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CHAPTER ONE

Moira Darling handed the little black-and-white dog’s leash to her friend Martha Washburn, and leaned over to pick up the bed and the bag of dog food. With the dog bed tucked under one arm, she told Maverick, her big, friendly German shepherd, to stay put, then followed her friend out the door.

“How was she?” Martha asked as they walked towards her car.

“Oh, wonderful as usual,” the deli owner replied. “Diamond is always a joy to have around. I can’t believe we didn’t think of this before; Mav loves to play with her all weekend, and it saves you a lot of money since you don’t have to send her to a kennel when you take your trips down to Traverse City.”

“I think she’s a lot happier here than she would be at a kennel, too,” her friend said, watching her little dog as she ran back and forth at the end of the leash, excited to be walking towards the car. “I just don’t want it to be any trouble for you. I know how busy you are with the deli.”

Darling’s DELIcious Delights, the deli that Moira had opened nearly three years ago, was her pride and joy, and her greatest accomplishment in life besides the raising of her daughter Candice. What had started out as a hobby had quickly grown into a thriving business. Though thrilled that her deli had become such a popular destination for tourists and locals alike, the long days and numerous responsibilities had begun to wear her down recently, not to mention the toll taken by the bullet wound and her recent concussion.

“Ever since I promoted Darrin to manager, I’ve been able to keep my schedule much lighter,” she said. “I usually only work long shifts three or four days a week now, though I still stop in to see how things are going nearly every day.”

“That sounds like quite the improvement,” Martha said, impressed. She opened the passenger door to her car and patted the seat. After Diamond jumped up, she took the dog bed and bag of food from Moira. “You used to spend eight or nine hours a day there, didn’t you?”

“I did.” The deli owner chuckled. “I really didn’t have to, though. It turns out that most of the time, my employees can run things just fine on their own. All I had to do was take a step back and quit being such a mother hen.”

“It sounds like the deli’s growing up, just like Candice,” the other woman said with a smile. “Have you been enjoying the extra free time, or are you managing to drive yourself insane with boredom?”

“I’m definitely enjoying it. Although I wouldn’t exactly call it free time. The previous owners of this house never finished clearing their stuff out of the basement, so I’ve got to do that, and there’s still a lot that needs to be done around the house and the yard, especially with Ben off to college now.” 

Benjamin Hall was the young man who had been taking care of her yard for the past few months. She hadn’t realized just how much he had done until she began taking up the yard care herself. There’s a lot more to it than just mowing, she thought. It’s a good thing David showed me how to use the electric hedge trimmer and the weed whacker. The garden at her old house had never consisted of more than a few perennial flowers and—if she got ambitious at the beginning of the season—a few cucumber or tomato plants. She’d recently bought the gorgeous stone house on five wooded acres and hadn’t considered the hours of work needed to maintain the lush garden, the hardy bushes, and the small apple tree, not to mention a large front yard that needed mowing. Luckily Ben had done a lot of work over the summer, so she just had to maintain what he had already done.

“At least you don’t have to go away every other weekend,” her friend said with a grimace. “So, do you have any plans for the rest of the day?”

“Well, I’m going to head over to Candice’s in a few minutes. She told me she has something to show me, and I’ve got no idea what to expect,” Moira said. “I’m guessing it’s something good, since she was trying not to giggle when she was on the phone with me. I love my daughter to death, but she’s terrible at keeping secrets.”

Candice had followed in her mother’s footsteps, opening her very own store, Candice’s Candies, earlier in the year. The candy shop had done well so far, but both of them knew that the true test would come over Michigan’s cold, snowy winter when there were few pedestrians and even fewer tourists looking to buy a sweet treat. 

“That should be interesting,” Martha said with a chuckle. “I’ll let you get going. Remember, you and your daughter are welcome over at my place for dinner any time you want. Bring Maverick, too; Diamond loves having her doggy friends over.”

“I’m sure we’ll take you up on that soon,” the deli owner said. “I’ll see you for coffee on Wednesday. Don’t forget, we’re meeting an hour earlier this time.”

She waved as her friend drove away, then walked back to her house where Maverick was waiting for her at the door. He gave a sad whine when he didn’t see Diamond with her.

“Don’t worry, boy,” she told him. “You’ll see her again before you know it.”

Candice lived in Lake Marion, a small town not too far from Maple Creek. Her apartment was right above the candy shop, a setup that Moira occasionally found herself envying. How nice it must be to be able to pop home for lunch in the middle of the work day. Her own house wasn’t far from the deli, but one trip there and back again would eat up at least a solid half hour.

“I wonder what she wants,” she muttered with some apprehension. Her daughter was a bright, energetic young woman, but had occasionally proven herself to be too optimistic in the past. What had she gotten herself into now?

The candy shop was closed, so Moira went up the narrow staircase that led to her daughter’s apartment and knocked on the door. It swung open to reveal a smiling Candice with her finger pressed to her lips.

“Be quiet,” she whispered as she ushered her mother inside. “He’s sleeping.”

He? She raised her eyebrows but followed her daughter through the kitchen without comment. When she saw what waited in the living room, her heart melted.

A tiny calico kitten was curled up on the couch cushion. He was so small that the deli owner thought he would be able to fit in the palm of her hand.

“Oh my goodness,” she breathed. “Where did you get him?”

“One of my friends knew I was thinking of getting a cat. When she found out that her neighbor’s cat had had kittens, she told me right away and I went over to look at them. Well, how could I not take him home? I got him last night, and I took him to the vet this morning for his first shots. It turns out he’s really rare. Only one in three thousand calico cats is a male, or at least that’s what the vet told me.”

Their whispered conversation must not have been quiet enough. As Moira watched, one of the kitten’s eyes opened a slit, revealing a golden iris. Apparently deciding that she wasn’t a threat, the kitten yawned and turned over on its back, stretching luxuriously before beginning to purr. How can something so tiny even be real? she wondered. I think I’m actually jealous of my own daughter. She gets to cuddle this little guy every day.

“What’s his name?” she asked her daughter, unable to take her eyes off of the little bundle of fur. How could anything be so tiny?

“He doesn’t have one yet,” Candice admitted. “I haven’t been able to think of the perfect one yet. Do you have any ideas?”

Moira crouched down next to the couch. The kitten, who had been watching them from its reclined position, stood up and walked to the edge of the cushion. When she reached over to pet him, he bumped his tiny head against her hand and purred even louder.

“I can’t think of anything right now,” she said. “He’s just too adorable. How old is he?”

“He just turned ten weeks,” her daughter said. “He’s just a baby, but he already knows how to use the litter box. He also knows where his food bowl is, and goes running to it when he hears me open a can of food.”

“He sounds like a pretty smart little guy.” Moira picked the kitten up and cradled him to her chest, where he immediately started swiping at a stray strand of her hair. “Do you have everything you need for him?”

“Well, I have all of the basics,” the young woman said. “Food, bowls, litter… but I still want to get him a bed and a cat tower. They’re pretty expensive, though, so it may have to wait for now.”

Moira smiled down at the kitten. Candice’s birthday was in just a few days, and she had been struggling with what to get her. Now she knew the perfect present. She handed the tiny cat over to her daughter after giving him a good cuddle.

“Just wait until David sees him,” she said. “He’s such a softy for animals. He’d never admit it, but I know he misses Keeva.”

“Do you think it would be all right if I brought him over during my birthday dinner?” her daughter asked. “I want him to get used to Maverick while he’s still young.”

“Of course,” Moira said with a smile. “This little kitten is family now, and family is always welcome at my house.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

Moira put her hands on her hips and observed her handiwork. Above the table was a banner that read Happy 21st Birthday Candice! and tied to the chairs were pastel pink, blue, and green balloons, the same colors that her daughter had chosen to paint her store. The cake that was the centerpiece of the table was from the bakery in town—Moira wasn’t particularly skilled at baking herself—and towered three layers high, each layer frosted with one of the same colors. If the bakery had followed her instructions correctly, then each layer of cake had also been dyed a different pastel color. It wasn’t every day her baby girl would be turning twenty-one, and the deli owner wanted it to be an evening to remember.

Maverick, whom she had bathed just that morning, was watching her from the kitchen. Ever since she had put the pot roast in the oven, he had been waiting patiently nearby, and she couldn’t blame him; the roast smelled delicious. 

“I’m not sure if I should give you any, buddy,” she told him, walking over to scratch behind his ears. His tail thumped on the ground as he leaned his head against her hand, his eyes closed in bliss. “We wouldn’t want a repeat of that time you got into the leftover potato salad.” Her floors had gotten a thorough cleaning after that, and the dog had been banished to the backyard until his stomach had settled down.

The German shepherd gave a soft woof and got up, leaving her and the cooking pot roast behind as he headed towards the front door. Someone must be here, she thought. It looks like I finished decorating just in time. She followed the dog, peered through the peephole, and, smiling, opened the door.

“Hey, you,” said David Morris, the private investigator who had helped solve numerous cases in the past year, and had on occasion helped keep her out of jail. He was also her boyfriend, and right now he was crouched down on the ground greeting Maverick, who was climbing all over him in his enthusiasm.

“I see how it is,” she joked. “You’re just here for the dog.”

“And the food,” he said, grinning as he rose to his feet. “Good cooking and a big dog—what else could a man ask for?”

“Well if that’s all…” she made as if to turn and go back inside. He grabbed her arm and pulled her towards him for a kiss. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’d come and see you even if your cooking was terrible.”

“You’d better,” she said with a smile. “Did you manage to get it?”

The change in topic didn’t throw him in the slightest. “Yep. I had to borrow Gerry’s truck. That thing is huge.”

For the first time she noticed that a big grey pickup truck was pulled off to the side of her driveway instead of the undistinguished black car that he normally drove. His normal car was good for stakeouts, but not so good for transporting larger cargo. She had no idea who Gerry was, but was glad that David had been able to borrow the pickup from him. Otherwise they would have had no way to transport her daughter’s present.

“Let’s bring it in,” she said. “She and Eli will be here in just a few minutes.”

The worked together to carry the present indoors. Once it was in the dining room, Moira draped a sheet over it and attached a bow.

“Looks good,” David said. “Too bad we’re going to have to load it up again in just a few hours. That thing’s a pain to move.”

“With Eli helping, it shouldn’t be too hard. Hopefully he’ll stick around long enough to help us get it up the stairs to her apartment. That’s going to be the biggest challenge.”

“Hopefully she has enough room for it.” He chuckled at the spread. “You really went all out this time.”

Candice and Eli arrived shortly thereafter. It made Moira smile to see the young couple together. Eli, who managed the ice cream parlor in Lake Marion for his elderly grandfather, seemed to be absolutely smitten with her daughter, and it was evident that she returned the feeling. The deli owner couldn’t help but compare him to her daughter’s last boyfriend; he’d been a really bad apple, so there was no real comparison. Eli was smart, caring, and thoughtful, and Moira was glad that her daughter had finally found someone to rely on.

“Aw, you brought him,” she said when she saw the little kitten clutched to Candice’s chest. “Did you think of a name for him yet?”

“Felix,” the young woman replied. She glanced down at the kitten, who was staring at the world with wide gold eyes. “Eli came up with it.”

“I think it’s fitting,” David said, coming closer to pet the newest addition to Moira’s family.

“Let’s see how he does with Maverick,” she said. The dog was too busy sniffing at Eli’s shoes and hadn’t noticed the kitten yet. She called him over, then got a firm grip on his collar as Candice bent down with the kitten in her arms so he could sniff it. After poking and prodding the little cat with his nose for a few moments, the German shepherd eventually licked Felix’s face and walked away, apparently having decided that since the cat wasn’t edible, it wasn’t interesting.

“Good boy,” the deli owner said to her dog, who wagged his tail at the words. “And little Felix did well too. He didn’t seem scared at all.”

“The lady I got him from had dogs, so he’s probably used to them,” Candice said. “He’s the perfect little cat.”

“I almost want to get one myself,” Moira said with a wistful sigh. “Well, come on in, you two. The pot roast is almost done, and we’ve got a birthday to celebrate.”

She was impressed when Eli offered to help her with the food in the kitchen, though she declined his offer since she guessed he would much rather be in the other room with Candice and the little kitten. It was nice for her daughter to have such a helpful, good-natured boyfriend, and Moira found herself hoping he would stick around.

“Happy birthday to you!” The last strains of the song trailed off and Candice, grinning, blew out the candles on her cake. Moira turned on the dining room lights once each of the twenty-one candles was out. She sat back down at the table, picked up a knife, and pulled the cake towards herself to cut pieces for everybody.

“You’ve got to open your present before you eat the cake,” she reminded her daughter as she slid the piece towards her. Their family tradition was that the birthday person had to finish up opening their presents before they had the first bite of cake, and Moira had no plans to break it now even though Candice was no longer a little girl.

“All right, all right, I know,” the young woman said with a laugh. She eyed the shrouded form in the corner, obviously curious about what it was. 

When she tugged the sheet off to reveal a three-tier cat tree, complete with a tunnel and dangling toys, her smile widened. She plucked Felix up from his snooze on Eli’s lap and put him in the carpeted tunnel.

“Look what Mom got you, Felix,” she said. “Now you’ve got something to play on besides the couch.”

The kitten stretched, then began playing with one of the dangling feathers. Moira smiled at her daughter’s thrilled expression. It looked like her gift was a success.

“So, have you made any plans for your trip yet?” David asked while Candice and Eli played with Felix on the cat tree. 

“I haven’t. I still want to wait and make sure Darrin’s got this whole managing thing down pat before I make plans to leave for more than a day or two,” she told him.

For the past few weeks, she had been reading up on cruises and vacation destinations that she could go to this coming winter. She hoped to leave in early January and be gone for one to two weeks. When she came back she would be tan, happy, and ready to face the rest of the freezing Michigan winter head on. Any potential trip was still months in the future, of course, but it had been years since she had gone on any sort of vacation by herself and she was enjoying thinking about it almost as much as she would enjoy actually going.

“I think between the four of them, they’ve got it handled,” he told her. “You did a great job training your employees. And you know I’m more than happy to watch Maverick while you’re gone, so you won’t have to worry about finding a kennel or a pet sitter.”

“I know. Thanks again for volunteering.” She sighed. “I guess I’m just worried that once I make a commitment to take a specific cruise, something will pop up to prevent me from going. That seems to be how my luck has gone lately, and I’d hate to lose a deposit of a few hundred dollars if I had to back out.”

