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      It’s the special day Emma and Joe have been waiting for. It’s a day that Darcy’s been stressing out over for months. She’s no wedding planner but that hasn’t stopped her from doing all she can to make this day perfect.

      

      Despite their mother’s frustration that the new caterer has decided to open shop a few blocks away from their mother’s café.

      

      Despite the fact that their parents are divorced and their father has moved on and now has a baby with a much younger women.

      

      Despite the fact that someone tried to strangle Darcy at the reception and even more importantly that the new caterer—who’s not exactly ugly—had saved her from the assault.

      

      Why can’t there be a simple wedding without chaos and mayhem in Cape Hope?
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      The thing about being the older sister of our small town’s resident amateur sleuth was the way people assumed sleuthing ran in the family. They assumed I, Darcy Harmon, was just as willing to put my neck on the line to solve mysteries and help people out of tight spots as my sister, Emma.

      Don’t get me wrong. I would’ve loved to clear the names of the innocent and bring closure to those who were wronged.

      But I had a bookstore to run.

      And a mother whose heart could barely handle one risk-taking daughter, let alone two.

      That was me. The level-headed sister. The sister who could be counted upon to hold down the fort. The one who’d pretty much taken responsibility for Emma as soon as I was old enough to pull a chair over to the kitchen cabinets so I could fix us cereal before school in the morning.

      It’s not like Mom neglected us. She did her best, but she also owned a café which took up most of her time and she needed all the help she could get. She still did well into our adulthood, but I knew better than to tell her so.

      On the day of Emma’s wedding, Mom was in even more of a tizzy than usual. I guessed she could be forgiven for that on such an important day.

      Still, anybody who knew my mother knew she’d find a way to work herself into a legendary fit of nerves.

      “Are you sure we asked for enough hors d’oeuvres? The stuffed mushrooms are going like crazy.” She wrung her hands together and chewed her lip, blue eyes so much like mine and Emma’s darting back and forth over the reception hall.

      It was Emma’s dream to have her reception outdoors, someplace near the beach where we could dance as the sun set. Joe, her detective fiancé and ever the voice of reason, had pointed out the risk of holding the entire event outside. What if it rained? What if we had a sudden cold snap or a heat wave that would leave everybody melting like ice cream during the ceremony?

      The compromise—a hall with a large outdoor area where guests could wander back and forth. There was a tent out there strung with white twinkle lights and a dance floor where, thankfully, the weather was comfortable enough for everyone to have a good time.

      I patted Mom’s shoulder, but it was a distracted sort of gesture. As Emma’s maid of honor and unofficial planner, there was a never-ending list of questions and concerns running through my head like ticker tape. “We’re fine. They’ll have at least one more pan in the kitchen along with the five other types of hors d’oeuvres I ordered. Not to mention the two carving stations, the pasta station, the four salads, the meats and cheeses…”

      “I wanted to make sure we had enough of everything.” Her brows drew together in a single, blonde slash. “You think we over-ordered?”

      “Mom.” I took her by the shoulders, careful not to crease her blue taffeta dress. “Knock it off. Everything’s great. People are having a blast and they haven’t even started serving dinner yet. By the time the drinks are flowing and the dancing starts, nobody will care how many dishes were served. Okay?”

      She nodded. “I only wish I baked the desserts.”

      This again. “You didn’t have the time. You had an entire cake to bake and decorate which, by the way, people have been taking photos of non-stop.” I couldn’t blame them. While Mom wasn’t a cake baker by trade, she’d been baking and decorating goodies for decades. There was nobody Emma would’ve rather hired for the cake than our mother.

      It wasn’t the first wedding cake she’d baked and decorated, either. Nor was it the second. At my count, which as far as I could tell was accurate, the cake now sitting on its own little round table represented the fourteenth and final attempt baked over several weeks.

      The result? A four-tier white sponge masterpiece. Two tiers had lemon curd filling, two were raspberry cream. The white frosting was so smooth and perfect it looked like fondant, and at least a hundred fresh flowers cascaded in a colorful river from top to bottom.

      It was almost too pretty to cut into.

      “Still. To think anybody would enjoy his cookies and tarts makes me boil.” Her busy, fluttery hands worked a strand of hair behind my ear and straightened the silver locket hanging around my neck. My bridesmaid gift from Emma which we’d picked out together at an antique shop in Cape Hope. I loved it and vowed to never take it off.

      I mean, I did when it came time to shower and stuff, but that was pretty much implied.

      The mention of the baker who’d provided desserts beyond the wedding cake had me scanning the room for him. Ethan Crosby. The man whose very name made the three Harmon women wrinkle their noses. Or worse.

      Just like the other vendors, he’d arrived early and set up, but wanted to hover in case anything went wrong. I had noticed him rearranging the mini tarts so many times, enough that the banquet manager had gently reminded him it was her job to worry about such things.

      He was too high-strung to hand over control. Too Type-A.

      Granted, my opinions of him up to that point were based solely on what I’d seen that day and the phone conversation we’d had when I ordered the pastries. We had never spoken face-to-face before the wedding and that wasn’t an accident.

      He was basically the worst person in the entire world, at least as far as we were concerned. Who in their right mind would open a café almost identical to Mom’s, not four blocks away? Sweet Nothings had been the town’s gathering place since I was a little girl, the heart of the community even in the off-season, when tourists forgot our shore town existed.

      Then in comes this total stranger, thinking he can score some of Mom’s customers for himself. From what I’d seen walking past the store it was kitschy, overly cute, very self-aware. In other words, he was pandering to his public.

      Now that June had rolled around and tourists were starting to flock to Cape Hope, he was getting attention and plenty of it. The jerk. Didn’t even have the decency to come by and introduce himself after openly trying to poach customers Mom had spent decades feeding, caffeinating, getting to know.

      In conclusion, he was the worst.

      But he was also the only baker who’d been free to cater the wedding. It was either hire him or work Mom into a nervous breakdown. She was already close enough to that.

      There he was, touching up the dessert table yet again and shooting a dirty look at the back of a little girl’s head after she’d snatched a mini brownie while the grown-ups were busy with cocktail hour. Okay, so that was pretty funny.

      He looked up, straight at me, and I realized it must’ve looked like I was smiling at him. The last thing I wanted to do. I scrubbed the smile away while his dark eyes flicked over my face, then narrowed. He probably realized who I was.

      Well, good for him. Uptight, customer-poaching so-and-so. I had other things to worry about.

