
  
    [image: Cape Hope Mysteries Box Set 4]
  


  
    
      CAPE HOPE MYSTERIES BOX SET 4

      BOOKS 10-12

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        WINNIE REED

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Funerals and Favors

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

      
        
          Auctions and Alibis

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

      
        
          Off-Season Bake-Off

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Winnie Reed

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FUNERALS AND FAVORS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Let no good deed go unpunished. At least, that’s what it feels like to Darcy Harmon. She’s helping a friend out, doing a favor, delivering flowers to a funeral when one of the attendees dies on the spot. Right there at the funeral. Right in front of Darcy.

      

      She can’t let that go without investigating, can she? Especially not after attempts on her own life. If only she could get Pete to talk to her. But nope, that officer’s having nothing to do with her. What could make matters worse?

      

      Helping her mother arrange a baby shower for Emma. Not only is their mother a basket case from the arrangements, she’s also got a summer cold and can’t bake for the event. Which leaves only one option. You guessed it. Ethan.

      Things just got worse, didn’t they?
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      “Darcy Harmon, what do you think you’re doing?”

      I looked up at the sound of my name being called out from across the street, scanning the area around me to see where the voice came from. There were handfuls of people—tourists and neighbors alike—strolling the sidewalks on an unseasonably cool, comfortable morning. Shifting the tub of flowers I’d just unloaded from the back of a van, I caught sight of Mrs. Merriweather and Mr. Hutchins across the street, gaping at me.

      The two of them wore identical looks of confusion, with Mrs. Merriweather resting her hand on Mr. Hutchins’s elbow like she needed help keeping herself standing. No matter how frail she appeared, the elderly woman was no pushover. “I hope you don’t plan on taking those flowers for yourself!”

      I bit back a frustrated growl. There were times I was convinced my neighbors believed I never grew up. I might as well have been ten years old all over again, with a bunch of adoptive parents watching my every move. Most kids got into at least a little bit of trouble when they were young—nothing serious, things like stealing a pack of gum from the store, that sort of thing.

      Yet even that was beyond me, thanks to the watchful eye of everyone in town.

      This time, they wanted to know why I was carrying flowers. As if I was likely to run off with a tub full of carnations. What would I even do with them?

      I raised my voice to make sure they heard me. Mrs. Merriweather’s hearing aid was always strong enough for her to hear a feather dropping from a bird’s wing, but I didn’t know about Mr. Hutchins’s hearing. “I’m helping Olivia this week. She broke her arm.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” They both looked relieved, which was almost enough to make me laugh. Did they think I, Darcy Harmon of the Cape Hope Harmons, would steal a tub of carnations for the heck of it? For heaven’s sake.

      Mrs. Merriweather changed her approach in a flash, as she had a habit of doing. The woman was sharp as a tack. “You work too hard, dear. Remember to take some time for yourself.”

      My head bobbed up and down in agreement, then I turned around and headed into the store before either of them felt the need to chide me about something else. Like needing a boyfriend or something similarly embarrassing. I wouldn’t have put it past either of them.

      Olivia gave me a sympathetic smile when I entered the store. She’d been watching from the window and was chuckling softly. “Were the two of them, you know, walking together?” Her eyebrows moved up and down, telling me what she was really asking.

      They did look pretty chummy. “Mrs. Merriweather is at least ten years older than him, isn’t she?”

      Olivia shrugged, joining me in the work room behind the counter. “Who knows? Maybe once you’re old enough, that sort of thing doesn’t matter. When you’re old, you’re just old.”

      “You should write greeting cards for a living if the florist gig doesn’t work out.” That’s something she would never have to worry about. Not only was she the only florist in town, but she was also the best anywhere up and down the coast. Her work had been featured at the big annual flower show in Philadelphia.

      I brought in one last tub, this one full of gerbera daisies, and placed it on one of the worktables. “Who am I to criticize anybody’s love life? There they are, fifty years older than me—at least—and they have a much firmer grip on romance than I do.”

      “You should ask them for tips.” When I didn’t smile, Olivia looked sympathetic again. “You do realize you’re beautiful and smart and funny, right? You should be able to take your pick, especially with your sister married now. One less competitor.”

      As if I would ever compete with Emma, but I understood what she meant. I considered Olivia a good friend, the sort of person I could catch up with easily after weeks or even months of both of us being too busy to connect. She didn’t know about Pete or Ethan, though, because I didn’t know how to explain the whole tricky situation.

      Not even to myself, it seemed. One minute, they were both interested in me. The next, I managed to push them both away.

      Pete was a nice guy. One of the best. But he didn’t exactly stir anything in me. I liked him, but there was no spark.

      Ethan, on the other hand, might as well have been a flint to my steel. It seemed there was never a lack of sparks whenever we were in the same room. We were always arguing, getting under each other’s skin. For a minute there, I imagined it meant there was something more between us—especially when he kissed me.

      I messed that up, too. I turned Pete down in favor of turning my attention to Ethan, and Ethan told me he wanted time away from me. Okay, he might not have used those exact words, but it had sure felt like it at the time.

      I’d gone from not knowing whom to choose to having nobody to choose from.

      Maybe Mrs. Merriweather could give me tips.

      “Is everything ready for the funeral?” Olivia’s assistant was out of town for a family emergency, leaving nobody to drive the delivery van and unload the many, many arrangements ordered for the services of one of Cape Hope’s most distinguished citizens.

      “I finished putting the last touches on that ring of roses a few minutes before you came in from the flower market.” Yes, and it looked gorgeous. Everybody in town wanted to be the one to say they’d bought the most elaborate arrangement, it seemed.

      “Great. I’ll start loading them in.”

      “I don’t know what I would do without you.” She led the way, holding the door open for me. “I know you said you didn’t want any pay, but I can’t possibly let you go to all this trouble without giving you something.”

      “Don’t even think about it.” I slid an enormous spray of daisies and baby’s breath into the van. “Becca has things running like clockwork over at First Edition, so I practically twiddle my thumbs all day.”

      That wasn’t exactly the truth, but it wasn’t too far off the mark, either. Hiring Becca was one of the smartest decisions I’d ever made. Things were starting to get to the point where I wondered if she knew more about my business than I did.

      Olivia shook her head in mock disappointment. “You would find a way to work more when you should be taking advantage of the free time.”

