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 Chapter One 
 
    Allegra Mitchells arrived in Llewes Cove the same way she left it all those years ago — mysteriously and in style. She hopped off the rickety old bus, clutching her backpack strap to her. It was early morning, and most of the shops had not opened yet. She might live out of a suitcase most of the time, but Allegra knew how to do so well. She took great pride in the fact that her outfit was pristine and that her hair did not look like it had just spent four hours on a humid old bus.  
 
    She took a deep breath and turned to wave at the bus driver. He did not even wait for her to close the luggage compartment before roaring off in his tin can. Smoke poured out from the back and Allegra was left to cough in the unhealthy vapors. She sighed and turned to the old bus depot. It was still a sad old building that needed a lick of paint. Or a bulldozer, whichever came first.  
 
    The sun was just starting to peep over the horizon, and a small breeze swept through the air, causing her to hug her jacket closer. Allegra Mitchells stood there, almost expecting Grumpy Old Dot to come trundling up in her modest station wagon, berating her for taking so long. She smiled faintly at the memory. It had been ten years to the day now when she had left this town for good. The corners of her mouth turned down as she remembered the circumstances. 
 
    She shook her head impatiently, trying to get rid of the unhappy memory. All that mattered was that she was home, and her great-aunt Dot would be happy to see her despite how they left things all those years ago. Allegra might not have had much else, or anything really, but at least she had the amazing gift of looking on the positive side of things. If it suited her mood. She smiled fondly as she passed the little building. The first time she had climbed off that bus, Grumpy Dot had bought her a bag of treats to cheer her up.  
 
    With a contented sigh, she picked up her single suitcase and began the long walk to her great-aunt's house on the other end of town. As she walked through the town, she was reminded of the strange nature of time. In some places, like New York, time was like a raging river that moved too quickly to be appreciated. In a town like Llewes Cove, whose only claim to fame was that the tourist office dubbed it “The Friendliest Town in America!”, time trickled slowly. You had to keep checking your watch to make sure that it was moving. In ten years, not a single thing had changed. The same stores opened at the same time and were even painted the same color. She wondered vaguely if the people had changed at all. Probably not, but one could hope.  
 
    That hope vanished when the grocer walked up to his shop and stuck his keys into the door with a jangle. He looked up, as if sensing her presence, and sneered under his bushy, greying mustache. She gave him a mischievous smile, obviously, the good man remembered her. He scoffed and muttered under his breath before pushing the door open with his foot and kicking it closed behind him, as if to remind her of her lifelong ban. It felt good to be home.  
 
    The famous Californian heat made itself known as she passed the town square. She wiped her brow and looked at her phone, resting for a moment. Everything in Llewes Cove could be found through the town square. It was oddly designed, with the back of most buildings facing the beautiful coast instead of in front of it. It appeared as though the town was split in two. On the marina, there were a few lively seafood restaurants and a dilapidated fair on the docks. You could buy an all-access ticket and risk your life on the rickety rides or chance food poisoning at one of the many stalls. It was the gem of the town. If she remembered correctly, which she did, the townsfolk did not get along well with the business owners who lined all their businesses on the dock, which was creatively nicknamed "Dock Street". Hence, the split. Tourists were welcome on either side, and by welcome, the townsfolk preferred it if they stayed by the dock. Allegra was welcome on Dock Street, but she was not welcome in the town itself.  
 
    Allegra glanced over to the main street that connected the two sides, and she wished she was going there. Unfortunately, she was required to pass through the whole town to get to her great-aunt’s house. Great-Aunt Dorothy, or Grumpy Dot for short, was a special case. She belonged to neither side. During the summers that she spent there, Allegra had tried her best to understand why both sides welcomed Grumpy Dot. Grumpy Dot had laughed and said that she was too stubborn to fall in line, and most of the townsfolk had given up on her. She was grumpy and brusque, so naturally, everyone liked her. The truth was that Llewes Cove hated newcomers. The original founders of the town preferred exclusivity, and never welcomed newcomers. The divide in the town could be explained in a few simple words. Dock Street belonged to people who welcomed tourists and the town square belonged to those who did not. They could function just fine on their own, thank you very much.  
 
    Great-Aunt Dorothy had moved here with her late husband over fifty years ago. Her mother had been born and bred in the town, so the town accepted her. But she was also a newcomer, so Dock Street, who belonged to people who ironically were also born and bred in the town, welcomed her too.  
 
    Grumpy Dot had never been one for convention, so she built her house outside the town, facing away from the beach. Grumpy Dot claimed that she wanted to see the natural Californian beauty instead.  
 
    Allegra wiped the sweat from her brow and glared at her heavy suitcase as if it was to blame for this entire ordeal. She grumbled to herself, upset that the tiny town did not have a taxi service. Although Allegra had spent most of her time traveling in and around massive cities. It was easier to get lost in the crowd there. In a small town, you stood out. She had forgotten that tiny towns, like Llewes Cove, were not fond of public transport. To be fair to the town, taxis, and busses would be a waste of money since almost everything was within walking distance. Besides, most people had cars. She could imagine the disapproving look on her great-aunt's face when she found out that her great-niece didn’t have a car. Or an apartment. Or a boyfriend. As if on cue, her phone beeped in her pocket. She ignored it and mentally calculated how much further she had to go.  
 
    Behind her, a car drove soundlessly through the street. It passed her, and as if it recognized her, it stopped. Allegra tilted her head curiously, wondering who was in the car. It was a suburban hatchback, used to transport kids in an upper middle-class home to wherever their little hearts desired. After which mommy would go visit the country club or scrapbooking group. The car reversed, and the head of an attractive young woman popped out of the window. Allegra groaned internally.  
 
    “As I live and breathe! Is that you, Gypsy?”  
 
    Allegra rolled her eyes and tried not to glare at the one person who she wished wasn’t still in the town. Ashlee Smith had been a pain from the moment they had met over fifteen years ago. She looked like her main aspiration in life was to improve the community by being the chair of the Home Owner’s Association. Even as a teenager, her life-long goal was to be Prom Queen. After that, it was her life-long ambition to see her daughter take the crown. And granddaughter, and so on and so forth.  
 
    Ashlee was not a bad person. Well, truth be told, that fact hinged on Allegra’s mood. She and Ashlee had been tossed together as children and everyone expected them to get along. As children, the two pretended for the sake of the adults. Dot seemed satisfied when she saw the two of them playing together. Ashlee’s mother believed that allowing her precious beauty queen to play with the neighborhood stray counted as community service. 
 
    That view was shared by the little beauty queen. Ashlee made a real effort to be Allegra’s friend because she honestly believed that it was a form of charity. This fact grated on Allegra’s nerves. She had hoped that because they were both adults now they could stop pretending. Obviously, she had been wrong. Ashlee and Allegra were polar opposites. But Ashlee would rather die than admit that someone did not like her, even to herself. They could have been friends, but every time they spent time together it felt like a play date organized by their parents. That, and Ashlee Smith was possibly the most judgmental person Allegra had ever met. Which was an achievement in this town.  
 
    “In the flesh, Ashlee Smith” Allegra declared, gesturing down at her body.  
 
    “Why, we weren’t expecting you for another few days! Oh, and it’s Ashlee Mathers now, I got married” Ashlee gushed, running a hand through her blonde highlights and subtly showing off her larger than normal wedding ring. Allegra could never work out why people couldn’t just dye all their hair blonde. Why did it have to be different shades and streaks?  
 
    Allegra walked up to the car, ignoring Ashlee’s strange comment, and spotted Ashlee’s sister, Ellie, sitting in the car. She smiled broadly at her old friend. Ellie was everything that Ashlee wasn’t. She was soft-spoken and incredibly gentle. Ellie looked up, her face tear-stained, and waved half-heartedly. Allegra frowned, wondering what had happened now. 
 
    “How did you know I was coming?” Allegra muttered, still looking at Ellie.  
 
    “You haven’t heard?” Ashlee asked, a slight downturn to her smile.  
 
    “Heard what? I’ve just come to visit Grumpy Dot,” Allegra explained, turning her attention to Ashlee. In the passenger seat, Ellie let out a strangled sob and began crying. Ashlee winced and looked at Allegra with sympathy.  
 
    “You mean, you really haven’t heard? Your mom said she would let you know…” 
 
    Allegra's heart jumped into her throat as she looked at the two sisters. Grumpy Dot was fine; they were just being their usual overly-dramatic selves. There was nothing to do for miles, so the townsfolk had developed the nasty impression that they lived in a soap opera. Every little thing was stretched to hyperbolic proportions. If the rain came early, they were in for flooding. If the flu broke out, their lives were in danger and shops closed for the week. She remembered when someone (it was her, it was always her) vandalized the statue of the town founder. The police were called, and a full investigation was launched. People were convinced that there was gang activity in town. It was so serious that they considered assembling a task force.  
 
    It wouldn’t have happened if Ashlee hadn’t snitched on her. In Allegra’s defense, it was a pretentious statue. And she was bored. All she did was egg the statue, but everyone acted as though she had carved obscene gestures into the bronze and defiled the man’s grave. She hadn’t, of course. It was just that no one believed her. Grumpy Dot had laughed for days about it, and Allegra always smiled at the memory.  
 
    “Oh, honey,” Ashlee breathed when Allegra gave them a confused look. “You better come with us,” Ashlee declared, unlocking the car. Allegra looked around as if looking for an excuse. When she couldn't think of one, she sighed and climbed into the car. Several toys were strewn about, and a child's car seat took up most of the seat. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Ashlee said, turning around and tossing a few toys away from Allegra’s feet. 
 
    “What is wrong?” Allegra asked, ignoring Ashlee’s fussing. Ashlee stilled and turned around, looking out the windshield dramatically. Allegra fought an annoyed sound and counted to ten in her head.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, darling,” she said finally, turning and looking at her with sympathy.  
 
    “About?” Allegra asked, fighting the urge to snap at the woman. Ashlee took a deep breath and looked up at the roof, dramatically batting her eyes. If she had been a little more ambitious, she could have ended up with her very own soap opera.  
 
    “Your great-aunt is dead,” Ellie said, her voice muted. Ashlee made an indignant sound and turned on her sister with murder in her eyes.  
 
    Allegra’s heart sunk to her feet. The sound of the sisters arguing quietly was drowned out and she felt her heart stop. She pushed the emotion away and looked at the two. 
 
    “That’s impossible, I spoke to her a week ago.” 
 
    Ashlee frowned and turned back to Allegra, “It was sudden. They say she had a vicious lung disease. It was too late. You know Grumpy Dot, she never asked for help.” 
 
    The reality suddenly became all too real. Grumpy Dot had asthma and weak lungs. Her parents had smoked when she was younger, leaving her with impaired breathing ability.  
 
    “When did it happen?” Allegra asked, trying to hold back all the emotion. She didn’t know what to do now. 
 
    “Just two days ago,” Ashlee replied, “We contacted your mother.” Allegra scoffed, no wonder she didn’t know. Her mother was not the most thoughtful person on the planet, and Grumpy Dot had told her so.  
 
    “Come on,” Ashlee said gently, “we’ll get you booked into the Inn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The Inn was a comfortable bed and breakfast that overlooked the town square. As Allegra looked around, she was reminded of how time never seemed to move in the little town. Ashlee and Ellie were talking to the surly innkeeper who kept giving Allegra suspicious looks. At one point, she waved at him only for him to jerk back and give her a glare. She took her time looking around, keeping an eye out for anything interesting. In truth, her mind was racing. She had called Grumpy Dot just a few days before. She wanted to make sure that she didn't show up here and find that Grumpy Dot wasn't at home. 
 
    "How long are you staying?" the innkeeper barked when she reached up to touch one of the various ornaments. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted weakly. The truth was a little more complicated than she had anticipated and now she wasn’t sure what her plan was moving forward. “I’ll probably stay until after the funeral.” A horrible thought struck her, and she looked toward the sisters, “Who is planning the funeral?” She didn’t know how to plan a funeral. She wouldn’t know where to begin.  
 
    “I am,” Ellie said quietly. Allegra nodded thankfully, she preferred to let Ellie do it. She was a whizz at planning events. That, and she trusted the mild-tempered girl a lot more than her unruly sister.  
 
    “And I’m helping,” Ashlee announced reassuringly. Allegra felt her mood deflate and she just nodded.  
 
    "You can stay for a week," the innkeeper interrupted, holding out a room key. "You can't stay longer because I have a scrapbooking convention booked here." 
 
    “A scrapbooking convention?” she asked weakly. She didn’t know there was such a thing.  
 
    “Yes,” the innkeeper nodded vigorously, “It’s going to be three days of intense scrapbooking.” Allegra nodded as if she had expected as much and lifted her bag. “Come,” he said with the surliness of a professional, “I’ll show you to your room.” 
 
    “If you need anything, let us know,” Ashlee called out after her.  
 
    The innkeeper, whose nametag identified him as Ray, led her up a darkened stairway, stomping his feet loudly. 
 
    “Here we are,” he announced, flinging the door open with a theatrical flair.  
 
    “Wow,” Allegra muttered when she realized that he was expecting an enthusiastic response. Every surface of the room was covered with flowers. The wallpaper was an obnoxious flowery pattern; the bedspread and upholstery matched the wallpaper. Fake flowers were placed everywhere, and the furniture was old, ugly and heavy. She smiled faintly at Ray’s broad grin.  
 
    “We call it the East Room,” he said proudly.  
 
    “I would have guessed ‘Flower’ room,” she mumbled. 
 
    “That’s down the hall,” Ray answered brightly. The sound of a little bell chiming interrupted their awkward exchange. “We’re very busy today,” Ray commented to himself, huffing slightly. He left her without another word, and she looked around the overly cheerful room feeling very tired. She was about to start unpacking when Ray’s heavy footsteps drew her attention. Thud. Thud. Thud. It was quiet for a second, and she waited patiently to see what he would do. Her patience was rewarded when he knocked obnoxiously.  
 
    “Ms. Mitchells,” he called grandly, “you have a visitor.” 
 
    "A visitor?" she asked in confusion. She had been in town for a total of five minutes. Who could possibly know that she was here? Ray kept quiet as if he was unsure how to respond. She cursed under her breath and opened the door cautiously. Ray stood to the side, looking at the man next to him in awe. Her visitor was Ray’s opposite in every way. He stood up straight and had startling blue eyes. His light summer uniform highlighted his clean-shaven, all-American, boy-next-door look. The police officer gave her a stern look and she smiled sweetly. 
 
    “Matthew Wilson,” she greeted with a friendly smile, “come on in.” Matthew smiled in return and relaxed his rigid posture. He stepped through the door and Allegra closed it before Ray could step inside too.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure you remembered me,” he admitted sheepishly. Allegra chuckled at the sight of a very uncomfortable police officer standing in the middle of her room. This was certainly not the way she pictured her day going. She shrugged lightly and moved past him to start unpacking her bag.  
 
    “What brings you here, Matty?” she asked, using his nickname. He coughed politely as she began removing clothes from her bag and putting them in the cupboard.  
 
    “Ashlee told me you were here,” he admitted. She nodded, the whole town probably knew by now. If there was one thing bigger than Ashlee’s hair, it was her mouth.  
 
    “I figured as much,” she answered when he said nothing. She looked up and caught him staring at her. He blushed and looked away, scratching the back of his head uncomfortably. She smiled to herself, same old Matty. He cleared his throat and she closed her bag, leaving only her undergarments. Matty would probably have a fit if she unpacked those in front of him.  
 
    “The thing is…” he began, talking slowly, “I’m sorry about Grumpy Dot. I know you were fond of her.” She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Nobody really understood their bond. Her mother had always been distant; she had never wanted a child. Grumpy Dot was the only person who wanted her around. Except for the incident ten years ago. Allegra shook her head, forcing herself to focus on the present and finding that she didn’t really want to do that either.  
 
    “There are just a few things you need to sign for us down at the station, you know, life insurance and stuff. So that we can release the body for the funeral. Your mother was supposed to come.”  
 
    “Have they finished the autopsy?” she asked bleakly, not wanting to think about such a gory topic.  
 
    “We don’t do an autopsy if the cause of death is natural,” Matty answered sympathetically.  
 
    “Do you know what it was?” she asked, trying to make sense of the situation. “I mean, Ashlee said something about a lung disease, but she didn’t mention what it was.” 
 
    “I think the doctor said something about TB,” he said hesitantly.  
 
    “That was quick,” she commented. Something did not sit well with her, and she sat down in the floral armchair by the window. “I spoke to her a week ago, and she sounded a bit tired. She certainly didn’t sound sick.”
“It was all very sudden,” Matty admitted. He looked uncertain as to how he should act around her and she gave him an absent-minded smile.  
 
    “Matty,” she said suddenly, “can I request an autopsy?” Something did not feel right about the entire situation. She had called her great-aunt a few days ago, and she seemed excited to see her great-niece. If she was sick, she would have tried to keep her from coming, and if she was dying, she would have told Allegra so that she would have time to prepare. Grumpy Dot was not a person who beat around the bush under the pretense of nobility.  
 
    “An autopsy?” he echoed, looking surprised. “Allegra, she died from TB. Our office isn’t equipped for that kind of thing and the nearest hospital is an hour away. Besides, you have to pay for that kind of thing.” 
 
    “You have to pay for an autopsy?” she asked in surprise. He nodded, and she deflated slightly.  
 
    “Look, it can be very expensive. I know you’re trying to make sense of this…” he trailed off, not knowing what to say. “Tuberculosis is a horrible way to die, but you have to accept that it happened,” he said kindly.  
 
    “Matty, TB takes a while to develop. A person with untreated TB will die within five years, not five days.” 
 
    “How do you know?” he asked curiously, unsure of her knowledge. The implications of an unnatural death were not welcome in his thoughts. He chalked her reaction up to grief, but the facts did not lie.  
 
    “I taught in the slums of Mumbai for a little while,” she said off-handedly. His eyebrows rose, and he looked like he wanted to say something, but she wasn’t done. “This is too strange; Grumpy Dot would have told someone if she had TB for that long.” 
 
    “She did love complaining,” he muttered under his breath. She gave him a stern look and he raised his hands in apology. “Okay, so you’re making some sense here. It would be worth doing an autopsy. I’ll talk to my boss and have him transfer her to a facility that can do it for us. It is going to take a little while though. It might even cause the funeral to be postponed.” 
 
    “Ashlee will have my head,” she joked weakly and Matty nodded seriously, causing her smile to fall. “Thanks, Matty,” she said seriously, giving him a hug. He froze for a second before wrapping his arms around her.  
 
    “Anytime, Gypsy,” he said softly before letting her go. She smiled fondly at her old nickname. Coming from a friend, it felt like she belonged somewhere again. “Well, I better go tell my boss,” he said, grimacing slightly.  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” she declared, walking out the door before he could object. The two walked out of the inn, passing a bored Ray who was busy fiddling with the vending machine.  
 
    “Not much has changed since you left,” he told her as they came out onto the street. Allegra frowned and raised her hand to shield her face from the sun. It was still very early but the streets were bustling with locals. Some stopped and openly stared at her, while others were a little more discreet.  
 
    “I can see that,” she said wryly. He smiled down at her and she realized that not everything in the town was bad or backward. It only took them a minute or two to cross the square and reach the stately old police department. "I never realized you wanted to be a cop," she commented. 
 
    “Well, we were just kids when we last saw each other,” he commented, looking proud to be wearing his uniform.  
 
    “That is true,” she laughed. He looked at her and frowned. 
 
    “Sorry Allegra, it looks like the Chief is busy right now, you might have to wait for a little bit.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said casually, “I don’t have anything else to do today.” 
 
    He nodded and offered her a seat in the waiting room. She sat down but remembered that she was tired from sitting in the bus, so she got up again, causing him to look at her strangely.  
 
    “Would you like some coffee?” he offered politely. 
 
    “Only if it’s good,” she countered. He frowned and shook his head, looking distressed, causing her to laugh.  
 
    “It isn’t that bad,” he clarified, “it just isn’t good either.” She smiled at him and the two stood in the foyer, not really knowing what to say. The receptionist looked up from her computer for a second before shrugging and looking back again. Allegra felt strange and out of place in the old building. The last time she had been here, she had been under arrest for being out after curfew.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said suddenly after a minute of awkward silence.  
 
    “For what?” he asked, looking confused.  
 
    “For taking me seriously.”  
 
    He gave her a small smile and opened his mouth to say something but was interrupted by the sound of someone yelling loudly. The two looked over at the Chief’s office, the source of the commotion.  
 
    “This is outrageous!” a woman yelled, storming out of the office. She was a portly young woman with bouncy red curls. Her face was red, and she looked fierce enough to tear the building down.  
 
    “Greta,” a middle-aged man with greying hair soothed, following the angry woman.  
 
    “No,” she shouted, “I get it! You want us to die!” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re being a bit overdramatic?” he asked, and Allegra winced. He was in for it now.  
 
    Greta’s mouth dropped, and she began quivering with rage, “Overdramatic?” her voice went up an octave and the Chief winced, realizing his mistake. “Pesticides are killing America!” She would have continued her rant, except in that moment, she happened to turn around and catch sight of Allegra and Matty. She went quiet and the Chief looked around in confusion. Allegra smiled sheepishly, and the woman went red again.  
 
    “Allegra Mitchells!” she yelled with high-pitched intensity.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    A few days later, the townsfolk all piled into the small chapel in the town square. They were dressed in their finest black attire, and soon the chapel was filled to the brim, a feat that had not been achieved since the last funeral. Although her body was not present, most people still felt that it was necessary to hold a memorial that honored Grumpy Dot. Allegra agreed, but most people glared at her as though she didn’t.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Greta murmured from her spot next to Allegra on the front pew, “they’ll find something else to gossip about in a few days.” Allegra shook her head forlornly and sunk a little lower in her seat as she heard a group of old ladies whispering about her. Greta turned to glare at them, but her attention was torn away when her young son, Eric, squirmed in his seat. “If you don’t sit still, you’re going to be in big trouble,” she hissed. Eric settled down and stared at her with baleful eyes, but she ignored him and turned back to Allegra.  
 
    Allegra let herself smile slightly at Greta’s antics. She had not changed a bit in all the years Allegra had been gone. She was grateful for that. She felt her mind wander to the memories she had tried so hard to block when she realized she would not be coming back every summer. She and Greta had met during her first summer in the town. The two shared a love of mysteries, and an inexplicable connection from the moment they met. Allegra was not too proud to admit that Greta was her first ever friend. She had not allowed herself to think about whether or not they would still be friends after Allegra’s perceived abandonment. She had assumed the worst but was very relieved when Greta barreled into her that day in the sheriff’s office. Nothing had changed between the two. Eventually they would have to talk about what happened all those years ago, but for now they were just enjoying each other’s company again.  
 
    “Honestly,” she said loudly, everything she did was loud, “Before you came, they were all about to die from boredom.” 
 
    Allegra let herself smile at that, ignoring all the shocked glances. How dare she smile at her great-aunt’s memorial? The girl was shameless. Eric fidgeted again, trying to loosen his stuffy bowtie, but stopped when Greta glared at him. Sit still, she mouthed. He smiled sheepishly and froze.  
 
    “I swear, when Bud and I adopted Eric, they stared at him like he had two heads.” 
 
    “I’m adopted?” Eric cried loudly. A hush fell over the people sitting behind them. Allegra widened her eyes at the little boy while Greta smacked him playfully. The atmosphere relaxed as Eric started giggling and his mother smacked him again.  
 
    “He does that every day,” Greta grumbled while Eric giggled at the reaction he had caused. “So inappropriate,” she muttered as his giggling became uncontrollable and she blushed a bright red.  
 
    “Like mother like son,” Allegra teased gently. Eric held out his fist and Allegra bumped it lightly with hers, causing Greta to glare at the two of them. The organ music started playing and everyone hurriedly went to their seat. The pastor walked out in his black robe with a somber look on his face. He walked up to the dais with a battered Bible under his arm and stared dolefully at the people sitting in front of him. Before he could begin though, the door flew open. Everyone turned to look at Ashlee and Ellie enter the church. Ellie held Ashlee up with a sheepish expression on her face as Ashlee sobbed into a black handkerchief.  
 
    “Oh brother,” Greta muttered.  
 
    The procession finally halted at the front pew, where seats had been reserved for the two of them. Ashlee sat down like she had aged a hundred years overnight and her sniffing could be heard from the back pews. She glared at Allegra as she sat down as if she personally blamed her for all that went wrong in the world. Ashlee's husband, Scott, looked harassed as he tried to keep their baby son from wailing. Allegra recognized Scott as the star high school quarterback (Llewes Cove High School, home of the Fighting Sharks!). He still had his good looks, but he seemed a lot more stressed. 
 
    She tore her focus away from her old nemesis and her husband to focus on the service. They had ordered a hideous wreath made from garish marigolds. In the middle of the wreath, they had placed a photo of Grumpy Dot from fifty years ago. The entire thing seemed wrong and out of place. Ashlee wept through the entire service, and Ellie tried to hide a few tears. Allegra felt detached from the entire scene. It didn't feel real to her yet. She could feel the judgmental eyes of the congregation on her, but the service seemed insincere and failed to move her to tears or acceptance. Afterward, people slowly filed out and were greeted by the tear-stained face of Ashlee. 
 
    "Thank you for coming," she said softly as people made their way to her house for refreshments. Allegra stepped out of the chapel and felt like she could breathe again. The air in the chapel had been oppressive. Not only because of the communal grief but also because they refused to open any windows even though it was the middle of July. "Oh, there you are," Ashlee said frostily. Allegra sighed and stepped forward for her punishment. 
 
    “In the flesh,” Allegra said drily. Her patience was quickly being tested by the pretentious blonde. Admittedly, she didn’t have much patience, but it was being tested.  
 
    “I thought I should inform you that the lawyer will be reading the will at my house.” 
 
    “How convenient,” Allegra remarked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yes, I thought so,” Ashlee snapped. She gave Allegra a disdainful once-over before turning on her heel and walking away. 
 
    “I’m so glad she hasn’t changed,” Allegra said sarcastically, her lips twitching slightly.  
 
    “You got lucky when you left,” Greta remarked, loosening Eric’s restrictive bowtie.  
 
    “Finally!” the little boy declared in his exotic accent, punching the air in celebration.  
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic,” Greta chided, “It was much hotter in Burundi.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they didn’t make us wear monkey suits,” he quipped sarcastically. Greta scoffed before shooing him away. The little boy shrugged and raced over to a group of youngsters who were busy playing tag in their Sunday best.  
 
    “Come on,” Greta said, turning to her friend. Allegra raised her eyebrows as she gathered her chestnut colored hair into a high ponytail. “We have to get you to that reading.” Allegra sighed contentedly as a breeze swept through the town, cooling her sweaty body.  
 
    "I don't want to," she said petulantly, grabbing her skirt before it blew up too high. She wore a black empire-waist dress that was more suited to an evening out than a memorial. She would have chosen something else, but it was the only all-black item she owned. And an unexpected stay at an overpriced inn had eaten into her funds. She hoped that the autopsy would be done quickly because she was running out of funds.  
 
    “Your Grumpy Dot loved you more than anyone in this town. She would have left you something,” Greta reasoned. “You have to honor her last wishes.” 
 
    “It seems cheap though,” Allegra protested. “She just died but we’re already trying to see what she left me. That, and I postponed her funeral.” 
 
    “Okay,” Greta agreed, “that seems bad, but Dot would have been happy that you’re trying to find out what really happened.” Allegra smiled gratefully at her friend. It was a relief to find that someone was in her corner. Everyone in town was treating her like she did not want her great-aunt to get the funeral she deserved. The Chief had made his thoughts about the matter clear and was upset that she would not leave well enough alone.  
 
    "Come on," Greta called, motioning for Eric to join them as they got into the car. The boy groaned but obeyed. Allegra got into the front seat, pushing away all the art supplies that blocked her path. "Sorry," Greta mumbled as a paintbrush left a blue smear on Allegra's dress. Greta was an amazing artist. Ever since they were children, she was always carrying a backpack full of art supplies. When they were teenagers, Greta used to ride around on a dusty old bicycle with a rickety basket up front for all her supplies. Nowadays she worked with her husband at the newspaper as a photographer. Some of her artwork was displayed in an art gallery in the next town over. Greta could have been a famous painter, but she was unwilling to part with her best work. Which was a problem when the time came to sell the work. Half the time, the work hanging in the gallery ended up back in her house after she refused to sell it to potential clients.  
 
    She shrugged and looked out the window, worrying her lip. She was worried about the results of the autopsy, and she was unsure of what the will would contain. She had not been the greatest great-niece in the world. She was so busy worrying that she did not notice Matty walk up to the car.  
 
    “Hey,” he greeted sympathetically. She gave him a small smile and rolled down the window. Greta nudged her slightly and grinned like a teenager. Allegra ignored her boisterous friend. “How are you feeling?” he asked, ignoring Greta’s antics too.  
 
    “I’ve been better,” she admitted. Suddenly someone called his name, and he turned to answer. Greta pulled away, leaving him to turn back to an empty space. He lifted his hand to wave goodbye, smiling with amusement. 
 
    “That man still holds a torch for you,” Greta commented, smiling widely.  
 
    “What torch?” Eric asked in confusion, leaning forward to be part of the conversation.  
 
    “Get back,” Greta warned, “and put on your seatbelt!” The two of them bickered back and forth while Allegra looked on in fascination. Greta had always been a wild card, but her parenting skills were way out there. She couldn’t find anything wrong with it because the two had a very close bond that was touching to see. Eventually, Greta pulled up to Ashlee's well-maintained home. Her beat-up old car wheezed slightly before sputtering to a stop. The old car did not match the pristine surroundings, which gave Allegra a sense of satisfaction.  
 
    “If you ever want to sell that car…” Allegra started, but Greta cut her off with a snort.  
 
    “Nice try, sweetie, but old George is going to drive me around until one of us gives out.” 
 
    Allegra pouted slightly and the three made their way into the suburban dream house. As soon as she walked through the front door, a hush fell over the townsfolk and they took their time to give her a distasteful once-over. Allegra held her head high and walked straight to the food table, helping herself generously to the finger foods assembled like decorations.  
 
    “You’re wanted in the study,” an old lady informed her with her nose in the air. Allegra gave her a grateful smile, swallowing her annoyance and her food. She followed the old lady to the study down the hall and was surprised to find that the room was full of people. Ashlee and her family sat at one side, while a collection of older ladies sat on the other side. To the untrained eye, it seemed like they had nothing in common. But Allegra knew that they were all bound by something stronger than glue, their distaste for her. She sat down humbly, trying to hide the blue paint streak on her dress. Unfortunately, Ashlee's hawk-eyes caught it and she was treated to another haughty glare. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here,” the lawyer, Mr. Carey, said sternly, “we can begin.” He held on to a few pieces of paper with even typing and looked around the room as if to build anticipation.   
 
    Allegra raised her brows at him when he gave her a stern glance and he puffed up angrily. The next half hour was filled with legal jargon and the assigning of books to her book club friends. She contented herself with looking around the study. Picking up small clues about Ashlee’s life. The room was impeccably designed, and the walls featured pictures of her idyllic family life. She truly seemed to be living the American dream.  
 
