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      “Bartlett combines murder, a touch of romance, and a lot of intrigue in this charming story. With personable characters, and a lively, fast-paced storyline--readers will be enthralled & delighted with this fresh new series.”

      —Fresh Fiction

      

      “A fabulously flamboyant start to a new series. Katie is gutsy, determined, spunky, and capable of getting the job done, including catching a killer. I fell in love with Katie’s no nonsense approach to life and the occasional corpse she had to deal with. If you read and enjoyed the Booktown Mystery series, also by the author (Lorna Barrett) you’re going to love graduating from one series to the other.

      “Quill says: It looks like Artisans Alley and Victoria Square are going to be a “high falutin’” hotbed … for murder!”

      —Feathered Quill Book Reviews

      

      “A Crafty Killing is the first in a new series and it begins with a bang! I can’t wait to see the next one. Katie is a likeable character with her quirky candy eating and her huge heart. The story line weaves you through multiple people’s lives and leaves open going back into the past, or moving forward. Lorraine Bartlett is an excellent writer, portraying perfect pictures with her words that the reader just steps in and becomes part of the story with ease. This will be a series to watch!”

      —Romance Readers Connection

      

      “Ms. Bartlett has established a plucky, intelligent heroine in Kate Bonner and has surrounded her with a cast of fascinating multi-dimensional characters. Victoria Square is memorable right from the first—a place in which charming shops, vintage treasures, and hidden secrets coexist. I cannot wait for the next installment in the Victoria Square series!"

      —Ellery Adams, author of the Books By The Bay Mysteries

      

      “Fun plot, fanciful characters, really fabulous crafts—Bartlett put her art and soul into this mystery.”

      —Laura Childs, New York Times Bestselling author of the Teashop Mysteries
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      For years Katie Bonner dreamed of renovating the old mansion on Victoria Square into a bed and breakfast. Now that dream belongs to another young couple.  But their dream becomes a nightmare when a skeleton is discovered, sealed in one of the walls of the mansion. The bones belong to Heather Winston, who went missing 22 years before. Her aunt is a vendor at Artisans Alley, who is determined to find her niece’s murderer, and asks for Katie’s help to do it. The case may be cold, but the killer is very much alive—and ready to go to any lengths to keep past secrets buried.
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      Copyright © 2012 by Lorraine Bartlett. All Rights Reserved

      No part of this work may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the author.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

      No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
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      Publisher's Note: The recipes contained in this book are to be followed exactly as written. The publisher is not responsible for your specific health or allergy needs that may require medical supervision. The publisher is not responsible for any adverse reactions to the recipes contained in this book.
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      Steam seeped through the air holes in the Angelo’s pizza box, along with the aroma of melted mozzarella, pepperoni, sauce and spices. Katie Bonner clutched the twenty-first century equivalent of “cake on a plate” that housewives once brought to welcome new neighbors and approached the Webster mansion on the east end of Victoria Square. The day was cool, bright, and beautiful. Perfect weather for early spring in Western New York, but Katie felt anything but cheerful, despite her mission to welcome the newcomers.

      She opened the sagging gate and stepped into the small front courtyard, which was littered with rocks, weeds, and remains of rusty old garden urns. As she mounted the rather rickety wooden steps, Katie noticed the mansion’s heavy oak door stood ajar. Katie paused in the doorway, squinting into the darkened interior. Yup, it was definitely ocupado. Using her elbow, she knocked on the door jamb, its blistered, peeling paint just another job awaiting completion on the list of renovation and restoration that was taking place at what was soon to be an upscale bed-and-breakfast.

      “Anybody hungry?” Katie called.

      A dirt-smudged face appeared around the door. Dusty blonde bangs hung over a pair of light blue eyes. More wisps had escaped the faded red bandana that was supposed to protect the rest of the woman’s hair. Clad in a grubby T-shirt and jeans, she held a claw hammer in one hand, the knuckles on her other hand oozing blood.

      “Pizza?” the woman said hopefully.

      “The best,” Katie assured her, proffering the box. “Where can I set it down?”

      “On any flat surface you can find.”

      Katie entered and stepped over a fallen two-by-four, tracking through plaster dust to set the box on a makeshift table of boards on saw horses. “Do you need a Band-Aid?”

      The woman sucked at the abrasion. “Not for this.”

      “Janice,” came a male voice from the room beyond.

      Katie glanced in that direction. The owner of the voice, a dark-haired man in his late thirties, stepped through the doorway, just as dirty as his counterpart. Not surprising in the ruin of what, one hundred years before, had been a lovely home.

