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From The Iced Princess

I was scared witless. My legs wobbled back and forth and the next thing I knew I was on the floor. I crawled away from the bathroom. As fast as possible. Thank God the invisible adhesive had let loose. I reached the archway between the shops the same time the bell on Pinky’s door dinged.

With great effort, I lifted my head high enough to see it was Assistant Police Chief Clinton Lonsbury. I should have been relieved and grateful, but all I could think was, Great, just great. He’ll think I’d done something to cause the poor woman’s death.

“This story moves at a fast pace. Humor intermixed with the solemnity of the murder, sparks of a possible romance, and a powder keg of secrets kept for years, all contribute to the unexpected plot twists and

turns that kept this reader on her toes.” ~Open Book Society

“THE ICED PRINCESS is a well written, wonderfully plotted mystery that had me eagerly turning the pages. With as many suspects as snow

in a globe . . . it wasn’t until the surprising reveal that it all became clear. I know I never would have guessed it on my own.”~Lisa K’s Book Reviews

“Secrets from long ago are revealed and could have monumental consequences. There are several twists to keep us readers on our toes. This mystery was very well written and plotted. I liked the start of anew romance and enjoyed the small bits of comic relief to keep the

story from getting too heavy. Lori Caswell/Dollycas

Snow Globe Shop Mystery Series:

Snow Way Out

The Iced Princess

Frosty the Dead Man

Cold Way To Go

––––––––
[image: ]


Winnebago County Mystery Series:

Murder in Winnebago County

Buried in Wolf Lake

An Altar by the River

The Noding Field Mystery

A Death in Lionel’s Woods

Secret in Whitetail Lake

Firesetter in Blackwood Township

Remains in Coyote Bog

Death to the Dealers

Deputy #714 Is Down

​

THE ICED PRINCESS

CHRISTINE HUSOM

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2024 by Christine Husom

Digital Edition

All rights reserved, including the reproduction in whole or part in any format without permission, except in brief quotations used in news articles and reviews.

This book is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, locations and events are fictitious, or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to an event, locale or person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

––––––––
[image: ]


The wRight Press edition published February 2024.

Cover photo from Canva. Full cover design by Author and Precision Prints, Buffalo, MN

The wRight Press

46 Aladdin Circle NW

Buffalo, Minnesota, 55313

Printed in the United States of America

––––––––
[image: ]


This story is dedicated to my readers who make it fun for me to craft tales. Also to my family and friends for their unwavering love and support. I am truly blessed.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1



[image: ]


“Camryn Brooks, you and your antics cost me the election. My career is ruined.” I envisioned the irate woman on the other end of the phone line, thankful she wasn’t there in person. If she was in Washington, D.C., it was a safe distance from where I stood in Brooks Landing, Minnesota.

“Senator Zimmer, I—”

“Don’t even try to give me one of your lame denials or excuses. I know exactly what happened. I saw it with my own eyes, and in my own office, no less. You had your hands all over my husband.” That part was true. I had done my best to push him away from me, a difficult task since I had two hands and he seemed to have somewhere between six and ten.

“Senator Zimmer, I—”

“Everyone here in Washington and back home in Minnesota has been talking about how I have no control over my staff and could not be effective in the senate if my staff weren’t doing their jobs. They keep bringing up the whole moral issue besides. I did not do one single thing to deserve it.” That was partly true. What the senator had no control over was her husband’s errant behavior. As far as I knew, everyone on her staff were professionals, had high work standards, and did not cross ethical lines.

In my opinion, Ramona Zimmer should have known better than to marry a man who had moved in and swept her off her feet after his previous wife had dumped him for two important reasons: infidelity and laziness. When he’d courted Ramona, Peter Zimmer somehow managed to land a good job that meant a transfer from Illinois to Minnesota.

Not long after Ramona was elected to the United States Senate, Peter quit his job to “spend quality time with my wife” in Washington D.C. Ha. He must have laughed all the way to the bank when Ramona was elected. His sugar mama was right where he liked her: gainfully employed. People had tried to warn Ramona about his character, or lack thereof, but she’d put her blinders on and ear plugs in.

I felt a bit sorry for the woman. She had an inflated ego when it came to her political knowledge and negotiation skills but lacked confidence in her personal relationships with men. She struggled to believe one would find her attractive, much less sexy. She was not homely and looked pretty when she smiled. Her large frame and extra pounds she carried made her feel self-conscious. Plus her flat feet caused her to walk with an awkward and heavy gait.