    “And lastly, I bequeath my entire estate to Ellie Smith and Ashlee Mathers.” Allegra was jerked back into the present with a startled gasp. Ellie had gone white and Ashlee was fanning herself with her hands.  
 
    “The Wickers estate and fortune?” she breathed, her eyes sparkling. “Why would she do something like that? It is so kind!” 
 
    “Yeah, why would she do something like that?” Allegra asked suddenly, her heart dropping to her feet. She had not expected everything, but she had hoped for some sort of sign that her great-aunt felt the same about her.  
 
    “Oh,” Ashlee declared, “here we go!” 
 
    Mr. Carey and the old ladies leaned forward, eager to be the first to see what was about to happen. They had sensed the friction like sharks can sense blood and now they were finally about to see some action. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Allegra asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “You’re always causing trouble!” Ashlee stated, her shrill voice climbing a few octaves.  
 
    “And you just love it,” Allegra sneered. “It gives you a little entertainment for once.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Ashlee shrieked, standing up. “I invited you into my home!” 
 
    “I’ll leave as soon as someone tells me what is going on,” Allegra said calmly, crossing her legs and keeping her gaze steady. “Is that legal?” she asked Mr. Carey.  
 
    The man bobbed his head like a chicken. “Completely legal. Ashlee found it in the deceased’s belongings.”  
 
    “And that is the most recent copy?” Allegra asked, frowning slightly.  
 
    "Give it a rest!" Ashlee yelled, losing her calm. Allegra frowned at her and raised her eyebrows. "You meant nothing to her! Of course, you weren't in the will. Let me ask you, when was the last time you even saw her?" 
 
    Allegra opened her mouth to answer, but Ashlee cut her off, “I remember! Ten years ago! She cut you out of her life, and for good reason. You haven’t been back five minutes and look what you’ve done! We couldn’t even bury her because of you!”  
 
    Allegra held her head high and looked around the room, very aware of all the eyes on her. Truthfully, she could not say anything in response, and it made her feel terrible.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    "I hate her, and I hate what she stands for," Greta declared ominously, swerving the car to avoid a few potholes. Allegra held on to her seat and closed her eyes while Eric, who was quite used to this sort of thing, tumbled around gleefully. "You know what, I bet she didn't even know Grumpy Dot all that well." Allegra nodded along but clenched her eyes shut as Greta went around a corner too quickly. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure Grumpy Dot knew what she was doing,” Allegra said sagely, sighing in relief when Greta stopped at the stop sign.  
 
    "I disagree!" Greta said vehemently. "She must have been out of her mind! Leaving that cow everything." The car went silent and Eric looked at his mother with wide eyes. She looked at him in the mirror and grimaced guiltily. "I mean, not Ellie. I like Ellie." Eric nodded and continued playing with the art supplies that were lying around. 
 
    “You know, it is a bit strange,” Allegra mused.  
 
    “Finally, a proper reaction!” Greta declared, zooming off again, causing Allegra to lurch forward. She grabbed at her seatbelt and closed her eyes again. After what seemed like an eternity, Greta stopped in front of the newspaper building. “You know what I don’t understand…” Greta continued to rant as they walked into the historic building. Allegra found herself milling around as Greta began working on the pictures that she had taken at the memorial. “I’d really like to give her a piece of my mind…” she rambled on. Allegra nodded and waved at Bud, Greta’s quiet husband. Bud acknowledged her greeting and turned back to his computer.  
 
    “What do you think, Allegra?” Greta asked, turning to her with a frown.  
 
    “I think that something fishy is going on here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Eric asked, popping up from his drawings.  
 
    “Grumpy Dot hated Ashlee as well. Now, she dies suddenly and leaves half of her money and estate to her? I understand Ellie, she always had a soft spot for her. Besides that, she would have left me her typewriter. She promised she would.”  
 
    "It is fishy," Greta nodded. "What do you think, Bud?" Bud looked up from his workstation and blinked owlishly through his glasses. He shrugged and looked back at the computer, typing furiously. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Greta said sheepishly.  
 
    “No,” Allegra held up her hands, “I get it. Don’t bug a writer who is in the zone.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Greta gasped, “I forgot you were a writer.” 
 
    “An aspiring writer,” Allegra corrected. “I haven’t done anything toward that yet.” 
 
    “That’s why Dot wanted to leave you the typewriter.” 
 
    “She knew it would mean a lot to me,” Allegra admitted sadly, looking down at her hands. Maybe Ashlee was right. Maybe Grumpy Dot had purposefully removed Allegra from her life. The thought hurt her a lot more than she was willing to admit.  
 
    “That’s it!” Greta stated. “That will is a fake, and we are going to prove it.” 
 
    “You’ll need evidence,” Bud said wearily from his workstation. Allegra and Greta looked at each other in surprise. “I do listen to you,” Bud defended when he saw Greta’s shocked expression. 
 
    “What do you propose we do?” Allegra asked curiously.  
 
    “In my experience, when it comes to something as serious as a will, people choose to create a draft first,” Bud explained, finally turning away from his computer. “Grumpy Dot kept all her receipts, which means she was a woman who planned ahead. She would have kept an original draft of her will. All you need to do is find the original and compare it to what Mr. Carey read.” 
 
    “That is true,” Greta agreed. “She would have written a draft first. We could also contest the will. We could say that she was not in her right mind. You knew her well enough to give a statement,” she gestured to Allegra. “What did her handwriting look like on that copy? Was it all shaky?” 
 
    “It was a typed document,” Allegra said, realizing what had been bothering her about the situation.  
 
    “Grumpy Dot hated computers,” Greta said, voicing Allegra’s thought, and the two of them stared at each other, annoyed by the entire situation. Nothing was normal about these circumstances.  
 
    “Someone might have typed it up for her,” Allegra pointed out. “She did sign it.” 
 
    “It is a lot easier to forge a signature than someone’s handwriting,” Bud said gravely, tapping on the desk as he considered the series of events.  
 
    “We have to look in that house,” Greta breathed in excitement.  
 
    “The house that now belongs to Ashlee?” Allegra asked skeptically. 
 
    “Oh please,” Greta waved the fact away. “She’s too busy reveling in the attention. Besides, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how to pick a lock.” 
 
    “You can pick a lock?” Eric piped up, looking eager. The adults grimaced and looked away, unsure how they would be able to explain themselves out of the situation. Allegra looked down at the little boy who was staring up at her with big, innocent eyes. She shook her head and shrugged.  
 
    “Yes, she can,” Bud answered drily, “which is why we will have to pick her up from the police station at some point in the next few days.” Greta shot him a glare and he held up his hands in surrender.  
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t pick locks,” Eric said worriedly.  
 
    “I agree,” Allegra nodded seriously.  
 
    She should not pick locks, but that did not stop her from picking the locks to Dot’s back door about half an hour later. As Greta had predicted, Ashlee was not surveying her new property but was safely entertaining guests back in town. The lock gave way, and the two crept into Dot’s old home. Allegra looked around her, saddened by all the memories. The air felt stale, everything was squeaky clean and left in the last position she had left it in. It was an unpleasant feeling, seeing the house without the original occupant.  
 
    “We should probably look in her room,” Allegra said, clearing her throat uncomfortably.  
 
    “That would be the first place they would check,” Greta said suspiciously, opening the cupboards and looking at everything as though it were a clue. Allegra chuckled at her antics and made her way to the front room. Great-Aunt Dot had inherited a substantial sum from her wealthy husband. The two had built a massive house to start a family. Unfortunately, things did not work out that way, and Dot had been left in the big house all by herself. Allegra walked through the familiar house, not really looking for the will, but enjoying the feeling of nostalgia. She did not want to think about the fact that this might be the last time she would be there.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud knock on the door. The two women looked at each other, startled. Greta motioned with her head to the back door, and the two began to make their way to the exit. A loud voice stopped them. 
 
    “I know you’re in there. Come out, right now!” 
 
    Greta looked at Allegra with a panicked look, and Allegra shook her head and shrugged. This had often happened as teenagers. She and Greta would do something courageous and daring, but not all that legal. They would then be caught because they were clumsy troublemakers, and Allegra would cover for the two of them while Greta provided the distraction that often allowed them to escape. She motioned for Greta to hide, and she ducked behind a massive armchair.  
 
    “Hello,” Allegra said brightly, opening the door with a flourish. Surprisingly, it had been left unlocked.  
 
    “I have called the police,” a strange man said, glaring at Allegra.  
 
    “Why would you do that?” she asked amiably. The man in front of her wore an expensive tailored suit and had taken care to smooth his dark hair back. He wore expensive clothes, but he still had a greasy look about him. He narrowed his slit-like eyes at her and fixed his gold cuff links ostentatiously.  
 
    “I know that Ashlee Mathers and Ellie Smith own this house now. You are trespassing.” 
 
    “Technically,” Allegra began, leaning on the doorpost in an effort to appear casual, “but I am Dot’s great-niece. I’m just saying goodbye to her.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You’re trespassing,” he sneered.  
 
    “How about this?” she said soothingly. “I leave the house and wait for the police to show up.” 
 
    “That is exactly what you will do,” he seethed. “I am going to escort you out myself.” 
 
    “What a gentlemanly thing to do,” she commented brightly, closing the door behind her. He scoffed again and waited for her to walk out in front of him before following her.  
 
    “I see you’re just like Dorothy,” he commented. “You always have something to say.” 
 
    “It runs in the family,” she quipped drily, growing tired of the insufferable man.  
 
    “Yes, well,” he said casually, “I won’t have to deal with it much longer.” 
 
    “Careful now,” Allegra warned, “whoever moves in next might be much worse.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” he sniffed. “I am going to buy this house from Mrs. Mathers and tear it down.” 
 
    "What?" Allegra cried, turning to him angrily. He smiled thinly and waved, before walking away. Before she could say anything, she heard a car pull up behind her. She turned, expecting to see Greta. Instead, an amused looking Matty waved at her from the police car.  
 
    “I knew I’d be getting a call like this with you around,” he teased from the window. She glared at him and stomped up to the car before getting in and slamming the door shut. Matty smiled comfortingly and drove off, a lot more quietly than Greta would have. The two settled into a comfortable silence and Allegra allowed her thoughts to drift as she watched the coast fly by. Matty would check up on her from the rearview mirror every now and then, but for the most part, he left her alone.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked as they drove onto Dock Street. 
 
    “You look like you could use a break,” he said, parking the car. She gave him a strange look but got out of the car. They walked along the dock, past all the shops, and out onto the beach.  
 
    “I’m sorry all this happened as soon as you came back,” he said sympathetically. She shrugged her shoulders, not really having a reply. They were the only two on the beach since the sun was just starting to set. In the distance, a man was walking his dog, but otherwise, the beach was deserted. It was a calming environment.  
 
    “Do you remember when we’d have bonfires on the beach?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “Yeah, and we’d bring s’mores and just play music,” Matty smiled fondly at the memory.  
 
    “We felt so grown up,” Allegra laughed, “but really, we were just kids.” 
 
    “It was fun though,” Matty defended, “a lot better than actually being grown up.” 
 
    “Have you noticed that our generation complains a lot about the fact that we grew up?” she mused. Matty laughed and bent down to pick up a stone. He flicked it expertly and watched as it sailed through the air and landed in the water with a splash. “You can’t skip a rock on the ocean,” she informed him teasingly. 
 
    “You know, I remember you telling me that,” he said, shaking his finger at her. “You’re such a know-it-all.” 
 
    “Hello, sheriff,” a smooth voice called out. Matty sighed and rolled his eyes. Allegra looked curiously at the man who had approached them. He was the one who was walking the dog. Something about him seemed familiar to Allegra, but she couldn’t quite place him. He was a handsome man, with dark eyes that looked right through you.  
 
    “Yeah, hello,” Matty greeted begrudgingly before turning back to the sea.  
 
    “Hi,” Allegra greeted, taken aback by the icy atmosphere between the two. 
 
    “Hello,” the man greeted, looking amused at Matty’s reaction. Allegra held out her hand, and the man’s dog launched forward, eager to be petted. She stooped down and ruffled the adorable creature’s ears. “She likes you,” the man commented, tugging slightly on the leash.  
 
    "And I like her," Allegra said, giving the dog one last pat. "I'm Allegra.” She held out her hand for the man to shake. He looked at her curiously, and she retracted her hand awkwardly.  
 
    “Not Allegra Mitchells?” he asked slowly and Matty grumbled under his breath.  
 
    “The very same,” she declared, smiling broadly. He was probably another one of the townsfolk who had heard so much about her. None of it good, of course, which meant that his reaction was going to be interesting. Allegra found that it was best to smile when you knew something bad was coming. A smile always made you look prepared.  
 
    “No way,” he grinned, catching her off guard. “I don’t think you recognize me, Gypsy” he chuckled when he saw her bewildered reaction. “I’m Jason Ramirez.” 
 
    “Jason?” she gasped, and he smiled widely. “You look so different!” 
 
    “Well, the last time you saw me I had a ponytail,” he defended. 
 
    “Oh, that awful ponytail,” she chuckled, teasing him playfully.  
 
    “Hey! You said you liked it!” he said indignantly, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips.  
 
    “I was sixteen! I lied!” He laughed along with her, and Allegra was surprised at how well they still got along. Things had been complicated between them as teenagers, and she was worried that he would still harbor a grudge. She was relieved that he had let the past go and was hopeful that the two could part as friends.  
 
    “What do you do now?” she asked curiously.  
 
    “Well,” he said uncomfortably scratching his cheek, “I sort of run the fair.” 
 
    “That still exists?” she asked in surprise.  
 
    “Yeah, and it’s not a death trap anymore,” he quipped, making her laugh. “You should come check it out sometime,” he offered, bending down to pet his boisterous dog.  
 
    “I’d like that,” she said, nodding her head.  
 
    "Great, just come on over and ask for me at the ticket booth. I'll give you a private tour." He straightened up and let his dog run ahead excitedly. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll do that,” she said, waving as he started to leave. Matty stirred beside her, looking sullen. Jason smiled mischievously before waving cheerfully.  
 
    “Oh, and say hi to Sutton for me,” he called to Matty, causing him to stiffen. He shook his head and walked ahead, leaving Allegra to wonder what had just happened.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    “So, just to recap,” Greta said ominously, "we have no will and no suspects." The group sat in the back room of the newspaper's office, where Greta had changed the room from a break room into a murder-solving room. They had several multicolored beanbags, an ancient microwave, a new mini-fridge and a whiteboard at their disposal. 
 
    “And no murder,” Allegra pointed out, sipping from one of Eric’s juice boxes.  
 
    Greta waved that fact away and picked up the whiteboard marker. “Right, we need to look at this objectively,” she announced. Eric nodded along somberly and grabbed a pretzel stick from the coffee table. She turned back to the board and wrote ‘suspects’ in big capital letters.  
 
    “Don’t write Ashlee’s name,” Allegra cautioned. Greta pulled back her hand and pouted in Allegra’s direction. Allegra shook her head sternly and Greta sighed before falling down onto one of the beanbags like a child.  
 
    “You know what?” Greta asked, her voice muffled by the material of the beanbag.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We need to start from the beginning, get a recap. When was the last time you saw Grumpy Dot?” 
 
    “Ten years ago,” Allegra said tiredly, rubbing her eyes. She had gone out for dinner when a surly Matty had dropped her off the night before. The entire situation was weighing heavily on her mind and she had been unable to sleep for hours. Matty assured her that they would get to the autopsy soon and the truth would be revealed. In the meantime, her mind raced with a thousand different scenarios of what would happen if it turned out that Grumpy Dot had really died from natural circumstances. But the alternative, a world where Dot was murdered, seemed a lot more terrifying.  
 
    “I remember that summer,” Greta said faintly. Allegra grimaced and started playing on her phone, knowing what would happen next. "You never said goodbye," Greta accused, giving her a stern look. Eric looked at the two of them in curiosity. Allegra looked down at her phone guiltily, but Greta kept staring at her with that stern look. 
 
    “Was it because of what happened?” Greta asked, referring to something the group did the weekend before she left. Allegra shook her head, although that was part of the reason she had left. “Why did you leave? One second you were there, and the next you were gone. Dot was very sad about it for a long time. We waited for you the next summer, but you never came.” Allegra sighed and put down her phone, knowing that the issue could not be avoided any longer.  
 
    "Greta," she began but trailed off. She did not know where to begin or what to say. Greta looked at her expectantly, the old hurt plain in her eyes. Allegra winced and cleared her throat. "The truth is…" 
 
    “Knock, knock!” an obnoxious voice called before barging into the break room. The occupants turned to glare at the intruder, although Allegra felt more relief than annoyance, knowing that he had just won her some precious time. She needed to get her thoughts in order before she brought up that old mess again.  
 
    Jason Ramirez walked into the room like he owned the place, and if his suit was anything to go by, he probably did.  
 
    “What are we doing?” he asked curiously, helping himself to a juice box and a handful of pretzel sticks. Greta huffed and glared at him, refusing to answer. Allegra looked away, unsure how to answer her old friend.  
 
    “We’re solving a murder!” Eric piped up proudly.  
 
    “Whose murder?” he asked, looking bewildered.  
 
    “Oh,” Greta sounded sarcastically, “who do we know who died recently? Oh, who could it be?” 
 
    “No need to take that tone with me,” Jason teased, smiling at his friend. Greta scoffed and turned her back to him in annoyance. “I thought they said Grumpy Dot died of natural causes?” 
 
    “You thought wrong,” Greta answered scathingly. “Allegra thought it sounded strange, so she demanded they do an autopsy.” 
 
    "Allegra?" Jason asked thoughtfully, looking at her. "What, did you smell trouble?" 
 
    “You know me,” Allegra said uncomfortably, “always sticking my nose in other people’s business.” Jason let out a laugh and Greta chucked a pretzel his way, giving him a warning glance.  
 
    “Good old Gypsy,” he said fondly. “Reminds me of all those times we chased imaginary murderers and kidnappers.” 
 
    “One of them turned out to be real,” Allegra pointed out, smiling fondly at the memory. “And you can’t deny we had fun.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Eric asked, joining his mother on the beanbag, causing her to almost lose her balance. Jason and Allegra shared a look, not sure how much they should share with the little boy. 
 
    “We were always looking for mysteries to solve,” Greta said dismissively. “We even solved a few cases.” 
 
    “Wow,” Eric gasped in awe, “I can’t believe it.” Greta scoffed and slapped his shoulder playfully. He grinned at her and she stuck her tongue out at him, causing him to giggle.  
 
    “We called ourselves the Gypsy Gang,” Jason reminisced, smiling at the scene. Allegra groaned and buried her face in her hands. “We were convinced that we were going to grow up to become private detectives.” 
 
    “We only ‘solved’ cases of missing pets and half the time we were the cause of the trouble,” Allegra admitted sheepishly.  
 
    “We did find Ellie,” Greta pointed out seriously. 
 
    “What happened to Ms. Smith?” Eric asked worriedly. Allegra and Jason shared another worried look and wondered what they should say. They were unsure of how much information they were allowed to divulge to him. Greta seemed like she was okay with most things, but there was always a line that one was afraid to cross. 
 
    “I’ll tell you some other time,” Greta said dismissively as Bud walked into the room. Eric frowned but nodded, obeying his mother.  
 
    “What is it, honey?” Greta asked worriedly, looking at her husband. Bud was a few years older than her with greying hair at his temples. He was a bookish man with kind brown eyes who adored his wife and child. He was also known for being the forgetful bookworm and editor of the local newspaper. 
 
    “I was just coming to enjoy a break in my break room,” he said, looking around mournfully, “but I do have some news.” He patted his pockets and looked around, a distressed look on his face.  
 
    “Your glasses are on your desk, love,” Greta said without missing a beat. He looked up gratefully and smiled at her. “What is your news?” she asked before he could move toward the tiny kitchenette. 
 
    "Oh yes," he mumbled, "the police officer called. They said it was urgent, Allegra." Everyone in the room got up and Allegra tried not to get her hopes up. Matty did say that it might take them weeks to get the autopsy results. 
 
    The group walked out of the break room with an enthusiastic Eric walking behind them and a grateful Bud stayed behind to enjoy his midmorning cup of coffee. 
 
    “We can take my car,” Jason offered, gesturing to his massive and expensive looking truck. He eyed Old George with distrust and glanced at Greta warily. Obviously, her reputation as a safe driver preceded her.  
 
    “Nice try,” Greta called, shoving some art supplies into the back of the car to make room for passengers. Allegra said a quick prayer before getting into the passenger seat. She was amused to see Jason do the same, except he added an emphatic pleading glance toward the sky, much to Greta’s annoyance. 
 
    “If you’re going to join us, you better get in the car,” she threatened. He nodded contritely before hopping in the back with Eric. The boy looked overjoyed to be sitting next to the smartly dressed man and began to chat away about his action figures. Every now and then he would cast his chocolate brown eyes to the front and give Allegra a small smile and Greta a reassuring glance.  
 
    The receptionist was very surprised when the four of them tumbled unceremoniously into her foyer. She was about fifty years old and a firm believer in box dye. She raised a carefully painted eyebrow before getting up to knock on the Chief’s door.  
 
    “There you are,” Matty called out, smiling at Allegra. She turned to him and offered a nervous smile. 
 
    “Are the autopsy results in?” she asked. 
 
    “Hello to you too,” he quipped looking amused. He caught sight of Jason and his amused look vanished for a moment and Allegra gave him an unimpressed look. “Yes,” he gulped, smiling apologetically, “they’re here.” 
 
    “And?” Greta asked breathlessly. Matty looked uncomfortable while Eric chattered on about his action figures to an aloof-looking Jason.  
 
    “I can’t say,” Matty said, looking like he wished he wasn’t the messenger. “The Chief wants to talk to Allegra.” Greta opened her mouth to protest, but just then the receptionist walked up to the little group. 
 
    “The Chief will see you right now,” she told Allegra, giving Greta a cool look. “Alone.” 
 
    “I am going with,” Greta announced loudly, grabbing Allegra’s arm.  
 
    “Actually,” Allegra said delicately, wincing as she tried to extricate herself from Greta’s grasp, “I think it would be easier if I did this alone.” Greta looked like she was about to protest, but everyone in the room gave her a severe look. She closed her mouth and nodded meekly. Allegra gave her a quick hug before walking into the enclosed office.  
 
    Her first impression was that it looked different. When she had been there last, there had been less hunting memorabilia. The children in the family photographs had grown up, but the smell of leather and mint was still strong.  
 
    “Chief,” she acknowledged, leaning over the big desk to shake his hand. Chief had been transferred from his position in Texas over twenty years ago, but the man still dressed like a cowboy. He maintained a bushy beard and was always chewing something. That, and he dressed like an actual cowboy despite the summer heat.  
 
    “Ms. Allegra Mitchells,” he greeted in his deep Southern twang, ignoring her hand and pulling her into a bone-crushing hug. She squeaked uncomfortably, and he let her go. He patted her on the back fondly, “It is good to see you again.” 
 
    "I wish it was under better circumstances," she said weakly, surprised by the warm reception. The Chief had always been a bit of a mystery to her. He was different from everyone in town and he always seemed amused by her antics, but he was very strict when she got caught. 
 
    “Well, I knew when you caught the slightest whiff of trouble, you’d be down here in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.” He leaned back in his chair and nodded at her, “I wasn’t wrong.” 
 
    “That’s me,” she joked. “I’ve got a nose for trouble.”  
 
    “Look, Allegra, I’m going to be straight with you. You have opened a can of worms, make no mistake. I am busy being phased out, and my replacement will be taking over this case. I cannot interfere, and it will get messy.” 
 
    “What case?” she asked faintly. “Was I right? Was she murdered?”  
 
    The Chief rubbed his jaw and nodded sadly. Allegra let out the breath she didn’t know she had been holding and felt a painful ache in her heart. She nodded sadly. She knew there was something strange about the whole mess.  
 
    “Now, you need to pay attention to me, girly,” he said urgently, laying a protective hand over hers. “My deputy is not going to take it easy on you. He is one of those town-types.”  
 
    She nodded along, not really understanding what he was telling her, but it seemed important, so she filed it away for later.  
 
    “What killed her?” Allegra asked, clearing her throat. The Chief hesitated before looking down at the paperwork in front of him.  
 
    “They say it was a poison, something called Xosyn Sirtunade.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The Llewes Cove Police Station was a small building. It had two floors and was one of the first buildings that the townsfolk built when the town was founded. Over the past hundred years, it had changed. There was electricity, a room for questioning and Internet. And that was it.  
 
    Allegra sat in a tiny windowless room behind a fold-up table and shifted uncomfortably on the hard-plastic chair she had been assigned. The police station was unremarkable, but the amenities were remarkably bad. She stared at the cup of water she had been provided and wondered at the sudden turn of events that had brought her to this moment. Exactly one week ago she had been in a school in Jakarta teaching children how to speak English. Now she was waiting to be interrogated for her great-aunt’s murder. Life had a strange sense of humor.  
 
    She looked up and caught sight of herself in the massive two-way mirror. She rolled her eyes. The overzealous deputy was behind that glass watching her right now. It seemed strange to her that the police department could not afford to install air conditioning in the room but had managed to pay for the tacky mirror. She looked at herself again and winced. The dark circles under her eyes marred her green eyes. She had not slept properly in days or given herself enough time to recover from her crippling jet lag. Her hair was limp, and she looked guilty of murder. Which was not how she wanted to look during her interrogation.  
 
    Eventually the door opened, and a thin man, who looked around thirty-five, sauntered in. He slurped at the cup of coffee in his hands and concentrated on the forms in front of him. He sat down with a sigh, still not acknowledging her existence and began filling something out on the form. She leaned back from him, nearly choking on the smell of his after shave. He raised an eyebrow at her action and she rolled her eyes. He was trying very hard to make it look like this wasn’t his first interrogation. He was failing. 
 
    “Ms. Mitchells,” he announced after what seemed like an eternity. She nodded and crossed her arms, wondering when she would be allowed to leave. “I just have to ask you a few routine questions,” he informed her. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said wearily, biting down a few sassy retorts. Antagonizing the man when he felt very important was probably not a good idea.  
 
    “Thank you,” he smirked, letting his eyes linger on her for a second longer than necessary. “My name is Officer Crane, and I will be appointed Sheriff soon.” 
 
    “It is nice to meet you,” she said drily, already forgetting his name.  
 
    “Do you mind if I record this?” he asked, pressing record on his device anyway. She nodded, grimacing at the obsolete gesture as soon as her head stopped.  
 
    “What was your connection with the deceased?” he asked ceremoniously.  
 
    “She was my great-aunt,” Allegra explained, forcing herself not to roll her eyes again. It was all procedure, she reminded herself. The officer had a lot to prove since this was his first case, and she promised herself that she would not make it difficult for him.  
 
    “And you arrived two days after Dorothy Collier died?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said uncomfortably. He nodded seriously and made a note on one of the papers in front of him. She fought the urge to crane her neck to see what he was writing. Obviously, he would not take too kindly to the action.  
 
    “Are you familiar with Xosyn Sirtunade?” She shook her head and shrugged. The name meant nothing to her before Chief said it was the poison that killed Grumpy Dot. “I need a verbal response, please,” he informed her, tapping the device with his pen, giving her a forced smile in the process.  
 
    “No,” she said loudly, leaning forward. 
 
    “Interesting,” he mumbled.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Oh?” he asked innocently, “Don’t worry about it.” She frowned and leaned back again, feeling annoyed by the theatrics. If Chief hadn’t told her that this man was born in the town, she would have guessed it for herself already.  
 
    “Where were you on the tenth of July?” he asked. “The day of her death,” he clarified.  
 
    “I was on a plane heading for the United States,” she explained tiredly, grimacing as she remembered the endless flight. There had been a baby aboard for some reason. The poor child didn’t stop crying from the moment the airplane left the ground. She didn’t want to seem judgmental, but the parents’ decision made no sense to her.  
 
    “Did you have to cut your holiday short?” he asked curiously.  
 
    “No, I lived there for about a year,” she explained, “I am an English teacher.” He nodded thoughtfully and made another note. She found that she was beginning to dislike his method of interrogation. It was boring, and he was taking his sweet time, relishing in the power afforded him.  
 
    “Why did you come back?”  
 
    “I wanted to surprise my great-aunt,” she explained, wondering what he had written in his file.  
 
    "That's convenient," he commented, leaning forward. She gave him a strange look, feeling offended by his tone. "Did she know you were coming?" he raised his eyebrows and leaned forward. By this point, he was almost out of his seat. 
 
    “No,” she ground out, hating the way he smiled at her as if he knew something she didn’t.  
 
    “You like surprises?” he asked randomly.  
 
    “It felt like a good idea, at the time,” Allegra answered, crossing her legs.  
 
    “At the time?” he asked suspiciously.  
 
    “Yes, before I knew she was dead,” Allegra snapped, feeling irritated. He nodded knowledgeably and wrote something in his file. “Are we done yet?” she asked impatiently, the scratching of his pen was irritating her ears. She also hadn’t eaten lunch, so she was feeling understandably moody. He looked up and gave her the same insincere smile as before, still writing in his file.  
 
    “Do you have somewhere to be, Ms. Mitchells?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered, breathing deeply to calm herself down, “I have a funeral to plan.” 
 
    “Oh?” he asked, looking surprised. “I heard Mrs. Mathers was putting that together.” Allegra’s mouth fell open and she clenched her fists. Of course. The original plan was to let Ashlee plan the funeral, but after she put that on hold, Ashlee got to work on planning a memorial service. She had been meaning to tell Ashlee to back off on the funeral arrangements, but with everything that was going on it had slipped her mind. To be honest, it was her fault, but she could not help feeling that Ashlee was being insensitive. That, and she disliked Ashlee anyway.  
 
    “That sounds like Ashlee,” Allegra muttered stiffly. The officer smiled again and turned back to his notes.  
 
    “You are free to go, Ms. Mitchells, just don’t leave town.”  
 
    “Are you investigating me for the murder?” she asked, standing up and stretching her aching body. She hadn’t realized how long she had been in there. Her stomach grumbled to remind her of the fact that she still had to eat. The officer gave her a cryptic smile before motioning toward the door. She glared at him as she left the room, but he had his head down and was furiously scribbling in his file.  
 
    “Xosyn Sirtunade!” Greta yelled as soon as Allegra descended the stairs. She looked bewildered and shook her head at her old friend. A few hours ago, she didn’t know that the poison existed, but now nobody could stop talking about it. 
 
    “What are you talking about?”   
 
    “The poison that killed Grumpy Dot,” Greta said, looking at Allegra like she had just grown two heads. 
 
    “Not right now, please,” Allegra begged. “I need food.” Eric and Greta looked at each other worriedly and nodded. They understood what was happening. 
 
    “Okay, so Xosyn is actually very common,” Greta explained as Allegra dug into her lunch. Amazingly, the town only had one diner. Unsurprisingly, it was decorated like the diner from the fifties and the menu had not been updated since then either. “Industrial companies use it to clean their machines. But in large doses, it mimics the effects of tuberculosis.” 
 
