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Chapter One
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A regular morning at my cafe, the Jitterbug Junction, simply would not be a regular morning without a hint of scandal in the air.

“What is everybody whispering about?” I ask my friend and colleague, Phoebe Simms, as I shuffle the oldest pastries to the front of the glass cabinet and place the ones I’ve just finished baking neatly at the back. I take a quick glance around the cafe and confirm that more than a few of my usual customers have their heads bent close together as they discuss something they don’t want overheard.

“Oh!” Phoebe hands a coffee to a customer and hurries over to join me, helping me rearrange the pastry cabinet and leaning close enough to me that she, too, can whisper. “There’s a celebrity in Silver Brook.”

“A celebrity?” My head jerks up and I eye her with suspicion. “Who?”

“Nobody knows!” Phoebe laughs and takes the empty baking tray from my hands. “But people certainly do like to speculate...”

I can still hear the faint note of laughter as she disappears into the kitchen and I frown, trying to imagine what sort of celebrity would even want to come to small, sleepy Silver Brook. It’s not like anything ever really happens here!

That’s not strictly true, and as I grab a cloth and start wiping down the counter-top I’m forced to admit that things in Silver Brook have been more than a little chaotic of late. For a small town filled with friendly faces, we have had an unfortunate trend of mysterious murders, although I like to think that the worst moments of our town’s history are behind us now. Perhaps we’re on the verge of becoming the new go-to place for travelers and holiday-makers, I think, fighting a grin. Silver Brook, the tiny town that’s a big hit with the celebrity set...!

“Meredith Gray! You’re just the person I wanted to see!”

My smile drops immediately from my face and I feel my good mood come crashing back down to earth. Joanna Digby. Most of the regular visitors to my cafe are the neighbors and friends I welcome, glad to be able to serve their favorite tea, coffee, and tasty treats on an almost daily basis. But for every half-dozen friendly faces, there’s a Joanna Digby among them.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Are you busy?” Joanna’s face is friendly alright, but it’s in that slightly-forced, practiced-in-front-of-a-mirror quality that suggests she’s being nice to me because she wants something. And I don’t just mean a double-shot caramel latte with a peanut butter cookie on the side. I draw in a breath, then match Joanna’s wide smile with one of my own.

“Good morning, Joanna. What can I do for you today?”

“Well actually, Merry,” She pauses. “You don’t mind if I call you Merry, do you?”

“Lots of people do.” Holding my smile in place for so long is making my cheeks hurt. “What’s up?”

“I was hoping I could interview you for the Silver Brook Herald about Glow.” I frown and she pauses. “The new spa that’s just opened downtown.”

“There’s a new spa?” 

Joanna’s perfect mask of politeness slips and she lets out a groan of frustration.

“I’ve been covering it for weeks! You’d know all about it if you ever read the Herald!” She glances directly at the corner of the Jitterbug I’ve built to house a little free library. Ok, so it’s mostly just stocked with my old copies of Aloysius Hunt murder mystery books but then I notice a big pile of dusty, untouched newspapers. Joanna stalks over and lifts the top one off the pile, shaking it theatrically as she opens it and flips to the relevant page. She brandishes it in my direction, forcing me to look. “So I guess you haven’t taken advantage of the free coupon I persuaded them to let me include?”

“Free coupon?” This is enough to capture anyone’s attention, and I reach for the newspaper, running my eyes over the advertisement and feeling a familiar twinge in my back. It’s been playing up all week, and I’ve privately been blaming several new aches and pains on the extra-grueling hike my boyfriend, Rob, took me on last weekend. A massage might do me the world of good, especially if I can get one at a discount...

“Merry!”

I look up at the sound of Joanna’s bark, and she softens her stern expression with a smile. “So I can interview you about your impressions of the place?”

“I don’t know why anyone would care what I think about it,” I protest, carefully tearing out the coupon and slipping it into the back pocket of my jeans. “But sure. Let me run along there today and book myself a massage, then I’ll be more than happy to sing their praises.”