      “Careful, or you’ll start sounding like Mrs. Merriweather.” And my mother, for that matter, but the woman had no room to talk. She raised me to be the workaholic I was.

      What was I supposed to do? See a friend in need and turn my back? Besides, it was sort of fun, being around all those flowers. Everybody needed a little variety in their life, after all. And sitting behind the wheel of a big delivery van made me feel sort of powerful, too, in a way sitting behind a counter and reading the latest mystery didn’t.

      “Wow. Anybody who didn’t know Pierce Cornell would think he was well-loved.” I pick up a large arrangement of white roses featuring a ribbon reading Rest In Peace. There were a lot of pieces exactly like that one in all varieties of flowers.

      No, Cornell wasn’t well-loved, but he was well-feared. In his younger days, the wealthiest man in Cape Hope had been a high-powered Manhattan attorney with satellite offices in London, Paris, Berlin, and Tokyo. Cape Hope was where his family used to vacation in a magnificent, rambling old Victorian mere yards away from their own private beach. Once he’d started moving into retirement, he’d started spending more time at his vacation home, until it had become his permanent residence.

      Even after he retired, though, he was a tyrant. He couldn’t crucify people in court anymore, so he had to do it in his personal life. There was a lot of gossip around town when word spread about his losing a diamond cufflink and blaming his housekeeping staff. He’d threatened to fire all of them and pick the toughest attorney he knew when he waged his lawsuit.

      When the cufflink had turned up in one of his slippers, where he’d dropped it, he’d withdrawn the threat.

      The funny thing was, at least to me, the fact that his housekeepers had come back to work when he’d invited them. I would never have let someone treat me like that, but then I was fortunate enough to not be in a position like that. It couldn’t have been easy. I hope he paid them well, at least.

      An older woman was on her way into the shop as Olivia and I were heading in, as well. I held the door for her and she breezed past me without so much as a glance.

      Okay, then.

      Since she was dressed all in black except for a white lace handkerchief clutched in one hand, I thought she might’ve been a funeral-goer and chalked up her rudeness to grief.

      Olivia welcomed her with a smile. “How can we help you today?” I made it a point to hang around behind the counter in case there was something someone needed from me.

      The woman sniffed a little, her eyes moving around the room. The way they narrowed told me she disapproved of something, along with the thin line she drew her lips into. So maybe her attitude had nothing to do with grief. “I’m checking on the status of the arrangement I ordered for the Cornell funeral.” She had an imperious way about her, lifting her chin and looking at us from over the end of her thin nose. There wasn’t so much as a silver hair out of place.

      “Of course.” Olivia, ever the professional, maintained her pleasant demeanor. “What name is it under?”

      “Emily Newberg.” It took me a second, but I realized I was looking at the woman who’d served as Cornell’s personal assistant for more than thirty years. Even post-retirement, he’d kept her on the payroll, going so far as to offer her a guest suite in his home so she’d always be nearby if he needed her.

      “Sure, Ms. Newberg, I finished that this morning.” Olivia turned to me. “Can you bring out the red roses?”

      I knew exactly which one she meant, since it was the only arrangement in that color. I went to the work room and picked it up, carrying it out for inspection.

      “Here you are.” I set it down on its stand and stepped back so she could lean in.

      “I want to make sure I’m getting my money’s worth.” Emily inspected it down to the last bloom, frowning the entire time. “I suppose it’s fresh enough.”

      “Thank you.” Olivia was starting to grit her teeth.

      “At your prices, it ought to be fresh.” Emily shrugged. “That will do. Make sure it’s up in front of the others, nearest the casket. I’d better be on my way. The family is hosting a repast prior to the service for those closest to Mr. Cornell before heading to the cemetery.”

      I wondered if we should congratulate her on making the guest list. She left without another word, without even thanking Olivia for her beautiful work. Olivia slumped a little against the counter, wiping invisible sweat from her forehead. “Wow. Here I was, wondering for all these years how anyone could work for a man like him. Now I know. She’s just as bad as he was.”

      I watched out the window as Emily strode down the street just as straight-backed as she’d been in the store. “I think it might’ve been more than that.”

      Olivia joined me at the window, knitting her brows in understanding. “Right. Wasn’t there a rumor about the two of them?”

      “And it only got worse when she moved into his house. Everybody pretty much assumed that was their way of being together without making it official.” I couldn’t help but laugh at the memories. “There were more than a few times when Mom asked me to find something in the kitchen that didn’t actually exist. The chatter in the café would get a little spicy and she wanted to keep me in the dark for as long as possible.”

      We had a good laugh over that before I continued loading up the van. We’d have to hustle if we hoped to make it to the cemetery before the service started. I’d have to make sure Emily’s roses were front and center, too, and not only because I was afraid she’d throw a fit if I didn’t.

      Gossip aside, these were two human beings who’d been helping to feed the rumor mill for decades. People with feelings. If the rumors were true and Emily had been Cornell’s girlfriend all those years, she deserved at least to have her wishes honored.

      We made it to the plot with plenty of time to spare. The casket must have cost a small fortune—a gleaming, pearl-white box that almost blinded me when the sun hit it. By the time I finished setting up the flowers, I was beyond glad for the comfortable weather. A little humidity would’ve made things miserable.

      Cars were beginning to pull into the cemetery in a long line by then. We hung back, watching as dozens upon dozens of mourners poured out, circling the grave. Several people sniffed, touched handkerchiefs to their eyes and noses.

      I almost wished my sister could be there. Emma would have a good laugh over the fake mourning, and I would’ve felt more comfortable rolling my eyes at the dramatics.

      “Look who it is.” Olivia nodded in Emily’s direction. The old woman walked alone, her head held high. She made it a point to stand near the priest, even closer than Cornell’s family did. I recognized them after having seen them in the paper over the years. Oldest son Patrick and his wife Bobbi, middle son Matthew and his third wife, Valerie. Their son, Greg, who looked to be around college-age. The youngest son, Oliver, pulled up the rear. He’d never been married and from what I understood, he had no desire to be. Living the playboy lifestyle was more his speed.

      They all dressed exactly the way I’d expect wealthy people to dress, suits I imagine probably cost more than my monthly rent for the store, pearls on the ladies, designer sunglasses all around. Bobbi held onto her husband’s arm, while Valerie stood a good foot away from Matthew. Nobody looked particularly sad.

