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CHAPTER ONE

“I’m going to miss you.”

Moira Darling was standing in front of her deli, Darling’s DELIcious Delights, trying to keep smiling as Candice hugged her goodbye.

“Me too, Mom, but I’ll be back soon. It’s just Ohio, it’s not like I’m going to another country,” the young woman teased.

“I just don’t like the thought of you so far away from me. What if something happens?” She took a deep breath. “I know you’re an adult now, but ten days still feels like a long time.”

“It’ll be fun. Don’t worry so much.” Her daughter gave her a bright grin. “I’ll let you know when we get there, and I’ll send you lots of pictures.”

“All right, sweetie. Be careful. I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom.” Candice picked up the bag of sandwiches that her mother had made for her to take on the road trip, gave Moira one last wave, and got in the car.

“Thanks so much for the time off, Ms. D,” Allison said as she opened the driver’s side door. “I promise I’ll work extra when I get back.”

And just like that, the two young women were gone. Moira stared after their car until it disappeared, then sighed and went back inside. She was glad that her daughter had the chance to take this trip, but knew she wouldn’t be able to rest easy again until Candice was back home.

“I’ve got to admit, I’m jealous,” said Darrin when she walked through the deli’s front door. “I love Cedar Point.”

“All of those rides just seem dangerous to me,” she told him. “I just don’t understand why people like being hurled through the air by machines.”

“It’s the adrenaline rush,” he said with a grin. “Besides, they’re perfectly safe. The rides go through tons of testing before people are allowed on them.”

“I know, I know. I’m just a worried mother.”

The next ten days were going to be busy, she knew. With both Candice and Allison gone, she would have to pick up the slack—both at the deli and at Candice’s Candies. Though Logan, the teenager that Candice had hired to work at the candy shop, had proven himself a quick learner, and a dependable employee, he couldn’t very well be left completely in charge of the shop for a week and a half. Moira would have to stop by every day to see how he was doing and make sure things were running smoothly.

Combined with the fact that Allison usually worked five shifts a week at the deli, that left a lot of slack for the deli owner to pick up. She hoped it would be a slow week, and with tourist season over, school started up again, and no catering events planned, it should be.

When a familiar black car pulled into the deli’s parking lot half an hour later, some of her tension eased. She had been romantically involved with David Morris, a local private investigator, for a few months, and just being around him seemed to help her feel better when things weren’t going well. It was always a nice surprise when he stopped in unexpectedly to see how she was doing, and she was especially thankful for it today.

“Hey,” she said, offering him a smile as he walked through the door. “Do you want anything to eat? The soup of the day is sweet potato and kale. I think we have some quiches left from breakfast, too.”

“Sure, I’ll take whatever you have—if you’ll eat with me.”

“Of course.” Her smile widened. An unexpected lunch with David? What could be better?

She cobbled together a quick lunch, pulling the leftover quiches out of the fridge—luckily they were nearly as good cold as warm—and ladling the soup into a pair of bowls. Along with a couple of cups of coffee, it had the makings of a delicious meal.

“So, how did the sendoff go?” he asked her as they sat down at one of the bistro tables by the front window. 

“They managed to get out of town all right,” she told him. “Though it looked like Candice packed her entire apartment for the trip. It’s going to be quite the drive down there for them, and I don’t think either of them are used to driving such long distances.”

“They’ll be fine,” he assured her. “They’re both bright young women, and even if this is Candice’s first big road trip without you, I’m sure she’ll be able to figure things out. You did a good job raising her.”

“Thanks. I know she’s a good girl… it’s just, if something does happen, I won’t be able to get down there quickly to help her. At least when she was at college, we were still in the same state.”

“If something happens and she needs your help, I promise to drive down there with you,” he said. “Now, stop worrying. It’s a beautiful day, and we’ve got some awesome-looking food in front of us. It’s not every day that we get to enjoy a meal together without one of us being called away by work.”

“True. I guess I should focus more on what’s in front of me.” Her smile returned, and she pushed her concerns for her daughter aside, determined to enjoy her lunch with David. She knew she was being overprotective, but she couldn’t help it. How could she not feel that way about her only daughter?

“Any interesting stories from work?” she asked him as she blew on a spoonful of soup. 

“Oh, nothing lately,” he said. “Fred hired me for yet another case. He wants help to find his great-aunt, who was disowned from the family fifty years ago. He wants to reconnect. Or at least visit her gravesite if she’s passed.”

“That’s sweet of him,” Moira said. Fred Barry was an older man who had begun hiring David for minor cases, always paying him well and keeping himself involved with each case’s progress. He seemed to be infatuated with investigative work, and according to David, often tried to follow his own leads… which rarely led him in the right direction.

 He hesitated, then added, “There was something else I wanted to tell you, though.”

“What is it?” she asked, concerned again. He wasn’t usually hesitant to tell her anything.

“Well, Karissa finally found a place in town, and she’s making the final trip with her things on Monday. My mother is taking the opportunity to fly out and help her get settled in… and while she’s here, she wants to meet you.”

Karissa was David’s sister, whom Moira had met a while ago. She was moving to Lake Marion, which meant that they would both be seeing a lot more of her. She had never met any of David’s other family members, though. The private investigator didn’t talk much about his past or his family, so Moira was happy with any information she could get.

“That sounds wonderful,” she said. “I’d love to meet her, too.”

“Do you want to come to dinner at my sister’s house Monday evening?” he asked. “The plan is for a late dinner, which should work even if you have to close the deli yourself that night.”

“Of course. Should I bring anything? Is your mom allergic to anything? There’s a few new recipes I’ve been wanting to try—”

“Whoa, whoa,” he said, chuckling. “Bring whatever you want, and don’t worry about allergies—neither of them has any that I know of. I also don’t want you to feel like it’s a command performance, Moira. I just told them that I would ask.”

“Oh, I’d love to meet your mother.” She smiled, but the expression faded as something occurred to her. “Unless you don’t want me to meet her? If you’d rather I don’t go, that’s okay, I can make up some excuse—”

“That’s not it at all,” he said, placing his hand over hers. “I just wasn’t sure about how you’d feel spending so much time with my family. I know I don’t really talk about them much, and you and Karissa didn’t exactly get off on the right foot. My mother can be… difficult. I didn’t want to put you in a position where you felt like you had to go.”

“Trust me,” she said, meeting his eyes. “I would love to meet your family.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

The next two days gave her a chance to work herself into a ball of nerves. She wondered how much David had told his mother about her. Would she think that Moira was a troublemaker? Or had he only told his mother that she owned a deli?  When Karissa first came to town, Moira had made the embarrassing mistake of thinking that David was seeing another woman. Hopefully he didn’t mention that to them, she thought. She wanted to make a good first impression, but it would be hard without knowing anything about his family.

She scolded herself as she stared into her closet on Monday evening, repeating “David likes you for yourself—hopefully his mother will, too.”

Although from David had said that this was to be a casual dinner, she decided to dress as if they were going on a date. Making a good first impression was important, and she would only get one chance at it.

She eventually settled on black dress slacks, an olive green blouse that made her eyes pop, and her own mother’s diamond necklace. Her hair she left down, and she wore flats instead of heels in an effort to look less dressy.

The dish that she had made was being kept warm in the oven, and she put it in an insulated bag just minutes before David was supposed to pick her up. Careful not to let the dogs get fur on her pants, she gave both Maverick and Keeva pats goodbye, then went out on the front porch, locked her door behind her, and waited anxiously for the private investigator’s car to pull up the driveway.

“You look wonderful,” he said to her as she got into the car. “And whatever you made smells delicious.”

“Thanks. I hope I didn’t overdo it. I’m more nervous than I thought I’d be, meeting your mother. Now I know what Candice’s poor boyfriends felt like when I made her introduce them to me.”

David chuckled. “Well, we aren’t teenagers, and no matter what she thinks of you, it won’t change how I feel. But I’m sure the two of you will get along wonderfully. She’s been dying to meet you ever since I told her about you.”

“Oh goodness, I hope her expectations aren’t too high.”

“Moira, you have done nothing but exceed my expectations in all the time I’ve known you. You don’t have anything to worry about.” He smiled over at her and kissed her hand before putting his car into gear. 

Blushing from his compliment, the deli owner fell silent and gazed out the window. Dusk was falling, and under the trees it was already almost dark. She wondered what she had done to deserve such a wonderful man in her life. David was everything she could have hoped for, and more. She had never thought that—especially at her age—she would meet someone like him.

Karissa’s apartment was on the bottom floor of one of the nicer buildings in Lake Marion. The air conditioning was blasting when David and Moira went in, and the apartment smelled like fresh paint.

“Moira, it’s so good to see you again,” David’s sister said, coming over to give her a one-armed hug. “I’m glad you were able to make it this evening.”

“Well, I’m glad you finally found somewhere to settle in,” said Moira as the other woman took the warm dish from her and carried it over to the counter. “Your place looks great. It’s so big—I’m used to apartments being tiny.”

“Three bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen with a private porch, and a dining nook,” Karissa said. “There should be plenty of room to grow.” 

She opened her mouth to say something else, but at that moment a petite woman with short grey hair who looked to be in her sixties came into the room, pausing when she saw Moira. David stepped in quickly and introduced her.

“Moira, it’s wonderful to meet you at last,” said the older woman as they shook hands. “My name’s Patricia, but I’m Trish to everyone except my kids.”

“It’s so nice to meet you, too,” Moira said. “How long are you here for?”

“Oh, about a week,” Trish told her. “Not anywhere near long enough, but at least I’ll be able to get a glimpse of what David’s life is like. By the sounds of it, you’re a big part of it. I can’t wait to hear more about what you do.”

“Oh, it really isn’t that exciting,” she replied with a laugh.

“That’s not what David tells me,” the older woman said. Moira noticed a strange, almost suspicious look flash across her face before Trish turned away and addressed Karissa, asking if she needed any help setting the table.

The deli owner turned to look at David to see if he had noticed the exchange, but her boyfriend was busy examining his sister’s DVD collection. Feeling her gaze on him, he looked up and smiled at her.

“Thanks again for agreeing to come,” he said. “I know this means the world to her.”

He pulled her close for a kiss, then led the way into the kitchen where the other two women were putting the finishing touches on dinner.

“Wow, Moira, these look phenomenal,” Karissa said as she served herself one of the little pasties from the dish that the deli owner had brought. Pasties were a Northern Michigan favorite. Beef, potatoes, carrots, and onions all stuffed inside a pocket of dough and baked to golden brown perfection; Moira didn’t know anyone who would turn down a good pasty. The recipe had been a favorite around her house growing up, and she had decided that it was best to stick with something tried and true for this dinner, especially since she desperately wanted to make a good first impression on David’s mother.

It seems to be working, she thought as she watched the older woman bite into one of the still-steaming handheld pies. I was probably just imagining that look she gave me earlier. She’s been perfectly polite to me since, and seems genuinely interested in my life.

As if in tune with her thoughts, Trish put the pasty down, took a sip of water before saying, “So what made you want to open a deli, Moira? David tells me you’ve been quite successful. Have you always had a passion for cooking?”

“Well, I had always enjoyed bringing snacks for whatever events were going on at Candice’s school, but it took experimenting with my own recipes before I realized just how much I enjoyed cooking. It wasn’t until my daughter, Candice, started becoming more independent that I started cooking as a hobby to fill my time.” 

She remembered back to the first time she had gone out on a limb and made up her own soup recipe. It had been an evening when Candice was staying out late and Moira, always the protective mother, had been unable to sleep until her daughter was safe at home. In an effort to keep her mind off of all of the terrible things that could happen to a teenaged girl driving home late at night, she had gone through her cabinets and fridge and began cooking. By the time Candice got home just past midnight, she had had her own version of chunky tomato soup boiling away on the stove, and mother and daughter had shared a nice middle-of-the-night meal together. 

“The idea to open the deli came when I saw the building for sale. By then, my daughter was away at college and I had already decided to start working more. It took some convincing from my daughter and a few of my friends, but eventually I went to look at the building and fell in love with the space. It was like it was made to be a deli. I could envision where everything would go… it was just perfect.”

Smiling at the memory, she found herself almost missing those days back when she had been setting out on an exciting new adventure. Who could have guessed where her cooking hobby would have ended up leading her?

“The deli wasn’t much more than a hobby when I first opened it. I’m more surprised than anyone by how much it grew.”

“You certainly seem to have a gift for attracting attention to your deli. I’m sure all of the publicity has helped.”

“Publicity?” Moira asked, confused. “Oh, did David show you our website? The deli didn’t even have one until a few weeks ago. It took me a while to catch up with the times.”

“I’m talking about all of the dead people that keep popping up around you. All of that scandal is certain to attract customers. Quite convenient, if you ask me.” Again suspicion flashed through the older woman’s eyes.

“Mother,” David said sharply. “I told you before, Moira had nothing to do with any of the cases I spoke to you about. She was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Trish breathed out sharply and gave her son an annoyed glare, but turned her attention back to the food.

“Sorry,” David muttered to her. “She’s seen a few too many crime shows. Ever since my father died, she’s been a bit over protective of Karissa and me.”

“It’s all right,” the deli owner told him quietly. “I understand.”

Despite her words, she couldn’t help but wish that David had refrained from telling Trish stories about the trouble she had found herself knee deep in over the past few months. It was hard to make a good impression on someone who already knew she had a propensity for stumbling across corpses. The older woman must be convinced that she was at best a troublemaker, at worst a criminal. Now the only question was, how could Moira prove her wrong?

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

“Okay, now look in the potted plants next to the door. Do you see the rocks? One of them is a fake, and the key is under that.”

“I found it,” Moira said. Holding her cellphone with her shoulder, she picked up the plastic rock and opened the slide on the bottom to get to the key. 

“Thanks so much, Mom. I can’t believe I forgot to give you Felix’s blanket. He won’t sleep without it.”

“I hope this makes him more comfortable at my house. He’s been so restless the past few nights.”

“I’m sure he’ll settle right down when you give it to him,” her daughter said. The deli owner heard the sound of screams in the background, and then someone laughing.

“I’ll be sure to lay it out on my bed as soon as I get back,” she said. “How’s Cedar Point?”

“It’s awesome,” her daughter replied. “It’s been really hot the last few days, but other than that everything’s been perfect. Allison and I have special passes so we don’t have to wait in line for very long, which makes a huge difference. Tomorrow we’re leaving Sandusky and going down to Columbus, where we’ll spend a few days checking out the zoo and some other attractions.”

“That sounds so nice, sweetie,” Moira said as she let herself up the stairs that led to Candice’s apartment. “I’m glad you were able to make the trip. Okay, I’m inside. What color is the blanket again? Where is it?”

Following her daughter’s directions, she checked on top of the huge cat tower that she had gotten her daughter for her twenty-first birthday not long ago. Sure enough, a red and green felt plaid blanket was rumpled into a sort of nest on the highest platform. It was covered in cat fur, so Moira gave it a firm shake before folding it up and setting it on the counter next to her purse. The calico kitten wasn’t so little any longer, but he was still a baby and would appreciate the familiar blanket and the smells of home.

Having the kitten at her house was a fun experience. The young cat seemed to have two modes—bundle of energy, and sound asleep. She enjoyed watching him race around her room, then sprawl across her pillow and pass out moments later. He only seemed ill at ease at night, when he would pace through her room mewing softly. Hopefully bringing his blanket over to her house would solve the issue. Though if he’s too perfect, I won’t want to give him back, she thought. 

Her phone buzzed, drawing her attention back to the present. It was a text from David.

Meeting with Fred at last minute. I’ll be 20 mins late for lunch.

She texted back letting him know that was fine, then she took a quick look around the apartment to make sure everything was in order, double-checked that the balcony doors were locked, then grabbed the key and blanket and left, locking the door behind her. Since she was already there and had some extra time, she decided she might as well go downstairs and see how Logan was doing at Candice’s Candies as well. He was a good kid, but being in charge of a store, even a small one, was a big responsibility for anyone.

The young man greeted her with a bright smile when she walked through the front doors of the candy shop. It was cool inside, and a popular song was playing softly on the radio. There weren’t any customers in the store, and she could see that Logan had his homework spread out in front of him. 

“It seems peaceful in here,” she told him with a smile. “How has everything been going? Any problems so far?”

“Everything’s been fine,” he told her. “The store gets really busy right after school lets out, but things have calmed down since then. Was that you I heard upstairs?”

“It sure was; I had to stop and pick up something for Felix. Sorry, I should have thought to tell you—I wouldn’t have wanted you to think that someone was breaking in.”

“That’s okay, I figured it was you or Eli.” He got up off the stool, stretched his arms, and wandered over to a shelf to straighten up some jars that had been bumped out of place. “How are the dogs doing? I miss seeing them all the time.”

“Keeva and Maverick are both doing great, but I can tell they miss you too,” she told him. “Maybe when Candice gets back we can work together to figure out a way that you can still stop by and see them a couple of times a week. I do feel bad when I have to leave them home alone all day. Although… I suppose they aren’t alone if they have each other.”

“I could probably come over on the weekends,” he said. “I know those days are busier at the deli anyway.”

“Great! We’ll talk to Candice about it. I’m so glad everything has been going smoothly for you here. If you’re sure you don’t need any help, I’ll get going.” 

“Do you want anything for the road? Candice ordered a new brand of chocolate before she left, and she told me to encourage people to try it.”

She turned her attention to the shelves and was debating with herself on which candy bar to buy when Logan made a soft sound of concern. Tearing her gaze away from the tempting chocolate bars on the shelves, she followed his gaze out the glass front window. She was surprised to see multiple police cruisers with flashing lights pulling into a parking lot kitty-corner  from the candy shop. The sheer number of officers on scene meant that something really bad must have happened. When she realized that the cars were gathering in the lot adjoining David’s private detective agency, her stomach began to twist with fear.

“What’s happening over there?” Logan asked, his tone interested but not yet frightened.

“I don’t know,” Moira told him. Her voice was shaking. “But I’m going to go find out.”

As much as she wanted to, she knew that walking straight over and asking the police what was going on would get her nowhere fast. They would just be annoyed by the intrusion and would likely do nothing more than ask her to leave the scene. Instead she forced herself to do the sensible thing; she returned to her car and called David. When he didn’t answer, she tried to assure herself that that was to be expected. She hadn’t seen any ambulances pull up. That meant he wasn’t hurt, right?

Trying to reassure herself, she decided that the fuss probably had to do with one of his cases, but that he wasn’t in trouble. Maybe he had found important information, or had even performed a citizen’s arrest on someone. Surely, whatever had happened, he would call her back soon and tell her all about it. She decided to go park somewhere she could see what was happening in the meantime.

When she eased her car out of the parking lot and onto the main road, she was surprised to see even more police gathered in the parking lot beside David’s office. And… was that a coroner’s van? The fear that had been creeping up on her since the first cruiser had pulled into the parking lot turned into full-blown terror. A visit from the coroner’s van could mean only one thing: someone had died.

Forgetting her earlier decision to wait for the police to leave and for David to contact her, she turned her car into the parking lot and threw it into park right behind one of the police cars. An officer saw her and immediately started making his way over. She unbuckled her seatbelt and got out of the car, her eyes wide as she looked around for the private investigator’s familiar form.

“Ma’am, I’m going to need to ask you to leave. This is official police business, and it isn’t safe for you to be here.”

“I need to see David,” she said. “Is he okay?”

“Ma’am—”

She shook off the hand that he put on her arm, and saw a flash of annoyance cross his face. He was opening his mouth to say something else, something probably less polite than what he’d said so far, when she saw a team of men carrying a full body bag out of the building. She gasped and put out a hand to steady herself against her car.

“David?” she whispered. “Is he…?”

The police officer didn’t respond to her half-formed question. Instead, he grabbed her arm more firmly and guided her back to the driver’s seat of her car. 

“You have to leave, ma’am,” he said. “If you continue to resist, I’ll have to cite you for impeding a criminal investigation.”

She sat numbly as he slammed her car door, unable to so much as reach for her keys, even as the officer was now gesturing at her to back up and leave the parking lot. Her gaze was glued to the door leading to David’s office, and she hoped with every fiber of her being that it hadn’t been him in that body bag.

When she finally saw his familiar tall form with the salt-and-pepper hair, she let out a sob of relief. She didn’t know what was going on—someone had died here today, that was certain —but at least now she knew that David hadn’t been the one in the body bag, and for now, that was all that mattered.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Back at the deli after dropping off the cat’s special blanket at home, Moira couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened at David’s office. There were no clues on any of the local news sites, and Darrin swore he hadn’t heard anything either. She would just have to wait for David to contact her and fill her in on what was going on.

Only a few minutes after she got settled at the register, something happened that took her mind off of the incident with the police. A man who appeared to be in his mid– to late-thirties, well-dressed with short, elegantly styled hair, walked into the deli and made a beeline towards her. He took his sunglasses off as he approached and offered her a charming smile. His teeth looked artificially white, but the smile seemed genuine.

“Are you Moira Darling?” he asked.

“I am,” she said, somewhat warily. She didn’t think she had ever seen this man before in her life. “How can I help you?”

“I’m Kent Yukan,” he said. He offered his hand, which she shook. His grip was firm, and his hand was warm and dry. “It’s very nice to meet you; you’re just the woman I wanted to see.”

He hadn’t answered her question, so she repeated it. “It’s nice to meet you too, Mr. Yukan. What can I do for you?”

“I actually have a business proposal to make. Would you like to come and join me at a table? It won’t take long, I promise.”

She hesitated for only a second, then agreed. The man was pushy, but she really didn’t have anything better to do and welcomed the distraction. Besides, he had piqued her curiosity.

“From what I understand, you’re the owner of this fine establishment, am I right?” 

She nodded.

“From what I’ve heard, people really enjoy your food. Darling’s DELIcious Delights has become something of a tourist destination. I think with some work, this little deli could become known nationally.”

Moira blinked. Did people really talk about her deli so much? And what did this man care? Maybe he’s an investor, she thought. This might be really good for the deli.

“Really, you think so?” she asked. 

“Yes, definitely,” he said with a nod. “It’s probably a lot of work to keep it running though, isn’t it? A pretty woman like you, you must have a family to spend time with. I bet running this place takes most of your time.”

Keeping the deli going did take a lot of work, but she didn’t really mind it. Since Candice was busy with her own store, Moira wasn’t missing out on time they’d be spending together. But she realized that the deli did occasionally interfere with her relationship with David. She hated feeling like she was putting him on the back burner, but he understood, right?  He worked just as hard as she did.

Shaking her head, trying to put thoughts of David out of her mind for the time being, she focused on the man in front of her.

“I suppose it can get busy sometimes, but overall I enjoy it,” she said. Cutting to the chase, she added, “Is the deli something you’re interested in getting involved with?”

“Yes, you could definitely say that.” Flashing her another smile, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a blank, unsealed envelope. “Inside is an offer. You don’t have to decide immediately, of course, but I’d love it if you’d take a look.”

Sliding the envelope towards herself, Moira asked, “An offer for what?”

“An offer to buy the deli, of course.”

She paused with her fingertips on the envelope, shocked. Buy the deli?

He must have seen the surprise on her face, because he gestured. “Open it,” he said.

She did, unfolding the paper inside carefully. When she saw the number, her mouth fell open. She stared at it, certain that she had miscounted the zeros, but no… the number really was that high. With this much money, she’d never have to work again a day in her life, even if she lived to be a hundred.

“Think about it,” he told her. “The offer stands until Sunday. My card is in that envelope too; call if you have any questions. When you make a decision, I’ll have my lawyers start drawing up the papers.”

She stared at him speechless as he smiled, thanked her for her time, and left. Barely managing to gather her wits before Darrin came out to see what was going on, she folded the piece of paper up and stuck it back into the envelope. It looked like she had a lot to think about.

***

Later that evening, Moira was curled up on the sofa in her living room with Felix sprawled across the cushion by her feet. She was attempting to read a romance novel, but she was finding it impossible to focus. Ever since she had let the police officer shoo her away from the crime scene, she had been going over possibilities in her head. Had one of David’s clients committed suicide, or perhaps had a heart attack or some sort of accident while meeting with him? Was it possible that David had been forced to kill someone in self-defense? She knew that speculating would get her nowhere, but she wasn’t able to help herself. At least whatever had happened, David didn’t seem to be in trouble because of it; he had sent her a text soon after she left, promising to come over to her house later that evening and talk to her. 

Maverick picked his head up off the rug and looked towards the window with a whine. Keeva followed his gaze, her tail beginning to thump against the floor. Recognizing the familiar signals from her dogs, Moira propped herself up on an elbow, craned her neck around, and peered over the top of the sofa out the window. Sure enough, David’s car was slowly rolling up the driveway.

Not bothering to save her place in the book, she set it on the coffee table and got up, straightening her clothes. She opened the front door and slipped outside, standing barefoot on the porch to wait for him. As soon as he got out of his car, she shot him a smile. His face was grim, but his expression lightened when he saw her. She decided not to tell him about the offer on the deli yet; he had enough to worry about without being dragged into her own problems as well.

“Hi,” he said, pausing for a quick kiss before following her into the house.

“Thanks so much for coming over,” she told him as the dogs greeted him. “I’ve been worried sick. When I saw that body bag, I thought…”

She trailed off, but knew that he would understand what she meant.

“I’m so sorry for worrying you,” he said. “I know that must have been frightening. If I had seen you there, I would have told the officers to let you by.”

“I’m just glad you’re okay,” she said. “What happened?”

It was what she had been waiting all day to find out. She knew David’s job had its ups and downs, but she had never seen anyone directly hurt by his work before. Surely this must have been some sort of accident?

David hesitated, then said, “Fred was killed.”

“Oh, no. Killed? As in murdered?” She bit her lip. Poor Fred. She had met him a few times, although he had seemed a bit scatterbrained, he was a sweet older man. Had he involved David in the wrong sort of case? Was David himself in danger now?

“Yes, unfortunately.” He grimaced, and she saw that whatever had happened had affected him deeply. Of course it did, she thought. Someone he knew was murdered, and in his office no less.

“How did it happen?” she asked him softly. 

“He was stabbed.” He sat down on the couch next to Felix and stroked the cat’s back, but didn’t say anything else. Tentatively Moira sat next to him.

“Do you know who did it?” she asked.

He paused, his hand halfway down Felix’s spine. A muscle in his jaw twitched. 

“No,” he said.

Moira blinked. She had known David for nearly a year. Granted, that wasn’t enough time to know everything about someone, but she had spent a lot of time watching his face, learning his expressions and the shape of his smile. She liked to think that she could tell when he was being honest with her, and she was pretty sure that he had just lied.

“Okay,” she said after a moment, deciding to trust him for now. “I’m so sorry that happened. What’s next? Are the police going to shut your agency down while they investigate? Do they have any leads?”

“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” he said. “None of this should concern you, though. I’m sure you have your own things to worry about.”

“Yes, I suppose, but nothing as important as this,” she told him. “I want to help, if I can.” 

She touched his arm gently, and was hurt when he shifted away.

“Well, you can’t,” he said shortly. “This doesn’t involve you, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

Moira bit back a frown, surprised at his tone; he’d never before tried to shut her down like this. She had no idea what was going on. Was he just upset over the murder, or was there something else?

“All right,” she said after a moment. “I’ll just let the police do their thing.”

“Thank you.” He turned to her and she saw some relief in his eyes. “I don’t want to have to worry about you getting hurt, too.” 

“I won’t,” she said. “This doesn’t have anything to do with me or the deli.”

He hesitated, then said, “Whoever did this to Fred... I think they might have done it to get to me. The way they set up his body and left it in my office, well, it feels personal. I want you far away from this.”

“David, you’re the one I’m worried about. I’ll be fine.” She forced a smile, then got up, determined to cheer up the private investigator if she could.

“Do you want something to eat? I’ve got plenty of leftovers from the deli, or I could whip us up something fresh. There’s some amazing iced tea in here that Candice made when she came over before she left, if you’d like to try some.”

“Sure, I’ll take a glass,” he said, standing up to follow her to the kitchen. “How is she doing, anyway? Is she enjoying Cedar Point?”

Glad that David was acting more normal, she began to relate to him some of Candice’s stories about the rides she had gone on so far at the amusement park, and some of her plans for the rest of the week. He smiled and laughed in all the right places, and she tried to assure herself that the only reason he had been in such a dark mood before was the recent murder. He sure isn’t acting mad at me, she decided. I think he just needed a reason to smile again.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Every Wednesday morning, she and two of her closest friends—Denise Donovan and Martha Washburn—made an effort to get together. All three women were busy, so usually they only had time for a quick cup of coffee somewhere in town. Occasionally their schedules aligned perfectly, however, and this Wednesday was one of those days.

“I can hardly believe none of us has to run off to work,” Martha said when the three of them met at the deli for breakfast. “I’ve been looking forward to today since last week.”

“Me too,” Denise said. “I’ve been so busy at the Grill recently that I hardly remember what it’s like to have free time.”

“Let’s take advantage of this rare occurrence,” the deli owner said. “We all deserve a day off—let’s make it a good one.”

They started off with Dante’s freshly made breakfast quiches and juice from the juicer behind the counter. Healthy and delicious, Moira thought as Meg took everyone’s orders while Dante started bringing food out of the kitchen. The quiches had just come out of the oven and were steaming hot, and the scents of feta cheese and bacon were making her mouth water. As always, the snacks looked amazing. With light golden brown crusts, bits of bacon crumbled on top, and spinach and feta baked into the egg filling, the spinach and feta quiches were some of her favorites, and that was saying something.

“Amazing as always, Moira,” said Martha as she sipped a glass of strawberry-mango juice. “It’s no surprise that breakfast at the deli is a huge success. You should have expanded your hours years ago.”

“Maybe, but that would have meant less time to spend with Candice back when she was living at home. Oh, speaking of success,” Moira said, reminded of the man’s offer the other day, “I need to show you two something.”

Checking to make sure her employees were both in the kitchen, she pulled the white envelope out of her purse and pulled out the piece of paper with Mr. Yukan’s offer on it. She hadn’t told anyone yet: not her employees, not David, not even Candice. A part of her felt like a traitor for even thinking of selling the deli, but it was a lot of money. She was eager to see what her friends thought.

“Whew,” breathed Denise when she saw the figure. “Are you sure that isn’t a typo?”

The deli owner nodded. “It’s a lot of money, but he seemed serious.”

“When do you sign?” Martha asked, her eyes wide as she handed the paper back to Moira.

“That’s the thing,” she replied, carefully folding it up and returning both paper and envelope to her purse. “I don’t know if I’m going to.”

Both women stared at her as if she were crazy.

“Moira, you have to,” said Martha. “You’d be rich. If someone offered me that sort of money, I’d sign over practically anything.”

“I know I’m probably crazy for even thinking of turning it down,” she replied. “When I imagine checking my bank account and seeing all of those zeros…”

She trailed off, letting her grin speak for itself. It really was tempting. She had never been offered this sort of money before, and had surprised herself by not jumping on it. What exactly was holding her back?

“It’s just that… well, I like having the deli. Even if I had all of the money in the world, I’d still want to cook and make people happy—and where better to do that than here?” She sighed. “Then I think of how much I would be able to do for Candice, and the dogs… and you gals, of course, if I had this much money. I don’t know, it’s a hard decision to make. I definitely won’t be making it lightly, whatever I choose to do. Besides, who knows if that guy would want to keep the same employees? I wouldn’t want Dante, Meg, Allison, and Darrin to be let go. They’re all hard workers and deserve their jobs.”

“Well, what does David think that you should do?” Denise asked.

“I haven’t told him yet,” the deli owner admitted.

“Why?” Martha asked, raising an eyebrow. “I’m surprised; you usually tell him everything.”

“He has a lot on his plate,” Moira replied. “I’ll tell him soon.”

She wondered what the private investigator’s advice would be. She thought he would want her to keep the deli. Neither of them were in their jobs because they wanted to become rich; they both worked because they loved what they did. Money would be nice, but she made enough with the deli to keep her head above water and even put some in her savings account each month. Did she really need more money badly enough to sell the business that had been her passion for the last few years?

The three women finished up their breakfast and then headed out. They piled into Martha’s new convertible and, with the roof down, drove through town. Despite her lasting worry about David and her dilemma of whether to sell the deli, Moira thoroughly enjoyed herself. What could be better than spending a few hours with some of her best friends in the world?

After hitting all of the best shops in Maple Creek and saying their hellos to their acquaintances—in such a small town, most small business owners knew each other pretty well—they headed to Lake Marion where even more shops awaited them. The first place they stopped was Candice’s Candies, where Logan was busy cleaning the wide front windows. 

“Hi, Ms. D,” he said, putting his cleaning cloth down to greet them. “And Aunt Denise. It’s weird to see you here.”

“I thought it would be nice to see where you work,” the redhead said. “It was wonderful of Moira to get you this job, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks again, Ms. D.”

“Oh, I just put a good word in with my daughter for you,” Moira told him with a smile. “She wouldn’t have hired you if she didn’t think you would do well.”

“You’re doing a good job, Logan,” Denise squeezed his shoulder, her eyes shining. “My sister would be proud of you.”

The teenager nodded seriously, and Moira felt a tug on her heartstrings. His mother had passed away a few months ago, and with his father in the military and posted overseas, Denise had agreed to take him in for as long as was necessary.

“Hey, isn’t that David’s car?” Martha asked, peering out the window. 

Moira and Logan, who seemed glad for the distraction, both followed her gaze. Sure enough, the private investigator’s familiar black car was pulling into the lot at his office. No other cars were there.

“He’s alone,” Denise said. “Let’s go say hi.”

The three of them said their goodbyes to Logan and walked over towards David’s office, leaving the car in Candice’s parking lot since they planned on walking around town for a while anyway. Lake Marion, while similar to Maple Creek, bordered a large lake—the town’s namesake—and had a variety of beautiful shops down by the docks. Moira loved the little town, and had even considered moving there after her house burned down. She was happy with her gorgeous stone house, though. Located right between the two towns that she frequented the most, it was just perfect for her.

The door to David’s office was unlocked, so Moira pulled it open and held it for her friends. Inside it was cool and dim, and the air smelled like lemon cleaner. 

“This is a surprise,” David said from his desk. His laptop computer was propped up on a pile of papers, and he had an open notebook in front of him, which the deli owner could see was filled with scribbled writing. He closed it suddenly and rose to his feet.

“We aren’t interrupting anything, are we?” she asked.

“No, of course not.” He smiled at her. Was she imagining it, or did the expression look strained? “I just thought I’d get here a bit early and work on a case before I see my next client. She’s missing some money—well, a lot of money—from a bank account, and thinks her estranged husband did it, but my money’s on the son.”

“You have the most interesting job,” said Martha wistfully. 

Moira smiled to herself. She knew her friend wasn’t currently too happy in her current line of work—the high demands and frequent weekends away were starting to wear thin. Hopefully the other woman would take the plunge into another career soon. Who knows, she could even become a private investigator herself if she wanted to, she thought. 

Surprisingly, David didn’t agree with her as he normally did when someone commented on how cool his job was.

“It has its downside,” he muttered. Clearing his throat, he added, “Was there something you ladies wanted help with? I do have a lot of work to get done—”

Somewhat hurt by his sudden dismissal, Moira turned to her friends and suggested that they check out the small art gallery that featured local artists. It was only a short walk from David’s office to the gallery, and Denise and Martha agreed happily. She exchanged a quick goodbye with David, who promised to call her later, then left.

She spent the entire visit to the little art gallery mulling over their short visit with the private investigator. He had acted strangely the entire time, hiding his notebook so quickly, then muttering negative things about his job, and finally asking them to leave. He’s probably still upset about Fred’s murder, she thought. I really wish he would tell me more about what happened, but I don’t want to upset him by pushing the matter. Still, the hurt feeling stayed with her.

“See you later,” Martha said with a wave as she pulled away from the deli’s parking lot where she had dropped Moira off after their outing. 

The deli owner waved to her friend, then said goodbye to Denise, who was hurriedly getting into her own car.

“I had a nice time,” the red-haired woman said. “I’ve got to run, though. One of our orders at the Grill didn’t come in on time, and the chef needs my help.”

“Good luck, I hope you get everything figured out,” the deli owner said. “I’ll try to stop by for dinner sometime this weekend.”

She watched as her friend drove away, then hefted her shopping bags—had she really bought that much?—and turned to go inside. She paused mid-step, one of the bags slipping through her fingers as her mouth fell open in shock. 

Her car, which she had left parked safely in front of the deli, had been vandalized. All four tires were flat, with gaping slash marks in them. Something was written on the driver’s window in what looked like soap. She had to move closer to read it, and when she was finally able to make out the words, she felt a tickle of fear. Though the writing was messy, there was no mistaking what the message said. 

I’ve got my eye on you.

 


CHAPTER SIX

“Oh my goodness, Ms. D,” Meg gasped when she came out to see why her boss was standing like a statue in the parking lot and saw the damage to Moira’s car. “Who would do something like this?”

The deli owner said nothing, but looked grimly at her car. The slashed tires would be easy enough to replace, and the words on the driver’s side window should wash off with some water and a good scrubbing, but the sour feeling of fear in her gut would be harder to get rid of. This wasn’t just an act of random vandalism; this was obviously something personal. Who would want to scare me? she wondered. I haven’t stuck my nose anywhere it doesn’t belong, not recently anyway.

“What are you going to do?” her employee asked, wide eyed.

“I think I should call the police,” Moira said. “This isn’t just some teenager’s prank. Whoever did it could mean serious harm, and I’ve had too many close encounters this past year.”

As she dug her phone out of her purse and dialed the number for the Maple Creek police station, she tried to think of who would do such a thing to her poor car. One of the first questions that the police would ask when they got there would be if she knew anyone who had motive… and she was drawing a blank. 

Once she had spoken to the police, explained the situation, and promised not to touch anything until they got there, she called David. He didn’t answer, and she hung up before leaving him a message. It was definitely better to tell him about something like this in person. Leaving a message would just concern him, especially if she couldn’t answer right away when he called back.

She sent Meg back inside to take care of the customers, then turned her attention back to her car. Hopefully whoever did this didn’t do anything else to it, she thought. Like cut the brake lines, or somehow make it dangerous to drive, she thought. Why does this sort of thing always seem to happen to me?

In no time at all, a police cruiser showed up. The officer parked behind her car and took a moment to record something—probably her license plate number along with the make and model of her car—before getting out. He introduced himself as Officer Catto, and looked to be not much older than Candice.

“I just got hired here,” he admitted to her. “I’m supposed to be shadowing Detective Jefferson, but he told me to go ahead and come here and get started; he’ll be here in a few minutes.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said to him. “Do you need me to do anything? I’ve got the insurance and proof of registration in the glove compartment, but I was told not to touch the car until you look it over.”

“That’s fine,” he said. “I’m just going to start by taking some pictures. Once Detective Jefferson gets here, he’ll tell you if he needs anything else.”

She watched as the young man began snapping photos of her car from various angles. Something about his reaction—calm, and matter of fact compared with Meg’s shock—was reassuring. Perhaps her bad experiences in the past had made her paranoid—maybe this was simply just the work of some bored teenager trying to get a rise out of someone.

Detective Jefferson showed up a few minutes later. Surprisingly, David was right behind him. The two of them pulled their vehicles into the parking lot, parked, and approached her nearly simultaneously. Jefferson paused to observe Officer Catto’s work, giving David a chance to greet her first.

“How did you hear about this?” she asked with a nod towards her car, surprised to see him.

“Detective Jefferson was with me when he got the call from the station,” he told her. “He told me, guessing that I’d want to tag along. Do you have any idea what happened?”

“Well, obviously someone decided to take a knife to my tires,” she said. “But as to who did it, I haven’t the slightest idea.”

He frowned at her car, as if it was somehow to blame.

“Have you seen anyone suspicious hanging around?” he asked her. “Has anyone been following you, or have any of your customers at the deli been asking strange questions?”

“No,” she told him. “If they had, don’t you think you’d be the first person I’d tell?”

“I hope so,” he said. “That note on the window—‘I’ve got my eye on you’—you don’t have any idea why someone would write that?” 

She shook her head. He looked on the verge of saying something else when Detective Jefferson walked over. She saw him looking at the security camera above the deli’s door, and answered his question before he could even voice it.

“It doesn’t cover the parking lot,” she said. “Not much of it, anyway, and definitely not the spot where I’m parked.”

“Do you think I could still have the footage anyway?” he asked. “It may not help us much right now, but if the perp went into the deli, and if there are any other similar cases in the area, it could help us figure out who did this.”

“Sure thing,” she told him. “Whatever you need. