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CHAPTER ONE

Another Day Another Dollar
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I struggled up the
stairs with three bags of groceries from the new Whole Foods on
Potter Drive. Everything seemed new in Doyle, Illinois—not just me,
Ginny Travis, chef extraordinaire.

After landing a job working for a lady at…I
repositioned the bags so I could see my scribbled handwriting. 508
Copper Street, Apartment #212. The building was old, the first
thing I'd seen that had any character or life in this small
town.

Taking a breath to steady myself for the
meet and greet, I knocked on the door. A tall woman with lackluster
chestnut hair and deep blue eyes answered. A dingy robe hung loose
over yellow pajamas; but she gave the air of a lady wearing a light
dress and high-heeled shoes. She looked to be in her mid-thirties,
if that. I knew she was a rich widow who lived alone but for some
reason, I pictured her older. According to her email, she didn't
get out much and hated to cook—hence a job that I'd love in this
troubled economy.

So, this was to be my new boss. I smiled at
her and a strand of my unruly, reddish-brown hair fell into my eyes
as she scowled at me. "You must be Mrs. …" Crap. I'd forgotten her
name. My hands were full but I managed to flick open my note. It
fell to the hallway floor. I hunted my memory but her name eluded
me like a tax refund. Grayson? No. Jordan? No. Maybe if I said it.
"Mrs. G. …uh…"

"Heumannskemper."

That couldn't be right. "Hoy-mans-kemper?"
I'd remember a name like that.

"People have trouble remembering it. I'd
change it if I cared what others thought. You're not here about a
corpse, are you?"

"Is that an option?" I laughed, but she
continued to glare at me. "I'm here for the job."

"Come in." She swung the door wide. "I see
you brought your lunch with you. Get settled and we'll go over your
duties."

I stepped into the little apartment and my
gaze went straight to the kitchenette in the corner. It was
separated from the large front room by a low wooden counter. I saw
no stools. In fact, there were no dining chairs at all. One door
stood to the right, a bathroom or bedroom I guessed. It was a small
apartment for a rich widow. The kitchenette was doable but I was
disappointed. An artist prefers a big ol' ceiling to paint his
heart's desire, not a scribbled-on piece of paper, crumpled and
discarded on the floor.

"Where can I put these bags?" I asked
politely.

"In the bathroom."

Great. I get to work for a comedian. Mrs.
Herman…Mrs. Hormean…Helmetcamper? Crap. Whatever her name, she
glared at me again before plopping on a brown sofa, turning to its
back and curling up.

All righty then, a depressed comedian. No
matter. Private chefs will run into this sort of thing. I shouldn't
make assumptions but I would guess, by the looks of this
kitchenette and her attire at 9:30 AM, that she was nutritionally
deficient. Probably ate junk food. I flung open the cabinets.
Empty. I checked the fridge. An old salad in a plastic takeout box
stared back at me. The lettuce was encrusted with ice and the
artichoke hearts were fuzzy. Okay, so she ate out.

There was no way I would store food here
without a thorough cleaning. Fortunately, I'd brought some
eco-friendly supplies for just such an event and I set to work.

"What is taking so long, Caroline?"

I lifted my head out of the refrigerator.
"Are you talking to me?"

"No, I'm talking to the cat."

"You have a cat?"

She craned her neck, nearly falling off the
couch. "No. I was being sarcastic. Do you have PTSD?"

"I gave it up for Lent."

She studied me with one eye, shutting the
other as if it interfered with her scrutinization. "There's nothing
wrong with you. Good. We'll need that."

I'd lost the conversation. Many people who
didn't eat would balk at a full meal. "I'll have breakfast ready in
a jiffy. How about something simple? Peanut butter and celery?"

"I don't want breakfast. I want you to be
ready to go."

"Go where?"

"Any minute a corpse is going to knock on
that door."

"I'll set another plate."

She stood. "I hired you to help me."

"That can only start with a good breakfast.
Something light since it looks as though you haven't eaten in three
years."

"I eat when I'm hungry."

Good. Progress. Lots of people eat big
dinners and wake up without the pull of hunger. Then they eat a
light lunch, are starving by the evening, and eat a big dinner. All
those calories and nutrients filling the body at bedtime instead of
fueling it throughout the day. It was just a matter of
flip-flopping the schedule. "When do you get hungry?"

"Never."

