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Chapter 1


I was in the middle of the dinner shift when the front door of the cafe flew open and banged on the wall. At the host stand Jeffrey, the cafe’s owner, flinched, and I knew he was immediately calculating the cost of any damage to the plaster and paint.  
Blair Orion, a tall man who’d once been handsome, stomped in and thrust a finger at Jeffrey. 
“Where is he?” Blair yelled. “Is that coward hiding out in here? Does he think he can avoid me forever? Does he think he can hide behind that chippie he hired and never have to face me like a man?” 
Jeffrey murmured something too quiet for me to hear. 
“Kerwin!” Blair yelled, pushing past Jeffrey to glare around the cafe at the surprised late dinner crowd. “Kerwin Phillips, I will find you, and you’ll be sorry!” 
The room went silent while everyone seemed to hold their breath all at once. Blair gave another menacing glare and stomped back out the front door, banging it against the wall again. Everyone let their breath out and the noise level rose to its usual clatter of dishes and hum of conversation. I picked my way over to the host stand. 
“What was that all about?” I whispered to Jeffrey. 
“You know Blair. Something about the art festival, I imagine.” 
I did know Blair. He was a painter, and the possessor of a giant ego. I’m a painter too, but only carry the minimum required level of ego. Waiting tables for a living helps with keeping the ego in check. Blair had been fairly well-regarded at one time, but his star had fallen in the last decade or two. He’d been one of the strongest voices in favor of the town’s new summer art festival. 
I went back to work, and the last couple hours of the dinner shift sped by. The March Street Cafe, where I wait tables, is a darling little place with a French motif. There is a patio out front with tiny wrought iron tables for two, and the interior is full of fleurs de lis, French flags, and local art on the walls. A couple of my own paintings grace these walls, which goes a long way toward putting up with the cheapness and stinginess of the owner. 
After the last customers left and I bussed their tables, I took a moment to stretch my back before sliding the dirty dishes into the soapy water. The cook was supposed to stay and wash up, but somehow Ricardo always slipped out the door and left me to do it. In a way it was better, because then at least I didn’t have to listen to his comments about my body. Putting up with Ricardo is another thing that having my paintings on display helps with. 
I did the dishes as fast as I could, and then did a once around the kitchen with a cloth to clean and polish. Something seemed slightly off by the chef station; maybe Ricardo had changed up his knife arrangement. I gave the area one last swipe with the cloth and tossed the cloth in the bleach bucket. 
I wiped my hands on my apron and hoisted two heavy trash bags, doing my best to ignore how the delicious smells of the day’s menu had turned into a stinky melange of garbage. 
“Looks good in here, Kelly,” Jeffrey said. “Take those out and you’re done for the night.” 
I nodded and shoved the door to the alley open, my mind already on the night ahead. I’d rush home to Grandma Iris’s house and make sure she was comfortably tucked into bed, then take Buddy, her bulldog, for his nightly walk. Only after that could I take the time to shower off the day’s grease and grit and get a little sleep. 
I stepped toward the dumpster. The alley was darker than usual. The light outside the back door was usually on, lighting things nicely, but tonight the alley was dark. I stepped inside and flipped the light switch. Nothing. It had been out last week too. I shook my head at Jeffrey’s cheapness, to buy light bulbs that didn’t even last a week rather than something better. 
No matter, I knew the way to the dumpster. It was right between the back door of the cafe and the back door of the gallery next door. 
I took another step and my foot caught on something. I tried to use the trash bags for balance, but it was no good. I tripped and fell forward, landing on something warm and squishy. My knee hurt, but it felt like just a bruise. The palms of my hands stung from catching my fall. But what on earth had I tripped on? 
The moon came out and I saw what it was — a body. I screamed. 
The back door of the cafe opened and Jeffrey appeared silhouetted in the light. “What’s wrong?” He saw me lying prone. “Are you ok?” 
“No, I’m not ok. Call 911. Call 911 and tell them to send police, ambulance, oh just send everyone!” 
“What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” The concern on Jeffrey’s face appeared genuine, but I wondered if he was actually calculating workman’s comp rates if an employee got injured on the job. 
“I’m fine. But he’s not.” I finally managed to push myself off the body, letting Jeffrey get a look. 
“What is that?” 
“Not what. Who.” 
“Who?” 
“Just dial 911 already.” 
Jeffrey disappeared back into the kitchen to make the call. 
The quick arrival of sirens and flashing lights reminded me of one of the perks of small town living — if you were in town, everything was nearby. I waved my arms to signal the paramedics. 
“He’s over here,” I called. 
A bright beam of light shone down the alley. I squinted and put a hand up to protect my eyes, though any night vision I might have had was shot. A police officer, the source of the bright light, approached me. 
“You found him?” 
I nodded. “Yeah.” 
Paramedics hauled a stretcher our way while the cop played the light over the scene, throwing eerie shadows against the brick walls. A paramedic knelt beside me. 
“Could you move back please miss?” 
I stepped back to let the paramedics do their thing. Maybe we’d found him in time, whoever it was, maybe they could get him to the hospital and help him. 
One of the paramedics made a sound, sort of between a grunt and a sigh. I looked over in time to see him shaking his head. I gasped, inhaling the foul smell of the alley, where the odor of trash mingled with other, more awful smells. 
“Is he…” I couldn’t quite bring myself to say ‘dead’, but the slump of the paramedics’ shoulders told me he was. 
The police officer shined the blinding light on the body. “Do you recognize this man?” 
I did. It was our neighbor, the art gallery owner. Kerwin Phillips was dead.





