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      Cremas, Christmas Cookies, and Crooks is the 6th book in the Cape Bay Café Mysteries.

      When Fran moves back to her idyllic beach town to take over the family café, she also develops a knack for solving bizarre murders. Each book includes special recipes.

      In Cremas, Christmas Cookies, and Crooks, it’s almost Christmastime in Cape Bay, and another murder has everyone in town talking. A despised new drama teacher at the local high school is killed in the school’s parking lot. The police arrest a beloved teacher, Mrs. Crowsdale, but everyone else thinks she is too nice to murder anyone. However, Mike, the town’s lead detective, says they have solid evidence that proves she did it.

      Sammy, an employee at the cafe, is particularly devastated. Mrs. Crowsdale was her favorite teacher and still her hero. Sammy begs Fran to find the real culprit. Fran isn’t so sure. Mike would be angry with her for butting in on another case. And what if more danger befalls her? After all, there are some pretty dangerous people in town…
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      My heels clip-clopped on the linoleum floor as I made my way toward the principal’s office. I was anxious about being in the hallway in the middle of a school day without a hall pass, but I had no reason to be. It wasn’t as though they could suspend me. I’d graduated more than fifteen years ago.

      At the office door, I felt the same rush of nervous energy I’d felt when I’d been a student. It didn’t matter why I was going to the office—to drop off a stack of freshly printed school newspapers, to pick up the lunch that I’d forgotten, to be taken home early because I was sick—I was always nervous. It was as if I was afraid I’d committed some infraction that they’d decided to only mention if I happened to wander in for something else. Ridiculous, I know.

      I swallowed down my nerves and opened the door. The receptionist looked up at me. Smiling, I walked over to her to introduce myself. “Hi, I’m Francesca Amaro—”

      “Of course you are, dear! I’d recognize you anywhere! Alice! Come look! Franny Amaro’s here!”

      If she hadn’t been saying my name, I would have been sure she had me confused with someone else.

      A woman who I assumed was Alice came from somewhere in the back. “Franny! It’s so good to see you! I was so sorry to hear about your mother. How are you doing, dear?”

      “Um, I’m fine,” I said. “How are you?” I had no idea who these women were, but they sure seemed to know me.

      “I don’t think she remembers us, Marian,” Alice said to the receptionist. “You don’t remember us, do you, Franny?”

      I searched my brain for these women. Friends of my mother? My grandmother, maybe? They were old enough that they could have been. “Um, no, I’m sorry—”

      “I’m Mrs. Bayless, dear,” the receptionist said. “And this is Mrs. Crawford.”

      I looked from one to the other, repeating their names in my head. They sounded familiar. Then I looked at Mrs. Bayless’s nameplate in front of her and back at her. I glanced around the room, then at the nameplate, then at her, then at Mrs. Crawford, then back around the room, and suddenly everything clicked. “Oh, Mrs. Bayless! And Mrs. Crawford!” I blushed. “I am so, so sorry!”

      “Oh, don’t be sorry, dear!” Mrs. Bayless said.

      “We’re certainly not the spring chickens we used to be!” Mrs. Crawford said.

      “No, it’s not that,” I said. “It’s just that I don’t think I expected anyone to still be here who was here when I was a student.”

      “She’s just saying that to be nice,” Mrs. Crawford stage-whispered to Mrs. Bayless. “She doesn’t want to say that she thought we’d be dead by now.”

      Mrs. Bayless laughed as if it were the funniest thing she’d ever heard.

      It wasn’t far off from the truth, though. Mrs. Bayless and Mrs. Crawford had been the school secretaries back when I was a student. In my young eyes, they’d been old enough to retire back then, but now I realized that they’d probably only been middle-aged. They didn’t actually look all that much different than they had. Their faces had a few more creases, but their hair wasn’t even grayer. Hair dye doesn’t stop working just because you get older, after all.

      “Oh, well, I’m sure you didn’t come here just to give us a bit of a laugh, did you, Franny? What can I do for you?” Mrs. Bayless asked, still chuckling a little.

      Before I could answer, a door behind Mrs. Bayless opened and a blond teenage boy walked out, followed by a dark-haired man about my age.

      “Mrs. Bayless, could you give Brett a note to get back into class? And, Brett, think about what we talked about,” he said. He looked at me and nodded before going back into his office and closing the door. The plaque on it read Marcus Varros, and under that, Principal. So at least I knew that my old principal, Mrs. King, was gone.

      Mrs. Bayless tapped at her computer then printed something and signed it. She handed the paper to the boy. “I’ve said this before, but I hope this is the last one of these I have to sign for you, Brett.”

      The boy looked at her for a second then sighed. “Whatever.” He brushed past me and pushed through the door, letting it slam behind him.

      “Sorry about that, Franny. Now what can I do for you?” Mrs. Bayless asked.

      “I’m here to see Veronica Underwood,” I said.

      She and Mrs. Crawford exchanged a glance.

      “It’s about selling some refreshments during the school play.”

      “Of course, dear. Just sign in right there, and I’ll print you out a name tag,” Mrs. Bayless said, gesturing at a clipboard on the edge of her desk.

      “I understand Veronica is the drama teacher?” I asked as I wrote my information on the form. Something about that look between them made me wonder if there was something they knew that I didn’t.

      “Yes, dear. She took over from Gwen Blarney this year. But I don’t think Gwen was here when you were, was she?”

      I thought for a second. “The name doesn’t ring a bell.” I smiled. “But it took me a minute to recognize your name too.”

      “I think Ann Crowsdale would have been the drama teacher back when Franny was here,” Mrs. Crawford said.

      “Ah, yes, that’s right,” Mrs. Bayless said. “She only teaches English classes now, but she still codirects the play. Are you meeting with her too?”

      “I’m not sure. I was just told to ask for Veronica.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Mrs. Crawford muttered.

      “Alice,” Mrs. Bayless said sharply then smiled at me. “Veronica has been trying very hard to make her way here, and it’s rubbed a few of the staff the wrong way. We get used to things being a certain way, you know. Even when someone has the best of intentions, it can be hard to adapt to new ways.”

      “I certainly understand,” I said and smiled back at her. I was getting the sense that there was more to it than she was telling me, but couldn’t imagine that it was anything I needed to get involved with. I was just there to work out the details of selling some coffee and baked goods. I didn’t need to concern myself with school politics.

