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      “Bartlett combines murder, a touch of romance, and a lot of intrigue in this charming story. With personable characters, and a lively, fast-paced storyline--readers will be enthralled & delighted with this fresh new series.”

      —Fresh Fiction

      

      “A fabulously flamboyant start to a new series. Katie is gutsy, determined, spunky, and capable of getting the job done, including catching a killer. I fell in love with Katie’s no nonsense approach to life and the occasional corpse she had to deal with. If you read and enjoyed the Booktown Mystery series, also by the author (Lorna Barrett) you’re going to love graduating from one series to the other.

      “Quill says: It looks like Artisans Alley and Victoria Square are going to be a “high falutin’” hotbed … for murder!”

      —Feathered Quill Book Reviews

      

      “A Crafty Killing is the first in a new series and it begins with a bang! I can’t wait to see the next one. Katie is a likeable character with her quirky candy eating and her huge heart. The story line weaves you through multiple people’s lives and leaves open going back into the past, or moving forward. Lorraine Bartlett is an excellent writer, portraying perfect pictures with her words that the reader just steps in and becomes part of the story with ease. This will be a series to watch!”

      —Romance Readers Connection

      

      “Ms. Bartlett has established a plucky, intelligent heroine in Kate Bonner and has surrounded her with a cast of fascinating multi-dimensional characters. Victoria Square is memorable right from the first—a place in which charming shops, vintage treasures, and hidden secrets coexist. I cannot wait for the next installment in the Victoria Square series!"

      —Ellery Adams, author of the Books By The Bay Mysteries

      

      “Fun plot, fanciful characters, really fabulous crafts—Bartlett put her art and soul into this mystery.”

      —Laura Childs, New York Times Bestselling author of the Teashop Mysteries
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      A scorching heat wave isn’t the only thing raising temperatures on Victoria Square. Just as the Artisans Alley vendors finally plan their long-delayed holiday party, a fire guts Wood U—turning the cozy woodcraft shop into a crime scene. When a body is found in the ashes, it’s clear this wasn’t an accident: the victim was shot before the flames started. Detective Ray Davenport may not appreciate Katie Bonner’s involvement, but she’s determined to smoke out a cold-blooded killer.
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      Publisher's Note: The recipes contained in this book are to be followed exactly as written. The publisher is not responsible for your specific health or allergy needs that may require medical supervision. The publisher is not responsible for any adverse reactions to the recipes contained in this book.
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      When the idea came to Katie Bonner to live over her boyfriend’s pizza parlor, it seemed like a great one. And it was. In April and May—and even early June. The heat radiating from the pizza ovens kept her tiny apartment warm and cozy.

      And then came July and things got sticky. Literally.

      I’ll get a window air conditioner, Katie thought to herself, and then discovered that while the pizzeria could handle the electrical load from a large AC unit out back, the circuit panel in her apartment could not.

      Did her landlord/boyfriend, Andy Rust, want to upgrade it?

      Um ... no.

      Had that caused friction between them?

      Definitely.

      It was a sultry Saturday evening and twilight was about to fall as Katie gazed out the apartment’s front window overlooking Victoria Square. The air was stifling in her tiny apartment. So much so that she’d only picked at the cold salad she’d bought at the local grocery store, since she hadn’t felt like cooking. The oscillating fan on a stand circulated the air around her, but did nothing to actually lower the room’s oppressive temperature. Her two cats, Della and Mason, didn’t seem to mind the heat at all, or at least they didn’t show it—except for the inordinate amount of hair they seemed to shed on the rugs and every piece of upholstered furniture. Katie was glad she had a vacuum cleaner with a hose attachment. The cats would sack out on the cool ceramic tile in the bathroom and purr contentedly when she went in to check on them.

      She sighed as she stared at the old Webster mansion on the opposite end of Victoria Square, the quaint shopping district within the village of McKinlay Mill, New York. For years she’d had her eye on buying the old house in hopes of turning it into The English Ivy Inn. Instead, her late husband had taken everything they had saved to buy the building and invested it in Artisans Alley, a going concern that was quickly going downhill. Chad had died in a car accident less than a year later. Ezra Hilton, the Alley’s manager, had followed him in death some seven months after that. Katie had inherited a majority interest in the artisans arcade and became its rather reluctant manager.

