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​Chapter 1: Tea and Tension
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If there is a specific circle of hell reserved for baristas, it is surely an outdoor garden party on Mother's Day.

I stood behind a white linen-draped table in the center of the Rose Pavilion and wiped a bead of sweat from my temple. The air was thick with the scent of blooming jasmine, expensive perfume, and the sheer, unadulterated anxiety of three hundred adult children trying to please their mothers.

The Steeplechase Botanical Gardens were in full, aggressive bloom. Everywhere I looked there were petals. Pink petals. White petals. Red petals that looked suspiciously like blood spatter if you squinted hard enough. The Rose Pavilion itself was a masterpiece of Victorian architecture, a white lattice structure wrapped in climbing vines that offered dappled shade but zero protection from the humidity.

I adjusted the collar of my catering uniform. I had upgraded from the standard black apron to a sage green one that was supposed to blend in with the foliage. Mavis said it made me look like a festive shrub.

"Order up," I whispered to myself.

I pressed the plunger on the French press. The resistance was perfect. The grounds were coarse, the water temperature was exactly two hundred degrees, and the timing was impeccable.

I poured the liquid into a delicate porcelain cup. A rich, nutty aroma wafted up, cutting through the cloying scent of the flowers.

This was my secret weapon. The Hazelnut Silk.

It was not just coffee. It was a diplomatic tool. It was a blend of medium-roast Brazilian beans infused with real toasted hazelnuts and a hint of vanilla bean. I had spent three weeks perfecting the ratio in the basement of the Perk & Puzzle, dodging my cat Espresso who kept trying to bat the hazelnuts off the counter.

I placed the cup on a saucer and slid it across the table to a woman who looked like she was about to cry.

"Here you go," I said gently. "Hazelnut Silk. It contains joy, caffeine, and absolutely no judgment."

The woman took the cup with trembling hands. She was wearing a fascinator that looked like a birdcage and she had a toddler clinging to her leg like a barnacle.

"Thank you," she whispered. "My mother just told me my parenting style is 'bohemian'. I think that means negligent."

"Drink the coffee," I advised. "It helps."

She took a sip. Her shoulders dropped three inches. She gave me a look of pure gratitude and wandered off toward the azaleas.

I sighed and turned back to my station. I had three urns of coffee, a selection of loose-leaf teas that Basil Pennyworth from Tea & Sympathy had grudgingly sold me at a markup, and a tower of petit fours that were melting slightly in the heat.

The "Mother's Day Tea & Tour" was the biggest event of the spring season in Steeplechase. It was a fundraiser for the Historical Society, which meant Mrs. Higgins was on the prowl somewhere, armed with a clipboard and a ruler to measure the grass height.

But Mrs. Higgins was not my biggest problem today.

My biggest problem was currently standing on a soapbox near the entrance of the pavilion, shouting at a group of tourists.

My friend, Mavis.

Mavis had appointed herself the lead docent for the garden tour. She claimed her qualifications included "owning a fern in the seventies" and "watching a documentary about bees once."

She was wearing a dress that could best be described as a botanical explosion. It was a floral print so loud it vibrated. But the dress was merely the rhythm section for the solo that was her hat.

It was a wide-brimmed straw hat the size of a satellite dish. And upon the brim, Mavis had constructed an entire ecosystem. There were silk sunflowers. There were plastic butterflies on springs that bobbed when she moved. There was a small, artificial bird's nest with three blue eggs.

It was magnificent. It was terrifying. It blocked the view of anyone standing within a five-foot radius.

"Listen up!" Mavis shouted, waving a bamboo cane she had found in the tool shed. "Nature is beautiful. But nature is also a serial killer. Do not be fooled by the pretty colors. The flowers are plotting against you."

The tourists looked alarmed. They were expecting a lecture on soil pH and pruning techniques. They were getting a sermon on biological warfare.

Mavis marched over to a large, purple bush growing near the pavilion steps.

"This," she announced, whacking the bush with her cane, "is Monkshood. Aconite. Also known as Wolfsbane. If you touch it, your fingers will tingle. If you eat it, your heart will stop. It was used to poison arrows in ancient times. It is very effective. Do not put it in your salad."

She pivoted, her hat nearly taking out an elderly man in a beige vest.

"And over there," she pointed to a delicate white flower. "Lily of the Valley. Looks innocent. Smells divine. Contains cardiac glycosides. It will stop your ticker faster than a tax audit. Moving on."

I groaned and hid my face behind a stack of napkins.

"She is scaring the donors," I muttered.

"She is educating them," a voice said. "Survival of the fittest."

Gabe Miller leaned against the side of my table. He wasn't wearing his police uniform. He was wearing khaki pants and a light blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He looked relaxed, handsome, and entirely too amused by my suffering.

"You are supposed to be security," I said. "Not the peanut gallery."

"I am securing the coffee," Gabe said. He reached out and snagged a petit four. "And watching Mavis. It is the best show in town. She just told a woman that the hydrangeas are carnivorous."

"They aren't," I said. "Are they?"

"I don't think so," Gabe said, popping the cake into his mouth. "But the woman stepped back, so it worked. Crowd control."

He looked at me. His grey eyes crinkled at the corners.

