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About This Book


A new cozy mystery series from USA Today best-selling author Dale Mayer. Follow gardener and amateur sleuth Doreen Montgomery—and her amusing and mostly lovable cat, dog, and parrot—as they catch murderers and solve crimes in lovely Kelowna, British Columbia.

Riches to rags.… Controlling to chaos.… But murder… well maybe…

Doreen’s success at solving murders has hit the newswires across the country, but all Doreen wants is to be left alone. She has antiques to get to the auction house and a relationship with Corporal Mack Moreau to work out, not to mention a new friendship to nurture with Penny, Doreen’s first friend in Kelowna, and Doreen doesn’t want to ruin things.

But when a surprise accusation won’t leave Doreen alone—about Penny’s late husband George’s death and made by one of the men Doreen helped put away—she thinks that maybe it can’t hurt to just take a quick look into her new friend’s past.

Before Doreen knows it, she’s juggling a cold case, a closed case, and a possible mercy killing… along with cultivating her relationships with Penny, Mack, and Doreen’s pets: Mugs, the basset hound; Goliath, the Maine coon cat, and Thaddeus, the far-too-talkative African gray parrot. And while Mack should be used to Doreen’s antics by now, when she dives into yet another of his cases it’s becoming increasingly hard to take…

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Chapter 1
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In the Mission, Kelowna, BC

Sunday Afternoon… the same day she closed her last case

It had been such a rough day, and it wasn’t over yet. Doreen groaned. At least her incident with Hornby was in the past. Although today was the same day of that Hornby incident, she felt like this was a whole new beginning. Then she’d said that many times since her soon-to-be-ex-husband had replaced her with his newest arm candy—her former divorce attorney no less.

Although it was hard to be upset about that now. If she’d stayed in her marriage with her controlling husband, she’d never have had all the wonderful experiences she’d had since moving to her new house, her grandmother’s old house. And all the cases Doreen had solved since arriving in Kelowna, well,… she’d helped bring closure to a lot of people.

And now maybe one more—Penny—although Doreen still struggled with Hornby’s accusations that Penny might have killed her husband. Doreen could toss it off as sour grapes from a man heading to prison for the rest of his life, but what if there’d been a grain of truth to it?

Mack had finally gotten a hold of Penny, given her the official account as to her missing brother-in-law—now confirmed as murdered by Alan Hornby—and she’d come home from visiting a friend in Vernon. As soon as she’d hit town, she had walked to Doreen’s place. When Doreen opened her front door, Penny threw her arms around her.

“Thank you so much for getting me answers,” Penny cried out and hugged her again. After a moment, she stepped back and said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to run out on you. But I didn’t know what that horrible man meant to do. I couldn’t stick around long enough to find out.”

“It’s okay,” Doreen said. “Hornby can’t hurt you again.”

Needing to walk and talk, both of them still too keyed up to just sit inside, they strolled along Doreen’s backyard as Doreen gave Penny all the details. When their questions and answers ran out, Penny noticed the large garden beds along the side fence. “This will be lovely,” she said, motioning to a long stretch of Doreen’s overgrown garden.

“I’ve got a long way to go to get it back to what it was when Nan lived here,” Doreen said. “It’s a lot of work.”

“Understood. It’s the same at my place,” Penny said. “And not sure I want to now. Before Johnny disappeared, I loved gardening. Then it became a way to wear off the worry and tension over the years, but after George’s death…”

“I’d leave it as is,” Doreen said. “You’re selling, and your yard doesn’t look too bad.”

“And yet, selling the house feels like a betrayal of George.”

Doreen looked at Penny. “Were you happy with George?”

Penny beamed. “Very happy. He was a good provider, a good man, a good husband.”

Doreen didn’t know if she should ask about George’s death. It was an uncomfortable topic. Just because Hornby had made some accusations, that didn’t mean it wasn’t true but also didn’t mean Hornby wasn’t just causing trouble. “How did George die again?”

“A heart attack,” Penny said, her face stilling. She put a hand to her heart. “He went very quickly.”

Penny walked toward the rear of the property, where a large bunch of echinacea stood. The blooms hadn’t opened yet, but it looked to explode with flowers soon.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Doreen said. “That must have been very difficult.”

“Oh, it was,” she said. “It was, indeed.”