      She sighed once more as she studied the old Victorian home. For years she’d pictured it restored to its former glory, from the outside color scheme to the redecoration of every room within. Years ago the house had been split into apartments, so it had six bathrooms that would make perfect on-suites. She even hung on to a storage unit filled with antique furniture and collectibles meant to fill each room, despite the pain of writing a check every month to pay for it.

      Katie had had big plans The English Ivy Inn. Not only would she host sumptuous breakfasts for her guests, but also put on teas in the afternoon—for wedding and baby showers, as well as birthday and anniversary teas. And she wouldn’t have been in competition with the Square’s tea shop, as she intended them to be for special groups or her guests, and not open to the public at large.

      As least, that had been her intent—something she hadn’t been able to give up on. After all, what was life worth without hopes and dreams?

      For now, she’d just have to be content hosting Artisans Alley’s Christmas in July potluck dinner. During the holiday season, everyone was too busy working or celebrating with their own families, so it was decided that the Alley’s vendors would party after the Fourth of July holiday. It was to be an after hours cookout in the Square’s parking lot. A record heat wave had hit the area and didn’t want to dissipate. She could pray for a little of the snow Western New York is so famous for, but she didn’t think it would happen.

      Her gaze traveled back to the old Webster mansion. You’re a fool, my girl. You’ll never get the inn, even if it is up for sale once again. Yet no one seemed in a hurry to buy the old place, and that suited Katie just fine.

      She pulled at the sweaty collar of her yellow Artisans Alley T-shirt wondering if she should take a walk to the strip mall and the seasonal ice cream stand there. Hot as it was, it had to be cooler outside than in. And one triple vanilla cone rolled in slivered almonds would make her feel a lot cooler—at least for the five or so minutes it would take to eat it.

      She glanced out the window one last time. Though it needed so much work before it could become habitable once again, gazing at the old Webster mansion never bored her. But this time it wasn’t the mansion that caught her attention. The south side of Victoria Square seemed to glow in the gathering twilight, and it wasn’t from the warm feelings she felt for the lovely shopping district.

      “Good Lord!” Katie cried and jumped to her feet. “The Square’s on fire!”

      Grabbing her cell phone, she ran for the stairs, flew down them, but paused at the front of the pizzeria and yanked open the door. Andy stood in front of one of the ovens with a long-handled wooden paddle in hand loaded with a large pizza.

      “Andy—the Square’s on fire—the Square’s on fire!” she hollered and turned, letting go of the door. She punched in 911 and started running east toward the end of the Square, where a trail of smoke rose from the back of one of the shops—Wood U.

      The dispatcher came on the line.

      “There’s a fire on Victoria Square—send the fire department fast!”

      “Address please?”

      Katie’s mind whirled. “I don’t know. Number five—or six—or maybe seven Victoria Square in McKinlay Mill. Please, send someone fast!”

      She halted in front of Wood U—a shop specializing in wooden gifts and small furniture—and took in the sight. From this vantage point, there seemed to be more smoke than actual fire. Maybe the fire department could save it—or at least contain the blaze before it spread to the other shops—or worse, to the old, tinder-dry Webster mansion, which was its closest neighbors.

      Luckily the fire department wasn’t more than a couple of blocks from Victoria Square, and soon Katie heard the piercing wail of sirens as two fire trucks and a rescue squad pulled into Victoria Square. With all the shops closed for the day, there was plenty of room for them to spread out. Eight firefighters spilled from the trucks, grabbed hoses and hooked them to two of the hydrants in the Square, while their chief and another firefighter ascertained where best to approach the blaze.

      “Can you save it? Can you save it?” Katie called, but the men were too intent on their work to answer her.

      A Sheriff’s Office cruiser pulled up about the same time as the first of the rubberneckers arrived to watch the show. One of them called and waved a hand to capture Katie’s attention.

      “Good heavens,” Gilda Ringwald-Stratton called, her face flushed from running from her store, Gilda’s Gourmet Baskets. Trust Gilda to still be working at this hour. “Is Dennis inside?” she asked, her eyes flashing with worry.

      Dennis Wheeler owned Wood U. During the school year, his wife, Abby, took care of the store when he was at work as the industrial arts teacher at McKinlay Mill High School. He took care of it during the summers—or at least that had been their arrangement. Now that Dennis had retired from teaching, he wasn’t sure what they were doing. Like most of the businesses on Victoria Square, the store should have been closed at this time of the evening—with no one inside. At least, Katie hoped so.

      “Maybe one of us should call their house to make sure,” Gilda suggested. “I’ve got the Merchants Association member list in my store.”

