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      For several seconds after her former mother-in-law had ended their call, Katie Bonner stared at her phone. What kind of sick joke was this? When Katie’s husband, Chad, had been alive, one hour with Katie had been too much for Margo Bonner—and that hour had been used to make passive-aggressive digs at the woman who could never be good enough for her darling Chad.

      And now—now?—after Chad had been dead for nearly two years, Margo would be “passing through” and wanted to spend a couple of days with Katie? Why? And even stranger, why had Katie agreed to host the persnickety woman in her tiny one-bedroom apartment? She could’ve said no, could’ve made up an excuse, could’ve suddenly booked a one-way ticket to Bolivia.

      But she’d found herself saying, “Sure, that’ll be fine.”

      Fine.

      Why in the world…?

      Because of Chad. Because I still miss him, too.

      Katie sighed as she pushed away from her desk. She grabbed a peppermint from the jar before heading out of her office at Artisans Alley, her long skirt swishing as she walked. She, and the rest of the vendors, was dressed in nineteenth-century garb for the Dickens Festival, the Alley’s second-annual celebration of the holiday season. The merchants on Victoria Square had also adopted the custom—and it was paying off in spades.

      Since Katie had taken over running the former applesauce warehouse now known as Artisans Alley—Chad’s pet project—it had grown from being an unorganized, failing group of artisans to a profitable configuration of artists and vendors. Maybe that was another reason Katie hadn’t refused Margo’s offer. She wanted her former mother-in-law to see what she’d done with her son’s legacy.

      “Katie, Vance just called,” Rose Nash said, the spryest seventy-something-year-old Katie had ever met. Today, she was manning cash desk one, a cute bonnet covering her blonde curls, her blue eyes sparkling with pleasure. “His church’s choir will be here to sing on Saturday from one until four. Oh, I can’t wait to hear those heavenly voices filling the Alley with song.”

      Katie smiled. The customers loved it, too. “That’s great. I was just going over to the tea shop for a minute. May I bring you back anything?”

      “Oh, no, thanks. It’s, um….” Rose scrunched up her softly wrinkled face. “I’ve heard complaints about the food, and they don’t seem to be doing much business lately.”

      Rose had a point. ’Twas the season, and all the other businesses in Victoria Square were bustling. From what Katie could see as she walked across the parking lot, there wasn’t a single customer inside the tea shop. Something was definitely going on there. Two months ago, the tea shop seemed to have been thriving. Now, when it should have been at its busiest, the place was as dead as Jacob Marley.

      Although the bell over the door tinkled merrily when Katie walked into the shop, no one came out to greet her right away. It gave her the opportunity to consider the display case. There were some blueberry scones, but they looked slightly burned around the edges. Some miniature chicken salad croissants looked okay, but she wondered how long they’d been sitting there.

      Francine Barnett finally emerged from the back of the shop sliding her palms down the front of her soiled white apron. “Hi, Katie. How are you?”

      “I’m fine, thanks. Will you be open late for the lighting of the big Christmas tree on the Square on Saturday night?”

      “I don’t think so.”  Francine looked as though she’d been through the wringer. Her light brown eyes were red-rimmed as though she’d been crying, and black circles were evident on her pale skin.

      “Is anything wrong?”

      She sighed. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

      Katie chose her words carefully. “Probably not to anyone but me. You always seem lively and upbeat, but today….”

      “Today I look like I’ve been crying my eyes out? That’s because I have, dear. When we bought this place, Vonne swore to me that she’d help me run Afternoon Tea—that together we’d make it a grand success. And we did for a few months. Then Vonne got bored with it. It’s too much for me to handle by myself, Katie.”

      She began to cry, and Katie hurried around the counter to put an arm around her and lead her to one of the tables. She pulled out a chair and eased her into it.

      “Everything will be all right,” Katie said. “May I get you some tea?”

      Francine laughed through her tears. “See? You’re better at this than I am. Why don’t you buy the shop? I’m sure you could make a success of it.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re just upset.”

      “I’m not,” she said. “I’ve actually been considering putting the tea shop up for sale now for weeks. I remember your telling me once that you’d once considered running a bed and breakfast. Wouldn’t a tea shop be the next best thing?”

      Katie had wanted to serve afternoon tea at her B&B, The English Ivy Inn. But she’d been rudely awakened from that pipe dream when Chad invested nearly all their money into Artisans Alley and then died in a car accident, leaving her to make the best of “their” investment. She looked around the shop. There were so many things she could do to spruce up the place: fresh paint in a light pink with burgundy trim…delicate floral curtains….

      “Katie!”

      She snapped out of her reverie and apologized to Francine. “You caught me wool-gathering.”

