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      VJ Ingram: teenage son of Vance and Janey Ingram
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      Katie Bonner squirmed in her seat under the glare of a maniacal clown. Her friends, Nick Ferrell and his husband, Don Parsons, enjoyed embracing Halloween and making their bed-and-breakfast, Sassy Sally’s, look spookily festive for their guests, but this particular decoration was creeping her out.

      Shifting a Pirouette chocolate-filled wafer cookie in her mouth as though it was a cigar, Katie tossed a blue candy-coated chocolate into the pile in the middle of the table. “I’ll see your yellow and raise you a blue.”

      Because of the hand she’d been dealt, Katie felt pretty confident. In their current mode of exchange, yellow candies were worth a hundred dollars; blues were worth five hundred; reds were worth a thousand, and greens were worth a hundred thousand. Other colors were to be eaten as they were removed from the bag. So far, Katie was up three hundred and forty-two thousand. Too bad that, unlike poker chips, these candies couldn’t be redeemed for currency. Oh, what she could do with three hundred thousand dollars! Images of buying, renovating, and developing the abandoned warehouse behind Victoria Square played in her mind.

      As though reading her thoughts, Seth Landers said, “If the Merchants Association partnership is planning to buy that old warehouse, they need to make an offer. I got word yesterday afternoon that a developer from Rochester has been looking at the property.”

      Smiling, Katie said, “I was just sitting here counting my candies and deciding how I’d renovate that place if this was real money.”

      Seth grinned. “I could tell.”

      “I’ll get in touch with the Victoria Square partners,” she promised.

      It was funny how well the lawyer-turned-pseudo-big-brother knew her. She was glad Seth’s partner, Jamie Seifert, had been able to attend that night’s poker game. Even though the couple had been together for over a year, she hadn’t had the opportunity to get to know Jamie as well as she would have liked.

      Knowing Nick and Don had played poker professionally, it was obvious Jamie had studied their techniques. At last, he finally voiced it. “Guys, I’ve been watching you all evening, soaking up your poker moves.”

      “Do we have moves?” Don asked.

      “It was my moves that first attracted you to me,” Nick quipped.

      “Not those kinds of moves,” Jamie chided. “Katie, how long have you been playing with these guys?”

      “About six months.”

      “You’ve obviously picked up more than a few of their techniques.”

      “I’ll say,” Nick said, nodding toward the pile of candy that sat before her. “I won’t be getting fat on peanut M&Ms, that’s for sure.”

      Jamie let out a breath. “Wouldn’t it be awesome to win a pot like that in a real poker game in a place like Vegas? Wow, what a rush!”

      Katie saw Nick and Don exchange glances, but they merely smiled.

      “If I won, I’d book the two of us a luxurious vacation,” Jamie told Seth.

      “Good luck with our being able to schedule any significant amount of time off together,” Seth said diffidently. With his busy law practice and Jamie’s job in the medical examiner’s office, they were lucky to spend an entire weekend together.

      “I want to do it. Soon. Don’t you?” Jamie persisted.

      Seth shrugged. “Sure, but—”

      Jamie’s eyes widened as he drew in another breath and grimaced, then suddenly stood. “I’ll be right back,” he said and hurried in the direction of the bathroom.

      Nick elbowed Seth in the ribs. “Way to go, Mr. Sensitive. Looks like you hurt his feelings.”

      Seth frowned. “No, I didn’t. At least, I don’t think I did. Jamie’s had an upset stomach all afternoon.” Then he shrugged. “But just in case, I’ll apologize when he gets back.”

      “Instead of apologizing, maybe you should ask him where he’d like to go.” Katie popped a butterscotch candy into her mouth. “I’d like to go to Barcelona one of these days. I hear it’s the perfect place for someone interested in art and architecture.”

      “I’d love to go to Fiji sometime,” Don said.

      Nick wagged his eyebrows. “Yeah, the tropics are great, but how about the Black Forest?”

      “What’s so special about the Black Forest?” Seth asked.

      Nick laughed. “Besides the cake? Kidding! Spas, vineyards, charming villages.”

      “What’s your dream vacation spot, Seth?’ Nick asked.

      Seth ducked his head, the shadow of a smile gracing his lips. “Anywhere with Jamie would be heaven.”

