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      Katie Bonner had no idea of the wretched turn her life was about to take. In fact, she started the day in a particularly cheerful mood. The renovations on her new apartment were coming along nicely, her boyfriend Andy Rust had been extra attentive for the past couple of days, and both of her businesses were doing exceptionally well.

      Tealicious, the tearoom she’d bought earlier that year, was busy from the time it opened until closing time. This, even though construction was ongoing nearly twelve hours a day over the shop—it was where Katie’s new apartment was being overhauled. Patrons didn’t seem to mind the noise since the teas, sandwiches, and pastries were delicious. The piped-in music also helped.

      Artisans Alley, the former applesauce warehouse bequeathed to Katie by her late husband and his business partner, had seen its share of rough times in the past. But now the consortium of vendors was consistently turning a profit and getting ready for the much-anticipated annual Harvest Festival.

      Katie sat back in her chair in her Artisans Alley office and munched on a hard peppermint from the jar she kept on her desk. Delighted to have a few minutes of free time, she decided to check social media. In particular, she wanted to post about the upcoming Harvest Festival to get some buzz going among McKinlay Mill shoppers.

      She opened her Facebook feed and the first thing she saw caused a cold fist of dread to encircle her heart, squeezing until she felt breathless. It was Erikka Wiley, Andy’s assistant manager at Angelo’s Pizzeria…lovely Erikka, with her luscious waves of dark brown hair, who Andy had driven home from work one evening not so long ago shortly after he and Katie had argued. Andy had sworn to Katie that nothing had happened between them. But here Erikka was holding a sonogram photo with the caption, “It’s a boy! I hope he has big, brown eyes just like his handsome Daddy!”

      Katie threw up in the trash can beside her desk.

      After a few minutes, Katie recovered enough to go to the bathroom, wash her face, and down some water. She wasn’t watching where she was going, and she nearly ran headlong into Rose Nash. Rose, a spunky seventy-something jewelry vendor, also happened to be one of Katie’s closest friends. She was also far too observant to suit Katie that morning.

      Rose grasped Katie by the shoulders. “Are you all right? Sweetheart, you’re shaking like a leaf! What’s wrong?”

      “I’m feeling a little sick this morning,” Katie said. “I…I guess I ate something that didn’t agree with me.”

      Rose’s mouth quirked into a knowing smile. “Oh, I was sick like that once.” She lunged forward to hug Katie. “It took me about nine months to recover.”

      Katie backed out of her friend’s embrace. “No! No, it’s not that, I assure you.” How utterly mortifying that Rose—rather gleefully—thought it was Katie who was pregnant. The poor woman couldn’t be farther off the mark.

      But Katie couldn’t tell Rose that. She couldn’t tell her—or anyone—what she’d seen that had upset her so badly…not until after she’d spoken with Andy.

      “I’m going to step out for a few minutes,” Katie told Rose.

      Rose smiled. “A breath of fresh air will do you good. Maybe you should go to the drug store while you’re out and pick up a test…you know, just to be sure.”

      Katie ignored her friend’s suggestion. “Please tell Vance to call me if he needs me.”

      Vance Ingram was not only a vendor at Artisans Alley, but he was also Katie’s invaluable second-in-command.

      “Oh, don’t forget about Mr. Brady,” Rose said.

      At Katie’s blank expression, she elaborated.

      “You told me to remind you to see Mr. Brady about his past-due rent today.” Rose looked at her watch. “And you should probably try to catch him before he slips out. I don’t know why he even keeps a studio. He certainly doesn’t spend a lot of time there.”

      “He’s not going to have one if he doesn’t start paying his rent,” Katie said.

      She was fed up with Matt Brady, the thirty-eight-year-old photographer who was habitually late with his payments. Katie had to physically track the man down every single month. It was time for him to shape up or find a studio elsewhere. She’d had to turn away several businesses whose owners would love to have his space for Katie to have to jump through hoops every month to get paid the rent she was owed.

      As soon as she got the bag from her wastebasket and put it into the dumpster out back, she’d find Brady and then she’d go talk to Andy.

      They had a lot to talk about.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As Katie ascended the stairs for the building’s second floor and the photography studio above the lobby, she considered the irony of Rose thinking that she was pregnant. Some would likely have thought Katie was jumping to conclusions about Erikka’s pregnancy. But Katie wasn’t. She knew just as sure as she knew her heart was beating that the baby Erikka bragged about belonged to Andy.

