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      Things go awry for Katie Bonner when her former mother-in-law, Margo, throws a housewarming party at her lakeside rental, and one of her guests ends up dead in the water. Maxwell Preston was a devoted husband—and a not-so-great dad. He was a beloved pharmacist who didn’t take care of his ramshackle property, destined to be a hot commodity on Victoria Square when his heir puts it up for sale. But most of all, Preston was a stranger to the guests at the party.

      

      Meanwhile, Nona Fiske takes charge of Victoria Square’s big summer extravaganza—a disaster in the making as what little power she’s seized has gone straight to her head. The Davenport sisters have their own agenda, and they’ve not only been poking around to find out more about the dead man, but what other mischief has been going on around the Square.

      

      So, who killed Maxwell Preston and why? That’s what Katie wants to know—and she’s willing to risk everything to find out.
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      CAST OF CHARACTERS

      

      Katie Bonner: owner-manager of Artisans Alley, the anchor on Victoria Square, and co-owner of the Tealicious tea shop

      Margo Bonner: mother of Katie’s deceased husband and Katie’s Tealicious business partner

      Ray Davenport: former homicide detective and owner of Wood U on Victoria Square

      Nick Ferrell: co-owner of Sassy Sally’s B&B on Victoria Square

      Don Parsons: co-owner of Sassy Sally’s B&B on Victoria Square

      Brad Andrews: Noted chef, hired to manage Tealicious tea shop

      Nona Fiske: owner of the Quiet Quilter on Victoria Square

      Moonbeam Carruthers: owner of The Flower Child florist and gift shop

      Carol Rigby: Monroe County Sheriff’s Office detective

      Sadie Davenport: Ray Davenport’s middle daughter and a budding entrepreneur

      Sasha Davenport: Ray Davenport’s youngest daughter and a budding entrepreneur

      Phoebe Preston: daughter of Maxwell Preston

      Andy Rust: owner of Angelo’s Pizzeria and Katie’s former boyfriend

      Vance Ingram: vendor at Artisans Alley and Katie’s second-in-command at Artisans Alley

      Rose Nash: jewelry vendor at Artisans Alley and Katie’s friend

      Ann Tanner: co-owner of Tanner’s Bakery and Cafe on Victoria Square

      Charlotte Booth: owner of Booth’s Jellies and Jams on Victoria Square

      Seth Landers: McKinlay Mill’s only attorney and Katie’s friend

      Maxwell Preston: owned a decrepit building on Victoria Square
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      Katie Bonner stood on the deck of her former mother-in-law’s rental house and gazed at the horizon. The pinks and blues fading to purple gave her a sense of peace. Unfortunately, the vista was not improved by the odor of cigarette smoke that wafted from the other people who had come outside to enjoy the view—her Victoria Square neighbors: Charlotte Booth, owner of Booth’s Jellies and Jams, and Gilda Ringwald-Stratton, of Gilda’s Gourmet Baskets.

      Heaving a shallow sigh—Katie didn’t want to breathe in any more of the smoke than she had to—she opened the door to the brightly lit living room where the rest of Margo Bonner’s guests mingled, closing the sliding glass door behind her.

      Margo had gathered her friends and the other merchants around Victoria Square, a small business district in the village of McKinlay Mill, New York, for a housewarming party. Not that Margo intended to live in the furnished house for more than six months. She had plans—as did a number of the merchants—for a certain warehouse located behind Victoria Square.

      Katie and Margo owned the Tealicious tea shop on the Square, while Katie also owned and managed the Square’s anchor, Artisans Alley, an arts and crafts arcade. Katie also split her time acting as the head of Victoria Square’s Merchants Association. Several members of the Association had gone in together to not only buy a building on the Square, but had recently taken on the warehouse behind it, as well. It was to be a mix of residential and retail spaces—and Margo had leased one of the lofts and space for an art gallery.

      But all that was in the future. On that golden evening, Margo hosted a party to celebrate her short-term home.

      Katie sauntered past the buffet spread that had been placed on the dining room table. Tealicious chef Brad Andrews had outdone himself. Katie had helped him prepare the feast, but Brad’s superb recipes and attention to detail had given the food a starring place at the party.

      Brad stood nearby as though ready to jump in and serve the guests if need be. Katie moved to stand beside him. “At ease, soldier,” she said, and laughed.

      Brad shrugged. “I want Margo’s first party to go off without a hitch,” the handsome chef said. He was a couple of years older than Katie and Victoria Square’s most eligible bachelor. Sadly, Brad’s heart had been broken a couple of years before and, instead of looking for love, he seemed content to hang out with friends on his off hours, playing poker and golf, but that didn’t keep women from throwing themselves at him—women of varied ages, too.