      Katie felt a sappy smile settle across her features. Oh, how she wished someone would feel that way about her. The fact that her boyfriend of almost two years had betrayed her by sleeping with another woman did not make her eager to re-enter the dating world, and so she felt more comfortable in the presence of her gay friends who were in committed relationships than in the proximity of heterosexual men. She’d feel differently one day, but probably not any time soon.

      Looking around the table, Katie realized that—not for the first time—she was the only woman in the room. She enjoyed being “one of the guys,” but she’d like to get closer to some of her female acquaintances. She made a mental note to invite Moonbeam Carruthers, the newest member of the Victoria Square Merchants Association, to lunch the next day.

      “What are we talking about?” Jamie asked as he returned to the table.

      “Where we want to go for a lovely respite,” Katie said. “What’s your number one place?”

      “I don’t know.” He looked at Seth. “Where would you want to go?”

      “I’d be happy at home if we could spend an entire week alone together.” Seth’s cheeks flushed, which surprised Katie because she didn’t think she’d ever seen the man blush before. “But Hawaii would be nice, too.”

      With Jamie’s return, their collective attention turned back to the game. Those still playing, showed their cards. “Gentlemen, read ’em and weep,” Katie said. As she’d anticipated, Katie won the round with a full house—three queens and a pair of tens.

      With considerable grumbling, the others tossed their cards to the middle of the table while Katie dragged her confectionery booty toward her.

      “Lady Luck is sure on your side tonight,” Nick muttered.

      Katie pointed to one of her cards. “Well, the Eagles told us the queen of hearts was our best bet,” she said and smirked.

      As Seth shuffled the cards for the next round, Nick casually said, “Don and I have been discussing fostering a child.”

      Don frowned and rested a hand on Nick’s forearm. “Not now. Please.”

      Nick held Don’s gaze, and Katie could tell a tense, silent conversation was transpiring between them. It was time to change the subject.

      “So, have you all met Rose’s new guy yet?” she asked.

      Seth seemed delighted to hop onto a lighter subject, while Jamie jumped up to return to the bathroom. With the situation defused, the players resumed their game.
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      It was nearly one a.m. when Seth and Jamie dropped Katie off in front of Tealicious and waited for her to climb the stairs to her apartment. She’d assured them she could walk across Victoria Square to her home above her tea shop, but she was secretly glad Seth had insisted on driving her once she’d realized how late it was. Okay, she’d felt just a little vulnerable during the preceding weeks. Why…she wasn’t quite sure. Screw that. She knew exactly why she felt on edge—thank you, Andy Rust, for being a cad—she just felt she should feel more empowered. That she didn’t brought up a lot of negativity within her.

      Upon opening the door and waving goodbye to Seth and Jamie, she was greeted by Mason, her black-and-white cat. Della, her tabby, tail swishing, was too aggravated with her for coming home so late to bother rising up off the love seat.

      The studio apartment was small enough so that Katie could see every wall from the front door, with the exception of the bathroom. She loved it, though. It was cozy and beautifully decorated, and in a very short time, it had become home.

      Katie used her smartphone to fire off an email to the Merchants Association partnership informing them that they needed to make a decision soon if they intended to buy the abandoned warehouse behind Victoria Square. She included a poll about meeting times to see what worked best for the majority. She told them the meeting would be held at Tealicious. That was one good thing about owning a tea shop—she no longer had to scramble around to find a venue for impromptu meetings.

      She had an email from Vance, her assistant manager at Artisans Alley, the anchor business that was the glue that held the whole Victoria Square shopping district together, and which she owned. Vance had rented an upstairs booth to a vendor who specialized in metal sculptures. Despite her misgivings about leasing the space to someone whose sculptures could put hundreds of pounds of pressure on a floor that was beginning to need attention, she responded with a congratulatory note. She wanted Vance to feel as though she trusted his decisions. In his brief role as assistant manager, he’d already made some decisions she’d questioned. She’d even taken the vendors’ sides over Vance’s on more than one occasion. Now she felt it imperative that she show him that she believed in him. Still, that much weight on aging floorboards? Hopefully, Vance had considered that and felt it wouldn’t be a problem.

      After slipping into her pajamas, Katie climbed into bed. Mason snuggled up on her right side and, deciding she wasn’t so angry after all, Della cuddled up on Katie’s left. She knew she’d regret staying up so late when her alarm rang the next morning, but despite feeling exhausted, she couldn’t easily fall asleep.