      “Hi, I’m Katie Bonner. I manage Artisans Alley on the other end of the Square, and I’m president of the Victoria Square Merchants Association. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      “Thanks,” the man said and moved to stand by the woman.

      “I’ve seen you working here for the last couple of days and figured you might need a break,” Katie said.

      “Do we ever.” The woman moved closer, setting the hammer down and offering Katie her hand. “Janice Ryan. And this is my husband, Toby.”

      Katie shook both their hands, then pulled a sheaf of paper napkins from the back pocket of her jeans. “Please, help yourself.”

      “Thanks,” the couple chorused, and each dove for a slice.

      Katie took a long look around the cavernous space. Bare studs gave the room a skeletal look. Lath and chunks of plaster from the ceiling filled plastic buckets, waiting to be emptied into the commercial Dumpster out back. A bare light bulb hung from a cheap 1960s fixture. That, too, would eventually have to go.

      “Wow, I can’t believe how much you’ve already accomplished,” Katie said.

      Janice swallowed, her mouth flattening into a frown. “Sounds like you’ve been in here before.”

      Many times, Katie was tempted to blurt. She and her late husband, Chad, had tramped through the cold uninviting place on dozens of occasions during the four years they’d saved to buy it. Then Chad had impulsively invested instead in Artisans Alley, a going concern quickly going downhill. Chad had passed away the year before—the victim of a car accident—and Katie was now the owner and manager. So far she hadn’t made a nickel of the money back either.

      “Once or twice,” Katie said, forcing a smile. “What are your plans?”

      Janice beamed. “We hope to open the Grand Victoria Inn in about three months.”

      A very ambitious plan, considering the state the building was currently in.

      “We’ll have seven guest rooms to start. The property comes with plenty of acreage to add guest cottages if we do well.”

      Katie had planned an extensive garden refit, perfect for outdoor weddings and corporate picnics. And if the weather didn’t cooperate, she figured she could always tent such affairs. And she’d wanted a white-painted gazebo at the far end of the yard, flanked by a lovely cottage garden, with lots of pink and white cosmos.

      Janice’s eyes glowed with pride. “The entryway will be totally restored,” she said, taking in the space with a sweep of her hand. “As you can see, we’ve just got that wall over there to remove. They divided the place into apartments, but that’s good in a way, because we won’t have to replumb the whole house for the guest rooms.”

      That was one of the things Katie had counted on, too. Her plan had been to renovate the old mansion and open the English Ivy Inn. Chad was to be the host, and Katie would manage the kitchen and the financial end of things. It was a solid plan. It was her life’s dream. And now it was forever out of her reach.

      “Toby’s good at carpentry and has plans for a lovely oak check-in desk, over here,” Janice said with a wave of her hand. “We’ve got wood salvaged from another site that’ll be just perfect.”

      Katie already had a lovely oak reception desk sitting in a storage unit waiting to be stripped and refinished. She’d collected brass headboards, oriental carpets, dressers and nightstands, pedestal sinks, light fixtures, dishes, and silverware, too. Every month she wrote out a check to keep her treasures warehoused, and every month she debated getting rid of it all. Owning all that stuff was just another painful reminder that life wasn’t always fair.

      Katie’s anger flared as she noted the sledge hammer resting against the wall. “Are you doing all the work yourself?”

      “Just the preliminary demolition,” Toby said, reaching for another pizza slice. “It’ll save us three or four grand that we can better use elsewhere.”

      “There’s a certain satisfaction in taking down a wall, especially when you can already visualize how perfect the space will be,” Janice said. She laughed. “I’ve spent the last few months decorating this house in my mind. I can’t wait until opening day when I can show it off to the world.”

      Katie, too, had imagined exactly how she’d renovate the old house. Replacement newel posts for the staircase, frosted glass sconces on the walls, delicate rose-patterned wallpaper, chair rails and crown molding. For years she’d longed to swing a sledge and take out an extraneous wall or two.

      She picked up and hefted the tool, nearly staggering under its weight. “Would you mind if I took a whack at that wall—just for fun?”

      “Go for it,” Toby said, grinning. He put down his pizza, grabbed a pair of work gloves, and accompanied Katie to the wall.

      “I’d better cover the pizza,” Janice said.

      “We’re taking down the plasterboard first, then we’ll yank out the studs. It’s not a load-bearing wall,” Toby said, handing Katie the gloves and a pair of safety glasses.

