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A Body Before Breakfast

Emma Carter had lived in Willow Creek long enough to know that the town ran on two speeds — sleepy, and scandalized — and that the space between them was usually shorter than anyone expected.

At six-thirty on a raw October morning, the town was still doing its best impression of sleepy. Fog sat low over Main Street, blurring the brick storefronts into soft gray shapes, and the streetlamps hadn't yet decided whether to go out. Somewhere behind the fog the old Presbyterian bell hadn't rung, the bakery ovens hadn't been lit, and the fountain in the square gurgled quietly to no one at all.

Emma unlocked the door of Turning Pages, her bookstore, and let herself in with the small, private ritual she allowed herself most mornings: coffee first, dusting second, and absolutely no surprises before nine o'clock.

The bell over the door gave its familiar, slightly crooked jingle. Inside, the shop smelled the way it always did — old paper, lemon oil, and the ghost of yesterday's cinnamon tea — and for a moment the day felt entirely ordinary. She set her bag on the counter, flipped the sign to OPEN out of habit though it was too early to mean it, and looked at the chalkboard she'd scrawled the night before.

Saturday Author Hour — 10:00Maple Café Charity Brunch — 11:30Smile politely. At everyone.

She'd added the last line after hearing, secondhand and with some relish, that Clara Bell had turned this year's charity dinner into something closer to a competitive sport than a fundraiser. Clara did nothing by halves. Her maple tarts pulled in half the county every October, and her opinions pushed away the other half just as reliably.

Emma was reaching for the light switch when her phone buzzed against the counter.

A text from Jonah Reed — police officer, coffee enthusiast, and the closest thing Emma had to a best friend who also carried a badge.

Hold off opening if you're headed toward the café. Something's happened.

Her thumb hovered. She typed: What happened?

The reply came fast enough that she felt her stomach drop before she'd even read it.

Clara Bell is dead.

The bookstore seemed to draw in around her, the shelves suddenly very close, the morning very quiet. Dead was a word that belonged in the mystery section, filed neatly between motive and alibi. It did not belong to Clara Bell, who had scowled her way through the charity dinner two nights ago while topping off coffee cups and daring anyone to complain about the seating chart.

Emma was out the door with her keys still in her hand before she'd fully decided to go.

❧

The Maple Café sat two blocks over, on the corner of Willow and Hart, its painted sign — a steaming cup tucked under a maple leaf — usually the first cheerful thing Main Street saw each morning. This morning the windows glowed with a light that had nothing warm in it, and a loose cluster of neighbors stood across the street, arms crossed against the cold, not quite talking.

Jonah stood near the side door, sleeves rolled to the elbow despite the chill, wearing the careful, flattened expression he used when something had rattled him more than he wanted to admit. He saw Emma coming and crossed the street to meet her before the crowd could.

"Not out here," he said quietly, steering her a few steps away.

"Tell me she wasn't alone when it happened."

His jaw tightened. "Nora found her a little after six. Let herself in with her key when Clara didn't open on time."

"Nora found her." Emma's voice came out smaller than she meant it to.

"She called me, then the paramedics. There wasn't anything for them to do."

Emma searched his face. "Do you think—"

"I think I need this street calm until I know more than I do right now." Which wasn't an answer. It was, she understood, the shape of one — an outline with nothing filled in yet.

She looked past him at the propped-open alley door, at the wedge of harsh white light spilling out of it. "Can I see?"

He hesitated a beat too long, which told her he'd already known she'd ask. "Briefly. Don't touch anything. Don't repeat anything you see until I say you can."

Inside, the café had the strange, over-lit stillness of a stage before the actors arrive. The espresso machine sat cold and dark. Someone's abandoned prep list was still taped to the wall — croissants, quiche, the tarts — in Clara's decisive, slanted hand. And on the tile near the steel prep counter lay Clara Bell herself, one hand curled loosely near a fallen wooden spoon, her apron still knotted at her waist as though she'd simply lain down mid-task and not gotten up.

Emma had known Clara for ten years. She had never once seen her look small.

Her throat tightened around something she didn't have time to name. She made herself look at the room instead of at Clara — a trick she'd learned from mystery novels long before she'd ever needed it in life. Nothing broken. Nothing overturned, except one chair nudged a few inches from its usual place, as though someone had stood up too fast, or been pushed gently aside. The counters gleamed, wiped down with a thoroughness that felt almost ceremonial for a kitchen where a woman had just died.

"I know what you're thinking," Jonah said, low, behind her.

"Is it that obvious?"

"You're doing the thing where you look for what people usually miss."

"Because someone usually does."

He gave her a glance that could have meant warning, or could have meant something closer to gratitude. Hard to say, with Jonah. "Stay out of this, Emma."

"I own a bookstore. I'm not qualified to stay out of anything interesting."

"Emma."

"Also," she said, arms folding, "Clara promised me pastries for Tuesday's reading group. I have feelings about that now."

Something flickered at the corner of his mouth — not quite a smile, but its distant cousin. "The examiner's on the way from the county. Until then I need this room untouched and this town kept from turning into a rumor factory."

Emma glanced toward the front windows, where three more neighbors had already drifted up to join the huddle across the street. "That ship," she said, "left the harbor about ten minutes ago."

A shadow crossed the doorway. Nora Whitcomb came in with her cardigan buttoned crooked and her face the color of dishwater, moving like a woman walking through a dream she badly wanted to wake from.

"I told you she wasn't answering her phone," Nora said, voice cracking on the last word. "I knew. I don't know how I knew, but I knew."

Emma stepped back to make room, gentling her voice the way she would for a spooked customer. "Nora — did Clara usually get here this early?"

"Earlier." Nora pressed a hand over her mouth, steadying herself against the doorframe. "She stayed past midnight cleaning up after the dinner. Said she wanted to go through the accounts before the breakfast rush."

Jonah's head came up. "The accounts?"

Nora nodded, eyes wet. "She said the numbers from the dinner didn't sit right with her."

Emma's gaze slid, almost without her permission, to the far counter — where a leather ledger sat half-hidden beneath a folded dish towel, as if someone had tucked it away in a hurry, or had meant to come back for it and never gotten the
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