      For one thing, she dreaded hearing from Andy. He’d been her boyfriend for just about two years. Recently—very recently—their relationship had fallen apart. And, yet, they were both still not only members of the Victoria Square Merchants Association, but also members of the partnership some of the merchants had formed to buy property on and around the Square. Facing Andy at the meetings wouldn’t be easy. But Katie was a professional—she could handle it.

      She wondered if she should get back up and take some melatonin. As it was, she needed to get up earlier than usual to power walk an extra lap or two around the Square to work off all the candy she’d eaten that evening at Sassy Sally’s. Her last conscious thought was that if she didn’t doze off within the next five minutes, she’d take the melatonin.
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      The apartment was filled with light and Katie realized she must have slept through her alarm for it was after nine—two hours later than she’d planned to get up. After feeding the cats, she headed out for her daily exercise.

      After three circuits walking the Square, Katie took a shower before heading toward The Flower Child to see Moonbeam Carruthers.

      The Flower Child was an eclectic shop—fellow Square merchant Nona Fiske called it “that hippy place”—where Moonbeam sold not only bouquets of cut flowers and potted plants, but crystals, stones, tea blends, soaps, and candles. She also read tarot cards and did reiki massage. A bell above the door tinkled when Katie entered the shop. Two young women stood in front of the display case where the crystals were kept, and a man with a quizzical expression inspected the tea blends.

      “I’ll be with you in a second!” Moonbeam called.

      As she waited, Katie wandered around the shop sampling the scents of the new candles on display.

      Once she’d rung up her customers’ purchases, Moonbeam apologized to Katie. “Sorry about that. It’s always crazy in here on Saturday mornings.”

      Katie smiled. “That’s certainly nothing to be sorry about, and I didn’t mind waiting. I’m here to invite you to lunch.”

      Moonbeam’s face fell. “Is it Nona Fiske? Has she been badmouthing my shop again?”

      “No, of course not. I just thought it would be nice to sit and have a chat. That is if you feel comfortable closing your shop for an hour.”

      “That sounds great. When?” Moonbeam waved as a dowdy woman in a polyester top and pants entered the shop.

      “Hi. I’m here for my tarot reading,” the customer said.

      “I’ll be right with you.” Moonbeam nodded at Katie, indicating she was awaiting her answer.

      “What time would be convenient for you?” Katie asked.

      “Noon. Where would you like to meet?”

      Katie suggested Tealicious, and Moonbeam said she’d meet her there.

      As Katie walked to Artisans Alley, she hoped it wouldn’t rain that day. Although it was a beautiful sunny morning, the sky was beginning to darken to the west. A storm was definitely brewing.
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      Katie entered Tealicious at a few minutes past noon, surprised to see Jamie at a table in a back corner. He must have gotten over his upset stomach, otherwise, he wouldn’t be out to lunch. Since he was seated at a table with a well-dressed, dark-haired woman with whom he was deep in conversation, she didn’t go over to say hello. Instead, she sat at an empty table near the door and waited for Moonbeam, hoping she’d make it before the heavens opened up. A rumble of thunder rattled the windows. It sounded as though the storm was going to be a bad one.

      Katie threw a look over her shoulder. Jamie and the woman leaned in over the table, as though speaking quietly so that they wouldn’t be overheard.

      Weird.

      Soon, Moonbeam came through the door in a flurry of color. She’d thrown a purple, yellow, orange, and blue poncho over her jeans and sweater, and carried a red umbrella.

      “That’s a beautiful poncho,” Katie said, after waving Moonbeam over.

      “Thank you. I got it in Peru.” She took the seat across from Katie. “So, what’s new?”

      “You know that eyesore of an abandoned warehouse behind the Square?” Katie asked. “Hopefully, it won’t be an eyesore for much longer.”

      “It doesn’t bother me. I burned sage in there just before the owner replaced the broken lock on the main door. I’m certain any negative energy there has been banished.”

      Katie knew Moonbeam was referencing the fact that someone had been murdered inside the warehouse just a few weeks before. All the more reason to give the place a makeover and turn it into something productive.

      After explaining to Moonbeam that either a developer or some of the merchants might be buying the warehouse, Katie asked, “Would I sound like a crazy person if I said I thought the building deserved some happiness?”

      Laughing, Moonbeam said, “Of course not. But, then, you’re asking me—Victoria Square’s resident bohemian.”

      Katie joined in her laughter and then said, “I’m glad everyone got the opportunity to get to know you during the Harvest Festival.”

