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Chapter One
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Beatrice gratefully took a sip of her coffee. She was at June Bug’s bakery and it was quite early in the morning. Sometimes Beatrice was an early riser and sometimes she slept a good deal longer than she intended to. But today she was sitting with her friend, Posy, at the bakery before Posy had to open her quilt shop, The Patchwork Cottage, for the morning. The sun was coming up and the clouds looked like cotton candy in the sunrise over the mountains.

Posy also seemed a little sleepy, despite the fact the early hour was part of her regular routine. She gave Beatrice a smile. “Maybe a little sugar will help wake us up.”

Beatrice quirked an eyebrow. “Should we doctor our coffees? Mine already has a generous amount of sugar in it.”

“No, I mean we should get doughnuts. Maybe the powdered sugar ones.” Posy’s eyes lit up at the thought.

Beatrice had the feeling that would definitely wake her up. However, when she was on sugar highs, she found herself crashing later on, often at inopportune times. “Maybe we should go with just a little sugar. Like a muffin.”

Posy looked over at the display counter, her blue eyes wide. “The blueberry ones looked amazing, didn’t they? Blueberries were practically popping out of them. And they had some sort of sugary topping on them.” Posy was clearly completely focused on the thought of sugar.

Rowesa, who was June Bug’s worker, grinned at them. “It’s a sugary cinnamon crumb topping.” Rowesa’s daughter and June Bug’s niece had become fast friends and so had Rowesa and June Bug. Since they were both solo caregivers, they helped each other out by watching the kids.

The delicious description of the blueberry muffins convinced Beatrice and Posy that they both wanted one. Or one to start out with. They looked to Beatrice like the kind of muffins that might quickly multiply on her plate as she went back for seconds or thirds. 

“Where is June Bug this morning?” Beatrice asked Rowena casually as she rang them up.

“Oh, she’s making a birthday cake delivery.”

Beatrice said, “I didn’t realize June Bug was still making deliveries. I’d think folks would just come in to pick up their order.”

Rowena nodded. “Usually, that’s the way it goes. But she still delivers the bigger cakes—wedding cakes, for sure. And this particular cake had enough layers that the family asked if she could deliver it. I totally get it—I’ve transported cakes before and they slid all over my car and ruined them. But June Bug has her method for doing it. She makes sure the cake is secured to the platter with extra buttercream icing. Actually, she uses more than one cake board to make sure it's really stable. Then she puts the box on a yoga mat on the floor of the car.” 

“A yoga mat,” said Beatrice. “I’d have never thought of that.”

“Who’s having the major birthday?” asked Posy. “It sounds like someone is having a big party.”

“It’s for Lester Dawson,” said Rowena, but she said it more like a question. “I don’t think I know him. It was a pretty elaborate cake, though. You know how beautiful June Bug’s cakes are. He’s turning eighty-five.”

“Mercy,” said Posy mildly. 

Beatrice and Posy settled back at their table as the door opened and another customer came in. Beatrice said, “So Posy, do you have anything fun coming up? I need some ideas. Wyatt and I need to shake things up a little bit. I think we’ve gotten wedged into our routine. It would be great if he and I could do some short trips or something. Maybe just a couple of days away.”

Posy’s bright blue eyes widened. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Cork and I are planning a big anniversary trip. We’re going to go to Yellowstone and the Grand Tetons!”

“That sounds wonderful, Posy! I know you and Cork are huge nature lovers. You should really be able to see some great wildlife over there. How much planning is the trip taking?” 

Posy said, “Well, we started months ago.”

Beatrice opened her eyes wide. “Really? It takes that much planning?” 

“Just one part of it does. To get reservations to stay inside the national park you have to make them right when they open them up to the public or they’re already gone. So we got our lodging reservations and our plane tickets a long time ago. But now we’re making lists of our top places to see and where we should eat and that sort of thing. It looks like such a fun trip. You know how we love sitting out on our deck and watching the birds and the deer in our yard. This will be watching animals on a big scale.” 

Beatrice said wistfully, “Getting away sounds wonderful right now.”

“You and Wyatt should do it!” Posy thought for a moment. “Why don’t you come with us? We’d have so much fun.” 

Beatrice chuckled. “We wouldn’t dream of interrupting a romantic trip, Posy. It’s your anniversary.”

