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Dedication
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CHAPTER ONE

The first Saturday in December was famous for two things in Riddleton, South Carolina: the Christmas parade and the kickoff of the Home and Business Christmas Decoration contest. And contest didn’t come close to describing it. In this tiny town, the competition was more Thor versus the Incredible Hulk, than Snow White versus Cinderella. All for a gold-colored plastic trophy and the right to strut like the only rooster in the henhouse until next year. I had no room to judge, though. That trophy would look great on my mantel. If I had a mantel.

My best friend, town librarian Brittany Dunlop, and I had camped out in front of the still unadorned windows of my bookstore, Ravenous Readers, waving at the passing floats. Although floats might be a generous portrayal. Mostly, they were garland-and-banner-laden pickup trucks with regular folks standing in the beds wearing their gaudiest Christmas sweaters and reindeer antlers, waving, and throwing candy canes into the crowd. Still, it brought the community together, which was a good thing in a place like this.

Brittany snagged a foot-long peppermint stick before it crashed into my front door. She did a little celebration dance, her flyaway blond hair airborne as if she was standing behind a jumbo jet on the tarmac with its engines running. Her caesious-blue eyes twinkled in the sun, the tip of her tongue protruding from her rosebud mouth, as she waved the prize overhead. 

As the last float rolled by, Brittany poked me with her peppermint stick. “It’s ten thirty, Jen. We should hustle to the diner, before it fills up.”

My empty stomach rumbled. “Sounds great. Let’s go.”

My protector, therapist, and companion since we’d been seated next to each other in kindergarten, I couldn’t imagine a minute without Brittany in my life. Not to say we hadn’t had our rough patches. Like when she started dating my ex-boyfriend, Stan Olinski. We always worked it out, though. The pinky-swear we’d made twenty-five years ago on that first day of school ruled over all: Dawson and Dunlop together forever! 

We zigzagged through the crowd, past the police station and the town hall. The flag Santas attached to the black wrought-iron lamp posts fluttered under the sunny, sixty-degree sky. Safe to assume the only snow we’d have between now and the big day would come out of a can, sprayed on storefront windows. The more desperate might throw tubs of the fake stuff on their roofs. Nothing like Christmas in the South. You could have it any way you wanted.

Brittany twirled her peppermint stick like a baton as we walked. “The parade wasn’t too bad this year.”

“No, not at all.” I sidestepped a family of four who believed their tax dollars had purchased them the whole sidewalk. “I miss the days when your parents took us to Blackburn for the big one, though.”

“I looked forward to that trip all year.” She elbowed me. “Remember the time you got lost?”

“I wasn’t lost. I knew exactly where I was. Chasing the reindeer balloon that kid let go of. I almost had it, too.”

Brittany pushed up the sleeves of her Santa sweater as the temperature climbed. “Too bad my dad didn’t. His face turned so red, I thought he’d explode when he realized you weren’t there.”

“Yeah, and you cried for an hour.”

“I was seven and scared. I thought you were gone forever.”

“Maybe, but it was only five minutes tops.”

She stuck out her lower lip. “Well, it felt like forever.” 

I draped my arm around her shoulder as we hit the sidewalk in front of the diner. “Thank you. I missed you too.”

“Oh, you did not!” She pushed me away, laughing.

The Dandy Diner’s Christmas window featured apron-adorned elves flipping burgers on a snow-topped grill. Mrs. Claus mixed a milkshake with one hand and filled a glass at a soda fountain with the other. The door depicted Rudolph in a server’s smock carting a tray of food and drinks to the glass on the opposite side, where Santa enjoyed a loaded cheeseburger he held with both hands. Not a bad paint job for a former bank loan officer from New Hampshire. Proprietor Angus Halliburton might’ve missed his calling a second time. 

Brittany and I snagged a corner booth under a nineteen-forties-era advertisement for Lucky Strike cigarettes. It reminded me of the old black-and-white movies I loved so much growing up. The only things missing were William Powell and Myrna Loy chugging highballs while they solved the Thin Man mysteries. 

Behind the front counter, Riddleton’s own Santa, Angus, directed his workshop of waitstaff, busboys, and cook elves. 

I reached for a menu. Brittany snatched it out of my hand.

“Hey, what gives?”

“You don’t need that.” She tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “We both know what you’re going to order.”

“Oh yeah? What?”

“A cheeseburger, fries, and either a chocolate shake or a Mountain Dew. Right?”

“Not necessarily. Now, hand it over.”

She raised an eyebrow and slipped the menu into my outstretched hand.

I studied it, knowing full well she was correct. 