      “Me, too. Even Nona peeped her head into the shop one day.” She spread her hands. “She ran back out almost immediately, but it was a start.”

      “That’s right. We women entrepreneurs have to stick together.”

      Before Katie could continue, the server arrived and took their orders.

      “Have you read Year of Yes by Shonda Rhimes?” Moonbeam asked. “It’s an excellent book.”

      “I haven’t, but—” Katie broke off upon seeing Jamie stumbling toward the door. What is he doing? “Excuse me, Moonbeam.” She stood. “Jamie?”

      He didn’t stop, nor did he turn around. He went through the door and collapsed onto the tarmac.

      “Jamie!” Katie ran outside and knelt by his side.

      A group of passersby stopped to see what was wrong.

      “Someone please call nine-one-one!” Katie took Jamie’s hand. It was clammy and his lips had a bluish cast to them. “Jamie, can you hear me?”

      His eyes fluttered open. “Don’t…tell….” A roar of thunder cut off his words as his eyes drifted shut again.

      A fat raindrop pelted the pavement before the torrent began in earnest. She was grateful Jamie was under Tealicious’s eaves.

      Katie placed her fingers at the side of Jamie’s neck. Thankfully, he still had a pulse, but it was weak and erratic. She removed her jacket and placed it beneath his head.

      Feeling a hand on her shoulder, she turned to see Moonbeam standing behind her. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Yes. Would you go inside and ask Brad to come here?” she asked.

      With a nod, Moonbeam hurried back inside Tealicious.

      “Give the man some room!”

      This directive was shouted by Ray Davenport, former Monroe County Sheriff’s Office detective, the current owner of Wood U, and one of Katie’s best friends.

      “Jamie Siefert?” Ray asked. “What happened?” He, too, took Jamie’s pulse, grimaced, and then gently opened one of the man’s eyes.

      “He was having lunch and then he came out here and collapsed,” Katie said, realizing that as a former police officer, Ray probably knew Jamie from the medical examiner’s office and that he was also trained in basic first aid.

      “Was he alone?” Ray’s thick eyebrows came together like curious caterpillars as he unbuttoned the first three buttons of Jamie’s shirt.

      “No. He was with a woman.” Katie looked around. “I don’t see her, though.”

      Brad was suddenly by Katie’s side. “Moonbeam said you needed me.” He took in the fact Jamie lay prone on the asphalt and gasped. “What happened?”

      “Call Seth!” Realizing Jamie was seriously ill, Katie thought it best that Seth didn’t drive himself to the hospital. “Scratch that—call Nick, ask him if he can go get Seth, tell Seth that Jamie’s sick and that he’s been taken to the hospital.” The local volunteer ambulance crew arrived—lights and sirens blazing—so Katie had to shout the rest of her message. “Tell Nick I’ll meet them there. I’m going to ride along with Jamie.”
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      Inside the ambulance, Katie sat on a bench seat next to the stretcher. The rain pounding against the roof of the vehicle could be heard over the sound of the siren. As the paramedic took Jamie’s blood pressure, he peppered Katie with questions she couldn’t answer.

      “How was he before he collapsed?”

      She didn’t know.

      “What did he eat for lunch?”

      No idea—but she could find out.

      “Had he eaten anything prior to lunch?”

      “I don’t know. I do know that he had an upset stomach last night when we were playing poker at a friend’s house,” Katie said.

      Jamie’s ominous words don’t tell replayed themselves in her mind. What had he been going to say? Not to tell Seth about his being at Tealicious? Or the woman he was having lunch with? Or had he been about to say, don’t tell Brad I hated my lunch or don’t tell Brad lunch made me sick? But had lunch made him sick? As she’d just pointed out to the paramedic, he’d been ill the evening before. Had she—and everyone else at Sassy Sally’s—missed some indication of how sick Jamie had truly been? But, apparently, not even Jamie knew. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been at Tealicious.

      Katie realized the paramedic was addressing her again. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I asked if you’re his next of kin.”

      Eyes widening, Katie said, “No! I mean, I’ve…his partner is on his way to the hospital…but he’s… Jamie’s going to be fine…isn’t he?”

      The paramedic wouldn’t meet her gaze.

      At the hospital, the ambulance’s back doors were thrown open, and Katie kept out of the way while the emergency medical technicians swept Jamie out of the vehicle and into the building. Feeling bewildered, Katie walked through the ER’s public entrance.

