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CHAPTER ONE


“Ready all? Row!” I read the morning episode of Aunt Maxi’s newspaper column, the Daily Siftings, in this morning’s edition of our town newspaper. “It was a sheer delight sitting in the cox box of the shell with the megaphone during one of the collegiate rowing practices yesterday on our very own Lake Honey Springs.”

“She did what?” Bunny Bowowski asked as she moseyed, and I mean moseyed, on over from the Help Yourself Tea Station at the far end of the counter. Her thick-soled orthopedic shoes squeaked across the freshly cleaned floors of the Bean Hive Coffee Shop.

“She reached out to one of the teams in the competition and asked if she could do an article on them and the competition for the Daily Siftings,” I said, holding up the copy. “I even got to go along and take a photo with my new camera Patrick gave me for Christmas.”

I was not a photographer by any means, but I did enjoy trying to figure out how to use the new fancy camera along with the several attachable lenses he’d also gotten me. Since I hadn’t been able to use it much, I thought the big collegiate rowing competition taking place on Lake Honey Springs would be a great time to try it out. The weather had turned to full-on spring, and Mother Nature was showing off her gorgeous touches on our Kentucky foliage.

“See?” I continued to hold the paper up for Bunny to see. “I even got how gorgeous the lake looks this time of the year.”

As Bunny walked closer, she put on her rhinestone reading glasses that were dangling from the chain around her neck. Her silver hair, cut to chin length, framed her face while she eyeballed the photo.

“She looks pitiful sitting up there,” she snorted. “Why does she do that to her hair?”

“What?” I turned the paper back around. “Her pink hair? Or all the Aqua Net hairspray that holds it up like that?”

“Yeah.” Bunny tsked. “I don’t know why she is always doing that with her hair. Crissy Lane oughta be ashamed doing that to Maxi. It’s gonna fall out one day.” Bunny turned to walk off. “That’ll learn her.”

“She’s always been this way,” I said, looking closer at the photo and brushing off Bunny’s observation. It wasn’t like I expected anything different—Bunny and Aunt Maxi had never been each other’s favorite. But Aunt Maxi had always been my favorite. Hair and all.

“But it’s a good photo, right?” I asked, referring to my photography skills. Or lack thereof. “I mean of Lake Honey Springs?”

“Mm-hmm.” Bunny waved a hand as she made her way back over to the tea station, where she continued to pour real cream into the ceramic cow pitchers.

“Now, I had originally planned to observe from the safety of the dock, wearing a tasteful linen ensemble and offering moral support from a respectable distance. However, when one of those darling young athletes looked at me and said, ‘Ma’am, would you like to sit here?’ well, I knew immediately that leadership was being requested of me.” I continued reading the article aloud.

“I thought you said she contacted the team?” Birdie called from behind the counter, where she was taking the freshly homemade dog biscuits off the cooling tray and placing them into the dog-treat jar for our special four-legged friends.

“Yeah, she lied,” Bunny said, and when she looked over to me, she spilled some milk on her hand and rubbed it down the polka-dotted apron she’d brought from home. The rest of the staff, me included, wore aprons with the Bean Hive logo.

“She’s writing an article,” I shrugged, making all the excuses for her. “It needs to be a little, um, flowery.”

“Is that what we call lies nowadays?” Bunny asked, but she didn’t want an answer.

“That is how I found myself seated in what they call the cox box. Let me tell you something, there is nothing ‘box’ about it. It is a position of authority. A throne, if you will. A place where decisions are made and destinies are shaped,” I continued to read about Aunt Maxi’s adventure. “They placed a megaphone in my hand. And just like that… I was in charge.”

Bunny harumphed and excused herself. Birdie glanced at me and smiled. She’d had many a front-seat view of Aunt Maxi and Bunny going at it. Mind you, it was all words, but still, it made for pure enjoyment.

I waited until Bunny was through the swinging door of the kitchen and out of the coffee shop before I continued to read more out loud.

“Now, I will admit, the terminology took a moment to settle in. But as someone who has chaired more committees than I can count (and improved every single one of them), I picked it up with ease,” I read. “‘Ready all, row!’ That, dear readers, is how you begin. And begin we did. Those young people moved as one, slicing through Lake Honey Springs like a well-organized church potluck line.”

Birdie and I both burst out laughing—Aunt Maxi’s words did tickle our insides. She might’ve embellished the story a little, but it was a good article and very entertaining. While I continued to read the rest of the article, Birdie had joined me, bringing with her a fresh cup of coffee she wanted me to try.

“It’s what I’m calling Coxswain Cortado,” she said with a smile.

I picked up the mug and took a sip.

“Okay, hear me out,” Birdie said, not even waiting for me to answer. “The coxswain is the one steering the whole boat, right? Where Aunt Maxi is sitting.” She pointed to the photo I’d taken in the article. “They don’t row, but they’re in charge of everything.”

“Just like Aunt Maxi said in her article,” I said, pointing to the photo.

“So this is like that,” she continued. “It’s small, but it’s strong. You don’t need a giant drink when you know what you’re doing.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re comparing coffee to leadership now?”

“I’m comparing it to control,” she shot back. “The espresso is the power, the milk smooths it out so it’s not too harsh, and the honey vanilla gives it just enough sweetness so people don’t make a face.

“And the cinnamon?” She pointed at the top of my mug. “That’s the part that makes people remember it.”

I took another sip.

“Well?” she asked.

“I like it.” I nodded slowly. “That’ll sell.”

“Yes! It’s basically the boss of the menu.” She grinned then looked at the article while I drank the Coxswain Cortado.

“You really took this photo?” she asked.

“I did,” I nodded, hiding my smile behind the cup because the limestone-rich soil had really brought out that faint blue tint in the grass that gave Kentucky bluegrass its name.

In the photo, you could see the island in the middle of Lake Honey Springs where the Bee Farm and the Bee Happy Spa were located.

Trees that stood stripped through the winter had pushed out new growth, starting with branches dotted with swelling buds that had slowly opened into leaves the color of soft lime, which finally deepened into the brighter green that made the perfect background for the rowing team’s boat. Aunt Maxi sat in the back of the boat with her bright-pink hair and that megaphone up to her mouth.

“You got the perfect photo of the dogwoods and redbuds.” Birdie pointed to them in the photo. Their blooms added touches of white and rosy purple, adding a bit more color to the already-colorful photo.

If someone were to look a little closer, they’d notice daffodils in shades of yellow, pink, and cream, while crocuses pushed up in small clusters of purple and gold. Wildflowers filled in the spaces between, lining trails and lake edges with color.

But truly, it was Aunt Maxi who had stolen the limelight, and that was exactly why I’d taken the photo.

“Oh, there she is,” Birdie said as she pointed out the window and down the boardwalk. “Louise said she’d be here right at opening.”

“With the new adoptee?” I asked since I’d yet to hear what the new pet of the week was. With Louise, you never knew what was going to come in the coffee shop doors. Since Birdie Bebe had become my manager, I’d recently let her take charge of the Pet of the Week program.

The program had started as one of those ideas that felt small at the time, but it didn’t stay that way for long. Louise Carlton and I had put it together after I adopted Pepper from Pet Palace. She ran the local no-kill shelter, and I owned the Bean Hive, so it made sense to work together. The goal was simple—get the animals out of the shelter for a few days and let people see them in a real, everyday setting.

I’d always believed animals showed their true personalities when they felt comfortable, and there wasn’t any place much more comfortable than the coffee shop. They curled up in a cozy bed near the fireplace or climbed onto the cat tree by the windows, and before long, customers were stopping mid-sip to reach down and pet them. Conversations started over coffee and somehow ended with someone asking about adoption paperwork.

It hadn’t been easy getting it approved. The health department had made sure of that. I’d filled out more paperwork than I cared to remember and agreed to every rule they gave me. The biggest one was that no animal ever stepped foot in the kitchen. Not once. I didn’t bend that rule, no matter how tempting it was when a puppy came trotting in with those big hopeful eyes.

Louise handled the logistics. She brought a folder for each animal and kept it behind the counter. It had everything in it—medical records, background, adoption forms. All anyone had to do was ask. And right next to the register sat the donation jar with the sign that read, “Help Pet Palace, Every Dollar Helps.” People dropped money in there without thinking twice.

What I hadn’t expected was how well it would work.

Every single animal we featured found a home.

Pepper had been the start of it all, even if I hadn’t known it at the time. Then came Sassy, whom Patrick swore he wasn’t going to adopt—until he did. Clyde, the bright-green parrot who had been waiting at the shelter for five years, finally found someone who saw past his attitude. Camey and Walker adopted Felix for their granddaughter. Espresso, a cinnamon-colored ferret with more curiosity than sense, didn’t stay long either. Sweet Pea strutted through the Pawrade in a sunflower tutu and won over the entire town. And Norman, a white pug with more stomach problems than patience, somehow ended up living with Sheriff Spencer Shepard.

The Bean Hive wasn’t just a coffee shop anymore. It was a place where people came to slow down, to talk, to connect. And sometimes, to take something home they hadn’t planned on.

Birdie walked over to the door, flipped the sign to OPEN, then unlocked it, letting Louise inside with a little carrier.

“Hi,” she greeted us, stepping inside like she’d just come from a Southern boutique catalog instead of a rescue run. Her sleek silver bob sat just right despite the early hour, and her bracelets chimed softly on her wrist as she balanced the carrier, the light catching the large, jeweled ring on her finger. “I’m sorry Lollipop and I are here early, but I’m going to Lexington for a couple of rescues and thought I’d get her here first.”

“A bunny?” Birdie bent down to look into the cage and squealed.

Louise smiled in that calm, polished way she had about her, setting the carrier gently on the floor. The moment Birdie unlatched it, a pair of long, velvety ears lifted up like they had their own personality.

“Well, now,” Louise said, crouching beside her. “This here is Lollipop.”

The little rabbit didn’t rush out right away. She sat there for a second, her nose twitching quickly as she took in the smell of coffee, pastries, and people. Her fur was the softest shade of caramel, and the patches of creamy white along her chest and paws made it look like someone had dipped her in sweet cream and stopped halfway. Her ears were long and slightly darker at the tips, drooping just enough to give her that gentle, sleepy look, though her bright little eyes told a different story.

From across the room, I heard the soft thump of paws hitting the floor. Pepper had jumped down from his spot on the couch near the unlit fireplace, ears perked and tail already wagging as he made his way over. He slowed when he got close, lowering his head just a little. He was curious but polite, like he knew this was someone new.

Lollipop froze for a second, her nose twitching even faster as she studied him.

Pepper gave a small, hopeful wag and leaned in just enough to sniff, his motions careful and gentle.

“Well, look at you,” I said under my breath at the precious bunny.

“She’s a Holland-lop mix,” Louise said, watching the two of them with a smile. “About six months old,” she continued, reaching in to stroke Lollipop between her ears. “Sweet as she can be, but a little cautious at first. Once she warms up, she’ll follow you around like a puppy.”

Lollipop finally hopped forward, one careful step at a time, her tiny paws barely making a sound on the floor. She paused again, lifted her head, and gave a small sniff in Birdie’s direction.

Birdie didn’t move. “I think she’s judging me,” she whispered.

“She’s deciding if you’ve got snacks,” Bunny said from behind the counter.

“She does love a good treat.” Louise laughed. “Fresh greens are her favorite, but she won’t turn down a carrot if she thinks you’re not looking.”

Lollipop gave one more cautious hop then another, her little cotton tail barely visible as she moved. She stopped right at Birdie’s shoe, stretched her neck out, and nudged it gently.

“Oh my gosh,” Birdie gasped and scooped Lollipop up.

“That’s it,” Louise said. “All her paperwork is in here.” She pulled out a folder from her bag and handed it to Birdie. “Do y’all need anything from me?”

“I think we are good,” I told her. “Let me get you a coffee to go.”

“I’ve already got it for her,” Bunny said, holding up a cup at the counter, where she was planted. It looked like she wasn’t going to bring it over to Louise.

“Thank you,” Louise said gratefully, walking over to Bunny instead. Birdie was at the counter, too, still snuggling Lollipop.

“Two bunnies?” I asked, glancing between the little one in Birdie’s arms and the one standing behind the counter.

Bunny didn’t miss a beat. She planted her hands on her hips and looked right at me. “Well, I’ll tell you this,” she said. “At least one of us is house-trained.”

Birdie snorted.

I took a slow sip of my coffee and shook my head.


CHAPTER TWO


“You got this?” I asked Birdie even though I knew she did. It was just my way of having good manners and treating my manager with respect.

“Of course I do,” she said, handing me two full coffee carafes to take to the Cocoon Inn—or as some guests referred to it, “the hotel,” since it was the only place to stay close to the boardwalk. “And don’t forget the loaves of bourbon-glazed cinnamon bread.” She pointed to the counter, where she’d put them in a bag that I could easily carry with the carafes.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a smile, setting the carafes on the counter so I could retrieve Pepper’s leash and my camera from the coatrack next to the counter. “I shouldn’t be long,” I told her, putting the camera strap around my neck, then I bent down to click the leash on Pepper’s collar.

Pepper bounced around, doing a couple of twirls with his little Schnauzer tail wiggling back and forth, before he finally sat down so we could go.

“Take your time,” Birdie said. “I think we can handle the morning rush.”

Bunny gave an under-the-breath comment that made Birdie and me look at each other and grin. Bunny acted like she was put out, but really, she loved to feel needed. Even in our later years, we all just wanted to be needed.

Bunny and Maybell Donovan, her best friend, used to be the first customers each day when I first opened the Bean Hive Coffee Shop. Both of them sat for hours. Maybell would leave sometimes because she had things to do, but Bunny loved the hot coffee and gossip that flowed freely. She’d hung around so much that I decided to put her to work. She loved it. And most mornings, she beat me there.

“Alrighty, Pepper.” I wrapped the leash around my wrist, tucked the bag of bread in the crook of my elbow, gripped a carafe in each hand, and headed toward the door. “We will be back.”

I sucked in a deep breath as soon as I stepped out on the boardwalk. I never took for granted the gorgeous soft pinks and golds of the sunrise that stretched across Lake Honey Springs. The sun, barely over the mountainous island, felt like a kiss on my face, and the breeze that skittered across the lake had a tiny bit of spring to it.

“Oh, Pepper,” I groaned when I felt my shoulder socket take a leap forward as he darted ahead of me. “Take a minute and enjoy this moment.”

It was so hard over the winter months to recall just how pretty the lake’s surface would look as the soft morning light danced across it, and how the budding branches along the shore would show that warmer weather was coming. Mother Nature was waking up, and it was a much-welcomed sight. The birds were already singing their morning songs, keeping a good rhythm with the click of Pepper’s nails along the wood planks of the boardwalk.

The Buzz In-and-Out Diner was the only shop along the boardwalk open that early besides my coffee shop. “Do you smell that sausage gravy?” I asked Pepper, because not only was he pulling me to the diner’s door, but his nose was up in the air sniffing the good Southern food. “Not today. We’ve got to get these down to the Inn’s hospitality room before Camey’s guests get up for their complimentary coffee.”

Camey Montgomery was the owner of the Cocoon, and she and I had an agreement like Louise and I had, only at the Cocoon, I provided the coffee while she promoted my coffee shop to her guests. It was a win-win relationship and helped all the small businesses along the boardwalk.

Pepper gave up on the tug when he realized I wasn’t going to the diner, though my stomach rumbled and my mouth was watering from the smells. Soon the boardwalk would be filled with tourists in town for the big collegiate rowing competition, and the shops along the boardwalk had done a great job decorating their display windows with a rowing theme.

Even the Buzz In-and-Out Diner got into it by keeping things a little more down-to-earth but no less festive. They had set their front window up like a dockside lunch stop, with red-and-white-checkered cloths draped over a couple of small tables and vintage paddles leaning in the corner. A hand-painted sign read “Row Hard, Eat Hearty,” and right beneath it, they’d stacked plates of burgers and baskets of fried chicken like they were fueling an entire team. A couple of old life vests hung on hooks, and someone had added a chalkboard that listed “Crew Specials” for the week.

All About the Details had turned their display into a full event setup. A long, narrow table ran the length of the window, dressed in crisp white linen with navy runners that reminded me of the color of the lake at sunrise. Mini oars were crossed in the center as part of the centerpiece, tucked between low arrangements of white hydrangeas and soft greenery. Small place cards were clipped to tiny metal stands shaped like anchors, with labels like Finish Line Gala and Champions’ Dinner. Off to the side, a mannequin wore a simple, elegant dress with a sash draped across it that read First Place, like Babette had already planned the celebration before the race was even finished.

Next door, Bee’s Knees Bakery had gone the sweeter route. The window was packed with rowing-themed treats, each one more detailed than the last. Sugar cookies shaped like oars and tiny boats were lined up in neat rows, iced in blues, whites, and touches of gold. A tiered stand held cupcakes topped with little fondant rowers mid-stroke, and in the center sat a cake decorated to look like the lake, complete with a thin chocolate shell cutting straight through buttercream “water.” There were even tiny piped ripples around it, like the boat had just passed through.

At Honey Comb Salon & Spa, the display had a polished feel to it, like everything else they did. Mannequin heads sat along the window ledge, each styled with sleek ponytails or braided looks that could hold up against wind and water. Navy and gold ribbons were woven through the hair, and small signs read things like “Race Day Ready” and “Finish Line Fresh.” On the lower shelves, neatly arranged bottles of product were paired with rolled towels and tiny oar accents, tying everything together without overdoing it.

And then there was Wild and Whimsy Antiques, which had taken a different approach altogether. Their window looked like it had been pulled straight from another time. Old wooden oars, worn smooth from use, leaned against a weathered trunk. A faded photograph of a rowing team from decades ago sat in a frame with chipped edges, propped beside a tarnished trophy that had seen better days. There were glass jars filled with old race numbers, vintage binoculars, and a pair of leather gloves that looked like they had stories to tell. It didn’t try to be flashy. It just reminded you that competitions like this had been happening long before any of us were standing there watching them.

Every window along the boardwalk told a piece of the same story. The race hadn’t even started yet, but Honey Springs was already all in.

“Hold on,” I told Pepper, who was really good about listening. I put the carafes down on the boardwalk and pulled my camera up to take a few morning snapshots of the displays. Aunt Maxi might be able to use them in her Daily Sifting article.

Of course, I couldn’t resist how the sun’s rays popped over the island and seemed to spotlight the Bait and Tackle Shop on the end of the pier. It was beautiful. There were already a few folks fishing out on the pier hoping to get that first catch of the day.

Another man was out there with his long-lens camera, making me a little jealous. I watched him for a minute as his hand moved back and forth on the lens to focus on the perfect setting for the shot.

Pepper tugged, forcing me to keep going toward the Cocoon.

The Cocoon Inn, a stellar brick mansion built in 1841, needed no fancying up, and it didn’t even need to promote the event. The only thing Camey did to gussy up the place was to wrap the double-decker porches in hanging ferns and planters overflowing with petunias and trailing ivy.

It did look like they’d touched up the paint on the pastel-blue shutters and polished the brass door handle. But other than that, the lush Kentucky bluegrass grounds sloped perfectly down toward the lake, where they had their own private sandy beach area. Each of the loungers set up on the beach had a rolled-up beach towel in that same pastel blue for the guests.

Pepper gave a quick bark as we got closer to the Inn because he knew where we were headed. He loved going there. It helped that Camey’s granddaughter, Amelia, loved to rub on him.

The front doors were already open, and the smell of fresh linens and lemon cleaner wrapped around me the second I stepped inside.

“Roxy,” Camey called from behind the front desk, her voice bright but stretched thin.

“I’ve got your coffee,” I said, shifting the carafes slightly.

“Bless you,” she said quickly, already turning back to a guest who was leaning halfway across the counter. “Just take it on into the hospitality room. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. “Come on, Pepper,” I said, heading across from the counter to where the hospitality room was located.

Before I even stepped inside, I could hear voices.

“…I’m telling you, the lane assignments are already stacked.” A man’s voice carried, loud and irritated.

“Excuses won’t change the water conditions,” another voice said, calm but firm.

“Morning,” I called out as I stepped in.

Every head turned.

“Well, finally,” the loud one said. “Coffee.”

I set the carafes down on the buffet where Camey had already put out the mugs and all the condiments her guests might need.

“You’re welcome,” I said, and I took out the bread to place on the serving trays Camey had already placed where she wanted them. She never expected me to bring a treat to accompany the coffee, but it was just part of my Southern hospitality to include a little something to go with the coffee.

“I’m Gordy Fitch,” the loud man said, crossing the room in two long strides. “And I’ve been up since four dealing with nonsense.” He grabbed a cup like it owed him something. He was broad through the shoulders, sun-worn, with a ball cap pulled low and a permanent scowl like the world had been inconveniencing him for years. “Right, Coach?”

He used the back of his hand to give a slight smack on the chest to the man standing next to him.

“If you say so, Gordy.” The man sighed. “I’m Coach Whitmore. I am the coach of the Lakeview.”

“I’m Roxy,” I introduced myself to the two men.

“Yeah, I know who you are,” Gordy said, already pouring his coffee. “You’re the one keeping this town awake.”

“That’s the plan,” I said and watched Coach Whitmore walk off.

“Marcus Hale,” another man said, stepping forward with a small, polite nod. “Appreciate you bringing this down.” His voice was even, controlled. He moved with purpose, every step measured. Tall, clean-cut, not a wrinkle out of place. His eyes missed nothing.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

“I’m Nadia,” a woman said from near the window. She didn’t step closer. She stayed where she was, arms crossed, eyes scanning past me like she was already watching the lake. Her dark hair was pulled back tight, not a strand out of place, and there was an intensity to her that made you feel like she was always three steps ahead.

“Coffee’s over here,” I said. “And this is bourbon-glazed cinnamon bread.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, they all swarmed the buffet.

“Drew Holt,” another voice said, softer this time.

I turned.

He gave a small nod, polite but distracted. He was tall and athletic. His focus kept drifting, like his mind was already out on the water.

“Thanks,” he added, stepping forward. “Wow, that looks amazing.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, knowing he was pegged as the star athlete to watch out of all the collegiate teams competing this week. I tried not to look starstruck. “I hope it tastes as good as you think it looks.”

“You can’t have any of that,” Nadia told Drew and practically slapped his hand away. “You can have the coffee but not the carbs.”

Drew shook his head then whispered to me, “When she’s not looking.”

“I heard that,” Nadia teased. “Coach!” she yelled out.

“Drew, listen to Nadia,” Coach Whitmore told Drew. All of them laughed.

“And you must be Roxy,” another man said, stepping in like he’d been waiting for his moment.

“I am,” I said.

“Warren Gill,” he said, extending his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about the Bean Hive.” His smile came easy, a little too polished. His suit looked like it had never seen a wrinkle, and his eyes moved quickly from me to the coffee, to the room, to the people. “If this tastes as good as it smells, they might run me off from being a sponsor of the event in exchange for your coffee shop.”

“I don’t think so,” I said, shaking his hand.

Pepper gave a small wag beside me, and Warren glanced down. “Well, aren’t you friendly,” he said.

“He runs the place,” I said. “Don’t let him fool you.”

“He’s cute,” Gordy muttered into his coffee.

Marcus picked up a piece of the bread, studying it before taking a bite.

“That’s… good,” he said.

“Told you,” I said.

Nadia didn’t move right away, but her eyes flicked toward the tray.

Warren picked one up next. “This,” he said, “is exactly the kind of hospitality that keeps people coming back.”

“That’s the idea,” I said.

Pepper sat beside me, tail thumping softly against the floor, watching every single bite like he was taking notes.

And standing there, surrounded by all of them, with all the calm, the intensity, the distraction, the bluster, and the charm, I had the strangest feeling that no amount of coffee was going to fix what was already brewing.


CHAPTER THREE


“Did I hear you say bourbon?” Camey asked from the other side of the counter when I walked out of the hospitality room. This time, she was alone and not helping a guest.

“You did, and you better go get a slice of it too,” I told her, walking over and leaning against the counter. “And you should take it outside on the porch, because it’s already going to be a gorgeous morning.”

Camey leaned over the counter and saw Pepper on his leash. “Good,” she said as she reached into the treat jar she kept for her four-legged guests and came around the counter. “Because it’ll be a lot of fun watching the rowing practice on the lake without the rain.”

She bent down, tossing her long scarlet hair over her shoulder and brushing her thick bangs from her eyes, and handed Pepper a treat. Maybe two. She was a little sneaky, so I didn’t exactly see how many.

Camey always looked so polished and chic. I looked down at my frumpy outfit, a bit of coffee stain already on my Bean Hive uniform shirt, then took in the flowy lavender blouse, the slim white capris, and the delicate pearl necklace Camey was pulling off way too easily for so early in the morning.

Camey told me about Amelia, her granddaughter, and the trip Walker, her husband, had planned for their summer vacation while she loved up on Pepper. The guests I’d just met walked out of the hotel in a group, no doubt heading to their full day of practices.

Camey talked for so long that Pepper lay down on the floor. Coming back from the hospitality room, where she’d gotten herself a slice of the bourbon-glazed cinnamon bread, she tossed her hand my way and said, “Goodness, I’ve kept you far too long, and you need to get back and make more of this. It will sell out.”

“Actually, our very own Birdie Bebe has been testing out recipes and coffee blends in the kitchen,” I admitted proudly. “Today’s hospitality room treats are all her own creations.”

“She’s something else.” Camey tsked. “Much different than Loretta.” She winked.

“Wait until Loretta finds out, and she’ll be in buying up all of Birdie’s treats,” I said with a chuckle.

“You better watch out, or she’ll be having Birdie make all the food for the Southern Women’s Club, the Beautification Committee, the Town Council, the Baptist Church Committee, the Chamber of Commerce, the Community Theater…” Camey rattled off most of the organizations Loretta Bebe had a hand in—and a voice.

“Alright,” I said, stopping her from listing any more. “We can’t afford to lose Birdie at the coffee shop. So I better get going.”

“This is really good,” Camey said, popping the last little piece in her mouth before waving me off as another guest walked up to talk to her. “I’ll be down later to watch some of the rowing practices from the pier.”

“Sounds good,” I said over my shoulder as Pepper and I headed to the door. “I’ll have a cold brew waiting for you.”

As Pepper practically dragged me across the hotel’s lawn back toward the boardwalk, I noticed a lot of the people from the hospitality room out on the lawn talking and pointing to the lake. From the little I could hear, they were talking about practices before the competition later that week. It was very exciting that they had picked Lake Honey Springs for the collegiate rowing competition, since it was an event Honey Springs had never hosted.

Pepper’s nails tapped steadily against the wooden steps up to the boardwalk. The morning air felt cool and clean, and the lake stretched out in front of us under a sky just starting to brighten. It was definitely going to be a pretty day to watch the rowers practice on Lake Honey Springs. A few people were already out, moving at an easy pace, some with coffee in hand and others heading toward the dock. I assumed they were staking out a spot to watch from, since we were expecting a large number of tourists to come to Honey Springs for the event.

Loretta Bebe might be a busybody, but she sure did know how to market a local event to bring in tourists.

I adjusted my grip on Pepper’s leash and started down the boardwalk, keeping a steady pace. He stayed close at first, then drifted a little from side to side, stopping here and there to sniff along the edges of the planks. The boards creaked softly under our feet, a familiar sound that usually settled me into the rhythm of the day.

The water moved gently against the shore, and the rowing shells were already cutting across the surface in clean, even lines. Everything about the morning felt routine, the way it always did when the day was just getting started.

As we got closer to the marina, I noticed a flurry of activity.

At first, it didn’t register as anything unusual, but the closer we got, the more it stood out. A few people were gathered near the boathouse—not talking much, just standing there. One of the marina hands shifted from foot to foot, and another kept looking toward the water and then back again like he didn’t know where to settle his attention.

Pepper slowed beside me, his body tightening just slightly and his ears lifting as he focused ahead. I followed his line of sight and spotted Big Bib standing out on the dock. He wasn’t moving. He just stood there, his shoulders set, his head turned slightly toward the boathouse.

That alone was enough to stop me. Big Bib wasn’t a man who stood still for long. He was always working, always moving, always talking to someone or fixing something. Even from a distance, you could usually tell what he was doing just by the way he carried himself. And by that time of the morning, he was usually already ferrying people over to the island for a Bee Farm tour or a spa treatment at Bee Happy Spa.

But right then, there was none of that. He looked fixed in place, like something had caught him off guard.

I picked up my pace, my grip tightening on Pepper’s leash as we stepped off the main boardwalk and onto the dock. The smell of the lake grew stronger as we got closer.

“Big Bib?” I called out.

He turned his head just enough to look at me. His expression told me everything I needed to know before he even spoke.

“I just got here,” he said, his voice low. “Was gettin’ the ferry ready.”

His hand lifted and pointed toward the back of the boathouse.

One of the marina hands spoke up quickly. “We didn’t touch nothin’,” he said. “Didn’t go near him.”

My stomach tightened.

“What do you mean you didn’t touch anything?” I took another step forward, my eyes following where Big Bib had pointed. The space behind the boathouse came into view slowly then all at once.

Coach Whitmore was lying on the ground.

For a moment, my mind stalled. I recognized him immediately, but the way he was positioned didn’t make sense. One arm was bent under him, the other stretched out along the dock. His body was angled slightly toward the water, like he had turned or shifted just before he went down.

Then I saw the tape.

Rowing grip tape had been wrapped tightly around his neck, layered over itself and pulled so tight it pressed into his skin. There was no movement in his chest, no sign that he was breathing.

I stopped where I was. “Oh my gosh,” I said quietly.

Pepper pressed against my leg, his body tense as he stared in the same direction.

Big Bib stepped slightly in front of me, not blocking my view completely but making it clear I shouldn’t get any closer.

“You don’t need to go any farther,” he said. But I had already seen enough.

“He’s dead,” one of the marina hands said, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Yeah.” Big Bib gave a single nod.

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to look again, this time more carefully. The tape. The position of his body. The way his hand was stretched out toward the dock. Nothing about it felt accidental.

“I just talked to him in the hospitality room at the Cocoon,” I said, my voice unsteady. “Not that long ago.”

“He’s still warm,” Big Bib said. “Hasn’t been long. I tried to give CPR, but nothing.”

The sound of sirens carried across the water, cutting through the quiet. I turned toward the road as the flashing lights came into view, growing brighter as the cruiser pulled up in the parking lot near the boardwalk.

Sheriff Spencer Shepard got out of his cruiser and ran up the steps onto the boardwalk.

He stood tall, broad through the shoulders with a solid, athletic build that filled out the badge pinned to the pocket of his short-sleeved uniform shirt.

His sandy-blond hair curled just enough around his ears to look like he was due for a trim, and his jaw was set tight as his deep-green eyes moved across the scene, taking in every detail before he even made it to Coach Whitmore’s body.

There was no hesitation in the way he carried himself. Just steady control, the kind that made people step back without being told twice—even me, as he approached us.

He moved quickly down the dock, his eyes taking everything in before landing on Big Bib.

“Who found him?” Spencer asked.

“I did,” Big Bib said.

Spencer gave a short nod and stepped closer to the scene, his attention shifting as he took in the details. Then his gaze lifted and landed on me.

“Roxy.” His tone sharpened. “What are you doing here?”

“I was walking back from the hotel,” I said. “I saw the commotion.

“Then you need to step back,” he said.

I didn’t move. As he continued to rattle off some rules, the EMTs had already gone past us and were at Coach Whitmore’s side.

“I’m the town’s legal representative,” I said. “I have a right to know what’s going on. And I just talked to him less than an hour ago.”

He held my gaze for a moment then let out a breath.

“Cause of death appears to be strangulation,” Big Bib offered quietly. “Recent. I know because I tried to give him CPR and he’s warm to the touch.” Big Bib repeated that as if somehow Coach being warm would bring him back to life.