      As it happened, Katie was the most eligible woman on the Square, but her feelings for Brad were purely platonic. It was someone else she thought of when loneliness hit hard. But then, she was so busy with all her businesses and her volunteer position at the Merchants Association that she barely had time to think and often fell into bed at night in pure exhaustion. For now, snuggling with her cats Mason and Della was as much company as she was able to keep.

      Katie snagged a shrimp puff and took a bite, looking around the living room. She knew just about everybody there and had worked with them as part of the Merchants Association, along with her second-in-command, Vance Ingram and his wife Janey, who were huddled in conversation with the owners of Sassy Sally’s Bed & Breakfast, Don Parsons and his husband, Nick Farrell.

      The only merchant missing from the party was Andy Rust, who owned Angelo’s Pizzeria next door to Artisans Alley. He also happened to be Katie’s ex-boyfriend. It wasn’t surprising that Margo hadn’t invited him. After all, the bulk of Andy’s trade occurred during evening hours. It had been difficult to maintain a relationship when Katie and Andy worked opposite ends of the clock, and it became impossible once he admitted he hadn’t been faithful. Things had become complicated when another of the Square’s merchants seemed to have had a thing for her.

      A thing? Ray Davenport, more than twenty years her senior, had made it plain that he would like to date her, but when she’d expressed a desire for friendship only, he’d backed off. Ray was currently seeing the woman who now occupied the position he’d once held at the county sheriff’s office—one Carole Rigby, a bleached blonde whose face seemed frozen in a perpetual scowl. Of course, things were complicated at the time when Katie had discouraged his attentions. Ray’s children were against him dating after their mother’s death, and Katie thought she and Andy might be able to smooth things over. When that didn’t happen, Ray had already moved on. But she could at least count him as a friend. Boy, that sounded like a consolation prize, didn’t it?

      She didn’t like to think about it.

      An older gentleman crossed the dining room, nodded hello to Katie, and inspected the appetizers on offer. Grabbing a plate, he filled it to nearly overflowing. “Good grub,” he said aloud, gave Katie a wink, and wandered off to sample his booty.

      “Who’s that?” Katie whispered to Brad.

      “Beats me. I never saw him before. Ask Margo. I’m sure he didn’t just show up without an invitation.”

      Brad was right, although Katie was pretty sure Margo’s local friendships hadn’t strayed beyond the confines of Victoria Square.

      Grabbing a stuffed mushroom, Katie meandered in the direction of her dead husband’s mother. They had a rocky relationship while Chad Bonner lived, but after his death, Margo had reached out to Katie, offering her friendship and more.

      Margo conversed with Conrad Stratton, the Square’s wine merchant, who held a bottle in his hand, standing in front of a table filled with empty glasses. “Are you in need of some liquid refreshment?” he asked Katie, his eyes twinkling.

      She laughed. “I am just a little thirsty,” she admitted, and Conrad poured her a glass of something white and bubbly. She tasted it and smiled. “Lovely,” she said, approvingly.

      “I can give you a discount on a case,” Conrad said, smiling brightly.

      “I’ll think about it,” Katie said, and laughed.

      Conrad glanced around the room. “It seems that more of your guests need refreshment,” he told Margo. “I think I’ll help them out.”

      “Go right ahead,” Margo encouraged, her smile wide.

      Katie studied her business partner. Margo looked at least ten years younger than her actual age, and dressed in a little black cocktail dress, black tights and pumps, with a triple-strand pearl choker decorating her neck, she looked positively dazzling.

      “You’ve pulled off an amazing party,” Katie complimented her.

      “That only happens when you hire the best,” Margo said modestly. Although she owned a half interest in Tealicious and could have just commandeered the kitchen and ingredients, Margo had insisted on hiring the firm, as well as the cost of ingredients and Brad’s time. And every bottle of wine on offer had been purchased from Conrad’s store, The Perfect Grape. As much as she hated to admit it, Margo’s arrival on Victoria Square had had a positive effect on just about everyone—even the ill-tempered owner of the Square’s quilt shop, Nona Fiske.

      Katie and Nona had butted heads on a number of occasions, and when the woman had shown up at the party, Katie felt more than a little miffed.

      Margo seemed to notice Katie’s disapproval. “I had to invite her.”

      “I understand,” Katie said blandly. She didn’t approve, but she understood Margo’s motive to be inclusive.

      Soft music played from the stereo system. Katie sipped her wine and listened, feeling herself begin to relax. That’s when she saw the older gentleman, with a shock of snowy hair and a neatly trimmed matching beard, make another trip to the dining room table to refill his plate.

      “Margo, who’s that man over there?”

      Margo looked in the direction of the dining room. “Maxwell Preston. He owns that last derelict building on Victoria Square.” Margo actually blushed. “I may have been stalking him.”