Doreen looked at the low patch of echinacea and smiled. “I remember how your plants are much bigger than mine.” She motioned at her echinacea, adding, “I have all kinds of plants crowding mine. Plus my garden is full of others I need to move, like foxglove, belladonna, nightshade…” She slid her glance sideways, checking Penny’s reaction to Doreen’s list of poisonous plants but saw absolutely nothing untoward. Satisfied, Doreen linked her arm with Penny’s and faced her new gardening friend. “I’m glad Mack got a hold of you before you heard it elsewhere.”

“I’m sure I have you to thank you for that,” Penny said. “I should get home now.” She looked back at Doreen’s gardens as they walked toward the creek. She pointed at another clump of echinacea. “You know what? Considering we found Johnny’s dagger in the dahlias at my place and then Johnny’s medallion in my front yard, I won’t ever look at a big clump of plants again without wondering if more evidence is hiding in it.”

Doreen’s mind kicked in, repeating evidence in the echinacea, evidence in the echinacea. But that was not today’s case. That would wait for another day. With a smile she said, “Forget all about that for now. We can talk gardening and plants and evidence another day.”

Penny chuckled. “Sounds good to me. At least we have something in common.”

Doreen nodded. “We do, indeed. We plant things, all kinds of seeds, even ideas we weren’t aware we were planting…” Her tone was cryptic.

Penny looked at her sideways, but Doreen just smiled and suggested, “Maybe you should set up a memorial garden for Johnny now.” At Penny’s startled look, Doreen explained further. “I know that came out of the blue. But I was thinking, you know, as I looked at that echinacea, how you have lost both Johnny and George, and both of them loved your home.”

“But I’m selling it,” Penny said. “Remember that?”

Doreen nodded. “Maybe that’s a nice way to leave it then, as the home you all shared together,” she said. “Creating a memorial garden before you move out would be a nice thing to do for them. If the new owners rip it out, well, all fair and good. You wouldn’t have to do much. Just set up two rings of rocks and a little marker stone in the center of each ring and say some kind words over it. You’ll get Johnny’s medallion and his knife back at some point from the police. There is that little cross as well.”

Penny looked thoughtful as she stared at the creek. “You’re thinking about me getting closure, aren’t you?”

“I am,” Doreen said, but she was also thinking of something else that just wouldn’t leave her alone. “For your own sake. Plus you don’t know how long it’ll take to sell your house,” she said. “But, if you think about it, it could be a few months or even a year. You haven’t put it on the market yet, have you?”

Penny shook her head. “I couldn’t while you were investigating,” she said starkly. “It seemed wrong to. Now that you’re done, and we know what happened…” She shook her head. “George spent most of his adult life searching for his brother, and to think he never found out,… but, in just a few days, look what you accomplished?”

“I’m really sorry about the long passage of time without answers,” Doreen said, her voice compassionate. “I think one of the hardest things for people is to never find out the truth.”

“And you did it so fast,” Penny said in amazement. “That’s what really blows me away. I only talked to you like, what, last Tuesday, Wednesday? And then, all of a sudden, it’s Sunday, and here you are with it already solved.”

Doreen didn’t know what to say. While she formulated an answer, Penny burst out, “Why couldn’t the police have done that years ago?”

“Because years ago, people stayed mum for a lot of different reasons. Things were different back then. People kept secrets, likely out of fear,” Doreen said slowly, thinking about what it had taken for the answers to come to the surface. “And I think Hornby stayed low and out of trouble, even leaving town as soon as he could. Now that so much time had passed, he thought he was safe to return to town.”

Penny said, “It makes no sense. He killed all three of those boys, for nothing.”

“Yes,” Doreen said, speaking slowly. “It also helped Hornby keep his secret when Susan couldn’t remember anything from the car accident. She was under the influence of drugs and still hungover, so it’s no wonder the cops didn’t take her seriously. Yet she’s the one who kept saying a multicolored vehicle was involved, whereas Alan said it happened so fast he couldn’t remember anything, other than a small car. Black, he thought, but he wasn’t even sure of that. Could have been dark green or dark blue. Apparently he’d been fighting with Susan.”

“And, of course, it was all make-believe anyway,” Penny whispered. “It’s just too incredible.”

“It is,” Doreen said, “but, honestly, often the truth is the simplest answer of all.”

