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      For my daughters who fill me with admiration at the women they have become.

      You are amazing. xx
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        Murder is on the menu… and Lyra St. Claire is about to get a taste of danger!

      

        

      
        After a scandal burns her celebrity chef career to a crisp, Lyra St. Claire finds refuge in her charming hometown of Fairview, running the cozy and quirky Beagle Diner with her ever-loyal sidekick, Cinnamon the beagle.

      

        

      
        With a menu full of mouthwatering comfort food and a town that feels like family, Lyra is finally ready for a fresh start—until murder spoils the recipe.

      

        

      
        When a close friend is found dead under suspicious circumstances, Lyra quickly realizes the police are barking up the wrong tree. With her diner's reputation—and her own life—on the line, she’s determined to uncover the real killer. But as she follows the breadcrumbs of deception, she soon finds herself in hot water.

      

        

      
        Can Lyra serve up justice before the murderer takes another bite? Or will she become the next special on the menu?

      

        

      
        Fans of culinary cozy mysteries, small-town sleuths, foodie whodunits, and dog-friendly detective tales will devour the Beagle Diner Cozy Mysteries—a delicious blend of murder, mystery, and mouthwatering recipes!

      

        

      
        Perfect for readers of Joanne Fluke, Valerie Burns, and Ellie Alexander!

      

        

      
        Beagle Diner Cozy Mysteries

        Beagles Love Cupcake Crimes

        Beagles Love Steak Secrets

        Beagles Love Muffin But Murder

        Beagles Love Layer Cake Lies

        Beagles Love Vows and Villains  - preorder now!

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter and pick up a your free bonus epilogue.
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      When celebrity chef Lyra St. Claire decided to make small-town Fairview her home, it came as a surprise to many, including herself.

      Hosting a popular TV show, making appearances around the country judging competitions, and having owned one of the top restaurants in LA, she’d made the chalk-and-cheese leap in a ridiculously short space of time.

      From the minute she returned to her birthplace, it took less than an hour to decide that she belonged here, and barely more than that to get the paperwork signed to purchase a run-down diner. The strangest thing of all was that unable to find the perfect house for herself and her mom in Portland, she had come to Fairview on a whim of nostalgia.

      None of these events were easy to explain, and that explanation was going down like a lead balloon. The park seemed like the perfect place to discuss her rash decision and meant that Cinnamon her beagle could happily run around outside picking up new scents and bounding around their legs. Her antics usually amused everyone, but not today.

      Kaden Hunter’s mouth turned down from her first sentence and remained that way. “I can’t pretend to be happy about it when I don’t understand why you would rush into something like this.”

      He had every reason to feel this way. Having to sell her LA restaurant when most of her funds were stolen, the decision to settle in Portland where she’d trained and where Kaden’s restaurant was seemed the most logical one. They could not only maintain their friendship, which had recently been reborn, but she could get away from far too many bad memories and the big-city rat race.

      “I’m sorry. It is so far removed from anything we discussed, it’s no wonder you feel disappointed. To be honest, I can’t get my head around the speed with which it all happened. All I know is that I don’t regret it. So far.”

      “But why did you jump into this so soon?” He raised an eyebrow. “Were you worried I’d try to talk you out of it?”

      “Judging by your reaction, I guess you would have tried, but that didn’t occur to me. The truth is, there wasn’t time to call or wait until I saw you. A conglomerate was buying up everything, and they had a meeting set up with the owner that afternoon with an offer going on the table. It was, literally, now or never. I offered a fair price for the diner and the owner accepted.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that it was a done deal.”

      He shook his head, clearly confused. “How did buying a diner of all things come up when you were looking at houses?”

      “I need a business and a house. If it was one or the other, I could manage financially, but there is nothing in Portland I can afford that would give me both. Especially now that Mom’s coming to live with me.”

      “Surely selling her apartment would free up more funds?”

      “Sure, but I don’t know how long that will take and paying for hotel rooms for four people is crippling.”