Our waitress, Penelope, brought us water and took Brittany’s order for a chef’s salad with ranch dressing. When she finished writing, she turned to me and asked, “Today a shake day or a Dew day?”

Brittany pursed her lips, suppressing an I-told-you-so smile. 

I narrowed my eyes. “A shake day, but instead of fries, I’ll take an order of onion rings. Thank you.” Actually, I wasn’t crazy about onion rings, but I had to make my point somehow.

I slid the menu back into its slot, and we all giggled. 

Penelope shook her head and returned to the counter to give the grill cook, Marcus Jones, our order. 

Portly Angus stopped at our table with his arms akimbo. A macho Weeble. “Jennifer Dawson, I’m still waiting for you to tell me when your new book is coming out.”

“It’ll be out in April. Soon enough for you?”

He smiled. “No, but I guess it’ll have to do.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I’m already working on book three in the series.” Well, I typed chapter one on a blank page, anyway.

“That’s great! When’s that one due?”

My cheeks heated. “No due date, yet. I’m hoping Twin Terror will sell as well as Double Trouble, and the publisher will want another. I need to be prepared, especially since meeting deadlines isn’t one of my strengths.” I’d had so much trouble finishing the second book, my publisher had threatened to sue me for breach of contract to motivate me to write the thing. To be fair, though, a lot had happened in that year. My boyfriend left me, Brittany’s fiancé disappeared and I moved back home to support her, I almost died investigating the murder of the original owner of the bookstore, unofficially, of course, and I was kidnapped looking into another. Plenty of fodder for a new book, but little time to write one. “I don’t want the Davenport Twins Mysteries to be the shortest series on record.” 

Angus grasped my shoulder. “You’ll be fine. I have faith in you.”

“Thanks.” My cheek fireballs ignited again. Hard to adjust to having people around who believed in me. I’d get used to it, though. Eventually. “What have you been up to?”

He rocked back and forth on his heels. “I’ve decided to promote Marcus to assistant manager.”

“Are you kidding? How terrific!” Marcus had a rough beginning in life, but, after his release from a five-year stint in prison for armed robbery, had turned things around. He and his two young daughters had moved to Riddleton, and Angus had hired him as a cook last summer. Despite his early mistakes, he’d become an honorable man, and I was proud to call him my friend. 

“He’s doing an awesome job, and he has a good head on his shoulders.” 

“I think it’s a smart move,” Brittany said.

“Can’t wait to see his face when I tell him.”

Brittany gave him a thumbs-up. “He’ll be thrilled. Anything to give Larissa and Latoya a better life than he had.”

I grinned at Angus. “What’re you going to do with all your free time?”

“What free time?”

“When Marcus takes over the diner.”

He chuckled. “That won’t happen any time soon. He still has a lot to learn.”

I waved a hand at him. “He’ll catch on fast, don’t worry.”

“I know. It’ll be wonderful to spend less time behind the counter and more with my customers, though.”

I leaned back against the wall beneath the Lucky Strike sign and stretched my legs out on the bench. “You mean collecting gossip, right?”

He pushed my feet to the floor and squeezed in beside me. “I don’t gossip. I gather valuable information for future reference.” He smirked. “Besides, I’ve helped you out a time or two, haven’t I?”

Angus’s so-called news had come in handy more than once, I had to admit. “Very true.”

Angus squeezed out of the booth and eased away from the table. “Well, I’d better get back—” His foot slipped on a dropped fork, and arms circling wildly all the way down, he landed flat on his back. Apparently, this Weeble did fall down.

I scrambled out of the booth to his side. “Angus, are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” He massaged the back of his skull. “I’ll probably have a nasty headache, but other than that, I’m okay.”

Rapid footsteps sounded behind me. I turned as Dr. Ingrid Kensington reached us from her table by the door. “What happened?”

“Angus was showing off his moonwalk and slipped on a fork.” I picked up the bent hindrance. “Apparently, neither one came out intact.”

Red-faced, Angus imitated a beached whale, trying to sit up. 

Ingrid put out a restraining hand, her dark skin glistening in the fluorescent light. “Hold on, luv. Let me check you over. Ensure you didn’t break anything.”

“I’m fine! I don’t need a doctor, unless you specialize in bruised egos. Or cracked tiles.”

“The tile’s fine. And even if it wasn’t, it would be easily fixed, then Bob’s your uncle. Just allow me a look anyway. It’ll make me feel better.” 

Angus peered up at her from the floor. “I don’t have an Uncle Bob.”

She laughed and shook her head, short loose curls bouncing. “It means everything will be sorted.” At Angus’s puzzled expression, she continued, “Fine. Everything will be fine.”

