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      Katie Bonner took a sip of champagne, wrinkling her nose as bubbles popped, tickling her upper lip. She gazed around the alcove, taking in the florals and landscapes hanging on the gallery walls, strategically placed spotlights above them showing them off in grand splendor.

      “Aren’t they lovely?” murmured a woman who suddenly appeared at her side.

      “Yes,” Katie agreed.

      “The artist was truly gifted,” the woman said and sighed. “Posthumous exhibitions are always bittersweet when one considers no more works are forthcoming.”

      Her words were true, but they’d also cast a pall over what, until that moment, had been a joyous celebration.

      The works on display had been painted over the course of ten years by Katie’s late husband, Chad. His florals had been compared to those by Georgia O’Keeffe, something a New York critic had pronounced months before, and an assessment Chad had never had the opportunity to hear.  He’d died on a cold March night nearly five years before after crashing his car into a tree. At first, the incident was deemed an accident … until what really happened that night was uncovered. Katie had helped in that regard. The person responsible languished in jail, but not for being responsible for Chad’s death. They’d killed again and had even intended to snuff out Katie’s life, too. She hadn’t been saved by a bell, but by a cat.

      The woman moved on to the next painting, consulting the guide Chad’s mother, Margo, had had printed. The village of McKinlay Mill, New York, might be considered a backwater town by some, but Margo’s Bonner Gallery could compete with anything Manhattan could dish up. Set in the old converted warehouse behind the quaint business district known as Victoria Square, a portion of the building’s industrial charm had been put to good use with the gallery’s opening.

      In addition to Chad’s paintings, Margo had selected a number of works by other local artists and already had plans formed for her next show in three months’ time.

      Katie stared at the painting before her, a single pansy—hundreds of times bigger than life. Chad had meant to give it to her as a gift but had died before he could do so. Knowing he’d painted it especially for her made it all the more special. She’d never sell it, even though it carried with it some other painful memories.

      Margo swooped by. Dressed in a black catsuit, covered with a shimmering, transparent silver calf-length poncho, and stilettos, she looked elegant—every inch the very definition of a sophisticated gallery owner. “Darling girl,” she said, pure joy filling her voice, “your glass is nearly empty.”

      Katie and Margo hadn’t been close while Chad was alive. Not only had Margo disapproved of Chad’s chosen vocation—teaching language arts to teens—but she felt the same way about Katie, too. That changed nearly two years before when Margo came to McKinlay Mill to visit Chad’s grave … and never left. Not only were they now business partners, owning the Square’s charming tea room named Tealicious, but they were also friends. More than friends. They’d become family.

      “Shall I get you another glass?” Margo asked.

      “Oh, no,” Katie said, shaking her head. “I’ve probably already had more than I should,” she lied. She’d only had the one glass.

      “Did you try the marvelous hors d’oeuvres Brad made? They’re divine.” Brad Andrews was the chef manager at Tealicious.

      “I did,” Katie said, and that was the truth. She knew because she’d helped him make them—and tested them in the Tealicious kitchen.

      “Ms. Bonner?” someone called, and both women’s heads turned in that direction.

      Nate McKenzie hurried to join them. The genial, sixty-something man was the Annex’s site manager whom Katie and the other building owners had hired. “Margo, there’s a reporter from the D&C,” the local newspaper, “who wants to interview you. Are you available?”

      Margo’s eyes sparkled. “You bet I am. Lead on,” she said, squeezing Katie’s hand before following the man back to the gallery’s lobby.

      Katie turned her attention back to the painting and sighed, holding her glass up in a toast. “I’m sorry you never got to see how many people love your work, Chad.” She polished off the last of her champagne and gave another sigh.

      “Pretty lady,” came a familiar voice, and Ray Davenport stepped into the pool of light bathing the area.

      Katie smiled at her new best friend, favorite companion, and confidant. The only thing he wasn’t was her lover. Yet. Circumstances had conspired against them.