      “Are you here with a patient?” the security officer asked.

      Katie nodded and he handed her a visitors’ sticker, which she slapped onto her shoulder. She then headed toward the reception desk. The woman she knew who’d been manning the desk the last time she’d been at this emergency room wasn’t there. In her place was a man who seemed too preoccupied to notice her existence.

      Approaching the desk, she said, “Hello. My friend was brought here in an ambulance, and they just took him back. May I go—?”

      “Katie!”

      She turned at the sound of Seth’s voice. His complexion was pale, and his fists were clenched in what she could only interpret as fear. “Seth.” She lunged toward him and they hugged. “We just got here. The EMTs took Jamie in back.” She nodded toward the treatment rooms beyond.

      “Where’s he?” Nick demanded of the man at the desk.

      “Are you family?”

      “He’s my partner,” Seth said.

      “Married?” the man at the reception desk asked him.

      “Well, no, but we’re engaged,” he lied.

      “That’s not family.”

      “Look, I’m also his attorney.”

      “Unless you’ve got his health-care proxy, I can’t give you any information. HIPAA laws—”

      “I know all about that,” Seth stated.

      “Hey, man, show a little compassion,” Nick berated the guy.

      The man snorted a breath. “Let me check.” He picked up his handset, called the nurses’ station, and explained the situation. “Yes. I see.” He glanced at the trio. “I’ll let them know.” Hanging up the phone, he said, “There’s a team currently examining the patient. The doctor will be out to speak with you as soon as he can.”

      “Thank you,” Seth said.

      Nick squeezed Katie’s hand, and they shared a worried look behind Seth’s back. A team? That couldn’t be good. Especially in light of the paramedic’s next-of-kin question.

      “What happened?” Seth demanded, pacing in front of the automatic double doors.

      The entrance doors whooshed open, and a woman brought her crying baby into the waiting area. As she rushed to the reception desk, Nick herded Seth and Katie to a deserted corner of the room.

      “He was having lunch at Tealicious,” Katie said. “I met Moonbeam there, but I saw Jamie across the room. He seemed fine.”

      Seth resumed his pacing. “Was he alone?”

      “He was with a woman. I only saw her from behind. Does he have a sister?”

      Seth sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “No.”

      “You have no idea who this woman could’ve been?” Nick asked Katie. “You hadn’t seen her in Tealicious before?”

      “As I said, I didn’t see her face, but I didn’t recognize her. She was sharply dressed and appeared to be some sort of professional.”

      Nick looked from Katie to Seth. “Maybe she was a doctor. He was sick last night at the party.”

      Seth stopped pacing long enough to arch a brow at Nick. “What kind of doctor meets patients at a tea shop?”

      Inclining his head, Nick said, “An off-the-books consultation maybe?”

      “I never dreamed Jamie was sick enough to collapse in the street.” Seth let out a groan. “He was up and down all night. I should’ve insisted on bringing him to the emergency room this morning, but he said he was okay and had some errands to run.”

      “Stop beating yourself up,” Nick said. “Jamie had medical training. Had he believed anything was seriously wrong, he wouldn’t have had to be told to go to the doctor. Right? I mean, sometimes these things creep up on you. Like low blood pressure. One minute you’re fine—the next minute you’re on your back looking up at the ceiling wondering what happened.”

      Katie placed a hand on Nick’s arm. “Oh, no!”

      “It didn’t happen to me,” he said. “It was my uncle. But it was sudden, and it scared the crap out of my aunt and cousins. But it turned out to be no big deal.”

      “I won’t feel better until I’ve seen Jamie and spoken with the doctor.” Seth started back toward the reception desk just as a scrubs-clad man emerged from the doors leading to the examination bays.

      “Family of James Seifert?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Seth hurried forward. “How is he? Can I see him now?”

      “I’m Dr. Adams. Come with me please.”

      “All of us?” Nick asked.

      With a nod, the doctor said, “Yes.”

      He ushered them into a private consulting room. Noticing pamphlets on grief in acrylic holders and boxes of tissues placed about the room, Katie put her hand on the back of a chair to steady herself.

      “Please take a seat,” the doctor said.

      “No, thank you.” Seth’s voice wavered slightly. “I want to see Jamie. I want to see him now.”