      “You do that. I’m sure they’ll be heartsick to learn there’s been a fire. But at least if it’s one of the merchants who tells them, it might come as less of a shock.”

      Gilda nodded. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she said, and scooted back toward her store, leaving Katie to worry alone.

      The smoke billowed from the back of the shop as the firefighters manned their hoses, spraying it down. Another fire truck arrived from nearby Parma. These firefighters set up a pump beside McKinlay Creek, and soon they, too, were dousing the building. Within a minute or so, they shut down their hoses and began the work of investigating what had started the fire.

      “That wasn’t too bad,” she heard the fire chief tell one of his men.

      The Square’s gas lamps seemed to grow brighter as the sky darkened and Katie moved back from the structure, hoping to get away from the stench of burned wood. Her mind was awhirl. How could this have happened? What would it mean for the Square? And what would Dennis say when he learned about the condition of his store?

      Cell phone still in hand, Gilda hurried across the parking lot. She was nearly breathless when she reached Katie. “I called Abby. She’s on her way.”

      “Was Dennis at home?”

      Gilda shook her head. “She’s pretty frantic. She said Dennis was working late in the shop tonight. She hadn’t heard from him since he closed about six.”

      A little more than three hours before.

      Katie bit her lip, wishing the darkness had brought a cooling breeze with it.

      Gilda craned her neck to try to see what the firefighters were doing out back. “Have they come up with a cause yet?”

      Katie shook her head. “I’m going to take a walk around the Square’s back parking lot to see if Dennis’s car is back there.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Gilda offered.

      “You’d better wait here for Abby. She might need a familiar face—and maybe a shoulder to cry on.”

      “Hurry back,” Gilda called.

      The crowd of onlookers had grown considerably, and Katie had to thread her way through them. She jogged around the side of The Perfect Grape, the Square’s wine shop, until she could see the back parking lot. Sure enough, Dennis Wheeler’s aging green minivan was parked not far from the back of his shop, which was still crawling with firefighters.

      With a heavy heart, Katie headed back to the front lot.

      She had almost made it back to Gilda when a familiar gray Sebring—its horn honking frantically—made its way through the throng of onlookers. Finally the driver shoved the gearshift into Park and pulled the keys from the ignition. She yanked open her door, jumped out, and started running toward Wood U.

      Abby Wheeler’s face was already red and puffy from crying. Katie picked up speed to intercept her just as she joined Gilda.

      “Was Dennis inside?” Abby called, her eyes wild.

      “We don’t know,” Gilda said.

      “I’m afraid his car is still parked out back,” Katie said, hating to be the bearer of bad news, but Abby would have learned the truth soon enough.

      “I’m so sorry,” Gilda said, patting Abby’s arm.

      “Just because the car is parked out back doesn’t have to mean Dennis was inside,” Katie said, trying to sound encouraging, although she felt anything but.

      There didn’t seem to be much else to say. A trembling Abby stared at the scorched building as silent tears continued to cascade down her cheeks.

      Eventually the sooty fire chief excited the building and removed his face mask. “Better send for the meat wagon,” he told the deputy. “We found a body inside.”

      Abby closed her eyes and began to sob.

      “Come on, Abby. Come and sit down over here,” Gilda said, and managed to turn Abby away from the building, leading her back to her car.

      “Do you think it was smoke inhalation?” the deputy asked.

      The chief shook his head. “Not unless he could breathe through a hole in the middle of his face.”

      “Murder?” Katie whispered and was instantly sorry, hoping Abby was well out of earshot.

      The deputy turned to face her, his expression grim and angry. “Don’t you say a word about this,” he commanded.

      “It’ll be common knowledge by tomorrow,” she said.

      “Yes, but let the Sheriff’s Office be the one to announce it to the world—not you.”

      She nodded and stepped away from the deputy.

      A clatter behind her caused Katie to look up. Andy had arrived with a couple of his teenaged employees and began to set up a folding table. Once it was up, the boys set out four large pizzas and a case of pop for the firefighters. “Just a little thank-you for saving the Square,” he said, handing out napkins to the first of the guys in the helmets, heavy fireproof jackets, and boots.

      Katie wandered up to stand beside Andy. “That was thoughtful of you to bring food for the firefighters.”

      “I’m damn grateful they put out the fire before the whole Square could go up—including my shop. And I figure it’ll be a trial run for the party next Saturday.” The Merchants Association members had been invited to the potluck as well.