      She’d known Erikka was in love with Andy almost from the moment the woman began working for him. And, lately, Erikka had become more brazen in her flirtatious behavior toward Andy, even in front of Katie. Who knew what she did when Katie wasn’t around?

      The memory of the sonogram photo and Erikka’s triumphant smile swam before Katie’s eyes.

      Oh, yes. She was already certain of the truth. But she needed to hear—face to face—what Andy had to say for himself.

      She strode into the photography studio. “Hello!”

      A young woman stepped out from behind a backdrop. She wore ripped jeans, a tie-dye T-shirt, and black sneakers. Her pink-streaked hair was caught up in a messy bun.

      “Hi,” the girl said, before going back to snapping her gum.

      “Do you work here?” Katie asked. If the man could afford an assistant, then he could absolutely pay his rent on time. If making the time to get around to delivering the check was the issue, he could have this little Girl Friday bring it down to Katie’s office.

      “Yeah…I mean, yes.” It had apparently dawned on the young woman that she was supposed to be professional. “I’m Isabelle Jenkins, but you can call me Izzy. Most everybody does.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Izzy. I’m Katie Bonner. Is Mr. Brady here?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know where I might be able to find him?” Katie persisted.

      Izzy shook her head.

      Katie tried one last time. “When will he be back?”

      Izzy shrugged. “I don’t know. I only started working here yesterday. The school sent me over.”

      “School?”

      Izzy nodded. “The community college. I’m on a work-study program.”

      Now it made sense. Brady had found a way to get free help. Of course, if the job facilitated Izzy’s education, Katie was all for it. She only wished Izzy had the authority to write a check to Artisans Alley for the rent Brady owed.

      She smiled at the young woman. “Thank you for your help. I’ll try to catch up with Mr. Brady later today.”

      “Um…you said your name was Bonner, right?”

      “Yes.” Was it too much to hope that Matt Brady had left the payment for her?

      “Your husband was Chad?” Izzy asked.

      Katie’s smile faded. Yes, of course, it had been too much to hope for. She felt that the universe was truly conspiring against her today.

      “Yes,” she said. “I was married to Chad.”

      “When I was younger, my mom brought me here to pick out a birthday present.” Izzy’s expression softened at the memory. “I fell in love with one of Mr. Bonner’s paintings, but we couldn’t afford it. He heard Mom and me talking about it, and he gave me the painting.”

      A hard knot formed in Katie’s throat, making it difficult for her to swallow or to speak. At last, she croaked, “That sounds like Chad.”

      “Anyway, one of the other vendors told me you keep some of his paintings here.” She lifted and dropped one bony shoulder. “I looked around a little yesterday, but I couldn’t find them.”

      The girl looked so hopeful that Katie asked, “Are you allowed to leave your post?”

      Izzy smiled and nodded. “All I have to do is take my phone with me. Mr. Brady forwards his calls to my phone when he’s on a shoot.”

      Katie led Izzy inside Artisans Alley, up the stairs and to the room she called Chad’s Pad where she displayed the remainder of her late husband’s paintings. As they approached the small room, Izzy called out and Katie turned.

      “Whoa! What’s with the floor?”

      Katie frowned and watched as Izzy pointed the toe of her right shoe and pressed several spots on the floor. “What’s wrong?”

      “This wood feels kind of spongy.”

      Izzy moved aside and Katie tested the floor for herself. It was indeed soft under her foot. She looked above and saw a water stain on the ceiling. It looked like the roof had leaked at some point. She’d walked the aisle hundreds of times and never noticed that spot on the old wooden floor. “I’ll have to get this fixed.”

      “I’ll say,” Izzy agreed.

      They continued along the aisle and, already irked, Katie felt an additional, and unreasonable, stab of resentment toward Chad as she and Izzy entered the room. She and Chad had been separated when a car accident had claimed her husband’s life, but they’d been working on their issues. They’d almost reached the point of reconciliation. Had he not crashed that night, Katie wouldn’t be going through this heartbreak with Andy now. She and Chad would be happy. Maybe. Probably.  It wasn’t like Katie to dwell on the past or on what might’ve been.

      Besides, there was a chance that Andy would look her in the eye and tell her he’d never slept with Erikka, that the child she was carrying couldn’t possibly be his.

      Sure, there was a chance…a fat chance.

      After giving Izzy a few minutes to browse Chad’s work, Katie told the young woman that they’d both better get back to work. “I’ll bring you back again sometime soon if you’d like.”