“It’s not that romantic. It’s Cork.” Posy had a mischievous smile on her face that made Beatrice laugh again. Cork wasn’t exactly anyone’s idea of a romantic hero with his crusty manner and bald head. But he was kind, and he and Posy always got along marvelously together and had many of the same interests.

“Just the same, I think Wyatt and I will have to dream up our own trip. Maybe we’ll make it to Yellowstone one day, but I don’t see us making that trip anytime soon. The main problem is that it’s so hard to get Wyatt away from Dappled Hills.”

Posy nodded in an understanding way. Wyatt was the minister of the Dappled Hills Presbyterian church. There weren’t any associate ministers (there had temporarily been one, but he’d moved on to another church in a different town) so Wyatt was kept very busy with their active church. If Wyatt took time off, he called up a substitute minister from a nearby town. It wasn’t the perfect solution, at least not to Beatrice. She felt a little selfish, but she’d like to not have to share Wyatt with the congregation quite as much as she did.

“Wyatt always does such a wonderful job with the services and all the activities at the church,” said Posy. “And the Bible studies and youth group and mission trips.” 

“I have a feeling there’s a but coming,” said Beatrice dryly.

“It’s just that some of us worry a little over him. Are we all burning him out? I do fret over it, Cork can tell you. On top of all the regular, weekly duties, there are those unexpected duties, too.”

Beatrice nodded. “The weddings.”

“And the funerals. Sometimes I think the funerals are more complicated than the weddings.” 

“You’re thinking the church should be looking for another associate minister,” said Beatrice. 

Posy quickly added, “We all think Wyatt is just perfect! But, well, he’s not getting any younger and surely he would like to have more opportunity to just stop and smell the roses once in a while.” 

Beatrice reached out and gave Posy’s hand a quick squeeze. “Right you are, Posy. Thank you. I think that’s a subject I should bring up with Wyatt soon.” 

Posy said, “After all, you want to spend as much fun time with your little grandbaby as you can. You could go to the beach with him—that would be so much fun. Building sandcastles, splashing in the waves. That wouldn’t keep Wyatt away from the church for too long and it would be a nice break for you. How is Will doing, by the way? I bet he’s growing like a weed.” 

Beatrice chuckled. “Lucky for you that you’re talking with me and not Meadow. Meadow would have a slideshow presentation prepared about our co-grandson. And, yes, he’s doing great, thanks. He’s doing a little better with his talking now.”

Posy’s bright blue eyes twinkled. “Adorable. The last time he was in the shop, he was saying ‘no’ a lot.”

“Yes, I think he’s mastered that word,” said Beatrice dryly. “He’s trying really hard to get my name right. My Grandmother Name, I mean.”

“Oh, what’s your grandma name?” Posy tilted her head to one side. “Somehow I can’t quite picture what you might pick out as your name.”

Beatrice grinned at her. “I think I might like to hear what you come up with before I share it.”

“Okay.” Posy peered closely at Beatrice as if the answer might be written somewhere on her face. “Mimi? No, never mind. I can’t really picture you as a Mimi. Nana?” 

Beatrice shook her head. “Try again.”

Posy lit up. “Oh, I know! Grandmama.”

“You got it!” said Beatrice, looking a little surprised.

“Well, there are only so many names. Plus, Piper calls you mama, so it was a good guess.”

“Very perceptive of you, Posy. Unfortunately, Will hasn’t quite figured it out yet. He’s been mangling it in the cutest of ways. He wrinkles his little nose and blurts out something really garbled. Maybe ‘amma’ or ‘granna’. It doesn’t consistently seem to be one thing.”

Posy asked, “Is that happening with Meadow, too?” 

Beatrice made a face. “No, and it’s maddening. I’m convinced that Meadow has a recording of her saying ‘granny’ that she plays over and over while Will naps.”

Beatrice’s cell phone rang and she pulled it quickly from her purse. She frowned. “It’s June Bug . . . that’s odd.”

When Beatrice answered, June Bug started breathlessly apologizing for calling so early. 

“No worries at all. I’m actually here with Posy at your shop,” said Beatrice. 

June Bug, her voice relieved, said, “Oh good. I’m so sorry but . . . could you come pick me up? I’d ask Rowena, but she’s watching the shop.”

“Of course I can,” said Beatrice, fumbling to remove her keys from her purse. “Are you at home?” 

“I’m at Lester Dawson’s house,” said June Bug, sounding very distracted and still rather breathless. 

“Oh, right—Rowena said you were making a cake delivery there.” Beatrice paused. “Is everything all right?”