“They had no DNA back then that led to any suspects. They had no digital anything back then,” Penny said, “like to see if Johnny showed up in another county or whatever.”

Doreen nodded. “And, of course, Alan’s father stuck up for Alan, gave him an alibi, believed his son was at home. And Mr. Hornby never saw a body in the trash truck’s compactor. Julie’s family wasn’t any better. Nobody wanted to point the finger at Alan Hornby, though nobody liked him. Even Julie had no way of knowing that an argument or picking one man over another would cause this kind of a reaction.”

“But to think it was a love triangle gone wrong,” Penny said in bewilderment. “And for all of it to stay a secret over all these years… We didn’t even know about Johnny’s relationship with Julie.”

“It may have happened twenty-nine years ago, but Mother Earth gives up her secrets eventually,” Doreen said. “Think about the dagger. Think about the medallion. Think about the cross.”

“No chance Johnny’s body could be found, is there?”

“I doubt it,” Doreen said softly but firmly. “I’m afraid that idea has to be set aside. He was placed in the old landfill. Everything there was all mulched together and reclaimed, and now a whole new subdivision has been built on top of it. I think the community of Wilden is there now.”

Penny looked at her. “All those new fancy big houses in Glenmore?”

“I think so,” Doreen said. “If not that area, another one nearby.” She watched her friend, still trying to take it all in, to make peace with it. “Come on. You’re a bit shaken up, and I need a walk anyway. Let’s get you home.”

“Are you sure?” Penny asked, but she looked grateful nonetheless. “I admit I’m feeling pretty shaky. Knowing that it’s over, that all this that haunted us—that haunted almost my entire marriage—is over. If only you had moved to Kelowna years ago,” she joked, “then George would have known what happened before he died.”

“The thing is, back then, I probably wouldn’t have been involved in these cold cases like I am now.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I’m a different person from who I was even a few years ago,” Doreen said with half a smile. She called out, “Mugs, you want to go for a walk?”

Her basset hound—who’d long lost his pedigree and his good manners that her ex had tried to instill upon Mugs—appeared, jumped up, and twirled around on his back legs. She chuckled. “Now if only we could make money with a circus act,” she said. She bent down, gave him a quick hug, then pulled his leash from her back pocket to hook it on.

“You don’t normally put him on the leash, do you?” Penny asked.

“No,” she said. “Not since I moved here, but he is leash trained. I just figure, every once in a while, I should do it to keep him in the habit.”

At that, they stepped out on the creek pathway, and a streak of orange bolted toward them. Nan’s huge Maine coon cat had come with Nan’s house. He was part of Doreen’s family now. “Goliath, want to go for a walk?” As usual, the cat largely ignored her.

From the veranda at the back of her house, Doreen could hear Thaddeus calling out, “Wait for me. Wait for me.”

Doreen chuckled. “I guess Thaddeus wants to come too.” The large beautiful blue-gray parrot with long red tail feathers had also been part of Doreen’s early inheritance along with Nan’s house. What would I do without them and Nan to keep me company?

Penny seemed fascinated as Doreen squatted down, waiting for the bird to waddle to them. She stretched out her arm, and Thaddeus hopped onto the back of her hand and sidestepped all the way up to her shoulder. Once there, he brushed his beak against her cheek. She gently stroked his back. “I wouldn’t go without you, big guy.”

As if he understood, he nudged her a couple more times and then settled in. Just as she was about to take a step, he said, “Giddyup, giddyup.”

She turned to look at him and said, “No way am I following your commands.”

He twisted his head, looked at her, batted those huge eyes of his, and said, “Thaddeus go.”

“Yes,” she said in exasperation. “You can tell you’ll be going somewhere,” she said. “You’re already on my shoulder, and we’re already out of the house.”

And then he seemed to settle without more arguments. As she glanced at Penny, her new friend tried to hold back her chuckles. Doreen rolled her eyes. “It’s pretty bad when the bird treats me like some sort of old gray mare,” she snapped. “Oh, wait.” She returned to her house, reset the alarms on the front and back doors, and then rejoined her animals and Penny. “Now let’s go for a walk.”

“I heard the beeps.” Penny glanced back at the house. “Do you always set an alarm when you go for a walk? You don’t look like the nervous type to me.”

“Normally I wouldn’t. But I have an antiques dealer coming tomorrow to look at a few pieces,” she said, carefully fudging the truth. “I would hate for anybody to go inside and help themselves.”