      Emily ignored them even though they stood near her. I got the feeling she wasn’t a fan.

      The way they smirked behind her told me they shared the sentiment.

      We weren’t close enough to make out what the priest said, but it wasn’t the priest who held my attention. It was the family. Oliver’s phone rang at one point—he hadn’t bothered turning off the ringer for such an important event. He went so far as to answer the call, though a sharp look from his brothers quickly changed his mind. Bobbi yawned openly. Matthew must’ve been allergic to flowers, since he never stopped sneezing, which gave Valerie an excuse to stand even further away.

      Through it all, Emily stood stone-faced, staring at the casket without reacting to any of the nonsense going on behind her. My heart softened again. She’d lost someone who might’ve meant the world to her. Someone who’d been part of her life for longer than I’d been alive.

      She was stoic. Straight-spined.

      Until she collapsed.
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      “I can’t believe it. She was only in the store less than two hours before the funeral. She seemed perfectly fine.” Olivia looked and sounded shellshocked, sitting in Mom’s café after we’d closed up the flower shop for the day. It was close to closing time here, too, which meant my mother had time to smother us with attention.

      She clicked her tongue in sympathy, setting a cup of tea down in front of Olivia. “What a thing to happen. Dropping dead at her lover’s funeral.”

      “Mom.” I rubbed my temples and wondered why I thought going there was such a good idea.

      “Well? Everyone in town knows they were together all this time. Only love would be enough to keep working for a brute like him.” She shuddered.

      “I thought it was bad to speak ill of the dead.”

      Mom waved a hand, pooh-poohing me. “There’s no sense lying. He wasn’t a nice man. He defended a lot of rich people who should’ve gone to prison for the things they did. All that wealth of his comes from blood money.”

      “Tell me how you really feel.” I went behind the counter and snagged myself a lemon bar, which I split with Olivia before sitting across from her. “It’s not that I don’t agree, but the two of them are gone now. It wouldn’t be fair to keep gossiping about them when neither of them can defend themselves.”

      “Even when that Emily Newberg was so rude to you and Olivia?” Mom shook her head, a disapproving look twisting her mouth into a scowl. “She was a bitter person. Always difficult to get along with. No wonder she and Cornell were so happy together.”

      I turn to Olivia, rolling my eyes. “It’s amazing I made it out of here with my sanity intact.”

      The bell above the door chimed, making me turn my head before I even thought about it. Over time it had become one of those knee-jerk things, looking up to see who’d come in. I grinned at the sight of my pregnant sister. “Let me guess. You heard the news and came down for all the juicy gossip.”

      Emma shot me a withering look. “Hello to you, too. You’re also looking well, Darcy. Yes, I am glowing and yes, my ankles are swollen.” She plopped down on one of the chairs near me and put her feet up on another. Indeed, her ankles were enormous.

      “Sorry. You are glowing, by the way.”

      She snickered. “I heard about the funeral, yes. Everybody has. It’s not the sort of thing that happens every day. Somebody dropping dead in the middle of their boyfriend’s funeral service.”

      “No wonder you’re a successful writer. You have such a way with words.”

      “Hmm?” Emma looks at me, distracted. “Sorry. I was looking at your lemon bar. What did you say?”

      “I said you’re greedy.” I handed her the bar.

      “It’s not me. It’s this one.” She pointed to her belly. “I don’t know whether there’s a baby in there or a horse. All I know is, I’m always famished.”

      “I’d bet that means it’s a boy.” Mom pointed at her from across the room, eyes wide. “It’s a fact that boy babies consume something like thirty percent more of the mother’s calorie intake.”

      I exchanged a look with Emma. “That seems a bit much. It can’t be true.”

      “No, I’ve heard that, too.” Olivia looked a little cheerier, and I breathed easier seeing it. There were a few minutes there when I was really worried about her. Not that seeing dead bodies and dealing with the aftermath was exactly everyday stuff for me, but I would’ve bet the bookstore I was more experienced with death than she was.

      My family had a way of attracting danger. Emma had been through more close calls than anybody had a right to live through—the girl had more lives than a cat—while I’d recently been through a few close calls of my own. Add in the fact that our father was a detective with a habit of bringing work home with him and discussing it at the dinner table, and you had a family for whom death wasn’t anything to get jittery about.

      Emma gazed down at her growing belly with a look that could only come from love. I wasn’t jealous of her in the least, though there was no pretending the sight didn’t make me wonder when my time would come. “I know that would make Joe happy.”

      Mom wagged a finger. “It seems to me he only wants a heathy baby and a healthy wife. Which is why I’m going to cut you off at one lemon bar, young lady.”

      Emma’s eyes went wide. “But Mooooom, it was only half of one anyway. I didn’t eat a whole bar.”

      “Just the same. Even if the doctor hasn’t said anything about it, I will. You need to cut back on sugar during pregnancy. That’s a rule of thumb.”

      “But Mom, you know Emma’s blood type is sugar.” I ducked when my sister took a swat at me, laughing at her. “That baby has slowed you down. You didn’t even stir my hair.”

      “I know. I feel like I’m moving through semi-set Jell-O all the time.”

      “Sugar-free Jell-O, I hope.” I stuck my tongue out at her, relishing her sour reaction. It wasn’t often I had a reason to tease her over something this relatively low-stakes.

      “Joe would agree with me.” Another finger wag from Mom.

      “I’m sure he would.” Emma grumbled as she brushed powdered sugar from her shirt. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d poked her fingers into her mouth for good measure. “I might as well be living with you, he hovers over me so much. You’d think I wasn’t capable of taking care of myself and I swear, Darcy, I will smack you if you make a comment.”

      My mouth snapped shut because I was, indeed, preparing to make a comment.

      “It’s your first baby. He’s bound to be anxious.” Mom chuckled softly. “It reminds me of how solicitous your father was when I was first expecting. He called over here four, five times a day to make sure I was okay, then sent Nell or Trixie in to check on me, too.”

      Amazing. It must’ve been impending grandmotherhood that made Mom sound charitable towards Dad. It had been a long road, stretching out over many years of animosity, bitterness, and the strict rule that we were not to mention his name in her presence—especially when he’d started dating Holly, a woman closer to my age than Mom’s.