June Bug said in a wavering voice, “No. No, it’s not. Lester Dawson is dead!” 
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Chapter Two
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It didn’t take long for Beatrice to toss her trash away, quickly fill in Posy, and jump into her car. It did take a bit longer on the winding mountain roads to reach the Dawson house. Although perhaps mansion or castle might be better words for the edifice in front of her. She’d driven past the house before on her way to other places so was generally aware where it was (and her GPS navigated her more exactly.) It was the kind of house you craned your head to catch a glimpse of. You had to peer through a thicket of trees and well-groomed shrubbery to spot anything. Today, however, Beatrice had a front row seat as she pulled up right in front of the house. 

She climbed out of the car and stared up at the huge house. It was beautiful in an austere way. But Beatrice didn’t find the stone edifice at all homey, especially compared to her small cottage full of comfy, overstuffed sofas and cozy quilts, with soft pillows scattered everywhere. 

There were already several emergency vehicles there with lights flashing, although there weren’t any sirens. But then, there apparently wasn’t an emergency if Lester was dead. The stone mansion loomed above them with turrets and even a couple of grinning gargoyles. Beatrice looked around for June Bug, but didn’t immediately see the small woman. 

She got out of her car and started cautiously walking over, not wanting to get in the way of the emergency workers. Then she saw Ramsay, the local police chief, turn around and spotted June Bug sitting forlornly on the stone steps in front of him. She was wearing her bakery uniform which was a recent addition to her wardrobe. It was a pink apron with a wooden spoon and “June Bug’s Bakery” embroidered on it, over her black top and slacks. Beatrice hadn’t quite gotten used to seeing June Bug wearing it yet. She’d always been incredibly professional, no matter if she was cleaning houses or baking, just because of her pure, unequaled efficiency. But her usual outfits had tended to be forest green pants and a white tee shirt. 

Ramsay waved her over and Beatrice hurried to join them. Ramsay looked as if he’d gotten ready in a hurry—he’d probably not made it into the small police station yet when the phone call had come in. He was a short man with a receding hairline and kind eyes. He was also a tremendous reader and prolific writer who was looking forward to a well-deserved retirement. 

“Glad you could make it,” said Ramsay. “June Bug has her car here, of course, but I didn’t think she was in fit shape to drive it. I asked her if she could ring a friend.”

Beatrice gave June Bug a warm smile. It was always really nice to feel not just useful, but to be thought of as a friend to help in a rough time. “Of course I could come.” She paused. “Is it all right for us to go now? Or should we wait?” 

Ramsay said, “Maybe you could wait a few minutes? The state police are on their way and they might want a statement.” He gave June Bug a kind look. “Meadow packed me a container of breakfast food and shoved it at me as I was heading out the door. Maybe you’d like one of the country ham biscuits.”

June Bug gave him a rather sad smile as if she’d very much like one of Meadow’s biscuits . . . under ordinary circumstances. Beatrice thought she looked as if she might appreciate something to settle her stomach, instead.

“Thanks, Ramsay,” said Beatrice. 

Ramsay walked away to speak with a woman who was wearing all black and looking as though she’d had a shock.

June Bug rallied enough to say, “She’s the housekeeper.”

“I suppose she’s the one who let you in when you came with the cake?” 

June Bug nodded, looking at the housekeeper solemnly. 

Beatrice guessed that June Bug wouldn’t want to talk through what she’d just witnessed for a while so she set about giving an airy narrative about her visit to the bakery, Posy and Cork’s upcoming anniversary trip, and anything else that came into her mind. She was glad to see June Bug’s color returning as she spoke. 

Beatrice was mentally patting herself on the back for her excellent distraction technique when she suddenly noticed a big tear plop on June Bug’s round cheek. 

“I’m sorry,” said Beatrice, wincing. June Bug just looked so sad. 

“It was his birthday,” said June Bug. “It seems really wrong.”

“I know,” said Beatrice gently. She sat with June Bug for a few quiet moments before saying, “Had you met Lester . . . before?” 

She shook her head sadly. “I’d spoken to the maid on the phone. But Imelda said Lester had picked the cake himself. He never even got to see it.”

Beatrice thought it was a little odd that Lester’s wife or children didn’t order his cake for him. But she supposed it was the best way to ensure you got what you wanted.

June Bug pushed another tear off her cheek and Beatrice dove into her handbag to find her pack of travel tissues, thrusting them at June Bug. 