      Such as my sister. I hadn’t seen her since the formal photos were taken outside, along the beach. While I looked around I snagged a bottle of water in case she needed some and a small plate of hors d’oeuvres since I doubted she’d taken time to eat anything since I’d forced breakfast on her that morning.

      It was part of my job as maid of honor. Making sure the bride didn’t collapse at a key moment because she had forgotten to hydrate. And while I loved my sister dearly, she didn’t always make the smartest choices.

      As it turned out, I had nothing to worry about. She and Joe were chatting with Dad and Holly on the other side of the building, with Joe holding a bottle of water which he occasionally handed to his new wife. She would take a sip and hand it back without hardly breaking stride in whatever conversation she and our father were conducting, while an entire tray of assorted finger foods sat on a table beside them. Somebody had gone above and beyond to provide for the bride.

      Joe glanced my way, noticed the food and water I carried. A look of understanding passed between us, and I found myself breathing a soft sigh of relief. Emma had her person now. Joe would be the one to make sure she was hydrated and taking care of herself.

      Poor guy. Like being a detective wasn’t work enough.

      I didn’t think it was an accident, Dad standing so far away from Mom. The two parties had reached an agreement not long after Emma and Joe were engaged. Neither one would ever for any reason short of death miss Emma’s wedding or reception, so they’d keep their distance and play nice.

      Granted, it was easier now for both of them to be civil. Dad was the one who’d found a much-younger girlfriend not long after the divorce, and he and I hadn’t spoken because of it for a long time. Looking back I was ashamed of myself for that, but at the time I’d been hurt beyond anything I had ever felt before. I mean, Holly was barely ten years older than me and pretty much the opposite of Mom. It had come off like an insult.

      Now we were friendly, even warm. And with Mom happily involved with a boyfriend of her own, it didn’t feel so much like a betrayal to chat and laugh with “the other woman.”

      Holly noticed me coming over and pulled me aside when I reached her. “Did you say there’s a special room for me to take care of this situation?” She glanced down at what could only be referred to as a heaving bosom. I’d been reading about heaving bosoms for as long as I could remember but hadn’t seen many up-close.

      The reason for the heaving was at home, being watched over by a good friend of Holly’s who we all knew from around town. My baby brother, Georgie, named after Dad. He was six months old and obviously still nursing.

      “Sure, there’s a special little nursing room apart from the ladies’ room. I can show you where it is. I made sure they had it all ready.” I waved to Dad and the newlyweds before ducking off with Holly.

      “You did such a fantastic job with everything, Darcy. Seriously, it’s the most beautiful wedding I’ve been to in years.”

      Holly’s voice rang with sincerity. She was a nice person, good for Dad, and I was sorry to have ignored and hated her for so long. Georgie had been the final piece in the puzzle, bringing us all together before he was born.

      Which was why I gave her my most sincere smile while miming the act of wiping sweat from my brow. “What, juggling a demanding bride, a frantic mother, a dad who asked for weekly expense reports and a dessert caterer we all hate with a passion? No sweat.”

      “Don’t forget a town full of people with very strong opinions.” She laughed lightly when I groaned in pain. If I had a nickel for every person who’d ducked into the café or my adjoining bookstore with their thoughts on how the wedding should go, what Emma’s dress should look like, the flowers she should carry…

      “Please. I’ll open the store tomorrow to find three dozen comment cards slipped under the door.”

      She giggled, but stopped when we reached the nursing room. “You mean you won’t even take a day off tomorrow? You’ll be exhausted!”

      “Yeah, but the tourists don’t care that we had a wedding today, do they? I can’t afford to keep the store closed. No biggie. I’d get bored at home, anyway.”

      “You Harmon girls and your work ethic.” She was shaking her head, laughing softly as she escaped into the private room. Like she didn’t work her fingers to the bone with an interior decorating business.

      I was still holding a plate of food and a bottle of water and my feet hurt. In that order. And I’d been running around like a maniac since before dawn and dusk was settling in. Maybe it was time to sit down for a minute and regroup. But away from as much of the craziness as possible.

      Which was why I settled in on a bench outside, facing the beach. We’d had rain in the morning so the ground was still wet, a little muddy. I was careful not to dig my heels into the mud as I munched sausage rolls that were a little cold by then. Everybody was inside the venue, enjoying cocktails and finger foods, out of sight of where I was sitting.

      Or hiding, depending on one’s perception. It was the first moment’s peace I had experienced since the split second before opening my eyes that morning. And it was nice. The sound of waves in the near distance, lulling me into breathing slower and deeper. Stars were starting to come out. It would be a beautiful night.

      Which was the last thing that passed through my mind before somebody grabbed me by the neck.
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      It all happened so fast.

      The plate fell from my lap while I reached for the hand covering my mouth, then the other one closing around my throat. They were behind me, whoever they were, leaning over me, blocking out everything in the world but their hands and my sudden, explosive terror.

      I clawed at the hands while trying to get off the bench and away. My heart was a trip hammer, my thoughts raced. There were so many tips I’d learned over my life—how to defend myself, how to get away from an attacker, the vulnerable points where I could hit them.

      None of it mattered because none of it connected in my terror-filled mind. All that mattered was getting away. Stopping him and getting away.

      Fear stole my breath. Fear and the constant, repeating certainty that this couldn’t be real. It just couldn’t be. It was a nightmare. But I was awake and at my sister’s wedding reception and oh, so many things could go through a person’s head in the seconds after being taken completely by surprise.

      I grabbed the wrist in my mouth and heard something tear, felt something give way, but what mattered more than that was making them stop. A tiny scream tore its way from my lips but the music coming from the band swallowed it easily. I was on my own. I was alone and I couldn’t see and somebody was trying to hurt me and I couldn’t even see who it was—

      “Hey! What are you doing? Stop!”

      The hands loosened, then went away along with the person attached to them. I gulped in air, falling back against the bench while whoever had interrupted the attack chased the attacker. A grunt came from somewhere in the darkness, but that hardly registered in my awareness. I could breathe. I was okay.

      It hadn’t taken more than ten seconds, probably less than that, but it might as well have been an eternity.

      The sound of approaching footsteps made me stiffen like an animal sensing danger. I was ready to dart inside when a familiar face appeared in the dim light coming from the tent. Well, somewhat familiar. It was Ethan Crosby.

      Not the first person I wanted to see, not by a long shot, but he’d have to do.

      Dark eyes narrowed with what I guessed was concern as he leaned over me. “What happened out here? Are you okay? Did you get a look at him?”