Joanna rolls her eyes.

“I mean as a business owner.” She speaks slowly and carefully as if she’s struggling to communicate with a toddler. “I’ve already discussed the impact this will have on poor Crystal.” I see her eyes flash with annoyance at my evident confusion and make an effort to nod. “Crystal Turner owns the Healing Barn. This new spa is encroaching directly on her turf!”

“Right.” I think about how often I’ve passed the dilapidated sign for the Healing Barn and how often I’ve thought about going there - just about never - and then wonder how many people, like me, are going to happily give their time and money to a shiny new spa. Yes, I can just imagine what Crystal has to say about that development. “Well, that’s a shame, but isn’t that the essence of the free market?” I try to sound upbeat. “I mean, I could hardly complain if someone else wanted to open a new cafe here in Silver Brook.” I superstitiously pat the wooden counter-top, hoping I haven’t just invited another crisis. “But everyone can do with a dose of self-care now and again.” I smile. “I’m sure Silver Brook is big enough for two spas to succeed.”

“We’ll see.” Joanna pulls out her phone and scrolls through her notifications, looking as bored with my suggestion as she is with me. I guess two independently successful businesses won’t fill as many column inches as a raging feud, and I swallow my desire to discuss the other piece of gossip dominating Silver Brook’s collective mind at the moment.

“Did you want a coffee, Joanna?” I ask, politely drawing her attention back. “I’m sure you’re busy. Maybe I can get you something to go?” I try not to look too relieved when she agrees, and I make up her drink, thinking that the less time the news-hungry Joanna Digby spends in my cafe, the better. The last thing I need is her stirring up intrigue about me!
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I follow the directions Phoebe gave me and see that not all of us were oblivious to the new spa that has lately opened at the other end of town. When I’d mentioned going to visit - and that I’d scored a coupon that would give me a fairly hefty discount - Phoebe practically shoved me out of the door immediately. I bite my lip, wondering just how much my complaining about my bad back has been grating on my friend’s nerves.

“Ouch!” 

As if to make a point, the spasm reasserts itself and I stop in the street, wriggling until I can find a more comfortable position to keep walking without pain. My progress to the spa is slow, and I’m more than a little relieved when I see the bright white building looming in front of me. I hesitate a moment, trying to remember what was here before. It certainly didn’t look as bright and clean before now, and there’s a cute sandwich board out the front boasting a notice written in elegant, curlicued cursive. Appointments available! Call in today! I reach for my coupon and step carefully inside, breathing the warm, lavender-scented air, instantly feeling calm.

“Good afternoon! Welcome to Glow! How can we help you today?”

I look around the crowded waiting area and my enthusiasm dims. Sign or no sign, there’s no way I’m going to be able to just walk into an appointment. Not when there are so many other people already waiting.

“Ma’am?”

Ma’am. My eyes narrow, but the oh-so-cheery receptionist continues to smile at me, completely oblivious to the unintentional slight she’s given me. I suck in a breath and wonder, fleetingly, if I ought to add a facial to my massage plan. I shake my head, then hold out the coupon with more confidence than I feel.

“I was hoping I might be able to book a massage?”

“Oh, of course! These coupons have certainly been popular recently. Are you a long-time reader of the Silver Brook Herald?”

I nod, thinking ruefully of the dusty stack I keep on hand at the Jitterbug.

“We actually have a slot in about five minutes, if you’re free now. Otherwise, I can book you in for tomorrow, or...well, any day this week!”

“Really?” I glance over my shoulder at the massed crowd. “I thought you’d be busy. What with you just opening.”

“We hired extra staff to cope with the demand.” The receptionist dimples at me. “Catriona was very forward-thinking. She’ll be the one doing your massage today unless you’d rather -“

“That’s fine.” I smile and make a show of checking my phone. “Five minutes, you said?”

“That’s right! The therapy rooms are just through there. You can go right in. There’s a changing area and robes and everything you might need.”

I bypass the waiting area altogether, wondering at the good fortune that
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