Luke said.

      Hadley coughed again, almost choking, having been taking a sip at the same time.

      Luke scanned the table. “If you think someone killed Edith Butler, it has to be Louise.”

      Everyone at the table but Luke said, “Why?” simultaneously.

      “I thought you just said Dirk was there that morning,” Hadley added.

      “I said I saw a silver car. It could’ve been Dirk’s, but it was also parked differently than normal. Plus,” Luke said and jabbed a thumb over his shoulder, “when I was  talking with Mickie in town, she said they had the reading of the will today. Edith left her house and land to her sister, but she left the business to Louise. I think that’s a way better motive for murder than a golf course. Plus, if Dirk killed Edith to get her land, he couldn’t have known if her sister would sell or not. That’s a big gamble to murder someone over.”

      Hadley let her eyebrows rise with interest. Huh, the man had a point, she thought, tapping her fingers on the tabletop.

      “And everyone knew Louise had been trying to buy that place from Edith for years. Maybe she figured this was the only way she was going to get it.” Suze tilted her head as she seemed to ponder the idea.

      Paul snapped his fingers, causing everyone to jump in their seats a few inches. “Louise also drives a silver sedan. Her car looks a lot like Dirk’s, just not quite as fancy.”

      Sucking in a breath, Hadley said, “Maybe it was Louise and not Dirk, after all.” The realization, along with the knowledge of Edith’s last will and testament, made this information all the more suspect.

      “Could’ve been, now that I think about it.” Luke nodded.

      “Maybe I should be the one to go talk with Louise, tomorrow then, Hadley.” Paul crossed his arms over his chest and frowned at his sister.

      She waved a dismissive hand at him just as their food showed up. “I’m fine. What’s she going to do? Stab me with knitting needles?”

      Hadley and Suzanne laughed as they all tucked into their dinners, but Hadley didn’t miss the worried glance that passed between Luke and Paul.
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      The next day during her lunch break, Hadley grabbed a granola bar then headed to Main Street Skeins to talk with Louise. As if she needed confirmation about what they’d discussed yesterday in regards to what kind of car Louise drove, her silver Infinity sat parked in the spot just in front of the shop.

      Hadley took a deep breath, stepping under the red-and-white striped awning and then pushed open the door. A few people milled around—two locals and a couple she didn’t recognize. But the people inside were quickly forgotten as she took in the shelves upon shelves of woolen rainbows. Scents of washed and dyed wool, fibrous dust, and floral perfume hung in the air. The faint clicking of needles threaded itself through the whispered conversation of the customers—or maybe they weren’t whispered, but the wool just seemed to deaden the noise.

      Hadley reached fingers down to the basket nearest the door as if by instinct, and sank them through the strands of a downy, soft wool of the most vibrant color blue she could imagine. 

      “Hadley, honey. What can I do for you?” Louise asked from behind the wooden desk that served as the register. 

      Paul and Hadley’s father had made that desk for Edith. It had been years before Hadley and Paul were born, of course, but they’d heard the story many times. The rich mahogany had been a stubborn wood, very difficult to work with, but by the time it was stained, the desk was an absolute masterpiece. 

      Extracting her fingers from the blue yarn, Hadley walked forward. “I wanted to pick up a skein or two of that pretty variegated wool my mom’s always making socks out of. I think it’s about time I tried my hand at knitting in the round.” Hadley shot a smile at Louise who cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “Hmm … you knitting in the round?” Louise set the project she’d been working on down on the desk in front of her. “From what I remember, dear, you could barely knit in the straight. Have you been practicing?”

      Clearing her throat, Hadley ignored the heat racing up her neck and into her cheeks. “Uh, yeah. Mom’s been working with me a little.”

      Louise’s face stayed tight and untrusting for a moment before relaxing into a smile. “Okay, it’s your funeral, though. Socks are a difficult project to start with.”

      Talking about funerals, when Edith’s would be set soon, made Hadley’s knees feel a little wobbly, but she followed Louise all the same as she walked over to one of the colorful walls of yarn.

      “So what’s going to happen to the place now that Edith’s passed?” Hadley asked, keeping her voice low as to not disturb the other customers. Even though she already knew Louise had gotten the place in the will, she was testing her to see if she would hide the fact.

      “Well, she’s actually left it to me.” Louise beamed, stopping to look back at Hadley who blinked in surprise.

      “Oh? Wow, that’s great.” Hadley internally sighed, not sure if she’d been hoping for the woman to outright lie to her, but it sure would’ve made things a little clearer.

      Louise nodded. “It really is …” Her gaze flitted across Hadley’s concerned features, and she schooled hers into a scowl. “I mean, it’s a silver lining in an otherwise terrible situation. For Edith, though, I’ll keep it going. I’ll even take over as the head of the knitting club. It’ll be just like she never left us.” Louise giggled. “I might even have to leave some of her infamous notes around town to keep everyone on their toes.”

      Hadley cleared her throat. There Louise went again, saying callous things about Edith. Her mention of notes brought to mind the one Hadley had encountered in Edith’s kitchen the morning she discovered the woman dead in her home. Had Edith been in more than just a tiff with someone? Was there a suspect they hadn’t thought of last night? She made a mental note to investigate that further. At the moment, she needed to focus on this suspect.

      Louise selected a beautiful purple, pink, and orange mixture that reminded Hadley of a mountain sunset.

      "Oh," she said, the word almost a gasp as she took in the variegated strands of wool.

      "You'll be best off using one skein per sock since this is a worsted weight, which means it's a little thicker than sport weight, dear."

      Hadley felt like she was making her first batch of jam all over again, green and unsure.

      "And you'll need a good, small pair of circular needles." Louise shoved the two skeins of yarn at Hadley before walking toward a wall full of different needle packs. She picked two off their racks and held them forward. "A lot of people love bamboo because it's so light, but I prefer the metal because it makes for smoother transitions with your stitches."

      She showed Hadley packets of the thinnest needles she'd ever seen. Attached to the end of each needle was a plastic chord, just a touch smaller in diameter than the needles themselves. It was so long it coiled in length a few times before meeting up with the other needle. Hadley read the package: Size 0, 26 inches.

      "Oh. I'm just making feet socks, not Christmas stockings or anything. I don't need anything that long."

      Louise chuckled and shook her head. “If you want to knit in the round, Magic Loop is the best way. You want a long loop so it's easier to deal with and you don't feel confined. With this technique, you won’t be using the whole length all at once."

      Hadley felt her forehead scrunch together in question. Her brain officially hurt. Why hadn't she said she wanted to make a scarf for her mother?

      Seeing her confusion, Louise placed a hand on Hadley's. "Why don't you come to our knitting group tomorrow? We meet here. There will be enough of us to teach you."

      Gulping, Hadley said, "Uh, sure. Okay. That would be great."

      “I’ll write up a nice easy pattern for you too, and bring it Thursday. It’s the one I started with and still use when I make socks to this day. Toe up is the way to go.”

      Hadley wasn’t quite sure what that meant. Louise bundled up a few more things she deemed essentials and then rang Hadley’s items up.

      Finally regaining her mental balance after the whirlwind of yarn buying, Hadley remembered why she'd come in here in the first place.

      "Sure is weird with Edith gone." Hadley shook her head and looked at Louise.

      The woman sucked in a slow breath. "That it is."

      "I wish I had gotten to see her one last time." Hadley handed over her card as Louise totaled up her order. "I suppose everyone who loses someone feels the same, though. When did you last see her?"

      Focused on Louise's face, how it seemed to immediately lose all color, Hadley almost missed when Louise handed her card back to her. Once the card was free from her grip, Louise wrung her hands together, looking down at them like a nervous little girl.

      “That’s the worst part,” Louise said, finally looking up from her hands. “The last time I saw her, we had a fight.”

      “And when was that?” Hadley resisted leaning closer.

      Louise’s face pinched. “I know it seems like I hated the woman. She was tough—yes. Nit-picky as all get out—absolutely. But she also cared more than she let on. I’ve been working here for ten years and we’d developed a sort of comfortable routine together.”

      Hadley wanted to snort at the fake sentiment. She’d seen Edith yelling at Louise about how she was unpacking yarn just last week. Nothing about that situation seemed at all comfortable. She did have to admit that Louise seemed emotional about the woman now. Was it possible it was out of regret?

      The act happening in front of her distracted Hadley enough that she almost didn’t catch the fact that Louise had completely avoided her question. Knowing a pointed, “Where were you on the morning of …” question would sound too accusatory, Hadley tried to gently lead the conversation back toward the fight.

      “What was your fight about?”

      Louise grimaced. “I’m so embarrassed now. It’s …” She pulled out a tissue and blew her nose. “It was about Ansel, actually.”

      Hadley put a hand on the table for balance, her bewilderment rocking her back a bit. “What?” The cat?

      “I know.” Louise dabbed the tissue under her nose. “I wanted her to let me watch him. I didn’t understand why she would only let you be the one to house-sit for her.”

      Hadley couldn’t speak. She opened her mouth a few times in failed attempts, but it just clamped shut all over again once she realized she didn’t know what to say.

      Finally, after a deep breath, Hadley asked, “You got in a fight about a cat?”

      “I love that cat, way more than she ever did.” At that moment, Louise’s fingers curled into a fist around Hadley’s receipt. “I hear you’ve been keeping him. He wasn’t mentioned in the will, so she mustn’t have updated the thing since she got him. But if you don’t want him, I’d love to take him for you.”

      Grabbing her receipt and her bag in one quick swoop, Hadley sputtered, “Uh, no thanks, I’ve got him. He’s with me.” And then she all but ran out of the knitting shop.

      It wasn’t until she was a block down Main Street that she realized she was squeezing the paper bag with her purchases way too tight and might be damaging the knitting accouterments she just dropped a good sixty dollars on.

      Loosening her grip, she continued on toward the jam kitchen, replaying everything that had just happened, in her mind. If Louise had been the one to kill Edith and had wanted Ansel so badly, why wouldn’t she have just taken him that morning?

      Being in possession of the dead woman’s cat would certainly be a damning piece of evidence against her, I guess, Hadley mused as she approached her building. Louise would’ve had to leave Ansel there and hope she could gain ownership after the fact.

      Hadley shook the thought out of her mind as her hand closed around the jam kitchen’s door handle. That wasn’t going to happen. She had Ansel, and she was going to keep taking care of him until the police told her differently.

      Thinking of the police made her thoughts shift to Paul, and with that, frustration overtook her again. Ugh. She hadn’t gotten Louise’s alibi for that morning. Paul had sent her for one thing, and Hadley had managed to leave without it.

      As she booted up her computer and began pulling up orders to fill, Hadley had to wonder if Louise had just forgotten to answer her question about when she’d last seen Edith, or if she’d brought Ansel up on purpose because she knew it would fluster and distract Hadley.

      At least she already had an excuse to go back the next day for the knitting club. She could ask the question again then. Hadley eyed her bag of knitting supplies sitting on her desk. In the meantime, she was going to have to practice her knit stitch. Right now, that sounded like a fate worse than death.
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      Paul stopped by for lunch the following day, bringing sandwiches for them to eat while they chatted about the case. Though, eat seemed like a tame word to describe how he inhaled his sandwich.

      Hadley wrinkled her nose, flicking a finger near his face. “You eat like a wild animal. What, were you raised in the woods?”

      He smiled and nodded, then wiped a napkin over his beard to get rid of the mess. “I was, actually. You were there.” He patted his stomach. “That was good. I was starting to see double.”

      To be fair, if her brother didn’t eat every hour, he turned hangry.

      Hadley took a sensibly sized bite of her own sandwich and leaned back in her desk chair. “How’d it go talking to Dirk yesterday?” she asked.

      Paul eyed her for a second. “How’d it go talking to Louise?”

      “I asked first.” Hadley avoided his gaze as she crossed one leg over the other.

      “Yeah, but you also have the Hadley’s-hiding-something lip pinch going on.” He pointed to the corners of her mouth.

      “Nothing bad; I promise.” She put down her remaining sandwich half and held up three fingers.

      “Scouts honor?” he asked.

      Hadley shook her head. “Hunger Games. May the odds be ever in your favor because I’m not telling.”

      Paul chuckled and then sighed. “Come on, we’re twins. You can’t keep things from me. Spill.”

      Crossing her arms, Hadley said, “Okay. It’s just embarrassing for me because I’m such a bad interrogator. I got flustered, and she managed to slip out of answering the one question we needed her to answer about where she was that morning.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Paul asked, “How’d she do that?”

      “Mentioned taking Ansel away from me,” Hadley mumbled, looking down.

      “You’re getting attached to that little cat, aren’t you?”

      Hadley’s mouth tugged up into a reluctant smile. Just that morning he’d jumped right onto her shoulders while she’d been applying her makeup and had settled there like a purring scarf while she finished getting ready.

      Paul shrugged. “Don’t worry about her. I won’t let her take him from you.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t worry either. I’m going to knitting club tonight, so I’ll get her alibi then for sure.” Hadley squared her shoulders, determined not to let the older woman avoid her questions next time.

      At that moment, the back door swung open and Suzanne entered. Her gaze traveled immediately to the extra sandwich sitting on the table. Her fingers wrapped around it, and she had it open and in her mouth within thirty seconds.

      Paul’s eyebrows rose. “How do you know that wasn’t my sandwich?” He crossed his arms over his chest and sat back.

      Suze froze in the middle of a large bite. A piece of lettuce hung out from the corner of her mouth. Her wide eyes narrowed as they moved across Paul’s face. After a second, she chewed the bite and swallowed.

      “You ate yours already. Wanna know how I detected that information?” she asked, holding up her pointer finger and continuing before Paul even had a chance to answer. “You’ve been here for at least fifteen minutes longer than I have. I know this because I am at least that late everywhere I go. Not to mention, there’s no way a sandwich would’ve lasted even two minutes in front of you uneaten. Which means that this sandwich was for me.”

      Paul smirked.

      “And secondly.” Suze held up a second finger. “You have crumbs in your beard.” She flicked her two extended fingers at his facial hair and then went back to devouring her own meal.

      Paul’s cheeks turned red. He swiped self-consciously at his facial hair before Suze winked at him and added, “Just kidding with you. But I made you look, right?”

      Hadley chuckled. “He also knows better than to get me food without getting something for Suzanne.”

      “True. Last time I tried that, I ended up with a Suze on the other end of my sandwich.” Paul shook his head then turned to her. “Hopefully those detective skills are proof that you got more information from your suspect than Had did from hers.”

      Mouth full, Suze’s brown eyes focused on Hadley’s in question.

      Hadley’s shoulders slumped forward as she relayed the little information she’d learned from her visit with Louise. “I left with sixty dollars’ worth of knitting paraphernalia and zero answers.” She sighed.

      Suze mumbled, “Mummer, orree ad” through a mouthful of bread.

      “You learned some good information, though,” Paul commented. “We know she wanted the cat but didn’t get him, and that she didn’t know Edith was leaving her the knitting shop.”

      Hadley dipped her head in concession. “Yeah. She seemed genuinely surprised about that, and she went all sappy on me about Edith, though she still managed to work in a dig about her late boss. I don’t know. I guess Louise might not be the sure-thing suspect I thought she was.”

      Swallowing a rather large bite, Suze smiled. “Which only makes my suspect pull ahead in the race.”

      “Race?” Paul asked, incredulous.

      “Yeah, like a race to jail.” Suze shrugged. “Anyway, I may or may not have crashed Hazel’s party the other night after I got back from our dinner at Seven Stones.”

      “No way.” Hadley gasped.

      “Uh huh. Just let myself in like I used to when I was little.”

      Suzanne lived in her late grandma’s house, right next door to Hazel Smith. When Suze’s grandma had passed away a few years ago, she’d left the small house to Suze, who’d lived there since.

      “So? What happened? What’d you find out?” Paul asked.

      Lowering the sandwich away from her mouth, Suze leaned forward. “I’d bet all my money that Robert is our killer. Our good ol’ buddy, Roberto has sure changed during his time in the icebox.”

      “Is that what they call prison these days?” Hadley asked Paul, who shook his head.

      “I’m serious, though,” Suze continued. “Robert—skinny, number-crunching, accounting-club-president Robert must’ve spent his whole six months doing push-ups or pull-ups … while doing all the crunches. He is ripped and has a definite chip on those sculpted shoulders of his.”

      Paul cleared his throat, and Hadley noticed he was clenching his jaw a little.

      “Sorry, but the guy looked hot.” Suze waved a hand to fan her face.

      During high school, Hadley and Tyler had been together, so she’d been off-limits for other guys. Suze, however, had been the object of many boys’ affections—with her bouncy brown curls and her large doe eyes—including Robert Smith. And even though he was two years older than they were, the guy had been too quiet and awkward to even spit out a full sentence whenever he tried to talk with Suzanne, let alone ask her on a date.

      “Prison was good to him.” Suze finished with a wink.

      “You cannot be serious.” Paul stood, causing his stool to scrape loudly against the tile floor of Hadley’s jam kitchen. “You just told us you think he could’ve murdered Edith.”

      Suze shrugged. “I didn’t say I was going to date him.”

      “So the only reason you think he might be the murderer is because he’s strong and angry?” Hadley asked as Paul seemed to calm down, returning to his seat.

      Suze’s eyes lit up. “Oh, and he also showed me the silver BMW his buddy’s loaning him since his old car was repossessed to pay for his fines.”

      “I don’t know.” Paul’s forehead creased. “Big strong guys, if that’s what we’re calling Robert now, don’t usually overmedicate people as a means of murder. If it was an emotional crime, revenge, and he’s so strong now—which, by the way, I still don’t know if I believe—it would make much more sense for the guy to strangle Edith or stab her.”

      Paul’s words hung heavy in the air of the kitchen, uncomfortable in their intensity.

      Suze blinked, recovering quickly. “Because he needed to make it appear that she died naturally.”

      “But he had to know the autopsy would show foul play, right?” Hadley asked. “Robert is too smart to overlook that.”

      “The guy was stealing from old people and went to prison. Smart isn’t exactly how I’d describe him,” Paul added.

      “And did he have an alibi?” Hadley set down the last quarter of her sandwich. All of this talk of killing and prison was making her lose her appetite.

      The same was not true for Suze, who took another big bite, chewed, and then swallowed it before answering. “He was at home, he says, and Hazel was at work, so she couldn’t confirm or deny the fact.”

      “So he could’ve easily been anywhere.” Paul leaned forward.

      Suze touched her pointer finger to her nose.

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath. “It sounds like your horse is pulling into the lead.”

      “What about yours?” Suze turned to Paul.

      He shook his head. “Threw a shoe on the back nine.”

      Suze snorted. “Back nine? Well of course he lost the race if he was playing golf. You’re terrible at track talk.”

      “And you’re suddenly an expert?” Paul asked.

      “I’ve bet on the ponies once or twice.”

      Hadley pursed her lips together to hide a smile as Paul scoffed.

      “Dirk said he took a long lunch break and went home. I haven’t talked with Cathy yet, but his secretary says he goes home for lunch a lot, so …” Paul shrugged.

      “Oh, that’s not a thrown shoe. That’s just a tight muscle. Cathy might very well be in on this whole affair,” Suze said.

      The James twins glanced at her skeptically. Cathy had been the PTA president for a good five years during her sons’ time at the local elementary school. She was the kind of mom who had freshly baked cookies waiting for her kids when they got off the bus and made the best pie—aside from Mickie’s—when it came to the harvest pie walk.

      Paul stared out the large front windows of the jam kitchen. Hadley followed his gaze and watched the people passing by. This whole situation was new to them. Having to suss out a killer in their small town was not something any of them had ever thought would be within their duties, even Paul. He’d gone into law enforcement to help, of course, but he’d expected to assist people with quarrels, help solve petty crimes, and rescue the odd cat out of a tree.

      It simply felt wrong to think of their fellow townspeople like this. But ever since they’d found out Edith hadn’t died naturally, it had to be their reality.

      Paul sighed. “I’d say stick with your horses. We’re not at the finish line yet. I think we need way more information on each of our marks. We don’t have enough to know who to put our money on.”

      “Inspiring as it was, so much of what you just said was wrong,” Suze said with a groan.

      “Ponies can be unpredictable,” Paul said. “I’d say any of them could pull ahead at this point.”
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      That evening found Hadley clutching a Pretty Jam Good tote bag full of yarn, confusing needles, and a load of apprehension.

      And that was just surrounding her I’m gonna knit socks idea, not even the fact that she was going in to Main Street Skeins to find out whether or not Louise could’ve killed her boss.

      Hadley swallowed the worst of her reservations as the building came into view to her right. Even though the closed sign hung in the front window, Hadley pulled open the front door and walked inside. She followed the sound of voices to the back room.

      The knitting room was open to customers all throughout the week. Many of Edith’s regulars would come sit back there during the day to chat and work on their latest project. But on Thursday nights, the local knitting group commandeered the space.

      As Hadley entered, she scanned the people gathered around the large oak table in the middle of the room, her gaze falling on a host of familiar faces.

      “Oh good,” Louise said as she stood. “I was hoping you wouldn’t chicken out on us.” She hustled over to Hadley’s side as if she was afraid the young woman would bolt at any moment.

      If she is, she’s more right than she knows, Hadley thought, pulling in a deep breath as Louise led her over to an open chair around the table. Perching on the edge of the seat, Hadley glanced up, pasting a smile on her nervous face.

      “Hadley is working on her first pair of socks,” Louise explained as she returned to her seat and picked up her project once more.

      Positive, encouraging murmurs swept around the table like the wave in a sports stadium. Hadley felt her shoulders settle a bit.

      “They’re going to be for my mom.” She pulled out the variegated yarn, showing off the bright colors.

      Nadine, a quiet, forty-something mother of four said, “What a lovely present. Your mother will love them.” She smiled warmly at Hadley.

      “A very ambitious project.” Gretta, the sole elementary school bus driver in town, was known for being blunt and a little brusque, so Hadley wasn’t surprised by her statement.

      Jennifer, a primary school teacher close to Hadley’s age and obviously used to keeping order and peace, jumped in. “Nothing you can’t handle, though, especially with Louise’s help.”

      The group agreed. Seeing that they had all started on their projects, Hadley dug out the needles and set them on the table next to her first ball of yarn.

      “Oh good, she’s got you using circulars.” Gretta raised her eyebrows, impressed. “Changed my knitting life.” She held up her own pair, the beginnings of something pink and lacy hanging from them. “I use them for everything now, not just when I’m knitting in the round.”

      Nadine nodded. “Me too. They’re much more kid-proof too.”

      “Well, I can use all the help I can get.” Hadley picked up her pair. “How do they work, exactly?”

      The group laughed, and Louise came over to help her cast on.

      Fifteen minutes—and three restarts—later, Hadley was finally getting the hang of the Magic Loop technique. She glanced up as Halverson Walters, the owner of Hal’s Food N Stuff walked into the room.

      He set down a bag and settled into one of the remaining empty seats. “Sorry I’m late tonight, ladies.” His deep voice was leathery and dry, matching his weathered face. When he caught sight of Hadley, the wrinkles around his eyes deepened. “Why, I didn’t know you’d be joining us, missy.”

      She grinned. Hadley loved Hal. Besides the fact that she’d been seeing him almost every day since her divorce for food and supplies, the man had been a fixture of her childhood as he lived next door to her parents. She and Paul had grown up hearing his booming voice in the mornings as he greeted his chickens and whistled to his many dogs as they galloped around his property. Hal’s wife had passed away when Hadley was ten, so the James family always made sure to invite the man to holiday celebrations and meals.

      “Just getting some lessons,” Hadley said, in response to Hal.

      He pulled out his own project, a gray, wool hat with a brown mountain pattern zigzagging around the circumference.

      Cheesy as it sounded, Hal’s Food N Stuff was actually quite the eclectic store. One might even call it a boutique. Not only did he carry local meat, produce, and dairy, but he also had a huge assortment of gourmet and organic bulk items. He also sold some clothing and handmade items like his own knitted hats, scarves, and gloves. And while his small store was a few miles outside of town, it was still a popular tourist destination for that reason. His stock was always changing, but it was bound to be interesting and delightful.

      Despite being as tall and craggy-looking as the mountains surrounding Stoneybrook, Hal was one of the better knitters in town, having mastered the Fair Isle technique of intermixing colors and patterns. His wife had taught him before she died; they’d had long periods of time waiting together during her chemotherapy treatments, and she’d used the time to teach him everything she knew.

      Hal still donated most of what he earned from his knitting sales to a cancer research fund in Julie’s name.

      Now that Hadley didn’t need Louise hanging over her shoulder helping her with every stitch, the group fell into a relaxing rhythm. The sound of needles clicking away punctuated the scattered conversations about what was happening in each person’s life. Sometimes no one spoke for long minutes. The silence wasn’t awkward, however. Instead it flowed around the room like slow curling steam from a mug of tea until another conversation began.

      At one point, when Hadley was beginning to feel like she was getting the hang of the concept of knitting in the round, she glanced down and realized she’d dropped a stitch a few rows back. Louise was busy answering a question Jennifer had asked and Hadley hated to interrupt. She bit back her initial reaction of mild panic, remembering that her mother had taught her how to pick up a dropped stitch. At least she could try to fix it on her own before asking for Louise’s help.

      The task consumed all of Hadley’s focus, but she succeeded in remedying the problem and was back to knitting normally minutes later. Ready to celebrate with the others, Hadley turned her attention back to the knitters.

      “I heard they got a hold of her only sister, but she couldn’t come out until the Friday after next, so they’ll wait to do the funeral that Saturday,” Gretta was saying.

      Hadley held her breath, hoping she hadn’t missed anything too important. She needed to pay more attention to what they were saying and less attention to her knitting.

      “Did you have any idea she would leave the place to you?” Jennifer asked Louise.

      The older woman shook her head. “Not even an inkling. You all knew Edith; she was controlling, harsh, and pessimistic in the best of times.”

      Hadley froze, swallowing back her celebration about her retrieved stitch. She’d been so focused on it that she’d missed the conversation switching to Edith. Remembering that this was in fact what she’d come here for, that the knitting was actually a ruse, she listened in.

      “You wanted to buy it from her, right?” Jennifer asked.

      “Yes, I’d asked her many times what she planned on doing with the shop when she was ready to retire or even if I could partner with her now. But each time I mentioned anything of the sort, she snapped at me and told me she wasn’t going anywhere for a long time.” Louise’s needles clicked away at what appeared to be a fluffy, periwinkle shawl.

      The others commented that they’d heard Edith make similar claims. And while Hadley had to take a break from her project while she listened, everyone around the table just kept knitting while they talked, sometimes not even looking down at their needles at all. It might’ve boggled her mind if she’d let herself think about it, but Hadley had a job to do. She’d let Louise get away without getting an alibi from her once already, and wasn’t about to let it happen again.

      Though, as Hadley waited for an opportunity to jump into the conversation, she realized she was feeling less and less convinced that Louise had anything to do with Edith’s death. She said herself that she hadn’t known Edith planned to leave the business to her. Without that, Louise’s motive was decidedly diluted.

      Or was it just that Hadley was happy and comfortable around the group of knitters? Did Louise being so kind and helpful have something to do with the reason Hadley was feeling like she couldn’t have been involved?

      Hadley checked her project, which was starting to resemble the toe of a sock. Maybe the fact that her opinion of Louise was changing was even more reason to figure out once and for all if she had an alibi, to prove she couldn’t have done this.

      Sensing a lull in the conversation, Hadley said, “I just keep thinking about if I had been there for Edith, maybe she wouldn’t have passed away.” Hadley shook her head.

      The others nodded then focused on their knitting.

      “I mean, I was probably in town having lunch after making jam all morning. What if I had gone home to eat and stopped by to make sure she didn’t need anything? Do you guys ever think like that?” She glanced up at the group.

      Jennifer smiled. “There wasn’t much I could’ve done. I had twenty kids hanging on me all morning and I had to make copies during my lunch, so I barely even had a chance to eat, let alone leave.”

      “Yeah, I was taking the third graders up to Cascade Ridge for a field trip to the museum.” Gretta sighed.

      “To be honest,” Hal said, “I liked Edith all right, but the woman didn’t have many friends, and she lived so far out of the way. She’s lucky you found her, Had, or I’m not sure anyone would’ve for a while.”

      While the man had a point, it still made Hadley’s stomach churn with discomfort. She noticed Nadine and Louise still hadn’t said anything. And while Hadley was sure Nadine would’ve been taking care of her toddler and baby, it could’ve been Louise’s silver car parked out front of Edith’s place that day.

      “What about you, Louise?” Hadley asked, hoping she wasn’t being too transparent with her question. “I know you and Edith had a difficult relationship, but …”

      Louise’s gaze flicked down to her knitting and there was a slight break in the rhythmic cadence of her needles clicking against each other. “She was difficult.” Louise nodded. “But yes, I have wondered if I hadn’t been so busy here at the shop, if I would’ve gone by to check on her; would that have made any difference?”

      Hadley concentrated on not letting her relief whoosh out of her in a big exhale. Louise had been here, working. She couldn’t have been parked at Edith’s place.

      After getting Louise’s alibi, Hadley relaxed, focusing on her knitting and the people around her. By the time everyone began packing up a few hours later, the setting sun was painting the mountainous skyline with oranges and pinks in a way that felt, to Hadley, like a celebration.

      The knitters waved goodbye, calling out “see you later” and “until next week!” Hadley wasn’t sure if she would come back for another meeting since she seemed to be getting the hang of the sock pattern, but she thanked everyone and told them she’d see them around. As she turned to walk back to the kitchen down the street where her bike was parked, Hadley sighed, pulling in a deep breath of the cool spring evening air.

      Hadley yelped as she was suddenly yanked into the alley between the knitting shop and the town attorney’s office. Her heart raced until her wild gaze settled on Nadine’s face. She put a hand over her heart.

      “Nadine! Oh my gosh, you almost gave me a heart atta—”

      Nadine’s hand clamped over her mouth, cutting off her statement. “Shh,” the woman whispered, looking in every direction before backing them farther down the alley.

      Hadley’s heart rate spiked again, worried at the quiet mother’s odd behavior. “What’s going on?” she asked when Nadine finally stopped and took her hand away from Hadley’s mouth.

      Nadine’s blue eyes were wide as she stopped looking around and focused on Hadley. Her voice shook as she said, “Louise lied in there. I came into town to take the kids on a walk along the river, and I saw her leave in her car that day, right around lunchtime. She was driving toward Edith’s house.”
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      Hadley’s breath felt ragged as it left her. Nadine’s hands still gripped her arms and they tightened as she saw her words register.

      “What? I—how do you know?” Hadley couldn’t create a coherent sentence, but Nadine seemed to understand what she was asking.

      “It’s all over town that Edith didn’t die of natural causes. I figured that was what you were getting at by asking us all what we were doing.” Nadine glanced over her shoulder at a scraping sound but then turned back to face Hadley when it turned out to be nothing.

      So much for Paul’s plan to ask as many questions as they could before word got out about Edith’s cause of death. Hadley suppressed a disappointed head shake.

      “Which means Louise knows too.” Hadley slumped back, letting her body rest on the building behind her.

      “And her lie proves you can’t believe anything she just told you.”

      “Great.” Hadley let out a disappointed scoff and then added Louise’s name back to the suspect list in her mind.

      “Sorry to spill all my secrets and run,” Nadine said with a furrow of her forehead. “But Nick’s got all the kiddos, and I want to get home for bedtime. If either of us tries to go it alone, we end up falling asleep in one of the kids’ bedrooms from the fatigue of four bath times, four pajama wrestling matches, and four stories.”

      Hadley waved a hand to show Nadine she understood. Still too shocked to speak, she watched as Nadine retreated to her minivan. Hadley didn’t feel like she even blinked until she could no longer see the taillights of the van in the distance. Then she exited the alley, back to Main Street, and the safety of her kitchen.

      While she walked, she pulled out her phone and texted Paul and Suze in a group message.

      And with a sudden turn of events, Hadley’s horse pulls way ahead.

      Mere seconds after she sent the message, Suze texted back.

      Aww. Is it weird that I feel disappointed my horse/suspect might not win?

      Yes, Hadley wrote back, but at the same time as she hit send, a text from Paul came through.

      Don’t count your chickens till they hatch, Had. My horse just made a pitstop and is raring to go.

      Suze texted back, Dude, come on … now you’re mixing metaphors on purpose!

      “You know, in Seattle, you’d be a prime target walking like that, Babe.”

      Hadley jumped at the voice, looking to her right and left even though she knew who it belonged to all too well. Her gaze settled on Luke Fenton, standing in the middle of the sidewalk, arms crossed over his chest. Glancing back in front of her, Hadley realized she was just three or four steps away from running straight into a lamppost.

      Unhappy that she had reason to thank him, Hadley said, “But we’re not in Seattle.” Cocking an eyebrow, she slipped her phone back into her purse.

      “No, no we’re not.” Luke sighed.

      Hadley scoffed. “If you miss it so much, why don’t you go back?”

      His head jutted back slightly. “Ouch.” He blinked. “And I don’t miss it so much. I mean, it’s a great city and there are things that I miss, but I moved back for a reason.”

      “To annoy me?”

      He laughed. “That, and I missed home.” He watched her for a long moment. Just when she was beginning to get uncomfortable, he said, “I missed all of you naïve, small-towners who can walk down the street without looking, money literally about to fall out of your pocket, and your biggest fear is running into a lamppost.”

      “Wha—I don’t have …” Hadley patted her pockets. Her cheeks heated up as she felt a wad of a few twenties hanging about halfway out of her back pocket. She’d put them there so she would remember to pay Hal since the man only took cash, and she’d been out last time she’d gone into Food N Stuff. Obviously, the reminder hadn’t worked.

      “Touché, sir.” She tucked the money back into her pocket.

      Then it was her turn to appraise him. His jeans were worn, yet they appeared clean. He wore a white-and-blue gingham button up, the sleeves rolled up to show his tanned forearms. His dirty-blond hair was swept to the side. Definitely not in a way that was practiced or gelled, but in that working in a sunny field all day way. Seattle hadn’t changed him. Not one bit, it seemed. A smile fought with her lips, tried to tug up on the corner of her mouth, but she pressed her lips together to hide it.

      Luke chuckled. “See? Even that.” He pointed at her lips. “City girls are flashy and made up, and you never know what they’re thinking. But you, Had, I can always tell what you’re thinking.”

      Hadley felt a happy flush at the fact that Luke called her Had instead of Babe. He hadn’t called her Had since high school, at least not that she could remember.

      “I’ve been gone for a decade, and I can still read you like a book, just like when we were kids.” He shook his head.

      At this, Hadley’s heart clenched tight, grew suddenly defensive. “Not just like when we were kids, Luke.”

      He dipped his chin. “And … now I’m remembering the hard part about knowing what you’re thinking.”

      Hadley suppressed a sigh. How did Luke get off playing the victim here? She couldn’t deal with this right now. She had enough on her plate.

      “Well, I’d better …” She pointed down the street, but instead of an exit, Hadley spotted an opening.

      Robert Smith was walking out of the bakery, a muffin clutched in his hand. This was her chance to ask him some more questions, maybe make him slip up about his alibi.

      Hadley started walking forward, following Robert as he jogged across the street toward Fenton Park, named after Luke’s family. “See you around.”

      A hand wrapped around her arm, gentle but insistent, causing her to stop short. She looked back at Luke. His normally relaxed—if you asked Hadley, too relaxed—expression was tight and his blue eyes suddenly dark as if they’d been clouded over.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked, leaning to the side, so he could keep an eye on Robert.

      “Uh …” Hadley tried to think of an excuse. “I was just going to …” Not congratulate him for getting out of prison, that’s weird, Hadley mused. And I have no reason to talk with the guy other than to interrogate him … “I need some financial help.” She shrugged, because that was easier than rolling her eyes at herself. Really, Hadley? Financial advice from a guy who just got out of prison for fraud?

      Luke’s dark expression broke and lit up as if his stormy emotions had created a crack of lighting. He boomed out a loud laugh.

      “I forgot how bad of a liar you are, Hads.” He shook his head, wiping fake tears from his eyes. Each time she thought he was getting himself under control, he would look past her at Robert and then start laughing all over again.

      Birds chirped happily in the trees surrounding the town and lining the river. For the first time in a while, Hadley wanted them to shut up. Or maybe that was just Luke she wanted to quiet.

      Yanking her arm from his grasp, she placed a hand on each hip and leveled a glare at him that Paul always said could melt the paint right off a building. Since you can read me so well, she thought. Read what I’m thinking now. Hadley tapped her foot while she waited for him to stop.

      “Had,” he said finally, clearing his throat. “I’m not about to let you run after a man who just got out of prison so you can interrogate him about a murder you think he could’ve committed.”

      Hadley sighed. She wanted to slump onto the nearest bench in defeat. Instead, she pushed back her shoulders, cocked an eyebrow, pivoted on her heel, and walked across the carless street.

      “Leave me alone. I can handle myself.”

      Luke was at her side within a few steps. “Seriously, this is a bad idea. Robert could be dangerous.”

      She stopped on the other sidewalk, just before Fenton Park. “The man is carrying a muffin into the park to eat while he watches the sun set.” She pointed to where Robert had stopped down by the river, sitting on a bench as he peeled the wrapper off the outside of his muffin. “I think I can handle myself around a muffin-eating man. I’m not twelve anymore. I’m a grown woman.”

      She began walking again.

      “It’s not about the fact that you’re a woman. I would be a bad friend if I let Ty—” Luke cut his sentence short.

      Tyler.

      Hadley wished she could curl up into a ball and Luke would be gone, back in Seattle. They kept walking, shoes falling in a silent pathway over the cooling grass.

      The rushing river came into view over the bank. They were about two hundred feet from Robert now. Sounds of water rushing over the smooth stones soothed Hadley out of the slight tizzy she’d gotten herself into between fighting with Luke and being reminded of her ex-husband and everything that had happened between the two of them.

      After a few seconds, Luke cleared his throat. “Look, Had …”

      She stopped, faced him, and turned her features cold, hoping to be like those unreadable city girls. “Fenton, I can’t stop you from living here. I can’t even blame you. But you seem to have forgotten what things are like between us.” She took a deep breath as he leveled those blue eyes at hers. “We are not friends anymore, you made that abundantly clear. Your loyalties are with Tyler; I get it. But you can’t have it both ways. You can’t pretend anything is like it used to be. You made your choice very clear.”

      Luke’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, listening, taking in Hadley’s words. He ran his palm across his light brown stubble. His face registered the seriousness of her speech and, after a second, he nodded. “Right.” The word cracked as if he were a teenager all over again, his voice in the middle of changing three octaves lower. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He glanced up from the grass, then behind her. “I’ll—uh—I’ll see you around.”

      At that, Luke turned and walked away.

      Hadley sighed, closing her eyes and listening to the rushing consistency of the river as if it were the very breath in her lungs. When she opened her eyes a few quiet moments later, she felt ready to talk to Robert.

      Turning toward the bench, Hadley’s body was simultaneously let down and spun up with anger. She shook her head. Robert was gone. She’d missed her chance.

      “Darn you, Luke Fenton,” she said aloud and then walked back to the jam kitchen.
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      Aside from a few cryptic texts here and there on Friday, Hadley didn’t hear from Paul until she spotted him walking up to her booth at the farmers market that Saturday. Suze was out shopping, so Hadley was watching over both tables. There was a considerable lull in the crowd, however, which Hadley appreciated because she had some things to say to her brother.

      “You know,” she said, placing a hand on one hip. “I know I claim to do so a lot, but I can’t actually read your mind. You have to tell me things. I’ve been worried.”

      Paul sighed. “Sorry, it was a delicate situation for a bit there.”

      Hadley glanced around, making sure no one was within earshot. “What happened?”

      “Yesterday, Kevin and I found out that someone had applied for eminent domain of Edith’s house and property a few weeks ago.”

      Hadley blinked. “Uh … sure. Wow. Big news. And that means what, exactly?”

      Chuckling, Paul said, “It means that someone petitioned the town to take control of Edith’s land, stating that it would be in the best interest of Stoneybrook if they could develop it in another way.”

      Understanding dawned over Hadley. “Oh, like in a manicured lawn with holes and flags kinda way?”

      Paul touched the tip of his nose.

      Hadley frowned. “But if Dirk was already on the path to getting her house sold off, why would he kill her? That wouldn’t be in his best interest.”

      “Except that the application was denied.”

      “Ah … Which would leave someone feeling discouraged and might lead them to take matters into their own hands.”

      “That’s what we thought, but it wasn’t Dirk who applied.”

      “Or his company?”

      Paul shook his head. “It was some property developer up in Cascade Ridge.”

      “Cascade Ridge? How’s that supposed to help our town? Most of Cascade Ridge wishes we didn’t exist, let alone wanting to help us grow. No wonder it was denied.” Hadley exhaled. “Was that why you had to go there yesterday?” She looked up at him. “So … you find anything out?”

      Paul’s face darkened. “Unfortunately, the guy who runs the company is a good friend of Sheriff McKay’s and seemed to know his rights a little too well. He told us that he wouldn’t answer any questions without his lawyer, and we couldn’t have access to any of his business contacts without a warrant.”

      “So your horse hit a dead end,” Hadley said just as Suze came back, standing next to the twins.

      She groaned. “I’m never using metaphors around you two again! You’re driving me insane.”

      “You haven’t always been insane, then?” Paul asked, winking at her.

      “Just for that, I don’t want to hear your news.” She turned back toward her table.

      “Wow.” Paul lifted his eyebrows. “That’s too bad. It’s pretty juicy stuff.”

      Suze glanced over her shoulder, narrowing her eyes at Paul. “How juicy?”

      Paul walked over to tell Suzanne his news, but Hadley stayed put in her booth as a customer approached. After helping the woman—and selling her three jars of jam—Hadley scanned the market. Just like last week, Luke stood behind the table at the Fenton Farms booth.

      He smiled at her, tipping his chin up in a silent hello.

      Her lips instinctively began to curl into a smile in return, but she pressed them into a tight line when she caught herself. There was too much broken between Luke and her … too much that he’d broken and never repaired. Not to mention how seeing him still reminded her of Tyler every time. She just couldn’t handle that right now.

      Hadley turned away, watching Paul and Suzanne as he finished telling her about the newest clue in Edith’s case. That was when she remembered that she had news for them too.

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you what I learned on Thursday night.” Hadley stepped over to where they were chatting between the two booths.

      Wide-eyed, Suze and Paul listened to Hadley explain about how Louise had lied about her alibi and who knows what else. Hadley left out the part of the night where Luke had saved her from running into that lamppost or how she’d missed out on her chance to talk with Robert. They didn’t need to know all of that.

      “So here we are … all of our horses neck and neck.” Suze narrowed her eyes at them as if it were a real competition. “What are we going to do about that?”

      Hadley glanced at the people milling around the market. In front of her, about ten feet away, two locals named Judy and Mindy had just stopped to chat.

      “Judy, I heard about John’s truck getting stuck in that ditch yesterday. Were you able to get it out?”

      “Yes, Steve came with his winch and towed us out.” Judy rolled her eyes. “That should teach John to try driving like he’s sixteen. Though, at least he isn’t blowing all of our money on poker like Casey Graham. I don’t know how Sarah puts up with him.”

      “From what I hear, she doesn’t anymore. They’re separating.”

      “Oh good. I knew that, but I didn’t want to spread gossip if you didn’t.”

      Hadley suppressed a laugh. Then she got an idea. Turning to Paul and Suzanne, she said, “We’re going to use our greatest resource.”

      “Which is?” Suze asked.

      “This nosy little town. Everyone knows everyone else’s business.” A fact that had been the bane of Hadley’s existence lately, but one she was willing to exploit if it helped them catch Edith’s killer.

      Paul furrowed his eyebrows. He didn’t like the idea.

      “Paul, think about it. Who did you tell about Edith’s death being a murder?”

      “The sheriff, you two, and Kevin. That’s it.”

      “Yet everyone found out somehow. There’s a reason small towns are usually so low on crime, and it’s not because there are fewer people. You would have to be a fool to commit a crime when everyone knows everything about everybody else.”

      Paul dipped his head to one side. “Everyone really knows Edith was murdered?

      Suze scoffed. “Oh yeah. Adele Stevens came up to me yesterday morning to ask if I’d heard the news. That woman’s as deaf as a post, so if she knows …”

      “So we ask the town about our suspects?” Paul ran the back of his hand along his beard-covered jawline.

      Hadley glanced back at the knitting table where Louise and Gretta sat chatting and knitting away. “Just be extra careful if your suspect happens to be here.”

      Suze nodded solemnly.

      Paul pulled up a chair. “Well, the two of you are much more likely to elicit information than me—people are too wary of the law ’round these parts. I’ll sit here and watch over the booths.”

      Hadley grinned as Suze linked an arm with her. “Wish us luck.”

      Paul shook his head. “No can do. It’s bad luck to do that in horse racing.” He tried to keep a straight face, but a smirk took over all the same.

      Suze let out defeated sigh. “I can’t bring you two anywhere fun, can I?”

      “Probably best not to.” Hadley laughed as they walked into the market.

      Having already completed any shopping she needed to do before the market opened for the day, Hadley was able to peruse the booths differently than when she was on a mission to gather the things on her list. Now she could saunter, observe, take her time. And most of all, listen.

      At Leo’s fresh flowers booth, she and Suze overheard Trina and Laura discussing a delay in the construction on the new high school. Interesting, sure, but unhelpful in the case. While they browsed Mickie’s bakery booth, drooling over her scones, cinnamon rolls, and doughnuts, they learned that there’d been a big fight between the two Tippery sisters over their father’s old truck. But it was when they were sauntering past the espresso cart that they heard Lydia McMeans say Robert’s name while talking with James, the local butcher.

      Hadley stopped, pulling Suze with her.

      “Hey, Lydia. Hi, James.” She smiled a big, toothy smile at them. “Isn’t it crazy that it’s already been six months since Robert was incarcerated?”

      No attempt was made to cover up the fact that she’d been listening in to their conversation. People in Stoneybrook knew everyone listened to everything. It wasn’t a surprise.

      Lydia and James nodded.

      “It’s just flown by,” Lydia said.

      James snorted. “I’m guessing Robert doesn’t feel the same way.”

      The four of them turned solemn at the reminder that this was no laughing matter.

      “Having both Robert and Luke in town again makes me feel like I’m back in high school,” Suze said.

      “Well, get used to it, girl.” Lydia cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t know how long this idea Luke’s got about moving home will last, but I know for a fact Robert isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”

      “I thought he was only staying with Hazel until his apartment was ready for him to move back into.” Hadley leaned in close.

      Lydia shook her head. “From what I hear, he just said that to save face. He can’t afford that place anymore now that he’s out of a job. Nope, he’s in Stoneybrook for the foreseeable future. Saw him picking up applications around town yesterday, in fact.”

      Hadley exhaled, surprised by the information. Not that it was too much of a revelation, but it certainly did add to the motive Robert would have for getting rid of Edith. If he blamed Edith Butler for his troubles like his mother did, the inability to move back to the city would be yet another line on the list of ways she’d ruined his life.

      Reminding herself not to feel sorry for the guy—he was the one who’d broken the law and stolen from unsuspecting clients, after all—she waved bye to Lydia and James, pulling Suze along with her.

      They needed to get moving if they wanted to learn as much as they could.

      As they continued walking around, Suze and Hadley learned that Alfred was getting a new dog, Jenny’s dog had bitten Karl’s sheep on the leg, and Richard had won a thousand dollars yesterday on a scratch-off ticket.

      Hadley avoided the quilting and knitting booths, knowing they wouldn’t be able to ask candid questions in those places. However, as she and Suze walked back toward Paul, she noticed Hazel was gone from the quilter’s booth.

      Curious, Hadley motioned to Suze, who followed her idea.

      “Hey, Ida Mae, June, and Frannie,” Suze said sweetly as she brushed her fingers across a particularly soft and cozy flannel children’s quilt.

      “Why, hello girls,” June glanced up from the steamy-looking romance novel she was reading and smiled. “Hadley, dear, we don’t have any scraps today. It was my week and I forgot them in my sewing room.”

      Hadley smiled back. “Don’t worry about it, June. You already told me earlier, remember?”

      She squinted one eye, then her face lit up with recognition. “Oh, right. Goodness me, I must’ve forgotten that too.”

      “We don’t need anything. Just came to chat.” Suze shrugged and nonchalantly looked at a set of quilted oven mitts.

      June, Ida Mae, and Frannie all perked up at Suze’s statement. That was town code for either I’ve got information I want to share or Do you have any information you want to share?

      “We’ve just been thinking a lot about Edith,” Hadley said, “and how terrible it was that she was alone when she went.”

      Playing along, Suze let out a low “mmm hmm.”

      Ida Mae’s eyes lit up. “Oh, dear. Unfortunately, I don’t think she was alone. Did you girls not hear the news yet?” Her voice held a tone of sadness that just didn’t match her giddy expression.

      When they shook their heads, Ida Mae continued.

      “Edith was murdered,” the woman whispered, but in such a forceful way that she may as well have spoken at full volume.

      Suze and Hadley gasped.

      “You don’t know that for sure, now,” Frannie said, her tone censuring. “She could’ve committed suicide, of course.”

      Ida Mae and June bobbed their heads in concession.

      “Well, sure. She could’ve, but everyone knows she didn’t.” Ida Mae huffed.

      “Everyone does?” Suze asked.

      “They do. Edith Butler was entirely too stubborn to take her own life. Would’ve been like giving in, giving up for her. No, Edith was killed.” Ida Mae dipped her chin. “Though who killed her certainly seems up for debate.”

      The way Ida Mae drew out the word “seems” made it clear she didn’t agree.

      “You think you know who it is?” Hadley leaned forward.

      She crossed her arms. “I don’t think. I know.”

      “Go on,” Suze said.

      “Dirk Croft was here not two weeks before Edith passed.” Ida Mae delivered the information as if it explained everything.

      Suze and Hadley traded a quick glance at the mention of one of their current suspects.

      “Here? At the market? But he never comes here, other than last week.” Suze narrowed her eyes, skeptically.

      Ida Mae nodded. “I know he’s never here, but twice in the month Edith was killed? That’s enough evidence right there to put him away.”

      That’s nowhere near true. Hadley resisted the urge to raise a skeptical brow, and let the woman talk.

      “Two weeks ago he came sniffing around, wanting to talk to Hazel. That man always looks red-faced and bothered, but he was even more so that day. And he hung around, pretending he might buy one of my hot pads, until he got up the courage to ask Hazel how much blood pressure medication was too much to take in one sitting.”

      “What?” Suze stiffened, giving the woman her full attention.

      “Uh, why is that important?” Hadley asked, feigning ignorance.

      “That’s how she died. An overdose of blood pressure meds.” June spoke up.

      Suze shook her head. After chatting for a couple minutes, the girls made their excuses and headed back toward their booths.

      Once they were out of earshot of the local gossip circle, Suze huffed and said, “And Paul’s horse takes the lead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Suze picked up Hadley Monday morning with sunglasses and a smile on her face. After learning about Dirk’s knowledge of Edith’s blood pressure medicine at the market, they’d decided to investigate the eminent-domain situation a little deeper, since Dirk seemed the only one of the three suspects who would benefit from the application.

      “Road trip!” Suze called as Hadley climbed into her friend’s powder-blue Mini Cooper. They could’ve technically taken the Jam Van, but it was high on gas consumption and low on stealth. If the women hoped to infiltrate Cascade Ridge for an information-collecting mission, it would be best to attract as little attention as possible.

      Paul had assured Hadley that Mr. Kulp of Cascade Ridge Property Management wouldn’t recognize her.

      “Not only do we not look like twins, we don’t look anything alike. He won’t know you’re my sister. Plus, you and Suze did so well getting information at the market. I want to see if you can learn anything I couldn’t up in Cascade Ridge.”

      Because she couldn’t say no to her brother—and because an adventure up north sounded fun—she’d agreed. They had both worked most of Sunday to make up for the day off. The only thing Hadley hadn’t been able to do was mail her packages, which she had stacked by the back door to be delivered to the post office. She’d have to do it as soon as they got back to town later that afternoon.

      Buckling herself in, she gave Suze a thumbs-up, and they set off. At twenty minutes north, Cascade Ridge wasn’t far enough away to justify calling it a road trip, but they were small-town girls who grew up encompassed by their tiny community. The few times they’d driven up with their families—or in high school when they would drive themselves—it had felt like entering a different universe.

      Suze blasted her favorite road trip mix, and they sang along as she drove. After about fifteen minutes, she took the left-hand turn up the foothills. They left the mighty Cascade River in their rearview mirror and snaked along a densely wooded road that climbed up higher on the ridge.

      Even though Hadley hadn’t been to Cascade Ridge for a couple of years, not much of note had changed. Sure, a storefront here had become something else, and a building there had been built, but all in all, it still held the same stuffy, soulless, and stale feeling as it always had.

      The city had the same, every shade of gray color palette, causing one building to fade into the next. Rolling down her window, Hadley let the mountain air wash past her. Crisp as it was, it lacked anything of character. You couldn’t smell Mr. Jenkins grilling up some of his famous steaks two doors down or the fresh bundles of lavender Mrs. Holloway tied up with ribbon and placed on everyone’s doorstep every summer. Nor could you hear that lovely, constant rushing of the river, the sound left behind that far up the ridge.

      Suze pulled into a strip mall in front of a storefront that had the CRPM logo of a house and a tree painted on the window. They took a collective breath, glanced at each other, and nodded. Hadley was the first out of the car. She repeated their story in her head and adjusted her springy, floral blouse.

      I just got divorced. I’m so mad at my husband for cheating on me that I want to level our house. I’m here to look at my options.

      She pursed her lips together as she grabbed the handle of the glass door and pulled. Suze followed her inside, probably repeating her I’m the supportive best friend lines she’d prepared for their act.

      The nicest thing was how much of it wasn’t an act. Paul had instructed them to make as little of their story as possible a lie. It would make it much easier to stick to the ruse under the pressure.

      “Good morning,” the chipper receptionist said, giving them a thousand-watt smile. “Welcome to Cascade Ridge Property Management. How can I help you?” He was young, thin, and appeared to be about twenty times more awake than Hadley felt even on her best day.

      This young man most likely didn’t know of her propensity to chip away the paint on her nails when she was nervous, but she didn’t want to attract any more attention than she needed to. She clasped her hands behind her to keep them steady.

      “Good morning,” she replied, adopting a businesslike tone. “I’d like to talk with the owner. I have some property I need to list, and I would like to look at my options.”

      The receptionist blinked then glanced down at his computer. “Let’s see. Mr. Kulp has an appointment in about twenty minutes, but I could see if he could fit you in right now. Would that work for you?”

      Suze nodded.

      “Yes, that would be lovely,” Hadley said with a smile.

      Brad, as they learned his name was, called his boss. After getting the okay, he led them down the hallway to an office with a frosted glass door and the name Ryan Kulp printed at eye level. Brad knocked at the same time that he opened the door. Suze and Hadley followed him.

      The first thing that struck Hadley was the impersonal nature of the office. It smelled like fresh paint, held all of two pictures on the wall—pictures from some tropical island that seemed as if they’d come with the frame—and a suspiciously plastic-looking plant set in one corner next to Mr. Kulp’s large desk. The desk must’ve come straight out of a home-design catalog, Hadley decided; it was impersonal and probably made out of mostly pressboard. She knew she was biased, her father being a master woodworker and all, but always felt that a person’s desk choice said a lot about their character. If that was true of Mr. Kulp, she could expect him to be unoriginal and mostly fake.

      “Hello,” the lanky man behind the desk said as he reached a long arm out to shake Hadley’s hand. “Ryan Kulp.

      He was tanned and wore a crisp-collared lavender shirt under his light-gray suit. His blond hair—obviously dyed because his roots were as dark as Hadley’s almost-black locks—swooshed across his forehead in a style that screamed used car salesman.

      Hadley introduced herself and Suzanne. They sat in the two seats across from his desk as he settled back into his.

      “So what can I do for you?” he asked, flashing them teeth that had to be bleached—they were so bright.

      Taking a deep breath, Hadley explained to him her very real situation. “Well, I have a house on about an acre down in Stoneybrook, and I’m wondering if it would be better to list it as-is or subdivide the property and sell it off. I’ve heard it can be expensive to run power and water to the other parts of the property, but that it could greatly increase our chances of selling. I’m newly divorced, and my ex-husband and I are both starting new jobs, so I don’t know how much we’d be able to invest up front.”

      The only lies in her whole statement were that she would never divide up their beautiful piece of property and, if she did decide to sell, she would never give the business to Cascade Ridge. She swallowed the truth, however, and watched Mr. Kulp as he took in what she’d shared with him.

      “Got it.” He nodded. “Well, I’m happy to help, especially because of who you are.”

      Hadley stiffened at the phrase, unsure what was going to come next. Did he know she was Paul’s sister?

      Kulp smiled. “A woman who isn’t out to get her ex-husband and who hasn’t turned completely bitter and irrational, is a rarity in my experience.”

      She should have been relieved that he didn’t recognize her, but his assumptive and misogynistic statement sent a hot streak of anger through her.

      Suze cleared her throat in the seat next to her, no doubt also fuming about his remark.

      Hadley took a moment to breathe deep and get her anger in check. First of all, she absolutely hated it when men insinuated that women were irrational just because they felt emotions. Also, this man had no idea what her divorce had been like or what had caused it. She had every right to be out to get Tyler after what he’d put her through. Regardless, she wasn’t here to give him business anyway—just to gather information, and to do that, she needed to play the part.

      Because she didn’t trust herself to speak anything other than a stern admonishment of his narrow view of the opposite gender, Hadley simply smiled and nodded.

      “So, Stoneybrook?” Mr. Kulp dipped his head. “I have to be honest; we don’t get many people from Stoneybrook in our offices.”

      Hadley said, “Yes, well, my ex-husband’s family is a significant part of the community, and there are a few who are still having a hard time with our split.”

      “You said many people?” Suze asked, still focused on what Kulp had said. “But you do get some?”

      “You aren’t the only ones who feel like the small-town locals are holding you back.”

      She hadn’t said that at all, but Hadley kept her corrections to herself. She didn’t know how, but she could also tell that was all the detail they would get out of the man about the subject. He seemed like he was particularly good at keeping secrets.

      Disappointed, she sat back and listened as Kulp went through her options, focusing on money and profit. He finished by saying, “It’s just about time for my next appointment, so that’ll have to be all today.” He slid a card across the table with his information on it. “I’d be happy to help you if you want to come back another day, though. I’d love to help develop Stoneybrook and bring it into this century, if you know what I mean.”

      He winked at both women, making Hadley shudder. From the way Suze shifted in her seat, she could tell her friend felt the same. Her feelings were confirmed when they stood and Suze shoved her hands in her pockets instead of shaking the man’s hand after Hadley.

      “Looks like we’re not any better than Paul at getting this guy to talk.” Suze sighed as they pushed their way through the front doors and back out into the parking lot.

      Hadley pressed her lips together into a tight line. “Between the defeat and the fact that I’m starving, I feel like I’m spiraling into a bad mood.”

      “Omigosh, tell me about it.” Suze shook her head as she unlocked her car, and they both climbed in.

      “I don’t think I can make it the drive back home.” Hadley cringed as she gauged their food options.

      “Ditto,” Suze said. She frowned. “Uh, I see a questionable pizza place, two Mexican restaurants, and a grill in our direct vicinity.”

      Hadley followed her gaze to the different buildings. The pizza place was the only one of the choices that wasn’t part of chain. She and Suze looked at each other.

      “Pizza place,” they said at the same time.

      “Questionable pizza from a small business has to be better than supporting these giant companies,” Suze muttered, turning on the car.

      Half an hour later, they could say for sure that it wasn’t. Stumbling from the pizza place, Hadley glanced down at her hands, which still felt greasy. “Since when does pizza need eight pounds of cheese on it?”

      Suze said, “When your dough is so terrible you have to soften it with grease?”

      Neither had been able to finish more than half a slice and while the rumble was gone from Hadley’s stomach, she couldn’t wait to get back to Stoneybrook and real food.

      “That was a waste of money.” Suze sighed.

      “I think we’re just spoiled. I say we drive like the wind, and make it back to town for a late lunch of actual food.”

      Suze seemed to agree because she got into the car and just about peeled out of the parking lot once Hadley buckled up.

      “Good riddance, Cascade Ridge,” Hadley said, looking out her window as they passed by the strip mall where the Cascade Ridge Property Management office was located.

      Her breath caught in her throat as she recognized someone walking up to the building and pulling open the door.

      “What?” Suze asked, keeping her eyes on the road, but glancing once over her shoulder for whatever had surprised Hadley.

      “I just found out who the other person from Stoneybrook is that Kulp has been doing business with,” Hadley said.

      “Yeah, it’s gotta be Dirk, right?”

      Hadley shook her head. “Louise.”
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      Suze focused on the road as she drove her car down the long, winding hill out of Cascade Ridge. Hadley hung up the phone and sighed.

      “Paul’s going to look into it.”

      Suze nodded. They sat in silence for a minute. That was all they could do, anyway. It wouldn’t do to go ask Louise what she’d been doing up north. She’d already lied to Hadley and the police once. What would stop her from lying about why she was at Cascade Ridge Property Management?

      “And Louise pulls ahead?” Suze asked, confusion written in the wrinkles by her squinted eye.

      Hadley huffed out a breath. “I don’t know anymore. Robert has the best motive with Edith ruining his life and all. But Dirk reeks of premeditation with all of his blood pressure medication questions. And then there’s Louise, lying about her alibi and now showing up here at a company that was actively trying to take Edith’s land from her.”

      “Yeah. Maybe she had a deal with them, like I want the business, but you can have the house. I mean, I know she’s your suspect and all, but if it ends up that Louise likes to golf, I’d say you win.” Suze came to the stop sign at the bottom of the hill and turned right, back toward Stoneybrook.

      “Every time I think it’s gotta be one of them, someone else pulls ahead.”

      They discussed every possible scenario as they drove the rest of the way home. The brick buildings, accented by brightly striped awnings came into view as Suzanne pulled onto Main Street.

      “Even though we were only gone for a few hours, it’s good to be home.” Suze waved at someone as she stopped to let them cross the street.

      “Before we get a real lunch, do you mind stopping at the kitchen so I can pick up a few things to take to the post office?” Hadley asked.

      The Stoneybrook post office closed each day at two twenty-two in the afternoon, making it the first thing Hadley had to do after lunch during her days at the kitchen. And even though she hadn’t technically worked, she still had orders to mail out to customers.

      “Sure. Just don’t get chatting with Pete like you usually do.” Suze shot a knowing look her way. “Those three bites of pizza are wearing off, and I’m officially hangry.”

      Suze pulled into the alley behind the jam kitchen and waited while Hadley ran inside to grab the few boxes she needed to ship. Minutes later, Hadley scooped up her packages and bustled inside the post office. She stepped into Penny’s line, remembering Suze’s condition that she not get stuck talking with Pete.

      Penny was a pleasant woman about five years older than Hadley, and definitely the reason anything got done at the post office. Pete was the reason people came to the post office. Not only was the man a born entertainer, regaling customers with stories and smiles in the few minutes it would take him to process their packages and letters, but he sang just about anything he could.

      “Good afternoon, Francine,” he sang at that very moment, holding the last syllable of the woman’s name as she beamed.

      Hadley sighed, knowing she’d miss how he would say her name as if it were three separate words. Miss Had Ah Lee, he would call her—technically adding the “ah” in the middle, but she didn’t care.

      She stepped forward as Penny finished with her customer. Meeting Hadley’s gaze, Penny’s happy face morphed into an apology.

      “Sorry, Had.” She placed the closed sign in front of her. “I’ve got to run to the back for a few minutes to figure out a mix up with one of the deliveries. You’ll have to go to Pete.”

      Hadley nodded, hiding her smile. If Pete was the only one there would be no way she could avoid his line. Oh well, she thought as she got behind another local who stepped up to the counter to a song.

      She finally let the smile consume her face as the customer in front of her finished and walked away. Glancing behind her, she saw there weren’t any other people needing assistance. Hadley loved it when she didn’t have to rush her interactions with Pete, but then she remembered that she couldn’t stay and chat today. A hungry Suze waited in the car.

      “My oh me, it’s Had-ah-lee!” Pete sang to no specific tune, using more pitch changes than Christina Aguilera.

      Hadley grinned. “Hey, Pete.” She slid her pile of packages onto the counter and let him take over scanning and entering them into the computer.

      “What’s new?” she asked, leaning on the counter.

      “Everything and anything,” he gave her his standard first response. “But did you hear …” He leaned closer, just like he always did, unable to keep out of the gossip. “Oh, of course you did. With that brother of yours.” He swiped at the air with his hand, pulling back and giving her a wink.

      Pete had worked at the post office for as long as Hadley had been alive, so he knew exactly what he could and couldn’t say while still staying in compliance with the United States Postal Service bylaws. Now in his fifties, the man was a veritable magician, able to tell you everything without actually telling you anything at all.

      “We’re looking into it, actually. Anything you’ve seen or heard?” Hadley cocked an eyebrow.

      Glancing right, then left, then over his shoulder, Pete cleared his throat. “I don’t know what it means exactly, but I do believe our sour friend was the object of someone’s step nine of twelve.” He made a circle in front of his chest with his right fist.

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath as she deciphered his clues. She recognized his sign for sorry and then it clicked. Step nine of a twelve step program must be the resolution step, apologizing for hurting those around them. The sour friend had to be Edith, which meant …

      “I wasn’t aware they had a twelve-step program for embezzlement,” Hadley said when it clicked, watching Pete closely to see if she’d figured it out correctly.

      He shrugged. “But they do for what makes a man need that kind of money.” He locked eyes with Hadley. When he seemed to see his information click in her brain, he added another of his signature phrases, “I don’t know, and I’m not saying anything.” He finished with her boxes, setting them on a cart behind him. “Shall I put this on your tab, little darling?” he asked.

      Hadley nodded. She used the post office so much that she usually just came and paid up once a month. They knew where to find her, after all.

      While he finished moving her packages, she pondered what Pete’s information meant for her suspects. If Robert had been in a twelve-step program in prison, then maybe he didn’t harbor as much hatred toward Edith as Hadley had first thought. Maybe he’d come to terms with his actions and was taking responsibility. This very well could topple him right off the suspect podium.

      “The interesting thing,” Pete said, leaning his elbows on the counter, “is that they could’ve just as easily been hand delivered.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together. If Robert could’ve hand delivered his apology letters, that meant he’d only started sending them once he was out of lock up.

      “Prison funding cuts? His program didn’t begin until he got out?” Hadley guessed.

      To which Pete let out a hearty laugh. “Oh, doll. You kill me. Prisons are better funded than schools these days.” He shook his head. “And that’s a short time to get all the way from one to nine.”

      “Which means the letters might not have been apologies after all,” Hadley said, her revelation mixed up with a long exhale.

      “You don’t say?” Pete smiled, giving the response he always did when Hadley had figured out what he was trying to say.

      “Thanks, Pete.”

      He winked at her. “Nice to see you,” he sang after her as she jogged back to Suze’s car.

      She could feel her best friend’s cool stare from ten feet away. Inside the car was practically Alaska.

      “What?” Hadley said, cringing. “It was busy.”

      Suze scanned the empty parking lot and then cocked an eyebrow in a “oh, really?” kinda way.

      “He was the only one. Penny had to go to the back.” Hadley held up her hand. “But I did learn something about your suspect, so you might want to drop the attitude and listen.”

      “Okay spill, time-liar.”

      “I think Robert was sending Edith threatening messages.”

      Suze leaned in, intrigued.

      “You know how Paul told us Edith’s sister had said the only unusual thing she said before dying was how she needed to get out of Stoneybrook because someone or something from her past was creating trouble?”

      “Yeah, you think she meant Robert?”

      Hadley nodded.

      “Does a year count as the past?” Suze asked. Then she added, “Well, I know it technically does, but would you say that? Would you say, ‘It’s from my past’ if something was only a year old?”

      “Not necessarily, but then there’s the note I found on Edith’s counter by her mail the day I found her. It was a note that said something about taking what wasn’t hers and how she’d done it for the last time.”

      “Yeah, that could just as easily be from Louise, though.”

      “Except it couldn’t. The handwriting was way too nice. I tried to read a sock pattern from Louise the other day, and it was just a notch above chicken scratch.”

      Suze dipped her head to the side. “Robert did have very nice handwriting.”

      Suzanne had received many a note from Robert in high school. They’d always marveled at his neat, practiced script.

      “And I’ve seen Dirk’s writing on notes he would leave my dad about the building when he rented it and had to fix a door lock or unclog a drain. It’s barely better than Louise’s.”

      “So the threatening note could be from Robert.” Suze sighed. “Got it. Now can we eat?”

      Hadley nodded. “But we’re going to the taco truck so we can get something to go. We need to call Paul right away. He needs to get his hands on that letter from Edith’s, so he can compare it with Robert’s handwriting.”
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      As intrigued as Paul was with the clue about Robert possibly sending Edith letters, he said McKay had banned them from going into Edith’s house without him, so he would have to wait until he could convince the sheriff to make a trip down.

      In the meantime, Suzanne promised to search for an old yearbook to see if she could find a sample of his writing. Hadley wasn’t holding her breath, however, as her friend was one of the more disorganized people she knew, and it sometimes took the woman a week to locate her TV remote.

      But, being that Robert had never signed any of Hadley’s yearbooks, she was stuck waiting.

      To take her mind off the case, Hadley decided to jump in the shower and wash off the greasy Cascade Ridge pizza experience from earlier that day. She emerged minutes later, wrapped in her robe and a towel twisted into her hair, with a much breezier outlook on life. Smoothing some moisturizer on those little lines appearing on her forehead and around her eyes, she sighed.

      Ansel, who was perched on her bathroom counter, meowed as if to pull her attention away from her self-criticizing thoughts.

      She smiled. “Thanks, buddy. I think you look great too.”

      Ansel tipped his head to the side, dipping it slightly as if in thanks. Then, without as much as a meow for warning, Ansel vaulted from where he was sitting and launched himself at her head. For a quick second, Hadley thought he was attacking her, but then he settled on her towel-wrapped hair. Her head wobbled with his weight, small and insignificant as it was. After getting his balance, Ansel blinked and plopped his bottom down, sitting on top of her head.

      Glancing up at the mirror, Hadley realized her mouth was hanging open. She let out a chuckle, but then thought better of it when the motion caused him to tip to one side.

      “You truly are a special cat, aren’t you?”

      It took her a little coaxing to get Ansel down, but after that, Hadley dressed and went downstairs. She still wasn’t hungry after her late lunch, so dinner seemed unnecessary, but a hot drink sounded perfect.

      Just as Hadley sat down with a tall mug of steaming tea, there was a knock on her door. She looked down at Ansel, lying in her lap.

      “Sorry, buddy. You’re going to have to move.”

      Ansel didn’t need to be told twice. With the next round of knocking, he jumped off and slipped under the couch.

      While she wasn’t expecting anyone, it was possible Suze had located her yearbook 500 percent faster than Hadley had predicted. Or Paul could’ve found a different way to gather a handwriting sample from the man.

      Hadley padded across the living room and into the entryway, opening the door without a second thought.

      Her heart jumped into her throat as she saw who was standing on the other side.

      “Uh, Louise … hi. What are you doing here?” she asked, hoping her voice wasn’t wobbling as much as her courage was.

      The older woman smiled, big. Big and fake. “Oh. Hadley, dear, I just—well, I know it’s silly, but … could I come in?” She wasn’t stammering nervously, but almost talking over herself as if there were two different people talking.

      Hadley gulped. Did sweet Louise have dual personalities? Was one a knitter and the other a murderer?

      She wished she’d grabbed her phone when she’d gotten up to answer the door. She needed to get Paul here, right now. She tried to send him panicked, twin vibes. Maybe he would feel her distress and come running.

      “Sure, come on in.” Hadley took a wary step back and let the woman into her house.

      Louise slipped out of her clogs, revealing a pair of striped, hand-knitted socks. Hadley could tell from the ridge running right at the tip of the toes that it was the same toe-up pattern she’d taught Hadley the other day.

      “Hey, cute socks.” Hadley pointed at her feet.

      Apparently fear made her extremely complimentary.

      Louise scrunched up her toes and then released them. “Why, thank you.” Even though she acknowledged Hadley’s remark, the woman didn’t seem interested in Hadley at all. She scanned the house, doing everything short of pulling up the couch cushions, as she searched for something.

      “What can I do for you, Louise?” Hadley asked, walking around her and into the kitchen. “Would you like anything to drink? I just made myself some tea.”

      “Yes, yes. Tea would be lovely.” Louise continued to search the room.

      Is she looking for boogeymen? Murderers? Hadley half expected Louise to drop to her hands and knees any moment to check under the couch.

      Turning to make the tea, Hadley’s throat went tight as she thought of another explanation for the strange behavior. Was Louise making sure no one else was in the house, so she could get rid of her just like she got rid of Edith?

      People talked in Stoneybrook, so she would surely know that Hadley had been investigating Edith’s murder. It was possible she was getting close, too close for the killer’s comfort.

      She poured hot water into a mug and pulled a teabag out of her basket of choices. Dipping the bag into the steaming water, Hadley glanced over at her phone on the kitchen counter. It was a good five feet away from her. Louise would most surely notice if she went for it. She increased the power behind her twin vibes and turned to face Louise.

      “Here you go.” She held out the mug. “It’s just a chamomile blend. I don’t like to drink anything caffeinated after four or else I’m up until the middle of the night.”

      “Thank you, and chamomile is just lovely.”

      Hadley looked at her own mug, sitting on the end table next to her couch. She remembered the cup of tea sitting next to Edith at her home. Hadley’s cheeks heated up with worry as she realized she’d turned her back to Louise. She could’ve very well added anything she wanted to Hadley’s tea. And while she didn’t take any medications Louise could use to poison her with, she was sure the woman could figure something else if she wanted her gone badly enough.

      “Oh, there you are!” Louise cooed as she sat in the chair across from Hadley’s couch. “I was hoping I’d get to see you.”

      Hadley craned her neck to see Louise smiling down at Ansel from where he hid under the couch. Her fear of being poisoned calmed from code red to a warm orange. Louise had just wanted a chance to see Ansel. The thought made her soften as she walked into the room, settling on the couch.

      “Ansel, buddy. Come here.” Hadley fluttered her fingers toward the cat in hopes of luring him from his hiding spot. As he slowly slunk out into the open, Louise’s face peeled into a joyful smile.

      Hadley asked, “Louise, is this why you came over? To see Ansel?”

      The woman studied her mug of tea for a moment before nodding. “I wanted to make sure he was happy here with you.”

      Louise’s blue eyes settled on Hadley before they returned to Ansel, who was launching himself into Hadley’s lap, purring up a storm.

      “Which,” Louise said, “it very much looks like he is.”

      Hadley narrowed one eye as she petted Ansel.

      “But that’s not quite it.” That warm orange began to tick back up into the red range as Hadley realized Louise had ulterior motives for coming over. Would she try to take Ansel away from her? Or just kill them both?

      Louise sighed. “No. There is … something I need to get off my chest.”

      Like admitting to murder? Hadley wondered, heart rate spiking back into a concerning range. Didn’t murderers in movies always like to tell people how they did it, how they got away, right before killing those new victims?

      “You’re not like the others, Hadley,” Louise said. “I know there’s more to your divorce than you’re letting on. I have a feeling you could’ve dragged Tyler’s name through the mud and back if you wanted to, but you didn’t. You’re not a gossiper.”

      “Thanks?” Hadley wasn’t sure what to say, but that sounded better than, please don’t kill me.

      “It’s just killing me, and I have to tell someone, so someone knows.” Her blue eyes were becoming wild, moving around the room as if they didn’t feel safe settling in one spot.

      Hadley didn’t appreciate her use of the word, “killing,” and she held onto Ansel, tight. Could they run for the front door? Make it outside? In her mind, she willed a knock to sound on the front door. Suzanne. Paul. She didn’t care. Someone needed to show up.

      “I lied the other day when you came to the knitting club.” Louise’s eyes became glassy with tears.

      Hadley gulped. Unsure if she should pretend she didn’t already know Louise had lied, Hadley decided to stay silent.

      “I wasn’t at the shop all day. I went out to see Edith. That was when we had the fight I told you about, concerning Ansel.” She nodded to the cat.

      Of course. She already told me this, but I’d run out of the shop at the mention of her wanting Ansel and hadn’t done any more digging. Hadley felt like rolling her eyes at herself, but kept them trained on Louise instead.

      “I didn’t kill her, though. I know many people think I did. I thought I had at first, honestly, when they said it was natural causes. I spent those first few days feeling awful that our fight had caused her poor heart to give out. Then, when I learned that she’d most likely been killed and that she’d left the shop to me, I knew it would look even worse, so I started lying.”

      Hadley wanted to relax, but she also wasn’t a fool and knew Louise could be putting on an act just as easily as she could cast on a hundred stitches or more.

      “I swear she was still alive when I left her house that morning.” Louise shook her head, and a tear fell down her cheek.

      Tears seemed to be the one thing Hadley couldn’t quite handle. No one would ever cry alone around Hadley. The reaction was akin to watching someone yawn and finding herself yawning the next moment. She’d never been able to stop it.

      In an attempt to steel her silly emotions, she said, “If that’s the case, why were you in Cascade Ridge the other day, talking with the company who was trying to force her out of her house?”

      Louise blinked, inhaling quickly. “You—how—I didn’t—” she sputtered.

      “Cut the act. Suze and I saw you.” Hadley stared her down.

      “That’s not exactly my secret to share, you see.” She tightened her hands around the mug in her lap.

      Hadley sighed. “Look, Paul’s pretty sure that whoever killed Edith had something to do with that company, so whomever you’re protecting could be the killer, if you say you aren’t.”

      Eyes wide, Louise nodded. “Okay, I—”

      Her sentence was cut off by a loud banging on Hadley’s front door. She couldn’t help but feel a trace of frustration along with relief at hearing that sound. It must be Paul; he’d gotten her twin vibes. But darned if he wasn’t interrupting the moment Louise was about to spill the one thing that might help them catch the real killer, if it wasn’t her.

      Why wasn’t he just coming inside? Hadley wondered. Maybe she’d gone and locked the door on him.

      The banging sounded again. “Hold on.” Hadley placed Ansel on the couch and stood to go let Paul inside. Old, wooden farmhouse floors creaked under her feet as she made her way into the front room and pulled open the front door.

      But instead of Paul or even Suzanne, like she’d hoped for, Luke Fenton stood on her porch, worry etched across his face.
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      “You okay?” he whispered, stepping inside and scanning the front room. “I saw a silver car parked here. I couldn’t tell whose it was, but I figured you might need some help.” He patted Hadley’s shoulders, arms, grabbing her hands as he reached them.

      Pulling her hands away from the intense closeness of having Luke standing in front of her, holding on to her, Hadley shook her head.

      “Luke, I’m fine.” Frustration rose inside her, but she tamped it down because just a few minutes ago, she’d been scared for her life too. He was only trying to help. “Thank you for coming to check on me, but I am okay.”

      He sighed, large shoulders relaxing, then nodded. “Okay, good.” Then, craning his neck to check the kitchen, he asked, “Who is it?”

      “Louise,” Hadley whispered. “But I don’t know that she did it, any longer. She was just about to tell me who might’ve, though.”

      Luke’s eyebrows lifted. Then, instead of leaving like he should’ve since she hadn’t invited him to join them, he walked into the kitchen.

      “Why hello, Mr. Fenton,” Louise called out.

      Hadley closed her eyes and took in a calming breath. Luke was staying, apparently. She followed him into the kitchen.

      “We’re having tea. Would you like anything, Luke?” Hadley asked, walking to grab her own mug off the end table and take a sip.

      He waved. “I’ll get it.” Luke began moving through her kitchen as if he lived there.

      It was then that she remembered he’d stayed at their house a few times since they’d bought it about five years ago. Those weekends always had seemed to coincide with times Hadley had been gone visiting family or on a business trip away from Tyler, so she’d never been in her house with Luke. But he obviously knew his way around. And it was in that moment that she realized seeing him on her porch was the first time she didn’t immediately think of Tyler when she saw him.

      “I can leave,” Louise said, standing.

      As Hadley moved her focus from Luke to the older woman, she realized Louise was watching the two of them with a particular cat-got-the-cream expression on her face.

      “It looks like you two have something to discuss, so …” She padded over to the counter and placed her mug gently on the island.

      “No.” Hadley shook her head emphatically. “Nothing to discuss. There’s nothing going on here.” She motioned back and forth between her and Luke, who glanced over his shoulder from where he was bent over, rifling through her fridge. The smirk he shot her before focusing back on the fridge didn’t help things—at all.

      “Paul just asked me to come check on Hadley, Mrs. S,” Luke called, without turning around, as if he were talking to someone inside the refrigerator. “You two can keep talking. Don’t even worry about me.”

      Hadley, about to agree with him, paused. Wait. He said he’d been driving by, and he was worried about me. Now he’s saying it was Paul who asked him to check in on me. Which is it? And is he changing his story for Mrs. Stanton’s benefit or mine?

      “Yeah,” Hadley said. “Don’t worry about him. I want to hear about why you were up in Cascade Ridge earlier.”

      Louise blinked from Hadley to Luke. A pop rang through the kitchen as Luke opened a bottle of beer he’d found in the back of the fridge.

      “But what about …” She pointed at Luke as he tossed the cap into the garbage.

      “He’s fine,” Hadley said, waving in his general direction. “Won’t say a thing.”

      He winked at Louise before tipping his head back and taking a long swig of the beer.

      “If he does, I know how to beat him at both thumb and arm wrestling, so …” Hadley put a hand on one hip.

      Luke almost spit out his beer, but collected himself into a surprised grin. “That was when we were eleven, Had.” He stood up straight and pushed back his shoulders. “I doubt you could take me these—” He cut out as he caught the way Hadley was just about eye-murdering him. Clearing his throat, he added, “But that’s beside the point. I promise I won’t tell anyone what you say in this kitchen, Mrs. S.”

      Angry as she was with him, she had to admit the man had enough charm to calm a feral cat and Louise was definitely not immune to it. Ansel, however, seemed to be, since he’d disappeared at Luke’s arrival.

      Louise smiled. “Well, all right. But this is only to help catch whoever did this to poor Edith. She and I may not have always gotten along, but that doesn’t mean I want a killer running free in Stoneybrook.” She took a deep breath. “The reason I was in Cascade Ridge today was because I had to sign the paperwork for the yarn shop.”

      “But Dirk Croft owns that building.” Luke placed his beer on the counter.

      At this statement, Louise’s gaze snapped up to meet his.

      “He doesn’t anymore, does he?” Hadley asked, the question a gasp. “He sold the building to a company in Cascade Ridge?”

      “He threatened to sue me within an inch of my life if I spilled the news,” Louise said. “He’s been keeping it a secret for almost a year. Remember how the school board was choosing between two lots of land for the new high school last summer?”

      Hadley nodded, but Luke didn’t. He’d still been in Seattle. “One of the two pieces of property they looked at was Dirk’s large lot by Edith’s place and your family farm,” Hadley explained to Luke.

      “And Dirk had thought he couldn’t lose,” Louise added, “so he sunk a bunch of money into the land to get it ready for the school district purchase: cleared it, ran water and electricity.”

      “But then they went with the other piece of property,” Hadley said.

      “Leaving him in quite a bit of debt. According to what I’ve heard from Cascade Ridge Property Management this morning, he had to sell a few properties to them to cover his debt since they were the ones who took the land off his hands for him. Even now he still owes them a ton more.”

      “Hence him trying to push the golf course that they want to build there instead.” Luke nodded, caught up. “The twenty acres he owns isn’t enough for a golf course, but if he found a way to get ahold of Edith’s thirty, that would definitely fit a solid nine-hole course.”

      Hadley took a sip of her tea. “And once the town denied their application for eminent domain last week, Dirk had run out of options. Even though Edith’s sister wasn’t a sure thing, Dirk could’ve been desperate enough to bet she’d want to sell the property. If he could get in touch with her and snatch up the land before anyone else, he would’ve fulfilled his promise to the Cascade Ridge company and would be on his way to finally paying them off.”