“Don’t think like that or you’ll never get anything done.” He smiled at her and laid his hand over hers. “Go ahead and schedule whatever cruise you want to take. You’ve got the support of me, your daughter, and everyone at the deli. Between the six of us, we’ll make sure everything is fine while you’re gone.”

“You’re right. I should put some trust in you guys,” she said. “Besides, things can’t keep going wrong forever.”

 


CHAPTER THREE

“We’re going to need two barbecue chicken paninis and a cup of the smoked corn chowder,” Moira called back to Meg. “To go.”

“Coming right up,” her employee said. The young woman thrived on this sort of fast-paced work, and Moira was glad that she was scheduled today. The lunch rush at the deli was unusually busy thanks to a school bus full of college students on a field trip to Lake Michigan to study lakeshore biology. The deli’s cookout-themed special seemed to be popular with the hungry young men and women, and Meg could barely keep up with their orders.

“Whew, that was crazy,” the young employee said as she came out of the kitchen after the bus had driven away at last. 

“You did a great job of staying on top of everything,” the deli owner told her with a smile. “We didn’t make anyone wait too long. How are we doing on the chowder back there?”

“We’ve still got about half of the pot left. The paninis seem to be more popular today. Or maybe it’s just that they’re easier to eat on a bus. They are pretty tasty though. I think they’ve been one of the more successful sandwiches this month.”

Moira wasn’t surprised. The barbecue chicken paninis were made with shredded chicken, locally made honey barbecue sauce, grilled onions, and provolone cheese on the customer’s choice of bread. The entire concoction was then grilled in a sandwich maker, which melted the cheese and crisped the sandwich. It was a hard meal to resist, especially on such a nice late summer day when half the town seemed to be outside grilling.

“I think your phone is ringing,” Meg said a few minutes later, popping her head back through the kitchen door. She had a dishrag in one hand and a plate in the other; evidently she had been in the middle of washing the dishes.

“Oh, thanks. If you want to watch the register for a minute, I’ll go see who it is.” She changed places with her employee and grabbed her purse off the counter in the kitchen. Her phone was vibrating away. The number looked vaguely familiar, but had an out-of-town area code that she didn’t recognize. 

“Hello?” she inquired, bringing the phone to her ear. 

“Am I speaking with Moira Darling?” came a male voice. “This is Rick Coleman. My wife… well, she owned the dog that you found. I’m not sure if you remember.”

“I definitely do,” Moira said with a smile. “You’ve got the right person. How’s Keeva doing, anyway? I bet Chelsea is so happy to have her back.”

“The dog’s good.” Rick paused, and when he spoke again his voice was strained with grief. “But that’s not why I called. My wife has been murdered, Ms. Darling. Chelsea is dead.”

“Oh.” She felt as if all of the air had been let out of her lungs. The poor man—and poor Chelsea! She had been such a nice, caring woman when she’d driven up from Kentucky to get Keeva a few months ago. “I am so sorry, Mr. Coleman. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now.”

“It’s rough,” he admitted. “I don’t know if you’ve ever lost someone close to you. The worst part is when you wake up in the morning and for a few seconds you forget that—” She heard him taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, then he cleared his throat.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I should get back to why I called. From what Chelsea said when she got back, you were taking good care of Keeva and you seemed to care about her a lot. I was wondering… well, do you want her?”

“Do I want Keeva?” She blinked, confused. Part of her mind was still trying to believe that the vibrant woman she had met a few weeks ago had been killed. “You don’t want to keep her?”

“Don’t get me wrong, she was Chelsea’s baby and I love her too, but every time I see her, she just reminds me of my wife. It’s not fair to the dog. Plus, she’s just been lying around for the past few days. She won’t even eat. I think Chelsea said you have another dog that Keeva really liked—seeing him again might cheer her up.”

“I don’t know…” Moira said. Was Rick making this decision out of grief? She didn’t want to bring Keeva back and fall in love with her all over again just to have him want to take her back in a few months when he realized how much he missed her.

“I think Chelsea really would have wanted this,” Rick said. “I work all day, and I was never really a dog person before I met my wife. I know that she used to do a lot with Keeva, but with just me here the most she’ll get is a walk around the block a couple of times a week. I don’t think Chelsea would have wanted that.”

“I’m happy to take her, Mr. Coleman,” she told him. He sounded earnest. She would just have to risk him changing his mind later on.

“Thank you,” he said, relief evident in his voice. “Is there any way you can come and get her? I know Kentucky is quite a drive for you. I’m happy to pay for gas. With the funeral arrangements and everything I just won’t have time to make the trip.”

“I can come and get her this weekend if you’d like,” she told him, double-checking the wall schedule to be sure she wasn’t committed to working those days. “Would Saturday work?”

“That’s fine,” he said. “I’ll make sure she’s ready to go. Thank you so much, Ms. Darling. You’re a godsend.”

“Call me Moira,” she said. “And once again, I’m very sorry about your wife. No one deserves something like that.”

Once they had said their goodbyes, Moira put her phone back in her purse and closed her eyes. She was feeling a very strange mixture of grief and joy. It was terrible that Chelsea had been murdered. There was so much violence in the world—why did it seem that the innocent ones always got hurt? But she couldn’t help feeling happy and excited at the thought of Keeva coming back. The big grey wolfhound had been a joy to have around, and had added a lot to both her and Maverick’s lives while she stayed with them. Keeva had lost one owner, but she had just gained another that would love her just as much. Now all she had to do was share the news with David and Candice. Both of them had liked the giant dog they were sure to be glad to hear that she would be coming back.

***

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” David said that evening when she told him. They were eating a pizza together in his office while he finished up a case. Maverick was lounging in front of the big wooden desk, and he occasionally gave a dramatic sigh, unhappy that he wasn’t getting any tidbits of food from either of his people.

“Why on earth not?” Moira asked, shocked. David liked having Keeva around, didn’t he? Besides, now that she had more free time, she would be able to do even more for the dogs than she had done before. They could go to the beach while it was still warm out, and after it started getting cold the dogs could release their energy by running around in the woods behind her house.

“You’re still recovering from being shot. Do you really want to get involved in yet another murder?” he said.

“I’m just taking the dog. It’s not like I’m going to stay down there to solve it or anything,” she pointed out. “And my bullet wound is pretty much healed up. It barely grazed me.” That was true. The new scar tissue pulled occasionally if she stretched her arm out the wrong way, but other than that she was fully recovered and no worse for the wear. The concussion had really been worse—she still got bad headaches occasionally, and according to the doctor she might continue to do so for months or even a year or more.

“You’re a magnet for trouble. What if the killer comes back to finish off the job and kill the husband, and you walk right into it?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said huffily. “Keeva needs a new home, and I’m more than happy to give one to her. You’re starting to sound superstitious. It’s not like I’m cursed. I’ve just… had some bad luck lately.”

David searched her face, then gave up with a sigh. “I can tell nothing is going to stop you from driving down to Kentucky and getting that dog,” he said. “I just worry about you, you know that. Hmm…” His expression turned considering, and he swiveled his chair towards his computer. She watched while he typed.

“What?” she finally asked after a long silence.

“What if I went with you?” he asked, turning back to face her with a smile. “I just checked my schedule, and I don’t have anything scheduled for this weekend that can’t be moved. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about you walking into a crime scene alone, and you’d have someone to split the drive with.”

“I like that idea,” she told him. She grinned, thinking of spending the weekend driving down to Kentucky with the private investigator. They had never spent so much time together in one go, and it was bound to be a fun experience. “I like that idea a lot.”

 


CHAPTER FOUR

The next few days passed quickly as she prepared for her trip out of state with the hunky investigator. They would only be gone for one night, but she would be unable to rush back and help if something went wrong at the deli in that time. Figuring out what to do with Maverick was the hardest part. She didn’t think he’d enjoy the trip much—it was eleven hours each way, which meant that on the way back both he and Keeva would have to be stuffed in the back seat together for almost half a day. Normally she would ask Candice to watch him, but with the new kitten she didn’t know how well that would work. In the end, she decided to ask Martha for help. Her friend was more than happy to oblige, so Friday morning Moira packed up some dog food, Maverick’s favorite blanket and a few toys, and drove him over to Martha’s.

“Thanks for watching him, sorry I didn’t give you more notice,” she told her friend once Maverick was happily wrestling with Diamond on the floor. 

“You don’t have to thank me, Moira,” the other woman said. “It’s been amazing to be able to count on you to watch Diamond when I go away for work. This is just me returning the favor. I’m glad that you get to have Keeva back, though it’s horribly sad what happened to her owner.”

“I know. I feel terrible for her husband, Rick. He seemed really upset on the phone. I can’t imagine losing someone you really love like that. Mike dying ten years after our divorce was bad enough. I’d like to know what happened—like, did they catch the killer yet?—but I don’t want to bring it up and upset him even further.”

“There might be something in the local newspapers or online,” Martha suggested. “I’m sure David could dig something up if you asked him. I bet he loves to show off his investigating skills.”

“I think he’s worried that I’m going to bite off more than I can chew one of these days. Maybe I’ll try to just enjoy the trip… without thinking about murder, crime, or killers.”

Once Maverick was settled with her friend and seemed distracted enough that he wasn’t likely to notice her leaving, she drove back to her house where David would be meeting her. They had decided to take Moira’s car since Keeva had been in it before and would hopefully find the familiar scents comforting. She had no idea what to expect when they got there. Would the dog be glad to see them? Would she be depressed from her owner’s death? Would she be anxious when they drove away from her old home, confused about where she was going? It was a relief to know that David would be along; she knew he would be able to help her with whatever came up.

“Do you think you packed enough food?” he asked, amused when he pulled up to see two coolers and a bag with bread, chips, and other snacks waiting by the front door.

“Well, this way we won’t have to try to stop at any restaurants with Keeva in the car,” she said. “But I suppose I might have overdone it a little.” One of the coolers was dedicated to soda and water bottles, and the other held various types of cheeses, cold cuts, and sandwich condiments. Owning a deli meant that she was never short on sandwich ingredients, and she took advantage of that whenever she could. Despite the food, she knew they were still likely to give in and get fast food at least once, but she would prefer to be able to eat healthy food for at least some of the trip.

David nodded his agreement. “That’s a good point, actually. We’re going to be a lot more constrained on the way back. It’s going to be way too hot to leave her in the car, so when we stop for gas and bathroom breaks, one of us will have to stay in the car with her. At least she’s a pretty calm dog, and good in the car—with any luck, she’ll sleep most of the way back to Michigan,” he said.

“I can’t imagine trying to do an eleven-hour road trip with a carsick or anxious dog,” Moira said. She looked down at her small suitcase and the coolers, doing a quick mental inventory. “Well… I think I have everything. Was there anything else you wanted to bring?” 

“I don’t think so. I packed pretty light. We’re only going to be gone for one night, after all. I think we’re ready to load everything up and be on our way.”

The trip down to Kentucky was uneventful. They took turns driving, switching every few hours so that the other person could doze or take in the sights. It was dark by the time they crossed the Ohio-Kentucky border.

“Just a few more hours until we reach the hotel,” David told her.

“Good,” she said. “I’m exhausted. I can’t believe we’ve been driving for almost half a day.”

The hotel was a small, cozy place just half an hour from where they would be picking up Keeva in the morning. Moira had called a few days ago to reserve two rooms across the hall from each other on the second floor. While she checked in, David parked the car and brought in the coolers, her suitcase, and his duffel bag. 

“We made it,” he said as he took his room key from her. “It feels good just to be standing after that drive. Too bad we don’t have much time for sightseeing. I’ve never been to Kentucky before.”

“Me either,” she told him. “At least it will be light out when we head back home tomorrow; we’ll be able to look around while we’re driving. Maybe we can find a state park or something to stop with Keeva.”

He helped her carry her things upstairs. They paused outside of her door. She gave him a tired smile.

“Meet you at the breakfast bar in the morning?” she asked.

“Sounds like a plan,” he said, leaning in for a kiss goodnight before handing off her suitcase and letting himself in to his own room.

Moira unlocked her door and dragged her suitcase and the coolers inside. She quickly put the meat and cheeses into the small fridge and put the ice packs in the freezer compartment, then threw herself onto the room’s clean-smelling bed. There had always been something that she had loved about hotels, and this one was no exception. The room was pleasantly cool, and outside she could hear the rush of traffic. The thought of going to bed right there and then was tempting, but she knew that come morning she would regret not taking a shower tonight; she would be eager to leave as early as possible and travel the rest of the short distance between her and Keeva.

It was all she could do not to rush David through breakfast the next morning. She felt anxious to get on the road again—what if Rick changed his mind about giving her Keeva before she got there? Now that she was so close to seeing the furry giant again, she couldn’t deny how much she was looking forward to having Keeva as a permanent part of her family. 

At last the private investigator finished his Belgian waffle and pushed his plate aside. Moira quit picking at her fruit and eggs and looked up eagerly. He chuckled.

“I take it you’re ready to go?” he asked. “Have you already packed everything up?”

“Yes. All I need to do is bring the coolers and the suitcase out to the car and check out at the front desk,” she replied.

“Here, give me your room key. I’ll grab the bags—you can start checking out now.” 

She gave him a grateful smile. As always, he seemed to have amazing intuition when it came to the perfect thing to say. Why did it take me so long to find a man this good? she wondered.

Before she knew it, they were pulling up to Rick Coleman’s house. She saw Keeva’s long, furry grey face peering out of a downstairs window. A moment later, the curtain fell back into place as the dog disappeared. The door opened as they approached the front porch.

“You must be Moira Darling,” said a slightly plump, middle-aged man. He had short brown hair, and behind his glasses his light blue eyes were red as if he had been crying recently. Her heart twisted with sympathy. The loss of his wife had obviously devastated him.

“Yes, I am. You can just call me Moira,” she added. “And this is my friend, David.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” the man said, extending a hand. “I’m Rick.” 

She was reaching out to shake hands with him when he stumbled to the side, pushed out of the way by an eager grey shape the size of a pony. Keeva sniffed Moira and David all over, then leaned against the deli owner’s leg, looking up at her old friends with obvious joy. 

“I guess she recognizes you,” Rick said with a chuckle. “This is the happiest I’ve seen her for days. She hasn’t been doing much but lay around. She won’t even eat.”

“Hi, sweetie,” Moira said, crouching down to let the dog sniff her face. “I missed you.”

“Chelsea was right. The two of you do have a special bond.” 