    “So, either she was taking it herself or someone was feeding it to her,” Allegra muttered, savoring the food. It was not the best food in the world, but she was hungry, so it was amazing. “Who was with her during those last days?” 
 
    Greta shrugged and began sipping her milkshake thoughtfully.  
 
    “When is Jason coming back?” Eric asked, digging into a plate of pancakes. His face was smeared with sticky syrup and his cheeks bulged with the delicious dessert. Greta grimaced and began cleaning his mouth with a napkin. 
 
    “He had to go to work,” Greta informed him. The boy pouted, and Greta turned her attention back to her starving friend. “Grumpy Dot had a lot of visitors lately. She joined a bunch of clubs. She was so busy that she had a house cleaner come in and help her with chores.” 
 
    “So, we need to talk to the members of the club.” Greta snorted and began picking at her fries. 
 
    "No offense, Gypsy, but the people in this town don't exactly like you." Allegra nodded at that apt description of her relationship with the townsfolk. If she started poking around, they would drive her out of town quicker than Eric ate his pancakes. "That, and there is a rumor going around that the police are investigating you for her murder." 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” she cried, banging her fist on the table. Greta winced apologetically. The waitress, a young girl who looked like she just left high school, gave their table a warning glance, and Allegra held up her hands in surrender. The waitress flounced away, her too-short uniform showing off her legs. A group of teenage boys muttered appreciatively.  
 
    “You ladies having a good time?” Matty asked, walking up to the table. He smiled down at Eric and ruffled his hair. Eric grinned at him with a mouthful of pancakes. Greta swatted his arm threateningly.  
 
    “We’re discussing how unlikeable I am,” Allegra muttered mutinously.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Greta asked, not unkindly.  
 
    “Oh, I’m picking up dinner for Sutton and me,” he explained casually.  
 
    "Sutton?" Allegra asked gloomily, contemplating her bad luck. 
 
    “His long-time girlfriend,” Greta informed her, eyeing her burger suspiciously. Her red curls gleamed in the fading sunlight and her grey eyes glinted as she began picking the greens off her burger. “Pesticides,” she muttered to herself.  
 
    “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend,” Allegra exclaimed, giving him a playfully accusatory look. He chuckled awkwardly and rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    "It's very sweet," Greta commented, putting her assassinated burger down. "They are like an old married couple." Matty blushed and shook his head at her. Allegra smiled at him, amused by his reaction. Now she knew who Jason sent his regards to yesterday. One less mystery in her life. Too bad it wasn't the one she wanted to be solved. 
 
    "Anyway," he said loudly, giving Greta a warning look, "we were talking about making you more likable." Eric nodded along, wanting to be a part of the conversation. "You need to become a part of the community," he explained. "People fear what they don't know. If they know you, they might like you more." 
 
    “Or not,” Eric piped up helpfully. He raised his hands in surrender when Greta glared at him.  
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” Allegra protested. “You were born into this community. Of course, they know you, they probably took turns changing your diaper.” Greta began laughing despite her mouth being full of burger and Eric snorted milk out his nose. Matty blushed and helped to clean up the mess.  
 
    “Fair enough,” Matty conceded, “but there are other ways to join the community. What can you do? Maybe you could join the scrapbooking club?” Allegra stared at him as if he had grown two heads. 
 
    "That's a no go," Greta answered. "I belong to that club, and trust me, it is really hard to get in." 
 
    “You are part of the scrapbooking club?” Allegra asked in surprise.  
 
    “Yeah?” Greta said, wrinkling her nose. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    "I thought scrapbooking was for old…" Allegra trailed off when she saw Greta's raised eyebrows. She opened her mouth but couldn't think of a way to get out of the mess, so she turned to Matty instead. "How about a job?" Matty nodded thoughtfully, an amused smile twisting his mouth as Greta grumbled mutinously to herself. 
 
    “You said you were a teacher,” Matty said thoughtfully. “I know that the principal at the high school would love someone to take over summer school.” 
 
    “High school?” Allegra echoed in horror. 
 
    “If you could look after those misfits for a bit, the town might just throw a parade in your honor.” 
 
    "But I don't like teenagers," Allegra whined, earning a glare from the passing waitress. She winced and made a mental note not to visit the diner again anytime soon. 
 
    “I could get you an interview with the PTA,” Matty offered.  
 
    “The PTA makes those kinds of decisions,” Greta explained helpfully when she saw Allegra’s confused expression. “If they approve you, so will the principal.” 
 
    “If it will get me off the town hit list, then I suppose it is worth a shot,” Allegra sighed, burying her face in her hands. 
 
    “And who knows,” Matty said cheerfully, “you might like it so much that you decide to stay here for good.” Allegra looked at him in horror and his smile faded. Greta snorted unattractively.  
 
    “Please, as soon as she can, Gypsy is going to fly out of this town as if the Devil were on her heels.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    “I think you look great," Greta commented. Allegra looked skeptically at her outfit and turned once or twice. Usually, this was what she wore to all her interviews, but now, her go-to outfit looked a bit lackluster. She shrugged and began gathering her wavy locks into a strict updo. Her hazel eyes were lined with minimal makeup and her skin looked a little more polished than usual. 
 
    “Wow,” she commented, turning again, “I look different when I make an effort.” Greta nodded enthusiastically. Eric sat in the corner, drawing on some paper that the Inn stocked in the room. Eric was unusual in that he could keep himself busy while his mother did her thing. He was used to impromptu visits all over town and had learned that it was best to stay out of her way. 
 
    “I like it. You’re going to knock that PTA dead.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Ashlee is already on the PTA,” Allegra groaned. The woman had made it clear that they were no longer friends. She had been snubbed at the grocery store, which meant it was official. Allegra vaguely wondered if Ashlee spent most of her time waiting at the grocery store to snub people who had wronged her. She probably did.  
 
    “I know right,” Greta complained, lounging on the rickety bed. “Her son can’t even walk yet. She probably had an honorary spot ever since she graduated high school.” 
 
    “Let me guess?” Allegra said thoughtfully. “Prom queen?” 
 
    “As if we were allowed to vote for anyone else,” Greta scoffed, wiggling her toes as she turned onto her back and stared at the ceiling.  
 
    “Greta…” Allegra began, shifting uncomfortably. Greta leaned forward on her elbows and tilted her head curiously at her timid tone. “I just wanted to say thank you,” Allegra said sincerely, “for doing all this.” 
 
    “Well, it was either this or work on my pictures for the newspaper,” Greta said matter-of-factly. “You won by default.” 
 
    “Dad is going to kill you,” Eric whistled, looking at his mother gleefully. Greta clicked her tongue and tossed a pillow in his direction. Eric stuck his tongue out and Greta clambered over the bed in his direction. He let out a squeak and ducked behind a floral-print armchair, while Allegra laughed at their antics.  
 
    *** 
 
    She wished she was back in that room as she sat in front of a few blonde PTA members. The women were of varying ages but wore the same variation of each other’s outfit. They all went to the same hairdresser who seemed to only know one hairstyle. She gulped uneasily and straightened her black pencil skirt.  
 
    “And what makes you think you are qualified for this position?” the head housewife asked politely. Allegra winced at her tone. It seemed to say everything she needed to know.  
 
    "I have taught in locations all over the world," Allegra explained. Ashlee leaned toward her companion and whispered something in her hand. Her companion giggled prettily, and Allegra felt a pit form in her stomach. She could tell they were in a high school. "Some of the places were overrun with children who were known delinquents. The result of poverty." Allegra felt some of her confidence return as she spoke about her students, "I believe that since I survived that, I can survive a few summer classes at the school." She smiled wryly, and a few of the mothers tentatively returned her smile. 
 
    “I see,” the head housewife said, pursing her lips disapprovingly.  
 
    “It says here that you only teach elementary grades,” Ashlee pointed out, circling the words with a manicured finger.  
 
    “Yes, but like I said. Most of these schools required me to teach children of all ages.” 
 
    “But you aren’t qualified?” Ashlee persisted, pursing her lips.  
 
    “I am a qualified teacher,” Allegra answered carefully, noticing that some of the mothers were beginning to frown. Added to those who hadn’t stopped frowning since the meeting began. 
 
    “Are you qualified to teach high school children?” the head housewife asked brusquely, giving Allegra a stern look over her glasses. Allegra’s shoulders dropped, and she shook her head in defeat.  
 
    “Technically, no” she answered, feeling the weight of their disapproval on her shoulders. Ashlee smirked, and a few mothers began shaking their heads as well.  
 
    “Thank you for your time, Ms. Mitchells,” the head housewife said abruptly. “We will inform you of our decision.” Allegra nodded gratefully and walked out, keeping her posture straight until she was in the hallway. Then she loosened her hair and took a deep breath. It was over. As she walked out of the school, she felt a heavy weight of disappointment settle on her shoulders. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but that was not it. She was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she didn’t notice someone climb out of the police car parked across the street.  
 
    She walked along the curb, wondering what else she could try. Someone tapped on her shoulder, causing her to turn around in fright. 
 
    “Officer Crane,” she gasped, clutching at her heart, “you gave me a fright.” 
 
    "I'm sorry," he replied, not looking sorry at all. "I thought you heard me." She narrowed her eyes at him. If he wanted her attention, there were much easier ways to get it. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she muttered, not wanting to antagonize the man who was investigating Dot’s murder. “Can I help you?” 
 
    "Yes," he said, walking alongside her, clutching his hands behind his back, "I did some research, and it turns out you left this town quite suddenly ten years ago." Allegra scoffed but said nothing. He didn't do research so much as hear all the gossip that surrounded her return. 
 
    “Okay,” she said when it became clear he was waiting for her to respond. 
 
    “Under quite interesting circumstances too,” he commented, watching her reaction closely. She shrugged casually, looking ahead and keeping her pace steady. “You were a bit of a hero, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Not really,” Allegra muttered, remembering that summer all too clearly.  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Crane said smoothly. “You saved Ellie Smith from her kidnapper.” Allegra scoffed and stopped walking. 
 
    “Okay, let me stop you right there. I don’t know what you heard,” she knew exactly what he had heard, “but Ellie Smith was in no danger. Her parents were going through a divorce and her dad wanted custody of her. Her mother refused but he took her fishing. Ellie’s mom threw a temper tantrum and called the police. The only reason I found her was because I went with them a few summers before the divorce.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Crane mused, “that’s not what I heard.” Allegra rolled her eyes and moved some hair from her face, becoming flustered under the midday sun.  
 
    “I know. Ashlee probably told you that I set the whole thing up to get attention.” Crane raised his eyebrows and whistled. 
 
    “I’m sensing a little animosity, Ms. Mitchells.” 
 
    Allegra bristled but kept walking. The entire conversation seemed pointless to her, but she counted to ten in her head. In her experience, it was better to keep quiet and wait it out. Difficult situations usually sorted themselves out. 
 
    “I’m inclined to believe Mrs. Mathers’ version of events,” Crane commented, and Allegra had to bite her tongue to keep herself from replying. “You see, I know where you went when you left.” Allegra froze and turned to the insufferable man, her eyes wide. “And knowing what I do, I’ve decided to keep a very close eye on you, Ms. Mitchells.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Allegra said, wrinkling her nose in disgust as he stepped closer.  
 
    "What I mean," Crane said, looking excited, "is that you have become of interest to me in this investigation." Allegra scoffed and took a step back. The man was reaching. "After all, you never know what an unstable individual might do." 
 
    “What are you implying?” Allegra asked angrily. Officer Crane shrugged and took a step back toward his car, a victorious smirk on his face.  
 
    “I’ll be in touch, Ms. Mitchells.” 
 
    As she watched the scrawny police officer walk to his car with a swagger in his step, she noticed that the PTA was leaving the school and the mothers were climbing into their cars. She rolled her eyes and began walking faster. The last thing she needed right now was another run-in with Ashlee Mathers. Unfortunately, today was not her day. As she walked, she heard a car pull up behind her. She turned to see Ashlee roll down her window. 
 
    “Allegra, darling,” she called in a sweet voice. Allegra turned on her heel and gave Ashlee an impatient look. Ashlee grinned, “I just thought you should know that you didn’t get the job,” she gave an insincere pout.  
 
    “Thanks for letting me know,” Allegra said drily and turned to leave again.  
 
    “Oh,” Ashlee called, in a voice that thinly disguised her glee, “the funeral will be on Saturday.” Allegra clenched her fists as her old nemesis sped off, all but laughing maniacally.  
 
      
 
    “We are going to solve a murder,” Allegra declared, walking into the newspaper office. Greta and Bud looked at each other in surprise and got up to hurry after her. 
 
    “What happened?” Greta asked cautiously as Allegra began writing on the whiteboard.  
 
    “I realized that if I want to know what really happened, I am going to have to do it myself,” Allegra answered. “Greta,” Greta stood to attention as if she was being spoken to by her superior in the army, “I need you to find out who Dot was closest to in all her different clubs.” Greta saluted and hurried off, pulling her phone from her pocket as she went.  
 
    “Bud,” Greta’s husband nodded, “may I ask you for a favor?” 
 
    “Greta will have my head if I don’t say yes,” he said wryly. Allegra nodded, not looking all that amused.  
 
    “Could you interview her housekeeper and find out if she has an alibi?” Bud nodded seriously and walked off, leaving Allegra to stare at the whiteboard.  
 
    “You know,” Jason said, sauntering up to her, “you hear the strangest things when you come to renew your ad in the paper.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Allegra hummed, making a list of suspects on the board.  
 
    “What got you so fired up?” he asked curiously, eyeing the names she wrote on the board. Allegra put a cap on the marker and turned to him. The intensity of her gaze surprised him. 
 
    “My Aunt Dot meant a lot to me. Whoever murdered her deserves to be put behind bars.” Jason nodded, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.  
 
    “Yeah, but the police are on it.” Allegra scoffed sarcastically and folded her arms angrily.  
 
    “Officer Crane has decided that I’m the murderer.” 
 
    “But you weren’t even in town when it happened.” Allegra nodded in agreement and turned back to the board. She reminded herself to contact her old boss for an alibi. She had a feeling that she would need it soon.  
 
    “That’s the caliber of smarts we’re working with,” she commented angrily. If she left it to someone who was more interested in chasing gossip and Ashlee Mathers, she would never find out what happened to Grumpy Dot.  
 
    “I’m sorry this happened to you,” Jason said sympathetically, “I know how much you loved her.” Allegra’s shoulders dropped, and she felt a lump form in her throat. She had been so busy lately that she hadn’t allowed herself to grieve. She also knew that if she did that, she probably wouldn’t be able to stop herself from leaving again.  
 
    “She made me feel at home,” Allegra admitted sadly. “You have no idea how much that meant to me.” Jason gave her a comforting smile and laid his hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Then let’s find out who did this.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m crazy?” she asked hopefully. He let out a loud laugh, causing her to smile. 
 
    “No. I think you’re crazy, but I still want to help.” She laughed with him and together they turned to the whiteboard to figure out what to do next. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, looking at her from the corner of his eye, “don’t let a few people stop you from thinking this can’t be your home again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    It is a strange thing knowing that people are talking about you. Greta and Allegra walked through the aisles of the local grocery store, an unremarkable building named “Old Joe’s” after the grocer’s grandfather who started the business. The grocer himself stood glaring at Allegra with his arms folded across his chest. It was possible that he thought she was shoplifting. Or he was hoping that she would so that he would have an excuse to kick her out of the store. As a result, Allegra kept her hands firmly at her side.  
 
    “None of the clubs would talk about anything,” Greta complained, scrutinizing the label on a pack of rice. Eric held on to the rim of her basket, glancing around him curiously. Greta had promised to take him for waffles if he kept his hand on the basket all throughout the shopping trip and he was taking the challenge very seriously.  
 
    “They know that you give me all the information anyway,” Allegra explained, eyeing the grocer warily. Behind them, a pair of old ladies tittered nervously, watching the trio as if they expected Allegra to start stabbing them. Allegra tensed up and tried to make herself look busy.  
 
    “Yeah, well, it is annoying,” Greta grumbled.  
 
    “My mom feels like Sherlock Holmes,” Eric supplied helpfully, growing restless. Greta squeaked a little and gave him a glare, her cheeks turning a blotchy shade of red.  
 
    “We could really use Sherlock right about now,” Allegra replied glumly as the two old ladies walked past, deliberately ignoring Allegra and Greta. Eric smiled at the older one, recognizing her, but she averted her eyes in embarrassment. The younger, but no less decrepit looking lady, eyed her friend judgmentally, nodding in approval when she looked away from the little boy.  
 
    “Hold my basket,” Greta seethed, passing the basket to Allegra causing Eric to stumble slightly. Greta laid her hand on his head for a second to make sure that he was unhurt before storming after the duo.  
 
    “Uh-oh” Eric muttered softly. Allegra stared ahead, her eyes wide. She knew she should be saying something, but it was better to stay out of Greta’s way when she lost her temper. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Greta said primly, her voice going up an octave, “Miss Templeton,” she tapped on the older lady’s shoulder. Miss Templeton froze in her tracks, but her younger friend turned slightly to see what was happening. “I don’t think you saw Eric greeting you.” Miss Templeton turned uncomfortably toward Greta and looked past her to where Allegra and Eric were standing. She pursed her lips at the sight and looked back at Greta.  
 
    “Hello, Eric,” Miss Templeton greeted primly. Greta glared at her for a second longer before turning to walk back to her son and friend. She was stopped, however, by the younger woman.  
 
    “How are you doing, Greta dearie?”  
 
    “I’m just fine, thank you,” Greta answered politely, watching the woman warily.  
 
    “Hey,” Allegra turned to a frightened looking Eric, “do you want a candy bar?” Eric looked up at her, his expressive brown eyes filled with confusion. He clutched at her hand, not fully understanding why everyone was acting so strangely.  
 
    “I’m so glad to hear that, but you must know that we are very worried about you.” 
 
    “And why is that, Mrs. Palgrave?” Greta asked, her voice was deceptively calm. Eric nodded his head at Allegra, and she gave him a soft smile. She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze before turning to take him to the candy aisle.  
 
    “You are such a sweet woman, Greta, always seeing the best in people. Heaven knows we need to see more of that in the world.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Greta answered, feeling the trap begin to close around her.  
 
    “But,” Mrs. Palgrave continued, patting Greta’s arm, “some people are just bad eggs.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean,” Greta interjected, her eyebrows raised slightly as if to warn the older woman. 
 
    “You know we care about you,” Miss Templeton said gently, switching her basket from one hand to another, “you have always been such a sweet girl.” 
 
    “But you are a mother now, and you need to think of what is best for your child,” Mrs. Palgrave interjected.  
 
    “I always do,” Greta interrupted, giving Miss Templeton a pointed glare. Miss Templeton shrunk back, looking slightly ashamed. She ignored Greta’s gaze and looked to her friend for support. 
 
    “We know, dear, but you have to think about the effect your…” Mrs. Palgrave paused for a moment to look for the right word, “association, will have on his development.” 
 
    “Oh, I understand,” Greta said suddenly, smiling at the pair. The two older women relaxed slightly, smiling proudly at her. “I’ve stopped taking him with me to the hairdresser. That Jackie swears like a sailor.” 
 
    “My daughter does not…” Mrs. Palgrave sputtered indignantly. Miss Templeton laid a comforting hand on her friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “We meant the criminal, dear.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mrs. Palgrave continued, taking deep breaths, “that Allegra girl has always been trouble. We always knew she would end up in prison.” 
 
    “I mean, it is one thing to be a vagrant, but murder cannot be forgiven.” 
 
    “Murder?” Greta echoed, her voice holding a dangerous note.  
 
    “Why yes, Ashlee told us all about how Dot had to fight with that girl.” 
 
    “Tried her best, but there was no changing the delinquent.” 
 
    “Eventually poor old Dot had to give up and send her away.” 
 
    “To a mental asylum,” Mrs. Palgrave’s voice lowered on the last two notes, as if the words were blasphemy.  
 
    “After she attacked poor old Dot.” 
 
    “Dot had to give up on her, poor thing, it broke her heart.” 
 
    “What is a mental asylum?” Eric asked curiously, holding his extra-large candy bar. Greta turned to see Allegra looking like a deer caught in the headlights. The older pair also turned and blushed slightly. Allegra felt horrified, the blood rushing to her cheeks as she watched her friend look at her questioningly. In that second, Greta’s gaze went from questioning to threatening. She turned her face back to the older pair. 
 
    “You know what else is unforgivable?” The older pair turned their gaze back from Allegra to Greta, they did not have the decency to look ashamed.  
 
    “We were just telling the truth,” Mrs. Palgrave said hurriedly, looking away.  
 
    “We were just concerned,” Miss Templeton interjected.  
 
    “No,” Greta snapped, “you were enjoying the gossip. That’s what is unforgivable, Mrs. Palgrave and Miss Templeton, slander.” With that, Greta pushed past the two gaping ladies and grabbed Eric and Allegra’s hands, abandoning her shopping basket.  
 
    “What is slander?” Eric asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “When someone spreads bad stories about someone to make other people think bad things about that person.” Greta explained as they walked toward the car.  
 
    “Is that what Miss Templeton was doing?” 
 
    Greta hesitated and looked up at Allegra who looked pale. “Yes, darling.” 
 
    The drive back to the newspaper building was filled with Greta’s nervous chattering. Allegra sat there, in the passenger seat, her mind filled with memories.  
 
    “You will never guess what happened at the store,” Greta exploded as they got out of the car. Bud was sitting on the steps of the building, enjoying the sun.  
 
    “Someone said something vile,” he answered, stretching his legs out in front of him contentedly.  
 
    “Yes!” Greta exclaimed indignantly, “about Allegra!”  
 
    “Mom, I’m hungry,” Eric whined, tugging on Greta’s pants leg. The two of them moved into the building, with Greta mumbling all the way. Allegra smiled at the two of them before taking a seat on the bottom of the stairs. The newspaper building had the distinction of facing the town square. On this beautiful day, a last breath of summer, the square looked like a pleasant little paradise. It was a shame that every person who walked past seemed to think that their paradise had been invaded by a devil.  
 
    “Rough day?” Bud asked sympathetically, surprising Allegra. Bud was a quiet man, who only spoke when he had something important to say. He and Greta complemented each other nicely.  
 
    “You could say that,” Allegra winced.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, watching as a mother crossed the street with her child to avoid walking past Allegra, “As soon as we find the real murderer, they will move on.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever see that.” 
 
    “Are you thinking of leaving?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Allegra admitted, fiddling with her thumbs. Bud nodded but didn’t say anything. “It’s just,” Allegra started, “I prefer cities. You get to blend in. Here, I stick out like a sore thumb.” She gestured to her outfit. 
 
    “Tie dye and combat boots aren’t a conventional choice,” Bud pointed out.  
 
    “I’m unemployed,” Allegra defended, “I might as well look the part.” Bud chuckled and the two of them fell silent again. The ocean breeze blew past them, carrying the smell of the waves. In the distance, a seagull could be heard screeching.  
 
    “Don’t take their reaction personally,” Bud said suddenly, “you’ve just disrupted the path. They’re panicking.” 
 
    “Path?” Allegra asked in confusion. Bud nodded and gestured for her to come closer. Allegra leaned over to watch what he was doing. When he was sure that he had her attention, he gestured to a row of ants. Each ant was carrying something back to the nest. Suddenly, he swiped his finger across the path. The ants stopped, and the one in front began to look around frantically. 
 
    “Following the path is easy, they don’t have to think,” Bud explained, “but when the path is disrupted, they panic. Some of them forget how to be nice.” 
 
    “Great,” Allegra grumbled, “I’m the disruption.” Bud held up a finger to silence her. She rolled her eyes but continued to watch. The ants tentatively made their way across the invisible line, working together to figure it out.  
 
    “Be patient with them, they just have to figure you out. If you leave too soon, you’ll never give them a chance to work through the disruption.” 
 
    “That’s really nice of you,” Allegra said, feeling touched, “but I think I’m too much of a disruption.” 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked, his eyes twinkling as he nodded at someone behind her. Allegra turned to see a nervous looking Ellie walk up the path toward them. Bud patted Allegra’s shoulder before going inside the building.  
 
    “Hi,” Ellie said softly, nervously swiping her light blonde hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Hi,” Allegra said curiously.  
 
    “I don’t know if you remember me…” Ellie began, swallowing with difficulty. Allegra smiled kindly, and Ellie mirrored the action with relief. 
 
    “Ellie, we were friends for years, of course I remember you.” Ellie looked down at that, playing with the sleeves of her sweater.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she blurted, her voice muffled by tears. 
 
    “Oh, Ellie,” Allegra said softly, getting up to give her old friend a hug. Ellie hugged her back, sniffing slightly as she tried to hold back her tears. 
 
    “I just wanted to say that I don’t think you’re crazy,” Ellie blurted out, “or a murderer.” Allegra laughed and sat down again.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I know who is behind those stories.” Ellie smiled faintly before sitting down next to Allegra.  
 
    “Is it true that you’re looking for the real murderer?” Ellie asked eagerly, looking down at her hands. Allegra noticed that the other woman was picking at her nail polish, a sure sign of nerves.  
 
    “That’s right,” Allegra said slowly, wondering why everyone in town had such a strange way of talking. All her conversations centered around the murder, which was understandable. But what she didn’t understand was why people around here spoke in such a roundabout way.  
 
    “I want to help,” Ellie blurted out, still not looking up.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Allegra asked, trying not to look very happy, “Ashlee won’t like that.” Ellie nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “I know it’s the right thing to do, besides Ashlee might offer to help too.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Allegra scoffed in amusement, “She is probably in charge of my lynch mob committee.” 
 
    “You never know,” Ellie said with a smile, “she might not want to be seen supporting the police too much.” 
 
    “Why not? I’m sure she’s been telling them all about my troubled past.” 
 
    “Everyone already knows about your troubled past,” Ellie pointed out and Allegra sighed but nodded her head, “but they called her in for questioning this morning.” 
 
    “What?” Allegra asked in shock. Could her childhood nemesis be Dot’s killer? 
 
    “Apparently,” Ellie continued breathlessly, “she was one of the last people to see Dot alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Allegra sat in the dingy police station wondering about the sudden turn of events. A few hours ago, her hometown had ostracized her, and she was seriously considering leaving as soon as she could. Now, she was about to be cleared of any suspicion while the person who had been trying to take her down was being interrogated. Life was strange, but she had no complaints.  
 
    Across the room, Matt came out from the interrogation room, wiping his forehead. As the door opened, she could hear shrill screeching emanating from the room. The door closed, and the shrill voice was cut off. Matt shook his head and rubbed his eyes. She smiled at him when he looked up and he nodded in acknowledgement before walking away.  
 
    A few minutes later, he emerged from the bathroom, looking slightly more refreshed. He sauntered over to her, his eyes looking around anxiously.  
 
    “Allegra,” he greeted formally.  
 
    “Matthew,” she responded, looking serious. He looked at her, a spark of amusement lighting up his tired eyes.  
 
    “How can I help you?” he asked primly.  
 
    “Well, my old boss just got back to me. I have some good news,” she said excitedly, shifting in her seat. The long wait had dulled her excitement, but it was rushing back now, and she found that she could barely keep the grin off her face.  
 
    “Oh?” he responded, trying to match her enthusiasm. 
 
    “I have an alibi!” she announced, smiling widely and clapping her hands together. Matty smiled as she did a little shimmy in her seat.  
 
    “That is so great, Gypsy!” he said enthusiastically, looking genuinely relieved. He looked around him before sitting down next to her.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but you can’t tell me what it is,” Matty said apologetically, his face darkening slightly. 
 
    “Why not?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Crane said that we are not allowed to talk about the case when he isn’t around.” 
 
    “What a great guy,” Allegra commented sarcastically. She was hoping that she would be able to talk to Matty and then leave, but it made sense that Crane would want to stick his nose into everything.  
 
    “I’m sorry, if it were up to me you wouldn’t even be a suspect. You already had an alibi.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, leaning back in her chair, “you’d think that being across the sea would be enough of an alibi, but apparently not.” Matty’s face darkened and he crossed his arms. 
 
    “Yeah, Crane is a special case.” 
 
    “Word is that he is going to be your new boss,” Allegra mentioned, trying to gauge his reaction. She knew that she was right when Matty scowled darkly. Getting a new boss is never fun but getting a new boss like Crane is psychological torture. And judging from Matty’s tired appearance, it was turning out to be physical torture too. “You seem excited,” Allegra teased. Matty scoffed, but he gave her a small smile.  
 
    “He’s driving us nuts,” Matty explained after a brief lull in the conversation.  
 
    “Well, it is the first murder this town has seen in a while,” Allegra defended. She was not sure why she was defending a man who was probably insane, but she felt that she had to look on the positive side of things.  
 
    “If he had his way, it would not be the last one either,” Matty said darkly, glaring at a spot on the floor.  
 
    “He can’t be that bad,” Allegra tried to comfort him, but she found that she agreed with his words. Crane did seem to be enjoying himself more than he should have. 
 
    “We had to stay here all last night doing a background check on every single person in town,” Matty replied, giving her a pained look. Allegra’s mouth dropped open, she knew she had to say something to cheer her friend up, but it seemed impossible.  
 
    “How does a guy like that even make it into the police force?” Allegra asked in disbelief, “Were you guys short on applicants that year?” 
 
    “No,” Matty sighed, stretching out his legs, “His dad is a local politician. Crane wanted to be sheriff ever since he was a kid and his dad is going to see that he gets what he wants.” 
 
    “Small town politics,” Allegra sighed, shaking her head forlornly.  
 
    “Hey now,” Matty chided playfully, “we can’t all be big city folk.” 
 
    “You could be,” Allegra pointed out, “all you have to do is leave.”  Allegra wondered vaguely when she would be able to leave. She had been there for over an hour now, but Crane still hadn’t made an appearance. The sun was getting low and she had promised to meet Greta for dinner. The police station was empty, a clear sign that if it weren’t for the murder, the station would probably have closed early. Nothing ever happened in this town, which explained why Crane was enjoying the case so much. This was his moment of glory, it did not matter to him that someone had been lost.  
 
    “Some of us don’t want to,” Matty answered good-naturedly.  
 
    “Yeah right,” Allegra scoffed, looking at him incredulously.  
 
    “What?” he asked in surprise.  
 
    “You cannot honestly tell me that you haven’t thought of leaving,” she told him in disbelief.  
 
    “Believe it or not,” Matty said, “but I never did. I like it here.”  
 
    “So, you never considered going to a place where life is more exciting?” 
 
    “No,” Matty said resolutely, shaking his head slightly. “Like I said, Gypsy, I like it here. I have everything I need. A good job, friends, family and a beautiful girlfriend. Llewes Cove is my home. Why would I want to leave?” 
 
    “To see the world,” Allegra answered, the concept of staying in one place, without ever going someplace new was baffling her. She thought that everyone found the idea of traveling as exhilarating as she found it.  
 
    “You know what I think?” Matty asked suddenly, turning to her and looking serious. 
 
    “What do you think?” Allegra asked, tilting her head slightly and giving him her full attention.  
 
