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An unlucky amateur sleuth, an adorable cop, and a cat with a hunch…
If anyone had told Mallory Beck she would become Honeysuckle Grove’s next unschooled detective, she would have thought they were ten noodles short of a lasagna. Her late husband had been the mystery novelist with a penchant for the suspicious. She was born for the Crock-Pot, not the magnifying glass, and yet here she is elbow deep in fettuccine, cat treats, and teenagers with an attitude, the combination of which lands her smack-dab in the middle of a murder investigation. 
Maybe she should have thought twice about delivering a casserole to a grieving family. Maybe she should have avoided the ever-changing green eyes of her seventh-grade crush—now the most heart-stopping cop in town. Maybe she should have stopped listening to the insightful mewls of her antagonistic cat, Hunch, who most likely wants her to be the town’s next murder victim. 
Whatever the case, Mallory Beck got herself into this investigation, and she has a distraught teenage girl counting on her to deliver the truth. 
Start now to help Mallory unravel the mystery…
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  Chapter One
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The wife of a war correspondent or a fighter pilot or even a venomous snake milker (yes, there is such a thing) might expect to be a widow at twenty-eight, but certainly not the wife of a novelist. 
And yet here I was, learning how to live life in the oversized house, in a small West Virginia town we settled into only a year ago—alone. To be fair, I hadn’t done much in the way of living in the last eight months since Cooper died, but after an offhand comment from my sister about me being under great threat of becoming a cat lady, I was determined to start today.
Being a cat lady wouldn’t be so bad if the cat I’d inherited didn’t loathe me.
I swung my legs out of Cooper’s black Jeep and did a little hip shimmy to straighten my skirt as I stood. Picking out clothes this morning had been about as difficult as choosing between cake and pie (no one should ever have to make that choice). What does one wear that says, I’m fine, just fine, and I haven’t been moping around my dark house for the last eight months, nope, not me, but nonetheless, please, keep your distance? 
Even though it was the middle of August, I had settled on a black skirt with the tiniest of polka dots and a light cornflower blue blouse with matching pumps and a headband that pulled my in-need-of-a-trim bangs back. It didn’t spell out the last eight months of my life, but it did the job in making me feel tidy and unapproachable. My coffee-brown hair fell halfway down my back now, full of split ends, but it actually didn’t look half bad today for how many months it had been matted against my living room couch. 
I strode for the church, the same one I hadn’t stepped foot inside since Cooper’s memorial service. Church had always been Cooper’s thing. I’d gone along to play the part of the good wife but didn’t spend too much time considering how I felt about God or how He felt about me. At least I hadn’t before He decided to snatch my husband from me.
Two greeters in their mid-forties stood at the closest open glass doors—a man in a gray suit and a woman in an apricot summer dress. Thankfully, I didn’t recognize either of them. I’d chosen this as my first big public outing because, at more than three hundred people, I figured our church was the one place I might get in and out of completely unnoticed. As I approached the greeters, though, the woman leaned into the man and whispered something.
I gulped. Apparently, this was how it would go: People would recognize me, remember Cooper, and not know what to say. Why, again, had I gotten out of bed this morning? There had to be at least one Netflix series I hadn’t binged yet.
The woman at the door pasted on a bright smile as she turned back to me, just in time to say, “Good morning.”
“Good morning,” I murmured back, but my voice came out hard and crusty, like bread out of a too-hot oven, or like I hadn’t used it in more than a week. Come to think of it, other than talking on the phone with my sister, I probably hadn’t. My tone, at least, had the desired effect, and the greeters let me pass without another word. 
My next goal was to make it through the lobby and into the sanctuary without garnering any other stares or attention. This part was not easy. All eyes followed me as I entered the church lobby, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t just imagining it.
My late husband, Cooper Beck, had been a well-known mystery writer, so I was used to recognition. After only five years, I hadn’t been married long enough to get used to this feeling of notoriety, and I guess I had assumed it would have died with Cooper. 
Apparently not so. And not only that, but every single person nearby was scanning my body, probably taking in my too-bright cornflower blouse and thinking it inappropriate for someone in mourning, or noticing the tiny polka dots on my skirt, or wondering why I still wore black after so many months, or…something.
While I was lost in my warring thoughts, Donna Mayberry spotted me, at first only giving me a glance, and I thought I might make it into the sanctuary before actually having to speak to her. But then she did a double take, quickly followed by the head tilt of pity. By this point, I knew that look well. That look was why I had taken to grocery shopping and running errands at midnight instead of during the day like a normal person. At midnight, I could safely avoid the head tilt of pity. 