      “I’d like that a lot,” Izzy said. “I’m studying graphic design in college, but it’s my dream to be an artist.”

      “I wish you all the best, Izzy. I really do.”

      Katie closed and locked the door to the tiny room, then squared her shoulders and headed for the staircase. She’d put off the confrontation with Andy for as long as she could. As she walked, she took her phone from her pocket and called him.

      “Hey, Sunshine,” he answered. “I was just thinking about you.”

      I’ll bet you were.

      “Could you please meet me at the apartment?” Katie asked.  She occupied the rooms above his pizzeria. “I’m on my way there now.” She didn’t want a scene to play out at Angelo’s.

      “Sure. Is…is everything all right?”

      “I want to talk.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Face to face.”

      “Yeah. All right. I’ll have Roger watch the place for a few minutes.”

      She ended the call.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she found Ray Davenport waiting for her. Ray was a former homicide detective who now owned and operated Wood U, a gift shop offering handmade products made with materials from trees across the globe, and  located on Victoria Square.

      “Hi, Katie. Have you got a second?”

      “Not really, Ray.”

      “This will only take a moment. I promise.” He grinned. “It’s about the new tenant on Victoria Square—Moonbeam Carruthers.”

      Moonbeam was what Katie’s Aunt Lizzie would’ve called a hippie. She’d leased the shop owned by a group of the Victoria Square Merchants and had named the place The Flower Child. At The Flower Child, Moonbeam sold milled soaps, homeopathic remedies, crystals, candles, incense, and more.

      “I’m sorry, Ray, I don’t have time right now. We can talk about it later or, if you have a problem, you can take it up with one of the other building owners.”

      “Wait…what’s wrong?” He took her arm. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” Katie avoided looking into Ray’s eyes, sure that if she did, he’d be able to read just how very far from fine she truly was.

      Katie and Ray hadn’t been friends when she’d first taken over management of Artisans Alley. Their relationship had taken quite a while to grow. But once it had started, the two of them had become close…so close that Ray’s three teenaged daughters began to see Katie as a rival for their late mother. They became bitter about their father’s friendship with Katie, and Andy hadn’t been thrilled about it either.

      “I have to go,” she whispered, hurrying past him and out of Artisans Alley.

      Her phone rang as she climbed the stairs to her apartment. She thought the caller was most likely Andy and that he was wondering where she was. If it wasn’t Andy, she’d return the call later. She needed to get this confrontation over with.

      On legs heavy with dread, she pressed on. She needed to know the truth so she could decide what her next move would be.

      She reached for the doorknob, but Andy flung open the door.

      “I was getting worried about you,” he said, stepping aside to let her into the kitchen.

      “Ray Davenport stopped me in the hallway when I was on my way out of the Alley.”

      “Of course, he did,” Andy said tartly.

      “Don’t start with that,” Katie said quietly.

      She looked up into those beautiful big brown eyes—the eyes Erikka hoped her baby would have—and pain wrenched through her gut. For a second, she thought she was going to be sick for the second time that morning. She tried to brush past Andy to go into the living room, but he caught her in his arms. She sank against him, wanting to let him hold her.

      Katie hadn’t realized she was crying until she pulled away and saw that Andy’s shirt was wet. “Is it true? Is Erikka having your baby?”

      Every muscle in Andy’s body seemed to tense and he looked away. “Well…maybe.”

      White-hot anger, laced with a thread of utter betrayal, coursed through her. “Maybe?” Katie demanded.

      Andy shrugged, looking sheepish. “I don’t know if Erikka has slept with anyone else.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “I swear, it was only one time,” Andy said. “And I’ve made it clear to her that if this kid is mine, I will support him, but he will mean nothing to me.”

      “So, you’ve talked to her about this? You knew, and you didn’t tell me? You let me find out on social media?” Was that why he’d been so attentive to her for the past couple of days?

      “There’s no reason to worry,” Andy said defensively. “I won’t let this come between us.”

      “If that child is your son, then he’s already come between us.”

      “But I don’t want to be with Erikka. I want to be with you.”

      Katie shook her head, taking a step back. “You made your choice the night—and I presume it was night…and probably after a bottle of wine—that you slept with Erikka.”

      “What do you mean?” Andy asked, sounding confused.

      “I mean we’re done.”

      “Katie!” Andy protested. “I made a mistake. I’m sorry. I’m human.”