      I was ashamed of myself when I remembered my part in all of that. The divorce had left me bitter and wounded, not to mention hurting for Mom, whom I knew was devastated no matter how she’d rally and soldier through. Emma had at least spoken to him, but I’d refused to for a long time.

      What a waste.

      Emma’s eyes lit up. “You two were two of the last people to see Emily alive, weren’t you?”

      “Man. You’re like a dog with a bone, aren’t you?” I’d been hoping we wouldn’t have to talk about it again, if only for Olivia’s sake. “I guess we were, but she mentioned something about a private repast for the family before the service. So that means they were with her, as well.”

      “And who knows? She might’ve made other stops before then.” There was too much hope in Olivia’s voice for me to possibly ignore it.

      I turned to her, reaching over the table to pat her hand. “Hey, nobody’s going to think you or I had anything to do with it.”

      “Of course not!” Mom flew over and draped an arm around Olivia’s shoulders. “Emily was an old woman. She might’ve been in poor health. And the strain of losing someone close to her could’ve been too much. It’s as simple as that.”

      Yes, but Emily had certainly seemed healthy when she was at the shop. Strong, sharp, full of vinegar. I told myself at the time the woman was suffering after losing a loved one. Was she suffering enough to make her drop dead seemingly out of nowhere?

      “The police will want to ask us questions, but I’m sure it’ll be routine stuff. They’ll probably ask how she acted, or if she seemed off in any way.” Olivia nodded at my explanation, still looking a little wide-eyed and shaky.

      The chime rang out again, and this time it was Becca coming over from next door. I slapped my forehead. “I wanted to come over to help close up.”

      “Don’t worry about it. From what I’ve heard, you’ve been through enough today.” She came over and patted my shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Just fine. How was the store today?”

      “All abuzz. I think a few customers might’ve come in, hoping you’d be there to give them all the details. At least they bought books so it didn’t look as much like they were being ghoulish.” She sat with Emma, letting out a long, tired sigh. “What an awful thing. Though I guess it’s sort of romantic.”

      “There was never any proof the two of them were actually together as a couple.” The eye rolling that resulted from my dose of reason told me I was in the minority.

      “Please. If anything, the fact that the woman dropped at his funeral only makes it more likely there was a longtime, burning love affair between them.” Emma’s eyes welled with tears. “Darn it. There go my hormones.”

      “Oh, honey.” Mom handed her a stack of napkins.

      “It’s just that… when I imagine losing Joe…” Emma blew her nose loudly. “It’s enough to break my heart. And they were together for decades!” She covered her face with her hands, giving Mom plenty of reason to hover and soothe her. I got the feeling Mom enjoyed it, an excuse to baby her a little.

      There I was, thinking my sister couldn’t get more emotional.

      One last chime of the bell. “What happened?” Joe practically knocked tables aside to get to Emma, who by this time was sobbing full-out. I doubt he would’ve held back even if the café had been full of customers. The thought of people falling over like bowling pins was enough to make me bite back a giggle which I knew would get me into trouble.

      “She’s fine. Emotional over what happened at the funeral earlier.” I moved aside to give Joe room. He crouched next to Emma and she threw her arms around his neck. I didn’t know whether it was funny or cute or both. He calmed her down while I helped Mom wipe the rest of the tables before closing up.

      He turned my way once the sobbing calmed into something closer to sniffles. “Do you think you could spare a few minutes to come in and make a statement in the morning? You and Olivia?” He looked her way, and she nodded.

      “Sure. I’m used to it by now.” Sadly, I was. “Come on, Liv. I’ll walk you home.”

      Before we were out the door, Mom pulled me aside. “We have to sit down and talk about you-know-what.” She jerked her head toward Emma, who was too busy blowing her nose again to notice.

      “I’ll stop in tomorrow and we’ll hammer it out.” I waved goodbye to everybody and promised Becca to drop in and relieve her at some point, too. She needed a break during the day just like anybody else.

      Once we were outside, Olivia whistled like she was impressed. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “You’re there for everybody, all the time. Your mom, your sister. Becca. Me.” She elbowed me with her good arm. “There’s only so many hours in the day.”

      “Tell me about it. But I like it this way. I’d go nutty if I didn’t have anything to do.”

      “What was your mom asking about when we left?”

      “Emma’s shower. It’s scheduled for next weekend. We have most everything ironed out now, but of course this is Mom’s first grandchild so she’s… she’s Mom.” We shared a knowing laugh. “She wants everything to be perfect, and so do I.”

      “I’d be happy to make up centerpieces if you want. Consider it a baby gift.”

      “You don’t have to do that!”

      “Please. It’s the least I can do to repay you for everything you’re doing for me.”

      “You just had to come up with a way to pay me, didn’t you?” We came to a stop at her door, leading to her apartment above the flower shop. I had to admit it was a good idea. There was never a chance of getting stuck in traffic on the way to work.

      “I knew I’d come up with something.” She disappeared behind her door, but I could hear her gentle laughter as she climbed the stairs. At least she was in a better mood now, not so uneasy about speaking with the police.

      Me? I might as well have had a desk reserved for me. Maybe Emma and I could share it.

      Only then did it hit me.

      I’d have to see Pete for the first time since I’d told him I wanted to ease up and be friends.

      Looks like it’s my turn to freak out.
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      “You look very nice this morning.” Olivia looked me up and down when we met up in front of the police station the morning after the funeral. “I didn’t know a visit with the cops had a dress code involved. I feel downright sloppy.”

      “What?” I looked down at my daisy-print sundress and white cardigan. “I wanted to wear a dress today.”

      “And strappy sandals. You were wearing sneakers yesterday.”

      “I was unloading deliveries and transporting floral arrangements yesterday.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She eyed the double doors. “You wouldn’t be dressing up for anybody in there, would you? I’ve seen you and Pete Frazier out together, so don’t bother pretending you aren’t dating.”

      I blew out a sigh that puffed my cheeks. “I wish we had this conversation last night. I’m not dating Pete anymore.”

      “I’m glad you told me, or I might’ve said something dumb.” Still, she raised her brows, lips pressed together so tight I knew she was trying to hold back a grin.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing.” She reached for one of the door handles. “I’m sure he’ll think you look nice, too.” I made a face at the back of her head as we enter the station, where we were greeted by a desk cop I’d known since I was a teenager.