My eyes shifted back toward Coach Whitmore.

“No rigor,” I said under my breath.

Spencer’s expression tightened. “Don’t start.”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m just paying attention.”

“Pay attention from back there,” he said, gesturing toward the edge of the dock.

I stepped back, but I didn’t leave.

I pulled my phone out and angled it carefully, taking a few photos from where I stood of the boathouse and the dock but not of the body, capturing every detail I could without crossing the line Spencer had drawn.

“Roxy,” Spencer said sharply. “That’s enough.”

I lowered my phone, but not before I finished.

Deputies began stringing yellow tape around the boathouse, closing off the area. The small crowd that had gathered shifted back, their voices low. The tone of the morning was changing in a way that couldn’t be undone.

Pepper stayed pressed quietly against my leg. Watching.

“Do you want to come get a coffee?” I asked, placing a hand on Big Bib’s arm. Pepper must’ve known something was up with Big Bib, because Pepper was used to him playing around and even having treats in his overalls, and right then, Pepper had moved from my leg to Big Bib’s.

“You guys are invited too,” I tossed my chin over to the couple of his employees that were sitting on the edge of the dock, their legs dangling.

“Yeah. I will.” He nodded. “I’ll go check with the fellers.”

I let my hand fall from Big Bib’s arm and took a slow breath, the kind that tried to calm something that wouldn’t quite settle. The lake stretched out behind the flashing lights, too pretty for what had just unfolded in front of it. But that was Honey Springs.

We didn’t pretend hard things didn’t happen. We just showed up for each other anyway, and that meant I needed to get a lot of coffee brewed.


CHAPTER FOUR


I swore I said it every single time, but it always rang true. No matter what the crime was, it was always good for business, and unfortunately, as sad as it was, word had clearly spread about Coach Whitmore and his untimely demise.

The coffee shop’s door should’ve just been propped open with the chalkboard sign we put out on the boardwalk with the daily specials, because it hadn’t closed since the news broke. By midmorning, the Bean Hive was full in every corner—every chair, every inch of counter space claimed by someone needing coffee and having something to say. The chatter of voices was layered over the sharp hiss of the espresso machine, the steady drip of the industrial brewers, and the clink of ceramic mugs being set down a little harder than usual. It wasn’t loud in a chaotic way, but it wasn’t calm either. It was the sound of a town trying to make sense of something it couldn’t quite wrap its mind around and an event we were all excited to watch.

Behind the counter, I didn’t have time to think too long about any of it. My hands moved on instinct—grinding beans, tamping espresso, pouring milk, turning, reaching, sliding drinks down the counter before the next order came in. The rhythm of it grounded me the way it always did, even when everything else felt off.

“Two honeysuckle lattes, one black, one with cream, and a cinnamon scone!” Birdie called out, her voice cutting through the chatter with a confidence that made me smile.

“I’ve got the lattes,” I answered, already reaching for the mugs.

Bunny shuffled past me with a tray balanced on one hand, her other hand steadying a stack of plates that looked like they had no business staying upright. “And I’ve got the scone, and don’t you rush me,” she muttered, though there was a spark in her eye that said she was enjoying every second.

The walls of the Bean Hive wrapped around all of it like they were built for that exact kind of day. The exposed brick and wooden ceiling beams held the sound without letting it echo, keeping everything close and contained. The white-painted shiplap wall I’d put up myself caught the light from the Edison bulbs and the soft twinkle lights strung along the beams, giving the whole place a steady warmth that didn’t flicker.

The big front windows stretched across the shop, letting in a full view of Lake Honey Springs and the boardwalk, though on that day, most people weren’t looking outside. They were turned inward, toward each other, toward the counter, toward the low murmur of conversation that kept circling back to the same thing.

“Did you hear when they found him?” someone whispered from one of the café tables.

“I heard it was early. Before anyone got there,” another voice answered, quieter.

At the window bar, a couple leaned in close over their mugs, their heads nearly touching as they spoke in hushed tones. At the lounge area by the fireplace, the overstuffed couches were filled with people sitting shoulder to shoulder, hands wrapped around cups like they needed the heat more than the caffeine. Pepper lay stretched out near the hearth, one eye open, watching everything like he knew it wasn’t a normal day.

The L-shaped counter was lined three deep with customers shifting and waiting, watching the glass display cases as Bunny kept them stocked with pastries. The chalkboard menus hanging above us swayed just a little every time someone brushed past the chain Patrick had installed, the handwritten specials still clear even as the day picked up speed.

At one end, the coffee bar was working nonstop, people pouring from the industrial thermoses and dropping cash into the mason jar without being asked. On the other end, the tea bar had its own crowd, antique teapots clinking softly as customers brewed something slower, something calmer.

“Roxy,” Birdie said, leaning close as she rang up another order. “We’re going to run out of blueberry crumb cake in about ten minutes.”

“Then we better stretch it,” I said, sliding another drink across the counter. “Cut smaller pieces. No one will notice.”

“Oh, they’ll notice,” Bunny chimed in, not missing a beat. “But they’ll forgive you.”

The bell above the door dinged again, but this time, it wasn’t just another customer. Patrick stepped in first, his boots carrying in a bit of the outside and the scent of fresh air and sawdust following close behind. His broad shoulders filled the doorway for a second, his sturdy frame still dusted with the workday. The flannel shirt stretched across his chest, and his sleeves were pushed up just enough to show the strength in his arms.

His eyes found mine right away.

Those big brown eyes softened the second they landed on me, steady and sure, like he’d already taken in the room, the noise, the tension, and decided exactly what needed to be done. His salt-and-pepper hair sat just a little tousled, like he’d run his hand through it on the way over, and when he gave me that small, knowing smile, the one that brought out those dimples, it took the edge off the whole morning in a way nothing else had.

He didn’t ask a single question as he stepped farther inside, just nodded once like he understood everything without needing it explained. His hand brushed my arm as he passed, his touch warm and grounding, before he reached for a stack of clean mugs like he’d been part of the shift all along.

“What do you need?” he asked, already moving. Pepper popped to his feet and ran over to his daddy.

“Where’s Sassy?” I asked, looking for our other dog, a black standard poodle.

“On my way here, I took her home because I know you didn’t need the distraction.” He picked up Pepper and got some great doggy kisses. “What can I do?”

Before I could answer him, the bell chimed again, and I looked up to see Aunt Maxi shuffling through the door, her voice cutting through the noise of the shop.

“Well, I’ll tell you right now, if this town thinks it’s going to carry on like nothing happened—” she started, stopping short just long enough to take in the crowd.

Her pink hair was teased up high and sprayed into place like it had its own set of rules, not a strand daring to fall out of line. The color caught the light every time she turned her head, bold and bright against the mix of patterns she had on, which that day included a patchwork coat that looked like it had a story for every square inch paired with leggings that didn’t match anything except her confidence.

She made her way toward the counter, her bangles clinking and jangling and a massive hobo bag bouncing against her side. I didn’t doubt for one second she had everything from her gossip notebook to a full can of hairspray tucked inside. Her rhinestone readers sat low on her nose, and she peered over them at the room like she was already gathering material for her next column.

“This place is packed,” she said, scanning from one table to the next. “And every single one of them is talking about it. I can hear it from the door.”

“You usually can,” I said under my breath.

“And don’t you start with me,” she shot back, though there wasn’t any heat behind it. Her eyes softened for a split second when they landed on me, just long enough to say she was there for me, before she turned her attention right back to the room.

Penny, my mom, came in next and closed the door a little more gently. Where Aunt Maxi filled the space the second she walked in, Mom moved into it with purpose, her eyes taking in everything before settling on me.

She looked put together like she always did, not a thing out of place, but there was something tighter around her eyes. Her expression carried just enough tension to tell me she’d already heard everything and had been thinking about it ever since. Well, more specifically, thinking about me and how I was doing.

“Roxy,” she said, her voice calm but her brows just slightly lifted in that way she had when she was trying to keep control of a situation, “are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” I said quickly, even though I knew she’d see right through that if she wanted to.

She stepped closer, her gaze flicking briefly toward the window and then back to me, like she was piecing things together in her own way. Her fingers brushed against each other, a small, familiar habit she had when something was bothering her, though she kept the rest of herself composed.

“Well,” Aunt Maxi cut in, setting her bag down with a soft thud on the counter, “whether she’s fine or not, she’s got work to do, and so do we.”

“That’s right,” Penny added, giving a small nod as she reached for a stack of napkins and started straightening them without being asked. “Tell us what you need.”

Between the two of them, one loud and one steady, the space behind the counter shifted just a little.

Patrick made his way around the counter without asking, pressing a quick kiss to my temple before grabbing a tray, and started to collect the dirty dishes, mugs, and utensils piling up on the back counter so he could take them into the kitchen to wash.

Penny moved to the side, continuing to pick up stacks of napkins and straighten them like she needed something to do with her hands. Aunt Maxi planted herself near the register, nodding at customers like she was part of the official operation—and knowing her, she already believed she was. It didn’t go unnoticed that she and Bunny gave each other a good ol’ Baptist nod, which spoke volumes about how they were putting aside their differences for the moment.

Funny how one gesture in the South said so much without a word spoken.

Behind me, the television mounted on the wall flickered through the same footage it had been running all morning. Sheriff Spencer Shepard stood in front of a cluster of microphones, his expression set, his voice steady even through the low volume.

“…ongoing investigation… no further details at this time… the rowing competition is currently under review…”

That part caught more than a few people’s attention. Heads turned, conversations paused, and for a second, the shop quieted just enough for the weight of those words to settle.

“You think they’ll cancel it?” someone asked from the fireplace.

“They have to,” another voice said. “Don’t they?”

I turned back to the counter, but my mind drifted for just a second, pulled back to something that had seemed small at the time when Coach Whitmore stood right there in the coffee shop, his phone on speaker. “We need to talk NOW.”

The words had been sharp and urgent, cutting through the normal noise of the shop in a way that made me look up. It didn’t sound like a friendly conversation, not even close. It had sounded like something was breaking behind the scenes while everything out front still looked fine.

Now that I’d met some of the players down at the Cocoon that morning, I knew it had been Warren Gill’s voice on the other end of the phone call. He was the sponsor with the polished smile and the voice that carried just a little too far.

The phone at the counter rang, snapping me right out of it.

“Bean Hive,” Birdie answered, tucking the receiver between her shoulder and ear while still ringing up a customer. She listened for a second, then her eyes lifted to mine. “It’s Camey.”

I wiped my hands on my apron and reached for the phone. “Hey, what’s going on?”

Her voice came through a little rushed, a little tight. “Roxy, they’ve got everyone gathered down here at the hotel. The teams, the coaches, even the sponsor. It’s… not official or anything, but it’s like a memorial while they wait to hear what’s happening next.”

I leaned my hip against the counter, already knowing what she was about to ask.

“Can you bring coffee?” she said. “And maybe some treats? They’ve been sitting here for hours.”

I looked out over the shop, at the full tables, the steady line, the people who had come to the Bean Hive for the same reason those folks at the hotel had gathered. They had just chosen different places to sit with it.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’ll bring it.”

I hung up and turned back to Birdie and Bunny, already shifting gears in my head. “We’re packing up a run,” I told them. “Coffee, pastries, whatever we can spare.”

Bunny didn’t even hesitate. “Then let’s get to it,” she said, reaching for boxes.

Birdie nodded, already moving. “I’ll start filling carriers.”

Behind me, the machines kept whirring, the chatter kept going, and the Bean Hive kept doing what it always did. It took whatever walked through that door and made space for it, no questions asked.

Patrick was already beside me, lifting a carrier like it weighed nothing. “Where do you want these?”

“Front door,” I said. “We’ll stage everything there.”

Mom stepped in without a word, stacking boxes with a neat precision that told me she needed something to focus on.

“These lids aren’t secure,” she said, pressing one down more firmly. “If you’re walking this down the boardwalk, you don’t want anything spilling.”

“I knew there was a reason you came,” I said.

“Of course there is,” Aunt Maxi chimed in. “You’d fall apart without us.”

“I’m not falling apart,” I said.

“No,” Patrick said quietly, glancing at me with that steady look of his. “You’re working.”

That was the truth of it.

Birdie moved fast behind the counter, filling pastry boxes, sliding in slices of bourbon-glazed cinnamon bread, crumb cake, and whatever else she could grab without slowing down. “I’ve got this,” she said, not even looking up. “You go. I’ll handle the crowd.”

“What about…” I glanced toward the front, where the line hadn’t gotten any shorter.

“I said I’ve got it,” she repeated, this time meeting my eyes. “Bunny’s not going anywhere. Pepper’s already taken up guard duty, and I’ll take care of the adoptee.”

Both of us looked over to where a customer was giving the little bunny some bunny treats Louise had left.

Pepper had stationed himself near the fireplace, watching the room and probably seeing who was likely to rub on him. Bunny stood behind the counter with her hands planted, already directing customers.

“Next in line,” she called out. “And don’t get fancy with your order.”

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s go.”

Patrick grabbed the first carrier, mom picked up two pastry boxes, and Aunt Maxi somehow managed to carry both her bag and a tray without spilling a thing, though her bracelets made enough noise to announce us before we even moved.

The boardwalk felt different heading back the other way. People turned as we passed, their conversations slowing just enough to follow us for a second before picking back up. The marina sat more quietly, but the yellow tape was still visible even from a distance, a line drawn that no one crossed.

By the time we reached the Cocoon Hotel, the front lawn and porch were already filled with people in rowing gear with worried looks on their faces. Not crowded in a loud way, but gathered. Groups stood close together, their voices low and their hands wrapped around nothing, like they didn’t know what to do with them.

Camey spotted us right away and hurried down the steps.

“Oh, thank goodness,” she said, relief washing over her face. “I didn’t know how long they were all going to sit here like this.”

“We brought everything we could,” I said.

“That’s more than enough,” she said, already guiding us toward a long table set up near the edge of the porch.

We worked quickly, setting up the carriers and opening the boxes, laying everything out so it felt intentional even though it hadn’t been planned more than fifteen minutes ago. The smell of coffee rose almost immediately, cutting through the still air and giving people something to move toward.

One by one, they did.

Marcus took a cup first, his movements controlled, his eyes still scanning everything around him even as he thanked me. Nadia followed, her posture tight, her attention split between the table and the lake beyond it. Drew stood off to the side for a moment before stepping in, nodding quietly as he picked up a mug.

“About time,” Gordy muttered, grabbing both a cup and a piece of cinnamon bread like he needed something solid in his hands.

“This is very thoughtful,” Warren Gill said, reaching for a cup. “Exactly what everyone needed.”

“That’s the idea,” I said.

Patrick stayed close behind me, not hovering, just there. Mom stood off to one side, watching the way she always did when she was reading people, and Aunt Maxi had already drifted just far enough away to look like she wasn’t listening, but she was clearly hearing everything.

I poured another cup then looked up at Warren like the thought had just crossed my mind. “I heard something earlier,” I said, keeping my tone casual. “Back at the shop.”

His hand paused just slightly on the cup.

“Coach Whitmore,” I continued, “he took a call on speaker. Sounded urgent. Whoever it was said they needed to talk right then.”

Warren’s eyes lifted to mine. “How would you know that?” he asked, too quickly.

“I was standing right there,” I said with a small shrug. “Hard to miss when it’s on speaker. And from recalling the voice, it sure sounded like you.”

There was a flicker. It passed fast, but it was there.

Then the smile came back.

“I’d heard he was in talks,” Warren said, his voice smoothing out again. “With another sponsor. That sort of thing gets complicated.” He shook his head, letting out a breath like it weighed on him. “I was trying to handle it before it turned into something bigger. That’s no different than any other sponsor would do.”

His gaze dropped, just for a second, and when he looked back up, there was a hint of something softer, something that looked like emotion. “I never thought…” he trailed off, then cleared his throat. “If you’ll excuse me.” He stepped away before I could say anything else, moving through the small groups until he disappeared around the side of the porch.

I didn’t follow him with my eyes. I didn’t have to. I’d already seen what I needed to see, which was the flash of surprise he couldn’t hide and the way his story came together just a little too fast.

Behind me, Aunt Maxi’s bracelets gave a soft jingle as she stepped closer. “Well, now,” she murmured under her breath, “that was interesting.”

I reached for another cup, pouring steadily and keeping my voice even. “Yeah,” I said quietly. “It was.”


CHAPTER FIVE


The Bean Hive had shifted into its afternoon rhythm without missing a beat. The after-school crowd had started to trickle in with backpacks slung over chairs, their voices a little louder and their energy a little lighter than the heaviness that had filled the morning. Becca English was already moving behind the counter with the kind of speed that came from balancing track practice and a work shift, her ponytail swinging as she called out orders.

Kelly Spark, another afternoon school employee, stood at the espresso machine, pulling shots and steaming milk with a steady hand, not even looking down half the time. They were in charge, so I knew it was all good for me to go home.

Pepper perked up the second I reached for his leash after I untied my apron and tossed it into the needs-to-be-cleaned basket, his whole body shifting to attention because he knew exactly where we were going.

“Call me if you need me,” I told them and made sure they remembered we had the bunny adoptee—closing looked a little different with a fur friend spending the night.

They waved me and Pepper out, and Pepper practically dragged me to the bike rack, where he patiently sat while I opened the lock.

I scooped him up and settled him into the wire basket on the front, tucking the small blanket around him the way I always did for comfort. He turned once then twice then settled in, his head just high enough to take everything in.

The boardwalk stretched out in front of us as I walked the bike all the way down to the end where the marina was located. I couldn’t help gawking after I’d seen that Spencer was still there.

Even from a distance, I could see him moving through the scene, his posture the same, his focus locked in. Deputies were still positioned around the boathouse, and the yellow tape cut across the dock. A few people lingered at the edge of the boardwalk, watching from afar.

The image of Coach Whitmore on the dock came back without warning, sharper and clearer. The tape. The position of his body. The call I’d overheard. Warren Gill’s face when I mentioned it.

“Let’s get home,” I said quietly to Pepper.

I swung my leg over the bike and pushed off, the tires rolling from the wooden planks onto the paved road with a soft shift in sound. The steady rhythm of pedaling took over, grounding me in a way that nothing else had managed to do all day.

The road curved along the edge of Lake Honey Springs, hugging the shoreline as it always did. The water stayed close on one side, stretching wide and open, while the other side was lined with trees. Their leaves were filled in where branches had been bare not long ago, a mix of soft greens that deepened the farther down the road I went.

The Kentucky bluegrass along the edge of the road had thickened into a rich stretch of color, the faint blue undertone showing through in patches where the light hit it just right. Dogwoods stood scattered among the trees, their blooms catching the eye without trying too hard, and the scent of honeysuckle drifted through the air in a way that settled into the ride.

Pepper’s ears lifted every now and then as we passed someone walking or another cyclist heading the opposite direction. He stayed quiet, just taking it all in, the wind brushing past him as we moved.

The farther I got from the boardwalk, the quieter it became. The voices faded, replaced by the steady sound of tires on pavement and the occasional rustle of leaves overhead.

My mind didn’t stay quiet, though. It kept circling back to Big Bib finding Coach Whitmore and how Warren had reacted when I told him I’d recognized his voice on the other end of Coach’s phone call.

I tightened my grip on the handlebars just slightly, my thoughts lining up, whether I wanted them to or not.

By the time my cabin came into view, I was ready to just be home.

The log structure sat across the road from the lake, solid and familiar, built from stacked logs that gave it that grounded, lived-in feel I’d come to rely on. The front faced the water, while the back disappeared into the wooded area that wrapped around it, giving it just enough privacy without feeling cut off.

I slowed as I reached the gravel drive, letting the bike coast before coming to a stop.

The front porch looked exactly the way I’d left it that morning. The two dark-brown rocking chairs my Aunt Maxi had given me sat on either side of the door, each with floral pillows that softened the wood. A spring wreath hung on the front door, pale-yellow flowers woven through green vines, and a weathered watering can sat off to the side filled with fresh blooms. The planter box along the railing held lavender that had just started to fill in, its scent faint but there if you stood close enough. Farther away, the air held the smell of honeysuckle mixed with fresh-cut grass and something else that only seemed to exist right there, right in that spot.

I leaned the bike against the porch rail and lifted Pepper from the basket, setting him on the ground. He stretched out then trotted a few steps before turning back toward me like he was making sure I was still there.

“I’m coming,” I said, walking up the steps and hearing Sassy scratching from the other side of the door. “Hey, big girl,” I greeted her after I unlocked the door.

All sixty-five pounds of her came bolting out, hopping around and over Pepper while he played back. I sat down in the rocking chair, knowing it would only be a few seconds until she finally wanted to greet me.

While the two of them played in the yard, I went inside, heading straight back to the laundry room. I peeled off my clothes, which still held the sweet smells of baking, and put on some comfy lounge clothes for the rest of the evening.

By the time I stepped back into the main room, both dogs had followed me in, nails tapping across the light-gray wooden floors as they circled toward the kitchen like they knew exactly what time it was.

“Alright, alright,” I said, stopping just inside the door long enough to grab the towel and wipe their paws before they tracked half the yard through the house. “Y’all act like you’ve never been fed before.”

The open space of the cabin settled around me the way it always did. The kitchen and family room stretched out together, one flowing into the other without much separation. To the left, the couches sat gathered around the stone fireplace, a folded quilt tossed across one arm and a worn braided rug anchoring the space. Pepper’s bed and Sassy’s blanket were already in place near the hearth, but both of them were eyeing their food bowls instead of settled in their usual spots.

To the right, the kitchen waited, simple and lived-in. Open shelves lined the wall, stacked with mismatched mugs and old spice tins that didn’t match anything but still somehow worked together. The small stove sat beneath them, the sink just beside it, and the little refrigerator was tucked into the corner. The café table for two sat by the window, the view of the woods and the lake just beyond catching the last of the afternoon light.

I moved straight to the cabinet where their food was kept, grabbing the scoop before either of them could remind me again. “I know,” I said as Sassy sat down then stood back up then sat again like she couldn’t decide which would get her fed faster. “You’re starving. It’s a tragedy.”

Pepper stayed closer to me, watching every move like he was keeping track of how full the scoop was.

I filled both bowls and set them down, stepping back as they dove in, the sound of crunching filling the kitchen in a steady rhythm that felt normal in a way the rest of the day hadn’t.

For a minute, I just stood there, leaning against the counter, watching them eat and letting the quiet settle in. The house held a different kind of silence than the Bean Hive. Not empty. Just still.

Patrick would be home soon.

That thought nudged me forward.

I opened the refrigerator again and pulled out a couple of chicken breasts then reached into the lower drawer for a sweet potato. That felt more like it. Something simple. Something that could cook outside while I let the day settle where it needed to.

Pepper lifted his head from his bowl, already tracking the change in plans, while Sassy finished hers in record time and followed me with a hopeful look that said she planned on being involved in whatever came next.

“Don’t even think about it,” I told her, though I grabbed the bag of treats anyway and tucked it under my arm.

I carried everything through the back of the cabin, past the dining area, and out the door that led to the back deck and the side yard where Patrick had poured the concrete patio himself, measuring it out just right so it felt like an extension of the cabin instead of something added on later.

The space opened up beside the house, bordered by trees that gave it a little privacy without closing it in. Off to one side stood the stone fireplace he’d built with the gas logs. Twinkle lights were strung overhead from pole to pole, already starting to show as the sun dipped lower and softening the space without taking away from the last of the daylight.

I set everything down on the small outdoor table and moved over to the grill, flipping the lid open and checking the propane without thinking twice. “Alright,” I said, setting the chicken down and reaching for a bottle of oil. “I’m already hungry.”

Pepper found a spot near the edge of the patio where he could watch both me and the yard, settling in like he had a job to do. Sassy made a slow circle before dropping down closer to the unlit fireplace, though her eyes stayed locked on the chicken like she was willing it to fall.

I sliced into the sweet potato, the knife moving steadily as I cut it into thick rounds, then tossed them in a bowl with a little oil and seasoning before spreading them out on a tray. The chicken followed, its coating quick and simple—nothing fancy, just enough to get it on the grill.

The click of the lighter echoed softly, followed by the low whoosh as the flame caught.

For the first time all day, I felt something in my shoulders loosen.

The quiet there was different from inside. The sounds of the woods carried just enough to remind me I wasn’t alone but not enough to crowd my thoughts. Leaves shifted, something moved deeper in the trees, and every now and then, the faintest sound of the lake drifted through.

I placed the chicken on the grill, the sizzle immediate and steady. The smell followed right behind it, warm and familiar, something that didn’t ask questions or need answers.

“Now, that’s more like it,” I said.

Pepper’s ears perked up at the sound of tires on gravel before I even heard it.

I glanced toward the drive when I heard Patrick’s truck pull in.

Sassy was on her feet before the engine even shut off, tail going, body already bouncing toward the edge of the patio.

“Well,” I said, brushing my hands together as I stepped back from the grill, “there’s my help.”

Patrick stepped out of the truck, closing the door behind him before his eyes found me. It didn’t take long for him to take in the setup—the grill, the food, the dogs already circling him like he’d been gone a week instead of a day.

He smiled, that same steady, easy smile that had a way of settling things without trying too hard.

“Smells good out here,” he said, walking toward me.

“Figured we’d keep it simple,” I said.

He reached me in a few steps, leaning in just enough to press a quick kiss to my cheek before glancing over at the grill. “You need anything?”

“I want you to go inside and grab yourself something to drink and come back here so we can relax,” I insisted, and he didn’t protest.

Sassy and Pepper both followed him inside while I kept an eye on the food on the grill.

The back door creaked open a few minutes later, and Patrick stepped out, already changed into a pair of worn-in shorts and a soft sweatshirt that looked like it had seen its fair share of evenings just like this. He had a cold beer in his hand, the bottle catching the last bit of daylight as he shut the door behind him with his foot.

He took a second to look around before he moved, like he always did, taking in the space he’d built with his own hands.

The patio stretched out wide beneath him, the smooth concrete still holding a bit of the day’s warmth. The stone fireplace stood off to the side, solid and steady, the fire already going from when I’d lit it earlier, and flames moved low and even across the stacked logs. The stone itself held that worn, natural look, each piece set in place with care, giving it a grounded, permanent feel like it had always belonged there.

Above us, the strands of twinkle lights stretched from pole to pole, woven between low-hanging branches that had started to fill in thickly with spring leaves. Lanterns hung at different heights, each one casting a soft, steady glow that settled into the space without overpowering it. The light caught on the leaves and the stone and the edges of the furniture, filling in the corners in a way that made everything feel close and contained.

Two deep outdoor sofas faced each other across a low wooden table, both piled high with cushions and throw pillows softened from use. The fabric had that lived-in look, not perfect but comfortable in a way that made you want to sink right in and stay there. A few candles flickered across the table, their light mixing with the fire and the overhead glow and giving everything a steady warmth.

Patrick walked over and lowered himself onto one of the sofas, stretching his legs out in front of him and settling back like he’d finally reached the end of the day. He took a sip of his beer, his shoulders dropping just enough to tell me he was letting go of whatever he’d been carrying. “This right here,” he said, glancing around, “is exactly what I needed.”

I looked over at him, then back at the grill, then out across the space he’d built as the fire, the lights, the quiet tucked in around us. “Me too,” I said, keeping my voice easy as I flipped the chicken.

Behind him, the door cracked open again, and both dogs came barreling back out. Sassy headed straight for Patrick, while Pepper made his way back to his spot near the edge of the patio and settled in like he had the whole place under control.

Patrick leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees, the beer bottle loose in his hand as he watched me work the grill.

“So,” he said, his voice easy but not casual. “Anything new with the murder?”

I didn’t answer right away. I turned the chicken and pressed it down just enough to hear that steady sizzle, giving myself a second before I looked over at him. “Not really,” I said. “When I left the Bean Hive, I rode past the marina. Spencer was still there.”

Patrick nodded slowly, like that told him more than I’d actually said. “They’re going to be there a while,” he said.

“Yeah.” I leaned back against the edge of the grill, crossing my arms for a second. “They hadn’t moved much. Tape was still up. Same deputies. Same crowd hanging back like they weren’t trying to stare.”

“And you?” he asked, glancing up at me. “You stay back?”

“Of course,” I said, though I didn’t add anything about the photos or the way I’d pushed just enough to get what I needed.

Patrick took a sip of his beer, his eyes still on me over the top of the bottle. “You’ve got that attitude where you are not letting Spencer do his job,” he said, shaking his head.

“I am,” I said, a little quicker than I’d meant to.

His expression didn’t change. “You’re curious.”

“That too,” I admitted.

The grill popped again, and I turned back to it, flipping the sweet potatoes this time, giving my hands something to do.

“There’s something off,” I said after a second. “About the whole thing.”

Patrick didn’t interrupt.

“I heard Whitmore take a call this morning. At the shop. He had it on speaker.” I glanced over at him. “It was Warren Gill.”

Patrick’s brows pulled together slightly. “The sponsor?”

“Mm-hmm. Said they needed to talk right then. Not later. Not sometime today. Right then.”

“And?”

“And then a few hours later, Whitmore’s dead,” I said.

Patrick sat back, letting that settle. “You tell Spencer?”

“Not yet,” I said. “I tried to bring it up earlier, but he shut me down before I could get into it.”

Patrick nodded once, like he wasn’t surprised.

For a minute, neither of us said anything. The sounds of the yard filled in around us—the faint rustle of leaves, the soft shift of the dogs moving around behind him.

Then the crunch of tires on gravel broke through the quiet, and both of us looked toward the driveway at the same time. Headlights cut through the early-evening light, sweeping across the edge of the patio before settling straight toward the cabin.

Patrick stood up and walked over to see if it was just a turnaround or if someone was there. When I heard a car door shut, I knew it was the latter.

“Spencer,” Patrick greeted him. “You’re just in time for supper.”

“What?” I asked, already stepping away from the grill and walking over to where I could see it was really Spencer.

Now, on a normal spring evening, it wouldn’t be weird if he’d stopped by. He was a friend of ours. But this time, he was there on the night of a murder.

Spencer stepped into the edge of the patio light, his short-sleeved uniform shirt still carrying the day with it, his posture tight like he hadn’t quite left the scene behind. His eyes moved from Patrick to me then to the grill, taking it all in before settling. “I won’t stay long,” he said.

“You’re staying long enough to eat,” Patrick replied, already turning back toward the table. “Go grab a beer out of the fridge.”

Spencer hesitated for half a second then gave a small nod and headed inside, soon returning with a bottle in hand. He twisted the lid off, but he didn’t sit right away, just stood there for a second.

“Sit,” I said, pointing toward the sofa. “Food’s almost ready.”

He sat, and I went back to the grill, flipping the chicken one last time before pulling it off and setting it on the tray. The sweet potatoes followed, and I carried everything over to the table, putting it down between us.

For a minute, it was just plates and food being passed around, the normal sounds of a meal starting up. Sassy lay down close enough to keep an eye on all of us, and Pepper stayed near my feet, watching every movement like he was keeping track.

Spencer took a bite then another, like he hadn’t realized he was hungry until he started eating. “This is good,” he said.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” I answered.

“I’m not,” he said, though there was a hint of something softer in his voice. “You’re a great cook.”

“I am.” I laughed.

“So.” Patrick leaned back, taking a sip of his beer. “You gonna tell us what you can about the murder?”

Spencer didn’t look up right away. He finished chewing then set his fork down. “Cause of death is what you already know,” he said. “Strangulation. No sign of a struggle outside the immediate area. Timeline is tight. Whoever did it was there then gone.”

“Anyone talking?” Patrick asked.

“Everyone’s talking,” Spencer said. “No one’s saying anything useful yet.”

“I heard something,” I said and set my fork down.

Spencer’s eyes lifted to mine.