      Too bad Andy wasn’t as thoughtful about making Katie comfortable in her apartment and upgrading the wiring. If she used the air conditioner—which she wouldn’t—it might start a fire. But then, he hadn’t wanted to rent her the place to begin with, although she had—in her unbiased opinion—already proven to be an outstanding tenant. She swallowed down a pang of guilt. Okay, she was feeling just a little testy—but it was more directed at the heat and humidity, not at Andy.

      “What’s the extent of the damage?” he asked, with a nod toward the building.

      “I’m not sure. From the front, it looks like mostly smoke. But they did break down the back door.”

      “Then there’s a chance the Wheelers could reopen soon?” he asked, his tone neutral.

      “That’s debatable. Insurance companies are notoriously slow about paying claims. Worse than that, they found a body in there.”

      “Dennis?” Andy asked, shocked.

      “His car is parked out back, but I’m hoping it wasn’t him. Maybe someone broke in and set the place afire and then couldn’t get out.” But not with a bullet through the brain. So far she was the only one on the Square who knew that little fact, and though she’d already decided to share it with Andy—this wasn’t the time or the place.

      “That’s not as ridiculous a theory as you might think,” the chief said as he reached for a slice of pizza. “There’s evidence the back door had been tampered with.”

      Oh no! Had Dennis surprised an armed robber who’d expected the premises to be easy pickings on a Saturday night?

      Andy’s brow furrowed. He bit his bottom lip and he shot a concerned glance back toward his shop. Was he thinking about missing calls from customers? Katie shrugged it off. “How long will you and your men stick around?” she asked the chief.

      “We’ll wait for the medical examiner and hang around long enough for the emergency closure crew to board up the place. We’ve already got a call into them. They should be here at any time now.”

      “We’ll stay out of your hair,” Andy said, and snagged Katie’s arm. They moved out of the way and watched as some more of the firemen arrived to scarf down pizza, while the others continued their cleanup.

      Andy nodded toward Abby and Gilda still leaning against the side of Abby’s car. “What about her?”

      Gilda had wrapped an arm around Abby’s shoulder, which still shook with wrenching sobs. “I don’t know her well, so I hope maybe Gilda or another of the merchants can call a relative. I don’t think she should be alone tonight.”

      “Are they sure the dead guy was Wheeler?” Andy asked again. There was something odd in his tone.

      “No one’s said. I mean, no one asked for any of us to identify the body. Maybe they make a relative do that at the morgue.” Katie didn’t like to think about it. She looked back at Abby and wasn’t sure the poor woman could handle it.

      A large truck pulled into the lot. The emergency enclosure firm. That was fast. A couple of brawny guys spilled from the cab and spoke with one of the firefighters before they went around back and started unloading plywood.

      “Looks like the party is about to be over,” Andy said. He was right. All the pizza boxes he and his employees had brought over were now empty, and all the pop cans were gone. “I’m going to pack up my stuff and go back to the shop. I’ve already spent far too much time away from there.”

      “Are we still on for dinner on Tuesday?” Katie asked.

      “Sure. Despite the fact Jim’s on vacation,” –the assistant manager Andy had hired after embarking on his new venture selling cinnamon buns— “I’ve already arranged for coverage from the guys. We’ll have a nice uninterrupted dinner.”

      For all of an hour. But then, she’d known Andy was married to his pizza business when they started going out. Still, she’d gotten spoiled during the past few months when they’d actually gone out on some real dates—to restaurants and the occasional movie. For the most part, their relationship had worked out. And she had an ulterior motive for inviting him. Maybe if he experienced just how hot it could get in the apartment....

      Andy leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. “Stop on by later if you get hungry.”

      “I will,” she said, giving him a parting smile, and then watch as he rounded up his workers and gathered up his table and the remnants of the makeshift dinner he’d given the firefighters.

      Katie turned back to watch the emergency enclosure crew assemble their gear, waiting for the fire chief to give them the okay to board up the smoke-stained building. Surely that couldn’t happen until the medical examiner had removed the body.

      Poor Dennis Wheeler. What had he done to deserve a bullet through the head?

      And who had pulled the trigger?
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      Katie had grown up in a drafty old house. Like Scarlett O’Hara vowing never to be hungry again, she’d vowed to never to be cold again. After another sweltering night in the sauna disguised as her apartment, she’d be pleased to eat those words. How she longed to wear a skin of gooseflesh instead of a constant sheen of perspiration. Thank goodness the apartment’s plumbing was in better shape than its electrical system. She was getting her money’s worth out of the rain showerhead she’d had put in.