“Mallory Beck?” Donna called with an arm straight up in the air, so any stray person in the vicinity who hadn’t yet set eyes on me might do so now. “It’s so nice to see you out!” she said loudly, calling public attention to my self-imposed isolation in only two seconds. 
Donna had the kind of long legs that would be impossible to outrun. In fact, I blinked, and she was right there beside me. Donna was long everywhere—from her fingers to the dark, shiny hair that fell past her waist. She wore a summery yellow dress that touched the floor, and I had to wonder what kind of a store made clothes that would look long on someone like nearly six-foot Donna. Whether it was her hair or her stature or her clothes, though, Donna Mayberry always seemed to have a way of making me feel frumpy and underdressed. 
Then again, maybe all these people would finally look at her instead of me.
Donna and Marv were one of the first couples Cooper and I had met when we’d settled into Honeysuckle Grove a year ago, and while Marv worked about sixteen hours a day, Donna naturally excelled at everything from shrub carving to Michelangelo-inspired nail design, and seemed to have a little too much time on her hands—time to know everything about everyone. 
“How are you doing, honey? Is this your first time back at church?” Again with the head tilt of pity. Even though I doubted Donna could know I hadn’t left my house in thirteen days, somehow her tone confirmed she absolutely did. 
“First time, yes,” I replied. No point in denying it.
She angled me away from the imposing stares and nudged me toward an alcove as though she could sense how much the staring bothered me. A second later, a tall, potted plant concealed us in the corner of the lobby, and I had just let out a breath of relief when Donna suddenly started pulling at my skirt. 
I grabbed for my skirt and looked down in horror. Was Donna trying to undress me? Was this a bad dream? Maybe I was still sleeping soundly—or as soundly as one could beside a hostile cat while dreaming about being undressed in public.
But as I blinked and then blinked again, Donna held up a pair of beige control-top pantyhose she had peeled off the outside of my skirt to show me. A second later, she tucked them into the outside pouch of my gray leather purse.
“Oh!” I let out a loud noise, something between a yelp and a laugh. “Thank you!”
As I peeked around the plant, it seemed everyone had lost interest in us, thank goodness. 
“Well, you’ll have to sit with us.” Donna straightened her own dress and looked down as though something equally embarrassing might have happened to her, but I was pretty sure we both knew that wasn’t how the universe worked. I doubted Marv was here, so “us” likely meant Donna’s gossip posse—that was what Cooper and I used to call them—but as Donna tugged my arm toward the far side of the lobby, a jolt of panic shot through me. 
“Oh, I can’t,” I said, pulling away from her eight-tone sunset nails. “I’m, um, meeting someone, and I said I’d be sitting on this side.” The first lie I could think of launched off my tongue. I just couldn’t imagine sitting with Donna’s posse and having them all whisper, “Yes, but how are you really doing?” fifty times throughout the service.
Donna looked to either side of me as though she might regard this mysterious person I could be waiting for. I could have continued with the lie. Said my sister was in town or conjured an imaginary friend or something to put her mind at rest. But I was suddenly just so tired from all of this interaction—the most I’d endured in eight months—and so I simply stood there staring at Donna like my brain had taken an extended vacation. 
Eventually, she said, “Oh. Okay then. If you’re sure?”
I nodded as she backed away, leaving me to my social anxiety. 
A few more head tilts greeted me as I took my seat near the back of the sanctuary on the right, nice and close to the door. Thankfully, my chosen outfit—sans the sticky pantyhose—did its duty of keeping me mostly unapproachable. The church had rarely filled to capacity when Cooper and I had attended, so I had some confidence I’d have the back bench to myself. The only time I’d actually seen this place full was at Cooper’s memorial service, but most of those were mystery fans and people fascinated with death, not people who had actually known him. 
Soon, the service started with singing and then the pastor’s invitation for people to donate and volunteer in any area they were able. Nothing had changed in eight months, apparently. Honeysuckle Grove Community Church still didn’t have enough money in the building fund or enough people to host small group Bible studies in their homes. It seemed so very odd that while my life had been turned on its head, leaving me without a husband or a profession, every person around me seemed like a walking robot, pre-programmed for a life that would remain constant until their pre-determined time of death.
As though Pastor Jeff could read my mind, he started his sermon with, “We are not robots.”
That was one thing I’d forgotten about church. Pastor Jeff had a great gift for storytelling. He usually started one of his stories with a bold and unusual statement, and then went on a long rabbit trail about his son’s first crack at baseball or about that time he lost his luggage in a Taiwanese airport, but then brought it back around to that first bold statement in a way that made the entire congregation think, Ah, I see what you did there!