    “I think you’re looking for something, that’s why you are always on the move. You wouldn’t want to leave a place if you felt you had everything you needed. So, tell me, Gypsy, what are you looking for?” Allegra opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came to mind. She felt uncomfortable under his earnest gaze and found herself wishing he would look away. It felt like he was looking right through her, and she did not like the feeling. Thankfully, she was spared from having to answer when the front door opened and Matty’s attention was drawn away from her.  
 
    “Sutton, hey,” he greeted the pretty young woman who walked through the door. Allegra looked up curiously to catch her first glance of the mysterious Sutton. She was aware of how Matty suddenly leaned away from her as if she was diseased and she had to stop herself from nudging him with her elbow.  
 
    “Hey Matty,” Sutton greeted. She was a petite brunette who only came up to Matty’s shoulders. Allegra gave her a friendly smile which Sutton returned.  
 
    “Sutton, this is Allegra,” Matty introduced the two, putting an arm around Sutton’s shoulder. Sutton gave him a sweet smile and snuggled closer, she seemed to enjoy the extra attention. 
 
    “I’ve heard so much about you,” Sutton said warmly, holding her hand out for Allegra to shake. 
 
    “All good things, I hope,” Allegra joked, shaking Sutton’s hand. Sutton’s smile stayed in place, but Allegra could tell that Sutton had been made aware of her dubious reputation. 
 
    “Sutton moved here after you left the last time,” Matty supplied helpfully to keep the conversation from going stale. Allegra nodded, unsure of what to add. Sutton looked down at her boots and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Things were awkward.  
 
    “So, why did you come?” Matty asked, turning to his girlfriend.  
 
    “Can’t I surprise my main man?” Sutton asked playfully, giving him a quick peck on the lips. Allegra sat down again, feeling out of place. Public displays of affection made everyone uncomfortable, except the parties involved.  
 
    “It is a nice surprise,” Matty clarified, turning red around the ears, “I was just wondering.” 
 
    “I actually came over to bring Ashlee’s smoothie,” Sutton explained, smiling at her blushing boyfriend. She held up a travel mug that was dripping with condensation. “Do you think she will be around for much longer?”  
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Matty began, but before he could finish, the door to the interrogation room swung open to reveal a fuming Ashlee.  
 
    “You will be hearing from my lawyers,” she threatened angrily, stomping out of the dingy little room. Behind her, a smirking Crane sauntered out. He looked very pleased with himself.  
 
    “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Mathers,” he said, earning a hateful glare from the woman herself. Ashlee stomped past Sutton and Matty, pausing only to roll her eyes at Allegra. For her part, Allegra just sat back and enjoyed the show. Ashlee Mathers was a sight to behold when she got angry.  
 
    Sutton let out a surprised sound and rushed after her angry friend, holding the smoothie out like a peace offering. She turned at the door and blew Matty a kiss before rushing out to catch up with Ashlee. By now, the sun was setting, and the police station was lit up with the harsh glare of energy-saving bulbs, lending an eerie atmosphere to the entire building.  
 
    “Miss Mitchells,” Crane greeted, his voice yanked Allegra out of the show, and she felt unprepared for a conversation with Crane. 
 
    “Officer Crane,” she said politely, hoping to end the interaction as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Would you like to follow me, please?” he asked jovially, heading toward the interrogation room.  
 
    “Actually,” Allegra said bravely, tired of his bullying tactics, “I just dropped by to give you this,” she held up the file she had spent all day compiling.  
 
    He paused in his tracks, the way he stood alerting her to the fact that he was probably very annoyed with this turn of events. He was used to getting his way, this murder investigation was supposed to be his chance to show everyone who was boss. “What is it?” he snapped, taking the file from her hands.  
 
    “My alibi,” she said triumphantly, sharing a look with Matty, “I contacted my previous employer who can vouch for my whereabouts. I also got a copy of my plane ticket, the travel itinerary and the number of the motel I stayed at when I landed.” 
 
    Crane flipped through the file, his brow creasing as he glanced through the file, “I would prefer it if we discussed matters pertaining to the investigation in my office.” 
 
    “You don’t have an office yet,” Matty pointed out, “that’s the interrogation room.” 
 
    “It is my temporary office,” Crane snapped, shutting the file angrily, “and I’d appreciate it if we kept the details of the investigation private.” He glanced over at the receptionist who rolled her eyes at his antics. She knew things before he did.  
 
    “No, thank you,” Allegra said firmly, “since I have an alibi, I am not a person of interest anymore. You can’t question me or hold me here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to question you or hold you here,” Crane explained, losing his calm façade, “I merely want to keep these details private.” 
 
    “There is nothing to keep private, except for the fact that I am not a suspect anymore,” she argued, “but while I’m here, officer, I would like to find out how the investigation is going.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean?” he said, trying to keep his voice level. 
 
    “As Dot’s closest living relative, I want to know how close you are to finding her killer,” Allegra answered, standing up straight. Crane took a step forward, but she kept her ground despite his height advantage.  
 
    “This is a closed investigation,” he said, clenching his jaw. 
 
    “Since you’re wasting your time questioning the whole town, I suppose I will have to hire a private investigator,” she said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “You can do what you want,” Crane sniffed, “but we are not wasting our time.” 
 
    “Oh please, then why sit around and gossip with Ashlee Mathers? Between the two of you, you would have me prosecuted tomorrow.” 
 
    “What are you accusing me of?” Crane growled, taking a threatening step forward. 
 
    “Nothing,” Allegra replied, taking a step closer too, “but I wouldn’t have to be here if you did your job.” Matty looked toward the receptionist with a worried look on his face, but she was leaning forward eagerly, wishing that she had brought some popcorn.  
 
    “If you must know, I have several suspects,’ Crane announced, a vicious gleam in his eyes. He said it like he had already solved the murder, as if one of the poor souls he had harassed was the murderer. 
 
    “Considering how you treated me, Officer, I highly doubt that.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean?” Crane said, the wind knocked from his sails. 
 
    “People who were in a different country aren’t usually considered suspects,” Allegra answered angrily, “You have not inspired much faith in your skills, officer.” 
 
    “My skills are impeccable,” Crane snapped, folding his arms across his chest.  
 
    “If you say so,” Allegra scoffed, turning to leave, “Tell Ashlee the two of you will have to come up with a new murderer. I have an airtight alibi.” 
 
    “Ashlee Mathers is a suspect,” Crane all but yelled. Allegra stopped in her tracks and turned to him, a thoughtful expression on her face.  
 
    “You think that Ashlee Mathers killed my great-aunt?” she asked incredulously. The thought of Ashlee buying poison at the store along with animal crackers for her toddler seemed a little ludicrous. Matty let out a gust of air while the receptionist gasped audibly. The older lady held her hands in front of her mouth and her eyes seemed to be popping out of her head. Despite her shocked expression, she was enjoying the exchange. She was so excited that she seemed to have forgotten that it was time to go home to catch her favorite soap opera. Well, second favorite. The murder case was becoming her favorite thing to watch.  
 
    “She doesn’t have an alibi,” Crane defended, looking pleased with himself. He relished in the reaction his words had caused.  
 
    “Neither do you,” Allegra pointed out. Matty stifled a cough that sounded suspiciously like a laugh.  
 
    “She also had the means and motive,” Crane pointed out, his smug façade evaporating. “Besides,” he snapped again, “this is a closed investigation. Good day, Miss Mitchells.” The thin man strode off, her file clutched firmly under his arm. Allegra stood there for a few more seconds while the receptionist began packing her things. She looked up at Matty who was watching her intently.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asked as the receptionist left, giving them each a gleeful wave. 
 
    “I’m thinking,” Allegra said carefully, “that I have a lead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    “What does he mean, Ashlee had the means and motive?” Greta yelled, pacing around the break room. Eric was doodling on the white board under their list of suspects. He wore a fake detective badge around his neck and seemed to be arguing with an imaginary partner.  
 
    “All I know is that Ashlee is a suspect,” Allegra answered, typing away on her laptop, “the internet sucks,” she exclaimed in frustration, glaring at the router.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” Greta muttered, walking up to the device to try and work out what was going on, “why do you need internet, anyway?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Allegra asked, giving Greta an incredulous look, “I always need the internet.” Greta rolled her eyes at Allegra and turned back to the kitchenette area to continue making sandwiches.  
 
    “You need to unplug your technology for a few days and just enjoy the atmosphere,” Greta chided, slathering egg-less mayonnaise over the slices of bread.  
 
    “I’d love to,” Allegra answered sarcastically, “the feel of murder and death relaxes me in the morning. This is really my idea of a luxury vacation.” 
 
    “Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit,” Greta quipped, slicing a few tomatoes.  
 
    “So say those who can’t use it,” Allegra replied, raising her hands in surrender when Greta waved her knife in her direction. “I would love to take a break, but I need a job. The Inn isn’t exactly cheap.” 
 
    “You don’t need the Inn,” Greta said, placing the tomatoes on the bread, “you could always stay with us.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Allegra said gratefully when Greta handed her a plate, “but I’d rather not bunk on your couch until Bud kicks me out.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let us solve this murder and you can be on your way,” Greta said forcefully, turning to the murder-board and forgetting her husband’s sandwich. Eric sighed and put down his marker to take the plate to his father.  
 
    “You know,” Allegra said, with her mouth full of sandwich, “maybe we should ask Matty to help us. Crane is driving him nuts.” 
 
    “Matty would rather die than betray the police force,” Greta scoffed, shooing Allegra away from her laptop.  
 
    “You make it sound so dramatic,” Allegra complained, sitting down on one of the bean-bag chairs.  
 
    “That’s how he would see it,” Greta answered, scrolling through various website options on how to solve a murder. Allegra shrugged and turned back to her sandwich, her mind working on over time. “Let’s go find out what Ashlee thinks about all this,” Greta said suddenly, turning away from the laptop with a sigh.  
 
    “Ashlee would rather attend my funeral than talk to me,” Allegra muttered. She didn’t take it personally; the feeling was mutual.  
 
    “Funeral!” Greta gasped.  
 
    “That’s what I said,” Allegra replied, staring at her now empty plate with a mournful expression.  
 
    “No, silly,” Greta jumped up excitedly, “we should plan the funeral, that way we have an excuse to talk to everyone. They won’t be able to say no, and half the town will offer to help. We can interrogate them without them knowing.” 
 
    “You know,” Allegra said slowly, staring at their pitiful murder board, “that is a brilliant idea. We can get close to her friends and find out the timeline of that last day. By the way, where is the housekeeper?” 
 
    “Eleanor?” Greta asked, “She’s still on holiday, but her son said she is coming back on the weekend.” 
 
    “Well, in the mean time we can see if we can get her friends to talk.”  
 
    “They might like you more now that you’re not a suspect,” Greta said cheerfully.  
 
    Filled with a renewed zeal, the two of them walked out of the break room to start planning the funeral. In the front office, a pasty middle-aged man was talking to Bud and Eric.  
 
    “Pastor Rob,” Greta said in surprise, “how are you?” 
 
    “Always well, my child,” Pastor Rob said kindly, grasping Greta’s hand in his own, “and, how are you?” he took Allegra’s hand too, looking at them both in earnest. 
 
    “Peachy keen,” Allegra muttered awkwardly, pulling her hand away. The last Pastor was an ancient man who always spoke as if he was struggling for breath. His replacement, although younger, did not look like he would be much more interesting.  
 
    “I am so sorry about your loss,” Pastor Rob said, still watching Allegra carefully. He looked like a kind man who spent his time visiting old ladies to hear how they were doing. The type of do-gooder who made you feel guilty about your own lifestyle. “Dorothy was a beloved pillar of the community.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Allegra answered, “it is probably a lot quieter around here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Pastor Rob said emphatically, “we all feel the loss.” 
 
    “I meant because she was always yelling,” Allegra clarified. Eric giggled, and Greta swatted his arm. Pastor Rob was the type of person who made you feel like you were in a church when he was around.  
 
    “I knew Dorothy to be the mildest person I ever met,” Pastor Rob said, still smiling kindly. Allegra looked at Greta in disbelief, but Greta shrugged, she did not know what the Pastor was talking about either.  
 
    “That’s high praise coming from you, Pastor,” Bud commented, leaning against his desk and watching the exchange with interest.  
 
    “Oh,” the Pastor chuckled, “but very deserved, let me assure you. I spent quite a lot of time with Dorothy near the end.” 
 
    “I never knew my great-aunt was religious,” Allegra said, feeling less awkward. Greta looked around for a piece of paper to start taking notes, but Bud shook his head at her, and she sat down instead, still watching the Pastor like a hawk.  
 
    “She had quite the spiritual thirst,” Pastor Rob continued, oblivious to their strange behavior. Eric shook his head, wanting to say something. He did not understand many of the terms the Pastor was using, but they did not sound right when describing Grumpy Dot. The lady he knew would yell at him, but still sneak him non-vegan sweets when Greta was not looking.  
 
    “She always told me religion was a snare and a racket,” Allegra said, Greta gasped slightly, and she remembered who she was speaking to, “sorry, Pastor,” she apologized hurriedly.  
 
    “No, no,” Pastor Rob assured her kindly, “I understand that many people feel that way. But the Dorothy I knew was very religious. I think she knew it was the end.”  
 
    Allegra felt her body tense up and she looked at the Pastor with a renewed interest. “Thank you for telling me that, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, please call me Pastor Rob,” he held his hands out humbly, “we are all friends here. Besides, that’s why I came over here. I wanted to commend you for your strength.” Greta smiled and gave Allegra a thumbs-up which made her smile slightly but turn her focus back to the Pastor. 
 
    “My strength?” Allegra echoed in confusion.  
 
    “Why yes, I know how much you must have loved your great-aunt. And to stand up to everyone and demand an autopsy like that. Dorothy would have been proud. She told me all about the novel you wrote for her. You know, we often spoke about you.” Allegra felt a lump form in her throat at his words.  
 
    “Really?” she asked weakly.  
 
    “Why yes, of course, your great-aunt was very fond of you, you know. As I said, I spent quite a bit of time with her near the end. I thought she was just ill, I never imagined that it was…” the Pastor’s voice lowered, “murder.” He looked around the room suspiciously, as if the murderer was about to jump out from behind one of the desks.  
 
    “Were you with her on her last day, Pastor?” Allegra asked curiously. Pastor Rob hesitated slightly, as if he was unsure how he should answer. “It would mean so much to me to know she had some comfort that day,” Allegra clarified. Pastor Rob’s confusion cleared up and he nodded understandingly. 
 
    “Of course, my child. But no, unfortunately I was not there. I only went once a week, when Dorothy would give me her contribution.” 
 
    “She made regular contributions to the church?” 
 
    “Yes, she was quite generous. I wanted to be around more, but she was adamant that she only wanted to see me once a week. She said I made her feel strong again,” the Pastor seemed to be quite pleased about this information.  
 
    “She would have needed that, the poison would have made her very weak,” Allegra commented, watching the Pastor’s reaction carefully.  
 
    “Yes, Xosyn Sirtunade has that effect,” Pastor Rob agreed, shaking his head forlornly.  
 
    “I can’t believe anyone would want to poison her,” Allegra said sadly, allowing real emotion to creep into her voice. Grumpy Dot was loud, but she could not imagine anyone wanting to hurt her.  
 
    “Neither can I,” the Pastor commented, “she was such a gentle soul. But don’t worry child, she had many visitors. She was not alone.” 
 
    “Many visitors? Like who?” Allegra asked, subtlety flying out the window. The Pastor was behaving strangely, and this was her first opportunity to get some information from one of the townspeople. Her friends were helpful, but she had not had a chance to speak to anyone else yet.  
 
    “Many people from the village came to see her,” the Pastor said vaguely, taking a step back. Greta gave her a strange look, which she ignored. “She had so much tea with people, it would be impossible to try and guess which of the guests did it.”  
 
    Bud leaned back and regarded the Pastor carefully. Eric tugged on his pants, but his father just patted him absent-mindedly. Eric shrugged and gave up, so he turned to his mother and tugged at her pants. Greta bent down and listened as he whispered in her ear. She nodded, and the little boy ran to the break room.  
 
    “Well, thank you for your visit, Pastor, you have given me a lot to think about.” 
 
    Pastor Rob nodded kindly, then turned back to Bud to finish their conversation. Every now and then, Greta would interject with some of her own input, but Allegra remained quiet, her mind was racing as she tried to sort through the information the Pastor had given her.  
 
    “He is so nice,” Greta commented once the Pastor left.  
 
    “One of the nicest,” Bud agreed, returning to his writing with a sigh.  
 
    “I never knew you wrote a novel,” Greta said suddenly, turning to Allegra. Allegra shrugged and began playing with her hair, trying not to think about the memories her first book brought back.  
 
    “It was my first book,” Allegra said nonchalantly, “Grumpy Dot had it printed for me.” 
 
    “You’re a writer?” Bud piped up from behind his desk.  
 
    “Oh no, it’s just a hobby,” Allegra said hurriedly, “did anyone else find that odd?”  
 
    “What?” Greta asked, looking confused at the sudden subject change. 
 
    “All of that,” Allegra answered. “Dot was not mild, she was the loudest person any of us ever knew. She only ever went to church if they were selling something.” 
 
    Bud and Greta looked at each other, communicating silently. Bud shrugged, and Greta turned to her friend with a concerned expression.  
 
    “Honey, that was the Pastor, he probably said those things because he didn’t want to speak ill of the dead.” 
 
    “Okay, but come on, Dot never gave money away. She held on to money more tightly than Ebenezer Scrooge.”  
 
    “Maybe she really did change toward the end,” Greta suggested gently, looking worried for Allegra.  
 
    “How would she know it was the end?” Allegra pointed out, “She was murdered.” 
 
    “Maybe he was saying that to make you feel better,” Greta said slowly, but she did not seem convinced in her own theory. She looked at Bud to back her up, but Bud was staring thoughtfully into the distance. Greta scoffed and tossed one of Eric’s bread crusts at his head.  
 
    “Wha—?” he jumped, startled.  
 
    “Back me up here,” Greta insisted, “Pastor Rob was not being suspicious.” 
 
    “He did look uncomfortable when you asked him about his visits.” 
 
    “Anyone would look uncomfortable when they’re being interrogated!” Greta protested, looking at her husband like he betrayed her. Bud held up his hands in surrender and leaned back in his chair.  
 
    “He mentioned the poison by name,” Bud pointed out. Greta turned on him and was about to say something, but she closed her mouth and frowned.  
 
    “I’m sure that name is all over the town by now,” Allegra pointed out. Greta jumped up again, smiling broadly.  
 
    “Yes, see, that’s it.”  
 
    “But he mentioned that she drank a lot of tea,” Allegra mused. Greta sat back down again and frowned. She looked conflicted.  
 
    “This is all circumstantial,” Greta grumbled.  
 
    “I agree,” Allegra said soothingly, “but it is worth looking into.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    “I don’t understand why we have to do this,” Greta grumbled. Allegra shushed her friend and continued creeping through the churchyard. The church was another old building that faced the town square. It was a lovely stone building that had ivy growing all over it. Tourists often stopped by to take pictures of the historic building, but they did not stay for much else.  
 
    “You understand, you just don’t agree,” Allegra whispered as they crept through the rose bushes that lined the building. It had been decided that Eric should stay at home during this dangerous mission, since he was just a child and they had to draw the line somewhere. At least, that was what Bud insisted.  
 
    “Look, Pastor Rob is just a nice man, he didn’t kill Grumpy Dot!” Greta repeated. She was convinced of the Pastor’s innocence. That, and being on the church grounds made her panicky for some reason.  
 
    “Then there is no harm in us looking around,” Allegra hissed, motioning for Greta to speak more softly. They could feel the air swarm with bugs around them. Summer was ending, but the bugs had not gotten the memo yet. Since this was a covert mission, the pair had waited until it was dark to begin. Allegra was regretting her decision not to wear bug repellant, and Greta was wondering how she found herself in this position.  
 
    “What if we get caught?” Greta hissed, slapping at her face. A mosquito buzzed away, causing Greta to scowl in its direction. Her curly red hair was escaping her beanie, and her dark eyes glittered nervously.  
 
    “You said that Pastor Rob has a youth program on Friday nights,” Allegra pointed out. The sound of teenagers singing drifted through the walls and Allegra had to stop herself from wincing. The teenagers were loud, off-key and too unenthusiastic to lend anything to the mediocre guitar music.  
 
    “What is the plan here?” a deep voice asked, causing Greta to jump up and hold her hands out in front of her in a defensive position.  
 
    “We’re looking around to see if Pastor Rob has any Xosyn Sirtunade lying around,” Allegra answered Jason, peeking through the well-lit windows. Pastor Rob was in the middle of a circle of bored looking teens, singing his heart out. Allegra felt a twinge of sympathy for the poor man. At least he tried.  
 
    “I bet he wouldn’t have left it in the rose bushes,” Jason quipped, looking amused. He was wearing a light pair of jeans and a blue T-shirt, a stark contrast to Greta and Allegra’s all-black attire.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Greta hissed, finally relaxing her defensive stance but still glaring at the intruder. Jason held his hands up in surrender, his mouth twisting into a bemused smirk. Greta continued glaring at him, burning holes through his head with her gaze.  
 
    “I’m here to help,” Jason defended, still holding his hands up. The material of his t-shirt strained against his defined arm muscles, leaving one to wonder if he chose to wear the shirt for that reason.  
 
    “How did you know where we were?” Greta hissed, sinking down to a squat. She pressed herself against the wall, away from the light emanating through the window when the sound of singing stopped.  
 
    “Bud told me,” he answered casually. Greta drew in a sharp breath and Allegra shook her head. Bud was a smart man, but sometimes he did not think things through.  
 
    “You know, if you want to catch up, you could just take me to dinner,” Allegra suggested, motioning for her two friends to follow her.  
 
    “Yeah, but solving a murder is much more exciting than dinner at the diner,” Jason pointed out, whispering loudly. Greta smacked his arm and he put a finger in front of his lips. She rolled her eyes and smacked his arm again. 
 
    “You know,” he said,” I just can’t win with you.” 
 
    The trio made their way round the side of the building and paused suddenly. Allegra waited for a few seconds, and when the singing started again, they continued their journey. Behind the old church, there was a quaint little cottage lit up by a floodlight. It was a pretty little house that belonged to the church. The Pastor was allowed to live there as long as he fulfilled his duties. The last time Allegra had seen it, it was covered with rolls of toilet paper. After which she had been banned from Friday Night Youth Evenings.  
 
    “This is our last chance to turn around,” Greta whisper yelled, refusing to leave the safety of the bushes.  
 
    “Think about it, Greta,” Allegra said suddenly, “do you want to leave now and spend the rest of your life wondering if he did it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason interjected, “we could leave it. And then we would never know the truth.” 
 
    “I already know the truth,” Greta protested, “he’s innocent!” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Allegra asked, starting to feel exasperated. Greta opened her mouth, but then closed it with a frown. She stood there for a few seconds, squirming under Allegra’s steady gaze.  
 
    “Look,” Jason said, breaking the silence, “The Pastor can’t keep those teens entertained for much longer. I say, we get in there, look for the poison and get out. Then we will know for sure who is right about this.”  
 
    Greta shook her head and looked at the building worriedly. She bit her lip and clung tightly to one of the branches in the bush she was hiding in. 
 
    “I’m not going to force you,” Allegra promised, “you can come if you want to.” With that, she and Jason made their way up to the old house. They heard a strangled sound behind them before Greta’s footsteps rushed to catch up to them.  
 
    “We are grown adults,” Greta grumbled behind them causing Jason to smile broadly.  
 
    “Do you know how to pick a lock?” Jason asked when they finally made it to the front door. It was made of wood and partially concealed under a pretty little whitewashed arch. The arch was covered with delicate ivy, making its way to the roof. The door itself had stained glass panels decorating the top half. The entire scene belonged in a fairytale.  
 
    “Yes,” Allegra answered, she took a step forward and the other two leaned in to see what she was doing. But instead of picking the lock, she turned the door knob and opened the door. “This is Llewes Cove,” she reminded them when they both gave her incredulous looks, “no one ever locks their doors.” 
 
    The three cautiously stepped into the tiny little cottage. The light from the floodlight outside gave the front rooms an eerie glow. It smelled like ink and old books, and everything had a faded, look to it. The wooden floor creaked slightly as they stepped on it, and it felt like they were stepping into another world. The noise from the teenagers was muted, and the air felt warmer inside.  
 
    “I forgot how beautiful it is in here,” Allegra said softly, her voice full of awe. It was the type of house that made you feel comfortable as soon as you walked in, and made you dream about winter nights in front of the cozy fireplace with a mug of cocoa in your hands.  
 
    “I can’t see a thing,” Greta sniffed, switching on the lights. 
 
    “No!” Jason said, rushing forward to switch them off again, “We’re on a covert mission, Greta! No lights,” he held his hands over the light switch to keep her from switching them on again.  
 
    “Oops,” Greta apologized, covering her cheeks with her hands, “I’m not used to sneaking into the Pastor’s house on a Friday night!” 
 
    “Guys!” Allegra snapped, looking through some of the documents on a cluttered desk, “can you please go check if he has the poison?” 
 
    “Right,” Greta said, snapping her fingers, “if I were poison, where would I be?” she scurried off in the direction of the kitchen and Jason walked up to help Allegra.  
 
    “What are you looking for?” Jason asked, taking a book from a nearby shelf. 
 
    “Grumpy Dot’s will,” Allegra admitted, putting the papers back on the desk neatly.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, wincing sympathetically, “I heard about what happened.” 
 
    “You and half the town,” Allegra shrugged it off. She was learning to get used to how news travelled in the town. If you didn’t want anyone to know your business, you had to have none. Even then, they might make up some business and assign it to you. She always suspected that there was a secret council who assigned gossip on a rotating schedule.  
 
    “If you ask me, that was the first sign that something was wrong. She would never have left you nothing. Even if she was mad at you, she would have left you that old typewriter.” 
 
    “You think?” Allegra asked hopefully, paging through a file that was on the desk.  
 
    “Of course,” Jason stopped his search and turned to her, “she was always talking about how you were going to publish a book someday.” 
 
    “She had such high hopes,” Allegra smiled fondly. It was nice to know that someone had faith in her future, even when she had given up on that dream. 
 
    “Well, she had reason to be. You wrote an entire novel that first summer you were here.” 
 
    “She only liked it because it was about her,” Allegra joked, squinting to read the writing on one of the documents. It looked like Pastor Rob kept a record of all the elderly people in the town.  
 
    “It meant the world to her,” he told her, smiling fondly, “what did you call it again? Oh right, ‘The Mad Aunt’.” 
 
    “She did like being called mad,” Allegra mused, frowning at the file. A loud clang from the kitchen pulled both their attention away from their tasks. 
 
    “Sorry!” Greta yelled, her voice muffled.  
 
    “I’m serious,” Jason said, taking a step toward Allegra, she looked up at him, her eyes wide, “she thought of you as a daughter.”  
 
    Allegra shook her head at him, a frightened look on her face. She opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out.  
 
    “Hey now,” he said gently, “it’s true.” 
 
    “No,” Allegra whispered, “I think I found a clue.”  
 
    “You what?” Greta asked shrilly, appearing from the darkness. Jason looked shocked and moved to her side to see what she was looking at in the file.  
 
    “This is the police!” Crane’s voice sounded suddenly. It was amplified, he was probably using a megaphone or the church’s loudspeakers. “We have the house surrounded, come out with your hands in the air!” 
 
    Greta let out a frightened squeak and looked at Allegra with big eyes. Jason and Allegra shared a startled look. 
 
    “Come out, right now!” Crane said again, sounding more upbeat than they had ever heard him. This was probably the type of thing that he lived for.  
 
    Allegra sighed, and put the file under her arm before squaring her shoulders and walking out into the light. Jason and Greta followed her reluctantly and were met by a group of curious teenagers, a frightened looking Pastor, an annoyed looking Matty and Crane holding a megaphone.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Do you know what retirement is?” The Chief demanded, sitting across from three sheepish adults.  
 
    “Look, Chief,” Allegra began. 
 
    “No,” he cut her off with his deep voice, “I asked you a question.” He glared at her sternly and she shrugged, sensing it was a rhetorical question. “It is a time in a man’s life when he is supposed to be spending his days playing golf. Or enjoying the company of his wife and grandchildren!” 
 
    “But you’re not retired yet,” Jason pointed out.  
 
    “No, but I am training my replacement. Which means I’m supposed to go home early and let him do his work. Not chastise three full grown adults!”  
 
    “We were-” Greta started, but the Chief silenced her with a glare. Greta sat back and folded her arms over her chest, looking mutinous. Allegra looked around her and couldn’t help but feel a sense of Deja-vu wash over her. The three of them had been in this position a few times before.  
 
    “What possessed you to break into our poor Pastor’s home?” he asked, looking at Allegra.  
 
    “I thought he had something to do with Dot’s murder,” Allegra told him, repeating what she had told Crane and Matty from the back of the squad car.  
 
    “You better change your answer, missy,” he warned, wagging his finger at her, “because that means Crane has to take over and he is itching for his first arrest.” 
 
    “It’s the truth!” Allegra protested, “the Pastor said some strange things that got me thinking. I wanted to see if my hunch was correct.” 
 
    “Your hunch was wrong,” the Chief told her, “because you are not a detective. Now, thank your lucky stars our Pastor isn’t pressing charges.”  
 
    “My hunch was right,” Allegra protested, “I showed you what I found in the file.” 
 
    “What you found was useful,” the Chief admitted, “but inadmissible in a court of law since you stole it from the man’s house.” 
 
    “But now you can look into him!” Allegra cried, feeling frustrated. 
 
    “No,” the Chief snapped, “not me. I am retiring. Crane is going to look at it. If you had stayed put, he would have found it eventually. Now, you lost a clue because you were sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
    “If I had left it, he would have burned it long before Crane did something useful!” 
 
    “You are not qualified to do this,” the Chief cried in exasperation, removing his large hat to run his hands through his hair in frustration. 
 
    “What choice do I have?” Allegra asked angrily, “look at who is leading the investigation. I got more done in one day than he got done in a week!”  
 
    “Allegra,” the Chief sighed, “you found one clue. That doesn’t make you a detective. It makes you a trespasser. I know Dot meant a lot to you, but don’t you think it would be better if you just went home and let the professionals handle the case? We’ll call you as soon as Crane finds the murderer.” 
 
    Allegra sat back in her chair and felt Greta give her a sympathetic glance. She felt too ashamed to admit that she had no home to go back to.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Allegra left the Chief’s office feeling thoroughly exhausted. He was not one to mince words, and since she wasn’t being charged, he decided to punish her by giving her a lecture. She felt emotionally exhausted, and a little like a teenager again. This used to be a regular part of her visits here. She waved glumly to an equally exhausted looking Jason and Greta who slinked off to go home. All their ears were ringing, and they were a little disheartened by the news that their efforts were in vain.  
 
    Allegra walked out the police station and into the cool night air. Most of the town square was eerily dark and quiet since everyone else was at home. She pulled at her black jacket and kept her head down as she made her way to the Inn. Llewes Cove was a safe town but walking alone at night is generally a disconcerting experience. A slight breeze washed over the square, causing Allegra to shiver. The sounds of the ocean made their way through the town, providing a soundtrack for her walk. Crickets chirped but went silent as she walked past. She felt uncomfortable for some reason, so she quickened her pace. The hairs at the back of her neck prickled and she turned around abruptly, scanning the square. Everything was dark and quiet.  
 