Rick leaned against the door frame, watching the two of them get reunited. The moment lasted until a second man appeared behind Rick and cleared his throat.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“This is the woman from Michigan that I was telling you about,” Rick said. “She’s here to take Keeva.”

“Ah.” The second man looked down at Moira for a moment, then smiled and extended his hand, which she shook. He was a tall, well-built man who bore a passing resemblance to Rick, though he seemed to be a few years younger. He was wearing a long-sleeved button-up shirt and a nice pair of khakis. 

“I’m Victor,” he said. “Rick’s brother. I’m helping Rick go through Chelsea’s things and get stuff cleaned up. It’s nice of you to drive all the way down here just for the dog. Oh, and this is Annette, my wife.” He gestured to a dark-haired woman who had appeared at his shoulder.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said. “I loved having Keeva around the house before. She’s definitely worth the drive.”

“I guess I’ll go grab her stuff, then,” Rick said. “Not that I’m trying to hurry you away or anything, but we’ve still got a lot to do around here, and I’m sure you want to get started on the drive back…”

“I understand,” Moira said. “I’ll help you put her stuff in the car. I’m sorry again about your wife. Losing someone suddenly is always horrible. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

“You giving her dog a loving home is enough,” he told her. “Keeva was her baby. Sometimes I wonder if she loved the dog more than me! I feel bad for giving her up, but I know that I won’t be able to give her the time or care that she deserves.”

“I’ll send you pictures once she gets settled in, and you’re free to stop by and visit her if you’re ever in the area.” She stroked the dog’s head, which easily came up to her stomach. “We’re going to spoil you, aren’t we, sweetie? We sure are.”

 


CHAPTER FIVE

The drive home from Kentucky went just as smoothly as the drive there had gone. Keeva seemed content to sleep in the back while Moira and David took turns driving. 

“You haven’t been eating much, have you, poor girl?” she said, stroking the dog as she waited outside at one of the rest stops. Keeva was thinner than she had been last time Moira had seen her, though not as bad as she had been when she appeared in the backyard weeks ago. I’ll have to look online to see if dogs can get depressed, she thought. Certainly the sudden loss of her favorite person must have been traumatic to the dog.

“You’d better hurry up and go potty if you have to,” the deli owner warned the dog when she saw David approaching. “We’re going to be back on the road in a minute, and then it’ll be another few hours until we stop again.” 

Keeva sniffed the ground disinterestedly, then looked up at Moira with a whine. 

“You don’t have to go? All right, if you say so.” She stroked the dog’s head one last time, then opened the car’s back door. Keeva climbed up and settled herself on the seat, her bulk making Moira glad that she hadn’t brought Maverick. That would have made for a very cramped trip indeed.

They got home late enough that night that Moira decided to wait until the next morning to retrieve Maverick. She said her goodbyes to David on her porch, then went in and started unpacking Keeva’s bag of toys that Rick had given her. She put all the toys in the basket where she kept Maverick’s, and laid the folded blanket next to the couch so the dog would have somewhere comfortable to lie while she put away what was left of the food. 

Once she was done unpacking, she decided to give Keeva a late dinner and then head to bed. She pulled the extra ceramic dog bowl out of the cupboard and filled it with kibble. To her surprise, Keeva just sniffed the food then walked away. She had never seen the huge dog refuse food before. What could be wrong? Rick did say she hadn’t been eating much since Chelsea was killed, she thought. Maybe she’ll perk up once she sees Maverick tomorrow. Hopefully she’ll start eating again soon; she’s too thin for my liking. Deciding to try again in the morning, Moira put the bowl of kibble up on the counter, called Keeva over, and went upstairs to bed.

After she downed a cup of coffee in the morning and attempted to feed Keeva again—the dog still refused to eat—she called Martha to arrange a time to pick up Maverick.

“Any time,” her friend said. “I don’t have anything planned for today, so chances are I’ll be home whenever you show up.”

“Okay, I’ll be over there in about an hour. I want to stop at the deli first and see how things are going.” She might only have been gone for two days, but she was eager to assure herself that all was in order. The deli was still important to her, even though she had recently taken a step back from it.

Darrin and Allison were on staff when she got there. A couple of customers were sitting at the bistro tables near the windows enjoying quiches and a salad, and judging by the full shelves, a food delivery had been taken in and sorted by one of her employees. Things appeared to be running smoothly, and when Darrin greeted her with a smile, she knew that she had nothing to worry about. In fact, he had good news.

“While you were gone, Mrs. Young from the church on Apple Street stopped by and asked if we could cater one of their events. I hope it’s okay… I said yes.”

“That’s great, Darrin,” she told him. “How many people? Did she place an order yet?”

“She said that she wanted us to make enough food for about two hundred people, and she plans on donating the leftovers to the food kitchen. She’ll be stopping in on Monday to fill out the food order and decide what exactly she wants,” he told her. 

“Do you want me to be here when she does that, or do you think you can handle it?” Moira asked.

“I think I can handle it. I mostly just want to ask you if there’s going to be anything that will be hard to order in bulk. The event is two weeks away, and she said she just wants basic sandwich and salad stuff.”

“As long as she sticks with the basic cold cuts, breads, and cheeses, she should be fine,” Moira told her employee. “Just let her know that prices for the fresh produce will vary. If she wants an out-of-season fruit or vegetable for the salads, then it’s going to cost her a lot more, so try to point her towards stuff that’s still in season.”

“I’ll let her know,” he promised. Moira could tell that he was excited to be responsible for such a big catering contract so soon after his promotion to manager, and she smiled at him. There was no one else she would rather have on the job. She was confident that Darrin could handle most anything, and if something came up that he wasn’t sure about, he wouldn’t let his pride keep him from asking for help.

Since everything was going well at the deli, her next stop was Martha’s. Maverick nearly bowled her over in his excitement when she came to the door, and she had to make him lie down so she could pet Diamond without the little dog getting trampled.

“He was good,” Martha told her. “A perfect gentleman, as always. I took him and Diamond to the park yesterday and he got to wade in the river.”

“I bet he enjoyed that.” Moira ruffled the dog’s fur, then snapped the leash onto his collar. “Thanks so much for taking care of him. You and Diamond should come over later this week and see Keeva.”

“Sure, just let me know what day works for you. I’m free most evenings after work.”

“I’ll call you,” the deli owner promised. With a wave goodbye, she turned and left, Maverick at her heels. Whenever she left him with someone else, whether it was Candice, David, or Martha, he seemed reluctant to leave her side when she came back, and this time was no exception. Having a dog’s love was unbeatable.

When she got home, the first thing she did was let the two dogs into the backyard together to get reacquainted. After a few seconds of intense sniffing, they began playing as if they had never been apart. Once Keeva lay down on the deck, panting, Moira decided it was time to go in and start on some of the housework that she had been putting off. Remembering that Keeva hadn’t eaten since she had picked her up, she shooed Maverick into the mudroom and set the other dog’s bowl on the ground. Once again the wolfhound just sniffed at the kibble and walked away. 

Growing concerned, she directed the dog to the water bowl and felt relief when she began to lap up the cool water. At least she’ll drink, she thought. I’ll stop at the store tomorrow and get some canned food if she’s still not eating. I’ve never seen a dog refuse canned dog food.

Her relief faded immediately when Keeva began vomiting the water all over the floor. Moira realized that the Irish wolfhound was not just depressed; she was very sick. There was only one thing that she could do.

“We need to go to the vet,” she said out loud as Keeva lay on the floor and whined. “Whatever’s going on, they’ll help you, Keeva. I promise.”

 


CHAPTER SIX

Moira stared at the blurry black-and-white x-ray on the screen. Even her untrained eye could pick out the mass in Keeva’s gut. She didn’t need the doctor to tell her what would happen if whatever it was wasn’t removed, and soon. It was obvious that the dog was getting sicker by the hour.

“She has a blockage,” the vet said. “I strongly suggest immediate surgery. I can clear my schedule and start as soon as we get her blood work results in.”

“Okay. If that’s what she needs, do it,” she told him. “Do you have any idea what it will end up costing?”

“I won’t be certain until I see if there’s any other damage, and see exactly where in the intestinal tract it is, but I can give you a ballpark range” He named a price and she winced, but nodded.

“Do whatever it takes,” she said, more glad than ever that Darrin had accepted the catering job from Mrs. Young. It looked like the extra money would be needed.

“I’ll have Gina take her into the back and start prepping her. Besides the blockage, she seems to be in pretty good health. She’s a bit underweight, which can raise certain risks when it comes to anesthesia, but as long as her blood work checks out I’m sure she won’t have an issue. Will you be waiting here?”

“Yes,” Moira said firmly. “There’s no way I’d be able to concentrate on anything else even if I did leave. Will she be able to come home right away after the surgery?”

“That depends on how quickly she wakes up and if she has any side effects from the anesthesia. But likely yes. She’ll have to have minimal exercise for a few weeks afterwards, though. This is major surgery, and we wouldn’t want her to open anything up. We’ll give you a packet of information telling you exactly what to do.”

“I understand.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Had she gotten Keeva back just to lose her again so soon? “Is it okay if I have a moment with her before you take her into the back?”

“Of course,” the vet said, his eyes understanding. “Take as much time as you need.”

Back in the waiting room, she crouched down next to Keeva who was giving quiet, pitiful whines. Her soft brown eyes were full of pain. Moira felt terrible for not realizing that something was wrong sooner. The poor, sweet dog must have been suffering all night—or maybe even longer than that, if Rick had been right about her not eating much and acting lethargic for a few days. Yet despite it all, the dog had kept her gentle disposition.

“You’re amazing, girl,” she told her, stroking the dog’s soft ears. “We’re going to get you fixed up in no time. I wonder what you ate to cause such a blockage? The vet said he couldn’t tell from the x-ray.”

The dog gave a long, slow sigh. Moira kissed her gently on the forehead, then rose to her feet. It was time to let the vet tech take her into the back and start preparing her for surgery.

The next few hours were among the most stressful of her life. She spent an eternity in the waiting room, sitting in the corner away from the other patients who were bringing their pets in for routine exams and vaccinations. Every time the door to the back of the building opened, she looked up, hoping to see the vet walking towards her with a smile on his face. 

“Ms. Darling?” a vet tech said at last. Moira looked up. “Dr. Hans is done. Keeva is being moved to a kennel right now. It will be a while until she wakes up, but everything went fine. Could you follow me into the back? The vet has something he wants to show you.”

“Of course.” She rose, giddy with relief. Keeva had pulled through and was on the way to recovery. Her wallet may have taken a hit—emergency surgery was never inexpensive—but at least she would have years to come to spend with the big, friendly grey dog.

“Here’s your girl,” the vet said after the tech showed her to the kennel room. “Usually we put them in crates after surgery to prevent them from getting up too soon and possibly falling and tearing something open, but we don’t have any crates big enough for her so this will have to work.”

The dog was lying on her side on a soft bed, and blankets were spread over the kennel floor. She was still out of it, but Moira could see her feet beginning to twitch as she slowly woke up. Her belly was shaved, and there was a long gash on her abdomen, sutured closed with small black stitches.

“Poor baby,” the deli owner breathed. “Did everything go smoothly during the surgery?”

“Yes, luckily. We did have to remove about an inch of intestine, but she won’t even notice it’s gone. I just wanted to show you the culprit.” He pulled a small plastic container out of his pocket. Inside was a wad of cloth and a large silver cufflink. “It looks like she was chewing on someone’s cuff.”

“Oh my goodness. Do you have any idea how long that was inside of her?”

“My best guess is she swallowed it several days ago. It must have formed a partial blockage at first, then moved and became completely lodged in her gut.”

“I feel so bad for not realizing that something was wrong with her at first,” she admitted.

“Don’t beat yourself up. The important thing is you took her in for treatment as soon as you did recognize that something was wrong; barring any unforeseen complications from the surgery, she’ll be fine.”

“Thank you so much for saving her. When will I be able to take her home?” she asked.

“I think we’ll give it another hour or two just to make sure she’s recovering well from the anesthesia. You can go grab some food or get some coffee—she’s out of the woods now, and you must be tired of sitting in that waiting room.”

She followed the vet’s advice and left for a few hours. She had just enough time to stop at the grocery store and run home to put the food away and let Maverick out before the veterinary office called her and told her that Keeva was ready to go home.

“Here’s a packet of information on what causes blockages in dogs and the signs and symptoms. There’s also a packet on after-surgery care, but the two most important things to remember are no baths, no running or jumping—even onto a couch or bed—and no playing with other dogs for at least two weeks. We’d like to see her back here in fourteen days so we can make sure her stitches are dissolving and she’s healing up without any problems,” the vet tech told her. “Dr. Hans put the container with the cufflink in the bag too, just in case you wanted to keep it. Someone’s missing a pretty expensive piece of jewelry.”

“I’ll be sure to let her previous owner know about it—it’s probably his. I hope she doesn’t try to eat anything else she’s not supposed to. I’ll have to keep a close eye on her.” The dog hadn’t shown any interest in eating contraband when she had stayed with Moira before, but there was a first time for everything.

The tech went onto the back and brought a ruffled Keeva out. With her bare belly and the cone around her neck, the sweet dog looked pitiful. She rested her chin mournfully on Moira’s hand when she went to pet her.

“I think she’ll be happy to get home,” the vet tech said with a chuckle. “She’s been a sweetheart here, but I could tell she had no idea what was going on.”

“I’m sure she’ll feel a lot better once she sleeps off the rest of the anesthesia and gets some food in her,” Moira said. Picking up the dog’s leash, she added, “I’m glad everything turned out all right. Tell Dr. Hans thanks again for everything he did.”

She and Keeva left the building and made their way slowly across the parking lot to the car, where the deli owner helped the dog into the back seat, readjusted the cone around her neck, then left for home.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

It was still light out by the time they got back, and Moira was amazed that more time hadn’t passed. Her time waiting at the vet’s had felt like an eternity. After letting Maverick give Keeva a good sniff, she put him outside and put down blankets in the mudroom for the other dog. She knew if Keeva had the run of the house, she would end up trying to play with the German shepherd and would likely hurt herself. For Keeva’s own good, the two furry friends would have to stay separate unless Moira was there to supervise.

That presented another problem. What if Keeva got the cone off and tried to chew on her stitches while she was at work? Maybe she could find someone to stop in during the day occasionally and check on her. The last thing she wanted was to take a second emergency vet trip in the same week to have them sew the dog back up.