      “Which makes Dirk the most likely suspect in Edith’s murder.” Luke took another swig of beer.

      “And it means his story about having lunch with Cathy has to be a lie,” Hadley added. “Louise swears Edith was still alive when she left at …” She looked to Louise for confirmation.

      “Eleven.”

      Hadley nodded. “Eleven; so the next person to visit her that morning must’ve been the killer.”

      Luke sighed. “I leave Stoneybrook for a few years and it’s gone to pieces; people murdering each other.”

      Hadley, equally upset by the new development in her town, shook her head. “And the faster we get this figured out and someone behind bars, the less likely it is to happen again.”

      “Well, I’d better get going.” Louise put her tea in the sink on her walk over to her purse. “You let me know if you need anymore help.” She winked at Hadley. “With the case or your knitting. Also, we’re having a fundraiser in Edith’s honor next month. I’m wondering if you couldn’t think of something to can and add to the auction. Let me know.”

      Hadley hugged the older woman. “I will. Paul might want to confirm all of this, by the way, so don’t be surprised if he comes by in the next few hours.”

      Louise gave her a salute and then headed out to her car, leaving Hadley and Luke alone in her kitchen.

      “So …” Hadley glanced around the room. She had kind of expected Luke to leave with Louise, knowing Hadley was just fine now. But he simply leaned back against the counter, getting comfortable as he took another drink from the beer he held.

      “A lot’s changed since I left.” He met her gaze, making her feel slightly flustered.

      She focused on her bare feet. “That’s what happens when you skip town for a decade. Though, I’d argue you left way before that.” She cautioned a look up at him.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You would, would you? Why’s that?”

      “You were a different person senior year, even before any of us started talking college.”

      Without saying it, she knew he would understand what she was talking about, how he’d gone from one of her best friends to one of her worst enemies. Hadley decided to leave out what she’d heard him telling Tyler about her, not sure she was ready to hear the truth.

      He sighed. “I think you’re right. I was ready to get out of here. I honestly didn’t know if I would ever want to come back, but … I went and got all lost and sentimental in the city. I guess your thirties will do that to you.” He gave her a dry smile.

      Hadley folded her arms across her chest. “I’d argue they’ve done the exact opposite for me.”

      Luke’s smile faded. “Yeah, well we’ve always had a hard time being on the same page, haven’t we?”

      His comment made her want to scream. Same page? They were far from that. The fact that he’d tried to get his friend to break up with her, telling him she wasn’t good enough for him, was akin to being in a completely different section of the library to Hadley, let alone not being on the same page.

      Because she was now a woman in her thirties, and knew how to stand up for herself, she decided to fake a yawn and avoid talking to Luke any further.

      “Well, I’d better hit the hay if I’m going to function around a hot stove tomorrow.” She smiled, but even she could tell there wasn’t any happiness behind it.

      Luke finished his beer and nodded. “Right.” After rinsing the bottle in the sink and then dropping it into the recycling bin next to her garbage, he held her gaze and said, “Good night.”

      There seemed to be a whole library’s worth of words behind his look, but Hadley couldn’t find the energy to figure that out right now. She had a murderer to help catch.
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      Despite kicking Luke out with claims she was going to bed early, Hadley had been up half the night, tossing and turning, unable to turn off her brain. Add to that she started her cycle, and Hal had been completely out of any sort of feminine products, and she wasn’t having the best day.

      The one box of feminine products she’d bought from Hal two months ago must’ve completely cleaned him out. And when she’d asked him if he had any more in the back, he’d turned red, muttered something about more being on order, and then spilled the “take a penny, leave a penny” jar on the floor.

      Which, unless Hadley was willing to drive all the way up to Cascade Ridge again, meant she was stuck with going into the Henley Family Grocer to buy the necessary supplies.

      Between the way her eyelids felt like sandpaper and her cramps, she was not in any mood to deal with her ex in-laws. But she slunk into the store regardless, piling her basket high with all conceivable needs, so she wouldn’t have to worry about this for a long time.

      The sounds of twenty-year-old hits spewed through the speakers in the celling, while the beeping of the checkout machines kept an uneven beat. Everything was white, and it almost hurt Hadley to look at the bright place in her dark mood.

      Trundling her basketful up to the register, she grabbed a bottle of iced coffee from the fridge near the conveyor belt then plunked everything down in front of Tara.

      Tara glanced up. While older than Tyler, she shared the Henley family’s dark hair and model good looks. She rolled her pretty brown eyes as she pressed the button to move the conveyor forward. Hadley, in no mood for anyone’s attitude, dared her—with her thoughts, of course—to say anything rude.

      “Heard you’re talking about selling your place.” Tara didn’t make eye contact with her, just started putting her items into a bag as she rang up each one.

      Hadley took a deep breath, expecting an admonishment about how Tyler still owned half the house, and she couldn’t sell it without talking to him first.

      “If you ever do sell, would you let me know? Bobby and I would love it. Our place is a little too small for us and two kids, and I’ve always loved the view you have, not to mention all of that land.”

      “Uh, sure.” Hadley nodded slowly.

      Tara smiled at Hadley. If Tara’s question had caught Hadley off guard, then the smile just about knocked her over completely. It also almost caused her to miss one very important detail about Tara’s question. How had she known that Hadley had been talking to anyone about selling the house?

      She hadn’t done anything but—Hadley held on to the old check-writing platform to steady herself as realization washed over her. The only time she’d ever mentioned it was during her fake meeting at Cascade Ridge Property Management the day before.

      Louise wouldn’t have said anything, since she didn’t want people to know she’d been there either, and that just left Suzanne, whom Hadley trusted implicitly. That was when she remembered. She was Tara Croft now. Bobby, Tara’s husband, was Dirk and Cathy Croft’s eldest son.

      “How’d you hear about that?” Hadley asked, searching for confirmation.

      Too late, Tara realized her mistake and redness crept into her cheeks. She looked down, probably just realizing she wasn’t supposed to say anything about the Croft family’s ties with Cascade Ridge.

      “Uh, well Cascade Ridge Property Management is Croft Properties’ competition, so …” Tara shrugged. “Sometimes competitors stay in touch.”

      Hadley stopped herself from saying, “Not any competing companies I know.” Instead, she shook her head. “I’m just checking out my options. Don’t worry. I promise I’ll talk to Tyler before I do anything with the house or the property.”

      Tara scoffed. “What you do and don’t tell Tyler is your business. You’ve made your feelings for him very clear. I just want first dibs on that house.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Hadley appraised her former in-law. She was too tired to fight with anyone, let alone someone who didn’t know any better. Hadley had known she would take the brunt of the criticism when she’d decided not to out Tyler and tell everyone what he’d done to prompt their divorce. And today wasn’t the day she would change any of that.

      “Sure, Tara.”

      Smiling, Tara told her the total, and Hadley paid for her supplies.

      “Do you still have my number? Just in case?”

      Hadley vividly remembered deleting all of the Henleys from her contacts one particularly frustrating day—except Mickie, of course. She didn’t feel like explaining that to Tara, though, so she waved a hand. “I know where to find you.”

      Tara must’ve wanted the house, because she’d never been so chatty.

      She added, “I’m here Monday through Friday. Eight to Four. I take my lunch break from eleven to noon, but I usually just walk over to the Crofts and have lunch with Cathy, so I’m close by.”

      If Hadley had been a cat, like Ansel, her sleek ears would’ve twitched at Tara’s statement. Dirk had said he often goes home to have lunch with Cathy, and that had been where he was on the Friday Edith was killed.

      “That’s nice,” Hadley said, taking her receipt from Tara, but staying put. There was no one behind her in line, thank goodness. “Do Dirk and Bobby join you or is it just a you-and-Cathy thing?”

      “Dirk and Bobby are much too busy, so it’s just us girls.” Tara grinned. “Unless Cathy has something come up, we try to lunch together every day.”

      No Dirk, huh? Hadley chipped at the nail polish on her right hand as she thought through the implications of this news. June Dougherty walked up behind Hadley in line, though, so she knew she couldn’t stay and chat any longer.

      “Okay, well I’ll see you around, Tara.” Hadley grabbed her bag and waved goodbye as she headed out onto Main Street.

      Stopping as soon as she was safely out of the way of street traffic, Hadley pulled out her phone and texted Paul and Suze. She’d texted them in a group message last night to let them know of Louise’s confession about the real reason she’d been lying about her alibi and how she wasn’t likely the killer.

      Scrolling past those texts, she added a new one.

      Just found out that Dirk’s alibi is most likely a lie. Tara says she has lunch with Cathy most days and Dirk is not there. You guys, I think Dirk is the killer!

      Suze texted back almost immediately.

      No, no, no. I just found out that while Hazel was at work, she forgot her lunch at home, so Robert drove it to her. Which means Robert was also lying about his alibi … Paul, tiebreaker here, man.

      After a few seconds, Paul texted a response.

      I will check into both alibis. You two, it’s probably about time you butt out. If we’re getting close to the killer, they’re likely to make rash decisions. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if either of you got hurt.

      Suze quickly texted back. Got it, but were you ever able to verify if the note in Edith’s house matched Robert’s handwriting or not? Asking for a friend, thanks.

      No. I haven’t been able to get a sample from him yet.

      Just as Hadley slipped her phone back into her purse, Robert passed by her and walked into the grocery store she’d just left minutes before. Her eyebrows lifted in appreciation as she noticed how his sculpted arms and chest filled out his dark T-shirt.

      Suze wasn’t lying about him working out a bunch, she thought.

      He kept glancing down at a grocery list. Hadley straightened. If Paul needed a sample of his writing, she knew just where to get one.

      She hightailed it back inside, glancing once at Tara who gave her a questioning glare.

      “Forgot something!” she mouthed, speed walking past the registers and into the store in the direction Robert had gone.

      Paul couldn’t get mad at her going after him in a grocery store. There wasn’t a more public place in town—plus they had video cameras set up on most of the aisles—so she would be safe. Robert wouldn’t even know she’d been anywhere near him if she could get close enough to grab the list from him while he wasn’t paying attention. Then she’d have just what Paul needed. And Robert would simply think he was clumsy and had dropped the list on his trip down one of the aisles.

      She tailed him through the cereal aisle—from sugar-heavy choices he made there, she was sure his ripped-body was not long for this world—through the dairy department—did a person really need two gallons of milk to themselves?—and then finally to the produce section—the place he was most likely to set down his basket and list.

      But it turned out Robert’s prison muscles made it easy for him to hold his basket while picking out produce. After walking through and grabbing a bunch of bananas, a head of lettuce, and a tomato, he turned toward the registers. Hadley sighed in frustration, about to give up when she saw him stuff the list into his back pocket. Just a tiny bit of the paper peeked out the top.

      Wiggling her fingers—holding her own bag close by so it wouldn’t crinkle and possibly give her away—she walked up behind him in line. She sidled closer, pretending to read a tabloid about celebrity weight loss. And just before he stepped up in line, she reached down to grab the edge of the paper.

      Her fingertips closed around it and she tugged, freeing the paper just as Robert turned and said, “Hadley?” He looked down to see what she was reaching for.
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      Sure Robert would see the paper she was stealing from his back pocket unless she improvised, Hadley did the one thing she could think of.

      She flattened the list into her palm and then smacked her hand onto his butt.

      Robert’s eyes widened. A rich red color seeped into his face. Hadley yanked her hand back toward her, depositing his list into her own bag.

      “Spider!” she called out, stamping the floor a few times before shaking her head. “You’re welcome. It was a big one. I hate it when they get away.”

      Valley spiders, especially close to the river, were infamous in Stoneybrook. Especially in the spring, when they seemed to be multiplying everywhere. Locals knew turning over river rocks could be a dangerous pastime.

      “Sorry,” Hadley said. “I wasn’t trying to be creepy, just trying to catch the spider off guard. Sometimes I swear they can read minds.”

      “Oh. Uh, thanks.” The redness only deepened in Robert’s face.

      Hadley checked her watch. “Well, I’d better get going.”

      Robert’s forehead wrinkled as he pointed down at her bag. “Don’t you need to …?”

      “Pay for these? Oh, I already did.” Hadley nodded to cover up the cringe she felt coming on.

      Robert stared at her. “So why were you back in line?”

      “Uh, I forgot ...” Hadley glanced around. “This.” She picked up a magazine from the racks next to the conveyor belt and stepped into line behind him.

      Robert smiled and asked, “How’s Suze doing?”

      Hadley clenched her teeth together. “She’s great.”

      “Good. I mean, I saw her the other day. I just … Does she ever talk about me?”

      Tempted to lie—lying would make the situation so much less awkward—Hadley bit her lip as she thought. “I’m sorry, Robert, she doesn’t.” Her ogling talk about his prison muscles aside, Hadley knew Robert wasn’t her friend’s type.

      “Oh, I … right. I just thought since she hadn’t settled down yet, she might …”

      Suze may not have settled down yet, but that was because she was holding out for the perfect guy. Perfect. And to her, that meant someone who was sweet, kind, supportive, and who wanted to live in a tiny mountain town with her and live happily ever after, paint splatters and late nights creating and all.

      Her best friend had dated a few guys seriously in college, but even though she told them up front what she wanted, they never seemed to understand her level of commitment to staying put in this town. Nor did they ever seem to get how small Stoneybrook was until Suze brought them for a visit. Being big-city guys, mostly, they usually didn’t last more than a day before heading home early with fake stories of emergencies or illness.

      And while Suze had been on a few dates with locals, she was rightly a little shy about dating someone from town after seeing the hell the locals had put Hadley through when she and Tyler had broken up.

      Robert, who appeared pensive, said, “She looked at me differently the other night when she came to my welcome-home party at my mom’s house.” He flexed his arms slightly, not in a showy way, but almost as if he were disappointed in them for not winning him the girl.

      Hadley decided not to bring up the fact that his mom’s house was now his house for the foreseeable future, and she wasn’t quite sure how well that was going to work with the ladies. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Robert.”

      He nodded, stepping forward as the person in front of him paid. Hadley almost felt pity for the guy. Almost. It was easy to fall for his act—the man was all sweet and puppy-dog like when he talked about Suze—but Hadley had to remind herself that the man had stolen, and from senior citizens at that. That was not the kind of guy she wanted for her friend.

      Seeing her chance to break free, she said, “You know what? I probably don’t need this after all.” Before he could look back in her direction, Hadley returned the magazine and left.

      The spring mountain air felt amazing as it hit her lungs, signaling her freedom from the store. She gripped the plastic bag in her hands. Her loot not only included feminine products, but also possible proof that might tell them whether or not Robert was their killer.

      And so, even though she was already getting a bit of a late start on her jam making, Hadley made a beeline for the sheriff’s office rather than her kitchen. The office was housed in the town hall, along with many of the other integral parts of the town’s infrastructure. The founders of Stoneybrook seemed to think more would get done if the departments were within walking distance of each other, hoping being under one roof might speed up bureaucracy.

      Hadley pushed through the large double doors of the town hall and into the large, tiled hallway holding the offices of said bureaucratic cogs. Rather than agreeing with the founders’ apparent concept, Hadley had always found that the close proximity just led to more of them standing around chatting in the hallway.

      As it was, she ducked past a few town councilmen, the town attorney, and one of the local rangers, to push open the frosted glass door that said, “Grande County Sheriff’s Department.” Hadley headed inside, waving at Sharon, the secretary, as she bypassed her desk and went straight back to see Paul.

      He was sitting at his desk squinting at his computer screen as if it owed him money or an alibi, or both. Hadley plopped the grocery bag on the desk in front of him, startling him with the rush of plastic.

      Paul sat back, glancing up at her and then back down at the bag. He opened it, and the frown lines on his forehead only deepened.

      “Uh, thanks?”

      In her excitement, Hadley forgot exactly what her bag contained. Her cheeks heated up as she remembered the boxes of lady products.

      “Not those … this.” She plucked out the grocery list sitting on top of the boxes.

      Paul unfolded the piece of paper and scanned it. “You need me to get you eggs and sweet potatoes? Weren’t you just at the store?” He pointed to the bag, confused.

      Hadley sighed. This was turning out to be much less dramatic than she’d pictured. In a movie, she could’ve plopped that down on the detective’s desk, and he would’ve automatically known what she’d brought. All of the explaining she was having to do was really killing the energy of this reveal.

      She heaved a put-upon sigh. “It’s not my list. That’s Robert’s.”

      Paul’s eyes widened as he took in the writing again. “Oh. Sorry, the handwriting is quite good and—”

      “You thought it was a woman’s writing.” Hadley nodded. “Do you have the note from Edith’s house?”

      “It’s in the evidence locker.” Paul stood and gave Hadley a pointed stare. “Don’t touch anything while I’m gone.”

      She put up both of her hands. “Gosh you’re grouchy today. You eat enough this morning?”

      He didn’t even acknowledge her question with an answer, but left for the back office, grumbling something about an early lunch.

      It seemed like Paul was gone forever. If he hadn’t left the list on his desk with Hadley, she would’ve thought he was matching the handwriting back in the evidence locker just to keep her out of it. As it was, the note from Edith’s house seemed to simply be buried in a pile of other clues—from what cases in this small town, Hadley didn’t know.

      She studied the dated office. Between the old, humming computers and the full-wall wood paneling, she felt like she’d stepped back twenty years into a vintage cop drama. Except in this one, there weren’t detectives and officers busily handing files over. There was just Kevin, sitting with his feet up on his desk reading through a file that appeared to be marked as, “Mrs. Clark’s Raccoon Problem.”

      Finally, Paul returned, holding up a baggy with the note inside. She waited until he pulled it out and unfolded it.

      “They already ran it for prints and found none, so we’re fine to touch it.” He flattened the piece of paper onto his desk and Hadley handed over Robert’s grocery list.

      The twins looked back and forth for a few silent seconds.

      It was clear, all right.

      What wasn’t clear was how she felt about it. Paul glanced up at her, a sigh escaping his lips as his shoulders slumped a little.

      “Not a match.” Hadley bit her lip as she thought about what that meant. “It doesn’t take him out of the running, but makes it harder to pin on him.”

      “Correct.”

      “Darn, I thought that tip from Pete was going to get me somewhere.”

      Paul raised an eyebrow. “You listening to post-office gossip again?”

      Waving a hand, Hadley scoffed. “No.” Her face fell. “Okay, maybe just a little bit.”

      “Remind me to make my annual threat to Pete about people’s privacy.” Paul shook his head.

      “Pete didn’t exactly—” she started.

      Her brother held up a hand to stop her. “He never does, does he? For now, at least, this road is a dead end.” He placed the paper back into its bag and sealed it. “I’ll let you take this.” Paul handed over Robert’s grocery list.

      “Thanks,” Hadley said, disappointment weighting her voice. But then she remembered the reason she’d noticed Robert this morning in the first place. “Did you get my text about Dirk’s alibi?”

      “Yes, and Suze’s about Robert. Those, it seem, are very much not dead ends. We’re waiting to hear back from M&M about whether he wants us to bring anyone in for official questioning.”

      Hadley crossed her arms over her chest. “Waiting? What for?”

      “This thing called due process.” Paul chuckled. “Now get out of here and let me do my job. Don’t you have some jam to make?”

      “Yeah.” Hadley sighed. The thought of puttering around in her jam kitchen concocting a delicious recipe made her smile. Even the most difficult recipe had to be easier than attempting to crack this case.
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      Maddeningly, they weren’t any closer to solving the case by the time Saturday and the market rolled around. It felt even worse since Edith’s funeral was to be held that evening. Hadley wished they would’ve had this whole thing figured out by the time the town officially said goodbye to the opinionated Stoneybrook citizen.

      So it was with a slight droop to her shoulders and shuffle to her step that Hadley set her booth up for the market that day. Even the weather, which was gray and overcast, seemed to be out of spirits. The rest of the market vendors were also subdued, knowing they would officially say goodbye to Edith later that day. And while she hadn’t been anyone’s favorite, it was still hard to believe she was gone.

      In the booth next to Hadley, Suze put out her last print and sank back into her folding chair.

      “It’s dismal around here today.” She frowned at the quiet market.

      “People are …” Hadley paused. Sad didn’t quite seem the word. “Unsettled.”

      “Well, I’ll say.” She rubbed her hands up and down her goosebump-covered arms. “We don’t seem any closer to figuring out who the murderer is. At this point, it almost feels like we’d be better off putting our efforts into teaching Ansel to talk, so he can just tell us who killed Edith.”

      Hadley suppressed a giggle. Funny as the thought of Ansel talking was, she was as frustrated as Suze was about the lack of movement.

      “Every time I ask Paul about warrants or arrests, he grumbles about McKay and shakes his head.” Hadley sighed.

      “You know, this pesky waiting for evidence idea is why police can’t get stuff done.”

      A few minutes later, the market opened, and the rush of customers distracted them from their disappointment about the case. The dreary weather didn’t seem to lessen the crowds in the least, though the shoppers were bundled up much more than usual.

      During a lull toward the end of the market, Hadley stretched and asked Suze if she could go look around.

      “I need to find some inspiration for this charity canning Louise asked me to do for Edith’s fundraiser.”

      Suze nodded. “She asked me if I wanted to donate anything this morning. I have a few paintings that might work.” She yawned and sat back.

      Hadley sauntered through the market, glancing at the beautiful handmade wares inspired by her tranquil mountain valley. The quilters had just finished a breathtaking mountain-scape wall hanging out of impossibly small strips of batik fabrics. Josie was on a horse-themed kick in her pottery designs. The intricate carvings she created on her bowls, mugs, and plates reminded Hadley of handmade stamps. The knitters had created a half dozen delicate eyelet shawls, perfect for pulling over one’s shoulders when the spring air began to cool down at night, and a breeze began to kick up off the river.

      Hadley loved living in such an artistic community. It had been one of the main reasons she’d been so sure she couldn’t move away. Not that Seattle was without artists, but there was something about being surrounded by towering mountains and the rushing river that just seemed to spark inspiration inside people.

      Lovely as it all was, however, Hadley made it to the end of the market without finding her own inspiration for something she could donate to Edith’s fundraiser. Sure, she could simply make an extra batch of one of her bestselling jam flavors—people couldn’t seem to get enough strawberry-rhubarb this time of year—but she wanted to create something special in Edith’s memory, something just for the woman everyone found so bitter and confusing.

      She found herself standing in front of the large Fenton Farms booth. Glancing up, she saw Luke. He raised a hand in hello, then stepped out from behind the table since he had no customers at the moment.

      “You going tonight?” he asked.

      Hadley nodded. “You?”

      “Yeah.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Any more luck with finding who’s responsible?”

      Sighing, Hadley said, “Nope. Neither Robert nor Dirk were the ones to send her the threatening note. Either one of them could’ve technically lied about where they were when Edith was killed. The only people who have confirmed their alibis are too close to them. Hazel would lie for Robert; we’ve seen that before. And Cathy would lie for Dirk, as would most wives, I think.”

      “Both have convincing motives.” Luke ran his hand along his jawline.

      “Very convincing.”

      The clouds drifted away from the sun and warm rays bathed the market in a golden light they hadn’t seen all day. Hadley and Luke stood there in silence and Hadley soaked up the feeling of sunlight on her skin.

      Luke cleared his throat. “Look, Had … about the other day at your place …” He paused, taking a long breath.

      Hadley waved a hand at him. “Let’s not worry about any of that, Luke. It’s all in the past.”

      He watched her for a moment then dipped his chin. “That’s what worries me. Things have a way of getting bigger, worse, harder to overcome the longer we leave them.”

      The longer you go pretending I don’t have a reason to be angry with you, Hadley thought. Running away from the things you did and said.

      “They do,” was all Hadley said aloud, but all of the things she wanted to say burned in her throat, sitting there like a lump of coal. And from the way Luke was switching his weight from one foot to the other, it seemed he wasn’t saying everything on his mind either.

      But suddenly, none of that mattered, because something clicked in Hadley’s brain.

      “The past!”

      Luke jerked slightly at her exclamation. “Yeah?”

      “Edith’s sister said she was excited to get away because something from her past was giving her trouble again. Maybe the person who killed her was from a past further back than last year.”

      Luke’s jaw clenched tight as he seemed to ponder her idea. “If that’s so, why wait until now to kill  her?”

      “Right.” Hadley chipped the last bits of pink polish off her nails as she thought. “I’ll have to think about that.”

      “She grew up in Stoneybrook, so there are plenty of people who knew Edith her whole life. The trick would be finding someone who’s held on to a grudge all these years.”

      Hadley nodded. There was a spark of sadness in her chest at Luke’s words, however, and her mind drifted back to their prior conversation. She’d been holding on to her anger at him for over a decade at this point. No matter what Luke had said, her failed relationship wasn’t his fault. And maybe they couldn’t go back to how things had been growing up, but if he was going to stick around, she might as well learn to be civil to him.

      She gave herself a mental shake and returned to the present conversation. “We should keep our eyes open during the funeral, then. I’m sure that’ll be hotbed of people who had grudges against Edith.”

      Luke smiled. “You gotta work hard to make an entire town mad at you.”

      “She was dedicated.” Hadley shrugged, smiling. “The trick will be to siphon through the people who were merely in a nasty note war with her and the people who might’ve had something really intense they hated her for.”

      “Don’t they say all war has to do with love, money, or power?” Luke asked. “I’d look for a motive that falls into one of those categories.”

      “Good idea.”

      The market was winding down, and Hadley felt the itch to return to her booth. Before she left, however, she scanned the produce in Luke’s booth.

      “What’s good today?” she asked.

      “Berry-wise? We’ve got a new round of strawberries. You making more of the strawberry rhubarb? That’s my favorite.”

      Hadley shook her head. “I made batches of that last week, so I’m good. I’m trying to find something to make for that charity event Louise was telling me about at my house the other night. I want to make something knitting related for Edith, but I feel like doing some pickling.”

      “We just harvested the asparagus.” He gestured to gorgeous green bundles lined up in a basket to her left.

      A smiled spread across Hadley’s lips as she got an idea. “Oh, that’s perfect. I’ll take a few.”

      She paid for the produce and then waved goodbye to Luke. Heading back toward Suze, she thought about the idea of someone who’d been angry with Edith for a while, not just recently. Thinking of Luke coming back into town, Hadley could attest to the fact that old fights could feel just as fresh with a new development.

      She just needed to figure out whom Edith had harmed enough in the past—someone who was recently reminded of this pain—and still felt strongly enough to do something about it.
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      After the market, Hadley stopped by the grocery store again—it was getting easier each time. If Tara was surprised to see her in the store for a third time that week, she didn’t say anything, simply rung up the coarse salt, onions, dill, and vinegar Hadley placed on the conveyor belt.

      She had a few hours until the funeral and she couldn’t think of a better way to spend it. Once she got to her kitchen, she lost herself in the preparation of the ingredients and the canning process.

      Hours later, Hadley swiped her hands across her apron, smiling at the jars of asparagus cooling on the rack. They’d be perfect for Edith’s fundraiser.

      Pickled Asparagus Needles, she’d labeled them. Perfect for any bitter knitter.

      Once she’d cleaned up her workspace, Hadley packed up and set out on her bike for home. She only got a few pedal-strokes down Main Street, however, before she passed by Suze’s studio.

      Like Hadley’s kitchen, Suze’s space had huge front windows that gave shoppers a glimpse of both her finished art displays and her workspace. And Hadley couldn’t help but pass those windows without checking in on her friend. If Suze was working, she wouldn’t bother her, knowing that an artistic muse was a fickle one, and she got grumpy when she was interrupted while she was in the zone.

      Today, however, the muse seemed to be the woman of the hour herself. Hadley stood under her teal-and-white awning and watched as Suze swiped at a few finishing strokes of a beautiful, large portrait of Edith Butler. Her friend had an amazing way of taking her paintings to a particularly abstract level, yet still maintaining the spirit of the subject. And the portrait she was staring at was Edith through and through.

      Even though Hadley hadn’t made a sound, Suze glanced back. It was as if she’d felt Hadley’s intense gaze burning through her back. Her eyebrows creased tight and she motioned to the door with a tip of her head.

      Hadley met Suze at the entrance, flipping the lock but leaving the Art happening—Please come back later sign in place.

      “What’s up?” she asked, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand and spreading a streak of indigo across her skin.

      “Guess I wasn’t the only one who needed to get lost in my work before this funeral.” Hadley smiled.

      Suze nodded, letting her inside. “What you were talking about—someone holding on to a grudge toward Edith—makes sense; it just felt overwhelming. I mean, there’s practically a whole town of suspects, then.”

      The door shut behind them, and Hadley plopped herself down on the couch in the corner. “But remember, it still needs to be someone who was recently reminded of this problem, so it can’t be just anybody. I keep thinking back to Dirk. The man is just about the same age as Edith was, right?”

      Suze nodded.

      Hadley continued. “Which means he could easily still be our guy. If we are looking at a crime from the past, I doubt Robert’s got anything to do with that. He’s our age, so I doubt he hung around Edith when he was younger.”

      Suze washed her hands. “Yeah. Well, if we’re going to learn anything new, we’d better get to this funeral.”

      Hadley agreed. They left, splitting off to their respective houses to get ready. Hadley was sure, though, that she would never feel ready to say goodbye to Edith until she managed to bring her killer to justice.
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      Back at her house, Hadley smoothed the soft fabric of her trusty black dress. She frowned slightly as she plucked a few white hairs off the hem, then glanced back at the little black-and-white cat perched on her bed who watched her intently with his amber eyes.

      “You been getting in my closet?” she asked, pointing accusingly at him, but erased any censure with a smirk.

      Ansel only purred louder and blinked happily at her.

      “I wish you could come with me to pay your respects to Edith.” Hadley walked over to him, holding her hand out. She ran her fingers over his sleek fur. “But she knew how much you loved her, didn’t she?”

      He meowed in response.

      Glancing back in the mirror, she tugged on a long curl and watched as it bounced up when she released it. She normally pulled her dark hair into a bun or ponytail, preferring the simplicity, but for special occasions, she’d break out her curling iron and put a little more effort into it. That, in addition to makeup above her normal chapstick and hastily applied mascara, and Hadley had to admit she didn’t look half bad.

      With a goodbye pat on Ansel’s head, Hadley grabbed her purse and walked out the door.

      Suze was picking her up, as Hadley wasn’t keen on riding her bike in a dress, and her shoes were too uncomfortable to walk the mile into town. She’d said she’d pick her up at five thirty, so Hadley traipsed outside and leaned on her fence at five fifty. Suze was late at the best of times, but when she was expected to wear anything other than paint-splattered overalls and a bandana covering her curly locks, Hadley knew the wait would be longer than normal.

      As it was, Hadley knew she was still early, but she didn’t mind. Since the market ended, the sun had managed to break through the cloud cover, and it had warmed up considerably. She sighed, tipped her head back, and listened to the rush of the river. While she and Tyler had hoped to purchase a house right on the river, this one had come up for sale, and it had ticked all of their boxes but that one, so they’d conceded on that point. And even though she couldn’t see the river from her place, there weren’t many spots in Stoneybrook where the rushing current wasn’t audible on some level.

      About five minutes later, Suze pulled up. Hadley spotted the portrait Suze had been working on earlier stuck sideways in the back seat.

      The automatic window rolled down, and her friend gave a wolf whistle. “Climb in, hot stuff.”

      Hadley chuckled as she followed directions. “You’re not too bad yourself, lady.”

      Suze was wearing a black tank top and a flowing black skirt, but she looked put together and gorgeous. With her light brown hair, she could get away with doing smokier eye makeup than Hadley. Whenever Hadley put anything more than a light pink on her lids or lips, she felt like some sort of vampire princess with her almost-black hair.

      Before putting the car in drive, Suze lifted up one foot, showing off her Birkenstock-clad foot.

      “You can make the girl from the northwest dress up, but you can’t take away her Birks.”

      Hadley laughed, having a very similar connection with her many pairs of the earthy sandals. She buckled herself in and Suze took off toward town.

      The more spread-out houses of Hadley’s neighborhood began to clump closer and closer together as they neared Main Street. Hadley loved taking the last curve, where downtown came into view. The brick buildings all lined up looked cute as could be. Suze pulled into the church parking lot and nodded.

      They followed a crowd of people walking in from the parking lot, waving and smiling at the other locals who’d come to pay their respects.

      Paul nodded to them from across the room and they moved in his direction. He was speaking with a blond woman in her fifties who dabbed at her eyes with a mascara-spotted tissue.

      “Hadley, Suze, this is Jennifer, Edith’s sister.” Paul motioned to the woman, adding, “Jennifer, my sister Hadley was the one who was taking care of Edith’s place … or, was supposed to.” He dropped his gaze, obviously a little embarrassed by his slip.

      Jennifer stepped forward and clasped Hadley’s hand in hers. “Of course, Edie was telling me about you. How sweet you were to watch over her cat. I’m sorry I couldn’t take him.”

      “Oh, he’s no trouble at all. Are you staying at Edith’s place while you’re in town?”

      She shook her head. “I’m at the River Inn, but I will have to spend some time cleaning the house out and getting it ready to sell in the next few days.” Her lips twitched down. “I just can’t handle the cat fur for that long, not to mention the fact that I’d rather not be there at night, if you know what I mean.”

      Hadley smiled. It was hard to think of Edith’s cheery little yellow house being anything but welcoming, but she understood Jennifer’s feelings, especially with the circumstances of Edith’s death.

      “And what do we have here?” Jennifer asked, gesturing toward the portrait Suze clutched next to her.

      “I thought we could put it up today,” Suze said, flipping around the painting so Jennifer and Paul could see it. “Do you have a place where you’re putting pictures of her?”

      “That’s lovely.” Jennifer beamed. “Yes, there’s a picture table down in the basement for the reception after. Thank you.”

      Suze nodded. “Edith was Stoneybrook through and through. She will be missed.”

      Suze hadn’t said she would miss her, Hadley caught, but still applauded her friend for maintaining a respectful demeanor in front of Jennifer.

      Jennifer’s nostrils flared slightly, and then she stifled a laugh.

      Suze’s eyes went wide, and Hadley watched the woman to make sure she wasn’t having a mental breakdown or something.

      “Oh, it’s okay, dear. I know you’re just being nice. She could be difficult. You don’t have to lie to me. She was my half-sister, actually, and twenty years older than me, so we had an interesting relationship. But I loved her, and you’re right, she will be missed by a few special people.”

      Before Suze could even close her mouth from the shock, the knitting group pulled Jennifer away from them to go talk to someone else. She waved and said they’d catch up later.

      “She seems nice,” Hadley said, unsure how to fill the odd silence.

      Paul said, “She’s having a harder time than she’s letting on, I think.”

      The women agreed, and they took their seats as Kenny Harkin began playing the piano, signaling the beginning of the service.

      At the last moment, just as Louise led Jennifer toward the front row and they had a seat, someone slipped into the empty chair to Hadley’s right. Even dressed up in a dark-gray suit, the man still managed to smell like earth and fresh air. She leaned over to Luke as Pastor Grant took her place at the podium.

      “Cutting it a little close there, Fenton,” Hadley whispered out the corner of her mouth.

      He leaned close before whispering, “Saving the best till last.”

      When she glanced up at him, he winked, making her unsure if she wanted to laugh at his antics or groan at his arrogance. She did have to admit he looked handsome. His sandy-blond hair was combed back out of his face, and he’d shaved the couple weeks’ worth of stubble he’d been sporting since he got back into town. Hadley bit back a smile as she noticed a small piece of tissue paper still clinging to a nick on his jawline.

      Plucking it off, she said, “Or some people just take a lot longer to primp.”

      He chuckled and rubbed the spot with the back of his hand. Bumping her with his shoulder, he whispered, “Shhh, you’re distracting me and I don’t want Pastor Grant getting mad at me. She still hasn’t forgiven me for backing into her mailbox … those five times.” Facing forward, he schooled his features into a focused scowl.

      Kenny stopped playing the piano and once everyone was silent, Pastor Grant smiled and said, “Welcome, friends. Forgiveness is such an important word.”

      Hadley and Luke turned to look at each other. Either the pastor had heard them or the woman could read minds. Hadley giggled quietly, and Luke pressed his lips together to stifle his own laugh.

      Suze elbowed her, frowning as Hadley turned to face her. “You two are acting like silly teenagers over there.”

      Paul leaned forward and shook his head at them, dark eyebrows furrowed in forced disappointment.

      Luke cleared his throat and focused on the pastor, as did Hadley. She moved her leg to bump into his, signaling to him that she didn’t want to get in trouble again as the pastor started in on her sermon.

      It was, as promised, all about forgiveness. Hadley thought she did a very good job highlighting the fact that Edith hadn’t gotten along with everyone, while focusing on the fact that they still wanted to honor her memory and celebrate her life. A few people got up to speak, saying kind things about Edith’s role as a local business owner and her charity efforts when it came to organizing knit-a-thons for newborn hats and afghans for the Grande County Hospital up in Cascade Ridge.

      Hadley made sure to watch for anyone who seemed disgruntled or mad, but it was hard to tell with a view of the backs of people’s heads, and she felt rude constantly turning to look behind her. She would have to wait until the reception.

      Once Pastor Grant dismissed everyone, they went down to the church basement for the reception. Even with just about the whole town in attendance, there was still room to move around and for Hadley to stand back and observe. People from Stoneybrook often joked that if there were ever a natural disaster such as an earthquake, they could all fit into one building and live together in harmony.

      And while Hadley couldn’t argue with the size of her town, she had begun to wonder about the harmony part. Harmonious towns didn’t have people who went around murdering old ladies … or anyone, for that matter.

      Hadley leaned her back into the church basement wall and sighed. She wasn’t used to viewing her friends, the people she’d grown up with and around, in such a distrustful and scrutinizing way.

      Spotting Jennifer across the room by a table of pictures of Edith, Hadley sucked in a short breath. Maybe what she needed was an outsider’s perspective. She headed for Jennifer, determination pushing back her shoulders as she walked.

      And if not an outsider, at least someone who knew Edith when she was younger and might know of any long-held grudges against her.
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      Jennifer was staring down at a picture of her sister on her wedding day. Edith looked gorgeous. She’d always been a pretty lady, with bright eyes and a large smile. But it seemed as she grew older that light had faded slightly, and she showed fewer and fewer people her smile.

      “She’s back with Henry, finally,” Jennifer said as Hadley sidled up next to her.

      In the picture, Edith’s late husband, Henry, stood next to her. His handsome face was just about split in half by the huge smile he wore. Hadley remembered when he’d passed away while she was in high school. Edith had been almost inconsolable.

      In fact, that had been when Edith had turned so sour, when her anger took over. It had been the beginning of the passive-aggressive notes, the picking of fights with other business owners, and the retreating into her knitting shop.

      “They sure were a perfect couple, weren’t they?” Hadley said.

      She hadn’t ever thought about it through her self-centered, youthful lens, but the Butlers were a beautiful, happy couple who really seemed to understand what it meant to be soul mates. Thinking of the past brought to mind the very reason she’d sought Jennifer out. Before she lost her nerve, she decided to just go ahead and ask.

      “Jennifer, I know this is probably a painful subject, but you mentioned to the police that Edith had been eager to come for a visit because something from her past was bothering her. Do you have any idea what that was?”

      Frowning, Jennifer shook her head. “Like I told your brother, she was vague on the phone.”

      “And there’s nothing you remember from back when you were growing up? No one that would’ve held a grudge this long?”

      “Well …” She pulled in a deep breath. “There were decades between us, and Edith had graduated from high school before our parents got together and had me. So we didn’t share everything like you would think. We actually didn’t grow close until we were much older.”

      Hadley sighed, resigned to the fact that Edith had taken some secrets to the grave with her.

      But then Jennifer said, “When Henry passed all of those years ago, however, I do remember her talking about something …” The woman pursed her lips as she seemed to be locating the memory in her brain. “She mentioned how she and Henry had gotten together amid a bit of scandal, that it had been a bit of a triangle situation.” Jennifer squinted. “I’m not sure if I’m remembering that correctly.”

      “That could be something.” Hadley straightened at the tip. “An affair would definitely be something for a person to hold on to this long.”

      Jennifer giggled a little. “Oh, dear. We’re not talking about an affair at all. They were much too young for that. Didn’t you know they were high school sweethearts?” She picked up the old Stoneybrook High yearbook sitting on the table next to the guestbook and flipped through it until she landed on a picture of Henry and Edith standing with crowns on their heads, big grins on their faces.

      Hadley smiled. “I didn’t …” She wanted to say more, but felt sort of mesmerized by the photo of a young Edith and Henry.

      A chill danced down her spine. At home, in a newer, but still aged Stoneybrook High yearbook, she had an almost identical picture of her and Tyler. High school sweethearts, homecoming king and queen. Alike in so many ways, but different in so many that mattered.

      Edith and Henry had met the “Until death do us part” part of their vows.

      “Hadley, is everything okay?” Jennifer placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned forward to meet her eyes.

      She hadn’t realized it, but her face had pulled into a tight frown, and a tear had slipped down her cheek as she’d been staring at the photo. Relaxing her face and swiping away the tear, Hadley said, “I’m so sorry, I’ve—it’s just been a rough couple of months.”

      Jennifer tipped her head to one side. “Would you like to talk about it, hon?”

      Hadley exhaled a small, sad laugh. Of course she wanted to talk about it. She wanted to spend all day talking through her feelings about Tyler and what he’d done and the doubts running through her head about what she’d done to contribute to the problem. And at the same time, she wanted to shove all of those feelings inside and never think about them again, pretend they didn’t exist and that her life was all smiles, and sugar, and jam, and laughs.

      “I—I don’t know how …” She blinked over at Jennifer. The woman was still watching her, kindness evident in her soft eyes as she waited. Hadley sucked in a deep breath. “Actually, yeah, I kind of do.”

      “Tell me about it. What’s got a lovely woman like you so down?”

      Hadley said, “That was me. I was homecoming queen with my high school sweetheart, but we’ve just recently divorced.” Looking behind them and noticing a line of people who wanted to peruse Edith’s pictures, she added, “I can’t exactly talk about it here. Maybe some other day while you’re in town.”

      Jennifer patted her hand. “Definitely. You come by Edith’s any day this week and tell me all about it. In the meantime, I want you to have this.” She closed the yearbook and handed it to Hadley. When Hadley opened her mouth to protest, Jennifer said, “And I won’t take no for an answer. We’ve got plenty of other pictures of her for today. Keep it as proof that the right person is out there for everyone. Just because it didn’t work out the first time doesn’t mean you can’t still find your true love.”

      Hadley held the yearbook tight and nodded, not sure she trusted her voice. Someone called Jennifer over to their group, so Hadley took the opportunity and stepped into the small area between the table and the wall, pulling in a few deep breaths to collect herself. She was completely hidden by Suze’s large watercolor portrait and the picture collages Jennifer had put together.

      After a few seconds and some rapid blinking Hadley finally felt okay to come out, but a gruff voice stopped her.

      “This isn’t the time nor the place, Catherine.”

      Dirk Croft.

      Hadley slowed her breathing and ducked a little lower behind the canvas.

      “Well when is?” His wife, Cathy, hissed the question out at him.

      “I said, not here.”

      “After what you’ve put me through, I think I deserve to talk wherever I want.”

      “Cath, I’m trying to fix it. I can’t undo what I’ve done, but I’m trying to fix it. Just let me do that, okay?”

      “Fine.” Hadley could just about hear Cathy’s teeth clenching together.

      “Now, come on. I can’t stand to look at him any longer, especially not next to her.”

      “I thought you said you’d dropped all that?” There was a teasing sneer in Cathy’s tone as their voices faded.

      “I have,” Dirk grumbled, almost out of Hadley’s earshot. The Croft’s voices were replaced with another group of mourners.

      Drop all what? Hadley wondered. Had he been the third person in their high school love triangle? Did he hold a grudge against Edith all of these years later that she hadn’t picked him?

      Clutching the yearbook tightly to her chest, Hadley slipped out from behind the table, scooting behind a few large groups so she wouldn’t be seen until she was standing near the refreshments table. Just when she thought she was in the clear, someone stepped up behind her, very close.

      “Hiding and stealing at a funeral,” Luke whispered in her ear. “Hadley James, the years have changed you.” He made a fake tsking sound with his tongue and smirked as she turned to face him. “And not all for the better, I’m afraid.”

      Glancing down at the yearbook, Hadley said, “Jennifer gave this to me. I didn’t steal it. What kind of a person do you think I am?” She had the urge to smack his arm like she used to when they were kids, but thankfully held back.

      “But you were hiding, then?” He cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “Luuuke.” She groaned, stretching out his name. “I don’t have time for this right now. I need to find Paul.” She looked past him at the crowd.

      Dirk might very well be the killer. She needed to tell her brother.

      Luke’s face darkened, any childish teasing leaving his features in an instant. He nodded. “He’s over there.” Luke pointed to the refreshments table.

      With a quick “thanks,” Hadley made a beeline through the crowd, careful not to bump anyone as she wove through—a good portion of Stoneybrookians fell squarely in the AARP category.

      Paul was just finishing up one of Mickie’s famous sugar cookies when Hadley reached him, her hand clasping around his arm like a lobster claw. He jumped.

      “We need to talk. Now.” She dragged him into the hallway behind them.

      It wasn’t until she turned to face him that she realized that Luke had followed them.

      “Don’t start without me!” Suze said, racing in from the main room as well. When Hadley gave her a questioning look, she added, “I spotted you blazing through the crowd from across the room, Had. I know you just found out something big, like win-the-race big.”

      Luke cocked an eyebrow at her. “What race?”

      Suze just waved a hand to dismiss him and leaned forward. “So, what is it?”

      Hadley explained to them about Edith’s love triangle and Dirk’s apparent dislike of Henry.

      “They all went to high school together, just like all of us,” she said. “I think Dirk was the other guy, and I think he’s been holding a grudge this whole time. The property fight, on top of all of his money troubles could’ve been more than enough to push him over the edge.” Hadley sighed, happy to have it all off her chest.

      Paul seemed to agree with her assessment, because he pulled out his phone. “Luke, go find Kevin. Tell him to meet me out at my truck. I’m going to call McKay and see if we finally have enough to justify bringing him in for questioning.”

      Luke nodded and disappeared back inside the main room. Hadley and Suzanne stood in the hallway, waiting to see what happened, hoping Paul was right.
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      Later that night, Hadley curled up on her couch with a plate of her mother’s famous lasagna. She still had a few portions left over in her freezer from when she’d been in the throes of her divorce and hadn’t felt like moving from under her covers, let alone cooking herself a meal.

      Her mother had been a huge comfort for her during that time—her whole family had, in fact. Other than Suze, she’d always been lucky to call her family her friends—and similarly, when it came to Suze, she felt she could call her friend family. She couldn’t wait until her mom and dad got back from their extended visit with Gran in Oregon.

      But Ansel was comforting her in their absence. While the little guy usually curled up in the general vicinity of where she was in the house, tonight he was purring away in her lap. She wasn’t surprised, though. Cats had instincts about that kind of thing. He had been giving her extra attention ever since she got home.

      She sighed, leaning back into the cushions and closing her eyes. It had been an eventful night. McKay had conceded to bringing Dirk in for questioning. Paul and Kevin waited until everyone left the funeral reception and then followed the Crofts home, where they picked up Dirk for questions pertaining to the murder of Edith Butler.

      Cathy had broken down when Paul and Kevin had shown up. She admitted to them right there that Dirk’s alibi had been false. She was sorry for going along with the lie, but had been embarrassed. Cathy had suspected he was lying about his whereabouts for weeks and had thought he might be cheating on her. She had never imagined he’d hurt anyone.

      Hadley understood the embarrassment of being cheated on. The pain she felt at Tyler’s betrayal was still palpable, as if he’d actually punched her in the stomach instead of—well, instead of what he did. The money he was spending on business trips had been the source of many arguments between the two of them over the past two years. And she’d been suspicious when his company began sending him on more trips, to more exotic locations. But it was Tyler. She’d known him her whole life and trusted him wholeheartedly.

      To her own detriment, apparently.

      As it turned out, he was careful, and very good at lying. Eerily so. It had taken an email from his mistress telling Hadley what had been happening for the past two years to open her eyes. Christina, as she signed her email, was sick of Tyler telling her he was going to leave Hadley. She figured an email, getting it out in the open, would kick him into action.

      Though the email hadn’t had the desired effect on Tyler—he promised he would stop seeing Christina, that it was over—it did kick Hadley into action. She filed for divorce and spent the money she had left—that Tyler hadn’t spent on his clandestine getaways, that were most decidedly not work—on a lawyer. It was the reason she’d had to put the jam storefront idea on hold, the reason she still rode a bike around town. The fees for the divorce added to his dalliances before it, had all but wiped her out.

      Between the cheating and their money he’d thrown at his affair, Hadley could’ve had the whole town on her side during the breakup. But an odd thing happened when she thought about telling them during those first few days; she realized that even with everything he’d done, she didn’t want to destroy him or his reputation. If he wanted to tell his family, the people they’d grown up with, that was his decision. She didn’t want to have to bear that burden.

      As it was, he hadn’t said anything, but had moved to Seattle—Hadley assumed to finally be with Christina now that she wouldn’t have him—and Hadley had seemed like the terrible, finicky woman who’d divorced the town’s golden boy for no reason.

      Putting her now-empty plate of lasagna aside, Hadley slipped out her high school yearbook. She’d dug it out once she’d gotten home, but needed a full stomach before she thought of opening it.

      She flipped to her homecoming picture with Tyler. His big smile and dark, floppy hair had been irresistible to her back then—to all the girls, really. But he’d always only had eyes for her, ever since they turned seventeen and he’d kissed her over the river bridge one starry night.

      I suppose I have to amend that to he used to only have eyes for me, Hadley mused as she flipped the page and found the scrawling signatures and well-wishes of her classmates and friends. Most were friendly, gushing over fun memories, but there were a few that made Hadley frown.

      Richard Stewart had written a crass, “Peace out, Had. Getting out of this town. Smell ya’ll later.” Then there was Bella Green, who’d simply written, “I should’ve been homecoming queen.” Luckily, Hadley and Bella had since buried whatever hatchet had been between them in high school and Hadley often visited her at her father’s bookshop in town.

      Something clicked in Hadley’s brain at the thought. The things people wrote in yearbooks were often poorly veiled attempts to cover up all manner of high school drama and strife. Hadley’s focus shifted to Edith’s yearbook on her coffee table. Would the same be true for Edith’s friends?

      Hadley hadn’t heard anything from Paul since they arrested Dirk, but maybe if she could find even more proof, it would make Paul’s job easier.

      She leaned forward and swapped her own yearbook for Edith’s. She looked in the front, through the pages, and in the back. Dirk Croft hadn’t signed Edith’s yearbook at all. Hadley scrunched her forehead together in frustration.

      About to close it, one of the notes caught Hadley’s eye. “I will never forget you and Henry.” She pulled the book closer, her heartbeat rising steadily as her gaze traced over the familiar handwriting. Then she looked at the signature and shook her head.

      There’s no way.

      Suddenly the clues began to make sense, to fall into place.

      Or is there?

      She scooted Ansel off her lap and grabbed her phone from the counter, dialing Paul.

      “Hey.” He sounded so tired, she could practically hear the slump of his shoulders through the speaker.

      “Do you have that writing sample from the threatening note with you?” Hadley tapped her fingers on her counter, needing an outlet for her anxiety as she waited—her pink nail polish was history after the week she’d had.

      “Uh, it’s in the interrogation room, I think. Had … we had to let Dirk go.”

      “Good. He didn’t do it.”

      “What? How do you know that?”

      “Well, I won’t know for sure until you send me a picture of that note.”

      “Hold on.” Paul’s breath came in short puffs as it sounded like he was jogging somewhere. “Okay, coming through.”

      Hadley put the call on speaker and held it in front of her so she could see the picture as soon as it came through; sometimes it took a while out in the mountains as they were.

      Paul kept talking while she waited. “Dirk had an alibi, was off meeting with the guy from Cascade Ridge Property Management during lunch off and on over the last few weeks. He was lying to everyone because he didn’t want anyone to know he was working with them because then we’d find out how much financial trouble his company is in and how much he owes this Cascade Ridge company. But they’ve got him on camera. And McKay finally located Robert’s letters to Edith in one of her drawers. They were apology notes. He’d written them in prison, but had been too nervous to send them, so he started mailing them once he knew he was going to have to live in Stoneybrook for a while. It wasn’t him either.”

      Nodding absentmindedly while she listened, Hadley focused on the picture as it came through. She looked at the yearbook, then back at the picture just to be sure.

      “It’s Cathy. That’s her handwriting. Cathy killed Edith.”

      “Hold on; I’m coming over.”

      “Has Dirk left yet?” Hadley pleaded.

      A relieved exhale whooshed out of Paul. “No. I’ll have Kevin keep him here. Hold tight.”

      Hadley didn’t even have the wherewithal to hang up the call, instead letting it go dark when Paul hung up on his end. Her brain was working too hard figuring out how Cathy had almost gotten away with it all.

      Her yearbook message would’ve appeared normal enough to anyone, but the handwriting had caught Hadley’s attention. Then she’d read it again, knowing that Jennifer had mentioned a person standing in the way of Edith and Henry’s budding relationship. It hadn’t been Dirk in love with Edith, but Cathy in love with Henry. And Henry had chosen Edith, not Cathy.

      Hadley glanced down at the picture of the threatening note that had been left on Edith’s counter. You’ve already taken what’s mine once. I won’t stand for it again. Watch your back! Cathy must’ve thought Edith was after Dirk.

      A few minutes later, tires squealed to a stop outside, and footsteps thumped up her walkway. The sound of the front door slamming shut sounded as Paul jogged into her kitchen.

      Snapping her fingers, Hadley said, “She thought Dirk was having an affair with Edith!”

      Paul shot her a questioning look.

      “Dirk wasn’t telling about his meetings in Cascade Ridge, so I’m guessing he didn’t tell her that he was trying to get Edith to sell her land. Luke said he’d been over there a lot lately, trying to convince Edith. Cathy must’ve found out he was spending time at Edith’s and jumped to the conclusion they were having an affair. After losing Henry to Edith, she wasn’t about to lose Dirk too.”

      Paul glanced at the picture of the note and the writing in the yearbook.

      “And because she was Dirk’s fake alibi, we never thought to look into where she was.”

      Paul got on his phone and motioned for Hadley to follow him out to his truck. She grabbed the yearbook and her phone at the last moment.

      “Yes, sir. We’re sure. Absolutely. Got it.” Only hearing one side of the conversation as they jogged outside, Hadley assumed he was talking with Sheriff McKay.

      Pulling open the passenger door, she launched herself up into the cab of the deputy truck. Paul dropped his phone onto the center seat and peeled out, driving toward the Croft’s.

      “You’re going to stay in here. I’m just going to ask her some questions. McKay’s calling in backup, but since she implicated Dirk, he thinks it’s a possibility that she might try to run after letting her husband take the fall. If you see anything, you’re to call Kevin, but for no reason should you leave this truck. Understand?” He looked at her, taking his eyes off the road for a second until she nodded. For an annoyingly safe driver like Paul, Hadley knew that meant he was dead serious.

      Worry seemed to materialize into a lump in Hadley’s throat as Paul pulled up to the Croft’s dark house. He parked and unbuckled almost simultaneously.

      “Be careful,” Hadley whispered around the unbearable lump in her throat.

      “I’ll be fine. Kevin’s on his way.”

      With that, Paul slipped from the driver’s side of the truck and walked up to the front porch. She saw him knock a few times before heading around to the back of the house, disappearing from sight.
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      Hadley locked the doors like Paul had told her to, then squinted into the darkness for a few seconds—which felt like years. Her stomach flipped and rolled as she sat there, helpless.

      Pulling in a few long breaths, Hadley tried to calm herself. Paul was right. He was just asking Cathy some questions. If she was even there. Plus, if she did get any funny ideas, Paul was practically a giant and worked out a ridiculous amount of time every week. Pie-baking, registered-nurse Cathy wouldn’t stand a chance against him.

      Hadley needed something to do, needed to take her mind off her worry.

      Realizing she still clutched the yearbook, she flipped it open, glancing up to make sure she was still watching the house for any movement after scanning each page.

      Halfway through the yearbook, she saw something that made her blood run cold.

      The page featured the extracurricular clubs, including Stoneybrook High’s Sharp Shooters. And front and center, rifle in hand as if it were as comfortable as her own appendage, stood a young Cathy.

      Hadley glanced up at the dark house, eyes wild in their search for anything. She hadn’t heard a shot, but Paul was walking into a much different situation than he’d prepared for. Hadley clenched her teeth and growled in frustration, unsure of what to do. Paul would be furious with her if she left the truck.

      Her fingers nimbly unclipped her seat belt, and she silently crept out of the truck, into the cool night.

      An angry Paul is better than a dead one, she told herself as she moved closer to the house.

      As she approached an open window on the side of the house, voices trickled out on the night breeze. Hadley could hear a low voice she recognized as Paul’s and then a higher one she assumed was Cathy’s. While they both sounded calm, Hadley needed to make sure Paul was okay. She walked around the back, stepping carefully onto the porch.

      The kitchen light glowed bright yellow in the windows. Hadley’s breath caught in her throat. Cathy had a handgun pointed at her own temple.

      “Cathy, please.”

      Paul’s voice was calm, even, but it held a tightness Hadley recognized as fear. She took a few steps forward and he came into view pointing his gun at her, but there was a pain written across his face.

      “What’s the difference? You’re going to shoot me anyway.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not. I’m only here to ask you some questions.”

      Cathy scoffed. “You wouldn’t be here unless you knew.”

      Paul let out an audible sigh. “You killed Edith. You’re going to have to answer for that. Don’t make it worse, though. Think about Greg and Bobby.”

      At the sound of her son’s names, Cathy’s hand began to loosen its grip on the gun; it dipped slightly from her temple.

      “They still need you around.”

      For a second, it looked like Cathy might put the gun down, but she pushed her shoulders back and tightened her grip. “As long as you have that gun pointed at me, this one stays right here.”

      Hadley’s spine stiffened at her tone. The evenness, the calm in her words, made the woman sound reasonable, but Hadley had a bad feeling. Especially when Paul said, “Okay, here. I’m putting mine down.”

      She closed her eyes and sent a quick prayer up to the sky, then opened them back up just in time to see Cathy drop her own gun. But instead of putting it down, she pointed it right at Paul’s chest.

      “You James twins were always too trusting.”

      Fear coursed through Hadley’s body. Everything seemed to slow as she watched Cathy adjust her stance and move her other hand up to steady her shot. Her finger moved on the trigger.

      Jumping at the back door she was crouched next to, Hadley yanked it open and screamed, “No!”

      Hadley’s entrance caused the woman to turn her body slightly just as the gun went off. Taking advantage of the element of surprise, Hadley launched herself forward and dropped her shoulder like Tyler taught her when they were practicing his football moves in high school.

      She tackled Cathy. From the “omph” that escaped her as they fell onto the kitchen floor, Hadley guessed she’d succeeded in knocking the wind out of the older woman. And from the way Hadley struggled to breathe, Cathy wasn’t alone. Scrambling around on the floor until her knee was sort of pinning Cathy down, Hadley wrestled the gun from her grasp and slid it behind them.

      “I’ve got her, Paul.” She panted over Cathy’s coughs and growls of anger.

      Hadley almost felt like smiling, celebrating, until she realized that the kicked-in-the-chest feeling wasn’t dissipating. Eyes wide, Hadley turned, glancing over to where Paul had been standing.

      Where he was now lying on the floor, not moving.

      Her heart stopped. The room began to tilt.

      “Paul? Paul!”

      She glanced down at Cathy, squirming under her weight, wanting nothing more than to run over to her brother. But Cathy would surely run if she was given the chance and there were two guns loose in the room. Hadley couldn’t risk it.

      Tears gathered in her eyes, but she didn’t have a free hand to wipe them away, so she shook her head, trying to clear her vision enough. It felt like someone stabbing her in the heart to look at him, but she couldn’t give up.

      “Paul, come on. Get up,” she pleaded, the last part a whisper.

      And then he groaned, sitting up slowly.

      Hadley laughed, tears streaming down her face. Through the blur, she could see a crimson spot on his shoulder. But before she could focus too much on it, the back door slammed open and Sheriff McKay stormed in, followed by a handful of officers. She couldn’t see straight enough to count them.

      “Kevin, we need an ambulance here, now.” He grumbled and lumbered over to where Hadley still held Cathy.

      Closing handcuffs around her wrists, he freed Hadley to stand and rush to her brother’s side. There were a few officers surrounding him, but she pushed her way through until she was clutching his hand.

      She swiped at her eyes so she could see clearly, but seeing the blood staining his tan uniform brought on a new round of tears. He was still sitting, not even trying to get up, and was wobbling slightly.

      An officer came up behind him and held some thick gauze up to his wound, pressing tight. “Looks like it went through, James,” the man said, to which Paul nodded.

      McKay pulled Cathy to her feet. Another officer led her out the back door.

      “I’m so sorry,” was all Hadley could think to say as she looked back to Paul.

      He let out a raspy chuckle. “Had, why are you sorry? You just saved my life.”

      She blinked. “I did?”

      “That gun was aimed right between my eyes. If you hadn’t distracted her, causing her to aim lower, I would be a goner right now.” He shook his head, or maybe he was just wobbling from the blood loss.

      “I was looking through Edith’s yearbook to keep me distracted while I waited and saw that she’d been in the sharp-shooters club. I knew I had to come warn you.”

      Paul swallowed. “Well, if I’d have known that, I probably wouldn’t have set down my gun.”

      Hadley knew Paul was hard on himself, especially when it came to his training. “You couldn’t have known. Plus, you thought you were doing the right thing by making her feel less threatened, like she had more options.”

      He wheezed out a laugh. “I just didn’t realize one of those options was shooting me. This small-town sheriff business isn’t as quiet as I thought it might be. I need to stay on my toes a little more.”

      Just then, paramedics swarmed into the room. Hadley stepped aside as they loaded Paul onto a stretcher. She followed close behind, then insisted she be allowed to ride in the ambulance with him.

      “I’m his twin sister,” she said matter-of-factly, as if it might give her a pass.

      The Cascade Ridge paramedics glanced from Paul to Hadley. “You don’t look like it, but okay.”

      Hadley didn’t care if they didn’t believe her. She climbed in next to him, taking his hand in hers and gripping it tight the whole way to the hospital.
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      One month later …

      The Stoneybrook community center was packed. Gorgeous arrangements from Valley Wildflowers sat on either side of the stage and as centerpieces on the tables in the back of the room. Hadley smiled as her basket labeled Pickled Asparagus Needles went up for bid at the first annual Edith Butler Charity Auction. She’d added a set of actual knitting needles sticking into two balls of variegated sock yarn for effect.

      She’d unraveled the sock yesterday as she put the basket together. It had turned out wavy, an odd mixture of too tight and too loose. The result had been … unwearable, and there was no way it would fit a human foot, or an ankle—not to mention a calf. Her mother had appreciated the thought. Actually, when she saw the picture Hadley sent her, the woman had laughed so hard she’d cried but had been fine with Hadley saying she was going to try a shawl instead of a sock. Sure she needed much more practice before attempting socks again, Hadley decided someone else might be able to appreciate the wool.

      The auctioneer, Louise, started the bid at fifty dollars and it began to climb, quickly reaching one hundred. When it sold for one hundred sixteen dollars to Hal, Hadley was delighted. All of the profits from the auction were going to the local animal shelter in Edith’s name, and she was happy to have done her part.

      Speaking of doing her part for the local animals, Hadley clutched the paperwork in her hands to officially adopt Ansel. Jennifer had brought it by as a thank you and a goodbye just before leaving town that morning. It was a good thing, too, as Hadley had fallen head over heels for the little cat and wasn’t about to let him go.

      Looking behind her, Hadley found Paul and Suze standing with Kevin. They applauded her on the success of the asparagus basket and sent her beaming smiles to match her own.

      While out of the worst of his bandages, Paul still sported an odd sling concoction the doctors had given him to keep his shoulder as immobile as possible. The bullet had nicked his collar bone, resulting in a stress fracture, which doctors said was well on its way to healing.

      Regardless of the injury, Paul looked the most relaxed he’d seemed in months. After taking a bullet in the line of duty, McKay had awarded him with a law enforcement purple heart and had all but abandoned his plan to put his nephew in Paul’s place—especially after said nephew got hired on in a larger town just north of Seattle.

      They took her basket off the stage and moved on to the next item, a beautiful light-pink shawl with a gorgeous pattern snaking along the edging.

      Hadley felt someone sidle up next to her. It was Luke Fenton. He dipped his head.

      “Nice job with that basket. It seems like it was a hit.”

      “Thanks. I hope Edith likes it.”

      “I’m sure she loves it.”

      “How are you feeling about having new neighbors soon?” she asked.

      “Mixed.” He sighed. “It’ll always be Edith’s place to me, but I’m glad another family will get to live there for now.”

      After spending the few weeks in Stoneybrook cleaning out her sister’s home, Jennifer had decided to keep the house. She didn’t want it turned into a golf course any more than the rest of the community, so she was renting it out until she decided exactly what she wanted to do with it.

      “I need to get out of the tenant house at some point, though.” Luke shook his head. “I feel a little too much like a hermit living back in the woods, surrounded by fields.”

      Hadley laughed. “Tell me about it. I think I need to start looking for a new place too. Living so far from town is peaceful, but lately it’s just me, Ansel, and my thoughts. And those are getting a little loud. Plus, there’s too much history there for me to stay.” She realized too late she’d let that statement slip. She kept any talk about Tyler to a minimum around Luke as a rule.

      He didn’t seem to be mad, though. Then he held her gaze with his and sighed. “Had, I didn’t know. I mean, not at first. When I found out what Tyler was doing, I told him to stop. He told me he would, but apparently it kept going on.”

      Hadley’s mouth parted in surprise. She didn’t know what to say, didn’t trust her voice, so she just nodded. It wasn’t closure, but it was something. She just wasn’t sure what yet. They watched the next auction item sell for over a hundred dollars and clapped as they carted it off the stage.

      “Luke,” she said after a few moments. “Only a few people—”

      “Don’t worry,” he said, cutting her off. “I know you’re not telling people what Tyler did. I don’t agree with it, but I’m not going to be the one to spread it around if you don’t want me to.”

      He reach out and squeezed her arm gently before walking off to talk with his sister.

      A peace settled over Hadley as she looked out at her town, crowded into the community center all to celebrate the memory of someone half of them hadn’t even liked all that much. For the first time since her divorce, things were starting to feel like they were getting back to normal in her town.

      Cathy had confessed to adding the fatal dose of medication to Edith’s tea and had been convicted of both premeditated and attempted murder. She’d originally gone over to confront Edith about the affair. When she saw Edith’s bag packed, Cathy jumped to the conclusion that Edith and Dirk were going off to meet each other, and she snapped. Poor Edith was none-the-wiser when Cathy offered to make some tea to drink while they chatted.

      Dirk really had just been worried about his own blood pressure after the stress of bad financial deals and hiding his Cascade Ridge partnerships from everyone, even his wife. The day he’d asked Hazel about a blood pressure medicine overdose, he’d been asking about himself since he’d upped what he was taking and was worried he might be overdoing it.

      Robert was moving back to Seattle, having found a friend he could stay with until he got his feet back under him. Hadley didn’t know what that would look like and she didn’t care, as long as he wasn’t stealing from any other people to get ahead. And Louise was doing her best to keep Edith’s memory alive, telling everyone how grateful she was every day that her boss trusted her enough to leave her the knitting shop.

      Hadley glanced back at Suze and Paul. Suze said something that made Paul laugh his loud, booming laugh, and she socked him in his uninjured arm.

      If nothing else, life was getting back to normal in Stoneybrook. Now if they could just manage to keep it that way.
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      Strawberry Rhubarb Jam

      Makes 3 pints

      
        	4 cups of chopped strawberries (about 2 pounds)

        	2 cups of chopped rhubarb (about 1 pound)

        	4 cups sugar

        	3 tablespoons powdered pectin

        	1 lemon, zested and juiced

      

      

      Prepare a boiling water bath canner and 3 pint jars.

      

      Place the chopped berries and rhubarb in a large, non-reactive pot. Whisk the pectin into the sugar and stir it into the berries. Let it sit for 10-15 minutes, until the sugar has begun to dissolve.

      

      Place the pot on the stove and bring to a boil. Cook jam over high heat, stirring regularly for 20-25 minutes, until it takes on a thick, syrup-y consistency.

      

      Add the lemon zest and juice and stir well.

      

      Check for set by taking the temperature of the cooking jam (it should set around 220F) or by watching how the droplets fall off the spoon. Remember that it will thicken as it cools, so don’t cook it so long that it achieves your desired consistency while still hot.

      

      Remove the jam from the heat and ladle it into the prepared jars, leaving 1/2 inch. Wipe the rims, apply the lids and rings and process them in a boiling water bath for 10 minutes.

      

      When the time is up, remove the jars and set them on a folded kitchen towel to cool. When the jars have cooled enough that you can comfortably handle them, check the seals. Sealed jars can be stored at room temperature for up to a year. Any unsealed jars should be refrigerated and used promptly.

      Pickled Asparagus

      Makes 3 pints

      

      
        	3 pounds asparagus

        	1 1/2 cups apple cider vinegar

        	1 1/2 cups water

        	2 tablespoons pickling salt

        	3 teaspoons mixed pickling spices

        	3 garlic cloves, peeled

        	3 slices of lemon

      

      

      Prepare a boiling water bath canner and 3 pint jars.

      Wash the asparagus and trim it so that it will fit in your jars, leaving about 1/2 inch of headspace.

      

      Combine the vinegar, water, and pickling salt in a pot and bring to a boil.

      Remove the jars from the hot water bath. Put the lemon slice in the bottom and measure 1 teaspoon of pickling spice into each jar.

      

      Pack the trimmed asparagus into the jars (it’s up to you to determine whether you want to go tips up or down). Tuck a garlic clove down into the asparagus spears.

      

      Slowly pour the hot brine over the asparagus spears, leaving 1/2 inch for headspace. After all the jars are full, use a wooden chopstick to work the air bubbles out of the jars. Check the headspace again and add more brine if necessary.

      

      Wipe the rims, apply lids and rings, and process in a hot water bath for 10 minutes.

      

      When the time is up, remove the jars and set them on a folded kitchen towel to cool. When the jars have cooled enough that you can comfortably handle them, check the seals. Sealed jars can be stored at room temperature for up to a year. Any unsealed jars should be refrigerated and used promptly.

      

      Wait at least 24 hours before eating, to give the asparagus spears a chance to absorb the brine. Don’t worry if the spears initially look wrinkled. Over time, they will plump up again.
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        Visit Marisa’s blog and website, Food in Jars, for tons of recipes, tips, product reviews, and links to her books.
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      Hadley James’s twin brother placed a hand on her shoulder as they stared at the sold placard stuck to the realtor’s white yard sign.

      “You sure about this?” Paul asked.

      “I kinda have to be.” Hadley sighed. “It’s a done deal.”

      He shot her a worried look.

      She chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’m ready and I’m sure. I wouldn’t have put it up for sale if I hadn’t been sure.”

      “But you don’t even have another place yet. Where are you going to live if you need more than the thirty days for closing?”

      Hadley blinked. “Well, I kinda thought I could crash with you for a bit.” She shrugged.

      Paul bent his knees and then straightened them as he squinted up at the cornflower-blue summer sky.

      As twins, Hadley and Paul had always been able to read each other, seemingly of one mind at times. At that moment, Hadley regretted knowing what her brother was thinking. That knee bend—not to mention how he wouldn’t meet her gaze—was classic Paul avoidance behavior.

      He paused just a heartbeat too long. “Uh, sure. Of course you can crash with me.”

      The offer came too late though. Hadley knew him too well for him to get away with even the tiniest fib. He didn’t want her to stay with him? The possibility hit her in the gut as palpably as if one of his knees had landed there.

      Hadley’s mind raced. He’d offered to have her live with him just a few months before when her divorce had finalized, and she wasn’t sure how she would feel living in the house she and Tyler had purchased together and had lived five years of their relationship in.

      And because Paul could read Hadley equally as well, he must’ve realized—once he met her eyes—that she was taken aback by his answer.

      He put a hand on her arm. “Not because … well, I was thinking of you. I mean, you don’t want to move in with your smelly, bachelor brother.” He grimaced, but she got the distinct impression he was trying to smile. “It’s too bad Mom and Dad’s place has renters or you could stay there.”

      Their parents were currently spending time in Oregon with their grandmother. After Hadley and Paul’s grandfather passed away in January, their parents had taken time off work to go help. Losing her husband of sixty years couldn’t have been easy, and they wanted to be there to help her adjust. But a month or so after they’d arrived, they realized that the house needed a lot more work than Gran could handle on her own, and she needed to come live with them. They’d only just started the process of fixing up the house in order to sell it, so it could still be months before they were back.

      Seeing Hadley still wasn’t okay, Paul reassured her again. “Of course you’re welcome to stay with me. Anytime.”

      Lie. That’s a lie, Hadley thought, pursing her lips into a thin line.

      Though she could tell he was lying—plain as day—what Hadley didn’t know was why. Checking her watch, she shook her head. Whatever Paul’s deal was, she didn’t have time to figure it out now.

      “I’ve gotta run.” She hoped she was able to keep the tightness from her voice.

      Paul nodded. “Right, market day.”

      “And it’s a big one.” Hadley raised her eyebrows.

      “Interloper Day?” Paul asked. “Already?”

      Dipping her head once, Hadley kicked at a rock sitting near the toe of her sandal. “Yup, he’ll be there today.”

      “That came up fast. It felt like this apocalyptic thing everyone talked about, but might not even happen.”

      “I know.” Hadley shook her head.

      Leo Morton, Stoneybrook’s florist, had coined the term interloper in reference to Charlie Lloyd, the florist from Cascade Ridge. A twenty-minute drive was not all that separated Stoneybrook from the larger city up in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains. The only two pieces in the Grande County puzzle, they’d been in competition for as long as anyone could remember.

      Stoneybrook citizens often talked about the people of Cascade Ridge as stuck up corporate pawns who measured their lawns. And Cascade Ridge spat equally harsh retorts back, calling the Stoneybrookians hicks who were stuck in the last century. The people of Cascade Ridge had a running joke that Stoneybrook’s awnings were proof the town was stuck in the nineteen fifties. Each store had one, a different color matched with the white stripes for every new storefront.

      For all of the heated words, Stoneybrook residents knew people from Cascade Ridge were just jealous. At a quarter of Cascade Ridge’s size, they were still the favored tourist destination in the valley because of their cute, locally owned and sourced shops. It wasn’t just Main Street that brought people from all over the state. Often more of the draw was their famous year-round farmers market, something which had always been 100 percent Stoneybrook’s.

      Until that Saturday, when Charlie Lloyd was set to open his own floral booth and make local history as the first nonresident to sell wares at the market.

      Sure, they had their outliers. Christine, who owned the valley’s distillery, lived more than twenty minutes outside of downtown. Regardless of the distance, her business was still called Stoneybrook Spirits and she identified as a local. But Charlie would be the first real outsider they’d had.

      He’d applied for the booth permit months before, but it had taken the local town council meeting after meeting to come to a decision on the matter. And while it was quite split, the vote had finally come down in favor of the interloper, citing the fact that if the town wanted to grow its tourism, one of the fastest ways to do that would be to open up their market to new, yet still relatively local vendors.

      Leo Morton had not agreed, especially since he and Charlie had been butting heads in the floral sales space for decades.

      “Well, you’d better get to it, then,” Paul said to Hadley. “Don’t want to miss any of the drama.”

      Hadley scoffed. “Right. You know, you should come too, on standby. It’s only a matter of time before one of the florists strangles the other.” She plucked the tan material of her brother’s deputy sheriff uniform.

      He shook his head. “I think I’ll pass. I’m trying to stay out of the line of fire.” Paul pushed his shoulder back, wincing a little.

      He’d been shot while investigating a murder case just a couple months earlier, and even though the bullet hadn’t hit any major organs or arteries, it had clipped and fractured his collarbone. While the wound had healed, it had been a long process as it wasn’t in a location where they could put a cast on the break.

      Hadley dipped her head and patted him on his good shoulder. “Understandable.”

      “Want a ride into town?” he asked, motioning to the back of his truck.

      “No, thanks. I’ve been eating too many of Mickie’s scones.” She patted her stomach. “I could use the exercise.”

      Paul waved goodbye as Hadley wheeled her bike from where it was leaning against her fence. She pulled her helmet on, tucking her long, almost-black hair into the helmet so it wouldn’t fly around too much. Throwing a leg over, she took one more moment to look back at her now-former house as Paul pulled away.

      Her heart ached, almost more than it had the day she’d signed her divorce papers. It wasn’t as if she had been happy that day—far from it, actually—but between his frequent business trips and distant manner, Tyler had been gone long before she’d found out about his affair. Maybe seeing the house go was so hard because she couldn’t even remember the happy, naïve young couple they’d been when they’d been standing out front all of those years ago, taking pictures in front of a similar sold sign. Or maybe it was tough because it meant she was finally letting go of what could have been.

      A tear gathered in the corner of one eye, and she swiped it away. “Jeez, Hadley. It’s not like you have to move out today.” She shook her head as she scolded herself for getting so sentimental.

      Paul’s mention of their parents’ house was another part of it. She missed them. And as nice as it would’ve been to be able to move in their house during her time in between residences, she mostly just wanted them here with her at such a crucial time in her life. Sure she was in her thirties now, but her parents were two of her best friends and their guidance was always appreciated. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself how much they were helping Gran and that they would be home soon.

      Kicking off, Hadley pointed her bike toward town.

      Downtown Stoneybrook was about a five-minute bike ride from Hadley’s home. And on a glorious summer day like today, she loved tipping her head back and breathing in the fresh mountain air of her hometown. The mighty Cascade River was a mere ghost, hidden behind a line of trees on this road, and Hadley could only hear the great rumble and rush of it. But she felt it too, as did anyone who’d grown up along its banks.

      After the quiet of her backroads ride, the bustle of town hit her like a happy surprise party; people she knew waved as she rode through town toward the lavender-and-white striped awning sitting over Pretty Jam Good’s canning headquarters. Checking both ways, Hadley took the turn into the alley behind her building at a bit of a faster lick, knowing she’d spent more time than she should have chatting with Paul, and reminiscing about the sold sign.

      Suzanne Till, Hadley’s best friend, wasn’t waiting at her back door, so she knew she couldn’t be too late. Propping her bike up against the building, she pulled off her helmet and then fished out her keys. After unlocking the back door, the familiar, tart scent of her jam kitchen hit her like a welcome home. She couldn’t help the smile that curled across her lips; she loved her business and felt like pinching herself whenever she thought about this being hers.

      Knowing life sometimes got in the way on Saturday mornings, Hadley had gotten in the habit of packing up everything for the market on Friday before she left for the day. So even though she’d cut it a little close that morning, all she needed to do was load her boxes into the van and wait for Suze.

      Boxes filled with glass jars of jam weren’t light, so after moving a few loads into her affectionately named, Jam Van, she swiped at her sweaty forehead, then checked her watch.

      “I can feel your hurry up, Suze vibes from down the street, you know,” Suzanne said as she walked down the small alleyway.

      Hadley raised her hands. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m just a little anxious to see how this all goes down. At this point, we’re going to be the last ones there, and I don’t want to miss any florist fistfights.”

      Suze’s eyes widened. “Omigosh, I know! I almost couldn’t sleep last night I was so worried about how it’ll go.”

      She loaded her box of art prints into the van while Hadley locked up the jam kitchen. Then, seat belts clicked on, they were ready to go.

      “I do feel for Leo,” Hadley said as she pulled the van onto Main Street. “I can’t imagine if a person—especially one from out of town—started competing with me and selling jam.”

      Suze nodded. “Yeah, but flowers are in high demand at this time of year; there’s plenty of customers for two florists. I think Leo’s mostly sour because it’s Charlie. Those two have been mortal enemies for years.”

      “Well, after Wedding Gate last year, I don’t blame him. That was so low of Charlie.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Suze muttered, gaze locked on Charlie’s Bloom van parked sideways in the Fenton Park lot. The shiny, white van boasted The Freshest Flowers Around with its colorful decal.

      Hadley eased her van in next to his, shaking her head. It was an unspoken rule that the vendors would park head in, even though many of them would’ve liked to pull in sideways for easier access to shimmy carts up to their sliding doors. They’d tried it one summer and parking had been a nightmare for everyone, especially customers.

      Charlie was not only parked sideways across two spots, but the front of his van was facing away from her so it was in the shade of a large oak tree, Hadley’s preferred spot.

      That’s what she got for showing up last. Taking a deep breath, she put a smile on her face. “We’ll have to tell him about the parking agreement.”

      “Definitely.” Suze grimaced as she slipped from the passenger side of the Jam Van and scooted around the back of Charlie’s in the small amount of space left.

      Unpacking the van onto two carts, the women pulled their supplies out onto the field and began setting up among the other booths.

      On a normal Saturday, the vendors would wave and chat while they set up. But that morning, an uncomfortable hush had settled over the park, like all of those foggy fall days in the valley when clouds hang low and spit rain. Normally, people would’ve been focused on setting up their booths, but today all eyes were on Charlie’s booth.

      Hadley blinked.

      Correction: the place where Charlie’s booth should’ve been, but was still empty.

      “Where is he?” she asked, looking to Suze, who also appeared confused.

      They glanced back at the parking lot, hidden from the main market space by a small grassy knoll.

      “That was his van, right?” Suze asked.

      Hadley nodded.

      She took a step toward Potholder Penny, the woman who made potholders—and only potholders—in the next booth over.

      “Charlie hasn’t been here to set up yet?” Hadley asked.

      Penny shook her head. “Hazel thinks he must’ve chickened out. Good riddance, I say.”

      The words “no show” and “thank goodness” hung off the other vendors’ lips.

      “But he is here. He did show.” Hadley refocused on Penny. “We just parked next to his flower van.”

      Penny’s sour face wrinkled in confusion.

      Hadley turned back to Suze, who’d already begun setting up her booth. “Hey, I’m going to run back,” she said. “I forgot something in the van.” She called the words over her shoulder as she walked over the grassy expanse back to the parking lot.

      As the rows of vendor cars and vans came into view, Hadley felt a lump form in her throat. Charlie’s van was definitely in the lot, so where was Charlie? She used a hand to block the sun from her eyes as she scanned for the forty-something man and his curly mop of hair.

      Nothing.

      Then she noticed something odd: a shock of red fabric showing through the window of his van. Hadley closed the distance between her and the van in half the usual time.

      “Charlie?” Hadley called, heading straight for the driver’s side door.

      Her feet stopped moving—along with her heart—as she got close enough to see the red fabric was the short sleeve of a T-shirt.

      Charlie was sitting in the passenger seat of his van, his head lolled forward, curly hair blocking his face.

      Panic rose in Hadley, up into her throat, making it impossible to speak or call out. Instead, she gripped the door handle and pulled it open. Hadley jumped back as a handful of bees flew out of the van, barely missing her.

      She swallowed the lump of worry in her throat, noticing the three large, swollen sting marks on his bare arms as she reached forward to check his pulse.

      Nothing.

      She staggered back, her wild eyes settling on the van’s decal. The Freshest Flowers Around. Heat gathered in her throat. Fresh was right. Charlie’s body was still warm. Reaching back to check her pockets, Hadley fumbled as she grabbed for her phone.

      Paul picked up on the first ring.

      “Looks like you’re going to have to come to the market whether you want to or not. Charlie Lloyd is dead.”
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      “Bees flew out when I opened the door,” Hadley explained to Paul when he and the other Stoneybrook deputy sheriff, Kevin, arrived in the parking lot minutes later.

      They’d found her sitting on the curb, trying in vain to rub the goosebumps from her arms, but she was beginning to feel better now her brother was there.