“Whitmore took a call this morning,” I continued. “At the Bean Hive. He had it on speaker. I don’t like it when people put their calls on speaker, but this one was well worth it because it was Warren Gill on the other end.”

Spencer’s expression didn’t change, but his attention sharpened. “What did he say?” he asked.

“That they needed to talk right then,” I said. “Not later. Not sometime today. Right then.”

Spencer leaned back slightly, his fingers tapping once against the bottle before going still. “You’re sure it was Gill?” he asked.

“I’m sure,” I said. “I saw him later at the hotel. I brought it up. He didn’t like that I knew.”

Patrick glanced between us but didn’t interrupt.

“I’ll follow up on it,” Spencer said and let out a slow breath.

“You should,” I said.

His gaze held mine for a second longer than usual. “And you shouldn’t,” he said.

I frowned. “Shouldn’t what?”

“Get involved,” he said plainly. “I’ve already talked to the mayor. There is no need for the town government to get involved, because I’m handling it. There’s nothing you need to do here except run your coffee shop.”

I leaned back, crossing my arms. “I run my coffee shop,” I said. “And I pay attention.”

“Roxy—”

“No,” I cut in, not raising my voice but not backing down either. “I was there. I heard it. And now he’s dead. You don’t get to tell me to just ignore that.”

Spencer’s jaw tightened just slightly. “I’m telling you to stay out of it,” he said. “That’s not a suggestion.”

Patrick shifted beside me, not stepping in but leaning close enough to remind both of us he was there.

“And the competition?” I asked, changing direction just enough to keep the conversation moving.

Spencer glanced down at his plate then back up. “It’s going on,” he said. “As of right now, they’re moving forward.”

I let out a breath through my nose. “Of course they are.”

“They’ve already got too much invested,” he said. “Sponsors, teams, media. Canceling it would cause a whole different kind of problem. They are going to do something in the beginning to honor Coach Whitmore.”

I nodded.

“That’s exactly why I need you to stay out of it,” he replied.

I didn’t answer right away.

I picked up my fork, took a bite, and nodded once like I was agreeing with him. “I hear you,” I said.

Spencer watched me for a second, like he was trying to decide if that was the truth. It wasn’t.

Because sitting there, on that patio, with everything that had happened still fresh in my mind, I already knew one thing.

I wasn’t staying out of it.


CHAPTER SIX


It was one of those nights when I slept so hard that I woke up with a headache. Even the bike ride with the fresh air whipping around Pepper and me on our way to the Bean Hive at four thirty a.m. didn’t help.

But I knew one thing that would.

An espresso shot.

Once we got to the boardwalk, I peddled a little faster to get to the coffee shop. That was something I really never did—mostly, I took it slow and enjoyed the time before I got too busy. But that morning, I got a chill just going past the marina, and it wasn’t from the morning breeze coming off the lake.

When I got to the bike rack in front of the shop, I got off, took Pepper out of the basket, and locked up the bike. Pepper stood at the door until I unlocked it and stepped inside.

I flipped on the lights one by one and watched as the inside came to life, the light catching on the exposed brick walls, the white shiplap, and the wooden beams overhead until the whole café felt awake again. Immediately I could see that the closing staff had done their chore list for the night, which meant the shop was all ready for me to do my opening chore list so I could be ready when the first customer came in.

“Alright,” I muttered, setting my bag down behind the counter. “Let’s get moving.”

I turned my attention to Lollipop.

She was already up, her long ears lifting as she spotted us and her nose twitching quickly as she took in the morning. She’d made herself at home on the soft blanket tucked beside the cat tree, her little body stretched out like she’d been waiting for the shop to open just as much as I had.

“Good morning, Miss Thing,” I said, heading over to her.

Pepper followed closely, slower this time, more carefully. He lowered his head just slightly, giving her a soft sniff like he was checking in instead of barging in.

Lollipop didn’t move away. She stayed right where she was, her nose twitching as she shifted toward him, then gave a small hop closer until they moved together toward the counter.

“Well,” I said, watching the two of them. “Look at y’all. Pepper, are you teaching her to beg?” I laughed, knowing the first thing he liked to do when he got to the shop in the morning was to eat.

Pepper’s tail gave a slow wag, and he walked slowly beside her—not crowding her, just staying close.

I grabbed her bowl and followed the two of them back to the counter, where I flipped on the industrial coffee makers then reached under the counter to get Pepper’s kibble to fill up his bowl. I filled Lollipop’s dish with fresh greens and a few small pieces of carrot before setting it down.

“There you go,” I said.

She wasted no time hopping over and settling in, while Pepper stayed right where he was, watching her.

“Don’t get any ideas,” I told him. “That’s not for you.”

He didn’t even look at me.

I shook my head and fell into the rest of the routine, only that morning, the espresso machine came first. I exchanged my light jacket for my Bean Hive apron that hung on the coatrack next to the counter then let the machine warm up before grinding beans and pulling a shot like it was muscle memory. The rich smell hit fast, strong and steady, and I leaned against the counter long enough to take that first sip.

“That’s better,” I said under my breath.

Pepper finished eating then circled once near the fireplace before settling in, but his attention shifted the second he heard a soft rustle from the front corner, where Lollipop had gone back to the cat tree.

While I waited for the coffee makers to finish so I could follow the espresso up with a cup, I moved down the line, setting up the thermoses at the self-serve bar and making sure each blend was ready to go. The tea bar got the same attention—tins opened, kettles filled, everything lined up the way it needed to be before the first customer walked in.

Sugar packets, creamers, honey, stir sticks, napkins, lids. I refilled them all without thinking twice, moving from one station to the next, making sure nothing would slow us down once the door opened.

At the tables, I set out the antique creamer cows, filling each one with fresh cream before placing it back where it belonged.

“I’ll be back,” I told the fur babies as I grabbed a mug of hot coffee from the counter then headed back through the swinging door to the kitchen, roastery, and office, where the health department said they weren’t allowed to go.

Ugh.

The ovens warmed when I turned them on, heat building slowly while I pulled trays from the freezer—muffins, scones, a quiche I’d prepped the night before. I slid them into place and set timers, already knowing the rhythm of when each one would be ready.

From the kitchen, I heard a banging on the front door. “Did you forget your key again?” I asked loudly as I pushed through the swinging door to the shop.

Pepper had moved again, this time stretching out near Lollipop so both of them were settled in the front corner. She leaned just slightly toward him, and he didn’t move away.

“Y’all are something else,” I said, wiping my hands on my apron, then moved my attention to the door, where I expected to see Bunny Bowowski but saw Spencer instead.

He stood on the other side of the glass with his hand still lifted like he thought if he knocked harder, it would make me get there faster. His short-sleeved uniform shirt was wrinkled, the fabric pulled tight across his shoulders, and there was a faint line of sweat along his collar. His sandy-blond hair had fallen forward near his temple, and he pushed it back as I opened the door, his green eyes settling on me in a way that told me he hadn’t slowed down since sunrise.

“You gonna let me in, or you just going to stare at me through the glass?” he said, stepping inside and taking a deep breath as the smell of fresh coffee wrapped around him. His voice was steady, but there was an edge under it that hadn’t been there the day before.

“I wasn’t expecting you this early,” I said, moving back behind the counter as Pepper trotted over to greet him, tail wagging in wide sweeps. Lollipop stayed tucked near the cat tree, ears lifting and nose twitching at the new scent in the room.

Spencer reached down and gave Pepper a quick scratch behind the ears before straightening up and looking around the shop. The industrial coffeepots had finished brewing.

“Come on, I’ll get you a cup of wake-me-up,” I said and headed behind the counter, where I made him a cup of the hot black coffee I knew was his go-to.

I didn’t have to go into the kitchen to make sure the ovens were baking, because the smell of the baked goods filled the space.

“They cleared the scene,” he said, wrapping his hands around the mug I set in front of him, the heat from it rising into his face.

“The marina?” I asked, leaning my hip against the counter while I watched him take his first sip.

He nodded once before lowering the mug. “We’ve got everything we’re going to get from there. For now.”

“And what happens now?” I picked up a rag and wiped down a spot on the counter that didn’t need it.

“The teams are staying,” he said, glancing toward the front windows where the lake sat, calm beyond the boardwalk. “They’re calling it a tribute. Racing in Whitmore’s honor. They’re painting his name on the shells.”

I let out a breath and set the rag down. “So the competition goes on.”

“It does,” he said, his voice firm like that decision had been made long before either of us were standing there.

“That gives you a lot of people still in one place,” I said, meeting his eyes.

“That’s the idea,” he replied, watching me a second longer than necessary.

“And it gives me a lot of people to talk to,” I said, my tone even as I reached for another mug.

His jaw tightened just slightly. “Roxy.”

“I’m bringing coffee,” I said, already moving toward the carriers, the metal lids clinking softly as I set them on the counter. “That’s all I said.”

He didn’t argue, but he didn’t look convinced either. He drank the rest of his coffee then slid the mug back toward me, and I filled a to-go cup without him having to ask.

“I’ll keep my ears open,” I assured him, tightening the lid as I handed it over, even though we both knew that meant a whole lot more than just listening.

“Mm-hmmm,” he hummed, taking the cup and lifting it slightly in the air as he turned toward the door. The bell rang as he stepped out, and Bunny Bowowski nearly ran into him on her way in.

“Well, good morning to you too, Sheriff,” Bunny said, stepping aside just enough to let him pass, her eyes following him out before she turned back to me. “That didn’t look like a social call.”

“It wasn’t,” I said, already turning back to the counter.

Birdie came in right behind her, juggling her purse, her keys, and a paper bag that smelled like something fried and probably not meant for breakfast. “Please tell me we’ve got coffee ready,” she said, dropping everything on the counter like she had just survived something.

“Always,” I said, sliding a mug toward her.

Bunny moved behind the counter, tying on her apron with a quick tug. “Alright, what did I miss?” she asked, grabbing a rag and wiping down the counter even though it was already clean.

“Everything,” Birdie said before taking a long sip of coffee. “The whole town’s already talking about it. My grandmawmaw’s gossip text chain was nonstop,” she said, referring to Loretta Bebe.

“They were talking about it before the sun came up,” Bunny added, glancing toward the windows where the early light had started to stretch across the boardwalk. “I’m on that text thread, and I figure Loretta will be our first customer.”

Pepper had gone back to settle near Lollipop, who had made herself comfortable again by the cat tree. She leaned toward him just slightly, her nose twitching, and he stayed still like he understood she needed him to be calm.

“That rabbit is living better than most people in this town,” Bunny muttered, watching them for a second before shaking her head and turning back to the counter.

The door flew open again before I could respond, and Aunt Maxi swept in like she had been waiting her whole life for that exact moment.

“Well,” she announced, holding up a folded paper like it was breaking news, “if anyone wants to know what really happened yesterday morning, I have it right here in black-and-white. The text thread is blowing up.”

“Lord help us,” Bunny said under her breath.

Aunt Maxi’s pink hair was teased up high and didn’t move even when she did, her bangles clinking as she made her way to the counter. Her patchwork coat swayed behind her, and her rhinestone readers were already perched at the end of her nose as she unfolded the paper.

“The Daily Siftings has outdone itself,” she said proudly.

“Of course it has,” I replied, though I couldn’t help the small smile that came with my words.

“Let me guess. You’ve already got suspects.” Birdie leaned in.

“I’ve got observations,” Aunt Maxi corrected, tapping the paper. “And let me just say, there are some folks in this town who are not nearly as composed as they’d like everyone to believe.”

“You planning on sharing any of those observations?” I reached for the coffeepot, poured a cup for Aunt Maxi, and refilled the rest of our mugs.

“Oh, I plan on sharing all of them,” she said, taking a sip. “But not out here where every ear in Honey Springs can hear me.”

That got my attention.

Bunny’s too.

Birdie’s definitely.

Aunt Maxi lowered her voice just enough to make it clear she meant it. “Kitchen,” she said, nodding toward the swinging door.

I didn’t hesitate. “Bunny, you’ve got the front,” I said, already moving.

“I always do,” she replied, waving me off.

Birdie grabbed her coffee and followed me, with Aunt Maxi right behind her, bangles jingling softly as we pushed through the swinging door into the back.

The kitchen was already warm from the ovens, the smell of baking mixing with the sharper scent of coffee beans from the roastery side. The space felt tucked away from the rest of the shop, quieter, like we could actually think for a second.

“Alright,” I said, setting my mug down on the prep table. “Let’s hear it.”

Aunt Maxi didn’t sit. She spread the paper out on the table then reached into her bag and pulled out a pen and a small notebook that had seen better days. “We are not doing this halfway,” she said. “If we’re going to talk about this, we’re going to organize it.”

Birdie’s eyes lit up. “Are we making a board?”

“We are absolutely making a board,” Aunt Maxi said.

I glanced toward the wall where we usually hung extra menus and grabbed a clean sheet of butcher paper, taping it up with quick, practiced movements since we couldn’t use the wipe-off boards like we usually did. Those were filled with orders I still hadn’t fulfilled.

“Alright,” I said, picking up a marker. “Let’s start with what we know.”

“Coach Whitmore,” Birdie said, stepping closer. “Victim.”

I wrote it down.

“Strangled,” Bunny called from the other side of the door, clearly listening whether we had invited her or not.

“Thank you, Bunny,” I called back, adding it.

Aunt Maxi tapped her pen against the table. “And don’t forget the sponsor,” she said, her eyes flicking to mine. “Because from what I hear, that man had more going on than just a rowing competition.”

I met her gaze, thinking about that call.

“Warren Gill,” I said, writing the name down.

Birdie leaned in closer. “What about the teams?”

“They stay,” I said. “They’re racing in Whitmore’s honor.”

I stepped back and looked at the board, the names starting to take shape, the connections not quite there yet but close enough to feel.

And standing there, marker still in my hand, one thing settled in, clear and steady.

It wasn’t just coffee I was bringing down to the marina.

“There’s only one standout right now, and that’s who I want to go see,” I said and looked around at them.

“Warren Gill,” we all muttered in unison.

“I saw him down at the marina when I was walking down the boardwalk,” Aunt Maxi said.

“Just now?” I asked, and she slowly nodded.

For a second, nobody moved.

Aunt Maxi tapped her pen once more against the table then straightened up like she had just called a meeting to order.

“Alright,” she said, sliding her readers up her nose. “Then we do this smart. No barging in, no accusations, and no one saying anything that can’t be taken back.”

“That rules you out,” Bunny called from the other side of the door.

“It does not,” Aunt Maxi shot back without missing a beat, though the corner of her mouth twitched.

Birdie stepped forward, already shifting gears, her hands moving to gather up the pastry boxes we had started earlier.

“If you’re going down there,” she said, glancing between me and Aunt Maxi, “then I’ll take the hospitality room delivery to the Cocoon.”

“That works,” I said, nodding as I reached for the carriers. “You’ll have your own set of ears down there.”

Birdie gave me a small smile. “I always do.”

“And I’ll hold down the fort out here before the morning crowd realizes we’re short a body,” Bunny said. “So whatever you’re about to do, you better make it worth it.”

I grabbed my mug and took one last sip, the heat of it steady and familiar as I set it down. “It will be,” I said.

Aunt Maxi snapped her notebook shut and tucked it into her bag, her bangles clinking softly as she adjusted the strap on her shoulder. “Then let’s not keep the man waiting,” she said as we all walked through the swinging door.

Birdie went to unlock the front door and turn the sign.

The doorbell chimed, and the first of the early customers stepped inside, their voices already carrying through the shop.

The Bean Hive was open, the day had started, and just like always, everything kept moving. And it was a good hour before I felt like I could take the coffee down to the marina, where I hoped Warren Gill still was.

The marina smelled of the lake mixed with fuel and wood from the docks, and there was still something unsettled in the air that hadn’t cleared with the scene. People moved slower, voices stayed low, and every step sounded louder against the boards than it should have. I was happy to see that almost everyone I needed to talk to was there. Teams were getting into the shells from the slips Big Bib had given them to use during the competition, and coaches were giving instructions.

I set the coffee carrier down on the edge of the dock, the wood warm under my hand from the early sun, and began pouring. The steady splash of coffee hitting the cups filled the space between conversations.

“Coffee’s here,” I called out, my voice carrying just enough to reach the group without cutting through it.

Marcus stepped forward first, his movements controlled, his eyes still scanning everything around him even as he took the cup. Nadia stayed a few feet back, her gaze shifting between the water and the people, like she was putting something together in her head. Gordy came up next, taking a cup without a word, his shoulders still tight, his mouth set in a line.

Drew stood off to the side, his posture straight but not rigid, his attention fixed somewhere beyond the dock. I picked up one of the cold drinks I’d brought and walked toward him, the gravel crunching softly under my shoes as I closed the distance.

“Protein Powerhouse,” I said, holding it out to him as he turned his head slightly toward me. My voice stayed easy, like I wasn’t asking for anything more than him taking the drink.

He looked at it for a second then took it, his fingers brushing the side of the bottle as he adjusted his grip. “Thanks,” he said, his voice quiet but polite.

“I’m sorry about your coach,” I said, watching his face as he took a sip, the scent of the protein powder mixing faintly with the coffee and the lake air.

His jaw shifted as he swallowed. “Yeah. We all are,” he said, his eyes dropping for just a second before lifting again.

“He seemed like someone who stayed on top of things,” I said, keeping my tone steady and giving him room to respond without pushing too hard.

Drew nodded once then looked out over the water. “He was a man who knew the value of information,” he said carefully, his fingers tightening just slightly around the bottle.

I tilted my head, studying him.

“What does that mean?” I asked, letting the question sit without rushing it.

He shifted his weight, his shoulders tightening before he answered. “It means he didn’t miss much,” he said, his voice clipped just enough to close the door on anything further.

I let his silence sit for a second, the sound of water lapping against the dock filling the space between us. “Sounds like that could make people uncomfortable,” I said, watching him closely.

He took another drink and shook his head once. “I don’t have anything else for you,” he said, his tone final.

I nodded, stepping back. “Alright,” I said, letting it go, even though I knew it wasn’t done.

I turned away from Drew and moved back toward the table, refilling cups one at a time, keeping my movements steady and unhurried. The coffee poured in a smooth stream, dark and hot, the smell rising up and settling into the already thick mix of lake air, sunscreen, and the faint scent of fuel drifting off the boats. Around me, voices stayed low, conversations clipped and careful, the way people spoke when they didn’t want to say the wrong thing but couldn’t stop talking altogether. I focused on the rhythm of it, lifting the carafe, setting cups down, nodding when someone thanked me, making it look like all I cared about was keeping everyone caffeinated.

That was when I felt someone step in closer beside me, just enough to shift the air at my shoulder without bumping into me.

“You’re Roxy, right?” he asked, his voice low and measured, like he was used to being heard without raising it.

I looked up at him, taking him in before I answered. He wasn’t dressed like the rowers. There was not a team logo on his sweatshirt, no athletic gear, no sunburn starting across his nose. His clothes were pressed, his posture straight, and there was something practiced about the way he stood there, like he was used to conversations happening exactly the way he wanted them to.

“That’s me,” I said, setting another filled cup down on the table and turning just enough to face him without fully stepping away from what I was doing.

“I’m with Lakeview,” he said referring to one of the many collegiate rowing teams competing, glancing over his shoulder for a quick second before shifting a little closer. His hand tightened slightly around the empty cup he held, like he needed something to do with it. “Tyler Raines, one of the college reps they sent in light of everything.”

“Okay,” I said, keeping my tone neutral as I reached for the carafe again, pouring coffee into his cup while watching him from the corner of my eye.

He leaned in just enough that I could hear him clearly over the low murmur of the dock. “This situation,” he said, his voice dropping even further, “is bigger than people are letting on.”

I didn’t interrupt him. I didn’t nod. I just let him keep talking, letting the silence do the work for me.

“Our board is already talking,” he continued, his fingers tapping once against the side of the cup before going still. “If this isn’t resolved fast, they’re considering pulling the entire program.”

I paused just long enough to let that land then set the carafe down carefully on the table. “Pulling out of the competition?” I asked, keeping my voice low but steady.

“Pulling everything,” he said, his jaw tightening just slightly as he looked out toward the water instead of at me. “Funding. Participation. The whole thing.”

“That’s a big move,” I said, crossing my arms loosely as I shifted my weight. The boards under my feet creaked softly with the motion.

“It’s a bigger problem than that,” he replied, turning back toward me. He lifted his chin just slightly and gestured toward the dock, where the teams had started to gather in small clusters, their voices still low and their movements careful. “The sponsor situation is already unstable. This makes it worse.”

My mind clicked into place right then, the pieces lining up, whether I wanted them to or not. Whitmore. Warren Gill. That call echoed back in my head, sharp and urgent.

“How unstable?” I asked, holding his gaze and not letting him look away from me this time.

He hesitated, just for a second, then shook his head, stepping back half a step like he was already pulling himself out of the conversation.

“I’ve said too much already,” he said, his voice firmer, like he was closing a door.

“You haven’t said enough,” I said quietly, not moving, letting the words sit between us without pushing them any further.

“Welcome to college athletics,” he said. He gave a tight smile, the kind that didn’t reach his eyes, as he lifted the cup slightly in a half-hearted gesture before turning away.

He walked off toward the other end of the dock, slipping back into the group like he had never stepped out of it in the first place, leaving me standing there with the smell of coffee in the air and a whole lot more questions than I’d started with.

I stayed where I was for a second, my hand still resting on the handle of the coffee carafe as its warmth seeped into my palm. Around me, the marina had picked back up into its uneasy rhythm. Voices stayed low, footsteps sounded heavier on the boards, and every now and then, someone glanced toward the boathouse like they couldn’t help themselves. The lake moved steadily against the dock, the motion soft and repetitive, like it didn’t know anything had changed.

I picked up another stack of cups and started pouring again, more out of habit than anything else. If I stood still too long, my thoughts would run ahead of me, and right then, I needed them to stay right there in front of me, focused, one thing at a time.

“Anybody seen Warren?” I asked, keeping my tone casual as I handed a cup to Marcus. My eyes moved from one face to the next, watching for even the smallest reaction.

Marcus shook his head once, his expression giving nothing away as he took the coffee. “Not since earlier,” he said, stepping back to rejoin his group.

I turned slightly, catching Gordy as he reached for another cup. “You seen him?” I asked, my voice just loud enough to carry over the murmur around us.

Gordy snorted, wiping his hand on his shirt before grabbing the cup. “If I had, I’d have plenty to say about it,” he muttered then moved off without another word.

Nadia glanced over but didn’t step forward. She shook her head from where she stood, her arms crossed tightly, her gaze drifting back toward the water like that was where her focus needed to be.

Drew didn’t answer right away. He shifted his weight then looked at me briefly before giving a small shake of his head. “No,” he said, his voice quiet. His attention was already moving somewhere else.

I straightened, setting the carafe down slowly, the metal making a soft sound against the table. I scanned the dock, the groups, the edges of the marina where people lingered, but he wasn’t there. Not near the boats. Not by the boathouse. Not even hanging back like someone trying not to be noticed.

The absence settled in more heavily than I’d expected. He was nowhere to be found.

I crossed my arms, my fingers pressing into my sleeves as I looked out across the water and then back to the dock. My mind was already moving ahead, whether I wanted it to or not.

If he had stepped away for a minute, someone would have seen him. If he had gone to make a call, he would have come back. If he had been anywhere nearby, there would have been some sign of him.

But there wasn’t.

Which left one option that sat heavier than the rest.

Maybe he hadn’t just stepped away.

Maybe he had left.

And if Warren Gill had left town on the same day his coach ended up dead, then that didn’t just make him suspicious. That made him look like a man with something to run from.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Loretta Bebe was holding court inside the Bean Hive Coffee Shop when I got back from the marina.

“Low-retta sure has got folks fired up. She came in here like a rhinestone tornado,” Bunny Bowowski said as she met me at the door, her voice low but her eyes wide with a mix of amusement and warning. She stepped to the side just enough to let me in, her flour-dusted hands planted on her hips. “You’ve got to rein that woman in.”

I didn’t even have to ask what she meant. The moment I stepped inside, I saw her.

Loretta stood near the center of the room like she had been placed there on purpose, like everything else in the Bean Hive had simply arranged itself around her. Her short jet-black hair was teased high and sprayed stiff, not a strand daring to move, and her dark tan caught the light from the front windows in a way that made it look almost polished. Her penciled-on brows arched, sharp and precise, over heavily lined eyes, and her lashes were thick and long enough to cast shadows when she blinked.

She wore a bright-yellow dress paired with a stack of pearls that rested against her collarbone and caught every bit of light in the room. Her wrists were loaded with bangles that chimed softly every time she moved, and the rings on her fingers were large enough to be noticed from across the shop. Her nails, painted a bold hot pink and shaped to a fine point, flashed each time she lifted her hand to gesture.

And she was gesturing.

Constantly.

“I am telling you right now,” she said, her voice smooth and full, carrying clean across the shop without effort, “this town is not going to fall apart over one unfortunate situation.”

Her heels clicked against the floor as she shifted her weight, each step sharp and deliberate, like punctuation at the end of her sentences. She held a floral clipboard in one hand, tapping it lightly against her palm as she spoke and using it the same way someone else might use a pointer or a gavel.

The smell of coffee and fresh pastries filled the air, warm and steady, but Loretta’s presence cut through all of it. Conversations had shifted, chairs had turned, and nearly every set of eyes in the place angled toward her, whether they meant to or not.

Birdie stood behind the counter, her posture straight as she rang up an order, though I could see the way her eyes flicked toward Loretta every few seconds. Pride sat right alongside a hint of nerves, and she worked twice as fast as usual, like she was trying to keep up with the energy her grandmother had just dropped into the room.

“And let me just say,” Loretta continued, turning her attention toward a group near the window bar, her bangles sliding down her arm with a soft clink, “these collegiate teams came here for hospitality, and that is exactly what they are going to get.”

“Bless her heart,” Bunny muttered under her breath as she moved back behind the counter, grabbing a tray and sliding it into place. “She’s planning the whole town’s response, whether anyone asked her to or not.”

“That sounds about right,” I said, setting the coffee carrier down and tying my apron back on. “That’s my job if the mayor wants me to, so just let her talk.”

Loretta caught sight of me before I could get any further. Her expression shifted just slightly, her lips pressing into that tight, controlled smile she used right before she decided to take over a conversation.

She moved toward me, heels clicking, bracelets chiming, her clipboard tapping lightly against her palm. “Roxy Bloom-Cane,” she said, reaching out and taking my hand in both of hers, her grip firm and warm, her rings cool against my skin as she called me by my married name. “There you are. I have been waiting on you.”

“I figured you might be,” I said, offering a small smile as I pulled my hand back.

“We have a situation,” she said, lowering her voice just enough to suggest privacy while still making sure anyone nearby could hear. She lifted her handkerchief and dabbed lightly at the corner of her eye, careful not to disturb her makeup. “A delicate one.”

“I’ve heard,” I replied.

“Oh, I imagine you have,” she said, her brow lifting slightly as she studied me. “And I also imagine you’ve been right in the middle of it.”

Before I could answer, her attention shifted again, her gaze landing on the display case. She straightened just a bit more, pride slipping into her posture.

“And this,” she said, gesturing toward the bourbon-glazed cinnamon bread, her nails catching the light, “is what I have been telling everyone about.”

She tapped her clipboard once against the glass. “My granddaughter made that. From scratch.”

Birdie tried to stay focused on the register, but her shoulders lifted just a little higher.

“It’s been selling out all morning,” Bunny added, sliding another tray into place.

“As it should,” Loretta said, giving a slow, approving nod before turning back to me, her expression sharpening again. “Now,” she said, leaning in slightly, her perfume settling around me, “back to the matter at hand.”

Her eyes locked onto mine, steady and expectant. “We cannot have this situation getting out of hand,” she said, her voice firm, her clipboard tapping once more against her palm. “There are people in this town depending on things continuing as planned.”

“The competition is still on,” I said.

“Yes, I am aware,” she replied quickly, her chin lifting. “And I intend to make sure it stays that way.”

“Pretty sure that’s Spencer’s job,” I said.

Loretta’s lips pressed together into that same tight smile. “And I am simply making sure he does it correctly.”

From behind me, Bunny made a sound that was halfway between a cough and a laugh before turning it into neither.

“I’ve already been down to the Cocoon,” Loretta continued, shifting her weight again, her bracelets sliding down her arm with a soft jingle. “Spoken to several key individuals. Offered my support. Ensured the atmosphere remains appropriate.”

“Appropriate,” I repeated.

“Somber, but not alarming,” she clarified, lifting her chin. “We are not running a tragedy tour.”

I nodded slowly, though my mind had already moved ahead.

“I just talked to Warren Gill. The sponsor…” she said, her tone casual.

“You’ve talked to Warren?” I asked.

Loretta paused, and though it was small, I saw the flicker in her eyes.

Then she smoothed it over, her expression settling back into place. “I have,” she said, her voice even, though her fingers tapped once against the edge of her clipboard.

“Where?” I said.

Her eyes sharpened, her attention locking onto mine again. “Well,” she said, lowering her voice slightly, “at the Cocoon bar.”

I didn’t even try to hide the look I gave Bunny.

She caught it from across the counter without me saying a word, her hands still moving as she slid a plate across to a waiting customer. Her eyes flicked to mine then toward the door then back again, and just like that, she knew exactly what I was thinking.

“Go on,” she said, not lowering her voice, but there was no mistaking who she was talking to. She waved her hand at me in a quick shooing motion, already turning back to the register. “We’ve got this handled here.”

Birdie glanced up at the same time, her brows lifting just slightly before she nodded once, her attention going right back to the espresso machine like she was doubling down on holding the place together.

I didn’t argue. I grabbed my bag from under the counter, the strap sliding over my shoulder as the smell of coffee followed me to the door. Behind me, Loretta’s voice picked right back up, Bunny called out orders, and the machine hissed. The whole place was moving like it always did.

I didn’t slow down once my feet hit the boardwalk.

The wooden planks thudded, steady under my steps. The familiar hollow sound echoed beneath me as I moved past the front of the Bean Hive and out toward the curve that led down to the Cocoon. The air had warmed since earlier, with the sun sitting higher, pulling the scent of lake water, sunscreen, and fresh-cut grass into one steady mix that clung to everything.

Out on the water, the rowing teams were already back at it.

The sharp dip and pull of oars cut through the lake in a clean, steady rhythm, the sound carrying across the surface in a way that made it impossible to ignore.

“Ready all… row!” a voice called out from somewhere near the shells, the command clear and clipped.

The oars hit the water at once, the splash tight and controlled, followed by the long pull that sent the boats gliding forward. The sound of it was steady and repetitive, almost calming if you didn’t know what had happened just hours before.

I slowed just enough to glance out, my eyes catching the long, narrow shells slicing through the water. The rowers moved in perfect sync, their backs straight, their movements sharp and practiced. The lake looked peaceful. Too peaceful.

Like nothing had happened and no one had died just a few yards away.

I picked up my pace again.

People lined the boardwalk, some watching the practice and others talking in small clusters. Their voices were low and their heads leaned in close together. The word had spread. You could feel it in the way conversations stopped and eyes followed just a second too long when someone new walked by.

By the time the Cocoon Hotel came into view, the energy had shifted again.

The place looked the same from the outside, clean and welcoming, the front porch lined with rocking chairs and hanging ferns that swayed lightly in the breeze. But there was more movement than usual. People coming in and out, staff moving more quickly, voices tighter.

I pushed through the front doors. The cool air inside hit me right away, carrying the scent of polished wood, citrus cleaner, and something faintly floral. The lobby buzzed with quiet activity, guests gathered in small groups and staff moving between them with careful smiles.

I didn’t stop. I headed straight for the bar.

