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Chapter One

 

I stood back, watching the mourners fill their plates, chatting solemnly to each other, and nibbling at their food. Granny caught my eye and smiled through a few tears.

Today, I was catering my first and only funeral service. It wasn’t what I would have typically thought of or wanted to do. It wasn’t part of my business plan, but when your grandmother asks you to do it, you can’t say no. So here I am smiling and pointing to the napkins.

My grandmother was a saint. She volunteered as a hospice visitor to those that were alone or had very little family. 

This was the service for Lois Dandy, a lady my granny knew from her volunteering work. Lois and Granny had visited, played cards, and watched television together almost daily. They had gotten close the last two months together.

Lois had recently had her hundredth birthday, and had, of course, outlived both her parents, her siblings, two husbands, and both of her daughters. She left behind a son, three grandchildren, five great-grandchildren, and one great-great-grandchild. 

Her son, Kyle, was local, but none of the rest of the family lived close. Granny sat with Lois when Kyle was at work, went home to shower, or needed a break. 

She passed peacefully about two weeks ago. Granny immediately called me to ask if I would do the catering. 

“The funeral home will coordinate and include it as part of the package, if you agree.”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“You would work with and invoice the home, rather than the client. Kyle, Lois’s son, has enough to worry about without thinking about one more bill.”

I marinated on the thought for all of half a second. Dealing with all the arrangements, her estate, and grieving would be overwhelming and having one less thing to do would be a good thing. Even if my instinct was to say no, I knew that empathy would win out along with Granny’s nagging.

“Fine. I’ll do it, but this is a one-time thing,” I said.

“Sure, Mija, sure.” 

I knew Granny would wrangle me into it again if this went well, heck even if it didn’t, but by the looks of things, it was going well. Everyone was eating, getting seconds, and commenting to each other about how good the food tasted. It made me proud. 

I had brought my employees, Shayla and Jordan, to assist me with setting up and serving. Shayla was an apprentice who came to me from the culinary arts high school. I had created a partnership with my old teacher, Mr. Duncan Jones. I had two others from the school who worked for me. Jacoby and Brooklynne had two more years of schooling left, while Shayla had only one.

Shayla was a whiz pastry chef, and I could see a real future for her in this business, even if one day she left me. I plan to offer her a full-time job as soon as she graduates.

There was quite a crowd here for Lois’s service, though. When they placed the order, it was for ninety people. Knowing that food can go fast, and people show up who you aren’t expecting, I made enough for a hundred people. 

Thankfully, I did. As I looked around, this place was standing room only with all seats filled. The funeral home had to bring in a few more, but there were still people without seats.

I hadn’t been to many funerals, but I could only hope everyone had such an unexpectedly good turnout. 

“Chef, this is a great spread,” a lady said.

“Thank you.” 

“I’d love to book you for an event. Do you have a card?” she asked.

“Oh, I don’t really do catering,” I smiled.

“Really? What a waste.” She tsk-tsked me as she walked away.

Well, that hadn’t gone well. 

After a few minutes, I was approached by another person asking for catering and then another. I gave the same answer. 

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am focused on the restaurant.”

“That’s a shame. You could do so well at this.”

I wanted to argue that I was already doing well, but it wasn’t worth it. Maybe I should consider catering. It was something to at least think about it. 

“Everyone keeps asking about catering,” Jordan said, coming up to me.

“I know.”

“Are you thinking about it?”

“The restaurant is still new-ish, so I want to keep focused on it.”

“Makes sense, but I’d be willing to help if you decide to do it.” She grinned and walked off to check the food levels.

I had considered doing a food truck or a booth at the art festivals, but I had never wanted to do catering. This might change my mind, especially if people like Jordan were willing to work for me and support me. 

It would just take planning and organization. I’d have to continue to work out the details of it.

Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t notice Granny Ines come to stand next to me. She had a plate piled high with my baked ziti, pasta salad, and a cucumber sandwich. That was just a small selection of what we’d brought.