      Katie turned toward her ex-mother-in-law in alarm. “Stalking? That’s a pretty strong description.”

      “You’re right. Sweet talking might be a better term.”

      Katie turned a jaundiced eye on her business partner. “What are you up to?”

      “I hope to convince Maxwell to sell the building to me. It hasn’t been rented in years.”

      “I know. Seth—” Landers—Katie’s friend and pseudo-big brother, and the village’s only attorney— “has contacted Mr. Preston on a number of occasions, but he’s always maintained he didn’t want to sell. The building is in such terrible shape, it can’t be worth much.”

      “It’s not the building, my girl; it’s the land beneath it.”

      “So it’s a total teardown?” Katie asked.

      Margo nodded. “Just about. But think of what could be built in that space. I have this vision of a little Victorian cottage—think of the houses at the Oak Bluffs Campground on Martha’s Vineyard. Those adorable little homes are featured during the Illumination Night.”

      Katie had never seen the spectacle for herself, but she’d heard about it from friends who had and her own searches for photos on the Internet.

      “Is Mr. Preston likely to sell the space?”

      “I have no idea. But I figured it wouldn’t hurt to put out some feelers. He seemed absolutely delighted when I invited him to the party.”

      Katie looked over to take in the short, squat gentleman with the close-cropped, snowy beard and dark, shiny suit. Of all those assembled that evening, he seemed to be enjoying himself the most.

      “When do you propose to talk turkey with him again?” Katie asked.

      “In a few days. I want to give him time to think about what a wonderful evening I’ve given him.”

      Everything was fair in love and war—and business was often considered war.

      Katie drained her glass. She figured she was good for one more glass and still safe to drive if she accompanied the beverage with a few more appetizers. She’d made the curried chicken balls because they were one of her favorites, and surely she deserved several of them after all her hard work—hang the calories.

      Katie glanced at her business partner, who was taking in the guests, a smile gracing her lips. “Everyone seems to be having a wonderful time,” Margo said, sounding pleased.

      “As am I,” Katie said. “But I’m still hungry. Time for me to raid the eats table.”

      “Fill up, darling girl. I don’t want to have a lot of leftovers.”

      “I’ll do that,” Katie said, and laughed.

      She started toward the dining room again, but Mr. Preston had already disappeared. Too bad. She wanted to engage him in conversation to talk about the building he owned on the Square. Not that she had any ideas of undercutting Margo’s desire to purchase the site, but more to discover its history and why it had sunk into ruin despite the resurrection of McKinlay Mill’s quaint little business section during the previous three years. It was something Katie was determined to discover.

      But that night, she wanted only to relax and have a little fun. After all, nearly all her local friends were at the party. The only one missing was Seth Landers. Had Margo forgotten to invite him, or had he had a prior commitment that kept him from attending? She’d have to ask Margo—but not that night.

      Taking a plate from the dishes on loan from Tealicious, Katie chose several appetizers—heavy on protein to counteract the alcohol she’d consumed—and glanced around the home’s open-concept spaces, wondering who she should next seek out for conversation.

      Her eyes lighted on Ray Davenport. He was smiling, looking happy. Was it the company or because he had Carol Rigby by his side? Katie looked away and popped one of the Buffalo deviled eggs into her mouth, suddenly feeling fat and unattractive. She’d chosen the wrong dress. She no longer liked the shoes on her feet. And her hair! She should have gotten a trim, which was long overdue. Suddenly, every choice she’d made during the past few weeks felt clumsy and wrong and….

      Katie stuffed a curried chicken ball into her mouth, chewing as though she’d been starved.

      “Are you okay?”

      Katie turned to face Moonbeam Carruthers, the newest merchant on Victoria Square and owner of The Flower Child florist and boutique.

      Katie forced a smile and swallowed before answering. “Yes, fine. Thanks for asking.”

      Moonbeam squinted, pursing her lips. “If you say so.”

      “I do.” Katie ate the last chicken ball from her plate before setting it down on the living room’s coffee table and dusting off her fingers. She nodded in the direction of Maxwell Preston. “Do you know that older man?”

      “Max? Oh, sure. He’s a regular at my shop. He comes in every week to buy pink carnations to put on his wife’s grave.”

      “Oh, my,” Katie said, instantly feeling sorry for the old man. “How long has it been since he lost her?”

      “Twenty years.”

      Katie blinked in astonishment. “Wow.” She’d been a widow for a little over four years, and she seldom visited her husband’s grave. Perhaps it was because they’d been estranged at the time of his death. Maybe it was because she’d already burned through one relationship and the possibility of another since his passing. Or maybe it was that when it came down to it, she and Chad just weren’t compatible. They’d wanted different things from life and he had acted on his independently. Katie hadn’t risked their financial future to try to follow her dreams. Still, she felt she must have been an inadequate partner to have moved on so quickly after Chad’s death while Mr. Preston still pined for a partner who’d been separated from him by death for so long.