      “I caught you considering the possibilities.”

      Katie inclined her head. “You did. But I’m not sure buying a tea shop is a viable option for me right now.”

      “Of course it is! Look how you’ve turned around Artisans Alley in such a short amount of time. You’d have no problem here. You’d simply take over the lease, buy out our inventory and equipment⁠—”

      “Which might not be as easy as you make it sound,” Katie said. “Getting a bank loan is no small feat.”

      “I know, but at least say you’ll consider it.”

      “I…Have you talked with Vonne about this? Is she willing to give up the shop?”

      Francine scoffed. “I don’t know where Vonne’s head is these days, but she certainly isn’t concerned with the day-to-day running of this shop. I’m the one who put up the capital to open this place, and I’m the one who’s going to sell it.”

      The thought gave Katie pause. Could she make a go of the tea shop? What would the vendors at Artisans Alley say? Would they think she was abandoning them?

      The bells over the door signaled a new arrival.

      Francine dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “Thank you for listening, Katie. Let me greet this customer, and I’ll get you your tea.”

      Katie recognized the man: Detective Schuler of the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office. He strode over to meet Francine with his thumbs tucked into his belt, and appeared to be ever so full of self-importance. Sure, it was great that he’d been promoted from deputy, but that promotion had only come because Ray Davenport had retired from the force.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Barnett, but this is not a social call,” he said, jerking his head in the direction of the tables. “I think you should sit down for this.”

      Naturally, that soothed Francine’s nerves as well as you might imagine it would.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Is there somewhere we can speak privately?” Detective Schuler asked.

      “Say whatever you came to say in front of Katie. It’s not like all of Victoria Square won’t hear whatever it is by sundown anyway.” She glanced at Katie. “I’m not saying you’d mention it, but gossip just seems to spread around this place like warm butter.”

      Katie nodded her understanding.

      “All right then. Well…it’s Vonne.”

      “I figured as much.” Francine shook her head. “What now? Reckless driving? Another DUI? Can I even bail her out of trouble this time?”

      “Um…actually….” Detective Schuler’s bravado seemed to have left him. “Well…there was an accident. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but Vonne is dead.”
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        * * *

      

      Katie was shaken as she left Afternoon Tea…so shaken in fact, that she ran headlong into Ray Davenport.

      “Whoa, there!” He’d dropped the bag he was carrying in order to grasp Katie’s shoulders to steady her.

      To her dismay, Katie saw that the cinnamon bun he’d been carrying had fallen onto the pavement. She picked it up. “I’m sorry, Ray.”

      Ray had retired as a homicide detective in the Sheriff’s Office some five months before, and he was now operating Wood U, a gift shop featuring wood products, on Victoria Square. When Ray and Katie first met, they’d had the antagonistic relationship of investigator and murder suspect, but they’d eventually become friends. Now the stocky man was looking down at her with concern, his bushy brows drawn together like a chubby caterpillar.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. “You’re pale as a ghost.”

      “Let’s talk while we walk.” She held up the destroyed, sticky  cinnamon bun. “I’ll get you a replacement.”

      “That’s not necessary.” He seemed to realize that his hands were still resting on Katie’s shoulders, and he removed them, took a step back, and retrieved the cinnamon bun. He dropped it into the bag and then in the nearest trash can. “I probably didn’t need it anyway.”

      “I beg to differ. And, as a matter of fact, I need one, too. Come on.”

      Ray fell into step beside her. “So, are you going to tell me what has you so addled?”

      “I dropped into the tea shop for a snack because well…I was supposed to meet Andy for lunch, but he got busy…and then I got busy…and then⁠—”

      “Spit it out already.”

      “Vonne Barnett is dead.”

      “What?”

      Katie explained that Detective Schuler had come into the tea shop just moments ago to inform Francine of Vonne’s death. “Naturally, she closed the shop, and Schuler took her to Rochester and the morgue to make a positive identification.”

      Ray shook his head. “What a shame. I was afraid her reckless driving would catch up with her one day. Some people never learn.”

      “So Vonne had a bad driving record?” She recalled Francine’s comments about DUI and reckless driving to the detective.

      “When I was on the force, I seem to recall she was about one citation away from losing her license for good.”

      By then, they’d reached Angelo’s Pizzeria. Going to a pizzeria for a cinnamon bun might sound odd, but Andy Rust—who also happened to be Katie’s boyfriend and landlord—made the best cinnamon buns around. In fact, he was known on Victoria Square as the Cinnamon Bun King.

      Ray opened the door for Katie and then followed her into the pizzeria.

