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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “What are you waiting for? Hurry up and put the boxes on the back counter.” Lacie Simmons’ harsh voice filled the conference hall as she reached the event booth adjacent to mine. Apparently, the uniformed teen boy hadn’t given her low-cut blouse and leopard-print miniskirt enough attention. “Where are the platters? Why aren’t they out yet?”

      “I…I don’t know. My boss only told me to help you bring in the cookies.” The teen’s voice broke, and his cheeks flushed bright red as he struggled to balance an armload of bakery boxes before precariously perching them on the counter. 

      “Well, why are you just standing there? Go get the rest of the cookies and find out where the platters are.” Lacie used the tips of her bright-red nails—which matched her four-inch, fire-engine red stilettos—to motion the kid into action. She saw me. “What are you staring at, Carissa? I can’t believe they’d let a jailbird participate in such an important event.”

      Her voice sounded like fingernails clawing down a chalkboard as Lacie’s barb struck close to home. I had tried so hard to put the arrest behind me but there was always someone to remind me of the scandal. I sucked in a lungful of air, ready to give her a piece of my mind, but snapped it closed when the event manager, Lionel Schmidt, scurried our way.

      Turning my attention back to the display in my aromatherapy booth, I worked on the finishing touches for the opening festivities for Oak Creek Valley’s annual Playwright Conference and Festival. Every summer, famous, not so famous, and wannabe playwrights, along with actors and actresses, descended upon our town. They participated in seminars and workshops, which culminated in several plays earning a chance to be performed on stage at the end of the event.

      “Ms. Simmons, I understand you’re looking for the cookie platters?” Lionel’s mouth was turned downward.

      “Why aren’t they already set out for me? I hope you don’t think I’m going to do the resort’s job for them.” Her tone clearly implied the man standing in front of her deserved all the disdain she could muster. “How do you expect me to be ready on time if I have to do everything you should have done already?”

      Lacie made it apparent she didn’t realize she was dealing with the manager, who, despite his ineffectual appearance—from his bad combover to his reedy voice to his geek-inspired glasses—had a will of steel. He hadn’t lasted as manager of the prestigious Oak Creek Valley Inn and Resort for over ten years by being a wimpy pushover. I shuddered to think of the number of stressed-out corporate managers, bridezillas, and mamazillas he’d had to placate. Lacie didn’t stand a chance.

      “Your contract clearly stated you were to be here two hours prior to the beginning of the event.” He raised his hand to stop her from interrupting, then glanced at his watch. “Now I understand emergencies arise, but to waltz in twenty-five minutes before the event and demand us to magically make your booth ready to go will not work.”

      “Let me talk to the manager. Obviously, you have no idea how to run an event of this magnitude.” Lacie turned away from Lionel and began opening the pink bakery boxes. 

      “Ms. Simmons, I am the manager. Now, if you’ll get rid of your superior attitude and get to work, I’m sure you’ll be able to prepare your display in time for the opening.”

      “Well!” Lacie huffed and narrowed her eyes. “There’s no need to get snippy with me. Just get the platters here, and I’ll do it myself.”

      “If you had bothered to read the contract, the platters have been stored in the cabinet beneath this counter.” He rapped on the space, separating himself from Lacie. “We wanted to make sure they remained clean. If there’s nothing else you need, I’ll let you get to work.”

      “Fine, but make sure bell service delivers the rest of my cookies as soon as possible.” Lacie didn’t sound the least bit sorry she’d been so rude.

      I might have uttered a curse or two beneath my breath. Why did Jasper Whitby, the delicious owner of Jean-Luc Patisserie, have to get sick? Instead of spending time together working the kickoff event, I would have to put up with my high school frenemy turned full-on enemy. I muttered when I knocked over several vials of lavender essential oil. Fortunately, the glass didn’t break. Otherwise I would have to track down a clean tablecloth and waste time I didn’t have to finish up my display.

      Most of the vendors were ready and chatted with their neighbors. Lacie had been the last vendor to arrive, and I wondered why she’d been so late. Most likely, she’d spent too much time on her hair and makeup instead of making sure Jasper’s patisserie was well-represented. I turned my back and tried to ignore her but it proved difficult since her booth, unfortunately, sat right next to mine. It had been an ideal arrangement when Jasper and I had registered but with Lacie now occupying the space, it had disaster written all over it.