      “Here you go, dear,” Mrs. Bayless said, handing me the sticky-backed name tag she’d printed out with my name on it. “You don’t need us to keep you here, prattling on. Do you remember where the drama room is? It’s straight down the hall and down the ramp. You’ll go through two sets of double doors and then turn left.”

      “Thank you very much,” I said. “It was nice seeing you again!”

      I made my way out of the office and down the hall. The school had been renovated and added on to at least once since I graduated, but it still felt like the same place. And I didn’t know how, but it even smelled the same. Either the old building just had that distinctive odor, or the aroma of teenagers and school lunches hadn’t changed much over the years.

      The drama room was right where I remembered. The door was open, so I poked my head in. “Veronica?”

      “It’s Ms. Underwood, and you need to knock.”

      I was startled for a second but then realized she must have thought I was a student. I stepped into the room. “I’m sorry. I’m Francesca Amaro from Antonia’s Italian Café. I’m scheduled to meet with you.”

      She looked up from her desk with unmasked irritation on her face. “This is my planning period. You need to ask before you come into my classroom.”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated. “May I come in?”

      She waved her hand at one of the desks and looked back down at the papers in front of her. I started to pull the desk closer to hers, but she stopped me. “Leave it where it is. It took me a long time to get this room set up, and I don’t appreciate people messing it up.”

      I pushed the desk back into place and sat down. Not wanting to risk irritating her further, I decided to wait until she was finished with whatever she was looking at. Apparently, I decided wrong.

      “Well?” she said a few seconds later without looking up.

      I took a deep breath and tried to remind myself that teaching is a stressful job. This woman dealt with hormonal teenagers all day, and it was probably enough to make anyone a little testy. All I needed to do was stay calm and be reasonable, and she’d probably warm up to me in a few minutes. And it wasn’t as if she was the first less-than-friendly person I’d ever dealt with. In my former life as a public relations representative, I’d dealt with more than a few celebrities who acted as though they were doing me a favor by letting my firm represent them. Most of them had at least made an attempt at being civil, though.

      “As I said, I’m Francesca Amaro from Antonia’s Italian Café here in town. I’m here to talk to you about setting up a refreshment stand during the play next weekend.”

      “Right,” she said, tapping her pencil eraser on her papers and finally actually looking at me. “All the proceeds go to the drama club, and we’re not paying for anything. You’re donating it all.”

      I stared at her. They were the terms I had been planning to offer, but my plan had been to come across as exceptionally generous by declining to take any kind of payment. I had almost collected myself enough to respond when she added her next requirement.

      “And you’ll need to staff it.”

      My mouth fell open slightly. Her presumptuousness was astounding.

      “If that’s a problem, we’ll find someone else.” Her pencil bouncing had stopped, and she stared at me as if she was daring me—whether it was to accept or decline, I didn’t know.

      I wanted to say no. I really did. But Antonia’s had been a part of Cape Bay for going on seventy years. We’d sponsored school activities, raised money for charities, and donated our food for more events than I could count. As much as I wanted to walk out of that classroom just to spite her, it would be entirely counter to the ideals my grandparents had established from the time they first opened the café. So I smiled. “That’s exactly what I was going to suggest. I’m so glad we’re on the same page!”

      “The play opens Friday night. I’ll expect you to be set up and ready to sell an hour before showtime.” She looked back down at her papers.

      “That sounds great!” I said, still trying to sound cheerful. “Is there anything in particular you’d like us to serve? I brought some samples of our baked goods for you to try if you’d like.” I reached into my oversized bag for the plastic container I’d loaded up with tasty pastries.

      “I really don’t care. As long as it sells. We need the money. I don’t know what the old drama club sponsors were spending their money on, but everything we have is crap and needs to be replaced.”

      “Okay then.”

      “Is there something else, or can you go now? I have things to do that I can’t get done with you sitting there.”

      “No, I think that’s more than enough.” I stood up and slid my bag over my shoulder. I waited a moment for her to say something, but when she didn’t, I decided I didn’t want to encourage her to since nothing she’d said yet could be described as anything more than barely civil. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to be equally as rude. “I’ll see you next week, then. If you decide there is anything in particular you’d like us to serve, please let me know. We’ll be happy to do whatever we can.”

      She still said nothing.

      Deciding that meant I was dismissed, I happily left the room. If I never saw that woman again after the play, I couldn’t say I’d be sorry.
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      I broke off a piece of gingerbread and popped it in my mouth. “Hot! Hot! Hot!” I breathed as I bounced it around, trying to keep it from burning my tongue.

      Samantha Eriksen, my usually supportive right-hand woman at Antonia’s Italian Café, laughed as she watched me fan my open mouth with both hands. “You never learn, do you, Fran?”

      I shook my head. It wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. It happened with pretty much every batch of cookies I made. I’d pull the tray out of the oven, smell the enticing aroma of the cookies, and not be able to help myself. The first time, Sammy had been concerned and sympathetic. Since then, she’d just laughed.

      She walked over and peered at the cookie sheets with their neat lines of gingerbread men. “You went for his head first?”

      “It’s the most humane thing to do.” The gingerbread head had finally cooled down enough that I could actually let it touch my tongue. I couldn’t help but smile at the warm, spicy deliciousness of it. It was perfect.

      Sammy shook her head. “It’s barbaric.” She was a leg person.

      “You think it’s better to make him watch as you eat him limb by limb?”

      She shrugged. We’d had this conversation several times.

      Sammy wrinkled her nose. “Well, no, but—it just seems cruel.”

      I laughed. “You’re welcome to eat yours however you want. I like to start with the head.” I snapped the head off another one and put it in my mouth. I was only smug for a second as I realized that the cookies still weren’t cool enough to keep from burning me.

      “That’s what you get.” Sammy smiled. She broke the leg off one of my victims and carefully blew on it for a few seconds before taking a bite. Her patience paid off, and she chewed and swallowed it immediately.

      I, on the other hand, was still fanning at my piece, perched delicately between my teeth.

      “Delicious as always,” she commended me.

      “Good.” I managed to swallow the piece down without scalding myself and reached toward another head.

      “Stop that!” Sammy swatted at my hand. “We can’t sell headless ones!”

      “Are you sure? What if we decorated them—”

      “No!”

      “What about at Halloween?”

      “No—” She said it almost before the words made it out of my mouth, then cut herself off. “Okay, maybe at Halloween.”

      I made a mental note to make headless gingerbread men for Halloween. Well, regular gingerbread men that I would then have the pleasure of breaking the heads off. Maybe I could even manage to pull off some headless horsemen. We were in New England, after all.