Ingrid, town doctor and part-time medical examiner, had moved to South Carolina from London, and she often dropped words on us we’d never heard before. However, listening to her mellifluous accent was like eavesdropping in the servants’ hall of Downton Abbey. Without all the drama.

She poked and prodded Angus’s neck and ribs, then ran her hands over his limbs. “Any pain anywhere? How about your breathing?”

“I’m okay, I promise.” He tried to get up again.

Ingrid held him back. “Hold on. Just one more thing since you hit your head.” She held up a finger. “Follow my finger with your eyes only.”

She moved her finger back and forth and he tracked it.

When she finished, she asked, “What were you doing before you fell?”

“I was telling Jen and Brittany about how important my information-gathering is. See? I’m fine.”

“All right, then. I can’t find any evidence to the contrary, so I concur.”

Angus collected the offending fork and scurried back to his position behind the counter, rubbing the back of his head. Intermission over, the symphony began anew. Ingrid slid into our booth beside Brittany and stole an onion ring off my plate. Penelope had dropped off our food while we tended to Angus.

“How are things going with you and Marcus?” I asked, offering her another one.

“Pretty well, I think.” She nibbled at the breading. “I like him a lot.”

Brittany nudged Ingrid with her elbow. “Like or love?”

Ingrid blushed and looked away. 

Brittany and I high-fived and said, “Love!” at the same time. 

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” I said. “We’re happy for you. Marcus is a great guy. You could do a whole lot worse.”

“So could he,” Brittany added. “I think you two make a lovely couple.”

“Thank you.” Ingrid picked at her unpolished thumbnail. “I hope you’re right.”

“Of course we’re right.” Brittany laid her napkin beside her half-finished salad. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the little girls’ room.”

Ingrid stood and Brittany slid out of the booth. 

Another onion ring disappeared into Ingrid’s mouth. “So, Jen, where’s Eric taking you for your birthday next weekend?”

“We don’t have any plans I’m aware of. Besides, I don’t even want to think about it.”

Ingrid tilted her head. “Why not? How old are you going to be?”

“Thirty. I’m supposed to be an adult now.”

“Who decided that, luv?”

“I don’t know—my mother, my editor, society? You name it.”

Ingrid snorted. “Since when do you care what other people think?”

Great question. Was that really who I’d become?

As Brittany approached the booth, she pointed toward the diner entrance. “I wonder what that’s all about.”

Outside the front door, my boyfriend, Detective Eric O’Malley, stood nose-to-nose with his partner, Detective Francine Havermayer. And neither one seemed happy.




CHAPTER TWO

My German shepherd, Savannah, who I stopped to pick up when I left the diner, towed me into the bookstore at eleven forty-five. We had to open a couple of hours late because the parade route ran right by the store. Charlie Nichols, our barista-in-chief as he liked to call himself, had set up the coffee bar, but I didn’t see him anywhere. Lacey, in her red Ravenous Readers polo shirt and khaki pants, was dusting the cherry bookcases that lined the walls. Above each case, a carved wooden plaque identified the genres in alphabetical order.

Lacey waved her feather duster at me from the Mystery section—the last category before the stockroom—then went on to the cash register to retrieve a dog treat. Savannah’s mother, Princess, had saved my life after I’d almost drowned investigating the murder of Ravenous Reader’s original proprietor, Aletha Cunningham, who left me the bookstore in her will, last year. Princess’s owner had gifted me a puppy to keep me out of trouble. A nice thought, but an impossible task. 

Savannah created nose-print art on the showcase glass, as Lacey fished for the bag of bacon-flavored snacks. A game she particularly liked to play when riding in the car. Fortunately, she couldn’t reach the windshield or back window. Otherwise, I’d be driving blind. 

While I could ignore the expressionist paintings on my car windows, the bookstore had to be at least presentable. I hustled past the butcher-block tables, surrounded by well-padded chairs, into the stockroom for glass cleaner and paper towels. As much as Lacey loved having my dog around, cleaning up after her was too much to ask of anybody. Savannah was definitely a full-time job. Ironically, the clutter that consumed my apartment mostly belonged to me.

The last smudge removed from the case displaying bookmarks and book lights for night owls, I returned the cleaner to its shelf while Lacey flipped the sign on the entryway door to “Open.” 

Charlie—wearing skintight leather pants, a lavender satin shirt, and purple, glittery, platform shoes—bustled through with a box of pastries from Bob’s Bakery across the street and set the carton on the counter. “Whew! I made it barely in time. Do you see that storm rolling in?” He gestured toward the front.

I arranged the croissants, shaking my head. Disco Charlie was back. But I knew who he was when I’d hired him. A good guy with unique taste in clothing. Whatever made him happy made me happy, as long as he continued to do his job. 