      I refocused on the finishing touches on my spa-themed booth for my shop, Aromatherapy Apothecary, and made sure my sign offering five-minute reflexology sessions was prominently visible. There were still twenty minutes before opening so I checked out the other participants. The hotel replicated each of the vendors’ logos and displayed them on easels in front of each booth. Some of the booths, such as Jasper’s patisserie booth—I refused to call it Lacie’s—had a counter in the front to serve the baked goods to attendees. The inside walls of the booth were painted to resemble a quintessential movie Paris café, with pink and black striped wallpaper covering the walls and a painted window that looked out at the Eiffel Tower. Two wrought-iron bistro tables and chairs were positioned in front of the booth for patrons to sit.

      Next to the patisserie sat Madame Bonsail’s tarot card reading booth. Luxurious brocades and velvet curtains framed the opening, while lace with dangling fringe, rich purple silk, brass candelabras, and skulls graced the interior. Madame Bonsail saw me and motioned me to step all the way in. A raven, perched in the corner, caught my attention. Its black beady eyes watched my every move and goose bumps broke out on my arms.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Carmichael. Come sit. I’ll read for you.” Madame Bonsail’s voice sounded sing-song and almost musical. She wore a long scarlet satin dress, and gold embroidered zodiac signs dotted the bodice. The sleeves of the dress were long and full, which made me think of medieval times. A matching red satin hood and cape covered her short iron-gray hair and flowed down her back. 

      I had no idea how old Madame Bonsail was. Her hair had gone completely gray, yet her face appeared unlined, and her light blue eyes were clear and bright. Her skin didn’t have the pulled look of someone who used a plastic surgeon, so perhaps she colored her hair to appear older or perhaps she used a copious amount of Botox. 

      “I only wanted to admire the way the hotel decorated the booths. I’d hate to intrude if you’re busy.” Besides, I wasn’t sure I believed in tarot reading, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. My dad, a pragmatist, didn’t place any credence in the practice, but my grandmother, on the other hand, had enjoyed having her cards read.

      “Please come in and have a seat. I’ve been waiting for you to show up.” Madame Bonsail gestured around her. “They’ve done a fabulous job, haven’t they? It was sheer genius to host a competition and bring in set designer students to create the booths. Although it’ll be difficult for the judges to determine who the winner is. They’re all brilliant.”

      “It seems a shame to put so much work into each set for this one event.” By my guesstimate, at least twenty vendors were represented, so a lot of time and money had been invested.

      “I heard they were going to use some sets for the final play productions next week. Are you going to be able to attend any of the performances?”

      “Jasper said he’d get tickets for Friday night.” My ears grew warm. Jasper and I had gone out on a few dates, but it wasn’t like we were seriously dating. Anytime our friendship moved toward romance, Lacie had a way of inserting herself and derailing any progress. She’d been doing that to me ever since high school. “How about you? Any plans to see a performance?”

      “No. I have conflicting plans I can’t change.” She gestured toward the plush red velvet chair. “Sit. I’ve been wanting to read your cards for several months.”

      Great. Ever since I’d found a neighboring shop owner’s body and solved the crime, people had become curious about me. It didn’t help that everyone, and I do mean everyone, in our small town also knew about my scandalous arrest in San Francisco the previous year. But I did as Madame Bonsail requested.

      “Before I start, I want to tell you I have a strong premonition that your dad will soon experience a life-changing event.” She fingered the tarot cards but didn’t say anything.

      “Is it a good change, or is it something we should be worrying about?”

      Madame Bonsail cocked her head to the side, and the raven mimicked the movement. “I’m not getting the feeling that there’s danger involved, so I wouldn’t worry if I were you. Sometimes, these premonitions are foggy, but if the message becomes clearer, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

      I wasn’t sure why she had shared her premonition with me. But I nodded and pointedly glanced at my watch. I didn’t have all day to sit here.

      “Don’t worry. This won’t take long, so relax and let the cards speak.” Her voice took on a sing-song quality. She shuffled the deck of cards three times, then divided them into three piles face down. “Turn the top card over from each pile and lay each one out in the middle of the table.”

      I tried to tune out Lacie’s snippy voice, bawling out the poor bell service kid and did as she instructed. While I might not know much about tarot cards, I was pretty certain the first card I’d turned wasn’t good if the look on Madame Bonsail’s face gave me any indication. It read the Five of Pentacles. The next card, the Ten of Swords, seemed even scarier, especially when a deep furrow appeared between Madame’s brows. My hand froze in place as I clutched the third card. Death stared back at me.
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      A screech and the sound of breaking glass released me from Death’s grip. Lacie’s shrill voice could be heard berating some unfortunate victim. I threw the skeleton card down and jumped up from the chair.

      “Wait! You need to sit down so we can resolve your cards.” Madame Bonsail’s gaze fixated on the three cards I had chosen.

      “Maybe another time.” I rushed out of her booth and hoped it meant I had left my bad fortune behind as well.