I’d first gone to work for her when I lived in Illinois, after I finished college at the University of Illinois in Chicago. I can’t say I regretted going to Washington D.C. to serve as her director of legislative affairs. Had I known the personal humiliation and professional career damage I’d suffer because of her husband’s inappropriate behavior, I would not have taken the job. My parents were called to question by the local townsfolk and we learned in the fallout people in small Midwestern towns took things to heart more than the big city people in our nation’s capital seemed to.

Everyone in Brooks Landing, Minnesota had rooted for me when I’d landed the prestigious position but it had all come crashing down a few short years later. I returned to my hometown worse for the wear. As it turned out, my mother had been diagnosed with a serious illness around the same time, and I stepped in to run my parents’ shop. Curio Finds wasn’t where I’d planned to be at that stage of my life, yet it was where I needed to be, wanted to be.

“Camryn Brooks, did you hang up on me?”

I wondered what else she might have said while I strolled down memory lane. “Of course not, Senator. You know me better than that.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time you did something I thought was out of character, am I not right?”

Not right, but I could not convince the woman her sleazy husband had lied about the incident. I’d tried to explain what really happened to no avail. And to top it off, she had a photo to show what she believed was true. Another senator had come into the room with her and snapped a picture of Peter and me with his cell phone. That particular senator later claimed he had no idea how the media had gotten their hands on it. However, it was more than a little suspicious since he sat on the opposite side of the aisle from Senator Zimmer.

My friend and business neighbor Alice Nelson, who we all called Pinky, stuck her head through the archway between our two shops. She mouthed the word “Senator?” and I nodded. It compelled her to swoop in and plop down on the stool next to me, behind the checkout counter. She leaned in close, and one of the feathers from her pink headband tickled my cheek. I held back a reflex chuckle and flicked a finger at the feather. Pinky took the hint and moved back.

“I’m sorry, Senator, but I need to get off the phone. Someone just came into my shop.” I felt a touch of guilt I’d led her to believe it was a customer who needed my attention but Pinky was someone, and a special one at that. Plus, I would tolerate only so much tongue lashing from her.

“Camryn, this is not settled. What am I going to do now? I needed that position.”

“I can’t talk right now but call again, Senator. Anytime. Bye for now.” Why had I told her to call anytime? I no longer worked for her and we were barely on speaking terms. Old habits die hard.

Pinky took the phone from my hand and hung it up. “So that was the soon-to-be-unseated Senator Ramona Zimmer?”

“It was.”

“Honestly, Cami, I can’t believe you’re so nice to her after what she did to you.”

“We’d been close friends for a long time, Pinky. I try to focus on that and our good years together, before she was bowled over by that creep, Peter.”

“What did that fallen politician want?”

I cracked a smile. “Pinky, you are full of all kinds of descriptive terms this morning.”

She shrugged. “I guess. So what did the senator want? My snoopy side is dying of curiosity.”

“She scolded me, said I cost her the election. I’m sure she’s stewed about it for six days since the results came in, and she’d finally reached her boiling point. She honestly thinks I’m to blame.”

“As if. Did you tell her the guilty party is much closer to home?”

I shrugged. “You know how I tried to do that when the whole thing happened last spring. She wouldn’t listen and you can’t beat a dead horse. Aside from all that, you know what bothers me almost as much?”

“What’s that?”

“She acts like it was only her career that was ruined when her husband—who can do no wrong in her eyes—ruined my career too.”

“She should be begging your forgiveness for throwing you under the bus instead of blaming you, and yammering on about it.”

“That won’t happen until Peter moves on to his next victim. And the main reason I don’t want to completely shut the door on Ramona. She doesn’t have many friends and she’ll need a shoulder to cry on.”

Pinky scrunched up her face. “I think I’m going to be sick. Really Cami, you cannot be serious.”

“It may sound a little goofy to you but I can’t help it. She meant a lot to me for years, starting back in Chicago when she was a state senator there. She hired me twice. When it comes to Ramona, I believe the best thing is to forgive and forget.”

“I was taught the same thing growing up. But in this case none of us will ever forget what you went through.”

