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The thing you need to know about Mesquite Springs is, it’s not your normal Hill Country town. Whatever passes for normal this close to Austin, anyway. Austin likes to trade on its weirdness, but it’s gotten too corporate to make that believable anymore. No, the weirdness has moved out to the country, or back to the country, where it started. 

My ancestors pretty much founded weird in Mesquite Springs. The Sharpes started this town, drawn here by a magical spring – I know, I know, but bear with me – so, yeah, a magical spring. What remains of the original claim is two acres, mostly wooded, with the spring, house, shop, and who knows what else back there in those woods. Known as The Source since the town was founded, the property, including its massive Queen Anne house, is the headquarters of the Mesquite Springs coven, a circle of witches dedicated to protecting and preserving the town and its people.

And now it’s mine – my responsibility. Me? I’m Talia Sharpe. Not too tall, not too short. My hair’s not quite red, my eyes aren’t quite brown, and the lot of it is not quite thirty. I’m still figuring out how my family’s magic works – or rather, how I’m supposed to use it. It’s a pretty steep learning curve, since my dad left this town before I was born and raised me in a more conventional manner. By all rights I should be an accountant in Dallas, not a witch in the Hill Country. 

But Mesquite Springs has given me one thing I never really had in the big city – a family.
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I watched from the front porch of The Source as Jake Hillebrand’s Subaru started to turn onto Jefferson Street, stopped short to let a minivan pass, then continued on its way. 

“I thought they’d never leave,” Aunt Eleanor grumbled.

“I’d think you’d be more grateful. They did come all this way to help us out.”

“Eh.” She shrugged, one translucent shoulder rising and falling, before she turned and drifted back into the house. Through the wall, just because she could.

I sighed and followed – using the door, since I’m still very much alive and corporeal.

She went straight to the kitchen, as usual, George Clooney – Georgie – trotting after her because, even though she’s dead, he’s still very much her cat. He sat at the base of the kitchen island and howled because the E-collar he was wearing after his recent surgery got in his way when he tried to jump.

“Oh, geez. Fine, you monstrous bastard,” I grumbled as I bent to heave him up and onto the counter. “Are you sure you’re not part mountain lion?”

Georgie trilled, the musical sound at odds with his Maine Coon physique. What a hell of a week it had been. Eleanor hadn’t been dead for long, and I’d only started seeing her ghost a few days ago. Jake and his friends had come from Houston to help out and try to figure out who – if anyone – had killed my aunt, but then one of the other members of the coven, Donna Lovejoy, was murdered and someone had shot Georgie with an air rifle. A local realtor was murdered as well, and it turned out she was a long-lost family member, which made her son, Danny, my cousin or something. I’d grown up with no one but my dad as family, and now I had more than I knew what to do with. I mean, most of them were dead, but a girl can’t have everything, you know?

“We need to get to work, Talia dear.”

“What? Get to work on what?” I asked. “Did I miss something?”

“The shop, your education, finding a new coven member. There’s a lot to do.”

“Um, okay. So where do we start?”

“Here, of course.”

“Here. In the kitchen?”

“The kitchen is where everything happens. For me anyway. I’m an herbalist, dear. I’m not a psychic. I don’t get ‘cosmic nudges’ like Nancy, or piggyback like Jake, and I certainly can’t shift like –” she broke off, biting her lip.

“What? What do you mean, piggyback like Jake?”

“Oops. I probably wasn’t supposed to say, but you do learn things when you’re drifting about in the night.”

“Aunt El...”

“When he’s asleep, he can enter the mind of a nearby animal and see through their eyes.”

“For real?”

Eleanor nodded.

“So, Georgie?”

She nodded again.

“When?”

“Oh, don’t worry. He didn’t watch you in the bathroom or anything. That was just Georgie on his own. Furry little perv.”

“Aunt El!”

“That first night you saw me. Georgie was there, remember? Your scream woke him. I don’t think he saw me then, though. Maybe later, I’m not sure.”