      These days, Katie seldom had a thought that wasn’t self-deprecating. It needed to stop.

      “I’m looking forward to the next Merchants Association meeting to decide the warehouse’s fate,” Moonbeam said. “I’ve got so many ideas that keep me awake at night.” Katie wished her friend’s enthusiasm was contagious.

      Moonbeam glanced at the analog watch on her wrist. “Oh, my! Gotta go. Lily,” her dog, “will be pining for me—as I am for her.”

      “I’m glad you could make it. Let’s plan to get together soon,” Katie said.

      “Call or come by my shop anytime,” Moonbeam said.

      “I will,” Katie promised and waved good-bye as her friend sought out Margo to say good night.

      Conrad made another circuit around the room. “Can I top off your glass?”

      Katie figured one more glass wouldn’t hurt. “Of course.”

      Conrad poured the wine. “Great party,” he said, grinning.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “But winding down,” he said, not only indicating Moonbeam, who headed for the door, but Don and Nick were saying their good nights to Margo, as well. They, too, had a dog waiting for them at home.

      As the sky darkened, more and more guests said their good-byes until the only ones left were Katie, Margo, Ray, and Carol.

      “Great party,” Ray told Margo. Carol didn’t seem impressed.

      “I enjoyed connecting with everyone.” Margo glanced at the table of finger foods. “We’ve got a lot of leftovers. Do you think your girls would like some?”

      “That’s incredibly generous of you,” Ray said. “I’m sure they’d love it.”

      Brad appeared. “Let me put them in containers for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I wouldn’t mind a few,” Carol said, perturbed. To Katie’s mind, she always sounded sour.

      “Of course,” Brad said, always accommodating.

      “I’ll scope out the deck for glasses and whatnot,” Katie volunteered, and left the group for her quest.

      Sure enough, she found several glasses—some with soggy cigarette butts—on the deck. On impulse, she left the deck to check out the dock. After all, the glasses had been rented, and she wanted to account for all of them.

      The expanse of lawn that separated the home’s large deck and the stairs to the dock had to be at least twenty feet long.

      Katie descended the ten steps from the bank’s top to the dock. Despite the big sodium vapor lamp that came on at dusk, Katie felt a little nervous—probably because she was more familiar with the dock at the Marina at Thompson’s Landing where her friend, Seth, moored his sailboat, Temporary Relief. This dock was much narrower. Margo had been encouraged to lease a boat for the summer, but she balked at the idea. “Too much upkeep,” she decided. It would have been fun, but Katie understood her reluctance. Living on the water brought a sense of peace, but there were drawbacks, such as bugs. Lots of bugs. Icky spiders, in particular.

      Katie walked the length of the dock, happy none of the guests had left glasses or plates. But something floated some five or so feet from the end of the wooden structure. Something rather…large.

      Katie’s eyes widened in horror when she realized just what was floating.

      Without another thought, Katie jumped into icy water that took her breath away. Adrenalin gave her the impetus to move, and she hoped whoever it was was still alive.

      The water was only about four feet deep, and Katie half-slogged/half-swam toward the dark jacket she’d seen earlier.

      Snagging the collar, she pulled old man Preston’s head out of the water. When he didn’t take a breath, Katie feared the worst.

      “Help!” she hollered, pulling the dead weight through the gently lapping waves. “Help!”

      The others were still in the house. Katie could see their silhouettes through the wall-to-ceiling windows that faced the lake.

      She’d never done CPR before. She wasn’t sure it could be done in the water—and she had no idea how long the old man had been there.

      “Help! Help!” she screamed, and was unable to pull Preston’s dead weight out of the water and onto the dock.

      “Help! Oh, please help!”

      Katie dragged Preston as close to the breakwall as she could, thankful an aluminum ladder was attached to the wooden dock.

      “Help!” she hollered yet again. Her limbs were already going numb and she could no longer see the house from her new vantage point. If Preston hadn’t drowned, he was probably suffering from hypothermia—something Katie was well acquainted with after she’d jumped overboard from a sinking boat some eighteen months before. She lost precious minutes trying to get Preston’s arm out of his left jacket sleeve, thinking she could somehow tie him to the ladder when she heard a voice call her name.

      “Katie?”

      “Ray! I’m in the water. Help!”

      She heard the ex-cop yell something, and then, seconds later, Ray and Brad hurried down the steps to the dock.

      “What are you doing in the water?” Ray called, and then he saw that Katie was not alone and he, too, jumped off the dock.