      Which question to answer first? I picked the one that seemed most important. “I’m okay.” Meanwhile, I rubbed my throat which was now slightly sore. Not terrible, but I had to wonder how much worse it would feel once the adrenaline rush wore off. Like the time I was in a minor car accident and thought I was fine but oh, boy, two hours later it was a different, painful story.

      “Did you see him?”

      I shook my head. “You?”

      “No. I’m sorry. I tripped over one of those concrete barriers at the edge of the parking lot.” That explained the grunt. “By the time I got up, they—I think it was a he—was gone.”

      He reached for me. My instinctive response was to flinch away. When I did, he backed off with a scowl. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you.” He ran a hand through his short, black hair, then winced and examined his palms. “I scraped the hell out of them on the gravel.”

      Was I supposed to apologize? Ask if he needed bandages? Maybe kiss them so they’d feel all better? “Sorry about that. I’d offer to help you but I’m busy trying to not fall apart over here.” My body trembled all over. I had to deliberately focus my attention on staying still, on keeping my teeth from chattering.

      He scowled again. Somewhere in the back of my fear-stricken mind I wondered if that was his natural expression. “I wasn’t… never mind. You should get inside and see if there’s somebody who can examine you.”

      Examine me? Oh, no way. I stood on legs that shook like they belonged to a newborn fawn. “No way. And you can’t say anything about this to anyone inside.”

      His mouth fell open. “What? You can’t—”

      “I can. I will. Listen, I appreciate you coming out here when you did and for scaring that person off and for chasing after them. I’m sorry you got hurt. But I can’t let my sister or anybody else know what just happened out here. Not tonight, anyway. It’ll be a complete disaster and I won’t be the reason the wedding is ruined.”

      “You’re going to let him get away with this? He was choking you!”

      He had a point, and it only incensed me because deep down inside, I agreed with him. “I don’t want to let anyone get away with it, obviously.”

      In the dim glow of so many twinkle lights, I saw his eyes narrow. “You’re sure you don’t know who it was? Because you don’t have to protect anybody who would hurt you.”

      This only made me angrier, that he thought I’d lie. “No! I don’t know, I didn’t see him. This isn’t what you think it is. I mean, I’m not even involved with anybody.” I probably didn’t need to add that part but it felt important to convince him.

      “So you’re in the habit of pissing people off so much, they walk up behind you during a wedding reception and choke you?”

      We were getting nowhere good thanks to that nasty attitude of his. Our instincts were right when we assumed he was a jerk. “Enough of this. You don’t have to believe me. You only have to do me the favor of not mentioning it. My father’s a cop, in case you didn’t know, just like the groom and a bunch of his guests. And my sister…”

      “I’ve heard about your sister.”

      I shot him a look I could only hope wasn’t concealed by darkness. “Watch it.”

      “I’m only saying I know what she’s done. Solving crimes. That’s it.”

      “This will ruin her night. She’ll want to start looking into it. They all will. And don’t get me started on—” I bit my tongue, cutting off the rest of that sentence. It didn’t feel right, talking about Mom with this man. “The rest of the family. This is supposed to be a happy night. I’ve worked too hard on making it a happy night to turn around and ruin it.”

      “Even if it means letting that guy go?”

      “That’s my business. I have no idea why he attacked me, but he didn’t do any real harm.” Except shaking me up and leaving me on the verge of tears. Emotion welled up in my chest and threatened to burst out.

      I couldn’t let that happen. Some people could cry and still look pretty. I was not one of those people. Everybody would know there was a problem.

      “Fine.” He held up his hands, which I could now see were pretty badly scratched. No wonder he’d winced at using them. “Suit yourself. Sorry for trying to help.”

      “You don’t have to…” It was too late. He turned and disappeared around the corner of the building. “Apologize,” I finished in a whisper.

      Then I followed in his footsteps since I had no desire to be outside alone. Not anymore.

      I went straight for one of the two private ladies’ rooms and locked myself in. To think, Emma had snickered when I showed her a little map of the facilities, telling me I over-planned when all I was trying to do was cover all the bases. Who was laughing then?

      Nobody. Nobody was laughing.

      At least I could be alone thanks to that planning instead of having to deal with the fallout of the attack in a bathroom with three other women trying to touch up their makeup.

      The attack. I had been attacked. It still seemed unreal, like something that happened to somebody else. Not to me.

      There were already marks showing up on my throat. I reached into my purse, still hanging from my shoulder—and paused, meeting my eyes in the mirror. He hadn’t even tried to take my purse. What was the reason for attacking?

      I’d have to think about that later. At the moment, I had to cover up what was popping out on my neck and on my cheek, where his fingers had pressed in. So I applied concealer, careful to blend it in even though it hurt a little to touch where the attacker had gripped me.

      A layer of powder on top and I thought I might be able to get away with it. Maybe a touch-up would be in order later on, but this would work for now.

      Good thing the formal wedding party pictures were already taken.

      Now, the hardest part of all—putting on a happy face and pretending nothing was wrong. Knowing Mom, she’d already be searching the place for me. I had to come up with a decent excuse for why I had disappeared.

      Time to pep talk myself. I stared at my reflection, smoothing down stray locks of honey-blonde hair while I did. “You can do this. You always find a way. It’s just a few hours more.”

      “Darcy? Has anybody seen Darcy? The food’s out and she hasn’t sat down to eat.”

      Terrific. I knew she’d be worried but didn’t imagine Mom would come looking for me. One more deep breath, then I opened the door. “Sorry, sorry. Guess something I ate earlier today didn’t sit well.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, there you are.” Mom reached me in a cloud of taffeta and anxiety. “I was worried. Your sister was, too.”

      “Nothing to worry about. Come on. Let’s get back in there.”

      I linked an arm around hers and planned to lead her into the ballroom, but she planted her feet because she could be a real pain when she felt like it. “Are you sure? You’re not looking well.”

      “Like I said, something didn’t sit well. And I’m tired, of course. Aren’t you?” One more tug and she followed, albeit unwillingly. “Honestly, I can’t wait for it to be over.”

      “You did a beautiful job for your sister. I know she appreciates it.”

      “I just want her to be happy.” Which was true, probably never truer than in that moment. I would cover up what happened outside—literally, using makeup—just so she could have the night she deserved.

      My aunts Trixie and Nell were sitting together at Mom’s table, where her boyfriend Bob smiled in obvious relief at our approach. Bob was a nice man who made Mom happy and clearly had the patience of a saint.