      Andy’s blue T-shirt emphasized his muscular torso, and his eyes lit up as he stepped out from around the counter and gave Katie a peck on the lips. “What brings you by?” He gave Ray a quizzical look. “And did you eat that cinnamon bun already?”

      “No, he didn’t. I wasn’t watching where I was going, and I knocked it out of his hands,” Katie said. “So, I’d like two to go please.”

      “Coming right up.” Andy got them the cinnamon buns, and Katie paid for them.

      “I have to get back to work,” he said, “but I’m looking forward to seeing you tonight.” He gave Katie another quick kiss, glanced at Ray, and then went into the back room.

      Out on the asphalt apron outside the shop, Ray assured Katie again that replacing his cinnamon bun hadn’t been necessary.

      “It certainly was,” she said. “Would you care to eat with me in my office? Or we can go back to your shop, if you’d rather. I’d just like to talk with you for a minute.”

      “Let’s go to Artisans Alley. Your coffee is better than mine.”

      Katie was relieved that Rose wasn’t at her post when she and Ray strode into the Alley’s main showroom and down the aisle to the vendors’ lounge. Rose must have taken a break to check her booth.  Katie got the coffee quickly, so she’d be safely back in her office before Rose noticed her return. She didn’t feel like explaining to Rose—or any of the other Artisans Alley vendors or patrons—why there had been a sheriff’s cruiser at Afternoon Tea.

      Katie doctored the cups of coffee: milk for both and two sugars for Ray. He liked his coffee sweet. She slipped into the cramped office where Ray sat on the chair near her desk. He’d spread paper towels out for their cinnamon buns.

      “What did you want to talk about? Is it Vonne?”

      Katie shook her head. “No. I don’t want any news of Vonne’s accident coming from me. Francine made it clear that she doesn’t like the fact that news spreads so quickly in the Square.”

      He shrugged. “That’s small-town life.”

      “I wanted to talk with you about your in-laws.”

      His bushy brows shot up. “I must admit, I wasn’t expecting that. What do you want to know?”

      “Did your relationship with them change after Rachel died?”

      “No. Her parents have always been supportive and involved in the girls’ lives, and Rachel’s death did nothing to diminish that. If anything, it made their bond with them stronger.”

      Of course. Ray had three teenage daughters. His situation was much different than hers.

      After a pause, he said, “I can’t help you if you won’t talk to me, Katie.”

      She smiled slightly. “It’s Chad’s mom…Margo. She and I never got along, but she called me this morning, said she was going to be in the area and wants to spend a couple of days with me.”

      Ray’s lips twitched. “You and a woman you don’t like in a teensy apartment. I’m trying to decide whether or not I’d like to be a fly on the wall for that.”

      Katie scoffed. “Trust me, you would not. Why? Why, after all this time, would she want to visit me?”

      “You’re her last tie to her son.”

      Tears pricked the backs of her eyes, and Katie quickly blinked them away. But, then, not much got past Ray.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you feel worse.”

      “You didn’t. I simply hadn’t looked at it from her point of view.”

      He patted her hand. “Give the woman a chance. She’s reaching out to you for a reason. You owe it to yourself—and to her and even Chad—to spend some time with her.”

      Oh yeah? Then why did it feel so wrong?
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      The sun set way too early in December, and it had been dark for more than an hour before Katie made it back to her apartment. Soon after, Andy took a break from the pizzeria and joined her for what she knew would be far too short a time.

      Katie snuggled against Andy’s chest as they sat on her sofa staring at the blinking lights of the tabletop Christmas tree that sat by the window. Katie rented the place above Angelo’s Pizzeria from Andy and at a very reasonable price. It could accommodate the occasional overnight visit of a lover, but was not fit to billet a guest. And Katie knew it would be she—and her cats, Mason and Della—who’d be sleeping on the couch. And then there was the whole bathroom problem. To reach it, one had to traverse the bedroom. Could Katie hold her water all night long? The thought was disquieting.

      “I heard about Vonne…and that you were there when Francine got the news,” Andy said, his tone sympathetic.

      “Yeah. It was a horrible situation.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

      Katie sighed. “Francine was already bemoaning the fact that everyone in Victoria Square would know her business before sunset. I didn’t want to be the talebearer.”

      His full lips tightened. “Did you tell Ray Davenport?”

      “Yes, but that’s because he was there when I came out of the tea shop.”

      “You trusted him with the news but not me?”

      “Andy, it wasn’t like that. It’s tragic that Vonne died in an accident, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to Ray about.” She blew out a breath.

      He pulled back and spread an arm across the back of the couch. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Chad’s mother is coming to stay with me for a day or two.”

      “And you felt the need to divulge this information to Davenport because…?”