I took a few steps up the aisle, and anvil clouds skidding across the blackened sky came into view. Lightning snapped in the distance, accompanied a couple of seconds later by rumbling thunder. The storm was about two miles away and moving fast. Savannah squeezed under the table closest to my leg. “Well, there goes our morning business.”

Lacey pointed toward the horizon. “Not necessarily. It’s clear over there. It’s only another pop-up thunderstorm. Should be over in a half hour, give or take.”

“I hope so. We actually broke even last month. I’m hoping for a better December with the Christmas rush.”

Lacey tucked the puppy treats away. “I think the Jen-solved-another-crime boom has passed. Why don’t you go see what Eric’s working on, so you can interfere?”

“Ha ha.” My adventures during the investigation after the chief of police was murdered last July had attracted the curious in droves. Terrific for the bottom line, but the prospect that the only way the bookstore could stay afloat was if people in Riddleton died, and I hunted down the killers, nauseated me. It was a gruesome idea, actually. Were we South Carolina’s Cabot Cove? Nope. Jessica Fletcher solved a new murder every week. I could barely do my laundry every week. Actually, I could barely find my laundry every week. 

Charlie slid the last tray of blueberry muffins into the display case. “Traffic is picking up some. We’re going through coffee like we’re a camel’s watering hole. I have to refill the urn three or four times a day.”

I poured myself a cup out of said urn. “That makes sense. We’re crowded all the time now. The free Wi-Fi did what it was supposed to do: bring them in.”

“Yes, it did.” The bells hanging over the front door jingled, and Lacey turned. “The problem is they’re not buying anything. They drink coffee and play on their phones or laptops for hours.” She left to greet the customer.

“You see that too, Charlie?”

He straightened the collar of his paisley shirt. “Pretty much. In fact, they’re even using fresh cups for refills rather than topping off the ones they have. Plus, creamer and sugar or sweetener. Stir sticks, napkins. But I did make two dollars in tips last week.” He laughed.

Not a productive way to run a business. “What if we charged for regular coffee like we do the specialty coffees? Not a lot. Only enough to cover expenses. And free refills if they use the same cup.”

Lacey returned from guiding a fiftyish woman with a vanilla-blond bob to the Biography section. “What’s only enough to cover expenses?”

I exchanged a glance with Charlie and took a deep breath. “We were talking about selling regular coffee instead of giving it away. Or perhaps offering freebies only to people who buy something. The way we do things now, so many people are drinking it, it’s costing a fortune. If we sell it, it would offset expenses and more people might buy the specialty coffees instead.”

She looked from me to Charlie, then back again. “You’re not serious.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not what Aletha would’ve wanted.”

Resting my hands on Lacey’s shoulders, I said, “Aletha wanted the place to thrive. To encourage kids to read. That was the focus of the essay she wrote to win the Your Life Contest, which provided the money to open the store in the first place. The only way to achieve that goal is to make enough money to stay open. The payments from the contest aren’t going to continue forever. In fact, we only have three more coming.”

She stepped back. “There has to be another way.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m listening. Whatcha got?”

“Nothing right now. Give me some time to mull it over.”

“Fair enough. What do you think about charging for Story Time? We had twelve kids last Saturday, which means twelve crowns, twelve boxes of crayons, and two dozen cookies. Not to mention plates and napkins. And all their parents did while you were reading was commandeer all the tables, surf their phones, and drink free coffee. We have to do something.”

Tears pooled in Lacey’s eyes. “I understand, but this isn’t the answer. Aletha opened the store to turn kids on to books. That’s why she won the contest for Pete’s sake. You think people will bring their preschoolers here if they have to pay? No way. They’ll take them to the library, where their children are entertained for free. And just because they don’t buy anything on Saturday morning doesn’t mean they don’t come back later.”

Savannah poked my hand and whined at my feet. I scratched her behind the ears as the storm arrived. “You’re okay, little girl. Everything’s all right.”

Lacey squatted to rub her under the chin. Savannah licked a tear off her cheek.

I crouched beside them. “How about we table this discussion for now? See what else we can come up with. Does that work for you?”

Lacey nodded and kissed Savannah on the top of her head. “Sweet dog you have here.”

“Yeah, she’s sensitive like her mother.”

Charlie and Lacey burst out laughing.

When Charlie moved out of earshot, Lacey took my elbow. “I don’t have a pleasant way to say this, Jen, so I’m just going to let it out. I agreed to help you make Aletha’s dream a reality. I can’t work here if you’re going to make changes that contradict what she wanted. I’m sorry.” 

How can she say that? I counted to ten. Anger would help nothing. 