But today, I feared I didn’t have the brain capacity to follow his breadcrumbs. He chattered on about what it meant to be part of a family and body parts working together and covering a multitude of sins. At least I had been correct about getting the back bench to myself. 
I tuned out for a minute, or maybe it was more than a minute, because the next thing I knew, Pastor Jeff closed his Bible and bowed his head to pray.
I’d done it! I’d made it through the entire service. Okay, maybe I hadn’t taken much of it in, but I’d spoken to an actual person, I’d sat here and proved I could act normal, and I hadn’t drawn a single bit of attention to myself. Well, besides the part where I wore my pantyhose on the outside of my skirt.
“I’m sorry to have to tell you there’s been a recent death in the congregation,” Pastor Jeff said. At first, I expected all eyes to once again turn to me, but then quickly realized “recent” in Pastor Jeff’s books meant something during the last two seasons. “This past Friday, August the thirteenth, Dan Montrose met his death in an unfortunate accident.”
Pastor Jeff resumed bowing his head to pray for the family and their loss. His deep voice boomed with emotion and instantly made me feel like I’d gone back in time eight months. I could physically feel grief for this family I’d never even met, like a two-hundred-pound anchor in my stomach. Pastor Jeff went on to talk about the shock of the death and the wife and children this man had left behind, and because I couldn’t bear the weight of the extra grief, I kept my eyes open and focused on our authoritative, if somewhat frazzled, pastor. 
Pastor Jeff wore jeans and a beige button-down today. His hair was more in need of a trim than mine, which was saying something, but in every bit of his countenance, he oozed compassion. I wondered how overworked Pastor Jeff must be to take care of such a large congregation. It must involve a lot of stress for someone who cared so much. After Cooper died, Pastor Jeff visited me three times at the house, until I’d finally donned a face that convinced him I was doing fine, just fine, and didn’t need a fourth visit. In truth, I probably did need that fourth visit, but even then, in the midst of my grief, I had somehow inherently known that I would be doing our overworked pastor a great favor by letting him move on to some other hurting soul within the church.
“Anyone?” Pastor Jeff said, and it took me a second to realize he had finished praying and now gazed over the congregation with his eyes pleading, as he often did at the beginning of the service when asking for volunteers. I had tuned out again. “Can anyone be the arms of this church body and deliver a casserole to these hurting folks, to help out this part of our church family?” He scanned the entire congregation a second time. “It doesn’t have to be anything fancy.”
He looked to the far side of the sanctuary where Donna and her gossip posse huddled whispering, and then in front of them to where the rest of the church staff sat. The church secretary, Penny Lissmore, let out such a large breath of disappointment, I could see her chest heave from across the large worship center. Pastor Jeff sighed as though admitting defeat to her and explaining telepathically that they’d have to add Casserole Delivery to the long list of things someone on the staff would eventually have to get to.
After Cooper died, I’d had at least a couple of casseroles delivered to me. That time was a bit of a haze, and I definitely didn’t ponder at the time how much cajoling it might have taken to get someone to pick up a casserole at the store—they were the store-bought variety, I remembered that much—and bring it over to my house. 
I got it. Approaching a grieving widow was probably near the bottom of most people’s lists of favorite things to do, right below getting a root canal or having a wardrobe malfunction on your first day back at church. But for the first time, I understood how comforting those little acts of kindness could be.
While I was lost in my thoughts again, I didn’t immediately notice the church secretary and an associate pastor look my way, followed by Pastor Jeff. His face broke into a smile that looked as though heaven had just opened and angels were descending right here on this side of the sanctuary. 
“Mallory Beck!” he said, and I startled at my name. “I knew I could count on you. Thank you so much, Mallory. The Montrose family will really appreciate this.”
I blinked as I clued in to what he was saying. And that’s when I realized my hand was high in the air. 






  
  Chapter Two
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Two hours later, I stumbled through my front door, carrying more groceries than one person should be able to manage. As if to prove my point, as I kicked the door shut behind me, the bottom fell out of one of the brown paper bags in my right arm, and dried noodles scattered everywhere. 
Hunch peeked around the corner to investigate. Cooper’s cat generally snubbed his nose in my direction. Once in a while, he greeted me with a hiss—usually when I was already having a particularly bad day. My sister, Leslie, thought I should really take Hunch down to the SPCA if we didn’t get along, but I couldn’t get rid of Cooper’s beloved cat. Of course I couldn’t. 