I nodded. “I was alone in the senator’s office when Peter barged in. I should have run out the back door that connected our offices and locked it behind me. But I’d never been alone with him before, and honestly did not expect him to do what he did.”

Pinky snapped the dish towel she held. “You should have slapped him with a harassment suit from the get-go, long before he ever grabbed you.”

“He hadn’t done anything glaringly obvious. He’d make little innuendos I wasn’t sure how to interpret. You know, a comment here and there, leaned in a little too close when he talked to me. I was focused on my job and didn’t pay enough attention to the signs something was brewing and about to explode.”

Pinky jumped up. “Brewing! That reminds me, I have more beans to grind before the coffee hour rush. We’ll talk more about the senator later.”

Her long skinny legs carried her out of sight in seconds. I took a look around the curio shop and shifted my attention to what needed to be done in the present, not on what had happened in the past. The Christmas shopping season was right around the corner. Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving, was the traditional start.

The explanation I’d heard growing up was Black Friday was the day retailers started to show a profit for the year, and moved from being in the red to the black. I had avoided shopping on Black Friday like the Black Plague after I’d had a bad experience years before. On that day from hell, I was a young college student on a modest budget with hopes I’d find some great deals for my family’s Christmas gifts. I’d looked a long time in a few stores for the perfect gift for my mom.

When I spotted a pale baby blue cashmere sweater at half price, I almost jumped for joy. I picked it up, envisioned what it would look like on Mom, and someone snatched it out of my hands. My natural reaction was to grab it back. The woman actually pried my fingers loose from the sweater and took off with it. I stood there with my mouth open, stunned anyone would be so aggressive over a good sweater deal. I went home and made a pact with myself I would never shop on Black Friday again. So far, so good.

As a retailer, I needed to be open the day after Thanksgiving. The downtown business association had promoted a “shop locally” campaign and had encouraged all of us to offer sweet deals to bring in buyers. I had mentally prepared myself and had considered how to handle shoppers with rude behaviors if it came to that. Brooks Landing citizens were, by and large, a nice polite bunch of people. With a few notable exceptions.

Curio Finds specialized in both new and used snow globes from around the world, and other unusual, fun, one-of-a-kind items. In addition to online inquiries with their contacts around Europe, my parents also frequented auctions and garage sales where they collected any number of things people enjoyed. I personally loved the snow globes the most, and when I had some free time, I’d pick one up, give it a shake, and watch the flakes float over the scene and settle on the ground.

When I heard Pinky’s grinder, I went next door to offer my help. She had a large assortment of beans from North, South, and Central America, and Hawaii. She whipped up creative concoctions and offered daily specials served with or without the variety of muffins and scones she baked.

A large open archway divided her aptly named shop, Brew Ha-Ha and Curio Finds so my customers usually followed where their smellers begged them to go. And her clients often wandered into my place.

I headed over to the back of Pinky’s shop, on the other side of the tables where she did her grinding. “It seems like you’ve been selling more coffee lately,” I said behind her.

She looked over her shoulder. “It always happens when the weather cools. It’s going to be near freezing again tonight. And getting busier is what I wanted to talk to you about. I think we should hire some temporary help for the holidays.”

“What for? We’re managing.”

“But we’re both worn out. At least I am. It’s not always easy keeping both shops going with just the two of us.”

“I don’t know. It seems complicated, especially when it comes to finding the right person, someone we can trust.”

Pinky handed me a can of freshly ground coffee. I took a whiff before I put the cover on it and carried it to her counter. She followed me and we both looked up when the bell on her entrance door dinged. It was Molly Dalton, one of our high school classmates. Molly had run around with a different crowd than Pinky and I had.

Molly opened the top buttons of her stylish dark burgundy wool coat and smiled. “Good morning, girls. I just had to run over and get a cup of your Cin-full Guatemalan, Pinky. I’ve been craving it since I woke up this morning. It was so yummy when I had it last week.”

I had observed Molly during her visits to the coffee shop in the months since I’d returned to Brooks Landing, and wondered who she really was under the surface. It seemed like she kept her true self—whoever that might be— hidden underneath her glamorous exterior.

In our first three years of high school, Molly had been on the quiet side, serious and smart. She’d worn plain-looking clothes and kept to herself. Our senior year she’d made a dramatic change. It was weird. We ended junior year with plain Molly and came back in the fall to a whole new model. Her stepfather had died that July, and all kinds of suppositions floated around the school.