I removed the fridge's discolored glass
shelf and laid it over the unused counter. "Are you going to be
difficult?"

"We're already there. Be ready. We'll move
on a moment's notice, Caroline."

"Move where? You're in a robe. And my name's
not Caroline."

"Of course it is."

"Ginny."

"I don't drink."

"No, my name is Ginny." I didn't judge her
harshly—how could I? I couldn't remember her name.
That could get dicey if I didn't nip it in the bud somehow. All I
had to do was say her name twenty times in my head. Mrs.
Hormanscamper. Mrs. Hormanscamper. Mrs. Hormanscamper.

"Of course it's Caroline. I would know. I
had to hire you."

"It's Ginny. I'm quite sure on that
point."

She rubbed her chin. "As in Virginia?"

"Yes."

"Well, there you go then. I knew it was a
state. Like Georgia."

Wow! Where could I start with that sentence?
"But it's not my name."

"I could hardly care less if your name was
Rupert Piccadilly."

"I'd still prefer you call me Ginny."

"Have it your own way." She plopped down.
"What do I care?"

I went back to my kitchen duties. "Caroline
isn't even a state."

Her voice floated over. "Are you going to be
like this all the time?"

There was a knock at the door.

She jumped up and smoothed her robe. She
massaged her face and slackened her jaw. "Do I look
compassionate?"

"You look drunk."

She flung her hands in the air. "Why do I
bother?" She answered the door.

A timid, female voice carried through the
apartment. "Are you Georgia Heumannskemper?"

Heumannskemper! That was it. Oh, 'Georgia'.
She thought she remembered my name, Virginia, as it was a state
like her own name. She ended up with 'Caroline' instead of
'Carolina'. I was beginning to see how her mind worked. Once I fed
it proper fuel she'd feel a hundred times better. Food healed all.
It could also kill, as slow as arsenic poisoning. Not that that
comes from my knowledge of cooking, more from the paperback novels
I devour just as voraciously. Georgia Hermanscooper. Hormanscamper?
Oh, crap.

"Yes, I'm Georgia. Come in. You're here
about a loved one, aren't you?"

"Yes." The woman wore jeans with a pink
waistcoat hung over a pink blouse. Her eyes were puffy and red. She
stared at Georgia's attire. "I hope I'm not disturbing you."

"Not at all, dear. I've been waiting for
you."

The visitor sat on the couch. "How did you
know? He told me to keep it a secret."

"He?" Georgia shook her head. "I didn't mean
you specifically. It's been a dry spell but I knew something would
come up."

The woman started to cry.

Georgia patted her knee awkwardly. "No, no.
Don't do that. If you do that you can't tell me what happened, then
I can't help you."

She sniffled. "How do you know I'm here
about a loved one?"

"Because you're crying. Why don't you speak,
dear? Tell me all about it."

"Someone killed my sister."

The butter knife in my hand slipped off the
bread and clattered against the plate.

Georgia waved me to silence. "Ignore her.
She's my assistant. Ginny Something. It doesn't matter. Go on."

Why introduce me—if you could call that an
introduction—as her assistant instead of chef, then say it didn't
matter? She either wanted to look rich or she was embarrassed at
having a chef. Either way, this Georgia had problems.

"Wendy was killed last night. Oh, Wendy
Salazar, my sister. I'm Trudy. We live together on Eastwood and
Third." Her eyes squeezed shut and her voice shook. "Lived
together."

"Just tell me what happened, without all the
crying."

"Georgia!" I snapped. I couldn't help myself
and her first name popped out of my mouth as I couldn't grasp her
last. I stepped out of the kitchenette and offered Trudy Salazar
some fresh tissues. She'd brought her own but they were shredded
and soaked. "Just take your time, Ms. Salazar."

"Thank you. Call me Trudy, please." She took
an unsteady breath. "I'm not sure what happened. I came home last
night and found Wendy in the bathtub. She was dead. The police said
it was suicide. My sister would never commit suicide. I need your
help."

She looked so expectantly at Georgia, it
broke my heart. I couldn't help speaking. "Could it have been an
accident?"

They both looked at me. "How many baths have
you taken?" Georgia asked.

"I don't know."

"You ever drown?"

"Anyone could slip."

Georgia huffed at me. "There were no bruises
or bangs to the head or neck. No twisted ankle."

Ms. Salazar's breath caught in her throat.
"How do you know that?"

