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When a gossip columnist is murdered, Annabelle finds herself caught in the web of suspects.
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“Keep calm and eat more donuts.”

- Author Unknown
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The delicious scent of vanilla and freshly baked donuts wafted to Annabelle Darlin’s nose as she pulled the tray of baked vanilla cream donuts out of the oven at her café, Darlin Donuts. Her mouth watered as she inhaled the scrumptious aroma. She couldn’t wait to get these items to her loyal customers.

Annabelle loved her new line of work and she loved pleasing her customers who came from all walks of life. Everyone came to the Darlin Donuts Café to hang out and mingle and enjoy delectable treats from the menu.

It wasn’t too long ago that Annabelle was in between jobs wondering how on earth she would make ends meet. And when you get to your mid or late thirties, let’s face it, you’re practically unemployable, competing for jobs with younger people. It was a good thing she had a bit of entrepreneurial savvy in her blood.

It turned out to be a blessing in disguise when Annabelle was suddenly laid off from her job and moved back to the small town of Apple Cove, a town of rolling green hills, apple orchards and the freshest country air you’d ever breathe in, just outside the city of Toronto. Not only did her now ex-boyfriend leave her for their boss—talk about tension mixed with heartbreak, but she escaped the hamster-wheel rat race and used some of the severance pay to open up her own small business, Darlin Donuts café. She had the pleasure of serving the finest customers and being a part of the lives of many wonderful people. Sadly, it wasn’t all fun and food when bad things happened—like murder.

Annabelle finished boxing up the treats for Lacie Jones, a columnist with the Apple Cove Online News. 

When she walked into the dining area to pick up a few napkins, she noticed a man in the corner of the café. He’d been sitting there for a while sipping coffee. There was something off about him.

“Can’t believe you’re catering to that woman,” Aunt Edna said, crocheting, as always. She sat on a chair in the dining area. Earlier she’d been helping Annabelle out but was now taking a well-deserved break. Her fingers seemed to move the speed of light. How did she do it?

“She’s a paying customer, Auntie,” Annabelle said with a yawn.

“But that woman’s mouth runs a mile a minute. Can’t say or write anything nice about anyone.” Her aunt also yawned. “Darn contagious yawning.”

Annabelle grinned. “It’s one of life’s unexplained mysteries though some scientist think it’s something to do with our empathetic response to others.”

“Ha. See, I’m empathetic to your feelings.”

“Gee, thanks, Aunt Edna.”

“Speaking of which, you really need to get more sleep, dear.”

“I know. It’s just not that easy when you run a business.”

“But you have the staff to do everything.”

“Still, I have to make sure things run smoothly. Lots of billing and financing behind the scenes, balancing books. You know the fun stuff. I have to be careful when it comes to the money.”

“I hear you.”

“Speaking of which that gossip woman cost a lot of people money by slandering their business. Make sure you don’t disappoint her on her order or she’ll do the same to you—even if you don’t deserve it.”

The man in the corner glanced up for a moment as if interested in their conversation. He then looked back down. He’d been sipping that same cup of coffee for the last hour.

There wasn’t many customers in the café that morning since it was a holiday.

“Oh, Auntie. I know she’s been quite a character, but let’s not be too judgemental. We’re running a business here. I’m sure she has a nice side.”

“She hides it very well.”

Of course, Aunt Edna had a good reason for not liking Lacie Jones. Lacie had criticized her boutique once—when Aunt Edna had one. Aunt Edna had owned it with her now ex-husband. It has since closed down. She’d found out that her husband had been a little too friendly with the sales girl—not to mention all the female customers that frequented there. 

“I won’t be long, Auntie.” Annabelle heard the door chime sound and another customer walked into the Darlin Donuts Café. 

It was Frank, the sales guy from the Sleep Shop. Speak of the angel.

“Hey there, Annabelle,” he said, cheerfully. 

“Hey there, yourself, Frank. What’s that you’ve got there?”

“A brochure.”

“Cool. Leave it on the counter,” she said, yawning. If only she could control her yawning. “I’ll get to it later.”

“Seems like you can get to it now.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You realize that sleep is so important, right?”

“I know, it’s how our bodies regenerate and heal through the night. I know.”

“Yet, I bet your bed is just ordinary.”

“Are we really going to talk about this now?”

“You need to get the latest smart bed.”

“Smart bed?” 

“My goodness, smart phones, smart TVs, now smart beds. Now I know I’ve heard it all,” Aunt Edna said, crocheting and rolling her eyes with the next yarn over.