      She knew from experience that if she didn’t get to Artisans Alley early and crank up the old air-conditioning, the strain from the midday heat would kill the thing. It was practically on life support as it was. Sadly, the old building was just too big for the unit the former owner/manager Ezra Hilton had installed. And he must have had a shortage of funds when it came to adding the ductwork, too. Some parts of the old applesauce warehouse were cold as a freezer, while others were warm enough to bake bread—or at least several of the vendors had described it that way.

      Worse yet, Katie’s office was one of the areas that hadn’t been graced with ductwork. She relied on a junky old fan under her desk to keep her from melting into a puddle on the floor. Funny how the disgruntled vendors didn’t notice that when they came to her to complain about the temperatures in their booths.

      The doors to the Alley had been opened for vendor setup for less than five minutes when Katie’s favorite vendor arrived for the day, appearing at her open door with a clipboard in hand.

      “I was so upset when I heard the news about the fire at Wood U. Have they identified the body yet?” Rose Nash asked before she even said good morning. Thanks to the extended period of dry weather, the elderly woman hadn’t worn her signature plastic headscarf for months.

      Katie shook her head. “There’s supposed to be a news conference later today. I suppose someone in authority will make the announcement then.”

      Rose shook her head. “Do you think it’s Dennis?”

      “As far as I know, no one has seen him since he closed the shop yesterday evening, so there’s a strong possibility.”

      Rose shook her head again and frowned. “What will the Merchants Association do?”

      Katie shrugged. “Send flowers to his widow. That’s about all we can do.”

      A loud rap on the doorframe caused both women to turn. “Katie, you’ve got to do something about the air-conditioning! It’s stifling hot up in the loft.”

      Katie sighed. She’d known that was coming—and had guessed right about who would be the first to complain that day. Godfrey Foster had been a thorn in her side since she’d rented a booth to him some two months before. The overweight, fussy, nervous barrel of a man always seemed to be wringing his hands and sweating, even when the temperature wasn’t in the nineties as it already was that day. Rings of perspiration darkened the underarms of the green golf shirt that clung to his padded torso, and his forehead was beaded with sweat. And his so-called “art” really pushed the limit of the term. Faux renditions of the masters’ classic paintings made with—of all things—colored dryer lint.

      He wasn’t finished complaining. “I’m surprised our customers that actually make it up the stairs aren’t fainting in droves. You might want to put the fire-rescue number on speed dial just in case.”

      Not only was Godfrey standing in the vendor’s lounge, but so was Ida-with-the-giant-wart-on-her-face Mitchell. Ida was the Alley’s most eccentric vendor and took care of the Alley’s tag room, taping down the vendors’ sales tags so they could compare them with their printed inventory of sales they received with their checks on Tuesdays. She didn’t seem to be doing anything—just standing there, which wasn’t unusual. When she wasn’t fussing over the sales tags, she could often be found just standing around, staring into space.

      Katie turned her attention directly to Godfrey. “I’m sorry, but the repairman was here on Friday.”

      “Well, he didn’t fix it.”

      “And he can’t. The simple truth is the building is far too big for the unit we’ve got and there’s no more money in the budget to add another unit—at least not this season.”

      Godfrey planted his hands on his hips. “Why not?”

      Katie sighed. She was surprised he didn’t stamp his foot, too. And how many times did she have to remind the vendors that she was keeping the place open under dire financial duress?

      “Oh, don’t be such a bore, Godfrey,” Rose chided. “Unless you’ve got ten grand to sink into the HVAC, just shut up.”

      Katie, Godfrey, and Ida were all startled by Rose’s outburst, although Katie was also secretly pleased. She’d been dying to tell Godfrey off for the past eight weeks.

      Godfrey stood there with his mouth open, breathing in short, appalled breaths. Finally he closed it and glared at Katie. “Are you going to let this old woman speak to me like that?” he demanded.

      “Rose,” Katie said with a bit of a scolding lilt, although it was difficult to keep a smile from creeping onto her lips. Rose was starting to sound a lot like her best friend, Edie Silver.

      “I’m not that much older than you, Godfrey, so watch your mouth,” Rose retorted.

      Godfrey’s mouth dropped open again, and he stood there for a good ten seconds before Rose started in on him once more. She consulted her clipboard. “I see you’ve signed up to come to the holiday party on Saturday night, but you neglected to add what you were bringing.”