      It had been a terrible idea to tempt fate, especially since my shop and life seemed to be settling in, and both had thrived once the murder in the spring had been solved. As I sprinted toward my booth, focused on getting away from Death, I forgot to look as I ran. When I crashed headlong into Lacie, she tripped on her stilettos and the crystal platter of cookies she held, flew into the air. The shriek I’d heard earlier sounded again, this time right in my ear, and the same sounds of crashing glass replayed.

      “You imbecile! Look what you did. Jasper’s going to kill you.” Lacie’s face turned beet-red, and dark purple stains dotted her silk blouse along with bits of cookie crumbs. It appeared projectile blackberry jam-filled cookies had blasted her when the platters had dropped.

      “I’m really sorry. I ran to find out who’d screamed since it sounded like someone needed help.” It was all a lie. I wasn’t sorry in the least. Well, I did feel bad that Jasper’s delectable cookies were destroyed, but there should be plenty left in the stacks of bakery boxes perched on the bell service cart.

      Lionel Schmidt rushed up to us. “I have housekeeping on the way to clean up. We have seven minutes until we open the doors. What needs to be done so you’re ready, Ms. Simmons?”

      “It’s all your fault. These morons you hired created this mess, and I need to go home to change.” Lacie jabbed her index finger at the manager and bared her teeth. “I’ll be sending you my dry-cleaning bill and the receipt for a new pair of Louboutin shoes.”

      I peered down at her feet, and sure enough, one of the heels had cracked and appeared ready to fall off. No matter how much Lacie might protest, her shoes were designer knockoffs, not the real deal.

      “That’s impossible. The booth has to be ready to open in six minutes.” The manager placed his hands on his hips. “You can’t leave now. I’ll have my assistant find you a clean blouse.”

      “Get one of your staff to open the booth. It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to put the cookies on a plate.” Lacie hobbled over to the counter and snatched up her clutch. “I’ll be back when I can.”

      “I’m warning you. You’re jeopardizing the contract.” Lionel raised his voice loud enough so everyone in the conference room could’ve heard the exchange.

      “Whatever.” Lacie pushed past Lionel.

      “I’ll be talking to Jasper about this, and if you think you’ll have a job come tomorrow, think again.”

      Lacie turned and glared at the manager. “Let me make this clear. Jasper will never believe a word you say about this, and I’ll make sure you never get even one tiny crumb from his patisserie ever again if you try.”

      Poor Jasper. His patisserie could potentially suffer because of Lacie’s arrogance. He never saw the damage Lacie left in her wake and wondered why people complained about her. She had mistreated his customers so egregiously when she first started working at the patisserie, whenever he wasn’t around, that I’d finally suggested he put security cameras inside the shop to keep tabs on his staff. Lacie’s attitude had immediately changed, and she became the ideal employee. Now it appeared her insolence had reemerged whenever she felt Jasper wouldn’t find out. Or, more likely, she wanted to make me look bad any and every opportunity she could. Lacie Simmons wasn’t a nice person.

      As a group, we watched Lacie stomp off as best she could on the damaged heel, our mouths hanging wide open. Lionel called his office and asked his assistant to come to the rescue. The housekeeping staff descended and, within moments, the broken glass, cookies, and blackberry jam splatters were disposed of.

      I returned to my booth to make sure I was ready for the doors to open. In addition to my essential oils display and samples, I would provide attendees with a five-minute-mini-reflexology session. The resort had thoughtfully provided a pedicure chair so I could soak the guests’ feet before performing aromatherapy reflexology. Given the number of attendees, I anticipated a nonstop flow of clients and knew I’d be exhausted by the end of the evening.

      With five minutes remaining until the doors opened, I made sure a fresh plastic liner had been inserted into the soaking tub. I’d change the liner out with each new customer. With several drops of tea tree oil, a natural antiseptic, added to the warm water, I felt assured their feet would be clean before I worked on their reflexology session.

      I turned the battery-operated candles on and started the spa music playlist from my iPhone. Speakers were placed directly behind the pedicure chair, and the music would be just loud enough for the clients to hear but not so loud as to disturb any other booths. With everything in place, I stepped out of the booth and looked at the patisserie.

      A woman rapidly placed cookies on platters. Her coral-painted nails flashed in the spotlight illuminating the counter. Her ash-blonde hair, cut in a bob that accentuated her high cheekbones, showcased her china-blue eyes, which were enhanced with dramatic blue mascara. Dressed in a navy-blue wool skirt suit, she looked efficient and not at all flustered as I would have been, especially with the piles of empty bakery boxes littering the front of the booth.