“I understand.” Losing Lacey would be a huge blow. But so would having to close the store altogether. Apparently, I had two choices: come up with a solution Lacey could live with or learn how to run the bookstore without her. Perhaps I needed to do both.

As Lacey walked away, the blond woman approached. “Hi, Jen! You don’t know me, but I loved your book.”

I’d never get used to being accosted by strangers after the success of my first mystery novel. “Thank you … um …”

She extended her well-manicured hand. “Lula. Lula Parsons. I’m the secretary at St. Mary’s.”

The Catholic Church? Nope, I definitely didn’t know her. “It’s very nice to meet you, Lula. I’m glad you enjoyed the book. The next one will be out in April.” Might as well beat her to the question.

“That’s wonderful! I can’t wait to read it.”

My cheeks and ears burned. At this rate, I could double as a barbecue grill next summer. “I hope you enjoy it.”

“I’m sure I will. I’d better get back to George, my husband, now. He’s at the diner and gets grumpy when I leave him alone in public too long.” She waved and scooted out the door.

Charlie leaned on the pastry case and whispered, “You know, someone told me she had a baby in high school, and nobody knew who the father was.”

“So what? You sound like Angus.”

“He’s the one who told me. I just thought it was interesting. Usually, the father’s the boyfriend or something, but she didn’t have one.”

“What are you thinking? Immaculate conception?”

He opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it and returned to straightening the cinnamon raisin croissants on their tray.

The rain trickled to a stop as Eric burst through the door like Clark Kent when he couldn’t find a phone booth. He was a tall, scrawny redhead, who carried a freshly minted gold detective’s badge from the Riddleton Police Department. And my boyfriend. 

He wore a navy-blue sport jacket and slacks with his white button-down sealed at the neck by a red and blue striped tie. Opie Taylor in his Sunday-go-to-meetin’ clothes. I peeked behind him, looking for Aunt Bea in her flowered hat. Nope. She must be waiting in the car.

He grabbed me around the waist, kissed me, then nuzzled my neck. “Mmmm. You smell good.”

Ears burning again, I untangled myself. “I didn’t know you had a shampoo fetish.” 

He waggled his eyebrows. “There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me.”

“And I’m not going to find out now, in the middle of the bookstore.”

“Okay. My secrets will keep.” He reached for a coffee cup. “How’s your day going?”

I sidestepped to allow him free access to the urn. “Not too bad. Why are you still all dressed up? I thought you were off duty after the parade.”

He blew steam from the top of his drink and ventured a sip. “I was supposed to be, but something came up.”

“Is that what Havermayer was talking to you about?”

“Yeah, there was a scuffle at the diner last night. Nobody was hurt, but Olinski told us to look into it anyway.”

I refilled my cup. “A scuffle? What happened?”

He leaned in. “Marcus’s old cellmate showed up, and they got into it. According to the patrol report, Marcus went over the counter after the guy, and Angus had to break it up. I haven’t spoken to him yet, so I have no idea what it was about.”

Funny, Angus never mentioned it. “Huh. When I first met Marcus, he told me the guy, Travis something or other, I think, had helped him survive his time at Broad River Correctional. Sounded like they were friends to me. Why is Olinski so concerned?” 

“Well, for starters, Marcus is still on probation from his role in Aletha’s death. If he’s been hanging around with a known felon, it’s a violation.” He leaned on the counter and scrutinized his coffee as if the answer to my question floated in it. “I’m guessing the first thing Olinski wants to find out is if it’s a continuing association or just a one-time thing.”

I scowled. “No way Marcus would mess up his life. What’s the deal with the other guy—Travis what’s-his-name?”

“Travis Underwood. He was gone by the time the officers arrived, so no idea. I hope you’re right about Marcus, though.” Eric set his cup down. “Well, I’d better head over there and get his side of the story. I’ll call you later.”

I kissed him goodbye, waited for the butterflies in my stomach to alight, then went back to work. 

I’d finished setting up the semicircle of chairs for Story Time when the first kids came in. In each seat was a paper crown for them to color and wear home, along with a small box of crayons. The ten to twelve children that showed up on Saturday mornings these days were a massive boost from the one to four we’d had only a few months ago. Aletha would be thrilled. Did I dare risk mucking it up? 

On the seat of Lacey’s throne lay a copy of today’s selection: How to Babysit a Grandma. The table beside it held several copies of the book for purchase by parents after the session. Maybe someday they would. 

I examined the life-sized giraffes bracketing the rainbow-colored Ravenous Kids painted on the back wall.

What do we do, guys? How do we fix this?

The giraffes kept their solutions to themselves. 