“And what was that about shifting? Oh, you’re having me on, right? Please say you’re having me on.”

Eleanor didn’t answer and turned her attention to Georgie, waving her fingers through the air for him to bat at. After his paw passed right through her hands a couple of time he got bored and slouched to the other end of the island and flopped down with a sigh, his E-collar making a rattling, sliding sound on the granite surface.

“Aunt El? Are shifters real?”

“Yes?”

“You sound like Shirley Goings when you say it like that. Are you asking me or telling me?” Shirley, local librarian and coven member, had a pronounced vocal lift that could be charming or confusing, depending on my mood.

“Yes, shifters are real. But I’m not going to say any more than that. I shouldn’t have said anything at all.”

“Are they dangerous?”

“Dangerous how?”

“Like, werewolves in the movies?”

Eleanor rolled her eyes. “No more than people. I mean you could go your whole life living next door to a shifter and never even know. Just because a person is suddenly in the form of, say, a tiger, they’re not going to act like a tiger. They’re still them, just with a different body and the abilities of that body. Like if you were to shift into a bird you’d be able to fly.”

“I wouldn’t be limited by suddenly having a brain the size of, say, a walnut?” I asked, eyeing Georgie.

“No. I don’t understand how it works, it just does.”

I sighed, but didn’t press her further. I hadn’t known Eleanor for long, but it was long enough to know that when she was done with a subject she was done.

“So what do we do first?”

“The teas are running low, especially Vigor, so we’ll start there.”

The Source’s Vigor tea was our number one seller. It was always running low, but no one in Mesquite Springs ever complained of impotence, so that’s good, I suppose?
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I stood in the lobby of the county courthouse, waiting for the commotion outside to die down so I wouldn’t have to fight through the crowd to get to my car. Howard Goings had been found guilty of murdering Donna Lovejoy, late of the Mesquite Springs Coven and owner/editor of the Mesquite Springs Weekly, and Audrey Temple, local realtor and long-lost Sharpe cousin. 

“It’s too goddamn hot for this bullshit,” said a voice behind me.

“Eloquent as always, Gary,” I said without turning around.

“I’m old. I don’t have to worry about eloquence anymore. I’ll leave that to the lawyers.”

“I guess they were eloquent enough. Looks like justice was served.”

“Rather have Donna back.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Me too.”

“Still got that empty spot in the circle.”

“I know. Now that this business isn’t distracting us anymore, we can focus on that.” I turned to face him. Gary Novak, retired police chief of Mesquite Springs and coven member, wasn’t wearing his VFW cap today. His thinning hair was slicked back and he was wearing a western shirt with a bolo tie. He hadn’t even dressed up this much for Eleanor’s memorial service.

“I still think Danny Temple would be a good fit,” he said, for far from the first time.

“Eleanor says the circle needs a balance of energies, and Danny would skew it too masculine. Besides, you’re just pushing for Danny because you think he’s cute.”

“Nothing wrong with a little eye candy.”

I shook my head and looked around. Still too much of a crowd to tackle. “I thought Shirley might come today, since it was just the verdict being read.” Donna had been Shirley’s best friend, and Howard her now-ex-husband, but Shirley had been absent for most of the trial, showing up only for her testimony. The prosecution had decided that her absence would be more damning for Howard’s case. Her absence, and the fact that she had elected to testify against her husband.

“She’s here,” Gary said, tilting his head toward the far corner of the lobby. Bill Prescott, Gary’s partner, was standing to one side, also without his VFW cap. He was dressed up even more than Gary, in slacks and a blue dress shirt that was probably left over from his days as President of the local savings and loan. Next to him was a woman in a navy blue dress and tinted glasses, her hair hidden by a paisley scarf. It took me a minute to realize it was Shirley.

“I didn’t know she even owned a navy blue dress.” I had never seen her in anything but floral prints or bright pastels.

“She didn’t. Had to buy it special.”

Bill noticed us watching them and put his arm around Shirley’s shoulders as they walked across the terrazzo floor to join us. I leaned down to give the petite woman a hug.