    A few street lamps lit up the sidewalks in front of the storefronts, but the square itself was dark. She cursed herself for taking the shortcut and continued her walk. She only had a few more steps before she made it back to the light. She focused on the ground, listening carefully to what was happening around her. The breeze picked up again. The waves filtered through. Everything was normal, except for her growing feeling of unease. Five more steps until the light.  
 
    Allegra had to force herself not to run, convincing herself that she would look ridiculous if she did. She shook her head as if clearing all her thoughts and focused on her steps and the sounds around her. Breeze, waves, normal. Something was bothering her. A sound was missing. She heard the footsteps just as she realized what it was. The crickets weren’t chirping.  
 
    She only had two more steps until she reached the sidewalk, so she broke out into an all-out run. As she reached the light, she turned to see who was following her. A shadowy figure quickened its pace to catch up to her, and she nearly started running when a voice cried out from the darkness. 
 
    “Wait!” a slightly breathless man called.  
 
    She stopped in her tracks and squinted at him, “Pastor Rob?”  
 
    The Pastor jogged slightly to make it through the square, he wore a slightly sheepish expression along with light blue jeans and jogging shoes. He looked like a small-town Pastor who held youth groups and sang off-key to an out of tune guitar. She took in his slightly chubby frame and stared at him thoughtfully, wondering if she should yell at him.  
 
    “I’m not a stalker,” he defended suddenly, taking a step back and putting his hands in his pockets. He looked awkward and wouldn’t look her in the eye. He seemed to be staring at the space above her head.  
 
    “All right?” she said uncertainly, also taking a step back.  
 
    “No,” he explained, removing one hand from his pocket and gesturing, “you just looked scared. I should have said something, you must have been scared.” 
 
    She nodded sheepishly, there was no denying that he had scared her. He had seen her run up to the light and glare at him. Allegra put her hand in her pocket, holding onto her phone. The police were not investigating him, but he might be the murderer.  
 
    “That would have been simpler, yes,” she admitted slowly, wondering what he wanted. If he was angry, he would have yelled at her already. She tried to unlock her phone, but the touch screen was pressed against the fabric of her jacket pocket. If she wanted to use it, she would have to take it out of her pocket, but that would involve alerting a possible murderer to the fact that she was suspicious of him.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologized, looking at his feet and shuffling slightly. She nodded again, and he continued looking at his feet. She glanced longingly at the Inn and wondered if she could leave yet. It was very late, and she was tired.  
 
    “That’s okay,” she said, breaking the silence, “I’m sorry for breaking into your house.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” he said soothingly, smiling kindly at her. She smiled back awkwardly and took a step back.  
 
    “Is there anything you wanted?” she asked, not unkindly. Allegra found that it was harder to be nice to someone when you were tired and hungry. How did one talk to a suspect? She suddenly felt very aware of her surroundings and how she was acting. She looked toward the direction of the Inn, calculating how long it would take her to get there. She noticed that the lights were on. Ray was there. Probably waiting for her to come in so that he could lock up. She had never been so happy thinking about Ray.  
 
    “This belongs to you,” he said awkwardly, holding out a piece of paper. It was startlingly white against their surroundings. She reached out carefully to take the piece of paper. It was a copy of the clue she had found in his house.  
 
    “Why are you giving this to me?” she asked curiously, frowning at the handwriting.  
 
    “Dorothy gave it to me two days before she died,” he admitted, “I didn’t think about it much, but I should have given it to you sooner. Maybe then you wouldn’t have found my behavior suspicious.” 
 
    “I didn’t…” Allegra began awkwardly but trailed off when he gave her a knowing look. “Thank you, I shouldn’t have broken into your house.” 
 
    “There are easier ways of getting information,” he agreed, “I gave the original to the police, but you deserve a copy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said sincerely, giving him a grateful smile.  
 
    “You know,” he said thoughtfully, turning slightly to indicate he was about to leave, “she never came to church. Not once.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” she answered, feeling confused.  
 
    “No, I was just saying that because you knew her well. I would have also been suspicious if I were you. She wanted me to visit for another reason.” 
 
    “Yeah, why is that?” 
 
    “I think she was lonely.” 
 
    “But she had so many friends,” Allegra sputtered, feeling incredibly guilty, “you said so yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to feel guilty,” he said, looking concerned, “I’m just telling you that you need to look under the surface. Not everything is what it looks like.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. Mitchells, but my hands are tied,” Mr. Carey said apologetically, looking slightly uncomfortable. He looked like he would rather be anywhere else in the world.  
 
    “This should be enough evidence to prove that the will you read at the funeral is a forgery,” Allegra protested calmly, crossing her legs primly. Mr. Carey’s office was small and spartan. He had a desk, a few framed certificates and a table with a coffee pot on it. His receptionist had been allowed to decorate the entrance where her desk was, but Mr. Carey had drawn the line at his office. He sighed and began cleaning his glasses.  
 
    “This would be enough to cast suspicion on the will, but unless you find a will that was made after the one I read or get someone to confess, I’m afraid that that is the one that is binding.” 
 
    “This,” Allegra said, holding up the copy Pastor Rob had given her, “is a letter from Dot herself saying that she had written the will. She asked the Pastor to be a witness when she signed it in front of you.” 
 
    “I know, what it says, Ms. Mitchells,” Mr. Carey said tiredly.  
 
    “The will you read out was typed, and the Pastor wasn’t a witness,” Allegra pointed out, holding up a copy of the will. She held the two pages up for a side-by-side analysis. 
 
    “I understand that it is suspicious, but as I said, my hands are tied.” 
 
    “My great-aunt would not have cut me out of her will,” Allegra explained, “you can understand what I am trying to do. If we find out who forged that will, we can find who killed her.” 
 
    “The police have already been here,” Mr. Carey said sternly, giving her a chastising look over the rim of his now spotless glasses.  
 
    “Mr. Carey,” his receptionist called, knocking politely on the door, “Mr. Vance and Ms. Smith are here.” 
 
    “I’ll be there now, Karen,” Mr. Carey called out, pushing his chair back.  
 
    “There has to be something we can do,” Allegra protested, standing up abruptly.  
 
    “I can look things over,” Mr. Carey offered, “this is suspicious, so we could freeze all Dot’s assets until it is resolved. But many people won’t be happy. I will also need the original letter, and someone will have to prove that this is Dot’s handwriting. We would have to hire a professional. To be honest, Ms. Mitchells, it is going to be a lot of effort and it will take some time. There are people who won’t be happy with this. Least of all Mrs. Mathers and Ms. Smith who inherited Dorothy’s estate. Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “They asked the same thing when I insisted on an autopsy and look what happened. Surely the fact that Ashlee is a suspect in the murder is enough to investigate the will?” 
 
    “A murder case is enough to investigate the will,” Mr. Carey admitted, “but there will be legal fees.” 
 
    “Aren’t there always,” Allegra muttered, “I’ll find a way to pay the fees, Mr. Carey. I just want to know who killed Grumpy Dot.” Mr. Carey nodded somberly and escorted her toward the door. “Thank you so much for all your help,” she said sincerely as they walked out into the foyer. Allegra turned to leave but stopped when she saw who was waiting on one of the couches.  
 
    “Of course, you’d be here,” Ashlee sneered. Ellie shrunk back in her seat and a familiar looking man puffed his chest out. Allegra glared at the man, recognizing him as the man who accused her of trespassing. He returned her glare, clearly recognizing her too.  
 
    “It is good to see you, Ashlee,” Allegra replied primly. Although she was being investigated for murder, Ashlee looked as poised as ever. Her suburban uniform was neatly pressed, and her hair was perfectly in place. Even her make-up was impeccable. It took more than suspicion and allegations to get to Ashlee Mathers.  
 
    “Yes,” Ashlee said, pursing her lips, “if you’ll excuse us, we have some business to discuss.” She stood up and held her purse to her side like a shield, motioning for Ellie to go ahead of her.  
 
    “It is good to see you all,” Mr. Carey interjected before anyone could enter his office, “but I have to inform you that the will is being contested. Until the matter is resolved, we cannot discuss it.” 
 
    “What?” the man cried, jumping to his feet. “This is outrageous!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Reginald,” Ashlee said soothingly, “this is all just a misunderstanding.” She turned around and smiled sweetly at Mr. Carey, “What is this all about, Mr. Carey?” 
 
    “Ms. Mitchells has filed a complaint with the police, and they will be investigating the authenticity of the will,” Mr. Carey explained in a deadpan voice.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Ashlee ground out, turning pale.  
 
    “You will only receive what was left for you after we can prove that the will we read was not forged,” Mr. Carey explained, speaking more slowly, “that means that we have nothing to discuss today.” 
 
    “This is rubbish,” Reginald exploded, going red in the face, “The property was left to these women. They want to sell it, let them sell it!” 
 
    “You were going to sell Dot’s estate?” Allegra asked angrily, she clenched her fists and glared at the two sisters, a strange noise filling her ears. 
 
    “It belongs to us!” Ashlee sneered, turning on her old enemy.  
 
    “Not if you forged that will,” Allegra retorted, stepping forward. Ashlee gasped and raised her hand, but Mr. Carey had enough. He cleared his throat loudly and stepped between the two.  
 
    “That is enough,” he said loudly, looking annoyed, “the will is being investigated and you will be notified when the matter is resolved. You may all leave.” 
 
    Ashlee opened her mouth to say something but Mr. Carey shook his head and looked at the door. The group of adults deflated and made their way outside. The atmosphere was tense, and Allegra could feel two pairs of eyes drilling holes into the back of her head.  
 
    “We should file a complaint with the police,” Ashlee began saying to Reginald. Allegra rolled her eyes and began walking up the sidewalk toward the newspaper building. Greta would be waiting for news. They had not seen each other since the previous evening’s failed break in.  
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Ellie said sincerely, matching her pace to Allegra’s.  
 
    “I don’t get it, Ellie,” Allegra said stiffly, walking faster. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ellie asked, frowning slightly.  
 
    “You say that you want to help. But then you try and sell Dot’s land. You know there’s something strange going on. Don’t you have a conscience?”  
 
    “Grumpy Dot left us the house,” Ellie protested softly, turning red from embarrassment or emotion. You couldn’t really tell with Ellie.  
 
    “The will was forged!” Allegra said loudly, turning to face her old friend. She felt hurt and betrayed. She could expect something like that from Ashlee, but not from her old friend. From the corner of her eye, she could see Greta pull up in Old George. Greta looked at the scene curiously, locking the car as she watched what was happening.  
 
    “Grumpy Dot cared about us,” Ellie said, looking wounded, “maybe she really did leave us the house.” 
 
    “I know,” Allegra conceded, “but she wouldn’t have done that if she knew what you’re doing. Reginald wants to tear it down!” Ellie took a step back, blinking rapidly.  
 
    “Hey!” Ashlee yelled, pushing her sister behind her, “How would you know? You didn’t know Grumpy Dot!” 
 
    “I knew her well enough,” she retorted, folding her arms and pushing away the feeling of guilt. She felt Greta’s presence behind her and immediately felt her support.  
 
    “You were gone for ten years!” Ashlee reminded her, “you left in the middle of the night, like some criminal.” 
 
    “There’s no need to keep bringing that up,” Greta said angrily, “she came back, and that’s what matters.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Ashlee scoffed, rolling her eyes, “why don’t you tell us why you left?” Allegra took a step back and pursed her lips. Greta looked at her curiously but then focused on Ashlee.  
 
    “That’s enough, we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Tell us,” Ashlee nearly yelled, her eyes wild, “you pretend like you loved her so much. You’re a liar! Why are you here?” Ellie gasped and tried to calm her sister down, but Ashlee wasn’t having any of it.  
 
    “Dot deserves justice,” Allegra answered, trying to calm down.  
 
    “Liar!” Ashlee was spitting mad by this point. Ellie tried to calm her down with soothing words, but her sister pushed away, all her focus on Allegra. “You are a liar! Dot never loved you, that’s why she sent you away! She packed you up like a criminal and sent you away in the middle of the night. You’re here for revenge. To see what you can get from her, now that she’s dead!”  
 
    Greta gasped and put her hands over her mouth, looking between the two women with wide eyes. Ellie hung her head in shame and covered her face with her hands, wishing that the ground would swallow her whole.  
 
    Allegra felt the world go quiet around her. She was so angry that words failed her. Ashlee was looking like a cat who had caught the canary, she folded her arms and looked at Allegra challengingly. Allegra took a deep breath and counted to ten. Then she opened her eyes and took a step forward. Ashlee lifted her chin, bracing herself for a verbal onslaught.  
 
    “We’re not teenagers anymore,” Allegra told her calmly. “I keep forgetting that when I’m around you. You may think what you want about me. Just try and be a little more mature about it next time.”  
 
    Allegra turned around and started walking away. Greta jogged to catch up and the two of them made their way back to the car in silence.  
 
    “I don’t know why Grumpy Dot sent me away,” Allegra answered the question Greta hadn’t asked yet.  
 
    “It’s okay…” Greta said soothingly.  
 
    “No,” Allegra said, looking straight ahead, “I disappeared for ten years. And you just let me back in your life with open arms. You deserve to know the truth.”  
 
    “I had a fight with my mom that night,” Allegra began, taking a deep breath, “she was marrying some guy and wanted me to come home. I didn’t know the man and I was having too much fun. I liked it here more than with her,” Allegra admitted softly.  
 
    Greta said nothing but laid a comforting hand on her arm.  
 
    “That was the night we snuck out to re-arrange the school sign.” Llewes Cove High School had a conveniently located sign board that used moveable letters to announce town activities. If you had a ladder and a little creativity, you could re-arrange the letters to announce whatever you wanted.  
 
    “I remember that,” Greta said, smiling fondly, “the Chief caught us and escorted us home.” 
 
    “When I got home, Grumpy Dot lost it. She was yelling at me and told me she was taking me home. She had already packed my bags,” Allegra said, her eyes misting up slightly. Greta frowned sympathetically but didn’t say anything. “She didn’t even wait for morning. She just took me to the bus stop, bought a ticket and left me there.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Greta asked softly, “She never got mad about our pranks before.” Allegra shrugged and cleared her throat, she felt ashamed and a little vulnerable.  
 
    “She said I wasn’t allowed to come back, so I didn’t.”  
 
    “Why did you come back now?” Greta asked curiously.  
 
    “She sent me a letter, asking if I’d come to visit. I was going to ask why she sent me away. Now I’ll never know,” Allegra said matter-of-factly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “Wait, you were serious?” Allegra asked incredulously. Ray was standing outside her bedroom with his arms folded over his chest. He nodded vigorously, which when paired with his long, thin neck made him look like a chicken.  
 
    “We are booked full for the scrap-booking workshop. A whole week of intense scrap-booking.” 
 
    “Look, can you please stop saying that?” Allegra asked, starting to feel annoyed.  
 
    “What?” he asked, looking confused.  
 
    “Sky diving is intense, rock climbing is intense, why?” Allegra ranted loudly, “because if you get it wrong, you can die. Scrap booking, the art of gluing things to paper, is not intense!” A couple walking up the stairs stopped to glare at her and Ray looked like she had just insulted his mother.  
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” he grumbled, glaring at her angrily. “I still need you to vacate the room. We are fully booked.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Allegra asked desperately, “There’s nowhere else to stay in town.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” he said primly, still glaring at her. She sighed and nodded at him before turning away to begin packing.  
 
    A few minutes later, she was out in the street with her backpack. She was used to moving from place to place, so she packed lightly. But this time felt different. She knew that if she didn’t find a place to stay soon, she would have to leave. She found that the thought of leaving the little town made her feel sad. Although her great-aunt wasn’t here anymore, she still had a lot to do. If she was being honest with herself, she wondered how easy it would be to leave once they found the murderer.  
 
    “Well, this is a sorry sight,” a deep voice interrupted her thoughts. She looked up to see Jason strolling toward her. He was sporting a slight stubble today, making him look more mature and highlighting the contours of his chiseled jawline.  
 
    “Not as sorry as your face,” she mumbled half-heartedly.  
 
    “Very mature,” he said smirking, raising an eyebrow. He reached out and ruffled her hair, grinning when she glared at him.  
 
    “I’ve been kicked out,” she admitted forlornly, looking at the Inn. A few days ago, she had turned her nose up at it, but now she wished she could get a few more days. She knew she had to leave eventually, but her mind had been so wrapped up in what was going on that she completely forgot about finding a place to stay.  
 
    “What did you do?” Jason joked, nudging her arm in an attempt to cheer her up. 
 
    “I insulted scrap-booking,” she admitted, shaking her head at her rash actions. Jason let out a low whistle and shook his head.  
 
    “Yeah, that would do it. Ray lives for scrap-booking.” 
 
    “This is the type of information you tell a person before they insult the inn keeper,” Allegra chastised, pulling on the straps of her backpack. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Jason asked sympathetically, “Are you going to leave again?” Allegra gave him a strange look and stared at the Inn thoughtfully.  
 
    “I don’t want to leave yet,” she told him. His face relaxed into a surprised smile, but she was too absorbed in her own thoughts to see his grin.  
 
    “What about Greta?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve thought about that, but that would only be a temporary solution,” Allegra explained, “I don’t want to impose on them. Besides, I don’t know how long it will be until we find the murderer.” 
 
    “That pesky murderer,” Jason joked, he wondered if it would be strange to ask if she wanted to stay with him. “It’s a shame that Dot didn’t leave the house to you. It’s just standing there now.” 
 
    Allegra’s whole face brightened up and she looked up at him with a mischievous smile.  
 
    “What?” he asked, feeling bewildered.  
 
    “I was just wondering if you would mind driving me somewhere?” 
 
    “Where?” he asked suspiciously. He knew that smile. That smile was what got him into trouble every single summer until he was sixteen. She only smiled like that when she had an idea, and Allegra’s ideas were always dangerous.  
 
    “Do you trust me?” she asked, still smiling mischievously.  
 
    “No,” he replied simply. She gave him a wounded look and he sighed. “All right, let’s go. But if I get arrested again our friendship is over.” 
 
    “You know, life must have been so boring before I showed up,” she told him simply.  
 
      
 
    “This is such a bad idea,” he told her simply when they arrived at Dot’s estate.  
 
    “No,” she told him, ignoring the nerves fluttering in her stomach, “you were right. It’s just standing there. Besides, I’ve contested the will, so Ellie and Ashlee can’t sell it yet. It’s just sitting there, and best of all- it’s free.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if you get caught, you could go to jail. For real this time.” 
 
    “You know, old age has made you soft, Jason.” 
 
    “No, it’s made me responsible, Allegra. Look, you can come stay with me. I’ll take the couch.” Allegra smiled at him before hopping out of his truck and making her way to the house. “This is a bad idea,” he continued, following her up the path.  
 
    “I am not letting you sleep on a couch when there are several perfectly good beds in the house,” Allegra explained, making her way round to the back door.  
 
    “I don’t mind taking the couch,” he argued, trying not to trip over several overgrown plants. The house had not been lived in for a few weeks now, but the garden had been neglected for a little while before that as well. Dot was too sick to go outside and too stingy to hire a gardener. The result was a jungle-like garden and small animals creating homes in the jungle. Jason tried to keep his balance, but the effort slowed him down while the petite Allegra plowed through the garden like a seasoned explorer.  
 
    “You might not mind now, but you’ll sing a different tune as soon as your back hurts. No one will bother me if I stay here,” she explained, keeping her voice low in case someone heard them. “Besides, this is a perfect solution. Grumpy Dot would have liked it.” 
 
    “That is not always a good thing,” he reminded her, “she was just as much trouble as you are.” 
 
    “I’m glad to know I’m filling a need,” she quipped, removing a pin from her hair. By the time he finally caught up with her, she had already picked the lock and was stepping inside.  
 
    “This seems so wrong,” he whispered.  
 
    The house was starting to smell musty and the dust was settling all over the appliances. Someone had cleaned a little since the last time they were there but had then left it. It was clean, but empty. Allegra felt a small twinge in her heart. It did not feel right without Dot there.  
 
    “Hey,” Jason said suddenly, “I thought you said no one was staying here.” 
 
    “I did,” Allegra said cautiously, walking up to him. He looked at her with wide eyes and gestured toward a handbag and a bunch of keys on the table. Allegra sucked in a sharp breath when they heard the sound of footsteps. They looked toward the backdoor, but the steps were coming closer. Thinking quickly, Jason grabbed her arm and pulled her into the pantry.  
 
    They closed the door just in time to hear heels clicking on the kitchen tiles. Allegra felt her heart speed up and looked at Jason in panic. If it was Ashlee they were both in trouble. The heels stopped, and Allegra felt her hands begin to shake. Jason instinctively put an arm around her and looked at the pantry door with a frown.  
 
    The heels walked again and they could hear the sound of the backdoor being pulled closed. Allegra put a hand over her mouth to keep her breathing quiet. It felt like they were trapped in a horror movie. The heels moved again, a little more slowly this time. Allegra looked around them, but there was no way out of the pantry.  
 
    They heard the sound of a cupboard opening. Then it shut. She felt a bead of sweat begin to develop at her hairline and she moved to wipe it away. The sudden motion caused Jason to move his arm, and he accidently knocked over a plastic dish. It tipped over and hit her shoulder and she tensed up to keep it in place. He frowned apologetically and reached around her to pick it up. His fingers brushed the container and he managed to push it up. She leaned back to help him and together they managed to get it upright. Allegra felt herself smile in relief and he had to hide a small chuckle.  
 
    They were so distracted by this that they didn’t hear the sound of heels walking up to the pantry. Or the sound of someone pulling at the handle. They did, however, hear the sound of a gasp and someone taking a step back. 
 
    Allegra looked up to see a woman she didn’t recognize. The woman was tall and thin, with her black, almost grey streaked hair pulled back into a severe style. Her skin, although it was as dark as Jason’s, turned pale and she took another step back. 
 
    “Eleanor?” Jason asked in confusion. Her eyes met his and widened. Then, without a word, she took off running. Jason frowned and followed her.  Allegra chased after the two of them, not noticing when the container they had moved, fell to the ground, spilling white powder all over the floor.  
 
    “Eleanor, wait!” He yelled, running as fast as he could. Eleanor had just made it to the front door, but he was faster, and he slammed it shut before she could get it open wide enough to escape.  
 
    “No!” she gasped, trying to turn around, but she nearly ran into Allegra. 
 
    “Easy now,” Allegra said soothingly, “it’s okay.” Eleanor looked around like a trapped animal before deflating slightly. Allegra held onto her arm in case she tried to run again, and Jason kept the door closed, watching her closely.  
 
    “Why are you running, Eleanor?” Jason asked kindly. The older woman looked terrified and was shaking like a leaf.  
 
    “What are you doing in my great-aunt’s house?” Allegra asked, not unkindly, but allowing her confusion to shine through. Eleanor said nothing but continued to shake slightly.  
 
    “She works here,” Jason explained. He reached out and gently took hold of her arm. She flinched, and he looked at her in concern.  
 
    “Let’s make you a cup of tea,” Allegra said kindly, patting her arm gently.  
 
    “No!” Eleanor cried, wrenching herself away from them and moving toward one of the couches. She sat down timidly and rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “Why not?” Allegra asked suspiciously.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled, looking haunted. Jason and Allegra looked at each other with surprise, “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Allegra asked, sitting across from the distressed woman on the old coffee table.  
 
    “I tried to stop her, but I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Eleanor,” Jason said softly, he sank down to a squat next to her and took her hand in his, “what are you talking about?” Eleanor looked at him with wide eyes. Her mouth trembled like she was about to cry, and she looked down at her shaking hands.  
 
    “Dot,” Eleanor whispered. Allegra leaned forward to catch the words and Jason looked concerned, “I’m the reason,” Eleanor continued, her voice choked with tears, “that she’s dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Allegra said slowly, pacing the length of the living room. Jason was sitting close to Eleanor, holding her hand as she sat with tears streaming down her face. “You believe that you should have known that someone was poisoning Dot, which is why you blame yourself for her death?” 
 
    “I should have known she was being poisoned,” Eleanor explained, clutching a handkerchief to her face, “Dot never got sick. I called the doctors as soon as I could, but it was too late. She hated it when people pitied her, because of the asthma. She was sick for a week before she let me call the doctor. A month later, she was gone!” Jason patted her hand sympathetically and looked up at Allegra. She was still pacing, chewing on her thumb nail.  
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” Jason said soothingly, he looked out of his element, like he didn’t know what to say. Eleanor burst into tears at his words and he looked at Allegra with a frightened look on his face.  
 
    “Is that why you came back? To see if you could find the poison?” Allegra asked curiously, ignoring Jason’s panicked glances as she continued crying. Eleanor let out a shaky breath and nodded vigorously.  
 
    “Yes,” Eleanor admitted, “I was trying to think what it could be, but nothing came to mind. I was going to call the police to come check, but I got scared.” 
 
    “Why were you scared?” Allegra asked softly, sitting down on the edge of the coffee table again.  
 
    “I don’t want them to think I did it,” Eleanor admitted. Allegra sat back slowly, lost in thought. It looked as though Eleanor had not slept in days. Her face was puffy from crying and she was genuinely sad about losing Dot. She did not look like a murderer, but to be fair, Allegra did not know what a murderer looked like.  
 
    “The police have already swept the house,” Allegra told her, “when they realized it was a murder they came to take pictures, get fingerprints and they took a sample of everything in the kitchen to test for poison.”  
 
    “Did they find it?” Eleanor asked eagerly, her voice sounding stronger.  
 
    “No, there was nothing in the kitchen.” Eleanor nodded sadly and wiped her nose with the handkerchief. She looked around her as if she was lost and shook her head.  
 
    “Why would anyone want to hurt Dot?” Eleanor asked, bewildered. Allegra shrugged and looked down at her hands. The entire situation seemed so backwards and wrong. Being back in the house brought all the memories to her mind, and she found that she was having a hard time keeping her emotions in check. She could understand why Eleanor couldn’t stop crying.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Allegra admitted with a sad smile, “but we’re going to find out.” Eleanor reached forward and grabbed Allegra’s hand, smiling comfortingly at her, as if she could tell how Allegra was feeling. Allegra smiled back, it was nice having someone who understood.  
 
    “Well now, I will go make us a cup of tea,” Eleanor said, looking stronger than she had before. Jason sighed in relief as she got up, he sank back into the couch and put his hands behind his head. “Hold on,” Eleanor said slowly, turning back to face them, “why were you hiding in the pantry?”  
 
    Allegra and Jason shared panicked looks as the older woman folded her arms and gave them a stern look.  
 
    “Eleanor, this is Allegra,” Jason introduced, but Eleanor waved him away, focusing instead on Allegra.  
 
    “I know who you are, but why were you hiding in the pantry with this man?” she gestured toward Jason who blushed slightly.  
 
    “I’m not supposed to be here,” Allegra admitted sheepishly, “The will they found left the house to Ashlee and Ellie. I just didn’t have anywhere to stay.” 
 
    “Which will?” Eleanor asked looking confused.  
 
    “The one they read at the memorial service, before we knew Dot was murdered,” Allegra explained.  
 
    “No, no,” Eleanor protested, “I wasn’t there. I was on holiday. I know what Dot wanted, I witnessed her signing the will. She left everything to you and a small gift for me.” Allegra stood up abruptly, a flash of warmth flowing through her. Grumpy Dot had not forgotten about her.  
 
    “Do you know what this means?” Allegra gasped.  
 
    “The will was forged,” Jason answered somberly, leaning forward and resting his forearms on his knees.  
 
    “If we find whoever forged the will, we will find the murderer,” Allegra summarized again, “I knew something was wrong, I just knew it!”  
 
    “I’m going to talk to that lawyer man,” Eleanor decided, grabbing her coat and walking to the kitchen, “he has to let you stay here.” 
 
    “No, wait,” Allegra called after the housekeeper, “I want to ask you some questions!” But it was too late, the fiery woman had walked out of the house, determined to set things right again. Allegra looked over at Jason who was smiling at the situation. “I wish I could get people around here to focus on one thing at a time,” she grumbled, fishing in her pocket for her phone.  
 
    “Hey,” Jason protested, “I’m focused!” Allegra ignored him as she sorted through her messages. They were mostly from Greta who was wondering where she was, everyone in town knew she had been kicked out of the Inn. She skipped through those messages to find one from Matty.  
 
    “Matty needs to talk to me,” Allegra said out loud, wondering what was so urgent.  
 
    “I thought we needed to focus on one thing at a time,” Jason pointed out, looking slightly annoyed. Allegra put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It could be about the murder case,” she reminded him primly.  
 
    “As if he needed an excuse,” Jason muttered, getting up from the couch and walking to the door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked, looking confused. 
 
    “To take you to the police station,” he told her, opening the door and gesturing for her to go first.  
 
    “That’s not necessary,” she told him, feeling a little embarrassed.  
 
    “I disagree,” Jason said happily, “I feel like Sherlock Holmes.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Allegra felt like a criminal the moment she walked into the police station. Not because she had done anything wrong, besides breaking into her great-aunt’s house, but because everyone looked up at her when she walked in. They watched her like she was going to do something that would warrant a gossip session. This was not far-fetched if you considered her track record, but it still made her feel a little uncomfortable.  
 
    “Matty!” she all but cried in relief when she saw his familiar mop of blonde hair. Matty turned around with a smile, which quickly turned into a scowl when he saw who she was with.  
 
    “Allegra, Jason,” he greeted seriously, giving the receptionist the file, he had been holding in his hands, “what a surprise to see you.” 
 
    “You told me to come,” Allegra reminded him. He flushed and scratched the back of his neck uncomfortably.  
 
    “No, I know,” he said, looking embarrassed, “I was talking to Jason.” 
 
    “Not really,” Jason admitted, looking amused, “I’ve been driving little Gypsy around all day.” He flicked a strand of her wavy brown hair, causing her to swat his hand away. Matty wore a tight smile during the entire exchange as his eyes moved between the two.  
 
    “What did you want to talk about?” she asked him seriously, “did you guys find something?” 
 
    “No,” Matty said apologetically, “but we are still looking. Don’t worry, the Cove’s finest are on the case!” Allegra nodded, but she could not help feeling a little disappointed. She knew that murder investigations took a long time, it was just that she was hoping they would find the murderer soon. It was hard to have realistic expectations when your entire life was on hold.  
 
    “Is that all?” she asked, trying not to look too sad about the situation. Unfortunately, she wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding her emotions, and Matty looked forlorn at her reaction.  
 
    “No, I actually had some good news,” he said brightly, “I found you a job!” 
 
    “Seriously?” she gasped, “That’s awesome! How did you get someone to trust me?” 
 
    “You’re a likeable person,” he told her, smiling happily. She and Jason gave him an incredulous look and he chuckled, “Okay, the person was desperate, but it is still good news!” 
 
    “What will I be doing?” she asked excitedly, feeling happy for the first time in days. It was hard to find good news in a difficult situation, so getting a job was more exciting than usual. Her savings were running low and she did not know how much longer she would have been able to stay.  
 