      That she already knew. Many an evening she’d pored over how-to books in anticipation of applying her own brand of sweat equity to the place.

      Toby or Janice had already removed the baseboard molding at the bottom of the wall, leaving a three-inch gap that had never seen a coat of paint. An odd, gummy dark stain marred the middle of that section of pristine plasterboard.

      Katie donned the gloves and glasses, grasped the sledge firmly, swung it high, and let its weight slam against the wall. Bang! A circular dimple marred the surface, but not enough to make a break in the drywall.

      “Put your weight into it,” Toby encouraged with a smile.

      Clenching her teeth, Katie hauled off and swung again.

      Bang!

      The anger blossomed inside her, threatening to engulf her.

      This should have been her house!

      Bang!

      It would have been hers if Chad hadn’t invested—without her knowledge—in that money pit, Artisans Alley.

      Bang!

      The sledge careened through the air, smacking hard into the wall, taking a jagged hunk of plasterboard with it.

      Katie swung again and again, her biceps complaining at the strain. Clouds of dust swirled in the air.

      Hands on hips, Toby watched from her left. “You’re doing great, Katie.” He didn’t sound as pleased as he had a few moments before.

      Katie took another mighty swing, sending a fragment of plasterboard flying. She paused to yank a loose piece from the studs.

      Janice gasped behind her.

      Katie lost her grip on the sledge, nearly crushing her toes. She turned to see what Janice was fussing about.

      Open-mouthed and panting, a wide-eyed Janice frantically pointed at the gaping hole in the wall.

      Confused, Katie turned to see the source of her distress.

      Behind a heavy layer of plastic, empty eye sockets gazed at nothing; the jaw hung open as though in a scream. The remains of long blonde hair were suspended like Easter grass among the bones, and a shiny silver locket dangled from the proximity of its neck.

      Katie swallowed, her mouth going dry. “Well, this could ruin your day.”
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      Yellow crime tape barred the mansion’s entrance. The east end of the Victoria Square parking lot was clogged with squad cars scattered with no regard to the orderly lines painted on the asphalt. Katie leaned against a paint-flaked column on the wide veranda, noting the rain damage at its base. It would be expensive to replace.

      “This is a bad omen,” Katie heard Janice complain for the hundredth time from inside the house. “Who’ll want to come to the inn knowing we found a body in a wall?”

      The poor woman had no concept of marketing, Katie thought with a rueful shake of her head. A ghost was a great draw . . . if you had a good story to go with it.

      She’d been glad to escape the crowd inside. As a material witness, Katie was compelled to stay until the law said she could leave. She glanced at her watch. It was going on two hours now.

      She sighed, unsure why she hadn’t felt as shattered as Janice and Toby at finding a skeleton walled up in what once might’ve been her home. Maybe because it wasn’t her home and never would be. Then again, she’d seen Artisans Alley’s former owner/manager dead in a puddle of his own blood. She’d found one of the vendors dead with a broken neck from a fall. An anonymous skeleton wasn’t half as scary. Or maybe she was just in denial. But it was obvious the person behind the wall had been dead a long—well, reasonably speaking—time, and it sure hadn’t been an accident.

      A crowd of rubberneckers ringed the cordoned-off area. Katie looked up to see her friend and Artisans Alley vendor, Rose Nash, among the crowd, clutching a card or paper, madly waving to her, trying to get her attention. Dyed blonde curls bobbed around her anxious, wrinkled face. Katie took a step forward, but a hand on her shoulder made her turn.

      Detective Ray Davenport of the Sheriff’s Office homicide detail was once again on site, looking just as formidable and bad-tempered as the other times Katie had interacted with him.

      “You seem to attract death, Mrs. Bonner,” the balding, middle-aged cop said.

      Katie straightened indignantly. “Me, attract death? Detective, that poor woman’s been dead for decades.”

      “And how do you know it was a woman?” he asked suspiciously

      Katie frowned. “Long blonde hair, a locket—it doesn’t take a genius to figure out the gender.”

      Davenport glowered. “Just what were you doing here anyway, Mrs. Bonner?”

      “Paying a friendly visit to my new neighbors on behalf of the Victoria Square Merchants Association. Believe me, I didn’t want to find the remains of that . . . that poor person.”

      “Detective! Detective!” Rose called, elbowing her way through the crowd. “I heard they found a body.”

      “You’ll have to read about it the paper, ma’am,” he said, ignoring the agitation in her voice as he turned back toward the mansion entrance.