The bar at the Cocoon Hotel sat tucked into the back of the inn, quiet and removed from the steady movement of the lobby, like it had been designed for conversations people didn’t want carried too far. Warm, low-hanging pendant lights cast a honeyed glow across the room, reflecting off the dark walnut paneling and the long mahogany bar that had been polished smooth from years of use.

Behind it, shelves were lined with glassware and neatly arranged bottles in perfect rows, catching the light just enough to draw the eye without overwhelming the space. The faint scent of lemon polish lingered in the air, mixing with the deeper note of bourbon, while soft jazz drifted from somewhere unseen, steady and low.

Barstools sat tucked in with careful precision along the brass rail, though one near the end showed a small rip in the leather cushion, and along the edges of the room, corner booths offered quieter spots where guests could lean in close and talk without being overheard.

Glasses clinked somewhere behind the counter, and the faint sound of ice shifting in a shaker carried through the room.

And there he was.

Warren Gill stood near the far end of the bar, one hand wrapped loosely around a glass, the other resting casually against the polished wood. He looked exactly like he had earlier. Composed. Put together. Like nothing in his world had been shaken.

His suit jacket was off, draped neatly over the back of his chair, and his shirt was crisp. His posture was relaxed but deliberate. He was talking to someone when I walked in, his expression easy and his smile practiced.

He saw me before I reached him.

When I walked up to him, he finished what he was saying, gave a small nod to the man beside him, and turned his full attention toward me like I had been expected. “Roxy Bloom, the coffee shop owner,” he said, his voice smooth as I stepped up to the bar. “I need to get up there and get another slice of that bourbon loaf.”

I wasn’t going to waste my time, so I got straight to the point. “I figured I’d come check in,” I said, sliding onto the stool beside him, my hand resting lightly on the edge of the counter. “On behalf of the community and as the town’s lawyer.”

“Wow. Lawyer too?” he asked with a slight nod.

“I am.” I smiled.

“That’s thoughtful,” he said, lifting his glass slightly before setting it back down. His eyes stayed on me, steady, assessing, but never unfriendly. “We appreciate that.”

“I imagine this situation has you concerned,” I said, keeping my tone even, watching him closely.

“Concerned,” he repeated, letting out a small breath through his nose, his expression shifting just enough to suggest something deeper. “I’ve poured a lot into this event. Not just financially.”

He glanced down at his drink then back at me. “This was supposed to be something special. Something that brought people together.”

“And now?” I asked.

“And now,” he said, his shoulders lifting slightly before settling again, “we move forward. That’s what Whitmore would have wanted.”

“And you and Whitmore were on the same page?” I asked, tilting my head just slightly.

“For the most part,” he said, his fingers tightening just a fraction around his glass. “Though I had reason to believe he might have been… exploring other opportunities.”

“Disloyal?” I asked.

He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes this time. “That’s a strong word,” he said. “Let’s just say there were conversations happening that I wasn’t included in.”

I didn’t let that sit. I leaned my forearm on the bar, the wood cool under my skin, and angled just enough toward him that he couldn’t easily turn away without making it obvious. Glasses were clinking, soft jazz was carrying through the air, but everything between us felt sharper than the rest of it.

“Conversations with who?” I asked, keeping my tone steady.

Warren’s fingers tapped once against his glass before stilling, his gaze drifting briefly toward the back shelves like he was considering whether to answer or not. “That’s not really something I can get into,” he said, his voice smooth again, practiced.

“It is if it ties back to a man who ended up dead,” I said, holding his eyes.

“Now you’re making a leap,” he said, and I saw a tightening in his jaw and a slight shift in his shoulders before he eased them back again.

“I’m following a timeline,” I replied. “You call him. You insist on meeting right then. The next morning, I see you two leaving the Cocoon after we all discussed my coffee and bourbon loaf, then a few minutes later, he’s dead.”

Before he could answer, his phone buzzed against the bar.

The sound cut clean through the moment.

Warren glanced down at it, and for the first time since I’d walked in, his expression changed in a way he didn’t catch fast enough. His brows pulled in just slightly, his mouth tightening before he smoothed it over. He picked up the phone, angling the screen just enough away from me that I couldn’t see it.

“Excuse me,” he said, sliding off the stool as he brought it to his ear.

He didn’t go far. Just a few steps down the bar, turning his back slightly and lowering his voice. I couldn’t make out the words, but I didn’t need to. The tone was enough. It was tighter, shorter, not the polished, easy delivery he’d been giving me.

I watched him as he spoke, the way his free hand moved once in a quick, frustrated gesture before dropping back to his side. The conversation didn’t last long. Maybe a minute. Maybe less.

When he came back, his expression was already back in place, the calm, controlled version of himself settling right where it had been before. “My apologies,” he said, sliding back onto the stool and setting the phone down on the bar. “Things don’t exactly pause, even for something like this.”

“I imagine they don’t,” I said.

He picked up his glass but didn’t drink from it, just held it loosely between his fingers. “I’m going to have to cut this short,” he said, his tone polite, almost regretful. “But I’d like to continue this conversation.”

“Would you?” I asked.

He gave a small smile, one more practiced than the last. “I’ll be down for a cup of coffee,” he said. “And another piece of that bourbon-glazed cinnamon loaf.”

“I look forward to it,” I replied.

“We can pick this up there. Somewhere a little less… public,” he said, standing and reaching for his jacket. He paused just long enough to meet my eyes again. “Sound fair?” he asked.

I nodded.

His smile held, just barely. “I’ll see you soon, Roxy,” he said, slipping his jacket on and turning toward the door.

I watched him walk out of the bar, his steps unhurried, his posture still relaxed, like nothing about that conversation had unsettled him at all.


CHAPTER EIGHT


I stood in front of the butcher paper we’d taped to the wall, marker in hand, staring at the names we already had written out. Coach Whitmore at the top. Warren Gill just below it. Lines drawn that didn’t quite connect yet but were getting closer.

I added a small note next to Warren’s name. Call confirmed. Explanation too smooth. No real answers.

I tapped the marker lightly against the board, my eyes moving over the notes we had so far. Sponsor tension. Urgent call. Missing pieces that felt just out of reach.

“He’s too polished,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. “Nobody answers that cleanly unless they’ve practiced it.”

These were things about people and their body language that I took great notice of in class when I was in law school. The body language of folks after they’d been close to a crime was hard to cover up. And the way Warren acted then dismissed me told me he knew something more but he wasn’t going to tell me.

“I’ll figure it out on my own,” I said as my eyes narrowed.

The swinging door creaked open behind me, and Bunny’s voice came through before I even turned around.

“I’m heading out,” she said, though her tone didn’t match someone in a hurry to leave.

I glanced over my shoulder. She stood there with one hand on the door, and her eyes had moved past me to the murder board.

“You don’t sound like you’re going anywhere,” I said, turning back to the board.

“I was,” she said, stepping fully into the kitchen. “But I see that you didn’t get anywhere with Warren Gill.”

“No,” I said and capped the marker before I turned toward her. “I’ll walk you out.”

She held the door open long enough for me to hold it for both of us.

The Bean Hive had settled into its afternoon rhythm. The rush had thinned, but there was still a steady flow. The espresso machine hissed, milk steamed, and conversation filled the space. Sunlight poured in through the front windows, catching on the glass display case and warming the wood floors.

“You can take off too,” I told Birdie when I noticed she was brewing some fresh pots of coffee.

“Are you sure?” Birdie asked.

“I’m positive,” I told her. “The afternoon staff will be in, and besides, tomorrow you’re opening. Go.” I flung a finger toward the door just as Nadia Voss came through the Bean Hive’s door.

“Good afternoon, Nadia,” I greeted her and noticed neither Birdie nor Bunny was going anywhere. “What can I get for you?”

Nadia stepped fully inside, letting the door fall shut behind her with a soft chime. She paused just long enough to scan the room, her eyes moving over the tables, the windows, the counter, taking everything in without turning her head too much. Up close, there was a tightness to her that hadn’t been as obvious earlier—her shoulders held just a little higher, her movements controlled like she was keeping everything exactly where she wanted it.

“I need six Protein Powerhouses,” she said, stepping up to the counter and resting her hand lightly against the glass case. “They’re heading back out for practice in about twenty minutes.”

Birdie perked up immediately. “Six?” she said, already moving toward the blender station. “We can do that.”

“Oh, we can absolutely do that,” Bunny added, sliding right in beside her, grabbing cups and lining them up with a little more enthusiasm than necessary.

I leaned my forearms on the counter, keeping my tone easy. “Busy afternoon,” I said, nodding toward the boardwalk, where the faint rhythm of oars hitting water carried in through the open windows.

“It doesn’t stop,” Nadia replied, her fingers tapping once against the glass before going still.

“I imagine not,” I said. “Coach Whitmore seemed like someone who kept things moving.”

Nadia’s gaze shifted to me, just slightly. “He did,” she said.

The blender roared to life behind me, ice cracking and spinning, Birdie and Bunny both leaning in like they were working overtime, when really, they were listening to every word. The smell of espresso and protein powder mixed into the air, thick and sweet.

“You were with him early yesterday morning, right?” I asked, tilting my head just a little. “I mean, I saw you getting coffee at the Cocoon,” I reminded her.

“Yes.” Nadia didn’t answer right away. She shifted her weight, her hand dropping from the counter to her side.

“Then did you go to the marina?” I asked.

“I was doing an equipment check,” she said.

“At the boathouse,” I added.

Her eyes flicked back to mine, sharper. “That’s right.”

“By yourself?” I asked, keeping my voice light, like it was just conversation.

“That’s how I usually do it,” she said.

I nodded slowly. “That’s a lot of responsibility,” I said. “Making sure everything’s ready before they hit the water.”

“It’s my job,” she replied.

There wasn’t much to grab on to there, but there was enough to feel where she wasn’t going.

“What about the sponsor side of things?” I asked, shifting gears just slightly. “Seems like there’s a lot riding on this competition.”

Nadia’s jaw tightened just enough to notice. “There always is,” she said.

“Ever enough to cause problems?” I asked.

Behind me, Bunny dropped a scoop of ice a little harder than necessary, the clatter loud against the metal.

Nadia didn’t look away from me this time. “Depends on what you call a problem,” she said. “I am a trainer, so I don’t know much about sponsorship.”

“Oh, I think you would know the most, since these athletes listen to you on how to keep their bodies in tip-top shape for endorsements and sponsorships.” I held her gaze. “Whitmore and Gill seemed to be having a disagreement,” I said.

“He handled his own business,” she said.

“Did he?” I asked quietly.

Before she could answer, the bell above the door rang again, sharper this time as it swung wide open.

“Good afternoon.” Crissy Lane’s voice came in before she did, bright and loud and full of energy that filled the entire shop in seconds. She swept inside, her blond hair piled up in a loose topknot with a few red strands peeking through at the roots. Her lashes were thick and dramatic, her lips glossy, and her fitted outfit caught the light as she moved.

“Roxy Bloom,” she said, spotting me immediately and making a beeline for the counter.

“Crissy,” I said, smiling despite myself.

She stopped short when she saw Nadia, her eyes lighting up even more. “Well, now, this is just perfect,” she said, clapping her hands together once. “I was just about to text you that spa appointment in the morning. Bright and early like you asked.”

“You text me the time, and I’ll be there,” Nadia said, her tone more guarded. “Remember, it has to be very early.”

“I’ve got you, girl,” Crissy said, nodding quickly, and pulled out her phone to send that text. “Because, honey, after everything going on, you are gonna need that massage. I mean, the tension alone…” She stopped herself, just barely, her eyes flicking toward me then back to Nadia. “Well. You know.”

Bunny slid the first drink across the counter, her eyes bouncing between all of us. “Protein Powerhouse,” she said a little too brightly.

Birdie followed with the next one, lining them up neatly, both of them clearly in no hurry to stop listening.

Before Nadia reached for the drinks, she looked at the text then held her phone steady with one hand as she gathered the drinks.

“I’ll be there,” she said to Crissy.

“You better be,” Crissy replied, leaning in just slightly. “Because I’ve already heard enough this morning to know nobody in this town is relaxing, and that is not good for business.”

I watched Nadia carefully as she picked up the last cup and moved toward the door, her movements precise, controlled.

“See you in the mornin’,” Crissy added, already turning her attention back to me like she had just dropped exactly what she had meant to into the middle of the room.

“What time is that appointment?” I asked Crissy.

She gave me the side-eye. Her mouth dropped open with her head slightly turned, but she kept her eyes on me. “You don’t think…” she said, wagging her finger in front of her.

“I’m not sure,” I said since we were on the same wavelength.

“Well, I wasn’t going to do her spa treatment at six a.m., but I sure am now.” She took the iced caramel macchiato Birdie had made for her and twisted around, shaking it all the way to the door as she left.

“Are you sure you’re okay for a little bit?” Birdie asked as she gathered her things. Bunny already had her hat pinned to her head and her pocketbook in her grip.

“I’ll be fine,” I told them, reaching back to get a rag so I could go clean off some tables. “Besides, Patrick and I are going to have supper at the Watershed. By the time he gets here, the afternoon staff will be here, then I’m gone until tomorrow afternoon.”

Most people would grumble about working an afternoon-to-close shift, but I didn’t. I loved seeing customers that normally didn’t come into the coffee shop until after they were off work, and it was nice to get to see the boardwalk getting dark as the twinkle lights came on. There was just a whole peacefulness to it.

And I had an inkling that after tomorrow’s spa morning, I was going to need some peacefulness to end my day.


CHAPTER NINE


While the afternoon staff took over the coffee shop, I decided to spend some time in the roastery and in my office. Most of the time when I closed, I would catch up on paperwork, but getting lost in creating new whole-bean coffee blends was something I thoroughly enjoyed.

I pushed through the swinging door and let it close behind me, shutting out the steady rhythm of the Bean Hive. The hiss of the espresso machine softened into a distant murmur. Back there, everything felt contained. Focused.

The roastery held a warmth that settled into my skin the second I stepped over to it. It wasn’t uncomfortable, just steady, the kind of heat that came from machines that had been working all day and beans that had been roasted to perfection. The air carried a layered scent that never fully went away. Deep-roasted coffee, a little smoky, a little sweet, mixed with faint notes of whatever blends had come through earlier.

I set my mug down on the long, wooden worktable, the surface worn smooth from years of use. The grain of the wood showed through in soft lines, and when I ran my hand across it, I could feel every place where it had been sanded and used again. The space had history in it. It had rhythm.

I reached for the metal scoops and lined them up in a row, the cool steel a sharp contrast to the warmth of the room. The soft clink as they touched the table gave me something steady to start with.

Spring had settled in, and I wanted something that matched it. Not heavy and not something that sat too long on the tongue. I wanted something clean and bright that people could drink on the boardwalk while the sun hit the lake.

I moved to the first bin and lifted the lid. The scent rose up immediately—light-roast Ethiopian beans. Crisp and fresh. I scooped a portion and let the beans fall into the bowl. They landed with a soft, dry rattle that echoed slightly in the quiet room.

“Good start,” I said quietly, more to myself than anything else.

The second bin held a Colombian medium roast. I added it to the mix, watching the color deepen just slightly as the beans layered together. The smell shifted with it, smoothing out, rounding into something fuller.

I paused at the third bin, letting my hand hover there for a second, because for me, this was always the decision that mattered.

I moved farther down the shelf, scanning labels until I found the one I was looking for. Honey-processed Costa Rican. I lifted the lid and took a breath, letting the scent settle in before I made the call. There was a gentle sweetness to it that didn’t overpower. It stayed soft and balanced.

“That’s it,” I said, reaching for the scoop.

I added a smaller portion to the bowl then slid my hand through the beans, gently mixing them together. The texture was dry and smooth, each bean firm as it shifted against the others. The colors blended into a warm range of browns that already looked right.

I carried the bowl over to the grinder and poured the beans in. The sound of them hitting the metal was sharp and clean. I flipped the switch, and the grinder came to life with a steady, low vibration that moved through the counter and into my hands.

The smell changed instantly.

It lifted into the air, stronger and fuller. The brightness from the Ethiopian came through first, followed by the deeper note of the Colombian, then that soft sweetness settled in behind it. I closed my eyes for a second and let it sit.

“That’s real good,” I said under my breath.

I turned the grinder off and reached for a filter, setting it carefully into the small test brewer. The paper crinkled softly as I pressed it into place. I poured the fresh grounds in and leveled them with a light shake, watching the surface settle evenly.

The kettle sat ready, still hot. I wrapped my fingers around the handle and poured slowly, letting the water soak through the grounds. The bloom rose up, dark and full, releasing another wave of aroma that filled the room. It smelled rich and clean all at once, something that made you want to stand still and take it in.

I leaned against the counter while it brewed, resting my hand flat on the warm wood. The quiet back there gave me space to think, even when I didn’t want to.

Whitmore.

Warren.

That call.

I pressed my lips together and looked down at the brewer. “Something about this isn’t sitting right,” I said softly.

The drip picked up, steady and even, filling the carafe below with a deep, warm brown. I reached for a mug, the ceramic smooth and slightly warm from where it had been sitting near the machine, and poured a cup.

Steam curled up, carrying the scent with it.

I took a careful sip.

The first taste came through, clean and bright, just like I wanted. It moved across my tongue without weight, fresh and crisp. Then the middle settled in, smooth and steady, grounding it. Right at the end, that hint of sweetness stayed just long enough to make me notice it without overpowering anything else.

I held the mug there for a second, letting it settle.

Then I nodded.

“That’s it.”

I took another sip, slower this time, paying attention to how it finished. “This’ll sell all day long,” I said, already reaching for my notepad.

I wrote down the recipe before I could forget. “Ethiopian light roast, two parts. Colombian medium roast, one part,” I said as I wrote the words. “Costa Rican honey, half part.”

I tapped the pen lightly against the page and looked at the blend again. “It needs a name,” I murmured.

My gaze drifted toward the closed door, toward the boardwalk and the lake beyond it. The rhythm of oars hitting water echoed faintly in my memory, the steady pull of the teams out there practicing.

I looked back down at the page. “Spring Regatta Roast,” I said out loud.

I smiled to myself, the kind of smile that came easily when something landed just right. I took one more sip, letting the warmth settle in my chest, steady and familiar. For a few minutes, I stayed right there in the roastery, surrounded by the scent of fresh coffee.

Then I picked up the mug and headed for the office door, ready to get some paperwork done before I needed to meet Patrick at the Watershed.

Since he’d already stopped by to pick up Pepper, thrown my bike in the back of his truck, then gone home to let Sassy out, I changed into an outfit I already had there. An extra change of clothes was one thing I made sure I had in my office, because a day never went by that I didn’t spill coffee on myself.

While I sipped on my new Spring Regatta Roast, I changed into a cute little black dress that hit right at my knees. I pulled my hair out of the top knot and let it fall around my face in light curls.

I slipped my feet out of my tennis shoes and nudged them under the desk with the side of my foot then reached for the sandals I kept tucked beside the file cabinet. The leather straps were soft from wear, familiar as I slid them on and stood up. I took one last sip of the Spring Regatta Roast, let it settle, then glanced over at the stack of paperwork waiting for me.

It would still be there in the morning.

And I already knew how tomorrow was going to go.

I set the mug down, straightened the edge of the papers more out of habit than intention, and shook my head. “You can wait,” I said quietly, already turning toward the door. “I’ve got better things to do.”

I grabbed my bag, checked for my phone, then pushed through the office door and into the roastery. The warmth wrapped around me for a second before I moved through the swinging door and back into the Bean Hive.

The shop had shifted.

The rush was gone, replaced with a steady, easy flow. Sunlight poured through the front windows, stretching across the wooden floors and warming the café tables near the glass.

Becca English stood behind the counter, focused and steady, her movements quick but controlled. She poured a stream of milk into a cup, her wrist turning just slightly as she finished the latte with a clean leaf pattern on top. She slid it across the counter without looking up, already reaching for the next order.

“Show-off,” I said, stepping closer.

She glanced up with a quick grin. “You taught me,” she said, wiping her hands on a towel before grabbing another cup.

“That’s debatable,” I replied, leaning my hip lightly against the counter. “You’ve got a better hand than I do now.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice,” she said, nodding toward the line of empty cups waiting to be filled. “After-school crowd’s been steady.”

“I can see that,” I said, letting my eyes move over the shop.

Kelly worked the register, calling out orders while keeping one eye on the coffee bar. A couple of students sat near the window bars, backpacks dropped at their feet and drinks in hand as they talked low and easy.

Everything was running exactly the way it should.

“I’m heading out,” I said, pushing off the counter.

Becca didn’t miss a beat. “Good,” she said, already pouring another drink. “You’ve been here since before I went to school.”

“That long, huh?” I asked.

“That long,” she said, setting the cup down and turning it just slightly before sliding it across the counter.

“You’ve got everything?” I asked.

“We’re good,” Kelly said from the register, tapping in an order. “Go meet Patrick before he orders without you.”

“That man wouldn’t dare,” I said, though we all knew better.

“Go on,” Becca said, flicking her chin toward the door. “We’ve got this.”

I gave the shop one last look, taking in the warmth of it, the steady rhythm, the way everything settled into place even when I stepped away.

Then I pushed the door open and stepped out onto the boardwalk.

The sun sat lower over the lake, stretching light across the water in long, steady bands that moved with every ripple. I started down the boardwalk, my sandals making a soft, even sound against the wood. Each step felt slower than it had that morning, less urgent, giving me space to take it all in.

People lingered instead of rushing.

A couple sat on one of the benches facing the lake, their heads leaned in toward each other as they talked quietly. A group of kids stood near the railing pointing down at the water, their voices rising and falling in bursts of excitement before settling again.

Out on the lake, the rowing teams were still practicing.

The shells moved in straight, controlled lines, oars dipping into the water in perfect rhythm before pulling through. The sound carried across the lake, a steady pattern of movement that didn’t break.

The boardwalk curved ahead, leading toward the far end where the Watershed sat out over the lake. The glass walls caught the light, the reflection of the sky and water so clean it pulled your eye straight to it.

The metal bridge came into view, stretching out over the water toward the restaurant. Inside, I could see waitstaff moving between tables, with white linens bright against the darker interior and candles flickering as the early evening crowd settled in.

I adjusted my bag on my shoulder and stepped onto the bridge, the hollow sound beneath my feet marking each step, and I took a deep breath, letting go of the day and the investigation so I could really enjoy a rare dinner out.

The Watershed was quieter than the boardwalk, the kind of place where people leaned in close to talk and didn’t raise their voices any higher than they needed to. The glass walls stretched from floor to ceiling, giving a full view of the lake just beyond the deck where the water moved in slow, steady ripples. Inside, the scents of butter and grilled meat hung in the air, clean and layered, while the soft clink of silverware and low conversation blended together without ever rising above itself.

The moment I stepped inside, my eyes went straight to Patrick.

He was near the windows, exactly the spot I knew he’d pick, with the lake behind him and the light catching just enough to frame him in a way that made my chest tighten for a second. One arm rested along the back of his chair, his posture easy, and he smiled when he saw me. Then he stood up like a good Southern gentleman as I got closer.

He closed the distance in a few strides, one hand settling at my waist as he leaned in and pressed a kiss to my cheek. His stubble brushed my skin just enough to make me smile before I even pulled back.

“You look beautiful,” he said, his eyes scanning my face like he was checking to make sure I was alright.

“Thank you,” I said, my hand resting briefly against his chest before I stepped back just enough to take him in. “You clean up nice.”

“I do alright when I’m not covered in sawdust.” He glanced down at himself, a small grin pulling at his mouth.

“That’s debatable,” I said, but my tone softened it.

His hand lingered at my back as he turned slightly, guiding my attention toward the table. “Let’s eat,” he added, his voice lowering just a touch, then he pulled my chair out for me.

That was when I saw Drew sitting at another table.

He sat angled forward in his chair, his shoulders tight, his focus sharp in a way that didn’t match the setting. Across from him sat a man I didn’t recognize, dressed with just enough polish to blend in without drawing attention. His posture was controlled, and his presence was steady in a way that said he was used to conversations that mattered.

“Can you order me a glass of wine?” I asked Patrick before I took the seat he was offering me. “I’ll be right back.”

I slowed as I approached Drew.

“Hey,” Drew said, straightening slightly, that guarded look slipping back into place the second he saw me.

“Hey,” I replied. “I’m glad to see you taking in one of our finer restaurants while you’re here.” My eyes moved to the man across from him. “Hi, I’m Roxy Bloom-Cane. I own the Bean Hive Coffee Shop, and I’m the town lawyer.”

He gave me a funny look.

“Sometimes we wear two hats around these parts,” I said and smiled.

“Calvin Stroud,” he said, not bothering to stand. He wasn’t Southern. “I’ve been talking to our mutual friend, Drew, on switching his agency to me. Of course, I hate that Coach Whitmore is no longer with us, but as I told Drew, this can now open doors for him that Whitmore gatekept.”

“You mind if I borrow him?” I asked, my voice light but direct.

Pushing his chair back before Calvin could answer, Drew said quickly, “I’ll be right back.”

Drew followed me outside the Watershed toward the deck where you could rent a boat for a private dinner. He didn’t say anything, but I felt it all the same. He knew exactly what I was doing.

The water moved just below us, steady and quiet, the rhythm of it settling into the space between us.

Drew didn’t look at me right away. He ran a hand along the back of his neck then dropped it, his shoulders tight, his weight shifting slightly from one foot to the other. “Lawyer,” he said, finally looking at me. “You’re a lawyer?”

I held his gaze without hesitation. “I am,” I said, keeping my tone steady.

He nodded once, like that confirmed something he’d already been thinking. “Then I need to be careful,” he said.

“You need to be honest,” I replied, my voice firm without rising. “Because if you’re holding onto anything tied to Whitmore and this turns into something bigger than it already is, it’s not going to stay contained. And when it comes out, it won’t be him answering questions.”

His jaw tightened, and I saw it land.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” he said, his voice sharper.

“That’s not what I asked,” I said, holding steady. “What do you know?”

He hesitated, his eyes dropping briefly before coming back to mine.

I didn’t rush him.

“If you lie to me again,” I said, lowering my voice just enough to make him focus, “and this comes back around, you don’t get to fix it later. It follows you. Into every team, every contract, every opportunity you’ve worked for.”

His shoulders shifted, the tension tightening before easing just slightly. “I saw an email,” he said finally.

I stayed still, letting him keep going.

“It wasn’t meant for me,” he continued, his voice lower. “But I saw it. Whitmore had been dealing with an agent on my behalf.”

My eyes flicked briefly toward the door behind us, toward the man still sitting at the table inside. “That one?” I asked.

Drew didn’t answer right away. His mouth pressed into a line before he shook his head. “I got mad because he isn’t supposed to be making me any deals unless I know about it. He isn’t even supposed to be talking to agents unless I know about it,” Drew said.

“What kind of deal?” I asked.

“Data,” he said. “Things like my training data, performance numbers, and some internal information.”

My stomach tightened, but I didn’t let it show. “He was selling it,” I said, watching him closely.

“That’s what it looked like,” Drew replied. “Or he was about to.”

“And you didn’t report it.”

His eyes snapped back to mine. “If I had, they would’ve opened an investigation. My eligibility would’ve been frozen. Everything I’ve worked for would’ve been gone before I even had a shot.”

“So you stayed quiet.”

“I stayed focused,” he said, but there wasn’t much strength behind it.

“And now he’s dead,” I said, letting the words settle between us.

Drew didn’t respond. His gaze shifted past me for a second, out toward the lake, before coming back.

“You think that’s connected?” I asked.

“I think he was dealing with people he shouldn’t have been dealing with,” Drew said carefully.

“And Warren Gill?” I asked.

That name changed something in his expression.

He hesitated again, longer this time. “That call you heard,” he said, his voice dropping even more. “It wasn’t just about a sponsor.”

I didn’t move.

“It was about control,” he said.

“Why tell me now?” I asked.

“Because you’re already in it. Now that I know you’re a lawyer,” he said. “And I don’t want to be the one left holding something that takes me down with it. You can represent me.”

I nodded once, slow and steady.

“I took this meeting with Calvin so I could have some control back, but the meeting was planned before Coach Whitmore was killed,” he said, his voice cracking.

“It’s not the time or place to talk here,” I told him. “When can we meet to talk about all of this?”

“I can meet tomorrow morning after my practice,” he said, a worried look crossing his face.

“What time is that?” I asked.

“Probably around nine, nine thirty a.m,” he estimated.

“Come to the Bean Hive. I’ll be in my office,” I told him as I started to walk off. “We can discuss everything in private there. And you better show up.” I used my lawyer voice to be somewhat intimidating, though everything I was doing was legal.

Drew headed in before I did. I kept a little distance just so I could see Calvin’s reaction if Drew said anything when he sat back down at the table. But from what I could tell, there was no reaction between them.

“What was all of that about?” Patrick asked. He fiddled with the stem of his wineglass.

“I’d tell you, but you wouldn’t like it,” I said and picked up my wine glass to take a sip. “So why don’t we forget all about that and enjoy our date.”

“Cheers to that,” Patrick said with a smile on his face. Then he proceeded to tell me all about his day at the construction office.


CHAPTER TEN


By the time Pepper and I reached the marina the next morning, the night had not fully let go. A pale moon still hung low over the lake, faint against a sky that had started to lighten at the edges. The water below reflected both, dark and soft with small ripples that tapped gently against the sides of the dock. Each quiet lap carried a steady rhythm, the kind that settled into the background and stayed there.

The wooden planks beneath my feet held on to the cool from the night. As I stepped farther out, the faint creak of the dock shifted under my weight, blending with the ferry engine turning over.

Big Bib was already there.

He stood near the pontoon, his broad back turned as he leaned over the motor, with one hand braced against the railing while the other worked with practiced ease. His red suspenders stretched across his shoulders, the denim of his overalls worn soft in places and darkened with grease in others. The sleeves of his flannel were rolled up past his elbows, exposing thick forearms marked with years of work.

The engine gave a low, steady rumble as he adjusted something, then paused, then kicked back into motion again. The smell of gasoline mixed with the damp scent of lake water and old wood, and the air carried a chill that hadn’t yet been chased away by the sun.

“Morning,” I called out as I stepped fully onto the dock.

He turned his head first, then his whole body followed, his eyes narrowing slightly before recognition set in. His expression eased into a familiar grin as he straightened, wiping his hands on a rag that looked like it had lived in his pocket for years.

“Well, now,” he said, his voice low and rough from the early hour. “You’re up before the town’s even thinkin’ about wakin’.”

“I’ve got somewhere to be,” I said, stepping closer as Pepper moved ahead of me, his tail already working.

Big Bib bent down without hesitation, reaching into the front pocket of his overalls. The fabric rustled as he dug around, then he pulled out a dog treat and held it out.

Pepper took it quickly, settling in right at his feet. He was used to taking the ferry with me when I went to the Bee Happy Spa or even just to the Bee Farm.

“Figured as much,” Big Bib said, giving Pepper a scratch behind the ears before straightening again. “Only folks I see this early are the ones headed across or the ones who ain’t slept yet.”

I let my gaze drift out over the marina.

It looked different at that hour. The boats sat still in their slips, ropes pulled tight and reflections stretching long across the water. The boathouse stood off to the side, quiet, the door shut and the space around it empty in a way that didn’t match what had happened there.

The ferry shifted slightly as the engine idled, the soft vibration traveling through the dock under my feet. A loose line tapped against one of the posts, a quiet, steady sound that carried just enough to be noticed.

“First run this morning’s at six,” he said and glanced toward the lake. “Same as always. I haven’t taken nobody across yet.”

“You’re sure?” I asked, keeping my tone easy even as I watched him closely.

He stepped fully off the ferry and onto the dock, the wood shifting under his weight as he nodded once.

“Yes I’m sure,” he said. “Not many folks trying to get to the island before the sun’s up.”