But we also couldn’t stand each other.
Now he looked up at me as if saying, “This is new,” about not only the noodles on the floor, but also about my overloaded arms. Generally, when I made a trip to the grocery store, I returned with one bag, maybe two. It didn’t take a lot to feed a single person, especially one who rarely remembered to eat. Or a single person and a mourning cat. 
Yes, mourning. I should take a step back and explain. You see, Hunch was not a normal cat. Hunch’s personality was more dog-like than feline in many ways, and he had been every bit the ideal mystery writer’s companion. The cat had only ever seemed to enjoy Cooper’s company, and I hadn’t taken it personally when Cooper was alive because they clearly fit together. When Cooper paced, Hunch paced right alongside him. When Cooper came up with a great plot idea and snapped his fingers, Hunch perched on his haunches right at Cooper’s side to high five his owner. I kid you not. Or in this case, would you call it a low five?
I still didn’t take Hunch’s bristly nature to heart. It just disappointed me that we both missed Cooper terribly and yet we couldn’t comfort each other through our grief.
But I could never fill the void Cooper had left in Hunch’s life. I couldn’t possibly stir up the kind of creative energy that new mysteries and their solutions brought with them. I’d been reading Cooper’s novels nonstop for six months to keep what little he’d left behind close to me, and all it had taught me was that I’d lost someone brilliant. No wonder he’d had such a large fan base. 
I dropped the intact grocery bags onto the kitchen counter and returned to clean up my mess. Hunch was still investigating, sniffing every inch of my torn grocery bag and its contents like a squatty feline bloodhound. He looked up at me and I swear he raised his eye whiskers on one side as if to ask, “What, exactly, are you up to?” 
“I wish I was up to something more exciting,” I told Hunch. Cooper had often talked to his cat, but for me, it had always felt strange, at least before today. “Just cooking up a casserole for some nice people who recently experienced a death in the family.”
Hunch’s fur pricked up on the word “death” and even though there was no story here, no mystery about what I planned to concoct in the kitchen, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to let Hunch think differently. 
“I’ll have to figure out what to do now that I’ve wasted my noodles,” I said, pacing a few times back and forth in our entryway and drumming my fingers on my chin. Hunch watched me for a few seconds. And then he joined me. 
The truth was, I knew exactly what to do. And, in fact, purchasing the dried pasta noodles had been a cop-out on my part—barely a step above buying a frozen lasagna. 
I didn’t blame anyone else for opting for store-bought, of course. Other people had busy lives, while I had absolutely nothing on my agenda, besides getting out of bed and pouring a bowl of cat kibble. Also, most other people didn’t have a culinary degree.
Half an hour later, my oven pinged to let me know it was preheated, but I still hadn’t decided on a recipe. I had all the ingredients for a basic pasta recipe, but basic seemed much too boring when I hadn’t had the opportunity to cook for anyone in eight months. I’d bought tomatoes, so I could flavor the pasta that way, but it still didn’t seem good enough. Why hadn’t I picked up some spinach? Maybe some saffron?
It ended up being three days and four trips to the grocery store later when I finally decided on a recipe I was happy with. I’d fried sauces and taste-tested a dozen different cheeses. I knew beyond any doubt that I was putting far too much thought into this, and yet I couldn’t seem to stop myself. 
Besides, once the casserole was cooked, that meant I had to actually deliver it.
But by Wednesday, I had finally worked up the courage and got out of bed by seven in the morning to get started—a time of the day I hadn’t seen in many months. 
Once again, I preheated the oven, mixed eggs, flour, and salt, and separated my dough into three balls. I blended my first ball with a dough hook and a cup of pureed spinach, the second with crushed tomato, and the third with some olive oil and a touch of saffron. By the time I rolled them all out onto my counter and sliced them into thin fettuccine noodles, I was perfectly pleased with the bouquet of edible colors. 
Hunch had been lying on his chair at the kitchen table, chin on his paws, since I started. His eyes followed me throughout the kitchen as I asked myself questions aloud about my recipe and then answered them as if each one were a clue in a grand mystery.
For the first time in eight months, Hunch and I seemed to enjoy each other’s company, and all at once, something felt very right about this decision to make a meal for this grieving family. The truth was, I never needed to work again if I didn’t want to. Cooper had excellent life insurance, plus a steady stream of royalties from his books. But therein lay the problem—I didn’t want to go back to working in a bustling kitchen, and yet I terribly missed cooking, as it never seemed worth putting much effort into the process for only one person. It would be so much easier to stop sitting around my big, lonely house, moping all day every day, if I had somewhere to be.