“You okay?” I asked.

She nodded. “Relieved it’s done. I hope he never gets out. I hope he rots in there the rest of his sorry life.”

Bill chuckled and Gary patted her shoulder.

“Oh, don’t tell Tim I said that, though. It’s not a very charitable sentiment, is it?”

“I think Tim would let that one slide,” I told her. Tim Grimes, the other remaining coven member, was also the pastor of the Mesquite Springs Methodist Church. It’s a nondenominational coven.

“Danny didn’t come?” Shirley asked.

“No,” I said. “He wasn’t up to it and I wasn’t going to push. He’s been stress baking, so I figured he could channel some of that energy into getting lunch ready for the rest of us.” Danny had moved into The Source with me a couple of months ago, as we’d bonded over our losses and our family connection. It worked out great, since the only thing I hated more than rattling around by myself in that monstrous Queen Anne house was cooking.

“What?” Gary said, “The boy can cook, too? And you don’t want him in the coven?”

“It’s not that I don’t want him, Gary. It’s about the balance of energies, remember?” I didn’t mention Eleanor, because Gary, Bill, and I were the only ones who knew she was still lingering about. And Georgie, of course, but he wasn’t going to tell. “Besides, Danny’s doesn’t want in.”

“Could we discuss this later, please? Talia? Can I ride back with you?” Shirley asked.

“Yeah, of course. I think the coast is clear now.”

We skirted around the remnants of the crowd on the courthouse steps. Howard still had to be sentenced, but the guilty verdict was what we really cared about – justice for Donna and Audrey.
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“Thanks,” Shirley said, as she fastened her seat belt. “Gary’s a dear, but his driving makes me nervous?”

“Really? You think it’s his age? Maybe his vision isn’t what it used to be.”

“No, not that. He drives like he’s in a high speed chase all the time? I don’t know how Bill can stand it.”

“I guess he’s used to it by now.”

“I guess,” she said, untying her scarf and fluffing out her blonde curls.

“I wouldn’t have known it was you there if Gary hadn’t told me.”

“That was the idea.” 

I glanced at her when I pulled up to a stop sign. I’d never seen her so subdued.

“You sure you’re okay?”

She shrugged. “As okay as I can be, I guess? My husband – ex-husband – has just been found guilty of murdering my best friend. And Danny’s mother, of course. It’s not my, uh, best moment?”

“Yeah. I get it. Danny made brownies, so there’s that to look forward to.”

“Well, brownies help.”

We rode in silence for a while before she spoke again.

“Don’t let Gary pressure you. About Danny joining the coven?”

“Oh, believe me, I’m not. On one hand he does have a point, what with Danny being a Sharpe descendent and having some natural power and connection to The Source and all, but he’s... he’s... I don’t know.”

“Fragile?”

“Yeah, a little bit. And I haven’t told the others yet, but his grandmother has started making noises about buying The Source again. I guess she’s gotten over the loss of her daughter already.”

Earlier in the year, Danny’s grandmother had been trying to buy The Source. Her offers went so high that for a moment I was almost tempted, but I knew I couldn’t let this land, its power, and the Sharpe family legacy fall into her avaricious hands.

“She sounds like a ghoul,” Shirley said.

“Pretty much. But she’s pressuring Danny, since he’s her grandson and still has his real estate license.”

“I thought he was closing the office?”

“He is. He has. But his license hasn’t expired yet. Even if it had, he’d still be caught in the middle. Oh, and there’s another thing.” 

“What? Is something wrong?” she asked when I paused.

“He, um, bought the Weekly.” 

I took my eyes off the road for just a quick glance at Shirley’s face. The Mesquite Springs Weekly had been Donna’s baby.

“Good. Good for him.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, really. I mean, we know Hector Lovejoy wasn’t going to make a go of it. Not without Donna running things. She wouldn’t want it to disappear. I think – I think she’d be happy about it. Don’t you?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I do.”
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Gary’s SUV was already in the parking area when we got to The Source, parked next to Tim Grimes’ vintage Bronco. Danny came out to meet us, alerted to our arrival by the sound of wheels on gravel.