      She went into the living room and sank onto the sofa. Her two cats, Mason and Della, realized something was wrong. Mason wound around her ankles, and Della hid under the chair and watched the couple furtively. Katie picked up Mason and buried her face in his soft fur.

      Andy sat beside her, his hands in his lap. “Babe, I love you.”

      “Not enough.” Her voice broke. “Not enough to avoid sleeping with Erikka. Not enough to even use protection.”

      “She said she was on the pill—I even saw them in her purse.”

      “And her explanation for the pregnancy?” Katie asked archly. “Was it a miracle?”

      “She said she missed a couple of doses.” He sighed. “Katie…Sunshine…what’s it going to take to make this right?”

      “I don’t think you can.” She placed Mason back onto the floor, stood, and strode into the bedroom.

      Andy followed her as far as the door. “I’m not in love with her—you have to know that.”

      Katie took her suitcase from the closet and placed it onto the bed. She opened the case and began tossing clothes in it.

      “What’re you doing?” Andy asked.

      “I can’t stay here.”

      “Your apartment isn’t ready yet. You can’t stay in an unfinished apartment.”

      Katie grabbed a tissue off the dresser and wiped her eyes. “I can’t stay here—under your roof…over your business—and watch your lover come and go every night.”

      “Don’t call her that.” Andy strode into the room and took Katie by the shoulders. “You’re my lover…my world. I can’t go on without you. Please, Katie, forgive me.”

      She looked up at him and saw the tears brimming in his eyes. “I want to.”

      He hugged her so tightly, she was almost afraid he was going to crush her. “We can get through anything. You know we can.”

      “I need some space…okay?” Katie gently pulled away from him. “I’m going…” Where? Where was she going? She knew she could stay with her pseudo big brother, lawyer Seth Landers, but that would take her away from Victoria Square, and she didn’t want that. Instead, she’d see if Nick and Don had a room available at Sassy Sally’s, their bed and breakfast across the Square. If not, Seth was her back-up, and if not…well, if not, she’d try to find a pet-friendly hotel. “I can’t be here right now. It hurts too much.”
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      For someone so smart, Andy just didn’t get that Katie could be so upset. Finally, she just asked him to leave so that she could finish packing what she’d need to be away for the next few days. The door had hardly closed on his back when she reached for her phone and called Nick.

      “Hey, Katie, what’s up?”

      “I’m…um…wondering—”

      Hearing the panic in her voice, he ordered, “Spit it out.”

      “Do you have any vacancies?” she asked timidly.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Katie was quiet just a little too long.

      “Where are you?”

      “In my apartment over Angelo’s.”

      “Stay there. I’ll be right over.”

      When Nick arrived at the apartment five minutes later, he carried a thermos emblazoned with the Sassy Sally’s logo. He sat the thermos on the counter and enveloped Katie in a hug. “Do you want to talk here or in the living room?”

      “Living room,” she said. “What did you bring?”

      “Irish coffee, and given the way you sounded over the phone, it’s not too early in the day to sip it.” He took two mugs from her cabinet and carried them and the thermos into the living room. He shook up the mixture and then poured the creamy brown liquid into the mugs. “Drink up.”

      She tasted the coffee, surprised it was smoother than she’d anticipated. She took another drink as she closed her eyes and sank against the sofa cushions. “Andy cheated on me.”

      Nick’s mouth dropped open, and then he grabbed the mug from Katie and refilled it.

      “It wasn’t empty yet,” she pointed out.

      “No, well, drink up. You deserve it.”

      “You haven’t heard the whole thing.” She gave a mirthless bark of laughter. “Want to know how I found out? I saw Erikka with her sonogram photo on social media.”

      Clutching at his chest, Nick drained the contents of his mug.

      “What’re you doing?” Katie asked.

      “Girding my loins,” he said. “I’m going downstairs to kill Andy.”

      “You can’t. I need you here with me.”

      “Fine.” Nick stood and paced. “Then, I’m calling Don and telling him we’re having a spa day. We’re not that busy at the B&B today. He can handle it.”

      Nick was a sweetheart, but he could be a diva about getting his own way. Katie sometimes thought Don must be the most patient husband ever.

      “Don’t tell him about Erikka,” Katie said. “Not yet, anyway. I’m sure she’s busy spreading the news all over town, but I don’t want it to come from me.”

      “All right. But then you and I are having a spa day…on me. We’ll even get you a manicure with long, red acrylic nails.”