      “I’m very sorry, but Mr. Seifert has died.”
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      Katie felt as though she had weights tied to her legs as she trudged up the stairs to her apartment. Nick had dropped her off before driving Seth home. Don was heading across the county to pick up Jamie’s mother and would meet them there. Not wanting to be in the way, Katie had promised Seth she’d see him the following day.

      Upon opening the door, both cats immediately insisted they were starving, crying piteously. As she fed them, Katie realized she hadn’t eaten all day. But rather than feeling hungry, she felt nauseous.

      She sank onto the couch and decided to call Moonbeam. After all, Jamie’s emergency had interrupted their lunch, and she figured Moonbeam would want to know the outcome.

      “Katie.” Somehow, Moonbeam managed to infuse warmth, compassion, and sympathy into that single word.

      “You already know?” Katie asked.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “But now I do. And I’m so very sorry.”

      Finally succumbing to the tears she’d been fighting since Jamie had collapsed, Katie said, “I…I didn’t mean to do this.”

      “Don’t you worry, hon, I’ll be right over.”

      “That’s not—” Katie had been going to tell Moonbeam that wasn’t necessary, but her friend had already ended the call.

      By the time Moonbeam arrived, Katie had pulled herself together and put on a pot of tea. Being thoughtful, Moonbeam brought a package of shortbread cookies.

      “My mom always noshed on shortbread during a crisis,” she said, placing the cookies on a plate on the bistro table. “She passed the tradition down from her own mother—part of our Scottish heritage, I suppose. But I do find it soothing.”

      “My great Aunt Lizzie was a Scot. Do your parents live nearby?” Katie poured them each a cup of tea.

      “No, they live in California.” Moonbeam sat at the table. “How is Seth holding up?”

      “I believe he’s in shock.” After placing cups, napkins, and dessert plates on the table, Katie sat opposite Moonbeam. “Other than Jamie having an upset stomach last night and this morning, Seth said he seemed fine. He guessed Jamie had a stomach virus.”

      Moonbeam took a cookie and dunked it into her tea. “How did Jamie look at the hospital?”

      “When we arrived, he looked much like he did when he collapsed in front of Tealicious except that his lips had taken on a bluish tinge.” Shuddering, she took a sip of her tea.

      “How did he look after he died?” Moonbeam asked.

      “Nick and I didn’t go in with Seth. We felt we should respect his privacy.”

      Moonbeam nibbled on a cookie for a moment and then said, “I have a strong feeling Jamie was poisoned.”

      “You mean food poison or—?”

      “No. I believe he was intentionally poisoned.”

      Katie mulled her friend’s words over before speaking again. “You don’t think Seth—?”

      Shaking her head, Moonbeam said, “No, not Seth. And this is merely intuition talking. But it’s a very strong perception.”

      “Who’d want to do such a thing?” Katie asked.

      Moonbeam merely shrugged.

      “We need to find the woman Jamie was having lunch with,” Katie said.

      Moonbeam nodded. “Yes, we do.”
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      After Moonbeam left, Katie figured she had better call Brad to let him know what had happened at the hospital.

      “Katie, Nick told me about Jamie. I’m so sorry.” He blurted out the words as soon as he answered. “I swear the food is all fine. No one else got sick—I checked.”

      “I know it wasn’t the food. He was sick to his stomach last night at Nick and Don’s,” Katie said. “Do you know the woman Jamie was with?”

      “He was with a woman?” he asked.

      “Yes. He was with a brunette—nicely dressed. I didn’t get a look at her face.”

      “Meet me in the shop, and we’ll go through the day’s receipts. Maybe she paid for lunch.”

      “That’s a great idea.” Katie ended the call, hurried downstairs, and turned on the lights in the kitchen.

      By the time Brad got there, she’d made them a pot of chamomile tea.

      He greeted her with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “This is unbelievable.”

      “I know,” she said. “Did Nick say how Seth is doing?”

      “He said Seth’s doctor had come to the house and given him a sleeping aid. Seth hadn’t wanted to take it, but the doc—who’s also a friend—insisted that he and Jamie’s mom both take one and get some rest.”

      She closed her eyes. “Jamie’s mom. Poor thing. What’s her name again?”

      “Suzanne,” Brad said. “She’s staying with Seth tonight.”

      “That’s good. Does she…” There was no delicate way to ask. “Doesn’t she have anyone else?”

      Brad shook his head. “Not around here, at least. Her husband is dead, and Jamie was an only child.”