      “Do you want me to mix up the icing, or do you want to do it?” Sammy asked, interrupting my mental planning for a holiday that I really didn’t need to think about for another nine months.

      I glanced around the café. We were in the middle of the late-afternoon lull—after school got out but before people started stopping by on their way home from work. One of the high school students who worked for me part-time would normally have been there, but one of them was out of town visiting family before the holiday, and the other was at play practice and wouldn’t be in for another hour or so. Still, Sammy and I didn’t have much to do.

      “How about I mix the icing and you do the coloring?” I suggested. “That way you can make sure you get the colors you want.”

      “Sounds good!” she said.

      While I handled most of the baking for the café, only bringing in a few things from other local bakers who had specialties I couldn’t improve upon, I left the cookie decorating to Sammy. I occasionally gave her suggestions like “let’s do some ugly Christmas sweater gingerbread men” or “I think this one could use some more hair,” but beyond that, I gave her free rein. She came up with far better designs than I ever could. The things she could do with some icing and a piping bag were remarkable.

      Sammy and I made the icing as the cookies cooled, and then I left her to the decorating while I started mixing up a batch of sugar cookies.

      We made and sold cookies all year round, but there was always something special to me about the cookies at Christmastime. I didn’t know if it was the fond memories of spending hours baking them with my mother and grandmother or just the ritual of it, but I loved it—especially the whole process of making rolled cookies like gingerbread or sugar cookies. Making them wasn’t as easy as scooping them and slapping them on a cookie sheet. Rolled cookies took time and technique. You couldn’t rush them. After you mixed the dough, you had to let it chill, and then you had to roll the dough out evenly. Then there was the challenge of cutting as many shapes as possible out of the dough. And then, after they were baked and cooled, there was the decorating. The whole process was soothing, and I loved it.

      “Do you think this one has too much icing?” Sammy asked, holding up a gingerbread man wearing an intricately patterned pair of Christmas-themed pajamas.

      “There’s no such thing as too much icing,” a familiar voice behind me said.

      I turned around and smiled at my boyfriend, Matt Cardosi. “What are you doing here?”

      He brushed a kiss across my lips before answering. “My last meeting ended early, so I figured I’d head out before rush hour. The office is empty on Friday afternoons this close to Christmas, anyway.”

      “I’d hug you, but I’m a mess.” I glanced from his clean white dress shirt to my apron. It was a good thing I had it on. In addition to a liberal coating of flour, there were also a few smears of gingerbread dough. Fortunately, the apron was black, so it mostly hid the speckles of food coloring I knew also covered it.

      “I see that. You’ll just have to owe me.” He smiled mischievously. “I do charge interest, though.”

      I giggled despite myself.

      Matt looked over at Sammy, who had gone back to her cookie decorating. “If you’re worried about that one having too much icing, I can take it off your hands for you. No charge.”

      “Uh-uh. No,” I said as he reached over toward it. “That one’s too pretty. It’s going out front so our actual paying customers can see how talented Sammy is.”

      “Well, do you have an ugly one?” he asked, scoping out the tray that held Sammy’s finished work. “I can taste test them for you. Make sure Franny didn’t accidentally use salt instead of sugar.”

      “That only happened once!” I protested.

      “Still, it’s better to be safe than sorry.” His hand inched toward one of the cookies. Sammy swatted at it with a towel.

      “You can have one from that tray over there,” she said, pointing to a different tray, which held my beheaded victims and the couple that she’d smudged. “But Fran’s already sampled them.”

      Matt grinned at me. “Burn your tongue again?”

      “No!”

      “She’s getting better,” he said to Sammy.

      She nodded as she glanced over at me, her lips twitching up in a smile.

      “I’m ignoring you two,” I said and dumped the sugar cookie dough out of the mixer bowl and onto a piece of plastic wrap for storage in the refrigerator.

      “Do you want me to taste that for you?” Matt reached over with a spoon he’d grabbed from somewhere and tried to scoop off a bite of my dough.

      “Matty!” I made motions as if I were trying to stop him but let him get a bite of it.

      He nodded approvingly. “Tastes like sugar cookies.”

      I wrapped up the dough and took it to the refrigerator. I was putting the bowl and paddle from the mixer in the sink to be washed when Becky, one of my high school student part-timers, came in.

      “How was play practice?” Sammy asked.

      Becky shrugged as she dropped her backpack and coat off in the storage room. Sammy and I exchanged a look.

      “Still having trouble with Ms. Underwood?” Sammy asked.

      Becky nodded.

      “At least it’s almost over, right? Just another week?”

      “Yeah.”

      Sammy and I looked at each other again. Becky was usually much more bubbly and chatty than that. She’d been a little more down than usual since play practice started, but nothing like this.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked. “Did something happen at practice today?”

      She shrugged and sniffed. For a second, I thought she was going to cry, but then it passed. “Ms. Underwood was yelling at us a lot today. It’s really annoying. The play was always really fun when Mrs. Crowsdale and Ms. Blarney were in charge of it, but Ms. Underwood’s so mean. It’s like, why is she even a teacher if she thinks teenagers are so annoying, you know? Like, she volunteered to do this. It’s part of her job. It’s what the drama teacher does.”

      “Can you talk to Mrs. Crowsdale about it?” Sammy asked. Mrs. Crowsdale was the assistant director in the play and one of the most popular teachers at Cape Bay High School.

      “We’ve tried! And she’s tried to talk to Ms. Underwood, but it doesn’t make a difference. She’s brand new, and she thinks she knows everything, and she doesn’t listen to anybody! She tells us we’re stupid and calls us entitled little brats like there’s something wrong with us because we don’t like being yelled at. She’s just mean!” Now Becky really looked as if she was going to cry. Not that I could blame her. Based on my short experience with her, Ms. Underwood was awful.

      “Aw, Becky.” Sammy put down her piping bag and gave Becky a hug. “I know it’s hard, but you can make it through it. The play’s next week. Then it’ll be over. It’s just a few more days.”

      At least, that was what we all thought.
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      I woke up late the next morning after a fun date night with Matt. We went to dinner after I closed the café for the night then caught a late showing of the newest blockbuster movie full of car chases and exploding buildings and bad guys dying in unlikely ways. It wasn’t really my kind of movie, but Matt really wanted to see it, so I agreed after extracting a promise from him that he wouldn’t complain about going to the next based-on-the-bestselling-novel chick flick I wanted to see.