      “I guess you’re here to give a statement about Emily Newberg, huh?” Hank shook his head. “A real shame, that one. We have the family coming in, too. I’m sure the whole thing must be tough for them. They just lost the old man, after all.”

      “Maybe we should ease up on the Old Man thing when the family gets here, huh?”

      My heart fluttered in an almost disturbing way at the sound of Pete’s voice. He strode down the hall between two rows of offices, one hand in the pocket of his khakis. His yellow polo brought out the nice, golden tan of his skin. I forgot how handsome he was. How could I forget how handsome he was?

      He also deliberately avoided making eye contact, nodding my way before asking Olivia how she broke her arm and how she was coming along at the shop with her cast. “Oh, I’m fine. Darcy’s been helping me while Rachel’s out of town.”

      “She’s very helpful.”

      Yet she didn’t deserve the courtesy of a look. I wanted to remind him she happened to be in the room and didn’t need to be spoken of like she wasn’t, but that would be immature. I didn’t want to embarrass myself.

      Or Pete. As he led us back to his office, I reminded myself he had the right to carry a chip on his shoulder. It had only been a few weeks since we last spoke. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he didn’t want to talk to me ever, for any reason.

      “Can I get you ladies something to drink?” We both shook our heads before sitting across from his desk. It was a new office, bigger than the one he’d had before. I wanted to comment on it and ask if he’d gotten a promotion but thought better of it.

      “There really isn’t much to say.” Olivia glanced my way. “Emily came in because she ordered a floral arrangement for the funeral. We showed it to her. She said something about needing to go to the repast. And that was it.”

      “We showed it to her?” Pete looked in my general direction.

      “I brought it out from the work room.” Why did I feel like I had to fold my hands in my lap like a good little girl? The energy between us had shifted so dramatically. I was unprepared.

      His mouth set in a firm line as he took note of this. “Was there anything unusual about the flowers in the arrangement? Something exotic, maybe?”

      “Are you suggesting there could’ve been something in my flowers that killed her?” Olivia’s voice tightened until it was barely a squeak.

      “No, I’m sure that’s not what he means.” I shot Pete a look which he seemed to understand, even though he scowled. At least he got the message.

      “It’s more like we have to cover every possibility. From what I understand, the burial site was practically blanketed in them. We’ve already spoken to the priest who performed the service and he mentioned hearing Emily wheezing. He mistook it for crying at first.”

      “She was wheezing?” I couldn’t help but ask, even though Pete scowled deeper than ever. I knew he would, but I couldn’t help myself. “She was having difficulty breathing?”

      “We’re being as careful as we can, making sure we don’t jump to conclusions.” Was it my imagination, or did he sound a little too forceful? He sort of reminded me of my dad, which was not exactly a compliment in the current situation. I didn’t enjoy being spoken to like a willful child who needed to be knocked down a peg or two.

      He looked back and forth between us. “I guess you weren’t close enough to the burial plot to say for sure whether Emily was acting strangely.”

      “Considering we had just met her for the first time at the store, there was no way of knowing.” A glance at Olivia told me she agreed. “She was extremely rude, though.”

      “Yes, well, it seems that was sort of her personality. I wouldn’t take it personally.” Right, the way I wasn’t supposed to take personally the way Pete was acting.

      I couldn’t have it both ways. I had hurt him—even if he didn’t actually have feelings for me, I had wounded his pride. That could be just as painful as any other sort of wound, if not more so. I was asking too much, expecting him to be nice.

      “Thank you both very much for coming in.” He stood abruptly, surprisingly so. “We have Cornell’s family coming in this morning, so it’s going to be a busy one.” Right, that was our cue to leave. He thanked Olivia again as we were on our way out of his office, leaving me out of it. I pretty much wanted to curl up and die on the spot. No, I didn’t deserve special consideration, but it wasn’t until then that I understood the depth of Pete’s resentment. It hurt a lot worse than I could’ve imagined, which was saying something since I had imagined quite a bit. I’d been dreading this ever since I realized we would have to sit face-to-face, endless hours of worry and second-guessing and being angry with myself.

      I couldn’t have imagined this icy feeling in my stomach, the heaviness of my feet as I walked along the hall. This was not the time for my feet to be heavy. I needed them to be light, to carry me out of the station on wings. The sooner I put a little distance between the two of us, the better.

      “I don’t see why we have to waste time here.” It was her voice that caught my attention before the sight of her, one of Pierce Cornell’s daughters-in-law. “As if we don’t have enough to deal with.”

      It was Valerie, Matthew’s wife. She was complaining to Oliver since it was clear her own husband didn’t care for her complaining. He stood as far away from her as he could without actually going so far as to leave the building. Stop, you’re making things up in your head. Maybe I was, but the body language spoke for itself.

      “The sooner we get it over with, the sooner we can go back to the house. I have a lot more digging to do.” Oliver eyed me as we passed. I eyed him right back, and something about that made him smirk. “Weren’t you there yesterday? You’re the florist.”

      “Something like that.” I tried to be as courteous as possible, which wasn’t easy. There was something hard about him, appraising, like he couldn’t help but consider the value of everything around him. Whether it was worthy of his time. I didn’t like the feeling of being appraised.

      Matthew elbowed his way in before his brother could say anything else. “Thank you both for the beautiful work you did. The flowers were gorgeous, I’m sure dad would’ve appreciated it.” At least he seemed a little more sincere, though Valerie didn’t bother hiding the way she rolled her eyes and gagged a little. She obviously didn’t agree.

      Oliver didn’t bother hiding his disdain, either. “Come on, Mattie. You know just as well as I do Dad wouldn’t have noticed. The only time he ever cared about anything was when he found out one of us cared about it.” He looked my way, then winked. “So he could try to get it for himself.”

      What a lovely family. Olivia’s overly bright smile screamed out her discomfort. “Whatever we could do to make the day better for all of you. And we’re sorry for your latest loss.”

      Valerie hooted out a laugh. “Please. Good riddance to the old witch.”

      “Valerie.” Matthew’s face went red.

      She tossed her long, dark hair over her shoulders. “Well? It’s the truth. There was no love lost between her and any of us. She walked around like she owned the place and treated us like a bunch of spoiled children.”

      Oliver laughed, and it was the sincerest thing I’d heard from him yet. “But we are a bunch of spoiled children. At least I can admit it.”