      Ray, a good twenty years older than Katie, had been the sheriff’s detective investigating Ezra Hilton’s death some four years before. Ezra owned and managed Artisans Alley, Victoria Square’s anchor. Chad had a ten percent stake in the business. He’d used the couple’s years of savings—money that was meant to finance the purchase of a tumbled-down Victorian home on the edge of the Square to buy into the Alley. It was their dream to open The English Ivy Inn. Instead, upon Ezra’s death, Katie had inherited Ezra’s estate. She’d brought the business back from the brink of bankruptcy to not just a going concern, but a thriving one. That had allowed her to invest in another property on the Square, as well as the warehouse where she stood, now known as the Victoria Square Annex.

      Ray gazed at the painting. “It looked better on the wall in your apartment.”

      “I miss it. A blank wall just doesn’t cut it. But eventually I’ll have it back.”

      “After it moves to New York for another show,” he reminded her.

      Katie nodded.

      Ray moved to stand behind her, wrapping his warm arms around her middle. Katie leaned back against his sweatered chest, basking in their closeness.

      “I’ve missed you,” she breathed, her voice low in case anyone in the shadows was eavesdropping.

      Ray rested his chin on her shoulder. “And I’ve missed you.”

      It wasn’t that they hadn’t seen each other. They shared a coffee klatch most days in the back room of Ray’s Victoria Square gift shop, Wood U. He’d opened the store after retiring from the sheriff’s office, selling his hand-carved figurines and other wood products. Every time they got to be together seemed like a stolen moment.

      “Dad?”

      Katie sighed. She knew that voice.

      Ray withdrew his arms and stepped back.

      Caught again.

      Sasha Davenport always seemed to know when to interrupt one of their quiet moments. She looked pretty in pink as she rushed around the corner, looking like a Barbie stand-in with her long strawberry-blonde hair, thin waist, and full-skirted dress. Where had she found it? Probably at the consignment shop, Phoebe’s Closet, that had opened on the Square just a week before. She also clutched her ever-present, Day-Glo pink “Dream Book,” a journal where she made sketches and wrote down ideas for her future interior design business—heady plans for a fifteen-year-old girl.

      “Dad!” Sasha called excitedly as she practically skidded to a halt before them, her expression instantly changing from excitement to exasperation. She and her older sister Sadie were not Katie’s biggest fans.

      “What is it, sweetheart?”

      Ray had yet to call Katie such an endearment.

      “We sold out—we sold out!” The teen was so excited that she was nearly hyperventilating.

      “That’s great,” Ray said and hugged the girl.

      “You know what this means? We’ll have to do another print run before the holidays.” She spoke of the booklet she and her sister had written—and Margo had edited—called Life On Victoria Square. It was full of historical information and anecdotes they’d gleaned from research and personal accounts. Not bad for a couple of high school kids. The Davenport sisters were known for their entrepreneurial—and often competitive—spirits.

      Sasha seemed to finally notice Katie’s presence. “Oh, I didn’t realize you had company,” she told her dad.

      “Katie and I were just discussing the fate of her painting.” He indicated the large canvas on display.

      “That’s yours?” Sasha asked.

      “They’re almost all mine.”

      “I thought they belonged to Margo.”

      “She owns just one,” Katie said with a forced smile.

      “Which one?”

      “The one of the girl in the field.”

      “Interesting,” Sasha said with an odd inflection. She pushed her glasses higher on her nose and looked at Katie for several long seconds before her gaze dipped and she smoothed the fabric of her skirt. “Are you ready to leave, Dad?”

      “Not quite,” Ray said.

      Sasha nodded.

      Katie smiled.

      Ray smiled.

      Sasha didn’t smile. She didn’t move. She just stood there looking at them.

      Katie was the first to break the quiet. “I’d better go to the kitchen and help with the cleanup.”

      Ray gave her a wistful smile in apology. She’d seen it a lot—every time the girls were around them. Ray’s wife had died four years before. He was ready to find love and companionship once again. His younger daughters were not. As Katie well knew, there was no timeline for grief. Was there one for romance?

      “Talk to you tomorrow,” she told Ray.

      “You bet,” he said.

      They looked at each other for long seconds.

      Damn. No goodbye hug or kiss.

      Katie gave a half-hearted smile and walked away, threading her way through the gallery to the galley kitchen where a couple of the Tealicious servers had everything under control.

      “Need help?” Katie asked.

      “You timed it just right. We’re nearly done,” said Nichole, the buxom blonde with an easy smile.