      She rubbed her right hand up and down her jeans as she talked; there was something sticky on her fingers she couldn’t seem to get off.

      “Looks like he must’ve been allergic.” Paul furrowed his black eyebrows as he studied Charlie’s body.

      Voice full of false hope, Hadley said, “Maybe there were bees on the flowers when he loaded everything into the van this morning. His van says they’re the freshest flowers around.”

      The James twins looked in the back of the van at the buckets full of freshly cut bouquets.

      “But they left him alone on the twenty-minute drive down here from Cascade Ridge, waiting until he parked to sting?” Paul asked, skeptical.

      Hadley glanced over her shoulder as Suze crested the small hill from where the market was still setting up. Her face darkened and she picked up her pace.

      “I got worried when you took so long.” She grimaced, glancing from the flower van to Paul and back to Hadley. “This doesn’t look good.”

      “Sorry.” Hadley sighed. “I should’ve texted you. I think I was in shock.”

      She filled Suze in on what she’d found, pointing to the crime scene and Charlie’s still-warm body.

      “Poor guy,” Suze said in an exhale as she took in the scene. “What killed him?”

      Kevin, who was examining the body, looked over his shoulder. “I’ll have to wait until Doctor Hall gets here, but from the way he’s swollen, it appears to be anaphylaxis. He must’ve been allergic to these stings he’s got on his arms.”

      The three friends shook their heads and turned their attention to their shoes. Hadley felt awful for the man.

      “Anything else you noticed?” Paul asked Hadley. “I think we’re going to have to shut down the market for today. I want to question everyone while this scene is still fresh.”

      Hadley nodded in agreement. “He was here when Suze and I pulled up, but parked the way he is, I couldn’t see into the driver’s window until I came around to this side. We figured he was already setting up. But then Penny told us no one had seen him yet, so I came to check.” Hadley squinted as she thought. “Then there were the bees and …” She rolled the tips of her fingers together, still feeling a tackiness there. “And my fingers are sticky.”

      Hadley walked around to inspect the driver’s side door handle, knowing she’d used her right hand to open it. A sticky film coated a few areas of the metallic silver handle, matte in the morning sunshine.

      “We’ll have that tested to see what it is.” Paul nodded to Kevin who went to his cruiser to grab whatever he’d need to take a sample.

      “So you think it wasn’t an accident?” Suze asked in a whisper.

      Paul shrugged. “I don’t know. At this point it’s just highly suspicious.” He rubbed the back of his hand against his bearded chin. “Kev, hold this down for a minute.”

      When the other deputy confirmed he would, they walked across the grassy park to break the news to the vendors.
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      “Dead?” Penny cried, covering her mouth with her hand.

      The crowd of vendors gasped as they squeezed closer, some people looking confused, like they didn’t hear correctly. The market hadn’t opened yet, so he’d sent Suze to the entrance off Main Street to turn away any potential customers.

      “I’m going to need to talk to anyone who saw him this morning.” Paul’s raised voice carried across the small crowd.

      Murmurs wove in and out of the group, but no one spoke up until Hazel Smith yelled out, “That’s just it. No one did.”

      Paul shook his head. “All of you vendors coming to set up, and no one saw him but Hadley and Suzanne?”

      They blinked back at Paul with confused, scared expressions.

      All except Hazel Smith, who pointed at Leo. “If someone killed that man, it had to be him! He’s been going on all morning about how he would love to get rid of the interloper for daring to encroach on Stoneybrook businesses.”

      Everyone’s gaze swiveled to the local florist who scratched at the back of his arm.

      “I—you can’t think …” Leo stammered, backing up, hands out in defense.

      Louise Stanton, owner of the local knitting shop, placed a hand on her hip. “What else are we supposed to think, Leo? You hated the man and then he shows up dead the same day he comes to compete with you?”

      Murmurs of agreement sounded around the group. The two women were usually the only ones who were brash enough to say what everyone was thinking. It wasn’t normal for the townspeople to do anything but support each other, but they were staying on the cautious side since one of their own had decided to off an old rival a few months earlier.

      “We’ve been in competition for years. And sure, I didn’t want him here, but I wouldn’t kill him to stop him.” Leo’s eyes moved around to the faces of the other vendors as if trying to find one person to support him. “Louise, you agreed with me that we shouldn’t let Cascade Ridge infiltrate our market,” he pleaded.

      Louise leveled an icy stare at Leo. “There’s a difference between being upset by it and taking someone’s life.”

      “Enough.” Paul’s deep voice cut through the argument. “Anyone with information will come through me. No more yelling accusations across a throng of people.”

      The vendors nodded, some stiffening at the firmness in Paul’s tone.

      “We’re closing the market today. You may pack up, but do not leave until you check with Kevin or myself. Clear?” Paul asked.

      The vendors agreed and headed back to their booths.

      As a group, the two-dozen faces of the vendors all seemed to meld together, but Hadley watched as they split up, keeping an eye out for any odd behavior. And even though she agreed with Louise that it didn’t look good for Leo at that point, she hated to think the kind florist could’ve done something like this.

      From the way the vendors looked over their shoulders and whispered, it was tough to discern any other suspicious behavior. Everyone was acting weird.

      Until she spotted Barry Guthrie crouching behind his honey booth.

      Hadley narrowed her eyes. Honey. Bees.

      Barry’s wild white hair was especially disheveled that morning. The harried man ran a hand through it and then picked up a box to fill with his stock. His gaze shifted as he began packing up his jars of golden honey. His hands shook as they placed each new glass back into the box. He swiped at his fingers with a handkerchief as if trying to wipe off something.

      Immediately, Hadley’s mind fought the idea Barry had anything to do with this. He was a sweet old man whose gentle soul calmed the people around him just as well as it did the buzzing bees living in his many hives. In fact, just last month, she’d seen the man break down and cry when three of his hives had been killed by a mysterious disease.

      That wasn’t a man who hurt or killed people.

      But as much as she fought against the idea, Hadley felt more and more sure Barry was hiding something as he shook and startled at any noise.

      Hadley bit her lip while she made her way back to her cart. She hadn’t even had the chance to unpack, so she didn’t have anything to do at the moment. She definitely wasn’t feeling ready to take her things back to her van, so near Charlie’s body.

      Suze had managed to unpack most of her art before coming to look for Hadley, and since she was helping turn away customers at the front gate, Hadley began to load her items onto the cart for her. After finishing and placing the boxes and folding table onto Suze’s cart, she glanced over at Penny’s booth where the older woman was just laying her last few potholders into big plastic bins.

      Scanning the nearby tables, Hadley realized Josie still had quite a few pieces of pottery to wrap and pack, so she headed in that direction.

      “Can I help you?” Hadley asked the potter.

      Josie tucked back a lock of frizzy, red hair that had escaped her low braid. “Thanks, Had. It’s going to take me forever by myself.” She motioned to the crinkled, old newspaper she used to pack her creations from her studio and into customer’s bags.

      Hadley grabbed a large porcelain bowl with a wildflower design carved and painted onto it, and began wrapping the newspaper around it.

      Josie was friends with Hadley’s mother since they both worked at the local high school. And even though they worked in different departments—pottery and history were about as far from each other in the building as they were in study—they had always been the best of friends.

      “This is just awful, isn’t it?” Josie clicked her tongue as she shook her head.

      Hadley nodded. “I know. You don’t really think Leo had anything to do with it, do you?”

      Josie paused, her fingers curling around a black-and-white plate with gold-leaf flowers on it. “I can’t say. I would hope he didn’t, but I also know good people who’ve been pulled down by jealousy.”

      They packed in silence for a while before Hadley got up the courage to do some digging about Barry.

      Licking her lips, she said, “Barry’s acting pretty weird.” She kept her voice low, even though when she glanced around, it was obvious they weren’t the only ones making conjectures. Almost everyone else was having similar whispered conversations.

      “He hasn’t been himself since he lost those colonies last month.” Josie sighed.

      “I know,” Hadley replied, wrapping a small cream pitcher and tucking it into a box. “He took it really hard. There wasn’t anything he could’ve done for them, though.” She packed away another bowl and then started to work on an assortment of mugs.

      She startled as she realized Josie had moved closer, an intensity burning behind her brown eyes. “Didn’t you hear?”

      “No.” Hadley held her breath.

      “It was preventable. He figured out the bees died from a pesticide someone used on their flowers, not a disease.”

      Gasping, Hadley said, “But Leo uses natural pest deterrents in his garden.” She knew that for a fact because she used to help him when she was in high school, and contemplating a degree in botany. “Fenton Farms is also organic.”

      Josie raised her brows suggestively. “But Leo and the Fentons aren’t the only ones growing flowers around here, are they?”

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath. “True.” While she knew Stoneybrook had committed to using natural pest deterrents in gardens, that was all based on the honor system since it would be too hard to police. She packed up the last of Josie’s mugs and closed the box.

      “Barry’s a sensitive guy,” Josie said, closing up her last box too. “I’m sure it’ll take him a while to get over the loss.”

      Nodding, Hadley focused on stacking Josie’s crates onto her cart. She waved goodbye and then wandered back to her own cart, feeling lost. Paul and Kevin were talking near the edge of the market, their heads ducked together in confidence.

      Suze walked up behind her. “Thanks for packing up for me.” She hooked her arm through Hadley’s and rested her head on her shoulder. “This day is the worst.”

      “Yeah, we should get out of here as soon as we can.”

      Suze nodded. “Sure, but I need to talk to Paul real quick. I think I may have seen something suspicious while waiting at the entrance to the park.” She stood up straight.

      Hadley wrinkled her brows in question.

      “There was some lady parked the wrong way on Main Street wearing dark glasses and driving a fancy car. She was watching the parking lot, and when I approached her, she peeled out, took off.”
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      After telling Paul about the mysterious woman she’d seen, Suze helped Hadley pull their carts back to the Jam Van.

      Charlie’s van was taped off, making it almost impossible to load their stuff. Terry, a local kid who helped out the sheriff’s department from time to time, watched them from his post looking over the crime scene.

      The women finally managed to unload the cart and were ready to take off when Hadley noticed one of her business cards had fallen out from her stack and slid under the tire of her van. She bent to retrieve it.

      Crouching down like she was, something metallic glinting in the sunlight caught her attention under Charlie’s van. It was right under the front end of the car, but would’ve been hidden to anyone who was standing.

      “Terry, there’s something over there.” Hadley stood and walked around to the front of the van.

      The young man frowned and unfolded his arms, following her and putting a hand out to hold her back.

      “I’m not going to touch it.” She put her hands up. “I just want to show you where it is.” Kneeling, she pointed to the small plastic case.

      From a closer angle, she recognized it as a lipstick in a pink, plastic case with a silver, metallic band around the middle.

      “Hmm … I’ll let the deputies know, but I don’t think I should touch anything either,” Terry said, leaning down next to her.

      “Right.” Hadley agreed, though she was a little disappointed she couldn’t read the brand or color name from where she was. “You’ve got it from here.” She stood, wiping her hands on her jeans.

      Suze was already buckled into the van, and she peered at Hadley through the window.

      “I’m so confused,” Hadley said, groaning as she climbed in the driver’s seat and started up the van.

      “Because of what Terry was just showing you?” Suze asked, waving to the kid as they pulled away.

      “Of what I showed him.” She described the lipstick as she drove down Main Street. “Why would Charlie have a tube of lipstick near his van?”

      “It could’ve already been there this morning,” Suze suggested.

      Hadley pulled the van into the alley behind the jam kitchen and shook her head. “They’ve been running that community cleanup each Saturday morning since spring, remember? There hasn’t been a speck of trash in the park or the lot before a market since they started.” She clicked the ignition off and sighed.

      “Oh right.” Suze nodded. “So maybe we’re looking for a woman with sticky hands and a vendetta against florists.”

      “I sure hope so, because the alternative seems to be poor Leo, and I can’t bear the thought he could’ve killed someone. Him or Barry.”

      “What does Barry have to do with this?”

      “He was acting weird.” Hadley waved a dismissive hand toward her friend. “But it was probably because he’s sad bees were involved.”

      “Yeah, he does get emotional about bees.” Suze shrugged.

      “What did Paul say about suspicious, fancy-car lady?” Hadley asked, tapping her fingertips along the steering wheel.

      “Asked for the make and model of the car, plus the plates.”

      “Which were?”

      “Black, shiny SUV, but I didn’t see the number on the plates.” Suze shrugged.

      Hadley waved her off. “I can’t blame you. I don’t know that I would’ve done any better at getting a description.”

      “But she was a lady. Ladies use lipstick.” Suze held up a finger as if she were Sherlock Holmes himself.

      Chuckling, Hadley opened the door and slid out of the front seat, then began lifting boxes. “Well, we’ll just have to keep our eyes open for a fancy lady from out of town who wears lipstick. That won’t be difficult or anything.”

      “Right.” Suze’s mouth twisted into a frown as she grabbed her art from the back. “Whatcha doing today since we have the day off?”

      Setting down the box she’d picked up, Hadley said, “I should do more packing.”

      “I still can’t believe your house sold so quickly.”

      “I know, though I shouldn’t be surprised. Tara warned me that she was interested,” Hadley said. “Though, it’s going to be a little weird having my ex-sister-in-law living in my old house.”

      “A little weird?” Suze cocked an eyebrow. “That’s a whole lotta weird, if you ask me.” She stood and stretched, turning for the door. “I’m off. Going to take advantage of my time and finish up a painting Thea Clark commissioned.”

      “Hey, Suze?” Hadley’s question stopped her friend just as she was about to leave.

      “Yeah?”

      “If I can’t find a place by the time I have to move out, would I be able to stay with you for a bit?” Hadley held her breath, remembering the weirdness with Paul.

      “Of course,” Suze said, her face relaxing after having bunched up at Hadley’s serious tone.

      Hadley’s shoulders sank down from where they’d been, tense and practically up to her ears. “Oh good. Thank you.” She shook her head. “I asked Paul earlier, and he acted all strange and seemed like he didn’t want me to. I mean, he offered months ago when Tyler and I split, but now it’s like he’s taking that back. So what’s changed in those months? I don’t understand.”

      Hadley had looked down during her vent session, but when she glanced up, the smile had slipped from Suze’s features. She chewed on her bottom lip.

      “Isn’t that weird?” Hadley asked.

      “Yeah. Super weird.” Suze sighed and waved. “Well, I’m off! See you around.” Tipping her head back in a goodbye since her hands were full holding on to her box of art, Suze headed down the alley toward her storefront three doors down.

      Speaking of super weird, Hadley thought, that interaction was not normal either. What’s up with my friends?

      If it had been a decade earlier, she would’ve wondered if the two of them were hooking up behind her back—or maybe hoped was a better description. There wasn’t anything better than thinking of her brother and her best friend being a couple. But she’d quickly realized that Paul and Suze were no more inclined to start a relationship than she and Hal from the country mini-mart. She shrugged. Maybe they were planning a secret birthday present for her or something, though that was a few months away still.

      Unable to answer the questions floating through her mind, she entered the kitchen and got all of the stock from the day put away. Then she loaded some empty boxes into the van and decided to drive back home, not looking forward to figuring out how to ride her bike while carrying a bunch of cardboard.

      Ansel, her small black-and-white cat named after the photographer Ansel Adams, greeted her when she got home. He serpentined around her feet, brushing up against her legs as she set down the flattened boxes and hung up her keys.

      “Hey, buddy.” Hadley picked him up, feeling her shoulders settle for the first time since she’d found Charlie’s body that morning.

      The gentle sound of Ansel’s purring and the way he bumped his head into hers affectionately made her feel more at home than any house ever could.

      “It’s been quite the day,” she told him. Then she went on to explain the morning’s events.

      Since she’d gotten the cat a few months earlier, taking over his care when his owner had been killed, Hadley often found it helpful to talk things through with the cat when she had a lot on her mind. Of course he couldn’t talk back—or understand anything she was saying—but it helped her sort things out, often leading her to an answer when she couldn’t find it any other way.

      As she finished her story about Charlie and the odd assortment of clues so far, Hadley frowned, realizing that talking it through only made her more confused.

      Setting the cat down, she said, “Oh well, Paul’s on the case.” While the thought was encouraging—her brother was a great deputy—she couldn’t help but worry a little about his safety. Another murder investigation only reminded her of the last one when he’d been shot. She didn’t know what she would do if she lost her brother. Discomfort tightened her shoulders. Hadley smiled and pushed away the thought, glancing back at Ansel.

      “Besides, you and I have our own worries. We’ve got a month to find a new home, or we’re going to be living out of the jam kitchen.”

      Ansel meowed as if in agreement.

      Heading into the kitchen, Hadley began putting together some lunch. Then she settled onto the couch with a plate of food, a glass of iced tea, and her laptop. Ansel jumped up, settling on the back of the couch right by her shoulder. He liked to hang his feet over the edge, playing with her hair or occasionally clawing her arm and then acting surprised when she scolded him.

      Hadley took a bite of her lunch and pulled up a real estate site. “Let’s see what’s out there.”

      The site must’ve remembered her last visit because her location was already preloaded and it brought up a list of Stoneybrook properties. Hadley hadn’t gotten any farther than this screen the last time she’d logged in, so there weren’t any other specifications loaded other than the zip code. That meant anything available in the area showed up on her screen.

      She leaned closer to the screen, unable to believe her eyes as she looked at the newest listing.

      She sucked in a surprised breath. “Leo’s flower shop?”

      While the man was younger than her parents by about ten years, he’d owned the store as long as she could remember. Hadley recalled how angry he’d been about Charlie coming to sell at the market. Maybe it was borne from more than just frustration with their long-standing feud. Was it possible last year’s drama over the series of three wedding gigs Charlie stole from Leo—known around town as Wedding Gate—had done damage to more than just Leo’s ego?

      Hadley decided not to worry much more about Leo until she could talk with him about it. She stopped by every Monday when she went in to pick up her weekly order. Though the fact she hadn’t heard anything about him selling before now meant he probably wasn’t keen on talking about it. In a town as small as Stoneybrook, no one listed their house without everyone in town already knowing. So much so, Hadley often wondered why any of them used these realty sites in the first place.

      Now she realized the sites’ appeal over talking with people around town. The locals’ information about available houses also came with a barrage of questions and judgments. She couldn’t handle hearing any more opinions. Certain houses were just too big for a single woman. Was she sure she wanted to buy something before settling down with another man? Just remembering the ordeal made her wrinkle her nose.

      She’d contacted Deborah Sandstrom, Stoneybrook’s sole realtor, last week but every time the woman began asking her questions about what she wanted in a house, she found it difficult to decide on what she wanted next.

      Did she want something already built or land to build on? Turnkey or fixer-upper? Large plot or close to town?

      She and Tyler had been together since high school, so she’d always had him to help her with these big decisions. And, if she was being honest with herself, Tyler had been the one in their relationship to have the intense opinions. When Hadley looked back on their time together, she acknowledged that she’d been a fairly passive participant in their marriage.

      She sat up. “I suppose now’s as good a time as any to figure out what I want.”

      Clicking on the price-range box on the realty site’s search engine, she began entering her preferences.

      “At least an acre,” she said aloud, clicking the box on her screen. “I’d like to be close to town, sure, but peace and quiet is worth more to me than being able to walk downtown.”

      Ansel stretched, and one of his paws landed on her shoulder. “I’ll take that as an agreement.” She smiled. She’d made one decision at least. That wasn’t so hard. On to the next one.

      She took away the option for plots of land, realizing that even though she might want to build a house someday, right now she needed to focus on growing Pretty Jam Good. That led her to the last check, which was turnkey. Hadley wasn’t afraid of putting in some sweat equity, but it was all going into her business at that point.

      Minutes later, with some paw-specific input from Ansel, Hadley had a good list going.

      “At least two bathrooms, an acre or more. I want to be close to the river if I can, and I’d prefer three bedrooms but will work with two if I have to.” She read it aloud, then nodded. “I think we can work with that.”

      Finger hovering over her keyboard, she took a breath and then hit enter, waiting for the results.

      Forty-nine houses came up in the valley, but only seven were in Stoneybrook.

      Well, it doesn’t sound like I’m welcome at Paul’s if I do end up homeless, and I’m still not sure about Suze, so I’d better get searching. She sighed and pulled out her phone.

      “Hi, Deborah. It’s Hadley James. Yeah, I think I’m ready to start house hunting.”
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      Hadley found several houses online, and on Sunday afternoon, she waited outside her house for Deborah to pick her up to go look at some of them.

      The realtor drove a flashy, white SUV, one you could spot anywhere in town parked among the farm trucks and backroads cars. Deborah always said she needed to have something nice to drive her clients around in, and Hadley supposed that made sense.

      She didn’t like to admit it, but there was a slight wobble of uncertainty still about this whole house-buying business. Hadley would’ve normally asked Paul or Suze to come with her, but Paul was busy figuring out who could’ve killed Charlie, and Suze had apologized but said she was busy when Hadley had asked her yesterday via text message.

      The crunching sound of tires on her gravel road brought her back to reality. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to calm her nerves. Opening her eyes, she stifled a laugh at the garishly fabulous sight of Deborah waving from the driver’s seat. The woman’s hair was bigger and blonder than a teased-out pageant queen; her makeup looked like it would curl like too much paint if someone ran a fingernail over her cheek, and she wore more bling than most rappers. Hadley also knew from experience Deborah’s perfume was potent enough to smell at least two hundred feet away, and being confined in a car with her would most likely lead to a terrible headache at best and asphyxiation at worst.

      Pulling open the door, Hadley climbed in, gulping one last lungful of fresh air before closing it behind her. With the soft thunk of the door into place came two sensory assaults. First, the dreaded perfume, which smelled like potpourri and baby powder had an evil love child. The second assault came when she noticed another person sitting in the back seat. Hadley jumped at the sight of him.

      “Hey, Had.” Luke Fenton’s familiar voice felt like a punch to Hadley’s already somewhat tender gut.

      There were half a dozen reasons Luke had such an effect on her, but only three that were important, or at least that’s what she told herself. First, they’d grown up together and had been good friends until high school when he decided he was too good for Hadley and Stoneybrook. Second, since he moved back to town from Seattle a few months ago, it seemed his main mission in life was to pull Hadley back into childish fighting with him, and—oh, yeah … third—he was her ex-husband’s best friend.

      “What’s he doing here?” Hadley asked Deborah, jabbing a thumb toward the back seat even though she already knew. Deborah was infamous for trying to set up clients by taking them out house hunting together.

      Luke clutched his chest and feigned pulling out an invisible arrow at her question, her tone, or both.

      Deborah smiled her big, flashy realtor smile. “Well, both of you just happened to want to go house hunting today. Isn’t it the cutest?”

      Hadley felt strongly that no, it wasn’t. She pressed her lips together. This had Deborah Setup written all over it.

      That was the trouble living in a small town like Stoneybrook—people knew every aspect of each other’s lives. Ironically, they often ignored the most important aspects—like how she and Luke had butted heads for the better part of a decade and barely tolerated each other—in order to push an agenda they believed in.

      “Oh, don’t worry, dear.” Deborah patted her arm and then put the gearshift into drive, pulling away from Hadley’s house. “Your lists of wants couldn’t be more different. The two of you won’t be competing for houses, I promise.”

      “Well, that’s no surprise,” Hadley muttered, glancing back at Luke.

      He winked at her. She stifled a groan and buckled herself in, sealing her fate instead of jumping out of the moving vehicle like she sorta wanted to.

      “We’re going to one of Haddy’s places first.” Deborah hummed a nondescript song that kinda reminded Hadley of “Pop! Goes the Weasel.”

      She cringed—because of the humming and the nickname. Hadley hated being called Haddy almost as much as she hated being called babe. The latter nickname had been coined by one of her classmates in high school when Paul had begun to grow his signature dark beard. Between the facial hair and his sheer size, people started to call him Paul Bunyan, after the mythical lumberjack. Hadley and Paul had always been close—built-in best friends, their mother called them—so it wasn’t soon after Paul’s nickname someone decided to be clever and call Hadley, Babe the Blue Ox, like Bunyan’s sidekick. As someone who had always had to watch her weight—and often watched weight gather around her hips if she didn’t take precautions or spend hours in the gym—Hadley didn’t appreciate the moniker. Not in the least.

      Just like she didn’t appreciate having Luke Fenton foisted upon her without warning.

      Deborah, seemingly unaware of the uncomfortable situation she’d put Hadley in, kept talking, filling them in on the house they were heading toward.

      “It’s got two and a half bathrooms,” she said, pausing as she thought of the other characteristics.

      “Oh, two and a half? Hmm … I want three.” Luke shook his head.

      Hadley fought the urge to glare at the man. Acknowledging his comment would only make him happy.

      “There are two bedrooms, which I know is on the low end for you.” Deborah tipped her head to one side.

      “Two? I mean, where will your guests sleep? Hads, come on.” Luke tsked. “You never want to put yourself in a situation where you’re choosing between your guests’ comfort and a home office.”

      This time, she did turn around, shooting him her best incredulous look. She knew Luke had grown up in a tiny farmhouse, and that kind of shallow talk was just his way of getting under her skin.

      Deborah, missing the flat note to his sarcastic statement, wrinkled her heavily made-up forehead and turned her attention to Hadley. “He does have a point. Do you want to skip this one?”

      “No, please. I would like to see it. My friends and family all live in town, so I don’t have any guests who need a place to stay anyway.” Hadley kept her eyes on the road as Deborah nodded and took the next turn down Huckleberry Lane, a small gravel road near the west edge of town.

      Darn, Hadley thought to herself. Maybe I spoke too soon.

      Despite the cute name, Huckleberry Lane had to be her least favorite area of Stoneybrook. It had neither a view of the river nor the surrounding mountains, but instead was surrounded by looming evergreens. And while she loved trees as much as the next Pacific Northwesterner, she was rightfully worried about the possibility of limbs or whole trees falling on her investment.

      And that was all she could think of as they toured the cute little cabin. Luke refrained from adding any commentary, thankfully, instead just following the women and watching Hadley as she took in each new room.

      Luke always told her he could read her like a book. Annoyingly, he was right much of the time. As the trio walked out of the house, Hadley schooled her features to hide the fact that—cute as it was—the house was a definite no.

      “What do you think?” Deborah asked.

      Before Hadley had a chance to open her mouth, Luke spoke up.

      “This house is not going to work.”

      But instead of following up that statement by bringing up the lack of bedrooms again, Luke said, “She needs to be able to look out a window and see the mountains each morning and watch the sun set behind them in the evening. And when she walks outside, this woman needs to hear the rushing river as loudly as her own heartbeat. If either of those things are missing, I’m convinced her soul will shrivel up and die.” He turned toward her and winked. “And we can’t have that, now.”

      Even though the tone Luke had used was playful and teasing, she found his comment kind of sweet, as well as spot-on.

      He cleared his throat. “Plus, the low number of bedrooms, of course.”

      Deborah glanced over as if checking to see if what he’d said matched with how Hadley felt. She nodded before looking down to hide the smile pulling across her face.

      The great mountain views were her favorite thing about her current house. It just held too many memories of Tyler for her to stay any longer. She needed to move past that chapter in her life.

      They all climbed back into the SUV, and Hadley felt her shoulders settle a little more, no longer feeling irritated at Luke’s presence in the back seat.

      “All right, Debbie. My turn next, right?” Luke asked.

      Hadley shook her head. Well, not as irritated.

      They toured a large four-bedroom house sitting right on the bank of the river for Luke and then a cute three-bedroom ranch with lots of character and three-hundred-sixty-degree mountain views from where it sat in the middle of the valley, for Hadley. Another practically palatial home got the thumbs-down from Luke when he noticed it didn’t have a garage.

      Tired of listening to the man nitpick beautiful houses when she could only afford half of what he could began to grate on her, so Hadley headed outside for some fresh air. She kicked at the pine needles blanketing the hard earth on the high bank of the river, wrapping her arms around her middle. A wonderful cool breeze whipped up off the water and twirled its fingers through her hair, some of which had fallen from her ponytail and framed her face. She swiped the toe of her sandal in the dirt to make a mouth and then made two short lines for eyes. Two dusty boots stopped next to her smiley face.

      “Deb’s just locking up.” Luke shrugged, then focused on her pine-needle-and-dirt design. “I remember you used to make these wherever you went. One time Paul and I found you and Suze on Jefferson Island just by following your sand smileys.”

      Hadley’s lips tugged into a reluctant smirk “Better luck next time?” she asked.

      Luke dipped his chin. “Yeah, there’s just something missing. I’m sure I’ll know what it is once I see it. But don’t worry, I promise I will not be present during your next trip. I honestly didn’t know she was making us look together until she picked me up.”

      Hadley sucked in a lungful of the river air, hating to admit the day hadn’t been quite as terrible as she’d imagined it. “Good luck. When Deborah decides on a match, she’s like a dragon with gold.”

      Luke laughed. “Right you are.”

      Glancing up at him, she said, “Hey, you know about pesticides, right?”

      Tipping his head and lifting his eyebrows at her, Luke scoffed.

      Hadley put up her hands. “Okay, okay. Sorry. Your move to Seattle must’ve made me forget, farm boy.” Her expression turned serious as she remembered her question. “I heard about Barry’s bee colonies being poisoned by pesticides. What kind could’ve done that?”

      Luke’s jaw clenched tight. “There are certain combinations of fungicides and pesticides that wreak havoc on colonies. I don’t even know all that much about it, just enough to know I’m happy we’re an organic farm.”

      “But aren’t all of the farms in Stoneybrook organic?”

      While Fenton Farms was by far the largest venture, there were many small outfits who made a living as well.

      Luke nodded. “And Leo’s garden along with the nursery out on River Road are too.”

      “As are the individual homes. The town council passed a measure three years ago which outlawed people from using pesticides in their yards.”

      “I heard about that,” Luke said. “Of course, it doesn’t include Cascade Ridge, but Barry’s bees wouldn’t travel so far. Their range is a few miles at most.”

      It was almost as if Luke anticipated where her thought process was going. Even though he hadn’t been present at the market that Saturday, she knew he would’ve heard exactly what happened.

      “Oh. I see.” Well, that changed her theory. Charlie couldn’t have impacted Barry’s bees from that far away. Hadley chipped away at her nail polish as she thought.

      “So sorry,” Deborah said, scurrying over to them. “That darn lockbox gave me one heck of a time. Ready to go?”

      Hadley and Luke followed Deborah back to her car. Hadley dragged with her the realization that this process may take longer than she had before she needed to be out of her house.
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      Monday morning, Hadley biked to the jam kitchen. Before she unlocked the place, she walked three buildings down to pick up her flower order for the week. Stoneybrook was free of any large chain stores and chock-full of local businesses. They looked out for each other, promoted wherever they could. After all, a dollar spent in Stoneybrook was a dollar toward a stronger town.

      In addition to sourcing her labels from Suze’s design company and using local produce in her jams, Hadley liked to set up a large vase of flowers from Valley Wildflowers in each of the three picture windows on the street side of her jam kitchen.

      She stopped in front of the violet-and-white striped awning hanging above the Valley Wildflowers sign.

      A bundle of silver bells tied to the front door announced Hadley’s entrance as she pulled it open and stepped inside. As always, the first thing to hit her was the smell of the store. From the light, sweet smell of the fresh greenery to the more intense perfume of the flower petals, she felt herself sucking in a deep breath through her nose in an effort to appreciate each unique scent.

      And that wasn’t where the delights stopped. The place was a visual anti-depressant. Each color, so intense and perfect, worked together to create a palette that made her smile.

      Some people had worried when Leo had first announced his plans to stop outsourcing and carry local, in-season wildflowers about a decade earlier. They figured the limitation would alienate people looking at roses for winter weddings or any other out-of-season wish. The result, however, was that the town was surprised by the vast array of local species and learned to embrace whatever was in season at the moment.

      The front door jangled shut behind Hadley and someone blew their nose from behind a fern in the back right of the shop.

      “Oh, hello!” Jessie, Leo’s daughter poked her head out from behind the large green fronds, blowing her nose into a tissue with one hand and holding up the other in a just a minute gesture. After she’d finished wiping her red nose, she smiled. “Sorry about that. My allergies are crazy bad today.”

      Hadley’s forehead wrinkled as she took in the poor young woman. She did seem miserable. Normally, Jessie glowed. From her long, blond hair to her flawless skin, the young woman was the picture of beauty. Today, her eyes were rimmed with red, and the chapped skin under her nose led Hadley to believe that tissue hadn’t been her first and wouldn’t be her last.

      “Are you allergic to the flowers?” Hadley asked.

      Jessie exhaled, her youthful face adopting a beaten down, tired expression. “Quite a few of them, I’m afraid.”

      “I had no idea.” Hadley shook her head. She didn’t remember ever having seen the girl so affected in all the years she’d known her. “That must be terrible.”

      Jessie shrugged. “I usually take medication for it, but I’ve been trying some natural remedies lately, you know, to be less dependent on pharmaceuticals. Unfortunately, nothing I’ve tried so far is working.”

      Sniffing once more and then tossing the tissue into a garbage can behind the register, Jessie straightened her shoulders and said, “Dad left your order all ready. I’ll go grab it.”

      Before Hadley could say anything else, the girl disappeared through a door Hadley knew led to the cold flower storage in the back. She returned a few moments later, clutching two vases while the other was held tight between her arm and torso.

      Hadley’s eyes lit up as they roamed over the mix of white lilies, magenta hollyhocks, blue columbine, pink lewisia, and three bright yellow sunflowers. Rich green salal and a few sage-colored grasses completed the look, pulling all of the other colors together.

      Jessie set them onto the counter. “He did such a great job this week, didn’t he?” She beamed as she surveyed the arrangements.

      “He always does. It’s my favorite part of Monday morning.” Hadley smiled. She loved how Leo would go through each flower, explaining what it was and some fun fact about it. After months of picking up vases, Hadley felt as if she’d gotten a full course on local flora. She was even able to identify most of the plants in her own garden thanks to Leo’s lessons.

      Speaking of Leo, Hadley wondered where the man was. She loved talking to Jessie—the nineteen-year-old was usually away at college, and it was great to see her home during the summer to help her father with his shop—but Hadley had been hoping to see her father, especially after seeing his shop listed on that realty site.

      “Where is your dad? I was hoping to talk with him.” She didn’t mention why she wanted to talk with him, unsure if Jessie was aware of her dad’s financial troubles.

      Jessie chewed on her bottom lip for a second before answering. “He isn’t feeling well. I told him I would run the show today.”

      Nodding, Hadley said, “I suppose that makes sense, considering …”

      “Right.” Jessie picked a stray leaf from the counter and flicked it into a compost bin. “I hear you were the one who found him. What happened?” She glanced up, eagerness gleaming behind her eyes.

      Hadley was sure Jessie knew exactly what had happened on Saturday. There wasn’t a person in the lower valley who wouldn’t have heard at least four different accounts of Charlie’s death. However, Hadley also knew it was a common Stoneybrook practice for citizens to ask questions to which they already knew the answers in order to maintain the illusion the town didn’t run solely on gossip. Even the town’s younger generation was well versed in the expectation, as was evident from Jessie’s question.

      “It was awful,” Hadley said. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not relive it.”

      Jessie shot her a small smile. “I understand. Sorry to bring it up. I guess I’m still shocked.”

      “Everyone is.”

      At that, Jessie scoffed. “Not everyone, it seems,” she mumbled.

      Hadley tipped her head to one side. “What?”

      Jessie blinked up at her as if she’d forgotten she was there. “Oh, there are just a few people who seem to think Dad had something to do with Charlie’s death. They said they weren’t surprised Charlie showed up dead with the way Dad’s been threatening him.”

      “Yeah …” Hadley pulled in a deep breath.

      “Dad wouldn’t bend a flower petal on purpose, let alone do anything to hurt a person.” Jessie’s voice rose and her tone wavered.

      Hadley nodded. “I know. We all know that, Jess. It’s just the threats he was making toward Charlie make him look super suspicious now. He’s got a good alibi for that morning. Surely enough people saw him at the market, at his booth. The police will clear his name in no time.”

      “Thanks for your support.”

      “Are you sure you’re good?” Hadley asked again. “What happened to Charlie is awful. It would make sense to be sad about it,” she said, wondering briefly if the girl was masking her tears as allergies.

      Shaking her head vehemently, she answered, “I’m not saying Charlie deserved to die, but I definitely won’t be shedding a tear for him. He’s been awful to my dad for years, and the guy’s a complete creep. Well, he was …”

      Hadley hadn’t encountered Charlie too many times, but in the times she had, the man made her uncomfortable, touching her without asking and calling her pet names when they’d just met.

      Jessie, obviously done with their conversation, pushed the vases closer to her on the counter. “Do you need any help carrying these?”

      Hadley wrapped an arm around one vase and then grabbed the other two with her hands. “Nope. I’m a pro by now.”

      The color returned to Jessie’s face as she smiled. “Have a great day.”

      As Hadley exited the store, she felt a little tickle in her nose now that her face was surrounded by blooms. It must’ve just been the power of suggestion, though, because she’d never had an allergic reaction to the plants before, and while she knew it was possible to develop them as one got older, she doubted it was anything more than sympathy allergies.

      The thought reminded her of Charlie’s bee stings. As an adult, he had to have been aware of his allergy, if it was bad enough that three bee stings could bring on such an intense reaction. Someone who worked in an industry where bee stings were a given couldn’t not know they were deathly allergic to the insects, right? If he hadn’t known, it was possible his death had been a freak accident, the poor guy being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      If he did know he was allergic, though … Jessie’s comment about allergies and the different medications she’d tried came to mind. Assuming Charlie knew he was allergic and he had still decided to work as a florist, he must’ve had something precautionary like an EpiPen just in case of an emergency. And if that was true, why hadn’t he used it that morning? Anaphylaxis would’ve taken a few minutes, at least. Plenty of time to reach for an Epinephrine pen. But she hadn’t seen anything of the sort near him inside his flower van. Of course, she hadn’t noticed much beyond his body.

      Hadley pondered that as she walked down the street back toward the jam kitchen.

      “You’re a walking hazard with those.” The gruff voice stopped her, and she turned to see her brother standing, arms crossed, as he shot her a playful smirk. He stepped forward. “Here, let me take a few before you walk right into the road.”

      Smiling, Hadley handed over two of the three vases. Paul followed her as she rounded the corner into the back alley and unlocked the jam kitchen’s back door. It was usually such a chore each Monday to try to locate her key in her pocket and unlock the door with all of those vases in hand, so Paul’s help was appreciated.

      “So what’s got you all spacey this morning?” Paul asked, setting the two arrangements he held on the tables in the front windows. He walked over to her and took the last vase, setting it on the last table before returning his attention to her.

      “What?” she asked, arranging the flowers even though they were still perfect. “I’m not spacey.”

      Paul chuckled. “Right. You regularly zigzag across the whole sidewalk making pedestrians run out of your way. Sorry. I must be wrong.”

      Hadley pulled an apron over her head and focused on tying it behind her back to avoid the fact that Paul had a point.

      “Plus, you’ve almost no more nail polish left, and I swear you just painted those the other day.”

      Oh, great. I must’ve been picking at it while I was talking with Jessie. She curled her fingers in even though he’d already noticed the lack of light-purple polish.

      She sighed. “Okay, sorry. I was thinking about Charlie and Leo.”

      Paul raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

      Hadley told him about seeing the flower shop for sale, and explained her wonderings about Charlie’s allergy preparedness.

      “We’ve been looking into it. Apparently Charlie did have a prescription for an Epinephrine pen, but we haven’t found anything of the sort in the van.” Paul rubbed a hand over his dark beard.

      “Any luck finding Suze’s mystery woman or figuring out how she’s involved in this whole thing?”

      Paul shook his head. “Kevin and I are going up to Cascade Ridge this morning to go through Charlie’s home with Sheriff McKay to see if there are any clues there.”

      Hadley felt her eyebrows lift as if of their own accord.

      “Nope,” Paul said, leveling her with a serious stare. “Don’t you get that interested look. You are not coming with. We’ve got this under control, Had.”

      She knew Paul getting shot had shaken him just as much as it had her. Paul seemed intent on keeping her away from any further investigation, saying he couldn’t forgive himself if something happened to her. But what Hadley couldn’t forget was the fact that she’d been the one to save his life; that his gunshot wound would’ve likely been fatal if she hadn’t disobeyed him and gotten involved. So even though she knew he wasn’t going to be happy with her, she couldn’t help but investigate.

      Paul interrupted when she opened her mouth in protest.

      “I’d better get going.” He patted her shoulder and headed out through the front door.

      Once Paul was out of sight, Hadley slipped her phone from her purse and texted Suzanne.

      Wanna go up to Cascade Ridge for reasons which definitely don’t include digging around at Bloom while Paul’s busy with the rest of the deputies at Charlie’s house?

      Suze texted right back.

      Pick you up in ten. Get coffee.

      Hadley smiled and grabbed her wallet.
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      Hadley stood outside the jam kitchen ten minutes later, two lattes clutched in her hands as she watched Main Street for Suze’s powder-blue mini. She jumped, almost spilling the coffees when a black sedan pulled into one of the slanted spots in front of her and honked.

      Bending down to get a look at the driver, she was startled to find Suze behind the wheel.

      “Hey!” Hadley said as she opened the passenger door and climbed in.

      “Sorry for honking,” Suze replied. “I don’t know how to work the windows in this fancy thing.” She glanced cluelessly at the complicated dashboard of the fancy car.

      “I didn’t know you were getting a new car.”

      “Oh,” Suze chuckled. “This isn’t mine. I swapped with Hazel for the day. Figured Paul would spot my car instantly. Cascade Ridge is a big place, but a powder-blue car is a powder-blue car.”

      “Good point.” Hadley nodded, glad Suze had caught on to the clandestine nature of their mission.

      “Get yourself buckled. Kevin and Paul were walking out to the cruiser when I was driving past town hall.” Suze checked the rearview mirror. “If we want to maximize our searching time, we’d better be on their tail.”

      Hadley complied. “Thanks for understanding,” she said, glad her friend was on the same page.

      If she’d told most people that she was worried about her big, burly brother, they would surely laugh in her face. But Suze knew Paul almost as well as Hadley; she understood he was much more sensitive than he let on and that his injury would have worse lasting emotional effects than physical. Plus, the three of them had always been better together than apart.

      Hadley surveyed the car. “I didn’t know Hazel had such a fancy ride.”

      Hazel Smith was Suze’s longtime neighbor. She worked at the local pharmacy and was the head of the Stoneybrook Quilters Association. She was also the town’s paramount gossip.

      “She just got it. Said she’s been saving up for it for years.”

      “And she’s letting you drive it?” Hadley cocked an eyebrow at Suze.

      Suze elbowed Hadley. “Cut it out, if you still want a ride. I’m an incredibly safe driver.”

      “I know you are, but I’m pretty sure the loan has more to do with Hazel thinking the world of you.”

      While both women had known Hazel since they were little, Suze always had a soft spot for the older woman and vice versa. Suze’s grandma had lived in the house next to Hazel until she died a few years ago. They’d grown even closer when Suzanne had inherited her grandma’s house.

      “Well, who can blame her?” Suze joked. Then, without much warning, she reversed and pulled out onto Main Street, following the deputy cruiser as it went by.

      “We know how to get to Cascade Ridge.” Hadley chuckled. “You don’t have to follow them.”

      Suze shrugged. “It’ll make the most of our time if we can get there as close to when they arrive at Charlie’s as we can.”

      Hadley filled Suze in on the new developments in the case while she drove. They had to pay close attention, making sure they didn’t get too close to Paul and Kevin; even in a different car it would still look suspicious. Hadley explained all about her chat with Jessie earlier and her thoughts about Charlie’s unfortunate bee allergy.

      “Poor Leo,” Suze said as they drove up the winding road to Cascade Ridge. “I can’t believe people think he could have done something like this. Barry either.”

      Hadley picked at her nail polish.

      “Wait. You think it could be one of them?” Suze let out a small gasp.

      “No. I don’t know.” Hadley shrugged. “I just don’t want to let my feelings for people make me overlook the truth.”

      Suze took her eyes off the road for just a moment to look at Hadley. Short as it was, the glance was full of meaning, telling Hadley Suze understood why that was so important to her. Hadley had always prided herself on seeing the best in people, but last year she’d found out her husband of ten years—and high school sweetheart—had been cheating on her and had spent all of their savings. After that, Hadley vowed to not let people take advantage of her trust again, trying to become a shrewder judge of character.

      “I understand,” Suze said, smiling over at Hadley as the busy streets of Cascade Ridge came into view. “Okay, now where’d you go, Paul?” Suze scanned the roads for the green cruiser.

      “There.” Hadley pointed to the car taking a left about a mile ahead of them. “I think we’re good to head to Bloom now.”

      Suze clicked on her blinker and drove toward one of the larger shopping centers. She took the next left onto one of the busier through roads in the city.

      “If I remember correctly, Bloom is up in the next business complex.” Hadley pointed ahead.

      Unlike Valley Wildflowers’ storefront—which featured a wood-carved sign made by Hadley’s dad and hand-painted lettering on their window done by Suze herself—Bloom was in a fancy new building next to a Panera Bread and had a sign that looked like it cost more than half the businesses in Stoneybrook made in one quarter. They exited Hazel’s car and made their way up to the shiny glass doors, shading their eyes with their hands as the midday sun reflected off the large windows.

      “It’s closed.” Suze’s voice was as flat.

      Hadley sighed. “Of course it is. The owner just died. I can’t believe I thought it would be open.” She inwardly rolled her eyes at her mistake. Maybe Paul was right to keep her off the case. “I guess we came up here for nothing.”

      Suze nodded. “Bummer.”

      Dejected, they climbed back into Hazel’s car. They rejoined traffic in silence, and Hadley stared at a big semitruck rumbling along next to them on the two-lane highway that cut through Cascade Ridge. Semitrucks weren’t something they saw often down in Stoneybrook, the town’s infrastructure too small and its businesses in no need of such large deliveries. Hadley’s heart felt like it’d been run over by the huge machine.

      She sighed as Suze clicked on her blinker and pulled in behind the truck.

      “Omigosh!”

      The car screeched to a near stop. Then Suze flipped on her blinker and pulled into a block of two parallel-parking spots in front of a row of businesses. Hadley glanced at the street, then at Suze.

      “It’s her!”

      “What?”

      Suze pointed at a bench next to a bus stop about ten feet in front of them on the right. The bench featured one of those realtor ads that ran along the whole back rest. This one featured a woman with a sincere smile and smart, dark-brown hair worn in a bob. Vivian Harris, Vanderberg Realty, read the advertisement.

      “That’s the woman I saw parked in front of the market on Saturday, the one who sped away when I went to warn her about parking in the tow-away zone.”

      Hadley’s eyes widened, realizing what this meant. “It’s her?”

      Suze put up her hands and smiled. “It’s her!”

      Both the women looked over at the bench and the picture of Vivian’s face one more time.

      “Technically you’re in the market for a house.” Suze cocked an eyebrow.

      “Not in Cascade Ridge, though!” Hadley scoffed, offended she would even consider that an option.

      Suze dipped her head from side to side. “Well, of course, but Vivian doesn’t need to know that.”

      “Oh.” Hadley’s mouth formed a little circle. “Right.” She began to nod the more and more the idea sank in. “Okay. We could do that. Do you think she’ll recognize you, though?”

      Letting out a scoff, Suze waved a hand at Hadley. “The woman peeled out so fast, I doubt she noticed anything about me.”

      Satisfied, Hadley found the realty office’s address on her phone and Suze plugged it into the car’s GPS. Excitement built in Hadley’s stomach as the GPS began directing them toward Vivian, possibly toward some answers.

      Vanderberg Realty was housed in a large, beautiful building that overlooked the valley from its perch at the southeast edge of the city. Hadley gaped at the office, having a hard time not comparing it to Deborah’s tiny office in downtown Stoneybrook. She immediately felt awful for doing so. Vanderberg Realty was a national chain competing with the likes of Windermere, John L. Scott, and even Sotheby’s. Hadley preferred the intimate setting and small-town charm to this fancy operation any day.

      “This place is fancy.” Suze let out a whistle then snapped at Hadley, pointing at the glove box. “Can you reach in there and grab me a hair stick from th—” Suze’s face fell. “Oh darn. I forgot this isn’t my car.”

      Suze’s hair sticks were well known in Stoneybrook. Gathered from the riverbanks, Suze sanded and painted unique pieces of wood and kept them as single chopsticks to hold up her mass of brown curls whenever she got overwhelmed. From the unique patterns and colors to the way they only seemed to work in Suze’s wild locks, those hair sticks were something Hadley had always associated with her best friend.

      “Well.” She shrugged. “I guess I’m going in full volume, then.” Suze fluffed her curls, and they got out of the car.

      Hadley sucked in a deep breath as they approached the building and headed inside. A whoosh of air wrapped around them, smelling of a recent remodel, all new carpet and just-dried paint. A chipper, lanky, young woman sat behind a sensible desk in the foyer. Hadley smiled back at her when she beamed up at them.

      “Welcome. What can I do for you today?” she asked.

      “We’re here to see Vivian Harris,” Hadley stepped forward, Suze right by her side. “I’m moving into town and would like to look at some properties.”

      The receptionist nodded. “Sure thing. Who can I tell her is asking?”

      “Hadley James.”

      The girl picked up the phone. “Hey, Viv. When’s your first appointment today?” The girl glanced up at Hadley, winking. “Oh, perfect. You have a couple women here who are moving to town and would love to talk with you if you don’t mind starting a little early. Great.” She put the phone down and said, “You’re in luck; she has time to see you right now.”

      Hadley and Suze thanked the smiling girl and then stepped back to wait.

      Before long, the clicking of heels echoed out from the tiled hallway. Vivian Harris stepped out into the foyer like she was stepping right out of her bench ad. Her hair looked camera ready, as did her gray skirt suit and wide grin.

      Unlike Deborah—whose smile pushed the limits of dentistry, and whose makeup was thick enough for the stage—Vivian was put together in an understated way that made her all the more appealing.

      “Hello,” Vivian said, walking toward them with her hand outstretched. “Vivian Harris. Lovely to meet you.”

      “Hadley James.” Hadley shook her hand, feeling quite self-conscious of her chipped nails as she got a look at Vivian’s expertly manicured set. She stepped aside so Vivian could shake Suze’s hand. “This is my friend, Suzanne Till.”

      Vivian greeted Suze and then held her arm out toward the hall she’d come out from. “Why don’t we talk in my office?”

      She led the way to the back corner of the building and ushered them into a room that took Hadley’s breath away.

      Okay, maybe not everything about Cascade Ridge is terrible, she thought to herself as she looked out the two large picture windows opening out to the North Cascades. While Hadley had spent her whole life staring up at these same mountains and could name each peak, this was a different view. She could even see the row of mountains beyond the valley.

      “Wow, that’s quite the view.” Hadley exhaled for effect.

      Vivian beamed as she took a seat behind her desk. She glanced out at the scenery like a proud mother looking at her child. “It’s like my slogan says, ‘Cascade Ridge is the best place to live. Hands down.’ That wasn’t an overstatement when I wrote it.” Looking back to Hadley, she asked, “Where are you relocating from?”

      Torn between the beauty outside the window and her irritation at yet another example of Cascade Ridge residents’ belief that anywhere else—especially Stoneybrook—was terrible, Hadley took a moment to answer. She was tempted to lie to save herself from the frown she knew would come once she revealed she was from Stoneybrook, but she also couldn’t think of a better way to get Vivian talking about Charlie, so …

      “Stoneybrook.” Hadley cringed, like someone waiting to be slapped.

      But instead of launching into the usual diatribe against the small town to the south, Vivian’s face went pale, and her open mouth clamped shut.

      Feeling the awkwardness wrap around her throat like a hand, Hadley swallowed. “But … I just got divorced, and I think I need to get out of there. You know, my ex’s family lives there and it’s a little awkward still. A fresh start would be good.” Hadley stopped herself, realizing she was rambling to cover up her discomfort.

      As if she’d stopped listening at the word “Stoneybrook,” Vivian’s eyes narrowed, and she turned her attention to Suze.

      “You’re from Stoneybrook? That’s why you look so familiar. You were there on Saturday.”

      Suze gulped, glancing over at Hadley for a moment before turning back to Vivian.

      “Uh, yeah …” Suze squeaked out the answer.

      Maybe it was how the realtor’s amiable disposition had changed to a decidedly less-friendly version of her, or it was the chill which seemed to settle over the room, but Hadley worried they’d made a huge mistake by coming there alone.
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      Vivian smoothed a let’s sell you this house smile over her previously concerned face. “Stoneybrook is adorable.” Her gaze shifted between Suze and Hadley. “I wanted to check out your famous farmers market, but I saw people being turned away. I guess it just wasn’t my week.”

      “Sorry about that,” Suze said.

      “It’s kind of terrible, actually,” Hadley said, seeing her opening. “There was a death at the market.” Hadley searched Vivian’s face as she took in the news.

      The woman gasped. “Oh no. That’s terrible.” Her hand flew up to cover her mouth.

      Suze nodded. “It was awful.”

      “He was from Cascade Ridge, not Stoneybrook. Charlie Lloyd? He owns a floral shop up here, Bloom. Did you know him?”

      Vivian blinked, then shook her head. “No, I’m sorry to say I didn’t. There are a few florists in Cascade Ridge, and I can’t say I know any of them on a first-name basis. But we’re not like you small-towners; we don’t know every one of our neighbors the way you folks do.”

      Hadley smiled to cover up how hard she was gritting her teeth.

      “That stinks you didn’t get to look around at all,” Suze said, inserting herself into the conversation when she must’ve noticed Hadley was growing irritated.

      Picking up a pen from her desk, Vivian clicked it open and then closed it again. “Yes, a shame. Well, enough about that. Adorable as it is, Stoneybrook is stuck in the past. We definitely need to get you out of there. What’s your price range?”

      Hadley quoted the same amount she’d shared with Deborah the other day. She and Tyler were splitting the sale of the house, so the equity they’d built up over the past five years wasn’t much, but it would at least help her with a down payment.

      Instead of smiling and nodding—as Deborah had—Vivian inhaled, long and slow. “The market up here is much more competitive, I fear. That added to the fact that our homes just trend higher because of the views and better location …” Vivian’s forehead wrinkled, and she pulled out a pad of paper, jotting a few things down. “It’ll be tough, but I can find you something, I’m sure.” She smiled up at Hadley.

      Fighting the urge to roll her eyes at such stereotypical Cascade Ridge behavior, Hadley matched the woman’s grin. Thank goodness she didn’t have to buy up here, pretending she was going to was hard enough.

      “That would be great,” she said around the fake smile.

      “I could have some listings pulled for us to view by the end of the week. Does that work for you?” Vivian clicked on her computer and typed blindingly fast for a few seconds before she looked back up.

      “Yes, that works.” Hadley nodded.

      Vivian stood. “Great. I’ll give you a call. If you wouldn’t mind leaving your number with my receptionist, she’ll get in touch when I’ve got a firm date and time.”

      Agreeing she would, Hadley stood to leave, Suze following behind. And after stopping to give her phone number at the front desk, they scurried out into the parking lot. Hadley puffed up her cheeks and let her breath release slowly as they climbed into Hazel’s car.

      “Ugh. As if I could hate Cascade Ridge anymore than I already do.” She sighed. “At least I won’t have to see Vivian again. That story checks out. She must’ve just been there for the market.”

      Suze, who hadn’t said much the whole meeting—uncharacteristically—pressed her lips together. “Sorry Had, but you’re going to have to go back.”

      “What? Why?”

      “While you two were talking, I was looking around her office. She has a file organizer behind her desk labeled ‘Vendors,’ and one of the files said, ‘Charlie Lloyd - Bloom.’”

      “That liar,” Hadley snapped, slapping her hand down on her leg.

      Calm, cool, and put together as Vivian appeared, Hadley would take the overdone Deborah, her setups, and her poisonous perfume any day over Vivian Harris.

      “And if she lied about knowing Charlie, she could be lying about why she was in Stoneybrook the other day,” Hadley said, calming.

      People from Cascade Ridge always did this to her too. Knowing it wouldn’t help to yell, she resorted to picking off the last bit of her purple nail polish.

      “Hey, you’re getting flakes all over Hazel’s car. Knock it off.” Suze swatted at her.

      “Sorry. Okay, what do we do now?”

      “You have to take your appointment with Vivian later this week. I’ll come with you again, but we need to figure out a way to get her talking about Charlie. I want to know why she lied about knowing him and what she’s trying to cover up.”

      “Fine. I’ll call to set up an appointment, but let’s get out of here. I’m missing home like crazy.”

      Suze agreed and pulled out of the realty parking lot. Traffic in Cascade Ridge was nothing compared to a city like Seattle, but for Hadley and Suze, having grown up in Stoneybrook—where there wasn’t even one stoplight—the whole thing felt frazzling and frustrating. Despite the traffic, Suze navigated them back to the main highway through the city. The route took them past Bloom again, and Hadley stared at the building as it passed by her window.

      “Is it just me, or does Bloom look open now?” she asked, noticing rows of lights on that hadn’t been before.

      Suze didn’t even take her eyes off the road, instead just flipping on her blinker and pulling into the parking lot. After parking, she bobbed her head up and down to better see the store. “I think you’re right.”

      Shrugging, they got out of the car.

      When they entered, a young man stood behind the counter. He was tall and handsome, though a good ten years younger than Hadley and Suze. He had long, wavy, brown hair sitting just at his broad shoulders. He swiped it back out of his face as he smiled at them.

      “Good afternoon, ladies. Welcome to Bloom.”

      “Hi,” the women said simultaneously.

      “Can I help you find anything in particular?”

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath of the fragrant air as she looked around. The place was large enough to have eaten Valley Wildflowers whole and still have room to gobble up three other flower shops along with it. Not only did Hadley recognize some of the native flowers she was used to seeing in Leo’s shop, but there were also the standard types she was sure they carried year-round.

      Cookie cutter as it was, Hadley glanced at the arrangement the young man had been working on when they entered; it was gorgeous. He was an artist for sure. Suze appraised the piece as well, and from her raised eyebrows, Hadley could tell her artistic friend approved.

      The young man cleared his throat, still waiting for an answer.

      “Sorry, we’re not usually this spacey. It’s been a weird day.” Hadley stepped closer to the counter.

      The young man’s face softened. “No worries. Just let me know if you need any help.”

      “Actually,” Suze said. “This is our first time in the shop. Do you own it?”

      Any kindness evident in the man’s features hardened over. He shook his head. “I’m just the assistant manager. My boss owns the place … er—he did. Sorry, it’s been a weird couple of days for me.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.” Hadley hadn’t missed the anger that flared up when he talked about Charlie. She stepped closer to the young man so she could read his name tag.

      “It’s not. He died.” Stuart shrugged. “I didn’t open up this morning, but it didn’t feel right. I didn’t know what else to do, so I eventually came in to work like normal.” He looked around the store nostalgically.

      “I’m so sorry.” Hadley locked eyes with him. “Does that mean you’re out of a job?”

      Again, Stuart shrugged. “I don’t know.” Then he huffed out a deprecating laugh. “I should know that, huh?”

      Suze and Hadley smiled along with him.

      “We had a few things in the works—a second store, some changes to this one. But …” Stuart shook his head. “Now I don’t know where any of that stands. I’ve worked here since I was sixteen. I don’t know what I’ll do now.”

      “Your boss’s lawyer will be able to help you with all of it. I wouldn’t worry about it now. I’m sure he thought about you.” Hadley knew she was leading, but she kept on going. “If you’ve worked here that long, you and your boss must be like family.”

      Stuart barked out a humorless laugh. “That’s a good one. No. That’s the one clear thing in this whole situation.”

      Suze wrinkled her forehead. “If you two didn’t get along, why did you continue to work here for so long then?”

      Sighing, Stuart said, “He was a master manipulator. Each time I sounded like I was going to quit, he’d offer me a carrot and convince me to stay. Then things would get a little better for a bit. But after a few months, we’d be right back where we were.”

      Hadley chewed on the inside of her cheek as she thought. She knew Charlie wasn’t a nice man, but it also sounded like Stuart was kind of silly for not leaving. Or, maybe Stuart wasn't telling the whole story.

      She was about to ask if their business worked with Vanderberg Realty, and if so, in what capacity, when the shop door opened behind her, letting in a burst of air.

      “Uh oh …” Suze mumbled under her breath, jabbing at Hadley with her elbow.

      Hadley turned to see what Suze was looking at and groaned. Paul loomed in the doorway, arms crossed in front of his chest and an eyebrow cocked in disapproval. Her stomach lurched; she was never going to hear the end of this.
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      Hadley turned back to a confused Stuart and pasted a fake grin on her face. “I’m so sorry. In an unexpected turn of events, we must go. Immediately.” She grabbed on to Suze’s forearm and tugged her toward the door.

      “But we’ll be back,” Suze called back to him.

      “Oh, no you won’t,” Paul grumbled, following the women out the door.

      Out in the parking lot, Hadley turned to Paul. “What a weird coincidence. We were just looking into some flowers for … uh …”

      “Price comparison,” Suze said, coming to her rescue.

      Hadley nodded, thanking her friend in her thoughts.

      The hard creases on either side of Paul’s mouth told Hadley he didn’t buy it. “It doesn’t matter if Valley Wildflowers started charging in gold coins, you’d never choose anything in Cascade Ridge over Stoneybrook. Cut the act, ladies. Just tell me what you were doing.”

      Knowing Paul would take the fact that they were worried about him about as well as a bull seeing red, Hadley’s mind searched for alternatives.

      “We had so much fun helping you on the last case, we thought we could be your Scooby gang,” she blurted out.

      “Scooby gang?” Paul cleared his throat.

      “Yeah.” Suze nodded. “You have to admit, we make a pretty good team.” She pasted a big smile on her face.

      Hadley did the same.

      Paul narrowed one eye. “No offense, but this isn’t a cartoon, and I’m a deputy, not a teenage boy with a goofy dog.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve said it before yourself; we can find things out that people won’t always tell the police. Like how we discovered Stuart in there pretty much hated working for Charlie.” Hadley curled her fingers into her palm to keep herself from pointing at the shop. Stuart might be watching.

      “And we found the suspicious lady from the market on Saturday,” Suze added, pursing her lips into a smug smile.

      At that, Paul straightened a bit, and just a fraction of anger slid from his face. “Who is she?”

      Suze said, “A local realtor named Vivian Harris. She works at Vanderberg Realty, and she lied to us, told us she didn’t know Charlie even though she had a file which proved she’d used his company before.”

      “Got it. I’ll go check her out. But I think it’s time for you two to head back home.”

      Hadley and Suze adopted the same narrowed glare.

      “We just gave you two really good clues, and you’re going to send us away?” Suze asked.

      Paul frowned. “I appreciate your help, but this isn’t Stoneybrook. We can’t get by on knowing people and hearing everything through the gossip mill.”

      “Everyone gossips, Paul, not just small towns.” Hadley put a hand on her hip.

      “Yes, but I’d feel much better if you two could focus on our town. Talk with Leo, figure out why Barry was acting so weird. Please leave the questioning up here to me.”

      Hadley and Suze glanced at each other. Suze wet her lips, and Hadley pressed hers together in a thin line.

      “Okay,” Hadley said after a moment. “We’ll go back.” She put her hands up in surrender.

      “Good luck,” Suze called over her shoulder as they walked back to Hazel’s car.

      Once inside, they sat there in frustrated silence for a few seconds.

      “I hate getting kicked off the case,” Suze wrinkled her nose. “It makes me feel like a teenager all over again—so many rules and things we’re not supposed to do.”

      Hadley held up her pointer finger. “But we didn’t get kicked off the case. He just relegated us to local issues. That’s not bad.”

      “True.” She tipped her head to one side. “So does that mean you’re not going to see Vivian again if she calls to set up an appointment?”

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m not sure yet.”

      Suze smiled and then started the car. They tried to forget all about murders and victims and alibis as Suze drove them back to Stoneybrook. Returning home after venturing up to the bigger city for a few hours felt akin to wrapping herself up in a fluffy blanket and sinking into her couch, Ansel curling up by her side. Hadley sighed. Paul was right, this town was her wheelhouse, and she and Suze could get to the bottom of things here.

      She waved goodbye when Suze dropped her off at the jam kitchen. Inside, Hadley puttered around for a few minutes. Already a few weeks ahead on her production, she checked her online orders and didn’t see anything new.

      She exhaled and looked around her kitchen.

      Technically, she should be at home right now, packing up and getting ready for her inevitable move. Grabbing her purse, she cursed herself for being so on top of things in the jam business and headed home.

      An hour after arriving at her house, she had managed to play with Ansel, organize her books based on spine color, and buy a new set of aprons online for her jam kitchen to replace her ratty, old ones. She stared at the empty boxes in her living room.

      Just when she was about to get up, her phone rang, startling her but putting a smile on her face. Hadley grabbed at it. Maybe it was Paul with more information about the murder. Her heart beat in anticipation.

      Deborah’s name flashed on the screen.

      Hadley pressed her lips forward. Not Paul, but not bad either. She answered it.

      “Hey, Deborah.”

      “Hadley, honey. I know we just saw each other yesterday, but I felt so bad there wasn’t anything you were drawn to, and I wanted to make it up to you. I found two places I think you’ll just love. Are you free today at any point?”

      “Right now is great, if that works for you.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. Deborah cleared her throat. “Uh, yeah. I’m just about to show someone else around and … well, from how you acted yesterday, I got the vibe you weren’t into being stuck in the car with him.”

      Luke.

      Hadley glanced around her house. It was either deal with Luke or stay here and be forced to pack up.

      She sighed. “That’s okay. I’m fine sharing you. You can come get me now.”

      From the squeal that followed, she was afraid she would live to regret those words. If Deborah thought they would make a great couple before with no evidence whatsoever to support her theory, Hadley saying yes to spending more time with him would surely convince the matchmaking realtor they were meant to be.

      “Oh great!” Deborah said. “I’m just about to head out the door.”

      Hadley paced around for a few minutes until Deborah’s SUV pulled up in front of her house. Saying a quick goodbye to Ansel, Hadley pulled the door closed behind her and jogged up the driveway, climbing into the air-conditioned vehicle. Minutes later, she and Deborah pulled up in front of the tenant house Luke was living in on the edge of Fenton Farms.

      Mouth hanging open a bit, Hadley scanned the secluded meadow surrounding the small house. She hadn’t been back here for years; she’d forgotten how magical the place was. Tall grass swayed in the breeze sitting tucked up around the house, looking as soft and fluffy as if it were drifts of cream-colored snow. Stately pines surrounded the meadow, giving the place an enclosed feeling, like it just might be the only house in the world. Regardless of the trees, the house still had a great view of some of the larger peaks of the nearest mountains as they peeked up over the treetops.

      Hadley sighed, peace washing over her. She rolled down her window, knowing she would hear the rushing of the wind through the grass layered with the louder sound of the river flowing just yards past the meadow. The smell of warm soil and pine needles flowed in through the open window as she focused on the house. It was the least remarkable thing on the property. It was small, outdated, and could use new siding, a new coat of paint, and a new roof … to start.

      Luke exited through the front door, smiling as he spotted her through the open passenger window.

      “Couldn’t get enough of me yesterday?” He smirked as he slipped into the back seat.

      Hadley turned around. “It’s been an informative day. For example, I’ve learned my annoyance with you is not greater than my hatred for packing. So, yes, tease away. I’m immune to it today.”

      Luke chuckled, buckling himself in. “Where are we off to, Debs?”

      The realtor stiffened at the nickname, but covered her distaste with a smile. “We have two houses, one for each of you.” Before either of them could say anything, she added, “But don’t worry. I think you’ll love them.”

      The scenery around Stoneybrook often took Hadley’s breath away, and she found it happening all over again as Deborah drove them around the backroads of the town. The A-frame Deborah showed Hadley first, however, did nothing to change her breathing. It was cute and close to the river, but there was nothing about it that wowed Hadley or made her feel a connection with the house or property.

      “No worries. I’ll keep searching,” Deborah said as they climbed back into the vehicle, but her rigid posture revealed her downtrodden feelings.

      Hadley, too, felt frustrated. At this rate, she would never find a place to live and would be forced to become a burden on Suze since Paul had acted weird about her moving in.

      Dispirited, Hadley tried to focus on Luke’s next house. They passed by Barry’s farm, and Hadley scanned the dozen stacked boxes sitting in the field. Remembering the story about so many of his bees dying, Hadley pressed her hand against the glass and tried to think happy thoughts for the rest of them.

      Just past Barry’s farm, Deborah took a right and traveled down a dirt road, pulling to a stop before a gorgeous new construction house with an old construction feel. It had cedar siding and brilliant white trim, which accented its forest-green door.

      “Okay.” Luke got out and strutted around the property. “This is not half bad, Deb. Not half bad at all.”

      Hadley followed Luke and Deborah inside the house for the tour.

      It was amazing. There were views of the mountains from most of the rooms, the river was right through the trees, and it seemed to have everything on Luke’s list. This had to signal the end to his search. He couldn’t possibly be so picky.

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I like it. Like—like it, like it. But do I love it?”

      The indecisive shrug which followed rendered Hadley to all of twelve again and all she wanted to do was roll her eyes and let out a frustrated groan. Being an adult, she simply walked away.

      She knew she was being childish, but after seeing Vivian’s looks of pity that morning as she explained how much more everything was up in Cascade Ridge, looking at houses with someone who had loads more disposable income felt … well, annoying.

      Hadley’s wandering took her around back and she found herself in the landscaped backyard. It was the perfect mix of neighborhood and wilderness, a small radius around the back porch was cultivated while anything ten feet out was untamed forest. Following a footpath out to the edges of the property, Hadley walked toward the sound of the river. Maybe that would calm her down. But before she even reached the river, something to her right caught her eye.

      She followed the shock of color in the otherwise green and brown forest, moving through what looked to be an animal path toward a small meadow. It probably used to be a meadow, but now was being used as a beautiful garden full of flowers. The tilled land and the fact they were growing in rows told Hadley these flowers had been planted on purpose, despite them all being native species to the area.

      “Find a secret garden?” Luke asked as he stepped up behind her.

      Hadley jumped, her hand moving to her chest as she let out a breath. “Maybe. It seems too far away from the house to be a part of the landscaping, but it’s too deliberate; someone had to have planted all of this.” Hadley walked forward and held the head of a beautiful sunflower in her palm.

      “Not to mention someone’s been here harvesting.” Luke knit his brows together for a moment as he bent down to inspect the stem of a flower that had been freshly cut.

      Hadley understood his need to inspect. What she didn’t understand was when he leaned over and smelled the plant’s leaves and then swept his thumb across the surface. As he stood, Luke rubbed the tips of his fingers together like she had the morning she’d found Charlie’s body and had gotten the sticky substance on her skin.

      “What?” she asked, taking a step closer to him.

      “These flowers have been sprayed.”

      “With water?”

      Luke shook his head. “Pesticides.”

      Hadley blinked. “Which means someone hasn’t been following the rules.”

      “Looks like it.” His blue eyes seemed to cloud over, like a summer day overtaken by a storm.
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      Minutes later, Hadley and Luke walked Deborah back to the secret garden they’d found behind the house. The second time approaching the hidden plot of land felt a lot less magical now that Hadley knew about the chemicals coating the leaves and petals.

      “I know you probably don’t have the property line memorized, but do you know if this garden is part of the property we were just looking at?” Luke ran a hand over his light-brown stubble.

      Deborah bobbed her head. “I would say so. It’s a ten-acre plot and this is only a few hundred feet from the house. It must be a part of it.”

      “Who owns this land right now?” Hadley asked.

      Deborah fidgeted with the hem of her blouse. She glanced from Hadley to Luke. “It’s … well, Jack and Sarah Henley do.”

      Henley. The last name felt like a sucker punch to Hadley’s gut. And from the way Luke’s expression fell, he was equally affected by it. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Her ex-husband’s family was a Stoneybrook staple. They were everywhere around here. And Jack, Tyler’s father, had a knack for real estate, flipping properties before anyone even knew he’d purchased them.

      But while Luke and Hadley were both surprised to hear the last name, their shock was bred from different reasons. Whereas Hadley’s came from the general dread which now encompassed anything having to do with her ex-family, Luke’s came from the fact that he and Tyler had been best friends since childhood.

      “The Henleys?” Luke’s face was set like a block of concrete. Then he began to shake his head. “No. They’re not farmers.”

      He was right. The Henleys, while having lived in the Cascade Valley for generations had always been into real estate and business. Tyler’s mother and father owned the grocery store in town, his uncle ran the local ice cream shop, and his aunt kept a popular café. Tyler had gone to school for accounting. Not a one of them were farmers. And even if they had been, Hadley couldn’t imagine any of them being the kind to treat their plants with town-banned pesticides.

      Hadley may disagree with them about a lot of things—and half of them may still not be talking to her after the divorce—but she refused to believe the family she had been a part of would do something so terrible.

      Deborah shrugged, missing the piece of information about the pesticides, and so, not understanding what was so bad about owning a garden. “I’m sorry, Luke. I thought you might be thrilled to take the place because of who owned it.” Deborah leaned in close to ask, “Is there a reason you don’t want to buy from the Henleys? Have you had a falling out?”

      The question was so Stoneybrook, Hadley had to suppress the urge to shake her head. She also knew the act of Deborah asking the question meant half the town already thought he did, regardless of Luke’s answer.

      “Not at all,” Luke answered, then glanced over at Hadley for a quick second.

      He was one of the few people in town who knew the actual reason Hadley had asked for a divorce from Tyler this year. When they’d first let their families know, Tyler had said they’d simply grown apart, omitting his infidelity. Hadley had been so shocked in the moment she hadn’t contradicted him. Once she came to her senses, it seemed petty and unnecessary. After growing up in a small town, it was kind of nice to keep a secret.

      It didn’t hurt she was also incredibly embarrassed about having missed the signs. Regardless of the hurt she’d felt at being cheated on and the financial strain he’d placed on her with the cost of his extravagant affair, Tyler was also someone she’d known her entire life. She wasn’t about to be the one to go around town telling everyone what had happened.

      Luke cleared his throat and turned to look at Deborah. “I was just … uh, curious about who owned the place, that’s all.” Gesturing back toward the house, Luke motioned to get them to start moving.

      The short walk was awkward, the unspoken things hanging between Luke and Hadley felt like a whole other person. They hadn’t talked much about the affair, other than Luke apologizing for knowing toward the end and not knowing how to tell her.

      She couldn’t hold a grudge against him for keeping it from her, sure she wouldn’t have been ready to hear it from him. In the end, the woman he’d been sleeping with, Christina, had contacted Hadley, hoping it might be the catalyst to Tyler leaving her for good as he’d been promising he would.

      And even though it had been almost a year since she found out—and months since her divorce finalized—she still wasn’t ready for people to know. She didn’t want to deal with the sympathetic looks she would get for months after once they did know. A small part of her was still waiting for Tyler to be the one to tell everyone, a hope that became more of a dream once he’d decided to move to Seattle a few months ago.

      “So what do you think?” Deborah asked as they got into the SUV and buckled up.

      Luke’s voice was tight in that way it got when he was lying. “I’m interested. There are a few things I would like to ask the Henleys myself, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      Deborah smiled, missing the small intonations Hadley had caught. “Sure thing. You let me know how you’d like to proceed.”

      Pulling out onto the road, Deborah began to chat in length about paint colors and the mistakes people often make when pairing them, but Hadley couldn’t focus on her words. Luke cleared his throat, and she glanced back at him.

      His blue eyes narrowed as she met them, his lips pressed into a thin line. Suddenly, she was transported back in time to when they were younger, and it seemed like she could read his every thought, and he knew hers.

      Hadley had always wondered if being a twin, how she and Paul had a bond regular people didn’t, made her more susceptible to these telepathic-like connections. As it was she, Paul, Suze, and Luke had been inseparable growing up, and for a long time, it had felt like it wasn’t just Paul whom Hadley could read.

      She still felt like that with Suze. The woman could cock an eyebrow or grunt, and Hadley knew exactly what she was thinking. They often texted each other at the same moment, seemingly on the same wavelength.

      And even though she and Luke had grown apart in high school, he maintained he could still read her just as well. She couldn’t read him like that anymore.

      Except in that moment.

      Just with one look, Hadley knew Luke wanted her to come with him to talk with the Henleys.

      She shook her head. Heck no! She sent him a scowl, hoping her actions were subtle enough to escape Deborah’s attention as she moved into the horrid mistakes people make with drapes.

      When she looked back at Luke, he was holding up two fingers, almost like a peace sign. He curled them down twice, looking almost like he was using air quotes. Hadley knew otherwise. It was their secret, childhood sign for a double dog dare.

      Seeing it again brought back so many silly memories that she couldn’t help the laugh that burst out of her. Deborah caught it, but the woman was blindly entrenched in the world of home interiors and seemed to assume Hadley had found something she’d said about drapes hilarious and said, “It is funny! Isn’t it?”

      Hadley suppressed a grin and shot a glance back at Luke one more time. Rolling her eyes, she reluctantly nodded, telling him she accepted. After all, they’d taken an oath to only use the double-dog-dare gesture when completely necessary. She pretty much had to. And when Deborah dropped him off a few minutes later, Hadley knew the hand he held up in a wave was him telling her he’d come pick her up in five minutes.

      For the remaining time in Deborah’s car, Hadley tried to focus on her words. They parted at Hadley’s house, her slipping out of the passenger seat and waving to Deborah.

      “I’m sorry the place didn’t work out today, dear.” Deborah’s forehead wrinkled. “But we’ll find you something, I promise.

      Hadley waved a hand. “No worries. I’ve got time,” she said, pushing down the feelings of worry that she definitely didn’t.

      Turning her back, Hadley headed toward her home, but she didn’t go inside. Instead, she settled onto her lime-green love seat and waited for a moment until Luke’s truck pulled up where Deborah’s had just dropped her off.

      He rolled down his window as she stood and walked over.

      “You’re a liar,” he said, propping his arm on the door as he leaned out of the window.

      Cocking an eyebrow, Hadley said, “I am?”

      “A few months ago, you told me you couldn’t read me. I’m sorry to break it to you, but you just did, Hads.”

      She laughed, climbing up into the passenger seat of the truck, feeling like she was back in high school. “It was some sort of time warp, I think. Once you brought out the dare it felt like we were thirteen again.”

      His lips pulled into a smirk that was so quintessentially Luke, Hadley felt her lungs pull tight with nostalgia.

      “But you’re right,” Hadley added after Luke put the car in drive.

      Luke glanced over at her, a question written in his knitted brow.

      “You’re getting easier to read again,” she said. “You’re coming back.”

      His eyes squinted up as he grinned. “I’ve been back for months, actually.” He watched the road.

      “You know what I mean.”

      He paused, then dipped his chin. “Yeah, I do.” After a quiet moment, he said, “You are too, coming back.”

      Hadley cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not the one who left.”

      Luke’s smile faded, his jaw muscles tightened in his cheek. “You did, Had. You weren’t—” His voice cut out, and he shook his head. “I think a part of you knew … about Tyler … long before.”

      Hadley’s heart ached as she realized he was right. She’d spent so many nights wondering how she’d missed the clues, asking why she hadn’t noticed this or asked that. But there was a part of her that had always known she never fully had Tyler’s heart or his attention.

      Before either of them could say anything more, however, Luke pulled onto Main Street, and the time for talking about the past seemed to have done just that, passed. Pulling up near the orange-and-white striped awning of the Main Street entrance to the Henley Family Grocer.

      While it was difficult to avoid the sole grocery store in town, Hadley had done her best to get everything she could at the farmers market and Hal’s Food N Stuff minimart. In fact, over the last four months, she could count on one hand the number of times she’d entered the Henley Family Grocer.

      The white tile floors reflected the florescent lights. Their sneakers squeaked as they walked inside. In all of her excitement about the case, Hadley didn’t stop to think why Luke wanted her there with him until they were scanning the aisles for Mister or Missus Henley.

      “Wait.” Hadley pulled Luke to a stop in the cereal aisle. “Why am I here with you, again?”

      Luke blinked. “To help me figure out why they’ve got a secret garden.”

      “Yeah, but they hate me. This isn’t a good idea. I think you should talk to them alone.”

      Luke caught Hadley’s flighty gaze with his. “Had, I’m counting on the fact that they hate you. You’re part of the plan, babe. I want them flustered so they’ll be less likely to lie. Don’t worry, I’ll get rid of you at the first dirty look.”

      A mixture of anger at his use of the nickname and worry about seeing the Henleys rendered her speechless, so Hadley nodded and followed Luke the rest of the way down the aisle. His eyes lit up and he came to an abrupt halt, moving back by the cereal to hide.

      “Okay, Jack sighting. I’m going to start talking to him and then you come up after a minute. Say hello, try to start a conversation.” There was a sparkle in Luke’s eye as he recounted the plan.

      “That’s the dumbest plan ever.” Hadley crossed her arms over her chest.

      “It may be dumb, but it’ll work.” Luke winked, then touched his finger to the tip of her nose. “Trust me.”
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      After Luke walked away, Hadley strained to hear from her hiding place by the bagged cereals. The plastic crinkled as she slid along the shelf farther toward the end of the aisle.

      “Hey, Jack! How are you?” Luke did a great job of sounding pleasantly surprised.

      A thump came next, which sounded like Luke slapping a hand onto the older man’s back, or possibly enveloping him into a tight hug.

      Just as Hadley was about to emerge from her hiding place, Luke said—louder than was necessary, which meant he wanted her to hear—“Sarah! You came out of nowhere. So good to see you.”

      Hadley pressed her eyes closed, tight. She hadn’t run into Tyler’s parents for months and still wasn’t sure if she was ready. But she also wanted the information about the garden on their property, so if Luke thought her making things awkward would help that, it was worth a shot.

      Opening her eyes and exhaling her worries, Hadley walked out from the cereal aisle and just about bumped straight into Luke’s back. She hadn’t realized how close he was standing.

      “Sorry,” she said, flailing to avoid running into him and stumbling off to the right. Once she found her balance, she sent a fake look of apology toward him. With one last deep breath, she steeled her courage and looked where the Henleys stood.

      The cold, angry faces glaring at her weren’t a surprise. Even the awkward way Jack cleared his throat wasn’t enough to unnerve her. But when Sarah, someone whom she used to consider a mother, curled her lip and glared at Hadley like she was the human equivalent of freezers full of spoiled food, she began to doubt the plan.

      “Oh, uh … hi there.” She smiled, or maybe it was a cringe. “Hey, Luke.” For some reason, in the moment, Hadley went with the whole glad to have you back routine. “How are you liking being back home?” she asked.

      Luke’s amused grin seemed completely real, unlike her forced questions. “It’s great.” Luke bobbed his head.

      “Why do you want to know?” Sarah asked with a sneer. “Are you going to run him out of town too?”

      Hadley balked. “Sarah, I—”

      Luke settled a hand on her arm, turning to point her in the other direction. “Maybe you should … go.” He winked at her, to let her know she’d done what he needed.

      “Right.” She sighed as she shot one last, sad look over at Sarah and Jack, then headed back down the cereal aisle, stopping when she was just out of sight so she could still hear.

      “Have you heard from Tyler lately?” Sarah asked, her tone softening.

      Hadley’s spine stiffened, and she leaned closer to hear Luke’s answer.

      “Uh, yeah.” Luke must’ve known she would still be listening in, because his voice was awkward and clipped. “Sounds like he’s doing well.”

      “He calls us when he can, but he’s so busy. I’m not complaining; it’s just hard when we’ve been used to him living here in town.” Without seeing her, Hadley knew Sarah was spinning the simple gold band on her right ring finger. She always did that when she was worried.

      And even though Hadley knew she hadn’t been the reason Tyler moved away—though having him live elsewhere was much easier for her, so she wasn’t complaining—her heart still hurt for Sarah and the rest of the Henleys. If Hadley felt like she’d lost touch with the man she’d married, she couldn’t begin to imagine how his family felt about this new, city-dwelling version of their favorite son, cousin, brother, etc.

      “We’re glad to have you back in town, though,” Jack said.