After settling Keeva in the mudroom with a bowl of fresh, cool water, the deli owner sat down at the kitchen table and picked up her phone. She would have to tell Rick what had happened, and there was no point in putting it off. She hoped he wouldn’t be too upset—the last thing she wanted to do was to make things harder for him right now.

“So she’s okay?” he asked once she had told him about the emergency surgery.

“Yes. The vet says she’ll be fine,” she reassured him.

“I’m glad you knew what to do. I would have been clueless.” He sighed. “I spent the morning missing her, but now I know that I really did make the right decision. You’re taking good care of her.”

“Well, she’s part of the family now. Oh, I almost forgot. The vet showed me the blockage—part of a shirt sleeve and a cufflink—and I thought I would offer to mail the cufflink to you if you wanted it back. It looks like it must have been expensive.”

“A cufflink? I don’t own any cufflinks,” he said. She heard someone say something in the background. Rick’s response to that person was muffled, as if he had covered the phone with his hand to reply. “Sorry, that was Victor. Neither he nor Annette knows where the cufflink would have come from. And the dog sure hasn’t been chewing on any of my shirts. Are you sure it isn’t something that she got a hold of while she was with you?”

“Well, the vet said that it looked like she must have eaten it a few days ago. Some of the symptoms of an intestinal blockage like that are lethargy and a lack of appetite, which fits with what you told me about how she was acting,” Moira said.

“Oh. Huh. I don’t know where she would have gotten it. I guess it’ll just be one of those mysteries. Feel free to toss the cufflink. I doubt there’s any point in hanging onto it. Or keep it—it will be an interesting memory, at least.”

“Sure, it will be a good reminder not to leave things out where she can reach them. I’ll let you know how things go at her next appointment.”

She said her goodbyes to Rick and hung up. Something didn’t seem right, somehow. Why had he tried to immediately place the blame on her for Keeva getting hold of something she wasn’t supposed to? And where had the ripped piece of shirtsleeve and cufflink come from? Had Chelsea been seeing someone behind Rick’s back?

Stay out of it, Moira told herself. It’s none of your business. Keeva’s yours now, and whatever is going on with Rick won’t affect you. He lives eleven hours away, for goodness’ sake. With a shake of her head, Moira cleared the thoughts from her mind. She had a recovering Irish wolfhound to take care of, an energetic German shepherd to walk, and a never-ending list of housework not to finish. There was no reason to waste even more time pondering something that had happened miles away.

I’d better see if David will look into it, just in case, she thought as she put the container with the cufflink and piece of sleeve on a shelf in the mudroom. I’ll just send him an email. Chances are that he’s at his computer anyway. She knew he would be busy catching up on the cases that he had neglected while they were in Kentucky. The private investigator was just as much of a workaholic as she was, though somehow he largely managed to avoid being kidnapped, shot at, and stabbed, a slightly annoying state of affairs, since his job was supposed to be more dangerous than hers. The biggest danger that most people who work with food face is getting burned by a hot dish, she thought with a mixture of amusement and exasperation at herself. She really needed to stop biting off more than she could chew. No wonder David had been hyper-concerned about her lately. He must think it was only a matter of time until she found herself in trouble again.

Her email to him was mostly about Keeva’s trip to the emergency vet. She told him in detail about the symptoms the dog had had, the fear that she had felt, and the good prognosis. At the very end of the email she asked him if he could find out whether Chelsea’s murder had ever been solved, hoping that the question would be innocent enough not to arouse suspicion that she was sticking her nose where it shouldn’t be. I did know her, after all, she thought. It’s fair to want to know what happened to her. Chances were Rick was right and the ripped piece of sleeve and cufflink that the vet had found in Keeva’s gut was just a mystery that would never be solved. 

She was surprised when David called her only moments later. Wondering if he had even had time to read her email yet, she answered the phone.

“No,” he said.

“No?”

“No, the murder hasn’t been solved yet, and no, you’re not getting involved.” His tone was firm, and Moira sighed. It sounded like he had seen right through her casual question in the email.

“But what if the cufflink is evidence? If Chelsea was having an affair with some other guy, someone who wore expensive cufflinks, then maybe he killed her. Or maybe Rick found out and he killed her.”

“And Keeva ate part of the guy’s shirt for revenge? Moira, you’re reaching,” he said with an amused snort. “According to what I found online, it was just a burglary gone wrong. Her husband told you that she went a lot of places with that dog, right? Keeva probably found the fabric at a park or on the sidewalk and gulped it down before anyone noticed. Dogs do some random things, but they usually don’t solve crimes.”

“You’re right.” She bit back a sigh. She might have been reaching a bit, but she wished he would at least listen to her ideas. She supposed that he had his own cases to solve—why would he want to get involved in one in another state, especially when the people involved in it were strangers? Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going on that would come back to haunt her if she wasn’t careful. The past year had taught her that there was no such thing as being too cautious. David seemed to agree with her unspoken sentiment, but his solution was for her to stay as far away from anything suspicious as possible, whereas she wanted to be kept fully in the loop so she could make her own decisions about what exactly was going on.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

She got to work the next day just before two. Mrs. Young had already come and gone, and Darrin showed her the completed catering form proudly.

“Roast beef, honey-glazed ham, turkey breast, and salami,” Moira read. “Well, she’s not skimping, that’s for sure. All of the sandwich toppings should be easy enough to get. Strawberries and blueberries for the salad bar… hmm… I’ll have to call Anna Miller and see about getting all of this bread. She’ll probably be happy for such a big order, though.”

“So I did everything correctly? Whew. We don’t cater that often, so it’s not something I’m very confident about,” her employee said.

“It all looks good to me. This is a lot of food, though, so at least two of us will need to go to set everything up. Are you going to be available that weekend?” she asked him.

“I should be. We haven’t made the schedule for the next two weeks yet, but I’m sure Dante will be able to work here if you want me to handle the church event.”

“I think it would be good for you at least to come and set everything up. You didn’t get a chance to help the last time we catered an event, and it’ll be good for you to have an idea of the process,” she said. “I’ll go too. I know Mrs. Young from when Candice was younger—she used to teach English at the high school—and I want to thank her personally for doing business with us.”

“Okay. I’ll make sure to get the schedule for the deli organized as soon as possible so Dante doesn’t make other plans.” Darrin grinned at her. “I gotta say, Ms. D, when I first took this job I never thought that I’d be helping you run the deli just a few years later.”

“To be honest, I didn’t think I would ever even need an assistant manager,” Moira said with a laugh. “The deli did a lot better than I expected, and a lot of that is thanks to you—and the other employees, of course. I wouldn’t be able to do it without you guys.”

It was true—her employees were the backbone of the deli. They represented her business, and she knew how lucky she was that for the most part the people she had hired had been responsible, good-natured, and honest. Without having people she trusted there to handle the day-to-day details of running the place, she wouldn’t have been able to spend as much time creating new recipes, finding reliable suppliers, and marketing. 

After Darrin left, she went into the kitchen while Meg watched the register. There was already a pot of lamb and rice soup simmering on the stove, but she needed to start preparing the ingredients for the next day’s soup. She pulled a cutting board off of the drying rack, took out the large ceramic chef’s knife that her brother had given her as a deli-warming present, and got to work.

When the veggies were cut up, she stored them in a pair of large freezer bags and put them in the freezer on the shelf labeled Soup Ingredients. This made it easy for whoever was on staff to prepare the soup of the day even if she wasn’t there. All they would have to do was follow the recipe that she would leave in the folder that was taped to the fridge. It was a good system, and one that she was proud of herself for coming up with. 

She was just pouring a sack of dried lentils into a pot full of cool water so they could begin their overnight soak when Meg slipped into the kitchen and announced that Denise Donovan, one of Moira’s friends and a fellow restaurateur, was waiting out front.

“Thanks for telling me,” the deli owner said. “Here, you take over in the kitchen. We may talk for a while—I haven’t seen her very often lately.”

To her surprise, Denise was accompanied by a tall teenager dressed in all black and wearing a bored expression. Moira had never seen the boy before. The other woman didn’t have any children that Moira knew of. Certainly she would have mentioned them if she did?

“Hey,” she greeted her friend, shutting the kitchen door. “How have you been?”

“Well, things have been looking up at the Redwood Grill, so that’s good,” her friend said with a smile. “I’d like to introduce you to my nephew, Logan. He’s going to be staying with me for a few months, at least.”

“Hi, Logan,” Moira said, extending her hand which the boy reluctantly shook. “It’s nice to meet you. Where are you from?”

“Maine,” he mumbled before pulling a cellphone out of his pocket and staring intently at the screen. Denise sighed and pursed her lips. Moira wanted to ask why he was going to be staying with her, but could sense that now was not the time. Hopefully they would get the chance to have a private discussion soon.

“I know it’s a lot to ask,” her friend continued. “But I was wondering if you would be willing to hire him to do some sort of part-time work while he’s here? It would have to be after school hours, of course. I would let him work at the Grill, but since we serve alcohol and he’s under eighteen, it’s not legal.”

“Um…” The deli owner frowned, wishing her friend hadn’t put her on the spot like that. She would feel bad saying no, but things were already running smoothly at the deli. She didn’t want to spend a lot of time training a teenager who looked like he would rather be anywhere else, especially not when he would only be around temporarily. 

“Do you drive?” she asked him after a moment’s thought.

He nodded. “Yeah. I’ve had my license for a year. My car’s kinda crappy though.”

“Do you like animals?”

She thought she saw a flash of interest in his eyes.

“Yeah,” he said again, this time more eagerly. “I had a dog at home. My grandmother took him to the pound after Mom died.”

Moira’s eyes widened as she thought, poor kid. This must be a horrible time for him—and for Denise. I don’t know if his mother was her sister or her sister-in-law, but either way it must be hard.

“If it’s something you’d be interested in, I’d like to hire you to take care of my dogs while I’m at work, and maybe even pet sit them at my house if I go away for the weekend sometime,” she told him. “Your job would pretty much be to just stop by and let them into the backyard to go to the bathroom, and then spend some time playing with them or taking them on walks.”

“That sounds awesome,” he said. “What kind of dogs do you have?”

“I have a German shepherd and an Irish wolfhound. The wolfhound just had surgery, so she has to rest for a couple of weeks,” she said. When she noticed Denise raising her eyebrows, she added, “Oh, I got Keeva back. It’s a long story—I’ll call you this evening.” Her friend nodded.

“Cool, I like big dogs. When can I start?”

“If you want to come over after the deli closes, I’ll introduce you to the dogs. You’ll probably want to meet them a few times before coming over by yourself to take them out. They’re both friendly, but I don’t think they’d be too happy about a stranger walking in while I’m not there.”

The kid nodded, all traces of the angsty teenager gone. Moira was amazed at how much of a transformation animals seemed to have on people. They always seemed to bring out the best.

“I can’t wait to meet them,” he said.

“Thanks,” Denise mouthed as she and Logan turned to go. The deli owner smiled back at her friend. Logan didn’t seem like a bad kid. She could only hope that she hadn’t made a mistake in agreeing to hire him. She couldn’t help but feel just a bit uncomfortable about having someone she barely knew alone in her house with the dogs.


CHAPTER NINE

“This is Maverick,” she told Logan, indicating the German shepherd who was currently sniffing intently at the young man’s shoes. “And this sweet girl is Keeva. She’s the one that had the surgery, so she had to be kept quiet for a while.”

She watched as the boy pet the two dogs. He seemed to be a natural with them, and they warmed up to him quickly. Around the dogs he lost his reserved and defensive body language, and it made her smile to see him light up around them. He’s not a bad kid, she thought. He just needs some time to recover from his loss.

***

A storm of ferocious barking tore her violently out of her dreams later that night. Both Maverick and Keeva were sounding off, and the sound of the two large dogs barking in warning made her heart pound. Her bedroom was pitch black, save for the soft glow of her alarm clock, and she stubbed her toe painfully against the bed frame as she hurried towards the door.

“Mav!” she shouted. “What’s going on?”

He was downstairs looking out the front window, a growl coming from deep in his throat. Moira was reminded of the time the German shepherd had barked at Keeva when she was still running around in the woods as a stray. The Irish wolfhound, still in the mudroom, was whining loudly. Maverick’s barking must have set her off—there was no way she would have been able to see out of the high-set windows back there.

Moira pushed the curtains back further and peered out. She didn’t see anything at first, and was about to let the curtain fall shut and call Maverick away when a dark form darted across the driveway. The shape was barely visible in the faint moonlight that was peeping through the clouds above, but she was certain it was human.

Heart in her throat, she reached over and felt around for the doorknob, making sure both the deadbolt and the lock on the knob were set. Her eyes searched the darkness, but the person had vanished. Were they watching the house? Was there more than one person out there?

She wanted to check the back door as well, but knew that turning on any lights would just give whoever was outside a crystal-clear view inside. In hushed tones she called Maverick to her and buried her fingers in the thick fur of his ruff. Heart pattering, and certain that she was going to run into an intruder at any moment, she made her slow, blind way down the dark hall with the dog at her side. 

Keeva danced around happily when she opened the door to the mudroom, and she did her best to calm the dog down without making too much noise. She felt for the locks on the back door. Her heart skipped a beat when she realized the deadbolt hadn’t been turned. The door had been unlocked. Had someone gotten inside?

Surely not, she thought. They wouldn’t have been able to get past Keeva without waking her up. But what if they had? The dog was still recovering from her surgery, and had probably been sleeping heavily. In an unfamiliar house with unfamiliar noises, mightn’t she have missed the sounds of someone sneaking past her? But Maverick would have found them as soon as they left the mudroom. Was that true, though? Hadn’t Maverick been sleeping upstairs in her room until recently? She knew the dog had fallen asleep on the floor next to her bed, but didn’t know when he had left. It was possible that someone had slipped into her house unnoticed, and that they had a partner who was the one outside that had been distracting her dog.

“All right, you two,” she whispered to the dogs. “We’re going to go through the house and look for intruders now, okay? Stick close.”

With the two dogs at her heels, she made her way silently through the house. In each room, she briefly flipped on the light to make sure no one was in it, then moved to the next one. It wasn’t a perfect system, but she knew there would be no way she would be able to get to sleep if she didn’t make sure the house was empty first. Probably no one had broken in, but it wasn’t worth the risk.