“Yes, just check it out and let me know. It tracks your sleep, adjusts for comfort, controls the temperature of the bed, plays your favorite songs while you drift off, adjusts the firmness of the mattress, connects to your phone, sets timers, enhances the memory foam and so much more. This bed lets you get a good night sleep.”

“It had better when you have to figure out how to finance that thing,” Aunt Edna said, still crocheting. 

Annabelle wondered what her aunt was crocheting this time? She could open up a department store with all the knitted or crochet garments she made.

“Hmm.” Annabelle was at a loss for words. “I’ll think about that when I get back.”

“Okay, let me know.”

“Will do, Frank.”

She knew what it was like hustling before she opened up her store. Right after she lost her job. Everyone had to survive these days. But did she really need a smart bed? That bed wasn’t exactly cheap.

But then neither was she. 

She would figure that out later.

Just then, the man in the corner of the café got up and left. There was something odd about him.

Aunt Gabby, Aunt Edna’s fraternal twin who also helped out at the café, walked into the dining room from the kitchen wiping her hand on her apron. 

“I know who that is,” Aunt Gabby said, gesturing to the stranger who just walked out of the café.

“Who?”

“He’s the ex-husband of that gossip columnist, Lacie. Some investor.”

“Really?”

“Yep! Heard she took him to the cleaners in the divorce. What is he doing in town now?”

“Who knows.”

Annabelle thought it was a strange coincidence. She then grabbed the rest of her order and went to her car to deliver her donuts to Lacie.

***
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Later, when Annabelle arrived at Lacie’s residence, she noticed the front door was slightly ajar. 

She jolted when a man stepped out from the side door.

“Oh, you frightened me,” Annabelle said, clutching her chest with one hand as she stood holding the box of donuts with her other hand.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to. You’re here to see Lacie, right?” he asked, holding the garden hose in his hand. She noticed a scratch, a fresh red mark on his hand.

“Yes, I have her order. I’m from Darlin Donuts.”

“Great. She’s inside.”

“Thank you.”

When Annabelle made her way inside, she called out to her client. “Hello. Lacie?”

There was nothing.

She went into what she thought was the living room, but it was a ground-floor bedroom. 

“Lacie?”

She glanced over at the massive bed with the glowing lights. The TV was on. Lacie did not look as if she were asleep. The hairs on Annabelle’s neck stood to attention. 

Lacie looked...dead!

**

After checking Lacie’s pulse, Annabelle called 9-1-1. She then tried to do chest compressions, but it was fruitless. 

Later, the police arrived on the scene. It didn’t take them long to get there.

Lacie’s body felt warm, Annabelle noticed. So she must have just died.

Poor thing.

It was good thing they were in a small town and the local ambulance station and hospital were nearby.

Annabelle couldn’t help but notice an open laptop on the bed. She quickly took a peek to see if there was anything suspicious there. 

Her head started to pound. 

Something was wrong.

Something told her that it wasn’t a natural death.

There was a cup of coffee on the side table. She glanced at the remaining amount of coffee in it. It seemed as if Lacie didn’t have time to finish her morning coffee.

She glanced again at the cup of coffee. A slight headache surfaced at the side of her head. She shook her head and leaned over to the laptop on the bed.

Her eyes then darted to the bed. She found it interesting that Lacie had been working on the bed, yet she had a desk in the corner of her bedroom office.

The chair was an ergonomic office chair. She remembered Lacie always complained about her back. Hence, the ergonomic office chair. 

So if the office chair was close to the bed then why work on the bed when her special chair was nearby? Working on the bed would only aggravate her back, wouldn’t it?

Something just didn’t add up here.

This really bothered Annabelle.

It was as if...

No, she had to stop this. She couldn’t suspect any foul play when she had no proof. She really had to stop assuming the worst.

She walked over to the table and felt the cup of coffee. The cup was cold.

She then looked around the room for any signs of suspicious activity.

Well, one thing was for sure, Lacie wasn’t hurting for cash. Her room was luxurious. She had upscale furniture and an expensive-looking painting on the wall. The marble floor in her room shined, except for the entrance where people came in and out. But she had a mat there. 

She heard a ding and noticed that Lacie had an incoming message on her computer. Annabelle leaned closer then she glanced at the screen of the laptop. 

A scandal to end all scandals. 

The shocking details of...