Chapter 2


Grandma Iris straightened her straw hat with the pink velvet ribbon around the brim and tucked her hand through my arm. I took firm hold of Buddy’s leash with the other hand and opened the door. Buddy bounded outside, his stumpy tail wriggling with joy as he sniffed the air.  
Outside, Grandma Iris took a good sniff of the air too. “I do love these morning walks, before the heat gets so bad you just want to lay around on a fainting couch.” 
I didn’t tell her that a part of me wished I could go back to sleep. Dreams of finding the body the night before had kept me tossing and turning all night, but taking Buddy and Grandma Iris on their morning walk was a non-negotiable. When she fell and at first we thought she’d broken her hip — a major issue for an eighty-year-old lady — one of her main worries was for Buddy, that she’d be out of commission and unable to take her beloved bulldog for his daily walks. When it turned out to be a sprain instead of a break, Grandma Iris credited her years of walking for protecting her health. I’d already moved back home to take care of her, and we started doing a walk first thing every morning. 
“What a night I had last night. Three bingos,” Grandma Iris crowed. 
“Three?” I repeated, trying to be a good listener. 
“And that Shirley Morris didn’t have a single one.” Her grin told me Grandma Iris enjoyed her rival’s lack of fortune nearly as much as her own good fortune. 
I nodded. 
We walked a few steps in silence. 
“You sure were out late last night. Hot date?” 
I sighed and gave an uncomfortable shrug. “No, I had to stay late at the cafe.” 
She squeezed my arm. “Special event, huh? I hope they paid you time and a half. That Jeffrey is always taking advantage of your good nature. What kind of event was it, music?” 
“No.” 
“Something to do with that art festival? You’re still showing your paintings, right? They’re so good. It would be better if they were in one of the real galleries, instead of just in the cafe, but I suppose the cafe gets more foot traffic. Were you hanging paintings?” 
“Uh, not exactly.” 
“Kelly Marie Bordeaux, you are exasperating your old grandmother. What was the event?” 
“It wasn’t an event. I had to stay and talk to the police…” 
“The cafe was robbed? Was it those druggies?” 
“No.” 
“What then?” 
“I didn’t want to tell you this and upset you.” 
“You’re already upsetting me.” 
“I may have tripped over a body in the alley last night.” 
“A dead body? Well, I’ll be battered and fried. Who was it, anyone we know?” 
A shudder ran through me as I remembered the moment the cops’ flashlights illuminated the body’s face. “Kerwin Phillips.” 
“The gallery owner? He’s a spring chicken, barely old enough to join the AARP. Now what’s he doing having a heart attack and keeling over like that?” 
“Um, it wasn’t exactly a heart attack.” I knew she’d worm it out of me anyway, so I quit beating around the bush. “He was stabbed to death.” 
Grandma Iris stopped. I looked at her in alarm, but she was rubbing her hands together, a glint in her eye. Buddy gave a questioning woof. 
“Stabbed, eh? Oh boy, this is just like on TV!” 
“Grandma Iris!” 
“Now don’t go shushing me, Kelly Marie, we haven’t had this kind of excitement in years. Much better than that old art walk thingy your cousin (on your father’s side) Melody is always on about.” 
We walked another block, letting Buddy sniff every bush and blade of grass along the way. I thought the art walk and festival was a pretty big deal, even if Melody had arranged it. It was the first time I’d be showing paintings in years. 
We hadn’t gone far when a tall thin figure holding the leash of a long thin dog stepped out of a doorway down the street. Grandma Iris and Buddy both strained to go faster to catch up with them. 
“Shirley!” Grandma Iris yelled, pulling at my arm to move faster. “Shirley Morris!” 
The woman stopped and turned our way. As we approached, I noted the sour look on Shirley’s long narrow face. 
“Good morning Iris.” The dogs sniffed each other warily. 
Grandma Iris grinned. “Did you hear about the body? There’s been a murder!” 
Shirley’s eyes widened. “A murder? Here?” 
“Sure has, and my Kelly here found the body.” 
Shirley pursed her lips a moment, then said tightly, “Who was it?” 
Grandma Iris’s grin widened. “Kerwin Phillips.” 
“From the Gilded Lily?” With every word Shirley spoke, it looked as though she had sucked on a lemon. Grandma Iris’s rival for biggest town gossip, she clearly hated hearing the news this way as much as she desperately wanted to know more. 
“The very same.” 
“Do they have any suspects?” 
“The police are keeping everything very hush-hush. You know how it is. Well, have a nice day, Shirley. I’ll see you at bingo.” 
Grandma Iris gave my arm a squeeze and swanned down the sidewalk, leaving a gaping Shirley Morris behind us. 
When we had turned the corner toward the park and Shirley was safely out of earshot, Grandma Iris gave me a conspiratorial whisper. “Do they have any suspects?” 
“How should I know?” I said, throwing my hands in the air and nearly dropping the end of Buddy’s leash. 
She gave me a wink. “I’m sure that if you ask Maxwell, he’ll tell you.” 
“I’m not going to ask Maxwell,” I growled. 
“He’s the chief of police, if anyone knows who the suspects are, it’s him. Besides, he’s still sweet on
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