      “Was it a woman?” Rose persisted. “Blonde hair, brown eyes? Did she have a locket?”

      Davenport stopped dead, turned. “Locket?”

      “Rectangular, sterling silver. Rhodium plated with a bright-cut floral design,” Rose cried in desperation. She held out a wallet-sized photo, waving it at him.

      Davenport trudged down the steps, took the picture from her, studied it, and frowned. Then he lifted the crime tape, motioning her forward.

      Katie hurried to meet Rose, steadying the elderly woman as she climbed the six shallow steps into the mansion.

      Portable work lights illuminated the crime scene. The room seemed claustrophobically small with so many deputies and technicians crowded in. As the trio entered, they stepped back, quieting as Davenport approached.

      The wall had been taken down in one piece, thanks to a reciprocating saw, and now lay flat on the floor. The rest of the drywall had been removed, revealing the earthly remains—just bones—in situ, wrapped in clear plastic sheeting and lying on a fluffy pillow of faded pink Fiberglas. A petrified black substance—rat or insect dung, Katie surmised—was also visible. She shuddered at the thought of how it had gotten there and turned her attention to the wooden studs, which were twenty-four inches on center—not a lot of room. The body must have been wedged in at an angle, the shoulders were cocked, the wrists crossed in front of the pelvis. No remnant of cloth or flesh remained.

      Rose blanched, and Katie felt her friend wobble in her grasp.

      “Do you recognize the locket?” Davenport asked the older woman.

      Tears filled Rose’s eyes and she nodded, the movement causing her to sway. “It belonged to my niece.” She took a shuddering breath and choked on a sob. “Oh, Heather, everyone thought you’d run off to New York—and you were here all along,” she said, and collapsed in a dead faint.
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      Detective Davenport turned the still-shiny locket over and over in his stubby fingers, while a shell-shocked Rose gripped a Styrofoam cup of by-now cold coffee and stared into space.

      Katie felt like an intruder, yet the two of them were using her office at Artisans Alley as a makeshift interrogation room; Davenport sat at her desk while Rose was planted in her guest chair.

      Katie leaned against the battered, buff-colored file cabinet, looking over Davenport’s shoulder. Surely the lab team had dusted the locket for possible fingerprints before releasing it to the detective.

      Katie twisted the wrapper from a peppermint. The sound of crinkling plastic drew a pointed glare from the detective. As an act of defiance, Katie popped the candy into her mouth and crunched it between her molars.

      “This isn’t a conventional locket,” Davenport said to Rose. “It’s too fat.”

      Rose sniffed. “Actually, it’s a pill box. Heather had epilepsy. She was always forgetting to take her medication. I modified it myself, so she could wear it on a chain. She was ashamed of her health problem.”

      “How often did your niece have fits?” Davenport asked.

      “Detective!” Katie admonished. This guy could use a session or two in sensitivity training.

      “Quite frequently, I’m afraid,” Rose answered matter-of-factly. “She wasn’t even allowed a driver’s license.”

      Davenport scowled. “And why did you say you thought she’d run off to New York?”

      “I never thought that,” Rose snapped. “That was what the Sheriff’s Office decided when we reported her as missing.”

      Davenport bristled at the implied criticism. “There had to be a reason for that opinion.”

      Rose frowned. “Heather did want to be a model. In fact, she’d even had a few assignments at fashion shows in Midtown Plaza in Rochester.”

      That was quite a while ago. The state’s first enclosed mall hadn’t been a shopping mecca for years.

      Davenport didn’t seem the least bit interested in Heather’s career aspirations. “Explain to me again why you immediately assumed the remains might be that of your niece,” he said.

      Rose sighed. “No one else in McKinlay Mill has ever gone missing—at least not for more than twenty years. Part of me wants closure. A bigger part hopes it isn’t Heather so I can go on pretending there’s still a chance she might one day come home.”

      Davenport pursed his lips, continuing his inspection of the locket. “Why isn’t this thing tarnished?”

      “It’s chemically treated to resist oxidation,” Rose explained.

      Davenport’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know so much about it?”

      “Rose deals in jewelry,” Katie said, exasperated.

      Davenport pried off the locket’s lid, which made a soft popping sound. “No pills here,” he said and, using the tip of a sharp pencil, pried out a small black-and-white photograph which had been wedged into one side of the locket. “Who are these people?”