      “Because he, too, is a widower with in-laws. Of course, he has daughters, so his relationship with his in-laws is very different from mine with Margo Bonner.”

      “What advice did the wise old widower have to offer?” Andy asked, his tone tinged with sarcasm.

      “He reminded me that I’m Margo’s only tie to Chad and said I should give the woman a chance.”

      Andy frowned. “I suppose that’s good advice. The holidays are coming up. Maybe your former mother-in-law is feeling especially nostalgic and wants to see you in order to feel closer to her son.” He pulled her close to him once more. “I want to feel closer to you. I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too. You’re so busy lately.”

      “It’s the holiday season and we’re both swamped. I feel like I see more of Erikka than I do you.”

      He was talking about Erikka Wiley, his assistant manager. Stunning Erikka with her jet-black hair, big brown eyes, and voluptuous figure. Erikka, who spent part of every single day elbow to elbow with Andy. She was a sweet girl. Katie knew she shouldn’t feel jealous of her. But for some reason she did.

      Katie buried her hands in Andy’s dark, wavy hair and pulled his mouth down to hers. She needed to put Erikka out of both their minds. She was succeeding until Andy’s phone buzzed.

      He reluctantly extracted himself from their embrace and looked at the screen. “Sorry, Sunshine. I have to take care of something downstairs. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Katie had heard that before too many times. Andy would go downstairs and one emergency would turn into two and she probably wouldn’t see him the rest of the night.

      One of her cats—Mason—eagerly jumped onto the spot Andy vacated. She picked up the cat and placed him on her lap, absently petting him.

      “We’ve got problems, buddy.”

      Mason closed his eyes and opened his mouth, but no sound emerged.

      “Do you remember your grandma? She called you that animal.” The memory of the older woman’s dismissive tone made Katie shudder. “The three of us will have to be on our best behavior.”

      Oh yeah?

      “Then again, maybe if you heave a hairball in one or both of her shoes, she’ll go away and leave us alone.”

      Mason made no comment and purred quietly, as though sensing her restlessness.

      Katie recognized the need to do something. She needed to bake. She’d make a double batch of sugar cookies. She could take some to Francine as a gesture of sympathy, save a plateful for Andy as a gesture of love, and a take a tin to Ray and his girls as a gesture of friendship and to thank him for lending an ear.

      She kissed the cat’s head, gently placed him on the floor, and went to wash her hands. “Time to get baking, Mason!”
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      Before heading to Artisans Alley the next morning, Katie stopped off at Wood U to give Ray the tin of cookies. When she walked in, he was bent over his check-out counter—balding pate glimmering in the overhead light—working on something that he quickly threw a cloth over when he spotted her.

      “What is it?” Katie asked.

      “It…it’s uh…not ready for anybody to see yet.”

      “Oh. All right.” She placed the cookies on the top of the wooden surface. “This is just a little something for you and the girls…a thank-you for listening to me about my former mother-in-law yesterday.”

      “That wasn’t necessary, but I thank you.” Ray slid the tin over and opened the lid. He sniffed deeply. “These cookies smell delicious. Mind if I have one now?”

      “Please go ahead.”

      “Coffee?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t stay long.”

      “Could you stay for just a minute?” He took a star-shaped cookie from the tin and replaced the lid. “It’s my turn to ask for advice.”

      “Of course.”

      “Something’s going on with Sasha,” Ray said.

      As Katie suspected, Ray’s need for advice concerned his girls. Now that Rachel was gone, he often found himself at a loss to understand his daughters. And, while Katie had no children of her own, because she was a woman, Ray seemed to trust her to help him figure out what was going on with the alien beings who lived with him.

      “She thinks she’s getting fat or something. I’ve tried to tell her that she’s as skinny as a two-by-four turned sideways, but she doesn’t believe me. She’ll hardly eat anything at all anymore. I’m….” He rubbed his forehead with his free hand. “I’m afraid she might be developing an eating disorder.”

      “I’m not all that familiar with eating disorders. One of my friends in college had a…well, I think she might’ve been bulimic. She’d go on eating binges and then…well, you know.”

      He nodded. “Sasha doesn’t do that, as far as I know. She just refuses to eat. She eats as little as she possibly can. Do you think I should have her talk with her school counselor?”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “About a week, but I want to nip it in the bud.”

      “Why don’t you let me talk with her and see if I can get a feel for what’s going on with her?”

      Ray frowned. “If she knew I’d told you, she’d kill me.”

      “Then how about I invite the girls to go Christmas shopping with me? Although it would need to be tonight, since Margo will be here tomorrow morning. I could buy them dinner and it would give me a chance to see what I can find out.”