June Bug took them gratefully. After a couple of moments, she said in a trembling voice, “It was awful. Imelda and I didn’t know what we were going to see.”

“Was Lester in the living room?” Beatrice hesitated. “Or maybe a library? It looks like the kind of house that might have a library.” She could imagine a large room full of leather-bound tomes remaining largely unread. Beatrice always thought it was sad when books weren’t read and were just used to make a statement. It denied them their intrinsic usefulness.

June Bug considered this. “An office? Study? A room with a desk. A big desk.”

Beatrice could imagine that, too. 

“There were lots of books in there, too,” said June Bug in a clear effort to be as accurate as possible.

June Bug was sounding better as she talked, but Beatrice didn’t want to make her relive the experience unless she brought it up herself. Which she immediately did.

“Mr. Dawson had been hit on the head,” she said solemnly, her round face pale. 

Beatrice had originally assumed Lester had suffered some sort of natural death. At the age of eighty-five, it didn’t require a stretch of the imagination. She should have been tipped off by the number of policemen who were still arriving at the scene. 

“Could it have been an accident?” asked Beatrice slowly. “Maybe he tripped and hit his head on his desk? Or could he have had a heart attack and hit his head as he fell?” 

June Bug looked doubtful. “Maybe? But probably not.”

That didn’t sound good. 

June Bug’s bug-like eyes opened even wider than usual. “Mellie!” she gasped.

Beatrice looked around in concern. “Is she here?” Mellie was a fellow quilter and Lester’s daughter. 

June Bug shook her head. “But she’s going to be so sad. And it’s his birthday.” 

Poor June Bug seemed stuck on this particular angle. She pulled out a fresh tissue as more tears made their way down her round cheeks.

A luxury car pulled up and a bald, mustachioed, taciturn man climbed gravely out of it. Beatrice recognized him as Archibald Dawson, Lester’s eldest child. He was very much involved in the running of Wyatt’s church, having served as an elder for years. Beatrice didn’t know him as well as Wyatt did, but knew he had the reputation of being extremely organized, clever, and the type of elder who got the job done well and in a timely fashion. 

Ramsay was still occupied with the housekeeper so Archibald strode over to Beatrice and June Bug, still perched on the front steps. 

“Beatrice,” said Archibald in his brusque manner. “It’s good to see you here. Do you know Wyatt’s schedule for the next few days?” 

From what she knew of Archibald, she wasn’t too startled that he launched immediately into planning the funeral service instead of initiating their conversation with niceties or talking about his deceased father. 

Beatrice said, “I only know that Wyatt will certainly move his schedule around to accommodate your father’s service. I’m so sorry about this.”

Archibald nodded, his shoulders taut with tension. “Thank you. I appreciate that.” He gave June Bug a curious look and she gave him a shy, uncertain smile. 

Beatrice quickly introduced them, adding, “June Bug was here delivering a birthday cake for your father. Such awful timing.”

Beatrice meant that it was awful that Lester’s death was apparently on the day of his birth. But Archibald took it to mean that June Bug had bad timing by delivering a cake at a surprisingly tragic time. He looked at the little woman with concern. “It certainly was. Are you all right, then?” 

June Bug bobbed her head immediately, looking anxiously down at her hands, never one who liked to be the center of attention. 

Archibald looked back over to where Ramsay and the housekeeper were still in conversation. “I suppose Imelda escorted you inside and the two of you made the unfortunate discovery?”

Beatrice noticed he still hadn’t referred to his father. 

June Bug nodded again. Apparently feeling she needed to further explain she said, “Imelda wanted your dad to approve it.” 

Archibald pressed his lips together. “I see.”

Beatrice said, “Ramsay must have called you right away.”

“He did. Ramsay knows that I try to keep tabs on what’s going on here at the house. I was planning on heading over here at this time anyway. I like to keep an eye on the grounds and make sure the house is in order.” 

Beatrice couldn’t help but wonder why he thought his father and mother were incapable of doing that. But from what she knew of Archibald’s take-charge attitude at the church, she figured that he was just the kind of person who preferred to make sure things met his own standards. 

“I don’t suppose Ramsay said anything about when the death may have occurred?” This was directed to Beatrice. 

Again, no direct mention of his father. Beatrice shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

June Bug shook her head, too. 

Archibald leveled his gaze on June Bug again. “So he was still in his bedroom, was he?” 