“You look lost in thought.” She chuckled. “Everything okay?”

“Oh, yes, just thinking.”

“Everyone loves your food. I’m so proud of you.” 

“Thanks. I’m glad I did it.”

“See, Granny might know a thing or two about business.”

“Well, I learned from the best.”

My Papa Vincent had run his own furniture business. He’d passed away when I was still a baby, so I don’t remember him. After he passed, Granny and Uncle Sully kept it going. Apparently, she’d been a shrewd businesswoman.

Then when my dad went to prison, she sold her shares of the business to Uncle Sully. Between what she and Papa Vincent had saved and the sale, she’d had enough money to live out her life and care for me. 

Growing up, she taught me how to stretch a dollar, how to keep a house, and how to cook. The things I wish I’d learned better were courage and confidence. She was one of the strongest women I knew and had both in abundance. 

Granny walked away to speak to someone else. I started walking around, collecting trash, checking with my employees, and double-checking food. 

Gio Caruso, the owner of the funeral home, came over to greet us.

“Chef, how’s it going?” 

“Good, I think.”

“Well, I have heard good things.”

“Ah, well, thank you.” I smiled. “I was told to bring our invoice with me. Do I give that to you?”

“Oh, no, no. I’m heading to our other facility now. Give it to Donna in the office.”

“Okay, thanks.” 

He walked away, waving as he went out the front door. After that, we waited for things to wind down. 

“Jessie? Little Jessie Vasquez, is that you?” a tiny woman said. Her white hair was cut in a pixie style. She had dark pink blush on her cheeks, bright blue eyeshadow, and cherry red lipstick. The haircut and thick makeup made her look like an old fairy. 

“Oh, hi, Ms. Lolly.”

“You remember me?”

“Of course. I saw you a few years ago at Granny’s birthday party.”

She had been a long-time friend of the family, and once upon a time, my babysitter. I had always thought she had fairy-like features, but as she’d aged, it was more noticeable. 

She was also part of my grandmother's Bible study group, though I rarely saw them these days. I would run into this one or that at the grocery store or around town, but it had been some time since I had seen Ms. Lolly.

“Oh, good, you do remember me! How are you, dear?”

“I’m good. How are you?”

“I’m doing okay. You know I lost my sweet Ray last year.”

“Yes, I am so sorry. He was a good man.”

“He thought the world of you. We would cheer and pray for you when you’d compete. He would clip the news articles and stick them on our fridge.”

“That’s so sweet. Thank you.”

“I heard you catered the funeral. The food was lovely. I haven’t gotten to make it out to your restaurant yet, but I would like to.”

“I’d love to have you come see us. Let me know if you are there. I work mostly the lunch shift.”

“I will come by soon.” She leaned up to hug me. 

Hugging her, she felt so frail compared to the last time I saw her, which was six years ago for Granny Ines’s sixty-fifth birthday party. She had always been a small woman, but she used to feel so solid. One of those mighty but strong types. I kept that observation to myself. 

“It was good to see you, Miss Lolly.”

“Good to see you too, dear.” She made her way around the room, greeting others. 

I hadn’t realized that she knew Lois, but it’s possible that she had met her through Granny. They had remained good friends since they were schoolgirls, both marrying their high school sweethearts and attending the same church. I heard they used to vacation together before my papa got sick. 

I first met them at Sunday dinners at Granny’s house. Then they would babysit me. They loved children and would babysit many of their friends’ children. I loved going to their house because I got to play with the other kids. 

The funeral guests started to leave, thanking us on their way out. A few grabbed items to-go. If I had thought about it, I would have brought containers for that. 

Once most had left, my team and I started cleaning up. About halfway through, I decided it was time to go drop the invoice with Donna Overton.

“Okay, y’all have the rest?” I asked them.

“Yes, Chef,” Jordan said. 

Shayla simply nodded. I’d found she was a girl of few words. 

“Alrighty, then I’m going to see if I can find the assistant to leave the invoice with. Back in a minute.”