I glanced past him toward the boathouse. The door was shut, and the space around it was still in a way that didn’t feel right after yesterday. “So if someone had a six o’clock appointment at the spa,” I said, motioning faintly toward the island across the water, “they’d have to be on your first run.”

“That’s right,” he said without hesitation. “Only way across unless you got your own boat, and I didn’t see nobody heading out from here.”

“Anyone around at all?” I asked. “Before I got here.”

He turned his head, scanning the marina out of habit before looking back at me. “Nope,” he said.

“And the day before yesterday?” I asked, stepping a little closer. “Before you found him.”

He let out a slow breath and shifted his weight, his gaze drifting back toward the boathouse. “That was different,” he said. “More movement. Folks in and out. I didn’t think nothin’ of it at the time.”

He reached into his overalls pocket, digging around until he pulled out a handful of odds and ends and sorted through them in his palm.

“Picked up a few things off the dock while I was getting ready,” he said. “Figured it was just more of that regatta mess.”

He lifted a strip of black material between his fingers, holding it up so I could see it clearly. The edges were worn down, one end stretched thin like it had been pulled tight before it gave.

“That’s from the rowing gear,” he said. “Grip tape. Been seeing a lot of it with these teams.”

“Where’d you find it?” I asked, my eyes fixed on it.

“Near the side of the boathouse,” he said. “Close to where I found him.”

“Can I see it?” I asked.

He handed it over, and I turned it between my fingers, feeling the rough surface, the places where it had been smoothed down from use. It wasn’t new, and it hadn’t just fallen off on its own.

“Probably just trash,” he said, already turning back toward the ferry.

“Probably,” I said. I held the strip of tape for a second longer than I meant to before handing it back, my fingers brushing his as he took it and tucked it into the front pocket of his overalls without a second thought.

He reached for the rope tied to the dock. “You ready?” he asked.

“I am,” I said, stepping closer to the ferry. “Got a six o’clock appointment I don’t plan on missing.”

He gave a small huff under his breath as he worked the knot loose. “Well,” he said, glancing back at me, “you’ll be the first one on today.”

I stepped onto the ferry, the metal cool under my sandals as the engine hummed beneath me, and I looked back once more toward the boathouse before we pushed off.

If Nadia had a six o’clock appointment and I was the first one heading to the island, then she wasn’t where she said she was going to be.

Big Bib absently reached into another pocket and came up with a treat for Pepper.

“Well, now, don’t tell nobody,” he muttered, glancing around like he was about to get caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to, “but I might’ve found another one.”

Pepper popped to his feet and wagged his little tail.

I let out a small breath, watching them. “You’re going to ruin him,” I said.

“He looks like he could use a little spoiling,” Big Bib said, crouching down with a grunt that sounded like it came from somewhere deep in his chest. He held the treat out flat on his palm, letting Pepper take it carefully this time. “Ain’t that right, boy?”

Pepper took it gently then stayed right there, pressing his side against Big Bib’s knee.

Big Bib scratched behind his ears, his big hand moving slowly and easily, and his rough fingers were careful in a way that didn’t match the rest of him. “Good dog,” he said quietly, almost to himself.

While I settled on a bench, my attention drifted over to the small bench near the front where I noticed a piece of paper jammed under a boat screw.

I carefully stood up and walked over to that bench and bent over to pick up the paper where I noticed there was a list written on it. I read it in my head.

Checklist for 5:00 a.m.:

	Inspect Shells 

	Verify Oars 

	Dispose of the damaged roll of grip tape 




My eyes went straight to that last line.

Dispose of the damaged roll of grip tape.

The words sat there plain as anything, but my stomach tightened anyway. I could still feel the texture of that strip Big Bib had handed me, the way it had stretched, the way it didn’t look like something that had just been tossed aside.

“Find somethin interesting?” Big Bib’s voice carried over the rumble of the ferry engine as he glanced back at me from the driver’s seat.

I looked up, the paper still in my hand.

“Just this,” I said, holding it up slightly. “You know whose this is? Or who sat here?”

“Looks like one of them team checklists,” he said. “They’re always writing things down, making sure they got all their gear straight.”

“Do you know who was sitting here?” I asked again, a little louder in case he didn’t hear me the first time.

He shook his head. “Could’ve been any of ’em,” he said. “They’ve been in and out of that boathouse since they got here.”

I nodded slowly, but my eyes dropped back to the piece of paper.

I traced the edge of the paper lightly with my thumb, taking in the way the ink had pressed into it, the slight indentation left behind. “Mind if I hang on to this?” I asked.

“Ain’t mine,” he said. “If it helps you make sense of all this, you go right ahead.”

I folded it once, carefully, and slipped it into my jacket pocket.

Halfway across the lake, I looked back toward the boathouse one more time, the shape of it sitting still against the water.

Dispose of the damaged roll of grip tape.

That wasn’t just a note. That was a clue. I must’ve read it a hundred times as the ferry carried me across the lake, my thumb pressing along the fold where I’d tucked it into my jacket pocket and pulled it back out again.

The engine hummed steadily beneath my feet, a low vibration that traveled up through the metal deck, while the smell of gasoline mixed with the damp scent of lake water and sun-warmed wood.

Pepper stood at the edge of the boat with his front paws braced against the railing, his nose working the air as the shoreline slowly shifted behind us. The boardwalk stretched out in the distance, the Bean Hive’s striped awning just visible, and for a second, it felt like I’d left something simple behind and stepped straight into something that wasn’t going to untangle easily.

Big Bib adjusted the throttle slightly, the engine shifting in tone as we cut across the open stretch of water. The lake moved around us in slow, steady waves that tapped against the sides of the boat, each one catching the early light that had finally pushed the moon out of sight.

“Dock’s coming up,” he called out, his voice carrying over the motor.

The wooden dock stretched out ahead with its weathered boards and tied-off posts, the path beyond it leading into the trees where the spa sat tucked away. As we eased closer, something caught my eye.

A shell.

It rested just off to the side of the dock, tied loosely, its narrow body sitting low in the water. One oar lay balanced across the riggers while the other sat inside the boat, not secured the way it should’ve been if it had been put away properly. A small towel had been tossed near the seat, still damp and clinging to the wood.

I stepped closer to the edge of the ferry, my gaze narrowing as I took it in.

The ferry bumped lightly against the dock, the sound of wood meeting metal sharp in the quiet morning. Big Bib moved quickly, looping the rope around the post and securing it with a practiced pull.

I stepped off the ferry onto the dock, and made sure the boards were solid under my feet before I picked Pepper up. After I put him down and said goodbye to Big Bib, I walked straight toward the shell. My eyes moved back to the water, tracing the line from the island to the marina on the other side.

Had Nadia rowed the shell across the lake on her own? She’d been making sure no one saw where she really was. Is that how she would’ve acted if she killed Coach Whitmore?

I pulled my camera out of my bag and took a few snapshots. Pepper had already run ahead to smell all the fun things he could find or, more importantly, to see what critters he could discover there that weren’t on the mainland.

“There,” I said and put the lid back on the lens. “I’ve documented it, just in case it’s Nadia’s.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


I stepped off the ferry dock with Pepper at my side, the wood still damp and cool beneath my sneakers. Behind me, Big Bib moved around on the pontoon, its ropes creaking while the water tapped steadily against the sides. Pepper twisted back for one last look, his tail going hard like he might ditch me for that big dog if I gave him half a chance. I gave the leash a gentle tug and told him not to even think about it, though I had a feeling he was considering it anyway.

The air felt different the second we left the dock, cooler and quieter in a way that settled over everything. Morning hadn’t fully arrived yet. The sky held the soft gray-blue color of that stretch right before sunrise, when the light is there but hasn’t committed. The lake behind us still looked half asleep, but the bees didn’t seem to care one bit. Their low buzz carried from somewhere up near the Bee Farm, steady and busy, and it mixed with the warm scent of honey that drifted through the air. It wasn’t overwhelming, just present enough to remind you where you were.

I paused at the edge of the path and took a slow breath, letting it out as I looked up at the hills. Spring had come in overnight, the way it always seemed to do in Kentucky. One day everything looked bare, and the next the trees were filled in with that fresh green that let the early light slip right through. Redbuds dotted the slopes in deep pinks and purples, and the dogwoods had started to open, their white blooms catching what little light there was.

Pepper sniffed the air hard and sneezed then shook his head like he didn’t approve of any of it. I muttered that I understood and started us down the trail, which cut through tall grass and patches of wildflowers that had popped up wherever they pleased. Yellow and white blooms filled most of the space, with bits of blue tucked in if you looked close enough. Nothing about it felt planned, which made it better.

The ground still held on to last night’s rain, and each step gave a soft squish that made me watch where I was placing my feet. Pepper didn’t share that concern. He zigzagged ahead of me, nose down, following every scent like it might lead him to something worth reporting back on. I told him to stay where I could see him, and he paused just long enough to glance over his shoulder before going right back to his business.

As we moved farther from the dock, the sounds shifted. The ripple of the water faded behind us, replaced by birds starting up for the morning. It wasn’t loud yet, but it was building, with chirps and calls coming from different directions as everything woke up. Every now and then, something rustled in the brush—likely a squirrel or a rabbit getting an early start. The path narrowed as it led us into the trees, and the air cooled another notch. Light filtered through the new leaves overhead, thin and soft, barely blocked by anything yet, and flat stones had been set through the muddier patches to keep the trail passable.

That was when I noticed the first sign hanging on a tree just off the path. The word Serene had been painted in looping letters, the kind meant to make you slow down whether you wanted to or not. I kept walking. A few steps later, another sign leaned against a stack of stones, this one reading Quiet Your Mind. I muttered that it wasn’t happening, and Pepper trotted past like he had better things to focus on. More signs appeared as we walked, each one spaced out just enough to catch your eye. Bliss. Relaxation. Pure Indulgence. It was clear the place had a whole plan for how you were supposed to feel by the time you arrived.

Somewhere off to my right, a soft chime rang out, followed by a lower sound that reminded me of a small gong being struck just once. I slowed without meaning to, listening as the sound drifted through the trees and settled. The air shifted again as we walked, the honey scent fading and giving way to something cleaner. Eucalyptus, I figured, with lavender underneath it. Not strong, just steady enough to notice.

Pepper stayed closer, his pace matching mine as the path began to widen. Up ahead, the trees started to thin, and I caught my first glimpse of the spa. The roofline rose above the branches, those honey-colored tiles picking up the faintest hint of early-morning light as the sky shifted toward soft gold. Off to the side, the edge of the pool came into view, steam lifting from the surface in slow curls before disappearing into the cool air. Beyond it, the lake stretched out, quiet and still, holding on to the last of the night.

Everything about the place was designed to slow a person down, to ease them into some kind of calm before they ever stepped inside. I kept moving at my own pace, tightening my grip on Pepper’s leash as he bumped against my leg, and I glanced down at him before turning my attention back to the path ahead. Somewhere inside that spa, Nadia Voss was waiting at her six o’clock tension-relief appointment, and there wasn’t a single part of me that believed that was the real reason she was there.

The pool stretched out along the edge of the property, its surface smooth except for the slow curl of steam rising into the cool morning air. The water looked warm enough to sink right into, but the place was empty, not a single towel draped over a chair and not a ripple of movement in the pool. The only sounds came from the faint lap of water against the edge and the quiet crackle of a nearby firepit that had been lit before sunrise. Beyond the pool, the lake spread out in a soft gray-blue, still holding onto the last bit of night, with just a hint of light starting to touch the far shoreline.

The rest of the spa came into view as I walked closer, rising up behind the pool in three tiers of mosaic tile that made the whole place look warmer than the morning air felt. I stepped onto the terra-cotta walkway, the clean tiles a sharp contrast to the damp trail behind me, and passed beneath a wide archway covered in tiny pieces of colored stone that had been set in swirling patterns. Everything from that point on felt deliberate, like every step had been planned to ease you into slowing down, whether you meant to or not.

Inside, the shift was immediate. The scent of eucalyptus and lavender wrapped around me before I even had time to take in the room, clean and sharp with just enough sweetness to keep it from feeling medicinal. The lobby stretched out in front of me, all rich wood and deep colors, with thick carpet underfoot that swallowed the sound of my steps. Plush leather chairs sat arranged in quiet clusters around low tables. The front desk stood off to the side, where a staff member was already moving with quiet purpose, setting out keys and checking something on a clipboard. Somewhere in the background, soft chimes and low music blended together, the kind of sound you almost didn’t notice until you did.

“Roxy.” Crissy appeared from behind the desk like she’d been waiting on me, her voice low but urgent, which didn’t exactly match the mood the place was trying to set.

She took one look at me then at Pepper and waved a hand toward the side hallway. “You need to hurry. Nadia’s already in the relaxation room and in a robe. They’re about to take her back.”

I didn’t waste time. I gave Pepper a quick pat, handed his leash off to Crissy, then headed in the direction she pointed.

The relaxation lounge sat just off the main hallway, tucked behind a set of wide doors that muted the sounds of the lobby the second I stepped through. The space felt warmer, softer, like it had been sealed off from anything sharp or hurried. Low lighting caught on glass bowls filled with smooth river stones and rows of neatly rolled towels stacked on open shelves. The scent of eucalyptus and lavender hung thicker there, not overpowering but constant. Somewhere out of sight, water trickled in a steady rhythm, and faint chimes drifted in and out beneath it.

A handful of lounge chairs lined the walls, each one angled just enough to give the illusion of privacy without actually offering it. A small table nearby held a row of glass pitchers—cucumber water, something green I wasn’t about to try that early—and one clear pitcher with lemon slices floating at the top. That was the one Nadia had chosen.

She sat wrapped in a white robe, one leg crossed over the other, her posture straight in a way that didn’t match the whole “relaxation” situation. Her hair was pulled back, not a strand out of place, and she held the glass of lemon water like it was part of a routine she wasn’t about to break just because a murder had happened a few hours earlier. If anything, she looked more put together than anyone had a right to look at that hour.

“Nadia,” I said, keeping my tone easy as I stepped closer. “Didn’t expect to see you here this early.”

Her eyes flicked up to mine, sharp and assessing before she smoothed it over with something polite. “Roxy. I could say the same.”

I took the chair across from her, settling in like I had all the time in the world even though my brain was already moving three steps ahead. If Nadia was as guarded as everyone said, pushing too hard wouldn’t get me anywhere. It had to feel like a conversation she wanted to have.

“I was just talking to Crissy,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “She mentioned you had a pretty early start this morning. Five a.m. at the boathouse for equipment checks? That’s dedication.”

“It’s routine,” Nadia said, taking a slow sip of her water. “Someone has to make sure everything is in order before the team gets there.”

“Of course,” I said, nodding like I understood completely. “And doing it alone, that’s your usual setup?”

“It’s more efficient.”

I let that sit for a second then tilted my head just enough to keep it casual. “When you were down there, did you happen to notice if Gordy Fitch was already set up at the Bait and Tackle Shop? I heard he’s been complaining about lane assignments being stacked since before sunrise.”

Something flickered across her face, quick enough that most people might miss it. Not surprise. Recognition.

“He was there,” she said, setting her glass down carefully. “Earlier than anyone else. Watching.”

“Watching?” I repeated, like it was just a word I was curious about.

“The shells. The water. Hard to tell with him,” she said, her tone measured. “He’s been… vocal lately.”

“I’ve heard,” I said. “Something about things being stacked against his team?”

Her mouth pressed into a thin line for just a second. “He confronted Coach Whitmore about it. Loud enough for anyone nearby to hear. Said the lanes were already decided before the race even started.”

“What time was that?” I asked, keeping my voice steady.

“Before five,” she said. “He mentioned he’d been up since four dealing with what he called ‘nonsense.’”

That lined up a little too neatly.

I leaned back slightly, shifting gears just enough to keep her from locking back down. “As the trainer, you’re the one responsible for the equipment, right? Making sure everything’s where it should be?”

“Yes.”

“Did you notice anything off when you did your check?” I asked. “Missing grip tape, anything out of place, or was it all exactly how you expected it to be?”

Her gaze held mine a beat longer this time. “Everything looked as it should.”

“Good,” I said like that was the answer I wanted. Then I let out a small breath and added, “I’m going to put my lawyer hat on for a second, so bear with me.”

That got her attention.

“With everything that’s happened,” I continued, “there’s going to be questions about responsibility. Liability. Especially if Coach Whitmore was handling things outside the usual channels.” I watched her closely. “Drew mentioned he had a habit of… managing information. Performance data, athlete numbers. Did he ever ask you to send anything directly to him instead of logging it through the team system?”

Nadia’s expression didn’t change much, but her shoulders tightened just enough to give her away. “He liked to stay informed,” she said carefully.

“That’s one way to put it,” I replied. “But if he was bypassing the usual process, that puts the whole program at risk. Sponsors don’t love surprises, especially when it comes to athlete data.”

She picked up her glass again, taking another slow sip. “The coach handled his own business.”

“I’m sure he did,” I said. “But Warren Gill didn’t sound too confident about that. He mentioned something about loyalty and the possibility of the program becoming… unstable.”

That word landed.

“If Lakeview gets pulled,” I went on, keeping my tone even, “all that data you’ve worked on doesn’t just disappear. It gets reviewed. Picked apart. People start asking who knew what and when.”

Her gaze sharpened again, that edge coming back. “You’re concerned about the athletes,” she said.

“I am,” I answered. “And right now, the best way to protect them is to understand exactly what was happening behind the scenes.”

She didn’t answer right away, and the quiet stretched just long enough to feel deliberate. Somewhere down the hall, a door opened and closed, soft enough not to disturb the calm that the spa was working so hard to maintain.

I shifted again, easing us back into something that looked less like an interrogation. “Crissy mentioned you booked this appointment pretty quickly. Said you were feeling a lot of tension.”

Nadia gave a small, humorless smile. “You could say that.”

“Was that just the stress of the regatta,” I asked, “or did it have anything to do with that speakerphone call between the coach and Warren?”

Her fingers tightened slightly around the glass. “You hear things,” she said.

“Small town,” I replied. “Hard not to.”

She exhaled slowly, her gaze drifting for just a second before coming back to me. “There was pressure,” she admitted. “From more than one direction.”

I nodded, letting her have that without pushing too fast. “When you left the boathouse, did you see anyone else on the boardwalk? Or was it as quiet as it seemed when Big Bib found Coach?”

Her eyes narrowed just a fraction, like she was deciding how much to give me. “It wasn’t empty,” she said finally. “Gordy was still out there. And…” She paused then added, “I thought I saw someone on the far pier. Near the Bait Shop office. They had a camera setup. Looked like they were taking photos.”

My stomach gave a small twist at that.

“Early riser,” I said lightly.

“Or not there for the scenery,” Nadia replied. “Again, Gordy believed the lane assignments were stacked against him, which would give him reason to have…”

“Have what?” I asked as though I didn’t know.

“You know,” she muttered then gulped.

“Why didn’t you take the ferry over this morning?” I asked.

“What are you doing?” Nadia sat up on the edge of the seat and narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you accusing me of killing Coach?” she half smiled and half snarled.

“No,” I shook my head, not technically lying but trying to get to the truth. “I was on the ferry this morning, and it’s the first ferry of the day. When I got off, I noticed a rowing shell, and here you are.” I shrugged. “You know, two and two.”

“I’m a trainer.” She shook her head with a look of disbelief on her face then eased back into the seat. “A good trainer still does the activities of the athletes she trains. I am a collegiate rowing trainer. I keep in good physical shape not only by rowing but the way I eat. My lifestyle. I lead by example. And trust me, murdering someone isn’t by example. Besides, I have no reason to have killed Coach.”

“I would think you could give him valuable information about stats of some athletes. I would think that the more athletes on his team go pro, the better coaching jobs he could get, as well as move up to a professional level himself.” I had no idea where that came from, because I didn’t know squat about rowing or really about any professional sport.

And that was why I was a lawyer.

“Yes, I do have stats that could help out with that, but I don’t disclose those to coaches,” she said. “I give all that information to the athletes I train, and they can do what they want with it. But there is no reason for me to harm another human.”

She hadn’t really offered me much to base more questions on, so I sat there and pondered what she’d said about Gordy’s early start, his argument with Coach, and then the possibility that he’d been watching more than just the water. The picture was starting to come together in a way I didn’t like.

I leaned back in my chair, keeping my expression neutral even as my mind moved ahead. The way the early sun had shone a spotlight on the Bait and Tackle Shop the other morning wasn’t just a detail anymore. It was a direction.

And I had a feeling that whatever Gordy Fitch had been doing out there on that pier, it wasn’t just fishing.

A soft knock sounded against the doorframe, followed by Crissy’s voice, low and practiced like she didn’t want to disturb the calm any more than necessary.

“Nadia? We’re ready for you.”

Nadia didn’t look startled. If anything, she looked relieved for the interruption, setting her glass of lemon water down with the same controlled precision she’d used the entire time we’d been talking. She stood, smoothing the front of her robe as she turned toward me.

“I should take this,” she said, though it wasn’t really a question.

“Of course,” I replied, rising with her.

She hesitated just long enough to glance back at me. “I’ll be by the Bean Hive later. The team will need protein drinks after this morning, and I’d prefer to handle it myself.”

“Great,” I nodded. “We will whip them up when you get there.”

Without another word, Nadia crossed to a small side table tucked near the wall where a stack of spa stationery had been set out beside a glass dish of pens. She picked one up and jotted something down quickly, her handwriting neat and sharp, then tore the sheet free and handed it to me.

“Make sure it’s ready,” she said.

“It will be,” I answered, folding the paper once and slipping it into my pocket.

Crissy stepped back to give Nadia space then guided her toward the hallway that led to the treatment rooms, and let Pepper into the room with me.

Nadia didn’t look back as she followed, her posture just as straight and controlled as when I’d first seen her.

The door closed softly behind them, and the room settled back into its quiet rhythm.

Pepper looked up at me, his ears perked and his eyes following the direction Nadia had gone.

“Yeah,” I murmured, glancing down at him. “I’ve got a feeling we’re not done with her yet.”

He gave a small huff, like he agreed, and I reached for his leash as my mind shifted ahead to the marina, the pier, and exactly what Gordy Fitch might have been doing out there before sunrise.


CHAPTER TWELVE


As I stepped into the Bean Hive’s kitchen, the comforting warmth of the ovens already filled the space. The coffee shop had that lively morning hum, with the murmured conversations, the whir of the espresso machine, and the occasional laugh drifting in from the front. I had about an hour before Drew showed up, so I figured I’d make something fresh, something that smelled like spring.

I pulled out a mixing bowl and decided on lemon-lavender scones. The bright citrus and subtle floral always reminded me of spring in Kentucky, all fresh starts and crisp mornings. As I zested a lemon, the sharp, tangy scent filled the air, mingling with the soft aroma of lavender buds I’d picked up at the farmer’s market.

Flour. Sugar. Butter. My hands worked the dough, the coolness of it grounding me while I kneaded. The steady ticking of the timer, the gentle whir of the oven fan, and the faint clatter of pans as I reached for one gave the kitchen a comforting rhythm of its own.

I shaped the dough into a round, slicing it into neat triangles before brushing each one lightly with cream. I slid the tray of scones into the oven, the heat brushing up against my face before I shut the door and twisted the timer into place.

Out front, I could hear the rush building. Cups clinked against saucers, the espresso machine hissed as milk steamed, and voices overlapped in that easy morning way that always meant we were heading straight toward a full house.

I wiped my hands down the front of my apron, brushing off a bit of flour that had clung there, and turned toward the butcher paper we had taped along the wall. The edges had curled just slightly from the heat of the kitchen, and the black marker lines we had already drawn stood out boldly against the pale surface.

The murder board.

I reached for the marker where I had left it on the prep table, turning it once in my fingers before pulling the cap free. The faint scent of ink mixed with lemon zest and warm dough, and for a second I just stood there, looking at what we had so far.

Coach Whitmore’s name sat at the top, written larger than the rest, everything else branching out beneath it in pieces that didn’t quite fit together yet but were starting to lean in that direction.

I stepped closer and added a note below his name, my handwriting steady as I wrote.

Strangled with rowing grip tape. Layered. Pulled tight.

The words looked stark on the page, and I found myself thinking back to the feel of that strip Big Bib had handed me that morning. The rough surface. The stretch in it. The way it hadn’t looked like something that had just fallen off and been left behind.

I moved to the side and wrote again, building it out.

“Grip tape found near boathouse,” I spoke aloud as I wrote it on the paper. “Separate strip recovered.”

I paused, tapping the marker lightly against the paper as I considered it. If there had been enough tape to strangle him and still for another piece to be left behind, then whoever had done it either hadn’t been careful or they had been interrupted.

Neither option sat comfortably.

I shifted my weight and added another line, my thoughts moving back to what I’d seen when the body was found.

Body still warm. No rigor mortis. Narrow window.

That tightened things. It meant whoever had done it hadn’t had much time to get in and out. It also meant anyone nearby during that window mattered more than they might want to admit.

The scent of the scones began to change behind me, the lemon lifting up more strongly as the heat worked through the dough, and it settled into the air along with the faint floral hint of lavender. It should’ve been comforting. Normally, it was. That morning, it just gave me something steady to stand in while everything else shifted.

I moved to a clean section of the paper and wrote again.

“Nadia rowed the shell to the island,” I spoke as I wrote the words and imagined what it had looked like as she did this. “She is comfortable in the dark. Under disguise? Why wouldn’t she take the ferry?” Those were questions I wished I’d asked her when I’d had her cornered in the relaxation room that morning.

I stepped back just enough to look at it then leaned in and added another line below it.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the folded note, the paper already soft at the creases from all the times I had handled it that morning. I smoothed it out flat against the prep table, pressing my palm over it before grabbing a piece of tape and securing it to the butcher paper on the wall.

“Five a.m. checklist,” I read out loud, my voice quieter now that I was hearing it again in that space. “Inspect shells. Verify oars.” I paused, my eyes locking onto the last line as I said it. “Dispose of damaged grip tape.”

The words sat there, plain and simple, but something about them hit differently as I was standing there, surrounded by everything else we’d already pieced together.

I leaned in closer, my eyes tracing over the handwriting, then headed straight for my office, my heart picking up in a way that had nothing to do with the morning rush out front. The sounds of the Bean Hive followed me in, but the hiss of milk steaming, the voices layered over each other, the clatter of cups—all of it felt distant compared to the one thought pushing me forward.

I yanked open my purse, where I had tossed Nadia’s protein drink order earlier, my fingers moving fast as I dug through until I found it. The paper crinkled as I pulled it free, and I nearly dropped it before catching it again.

“Come on,” I muttered, already turning back toward the kitchen.

I held both pages side by side, one taped up, one in my hand, and leaned in close. My eyes moved back and forth between them.

The same sharp slant to the letters.

The same way the t was crossed just a little higher than it should’ve been.

The same tight loop in the p.

I lifted Nadia’s note closer, holding it right beside the checklist.

There wasn’t a difference.

Not one.

“Oh my gosh,” I breathed out, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

I pressed the protein order flat against the board, my fingers holding it there as if it might somehow change if I let go. “Handwriting matches Nadia Voss,” I said, my voice louder this time, the realization settling in fully as I stepped back and stared at both notes side by side.

She hadn’t just been at the boathouse.

She hadn’t just written a list.

She had planned to get rid of the very thing that had been used to kill him.

And it was right there in front of me.

“Roxy? Roxy?” I heard my name being called, and I jerked around to face Birdie standing at the swinging door to the coffee shop. “Are you okay? I called for you a couple of times.”

“I’m fine.” I jabbed the paper. “I think I have our first real good clue.”

“I can’t wait to hear it, but Drew is here to talk to you. He said you forced him here as the town lawyer.” Birdie gave me a wry smile because she knew the little white-lie tactic I had used.

“Oh yeah.” I motioned for her to send him in. “Really fast, can you make a copy of this order and take the photocopy out on the counter so we can have these made for Nadia when she comes in?”

“Sure.” Birdie nodded and walked over to take the piece of paper the order was written on while I quickly took the murder board paper off the wall. That was the last thing Drew needed see, and I still had plenty of questions for him that I needed answered, even though I felt like I had made a big discovery with Nadia’s little notes.

Birdie disappeared through the swinging door with the paper in hand, and I barely had time to take one last look at the board before I pulled it down from the wall. The butcher paper made a soft tearing sound as I peeled the tape loose, and I rolled it quickly, tucking it under the prep table out of sight. The kitchen suddenly felt smaller without it up there, like I’d taken down something that had been holding the whole room together.

I wiped my hands on my apron again, more out of habit than anything, and forced myself to take a steady breath. The smell of the scones had deepened, warm and citrusy, with the lavender just underneath the lemon, soft and familiar. It should’ve settled me. It didn’t.

The swinging door creaked open behind me, and I turned just as Drew Holt stepped into the kitchen.

He hesitated just inside the doorway, his eyes adjusting from the brighter shop floor to the warmer, dimmer kitchen light. He was dressed in athletic shorts and a fitted team shirt, like he had somewhere to be right after that, and his posture already carried that tight, controlled energy I’d noticed the first time we met.

“You said this wouldn’t take long,” he said, his voice low, but there was an edge to it that hadn’t been there before.

“It won’t,” I said, motioning him farther in. “I just needed somewhere we could talk without half the town listening in.”

His gaze flicked once toward the swinging door then back to me, and he stepped farther into the kitchen. He didn’t relax, not even a little, but he stopped just short of the prep table and folded his arms across his chest, like he was bracing himself for whatever I was about to say.

I moved over to the oven and pulled the tray of scones out, setting them on the counter between us. The tops were lightly golden, the edges just crisp enough, and the scent filled the space in a way that would’ve had most people reaching for one without thinking.

“Lemon lavender,” I said, picking one up with a towel and setting it onto a plate. “Spring blend. You want one?”

He glanced at it then shook his head once. “I can’t,” he said. “Nadia’s got us on a pretty tight plan right now. She’ll lose it if I start messing with it.”

I nodded, filing that away without comment as I set the scone back down.

“That actually works out,” I said, turning toward him and leaning my hip lightly against the counter. “Because Nadia’s part of why I asked you here.”

His expression didn’t change, but something in his stance shifted just enough for me to see it. “Yeah?” he said carefully.

“Yeah,” I replied, keeping my voice even. “But we’re going to start with you.”

He let out a quiet breath through his nose, his arms still folded, his attention locked on me.

“You told me you saw an email,” I said. “On Coach Whitmore’s computer. Something about him selling your performance data.”

“I told you that,” he said, his tone cautious.

“I need more than that,” I said. “I need to know if you have a copy of it or if you can show me exactly where you saw it.”

His jaw tightened slightly. “I don’t have a copy,” he said. “I wasn’t exactly planning on getting caught going through his stuff.”

“But you know where it was,” I pressed. “You know what account it came from.”

He hesitated, just for a second. “Yeah,” he admitted. “I know where it was.”

“Good,” I said. “Because that matters now.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “Why?”

“Because Whitmore’s dead,” I said, letting that sit there between us. “And whatever he was involved in didn’t just disappear with him.”

Drew shifted his weight, one hand coming up to rub the back of his neck before dropping again.

“The email,” I continued, not giving him time to pull back. “Who was it to? Was it Calvin Stroud, or was there someone else he was working with?”

Drew looked away for a second, toward the counter, toward the scones, anywhere but at me. “Stroud was one of them,” he said finally. “But I don’t know if he was the only one.”

“One of them,” I repeated. “So Whitmore wasn’t just dealing with a single agent.”

“That’s what it looked like,” Drew said, his voice quieter. “He was shopping it around. Seeing what he could get.”

“Did the email mention money?” I asked. “Or anything about control?”

His eyes snapped back to mine at that. “Yeah,” he said. “There was talk about access. Who controlled the data. Who got to use it first.”