      But it took a lot more than patience to handle my aunts, who I knew took delight in being pests. Asking uncomfortable questions was Trixie’s job as a reporter, after all, while Nell was fiercely protective of Mom after witnessing the heartbreak she’d suffered during the divorce from Dad. Though it had been more than a year since they’d gotten together, I had the feeling Bob still felt like he was walking on eggshells, trying to earn approval.

      It hadn’t helped that he was framed by his ex-wife for murder early on in the relationship, even though that wasn’t his fault and so much water had passed under the bridge since then. Still there was the sense of Nell watching. Waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      So, Bob was glad to see us.

      So was Trixie, evidently. She looked me up and down, pursing her crimson lips. “There you are. We were wondering if we’d have to send out a search party.”

      My jaw hurt from smiling so hard. “Here I am. I didn’t know wanting a little private time was such a big deal. Don’t I deserve it after all this?”

      Everyone at the table reacted in silent surprise, and I could understand why. It wasn’t like me to be snippy, especially toward my mom’s best friend.

      Mom jumped in to rescue me. “Poor thing. You’re exhausted, and who could blame you? Plus she has tummy troubles,” she very helpfully added, turning to her friends and boyfriend.

      “Oh, Mom, please.” I glanced around to see whether anybody else sitting nearby had heard.

      “I have something for that.” Trixie stood, going through her bag. “The stuff that stops you up.”

      This was devolving rapidly. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

      When Mom turned her attention to Bob, Trixie winked at me. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe.”

      Gulp. “My secret?”

      She nodded with a gleam in her eye. “Trust me. Many’s the time I’ve had to apply concealer to my neck after having a little fun. I suppose being a bridesmaid comes with perks, especially when the groom has so many hunky friends. Pro tip—invest in scarves to hide the damage.”

      Good lord, she thought I had a hickey. She thought I was making out with one of Joe’s friends and he gave me a hickey. I was so flabbergasted I couldn’t speak.

      Lucky for me, it was time for Joe and Emma to have their first dance. I took a seat to watch them, pulling out my phone to record the special moment even while my throat throbbed and my aunt thought I was fresh from a groping session out back.

      At least Emma looked happy. Radiant, even, wearing a dress made of gauzy chiffon which her best friend Reina had pulled a few strings to get custom-made for her. Reina was good for the fun, girly things like that, while I was the planner.

      As they swayed gently to the music, Emma searched the room until she found me. There were tears in her eyes and the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen her wear. She mouthed the words thank you before her dashing husband pulled her close for a kiss which left the guests swooning and applauding.

      Yes, it was worth keeping quiet about what happened out there.

      Even though a certain tall, dark-eyed baker standing in the far corner, glaring my way, told me I was alone in that assessment.
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      “Whose idea was it to open today?”

      I offered Mom a weak smile while frosting mini lemon loaves. “I was wondering the same thing. It seemed like a good idea at the time, didn’t it?”

      “At least you and I were smart enough not to have too much to drink. Imagine how Nell must be feeling this morning, over at the library.”

      “Didn’t she say she was taking today off? I figured that was why she kept pounding the margaritas.” Nell was in so many ways the quiet librarian, but the lady knew how to let loose when the occasion called for it. Anybody fooled by her sweet, ruffly pink ensembles would be shocked to know the lady underneath the clothes.

      Mom winced. “Right. Lucky.”

      “You could’ve taken the day, too.” It was pointless, reminding her of that, but I figured every opportunity to bring up the pair of assistants working at the café had to be taken. Eventually it would sink into the woman’s head that she didn’t have to be there every day, all day. She’d worked hard enough.

      She scoffed the way I knew she would. “You think I’d waste a day when that man is over there at his so-called business? I can’t afford to lose ground to him.”

      I slowed in my frosting, staring at the loaf in front of me. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.” My voice was softer, lower.

      She snickered. “Right. What happened to the real Darcy and who are you? Her alien doppelganger? You suggested we unleash rats in his kitchen, remember?”

      “I was joking. It’s not my fault Emma took me seriously.”

      “Can you believe she was halfway to the pet store to buy rats before Joe stopped her?” That made me laugh, and Mom joined me.

      “He’s got his work cut out for him, but so does she.” I wiped a tear from my eye once the laughter died down.

      “Why is he suddenly nothing to worry about?”

      “Joe?”

      I glanced up in time to see her sour look. “You know who I’m talking about. That Ethan.” Her nose wrinkled.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t think his desserts were all that great. The brownie I ate was dry and I heard the lemon tart was only passable.” Was this true? Not necessarily. All right, it was a flat-out lie, but it was better than the truth that Ethan had chased an attacker in the dark after saving me from him.

      How was I supposed to tell her? How did a person lead-in to something like that? By the way, this completely slipped my mind, but somebody grabbed me and clamped a hand over my mouth when I was alone last night and I thought for a second there that I wouldn’t be able to get away.

      A well-intended lie about the quality of Ethan’s brownies would have to do it.

      It did the trick, too. My mother’s expression lightened. “I thought so, too. I told myself going into the reception that I wouldn’t dare touch any of his goodies, but curiosity got the better of me. Besides, if I’m going to resent the man, I want to know the quality of the work he’s putting out. Now I know for certain I have the superior product.”

      “Was there ever any doubt?” We had to stop talking about him. I didn’t want to think about the man. I didn’t want to remember. I touched a hand to the scarf around my throat—props to Aunt Trixie for that tip, misguided though it was.

      “Are you okay? Is your tummy still upset?”

      I chuckled, rueful. Of all the excuses for me to come up with. “It’s okay. I’m wiped, is all. Totally drained. And now I have that weird empty feeling, you know?”

      Mom blinked. “In your tummy?”

      “No! Jeez. I meant now that the wedding is over and there’s nothing left to do.”

      She slid a pan of blueberry muffins into the huge oven and closed the doors. “Sure. I feel the same way. We have to think of something to do to make up for the lack of anything exciting happening.”

      “Hang on. I’m not sure that’s exactly what I said.” It was too late. She sailed around the kitchen talking about a town-wide restaurant week, how she would take the idea to the small business association at their meeting later in the week.

      So long as it meant she was talking about someone besides Ethan, that was fine with me.

      The dull ache in my throat was an ever-present reminder of the attack. I touched my scarf, self-conscious, and when Mom looked my way I pretended to be adjusting my locket. She kept going on about the upcoming meeting and whether she could put together a short presentation.