      “Let me help you.” We had a scant minute before the doors opened, and I wanted to make sure Jasper’s booth was perfect. I nodded to the woman and started breaking down the bakery boxes and laid them on the counter. When all the boxes had been flattened, I scooped them up and stashed them beneath the counter, out of sight.

      “Thanks. I tried to work as fast as I could to get the cookies out before the hordes descend, but I’m not sure what to do with the boxes.” She extended her hand. “I’m Delaney Allman, Lionel’s assistant.”

      “It’s so nice to finally meet you in person. I’m Carissa Carmichael.” I shook Delaney’s hand. I’d talked to her multiple times on the phone in the weeks leading up to the event. “I appreciate you stepping in and helping the patisserie out. Jasper came down with a bug and, well, his assistant is kind of flaky.”

      Delaney’s laugh filled the room and her southern drawl became apparent. “Honey, I am well aware of who and what Lacie Simmons is. Why Jasper would put up with her shenanigans is anybody’s guess.”

      About to make some smart-alecky response, I cut it off when the doors were thrown open and the room filled with the sounds of people ready to enjoy themselves. I hustled back to my booth, ready to provide soothing attention to the attendees. Except no one showed up at my booth. I stepped out and peered down the aisle. There were hordes of people gathered at the far end of the room, and a few young teens trickled down to sample Jasper’s cookies. Delaney must’ve seen my concern.

      “Don’t worry. They’ll make their way down here.” She chuckled. “They always hit the wine-tasting booth, then the desserts, then check out the other vendors. Except for the minors. They mostly hang out at the dessert booths the entire time.”

      A high-school-aged girl placed three cookies on a napkin. She nudged her friend. “Come on, I want to visit the tarot card reader. I want to find out if Trig is gonna ask me out.’

      “Ah, to be young and foolish again.” Delaney winked at me as the girl ran toward Madame Bonsail’s booth. “And to be able to eat all day long without having to watch my figure.”

      I laughed. Delaney, still slender, appeared as though she worked out to maintain her figure. Even though I guessed her to be about ten years older than me, she was in better shape in her late thirties.
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      A trickle of guests took advantage of my services as the first thirty minutes flew by. A lull hit my booth until a woman stood in front of me. She appeared to be in her late fifties to early sixties. Her short hair, dyed a bright magenta-red color, did nothing for her sallow, wrinkled skin that sagged around her jowls. The name badge, hanging from a beaded lanyard around her neck, showed her name: Rachel Walton.

      “Are you giving reflexology sessions?” She peered over my shoulder at the pedicure chair.

      “Yes, and it’s your lucky day. There’s no waiting.” I directed her to sit in the chair and started the foot bath after using hand sanitizer and donning fresh disposable gloves. “I’m Carissa, and I’ll be providing your reflexology session today. Do you have any concerns or food or plant allergies?”

      Rachel waved a hand dismissively. “I’m always tired, and the weight keeps creeping up on me. My doctor says it’s to be expected by a woman of my age.”

      While I dried her feet, I immediately saw that despite a warm foot bath with tea tree oil, her feet were cold, and the skin on the soles was thickened, dry, and scaly. And it wasn’t because of neglect because she’d clearly had a recent pedicure. The hot pink polish looked fresh, and her cuticles had been attended to.

      I tried not to frown. “Let me guess. Your doctor is male and over the age of fifty?”

      “Yeah. How’d you know?”

      “Rachel, I don’t mean to pry, but has he ordered blood tests for you? Specifically, to check your thyroid functions?”

      “No. He checked my cholesterol a few years ago but it was well below normal. But nothing recently.” She hesitated. “My insurance changed and doesn’t cover tests like they used to. I think he’s being cautious about the test fees even though I don’t mind paying out of pocket.”

      Somehow, I was certain his preconceived ideas of women of a certain age experiencing issues had contributed to the doctor’s neglect. I didn’t agree with his opinion, but instead of arguing, I nodded. “Let me give you a relaxing foot massage. Do you like the scent of lavender?”

      “Oh yes. It’s such a peaceful fragrance.”

      I used a generous amount of lavender essential oil blended with sweet almond oil on Rachel’s feet, since her dry skin soaked it up like a sponge. I started at the base of her big toe and walked my thumb from the outside of her foot toward her second toe, applying gentle pressure. I repeated on her other foot. Next, I applied more oil and gently drug my thumb from the outside of her foot about an inch below her big toe along the sesamoid bone, then followed it until it ended with a hook shape in the middle of the ball of her foot. Rachel had her eyes closed and appeared to be relaxing.

      I repeated the same movements but applied more pressure this time. Rachel’s eyes flew up, and her eyebrows lifted. I backed off the pressure and felt her relax. Switching to her second foot, I continued the same movements with gentle strokes, applying more moisturizing oil as needed.