I nodded slowly. “That lines up with what Warren Gill said,” I added.

Drew’s expression tightened again at the name. “You’ve talked to him,” he said.

“I have,” I said. “And he wasn’t thrilled about Whitmore having conversations he wasn’t part of.”

“No,” Drew muttered. “I bet he wasn’t.”

I pushed off the counter and took a step closer, lowering my voice just slightly. “Let’s talk about Nadia.”

That got his attention back fast. “What about her?” he asked.

“She’s the one tracking your metrics,” I said. “Your performance data. All of it.”

He nodded once. “Yeah.”

“Did she know Whitmore was selling it?” I asked. “Or was he pulling it from her logs without her knowing?”

Drew’s brow furrowed as he thought about it. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “She keeps everything tight. Locked down. If he was taking it, he wasn’t doing it in front of her.”

“But you never saw her question it,” I said. “Never saw her push back on him about access.”

He shook his head. “No. If she knew, she didn’t show it.”

I studied him for a second then shifted slightly.

“I found something this morning,” I said.

He didn’t respond, but his attention sharpened.

“A checklist,” I continued. “Five a.m. the morning of the murder. It mentioned inspecting shells, verifying oars, and disposing of damaged grip tape.”

His arms dropped slightly from where they’d been folded. “And?” he asked.

“And the handwriting matches Nadia’s,” I said.

I saw his shoulders tighten, and I saw the way his gaze flicked toward the door and then back to me.

“Did you see her that morning?” I pressed. “At the boathouse?”

He shook his head, slower that time. “I wasn’t there that early,” he said. “I came down later for practice with the rest of the crew.”

“But you’ve seen her out there before,” I said. “Doing checks.”

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s normal. She’s always on top of the equipment. That’s part of her job.”

“Even before sunrise?” I asked.

He hesitated. “Sometimes,” he said. “If something’s off.”

I let that sit for a second before moving on.

“You were in the hospitality room when I brought coffee,” I said. “How long after that did you see Whitmore?”

Drew frowned slightly, thinking. “Not long,” he said. “He came through, grabbed something quick, then headed out with everyone else. Even you.”

“One more thing,” I said, shifting slightly closer again. “The grip tape. Is it locked up, or can anyone grab it?”

“It’s in the boathouse,” he said. “Open bins, supply kits. It’s not controlled. Anybody could take it if they wanted to. Listen, I didn’t kill him. I don’t know who did, and I haven’t heard anyone say anything that makes it make sense.”

I let out a slow breath and stepped back, giving him just enough space to keep talking if he was going to. He didn’t move right away, just stood there with his hands loose at his sides, his eyes dropping to the floor for a second before coming back up to me.

“I mean it,” he added, his voice quieter, less defensive and more worn down. “Everybody’s talking, but nobody’s saying anything real. It’s all guesses or people trying to make it about something they already didn’t like about him.”

I watched him closely, the way his jaw shifted like he was working through something he hadn’t quite decided how to say. “You were close to him,” I said.

Drew let out a short breath that didn’t quite reach anything close to a laugh. “I worked with him,” he corrected. “That’s not the same thing.”

I didn’t argue that.

He glanced toward the counter again, toward the plate of scones he hadn’t touched, then dragged a hand back through his hair before dropping it again.

“He was good at what he did,” he said, his tone settling into something steadier. “He saw things other people didn’t. He paid attention. Nothing got past him if he didn’t want it to.” He paused for a second, his eyes narrowing slightly like he was replaying something in his head. “That’s what I meant before. About him knowing the value of information.”

“But?” I prompted.

“But that cuts both ways,” he said, looking back at me. “Because if you know that much and you’re using it the wrong way, it’s not just you it affects.”

There it was.

I didn’t interrupt him.

“He wasn’t supposed to be making deals for me,” Drew continued, his voice tightening. “Not without me knowing. Not behind my back. That’s not how this works. That’s not how it’s supposed to work.”

“And you found out he was,” I said.

He nodded once. “Yeah,” he said. “And by the time I figured it out, it wasn’t something I could just call out without blowing everything up.”

“Because of your eligibility,” I said.

His mouth pressed into a thin line. “Because of everything,” he said. “If that got reported while he was still coaching, they would’ve opened an investigation. I would’ve been tied to it whether I wanted to be or not. I wouldn’t have raced. I wouldn’t have had a shot at anything after this. It all would’ve been frozen before I even got started.”

The kitchen felt smaller for a second, the sounds from the shop drifting in but not really landing.

“So you stayed quiet,” I said.

“I stayed focused,” he replied, but this time there wasn’t any push behind it. He knew what it sounded like.

“And now?” I asked.

He looked at me, really looked this time, and whatever guard he had been holding on to shifted just enough to let something honest through. “Now he’s gone,” he said. “And I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean for me yet.”

There was no satisfaction in his voice. No relief. Just uncertainty, sitting heavy under everything else.

“You think it’s connected,” I said. “What he was doing and what happened to him.”

Drew didn’t answer right away. His gaze drifted toward the swinging door, toward the noise of the Bean Hive, toward something normal that neither of us were standing in right then.

“I think he was dealing with people he shouldn’t have been dealing with,” he said finally, his voice low and steady. “People who don’t like losing control. People who don’t like being cut out of something they think belongs to them.”

“And you think one of them came after him,” I said.

“I think it caught up to him,” Drew replied. “However it happened, I don’t think it started that morning. I think it had been building for a while.”

I let that sit there, watching him as he straightened slightly, pulling himself back together piece by piece.

“I’m not trying to be part of whatever this turns into,” he added. “I just want to row. I want to finish this season, get through the next step, and not have my name tied to something I didn’t do.”

“Then you keep talking to me,” I said. “And you don’t leave anything out.”

He nodded once, firmly this time.

“I haven’t,” he said. “And if I hear something that actually matters, you’ll know.”

I studied him for a second longer, weighing what he’d said against everything else we had, then gave a small nod. “Alright,” I said. “What about the email? I’m going to need that.”

He didn’t answer me right away, and that hesitation told me more than if he’d jumped in with something polished. He shifted his weight slightly, his hand coming up to the back of his neck again before dropping back down, then his fingers curled loosely against his palm like he was deciding how much to give me.

“I don’t have a copy,” he said, finally meeting my eyes again. “I wasn’t about to print anything or forward it to myself. That would’ve been a quick way to get caught going through his stuff.”

I leaned back just a fraction against the counter, folding my arms loosely as I watched him. “So you saw it once and walked away,” I said.

“I saw enough,” he replied, his tone steady but quieter. “Enough to know what he was doing and who he was talking to.”

“Which was?” I asked, keeping my voice even.

“Calvin Stroud,” Drew said. “That email was to him. But it wasn’t just him.” He shook his head slightly, his jaw tightening again. “Whitmore was shopping it. You don’t send something like that to just one person if you’re trying to get the best deal.”

“So he was offering up performance data,” I said, thinking it through out loud. “Metrics. Numbers. Information that didn’t belong to him.”

Drew nodded once. “Yeah,” he said. “Everything we track. Times, endurance, recovery rates. Stuff that’s supposed to stay internal.”

“And you’re sure about where it was?” I pressed. “On his computer.”

“I know exactly where it was,” he said, more firmly this time. “He had a folder set up under his main account. Didn’t even try to hide it that well. Probably figured no one would be looking.”

I let that sit for a second, picturing it. A coach who thought he had control of everything. Players. Data. Deals. Outcomes. “And you didn’t touch it,” I said.

“No,” Drew replied. “I read what I needed to read and closed it. I wasn’t about to make myself part of it.”

“You already were,” I said, not harsh, just honest.

His mouth tightened again, but he didn’t argue. “I didn’t want to be,” he said. “There’s a difference.”

I nodded slowly, because there was, even if it didn’t change the situation.

“So what exactly did the email say?” I asked. “Not your interpretation. His words.”

Drew let out a slow breath, his eyes dropping for a second like he was replaying it in his head. “He laid it out like an offer,” he said. “Said he had access to top-tier collegiate performance data. Said it could give an agent an edge before contracts even hit the table. He didn’t name me directly, but it didn’t take much to figure out who he was talking about.”

“And the terms?” I asked.

“There wasn’t a number in the one I saw,” Drew said. “But there was language about control. About keeping things quiet. About making sure it didn’t trace back to him.”

My mind immediately went to that call I had overheard. The urgency. The tone. The pressure sitting underneath every word.

“Control,” I repeated quietly.

“Yeah,” Drew said. “That was the word he used more than once.”

I pushed off the counter and took a slow step across the small space, my thoughts lining up piece by piece, whether I wanted them to or not. “And Warren Gill knew about this,” I said, more statement than question.

Drew shrugged slightly. “I don’t know what Gill knew exactly,” he said. “But if Whitmore was shopping that kind of information around, there’s no way it stayed quiet for long. People talk. Especially when money’s involved.”

“And people don’t like being cut out,” I added.

“No,” Drew said. “They don’t.”

I turned back toward him, studying his face, the way he held himself then compared to when he’d first walked in. “You realize what this does, right?” I said. “This ties motive to more than one person. This isn’t just about a personal grudge anymore.”

“I know,” he said.

The smell of the scones had settled into something warm and steady, filling the space between us, but neither of us moved toward them.

As soon as he left, I went back to stick up the murder board on the door of the walk-in freezer so I could finish updating it. I needed to keep everything in front of me instead of letting one piece take over too soon.

Whitmore selling training data.

I wrote it out carefully then added beneath it, Seen in email by Drew Holt. Rival agent involved.

I paused then added the name. Calvin Stroud.

I underlined it once, thinking about the way he had sat at that table, calm and controlled, speaking about Whitmore like the man was already a closed chapter.

Then I moved again, building the next thread.

Overheard call at Bean Hive. Warren Gill demanded to talk “NOW.”

I added another line beneath it.

Gill surprised when confronted. Explanation too smooth.

My jaw tightened slightly as I stepped back. Too many people had reasons to be angry with Whitmore. Too many things had been happening at once.

I shifted my focus again and wrote, Gordy Fitch. Complaining about lane assignments. Agitated.

I tapped the marker against the board then added what Nadia had said.

On pier with camera that morning.

I stepped back from the board, the marker lowering slowly to my side as something in my memory shifted into place as I recalled that morning.

The boardwalk had been quiet, the light just starting to come up over the lake. Pepper and I were walking down to the Cocoon, and I had stopped more than once to take pictures.

I had taken photos of the water, the dock, and the pier.

“The man with the camera.” My jaw flew open, and so did my eyes. “Was that…?”

I set the marker down on the prep table and rested my hands lightly against the edge, letting that thought settle in fully—Nadia had said Gordy was there taking photos.

“Hey, boss.” Birdie popped her head into the door. “I hate to ask, but we are swamped with an early lunch crowd. And I think the lady who ordered the protein drinks is here.”

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head just enough to clear it. “I’m sorry. I’m coming.”

I gave the board one last look, my eyes landing on the two notes I had just compared side by side. The matching handwriting sat there plain as day, whether anyone wanted to admit it or not. I knew I needed to go back through the photos on my camera—I needed to see if I had caught something that morning that would push this even further—but there wasn’t time for that right then. The Bean Hive was filling up. Voices were already rising out front, and if Nadia was standing at my counter, I wasn’t about to miss that opportunity.

I grabbed the protein order off the board and headed out through the swinging door, the noise of the coffee shop hitting me full force. The espresso machine hissed, milk steamed, cups knocked softly against saucers, and the line had already formed near the register. Becca was working the machine with quick, practiced movements, her focus locked in, while Bunny stood at the other end of the counter, already pulling out blenders.

Nadia Voss stood near the register, her posture straight and her arms loosely crossed, and her attention moved over the shop like she was assessing everything at once. She didn’t look rushed, but she didn’t look relaxed either. Her presence carried that same controlled energy I had seen before, like everything about her had a purpose behind it.

“Good afternoon,” I said, stepping up behind the counter and lifting the paper slightly. “I’ve got your order right here.”

“Good,” Nadia replied, her tone even. “We’ve got a short window before they’re back on the water.”

“I figured,” I said, glancing toward Bunny. “Hey, Bunny, can you go ahead and get these started?”

“Already on it,” Bunny said, though her eyes flicked toward me just long enough for me to know she wasn’t going anywhere if she didn’t have to.

I leaned slightly toward her. “All of them,” I added quietly. “Take your time.”

Her mouth twitched just a bit, and she gave a small nod before turning back to the blenders, measuring out powders and liquids with just enough care to stretch things out.

I turned my attention back to Nadia.

“Do you have a minute?” I asked, keeping my tone light but steady.

Her gaze shifted to mine, sharp and direct. “That depends,” she said. “On what you need.”

I held up the paper in my hand. “Just a quick question about this,” I said.

She didn’t move closer, but her attention narrowed slightly. “That’s the order,” she said. “You already have it.”

“I do,” I replied. “But that’s not the part I’m interested in.”

That got a reaction, small but there. Her shoulders didn’t tense, not exactly, but her stance adjusted just enough to show she was paying closer attention. “What part are you interested in?” she asked.

I set the paper down on the counter between us and flattened it with my hand. “The handwriting,” I said.

Her expression didn’t change.

“It’s yours,” I continued. “Same as a note I found this morning.”

She let out a slow breath, like she was deciding how much of this she wanted to entertain. “I write a lot of things down,” she said. “That doesn’t make them important.”

“This one is,” I said, my voice lowering just slightly as I leaned in. “Because the note I found had a checklist on it. Five a.m. the morning Whitmore was killed.”

That got her eyes to flicker. “Equipment checks,” she said quickly. “That’s standard.”

“It also said to dispose of damaged grip tape,” I added, watching her closely.

Nadia shifted her weight slightly, her arms dropping to her sides as she straightened just a little more.

“That’s part of the same routine, daily,” she said. “Damaged equipment gets removed. It’s not complicated. Athletes grab the tape and completely tear it apart if they are in a hurry or have no idea how to use it. I write a to-do every day. That means nothing.”

The sounds of the shop carried around us, the blender whirring, someone laughing near the window, a chair scraping softly across the floor. It all felt distant compared to the space between us.

“I told you earlier that I didn’t kill anyone,” she said, her tone steady and controlled. “If you don’t stop poking me, I will ask that nice sheriff to handle you.”

“Listen,” I said, not taking kindly to her warning, but I thought that if she did want to involve Spencer and put a spotlight on herself, then maybe she was telling the truth. “Can you at least fill me in on the sponsorship issues?”

“Why are you being so nosy?” she questioned, a stern look on her face.

“I’m not just the owner of this coffee shop. I’m also the town consultant and lawyer,” I said, being open and honest. “We love hosting the competition this year, and if we get a bad reputation, your industry will never come back here, and I’m pretty sure they’d tell everyone why. We only want to figure out what happened and who did it so we can all benefit from what a safe Honey Springs has to offer.” I noticed her face soften. “Whitmore and Warren Gill?”

“That’s not my area,” she said. “I’m a trainer. I focus on performance, not contracts.”

“You never heard anything?” I pressed.

“Whitmore handled his own business,” she said. “Whatever he was doing on that side of things, it didn’t involve me.”

Behind me, the blender shut off, and Bunny set one of the drinks down with a soft thud before starting the next. Nadia glanced toward the counter, then back at me.

“If we’re done,” she said, “I have a team waiting.”

She held my gaze for a second longer then turned toward the counter, picking up the holder with the protein drinks as Bunny slid it toward her.

“Thanks, Nadia,” I said and smiled. “I am looking forward to the competition.”

I watched her go as she stepped back out onto the boardwalk.

Bunny leaned in immediately. “Well?” she whispered.

“I don’t think she did it,” I finally said.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The last of the customers drifted out with the evening light, their voices fading into the softer sounds of the boardwalk as the door shut behind them.

The bell gave one final jingle before settling, and I walked over to flip the sign to CLOSED and turned the lock with a firm click that echoed just enough in the then-quiet shop.

The Bean Hive shifted the moment the door was locked. The rush gave way to something slower, steadier. The espresso machine let out one last hiss as I ran the cleaning cycle through it, steam curling up before disappearing. I wiped down the metal, the surface warm under my hand, then moved through the rest of my routine without needing to think about it—thermoses emptied and rinsed, lids stacked, sugar packets straightened into neat rows. The tea bar got the same attention, with the kettles drained and set out to dry and the antique teapots lined up just the way I liked them.

Pepper stayed close the whole time, his nails clicking softly against the wood floor as he padded along behind me. Every now and then, he’d stop, nose working, like he was checking to make sure everything still smelled the way it should.

“You’re supervising?” I asked, glancing down at him as I wiped down the counter.

He gave a small huff and sat, watching me with that steady look that told me he took the job seriously.

“Good,” I said. “Because I’m almost done.”

When I finished behind the counter, I made my way toward the front corner where Lollipop’s setup sat. She was tucked halfway up the cat tree, ears alert, her nose twitching as she watched us move around the space.

“Well, hey there,” I said, crouching down.

Pepper trotted over beside me, his tail giving a slow wag as he lowered himself carefully to the floor. He didn’t crowd her. He never did. He just stretched his head out, giving her space, letting her come to him.

Lollipop hesitated for a second then hopped down one level, then another, until she landed softly on the floor. She moved toward Pepper in small, careful steps, her nose reaching out until it brushed against his.

Pepper stayed still, calm and patient, like he knew exactly what to do.

“That’s right,” I murmured, watching them. “You be sweet.”

Lollipop gave one small hop closer then settled right there beside him, her body tucked in as if she had already decided he was safe.

I let out a quiet breath. “You deserve a good home,” I said, reaching out to stroke her back gently. “We’re going to find you one.”

The bell over the door jingled again before I could stand, and Pepper’s head lifted immediately, his ears perked as he turned toward the sound.

Aunt Maxi used her landlord key and swept in like she had somewhere important to be and no time to waste getting there. Her pink hair was piled high, sprayed into place, and her bangles announced her before she even opened her mouth. “Roxy Bloom,” she called, already halfway across the shop, “do not tell me you forgot about those photographs, because I have a column to fill and a reputation to maintain.”

“I didn’t forget,” I said, standing and brushing my hands off. “I’ve got them.”

“Well, then, don’t keep me waiting,” she said, her rhinestone readers sliding down her nose as she reached for the camera.

I handed it over, and she leaned in, studying the images with a sharp, focused look that cut right through her usual flair.

Her fingers paused when she reached the shot of the pier. “That’s him,” she said, tapping lightly on the screen.

Gordy.

Long-lens camera in hand, body angled toward the water, attention locked in.

“Okay, here’s where it all stands,” I said, shifting the camera so she could still see the image while I talked. “Nadia says she was at the boathouse alone doing an equipment check.”

“Did she tell you that?” Aunt Maxi asked.

“She did, at the spa this morning. By the way,” I said, rolling my eyes when I realized I needed to tell her about the note, “I found a checklist with her handwriting telling someone to dispose of damaged grip tape.” I glanced up at her then back at the image. “But I have to say that I do not think she did it.”

Aunt Maxi stayed strangely quiet.

“Drew was at the Cocoon when I saw him, and he swears he wasn’t anywhere near the boathouse during that window, but he also confirmed Whitmore was selling their training data to agents, which opens up a whole other mess. And Warren Gill…” I paused, my jaw tightening slightly. “He still doesn’t have a clean story for that exact time, and I saw him leave with Whitmore just minutes before everything went bad. So right now, we’ve got a lot of motives, just not something solid that I can really take to Spencer.” I straightened just slightly, my voice firming up.

“We need to figure out who’s lying, because that’s where this whole thing breaks open,” Aunt Maxi said with a sly grin. “It’s for the Daily Siftings.” She winked.

Pepper barked from the front door of the coffee shop, and both Aunt Maxi and I looked up.

“I guess we better get out of here,” I told her then caught sight of a shadow at the far end of the pier. “Pepper? What do you see?”

“I think someone is out on the pier,” Aunt Maxi said, handing the camera back.

Pepper barked again, and it was just an odd-enough bark that I pulled the camera up to my eye just to see if I recognized the person or if it was just someone walking around, which wasn’t weird. It was Pepper’s bark that alerted me.

“I’ll be,” I said and adjusted the lens a little more so I could be sure. “I think that’s Gordy.”

“I think we need some answers.” Aunt Maxi’s bracelets jingled all the way to the door. “It’s for the Daily Sifting.”

“Of course it is,” I groaned. I grabbed my bag, patted Lollipop, and headed out the door, locking it behind me.

The evening had settled in just enough that the breeze coming off the lake carried that mix of lake water and wood that always clung to a boardwalk. The boards creaked under our steps as we made our way down, the sound steady and familiar.

Pepper trotted ahead, stopping every few steps to look back and make sure we were still coming.

“Lead the way,” I told him, and he gave a small bark like he understood.

The pier stretched out in front of us, the boards worn smooth from years of use, the edges lined with posts that had seen more seasons than most people in town. Off to the right, the Bait and Tackle shop sat at the end, its weathered wood siding faded just enough to show its age. The windows reflected the last of the sunlight, and rods and reels were visible inside, along with shelves of bait and tackle stacked in tight rows.

A faint smell of fish and lake water lingered around the shop, mixing with the sharper scent of gasoline from the small boats tied up nearby. Nets hung from hooks along the side, and a couple of empty buckets sat stacked by the door.

Gordy stood about halfway down the pier, his stance wide and steady, the long lens of his camera pointed out across the water. He didn’t move when we approached, just adjusted the angle slightly, tracking something we couldn’t see.

“You’re going to wear that thing out if you don’t give it a break,” Aunt Maxi called, her voice carrying clear across the boards.

He lowered the camera just enough to glance over his shoulder, his expression flat but alert. “Light’s right,” he said. “Not wasting it.”

I stepped up beside him, lifting my own camera just enough for him to see it. “I get that,” I said. “You miss it, you don’t get it back.”

That earned me a second look. “Yeah,” he said, turning a little more toward me. “Exactly.”

Pepper wandered over to the edge of the pier, peering down at the water before circling back to sit near my feet, watching Gordy with quiet interest.

Aunt Maxi didn’t even slow down as she came up beside Gordy, her bracelets giving a bright, steady jingle with every movement. She planted one hand on her hip, the other already reaching into her oversized bag and pulling out a small notepad and one of her glitter pens like she had been born ready for that exact moment.

“Well, now,” she said, her voice lifting just enough to sound pleasant while still carrying a sharp edge underneath it, “you are exactly who I was hoping to run into.”

Gordy shifted his stance slightly, lowering the camera but not letting it hang loose. His grip stayed firm on it, like it was part of him. “That so?” he said, his tone flat.

“Oh, absolutely,” Aunt Maxi replied, flipping the notepad open and clicking her pen with a little flourish. She adjusted her rhinestone readers down the bridge of her nose and looked at him over the top of them. “I am working on a feature for the Daily Siftings. A proper piece on the competition. The leadership, the dedication, the grit it takes to stand out here before the sun even thinks about rising.” She made a small circle in the air with her pen. “The whole picture.”

Gordy gave a short nod, not exactly interested but not walking away either. “Figured you’d want someone else for that,” he said.

“Oh no,” Aunt Maxi said quickly, stepping just a little closer, her tone softening in a way that sounded almost admiring. “I have already seen the polished versions. The smiles. The speeches. What I am after is the truth that sits underneath all that. The part that doesn’t get dressed up.”

Pepper settled down beside my foot again, watching the exchange like he knew something was happening, his ears flicking at the shifts in voices.

Aunt Maxi tapped her pen lightly against the notepad and tilted her head just slightly. “Now, I could not help but hear about how you,” she said, “were quite… passionate about those lane assignments being stacked against your team.” She gave him a small, knowing smile. “When a man in your position feels a race is decided before it even starts, what is the proper way to handle a coach who refuses to play fair?”

Gordy’s jaw tightened, just enough for me to see it. He shifted his weight, glancing out over the water before looking back at her. “You deal with it,” he said. “Or you don’t show up.”

“And Whitmore?” she pressed gently, scribbling something on the page without looking down. “He was not someone you felt you could simply ‘deal with,’ was he?”

Gordy let out a breath through his nose. “He had his way of doing things,” he said.

“His way of gatekeeping opportunities?” Aunt Maxi asked, her tone still light but her eyes sharp. “His way of deciding who moved forward and who stayed right where they were?”

Gordy’s grip shifted on the camera, his fingers tightening slightly around the lens. “You’d have had to ask him,” he said.

“I would if I could,” she replied smoothly, not missing a beat. “But since I cannot, I am left with the men who were up that morning dealing with what you so colorfully referred to as ‘nonsense.’” She leaned in just a fraction. “Now, I am curious. Was that nonsense a conversation that got a little too heated for polite company?”

Gordy’s eyes narrowed slightly, and for a second, the only sound was the soft movement of the water against the posts below us.

“Just work,” he said.

“Mmm,” Aunt Maxi hummed, writing something down anyway. “Funny thing about work. It tends to leave marks when it turns into something more.”

She shifted her stance, angling her body so she could glance past him toward the Bait and Tackle shop then back to him again.

“I will say,” she continued, her tone brightening just enough to sound conversational again, “you have quite the eye.” She gestured toward his camera. “That is not a casual piece of equipment. Roxy here enjoys her photography, but that lens of yours suggests something more intentional.”

Gordy followed her glance for a second then looked back at her. “It does the job,” he said.

“I imagine it does,” she replied. “Especially from this vantage point. Early morning. Clear line of sight. Nothing to block your view.” She tapped her pen lightly against her lip then lowered it again. “For a man who doesn’t miss much, I would think you had a front-row seat to where everyone was the morning of Coach’s murder and when he was alone.”

“What are you saying?” he asked Aunt Maxi.

Pepper shifted slightly, leaning into my leg, his body warm and steady.

“What exactly did you see through that lens that morning?” Aunt Maxi asked, her voice softer, almost curious. “Was it just practice runs, or was it something that made you stop and take a closer look?”

Gordy’s jaw worked once before he spoke. “Water,” he said. “Boats. Same thing I always see.”

“Of course,” she said easily, though her pen kept moving. “Consistency is important.”

She flipped the page in her notebook and let out a small sigh, like she was settling into the next part.

The sound of sirens echoed across the lake, bouncing off the forest trees before the flash of red and white lights were even seen.

“What on earth?” I asked and glanced down the pier toward the Cocoon Inn, when I saw an ambulance had come to an abrupt stop, the EMTs running toward the Cocoon.

“I don’t know, but we might need it for the Daily Sifting,” Aunt Maxi said, holding her notebook up in the air as she hurried down the pier. “Gordy, you just might be old news after all!”
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Aunt Maxi didn’t wait for me to catch up. The second those sirens cut across the lake, she had already turned, her bracelets jangling as she picked up her pace down the pier and onto the boardwalk like she had been called to the scene personally.

“Roxy, come on,” she tossed over her shoulder, not slowing for a second.

Pepper took off after her, his little legs moving fast, weaving around a couple who had stopped mid-walk to look toward the flashing lights. I hurried behind them, my bag bouncing lightly against my hip. The boards underfoot thudded in a steady rhythm as we moved closer to the Cocoon.

The closer we got, I could hear voices that layered over one another, not loud but urgent. People had gathered in small clusters, some standing on tiptoe to see, others holding onto each other’s arms like they needed something steady.

The ambulance sat angled in front of the Cocoon Inn, its lights flashing hard against the building and spilling out across the lawn in streaks of red and white. The front doors were thrown open, and the staff stood just inside, their expressions drawn tight and their eyes fixed on the hallway beyond like they were afraid to look away.

Aunt Maxi didn’t hesitate. She stepped straight through the thinning edge of the crowd, offering a quick “Excuse me” that wasn’t so much a request as it was a statement, her notebook already out and held at the ready.

“What has happened?” she called, her voice carrying just enough to cut through the low murmur.

No one answered her directly, but the looks said enough.

Something was wrong. Worse than wrong.

Pepper pressed close to my leg as I stepped up beside Aunt Maxi, his body alert, his ears flicking at every sound.

Then the EMTs came through.

They moved fast, pushing a single stretcher down the hallway toward the front. The wheels rattled slightly over the threshold as they cleared the doorway, the sound sharp against the otherwise hushed tension.

The man on the stretcher didn’t move.

A white sheet had been pulled up high but not enough to hide the dark line wrapped around his neck.

“Grip tape.” I gasped, my breath caught in my chest before I even registered his face. “Warren Gill.”

For a second, the world narrowed down to that one image. The polished sponsor. The man with all the answers that had come just a little too easy.

“That’s Warren Gill,” I said again, raising my hand to my mouth to hide my shock.

“Lord have mercy,” Aunt Maxi whispered, her voice dropping for the first time since we’d arrived.

The EMTs didn’t stop. They moved him straight to the ambulance, lifting and sliding the stretcher into place with practiced ease before one of them climbed in behind it. The doors shut with a heavy thud that seemed to echo across the boardwalk.

Behind us, a sharp voice cut through the stunned silence. “This is exactly what I said would happen!”

I turned to see Loretta Bebe standing just inside the entrance, one hand pressed dramatically to her chest while the other waved a monogrammed handkerchief in the air like she was conducting the entire scene.

“This town cannot survive this kind of behavior,” she declared, her voice rising as she stepped forward, her heels clicking with purpose. “First a coach at the marina, and now a sponsor in one of our finest establishments? Do you know what this is going to do to our reputation?”

No one answered her, but that didn’t slow her down.

“Sheriff Spencer Shepard!” she called, spotting him as he stepped through the doorway with Kevin Roberts close behind. “I demand to know what is being done about this immediately. You cannot have people dropping left and right in Honey Springs. It is simply not acceptable.”

Spencer didn’t rise to it. He never did. His expression stayed steady, his focus already moving across the scene, taking everything in with that quiet intensity that meant he was working.

Kevin Roberts adjusted his glasses slightly as he stepped forward, his gaze moving to where the stretcher had just been then back toward the hallway like he was already piecing together what he was about to walk into.

“Ms. Bebe,” Spencer said calmly, “we’re handling it.”

“Well, you need to handle it faster,” Loretta shot back, dabbing at her eyes before immediately straightening again. “Because I have people dining in this establishment who are now considering whether they need to pack up and leave, and Honey Springs cannot take another blemish in the tourism department.”

Aunt Maxi leaned in just slightly toward me, her voice low. “She is going to make this about the chamber of commerce before the night is over.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


No matter how much I tried to put Loretta’s words out of my head, they just wouldn’t disappear. It was like having a song get stuck in your mind all day that you just couldn’t seem to get out of your head.

Just imagine how nuts you’d feel if it was Low-retta’s twangy Southern accent over and over in your head. On repeat.

“Argh,” I groaned, giving up. I pushed up to the side of the bed only to see the glow of the clock reading three a.m.

“Now what?” Patrick asked, rolling over to look at me. Pepper barely lifted his head from the foot of the bed, and Sassy didn’t get up from her bed on the floor.

“I told you how Loretta said that Honey Springs can’t take another blemish,” I said, looking at him over my shoulder. The moonlight was the only light in the room. “I just keep hearing her say that, and she’s right. This could really affect business at the Bean Hive and, honestly, even your construction business. If no one wants to have festivals or events or just rent an Airbnb for the weekend, we could become a desolate town again.”

“Honey,” Patrick said in a sleepy voice. “That’s not going to happen. I’m sure Spencer has leads. Just go back to bed for another hour.”

He rolled back over to his side, and before I could answer him, he was snoring.

“I need to talk to Spencer,” I said, giving up on sleep and getting out of bed.

When I reached the door, I looked back at the bed. Even Pepper didn’t want to join me that early. “I see how you are,” I whispered to Pepper even though he didn’t even have his eyes open.

I headed down the steps and didn’t bother with my usual routine of starting the coffeepot. Instead I headed straight to the laundry room, where I exchanged my PJs for my usual work uniform. I combed my hair, brushed my teeth, and put on a little lip gloss before I grabbed my bag, my camera, and the keys to my car.