Wow, it looked as if Lacie was in the middle of yet another one of her juicy columns. There was a distinctive scent in the room. Perfume? She certainly had expensive taste. Was she expecting a visitor besides Annabelle? Or visitors?

Later, Detective Chad McGuire walked in looking around the room at first. A concerned expression slid across his handsome face. He then rubbed his stubble. It looked as if he’d pulled another all-nighter. Maybe he was just finishing up his night shift and this call came in. He held a coffee in his hand then placed it down on the table.

“Ms. Darlin. Now, why am I not surprised to see you here?” He arched a brow.

“We mustn’t keep meeting like this, Cha—I mean Detective McGuire.” She’d almost forgotten they weren’t alone. The rest of the team were there. She had to remember, even though they’d been a bit chummy lately, especially she helped him to solve a few puzzling murders, they had to keep it professional. 

“Can you tell me what happened here?” He walked over to the body and examined it after the forensic team had finished, pulling the white sheet from Lacie’s face then covering her again.

“Well, she called to order a dozen donuts for her meeting this morning and...” Annabelle’s voice choked.

“I’m sorry,” Detective Chad’s voice was soft.

He knew how hard it was for her seeing her customer like that. Especially given it was not the first time a customer of hers had been found dead—and she’d been the one to stumble on the body.

“Did you see anything suspicious?” he continued, as he pulled out his pen and notepad.

“Well, the door was open for one thing. The gardener told me to go right in.”

“We already spoke to the gardener.”

“Okay.”

Annabelle thought for a moment. She was about to say something else then changed her mind.

“Annabelle, is something wrong?” Detective Chad asked, a curious expression on his face.

“Well,” she said, walking around. “Don’t you find it odd that she was sitting up on the bed typing?”

“Not really. Lots of people do that, Annabelle. It looks as if she could have had a heart attack, but the coroners will verify the cause of death. Are you telling me you suspect foul play?” He arched a brow.

“Well, something just seems a bit off. She always complained about a bad back. Why sit up in the bed and type?”

“Annabelle.”

Just then Annabelle noticed something on the laptop. She glanced at the screen. The article she was working on had today’s date. And it was time stamped. 

“See here?” Detective Chad said, looking at the screen of the laptop. “Seems like she was working on an article for her blog and she even dated and put the time on it.”

“Detective, could you do me a favor and look at the time the article was originally written. I don’t want to touch the laptop for obvious reasons.”

“Of course, we’ll look into that too, Annabelle. But trust me, I don’t think this is what you think it is. Besides, even if the document was created on a different day, as I suspect that’s what you’re thinking, she could have easily started a new post in an old template.”

“True, but...”

“No evidence of forced entry, sir,” another officer said to Detective Chad.

“Thanks, Pete,” Chad said, before turning back to Annabelle.

Before she could say anything else, more members of the forensic team came in once again and the coroners came for the body. That was Annabelle’s cue to leave.

**

As Annabelle walked out of the house, she turned around and took a quick observation of the window and the door and stood back examining the front porch.

No sign of forced entry, eh?

You mean no obvious sign of forced entry.

Something did not sit too well with her. 

“Unbelievable,” an older woman startled Annabelle and she spun around.

The woman had curlers in her hair, as she stood outside her home, next door to Lacie’s. The woman had a coffee in her hand.

“Excuse me?” Annabelle said. There were police vehicles everywhere and neighbors were out on the street gawking and chatting amongst each other over their picket fences. 

“I’m Mavis, her neighbor.”

“I’m Annabelle.”

“Oh, right. You’re the donut lady. I love Darlin Donuts.”

“Thank you. Um, you were saying?”

“Can’t believe her past caught up with her,” the woman said, sipping her coffee as if nothing out of the ordinary happened.

“Are you talking about Lacie?”

“Oh, yes. We all know her around here. I mean we all knew her. She was a busy body, she was. Rest her soul. She would always be chatting with everyone and sharing a bit of juicy news. But she was a talker. Talking everybody’s business like it was her business.”

“I take it you were not a close friend.”

“Oh, no. I had nothing against her. But...” The woman looked around to see if anyone else was listening. “Well, let’s just say, she was gentleman’s lady. I had nothing to worry about, of course. I didn’t have a husband for her to take.” The woman chuckled and sipped her coffee again.

Okay. This was awkward.

Annabelle didn’t want to engage in any gossip. But she wanted to get to the bottom of what really happened to her customer, Lacie.

“Are you saying you suspect one of her...dates...”

“Oh no. Nothing like that.”