      “Bringing?” Godfrey asked.

      “It is a potluck dinner. Everyone who comes has to bring something.”

      “I can’t cook,” Godfrey said, appalled.

      “Does your wife cook?” Rose pressed.

      “Yes, but she’s out of town.”

      Rose consulted her list again. “Then how about napkins? No one has signed up to bring napkins.”

      “I-I....”

      “Napkins it is,” Rose said, marking it down.

      Godfrey didn’t say anything more. Instead, he turned and stalked off.

      Ida remained standing in the vendor’s lounge, her expression still rather startled. “Can I help you with anything, Ida?” Katie asked rather pointedly. Ida was not her favorite vendor.

      Ida shook her head, pivoted, and scurried away—ratlike.

      Katie turned back to Rose.

      “Sorry about blowing up at Godfrey like that, Katie. But that man never stops complaining,” Rose said. “And we do need napkins for the potluck.”

      “I must admit I’ve almost lost my temper with him on a number of occasions. There always seems to be one or two vendors who refuse to be placated.”

      “I’m as sorry as he is to hear that the air-conditioning problem can’t be easily solved,” Rose said and sighed.

      “No more than me. It’s as hot as hell in my office. Between here and my apartment, I’m going to have to start buying antiperspirant by the case.”

      “Just wait a few years until you start having hot flashes,” Rose warned.

      “Many years from now, I hope.”

      “While you’re back here cooking, it’s so cold up front I have to wear a sweater when I’m working on the register. But at least it’s easier to wear more clothes than to feel like you need to peel some off,” Rose said. “Can’t they do something about the ductwork? Rearrange it or something to disperse the cool air?”

      Katie shook her head. “Not without that ten-plus grand you just mentioned. But I’m putting it on the top of my wish list for the Alley.”

      Rose nodded. “While you do that, I’ll put the coffee on. Those of us working in arctic conditions will appreciate it. Can I bring you some?”

      “I’m going to pour myself a big glass of cold water,” Katie said, and hoped that the ice trays in the vendors’ lounge refrigerator were still full.

      Rose nodded. “I’ve got my work cut out for me today. I’m going to try to track down the rest of the slackers on my list and finalize the menu for the potluck. I’ll get back to you on that later today. And Edie said she’d talk to you about the logistics, too.”

      “Great. I haven’t seen her in at least a week. Where’s she been hiding?”

      “She’s had family stuff. She’ll be in either tomorrow or the next day. Oh, and she’s worried about the weather on Saturday.”

      “So am I. If this heat wave doesn’t break, we may have to cram everyone into the lobby instead of holding the picnic outside.”

      “At least the lobby’s cool.”

      “But it won’t be if we have to squeeze in sixty or eighty people.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Rose shrugged. “I’ll get the coffee going and then I need to get moving on my list before customers start coming in.” She gave Katie a nod and headed for the coffeemaker.

      Since Katie had left herself a long to-do list the day before, she figured she had better get started, too. She found that if she didn’t make a list, tasks that needed to be completed were seldom addressed, thanks to the many distractions and interruptions she constantly contended with ... such as Godfrey’s visit.

      She read through the items and began to prioritize the tasks when she became aware of another’s presence. She looked up to find Detective Ray Davenport standing in her doorway.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you—and especially this early in the morning—and on a Sunday, too,” Katie said. The detective had worked on two homicide cases in McKinlay Mill since Katie had taken over as manager of Artisans Alley. That she’d been involved on both occasions hadn’t endeared her to the detective. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” she asked.

      The detective offered a toothy grin that gave Katie the willies. “I was hoping we could talk about the murder on the Square last night. As the head of the Merchants Association, I thought you might have some insights that could help me with my investigation.”

      Katie blinked. A smile and now he was being ... dare she even think it: nice! And he was asking for her opinions. That was a first.

      “I’d be happy to help in any way I can, Detective. She gestured to her solitary guest chair. “Come in and sit down. Would you like a cup of coffee? It should be ready by now.”

      “That sounds nice,” he said, taking the chair.

      Katie stood. “How do you like it?”

      “Just cream, milk, whitener—whatever you’ve got on hand.”

      She nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

      Katie found a clean cup hanging on the rack, poured the coffee and was doctoring it up when Rose reentered the vendors’ lounge to grab a cup for herself. She nodded toward Davenport, who seemed to be inspecting the ceiling in Katie’s office. “What’s he doing here?” she hissed.