      “We really should be going.” I forgot Pete was even hanging around, too busy observing the family like I would observe animals in the zoo. He went so far as to place a hand in the middle of my back and give me a tiny shove. I bit my tongue rather than whirl around and push him back. It was his way of getting rid of me before I could hear anything juicier.

      It was better for us to leave, anyway, since being around the Cornell family didn’t exactly make me feel comfortable. It wasn’t until we were outside that Olivia let out a long groan, shaking out her good hand. “What a miserable bunch of people. I didn’t think there were people like that in real life, I truly didn’t.”

      I threw a dirty look toward the doors. “Honestly. The nerve.”

      Olivia followed the direction of my gaze. “Are you talking about them, or about somebody else?”

      I could’ve offered a bunch of halfhearted excuses. I could’ve insisted she didn’t know what she was talking about. Instead, I settled for letting it go as we set off for Main Street. “No comment.”
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      “I’m telling you, it’s been two days and I still can’t shake the slimy feeling.” I shivered a little, rubbing my arms before giving Georgie another spoonful of mashed peas. He was getting to the point where he could start eating hand to mouth, but peas were not exactly the sort of thing anybody wanted him handling. I certainly wasn’t trying to clean dried peas off the floor, the highchair, his hair…

      “They’re a real piece of work, the entire family. I stopped in when the oldest son and his wife were making their statement.” Dad shook his head with a bewildered expression. “I don’t know how anybody could be so unaware of themselves.”

      “What do you mean?” Holly joined us with a pitcher of iced tea and three tall glasses, setting them down on the kitchen table.

      “They strut around like they own the world. And yes, they have a lot of money—at least, their father had a lot of money—but they think it somehow elevates them above everyone else they come in contact with.”

      My head bobbed up and down as I scraped peas away from the corners of Georgie’s mouth with the edge of his spoon. “That’s the truth. I’m telling you, that Oliver? I couldn’t shake the feeling he was trying to figure out how much I would make if he put me up for auction. Everything has a dollar sign connected to it.”

      One glance at Holly told me she didn’t share our opinion. “Remember, they did just lose their father.”

      “Trust me.” Dad patted her hand after taking a glass of iced tea from her. “None of them are exactly heartbroken over the old man’s loss. I can’t imagine anyone would be.”

      “Except for Emily.”

      Dad snickered a little at my interjection. “So you believe that, too? That the two of them were romantically linked?”

      “When you hear something your entire life, eventually you have to accept it as being true. The rumors must’ve started somewhere, right?”

      “From what I remember, it was Matthew’s other wife who started those rumors. I don’t remember if it was the first or the second, but it was one of them. The whole family was down for a vacation at the big house—vacation from what, I don’t know, since none of them has a job. Emily must’ve rubbed the wife the wrong way, and she blasted the rumors all over town.” He scowled like the rumors had something to do with him. “Nothing but a bunch of cattiness and pettiness.”

      Holly and I shrugged at each other. “Anyway, nobody seemed very upset about Emily’s passing.” I made a point to make faces at my baby brother, who giggled and clapped his hands, but really I was observing our father. Trying to get a feeling for how much he knew about the case.

      And darn him, he saw right through me. “I’m going to tell you anything about the case. There isn’t even a case, not really. People die all the time, and there didn’t appear to be foul play.”

      I gave him my most innocent look, a trick I’d picked up from Emma. “Who asked you to tell me anything about the case? Like he said, there isn’t one.”

      “Don’t play word games with me, young lady. I’ve known you since the first time you took a breath. You and your sister think you’re so clever, and I admit you are—but your old man still knows a thing or two.”

      Holly took a seat next to Dad, waving at the baby before taking a long sip of iced tea. It really was refreshing, which helped since the heat and humidity had skyrocketed. She set down her glass with a sigh. “If I were one of those kids, I would wonder how much money was left for me.”

      “I’m sure that’s all they care about.” I gave Georgie my biggest smile, then airplaned the last spoonful of peas into his waiting mouth. The kid could’ve lived on peas and he would’ve been completely satisfied. I wiped his face with his bib and made a big fuss over him.

      Then, I remembered something else. “Oliver said something about wanting to dig at the house. Like being at the station was keeping him from the digging he wanted to do.”

      “I’m sure he wanted to go through his father’s things in case there was some hidden treasure nobody knows about. I wouldn’t put too much stock in it.” Darn it, he was determined to stay close-lipped. And if I kept pushing, he would know how interested I was.

      The fact was, chatting with the family members in the lobby of the police station had sparked my interest. I couldn’t help it. It was one thing to know through rumor what selfish, greedy children Pierce Cornell had sired, but was another to watch them and speak with them. To breathe the same air as they did, to get a sense of their personalities. I only wish I’d been there when Patrick and Bobbi had shown up.

      Two days had been more than enough time for theories and ideas to percolate in my imagination. Years of reading voraciously had granted me a deeper curiosity than most people possessed. I had a habit of drawing conclusions about people, making up backstories for them, trying to figure out their motivations. I could just as soon break myself of the habit as I could learn to live without breathing.

      I turned to Holly. “Do you think they might’ve been worried he left all his money to Emily?”

      Dad scowled. “Could we not make up stories?”

      “Nobody’s making up stories,” Holly reminded him in a gentle tone. “We’re curious, is all. And that’s what I’ve heard around town.”

      I tried my best not to seem too voraciously interested. “That’s the consensus?”

      “What does it matter what the consensus is?” Dad lifted Georgie out of his highchair, settling the baby in his lap. It didn’t matter how gruff and irritated he seemed. The second he was with Georgie, his entire demeanor changed. And though I was becoming slightly annoyed with my father, I couldn’t help but feel warm all over when I saw how happy he was.

      “I’m just saying. Word has it, he and Emily were very seriously involved for a long time. Why wouldn’t he leave his estate to her?”

      Dad made funny faces for the baby, who giggled and patted Dad’s cheeks. “Because his children are his children. Nothing will change that.”

      “Even if they’re all terrible people?” I exchanged a look with Holly that told me she agreed. “I mean, let’s face it, Dad. Not everybody got as lucky as you did.” I twirled my hair around one finger, batting my eyes.

      He grumbled good-naturedly before grinning. “Even though you’re being a wise mouth, I won’t argue.”

      Holly set her glass down with a thump. “Enough of this. Let’s talk about the shower. Has everyone RSVPed? Should I check in with anyone?”