      Blowing out a breath, Katie said, “I hope we can find out what happened. Moonbeam believes Jamie was poisoned.”

      His lips tightened. “A lot of customers ate the same things as Jamie ordered.”

      “Not that kind of poison.” With a trembling hand, she poured the tea.

      “Oh, that’s ridiculous. She’s only trying to perpetuate her status as a—” He waved his hand. “Woo-woo authority.”

      “She didn’t say it was a psychic vision or anything.” Katie felt a bit defensive on Moonbeam’s behalf. “She said it was intuition.”

      “Right,” he scoffed, picked up his cup and took a sip. “What did the doctor say?”

      “He said that in light of the circumstances, Jamie’s body would be sent for an autopsy,” she said. “But the unofficial cause of death was myocardial infarction.”

      “You know, there could be a history of heart disease in Jamie’s family,” Brad said. “Or it could be a birth defect no one ever knew about. That happened to a friend of mine. He was jogging, had a heart attack, and died. Turned out, he had a birth defect that wasn’t revealed until his autopsy.”

      “I hope it was something like that, but with Jamie being sick last night at Sassy Sally’s and then collapsing this afternoon…” She shook her head. “I’m afraid it had to be something else.”

      “Were you feeling that way before Moonbeam Carruthers put it in your head that Jamie was poisoned?” he asked.

      “What’s got you so worked up? I thought you liked Moonbeam.”

      He raised his hands warily. “I like her fine, but I desperately hope Jamie died of natural causes. Either way, Tealicious is going to come under scrutiny as the last place the man ate. Think about how that looks—he left our dining room, stumbled onto the pavement, and lost consciousness. Would you want to eat here after that?”

      Katie hadn’t even considered how Jamie’s death might affect business. After admitting as much to Brad, she said, “Let’s take a look at those receipts. Hopefully, we can find this woman Jamie had lunch with, and she can shed some light on how he was feeling before he left here.”

      Brad retrieved the day’s receipts and divided them between himself and Katie. They checked each for the time. When they had a stack of receipts obtained between eleven o’clock that morning and one o’clock that afternoon, they began to look at credit card owner’s names. Of course, some people paid in cash. Katie was praying that wouldn’t be the case with Jamie and his companion.

      “Here.” Brad held up a receipt. “I’m pretty sure this is them. Jamie had cucumber sandwiches and almond biscotti. The woman had a blueberry scone with clotted cream.” He handed the slip of paper to Katie.

      “This was paid for by a credit card belonging to Calexia Industries.” She took her phone from her pocket, opened the Web browser, and typed in the name. “Nothing. What is Calexia Industries?”

      “I have no idea,” Brad said. “But it’s a start. We’ll look it up tomorrow.”

      “I’m looking it up now, and it’s a dead end.” Katie rubbed her forehead. “Who has a company you can’t find using a search engine?”

      “A company that’s a cover for something else.” He covered her hand with his. “The partnership that bought Moonbeam’s building—what’s it called?”

      “Victoria Square Merchant Association Partners,” she said.

      “All right. Search for that.”

      She did. “Nothing. There’s a lot of Victoria Square stuff, but not the partnership.”

      “Exactly. But if you were trying to find someone affiliated with the partnership, what would you do?”

      “I’d come to Victoria Square and start asking questions.”

      He smiled. “And that’s what we’ll do tomorrow. We’ll find out what Calexia stands for or where it’s located, and we’ll find this woman. Heck, maybe even Seth can tell us who it is.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Katie traced the fabric of the tablecloth with an index finger. “Right before he lost consciousness, Jamie said, ‘Don’t tell.’”

      “Don’t tell? Don’t tell what?”

      “That’s just it. I have no idea.”

      “With all due respect,” Brad said, “it doesn’t matter anymore. Whatever Jamie meant, whatever secret he wanted you to keep, it’s irrelevant. The man is dead, and we need to find out what happened to him.”

      “Of course, you’re right. Would you please make me a copy of this receipt so I can show it to Seth tomorrow?”

      He nodded. “May I ride over with you?”

      “Sure. But—” She bit her lip. “—what should we do about Tealicious?”

      “I think we should close. A man died here today. We don’t want to act as though it’s business as usual,” he said. “Since Monday is our normal day off, closing tomorrow gives us two days to do some damage control.”

      Katie dropped her head into her hands. “This is terrible. Our friend—Seth’s partner—is dead, and we’re trying to avoid a PR nightmare.”