      “I hope you know you have a felon touching you.” Lacie’s screechy voice cut through the quiet tranquility as she barged into my booth.

      Startled, I jumped and must’ve applied too much pressure to the sesamoid bone because Rachel yelped, glowered at me, and pulled her feet away from my grasp. “What the heck? You didn’t have to hurt me like that.”

      “I am so, so sorry Rachel.” I offered her a warm towel to wipe her feet. Even though there were people waiting for their turn in my chair, I needed to tell Rachel the importance of getting her thyroid tested. The tender reflexology pressure points that made her jump backed up the physical evidence I’d seen on her feet and skin. “We really need to talk but I have to take care of a problem first.”

      I marched over to Lacie and none too gently grabbed her arm and led her to the patisserie’s booth. When she stumbled on her new four-inch stilettos, I pulled her close to me and yelled. “What is wrong with you? Whatever issues you have with me can wait. Right now, there are a lot of people who paid a lot of money to have a great time. Do not, and I mean it Lacie, do not jeopardize Jasper’s patisserie’s standing in this community or I’ll make sure you’re sorry. Now, get into your booth and do the job you were paid to do.”

      She stumbled again when I shoved her toward Delaney. And then I froze. Next to Delaney stood a tall man with thinning blond hair. The skin around his hazel eyes crinkled as his wide mouth broke into a smile when he saw me. He wore a baby-blue button-down long-sleeved shirt with khaki trousers, but what caught my attention was the paunch that had developed around his middle section. His buttons strained against his shirt and he hadn’t aged well. Brett. My high school ex-boyfriend and Lacie’s ex-husband. I didn’t return the smile. Despite the years since I’d seen him, our breakup had broken my heart, and he’d never apologized for believing Lacie’s lies about me.

      I nodded to him and then, without another backward glance, marched back to my booth. I’d have to think about Brett later. I’d never told Lacie off like that. While I may have thought about what I’d like to say to her, I’d never vocalized any of it. Instead, I’d held it in and, as a result, made myself seem weak in her eyes. No wonder she preyed on my vulnerabilities. I found Rachel putting her shoes back on. She scowled at me. A new person had taken Rachel’s spot, waiting for his turn. He would have to wait a little longer.

      “Rachel, I am so sorry you experienced pain. It wasn’t my intention.”

      “No? Well, if what that woman says is true, then I guess I shouldn’t expect much from a felon.”

      “I’m not a felon and the hotel will vouch for me. Lacie has issues so let’s just leave it at that.” I placed my hand on her arm and drew her into the corner of the booth, away from eavesdropping ears. “Let me explain the pain you felt. The area I pressed on is related to your thyroid. If it functioned as it should, you wouldn’t have felt any pain at all. The issues you mentioned about weight, fatigue, and the fact that your feet are so dry and cold lead me to believe your thyroid needs to be checked. Your doctor should have done a simple blood test when you last saw him. Get it done and with some medication, it will help relieve your symptoms.”

      “Really? You could tell all that just from my feet?”

      I nodded. “Yes. It’s one of the reasons I believe in reflexology and aromatherapy.”

      “You just reminded me that my sister has thyroid issues. It’s under-functioning, and she has to take a supplement every day.” She shrugged. “Guess it runs in the family.”

      Rachel thanked me and went on her way. I went back to my next customer and stared at the line waiting for a turn. I hurried to sanitize my hands, don new gloves, and went back to work. Most of my clients wanted to close their eyes and relax for the five minutes of reflexology, so my mind wandered freely. I listened to the buzz of voices outside my booth, catching snippets of conversation. Apparently, Madame Bonsail had made an impression, especially amongst the teen girl attendees, while the teen boys were more enthusiastic about the virtual off-trail mountain biking being offered by North Valley Trading Company.

      Lacie’s sharp voice drowned out the murmurs of voices coming from the conference room floor, and I couldn’t help but listen to her conversation. “You can’t do that to me, Brett. How am I supposed to pay rent?”

      “Business is awful, so I’m not making any money.” Brett hissed out the words. “There’s nothing I can do, and I’d appreciate it if you’d stop harassing me.”

      “Well, if you don’t cough up the cash I need you’re going to find out what real harassment is.”

      Brett must’ve lowered his voice because his words were muffled, and I couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      Lacie, on the other hand, didn’t bother to mute her voice. “You’ll be sorry for cheating me out of the money I deserve. Just you wait and see.”

      My client shifted in the chair, and when I looked up, she gazed pointedly at my timer, which had gone off. I’d been so fixated on the argument between Lacie and Brett that I’d completely missed the chime at the end of the five-minute session. I quickly moved on to the new client and, from then on, feverishly worked for the next two and a half hours before the crowds drifted to their welcoming banquet.