      “We’ve just got to collect the last of the rented glasses. Brad said we could bring everything back to Tealicious tomorrow morning before Tealicious opens. Margo said it was okay,” Bridget said, her perky red curls bouncing.

      “I can do that,” Katie volunteered.

      “Really? That would be great,” Nichole said. She was sometimes a few minutes late for work. By Katie collecting everything early, things were bound to run more smoothly at the teashop.

      The women gathered their coats and soon left, and Katie went on a glass hunt. She found six right away and brought them back to the rack that sat on the kitchen counter. A quick count told her there were still five missing. She went back out on the hunt.

      The crowd had thinned as she passed the pansy painting where a woman with striking long, red hair and a black N-95 mask stood, apparently entranced. Neither spoke, and Katie was about to offer a smile, but the woman didn’t look in her direction, so Katie continued on her mission. By the time she made it back to the kitchen, she’d only found three glasses.

      “Two missing, eh?” Margo asked.

      “It’s amazing how many places people squirreled them away. I’ll come back first thing in the morning, turn up all the lights, and should be able to track them down.”

      “You’ll probably find them in the bathrooms,” Margo deadpanned. “Where are Nichole and Bridget?”

      “I told them they could leave. I’ll take everything back to Tealicious in the morning.”

      Margo nodded.

      “How did the interview go?”

      Margo shook her head. “Short and sweet. We’ll be lucky to get a paragraph as part of a bigger story.”

      Katie nodded. Easy come, easy go.

      Nate reappeared. “I shooed out the last of the guests and locked up. Can I walk you to your car, Ms. Bonner?” He meant Margo.

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “Afterward, I’ll walk you home too, Katie,” he added.

      “Aw, you don’t have to do that.”

      “It would be my pleasure. Then I’ll come back to the Annex and do a last walk-through. I like to make sure everything’s buttoned up tight before I leave every night.”

      “You go above and beyond the call of duty,” Margo quipped.

      “Just part of the service, ma’am,” Nate assured her, but looked pleased that she’d noticed.

      The women collected their coats and purses, and the three left the building via the gallery’s exit to the west parking lot.

      “I’m glad the new light poles went up this week,” Margo remarked. “It was rather spooky out here before.”

      “Me, too,” Katie agreed.

      Margo took out her key fob, unlocked the driver’s door, and got in her little red sports car. It looked cute, but would not be practical in the snow come December. Margo cleared her throat and started the car, hit the window button, and the glass sank into the door. “Good night.”

      “Text me when you get back to the lake house,” Katie said.

      “I will,” Margo promised. The window went back up, Margo shifted the gear stick to drive, gave a wave, and drove to the lot’s exit, turning north. They watched until the glow of her taillights disappeared.

      Katie shivered and pulled up her jacket collar.

      Nate noticed. “Yeah, there’s a chill in the air,” he said as they crossed the lot, heading toward Artisans Alley. “But it’s that time of year. How do you think the Annex’s first big event went?”

      “Spectacularly,” Katie said. “And hopefully it’s the first of many.”

      “The first of the shops opens on Monday,” Nate reminded her—as if she needed that. It was to be a soft opening. The Annex’s grand opening was slated for the first week in November when Tia Maria’s Mexican Restaurant was set to open. Maybe now the villagers and guests could get a decent taco and a Margarita in a family-friendly setting. A pop-up popcorn kiosk would open the same week, as well as a small toy store. Her friends Nick Ferrell’s and Don Parson’s antiques shop was the Annex’s second tenant, and Katie couldn’t wait to see what treasures they had to offer.

      They passed Artisans Alley and soon paused in front of Angelo’s Pizzeria. The place was hopping with people picking up pies and the boys setting out on deliveries. Thankfully, the place had good soundproofing, and Katie slept like a baby even on their busiest nights.

      “I’ll wait down here until I see your lights go on,” Nate promised.

      “Thanks. See you soon.”

      Nate nodded, and Katie hit the outside stairs to her apartment, grateful for the motion-detecting light the new owners had installed in the stairwell.

      The cats, Mason and Della, were glad to see their cat mom. Katie hit the light switch and closed the door, hurrying to the living room to light a lamp to let Nate know she was safely inside.

      He waved before turning to walk around to the Annex’s main entrance.

      Katie drew the drapes, pulled off her jacket, gave the cats a snack, but wasn’t ready to turn in for the night. She still had too much adrenaline in her system for that. What she needed was to change into her jammies, make a mug of cocoa, and settle down with a relaxing read. By the time the cocoa came out of the microwave, she received a text from Margo.

      Home safe and sound.

      Katie sent her a heart emoji, turned off the lights, grabbed her mug, and headed to the bedroom, where the cats had already taken up their nightly positions on the bed.

      Between the cocoa and a dull article on refinishing wood floors, Katie’s eyelids were soon drooping. She set the magazine aside, turned off the bedside lamp, and pulled the covers up to her ears. A glance at the glowing numerals on the clock told her she only had to wait another ten hours until coffee time with Ray … and hope his daughters would sleep in. Seeing Ray, if only for an hour, was often the highlight of her day. Katie closed her eyes and sighed. She only had to wait another twenty-two months until Sasha was off to college…if she decided to go, that is.

      The question was … could Katie wait that long for love?

      Her phone pinged.

      She grabbed it.

      It was a text from Ray. Good night, sleep tight.

      Katie smiled. It was time to send another heart emoji.

      She sent two.
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      Katie was up and dressed before seven the next morning. She had a lot to accomplish before coffee klatch time with Ray. She moved her car, backing up to the gallery’s outdoor entrance, grateful the overnight showers had ended. Puddles pocked the older portions of the lot, but a glance to the west promised sunnier skies—for a while, at least.

      Rummaging through her large set of keys, Katie chose the correct one and unlocked the door, entering the gallery and disarming the security system before flipping on light switches as she made her way through the space on her way to the kitchen. The lighting team had wired a master switch there, which, upon flipping, would flood the entire space with light. It was meant for setup so Margo could see the best placement for paintings, sculptures, or whatever else she chose to display. Katie hoped it would also help in her search for the two missing wineglasses.

      She decided to begin at the door to the gallery’s indoor entrance, taking in the floor and any other flat surface. She found the first glass in a corner near Margo’s painting of the girl in the field. Even in such stark lighting, the painting begged for attention. Although it was beautifully rendered, it wasn’t Katie’s favorite, which was why she had easily surrendered it. It would be difficult to let some of the other paintings go, but she intended to keep at least two. The giant pansy and the red poppy that swayed in some unseen breeze.

      As she made her way through the gallery, Katie decided to stop at the kitchen to drop off the glass and grab some of the serving pieces to carry to her car—killing two birds with one stone. She grabbed five of the polished silver-plate trays and carried them with her. She’d grab a couple of bags of trash on her next circuit and take them to the dumpster.

      Upon returning to the galley and still no glass, Katie knew there were only two other places to check: the restrooms. But first, she took out the trash, which took two trips. She’d been preoccupied, thinking about everything she needed to accomplish before rewarding herself with an hour with Ray, when she came up short in the alcove where they’d spoken the evening before. The spot where the pansy painting had been the night before was empty. Taken aback, Katie stood for long seconds, her mouth open, just staring at the blank wall. The painting had been there when she, Margo, and Nate had left the evening before. Nate had said he was returning to the Annex, but he hadn’t used the gallery’s outdoor entrance—or at least Katie had assumed that since he’d started off in the direction of the Annex’s main entrance on the north side of the building, and it was quite a walk from the gallery. The gallery had been locked, the security system engaged, and its lights extinguished. There’d be no reason for Nate to return.

      Katie let out a breath. There was no sign of forced entry. Nate had keys to all the shopfronts and a master key to all the utility closets. He seemed like such a nice person. Surely, he wouldn’t have taken the painting, but when she thought about it, she really didn’t know the man who her lawyer, Seth Landers, had recommended. Katie slowly made her way to the gallery’s indoor entrance once again, taking in all the paintings and stopped dead once more when she came to another blank spot. She leaned in to read the placard, and a thread of anger grew within her. The missing canvas was the poppy painting. And what did the paintings have in common, besides being her favorites? She mentioned them in front of Sasha Davenport, and now they were gone. Sasha couldn’t have taken them. She’d left the gallery with her father and sister before Katie, Margo, and Nate departed for the evening. As far as Katie knew, she hadn’t mentioned her favorite pieces of art in front of Nate. And Sasha’s tone had been odd when they spoke of it the evening before.

      Katie shook herself. No way could Sasha have entered the Annex during the night. The security system had been activated. She, Margo, Nate, and the electricians knew how to disable it—but no one else...that she knew of.

      What about Ray? a tiny voice inside her asked. The former detective was a jack-of-all-trades. It wouldn’t be beyond his capabilities to disarm such a system.

      Katie’s breath caught in her throat. What was she thinking, even suspecting Ray or Sasha? She trusted Ray. But Sasha....

      Katie stood for long moments just staring at the wall, a myriad of thoughts rushing through her mind, trying to make sense of what was missing and what she needed to do about it. Call 911 and say what? With everything locked, it would look like an inside job. She glanced at her watch and decided to text Nate. She needed to talk to him first before calling the cops...and say what? Did you steal my favorite paintings? Was that too straightforward? Did you come back to the gallery after walking me home last night? Too blunt. The only car in the west lot overnight was her own. Nate often parked in the alley behind the Square’s north side, and if he’d absconded with the paintings, his car wouldn’t be there anyway.

      Call the cops.

      Yeah. She was going to have to call the cops. But first, she needed to find the one last missing glass. Preoccupied, Katie wandered to the ladies’ room and opened the door. The motion-activated light flashed on, and she checked the vanity, floor, and two stalls. No missing glass. She left the room and pushed open the door to the men’s room, but when the light flashed on, her breath caught in her throat a second time as she took in smears of a dark substance that led to a puddle of the stuff...and a body stuffed into one of the stalls. A sense of horror flashed through her as she recognized the clothing of the dead man.

      Nate McKenzie.
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        * * *

      

      Katie sat behind her car’s steering wheel. She’d pushed the seat back as far as it would go but still felt cramped in the space. She couldn’t stop shivering, despite the fact that the wool blanket with her family tartan that she kept on the backseat was draped around her shoulder. If only she’d dressed more warmly...but then she hadn’t expected to be sitting out in the elements for hours on end, seemingly oblivious to the chaos going on around her.

      Another bout of shivering hit, and she pulled the blanket closer and closed her eyes, feeling oh so tired, but when she did that, the image of Nate’s body curled on the gallery’s men’s room floor seemed to be printed on the back of her eyelids, and she opened them again.... And saw Ray standing before the driver’s side door. She opened the window a crack. “I knew you’d come...eventually.”

      He offered a white bakery bag in one hand and a capped paper cup in the other. “Breakfast.”

      “I don’t want anything⁠—”

      “This isn’t a suggestion. You’re as white as a sheet. You need something to eat.”

      He was right. Single dads with kids knew those kinds of things...or had he seen too many crime victims in his past life and could empathize with their trauma...when he wasn’t looking at them as a suspect, that is. Would a part of her always be that cynical?

      “Thank you,” she said quietly. But instead of handing her the bag and cup, he walked around to the passenger side and got in, closing the door. He handed her the bag and set the hot beverage in the cup holder next to her. Ray wasn’t a doctor, but he had a one-word prescription: “Eat.”

      Katie opened the bag and took out the still-warm breakfast sandwich. which had been made minutes before at Tanner’s Café and Bakery on the Square.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?”

      Ray shook his head. “Nope.”

      Katie breathed a sigh of relief.

      “At least—” he began, “—not now. There’ll be plenty of time for talk later.”

      “Will there?” she asked and took a tiny bite of her sandwich. It was egg and sausage. He knew she preferred them without a slice of processed cheese. He knew so much about her and yet....

      “Carol isn’t here. They sent some other detective to⁠—”

      “We’re not going to talk about it,” Ray reiterated.

      Carol Rigby was a detective at the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office. She and Ray dated for a few months earlier that year.

      Katie looked at Ray for long seconds before taking another tiny bite of her sandwich. It felt weird to be in that confining space, to be so close to him, to be nibbling on a sandwich...things that might have seemed normal in some other context.

      “Is that coffee?” Katie asked.

      He shook his head. “Hot chocolate. You don’t need bitter coffee right now.”

      “Tanner’s coffee isn’t that bad.” In fact, it was pretty darn good.

      “Yeah, but that’s not what you need right now.”

      No. What she needed was to throw her arms around him and cry into his jacket collar, but that wasn’t going to happen, either.