      That morning, I lolled around the house for a while with my beloved Berger Picard dog, Latte, named for his fur, which was exactly the color of a perfectly poured latte. It was one of my favorite drinks to make, in part because of the skill it took to make a really good one. It wasn’t particularly difficult to make a passable one, but I took pride in making more than passable ones—pulling the shots of espresso just right so that they had a beautiful, perfect crema on top, steaming the milk to perfection, and then pouring the milk in so that it made a beautiful design on top. I’d heard people say latte art gets in the way of a good latte, but as far as I was concerned, that was just an excuse. You could have a latte that was heavenly to drink and lovely to look at at the same time. In fact, it had been one of my grandfather’s mottos back when he and my grandmother first opened Antonia’s Italian Café after they emigrated from Italy—“make your food delicious, and make it beautiful.” They were words I still tried to live by, even if I had to rely on Sammy to help me do it.

      After taking Latte on a lengthy stroll around town, I showered and headed in to the café.

      Antonia’s wasn’t far from my house—which was actually the reason my grandparents had bought the house sixty-some years ago—but then, nothing in the tiny beach town of Cape Bay was really that far from anything else. I rarely drove anywhere except to the grocery store, and even then, it was only because it was easier to load my bags in the trunk than it was to carry them.

      I took the shortcut I’d taken since I was a child—out the back door, through the neighbors’ yards, and out onto the street a block or so from the back door of the café. Even though we were already in the second half of December, we’d only had one snowfall that amounted to anything more than a dusting, and that was long since gone. The ground was frozen solid but completely bare, so I didn’t have to deal with slogging through the snow and changing into and out of snow boots. It was pretty frigid, though—just above freezing—so I bundled up in my warmest coat, wrapped a scarf around my neck, and pulled a knit hat low on my forehead. It was the one time of year I really appreciated my thick mop of black hair—it served as a kind of bonus scarf, insulating me from the wind that was determined to cut through my regular one.

      I walked in through the back door of the café, hung my coat, and divested myself of all the other trappings of winter in Massachusetts. Through the door to the café, I could see Sammy leaning across the counter, talking to her maybe-boyfriend, Officer Ryan Leary of the Cape Bay Police Department, who, I noticed, was eating his uniform-clad gingerbread man legs-first. I’d have to ask Sammy if she’d decorated a whole series of police officer gingerbread men, or if she only made one for Ryan. Despite the fact that anyone with eyes could see that the two of them were head over heels for each other, they refused to admit that they were seeing each other. Sammy was still coming off a fairly recent breakup with her longtime loser boyfriend, but I didn’t know what Ryan’s aversion to publicly saying they were official was.

      “Hey, guys!” I called to them through the open door.

      Ryan nodded in my direction, tipping his legless gingerbread man at me. I wondered if he saw the humor in the fact that the cookie he was eating was wearing the same outfit he was.

      Sammy smiled in a way that made it look almost painful.

      “How’s it going?” I asked. I slipped my apron over my head and walked over to where they were standing as I tied the strings behind my back.

      “Got another body,” Ryan said.

      “Ryan!” Sammy gave him a disapproving look.

      “What?” Ryan and I asked at the same time, though our tones were dramatically different—mine was shock. Ryan’s was more as if he genuinely didn’t know why Sammy reacted that way.

      “You shouldn’t act so casual about it!” Sammy said, choosing to answer Ryan first.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled and bit off a ginger-arm. He had a habit of being a little too blunt talking about crimes. He forgot that not everyone was in law enforcement and dealt with it every day.

      I looked between them, waiting for one of them to fill me in, but Ryan was munching, and Sammy seemed to have forgotten I was there. “So what’s going on?” I asked.

      Ryan glanced at Sammy.

      “Go ahead,” she said.

      He swallowed his bite of gingerbread. “There’s been another murder,” he said, looking again at Sammy for her approval.

      “Better,” she said.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Veronica Underwood. She was a teacher at the high school.”

      “Veronica Underwood?” I repeated. “I just saw her yesterday!”

      “She was just found last night.” He eyed me up and down. “I don’t need to question you, do I?”

      “What? No!” I replied defensively.

      “Is there something you want tell me? Like where you saw her? And when?”

      I couldn’t imagine that he really wanted to question me, but there was always an off chance he wasn’t at the café to see Sammy. Or for the free coffee, which was the other big draw for him. “At the school,” I said. “I met her to talk about the bake sale we’re doing during the play to support the drama club.”

      Ryan broke into a grin. “Relax, Fran. I’m just messing with you.”

      “About Ms. Underwood being dead or just about needing to question me?”

      “Unfortunately, just about needing to question you. Veronica Underwood really is dead.”

      “Murdered.”

      “Yup.”

      “Do you have any suspects yet?”

      “I know this is going to disappoint you,” Ryan said, “but we do.”

      “Trust me, I am not disappointed,” I said. There had been a handful of murders in Cape Bay over the past few months, and I’d somehow managed to get myself involved in the investigation of each of them, which was why Ryan suggested I’d be disappointed that they already had a suspect. But I’d had enough of murder investigations. I’d had enough of murders in Cape Bay in general, but since I wasn’t doing any of the actual murdering, there wasn’t much I could do about that. The investigations, on the other hand, had seemed to find me. If anything, I was relieved that the police had a suspect and there was no use in me getting involved, let alone any need for me to.

      Before we could discuss it any further, the police radio on Ryan’s shoulder crackled to life and said something completely incomprehensible. Ryan somehow understood and muttered something back into it, starting with the only thing I understood from the whole exchange: “Ten-four.”

      He looked at Sammy and grimaced. “Looks like I gotta go.”

      “You want a refill of your coffee?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Sammy topped off his coffee cup then grabbed a blond, blue-eyed gingerbread girl, dropped it into a bag, and handed it to him with a coy smile.

      Ryan took it, smiling back at her. “Thanks, Sam. See you later.” I was pretty sure I saw him wink at her before he turned to me and waved. “See ya, Fran.”

      “See ya, Ryan.”

      Sammy and I watched as he left the café and turned out onto the street.

      “So, Veronica Underwood,” I said after he disappeared from our view.

      “Yup,” Sammy replied.

      “Did he tell you anything about who they think did it?”

      “No. He just told me she was dead right before you got here.”

      “Do you know how it happened?”

      She shook her head.

      I sighed. As unpleasant as she was, I didn’t like that a woman was dead, and I really didn’t like that there had been yet another murder in our small, otherwise nearly crime-free town. But even so, there was one good thing about it.