      Brad yanked his phone from his slacks pocket and punched in three numbers. Seconds later, he practically hollered, “A possible drowning.”

      Ray helped Katie keep Preston’s form above the water, but at her panicked look, he shook his head.

      Mr. Preston was dead.
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      Margo loaned Katie a pair of flannel pajamas and cloaked her former daughter-in-law in a chenille throw that had previously been artfully draped over the south end of the living room’s large sectional. It hadn’t stopped Katie from shivering. Was it the shock of Lake Ontario’s chilly water or finding Preston’s body?

      Carol Rigby paced in front of the room’s huge fireplace that could have held half a cord of firewood had it not been fitted with a gas insert. Katie pulled the throw closer against her skin and wished she knew how to ignite the flames.

      “And you saw nothing?” Carol practically shouted, directing her ire at Katie.

      “I spent nearly the entire evening here in the house, same as you,” Katie reminded the detective.

      Carol pivoted her malevolent gaze toward Margo. “I’ll need a list of everyone you invited to the party.”

      “I can give it to you,” Margo said calmly, but then her gaze hardened. “But does it have to be right. This. Minute?”

      “Of course not,” Ray said, stepping in to quell the tension that had been building since Preston’s body had been pulled from the water. After shucking his shirt, pants, and socks, Margo had outfitted him with a wool blanket while his and Katie’s clothes tumbled together in the rental home’s dryer.

      Margo turned a jaundiced eye on Carol. “Why do you assume Mr. Preston’s death was sinister? I hosted an open bar. My guests were welcome to pour whatever they wanted. I have no idea if he over-imbibed and simply fell off the dock.”

      “Or was pushed,” Carol said acidly.

      “I know everyone who was at the party. I refuse to believe any of them would have a reason to hurt a complete stranger,” Margo said firmly.

      “Ah, but what if he wasn’t a stranger?” Carol countered.

      Margo had no answer for that, but Katie was grateful the older woman had deflected Carol’s ire away from her. And why was Carol so angry anyway? Katie had jumped into the lake to save the old man.

      Katie glanced in Ray’s direction, hoping for a sign of support, but he merely shrugged. Well, what did she expect?

      That was a loaded question. He’d wanted more than just friendship with her and she hadn’t been open to it because of her complicated relationship with Victoria Square’s pizza meister. Katie could forgive a lot of foibles, but cheating wasn’t one of them. If that branded her old-fashioned, so be it.

      The county medical examiner arrived, and Carol left the living room to confer with her.

      Katie couldn’t stop shivering. Margo noticed.

      “Darling girl, would you like a hot drink? Coffee? Tea? Cocoa?”

      “Cocoa would be nice.”

      “I’ll second that,” Ray said.

      Margo nodded. “I’ll be back in a jiffy,” she said, pivoted, and headed for the kitchen. That left Katie and Ray alone in the large room.

      An awkward silence ensued. It was Katie who broke it.

      “Will the girls be worried about you?”

      The girls were his three daughters, although one of them was still in school downstate, soon to return for the summer. The younger two, Sadie and Sasha, were still in high school. They’d lost their mother four years before and were still mourning her loss. Despite their animosity toward her, Katie still had a soft spot in her heart for the girls. She’d lost her mother at an even younger age, and while her great aunt had taken her in and raised her from the age of six, and although Katie loved her Scottish Aunt Lizzie with all her heart, it just wasn’t the same as having a mom—or mum, as Aunt Lizzie had called Katie’s mother.

      “Why is Carol so angry?” Katie asked.

      Ray heaved a heavy sigh. “We had plans for later this evening.”

      Katie wasn’t interested in asking just what they were.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What have you got to be sorry about?” Ray asked.

      “For ruining your evening.”

      Ray shook his head. “You didn’t ruin it.”

      She gazed into his blue eyes. Ray was not a handsome man. He wasn’t muscled like Andy or Brad, or even as buff as her friends Nick and Don, but there was something about him that….

      Katie looked away. She wasn’t about to entertain thoughts of what might have been. Not that evening, anyway.

      It wasn’t long before Margo returned with a couple of mugs topped with whipped cream from a can that was quickly disintegrating into the steaming liquid.

      “Thanks, Margo,” Ray said, accepting a mug and wrapping his fingers around it as though to absorb its warmth. Katie did likewise.

      Margo plunked herself on the far end of the sectional. “I’m sure Mr. Preston just fell off the dock—maybe hit his head—and died.”

      Ray pursed his lips but said nothing. His expression hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      Margo scowled. “And?” she demanded of him.

      “How well are you insured?”

      Margo’s eyes widened in distress. “Are you saying I could be sued?”

      “I guess that depends on the old man’s blood alcohol level.”

      Margo drew in a breath, looking horrified.