Lacey was right, of course. Aletha would never have agreed to the changes I’d proposed. But Aletha wasn’t here now. If the store failed under her reign, she’d only have had to live with the knowledge her idea didn’t work. If I failed, I had to live with the knowledge I’d let her down. A heavy burden to bear. I had to do whatever it took to ensure success. 

I helped Charlie deliver cookies as the children took their seats. Savannah wandered from child to child, receiving pats and hugs while she decided which kids were likely to drop the most cookie crumbs. She settled in front of Riddleton mayor Veronica Winslow’s three-year-old twin boys, Peter and Parker.

“Morning, Mayor. How are you?”

Veronica flashed her green eyes at me. “I really wish you’d stop that. I’m not the real mayor. Not yet anyway.”

“Sure you are. The council selected you when the last one imploded, remember? And you qualified for the runoff election.”

“Of course, but I won’t feel like the real mayor until I’m elected by the people. The council only picked me because they couldn’t agree on anyone else. And I didn’t get more than fifty percent of the votes on Election Day.”

I poured her a coffee. “True, but neither did anyone else. Including Bob Yarborough. I don’t think you have anything to worry about, though. Everyone I know will vote for you.”

She added sweetener and cream to the cup. “Still, I have to survive Tuesday’s runoff first. Bob makes some marvelous doughnuts. I’m betting he’s generated quite a following.”

My mouth fell open. “You honestly think people are going to cast their ballots for baked goods over common sense? You’ve done a lot for the town in the past five months and anybody paying any attention at all knows it.”

“I’m not so sure about that, but thanks for the pep talk. And thank you for agreeing to host my party Tuesday night.”

“You mean your victory celebration?”

She tucked a stray strand of auburn hair behind one ear. “I certainly hope so.”

Charlie walked by on his way into the stockroom. “I’m going to take out the trash. I forgot to do it last night. Would you mind keeping an eye on the front?”

I waved goodbye to Veronica, and headed toward my office. “Sure. Just let me grab my coffee.” Before I made it to my still steaming cup, however, Charlie returned. 

“Hey, Jen, I can’t open the back door.”

“Is the lock stuck again?”

“No. I turned the knob and pushed, but it won’t budge.”

I followed him to the door, which led to the alley containing the dumpster. The black plastic trash bag rested on the floor. I grabbed the doorknob, which turned effortlessly, but when I tried to move the door, it resisted. “That’s weird. Maybe the storm blew something against it. Let’s go check it out.”

He accompanied me through the store and out the front, trash bag in hand. Splashing through the remains of the brief but fierce storm, we ducked around the corner to the alley behind the building. By the time we approached the back door, my feet were soaked through. Sticking out of the alcove was a pair of legs, wearing sopping-wet jeans. 

“Good grief! Somebody’s leaning against it.”

Charlie shook his head. “I’ll roust him out.” He stretched to tap one sneaker with his platform shoe. “Come on, buddy, wake up. You have to go.”

I eased past him, then froze. The man’s empty brown eyes stared straight ahead. His rain-soaked, white oxford had five bloody slits in the chest and abdomen, which had spread into pink stains. His face was unlined, but he had a sprinkle of gray in his tightly curled brown hair. If I had to guess, I’d say he was in his late forties. 

“Charlie, he’s not asleep. He’s dead.”




CHAPTER THREE

Charlie gawked at the body, slack-jawed, and dropped the trash bag at his feet. The plastic split and a cardboard coffee cup rolled out. On the side of the cup, facing me, Aletha sat in her chair, reading her book, with “Ravenous Readers” floating above her head. I almost heard her soothing voice saying, “It’s going to be all right, Jen.” Too bad I didn’t believe her.

Charlie covered his mouth with a shaky hand, eyes bugging out of his head.

I froze while my stomach threatened to disgorge my breakfast. I pressed my lips together and breathed until the sensation passed. How could this be happening again? 

My inner mystery writer took over. I clapped to break Charlie’s trance and pointed to the cup. “Hey, pick that up before it contaminates the scene!”

His eyes widened again, and the blood drained from his face. He collected the cup and bag and deposited them in the dumpster. “Sorry. I’ve never seen a dead body before.”

After a peek at the man’s close-cropped brown hair and unblinking chestnut eyes, the picture of the last murder victim I’d discovered flashed into my brain. I swallowed back the bile rising into my throat. “Wish I could say that.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Do you recognize him?”

After several swallows, Charlie’s mouth worked, but nothing came out.

The electronic deaths he inflicted every day in his computer games hadn’t prepared him for the real thing. Then again, how many people ever saw a deceased person outside of a funeral home? Because of being pulled into two murder investigations, this was my fourth. Lucky me. 

But this guy wasn’t only another corpse in an alley. He was somebody’s husband or father or son. Maybe all three.