And now for at least one afternoon, I did.
I continued to ask questions aloud, like, “I wonder how the man died,” and “I wonder how his wife is dealing with her grief,” as I heated some oil in a saucepan over medium heat, to keep Hunch’s attention. I warmed my crushed garlic in the oil until fragrant, added more freshly boiled and crushed tomatoes, and salt. By the time the sauce thickened, I had some chopped basil ready to add. 
I grated some cheddar and tried it with the sauce, but quickly decided it lacked richness and added some gorgonzola. Then I layered the casserole into my best white casserole dish—pasta in three different-flavored mounds, then the sauce, a little extra sea salt, and finally the mixture of grated cheeses. I decorated the top with chopped green and yellow peppers for color.
I popped it into the oven and set it to bake twenty-five minutes. And then I raced upstairs to choose an outfit for today’s special outing.






  
  Chapter Three
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By eleven o’clock that morning, I stood on the doorstep of a sprawling cornstalk-yellow mansion in the upscale Hillcrest neighborhood of Honeysuckle Grove. Cooper had bought us a large house when we had moved to town—large enough, we’d thought, to fill with a boatload of children one day—but it was situated in the flats and nothing like this mountain of a house. 
A four-car garage sat off to the left, with mature trees lining a walkway on either side of the expansive yard, but I headed for the ten-foot-wide marbled steps that led to the front door.
When I’d said goodbye to Hunch from our doorstep, he had been sitting on his haunches in the entryway, and I suspected he would be in that same exact position when I returned, eager to hear what I’d discovered during my outing. 
The doorbell let out three long chimes when I pressed on it. A moment later, the heavy oak door creaked open, and a maid with flawless bronze skin stood on the other side. The maid wore an actual bonnet and one of those old-fashioned black dresses with a white apron, but her dress ended mid-thigh—shorter than I’d ever seen on any kind of uniform. With long, dark lashes and high cheekbones, the lady was very pretty and had great legs, so it wasn’t surprising she’d want to show them off.
“Um, hi.” I held out the casserole, hoping my gesture might say it all, as my casual conversational ability hadn’t returned since Cooper’s death. But the maid just stood there, staring at me with a blank expression. “I’m delivering a casserole on behalf of Honeysuckle Grove Community Church?” I asked it as a question because now that I thought about it, did these people need or even want my delicately prepared dish if they had a maid and probably a cook who could prepare anything at their whim?
Still, I reasoned, maybe the act of kindness would mean something, even to folks with an unlimited supply of money. You never knew.
I held out the casserole another inch toward the maid and said, “Is Mrs. Montrose at home?” All I’d gotten out of Pastor Jeff in the small amount of conversation I could endure Sunday morning was a last name and an address.
“You know the family?” Her blank stare persisted. 
I shifted uncomfortably. “Um, no. Not exactly. I was just bringing this by…”
Quite suddenly, she spun and walked into the mansion, leaving the door wide open. As she strode off, she said, “I see if I find her. There is a velatorio—a wake on right now, you know.” 
I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t known. From the sounds of the woman, a stranger delivering a casserole at this moment was about as inappropriate as bringing a carton of cigarettes to a cancer patient’s first chemo treatment. I was torn between racing my casserole back to my vehicle or placing the dish somewhere just inside the doorway before escaping.
Before I’d known these people were wealthy, I’d decided to use a casserole dish Cooper and I had gotten as a wedding gift, figuring the gesture would force me on another outing to come and retrieve it. But I knew without a doubt that I would never show up on this doorstep again in search of my beloved casserole dish. When I tried to picture it, all I could envision was me, draped in rags, holding out my hands, and saying, “Please, ma’am? Alms for the poor?”
The image should have made the decision easy. Back away and save the casserole for yourself, Orphan Mallory. But I was having trouble doing that, and before I could force myself to retreat down the steps, another lady stood in the open doorway. 
“Mrs. Montrose?” I asked. All this internal debating had made me breathless.
“Yes?” This lady’s face bloomed into a bright smile, and again I doubted whether or not I had the right house, the right family. The lady wore her auburn hair in a big bouffant, like something out of the sixties, but her cream-colored, perfectly-tailored dress looked modern. The cream color made me pause again. Could this truly be the wife of the deceased?
But more than my curiosity, self-consciousness consumed me as I stood there in my khaki capris with a sleeveless floral blouse that was tied
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