      Katie looked down at her short, unvarnished fingertips. She could use a manicure. “Long, red nails?”

      Nick positively grinned. “Yes, so you can scratch that cheater’s eyes out.”
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      Katie left her packed bags in her apartment, along with Mason and Della, until after her spa treatments with Nick. Before heading out, she made sure the cats had ample food and water until she returned.

      As she and Nick reached the bottom of the stairs, Erikka got out of her car and strode toward Angelo’s. She was wearing tight jeans, a pale-yellow maternity top, and a navy and yellow scarf. She smiled and waved at Katie and Nick.

      “Oh, no, she didn’t,” Nick said.

      “Just ignore her.” Katie headed toward Artisans Alley and the salon within, but Erikka hurried over to intercept them and grabbed Katie by the arm.

      “I take it Andy told you about our baby,” she said and ran her hand over her belly.

      “Sweetie, are you sure you’re pregnant?” Nick asked. “That looks more like a few too many cinnamon buns than a baby bump to me.”

      Erikka huffed. “Goes to show what you know. Want to see the sonogram?”

      “I already have,” Katie said. “If you’ll excuse us, we have somewhere else to be.”

      “Katie, wait. I want you to know I never meant to hurt you,” Erikka said, her tone simpering.

      Katie turned her blazing eyes on Erikka. “You didn’t think sleeping with my boyfriend would hurt me?”

      “I…well…” Erikka said and giggled. “We couldn’t help ourselves.”

      “Yeah…Andy told me about the wine.”

      “Right. That’s what pushed us over the edge the first time.” Erikka looked at Katie from beneath her lowered lashes. “But that merely kindled the flame to where we could barely keep our hands off each other…even at work.”

      Katie’s jaw went slack for merely a moment before she regained control and walked away.

      “Long, red nails with sharp tips,” Nick muttered, as he caught up to her.

      “Do you think it’s true?” Katie hated hearing a tremor in her voice.

      “Absolutely not. I might’ve bought her little performance had she not added the part about Andy barely being able to keep his hands off her at work.” He scoffed. “Andy’s hair being on fire couldn’t distract him from his work.”

      “That’s true.” But Katie still wanted to know if Andy had drunk too much and had made a single mistake or if he’d been having a full-blown affair with Erikka.
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      Two hours, one pedicure, and a manicure later, and Katie was still seething. “I should’ve had a better comeback,” she grumbled, referring to her encounter with Erikka.

      “It’s all right. You’ll get another chance.” Nick held up Katie’s right hand. “And now you have these lethal weapons.”

      Katie stretched out her fingers and looked at the tomato-red talons the manicurist had affixed to her nails. The tips hadn’t been filed to a point, as Nick had suggested, but the appendages were still dangerous looking…and impractical. “How did I ever let you talk me into this?”

      “It wasn’t that difficult.” He grinned. “You were vulnerable and open to suggestion. How about we get some lunch? I’m ravenous.”

      Katie shook her head. “My stomach is still queasy. I’m going to go back to Artisans Alley to take care of a few things. I’ll be over to Sassy Sally’s as soon as I finish up.”

      “If you need Don or me to help with moving anything, just give us a call.” He kissed her cheek. “And don’t go scratching Erikka’s eyes out unless I’m there to watch.”

      Katie couldn’t help but grin. “Deal. But with my luck, I’m the one who’ll end up getting hurt by these claws.”

      “Nah, they’ll grow on you.”

      “I certainly hope not!” Katie cried. “Their growing is the last thing I need!”

      They parted and Katie decided to exit the building and walk to the back entrance to Artisans Alley to avoid prying eyes. Then she shut herself into her tiny office. She still needed to speak with Matt Brady, but she’d wait a while…and she’d call the studio before going in search of the photographer. No sense wasting a trip…and being the center of attention on a day when she wanted nothing more than to hide away from the pitying stares that were bound to be directed at her.

      She took the Alley’s checkbook out of her desk drawer, along with a folder filled with unpaid bills. Bill-paying was the only task Katie didn’t feel comfortable putting off until tomorrow. However, she hadn’t realized how one-inch long fingernails would impede her ability to grasp a pen. The task would take twice as long as it normally did.

      Katie decided that when she was finished at Artisans Alley, she’d go get a pint of decadent ice cream, pack up the car, and hide out at Sassy Sally’s for the rest of the day. She might even turn off her phone. She was tempted to go ahead and power down the device, but she was afraid one of her vendors, staff members, or contractor might need her.