      Brad patted her shoulder. “We can’t ignore it, Katie. Especially not after the fallout caused by Erikka Wiley’s death.”

      “You don’t have to remind me.” She slid her hands down the sides of her face. “At the rate we’re going, Victoria Square is going to get the reputation for being a murder capital, and people will avoid all the merchants.”

      Brad nodded. “Especially us.”
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      Despite a restless night filled with unsettling dreams, Katie awoke on Sunday morning to sunshine and smiled. And then she remembered the terrible events of the previous day. After feeding her cats and herself, she headed over to Artisans Alley to check out the new vendor’s setup. Rose was in the vendors’ lounge getting coffee when she arrived.

      Setting down her cup, Rose came over to give Katie a quick hug. “I feel so bad for poor Seth.” Of course, she felt bad for him. She was, after all, his biological mother. Although she’d given him up at birth, she had never stopped loving her only child. “Have you seen him?” Rose added.

      “Not since yesterday,” Katie said. “Brad and I are going over there in a little while.”

      “I’d never seen the dear boy happier, and now…this.” Rose blinked back tears. “I want to go see him, but I don’t want to crowd him either. What do you think I should do?”

      “I’ll see how he’s doing and let you know.” Not quite knowing how to navigate these choppy waters with Rose where her biological son was concerned, Katie changed the subject. “Have you seen the new vendor setup?”

      Rose blinked. “I didn’t even realize we had a new vendor.”

      “She makes metal sculptures. I haven’t met her yet. Vance brokered the deal.” Katie sighed. “I had nightmares last night that all the metal would be too heavy for that floor upstairs, so I’m going up to take a look.”

      “I’ll walk with you.” Rose retrieved her coffee cup.

      “I know I’m probably being silly, but after the floor got weak earlier this month in front of Chad’s Pad, I don’t want to take any chances,” Katie said.

      “You can’t be too careful, dear. After all, you’re the one who’s liable if anything bad happens.”

      Katie didn’t need Rose to remind her of that. That fact became even more apparent when she saw the heavy metal already making an indentation on the wooden floor.

      “Oh, no.” She groaned and stepped closer to get a better look. “This stuff is going to crash through the floor and into the lobby!”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      Katie whirled around in the direction of the voice to see Ray standing behind her. “I’m not being dramatic! Do you see this? Do. You. See. This?”

      “I see it,” he said. “And I agree that this vendor needs to be moved to a downstairs space immediately. But nothing is going to crash through the floor within seconds.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. This place isn’t your responsibility.”

      Ray gently placed his hands on her shoulders. “Take a deep breath. Get some oxygen into those little gray cells, as Poirot would say.”

      “Since when did you become a Christie fan?” Katie asked, scowling.

      “And how did you know where to find us?” Rose asked.

      “For years and Ida in that order. You still haven’t taken that deep breath, Katie.”

      To pacify him, she took a breath. “Happy?”

      He grinned. “Delighted.”

      Frowning, Rose asked, “How did Ida know where we were?”

      “She was doing tags or whatever she does and saw the two of you coming up here,” Ray said. “I was looking for Katie to ask about Jamie.”

      Lowering her eyes, Katie felt guilty about her reaction to the new vendor’s setup in light of what Seth was going through. Still, this situation had the potential to be dangerous.

      “Is it bad?” he asked, worry creeping into his voice.

      She nodded. “He died at the hospital yesterday.”

      He muttered an expletive. “What happened? He seemed as healthy as a horse.”

      Horses were much more delicate than most cared to believe.

      “We don’t know what happened yet,” Katie said. “They’re doing an autopsy.”

      His eyes widened in what could only be seen as panic. “No one else at—”

      “No,” she quickly interrupted. “No one else at Tealicious got sick. And Jamie wasn’t feeling well at Sassy Sally’s the night before.”

      He sighed, shaking his head. “I hate this. I liked him. He was such a good kid.”

      “Did you interact with him during your time at the Sheriff’s Office?”

      “Yeah,” Ray said succinctly.

      “Brad and I are going over to Seth’s house to check on him and Jamie’s mom. Would you like to go with

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-8-dead-mans-hand-2023-web.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
°

g S B d
N = . S,
: e v
T
7 - s
~ 5
B S ~2<(

L A VICTORIA SQUARE MYS TEI_{;‘ZE:
L, -