      “He wants me to help him with his case.”

      Rose blinked in astonishment. Davenport hadn’t seemed eager to welcome Rose’s or Katie’s help when Rose’s niece’s remains had been discovered several months before. “Is he feeling all right?” She looked around Katie to stare at the detective. Davenport smiled and wiggled his fingers in a wave.

      Rose quickly straightened, her mouth hanging open in surprise. Katie wondered if her own expression mirrored Rose’s. Then Rose seemed to shake herself. “Do you think he could have had a ministroke or something? Maybe we should call an ambulance.”

      “I’ll get to the bottom of all this niceness,” Katie said, then finished stirring the detective’s coffee, set the spoon down on the counter, and started back for her office.

      Katie handed Davenport the cup, and turned to close her office door. She turned on the fan under her desk and set it on low so they could still hear each other speak. “Sorry it’s so hot in here, but our AC is on the fritz. Or rather, it never seems to filter through to my office, but I figured you probably wouldn’t want any of the vendors to overhear our conversation.”

      “Thank you.”

      There he was being nice again. It seemed so out of character.

      He took a sip of his coffee and sobered. “Before we get started, I wanted to let you know that this will be my last official case for the Sheriff’s Office. I’m due to retire at the end of the week.”

      “Oh.” Well, that explained it. “Congratulations. How many years have you been a deputy?”

      “Thirty.”

      Ten years longer than she’d thought. “What will you do next?”

      He smiled again, showing his rather yellow teeth. “A little of this, a little of that. I’m only sorry that my wife isn’t here to enjoy the next few years with me. We’d made plans, and ... well, in her honour, I’m going to carry on with them. My girls want that for me, too.”

      Ah, yes. Hadn’t Deputy Schuler once told Katie the detective had daughters?

      “That’s great. I’m sure your wife would be pleased.”

      He nodded and looked away, misty-eyed. Katie fought the urge to touch his arm. They weren’t really friends, but it was obvious he wasn’t over the loss, and once again she felt a pang of regret at losing Chad. They came at such odd moments and she wondered if she’d ever really get used to the loss.

      She broke the quiet. “How can I help you, Detective?”

      Davenport took another sip of coffee and then cleared his throat. “The autopsy on the Wood U fire’s victim was set for this morning. I should have the prelim on my desk when I return to the office, but it’s pretty clear this was murder.”

      She nodded. “I heard the fire chief say the victim had been shot in the head.”

      “While we believe the deceased to be the owner of the shop, Dennis Wheeler, the damage to the victim’s face was too great for a visual ID.”

      Katie’s breath caught in her throat. The fire chief had made the wound sound almost incidental. “Does that mean⁠—?”

      “He was shot in the back of the head with a large-caliber gun. Probably a magnum. The exit wound obliterated almost all the facial features, and took most of the teeth with them, so dental ID is going to be just about impossible, too.”

      “It sounds like whoever did it didn’t want the victim to be identified at all.”

      “You got that right. We’ll be doing DNA testing, but that could take months. Our governor was serious when he said he wanted to balance the state budget. The crime lab took a hit along with just about every other agency in the state.”

      “Does that mean you won’t solve the case before you leave the department?”

      “I’m determined to solve it, but we might not have a positive ID on the victim for some time.”

      “Where do you start?”

      “By talking to the merchants on Victoria Square. I assume you can give me a list of everyone.”

      “I’d be glad to.” She reached into her desk drawer, took out a folder, and withdrew a sheet of paper. She turned in her chair to place it on the platen of her all-in-one copier/printer. Seconds later she handed Davenport the copy.

      “This will be a big help. Thank you.” He folded the sheet and put it into the inside breast pocket of his jacket. He had to be boiling in that suit coat. With the door closed, Katie had started to sweat as well. She switched the fan’s speed to its medium setting.

      “Now, tell me what you know about Dennis Wheeler,” Davenport said quietly.

      Katie sighed. “Truthfully, I didn’t know him well. He seemed perfectly nice. He always participated in our Association meetings, making good suggestions. Until recently he worked full time at the McKinlay Mill High School as an industrial arts teacher.”

      “Did your late husband know him?”

      Katie shrugged. “If he did, he never said so. These past few years Chad was more interested in talking about his friends here at Artisans Alley than those at school.” She looked around the shabby office and again felt a pang of regret that she was stuck here instead of refurbishing the old Webster mansion. And though she felt more charitable toward the place of late, that Chad had invested their life savings in this money pit—without her knowledge or consent—still galled her.