      “That’s my sister and brother-in-law, Iris and Stan Winston. I took the photo back in the 1960s.” Rose swallowed. “They’re both dead now. Stan died about eighteen years ago, and Iris a year after—of a broken heart. Detective, how—how did Heather die?”

      Davenport shot Katie an evaluating look, as though asking if she thought Rose could handle the truth. She nodded ever so slightly, then moved closer to Rose, resting a hand on the old woman’s thin shoulder.

      “Probably strangulation, ma’am. The medical examiner will be able to tell us for sure, probably tomorrow. We’ll probably have to get a forensic anthropologist in, too.”

      “Then she wasn’t put there . . . I mean, was she already . . . ?”

      Davenport nodded, his voice softening. “Yes, it looks like she was dead when they nailed up the drywall.”

      Katie raised an eyebrow. Maybe Davenport had more compassion than she’d given him credit for. And yet something didn’t add up. She worried at her lip, thinking back to what she’d seen at the crime scene. It would eventually come to her.

      Rose’s gaze focused on the locket once more. “Detective, do you think I could just . . . hold it . . . for a minute?”

      Davenport stared possessively at the still-gleaming metal box, seeming to weigh the request. Then, with a shrug, he handed Rose the locket.

      Rose’s trembling bony fingers wrapped around the little silver cask. Katie’s heart ached as Rose raised it to her lips and kissed it. A tear leaked from the old woman’s eye, falling to soak into her pale blue slacks.

      Davenport picked up the creased wallet-sized high school graduation picture of the pretty young woman with the silver locket decorating her throat. “Tell me about Heather, Mrs. Nash.”

      Rose let out a long breath. “When she disappeared, Heather was a sophomore at the community college, but she missed a lot of classes. Transportation from McKinlay Mill to Henrietta was a bit of a problem. She rode with a local girl for a while, but they had a falling out and my sister, Iris, had to drive her to and from her classes.”

      “Did the girl live at home?”

      Katie bristled. Girl?

      “Yes,” Rose answered with a nod.

      “Did she have a job?”

      “No. It would’ve interfered with her schoolwork,” Rose said, her voice faltering.

      Davenport remained ever the cool, calm detective, completely unmoved by her growing distress. “Did Heather have a boyfriend?”

      “Jeremy Richards. He wasn’t from McKinlay Mill. I don’t know what happened to him. He left the area soon after Heather disappeared. Stan always thought the boy was responsible for her disappearance.”

      Rose toyed with the locket, lovingly rubbing the etched decoration with her right thumb, letting the chain dangle from her fingers. “Heather liked silver better than gold,” she said to no one in particular.

      “When did Heather disappear?” Davenport asked.

      “November seventeen, twenty-two years ago.”

      Davenport’s eyes widened as though the date held some significance, but then he seemed to shake himself and turned his face aside.

      Antsy, Katie shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Perhaps you ought to go back to headquarters and review the old case files,” she suggested, hoping he’d take the hint and vacate her office. Instead, he seemed to have grown roots.

      “Can I keep this locket, Detective?” Rose asked.

      He shook his head and held out his hand. “I’m afraid it’s evidence, Mrs. Nash.”

      Again tears filled Rose’s eyes as she reluctantly relinquished the treasure she’d thought forever gone. “When will I get it back?”

      “When our investigation is complete, and it’s established that you are the deceased’s next of kin.”

      “Oh, come on, Detective. Rose identified the locket, plus the picture of the people in it. What more do you need?” Katie asked.

      “Dental records will confirm whether or not the remains are Heather Winston’s,” he reaffirmed.

      “Heather and everyone else in town went to Dr. Elliott. He’s been dead for years. His daughter was⁠—”

      “I’m sure we’ll locate the records, ma’am,” Davenport said, cutting her off, “although it may take some time.”

      “But I want to give Heather a decent burial! She deserves that,” Rose insisted.

      “That can happen, if we establish that this was your niece.”

      Rose’s tears had dried, and her eyes now blazed with anger. “Of course it’s Heather. The locket proves it.”

      Davenport shook his head. “For all we know, your niece might’ve been present at the time of this person’s death, put the locket on the body, and stolen the victim’s identity. As we speak, Heather Winston could be a forty-year-old woman living in Flagstaff, Arizona—if not Timbuktu.”

      “That’s preposterous,” Rose blurted. “Heather was a good girl. She wouldn’t have disappointed her parents like that. She’d never⁠—”

      Davenport abruptly rose. “I’m afraid this interview is at an end, Mrs. Nash. I’ll be in touch.” He tucked the locket into his suit coat pocket and strode from the room without a backward glance.