    “It’s just filling in, actually,” Matty said cautiously, seeing her reaction suddenly made him nervous. He did not want to disappoint her again.  
 
    “As long as it pays,” she told him. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were looking for a job,” Jason said suddenly, looking a little put out. Allegra shrugged and turned her attention to Matty.  
 
    “The waitress at the diner is having her baby, so the owner was looking for a temporary replacement. I told him that you could do it, and he agreed.” 
 
    “A waitress?” Allegra asked, feeling slightly hesitant, “I’m not the most coordinated person on the planet.” 
 
    “It’s perfect!” Matty told her, still looking enthusiastic, “You can get to know the people in the town. People will start to trust you when they see you’re one of them.” 
 
    “Wow,” Allegra scoffed, “thanks. I don’t feel like an alien at all.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Matty said soothingly, “they’ll get to know you, and they will see that you really aren’t that bad.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Allegra said sincerely, “it isn’t a permanent solution, but it really helps.” Matty smiled happily and shrugged modestly. “When do I start?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he told her, “now you can stay at the Inn for a little while longer.” 
 
    “Oh, they already kicked me out,” Allegra shrugged. She had forgotten about the fact that she was currently a squatter in Grumpy Dot’s house. 
 
    “What?” Matty asked, looking worried. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jason interjected helpfully, “I offered her my couch.” Matty frowned and opened his mouth but closed it again. He looked like a very confused fish.  
 
    “I said no,” Allegra clarified, giving Jason a strange look which he shrugged off with a mischievous smile. Matty closed his mouth and looked a little less upset.  
 
    “Maybe Sutton could…” he started but trailed off again. Allegra smiled slightly. She had been a topic of discussion between the two, and Sutton had probably made it clear that she was not going to be friends with Allegra.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she answered, “I figured something out.” 
 
    “Okay,” he looked relieved.  
 
    “Hey,” Jason said suddenly, “is that Greta?” The door opened, and Greta walked in, towing Eric behind her. She looked livid and Matty ducked away, giving Allegra an apologetic look. The Chief, who had just walked out of his office, caught one look at her and turned around again. While the receptionist leaned forward excitedly.  
 
    “I cannot believe they kicked you out of the Inn!” Greta yelled angrily. Eric looked up at the situation with glee. Things had been much too boring lately, he missed the excitement of his mother losing her temper.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Allegra said soothingly, but Greta was having none of it.  
 
    “No, it is not okay! What happened to human decency? Scrap booking workshop! I’ll give him a workshop, all right! A workshop on how to be a good person.”  
 
    “Greta,” Allegra said kindly, but Greta waved her away. 
 
    “And then Mr. Carey drops this off for you,” she hissed, waving a letter in the air, “doesn’t he know you’ve had enough? What happened to the people in this town?” Greta continued waving the letter around as she ranted, so Allegra had to pluck the letter from her hands to read it. It was a hastily scrawled note, which led Allegra to believe that he was being shouted at, probably by Eleanor, as he wrote it. 
 
    “I can stay at the house,” she said softly, looking touched.  
 
    “What?” Greta asked, stopping mid-rant.  
 
    “I get to stay at Grumpy Dot’s house!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Would you like fries with that?” Allegra asked sweetly. The group of teenagers all started talking at once and she tried not to lose her temper. She had worked as a waitress before but found it difficult in this town with her already limited patience. “Coming right up,” she said brightly, keeping her smile in place.  
 
    Her first day was not going well. The uniform was a little too big and smelled like sweat, and her new boss watched her like a hawk. Probably to make sure that she wasn’t spitting in the food or planting bombs around the restaurant. It also didn’t help that he was the cook. He would get so busy watching her, that he would forget about the orders, which meant that the food would take twice as long to get out to the customers. This was, of course, blamed on her. She was not getting any tips, and every patron left behind a mess.  
 
    “Here you go,” she sang enthusiastically, placing two cups of coffee in front of a mother and daughter in the corner. The elderly mother whispered something to the daughter and the daughter looked at Allegra carefully. Allegra ignored the look, she had been getting them all morning. “Is there anything else?” she asked, smiling widely.  
 
    “Are you Allegra Mitchells?” the daughter, a woman in her late thirties, asked suddenly.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Allegra said, slightly less enthusiastically, bracing herself for confrontation.  
 
    “Oh, it is you!” the old lady said happily, leaning forward and giving Allegra a big smile. Allegra smiled back uncertainly and took a step back. She was used to gossip and glares, but not friendly old ladies. She did not know how to react in this situation.  
 
    “The one and only,” Allegra said, glancing back to her boss who was still watching her carefully.  
 
    “Your aunt Dot spoke about you all the time.” 
 
    “Really?” Allegra asked, forgetting about her boss. She felt genuinely touched. Most people ignored the subject, except for her friends, and she did not get to hear about her aunt much.  
 
    “Yes,” the old lady continued, looking pleased with herself, “she always spoke about her great niece. The author. She was right about you, you look like a lovely young woman.” Allegra looked over to see what the daughter thought about all this, but she was smiling too, and Allegra allowed herself to relax. It seemed that not everyone in town thought she was a criminal.  
 
    “That is very nice of you to say,” Allegra said, feeling touched. It had been a while since a stranger complimented her. And this lady seemed to be very sincere, which made her whole day look a lot brighter.  
 
    “Anytime, dear,” the lady continued, “how has the treasure hunt been going?” 
 
    “The what?” Allegra asked, feeling confused. 
 
    “Dot told me that the two of you were always hunting for treasure.” Allegra looked at the woman in confusion, the daughter shrugged, not knowing what was going on either. “You poor dear,” the woman said suddenly, “you haven’t started it yet.” Allegra was about to ask the woman to clarify but she heard her boss clear his throat. She looked over to see him tapping his watch impatiently. She nodded at him and turned back to the old lady.  
 
    “I am so sorry, but I have to get back to work.” The lady smiled happily and called out a greeting, but Allegra was already going to the next table, her mind racing.  
 
    The rest of the day felt like time had come to a stop. It was as if the universe felt her frustration and was playing a humorless joke on her. She felt like patting herself on the back when she finally finished later that afternoon. Her new boss, a balding man who looked like he ate most of what he cooked, gave her a stiff nod at the end of the day. She walked away feeling like she had fought in a war and smelling like it too.  
 
    “How was it?” Greta asked, sitting in old George and sketching something.  
 
    “You know, you don’t have to drive me everywhere,” she replied, closing the door carefully. Unfortunately, it was an old car, so the door didn’t close properly, and she had to open it again to close it with a much more satisfying slam.  
 
    “I like driving,” Greta answered casually, “and you didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I want to quit,” Allegra admitted unhappily, “but I can’t, so I won’t. But still.” 
 
    “The service industry is a monster,” Greta pointed out, putting her sketchbook aside and starting the car. “But there must have been at least one good thing about your day.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Allegra grumbled, “interesting, maybe, but not good.” 
 
    “What happened?” Greta asked, looking excited.  
 
    “A friend of Dot’s asked me how the treasure hunt was going.” 
 
    “The treasure hunt?” Greta asked, looking puzzled.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said.” 
 
    “What did she mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but she was old, so maybe she was remembering it wrong. It didn’t seem like she knew about Dot’s murder. Poor woman, I’m glad I didn’t have to break it to her.” Greta shrugged and chewed at her lip thoughtfully, and the two of them settled into a comfortable silence as they tried to work it out. Unfortunately, they were no closer to finding an answer when they finally pulled up to the house. 
 
    “Do you mind if I hide out here for a bit? These sketches need to be done but Eric is feeling hyperactive today.” Allegra nodded and walked straight to her old room, feeling too tired to care about anything. Grumpy Dot had left it all the same throughout the years. The room looked like it had when she left all those years ago. A little cleaner, but still the same. The typewriter was on the old desk by the window and the canopy bed still had her favorite bedding on it. Her great-aunt even washed it regularly, which made Allegra happier than she cared to admit. She flopped down onto the bed and turned to look at the ceiling, every part of her aching and tired.  
 
    She closed her eyes and let her mind drift. Suddenly, she sat up straight, a thought crossing her mind like a lightning bolt. A treasure hunt. She jumped to her feet and walked over to the window. Then, she counted out three paces before bending down and prying a floorboard loose. The cavity was still there. She reached down to feel if anything was there, her hands trembling in excitement. Her heart nearly stopped when her fingers brushed the edge of a piece of paper.  
 
    “Greta!” she called, her voice high pitched and urgent, “Greta!” She heard Greta’s frantic footsteps run up the stairs, and a few moments later, a wild-eyed Greta rushed into the room.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked, holding a broom out threateningly.  
 
    “I found something,” Allegra said, her voice full of awe.  
 
    “What is it?” Greta asked as Allegra held up a folded-up piece of paper.  
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t get it immediately,” Allegra chastised herself, looking excited, “I mean, it was so obvious. I should have looked there from the beginning.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Greta asked, looking worried for her friend. Allegra was acting strangely, well, more strangely than usual.  
 
    “The treasure hunt!” Allegra exclaimed as if it was the answer to all their questions. 
 
    “Honey,” Greta shook her head, “you’re going to have to use full sentences. I don’t understand you.” 
 
    “When I got here the first time, I was reading a mystery novel. I was so excited, that I kept looking for mysteries everywhere. I was driving Dot mad, so she told me this story about a sunken pirate ship off the coast. Apparently, this house was built by the pirate captain for his wife. His wife hid a clue in one of the rooms when her husband died. Apparently, this was their room,” Allegra spoke quickly, while pacing the room, while Greta followed her with her gaze. 
 
    “I searched every inch of this room until I found a loose floorboard. Dot had drawn a treasure map, and the two of us went on a treasure hunt. We enjoyed it so much, that we did it every year on my first day back. She would come pick me up at the station, we’d come home, and I’d run straight here to see what she had come up with that year.” 
 
    “That’s a beautiful story,” Greta said softly, putting her hand over her heart. 
 
    “Yes,” Allegra agreed, “but that got me thinking, what if she did it again?” Greta gasped and looked at the paper with wide eyes. 
 
    “Is this?” Allegra nodded eagerly. Greta gasped again and reached out to touch it but took her hand back.  
 
    “She left it under the floorboards,” Allegra said softly, scarcely believing her own eyes. 
 
    “Do you think she knew who killed her?” Greta asked hopefully. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Allegra said, picking up the paper and unfolding it. It was a simple note, with only a few lines on it. 
 
    “Did you know that if you tell someone you’re being poisoned, they look at you like you have lost your mind? Such is the state of the world, my dear. You and I both know I’m not crazy, and so I have left you this hunt. If I am crazy, only I will know about it, but if I am not, then you will find the truth. Go back to where I first found you, Gypsy.” 
 
    “She knew she was being poisoned,” Allegra whispered, feeling bile climb up to the back of her throat. Greta squeezed her shoulder, but it looked like she was on the verge of throwing up too.  
 
    “She also knew you would come back,” Greta pointed out, giving Allegra a comforting smile. Allegra smiled thinly, but everything felt wrong.  
 
    “She told someone,” Allegra said thickly, tears closing up her throat. 
 
    “Maybe she told the murderer,” Greta reasoned, rereading the note. Allegra stood up and turned to the window. Her room was at the back of the house, so she had a beautiful view of the ocean. To the right, the town lay nestled in between the natural growth. She could see the church spire, and the Ferris wheel at the carnival. The bright blue sea seemed to stretch on forever, and she almost couldn’t tell where the sky met the ocean. A few boats dotted the waters, but otherwise, everything was quiet. Was this what Dot looked at when she came here to hide the note? Did she feel peace? Or did she feel frightened? 
 
    “I should have been here,” Allegra said quietly.  
 
    “Dot would not have let you put your life on hold for her. You know how she was, she probably wouldn’t admit she was sick until it was too late.” 
 
    “That doesn’t excuse the fact that I should have come back sooner.” 
 
    “You’re here now,” Greta pointed out, “and you’re going to find who did this. Dot had faith in you, she knew you could find her killer.” Allegra nodded sadly, but the feeling of guilt would not subside. She looked out of the window again. This was something that would change her life forever. She would not be able to look at the world the same way again.  
 
    “Now,” Greta said determinedly, “what did she mean by ‘Go back to where I first found you’?”. Allegra wiped her tears away and thought hard.  
 
    “Come on,” Allegra said suddenly, “we have to go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Greta grumbled as they stopped by the dingy old bus stop. The building did not look much better in the daylight. The entire building looked like it was about to collapse and there was litter all around. It was obvious that Llewes Cove did not care much about who was coming or going, only about those who were staying.  
 
    It had only been a few days since Allegra had climbed off that bus, but it felt like a lifetime ago. Everything was different now, and she felt like a different person from the one who had climbed off the bus counting the days until she could leave again.  
 
    She remembered the first day she met Grumpy Dot. Little Allegra had been a gangly little girl of about ten. With wide green eyes, her thick brown hair pulled back into a lazy braid. She wasn’t very good at braiding her own hair back then.  
 
    “This is where we first met,” Allegra said softly, the memories clouding her mind. She looked at the dingy building and saw it as she did sixteen years ago. Dilapidated, but still maintained. Back then, someone else was in charge of the building and they tried to make it look nice despite the lack of funds or interest.  
 
    “You met her at a bus stop?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Allegra said, “my grandmother died, so my mom had nowhere else to send me during the holidays.” 
 
    “So, she sent you to stay with someone you never met?” Allegra nodded, but her mind was still in the past. She looked around her and saw a younger version of herself, climbing off the bus, clutching a book to her chest and looking scared to death.  
 
    She remembered her eyes filling with tears as she thought about climbing back on the bus and just going home. The only thing that prevented her from doing that was knowing how upset her mother would be. Her mother had given birth to her when she was still a teenager, so she counted Allegra’s summer vacations as her own vacations too. She reasoned that if she was a good mother for most of the year, she could be young during the summer months. Unfortunately, her mother was very good at reasoning her way out of being a parent. A more realistic view would be that her mother spent most of her time trying to live her life as if she had never given birth. During the summer she pretended that she had been a good mother the rest of the year.  
 
    “I know this is wrong, but I’m glad I never met your mother.”  
 
    “You probably would have yelled at her,” Allegra answered, chuckling slightly. Her mother was not a bad person. She was just the type of person who should not have been allowed to have a child. To be fair, being a teen mother is difficult. But many teens find themselves in that position and make the most out of it. A child should never be blamed for being born.  
 
    “Is anything standing out to you?” Greta asked gently, feeling uncomfortable standing at the bus stop and not doing anything.  
 
    Allegra shook her head and concentrated on that first meeting. She remembered seeing a woman in her late fifties walking up to her and looking down at her. She was the sternest woman Allegra had ever seen. She reached out to take Allegra’s bag, but Allegra burst out crying. It was all too much for her younger self. She remembered watching the stern woman bend down and wipe the tears away. Grumpy Dot gave her a warm smile and bought her a piece of candy.  
 
    She turned to look at where the candy stand used to be. There used to be a rickety old stall where an old man sat and sold treats to travelers, but now there was only a dank corner.  
 
    “She bought me a piece of candy,” Allegra remembered, “it tasted awful, but it made me feel better.” 
 
    “Llewes candy,” Greta said with disgust, her face twisting as she said it.  
 
    “Yeah, that stuff was awful.” 
 
    “Everyone in town buys it just because her husband named it after the town.” 
 
    “Is the factory still around here?” Allegra asked suddenly. Her great-uncle had opened a sweet factory with his money since he thought of himself as the American Willy Wonka. The money from the factory funded Dot’s comfortable life after he died.  
 
    “Yeah,” Greta confirmed, “it’s just a half hour away. Did she ever take you to go see it?” 
 
    “Once or twice, but she was a silent partner. She hated that place. She said it took away from the magic of candy, or something like that.” Dot sold the business when her husband died but kept shares in the business so that she would receive a share of the profits every month.  
 
    “It sucks that Ashlee and Ellie inherited the shares with the estate,” Greta muttered, and Allegra had to bite her tongue from making a retort. 
 
    “You know, it surprises me that Ashlee hasn’t been arrested yet,” Allegra muttered. Every time she turned it around, it felt like Ashlee’s name popped up. She was looking more and more suspicious by the hour.  
 
    “Do you think the factory is the clue?” Greta asked suddenly, feeling fed up with the gloomy bus stop. Allegra’s mind switched back to the memory of her sitting in the car eating that terrible piece of candy. 
 
    “My husband invented that candy, you know,” Grumpy Dot said proudly, “he was a great man.” 
 
    Allegra nodded thoughtfully. “I can’t think of anything else.” 
 
    “Well,” Greta said, looking down at her watch, “I still have a few hours before Bud begins to get hungry. I think we could make it there and back in time.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Allegra looked worried, “I mean, I could see if there was a bus…” 
 
    “Come on,” Greta announced, “we’re going on an adventure.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Welcome to Wickers Sweets! Are you here for the tour?” A lady behind the receptionist desk greeted brightly. Greta and Allegra looked at each other and shrugged. 
 
    “Sure,” Allegra said casually, leaning against the desk while Greta looked around the lobby.  
 
    “Great! You can book one a week from now,” the lady informed her, looking at her computer and typing rapidly. Allegra felt her spirits drop at that piece of news.  
 
    “Isn’t there one today?” she asked desperately, not willing to wait a whole week.  
 
    “We have a tour every Thursday afternoon,” the woman told her, still not looking at her.  
 
    “That’s today!” Allegra cheered, “can’t we join the tour that is happening now?” 
 
    “That tour is almost over, but you can come back and enjoy the full tour next Thursday afternoon.” Allegra groaned and buried her face in her hands. This was not good news.  
 
    “Listen,” Greta said smoothly, coming to the rescue, “this is Allegra Mitchells. Her great-aunt used to own this factory, but she was recently murdered. Ally over here, just wanted to tour the factory one last time before she gets back to teaching underprivileged kids in Africa.”  
 
    The woman looked up, startled by the unusual story. Greta elbowed Allegra and she made an appropriate sad face to indicate that the story was true. 
 
    “Well, this is highly unusual,” the woman admitted, looking flustered. Allegra batted her eyelashes pathetically and the woman sighed. “But I suppose I can allow it.” Allegra cheered, and the woman looked proud of herself.  
 
    Allegra did not feel like cheering, however, when fifteen minutes later she was listening to the most boring man on earth drone on about the equipment while school children walked behind him, tapping away on their phones.  
 
    “This way please,” the man called when he saw Allegra and Greta try to duck into one of the open doors. Allegra found herself deflating. This was another dead end. Maybe they could go back to the drawing board. Maybe Dot was talking about something else.  
 
    “Now we have come to the most exciting part of the tour,” the man said in a monotone. “Here, we get to see the workers stop the machines and clean them with a special chemical solution. As you know children, sugar is very sticky, and the equipment needs to be cleaned every few months to keep it working well.” 
 
    Allegra nearly groaned and threw herself into one of the machines to make the torture end. Greta on the other hand, was looking around at everything as if the machinery would tell her who killed Dot.  
 
    “First, the machines are stopped. Then, the excess candy is cleared away. Sugar is very hard to clean, children, so the workers use a powerful chemical called Xosyn Sirtunade to clean the equipment effectively.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Allegra interrupted suddenly, “what do they use?” 
 
    “Xosyn Sirtunade,” the man said with the air of someone who hated his job very much. Greta looked startled and began digging in her bag to find a notebook.  
 
    “Isn’t that poisonous?” Allegra asked, narrowing her eyes at the man. The children began to look up from their phones and appeared excited. The man looked taken aback and gave a nervous chuckle.  
 
    “Only in large doses, we use a very light solution to wash the equipment,” the man explained, looking spooked.  
 
    “Are you trying to kill us?” one of the children asked suspiciously. 
 
    “What?” the man squeaked as the children began to mutter mutinously, “No! There is not enough of the chemical in the solution to be fatal.” 
 
    “Do you only keep the solution around here or the chemical itself?” Allegra asked as Greta began to scribble furiously.  
 
    “We make the solution,” the man said nervously, “but like I said, it is a very light solution. It would be very hard to kill someone with that solution.” 
 
    “Have you thought about it?” One of the children asked. The teacher tried to step in, but she had already lost control of her class by this point. Allegra felt a twinge of sympathy for her, but she was too focused on finding answers to help a fellow teacher.  
 
    “No, of course not,” the man sputtered, looking panicked. 
 
    “Why not?” the kid asked before being chastised by the teacher. 
 
    “So, you do keep the chemical in the factory?” Allegra asked again. The man glared at her angrily, but then he saw all the children watching him curiously and he gulped. 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “Is it in powdered or liquid form?” 
 
    “What does that…” he asked shakily. 
 
    “Answer the question, poison man!” one of the children yelled.  
 
    “The chemical comes in a white powder!” the man squeaked loudly, backing away from the mob that was forming in front of him.  
 
    “Well, that sounds fine then,” Allegra announced. Some of the children turned to her incredulously. She smiled at them and felt her teacher persona take over. “It probably won’t kill us. Besides, now we can say that we eat candy with a little poison in it.” The children giggled as the man sputtered again and the teacher gave Allegra a dark look. She winked at her and walked ahead as the man tried to continue the tour despite a very nervous look in his eyes.  
 
    “We are in the right place,” Greta whispered triumphantly.  
 
    “We are, now we just need to link this place to one of the suspects,” Allegra answered. 
 
    “Do you think Dot knew they were using Xosyn Sirtunade to clean the equipment?”  
 
    Allegra shrugged but looked at the tour guide. He still had answers for them, but he was avoiding eye contact with her. For good reason, since she had almost started a riot, but still. Finally, the tour ended with everyone getting a bag of candy, and the teacher left the building with a haunted look in her eye. She was probably dreading the bus ride back with a bunch of kids pumped full of sugar. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Allegra called, cornering the tour guide before he could escape.  
 
    “What do you want?” he muttered. He was a thin man with grey hair and dark circles under his eyes. He had probably been giving these tours since before she was born.  
 
    “I was just wondering, have you always used Xosyn to clean the equipment?” 
 
    “Why are you so fascinated by this chemical?” the man asked in frustration.  
 
    “I’m writing a paper about it,” Allegra lied blithely, giving Greta a warning look when she opened her mouth. Greta grinned sheepishly and took a step back.  
 
    “No,” the man said tiredly, “we switched a few years back when the new owner took over.” He turned around and walked away before Allegra could ask anything else.  
 
    “Who is the new owner?” Allegra asked in confusion, turning back to Greta.  
 
    “Oh, you’re going to love this,” Greta announced with wide eyes.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Reginald Vance bought the factory from Dot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
     “So, Reginald Vance owns this factory which he bought from Great-Aunt Dot. That means he knows all about Xosyn Sirtunade, and better yet, he could get his hands on some.” 
 
    “Dot would never sell her property, so maybe he decided to get creative,” Greta suggested as Allegra paced around the foyer in the factory. Greta was examining the photographs on the wall as Allegra tried to clear her mind.  
 
    “We should probably get going,” Allegra told Greta, “so that you can get to your family before dinner time.” 
 
    “I told Bud I deserve a night off. He’s taking Eric to the diner,” Greta said calmly. “Hey look, this must be your great-uncle.” 
 
    Allegra smiled at Greta’s nonchalance and walked up to see what she was talking about. The wall in the foyer was covered with annual staff photographs. The owner or boss sat in the middle with most of the employees huddled around him or her. It was a touching tradition that went back since the factory first opened.  
 
    “And then there’s my great-aunt,” Allegra pointed out, smiling fondly at a much younger Grumpy Dot. “Wow, she ran this place for years. I wonder why she sold it.” 
 
    “And here’s Vance,” Greta pointed, Allegra took a closer look and then turned away in disgust. They followed the next few photographs, but Vance only made one appearance. He did not care enough to take more pictures with his staff. 
 
    “Hey, this person looks familiar,” Allegra noticed. When the owner stopped taking pictures with them every year, the staff allowed the employee of the month to be in the middle of the picture. 
 
    “He really does,” Greta agreed, moving forward to get a closer look at the familiar man. “When did they take this picture?” Allegra checked the bottom and touched the date with her finger, “About five years ago.”  
 
    “I got it!” Greta gasped, snapping her fingers, “take away the stubble, and clean him up a bit. That’s Pastor Rob!” Allegra looked closer and when she looked at it from that light, she saw what Greta was talking about.  
 
    “Well, Dot really knew what she was doing when she sent us here,” Allegra mused, her mind swirling with all the new possibilities. It felt like the case was finally taking off somewhere. They had new leads and it felt like Dot herself was leading the investigation.  
 
    “We have to talk to him,” Greta said excitedly, “maybe Reginald did something suspicious, or he can give us more information.” 
 
    “Or, he could have done it,” Allegra pointed out, “he would be familiar with the chemicals, he would know where to get it and what to do with it.” 
 
    “Haven’t we been over this?” Greta asked with a pained expression as she followed Allegra out of the building. Allegra shook her head at Greta and climbed into the car, settling in for a long drive back and removing a paintbrush from her seat.  
 
    “We cannot think that we know everything about people. They can still surprise us,” Allegra told her. “I like Pastor Rob, it was nice of him to give me that letter…” 
 
    “You have a place to stay because of him,” Greta interjected, raising her eyebrows. 
 
    “And Eleanor,” Allegra added, “but that does not mean that he isn’t a suspect. Likeable people turn out to be murderers all the time. I’m sorry to say it, but we have to go back and talk to him.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “Ms. Mitchells,” Pastor Rob greeted with a friendly smile. He was standing outside the church watering the bushes that hid her a few nights ago. She tried not to blush as he smiled knowingly. He had the same thought.  
 
    “Pastor,” Allegra greeted. Greta honked and drove off, not wanting to get involved with questioning the Pastor. Apparently, she had sinned enough that week and was beginning to feel guilty. Allegra was left feeling confused as to who was keeping track of the sins and why it mattered if she spoke to the Pastor or not. But it was Greta. You did not argue with Greta.  
 
    “What can I help you with?” he asked, turning off the hose and wiping his hands on his shirt to shake her hand.  
 
    “I have a few questions I’d like to ask you,” Allegra mentioned, shaking his hand firmly. Pastor Rob’s face split into a beaming smile and he seemed to grow excited. 
 
    “Of course,” he said enthusiastically, “that is my job description.” 
 
    “I meant about my great-aunt,” Allegra clarified, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. Pastor Rob’s smile dropped slightly but he still looked friendly.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” he looked down for a second and she wondered if he was feeling uncomfortable, “let’s go inside and get something to drink.” Allegra nodded gratefully and followed him into his cottage. He gestured for her to take a seat while he disappeared into the kitchen. She looked around her, taking note of the paintings that hung on the wall.  
 
    The entire house was a little old and worn, like the church itself, but it was still warm and cozy. She always felt amazed at how comfortable old furniture made a house look. It wasn’t necessarily stylish, but it was still a lovely little home.  
 
    “I hope it’s all right, but I brought out some lemonade,” Pastor Rob said a little sheepishly, “but gardening makes me thirsty.” He put down a tray in front of her and let out a contented sigh as he sat down in the armchair across from her. The fruity aroma from the lemonade mixed nicely with the fresh smell that emanated from the house. She made a mental note to ask him what he cleaned the house with. Dot’s house was beginning to smell a little musty. 
 
    “I took a trip down to the factory today,” she told him, watching his reaction carefully. He nodded politely, as if waiting for her to get to the point. “I didn’t know you worked there.” 
 
    “In my younger, more lost years,” he said, still smiling, “It was a great place to work.” 
 
    “Did you work with Dot?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “That was the best time for the factory,” he said, his smile brightening somewhat, “She was a wonderful employer. She was always planning things for the company staff and took a real interest in the people that worked there. All that changed about ten years ago. She lost interest and decided to sell the business. Things changed then,” he remembered, his face darkening slightly at the last part. 
 
    “When Mr. Vance took over?” she asked gently, wondering what he meant by things changing.  
 
    “I won’t speak ill of anyone,” Pastor Rob said slowly, as if he was thinking about what to say next, “but certain people aren’t too worried about who their workers are. It’s all about profit. The atmosphere in the factory was different and more oriented toward making money. The older folks left, and meaner ones came in. That was around the time that I decided to leave too.” 
 
    “It must have been nice to see Dot again when you came back as a Pastor,” Allegra mentioned, wondering how she could turn the conversation around without looking too obvious. 
 
    “It was a nice surprise, but you know Dot, she was never one for church.” 
 
    “I thought you said she was one of the most spiritual people you ever met,” Allegra pointed out, referring to their first conversation.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean I got to see much of her,” the Pastor clarified, “she walked to the beat of her own drum. I only really started to see her near the end. About a month or two before she died.” 
 
    “Why the sudden change?” Allegra asked, trying not to look too eager.  
 
    “Well,” the Pastor said, lost in thought as he tried to remember all the details, “she sent me a letter, asking if I would meet her. At least, that’s what I think it said. To be honest, it was a little confusing.” 
 
    “May I see it?” Allegra asked eagerly, forgetting that she was trying to be subtler about it all. The Pastor chuckled at her reaction and stood up heavily to go look for the letter in question.  
 
    Allegra looked at her full glass of lemonade and monitored his progress, wondering if she could drink most of it now while he was busy. She hated being offered something to drink when she couldn’t say no because she felt rude not drinking the beverage. Which was why when Pastor Rob came back, he found her chugging at the glass like a man lost in the desert. He gave her a small smile and handed the letter to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said softly once she had swallowed all the lemonade. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself before opening the letter. It wasn’t addressed to her, but she was still afraid that it would not hold a clue. Maybe the treasure hunt ended here, and she would have to start from scratch again. Pastor Rob shifted in his chair and she could tell he was beginning to get impatient, so she opened the envelope and began reading.  
 
      
 
    Robert, 
 
      
 
    It’s been awhile. I’d like to speak to you soon.  
 
    Remember where comfort can be found.  
 
      
 
    Dorothy 
 
      
 
    “It seems fairly straight forward,” Allegra mused, looking up at him. She read the note again, it all made sense to her. Dot often spoke about where she found her comfort.  
 
    “I found it a little cryptic,” Pastor Rob admitted, “the first line about speaking to me is clear, but she lost me at the second line. I thought she wanted comfort, so I prepared a few things we could talk about. But when I arrived, all she spoke about was donating money to the church.” 
 
    “She only started donating when you started visiting?” she asked suddenly, trying to work out the timeline in her head.  
 
    “Yes,” Pastor Rob said, coloring slightly, “she offered from the moment I sat down. I didn’t have to ask.” 
 
    “Of course,” Allegra soothed, thinking of an excuse to leave. “Thank you so much for all of this, Pastor.” 
 
    “Any time, I’m glad I could help you,” Pastor Rob said, looking a little relieved. Allegra smiled at him and shook his hand, giving the letter back.  
 
    “Oh no,” Pasto Rob said kindly, “you keep it. It means more to you than it does to me.” Allegra nodded gratefully and put it in her pocket. She could not help but feel a sense of satisfaction. The hunt was not over yet. She knew what she had to do next. 
 
    “Hello?” Greta answered, sounding a little flustered. 
 