Deep breath in, slow breath out. 

I called 911. 

A minute later, two uniformed officers bustled out the back of the police station next door. One of them was a new guy I hadn’t met yet. The other was Zach Vick, son of Riddleton’s former police chief, who carried a roll of crime scene tape. He nodded to me. We’d met during the investigation into his father’s death last July. Actually, to be more accurate, he’d stalked me throughout. It was all good in the end, though. I found the killer and twenty-one-year-old Zach stayed out of trouble. 

Zach’s partner took the roll of plastic tape and gave Zach instructions I couldn’t hear from where I stood. Zach herded us back to the end of the alley like a navy-blue clad Australian shepherd. The requisite cop notebook made its appearance. “Which one of you found the body?”

Charlie was still perfecting his fish imitation, so I replied, “We both did. We came out to investigate what was blocking our back door.”

“Any idea who the victim might be?”

Besides another dead person somehow connected to me? An Irish dance troupe rehearsed in my stomach, and I crossed my arms. “No. I’ve never seen him before. Have you, Charlie?”

He clamped his mouth closed and offered an almost imperceptible head shake. His sweat-soaked satin shirt adhered to his torso, highlighting a slightly rounded belly. Not too bad for a fella whose exercise routine consisted of gunning down imaginary enemies with his keyboard and strolling to the refrigerator for another Red Bull between rounds.

I shifted my weight from one cold, squishy Nike to the other, desperate to go home and change my shoes and socks. Not likely to happen any time soon, however. 

“When did you last use this door?”

I glanced at Charlie.

He shrugged. “I’m not sure. Sometime yesterday.”

Zach scribbled in his notebook. “Did you hear anything unusual out here this morning? An argument maybe?”

“No. I didn’t hear a thing.” My detective brain kicked in. “Are you sure he was murdered where we found him? There doesn’t appear to be a lot of blood. Maybe he was brought here after the fact.”

“The blood was probably washed away by the rain. But, even if that isn’t what happened, why dump him here? Leaving a body right next door to the police station strikes me as someone begging to get caught.”

“Beats me. Guess that’s one of the things you’ll have to figure out.”

Zach banged his notebook closed. “All right. I’m sure the detectives will have more questions for you, so stick around. They’ll be here shortly.”

Goodie. Another round of Havermayer accusing me of murder. No guarantee she would, but if she followed her routine, a big red “S” for suspect was about to be painted on my forehead. Which really stank, since I’d just managed to scrape the last one off. 

Charlie swayed, and his color hadn’t improved, so I sent him back to the store before he passed out. The dance troupe in my belly broke into a new number, and Jell-O had replaced my legs, but I was stable compared to my previous experience finding a corpse. At least it wasn’t someone I knew this time. That helped too. 

Eric hopscotched around the puddles down the alleyway from the diner. I suspected his loafers weren’t much better at keeping his feet dry than my Nikes. Likely he missed his duty boots right about now. And the thick wool socks he wore with them. I doubted he’d be willing to give up his promotion to get them back, though. Nor should he, since he seemed born to be a detective. Of course, that could simply be my pride talking.

He smiled discreetly and waved at me, slid under the crime scene tape, and approached the legs jutting out of the tiny alcove. Zach handed him an evidence bag that appeared to contain a scrap of paper, although I couldn’t tell for sure from the wrong side of the yellow line. Eric glanced at it, then stared, slack-jawed, in my direction. I waved. He jutted his chin and flashed a smile, which quickly faded as he examined the man propped against the door.

Zach’s report complete, Eric carried the bag to where I stood. “What do you make of this?” he asked and showed me the plastic sack.

Scrawled haphazardly across the torn scrap of notebook paper was: 

JEN DAWSON

RAVENOUS READERS.

“Where did it come from?”

“Zach discovered it in the man’s shirt pocket. You sure you’ve never met him?”

This is crazy! Why would a murder victim have my name in his pocket? 

“Positive. But this might explain why there’s no blood at the scene.”

“How so?”

“He could’ve been knifed someplace else and managed to stagger here to find me before he died.”

Eric ran a hand over his orange buzz cut. “More likely the rain rinsed it away. Along with any other evidence, I suspect. The man was stabbed five times. That means a whole lot of blood loss. He couldn’t have gotten very far.”

I agreed. Eric was thinking like a detective. As much as I hated to admit it, Havermayer was training him well. “Something to keep in mind, though.”

“Right now we’re looking at it as a robbery gone wrong since he doesn’t have a wallet or phone, but don’t worry, we’ll investigate all possibilities. And when I say ‘we,’ I mean the police department. You have to stay out of this one.” He held my gaze.