      Something told me I’d end up typing it for her. She was good at many things, but computers? Not so much.

      By the time we finished setting up the café for the morning, it was nearly time to open the bookstore. My assistant, Becca, waved to me through the front windows to let me know she was on her way in to turn on the lights and make sure everything was in order. There wasn’t nearly as much to be done next door as there was in the café.

      Besides, I trusted Becca. Maybe it was growing up, seeing Mom work twice as hard as she needed to because she didn’t trust anyone to do half as good a job as she did, that made me more inclined to step back and let others help carry the load.

      Even when I didn’t want to. It seemed workaholic tendencies ran in the family.

      When Frankie arrived, I untied my apron. “Looks like it’s time for me to tap out and head over to the store.”

      Mom’s assistant groaned softly while she tied her own apron. “Wow. Last night was fun but I’m feeling it today. Is this what getting older is like? Not being able to recover as quickly after a party?”

      I had to bite my tongue. The girl was roughly five years younger than me. If she was old, I was a crone. “Yeah, something like that. They say when the thought of tomorrow is enough to keep you from letting loose tonight, your partying days are over.”

      “I’m not quite there yet, though I’m closer to it today—”

      I looked up when she stopped so abruptly and found her staring open-mouthed at the front of the store. Toward the windows and door.

      Following her gaze, I found what had suddenly silenced her. Or, rather, who had.

      “Excuse me.” My mom finished placing the last chair on the floor after taking it down from a table. “What brings you here, Ethan?” Her voice was brittle. She didn’t bother trying to sound friendly.

      I stared at him, eyes wide. There was only one reason for him to show up and it wasn’t to complain about an unpaid invoice, because I’d made sure to take care of that.

      Which meant…

      He stared at Mom for a beat before turning to me. “I looked for you next door, but the girl said you were over here. I wanted to be sure you were okay today.”

      Damn, damn, damn. So he wasn’t psychic or even very good at reading body language, since anybody with half a grain of sense would’ve seen my obvious wide-eyed glaring as a sign to stay quiet.

      Mom looked to me, brows raised. “Why would you not be okay today?”

      “I… don’t know.” That was lame. I had to do better. “He, uh, knew I wasn’t feeling well last night.”

      The chiming of the bell over the door announced the arrival of another visitor, this one wearing a leopard-print tunic over black leggings and a pair of wildly rhinestoned sunglasses. Trixie stopped short, looking back and forth. “Oh. What did I just walk into?”

      “Nothing.” I forced a smile which I was sure looked more like a pained grimace. “Everything’s fine.”

      Ethan’s head snapped back, eyes going wide, but at least he stayed quiet.

      Mom, on the other hand, did not. “Why are you here, then?” She folded her arms, staring at Ethan. “Was there a problem last night? Why did you have to come to check on my daughter?”

      I opened my mouth, prepared to spin up a complete bald-faced lie for the sake of having something to say, but Trixie was too fast for me. “Oh? Oh! Ohh.”

      Only she could make the same sound carry a different meaning three times in a row.

      That last ohh made me go cold all over. “No. No, no, no, Trixie.” I shook my head hard enough to rattle my brain around. “No, that’s not it.”

      “What’s not it?” Mom threw her hands into the air. “Why do I feel like everybody knows something I don’t?”

      Trixie glanced at Ethan, raising her sunglasses like she wanted to get a clear picture, and nodded slowly while taking in his physique. “Okay. I can see it.”

      “You see nothing!” I winced at how that came out. I was going for determined and strident but it might have been interpreted as a scream depending on the person who heard it.

      Based on the wide-eyed looks of shock coming from the people around me, I guessed they heard a scream.

      “Sorry.” I looked around. “Didn’t mean to yell. But this is getting out of hand. Let’s all take a step back and stop assuming things.”

      “You’re telling me he’s not the one who marked up your neck?” Trixie shook her head, clicking her tongue. “What a shame.”

      “Marked up your neck?” Mom gasped and literally clutched her pearls.

      Meanwhile, Ethan turned beet red. “I wasn’t the one who attacked her! You told them I attacked you?”

      Trixie gasped this time. “Attacked? You were attacked?”

      “At the wedding?” Mom went pale. Frankie rushed over to her but it was too late to catch my mother before she sank to the floor in a faint.

      The bell above the door chimed. Customers were starting to come in, the way they always did the moment the clock struck eight. And that was a real problem considering the café’s beloved owner was unconscious on the floor.

      Trixie was helpful for the first time since her arrival. “Just a little too much excitement yesterday!” She turned toward the door, holding her arms out to hold back the townspeople craving their caffeine fix. “Sylvia should’ve taken the day off, but you know there’s no stopping her!”

      Meanwhile, Ethan picked Mom up off the floor like she didn’t weigh anything and carried her to the kitchen. The woman would’ve fainted from shock had she not already been unconscious. I followed him while Frankie took her place behind the counter, ready to serve the whispering, concerned customers.

      “I can’t believe you blurted it out like that.” I wanted to smack Ethan until he cried. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me?” He settled Mom on a chair while I wet a hand towel to place over her forehead, hoping to revive her. “Stupid me, thinking you would’ve told your mother about somebody strangling you last night.”

      “I told you I didn’t want anyone to know!”

      “Ever? You don’t want them to ever know?”

      I turned away from the sink to find him gaping at me in disbelief. “Well? You saw her reaction. I wanted to spare her this.” I went to Mom and placed the cloth against her forehead. She stirred at the touch of the icy cold water but didn’t open her eyes. Tapping my fingers against her cheeks didn’t help.

      “You would hide what happened indefinitely to make sure your mother doesn’t faint?”

      “Yes, obviously. But you ruined that by blurting out I was attacked. I mean, you even used the word. Attacked. Sheesh.”

      “You were!”

      “And I’m fine now. But I have to explain myself to Mom and Trixie and everybody else now, and I know you’re new in town so I’ll tell you flat-out—it’s going to be a nightmare. Thanks to you.”

      He pointed to himself. “The person who stopped things before they got any worse? I’m the one you’re blaming?”

      When he put it that way, I felt downright childish. Needless to say I didn’t like the feeling.

      Then there was the fact that he was in my mom’s kitchen and she would’ve fainted all over again if she was conscious and aware of the enemy having worked his way into her inner sanctum. There weren’t any recipes lying around since we knew them by heart, thank goodness.