June Bug’s eyes grew large and she shook her head again, this time faster. “His office.”

“Hmm. So it certainly sounds as though this might have happened last night. My father wasn’t much of an early riser. It’s not very likely he would have already gotten up this morning and then headed to his office. While I’m here checking in on everything, I often wake him up for the day. Keeping to a routine is important, even for someone his age.” 

Beatrice was still wanting to hear a bit more about Lester. She said, “It must have been a terrible shock to you. Is there anything Wyatt and I can do to help, aside from helping with the service?”

Archibald seemed to suddenly realize he hadn’t been exactly behaving like a grieving son. He said somberly, “Thank you, Beatrice, that’s very kind. Nothing immediately comes to mind, but I will certainly contact you if something does.” He paused and then said a bit awkwardly, “I suppose I must appear a bit distanced from the whole thing. I’m afraid I’m not much of a sentimental person. I came by it naturally, since neither mother nor father are sentimental. But I did admire my father and will miss him very much. He was a self-made man and there aren’t many of those around.”

Archibald’s lips tightened into a thin line as he looked at something behind Beatrice. She turned to see a woman wandering around the estate. 

Beatrice realized she must have a questioning look on her face because Archibald said shortly, “My father’s companion.” He frowned. “It’s a very odd set-up and certainly not one I condoned. Shirley isn’t ordinarily at the house. She’s usually at her own house, which my father paid for. I’d be very interested in knowing what she’s doing here.” 

Beatrice wasn’t sure what to say in response to that and was mulling over her options when Archibald said, “Ah. Looks like Ramsay has wrapped up with Imelda. Good to see you Beatrice. And you, too, um . . . ” He wasn’t quite able to dredge up June Bug’s name from his memory, so gave her a bob of his head instead and then strode off to Ramsay. 

June Bug looked startled at the coming and going. 

“Sort of different here, isn’t it?” asked Beatrice mildly. 

She was about to urge June Bug to her waiting car when Shirley, Lester’s “companion,” as Archibald had put it, hurried up to them.
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Shirley, who was 50-ish, was more striking than she was beautiful, with large eyes, big teeth, and asymmetrical features. 

“Sorry,” she said to Beatrice. “I was going to speak with the police, but they seem tied up right now. Do you know what’s going on here?” 

Beatrice looked over at Ramsay, thinking that he might rather be the one to tell Shirley about Lester and gauge her response to his death. Ramsay caught her gaze, made what looked like quick excuses to Archibald, and joined them. 

“Hi,” said Ramsay. “Could you tell me who you are?” 

“I’m Shirley Keller. I’m dating Lester, who lives here.” 

Ramsay blinked a little at her forthrightness. “Dating the married Lester!”

“What he does is his affair,” said Shirley with a shrug. 

Ramsay wisely decided not to pursue this line of questioning. “Why are you here on the property now?”

Shirley shrugged again. “He didn’t show up at my house this morning, as planned.”

“What time was he supposed to be there?” asked Ramsay.

“An hour ago. Or even longer, probably.”

Ramsay asked, “You didn’t try calling him on the phone?”

“He didn’t answer. But then, he’s eighty-five years old and he sometimes walks away from his phone or doesn’t check it. But he is, ordinarily, prompt. So I came by to see what was going on. And I saw all this.” Shirley made an expansive motion with her arm to indicate the different emergency vehicles and people milling around. “And now I think you should answer a question for me. What’s going on here? Where’s Lester?” 

Ramsay said in a grim voice, “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Lester has died.”

Shirley didn’t seem completely taken aback by this, a fact that Ramsay also noticed and asked her about.

She said, “He was eighty-five years old. Stuff happens when you’re in your eighties.”

Ramsay shook his head. “Not this time. Lester didn’t have a natural death.”

Now there was more of a reaction from Shirley. 

“Wait. You’re saying he was murdered?” Her gaze darted around, taking in the police tape for the first time. Then she put her hands up. “Well, I didn’t have anything to do with that. Like I said, I came over here a few minutes ago to check on Lester since he didn’t show up at my place at our pre-arranged time.”

Ramsay said, “Where were you before then?” 

“At home, of course! Waiting. I can give you all the boring details. I got up this morning around six, fed the cat, and made myself coffee. Then I caught up with social media on my phone, took a shower, and got ready for the day. After that, I started wondering where Lester was. I hung out for a while at the house, tried calling him, and came over here. End of story.”

Shirley folded her arms in front of her
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