      “I’ll be talking with the school principal later today to see if Wheeler had any trouble with his students.”

      Katie’s eyes widened and she remembered Andy’s expression the night before when they’d spoken about Dennis with the fire chief. He’d looked concerned. He employed boys from the high school who were considered at-risk, mentoring them to keep them out of trouble. Did he suspect one of his employees had something to do with the fire at Wood U? Surely none of those boys was capable of murder.

      “Is something wrong, Mrs. Bonner?”

      Katie laughed nervously. “Not at all. Just thinking.”

      “Was Wheeler well liked by the other merchants?” Davenport went on.

      “He seemed to be.”

      “Was he a good businessman?”

      Katie frowned. “As far as I know. Like many of the other merchants, his business seemed to pick up since ... “ To say since she took over managing Artisans Alley and became the Merchants Association president sounded self-congratulating, no matter that it was true. “Since the rebirth of Victoria Square.”

      Davenport nodded. “What about his wife? Do you know her?”

      “Just to say hello. She rarely came to our meetings, but she seemed perfectly nice, too.”

      “Could they have had marital problems?”

      Katie started, then realized cops always asked that question. “Not as far as I know.” Abby had been awfully upset the night before. Katie couldn’t imagine she’d been putting on an act.

      “I’m sorry, Detective. I don’t seem to be much help to you this time. I guess I’m still in shock. The other deaths I’ve dealt with here on Victoria Square were of people I wasn’t well acquainted with. I know I just told you I didn’t really know Dennis, but—he was one of my people. As president of the Merchants Association I feel a certain responsibility for keeping everyone here on the Square safe. Somehow, I feel I’ve failed.”

      “Mrs. Bonner, you’ve always been a help. A pain in my ... side—” Katie had the distinct impression he’d been about to mention a portion of his lower anatomy. “But always a help.”

      Was it cynical to wonder why he was being so pleasant? Katie watched as Davenport sipped his coffee. The man must be made of strong stuff to drink hot coffee in such a small, airless room on a blistering hot day. “One last question, and then I’ll stop bothering you. As far as you know, did Wheeler have any enemies?”

      Katie shook her head, but her thoughts went back to Andy’s employees. Her husband had a few troublemakers in his classes over the years. One of them had been vindictive after Chad had failed him for the year, slashing the tires on his car. Insurance had covered it, but the boy was unrepentant, and though he admitted he’d done the deed, Chad had no tangible proof and they had both taken care where they parked their vehicles after the incident. Could Dennis have had a similar experience?

      Davenport drained his cup and stood. “Thank you for speaking with me today, Mrs. Bonner.”

      Katie stood as well. “You’re welcome.” He was still being nice, and she felt obliged to return the favour. “When will you be speaking with the rest of the merchants?”

      “That’s next on my list of things to do.”

      “Since The Perfect Grape is the closest shop to Artisans Alley, I’d be glad to introduce you to Conrad Stratton, or have you already met him?”

      “I don’t believe I have. And thank you, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I’ll walk you over,” she said and opened her office door, startled to find Godfrey Foster bent over, as though he’d been listening to their conversation. “Can I help you?” Katie asked rather sharply.

      “Uh ... I just came from the washroom and noticed my shoe was untied,” Godfrey said and laughed nervously. Katie looked down. Sure enough, the laces of his left shoe had come undone. He shuffled away from the door, put his foot on one of the chairs around the table in the vendors’ lounge, and tied it.

      Katie and Davenport cut through the lounge and, ignoring the lint art vendor, started for the side door. Artisans Alley wouldn’t be opening for at least another hour, and neither would the other shops and boutiques that ringed Victoria Square, but Katie was pretty sure Conrad would already be at The Perfect Grape. He liked to dust the wine bottles and make sure everything was shipshape before opening each day.

      She and Davenport walked across the already hot tarmac in amiable silence. The lights were on in the wine shop, although the sign that hung in the window said CLOSED. Katie knocked on the glass. Conrad looked up from the paperwork spread across his sales counter, smiled, and hurried to the door. “Can I help you Katie?” he greeted her.

      “Conrad, this is Detective Davenport with the Sheriff’s Office. He’d like to ask you some questions about Dennis Wheeler.”

      Conrad shook his head and tsked. “Poor man, poor man.” He offered his hand and Davenport shook it. “Please, come in
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