“Did you see anything suspicious this morning?” Annabelle jumped to ask. She figured this had to be the ultimate neighborhood watch community. Since everybody was watching each other—in more ways than one. 

If Annabelle didn’t know any better, she’d swear she was on Gossip Boulevard, the street of talkers. In fact, wasn’t that the nickname of the street? There was another gossip columnist on the street if Annabelle remembered correctly, wasn’t there?

The woman sipped her coffee again, pondering.

“Well, you know she had a reputation as a widow spider as they call ‘em. You know. Marry and then her husbands end up dead before the first anniversary. She’s been married like...” Mavis looked up as if counting sheep in the sky. “Oh, I don’t know, I think she might have been on marriage number seven.”

“Seven?”

“Oh, yes. And they each left her a nice life insurance policy. This isn’t even her only home.”

“It isn’t?” Annabelle took mental note. She would have to share this information with Detective Chad soon.

“Oh, no. She has a villa in Spain, a lovely piece of beachfront property in Florida. Oh, this woman takes the most expensive trips several times a year. And you should see her Louis Vuitton luggage. Amazing.” 

“I can imagine. Listen, have you spoken to the police as yet?”

“Oh, yes, an officer spoke to me earlier.”

“I see. Well, I’ll be seeing you around,” Annabelle said, as a thought struck her. She had to get back to the café now and when she got a moment, she was going to do a little sleuthing online. Something just did not add up.

**
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“Oh dear, please tell me she wasn’t poisoned by one of our donuts,” Aunt Gabby said, as she helped Annabelle in the kitchen an hour later.

“No, Aunt Gabby. Nothing like that. I hadn’t even delivered the donuts to her when I found her. And she had no food around. Just a cup of...” Annabelle paused for a moment.”

“What is it dear?”

“Oh, nothing. I don’t know what happened to her. They said it looks like she had a heart attack. Her body was still warm and no one saw anyone leave or enter this morning. She was all alone.”

“But?” Aunt Edna said, crocheting a new cardigan, as always, as she seated herself in the corner of the office at the back of the Darlin Donuts Café. 

“But what?”

“Oh, please, darling niece, I know you suspect something.”

“Well, it does seem a bit off.”

Annabelle searched online for Lacie’s social media profile to see her last posts. Luckily, Jack was in the kitchen taking care of everything. She had a competent and professional team working for Darlin Donuts. This freed up a bit of her time, though she loved to go out and meet customers by delivering their special orders.

“Find anything?” Aunt Gabby asked.

“Nope. Not yet.” 

Annabelle then landed on Lacie’s social media page.

She immediately peeked at her friends list. For some reason her eyes were drawn to it. She had five thousand friends. Luckily, her profile was set to public. Or maybe that had been unlucky for Lacie.

“Look here,” Annabelle said.

“What is it, dear?”

“Looks as if Lacie made the news herself. Here’s an article about marriage number seven. That was last year.”

Annabelle looked carefully, the author of the article showed a snapshot of Lacie’s marriages or her destination weddings. 

“So she would go off to the Caribbean and marry these poor unsuspecting fellows. Then dump ‘em when the honeymoon was over and move on to the next. I heard about people like that. They just love the celebration of the day, not the actual marriage. It’s like she’s addicted to weddings!” Aunt Edna commented.

“No, no. I don’t think it’s quite like that. I mean, they all died,” Annabelle said.

“Yes, mysteriously, too.”

She looked at each of the men in the pictures. They were all tall, middle aged, handsome men, greying at the sides. They all looked similar in their traits. Annabelle guessed she went for the tall, dark and handsome types. With money.

And to think, they were each married and left their wives for her. Except one, she noted from the article. One of them was widowed.

**

The following day, the Darlin Donuts café was filled with chatter about the latest death in the community. 

“Well, that’s one less busy body with a big mouth,” one patron commented.

“Sad to hear she’s gone, but that woman could gossip. Oh, well. I guess her number was up.”

Only, Annabelle thought it was more than simply a death. 

But what if she was wrong this time? 

Was she thinking into this too much? Then why was she getting a headache? She always had headaches when something was off. 

Her auntie was right. Maybe she should have that checked out. 

Just then Detective Chad came in through the front door, sounding the door chime, and her heart galloped in her chest.

Okay, why did that always happen whenever she saw Chad?

She had to remind herself that nothing could come of anything with Chad. Besides, she was still on a break from dating right now. She had to keep reminding herself. But, oh, he was eye candy, with that sexy stubble and run-your-fingers-through dark mousy hair.

“Hey stranger,” she said to him as he neared the counter.

“Hey yourself, Ms. Darlin.”

“Any more news?”

“Well, nothing I can talk about right now.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“Sure, how about five minutes.”

“Five minutes? What kind of donut is that? We don’t have that on the menu.”

He grinned. “Seriously, do you have a minute? Can we talk privately?”

“Sure. I’ll have one of the cashiers take over.”

Moments later, they were in her back office. 

“Spoke to my boss at the department. He knows how much you’ve helped on the other cases, so I’m just asking you again, did you see anything suspicious?”

“Why?”

“Asked you first.”

“Asked you second.”

He gave her a raised brow and a sweet grin on his lips.

“Fine. There is something that’s off and I can’t quite pin my finger on it. I wish I could.”

“Okay, you said she called in and asked for a dozen donuts for her meeting this morning?”

“That’s right.”

“How did she sound to you?”

“Well, that’s just it. I didn’t actually take the call. She texted it.”

“She did?”

“Yes.”

“I see.”

“What is it?”

“Well, she did have a heart attack.”

“Oh. When did she die?”

“The body was still warm when we got there, so we’re just waiting to hear back from the coroner.”

“I see.”

“I can see the wheels turning in that amazing brain of yours, Ms. Darlin.”

“She must have had surveillance cameras. A woman like that would want to secure her property. She had so much money in the bank.” Annabelle didn’t want to spread gossip but wondered if she should just tell Chad what she’d heard from Mavis, the neighbor. She decided it could help to find out what really happened to Lacie, since she truly felt foul play was at hand.

A woman like that with so many enemies? Having seven husbands whom she’d taken from wives, didn’t make her popular with at least seven women. Not to mention, her gossip site which drew much criticism. 

“Can I have a look at the footage. I might be able to help you out there.”

“Okay, I’ll check with the boss. I don’t see that being a problem though since you have a lot of customers in the community and might recognize something strange.”

That’s what she was afraid of. But she had to find out what really happened to Lacie and she didn’t think it was just a heart attack.

**

Annabelle scrolled through the security footage. A cup of hot steaming coffee in her hand. Something she really needed right now.

Then it dawned on her again. That cup of coffee. Something was odd about the one in Lacie’s room.

“See anyone odd?” Chad asked.

“Well,” she said, glancing at footage of people on the video. “There’s the delivery guy this morning. Then he was there last night too. Why was the delivery guy there again? I guess she had a lot of packages delivered to her. And of course, Frank was peddling some sales pamphlets to her. So were a few others, including her neighbor, Mavis!”

What had Mavis been doing there last night?

“Yes, but we’re not concerned with anyone who went to her house last night since she died this morning.”

“Hmm.”

“So, we have over a dozen people who were around her in the last twenty-four hours. If you want to count this morning, at least three, including the delivery person.”

Annabelle thought for a moment. 

There went her head again. 

Something was off and she just couldn’t pin point it.

Just then the sergeant came into Chad’s office. He went over to the window and pulled the blinds open. The glare of the sun shone in and the screen of the TV monitor glared.

“Boss, you mind closing the blinds again.”

“That’s it!” Lacie said.

“Excuse me?”

“The blinds.”

The sergeant and Detective Chad gave Annabelle a puzzling look.

“I know what happened to Lacie. She was murdered!”

**

“You wanted to meet me here?” the man said, looking around as if he were creeped out to be back in Lacie’s room at her house.

“Yes, I just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

“Shoot. Go ahead.”

“Why did you see Lacie last night?”

“Excuse me?” he said, his expression numb with shock.

“You were the last one to see her last night, according to surveillance cameras.”

“Oh, no. You’re not pinning this on me. I didn’t murder her.”

“Who said anything about murder? I didn’t mention any such thing.”

He narrowed his eyes. Sweat beaded his forehead. 

“Annabelle. Come on. It’s me.”

“Yes, I know it’s you. That’s what gave me a heartache about the whole thing. You were always the sweet salesman or the delivery guy or any other gig you could get your hands on. I noticed the resemblance to your father. One of Lacie’s ex, now late husband. She inherited his fortune. I checked it out. And well, the fact that you’re struggling doing any little gig you could get, meant that she probably didn’t share anything with you. When a widower marries, if he dies, it all goes to his new bride automatically, not to his children with the caveat that the surviving new spouse would do the right thing and share with his children. Or child in this case. Only Lacie didn’t, did she Frank.”