One group figured she had gone over the deep end with grief. Another group thought her stepfather was strict and hadn’t allowed her to wear cute clothes and makeup. Still others thought she’d had a surprise makeover and liked the results. Her outside appearance was one thing, but what I couldn’t figure out was her personality change. She’d gone from shy and studious to bubbly and ditzy. None of us had asked her what’d prompted the change so we just kept making up stories about what we thought it might be. Typical teenagers.

I smiled and Pinky said, “Have a seat, Molly. I’ll have your drink ready in a flash. You want to drink it here or have it to go?”

“Here, thanks. I have nothing but time.”

Pinky poured chocolate milk in a metal container, sprinkled a generous amount of cinnamon on top, held it under her special mixer, and turned it on. She whipped it until it was frothy, set it down, filled a cup half full of her Guatemalan blend of coffee, added the milk mixture, and set it on the counter in front of Molly.

“Cami and I were just talking about the fact that we have none. Time, I mean. Yes, we have the same twenty-four hours a day like everyone else, but it seems like all we do is work. The hours we spend here is just part of it,” Pinky said.

“Pinky gets up way before dawn to bake her muffins and scones,” I said.

Molly took a sip and closed her eyes in obvious appreciation. “Mmm.” She looked at Pinky like what I’d said had finally registered. “Oh. My. That’s too early.”

Pinky picked up a towel and gave it a quick flick with her wrist. “I love the early morning, watching the sun come up—which it does eventually at this time of year. And I don’t mean to complain because I love what I do, but the extra-long hours over the holidays wear on me. I think we should hire someone for the season, someone the two of us can share. But Cami here doesn’t think it’s such a good idea.”

I held up my hand. “I have to admit it would be nice to have more flexibility but I’m used to long hours. This is nothing compared to the work time I logged when I was in Washington. I never even kept track.”

“What she’s worried about is finding someone we can trust.” Pinky directed a puff of breath at a strand of hair that touched her cheek.

Molly’s eyebrows lifted. “You can trust me.”
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“What?” I said, a little worried the direction this was headed.

“Hire me. I promise to do a good job. And you can trust me.”

Pinky jumped right in. “Molly, I mean no offense but you live in a huge house and your husband makes about a gazillion dollars a year.” We secretly called her “the princess” because of the charmed life we thought she led as a corporate attorney’s wife. One who came from old money besides.

Molly pushed her lips out in a pout. “Most people wouldn’t believe I’m bored and . . . lonely. There, I said it.”

I looked at her and wondered how that was possible when she could do just about anything she wanted. “Why?” I said.

Molly did not hold back. “My husband is never home, and when he is he’s on the phone with some client, or other attorney. I’ve tried different hobbies and finally realized all I really want is the family I didn’t have growing up.” Maybe we’d find out what happened the summer between junior and senior year after all.

“Not so good?” I said.

“It doesn’t matter now.” Or maybe not. “But if I can’t have children, I think a job would really help. It’d make me feel useful again.”

“Molly, we can’t pay a lot. And you know, there are all kinds of volunteer jobs out there,” I said.

“Yes, there are, and I’ve done a bunch of volunteering. But when people find out who my husband is all they do is talk about what a famous attorney he is and how wonderful it must to be married to him. They don’t understand that he’s almost always working. Don’t get me wrong, when we are alone together, it’s wonderful, but it doesn’t happen often enough.”

Listening to her story, it surprised me I actually felt a little sorry for Princess Molly.

“Working here would be so much fun. Please give me a chance.” She was not too proud to beg.

“Pinky and I will talk about it. We’ll let you know if we decide to hire someone, okay?” I felt Pinky’s stare burn a hole in my forehead and did not dare look at her.

“Okay, thank you. I’ll give you my phone numbers.” Molly dug through the large Coach bag she’d set on the seat next to hers, and came out with a flowery notepad and matching pen. She jotted her home and cell phone numbers on a sheet, tore it out, and gave it to me.

I finally braved a look at Pinky. She stared at Molly with her mouth half open. I had a pretty good idea what she thought, but she had herself to blame for the whole discussion in the first place. I caught a glimpse of a customer in my store and pointed that direction. “Gotta go.”