      Rose stood, too. “That—that man!” she exclaimed and turned to Katie. “Did he treat you as shabby after Ezra’s death?”

      Katie sighed. “I tried to tell myself it was job burnout. After all, the poor man recently lost his wife and has three teenaged daughters to deal with. That’s a job in itself. But now I’m beginning to think he’s just a grump.”

      “And he didn’t do much to solve Ezra’s murder, as I recall. It was you who figured out who killed him.”

      That was true, but spreading that opinion wasn’t going to win Katie friends with the Sheriff’s Office.

      Fists clenched, Rose paced the tiny office. “I suppose he’ll drag his feet working on Heather’s murder, too. Well, I’m not going to stand for it.”

      “Rose, he probably isn’t eager to work on a cold case that will be difficult to solve. There really can’t be many clues after all this time.”

      “Katie, I’m seventy-five years old. I haven’t got years to wait for him to get motivated. It looks like I’m going to have to take matters into my own hands.”

      “Now, Rose⁠—”

      Rose turned, facing Katie. “Will you help me?”

      Katie started. “Me?”

      “Well, you did solve Ezra’s murder.”

      Katie raised a hand in denial. “That was a fluke. I didn’t set out to do it.”

      “But you did do it!”

      “Rose—”

      “Please, Katie? This is important to me. Please, please help me!”

      Rose had that same look of determination in her eyes that Katie’s Aunt Lizzie MacDuff often adopted when she wanted some unpleasant task done, like cleaning the toilet or emptying out the gutters. Katie felt her resolve melt. Her soft spot for elderly people made her a pushover, especially with Rose.

      “Well, I suppose we could ask a few questions, poke around a little bit. But Detective Davenport won’t like it, and he’ll do everything he can to stop us.”

      “Heather was my niece. It’s my duty to my sister, and as her aunt, to find out what happened to her and make the person who killed her pay.”

      Katie sighed, reaching out a hand to rest on Rose’s shoulder. “You’ve had a traumatic afternoon. You should go home and rest.”

      “How can I rest when Heather’s murderer is out there somewhere, running around free?”

      Katie could only nod. “Would you like me to drive you home?”

      Rose pursed her lips. “I may be old, but I’m not feeble.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply⁠—”

      Rose’s expression softened. “I know.” She clasped Katie’s hand. “Thank you, dear. Together we’ll find out who killed Heather. Even if I have to die trying.”

      
      Katie didn’t like to feel rattled, but if she was honest with herself, despite her outward appearance of calm, she was definitely in a state of denial. Finding what was likely Heather Winston’s earthy remains had indeed left her feeling decidedly unsettled. She had too much on her mind to allow herself to dwell too much on the whole subject. And yet . . . she knew Rose would keep pushing.

      Katie fought to concentrate on the printed spreadsheets before her. Artisans Alley’s bottom line had improved considerably since she’d taken over its management some six months before, but there was still so much to do if she was going to drag it completely out of the red and into solvency.

      She thought she heard a noise off to her right, but it really didn’t register, so she paid no attention to it. She shook her head at the expenses column. There wasn’t much she could do about the escalating utility costs. Sales had dropped considerably since the holidays. Taking ten percent of her rent-paying vendors with it. With Easter right around the corner, it was time to put another ad in the Rochester newspaper. Not too big an ad—and only if she could convince the Merchants Association to go in on it.

      “Ahem.”

      This time Katie turned at the interruption, and found Gilda Ringwald standing in the doorway of her office. Gilda, of Gilda’s Gourmet Baskets on the south side of Victoria Square, was the Victoria Square Merchants Association’s PR director—and she’d arrived just in time to receive Katie’s ad pitch.

      “Gilda, I was just thinking about you,” she said with a smile in her voice and rose from her chair.

      “Do you have a few minutes?” Gilda asked sheepishly, her shoulders rounded as though she were trying to looker smaller than her five foot four inch height.

      “For you, always. Can I get you a cup of coffee?” Katie asked, and ushered Gilda into one of her shabby guest chairs. A trip to OfficeMax was in the offing—she really should replace the chairs with something more comfortable and stylish. One day . . . .

      “Oh, no,” Gilda said and sat down, resting her empty hands on the knees of her navy slacks. Katie always found Gilda’s jet black page boy haircut to be a bit disconcerting on a woman her age—late fifties or early sixties. But she had no complaint with Gilda’s efforts on behalf of the Merchants Association, of which Katie was the reluctant head—voted in after Ezra Hilton’s untimely passing the previous fall.