      “Thank you,” Luke replied. “Actually, that’s part of the reason I wanted to talk with you. Deborah showed me the property you two are selling out on Meadowvale, just past Barry’s place, but I’m interested in the wildflower garden in the woods behind the house.”

      “Oh, that’s not ours,” Sarah said quickly. “I mean, we’re renting it out to someone.”

      “But don’t worry, we told him he could only use it until the place sold.” Jack cleared his throat. “Not that it’s an issue anymore.”

      “Why?” Luke asked.

      “Well,” Jack lowered his voice. “It was Charlie. He approached me after we denied him at that first town council meeting, asking if there was anything he could do to change our minds about letting him be a part of the market. I told him he might have a better chance if he could claim his flowers were grown in town.”

      “And when did you find out he was using pesticides on the flowers?” Luke’s voice was low, but Hadley could tell he was trying to keep his tone nonthreatening.

      “What?” Sarah scoffed. “Luke, you know we wouldn’t allow any—”

      “After the bees died.” Jack interrupted his wife.

      “Jack?” She sounded incredulous. “I can’t believe you kept that from me.”

      “By then the damage was already done. I promise I didn’t know about it before then. I even went to apologize to Barry, offered to pay him for the damages to his colonies, but he would have none of it. All he wanted to know was who was responsible.”

      “And did you tell him?” Luke asked.

      Nothing but silence followed. Frustrated and needing to know the answer to the question, Hadley leaned around the end-cap of the aisle to see what was happening. In her haste, Hadley knocked over the cardboard stand holding a new kind of granola. The bags went skidding across the bright, linoleum tiles, a few stopping at Luke’s feet and one smacking into Sarah’s sneaker.

      The three of them glanced over at her and every expression on their faces made her want to die. The Henleys’ because the accident only seemed to deepen their anger with her, and Luke’s because his smirk told her it would be a long time before he let her forget this.

      “I’m so, so sorry.” She scrambled forward, righting the cardboard display. Gathering the bags in her arms, she attempted to reset them.

      Luke helped her, grabbing the ones that had slid the farthest. After setting the last one upright, he wrapped an arm around Hadley’s shoulders and said, “Good seeing you two, but I’m going to escort Miss James out of the store before she does any more damage.”

      She wanted to glare at him, but Hadley was too embarrassed to look up from the floor. She gave a sheepish wave and let Luke be her eyes as he rushed them down the aisles. A summer breeze cooled her hot cheeks as they walked outside.

      “Well, that was terrible.” She covered her face with her hands.

      Luke chuckled. “It wasn’t all bad.”

      Letting her hands drop, she finally met his gaze with a withering one of her own.

      “What? We learned an important clue. Charlie was the one responsible for killing so many of Barry’s bees. And Barry refused money, but wanted the name of the person who’d sprayed the pesticide? That sounds like a man out for revenge to me.”

      Hadley shook her head, turning back toward Luke’s truck. “Barry’s not one of our main suspects.”

      “He’s not?” Luke’s eyebrows lifted skeptically. “Pretty sure he should be. A man is killed with bees after he poisons a good portion of the colonies owned by an intense bee lover. Sounds like a Stephen King novel, sure, but it seems to check out to me.”

      They reached the truck and Luke unlocked it. Once they were inside, Hadley said, “Sweet, kind Barry? I don’t buy it. Plus, we’re looking into some woman up in Cascade Ridge. I think she’s our killer.”

      “Wait, you’re seriously not even considering Barry?” Luke turned to look at her instead of putting the key in the ignition. “And what about Leo? The man flat out threatened Charlie the day before he turned up dead, and he was furious about Charlie encroaching on his market space.”

      “Leo brings huge vases full of flowers to the hospital up in Cascade Ridge whenever he can. He regularly puts fresh flowers on every gravesite in the Stoneybrook Cemetery. He made the flowers for my wedding. I’ve known him my whole life.” Hadley buckled herself in. “I refuse to believe he had anything to do with Charlie’s death.”

      Luke’s face hardened. “Just because you know and love these people doesn’t mean anything, Had. Good people get angry too. Good people make mistakes and bad decisions. Don’t be so naive to think you know everything about people just because you’ve known them for a long time.”

      The statement stung. Hadley knew she had the tendency to trust too blindly, but having Luke point it out felt so much worse, somehow. She covered up her pained expression with disregard.

      As quick as she’d been to hide her emotions, the deep lines between Luke’s eyebrows told her he’d still seen the effect of his words.

      “I’m sorry.” He shoved his key into the ignition and sighed. “That was a crappy thing to say, Had.”

      Hadley smiled over at him. “It’s okay. I—you’re right. I’ll make sure to include Barry and Leo on my list of suspects. I’ll let Paul know right away what we learned about the connection between Charlie and Barry’s dead bees today.”

      Returning her not-so-convincing smile, Luke started the car and pulled onto Main Street. They spent the five-minute drive in silence. When he stopped in front of her house, Luke put a hand on hers.

      Flinching at his touch, Hadley resisted the urge to pull her hand away. Instead, she glanced up at him.

      “Sorry about the Henleys. I didn’t know they’d be so rude to you, or I would never have asked you to come with me.”

      She shrugged. “It’s okay. I’m getting used to it.”

      “Are you sure it wouldn’t just be easier to tell them what happened?”

      Hadley shook her head. Tyler was Stoneybrook’s golden boy. Her ex had been their star quarterback, had taken the team to win the championship two years running. He’d bagged their groceries during his teenage years and had charmed every one of them with his handsome smile.

      Part of Hadley knew there were many Stoneybrookians who wouldn’t even believe Tyler had cheated on her. But even if they would believe her, Hadley didn’t want to have to be the one to break it to his family. If Tyler wanted to tell them, it was up to him, but Hadley wasn’t about to be the one to make them see their perfect son in anything but a glorious light.

      “Ty needs to be the one to make the decision, not me,” she said, hoping that would close the topic for good.

      “You’re a bigger person than me, then,” Luke said.

      “Not just more naïve?” She cocked an eyebrow at him, throwing his previous comment back at him as well.

      He laughed. “I guess I deserve that. But seriously, you’re a good person, Had.” His blue eyes locked on to hers. “I’m sorry Tyler took advantage of that.”

      Speechlessness hit Hadley about as intensely as Luke’s apology. It wasn’t like he could’ve controlled Tyler’s behavior as his best friend any more than she could’ve as Tyler’s wife, but it was nice regardless. And as much as Luke liked to joke around, liked to mess with her, she could tell he meant what he said.

      Which meant maybe she could read him like she used to.

      “Thanks, Luke. See you around.” She opened the door and slipped outside before she said anything else, because she didn’t quite trust herself in that moment.

      As she walked to her house, she wondered, did the fact that she could read Luke Fenton again mean he was changing, or was she?
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      Once Hadley got inside and heard Luke’s truck pull away, she texted Paul and Suze and invited them over for dinner.

      You had me at dinner, was Paul’s reply.

      Suze, slightly more discerning, asked, Does this have anything to do with three people asking me about why you’ve been hanging out with Luke Fenton today? Post Office Pete seems to be under the impression you’ve been looking for houses together …

      Hadley should’ve figured it would get around town. In fact, it was probably Deborah who’d started spreading the rumor. Texting back to let Suze know she would fill her in about all of it at dinner, Hadley started prepping for the meal.

      She’d picked up some chicken from Hal’s Food N Stuff the other day—scary as it sounded, the little market was locally sourced, and the meat came directly from Fenton Farms down the road—and she decided to try out a new recipe, jerk chicken kabobs. She still had a jar of her honey-sweetened peach chutney left over from last summer and wanted to use it up before making a new batch next week. Hadley also had a ton of summer squash, mushrooms, onions, and carrots from Hal’s as well.

      Setting to work, she stuck the wooden skewers in a water bath as she began washing and chopping up the lot, spreading the pieces on a baking sheet. Sprinkling some of the jerk spices on the veggies, she stuck them to roast low and slow in the oven while she cut up the chicken, seasoned it, and arranged it on the soaked skewers. After a quick check on the oven, she headed outside to the barbecue.

      Ansel slipped out through the sliding glass door along with her, settling in a spot of evening sun bathing the nearest corner of grass while she worked. He blinked contentedly, only getting up to chase the occasional butterfly or gnat.

      By the time the chicken was done—and looking decadently crispy—Hadley could smell the roasted vegetables wafting through the screen door. Upon her calling him, Ansel woke from his nap and followed her back inside. Hadley shut the back door just as she heard the front one open.

      “Hello!” Suze called out as she entered the kitchen moments later. She held a bottle of wine in one hand and a pink box of what Hadley knew were Mickie’s pastries in the other.

      “Yum …” Hadley’s eyes widened in question.

      “Lavender shortbread cookies.”

      “I think I need to invite you over more often.” Hadley laughed as she pulled on an oven mitt and proceeded to grab the pan out of the oven.

      “Well, you’re not getting drop nor crumb until I hear the story about how you and Luke went from despising each other to picking out houses together in the span of a few days.”

      Hadley sighed. “You know better than to believe everything you hear in town.”

      “So it’s not true, then?”

      “Well …” She tipped her head to one side. “We were in the same car, but viewing different houses. I think it’s another one of Deborah’s setup attempts.”

      Suze laughed. “Good ole Deborah. Remember when she tried to match me up with Mr. Moorbaker just because we both once said we enjoyed going to art museums?” Suze snatched a roasted carrot from the tray and popped it into her mouth. “Just be glad your guy wasn’t two decades older than you.”

      Hadley smiled. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      The front door opened again and Hadley could tell it was Paul from the way his heavy boots clomped onto the wooden entryway floors as he pulled them off.

      Suze looked down at her bare feet as Paul entered the kitchen. Wiggling her toes, she said, “Ugh. I can’t believe you still have to wear those big boots in the summer. If I were you, I’d fight for the right to wear flip-flops.”

      Paul smirked. “Yeah, but flip-flops are only fun until I have to chase a perp down the street.”

      “Which happens all the time in Stoneybrook,” Suze said, her tone sarcastic, yet playful.

      Hadley held up a finger. “I saw him chasing Mrs. Holloway’s pet pig, Porker, down Main Street last week.”

      The women laughed.

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Paul said, “Laugh it up, but you seem to have forgotten I am investigating a serious murder. Oh, wait. I know you didn’t forget because you two keep poking your noses into the case.”

      “And you’re welcome for the help,” Suze said, settling onto one of the barstools around Hadley’s kitchen island.

      Hadley began setting the table. “Seems like Sheriff M&M is actually letting you take a lead on this one.”

      Marc McKay—nicknamed by the locals as Sheriff M&M because of his resemblance to the hard-shell-covered chocolate candy and ironically not-so-sweet disposition—spent most of his time in Cascade Ridge, leaving Paul and Kevin in Stoneybrook to deal with most of the goings-on, only showing up quarterly or if something of note happened. When he did make an appearance, McKay treated his Stoneybrook deputies as if they were rookies, right out of the academy. The man had actually been on a mission to get rid of Paul, up until he’d been shot a few months before. Since then, it seemed like he was seeing his deputy in a different light.

      “Yeah, he’s doing some investigating up north, of course, but he’s trusting me a lot more than he ever has.” Paul nodded, and a bit of color brightened his cheeks.

      “That’s great.” Hadley met her brother’s proud gaze as she arranged the food onto serving plates. “That’s way better than being able to wear sandals.”

      Suze stood, grabbing the wine key to open the bottle she’d brought. “Plus, who wants to be subjected to this guy’s hairy Sasquatch toes anyway?” She winked at Paul before taking the open bottle over to the table.

      He let out one of his deep, booming laughs and followed Suze, pulling out a chair for her and then Hadley as she brought the last plate over. For a few minutes, the three of them were consumed with dishing up, eating, and commenting on the way the spices mixed perfectly with Hadley’s chutney. Once they began scooping seconds onto their plates, Paul seemed ready to turn to business.

      “So what’d you find out with Luke today at the grocery store?” Paul asked, setting his napkin down.

      Hadley did the same, though out of exasperation instead of intrigue. “People seriously need to get their own lives around here.”

      “Everyone’s saying you went in, yelled at Tyler’s parents, and then broke a bunch of stuff as you stormed out.” Suze cocked an eyebrow, shooting Hadley an expression that said Suze knew it wasn’t true, but would’ve been proud of her if it had been.

      Spearing another roasted carrot with her fork, Hadley shook her head. “That was an accident.” When Suze’s jaw dropped open and Paul’s eyes widened, Hadley added, “And I only knocked over a display. Nothing broke.”

      “I still don’t get what that has to do with Charlie’s death,” Suze said.

      So Hadley explained how they’d stumbled upon the secret pesticide garden behind the house Deborah had shown Luke, and how they’d learned Charlie had been renting it from the Henleys to earn a spot in the farmers market.

      Paul’s eyebrows knit together as he listened. “And you think Barry killed him to get revenge for taking out so many of his bees?”

      Hadley put up both of her hands. “I’m not saying anything of the sort. Barry’s one of my favorite people; I can’t imagine him having anything to do with this.” She glanced from Paul to Suze. “It was Luke. He thinks Barry should be on our suspect list … and Leo.”

      Raking his fingers across his almost-black beard, Paul nodded. “Well, don’t worry. Both of them were already on my suspect list.”

      “Along with Vivian, right?” Suze asked, her tone tightening at the woman’s name.

      He nodded. “She lied to you, all right. Told me she knew him, but only in a professional capacity. I’m not sure what she’s hiding there. Though, other than that and her presence in Stoneybrook the morning he was killed, I can’t think of any motives for her to want to kill him. Both Barry and Leo had good reason to want Charlie dead, but Vivian … I don’t see it.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together for a moment before blurting out, “I’m going to go house hunting with her, so I can do some more digging.” She immediately felt better having told him. She was worried Paul would tell her not to go through with her plan, but lying to him would’ve been worse.

      Suze watched wide-eyed as Paul’s expression changed from surprise to annoyance to acceptance.

      “Okay,” Paul dipped his chin once.

      “Did he just go through the three stages of My Sister’s a Busybody that quickly?” Suze whispered in awe.

      Hadley put down her fork and focused on her brother. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. You’ve got the perfect cover. Promise me you’ll take Suze with you, though?”

      The women each raised a hand and held up three fingers. “We swear,” they said together, then added, “May the odds be ever in our favor.”

      “And the moment anything seems sketchy, you get out of there. Clear?” His voice dipped low into his I mean it this time range.

      Keeping their hands raised, Hadley and Suze nodded. “Clear,” Suze said.

      “Should we look into Charlie’s assistant manager anymore while we’re up there?” Hadley asked, her brother’s approval of their first plan going to her head.

      “Absolutely not. The sheriff or I will be questioning him further.” He pointed at Hadley. “Stick to Vivian, or I’ll take that away from you too.”

      They promised they would as Paul gathered the dirty dishes. Hadley began to pack up the leftovers, and Suze plated the dessert. Like a well-oiled, three-wheeled machine, they were each sitting down with a cookie and a refilled glass of wine within minutes.

      “So … did you find any houses you liked driving around with Deborah and Luke?” Paul asked around a mouthful of cookie.

      “Meh,” Hadley said. “A few nice ones, but nothing with all of my look-fors.”

      “You’ll find something, I’m sure.” Suze winked at her friend.

      Despite Suze’s reassurance, Hadley only sighed. “I hope so. At this point, finding Charlie’s killer seems like an easier task than finding me a home.”
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      Vivian called the next day to set up an appointment for them to go tour a few houses Friday morning. Hadley accepted, and she and Suze set out to Cascade Ridge after grabbing their obligatory lattes.

      “Hmm …” Hadley’s brows knit together as she scanned through the listings Vivian had sent her on her phone.

      “What?” Suze asked, glancing over, then looking back at the road as they pulled into the bustling town.

      “She wasn’t kidding when she said my money wouldn’t go as far up here as it would down in Stoneybrook.”

      “They’re bad?”

      Hadley wrinkled her nose. “Not great.” She shook her head. “What am I saying? I’m not going to buy any of these houses. What do I care if Cascade Ridge property values are ridiculously high?”

      Suze chuckled as she pulled into the parking lot. “I know. I found myself getting excited this morning, thinking you might find a house today, before I remembered this is all a ruse.”

      With the reminder of their mission, the women walked into the realty office. Hadley, looking forward to seeing that wonderful view out Vivian’s office window, was disappointed when the woman came out with her purse and sunglasses, ready to go. She led them out to an immaculate Mercedes SUV which put Deborah’s to shame.

      I guess higher property values means a higher cut for her, Hadley thought, admiring the leather interior as she buckled herself into the passenger seat.

      Suze slipped into the back seat while Vivian started the car, and they were off.

      It was a good thing Hadley didn’t want to buy a house in Cascade Ridge because if she had, she would’ve been sorely disappointed in what fit her budget up north. Two had garages that had been poorly converted into extra living rooms. One had a kitchen that looked like it had been created in the image of every seventies trend. And none of them had even a whisper of a view of the mountains or the valley below.

      Hadley let out a long sigh as they climbed back into the SUV after the third disappointing house. Hadley shot Suze a quick glance. Now was their chance to talk with Vivian about Charlie, to try to get a little more information.

      Anytime either of the Stoneybrook women had tried to bring it up earlier, Vivian had changed the topic back to either the house they were viewing or the one they were on their way to next. Having planned on bringing them to three houses today, the realtor was officially out of houses to discuss. And as Vivian started the car and headed back toward the realty office, Hadley knew she was running out of time.

      “So … Vivian,” Hadley said, smiling over at the woman. “Like I said, I’m selling my place down in Stoneybrook. I want it to look its best for the pictures. Any florists you might recommend to coordinate a few arrangements for me?”

      Vivian answered brightly. “For sure. That’s the great thing about living in a city versus a tiny township. We’ve got choices.”

      “What about Bloom?” Suze asked. “It might be nice to support the place since the owner just died. If they’re staying open, that is.”

      At that, their driver’s jaw tightened and she said, “I wouldn’t patronize that establishment again if someone paid me. The owner was a con artist and I doubt anyone who worked for him is any better.”

      Hadley suppressed any outward sign of celebration as she took in what Vivian had just said. That sounded like motive enough for murder.

      “I thought you said you didn’t know the owner?” Hadley said.

      Slim fingers tightening on the wheel, Vivian took a sudden right turn, taking both Hadley and Suzanne by surprise. They slid in their seats and clung to the door handles next to them.

      “Sorry about that, girls. I forgot a house just lowered into your price range this morning, Hadley. I wasn’t sure you would be interested, but since you didn’t find anything earlier, maybe this will be helpful to look at.”

      Hadley was still reeling from the drastic turn. “Uh, sure.”

      Vivian drove down a street that had a beautiful view of both the mountains and the valley, unlike the other houses they’d seen today. Hadley blinked as the realtor pulled into the driveway of a big, beautiful craftsman home. The cedar siding was gorgeous and the white trim made everything look polished. She wasn’t a professional like Vivian, but Hadley guessed the square footage must’ve been in the three-thousand range. Even the yard was amazing, with pops of bright green and purples in a river-stone design.

      “This is in my price range?” Hadley asked, taking it all in.

      Vivian flashed her an excited smile. “At the tippy top, but it’s there. Like I said, just lowered.”

      “How long has it been on the market?” Suze asked, a wrinkle forming in between her eyebrows.

      “Only a month.” Vivian’s smile faltered, and she glanced down. “This time. Two years before that.”

      Suze pressed her lips into a thin line, eyeing Hadley in her this is suspicious way.

      Hadley felt like rolling her eyes at her friend. Just because a house had been on the market for a while didn’t mean a thing. Maybe it had been priced too high before, but Hadley doubted that after seeing the other options in her price range.

      “Do you know why it’s been on the market so long?” Hadley asked, humoring her best friend.

      Vivian shrugged. “Honestly, it beats me. It’s a little rough on the inside, but nothing someone couldn’t fix with some paint and some sweat equity.” Vivian opened her car door. “Shall we?”

      Hadley nodded and followed her outside. Suze paused, making Hadley wonder if she was going to refuse to join them until she opened the back door and followed them up the pathway.

      The views just got better the closer Hadley got to the house. She reminded herself that even if she liked this house, she was not moving to Cascade Ridge. But … her thoughts prodded as she stood on the porch and looked out over the valley to the right of the house. She could see Stoneybrook down below, hugging the Cascade River as if it were a silvery lifeline in the green abyss.

      No, Hadley scolded herself. I’m only looking at this place to get close to Vivian. It doesn’t matter that it’s quite possibly my dream house.

      Suze stood next to Hadley as Vivian worked on the realtor lockbox to retrieve the key. Suze crossed her ams in front of her chest. Hadley wondered if she was sour about how nice the house was and maybe even worried Hadley might want to move in.

      Vivian opened the door, and the only thing Hadley could think was Suze didn’t have to worry one bit about her buying this house. While the place certainly was something that might visit a person in their sleep, it was more of a nightmare than a dream.

      Immediately upon stepping foot inside, Suze wrapped her arm through Hadley’s, pulling close. There was an eerie feeling hanging in the air. Hadley felt as if someone were hanging over her shoulder, breathing on her neck, and they definitely didn’t have good intentions.

      Inside was dark, musty, and a wreck. The people who had lived there prior—who seemed to have been long gone based on the stale, unlived-in smell—must’ve taken the appliances with them. The kitchen was all cabinetry bones and exposed wires.

      Hadley wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen carpets so dirty. She had a terrible feeling they had been a completely different color when they’d been installed. Now they seemed to resemble a puce shade, dotted with questionable stains every few feet.

      “So … like I said, it needs some work inside.” Vivian seemed like she was trying hard to smile, but it was coming off as more of a cringe.

      “That’s the understatement of the century,” Suze whispered to Hadley. “I’d say it needs to be gutted, or burned.”

      Hadley shivered and couldn’t disagree.

      “The other rooms have a lot more character,” Vivian said, leading them farther inside.

      The women followed, if only out of a morbid sense of curiosity at that point. Unfortunately, things did not improve in the rest of the house. Vivian hadn’t been wrong about the other rooms having more character, but what she’d failed to mention was how the character they had was the awful kind that made for an irredeemable villain from a horror story.

      There were odd windows into other rooms, something that may have felt whimsical in a cleaner, less terrifying house, but felt like a tool murderers might use to spy on victims in this one. In each room they visited, Vivian tried to focus on the least frightening features, but Suze and Hadley looked right past them to the disturbing ones, clutching each other tighter with each new space.

      And then they went into the “finished” basement.

      “A finished basement is a huge plus in any listing,” Vivian said, tripping on the inexplicably uneven floor.

      “The only thing anyone ever finished in this basement is killing people.” Suze’s whispers grew frantic and high pitched. “Hadley, we need to get out of this murder house right now.”

      Hadley had been trying to think of ways to get Vivian talking about Charlie, but kept getting distracted by the next new and alarming room. She nodded. They needed to get out of there. The someone’s leaning over your shoulder feeling was becoming more of a someone’s holding a knife to your throat feeling instead. She turned to Vivian, who was still going strong with the tour even though Hadley was sure her expression looked equally as horrified as Suze’s did.

      “Another lovely feature is that there’s access to the crawlspace underneath the house right here in the finished basement.” Vivian gestured to a large, cast-iron door set into the wall.

      The instinctual, animal part of Hadley’s brain set alarm bells blaring the moment she locked eyes on the door. Her skin grew clammy as her inner dialogue freaked out. All she could think was, That’s no crawl space, it’s where a killer stores bodies … or people who are doomed to become bodies.

      As if to prove her point, something cried out from behind the door.

      Hadley’s heart stopped. Oh no. There’s a ghost in here with us.

      “So, that was terrifying.” Suze’s voice shook as she backed up a few steps. “Just checking you two heard that as well, and whatever monster lives here isn’t trying to lure me into the scary hole by myself.”

      Hadley swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. “No, I heard it.”

      Even Vivian—who seemed, up until that point, to be pretending everything inside the house was normal—gulped and nodded. “That definitely sounded like someone calling for help.”

      They glanced at each other as the sound happened again.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to do this.” Hadley shook her head as she walked forward.

      Her fingers shook as she reached for the heavy iron clasp that latched the scary door shut. She felt like a character in a horror film and hoped beyond hope this wasn’t the moment where the whole audience screams at her to not open the door.

      Just as her fingers closed on the latch, the hairs on her arm raised as she had a terrible thought. Vivian had brought them there just after Hadley had asked the question about her knowing Charlie. What if the woman was the killer, knew they were onto her, and brought them to her murder house to trap them in the nightmare dungeon she kept in the basement?

      Glancing back at the realtor, she studied the woman’s face. There was a flicker of fear in the woman’s face which matched Suze’s—and probably Hadley’s as well. She let her guard down again. The realtor was just as freaked out as they were.

      Here goes nothing, Hadley thought as she wrenched open the door and held her breath.

      Even though she purposely didn’t breathe in, the smell of damp earth and mildew careened out at Hadley, as if it had been contained in there and was just as eager to leave. Blinking into the darkness, Hadley tried to make out shapes or anyone who might’ve been crying out moments before.

      She jumped as something moved in the darkness.
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      The shape came barreling toward her in the dark. Hadley braced herself for whatever was about to happen. She wanted to slam the door closed, but was frozen on the spot as if she were a rabbit facing down a wolf.

      Just when she thought she might pass out from the fear coursing through her body, Hadley focused in on the murky crawlspace, and she made out an orange creature.

      “Mew.” The sound was strained, like someone whose voice was failing after they’ve yelled too much.

      The orange shape put its paws up on the edge of the doorframe, rolling wild, white-rimmed eyes at Hadley.

      “Mew?” it seemed to ask this time.

      “It’s a kitten?” Suze asked from a safe distance behind her.

      “It’s a kitten.” A grin pulled across Hadley’s face. She felt like laughing or crying, or both, from the relief of it all. “How in the world did you get in here?” she asked the small, dirty creature as she scooped it up in her hands.

      Vivian exhaled the breath she must’ve been holding. “I recognize you,” she said, walking forward to pet the cat. “I showed this house last week, and this little one was running around outside.”

      “But then how’d it get in the creepy dungeon?” Suze asked.

      Vivian leveled her with an exasperated look, but Suze just shrugged.

      “I’m not the only one who shows this house. Maybe when someone else was touring it, the cat slipped into the crawlspace and they didn’t realize it.”

      The kitten was purring and its eyelids fluttered as if it were already falling asleep. The poor thing must have been stressed out and scared beyond measure. Hadley held it closer. “Or someone put you in there on purpose.” Her face contorted into a frown at the thought.

      Neither Suze nor Vivian seemed ready to dispute that possibility, so Hadley decided something.

      “I’m taking her … him?” She peered at the cat’s face as if it might tell her. “This kitten is skin and bones. I don’t know how it has survived up until now, but if it’s been living in an abandoned house, taking it shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

      Vivian swiped her shoulder-length hair out of her face. “It could’ve belonged to the people who just vacated the house last month. They left in a hurry.”

      “I wonder why?” Suze asked, sarcasm dripping from her question.

      Ignoring Suze, Vivian said, “We see this a lot. People aren’t sure if they’re going to be able to bring animals to their new residence, so they don’t chance it, they leave them behind. Or they don’t want to have to worry about another mouth to feed when they’re on the move.”

      Hadley tried hard not to be judgmental of others; she knew everyone was dealing with their own problems in their own, unique circumstances. And even though she couldn’t imagine ever leaving Ansel behind—even in the weeks she’d had him, he’d become an integral part of her life—she decided to assume the people who left the kitten thought it would find a better home.

      Like with me, she thought to herself as she scratched its head.

      “Okay, let’s get out of here.” Hadley turned toward Vivian. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      Vivian, the only one still unconvinced of the house’s lack of charm—or maybe the woman was that committed to making a deal—set her jaw and led them up and out of the basement.

      The kitten was asleep in Hadley’s arms by the time Vivian pulled away from the house, taking them back to the realty office in awkward silence.

      “I apologize that you didn’t see more of what you were hoping for today,” Vivian said as she parked and turned off the car.

      “Oh, that’s okay.” Hadley smiled reassuringly. They all climbed out of the vehicle and walked into the air-conditioned foyer.

      “Hadley, I’ll be in touch. I’ll do some more searching, and we can try again in a few days. Unless, of course, you think we could go a little higher in your budget.” Vivian looked as if someone had handed her a hundred dollars and told her it was all they had to buy a house.

      Consciously working to keep the smile on her face, Hadley nodded. “A few days sounds great, but let’s stick with the figures I gave you.”

      “Will do.” Vivian’s tone was clipped. She turned to the receptionist. “Genevieve, will you help Miss James set up an appointment for early next week, please?” She pulled a lipstick out of her purse and popped the lid off to slick some across her lips.

      Hadley didn’t even hear Genevieve’s reply because she was too focused on the lipstick. Vivian’s was in a black, opaque plastic container with a gold, plastic strip wrapped around the middle. The tube was about as different from the pink-and-silver one Hadley found at the crime scene as a lipstick could be. Disappointed, Hadley turned her attention back to Genevieve as she clicked away at her computer, pulling up Vivian’s schedule.

      Vivian clicked away too, high heels ringing off the tile floor as she walked back to her office.

      It was then that Genevieve noticed the kitten tucked in the crook of Hadley’s arm. “Omigosh! Is that a cat?” She lifted her hands to cover her mouth.

      Hadley and Suze explained how they’d come across the kitten in what Suze had dubbed The Murder House.

      Eyes wide, Genevieve said, “Oh, I’ve heard about that place. I can’t believe Vivian took you there.” She lowered her voice, glancing at the hall leading to Vivian’s office. “I think she sees it as a challenge.”

      The inkling of dissent Hadley recognized in Genevieve’s statement about one of her bosses gave Hadley an idea. Who knew more about someone than their receptionist? Maybe she could get the information she couldn’t get out of Vivian from Genevieve.

      The woman was clicking away at her computer, remembering the job she was supposed to be doing once the story about the kitten was complete.

      “Does Monday at one work for you?” she asked Hadley.

      “Uh, sure.” Hadley wasn’t sure if she would keep the appointment, but wanted to keep her options open just in case Paul thought Vivian’s motive was good enough. “Hey, maybe you can help us with something.”

      Genevieve glanced up from her computer screen.

      “Suze here is an artist, and she’s got a show coming up in about a month, but she recently had a falling out with our town’s florist.” Hadley leaned in close. “A messy breakup.”

      Suze coughed at the lie. Hadley looked over at her friend who was biting back a smile. Hadley squinted one eye, almost imperceptibly, but she knew Suze would see the just go with it gesture. Genevieve didn’t have to know that Leo was old enough to be Suze’s father.

      Fully entrenched in the ruse now, Suze nodded and said, “Yeah, I was supposed to order a few arrangements for the show from him, but that cannot happen now. You guys must use a local company for staging, right? Is there a florist you’ve worked with who you’d recommend up here?”

      Genevieve’s face softened sympathetically. “I’m so sorry. Breakups are hard enough in general. I can’t imagine having to be part of the same small town and see him all the time.”

      Hadley and Suze glanced at each other. Hadley knew all about the awkwardness of breaking up in a small town, even though her ex significant other had moved away, she still had to deal with his family. The kitten shifted in her arms, but sighed and settled back to sleep.

      “We do have a florist we work with often, actually. Let me see …” Genevieve paged through a few files sitting in an organizer on her desktop. “Here—oh …” The young woman’s face lit up out of recognition, but quickly darkened as she seemed to remember something.

      She’s remembering Bloom was the shop they used, but the owner just died, Hadley thought as she watched the receptionist’s features change.

      “Something wrong?” Suze asked.

      “Um …” Genevieve pressed her lips into a tight line as her eyes refocused on the two women before her. “Sorry, it’s not a big deal. I was just remembering how Vivian told me she didn’t want to work with them anymore, but that was for … personal reasons. They’ve been great with us in the past.” She passed a card across the counter toward Suze.

      It was a business card for Charlie Lloyd at Bloom.

      Wait, she doesn’t know he’s dead?

      Hadley’s brain had a hard time comprehending at first, but then it began to settle as she realized cities as big as Cascade Ridge operated differently than small towns. Whereas it seemed everyone in Stoneybrook knew the moment anyone did anything, someone who lived in a larger city might not know someone had died for weeks or months, if ever.

      Next, Hadley’s brain tackled the last part of Genevieve’s statement. Vivian didn’t want to use Bloom anymore for personal reasons. That was in complete contradiction with what Vivian had told them in the car, about how he was a crook, and she wouldn’t use his business.

      Suze, right there with Hadley’s train of thought, leaned forward and said, “Genny. Can I call you that? Genny?” When Genevieve’s cheeks turned pink and she nodded, Suze continued. “You can’t just drop something like that on us and leave it. We’re small-town girls. We live on gossip. What happened between Vivian and this”—she made a show of looking down at the card to read the name—“Charlie Lloyd?”

      Genevieve narrowed her eyes for a moment, then shifted her gaze to the hallway once more before saying, “You did not hear this from me, but Vivian and the owner, Charlie, were … involved for a while. Last I heard, though, Vivian had put an end to it.” Genevieve shrugged.

      “What for?” Hadley asked.

      Genevieve smirked in that mirthless way only employees can about their controlling bosses. “She was probably afraid her husband might find out.”

      Hadley felt her mouth fall open. Suze gasped next to her. “You’re kidding,” Suze said.

      The receptionist shook her head and cocked a self-satisfied eyebrow.

      “Whoa.” Hadley blinked, straightening when footsteps rang out from the hallway.

      A man in a well-pressed suit emerged into the foyer a few moments later, smiling brightly at Hadley and Suzanne. They thanked Genevieve for her help. It was definitely time to go.

      As life-long best friends, Suze and Hadley were well versed in communicating through looks. And as they walked out the realty office doors, they turned to each other to have just such a conversation about what they’d found out. The brightness of the summer sunshine put a damper on that, and they found themselves squinting and shielding their eyes, rendering any cues moot. Even the kitten blinked awake in the blinding light.

      Once they got into Suze’s car and shut the doors behind them, they turned to each other, wide-eyed.

      “A relationship?” Hadley moved the kitten from her arm onto her lap. “That’s even better motive than a business venture gone wrong.”

      “It looks like trying to convince you the house was great wasn’t the biggest lie Vivian told today.” Suze narrowed her eyes at the building. “But did you see her lipstick? That didn’t look like the one you described.”

      Sighing, Hadley nodded. “You’re right. But who only buys one type of lipstick? I think I have three different brands in my makeup drawer at home. It doesn’t definitively mean the one at the scene wasn’t also hers.”

      “Yes, at home. But most women bring their favorite with them in their purse.” Suze pulled her own out from her purse to prove her point.

      Hadley refrained from pulling her own out from her purse. “Let’s get home,” she said, ignoring Suze’s logic for now. “We’ve got a lot to share with Paul, and I need to get this little one a bath.” She smiled down at the orange kitten.
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      After a trip to the vet and the groomer upon returning to Stoneybrook, Hadley, Suzanne, and the kitten headed back to Hadley’s house.

      The vet told Hadley the stray was a female, and she was approximately ten weeks old. He gave her the first round of kitten shots and told Hadley to return in a few weeks for the next round of shots and to get spayed. She didn’t have worms—thank goodness—but did have many fleas. The bath she got at the groomers killed the majority of those. Hadley wasn’t worried about Ansel getting fleas; she had him on year-round flea medicine since he liked to follow her outside when she gardened.

      What she was mostly worried about was how Ansel was going to feel about having another cat around. Suze stayed around for the whole ordeal for emotional support. And Hadley was especially grateful for her as she set up a bed for the little orange kitten in the laundry room as Ansel sniffed and hissed on the other side of the door. Suze was chatting with him, trying to calm him down.

      Both the vet and the groomer had recommended a slow introduction, putting the new cat in a room for a day or two so Ansel could get used to her smell before they met in the fur.

      So far, it didn’t seem to be working. Hadley frowned, but then let it pull back into a smile as the kitten curled up in the soft bed she’d made out of a towel. She would go get the kitten her own bed tomorrow, but they’d been out too long as it was, and she could see the poor little thing just needed to sleep. After being poked, and prodded, and pampered, she looked exhausted.

      Once she made sure there was plenty of food and water available, Hadley slipped out of the laundry room. The kitten’s eyes fluttered closed as she watched her go. Ansel glared up at her as if she’d betrayed him.

      “Oh, don’t look at her like that.” Suze tapped her foot on the kitchen floor, snapping his attention back to her. “She’s just taking in another poor soul like she did when she got you.”

      Smiling, Hadley knelt to let Ansel smell the kitten on her hands. He didn’t hiss, but he backed away a few steps.

      “I’m sorry, buddy. She needed a home. I don’t want you to be stressed, though. If you’re still unhappy with her tomorrow, I’ll try to find another home for the little gal, okay?”

      Ansel ruffled his sleek, black fur and sniffed. He sauntered away to lie in a beam of sunshine next to a tower of boxes Hadley had only half packed.

      She let out an exasperated breath and looked at Suzanne.

      “He’ll get over himself. You’ll see.” She waved a hand toward the cat, dismissing his attitude.

      “I hope so. The two of us have gotten along so well so far. I would hate to throw a wrench in it.”

      “Well, like you said, if he doesn’t change his mind, you can always find someone else to take her. The most important thing was getting her out of there.”

      “Right,” Hadley said and let that settle her worries for now.

      Before they could change the subject, the sound of the front door opening alerted them to Paul’s presence.

      “Talk around town is you’re becoming a true cat lady, Had.” Paul began talking before he even entered the kitchen. When he did, he scanned the room, presumably looking for the second cat.

      “Watch it, bro.” Hadley pointed at him in warning. “If Ansel doesn’t warm up to her, you’re going to be my first choice for alternate placement. But wait … maybe she’s not allowed to stay with you either.”

      Hadley felt like slapping her hand over her mouth. She hadn’t meant to say so much, but she was tired and a little cranky. Cascade Ridge had a way of doing that to her.

      Paul scoffed. “I never said you couldn’t—”

      “You didn’t have to.” She shook her head.

      “Had, I’m sure he didn’t—” Suze started.

      “It’s not just him either,” Hadley said, interrupting her. “You’ve been odd too.”

      Suze looked down at her feet and Paul focused on a nonexistent spot on the kitchen counter.

      Hadley watched them closely, sure she would be able to get to the bottom of whatever was going on with them. With them. Her mind latched on to those two words. Could it be possible that something was finally going on between them romantically? She stifled the flare of happiness that came at the thought. No, I would be the first one they’d tell if that ever happened, she realized, thinking about how much she’d always wanted her two best friends to be a couple. There would be no reason for them to hide it from their biggest cheerleader.

      It had to be something else.

      They each began spouting their own excuses. Paul was stressed, Suze tired. It was nothing. Really. Hadley’s stomach dropped as she took in their expressions, their stories. Sure, she could tell something was up, but she still didn’t have a clue what it was or why they would need to keep it from her.

      Great. She could read Luke Fenton now, but not her brother and her best friend?

      “Just forget it, both of you. I’m sorry I brought it up,” Hadley said, frustrated. “Plus, we’ve got some information you’re going to want about the case,” she said to Paul, walking over to the couch and plopping herself into it.

      Suze was already standing near the armchair, so she sat in that while Paul came around and settled on the opposite end of the couch from Hadley.

      “I’m listening,” he said.

      They spilled all they’d learned about Vivian and her rumored affair with Charlie.

      “Love and lust are good motives for murder, for sure.” Paul rubbed the back of his neck as he seemed to be thinking through the implications of what they’d told him. “Okay, I think that’s enough to get McKay involved. I’ll ask him if we can go in and question her.”

      “Any movement with the other suspects?” Suze asked.

      “Leo doesn’t have an alibi other than he was setting up for the market. He was back and forth, though, and everyone is always so focused on their own booths it would’ve been easy for him to slip away and go over to Charlie’s van.”

      “And Barry?” Suze asked.

      Paul sighed. “Pretty much the same story as with Leo. Barry was at the market setting up, so he had just as much opportunity as Leo.”

      “The difference between Leo and Barry, though, is Barry has access to the murder weapon.” Hadley cringed at the unavoidable truth.

      “Yeah, I’d say both of them have an equal reason to want Charlie dead, but Barry has bees at his disposal.” Suze’s face wrinkled into a frown.

      “I just can’t …” Paul paused. “Barry seems like the last person who would use bees as weapons. He keeps honeybees, which means they die when they sting. I can’t see that man sacrificing more of his bees just to teach someone a lesson, whether he meant to kill him or not.”

      “Can you send the bees found in the van to a lab somewhere to figure out if they’re the same kind Barry keeps?” Hadley leaned forward. When Paul agreed and wrote it on his list, she added, “That brings up something else that doesn’t make sense to me. How would Barry know Charlie was deathly allergic to bees in the first place? He barely knew the guy.”

      “Leo would’ve been much more likely to know, given their history together,” Suze said.

      “Or, the person who makes even more sense is someone who was romantically involved with him.” Hadley tipped her head to one side. “Vivian makes the most sense to me.”

      Suze snapped her fingers. “If he was having an affair, maybe his wife or Vivian’s husband found out! We need to put them on the suspect list as well.”

      Taking it all in, Paul nodded. “I’ll let the sheriff know to question Vivian’s husband about his whereabouts, but I know he already cleared Charlie’s ex-wife. She was out to brunch with friends and the restaurant staff. If she’s his ex-wife, and has been for some time, it takes away most of her motive. I’ll dig deeper into Vivian’s relationship with Charlie and see if we can analyze the bees. I think there’s an entomology department at Northern Washington University we might be able to send them to,” he said, naming the university just over the mountains in Pine Crest.

      “Speaking of M&M,” Suze said, “who does he think the killer is?”

      Paul’s face tightened. “He’s convinced it’s Barry. He won’t say it outright until he has definitive proof, but I can tell that’s what he’s betting on.”

      “Did you tell him what you said to us about Barry hurting bees?” Hadley’s voice cracked around the question, scared for her favorite beekeeper.

      Her brother nodded. “I did, but I didn’t push him. He’s letting me take more of a lead on this case, something he’s never let me do before, and I don’t want to ruin it. Plus, I think I can do more to help Barry and Leo by finding who actually did it rather than arguing with McKay.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip, but conceded he was right.

      “I think you’re right.” Suze smiled at Paul. “The best thing we can do is to focus on finding the real killer.”

      “You’ve got a long list of stuff there.” Hadley pointed to the pad sitting next to her brother. “What can we do to help?”

      Paul scratched his forehead, his signature stalling-for-time move. Though he let the two civilians help out, he was careful about what he let them do.

      “If you two could figure out what kind of bees Barry keeps, it would be helpful to know for when we get information back about the ones that killed Charlie,” he said finally.

      The women agreed, and Hadley held back her excitement at having a job to do, knowing it was nice of Paul to let them be involved at all.

      “Okay.” Paul stood, tucking the pad of paper into his back pocket. “I’d better get going.”

      “Me too,” Suze said, following suit. “I’ve got some work to catch up with after all our sleuthing.” She shot a smirk in Hadley’s direction.

      Hadley only groaned. “I’ve got packing to do. So much packing.”

      “You’ll find a house. Don’t worry,” Paul said with a reassuring pat on her shoulder.

      “Thanks,” she said, waving goodbye as they left.

      When she turned around, Ansel was back at the laundry room door, hissing and pacing. Sighing, she went over to try to calm him down. She sank to the kitchen floor, petting him as he climbed into her lap.

      “Maybe bringing the kitten home was just another in a series of terrible ideas I’ve had lately, huh buddy?”

      Even though he purred, the cat glared as he blinked up at her with his amber eyes.
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      The next day was cloudy and muggy. Suze and Hadley weren’t the only slow-to-move vendors that morning as they set up for the Saturday market. By the time she sat down in the chair behind her jam table, Hadley’s T-shirt clung to her uncomfortably. She couldn’t tell whether or not to wear her sunglasses to block out the white glare the clouds created.

      It was a good thing they still had a few minutes before the market opened. Hadley needed to cool down a little before she was expected to talk to customers.

      “Any changes with the felines?” Suze asked, swiping sweat off her forehead.

      Hadley shook her head. “Nope. If anything, it’s worse. Ansel hissed at me this morning when I tried to move him away from the laundry room door.”

      “And Miss Kitten?”

      “She’s gotten over being tired and has now become playful. She seems upset being cooped up in that tiny laundry room.”

      Hadley couldn’t believe the amount of stress she’d created for herself by bringing the kitten home. She’d thought she was doing the right thing, and it had backfired completely.

      “You know, Paul’s not your only option if you don’t want to keep her.” Suze arched an eyebrow.

      “You want a cat?” Hadley asked. “I thought you were a dog person?”

      Suze had said as much on many occasions, which was why Hadley hadn’t even thought of her when they’d found the kitten yesterday.

      “I am a dog person.” Suze fanned her face with one of the signs for her table. “I didn’t mean me. There are tons of cat lovers in Stoneybrook. And people love kittens.” She shrugged.

      Hadley pressed her lips together. “Oh. Right. Yeah.” She bobbed her head in agreement, but deep down knew she didn’t want to give the kitten away. Last night, she’d gone into the laundry room to sit with her for a little while so she wouldn’t get lonely. She was not only cute as pie, but super sweet to boot. She’d given Hadley about a million head boops, all while purring up a storm.

      “But ...?” Suze smirked.

      “I like her. A lot.”

      “So give it time.”

      Hadley agreed as customers began walking through the market.

      They were quite busy for the first hour—Hadley barely had a chance to catch her breath in between customers. But she managed to sell out of all of her stock in that hour. The peach lavender jam she’d made on a whim had been a big hit. She put up her “Sorry, sold out!” sign, glad she’d made it for the few times a year such an event took place.

      “Hey, I’m gonna go shop around,” she told Suze as she headed toward the beginning of the market. Suze waved as she rang up a customer buying a dozen of her printed cards.

      It was funny that such a cloudy day would bring out so many shoppers. When she’d first started selling at the market, Hadley expected the sunniest days to be the busiest. But it was often the opposite. Pure, sunny days in the valley often stole customers off on hikes, bike or horseback rides, or river rafting. Rainy days weren’t great for crowds either, but it was those overcast days which tended to be the biggest moneymakers.

      Toward the market entrance, Hadley spotted Barry’s honey stand and noticed he was without customers at the moment. She remembered, all too late, that she was supposed to come up with a way to inconspicuously figure out what kind of bees Barry kept. Instead, she’d been too focused on the kitten and packing. Wracking her brain as she walked forward, she tried to make it up on the spot.

      I could tell him I’m doing research for … No. Maybe if I tell him I want to keep my own bees? Or would he just see me as competition? Her thoughts raced for a solution as she closed in on his booth.

      Then she overheard a customer standing in front of Wendy’s coffee cart tell her husband, “Honey, doppio is just a fancy way of saying decaf.”

      Wendy said, “Actually, doppio is a double shot of espresso.” She winked at Hadley as she noticed her passing by.

      The woman’s gentle correction caused a light bulb to go off in Hadley’s brain. That was it! She loved talking to customers about the difference between jams, jellies, and preserves whenever they asked her, or—on certain occasions—when they called her jams preserves. The corrections were never borne from a frustration with the customer, but rather an excitement about her craft.

      An excitement she knew her fellow vendors shared for their creations.

      Barry smiled up at her as she stepped up to his booth. His wild, white hair framed his wrinkled face. “Morning, darling.” Lovely crow’s-feet appeared next to his brown eyes as he greeted her.

      Hadley’s heart stepped in the way, almost blocking her from her mission from Paul. The man was the sweetest and had never been anything but supportive and lovely to her.

      Finding out the truth is helping him, she reminded herself with a steadying breath.

      “Hi, Barry.” Hadley picked up her favorite blend of his honey, knowing she’d need more to make another batch of the honey chutney, and handed him cash for her purchase.

      Thinking one more moment about her plan, she decided on the untruth she would use to bait the man into a conversation.

      “I have to tell you, I learned the coolest thing the other day, Barry.”

      He leaned forward in anticipation. “You don’t say.”

      She nodded. “I learned there’s a certain type of honeybee that dances.” A smile overcame her features as she remembered the first time she’d seen a video of the waggle dance which bees used to communicate the location of flowers to their hive.

      Hadley’s grin was mirrored on Barry’s face. “Actually,” he said, “most types of honeybees have their own dialect of a dance-like form of communication.”

      She chewed the inside of her cheek to hold her smile from getting any bigger as he took the bait. “Interesting. I saw a video of it. They were so cute, wiggling around. The bees in the video were a lot darker than the average honeybee, though. I just figured it was specific to that kind.”

      Barry ran a hand through his white beard. “A darker bee might be Russian. I’d have to see it to tell for sure.”

      “Are those the kind of bees you keep?”

      “Oh, I’ve always kept Italian honeybees. They’re what my father kept, and we tend to stick with what we know, right?”

      Hadley agreed. “Well, now I learned a second thing. Russian, Italian. I didn’t know bees came from so many different places.”

      “There are also Carniolan, Buckfast, Caucasian, and German.” He beamed, obviously loving a chance to share his knowledge with a willing listener.

      “Well, thank you. For the honey and the information.” She held up the jar and waved as she left him.

      Dropping the jar off at her own table, Hadley checked in with Suzanne now that she was done helping her customer.

      “Italian bees,” she told her after she explained how she’d gotten Barry to talk.

      Suze frowned. “Aww. I can’t believe you went sleuthing without me.”

      “Sorry.” Hadley wrinkled her nose. “I just got excited. But you can help me with the next part.”

      “Next part?” Suze narrowed her eyes. “Paul just said to find out about the bees.”

      Hadley put a hand on her hip. “Since when do we do everything Paul says?”

      Suze swallowed, but then grinned. “Right. What’s the plan?”

      Hadley eyed the Valley Wildflowers booth down by the Fenton Farms stand. Jessie stood behind the table instead of Leo. It wasn’t unusual for Jessie to help out in her dad’s shop or in his place at the market, but this time felt different. Between his absence in the shop on Monday and a lone Jessie today, it felt to Hadley as if he were hiding.

      “We’re going to question Jessie and see if we can’t get her to tell us the real reason her dad hasn’t been around since Charlie was killed.”

      “Both of us at once? But who will watch our stands?” Suze asked.

      Hadley’s scheming smirk fell flat. While she had sold out of her jams, Suze still had prints and a few originals left. She didn’t want her friend to miss out on any sales. Because she was a good friend, Hadley said, “I got to talk to Barry, you take Jessie. I’ll stay here.”

      Suze smiled a thank you and was about to head that way when Potholder Penny walked over from the next booth.

      “You two looking for Leo, I hear.” The middle-aged woman snapped gum as if she were a teenager at the mall.

      Hadley crossed her arms in front of her. “You eavesdropping again, Penny?”

      Penny put up her hands as she said, “I can’t help it if you’re talking super loud.” The problem with the gesture was that she was still wearing a potholder on each of her hands as she often did to model their design.

      The sight of her standing there, potholder-covered hands raised, made Hadley and Suze sputter with barely contained laughter. Penny didn’t seem to find it as funny as they did, so they composed themselves as well as humanly possible and concentrated on her first statement.

      “Do you know where Leo is?” Hadley asked, wiping happy tears from her eyes.

      Lowering her mitts, Penny folded them in front of her. “I heard he skipped town because he’s the one who put those bees into Charlie’s van.”

      Luckily, Hadley and Suze had Paul, so they knew better than to believe obvious untruths such as that statement. Paul had been in to question Leo himself. The man hadn’t run away. But he was hiding something.

      “You really think he did it?” Suze asked, leveling her most dubious gaze on Penny.

      Penny slapped a mitted hand over her heart. “Me? I don’t think he did. I’m just hearing a lot of talk and there are people out there who think he did.”

      “Okay, so these people—who are definitely not you—” Hadley said, “what are they saying is the reason behind why Leo killed Charlie?”

      “Wedding Gate, of course.” Penny leaned forward as she whispered, her eyes widening.

      What Penny was referring to was, of course, the scandal that had taken place around Christmas last year when Leo had landed a high-end client from Seattle through a wedding expo. The young woman had been from an affluent family, deeply entrenched in the coffee capitol’s social scene. Her wedding was to be featured in all of the popular Northwest bridal magazines and would’ve been amazing for publicity.

      Charlie, who’d been at the same expo, had tracked her down once she’d left the Valley Wildflowers table. He’d convinced her there was a new strain of beetle which was ravaging the Cascade Valley and even he wouldn’t have taken her on as a client because the beetles were ruining the flowers. He implied that Leo might very well destroy her wedding day with these hole-filled, infested flowers. The girl was as gullible as she was rich, it turned out, and she went straight back to Leo and canceled her appointment. Charlie hadn’t stopped there, doing the same thing to the next two clients, all three of them canceling even after Leo assured them it was a lie.

      Leo had been crushed, but even more than that, he had been furious.

      “But Wedding Gate was six months ago. Why would Leo wait until now to get his revenge?” Suze asked.

      Penny waggled her eyebrows as if she were a Marx brother who’d just spotted a pretty girl. “That’s the interesting thing. Thea Clark just told me she saw Leo’s flower shop listed on a realty site. Then, after Charlie showed up dead, the listing disappeared.”

      Hadley and Suze glanced at each other. They’d known about the shop being up for sale, but Hadley hadn’t gone back to see whether or not it still was. It was entirely plausible that Leo had gotten to the point where he had to put his business up for sale, had blamed it on Charlie, and killed him to get revenge. Or maybe Leo thought he would have to sell the place if Charlie was going to compete with him, but with the other flower seller out of the picture, he would get to stay open.

      “That does kinda change things,” Hadley admitted.

      Suze nodded. “Which makes it extra important that I go talk with Jessie and ask her if she knows why her dad has been keeping a low profile.”

      Hadley agreed, but just as Suze started to leave for the florist’s booth, Hadley saw something that made her simultaneously freeze and grow uncomfortably warm. She reached out and gripped Suze’s arm, stopping her just before she could step away.

      “Suze, I’m sorry, but you’re not going anywhere.”

      Suze followed Hadley’s intense gaze to the Fenton Farms stand.

      “Oh boy. This is not good.”

      Hadley shook her head as she stared at her ex-husband.
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      Hadley blinked, just to make sure she was seeing things clearly.

      Tyler. Back in Stoneybrook. Why?

      As if reading her mind, Suze whispered, “Why is Tyler here?” Being that her question was backed by surprise and anger, it came out louder than she probably meant it to.

      Hadley’s chest ached. She shook her head, not knowing the answer to Suze’s question. Penny, having spotted Tyler, backed away to the safety of her potholders.

      Tyler’s dark hair had grown out since Hadley last saw him, close to five months ago. He was letting it grow out, like he used to when they were in high school. His tall, lean frame looked even more so in the dark jeans and black T-shirt he wore. It seemed as though Seattle had worn off on him in a few months, in a way it hadn’t on Luke in a decade.

      Speaking of Luke, he glanced over at Hadley, worry written as clear as a summer’s day in his blue eyes. He pushed back his shoulders, like he always did when he was uncomfortable, then focused on Tyler again. It took a moment for Hadley to recognize Luke’s anxious tell because the man was always so laid back—maddeningly so, in fact—rarely showing anything other than confidence.

      Threading her arm through Hadley’s, Suze pulled close. “What do you want to do? Run? Stand up to him? Stand long enough to kick him and then run? Just let me know, and I’m there with you.”

      Hadley smiled. Suze’s undying support lightened the anvil-like weight sitting on her chest. She wished her brother could be here with her too. Then she would have her full support team surrounding her. But she’d known this moment would come. Even though Tyler had moved away, his entire family still lived here. She knew he would visit; it just felt like that time had come much sooner than she had anticipated.

      “I can do this,” she said, more for herself than Suze. “It’s just Tyler.”

      “Yeah, just the man you were with for over a decade, who betrayed your trust by sleeping with someone else, and spending most of your money on her,” Suze said as she stared at Tyler.

      Hadley threw a sidelong glance at her friend.

      “Uh, sorry. Not helpful. Got it.” She nodded, then tightened the link between them as she watched Tyler turn and look in their direction.

      The two women pulled in synchronized breaths, but Hadley was sure Suze’s heart didn’t ache as much as hers did when Tyler’s dark eyes met hers.

      There was a good reason he was Stoneybrook’s golden boy. He’d been the high school’s best quarterback in two decades—matched with Luke as his wide receiver, they’d been an unstoppable force for those few years. But it had been more than that. Tyler’s good nature, devastating grin, and ability to smooth talk the wrinkles out of a rhino made it almost impossible not to like him.

      Almost.

      Hadley had found plenty of reasons over the past year. Which was why she kept her face passive as he hit her with that famous smile and headed over. Glancing behind him at Luke, Hadley noticed his friend adjust his shoulders again as he feigned interest in a row of corn on the cob.

      Tyler held out his arms as he approached. “Had, how ya been?” He moved to pull her into a hug as if nothing was wrong between them, as if they were the best of friends.

      Luckily, Hadley’s actual best friend had her back—or, her front, actually—and Suze swiveled in between the two of them, creating an awkward, three-person hug sandwich.

      Tyler laughed and pulled away. He’d grown the beginnings of a beard too, Hadley noticed. He’d always stayed clean-shaven. She liked the five-o’clock shadow look on him.

      “Hey, Ty. What are you doing in town?” Hadley asked, deliberately pressing her lips together so her mouth wouldn’t hang open in her surprise.

      “Accounting business. I still have clients in town, you know.”

      “You couldn’t do that from Seattle?” Suze asked, crossing her arms.

      “And miss seeing my favorite Stoneybrook girl?” He grinned, but the smile faded as he glanced behind Hadley.

      “Favorite? Tyler, you and I have very different ways of showing favoritism.” Paul’s voice was low and menacing as he stepped up next to Hadley.

      She felt like crying with relief. He had heard her twin-connection plea for help. Or it was possible he’d just stopped by the market like he often did, but Hadley liked to believe he’d sensed she needed him.

      Tyler straightened his shoulders and cleared his throat. “Hey, Paul. How’s it going?”

      Paul cocked an eyebrow. “Oh, you know. Trying to solve a murder while supporting Hadley as she packs up the house you two used to share. What about you?”

      Wrinkling his forehead, Tyler attempted to stare down the larger, hairier James twin.

      “I’m … uh—” Tyler attempted, then shifted one expensively booted foot. “My mom called and … I wanted to come to town to see everyone.”

      Paul glared at his ex-brother-in-law.

      “And Leo asked me to come talk with him about his financial options.”

      “Options?” Hadley asked.

      Tyler’s face belied his surprise. “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, the man’s business is …” Tyler shrugged. “Let’s just say he needed a little help.”

      Hadley, Paul, and Suze glanced at each other.

      Tyler had been in the big city for too many months it seemed. He’d forgotten the cardinal Stoneybrook rule: Always pretend you don’t know what you know until the person you’re talking to confirms they already know what you know, and then you can chat about it to your heart’s content knowing neither of you is technically spreading gossip since you both heard it elsewhere before.

      His face turned red as he realized his mistake. Hadley had learned that even in the smallest towns, secrets would always still lurk, and it wasn’t smart to assume anyone knew everything. Tyler had obviously not learned the same lesson. And he’d just spilled something big.

      “Is that why you’re visiting?” Paul asked. “You’re helping Leo with his finances?”

      Tyler hadn’t followed his parents into the grocery business, something that had been a real fight at the time, but most of his family had put it behind them at that point. Being an accountant, however, seemed much more lucrative in a big city rather than a small town. He was still willing to come home to bail out an old friend, it appeared.

      “I didn’t—I can’t—” Tyler stammered, backing up a few steps as he tried to dig himself out of the mess he’d piled on.

      Hadley knew it probably made her a bad person, but she got some pleasure out of watching the man squirm. He’d always been so cool, so together; even in the midst of their divorce he’d maintained the same air about him. It was nice to see he wasn’t always as put together as he seemed.

      But as soon as it came, the cruel thought left Hadley. Tyler may have treated her poorly, and he may have lost her trust, but he also didn’t deserve to get the fifth degree his first day back in town.

      “Plus,” Tyler added. “I thought I could help with getting the house ready. You’ve got a lot going on with your business, Had.”

      Blinking back her surprise, Hadley was momentarily speechless. Tyler wanted to help? Also, he’d never referred to jam-making as her business. He’d always brushed it off and talked about it like it was some sticky hobby of hers.

      Who was this person standing in front of her?

      “Well, thanks. That would be great, actually.” She found her voice.

      While Tyler had already taken small things like his clothes and daily items with him when the divorce had finalized, there were still large pieces of furniture from his family and photo albums they needed to decide how to split up. Hadley had to admit having Tyler’s help felt like it took a big weight off her shoulders.

      Tyler’s smooth facade returned and he winked at Hadley. “Anything for you, Had.”

      Anything except fidelity and fiscal responsibility, Hadley thought. She felt Paul shift next to her. Suze cleared her throat.

      “Oh, hey. There’s Jeff,” Tyler said as he spotted his cousin. “I’m going to go catch up. I’ll be in touch, Had.” He waved as he left.

      Once Tyler was gone, Hadley’s tunnel vision widened, and she began to notice the rest of the market again. And while the shoppers kept going about their business as usual, all of the locals were staring in her direction. About half of the gazes were sympathetic, paired with a head tip to the side, and the other half were glares.

      The sting of their split had faded in her memory and throughout the town, and Hadley had almost forgotten how it had been when she and Tyler had first told his family, and consequently the town, about their plans to divorce. But she was reminded all too clearly of how half the town wouldn’t speak to her for months after and blamed her for forcing Tyler to leave, as went the story they’d told themselves.

      Her ex-husband’s return to town had seemed to rekindle the hatred and pity some of her neighbors and fellow business owners felt toward her.

      Hadley glanced over at the Fenton Farms booth and noticed Luke had been watching her too. He quickly pretended to be ringing up a customer, but she saw through the act.

      What does Luke think about Tyler coming home?

      He had told her that he’d been upset with Tyler for cheating on her, had even told him to stop. But Luke and Tyler had been friends since forever. Of course Luke’s loyalty would lie with Tyler over Hadley. She was fooling herself to think them getting along better lately might mean anything different.

      She turned to face Paul and Suze. “Thanks, you two. I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through that without you.”

      Suze reached forward to grab Hadley’s hand, squeezing it tight in hers.

      “Anytime I can take that jerk down a peg, I’m happy.” Paul stepped closer, wrapping an arm around Hadley’s shoulders and pulling her into a hug. “You’re a way nicer person than I am.”

      “I say that about her all the time.” Suze chuckled, but then pointed at them. “I think Had may be too nice for her own good, though.”

      Hadley felt her cheeks heat up as Paul stepped back, releasing her from the hug. She looked down at her hands, noticing with a groan that she shouldn’t have bothered applying new nail polish last night as most of it was now chipped off.

      Around them, the market was beginning to wind down, though there was still a good two hours left. Hadley swiped a hand over her face, trying to reset it from the confused frown she felt like it had frozen in.

      “I think I might pack up early and head home, if that’s okay with you, Suze.” Hadley met her friend’s gaze.

      Suze’s face softened. “Of course. You go. I can find my own way back. Penny can give me a ride since she owes me a favor after I showed her how to create that blog she’s been wanting to start forever,” Suze said, raising her voice on the last part and leaning forward so Penny could hear her.

      Their neighbor rolled her eyes, but nodded reluctantly.

      “Or I can stay and help,” Paul said. When both Hadley and Suze looked at him in surprise, he added, “I could use a little time around the locals to do some questioning for this case. I can take Suze back in my truck.”

      “That would be great.” Hadley smiled and began packing up. “Oh, by the way,” she said, turning to Paul. “Barry keeps Italian bees.”

      He thanked her and said he would let the sheriff know.

      Once Hadley dropped off her supplies at the jam kitchen, she hopped on her bike to head back home. The ride through the cool breeze and sunshine served to calm her worries and lighten her spirit, so by the time she reached her house, she was feeling like she was finally letting go of Tyler’s sudden reappearance.

      All sense of calm left her as she walked into the kitchen. Ansel was perched like an angry gargoyle outside of the laundry room, glaring as if he had killer eye-lasers that might penetrate the door and destroy the kitten for good.

      Hadley felt like crying. “Ansel, can’t you just get along with her? This is the last thing I need today.”

      The black-and-white cat growled at the door in response.

      “Maybe if you could just see her,” Hadley said. “Would that make it better?”

      He licked his paw.

      “Well, it’s worth a try.”

      At the end of her rope, Hadley carefully opened the laundry room door and picked up the orange kitten. She was waiting just on the other side and mewed when she saw Hadley’s face.

      Then, sitting on the kitchen floor, Hadley set the kitten in her lap as she crossed her legs under her. Ansel growled louder.

      “Or this will make it worse,” Hadley whispered to herself and rubbed her thumbs into her temples, feeling a headache coming on from all of the stress.

      While Hadley’s hands were busy kneading her temples, the kitten jumped free of her lap and scrambled over to where Ansel crouched. His growls deepened and grew louder the closer the kitten came.

      Hadley’s breath caught in her throat. The kitten was fast. She was already standing in front of Ansel by the time Hadley could react and shoot forward to grab her.

      But before Hadley could get to the kitten, Ansel’s growls broke into a full hiss. The kitten, seemingly undeterred, took another step closer so she was right in front of the angry cat. Then, without warning, her small paw whipped forward, smacking Ansel right in the face.

      The growling and hissing came to a sudden halt. Ansel blinked in surprise.

      Hadley stood there, poised to grab him if he decided to retaliate, but she found she didn’t need to worry. The look of surprise on Ansel’s face was quickly replaced with interest. He leaned forward and smelled the kitten, who was still standing her ground. Then he licked her face.

      The kitten walked forward and head-butted the older cat, rubbing her body against his. Hadley relaxed. She couldn’t help but grin as the sound of purring met her ears. Ansel began following the kitten around as she explored the rest of the kitchen.

      Sighing, Hadley enjoyed having at least one of the problems in her life resolved.
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      The next day, Hadley called up Vivian’s receptionist and canceled her Monday appointment with the woman, stating she would call and set up another time when she could. With Tyler in town, Hadley just couldn’t fathom adding anything more to her plate. It seemed as if she’d learned as much as she could from Vivian, anyway.

      Minutes after she hung up with one realty office, her other realtor called. Deborah had found a house she thought was The One for Hadley. Seeing as how Deborah had said that a few times already, Hadley didn’t get too excited, but she did agree to be ready in half an hour to go look at it.

      She didn’t even feel guilty about leaving for however long it took to go see the house. Between last night and that morning, Hadley had managed to pack up all of the nonessentials in her bedroom and create a pile of things she needed to go through with Tyler. It had been her most productive packing day yet. Knowing Tyler would be there to help had made a world of difference, and having the cats get along like long-lost siblings didn’t hurt.

      It was a particularly hot day, with temperatures creeping into the nineties as noon approached, and not a cloud in the vast blue sky. Hadley changed out of her dusty packing clothes and slipped into her favorite floral cotton dress. She plaited her long, dark hair into a side braid, which fell over her left shoulder.

      Half an hour later, she was soaking up the midday sun as she stood in front of her house, waiting for Deborah. She lifted her face to the warmth, smiling and leaning back against her fence for support. Hadley was just contemplating whether or not she should pop back inside to put on another layer of sunscreen when Deborah pulled up.

      Hadley jumped a little in surprise as she noticed Luke sitting in the back seat when she climbed inside. His lips quirked into a half smile and he waved.

      Noticing Hadley’s surprise, Deborah said, “Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t mention it on the phone, but Luke called this morning and had a property he wanted to see right around the same area I’m taking you. I didn’t ask since you two seemed to be getting along so well last time. I figured it would be okay.”

      The setup attempt was back on, it appeared. Hadley feigned a smile. Yeah, but last time was before his best friend came back into town and reminded me of why we don’t get along, she thought to herself. Aloud, she said, “Oh, sure. That’s fine. Hey, Luke.” Hadley didn’t look back at him. She buckled in, focusing forward.

      Deborah looked a little disappointed at the lackluster greeting, but started driving anyway.

      The awkward air between Hadley and Luke felt almost palpable, and maybe it was, because after the first five minutes, Deborah said, “I saw Tyler’s back in town, Hadley. How are you feeling about that?”

      Was Deborah onto a new setup, or was she thinking it might make Luke jealous?

      Shrugging, Hadley said, “He’s just visiting, but I’m fine. He’s going to help me get the house ready, which I appreciate.”

      Deborah waggled an eyebrow in Hadley’s direction. “Oh, I see. Having a big, strong man around to help with the heavy lifting can’t hurt.”

      Unsure whether she wanted to burst out laughing or hide her face in embarrassment, Hadley squeaked out a, “Deborah!”

      The woman grinned conspiratorially. “What? It can’t. Plus, with a history like the two of you have, you never know what could happen when you two get all sweaty moving boxes.”

      Yep. New setup, for sure.

      This time Hadley did laugh. “Hold your horses, woman. Nothing’s going to happen. We’re 100 percent divorced.” She shot a can you believe this woman? look back at Luke, but he was staring out the window.

      Deborah patted Hadley’s hand. “You keep telling yourself that, dear. As someone who’s been divorced before, I can tell you the spark never dies out. It’s always burning somewhere, however small. Like a pilot light, if you will.” She pulled into a vacant lot. “And here we are, Luke.”

      Luke was out the door before Deborah even turned off the car. He strode around the property for a few minutes while Deborah jogged behind him, reading him stats off the listing. Hadley stayed in her seat, but rolled down her window after the air inside became stifling after a few minutes.

      “You could build in a variety of spots on this property, but I think this over here would be the best spot since you get a great view of the mountains, especially if you build something that’s a few stories tall.” Deborah squinted in the sunlight and pointed to a flat part of the clearing to their right.

      Nodding, Luke appeared to relax out of the uptight mood he’d seemed to be in when they’d first arrived. “It’s a good option. I’ve been thinking more about building.”

      They chatted about his options for a few more minutes and then returned to the vehicle.

      “It’s nice out here, Luke,” Hadley said once the others were back inside the car with her.

      He didn’t even meet her gaze as he buckled in and grunted out a response.

      Surprised, Hadley focused on rolling up her window as Deborah started the car and the AC turned on again. Then she spent the five-minute drive to the next property completely chipping the nail polish off her left pointer finger.

      What was Luke’s problem?

      She didn’t have a chance to dwell on the question, because they arrived at the house Deborah had brought her to see.

      “Wait, this is Leo’s rental.” Hadley blinked as they drove down the oak-lined driveway and stopped in front of the beautiful, cedar-shake house. She looked over at Deborah. “I didn’t know he was selling.”

      Deborah’s bright red lips curled into a smirk. “It’s not even on the market yet. He owes me a favor, so he told me about it first.”

      Hadley couldn’t help but return Deborah’s smile. After downsizing to a smaller house once his daughter went off to college last year, the whole town had been watching what Leo would do with his house. Still unsure what his future held, he’d decided to rent it out, much to the disappointment of the dozen or more townspeople who’d had their eye on the place for the past decade.

      No one thought he would ever part with the place. He had called it his refuge, the house he’d purchased after he and his wife had divorced when Jessie was a child.

      A single dark cloud darkened Hadley’s excited thoughts as she looked out at her dream house. She couldn’t help but recall how Tyler had let slip the fact Leo’s business was in trouble. Was that part of the reason he’d decided to sell his other house? Was he selling this place instead of the store? She remembered Penny mentioning the store was no longer for sale. The thought sat in her gut like a pill taken on an empty stomach.

      Hadley chanced a glance back at Luke. “Can you believe this?” she asked.

      He shook his head, surprise lifting whatever odd mood he’d gotten himself into earlier.

      “Let’s go look!” Deborah clapped her hands excitedly.

      The three of them exited the car. Hadley sighed as the sound of the river enveloped them from where it rushed by at the bottom of a ravine to her right. It was the perfect location: a short walk downhill to the banks, but without having to worry when the river occasionally flooded during the rainy months in the spring and fall.

      The property was dotted with old-growth pine trees, enough to throw patches of shade on the house and yard, but not enough to block a good splashing of sunlight.

      “As you probably know, the house is just under twenty-four hundred square feet. The deck adds another seven hundred to that, if you consider it an extension of the living space, which I do.”

      Deborah led them inside.

      The whole house smelled like laundry dried in the summer breeze. Whitewashed walls accentuated the dark wood moldings and accent beams. Sunlight streamed into the kitchen through multiple skylights in the celling, bathing the painted concrete countertops in warmth.

      “Is there still a tenant here?” Hadley asked, pointing to a bag visible in the open bedroom and a makeup bag sitting on the counter of the guest bathroom.

      Deborah waved a hand. “Jessie’s just staying here for now. Probably wanted her own space since she’s so used to living away from her dad now.” The woman rolled her eyes, letting them know exactly what she thought of that.

      She bustled them down the hall and into the great room.

      “There are three bedrooms, two and a half bathrooms, and a small room which could be used as an office,” Deborah said.

      Instead of following Deborah, Hadley walked forward, pulling open the sliding glass door leading out onto the back porch. Bedrooms were one thing, but what she cared about most was what lay outside. Stepping out onto the large deck, Hadley smiled as a full, unobstructed view of the southern part of the valley opened in front of her. She could picture sitting in a nice comfortable chair, reading a book while glancing up to this beautiful scenery.

      On top of the awesome view, the backyard also had a mature garden with beds running down both sides and a few fruit trees in the middle. There looked to be peas, lettuce, purple cabbages, strawberries, and tomatoes. Hadley even noticed a few beehives near the back corner, next to a covered stack of firewood.

      Hadley turned as Deborah and Luke walked out onto the deck after her. “It’s amazing. Are you sure it’s in my price range?”

      Deborah nodded. “Near the top, but yes. I figured this would be one you’d be willing to stretch for.”

      Luke asked, “And no one else knows about the place yet?”

      “Not yet,” Deborah said. “But you know how this town works.”

      He clicked his tongue. “That’s what I was worried about.” He turned to Hadley. “If you’re already going to be stretching to give him his asking price, I don’t know if it’s going to be enough.”

      Hadley’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Why wouldn’t it be enough?”

      “Because I think you’re going to be in a bidding war for this place and asking is only where that will start.”

      “Why will I be in a bidding war when no one else knows?” Hadley put a hand on her hip.

      Luke crossed his arms over his chest. “Because I want this place too.”
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      Hadley was sure she was going to have to pay someone to refinish the wood floors in her living room from all of the pacing she’d done upon returning home after seeing Leo’s house.

      Or maybe she should save her money for the dental work she was going to need to fix the teeth she would likely crack if she continued to grit them like she’d been doing ever since Luke announced he was going to bid for the house too.

      She picked up Marmalade—sure she was keeping her now, she’d named her after the citrus preserve and its orange color. Petting the kitten’s soft fur, Hadley to try to calm herself.

      “That man is the most infuriating … jerk I’ve ever met,” she grumbled to herself as she continued to pace.

      “You wouldn’t be talking about me, now, would you, Had?”

      Hadley jumped and spun around to see Tyler standing in the doorway to the kitchen. He raised one dark eyebrow as he leaned into the doorframe. He was wearing the same bluish-black jeans as yesterday, it seemed, but he’d changed into a red T-shirt featuring some Seattle brewery’s logo on the front. An odd mixture of annoyance and nostalgia washed over Hadley. Red had always been her favorite color on Tyler.

      Marmalade stiffened at the sight of him, however, and jumped out of Hadley’s arms, skittering off to join Ansel on the couch.

      Tyler peered over at them. “Two cats? We’ve been divorced less than a year, and you’re already becoming a crazy cat lady.” He laughed.

      She didn’t.

      “What are you doing, Ty? You don’t live here anymore. You can’t just waltz in whenever you want.”

      He put his hands up in defense. “I came to help. You said it would be nice if I did.”

      Exhaling, Hadley said, “Okay, but next time would you at least knock?”

      Tyler agreed, and she showed him to the spare bedroom, where she’d stored all of the things she needed his opinion on.

      In only half an hour, they’d gone through all the books in their library and half of the photo albums, splitting things up as evenly as they could. Tyler had begun a pile of things he would bring with him when he went back over the mountains. There was a donation pile, and Hadley brought a box over to pack the things she was going to keep.

      She balked as she picked up their wedding album. Her gaze tiptoed up to meet his.

      Tyler caught sight of what she held and cleared his throat. “Oh, wow.” But instead of sitting in the discomfort like she was, he took it from her and plopped into the chair in the corner of the room. Flipping open the cover, a wide smile overtook his face. “Man, look at these kids.”

      Enticed, Hadley walked over and perched on the arm of the chair, leaning in to see the nineteen-year-old versions of them. His hair was longer and shaggier, while hers was shorter, curled into soft waves hanging around her shoulders. Tyler had bulked up since then, though not necessarily in a bad way. Hadley brushed a hand along her hip, knowing she’d gained some weight in that area. But other than being skinnier and a decade younger, the people in the photo also had an innocence to them which made Hadley want to cry.

      “They look so happy,” Tyler said.

      “They had no idea what was coming, did they?” she added.

      Sadness washed over Tyler’s features as he glanced up at her. After she’d found out about what he’d actually been doing when he said he was going on all of his business trips, he’d said he was sorry so many times Hadley lost count. And while his apologies made it easier to be in the same room with him, they couldn’t erase her distrust.

      Letting go of one side of the album, Tyler reached over and took her hand with his. He moved like he wanted to pull her into his lap like he used to, but he hesitated and must’ve rethought that because he just squeezed her hand, instead.

      “What should we do with this?” Tyler asked, finally.

      Hadley let go of his hand and moved back over to the pile of albums. She moved two and then pulled out a black leather one. “We have two. This is the one the photographer made us.” She pointed to the album still in his hands. “That’s the one your mom put together. You keep that one, and I’ll take this.”

      He nodded, then continued to flip through the pages of the one he held.

      “Ty,” she whispered. When he looked up, she said, “We’ve got a lot to go through. As much as I’d like to sit down and reminisce about how skinny my arms used to be, I don’t think we have time.”

      She also didn’t want to get caught looking through photos bound to make her feel sentimental and push her toward poor decisions.

      Tyler seemed to understand. “Right.” He cleared his throat and patted the album cover as he closed it.

      Without two copies of the other albums in their collection, they had to employ a much more discretionary tactic for the rest of the pictures, but an hour later they’d finished.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” Tyler said, standing and stretching.

      Hadley patted off her pants since some of the pictures had been a little dusty and stood. “We haven’t even started looking at furniture.”

      Tyler cringed in response, but as it turned out, neither of them needed to worry. They’d always butted heads when they’d been married, fighting over how to decorate the house, what kind of car to get, and even what to make for dinner. But now that they were no longer a couple, compromise felt so much easier. They went through the whole house, putting sticky notes on whatever they wanted.

      “Your grandma gave us these,” Hadley said, running her hand along the top of one of their matching bedside tables. “You should take them.”

      Running his hand along his chin, he nodded. “Okay, well then you get the headboard since your dad made that.”

      “Deal,” she said.

      “Deal.” He held his hand out and she shook it.

      Instead of letting go, however, he held on, holding her gaze with his just as intensely. She’d always had a soft spot for those brown eyes of his. Tyler tugged her closer to him until she could feel his breath on her neck.

      She remembered what Deborah had said earlier about there always being a spark. She couldn’t deny it. This was Tyler, after all. He was the first boy she’d dated and the one she’d spent so many years thinking was going to be her last.

      “Had, I’ve missed you,” he whispered as he bent closer, wrapping an arm around her waist.

      Before Hadley could decide how she should react, what she should say, her phone began buzzing from where she’d tucked it in her back pocket. She pulled away from Tyler and took out the phone. It was Paul.

      “Hey,” she answered.

      “You busy?” he asked.

      Tyler stepped back, raking his fingers back and forth through his hair.

      “No,” she answered. “What’s up?”

      “I have a few questions for Barry. I think he’ll take it better if you’re there with me.”

      “Uh, sure.” She had some questions of her own, but didn’t want to ask them in front of Tyler.

      “Be there in ten minutes.”

      Paul hung up before she could answer.

      Tyler looked up. “That Paul?”

      Hadley nodded.

      “Then that’s my cue to leave,” he said, patting his pockets like he always did when he was making sure he had his keys and wallet. “If it’s possible, that brother of yours has gotten bigger since the last time I was here, and I don’t want to be on the receiving end of the knuckle sandwich I know he’s dying to serve me.”

      Chuckling, Hadley couldn’t argue.

      Tyler walked past her and planted a kiss on her forehead like he used to. Her chest tightened in pain as she watched him leave. They’d been working in the bedroom, and the spare bed was right in front of her, so she let herself fall, face-first into the comforter.

      Ansel and Marmalade came trotting in after Tyler left. The sound of paws padding on the wood floor didn’t even entice her to look up.

      When Paul got there a few minutes later, Hadley was in the same spot. Ansel was curled up next to her head, and Marmalade had climbed onto her back and was perched there, purring away.

      “Hey, you okay?” he asked.

      The bed shifted as he sat on the edge.

      “Mm ummfued.”

      “Come again?”

      She lifted her face from the comforter and felt Marmalade jump off her back. “I’m confused.”

      “Would this confusion have anything to do with the fact that I passed Tyler on my way here?”

      Hadley wrinkled her face into a frown. “Maybe.”

      He set a hand on her back and patted it a few times. “Sorry, Had. I know none of this can be easy.”

      “I can’t tell if it would’ve been worse having to do all of this packing on my own, but gosh is it hard having him here again.”

      Paul shook his head. “I’m still in the I wish he’d never show his face here again camp, but that’s just me.”

      Rolling onto her side, she asked, “So why do you need me to go talk to Barry with you? Did you guys hear back about the type of bee responsible for stinging Charlie?”

      “Not yet, but we did find out what that sticky substance was on the handle.”

      Hadley sat up. “What?”

      “Honey.” Paul’s forehead creased together as he watched her react.

      “That’s not good.” Focusing on her fingers, Hadley began to pick the polish off one of her pink nails.

      Paul sighed. “That’s why I want to talk with him. I need to give him one last chance to come clean.”

      Hadley swallowed as a lump formed in her throat at the idea that Barry might’ve been responsible for Charlie’s death. She got up off the bed.

      “Well, I guess there’s only one way to find out.”
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      Barry’s bee farm was only a few minutes away. Paul parked next to Barry’s old red truck, and they headed for his house. It was an odd sensation for Hadley. Most of the times she’d visited the man, he’d been out working around the hives or on his garden. She’d been to Barry’s house close to a hundred times in her life, but Hadley could count the times she’d gone inside on one hand.

      Paul knocked on the faded front door. While Barry’s house and farm were all mostly well maintained, they couldn’t hide their age or the reality that one man was in charge of running the whole farm by himself.

      When Barry opened the door moments later, he was just pulling on his normal newsboy-style cap.

      “The James twins,” he said with a hint of surprise. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” The old man’s voice held a tremor that made Hadley quite sure he wasn’t expecting the visit to be pleasurable.

      Her stomach flipped. He knew why they were there, which meant he had done something to Charlie.

      “Hey, Barry.” Paul took off his sunglasses and stepped inside. “I’ve got some questions for you.” It didn’t matter that Paul wasn’t wearing his sheriff’s uniform—Sundays being his usual day off each week—his tone, and the way he scanned the room made it clear they weren’t just there for a social call.

      “And your lovely sister is here to soften me up?” Barry asked. He set a hand on her arm, squeezing down through the slight shake in his fingers that seemed to have been present for the last ten years or so.

      Hadley covered his hand with hers and patted it gently.

      Paul tipped his head. “You know us too well, Barry.”

      “Come and sit, then.” Barry motioned to the dining room table their father had made for him before they were born.

      Hadley sat and let her finger trace over the beautiful knots in the dark wood.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” Barry asked, moving into the kitchen.

      “I’ll take a tea with honey, please,” Hadley said. She wasn’t thirsty, but she knew Barry loved to host guests and didn’t get to do it as often as he liked.

      “Same here, thank you.” Paul sent Hadley a quick wink which was his way of telling her to relax.

      In an effort to do so, she pushed her shoulders back and pulled in a deep breath. By the time she exhaled, Barry returned with a pot of honey.