      “I hate to say it, but on the bright side—” I stopped myself, still not sure I could actually bring myself to say it out loud.

      Sammy finished my sentence for me. “At least Becky and the other kids don’t have to deal with her anymore.”
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      It was, of course, the talk of the café the rest of the day. If people weren’t talking about it when they came in, they talked about it over their coffee. News travels fast in a small town, and it was no surprise that everyone knew about it and everyone had an opinion. Especially the high school students and their parents. You could almost spot them—while everyone else looked upset, or at least morbidly curious, the people who actually knew Veronica Underwood had a look that was probably best described as relief. At least everyone had the decency not to look happy about it.

      Somehow, I managed to avoid anyone asking if I was going to do my own investigation of her murder. It continually surprised me that people outside my small circle knew about my roles in solving the previous murders, but I guess it was that small-town thing again—everyone knew everyone’s business, and most of them weren’t shy about asking. I didn’t know whether Veronica Underwood was really so strongly disliked that nobody cared about seeing her murderer punished, or if no one had thought that far because the news about her death was still so fresh. Or maybe it was the Christmas spirit. All I knew was that no one was asking me if I was going to solve the case, and I couldn’t have been happier about that. Well, maybe if no one was dead in the first place, but there was nothing I could do about that.

      Naturally, it couldn’t last.

      It was late afternoon when Rhonda Davis came strolling in. She was about ten years older than me and had two teenage boys who, I realized, would at least know of Veronica Underwood if they didn’t actually know her. Rhonda also worked for me part-time, mostly to support her shopping habit. She practically considered the Neiman Marcus up in Boston to be her second home, and that was where she’d been most of the day. Usually, she restricted her shopping trips—and her working for me—to times when her boys were in school, but with Christmas two short weeks away, she’d been expanding them to every available opportunity. She was on her way home from her latest one when she came into the café.

      “Hey, girls!” she called out to Sammy and me as she breezed through the door. She was bundled in a massive parka to keep the nearly frigid December air off her.

      “Hey, Rhonda!” I called back. “How was your shopping trip?” Sammy was getting ready to leave, and she and I were tucked behind the counter, discussing how many cookies I would need to make to be ready for the next day.

      Rhonda sighed dreamily. “I think I could live at Neiman’s if they’d let me.”

      Sammy and I laughed.

      “That doesn’t surprise me at all,” I said.

      “What’re you girls talking about?” Rhonda asked, leaning against the counter. “How Fran’s going to solve Veronica Underwood’s murder?”

      I groaned, and Sammy laughed.

      Rhonda laughed too. “Heard that a few too many times today?”

      “First time, actually,” I replied.

      “Wow, really? Do people think you’re losing your touch or something?”

      “Maybe they just want to give me a break and let me act like a normal citizen for once.”

      “Actually, Ryan said that the police already have a suspect. That’s probably why people aren’t asking Fran about it,” Sammy said.

      Rhonda looked pointedly at Sammy and raised an eyebrow. “Not everyone has the intimate access to the police that you do, Sammy.”

      Sammy’s face turned bright red. “Oh, well, I, uh, I just—”

      “Rhonda was just teasing you,” I said, giving Rhonda a look and patting Sammy on the back. For some reason, Sammy could never tell when Rhonda was joking.

      “So who do they think did it?” Rhonda asked.

      “We don’t know,” I said then looked at Sammy. “Unless you’ve heard?”

      She shook her head, her blush subsiding.

      “Yeah, we don’t know.”

      Rhonda’s phone rang. She looked at it and sighed then tapped the screen and held it to her head. “Hello, Dan.”

      It was her husband. She “yeah,” “yup,” and “uh-huh’ed” her way through the conversation before ending with “I’m just going to grab a cup of coffee at the café, and then I’ll be home.” She ended the call and dropped her phone back in her handbag. “Guess it’s time for Mom to get back to work.” She sighed.

      “A latte?” I asked, grabbing a to-go cup.

      “Yup.”

      I put the to-go cup in its place and started pulling the espresso shot before steaming the milk. When everything was ready, I poured the milk into the espresso, flicking my wrist just so to coax out the image I wanted. I dipped a toothpick into the spare steamed milk and scooped out some of the microfoam. I dabbed it into Rhonda’s latte, adding in the finishing accents. When it was done, I rotated it around to face Rhonda, turning it carefully to keep from mixing the crisp white of the milk into the warm brown of the crema.

      “That’s the best latte Christmas tree I’ve ever seen,” she said. “I almost don’t want to mess it up by drinking it.”

      “It tastes even better than it looks.”

      She took a sip, skewing the Christmas tree slightly. She nodded as she put it down. “That’s exactly what I needed.” She glanced at the cookie case. “And actually, I think I need one of those snowflake cookies too.”

      I slid open the display case and pulled out one of the snowflake-shaped sugar cookies that Sammy had iced in an intricate geometric pattern then dusted with white and silver edible glitter. They were outstandingly pretty. “Do you want it in a bag?”

      “Oh, no. I need to eat it before I get home, or I might as well buy a dozen. You’d think we never feed those boys the way they attack anything I bring in the house.”

      I handed her the cookie, and she immediately took a bite. She groaned as she chewed on it. “Now, that is a good cookie.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Oh, I should probably get an Americano for Dan.”

      I made her an Americano then put both drinks in a drink carrier for her.

      “Oh, what the heck. I guess you may as well give me a dozen cookies. The boys will feel left out if I bring something for their dad and not for them.”

      “Christmas presents don’t count?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Only on Christmas day.”

      I selected a variety of the cookies—gingerbread men and Christmas trees, sugar cookie snowflakes and candy canes, plus a few others, all gorgeously decorated—and handed it to her.

      “All right.” She paid and picked everything up. “I’d better go before one of the boys texts to find out where I am.”

      “They won’t ask Dan?”

      “Oh, no, of course not. That would make way too much sense. They’re probably both hidden up in their rooms, texting or playing video games. But even if they’re not, neither of them actually talks anymore—they just grunt.” She sighed. “You know, when your kids are babies, people joke with you that you can’t wait for them to start talking and then, once they do, you can’t wait for them to stop. And you know what? They’re right. A kid can wear you out like you wouldn’t believe asking ‘why’ every three seconds. But the thing they don’t tell you is that, once they get to be teenagers, they turn into modern cavemen, just pointing and grunting all the time. I’d gladly trade that nonstop chatter they used to do as toddlers for this caveman phase they’re in now.” She shook her head then held up the bag of cookies. “If I’m lucky, these’ll get me a ‘Thanks, Mom.’” She sighed again. “Oh well. They’ll grow out of it. I’ll see you girls Monday!”