“Of course.” No chance I’d involve myself this time. Interfering in police investigations was like scraping away with a dull razor, and I’d already had too many close shaves. 

Charlie came around the building carrying two cups. His color had returned, and he no longer appeared on the verge of collapse. He offered me a coffee. “What’re you looking at?”

“Thank you.” I showed him the slip of paper.

“Whoa! Where did this come from, and what would he want with you?” He took the bag for a closer look. “That handwriting is sort of familiar. I’m sure I’ve seen it before.”

Eric retrieved his notebook from his inside jacket pocket. “Do you remember where?”

“Not off the top of my head, but it’ll come to me. Let me think on it a while.”

“Don’t think too long. Havermayer’s going to want answers when she gets here.”

Charlie scrunched his eyebrows together. “Well, I can’t give her what I don’t have. And no amount of bullying is going to help. I’ll let you know as soon as I figure it out.”

As if they’d spoken her name three times into a mirror, Detective Havermayer appeared on the police station steps. She turned her head, and her gaze bored into me. No point in trying to hide. She could spot me at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade.

Havermayer descended the stairs and strode to where Zach, still combing the body for clues, dropped something else into a plastic bag. He handed it to her, and she held it up, turning the sack one way and then the other. She patted him on the shoulder and headed in our direction. Lovely to learn she could be friendly when she wanted. I’d never experienced that side of her myself. Probably never would. 

Her immaculate black suit and crisp white blouse sheathed her in a cloak of professionalism. Until she opened her mouth. “I should’ve known you would beat me here, Jen. If there’s a murder victim around, you’re never far away.”

I felt the big red “S” reappearing on my forehead. “Happy to see you too, Detective. And someone dumped the body at my back door. If I hadn’t beaten you to it, you wouldn’t even know it was here.”

Havermayer narrowed her eyes. “Do you recognize this?” She displayed the bag containing a small rectangular bottle of clear liquid Zach had given her.

“No. We don’t sell anything like that in the bookstore. Check with Bannister’s Bar and Grill. Could be a shot of vodka or something.”

“All their liquor has to be consumed on the premises.”

Charlie gulped his coffee. “I have an idea what it is,” he said in a tiny voice. “It’s holy water from St. Mary’s. It usually has a label, though. I guess it fell off.”

We all turned to stare at him.

He raised his hands. “What? I grew up Catholic. Every time we relocated, my mother would collect some of the stuff from the local priest and sprinkle it around the house to drive out the evil spirits. She brought me an identical bottle when I moved into my apartment. I still have it somewhere.”

“Can we take a look at it?”

“Sure, no problem.”

Havermayer sent Eric and Charlie to retrieve the holy water from Charlie’s apartment in the same building as mine. I hoped, for his sake, Charlie’s apartment wasn’t as cluttered. If he couldn’t find his bottle, Havermayer might use that as an excuse to treat him as a person of interest, even though he was the one who had brought it up in the first place.

Chief Olinski came down the steps as Havermayer dispatched Zach and his partner to interview the people in the bookstore. I couldn’t imagine any of them being involved, but the detective followed the rulebook religiously. It was one reason she hated me so much. Playing by the rules was never one of my finer attributes. I wouldn’t call myself reckless, but she treated me like a cliff diver who’d never learned how to swim.

Hands stuffed in his pants pockets, Olinski sauntered in my direction. The four gold stars on each side of his navy-blue shirt collar glittered in the sunlight finally peeking through the clouds. Unlike the wrinkled suits he wore as a detective, his uniform was starched and pressed, a knife-edge running down his trousers. He must’ve fallen into Havermayer’s mangle iron.

Olinski and I had a tangled history, beginning as the couple most likely to marry after high school and ending with him as my best friend Brittany’s boyfriend. However, we’d moved past the he-hated-my-guts-for-refusing-to-marry-him stage last year and now maintained a civil, bordering on friendly, relationship. 

“Hey, Jen. Found yourself another one, I see.” His mouth smiled, but his eyes didn’t.

“More like stumbled over. Not exactly what I had scheduled for my day.” I studied the scuffs on my sopping-wet Nikes. “I think a finder’s fee is in order, don’t you?”

“Not really.” His gaze caught mine. “It looks like a botched robbery, so, you’re going to stay out of this one, right?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Good. Keep it that way.” He turned and trudged back to the station.

He came outside just to tell me that? I’d have thought the chief of police would have better things to do. Not Olinski, though. He’d take advantage of any opportunity to put me in what he considered my place. However, my place was wherever I said it was, whether he liked it or not. 

When Ingrid, wearing her proverbial medical examiner hat this time, came around the corner to examine the deceased, I intercepted her
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