Gio had said in the office, but I really hoped I could find her without having to go down the creepy hallway.

I was ready to be out of here. It was an eerie place with old, dated wallpaper that felt like it came out of a horror movie. There were statues and portraits on the wall with eyes that appeared to follow your every move. The marble floors seemed to echo my steps against the empty hall. 

I stuck my head in the first room. The door was open, so I thought I’d take a chance that Donna would be in here. 

It looked like a showroom, with caskets displayed around the room with the prices and features listed on each. There was another wall with a glass case that housed urns. A shiver ran down my back. 

I continued to the next room. It said office, but the door was shut. I knocked.

No answer.

I walked down to the end of the hallway, but the only door down here said morgue. No way was I going in there. I went back to the office door and knocked again.

When again there was no answer, I decided to try the door. It wasn’t locked, so I pushed the door open.

“Hello? Donna?”

That’s when I saw her. Donna Overton lying on the floor. I knew without going to her what I would find.

She was dead.

“Not again,” I muttered.




Chapter Two

 

The police arrived, including Officer Kyle Rafferty and Officer Tommy Roberts. They were the ones that usually arrived first. Detective Upton would likely be close behind.

“Well, Jess, what has happened here?” Raff asked with a chuckle.

“So unprofessional, Raff.” I said. “A lady died.” 

“I know, but why do we keep running into you at these calls?” 

“Bad luck?”

“And now you know why I laughed.” 

“Anyway, to answer your question, I was looking for Donna, so I could leave the invoice for the catering. When I got to the office, she was on the floor.”

“Um, okay. Stay close. We’re going to start interviews and investigating.”

I plopped into one of the chairs and looked over at Jordan and Shayla. I felt so bad that they were now stuck while we waited for the police to release us. In my experience, this could be hours.

Granny Ines came over, taking a seat next to me, patting my leg.

“What did they say?”

“We have to wait until they question most everyone. Since I found her, I assume that is why they want me here.” I honestly didn’t know. “Did they talk to you yet?”

“Yeah, just a moment ago. Said I could go. I’m just waiting for Margarita to get here.” She had always called Aunt Rita by her full name, while everyone else called her by her nickname. “Do you need anything, Mija?”

I wanted to say I needed to stop being involved with dead people, but it seemed an almost selfish thought. I just said nothing. She kissed my cheek, then went to wait for Rita outside.

Gio came bursting in. He ran through the hallway to the office. The officers kept him in the hallway, so I was able to hear him. His booming voice demanded answers. 

“I need to know what happened!”

“We don’t know yet, but we are trying to figure that out.”

“Can I see her at least?” His normally booming voice cracked.

“Okay,” Rafferty said, stepping to the side.

A choking sob traveled down the hallway. My heart broke for him. I know what it felt like to lose my own employee. I felt responsible for him and all my employees. 

He came out, head in his hand. He looked my way, giving a weak smile and then turning towards the morgue. I assumed he was going to wait there. 

Hours passed. I watched as they released person after person, including my staff, while asking me to remain behind. 

“We’ll get everything back to the restaurant and clean up, don’t worry, Chef.” Jordan had assured me before they left.

I couldn’t help but worry about why I was asked to wait here. It wasn’t like I saw anything or knew anything. While I waited, I heard Roberts tell Raff that the coroner’s office was on their way. I hadn’t been on a scene like this before when they came for the body. With Earl, they’d loaded me into a patrol car and taken me to the station. Then with Colt, I’d come to the scene later but was not involved.  

“Jess, hey,” someone said.

I looked up to see a face I hadn’t seen in years. It was like the day of reunions, but I guess since I wasn’t traveling as much and was getting out of the restaurant more, it was bound to happen.

“Wow, hi, Max. It’s been a while.”

We had gone to school together from preschool until tenth grade when I moved over to the Culinary Arts school where I graduated. I’d only kept in touch with Sawyer and Vee from school days.