Even though I couldn’t sleep because of Loretta’s voice in my head, I still had to run a business. Today was the farmer’s market downtown, and I needed some items for the coffee shop. Driving was much easier than riding my bike.

Plus, driving my car took half the time of riding the bike, and I was in dire need of a strong cup of coffee.

The darkness was only cut through by the headlights of my car, but when I pulled into the parking lot between the marina and the Cocoon, mine wasn’t the only car there.

“Roxy,” Spencer called from the front of his cruiser, where he had one foot propped up on the bumper. “You’re earlier than usual.”

“Could say the same about you,” I replied, my voice low so it didn’t carry across the empty lot. “Everything alright?”

“No,” he said plainly. I stopped a few feet in front of him. “Not even close.”

“Come on,” I said. “I’m about to open up anyway, and I need coffee before I say any of this out loud.”

Spencer didn’t argue. He pushed off the cruiser and fell into step beside me as we crossed the lot and headed toward the boardwalk. The wood planks gave a soft, familiar sound under our feet, and the closer we got to the shop, the more the smell of coffee beans and baked goods seemed to settle into place, even before I unlocked the door.

I flipped the sign to CLOSED as we stepped inside then locked the door behind us, the quiet of the shop wrapping around us in a way that felt steadier than everything outside.

“Give me a second,” I said, already moving behind the counter.

I flipped on the lights. The coffee makers got switched on next, their low gurgle starting up as water began to heat, and I moved through the motions without thinking—reaching for mugs, setting things into place, grounding myself in the routine.

Spencer stood near the counter, Lollipop in his arms.

“I see you found our newest adoptee,” I said with a smile. “She’s a cutie, but I’m not sure I know a lot of folks who want a bunny.”

“She is sweet.” He gave her a few more rubs then sat her on the ground. “I’ll check around the department.”

I filled two mugs once the first pot was ready then slid one across to him before leaning back against the counter, wrapping both hands around my own mug.

“Alright,” he said after a second. “What’s got you up at three in the morning and dragging me into your coffee shop before sunrise?”

I took a sip, letting the heat settle before I answered. “There’s more going on here than a coach getting into an argument or a sponsor pushing too hard,” I said, meeting his eyes. “Whitmore was selling athlete data.”

Spencer didn’t move, but his focus sharpened immediately. “What kind of data?” he asked.

“Performance metrics,” I said. “Times, endurance, recovery. Everything those kids work for. He was taking it and selling it to agents. Quietly. Without them knowing.”

“And you’re sure about this?” Spencer asked.

“I’ve got a witness,” I said. “Drew Holt saw the email himself. Didn’t copy it, didn’t forward it, but he knows exactly where it is on Whitmore’s computer and who it was going to.”

“Who?” Spencer pressed.

“Calvin Stroud,” I said. “But he wasn’t the only one. Whitmore was shopping it around. Trying to get the best deal he could.”

Spencer let out a slow breath, his jaw tightening slightly as he processed it. “That gives us motive,” he said. “A big one.”

“It gives more than one person a reason to be involved,” I replied. “Whitmore wasn’t just dealing with one side. He was playing both ends, and people like that don’t tend to walk away clean.”

Spencer nodded once, but I could see him already turning it over, fitting it into what he knew.

“There’s more,” I said, pushing off the counter and stepping around to grab a towel then wiping my hands even though they weren’t dirty.

I needed to move.

“I’ve got someone who might’ve seen something,” I continued. “Gordy Fitch.”

Spencer’s brows pulled together slightly. “The coach?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got photos from that morning. He was on the pier with a long-lens camera pointed straight at the marina and the boathouse. He admitted he was out there watching, dealing with what he called ‘nonsense.’”

Spencer’s gaze narrowed. “You think he caught something on that camera.”

“I think there’s a real good chance he did,” I said. “And even if he didn’t realize it at the time, that memory card could have something on it. Someone moving. Someone where they shouldn’t have been.”

Spencer took a slow sip of his coffee then set the mug down carefully on the counter. “I can get a warrant for that,” he said. “If I can justify it with your photos. I’m not going to lie to you and say we don’t have some of the same leads you’ve told me. I did talk to Nadia since she’s the trainer for the entire competition. We did use her GPS locations on her watch and phone to track all of her whereabouts, along with what little CCTV footage we could get from some of the shops, to clear her.”

“Oh,” I said, my mouth twisting as I thought about how I had been pretty sure she didn’t do it, but that darn note about the tape had really had me thinking.

“Drew showed up at the department because someone scared him into thinking we already pegged him as a suspect because the town lawww-yur confronted him,” Spencer said, exaggerating so I’d know he was talking about me without wagging his finger at me to scold me.

“Let me guess. He’s not only not a suspect, but he’s getting you the email?” I asked, skimming over the fact that I was the lawyer who might’ve illegally used my authority to get him to talk to me. I sure hadn’t thought he’d go to the sheriff’s department.

“He’s not.” Spencer shook his head. “But he brought his new agent, Calvin Stroud, with him, at the urging of his parents.”

“So he signed with Calvin?” I asked.

“He sure did, after Mr. Stroud told him he needed an agent… after Drew told him about you.” Spencer lifted a brow.

“Fine. I’m sorry, but like I told you, he had the email, and he wants to go pro.” I shrugged unapologetically. “And if I was in his shoes, I wouldn’t want my coach selling my data.”

“Most college-age kids we think of as adults are truly just kids trying to figure it out, Roxy,” Spencer told me. “He wants to do it all on his own like an adult, but when a lawyer came asking all sorts of questions, he got scared, and to him, it’s more career-ending to be a suspect when he didn’t do it.”

“I know. Reputation holds a lot of clout in the athletic world. Not that I’m athletic, but I’ve seen many sports figures fall from grace over scandals.” I sighed, almost a little embarrassed that I hadn’t really thought through what I’d accused Drew of at the Watershed.

“It’s a win for all.” Spencer was letting me off the hook. “He is off the suspect list, which narrows down my list, and he got a real agent that has already gotten him some meetings with pro rowing teams after the season ends.”

“Ah, see.” I shimmied my shoulders. “I did good.”

“You were messy.” Spencer was quick to point out the flaw. “Now, what about those photos you took. How can I get them?”

“I’ll download them and send them to you,” I said quickly.

The smell of fresh brew filled the space as the morning slowly started to press in from outside.

“Someone is cleaning house,” I added more quietly. “Whitmore was selling data. Gill was trying to control it. Both of them are gone now.”

Spencer straightened, reaching for his mug again but not drinking from it this time.

“Alright,” he said finally. “I’ll bring Gordy in. We’ll take a look at that camera, and I’ll get someone on Whitmore’s computer before anything disappears.”

“Well,” I said. “Let me get you a to-go cup.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


While I wasn’t entirely happy with the outcome of the talk Spencer and I had that morning before the coffee shop opened, I was glad to hear Nadia and Drew had been cleared. That gave me just enough breathing room to shift my focus back to what mattered in that moment. The Bean Hive was open, customers were coming in, and there was a whole day ahead that didn’t care one bit about what had kept me up at three in the morning.

Maybe I cared a smidgen.

The bell over the door chimed again. I stood behind the counter for a second, taking it all in before reaching for a clean cloth and stepping out from my spot.

The morning rush had already eased into that steady midmorning rhythm. Not quiet but not chaotic either. Just enough movement to keep everything flowing. Conversations drifted from table to table, low and easy, and the occasional burst of laughter carried across the room. The espresso machine hissed in the background, and the smell of fresh coffee wrapped around everything like it always did.

I made my way to the closest table, where a couple had just finished up their breakfast. A few crumbs from a blueberry muffin were scattered across the wood, and a faint ring from a coffee cup sat near the edge. I wiped it down slowly, working in small circles, the warmth from the sunlight stretching across the table and up my arm.

Outside, through the open door, I could hear the steady rhythm of oars hitting the lake. The rowers were already out there, their movements sharp and controlled, the soft splash of water carrying just enough to reach inside. It mixed with the creak of the boardwalk and the low murmur of voices, creating that layered sound that always made the mornings feel full without being overwhelming.

I gathered the empty plates and cups, stacking them carefully in one hand before heading back toward the counter. The dishwasher opened with a familiar pull, and I slid everything inside before closing it again, the soft click settling into the background noise.

“Morning’s leveling out,” Birdie said from behind the counter, glancing up from where she was finishing a latte. The foam sat perfectly on top, her attention to detail showing in every cup she set out.

“It feels like it,” I replied, grabbing another cloth and heading toward the next table.

Birdie moved smoothly between the register and the espresso machine, her hands never still, her rhythm matching the shop’s without missing a beat. She slid a drink across the counter to a waiting customer, offered a quick smile, and moved right on to the next order.

I adjusted a chair that had been left just slightly out of place then wiped down another table, catching the sunlight as it shifted through the front windows. It hit the display case just right, lighting up the rows of pastries inside. Scones, muffins, slices of bread—all of it lined up neat and inviting, the smell of baked goods still lingering from earlier that morning.

The bell chimed again, and a pair of customers stepped in. I gave them a quick nod and smile before slipping past them and heading to the back of the coffee shop and through the swinging door into the kitchen.

The temperature changed the second I stepped inside. Warmer. Richer. The scent of roasted beans hit me first, followed by the lingering sweetness from whatever had been in the ovens earlier. I headed straight for the roastery, where the bins of fresh beans sat cooling on the racks.

The beans shifted as I scooped them, the sound dry and steady as they filled the bag. I folded the top down, sealed it, then reached for a label and pressed it into place, smoothing it out with my thumb.

One bag turned into two then three, my hands moving through the process without needing direction. Measure. Fold. Seal. Label. Line them up.

I stacked the finished bags in my arms and carried them back out front, setting them neatly on the shelf near the register. The display had thinned out earlier, and filling it back in made everything look whole again.

“Those just came out?” a customer asked, leaning in slightly as I arranged them.

“Just roasted,” I said, giving a small smile. “They’re about as fresh as you can get.”

I stepped back behind the counter, straightening a stack of lids and refilling the napkin holder before moving on to the creamers. The antique cows sat half full on a couple of tables, and I picked them up one by one, topping them off before setting them back down carefully.

The open door let in a steady breeze, carrying the scent of lake water and fresh air into the shop. It cooled the space just enough to balance the warmth from the kitchen, and every now and then, the sounds of the rowers carried in stronger, followed by a call from one of the coaches out on the water.

I’d noticed how during practices, the coaches were a constant presence on the water, their calls guiding every stroke. But when the competition began, those external voices would go silent.

The athletes would be left to their own coaching, relying solely on the person in the stern who, while they didn’t row, was “in charge of everything” and responsible for the tactical decisions of the race.

I moved toward the back tables, collecting another set of empty cups and wiping down the surface where a group had just left. The wood felt warm under my hand, the grain catching slightly as I worked the cloth over it.

Birdie glanced up again as I passed by the counter.

“Weren’t you going to the farmer’s market today?” she asked, one brow lifting just slightly.

“Yes,” I admitted.

She didn’t miss a beat. “Then why are you still here?” She slid another drink across the counter.

I paused, cloth still in hand, and looked around the shop. Everything was in order. Tables clean. Display stocked. Customers settled.

“I just wanted to get ahead of things,” I said.

Birdie gave a small laugh, shaking her head. “We’re good,” she said. “Go. I’ve got this.”

“You sure?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

“I can handle it without you hovering.” She gave me a quick grin. “Besides, you’ll bring back something good, won’t you?”

“Always,” I said, setting the cloth down and stepping back behind the counter one last time.

I grabbed my bag from where I’d tucked it beneath the counter, untied my apron and hung it on the coatrack, then reached for my keys, glancing once more around the Bean Hive.

“Alright,” I said. “I’m heading out.”

“Go on.” Birdie waved me off. “Before I put you back to work.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


My car sat where I’d left it earlier, angled just enough to catch the sunlight climbing higher over the lake. The water behind me stretched out calm and bright, the early haze lifting as the sun took over, and for a second, I paused with my hand on the door handle, taking in the way the day had already settled into something warm and full.

Then I pulled the door open and slid inside. The heat had already filled the little car, and I reached over to roll the windows down to let the fresh air move through. The faint scent of lake water and clean air drifted in, carrying with it the distant sounds of oars hitting the surface in steady rhythm—which only brought me back to thinking about the murders.

I eased out of the parking space and turned onto the narrow lane that led away from the boardwalk, taking the curved road that guided me up and away from the lake, and the trees lining both sides leaned in just enough to frame the drive. Their leaves had filled out into that soft spring green, and sunlight filtered through in shifting patterns that moved across the windshield as I drove.

The farther I went, the more the lake disappeared behind me, replaced by the quiet stretch of road that always felt like a transition between two different worlds. The air shifted, too, losing that hint of moisture and picking up the earthy scents of grass and trees warming under the sun. A breeze moved through the branches, and a few leaves flickered in the light as I passed beneath them.

I eased up over the hill, and downtown Honey Springs came into view all at once. The white spire of the church stood tall above the rooftops, and beyond it, the rest of the town spread out in neat lines and familiar shapes.

I slowed as the road straightened into Main Street, the change in pace matching the shift in scenery. The buildings there sat closer together, each one with its own personality, their storefronts painted in soft pastels and classic Southern colors. The sidewalks were already busy—people moving from one shop to the next, carrying bags and waving to each other, and stopping mid-step to talk like they had all the time in the world.

Central Park was on my right, where the farmer’s market was set up, the wide green space opening up like the heart of everything. The white gazebo stood in the center, its railings wrapped in simple spring greenery, and flower beds circled around it in bursts of color. Daffodils and tulips stretched toward the sun, their colors bright against the green grass, while a few early lilacs added soft purple to the mix.

I drove slowly along the edge of the park, taking in the familiar landmarks as I passed. The courthouse stood tall across the way, its red brick and white columns framing the front steps, where a couple of people had already gathered to talk. The carriage lights along the sidewalks had been updated for the season, each one adorned with a light, cheerful banner that shifted slightly in the breeze.

Donald’s Barber Shop came next, the striped pole out front turning steadily, followed by The Buzz Boutique with its window display already catching attention from passersby. The Stinger Stationery Shop had its door propped open, a small chalkboard sign set out front, and farther down, I caught a glimpse of the Honey Springs Theater, its marquee lit even in daylight.

I found a spot along the street near the park and pulled in, turning off the engine and grabbing my bag before stepping back out into the warmth of the morning. The air felt different there, fuller somehow, layered with scents that didn’t exist down by the lake.

Kettle corn. Fresh bread. Honey. Flowers.

The farmer’s market was already in full swing.

I crossed toward Central Park, the sound of voices rising as I got closer, weaving together in that lively way that only happened when the whole town seemed to show up at once. Vendors called out greetings, customers laughed and chatted, and somewhere off to the side, a small group of kids darted between booths, their excitement carrying clearly across the space.

The grass underfoot gave slightly as I stepped onto the park path, the walking trail curving around the booths that had been set up in neat rows. Tents stretched out in every direction, their canvas tops bright against the sky, each one holding something different.

Hill’s Orchard sat beneath a wide sugar maple tree, its branches giving a nice soft shade over baskets filled with fresh fruit. Apples, pears, and early plums were arranged in neat piles, their colors deep and inviting, while jars of preserves lined the front of the table, each one catching the light just enough to show off the richness inside. A pyramid of apple pie jam stood near the center, the glass jars stacked carefully, and behind the table, Jean Hill moved with easy confidence, her silver-gray hair pinned up as she greeted customers one by one.

“Morning, Roxy,” she called when she spotted me, her smile warm and familiar.

“Morning, Jean,” I replied, stepping closer just long enough to take in the display before moving on. “I’ll be back.” She nodded.

The Honey Bee Company booth sat just a few steps away, jars of golden honey lined up in rows, some with thick pieces of comb still visible inside. The scent there was rich and sweet, drifting into the air and mixing with everything else around it.

I made my way farther along, passing a booth filled with hand-carved wooden toys, each one detailed and carefully made. Small rocking chairs, puzzle boxes shaped like bones, and other pieces sat arranged across the table, the wood smooth and polished from careful work.

“Roxy!”

I turned at the sound of my name and spotted Louise Carlton standing near the Pet Palace adoption booth, her silver bob perfectly in place and her bangles catching the light as she waved me over.

“I was wondering if I’d see you this morning,” she said as I stepped up beside her. “Any news on Lollipop?”

A small carrier rested beside her, empty just then, and Louise followed my gaze with a knowing look.

“She’s still there,” I said, my expression softening a bit.

“No interest?” Louise asked gently.

“Not yet,” I admitted. “But she’s settling in. She’s good with Pepper, calm and easy to handle. I think she just needs the right person to come along.”

Louise nodded, folding her hands loosely in front of her. “Sometimes that’s all it is,” she said. “Timing.”

“I’m not giving up on her,” I said. “We’ll give it more time.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Louise replied with a small smile. “We’ll keep her on the board. Someone will come looking.”

I nodded, feeling a little better just saying it out loud, then shifted my attention back to the market around us.

From where I stood, I could see Morgan Key at her Walk in the Bark booth, arranging a line of colorful dog bandanas while a customer bent down to look at a tray of treats. The bright fabrics moved in the breeze, adding little bursts of color to the space.

Farther off, a vendor arranged fresh flowers into buckets, the scent drifting through the air as people paused to admire them.

I adjusted the strap of my bag on my shoulder and took a slow breath, letting it all settle in.

This was Honey Springs at its best. Busy, warm, full of life and small moments that stacked together into something bigger. Like murder.

I turned back around when I realized the only booth I needed to go to for some fresh ingredients was Jean Hill’s, and that’s when I noticed two very animated people talking.

Nadia Voss and Calvin Stroud.

“Interesting,” I muttered under my breath, slowing my steps just enough to keep them in my line of sight without making it obvious.

Nadia stood with her back half turned toward me, one hand resting on her hip, the other holding a small notepad. Even from that distance, there was something tight about the way she held herself, something controlled and precise, like every word out of her mouth had already been measured before she said it. Calvin Stroud stood across from her, shoulders relaxed, his posture easy in a way that didn’t match the sharp focus in his eyes. He leaned in just slightly when she spoke, nodding once then again, like he was filing everything away.

I shifted my path, angling myself toward Hill’s Orchard booth and letting a couple of shoppers move between us so I didn’t look like I was watching them too closely. The scent of fresh apples and cut greenery grew stronger as I got closer, and the bright colors of the fruit display gave me something to focus on while I kept them in my peripheral vision.

Jean looked up the second I stepped in. “There you are,” she said, brushing her hands on her apron before reaching for a basket. “I was wondering when you’d make your way over.”

“You know I can’t stay away,” I said, picking up a pear and turning it in my hand, though my attention flicked past her shoulder again.

Nadia had shifted. The conversation with Calvin had ended just as quietly as it had started. No handshake, no lingering. He stepped back first, gave a small nod, and moved off toward the edge of the market like he had somewhere else to be. Nadia didn’t follow him. She stayed where she was for a second, scanning the booths, then turned and headed straight in my direction.

Well, that made things easy.

“She looks like she’s on a mission,” Jean said softly, her eyes cutting toward Nadia for just a second before returning to me.

“That she does,” I replied, setting the pear into the basket Jean had handed me.

Nadia stepped up beside me without hesitation, her attention going straight to the display in front of us. “I need something clean,” she said, her tone all business as she glanced over the fruit. “High energy, easy to digest. The athletes have an early heat tomorrow.”

Jean didn’t miss a beat. “You’re going to want these,” she said, pulling a small crate forward filled with apples and a basket of fresh greens. “Light, fresh, and they’ll sit right.”

Nadia nodded, already reaching for a few items and inspecting them quickly before placing them into her own basket. “Perfect,” she said. “That’s exactly what I need.”

I watched her for a second, taking in the way she moved. Efficient. Focused. No wasted motion. “You planning meals now?” I asked, keeping my tone light as I picked up another piece of fruit. “Or just making sure everyone behaves?”

She didn’t look at me right away. “Preparation is part of performance,” she said, selecting another apple before finally turning her head slightly toward me. “Something I take seriously.”

“I’ve noticed,” I said. “You take a lot of things seriously.”

That got her full attention.

Her eyes met mine, sharp and assessing, like she was trying to figure out where I was going before I got there. “What does that mean?” she asked.

I set the fruit in my basket and leaned one hip lightly against the edge of the table, giving her a small smile that didn’t give much away. “It means I saw you just now,” I said. “With Calvin.”

There it was.

A flicker.

Small. Quick. But it was there.

Then it was gone.

Her expression settled right back into place, smooth and controlled, like nothing had shifted at all. “I talk to a lot of people,” she said, turning back to the display and reaching for a bundle of greens. “That’s not unusual.”

“No,” I agreed easily. “It’s not. But Calvin’s not exactly picking apples for dinner.”

That made her pause.

Not long. Just enough.

“He represents athletes,” she said, her tone steady. “It’s his job to be here.”

“And yours?” I asked.

She set the greens into her basket with a little more force than necessary then turned fully toward me. “My job is to make sure my team is ready,” she said. “That includes nutrition, recovery, performance. Not sponsorships. Not agents. Not whatever you think you’re implying.”

“I’m not implying anything,” I said, holding her gaze. “I’m asking why you’re talking to him.”

Her jaw shifted slightly, the only sign that the question had landed harder than she wanted it to. “Because he asked a question,” she said. “About one of the athletes. I answered it.”

“About Drew?” I asked.

She hesitated again, just for a fraction of a second. “Yes,” she said. “He’s being recruited. That’s not a secret.”

“And you’re the one with the numbers,” I said quietly. “The data. The kind of information someone like Calvin would want.”

Her eyes narrowed just slightly. “Careful,” she said. “You’re stepping into something you don’t understand.”

“Then help me understand,” I replied.

For a moment, neither of us said anything. The sounds of the market carried on around us. Voices rising and falling. The rustle of bags. The scent of fresh food and flowers drifting through the air like nothing else in the world mattered.

Nadia let out a slow breath, her shoulders settling just enough to shift her stance.

“I am a trainer,” she said, her voice measured. “I track performance. I monitor recovery. I make sure these athletes are in the best shape possible. That’s where my role begins and ends.”

“And Whitmore?” I asked.

Her expression didn’t change, but something behind her eyes tightened. “He handled his own business,” she said. “Always did.”

“Even when it got messy?” I asked.

“That wasn’t my concern,” she replied.

I studied her for a second then nodded once. “Alright,” I said. “Then let me ask you something else.”

She waited.

“That morning,” I said. “You said you were at the boathouse. Early. Doing your checks.”

“I was,” she said without hesitation.

“And you didn’t see anything out of place?” I asked.

Her gaze held steady on mine. “No,” she said. “Everything was exactly as it should have been. Listen—” She shifted on her hip. “I’ve already talked to the sheriff. I’m done here.”

Nadia didn’t linger much longer after that. She shifted her basket to her other hand, gave one last scan of the table like she was mentally checking off a list, then stepped forward and set everything down in front of Jean. “I’ll take these,” she said, that clipped, professional edge back in her tone as she reached into her bag for her wallet.

Jean moved with her usual steady ease, ringing up the items and sliding them into a paper sack. The crinkle of the bag sounded loud for just a second against the backdrop of the market, and the scent of fresh greens and fruit lifted up as she folded the top down neatly.

“That should do you just fine,” Jean said, handing it over.

“It will,” Nadia replied, taking the bag and giving a brief nod. “Thank you.”

Her eyes flicked toward me for just a fraction of a second, unreadable, then she turned and walked off through the crowd, her pace quick and purposeful as she disappeared between the booths.

I watched her go, my fingers resting lightly on the edge of the table, my thoughts already turning over everything I had seen.

“Well, now,” Jean said, her voice low as she leaned in just slightly, her eyes following the same path Nadia had taken. “I couldn’t help but hear a little more than I was supposed to.”

I glanced back at her. “Oh?”

She gave a small, knowing smile and reached for another apple, though her attention stayed on me. “She was over there a few minutes before you came up,” she said, nodding toward the spot Nadia had just left. “Picking through those vegetables like she was feeding royalty.”

That sounded about right.

“And that man you mentioned,” Jean continued, lowering her voice another notch, “he didn’t just happen to be standing there.”

I straightened just a bit, giving her my full attention.

“He came up to her,” she said. “Didn’t waste any time either. Asked her plain as day why she hadn’t responded to his emails.”

My stomach tightened just enough to notice. “What did she say?” I asked.

Jean’s brows lifted slightly. “Not here,” she said, repeating Nadia’s words exactly. “That’s all she gave him.”

I could picture it clear as day.

Jean glanced past me for a second then leaned in just a touch closer. “She looked right at me after she said it,” she added. “Gave me one of those tight little smiles people use when they don’t want you asking questions.”

I let out a quiet breath. “And then?”

“She told me she’d be back,” Jean said. “Picked up her basket and walked off like she had somewhere else to be. And he followed her.”

“To where?” I asked.

Jean shook her head. “Far enough that I couldn’t hear another word,” she said. “They moved toward the edge, past the flower stand.”

I nodded slowly. “That’s helpful,” I said.

“I figured you’d think so,” she replied with a chuckle. “Honey Springs might be small, but not much happens around here without somebody noticing.”

I glanced once more toward where Nadia had disappeared, the crowd already closing in behind her like she had never been there at all.

“Good thing for me,” I said quietly, “you were paying attention.”

“Always am,” she said with a smile, handing me the basket she’d started to fill for me.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


After I’d gone to the farmer’s market, I went back to the Bean Hive. It was getting later in the day, so Bunny Bowowski had already gone home for the day, and Birdie was by herself.

If you asked me, Birdie probably liked it that way. Though she was Loretta’s granddaughter, she seemed more like me than Loretta—the being-alone part, anyway. I’m not sure who Loretta would talk to if she were alone. But me, I loved being alone in the coffee shop. It was where I did my best thinking.

I stood at the murder board, one arm wrapped around myself while the other held a marker up to the paper and crossed out Nadia’s and Drew’s names. If Spencer hadn’t told me they were cleared, I’d have definitely kept Nadia up there on the list. Especially since I had seen her and Calvin at the farmer’s market and since Jean had told me what she’d overheard.

Suspicious at best but certainly not killers. They could’ve been talking about a few different things, but I still wanted to know what. As I stood there, I had no idea that I was about to get my answers.

That’s when Birdie stuck her head through the swinging door. I thought she was going to tell me she was going home for the day, but that wasn’t what she said.

“Nadia Voss is here to talk to you.” Birdie’s words startled me.

“Really?” I asked, a little—well, a lot—taken aback.

“That’s what she said.” Birdie shrugged, letting go of the door as it swung shut behind her.

I capped the marker and headed out the door to the Bean Hive. There were only a few customers sitting inside and a couple outside, which technically meant Birdie could go home, but instead I asked her to stay for a few minutes while I talked to Nadia.

“Can you get us each a Victory Lap Latte?” I asked Birdie, who went to work on them with pride because it was her creation, just for the rowing competition.

“Hi, Nadia,” I greeted her. “Let me check on Lollipop real quick, and why don’t I meet you over on the couch?” I pointed her to the couches near the unlit fireplace. That was probably the best place to talk since no one was sitting there.

Birdie had put the small fence around the cat tree, giving Lollipop a little bit of space to hop around in, after we’d propped opened the door to the coffee shop that morning. Though I did want to make sure she was safe and happy, I wanted to buy some time for Nadia to sit down and for Birdie to make those delish lattes because I’d found that when folks talked over coffee, more than just idle chitchat happened. And right then, I needed Nadia to confide in me or at least give me time to answer her questions and find out what she wanted to see me about.

Hopefully it wasn’t about making more protein drinks for the big competition tomorrow.

“Here you go.” Birdie walked over to the cat tree and handed me the drinks. “If you need more truth serum, let me know.”

“Am I that obvious?” I laughed.

“Let’s just say I’ve been around long enough to know how you operate.” Birdie winked and headed back toward the counter.

I walked across the coffee shop. Nadia had decided to sit on the short couch, making it a little harder for me to sit too close. I was sure she’d done that on purpose to protect her space, but I was armed with a latte.

“Here you go.” I held it out, but she was reluctant. “I know you don’t like all the fat, but listen, you deserve it. It’s not easy dealing with all those men.”

She smiled and took it from me. I was happy to see her take one sip, then another, then a big one.

“I felt like it might be safe here, since everyone here for the competition tomorrow knows that I come here to pick up protein drinks for the athletes I train,” she told me as she took another long sip, but that wasn’t all she told me.

She told me so much that I thought my head was going to spin, and it took her two lattes to get through it.

“Everything okay?” Birdie asked.

“Um, yeah.” I shook myself out of my head.

“Are you sure?” she asked again. “Because if you leave your mouth open much longer, a bee might fly in.”

“Oh, honey,” I joked back. “There’s so much to say, but I’m going to need you to stay a little longer today.”

“Sure, I don’t have anywhere to go but home to binge-watch some shows,” Birdie said, and I gave her a quick hug.

“Can you not only package me up some treats to take to the sheriff’s department but also put Lollipop in her carrier?” I asked as I untied my apron.

“Sure can,” she said and started working around the coffee shop while I pulled my phone out of my bag hanging from the coatrack.

It didn’t take long to find my favorites on my phone and hit Aunt Maxi’s name. “I’m going to need you for a sting operation” was all I had to say for her to jump at the chance. Before too long, Lollipop and I, along with a bunch of sweet treats and a box of fresh coffee, were on our way in my little car to the Honey Springs Sheriff’s Department, and by the time I pulled into a parking spot along Main Street, Aunt Maxi was already there, waiting on the sidewalk like she had been born for a moment just like that.

She stood with one hand planted firmly on her hip, the other holding that ever-present notebook like it was a prop she refused to be without. Her hair was teased high and sprayed into place, not a strand daring to move despite the light breeze drifting through downtown. Her outfit was a mix of color and confidence, something only she could wear without a second thought, and the instant she spotted my car, she lifted her chin just slightly like she was acknowledging her cue.

“Well,” she said as I stepped out and shut the door, her bracelets chiming softly with the movement of her arm, “it’s about time. I have been standing out here long enough for people to start assuming I’m either waiting on a date or about to deliver breaking news in the Daily Siftings.”

“You might be doing both,” I said, grabbing the box of treats from the passenger seat before reaching back in for Lollipop’s carrier. Inside, the little rabbit shifted just enough to let me know she was awake, her nose twitching as she adjusted to the movement. The soft rustle of the towel I’d tucked inside for her comfort followed as I lifted the carrier out and balanced it against my hip.

Aunt Maxi’s eyes dropped to the carrier immediately, her expression softening for a split second before snapping right back into place.

“There she is,” she said, leaning in just slightly. “Still not adopted, I see.”

“Not yet,” I replied. “We’re giving it time.”

“Well, we will just have to make her irresistible,” she said, straightening again before her gaze flicked back up to mine. “Now, are you going to tell me what kind of trouble we are getting into, or am I supposed to improvise my way through this entire situation?”

I shifted the box of treats in my arms and glanced toward the sheriff’s department across the street before stepping off the curb. “I need you to do a fake interview,” I said as we crossed, the sunlight warming the pavement beneath our feet.

Her pace didn’t slow, but her entire posture shifted.

“A fake interview,” she repeated, her voice dropping just slightly as her interest sharpened.

“At the marina,” I added. “And I need you to treat it like it’s the most important piece you’ve ever done.”

Then she stopped right there in the middle of the sidewalk. I turned back toward her, already knowing that look on her face.

“This,” she said, lifting her notebook slightly, her eyes bright with something that looked dangerously close to excitement, “is the kind of assignment I have been waiting for.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I need you all in.”