Molly turned on her stool. “Ooh. Can I come with you, learn a little more about the cool things you sell?”

I didn’t have a nice way to say no. Besides, she was a fairly regular customer.

“You’re always welcome in my shop,” was my noncommittal answer.

She jumped up, and by the time I was on her side of the counter, she was already in my shop and had greeted Mrs. Emmy Anders, an older woman who often stopped by to browse. Emmy was alone and lonely and—it occurred to me—possibly a perfect match for Molly.

Molly moved to Emmy like she had a magnetic pull. “Hi.”

“Hello.” Emmy gave her a guarded look then glanced up at me.

“Emmy Anders this is Molly Dalton . . . my, uh . . . my friend. Molly this is Emmy, another friend.”

They nodded and smiled at each other.

“I might be applying for a job here,” Molly spit out.

Emmy’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh?” Given the expensive way Molly was put together, Emmy might have thought we couldn’t afford to pay Molly whatever she was used to earning.

“Pinky thought maybe we should have some extra help between Thanksgiving and Christmas,” I said.

“Oh. I’d be happy to help you out too. On a strictly volunteer basis, of course.”

Twenty minutes ago, I hadn’t given a thought to staff. Now we had two women who not only wanted the job but clamored for it. Pinky and her big mouth.

“That’s a nice offer, Emmy.”

“Of course you’ll have to teach me how to run that credit card machine of yours. We didn’t have them back when I worked at the hardware store. I’m older but I can still learn, and I know a fair amount about your merchandise.” Yes she did.

Molly put a hand on Emmy’s arm. “You wouldn’t have to pay me either.”

A little competition started—two women vied for the same job at no pay—one that hadn’t yet been created. I heard Pinky clear her throat and noticed her in the archway between our shops. “Cami and I will mull this over today and we’ll let you both know what we decide some time tomorrow.” She’d found her voice again.

Molly’s face brightened. “This is so exciting. I haven’t had a job outside the home in years.”

“Nor have I,” Emmy said. Her wrinkles deepened with a smile as big as I’d ever seen on her face.

After Molly and Emmy left, I helped Pinky serve her midmorning coffee break crowd. When the rush was over I shook my finger at her in a lighthearted way. “Be careful what you wish for.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Wanting to hire temporary help.”

“Holy moly, Cami, I would never have brought it up in front of the princess if I’d had a clue she would practically get down on her knees and beg us to hire her.”

“It threw me for a loop, I can tell you that much. And Emmy. I wonder how many people out there might want to work for us.”

“I don’t even want to know. Look what happened when those two found out we’d considered it.”

“There are probably a lot of people who could use some extra money for Christmas gifts.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s true. What I couldn’t believe is how I just let a few little words slip out, and a minute later we have two new possible employees telling us they want to work for us. At no cost.”

“But you know very well we couldn’t ask them to do that. We’d need to pay them.”

She nodded. “For sure. I wouldn’t feel right about it if we didn’t. Hey, the good thing is they’d settle for minimum wage, right? So it sounds like you’re coming around, thinking we should bring in some help after all.”

“The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. I’ve tried to be penny wise but maybe I’ve been pound foolish.” I filled a glass with water.

“What do you mean?”

“I wanted to save my parents money by running this shop alone until my dad, at least, would be back at work.”

“I don’t think he wants to leave your mom’s side, as long as she’s at home recovering.”

“True. And the arrangement you and I have helping each other has worked pretty well. But there are times, when it gets really busy, we probably don’t offer the best customer service.”

“You’re right, which is why we need at least one more person. And you don’t have to worry about your parents’ finances. I think they have a nice nest egg built up.”

“Yeah, my dad has a sizable pension from all those years he worked for General Mills, but still.”

“‘But still’ nothing. If you must know, it was your parents who told me I should figure out a way to make you hire someone in the first place.” Pinky could only hold onto most information for so long until she was compelled to spit it out.

“All right, all right, let’s do it. Should we put a sign in the window? Help wanted?”

“Cami, I don’t want every Tom, Dick, and Harry, or their female versions, to walk in and apply. No, let’s keep this simple and hire Emmy—heaven help me for saying this—and Molly.

“Really? Sorry, but you haven’t always been kind with things you’ve said about Molly.”

“Well, maybe I’m a little jealous.”

“I thought it was because she seems needy.”