Penny nodded. “Oh my, no. When I think of all the hours George and Nan spent arguing about her antiques…”

“Why arguing?” Doreen asked.

“Because George thought she should sell them, and Nan said she had another plan in mind.”

Doreen’s heart warmed when she thought about Nan’s other plan. “Yes, Nan was holding on to them for me,” Doreen said with a wistful smile. “My grandmother is pretty special.”

“Oh, she’s special all right,” Penny said, chuckling. “George used to come home from one of his visits, and, although he’d be brighter and full of laughter, he’d say Nan was especially crazy.”

“A lot of people have told me that she fell somewhere in that realm,” Doreen said. “I am afraid she’s losing some of her memory now though.”

“She’s probably not taking all those supplements George told her about. They worked like a charm for her.”

“What kind of supplements?”

Penny shrugged. “I’ll take a look. I have the notes at home somewhere. George always had a fascination with natural remedies. Nan was having trouble even back then.”

“And they helped her?”

Penny nodded emphatically. “Oh, yes. George used to comment on it all the time.”

“If you could get me that list, that would be awesome,” Doreen said. “I have absolutely no idea about supplements. And I really don’t like doctors.”

“No, once you deal with something like George’s heart condition,” Penny said, “you consider how much the medical profession actually knows. Obviously they’re helpful a lot of the time, but, on some occasions, it makes you wonder if they aren’t just pushing drugs.”

“Exactly,” Doreen said. “But if you had supplements that worked instead, that would be huge.”

“I think it’s the same list he gave me, so I can certainly find out when I get a moment,” Penny said. “Do you think Nan would take them again?”

Doreen nodded. “Particularly if I say it was the same stuff George used to give her.”

“That might work,” Penny said. “Those two really did get along like a house on fire. Nan was pretty distraught at George’s funeral.”

“I’m sure she was,” Doreen said. “One of the hardest things about getting old must be watching all your friends die before you.”

“Very true,” Penny said. As they walked up to Penny’s house a good half hour later, Penny motioned and said, “If you want to come in for a few minutes, I can look for that list.”

Doreen brightened. She’d been looking for an excuse as it was, since she had never been invited inside anyone’s house in town other than Nan’s retirement home and then Doreen’s murderous neighbor Della’s house. Doreen nodded and said, “Sure. Thank you very much.” Together, the five of them trooped into Penny’s home.


Chapter 2
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Sunday Afternoon…

Inside Penny’s house, Doreen looked around. It was stuffed with pretty floral-patterned couches, large floral paintings and, yes,… floral rugs. It was also pristine. “You haven’t started packing, have you?”

“It’s not like I’ve sold my house yet,” Penny said in a dry tone.

As Doreen looked at Penny’s big living room, it wasn’t really cluttered, but it was overstuffed with mementos. “If you got a staging crew or a Realtor in here,” she said, “I’m pretty sure they’ll insist on all the pictures coming off the walls, all the stuff being moved off the countertops, hauling out the big hutches you’ve got. Realtors can be quite brutal.”

Penny’s jaw dropped. “You know what? I was thinking about bringing in a stager to see what they’d charge me. But it sounds like you know a lot about it.”

“Not necessarily,” Doreen said, “but I’ve watched lots of those shows on TV. And my husband did a lot of buying and selling.”

“Right,” Penny said.

Doreen could almost see that, in Penny’s mind, those disqualifiers just raised Doreen’s status several notches. Doreen didn’t understand how that worked because, of course, people should be doing their own investigation and research on this type of thing before deciding. Besides, in Doreen’s mind, she should be demoted, not promoted, for her husband’s activities. “Have you picked out a Realtor?”

“Absolutely. I’m going with Simi Jeron,” Penny said. “I’ve known that family for thirty years or more.”

“Oh, good,” she said, “that should make it easier. Ask her about staging and decluttering when she’s here.”

“She’s already been here once, but we haven’t signed any paperwork yet.”

“That’s when the boom will get lowered,” Doreen said, chuckling.

“I hope not,” Penny said, walking into her kitchen, approaching a large cupboard and opening it up. She took out a small notebook sitting on top of the box of vitamin bottles, brought it to the kitchen table, and sat down, flipping through the pages. “Ah, here it is,” she said, “a page just for Nan.” She held it up and then read from it. “Vitamin D, ginkgo, B12, and I’m not sure what this other one says.”