“I don’t suppose y’all stopped for beer?” he called from the steps.

“Nope. Gary needs to start bringing his own!” I shouted back.

“I heard that!” came Gary’s voice from inside the house. “I’m old, not deaf!”

Bill came out the front door with a key ring in his hand. “There’s some in the truck,” he said. “I’ve started carrying emergency rations.”

Shirley had climbed the steps and reached up to give Danny a hug.

“Oh! Wh-what’s that for?” he asked, flustered.

“Talia told me you bought the Weekly?” she said, releasing him. “I think it’s great. You need any help, let me know, okay?”

“Oh, well, thanks Miz Goings, thanks a lot.”

“Shirley.”

“Shirley, right. Thanks.”

She smiled and patted his arm before going into the house. Bill trotted up the steps with a case of beer in his arms, and Danny and I were alone on the porch.

“Guilty, then,” he said.

“Yep. Not that there was ever any doubt.”

“You never know, though, right?”

“I knew. Gary’s been asking again.”

“I—”

“I told him you weren’t interested. That’s still true, isn’t it?”

He nodded, frowning.

“Come on, let’s go eat some carbs and worry about everything else tomorrow, huh?” I put an arm across his shoulders, and he smiled.

“I made a lemon Bundt cake while you were gone.”

“Oh, lord. I don’t know whether to kick you out or beg you never to leave.”
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I rang Shirley’s doorbell and turned to look at her front garden while I waited. It was like something out of a magazine. One of those English gardens where flowers spill over each other and bees bounce around covered with pollen. The cicadas were making a racket, too. Looked like all was right in this part of the world, at least.

“Oh, Talia! Sorry, I’m running a little behind, come on in,” Shirley said, opening the door behind me.

“No problem. I was just admiring your garden. I’ve really got a lot to learn.”

“Oh, aren’t you sweet. Well, we’ll see what we can do.”

I followed her through the house and out the kitchen door into a mudroom where she pulled on some waterproof boots and put on a sun hat. She was dressed in shorts – something I’d never seen her wear before – and a t-shirt that said G.R. Nurseries on the back.

“What’s G.R. Nurseries?” I asked.

“George Rankin Nurseries. George was my father, and he taught me most of what I know about gardening.”

“Most? Not all?”

“Well, I picked up a few other things along the way. And Eleanor used to say that my magic bloomed in the garden. My talent seems to be tied to plants and making things grow? Like hers was in the kitchen, blending teas and tinctures?”

I followed her down the back steps and stopped to admire a rose bush drooping under the weight of its blooms. 

“I still haven’t figured mine out yet,” I admitted. “I can follow Eleanor’s recipes and make what the shop needs, but it’s not natural to me like it was to Eleanor.”

Shirley turned to look at me, her head cocked to one side.

“It’ll come to you. For me, I just grew up into it. I guess it was in my blood? Eleanor felt that way about her herbs, but her grandmother was a card reader, you know, Tarot? But she saw things in the cards – saw the cards differently than most readers, I guess? I’m not sure, but I visited her a couple of times when I was young. She warned me about The Fool, well, a fool – in the literal sense? – but I married him anyway, didn’t I? I think Danny’s probably a hearth witch.”

“Probably.” The huge house had never felt as cozy as it had since Danny had moved in. 

“Come on,” Shirley said, turning back around. “These beds won’t weed themselves.”

We spent a couple of hours working in her garden, pulling weeds and trimming and tying things up. She was a good teacher, but I was probably a disappointing pupil. I went through the motions, and I did learn a lot, but I didn’t connect with the garden the way I had hoped.

“I wanted to keep Eleanor’s garden going back at The Source,” I told her as we were cleaning up later, “but I don’t think I’ll be able to.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll help.”

“Really? I don’t want to impose.”