When she finally cleared the basement, which was the last place in the house that someone could have been hiding, she breathed a sigh of relief. She had no idea what that person had been doing in her yard—it was two in the morning, definitely not a normal time for someone to be going on an innocent walk in the woods. She had the feeling that whoever it was had been trespassing on purpose. But why?

She checked Keeva’s stitches, then put her back in the mudroom for the night and brought Maverick upstairs to her room. She wished Keeva could come too, but she knew the dog would want to jump on the bed and play with Maverick, and she didn’t want to risk Keeva’s recovery. She turned out the bedroom light and spent a moment looking out the window at the dark forest below. Should I call the police? she wondered. No. I’m overreacting, she decided. Maybe the figure she had seen hadn’t even been a person. Maybe it had been a deer running across her yard. Yeah right, she thought. A deer that was running on two legs? 

She was about to turn away from the window and get into bed when she saw a red glow light up the trees near where the end of her driveway was. She didn’t realize what she was seeing until the red lights began to move. They were taillights. Someone had been parked at the end of her driveway.

She slept fitfully that night. Every slight creak and groan of the house jolted her awake. Maverick seemed to be on high alert too; during one of her wakeful periods she saw the dark outline of his head at the window as he gazed into the night. She doubted she would have been able to sleep at all if not for his watchful presence.

She was relieved when morning finally came and sunlight streaked through the branches above to light up her yard. The thought of someone walking around the outside of her house in the dark didn’t seem quite as frightening in the daylight, but she was still uneasy enough to call David as soon as she thought he would be awake.

“Have you called the police?” was his first question when she related her frightening experience.

“No, I haven’t,” she said. “Do you think I need to?”

“With your track record? Yes.”

“It could have been someone who just turned into the wrong driveway on their way home from a bar,” she said, not really believing it, but reluctant to contact the Maple Creek police station. The head detective there, Detective Jefferson, was bound to hear about it, and she was already notorious enough around the station without adding yet another incident to her record.

“You’re going to make me go grey early, Moira Darling,” he said with an exasperated sigh. “At least I know you have two big dogs to protect you.”

“See? I’ll be fine. I doubt whoever it was will come back, not after the sort of greeting that they got.”

Feeling a bit better, she said her goodbyes and hung up. Convincing David that she wasn’t in any danger seemed to be the best way to convince herself of the same.

 


CHAPTER TEN

She barely had time to worry about the mysterious person who had been lurking around her house that night. Meg, bedridden with the flu, called shortly after Moira got off the phone with David, so the deli owner began working double shifts for the next few days. She was glad that she had agreed to hire Logan to take care of the dogs. They seemed to like him a lot, and she didn’t have to feel guilty for leaving them alone for long hours. 

When Meg finally felt better enough to return to work, Moira breathed a sigh of relief and took a couple of much-needed days off the next weekend. If more than one of her employees ever got sick at once, then she would be in serious trouble. Would it be best to hire another couple of people on a part-time basis? She hadn’t really felt the need for it before, but Meg’s absence had shown her just how much she depended on each and every one of her employees to be able to do their part every week. She knew that some things just couldn’t be avoided, and there was bound to be more instances of employees getting sick, injured, or even just wanting to take a vacation.

More employees would mean my current employees losing hours, she thought. She knew that the deli was the main source of income for most of her employees, and she would feel terrible if she had to cut their hours. There had to be a good solution, a middle ground of some sort. With a sigh, she decided it was a problem for her to think about on another day. She had worked twelve-hour shifts for the last three days, and wanted nothing more than to relax at home. Candice would be coming over soon, and their plan was to drink smoothies, watch the dogs play in the yard, then spend a few hours shopping in town.

She spooned the last of the yogurt into the blender, then covered the top and pressed the button down. With a loud grating sound the blades began to spin, pureeing the strawberries, blueberries, melon, and mango that she had chopped up and frozen earlier for the smoothies. The sound made her wince. The blender at the deli was top of the line and still nearly new, but she had gotten her personal blender from a garage sale earlier in the year when she had been desperate to replace some of what she had lost in her house fire. Maybe it’s time for an upgrade, she thought. Then, remembering the hit her bank account had taken thanks to Keeva’s emergency surgery, she decided that it had better wait. The blender blended, and that was all it really needed to do.

“Her stitches look good,” Candice said, rising from the floor where she had been kneeling to pet the Irish wolfhound, who was still belly up on the floor and waiting hopefully for more petting.

“Yeah, she seems to be healing quite well,” Moira told her daughter as she poured the smoothies into two glasses. “On Friday I’m taking her back to the vet for a checkup. If all goes well, she’ll be able to run and play the way she used to. It’s been tough keeping her from wrestling with Maverick. It will be nice to let them roughhouse again.”

“I bet.” 

The young woman took the glass that her mother offered her, and the two of them headed outside. Keeva lay down between them on the front porch, seeming to know that she should take it easy. The German shepherd, on the other hand, raced across the yard and busied himself with marking every tree he could. He was pretty good about sticking around while she was out there with him, and he definitely seemed to like having the freedom to run around without the constraints of the fence in the back.

“So, how’s the candy shop?” Moira asked. She had been so busy at the deli that she hadn’t stopped by as much as she would have liked. Here her daughter was, forging her own path in life and building a career for herself, and she was too busy to even stop in once a week and buy a piece of homemade fudge.

“It’s doing really well,” Candice said. “Now that school has started up again, I’m actually getting more business. A lot of kids walk home after school, and they go right by the candy shop. I’m sure their parents hate me by now—the candy is just flying off the shelves.”

“Well, at least the dentist must like you,” the deli owner joked.

“I’ll have to ask her if she’s had more cavities to deal with than usual next time I go in for a tooth cleaning,” her daughter said with a chuckle.

“How’s Eli?” She hadn’t seen Candice’s boyfriend since her daughter’s birthday.

“He’s great.” The young woman smiled brightly. “The ice cream shop has been pretty busy too, so we haven’t been able to see each other as much as we used to, but we still go out a couple of times a week. I’ve started eating dinner with him and his grandfather at the retirement home on Thursday nights, which is actually pretty fun. His grandfather has a lot of good stories about what things were like in this area years ago.”

“I’m glad it’s working out between the two of you. He seems like a good guy.”

“He is. I think…” her daughter trailed off, blushing. “I think I’m in love with him,” she continued after a moment. “It’s way different than it was with the other guys that I’ve dated. This feels way more serious.”

“That’s wonderful, sweetheart. Just be careful that you’re not moving too quickly.” She hadn’t been much older than her daughter was now when she married Mike. While she wouldn’t change her past for anything—it had given her Candice, after all—her marriage definitely hadn’t ended well. If she had waited until she was older and more experienced, she might have found a better man, someone she would still be with today. Someone like David, she thought.

She and Candice spent the next few hours in town, walking slowly along Main Street and stopping at each of the small shops. It had been a perfect late summer day, and by the time she and her daughter parted ways, each of them ready to head home, she felt happy and relaxed. Sure, sometimes she was so busy she barely had time to sleep, but days like this that made everything worth it. A beautiful day spent in her hometown with her daughter—what more could a woman ask for?

Evening was falling when she pulled up her driveway. As always, the sight of her beautiful stone house sitting in the clearing in the middle of the woods made her heart swell with happiness. She really was lucky, wasn’t she? She had the perfect house, a perfect daughter, and two wonderful dogs, not to mention an promising relationship with a handsome private investigator, and a thriving business. Somehow, all of the jumbled pieces of her life had come together to make a pretty satisfying whole.

Her good mood lasted until, fumbling for her keys as she walked up to the porch, she noticed that the front door was already ajar, the doorframe splintered and broken where someone had forced their way in. Her house had been broken into, and Moira had never felt more keenly the acres of woods that separated her from even her closest neighbor.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Please calm down, Ms. Darling. Start from the beginning. We just need to know what happened,” Detective Jefferson said. His voice wasn’t patronizing, but gentle. Moira took a deep breath, attempting to center herself. The panic that she had felt when she had come home to find her house broken into and both dogs missing was only just beginning to fade. Where to begin? She decided to start by telling the detective about the mysterious person that had been in her yard the other night.

“I haven’t seen him or her since,” she finished. “To be honest, I had decided that whoever it was probably wasn’t going to come back, and that was that.”

“There hasn’t been any other suspicious activity? No cars driving past your house that don’t seem to belong in the area?”

“Not that I noticed,” she said. “But I can’t really see the road from my house.”

“Can you tell me what happened today? Leave no detail out. Even the smallest thing could give us a clue as to who did this.”

Moira patted Keeva’s head, turning to look at the house for a moment as she gathered her thoughts. The officers were still inside, taking photos of the mess and checking every nook and cranny on the off chance that the criminal was still inside.

“Well,” she began, “I went to town for a few hours, shopping with my daughter, and when I got back I noticed that the front door was half open. At first I wondered if I had forgotten to close it all the way. Then I noticed the broken door frame and realized that someone had actually forced the door open. I didn’t know what to do. I was worried about the dogs, but I was also terrified that someone might still be in the house.”

The memory of that fear made her shudder. Horrible scenes had flashed through her mind the instant she had realized that someone had broken into her house while she was gone: visions of the dogs shot and dead, or suffering somewhere on the road after being let out and hit by a car still worried her. She had hardly noticed the damage to the house as she walked through it searching for the dogs.

“Luckily Keeva was still locked in the mudroom and started barking as soon as I called her name. She was terrified, poor thing. When I heard her, I hurried through the house and let her out. I didn’t touch anything—everything is exactly how I found it. Then I went back outside with Keeva and started looking for Maverick.”

Maverick had been harder to find at first. He had gotten outside when the burglar broke in, and eventually came running up from the direction of the stream, sopping wet and blissfully happy. By then she had nearly been in tears, and had given him a relieved hug despite his muddy coat.

“Once I found him, I grabbed my phone and called the police station. You know the rest.”

He nodded. “There was no sign that anyone was still hanging around the property when you got here?”

“No,” she said. “I didn’t see any cars or people. Nothing.”

“All right.” The detective glanced over at the house, where one of his men was giving him a thumbs up. “They’ve cleared the house. Would you mind going and taking a look around to see if you can tell what’s been taken?”

“Of course,” she said.

It was harder than she had thought it would be. She had already lost most of her possessions once in the fire at her old house. To see the rooms of her beloved new house ransacked like this was nearly too much to bear. Drawers had been pulled open and emptied, their contents strewn about on the floor. A glass had been broken in the kitchen, and she was careful to step around the shards, glad that she had left the dogs outside in the care of one of the police officers. The only room in the house that was untouched was the mudroom, where Keeva had been locked up. She figured that the burglar had probably been reluctant to deal with the huge barking dog, and had decided that there probably wasn’t anything in there worth getting bitten.

It took her only a few minutes to notice.

“This is weird; nothing’s missing,” she told the detective. “I mean, not that I can tell. The TV is still here, and my tablet is sitting right on the counter, untouched. Look, the twenty-dollar bill is even still on the fridge. I leave it there for my dog sitter. What sort of burglar would leave everything valuable behind, and not even take money that’s sitting out in plain sight?”

“Interesting,” Jefferson mused. “None of your jewelry is missing either?”

“I don’t have very many expensive pieces anyway, but no. It’s all there.”

“This sounds like whoever broke in here was looking for something specific,” he said. 

“I don’t think I have anything that anyone would want.”

“Have you bought anything from a pawn shop recently, or from a private buyer online? It could be that someone changed their mind about something they sold you and wanted it back.”

“No,” she told him. “I haven’t gotten very much new stuff recently, and certainly nothing anybody would break into my house for. I stopped at a garage sale last week, but all I got was a small, cast-iron table for the back porch—and that’s still there.”

“I take it you aren’t harboring any criminals here or evidence that someone might be looking for, right?” his tone was joking, but she could tell from his eyes that he was half serious. The poor man seemed to think she was capable of anything.

“No,” she promised him. “Well, there’s Keeva. She saw her owner get murdered—but she’s not talking. And whoever broke in didn’t seem interested in her anyway.”

Detective Jefferson raised an eyebrow and asked her to relate the story about her second acquisition of Keeva.

“Do you think Chelsea’s death had something to do with this?” she asked him.

He was silent for a moment as he considered her question. “No,” he said at last. “I don’t see how it could. Like you say, the dog wouldn’t make a very good witness in court. Besides, she wasn’t stolen. If you’re right and nothing was stolen, then that might mean that the burglar didn’t find whatever he was looking for.”

“Do you think that he’s going to come back and try again?” she asked, feeling the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Maybe she should have bought another house in town, instead of moving way out here. At least then she would have neighbors close by when something like this happened.

“It’s possible,” the detective said. “Do you have somewhere else you could stay for a while?”

“Not with the two dogs,” she told him. “My daughter’s apartment is too small for both of them and me.”

“I’m going to post someone outside of your house for the next couple of nights, then. At the very least, the police presence should scare away any potential criminals. At best, we might actually catch someone if he does come back for round two. Be sure to give me a call if you realize that you are missing something. If we can figure out what this burglar was after, it could very well help us figure out who committed the crime.”

The police left her shortly thereafter. She had already called David and knew that he would be here at any moment to help her and offer what support he could. Cleaning up the house would be a big job, but even worse than the damage to her things was the damage that the burglar had done to her sense of safety. Home no longer felt quite so welcoming.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

“Wow, Ms. D. That must have been really scary,” Allison said when Moira told her, Dante, and Darrin about the break-in when she stopped at the deli on Monday. “I can’t believe that you went into the house on your own. You could have been killed.”

“It was pretty awful,” she agreed. “Luckily nothing bad happened to me or either of the dogs. It took me the rest of the weekend to clean it up, though, and both David and Candice helped me. Thanks to David, I have a great alarm system in the house now.”

“At least nothing was stolen,” Dante said. “That’s lucky.”

“I don’t even know if that’s a good thing,” she told him. “What if the burglar comes back and tries again? I almost wish they had just stolen all of the electronics and left. This feels more personal somehow.”

“Do you think someone you know did it?” he asked. 

That gave Moira pause. Would anyone that she knew have broken into her house? She didn’t think so, but she had been wrong about people before. Besides, if it was someone who knew her then wouldn’t they have known where to find whatever it was that they had been looking for? Maybe I’m thinking about this wrong, she thought. What if this wasn’t actually a burglar? What if the person wasn’t intending to steal anything, but wanted to scare me by wrecking the place?

She tried to think whether there was anyone that she had angered recently, but drew a blank. Things had been going so well since she had taken a step back from the day-to-day management of the deli. She didn’t think that she had made any enemies in that time. She had done so well at staying out of trouble recently. Had it been too good to last?

“I honestly don’t know,” she said at last. “I hope not. I don’t like to think that anyone I know would do something like that.”

With a sigh she hoisted her bag of groceries and made her way into the kitchen, which smelled deliciously like the spicy quiches that Dante had made fresh for the deli’s breakfast hours. She tried to push thoughts of the break-in from her mind. The soup she’d planned for the day’s special was a new recipe, and she knew that she would have to play around with it to get it just right. 

She started by laying thick slices of bacon in a hot pan. The sizzling meat quickly filled the room with a hearty smoked scent, making her stomach growl. She lit another burner and started to melt butter in a second pan. While the bacon cooked, she diced up onions and carrots and cooked them in the butter until they were soft. By then the bacon was perfect, so she pulled the strips out of the pan and laid them on a cooling grate covered in paper towel to soak up the grease. Then she turned her attention back to the vegetables, which would make up most of the hearty soup.

After pulling a big Dutch oven out of the cupboard, she dumped the sautéed carrots and onions into it and drizzled a couple of tablespoons of olive oil over them. After stirring in a few minced garlic cloves, she poured a mixture of chicken and veggie broth into the Dutch oven and turned the heat to simmer it while she tackled the leafy vegetables.

Collard greens, mustard greens, baby spinach leaves, and kale all went into the soup next, followed by pieces of the bacon that she had cooked earlier. By now the soup smelled mouthwatering, but it would be another half an hour or so until the vegetables would become tender enough to serve. This gave her just enough time to cut thick slices of the hearty Amish bread and set the cheese, onions, and ham slices on the middle shelf in the fridge so all of the ingredients for the sandwich of the day would be easily accessible to her employees. Once that was done, she went back out front and wrote the special on the blackboard; Pot Likker Soup and a Honey-Baked Ham Sandwich on Amish bulgur wheat bread. 

The day’s special ready, she turned her attention to the next task—assessing Darrin’s progress with the catering preparations for the church event. They were supposed to bring not only food, but also all of the necessary serving dishes, ice to keep the perishables cold, condiments, and paper plates, napkins, and silverware. It was a big job, and she didn’t want to be stuck trying to get everything prepared last minute. The church event was less than a week away, and she hadn’t heard anything else about it from Darrin since Mrs. Young had filled out the forms.

“I know I signed the order forms, but did you get them turned in?” she asked him. “I want our suppliers to have enough time to get everything together—it’s a pretty big order.”

“Yep,” he told her. They were sitting at one of the bistro tables to go over the plans, and he pulled a copy of the receipt out from inside a folder. “The meats and cheeses will be delivered Thursday afternoon along with the regular order. The produce is coming Friday, and Anna Miller said she would have the bread driven over Friday morning.”

“Great,” she said. “I’m glad all of that is settled. How about the truck?”

“The truck?” he asked, looking at her blankly. She felt a spike of alarm.

“The refrigerated truck,” she said. “We rent it from Edna at EZ Wheels every time we cater.”

“Oh no, I completely forgot about it,” he said, wincing. “I’ll call her as soon as we’re done talking. I hope it’s not too late.”

“Okay. I’m sure it will be fine,” she said. “I’ve never had it be unavailable before. The paper plates and napkins we can pick up from any store… all that we’re missing is a platter for the cheese. I had it at my old house, and lost it in the fire. We haven’t needed one since. I’ll handle that—you just take care of reserving the truck. The number for EZ Wheels is by the phone in the back.”

“All right,” he told her. “I’ll go do that now.”

A few minutes later he came out of the kitchen with a worried look on his face.

“I’ve got bad news,” he said. “Edna told me that the refrigerated truck is rented out to a florist all weekend.”

“Oh.” Moira frowned. This wasn’t good. There would be way too much meat, cheese, and salad ingredients for her to be able to transport everything to the church event in coolers, but she didn’t know of any other place around that had a refrigerated truck to lease out. 

“I’m really sorry, Ms. D,” Darrin said. “It’s completely my fault for forgetting.”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” she told him. “This is your first time organizing a catering event by yourself. I should have reminded you sooner. We’ll figure something out.”

Despite her positive words, she didn’t have the slightest idea what to do. She wasn’t really upset with Darrin; he had always been responsible and trustworthy, and everyone slipped up once in a while, but it did put her in a tough spot. She would have to get online and look around. Maybe there was a company in one of the bigger towns that would have what she needed, though it would be a pain to have to drive hours to pick up a truck that she would only need for one day. 

First Keeva needing surgery, then the break-in, and now this? she thought. It looks like my streak of good luck has finally come to an end. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Moira stared at the short white truck in front of her, envisioning her deli’s name printed on the side. She hadn’t had any luck finding another truck to rent, but when she had come across an ad for a refrigerated truck for sale for a good price, she had decided it was a sign. David, who knew significantly more about cars and trucks than she did, had agreed to come along and the two of them had driven down to Traverse City to see it the next day.

“What do you think?” asked the man who was selling it.

“It looks just perfect for what I need. Does everything work?” she asked.

“Sure does. Feel free to take a look under the hood if you want.”

She let David do that—she wouldn’t have a clue what to look for herself—and walked around to the back instead. The doors opened easily, and she was pleased to see that there were already shelves and cupboards installed inside. The thing would be a gas hog, but it would be perfect for catering events. We’ll just have to do a lot more to get it paid off, she thought. It was a good price for what it was, but that didn’t mean it was cheap. Luckily she would be able to write it off as a business expense come tax season if she ended up getting it.

“Engine look good?” she asked David.

“It looks fine,” he called back to her. “Want to start it up?”

She grabbed the keys from the seller and slid herself into the driver’s seat, feeling almost giddy. If the deli had its own truck, it could completely change how they did business. 

The truck started up on the first try, and rumbled softly beneath her. David had the hood up so he could see the engine, so she turned her attention to the interior instead. The dashboard had a readout that told the temperature of the back and the status of the truck’s batteries, which, as long as she remembered to recharge them often, would keep the back cold even if the truck was off. The front smelled faintly of cigarette smoke and stale fast food, but it was nothing a good cleaning wouldn’t fix.

David shut the hood firmly. “It seems to be running smoothly.”

“That’s good,” she said, settling further into the seat and placing her hands on the steering wheel, trying to get a feel for what it would be like to drive it. She wasn’t used to being so high up in a vehicle, but she liked it. 

“What do you think?” he asked her, coming around to the driver’s side window and leaning in to look at the interior.

“I know I probably shouldn’t make a snap decision, but I like it. If we cater even just once a month, it should pay for itself in a year. I think it would be a good investment.”

“Do you think you’ll really need it that often?” he asked.

“I’ve got no idea,” she admitted. “But I hope so.”

He smiled. “It’s good to be optimistic. If all else fails, you can probably resell it and get most of your money back. It’s in pretty good shape.”

“That’s true.” She grinned, feeling like a little kid at Christmas at the thought of getting her very own refrigerated truck. “Now all that’s left is to talk to the seller and see if he’ll go down at all. Maybe you should do it—I’m sure he’ll be able to take one look at my face and tell just how much I want this thing.”

Two hours later she was on the road in her new white truck, feeling like the luckiest woman alive. Not only had she just acquired a new vehicle, but the seller had also agreed to go down more than she expected. At first she had been worried that something was wrong with the truck that he wasn’t telling them, but he had explained that his own business—a seafood restaurant—had failed and he was in serious need of some fast cash to pay off his remaining debts.

“Never take out a loan just to stay in business,” he had warned her. “If you do, you’ll regret it.”

It was good advice, and she hoped she’d never have to resort to a loan. The deli was doing better than ever, and they would be able to cater so much more easily now—not to mention that after she got the truck paid off, she would be able to lower her rates, which would be likely to bring in many more customers. And once she got the deli’s logo printed on the side of the truck it would be a good form of free advertising whenever it was parked out in front of the deli.

She had just pulled in to the deli parking lot when her phone rang. The number that came up on her screen she recognized as Rick’s. I bet he wants to know how Keeva’s doing, she thought.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Moira…” Rick’s voice was a whisper. “I think I made a mistake. You’re in danger. I found out that Chelsea was cheating on me, and I think I know who with. I wasn’t thinking when I told him where you live. I think he’s the one tha— hold on.” He shouted something muffled to someone else on the other end of the phone.

“I have to go,” he said a second later. “I’m sorry. Be careful, and don’t tell him that I called.”

He hung up, leaving a befuddled Moira to stare at her phone. What on earth had that been all about? Tell who that he’d called? What did he mean, she was in danger? Should she call him back? No, she decided. He sounded like he was trying to keep his call to me a secret. Either the man had been driven insane by the loss of his wife, or there really was some sort of danger. Either way, it was unlikely that calling him back would make matters better. 

She turned her phone’s screen back on to make a call to David, then gave a sharp hiss of annoyance when she saw that her phone was nearly dead. Contacting the private investigator would have to wait until she got home.

“Thanks again, Logan,” she said as the teenager gave Maverick and Keeva one last pet on the head each. “They seem so much happier since you started coming over.”

“I love seeing them. It’s awesome of you to give me this job, Ms. D,” he said. “Getting paid to hang out with dogs is the best.”

“I bet you’ll be able to get a job at a real kennel when you’re older,” she said. “Or maybe even start a kennel of your own.”

“Maybe,” he said. “First I’ve got to graduate from high school, though.” He made a face and she laughed. The boy had opened up a lot since he started dog sitting for her, and she was more glad than ever that she had taken a chance on him.

“Oh, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she said. “Have you seen any strange people on my property or cars hanging around my driveway? The police still don’t have any idea who broke in, and Detective Jefferson is worried that they may come back.”

“Um… I don’t think so,” he said. “I don’t remember anything like that. I gotta go. See ya later.” He grabbed his backpack off the floor and let himself out the front door, leaving Moira surprised at the suddenness of his departure. Had she said something to upset him? Weird, she thought. But he’s been through a lot. I’m sure he’s still working out his grief in his own way, and probably isn’t always equipped to deal with social niceties.

Putting the incident out of her mind, she plugged in her cellphone and called David, wanting to get his opinion on the strange call from Rick as soon as possible.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“Man, it’s so early,” Darrin groaned. Moira chuckled as she flicked on the kitchen lights. 

“This is nothing—you just wait until we have to cater an event that starts in the morning,” she said. “This one starts at one, and it will still take hours to prepare for.”

“I’m glad you got the truck,” he said. “I’m sorry again about forgetting to reserve the one from EZ Wheels.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she told him. “I think buying our own truck for food was a good thing to do, and I might not have considered it for a while otherwise. It’s going to be amazing for advertising. A lot of people don’t even know we cater, but it’ll be hard to miss the truck parked right out front with our logo on it. Hmm, uniforms might be a good idea, too, for catering events like this. They would make us look much more professional.”

“At least some good came out of my mistake. Uniforms would be cool, as long as they were comfortable. At least I wouldn’t have to spend any time picking out what I’m going to wear to work,” he said with a grin. “So, what do we need to do first?”

“Well, I’m going to go double-check that the truck is the right temperature and pull it around to the side door. I need you to grab the inventory list and double-check that we have everything on it. We should put things in the opposite order that we’ll take them out, so you can start pulling the bread and larger packages of meat out, but leave the tablecloth, trays, and other things like that for now.”

“Gotcha.” 

They started their work in companionable silence, Darrin bringing boxes full of food out of the deli while Moira arranged them in the truck. It took them a while, and by the time they finally finished, the day had heated up. 

She shut the truck doors firmly, and after making sure that the temperature in the cargo area was still in the safe range, went inside. By now Dante was here, handling the kitchen and customers singlehandedly. 

“Heading out?” he asked.

“In about half an hour,” she said. “I’m planning on it taking us about an hour and a half to get set up, but we should probably have some leeway.”

“Sounds good,” he said. “I hope it goes well. Are you going to be staying there for the entire time?”

“Yeah, I told Mrs. Young that at least one of us would be there all day in case people had questions about any of the food—I know that there are some people in her church who have food sensitivities—and to make sure nothing goes wrong. Then of course we’ll have to pack up and bring everything back here. At least she’s going to be taking the extra food, so we won’t have to deal with the leftovers.”

“It sounds like a long day,” he said. 

“It will be.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she excused herself from her two employees, stepping outside to answer it. 

“Hey, Denise,” she said. “What’s up?”

“It’s about Logan,” her friend said. “I know he was supposed to watch your dogs today, but his father is coming to see him last minute today, and he won’t be able to make it to your place. He wanted to call you and tell you himself, but he hasn’t been able to find his phone and he needed to go, so I told him I’d handle it.”

“Well, that isn’t good,” Moira said, sighing. “I was really counting on him to take care of the dogs today. I’ll see if Candice can do it.”

“He was worried you’d be mad,” Denise said. “It’s not his fault—his father is in the military, and is getting deployed on Monday, so this is going to be their last chance to see each other for a while.”

“Oh, you can tell him I understand. It’s an inconvenience, but that’s all. Worse comes to worst, I can always just leave Darrin in charge and duck out to go let the dogs out.”

“Thanks, Moira. He’ll be glad to know that you aren’t upset.”

She got off the phone with Denise and considered her options. It wouldn’t be fair to leave the dogs home alone all day, though at least Keeva had gotten a clean bill of health from the vet yesterday and was able to be out and about with Maverick during the day. She could call Martha and see if she would be able to stop by and let the dogs out in a few hours—she lived closer to Moira than Candice did. But no, Martha didn’t have a key. Candice really was the best option; both dogs knew her quite well, and she would be able to let herself into the house. Better yet, she could hang out there for a few hours and maybe do a load of laundry or watch a couple of movies. Hopefully she was free.

“Sure, I’ll head over in a little bit.” Candice giggled, and Moira heard a purr like a motorboat. “Felix will want his lunch before I go. I can’t believe how much he’s growing.”

The deli owner smiled at the thought of the little kitten. He had nearly doubled in size since Candice had gotten him, and his eyes were now an even darker gold. He still retained his playful kitten personality, and her daughter had even mentioned harness training him so he could go to the park with her. Moira had her doubts about a cat learning to walk on a leash, but she figured it would be worth a try. Felix would undoubtedly enjoy the chance to go outside, even if he never warmed up to the harness much.

“Thanks, sweetie,” she said to her daughter. “Stay as long as you like. The dogs will be happy for your company. There’s some chicken marinating in the fridge—feel free to grill it if you get hungry. There’s also some corn on the cob, but it hasn’t been shucked yet.”

“Cool. Thanks, Mom.”

They hung up and Moira breathed a sigh of relief. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about the dogs today. It would be nice to have one less thing to think about while she and Darrin were busy catering the church event. It would most likely be a very fast-paced, busy day, and the thought of being responsible for feeding almost three hundred people was overwhelming.

At least they’ll be making their own sandwiches, she thought. I just have to keep everyone happy, make sure no one eats something they’re allergic to, and try to get through the day without anything catastrophic happening. I’ll be surprised if I manage that last part. 

She had never had anything really horrible happen while she was catering, but she had heard horror stories from others in the profession. The worst was when someone with severe peanut allergies had died due to a mislabeled cake. Those sorts of stories always made her feel wary about something happening during one of her events, but so far she had been lucky. Hopefully that lasted.

Well, things have been going pretty well lately. At first the issue with the food truck seemed like it would mess things up, but it actually turned out to be good, she thought. Now I have a refrigerated truck of my own. And even though Keeva needed surgery, she pulled through phenomenally well, which was amazing. So maybe I just need to look at these things more positively. My luck really has been pretty good lately. Chances are, that will last… right?

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“The roast beef is from organically raised, grass-fed cows,” she told the young couple in front of her. “And every food item is from a farmer or family in Michigan. About one third of it is from local farmers within a two-hundred-mile radius.”

“Wow,” the young woman said. “That’s impressive. Do you have a business card? Sam and I are planning on having an outdoor wedding here at the church next summer, and we’d love to find a caterer that supports the local farms. I think your deli would be perfect for us. We aren’t looking for anything fancy, just good, affordable food.”

“Here you go. Darrin—that young man over there—is my manager, so chances are you’ll speak to him when you call. Feel free to come in and take a look around at the other food that we offer. We also serve homemade soup, fresh juices, and some breakfast foods.”

“Great! I will next time I’m in town. Thanks!”

Moira smiled as the couple walked away. Catering was such good publicity for the deli. It was also a lot of work, but it was worth it. 

“Thank you so much for doing all of this,” said Mrs. Young, the woman who had hired them. “Everything looks amazing, Moira.”

“I’m glad you like it, Mrs. Young,” she said. “It’s been my pleasure.”

“Oh, you’ve known me for ages. Just call me Rebecca,” said the other woman. “I’m not your daughter’s teacher any more—now I’m just a silly old woman way too involved with her church.”

“Hey, don’t go calling yourself old,” the deli owner said with a smile. “You’re only a few years older than I am, and I’m definitely not ready to be old yet.”

“More than a few,” Rebeca said with a chuckle. “Try two decades. But that’s nice of you to say. How’s Candice doing these days? I still remember having her in class. She was such a bright girl, and very outspoken.”

“She hasn’t changed much. Still very bright, and very eager to speak her mind. She opened her own candy shop recently.”

“So I’ve heard. She’s following in her mother’s footsteps. You must be proud of her.”

“Oh, I am. But sometimes I wish she had chosen something else to do. Running a business is no guarantee of success, and you put in a lot of long hours that you don’t get paid for. She’s in for a long road, but I know she can do it with a bit of luck.”

“She’s definitely determined.” The older woman chuckled again and then turned to Darrin. “How are you doing, young man? You were very helpful when I came in to pick out what I wanted for this luncheon. Moira must have taught you well.”

“Yeah, she’s a great boss. I always do my best not to let her down. I do hope you’re happy with everything that you chose.”

“I certainly am. It all looks amazing.”

“Have you tried any of it yet, Rebecca?” Moira asked. 

“No, no not yet. I’ve been too busy selling raffle tickets and saying hi to all of my friends.”

“Go ahead and make yourself a sandwich, and grab a bowl of salad while you’re at it. We busy women have to make sure we make time to refuel.”

“Well, I suppose I could sit down for a minute or two…”

Moira smiled as she watched the other woman build herself a tasty-looking sandwich, grab a bowl of salad, and find a seat between two of her friends. It was reassuring to see the older woman still going strong. Rebecca Young reminded her of herself in some ways, and she could only hope to be so spry in twenty years.

She found herself enjoying talking to the people who came up to the table. Most of them inquired about the food and asked her for advice on making a good sandwich, but a few were regulars at her deli and wanted to know how each of her employees were doing. She was amazed that some people even knew each of her employees by name. She really had hired some amazing people. I bet a lot of these people wouldn’t go to the deli as much if the service wasn’t so good, she thought. It just goes to show how there are so many things that go into having a successful restaurant. It’s not just about the food. Having good employees matters just as much, if not more.

This line of thinking made her wonder about Candice and her candy shop’s future. Her daughter hadn’t needed to hire any employees yet, but when she did, Moira wondered how she would choose them. She had never really thought about it before, but Candice’s young age might make that aspect of running her own business harder. Would an adult be willing to work for a twenty-one-year-old woman? If Candice hired younger people, would they respect her enough to listen to her, or would they just take advantage of her good nature? Biting her lip, Moira struggled to push the thoughts from her mind. She had her own job to concentrate on now, and besides, at some point, she needed to start trusting her daughter’s judgment. For better or for worse, Candice was an adult now. Moira would always be there if the young woman needed help, but first her daughter would have to reach out.

The church event passed in a blur of smiling faces, shouting children, and the occasional squealing microphone as winning raffle ticket numbers were read off. The mountain of food that she and Darrin had set up slowly shrunk, but there was still enough of it left when the event finally ended that Mrs. Young needed help getting it all into her car.

“This will all go to the food bank in Lake Marion,” she said happily as she surveyed their handiwork. “And the raffle more than covered the cost of the catering. Thanks again, Moira. I think this was a very successful day. I’ll definitely be calling you again the next time the church needs a caterer.”

“It was my pleasure, Rebecca. You have a nice evening.”

“You too. Get some rest! You deserve it.”

The deli owner smiled and waved as the older woman drove away, then turned to help Darrin load the tablecloth, platters, and left over plates and napkins into the back of the refrigerated truck. It was nice not to have to bring any food back with them, and she realized she didn’t need to return the truck. I may not even unpack it tonight, she thought as she drove back towards the deli. There’s nothing in here that will be hurt by sitting in the truck all night. It’s not like paper plates are going to go bad. She was tired after the long, busy day, and was looking forward to relaxing at home with the dogs. Maybe Candice would even still be there and the two of them could chat for a while before her daughter left for her own home.

She parked the truck by the deli’s side door and walked around front to her own car. As she slid into the driver’s seat, she checked her phone and was surprised to see a missed call from Candice from half an hour ago. She must have been busy saying her goodbyes to Rebecca Young and hadn’t noticed her phone buzzing in her pocket.

Raising the phone to her ear she played the voice mail. What she heard made her blood turn to ice in her veins.

“Mom, there’s someone in the house. I don’t know what to do. I’m scared. The police—” The message cut off in a hiss of static, as if her daughter’s phone had lost reception. 

Moira let the phone slip through her fingers. Her other hand was already turning the key to start her car. As she raced through the dark streets, she wondered if she had somehow fallen asleep, because surely this couldn’t be anything other than a nightmare.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

She raced up her driveway and pulled to a stop just a few feet away from a police cruiser. The cruiser was one of many whose red and blue lights lit up the clearing around her house. It looked like her daughter had managed to call the police, which sent a wave of relief through Moira. Her eyes immediately found the young woman talking to Detective Jefferson near the front door. Candice looked all right, but she could tell even from this distance that her daughter was shaking. At least she was alive and apparently unharmed. Maverick was at her side, and the young woman’s fingers stroked his head anxiously.

“Oh my goodness, Mom, you made it,” the young woman said as she rushed forward. Moira wrapped her arms around her daughter, wishing that she would never let go.

“What happened?” she asked when they pulled apart at last. She looked between her daughter and the detective. “Was it the same person that broke in before?”

“Most likely,” Jefferson said. “A team of some of my best officers are combing the woods now, and another team is combing the local streets on the lookout for suspicious activity.”

“You mean you still haven’t caught this guy?” Moira asked sharply. “This person has been terrorizing me, and even worse, my daughter.”

“We’re doing our best, Ms. Darling,” the detective said with a sigh. “I don’t like it any more than you do. It’s my job to catch the bad guy. I hate that he keeps slipping through my fingers.”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She knew that the detective was doing his best, but the thought of someone breaking into her house while her daughter was there made her hysterical. Still, it wasn’t fair of her to take it out on him.

“What happened?” she asked again. “Why didn’t the alarm work?” The detective looked over at Candice, who cleared her throat and began talking. She still looked shaken, but Moira could tell that she was starting to feel better now that she wasn’t alone with the police. 

“Well, everything was fine when I got here,” the young woman began. “I let the dogs out then watched a movie for a few hours in the living room. After that they seemed bored and I was tired of sitting, so we went out for a walk on the forest trail. I didn’t lock the front door, which was stupid of me, I guess. Even stupider, I forgot to set the alarm. Anyway, when the dogs and I got back, Keeva started acting all weird. The second we got inside, her hackles went up and she started growling. It creeped me out. She’s usually so sweet—I’ve never seen her act like that before.”

“Where is Keeva?” Moira asked. She had been so worried about her daughter that she hadn’t even realized that the big grey dog wasn’t there. Maverick was sitting patiently by Candice’s side, but the wolfhound wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

“I’ll get to that,” her daughter said with a grimace. “I think she either ran away or was taken by the intruder.”

The deli owner’s stomach dropped at the news, but she urged her daughter to continue with her story.

“Well, I didn’t know what to do,” the young woman continued. “I thought that maybe something was hurting her from her surgical site, so I checked her belly but she seemed to be fine. I decided that I should probably call you, so I took their leashes off and headed into the living room where my phone was charging. Then I heard the footsteps upstairs.”

Moira found herself enthralled by the story. It was like something from a horror movie. She couldn’t believe that her daughter had actually gone through all of this. She had been freaked out enough when she had gotten home to find the front door bashed open before, but she couldn’t imagine actually being in the house with someone who wasn’t supposed to be there. Just the thought made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle.

“Of course I was super freaked out. At first I tried to convince myself that you had gotten back from catering early, but when I looked outside and realized your car wasn’t there, I knew I was in trouble. I was afraid to try calling the police from in the living room in case whoever was upstairs heard me, and I thought if I went outside they might see me and try to catch me or something. Then I heard footsteps coming down the stairs and I ended up just running for the basement. Maverick came with me, but Keeva refused to budge from in front of the stairway and I couldn’t really call to her or go get her in case whoever was coming downstairs saw me.”

“Of course, honey. That was the right thing to do,” Moira said. “What happened then?”

“Well, I got into the basement and locked the door from the inside. That was actually really creepy too. I didn’t dare turn on the light, so Maverick and I were down there in the pitch black with nothing to see by but the light from my cellphone, and with an intruder upstairs.” She shuddered. “Keeva started to bark and someone shouted, and that’s when I knew for sure that whoever it was wasn’t supposed to be there and I called the police. After I told them what was happening, I called you, but I lost service halfway through the message. The police showed up a few minutes later. I think whoever it was actually left before they heard the sirens. And I haven’t seen Keeva since.”

“You’re safe, Candice, and that’s the most important thing.” She turned to the detective. “What now?” she asked him.

“Now we do the same thing that we did last time,” he said. “We take some photos of the crime scene, you do a walk-through of the house to see if anything is missing, then you and your daughter go somewhere safe for the rest of the night. I’m going to post an officer out front to keep an eye on things again, but I strongly recommend that you find somewhere else to stay until this blows over. The fact that there was a second break-in just confirms that there is something personal about this crime—this is far from random, and I don’t want to take the chance of this person coming back while either of you are here.”

The walk-through once again revealed that nothing of value had been taken. 

“I don’t think anything’s missing at all,” she said. “But I’ll look more tomorrow. I’m sorry, detective, but I’m tired and I want to get Candice over to her apartment. We both need rest.”

“I understand. You two be careful, all right? I may want to ask one or both of you a few more questions tomorrow—we really need to catch this guy before he hurts someone.”

“That’s fine.” Moira nodded farewell to the detective, then guided her daughter towards the car, Maverick trotting along behind them. She paused before getting into the driver’s seat to shout Keeva’s name into the dark forest, and listened intently for a long moment in hopes of hearing the jingle of her collar. Nothing. Her heart ached for the dog, but she knew that she wouldn’t be able to do anything tonight. It would be useless to go wandering through the woods at night, and the dog might not even be there. The burglar might have stolen her, or worse. No, right now her responsibility was to her daughter, who had had a long and terrible day. It was high time they got themselves to Candice’s apartment and get some well-deserved rest. They could figure the rest of this mess out in the morning. Until then, she would just hope that Keeva had found somewhere safe and warm to wait out the night.

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“It feels like a dream,” Candice said the next morning. “I almost can’t believe that it really happened.”

Moira knew what she meant. It felt almost unreal that someone had broken into her house and trapped her daughter in the basement. What if Candice hadn’t hidden herself quickly and the person who broke in had found her? 

“I’m thankful that you were so quick thinking,” she told her daughter, 

“I just wish I had remembered to lock the front door and set the alarm when I went on that walk with the dogs. Maybe if I hadn’t made it so easy for them, they would have left. I didn’t even think about it, really. I feel so bad about Keeva.”

“Don’t you feel bad for a second, sweetie. You did the best that you could under the circumstances. I’ve forgotten the alarm a few times, too. I’m going to go look for Keeva pretty soon. Chances are, she’s just wandering around in the woods somewhere,” Moira said.

“Can I come with you? I should help look too,” the young woman said.

“I was actually going to ask you to stay here and watch Maverick. I’m going to have to stop at the police station when I go into town—I want to talk to Detective Jefferson more—and I’ll probably stop at the deli and maybe the grocery store to pick up something for lunch for us. I don’t know how long I’ll be out there looking for Keeva, or where I’ll end up going. I can’t make Maverick wait in the car, and I definitely don’t want to leave him in the house alone.”

Not wanting to have to worry about what to do with Maverick was only part of the reason she wanted her daughter to stay behind. Mostly she wanted to keep Candice somewhere safe, where she could relax and do her best to forget about the terrible day that she had just had. 

“I guess…” Her daughter sighed and sat down on the couch, where Felix, the calico kitten, jumped on her lap and began to purr loudly. She skritched him absently. “I’m going to worry about her all day though.”

“I promise to call you as soon as I find her,” Moira said. Not if, but when, she thought, determined to stay positive. That poor dog had been through so much these last few weeks. “David will be helping me look. Actually, he’s supposed to meet me at the house an hour. I should get going soon.”

“I bet he wasn’t happy when he heard the news,” her daughter said. “I can just imagine him asking you what you’ve gotten yourself into now.”

“He does seem to think I have rather bad luck when it comes to attracting dangerous people,” she replied. “He was glad to hear that I was sleeping here last night, though. I think he half expected me to go back to the house and lie in wait for the burglar.”

“I think it’s sweet that he worries so much,” Candice said. “He doesn’t want to lose you.”

“I feel bad for making him worry. I never mean to find trouble; it just sort of… happens.” She sighed and shouldered her purse. “I hope you, Felix, and Maverick have a nice and relaxing day. You deserve it. I’ll let you know as soon as I have an update about Keeva.”

She made it halfway down the stairs to Candice’s apartment before her phone rang. Expecting to see either David’s or Detective Jefferson’s number, she was surprised when Denise’s name popped up on the screen instead. Her friend rarely called so early in the day; the red-headed restauranteur was more of a night owl, and preferred to save her social life for the evenings.

“Hey, Denise,” she said when she answered the call. “I can’t talk long. What’s up?”

“Moira, why do I have a giant grey dog sitting in my living room?”

“What?” 

“I’m pretty sure it’s one of yours. Did you ask Logan to keep her here for some reason?”

“Keeva?” Moira asked, shocked. “What’s she doing there?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea, but you’d better come and get her because Logan is nowhere to be found, and I’m not sure I even know one end of the leash from the other.”

She hurried over to Denise’s house and was greeted at the door by a thrilled wolfhound and a confused friend. Keeva seemed no worse for the wear. She seemed to be considering whatever had happened to her during the night a big adventure, and couldn’t understand why her new owner seemed so upset.

“But how did she get here?” she asked Denise once more, shaking her head in amazement. “She disappeared last night when my house was broken into…” Her voice trailed off. 

From what Candice had said, Keeva had last been seen about to confront the burglar. Then, as if by magic, she appeared at Denise’s house, but Logan was nowhere to be found. Had he stolen Keeva from her house? Was it possible that the teenager was the person who had broken into her house twice and ransacked the place? She didn’t want to believe it, but thinking back she realized that her troubles hadn’t started until she had agreed to hire him on as a pet sitter. Taking a deep breath, she raised her gaze to her friend’s face.

“Denise, I think I need to have a talk with Logan. Do you have any idea at all where he might be?”

“No. His room is empty, and his car isn’t here. He doesn’t even have his cellphone right now, so I can’t call him.” She groaned. “I’m a horrible guardian. I was supposed to go out of town for the night to meet with my husband and discuss divorce proceedings, but the meeting got canceled and I ended up staying here. The kid probably went out to party somewhere, thinking I wouldn’t be here to notice he was gone. He could be anywhere.”

“Do you mind if I wait here for him? It’s important.” 

Confused, but evidently sensing the seriousness of the situation, the other woman nodded and invited her in for a cup of coffee. Moira sent a quick text to Candice, explaining that she had found Keeva and the dog was fine, but she would have to explain more later.

They had to wait nearly an hour before Logan contacted them. When the call came, it was from a number that her friend didn’t recognize, and she went into the other room to answer it. When she came back, she was pale.

“I know where Logan is,” she said. “They’re holding him at the police station.”

***

Detective Jefferson let both women into the interview room after a brief discussion with Denise. He handed them each a coffee, slid a bottle of water across the table to the nervous teen, then sat down at the table with them. Logan was looking from Denise to Moira with wide eyes. Could he really have broken into my house twice? she wondered. What reason would he have to do something like that? Is it possible he was just acting out after the loss of his mother? I know grief can make people do some weird things.

“Am I in trouble?” he asked.

“What do you think, mister?” Denise asked. “They don’t usually arrest people who aren’t in trouble.”

“But I didn’t do anything wrong!” he exclaimed. “I was just looking for Ms. D when a police officer came out of nowhere and snapped a pair of cuffs on me.”

“We need to get this figured out,” Detective Jefferson cut in. “I’ll ask the questions, and you answer them. Okay?” This was directed towards Logan, who nodded nervously.

“What were you doing at Moira’s—ah, Ms. Darling’s—house this morning?” the detective asked.

“Like I just said, I was looking for her. I found her dog last night, and I needed to tell her.”

“Why not just call me?” Moira asked. The detective gave her a dirty look for inserting a question of her own, but let it slide.

“I lost my cellphone, and I didn’t know your number. My dad and I found Keeva wandering around on one of the roads near your place super late last night, and he didn’t think it would be a good idea to wake you up at two in the morning to give her back to you, so we took her to Aunt Denise’s house. I was going to drive her over this morning, but my car only has the two seats and I realized there was no way she was going to fit.”

“So you decided to drive over early this morning to tell Ms. Darling you had her dog back at your aunt’s house,” the detective said. “May I ask why your aunt wasn’t made aware of any of this? Wouldn’t she have been able to make the call for you?”

It was Denise’s turn to blush. “Actually, that’s my fault. I was supposed to be out of town last night, but my trip got canceled while he was out with his father. He probably didn’t even know I was home. I park my car in the garage, and he wouldn’t have had any reason to look in there when he got back last night. And I can confirm that he doesn’t have a cellphone at the moment. He lost it days ago, and I haven’t replaced it yet.”

So far Logan’s story seemed to be adding up. It sounded to Moira like he had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. She was beginning to feel bad for the kid, who still looked terrified.

“I believe you,” she told him. “Thank you for picking up Keeva. I’m so glad she’s okay. It’s a good thing you and your dad didn’t stop by last night—I wasn’t even there, but the police were, and I’m sure that wouldn’t have ended well.”

“I guess you’re off the hook, kid,” the detective said. “I’m sorry if my officer frightened you. He was under orders to pick up any suspicious-looking people who approached Ms. Darling’s house, and you fit the bill.”

“It’s okay,” Logan said with a shaky smile. “It was an interesting experience, or at least it is now that I know I’m not in trouble for anything.”

“Come on,” Denise said. “Let’s get you home. Do you want to have brunch with us, Moira?”

“No… oops! Actually, I was supposed to meet David at my house half an hour ago, and I completely forgot to tell him that I was going to be late.”

She said a quick goodbye to Detective Jefferson, who looked a little abashed for having arrested Logan now that he knew the teenager was innocent. She reassured Logan that he still had a job pet sitting for her, promised to see Denise later that week after things had settled down, then grabbed Keeva from the receptionist and hurried away to her house, hoping that David wasn’t too concerned about her being late.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The private investigator was waiting in her driveway when she pulled up. Keeva, who was in her back seat, squirmed with excitement at the sight of the house. Moira was glad that the dog recognized the place as her home now, and was once again thankful that Logan and his father, rather than a stranger, had been the ones to find her wandering the streets. Even worse, Keeva could have been hit by a car.

“You found her,” David said with a smile when he saw the dog. 

“Actually, Logan found her.” She related the story to him, and he thought about it with a considering frown on his face. 

“What, you don’t believe him?” she asked.

“I do, I suppose. It just leaves the question unanswered… who has been breaking into your house? And what do they want?”

Moira unlocked the front door and let the two of them and Keeva into the house. She made a mental note to remember to make David a key of his own. He deserved one, and that way he wouldn’t have to sit outside when she was late, which seemed to happen fairly often. She trusted him more than anyone, second only to Candice, and it would be nice to have another person that could stop in if she needed them.

“I admit that I thought it was him for a few minutes,” she said. “Mostly just because all of this started right after I hired him to look after the dogs while I was gone.”

“That actually might be a good place to start,” David said. She looked at him questioningly. “What else happened right before the break-ins started? Besides hiring Logan.”

“Well… I guess all of this really started right after I got back from Kentucky with Keeva.” She had half seriously wondered if the dog had been the target, but maybe Keeva was tied to the break-ins somehow. But if she was the target, why hadn’t the burglar taken her when he had had the chance?

“Right after you got back from visiting the house of a guy whose wife was murdered,” David pointed out. He groaned. “Why didn’t I see this before?”

“What?” she asked.

“That cufflink that Keeva swallowed, along with the piece of shirtsleeve, you still have it, don’t you?”

“Well, yes. But I don’t… oh.”

David was nodding. “You might have been right after all, Moira. What if that cufflink is evidence of a murder? I should have listened to you and done more digging. I bet you told that Rick guy all about it, didn’t you?”

“I did,” she said. “And it was after that that the intruder started coming around.”

“I’m not sure exactly what’s going on, but I’d bet a good amount of money that that cufflink has something to do with all of this.” He shook his head in amazement. “I really should have listened to you when you were first asking me about it.”

“Should we tell Detective Jefferson all of this?” she asked him.

“Definitely. Go get the cufflink, and we’ll drive it down to the station right now. Maybe we can help solve a murder two states away.”

There was only one problem: the cufflink was gone. Moira searched high and low in the mudroom for the plastic container that the vet had given her after Keeva’s operation, but she couldn’t find it anywhere.

“I guess the burglar found what he was looking for,” she said grimly after she had overturned everything in the room looking for it.

“We still need to tell the police what we realized,” David said. “It won’t be as helpful as physical evidence, but maybe it will still help some.”

The next few hours were a blur of conversations with the detectives, lukewarm coffee, and shuffling Keeva back and forth between her and David as they waited at the police station. At first she thought that they wouldn’t be there any longer than it took her to tell Detective Jefferson what she and David had figured out, but once the police got in touch with the station down in Kentucky, things began to move quickly. Moira found herself retelling her story several times and giving a detailed description of the cufflink twice before she was free to leave.

“But stick around town,” the detective warned. “With any luck, we’ll be needing you to help identify the suspect.”

Two hours later, the call came.

“We’ve got the guy,” Detective Jefferson said over the phone. “Can you make it to the station? We’re getting a lineup set up for you.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes, but I don’t know how much help I’ll be. I only saw him the once down in Kentucky, and my yard was dark when I saw the intruder outside.”

“Just do your best. Anything will help.”

A plan began to form in Moira’s mind, and a smile spread across her face.

***

“Do you want to leave the dog up front with Rosie?” Detective Jefferson asked when she got to the station. “She might be more comfortable behind the desk. There are probably a lot of strange smells in the back, where we’ll be.”

Moira shook her head. “You wanted a witness, didn’t you? Someone to identify the man in the lineup? I think this dog is your best bet.”

The detective looked skeptical, but waved her towards him anyway. He led her and Keeva to a small room with a long window set into the wall.

“This is a one-way mirror,” he explained. “As long as we leave the lights off in this room, anyone in the adjoining room won’t be able to see in. This room is also soundproofed, so your identity is completely protected in here. No one in that room will ever know you were here.”

Moira nodded, appreciating the security measures. She waited for a moment while he spoke with someone on his radio, soon after that, five men, each about the same height and build, filed into the room. Right away she recognized the man standing second from the left as Victor Coleman, Rick’s brother. The tall man was wearing another long-sleeved shirt that seemed out of place in the hot weather, and she saw a fine sheen of perspiration on his brow. He was the only one out of the five men who looked nervous.

“I recognize him from when I went to Kentucky to pick up Keeva,” she murmured to the detective. “But that doesn’t prove anything. It’s not a crime for him to be here in Maple Creek.”

“You don’t recognize him as the man who was trespassing in your yard?”

“No,” she said. “Like I said, it was dark. All I know about that person is that they were tall, which applies to all of these men.”

He nodded, and she got the feeling that he hadn’t been expecting anything better. “Do you still want to try your plan with the dog?” he asked. 

“Yes, I’d like to.”

“Number one, step forward. Say ‘hello’,” Jefferson said, pressing a button on the wall so he could speak to the men in the other room. The man on the far left, next to Victor Coleman, stepped forward, coming halfway across the room and said ‘hello’ with a confused look on his face. Keeva looked at him through the glass, then lost interest and glanced back at Moira.

“You can go back. Number Two.”

This time Victor stepped forward. A nervous smile played across his face. As he spoke, Keeva immediately stood up, her posture stiff and her hackles rising. A low growl rumbled from her throat.

“Interesting,” the detective murmured. “Number Two, step back. Number Three…”

He had each of the men step forward and speak, but Keeva showed no interest in any of them. Her eyes remained glued on Victor, and when Jefferson had him come closer again, the growl intensified to a sharp bark.

Suddenly struck by an idea, Moira told the detective, “ask him to push up his sleeves.” At his raised eyebrow, she explained, “Keeva swallowed the cufflink and part of a cuff. That might mean that she bit him. I wouldn’t blame her, if he was attacking Chelsea.” 

The detective nodded, then pressed the button on the wall and made the request. Victor hesitated, but seeing no other option he did as he was told. On his left wrist were the faded bruises and lacerations of a dog bite. Moira traded a triumphant grin with Detective Jefferson.

“This gives us something to go on,” he said. “The police down in Kentucky found blood at the scene that wasn’t a match to the victim’s blood. If this man’s blood is a match, that could place him at the scene of the crime. That could explain why he was so desperate to get the cufflink back when he realized you had it. If someone realized it was his, then they might have started to wonder what he was doing at the victim’s house days before he told us he got there. Unfortunately, he probably disposed of the evidence already, but if the blood is a match, the case against him should be pretty solid. Good job, Moira. Your methods may have been a bit unconventional, but it looks like you just helped solve a murder.”

Not a bad end to the week, Moira thought as she walked outside with David and Keeva. She hadn’t known Chelsea well, but there was a deep sense of satisfaction at having gotten justice for her. And just maybe Keeva would somehow be able to sense that the man who had killed her owner was no longer a threat. 

David glanced over at her, smiling.

“What?” she asked.

“I was just thinking that if you ever decided to close the deli and open a private investigator’s office of your own, you might put me out of business,” he told her. “Cases seem to just fall in your lap, and you don’t do half bad at solving them, either.”

“Don’t worry, you won’t be getting any competition from me any time soon,” she joked. “Running the deli and taking care of Keeva and Maverick is good enough for me. I get enough excitement as it is.”

“I’ve never known a woman who was so good at making owning dogs and serving food seem so dangerous.” He took her hand and looked down at her face with an amused expression. “What on earth have I gotten myself into?”
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