      He grimaced. “I wish you’d said something. Despite the insurance payout for the fire, I don’t have much in reserve, but I would gladly have helped. And you could have stayed with me and saved on rent.”

      She smiled gently. His restaurant had been the target of arson, meaning Kaden had also gone through his share of lean times. “That’s so sweet of you, but I don’t think you’d fit all of us in your apartment.”

      “I hadn’t thought about all of you moving in." He snorted. “Can’t Maggie and Dan get their own places?”

      “They will when we settle somewhere, but I couldn’t ask them to pay rent until I’m able to give them a decent wage. I need a job—and soon.”

      “What about the show and your guest appearances? They must pay well.”

      “A Lesson with Lyra was put on extended hiatus because of the court cases. Since I haven’t heard when they might resume, I can’t count on that income stream. As for the appearances, they dried up when I fired my agent. I guess he had more sway than I gave him credit for.”

      Kaden grimaced once more. “At least he’s out of our lives.”

      Thankful that she would never have to deal with Simon Reeves ever again, Lyra still felt guilty that Kaden got caught up in the mess that her life had been a short time ago. Repaying him by moving away again had to hurt. “I’m truly sorry living nearby didn’t work out.”

      “Well, I guess you’ve already signed the papers and I can’t change that, but I will miss you,” he said sadly.

      “I’ll miss you too, but Fairview isn’t that far. We can visit far more easily than if I’d stayed in LA.”

      “I know; it’s just I was looking forward to seeing you all the time.”

      Lyra laughed. “While it’s a lovely idea, we both know that wouldn’t have happened like we planned. We both work too hard, and your restaurant is only just getting back to where it was after the fire. You’ve been putting in long hours, and I will be too, no matter where I settle.”

      “I suppose that’s true. I’d just hate for us to drift apart again.”

      He was referring to when she’d been plucked from obscurity at cooking school and had moved to LA. Her ex-agent found every way imaginable to keep them apart, and sadly he’d succeeded. It took Kaden a long time to forgive Lyra for giving up on their friendship, and she’d only recently forgiven herself. “I couldn’t bear that either. Now that there’s no outside interference, we can make this work.”

      “We will make it work," he stated, then took a deep breath. “Okay, tell me about this diner, and what about the house?”

      Lyra screwed up her face. “The diner is truly awful. I’m not exaggerating. It’s disgustingly filthy and outdated. The house is derelict and needs everything done to it as well. The owners just walked away due to family issues and haven’t been back for years. A friend of my mom got in contact with them, and they jumped at the chance to off-load it.”

      Kaden crouched to take the stick from Cinnamon and give her a long awaited scratch before he looked up at Lyra. “I hate to break it to you, but neither sound appealing. Getting them up to scratch will be a lot of hard work and money.”

      She laughed. “You’re not wrong. Although, I did get the house cheap, and luckily Dan is great with his hands, so he’ll do most of the renovations, concentrating on the diner first, then move on to the house when time permits. Meanwhile, Maggie and I will do the cleaning especially at the house to make it livable and help Dan where we can. As you can tell, on the ride back here we made a few plans.”

      “You’ve always been good at seeing the bigger picture,” he acknowledged while lines creased his forehead. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe it’s just a stepping-stone, but I’m looking forward to working in a different way. You know I didn’t enjoy being in the limelight and hated having every aspect of my life put under a microscope. This venture excites me in a way I can’t explain.”

      “I can see that.” Kaden sighed. “You finally look like the happy-go-lucky girl I trained with. LA took a toll on you, didn’t it?”

      “It was rough,” she admitted. “But not all bad. I had money to help other aspiring chefs, and my charity work with rescue animals kept me sane. Then there was La Joliesse, the restaurant of my heart—” Her voice hitched. “Certainly, there were things I couldn’t have achieved without the fame.”

      He nodded. “So, you can afford to do this without a loan?”

      They didn’t have secrets anymore, so it would be silly to take offense. “I’ll be fine. At least the new apartment I bought before everything went wrong sold quickly, and that money will come through soon. Plus, I have the advance for the new cookbook I’m writing and the royalties from the others are still trickling in. Sorry if I gave the impression that I was broke.” She grinned. “I guess there was some panic involved, and maybe I gave up the restaurant too quickly, but I don’t regret getting out of that lifestyle.”

      “Well, I do want you to be happy. You deserve it after dealing with murder and saying goodbye to La Joliesse. If you need a bit to tide you over, let me know.”

      She should have known he’d offer, yet she was still touched. “Thanks. Your support means so much. I’ll be busy getting both places usable, plus I have that new cookbook out in a couple of months which needs some love, but I hope you’ll come take a look around when the place looks a little better.”

      Kaden snorted. “You couldn’t keep me away. When are you moving there?”

      “As soon as I can to save on rent. Once the diner is up and running, I can concentrate on the house, but first I’ll need to find staff. Mom’s friend assures me he can recommend a couple of people.” She chuckled. “I saved the best news for last.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

      She laughed at his sarcasm but was extra excited about this part and couldn’t hide it. “The house is actually the same farmhouse that I grew up in, and I worked in the diner when I was a teenager. I really am going home.”

      Finally, he laughed. “Just seeing you light up that way puts it into perspective. I couldn’t picture you in a diner after seeing you in La Joliesse. She seemed to be everything you wanted, a true beauty, and this will be… well, not the same,” he finished lamely.

      “You’re right, it can’t ever be the same. Nothing I do after owning my dream restaurant would be, but different doesn’t have to be bad. Maybe it won’t work out, but I’m looking forward to trying.”

      “Then I wish you all the best with your new adventure. You better get something for me to sleep on, because I’m coming down to visit as often as I can. I’ll bring a sleeping bag if necessary.”

      He made it sound like a threat, but Lyra knew better and threw her arms around him. “You’ll always be welcome, anytime.”

      “Likewise, and you better reciprocate.”

      “Oh, I will," she said into his shoulder. “A little bit of fancy from time to time will be welcome.”

      “In that case, I’m going to make you the best meal ever, so you never forget me again.”

      “As if I could.” As he held her tight, Lyra could have added that the murders of innocent people, not to mention the anxiety and stress over the long-running mystery tainting her life for so long, were the things she needed to forget. Or at least get over. All she knew for sure was that this felt like the best way to do that.

      Arm in arm they walked back to his restaurant for the promised meal. Cinnamon ran ahead, coming back constantly to check on them, as they discussed ideas for the diner menu. With Kaden on board with her scheme, Lyra’s heart was lighter. Now all she had to do, apart from wait for all the legalities to be finalized, was tell Mom.
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      The Beagle Diner was full of the lunchtime crowd. It had been this way ever since Lyra hung the open sign on her door a few months ago. Though the small town of Fairview was still curious about the ex-celebrity chef, the first few weeks were more about the press than the food, and she was relieved when that died down.

      Many of the locals found the opening exciting and came out in their Sunday best, hoping to be seen on the news or featured in a paper somewhere. Naturally, there were one or two who took umbrage at the town being turned upside down, but no one could argue with the influx of business the area had seen.

      Maggie Parker sat outside the back of the diner at a table in the corner of the pet-friendly covered veranda. She was working on Lyra’s latest cookbook and keeping an eye on the customers out there. Cinnamon, sat at Maggie’s feet, and whenever anyone came by, she introduced herself. Seated in this prime position in the center of town since day one, the beagle was already well-known.

      Lyra dropped off an order and hurried back to the counter inside.

      “Are these fresh?”

      Lyra blinked in surprise. Arabelle Filmore was a cranky woman in her sixties, who’d exhausted her ageist get-out-of-jail-free card by saying what she thought whenever she felt like it.

      “The cupcakes are just out of the oven, Ms. Filmore.”

      Arabelle sniffed. “If that were true, the frosting would be melting.”

      “Did you want one?” Lyra held a set of tongs in her hand, thinking what she’d like to do with them had nothing to do with food, and smiled.

      “Don’t rush me. I’m still thinking about it.”

      “Take as long as you need.” Lyra put the tongs down. The problem with waiting for Arabelle was that she refused to move out of the way or take a seat, and the line grew.

      “I’ll get my usual, please,” Robert McKenna called over the top of the tiny woman’s head.

      “You wait your turn, Robert McKenna!” Arabelle scolded.

      He shrugged. “If we did that every time you dithered around in here, we’d starve.”

      Arabelle looked him up and down and sniffed. “I can’t see that happening.”

      Also in his sixties, Rob was as fit as a man half his age. Grinning, he patted his slightly rounded stomach. “It’s all bought and paid for, Belle. Thanks for noticing, though.”

      Arabelle sucked in a large breath. “Don’t you dare call me that!”

      Rob laughed. “You were Belle as a kid and, as far as I’m concerned, still Belle now.”

      Feathers well and truly ruffled, Arabelle’s mouth opened and closed several times. Arabelle being lost for words was a sight Lyra hadn’t seen before. She took that moment to send Rob’s order through to the kitchen, then waited, along with every customer in earshot, for Arabelle to focus.

      “All that fat will kill you,” Arabelle finally managed through clenched teeth.

      Rob took a seat and blew her a cheeky kiss. “You’re such a caring woman, can’t think why you haven’t been snapped up long ago.”

      “That man has no respect,” Arabelle grumbled. “I’ll have my usual.”

      Lyra had to bite her lip yet wasn’t surprised by the choice. No matter what caught her eye, Arabelle always had tea and a berry friand.

      From where he sat, Rob rolled his eyes, and Lyra had to look away as she took the money. The two of them were as funny as a play and still amusing even though it ran every day.

      The waitress hurriedly cleaned the table that Arabelle preferred, which had fortunately become vacant. Twenty-year-old Poppy received no thanks and moved on to take orders from the diners who waited with a good deal more patience and politeness. Having a sweet but no-nonsense disposition, unless her mom Vanessa was about, Poppy was perfect for the job of waitress and barista. It meant that Lyra was comfortable leaving her to deal with the diners so she could get back to the kitchen and ensure orders weren’t backing up.

      This was the beauty of a small business. She could cook or chat with her customers or spend time on a new recipe when things were quiet. After a horrendous few months dealing with two different types of crimes, she concluded that her previous life as a celebrity chef and show host was overrated. She did miss her famous LA restaurant, La Joliesse, but she could cook anywhere and that’s what meant the most to her—not fame, which went hand in hand with being hounded by fans and paparazzi. Just the thought made her shudder.

      Even with her daily dose of Arabelle, which Lyra tried not to inflict on her staff, she didn’t regret her decision to move from LA to Fairview instead of staying in Portland, her original choice, and opening a more upmarket restaurant rather than a diner.

      This pretty town lay halfway between there and Destiny to the south and meant a huge change of life for not only herself but some of her staff. Most remained at La Joliesse after the sale, while a couple opted to join her in this adventure. Of course, Fairview was Lyra’s childhood home, so she did have an advantage over the others.

      The main street had a cross intersection in the middle and a few more roads bisecting each arm of it. Some buildings were two-story with apartments above the businesses, but most were single-storied like the diner. At the back was the veranda Lyra added to make the covered dining area. Behind this was a gravel parking lot and path, then a hedge and, slightly visible beyond, was an old farmhouse. This was Lyra’s home, and it couldn’t be more convenient.

      The day she’d driven here on a whim with her assistant, Maggie, and her driver, Dan, they found a run-down diner and a derelict farmhouse. A conglomerate working with the town committee was buying up the businesses, and Rob McKenna persuaded Lyra to purchase the diner, thereby saving it and possibly the town. Dramatics aside, the local lawyer made it happen that day, and once the bill of sale came through, the rest was history.

      The farmhouse took a bit longer to buy since the owners had to be tracked down, but within a month it was hers. Still a work in progress, the house had to wait because the diner needed a top-to-toe refit, which had to come first.

      Engrossed in her late afternoon prep work and rolling out the pastry for her chicken pies, Lyra marveled as she often did at the change in the diner from front to back, now that it was finished.

      A hand touched her shoulder. “You’re miles away.”

      Lyra dropped the rolling pin on her foot and yelped. Cinnamon barked from the doorway, and Maggie took a step back.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “I’m okay,” she said to both and swept her long red hair back over her shoulder. “I was thinking about all the changes and how I still can’t believe how far we’ve come in such a short time.”

      Maggie grinned. “Shall I pinch you?”

      “No need for more violence. Besides, I know by my rough hands that I’m working harder than I ever have.”

      “You don’t seem upset by that,” Maggie mused. “No regrets?”

      “Not yet. How about you?”

      Maggie grinned again. “How you talked me into this I’ll never know, but I am glad about it.”

      Lyra smirked. “I don’t remember twisting your arm.”

      “I admit it’s way less stressful than making sure your itinerary didn’t blow out and that you had everything you needed for each trip. Now I get to work on the book and the house, which are both things I love.”

      “I’m glad too.” Lyra cut the pastry to line the two dozen pans set out on the counter. “You’re an amazing designer, and doing this without you would have been a nightmare.”

      “I doubt that,” Maggie argued, while looking pleased. “You love a challenge.”

      “I guess that must be true, since I’ve had plenty of them.”

      Maggie snorted. “There were definitely several that you could have done without, but look how much you’ve achieved in a few months.”

      Lyra glanced around her and nodded. “I guess I have to accept that my previous life paid for all this and be grateful.”

      All she’d wanted was to live in peace doing what she loved, and now that’s exactly what she had. Of course, it couldn’t be so successful without her staff. In the doorway, Poppy retied her hair, then she washed her hands. The girl was a quick learner, adored by Cinnamon, and keen to be a chef. Likewise, the lanky and earnest dishwasher, Earl, who was simply happy to have a job what with his learning difficulty, often cleared tables if they got swamped. Leroy, her cook, was the major find, thanks to Rob. Hiring him meant he could handle the grill, which left her to concentrate on the baking.

      As if fate decided there was too much happiness going on, the back door opened, and Dan burst in.

      “There’s been a flood in the house. I need a bigger mop!” He pulled it from the large bucket in the utility room and ran back outside.

      Maggie hurried out behind him.

      Lyra ripped off her apron. “Will you be okay, Leroy?”

      “Get going! I'll be fine, and the others will help.”

      Lyra didn’t doubt her chef. Leroy was a blessing. He took it in his stride when she ducked in and out of the diner to take care of house queries and to work on her book. Finding him made running a diner instead of a restaurant more palatable than she had ever imagined.

      After throwing a damp cloth over the pastry, she ran after Dan and Maggie.
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      Cinnamon waited at the door with wet paws. Lyra followed her prints and two other drier sets of human shoe prints to the main bathroom, which was full of steam. Dan moved back, as did Maggie who pointed at the new mirror.

      Lyra frowned, then sloshed through an inch of water which had been prevented from seeping into the hallway by a mountain of towels, to where words were scrawled diagonally across the glass in condensation. Now that the hot water was turned off and the window opened, the words were fading and a couple of letters had disappeared, but it was still readable.

      You don’t belong here!

      A shiver ran up Lyra’s back. “What the heck is this about?”

      “I’ve got no idea.” Dan pointed to a sodden towel at his feet. “Whoever turned the tap on placed a towel along the door so that the water would back up. It’s not too bad considering I don’t know how long the tap was running, but we’ll have to wait for the floor to dry out completely before the tiles go down. That will set us back a few days.”

      His practicality almost made her smile. Solving another mystery so soon after the last shambles was not on Lyra’s plan, and it made her angry. “I don’t care so much about that. The note and towel mean this was done deliberately, and I want to know why this person wants me gone. Plus, how did someone get in here without you or Cinnamon noticing?”

      Dan dipped his head. “Cinnamon looked bored over by the diner, and I hadn’t had my lunch, so I took her and my sandwich down by the stream. I didn’t think to lock up.”

      He looked so miserable that Lyra forced herself to take a deep breath. “This is not your fault. We’ve all become lax because this isn’t LA or Portland and no one seems to take security too seriously around here.”

      “But you’re not just anyone,” Maggie pointed out. “You have fans who take liberties. They won’t all disappear because you’re no longer hosting a show. There is cable you know, and reruns worldwide.”

      “You don’t seriously think a fan has followed me here?” The shiver from before reached her voice.

      “Anything is possible, but that’s only one scenario.” Maggie attempted to reassure her. “There was a lot of drama around you buying the diner because the conglomerate wanted the whole main street knocked down and remodeled. Plus, there were those who were worried that you would bring big-city ways to town. Or maybe it’s someone who wanted the diner for something else.”

      Lyra clenched her hands. “No matter the reason, I won’t be run out of town. We need to find this troublemaker before they do something else.”

      “I’d like to point out that it could be a one-off,” Dan suggested hopefully.

      “Perhaps.” Lyra liked his optimism, but she couldn’t let things get out of hand the way they had in Portland and LA when she hadn’t followed up hard enough after several crimes. “Meanwhile, let’s make sure the house and diner are locked up if no one’s there. I’ll head over to the police station and tell them what happened in case they want to see the mirror or check for fingerprints around the house.”

      Cinnamon decided to tag along, but they were hardly down the steps when the beagle stopped. Nose twitching, she turned away from Lyra and disappeared around the side of the house. Lyra hesitated; she still had pies to fill after visiting the police, but her dog was clearly on a mission. Cinnamon sniffed around underneath the bathroom, then looked up and barked.

      “What is it, girl?”

      The beagle sat and lifted her right paw, still looking up. There was a slight slope leading down to the stream, and a small tree sat close to the window. From one of the branches hung a hat. Lyra stretched up on her tippy toes and yanked it free.

      Fairview Forever was emblazoned on the rim. “I’ve seen these around, Cin. Do you think the person who broke in and left the taps on dropped this?”

      The beagle wagged her tail and looked up again as Dan poked his head out the open window.

      “I thought I heard you talking." He smirked.

      “Look what Cinnamon found on that shrub.” Lyra waved the hat at him. “Did you leave the bathroom window open when you were out?”

      He blinked. “Now that you mention it, I thought I had, but it was closed when I got back.”

      “Hmmm. That implies that the person either went in or came out the window,” Lyra mused. “Maybe both. Perhaps while they were trying to close the window, they lost the hat.”

      Maggie joined Dan at the window and leaned on the sash. “That makes sense because there were no wet footprints inside the house other than ours. They had to have left this way unless they didn’t wait for the sink to overflow.”

      “The hot water had to run a while to fog the mirror, and the window would need to be closed.” Lyra paced around the tree. “Can you see there are a couple of broken branches at the top? They have to be strong enough to hold their weight, so it can’t be a small person.”

      “Although, those branches aren’t terribly thick,” Maggie noted.

      “You reached the hat,” Dan pointed out. “Which means the person must be shorter than you.”

      “True, but maybe they heard you arrive, were in a hurry to get away, and simply didn’t have time to collect the hat.”

      Rob McKenna poked his head around the corner. “Seems like a funny place to have a party.”

      “No party; it’s more of a brainstorm,” Lyra explained. “Somebody broke into the house and turned a tap on. The bathroom was flooded, but Dan caught it in time before it spread through the rest of the house.”

      “Well done, lad. That could have been nasty after all your hard work. Any ideas on the culprit?”

      “None, but they left this hat hanging on a shrub.” Lyra held it out to him.

      “It looks pretty worn, but I’m sorry to say that most residents have one of them, including me.” Rob shrugged. “Seems to me that it could have been left by anyone at any time.”

      “Really?” Lyra twisted the hat in her hands. “That’s a shame. I thought it was a great clue.”

      “Sorry to burst your bubble. The town committee got a bunch of them made up when we had a fishing competition a while ago. It was back when we were being proactive about getting tourists and some new residents.”