      Once the conference hall doors were closed, I collapsed on the pedicure chair and turned on the massage function. Ibuprofen would be a necessity before bed. My back ached from bending over feet, and my thumbs were almost numb from applying near constant pressure.

      Delaney came in and handed me a cold bottle of water. “That was some turnout. Our biggest group yet.”

      I groaned. “I might have to rethink three hours of reflexology next year. I don’t think my thumbs are ever going to recover.”

      “Rachel Walton told me about her experience with you. That’s pretty amazing.” Delaney scratched her nose. “I’ll call and make an appointment with you at your shop next week. I’ve been converted.”

      “I’m not a doctor, so don’t make any medical decisions based on my comments. I hope she understands she needs to see a medical professional.”

      “She knows and will call tomorrow to make an appointment.”

      “Have you met her at previous conferences?” My curiosity burned. Rachel seemed to have shared a lot of information with Delaney.

      “How can you not know who Rachel Walton is?” Delaney gave me a look that implied I’d lost my mind.

      “Um, because I’m too busy working to pay attention to celebrities and entertainment gossip?”

      “Well, my dear, you just made best friends with a very famous female playwright. She’s won a Tony, and several of her off-Broadway shows have been nominated for other major awards.”

      My jaw must’ve dropped open. Could we be talking about the same woman? She didn’t strike me as someone famous. 

      Delaney’s eyes sparkled. “Yes, you made a new friend, and I think Lacie made a mortal enemy.”

      “That’s not hard for Lacie to do.” I snorted. “What did she do now?”

      “You won’t believe it.” She waited to see if I’d guess. When I kept quiet, she continued her story. “Rachel marched over to the patisserie’s booth to give Lacie a talking to about interrupting your session and spreading rumors about your so-called felon background. Lacie couldn’t have cared less and tried to tell Rachel about your, uh, checkered past from high school shenanigans to your recent run-in with law enforcement types. Rachel finally had enough, picked up a handful of cookies, and walked away.”

      “Uh, oh. Lacie didn’t. Did she?” I cringed hearing the words Lacie had used to taunt kids since school days. She’d even taunted me since I’d returned home from San Francisco and drowned my shame in food for the first few months.

      “Oh, she did.” Delaney’s face had turned a shade of green. “She called Rachel…”

      “Please don’t say it.” I raised my hands, palms facing out, and tried to stop Delaney from finishing the sentence. But it was too late.

      “…a fatso. Word for word, she said, ‘Hey, Fatso. If you’d stop stuffing your face with cookies and exercise like a normal person, you wouldn’t have to talk to quacks like Carissa on how to lose weight.’”

      “Ugh. I can’t believe she actually said that.”

      “I know. I’m still feeling kinda sick to my stomach just thinking about it.” Delaney rubbed her stomach. “If looks could kill, Lacie would be dead already. You don’t want to cross a woman like Rachel.”

      “I hope Lacie didn’t cause any more trouble.”

      “Well…” Delaney glanced around to see if anyone besides us  were within listening distance. There wasn’t.

      “Oh dear. Who else did she piss off?”

      “Let’s just say Madame Bonsail is now another member of Lacie’s ‘You’re a Quack’ club. She managed to disrupt several card reading sessions for clients when Lacie barged in and started spouting off-the-wall predictions.” Delaney sighed. “Lionel is going to have to ban Lacie from any future events, both as a vendor and attendee. I hope Jasper hires someone more reliable after this fiasco.”

      “I don’t get why she has to be nasty to everyone she comes in contact with.” That is everyone except handsome or wealthy men who received her charms. They never saw the real Lacie, including Jasper.

      “Personally, despite how irritating she is, I kind of feel sorry for her. She seems to have an inferiority complex and it’s her way of making herself feel better.” Delaney gave a humorless chuckle. “The guy who came with her finally pulled her back into the booth and gave her a stern talking-to. Apparently, he threatened to withhold her alimony if she didn’t behave. Is he the ex?”

      Small towns. Everyone knew everyone’s business and gossip spread like wildfire. That must’ve been the part of the argument I’d overheard, but to me, it sounded like Brett had done more than threaten to withhold money. “I think they’ve been divorced for a few years, so I’m not sure why he showed up with her.”

      “He left a short while after that, but Lacie seems to have gotten the message.” She peered down at me over the bridge of her nose. “Why does she harass you like that?”

      “I have no idea. She’s had it in for me ever since I’ve known her from grade school.” I shuddered and hoped Lacie wasn’t eavesdropping in the booth next door. “Where is she, by the way?”

      “She left the second the guests did. In fact, I think she made it out the door before they had a chance.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Did she clean up her booth?”