He swallowed hard. He was about to break.

“I didn’t mean to...it...”

“But you used to work at the lab part time, cleaning up. You had access to potassium chloride which could mimic a heart attack.”

“How did you guess?” He looked amazed at Annabelle.

“A few things. The coffee was cold. It should have been steaming hot or even warm when I came in. Then she was on the bed, seemingly working on an article. But when I checked her previous salacious articles, I realized she’d already published that one. You just set it up to look as if she were working on it. And Lacie never worked on the bed. She had a bad back. That’s why she set up that ergonomic chair in the corner of her room.”

“That’s how you knew?”

“No. I thought it was strange that you were here last night, unless you were checking up on a customer. Lacie has the new smart bed. You could easily set the timer on the bed to keep warm, Frank.”

He slapped his palm to his forehead.

“You set the bed to warm to heat it up so it would throw off the time of death,” Annabelle said. “I couldn’t understand why the body was warm and the coffee was cold. It was because the coffee was from last night. Not this morning. And...the blinds.”

“The what?”

“The blinds. It was a sunny morning. And Lacie always drew open the blinds. Yet, it was closed. Why? Because she died last night. She would have opened it in the morning. But she didn’t live to see the morning. Everyone who was interviewed by police said the blinds were closed this morning, just as I had seen.”

“I hated her. She married my father. It’s as if she researched all the new rich men in the area. My father never gave me much. But I knew that I would inherit the house I grew up in when he kicked the bucket. Only he married that...that woman. I knew she’d get everything. But I thought she’d give me the house. Instead she put it up for sale. Why did she do that? What did it matter to her. She had so many homes she’s collected through her marriages and investments. I just wanted the home I grew up in with the memories of my family. But that witch took it all away from me. I hated her.”

“So her smart bed ended up being her death bed. You didn’t have to kill her, Frank.” Annabelle’s voice was soft. “You sent me the text from her phone, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Oh, Frank,” she shook her head, in disappointment.

“I’m not sorry I got rid of her.” He squared his shoulders. “I’m glad I got that off my chest.”

“Yes, murder is a burden to carry on the conscience.”

“So what now?”

“A confession—which I have recorded.”

He looked defeated. 

Annabelle felt sorry for him. But he murdered a woman in cold blood. His step-mother. He had to serve his time.

Not soon after, Detective Chad came in, amazement on his face as the other members of his team read Frank his rights and arrested him for the murder of Lacie, his stepmother.

**

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into that, Annabelle,” Detective Chad said later.

“But it worked, didn’t it. I knew Frank. He’s...”

“Please don’t say harmless, Annabelle, he just murdered a woman in cold blood.”

“No, I wasn’t going to say that. But you’re right.”

“We were ready and waiting to storm right in.”

“I know. And thank you, Detective. But I needed to get that confession out of him.”

“What is it with you?” He grinned. “You have some serious thrill issues. But it’s dangerous, Annabelle. Even if you think you know someone, people can change in a heartbeat and never mind that survival mechanism. People would resort to anything to protect themselves. Remember that?”

“Oh, I will, Detective. I will.”

“And, uh...” He hesitated for a moment. “You want to grab a bite to eat.”

“Detective, are you asking me out on a date?”

“Well...”

“I would love to.”

***
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When her oldest and wealthiest customer dies, Annabelle finds herself caught in the middle of an inheritance feud which leads to murder.

“For an eighty-five-year-old, he sure has a lot of guests,” Aunt Edna said to Annabelle Darlin as she looked around the lavishly decorated memorial room. 

They had just finished setting up the refreshments for the memorial of one of Darlin Donuts’ oldest and dearest customers, Mr. Lion.

“Why does that surprise you, Auntie?”

“Well, for starters, I had no idea he had so many friends and family. He always complained no one came to visit him. Didn’t he refer to himself as a loner? He was pretty much a recluse.”

“Yes, you’re right about that.”

Annabelle thought carefully for a moment. She turned around and observed all the faces of those in attendance. Many of them were younger. There were a few elders there but then she supposed many of his closer friends would have died from old age. That happened when you got to a certain age.

But she couldn’t help but have a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She truly hoped they were not all there for his money. 

Why was the room filled with young people and Mr. Lion had no children or grandchildren?

He was rumored to be the richest resident in the town when he was alive, and probably the richest man in the country. The man was not a big spender, but he was a generous
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