"You told me."

"When?"

"Just now. The police ruled it a suicide. If
there were markings on her they would have said accident, murder,
or kept it open."

I stared at Georgia. I'd heard every word
Trudy said, but never in a million years would have picked that
out. I just wanted Trudy to feel better. Georgia sounded like she'd
been there. I didn't know this woman. I didn't know either of them.
Why did this Trudy Salazar come to Georgia for help? They'd never
met and yet…Georgia seemed to be waiting for her…but in pajamas and
a robe.

A minute ago I was making a peanut butter
sandwich, and now I was listening to my new boss describe a dead
woman she'd never seen. A supposedly murdered dead woman. Suddenly,
my nice and orderly first morning on the job was more confusing
than a recipe written in French.

Georgia squinted at Trudy. "I want to see.
Will you show me your bathroom?"

"Um…yes. Yes. One of the detectives on the
case told me to contact you but leave his name out of it. He said
you'd be discreet."

Georgia burst into laughter but quickly shut
her mouth.

"He believes me. I know my sister, Mrs.
Heumannskemper, and when I said she wouldn't commit suicide, he
said you should check into it. His hands are tied. I get the
impression he could get in big trouble if his boss found out that
he mentioned you to me."

"The detective isn't the lead on the case,
is he?"

"No, but he's kept the crime scene tape up
and told me to contact you right away. I can't pay you anything now
but once her estate is settled—"

Georgia waved her into silence. "I'll take a
pittance so you're officially my client. Where is the detective
now?"

"He said he'd meet us there at 10:00 if you
were interested."

"Don't bother calling him. He'll be there.
Come along, Ginny."

"But—"

"Put your stuff away and give Trudy a peanut
butter and celery sandwich. I'll just get dressed. You have three
minutes." She disappeared through the door and I caught a glimpse
of a bed and dresser.

Trudy wiped her nose. "She gets dressed in
three minutes?"

For all I knew she'd take her robe off,
baring all, throw on a pair of shoes and walk out of the apartment.
"I have no idea. Take this." I handed her the sandwich. "There's
celery on the side. Georgia needs to eat more vegetables. Well, we
all do. I thought I'd start her easy."

"I'm not hungry."

"When's the last time you ate?"

She twisted the tissue in her hands. "I
guess lunch, yesterday."

"Passing out from hunger won't help your
sister. Take a bite and I'll leave you alone."

Trudy took a tentative nibble and I went
back to the kitchenette. I'd just put the celery away when
Georgia's bedroom door opened. Brown chestnut curls bounced around
hoop earrings that matched the gold trimming on a wispy
coffee-colored tulip skirt. Low slingbacks and a frilly white shirt
with a delicate brown scarf completed the ensemble. My jaw dropped.
How did she do that? Where before I felt comfortable in my khakis
and maroon blouse, now I felt like a bag lady pushing her shopping
cart. She must have a flashier, healthier twin back there. "I'll
have lunch ready when you get back," I breathed.

"Come along. Both of you. We have a
murder to solve."

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

Badges & Candlelight
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The Salazar
sisters' home was large but comfy; inviting. Made up of a one-story
brick house with lots of windows that let in tons of sunlight and a
little front door that opened to a foyer with hooks for coats and
an umbrella stand. Trudy Salazar pointed to a door down the hall.
Georgia didn't seem interested in the décor and made a beeline for
the bathroom. Trudy hung back.

A tall, dark man in a police uniform blocked
Georgia's entry.

"Move it, Henry."

"Georgia, I could get into a lot of trouble
for this."

"Save the speech, Henry. I've heard it
before."

Confusion marked his smooth, brown face.
"I've never called you in on a case."

"You all have the same whiny speech about
protocol and procedure and CYA'ing. You say it more than the
Miranda Rights."

"How many officers have called to—"

"You should form a club."

He scoffed. "The Georgia Heumannskemper
Club? Oh, the chief would love that."

"Trudy Salazar hired me. Since you boys
ruled the sister's death a suicide, there is no crime scene to
protect."

He waved at the bathroom door. "This? No,
no. I'm not stupid, Georgia. Officially, I have no right to be
here, except Ms. Salazar invited me. My gut says Wendy Salazar
didn't kill herself. I just can't tell you why. There were no signs
of a struggle in there, no skin under her fingernails, no hint of
foul play but I trust my instinct
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