      He placed it on the table and said, “Kettle’s on. So what do you wanna know?” He looked up from his cracked fingernails and let his gaze settle on Paul.

      Paul’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, probably buying himself one more moment. “Barry, this business with Charlie isn’t looking great.”

      Barry’s white mustache moved as he pressed his lips together and nodded. Hadley felt like crying as she recognized the anguish sitting behind his eyes.

      “If there’s anything you can tell me that might shed some light on why you’re all over the crime scene, I think it’s time for you to come clean.” Paul lifted his eyebrows, and though the gesture appeared intimidating, Hadley knew he was being much gentler than he normally would’ve been with a suspect.

      The old man ran a hand over his beard. Just as he was about to say something, the whistle of the kettle stopped him. He held up a shaky finger and disappeared into the kitchen for a moment. He returned with a teapot and three stacking mugs.

      “This needs to steep a bit,” Barry explained as he set them down and then returned to his seat.

      Hadley and Paul watched him.

      Barry sighed. “By now I’m sure you know it was Charlie who was to blame for the loss of so many of my bees.”

      Paul nodded. Hadley held her breath.

      “I think there was a moment when I very much wanted to hurt that man,” Barry said, lowering his gaze to the table like a man ashamed. “It’s possible if I was my younger self, I may have. But, no”—he shook his head—“I didn’t kill Charlie.”

      Opening his mouth, Paul was about to say something when Barry held up his hand to stop him.

      “However …” Barry added. “I did want to let him know his actions had consequences.” Patting his chest, Barry pulled a folded piece of paper from the breast pocket in his flannel shirt. “I wrote him this note, threatening him to leave the market and Stoneybrook in general or else I would sue him for damages.”

      Unfolding the letter, the older man flattened it on the table and pushed it closer to Paul and Hadley. Hadley scanned the handwritten text—letters which were simultaneously careful and precise, but also showed the slight wobble in his hand. Concentrating hard, Hadley tried not to let her lip curve up in appreciation as she read the man’s threat. Between Barry’s love of reading and his late wife’s career in journalism, the warning was the most eloquently worded thing Hadley had read in a good while.

      “But why do you still have this?” Paul asked. He pushed the note back toward Barry once he seemed sure Hadley had a chance to read it too.

      Barry sighed. “I couldn’t go through with it. I put it in his van, on the driver’s seat, but I didn’t even get back to my booth before I turned back and retrieved it.” Barry tapped his temple. “Nina talks to me still, tells me what I’m doing wrong. And she did not like me leaving the note like that. Told me, Barry, you talk to the man face-to-face or not at all.”

      Hadley remembered Barry’s wife, Nina. She was as kind as she was strict. The woman held everyone around her to the highest standards, but you couldn’t be mad at her because she also held herself to the same expectations.

      “Is that why you were acting so odd the morning Charlie died?” Hadley asked Barry.

      He nodded. “I was shocked, first of all, but then I began to worry my fingerprints were going to be all over that van of his. When Paul didn’t come knocking right away, I thought maybe someone else was at the top of your list, but then Hadley came sniffing around about the type of bees I kept, and I knew it was coming. I’m just sorry it took you coming here for me to come clean.”

      Barry reached over and began pouring tea into the mugs, handing one with a spoon to each of the James twins. He opened a jar of beautiful, amber honey. They each took a teaspoon and then Barry used his finger to clean up a drip on one side before recapping the jar.

      Paul stared as Barry attempted to wipe the stickiness off his finger and onto a cloth napkin.

      “Did you have honey on your fingers when you opened the van door?” Paul asked.

      Barry looked down at his hands. “It’s a good probability. I don’t even notice it anymore. Nina used to complain that all of our door knobs were sticky as a child’s fingers.”

      “But, I don’t get it,” Hadley said. “Where was Charlie when you were putting the note in his van and then taking it back out? He hadn’t even set up a table at the market. No one had seen him yet.” She turned to Paul. “If he wasn’t in his van, where was he?”

      Paul’s eyebrows knit together as he took in Hadley’s question. “You didn’t see Charlie at all that morning?” Paul asked Barry.

      Barry took a measured breath. “I thought I did, but I wasn’t sure, so I didn’t say anything.”

      “Where do you think you saw him?” Paul leaned closer, setting his tea down on the table.

      “I didn’t know the man well, so I couldn’t be certain, but I thought he was across the street, talking to a woman."

      Now it was Hadley’s turn to lean forward. “What did the woman look like?”

      “Smart dresser, even smarter car.” Barry tipped his head to one side. “Shortish hair, shiny.” He made a cutting motion next to his shoulder to show the length.

      Hadley’s eyes went wide. She cut a quick glance at Paul who nodded in agreement.

      Vivian.

      The James twins both took large gulps of their tea, finishing off the last bit and then stood.

      “Thank you for talking to us, Barry,” Paul said, holding out his hand. When Barry stood as well and took his hand to shake, Paul said, “Next time, please let us know this kind of thing first. Don’t wait for me to come to you. If you’re not guilty, there’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      Barry tsked. “Sorry, Paul. Nina covered way too many stories about people being wrongfully accused and sentenced for me to believe it. Nothing against you, but until that bumbling sheriff is out of the picture, I’m going to err on the side of not going to jail if I can help it.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together to hide a smile.

      Paul didn’t look as amused. He clenched his jaw tight for a second before saying, “Before we go, it will speed up our ability to clear your name if we can take some pictures of your bees just to confirm their race?” Paul asked.

      “Sure thing,” Barry said. “I’m happy to help put the person responsible behind bars, just as long as it’s not me.”

      Hadley and Paul followed him out to the field as he opened a few of the hives so Paul could snap a few pictures of the bees. Minutes later, when they were climbing into Paul’s truck, Hadley shook her head.

      “I know it means we still don’t know who killed Charlie, but boy am I glad it wasn’t Barry.” She pushed her seat belt into the clip.

      Paul didn’t seem so excited, but Hadley knew he was still frustrated with the man from holding on to such important information. “At least we have another reason to talk to Vivian.”

      Hadley lifted her eyebrows. Maybe she shouldn’t have canceled her appointment with the woman.

      Watching her for a moment, Paul said, “You’ve been telling me it’s Vivian this whole time. Why aren’t you more excited about this?”

      She shrugged. “I just can’t help but wonder how Vivian would’ve gotten a hold of bees and when she would’ve had a chance to put them into the van if he was talking with her. Wouldn’t Charlie have noticed that?”

      “True. So you’re thinking someone put the bees in the van after Barry was there, while Charlie was talking with Vivian?”

      Hadley wracked her brain for anyone else who might have access to bees. Then it hit her. She hadn’t thought much about it this morning because she’d been so interested in the house and the views, but now the beehive sitting in the corner of Leo’s property stood out like a red, waving flag.

      “Leo’s selling the rental property,” Hadley said.

      Paul blinked, obviously unsure what it had to do with anything.

      Hadley described how she and Luke had viewed it with Deborah that morning, and how it had a beehive on it.

      “I’ll get Kevin over there with a warrant tomorrow to see what kind of bees he’s keeping.” Paul started the truck and drove them back into town.

      She nodded, but if she was honest with herself, Leo going to jail for the death of Charlie Lloyd wasn’t much better than Barry.
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      Monday morning found Hadley walking under the purple-and-white-striped awning into Valley Wildflowers for her weekly arrangements. She was definitely not there to snoop about the case, nor had she any mind to say anything to Leo about her interest in his property. Asking him to pick her offer over Luke’s would’ve been unethical … right?

      But it didn’t matter anyway, because as she walked into the flower shop, Jessie appeared to be the only one there, again.

      If anyone wanted Leo to go to jail less than Hadley, it had to be Jessie. Maybe she could help Hadley out, give her information that could exonerate her father, take him off the suspect list for good.

      Jessie walked out from the back, balancing the three arrangements. She patted a rogue leaf off her shirt once she’d set them down.

      “So I saw you’re staying at the rental place on the river,” Hadley said, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “Yeah. It’s great, isn’t it?” Jessie said with a smile, but it quickly faded. “Oh, no. I didn’t leave a mess, did I? Please don’t tell my dad. He told me I had to keep it nice if I was going to stay there.”

      Holding up her hands, Hadley shook her head. “Whoa. No, nothing like that. I saw a bag, and Deborah told me it was yours. The place looked great.”

      Jessie visibly relaxed. “Good. I really don’t want to do anything to stress Dad out right now. I know he really needs to sell the rental. He’s under a lot of pressure right now. I don’t want to make it worse.”

      Seeing her opening, Hadley said, “Of course. I know what it’s like to be under financial strain, to not know how tomorrow’s going to turn out. That plus this whole Charlie deal, and he’s got to be stressed to the max.”

      Jessie nodded along with Hadley’s statement until she reached the part about Charlie. At the mention of Leo’s dead competition, Jessie’s eyes narrowed. “He didn’t kill him; you know that, Hadley.” Her sharp tone was quite a change from the sweet, lilting one she normally used.

      “I want to believe it, Jess, but it’s not looking good. If you have any information that can help take the spotlight off him, please let me know. Until then, Paul’s not doing his job if he doesn’t look into your dad.”

      Her face pinched together, tight. For a moment, it seemed like she was going to tell Hadley to leave, but then her features relaxed. “I was running an errand for him in the city, so I wasn’t here. Hadley, I don’t have anything to tell you to take suspicion off him except that I’m sure he didn’t do it.”

      Hadley sighed. “Okay, what about Charlie? Do you know anything about him that might point us to someone else who hated him enough to want him dead?”

      “I don’t know anything other than how much of a jerk he was to my dad and what a creep he was to me,” Jessie said, then softened as she must’ve realized it wasn’t helping her case. “His assistant manager, Stuart, would know more. That guy has been right beside Charlie for as long as I can remember.”

      “Right. I met him.” Hadley nodded. “You know, he seemed pretty disgruntled. Do you think he could’ve done it?” Hadley remembered Paul had interrupted her the first time she’d tried to talk to the young man. Maybe he warranted another visit.

      Just as she was starting to build a possible scenario in her mind where Stuart was the killer, Jessie shook her head. “I mean, I would’ve thought that too. The guy’s a complete jerk, even worse than his boss. But I ran into him on my errand. We both go to the same supply warehouse on the other side of the mountains. We just buy supplies for our arrangements whereas they often buy bulk flowers.” Jessie shrugged. “That doesn’t matter anymore. What is important is he was there at the warehouse the same time I was. I remember because we glared at each other the whole time we were shopping. I didn’t get home until well after noon, which means Stuart couldn’t have been here much before that either.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip as she thought. She picked at her fingernails, but it appeared all of the polish she’d painted on the other day was already gone. This had been a stressful two weeks, it seemed.

      “Okay. Thanks, Jessie.” Hadley balanced the arrangements in her arms. “Maybe I’ll see if I can go talk with Stuart. See if he knows anything.”

      Jessie waved goodbye as Hadley left. It wasn’t until she was halfway down the street she remembered she was going to try to put in a good word about her offer on the house. Oh well, she thought. Catching a killer is more important than me getting my dream house. There would be time to talk about the house once this whole murder investigation was behind them.

      Unless Luke put in an offer she couldn’t beat, of course. Hadley shook her head. She couldn’t think about Luke anymore, or she was going to have to wear a mouth guard to protect her teeth from all the grinding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hadley spent the whole day on Monday in her kitchen making jam. She hadn’t realized it, but between packing, running around looking at houses, and investigating Charlie’s murder, she needed a full day alone in her kitchen.

      There was something inherently calming to her about being surrounded by the sugary, tart smell of the jam as she cooked it and transferred it into the jars. Not to mention it was predictable. All Hadley had to do was follow her recipe and everything would turn out sweet and wonderful. She needed those kinds of results after weeks of nothing going as planned, it seemed.

      Her bike ride home was lovely. Sunset was a few hours off still, but low clouds were blocking the hottest of the sun’s rays, and it sounded as if the crickets were rejoicing in the reprieve after a heat-soaked day. Their chirps rose up from the fields and mixed with the tonal melodies of songbirds and the rhythmic rushing of sprinklers. The peace of nature felt as if it had fully enveloped her by the time she reached her road.

      But it all fell away as she noticed Tyler’s car sitting in the driveway.

      To be honest, their divorce was still fresh enough she hadn’t registered his car’s presence as wrong at first. Seeing Tyler’s sporty, black sedan in that spot had been commonplace since the year before when he’d bought it to get better gas mileage for all of the trips he had to make over the mountains for work.

      Right. Work.

      At the reminder, Hadley’s face grew red. Not with anger, but embarrassment. She’d almost kissed the man the other day, had let him pull her close and tell her he missed her as if he hadn’t been the one to push her away in the first place.

      Hadley skidded her bike to a stop a few hundred feet back, wondering if she should go to Suze’s instead and wait until he left. Maybe she couldn’t be trusted around Tyler.

      It was in times like these she wished her parents were here. Sure, Hadley was a thirty-year-old woman with a successful business. But sometimes she just needed her mom to brush her hair back out of her face and tell her how strong she was, and she needed her dad to call her “buddy” and remind her any boy who dared hurt her would have to answer to him.

      Just thinking about them made her feel stronger, though, and Hadley pedaled the remaining distance to the house, determined to stand up to Tyler just as strongly as she had the day she’d told him she wanted a divorce.

      He was sitting on the porch steps squinting at his phone when she came to a stop just outside the fence. Stepping off the bike and unclipping her helmet, Hadley wheeled the bike down the small hill and propped it up against the side of the house so it was protected under the eaves.

      “You would fit right in with Seattleites,” he said when she walked up. “They bike everywhere. A lot of people don’t even have cars if they live downtown.”

      Hadley held the chin strap of her helmet, tight. The reason she still rode a bike was in part because of all of their money he’d thrown at his affair. It was the same reason her jam kitchen still had a sign in the window saying, “Retail Space Opening Soon.” While she wanted to renovate the front part of the kitchen into a small shop, she just didn’t have the funds to do so after he’d depleted their savings.

      But yelling at Tyler about all of that wasn’t going to make her feel any better. Instead she released her grip on her helmet and said, “What’s up?”

      “We didn’t quite finish yesterday.” He stood, putting his phone away in his back pocket. Stepping toward her, Tyler placed a hand on her arm. “I thought we could pick up where we left off.”

      From the twinkle in his eye and the soft tone he was using, there was little doubt in Hadley’s mind that he was talking about something other than packing.

      And even though her heart beat so fast and hard in her chest she thought it might break free, she pulled in a deep breath and shook her head. She placed her hand over his. Instead of holding on to it—like he must’ve expected with the way his eyes lit up—Hadley moved his hand off her arm.

      “Ty,” she said, sighing. “We’re over. You made that very clear. You can’t come back here and play house with me just because you’re feeling sentimental and homesick, or whatever’s going on here.”

      His handsome face fell. That was one thing Hadley had learned growing up with Tyler Henley; the man was not used to hearing the word no. He was also one of the most stubborn people she’d ever met.

      Taking her hands in his again, Tyler said, “You’ve got to admit there’s still something here, Had. We’ve been together almost half our lives. I don’t know how to be without you.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “You didn’t seem to have a problem being without me when you were sleeping with Christina all of those months.”

      He dropped her hands to run one of his through his hair. “I was having a … quarter-life crisis, or whatever they’re calling them now.”

      It was hard to see him like this. She was too used to the smooth, popular quarterback whose smile could light up any room and who was always the life of the party. Now, before her, stood a broken man. A man who’d broken himself.

      “We can work through this, Had,” he said, worry taking control of his once even tone.

      The statement made Hadley blink. Of course they could. That had never been the problem, she realized. The problem had always been that neither of them was truly happy, truly who they should be when they were together. Besides regular marital bickering here and there, they didn’t have any huge problems that would’ve pushed him into Christina’s arms. If anyone would’ve asked Hadley how they were doing up until the moment she’d gotten the email from his mistress, she would’ve told them they were great, happy, the best.

      Deborah may have been right the other day when she’d said there would always be a spark. He would always be part of her life, but it didn’t mean he deserved to be her whole life anymore.

      “I’m sorry, Ty. I can’t.”

      Hadley placed her hands on either side of his face and leaned up. She kissed him on the cheek, squeezing back the tears threatening to break free from where they stung in the corners of her eyes.

      When she pulled back, a scraping sound rang out from behind her. Tyler’s gaze flicked up toward the road.

      Luke Fenton stood up at the end of the driveway. He wore the worn, red baseball cap he’d had since high school. He’d rolled the sleeves of his work shirt up revealing his tanned arms. And he was on foot. Had he walked all the way there?

      “Luke?” Hadley called out, but it was too late.

      He’d waved, pulled off his cap, and headed in the other direction before she or Tyler could say anything more.

      Tyler scuffed the toe of his shoes on the stepping stones. “I guess I should go and see what Luke wanted from me.”

      “I think that would be best.” Hadley wrapped her arms around her middle and watched him leave.
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      That night while Hadley was going through her kitchen cabinets and packing anything nonessential, Paul called. He started the conversation with the last subject Hadley wanted to discuss at that moment.

      “How’s the house hunt going?”

      She groaned. “Frustrating.” She was too tired to elaborate much more than that and didn’t want to explain how Luke Fenton was going to get her dream house instead of her.

      Paul was silent for a moment, as if he was waiting for her to say something else. When she didn’t, he said, “Okay … well, I have some news that might cheer you up.”

      “What?” She used the kitchen counter to help her get up off the floor.

      “We got news about the bees. Barry’s are Italian, just like he told you.”

      “And the ones that killed Charlie?”

      “Russian.”

      Relief escaped Hadley through a long sigh. “Oh, good. So are you removing him from your suspect list?”

      “Not officially since he doesn’t have a concrete alibi, but McKay’s focusing elsewhere.

      “That’s great news. So why does your voice have mad-Paul written all over it?”

      He took a measured breath. “He’s now convinced Leo’s the killer.”

      Hadley cringed, having had a feeling that was coming. “And what do you think?”

      Even though her brother was often as blinded by his love of their town and its inhabitants as she was, Hadley knew he’d been trying to work on putting the law before his feelings.

      “I know the evidence doesn’t look good against Leo, but there’s still not enough to convict him, thankfully. Until that point, I’m not going to jump to any conclusions.”

      Hadley smiled, glad her brother was more discerning than the ornery sheriff he worked for and also glad the law prevented them from jumping to too many conclusions about suspects.

      “So where do you go from here?” she asked. “If we’re hoping Leo’s innocent and Barry’s not the killer, you’re down to Vivian?”

      “I guess. There’s still the fact that her husband’s alibi is unsubstantiated. He could’ve done this if he found out about the affair. He didn’t seem to know who Charlie was, but people lie.”

      “Or he and Vivian could’ve been working together to get rid of him.”

      “Right. Regardless, I want to go up to Cascade Ridge tomorrow and ask the two of them a few more questions. You busy?”

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip. She’d gotten a lot more done today than she’d planned, so she was in an okay spot jam-wise. Packing-wise, she felt nowhere near done, but going investigating sounded so much more interesting.

      “I could go with you, but are you sure you want me to? Vivian knows you’re a deputy, and my cover will be blown. Not that I was able to find out a ton from her, other than I don’t want to move to Cascade Ridge, but I figure we want to keep her thinking I’m a potential buyer just in case I need to set up another appointment.”

      “I thought about that too. I don’t want you to come with me when I talk to Vivian. I was thinking we could split up. You can talk with Stuart while I question Vivian. I know you mentioned Jessie told you Charlie’s assistant manager would be the one to ask about anyone else wanting Charlie dead. I want to make sure we’re not overlooking any other possibilities.”

      Hadley could tell by the tightness in Paul’s voice that what he was telling her wasn’t the whole truth.

      “Stuart won’t talk with you, will he?”

      Paul cleared his throat. “He was less than cooperative the other day when I tried to question him. He seemed to like you and Suze, though.”

      “Amazing what the lack of a uniform will get you,” she observed, chuckling. “And, yes, I’ll do it.”

      “Thanks, Had. I’ll pick you up at eight.”

      “Got it. Night.”

      Hadley held the phone for a moment, lost in thought, before setting it down. She glanced over at the bundle of sleeping cats on the back of the couch and smiled.

      “Good idea, you two. I’d better get some sleep if I’m going to get to the bottom of this case tomorrow.”

      And sleep she did, like a rock. So much so she must’ve slept right through her alarm.

      “Had. Wake up.”

      She fluttered her eyes open to see Paul standing over her.

      “Omigosh!” She bolted upright. “I’m so sorry, I—” Flipping the covers over, she jumped out of bed and scooted into her bathroom. Before closing the door behind her, she poked her head back out, catching sight of the still-stunned Paul. “I’ll be two seconds. Promise.”

      Two seconds was, of course, a gross underestimate, but she was ready to go in less than ten minutes.

      By the time she’d emerged from her bathroom, Paul must’ve gone downstairs to wait because her bedroom was empty, except for the cats still lounging on her bed. She jogged down the stairs and stuck her landing after jumping over the last two. Paul laughed as she threw up her arms like a gymnast, punctuating her almost timely arrival.

      She let her arms drop. “Sorry. I don’t know the last time I overslept like that.”

      “You’ve been a little stressed out lately. It’s okay.” He threw an arm across her shoulders and ruffled her just-brushed hair. “Let’s get going, oversleeper. There’s a coffee and scone waiting for you in my truck.”

      Hadley sighed and grabbed her purse. “I knew you were my favorite brother for a reason.”

      The drive up to Cascade Ridge was consumed with talk of their strategies as they prepared for their different lines of questioning. Paul was going to get a straight answer out of Vivian about what she’d been doing in Stoneybrook that morning since they now had an eyewitness who’d seen Charlie talking to her right before he died. Hadley was bent on finding out if there were any suspects they may be missing by talking to Stuart. She was hoping Jessie had been right when she’d said he was the one to know Charlie best.

      “Good luck. Call if you need anything,” Paul said as he dropped her off a block away from Bloom.

      Hadley gave him a nod then closed the door. She ran a hand through her sleep-crumpled locks and hoped the five minutes she took to get ready wouldn’t make her appear disheveled or untrustworthy.

      Pulling open the glass front door, Hadley eyed the Under New Management sign hanging in the window. That’s interesting, she thought as she entered.

      “Welcome to Bloom,” a voice called from somewhere Hadley couldn’t place.

      She whirled around, looking for the person.

      “Oh, over here,” Stuart said, standing up from where he’d been kneeling behind the counter. “Sorry, I had a bit of a change explosion when I was filling the register.”

      Hadley waved a hand in his direction. “No worries. I’m glad to see you’re still here. I was worried you might’ve been out of a job when I saw the sign in the window.”

      The young man pointed to his name tag, a big smile pulling across his face. “Kind of the opposite, actually.”

      Taking a few steps closer, Hadley read the new Manager title under his name. “Wow, congrats. So he left the place to you, then?”

      Stuart shook his head. “He left it to his sister, but she lives in California and had no interest in it. I convinced her to give me a year to prove I could run the place. She’ll remain a silent owner, and I’ll show her I can make it worth her while.”

      “That’s amazing. Very ambitious for someone your age. What are you, eighteen?”

      “Twenty,” he said flatly. His demeanor brightened back up as he added, “And I was already in school double majoring in horticulture and business.”

      Hadley’s eyebrows rose. “A double major. Good for you.”

      He dipped his chin. “Yeah, it’s intense, but I’m taking classes this summer to make sure I can fit everything in.” He sighed. “So what can I help you with?” he asked. “You and your friend left so quickly when that deputy came in. You in trouble with the law or something like that?”

      “Something like that.” Hadley cringed. It was one of the few times she was glad she and Paul didn’t look like twins. Stuart hadn’t caught on that she and Paul were at all related. “Sorry it took me so long to get back here.”

      An idea struck Hadley, and she ran with it.

      “I’ve been crazy busy with trying to buy a house. I’m kinda on a deadline as the place I’m currently in closes in a couple weeks, and I still haven’t found anywhere new.” She picked at the polish she’d managed to put on her nails last night. “I’m working with Vanderberg Realty, but I’m not quite sure if it’s the right fit. Do you know anything about them?”

      Stuart’s face darkened. “Which realtor?”

      “Vivian Harris.” She watched him as her answer hit.

      He shook his head. “I mean, the woman’s good at her job, but it’s your funeral.”

      Hadley leaned forward. “Why’s that?”

      Stuart’s cheeks reddened. “Sorry, you’re probably fine using her to buy a house. I would just be careful getting any closer, if I were you.”

      “Because?” Hadley asked, noticing he still hadn’t answered her question.

      Stuart stared at her for an uncomfortable moment. Then, when she thought he was just about to tell her not to worry about it, he said, “Because I’m pretty sure she’s the reason my boss is dead.”

      Hadley hadn’t expected him to come right out and say it like that. “Seriously?” She tried to feign ignorance, to pretend she didn’t also believe the same thing.

      Stuart glanced behind her at the door to the shop, then he said, “Charlie and Vivian were having an affair. He broke it off about a week ago. She told him she was going to stop using Bloom for staging like Vanderberg Realty often did, so he threatened to tell her husband. The man showed up dead a few days later. Coincidences like that just don’t happen.”

      “Wow. That—” Hadley went to shake her head, but she stopped. “How do you know they were having an affair?” It wasn’t new information to her, but she wanted to hear what Stuart knew.

      The young man let out a humorless laugh. “I know everything about Charlie.” His eyes flicked down to his hands. “Well … knew.”

      Hadley put a hand on her hip.

      “I’m serious. You don’t work as the sole employee for a man for four years and not get to know him. Plus, Charlie ran his mouth, a lot. I knew exactly how his divorce from his wife went down three years ago. I knew what size and brand of jeans he wore. I knew where he got his hair cut and how often. I knew anything spicy would give the man terrible heartburn for two days after. I knew he was extremely allergic to bee stings.” Stuart pulled out a drawer next to him and pointed to two EpiPens stored near the front. He winced and then closed the drawer. “Well … I suppose everyone kinda knows that now.”

      “Right.” Hadley swallowed down heat that crept up her throat at the memory of seeing Charlie dead in his flower van. “If he was so allergic, why didn’t he keep one of those with him?” Hadley asked, pointing to the drawer of lifesaving medicine.

      Stuart’s face morphed into a frown. “That’s what I can’t figure out. He keeps one in the glovebox in the van. I’m not sure why he didn’t use it.”

      Hadley remembered Paul saying they’d searched the whole van and found nothing of the sort.

      “Do you think someone hid it?” she asked.

      “It’s possible. Like I said, Charlie ran his mouth. I think half of his customers knew about the allergy. He would even take out the pens every once in a while to demonstrate how he would have to slam the needle into his thigh if anything were ever to happen. I wouldn’t be surprised if half the city knows where he kept all of those pens.”

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip as she thought. “Do you have any idea if Vivian has access to bees?”

      Stuart scratched his chin. “That’s the one thing that doesn’t make sense to me. Though, I suppose you can get anything you want on the internet these days.” He shrugged.

      “True.” Hadley pressed her lips together as she thought. “And you’re sure there’s no one else who would’ve had motive to kill Charlie?”

      Stuart shook his head. He looked around the shop, obviously tiring of her questions.

      “I suppose I should get those flowers this time.” Hadley smiled. “I’ll take these two bouquets.” She pointed to a particularly beautiful matching set complete with lavender, roses, and even a few sage-green succulents.

      “Good choice,” Stuart beamed. “Those are some new designs I’m trying out. Charlie would have never let me get away with something this contemporary.”

      Hadley tipped her head as she studied the arrangement. She pointed to a particularly purple cluster of jade. “You know, this is just like something Leo from Valley Wildflowers down in Stoneybrook might make.” After she’d already said it, Hadley wished she could take the compliment back, remembering about their rivalry and how Stuart would probably see it as more of a put-down than anything else. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      He put up a hand to stop her.

      “Thanks. I know he and Charlie had their ups and downs, but I’m hoping to cut a new path with the local shops, especially that one.”

      Hadley nodded. “That’s a great idea.” She held her tongue about the disparaging things she’d heard Jessie spout about Stuart the other day, hoping the young man would be able to change her mind.

      “Though it might be hard to do. Last time Leo and his daughter ran into Charlie, the man just about assaulted her,” Stuart added.

      What if Leo saw Charlie hitting on his nineteen-year-old daughter and decided that was the last straw?

      “Oh, that’s awful.” Hadley cringed.

      Stuart tipped his head to the side. “Hey,” he said. “You know him, then?”

      She clenched her teeth, realizing she needed to be more careful about what she said. Unsure whether or not admitting to knowing Leo would blow her cover story, Hadley nodded. “Um, yeah.”

      “Do you think you could … you know, put in a good word for me?” He dug around in his pocket, finally pulling out a woman’s hair tie, two bobby pins, and a tampon.

      Stuart glanced up at her, embarrassment coloring his cheeks pink.

      “Sorry. My girlfriend is always asking me to hold stuff like this. She’s on this whole small-purse kick, so my pockets and my car just seem to take over everything that won’t fit anymore.” He shoved the handful of stuff back and dug into his other pocket, producing a worn business card.

      Hadley smiled as he held it out to her. “No problem,” she said. “I’d be happy to let him know you’re looking to turn over a new leaf.” She laughed and flicked her fingers at a leaf in the bouquet to accent her pun.

      He must’ve been grateful to her, because Stuart laughed entirely too loud at her joke. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

      Stuart rang her up for the bouquets and waved as she headed outside. Glancing down at her phone through the leaves and petals of the arrangements, Hadley read a text from Paul.

      Meet you in the same spot in ten?

      She sent a thumbs-up text back and walked in the direction of where he’d dropped her off, hoping her brother had gotten what he needed on Vivian.
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      Paul pulled up to the curb at their meeting spot just moments after Hadley arrived on foot. Once inside the car, she buckled in and positioned the bouquets in her lap, making sure she could still see Paul. Turning to watch her brother, she tried to read his expression. The way his dark eyebrows were pulled low and tight, casting a shadow over his eyes.

      “Oh no. What’s wrong?” Hadley asked, recognizing the frustration in his features.

      Paul pulled out into traffic, but kept facing forward.

      “Vivian wouldn’t talk?”

      “She didn’t need to. I got a call from McKay and went to the station instead.”

      Leaning closer, Hadley felt her heartbeat rise in anticipation.

      Paul glanced over at her. “You’re not going to like it.”

      Hadley felt her face pull into a similar scowl as the one her brother was still sporting.

      “Vivian’s cleared.”

      “She’s what?”

      “There’s no surveillance in the lot at Fenton Park, but once I convinced McKay Vivian was a viable suspect, he had me go around collecting any and all footage from southern Main Street. Well, I mean, it was basically the grocery store and Louise in the knitting shop who had any cameras. The guys at the station looked through for evidence and Louise’s camera managed to catch Vivian pulling up, getting out, fighting with Charlie, and then getting back into her car until Suze approached and she split. Charlie came to her, so she was never out of view of the camera. She didn’t kill Charlie.”

      As she processed the information, Hadley kept opening her mouth, thinking she had something to say, but then she would change her mind and snap it shut again. She felt like a fish after the third time, so she pressed her lips together.

      Paul sighed. “Which means we’re back at square Leo. Unless you learned something from the kid just now.”

      She scrunched her forehead. Stuart hadn’t told her anything she didn’t already know—well, other than accusing an innocent person, apparently.

      Finding her voice, Hadley said, “Nope. Nothing. Looks like Leo’s the only square left.” She squinted. “Except Vivian’s husband.”

      Paul shook his head. “McKay questioned him. He’s adamant he didn’t have any idea about Charlie and denied his wife being involved with anyone else.”

      Slumping back into her seat, Hadley said, “What happens next, then?”

      “McKay is filing for an arrest warrant right now. It’ll probably take a day or so, and then he’ll go pick up Leo. With the warrant, we can search his house and shop.”

      The scenery flew by as Paul took the winding forest road away from Cascade Ridge and into the valley. Hadley didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what to do anymore. When there were multiple suspects, she was able to convince herself it wasn’t the local florist. But now …

      Frustrated, she focused on the beautiful flowers in her lap. Flowers were uncomplicated, just wonderfully colorful and fragrant. She leaned forward and smelled a particularly gorgeous rose. One of the lavender fronds tickled her nose in the process. She let out a huge sneeze.

      “Bless you,” Paul said.

      She sneezed again.

      He chuckled.

      And again. “Oooff.” She groaned, holding her hand up to her nose.

      “There are tissues in the glovebox,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road.

      Jostling the flowers so they were in between the two of them, Hadley opened the compartment in front of her, grabbing a tissue from the box inside. But before she could pull her hand out and close the glovebox, she noticed something else inside.

      One of Suze’s painted hair sticks.

      Hadley blinked at it for a moment, brain seeming to slog through the reality of what it meant. Since when did Suze ride in Paul’s car enough to warrant leaving hair sticks in here? They were all over her house and art studio, but she didn’t even leave them in the Jam Van, and she rode in that all the time with Hadley. That meant Suze had spent a considerable amount of time in Paul’s car …

      The image of Stuart emptying out a handful of his girlfriend’s stuff from his pockets came to mind.

      Pulling her hand back, her eyes shot over to Paul to see if he’d noticed what she’d found, but he was still looking ahead.

      Omigosh, omigosh, omigosh! Paul and Suze? Paul and Suze!

      Hadley’s thoughts bounced erratically between elation and disbelief. She’d wanted this to happen for so long. Their odd behavior over the past few weeks had been a sign that something was going on. She knew they were keeping someth—

      Wait. They’d been keeping it from her. Why?

      She slammed the glovebox closed, suddenly feeling awkward as if she’d walked in on a secret.

      “Whoa,” Paul said. “Easy there. This is my favorite truck, you know?”

      “Sorry.” Hadley knew her voice was tight and awkward.

      He glanced over at her. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure. Everything okay with you?” She watched him closely. “With this case taking up all of your time, we haven’t been able to chat much. Is there anything you need to chat about?”

      Paul chuckled at her, obviously mistaking her discomfort for silliness. “I’m not the one whose ex came back to town recently. Is there anything you need to chat about?” he asked, turning her questions back on her.

      Avoidance. Why would he keep this from her?

      Dejected, she let herself sink back into the seat. “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, you sound super great.” He shook his head. “Well, you know where to find me when you’re ready to talk.”

      He elbowed her playfully, but it just made Hadley want to cry. She looked out the window. The twins rode the rest of the way back into Stoneybrook in silence.

      “Can you drop me at the kitchen?” she asked as soon as downtown came into view.

      “But you don’t have your bike with you. How will you get home?” he asked, coming to a stop next to her lavender-and-white awning.

      “I’ll walk. I think it sounds nice today.” She kissed her hand and planted it on his cheek then gathered her flowers from the back before he had a chance to argue. “Thanks for letting me come along.”

      Paul waved as he pulled away. She pushed her shoulders back. “Time to let this case go. The law has it under control, and I’ve got enough to worry about.”

      Hadley decided, in one exhaled breath, it was past time to call Deborah and put in an offer on Leo’s house. She’d been holding off, trying to figure out if there was anywhere else she could find more money to add to her bid. But a day’s worth of thinking and she was still coming up empty. She would just have to make the offer she could, hope Luke’s wasn’t too much higher than hers, and leave it up to Leo.

      If he wasn’t already in jail.

      Her stomach churned at the thought. Shaking her head, she went inside the jam kitchen, pulling out her phone. Deborah picked up on the second ring.

      “Hadley, I was going to call you today if I didn’t hear from you. I was surprised I didn’t hear from you right after I showed you the house.” She chuckled.

      “Yeah, sorry. I was trying to think of any way I might be able to up my offer.”

      “Oh, because Luke’s interested? I’m so sorry about that. I had no idea he would want that place at all since it doesn’t meet half of his look-fors. I feel terrible.”

      Hadley said, “Don’t worry about it. I just don’t know how I’ll be able to compete with him. He’s got to have a substantial downpayment with that company of his getting so big.”

      “I would expect nothing less.” Deborah sighed. “I told him I wouldn’t represent him, that he’d have to find someone else to put his bid in since I had specifically showed the property to you. I wouldn’t feel right otherwise.”

      “Thanks, Deborah.”

      “That doesn’t mean he won’t be able to find someone else. Though, I will say he hasn’t put an offer in yet, so that’s hopeful.”

      Hadley ran her thumbnail across the surface of her nails even though there wasn’t a hint of polish left to chip off. “I guess. Or he’s just waiting until the last second.”

      “Right …”

      They sat in silence for a moment.

      Deborah broke it, saying, “Well, let me know when you want to come in, and I’ll write up an offer for you to sign.”

      She listed a few times that worked for her. Hadley made an appointment to drop by that afternoon. Before Hadley could put her phone away after the call with Deborah, a text from Suze came through. It was just a coffee cup emoji. She bit her lip and sent back a thumbs-up. Maybe Paul wouldn’t talk to her about them but Suze would come clean. Right?

      Moments later, she was waiting in front of the jam kitchen, basking in the shade of one of the maple trees dotted along Main Street. Suze came walking toward her, a conspiratorial glint in her eye.

      “What’s that for?” Hadley asked, hope rising in her heart. She’d been right. Suze couldn’t keep something this big from her.

      Suze smiled and said, “I know something you don’t know.”

      Hadley stiffened. “Are you sure?”

      Arching an eyebrow, Suze cocked her head. “Pretty sure.”

      “Does it have to do with Paul?”

      Suze shook her head. “No, not the case.” She grabbed Hadley’s arm. “Oh, unless … did you find out who did it yet?”

      “Actually, we’re further away from finding the killer than ever, it feels.” She sighed.

      As they walked to the coffee shop, Hadley filled Suze in on Paul taking her to Cascade Ridge with him, and how Vivian had been taken off the suspect list after the video footage had come through.

      “Darn. So we’re back to Leo?” she asked as they pulled open the creaky wooden door to the coffee shop.

      Hadley nodded sadly, then remembered that Suze was about to tell her a secret. “Wait … What were you going to tell me earlier? What was the secret?”

      Suze’s mouth hung open, and she looked forward in line. “Uh, well actually …” She pointed discreetly behind Hadley. “That’s it.”

      Hadley turned around and spotted Tyler standing at the front of the line, ordering a coffee. She was about to remind Suze she’d already seen Tyler and that he wasn’t a secret when the man finished ordering and turned around to wait on the other end of the counter.

      His whole cheek was red, swollen, and a bruise was beginning to spread upward toward his left eye. He also had a pretty nasty cut on his lip.

      He noticed Hadley through his slightly squinted vision, and his face softened. She raced forward as he dipped his head and took a step toward her. They met in the middle.

      “What happened?” she asked, ignoring the fact that people were staring. It looked as if most of the people inside the coffee shop were tourists, not locals.

      Tyler’s tongue wet his lips, stopping at the cut along the right corner. He winced. “Nothing I wouldn’t repeat to stick up for you.”

      “Me?” Hadley’s cheeks heated up as she realized how loudly she’d said that. Quieter, she asked. “What do I have to do with this?” She gestured to his face as she felt Suze sidle up next to her.

      “It was crazy.” Tyler shook his head. “I was talking to Luke when he mentioned the two of you were interested in the same property. I told him he needed to back off and let you have it. Out of the blue, the man went crazy and punched me.” Tyler mimed a quick left, right combination of punches. “He stomped off. I haven’t seen him since.” Hadley’s ex shrugged.

      She glanced over at Suze to confirm that this was the story she’d heard. Suze nodded.

      So it wasn’t about her and Paul at all.

      “That doesn’t make any sense.” Hadley wrinkled her brow. “Why would Luke attack you?”

      Tyler scoffed. “He’s been acting weird as all get out for about a year now. I feel like I don’t even know the man anymore.”

      Just the opposite of my experience, Hadley thought, feeling like she’d only just started to recognize the boy she’d grown up with, in the past few months. Nails free of polish, Hadley picked at her cuticles as she thought.

      Tyler’s hand settled on her arm. She looked up to meet the serious gaze he had trained on her.

      “I hope you know I would do anything for you, Had.” He winked at her with his non-swollen eye.

      Hadley pressed her lips together. When she’d first found out about the truth behind all of Tyler’s “business trips,” she’d spent a long time reflecting on why she hadn’t caught on. It was then that she fully realized she couldn’t read him like she could the other people in her life.

      No, the problem wasn’t her inability to tell if he was lying, it was the fact that maybe he always was lying—had been for a long time.

      So when he told her he would do anything for her, no swooning ensued. In fact, she was more likely to add to the scratches on his face than she was to fall into his arms. But she also didn’t want to cause a scene.

      She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry you two got in a fight. It wasn’t necessary for you to stand up for me. I can do it for myself.” When her lids fluttered back open, Tyler was looking down at her, disapprovingly.

      “Tyler, your Americano is ready,” Wendy called from behind the counter.

      Hadley silently thanked the woman. They took the opportunity while Tyler’s back was turned to step into line once more. After what Hadley said, he didn’t stop to talk as he walked out the front door.

      Relief blossomed into a great sigh once he was gone.

      Suze whistled. “Luke and Tyler fighting over you. Crazy, huh?”

      Hadley’s mouth twisted into a frown. “They weren’t fighting over me … they were just fighting, and I happened to be minimally attached to the subject matter that started said fight.”

      Her best friend shook her head as they stepped up to order. “Whatever you want to tell yourself, Had.”

      Suze’s words lodged themselves into Hadley’s chest, making each breath tight and uncomfortable. Was she losing her touch? Suze hadn’t come clean about sneaking around with Paul, after all. And Leo seemed like the most likely suspect despite her feelings otherwise.

      Maybe she didn’t know anyone as well as she thought she did anymore.
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      Being around all of the boxes at her house was beginning to stress Hadley out—especially since she still hadn’t heard back from Deborah about her offer, and she couldn’t stop thinking about the huge secret her so-called best friends were keeping from her—so she decided to spend a day in the jam kitchen. She shut her brain off and worked from muscle memory, making some more of her peach chutney. If she’d just run out of her supply from last summer, other people were bound to as well.

      Her soul felt on the mend by the time she took the Jam Van to the post office to drop off some online orders for shipping. The sky was blue and cloudless. Maybe she would even get some gardening done after dinner.

      Driving past the pharmacy, however, Hadley remembered she had just finished off her last bottle of sunscreen. She pulled over and headed inside to pick up some more. Her mother had always stressed the use of the stuff after Uncle Harold had a few patches of skin cancer removed.

      The crisp, conditioned air of the pharmacy spilled out at Hadley as she pulled open the glass front door. She knew just where to go for the sunscreen, so she made a beeline for the aisle, knowing she was easily distracted by all of the other beauty products and trinkets they carried up front.

      Her fingers brushed along the plastic containers of sunscreen until she found her favorite brand.

      “Why do I need two?” Nadine, a mother of four was asking Hazel Smith at the prescription window. “This is just a precaution, right? I’m not going to have to stick this in Michael’s leg, am I?”

      It wasn’t as if Hadley was one to listen in, especially not around people’s medications, but Nadine and Hazel were both speaking just below a yell.

      “Oh, totally a precaution, dear. More EpiPens get tossed because they’ve run through their expiration date than they do for being used. But they do recommend you carry two or more with you; put one in your purse and one in the house. That way you’re prepared wherever, especially with a nut allergy like Michael’s got. It’s more likely he’ll be triggered outside your home than inside.” Hazel patted Nadine’s hand. “And when school starts up again, you’ll want to leave one there too.”

      Hadley remembered hearing about Nadine’s youngest having a scare at school when he shared a peanut butter sandwich with a classmate and couldn’t breathe afterward. They must’ve found out he was allergic.

      Just as Hadley pointed herself toward the front of the store to pay, Hazel called out, “Why, if it isn’t Stoneybrook’s own Helen of Troy. Men fighting in the streets over that pretty face.”

      Cheeks burning with embarrassment, Hadley cringed and turned toward Hazel to set her straight. “Actually,” she said with a forced smile, “it was about real estate, not me. And I’d appreciate if you’d spread that as quickly as you can.”

      Hazel propped a hand on one hip. Even Nadine gave Hadley a pointed glare soaked in skepticism.

      “If that’s what two men look like fighting over a house, I’d hate to see what they might do to each other over a woman,” Hazel said.

      Hadley blushed and hustled up to the pharmacy register to purchase her sunscreen there instead of up front. But as she stepped outside into the summer sunshine, her embarrassment had turned to frustration. She’d been skipping through life thinking she knew people so well, thinking she knew what to expect from people she’d known her whole life. The last few days had proved how wrong she was to think that.

      And if she couldn’t even trust Suze and Paul, who was to say Leo wasn’t also lying?

      Hopping into the Jam Van, Hadley drove to Valley Wildflowers, fueled by anger and disappointment. For the first time since Charlie’s death, Leo stood behind the counter instead of Jessie when she entered the shop.

      Hadley gritted her teeth, working to hold on to the courage she’d found in her anger.

      “Good afternoon, Miss James.” Leo’s kind face scrunched into a grin.

      Hadley pushed her shoulders back and walked forward.

      “I hear you’re interested in the rental property,” Leo added in her silence.

      “I am.” She stopped, softening for a moment before catching herself. “I know you’re going to have many offers on the place, though, so I’m trying not to get my hopes up.”

      “That house holds so many happy memories for me.” He smiled, his eyes reflecting his nostalgia. “I’d rather see it go to someone who’s going to love it just as much as I did than make a mint off it. Though your Tyler might argue that I should answer that differently.”

      Hadley swallowed the uncomfortable lump which formed in her throat hearing him call Tyler hers. Back when they were in high school, the townspeople often referred to him as your Tyler or that Henley boy of yours. As they grew up and got married, it became that husband of yours along with many other variations. It was an odd sense of deja vu to hear him called as such again.

      Catching sight of her expression, Leo tsked. “Oh dear. I’m so sorry, Hadley. Of course he’s not yours anymore. The past few weeks have my mind all in a jumble. Seeing him back here again just brought back old memories of the two of you together, is all.” His light-blue eyes caught hers.

      “Yeah,” Hadley said. “You’re not the only one.” She groaned.

      “Ah. I’ve heard there was a bit of drama this morning.”

      She chuckled. “A bit? They’re acting like teenagers. Worse, actually. I’m pretty sure Jessie hasn’t ever done something so irrational and immature.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” He shook his head. “She has her days.”

      “She’s still young. Give her time. Heck, I got married at nineteen.” Hadley shook her head. “I mean, Jessie’s not doing anything that impulsive.”

      Leo clutched at his heart playfully, feigning a heart attack. “That would give me a fair shock, I have to admit. Though, she does have a new boyfriend I have yet to meet.”

      “Oh?” Hadley raised an eyebrow. She hadn’t heard a thing about Jessie dating anyone. Normally that kind of news was front and center in the gossip rotation.

      Smiling in that way fathers only can when getting to talk about their kids, Leo added, “Told me they’re getting serious, and she wants me to have dinner with him next week. I suppose this is what it’s like watching your kids grow up, though. They stop needing you so much.”

      “Yeah, Deborah said she was staying at the rental property while she’s home.”

      Leo waved a hand at Hadley. “Oh, it’s not what Deborah thinks. I ripped out the flooring in her room a few months ago when we had a bit of a flooding problem with the laundry machine, but I’m not the handiest around, and I haven’t gotten around to replacing it yet. It was either she stay out there or she crash on my couch all summer.” He shrugged.

      The lightness Hadley felt at hearing Leo talk about his daughter quickly dissipated when she caught sight of the half-empty jar of honey sitting on the counter top behind Leo. Charlie flirting with Jessie after threatening Leo’s livelihood could’ve sent the normally rational man over the edge. It was all here. The honey behind him, the bees on his property, and his inability to provide an alibi.

      Here she was, quite possibly standing alone with a murderer who knew her brother was closing in. What had she done? Blindly trusted someone, yet again, that’s what. She needed to get out of there, and fast.

      Leo must’ve noticed the way her expression had hardened. He followed her gaze behind him to the honey.

      Trying to cover up why she’d been so interested, she asked, “Is that from the rental property? I noticed the beehive you had on the property when I was there.”

      Laughing, Leo shook his head. “Jessie got those bees for a project in middle school. We’ve never been brave enough to harvest any of the honey. Heck, I’m not even sure there are any still in there. This is Barry’s honey. Jessie’s been taking it to try to help with her allergies. Got me hooked on it too, in fact.”

      Hadley nodded and began backing away. Coming here alone had been a terrible idea. Nice as Leo seemed, every bit of evidence still pointed toward him. Thoughts scrambling, she came up with a lie.

      “Well, it was actually Jessie I was hoping to talk to, but since she’s not here …” She took one more step back.

      “You might have more luck finding her than me, honestly.” He sighed. “She’s not answering my calls. I can’t seem to find any of the supplies she picked up at the wholesale warehouse on her last trip.” He opened a drawer and then closed it, the slam seeming to vent most of his frustration. “Sorry.” His shoulders slumped forward. “I’m completely out of my normal wire card holders, and all I can find is this darn plastic one.” He faked a shiver.

      Hadley couldn’t speak. But instead of her words being tangled in fear, they were wholly consumed with fitting together what Leo had just told her. No supplies? Had Paul or the other deputies even checked Jessie’s warehouse alibi?

      Her throat tightened further. What if it hadn’t been Leo standing up to Charlie for the way he treated his daughter, but the daughter standing up for herself?

      “Thanks, Leo. I’ll see you around.” Hadley croaked the words out before turning on her heel and heading outside. Her phone was in her grasp even before she hit the sidewalk. “Paul,” she said when he answered on the first ring. “Did you guys get confirmation about Jessie being at that floral supply shop on the morning of Charlie’s murder?”

      He was silent for a moment. “From Stuart.”

      “Call right now and find out if they have a record of her coming in between eight and ten that morning,” Hadley said, hoping they had security cameras.
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      Hadley paced back and forth in the jam kitchen, tapping her fingernails on the stainless-steel worktables as she passed by each time.

      She stared at her phone sitting on the edge of one of the tables and willed Paul to call.

      Come on. Please let there be a record of her there. Please let it just be a case of misplaced supplies.

      A bell sound made her jump. But it wasn’t the electronic ding of a text message or phone call. It was the jangling of the silver bells she kept on the back kitchen door. Looking behind her, Hadley suppressed a groan.

      Luke walked into the kitchen.

      Unlike Tyler, his face was unharmed, but her gaze flitted down to his fists, both slightly red—turning a bit blue—the left one sporting a nasty cut along the knuckles. So Tyler had been telling the truth—the man really had attacked him.

      Hadley sighed. “Luke, I don’t have—”

      He put a bruised hand up. “Hazel Smith just called me and berated me for ten minutes about the nerve I had to jeopardize Tyler’s pretty face when he was only standing up for you. I came over right away to set things straight, because if that’s the story Hazel has, it’s the story everyone has.”

      “Story?” Hadley cocked an eyebrow, deciding to ignore how Hazel had definitely not followed her order to change the story she was telling folks.

      “That’s not what happened. At all.” Luke’s blue eyes held hers. They were the crisp, bright color of a perfect, cloudless, summer sky. He cleared his throat.

      Hadley swallowed. She owed it to him to hear him out. After all, she had felt there was something off about Tyler’s story. “So what happened?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck and pushed back his shoulders. “He was running his mouth, and I socked him.” Luke shrugged.

      Hadley dropped her head to one side. “Oh, thank you for that detailed description. I feel so much better trusting you now.”

      She could see the muscles in his jaw clench together tight. He must’ve been gritting his teeth.

      “Had, he was talking about you.”

      Blinking, she waited, signaling she needed more. When he didn’t offer it up, she replied, “Okay … the man is allowed to talk about me without being assaulted.”

      He stiffened. “Not the stuff he was saying.” Luke’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “What was he saying?” The question was smaller than she wanted it to come out, but her heart was beating too quickly, too loudly for anything stronger to come out.

      Luke shook his head. “I don’t want to repeat it.”

      Hadley reached out and grabbed Luke’s arm. “I can handle it.”

      The man swallowed again. “I asked if you were getting back together after seeing you two at the house the other day. He was adamant that you weren’t, but said that he didn’t cheat on you because you were bad in bed.” Luke paused, discomfort twisting his features. “And he knew he’d be able to get you in the sack one last time, especially seeing how sentimental you were about selling the house.”

      Hadley’s chest tightened. “So you punched him,” she said, not a question this time.

      “Not my best moment, but yeah.” Luke hung his head, looking down at his bruised knuckles.

      “So he didn’t tell you to back off from Leo’s place?”

      “No. I hadn’t even put in an offer. I called Deborah this morning before I even talked to Tyler to tell her I was out. I’m going to go with new construction on the other side of the lot from the tenant house.”

      Hadley blinked. “Well, that’s news to me, Luke.” She swatted at him. “I’ve been sitting here scared to death that you were going to blow me out of the water with your offer. You could’ve communicated a little better, you know.”

      He nodded. “I could’ve communicated a lot better. I’m not sure what came over me that day, why I felt the need to compete with you. I stopped by to tell you I wasn’t going to fight you for it, but you were busy.”

      There was no time for her to respond because the door jingled again as Jessie walked into the kitchen.

      “Hey,” she said, beaming a bright smile in their direction. “Dad said you were looking for me.” She noticed Luke and waved, her smile brightening even more at the sight of the handsome man.

      Hadley could just about feel the adrenaline pulsing through her veins. Should she and Luke run? The girl didn’t seem like a killer. She appeared as sweet and innocent as always.

      “Um … yeah. I was looking for …” She stalled as she thought through something, anything to say which might make sense.

      Hadley’s phone rang out from the table behind her, saving her. “Hold on just one second,” she said, jumping to retrieve her phone.

      It was Paul. Finally. In her excitement, she swiped to answer the call. Her gaze flicked up to Jessie, then to Luke who was watching her. In that moment, she realized this was not the time nor the audience with which to answer this call.

      She tried to hang up, but in her nervous fumbling it felt as if her fingers would only mash against the screen as the phone almost slipped from her grip.

      “Hey, Paul. Hold on,” she yelled at the screen, hoping she could cut him off, tell him it wasn’t a good time.

      But her clumsy screen mashing must’ve somehow engaged the speakerphone function, because when Paul’s voice came through, it was loud enough to echo through the kitchen.

      “We’ve checked the cameras and the transaction history for the only floral warehouse within three hours of here. There’s no record of Jessie or Stuart,” Paul said quickly, before she could hit the button again.

      Her neck and face felt on fire as she turned slowly to look at Jessie and Luke. Jessie’s eyes were wild and her body tensed. But in that moment Hadley’s mind focused on someone other than Jessie.

      Stuart! She’d forgotten about Stuart. If Jessie’s alibi was false, so was Charlie’s assistant manager’s.

      “I think it’s gotta be Stuart, Had. I just can’t figure out why Jessie would’ve lied for him.” Paul continued to talk, unaware of the problem on the other end of the line.

      Hadley’s finger hovered over the speaker-phone button, but it didn’t seem necessary anymore. Jessie had heard everything. The girl’s face turned pale, scared. That didn’t seem to be the correct reaction for someone who claimed to hate Stuart.

      Unless …

      Stuart had mentioned he had a girlfriend, one who was constantly making him hold her belongings because her purse was too small. Hadley glanced at the tiny, just-bigger-than-a-phone bag that Jessie wore across her body, the small bag landing just at her hip.

      Understanding came crashing down on Hadley like a whole box of jam jars falling off the shelf, startling and disturbing. Hadley’s mind tried to organize the mess. Stuart hated Charlie for the way he’d treated him as a worker, knew everything about the man, had access to the van and his medication, and would’ve cared—a lot—when Charlie hit on Jessie.

      “Had? You there?” Paul’s voice crackled through the speaker.

      “Because she’s dating him. And together, they killed Charlie Lloyd.” Hadley’s voice shook as her mind flashed back to the drawer Stuart had shown her. There had been two pens in one place there. Stuart had said Charlie had the things spread out. Why double up two in one spot?

      Because Stuart had been the one to move it from the van.

      And the pink lipstick under the Bloom van must’ve been Jessie’s.

      Before Hadley could blink, Jessie’s sneakers squeaked on the linoleum of the kitchen. She took off, slamming the door behind her. Luke followed a split second later.

      “Paul, get McKay on the phone and tell him to arrest Stuart. Luke and I are in pursuit of Jessie.” Hadley threw her phone onto the counter as she chased after them into the alley.

      The screeching of tires and the heart-wrenching sound of someone screaming echoed off the brick buildings as Hadley ran down the alley and out onto Main Street.

      Her eyes couldn’t seem to take everything in at once when she emerged. People ran into the street. Tyler’s shiny, black sedan was stopped in the middle of the road. Black rubber marking the asphalt in lines a few feet behind the car.

      And then there was Luke, clutching someone to his chest in the middle of it all.

      “Give her space!” Luke commanded, holding out one hand as the other held Jessie tight.

      Hadley ran in their direction. Jessie was standing—Hadley sent a thank you up into the heavens—and had her face buried in Luke’s chest. She was sobbing, hitting him with one arm as she held the other one close to her body; it was scraped up, bleeding something fierce. Her jeans seemed to have saved her leg from similar road rash.

      Tyler climbed out of the car and rubbed the back of his neck, obviously dumbstruck.

      “She—she came out of nowhere!” He looked around as if hoping others would agree.

      Hadley had no doubt she had with the hurry she’d been in to escape. She just hoped the girl hadn’t broken any bones in the impact, with the car or the street.

      The crowd parted as sirens blared from down the block by the town hall building. Paul’s truck pulled up seconds later. He jumped out and ran over to Luke and Jessie. Hadley noticed the pair of handcuffs his hand rested on as he approached the two, but by the way Jessie looked up at him, tears and mascara staining her face, it didn’t appear he would need them.

      Especially when Leo ran out from the flower shop, having noticed the commotion. Jessie broke down into a whole new set of sobs.

      Luke stood next to Hadley as Dr. Hall arrived on the scene to check out Jessie. Her father stood, talking to Paul, shaking his head the whole time, hand covering his mouth.

      Hadley, overwhelmed by—well, everything—sank down to sit on the curb. She couldn’t bear to watch as the paramedics finished their bandages, and Paul led Jessie to his truck. Luke sat next to her. The two of them were silent for a few moments. And while he didn’t seem to know what to say any better than her, Luke’s presence next to her did make her feel better.

      She glanced up just in time to see Tyler narrow his gaze in their direction, or maybe the narrowing was more about the swelling in his bruised eye. Regardless, Hadley looked back down at her hands. Then she leaned into Luke until they were sitting shoulder to shoulder, like they used to when they were younger.
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      One week later …

      Hadley opened the doors to Ansel and Marmalade’s cat carriers. The difference between the two was almost laughable. Ansel, poked a pink nose out first, followed by a white-tipped paw. But Marmalade bounded out, racing in a circle around her bigger buddy, ready to play.

      “Well, what do you two think of your new home?” she asked, smiling as she took in the mountain views and the sound of the rushing river.

      The cats sniffed and walked the perimeter of the room in response. While she wasn’t technically the owner of the house yet, Leo had let Hadley rent the place for the month until her closing date.

      The sound of shoes scuffing on the wood floor behind her made Hadley turn to see Paul and Suze carrying in Hadley’s queen-sized mattress, making it look almost effortless.

      “You two make a pretty good team.” She nodded in approval, watching the two of them for any sign of discomfort, remorse, or even deceit. They simply smiled and disappeared into the master bedroom with the mattress.

      Hadley had tried to create similar situations over the past few days, where it would be natural for them to come clean about their relationship, finally let her in on their secret. But they hadn’t taken advantage of any of them.

      At yet another failed attempt, Hadley’s spirits sank. Since her discovery of Suze’s hair stick in Paul’s truck, Hadley had only become more convinced that they were hiding a relationship. What she wasn’t able to figure out was why they were keeping it from her.

      But today was moving day; she needed to focus on getting the last of her stuff moved into the house.

      With one more glance back at the cats to make sure they were fine, she headed out to the moving van to help grab another box, feeling guilty for standing there when her family and friends were doing all of the heavy lifting.

      She smiled as she passed by the small desk she had positioned at the front door for her purse and keys. A vase of sweet peas sat there with a congratulatory note from her parents saying they were sad to miss helping her move into her new home, but they would be home soon.

      The moving van creaked and swayed as she approached. Hadley scaled the ramp and stopped herself as she almost ran smack into Luke, who was pulling out the largest piece of the bed frame and headboard her father had made for her.

      “Whoops. Sorry.” She sidestepped to get out of his way.

      Luke winked at her before exiting down the ramp. The man had been in an exceptionally good mood, smiling, laughing, and even whistling. Hadley guessed it probably had to do with the fact that Tyler had left for Seattle a few days earlier.

      Even though many eyewitnesses had concurred that Jessie had jumped in front of Tyler’s car and he’d done everything he could to stop, she knew Tyler still felt guilty. He’d barely spoken to her when he’d pulled his rental truck up to the old house and loaded his belongings. And he hadn’t brought up his fight with Luke again.

      Hadley spotted two lamps near the front of the truck and wriggled them free. She began to whistle too.
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      Hours later, Paul closed the door to the rental truck with a clang. Luke thumped the metal bumper twice.

      “That’s a wrap,” Paul said.

      “Remind me to use you three when I’m moving my stuff into the new house, whenever it’s finished, that is.” Luke swiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.

      “Yeah, when’s that going to be?” Suze asked.

      “Considering I’ve still yet to decide on a design, a while. But this better be one rain check that doesn’t expire.”

      They laughed and promised it wouldn’t.

      Paul checked his phone and frowned. “I’ve got to head down to the station. McKay’s got Jessie and Stuart’s court date set, and he wants me to go over the charges.”

      “He still only going to charge Jessie as an accessory?” Luke asked.

      Paul said, “As far as I know. As of right now, she just provided Stuart with the bees and his alibi. He’s the one who put the weapon in the van and hid the man’s medication.”

      According to Stuart, Jessie hadn’t been at the scene at all. And while the lipstick had been hers, he claimed it must’ve fallen from his pocket, being one of the things she’d asked him to hold on to for her. Whether or not he was telling the truth or just protecting Jessie was something they hoped would become clear during the court proceedings.

      The four of them shook their heads. “Hotheaded teenagers,” Suze said, her face etched with regret.

      Paul wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Watch it, old lady. You’re starting to sound crochety.”

      Suze wrinkled her nose. “I’m three months older than you two.” She pointed to Luke. “He’s the old man.”

      Luke put his hands up in defense. “I’m sorry I was such a hyper kid that my mother didn’t want to risk putting me in school too early. And that I’m lucky enough to be blessed with a summer birthday.”

      Suze made a gagging noise. “Get over yourself, Fenton. We already remembered that today’s your birthday.”

      He laughed, but the smile was quickly replaced by a deadpan expression. “You did? I thought …”

      Suze and Paul turned to glare at Hadley.

      “Didn’t you tell him?” Paul asked.

      Hadley’s cheeks heated up as she remembered. “Oh, right. Whoops.” She cringed. “It’s been crazy in my brain lately. I forgot.”

      Luke blinked, still lost. “Forgot what?”

      “We’re going to Seven Stones to celebrate later,” Paul said. “I’ll see you guys there after I meet with McKay.”

      “I’m going to hitch a ride into town with PJ,” Suzanne said to Hadley, elbowing Paul playfully.

      It was a gesture Hadley would never have thought twice about before, but this whole secrecy business was making her paranoid.

      Suze seemed to catch Hadley’s inquisitive glare because she added, “I want to check on Leo. He’s been hanging out at the sheriff’s office more than he’s been at home lately.”

      Paul nodded. “Poor guy. He could use the support.”

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip as they waved and walked away, sure Leo had been getting more support from the town than he could ever imagine.

      Luke leaned in as Paul’s truck pulled away, leaving them alone. “Last time I saw him, the man was balancing three casseroles from the quilting society.”

      Maybe she was feeling particularly emotional because of the move. Or maybe it had to do with feeling like the third wheel all week since she’d figured out Paul and Suze’s secret. But hearing Luke call out Suze’s odd behavior made her want to hug him.

      “Right?” she said, turning to face him. “Something’s up with those two.” She pressed her lips into a thin line.

      “Oh, for sure.” He nodded. “I don’t think they could be anymore obvious about it, honestly.”

      Hadley blinked up at him. Had Luke figured it out too?

      He opened his palms. “They’re going to get me a surprise birthday present.”

      The laugh that spilled out of her served to vent most of her pent-up frustration. Luke smiled, obviously pleased with himself for getting such a reaction out of her.

      He took a step back toward his own truck. “Well, I’ll let you finish up here, then. You probably need time to wrap my present.”

      Hadley shook her head as she chuckled and waved goodbye to Luke. He was right, actually. She hadn’t wrapped it yet. But she still wasn’t sure how to wrap the new baseball cap she’d bought him to replace the dirty, red one. Maybe she could put it in a gift bag, instead. Snapping her fingers, she headed back inside.

      “Now I just have to find where we put the box with my gift bags in it.” She bit her lip as she thought.

      A warmth spread through her as she closed the door and walking into the living room. Sunlight from the beautiful sunset streamed in through the huge picture windows covering the A-frame house.

      Ansel and Marmalade were curled up together in the overstuffed chair she’d haphazardly shoved against the sliding glass door to make room for the couch.

      “Home sweet home,” she said out loud, letting the words reverberate through her chest.
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        Both of the following recipes are created by Marisa McClellan, creator of Food in Jars.
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      Honey-Sweetened Peach Chutney

      Makes 8 half pints

      

      4 pounds ripe yellow peaches (about 8-9 cups once peeled and chopped)

      1 medium yellow onion, minced (about 1 cup)

      2 cups golden raisins

      1 3/4 cups red wine vinegar

      1 1/2 cups honey

      1 tablespoon mustard seeds (any color is fine)

      1 tablespoon grated ginger

      1 1/2 teaspoons sea salt

      1/2 teaspoon red chili flakes

      zest and juice of 1 lemon

      

      Cut peaches into quarters and remove pits. Pile peaches into a large, heat-proof bowl.

      Bring a kettle of water to a boil. Once it boils, pour the water over the peach quarters. Let them sit for 2-3 minutes, until the skins wrinkle and pull away from the fruit. Peel the skins away and chop the peaches.

      

      In a large, non-reactive pot, combine the peaches, onion, raisins, vinegar, honey, mustard seeds, ginger, salt, red chili flakes, and lemon zest and juice.

      

      Bring to a boil over high heat and then reduce the heat to medium-high. Cook, stirring regularly, at a brisk simmer for 45 minutes to an hour, until the chutney thickens, darkens, and the flavors start to marry.

      

      While the chutney cooks, prepare a boiling water bath canner and sufficient jars.

      

      When the chutney is finished cooking, funnel it into prepared jars, leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Wipe rims, apply lids and rings, and process in a boiling water bath canner for 15 minutes.

      

      When time is up, remove jars from canner and place them on a folded kitchen towel to cool.

      

      Once jars are cool enough to handle, remove rings and test seals. Sealed jars can be stored on the pantry shelf for up to a year. Unsealed jars should be refrigerated and used promptly.
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      Peach Lavender Jam

      Makes 7 half pints

      

      4 pounds ripe yellow peaches (about 8-9 cups once peeled and chopped)

      4 cups of sugar

      4 tablespoons powdered pectin

      1 lemon, juiced

      1 tablespoon dried lavender buds (make sure you’re using culinary grade lavender)

      

      Cut peaches into quarters and remove pits. Pile peaches into a large, heat-proof bowl.

      Bring a kettle of water to a boil. Once it boils, pour the water over the peach quarters. Let them sit for 2-3 minutes, until the skins wrinkle and pull away from the fruit. Peel the skins away and chop the peaches.

      

      Prepare a boiling water bath canner and sufficient jars.

      

      Place the chopped peaches in a large, non-reactive pot. Measure out the necessary sugar and whisk the pectin powder in to combine. Add the pectin-spiked sugar to the fruit and stir to incorporate. Add the lemon juice and stir again.

      

      Place the lavender buds into a stainless steel tea ball or bundle them up in a length of cheesecloth (tie it tightly so that the lavender doesn’t escape). Tuck the lavender packet into the pot with the fruit.

      

      Once the sugar has started to dissolve and the peaches look very juicy, put the pot on the stove over high heat. Bring the fruit to a boil and reduce the heat to medium high. Let the jam bubble vigorously for 20-25 minutes, stirring regularly.

      

      As the fruit cooks down, use a potato masher to break up the bigger peach pieces. This gives a better texture and will prevent fruit and jelly separation later on.

      

      The jam is finished when it has reduced in volume by at least one-third, is visibly thicker, and looks quite glossy.

      

      Turn off the heat under the jam, remove the lavender packet, and stir the jam for a few moments off the heat. Funnel the jam into the prepared jars, leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Wipe the rims, apply the lids and rings, and process in a boiling water bath canner for 10 minutes.

      

      When time is up, remove jars from canner and let cool on a folded kitchen towel. When jars are cool enough to handle, remove rings and test seals. Any unsealed jars should be refrigerated. All sealed jars are safe for shelf storage.
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        Visit Marisa’s blog and website, Food in Jars, for tons of recipes, tips, product reviews, and links to her books.
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      Hadley James flipped the sign on the jam kitchen door to Closed and pulled her wool sweater tight around her shoulders. The wind threatened to bite through her layers, proving fall had settled over the valley—if one needed more evidence than the blanket of oranges, yellows, and reds covering the foothills. The low clouds dimmed what little sun there was, adding a layer of haze to the air.

      Instead of hopping on her bike and pedaling home, however, Hadley turned onto Main Street. She had one more stop to make that afternoon. As she walked, the wind ruffled the pages of the newspaper in Mr. Jacobson’s lap where he sat on a bench a few yards in front of her. Even though the temperature made her wish she’d brought a jacket, it was the headline of his Cascade Ridge Chronicle that turned her blood to ice.

      It sat in huge block letters along the top of the page.

      MISSING TEEN FOUND DEAD

      A shiver wound around Hadley, one that had nothing to do with the dropping mercury. The county had been abuzz about the eighteen-year-old boy who’d gone missing last week in the larger city twenty minutes north. It appeared things hadn’t ended well.

      “A real shame,” Mr. Jacobson said, startling Hadley.

      She glanced over at him, realizing she’d stopped walking to stare at his paper.

      She raised her hand to her chest. “It’s just awful,” she said, moving to sit next to the octogenarian. “Have they caught the person responsible?”

      The old man shook his head. “Article says McKay’s got his deputies on it. As of now it sounds like it’s connected to a drug ring. Just glad we don’t have to worry about things like that down here.”

      Hadley sighed. She knew their small town wasn’t perfect, but it was nice to know they didn’t have kids disappearing and showing back up dead.

      “Paul heard anything about the case?” Mr. Jacobson asked, referring to her twin brother, a local deputy sheriff.

      “If it happened up north, no. McKay rarely lets him get involved in much outside of Stoneybrook.”

      “Another shame, if you ask me. That brother of yours should run the whole county.”

      Placing her hand over Mr. Jacobson’s, Hadley smiled. “He’d love you for saying that, but I think he’s content down here.”

      Sheriff Mark McKay—or M&M as the locals called him—had always been as ornery as he was wide. Hadley guessed some of his sourness might have to do with being in charge of the whole of Grande County. She was glad her brother didn’t have to deal with that stress.

      “We’re happy to have him.” Mr Jacobson nodded as Hadley stood.

      She waved and moved in her previous direction up the street, reminded of her current errand. Her twin brother was the reason she was out in the biting wind in the first place. Their birthday was only a week away, and she still hadn’t gotten him a present.

      To be fair, she normally didn’t put something so important off until this late, but she knew exactly what she was going to get him and exactly where to get it.

      In years past, Paul’s gift had required much more time and thought, but this year was a breeze. For twins who were so close, there had been a few occasions when one or the other had grossly misread hints the other had dropped about gifts, resulting in awkwardness all around. To avoid any more instances of someone going way bigger—or way smaller—with their gift than the other, they’d devised a theme system to keep them on the same page. Last year’s theme had been transportation—Paul gave Hadley her pink bike, complete with a basket, while she’d given him new seat covers for his truck. This year, the theme was sweets—they tried to balance the years, positioning a simpler theme in between two more extravagant ones.

      This being one of those small years, Hadley had planned to pick up a box of Paul’s favorite chocolates from the local candy shop. A pink sign touting candy and fudge hung just under a blue-and-white awning at the end of Main Street, across from Hadley’s preferred coffee shop. The awnings were a Stoneybrook staple, and each business had its own color to match with the white stripes. Bright colors ran the whole length of downtown.

      Hadley had always wondered if the decorations might look tacky elsewhere, even dated. But matched with the smart brick buildings, and the gorgeous hanging baskets the local floral society kept going year-round, the awnings only added to the cute, quaint atmosphere of the small town.

      A bell jangled, signaling Hadley’s arrival as she pushed her way inside and out of the blustery weather. Along with the warm air of the shop, the sweet smells of chocolate, caramel, and taffy curled around her, beckoning her forward.

      “Good afternoon,” called a voice from the back kitchen.

      Even though the words were a greeting, the morose tone with which he delivered them made Hadley’s shoulders sag in sadness.

      Dennis Larson, Hadley thought, his name akin to a groan. A wave of guilt washed over her for thinking of him in such a negative manner.

      It wasn’t Dennis’s fault he was so depressing—necessarily—but the man seemed more miserable than any person she’d ever met. A perpetual frown sat on his pinched face, and his shoulders hunched so much that his posture almost looked like the top of a question mark. For someone who owned such a bright, happy shop, Dennis was in a constant state of gloom.

      Hadley forced a smile when he walked out from the candy kitchen.

      “Hi there, Dennis.” She clenched her teeth tight in an effort to keep her grin in place since seeing the man’s miserable expression made her feel like frowning.

      “Hadley.” He dipped his head forward. “What can I do for you today?”

      She unclenched her teeth. “Oh, I hoped I could get some of your caramel and marshmallow chocolates for Paul, but I’m not in a hurry; I can wait until Miranda gets here.” Hadley checked her watch. It was just a few minutes to three.

      While tourists often entered the shop during the day, Stoneybrook natives waited until the afternoon when the high school let out. That’s when Miranda, a local senior, took over the front of the house, so Dennis could go make candy for the last few hours of the day. The young woman, as sweet as the candy she sold, offered a lovely contrast to Dennis’s sullen attitude. Most of the town concurred he was better behind the scenes.

      At Hadley’s mention of Miranda, Dennis’s face fell. A minute ago, she would’ve sworn no person could look sadder, but he managed the feat. The sight made her want to wail.

      “Miranda’s not coming,” he said in a clipped, almost angry way.

      Hadley blinked. “You didn’t fire her, did you?” Her hand flew up to cover her mouth. She hadn’t meant to be so crassly candid.

      But Dennis didn’t seem offended. Instead, he placed his hand on the counter, calming down. After a moment, he shook his head.

      “Did she quit?” Hadley asked, quieter this time.

      “She was supposed to be here an hour ago.” His gray eyes flashed up to meet hers. “She has early release on Fridays, but still hasn’t shown.”

      “And you called her?” Hadley took a step forward, worry pushing her toward him.

      “I called six times. She’s not answering.” The brief bout of anger she’d witnessed ran its course, and Dennis settled back into his normal mode of deep depression. The bell rang behind Hadley, but being too focused on what Dennis had just told her, she didn’t acknowledge the new customer.

      “Huh,” she said. “That doesn’t sound like her. Did you tell Paul?”

      “Tell me what?” Paul asked.

      Hadley whirled around to see her twin brother standing just inside the sweet shop front door.

      “Miranda didn’t show for work today,” Hadley said, pushing her dark hair out of her face—the only physical feature the two of them shared.

      If the locals hadn’t known the James kids since they were born, most of them wouldn’t believe the two were related, let alone twins. Her brother dwarfed her, standing a foot taller than her respectable five foot five. His height, matched with his dark, full beard, had led to their high school friends nicknaming him Paul Bunyan, after the mythical lumberjack. As his best friend, always by his side, Hadley had earned the less flattering moniker of Babe, after the blue ox.

      To this day, she reached a new level of irritation each time someone compared her to the blue bovine.

      Paul cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Miranda is actually what brought me in here.” Hadley’s brother looked away from Dennis and back at her. “Wait, why are you here?”

      Hadley’s face flushed with heat. “Uh ...”

      He cocked an eyebrow at her. “You wouldn’t have left my present until the last minute, would you?”

      She sputtered. “Certainly—I definitely … yeah.” At the admission, her gaze dropped to the floor.

      She knew a week wasn’t last minute for most people, but she and Paul were planners and usually had their gifts picked out for weeks, if not months, before the day.

      Paul’s loud laugh pulled it back. “You’re too easy to tease, Had. I haven’t gotten yours yet, either. Sweets year is a cinch.”

      Hadley smiled, relieved for a moment. Until she remembered what Paul had said just a few moments ago.

      “Wait, you’re here because of Miranda?” She stepped forward, clutching at her brother’s wrist. “Is she okay?”

      The signs of laughter left Paul’s features. He shook his head then returned his attention to Dennis. Hadley followed, finding Dennis frowning down at his hands as he stood behind the counter.

      “Mr. Miller, Miranda’s mom called in this morning. She’s missing.”

      Hadley’s heart raced in her chest, making her dizzy. Missing? Not the high schooler who helped everyone satisfy their sweet tooth with an equally delightful smile.

      “Since when?” Hadley asked. A pit formed in her stomach as her mind went to the story of the missing teen from Cascade Ridge.

      “Apparently last night. She stayed at a friend’s house, but when her mom got a call from the school asking why Miranda was absent, we found out from the friend she never actually spent the night. They'd lied to cover their true plans.”

      “Whoa,” was all Hadley could manage at the news.

      Paul took a step forward, reaching for the notepad in his back pocket. “You haven’t heard from her today, have you?”

      Dennis picked at something on the spotless countertop near the register. “Nope. I’ve tried calling her, but she hasn’t answered.”

      The man’s statement was as brief as it was dismal.

      Paul scratched a hand across his beard, a gesture that meant something frustrated him. “And when was the last time you saw her?” Paul prodded further.

      “She closed for me last night,” Dennis said.

      Paul’s eyebrows lifted with interest. “What time was that?”

      Hadley almost scoffed. The whole town knew the candy shop closed at seven on weeknights and five on weekends. She cleared her throat as she realized Paul was doing his job as a deputy.

      “We locked up at seven and were out of here by eight.” Dennis ran a finger along the edge of the glass display case.

      “And did she talk about her plans for the rest of the night?” Paul asked, scratching down notes in his pad.

      “Not a word.”

      Paul waited until Dennis shook his head before asking, “Did she seem okay? Anything seem to be bothering her?”

      The older man paused, but shrugged. “I don’t think so. She seemed normal.”

      Paul closed his notepad. “Call me if you hear anything.” The pointed look he shot Dennis before leaving could've melted chocolate.

      Hadley followed her brother out the door, glancing back at the frustratingly frigid candy shop owner.

      Paul stopped outside the shop, holding his notebook like he was about to throw it into the street.

      “Hey, everything’s going to be okay.” Hadley placed a hand on her brother’s arm.

      He ran a hand over his jaw. “It’s not, Had. A girl is missing, and as of right now, that man was the last person to see her.”
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      A chill skittered down Hadley’s spine as she remembered the headline she’d read earlier about the teen from Cascade Ridge. She had a terrible feeling she’d been wrong to think Stoneybrook was immune to such serious problems.

      She paced in front of the candy shop as she tried to come up with a plan. They had to find Miranda.

      Facing her brother, she asked, “Have you talked to Kelsey yet?”

      Miranda Walters and Kelsey Morrow had been inseparable for as long as Hadley could remember. She’d babysat when she was younger, and watching little Kelsey often meant watching Miranda too. Now the girls themselves were seniors in high school, and their whole lives were before them.

      “Kelsey wasn’t the person Miranda was supposed to stay with last night.” Paul shook his head.

      “What?”

      “Miranda’s mom said they got in some sort of fight and haven’t talked to each other in months.”

      Hadley sighed. Keeping up with town goings-on was hard enough without trying to follow the trials of teenage fights and romances. To be honest, Hadley hadn’t been staying current on regular town business either. She’d been busy selling her house and moving into a new one, over the last few months. And with her parents moving her grandmother in with them from Oregon, she knew it wasn’t about to get any less hectic.

      “So if it wasn’t Kelsey, who was she supposed to stay with?” Hadley asked.

      “Cassandra Lee.” Paul cocked an eyebrow.

      Hadley’s lips parted in surprise. “The Lees?”

      Paul nodded.

      The Lees were one of Stoneybrook’s more infamous families. They were part of the small population of people who moved from Cascade Ridge down to Stoneybrook. And while a few others had done the same to get away from the big city, the Lees had a different motive; they were rich up north and wanted to be even richer down in the valley.

      To the Lees, money was all about power, and no one abused it more than their only daughter.

      “Hanging with that mean girl doesn’t sound like Miranda at all.” Hadley furrowed her brow. “We need to talk to Kelsey.”

      Paul rubbed the back of his neck. “I agree, but I’m afraid it might have to be more of a you situation instead of we. I’ve got to talk to the Lees as soon as I can. Timing is tight with missing persons cases like this. Our window of opportunity for finding her …” He trailed off, clearing his throat instead.

      But the word alive rang in Hadley’s thoughts regardless.

      “Gotcha. I’ll go talk with Kelsey and give you a call if I find out anything.”

      Hadley waved to her brother as he climbed into his truck and it rumbled to life. Once he’d pulled out onto Main Street, she walked the rest of the way down to the Seven Stones restaurant where Kelsey worked as a hostess evenings and weekends.

      The large restaurant sat at one end of Main Street, tucked up right next to the rushing Cascade River. From that point, the river pulled away from downtown little by little, so by the time one reached the other end of downtown—where Fenton Park and the town hall building sat—a line of trees hid the river from sight.

      Seven large rocks balanced on top of one another in an artistic cairn next to the entrance, acting as all the signage the business needed. There was a diner a block from downtown, a farm-to-table restaurant that only opened for dinner, and finally, a breakfast-only joint, but Seven Stones’ full-service bar and off-site microbrewery made it the most popular destination in town.

      Since it was the middle of the afternoon, the place was quiet when Hadley pulled open the large wooden doors. There were a few people hanging out at the large oak bar and one or two tables of late lunchers just finishing up. A sign stood next to the hostess podium, telling guests to seat themselves. Sounds of dinner prep spilled out from the kitchen, which took up a large portion of the middle of the inside space. At a booth in the back corner, a teenage girl sat rolling silverware. Every few seconds, she dabbed at the corners of her eyes with the back of one hand.

      Kelsey.

      She looked up and sniffled as Hadley approached.

      “Oh, hi. Sorry, Had. You can sit wherever. I’m just getting some of my side work done.” Kelsey glanced back down as if trying to hide her puffy, red eyes.

      “How about this seat? Is it taken?” Hadley asked, scooting into the booth next to her.

      Kelsey watched Hadley as she moved to make room.

      “I wanted to check and see how you’re doing,” Hadley said tentatively, holding the girl’s gaze with her own, eschewing normal pretenses and assuming Kelsey had already heard about Miranda.

      Kelsey nodded, but her face crumpled around a sob. Hadley put her arm around her like she used to do a decade ago as her babysitter.

      “I’m so worried about her.” The high schooler gulped in air between words as if she were drowning in her tears. “And mostly I’m just furious because I’m too scared to be mad at her, like I have every right to be.”

      Hadley swallowed, patting Kelsey’s shoulder as she took it all in. She tried to follow the myriad of emotions and marveled at how anyone ever made it through their teenage years in one piece.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn't know you two had a falling out,” she said.

      This made Kelsey break into a new fit of sobs. “It’s been just about a month now. Ever since she started dating Jaxon.”

      “Jaxon?” Hadley wrinkled her nose. She didn’t know of any young men by that name in Stoneybrook.

      “Jaxon Bayne. He’s from Cascade Ridge. Cassie set them up.” Kelsey rolled her eyes.

      “How long have Miranda and Cassie been hanging out?”

      “Since the beginning of summer.” Kelsey used a spare napkin from the stack next to her to wipe her running nose. “Miranda knew I didn’t like Cassie, but Jaxon’s the reason we stopped talking.”