She stepped closer, lowering her voice like we were sharing something far more serious than we probably looked. “Am I asking questions to uncover truth,” she said, tapping her pen lightly against the notebook, “or am I asking questions to make someone uncomfortable enough to reveal it themselves?”

I couldn’t help the small smile that pulled at my mouth. “Both,” I said. “But you can’t tell anyone why you’re asking. Not who. Not what. Not anything.”

Her grin widened just a touch, that tight-lipped smile she used when she was about to bulldoze straight through something with charm and confidence. “Darling,” she said, her tone smooth and certain, “this is not my first performance.”

“I know it’s not,” I said, shifting Lollipop’s carrier again before heading toward the front door of the sheriff’s department. “And I’ll fill you in on everything as we go.”

We stepped up onto the sidewalk in front of the building, and for just a second, I took in the familiar sight of it. The brick exterior sat, solid and steady, between the church and the firehouse.

Aunt Maxi moved ahead of me just slightly, her heels clicking against the pavement as she reached for the door and pulled it open without hesitation.

The second we stepped inside, the smell of stale coffee made me feel bad for our sheriff’s department.

The floor shone under the overhead lights, freshly waxed and reflecting just enough to catch the movement of our steps. Faux-leather benches lined one wall, their surfaces smooth and slightly worn, while the opposite wall held a row of framed photos and plaques that told the quiet history of the town.

I caught sight of one in particular as we moved farther in—a younger Spencer, standing waist-deep in floodwater, helping someone to safety.

Gloria Dei.

“Do I smell real coffee?” Gloria asked. She sat perched behind her desk like she had been there all morning, her fingers moving across the keyboard with a speed that didn’t match her calm expression. Her headset rested slightly back on her teased hair, perched high like it belonged there, and her reading glasses sat low on her nose as she peered over them at us.

“Yes, you do,” I said, stepping closer to the desk.

Her eyes dropped immediately to the carrier in my arms, and whatever else she had been about to say disappeared. “Oh,” she said, leaning forward, her entire expression shifting. “What have you got there?”

“This is Lollipop,” I said, setting the carrier gently on the edge of her desk so she could get a better look.

Gloria’s hand came up slowly, careful and deliberate, as she crouched just enough to peer inside.

“Spencer had said he would mention her to the staff, so I thought I’d just bring her,” I said, knowing once the right person saw her, they’d not let her go back to the coffee shop.

“Well, aren’t you just the sweetest little thing,” Gloria cooed, her voice softening completely as Lollipop twitched her nose in response.

Aunt Maxi stepped in closer, watching the interaction with a small smile. “She is currently available,” she added like she was presenting a formal introduction. “And in desperate need of a good home.”

“Mm-hmm,” Gloria murmured, her attention still locked on the rabbit. “Aren’t we all.”

She straightened slowly, pushing her glasses up just slightly before reaching for the treat jar beside her pencil cup. “Well,” she said, lifting the lid and peering inside, “I know these are for dogs, but I imagine I can find something suitable.”

“She’ll be fine for a few minutes,” I said. “We just need to talk to Spencer.”

Gloria’s brows lifted as she reached for her coffee mug and raised it alongside that delicate pinky before taking a small sip. “He’s been waiting,” she said, setting it back down with a soft clink. “Interrogation room.”

Her gaze shifted to the box in my arms, and just like that, her attention was redirected. “Now, what have you brought me?” she asked, already reaching toward the box.

“Treats,” I said, sliding the box closer.

“Well, don’t mind if I do,” she replied, flipping the lid open and letting out a small, approving sound. “Now, this is what I call cooperation.”

She reached in and pulled one out, holding it up for a quick inspection before taking a bite. The expression that followed said everything.

“Mmm,” she said, nodding once. “You always know how to make an entrance.”

Aunt Maxi leaned against the desk, crossing her arms lightly. “We do aim to impress.”

Gloria gave her a sideways look. “You always do,” she said then flicked her gaze back to me. “You can leave the rabbit here.”

I hesitated. “You sure?”

She waved a hand dismissively, already reaching for the carrier door.

“Honey, I’ve handled worse than a rabbit around here,” she said. “I’ll find her something. Might not be on this desk, but I’ll find it.”

Lollipop shifted slightly as Gloria opened the carrier just enough to let her see out, her nose twitching again as she took in the new surroundings.

“She’ll be fine,” Gloria said, her tone firm, like the decision had already been made. “You go handle whatever it is you’re about to handle.”

I glanced down at Lollipop one more time then back at Gloria then finally nodded. “Alright,” I said. “We won’t be long.”

“Take your time,” Gloria replied, already settling back into her chair with the rabbit and the treats within reach. “I’ve got company now.”

Aunt Maxi pushed off the desk and straightened, her energy shifting again as she turned toward the hallway leading back into the bullpen.

“Well,” she said, tapping her notebook lightly against her palm, “shall we go see what kind of mess we can talk Spencer into?”

I took a breath, steadying myself just enough before following her.

“Oh,” I said quietly as we stepped past the threshold, “you have no idea.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Aunt Maxi, can you hear me?” I asked into my earbuds while she waited at the marina.

The night sky had already filled in, and a host of stars twinkled above. The lapping of Lake Honey Springs was normally a soothing and relaxing sound, but tonight my skin was pricked with goosebumps.

With everyone in place, I started to get nervous. The whole operation could be a huge bust, and Spencer would never ever let me forget it—forget the fact that I’d promised him I’d never again put my nose into one of his investigations if he’d just humor me.

Instead of getting everyone else in the department involved—or potentially have egg on their faces if I was wrong—he said he’d do it alone. He was staked out at the pier and on the three-way call with me and Aunt Maxi while I was in Big Bib’s office.

It had taken a lot of convincing to get Big Bib to stay out of his marina for a few hours and let us conduct the sting operation. Aunt Maxi had called Calvin Stroud for an exclusive interview in the Daily Siftings section of the newspaper.

The only thing we didn’t expect was for Calvin to show up with Drew.

“Now what am I supposed to do?” Aunt Maxi’s voice came through my earbuds, pitched just low enough that I could hear the edge of nerves under all that confidence.

I pressed my back flatter against the wall inside Big Bib’s office, the wood cool even through my shirt, and closed my eyes for a second to think. The marina stretched out just beyond the window, dark water catching the reflection of dock lights and the faint shimmer of stars above. The gentle lap of the lake against the pilings tapped in a slow rhythm that did nothing to calm the tightness in my chest.

“You do exactly what you came to do,” I said quietly into the phone. “You interview him.”

“With Drew?” she asked, her voice lifting just enough to tell me she didn’t like that part of the plan.

“With Drew,” I confirmed. “Just… lean into it. Make it about him. Make it about the future. Calvin won’t be able to help himself.”

There was a pause, and I could almost see her shifting her stance on the dock, adjusting her grip on that notebook and rolling her shoulders back like she was stepping onto a stage. “Well,” she said, her tone smoothing out into something far more familiar, “if there is one thing I know how to do, it is make a man talk about himself.”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” I murmured.

In my other ear, Spencer let out a quiet breath. “I’ve got eyes on them,” he said, his voice low and steady. “They’re just past the end of the pier.”

“Stay where you are,” I whispered back. “We need him talking first.”

Outside, I could see the faint outline of movement as Aunt Maxi approached them. Drew stood off to the side, his posture tight and his hands shoved into the pockets of his jacket like he wasn’t entirely sure why he’d come. Calvin Stroud, on the other hand, looked exactly like he belonged there. Relaxed. Confident. In control.

“Well, now.” Aunt Maxi’s voice floated through my earbuds, bright and warm, as she stepped into their space. “There you are. I was beginning to think I’d been stood up, and I do not take kindly to that sort of behavior.”

Calvin gave a small chuckle, the sound carrying faintly through the phone. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “Just had a few things to wrap up.”

“And you brought company,” she added, her tone shifting just slightly as she turned her attention to Drew. “Well, isn’t that convenient. Saves me a second interview.”

Drew muttered something I couldn’t quite make out, but Calvin stepped in smoothly. “Figured it would be good for him,” he said. “Get his name out there.”

“Oh, I do love a rising star,” Aunt Maxi said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “Now, let’s get right to it. The Daily Siftings does not wait for anyone, and neither do my readers.”

I held my breath, listening.

“So tell me,” she continued, her pen tapping lightly against her notebook, “what makes this one so special?”

Calvin didn’t hesitate.

“He’s top-tier,” he said, his voice taking on that polished edge. “Best numbers in his class. Recovery times are exceptional. Stroke efficiency is off the charts. You won’t find another athlete with this kind of consistency. You’ll see him in action tomorrow.” He rattled off a few numbers that meant nothing to me, but I sure did know those were the fake numbers Spencer had given Nadia to give Calvin after we’d concocted our plan.

I felt my stomach tighten. I glanced toward the pier at Spencer even though he couldn’t see me, my fingers curling tighter around the phone. “You hear that?” I whispered.

“I hear it,” he replied.

Out on the dock, Aunt Maxi gave a nod of approval. “Well, now, those are some mighty fine numbers you’re rattling off,” she said. “You must have quite the inside track to be so confident.”

“I do my homework,” Calvin replied smoothly.

“Mm-hmm,” she said, and I could picture her nodding slowly, like she was taking it all in. “And where exactly does one find such detailed information?”

There was the slightest pause.

“Connections,” he said.

“Of course,” she replied lightly. “Connections make the world go round.”

I pressed my lips together, my pulse picking up.

“Now,” she continued, “I want to make sure I’m getting all of this right. I would normally jot it down, but I’ve found over the years that my memory is far more reliable than ink on paper.”

“You’re not writing anything?” Calvin asked.

I bit back a laugh despite everything.

“Oh, honey,” Aunt Maxi said, her tone dripping with charm, “this noggin right here has held more secrets, recipes, and reputations than any notebook ever could. I don’t need to write it down. I remember.”

Spencer let out the faintest huff of amusement in my ear.

“Suit yourself,” Calvin said, though there was a thread of something else there. Wariness.

“And a photo,” Aunt Maxi added brightly. “My readers love a good visual. Especially when it comes to someone they’ll be hearing about for years to come.”

There was a shuffle of movement, and I leaned closer to the window, trying to see more clearly.

“I can do that,” she said, and I heard the rustle of her pulling out her phone.

“Perfect,” Calvin replied. “Let’s⁠—”

And then⁠—

Silence.

“Aunt Maxi?” I said into the phone.

Nothing.

“Aunt Maxi, can you hear me?” I tried again, my voice a little sharper.

Still nothing.

My heart kicked hard against my ribs.

“Maxi?” Spencer’s voice cut in. “You still with us?”

No response.

“Oh no,” I whispered, pushing off the wall. “I think she hung up on us.”

I dropped lower instinctively, moving toward the window, keeping myself out of sight as I crouched. The wooden floor creaked softly under my hands as I lowered myself farther then flattened out enough to inch forward.

“Aunt Maxi, answer me,” I hissed into the phone, panic starting to creep in.

The window frame came into view, and I angled myself just enough to see out without exposing too much.

Drew was gone.

My breath caught when I saw only Aunt Maxi and Calvin remained.

He stood closer.

Too close.

I strained to hear, pressing one hand against the glass as if it would somehow bring the sound closer.

“What is this?” Calvin’s voice carried, sharp, stripped of that smooth polish. “Some kind of fake interview?”

Aunt Maxi didn’t step back.

“Well, now,” she said, her voice steady, though I could hear the shift beneath it, “if you’re asking whether I came here to ask questions, then yes, I most certainly did.”

“You think this is funny?” he snapped.

“No,” she replied, and this time, there was no charm in it. “But I do think it’s interesting how you seem to know an awful lot about data that doesn’t belong to you.”

My breath stalled.

“That’s a bold accusation,” he said, his tone dropping lower.

“Is it?” she shot back. “Because from what I understand, you’ve been quite busy lately. Emails that go unanswered. Pressure being applied where it doesn’t belong. Athletes being turned into numbers and sold off like inventory.”

He went still.

I saw it even from where I crouched.

“And then there’s the coach,” she continued, her voice gaining strength. “Gatekeeping, as you like to call it. Playing agents against each other. Cutting deals behind closed doors.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“Don’t I?” she replied. “Because it sounds to me like someone didn’t like being cut out of a very lucrative arrangement.”

Spencer moved in my ear. “Stay down,” he whispered. “I’m moving.”

I couldn’t look away.

Calvin’s hand slipped into his pocket very slowly and deliberately.

My stomach dropped.

“Aunt Maxi,” I breathed out even though I knew she couldn’t hear me.

When his hand came back out, it held something dark.

A roll of tape.

My chest seized.

“You should have stayed out of this,” he said quietly.

Aunt Maxi’s shoulders squared.

“Darling,” she said, her voice steady in a way that made my throat tighten, “I have never stayed out of anything in my life.”

He stepped forward.

And that was it.

“Spencer!” I shouted, scrambling to my feet as I shoved the door open. The night air hit me hard as I ran, the sound of my own footsteps pounding against the dock louder than anything else.

Ahead, I could see them.

Calvin closing in.

The tape lifting in his hand.

Aunt Maxi standing her ground.

And for one split second, everything slowed just enough for one clear thought to hit me⁠—

We were not too late.

Not yet.


CHAPTER TWENTY


“Don’t come any closer, Roxy!” Aunt Maxi yelled at me and pointed.

Calvin didn’t even look my way as he closed the distance in two long strides, the roll of black grip tape already unspooling in his hand, the loose end catching the dock light as it swung forward at Aunt Maxi. The lake shifted behind him, dark water pressing softly against the pilings, and for a second, the whole scene narrowed to the space between him and Aunt Maxi.

She did not step back.

She lifted her chin instead, her shoulders square, one hand still clutching that notebook against her side while the other slid slowly into her handbag.

“You really should’ve stuck to the fluff pieces,” he said, his voice low and controlled, the kind of tone that didn’t need to be raised to be dangerous. “You had your chance to walk away.”

“And miss all this?” Aunt Maxi replied, her tone almost offended, her bracelets chiming softly as her fingers dug inside her bag. “Oh, honey, I would never forgive myself.”

He moved faster then. The tape snapped tight between his hands as he lunged forward, reaching for her, his arm coming up to loop it around her neck in one practiced motion.

Aunt Maxi twisted just enough that it didn’t land clean.

It caught high against her shoulder instead of her throat, the edge brushing her neck but not tightening the way he intended. I moved forward, but she had it under control. Since I knew he’d been so enraged that he hadn’t seen me, I crept along, hiding in the shadows of the boat slips to get closer to her.

“Oh no you don’t,” she snapped, her voice sharp as she yanked her arm free and stumbled back one step, her heel catching slightly on the uneven wood.

He adjusted immediately, stepping in again, his grip tightening as he tried to reposition the tape. “You don’t get to ruin this for me,” he said, his voice breaking just enough to show the crack beneath all that control. “You don’t get to expose something you don’t understand.”

“Roxy, I’m at the marina,” Spencer’s voice came through in my ears. “I can hear him.”

It was all we needed to get a confession. It still didn’t make me feel better that Aunt Maxi appeared to be in danger, though I knew Spencer was there and probably armed.

“Oh, I understand just fine,” Aunt Maxi shot back, her breath coming quicker but her eyes locked on his. “You didn’t like being cut out. You didn’t like that Whitmore was playing you and every other agent like a deck of cards.”

His jaw tightened. “You think this was about him?” he snapped, the tape pulling tighter between his hands as he stepped forward again. “He was a problem. He was sloppy. Selling data to anyone who’d pay for it and pretending he was in control.”

“You mean control like you wanted?” she fired back, shifting her weight again, keeping just enough distance to make him work for it. “Control like having Drew locked down before anyone else even had a chance to look at him?”

His eyes flashed. “There are millions on the line,” he said, the words coming faster, sharper. “Do you have any idea what that kind of talent is worth? What those numbers mean? He wasn’t just giving it away. He was ruining the deal.”

“So you killed him,” she said, plain and direct.

For a split second, something flickered across his face.

“He forced my hand,” Calvin said, his voice low and tight as he stepped in again, the tape lifting, ready to strike. “He wouldn’t stop. Wouldn’t listen. I told him to meet me. Told him we needed to talk, and he still thought he could outmaneuver me.”

“You strangled him with his own equipment,” Aunt Maxi said, her voice steady, her hand tightening around whatever she had in her bag. “And then you made sure someone else would take the fall.”

“He was already done,” Calvin snapped. “It was clean. And it sent a message.”

“And Warren Gill?” she pressed.

That did it. His composure cracked. “He was next,” Calvin said, his voice rising just enough to betray him. “He thought he could step in, take control of the whole operation. Use the competition, use the athletes, use the situation to sell his own version of the deal.”

“So you cleaned house,” Aunt Maxi said.

“I fixed it,” he shot back. “I made sure there was only one path forward.”

“And anyone who got in your way—” she started.

“Was a liability,” he finished. “And now you are!”

That was all she needed.

His arm came forward again, faster this time, the tape snapping out as he lunged.

But Aunt Maxi moved just as quickly. Her hand flew out of her handbag, not with panic but with purpose.

A tall, familiar can caught the light for just a second.

Aqua Net.

“Oh, bless your heart,” she said, pressing down hard.

A sharp hiss cut through the air as a cloud of hairspray blasted straight into his face.

Calvin recoiled instantly, the tape dropping loose in his hand as he staggered back, coughing and blinking hard as the spray hit his eyes.

“What the—” he choked out, bringing one hand up to shield his face as he tried to step away.

Aunt Maxi did not let up.

She held that button down like she meant it, sweeping the can from side to side, the spray catching the light in a fine mist that coated everything in front of her.

“I did not come out here unprepared,” she said, her voice firm, no hint of humor left as she backed him up step by step.

“You’re insane,” Calvin snapped, trying to push forward again, but his footing slipped just slightly on the dock as his vision blurred.

“And you are underestimating a woman with a handbag,” she shot back.

From down the pier, heavy footsteps pounded against the wood.

Spencer.

“Sheriff!” Aunt Maxi called, not taking her eyes off Calvin as she gave one last strong spray before lowering the can just enough to keep it ready.

Calvin tried one more time to move forward, but his balance faltered. His eyes squeezed shut against the sting, his breaths coming rough as he stumbled.

Spencer hit him full force.

The impact drove him back against one of the posts, the wood rattling under the force as Spencer grabbed him, twisting his arms behind his back in one clean, practiced motion.

“Don’t move,” Spencer barked, his voice cutting through the night as he forced Calvin down to his knees.

The roll of tape clattered against the dock, spinning once before coming to a stop near Aunt Maxi’s feet.

For a moment, no one moved.

The lake pressed quietly against the pier.

The stars held steady above.

And Aunt Maxi stood there, chest rising and falling, the Aqua Net can still clutched in her hand like a weapon she had every intention of using again if she had to.

“Well,” she said finally, smoothing a hand over her hair like she had just stepped out of a mild inconvenience instead of a near-death situation, “I do believe that went exactly as planned.”

I reached her then, breathless, my hands grabbing her arms before I even realized I was moving.

“Are you okay?” I asked, my voice tight.

She looked at me, then at Spencer, then down at Calvin pinned on the dock. “I am just fine,” she said, lifting her chin. “Though I do think I’ve earned myself a fresh can of hairspray.”

Spencer let out a slow breath, tightening his grip on Calvin just enough to make it clear it was over. “Yeah,” he said. “I’d say you have.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The next day was race day, and by the time the sun climbed high enough to settle warmly across Lake Honey Springs, the boardwalk had turned into exactly what Honey Springs did best.

A full-on, shoulder-to-shoulder, everybody-knows-everybody, nobody-stays-a-stranger-for-long kind of day.

I stood at the railing with Patrick beside me, Pepper pressed close against my leg like he’d claimed his spot for the event, and Sassy sitting just behind us on a folded blanket Patrick had insisted on bringing. The boards beneath our feet were warm from the late-morning sun, and the lake stretched out in front of us, steady and wide, catching the light in long ripples that moved in a slow, easy rhythm.

It felt normal, which, after everything that had happened last night—or even the past week—felt like a miracle.

Behind us, the boardwalk buzzed with movement and chatter. Vendors lined the edge in neat rows, their booths bright with color and full of everything from kettle corn to homemade fudge, fresh lemonade, and baskets of baked goods wrapped in wax paper and tied with ribbon. Someone nearby was passing out samples of honey, the glass jars catching the sunlight in thick, golden layers, and the sweet scent drifted through the air, mixing with sugar, butter, and the faint saltiness of the lake.

Kids with sticky fingers and wide eyes darted between adults, clutching ice cream cones that leaned dangerously to one side. A man in a straw hat called out to passing customers about his famous peach preserves, while a group of teenagers leaned over the railing, pointing and laughing as they tried to pick out which team would win.

It was everything Honey Springs had promised the rowing competition would be.

“Roxy!” I turned at the sound of my name and found Aunt Maxi making her way toward us, her bracelets announcing her presence before she even reached us.

She was dressed for the occasion, of course, in something bright and bold that caught the eye without apology, her hair perfectly in place and her lipstick as precise as ever. Tucked under her arm was a neatly folded copy of the newspaper with her latest article for the Daily Siftings, which she held with all the pride of someone who had absolutely outdone herself.

“Well?” she said, planting one hand on her hip as she looked between me and Patrick. “Have you read it?”

“I’ve heard enough of it,” I said, though I reached out and took the paper anyway.

“Darling, hearing about it and reading it are two entirely different experiences,” she said. “One is secondhand. The other is art.”

Patrick leaned slightly toward me. “I’m guessing you’re the star of the show.”

“She’s the whole show,” I said and opened the paper.

“Excuse you,” Aunt Maxi said, though there was no real bite to it. “I simply reported the truth in a way that the public could properly appreciate.”

“You reported your version of the truth,” I said, scanning the headline that took up nearly half the page.

She waved a hand dismissively. “Details.”

Before I could respond, Pepper let out a soft bark and shifted his attention toward the far end of the boardwalk.

I followed his gaze, then I saw her.

Gloria Dei with a small leash in her hand.

And at the end of it was Lollipop. She trotted along beside Gloria, her little paws moving quickly to keep up, her tail held high and her ears alert as she took in everything around her. She had a small pink collar, something simple but sweet, and the leash matched, trailing lightly from Gloria’s hand.

“Gloria!” I called.

She looked up, her eyes finding mine over the tops of her glasses, and for just a second, her usual composed expression softened. “Well, good morning,” she said as I reached her. “I believe I have something that used to belong to you.”

I dropped down just enough to scoop Lollipop up into my arms, careful but quick, and held her close. She let out a small, pleased sound and immediately nuzzled into my shoulder like she had always known exactly where she belonged.

“Are you going to adopt her?” I asked, pulling back just enough to look at Gloria.

“I am,” she said, lifting her chin slightly.

“She’s perfect for you,” I said, and I meant it.

“She’s already made herself at home. Took over my desk this morning and refused to move until I gave her something to eat.” Gloria gave a small nod. “She and I are just alike.”

I set Lollipop back down gently. She stayed close, pressing against my leg before stepping back toward Gloria like she understood where she belonged.

Pepper approached slowly, sniffing cautiously before wagging his tail in approval. Sassy lifted her head just enough to observe the interaction before settling back down, clearly deciding everything was acceptable.

“Well,” Aunt Maxi said as she joined us, her eyes taking in the scene, “if that isn’t the most heartwarming development I’ve seen all morning.”

“Even more than your front-page article?” I asked.

She paused, considering. “Equal,” she said finally. “We’ll call it equal.”

Down at the marina, a whistle blew, sharp and clear, cutting through the noise of the crowd.

The race was about to start.

“Come on,” Patrick said, resting his hand against my back again as we moved toward the railing. “You don’t want to miss this.”

We found our place among the others, Gloria joining us with Lollipop at her side and Aunt Maxi positioning herself just slightly forward like she had every intention of being both spectator and commentator.

Out on the water, the shells lined up across the start.

The rowers sat ready, bodies leaned forward and oars squared and poised just above the surface. The coxswains spoke quietly, their voices carrying just enough to reach their crews as they made final adjustments.

The lake stilled.

The crowd quieted.

Even the vendors seemed to pause, their voices lowering as attention turned fully to the water.

The official raised the flag.

“Attention…”

The rowers locked in.

“GO!”

The oars hit the water in unison, blades slicing clean as the crews drove back through their legs, sending the shells forward in a burst of power that rippled across the lake.

The sound changed instantly.

Water struck.

Oars caught and released.

Voices rose.

The race was on.

Lakeview’s shell cut through the center lane, their strokes strong and steady as they settled into their rhythm. Drew sat near the middle of the boat, his movement blending seamlessly with the others, each pull timed perfectly with the next.

“They’re in sync,” Patrick said, watching closely.

I watched closely as Patrick told me everything to look for.

The boats moved across, each stroke building on the last as they pushed into the body of the course. The coxswains called out commands, their voices sharp and focused as they kept their teams locked in.

The crowd responded with cheers and claps.

Voices layered over one another as the energy built.

“They’re pulling ahead,” Gloria said, adjusting her glasses as she watched Lakeview edge forward.

“Of course they are,” Aunt Maxi said. “They’ve got momentum.”

“And a lot to prove,” I added quietly, because the news had broken late the night before about Calvin Shroud being the killer, and the national news had finally showed up thinking they had a story. They did.

Right there, right then.

The race stretched out, the shells moving farther from the dock as they reached the midpoint. The water reflected the sun in bright flashes, making it harder to track exact positions, but the difference was there.

Lakeview held the lead.

Their strokes remained clean, their timing precise, as they maintained their pace against the others.

“Look at that,” someone nearby said. “They’re not even breaking.”

“They’re saving it,” another replied.

The final stretch approached.

The coxswains’ voices rose again, sharper, pushing their teams for everything they had left.

“Ten strokes!”

“Push!”

“Now!” The voices echoed off the island’s mountainous forest.

The rowers responded, their bodies driving harder, faster, pulling the oars through the water with renewed force.

Lakeview surged, widening the gap.

“Come on,” I whispered, my grip tightening slightly on the railing.

The crowd erupted.

“GO! GO! GO!”

The final strokes came fast, strong, and relentless. Then it happened!

They crossed.

Lakeview’s shell slid past the finish line, the rowers leaning back in unison as the last stroke carried them through.

The crowd exploded into cheers.

Applause echoed across the lake, voices rising in celebration as the teams slowed and drifted beyond the line.

“They did it,” I said, smiling as I turned toward Patrick.

He leaned down, pressing a quick kiss to my temple. “They sure did.”

Aunt Maxi lifted her paper slightly. “And what a perfect ending to a perfectly reported story.”

Gloria let out a soft huff. “I’ll give you this,” she said. “It’s not every day you get to adopt a bunny and witness a championship.”

“See?” Aunt Maxi said, gesturing broadly. “Balance.”

I looked out over the lake one more time, taking it all in, from the water to the laughter spilling out of the people. Every part of Honey Springs was filled with life.

And standing there, with Patrick at my side, Pepper pressed close, Sassy content behind us, and Lollipop already settling into her new place with Gloria, it felt like everything had landed exactly where it needed to.

Continue your visit to Honey Springs, Kentucky and order the next book in the series - Pumpkin Spice Scandal.
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Join my VIP club and be the first to receive free goodies, new release info and other special stuff.

Click here to join now!

When you join you’ll recieve A Charming Blend, a crossover freebie that goes with the Magical Cures Series and Killer Coffee Series. Plus you’ll get several freebies from all of my series.


RECIPES FROM THE BEAN HIVE COFFEE SHOP


BOURBON-GLAZED CINNAMON BREAD (BEAN HIVE STYLE)


Flavor vibe:

Warm, soft, pull-apart-style bread with rich cinnamon swirls and a buttery bourbon glaze that soaks right in.

Ingredients

For the Dough:

	2 ¾ cups all-purpose flour 

	¼ cup sugar 

	1 packet (2 ¼ tsp) instant yeast 

	½ tsp salt 

	½ cup warm milk 

	¼ cup warm water 

	1 egg 

	3 tbsp unsalted butter, melted 




For the Cinnamon Filling:

	½ cup brown sugar 

	1 ½ tbsp ground cinnamon 

	¼ cup softened butter 




For the Bourbon Glaze:

	½ cup powdered sugar 

	2 tbsp butter, melted 

	1–2 tbsp bourbon 

	1 tbsp maple syrup 

	Splash of vanilla 

	Pinch of salt 




Instructions

1. Make the Dough

In a large bowl, mix flour, sugar, yeast, and salt.

Add warm milk, water, egg, and melted butter.

Stir until a soft dough forms, then knead for about 6–8 minutes until smooth.

Cover and let rise for 1 hour, or until double.

2. Roll & Fill

Roll dough into a rectangle (about 9 x 13-ish).

Spread softened butter across the surface.

Sprinkle brown sugar and cinnamon evenly.

3. Twist the Bread

Roll it up lengthwise like a log.

Slice it down the middle (longways), exposing the layers.

Twist the two halves together and place into a greased loaf pan.

4. Second Rise

Cover and let rise again for 30–40 minutes

5. Bake

Bake at 350°F for 30–35 minutes, until golden brown and your kitchen smells like you’ve got your life together.

6. Make the Bourbon Glaze

Whisk together powdered sugar, melted butter, bourbon, maple syrup, vanilla, and salt.

Adjust bourbon to taste (start light… or don’t [image: winking face]).

7. Finish

While the bread is still warm, drizzle the glaze over the top so it melts into all the twists.

[image: hot beverage] Bean Hive Tip (Roxy Style):

Let it sit about 10 minutes before slicing… but no one ever actually waits that long.


HONEY SPRINGS “VICTORY LAP LATTE”


Flavor vibe:

A smooth, celebratory latte with a hint of bourbon-maple sweetness and warm spice—perfect for sipping after a win.

Ingredients

	1 cup milk (whole, oat, or your favorite) 

	1 shot espresso (or ½ cup strong brewed coffee) 

	1 tbsp pure maple syrup 

	½ tbsp brown sugar 

	¼ tsp cinnamon 

	Pinch of nutmeg 

	½ tsp vanilla extract 

	1–2 tsp bourbon (optional but very on-brand [image: winking face]) 




Optional Toppings

	Fresh whipped cream 

	Light dusting of cinnamon sugar 

	Maple drizzle 




Instructions

	Warm the milk 




In a small saucepan over medium-low heat, warm the milk until hot but not boiling. Stir gently so it doesn’t scorch.

	Add the flavor 




Whisk in the maple syrup, brown sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, and vanilla until fully blended and slightly frothy.

	Brew your base 




Pull a fresh espresso shot or pour strong brewed coffee into your favorite mug.

	Bring it together 




Pour the warm, spiced milk mixture over the espresso.

	Optional cozy kick 




Stir in bourbon, if using. (Use just enough to warm, not overpower.)

	Top & serve 




Add whipped cream, a sprinkle of cinnamon sugar, and a drizzle of maple if you’re feeling fancy.

A Note From Roxy

This is the kind of drink you make when the town’s finally quiet again, the mystery’s been solved, and you’ve got just enough time to sit down and enjoy it. Best served with good company, a warm breeze off the lake, and a story worth telling.


About Tonya

A celebrated Amazon All-Star and USA Today bestselling author, Tonya has written over 180 southern cozy mysteries filled with heart, humor, and unforgettable small-town characters. Her novels, known for their southern charm and rich emotional storytelling, have been praised by readers and critics alike.

Writing full-time, Tonya crafts worlds where mystery, friendship, and a little mischief collide — and now, her stories will come to life for cozy mystery lovers everywhere.

Join Tonya’s newsletter.

Are you a Tonya Kappes Super Fan? Did you know Tonya has her very own community just like the communities in her books, minus the murder?

You are invited to come sit on the front porch with Tonya!

Here is your seat on the porch swing!

For a full reading order of Tonya Kappes’s Novels, visit www.tonyakappes.com
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