“No, that’s what you thought. I hadn’t picked up on it until you mentioned it a while back, the time we went through our old yearbooks.”

I took a drink of water. “That’s right. Now we know a little about why she’s the way she is. And it sounds like we’ll actually be doing her a favor by giving her something to do. She can donate her paychecks to whatever cause she wants to.”

Pinky nodded. “And Emmy should be fine, maybe better in your shop than mine.”

“I agree. If we’re swamped and all she does is run the cash register, that’d be good by me.”

“Holy moly, we better talk to your folks, find out what we need to do, legally speaking, to hire people.”
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School teacher Erin Vickerman and Brooks Landing police officer Mark Weston, our mutual friends from childhood, came into Pinky’s coffee shop a little after 4:00 p.m. Erin asked Pinky and me to join them and we headed to the tables in the back area. Erin grabbed the back of a pink padded black metal chair, and Mark stood to her right behind a black padded one.

I noted the way Erin’s jaw was set, and how her dark, almond-shaped eyes had narrowed. “Are you calling some sort of emergency meeting?” 

Pinky fell in next to me.

Erin came around to our side of the table, reached her arms up high, and placed the inside of her wrists on Pinky’s forehead and on mine. “When Pinky talked to Mark earlier and told him you were thinking of hiring the princess to help out here, I thought we’d better stop in and check to see if the both of you had spiked a fever.”

“Very funny, Erin.” I reached up and tapped her hand. She pulled her arms down and crossed them on her chest.

Pinky nodded up and down as she talked. “I hear you, my friend. Who knew?”

Mark was in uniform and stuck his thumbs into his duty belt. “My question is, how are you going to get rid of Molly when she doesn’t work out?”

I felt an unexplained sense of loyalty to Molly. “Now, let’s not jump the gun here. First off, we haven’t offered her the job yet. And what happened to giving someone the benefit of the doubt?”

“Cami’s right. I have to say the princess seemed really eager to work here in our shops. It was a big surprise to me since she can go anywhere in the world and do anything she wants. She could buy her own store to run, for heaven’s sake. It just goes to show you never know about some people,” Pinky said.

“That is the truth. Something I find out just about every day on the job,” Mark said.

We sat down to finish our conversation.

Erin tapped her fingers on the table. “I know it’s not up to us, and it’ll only be a short time she’ll be working here, but . . .”

“But what?” I asked.

Erin pointed at Pinky and me. “This is going to sound insulting to you two.”

I couldn’t imagine what she had to say. “Just spit it out. We’re big girls.”

“And I’m the biggest,” Pinky said, and she was. At five ten, she had four inches over me, and we both towered over five-foot-even Erin.

“She is kind of high society. Since your businesses cater more to regular people, they might feel a little intimidated by Molly’s appearance.” Erin said.

Pinky frowned. “Do you think we should tell her to dress down?”

“No, I don’t think you should bring her on at all. She is not exactly the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree,” Erin said.

I lifted my palms and clapped my hands together. “Molly’s not as dumb as she sometimes acts. Remember back in the earlier years of high school? She was super smart.”

Mark reached over and bumped Erin’s arm. “That’s right. Back when she flew under the radar, kept more to herself, got good grades. I’d kinda forgot about that. She’s been more on the flashy, uppity side for so long.”

Erin nodded. “I’d forgotten about that too. When did the princess move to Brooks Landing? Was it in ninth or tenth grade?”

“Ninth,” Pinky said.

“That’s right. The first time I saw her at any after-school events was senior year. I’m a little ashamed to admit this but I didn’t really notice her before that. I never had a class with her,” Erin said.

“We had English and Algebra together junior year. Mark, you were in our Algebra class,” I said.

Mark shook his head. “Don’t remind me. Old man Fingen made me sit in the front row and I got yelled at if I turned around. I don’t think Molly and I said a word to each other all year.”

“I talked to her senior year when she was suddenly more outgoing,” I added.

“Maybe if we hire her, we’ll find out what it was that made her change back when.” Pinky loved to pry into people’s personal lives.

“Really girls, there are plenty of other folks who are looking for a job. And like Mark said, how are you going to get rid of her if she doesn’t work out?” Erin said.

I gave Pinky a quick look. “Actually, we’re thinking of hiring Emmy Anders too.”

Erin’s eyebrow’s shot up. “Emmy? She’s like a hundred and four.”