      “You mean that not only people from Fairview might have one of these caps?”

      “Unfortunately, that’s likely true.”

      “Darn it.” Lyra sighed. “I thought we might be onto something.”

      “Well, if anyone says they lost their cap, I’ll let you know,” Rob said, deadpan.

      He loved to tease, and this wasn’t such a big deal, but what if it heralded the beginning of something worse? While she wasn’t naturally pessimistic, recent history had slightly scarred her optimism about such things. “I guess the likelihood of that happening is remote. Since it’s not life-or-death, we haven’t rung the police, but I’m going to the station to report this.”

      “I’ll come with you,” he offered. “Sheriff Walker can be hard to talk to.”

      Lyra didn’t doubt that. The times he came in for coffee or a bite he had stared far too much for her liking. He was good-looking with short brown hair which made his cool gray eyes even more startling. And piercing. She got the impression he didn’t know what to make of her and she felt the same about him.

      “In that case, I’ll be glad of the company.” She looked up to find Dan and Maggie gazing at each other. “Could you two clean up the water, but leave the mirror and keep Cinnamon here?”

      It could have been the sun warming their faces, but both were pink-cheeked.

      “Leave it to us,” Dan called, then moved back into the room.

      The station wasn’t far. They crossed the street at the end of Lyra’s drive, went up the road, and passed a couple of houses. When they got to the corner, they crossed again. The station was five doors down, and Rob explained that it was usually manned by three police officers. Also, the sheriff had towns to the east and west that he oversaw, so he wasn’t always there.

      The few times she’d seen him in the street, or when he’d stopped by for coffee, he’d given her a penetrating look that was both embarrassing and annoying. Naturally he would have heard rumors about her troubled past and quite possibly investigated them. Which should have exonerated her from anything that he could dig up. Whatever his reason for being less than friendly, she didn’t like it one bit.

      “I hope this isn’t our designated walk for today. Even if you have provided a little more drama than usual,” Rob teased.

      “You can’t get out of it that easily. Besides, Cinnamon won’t be happy that we’ve left her behind.”

      He nodded. “She does like her freedom.”

      Rob opened the door for Lyra, and inside they found the desk clerk reading a romance novel. Her badge read Officer Moore, and when she noticed them, she quickly stuffed the book under the counter.

      “Ms. St. Claire, what can I do for you?” she gushed.

      Lyra had seen this kind of reaction so many times it hardly affected her, and she quickly explained the situation. When she finished, the clerk blinked several times before responding.

      “Goodness, that’s a tricky one. With almost everyone owning a hat like that, I don’t know how we can say who did this.”

      Lyra breathed deeply. “Officer Moore, I appreciate that right now we can’t pin it on anyone, and the writing on the mirror will be gone,” Belatedly, it occurred to her that she should have taken a photo, “but is there a chance that someone could come take a look at the crime scene?”

      The officer shot a longing glance at where she’d stowed the book. “I guess it couldn’t hurt. Let me speak to the sheriff.”

      Lyra sighed as the woman disappeared out the back and took a seat on a hard wooden bench. “We might be here a while.”

      “It could be worse.” Rob dropped the words enigmatically and sat beside her.

      They waited for ten minutes, scanning all the brochures on display, until the sheriff appeared. Tall and roughly Dan’s build, his hair was pressed down on top as if he’d recently worn a hat. He ran those cool gray eyes over Lyra, then grimaced at Rob.

      “Officer Moore told me about your problem, Ms. St. Claire. It seems a little far-fetched that someone would break in to cause a flood. Are you sure that your handyman didn’t leave the tap on?”

      His dismissive attitude rankled, and it was an effort to be polite. “Thank you for seeing us. I understand that it’s not much to go on, but if Dan had done that, he would have told me so. And why would he leave a note on the mirror telling me I didn’t belong here when he lives in my house? Also, I know he doesn’t have a cap like this.” Lyra handed it to him.

      The sheriff turned it over a couple of times in an unconcerned manner. “While it’s commendable that you trust
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