      She fumbled with the envelope of the last bill in her stack. “Geez Louise! It’s like working with chopsticks attached to my hands!”

      Without warning, Andy opened the door to her office, stepped inside, and slammed the door behind him.

      Katie rose from behind the desk. “What do you think you’re doing? You’ve got some nerve barging in here like this!”

      “What have you been telling people?” he demanded.

      “Nothing. You think I’m proud of the fact that my boyfriend got another woman pregnant?”

      Andy stepped forward, immediately in her face. “Everybody on the Square has been giving me the stink eye today.”

      “Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you—”

      “And then Ray Davenport came into my store and all but challenged me to pistols at dawn,” Andy interrupted. “The old man seems to think it’s you who is pregnant and that I’ve kicked you out of your home.”

      Katie wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly. “What?”

      “I love you, Katie, and I’d be thrilled if you were carrying my baby.” A look of comprehension spread over his face. “Wait…are you…?”

      “No,” Katie said quickly, sinking back onto her chair. “I probably have Rose to thank for this misunderstanding.” She explained that Rose saw her this morning immediately after Katie was sick.

      Andy came around the desk, knelt beside Katie’s chair, and gently took her hand. “You had morning sickness?”

      “No!” She blew out a breath and snatched her hand away. “When I saw Erikka’s social media post, it made me throw up. In fact, I still feel nauseous.”

      “I’m sorry, Sunshine. I’d give anything if I could take it back.”

      Katie looked at him—the earnest expression in his deep brown eyes, the sadness and regret—but she wasn’t ready to ask more questions or to hash the matter out. Her emotions were still too raw. “I’ll make sure Rose knows I’m not pregnant. And I’ll let her think I’m leaving the apartment for a few days because something’s broken.” Because something sure was broken. “You know, the water heater or…or something.”

      “Thank you,” Andy said. He rose, then bent to kiss the top of her head.

      Katie cringed, pulling away. Andy stood there for a long moment, but Katie refused to look at him. With a shaking hand, she managed to sign the check she’d been working on. She heard the door open and close as Andy left her office.

      Ten minutes later, Katie had all the bills ready to go in the mail. She picked up the phone’s receiver and hit the intercom button, asking Rose to come to her office for a moment. When Rose arrived, Katie could see by her sweet expression that the woman still seemed to be under the impression that Katie was trying in vain to keep a wonderful secret. Upon sitting at the chair at the side of Katie’s desk, however, her brow furrowed.

      “You look so pale, dear,” Rose said. “Aren’t you feeling any better?”

      “No, I’m not. And to make matters worse, I’m going to have to clear out of my apartment for a few days.”

      “Really? Why?”

      Katie shrugged, not wanting to lie to her friend but not ready to tell her the truth yet either. “It turns out, the apartment is part of what’s making me sick.”

      “Oh.” Rose’s face fell. “So, you’re not…?”

      “No, I’m not. Anyway, Andy needs to…to make some repairs before he even thinks about renting the place to someone else. I’ll be moving to my new place in a week or so anyway.”

      Rose smiled. “That’s right! I’m looking forward to seeing it.”

      “And I’m looking forward to showing it to you,” Katie said. “But, for now, I’m going to go get Mason and Della, head over to Sassy Sally’s, and lie down for a while.” She held the bills out toward Rose. “Would you please put these with the outgoing mail?”

      “Of course. You concentrate on feeling better, dear.”

      “Thank you, Rose.”

      Depression weighed heavy on her soul, but Katie knew what she was doing was the right thing. It was just too bad she had to rely on the kindness of friends instead of being able to take care of herself. It left her with a bitter tang.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After hitting the grocery store, Nick and Don helped Katie move her meager suitcases, and Mason,and Della into their room at Sassy Sally’s. The cats were cautiously inspecting their luxurious new, albeit smaller, surroundings while Katie lounged on the bed, plastic spoon in hand, plowing through a pint of salted caramel and chocolate chunk ice cream.

      A tap sounded at the door. Guessing it was probably Nick, Katie called, “Come on in!”

      Instead of Nick, Ray Davenport ambled into the room carrying a bouquet of yellow roses and white lilies.

      Katie abruptly sat up and nearly dropped her spoon. “Um…hi, Ray. What’re you doing here?”

      The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed, and he cleared his throat. “I don’t….” He shut the door, came closer, and carefully lowered himself onto the foot of the bed. “I realize I’m past my prime, Katie…and likely not your ideal choice as a partner to raise a child.”