“Do you mind if I take a look?” Doreen asked, holding out her hand. Penny handed over the notebook. As Doreen looked at it, she said, “I’m not sure what that is either. May I get a copy of this?”

“We’ll photocopy both sides.”

While Penny made copies, the animals, although curious about the inside of a new place, didn’t appear bothered. Mugs wandered; Goliath dug on the rug, his tail twitching; and Thaddeus sat quietly on her shoulder, and that worried her the most. He seemed to be huddling awfully close. She reached up and murmured to him. He leaned into her touch.

“Thanks,” Doreen said as she accepted the sheets from Penny. Doreen gave the list a casual glance, wondering if Nan would even listen to her. Maybe if Doreen found the right time to speak with her grandmother. Still, she pocketed the list and followed Penny back to the kitchen, where Penny tucked the book back into the vitamins corner.

“Must’ve been nice that George was so interested in health,” Doreen said.

“A lot of good it did him,” Penny said bitterly, and she winced. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“I guess you’re angry he died, huh?”

“Isn’t that the stupidest thing?” Penny said. “Even after a year, I still look around our house, and I get mad at him. We had all these plans for retirement, all these things we would do now that he wasn’t working anymore, and here he up and dies on me.”

“Can’t you do those things on your own?”

“I could,” Penny said, “but I don’t really want to. They were things we would do together. They were our plans.”

“Versus your plans?”

Penny froze for a moment and slowly nodded. “Very insightful.” She glanced at her watch and said, “Oh, my goodness. I have to run to meet someone.”

“Oh, of course. Sorry,” Doreen said. “We’ll get out of your hair and let you get on then.” Goliath had taken up a seat in the middle of George’s big recliner. Doreen scooped him into her arms, and, with Thaddeus still on her shoulder, Mugs trotted behind them. “It was a nice visit,” she said, “and I’m glad I had good news for you in the end. Now your life can get back to normal.”

As Doreen stepped down the front steps, Penny said, “Once again, thank you. I will definitely sleep better now.”

With a half wave, Doreen watched as Penny, her purse in hand, got into her vehicle, reversed out of her driveway, and headed down the street. Though Doreen knew she should leave too, she stopped on Penny’s driveway. She really shouldn’t do what she was thinking of doing. But it was pretty damn hard to talk herself out of it. With a shrug, she decided it would worry away at her, so she might as well put her mind to rest.

She put Goliath down and headed into Penny’s backyard, where Johnny had had his favorite place to sit. Doreen didn’t know why Penny’s echinacea bed was bugging her, but she thought she’d read somewhere how echinacea was used in all kinds of medicine. It certainly wasn’t—as far as she knew—a killer, but anything could be a killer if you took too much of it.

Doreen made a quick trip through Penny’s backyard, mentally jotting down what was here—marigolds, lilies, calla lilies, black-eyed Susans. None were flowering yet. Daisies were with buds… This would be a lively garden when summer hit. She really appreciated the wide variety, even a few straggling tulips. She stopped and stared at them and shook her head. “Why are you guys drooping over like that?”

She stopped to study the short stalks of an echinacea clump reaching for the sky. They wouldn’t bloom for another month or two, and this bed was far too crowded for them to do well. Then belladonna and foxglove had mingled in the patch too. Drat. She was hoping some of these plants wouldn’t be found here. So was their presence that bad? She couldn’t tell. But, since the same poisonous plants lived in Nan’s garden,… possibly Nan and George had shared a love of poisonous plants as well as antiques?

Glancing around, Doreen noted how little shade the echinacea plants would probably get during the daylight hours backed up against the fence as they were, which wouldn’t help their growth. As she dropped down in front of the massive green patch—at least three feet across with dozens of plants in here—she frowned, realizing their roots would be completely twisted together. Echinacea plants loved company, particularly its own family, but, at some point, they would fight and hate each other—just like every other family unit could do.

Too-close confines caused too-much strife.