      “Is Margo coming?”

      Katie nodded. “I’m surprised she’s not here already. I suspect the minute she arrives the detective will want to speak to her and get her side of the story.” Why did there have to be sides, as though the events of the previous evening were some kind of competition? “She’s going to want me to go home with her, but I don’t think I can. I love being at her lake house on a sunny day.” She glanced out the car’s windshield. The day had turned bleak since she’d found the dead man. What she wanted was for Ray to come to her place, hold her hand, watch some silly rom-com, and just be there, but that wasn’t going to happen, either. Like her, he had a business to run, although she didn’t think she was up to doing it that day.

      “You shouldn’t be alone,” Ray advised.

      “I was thinking I might inflict myself on Nick and Don...sit in their front parlor and watch the birds out the window fight over the seed in the feeders.” Nick Ferrell and Don Parsons owned a bed-and-breakfast on the other side of the Square.

      “That sounds like a plan. Or you could just immerse yourself in work. Sometimes that’s the best thing you can do in circumstances like this.”

      Katie removed the plastic cap from the cup and took a sip of the hot, sweet liquid. Ray had made the right choice. She didn’t think her stomach could handle a cup of joe just then.

      She put the cup down and nibbled on her sandwich, thinking about what she’d seen, the aftermath of a robbery gone wrong.

      “My paintings are gone,” she said idly.

      “The pansy?” Ray asked.

      She nodded. “What are the odds they’ll recover it?”

      “That’s hard to say,” but then he didn’t offer any more on the subject.

      Margo’s car pulled into the lot. Ray got out, closed the door, and approached the little sports car. They spoke for several minutes before Margo got out and Ray walked her over to Katie’s vehicle. She turned the key and let the window down.

      Margo bent down, looking worried. “Are you all right, darling girl?”

      Katie nodded, determined not to cry.

      Margo sighed. “What a terrible thing to happen—and after we were all so happy last evening.”

      Some of them were happier than others. Katie’s mind drifted back to Sasha’s odd inflection when they’d talked about her paintings. She shuddered. She was not going to even think about blaming a child for what had occurred in the gallery the evening before.

      Margo straightened. “I suppose I’d better go introduce myself to whoever’s in charge.”

      “His name is —” But then Katie couldn’t remember. “Something,” she finished lamely.

      Ray gestured toward the building. “I’ll walk you over to the door.” A uniformed deputy stood guard, keeping the public at bay. They’d want to speak to Margo, since she’d been one of the last people to see Nate alive.

      Margo nodded and turned. Katie sipped her cocoa, watching as Chad’s mother spoke to the deputy, who radioed his superior before admitting her to the building. Ray stayed behind, watching them enter before returning to Katie’s car and settling in the passenger seat once again.

      “You should probably go to work,” Katie advised.

      “The girls are opening for me. Sunday’s, first thing, are kind of dead, anyway.” And then he cringed at saying the dreaded “D” word.

      Katie nodded.

      She finished her breakfast. They didn’t talk, but just having him sit with her made Katie feel a little better. Ray was the first to break the quiet.

      “Did you know that it’s four years ago this week that we first met?”

      Katie glanced across the car at him. “I guess I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “What was your first impression of me?”

      Katie did her best to suppress a laugh. “That you were a grumpy old man.”

      Ray frowned. Was he disappointed by her answer? “And now?”

      “That you’re a very kind, grumpy old man.”

      He winced at the old descriptor.

      “I’m not that old.”

      Katie gave him a wan smile. “Not too old for me. I just wish....” But then she didn’t elaborate.

      “Would you like some company tonight? It’s okay if you’d rather be alone.”

      “I would love some company.”

      “Maybe we could get a pizza or something.”

      “I know a place, and it’s not far away,” she said, looking around him. She couldn’t see Angelo’s Pizzeria from her vantage point, but it was there.

      “Great. We’ll text later and—” but he didn’t finish as the deputy guarding the gallery’s door suddenly knocked on the driver’s side window, startling the vehicle’s occupants. Katie turned the key and touched the window button once again.

      “Ma’am, Detective Warren would like to speak with you.”

      Katie cast a look in Ray’s direction, a shot of apprehension coursing through her.

      “Margo’s going to need some
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