      Intrigued, Hadley leaned in. “Why’s that?”

      “He’s awful. Sure, he’s hot and has loads of money, even more than Cassie’s family, but the guy is bad news, Hadley. If Miranda’s missing, he’s got to be the reason.”

      Hadley chipped at the clear polish on her thumbnail. She’d painted them clear because the half-gone polish was becoming a sort of tell to the people around her when she was overthinking or stressing about something. And they were right. Whenever she thought hard, the action was like second nature.

      This was no exception.

      Her mind reeled at the information. She’d never been wild as a teenager, but the practice of lying to parents about staying with a friend while sneaking off with the boyfriend was just about the oldest tale in the book of teenage hijinks.

      Heartbeat rising, Hadley asked, “He’s bad news how?”

      Kelsey’s face tightened, going pale. Even though it had been close to ten years since her babysitting days, Hadley recognized the signs as clearly as she used to when the little girl had done something she didn’t want Hadley to know about.

      “You promise not to tell?” Kelsey asked.

      Hadley shook her head. “I can’t promise that, Kels. I don’t want to scare you, but Miranda could be in danger, and if she is, secrets will not help her. You don’t have to tell me, but you need to let someone know: the police, her mom, your parents. Someone.”

      Nodding as she seemed to think it over, Kelsey sighed. “He was into drugs. Tried giving some to Miranda, and when I gave her a hard time about it, she told me I was being a baby.”

      A picture of what could’ve happened began to form in Hadley’s mind as she took in the information.

      “Thanks for telling me.” Hadley patted the girl’s shoulder before pulling away. “Paul’s working on the case, and he’s going to do his best to find her. I promise.” She turned to face Kelsey.

      Tears streamed down the teen’s face again, but this time they were silent. “Thanks. Please, tell him to get her back, so I can tell her what a jerk I think she is for getting involved with any of them.” Kelsey’s mouth quirked up into a small smile, but her watery eyes negated any hint of amusement.

      “I will.” Hadley grabbed Kelsey’s hand and gave it a squeeze before standing to leave.

      This time, as the fall air wound around her, Hadley appreciated its cool crispness. As she’d listened to Kelsey and seen her tears, it had gotten to her. She needed a dose of cold air to rein in her own tears. Hadley usually found it almost impossible to keep herself from crying when watching someone else break down.

      She walked back into town, blinking away the remnants of excess moisture while sending a thank you up to the heavens she was no longer a teenager. While she felt for Kelsey and knew it must be so terrible to be so worried about her best friend, the amount of drama surrounding the whole frenemies situation sounded exhausting.

      She definitely hadn’t escaped the petty fights based on rumors and misunderstandings of teenage years either. Heck, up until this year, she had still been harboring ill feelings toward Luke Fenton for things he’d said about her during high school. But, now at thirty—thirty-one next week—she found it silly to dwell on trivial things like that. Plus, she and Luke were figuring out how to move forward and had even started a friendship—of sorts—again.

      As much as she liked to think of high school as not being too far in her past, Hadley had to admit she had outgrown that hotheaded, emotional time in her life. And after listening to Kelsey, she was glad she had. She had a lovely home, two adorable cats, the greatest family, and a super-supportive best friend.

      Speaking of …

      Hadley spotted Suzanne in the window of Cascade River Coffee as she walked past. She detoured inside, reveling in the buttery, roasted aroma of the beans as the scent overwhelmed her in the most delicious way. Waving to Suze, Hadley noticed her friend wasn’t alone. The local distillery owner, Christine, sat across from her.

      “Hey!” Hadley greeted, plopping down next to Suze, whose face was frozen into a smile.

      “Hadley, hey. What are you doing here?” Suze shifted to get a better look at her friend.

      “Passing by.” She shrugged. Her attention moved to Christine.

      The woman cleared her throat as an awkward smile stretched across her face.

      Hadley tried to fill the silence. “Did you guys hear—”

      “Actually, Had. I was just leaving.” Christine stood, glancing at Suzanne.

      Christine’s coffee mug was almost full. She must’ve noticed the same, because she grabbed it and downed the rest in a few gulps, coughing a little as if she’d just taken a shot of her famous local gin.

      Discomfort crawled up Hadley’s neck. It was obvious she had interrupted something … something secret. Heat settled in her cheeks, and she put out a hand to stop Christine.

      “Don’t leave on my account. I can’t stay; I was just going to order something to go.” Hadley shoved out the lie and—before Christine or Suze could reply—turned on her heel to head toward the front counter.

      Wendy, the owner of the café, beamed as Hadley approached. “You wanna pick up your birthday drink a bit early this year?”

      It was a tradition Hadley loved about her small town. Almost every business offered some kind of special treat for locals on their birthdays. Whether it was a free coffee, a special cupcake, or a mini jar of clover honey, the people in Stoneybrook had a way of making the day exceptional.

      The reminder of her birthday served to perk up her spirits and she nodded. “Why not.” The wind would surely be biting cold on her bike ride home, and a hot drink sounded like just what she needed before embarking.

      After ordering, Hadley turned around and saw Christine was gone. Suze sat alone at the table, her brow furrowed as she gazed into her mug. The awkwardness in the air, and the look on Suze’s face made a tightness return to Hadley’s shoulders, reminding her their friendship may not be so perfect.

      Best friends didn’t keep huge secrets from each other, after all. At least, Suze and Hadley hadn’t ever before.

      And yet, that summer Hadley had discovered her best friend and her twin brother were seeing each other, behind her back. Well, maybe behind her back wasn’t the right way to put it. That phrase made it sound like the relationship needed to be a secret, as if Hadley would’ve disapproved. In fact, the only thing she was upset with was that they felt they couldn’t tell her. She’d been rooting for them to get together forever.

      As if she felt Hadley’s gaze, Suze looked up. Her face morphed into a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Hadley contemplated walking over, hating how she even had to think about it. Normally, she wouldn’t even consider not plopping down across from her friend and dishing about her day. But something had been off about her meeting with Christine, and Hadley was already tired of being lied to by the people who were supposed to be closest to her.

      “Here’s that latte, Had,” Wendy said, interrupting Hadley’s internal debate.

      She turned to find Wendy holding out a to-go cup. Taking it, she clutched the warm sides gratefully. “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. Happy early birthday.” A group of new customers captured Wendy’s attention, so she waved goodbye.

      Coffee in hand, Hadley walked over to Suze’s table, but she didn’t sit.

      “You hear about Miranda?” Suze asked, concern covering the pensive expression she’d been sporting before.

      “Yes, it's awful. I was just talking with Kelsey actually. She thinks she might’ve gotten caught up with the wrong crowd. She’s really worried.”

      “I bet.” Suze exhaled. “They’re so close.”

      “Were,” Hadley corrected. “Apparently they’ve been fighting lately.”

      A silence settled over the two friends, and expanded between them.

      It made Hadley want to scream.

      Instead, she said, “Well, I’d better go. Still gotta pick up Paul’s present.” She’d been so caught up in the news about Miranda earlier, she’d completely forgotten about getting his gift.

      Suze smiled. “Right. Sweets year. You getting him chocolate caramels from Dennis?”

      “None other than,” Hadley answered sweetly. But her thoughts were dissecting Suze’s question.

      Did I mention that to her or did Paul? Hadley wondered. It wasn’t odd for Suze to know everything about Hadley and Paul; they’d all been thick as thieves since they were little. It was probably for that reason Hadley hadn’t noticed some of the signs of their relationship right away.

      Feeling the silence expand all over again, Hadley waved and said her goodbyes. She exited the building and crossed the street to the candy shop, happy to be free of their awkward conversation.

      I guess I was wrong when I thought I was past any best-friend drama. She shook her head as she entered the sweet shop for the second time in as many hours.
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      Dennis stood behind the register, and the man actually didn’t look his normal brand of miserable. Which was odd considering the person on the other side of the counter from him.

      Brenda Walters, Miranda’s mother, stood with her back to Hadley, who stepped quietly inside, wondering if she should come back at another time.

      Dennis’s face was wrinkled into a sympathetic frown; he was alert, focused in a way Hadley had never experienced in the last couple decades.

      “Miranda is the best employee I’ve ever had,” Dennis was telling Brenda. He shook his head. “I’ll do anything to cooperate with the police, but I assure you I know nothing about what could’ve happened to her. She doesn’t exactly talk to me about her friends.”

      A wry laugh shot out of Brenda. “Yeah, apparently she doesn’t tell me much either. I didn’t even know about this boy she was supposedly dating.”

      Dennis’s hand settled over the woman’s. “I’m so sorry, Brenda. They’ll find her. I’m sure they will.” His gaze lifted as he caught sight of Hadley.

      Sniffling Brenda turned around to see who Dennis had seen.

      “Oh, Hadley. Hello.” Brenda’s eyes filled with moisture and she blinked rapidly.

      “Hi, Brenda. I’m so sorry to hear. It’s just awful.” Hadley took a step forward.

      Brenda swallowed, obviously too choked up to speak.

      “I know my brother is doing everything in his power to find her,” Hadley added, seeing the woman needed a little more time.

      “Thank you, dear.” Brenda nodded, swiping at her misty eyes.

      “I thought you might be back for these,” Dennis said, holding out two boxes tied with blue metallic ribbon.

      “Thanks.” Hadley walked forward, pulling out her wallet. “I completely spaced earlier.”

      Dennis raised a hand and waved it back and forth. “Don’t you worry about paying me. You let your brother know if he brings Miranda back, these boxes are just the beginning of free candies for the rest of his life.”

      Mouth open, Hadley looked to Brenda for confirmation as to whether or not this was real.

      Brenda ran a hand over the back of her neck. “I’d better get home in case Miranda tries calling our landline or comes home.” The woman’s voice quavered as she spoke her hopes out loud.

      Waving goodbye, Hadley turned back to the candy shop owner. “Dennis, you know I can’t acce—”

      He pushed the boxes toward her. “You can and you will.” He leaned closer. “I’ve heard about you helping Paul on some of his cases. I know you two will bring Miranda home, so it’s really just a premature thank you.”

      His mouth pulled into a smile. It looked so foreign—so abnormal on his face—Hadley just stood there, stunned and clinging on to the boxes of chocolates.

      “Well … thanks?” She smiled in return, or maybe it was more of a grimace.

      Little did Dennis know Paul seemed to be less and less inclined to accept her help, especially since the crimes had become seriously dangerous over the past year. And while she knew she would do anything she could to help find the missing young woman, she dreaded asking Paul for permission to do so.

      After another round of thank yous, Hadley left the shop and walked down the street to her own piece of the downtown business puzzle. The lavender-and-white awning sat atop her Pretty Jam Good Canning Headquarters sign. She knew if she went inside, she would only get sucked into checking her online orders or rearranging one of her many ingredient racks—she tended to try new organizational schemes when she had a lot on her mind—so she bypassed the kitchen, ducking into the side alleyway between her shop and the building next door.

      Finding her bike leaning where she’d left it that morning, Hadley placed the chocolate boxes into the basket. She plopped her helmet on her head, then expertly swung her leg over at the same time as kicking off.

      With a quick check of her watch, Hadley realized her talk with Kelsey and detour to the coffee shop had eaten up more of her time than she’d thought. Instead of turning left onto Barberry Road like she normally would’ve when going home, she stayed on Main Street, heading for her parents’ house.

      She’d been right about the chilly air. It bit right through her sweater, reminding her it was past time to fish out her winter coats from her moving boxes. To keep her mind off how cold she was, Hadley focused on the lovely feeling of riding through her childhood neighborhood. Sure, neighborhood was a stretch since there was only one house every acre or so, but the large oaks bending over her and the evergreens standing tall in the distance brought her a small bit of peace, and her shoulders relaxed. Seeing the big rock the locals had painted up to look like a mama bear protecting a smaller baby bear rock, Hadley took a left toward the river.

      And while she’d spent the majority of the last three days there, it still felt odd driving the same roads after staying away for the better part of the year. Being decidedly not rich, her parents had put their house up for a month-by-month lease while they were away. The renters had left last week and Hadley wanted to make sure the place was perfect for them when they came back.

      Even though the tenants had kept the place clean and seemed extremely considerate, she and Paul had still steamed all of the rugs, washed all of the linens, and set up the guest bedroom for their grandma.

      But Hadley was surprised to find Paul’s truck in their parents’ driveway when she pulled up, her bike tires crunching to a stop in front of the little green house. Hope swelled in her chest. Had they found Miranda? Was he off for the night, ready to celebrate their family coming back together? She hurriedly leaned her bike against the porch and covered the chocolates with a scarf so Paul wouldn’t catch a glimpse. After setting her helmet on the railing, she headed inside.

      “Moooo,” she called, cupping her hands around her mouth as she entered.

      Unsure when it had started, her family’s tradition of lowing like a cow to alert others to their presence had been a great help during particularly difficult games of hide-and-seek—or a method of taunting those who would never find you, if you were Cousin Marty. It was like the James family’s own wacky version of Marco Polo.

      A dejected “mooooo” drifted in from the kitchen, so she followed the sound.

      Paul sat at the table in the breakfast nook, scribbling furiously on a yellow notepad, a scowl contorting his face. Her hopes they’d found Miranda dissolved.

      “Whatcha doin’ here?” she asked tentatively.

      Paul glanced up. “Just finished questioning Cassie. Figured I’d drop by to greet Mom, Dad, and Gran before I go back to the station.”

      Hadley grimaced as she took in his tense mood. “Questioning Cassie went that poorly?”

      At first, he only grunted in response, but after a second, he sighed. “She confirmed Miranda was supposed to stay over, but said the boyfriend came and got her and claimed not to know anything beyond that.”

      Sitting down across from him, Hadley chewed on her lip. “Kelsey mentioned the boyfriend too. His name is Jaxon Bayne and he’s from Cascade Ridge. According to Kels, he’s some teenage drug dealer—bad news.”

      Paul raised an eyebrow and scribbled a note down on the pad. “A bad-news boyfriend is always a good suspect.”

      Hadley bit her lip.

      “But?” her brother asked, reading her hesitation.

      She exhaled. “I was hoping we would find something to set Miranda’s disappearance apart from the missing teenager from Cascade Ridge.”

      “And the druggie boyfriend tie-in only solidifies it.” Paul’s shoulders sagged.

      Hadley scuffed her sneakers against the polished wood of her parents’ kitchen floor while she breathed through the tightness in her chest. When she finally met Paul’s gaze, his eyes were narrowed, focused.

      “We’ll find her, Had. We’ve got to.”

      She nodded, emotion clogging her throat for a moment. “Do you still think Dennis had something to do with her disappearance?”

      Paul ran a hand over his face. “If you’re right about the boyfriend, it’s likely Jaxon or someone much more unsavory was the last to see Miranda.”

      Relief spread through her chest. As depressing as she found the candy shop owner, she hated to think someone in town could’ve done such a horrible thing. Something Paul had said stuck in her brain, however.

      “Wait—” Her eyebrows rose. “Did you just say we? As in we will find her?” Hadley pointed to Paul and then back at herself.

      “As in you are allowed to investigate. Yes. With a missing persons case, we’ll need as many people helping as we can possibly get. And as much as I still don’t like you putting yourself in harm’s way, I need you.”

      Biting her lip to hide the smile that wanted to pull across her face, Hadley dipped her head in agreement. It wasn’t as if she thought she’d missed her calling and should’ve gone into police work rather than making jam. She loved her business and wouldn’t change a thing about it. But she and Paul had always done everything together; they rarely made decisions without talking to the other first.

      Which was why his and Suzanne’s secret from her hurt all the more. Her gaze flicked over at him as he went back to his notes. Had she done something to make them think she wouldn’t be happy if they got together?

      Going back through her mind, she listed the clues she’d found that had led her to believe they were involved in the first place. The lying, the avoidance, and the painted chopstick—one of Suze’s signature artsy creations always sticking out of her curly mass of hair, holding it up in messy buns—she’d found in Paul’s truck glove box. In the few months since she’d discovered one of her friend’s signature hair accessories, Hadley had often wondered if she’d blown it out of proportion, made it into something it wasn’t. But as much as she tried to convince herself nothing was going on, that her two best friends would never lie to her about something this important, her gut told her she was right.

      She picked a last bit of clear polish off her thumbnail.

      Maybe now was the time to come out and just ask Paul. Technically they hadn’t lied outright to her yet, seeing how she’d only asked leading questions, thinly veiled conversation openers.

      But as Hadley opened her mouth to ask her twin bother the question, the sound of car doors slamming shut rang through the quiet house. A wide smile cut across Paul’s previously stern face.

      Their parents were finally home.
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      Hadley’s heart practically burst as she opened the front door to her parents’ house to see their familiar black Subaru parked in the driveway. She raced forward, Paul’s footsteps ringing on the old wooden front porch right behind hers.

      “Welcome back,” she said as her family spilled out of the car.

      After giving her dad a quick kiss on the cheek, she made her way around to the passenger side of the car. Her mom’s dark hair had more gray streaking through it than last time Hadley had seen her so many months ago, to the point it looked shades lighter. But her tired eyes lit up when they landed on Hadley.

      “Hi, honey. It’s so good to see you!” After making sure Gran was okay, she turned to meet Hadley in a tight hug.

      Hadley breathed in her mother’s lavender-and-laundry smell, sinking into her embrace.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” her mom said.

      “Me too.”

      Hadley and Paul had offered to come down and help with Gran’s house many times, but their parents had been adamant each time that they were only a week or so from coming home. That deadline had come and gone so many times, Hadley was beginning to wonder if she shouldn’t just show up unannounced.

      Pulling away, Hadley moved toward her grandmother. “Gran, how are you?”

      The slender woman was wearing smart, navy-blue slacks so crisp and clean they still had the crease running up the front and a soft, cream-colored waterfall sweater showed off a perfectly pressed polka-dot blouse underneath. Her white hair was gathered into a graceful chignon. Her blue eyes—the same that she’d passed to her son and he’d passed on to his children—were fierce and fiery.

      She wrapped Hadley into a tight hug. “Better now that I’m here.”

      The wispy scent of her signature perfume, Chanel No. 5, teased the air around her. Hadley stepped back, taking in her grandma.

      “How are you?” she asked. Gran’s rosy cheeks looked fuller than when she’d seen her at Grandpa’s funeral.

      Gran smiled. “Footloose and fancy free. Officially. Handed over the keys yesterday.”

      Hadley chuckled. “Glad to hear the sale finally went through. Sure took you guys a while to sell a house on the beach.” She winked playfully at her mother.

      “It needed a lot of work,” Hadley’s mother, Lauren, said, her eyes widening for effect.

      “I didn’t help things at all, tumbling down the stairs,” Gran added, placing a hand over the hip she’d broken and had replaced.

      While Hadley’s parents had originally gone to visit in hopes of cheering Gran up and keeping her company, they’d eventually come to the realization the house was too much for her to take care of on her own. Gran had agreed and accepted their invitation to move in with them, so they began the process of fixing up the house for sale. A few weeks into their renovations, Gran had taken a spill and broken her hip, pushing out their time line as they got her through surgery and the physical therapy that followed.

      Gran grabbed Lauren’s hand and squeezed tight. “I just don’t know what I’d do without your mom and dad.” She looked from her daughter-in-law over to her son.

      Hadley’s mother smiled warmly back. “We were glad to be able to help.”

      “Anything for you, Mom,” Steven, Hadley’s dad, said as he and Paul rounded the car after having taken the luggage inside.

      “Gran, you’re a sight for sore eyes.” Paul stepped forward and then enveloped her into a big hug.

      “Paul, you get away from me with that prickly beard.” Gran screeched, but her tone was playful.

      Instead of letting go, he kissed her on the cheek and hugged her tighter.

      Any bite to her statement was softened as she laughed and swatted at him. Stepping back, Paul wrapped an arm around his mom.

      Lauren beamed at her children. “Shall we get dinner started?” she asked.

      Paul’s smile faded. “Actually, I can’t stay.”

      “Does this have to do with Miranda?” Lauren asked. “I was talking with Josie on our way up and she said everyone’s devastated. I was hoping we’d arrive to good news and she would’ve shown up by now.”

      Sighing, Paul ran a hand over his beard. “No such luck, unfortunately.”

      “That’s just awful,” Gran said, wrapping her arms around herself. “Well, you get going, dear.” She patted Paul’s arm. “I’m here now, so I’ll get to see you plenty after you find that poor girl.”

      Paul smiled sadly, then waved and headed to his truck.

      The rest of the family went inside, crowding around the kitchen island.

      Lauren pulled in a deep breath. “Gosh, it’s good to be home.”

      “I don’t know, Mom. That salty sea air must’ve been good for you. All three of you look great.” Hadley leaned her elbows on the counter.

      Lauren’s face adopted a wistful expression. She glanced at Gran and Steven. “It was lovely, but a lot of work. Stoneybrook is definitely more our pace. Plus, we’ve been going on for weeks about how much Gran is going to love it here.” Her brown eyes sparkled.

      “Absolutely.” Hadley nodded. “There’s a quilting society and a knitting club. If you’re up to it, you could come to the farmers market tomorrow. They all have booths.”

      Gran lifted her chin. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I also want to see your jam business. I’ve heard it’s taken off.”

      “It really has.” Hadley smiled. Her weekly market sales kept her going, but it was her online sales that had been on the rise lately. She was almost contemplating buying another car now that her bank account had a little more padding.

      After her then-husband Tyler had spent down all of their savings on an affair, she’d felt like she might never dig herself out of the financial hole her divorce had left her in. But she was beginning to see the light.

      Not keen on getting in a conversation about her divorce, however, Hadley changed the subject. “You three sit down. You’ve had a long drive. Let me start dinner,” she said, pulling up her sleeves to wash her hands in the sink.
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      Hours later, Hadley left with a stomach full of dinner and a Tupperware container full of food to take to Paul at the station.

      Despite the terrible weight sitting heavy on her shoulders at the thought that Miranda was out there somewhere, Hadley had to admit having her parents back made almost everything seem better. The sun was already hiding far behind the jagged mountain peaks as she jogged down the front steps. She felt warm and happy in a way she hadn’t in a good while.

      After clicking on the chinstrap to her helmet and moving the chocolates in her basket to make room for Paul’s dinner, she got her bike ready for the ride back into town. Before embarking, she turned on her headlight, which cut through the darkness like a hot knife through cold jam.

      The valley had yet to have its first big freeze, so bugs still chirped and clicked in the fields alongside the road as Hadley’s tires crunched through the packed pebbles. Birds sang long, lazy songs, and the air smelled of the first hints of woodsmoke. But it all began to fall away, leaving only quiet once she turned onto the smooth pavement of Fir Street. The wind rustled the oak leaves, yellow from the cold, and her tires hummed. She could’ve almost closed her eyes, it was so peaceful.

      It was a good thing she didn’t, though. The roar of an engine, and the blindingly bright shock of high-beam headlights stunned her as a car came screeching around the corner of Fir and Main Street, cutting her off.

      Her bike wobbled as her hands jerked in surprise. The ditch to her right loomed, and she was about to get better acquainted with the ground before she leaned to the left and pulled the bike back on course. Heart racing from the scare, Hadley squinted against the bright lights.

      The glossy, white paint of the convertible shimmered as it zoomed past Hadley, and the silver Mercedes emblem glinted in the light from her bike. There was only one person in the valley who drove such an extravagant car.

      Cassie Lee.

      Hadley normally wasn’t one to pay attention to the types of cars the local teenagers drove—which tended to change often due to breakdowns and accidents—but everyone knew Cassie’s car. Not many eighteen-year-olds in the lower valley drove sports cars. Her vehicle’s flashy appearance, added to the reckless way she screeched through the Stoneybrook streets, made it difficult to miss the girl.

      Her heart rate finally slowed down from the surprise, and she began to breathe normally. Still, Hadley didn’t feel completely settled until she reached the steady streetlights of the downtown portion of Main Street.

      Seeing Cassie reminded Hadley of how she’d been so tight-lipped for Paul when he’d gone to visit earlier. The recent scare on her life still fresh in her mind, Hadley contemplated Cassie’s involvement in Miranda’s disappearance. Did Cassie seem like a person who could be responsible for hurting another? From what Hadley had heard around town, the teen definitely had the mean-girl, queen-bee act down, a role requiring a shocking lack of humanity or empathy.

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip as she thought. Cassie was a grade-A snob and could very well be declining to say much as an excuse to throw around her family’s influence.

      Or …

      A shiver skittered up and down Hadley’s spine as her bike tires whirred along the sidewalks around the town hall building. It was possible the girl was lying to hide something more sinister.
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      The next morning, Hadley bundled herself into her favorite quilted down jacket and trundled out to the Jam Van.

      After dropping off dinner for Paul the night before—and dramatically complaining to him that her nice sisterly gesture had almost cost her her life—she’d decided to drop her bike off at the jam kitchen and drive the van home in lieu of braving the dark streets on her bicycle again. Even though she’d brought the near miss up to Paul in a lighthearted storytelling way, she had to admit the event had made her a little skeptical about her small town’s safety.

      Tiny, cold raindrops stung her face as she walked up the path toward the driveway and added another thing to the list of reasons she was happy she’d decided to drive the van home last night. Climbing inside, Hadley shot one last longing glance at her cozy house. Ansel, her black-and-white cat, sat in the front window, watching her leave. She couldn’t see Marmalade, her orange kitten, but knew the spunky girl was most likely sitting under the sill, attacking the older cat’s tail. Ansel looked down and swatted at something below the window, proving her conjecture.

      Hadley sighed, wishing she could stay home and snuggle up on the couch with her cats, a book, and a cup of steaming tea and wait out the gloomy weather. But today was Saturday, Stoneybrook’s weekly farmers market, and she had jam to sell.

      Pulling the door shut behind her, she sank into the seat and sucked in a deep breath, sitting in the new car smell the delivery van still held. She swiped at her tired eyes and wondered if her brother had gotten any sleep last night. When she’d left him with his dinner, he and Kevin had appeared ready to pull an all-nighter. They’d just gotten the files from Cascade Ridge on the teen who’d gone missing last week, and they were combing through for any similarities.

      A shiver trickled down Hadley’s back as she started up the van. Blinking one last time at the gray, cloudy sky, she pulled out of her driveway and turned toward town.

      After parking in the alley behind her jam kitchen, she hopped out and began loading the boxes of jam she’d set aside to take to the market. While she worked, her phone buzzed. Her forehead wrinkled in concern when she pulled it out and read over the message from Suze.

      Hey, nothing big to carry today, so I’m gonna drive myself. I’ll meet you there.

      A pit formed in Hadley’s stomach. She sent back a thumbs-up because she didn’t trust her words—even typed—to not convey the disappointment she experienced at Suze’s announcement. They always rode to the market together in the Jam Van, ever since Hadley got it earlier that year. Sure, it was only truly necessary for Suze when she needed to transport a piece of art too large to fit in her powder-blue Mini Cooper, but it had become a sort of comfortable ritual Suze had taken her up on even when she’d only had a box of small prints she could easily fit under one arm.

      Drops of rain gathered on her phone screen as Hadley stood in the alley. Maybe Suze was running late. The woman was known for her scattered sense of time, usually arriving anywhere she went at least fifteen minutes behind schedule. Hadley’s aching heart relaxed a bit.

      That’s probably it. She doesn’t want me to have to wait for her. Giving a decisive nod, she pushed the worries and doubts away and loaded the last box into the van.

      Her phone buzzed again.

      Text me when you get here and I’ll come help you with the tables and the canopy.

      Oh, so Suze was already at the market. The stabbing ache of doubt hit Hadley full force once more. Suze never got to the market early. What was going on? Slamming the van door vented most of her frustration, but she couldn’t help the river of scenarios rushing at her as quick and forceful as the great Cascade River which flowed through their small town.

      Maybe she was meeting Paul for breakfast, and was already down at that end of town, so she didn’t want to come all the way back here?

      The thought would support the fact that Suze and Paul didn’t know Hadley knew about their secret and were still trying to hide the relationship from her. Hadley chewed on her lip. The only problem with that scenario was the town hall and Fenton Park end of town was only a few blocks away, so it wouldn’t have taken Suze more than two minutes to drive back.

      Which means maybe Suze just doesn’t want to hang out with me as much anymore …

      Hadley hated the tight sensation in her chest as the idea swirled through her mind. She and Suzanne were adults, grown women. This kind of friendship drama didn’t have a place in a thirty-year-old’s life.

      But as she locked up and headed around to the driver’s side, concern only wormed its way deeper into her heart. She almost considered not texting Suze when she pulled into her usual spot in the parking lot, proving the anxiety had latched on and made a quick home in her.

      “Don’t be silly, Hadley,” she told herself, texting Suze after all.

      Her shoulders tensed when she saw Suze cresting the small hill between the market and the parking lot a few moments after she sent the message. She focused on pulling open the van’s door and setting out the wagons they used to cart their supplies back and forth.

      “Hey.” Suze stopped next to Hadley, grabbing the other end of the foldable cart and clicking it into place.

      When it was open, the two women stood eye to eye. Suze pushed a damp curl out of her face and said, “Nothing like a drenched market day to make everyone glad it’s the last outdoor one of the season.”

      Blinking, Hadley nodded to cover up that she’d completely forgotten it was the last Saturday before they moved the whole operation into the community center for the fall and winter. It always happened right around her birthday, so she shouldn’t have been surprised.

      I guess I’ve been more preoccupied than I thought, Hadley realized.

      “Yeah, no one likes soggy market buys,” she said with a smile, trying to act normal since the reason she’d been preoccupied was this secret Paul and Suze had been keeping from her. And even though she tried to act normally, she knew her voice was too tight, her smile too forced. There was no way her friend would fall for it.

      Suze wrinkled her nose. “Soggy art is the worst.” She hopped into the van and began handing out boxes and tables for Hadley to load into the wagons.

      Hadley tried to lose herself in the physical work, but couldn’t help wondering if Suze had completely missed her act or if she just didn’t care. Before she could dwell too much on it, however, they were packed and ready.

      As if to prove the town council had made the right call in making this the last outdoor market, the raindrops increased in size and ferocity, forcing Suze and Hadley to jog the rest of the way. It’d been far too long since they’d had to set up the pop-up, though, and their cold, wet fingers fumbled with the straps and stakes.

      Finally, their cover was up and secured. Hadley grabbed their chairs, opened them, and they both collapsed in a wet heap into them. Their relieved exhales turned into laughter, and things quickly seemed to click back into their normal dynamic.

      “T-minus half an hour,” Suze said, checking her watch. “We’d better get started unpacking.”

      Hadley nodded, standing and moving toward the wagon before she froze. “Wait.” She turned back toward Suze. “Since when do you wear a watch?”

      She’d been trying to get her friend to wear some sort of timekeeping device for years—or to simply use the clock on her phone, even though she seemed to forget that half the time—before resigning to never expect her earlier than fifteen minutes late.

      If Suze hadn’t just been caught in a bitter deluge of rain and wasn’t already sporting a pale complexion, Hadley was quite sure her face would’ve lost all its color. As it was, Suze’s gaze flicked back and forth between her wrist and her friend a few times before she answered.

      “Since now. Isn’t it great?” She laughed too loud and grabbed her table from the wagon, pretending to be wholly engrossed in the simple setup.

      Narrowing her eyes at her friend for a second, Hadley decided—bad timing or not—she had to figure out what was going on.

      “You sure everything’s okay?” she asked Suze, glancing down at her shoes for a second. “You’ve been acting different lately.”

      When she looked back up, her friend’s face was a mask of smiles and lies. Suze waved a hand toward Hadley. “Dude, I got a watch. It’s not the end of the world. You’ve been bugging me to get one for years.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip. “It’s not just the watch, Suze. You’ve been—”

      “Really, Had,” Suze said, interrupting her. “I don’t know what to tell you. Nothing’s going on.” Suze began pulling her art out of a plastic tub where it had been safe from the rain until their tent was up.

      Hadley could count on one hand the times she and Suze had gotten in fights in the almost three decades they’d been friends. She turned her focus onto her own table and wares to cover the pain she was sure was evident on her face. They set up in silence and were both ready to sell just in time, each setting the last piece in place on their respective tables as the first groups of shoppers huddled under umbrellas and entered the park.

      After about an hour—and quite a few sales, considering the weather—Hadley saw her parents heading toward her. They were sharing a large polka-dot umbrella and practically beamed as they hurried over to the cover of Hadley and Suze’s large canopy. Hadley waved and was just about to ask if Gran had decided not to come after all when her father closed their umbrella and she noticed her grandmother standing right behind them.

      Gran wore a stylish, lime-green rain jacket and she held her own, smaller umbrella made from clear plastic.

      “That’s an interesting umbrella, Gran,” Hadley said, studying it as her grandma ducked under the tent and collapsed the contraption.

      “I spent close to an hour on these curls. I’m not about to hide them under one of those dark caves.” Gran hurried over and kissed Hadley on the cheek, bringing with her a waft of perfume. “Suzanne, it’s wonderful to see you again,” she said, stepping over to kiss Suze in the same manner.

      “I think your curls rock, Millie,” Suze said, pulling back to admire the way her gray hair was styled in bouncy curls just skimming the top of her shoulders.

      Gran patted her hair. “Why, thank you, Suze. I found a particularly lovely gal on YouTube who shows just how to do it, if you want her name.”

      Suze pressed her lips together and looked back at Hadley, a smile playing at the corners of her eyes.

      Hadley mouthed, YouTube? at Suze and their eyes widened in surprise. Her grandmother’s confession about watching videos online matched with her calling Suze by her nickname instead of the formal Suzanne she normally insisted on using caught Hadley off guard.

      Suze greeted Hadley’s parents, and they were chatting about the weather when Hazel Smith bustled over, a plastic bag rustling at her side.

      “Lauren. Steven. So good to have you home,” Hazel said as she pulled each of them in for hugs. “

      “Hazel, this is my mother, Amelia,” Steven said.

      Gran cleared her throat. “Call me Millie, actually.” She stuck out her hand to shake Hazel’s.

      Hadley’s eyebrows shot up, but she quickly hid her surprise as Gran glanced over with a wink.

      “Whatcha got there, Hazel?” Suze asked, pointing to the bag.

      “Oh, I made these up this morning. I know everyone in Stoneybrook is doing what they can, but I figured we get out-of-towners during the market and …” She shrugged and pulled out a pin with a picture of Miranda. The words Missing and Any information helps were printed above and below Miranda’s sweet face.

      Hazel handed a pin to each person in the tent.

      “That’s so thoughtful of you,” Lauren said, pinning hers to her jacket.

      Hadley was about to express a similar thanks, but stopped short. Cassie and the other Lees walked by, sporting incredibly expensive-looking umbrellas, leading a group of people Hadley didn’t recognize, but who appeared to be in a similar tax bracket, if not higher.

      She remembered Cassie’s dangerous driving last night and the doubts it had brought up in her mind about whether or not the teenager could’ve actually had something to do with Miranda’s disappearance. Cassie broke off to check out Josie’s pottery, another teenage girl by her side, as the adults kept walking toward the Fenton Farms booth at the end of the market.

      Hadley grabbed her rain jacket and pulled it on, flipping up the hood before turning back. “Can you guys watch my booth? I’ve gotta talk to someone.”

      She didn’t even wait for an answer, since she and Suze covered each other’s stands all the time. Rain splattered against her hood and she pulled it tighter as she walked over to the pottery booth. Paul couldn’t get Cassie to talk, but maybe Hadley could.

      For Miranda’s sake, she had to try.
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      Hadley pulled off her hood as she scooted underneath the cover of Josie’s booth, knowing hoods always affected the amount she was able to hear. She gave the potter a silent wave and then sidled up to Cassie and her friend.

      Cassie’s expertly highlighted blond locks cascaded out from a beanie that looked too soft to be anything but cashmere. Thinking of the time Gran said she’d just spent on her own curls, Hadley wondered how long it took Cassie to get her hair so perfect. She had to assume Cassie’s hairdresser was worth the small fortune she probably charged.

      And if good hair was an indicator of wealth in this instance, Cassie’s guest was also upper class. The girl appeared to be of similar age, wore an almost identical beanie, and her golden locks—though shorter than Cassie’s—also peeked out from beneath it in a perfectly straightened asymmetrical bob.

      An out-of-town friend who is just as rich as she is, if not more, Hadley pondered the ways in which she might use this to her advantage. Then she remembered how Cassie had nearly run her off the road last night. Wild driving may have been standard for the teen, but almost hitting a person was taking it to another level, as if she’d been showing off. Maybe I don’t have to question her at all, Hadley realized.

      Her memory latched on to a time when she was seventeen. Her high-school boyfriend—now ex-husband—Tyler, had been tasked with entertaining his Seattle cousins for a week while their parents renovated their bathrooms. Tyler had been ecstatic, eager to show his cousins the local hot spots: Dari’s Rock, Jefferson Island, climbing up to Swift Peak at night.

      It hadn’t taken more than two hours into the cousin’s visit for Tyler to realize the activities he’d grown up loving failed to have the same effect on his cousins. In fact, they seemed downright bored. Hadley remembered tagging along for the adventures and seeing the switch in Tyler when he decided he needed to step up his game if he wanted to impress them. He’d quickly brought up just about every town legend and scary story Stoneybrook had lingering in its darkest corners. Only then did the visitors seem interested. Hadley had bowed out of those adventures, telling Tyler he was on his own if he wanted to anger the ghost of Old Lady Birdie Wills.

      Cassie Lee flipped over a mug. Hadley hoped the need to seem dangerous and exciting wasn’t exclusive to teenage boys. If she was right about Cassie’s driving last night, it would seem it wasn’t.

      “Hi there, Josie,” Hadley said in her best casual, singsong voice.

      “Quite the weather we’re having, huh?” Josie shook her head.

      “I’m actually glad this weather showed up,” Hadley said. “We needed a bit of excitement around here.”

      When Josie gave Hadley a confused glance, Hadley sent her a quick wink.

      “Mmm hmm.” Josie leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms back. “A little too much excitement, if you ask me. I was planning on taking a walk down to the river later, but … I suppose I could take a nap instead.”

      Hadley bit her lip to hide her smile as she felt the girls’ attention turn to them. “A nap’s always a good thing. I might take one after this too.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the visiting girl shoot Cassie a look.

      “Omigosh, Cass. This just proves my point. We have to get you out of here.” The girl lowered her voice, but not enough.

      Hadley had overheard Cassie complaining about living in Stoneybrook too many times to count since her family had moved there earlier that year, but apparently she didn’t want to seem weak in front of her friend.

      “Pssh,” Cassie said. “I told you, Cascade Ridge is only twenty minutes away. Plus, those two are old, they don’t know what really goes on in this town. Look at this travel mug. I bet I could put Baileys in here and bring it to school and the teachers would all think I was just drinking coffee.” She let out a practiced giggle.

      The other girl rolled her eyes. “You’re full of it. What do you have, like six people in your high school? Of course the teachers will notice. I bet no one sneezes without this whole town noticing.”

      Cassie swiveled to face the girl, her perfectly plucked eyebrows raised. “Oh yeah? I wasn’t going to tell you this, because I didn’t want to scare you, but …” She looked over at Hadley, who pretended to be extremely interested in a vase. “My friend just went missing the other night, and I think I was the last person to talk to her before she was taken. No one knows what happened to her.”

      Hadley couldn’t help spinning around at the news. She worried she’d also let out a loud gasp, but it turned out to be the visitor who’d made the noise. The girl grabbed Cassie’s arm, her eyes wide.

      “No way. That’s so scary.”

      “It was crazy. I set her and my friend Jax up a few months ago …”

      The rain picked up outside the tent, and it hammered loudly on the tarp overhead, making it hard for Hadley to hear. She took a step to her left, picking up a plate and inspecting it as a way to get closer. It didn’t seem to be enough, though, because Hadley still couldn’t hear.

      Josie cleared her throat, and Hadley’s gaze jumped up to meet the potter’s. Josie shook her head and gestured behind Hadley where Cassie and her friend had walked to another booth. No wonder she couldn’t hear them!

      If she’d had any time to feel embarrassed, Hadley was sure her cheeks would’ve grown hot and red at the silliness, but she was on a mission. Flipping on her hood once more, she waved to Josie and followed after the teens.

      The large umbrella they held between the two of them served as a sort of cover for Hadley—at least they couldn’t see her following them—but it was also blocking the conversation they were having about Miranda.

      Just when she was about to resort to something stupid like pretending to trip and run into the girls, Cassie elbowed her companion then motioned over to the right. Following their line of sight, she realized they were pointing to the large Fenton Farms produce booth, and more importantly, Luke Fenton.

      It wasn’t as if girls thinking Luke handsome was anything new. Between his farm-boy upbringing and hours spent in the fields, he was reminiscent of a young Robert Redford. Hadley had known him since they both were just learning to tie their shoes, and she’d seen girl after girl fall for his laid-back attitude and good looks more times than she could count at that point. But girls so young finding a man a dozen—maybe even a baker’s dozen—years their senior, was a bit surprising.

      Regardless of what Hadley thought about the age difference, the teenagers changed their course. Hadley darted to the right. As carefully as she could in the wet conditions, she snuck between the quilting society’s booth and Barry’s honey stand until she could run up behind the farm booth and sidle up to Luke.

      The Fenton Farms stand was too big to be contained under a cover, and it didn’t matter if the produce got wet, so Luke and his sister Jolee were simply outfitted with rain jackets. Luke was maddeningly wearing neither a hat nor a hood and didn’t seem any worse for wear.

      “Don’t be obvious about it, but Miss Lee and her little, rich friend are headed straight for you like two moths to a bonfire. Don’t ask me why since you’re so much older than them, but Cassie knows something about Miranda. She won’t tell Paul, and I need you. Follow my lead.”

      Luke peered over at her, and the corner of his lip pulled up into a smirk. “Hads, did you just say you need me?”

      Groaning, Hadley elbowed him as the girls approached. “Focus, Fenton. Follow my lead.” She opened her mouth, ready to jump into her plan.

      But Luke beat her to it.

      “Cassie Lee, my friend Hadley here tells me you might have some information about our missing Miranda,” Luke said before Hadley had even uttered a syllable.

      Her head snapped to the right and she glared at him, but he was too busy shooting a thousand-watt grin at the teenage girls. Despite the cold and the damp, Hadley felt her cheeks heat up at the thought of being caught eavesdropping. She prepared herself for Cassie to recognize her from the pottery tent and send a glare her way that could freeze magma.

      Cassie barely glanced in her direction, though. She did seem mildly surprised at Luke’s statement, but it didn’t matter because her friend spoke up before she could.

      “She knows everything, she was just telling me all about how she was the one who set Miranda up with Jaxon, and so she was the one Miranda called Thursday night when she and Jax got in a fight, but when she called back later to see where she should pick her up, Miranda didn’t answer and—” Visitor Girl jabbed Cassie in the ribs. “Tell them what you thought.”

      Cassie shrugged. “I figured she and Jax had made up and were making out somewhere, so I wasn’t worried. I didn’t find out she never came home until the next morning at school.”

      Hadley leaned forward while she listened. She didn’t realize how far until she began to feel off balance and put a hand out to steady herself, knocking over a squash. Luke caught the gourd midair as if he’d almost expected it to happen. The teens watched him with slightly parted lips.

      “Show off,” Hadley mumbled so only Luke could hear her, hopefully.

      “Cassie, have you told any of this to Paul or Kevin yet?” Luke asked, ignoring Hadley.

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “Ugh. That mountain-man deputy came over and tried to intimidate me with his muscles yesterday.” She shrugged. “I told him most of that.”

      Hadley gritted her teeth and curled her fingers into fists. That was her brother Cassie was talking about. Luke put his hand over one of Hadley’s fists and squeezed tight.

      “No matter what you think about the deputies, Cassie, you need to tell them what you know. Every hour is important in a case like this.” Luke leveled the girl with a stare so serious, Hadley was sure she’d never seen him so somber.

      “Omigosh, of course she’ll tell the police everything. I’ll go with her and make sure she does,” Visitor Girl said, eyes wide with intrigue as she locked arms with Cassie. As they walked away, she said, “You were right, Cass. This place is way less boring than I thought.”

      You have no idea, Hadley thought with a snort.
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      Hadley and Luke watched the girls leave, disappearing into the crowd of farmers market goers. It took Hadley a few seconds longer than she wanted to admit to realize Luke was still holding her hand. She looked down at it. He did too.

      “Sorry,” he said, pulling away. After the smooth show he’d just put on, it was odd to see him even the slightest bit flustered.

      She swatted at him. “Don’t apologize. That was brilliant.” A smile as wide as the Cascade Range spread across her face. “You got the information I needed.” She put up a finger. “Which reminds me.” Pulling out her phone, Hadley texted her brother, letting him know he should expect Cassie and some helpful information later today.

      She didn’t realize the rain had let up until she noticed her screen wasn’t covered in droplets. When she looked up from the phone, Luke was staring at her in a way that told her he thought he knew exactly what she was thinking.

      Hand on her hip, she cocked her head to one side. “What?”

      “Why are you avoiding your booth?” he asked, holding her gaze with his blue eyes.

      She stuttered. “What? I—this—I’m helping Paul.”

      Luke crossed his arms.

      Hadley inhaled. “Suze is being weird again. She didn’t want to ride with me—got here early, even—and she’s wearing a watch.” As the words left her, she realized she needed to be easier on the local teenagers; she sure wasn’t acting any better than them with all of this petty drama.

      One of Luke’s favorite things in life was to mess with Hadley. But to his credit, after hearing her list, he didn’t make her feel stupid.

      His forehead wrinkled in worry. “I thought they were back to normal.”

      “They were, for a bit. But as of yesterday, it’s worse than ever.” Hadley’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

      Luke was the only other person who knew about Suze and Paul, having figured it out around the same time as Hadley. The man had figured it out solely from their odd behavior, whereas it had taken Hadley finding something of Suze’s in Paul’s car to realize the same truth. Annoying as she’d found it at first, their shared secret was actually making her feel closer to Luke for the first time since high school.

      It didn’t hurt that he’d stood up for her with her ex-husband, and his ex-best friend Tyler, earlier that summer. She was starting to wonder if maybe she’d gotten the guy all wrong.

      Before Luke could say anything further about Suze and Paul, an influx of customers crowded around the farm stand.

      Moving to pick at her polish before realizing it was all gone, Hadley curled her fingers into fists. “Thanks for your help there, Fenton. I’d better get back to my booth. See you around.” She held up a hand in goodbye.

      Luke winked at her. “Good luck.”

      On her way past Josie’s booth, the potter called Hadley over. “Hey, Hazel Smith was just telling me Miranda got in an argument the night she went missing. You hear about that?”

      Hadley stopped and nodded. “Just now.” Boy, that got around fast, she thought, but supposed she should never be surprised by the level of nosiness her small town could achieve. “I’ll make sure Paul looks into it.” She waved at Josie.

      “If he doesn’t know already, I guess,” Josie called after her with a chuckle.

      Suze was sitting back with her feet kicked up on an empty box when Hadley reached their tent. Hadley’s parents were nowhere to be seen, but Gran was standing behind the jam booth. An awestruck Suze folded her arms over her chest as Gran completed a sale. Intrigued, Hadley stepped forward.

      “Oh, and here she is now.” Gran’s face lit up when she caught sight of Hadley. “This is my lovely granddaughter.”

      Hadley smiled and held her hand out to greet the customer as Gran slipped their purchases into a bag.

      Gran clasped her hand around the customer’s as she reached for the bag. “Let us know what you think of the apple rosemary jam. It’s a new flavor, but one we’re very excited about.”

      After assuring Gran that she would, the customer walked off.

      Suze waited until the woman was out of earshot and then stood, clapping slowly. “Mills, that was magic.”

      “Yeah, we need to restock thanks to you.” Hadley eyed the empty table and bent to pull the box of stock out from underneath, but Gran stopped her.

      “Hadley, honey.” Gran’s eyes sparkled as she put a hand on Hadley’s arm. “I’m afraid there’s nothing under there.”

      “What?” Hadley sputtered, glancing down at the empty box to verify.

      “She sold everything,” Suze said, a delighted laugh lengthening each word.

      “Everything?” Hadley turned to face Gran.

      Gran took a quick bow. “Everything.”

      Now, it wasn’t as if selling out of stock was something unheard of for Hadley. It was a goal she worked for each market, but one usually only achievable on the most crowded summer weekends in Stoneybrook. Selling out during a wet, soggy, rainy afternoon was something she’d never thought possible.

      Until Gran.

      Hadley stared at her grandmother, wide-eyed. “You’re magical. What did you do?”

      Gran tucked a stray hair behind her ear and then waved dismissively. “Pshh. Nothing, really. I just did what I love best, talking up my wonderful granddaughter.”

      Overwhelmed with emotion, Hadley pulled Gran into a hug. “Thank you.”

      Suze checked her new watch. “You’ve still got a few hours until the end of the market if you want to run back to the kitchen and grab more stock.”

      “I can’t, actually.” Hadley blinked. “That was the last of what I had. Between the last few Saturdays and my online sales, I was almost wiped out. I actually packed more than I usually would because I didn’t want to leave just a few jars sitting on the shelves all lonely. I planned on going in tomorrow and making some more.”

      Grinning still, Gran patted Hadley on the arm. “Make sure you make more of the apple rosemary, dear. I thought a pair of customers was going to fight over the last jar.”

      “I can’t thank you enough, Gran.” Hadley shook her head.

      “Nonsense. You’re helping Paul with his case. That’s the important work. I’m happy to help cover while you do that.”

      Hadley sucked in a breath. How did Gran know? But when she looked over, Gran just gave her a wink and went to pick up her umbrella.

      “Now, I’m off to figure out if I want to join the knitting group or the quilting society.” She blew a kiss to Hadley and Suze.

      “Or both,” Suze said.

      Gran touched the tip of her nose and then walked out into the market.

      Suze let out a low whistle. “She sure is something.”

      “Tell me about it.” Hadley chuckled. “After Mom and Dad said they didn’t want her living on her own, I was worried her health had taken a turn for the worse, that she would be even worse than the sad, sickly woman we saw at Grandpa’s funeral. But she looks even spunkier in the fresh mountain air.”

      Pulling her feet off the box they’d been resting on, Suze leaned forward. “Yeah, she seems great. Why is it she had to sell her place?”

      “Well …” Hadley chewed on her lip. “Her house was right on the ocean and it got a serious amount of weather, so it really was a handful, but I also know she was lonely and wanted to be near all of us.” Hadley snapped her fingers. “Shoot. That reminds me, I wanted to invite her to Seven Stones.”

      It was common place for the vendors to pack up on Saturdays and head straight to the local pub and grill to debrief and—on chilly days like today—warm up with a pint and a bowl of their famous chili.

      The smile slipped off Suze’s face. “Oh, I can’t go out today. I’ve got some work to do. Sorry.” She cringed in exaggerated apology.

      “Sure—no, that’s—fine,” Hadley stammered. “No worries.”

      But even as she sank into her chair and Suze helped back-to-back customers, she couldn’t help but wonder what work Suze had to do and why she was being so tight-lipped. Sure, they didn’t go to Seven Stones every Saturday after the market, but a cancelation of a visit to the local pub usually warranted more explanation than, “I’ve got some work to do.”

      Or maybe Hadley was just being extra sensitive because neither Suze nor Paul had given even the slightest hint of letting her in on their secret. Either way, she was lost in a way she hadn’t been in a long while.

      

      After the market, Hadley pulled everything wet from the van and set it out in the alley behind the jam kitchen to dry out. The rain hadn’t returned and wasn’t forecasted to until Sunday evening, so she knew she would be safe leaving it out overnight. She had to come back in the morning to whip up more jam anyway, or she’d have nothing to sell if more orders came through next week.

      Hadley hopped on her bike and turned toward home instead of going to Seven Stones after all. She wasn’t pouting about Suze being unavailable—there were plenty of people she could’ve joined—but had actually decided a night in sounded like just the thing she needed on a chilly fall day like this.

      The wind was cold, but the humidity from the rain that morning helped things feel a bit weightier instead of the usual thin fall air that bit right through all manner of clothing. Hadley was approaching the second full month of living in her new house, and she couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

      Her bike tires crunched on the gravel as she turned down the road she and a handful of other Stoneybrook citizens shared. But just as Cassie had scared her last night coming around the corner too fast, now Hadley appeared to be the one startling others. A Siamese cat sat on the side of the road, directly in her path. Its body stiffened at the sight of an impending collision, but it didn’t move.

      Hadley, however, pushed through her surprise and swerved to the left, narrowly missing the cat, who remained frozen in place.

      She skidded to a halt, dropping a foot down onto the ground before her brakes had slowed the bike completely. Turning around, Hadley walked her bike a few feet closer to the animal, then engaged the kickstand and left it behind.

      “Hey, you,” she cooed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to give you a fright. I probably shouldn’t have taken the corner so fast, but you probably should find a different place to rest than in the road.”

      The cat turned its head to regard her, its golden eyes tracking her as she walked around to stand in front of it. Its large body was splayed out in true lounging fashion, just like Ansel and Marmalade often did—though they chose to get comfortable on her duvet, not in the middle of the street.

      “Whatcha doin’ here?” Hadley asked, reaching her hand forward.

      The cat let out a low growl. Hadley pulled her hand back and the sound ceased.

      “Are you hurt?” Her forehead wrinkled in concern, and she tried to get a better look at the cat’s expansive beige body.

      It seems just fine, she thought as she scanned the cat. It was actually a stunning creature, now that she got a better look. Its fur, though a little dirty, was a beautiful biscotti-like beige with white paws and dark-brown legs. It had the same dark color on its ears and concentrated around its eyes, but white surrounded its mouth, running down the cat’s neck, disappearing into the light-beige fur.

      Hadley squatted down, wondering if a lower profile might make her less intimidating to the creature. She’d never seen a cat sit so staunchly in the middle of a road before and was beginning to worry it was seriously injured.

      “I just want to help,” she said sweetly, reaching out again.

      A growl peeled from the cat, getting louder the closer Hadley’s hand got.

      If it’s hurt, I need to get it to the vet, she rationalized, her fingers curling slightly at the thought of being scratched or bitten.

      It was almost laughable how the pitch and volume of the cat’s protest coincided with her hand’s proximity. By the time her hand was within inches of the cat, its mouth was open, expelling its protestations at full volume. Hadley pushed forward, unable to leave an injured animal in the road, even if it did have a terrible attitude.

      And just when her hand was about to make contact, the cat jumped up and bounded away. It stopped a few yards out of reach, looked back at her, and sneezed as if in distaste, then slunk into the bushes on the side of the road.

      Sitting back on her heels, Hadley couldn’t help but laugh. “You weren’t injured at all,” she said aloud after seeing the cat move with the fluid ease of her healthy felines. “But who do you belong to?” she wondered as she climbed back onto her bike and rode the rest of the way home.

      It was a welcome difference to greet her own pets when she opened the front door and set her keys on the entry table. Instead of hisses and growls, she got purrs and head butts from her two.

      “A quiet night in with the two of you is just what I need.” Hadley smiled, patting Ansel and Marmalade before heading into her room to change out of her market clothes and into some soft sweatpants and her favorite sweater.

      Deciding it was time for a fall color polish, she picked out a fun eggplant shade and spent a few minutes painting it on her now bare nails. Once her nails were dry, she settled onto the couch with a mug of tea and a blanket and pulled out her laptop. She couldn’t get the road cat out of her thoughts. Even though it didn’t seem to be injured, she wondered who it belonged to and why it had been there.

      She logged onto her neighborhood’s page on social media and typed up a post:

      Hey fellow Marigold Laners,

      Anyone know anything about the beige Siamese-looking cat I found in the middle of the road? I almost hit him with my bike and when I tried to see if he was okay, he ran off. Thanks!

      Before sending the message, she took a moment to look up Siamese cats online, just to make sure she was right. They had similar coloring, but all of them had brown all across their faces. Typing in Siamese cat with white on face and paws. Pictures of snowshoe Siamese cats came up, confirming the exact breed of the road cat. But Hadley was sure none of her neighbors would mind the distinction and sent her message as it was.

      Next, she texted her brother.

      Find out anything from the boyfriend?

      She was desperately hoping Cassie had indeed gone in and had finally been honest about the fight Miranda seemed to have gotten into with her boyfriend. In Hadley’s mind, it only cemented him as a suspect.

      A response from Paul came through right away.

      Yeah, but don’t get too excited. He was up front about the fight. Told us they made up and he dropped her off in the same place he always did in the hospital parking lot for Cassie to come get her. We’re still checking into it.

      “Darn,” she said aloud, making the cats sleeping at her feet jump.

      Hadley sipped her tea, stopping herself when she felt the urge to pick at the new polish, instead wrapping her hands tighter around the warm mug.

      So Miranda had gone missing sometime between the time Jaxon had dropped her off and Cassie had called to see where she was. The information wound through Hadley’s mind, and she could tell right away something was off. Going with her gut, she texted Paul.

      Something doesn’t feel right about all of this. I think either Jaxon or Cassie has to be lying to us.

      Paul’s response sent a chill down her back.

      Or both of them are.
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      The next morning, Hadley checked in with Paul first thing to see if they’d made any more headway. When he sent her back a thumbs-down emoji, she chewed on her lip for a moment before opening her email. All seven of her neighbors had replied to her question about the Siamese cat.

      This is why I love living in such a small town, she mused as she scrolled through their responses. They care about a stray cat just as much as I do.

      Unfortunately, no one seemed to know any more about the cat than they did about where Miranda had gone. And while they all mentioned seeing the cat in various places along their road, no one had been able to get near the cat either, citing its grumpy attitude and menacing growls.

      Hadley ran a hand through her hair and sighed. Her own two cats had followed her from the bedroom and were perched next to her on the couch. She glanced outside, catching a glimpse of the mountain range out her window. The higher peaks were already dusted with snow, and it was only a matter of a couple months before Stoneybrook would be as well.

      “I’ll touch base with Louise today,” Hadley told her cats. “If I can’t be helpful in finding Miranda, maybe I can help solve a feline mystery.”

      They purred and blinked lazily in response.

      It was especially difficult to pull herself from the soft comforts of her cats and couch, but Hadley finally managed to pull on jeans, a sweater, and an extra puffy vest before heading out into town to spend the morning at the jam kitchen.

      She rode extra slowly down Marigold Lane, searching as she went for any sign of the Siamese. Unsure what she would’ve even done if she had seen him, disappointment tugged down the corners of her mouth as she turned onto Main Street.

      Pulling her bike up next to the knitting shop, Hadley hopped off and poked her head inside the quiet of Main Street Skeins.

      Louise Stanton, the new owner, looked up as the bell on the front door rang out.

      “Morning, Hadley. I met your lovely grandmother yesterday.”

      Beaming, Hadley nodded. “She’s quite the accomplished knitter, unlike me.” Heat crept into her cheeks as she remembered her failed attempt at knitting a pair of socks for her mother a few months ago.

      Louise laughed. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Everyone makes mistakes on their first few projects. People like your grandmother get so good at it because they stick with it; they don’t give up after one lumpy sock.”

      Hadley smiled. “True. I guess my persistence is all used up in the kitchen, though.”

      “Quite right.” Louise’s eyes lit up. “I bought some of your new apple rosemary jam yesterday, and I think I need to buy five more jars.”

      “I’d better get canning, then. Gran sold all of my stock.” Hadley paused. “Hey, I did want to ask you something. It’s about a cat.”

      The older woman leaned forward. “Ansel?”

      Hadley gulped. Ansel had belonged to Edith, the previous owner of the knitting store, before she was killed by a jealous rival from her past. Louise had always wanted Ansel and didn’t seem to have let go of it yet.

      “No,” Hadley said firmly. “It’s a stray I’ve seen on Marigold Lane. Are you still helping out with that kind of thing?”

      Because it was such a small town, Stoneybrook didn’t have its own animal shelter, but they did have Louise. The woman often took in any strays, got them appointments with the local veterinarian, and then used her connections around town to find homes for the animals.

      Louise nodded. “Is the cat hurt?”

      “I don’t think so.” Hadley wrinkled her forehead. “It wouldn’t let me get close enough to check, but it didn’t move like there was anything wrong. Mostly I’m just worried about the upcoming winter.”

      Louise waved a hand dismissively. “They can usually survive, but I’m sure it would be much more comfortable inside. On Marigold, you say? I can go look for it later today and ask around.” Louise jotted down a note when Hadley confirmed the street.

      “Thank you. I’ll let you know if I see it again.” Hadley waved as she left.

      From the knitting shop, her kitchen was only a few blocks down the road. Once inside, she quickly settled into her routine, plugging in some earbuds and listening to her favorite workout mix to keep her motivated. It was because of the music she didn’t hear someone enter through the back door of the jam kitchen, creep up behind her, and reach out.

      A hand landed on her shoulder, making her jump and fling berries across the room.

      “Gran!” Hadley scolded as she whirled around.

      She wiped a bit of berry off her cheek, grateful she hadn’t been to the boiling phase yet or the flying berries would’ve been much more painful.

      Gran grimaced. “Oh, dear. I’m sorry. I didn’t even see those things in your ears; they’re so small. I thought you were just absorbed in your work and that’s why you didn’t answer me when I called out.”

      Hadley picked up a paper towel and went to wipe up the berry bits that had landed yards away on the floor. “No worries. What’s up?” She swiped her hair out of her face, wishing she’d pulled it into a tighter bun before starting her work.

      “I thought I would come by and see if I could help you out.” Gran took in the shelves of ingredients in the kitchen.

      Pride fluttered in Hadley’s chest as she looked at her space, seeing it through her grandmother’s eyes. She knew she was going to love having Gran close by, but never dreamed she would want to help her so much with the jam business.

      “Of course! The more the merrier.” She bustled over to one of her drawers and pulled out an extra apron, then set aside her music, knowing she would have company.

      While Gran may not have been the one to teach Hadley how to make jam—that had been her mother’s mom, Granny Viv—she was skilled in the kitchen. Before Hadley knew it, they’d whipped out a full day’s supply of jam in half the time it took when she worked alone.

      She beamed at the lines of sparkling, ready-to-sell jars and then pulled Gran into a hug. “You’re a miracle worker.”

      “It’s me who’s so impressed by you. Look at this life you’ve made for yourself,” Gran said. Her piercing blue eyes caught Hadley’s in the way only a grandparent could, conveying so much joy and pride it seemed almost impossible.

      The look brought tears to Hadley’s eyes, and she swiped at them before Gran could see them. Gran hadn’t added, since the divorce to her statement, but it hung in the air between them.

      “I’m just so glad to see you happy again.” Gran reached out and squeezed Hadley’s hand. “Your mother said Tyler was back in town for a bit a few months ago.”

      Pulling in a deep breath, Hadley nodded.

      “How’d that go?”

      Hadley exhaled. “About as well as you would expect. Gran … people in town don’t exactly know why Ty and I called it quits.”

      Her grandmother’s face softened as understanding dawned on her. “I see, dear.”

      Growing up and living in a small town was wonderful in many ways, but when Hadley’s husband—the man she’d been with since high school—had cheated on her, she’d kept the reason for their split to herself. In a place where everyone seemed to know everyone else’s secrets, it made her feel like she had a small bit of control over an otherwise helpless-feeling situation.

      “I honestly don’t know when I’ll be ready to talk. At first it was mostly about simply not needing people in my business. Now … I don’t know. The thought of them pitying me seems so much worse than them thinking I’m fickle or mean.” She let one shoulder rise and fall.

      Gran settled on the stool next to Hadley and rubbed her back. “You don’t need to justify your decision to me. It was your marriage, it’s your divorce, and no one else gets to tell you how to feel about it or how to deal with it.”

      “Thanks, Gran.” She puffed out her cheeks in an exhale, the weight lifting off her chest. “I appreciate your help. It’s so fun having you in town.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “I’m just sorry you had to leave your house behind. I know you loved it there.”

      Gran’s face twitched into a sad smile. “I loved when it was full of children and laughter and life. I loved sharing it with your grandfather. But when he passed, the house was a shell of what it used to be. I’m so much happier here. I’ve done my years staring out at the ocean. Now I’m ready to gaze up at mountains.” She gave Hadley a reassuring wink.

      “Well, I’m an expert at that.” Hadley chuckled, taking off her apron before putting away the last clean pot. “You’ve helped me so much today. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      The old woman stood and shook her head, but Hadley couldn’t help but notice how she winced slightly as she did so. Her right hand moved to press onto her hip protectively. Guilt swept through Hadley. Her grandmother had had a hip replacement only months earlier and here she was, on her feet, helping make jam for hours. Hadley wanted to kick herself.

      “Is your hip bothering you?” She stepped forward to offer a steadying hand.

      Gran swatted her away. “I’m just fine, young lady.” She shot her a sly grin. “I was almost done with my physical therapy when we left; I think the cold mountain air is reminding me I didn’t quite graduate.”

      “Can I do anything?”

      Squinting one eye as she stretched to her left, Gran said, “Now that you mention it, your mother said she had the doctors transfer my records over to the hospital up in Cascade Ridge. I should probably check in with them and see if I can start my physical therapy again.”

      Hadley grabbed her keys. “I can take you up there today if you have time.”

      “I think that would be lovely.” Gran dipped her chin.

      They headed out to the Jam Van, neither of them having a different option—Hadley’s mother had dropped off Gran, and Hadley’s only other choice was her bike. She couldn’t help but linger on the Missing sign with Miranda’s picture on it that she’d hung in every shop window. If Jaxon, her boyfriend, was to be believed, the Cascade Ridge General Hospital parking lot was the last place Miranda was seen on Thursday night.

      It wasn’t as if she expected to find her still hanging out there, but who knew—maybe Hadley could dig up a few other answers while she waited for Gran.
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      As the Jam Van wound up the highway to Cascade Ridge, Hadley and Gran settled into pleasant conversation.

      “I’ve always wanted to live in a small town,” Gran said, glancing back at the shrinking buildings behind them. “Stoneybrook reminds me a lot of the little place just south of us along the coast.”

      “Yeah? Was it the one with the quirky little restaurants right on the beach you took us to that one summer? What was it called?”

      “Pebble Cove.” A smile creased the edges of Gran’s eyes.

      Hadley snapped her fingers. “That’s it. I think it might’ve even been smaller than Stoneybrook, if I remember correctly.”

      Gran laughed. “You might be right. Your grandfather just loved going there for breakfast. We’d stuff ourselves and then walk around the boutiques until we felt like humans again.”

      “Suze and I do that sometimes on Saturdays after the market,” Hadley said. She was sure her face pulled tight with discomfort at the reminder of how things had been different between them lately, but luckily the hospital came into view that moment, stealing Gran’s attention away.

      The medical building complex was on the outskirts of the town, sitting along a mostly undeveloped, wooded hillside. It was still a farther drive to get there from Stoneybrook than Cascade Ridge, but it helped that people from the south end of the valley didn’t have to get caught up in the crowded boulevards and traffic of the larger city.

      “Oh! This is new.” Gran gasped, taking in the large comprehensive complex.

      “Yeah?” Hadley asked, her forehead wrinkling. Had it really been that long since Gran had visited? “They built it about fifteen years ago. You’ve been up since then.”

      “I guess I haven’t strayed up north in my recent visits.” Gran shook her head, blinking. “When your mother mentioned the hospital, I was still picturing the old one.” Gran motioned to the road winding off to the left that led to the old, boarded-up building.

      “Yeah, that place was falling apart.” Hadley clicked her blinker on and got into the right turn lane. She couldn’t help herself as she pulled into the large, mostly empty parking lot, and scanned the place as if Miranda might just be standing there, waiting. She wasn’t, and silly as it was, it made the situation seem all the more impossible.

      They parked and went inside. It was even colder up there in the slightly higher elevation. And even though Hadley had finally dug her winter coats out from her moving boxes, her face and hands were just about frozen by the time they hurried inside the clinic, next to the larger emergency and surgery wings.

      A receptionist with a smile as wide as the Cascade River checked them in and let Gran know that they’d received her files, and one of the local doctors would check in with her soon. With some clicking and a scrutinizing look at her computer screen, the nurse reported she might have an opening in twenty minutes if they didn’t mind waiting. She gave Gran a small stack of paperwork for new patients.

      Hadley and Gran had just settled into the uncomfortable waiting room chairs when a disturbance back by the reception desk caught their attention. The pleasant woman they’d just been talking with was now wearing a frown in place of her friendly smile. She scowled up at a middle-aged woman.

      “You don’t understand,” the woman told the nurse in a measured way that made Hadley sure she was clenching her teeth together. “I need to see him now.” Her voice rose in volume at the addition of each new word.

      And that’s when Hadley recognized her. Brenda Walters. Miranda’s mother.

      “Ma’am, I’m very sorry, but you are not allowed to see him after last time.” The receptionist was obviously trying to keep her voice down, but her need for her words to be forceful made them much louder than a whisper.

      A nurse stepped up behind the receptionist. This woman wore a flat, humorless expression as comfortably as she wore her light-purple scrubs.

      “Are you trying to test us today?” she asked, so loudly it was obvious she wasn’t worried one bit about confrontation.

      Brenda leaned forward. “You don’t understand. My daughter is missing and I’m in so much pain. If I could—”

      “Look, lady. I’m going to give you five seconds to get out of my face or I will be calling security. And they won’t be as nice to you as they were last time.”

      Hadley realized she’d been staring rudely at the scene. The others occupying the waiting room seemed to be as well, though. Even a few nurses had stopped along the hallway to watch.

      Brenda moved as if she might swipe the papers, clipboards, and pens right off the countertop in front of her, but the no-nonsense nurse held up a finger.

      “Don’t you even think about it. If you want to argue, go over to the ER and talk with them.” She wagged the finger back and forth in Brenda’s direction.

      Hadley chewed on her lip, her forehead wrinkling in concern as she wondered what had happened last time.

      Brenda hunched down, sneered at the nurse, and then spun out of the waiting room. Hadley turned to look at Gran who shook her head sadly and went back to filling out her forms. Being new to town, Gran didn’t recognize Brenda, wouldn’t have registered the conversation as anything but a reason to feel sorry for the poor woman. But Hadley couldn’t brush it off so easily.

      Last time, the words were on repeat in her mind as if the nurse had yelled them, and they were still echoing throughout the cavernous waiting room.

      She organized the information as best she could. Brenda was at a clinic; she’d said she was in pain; she wasn’t allowed to see the doctor anymore. Did they think she was making it up? Could it be possible Brenda was mentally unstable? Enough to hurt her daughter?

      Hadley just couldn’t imagine Brenda having anything to do with the reason her daughter had gone missing. For having lived in Stoneybrook as long as Hadley had been alive, Brenda stayed low on the town’s gossip radar. Back when Hadley babysat Kelsey, she remembered Miranda often showing up, saying her mother was off at work. Brenda had been holding down two jobs back then, one working at home as a medical transcriptionist and the other as a waitress up in Cascade Ridge. She’d always been a hard worker, completely committed to giving her daughter the best life she could. The long days inherent with working two jobs wasn’t a new story for a single parent like Brenda, but it was an admirable one.

      People changed, though.

      Brenda no longer worked at the restaurant. Maybe something had happened. Maybe they’d let her go. It certainly would support Hadley’s conjecture about her being mentally unwell.

      But she couldn’t think much more on her speculations because her grandmother finished her paperwork and brought it up to the receptionist.

      “Dr. Kennedy will see you now, Mrs. James,” the nurse said, loudly enough that Hadley stood to join her grandmother as they led her back to the exam room.

      Other than the way Gran’s hand sometimes drifted subconsciously to her hip—making Hadley wonder if she was possibly in more pain than she let on—no one would be able to guess the woman was a recent recipient of a new hip. Still, she took her time climbing up onto the exam table, accepting Hadley’s help when she offered it. Hadley could imagine the fear of falling again would be in the front of Gran’s mind for a while still.

      With Gran perched on the exam table and Hadley sitting in one of the chairs, the two James women took in the sparsely decorated exam room. There were a few nicely framed photographs of the Cascade Mountain Range, but not much beyond that. Hadley pulled out her phone, checking social media for any mentions of Miranda, scouring her pages to see if there were any clues as to where she’d gone.

      The door opened just as Hadley finished scrolling through Miranda’s Instagram account, which—besides giving her a glimpse of Miranda’s new boyfriend—had been just as fruitless as all of the others.

      Dr. Kennedy, as his name tag assured Hadley, stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

      “Good afternoon,” he said, sliding a laptop onto the counter and settling onto the stool by the built-in desk. Flipping through Gran’s paperwork, he nodded. “And how’s that new hip treating you, Amelia?”

      “Just great,” Gran said. “I wanted to see if I could restart my physical therapy up here because I moved right at the end of my treatment down in Oregon.”

      Noticing Gran had left out any mention of pain, Hadley looked down at her feet. She didn’t want to speak up and embarrass her grandmother. The woman was in great shape and didn’t need someone coddling her. Still, Hadley couldn’t help but worry a little.

      Kennedy clicked his tongue. “Good for you for taking the time to finish that out. A lot of people would’ve called it good, but would’ve regretted it later when they didn't have the range of movement they used to. And”—he glanced up from his charts—“how long have you been experiencing pain in the hip?” he asked.

      Gran blinked. Hadley bit back a smile. He was good.

      “Well, I had a long car ride Friday, moving up here and all. Ever since then, it’s been a bit achy.” Her hand moved to the hip again.

      Hadley sighed in relief.

      “Sitting for long periods of time can do that for sure. You might also feel a bit of a difference with the colder air, at first. I’m going to prescribe you something to help just in case it gets to a place where you can’t manage it. It’s a small amount, but you let me know if you need more.” He watched her, waiting until Gran confirmed to click the button on his laptop. “And I’ve put in the request to continue PT with our therapists.”

      Gran and Hadley thanked the doctor, who pointed them in the direction of the physical therapy wing. After filling out the necessary paperwork with them, Gran set up her first appointment for the following week.

      Smiling wider than she had before, Gran took in a long breath when they stepped out into the parking lot. “I’m famished. Any place you know of where we could get something to eat?” Gran winked.

      “Absolutely. What do you feel like?” Hadley asked as they reached the Jam Van.

      “Something sweet.”

      Hadley grinned. “I know just the place.”

      Mickie’s bakery would have the perfect treat for an afternoon with her grandmother. It was also directly across the street from Dennis’s sweet shop, and Hadley wanted to ask Mickie if she’d noticed anything odd last week before Miranda had gone missing. Seeing Brenda Walters in such a state today had given Hadley a bad feeling, one that only seemed to sink further into her bones.
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      If Gran questioned why Hadley didn’t turn toward Cascade Ridge, instead turning the Jam Van back toward Stoneybrook, she didn’t let it show.

      Hadley couldn’t stand the number of chains present in the larger city and always preferred to support her small town if she could, even if it meant waiting twenty minutes longer to eat.

      Before long, they pulled into a parking spot toward the south end of Stoneybrook’s Main Street. The lime-green-and-white awning hung over the perfectly painted sign that read, Bake and Flake. When Hadley and Gran entered, the warm smell of baked bread wrapped around them, warming Hadley’s bones like no blanket ever could. The front half of the store was a maze of five small tables with mismatched chairs, and the back half was where the doughy magic happened.

      Mickie, one of Hadley’s favorite people ever, stood behind a large stainless-steel table set back behind the glass display case full of golden-brown creations that looked soft, crusty, and amazing. She glanced up from the dough she was kneading and shot Hadley her signature wide smile.

      “Is this the famous Gran, finally?” she asked, wiping off her hands and heading over to the sink to wash up.

      Mickie had been out of the country during Hadley and Tyler’s wedding, so she’d missed meeting a good portion of Hadley’s relatives, Gran included.

      “The one and only,” Hadley said.

      “Mickie,” the baker said, holding out her hand to shake once it was clean.

      “Nice to meet you,” Gran said. “I hear you make the best bread in town. If the smell in here is any indication, I think I’d have to agree.”

      Mickie bowed slightly. “I try my best.” She turned to Hadley. “How you doing, Had?”

      “Can’t complain,” she answered. Then, noticing the pin with Marissa’s picture stuck to Mickie’s collar, she added, “Given the circumstances.”

      Mickie nodded. Even though the woman wasn’t technically family anymore—being Hadley’s ex-husband’s aunt—she and Hadley had always had a strong bond, one that had only been strengthened by the divorce.

      “What can I get you two today?” she asked.

      Hadley ordered a few of her favorites, including a loaf of sourdough for the week, and Gran pointed out a few treats to add to the box. As Mickie readied their baked goods, Hadley and Gran stepped over to the register.

      Mickie was a brilliant baker and one of the more organized people Hadley had ever met. Her baking area was spotless save for the projects she was currently working on, but the woman definitely had one area of weakness: the way she took orders.

      The woman wrote her orders on three-by-five note cards and then clipped them to a piece of string she ran across the back wall in the same order in which she needed to get them ready. Her various notes were scrawled across the note card in her scratchy handwriting. And each time the front door or an oven door opened, the line of note cards swayed, fluttered, and swung.

      Skeptical as Hadley was about her method, Mickie had only ever been late on one order—it had fallen and slipped underneath one of the stoves, but she’d found it a couple of hours before it was due for pickup, so she’d had it almost ready by the time the customer had arrived.

      It had been a while since the last time Hadley was in the bakery, so she scanned the order note cards, squinting slightly to read. She’d always had fun trying to place the orders with different upcoming celebrations.

      Thea ordered a dozen donuts. I bet her grandkids are coming to visit for a weekend. Oh, and Barry’s ordered his usual two-dozen dinner rolls. That order wasn’t about celebrations, seeing how Barry—a widower—froze the rolls and heated one up with his dinner each night. He always said he was a decent enough cook, but a disastrous baker.

      As Hadley’s gaze landed on the third note card in from the right, her breath caught in her throat. Suze’s name was scribbled on the top of the card. The word cake was barely legible underneath. In fact … did it say wedding cake?

      Mickie glanced up from the register and let out a quick yip when she noticed where Hadley was looking. “Oh! Um … did you know I made biscotti?” she asked, pointing to a jar of the hard, chocolate-dipped desserts next to her.

      Frowning, Hadley said, “Yeah … you’ve been making biscotti for years.” She tried again to read the note card hanging in the back.

      “Not this kind.” Mickie opened the jar, used tongs to grab out a biscuit, then put it in the box along with their other purchases. “I’ll throw one in for free so you can try the new flavor.” Mickie took a step to the right, effectively blocking Hadley’s view of the orders. “Heard anything more from Paul about Miranda?” she asked as Gran wandered off to grab a table.

      Hadley shook her head, still reeling from what she might have seen on the order card. But Mickie bringing up Paul reminded Hadley she needed to let her brother know about the scene she and Gran had been privy to at the hospital that morning.

      “I heard Cassie’s in hot water.” Mickie plopped the box of goodies on the counter.

      A wave of sugary dough wafted up to meet Hadley, almost stealing her attention enough that she didn’t quite register what Mickie had said at first.

      “What do you mean?” She shook her head.

      Hadley recognized the glint in Mickie’s eye, the same one she saw whenever a Stoneybrook citizen realized they had new information to share.

      “She lied to the police the first time.”

      Shoulders sagging slightly, Hadley waved a hand at Mickie. “Oh. Yeah. I thought everyone knew what a hard time Paul had getting her to talk at first.”

      “No,” Mickie said. “This wasn’t just being tight-lipped. She told Paul she didn’t go out at all after Miranda’s boyfriend picked her up at eleven, but the neighbors say they definitely saw headlights driving away from the Lee house after midnight. You know those fancy white-blue ones only luxury cars like hers have.”

      “Could it have been her parents?” Hadley asked, knowing the Lees had more than one luxury vehicle.

      Mickie shook her head. “Her parents were off seeing a show in Seattle. They stayed the night in a hotel, didn’t even get back until midday. Cassie was home alone.”

      “Huh.” Hadley handed over money to pay for their purchases when the total showed up on the register. “That is odd.” She wondered if this meant anything else Cassie had told Paul was a lie as well. “What about you?” she asked Mickie. “You see anything odd last week?” Hadley gestured behind her toward the sweet shop.

      Mickie sighed. “No, but I keep wracking my brain, trying to think of something, anything. I close up too early in the day and usually just see Miranda coming into work as I’m leaving.”

      “Right,” Hadley said, absentmindedly picking at her nails. She noticed and grabbed the box off the counter to give her hands something to do. “Thanks, Mick.”

      “Anytime.” Mickie waved, staying suspiciously still—in fact, just in the right spot so Hadley couldn’t see the order note card.

      Hadley tucked the bakery box under one arm. Focusing on her grandmother, who was sitting a few feet away at a little bistro table, she realized the woman was touching her new hip.

      “You doing okay, Gran?”

      The woman looked down and pulled her hand away as if she’d just realized it was burning hot. “Oh, I’m fine.”

      But Hadley couldn’t help but worry. Her grandmother had been out and about all day. There was a distinct sag to her shoulders.

      “Let me take you home. I can make us some tea while we eat some of these treats.”

      Gran nodded, then hooked her arm through Hadley’s as they walked back to the Jam Van.

      

      After a nice time visiting with Gran and her parents, Hadley drove back into town to drop off the van and grab her bike. Sure, the days were getting colder, but it seemed extravagant to drive the big van around when she didn’t need to. She would save those days for the times when the snow was too thick for it to be safe riding her bike.

      Parking the van and checking that the kitchen was fully secured for the night, she swung her leg over the bike and pedaled out onto Main Street. Unlike other towns, where Sundays were sleepy days filled with few obligations, Stoneybrook was a tourist town year-round and was especially busy on cloudless, blue-sky days like today.

      Shoppers crowded the quaint sidewalks, and cars lined Main Street, filling up almost all of the available parking spots. While Hadley had worked that morning with Gran, it was only because she was desperately low on supplies. Sunday was normally her day off, since she only used her space as a kitchen, not a retail space.

      It would take a hefty renovation to turn the front section of her kitchen into a place suitable to sell her jams, but it was something she’d always planned on doing; she just lacked the capital to do so. Almost. She happily mused that once she had her storefront, she would have to change around her schedule to accommodate working both Saturday and Sunday each weekend.

      Her bike tires whirred as she sped down the road. Even the fall chill remaining in the air wasn’t enough to keep Hadley from tipping her head back to soak in some of the warm rays. As Main Street curved closer to the river, Hadley spotted something light-colored in the middle of the road. It appeared Hadley wasn’t the only one who was enjoying gathering some Vitamin D. Road cat was lying in the middle of Main Street, its tail flicking with annoyance as it spotted Hadley biking toward it.

      Similar to yesterday, it didn’t move the closer she got.

      Hadley pulled her bike off to the side of the road a few yards away from the cat and stepped off her bike. The cat’s brown ears swiveled in her direction, but it didn’t even turn to look at her.

      “Hey … you need to quit hanging out in the middle of the road. It’s dangerous.”

      The cat yawned.

      “I know the road is warm with all of this sun we’re getting today, but I’m sure you could find a safer place to sunbathe.”

      A deep breath lifted and lowered the cat’s rib cage.

      Engaging her kickstand, Hadley wondered if she could catch the beast, sun-drunk and sleepy enough it might allow her to pick it up this time.

      “Marigold Lane is one thing. It’s a fairly quiet street. But you’re on Main Street now.”

      She was about to step closer to the animal when the sound of an engine humming in acceleration came around the curve. Her gaze flashed up just in time to see Cassandra Lee’s flashy convertible zoom around the corner, straight at the road cat.
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      Hadley’s heart leaped into her throat as she looked from the fast-moving convertible to the cat lying in the road. The cat flicked its tail, but simply stared down the car as if willing it to swerve around, just like Hadley had done with her bike.

      But Cassie didn’t seem to see anything … not even the lines on the road as she veered over the yellow.

      If Hadley didn’t do something, Cassie was going to hit the road cat.

      She waved her arms at the oncoming car, hoping to catch Cassie’s attention, but either the girl couldn’t see out of her giant, dark-tinted sunglasses or she wasn’t looking up.