      I was grateful for the distraction, and I suspected Dad was, too. It struck me as sweet, how excited Holly was to be part of the shower preparations. We were needlessly cold toward her for a long time, and it made me ashamed of myself when I thought back to my earlier behavior. She was in charge of decorations, and I made sure to tell her about Olivia’s offer of floral centerpieces.

      Dad, meanwhile, looked downright gleeful, and I soon found out why. “How’s your mother handling all of this? Has she managed to keep it a secret? I can only imagine her practically biting off her tongue whenever your sister’s around.”

      “Yes, Detective, I can assure you she’s been a closed book on this. I’m sure it’s tearing her up, wanting to talk openly about it at the café.”

      “She can keep a secret when she has to.”

      Wow, what a compliment. I held back any sarcastic remarks, since that was one of the most generous things I’d heard him say about her since they were divorced. We spent the rest of the evening talking about the shower and how we planned on getting Emma to the restaurant whose back room we’d reserved for the afternoon.

      I left out the part where Mom insisted on bringing in all of the desserts for the event. She had refused to leave it up to the restaurant, claiming this was her contribution to the shower. I’d tried to tell her all she needed to do was show up and be our mother, but of course she had refused to hear me. I got the feeling the owner of the restaurant wasn’t exactly thrilled and probably took it as an insult to his bakers’ skills, but he agreed this one time to let outside food be brought in.

      Something told me Dad would’ve had more than a few strong opinions on that if he knew. As if he wasn’t one of the stubbornest people in Cape Hope.

      “Let me drive you home.” It was full dark by the time I got my things together to leave, and Dad reached for his car keys once I’d put Georgie down for the night. Hanging out and taking care of him had become one of my favorite things to do, and it gave them a break, too.

      “Don’t even think about it. You know I would rather walk. It’s all the exercise I’ve managed to squeeze in lately.”

      “But it’s so humid and muggy out there.” Holly made a face. “I can’t wait for September.” I agreed, even though summer meant profits. Cape Hope was a shore town, after all, and while we received plenty of visitors in the off-season, nothing could beat the influx of revenue the summer brought us.

      Then again, thanks to Becca, my store’s online business had exploded. Knowing I could continue making money no matter the time of year granted me a sense of security I hadn’t enjoyed before. Just thinking about it as I left Dad’s was enough to make me want to give her yet another raise.

      It wasn’t until I was a few blocks away that occurred to me I should’ve had Dad drive me, after all. Not because of the humidity, though that was rather uncomfortable. But because my usual route home meant passing Ethan’s store. I was already on his block before I considered taking another route.

      Stop being ridiculous. I chided myself and continued on, practically marching. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life taking a long way home just because I might run into Ethan Crosby. If I wasn’t careful, I would end up alienating everyone in town, and then how would I get around?

      I was a few doors down from Ethan’s when, to my horror, he stepped outside. I froze like a scared rabbit and watched as he pulled out his keys and locked the door. He hadn’t seen me.

      I took advantage of that, ducking behind a car and immediately cursing myself for doing it. What was I hiding for? I had just as much right to walk down the street as anybody else. That didn’t stop me from crouching down, peeking out from behind the bumper of a late-model hatchback.

      A hatchback which, evidently, had an alarm.

      An alarm which screamed out into the heavy night air when I made the mistake of leaning against the car.

      I jumped up, horrified, while Ethan jumped back from the door. Our eyes met. He called out to me over the siren’s squawk. “Darcy? What are you doing?”

      What was I doing? Good question. I searched for an explanation, my thoughts racing, my heart pounding and sweat rolling down the back of my neck. This was going splendidly. “I was, you know, walking home from Dad’s. I tripped and fell against the car.” I looked around, searching the windows of the buildings lining the street, until somebody finally leaned out and pressed a button on a key fob. The silence following the deafening noise was somehow even more unsettling.

      “Tripped and fell against the car, huh?” I couldn’t quite make out all of Ethan’s face thanks to the shadows, but something in his voice told me he was laughing at me. “You’ll have to be more careful next time.”

      “I guess I will. Well, it was good to see you.” I lowered my head and was about to run past him, but he caught me before I could get away.

      “Let me walk you the rest of the way home. I can’t stand to think of a woman walking on her own at night, even around here.” He eyed me, lifting an eyebrow. “Then again, you would know all about that.”

      “Please. Nobody’s tried to run me down with their car in weeks.” At least it was something to laugh about, even if almost being run down wasn’t particularly funny.

      “So how have you been?” At least it sounded like he felt as uncomfortable as I did, which for some reason made me feel a little better. I wasn’t the only one. For once, somebody had knocked Ethan off his high horse. He wasn’t as self-assured as usual.

      “You know, the usual thrills and chills. Planning a shower for my sister. Witnessing a woman dropping dead at a funeral. Everyday sort of stuff.”

      “That’s right, I heard you were there. Helping that Olivia girl out with the flowers.” He shook his head with a laugh. “I swear, you have a way of attracting these things.”

      “Are you saying I’m bad luck?”

      “No. You have a penchant for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “I’m not going to argue with that.”

      His eyes widened. “Wow. Darcy Harmon isn’t going to argue with me. I have to mark this date down on my calendar and remember it as the years go by.”

      “I’m glad your sense of humor hasn’t suffered.” I sneaked a look at him from the corner of my eye. He was wearing his usual black clothing, which he always wore when he was working. His t-shirt was stained—powdered sugar, it looked like, maybe mayonnaise from a sandwich he’d prepared. There were crumbs on his shoulder and I wanted to brush them off while asking how, exactly, they’d gotten there.

      It wasn’t my place. Just like it wasn’t my place to brush the sweat-dampened hair away from his forehead, no matter how much I wanted to.

      Boy. I had really managed to mess things up royally.

      “So, you’re having a shower for Emma?” He pouted comically. “And I didn’t get an invitation.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that was an oversight. Let me look into it and I’ll get back to you tomorrow.”

      “That’s okay. I think I’m busy that day.”

      “You don’t know which day it is.”

      “I’m a busy man in general.”

      I shouldn’t have laughed, but I couldn’t help it. The fact was, it felt good, the two of us getting along even if things were still tentative, uncertain. I wasn’t about to talk myself into believing a single walk home meant we were on our way to being friends again, but I realized then and there how much I wanted us to be. How I very much wanted it.