“It would do me good. Besides, I’ve always wanted to get my hands on Eleanor’s garden. I have some ideas that would really take it to the next level, but not be too much work from day-to-day.”

“If you’re sure, I won’t say no.”

“Good. Lunch?”

“Yeah. I had no idea pulling weeds would work up such an appetite!”

“Have you been to Bea’s?”

“The donut place on the main drag? No, I always go to Mr. Kim’s place for donuts.”

“Yeah, you and everybody else, so she’s started rebranding. She does lunch now, and the sandwiches are to die for. The bread is all made in house.”

“Okay, sounds good.”

Bea’s had an aggressively cute aesthetic. Green awnings, pink linens, tables on the sidewalk. We were a little on the late side for lunch, at 1:45, but the sign on the door said lunch ended at two and the door was unlocked. The bell tinkled when we opened it, but no one responded. 

“That’s odd,” Shirley said, looking around the room. 

There were a few tables, one still with dirty dishes on it, and a display case with cookies and croissants. It was a typical bakery set-up, except no one seemed to be working. 

“Maybe they’re in the back?” I said, stepping up to the counter. “Hello?” I called.

“There’s usually a couple of girls working the counter, and Bea and Arturo are in back cooking and making sandwiches. This is very strange.”

“I don’t like this,” I said, as the hairs on my arms started to stand on end.

Shirley sighed and walked around the end of the counter. “Bea? It’s Shirley. Are you back there? I’m coming back.”

“Shirley!” I called after her, but she had already gone through the door into the kitchen, so I went after her.

The kitchen was empty, too. It seemed tidy, no food sitting out or sandwiches half-made. 

“No one’s here,” I said following her down the length of the metal counter.

“Someone was,” Shirley said, stopping short so that I almost bumped into her.

On the floor, where she couldn’t be seen from the door, lay the body of a woman.

“Is she—?”

“Bea,” Shirley said.

“I mean, is she dead?”

“Probably, with our luck.” Shirley stooped down and pressed her fingers to the woman’s neck. “No pulse. Bea always did have terrible timing.”

We retraced our steps out of the kitchen, being careful not to touch anything. As we passed behind the open bakery case Shirley reached in and grabbed a couple of croissants and a handful of cookies.

“Shirley!”

“What? I’m starving, and it’s not like they’re going to dust these for fingerprints. They’ll just go to waste if we don’t eat them.”

“Oh, fine. Give me one, then.”

We sat at one of the sidewalk tables and ate our pilfered pastries while we waited for the police to arrive.

“Oh, thank God it’s Addie,” Shirley said when the SUV stopped in front of the café. 

Officer Adenike Oshitoye – Addie to her friends – hopped out of the vehicle and stood in front of us. She hooked her thumbs on her belt and sighed.

“Shirley...”

“I know, I know. I was just so hungry, I wasn’t thinking? We didn’t touch anything, I swear, Addie.”

“Except the cookies?”

“The case was open,” I said. “And we’ll pay. Oh, and Shirley checked for a pulse.”

Addie didn’t say anything as she pulled on a pair of gloves. “She was in the kitchen?”

“Yes, at the far end behind the counter.”

“Okay, stay here and – I don’t know, just stay here.” She threw her hands up and opened the café door.

We watched her go inside and push the door closed behind herself. 

“You’re in trouuuuble,” I said and Shirley snorted.

“I’m surprised Gary hasn’t shown up yet. You know he’s got a police scanner in his truck?”

“He’s probably at the diner,” I said, turning to look down the street. I could just make out the diner’s sign from where we were sitting, but I didn’t see Gary’s SUV in front. “Do you think she had a heart attack or something?”

“Bea? No. I’ll bet you anything she was murdered.”

“Really? But who would want to kill a café owner?” I asked, turning back to face Shirley.

She snorted again. “Half the women in town. You didn’t know?”

“Know what?”

“Bea liked men? A lot? But she liked them better when they belonged to someone else.”

“Ah.”