      For a stupid split second, Hadley thought about jumping in front of the car in an attempt to grab the cat before the car could reach it. Luckily, her rational brain rejected the idea instantly. Silly as it had been, it gave her a different idea.

      Popping the kickstand of her bike up with her heel, she pulled the bike back, ducked slightly to line up the tires, and then pushed it into the road. It was a gamble. Seeing the bike head straight at it had not deterred the cat either of the times since she met it.

      Hadley cringed, wanting so badly to close her eyes but needing to see her plan through.

      The skinny tires whirled around once, twice, three times as the bike coasted straight for the cat. The creature stared back in defiance, flicking between the car and the bike. Hadley yelled something incoherent, unsure whether she was hoping to scare the cat or Cassie, or both.

      Her heart was in her throat, along with the remnants of her mangled yell. The bike slowed without a rider to pump the pedals. But just before the bike crashed into the cat, the feline scurried off to the ditch on the other side of the road.

      Blood pulsed in Hadley’s ears, sounding deafeningly loud until it was replaced by the screech of tires and the crash of metal upon metal. Her hands instinctively reached up to cover her eyes. Before she could even peel them away, she knew what removing them would reveal.

      Her bike had flown a good five yards away, and the back tire wobbled unnaturally as it spun.

      Convertible stopped, Cassie flipped up her sunglasses. Her mouth opened three times as her angry gaze flicked between Hadley and the bike. The fourth time, a string of swears flew out.

      Stunned by the teen’s foul language, Hadley just stood there as Cassie got out, rounded the front of the car, and continued to yell.

      “What were you thinking?” Cassie combed her fingers roughly through her blond hair, looking back at the dent in her front left fender.

      “You didn’t see the cat.” Hadley shrugged, not about to let some stuck-up teenager boss her around. “I tried to warn you, but you weren’t paying attention.”

      Blinking, Cassie studied Hadley’s expression. “What cat?”

      Hadley dipped her chin. “Exactly. It finally ran off, over there.” She pointed over at the shrubs along the other side of the road.

      Cassie’s gaze followed Hadley’s gesture. It was then Hadley noticed how puffy and red her eyes were. She looked like she’d been crying.

      Was that why she wasn’t paying attention to where she was driving? Hadley wondered.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, more diplomatically.

      Before Hadley could prepare herself, Cassie crumpled into a sobbing mess at her feet in the middle of the road.

      “Nothing’s okay,” the girl wailed. “My friend is missing and it’s all my fault. And I just yelled at the person who tried to stop me from killing a cat.” She sniffled and looked up at Hadley. “I’m sorry.”

      In the months since the Lees had moved to Stoneybrook from Cascade Ridge, Hadley had never seen the young woman look anything less than the picture of icy beauty.

      But all of her cracks were showing at once.

      Hadley couldn’t help but latch on to Cassie’s statement. “Why is Miranda missing your fault?” she asked, bending down next to the crying girl.

      Cassie’s long eyelashes were sticking together, coated with tears and too much mascara. She looked at Hadley through them as a few more tears dripped down her cheeks then she sniffed.

      Hadley hadn’t forgotten what Mickie had told her about Cassie’s neighbors seeing her leave the house so late when she’d sworn to Paul she’d stayed in all night.

      Instead of answering, Cassie began to wail even louder, her body wracked with sobs. Hadley glanced around the empty road and wondered if she should try to move Cassie’s car out of the way. This end of Main Street wasn’t too busy, though. Deciding it would be fine, she did go move her mangled bike out of the other lane and clicked on Cassie’s emergency flashers. Her phone beeped, and she saw a text from her brother come through.

      Heard anything new about Miranda?

      Hadley cringed. If Paul was asking her, it meant they were running out of leads. She sent back a sad-face emoji before returning to the still-weeping teen, feeling bad for leaving her alone.

      But Hadley stopped short as she rounded the car. The girl was no longer alone.

      The road cat sat mere inches from the whimpering Cassie. Its pink nose twitched, and it stretched its neck forward toward the person who’d almost flattened it.

      Cassie had stopped crying and stared at the cat instead. “Are you the one I almost hit?” she cooed.

      To Hadley’s amazement, the cat meowed in response, a purr rumbling in its throat. It reminded her of the almost conversational chats she often had with her cats.

      “I’m so sorry.” Cassie held her hand out. The road cat blinked lovingly at her and even rubbed its head against Cassie’s fingers.

      Hadley suppressed a grin. “It hasn’t let anyone get close, but seems absolutely smitten with you.”

      As if to prove her point, the road cat glared at Hadley, a small growl rumbling in its throat. She put her hands up and took a step back.

      “Okay, okay. Sorry,” she said with a laugh.

      Cassie wrapped an arm around the cat and pulled it into her lap. Hadley hadn’t ever seen a cat take to one person so intensely and be so sour toward everyone else.

      “So you don’t belong to anyone?” Cassie asked the cat.

      “Not that anyone local knows of,” Hadley answered.

      This time, Cassie directed her question at Hadley. “Do you think I could keep him … her?”

      Shrugging, Hadley said, “I don’t see why not. Louise was going to ask around for me, but if it’s truly a stray, yeah. You’d be doing it a favor giving it a warm home before the temperature drops.”

      Cassie stood, giving one decisive nod. The cat hung in her arms as if it had been carried around by her all its life. “No more roads for you, Bailey. You’re going to be an inside cat from now on.”

      Hadley’s eyebrows rose. “Bailey?”

      “Yeah.” Cassie put a hand on one hip. “Its fur looks like Bailey’s Irish Cream. And it works whether it’s a girl or a boy.”

      Not wanting to ask how Cassie, a minor, would know anything about the liquor, Hadley focused on the next steps.

      “The local veterinarian will be able to tell you the gender, as well as figure out if it has any medical issues you’ll want to take care of before bringing it into your house.” Hadley could just picture the cat jumping onto a pristine, white couch in the Lee household that probably cost more than all of Hadley’s furniture combined.

      Cassie snapped her fingers, then pointed at Hadley. “You can help me! You’re a total crazy cat lady. I have no idea what to do or buy, but people are always talking about how you have a ton of cats.”

      Hadley frowned. She didn’t know in which universe two cats qualified as a ton—and she also didn’t appreciate the word crazy being tacked on to the term cat lady—but she also saw an opportunity. Her frown morphed into a smile.

      “On one condition. You have to tell me what you were talking about earlier. Why are you the reason for Miranda’s disappearance?” Her hand moved to her hip as if by its own free will.

      The teenager’s gaze dropped to the cat in her arms. She scrunched her fingers into the tea-with-cream colored fur, but conceded. “Okay.”

      “Let’s get your car out of the road first.” Hadley moved toward her bike, grimacing when she saw the warped shape of the back wheel.

      Cassie waved her over. “Put your bike in the back seat. There’s no way you’re going to be able to ride it now. I’ll drive.”

      Hadley gulped, remembering all of the times she’d seen Cassie speeding through town.

      “I’ll drive slower. I promise,” the girl added, rolling her eyes a bit, as if she were arguing with her mother.

      Pulling in a fortifying breath, Hadley agreed and climbed in to the passenger seat. She pulled out her phone and texted Paul a second time.

      Actually, I might have just stumbled onto a lead. More to come. Fingers crossed.

      She didn’t get a response from Paul, but figured her brother was operating in a perfect storm of fatigue, frustration, and faltering hope, so she didn’t blame him if he wasn’t encouraged by her text.

      Cassie tried to hand the cat over to Hadley, but it began growling again. The teen chewed on her bottom lip, holding the feline in between them indecisively. The closer she pulled it toward herself, the quieter the cat became. The more she moved it in Hadley’s direction, the louder, just like the other day when Hadley had tried to reach out for it while it was sitting in the middle of her road.

      “Hmmm …” Cassie huffed. “I can’t very well drive and  hold on to you, Bailey.”

      A lightbulb of an idea illuminated Hadley’s thoughts, solving two problems at once. “I could always drive. That would free you up to hold Bailey.” She held her breath as Cassie considered the idea. She held up a hand as if to swear in a court of law. “I’m fully insured.”

      Cassie narrowed her eyes for an instant, then opened the driver’s side door. “Okay. The car’s already banged up.”

      Choosing to ignore the insinuation she might do any damage to the car—especially any more than the speedy teen could’ve done racing around town—Hadley got out of the car and swapped with Cassie. After a quick safety check of mirrors and seat positioning, they were buckled and on their way to the vet’s clinic.

      Air whooshed past Hadley, causing her hair to sweep back out of her face luckily, since she wasn’t sure how she would’ve been able to see if her long, dark locks had been directed forward. She glanced over at Cassie.

      “So …” she said cautiously. “Ready to talk about Miranda?” Hadley kept her eyes on the road, but kept tabs on the teen in her peripheral vision. She’d apparently already lied to Paul, and Hadley wasn’t going to put it past her to lie again.

      Cassie hugged Bailey tighter to her body.

      “Why did you say you were the reason she was gone?” Hadley asked.

      A sigh escaped the teenager. “I introduced her to Jaxon.”

      Hadley waited for more, but quickly realized this conversation was going to take a lot of prodding. “And you think Jaxon is the reason she’s missing?”

      Cassie nodded.

      “Why’s that?” Hadley gripped the steering wheel as she rounded the last bend before they were back downtown.

      “Jaxon and I were friends when I lived up in Cascade Ridge. He was always kind of wild, but a nice enough guy. Since I moved here, he’s changed. He has a huge party each summer and still wanted me to come, even though I’d moved down here. I brought Miranda with me and introduced them, but that was before I realized how much Jaxon had changed in the months since I’d moved away.”

      “In what way?” Hadley asked, remembering how Kelsey had mentioned the guy being bad news.

      Cassie wet her lips. “He’d gotten into drugs.” She swung to face Hadley. “I never would’ve introduced him to Miranda if I’d known.”

      Hadley pulled into the vet’s clinic and parked the car. She turned to look at Cassie, a pit forming in her stomach as she thought about the teen who had been killed just last week, about his connections to a local drug ring.

      “Is that why they fought? Did Miranda find out he was into drugs and threaten to break up with him?” Hadley imagined a teenager in a drug-induced rage, overreacting to his girlfriend trying to leave him. It was definitely the best motive she’d come across yet, especially if Miranda had threatened to tell the police about his extracurricular activities.

      Cassie gulped. “No, the reason they got in a fight that night was because Jaxon accused her of using him for drugs.”

      Breath caught in Hadley’s throat. “Wait … what?”

      Cassie met Hadley’s wild eyes and nodded. “Miranda was buying drugs from Jaxon.”
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      Cassie’s statement about Miranda buying drugs punched Hadley in the gut. It couldn’t possibly be true.

      She shook her head. “Sweet, kind Miranda? She would never—”

      Holding up a hand, Cassie said, “I wouldn’t have believed it either if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, but you’ve got to trust me.”

      Says the girl who’s lied multiple times to the police, Hadley thought incredulously.

      As much as she wished it wasn’t true, she could see a pain behind Cassie’s eyes she’d never noticed before. She couldn’t read the teenager like she could Paul or Suze or even Luke, but there was something about the earnestness in her voice and the way the whole thing made her tear up all over again, that increased her doubt that Cassie was fabricating this.

      Still, she wasn’t ruling it out.

      “Why did you keep this to yourself?” Hadley asked, the words wrapped in frustration as she sat back in to the plush leather seats of Cassie’s convertible.

      Cassie raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips, completing a perfect caricature of an exhausted teenager. “Seriously? It’s drugs. I’m not going to get my friends in trouble.” Her clipped tone sounded like the Cassie Hadley had gotten to know over the past year again, highlighting the change in the way she’d been conversing up until that point.

      “Your friends are already in trouble, Cassie. Major trouble. Miranda most of all.” Hadley stopped herself before she said something mean. She inhaled slowly. “Every hour we don’t find Miranda is an hour it’s more likely that we won’t.”

      Cassie’s shoulders sagged. “I know. It’s why I was crying in the car, why I didn’t see Bailey.” The cat purred in her lap, either none the wiser or fast to forgive. “I knew I’d made a mistake, but I didn’t know how to fix it. I thought she would show up, like she was just playing a game.”

      Between the way she’d collapsed into a crying heap minutes ago and the way her voice shook now, Hadley finally began to see Cassie for the seventeen-year-old she was, not the adult she constantly pretended to be. Hadley softened slightly.

      “If I call my brother, will you tell him the truth, finally?” she asked.

      Cassie frowned. “That big mountain-man sheriff is your brother?” She scanned Hadley up and down.

      “Twin, actually.” Hadley wasn’t used to people not knowing she and Paul were related, though she couldn’t quite blame Cassie. “He’s a great listener and a good deputy. If anyone can find Miranda, it’s Paul.”

      After a moment of hesitation, Cassie agreed. “Sure. I’ll talk with him. You sure he’s not going to throw me in jail for lying?”

      “He’s not nearly as scary as he looks, I promise.” She pulled out her phone and dialed Paul’s number. He picked up on the fourth ring, right when Hadley was about to hang up.

      “Hey.” His voice was sharp, blunt. The cacophony of voices in the background made it almost impossible to hear him.

      “I’m with Cassie Lee right now, and she has something she’d like to talk with you about. Can I bring her by the station in about half an hour?”

      Paul cleared his throat. “Cassie’s the lead you texted me about?” He exhaled. “Uh … I’ll come to you. I’m at Wendy’s grabbing a quad-shot Americano so I don’t fall asleep. Where are you?” The sound of people chatting in the background ebbed slightly, but she still had to strain to hear him.

      “We’re at the vet,” she said, narrowing her eyes as she realized there were none of the regular sounds of steaming milk or banging spent grounds into the compost bin.

      It was possible Paul had stepped outside to take her call, but then why were the voices just as loud? Was he lying to her about where he was?

      “Gotcha. I’ll be there in fifteen,” he said quickly.

      Biting her bottom lip, Hadley pressed the screen even though she knew he’d already hung up. She felt awful for doubting her brother. Even if he wasn’t being honest with her, it was most likely because of the case, not because he was with Suzanne. But the possibly it was another lie made her heart sink.

      “You okay?” Cassie’s voice broke through the mental fog that had descended onto Hadley during the phone call.

      She blinked. “Yeah … fine.” Forcing a smile, she took the keys out of the ignition and said, “Ready to go inside?”

      Cassie cocked her head to the side and shot Hadley a skeptical look that made her feel sorry for Cassie’s parents, and her teachers.

      “That’s a lie,” Cassie said flatly. “Look I’ve had enough friend drama in my life to recognize it from a mile away.” She gestured to Hadley’s face. “That is the face of someone who’s just been lied to and knows it.”

      Surprised at how right she’d gotten it, Hadley sat speechless for a moment. “He’s been off lately, different. He’s my best friend and we usually tell each other everything, but … let’s just say it’s not the case anymore. I’m trying to give him a break, since I know he’s working so hard on this case, but I can’t shake the feeling something else might be going on,” she said, not about to spill to Cassie about her suspicion Paul and Suze were getting together behind her back.

      The girl nodded, regardless of the lack of facts. “Drama’s the worst,” she said, finally. “Can I give you some advice?”

      Hadley didn’t answer. Cassie must’ve taken her silence as a yes.

      “You seem smart, good at reading people.” She shrugged. “I’d listen to your gut. If you think something’s going on, it probably is.”

      Hadley thought back to seeing the order for Suze in Mickie’s bakery. She could’ve sworn it had been for a German chocolate cake. A cake in Paul’s favorite flavor that she’d kept from Hadley. Was her gut right on that one too?

      Without another word, Cassie scooped Bailey out of her lap and got out of the car, looking back at Hadley to see if she was coming.

      

      Hadley sat in a white-and-cream examination room, unsure if the strong ammonia smell was from cleaning supplies or cat pee.

      The vet, Danielle Murphy, was able to identify Bailey as a male and confirm Cassie really was the only person he would tolerate. Hadley didn’t envy Dr. Murphy the scratches and bites she gained during the examination, but also felt vindicated it wasn’t just her the cat hated.

      “He sure found his person.” Dr. Murphy chuckled as Bailey cozied up to Cassie after the exam was finished. “Now, Cassie, he’s got a lot of fleas, worms, and a bad cut on his back leg that’s infected.”

      Hadley turned her attention to the teen’s face, waiting for her to back away in disgust from the mangy feline. But Cassie only hugged Bailey tighter. Hadley decided right then how greatly she’d misjudged the girl.

      She didn’t have time to think on that fact because there was a knock on the exam room door and Paul walked in.

      Dr. Murphy looked up. “I’ll go get some things together for Bailey while you three chat.” Hadley had warned both the doctor and the receptionist about Paul coming by, and they’d assured her it would be fine for them to use an exam room for a few minutes.

      Hadley was tempted to follow Dr. Murphy’s lead and leave the exam room as well, to give Paul and Cassie privacy, but the teen had lied too many times, and she wanted to make sure her story was the same as it had been earlier.

      Paul perched on the small barstool the doctor used during her appointments. He pulled out his notepad and clicked his pen before looking directly at Cassie.

      “I hear you’re finally ready to tell us the truth.” He leveled her with a stare even more serious than his tone.

      Cassie swallowed then nodded.

      “Start from the beginning,” he said and readied his pen over the paper.

      Her gaze flicking over to Hadley’s for a moment, Cassie looked nervous, as if she might bolt or clam up. Hadley gave her an encouraging smile.

      “From the beginning,” Cassie said, lifting her chin confidently. “Well, Miranda was spending the night at my place. My parents were in Seattle for the night, so they let me have a friend over to keep me company while they were gone. Anyway, she’s spent the night tons of times, and almost every time her boyfriend will drive over and pick her up, then he’ll drop her off later.”

      Cassie looked over at Paul, pausing.

      “Her mom doesn’t know about Jaxon, Miranda’s boyfriend, so she couldn’t see him any time other than when she was with me.”

      “So her job was to keep you company and she would leave?” Paul asked, cuing into the same thing Hadley had found interesting.

      She would’ve thought Miranda was a better, more thoughtful friend than that. Then again, she would’ve also thought Miranda was too smart to get caught up in drugs.

      Cassie waved a hand at them. “It was fine. I didn’t mind. Well, I didn’t mind at first, when I thought she really liked Jaxon. But then, I found out …” Cassie looked down at her hands, twisting away in front of her. She glanced at Hadley again before continuing. “I found out Jaxon was selling drugs, and Miranda was buying them from him.”

      “Do you know what kinds of drugs?” Paul asked.

      Cassie shook her head. “No. And that’s the thing. Miranda never seemed high or messed up or anything other than her usual self. I don’t know what she was buying from Jaxon, but it must not have been too bad.”

      Paul’s eyes narrowed in a way Hadley recognized as his going through a list face. She was sure he was making a mental list of drugs without obvious side effects.

      “Usually, if they stayed somewhere local, Jaxon would drop her off at my house later in the night. Sometimes he would take her back to his place up in Cascade Ridge. When he did that, she would call me, and I would come get her if I wasn’t already with them at a party or something.”

      “And where did you meet to pick her up?” Paul scratched down notes, not even looking up as he asked the question.

      “The hospital parking lot, on the side closest to the road,” Cassie answered.

      Paul nodded. “How did you know when to pick her up?”

      “She would text me. But we only did it that way once or twice … when they wanted to go to some parties with Cascade Ridge people I wasn’t interesting in going to.”

      “Why not?”

      Hadley picked at the purple polish on her nails; Cassie’s nervous energy permeated the room.

      “They were full of dealers. People were messed up.” She shrugged. “It wasn’t fun. I don’t do that stuff.”

      “But Miranda did?”

      Cassie sighed. “I guess. She always wanted to go.”

      “Is that where they went on Thursday night? To one of those parties?”

      “No.” Cassie’s perfect skin turned slightly pink. “Thursday night, she told me Jaxon wanted to go—park.” She cleared her throat.

      Paul looked up, understanding showing in his raised eyebrows. “Park up in Cascade Ridge?”

      “I don’t know. I guess so.” Cassie opened her hands. “It was just after midnight when I got a call from her. She said they’d gotten in a fight and he’d dropped her off.”

      “At the hospital parking lot?”

      Cassie shook her head, tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.

      “Where, Cassie?” Paul leaned forward.

      “She said—” Cassie's wobbly statement was cut short by a sniffle. “She said she’d gotten out on the side of the road. I asked her where, but she didn’t know. She didn’t know Cascade Ridge well. She told me to meet her at the hospital. She saw a sign and thought she could find her way there.” The teen barely held it together until the end of the statement, then a whole new round of tears streamed down her face.

      “And so you left to go look for her.” Paul put down his pen and held Cassie’s gaze with his.

      Which is why her neighbors saw headlights leaving down her road at that point in the night. Hadley put the pieces together in her head, sure Paul was doing the same.

      “But she never showed at the hospital parking lot.” When Paul spoke, it wasn’t a question. He knew something.

      Cassie’s face was red and blotchy, and she broke into a sob. Hadley felt so bad for the girl. She walked over and put an arm around her shoulders, holding her tightly, hoping to provide even a little comfort.

      “We saw your car drive by on the security cameras from the hospital parking lot,” Paul said. “Can you verify when you left to drive back home?”

      Gulping for air, Cassie said, “I think it was three? I drove around Cascade Ridge for a while after, and I didn’t make it back home until four.”

      Hadley’s heart broke. If Cassie was telling the truth, it must’ve been a terrifying night for her. Her worry for Miranda must’ve been eating her up inside.

      Unless it’s all an act, Hadley thought. She hated to admit it, but she still wasn’t sure when it came to Cassie Lee.
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      Cramped in the small veterinarian exam room, Cassie’s sobbing felt all the more intense. Paul appeared much less affected by Cassie’s emotional state than Hadley was. He readjusted his position on the veterinarian’s stool and jotted down a few notes and went on with his questioning. “Did you speak to Jaxon anymore that night?”

      “No.” Cassie reached out for a tissue and blew her nose. “I tried calling him, but he wouldn’t pick up.”

      The door leading to the back of the clinic opened and Dr. Murphy peeked inside. “Would you mind if I borrowed Cassie for a moment to show her how to administer some of the medication I’m prescribing?” she asked Paul.

      He shook his head, holding out a hand in a gesture that Cassie could follow her with Bailey in tow. Once they were gone and the door clicked shut, Hadley turned to face her brother.

      “Jaxon lying about dropping her off isn’t news to you, is it?” she asked, having caught the way his eyes lit up when Cassie confirmed the information.

      Paul cleared his throat. “No. He didn’t show up on any security footage from the hospital parking lot cameras, but Cassie did.”

      Hadley’s stomach sank. “Can you bring him in?”

      “Already did. We questioned him, and he admitted he lied because he thought he would get in trouble for leaving her on the side of the road. But we’re not sure what we can trust out of him anymore. After holding him for forty-eight hours, his bigwig lawyer made us let him go when we couldn’t find anything more on the kid.”

      “Sheriff McKay can’t pull any strings to get him back?” Hadley asked, certain there was a malicious reason Jaxon had lied about his night with Miranda.

      “Can’t or won’t.” Paul rubbed a hand over his face. “Jaxon’s family is loaded, and a big deal up in Cascade Ridge. When his dad found out about us questioning the kid, he threatened to sink M&M’s next run for sheriff. McKay folded pretty fast after that. Won’t let us so much as drive near their neighborhood.”

      Hadley slapped her hand down on her leg in frustration. She’d been growing to appreciate the ornery sheriff a little more ever since he’d started treating her brother like the quality deputy she knew he was. But hearing this shoved him right back down to the low opinion she’d cultivated over his last two terms in office.

      “Hey,” she said. “I took Gran up to the hospital today.”

      Paul’s back straightened. Concern wrinkled his forehead.

      Hadley put up a hand. “She’s fine, just wanted to make an appointment to finish out her PT for the new hip.”

      Relaxing slightly, Paul kept focused on where she was going with this.

      “We saw Brenda Walters there.” Hadley bit her lip, pausing before describing the whole scene she and Gran had witnessed in the waiting room.

      “Brenda?” Paul frowned. “She’s never seemed mentally unstable to me.”

      Hadley agreed and was about to ask her brother if he knew of another reason they might turn her away, when the door opened again and Cassie and Dr. Murphy walked back into the exam room.

      “Okay,” Dr. Murphy said, moving to scratch Bailey’s ears in a goodbye, but thinking better of it and pulling her hand back. “Nancy will work out payment and your next appointment up front before you leave, but let me know if you have any questions about being a cat owner.” She winked at Cassie.

      Cassie smiled. “I’m sure I will, but Hadley’s got experience and time, so she can show me the ropes.”

      Paul let out a quick laugh, covering it as a cough when Hadley scowled in his direction.

      “Great. Feel free to use the room for a bit longer if you need. My next appointment isn’t for twenty minutes.” The doctor waved and backed out of the room, tucking Bailey’s chart folder under one arm.

      Once she was seated in one of the chairs along the wall, Cassie looked up at the James twins. Hadley swore she could hear the teen gulp with worry, though her tears had dried.

      “Am I okay to go home now?” she asked, the haughty, used-to-being-waited-on voice returning in full force.

      Paul dipped his head in confirmation.

      “Wait, I have one more question,” Hadley said. She narrowed her eyes at Cassie, ignoring the puzzled look Paul was surely giving her. “When you didn’t find Miranda waiting for you in the parking lot of the hospital, why didn’t you just go home? Why did you drive around for another hour?”

      Cassie’s face softened for a moment, as if Hadley had caught her off guard, as if she might not know the answer. But understanding lit up her eyes as she looked up. “I guess it’s because of what she said on the phone, about how she didn’t know where she was, but she was going to try to get to the hospital. Miranda doesn’t know Cascade Ridge as well as someone like me, but she’s been there enough times now to recognize what general part of the city she’s in. She would know if she was within the vicinity of the hospital, especially if she said she would try to meet me there.”

      Paul leaned forward, picking up his pen and jotting down a few notes. He nodded excitedly. “That’s true, very true. Narrowing down the area where she could’ve been taken is helpful.”

      Hadley thought back to the drive she’d taken earlier with Gran. “But that area of Cascade Ridge is super woodsy, hardly developed at all. Is it possible she got off the road and fell or hurt herself?”

      Maybe they weren’t dealing with a kidnapping at all, maybe this was a case of someone who lost their way in the woods. Hope swelled in Hadley’s chest.

      Her brother took a few notes in his notebook before turning his attention to Hadley. “It’s worth a try. I’ll get McKay to see about putting together a search party in the area now that we have some idea of where she might’ve been before she went missing.” He stood, shoving the notepad into his back pocket as he strode toward the door leading into the waiting room. “I’ll be in touch.” He looked back just as his hand closed over the door handle. “With both of you.”

      Cassie shivered when it was just the two—or three, including the feline—of them in the room once more. “Not too intense?” She cocked her head to one side.

      Hadley chuckled. “You watch it. That’s my brother you’re talking about. You’d just better hope he doesn’t look too close at my bike in the back of your car. He gave it to me last year, and if he notices that bent back tire, he’s really gonna get intense.”

      Rolling her eyes, Cassie scoffed but it wasn’t backed by her usual attitude. “We can drop it off at whatever backyard shop fixes adult bicycles in this podunk little town on our way to the pet store. You’re still going to help me get what I need.” The last bit wasn’t a question.

      But Hadley didn’t feel like fighting with her, especially since the bicycle repair person she knew did in fact operate out of a backyard shop. She nodded. “Jolee will be able to fix it, I’m sure, but Fenton Farm is all the way on the other end of town. We can go to the pet store first, then we can drop off the bike.”

      And the fact that Jolee is close with Brenda can’t hurt either, Hadley thought, planning a way to tactfully bring up Brenda’s unsuccessful visit to the hospital.

      Cassie perked up. “Fenton Farm. Isn’t that the place where your boyfriend works?”

      A surprised laugh shot out of Hadley at the question. “What? Boyfriend?”

      “That hot farmer guy.” The teenager shrugged. “The one you were whispering with at the market yesterday.”

      Hadley sputtered. “I—we were—I was just—whispering about the case.” She wrinkled her nose. “And please don’t call Luke hot. He’s like twice your age. It’s creepy.”

      Cassie pressed her lips forward. “So I can’t think he’s hot, but you can since you’re just as old?”

      “Yes,” Hadley said, then froze as a grin peeled across Cassie’s face. “Wait. No. I don’t … ugh.” She groaned, standing. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Whatever you say.” Cassie’s voice was sweet and held a singsong lilt she’d not yet heard from the icy socialite.

      

      After a trip to the local pet store—where Cassie put more on her parents’ credit card than Hadley made in two weeks—Cassie drove them out to Fenton Farm. She’d purchased an expensive soft carrying case for Bailey and was—to Hadley’s dismay—able to drive again now that the cat was safely in the carrier instead of clinging to her.

      The white convertible hugged the curves of the country roads, making Hadley grateful she was in a luxury vehicle. At least it was bound to have an expensive airbag system if something truly went awry.

      “Turn here,” Hadley said, pointing to the driveway marked with the hand-painted sign for the family-owned farm. She clutched the door as Cassie took the turn faster than was necessary.

      Hadley winced as she noticed the wake of dirt and rocks they’d kicked up along the private road. It was a good thing they’d had so much rain yesterday so the ground wasn’t completely dry, or they might’ve sent up enough dust to cover the valley.

      Cassie screeched to a halt in one of the dozen parking spaces in front of the main barn. Jolee came walking out of the barn, having no doubt heard them arrive. Luke’s big sister shared his same dirty-blond hair and easy manner.

      “Hey,” Jolee said, shading her eyes with a hand after pulling off one glove. She ducked her head as if she didn’t believe what she was seeing: Hadley riding around with Cassie Lee. “What brings you two out this way in such a hurry?”

      One of the few things people up in Cascade Ridge actually got right when making fun of Stoneybrook was what they’d dubbed valley time. Things didn’t feel as rushed, and therefore, people often worried whenever they noticed someone moving fast.

      Hadley unclipped the seat belt, freeing herself from the flashy deathtrap, and got out of the car on slightly wobbly legs.

      “No rush,” Hadley said a little louder than she needed to, hoping it might get through to Cassie. “Got a bit of a challenge for you, Jo.” She grimaced as she pulled her mangled bike out from the back seat of the convertible.

      To her credit, Jolee seemed to put the busted bike and the small gash in Cassie’s driver’s side front bumper together, and she tempered her response. “Challenge? Had, come on. You gotta give me something harder than a bent bike wheel.” She smiled.

      Jolee had always been a no-nonsense kinda gal, and whereas Luke had excelled in his tech-based inventions, she’d always had a gift for machinery—hence, Hadley bringing her bike here for repair. She knelt next to the bike after Hadley wheeled it over to her.

      “Yeah, this is no problem. I can have you back on the road in a few days.” Jolee stood, smacking dirt off her pants and craning her neck to observe Cassie as the girl finally got out of the car.

      Cassie looked mesmerized, and she checked back to make sure Bailey was secure in his carrier before wandering over to the open barn.

      “Looks like we’ve got a nosy one here.” Jolee chuckled and followed after the teenager.

      Lining up her questions about Brenda, Hadley thought, She’s not the one you need to worry about.
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      Jolee Fenton was as good a sport as a person could be. She gave Cassie the full tour, not so much as blinking whenever the girl wrinkled her nose at a smell or took three times as long to walk anywhere so she could avoid tromping through something gross.

      While Cassie poked around in the Fenton’s large greenhouse—the reason they could grow certain foods year-round—Jolee stayed by the entrance with Hadley. Seeing her chance to talk with the woman alone, Hadley pounced.

      She cleared her throat. “Jo, I need to ask you something.”

      Jolee didn’t give a single indication she’d even heard Hadley.

      After a stretch of silence that made Hadley begin to doubt she’d spoken loud enough, Jolee sighed.

      “I should’ve figured you’d be involved in this.”

      Hadley didn’t take offense. She knew the whole town expected her to be involved in anything Paul was doing and vice versa. Jolee’s statement wasn’t frustrated or exasperated either, just resigned.

      “I don’t know anything about where Miranda might be. Believe me, I’ve wracked my brain for anything that could possibly help.” She shook her head.

      “My question isn’t about Miranda, it’s about Brenda.” Hadley let the statement hang in the air for a moment, hoping to prime her for the harder bit.

      Jolee didn’t say anything.

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath, steeling herself for what she was about to say. “Do you know of any reason the hospital would refuse to see Brenda?”

      She looked up at Jolee just in time to see her close her eyes tight.

      “Is she mentally stable?”

      Jolee’s eyes flashed open in anger. “Had, Brenda would never—never—do anything to hurt Miranda. I need you to—”

      Holding up a hand, Hadley interrupted. “I know. I promise you, I know. But I can’t get over the fact that I saw the hospital turn her away, and there’s a possibility it has something to do with why Miranda went missing.”

      Jolee calmed slightly, but she still seemed on edge. “It started when she broke her back working at The Grill. She fell, carrying a full tray of dishes and broke her back.”

      Hadley turned to face Jolee. “I didn’t know that happened.”

      She’d heard Brenda had stopped working at the restaurant, but hadn’t ever discovered why. She’d guessed it had to do with the classes she was taking for her online bachelor’s becoming too much for her to keep up two jobs.

      “It happened in the middle of one of our hardest quarters.” Jolee shook her head. “I honestly don’t know if she would’ve passed if the professors didn’t give her the leeway they did.”

      Jolee and Brenda had met because they’d both been enrolled in an online program through the university over the mountains. And while the majority of their classwork was online, they were required to attend one Saturday of classes on campus each month. Driving together each time, the two women had grown close.

      “Her recovery was hard and she … was in so much pain for so long. She got dependent on the painkillers.” Jolee cleared her throat uncomfortably.

      Abusing painkillers. That would be reason enough for the nurse to turn Brenda away, and why she’d pointed her toward the ER. The event she’d witnessed at the hospital suddenly made sense.

      With this new piece of information, Hadley began to put a few more things together. “And she got addicted to the painkillers after her surgery. Which is why we didn’t see much of her after that.”

      Hadley had assumed Brenda was just extra busy with her job and degree. But now she realized the woman had been laying low on purpose.

      “We got her help, though. Miranda and I took her into a rehab clinic and she’s been clean since then. I promise.” Jolee held up her hand.

      “Except that I saw her trying to see the doctor for more today.” Hadley folded her arms in front of her chest.

      A tidal wave of tired frustration washed over Jolee’s features. She clenched her jaw for a second before saying, “Shoot. I worried this might send her into relapse, but I’ve been checking on her every day, sometimes twice. I thought she was doing okay—considering.”

      Which means the reason Miranda’s missing must have to do with her drug use, not her mother’s, Hadley thought, striking that information from her list of clues. If Brenda had been clean for months, there couldn’t have been a link between her drug use and Miranda’s disappearance.

      “Sorry for bringing up such a touchy subject.” Hadley cringed.

      Jolee inhaled, long and slow. “It’s okay. I know you’re just trying to help. Sometimes digging for the truth is messy.” She checked her watch. “But now that I know, I think I might pop over and check on Bren. Sounds like I took for granted how well she was doing.”

      Hadley nodded. “Sure. We’ll show ourselves out.” She waved as Jolee took off toward her car.

      “I’ll call you when your bike’s ready,” Jolee called over her shoulder.

      Cassie walked over as Jolee left. “Where’s she going?”

      “She had something to take care of.” Hadley tried to be vague without attracting suspicion.

      Clearing her throat, the teen cocked an eyebrow. “You know I could hear almost everything you two said.”

      Hadley’s neck suddenly felt hot.

      “It’s a trick I use with my parents all the time. If I wander off and pretend not to care what they’re doing, they’ll say anything around me.” Cassie winked. “Comes in handy when I get too close to my limit on the credit card.”

      Hadley wasn’t sure if she wanted to scold Cassie for eavesdropping or chuckle at her resourcefulness.

      “She’s wrong, by the way.” Cassie looked after Jolee.

      “About?” Now it was Hadley’s turn to cock an eyebrow in disbelief.

      “Brenda may have gone to rehab, but she was most definitely on drugs.”

      The statement hit Hadley like an industrial-sized bag of sugar. “What?” She sputtered out the word, before regaining some composure.

      “I’ve only met Miranda’s mom a few times, but both times, the woman was completely high.”

      The concern on Cassie’s face made Hadley soften. “How could you tell? I thought you said you didn’t do drugs.”

      “I don’t. But the only time I went to Miranda’s house, I saw her mom taking them.” Cassie frowned.

      “In front of you?”

      Cassie shook her head. “No. I had a headache and went to take an Advil in the bathroom, but it was definitely not Advil in the bottle. Later, I saw Miranda’s mom taking some of the pills from the bottle. She was acting really wired and weird after that.”

      Hadley picked at the purple polish on her nails as the two of them walked back toward the car on the other side of the barn. “If she was keeping them in a different bottle, they must not have been prescribed, then. And if they wouldn’t prescribe her anymore, how did she get them?”

      It seemed as if the lightbulb went off in Cassie’s mind at the same time as it happened in Hadley’s; they gasped simultaneously.

      “Maybe the drugs Miranda was buying from Jaxon weren’t for her, but her mom,” Cassie said.

      “You mentioned how you’d never seen her take anything, or even seem like she was high.”

      Cassie wrinkled her nose. “But why would she want to help her mom buy drugs?”

      Thinking back to when she’d babysat Kelsey Morrow—and Miranda as well since they were always together—Hadley remembered how it often seemed Miranda was the one taking care of her mother, not the other way around. It wasn’t a secret Brenda was a single parent, and Miranda talked about never having known her father. She knew how hard her mom worked, having two jobs, and tried to help out whenever she could.

      “You said she’d mentioned how much pain her mother was in. What if Miranda thought she was helping her by getting the medication for her?” Hadley bit her lip then waved to Red Fenton, Luke and Jolee’s dad, as he drove past on his tractor.

      “She did like to take care of people …” Cassie mused, but she didn’t say anything more, because as they rounded the barn, they found Luke standing by the car, examining Hadley’s busted bike.

      Hearing their footsteps, Luke glanced up. Relief washed the grim expression off his face. “Good, you’re okay.” He let out a deep breath. “Seeing your bike all messed up had me worried.”

      His hand twitched, as if he wanted to reach out and touch her to make sure she wasn’t hurt. But he must’ve thought better of it because he jerked it away, running the hand through his hair instead.

      Cassie didn’t miss the gesture either, and she shot Hadley a coy smile.

      Inwardly rolling her eyes at the teenager, Hadley said, “I’m fine. It was my fault the bike’s messed up.”

      Luke let out a wry laugh. “Right. Like I’m going to believe speed demon here didn’t have a part in it when her bumper’s dented.” He jabbed a thumb in Cassie’s direction, adding a glare for good measure.

      “Luke, it’s—” Hadley started to say, but Cassie interrupted her.

      “He’s right,” Cassie said. “I wasn’t paying attention. Hadley saved me from hurting an animal, sacrificing her bike instead.” She leveled Luke with a look of apology so sincere, Hadley noticed his shoulders automatically drop from their ready-to-argue position.

      Hadley nodded when Luke’s gaze consulted her for confirmation. As if he’d heard them talking about him, Bailey let out a long yowl from his cage in the back seat of Cassie’s car.

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “Another cat, Had?” he asked, a grin adding a teasing tone to his question.

      She narrowed her eyes. “He’s not mine,” she said adding, He won’t even let me near him, to herself in annoyance.

      “Bailey’s mine.” Cassie walked over, lifting the soft carrier out from the back seat to coo and console the cat, even though he looked perfectly comfortable. “Adopting him is the least I can do after almost running over him.”

      Luke closed his eyes for a moment. “Hadley James, don’t tell me you threw yourself in front of a moving car to protect a cat.”

      She waved a hand at him. “Of course I didn’t.” Squinting one eye, she added, “I threw my bike.”

      Luke chuckled, and the laughter crinkled the corners of his eyes as he shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say to you.”

      “Nothing would be nice, for once.” She elbowed him, unable to resist joining in on the laughter.

      Cassie looked between the two of them and a devious smile curled at the corners of her mouth. She winked at Hadley and then pulled out her phone.

      “Oh. I’m so sorry, Hadley, but I just got a text from my parents, and I have to get home. Thank you so much for helping me with Bay.” She gestured to the cat before setting the carrier back in the car and moving toward the driver’s seat. “Luke, do you think you could give Hadley a ride home?” She barely got the question out before she was grinning again.

      Hadley inwardly groaned at the teenager’s blatant setup. There was no way Cassie Lee had ever dropped what she was doing to answer to her parents.

      If he’d caught on to Cassie’s game, Luke didn’t let on. “Sure thing,” he said with a dip of his head.

      Cassie sent them one last wave before she pulled away. Hadley was sure she could see the girl’s devious stare even in her rearview mirror.
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      “Come on. Let’s get you home,” Luke said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and leading her toward his truck.

      Hadley’s heart lightened at the gesture. They used to walk with an arm around the other’s shoulder all the time when they were younger. It took her back to laid-back summer days spent on the banks of the river, seeing who could skip a rock the farthest.

      As she climbed into the truck, however, the avalanche of information she’d just learned came crashing back down on her.

      “Actually, not home. If you don’t mind, I need to talk to Paul. Could you drop me at the station?”

      Luke nodded as the engine rumbled to life. “Things going any better with the two of you? Or with Suze?” he asked, glancing over at her.

      “I think worse.” Hadley closed her eyes and took a deep breath in. The truck smelled sweet, like dried hay. It was a different vehicle than he’d driven when they were teenagers, but the smell was just about the same. “I mean, Paul’s busy with this case, so I get why he’s being distant.” She picked a piece of lint off the seat. “Except earlier he definitely lied to me about where he was. Said he was grabbing coffee, but I could tell he wasn’t.” She shrugged. “The real problem is Suze. I think I saw an order of hers hanging in Mickie’s bakery.”

      Luke tipped his head to one side as he pulled out onto the main road. She knew he was wondering why that was such a crime, but knew she was going to elaborate.

      “I’m pretty sure it said something about a cake, Luke.” She stared him down, searching his face for any hint of recognition.

      He squinted one eye. “You sure? Mick’s handwriting is awful at the best of times.”

      “Yeah, but Mickie also acted all weird, blocking my line of sight so I couldn’t read what was on the order card. Why would she do that unless I wasn’t supposed to know?”

      His lips tugged up into a half smile. “Maybe Mickie is cheating on you, using someone else’s jam.” Luke narrowed his eyes conspiratorially.

      Hadley didn’t even humor him with a laugh. “Be serious. What if they’re planning a birthday party without me? Something romantic, just the two of them?”

      Luke stopped at a stop sign and gave her his attention. “Would that be so horrible?”

      She bit her lip, thinking maybe it would. Hadley and Paul had never not celebrated their birthday together, even when they’d both been away at college. But she knew pettiness wasn’t appealing, and it was probably unrealistic to hold him to that standard.

      “No,” she said in a huff. “But that’s why it’s so suspicious. If they want time alone, why would they be keeping it from me? They wouldn’t have to do all of this sneaking around if they just came out with it.”

      “Some people like the sneaking around part.” Luke raised an eyebrow before turning onto Main Street.

      Hadley waved in thanks as Luke pulled away from the curb outside town hall. She jogged inside, trying to make sense of the disorganized mess of possible clues she had jumbled in her brain.

      Paul was sitting behind his desk, poring over a file while his fingers dug into his temple.

      “Hey,” she said, plopping down in the chair next to him.

      He looked up, either startled or sleep deprived—Hadley couldn’t tell.

      “When was the last time you ate something?” she asked, concern replacing the small amount of urgency to tell him about her newest discovery.

      His hand moved from his temple to run down his face. “I can’t even remember.” He gestured toward a plate on his desk Hadley hadn’t noticed until now because it was almost hidden under multiple sheets of paper. The plate held a sandwich with one bite taken out of it. A fly was sitting on top, unmoving as if he were taking a nap or moving in. The mayonnaise visible from the side had an odd glossiness to it, making her certain it had been sitting out for far too long.

      Hadley crossed one leg over the other. “Okay, I’m going to tell you something and then I’m getting you a sandwich and sitting here until I watch you eat the whole thing.”

      Paul sighed, but nodded. He pulled out his notepad, clicking open a pen. “Whatcha got?”

      “Remember when Brenda stopped working at The Grill?”

      He squinted. “Yeah? Late last year?”

      “Well, the reason she stopped wasn’t because she quit or they fired her. She fell on the job and broke her back.”

      Paul stared down at his desk for a moment before meeting Hadley’s gaze. “Which is how she got addicted to pain pills.”

      “Yeah. And, this is speculation still, but I’m pretty sure Miranda wasn’t buying the drugs from Jaxon for herself. I think she might’ve been getting them for her mom.”

      At this, Paul scratched his bearded chin, looking dubious.

      Hadley didn’t even give him space to voice his doubt. “I know, it’s a stretch, but Cassie was adamant she’d never seen Miranda under the influence.”

      Paul pushed back his shoulders before jotting down a few notes onto his notepad. “Okay, it doesn’t open any doors, but it might down the line. Thanks.”

      Placing a hand on Paul’s shoulder, Hadley said, “Okay. What kind of sandwich you want?” She looked at the warm fly condo warily.

      He followed her gaze. “Anything that won’t give me botulism.” With one movement, he picked up the plate and dumped the food in the garbage next to his desk.

      “Will do.” She patted his shoulder and stood to leave.

      Walking down the street, Hadley headed for Wendy’s café, knowing it was a bit of a slim chance any of her popular premade sandwiches would be left at this time of day. Still, she preferred the gamble over going into her ex-in-laws’ grocery store.

      Passing by Mickie’s bakery, Hadley pressed her lips into a disappointed frown as she realized it was after six and she’d been closed for hours at that point. Hadley would have to make a stop by tomorrow to see if she could get a closer glance at the order.

      Luckily, there were a few sandwiches left in the cooler when Hadley entered Cascade River Coffee, and she grabbed a roast beef for Paul and a tuna salad sandwich for herself since she’d had too long of a day to want to think about making dinner. She added a small chai to her order. Feeling like the days were simultaneously lasting forever and going all too fast, Hadley decided caffeine that late in the day was worth the risk. She knew it might keep her up, but hadn’t been sleeping well since Miranda went missing, anyway.

      After paying for her purchases, Hadley stepped aside to wait for her tea. The sound of the steamer screaming through the milk must’ve covered up the jingling sound of the front door opening, because suddenly Hadley looked to her right and jumped in surprise. Thea Clark had sidled up next to her.

      The town librarian must’ve gotten the highest marks in librarian school; the woman was as quiet as falling flakes of snow, more often than not startling Hadley with her silent approaches.

      Her short, curly hair framed her delicate face. Hadley smiled at her in hello, but had to do a double take. The fair-skinned librarian was not only as quiet as snow, but just as pale too.

      “Thea, what’s wrong?” Hadley asked, putting a hand on the woman’s arm to steady her as she wobbled slightly.

      Thea’s mouth opened. “Mir—” The name broke in half. She swallowed and tried again. “I saw the sign.” A shaky finger pointed to the Missing sign in the front window of the café. “When did this happen?”

      “Thursday night.” Hadley clutched the older woman as she swayed. “Where’ve you been?” She didn’t mean the question to sound bratty, but it was inconceivable to her knowing the librarian’s propensity for knowing everyone’s business the moment it happened.

      Blinking, Thea met Hadley’s gaze. “I left Thursday night for the regional Friends of the Library sale over in Pine Crest.” Looking down at her shoes, Thea muttered, “I was so happy because I sold twice the books this year.”

      An ache spread through Hadley’s chest as she realized the woman wouldn’t have heard anything over on the other side of the mountains. This must be quite the shock. Wrapping an arm around the librarian, she led her to the nearest table and helped her sit.

      “I’m sorry you had to find out this way.” Hadley patted Thea’s hand.

      Wendy came over with Hadley’s chai and a steaming mug for Thea. The barista clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Take a sip of this. It’ll help.”

      Thea did as she was told, her hands shaking when she picked the mug up off the saucer. Mid-sip, the woman stopped cold, her eyes flashing up to Hadley and Wendy. “Does this have something to do with the fight she got in Thursday night?”

      Skin prickling, Hadley remembered Josie mentioning Hal telling her someone had mentioned Miranda getting in a fight. Thea must’ve been that person.

      “Then why did I just see Dennis working in the candy shop?” she asked, forehead wrinkling.

      Hadley was glad to see her confusion mirrored on Wendy’s features.

      “Why wouldn’t he be?” she asked.

      “Because if Miranda’s missing, Dennis has to be the one responsible.” Thea’s voice had been shaky with surprise, but at this, her tone became steady and sure. “He and Miranda had a huge fight Thursday night. Phil left a box of books for me behind the bookstore to take with me to the sale. When I was back there picking it up, they were yelling next door.”

      Hadley’s stomach dropped. She’d assumed the fight Josie had been talking about had been with Jaxon. Days had gone by, and they’d all but cleared Dennis from the suspect list.

      “What was the fight about?” Hadley asked quickly, as if she could make up the time they’d lost.

      Thea’s features tightened. “He accused her of stealing.”

      “Candy?” Wendy asked, incredulity dripping off the word.

      “Money.” Thea shook her head, an almost green pallor overtaking her complexion. “He didn’t say how much, but it sounded like a lot. Dennis’s voice was shaking so bad. I’ve never heard him like that. Miranda denied it, was bawling, and telling him he was wrong. I got scared for her, but then she ran down the street, away from him. The last thing he said was that he was going to call the cops on her.”

      Hadley gasped. Dennis had seemed so distraught, had talked about what a great employee Miranda was. He hadn’t mentioned a thing about her stealing from him.

      “Thea, you have to come with me.” Hadley stood. “You have to tell this to Paul.”

      The woman followed her out of the coffee shop and down the street to the sheriff’s station. And even as she clutched Paul’s sandwich next to her own, she knew they’d be going in the fridge to be eaten much later.
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      Paul rapped his fist on the glass of the candy shop door five times. He peered in and waited a few seconds before checking the lock.

      Turning back to Hadley, he said, “He’s not in there.” Paul pulled out his phone and pressed the screen a few times before holding it up to his ear. “Anything?” he asked, no doubt talking to Kevin, who’d gone to Dennis’s house.

      From the way her brother’s jaw tightened, Hadley could tell Kevin had struck out as well.

      “I swear, I just saw him in here,” Thea said, peering in past Paul. “He was opening the register when I walked toward the café.”

      Running a hand over his tired face, Paul took a deep breath. His fingers flew across his phone again. “I need access to Dennis Larson’s bank account information, as fast as you can manage. He and the missing girl were arguing the night she went missing. He didn’t tell anyone about the altercation, and now we can’t find him,” Paul said to whomever was on the other end of the call. If Hadley had to guess, she would’ve said Sheriff McKay. Then he hung up without waiting for an answer.

      Thea stayed out front while Paul and Hadley checked around the back of the building. That door was just as locked as the front. Hadley guessed the pounding her brother gave it was more out of frustration than actual hope Dennis might not have heard them at the front door.

      Hadley put a hand on Paul’s shoulder. “You couldn’t have known. He lied. Thea was the only witness, and she was out of town.”

      Paul’s back raised and lowered as his breathing slowed, but he didn’t turn around.

      His phone rang in his pocket.

      Both he and Hadley stiffened. There was no way McKay could’ve gotten the necessary permissions to look into Dennis’s finances so quickly. Right? The twins’ eyes met as Paul answered his phone.

      “James … Yeah. Okay.”

      Hadley studied her brother’s face for any clues, only having it and his end of the conversation to go by.

      His eyebrows pulled together, tight. “And where is she now?”

      The question caused hope to spark in Hadley’s chest. Miranda? Paul’s expression softened and he shook his head.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He was already walking before he’d even hung up the call. Glancing over his shoulder at Hadley on his heels, Paul said, “Brenda Walters was admitted to the ER up in Cascade Ridge for a possible drug overdose. I’ve gotta go up there.”

      Thea straightened as the twins came speeding around the building. She didn’t even ask if they’d had any luck, just continued to wring her hands in concern in front of her body.

      “Make sure Thea gets home okay, please.” He turned to Hadley. “I’ll call you if I learn anything more. You do the same.” And with that, Paul jogged across the quiet street toward the parking lot behind the town hall where his truck was parked.

      Hooking her arm through Hadley’s, Thea pulled her close. “I feel so terrible I wasn’t here. If I had been, we could’ve caught Dennis before he fled.”

      There was a hitch in Hadley’s breath as Thea said what the rest of them had been thinking, worrying. Dennis wasn’t anywhere to be found. Lying about his fight with Miranda then running definitely didn’t help him look innocent.

      Leading the local librarian to the jam kitchen, Hadley grabbed her keys to the van. She knew Thea had walked into town, and could easily walk back, but it was beginning to get dark, and she was worried about the way she still seemed unsteady on her feet after learning the news about Miranda.

      Thea didn’t question Hadley’s choice to drive, climbing quietly into the passenger seat and sitting in stunned silence during the few minutes it took Hadley to drive out to her neighborhood.

      “Let me know if you two need anything else.” Thea’s smile looked more like an apology than a comfort when Hadley walked her to the front door of her small cottage next to the rushing river.

      “I will.” She choked out the phrase, waving to Thea. Helplessness wrapped around her, making it difficult to breathe.

      Getting back into the van, Hadley’s instincts took over, and she was turning off Thea’s street before she realized she was even driving.

      I need to pay better attention if I’m going to be on the road, she realized, blinking her eyes as if it might clear her mind of distractions. After the second blink, her gaze caught on the green street sign for Alder.

      Alder. Cassie’s street.

      Maybe she didn’t have to feel so helpless after all.

      Taking the next right, Hadley turned the van toward Cassie’s house. She’d never been there before, but the place was hard to miss, perched on the side of the small foothill overlooking the river. It was huge as well, and the last rays of sunset reflected off the wall of windows along the front of the mansion.

      Cassie’s white convertible sat in the driveway as Hadley pulled the van up their steep driveway. A Mercedes SUV and a black Audi were parked under an expansive carport. Hadley eyed the three-car garage, wondering what was in there if these were the cars designated to the outdoor parking.

      Getting out of the van before she could change her mind, Hadley picked her way up the pathway to the Lee’s front door. When she glanced back at the driveway, Hadley’s van looked like it was part of one of those scenes from Sesame Street. One of these things is not like the others. The song played in her mind until she rang the doorbell and it played an electronic chime. The button Hadley had pushed glowed and changed color.

      “I got it!” Cassie’s voice preceded footsteps pounding in a quick approach to the front door.

      Hadley saw Cassie’s head poke up into the decorative, cut-glass window at the top of the door. When the teen’s eyes lit up as they landed on Hadley, she realized her mistake.

      The door swung open, practically ripping off its hinges from the force.

      “Did they find—”

      Hadley put up a hand to stop the girl from getting too excited. “No. I’m so sorry. I had a few more questions for you. I didn’t mean to get your hopes up.”

      Cassie’s face fell, but she covered it with an appeasing smile. “Yeah … sure. Come on in.” She stepped back, making room for Hadley to enter the palatial foyer. “Let me show you where I’ve got Bailey.”

      Following as Cassie led the way up a staircase that would’ve put many hotels to shame, Hadley worried about the phrase where I’ve got Bailey. Hopefully Cassie’s parents hadn’t made her seclude the cat to an unused part of the house like a guest bathroom in a wing they never used.

      All of Hadley’s fears were eased as Cassie stopped by a door with a sparkly, pink sign that said, Cassie. She grinned back at Hadley before opening it and going inside. Hadley entered a bedroom  bigger than her living room. The room had an en suite bathroom, a balcony, what she could only assume was a giant walk-in closet since she could only see the entrance from where she stood, and its own sitting area.

      Sprawled on a bright white duvet, just as she’d seen him spread himself out in the middle of the road, was Bailey. A beam of orange-tinted light from the sunset outside bathed his fur as he stretched out even more.

      Chuckling, Hadley said, “Looks like he’s made himself at home.”

      Cassie beamed, walking over to the cat and planting a kiss on his forehead. “He loves it.” She turned to face Hadley. “Would you mind shutting the door behind you?” When Hadley complied, Cassie added, “They think he’s going to ruin all of their expensive pieces.” She rolled her eyes, emphasizing the last word with a snooty tone Hadley might’ve used to mimic her just a few days ago.

      She’d been quite wrong about Cassie.

      Gulping, Hadley walked farther into the room, realizing the same misunderstanding could’ve been the reason she hadn’t seen Dennis as a viable suspect in Miranda’s disappearance.

      “What other questions did you have?” Cassie asked. She plopped onto her bed next to Bailey, scratching the cat’s chin and was rewarded with a loud purr.

      Hadley settled carefully onto a plush, turquoise chair, pulling a golden sequin pillow onto her lap. “Did Miranda talk about her work at the candy shop at all?”

      Cassie shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, mostly just about how good a new chocolate whatever or caramel whatsit was and how I had  to try it.”

      “Not ever anything about her boss?”

      Looking down at her bedspread, Cassie’s forehead wrinkled. “She felt bad for him. He always seemed so sad; Depressed Dennis was what she called him.”

      “Did he ever get mad at her?”

      The teen shook her head. “I doubt it. She’d never admit it, but she’s one of the main reasons that place does so well.”

      Unable to argue, and getting nowhere with her questions, Hadley decided to try a more direct tactic. “Did you know Miranda stole from the candy shop?”

      Cassie’s wide eyes flew to meet Hadley’s. She opened her mouth, as if to argue, but froze. “Omigosh … that’s why …”

      “That’s why, what?” Hadley gripped the sparkly pillow tighter, resisting the urge to lean forward.

      Cassie paused. “Uh, it’s just, Miranda was over last week, and she left her phone on my bed when she went to the bathroom. I saw a text come through from Jax. He said something about it not being about money and warned her not to do anything stupid. I pretended not to see the text, and when she came back from the bathroom and checked her phone, she seemed super freaked out. I’d never seen her so anxious, so I guess she could’ve been desperate enough to steal.”

      Hadley bit her lip. She looked down at the almost nonexistent nail polish and chipped off the last few flakes. That had gone quickly. Dennis’s disappearance didn’t look good, but it still didn’t rule out the possibility Jaxon had hurt her and tried to cover it up.

      “What we need to know is why Jaxon thought she might do something stupid in the first place, but he won’t talk to the police.” Hadley sighed, frustration making her want to curl her fingers into fists.

      Cassie perked up. “Want me to call him?”

      “For real?”

      “Sure,” Cassie said with a shrug. “I mean, he still hasn’t returned any of the calls I made to him on Friday after I found out, but … it’s worth a try. If he picks up, I can put him on speaker phone so you can hear too.”

      Glancing outside at the darkening sky, Hadley pressed her lips together. “No, I want to talk to him in person.”
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      Hadley insisted on taking the Jam Van, unable to handle Cassie’s driving during the daylight and knowing it would only get more terrifying at night. Driving aside, her opinion of Cassie had only improved when the girl had insisted on telling her parents the truth about why they were headed to Cascade Ridge so late in the evening on a Sunday night, if they asked.

      Her opinion of Cassie’s parents did not improve when they failed to so much as look up from their television show, let alone inquire where their daughter was going.

      Someone’s daughter is missing out there and you’re not worried about yours? Hadley thought to herself as they waved at her and went back to their episode.

      Determined to take good care of the teen, Hadley followed the directions Cassie gave as they wound through the streets of the city. She wondered what Paul was finding out about Brenda at the hospital. Was she okay? Brenda must’ve felt hopeless about finding her daughter to do such a thing. Hadley’s stomach tightened in worry, and she couldn’t blame the mother; the time since Miranda had gone missing was growing uncomfortably long.

      It had already been seventy-two hours, at least, and they needed to find her.

      “I’m still surprised he texted back. Maybe he just needed time to think. Take a right here,” Cassie said, pointing to an ornate sign denoting the Magnolia Oaks development.

      The word quaint came to mind as Hadley slowed and pulled into the neighborhood. At that point, darkness had crept into the valley, and the van’s headlights became increasingly necessary. Until they came upon the first house—mansion would be a better description, actually—then quaint was replaced with ornate at the same moment dark was replaced with light. Along with the many lights lining footpaths and porches, each home had a grand chandelier sparkling away in its entryway window, as if the impressive illuminations were as much of a part in the neighborhood’s housing agreements as perfect grass.

      Hadley remembered Cassie telling her how Jaxon’s family was even more well off than hers and Paul mentioning how Jaxon’s father was a good friend of the mayor.

      “Pull in here,” Cassie said, pointing to a park in the middle of the neighborhood.

      Hadley didn’t have time to marvel at the idea of having a whole beautiful park designated just for one neighborhood because Cassie’s phone screen lit up the interior of the van. Her thumbs flew across the screen as she composed a text. As soon as she sent it, her nimble fingers turned off the screen and she met Hadley’s gaze.

      “He’ll meet me out by the swing set.”

      The word me made Hadley’s breath catch in her throat. “Cassie, there’s no way I’m letting you go by yourself. Jaxon could be the reason Miranda’s gone. I’m going with you.”

      The teenager didn’t roll her eyes as Hadley half expected her to, instead biting her lip and nodding quickly. “Okay, follow my lead, then.”

      They crept out of the van, crispy leaves crunching underfoot as they walked from the sidewalk and onto the grassy expanse leading to a large children’s play structure. Hadley couldn’t quite tell if the air was cooler up on the hill or if the nature of such a clandestine rendezvous was the cause of the extra chill creeping up her spine. The air held the distinct smell of wood smoke, even though Hadley was sure most of the fancy houses surrounding her would be solely outfitted with push-button, gas fireplaces.

      Hadley jumped as she noticed a shadowy figure move out from behind the swing set supports.

      “Who’s she?” Jaxon’s voice was deeper than she would’ve expected for a teenager, more intimidating. She suddenly worried they’d made a terrible mistake meeting him alone.

      “She’s my tutor. My parents won’t let me go anywhere alone since Miranda … so I brought her along. Don’t worry, though. She’s cool.” Cassie’s voice was smooth, holding none of the anxious energy spiking up Hadley’s neck in hot waves.

      Realizing the high schooler was keeping it together better than she was, Hadley shoved her hands in her pockets, hoping to appear marginally more at ease. However, once inside the lining, her fingers closed around her phone—just in case. Jaxon stepped into a beam of light from a nearby streetlight, but Hadley still couldn’t get a good look at his face.

      “I’m glad you messaged, Cass.” Jaxon sniffed.

      Hadley could feel her nose running after a few minutes out in the cold as well.

      Suddenly, the young man lunged forward. Heart in her throat, Hadley watched as he went for Cassie, arms outstretched. About to jump to her rescue, Hadley took one more second to let her eyes adjust in the darkness.

      She was glad she did.

      Instead of harming Cassie, as Hadley feared, Jaxon pulled her into a tight hug. In the moonlight it was hard to see, but Hadley could make out Cassie’s arms wrapping tight around the teenage boy.

      “I’m so sorry. I feel like it’s all my fault.” Jaxon’s words were muffled slightly as he leaned down to give her one last squeeze before stepping back.

      An overwhelming sense of pity came over Hadley. Either the boy was an amazing actor, or he was finally cracking after carrying around the guilt of being the last person to see Miranda. Shining, silvery tears shone in the corners of Cassie’s eyes as she looked up at him.

      “Honestly, Jax, I can’t tell you if it is or not because this is the first you’ve talked to me since Thursday night. You didn’t return my calls, and everyone’s saying you refused to tell them anything.” Hadley wanted to cheer for Cassie and the blunt way she cut right to the point.

      Jaxon’s head dropped. “I know. I’m so sorry. I was pissed after my fight with her. I went to Danny’s and got wasted. I turned off my phone, so I didn’t see anything until I got to school around third period and realized what had happened.” He raked a hand through his hair. “When the police came to talk to me, I got scared, Cass. Asking all of those questions like they thought I’d done something.”

      Scared? Said the teenage drug dealer, Hadley thought incredulously, losing some of her sympathy for the guy.

      “You’ll tell me, though …” Cassie reached out and grabbed on to Jaxon’s arm. “Right?”

      Instead of answering, he glanced over at Hadley. “Without her.”

      “No can do,” Hadley responded, surprising herself after being quiet for so long. “I’m not letting Cassie out of my sight tonight, sorry.”

      “Seriously, Jax,” Cassie scoffed. “She’s fine. She makes jam all day and is a self-proclaimed cat lady. You don’t have to worry about her saying anything to anyone but her seven cats.”

      If Hadley wasn’t sure Cassie was purposefully laying it on thick for Jaxon’s benefit, she would’ve been mildly offended by the statements. But as it was, she nodded in support. Seven cats didn’t sound too terrible.

      “Guilty,” she added, holding up a hand as if she were confirming the statement.

      Jaxon was silent for a moment, but he finally motioned over to a beautifully cut cedar picnic table to their right. Once all three of them were seated, he cleared his throat.

      He placed his hands on the table as if to steady himself before saying, “You should’ve never introduced her to me.” He shook his head, dark hair swinging in front of his equally dark eyes.

      Cassie pulled in a deep breath. “She would’ve found a way to get them with or without you.”

      Jaxon shot a look toward Hadley, but continued. “She told you about our fight, then?”

      “A little. Said you wanted to park and she didn’t, and when you got mad she made you let her out.” Cassie blinked, the nearby streetlights reflecting off the whites of her eyes.

      Jaxon let out a groan. “That’s not what happened, Cass. You’ve gotta believe me. We were parked on The Ridge just talking. I hated her buying from me in the first place, but when Casey showed up dead I decided I wasn’t going to sell anymore. She brought out this big wad of cash, begging me not to stop. When I asked her where she’d gotten the money, she wouldn’t tell me. Then she wanted to fool around. I got mad and told her she was just using me for the drugs.”

      He stopped, pinching the bridge of his nose. “She flat-out freaked, started yelling at me, saying she wasn’t like her mom. I didn’t know what to do, so I started to drive, but I didn’t get far before she told me to let her out.”

      Silent tears streamed down Cassie’s face in the moonlight as she listened.

      “I shouldn’t have left.” He smacked the heel of his hand into his temple. “I should’ve gone back to get her.”

      The fact that Jaxon’s story was different from what Miranda had told Cassie on the phone that night gave Hadley a bad feeling, but she decided to let Cassie keep up what she was doing.

      “So you dropped her off between The Ridge and the hospital.” Cassie chewed on her bottom lip. When Jaxon cocked an eyebrow in question, she added, “She told me she didn’t know where she was, but she thought it was close to the hospital and would meet me at the normal spot.” Cassie’s voice trembled. “She just never made it.”

      Jaxon nodded. “It’s another reason I didn’t say anything to the police—I heard they were doing search parties in the same area, so I figured they knew as much as I did.”

      Cassie let out a long exhale. “Dang it, Jax. Where is she?”

      They sat in silence for a few moments, listening to the flitting of bat wings and the hooting of owls in the night. A text came through on Hadley’s phone and she pulled it out to read, the bright light shocking to her now acclimated eyes.

      It was from Paul, and it made her blood run cold.

      Dennis cleared out his savings earlier today.

      Her heart sank. Jaxon was telling the truth. He didn’t have anything to do with Miranda’s disappearance other than leaving her alone in a moment of anger. Clearing her throat, Hadley decided it was time for her to ask a few questions.

      “Did Miranda mention anything that night about fighting with her boss?” she asked, putting her phone away, hoping to gently slip into the conversation without them thinking it was text related.

      “No.” Jaxon took a deep breath.

      “She was upset, though,” Cassie said quickly. “I could tell she’d been crying when she got to my house. We were supposed to stay in. She’d told me earlier she didn’t want to go out, but when she got there she called Jax right away.”

      “Yeah, we weren’t supposed to hang. That’s right,” Jaxon said.

      Hadley ticked through what she knew about Miranda’s night. She’d fought with Dennis, gone straight to Cassie’s, left with Jaxon, fought with him, got out on the side of the road, and went missing. Her mind worked through what, if anything, this told her.

      She was thinking so hard, trying to see what piece she could possibly be missing that she didn’t realize Cassie was staring at her for a good few moments.

      “What?” Hadley said, surprised at the intensity of the stare the teen was leveling at her.

      “That’s the second time you’ve asked me about her fighting with Dennis.” Even in the darkness, Hadley could feel Cassie’s gaze narrow. “What do you know that we don’t?”

      Hadley’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. She wasn’t sure Paul wanted anyone to know about Dennis’s disappearance yet. The thought almost made her laugh after a moment. It was Stoneybrook, most of the town probably already knew. She sighed.

      Before she could say anything, Jaxon stepped forward. “How does your tutor know so much about all of this?” he asked, staring at Hadley as if he was seeing her for the first time.

      Cassie ran her hands up and down her arms and cleared her throat. “Uh …”

      “Because my brother is one of the deputies looking for her,” Hadley said, not feeling the need to hide it any longer.

      Even in the dark, the way Jaxon’s eyebrows shot up wasn’t hard to catch. But before he had a chance to say anything else, Cassie swatted at him. “Stop distracting her, Jax. She was about to tell us something important.”

      Hadley stood there for a second, refocusing on the news she’d gotten from Paul. “Dennis is missing, and he took all of his money out of the bank. It’s possible he’s the one who took Miranda, and now he’s gone.”

      The gasp that spilled out of Cassie at the news wrenched Hadley’s heart, knowing the amount of helplessness she felt in that moment.
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      The next morning, Hadley could barely get out of bed. She and Cassie hadn’t gotten back too late last night, but it didn’t matter; she wouldn’t have slept more than an hour regardless of when she’d gone to bed.

      She’d given Jaxon her number and had asked him to call her if he thought of anything else helpful, but she worried nothing would help at that point. Reality settled over her like a monstrous bag of canning sugar. Miranda was most likely not okay. Dennis had done something to her and then he’d fled with her or … possibly without. Hadley wasn’t sure which option scared her the most.

      Paul and Sheriff McKay had sent Dennis Larson’s description to the state and border authorities, but Paul even admitted it would be like finding a single stone in the entire Cascade River.

      Unless Dennis was sloppy enough to stop somewhere with security cameras or use any of his credit cards, he might slip right by them. His car was still parked at the candy shop, so there was no telling if he’d stolen something or hitched a ride out of town. Paul said he would put out the word for everyone to check their barns and garages for cars and trucks, even tractors. In a small farming town, people had all manner of motor vehicles sitting around which were only used at certain times of the year.

      If Hadley hadn’t sorely needed to go into the kitchen and fill the online orders that had piled up over the weekend, she probably would’ve stayed in bed and wallowed in her sadness. As it was, she arrived at the jam kitchen an hour later than she normally would’ve on a Monday morning. Her regular energy and excitement trampled down by the depression she experienced at the realization they’d all been terribly wrong about Dennis Larson, Miranda Walters most of all.

      Miranda must’ve figured Dennis wouldn’t find out if she took a little money here and there. Or maybe she thought he was too nice of a guy to do anything even if he eventually did.

      Hadley’s stomach churned as she pulled into the alley behind the jam kitchen and turned off the van. Setting her forehead on the steering wheel, she sat there for a quiet moment, listening to the engine tick as it cooled.

      A knock on her window made her jump in surprise. Looking to her left, Hadley’s heart calmed as she looked into the worried eyes of her grandmother. She let herself out of the van as the older woman stepped back to give her space.

      “Gran, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to help,” Gran said, as matter-of-factly as one might say the sky is blue.

      “Help?” Hadley pursed her lips together.

      “Of course, dear.” Gran took her arm and led her over to the front door, motioning for her to unlock the kitchen. “I was sure you’d want to help your brother find the missing girl, and I’m happy to help out with your jam while you do so.”

      Unlocking the door—because it seemed easier than telling Gran the horrible truth about Miranda, how it was becoming less and less likely they would find her—Hadley led the way inside. Finally, setting her purse down on her office desk, she found her words.

      “You haven’t heard, Gran, but the guy we think was responsible went missing himself, taking all of his money with him.” She glanced down at her naked fingernails, all signs of polish completely gone from the stress of the past few days.

      Gran tsked. “Of course I’ve heard. The whole town knew first thing this morning. But that’s why she needs you and Paul more than ever now. You simply can’t give up.”

      Looking up, Hadley met her gran’s intense gaze once more. The fire, the hope she saw, gave her a renewed strength. Just because Dennis may have gotten away didn’t mean they had to give up on Miranda. Now that Hadley had a better idea of where she’d gone missing, thanks to her talk with Jaxon last night, she could go look around for clues. She knew there had been search parties going through the area for days, but also knew one person seeing something no one else noticed could make all the difference.

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath. “Of course you’re right, Gran.” Her fingers fumbled with her purse as she fought to place it on her shoulder. She turned toward the door, but then looked back. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with?”

      Not only had her grandmother’s instincts been spot on, but she was enjoying the woman’s company.

      Gran waved a hand. “I’ll leave the sleuthing to the two of you. I’m having fun with the jam and this colder weather is making my new hip act up a bit.” She shook her head, frustration written on her face.

      “Did you take some of the pain medication the doctor prescribed?” Hadley raised an eyebrow.

      Wrinkling her nose, Gran said, “No. With all of the talk about that poor woman in the hospital, I’ve got myself a bit scared of it, I’m afraid.”

      Hadley couldn’t blame her grandmother for being cautious. Knowing Gran was a smart woman, Hadley trusted she would take care of herself and take the meds if things got bad enough.

      “Okay. Love you. I’ll check back in a little bit.” Hadley waved.

      “What flavors would you like me to make?” Gran asked, holding up a finger to stop Hadley.

      Pulling in a thoughtful breath, Hadley squinted up at the ceiling. “There’s a recipe for my spiced pear chutney in the box on my desk.” Hadley pointed. “And those pears are just about at the perfect ripeness. That would be a fun one for you to try. Other than that, whatever you feel like making works for me.”

      Gran nodded, smiled, and shooed Hadley out the door as she grabbed a clean apron out of a drawer.

      As Hadley walked into the back alley behind the kitchen, she stopped a few steps from the van. It just seemed wrong to think about going anywhere to investigate without her best friend. Odd behavior or not, she and Suze didn’t do anything worth doing without the other right there. Swallowing her doubts, she pulled her phone out of her pocket, clicked on Suze’s number, and listened to it ring.

      “Hey,” Suze said when she answered. Something rustled in the background.

      “Whatcha doing?” Hadley kicked the toe of her shoe onto the concrete.

      “Uh … just—you know—working,” Suze said, then quickly added, “From home. I’m working from home today. I’ve got a … big design job to finish and need my computer here to do it.”

      Hadley’s eyes had been progressively narrowing in suspicion at the choppy nature of Suze’s sentences, but at the last sentence, they flew open in surprise.

      “A big design job? That’s awesome, Suze! Who’s it for?”

      There was a pause on the other end.

      “Um … Oh, it’s for the distillery.” She cleared her throat.

      “The distillery?” Hadley asked. She chewed on her bottom lip for a second as she thought. “Didn’t you just rebrand for Christine last year?”

      “Yeah … but, you know Christine. Fickle as all get out. Already wants something new.” Suze laughed way too loud.

      Hadley’s forehead wrinkled in question. Christine was just about the least fickle person Hadley knew. The woman had worked with Suze for six months before finally deciding on a design.

      There was more rustling in the background. “Had, I better get back at it. Sorry I can’t talk more.”

      Just then, the sound of a car horn made to sound like a cartoon awooga sounded from Suze’s end of the line. Hadley only knew one car that made that sound: Mr. Hite’s old Ford.

      “Are you outside?” Hadley asked, unable to keep accusation from creeping into her tone.

      “Yeah, just getting the mail. Hey, Mr. Hite,” Suze called. “Okay, gotta go. Bye.”

      The line went quiet, and Hadley stared down at her phone for a few seconds. That was weird. But Suze was known to get manic when she had a big project due, so it made sense. And Mr. Hite did live down the road from her …

      Shrugging, Hadley was about to turn toward the van when movement at the end of the alley caught her eye. It was Mr. Hite’s Ford driving down Main Street.

      Hadley’s heart stopped for a split second.

      She had just heard him honk on Suze’s end of the line. Which meant he couldn’t have been farther away than a few blocks down Main Street when it happened. A few blocks down … like just outside Suze’s studio space. Jogging to the end of the alley, Hadley peeked to her left around the brick building.

      She flattened herself closer to the brick as she saw Suze carrying a long garment bag over one shoulder and heading to her car. The bag was white and had the words The Tulle Box scripted across the width in a bright, robin’s-egg blue.

      Suze glanced in her direction, and Hadley slunk back into the alley, hoping she hadn’t been seen. Looking out once more, Hadley just caught Suze carefully placing the bag in the back seat of her Mini Cooper. She folded back the front seat and climbed into the car, but not before Hadley noticed a piece of white paper whoosh out from her car and land on the street, close to the curb.

      Backing up as if she were on the run from the law, Suze quickly pulled a U-turn and drove down the other direction of the relatively quiet Main Street.

      Hadley watched as the little car disappeared around the corner of Main and Spruce.

      What was that all about? She almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it all, but instead she was hit, full force, by the reality. The reality being her best friend had just lied to her, again. Looking around to make sure Suze was gone, Hadley left the alley and jogged down to her friend’s storefront. Stopping near the curb, she bent to pick up the piece of paper that had flown out of the car in the whirlwind of motion.

      It was a credit card receipt from The Tulle Box, and the amount made Hadley gasp. The Tulle Box was a dress shop on the other side of the mountains from Stoneybrook. Other than its cute, punny name, Hadley always remembered it being where she and Suze had gone to buy their senior prom dresses.

      She glanced down at the receipt. No way this was the cost for one dress. Unless …

      The other thing she remembered about The Tulle Box were the gorgeous wedding dresses. And while they were a little more fluffy and elaborate than Hadley had wanted at her wedding, she remembered Suze saying when she got married, it was where she was going to buy her dress. Which would explain the high price on the receipt.

      Sinking to sit on the curb, Hadley shook her head.

      What had started as Hadley finding proof of Suze and Paul being together, alone, in his truck, suddenly morphed into something so much more. First, there’d been Suze and Christine meeting, then acting super awkward when Hadley had shown up. Then, there was the cake order at Mickie’s bakery. A three-tiered German chocolate cake, Paul’s favorite. No one ordered a three-tiered cake for anything other than—

      A wedding.

      She crumpled the dress receipt in her hand and stuffed it into her pocket, unable to look at it any longer. Were Suze and Paul getting married? Without inviting her?

      Maybe Suze is pregnant, and they’re having a secret wedding, Hadley thought with a start. The rational part of her brain took over, reminding her it was the twenty-first century and shotgun weddings weren’t common anymore. She also reminded herself there was no feasible reason why Suze and Paul wouldn’t tell her if they were getting married.

      There’s also no reason why they would keep their relationship from you but they did, didn’t they? The unhelpful, emotional part of her brain chimed back in.

      Tires crunched to a stop on Main Street, and Hadley recognized Luke Fenton’s truck. The passenger-side window rolled down and Luke lifted his sunglasses.

      “Had, what are you doing down there on the curb? You look like you’ve just lost your best friend.” He smiled at his joke.

      Hadley didn’t find it funny. And she wasn’t sure if it was because of Suze, or Paul, or even Miranda, but tears sprang to her eyes, and she began to cry.
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      Hadley sniffed, running a tissue under her nose for good measure. The tears had only lasted a few minutes, but they’d been enough to convince Luke to pull over and sit next to her on the sidewalk, proffering tissues and asking what was wrong.

      And while she hadn’t been trying to lure him into listening to her problems, she’d spilled everything.

      “I was calling her to see if she wanted to go help me investigate up in Cascade Ridge because we can’t give up on Miranda, and now I don’t know what to do.” Hadley shook her head, finishing up her rant.

      Luke cleared his throat. “I’ll go with you.” He watched her from the corner of one eye.

      “Really?” she asked.

      He bumped his shoulder into her. “Yeah. Come on. I know Suze and Paul are your normal sleuthing buddies, but I’m observant and I’m fantastic company. I might be able to help.” Luke winked.

      She chuckled and then sniffed once more.

      “Unless, of course, you’ve got a secret wedding to go break up,” he said.

      The way his mouth pulled into his signature half smile made it hard for her to get mad at him for the teasing.

      “You’re not making a case for being fantastic company, Fenton,” she said, swatting at his shoulder.

      Luke put his hands up. “Sorry.” But she could see he was still working hard to suppress a grin.

      “Okay.” After a deep breath, she pushed her shoulders back and peeled herself up off the curb.

      “After you,” he said, opening the truck’s passenger door for her. He climbed in as she buckled up, and they were on their way.

      “So what are we investigating?” Luke asked, keeping his eyes on the road as he navigated the rest of downtown Stoneybrook.

      Hadley cringed. “Honestly, I’m not sure. I just … I don’t know. I thought maybe we could go search around in the woods where Miranda went missing, maybe visit Brenda in the hospital.” She shrugged, hoping Luke wouldn’t think she was silly for being without a concrete plan.

      “Sounds good.” He nodded and turned off Main Street, toward the highway that would take them to Cascade Ridge.

      The man didn’t seem too worried about Hadley’s lack of a plan. He turned on some music and sat back into his worn truck seat, looking completely content with going with the flow. That had always been part of Luke’s charm, though. His laid-back attitude had so often frustrated her as an adult, but she remembered it being one of her favorite attributes when they were growing up. She knew there wasn’t much that would ruffle his feathers, push his anger out of control, or throw him into a deep sadness.

      Chewing on her lip in thought, she realized it also meant she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Luke deliriously happy.

      “So … how’ve you been?” she asked. “Are you glad you moved back home?”

      After living in Seattle for ten years after they graduated, Luke had recently moved back to town, citing a need to distance himself from the rush and a desire to be closer to family.

      Luke smiled. “I am. Things are going well. I finally convinced Dad to use my new line of smart sprinklers next summer, and I’m adding a digital monitoring system to the greenhouses.”

      “That’s impressive.” Hadley nodded in appreciation.

      Luke’s company, GroWorks, combined his two loves: farming and technology. His father, Redford Fenton, was just about the most old-school farmer she’d ever met—she once saw the man taste the dirt to decide whether or not it was ready for seed. Luke getting him to concede to using any of his products was a miracle.

      “And how’s the new place coming” she asked. Luke was in the middle of building a new house on his current property, the old tenant house proving too small for him now that he was staying put in Stoneybrook.

      “Can’t complain,” he said, then laughed. “Actually, I can. I’m starting to hear hammering in my sleep.”

      Hadley chuckled. “Well, it’ll be all the more worth it when it comes together, right?”

      “Right.” Luke took the left turn up the hill. “What about you? How’s your new place?”

      A warmth spread through Hadley’s chest at the thought of her home. It had a moss-covered fence that definitely needed rebuilding, a garden that could use a ton of work, and a leaky faucet in the laundry room, but it also had a perfect view of the Cascades, quick access to the river, and all the privacy she could ever hope for. She loved it more than she ever thought possible.

      “It’s amazing.” She beamed. “The cats have officially claimed the deck. They won’t put more than a paw on the actual ground, but they love that big deck. They run around it as if standing on it somehow makes them king and queen of the whole valley.”

      Luke nodded. “Once the new place is complete, I’ve been thinking of getting a pet. It just wasn’t an option in my apartment in the city, but I think it’d be nice to have a little company.”

      Hadley raised an eyebrow. “A cat?” she asked hopefully.

      He clicked his tongue. “I think I’m more of a dog person, not to sound like an awful cliché.” Luke shot her a playful grimace.

      “That’s okay.” She waved off his worry. “I maintain people who say they aren’t cat people just haven’t met the right cat. I’m sure the same goes for dogs as well, though.”

      The truck climbed higher into the foothills and Luke cleared his throat. “So where are we going, exactly?”

      “Right, um … just go ahead and park at The Ridge,” Hadley said.

      “The Ridge?” Luke let out a low whistle.

      Even though Stoneybrook teens usually didn’t dare venture into Cascade Ridge territory, the popular make-out spot was well known in the valley.

      Cringing as she realized how it had sounded, she said, “It’s where Miranda and her boyfriend were right before he dropped her off on the side of the road. She went missing somewhere between The Ridge and Grande County General.”