      We approached my house, where I was glad to see the porch empty for once. It was too hot even for Poppy, my neighbor across the hall, to sit outside. That was fine with me, since I knew she would pepper me with questions if she saw me walking with Ethan. I had already told her about everything going on between us, and she had commiserated with me over a bottle of wine and a tub of ice cream.

      Not exactly the best combination, in hindsight.

      “Thank you for walking me. I appreciate it. I know you’re tired after a long day.” We came to a stop at my front gate, and I turned to face him with more than a little trepidation.

      He offered a tired shrug. “Don’t worry about it. It’s on my way, anyway. Have a good night.” And that was it. He crossed the street and continued on, hands in his pockets. I told myself I was getting off easy, that at least he hadn’t laughed at my awkwardness or, worse yet, flat-out ignored me.

      Still, I had to ask myself how it was so easy for him to stroll along without so much as a backward glance.
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      “I spoke with Holly about the flowers, and she was beyond grateful. She’s going with a gender-neutral theme since we’re not sure about that yet.”

      Olivia stuck her head out from inside the work room. “Wow. That’s uncommon nowadays, isn’t it? I thought the whole gender reveal thing was sort of accepted as the way things are done now.”

      “Trust me. Mom would never pass up on the opportunity to throw big, splashy event, but both Emma and Joe were against it. They want to be surprised.”

      “Good for them. I’m not sure I could handle the suspense for all those months. So what are we looking at? White, yellow, pale green?”

      “Yes, muted pastels was the term Holly used.” Olivia gave me a thumbs up, so I guessed that was all she needed to know.

      I went back to my checklist, running up and down the line. “Mom is going to pick up the things she set aside in her storage space that she wants to give Emma at the shower. Some of our baby toys that she saved, and our christening dress.” I tapped the pen against my chin. “I guess if the baby is a boy, that would sort of put a wrinkle in things.”

      “It’s not like the baby would remember wearing a dress for his christening—besides, there’s plenty of time. She can always have it made over.”

      “That’s true. It’s not like I’m going to have any kids to pass it down to.” Did that sound like I was feeling sorry for myself? No doubt, because I was. The whole thing with Ethan was like a cloud hanging over my head. I could tell Olivia was about to try bucking up my spirits when the door to the shop flew open.

      I recognized Bobbi Pierce instantly. She was wearing the same sort of outfit she’d worn to her father-in-law’s funeral, though instead of black, her linen pantsuit was a shade of cream I knew I would never manage to go an entire day without staining. I spent too much time at the café to have any illusions about neatness. Her chic blonde bob was pulled back in a low ponytail and dark sunglasses covered half her face.

      She slid them up on entering, resting them on top of her head as she approached the counter. “Good morning. I understand you ladies chatted with a few of my family members at the police station the other day.”

      What a strange way to lead off. “We did. I don’t think you had gotten there yet.” At least Olivia managed to sound cordial.

      “Yes, we were running a little late. I thought I would be remiss if I didn’t offer my own personal thanks for all the beautiful work you did. Truly, the flowers were stunning. It’s a shame the photographing of flowers isn’t as commonplace during a funeral as it is for a wedding.”

      “It’s all right. I do plenty of work that gets photographed. On a day like your father-in-law’s funeral, what mattered most was paying tribute, and so many of his friends obviously wanted to.”

      Bobbi’s nose wrinkled at the use of the word friends. “Yes, of course.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and I couldn’t help but notice her diamond earrings. They had to be at least one carat apiece, maybe more. I wasn’t exactly a jeweler, after all.

      She then cleared her throat, telling me she was about to get down to business. “I understand Emily Newberg visited your store earlier in the morning.” I should’ve known she’d want to talk about that.

      “She did.” Olivia looked my way. “We already spoke to the police about it, so I’m sure they’ll be able to give you any information you want to know.” I gave her a tiny nod.

      Bobbi waved a hand. How she managed to lift it with so many rings was a mystery. “I’m not trying to accuse you of anything, trust me. There were far too many people who held a grudge against the old woman. I’m sure a florist is at the bottom of the list.” I wasn’t exactly thrilled with the way she said the word florist, with the obvious disdain behind it.

      I couldn’t help myself. “It’s funny. Hearing the way your family talks about her, too, it seems none of you really liked her very much.” It was a gamble. She could’ve either told me to mind my own business or taken the bait. I had a feeling the odds were in my favor.

      Bobbi barked out a harsh laugh. “That’s putting it mildly. She was a tyrant. Frankly, over the last year or so, a couple of us had questions about just how much influence she held over my father-in-law.”

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from reacting too excitedly. “How so?” I made sure to add plenty of sympathy to my voice and expression so she wouldn’t get the wrong idea—well, it would’ve been the right idea, but she didn’t need to know I was digging for information.

      “It wasn’t exactly the sort of thing the family wanted to air publicly, if only to spare the old man’s image, but he wasn’t feeling like his real self these last eighteen months or so.” She went so far as to tap a perfectly manicured nail against the side of her head. “Sometimes he called me by his mother’s name, if you get my meaning.”

      “That’s a shame. It’s so sad to see people deteriorate that way.” I shook my head in sympathy, clicking my tongue for good measure. “So, what? You think she took advantage of that?”

      “Who’s to say for sure, now that they’re both gone?” Bobbi lifted her thin shoulders. “The old man certainly liked to let us think he was under her influence.”

      It was too tempting. Like having a nice, juicy prize dangled right in front of my face. How was I not supposed to reach for it? “Like how?”

      “He used to say things just to get under our skin. Like how he was leaving all her all of his money because his children were a bunch of ingrates.” She rolled her eyes. “Granted, he might very well have done that, but if he did, I can only imagine it was her idea. She of all people would know how much he was worth. He told her more than he told his own sons.”

      I couldn’t help it. “Is it true they were, you know…”

      Bobbi giggled. “Oh, my God, can you imagine? I don’t want to think about it.” She shivered dramatically while I noticed she didn’t actually answer the question. I decided not to ask again, since I didn’t want to gross her out or anything like that. As if older people were incapable of falling in love and having a relationship. I wondered if she knew about the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes and decided she most definitely did. It wouldn’t be that much longer before she was middle-aged.

      Why did I feel like I need to defend people I didn’t know? I
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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