      Was I honestly suspecting him of wanting to steal from Mom? Now?

      It didn’t matter. She would die if she knew he was in her kitchen. “You should go now. It would be for the best.”

      He snorted, hands on his hips. “Sorry. I didn’t know trying to be nice was such a bad thing.”

      I rolled my eyes because, honestly, what a babyish thing to say. “Are you going to take your ball and go home now? I wish you would before she comes to and freaks out again.”

      “Too late for that.” Mom sat up straighter, peeling the wet cloth from her head and touching it to her cheeks. “Start talking. Both of you. Now.”
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      Ethan and I exchanged a look. “Mrs. Harmon, I’ve overstayed my welcome and I need to get back to—”

      She shut him down with a single look. I had seen that look far too many times in my years to take it for anything other than the danger sign it was. “You can take another minute to tell me what happened last night.”

      I sank onto a stool at the prep table, shrugging when Ethan looked to me for guidance. “Might as well. She won’t let it go now.”

      “You should start.” Either he really thought I should or wanted me to lead-off because Mom intimidated him.

      It made sense, either way. “I went outside to sit and take a breather. It was getting dark. I was alone. Out of nowhere, somebody grabbed me around the neck from behind and put their other hand over my mouth so I couldn’t scream.”

      “What? Oh, my goodness!” Mom reached for me. I went to her, crouching next to her chair, and took her hands.

      “I’m fine. See? I’m okay.”

      “What happened next?” She looked to Ethan. “What do you have to do with it?”

      “He came outside before things got any worse and scared the person off.” I figured I should speak up since he still looked somewhat tongue-tied. Mom was a lot to deal with all at once and he wasn’t used to it. “He even chased them, but it was dark and he tripped.”

      Ethan groaned. “Thanks.”

      “So they got away? The person who tried to hurt you?”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      She frowned. “And you weren’t going to tell me? Or anyone?” To my surprise she dropped my hands. “And you told me you had diarrhea!”

      “Mom, please.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at Ethan. “I didn’t want to ruin anything. And I never used the d-word, either. You assumed that.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Tears filled her eyes. “You lied to make sure the reception went smoothly? You did that for your sister?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Her face went red. “How could you do that?”

      I held a finger to my lips, waving the other hand with one eye on the swinging door between the kitchen and store. “Mom, please!”

      “You let that monster go because you didn’t want to upset us? So he doesn’t have to face the consequences of his actions?”

      Ethan threw his hands into the air. “That was exactly what I thought.”

      Mom’s head snapped around and I could’ve sworn flames shot from her eyes. “I don’t remember asking you. You let him go.”

      “No, Mom, it’s not his fault.” I stood between them with my back to Ethan. “Seriously. If it hadn’t been for him scaring the man off… honestly, I don’t want to think about it because it makes me feel sort of like I’m the one who needs the cold rag on my head, you know?”

      She got up and pulled me to the chair. “Sit. Now I know why you decided to wear a scarf today. I didn’t think you’d suddenly become more fashion forward.”

      This from a woman who wore twinsets and pearls nearly every day of her life.

      “I’m fine, honestly. I would rather not think about what might’ve happened, is all. It isn’t pleasant.”

      She wrung her hands. “To think, all I cared about was making sure things went well last night, and you were carrying this in you. My poor girl.” Her chin quivered dangerously. The woman was about to let loose with a tsunami of emotion.

      “But all’s well that ends well, right?” I wore my biggest smile while glancing at Ethan from the corner of my eye. His broad shoulders slumped a little, and his hands found his hips again. So he obviously did not agree.

      “It doesn’t end well, Darcy, because whoever hurt you shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it. Don’t you want him to get what he deserves?”

      I tipped my head to the side, arching an eyebrow at Mom. “Are you kidding? Of course I do. But in the end, he didn’t do that much to me, so what could be done to punish him?”

      Ethan cleared his throat. “If I may, I’d like to tell you what it looked like from my perspective when I first walked around the corner and found you.”

      “What did it look like?”

      “Like whoever was choking you meant business.” When Mom whimpered, he lifted his shoulders. “Sorry, but that’s the truth. Which is why I stepped in.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      I wondered how much difficulty Mom was having with speaking kindly and gently to him after spending months doing everything but casting hexes on him.

      “Really. Thank you for saving my daughter.”

      “You’re welcome. It was nothing, honestly.”

      “But now I think you should go.”

      Ethan’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “It would be for the best. You have a business to run. So do I. So does Darcy. And you should leave through the back door to avoid being seen by the customers out there.”

      He blew out a sigh through pursed lips, holding his hands up in front of him. I couldn’t help noticing the scratches on them and remembered how they came from his trying to catch my attacker. Now Mom was throwing him out of the café and telling him to use the back door so nobody would see.

      To say I was conflicted would be a grave understatement.

      His eyes met mine and I wanted to shrink under the disappointment in them. “If you come to your senses and want to go the police, let me know.” He was out of the kitchen after that, closing the door louder than he needed to for sure.

      Mom sighed as she went to the door to make sure it was locked after him, like he would sneak back in to steal something. “Of all people to find you out there.”

      “Hey. He helped me. Let’s be civil.”

      She tapped a finger to her chin, gazing at me from across the room. “He did make a strong point. You have no idea how it pains me to admit that, but it’s true.”

      “What point?”

      “You should go to the police.”

      “Oh, Mom…”

      “Your father, I mean. You should tell your father about this.”

      Then, my eyes fell from my head and rolled across the floor because what she said made no sense whatsoever and was the last thing I’d ever expect to hear.

      “You’re recommending I go to Dad? I know you two are trying to be slightly less frigid toward each other, but this seems extreme.”

      “Darcy Harmon, if this isn’t an extreme situation I would like to know what is. You might’ve been killed last night, and this is a matter for the police.”

      “What if it isn’t, though? I’d feel so stupid, like I was wasting everyone’s time.”

      “I don’t know where you get the idea that anything having to do with you would be a waste of time, young lady.” She came to me, pulled me to my feet. “You are anything but a waste of time. But!”

      “Why did I know there would be a but involved?”

      “But, if your father believes there’s nothing to be done, he would be the first to tell you so. I doubt he would ever say any such a thing, though.” She tucked a strand of hair behind my ear with a soft smile. “He might have stopped loving me, but he’s never stopped loving you girls. He loves all of his children.”

      The last part caught in her throat a little. I knew the fact of Georgie’s existence left her feeling conflicted, to put it mildly. The idea of Dad having a brand-new son, living a brand-new life. Living with a woman young enough to give him children. It wasn’t easy.