      Delaney shook her head. “She said Jasper told her you’d take care of it.”

      Oh-em-gee. The nerve of that woman. I sighed. “Guess I’d better start packing up my space, and then I’ll get to the patisserie’s booth.”

      “I boxed up most of it. There weren’t any cookies left since everyone loves Jasper’s treats. You don’t have much to take.”

      “Thanks.” I sighed again. It would be a long night, and I was grateful that Ashley, my best friend and full-time employee, had offered to take my apricot-colored rescue pup, Pixie, home so I didn’t have to worry about her.
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      With the help of Delaney, I got my supplies boxed and loaded in my new-to-me, used Ford SUV. I drove to my shop to drop off the boxes of supplies. I’d unpack them in the morning and deliver the patisserie’s box when I stopped for my morning coffee and treat. Stepping out of my vehicle, I noticed that the patisserie’s lights practically lit up the entire block. The shop should have been dark. Maybe Jasper felt better and wanted to get a head start for tomorrow’s baking.

      I grabbed the bakery’s supplies, set the alarm on the SUV, and trudged toward Jasper’s shop. The downtown post office’s historic bell pealed eight chimes. My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything since eleven that morning. I peeked into the window, stunned to see Lacie standing behind the counter with tears streaming down her face. I didn’t want to feel sorry for her, but somehow Delaney’s comment struck home. Only a miserable person could lash out at others, so I had to guess Lacie must’ve been a truly miserable person. I gently tapped on the glass door and pulled it open. A bell chimed, and Lacie’s face went from pathetically sad to instantly angry.

      “Did you come to rub my face in my faux pas?” She swiped her cheek with the palm of her hand. “Why didn’t you warn me who that woman was?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m dropping off the box of things you left at the booth.” The box clattered when I dropped it onto a table. I hadn’t bothered to look through the things Delaney had boxed up, and I hoped nothing broke. I didn’t need this kind of drama. Everything was always someone else’s fault in Lacie’s world, and I, too often, took the brunt of it. I turned to leave, but she walked from behind the counter and grabbed my arm.

      “You’ve got to help me, Carissa. Jasper’s still sick, and he says I have to bake the cookies and muffins for opening tomorrow.” She’d finally taken off the stilettos and now had to look up at me. “Brett’s stopped my alimony, and I can’t afford to lose this job.”

      “So, bake them.” Maybe I shouldn’t feel that sorry for her. My feet and back ached, and my stomach rumbled. “I’ve got my own work to do tonight.”

      “What don’t you get? I have no idea how to use his stupid commercial ovens or even where he keeps his ingredients or pans.” Lacie tried to look pathetic by gazing at me through half-closed eyes and batting her mascara-globbed lashes. It only made her look demented. When I didn’t answer, she lobbed her best shot at dragging me into helping her. “Fine. I’ll swear I’ll never harass or insult you again in public if you help me this time.”

      Now, that was an offer I couldn’t pass up. “Put your promise in writing with your signature, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      “Really, Carissa? Can’t you just take my word for it?” Lacie pouted.

      “Absolutely not. I’m going to unload my SUV and grab something to eat, and then I’ll help you as long as you give me your promise in writing.”

      “How long are you going to be? I don’t want to be here all night,” she whined.

      “Thirty minutes, maybe forty-five minutes tops.”

      “What am I supposed to do while I’m waiting for you?”

      “Do something useful like setting out all the ingredients and baking pans you think we might need.” I puffed out a long breath. What I didn’t tell her is that I’d supervise her to make sure she knew how to take care of the baking herself should the need ever arise again. Plus, this would be for Jasper, not Lacie. He could fire her for all I cared. In fact, I preferred Jasper out of her claws.

      After lugging the boxes of supplies in from my vehicle and carefully placing them on the table in my tiny office, I rummaged through the refrigerator to see if I could forage some dinner. I found a wrinkled apple, a small jar of questionable peanut butter, a moldy piece of cheese, and a Pepsi, which I assumed belonged to Dillon, my part-time employee. Ashley didn’t drink sugary drinks unless she had a margarita during our girls’ night get-togethers.

      I grabbed my keys and purse before heading to HiHo Burgers, a recently re-opened landmark. Once the greasy, but delicious, cheeseburger and French fries were stuffed into my mouth, I decided to put Lacie out of her misery and help her out.

      As I yanked open the glass door, the lights were still blazing from the patisserie’s windows. Once again, the bell chimed, but I didn’t see Lacie. “Hello? Lacie?”