      She started to speak, but Ray interrupted. “Hush. Let me get this out there.”

      Katie placed the ice cream carton on the nightstand and motioned for the man to continue.

      “I care about you, I consider myself to be a pretty good father, and I’m prepared to do everything I can to help you and your child.”

      Irked at him for telling her to hush, she decided to have some fun at Ray’s expense. “Both of them?”

      His bushy eyebrows shot up. “B-both?”

      She nodded.

      “They’re…you’re having twins?”

      “No. They’re adopted.” Katie looked at Mason, who’d jumped onto the bed to investigate Ray. “Aren’t you, baby?”

      Ray uttered a growl of frustration. “You know I’m talking about your unborn child.”

      “Mason and Della are my only children, at least, for the foreseeable future.”

      “You’re not pregnant?” he asked, sounding confused.

      “Nope.”

      He flung the bouquet onto the bed. “Damn it, woman! Why didn’t you tell me that before I sat here and made a fool of myself?”

      She held up her hands in mock surrender. “You told me to hush. I complied. But thank you for the flowers and the offer. I might take you up on it sometime. These two can be such a handful.”

      “Oh, sure. Ha-ha. Have a big laugh at the expense of the guy who was trying to do something honorable after your boyfriend kicked you to the curb.” He stood and whirled toward the door.

      Katie scrambled off the bed and grabbed Ray’s arm. “Andy did not kick me to the curb! I left because I found out—”

      Ray turned. “You found out what?”

      Katie lowered her eyes. “I’m not the one who’s pregnant.”

      Being a detective, Ray had no trouble putting two and two together. He muttered a string of expletives.

      “And I wasn’t making fun of you, Ray.” She raised her eyes to his. “I—”

      He didn’t let her finish. He cupped her face in his hands and lowered his mouth to hers. Katie’s lips parted in surprise, but then the kiss deepened. Ray’s hands moved to her back as she slid her arms around his neck.

      Finally, Katie took a step back. They stared at one another for long seconds and something in Katie’s gut twisted once again. “I…I can’t.”

      Ray leaned forward, gently kissed her forehead, then turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.

      Katie let out a pent-up breath and sank onto the bed. With trembling hands, she retrieved her now-soupy ice cream.

      What the hell just happened?
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      After a night of fitful sleep, Katie awoke when Nick knocked on her room’s door. “Katie, are you awake?”

      “I am now,” she answered, blinking.

      “I’ve got my passkey and a lovely breakfast tray. May I come in?”

      Katie frowned. “Sure.” Heaving herself into a sitting position, Katie snuggled against the headboard and drew the bedclothes up and across her chest. The key rattled in the lock and the door opened. “I’m sure glad I’m not naked,” Katie said wryly.

      “You and me both. I’m also glad you’re alone.” Nick placed the tray between them and sat on the edge of the bed.

      “And why wouldn’t I be alone?” Katie asked with chagrin.

      Nick shrugged. “Who’s to say you and Lover Boy didn’t kiss and make up? Maybe he called Erikka on her bluff.”

      Katie reached for the coffee cup. “You really don’t think she’s pregnant? Nick, I saw the sonogram.”

      “Sweetheart, we live in a world of digitally-altered photographs. Don’t believe everything you see.” He plucked a strawberry from the tray and popped it into his mouth. “But giving her the benefit of doubt and agreeing that the woman is pregnant, I find it hard to believe the baby belongs to Andy.”

      “Are you kidding? Andy admitted he slept with her,” Katie blurted and then took a savage gulp of her coffee. Intrepid Mason strolled across the bed to check out the breakfast tray while Della remained poised to hop off the bed at the slightest disturbance.

      “Oh, I’m sure the louse slept with her,” Nick said. “But I seriously doubt he’s the only one. Since Andy is the man Erikka is so obviously in love with, she wants the baby to be his. And she’s convinced herself that it is.”

      “You think it’s obvious that Erikka is in love with Andy?” Of course, Katie already believed it, but she didn’t realize everyone else on Victoria Square acknowledged it as well.

      Nick swiped another strawberry. “Duh. Why else would she have turned down an excellent job with benefits a few months ago in order to work as an assistant manager in a dumpy little pizzeria?”

      He was right. Erikka had left her job with the local school system—a position with advancement opportunities, and an enviable benefits package with a retirement plan—to work with Andy.