      Still, she was willing to talk about what pained her for my sake, and that meant everything. “Okay. I’ll see Dad later. Right now I have to get to the store. Becca’s probably wondering what’s keeping me.”

      Mom snorted. “Are you kidding? I’m sure word’s already gotten over to the store by now. I fainted and you had to help me.” This led to a sniffle and the cupping of my cheek. “It isn’t every day that a woman finds out she might’ve lost her little girl.”

      I covered her hand with mine. “I’m okay. You didn’t lose me. I’m right here.”

      “Right here, thinking she has to spare all of us, as always. You were born wise, you know that? Sometimes I think you’re smarter and wiser than me.”

      I grinned. “Oh, I know I am. No doubt about it.”

      She was chuckling as she hugged me, so I knew she’d be okay. Mom generally needed a minute to adjust to major news, but once she adjusted she bounced back quicker than most people. It must’ve had something to do with her ever-optimistic attitude and boundless energy.

      Then, her arms tightened until she was squeezing. Hard, at that. “And if I ever get my hands on whoever dared put a finger on you, they’re going to wish they were never born.”

      So that happened.

      I could breathe once I ducked next door. The bookstore was my baby, my haven. I could relax there, could be myself. Books were the one thing in life I had never questioned. They were always there for me, always giving me insight into new worlds, new ways of living. Just the scent of them made me smile.

      What would one of the characters in my favorite novels do if they were in my situation? It was a question I asked myself more than once that day, going through the motions of ringing up sales and making recommendations.

      Ever since I was probably too young to read them, I’d been in love with mysteries. Agatha Christie, Arthur Conan Doyle, Dashiell Hammett—they were old friends, my comfort during those awkward teen years. I displayed my favorites proudly in that section of the store, at the far end opposite the counter.

      Now I gazed back there, wondering what Miss Marple or Nick and Nora Charles would do. How would they manage an attack which may or may not have turned into something more if it hadn’t been for a sudden interruption? How would they move on? Would they search for the attacker or shrug it off because they didn’t want to upset their families?

      I knew the answer to that one.

      Still, that was fiction. Not the same as reality. And if I’d learned anything from witnessing my sister’s brushes with death—and that wasn’t an exaggeration, since she could’ve been killed more than once while solving mysteries and clearing the names of the wrongly accused—it was that reading about danger and living through it were very different things.

      What would Emma do in this situation? Sashay straight toward danger and insist she was being careful, of course.

      There had to be a middle ground, and I would have to find it somehow if I wanted to find out who’d tried to strangle me. And why.
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      “Where’s my best pal?” The second I was through the door at Dad and Holly’s, I went straight for the swing where my brother sat.

      What a difference from this time eighteen months ago, when I hadn’t yet stepped foot inside the house my father shared with his girlfriend. It made me a little sad, honestly, when I considered the time I’d lost with Dad. All that mattered now was making up for it.

      And if there was ever a reason to spend time with him, the baby was it. A very adorable, very squishy little reason.

      Georgie smiled when I lifted him from the swing. “Hey, buddy! You look bigger than you were the last time I saw you!”

      Dad chuckled on his way in from the kitchen. “You saw him three days ago.”

      “Then he grows fast.” I patted his bottom to make sure he wasn’t wet before sitting and propping him up on my lap. “Don’t you, big guy? Yes you do. You’ll be as big as Daddy someday soon.”

      Georgie clapped his pudgy hands, grinning the way he pretty much always did. I had never seen such a happy baby.

      “You’re looking fresh and energetic today, yourself.” Dad sounded like he approved as he handed me a glass of iced tea. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “What, after last night, you mean?”

      “After the last few months. You should take a few days off to rest and recuperate.”

      “You worry too much.” I tried to laugh it off, but considering I had a rather unpleasant reason for this visit, it rang hollow.

      “It’s not worrying to say you deserve a break. Time to take care of yourself. When did you last take a vacation?”

      I rolled my eyes at the baby. “Would you listen to him? Now that he’s semi-retired, he thinks it gives him the right to tell everybody else to take it easy. Forget the fact that he used to work seventy-hour weeks, even eighty-hour.”

      “That’s right, George, and your big sister was one of the first people to always tell me to take it easy and live my life. She’s got a short memory, too.”

      “Oh, no, my memory is long.” I looked over at Dad. “Planning a wedding is a lot of work, I’ll grant you, but it’s not like I did everything on my own. Emma did a lot of it, too.”

      “And now Emma is on a ten-day honeymoon with Joe, where she can rest and unplug.”

      “Knowing Emma, she won’t be doing much of that. She’ll probably stumble across a human trafficking ring and decide to disband it all by herself while Joe only wants to keep their parasailing appointment.”

      Dad laughed, which made Georgie laugh with him. That got me started and pretty soon the three of us were feeding off each other’s laughter, and I could almost forget what brought me there in the first place.

      “Listen to this!” Holly entered the living room carrying a bottle of milk. “What’s so funny?”

      “I hardly remember anymore.” I reached for the bottle. “Can I?”

      “Sure. I was going to give it to your dad, but you’re more than welcome.” She sat next to Dad on the sofa while I set about feeding Georgie. He was already holding the bottle on his own, or trying to, so all I had to do was keep it steady while he tried to get the hang of using his hands.

      “Darcy, I heard something earlier today while taking him on a walk.” I looked up in time to see Holly shooting Dad a worried look. “About your mother. Is she feeling okay?”

      Naturally. News spread fast in Cape Hope.

      Dad’s bushy brows shot up. “What happened?”

      “She’s fine. A little faint this morning, just before opening. She overdid it. I think we all did.”

      He scowled. “She needs to take better care of herself, too. What is it with you ladies, thinking you’re invincible?” He wasn’t only talking about the Harmon women, either. I noticed the way he caught Holly’s eye and knew he was referring to her working throughout her pregnancy and almost immediately after giving birth.

      It was a pretty big fight between them, actually, when she had announced she had no intention of taking more time off than was absolutely necessary. Granted, she could and did work out of the house, doing research and putting plans together in the office across from Georgie’s bedroom.

      Yet even that was too much as far as Dad was concerned. I wondered if some of his attitude was a holdover from when he and Mom were together. Not that he was ever one of those women should be barefoot and pregnant cave men. He wasn’t a chauvinist. But her constant work had been a sore spot, just the way his had been in her opinion.