      Sammy and I watched her leave.

      “What were we talking about?” I asked her after Rhonda was gone.

      “Have you thought about getting involved in the investigation?” she asked.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not what we were talking about.”

      “I know, but I started thinking about it while you and Rhonda were talking.”

      “You said it yourself,” I said. “The police already have a suspect. They don’t need my help.” A split second went by before I thought of something else. “Besides, I’ve had enough of amateur police work.”

      Sammy nodded, but I could see on her face that she was still thinking about it.

      I didn’t want to talk about it anymore, though, so I went back to what we really had been talking about before Rhonda came in. “So we decided on four dozen gingerbread and three dozen sugar cookies for tomorrow, right? Any particular shapes you want?”

      “People seem to like the snowflakes. And the snowmen. And the Christmas trees.”

      “And the ornaments and the gingerbread men and the houses and—”

      Sammy laughed. “Yeah, I guess they’re all pretty popular.”

      “I’ll just make a bunch of different ones. Whatever fits best on the cookie sheet.”

      “Sounds good.” She looked over at the big wrought iron clock on the exposed brick wall across from us. “Oh, I need to go.”

      She hurried to the back for her coat and bag, then we said goodbye and she left.

      A few hours later, just before closing, Matt and I were alone in the café. I was baking cookies, and Matt was keeping me company. It was partly him just being a sweet boyfriend—something that came naturally to him—and partly that I was still a little anxious about walking home by myself at night after I’d been followed during the last police investigation I’d gotten myself involved in back before Thanksgiving. It worked out for both of us—I didn’t have to walk alone, and Matt got all the cookies and other goodies he could eat.

      I was just about to tell Matt to go ahead and lock the door when it swung open. In with a cold gust of wind came Mrs. D’Angelo.

      “Francesca, darling! Have you heard the news?” She was standing in front of me, gripping my arms with her long clawlike red fingernails, almost before I realized she’d come in. For an older woman, she was fast. “Did Matteo tell you? Matteo, have you heard?” I didn’t think I’d ever heard her call anyone anything but their full names. I was Francesca, Matt was Matteo, and Sammy was Samantha. Always.

      “I heard about the murder, yes, Mrs. D’Angelo,” I managed to get in. With Mrs. D’Angelo, it wasn’t always easy.

      “No, not the murder, Francesca! Of course you’ve heard about that! No, the news! They’ve made an arrest!”

      “Already?”

      “That Michael Stanton is so good at his job! I wasn’t sure about him—didn’t know if he’d ever amount to anything back when you all were growing up, but he’s really made something of himself. Really done well. And that Sandra. He did well to marry her. His parents should be proud of him for landing a lovely girl like her. Their children are just precious too. What are their names again? Oh, I don’t know. I can never remember! So many little ones running around these days, it’s hard for me to remember all their names. But that’s neither here nor there. I do need to be getting along. I’ve been dealing with preparations for the Ladies’ Auxiliary’s Christmas luncheon all day, and I’m positively exhausted! Good night, Francesca! Good night, Matteo!” She bustled back toward the door, leaving me with what I was sure were deep-red crescents in my arms where she had held them. I realized she hadn’t said whom the police actually arrested.

      “Mrs. D’Angelo!” I called.

      “Yes, Francesca?” She whirled back around at the door. For a second, I thought she was going to come back over and re-embed her nails in my upper arms, but mercifully, she stayed where she was.

      “You said the police made an arrest. Who was it?”

      “Oh!” she said. “You’ll never believe it! Ann Crowsdale, dear!” And before I could say anything else, she was gone, leaving nothing but her news and a cloud of her heavy floral perfume in her wake.
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      The mood in the café the next day was unusually subdued. The excited, gossipy hum from the day before had been completely replaced by a hushed murmur. People were stunned that Ann Crowsdale had been arrested. I overheard more than one person say that they couldn’t believe it, that she wouldn’t do such a thing, that she was incapable of it. I even heard someone say once or twice that they thought the police had it wrong.

      I didn’t know Ann Crowsdale personally, but by all accounts, she was a lovely woman. Well, lovely, that was, except for the thing about possibly being a murderer. I did know Mike Stanton, though, the Cape Bay Police Department’s lead detective. He was the lucky one who got to investigate all the most serious crimes—the murders, the assaults, the art thefts. Despite butting heads with him a few times over me getting involved with his cases, or maybe because of that, I knew he was a good detective and not prone to jumping to conclusions. If Mike had arrested Ann Crowsdale, it was because he had good evidence that she did it.

      That didn’t make much difference to all the people who knew and loved her and didn’t believe—or want to believe—that she was a murderer, my staff included. Sammy’s eyes were rimmed in red, and she was far from her normal bubbly self. She was helping the customers, but her smile was gone. Becky seemed aimless and distracted. She was doing her job but with none of her usual spark and verve. The two of them barely acknowledged me when I came in, with Sammy just giving me a wan smile and Becky a half-hearted wave. Sammy had decorated the cookies I’d made the night before, and they were well done, but they had none of the details she usually included—no sugar crystal sprinkles, no edible glitter, no fine piping that astounded me with its delicacy. Clearly, they were taking Ann Crowsdale’s arrest hard.

      When I got the chance, shortly after I noticed a customer had to ask her twice for napkins that she normally would have given them with their order, I pulled Sammy into the back room to talk to her. I wasn’t upset with her—just concerned about how distracted she seemed.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Sammy drew in a long, deep breath and then let it out quickly. She bit her lip and stared into space somewhere over my shoulder. Finally, she looked at me. “Yeah, I’m just—I just—” She sighed. “I’m just a little upset about Mrs. Crowsdale. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be letting it affect my work like this. I’ll do better.”

      “Sammy, I’m not mad at you. I genuinely want to know if you’re okay.”

      She nodded unenthusiastically. “Yeah, I am. I mean, I guess.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      She shrugged.

      I weighed my options. On the one hand, I wanted her to know that I was there for her if she wanted to talk. I knew from experience that Sammy, always so sweet and compassionate and concerned for other people, sometimes needed a little push to open up because she didn’t want to burden other people with her problems. On the other hand, I hadn’t actually known her well for all that long, and I didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable.