I occasionally ran into him, like many of my classmates, but our conversations were aways brief. Just a hello and how are you, then bye. 

“It has. You look great.” 

“So do you.”

“Are you involved in this thing?” He thumbed behind him.

“Um, I was catering a service and found her body.” I winced at the words. 

“Oh, dang.” He looked over his shoulder. Lowering his voice, he continued. “Well, let me see if I can figure out what the cause is. We might not know immediately.” 

He waved as he made his way down the hallway to the office. 

I watched him as he ducked into the room. Voices drifted down the hall, but by the time they reached me, I couldn’t make out any words. 

Honestly, I didn’t care what they had to say, I just wanted to go home.

It was another hour before Rafferty came over to me.

“Initial cause of death. Poisoning.”

From crime shows, I knew that there were sometimes signs on the body, like foaming at the mouth or blue lips and skin. It would depend on the type of poison what her symptoms would present.

“Poisoning?” I choked out the word.

“Yeah, so we need to look at the food you had. Where is it?”

“Jordan and Shayla took it back to the restaurant.”

“Why did they leave?”

“Y’all said they could.”

“Crap, that was before—” He looked around. 

“Let me call them to see if they can bring it all back up here.”

Though I imagine they had it all cleaned up by now.

“Actually, no, let’s all go over. We’ll need to gather evidence and take pictures. All of that.”

“Do you want me to call to make sure they don’t throw anything out yet?”

“Yes, but don’t tell them why.”

I hit the button for Jordan.

“Hey, Chef, what’s up?”

“Do y’all still have the food from today?”

“Um, most of it, but not all.”

“Okay, I’m coming over there now. Please save the rest and don’t do anything until I get there.”

“Um, okay, I assume this has to do with the dead lady?”

“Yeah, something like that.” I was careful to keep my voice neutral. Rafferty didn’t want them to know the reason, and I’m sure that was so that they didn’t tamper with anything. Though I knew the food was fine.

“Okay, see you soon.”

I hung up and looked at Raff. “They still have the food. We can head over when you’re ready.”

“She knows why we want it, huh?”

I thought about lying to him, but there really was no point. He knew that she knew.

“Yeah.”

“Then we need to go.”

“Do you mind if I ride with you? They were my ride.”

“Yeah, Chief wants me to keep an eye on you, anyway.”

“On me, why?”

“You know why.”

“I don’t, actually.” Crossing my arms hard over my chest. 

“Don’t make me say it, please. You know I cheer for you, but she was poisoned. It had to be in her food.”

“I never saw her out here eating the food. She had been working the entire time. Gio did eat some food before he left, but not her.”

“Well, nonetheless, we need to check the food. We have already gathered everything in the office, so your food is next.”

“Alrighty.”

We waited for Roberts to join us, then they had me sit in the backseat. I felt humiliated sitting there as if I was under arrest, even though I knew I wasn’t. Anyone who saw me in the car wouldn’t know though, so I tried to keep my head down.

They tried to make small talk with me on the way over, but my mind wasn’t into it. All I could think about was another murder. Another murder.

Bleep!

How could they suspect me in this? I barely knew Donna and had nothing against her. We had worked together the past week to get the menu set for this service, but that was the limit of my interaction with her.

Without knowing anything about her, I couldn’t even speculate who could have done it. Was it Gio? Even though he had seemed upset over her death, had they fought over … well, I don’t know, something funeral home business? Could it be an ex-boyfriend or ex-girlfriend? An old friend? A rival? I had no idea and no way to know at this point. 

The only thing I did know for sure is that I didn’t do it.

As we neared my restaurant, my stomach fluttered. This felt so unreal.

“You can park in the back,” I said. 

I didn’t want to draw too much attention to myself, even though the parking lot was visible to all of Brush Avenue. Dr. Vega’s office had a clear view. He was the optometrist across the road from us.

He probably thought of us as his crazy neighbors since we have had to get security footage from them a few times. I had started to send them free lunch once a week as a thank you. It was
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