"You look nice," he said. "Green suits you. You look like a very competent forest sprite."

"I look like a caterer who is about to melt," I corrected. "It is eighty degrees. Why do people drink hot coffee in May?"

"Because it is good coffee," Gabe said. "Hazelnut Silk? Is that new?"

"It is an experiment," I said. "I wanted something smooth. Comforting. Mothers need comfort. They spend eighteen years worrying about whether their children are eating enough vegetables, and then they get one day a year where they are allowed to drink mimosas before noon."

"Speaking of mothers," Gabe said, his voice dropping. "Incoming. Twelve o'clock."

I looked toward the main path.

A hush fell over the garden. It rippled through the crowd like a wave, silencing the chatter and the clinking of teacups. Even the birds seemed to stop singing.

A procession was approaching.

At the head of the group was a woman in a wheelchair. She was being pushed by a man in a chauffer's uniform, but she looked like she was driving the chair through sheer force of will.

She was elderly, perhaps in her eighties, but she had the posture of a steel rod. Her hair was white, coiffed into a helmet of perfection that no humidity could penetrate. She wore a lavender suit that looked like armor and a string of pearls that were large enough to be dangerous projectiles.

Her face was sharp. Her nose was a hawk's beak. Her eyes were dark, glittering, and swept over the garden with an expression of profound disdain.

Beatrice "Bea" Thorne.

The matriarch of the Thorne family.

The Thornes were local royalty, but they were the dark side of the coin. Elias Thorne had been my predecessor, the man who murdered his partner and walled him up in my basement. Arthur Thorne, his nephew, was currently in prison for trying to bury me in a tunnel.

Bea was Elias's sister-in-law. She had married the "good" brother, the one who made money in oil and real estate instead of coffee, but she had inherited the family talent for making people miserable.

Behind her trailed a small, miserable entourage.

There was a man in a suit that was too large for him. He looked sweaty and nervous, wringing his hands. That was Preston Thorne, her son.

Next to him was a woman in a floral dress that clashed violently with the garden. She was carrying three different purses and a parasol. That was Cecilia, Preston's wife.

And trailing behind them, looking bored and scrolling on a phone, was a young woman with pink hair and a nose ring. That was Ivy, the granddaughter. I remembered her from the local coffee shop circuit; she usually ordered black coffee and glared at anyone who smiled.

"The armada has arrived," Gabe whispered.

Bea Thorne raised a hand. The chauffeur stopped the chair instantly.

She surveyed the Rose Pavilion. She looked at the guests. She looked at the flowers. She looked at Mavis, who was currently inspecting a foxglove with a magnifying glass.

"Tacky," Bea announced. Her voice was like dry leaves scraping together. It carried perfectly in the silence. "Utterly tacky. Who planted these roses? They are anemic. They look like they have consumption."

She pointed a gloved finger at my station.

"And that," she scoffed. "A coffee stand. How pedestrian. In my day, we had silver service. We had waiters. We didn't line up like cattle at a trough."

"She is charming," I muttered.

"She is a Thorne," Gabe said. "It is genetic."

Bea’s chair rolled forward. The crowd parted for her like the Red Sea. She didn't look at anyone. She just stared straight ahead, her gaze fixed on the best table in the pavilion, which was currently occupied by the mayor and his wife.

"Move," Bea said when she reached the table.

The mayor, a man who had won two elections and survived a scandal involving a llama farm, scrambled to his feet.

"Mrs. Thorne," he stammered. "Please. Take the table. We were just leaving. We have... other gardens to see."

"Sit," Bea commanded her family.

Preston and Cecilia sat down instantly. Ivy sighed loudly and slumped into a chair.

Bea turned her gaze on me.

"You," she barked. "Girl. Come here."

I stiffened. I was a business owner. I was a taxpayer. I was the woman who had solved three murders in this town. I was not a servant.

But I was also a caterer, and the customer is always right, even when they are monsters.

"I will be right back," I told Gabe. "If she bites me, arrest her."

I walked over to the table.

"Good afternoon, Mrs. Thorne," I said politely. "Welcome to the tea. Can I get you something to drink? We have a lovely Darjeeling, or perhaps my signature Hazelnut Silk coffee?"

Bea looked me up and down. Her eyes lingered on my green apron.

"You are the Perkins girl," she said. "The one who bought Elias's shop. The one who put my nephew Arthur in jail."

"Arthur put himself in jail," I said calmly. "I just helped the police find the door."

"Arthur was a fool," Bea said dismissively. "He tried to dig a hole with a spoon. He lacked vision. But you... you are a nuisance. You dig up things that should stay buried."

"I renovated a basement," I said. "Whatever I found was already there."

"Coffee," she demanded. "Black. No sugar. I want to taste the incompetence."

"And for you?" I asked the others.

Preston looked at his mother. He looked terrified. "I will have the same. Whatever mother is having."

"Tea for me," Cecilia squeaked. "Herbal. Anything that calms the nerves. Do you have valerian?"

"I have chamomile," I said.

"I'll take a Red Bull," Ivy said without looking up from her phone.

"We don't serve energy drinks," I said. "But the coffee has plenty of kick."

"Whatever," she grunted.

I returned to the station. My hands were shaking
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