      “What brings you to Artisans Alley. Something for the Merchants Association?” Katie asked, almost dreading the answer.

      “Actually, I’m here on some personal business. I want to ask a favour of you.”

      “If I can help—I’d be glad to.”

      Gilda’s cheeks blushed. “Conrad and I are finally going to tie the knot.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Katie said, with genuine surprise. She understood that Gilda and Conrad Stratton, who owned the Square’s wine shop, The Perfect Grape, had been a couple for a long time. Decades, in fact. For them to suddenly marry . . . .

      Gilda smiled and nodded. “We never thought we’d need that piece of paper—but we’re getting on in years, and if something happened to either one of us, it would be better to be married in the eyes of the state than to be considered just good friends.”

      Katie nodded. “I understand completely.” But what kind of favour could Gilda have in mind that involved Katie—or did she want Artisans Alley to play a part in the proceedings?

      Gilda continued to smile, looking somewhat dreamy.

      “You said you needed a favour?” Katie prompted.

      Gilda shook her head as though to clear her mind, and giggled. “I’m sorry, I just never thought I’d get to be a bride. I’ve had so much fun this past week making plans.”

      “What have you done so far?”

      “I’ve settled on a dress, and called Judge Hart—she’s a dear, isn’t she? And we’re making the final arrangements for the reception at Madison’s on the Canal in Spencerport.”

      Swank!

      “When is the wedding?” Katie asked.

      “A week from Saturday.”

      Whoa! That was sudden.

      “Oh, my,” Katie said, taken aback.

      “I know it’s rather short notice, but I was wondering . . . that is, if you had the time . . . .”

      “Do you need a place to have the actual wedding?” Katie asked, thinking of Artisans Alley’s large, and frequently empty, lobby. It could probably hold fifty people and had served as a gathering place after Ezra Hilton’s funeral service back in October. Of course, for a wedding it would need to be repainted, but that could happen before the big day.

      “Actually, we’re planning on getting married at the restaurant with the reception immediately afterward. It’s just so much easier to do on such short notice.”

      “I see.”

      “But if you’re not doing anything⁠—”

      “I would love to attend,” Katie said, genuinely pleased.

      Gilda gave an embarrassed laugh. “I was hoping you’d do more than just attend. I wondered—would you be my matron of honor?”

      Katie’s jaw dropped. Matron of honor? Was she kidding?

      She closed her mouth, unsure what to say. “I’m—I’m—flattered,” she finally came up with. Matron of honor? she thought again with dread. The timing was not good. She had to be out of her apartment the day before the wedding. There was no way she could move and participate.

      Gilda didn’t give her a chance to speak. She clasped her hands together. “Oh, good. Then it’s all settled.”

      “But Gilda,” Katie protested, thinking of her promise to Rose to help find Heather’s killer and the rest of the things on her list of things to do during the coming week. But Gilda seemed so excited about the impending nuptials. Could Katie dash her hopes? Surely she could take off one evening from work and packing to devote to help out a friend—well, a business acquaintance—on her special day.

      “I, I,” Katie stammered again. “I guess so.”

      It wasn’t exactly an enthusiastic acceptance, but Gilda hardly seemed to notice.

      “Wonderful. I already have the dress⁠—”

      “Dress?” Katie asked with trepidation.

      “Yes.” Gilda’s blush deepened. “My best friend, Cindy Marie, was all set to fly up from Brooklyn for the wedding. We picked out the dress from a catalog and she had it shipped here. But then two days ago, Cindy tripped over her dachshund, Daisy, and broke her leg. It took the surgeon three hours and several pins to put it back together again. It broke Cindy’s heart to tell me she couldn’t participate in the wedding, but she can hardly navigate with a hip-to-ankle cast.”

      “No, I don’t imagine she can,” Katie said, perturbed that she was second (or worse—third or fourth?) choice for the honor. Or was it just that she would more or less fit the dress already bought for the occasion?

      As though reading her mind, Gilda said, “I’ll bring the dress over later today. You might want to have the hem taken up before the ceremony.”

      “Okay,” Katie agreed, disconcerted she’d have to wear something that might not be to her taste.

      Gilda stood. “I’ll be in touch with things as they develop. And thank you for letting me count on you.”

      “Oh, you’re welcome,” Katie said, but without much enthusiasm.

      “And I’ll drop off the stuff for the favours later,” Gilda said as she headed out of the office.