      Luke toned down his grin, but Hadley could still see whispers of it lingering at the corners of his mouth. The idea of the two of them at The Ridge together made her feel flustered in a way she hadn’t for a long time. To combat this, she decided to distract herself with the particulars of the case, and she explained what she knew so far to Luke, aware he wouldn’t be up on all of the clues she was.

      He listened as she told him about Brenda’s drug problem—the whole town knew about her close call at that point—about Jaxon’s drug dealing, and Hadley’s conjectures about why Miranda had resorted to stealing from Dennis’s shop.

      “And you’re sure the boyfriend isn’t hiding something more?” Luke asked, his blue eyes narrowing as he synthesized the information.

      Hadley shook her head. “No. I’m not sure at all, but as of now, I don’t see a motive for him to hurt her.”

      Luke snorted. “No motive? He thought she was using him for drugs? I think you might be wrong, Had.”

      “I don’t know. Sure, I can see him being upset, but this doesn’t fit.” Hadley chewed on her lip for a moment before going on, unsure of how Luke would take the next part. “There’s another suspect who just doesn’t make sense.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Dennis.” Hadley felt simultaneously awful and relieved as the name left her lips. She’d been as convinced as anyone the moment they’d found out he’d left town, but the more she pondered the situation, the less and less it seemed like a sure thing.

      Luke didn’t make fun of her or make her feel like she was being naïve to trust a man because she’d known him her whole life. He simply said, “Why?”

      Luke pulled the truck onto the gravel road leading to The Ridge.

      “Even if it was a large chunk of money, even if he felt completely betrayed by her, I just don’t see it as being grounds for kidnapping or … more.” Hadley swallowed the word murder, unable to think that way just yet.

      They bumped along the primitive road until they reached the lookout point, and Luke parked.

      Sighing, he ran a hand through his hair. “I dunno, Had. I mean, Dennis has always struck me as a deeply depressed individual. Take it from me, that kind of mental space can make bad things seem so much bigger. It’s possible it doesn’t seem bad to someone else, but Dennis could’ve definitely seen the stealing as something more than a simple betrayal.”

      Hadley froze, focused on what Luke said. “Why’d you say take it from me, just then?”

      His tanned cheeks flushed a little. “What?”

      She knew he was pretending not to have heard her correctly, but she pushed on anyway. “You said you understood the kind of mental space he was in, a depressed space. Luke, have you been depressed?”

      Clicking his seat belt free from its holder, she thought he was going to bolt at first. But then he exhaled and dipped his chin in a nod.

      She suppressed a gasp. Even though she’d been thinking about how she hadn’t seen him extremely happy in a long while; the man was so generally goofy, laid-back, always joking, it seemed impossible he was going through something like depression.

      “I’m getting better,” he said quietly after a moment of awkward silence. “I promise. Coming home has made it better.”

      Hadley’s eyebrows knit together with worry as he fidgeted uncomfortably.

      He coughed. “Well, shall we?” He had his door open, and his boots hit the ground before Hadley even had a chance to answer his question.

      They met at the tailgate of the truck before walking in the direction of the road. Hadley watched her shoes as they tromped through millions of crinkly, dried, golden leaves. Despite the many leaves underfoot, the trees surrounding them still had most of their foliage, the color change looking like someone had blown gold dust over the forest. Hadley pulled in a lungful of the crisp, wood smoke-tinged air, smiling a little.

      Luke did the same. “That’s one of the things that’s helped,” he said. When she shot him a questioning glance, he added, “The fresh air. Being someone who grew up outdoors, who spent almost all of my time outside, those ten years stuck in an office behind a desk affected me more than I thought they would.”

      Hadley shoved her hands in her pockets as she listened.

      “You can go outside in Seattle, sure. There are a ton of parks, and you don’t have to drive too far to find hiking, but there’s just something different about the air around here.” He took another deep breath, closing his eyes.

      The sudden urge to hook her arm through his came over Hadley, but she quickly quashed it as they came to where the dirt road they were on met up with a paved main road. Looking both ways, they turned, walking along the right side as it wound up the hill toward the hospital.

      “Are we sure she didn’t walk along the other side?” Luke asked, glancing across the two empty lanes of roadway.

      “No, but Jaxon said he pulled his car over to let her out. If that’s true, she would’ve been on this side of the road. Whether or not she stayed on this side, I don’t know. It was late and dark, so it would’ve been dangerous for her to cross, I would think.” Hadley eyed the other shoulder.

      “I think it would’ve been just as dangerous for her to walk over here, honestly,” Luke said, pointing to their right.

      Hadley’s gaze followed his gesture. Next to them was a long guardrail, curving alongside the road. On the other side of it, a two-hundred-foot drop down into a wooded ravine.
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      A low cloud had settled at the bottom of the ravine, making the place feel eerie as Hadley stared down at it from the road above. She shivered.

      “She wouldn’t have ventured from the roadway, though,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      Miranda had grown up in the valley; she knew as well as anyone not to go wandering off into the woods.

      “Not on purpose,” Luke said, his deep voice sounding all too loud in the quiet of the deserted road.

      Glancing down the long drop once more, Hadley’s stomach sank. Had Miranda fallen in the dark? “But there have been search parties out here for days. If she’d fallen, they would’ve found her”—Hadley gulped—“her body by now.”

      Luke nodded, but she could see in the way he clenched his jaw that he didn’t agree. “They would’ve found something, for sure.”

      Needing to compartmentalize because she couldn’t seem to stop picturing the girl hurt at the bottom of the ravine, she moved on. “Let’s assume the police and their dogs would’ve found some evidence if it had been an accident.” They kept walking up the hill. “We’re looking for clues of a deliberate abduction.”

      “Like Dennis following her all the way up here after their fight and—” Luke stopped short. “You’re right. That’s just not ringing true to me. If he was so mad, why didn’t he take her right away? Why didn’t he chase after her when they finished their fight? She had time to go over Cassie’s, meet Jaxon, and come up here for a while.”

      “Right? It just doesn’t make sense.” She ran her teeth across her bottom lip. “But if Dennis had nothing to do with it, then why did he disappear?”

      Luke ran a hand over his chin as he seemed to ponder the same thing. A whooshing sound in the distance grew louder, and a car came around the bend, speeding past them and kicking up fallen leaves in its wake.

      Hadley’s breath quickened as the incline they were scaling increased. After close to ten minutes of walking, however, they had yet to find a break in the guardrail and the opposite side of the road was just trees and a fifteen-foot-high bank of soil.

      If this was where Miranda had been, there was simply nowhere else she could’ve gone than forward, especially if she thought she was going to meet Cassie at the hospital. Hadley tried to think like a seventeen-year-old girl who’d just fought with her boyfriend. She knew Miranda to be a kind girl, empathetic—maybe even to a fault, she thought, remembering how she was probably buying drugs to help her mother—but also emotional at times.

      There were a few instances when a tourist had gotten upset in the candy shop and had taken it out on Miranda. Hadley had stumbled in after one such occasion, and the girl had been almost inconsolable.

      Even if she were emotional, Hadley thought, she would’ve known to get to the hospital where there were other people and Cassie could meet her. She would’ve been scared out here all alone, in the middle of the night.

      Luke cleared his throat, interrupting her thoughts. “Okay, hear me out. I know you don’t think the boyfriend did it, but what if he didn’t actually drop her off like he claimed to?”

      “But he did.” Hadley shook her head. “Miranda called Cassie right after he did.”

      “Okay, but he doesn’t have an alibi for that time, right? So he could’ve come back for her after driving around all angry for a few minutes.”

      “True.” Hadley conceded. “But Paul and the sheriffs already had to let him go because of a lack of evidence once. If they have any hope of pinning this on him, we need something more than his lie.”

      Luke picked up his pace as if he suddenly realized how quickly they were running out of time.

      Around the next bend, a blue sign for the hospital came into view. A white arrow pointed forward. The hope Hadley’d been holding on to since this morning flitted away. One more curve in the road and they’d be at the hospital, they’d be by cameras and lights, and Miranda would’ve been safe. If something went wrong, it had to have happened before the hospital.

      She stopped, letting out a defeated sigh. “Sorry for dragging you along, Luke. There’s nothing here. I don’t know why I thought we might be able to find something when the sheriff’s department hadn’t been able to.” Her shoulders slumped forward and she turned around. “We can go home now.”

      Luke didn’t say anything, but he did turn to follow her, and he did wrap an arm around her shoulders, just like she’d wanted him to before. She sank into him, and they walked back down the hill toward his truck.

      Birds sang and chirped while the wind rustled through the papery, dry leaves providing a canopy overhead. While the valley had its fair share of evergreens, there were a decent number of maples, oaks, birch, and madronas as well. This road seemed to be primarily oaks and maples, and their golden hues looked almost fake in their vividness. It was almost peaceful walking along the road with Luke.

      Almost.

      Amid her calm exterior, Hadley’s mind was ripping through the clues and time lines and possibilities surrounding Miranda’s disappearance like a frustrated burglar, searching for something, anything, of value in a house.

      She could tell by the way Luke’s eyes would narrow every once in a while, that he was going through a similar search in his brain. And sure, they could’ve talked it out since they were likely thinking through the same things, but there was something wonderful about walking with someone and not needing the clutter of words. It was a privilege, Hadley was sure, only afforded to people who’d known each other for a long time, so long that simply being near each other was enough connection.

      As they crunched their way down the dirt road leading back to The Ridge, Hadley became instantly thankful for the silence, for their ability to listen, watch, and ponder. She was sure if they’d been talking, if they’d been at all distracted with something else, Luke wouldn’t have spotted what he did as he walked around the front of his truck after letting Hadley in to the passenger side.

      He stopped, studying the lookout point. Hadley tapped her finger on her leg impatiently. Sure they’d just wasted time walking up and down a mostly deserted back road so they obviously weren’t in a rush, but this really wasn’t the time for sightseeing either.

      Luke took a step closer to the overhang, and it was then Hadley realized he wasn’t looking out at the mountainous landscape, but down at the grass. She opened her door and poked her head out.

      “What?” she called out, placing a foot on the truck’s running board.

      “Call Paul. Now.” Luke’s voice was as sharp as a brand new knife.

      Heart rate spiking, Hadley slipped her phone out from her pocket and dialed her brother as she ran toward Luke.

      “What am I telling him?” she asked, her words shaky with fear. Reaching Luke she noticed the tire tracks in the dirt at the edge of the cliff. Taking one shaky step forward, she followed Luke’s gaze down the hundreds of feet.

      The back end of a car was just barely visible amid the brush and boulders at the bottom of the cliff. She wasn’t sure if the ringing was from the phone or her mind.

      “Had, what’s up?” Paul’s voice rang through her ears.

      “You need to get everyone you can over to The Ridge, right now. A car’s sitting at the bottom of the cliff.”

      

      The minutes it took for the sheriff’s department to arrive seemed like years to Hadley. She and Luke paced along the edge, trying to get a better look.

      “Should we try to drive down there?” Luke asked, stating—more than once—if they followed the main road down the hill, his truck could handle the off-road well enough to get them close to the wreck.

      As curious as Hadley was to see what was in the car, her stomach curled up like a boxer’s fist each time she thought about who might be in that car.

      “No. We need to wait until they get here,” she said.

      The Cascade Ridge-based officers showed up first, and by the time Paul and Sheriff McKay arrived, they’d already decided on a plan to lower a winch down and pull the car out. A crew drove down to the bottom and would hike over to the site to make sure there weren’t any casualties before they pulled the car up.

      “Tell us when you’re near,” McKay grumbled into a radio, the static before and after he spoke making Hadley’s nerves fray. He swiveled back to face Paul. “Tell me the car was not there when we did our sweeps. If you guys missed—”

      “It wasn’t.” Paul’s voice was deep and sure. “I’ll vouch for it myself. I was out here yesterday and it wasn’t here.”

      Hadley sidled closer to her brother, noticing him squinting at his tablet as he poked at the screen. He was enlarging a picture he’d taken of the license plate, just visible at the bottom of the cliff. He switched to a different application and typed in the plate number.

      When the new application opened, Paul glanced over his shoulder in a gesture that told Hadley she needed to step back. She did, but both she and Luke craned their necks slightly to try to catch a glimpse.

      Paul narrowed his eyes at his screen.

      “Tell me what you’ve got, James,” McKay called out from where he was talking to another deputy.

      “It’s registered to a Zack Pittman. A few parking violations and”—he poked at the screen—“a ticket for running a red light Thursday night, just before midnight.”

      Hadley’s pulse quickened. That was right about the time Miranda went missing.

      Paul poked at the screen while Hadley thought. There were only two red-light cameras in Cascade Ridge: one in the busy uptown district and one right outside the hospital. Hadley held her breath. She wished she could see what Paul was looking at.

      “Sir, you’re going to want to see this.” Paul cleared his throat and stepped toward McKay, leaving Hadley and Luke behind.

      But before Paul could reach the sheriff, a river of static poured from his radio again.

      “We’re here.” The radio cut out, leaving more static.

      Paul paused. Hadley’s breath caught in her throat. Now that Paul had moved, she could clearly see the screen to his tablet. The picture showed the same car sitting at the bottom of the cliff, turning right, into the hospital parking lot.

      “Anyone in the vehicle?” McKay asked, a dreadful mix of eagerness and fear coating his question.

      Everyone went silent, the horrible static the only sound.

      “We have a body.”

      Static.

      Hadley wrapped her arms around her middle, sure she would throw up.

      “White male, twenties, blunt-force trauma to the skull—the back of the head, not the front. There’s no blood in the vehicle. He was dead before he went off the cliff.”

      The breath she’d been holding rushing out of her all at once. Hadley leaned forward and rested her hands on her knees, and tears spilled down her cheeks.

      It wasn’t Miranda.
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      Hadley should’ve been relieved. Miranda’s body wasn’t in the car. There was still hope she was alive.

      It should’ve been a comfort. Instead, Hadley paced through her kitchen the next morning, scattering worried cats each time she moved to a different part of the room.

      The dead man had been driving in that same part of Cascade Ridge right around the time Miranda had gone missing. But if he was the one who’d taken her, why was he dead? If Miranda had somehow defended herself, hitting him over the head and pushing his car off the cliff, wouldn’t she have come back home?

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip. It was possible the teen was worried about what she’d done, afraid she would be punished for the man’s death even if it was self-defense.

      Something still seemed off about that scenario, though.

      In the red-light photo she’d caught a glimpse of yesterday, the car had been turning right, into the hospital, not going straight. If he’d somehow kidnapped her in the parking lot of the hospital, surely one of the cameras would’ve captured it, but Paul had said there’d been no trace of Miranda anywhere in the footage.

      Hadley suppressed the urge to yell in frustration.

      Now it was Tuesday, the fourth full day since Miranda had gone missing. She didn’t want to look at any stats about missing persons being found after so long. Even without checking, she knew they weren’t good.

      She had the day free to go searching. When she’d taken Gran home from the jam kitchen upon returning to Stoneybrook yesterday, the woman had told Hadley she expected her to pick her up at nine tomorrow so Hadley could resume her efforts. The real problem was that Hadley wasn’t sure where else to search.

      Closing her eyes for a second to focus her thoughts, Hadley reminded herself about what Gran had told her yesterday about not giving up. She hadn’t gone to see Brenda, after all. Maybe Miranda’s mom knew something she didn’t know could be important. It was worth a try at least.

      Grabbing her keys, Hadley headed out the door to go pick up her grandmother.
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      Once Gran was all set in the kitchen a half hour later, Hadley got back into the Jam Van and began driving back up to Cascade Ridge. She didn’t think she’d driven up to the crowded city as many times in her whole life as she had this week.

      As Hadley turned the van onto the old valley highway, her phone began ringing from her purse. She turned on her signal and pulled off onto the shoulder before fishing the phone out of her bag to answer it.

      She recognized the number as Cassie’s.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Hadley said, checking her watch. It was almost ten, right in the middle of Cassie’s school day.

      “Jaxon just called me. He’s completely freaking out, says he needs your brother to put a security detail on him or something.” Cassie’s tone held her usual teenage disregard—at least, on the surface—but Hadley could hear a worry hiding just underneath.

      “Why would Jaxon need a security detail?”

      “Because he says he thinks someone’s going to come after him next. As of yesterday, he’s the only dealer still alive.”

      “As of yesterday?” Hadley’s forehead pinched together until it relaxed in understanding. “The man we found at The Ridge was one of Jaxon’s fellow dealers?”

      “Apparently.” Cassie sounded uninterested, but Hadley knew better. “He won’t leave his house, that’s how paranoid he’s being.”

      “Okay, um … tell Jaxon I’m on my way up to Cascade Ridge right now, and I’ll stop by and talk with him.”

      Cassie scoffed. “You’re not going to come get me?”

      Hadley wanted to scoff right back, but suppressed the gesture. “I can’t wait until you’re out of school, Cassie. I’m already on my way.”

      “No fair.” Cassie groaned, but then added, “Good luck.”

      Hadley said her thanks and hung up, hoping Cassie was at least on a passing period and not calling her in the middle of class.

      After shoving her phone back into her purse, Hadley continued her trip up the hill, trying hard to remember the way to Jaxon’s house. Last time she’d been there with Cassie, it had been dark. Everything seemed so much more confusing in the light of day.

      Finally, she found the same neighborhood. She texted Cassie, hoping she wasn’t disrupting the girl’s time in school too much.

      Here. Can you text Jaxon and let him know to meet me in the park like last time?

      Any hope Cassie was diligently listening to her teachers was crushed when the girl responded right away.

      He doesn’t want to go outside. Go to his house. 3416. It’s blue with white trim, across from the merry-go-round in the park.

      Go to his house? Alone? Hadley gulped at the thought, scanning the line of palatial houses across the street, she settled on a blue one with the numbers 3416 hung over an entryway that would’ve given a castle door a run for its money.

      Luke’s words from yesterday, about how he thought she was wrong to write off Miranda’s boyfriend, snuck into her brain. What if Luke was right and Jaxon was the one who’d taken or hurt Miranda? She could possibly be walking into a trap.

      Or she could get information from Jaxon that might just help her find Miranda.

      The latter option was too tempting to pass up. Grabbing her purse, Hadley exited her van and walked across the street toward the blue-and-white house. Just in case, she reached into her bag and wrapped her fingers around a small bottle. It was a refreshing lavender body spray she used when she needed freshening up after a long day in the jam kitchen. It was the only thing she had on her, not having anything like mace in her possession. Surely the perfumed liquid would buy her a little time if she sprayed it in an attacker’s face. Or it would simply make them smell like a spa.

      Either way, Hadley stuck it in her jacket pocket, pulled in a deep breath, and jogged up the porch steps. Her finger resting firmly on the tiny bottle’s spray top inside her pocket. She knocked on the door, willing her heart rate to slow.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t do much to help her relax when Jaxon threw the door open and pulled her inside. The door lock clicked into place behind her and she tensed.

      “Where’s your brother?” Jaxon’s eyes were wide and rimmed with white as they locked on to Hadley’s.

      She held out her free hand in a calm down gesture. “I’m not going to call him until I hear the facts. He’s busy right now trying to find your girlfriend, if you’ve forgotten.” She didn’t even try to hide the edge to her voice.

      Jaxon’s gaze darted from her to the front windows, and he ushered her farther into the house.

      “Casey was hit in the back of the head and found in the park. And now Zack was hit on the back of the head and found in his car at the bottom of a ravine.” Jaxon’s hand moved up and down over the back of his scalp, mussing his dark hair as it did so. “I’m the only one left.”

      The look he shot Hadley was so full of pleading worry, her tight shoulders relaxed slightly. This wasn’t a teenage mastermind. He was a scared boy who’d gotten involved in something bigger than he realized.

      Hadley sat in the nearest chair, which happened to be one of the stools set around the giant granite kitchen island.

      “Look, I think the person who’s hurting your dealer friends is the same person who has Miranda,” Hadley said. She didn’t know whether or not she thought that, but it also didn’t seem out of the question, and she hoped it might help her, so she went with it. “If you help me find Miranda, we can get this person behind bars so you’ll be safe.”

      Jaxon swallowed, but his head dipped in agreement.

      “Okay,” Hadley said, taking what she could get. “I need you to think of anything you left out the other night when you were talking to Cassie and me. Anything. We’re talking life and death here.”

      Jaxon scanned the ceiling. She hoped beyond hope it was a sign he was thinking. He was silent for a long time, his lips moving as he seemed to be recounting what he’d told them already.

      After a few moments, Hadley became impatient. “You said this Zack person was your friend.”

      “Associate,” Jaxon corrected.

      “Associate,” Hadley repeated. “So you were familiar with his car. Did you pass him on your way past the hospital, when you were driving away from Miranda?”

      “No,” he said. “I know Zack’s car. Everyone does between the loud music he’s always playing and his huge rims. I would’ve known if I passed him.”

      Frustration curled through Hadley’s chest again, making it hard to breathe evenly. There was no way he hadn’t driven by Zack’s car given the red-light photo she’d seen. It was possible he was angry enough that he didn’t notice. She decided to try a different line of questioning.

      “Why would Zack have been at the hospital at that time of night, or the morning as it was, in the first place?”

      Jaxon cleared his throat. “Well, that’s where we pick up customers a lot of the time. I mean, Zack. That’s where he picked up customers. I went to parties, so did Casey. But Zack ran the hospital.”

      Hadley perked up. “And what does that mean? Running the hospital? Would he go inside and find people who were sick?”

      Jaxon shook his head emphatically. “No, he’d wait out in the parking lot for our supplier to text him. The supplier always knew when someone was getting cut off of their prescriptions and might be willing to buy. Zack would approach them in the parking lot and”—Jaxon shrugged—“I’d say he made a sale about half the time. I'd get way better odds at parties, so I stuck with that, but …”

      Mulling over the information, Hadley tried to think about what this meant for Miranda. “Supplier?” she asked. “Who’s that?”

      “I don’t know,” Jaxon said. “None of us do. They always told us where the package would be once we left the money and that was that. We’ve never seen the person, none of us.” Jaxon grimaced. “Well, maybe some of us did, but they didn’t live much longer.”

      Hadley’s heart picked up speed. So the mystery supplier could be the kidnapper and killer. And if they were aware of patients who had been cut off, they probably worked at the hospital. She closed her eyes for a moment. There were hundreds of people who worked for Grande County General, though.

      Unable to find an answer to her question, she focused on something else. “But why would Zack have been there so late? I’m sure there weren’t many patients needing to be snatched up at that time of night.”

      Jaxon puffed out his cheeks in an exhale. “Right. He was probably there grabbing supplies then.”

      “And how did you guys do that?” Hadley leaned forward on her stool.

      “Well, we’d text the number we had that we needed more. The supplier would text back how much it would be. We had to go leave the cash. A day later they would text us which locker our stuff would be in, then we’d go back to pick it up.” The teen shrugged as if it were as simple as starting up a car.

      “Lockers? At the hospital? Isn’t that a little risky with the security cameras?”

      “Not the new hospital, the old one, across the street.”

      Hadley remembered back to when she and Gran had driven up last weekend for her hip, and how Gran had talked about the old hospital to the left and down the hill from the new one. It clicked into place at once, that was why Jaxon hadn’t passed Zack, because Zack hadn’t been turning right into the new hospital in the photo Hadley had seen. He’d been coming from the other direction, up the hill she and Luke had walked the other day, and he’d turned right down the hill to the old hospital.

      And, if Jaxon was right about everyone knowing Zack’s car had his signature rims, Miranda would’ve seen it too as she saw him drive by.

      “Jaxon, do you think Miranda was desperate enough to try to buy from someone else since you refused to sell to her?” Hadley asked quickly.

      Jaxon’s mouth hung open for a second, and Hadley was starting to get impatient when he nodded. “She might’ve. She was in a bad place and she had enough money.”

      Letting go of the lavender spray in her pocket, Hadley stood and pulled her keys out of her purse.

      “Wait, where are you going?” Jaxon stood with her.

      “To figure out who your supplier is. Whoever they are, I think they’ve got Miranda.”
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      Hadley’s hands shook as she drove to Grande County General Hospital. Parking near the emergency room, she glanced across the street at the road leading down to the old hospital.

      She knew Paul would kill her for rushing into a dilapidated old building off limits to the public, so that option was out for now. Still, she pulled out her phone and sent him a message.

      Where are you? she texted. I need to talk. I think I might know something about Miranda.

      When no answer came after a few seconds, Hadley shoved the phone back into her purse and headed inside the new hospital. There was one more person who might have the information she needed about this supplier.

      “I’m here to see Brenda Walters,” she told the front desk clerk upon entering the brightly lit foyer of the hospital.

      The attendant checked his computer screen as he typed in the name. “She’s in Room 366,” he told Hadley.

      After thanking him, she found the elevators and then wound through the maze of hallways until she located the room. Disinfectant permeated the air, creating that smell only hospitals held. Just as she was about to step into the room, a voice stopped her.

      “Excuse me. Can I help you?”

      When Hadley turned back toward the nurse’s station, she saw a tired-looking woman around her age, glancing up from the chart in her hands.

      Hadley gestured over her shoulder. “I’m here to visit Brenda. She’s—I’m from her town.”

      The nurse's eyes narrowed as they took in Hadley. “Unless you’re family, I wouldn’t recommend that. She’s not in a place for visitors.”

      Hadley’s chest tightened with frustration. Was this nurse not going to allow her to see Brenda?

      “Oh, it’s kind of important,” she said lamely, wishing she had a more compelling reason to give the nurse.

      Actually, she had a very compelling reason, but not one she could say aloud. Without knowing who this supplier was, she couldn’t just tell anyone why she was there. She swallowed, smiling awkwardly at the nurse. Heck, this woman could be the supplier for all she knew.

      After a moment, the nurse sighed. “Okay, just wanted to warn you that she’s far from pleasant right now. It’s your funeral if you want to walk into that.” Cocking an eyebrow, the nurse went back to her chart.

      Relief whooshed through Hadley in a long exhale. “Makes you wonder why she checked herself in, if she’s so miserable,” she wondered aloud, turning back toward Brenda’s room.

      The nurse pushed back her shoulders. “She didn’t. A man brought her in, said he found her unconscious and was worried about her.”

      Hadley froze. A man. “What did he look like?” She spun back around to the nurse.

      She shrugged. “Um … tall guy, hunched over, blond hair.”

      “Dennis,” Hadley whispered to herself. “Thanks,” she told the nurse.

      So Dennis was the one who brought Brenda here, Hadley mused, still unsure if that made him more or less likely to be the one who took Miranda.

      Unable to solve that quandary, Hadley turned toward the room, steeling her reserve for what she was about to see. The rhythmic beeping of a heart monitor rang through the otherwise silent room. The woman in question sat, propped up by the electronic hospital bed. Her closed eyelids twitched above dark circles, and her damp hair clung awkwardly to clammy skin.

      Sleeping. Hadley clenched her fingers in frustration. She wasn’t about to wake a sleeping patient. She turned to leave.

      “Don’t act like I can’t hear you stomping around.” Brenda’s voice was so tightly strung, Hadley worried it might snap like an overextended rubber band.

      When Hadley glanced back, Brenda’s eyes were open, and her face was contorted into a scowl.

      “What do you want?” she snapped the question at Hadley.

      “I’m trying to help find Miranda,” Hadley said, fighting to keep any annoyance from her tone. Had Brenda completely given up on her daughter?

      At her daughter’s name, Brenda’s face softened out of the scowl it had been in, but her body language remained tense. As if she were in a room with a wild animal, Hadley slowly moved to sit in the chair near the foot of Brenda’s bed.

      “If I ask you some questions, will you promise to tell me the truth?” Hadley asked, her voice measured.

      Brenda pulled her bedsheets higher over her arms and shivered. Her face darkened. “I have nothing to hide, anymore.”

      Hadley breathed deep. She knew addiction was a disease and that the woman in front of her was probably going through severe withdrawals, so she gathered all of her empathy.

      “So you knew Miranda was getting the drugs for you?” Hadley asked, instead of the more pressing question of How could you? ringing through her brain.

      “Painkillers,” Brenda amended. “And she said it was safe.” Brenda spat out the answer. “She asked me to quit, and I did—for a while. But the pain was so bad still.” The woman’s expression darkened. “Miranda told me she knew how to get some, from a friend. She made me promise I would only take them when I needed to.”

      “And how often was that?”

      Brenda’s gaze snapped up to meet Hadley’s. “Whenever I was in pain.”

      Feeling her heart rate rise, Hadley tried to calm herself. She nodded in an attempt to appease Brenda. After a quick check over one shoulder to make sure no hospital staff were outside the room, Hadley asked, “Did you ever buy the drugs from someone?”

      “Painkillers,” Brenda corrected again. “And no. Other than what Miranda’s been getting me for the past few months, the ones I took were always prescribed.”

      So it’s possible one of the nurses around here is the supplier. He or she could watch for patients who come in to get more meds and are turned away, then tell a dealer like Zack to meet them in the parking lot. Hadley picked at her nails while she thought. She hadn’t repainted them since the purple the other day, knowing any polish would be chipped off immediately until the girl was found.

      “Were you ever approached?” Hadley asked after a moment.

      Brenda paused. “This summer. The first time I got kicked out.” She used air quotes around the last two words and rolled her eyes. “Some kid told me he had what I needed. At first, I thought he was trying to hit on me.” Brenda snorted out a wry laugh. “But then I realized he had to be half my age and that couldn’t be it. When I figured out what he was offering, I told him no right away. I’m not a drug addict,” she almost yelled the last part, ripping the blanket off her arm, apparently done with being cold and back to the hot and sweaty phase.

      Says the woman who’s going through drug withdrawals right in front of me. Hadley rubbed at her aching temples. This line of questioning wasn’t getting her anywhere. She needed to figure out which person in the hospital would not only have access to the drugs, but would know when patients were being cut off. With the emergency room, hospital, pharmacy, and clinic all within the same complex, doctors and nurses were constantly moving from building to building.

      “Do you remember the name of the nurse who kicked you out that first time? Or what they looked like?” Hadley asked, realizing after she asked the question how silly it was; any hospital employee could’ve been the one to tip off Zack.

      Brenda shook her head, sending a sneer toward the hallway where the nurses’ station stood. “The nurses were always different, and they either treated me like a child or a criminal. Dr. Kennedy was the only one who cared.”

      Hadley’s ears perked up at the name. Kennedy was the doctor who’d seen Gran the other day. Broken back, broken hip, they were all broken bones and would be treated by the same physician.

      Brenda continued, adding, “It was fine until one time, he must’ve forgotten to call in my prescription, and when I asked them to contact him, those pharmacists got all nosy and started asking too many questions. They talked with his nurses, not him, and before I knew it, I was getting cut off. After that, they wouldn’t even let me see Kennedy.”

      Remembering the kind way the man had talked to Gran, how he’d complimented her on her toughness and offered the pain medications to help, an idea hit Hadley.

      “How long was Dr. Kennedy prescribing you the pain meds after your back surgery, Brenda?” she asked.

      Brenda’s face pinched with discomfort and she slipped right back into her defensive tone. “A few months, at most.” Her red eyes shifted around the room, looking anywhere but at Hadley.

      So much longer than that, it sounds, Hadley mused. She knew little about spinal fractures, but while she was sure they would be more intensive than almost any other type of break, more than three months on pain meds seemed excessive.

      Kennedy’s smiling face as he wrote up Gran’s prescription was vivid in Hadley’s memory. Her cheeks grew hot as an idea formed in her brain. What if the supplier wasn’t only watching out for people who have become addicted and then getting cut off? What if the supplier was the person getting these people addicted in the first place?

      Her pulse pounded in her ears. Kennedy would have access to the medications and know exactly when to tip Zack off about the patients he knew were about to need a different way to get their fix. Regarding the time Brenda had mentioned, Hadley highly doubted Kennedy had forgotten to call in the prescription at all.

      But what would Kennedy want with Miranda? She was just a teenage girl. She was keeping him in business. Hadley thought back to Zack’s red-light ticket. If the dealers went to the old hospital all the time to pick up supplies, they would be extra careful about not getting caught on camera. Doing so would’ve blown their whole cover.

      Jaxon’s blanched face and swiveling, anxious eyes came back to mind.

      Unless, Zack was worried this time wasn’t going to be like every other time, Hadley thought, with a start. The picture had shown Zack’s car almost halfway through the intersection before his wheels were turning right. What if Zack had gotten the ticket on purpose to point to the old hospital?

      It was possible this hadn’t been just any old supply drop. Zack knew one of his fellow dealers had already died. He must’ve worried he was in trouble too. And if Miranda had followed him, hoping to buy from a different dealer, she could’ve stumbled on a meeting between Zack and the supplier.

      Hadley realized Brenda was glaring at her with a wrinkled brow, making her aware of how long she’d been sitting there, silently conjecturing. Smiling, Hadley stood awkwardly and waved.

      “Uh, okay. Thanks for talking to me, Brenda. I—I’ll see you around. Feel better.” She stumbled out of the hospital room before Brenda could say anything in response.

      The hallway closed in on Hadley, with all of its beeping machines, hurrying hospital staff, and spinning walls. She held on to a railing running along the wall beside her until she could get her balance back.

      She needed to call Paul. Checking her phone, she saw he still hadn’t texted her back.

      “Are you okay?” The nurse who’d been sitting at the station, monitoring the equipment walked around the desk and approached Hadley.

      Hadley swiped at her hot forehead. “Yeah, I—” She cut her sentence short and met the nurse's gaze. “Do you know where I might be able to find Dr. Kennedy?”

      The nurse’s smile faded. “I’m so sorry, hon. You’ve just missed him.”

      “Do you know when he’ll be back tomorrow?” Hadley tried to keep the disappointment from her face.

      “I’m afraid he won’t be back for a few days. He’s taking some time off to celebrate his mom’s ninetieth birthday. Isn't that sweet?”

      Despite the saccharine expression on the nurse’s face, Hadley’s stomach dropped. Taking a few days off? That could not be good.
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      Thanking the nurse, Hadley stumbled down the hall and into an elevator. She tried calling Paul.

      He answered on the second ring. “Had, what’s up?”

      “I think it’s Kennedy. He’s a doctor at Grande County. I think he’s the one who’s been supplying the dealers with painkillers. I think he killed the two victims, and I think he has Miranda.”

      Paul was silent on the other end. “Kennedy?” he asked finally.

      “Yes,” Hadley said as she exited the elevator and walked out of the hospital. She waited until she was in the parking lot to tell Paul all of the details.

      “Okay, I’ll tell McKay and see if they can do a search of his house, and I’ll have him post a detail on Jaxon until we’re sure he’s out of danger. We’re all the way up by the border. We got sent on some wild-goose chase with Dennis’s credit card.”

      Hadley’s breath caught in her throat. “You found Dennis?”

      “No,” Paul grumbled. “Someone sure wanted us to think he was trying to flee the country, though. Look, Had. I’ve gotta go.”

      She hung up the call and stood next to her van in the parking lot, feeling helpless. Kennedy was leaving. Was he bringing Miranda with or leaving her behind? Was he even the actual killer? Goodness knew she’d been wrong before.

      And where was Dennis? The thought seemed like it was only adding to the pile of worries in her mind. She imagined him dropping Brenda off at the ER.

      “And you disappeared hours later,” Hadley said the words aloud, as if Dennis might hear her and tell her what had happened. “What did you find out that made you run back to town and take out all of your money?”

      Paul had confirmed Dennis’s car was still parked at his house, but it was possible he’d driven Brenda’s. Hadley scanned the lot, her attention falling on Brenda’s red Camry with a Garfield license plate rim.

      She knew he’d gone back to Stoneybrook after dropping her off, but he must’ve come back. Furrowing her brow, she went back into the hospital and asked the girl at the front desk to check for his name. Was it possible something happened and he’d checked himself in?

      “I’m sorry. There are no patients by that name,” the woman at the front desk said, shaking her head.

      Hadley’s shoulders slumped forward and she rested her elbows on the counter, defeated. “Okay.” She rubbed at her eyes. “Thanks anywa—” Hadley’s voice cut out as her eyes caught on a black-and-white security photo printed out and taped to the receptionist’s desk. Hadley hadn’t seen it before, but could tell from this angle that it was Dennis.

      “That’s him. That’s the guy I’m looking for.” Hadley narrowed her eyes. “Why is he banned?” she asked, reading the word written along the top of the printout.

      The receptionist glanced down at the picture and her cheeks turned red. “Oh, that’s ... um …” She moved to try to cover it up, but must’ve realized it was futile. “He got in a fight with one of our doctors and isn’t allowed back.”

      Hadley stood up straight. “With Kennedy?” Her pulse was so fast now, she almost felt light-headed.

      There was no need for a verbal confirmation from the woman—the way her eyes widened at his name was enough for Hadley. “But he’s got to be around somewhere,” she mused aloud, thinking of the car parked in the lot.

      The woman leaned forward. “He came back,” she whispered, checking over her shoulder. “We saw him drive up and had security all ready in case he walked inside, but he didn’t.” She pointed out the front door at the traffic light. “He walked that way.”

      Hadley let her gaze follow the woman’s finger. The road to the old hospital. Why would he go there?

      She thanked the woman and left, running her thumbnail over her other nails as she thought. Dennis got in a fight with Kennedy, went home to get all of his money, and then walked over to the old hospital.

      Sure she couldn’t possibly wait around until Paul came back from chasing his false suspect, Hadley got in her van and started it up. At the light, instead of turning left to go back home, Hadley gunned the accelerator and went straight down the hill toward the old hospital. She could at least check to see if Kennedy was there, or if there was any sign of Dennis.

      The road wound two times before the old building came into view. It was boarded up and covered in moss. But other than exuding an eeriness that made Hadley shiver, it showed no signs of life.

      Hadley exhaled in relief. Kennedy wasn’t there. No one was around, in fact. Parking the van, she slipped quietly out and then fished her phone from her pocket. The lavender spray was still in her right pocket, and she patted it just to make sure. Approaching the building, Hadley dialed the newest contact in her phone.

      “Hey,” Jaxon said, still sounding just as high strung as before.

      “First, do not open your door for anyone until I call you back. I think I know who your supplier is, and I’m not sure if he’s out to get you too, but stay inside, whatever you do.”

      An audible gulp came through the line. “Are the police on their way?”

      “They will be soon,” she said. “In the meantime, can you tell me how to get inside the old hospital where you guys pick up your supplies?”

      “Why?” Jaxon’s voice lowered.

      Hadley wrinkled her nose, his hesitation palpable even through the phone. “Uh … so I can let my brother know when they get there.” She hated lying, but guessed it was the only way she was going to get the information out of the kid.

      “He’ll go around back and find the fifth set of windows on the ground floor from the left. The bottom one is unlocked. He’s got to slide it up and climb in. Then he’ll be in a locker room of sorts. That’s where we would get the stuff. The supplier would put it in a different locker each time, and text us the combination an hour before we were set to pick it up.”

      “Okay, thanks. I’ll let him know. Stay inside and stay safe, Jaxon.”

      “You too, Hadley.”

      She hung up and pulled in one steadying, deep breath before following the pathway around the hospital toward the back. It had been built into a hill, so the backside of the building sat much lower than the side facing the parking lot.

      Counting the banks of long windows running up all four stories of the building, she stopped next to the fifth set. Hooking her fingers under the sash, she heaved up.

      The window creaked upward.

      Using a nearby rock for a boost, Hadley wriggled into the opening, landing on the other side with a decidedly ungraceful flop. She grunted and heaved as she righted herself on the bench sitting just below the window. In her effort, her boot slammed into the side of the locker, sending a crashing sound pulsating through the air and almost stopping her heart.

      She just sat there panting for a moment, waiting for anything to happen. When it didn’t, she stood, pushing her hair back out of her face, and took in her surroundings.

      Jaxon had been right. It looked like an old employee locker room, probably for doctors and nurses to change before or after shifts. There was a bank of lockers to her right, benches running down the middle of the room, and a wall of mirrors and sinks to her left. Everything was covered in about two inches of dust and was either chipped, stained, or rotten. The smell of decay was so heavy in the air, Hadley had the urge to swat it away like smoke.

      She scanned the room and her heart sank. It wasn’t as if she were expecting to see one of Miranda’s signature cupcake earrings on the floor or anything—even though it would’ve made things so much easier—but she hadn’t expected the absolute nothing she did find. There were footprints marking the dusty floor, but even those remained solely in front of the lockers. No tracks led out of the room.

      Hadley exhaled. Miranda wasn’t here.

      Heart heavy, she decided to look around a little more before leaving. She tiptoed around the bank of lockers, cringing as she realized she was creating clear tracks and that she’d be stupidly easy to follow.

      No one’s going to follow me, Hadley assured herself.

      She glanced up at the tall windows, thankful for the fall sunshine streaming through them. This whole ordeal would be a lot creepier in the dark.

      The sound came from the wall to her left. Thump, thump, thump.

      Hadley didn’t scream or jump or do anything. She couldn’t even breathe.

      Thump.

      She suddenly realized she’d been very wrong about it being less creepy in the light. All that had been frozen a second before it hit her full force. Her pulse was so loud in her ears she was sure she wouldn’t have been able to hear any more of the thumping. Now she’d found her breath, it came in loud, ragged gasps.

      Swallowing her fears, Hadley slowly followed her dusty footprints back the way she’d come. Instead of turning left, back toward the open window—toward the freedom she so desperately wanted—she went right, her hand clasping over the doorknob.

      She wanted to cry when she pulled the thing open and beheld a pitch-black hallway.

      Thump, thump.

      With shaking fingers, Hadley grabbed her phone out of her pocket and turned on the flashlight function. The beam shook along with her breathing as she stepped out of the safety of the daylight.

      The door snicked shut behind her. A whimper died in her throat.

      Thump. Gathering every molecule of bravery she ever hoped to possess, Hadley walked forward, following the sound. She moved slowly, shedding the light from her flashlight on each inch of hallway as she passed. Her mind helpfully created monsters, flashing eyes, and movement in the darkness beyond her beam.

      Finally, she stopped in front of a door on the left side of the hallway.

      The doorknob rattled from her shaking hand, so she gripped it tighter and pulled it open. Instead of rushing in like cops always did in the movies, Hadley peeked around the door, slowly stepping inside.

      Her heart sank as she scanned the empty utility room.

      About to go back into the hallway, Hadley heard the thumping again. This time, however, the sound was so much louder. Her attention went right to a thick pipe running up the middle of the room. It was backed by a pillar, but it vibrated and clanged.

      Exhaling, Hadley closed her eyes for a moment. It was just an old pipe. These old buildings had big furnaces that made a racket. She remembered the old high school building was the same way. Those pipes had clanged and pinged and made an awful din anytime the furnace was on during the winter months.

      Thump, thump.

      Hadley’s spine stiffened as a cloud of her breath settled in front of her. It was freezing. The building had been deserted for decades. The furnace wouldn’t be on.

      Eyes wide and wild, she searched the room. Was there a lower floor than the one she was on? She couldn’t see a—wait! There! A staircase was just visible in the corner, hiding behind the skeletons of metal racks. She ran over to it, following the stairs as they led down, down, down. Her light bobbed as she took shaky steps on her wobbly, anxious knees.

      She held her breath at the bottom of the stairs, using her flashlight to coat the room in light. In the middle of the furnace room, sat two chairs, and in them, Miranda and Dennis were tied and gagged. Their chairs were secured to the piping running down from the ceiling and to the floor before branching off to the different parts of the giant furnace behind them. Dennis must’ve gotten his rope loose enough he was able to rock back and forth, hitting the back of his chair into the pipe.

      Her heart soared, seeing them blinking back at her. They looked tired and scared, but they were alive.

      As relieved as she felt, Hadley suddenly realized they couldn’t see who she was by the way they were angling their faces down and squinting at the light.

      “It’s me, you guys. It’s Hadley.” She angled the flashlight up shedding light on herself.

      Miranda’s face crumpled into a relieved sob. Her shoulders shook. Hadley glanced over at Dennis, his tense body sagging in the rush of hope.

      Fast as she could, Hadley set her phone on a nearby shelf so she would have her hands free. From that position, it cast a dim light throughout the room but wasn’t shining directly in any of their eyes.

      Dennis gestured to Miranda with his head and Hadley agreed. She ran behind the teenager first, fingers shaking as she undid the gag. Miranda’s sobs became louder when the fabric fell away. As she began to tackle the ropes around her wrists and ankles, she wished she had something more than a bottle of body spray in her pocket.

      “Have you seen anything sharp around here?” she asked Miranda.

      But the girl just gulped at the air in an effort to stop her bawling.

      Hadley moved to Dennis, figuring she could at least get his gag off first.

      “Thank you, Hadley,” he said. His voice hoarse. “When we heard a crash upstairs, we knew right away it didn’t sound like him. Thank you for finding us.”

      She tried his bonds, but they were just as tight.

      “You guys, I need to go find something sharp to cut these ropes. Hold on.” She raced over to the shelf, picking up her phone and angling the light down. Miranda’s eyes widened as she thought about being in the dark again, but Hadley said, “I won’t leave you, I promise. I’ll be right back.”

      As she ran up the stairs into the utility room above, she turned on her phone screen to see if she could call Paul. The words No Service made her heart sink.

      She was on her own.

      After what seemed like an hour searching—but was probably only a minute and a half—Hadley pounded back down the stairs.

      “Anything?” Dennis asked.

      “No. I’m going to try again with my hands. I don’t want to waste time searching. I don’t know how long we ha—”

      The rest of the word died in Hadley’s throat as she heard a door shut somewhere above them.

      From the way both Dennis and Miranda’s faces froze in terror, she knew it was the sound that, in Dennis’s words, definitely did sound like him.
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      Hadley willed the sound to be fake, something her mind had made up like the figures moving in the dark when she’d been in the hallway.

      But when a footstep rang out, she knew it was real. He was coming.

      She looked helplessly down at the two of them for a moment and she considered putting their gags back in and hiding, but then she remembered the van parked out front.

      “He’s going to see my van. He knows I’m here,” she said in a strangled tone to no one in particular.

      Suddenly, her body kicked into action. She moved toward Dennis, figuring it was better to free him and have another adult to help her fight off Kennedy.

      Like a mother lifting a car off her child, Hadley’s fingers filled with the renewed strength of adrenaline. She tore at Dennis’s ropes, and was able to untie the bond around his wrists before the door to the supply room above opened with a sickening click.

      Working even faster, she moved on to the rope around his middle. Dennis tried to lean forward to help with his ankles, but couldn’t reach, still tied to the chair back as he was. Her fingers flew across the knot, pulling here, pushing there, tugging. A hot tear spilled down her cheek.

      Footsteps clomped overhead, stopping at the top of the stairs. She was sure she would see the beam of a flashlight if she looked up, but she couldn’t even spare the second to do so.

      “A delivery van?” a voice called down the stairs, sending a chill down Hadley’s spine.

      The knot finally gave, and Dennis leaned forward, grabbing at the ropes around his ankles. He waved Hadley over to Miranda.

      She hadn’t even started on Miranda’s first knot when Kennedy walked down the stairway and came into view. Out of his white jacket, and wearing jeans and a sweater, the man looked like any father, maybe grandfather. Except for the look on his face that would haunt Hadley for as long as she lived. There was a predatory amusement behind his eyes, and his mouth was pulled into a sickening smile.

      There wasn’t a shred of humor in his voice as he barked out, “Stop moving, all of you.”

      Dennis stopped, sitting back in his chair, and Hadley’s hands froze as she noticed the gun Kennedy had pointed at Dennis—nope, now at her.

      “Step out from behind there.” He motioned with the gun.

      Hadley stood slowly and took a step away from Miranda. She held her hands in front of her body even though he hadn’t asked her to do so, not wanting to give him any reason to shoot. It wasn’t like she had anything more than lavender spray anyway.

      “Dennis, it looks like your number of victims just doubled.” Kennedy tsked. “What a tragedy it will be when they find you’ve shot both of these young women and then yourself.”

      Hadley’s stomach dropped. “I’ve already told the police it was you,” she blurted out.

      Kennedy’s attention whipped over to her. He narrowed his eyes.

      “Your cover is blown. They know about the drugs, about Casey, about Zack, and now they know you have Miranda. I’m surprised you’re here since they’re probably already at your house.” Hadley inched her hands down as she talked.

      Eyes darkening for a moment, Kennedy started to laugh, shooting Dennis and Miranda a can you believe this lady? kinda look. Hadley used the few moments his eyes were off her to reach into her pocket, palm the spray, and pull it out. She squeezed her other hand into a fist so it would just appear like she was angry or scared.

      “Good one.” Kennedy’s gaze returned to Hadley. “I like your spunk. Tell me they’re coming, they’re onto me, so I’ll get flustered and make a mistake.” He shook his head. “No one’s coming, are they? You’re all alone.”

      His even tone wiggled into her psyche and rattled her nerves. She’d told Paul, right? Yes, Paul knew. Then why hadn’t the sheriff’s department been at Kennedy’s house? How was he here? Maybe no one believed Paul. Maybe Paul didn’t believe her.

      Her whole body went cold.

      But before all hope left her, there was a noise above. It wasn’t loud, but it was there. Was someone else here? The thought she might not be alone sparked that hope and it caught fire. Kennedy had caught the noise as well, and as he took a step back to glance up the stairway, Hadley jumped at her chance, literally.

      She launched herself at the man, holding the spray bottle out in front and squirting it right into his eyes.

      Kennedy yelled out in surprise, lowering the gun in the process. She could hear chair legs scraping across the concrete, but couldn’t concentrate on what Dennis was doing. She needed to get the gun.

      But as Hadley reached out to wrestle the gun from his grip, Kennedy elbowed her in the gut, sending her staggering back. She wheezed, clutching at her stomach and was about to try again when she saw an object swing through the air and collide with the side of Kennedy’s skull.

      He sank to the floor, the gun clattering out of his hand.

      Luke Fenton looked down at the man at his feet, lowering a baseball bat as his worried eyes met Hadley’s.

      “Is there a reason it smells like lavender in here?” he asked.

      

      The emergency blanket crinkled around Hadley’s shoulders as Sheriff Mark McKay paced in front of the ambulance.

      “The old hospital, right. See you in a few,” McKay grumbled into the phone.

      Luke, sitting next to her in the back of the ambulance, bumped his knee into hers. Hadley smiled, but focused on McKay as he hung up the call and ambled over.

      “Your brother is almost here. He’ll be happy to see you well.” McKay nodded before mumbling something about paperwork as he waddled away.

      “He’s never been known for his warm and fuzzy demeanor, has he?” Luke chuckled.

      “No.” Hadley breathed the word out, surrounded in a happy sigh. She couldn’t wait to see her brother.

      The two of them watched in silence as the scene in front of them played out, seeming more like some movie, or the end of a TV show they’d been binging instead of something they’d just survived. And even though Kennedy was handcuffed in the back of a cruiser on the other side of the parking lot, Hadley still experienced the odd shiver running over her skin at the thought of how close they’d all come to death.

      She pulled the crinkly blanket tighter. Luke noticed the motion and wrapped an arm around her, making even more noise than before. They both laughed, but Hadley stayed close, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Where’d you find that bat anyway?” Hadley asked, still only chipping away at all of the questions she had about the last few hours.

      “It was in my truck.” Luke shrugged.

      Hadley pulled away so she could look him in the eye. “But I thought you played football.”

      Luke smiled. “I did. Playing one sport doesn’t automatically ban you from another, Had. Plus,” he said, clearing his throat. “That bat wasn’t for playing. I keep one in my house and in my truck, just in case.”

      Hadley set her head back on his shoulder and whispered, “Just in case.”

      Squealing tires made her sit bolt upright. Her brother jumped out of the passenger side of a cruiser before it was fully stopped.

      “Had,” he called, frantically searching the mess of people and cars.

      “Paul.” She meant his name to be louder, but a little too much emotion latched itself on to the word, and it came out in more of a rasp.

      But it was a rasp he heard. Paul’s gaze locked on to his twin sister’s and he jogged over. She stood just in time to be enveloped in one of her brother’s famous bear hugs.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he said, pulling her even tighter. When he let her go, Paul looked over to Luke, holding out his hand. When Luke took it, Paul pulled him into a tight hug too. “Thanks for going after her.”

      Stepping back with all the hugs out of the way, Paul’s dark eyebrows furrowed over his tired eyes. “How’d you know she would be here, though? Tell me everything. McKay was vague on the phone.”

      “Uh, Cassie Lee,” Luke said. “She called the farm asking for me and told me Hadley was about to do something dangerous.”

      “Apparently, you two aren’t the only ones who can tell when I’m lying. When I asked Jaxon Bayne about how to get into the old hospital, he called Cassie and warned her about what he thought I was about to do.” Hadley never would’ve thought she’d owe her life to a teenage drug dealer.

      Paul glanced over at another ambulance, where Miranda and Dennis were getting checked over by paramedics. Kennedy, as a doctor, knew he needed to keep them hydrated at least, but Miranda especially was malnourished after four days without much food.

      “They look okay, considering,” Paul said. “How Dennis got mixed up in this, I can’t understand.”

      Hadley and Luke smiled at one another.

      “We found that out too,” Hadley said. “Dennis explained it all while we waited for the police. It turns out, he’s actually Miranda’s dad. He and Brenda had a bit of a fling when they were just out of college. Brenda, however, was dating some guy in Cascade Ridge whose family had a lot of money. She tried to convince the other guy that the baby was his to get child support, but his family threatened to have a paternity test done. Even with the other guy out of the picture, Brenda figured Dennis wouldn’t take her back, so she decided to raise Miranda on her own.”

      Paul shook his head. “So she knew this whole time and waited until Miranda was missing to tell the poor guy?”

      Luke cleared his throat. “Well, she probably still doesn’t realize she spilled the secret at all. Dennis went over to visit Brenda and he found her completely wasted. He was worried she’d overdosed, so he rushed her up to the emergency room. Apparently, along the way, high Brenda told him everything. They’re going to wait until the drugs are completely out of her system to break the news to her.”

      Hadley took over. “And while Dennis was at the hospital, he overheard some nurses talking in a stairwell. They speculated about Kennedy overprescribing his patients and wondered if he had something to do with the kid who had gone missing. When he confronted Kennedy about it, he said that Kennedy denied it at first, but then whispered in his ear that if Dennis so much as scratched his nose around the police, Miranda was a goner and so was Brenda.”

      Luke nodded. “Then he told Dennis he wanted money in exchange for Miranda. So Dennis drove back to Stoneybrook, emptied his bank account and grabbed all the cash from the store and brought it back to see if he’d take a ransom.”

      Hadley thought back to Thea telling them how frantic the man had been, grabbing all of his money. “Kennedy, of course, didn’t care about the money anymore and saw an opportunity in Dennis.”

      Paul’s face tightened. “How’s that?”

      Hadley dipped her chin. “Well, Miranda said she followed Zack here, hoping to buy from him since Jaxon wouldn’t sell to her, but she’d ended up walking in on Kennedy knocking him over the head hard enough to kill him. She said Kennedy kept Zack’s body around, grumbling about setups and time of death. She thinks he was trying to figure out how to make it look like Zack killed her, but he knew the medical examiners would be able to tell he died before she did.”

      “But when Dennis showed up, he provided Kennedy with another person to pin it all on.” Luke sighed.

      “And that’s why he waited until yesterday to get rid of Zack’s body,” Paul said. “But why did he kill two of his dealers in the first place?”

      Hadley and Luke glanced at each other and shrugged. “That you’re going to have to ask the monster himself.”

      “I’m guessing they somehow found out who he was and he had to get rid of them.” Hadley looked down at her feet. “I’m just glad Miranda’s okay.”

      “Thanks to you two,” Paul said, patting Luke on the shoulder and pulling Hadley into another hug. “Now let’s get the two of you home. I’m sure Suze is worried sick.”

      Peeling off the plastic blanket, Hadley frowned. “How would Suze know? No one in Stoneybrook knows where I went but Cassie.”

      Paul's cheeks turned slightly red and he shook his head. “Right, I meant once we tell her.” His left eye twitched, a definite sign he was lying.

      A weight settled on Hadley’s shoulders as she followed Luke and Paul. She may have solved one mystery, but the other was still very much unsolved.
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      It took a day for Hadley’s phone to stop ringing constantly, two for people to stop referring to it as a miracle, and by Thursday she still couldn’t make it ten feet down Main Street without having to stop and recount her recent brush with death to someone she was sure had already heard the story twelve times.

      Which was why, by Friday, she decided to stay home and take a much-needed day off to rest and celebrate making it to another birthday. Never in her life had she been so appreciative of turning another year older.

      Gran had talked about that British baking show so much, and Hadley decided it would be the perfect escape. After sleeping in a little extra, she moved to the couch with a blanket, a cup of tea, and a box of Milanos—because thirty-one-year-olds could have dessert for breakfast if they darn well pleased. Within ten minutes, both cats were curled up on her legs, purring away, and she’d officially become hooked on the show.

      By the end of the second episode, she’d already gotten a phone call from her parents, as well as Grandpa Steve. She loved her family’s tradition of calling people up on their birthday and singing to them. While her parents had made a lovely harmony, no one could beat out Grandpa Steve, a member of a handful of barbershop quartets in his heyday.

      When she was nearing the end of the first season, Hadley’s phone beeped with a new message.  She smiled as a picture came through from Cassie. It was of Bailey; his grumpy little cat face filled the screen and she’d put some filter on the picture, making it look like he was wearing a birthday hat. The text followed right after.

      Bay says Happy Birthday, Hadley!

      Before she could respond, another picture came through. It was a selfie of Cassie, Miranda, and Kelsey.

      And so do we!!!

      Hadley sent her thanks, unable to help the huge grin from taking over her face at the sight of the three girls together. In the days since Miranda had been rescued, the three of them had been almost inseparable. Because Miranda’s mom was still recovering, she’d been spending her days in her hospital room and her nights at Cassie’s house. Kelsey had been staying over as well, and she and Cassie had buried whatever issues had previously stood between them, recognizing life was too precious and short to waste with unnecessary drama—at least, that’s what they’d told Hadley.

      While she was sure Miranda would never be quite the same after her scare, the teen seemed to be doing well, with the help of therapy sessions both by herself and with her mother. It didn’t hurt that she’d gained another parent out of the equation. And while she and Dennis had already built quite a steady relationship over the years, they were taking the whole dad-and-daughter thing one step at a time.

      The credits for the end of the season-one finale of the baking show scrolled by hours later, as Hadley shaped her scones and stuck them onto a baking sheet. She hadn’t been able to stand watching the bakers create such beautiful creations without craving the chance to get her hands in some flour.

      She’d just set the timer and was about to start the next season, when there was a knock at her door. Gran stood on the other side.

      “Happy Birthday, love.” She enveloped Hadley in the kind of warm, all-encompassing hug only a grandmother can give.

      Stepping back, Gran held out a small, glittery bag with pink tissue sticking out the top.

      “Thank you, Gran. You didn’t have to.”

      “Of course I didn’t, but I wanted to.” Gran winked and ushered Hadley inside to open the gift.

      Careful not to rip the delicate tissue, Hadley pulled out a soft item wrapped in another sheet of the pink paper. She unfolded it to reveal a gray knit hat with a delicate blue-and-pink, variegated Fair Isle pattern. It looked so soft, something Hadley confirmed immediately by wrapping her fingers around the fuzzy gift.

      “I love it.” She beamed. Sliding out her ponytail holder, Hadley let her hair down, combing her fingers through it for a moment to make it lay flat before she pulled on the beanie and sighed. She leaned forward to give Gran a kiss on the cheek. “You’re a yarn wizard. Believe me. I’ve tried patterns like this and they are not easy.”

      “A lifetime of practice,” Gran said with a wink. She glanced around the kitchen, signs of baking evident. Then she turned to see the television, paused at the start of the next season. “You watched it?” Her blue eyes lit up and she clapped.

      Hadley laughed. “Gran, I’ve moved well beyond watching and have hit the slippery slope toward obsession. Want to stay for an episode? You can help me taste test my scones when they’re done.”

      Gran’s smile faded. “I’m afraid I can’t. I’ve got to help your parents get ready for your birthday dinner tonight, and I’ve confiscated one of their cars. They’ll be needing that back soon.” She gently patted her hair, which Hadley noticed was particularly well coifed, twisted up into a smart chignon.

      “Your hair is lovely,” Hadley said, dipping her head to each side to take in the full effect.

      “Do you like it? Nell just did it for me over at the salon.” Gran twirled slowly.

      “Nell’s a genius with—” But Hadley couldn’t seem to finish her sentence. As Gran made it to the one hundred eighty degree part of her full circle, Hadley caught sight of a colorful, painted chopstick sticking out of Gran’s bun.

      The kind Suze made and used daily to contain her curly locks. The exact kind Suze was always adamant she wouldn’t sell to others because she wanted them to be her signature piece. Every artist has to have a signature style, Suze always said when asked why she refused to market them at her booth. It was also the same accessory of Suze’s that Hadley had found in Paul’s truck months earlier, the stick that had broken the camel’s back, so to speak—if the camel’s back was Hadley’s trust.

      “Is that one of Suze’s chopsticks?” Hadley fought to keep her question level. “Did she give it to you?”

      Gran finished her turn and patted her hair until she located the stick. “Oh, no. I was just holding it for her, to remind myself to get it back to her. She left it at the salon.”

      Hadley’s eyes narrowed. While most of the town shared Hadley’s glowing opinion of Nell’s skills with dye and scissors, Suze refused to get her hair cut in the salon. She’d tried it once when they were younger and had left the place in tears, saying people just didn’t understand curly hair. As a result, Suze cut her own curls, and made Hadley clean up the back portion she couldn’t reach—making her show her where she intended to cut, three times, before she would let her do so.

      But if Suze wasn’t getting her hair cut, then she was there getting it styled. What could Suze possibly need a fancy hairdo for on a Friday? Hadley wondered.

      Gran pulled her away from her thoughts by giving her a goodbye pat on the hand. “I’ll see you in a few hours, dear. Happiest of birthdays.” Gran kissed her fingertips and then gently placed them on Hadley’s cheek, heading out the door without waiting for a response.

      If the timer for her scones hadn’t gone off a few minutes later, Hadley wasn’t sure how long she might’ve stood there, question after question spinning through her mind. As it was, the scones were golden and absolutely delicious with butter and jam spread across their warm, flaky insides. A few bites of one of them stole Hadley’s attention away, and she began washing up the supplies she’d used in her bake.

      She had her hands fully immersed in a soapy mixing bowl when another knock sounded at her front door.

      “Come in,” she called, washing the suds off and wiping her hands on the nearest towel.

      Heavy boots sounded against the hardwood of the foyer.

      “Hey.” She turned around, hands clean and dry.

      Luke’s mouth was pulled into a boyish grin. “A little cold in here?”

      Hadley realized she was still wearing Gran’s present. Instead of slipping it off, however, she tugged it tighter. “It’s from Gran, and it’s beautiful and I don’t care if maybe I’m getting a little overheated.”

      Luke laughed. “Fair enough.” He held a box forward. “Happy Birthday, Had.”

      The silvery paper was exquisite, and the wrapping job was the picture of precision, all sharp folds and tight corners. A purple bow adorned the top and the sound of clinking glass came from the box as he presented it to her.

      “From you?” she asked, surprised by the weight as she took it from him.

      “Yeah. I was going to bring you a bottle of gin too, but the distillery is closed for an event tonight, so I’ll have to give you a rain check on that. Oh, and Jolee’s present is out in your driveway.” He leaned closer, whispering, “It’s your bike—fixed—but Jo’s not as good at wrapping as I am.”

      Smiling, Hadley set the box on the now-cleared countertop and began to unwrap it. Underneath the paper was a plain cardboard box, its blank sides only adding to the ambiguity. Luke nodded in encouragement as she lifted the cardboard lid.

      Inside sat a dozen quart-sized glass jars. They all had bright copper lids that shone up at Hadley like brand new pennies. Pulling one out of its cardboard slot, Hadley sucked in a breath as she noticed they had her berry logo and Pretty Jam Good etched into the sides.

      A tiny ball of warmth spread out from Hadley’s chest.

      “I thought you could use them to sell special reserve blends of your jams, kind of like Christine does with some of her spirits.” Luke ran a hand through his hair.

      “I absolutely love them, Luke. Thank you.” She put the jar down, pulling him into a tight squeeze—and definitely not mentioning their etched portions might make them unfit for canning but would make beautiful water glasses.

      Luke’s arms wrapped around Hadley and she closed her eyes, sinking into him. He smelled of fresh air, and earth, and … well, Luke. He pulled back, meeting her gaze with his. Those blue eyes, that floppy, unruly hair.

      Just as she was moving to study his lips, her phone beeped with a message. Hadley’s jaw clenched tight. If it was Cassie with another picture of Bailey, she was going to—

      Grabbing her phone from the counter, Hadley was relieved to see it wasn’t. It was from Suze. But all relief left her as she read the text.

      Hey. I’m so sorry and I’m the WORST, but I’m not feeling well. Mind if I take a rain check for your bday dinner?

      Hadley’s stomach plummeted.

      Of course not. Feel better, she typed, sending the message before any of her whiny thoughts had a chance to seep into her response.

      “What’s up?” Luke asked, probably noticing the way her complexion had paled.

      “Suze can’t make it for dinner.” Hadley’s shoulders sagged.

      She couldn’t fault her friend for getting sick, after all. Germs didn’t know it was Hadley’s birthday. Suddenly hot, Hadley pulled off Gran’s hat and tossed it onto the back of the couch. She could feel the static messing with her hair and she flattened it back down with her hands, smoothing and—

      Wait. Hair.

      Suze couldn’t be sick. She’d just been at Nell’s salon getting her hair done for some fancy occasion. Hadley’s stomach sank. She knew Suze had been lying to her over the past few months, but this was low, too low.

      “What now?” Luke asked, looking as if he was having a hard time keeping up with Hadley’s mood changes.

      “She’s lying. She’s not sick.” Hadley shook her head, lining up all of the lies in her mind as if they were kids who’d been caught spray painting the playground.

      She went through the evidence with Luke, extending a finger at each new clue.

      First, there had been Suze’s hair chopstick in Paul’s truck.

      Then, the constant lies—Hadley knew the word constant was a tad hyperbolic, but went with her anger—about where they were, had been, and what they were doing.

      There had been that odd meeting between Suze and Christine last week and now the distillery was closed for an event.

      Next, the German chocolate cake. Paul’s favorite flavor ordered from Mickie by Suzanne.

      The wedding dress from The Tulle box had almost clinched it.

      “And now she’s gone and had her hair done.” Hadley spaced out the last two words for effect.

      Luke blinked. “Oh no …?” He cringed, obviously unsure why it was bad.

      “Luke. Cake, dress, hair? There’s only one—”

      She was interrupted again by a beep from her phone. A strangled, wry laugh escaped her lips as she glanced down at the screen.

      Hate to do this, but still swamped with paperwork from the case. Rain check for dinner?

      Hadley laughed again, but in a manic way that made her feel certifiably crazy. She showed Luke the screen.

      “And now Paul’s out too.”

      Luke took in the information, and Hadley waited for him to come to the same conclusion.

      “Which means?” Luke shook his head slowly.

      “Luke! They’re having a secret wedding.” Hadley let her hands rise and fall, unsure how he was missing all of the signs.

      “A what?”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. “A secret wedding. At Christine’s distillery. My two best friends are getting married, and they somehow feel like they can’t tell me.”

      Luke’s mouth opened and closed a few times. He looked utterly lost.

      But that was okay. Hadley wasn’t. She was finally seeing things clearly. She paced.

      “Had, I don’t—”

      She stopped short, snapping her fingers and cutting Luke off. “That’s it. I’m going there. I’m going to show them they should’ve told me, that I’m super supportive, and they were wrong to keep it from me.”

      Hadley searched the room for her purse, pausing only to slip on her Birkenstock clogs.

      “Uh, Had.” Luke’s voice was quiet, but she could hear the suppressed smirk hiding behind his tone.

      “What?” Her eyes snapped up to meet his, expecting him to tell her she was being crazy.

      He pressed his lips together for a moment, then ran his hand along his stubbly jawline. “If we’re going to crash a secret wedding, don’t you think you might want to wear something other than stained sweatpants, a flour-covered T-shirt, and your Birks?”

      Hadley glanced down. Her favorite gray sweatpants were marred with holes and some inexplicable stains. As was her Stoneybrook Fun Run 2015 T-shirt. She chewed on her lip for a moment.

      Shaking her head, she grabbed her keys from the hook near the door. “Nope. This whole thing has me feeling crazy, and if I’m going in crazy, I’m going to commit.” She stomped out the door, Luke following behind.
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      Luke drove, which was definitely a good idea because Hadley couldn’t sit still to save her life. She fussed and fidgeted and huffed the entire ten-minute drive out to the distillery. Now they’d found Miranda, she had spent the time to paint her nails a lovely champagne color yesterday. By the time Luke pulled into the circular gravel driveway of Stoneybrook Spirits, a good half of the champagne polish was history.

      Paul’s truck and Suze’s powder-blue Mini sat parked next to the barn that held all of Christine’s stills and boilers.

      “Ha!” Hadley pointed, vindication washing over her.

      But as her gaze moved down the line of cars, her heart sank. Her parents’ car sat among vehicles representing most of the residents in town.

      Eyes flashing with renewed anger, Hadley looked to Luke. “Do you believe me now?" She pointed to the familiar black Subaru. "My parents are even in on it.”

      Luke swallowed, looking worried for the first time as he glanced at the line of cars. “Had, are you sure you want to …” He drifted off, unable to finish his sentence.

      And Hadley didn’t need him to. She nodded. “I’m very sure.”

      She was also sure that there was a lump of sadness and betrayal sitting right in her throat, and if she wasn’t taking action it might envelop her.

      So she needed to take action.

      Unbuckling, she emerged from the truck like a knight dismounting a steed. She was here to get some answers.

      Her sandals crunched in the gravel, sounding loud enough to trigger an avalanche paired with her stomping. Luke’s large boots tread much more softly behind her, but his pace quickened as she reached the big barn doors to the tasting room.

      Hadley felt like some sort of boxer, about to go into the ring. She paused, cracking her neck and taking a deep—albeit shaky—breath before grasping the wrought-iron handles, one in each hand. She stopped, eyeing the large doors and quickly calculating how much wider they were than her arm span; there was no way she would be able to hold on to them at the same time.

      Luke seemed to read her mind and he stepped up next to her, taking hold of one side so she could focus on the other. He eyed her for a second, as if to ask, You sure about this?

      She nodded, and they pulled the doors wide open.

      Her heart was in her throat, unready for what she would find. What would she say? What could she do? How would it feel if she was ri—

      “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

      If Hadley thought her footsteps could trigger an avalanche, the din that poured out of those barn doors could’ve left Mount Everest snowless. She blinked, staring in stunned silence as the whole of Stoneybrook gathered inside Christine’s beautiful tasting room.

      A banner—obviously painted by Suze’s talented hand—hung across the exposed beams. There were two beautiful cakes sitting along a long table to the left. One was obviously German chocolate, Paul’s favorite. But right next to it was a beautiful cake with a shiny, white frosting that looked suspiciously like Swiss meringue buttercream, decorated with fresh strawberries. Without cutting into it, she was quite sure the inside would be a soft, lemon sponge cake with fresh strawberries—her favorite.

      There was so much to take in. Hadley didn’t even realize Suze was standing right in front of her. Her curly hair was done up in a beautiful updo, tendrils falling around her face, and she was wearing the most gorgeous purple dress.

      Wait. The smile slid from Suze’s face and her narrowed eyes settled on Luke.

      “Fenton, what happened to getting her to dress up?” Suze asked through clenched teeth.

      Luke shrugged. “Uh … I had bigger problems than that. You might want to go get her ready, in another room.” He widened his eyes for effect and Suze’s followed as she caught on.

      “Sure. This way, birthday girl.” She rushed forward, helping Luke lead Hadley off into Christine’s office area to the right. “You all did great!” Suze called back over her shoulder. “Eat and have fun; we’ll be right back!”

      And with that, the three of them disappeared into the office where Paul was waiting, holding a beautiful teal dress on a hanger and wearing a big smile just about as well as he wore his gray suit.

      “Happy birthday, Had,” Paul said, then looked to Luke. “Was she surprised?”

      Luke laughed. “You have no idea.”

      At that, Hadley finally found her voice. She whirled back on Luke. “You knew? You were in on this?”

      There must’ve been more fire behind her eyes than her words because Luke’s hands shot up and he took a step back. “Not until this morning, I promise.”

      “We know Luke can’t keep secrets, especially not from you, so we had to wait until the last second to tell him.” Suze put a hand on her hip and smirked.

      Now it was Hadley’s turn to whirl toward Suze. “Which means, you two aren’t together?”

      Simultaneously Suze’s face lost all color and Paul’s seemed to gather it all up. They were quite the pair, white-as-a-sheet and red-as-a-tomato.

      “What?” Suze spat out the question like a swig of day-old coffee.

      Paul cleared his throat, then rubbed his left arm with his right hand.

      “Ha! You are!” Hadley pointed at the gesture. Anytime Paul rubbed his arm like that, it was a sure sign he wasn’t ready to tell her something just yet. “You’re just not—ready—to … tell me.” The last bit of the sentence petered out as she began to understand her mistake.

      Paul and Suze glanced at one another.

      Suze chewed on her top lip. “We—uh—yeah,” she said.

      Paul sighed. “How’d you find out? Does everyone know?”

      “No.” Hadley shook her head. “Just Luke and me. I found one of Suze’s hair chopsticks in your truck this summer.”

      “And I found out because you two were super obvious,” Luke added dryly.

      Hadley caught Suze’s gaze with hers. “So it’s true?”

      Suze nodded, then wet her lips. “Wait,” she said. “What did you think you were walking in on, if you hadn’t figured out it was your party?”

      Now it was Hadley’s turn to go red in the face. “Uh …”

      “She thought you two were having a secret wedding, and that there was possibly a secret baby.” Luke blurted. When Hadley shot him a glare, he said, “What? I’m a bad liar.”

      Suze laughed for a moment. “Oh, Had. I’m sorry. We just wanted to see where things would go, give whatever it was time to grow. We’re not getting married, or anything.”

      “Yet,” Paul added with a wink, to which Suze returned with a smile.

      “We felt bad keeping it from you.” Suze swiped at her forehead. “It sounded like such a great plan at first, but now …”

      Paul stepped forward. “Really, we were just thinking of you, Had. We didn’t want to get your hopes up if it wasn’t going to work out.” He wrapped an arm around Suze’s shoulders. “But it would be nice not to have to hide anymore.” He smiled down at her.

      The office seemed to spin around Hadley as everything clicked into place. “So this really was a surprise party all along?”

      Paul and Suze nodded. Voices in the other room grew louder, and it sounded like the party was getting started without them.

      “I wanted to throw a party where we dressed up, like we always talked about when we were little.” Suze fingered the fabric of her gown. “So I got us both party dresses from that place on the other side of the mountain. Do you remember it? The Tulle Box?”

      Hadley swallowed, feeling rather ill. The receipt she’d found had been the price of two dresses, not one. Two party dresses, not one wedding dress. “I remember.”

      “And I know how much you love to follow clues.” Paul cleared his throat. “So I thought we could plant stuff around town to lead you here.”

      Closing her eyes, Hadley inhaled as she saw it all through a different lens.

      “The meeting with Christine was about the venue. And she was awkward on purpose to make me suspicious,” Hadley said, opening her eyes.

      Suze laughed. “Actually, Christine just got nervous and did that on her own. That wasn’t part of my plan.”

      “But Mickie was supposed to act weird about me seeing the order, so I would be curious about it?” Hadley guessed.

      At that, Paul nodded. “The cakes were my present, but I got busy with the case and Suze ordered them for me. We didn’t realize until the next day that the second card had been stuck behind the first one, so it looked like there was only one cake on order.” He rubbed the back of his head. “Mickie really needs a different system.”

      Hadley moved on to the next clue: the dresses and receipt. “Which means you knew I would see you that day on Main Street,” she said, pointing to Suze, who nodded. “And you dropped the receipt on purpose.”

      “I purposefully waved to Mr. Hite so he would honk his horn. The man can’t help it.” Suze touched her hair.

      Hadley pointed at her head. “And you recruited Gran this morning to drop the hint about your hair, so I would know you were getting ready for something big.”

      She smiled. “Yup.”

      “We knew you would figure it out when we canceled, since we’ve never celebrated our birthday apart,” Paul added. “Luke telling you the distillery was closed for an event was meant to be the last clue.”

      Hadley laughed as the absurdity of the last few days ran through her mind. “I got all of those clues, the fact that I’d found Suze’s hair chopstick in your truck first distorted everything I found after that.” She shook her head.

      Suze patted her arm. “I’m so sorry we made you worry. The clues were supposed to be fun. Instead, it sounds as if we practically gave you an anxiety attack.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” Paul’s face wrinkled into a grimace.

      She waved a hand at them. For all of the time she’d spent worrying and ruminating about them hiding a relationship from her, finding out she was wrong felt like a weight lifted off her shoulders.

      Her brother pulled her into a hug. “Happy birthday, Had.”

      “Happy birthday, Paul.” She squeezed him tight. When she pulled back, there was a sinking sensation in her gut. “I left your present at my house, though,” she said, cringing.

      Paul laughed. “Didn’t you see the tower of chocolates out there next to the cakes? Dennis wasn’t kidding when he told you we’d get free truffles for life.”

      “Okay, boys. It’s time for you to skedaddle. I need to help Hadley look less like she just rolled out of bed and more like a birthday queen.” Suze ushered the guys back out into the party, closing the door behind her. “I’m just going to grab Nell, so she can do your hair, and I’ll be right back. Slip into that dress while I’m gone, okay?”

      Hadley smiled. “Okay.”

      Before Suze could leave, Hadley caught her friend’s hand.

      “What?” Suze asked, pausing.

      Hadley could feel the sparkle in her eyes as she asked, “So … you and Paul?” She smiled so big it almost hurt.

      Suze’s face broke into a similar grin. She nodded. “I came to see him one day in the hospital after he got shot back in the spring. I don’t know if it was his pain meds or what, but when I went to hug him, he pulled me in for a kiss. It was months before anything happened again. We were both trying to figure out how we felt. The second time we kissed was on a day he took me up to Dari’s Rock. It’s when I must’ve left my hair chopstick in his truck.”

      Heart radiating warmth and happiness, Hadley listened to her friend as she continued with the story.

      “We’ve tried to hang out a few times, but it’s hard to do in a town this small. And then Paul’s been so busy with case after case. We haven’t had as much time as I thought we would. But …” She glanced up at Hadley.

      “But?” she asked.

      “You bringing it up has felt so freeing, so right. I think I’m going to tell him the town can gossip away. I want to make it official.” Suze’s brown eyes lit up. “Are you okay with that?”

      Snorting, Hadley pulled her friend into a hug. “Okay? You’re basically making all of my sister and best friend dreams come true at once. I couldn’t be happier!” She pulled back and grabbed Suze’s wrist. “Except for one thing. None of that explains why you’re wearing this watch.”

      Cheeks turning a light shade of pink, Suze said, “Oh. Well, Paul got so busy with the case that I had to take over some of his clues, so I got it to keep myself more organized. On track.” She looked down at the timepiece. “After wearing it for a week, I kind of like it. I’m always misplacing my phone, anyway.” She winked at Hadley before slipping out through the door.

      When she was alone again, Hadley pulled on the decadent teal gown, absolutely feeling the part of birthday queen.

      

      When Hadley emerged from Christine’s office twenty minutes later. She still wore her Birkenstocks under her fancy dress, since Luke hadn’t been able to persuade her into other footwear. A flood of friends and family and festivities met her as she entered the distillery for the second time. Her parents were there, as was Gran, looking lovely in a champagne-colored dress. Cassie, Kelsey, and Miranda were all in attendance.

      Hadley smiled when she noticed Miranda and Dennis conferring over the chocolates display, moving a truffle here or a caramel there until they were both nodding proudly.

      She couldn’t quite fathom how, a mere hour before, she’d thought all of this was a secret to keep her out when, in fact, it had turned out to be a celebration for her. Contentment glowed warm in her heart each time a new person came her way or pulled her into a hug.

      And when Paul pulled Suze into a big kiss after the "Happy Birthday" song, Hadley pressed her lips together to hide her smile as everyone else gasped in surprise. She beamed at her best friend’s bliss as she took another bite of her lemon cake, glad that they’d finally found happiness after all these years.

      Someone opened the tasting room doors, letting in the cool mountain air. An orange harvest moon glowed down on them from above the mountains. For a moment, Hadley wondered if she would ever feel ready to love again, after Tyler, after her divorce.

      From across the party, she caught Luke Fenton watching her. His shirtsleeves were rolled like usual, his hands shoved into his jean pockets, and his blond hair was slightly wild. He winked one of his blue eyes at her and something stirred in her heart. Something she hadn’t felt for a long time.
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        Both of the following recipes are created by Marisa McClellan, creator of Food in Jars.
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      Apple Rosemary Jam

      Makes 4 half pints

      

      Ingredients:

      3 pounds apples

      4 sprigs fresh rosemary

      1 1/2 cups granulated sugar

      1 lemon, zested and juiced

      

      Peel, core, and dice apples. Place in a large, non-reactive pot with 2 tablespoons water and three sprigs rosemary. Cover pan, place over medium heat, and bring to a simmer. Cook until apples are tender and can be mashed with the tines of a fork, about 10-20 minutes.

      

      Prepare a boiling water bath canner and four half-pint jars.

      

      Remove the pot from the heat and pluck out the rosemary leaves and stem. Stir in the sugar, breaking up the apples as you stir. Once the sugar has dissolved into the fruit, give it a taste. If you’re happy with the level of rosemary flavor, set the final sprig of rosemary aside and return the pot to the stove. If you’d like to infuse a little more rosemary essence, drop the remaining sprig into the jam. After tasting, stir in lemon juice.

      

      Stirring regularly, bring fruit to a boil and cook until it bubbles madly and appears to thicken, about 15 to 18 minutes. It’s done when you pull a spatula through the jam and the fruit doesn’t immediately rush into fill the space you’ve cleared.

      

      Remove jam from heat and remove the remaining rosemary sprig, if you used it. Funnel into prepared jars, leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Wipe the rims, apply the lids and rings, and process the jars in a boiling water bath canner for 10 minutes.

      

      When the time is up, remove the jars and set them on a folded kitchen towel to cool. When the jars have cooled enough that you can comfortably handle them, check the seals. Sealed jars can be stored at room temperature for up to a year. Any unsealed jars should be refrigerated and used promptly.

      

      Note: The time required to cook apples into sauce can vary greatly depending on the variety of apple you’re working with. Some will soften into sauce in just a few minutes, while others will need far longer to relax. It’s important to use a quick fork test to check for doneness and not simply rely on time elapsed.
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      Spiced Pear Chutney

      Makes 4 half pints

      

      Ingredients:

      3 pounds pears

      1 1/2 cups golden raisins

      1 1/2 cups light brown sugar

      1 1/4 cups apple cider vinegar

      1 cup chopped yellow onion

      3 garlic cloves, minced

      1 tablespoon freshly grated ginger

      1 tablespoon mustard seeds

      1 tablespoon salt

      1 teaspoon red pepper flakes

      1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

      1/2 teaspoon ground cloves

      

      Prepare a canning pot and 4 half-pint jars.

      

      Peel, core and chop the pears into a small dice.

      

      Combine all ingredients in a large pot, stir to combine, and bring to a vigorous boil. Reduce the heat to medium and cook, stirring often, until the mixture has reduced and developed a thick, spreadable consistency, about an hour.

      

      When the chutney is finished cooking, remove the pot from the stove. Funnel the finished chutney into the prepared jars, leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Wipe the rims, apply the lids and rings, and process in a boiling water bath for 15 minutes.
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        Visit Marisa’s blog and website, Food in Jars, for tons of recipes, tips, product reviews, and links to her books.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Don’t miss the next book in the series:
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      When a contestant of Grande County’s annual baking competition dies after eating a poisoned pie, it’s up to Paul, Hadley, Suze, and Luke to get to the bottom of it.

      

      
        
        Get your copy today!
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