      I had the feeling he took it as an insult, at least this time around. Like he wasn’t enough of a provider or something. The truth was, Holly had worked hard and was proud of her business. Besides, she loved the work. It wasn’t something she had to do, it was something she wanted to do.

      “Nobody said they thought they were invincible.” Holly’s voice was heavy with patience, tinged with fatigue over an argument they’d had many times. “And rarely do people have the luxury of taking time off after a wedding.”

      “Anyway, she’s fine.” I tried to stay upbeat, positive, and darned if that wasn’t exactly what I used to do back in the day when Mom and Dad were on the verge of a fight. Some things never changed, no matter how many years passed. “I’m sure everybody blew it up into something bigger than it was.”

      “Of course they did.” Holly chuckled. “I’m surprised there aren’t groups of people standing in front of the hospital with flowers and candles, praying for her.”

      That made me laugh since I could easily imagine it happening. “Singing her favorite songs, too. Don’t forget that part.”

      Georgie finished the bottle and I sat him up to be burped. Holly tossed a receiving blanket my way, one printed with turtles and little yellow flowers. It was sweet, cute, and would soon be covered in spit-up. I had learned quickly to keep myself as free of it as I could. The smell never seemed to wash out of my clothes afterward.

      The perils of being a big sister.

      As usual, I wondered what it would be like to have a baby of my own. Georgie’s birth had opened up an entire world of feelings I either hadn’t examined before or had completely ignored. Either way, the result was the same. I heard my biological clock ticking, a little louder every day.

      Considering there wasn’t so much as an interesting and attractive man anywhere in my periphery, it seemed like my clock was ticking to no purpose.

      There were moments when he smiled at me and I thought my heart would burst with happiness and longing for my own little one.

      Then there were moments when he’d spit up on me or when poo would spread out of his diaper and up his back and during those moments I’d be glad to hand him off to his mommy.

      We talked about the reception, about Nell’s margaritas and Emma starting a conga line that had eventually snaked its way throughout the entire room and the tent outside. It was nice to talk about these things, the pleasant and happy things—if a very drunken head librarian could be considered pleasant—and I could almost forget what happened to me.

      Almost.

      “Georgie, don’t do that!” Holly was already on her feet and reaching for the baby who, when I wasn’t paying attention, had reached for my scarf. And pulled.

      Dad gasped. “Your neck. What happened to your neck?”

      “Darcy!” Holly bent down for a closer look, one hand over her mouth.

      “It’s okay. I’m okay.” Flustered, put on the spot, but okay.

      “That doesn’t look okay! It looks like someone had their hand around your neck!” Dad was on his feet, his face red. “Who did this?”

      Georgie started fussing, probably because of all the raised voices. Holly took him, bounced him gently with an eye on Dad. “Sweetheart…”

      He held up a hand. “I know. Sorry, little man.” But his attention was still on me. Was this how interrogation subjects felt?

      I squirmed a little under the scrutiny. “I was going to mention it. That’s why I came. Only I didn’t know how to bring it up. I didn’t want to tell you at all, honestly, but Mom insisted I come over and tell you.” I played with the scarf for lack of anything better to do.

      “Who. Did. It.” Dad folded his arms, towering over me the way he did when I was little.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Were they invisible? Is that the problem?”

      “They might as well have been. It was dark. They were behind me.”

      “Oh, Darcy.” Holly’s voice cracked.

      “I really am okay.” I looked at my father, who didn’t seem convinced. “It was last night, during the reception. Outside. I was alone. Somebody came up behind me and grabbed me by the throat. I never saw him. Ethan Crosby came out and scared him away.”

      “Did he see him? Could he identify him?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Dad crouched in front of me and I wished he wouldn’t. He turned my head to the side so he could examine the marks. “Did you scratch him?”

      “Maybe?”

      “Darcy. I am so disappointed in you.”

      “In me?” I swatted his hand away and turned my face to him. “What did I do?”

      “It’s what you didn’t do. You didn’t tell anybody about this when we could’ve done something about it. If you managed to scratch him, we could’ve scraped under your nails to pick up skin cells. We could’ve swabbed those thin little scratches on your neck, too, in case they left anything behind.”

      “I think the scratches are from my necklace, anyway.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. Damn it, Darcy.” He covered his face with his hands and my heart sank.

      “Dad. Don’t be mad at me. I didn’t want to ruin the reception. I wanted Emma to be happy, and Joe. It was a room full of cops, for heaven’s sake. Like any of you would’ve been able to enjoy the night.”

      Holly spoke up first, standing behind him with Georgie in one arm and the other hand on Dad’s shoulder. “I don’t think he’s mad at you.”

      Dad spoke from behind his hands. “Think again.”

      She scowled at the back of his head. “My point stands. It’s concern. I’m concerned, too. The chances of finding the person who attacked you are pretty much nonexistent now. And it hurts me to think of you keeping this to yourself when it must’ve been terrible. You don’t have to handle everything on your own all the time.”

      “That’s just it.” Dad dropped his hands, and the tears in his eyes made my heart ache. “Your entire life you’ve had this idea that you have to handle everything on your own. Like you’re an inconvenience. What happened to you was worth looking into. We could’ve kept it quiet so Emma and Joe didn’t know.”

      “I guess… It seemed like the right thing to do at the time. I didn’t want to sit around and pretend nothing happened, to be honest, but I didn’t want to be the person who brought the party down.”

      “I can’t imagine who would want to hurt you. Maybe it was a mistake. He thought you were somebody else.” When Dad gave Holly a wry look, she shrugged. “Well? What other explanation could there be?”

      “I intend to find out. There could be similar cases to this in the surrounding area. I’ll put a call in right now.” Dad marched from the room, muttering to himself.

      Holly watched him go, still bouncing the baby. Worry lines etched themselves between her brows. “He has to be careful with his blood pressure. The doctor warned him. His heart, too. Not that he’s in terrible shape, but it’s good that he’s stepping back from the bulk of his work. That was how the cardiologist put it after his check-up.”

      “That’s another reason I didn’t want to say anything. I’m sorry to be putting him through this.”

      “Don’t be. None of this is your fault. But you know how easily he becomes obsessed with a case, and this one concerns you. He’ll be even more determined than ever, even though I doubt he could find who did it nearly a full day later.” The worry lines only deepened, and Georgie fussed.

      I didn’t want Dad to work himself into a state because of this.

      At the same time, I knew he wouldn’t let it go until all there were
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