      “That sounds fantastic. You’re a genius, Katie Bonner. I could kiss you!” His eyes widened as he realized what he’d said. “Figuratively speaking, of course. I mean…you know what I mean.”

      Katie laughed. “I know what you mean, Ray. But don’t get your hopes up. Sasha might not level with me.”

      “I believe she’ll come closer to talking with you than to anyone else.”

      Knowing the girls always stopped by Ray’s shop on their way home from school, she told him to have them drop by Artisans Alley. “Hopefully, they don’t already have plans. If they do, we can always⁠—”

      “They won’t. I generally don’t allow them to go out on school nights. But I can make an exception this time.”

      “Good. I’ll let you know what I find out.” She turned to go.

      “Wait,” Ray said.

      Katie turned back to him.

      “I thought you should know—I talked to Schuler.” Was it pertinent that he couldn’t voice the former deputy’s new rank? “It seems Vonne Barnett’s death was no accident.”

      Katie’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Word is that the accident was staged. The ME says she was killed by a blow to the back of the head and then placed in the car.”

      Katie felt her legs wobble and she gripped the worktable for support. Ray put down his cookie and came around the side of the table to place a stool under her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have blindsided you like that.”

      “N-no. It’s all right.” She lowered herself onto the stool. “I’m just stunned. Poor Francine. To lose a child in an accident is one thing, but to find out your child was murdered….” She shuddered.

      Ray rested a hand on her shoulder. “I really wish I hadn’t told you. But I knew you’d find out sooner or later.”

      “No. I’m glad you told me. I made some cookies for Francine, too—not festive, no sprinkles, just round sugar cookies. But now the thought of taking them to her seems frivolous.”

      “It’s still a nice gesture, Katie.”

      “I don’t know. When someone dies, people take casseroles or pies to the family—not sugar cookies.”

      “When Rachel died, we had casseroles coming out our ears. The girls and I would have been very happy with sugar cookies.”

      She smiled. “You’re just saying that.”

      “I’m not. We had to donate the majority of those casseroles to a homeless shelter.”

      Katie stared into Ray’s watery blue eyes for a long moment. As a widow, she understood his grief at the loss of his wife—the mother of his children. She stood. “I’d better go. Don’t forget to send the girls over.”

      “I won’t. And thanks again. This means more than you know.”
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        * * *

      

      Katie had just finished updating the profit-ratio spreadsheet—and things were looking mighty fine indeed—and was sitting in her office munching on a peppermint as a reward when Rose knocked on the office doorjamb. She scrunched up her face and shook her head, setting her blonde curls to bouncing.

      “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Rose said. “It’s bound to be murder on your teeth.”

      Katie motioned the older woman inside and asked her to shut the door. “That’s a funny choice of words. As it happens, Ray Davenport told me earlier that Vonne Barnett over at Afternoon Tea didn’t die in the accident. She was murdered, and the car wreck was staged.”

      Rose gasped as she lowered herself onto the chair by Katie’s desk. “Is he sure?”

      “He said someone from the Sheriff’s Office told him.”

      “They wouldn’t make something like that up,” Rose said, and worried the bow attached to the collar of her red silk blouse.

      “I never heard of Vonne having any enemies. Did you?”

      “The only people I can think of who didn’t care too much for Vonne would be…you know…romantic rivals. She could be quite the flirt, and she’d made it clear lately that she was in the market for a husband in a big way.”

      Katie frowned. “Really? I hadn’t heard that.”

      Rose inclined her head. “I don’t know if there’s any truth to it or not, but I understand Vonne even got too friendly with Liz Meier’s husband, and Liz let her know she didn’t appreciate it.”

      “Was Vonne drunk at the time?”

      “I don’t know. But the word is Vonne did like her alcohol.”

      Francine had asked the detective if Vonne had been stopped for DUI again.

      “I wonder if Francine knows Vonne was murdered,” Rose murmured.

      “I’m guessing yes. I mean, surely they’d have told her before they’d tell an ex-member of the Sheriff’s Office like Ray Davenport. Wouldn’t they?”

      Rose raised her bony shoulders. “The open sign is on over at the shop. How could Francine be working if she knew someone had murdered her daughter?”

      Katie frowned. “How could she be working when her daughter has just died period? Since business hasn’t been good lately, maybe she feels like she has to. I think I’ll go check on her. Do you want to come?”

      “Yeah. I’ll see if Vance can man the cash register. But before I do, there’s something you need to know.”

      “How well should I brace myself?”

      “Not much, I wouldn’t think,” Rose said. “It’s Godfrey Foster. He’s complaining about the ballerinas.”