She checked the ground around the roots, unable to help herself, and realized they were also very dry. The ground was poor here, with many rocks noticeable in the soil. Even garbage. She pulled out a small piece of plastic from the edge and tossed it aside. Echinacea could survive in crappy soil. A lot of plants could survive. But the intention of a garden was not to have them survive—it was to have the flowers thrive. And again, as she glanced around the backyard, she thought what had once been Penny’s pride and joy was probably just a constant source of work and bad memories now. As Doreen walked past the echinacea, she thought she saw something else burrowed in the center of one of the plants. But, from the park side of the fence, just then, a man asked, “Hey, what are you doing back there?”

She popped out of Penny’s backyard gate guiltily, leaving the gate open for her animals, and plastered a bright smile on her face. “I walked home with Penny,” she said, “but she had to take off. I just wanted to get a quick look at her garden. She has done so well here,” she said, injecting a bright warmth to her voice.

The man looked at her suspiciously.

She looked him over, from the top of his six-foot frame to his dirty sneakers, and held out her hand. “I’m Doreen Montgomery, and who are you?”

Reluctantly he shook her hand. “I’m Steve.”

“Steve?”

His frown deepened. “Just Steve.”

She nodded and said, “Well, if you see Penny, and you want to tell her that I was in her backyard, that’s fine,” she said. “She knows I’m a crazy gardener too. I was checking out her echinacea.”

“Echinacea?” he asked doubtfully, looking at the green splotch against the fence.

“Echinacea,” she said firmly. “We were talking about mine at my house earlier.”

At that, his face seemed to settle, and his shoulders sagged as if with relief.

“Not to worry,” she said. “I’m not a thief. I’m the one who helped solved Johnny’s disappearance.”

At that, awareness came into Steve’s eyes. Of course Mugs’s slow approach, his head lowered and moving from side to side like a pissed-off bull, drew more attention to Doreen. So did the orange streak that raced between Steve’s legs, and he grinned. “Now I know who you are.”

Thaddeus, not to be outdone, squawked, “No you don’t. No you don’t.”

“Yeah, sorry about them,” Doreen said. She gave Steve a quick finger wave. “And now I’ll head home before my critters decide they like Penny’s garden better than mine.”

Steve watched as she and her animals ambled toward the creek. “Why are you walking along the creek?” he asked, calling behind her.

“Because I love it,” she said. “It’s my favorite place to walk.”

He shrugged and said, “Nothing but dirty water down there. It’s full of ducks and all kinds of waterfowl.”

“Hopefully I’ll see some today.”

“You won’t catch me walking through the water that’s their toilet.” And, with that, he headed off.

She walked a few more steps and turned to look back. He strode away, not having explained his presence at Penny’s property. Doreen frowned and thought about that, then sent Penny a text. Stopped to take a quick look at your echinacea plants. A stranger named Steve came up and didn’t seem terribly friendly. Wasn’t sure what he was doing in the park behind your place. Just a heads-up. And she left it at that.

“Come on, Goliath, Mugs…” Thaddeus squawked as he waddled toward her, but then Mugs came racing forward with Goliath on his heels, and, in a surprisingly quick move, Thaddeus jumped on Mugs, screaming at the top of his lungs, “Giddyup, Mugs. Giddyup, Mugs.”

Doreen just shook her head with a loving smirk on her face. My family.

By the time Doreen had reached her little bridge that would lead to her backyard, Thaddeus had long given up riding Mugs, subsequently walking. But now he was tucked into the crook of her neck, swaying with her every step. She crossed the bridge as her phone beeped with a return text. He’s a lovely neighbor, but he doesn’t like strangers. That echinacea is doing terribly. As are some of my more specialized plants. Suggestions?

Doreen grinned. Perfect entrance to find out more. Absolutely. Maybe we’ll have tea another day and check it out.

Anytime.


Chapter 3
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Sunday Late Afternoon…

Back at her place, Mack drove up as she stood on the front step. Corporal Mack Moreau, the most interesting man in town and the most infuriating. He followed the legal line, even when she wanted him to bend it just an itsy-bitsy bit. Still, she had to admire him for that stance.

He did know right from wrong, and that was more than her devious ex had understood. As Mack walked toward her house, he lifted the small bag he carried.

“Did you bring everything we need? Because I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving,” he said, striding forward to the kitchen. “I’ll get started. You can make coffee.”

Obligingly, she was happy to do that as she finally had confidence in her ability to make a good cup of coffee. As she watched Mack, he first washed his hands, and then he took the cold pasta from the fridge. “What’s in the bag?”

“Artichokes,” he said with a smirk. “As ordered.”

She gasped in delight and watched as he popped the top off the jar and pulled out four of the oddest-looking things she’d ever seen. Her smile fell away. “I don’t know what those are.”

He stopped, looked at her in surprise. “Artichokes?”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure if we’re talking about the same thing here,” she said delicately. “Because the artichokes I know look like a pine cone.”

He chuckled. “Absolutely, whole artichokes do look like that. These are artichoke hearts.” He said, “Surely they didn’t put the artichoke leaves into your pasta.”

She frowned and said, “I don’t know. What do the leaves look like?”

“Pine cone petals,” he said bluntly. “Could you eat them? Or did you scrape them through your teeth?”

She shook her head. “No, I ate them as part of the dish.”

“Then what they gave you were the artichoke hearts.”

“Oh,” she said, and, then in a small voice, she asked, “Why do pine cones have hearts?”

He looked at her, and she watched his mouth work as he tried to hold back his mirth. She glared at him, her hands on her hips, and warned, “Don’t you dare.”

But it was too much. He sagged into the nearby chair, his arms wrapped on his chest, and then, like a balloon that had been blown up too tight, he howled with laughter. She stomped toward him and swung her arm back, but he leveled a look at her and said, “Don’t you even think about it.”

She snorted and stepped back and said, “How did you know?”

When he saw the glass of water in her hand, he just stared at it. “You wouldn’t really have dumped that on me, would you?”

She just watched him with the same level look, and he chuckled again. “I don’t know if pine cones have hearts or not. Artichokes do,” he said. “Next time, if I think about it, I will bring a whole artichoke, and we will dissect it.”

“Okay,” she said, happy with that. “You’d have made a good teacher, you know that?”

“It was my second career choice,” he said, “so thank you.”

“The public school system lost out when you went into the legal side of things.”

“Let’s hope I’ve caused more damage to the criminal world,” he said, “than I would have caused to those young vulnerable minds.”

She thought she knew what he meant but wouldn’t worry about it. Because, all of a sudden, she saw a piece of artichoke that looked almost like what she was used to. She picked it up and delicately put it between her lips, tasting it. And then she beamed. “Oh, my goodness, this is it.” And she ate the whole thing. He cut several more and moved them off to the side. She picked up one that had more leaves than the soft-heart part. She asked, “Can you eat all of this?”

He nodded. But she could see which part was the soft heart and which was the start of the inside leaves. She ate that one too, and, after it was all gone, she said happily, “That’s divine.”

“Can’t say I’ve had much of them myself to know,” he said, popping one into his mouth, but he nodded. “So let’s start with the pasta.” He pointed at the leftover spaghetti noodles. “Now we can leave them whole.”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “They’re stiff and cold and will be impossible to eat like this.” She shook her head. “That’s not the way the chefs made their pasta salad.”

Mack grabbed a bowl, poured some olive oil in, and rubbed the noodles and the oil together with his hands. Almost instantly they separated into nice wobbly noodles. “Now,” he said, “you can chop them, or you can use scissors.”

“Ah,” she cried out, “I have the perfect tool.” And she reached into one of the kitchen drawers and pulled out a large pair of shears. He looked at her in surprise, and she said, “Hold up the noodles.”

So he held up one clump of pasta lengthwise, his fists holding opposite ends, and she snipped the pasta in between his hands so that the noodles were now in thirds. He nodded and said, “That works perfectly.” With the cut noodles in another bowl, he added Italian dressing. She watched in amazement as he then added a splotch of mustard. When he had it all mixed up together, she delicately dabbed the end of her baby finger into the salad and tasted it. She beamed. “How can you just do that?”

He chuckled. “Lots of trial and error.”

“Maybe lots of trial,” she said, “but I highly doubt there was much error.”

“You’d be surprised,” he said.

With enough noodles cut for the two of them for dinner, he tossed the artichokes in on top, brought out three Roma tomatoes, cut them into bite-size pieces, and added them. He opened a can of black olives, drained it, then added half the can while Doreen watched in fascination as a meal so similar to what she used to love was created in front of her. When he brought out the feta, and she saw a solid block, she cried out in surprise.

He looked over at her. “And how does your feta normally come?”

“In perfect little squares,” she said, frowning. “But that one is huge.”

He nodded. “Do you have a flipper?”

She brought him a metal spatula. He looked at it and said, “Perfect.” He cut a slice off the block, then cut that piece into small cubes. She smiled with delight. “You know what? If I had any idea that this is all the chefs at my husband’s place used to do,” she said, “then we were paying them way too much.”

Mack gave a shout of laughter at that. “I don’t know about that,” he said, “because they were obviously very good at what they did, or your husband wouldn’t have kept them around.”

“True enough, but he went through one every six months or so,” she said. “He really was fussy.”

“I’m not surprised,” he said, but he kept it to that.

Then she already knew his opinion of her ex. She wondered about bringing up Mack’s brother, who’d offered to look into the mismanagement of her divorce case by her own divorce lawyer—then decided against it. She didn’t want to ruin a lovely dinner.

He tossed the ingredients lightly and said, “Anything else you want in here?”

“Pine nuts,” she said.

He looked over at her and said, “I didn’t buy any. You didn’t mention those before.”

“Oh,” she said and then shrugged. “Looks good to me.”

“Let me check the fridge,” he said. He headed there, opened the door, and spied the green onions. “Perfect.” He brought one out, diced it into very small rings and tossed it on top. “Now, how about some plates?”

“I found these in the back of a drawer last week,” she said, coming out with two brightly colored, almost garishly colored bowls in orange and red. “I wasn’t sure what they were supposed to be, but I thought maybe they would be easier for something like this.”

He chuckled. “Those are pasta bowls.”

She looked at him in amazement and said, “But why… why are they…”

“It was a phase,” he said. “Everybody had them. We would toss the pasta in a larger bowl and serve it in these.”

She nodded with understanding. “Yes, that makes sense. We used silver chafing dishes at every dinner.”

That raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t say anything else after that. He served up their pasta salad and handed her one of the two bowls. “Where would you like to sit?”

She glanced at the kitchen table and back to him.

He motioned outside on the deck. “It’s a beautiful day. Why don’t we sit out there?”


Chapter 4


[image: ‡]

Sunday Late Afternoon…

Doreen beamed and stepped outside. She set her bowl on the veranda table and walked back inside to get cutlery and water. When she returned, she found Goliath had claimed her seat. Thaddeus was on the back of her chair eyeing her bowl, and Mugs had already taken up residence underneath the table, in case something dropped.

Mack said, “We still have red wine from last night. We never did have a glass with the meal.” He poured two glasses, and they sat on the deck with their pasta salad and red wine.

Doreen munched on the pasta salad and moaned in delight. “This is delicious. And so different from last night,” she said. “And it was so easy. To think you cooked the noodles for two meals at the same time.”

“That’s just being smart with your time,” he said.

She nodded and reached for the glass of wine. She lifted it up and said, “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” he said, “and congratulations on solving yet another case.”

At that, she beamed at him, took a sip of wine, and sputtered.

He took his sip, rolled it around in his mouth, and swallowed. He placed his glass down, looked at her, and asked, “Are you okay?”

She gasped for air, nodded, and said, “But maybe you’d like my glass too.”

He dumped her wine into his glass. “Absolutely.”

She sighed. “I was really looking forward to that too.”

“Did you not like it?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it.

He winked at her. “It’s obviously not the brand of wine you’re used to. I did warn you it was a cheap wine and perfect for cooking,” he said. “Still, I never learned to differentiate between wines. I’m more of a beer guy.”

“In that case I’d rather have a beer too,” she said.

He stared at her. “You drink beer?”

She frowned. “I think so.”

“You think so?”

She nodded. “At least some of the drinks I had were mixed with beer, I think,” she said slowly. “And the wine is okay. I did tell you,” she said in a rush, “that I didn’t like red wines.”

“Yes, you did,” he said. “Maybe we’ll try a white next.”

Relieved, she sat back. “Yes, that would be great. I didn’t mean to insult you,” she said, chewing on her bottom lip.

He just smiled. “How could it insult me to know I get to have both glasses myself?” He lifted his glass.

“You can have the rest of the bottle too.”

He looked at her and said, “This is the rest of the bottle.”

She sighed. “I don’t remember you cooking with the wine.”

“I put it in the sauce, when I added the noodles to the salted water last night, somewhere around the time Hornby was being difficult.”

She curled her lip up at that. “Please tell me that he’ll never get out of jail again.”
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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