“Be nice, Erin,” Pinky said.

“I know she isn’t exactly young. I think she’s somewhere in her seventies, maybe late sixties. But she’s sharp and seems younger,” I said.

Erin narrowed her eyes like she thought the opposite was true.

“We figured between Molly and Emmy, we’ll get by with all the help we need,” Pinky added.

“Emmy does not like me, I can tell you that much,” Mark said.

That surprised me. “What do you mean?”

“Every time she sees me, she turns tail and runs.”

“You must be imagining it,” I said.

“Cami, I know I’m not. Facts are facts. The first couple of times I thought it was a fluke. Back when you girls had the snow globe making class last month, I tried to talk to her and she acted like she didn’t hear me,” he said.

“Maybe she didn’t hear you,” Erin said with a smile.

“Or maybe she thinks you’re cute and she’s embarrassed, thinks maybe you might pick up on how she feels,” Pinky said in a teasing tone.

Mark patted his chest and smiled. “It is a challenge I face almost every day.”

Pinky, Erin, and I all groaned. No question Mark was tall and great-looking and fit. Erin had had romantic feelings for him back when. They’d dated in high school but things had cooled between them, and never really heated up again after they left for separate colleges. I knew Mark still loved Erin and would gladly rekindle their romance. 

“Really Mark, do you think you said something offhand that might have offended her?” Erin said.

Mark’s shoulders hitched up. “No, not that I know of. Maybe I remind her of someone she has a problem with, or maybe it’s because she just doesn’t like cops.”

“Why on earth wouldn’t she like cops?” I said.

“Maybe I’ll ask her what’s up. If I can ever get her to look at me, that is.” 

“If Emmy comes to work here, she’ll be one of us in no time and will come to love you as much as we do.” Pinky smiled and added, “We’ll make her. Right, Cami?”

“Right.”

Pinky leaned in. “And guess what else happened today? Cami got a not nice phone call from her old boss, the soon-to-be-former senator.”

Erin rolled her eyes then focused them on me. “What could she possibly want from you, besides a little more of your blood, maybe? She already put an end to your rising career.”

“Now Erin, technically it was the senator’s husband who did that,” Mark said.

“Technically, Mark, you are right. But it was up to the senator to give her guilty husband the boot. She gave it to Cami who was totally innocent instead. And Senator Zimmer is smart enough to know better,” Erin said.

“You’d think,” Pinky said.

I stood. “You know what, my friends? I can’t talk about this anymore. Pinky and I have work to do and people to hire.”

“Cami—”

Erin’s protest was interrupted by the ding of the bell on Pinky’s shop door. Assistant Police Chief Clinton Lonsbury strolled in like he had a purpose. He nodded at Erin, Pinky, and me then directed his words at Mark. “I saw your car parked outside so I figured it’s just as easy to stop in and give you an update on the Harmon case.” He raised his hand and waved in the direction of a back table. “If I can borrow Mark for a few minutes, girls?”

The way he asked if he could borrow Mark made it sound like he needed to snatch him away from his fan club. The man was an irritation, I’d give him that much. And the worst part: he was put together in a hunky male package. Pinky called him “eye candy.” I secretly agreed with her.

I’d known Clint back in high school but hadn’t had any real contact with him until I’d discovered the dead body of the most unpopular man in Brooks Landing the previous month. I was thrown into the large mix of suspects in the murder investigation. All because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time and did the wrong thing when I saw a knife sticking out of the victim’s back.

Yes, it was stupid of me to grab the knife to see if it was really stuck, but it was an honest mistake, a natural reaction in a shocking situation, if you ask me. However, the police officials did not see it the same way. It got sorted out and the real killer was named. The tragic part was our older friend Archie Newberry—who under ordinary circumstances would never have hurt another human— was the guilty one.

Mark left our table and he and Clint sat down at another. Erin, Pinky, and I took that as our cue to leave and headed into Curio Finds.

“Well, I have errands to run so I’ll catch you two later,” Erin said.

“Adios, and don’t worry your pretty little head about our short-term help,” Pinky called to Erin’s back when she was by the front door. Erin turned and waved.

“So we’re good? Or did Erin and Mark going ballistic on us make you change your mind?” Pinky asked me.

“Their reaction kind of surprised me. And as much as I value their opinions, I say we give our two ladies a call and see if they still want a job.”