      “Sammy, I’m your friend,” I said, deciding that was encouraging enough if she needed a little push and neutral enough if she really didn’t want to share.

      She stopped studying our shoes and looked up at me. “Fran, it’s just that—” She took a deep, shaky breath. “Mrs. Crowsdale was my favorite teacher. By far. She never made me feel bad that I wasn’t a very good writer or I didn’t like to read Shakespeare. She helped me find books I do like to read. She encouraged me to try out for the school plays. She listened whenever I had some teenage problem that I thought was impossible for adults to understand and I could never solve. She was like a mentor. And it wasn’t just me. She did—still does—more to help her students than any other teacher I’ve ever seen. And she organizes the blood drives and the food drives and the toy drives for kids at Christmas.” Her voice broke, and she choked back a sob. “This is the most important week for the toy drive. Who’s going to coordinate everything if she’s in jail? What if she doesn’t get out in time for Christmas? Her husband—her kids—” Sammy covered her face and started crying.

      I rubbed her arm and then pulled her into a hug until she calmed down a little.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, leaning against the edge of the desk.

      “Don’t be. It sounds like she’s a really lovely person, and this has to be a shock.”

      Sammy nodded. “I just don’t see how she could have done it. It’s not like her. Not to be angry or violent or anything like that.”

      “Have you found out anything about how Veronica Underwood was killed?”

      Sammy sniffled. “She was hit in the temple with a tire iron. In the school parking lot. But I just can’t believe that Mrs. Crowsdale would do something like that. I won’t believe it.”

      “Sammy, the police wouldn’t have arrested her if they didn’t have good evidence that she did it.”

      “I don’t care what the police have! Mrs. Crowsdale wouldn’t have done something like that. She couldn’t have. It’s just not who she is!”

      I wanted to tell her that people do surprising things sometimes, things you’d never believe or expect, and for reasons that don’t necessarily make sense to other people. I wanted to say that you never really know what people are capable of until they show you. But I realized it wasn’t the place or the time. Whether Mrs. Crowsdale had done it or not, Sammy was upset, and my job as her friend was to support her.

      “Have you talked to Ryan about it?”

      “He won’t talk about it. He says it’s because it’s an active case, but I think he just doesn’t want to. I tried to tell him that Mrs. Crowsdale wouldn’t do something like that, but—” She shrugged. “He says it was Mike’s call.” She sniffled again. “I should get back to work.”

      I looked at Sammy’s teary eyes and mascara-streaked face. “Do you want to go ahead and take a break for a few minutes? Maybe splash some cold water on your face?”

      “Do I look that bad?” she asked.

      “No, just—” I drew imaginary tear streaks down my cheeks with my fingers.

      Sammy grimaced. “I guess maybe I should take a couple of minutes.”

      “I’ll go help Becky. But if you want to talk more later, or if you need an extra break or two, just let me know, okay?”

      “Thanks, Fran. You’re a good friend.”

      I walked out into the café and quickly stepped aside so Becky could walk by me with a tray of drinks.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa! What’s that?” I asked, looking down at what looked like a very small cup of plain coffee.

      “It’s an espresso?” Becky said, or asked if you went by her inflection.

      “But it has no crema. How long has that been sitting? You can’t serve an espresso with no crema.”

      I didn’t think the tone in my voice was anything other than matter-of-fact, but Becky looked up at me, her eyes wide, and started sobbing. She pushed the tray into me and ran into the back room, banging the door closed behind her.

      I stood there in shock for a few seconds before I realized that everyone in the café—and I do mean everyone—was staring at me. I tried to smile, even as I felt a flush creeping up my cheeks. “Sorry about that!” I announced to the café. “She’s just having a rough day. Now whose drinks do I have here? It looks like a latte, a cappuccino, an espresso—” A table at the far end of the café raised their hands. Of course. Because the one time all of my customers think I’m an ogre who makes my employees cry, I have to walk past every single one of them to deliver what I was afraid were going to be cold drinks. I took a deep breath and made my way down to the table.

      “Okay, I have a cappuccino—”

      A man raised his hand, and I passed it to him.

      “A latte?” I noticed Becky hadn’t even poured a rosetta into the latte’s crema. It wasn’t necessarily something I required my staff to do, but I felt that we were known for details like that, so I was a little bit disappointed that Becky had overlooked it, especially since I knew she’d been practicing her pour. I passed the latte to the woman who raised her hand.

      I looked at the remaining man at the table. “And I’m so sorry, but this espresso has been sitting longer than I’d like it to, so I’m going to get you a fresh one.” I looked at his two companions. “And if either of you aren’t satisfied with your drinks, let me know, and I’ll make you fresh ones also. My name is Fran, and I’m the owner. Please feel free to ask me if you need anything.”

      I went back behind the counter to make the man a fresh espresso then delivered it to the table along with a pile of cookies for their trouble. I checked in at several tables to make sure everyone was okay then went to the door into the back room. I was actually a little surprised that it was unlocked.

      I tapped on the door and poked my head in. Becky was sitting at the table, her head down, her shoulders shaking with sobs. Sammy sat next to her, rubbing her back.

      “Can I come in?” I asked. It felt a little strange asking if I could enter my own office, but it was a strange day.

      Sammy looked up at me and nodded.

      I pulled up a chair and sat down next to Becky. “Are you okay?”

      She looked up at me. Her eyes were puffy and red, and she had mascara rivers down her cheeks. If Sammy hadn’t already cleaned herself up, they would have been twins. She sniffled and nodded. “Yeah, I’m just—I’m just really upset about Mrs. Crowsdale,” she said through her sobs. “And now you’re mad at me.”

      “I’m not mad at you.”

      “But I screwed up the drinks! I let that espresso sit too long, and I forgot to put the art in the latte!” She dropped her head and sobbed on my shoulder.

      I patted her back awkwardly. I was getting used to managing teenage girls and had dealt with a few tears a couple of times before, but this level of crying was new to me. Well, not the crying itself—I’d shed more than a few hysterical tears when my mother passed away a few months earlier—but having my employee cry like that on my shoulder was completely new. It had been fifteen years since I was a teenage girl, and I couldn’t remember what teenage me would have wanted an adult to do in that kind of situation.

      I caught Sammy’s eye. She smiled encouragingly and nodded. Apparently sympathetic patting at the very least wasn’t the wrong thing to do.

      Gradually, Becky’s sobs subsided. She sat up and wiped at her face with the heels of her hands, smearing her mascara into something that resembled abstract art.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just the worst day. I didn’t even want to come in today, but my dad said I had to.”