      “Perhaps the old man had a medical emergency,” Katie suggested, hoping to diffuse Margo’s unease.

      “An autopsy will confirm or disprove that,” Ray said matter-of-factly. Sometimes, Katie hated his logical pronouncements. She didn’t comment and sipped her cocoa.

      An awkward silence followed before Ray broke the quiet. He turned his gaze toward Margo. “So, I heard you’re renting out a portion of the old warehouse behind Victoria Square.”

      “Two portions, actually,” Margo said, her voice subdued. She’d been so excited to sign the leases just weeks before, but now she sounded cowed. “I’m the first tenant to renovate one of the loft apartments, and I intend to open an art gallery.”

      “Chad’s art will be on display,” Katie piped up.

      “And for sale?” Ray asked.

      “That’s to be determined,” Margo said. As Chad’s only beneficiary, Katie owned every piece of the florals and landscapes her husband had painted. Since his death, she hadn’t sold any of his paintings. She wasn’t sure she wanted to. Chad wasn’t a gifted artist, but he’d been more than competent. Margo wanted to display his works, and Katie was agreeable, but they hadn’t spoken about selling any of them. Yet. But at some point.…

      “When do you think you can move into the warehouse?” Ray asked.

      Margo shrugged. “I have a six-month lease on this house. I hope to be in my loft by the time it lapses.”

      “Just in time for the festive season,” Katie said, trying to sound cheerful. “Hopefully, by then, we’ll have rented out a portion of the retail space.” She paused. “I guess the partners should start thinking about decorating for the holidays.”

      Katie took her last sip of cocoa and placed her mug onto the boomerang-shaped teak coffee table before her. It wasn’t her style—she was more into shabby chic, rustic country, or Victoriana, depending on the day—but it fit the house.

      Ray finished his hot chocolate and did the same.

      “This has been an awful experience for you, Katie. You’re welcome to stay the night,” Margo said sincerely.

      After what she’d experienced that evening, the last thing Katie wanted was to sleep in a strange bed. Luckily, she had a good excuse not to. “Thank you for the generous offer, but I really need to get home to take care of Mason and Della.” Her two cats. Truth be told, they’d been fed, had plenty of fresh water, and could have made it through the night alone. And yet…after what had transpired, perhaps she should stay to keep Margo company.

      “I could stop by and make sure the cats are okay,” Ray offered. “If you trust me with your keys.”

      Katie frowned. “Of course I trust you. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Just sayin’,” Ray said defensively.

      “Then you’ll stay the night?” Margo said with just a hint of desperation in her voice.

      Katie forced a smile. “Of course I will.”

      Margo reached out a hand to clasp Katie’s. “Thank you, darling girl.”

      Katie felt ashamed for nearly denying the poor woman company after being traumatized.

      Carol chose that moment to reappear. It was apparent her mood hadn’t improved. “They’re loading the body into the vehicle. An autopsy will be performed tomorrow morning.”

      It was more information than Katie wanted to know.

      “We’re free to leave,” Carol told Ray with a glare.

      “I’m waiting for my clothes to dry.”

      As if on cue, the dryer let out a resounding buzz!

      “They should be dry by now,” Margo said and leapt up from her seat to retrieve them.

      Carol turned her unfriendly gaze on Katie. “You’ll need to make an official statement.”

      “Which doesn’t have to happen tonight,” Ray piped up.

      Carol glared at him. “We need to go,” she said, her tone conveying that it was an order, not an option.

      Katie eyed her friend and fellow Victoria Square merchant. She wouldn’t have thought Ray would take kindly to such an edict. But he stood and took off in the direction of the home’s laundry room.

      Once he was gone, Carol spoke to Katie. “You seem to attract trouble.”

      “I assure you, I had nothing to do with Mr. Preston’s death. I’d hoped to save him.”

      Carol shrugged. “So you say.”

      During the party, Katie hadn’t ventured out on the dock. She had almost a score of fellow invitees who could corroborate the fact. Carol’s adversarial attitude bothered her. It seemed the older woman had a grudge against Katie simply because she and Ray were friends. That was it. They were friends. Okay, Ray had kissed her, and more than once, but that was the extent of their intimacy, if that’s what you’d could call it. His daughters disliked Katie almost as much as they disliked Carol, but Katie had affection for the motherless girls when she was sure Carol did not.

      “I’d be glad to make a statement. Just tell me the time and place.” And maybe she could share the ride downtown with Ray, as he, too, would be expected to provide an official statement. It would probably be better if she and Brad made the drive together, as he, too, would probably be asked to make an official statement. Or maybe the three of them could go together to save on gas—to save the planet.

      Yeah. Maybe.

      After a couple of long silent minutes later, Ray appeared in his newly dried clothes. Carole eyed him. “Ready to go?”

      Ray nodded, giving a sidelong glance in Katie’s direction. She got the message. They’d talk again…and soon.

      “Your keys?” Ray asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Katie said, and rose from her seat.

      “Keys?” Carol demanded.

      “Yes. Katie’s going to stay with Margo tonight, and I’m going to check on her cats.”

      “Surely they can take care of themselves.” Carol grated.

      “They have paws, not fingers. They can’t pour themselves fresh water,” Ray replied flatly.

      So, Katie wasn’t the only one annoyed by Carol’s demeanor.

      Katie removed her car key and handed over the rest. “Thanks, Ray. I’ll pick them up in the morning.” She might have to borrow Margo’s key to Tealicious, the tea shop they jointly owned and located on Victoria Square, as she helped Brad with some of the baking and making the tuna, egg, and chicken sandwich salads.

      Katie let out a sigh. She had a feeling the next few days would be difficult, thanks to Mr. Preston’s death.

      An uneasy feeling settled into Katie’s gut. Difficult? That was probably an understatement. The idea of disaster flittered through her brain, and she had to fight the urge to panic. She couldn’t afford that reaction just then. She’d wait until later to succumb to it.

      While Margo’s rental home was adequately furnished, it wasn’t necessarily comfortable—or at least the bed in the guest room wasn’t. That night, Katie tossed and turned, missing her cats and her creature comforts. The covers felt hot. Her back ached, and she vowed never to leave her comfortable bed to be a guest elsewhere ever again—well, unless it was at Sassy Sally’s Bed & Breakfast on Victoria Square. She knew the beds there were cozy and snug because she’d chosen them herself.

      It was early the next morning when Katie dragged herself to the ranch house’s mid-century kitchen in search of coffee. She hadn’t intended to wake Margo before she left to start her day at their tea shop, but Margo was already up, had a pot of coffee brewing, and was putting everything together to make a batch of French toast.

      “Margo, you spoil me,” Katie said, although she was not displeased.

      “Darling girl, I have no one else to spoil.”

      A wave of affection coursed through Katie, and she stepped forward to embrace her dead husband’s mother. They hadn’t gotten along while Chad was alive, but during the past year or so, they’d become more than friends or business partners.

      Katie pulled back, looking at the feast before her. Not only was there the making for the breakfast entree, but Margo had assembled a host of out-of-season fruits, from strawberries to blueberries and raspberries. “I sure hope you can use all this fruit before it goes bad,” Katie said.

      Margo smiled. “I planned to have a smoothie for lunch. That is, if I don’t have to show up at some dreary sheriff’s office to give a statement. Either way, they will not go to waste.”

      Katie poured herself a cup of coffee, doctoring it to her liking. “And I’ll have to do the same.”

      “Same?” Margo asked, confused.

      “Go wherever Carol dictates to make a statement.”

      “Maybe we can go together and save gas.”

      Saving gas was the last of Margo’s worries. She picked up her own cup, warming her hands around it. “I don’t like Carol.”

      It wasn’t the first time Katie had heard Margo make such a blunt statement, but this one interested her.

      “And why not?”

      “She’s all wrong for Ray.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s a bitch.”

      As always, Katie felt she had to play devil’s advocate. “Why, because she’s a competent detective?”

      “Even when she’s not on duty, she’s always so…so…awful. Ray’s a good man. He deserves someone with a kind heart. He deserves someone who would look out for his best interests. He deserves someone like….”

      But then she didn’t elaborate. Did she have someone in mind for Ray? Several of the women merchants on Victoria Square were eligible, and at least two of them were about Ray’s age. Any one of them would have made a good companion for him in his old age. Not that he was at that stage of life. But he had weathered a long career in a business that had to be soul-shattering on so many levels. And he’d lost the love of his life—his wife Rachel—when they should have grown old together, playing with and enjoying their grandchildren.

      “Who were you thinking of? Charlotte Booth? Or Sue Sweeney?” Sue owned the Square’s candy shop.

      “No, silly. You.”

      Katie blinked. “Me?”

      “He adores you,” Margo said. “And it’s not news to you, either.”

      He didn’t adore Katie. He had a brief infatuation with her, but then he’d moved on. He and Carol had been an item for about six months. Nope. Ray was far too old for Katie, and even if they did have a number of things in common, the one thing that would always come between them—or anyone he dated—was his children. They’d made that quite clear. And she had no plans to ever come between any man she dated and their offspring because she knew, from the bitter experience of friends and former co-workers, that children from a previous relationship were often the death knell of a relationship. She thought of Ray as a friend. Nothing more.

      “Besides the night’s terrible end, the rest of the evening went well,” Katie said, watching as Margo settled a piece of bread saturated with a beaten egg onto a hot skillet.

      “Yes,” Margo said, but she didn’t sound at all pleased. “I’m ready to move on with my loft build and getting the gallery set up to display Chad’s paintings.”

      “We should talk about that,” Katie said, hoping she wasn’t about to anger her late husband’s mother.

      “Do you want to sell his paintings?” Margo asked. Her tone had chilled.

      “There are quite a few of them. If we do sell any of them,” and as Chad’s widow, it was Katie who owned them, “I would like the proceeds to go to charity.”

      Sudden tears filled Margo’s eyes.

      “I think that’s what he would want,” Katie elaborated. “Maybe a scholarship. Chad loved his students. He always wanted the best for them.”

      “I would hate to part with any of them, but I think you’re right,” Margo reluctantly agreed. “When do you want to go through them?”

      “There’s no point until you’re ready to open the gallery—and maybe not just then. We might want to divide the paintings by category, and do a couple of shows to get the art world used to Chad’s style, and then put up a few for sale.”

      Margo nodded. “Sound advice from a marketing major.”

      Katie didn’t comment and instead nodded toward the bread in the pan. “You might want to flip that.”

      “Goodness!” Margo explained, grabbed a spatula, and flipped the bread, which was golden brown on one side.

      Katie was more familiar with Chad’s paintings than Margo, and she described them all in detail. Margo made notes, and by the time the last piece of French toast had been eaten, they had a rough plan on how they’d best display Chad’s paintings and their least favorites—of which there were few—that they might put up for sale.

      “I’m excited about the exhibition. Chad would be absolutely thrilled,” Katie said.

      Margo nodded, her eyes brimming with tears.

      “But have you thought about vetting other artists?”

      Margo nodded. “I’ve been putting out feelers for months. Now to get the space renovated. The lighting will be key.”

      Katie nodded. “What’s of bigger importance to you? The gallery or the loft apartment?”

      Margo frowned. “I have to be out of this place by November first. So, the apartment has to come first, but I don’t see why I can’t be working on both. The gallery may actually be easier to finish. Right now, it’s a crapshoot.”

      Again, Katie nodded. She glanced up at the kitschy black cat clock on the wall with its plastic tail waving back and forth, ticking off the hours. “I need to get to Tealicious to help Brad with the day’s salads. I gave Ray my keys.”

      Margo grabbed her purse, which hung on the back of one of the kitchen chairs, extracted her keys, twisted off a set from the main bunch, and handed them to Katie. “I’ll collect them later this afternoon when I visit the warehouse. I’ve got an appointment to talk to the contractor who’s handling the renovations of both the loft and the gallery.”

      Something in Margo’s demeanor caught Katie’s attention. She squinted at the older woman. “Are you sweet on this guy?”

      “Sweet? Me?” Margo shook her head vehemently. “I’ve given up on love.” Still, her cheeks betrayed her by coloring a rosy shade of pink.

      “As have I,” Katie lamented. Still, she would make it a point to get better acquainted with said contractor. As head of the Victoria Square Merchants Association, it was her duty to be acquainted with the contractors working on the latest renovations to the warehouse.

      “Oh, darling girl, no!” Margo protested. “I’m sure Chad wouldn’t want you to be alone.”

      “I guess,” Katie sort of agreed. Would they have gotten back together if Chad hadn’t died? The answer was…probably. Katie had loved him. Was disappointed by him, sure. But she had loved Chad for all the things he was and had been. He hadn’t betrayed her with his heart—at least with another woman. And she had made peace with the idea that he had invested in Artisans Alley because he thought it would ultimately benefit them. He couldn’t know that it would take the death of his partner for that idea to be realized. And Chad—who was considerably younger—had died before Ezra Hilton.

      Revisiting those thoughts was not conducive to a happy day, and Katie was determined to abandon them.

      “If I’m meant to find someone else, it’ll happen,” she said succinctly. “If not…well, I’ve kind of resigned myself to the idea.”

      Margo shook her head. “Darling girl, you’re far too young to give up on the idea of love.”

      “And how about you?” Katie asked, eager to know the answer.

      Margo hesitated before answering. “Like you, I believe if  it’s meant to happen, it’ll happen. But, if warranted, I might just give fate a little push.”

      Katie smiled. “You go, girl.”
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      Brad was already preparing fare for that day’s Tealicious customers when Katie arrived at the tea shop’s back entrance. She hurried inside and grabbed an apron, calling out a hello as she checked the list of specials on a piece of paper attached to one of the shop’s fridges by a magnet Katie had purchased at the village’s apple festival the year before.

      Brad appeared from the shop’s dining room. “I wasn’t sure I’d see you this morning,” he said as he returned to the long wooden counter where yeast dough had
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