      The ballerinas Rose spoke of were from It’s Tutu Much, the dance studio on the north side of the building. Quite a few of the pupils were practicing for a performance of The Nutcracker. How a group of charming little girls could be bothering Godfrey was beyond her. But, then, if cute kids were going to be an aggravation to anyone, it would be Godfrey. Back in September, he’d made such a stink about the odor emanating from the nail salon that Katie had been determined to kick the guy out. But Godfrey begged to stay, offering to pay not only a year’s rent in advance, but ten percent more to keep his booth of dryer lint art going. Several vendors had come to her to plead his case, which made Katie suspect he might have paid them to do so, since it seemed his friendships with other vendors were few and far between. She’d let him stay, and so far, he hadn’t caused any more trouble—but his mere presence still irked her.

      “And what are the tiny dancers doing to perturb dear Mr. Foster?” Katie asked.

      Rose’s lips twitched in an obvious effort not to laugh. “They took a coloring book page and stuck different colors of chewed gum onto it, signed it Goofrey, and left it in his booth.”

      Katie burst out laughing. “I’d love to see that. Do you have it?”

      Rose joined in the laughter. “No. Godfrey threw it away. It was all I could do not to laugh while he was telling me about it.”

      “We’ll tell him that if it happens again, he needs to hold onto such an item as evidence.”

      “He might even be able to dig that one out of the trash,” Rose said.

      “Uh…no, thanks. I don’t want to come within fifty feet of anything that has been in Godfrey’s trash. Are you ready to go to the tea shop now?”

      “Sure. Let me go get Vance.”

      Vance Ingram’s booth featured small wooden furniture and he was Katie’s unofficial second-in-command. He’d helped the former owner run the place and knew just about everything there was to know about Artisans Alley. Once Rose had enlisted the skinny Santa Claus look-alike, and Katie retrieved the cookies she’d made for Francine, she and Rose donned their coats and battled the bracing wind as they crossed the parking lot to Afternoon Tea.

      A woman sat at a table in the far corner of the room reading a paperback and sipping a cup of tea, but she appeared to be the tea shop’s sole customer.

      Francine sprayed a cleaning solution onto the counter and wiped it up with a paper towel. “Hello, ladies, and welcome to Afternoon Tea. Would you like to try our blackberry ginger tea?”

      Rose wrinkled her nose, but Katie answered for both of them. “Um, sure. To go, please.”

      Francine poured the hot tea into two lidded paper cups, returned to the counter, and gave them a total.

      Katie proffered the tin of cookies. “I made these for you. I thought you might need something comforting in your time of sorrow.”

      Francine accepted the tin. “That was nice of you. Thanks.” Curiously enough, she didn’t seem all that sorrowful.

      “I’m surprised to see you back at work so soon,” Katie said, offering a ten-dollar bill.

      Francine rang up the sale. “I have bills to pay.”

      “I’m sure there are…other things…you need to be doing,” Katie said. “If you feel the shop absolutely must be open, then I’d be glad to hold down the fort for the day.”

      “You’re sweet to offer, but I know you have your own work to do. Of course, if you were to buy the shop, that would take a load of responsibility off me.” She looked at Rose. “I’m trying to get Katie to buy Afternoon Tea. I think she could make a great success of it, don’t you?”

      Startled, Rose looked from Francine to Katie, back to Francine, and back to Katie again. “Um…what?”

      “Oh yes. Now that Vonne is gone, I’m absolutely putting the shop on the market. I simply can’t do this by myself. I’m trying to get Katie to assume ownership. She could take over the lease, buy out the inventory and equipment, and go right to work.” She turned to Katie with a smile. “What do you say, Katie? You know you’d love it…the way you enjoy baking and all.”

      Katie’s eyes widened. “Well…I’ll consider it.”

      “Don’t take too long. I wouldn’t want someone to buy the place out from under you.”

      Katie thought about Sassy Sally’s at the east end of the Square, the bed-and-breakfast she’d wanted to buy and renovate herself. Actually, she and Chad had planned to buy the old mansion before Chad had invested their savings in Artisans Alley. She’d missed one opportunity. She didn’t want to miss another. And given her success with Artisans Alley, it seemed as if turning around seemingly lost causes might be her specialty.

      But how would the Artisans Alley vendors feel about it? Would they see her buying the tea shop as a betrayal? And what about the Victoria Square Merchants Association? Katie was their president. Would the association feel that she was spreading herself too thin if she tried to continue to operate Artisans Alley as well as a tea shop? Would she be?

      Rose lightly touched her arm. “I should be getting back.”

      “Yeah. Me, too. Francine, I’m nearby if you need anything.”