      I wanted to tell her that she never had to come in, that if she wasn’t feeling up to it, she could always call out, but I was afraid that would backfire and lead to her calling out a little too often. My previous job had been more about managing egos and the press than employees, so I was still trying to feel out the line between being supportive and being completely lax. I decided to try for neutrality. “Well, I appreciate you coming in and giving it your best.”

      I glanced at Sammy. She’d worked with Becky longer than I had—it had only been a few months since I’d come back to Cape Bay to run the café—so I figured she knew better than I did how to handle the situation. She smiled. I was still doing okay.

      “Do you think you’re up to finishing your shift?” I asked Becky. “Or do you need to go home?”

      She thought for a minute. I suspected she was debating what her dad would say about her coming home early more than she was contemplating how effectively she could finish the day, but at her age, what my family would have thought was probably more important to me too. Of course, my family and my bosses had been the same people back then, so it was a little different.

      “I think I can stay,” she said finally.

      I gave her what I hoped was a big, supportive smile. “Great! Why don’t you take a few more minutes to calm down, splash some cold water on your face, and then you can get back to work.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d suggested to two people in less than thirty minutes that they splash cold water on their faces. It seemed like such a cliché thing to say or do. But maybe it got to be a cliché because it worked.

      “Okay,” Becky said and wiped under her eyes, smearing her remaining mascara into what actually looked almost like an intentional style.

      “Okay!” I took a deep breath, slapped my hands on my legs, and got up to go back out into the café. I had a feeling it was going to be a very long few hours before the end of the day.
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      Matt came to keep me company again that night while I baked cookies after closing time. As I mixed and rolled and cut the cookies, I filled him in on how weird the day had been with Sammy and Becky both breaking into tears and customers all so shocked about Ann Crowsdale’s arrest.

      “So this Mrs. Crowsdale is pretty popular, huh?” he asked as he bit off a gingerbread man’s head, just as I did. I knew I loved that man.

      “Massively. Sammy told me about all the charity things she does and how much all the students love her.”

      “She wasn’t there when we were there, was she?” Matt and I had attended and graduated from Cape Bay High School what seemed like an eternity ago now.

      “She came our senior year.”

      He looked at me curiously.

      I shrugged and smiled. “Last night, after you fell asleep in the middle of the movie you insisted we watch, I dug out my old yearbooks. Mrs. Bayless and Mrs. Crawford—do you remember the school secretaries?”

      He shrugged and bit off a ginger-leg.

      “Anyway, they said that they thought she was there when we were, so I was curious. It turns out she started when we were seniors, but she only taught freshman English. And it was before she got married, so she was Miss Chambliss back then.”

      “How’d you know it was her then?”

      “Well, the first names were the same, so that was one clue, but I also, uh—” I paused and focused on cutting out cookies, hoping he would forget I had been talking.

      “You also, uh, what?” His warm brown eyes twinkled at me. The corner of his mouth quirked up in half a smile. He knew I had been on the verge of confessing something embarrassing.

      “Nothing. I could just tell they were the same person.”

      “You could just tell, huh?” He crammed the rest of the cookie in his mouth and came around the counter to where I was standing. He slipped his arms around my waist and brushed a kiss against my neck.

      “Mm-hmm,” I murmured, forgetting about the cookies.

      “You could just tell?” He kissed my neck again.

      “Uh-huh.”

      Planting delicate kisses all down my neck, he slid his hands across my belly to my hips. I wasn’t even holding the cookie cutter anymore. My fingers just held onto the cool granite counter. His hands slid up to my waist… and he started tickling me. “You could just tell, huh? You could just tell?”

      I screamed and jumped away from him, giggling. “Yes! I could just tell!”

      “Are you sure?” He wiggled his fingers at me.

      “Yes!”

      I tried to back away from him and ran straight into the wall.

      “Are you sure?” he repeated. He was close enough that he could tickle me again if he wanted to.

      “Yes,” I said again but with a little less certainty in my voice.

      He wiggled his fingers then went for my sides.

      I squealed again, but I couldn’t jump away this time. “Okay, okay! I’ll tell!” I was laughing so hard I could barely catch my breath.

      He held his hands up but didn’t move away. I could tell by the light in his eyes that he’d be more than happy to resume tickling at a moment’s notice.

      Still, I mumbled my answer.

      “What was that? I couldn’t hear you.” He stepped closer, so close that I could feel the warmth of his body.

      “I said,” I said out loud and then mumbled the rest.

      He wiggled his fingers in front of his face.

      I kissed him.

      “Not so fast, missy.” He pulled his mouth away but left his hands resting on my waist, whether for kissing or tickling, I wasn’t sure.

      I gave him my best puppy dog eyes.

      He wiggled his fingers.

      “I compared her picture in her mug shot online to the picture of her in my yearbook! Except for looking about fifteen years younger in the yearbook picture, they looked the same!”

      “That’s it?”

      “Well, and I looked her up online, and she has her maiden name listed on her social media.”

      Matt smiled. The little crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes were so hot. “If all you did was look at a couple of online search results, why were you trying so hard not to tell me?”

      “Well, it seemed a little—”

      “Like exactly what you’ve done on every other murder case you’ve investigated?”

      “I’m not investigating this case.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “The police already have it solved.”

      “Mm-hmm, and you looked her up online like probably everybody else in town did.”

      “True,” I said, although I was only barely listening to what he said. He was so warm and so close to me and his breath smelled like fresh gingerbread.

      “So what’s to be embarrassed about?” he asked softly in my ear.

      “It just seemed like—” I sort of forgot what I was going to say next.

      “A good way to get me to come kiss you?”

      That sounded like a good answer. “Mm-hmm.”

      “You could have just asked.”

      He was still kissing me when someone knocked on the glass front door of the café.

      “We’re closed!” I called, pulling Matt’s head back down to mine.

      “Fran, it’s me!”

      Matt stepped back, and I went to let Sammy in.

      “Why didn’t you just use your key?” I asked her.

      She looked at me skeptically. “The front of the café is a bunch of glass windows, Fran.”

      I blushed as I realized that anybody who had walked by could have seen Matt and me making out. Thank goodness Cape Bay was a sleepy little town that shut down early.

      “Hey, Matt!” Sammy called.

      “Hey, Sam!” Matt had helped himself to another cookie and was, annoyingly, looking more pleased with himself than embarrassed.

      “So what’s up
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