“She wasn’t a home wrecker or anything like that. Not on purpose anyway. She just had a, uh, let’s call it a healthy appetite? But she didn’t want a relationship. Liked her single life, or so she said. I don’t know, though. She always seemed kind of sad.”

“Maybe that’s the real reason her shop didn’t do better than it did.”

“Maybe. Oh! Addie. Did you, well, I mean, she’s, you know...”

“I think Shirley’s wondering if there was foul play involved,” I said.

“Too soon to say, you both know that. Doc’s on his way, so, look, you two go on home, or wherever, and I’ll stop by to see y’all later, alright? Just don’t talk about this to anybody, okay? Yeah?”

We swore ourselves to secrecy and told Addie we’d both be home the rest of the day if she needed to find us.

“Shoot,” Shirley said as we started walking. “I really wanted a sandwich.”

We walked the few blocks to Shirley’s house, and as we approached I had to ask the question. “So did Bea and Howard ever, you know?”

Shirley stopped, one hand on her front gate. “Yeah. A long time ago. I’m sure there were others before her, and I know there were others after, but she was the one I found out about.”

“And you still go – I mean went – to her shop?”

“Not when it was just donuts, because Mr. Kim’s are better. But it’s complicated. Finding out about them opened my eyes about Howard. In a strange way I’m grateful to her. I just wish it hadn’t taken me so long to cut him loose.”

“I’ll bet there’s a few women around town who wouldn’t be so grateful.”

“More than a few, I’ll wager.”

I sighed, and took another look around her front garden. It was getting to be the hottest part of the afternoon, and I still hadn’t had a proper lunch. “I’d better get home, in case Addie comes looking for me. See you tomorrow evening?”

“Yep. I’ll be there.”

I walked the few blocks back to The Source, trying to focus on plans for the garden, or placing orders for the shop, anything productive. All I could think about, though, was that it looked like Mesquite Springs had another murder on its hands. If the coven was supposed to be looking out for the good of the town, maybe we should start thinking about how to keep its citizens alive.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Still June, because it’s, like, the same day


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Addie knocked on the kitchen door around five.

“Oh, hey,” Danny said when he opened the door. “Talia said you’d probably be stopping by. You want some tea or something? I was about to open a bottle of wine.”

“Tea would be great, thanks,” she said, holding up her notebook, “I’m still on duty.”

“On duty?”

“You didn’t tell him?” she asked, looking at me.

“You said not to discuss it!”

“Not the details, but I figured you’d give him the broad strokes.” She sighed and pulled herself onto one of the barstools at the island. “I guess I’m just not used to people who don’t gossip. Your cousin and Shirley Goings found Beatrice Adams’s body today.”

“No!” Danny set the kettle down with a rattle and turned to me. “And you didn’t say anything? And Bea Adams is dead?”

“Yeah, to all of that I guess.” I reached for the bottle of wine Danny had been about to open and took care of it myself. “Well, shit. I found a body today. Technically Shirley saw it first, but I was right behind her.”

“That’s what Shirley said too. But I’m here to get your version.”

“Should I leave?” Danny asked.

“Depends. Are you asking as Talia’s friend and cousin, or as the publisher of the Weekly?”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought about that,” I said, glad I hadn’t mentioned anything to him already.

“Maybe it’d be simpler if you do leave,” Addie said. “I’ll give you an exclusive later, how’s that?”

“I can live with that,” Danny said, pouring hot water into the small pot he’d prepared. “I’ll go make some noise in the shop.”

We waited until we heard music come on in the front of the house, and Addie poured herself a cup of tea.

“So, was it murder?” I asked. “Or a heart attack or something?”

“Definitely murder,” Addie said. “It could’ve been an accident, but not likely. She took a pretty bad blow to the back of the head. You wouldn’t have noticed it, the way she was lying.”

“Shit. I was thinking about it all day and wondering and—”

“And what?”

“I don’t know, I move to this town and all of a sudden people start getting killed. Donna, Audrey, maybe Eleanor. Now Bea Adams.”

Addie shook her head and put her mug down. “Nah.”