      “Favours?” Katie called after her, but Gilda was already out of earshot, heading for the exit.

      Katie collapsed into her chair. If she’d felt stressed before, that factor had just doubled. Then again, how much time could it take to help Gilda with her wedding favours and have a dress altered? She’d just have to make the time.

      As she turned back to her spreadsheet she realized she’d forgotten to ask Gilda about the Victoria Square Easter newspaper ad.

      Swell. Just swell.
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        * * *

      

      Not many hours later, Andy Rust handed Katie a paper plate laden with a slice of Angelo’s deep-crust pizza, swimming in sauce, meat and veggies. “And this body—skeleton . . . whatever—wasn’t gross or anything?”

      “Not really,” Katie admitted. She paused to take a bite. Having a boyfriend who owned a pizzeria had been a great perk. For the first week or so. Not that Katie didn’t like pizza, but she ate it more for sustenance than enjoyment these days. And because it was free.

      Seated next to Andy on the lumpy lime green couch, Katie gazed around the tiny living room. The apartment over Angelo’s Pizzeria had been empty since Andy evicted the former tenants for non-payment of rent some six weeks before. It gave the two of them a quiet place to share a meal away from the watchful eyes of Andy’s teenaged employees, who probably thought they used the place for romantic purposes.

      As if!

      Along with the former occupant’s couch, the place contained only a rickety Formica cocktail table that had to be at least four or five decades old. At Katie’s insistence, Andy had pulled up the stained, blue-tweed shag carpet to reveal hardwood floors in remarkably good condition. But the sickening yellow enamel walls—that had been painted years before Andy took possession of the building—would not inspire a Martha Stewart award. Maybe Martha would find it a challenge to decorate such a dingy place. The apartment was unoccupied only because Andy didn’t want the hassle of dealing with tenants. Meanwhile, Katie hadn’t renewed the lease on her apartment and needed a cheap place to live that was close to Victoria Square.

      “Rose wants me to help her solve Heather’s murder,” Katie said, and took a bite of pizza, pulling the crust away while a string of mozzarella followed. She yanked at it until it broke and tossed it back on the slice.

      Andy stopped chewing, swallowed, and glared at her. “And you told her no, right?”

      Katie sighed. “Not exactly. The poor girl’s been dead twenty-two years. The trail’s cold. I’ll give Rose some extra attention for a few days, and hopefully that’ll be that.”

      Andy didn’t look convinced.

      “Besides,” Katie said, examining a round of pepperoni on her pizza, “I need to concentrate on apartment hunting. I’ve got to be out of my place by the end of the month, and I haven’t had any luck so far.” Her voice sounded innocent, but she knew Andy wasn’t taken in.

      “We’ve had this conversation before, and I’m not renting you this place.”

      “I didn’t ask you to. I’m just updating you on my situation.”

      “You can move in with me,” Andy said.

      “We’ve had that conversation before, too. I have two cats. You don’t want to live with them, and I’m not about to give them up.”

      “You’re using that as an excuse,” he countered. “You don’t trust me. Or any man.”

      “That’s not true. It’s just—” It’s just that she’d trusted her late husband with their financial future, and he’d squandered their savings, and then died and left her virtually penniless.

      Katie recognized the set of Andy’s mouth. He was primed for an argument. Andy was right to some extent. She wasn’t yet ready for the kind of commitment he was offering.

      “I’ve got some leads,” she said to diffuse the tension. “And I’ve got an appointment to look at a place tomorrow afternoon. That is, if I can get Vance to cover for me at Artisans Alley.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      She shrugged.

      “What if you don’t find a place by the end of the month?” Andy asked.

      “There’s always Chad’s pad.”

      Andy scowled. Chad’s pad had been a dismal, airless little room in Artisans Alley’s loft. Chad had lived there illegally for two months after he and Katie had separated. They’d been close to a reconciliation when Chad’s car had careened into a tree one icy March night the year before.

      “And if you do that, what happens to the cats?” Andy asked.

      “They can wander around Artisans Alley.”

      “And if they destroy the vendors’ merchandise?”

      “They won’t.”

      “You hope.”

      “I hope,” she repeated and sighed, knowing her cat Mason’s fondness for capturing and “killing” anything made of fabric. He was known to drag around potholders, dust rags, and washcloths. In cat parlance, he was known as a “wool eater,” and Katie knew if left to wander Artisans Alley, Mason would zero in on Gwen the weaver’s handmade placemats, napkins, and bookmarks.

      She would find
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