“Okay, I’ll call the princess—I can’t believe I’m offering to do that—and you call Emmy. Let’s see if they can start tomorrow so they’re trained in before Thanksgiving.”

“Sounds good to me. You’ll need to break the habit of calling her the princess, my friend.”

Pinky lifted her hands in the air and gave them a shake. “I suppose.” Her shop phone rang and she left to answer it. 

I was about to call Emmy when Mark and Clint popped their heads into the archway between the shops on their way out.

“Think about what Erin and I said,” Mark said.

“Goodbye, Camryn,” Clint said.

I’d legally changed my name from Cami to Camryn before I went to Washington because it sounded more professional. My family and oldest friends still called me Cami. Since Clint and I had gotten off on the wrong foot, I dug my boots in and insisted he call me by my proper name. Maybe it was silly, or childish, but he’d gotten under my skin so often I’d felt compelled to do so.

“Have a good evening, officers,” I said, a bit curious what their case was about. Police work intrigued me but to think I’d have to carry—and maybe shoot—a gun was enough to send me into a mild panic attack. And to drive fast with sirens blaring and lights flashing would be too far outside my comfort zone to even consider.

Not to mention what I’d do if I had to run after a bad guy who’d escaped. I was the slowest runner I knew and would be the laughing stock of the town. According to Mark, police officers had to pass certain physical fitness standards. Although, when I looked at some of the out-of-shape people in uniform, it made me wonder what standards those departments had.

I picked up the phone to call Emmy as Pinky poked her head in the archway. “Princess Molly will be here at ten o’clock tomorrow. And I told her to dress in normal clothes.”

“Pinky, what did you say exactly?”

“I was tactful, sort of. I suggested she make a trip to the secondhand store if she had time today to pick up something less expensive than she usually wears.”

“You did not.”

“Pretty much what I said.”

Oh Lord. Maybe I should have made the call. “Did she sound like you insulted her?”

“Insulted her? I don’t think so. Maybe she sounded a little surprised when she said ‘Okay.’” The bell on her door dinged so she left to wait on her customers.

Emmy answered the phone with more cheer in her voice than usual. When I told her we’d love it if she would help us out over the holidays, a small squeal popped out of her mouth. “I will be there promptly at ten o’clock tomorrow morning when you open your shop, Camryn.”

“Wonderful. And to let you know, Pinky and I decided to hire both you and the, um, I mean Molly Dalton.”

“Oh. Well, I’ll do my best to get along with her.” Her enthusiasm balloon had deflated in a second.

“Emmy, do you have a problem with Molly?”

She hesitated. “No, no, not really. It’ll be fine.”

“All right then. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes, and thank you.” Her voice had quieted. I hoped it wasn’t because she didn’t want to work with Molly. They’d share a position and would not work together often, but sometimes would.

I found Pinky behind her service counter washing mugs. “I’m wondering if Erin and Mark were right. Maybe we should have advertised for help. You had to tell Molly what not to wear, and Emmy seems less than thrilled Molly will be her partner in crime.”

“Cami, it will all work out. You know how fast time goes. Christmas will be here before you know it. Then Molly and Emmy can go back to their normal routines, and we’ll go back to ours.”

“I suppose. How bad can it be?”

We had no idea it would go from bad to worse to the worst.

I had a restless night as I pondered how the next day’s training would go. Since Molly and Emmy would work limited hours for less than six weeks, my parents suggested we hire them as contract workers to avoid all the extra paperwork required by the state for regular employees. They had both agreed to those terms and neither cared what they got paid, or if they got paid at all.

As I rolled out of bed, I wished I had slept more than a few hours. I showered and dressed and held onto the hope things would go well. I applied my usual light makeup, not enough to cover the light freckles that sprinkled my nose and cheekbones. People had told me they gave me a youthful look. I was thirty-seven and hadn’t considered how old I looked. I hadn’t fretted about that, or the generous curves I carried, for years.

A final check in the mirror confirmed I was good to go in my flowing navy skirt and ivory blouse. My wardrobe was not in the same league as Molly’s but it was of good quality. I had a number of suits, both with pants and skirts, and I often combined a jacket with a dressy pair of jeans, or a silk blouse with a skirt. Not too dressy, not too casual. Just right for me.
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