      “And why—if not for love—would a man bring a woman a bouquet on the day of her breakup with her boyfriend?” Nick asked, with a pointed look at the flowers on Katie’s nightstand.

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Oh, it was absolutely like that.” Nick smirked at her. “Are you blind to things right in front of your face?”

      “It was a misunderstanding,” Katie insisted. “And Andy and I aren’t even officially broken up.” She bit her lip. “I mean, we probably are, but...” She groaned. “Oh, I don’t know.”

      “Your brain is as scrambled as those eggs, which are getting colder by the second,” Nick said, nodding toward the tray. “So eat, get into your running clothes, and I’ll be back to get you in fifteen minutes. Some fresh air and exercise will help clear your head.”

      “Good thinking. But let’s make it twenty minutes,” she said as Nick rose from the bed and left the room.

      Katie reached for the fork on the tray. No more coffee for her until after their run. She didn’t want to slosh.
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      Katie had dawdled, so she didn’t come downstairs to meet Nick for almost half an hour. She found him in the kitchen.

      “Ready?” he asked, grinning

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she groused as they headed out the back door.  “I don’t want to take my usual route around Victoria Square,” Katie told Nick as they stretched in preparation for their run.

      “Because you’re avoiding all your boyfriends?”

      Nick was clearly curious about what had happened between Katie and Ray yesterday. But Katie wasn’t ready to discuss that encounter with anyone. She hadn’t yet come to terms with it herself. Had she fallen into Ray’s embrace and returned his kiss because she felt vulnerable and needed some sort of validation? Or was there more to it than that?

      “I’m avoiding everyone,” she declared.

      Nick grinned. “That’s all right. I prefer to avoid everybody when I run. Otherwise, people think it’s time for a street chat.”

      “I prefer to avoid running at all.” Katie typically power-walked around the Square in the mornings. But today the sun was shining, the air was cool, and Katie thought a run would be invigorating. “I’m making an exception just for you.”

      Two minutes later, they finished stretching and started off across the Square at an easy pace.

      Nick laughed when they jogged past The Flower Child. “Moonbeam Carruthers. I have got to meet her. Anyone with a name like that has got to be a hoot!”

      “Doesn’t she though?”

      “Haven’t you met her?” Nick asked.

      Katie nodded. “Just the one time. Gilda Ringwold-Stratten and I interviewed her. Seth,” Katie’s lawyer and pseudo big brother, “checked her references and handled the lease agreement. All other interactions between Ms. Carruthers and the partners have gone through him.”

      “We need to set up a proper meet-and-greet.” It was then Nick nodded toward the vacant concrete warehouse that stood behind the south side of Victoria Square. “Should that door be open? It looks like someone is in there.”

      He and Katie jogged over to investigate. Katie’s breath caught in her throat as she recognized the woman on the floor just inside the open door.  It was Erikka Wiley, her body lying on the concrete. Katie knelt on the hard, chilly floor and placed her index finger against the cold flesh of Erikka’s neck in the vicinity of her carotid artery, but there was no thrumming pulse. A navy and yellow scarf cut into her skin, leaving a visible bruise…the same scarf she’d been wearing the day before.
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      Katie and Nick stood outside the warehouse and swatted the flies that were swarming while they waited for Detective Schuler and a newcomer, Captain Robert Spence, to emerge. Spence was a muscular man in his early forties who had clear blue eyes and a buzz cut. He was the physical opposite of tall, skinny Schuler, whose habit of staring down his hawkish nose with his beady brown eyes was annoying rather than the unnerving gesture Katie was sure he intended.

      At last, Schuler approached them with his hands on his hips. “Interesting fingernails you’ve got there, Ms. Bonner. I didn’t think you went in for long nails.”

      Katie looked down at her nails. She’d almost forgotten about them. “I had them done just yesterday.”

      “Well, I hope you’re not too attached to them because they’re about to be taken off by my forensic team.”

      Katie gaped at the man. Was he serious? “What?”

      “You can’t do that,” Nick said. “I’m calling our attorney right now.” He removed his phone from his armband and took a few steps away from them.

      “He’s right.”

      Katie saw Captain Spence approaching. Schuler’s jaw tightened at the man’s rebuke.

      “That’s a violation of Ms. Bonner’s civil rights,” Spence continued. “We can have the techs swab beneath her fingernails, but we can’t cut them off. We have no evidence that she’s involved in this crime.”

      “Her boyfriend was involved with the victim
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