    “Hi,” Allegra greeted, holding her phone close to her face, walking briskly to make it back to the house before dark, “I have a new lead.” 
 
    “Please tell me the Pastor isn’t a suspect anymore,” Greta groaned. Allegra could hear Eric laughing in the background and couldn’t help but smile at such a pure sound.  
 
    “He might not be,” Allegra admitted, looking back to see the Pastor resuming his gardening duties, “it all depends. Do you mind helping me with a little research tomorrow?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    If you had to say one nice thing about Llewes Cove, you could talk about the beach, or the people or the fair, there were many nice things to say about the little town. But one thing stood out above the rest, there was one place in the entire town that made living there bearable. And that was Cherry On Top.  
 
    It was a quaint little ice cream parlor that sold everything from taffy to frozen yogurt. The entire shop was lively, bright and a lot of fun. You could sit there for hours just looking at the different options and building a monstrously sweet sundae.  
 
    “Dot always said that ice cream is the world’s greatest comfort,” Allegra explained, scooping into her oversized waffle cone bowl. She had filled the bowl with three different flavors of ice cream while the toppings were so numerous that they spilled over onto the plate that was provided.  
 
    “Dot was right,” Eric agreed, digging into his own chocolate sundae. You did not go to Cherry on Top to get a simple cone. You went there when you wanted to cheat on your diet, get over a break up or see how much ice cream you could eat before you landed in a sugar coma. The little restaurant was so popular that people from other towns would stop by to build their own sundaes. Cherry On Top was a destination.  
 
    “Okay, so this says that Xosyn Sirtunade is lethal in large doses. So, it depends on how much Dot was given,” Greta explained, taking a large bite of strawberry ice-cream. 
 
    “We need to look at when she first started getting sick,” Allegra pointed out, “that’s how we know to narrow down the search. Eleanor said she was sick for about a month before she died. That means that anyone who visited regularly during that time is a suspect.” 
 
    “Has Eleanor made the list yet?” Greta asked curiously, digging through a mountain of whipped cream for chocolate covered nuts.  
 
    “No, not yet, she says she wants to try and remember everything,” Allegra grumbled. She had met with the former housekeeper and asked her to compile a list of all the visitors Dot received regularly. To her surprise, the list was taking a long time to appear. Which either meant that Dot was very popular, or Eleanor had a very bad memory. Allegra suspected that it was a little bit of both.  
 
    “Is everything still all right here?” Ellie asked sweetly, wringing her hands nervously. Allegra nodded stiffly and looked down at her sundae. 
 
    “We’re fine, thanks,” Greta answered for her, giving her a cautious look. Greta had decided that she was on Allegra’s side, although Allegra insisted that there were no sides. It still felt nice though. 
 
    “Look,” Ellie said hesitantly, “I’m sorry about all the other business. You understand though, what am I going to do with a whole house? I didn’t think things through properly, I should have thought about your feelings too.” 
 
    Allegra sniffed and stabbed the ice cream with her spoon. She understood Ellie’s point, but it still hurt to think that her childhood friend would do something so insensitive. 
 
    “If it makes you feel better,” Ellie said hurriedly, “I’m thrilled that you get to stay in the house. It is what Dot would have wanted.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Allegra said quietly, giving her a small smile. 
 
    “And Ashlee should not have said those things,” Ellie said vehemently, “that wasn’t right. Not one bit.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Allegra said, chuckling slightly, “I know how she can be.” 
 
    “I still want to throw this ice-cream in her face, though,” Greta commented, looking threateningly at her bowl of ice-cream. Eric perked up at the thought of tossing ice-cream around, but his mother gave him a stern glance and put some of her whipped cream on his diminished pile. He smiled gratefully and began working on his sundae again. 
 
    “I’ll hold her down,” Ellie promised seriously, causing the others to chuckle. 
 
    “Do you want to join us?” Allegra offered, moving over in the booth to accommodate her friend. 
 
    “That would be lovely,” Ellie admitted longingly, “but I’m supposed to be working. We’re understaffed today, and I can’t leave Scott alone.” Ellie gestured back to the well-built man behind the counter who was working hard to keep up with the steady stream of orders.  
 
    “Who would have thought that Scott Mathers would end up owning Cherry On Top,” Allegra said wonderingly, thinking back to the gangly teenager she used to know. Scott was a few years older than them, and so they never really spent much time together. She remembered that everyone in town had a crush on him, it made sense that Ashlee would be the one to end up marrying him.  
 
    “I know,” Greta commented, “he was always so immature. Do you remember all those dares that he and his friends would come up with?” 
 
    “I do, I remember that he was almost as much trouble as me,” Allegra joked. 
 
    “He’s very mature now,” Ellie defended. 
 
    “Well, he has to be. He’s a husband, father and business owner now,” Allegra agreed. “Although I’m sure he still causes some trouble from time to time.” 
 
    “He does,” Ellie smiled fondly, “it drives Ashlee crazy. But it’s harmless.” The three looked up at the man in question and Allegra had to admit that Ashlee was a lucky woman. Scott sensed their gazes and looked up, waving when he saw them looking over at him. Allegra nodded back, but Ellie ducked her head in embarrassment.  
 
    “It’s too bad you can’t sit here,” Allegra commented, noting the fact that Ellie was blushing, “we had some new leads in the case.” 
 
    “Really?” Ellie asked, her voice high pitched, “Maybe I can stay, it looks like things aren’t so busy now.” The steady stream of customers had turned into a trickle and Scott seemed to be holding his own. Before Allegra could answer, Ellie was already sitting next to them and looking at their notes. “This is so exciting,” she commented breathlessly, the blush finally fading from her cheeks. 
 
    “I know,” Greta gushed, “the last time we did something like this was when you went missing.”  
 
    Ellie stiffened next to Allegra and her lips pursed slightly. Allegra winced and patted her back. The ordeal was not a good memory for Ellie. It was understandable.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Greta apologized, her eyes wide.  
 
    “What happened?” Eric piped up, looking curious. Greta shook her head at him and he opened his mouth to protest but she gave him her patented mom glare. The little boy pouted and folded his arms across his chest.  
 
    “Well, hello all,” Scott greeted, walking up to the booth with a smile. Allegra was taken aback, she almost expected him to treat her like a leper. She assumed he was under strict orders from his wife. Then again, he did not look like the kind of man who obeyed strict orders from his wife. 
 
    “Hi,” Greta and Allegra chimed, unsure of what to say. Greta focused on Eric again, trying to get him to focus on coloring in one of his books.  
 
    “Sorry, Scott,” Ellie said hastily, “I’ll get back to work now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he laughed, patting her shoulder, “you work harder than I do, Ellie, you deserve a break with your friends. Besides, it’s not every day you get to help solve a mystery.” Ellie smiled happily, looking pleased with herself. Her smile dropped slightly when he removed his hand from her shoulder and Allegra had to stop herself from looking intrigued.  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Allegra joked, “we’re probably just getting in the way. Crane is probably drawing up my arrest warrant as we speak.” 
 
    “Probably,” Scott agreed, “but if the stories are true, this won’t be the first case you finish before the police.” Ellie didn’t freeze this time, but her smile did get a little more strained. “I mean, if it weren’t for you, Ellie wouldn’t be here today.” Ellie’s smile dropped, and she crossed her arms uncomfortably.  
 
    “That’s not true,” Allegra mumbled, feeling awkward too. 
 
    “Don’t be so modest,” Scott chided, “The whole town was in a panic, but you brought her back like it was no big deal. I remember my friends and I talking about it for weeks afterward.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Allegra said sarcastically, thinking of ways to change the subject, “you boys were too cool to notice us lowly wannabe detectives.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Scott asked incredulously, “no matter what we did, you were always the talk of the town. We thought we were such daredevils, but then you came along and made us look weak. Then you went and solved a kidnapping case and nothing we could do would ever compare.”  
 
    “We solved other mysteries too,” Greta said proudly, remembering their shared childhood, “we found out who was stealing handbags in town and even found Ms. Palgrave’s missing cat. Do you remember how Dot would always bring us here after we solved a case?” 
 
    “Oh, and you caught us stealing the school mascot,” Scott remembered, giving them a stern look. Greta laughed in embarrassment and Allegra gave him an apologetic smile.   
 
    “Sorry about that,” she said, laughing at the memory of three angry teenage boys glaring at them from the back of their principal’s car.  
 
    “It’s cool, I remember you guys were always here. It gave me a chance to get back at you.” Scott said, waving his hand casually.  
 
    “You always tried,” Allegra joked, the memories coming back, “but you were always scared of Dot.” She had some good times in the town, even if she did not want to admit it.  
 
    “You could say that again,” Scott agreed, “but I was always jealous. I wanted to help solve mysteries, I just didn’t want to be seen with a bunch of little girls. Dot and I always spoke about those days.” 
 
    “Did she come here a lot?” Allegra asked seriously.  
 
    “Yeah, at least once a week. She would come to visit Ellie,” Scott said, looking sad, “Sometimes, we’d sit around just talking. I couldn’t help with the mysteries back then, but maybe I can help now.” 
 
    “There’s not much to do,” Ellie protested, smiling comfortingly at her brother-in-law, “it’s still in the boring stages.” Greta gave Ellie a strange look but said nothing. Ellie shrugged and turned her attention back to Scott.  
 
    “I suppose every mystery has those frustrating stages,” Scott agreed, giving her a kind smile.  
 
    “Yeah, unless you know who Dot was spending time with or anything about Xosyn Sirtunade, there’s not much to do,” Allegra told him. 
 
    “I don’t know much about Dot’s social life,” he admitted jokingly, “but I have some Xosyn in the back if you want it?” He gestured to the back of the shop with his thumb. 
 
    “You have some here?” Allegra asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, shrugging, “we use it to clean the ice-cream makers. Just be warned, it stings your hands a little.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Allegra admitted with a small laugh, scarcely believing her luck.  
 
    Suddenly, the bell above the entrance jangled and a screaming horde of children piled into the shop, dragging their tired looking parents behind them. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, looking distracted, “I better help them.” 
 
    “I’ll get the Xosyn for you,” Ellie offered, standing up as Scott moved to leave. He nodded thankfully, and the two of them walked away. 
 
    “This stuff keeps popping up everywhere,” Greta commented, watching Ellie hand Scott his ice-cream scoop. 
 
    “I never knew she spent a lot of time here,” Allegra muttered. 
 
    “She probably knew what they used to clean the equipment.” 
 
    “You know, I shouldn’t be saying this, but everything keeps point back to…” 
 
    The bell jangled as Ashlee stepped through the door, carrying her son on her hip.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Ashlee walked up behind the counter and whispered something to Scott. He turned to her in frustration and the two began talking in hushed voices while Ellie stepped up and helped the customers with an embarrassed expression on her face. The two of them disappeared to the back room with their son in tow. 
 
    “Do you really think that she would do something so horrible?” Greta asked, turning to Allegra with a thoughtful expression on her face. 
 
    “I don’t know, I can’t think of a motive and I feel bad for suspecting her just because I don’t like her,” Allegra admitted, pulling a grim face. The truth was that if anyone was the murderer, she was hoping that it wasn’t Ashlee. She had a little boy to take care of, and she hardly seemed like the type to kill a person.  
 
    “Let’s look at the facts,” Greta suggested, “Ashlee stands to inherit the estate, which she could sell for a tidy profit, as well as shares in the factory. Besides that, she’s had a hand in everything that’s happened so far. She was the one who objected to the autopsy and she’s tried her best to make you a social pariah. Besides that, the police say that she was one of the last people to see Dot alive.” 
 
    “Dot was poisoned,” Allegra reminded Greta, “she might not have been killed by the last person who saw her. We need that list from Eleanor.” 
 
    “I’m just saying,” Greta said matter-of-factly, “she has access to a whole lot of poison.” 
 
    Allegra opened her mouth to defend her old enemy when the person in question stormed out of the back room with a thunderous expression on her face. She glanced over at Allegra’s table and stopped in her tracks.  
 
    “You!” she seethed, hitching her child higher on her waist, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Allegra held up her almost finished sundae with a wry look on her face. She braced herself for a wave of Ashlee fury, which judging from the look in her eyes, was about to crash all over her head. 
 
    “Get out,” Ashlee hissed, walking up to the table and glaring at Allegra with a hateful glance. 
 
    “No,” Allegra protested, “I’m still busy eating.” 
 
    “I’m so sick of this,” Ashlee spat, “ever since you got here, you’ve been nothing but trouble.” Allegra shrugged and put her spoon down to pack up her stuff. Her appetite vanished when people started yelling at her.  
 
    “We’re not going anywhere,” Greta told Allegra, putting an arm around Eric and glaring at Ashlee.  
 
    Ashlee moved all her weight to one hip and matched Greta’s glare. Her little boy waved his sippy cup around, gurgling to himself. Allegra paused to admit that Ashlee made one cute kid.  
 
    The restaurant had gone silent due to the commotion, and neither mother seemed to care that they were the center of attention. Ellie looked like a deer caught in the headlights and was trying to distract her clients from the spectacle, but some of the adults were muttering scandalously to themselves. 
 
    “Greta,” Allegra said softly, “I want to go, this isn’t fair on Scott or Ellie.” Greta looked around and realized that her stare down was probably bad for business. She nodded hesitantly and took Eric’s hand in her own. The two women began clearing up the table and stood up, trying not to look at Ashlee’s smug expression. 
 
    “And don’t come back,” Ashlee called out after them, her smirk widening.  
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m so sorry it took so long, dears,” Eleanor said apologetically, pouring them each a cup of tea.  
 
    Greta was still seething, so it was up to Allegra to make all the small talk, which was never her favorite job. She was just grateful that Bud was willing to look after Eric again. She felt guilty for dragging the little boy with them into their mad treasure hunt. He seemed to be enjoying himself, but you never knew what kind of long-term effect it would have on the poor child. Then again, he might grow up to be a detective because of her.  
 
    “It’s no problem, Eleanor,” she said kindly, “thank you for your help.” 
 
    “Anything for you,” Eleanor said sincerely, sitting down and sipping her cup of tea, “Dot was my employer, but she was also my dearest friend. I could not bear to think of her beloved house being sold to that horrible man.”  
 
    Eleanor lived in a small cottage on the edge of town. She was the type of woman who was entirely self-sufficient. Despite her advanced age, she had a thriving vegetable garden and a well-organized living space. Her furniture was modest and worn, but still neat, the sign of a lifetime worth of use. Her walls were covered with photographs depicting the lives of her family. She sat like a Queen in her little cottage, the picture of a life lived well.  
 
    “Well, that list will help us get one step closer to finding out who did this.” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Eleanor exclaimed, she turned to her side and began rifling through one of her ornamental boxes, humming slightly, “here it is.” Allegra reached out and took the folded-up note. She was beginning to notice a pattern in which most of her clues came from folded up bits of paper.  
 
    She opened it eagerly, but her face fell when she realized that she didn’t know who half these people were. She gave it to Greta who was leaning forward to try and read the list upside down. 
 
    “I don’t know those people,” Allegra admitted sadly. She was hoping that a name would stand out to her and that she would make a connection. But she only recognized a few names on that list, which did not help much. Eleanor gave her a sympathetic glance. 
 
    “Don’t worry child, that’s why we’re here to help.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Greta interjected, looking up, “all these people are in our book club.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Eleanor said, nodding along.  
 
    “I need to talk to them,” Allegra said suddenly, sitting forward, “but I need to do it in an informal setting. They won’t tell me anything if they think I’m questioning them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m hosting the meeting tonight,” Eleanor said slowly, “maybe you should sit in and see what the girls have to say. You might find something interesting.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Greta said hesitantly, “I tried last time, but they were very tight-lipped.” 
 
    Allegra slumped back in her chair, trying to think of a solution. She tapped her tea cup in thought, enjoying the warmth of the tea in her hands. It was starting to get a bit chilly in the afternoons. It was not very noticeable, since the climate was so warm, but she had spent a year in a humid climate and she was finding that the smallest things made her feel cold. Eleanor’s house had a warm aura to it, and she felt comfortable just sitting back. Eleanor’s mothering also made her feel warm, but in a more complete way.  
 
    “You are underestimating something,” Eleanor said with a wicked twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “What is that?” Allegra asked, feeling herself sink into a comfortable haze. She wondered if she could take a quick nap on the couch, but that would probably be inappropriate. She sat up straighter, the sleepiness settling in.  
 
    “Gossip,” Eleanor announced gleefully, “this is one of the most traumatic things to happen in this town. If you play your cards right, you will have them fighting each other to tell you what they think happened.” 
 
    “You think so?” Allegra asked, trying to stifle a yawn.  
 
    “Yes,” Eleanor said with a firm nod, “you can join us tonight, but in the meantime, you can take a nap in the guest bedroom.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The book club was just an excuse for the older ladies of the town to get together and gossip. About fifteen of them filed into Eleanor’s house to drink tea, eat cookies and complain about one thing or another. They spent ten minutes talking about their latest romance novel, another ten choosing the next book and the rest of the time was devoted to coming up with ways to conquer their problems. 
 
    It was like a secret club, and Allegra had to admit that she respected the way they had set everything up. People dismissed book club as being boring, but the truth was that it was a very interesting event. She learned more about the people in town at that meeting than she had in the past few weeks.  
 
    Book club was also a very sacred club, the members knew and trusted each other, so an outsider like her was treated with suspicion. Which was why Eleanor had her running up and down with trays of beverages and snacks. The ladies spoke freely, thinking that she was too busy to listen to them. As a result, she was picking up a lot of intel.  
 
    Everything was going smoothly until about half way through, Ashlee Mathers walked through the door with Ellie in tow. Allegra gritted her teeth when Ashlee stopped, looked through her and sat down as if nothing was the matter.  
 
    “Sit down, dear,” Eleanor called, patting the seat next to her, “you’re working so hard.” Allegra put down her tray and made her way to Eleanor’s side with a cautious look on her face. Ashlee crossed her legs and raised her eyebrows judgmentally. The chatter in the room lowered in volume as Allegra sat down with an apprehensive look on her face. 
 
    “If only Dot could see this,” Eleanor sighed happily, “she often spoke about you.” 
 
    “Poor Dot,” one of the older ladies sighed, “she was new to the club, but we all knew and loved her.” 
 
    “I’m sure she loved you too,” Allegra said kindly to the woman she had never met before. The old lady smiled happily and reached forward to squeeze Allegra’s knee.  
 
    “I still can’t believe she’s gone,” another woman lamented, and all the other women in the room made sounds of agreement.  
 
    “It seems just the other day I was fussing about her,” Eleanor added, looking genuinely sad.  
 
    “Her health deteriorated so quickly near the end,” someone said sadly.  
 
    “She didn’t even get to finish the book we were reading!” 
 
    “I didn’t know that she was new to the club,” Allegra said out loud, frowning, “I thought she always had a book club.” 
 
    “Oh no,” one lady said eagerly, talking before anyone else could, “she was always too busy with the factory and then with other things. She only joined two months ago.” 
 
    “It was so kind of Ashlee to invite her,” another lady said almost as soon as the first had finished. Ashlee leaned forward proudly and smiled gracefully at everyone around her.  
 
    “How kind of you,” Allegra commented, making a mental note.  
 
    “Someone had to take the initiative,” Ashlee replied snidely, giving her a smug once-over. Allegra raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 
 
    “Dot said you wanted to be a writer,” Eleanor interrupted before their staring contest gave way to something else. “Maybe when you’ve written a book we can give you some feedback.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” one of the ladies agreed, looking interested. Allegra smiled thinly, ignoring the woman who seemed intent on burning a hole into her forehead. Ashlee scoffed loudly, and Allegra clenched her jaw. 
 
    She was a guest in someone else’s home. She would not retaliate and allow the conflict to escalate beyond what it already had. It would be rude and insensitive. She repeated those words to herself, but it was harder to put them into practice than it was to say them.  
 
    “Do you have something in your throat?” Greta asked sweetly, leaning forward to look at Ashlee.  
 
    “No,” Ashlee replied, giving her a sugary smile, “I was just thinking about how loose the term ‘writer’ can be.” Allegra swallowed a retort and clenched her fist.  
 
    “What were your aspirations again?” Greta asked casually, sipping her tea, causing Ellie to choke on her tea and Ashlee’s smile to fall from her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    The room fell silent for a few moments and Ashlee turned a bright red color before sipping at her beverage. Ellie looked down and bit the insides of her cheeks to stop herself from laughing out loud. After a few awkward seconds everyone began talking again. 
 
    “Did you visit my great-aunt often?” Allegra asked the woman sitting across from her. 
 
    “As often as I could,” the woman said slowly, sipping delicately from her cup, “but the truth was that Dot didn’t like us fussing over her. She was very stubborn.” Allegra nodded, she knew Grumpy Dot, not even an illness could make her pretend to like people.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean that she was ever alone,” the woman said hurriedly, a slightly guilty look passing over her face, “She had her regulars.” 
 
    “So, tell us about this book you’re writing,” another woman looking eager to be part of the conversation. 
 
    “Constance,” the original woman said, looking annoyed, “we were talking about Dot.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Constance apologized, blushing profusely, “my hearing isn’t what it used to be.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” Allegra said kindly, she was annoyed at the interruption, but she did not want to be unkind to anyone, especially considering how nice everyone was being. She had expected to be treated like a pariah, but once the ice was broken, everyone was treating her like a member of the family.  
 
    Maybe she had been judgmental too. While thinking everyone in the town would exclude her and judge her for being different, she had never made an effort to connect with the people. She was wrong about the town, there was something here that made you want to stick around to see what happened.  
 
    “But do tell us about your writing, it is a fine goal to have,” the first woman said with sincere interest.  
 
    “You see, Emily,” Constance interjected, wagging her finger at her friend, “you were just as curious. We don’t get a lot of new folks around here.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t consider myself new,” Allegra said awkwardly, wondering if these women knew who she was.  
 
    Constance shook her head slightly, “We know who you are, you troublemaker, that doesn’t mean we know a lot about you.” Emily nodded seriously. “Now, tell us about your book.” 
 
    “I haven’t written one yet,” Allegra admitted shyly, “I’m always so busy.” 
 
    “You know,” Constance said suddenly, looking intently at Allegra, “I wanted to be a dancer. I could have been a good one too. But then after the children came, I had too much to do. Now, the children are gone, the grandchildren are getting older. And the one thing that stayed, is the wish that I had danced anyway.”  
 
    “There are a thousand excuses you could make, Allegra, but they will disappear. But you’ll always wish you had written that book. It’s not too late,” Emily summarized, giving her a stern look.  
 
    Allegra nodded obediently, her mind already working through the advice. They were right. At the end of the day, you only have what you have done or what you wish you had done. She wanted to look back on her life and realize that she did everything she wanted to do. Regret has no purpose if it comes too late.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said sincerely, “you have given me a lot to think about.” 
 
    “And I would pay to read whatever you write,” Emily said with a chuckle, “from the way Dot talked, you are quite the character.” 
 
    “I do enjoy a book that is full of character,” Constance agreed, munching on one of the cookies.  
 
    “Dot spoke about me?” Allegra asked, trying to fish for more information. It is always a good feeling when you hear that someone was talking about you. If it was bad, then you want to find out what they said. But if they said good things, it can boost your self-esteem. There is just something special about finding out that you exist beyond your actual presence.  
 
    “All the time,” Constance said emphatically, “you were like her child and grandchild wrapped into one. You know she never had kids, so she adopted you.” 
 
    “I never knew she felt like that,” Allegra said wonderingly, her heart swelling with love for someone who would never know.  
 
    “That’s probably why Ashlee is so jealous,” Emily remarked casually.  
 
    “Ashlee? Jealous?” Allegra sputtered disbelievingly.  
 
    “That’s right, dear, a woman doesn’t act like that unless she’s threatened. Besides, she heard a lot about you from Dot.” 
 
    “Did she spend a lot of time with Dot?” Allegra asked slowly, glancing at Ashlee from the corner of her eye.  
 
    “Yes, those sisters were always there. Ellie would be fussing around like a mother hen while Ashlee made herself comfortable. You know how they are. Poor dears, whenever I went around, they were there. Stationed like sentinels. It was very sweet of them.” 
 
    “They were always running errands for her, even when Dot yelled at them to stop,” Constance said fondly, looking over at the sisters.  
 
    “That’s why I think it’s such nonsense that the police are investigating her,” Emily said, her eyes flashing with annoyance, “Ashlee loved Dot.” 
 
    Allegra followed their gaze and watched Ashlee laugh loudly at something someone told her. Her eyes were bright, but there were dark circles under her eyes. The investigation was beginning to get to her. Allegra realized how hard it must be for her, trying to keep up the façade or perfection while trying to combat suspicion.  
 
    “I never knew that,” Allegra said thoughtfully, looking away when Ashlee looked up.  
 
    “Ashlee was always trying to see how she could help,” Constance assured her, “especially during those last few months.” 
 
    “Do you know how many months that was?” Allegra asked suddenly, looking directly at Constance. 
 
    “Well,” Constance said, squirming uncomfortably, “I’d have to say the last two to three months. Why?”  
 
    “No reason,” Allegra said casually, sipping at her now cold tea.  
 
    *** 
 
    “All right,” Allegra said in annoyance, “why am I here?”  
 
    “I just thought it was time for a little chat,” Officer Crane said innocently, his eyes widening slightly. She raised an eyebrow and leaned back in her chair, trying to fight off the feeling of annoyance that was coursing through her veins. 
 
    Officer Crane was the type of person that changed annoyance from a feeling to a disease. When he was around, annoyance creeped into your brain and began affecting all your major organs. This disease inspired hateful thoughts and made your skin itch. It was a gift that few people possessed, and Crane had it in abundance.  
 
    “You’re going to get me fired,” she told him, fighting to keep her tone light, “I’m supposed to be working. How do you tell your new boss the police won’t stop harassing you?” 
 
    “I’d hardly call this harassment,” Crane said blithely, barely batting his lashes.  
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Allegra retorted, folding her arms against her chest. Crane made a little sound and leaned back too, watching her carefully.  
 
    “I wanted to let you know that the case is going well, and that we are closing in on a few suspects.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Allegra said, feeling a little sheepish, it looked like he was trying to be nice. Maybe she had judged him too harshly, or he was trying to mend bridges. Either way, she should be nicer to him. “Did you also find Reginald’s behavior suspicious?”  
 
    “Reginald Vance?” Crane asked frowning.  
 
    “Yeah, because of his connection to Dot,” Allegra said slowly, frowning at his confusion. She thought they were making progress in the investigation. In her own investigation, Reginald Vance was one of the prime suspects.  
 
    “Ah yes,” Crane nodded, “his connection.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I’m talking about,” Allegra realized in frustration.  
 
    “Of course, I do,” Crane snapped, the back of his neck turning red as he folded his arms too.  
 
    “Why did you call me here?” Allegra asked, shaking her head.  
 
    “Ah yes,” Crane said seriously, leaning forward again, “I heard that you are conducting your own investigation. I am asking you to stop, since it is interfering with my own investigation.” 
 
    “What investigation?” Allegra asked incredulously, “I bet you’re still fixated on Ashlee Mathers!” 
 
    “I cannot discuss the details of an ongoing investigation,” Crane reminded her, giving her a haughty look, “but I can arrest you for obstruction of justice. So, I’m asking you nicely to stop and hand over any evidence you may have collected.” 
 
    “Obstruction of justice?” Allegra cried, “I haven’t seen you in a week! I have not been interfering with your investigation. Or lack thereof. You should have found the clues long before I did.” 
 
    “So, you do have information,” Crane crowed, “I will not ask you again, Ms. Mitchells, hand it over before I arrest you.” 
 
    “Right, and then you get the credit for all my work,” Allegra snapped, piecing together his motive. Crane leaned back and lifted his eyebrows. He folded his arms again but said nothing. “Look,” she said tiredly, “maybe we can work together. I’m sure you have information that I don’t have yet.” 
 
    “You’re a civilian,” Crane scoffed dismissively, “Give me the information or I will arrest you.” 
 
    “Arrest me then,” Allegra announced, putting her hands on the table between them, “but I’m going to get a lawyer. This must be illegal.” 
 
    “It is not illegal,” Crane sniffed, looking affronted, “You are being very difficult, Ms. Mitchells.” 
 
    “And yet you haven’t arrested me yet,” Allegra pointed out. 
 
    “Do not test me,” Crane warned, “I have been patient up until now. You are not qualified to handle this case. I am the lead investigator, I have been trained for this sort of thing.” 
 
    “Then how are you so far behind me?” Allegra challenged, refusing to back down. She would not let all her hard work be taken by someone out to make a name for himself.  
 
    “I am held back by red tape and protocol,” he snapped, “I cannot break into people’s houses and pry information from old ladies at a book club.”  
 
    Allegra shook her head angrily and clenched her teeth. She was wrong, Crane was not trying to mend bridges, he was trying to steal work and patronize her. If he had asked for help she would have gladly given him her file of notes. Instead, he chose to treat her like a child and use his position to try and intimidate her. She glared at him and he stared back, not willing to budge.  
 
    “Fine,” she snapped, reaching into her bag and pulling out the thin file she used to store all the clues. She tossed the file on the table and leaned back, trying not to smile as he eagerly grabbed the file.  
 
    His smile disappeared when he flipped through the file and realized that half of the clues were in code and that her notes made no sense whatsoever.  
 
    “What is this?” he asked angrily, shaking the file in her face. 
 
    “My entire case,” she answered sweetly, shrugging her shoulders.  
 
    “This is gibberish,” he snarled, tossing the file back onto the table, “I should have known you had nothing.” 
 
    “You should have,” Allegra said sweetly, “can I go now?”  
 
    His eyes darkened, and she swore he was about to launch at her from across the table. Instead he stood up and leaned forward over the desk.  
 
    “Tell me what these notes say,” he said threateningly.  
 
    She stood up too, causing her chair to jump backwards. She leaned on the table, mirroring his stance and looked him in the eyes. She learned that the best way to deal with bullies was to stand up to them. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His eyes widened slightly but he kept his composure, unwilling to back down but surprised at her stance. He was not used to this sort of thing happening to him.  
 
    “Now,” she said slowly, “you wanted my notes and you got them. If there’s nothing else, I am going to leave.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Allegra said uncertainly, “My work has been flawless, and you need the help.” 
 
    Her previous employer, the owner of the diner, looked uncomfortable. It was clear that he was not used to firing people, it was clear in his posture and the way he was handling it. 
 
    “I can’t have a waitress who misses shifts because the police want to talk to her. Look, you’ve been great, but I need someone who I can rely on. And someone who isn’t wanted by the police.” 
 
    Allegra felt herself slump forward dejectedly. He made a fair point, but it still stung. Getting fired is like failing your driving test. You’re frustrated because you know you can do the job, but you can’t get a second chance. That, and both have financial implications.  
 
    “The police won’t be calling me in again,” Allegra reasoned, hoping that he would change his mind.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’ve made up my mind,” he told her firmly, handing her a white envelope. She sighed and nodded, deciding to cut her losses and move on.  
 
    Once she was outside, she opened the envelope to reveal a measly check, reimbursing her for one afternoon. She stuffed it into her bag, mentally calculating how much further she could dig into her savings before she would need another job.  
 