      She didn’t answer. Maybe she’d gotten mad because I didn’t offer to bring her dinner. Naw. She didn’t eat greasy junk food even though she knew I did. I crossed my fingers and hoped she’d gone back to the kitchen to make headway on the baking during the forty minutes I’d been gone. I sniffed the air but didn’t smell the sweet fragrance of cookies or muffins. Lacie clearly planned on me doing all the work.

      I marched through the swinging doors and into the kitchen. Still no Lacie. Where could she be? Had she gotten fed up waiting for me and quit? I spied the walk-in refrigerator door half-way open. I’d kill her if she’d left it open and ruined all of Jasper’s ingredients before quitting. I hoped she hadn’t taken our feud to that level by sabotaging his business. I pulled the door fully open to check on the temperature to make sure it hadn’t risen to dangerous levels. Looking up to see the thermometer sitting on the top shelf next to the door, I stumbled as I walked into the chilly space. I reached out to steady myself before looking down to see what I had tripped on.

      Goosebumps sprouted all over my skin and it wasn’t because of the refrigeration. I’d tripped on Lacie. She laid prone, face down, with knives sticking out of her back.
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      “No. No. Just no.” My shrill voice echoed around the refrigerator’s walls. Even though I dreaded touching Lacie, I stooped down and put my index and middle finger on her wrist. Her skin was already cool and I couldn’t find a pulse.

      I jerked my hand back and groped for the cell phone I’d stuck into my pocket. I couldn’t help but notice that the grouping of small knives on her back hadn’t created any blood from the wounds, and I shivered when I counted ten of them. Running from the chilly space and away from the gruesome sight, I called nine-one-one.

      “What’s your emergency?” Toby answered the call with his usual seriousness. The image of the studious man, with his black-framed glasses filled my head. In his mid-thirties, he took the late shifts because he wasn’t married, and he liked to take college classes in the morning before sleeping. He aimed for a law degree and I admired him for his tenacity.

      “Hi Toby, it’s Carissa. Can you send a unit and the coroner to Jasper’s patisserie?”

      “Are you okay? Do you need an ambulance?” 

      “I’m alive, but, unfortunately, Lacie Simmons isn’t. I need to call my dad and Jasper.” I shivered and wrapped my free arm around my midriff.

      Toby’s fingers tapping on a keyboard sounded in my ear, and then responding squawks came from his desktop radio. “Units are on their way, and I’ll call the coroner for you. Uh, good luck with your dad.”

      I guess that’s one of the benefits of being the daughter of Robert Carmichael, Oak Creek Valley’s Chief of Police. When I need help, it’s all hands on deck. I called my dad’s cell phone.

      “Where ya at, Carissa?” My dad had already been informed I was in trouble. Again. He even had the siren going.

      “Jasper’s patisserie.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute. Make sure you’re safe, and if at all possible, don’t contaminate the crime scene.” He hung up on me, and silence filled my ears.

      Before I could call Jasper, a cadre of sirens split the night air. Strobe lights of blue and red filled the windows of the bakery. It didn’t take long for the sound of stomping boots running down the sidewalk to reach me, and the glass door of the patisserie flung open. The bell jingled, and I wondered how to disconnect it before it drove me crazy every time the door opened.

      I pointed the way to the walk-in refrigerator and my dad’s right-hand man, Officer Bryon Zabor, stepped into the kitchen. I followed him but kept my distance while he carefully checked Lacie without disturbing any evidence. He backed out of the refrigerator and closed the door as far as it would go without hitting her.

      “Did you touch anything when you found her?” Bryon pulled a notebook from his pocket.

      “I checked for a pulse but was careful not to disturb anything.” Unfortunately, I’d been through this routine before and knew the drill. “I did notice there wasn’t any blood from the knives. Do you think she died before someone stabbed her?”

      “Where’s Jasper?” Bryon ignored my question. He looked around the kitchen, and a furrow appeared between his brows. “He didn’t leave the scene of the crime, did he?”

      “No. He’s been upstairs sick all day long. I haven’t had a chance to call him yet, although I’m sure this racket and the flashing lights have alerted him that something is up.”

      “Speak of the devil.” Bryon’s words were so quiet I barely heard them.

      I turned and saw Jasper’s wane face. He hunched over at the waist and used the doorjamb for support. “Jasper! Sit down before you fall.”

      “What’s going on? Why are all the police here?” His voice croaked, and it looked like it took every ounce of energy to say those few words. His strawberry-blond hair, normally springy with curls, lay limp on his head.

      “Mr. Whitby, please have a seat. I’d hate for you to injure yourself while we ask you some questions.”

      Jasper allowed himself to be led to a bistro table, and he all but collapsed. The officer who had assisted him tried to casually pull a small bottle of hand sanitizer from his pocket and slather his hands with a
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