“No? I mean, your murder rate must have skyrocketed in the last few months. I’m surprised you don’t suspect me.”

“You were expecting a ‘well, little missy, things sure were quiet before you come to town and maybe you need to high-tail it back to Dallas’ speech?”

“Something like that.”

“Truth is, folks around here are always killing each other. Cabot Cove and Midsomer got nothin’ on Mesquite Springs.”

“Um, say what now?” How had I not heard about this before?

“I figure, in small towns people get on each other’s nerves more.”

“So they kill each other? That seems... extreme.”

“Small towns are complicated,” she said, picking her mug up and blowing on her tea before taking a sip. 

“Yeah, I’m starting to get that.”

“I’m surprised Gary hasn’t mentioned it. He’s worked a ton of murders over the years. Solved most of them.”

“Most?”

She set the mug down and opened the notepad lying on the counter. “Look, for now let’s focus on this one.”

“Yeah, okay.” I added some more wine to my glass and tried to focus.

“Let’s start with where you were around one o’clock and go from there.”

“One o’clock I would’ve been at Shirley’s. I got there around 10:30 and we were working in the garden until about 1:30.”

“Both of you?”

“Yes. I know nothing about gardening, so Shirley was never far away. She had to make sure I didn’t pull up or cut off the wrong thing.”

“Okay, and then what happened at 1:30?”

“We cleaned up and walked over to Bea’s. We got there about 1:45. We knew we were on the late side, but the sign said they were open until two, and the door was unlocked.”

“Who opened the door? And what did you see when you went inside?”

“Um, Shirley opened the door, and the bell rang, but no one was there.”

“No customers? No staff?”

“Nope. There was a table that hadn’t been bussed yet, and the pastry case was open. We called out, but no one answered. Then—”

“Sorry. Did you hear anything? Any noises at all, like from the back?”

I thought for a moment. “No, not that I noticed.”

“Okay, go on.”

“So no one answered, and then Shirley walked around the end of the counter and looked through the door into the kitchen. I felt odd, going behind the counter, but I followed her.”

“How did the kitchen look?”

“Clean. I mean, I’m no expert, but it didn’t look like there was any cooking going on at the moment. I didn’t notice any food sitting out. No one was there, or no one was answering us, so Shirley started walking down the length of the counter. She stopped short at the end and I almost bumped into her. I could see over her shoulder that there was a woman lying on the floor. Shirley stooped down to check for a pulse, but didn’t find one.”

“How did she check?”

“She, uh, put a couple of fingers at her neck,” I held my index and middle fingers up to the pulse point on my own neck, “like this.”

Addie nodded that she understood and made some more notes. “Then what?”

“We left the kitchen, careful not to touch anything, and called the police.”

“And the pastries?”

“Oh. Well, we passed by the pastry case as we left the kitchen, and it was open, so Shirley grabbed a few things. She didn’t touch the case, just the food. We were starving by this point, after working in the garden all morning. I know we shouldn’t have, but we had no idea how long we’d be there, and the food would’ve gone to waste otherwise. We’ll pay, happily.”

Addie shook her head. “I’m not giving you grief over a few pastries. I just need to know everything that happened and what y’all might have touched. It’s not like we can dust cookies for fingerprints.”

“That’s what Shirley said.”

Addie closed her notebook and stuck her pen in her shirt pocket. “I’ll write this up in the morning and you can come by the station anytime after lunch to review and sign it.” She drained her mug. “And I am officially off duty.”

“Nice,” I said, passing her the bottle of wine.

“So, Gary’s been talking.”

“When is Gary not talking?”

“I know, right? But seriously, he’s got real concerns. About y’all’s, um, group.”

“Coven. You can say coven. It’s not exactly a secret, obviously, not if Gary’s been talking to you about it.”

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t sure how to put it. Anyway, I’ve known about it for years, since I was a kid and Gary and Bill were my foster parents. Gary’s team Danny all the way, and he’s, oh, I don’t know. I’ve never
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