    She was so deep in thought, that as she stepped off the curb, she narrowly avoided being hit by a flashy truck. Allegra gasped and jumped backwards, looking up at what had almost been a costly trip to the hospital.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she started apologizing as the truck pulled over.  
 
    When she saw who stepped out of the truck, she almost swallowed her words. Suddenly, the entire thing did not look like an accident anymore.  
 
    “What is wrong with you!” Reginald Vance yelled, throwing his hands in the air. Today, he wore a silver suit and a white dress shirt. For some reason, he decided to leave three buttons undone, showing off his extremely hairy chest. A thick gold chain lay nestled on the nest of hair. The hair on his head was slicked back with so much gel that it looked wet.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized again, but not meaning it, “I wasn’t concentrating.” 
 
    He pointed a finger at her and glared at her through his dark sunglasses. “You are trouble, little lady.”  
 
    “If you say so,” she shrugged, looking both ways at the street so that she could cross it.  
 
    “I’m not done with you,” he seethed, grabbing her arm. She yelped and kicked his shin, causing him to grunt in pain and step back, all while glaring at her.  
 
    “Touch me again, and I’ll smash your windscreen,” she threatened, watching him like a cornered animal.  
 
    He scoffed and took a step back, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Whatever, Princess,” he smirked, “all I was going to say was, you better be out of my house in three days. Because construction begins on Monday.” 
 
    “It will never be your house,” Allegra seethed, wishing she could smash his windscreen anyway. She wondered how much jail time that would be. Maybe she wouldn’t need a job after all, it didn’t cost anything to stay in jail.  
 
    “Ho ho,” he chortled sarcastically, “think again. The Mathers sisters are about to sign their inheritance to me.” 
 
    “They can’t, genius,” she pointed out, wondering how stupid this man was, “The inheritance has been frozen.” 
 
    “You know what the great thing about being rich is, genius?” he said in a mocking tone, “You can get better lawyers. Your flimsy evidence isn’t enough to contest the will anymore. You’re looking at the soon-to-be owner of the Wickers estate.”  
 
    Allegra opened her mouth angrily but couldn’t think of anything to say. He laughed loudly, much to her embarrassment and gave her a two-fingered salute, whistling a joyful tune to himself. She was happy to see that he was still limping from where her foot contacted his shin.  
 
    *** 
 
    Mr. Carey’s waiting room was a thing of beauty. His receptionist was a young woman in her early twenties who was busy doing an interior design course online. There was no doubt that the girl was talented. The entire atmosphere was warm and inviting, which was not how one usually felt when waiting to speak to a lawyer. The tasteful décor did wonders for frayed nerves.  
 
    “Ms. Mitchells,” Mr. Carey said tiredly, appearing through his office door. The poor man looked exhausted. His suit was disheveled, and he was busy chewing on a pain killer. He nodded at his receptionist and took a swig of water, wincing as the pills went down his throat. “What a nice surprise,” he said in a tone that implied that it certainly wasn’t a nice surprise.  
 
    “I’m sorry to pop in like this, Mr. Carey,” Allegra apologized sincerely, “I just need your help with something.”  
 
    He nodded and gestured toward his office, allowing her to walk past him. She sat down on one of the hard chairs, wishing he had allowed his receptionist to decorate his office too. Mr. Carey only knew one style- spartan. He chatted to his receptionist in a low voice before turning his attention back to her. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re going to have to be brief,” Mr. Carey told her, “I have an appointment in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I wanted to ask your opinion on Reginald Vance,” she said getting straight to the point. She felt restless, like she had to find the murderer soon. Time was running out for her. She had no job, and soon she would have no house. She could not stay in Llewes Cove much longer and the pressure to find the truth was beginning to stress her out. Unlike the police, she did not have all the time in the world to sort it out. That was unfair, she realized as she thought it, she did not have as much time as Officer Crane did. Or the resources.  
 
    “That’s an unusual question,” he said, looking surprised.  
 
    “Not really,” Allegra grumbled, “I think he may have something to do with Dot’s murder, but no one in town knows him that well. You used to represent him, I was just wondering if you could help me with a brief character study.” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything that would tie him to the murder,” Mr. Carey admitted helplessly, “He doesn’t know many people in town, except for Ashlee and Ellie.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, leaning forward eagerly. “How do they know each other? It doesn’t look like they would run in the same circles.” 
 
    “They don’t,” Mr. Carey conceded, “I think they are second cousins or something like that. They don’t spend much time together, as you would imagine. But they came to me a few days ago, trying to sell the house to Reginald.” 
 
    “I heard that Reginald is getting his lawyers involved,” Allegra said, wondering if Mr. Carey had known but didn’t want to tell her for some reason. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Mr. Carey fretted, looking down at his desk. He began sorting through the papers there, looking for something. “I had no idea,” he said, his voice sounding a little panicked, “that’s probably why he wanted to see me so urgently.” 
 
    “Wait,” Allegra said, holding up her hand, “that’s who you’re seeing in a few minutes?” 
 
    “Yes!” Mr. Carey cried, gathering papers together and putting them on a pile. He seemed to be flustered and panicked, which was starting to alarm Allegra. 
 
    “Are you all right, Mr. Carey?” Allegra asked gently, getting up to see if she could help in any way. 
 
    “I am not prepared for that sort of appointment,” Mr. Carey gulped, paling visibly, “Things have been so muddled with this whole murder business, I can’t think straight anymore.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just cancel?” Allegra suggested. Mr. Carey went still and looked at her as if she had just suggested he retire early and move to a tropical paradise. A little uncertain, but with a bright burning spark of possibility.  
 
    “I can do that,” he said wonderingly, “Jessica!” 
 
    Jessica, the receptionist, hurried through the door as if something was on fire. Mr. Carey never yelled. When he found out that she decorated the foyer without his permission, he had just asked her to leave his office alone. When she muddled up files, he politely asked her to focus on what she was doing. But he never yelled. Not ever.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, looking at Allegra as if she were a burglar. 
 
    “Please cancel my appointment with Reginald Vance,” he announced as if he was telling her to pack his bags for Costa Rica.  
 
    “Right away, sir,” she said uncertainly, giving him a bewildered look.  
 
    “What a relief,” Mr. Carey said, smiling happily and sinking into his chair, “You saved me today, Ms. Mitchells.” 
 
    “Anything for you,” Allegra said with a smile, “You let me stay in Dot’s house. That was kind of you.” 
 
    “Anytime, dear,” Mr. Carey said, giving her a fond smile, “Dot would have had my head if she knew I let you sleep on the streets. There is no doubt in my mind that she would have wanted you to have everything. But don’t tell anyone else that,” he said hurriedly, looking around suspiciously as if he expected an eavesdropper to pop out from behind the curtains.  
 
    “It could not have been easy,” Allegra said sympathetically, “I imagine Ashlee must have been here, first thing in the morning to give you an earful.” 
 
    “I knew what I was getting myself into,” he admitted with a laugh, “I was ready for her when she came knocking. I had Jessica tell her that I was out for the day. Ever since then she sent me a lovely basket of fruit, if I were a weaker man, you would be homeless right now.” 
 
    “Thank goodness for moral integrity,” she joked, wiping her forehead dramatically.  
 
    “Although,” he admitted thoughtfully, “I was not prepared for Ms. Smith’s reaction.” 
 
    “Ellie?” Allegra asked in surprise, “what did she say?” 
 
    “Well, she was quite insistent that you should not be allowed in the house under any circumstances.” 
 
    “Was she repeating Ashlee’s message?” Allegra asked, feeling shocked. She could not imagine why Ellie would not want her in the house. She could understand Ashlee’s reaction, but Ellie’s reaction was completely out of the blue.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Mr. Carey said, frowning, “she came out of her own will.” 
 
    “I’ll go to speak to her,” Allegra said determinedly, “in the meantime, is there anything you can do to hold off Reginald and his pack of lawyers?” 
 
    “I’ll try not to take offense,” he said, pretending to be hurt, “but I won’t be able to hold them off for long, Ms. Mitchells. You need to hurry with whatever you’re doing. I need more evidence to keep you in the house. What I have done could get me in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “And we don’t want that,” Allegra said kindly, reaching over to give his hand a comforting squeeze.  
 
    *** 
 
    When she finally got back home, she took the time to look around her. She stood on the front porch, admiring the view. This house meant more to her than she ever realized. Now that it was about to be taken away from her, she wanted to protect it with everything inside of her. She would fight for this house, she realized. Like she should have fought for Grumpy Dot.  
 
    She turned away from the view and scratched around in her bag for her keys. As she went to unlock the front door, she realized with a start that it was already unlocked. She frowned, trying to remember if she had left it unlocked.  Maybe Eleanor was here? Her heart began pounding in her chest despite her reassuring thoughts. 
 
    The vague nerves turned into full-blown panic when she smelled the unmistakable aroma of smoke in the air.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Allegra rushed in, fearing the worst. She took her phone out of her bag and began dialing Greta’s number, wondering if the fire department would make it there in time. The entire house smelled vaguely of smoke, but it was not getting stronger. She found the source of the fire in the living room. A cheery little fire was crackling away in the old fireplace. 
 
    A familiar blonde woman sat in front of the fire, poking it with a piece of wood. Allegra stopped and slowly made her way into the room, wondering what she should say.  
 
    “Hi, Allegra,” Ellie said brightly, turning around to face her old friend. 
 
    “Ellie,” Allegra said cautiously, “I didn’t know you had a key.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Ellie said casually, turning back to stoke the fire, “Grumpy Dot gave it to me when she was sick. I offered to bring her groceries.” 
 
    Allegra looked around helplessly, at a loss about what to say. It was not every day that you came home to find one of your old friends building a fire in your home.  
 
    “I meant, I didn’t know you were coming over,” Allegra clarified slowly, walking toward her. Ellie shrugged and tossed a few more pieces of wood into the fire to make it bigger. “Ellie, I don’t think this is okay.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ellie said suddenly, stretching her big blue eyes to make them look even bigger, “I just missed Dot so much. I wanted to feel close to her again. I used to come over all the time. She’d make a fire and we’d sit around drinking a nice cup of tea.” 
 
    “What is it with you people and cups of tea?” Allegra muttered to herself, “I understand that. But you could have let me know you were coming. You scared me.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Ellie said firmly, looking ashamed, “I should have told you. I’m always doing things like this. I’m so stupid. I have to be more thoughtful.” 
 
    Allegra stared at the other woman for a moment, not sure how she was supposed to respond to that. Ellie was at fault, but she was also taking all the blame and being too hard on herself.  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Allegra said slowly, “I just meant that a heads up would have been nice. You’re welcome to come over any time you want. I’m grateful for what you did for Dot.”  
 
    Ellie looked up from her mournful stare-off with the ground, her face brightening at the invitation.  
 
    “You are so kind,” Ellie said breathlessly, “but I’ll go now, you must be tired.” 
 
    “Not really,” Allegra said suddenly, taking a step forward to stop Ellie from leaving. Ellie looked at her, her pale blue eyes widened in confusion.  
 
    Ellie’s eyes were the lightest shade of blue anyone had ever seen on a person. They were so light that they were almost grey. In fact, everything about Ellie was light. Her hair was a pale shade of blonde, and despite the warm climate, her skin remained translucent. Between the two sisters, Ashlee was more beautiful. She also had the stronger personality. While Ellie was kind and gentle, she generally tended to blend into the background.  
 
    “Why don’t you stay?” Allegra offered suddenly, feeling overcome by a sudden urge to speak to Ellie. “I’ll make us a cup of tea, and we can catch up. It’s been a while since we had really had a chance to talk.”  
 
    Ellie seemed taken aback by the offer, and for the slightest moment, a flash of annoyance spread through her features. It was gone so quickly that Allegra was convinced she was seeing things.  
 
    “Sure,” Ellie said cheerily, “but you sit down, I’ll make the tea.” 
 
    “You don’t have to…” Allegra protested. 
 
    “I insist,” Ellie said firmly, “I used to do it all the time for Dot. She said I made the best tea in Llewes Cove.”  
 
    Allegra shrugged and sat down, wondering how she would approach the subject with Ellie. She was not sure how she could ask if Ellie shared Ashlee’s opinion of her. And how was she supposed to ask about Reginald or Ashlee’s involvement in the murder. They were both related to her.  
 
    She was still strategizing when Ellie came back a few minutes later with a tray and the tea set. She smiled kindly at Allegra. 
 
    “Milk? Sugar?” 
 
    “Sure, I need a lot of both. Tea has never really been my thing.” 
 
    “Not your cup of tea?” Ellie asked mischievously, causing Allegra to chuckle at the weak pun. Pun enthusiasts were always so disappointed when you didn’t laugh at their jokes. Whenever someone made a pun, no matter how weak it was, she made a point of laughing at it.  
 
    “You know, I never did thank you for rescuing me that day,” Ellie said suddenly, handing Allegra her cup of tea, and sitting down close to the fire with her own cup.  
 
    “There’s no need,” Allegra said, not wanting to bring up the subject again, “Aren’t you getting hot?” 
 
    The temperature outside was still high, and instead of being in the stuffy house, Allegra was contemplating going down to the beach with an ice cream cone. She blew on her tea, taking a small sip so as not to hurt Ellie’s feelings. She grimaced at the bitter taste, wishing she could have opted for a glass of water instead.  
 
    “No,” Ellie told her simply, “I’m always cold these days.” 
 
    Allegra nodded, not sure how to respond to that strange statement. She wished she could put her cup of tea down, it was beginning to burn her throat, but she didn’t want to hurt Ellie’s feelings.  
 
    “And there is a need,” Ellie said, watching her intently, “to thank you, I mean. If you hadn’t been around that summer, things would have been very different.” 
 
    “You were one of my best friends,” Allegra told her, “I was happy to help out.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” Ellie commented, smiling softly, “I always thought I was annoying you.” 
 
    Ellie was a good four years younger than Allegra, and the two only became friends during her later summers. Little Ellie was always hanging around her, trying to help with the mysteries. She was a mature child, and they got along well despite the gap in their ages.  
 
    “I always thought of you as a little sister,” Allegra told her, swirling the rest of her tea in the cup. The room felt very hot, and she contemplated opening a window. She dismissed the thought though; the window was so far away, and the chair was so comfortable.  
 
    “You were always so nice to me,” Ellie reminded her, “Is there something wrong with the tea?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Allegra said quickly, taking another sip, “this is great.”  
 
    “You were always nicer to me than Ashlee. She was always yelling at me,” Ellie continued, a dreamy look in her eyes. Allegra nodded, and pulled her phone out of her pocket, tapping at the screen. She was beginning to feel drowsy, but felt it was too rude to ask Ellie to leave. “My mom too, it was tough. Living with them. You and my dad made it bearable though.”  
 
    “I’m sorry they were always yelling at you,” Allegra commented, her mouth was itching so she took another sip of tea to make it better. Unfortunately, the liquid made it worse. She frowned at the cup, wondering if she was allergic.  
 
    “Like I said,” Ellie said with a haunted look in her eyes, “my dad always made it better. He stood up for me, you know. When they got divorced, I asked him to take me with him. Do you remember the divorce? It happened during your last summer.” 
 
    “I remember,’ Allegra said, wincing as her head began to pound. The heat in the room was making her feel dizzy. She wondered if it would be insensitive if she got up to go get a glass of water. But her limbs felt heavy, she really wanted a nap, but Ellie wouldn’t stop talking.  
 
    “He did take me with him,” Ellie said, smiling fondly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Allegra said again.  
 
    Ellie’s father had taken her, in the middle of the day, when Ashlee was supposed to be watching her. Ashlee took them to the beach to swim and let her play in the sand while she went to go get the two some ice cream. When she got back, her sister was gone. Ellie’s mother went ballistic trying to find her daughter, and had the police search the coast and nearby houses.  
 
    Only Allegra thought to look at the father, who was supposed to be on a business trip. She remembered how much Mr. Smith loved fishing. That’s when she led her friends to the cabin and found Ellie. The town called her a hero. But she never forgot the look of betrayal on Ellie’s face.  
 
    “You should be,” Ellie snapped, losing her dreamy smile, “he was going to take me with him. Thanks to you, he lost custody and nearly went to jail!” 
 
    “What he did was wrong,” Allegra said gently, trying to sit forward, but feeling too dizzy to do so.   
 
    “He was trying to take me with him! My life would have been better. Instead, the court said he was only allowed supervised visits. Do you know what it was like? Growing up in that house with Ashlee and my mother?” 
 
    Allegra grimaced, the reality of how Ellie probably spent her teenage years making her feel sad for her old friend.  
 
    “I was never good enough! She never wanted me! She wanted to win!” 
 
    “Your dad could have appealed the decision,” Allegra protested, fighting to keep her eyes open. Her pounding headache was turning into a migraine, but Ellie was on a roll.  
 
    “He tried,” Ellie said angrily, “but she won again. Eventually, he gave up. He got another wife, and child. He forgot about me, and it’s all because you made him go away.” Ellie was starting to become agitated, her face contorting into a mask of anger and resentment.  
 
    “Ellie…” Allegra gasped, her head resting against the back of the couch.  
 
    “I hated you,” Ellie told her, getting up and leaning over Allegra, “I promised I would take something from you too.” 
 
    “Dot,” Allegra gasped, the pieces of the puzzle finally falling into place. 
 
    Ellie nodded, her expression hateful and angry. This was something that had stewed inside of her for years. She had never let go of what happened and now she was full of a poisonous hatred.  
 
    “Ellie,” Allegra said with difficulty, “did you kill her?” 
 
    “I gave her a chance,” Ellie defended, straightening up and folding her arms over her chest. Allegra took the opportunity to press a button on her phone while she was preoccupied. “I did so much for her. I listened to her stories, laughed at her jokes, I spent all my free time with the lonely old bat. But all she ever spoke about was you.” 
 
    Allegra coughed suddenly, a painful cough that wrenched through her whole body. The force of her coughs caused her to double over in pain. 
 
    “Allegra this, Allegra that,” Ellie ranted angrily, looking unsurprised at Allegra’s sudden coughing fit, “Everyone in town always reminded me of the great and wonderful Allegra. I really could not get away from you. One day, I had enough, so I decided to give Dot one last chance. A whole month. Do you know what she did?” Ellie asked incredulously.  
 
    “What did you put in my tea?” Allegra asked weakly, clutching her phone to her chest.  
 
    “Don’t be rude,” Ellie snapped, “this is my moment. Now, do you know what she did?”  
 
    Allegra tried to get to her feet, but her head spun, and she lost her balance, pulling the tea tray with her to the ground. The pot splashed boiling water everywhere, and Ellie jumped back in time to miss the deluge. Allegra lay there, unable to move, as the water seeped into the carpet around her. She gasped as the pain moved through her shoulder.  
 
    “Oh, your poor phone,” Ellie said apathetically, watching it turn off due to the water that was now seeping into the device. “Don’t worry, you won’t need it anymore,” she told Allegra. She smiled to herself and stomped down viciously with her heel, cracking the screen. “I’ve always wanted to do that,” she said gleefully.  
 
    Allegra gasped again, struggling to pull air into her lungs. It felt like her entire chest was on fire, and the air could not get through her throat to her lungs.  
 
    “Now,” Ellie continued, taking a seat again, “oh yes, Dot did something unforgivable. She made her will. Instead of appreciating me, for all that I did for her, she left everything to you. She hadn’t seen you in ten years! But still, you got everything. I did all that work, tried so hard, but once again, I was left with nothing.”  
 
    She smiled when another vicious round of coughing overtook Allegra. Allegra groaned, she was in excruciating pain and the edges of her vision were beginning to go black. She lost her focus as Ellie began to sound very far away. Everything inside of her wanted to fight, but there was no strength left inside of her.  
 
    “Instead of learning her lesson, she made it worse. Really, it was her fault. She should have appreciated what she had. Imagine my surprise when you actually showed up for the funeral. Who knew you still cared, Gypsy? Unfortunately, you couldn’t leave well enough alone. Everything was fine until you decided to cause trouble again. When will you learn? Mind your own business!”  
 
    Ellie rolled her eyes at a barely responsive Allegra.  
 
    “I guess you’ll learn now,” Ellie said wryly, “it’s the last thing you’ll ever learn. Oh well, it really is your own fault.” Allegra used the last of her strength to lift her head. What she saw sent a dull feeling of terror through her muddled brain. Ellie was pulling the grate out of the fire, causing hot coals to spill all over the floor. She hopped back and began kicking them around the room with her closed shoes.  
 
    “I never really liked this house anyway,” Ellie told her. Allegra’s vision began to swim, and it sounded like she was under water. Despite her efforts, she could not keep her eyes open for much longer. The room went quiet, and suddenly there wasn’t much pain anymore.  
 
    She felt warm, like she was snuggled in her bed on a cold winter’s morning. It was comforting, like getting a hug from Grumpy Dot. In the distance, she could hear a loud bang, and maybe a scream. It didn’t matter anymore. None of it really mattered anymore. She wondered vaguely if this is what it felt like to be home. To feel safe and protected. Almost as if she were swaddled in a cocoon of comfort.  
 
    It was nice, she decided, finally drifting off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Allegra woke up to the sounds of beeping. And then arguing. She groaned as the pain came rushing through her body, it felt like she had been hit, and then dragged by a bus. 
 
    “Good,” a shrill voice called out, “now we can ask her.” 
 
    She groaned again, trying to open her eyes, but they seemed to be stuck together.  
 
    “There we go,” the shrill voice said again, “like a baby duck. Come on, open your eyes.” 
 
    “Like a baby duck?” a deep voice asked incredulously.  
 
    “You know,” the other voice said defensively, “when they hatch open and stuff.”  
 
    A tiny bit of light filtered through and Allegra pulled harder, finally getting her eyes to open. She immediately closed them again when a bright light assaulted them.  
 
    “Is she awake?” a little boy asked, and Allegra felt the side of her body tilting slightly. Probably from the weight of someone climbing onto her bed.  
 
    “Do you want some water?” the male voice asked kindly.  
 
    She nodded her head, frowning as the pain rolled through her. Her throat felt raw and parched, and so when someone tipped a little of water in her mouth, the relief was so overwhelming that she nearly cried.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked, opening her eyes slightly.  
 
    “Does she have Asia?” 
 
    “Amnesia, darling, and no. She is probably just feeling a bit confused.” 
 
    “You’re in the hospital,” the male said, “because a crazy woman tried to kill you.” 
 
    Allegra heard the sound of a dull thwack and the male voice yelped.  
 
    “Really, Jason?” 
 
    “That’s what happened!” Jason said defensively.  
 
    Allegra shifted uncomfortably as the memories came racing back, she opened her eyes when she remembered what had happened. She sat up suddenly, causing the needles in her arm to move painfully.  
 
    “Easy now,” Greta chided, laying a hand on her shoulder and pushing her back into the bed. 
 
    “Greta!” Allegra gasped, feeling frantic, “Ellie confessed!” 
 
    “I know,” Greta said soothingly, stroking Allegra’s hair back, “We got her, don’t worry about a thing. Just rest now, okay?” 
 
    “How?” Allegra rasped, her throat was still raw and painful. She tried to swallow, but the action caused her an excruciating amount of pain. 
 
    “You sent me a weird text,” Greta answered, “When I tried calling, you weren’t picking up, so I decided to see what was wrong.” 
 
    “I was already at the newspaper building,” Jason interjected, “so I came with.” 
 
    “Then he tackled the crazy lady to the ground,” Eric finished excitedly. Greta gave him a stern look and he smiled widely, showing off his missing tooth.  
 
    “Why do I feel like I got hit by a bus?” she asked, frowning at her prostrate body. She was hooked up to an I.V and wearing an unflattering nightgown, which she tugged at with her available hand.  
 
    “She gave you a massive dose of Xosyn Sirtunade,” Greta winced, “The doctors have been treating you all weekend.” 
 
    “All weekend?’ she gasped.  
 
    “The more important questions why you didn’t spit out that tea?” 
 
    “Tea always tastes bad,” Allegra defended sheepishly, her cheeks flushing. ‘And I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason quipped, “no more tea for you.”  
 
    *** 
 
    A few days later, Allegra was sitting in Dot’s slightly charred living room, a blanket wrapped around her legs and a glass of water within arm’s reach.  
 
    “This is really too much,” she told Eleanor as the older woman shoved a pillow between her back and the couch.  
 
    “You were almost murdered,” Eleanor reminded her, “you need to rest.” 
 
    “I agree,” Allegra said, laughing at Eleanor’s fussing, “but that doesn’t mean you need to mother me.” 
 
    “Everyone needs a little mothering from time to time,” Eleanor countered, moving some hair from out of her face.  
 
    Allegra stayed silent. The truth was that it felt nice to be fussed over for once. It reminded her of the time she got the flu one summer. Dot spent the whole week fussing over her grand-niece, making sure that she had the most comfortable recovery. Allegra faked it a few more days just to enjoy the extra attention. Although, she always suspected that Dot knew the truth but played along for the sake of it. On the third day of faking, she was kicked out of bed and told to go find an adventure. She would have spent her whole summer in that bed if she could.  
 
    “I agree,” Greta said loudly, munching through a bag of chips. Eleanor gave her a stern look when she tried her luck by holding out the empty bag. Greta blushed sheepishly and folded the bag neatly on her lap.  
 
    “So, have you decided what you want to do yet?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Allegra admitted tiredly, “we can’t find the real will. Ellie says that she never destroyed it, but we can’t exactly trust her.” 
 
    “Crazy lady,” Greta muttered under her breath.  
 
    “So, the house is supposed to be closed, and I have no job.” 
 
    “Would you stay if you had a job?” Greta asked slowly, playing with the neatly folded packet on her lap. 
 
    “That depends on the job,” Allegra answered, smiling at Greta’s behavior.  
 
    “Well,” Greta said, drawing the word out nervously, “Bud does need more help with the newspaper, and he is willing to give you a trial period.” 
 
    “But I’m a teacher,” Allegra pointed out. 
 
    “Who has always wanted to be a writer,” Greta countered, “Besides, you were an English major.”  
 
    Allegra said nothing but stared at the burnt patch on the carpet. She was going to have to replace that at some point. Greta made a fair point, but was she willing to stay in this small town?  
 
    “What do you say?” Greta asked tentatively, watching her friend carefully.  
 
    “I’m not the most reliable person,” Allegra said softly, flexing her fingers, “what if I get bored and leave?” 
 
    “Allegra,” Greta sighed, “you are one of the most reliable people I know. You stuck it out here, even though the people didn’t want you here. You made a promise, and you did everything to keep it. You found Dot’s murderer!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Allegra admitted, still not sure about what she wanted to do.  
 
    “Fine,” Greta said, sitting back again, “at least stay for the funeral.” 
 
    Allegra gave her a strange look and she held up her hands in surrender. The funeral was planned for the next day. This time, she allowed Ashlee to arrange it. It turned out that the older sister had nothing to do with the murder. She was as shocked as everyone else. She was now fueling all her shock and pain into planning all sorts of town activities. Allegra heard that she was even taking on more shifts at Cherry On Top.  
 
    For once in her life, she felt a twinge of respect for Ashlee. They might never get along, but it was nice of her to offer to plan the funeral. She nearly fell out of her bed when Ashlee came to the hospital. Before she could call for the nurses, Ashlee did something that Allegra never expected. She apologized.  
 
    No one blamed Ashlee for the murder, except Ashlee. Allegra dreaded what would happen when she ran out of things to do and hoped that she would not be around to witness the meltdown.  
 
    “Come on,” Greta said suddenly, “let’s get you up to your room.” 
 
    “But I’m not sleepy,” Allegra yawned.  
 
    “Come on,” Greta repeated, ignoring her feeble protests.  
 
    “This is very embarrassing, you know,” Allegra said as Ashlee helped her up the stairs. Greta chuckled as they took one step at a time, careful not to put too much strain on Allegra.  
 
    “I’m not going to carry you to the bed,” Greta said warningly when Allegra suddenly stopped. “What’s wrong?” she asked when she looked up and saw Allegra’s face.  
 
    She was turned to a closed door, an apprehensive look on her face.  
 
    “I haven’t been in her room yet,” Allegra whispered, staring at Dot’s closed bedroom door. 
 
    “Oh honey,” Greta said sympathetically, “you can do it any time.” 
 
    “I want to do it now,” Allegra told her, taking a small step toward the room. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Greta told her, taking her arm for support.  
 
    Allegra ignored her and reached for the handle with a shaky hand. She pushed down and swung the door open. Dot’s room had changed in the last few years. She had rearranged the furniture and changed the bed spread. But it still smelled like her.  
 
    She stared at the room with wide eyes, scarcely daring to breathe.  
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Greta whispered, “I’ll take the first step if you want.” Allegra nodded, and Greta walked into the room. 
 
    “See,” she said, “you can do it.” 
 
    Allegra nodded again and took a small step into the room. Then another, and another. Finally, she found herself in the middle of the room, looking at Dot’s most private space. She stepped back and sat down on Dot’s bed, closing her eyes. It was all over.  
 
    When she opened them, her eyes scanned her surroundings, looking for hints of Dot. Any sort of reminder. What her eyes found, was a pile of old papers, fixed together in a ring binder. The edges of the pages were faded, an indication of regular use. She reached forward and picked it up. Her eyes filled with tears when she read the title page.  
 
    The Mad Aunt 
 
    It was the very first book she had written. Allegra felt a lump form in her throat, and a few tears escaped her lids, dropping onto the paper.  
 
    “Look,” she said, her voice rasping, “she kept it.” 
 
    Allegra held the book out to Greta, who reached out, but dropped it right before she could get a proper hold of it. The book fell to the ground with a crash. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Greta apologized profusely, bending to pick it up. Allegra shrugged lightly. As Greta picked it up, a brown envelope fell to the ground. Greta looked up, her eyes wide. Allegra struggled to find air, so she held her hand out, and Greta handed her the envelope.  
 
    They looked at each other for a second, before ripping it open to see what was inside. 
 
    “Is that…” Greta gasped, her eyes nearly bulging for their sockets. 
 
    “Her will,” Allegra finished, scanning through Dot’s familiar scrawl. “She really did leave everything to me,” she said breathlessly, an overwhelming sense of love filled her heart, and she had to keep herself from hugging the will to her chest.  One of the pages was a little different from the rest. It was a note written on a piece of flowery stationery and Allegra read through it eagerly.  
 
      
 
    Gypsy, 
 
      
 
    I’ll never know if I was crazy or not, but I very much doubt it. I have doubted many things in my lifetime, but never my sanity- or you. I knew you’d come back one day, and now I have to explain myself. I never wanted to send you away that summer. I wanted you to live with me permanently. When I broached the subject with your mother, she said yes. And then she said no. Apparently, she met a handsome and wealthy man who was going to take care of you two. She accused me of turning you against her and demanded that I send you home. It broke my heart to do what I did, but I did not want you to resent her. I resent her. But I’m allowed to.  
 
      
 
    I hope you can forgive me. I know things did not go the way you wanted them to. Last I heard you were in Indonesia. You never stopped running. But it is time to stop now. You know it is.  
 
      
 
    Welcome home, Allegra. 
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