      “Just please give my offer some serious consideration. I’ll make you a good deal on the place.”

      Katie nodded. “All right.”

      “And thanks for the cookies.”

      Rose was quiet as she and Katie left the tea shop. Katie thought it best not to press the matter. On the one hand, she wanted Rose’s honest opinion. But on the other hand, she wanted to make the decision on her own. She cared about and respected her friend’s and the other vendors’ opinions, but she had to do what was best for her.

      The sound of a door opening to her left caused Rose to grab Katie’s arm and propel her past a parked car toward the other side of the Square. “Let’s go this way. My, isn’t the wind bracing? Good for clearing our heads.”

      “It is.” As a matter of fact, Katie usually power-walked around the Square at least twice each morning, which not only was good exercise but gave her a peaceful time to think, although she hadn’t taken time to do so today. Still, Rose’s behavior was odd. “But what are we really doing?”

      “We’re avoiding Nona Fiske.”

      Nona was the fussbudget who owned the Quiet Quilter next door to the tea shop. She was someone best to be avoided most of the time, but Rose was like a woman on a mission.

      “Why are we avoiding Nona?” Katie asked.

      “She accosted me at the grocery store yesterday and told me she thinks one of the new Artisans Alley vendors is knocking off her quilt patterns.”

      “Oh, my goodness.” Katie finally raised the blackberry ginger tea to her lips. “Hey, this isn’t bad.”

      Rose tentatively raised her own cup and took a sip. “No, I guess not. So, are you going to do it?”

      Katie was saved by responding when Ray Davenport stepped outside Wood U and flagged them down.

      “Hey, Katie, have you got one second?”

      “Sure.” Katie looked at Rose.

      “I’ll go back to the Alley before Vance has my hide for saddling him with the cash register for so long,” she said. “I’ll see you later.”

      Katie mounted the steps and entered Ray’s shop.

      “Sasha called from school—she needed me to email one of her teachers my permission for her to go on a field trip tomorrow,” he said. “Anyway, I went ahead and told her you’d like to take her and Sadie Christmas shopping after school, and she was really excited about it.”

      “Good. I’m looking forward to it, too.” She took another taste of the tea. “Ray, when you were a cop, you had to deal with a lot of people who’d just suffered loss, right?”

      “Every day, it seemed. That’s one of the reasons I was ready to retire. Why do you ask?”

      “Rose and I just came from Afternoon Tea. Francine is there…working…acting as if everything is fine.”

      Ray rocked back on his heels. “Well, everyone processes grief differently. It’s possible she appears indifferent in public but grieves in private.”

      “I suppose. Rose told me that Vonne was a big flirt. And since you’re one of Victoria Square’s eligible bachelors, I wonder if she ever made a play for you.”

      The color rose in Ray’s cheeks. “She did. I shut her down. She wasn’t my type.”

      “Rose thought she was in the market for a husband.”

      “That’s the impression I got,” Ray said. “She wanted somebody to take care of her.” He was quiet for a long moment, as though mulling something over before he spoke once more.  “The latest news—and please keep this to yourself—is that Vonne was pregnant when she died.”
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      For months, Katie and Andy made sure to make time for each other by getting together for lunch at Del’s Diner at least every other day. That day, after trading her Dickens costume for street clothes, Katie slipped into the booth at Del’s, feeling as if she’d just finished the one-hundred-yard dash. She shrugged out of her coat and placed it on the seat next to her.

      Andy, who’d been waiting for her to join him, grinned. “Has the day been that bad already?”

      “As a matter of fact, it has.” She told him about Ray telling her that Vonne’s death hadn’t been an accident—leaving out the information that Vonne was pregnant and that Rose told her any enemies Vonne had were likely romantic rivals. “Rose seems to think Vonne was actively seeking a husband. And since you’re the most handsome bachelor on Victoria Square, I have to wonder if she didn’t have her sights set on you.”

      Andy gazed around the restaurant and raised a hand. “Hey, Sandy, could we order please? I have to get back to work soon.”

      “Sure, hon. Be right there.”

      “Can I take that as a yes?” Katie asked quietly. She’d been joking, but Andy obviously didn’t want to talk about Vonne.

      Sandy came over to their table, removing the notepad and pen from the pocket of her black apron. The portly blonde woman with a sweet face had apparently noticed no tension between the two of them.

      “What’ll it be, guys?”

      Katie ordered a grilled cheese sandwich, and Andy decided on a cheeseburger and fries. Sandy said she’d get their order in right away, and then she left to see to other customers.

      “Well?” Katie asked.

      “What?”

      “You know what. What aren’t you telling me about you and Vonne?”

      He blew out a breath. “Okay. We went out once. Once. It was no big deal.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

      “It was before you and I started seeing each other. Vonne and I ran into each other at the Pelican’s Roost, and then I took her to dinner. But, again, it was no big deal.”

      For some reason, it felt like a big deal to Katie. Probably because Andy didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Come on, let’s talk about something else,” Andy said. “What’s going on at the Alley today?”

      “The ballerinas—at least, that’s who Godfrey said it was—antagonized him with chewing gum art and called him Goofrey.”

      Andy laughed. “How much did you take off the dance studio’s rent for that?”

      “Nothing…yet,” Katie said with a grin. “Rose and I went over to talk with Francine. Francine is trying to talk me into buying out Afternoon Tea—I’d change the name, of course. I mean, I will if I decide to take Francine up on her offer.”

      “It sounds like you might be seriously considering it.”

      “I am. But I already have so many obligations to Artisans Alley and the Victoria Square Merchants’ Association….”

      “True.” He took her hand. “But you need to think about you, Katie. You need to do something for yourself for a change.”

      “Maybe. I always wanted to serve tea at the English Ivy Inn. Owning a tea shop would at least allow me half of my dream, and the financial risk would certainly be a lot less. But what would it mean for us?”

      Andy shrugged. “I don’t see the problem.”

      “I’d be twice as busy.”

      “Has our relationship suffered since I started making cinnamon buns?”

      Truthfully, yes. But they’d made sure to carve out time for each other. Would lunch every other day, and the occasional sleepover, be enough?

      There wasn’t time to contemplate that thought as Sandy arrived with their lunches.

      Andy smothered his fries with ketchup and launched into a soliloquy on how much better his December pizza sales had been over November—and that he was stepping up production on the cinnamon bun side of the business as well.

      “In fact, I’m thinking of trying some new recipes. Cinnamon pumpkin and apple cinnamon—the apple cinnamon was Erikka’s idea. What do you think?”

      “I think they both sound delicious.”

      Andy continued to talk about possible future plans while Katie ate her sandwich without much enthusiasm. She had a lot to think about, and none of it was very pleasant.
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      When Katie returned to Artisans Alley, some of the vendors were huddled in the lobby, and were obviously in a snit.

      “What’s going on?” Katie asked.

      “There was a man in here, and he stole one of Susan’s dolls!” Rose exclaimed.

      “It was Arthur Henderson,” Susan Williams said, glowering down at Katie. At six feet tall, Susan towered over Katie anyway, but the boots she wore with her Dickensian costume gave her an additional three inches of height. Susan made pretty dresses for American Girl and other dolls, basing them on Disney princesses as well as every holiday across the twelve-month calendar.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure.” Susan anchored her hands to her hips. “Why would I make something like that up?”

      Katie looked around the lobby. “Where is he now?” Maybe he’s still shopping and intends to pay for it.”

      “None of us have seen him since he took the doll,” Rose said.

      “Has everyone checked their booths to see if he put the doll down somewhere else?” Katie asked. “We have to be absolutely certain Mr. Henderson stole something before we go slinging accusations.”

      “We’ve looked around,” Vance said, “but we can do a more thorough search.”

      “Thank you.” Katie was grateful for Vance’s calm thinking. If she ended up buying the tea shop, he would be an excellent assistant manager at Artisans Alley.

      “Come on, everyone. Time to get back to work. Susan, I’ll help you look for the doll,” Rose said.

      The group dispersed and Katie went back to her office. So far the day had been filled with just a little too much drama and she was ready for some quiet time. That meant paperwork—which never seemed to end. But finally the day wound down. Vance had agreed to close and lock the Alley while Katie skipped out early to pick up the two youngest Davenport sisters for their shopping foray to Greece Ridge Center. Sophie, the oldest, was still at school—the prestigious Culinary Institute of America—but was expected home soon for the upcoming winter break.

      The perky young blondes practically bounced as they walked through the mall. It was obvious their mother’s death had left a hole in their lives they very much needed filled—if only temporarily.

      “How about a hot chocolate break?” Katie suggested.

      “Sounds great,” Sadie said.

      Sasha looked away. “I’m not really very thirsty.”

      Or was it that she didn’t want to ingest the calories?

      Katie ordered two hot chocolates to go and the three of them settled at one of the tables in the food court, putting their shopping bags on the floor.

      “Thanks for this, Katie,” Sadie said. “I’m really glad we’re getting to shop without Dad around. He’s almost impossible to shop for anyway, but when he’s with us…ugh.” She rolled her eyes, making Katie laugh.

      “I know, right?” Sasha chimed in. “But wait until you see
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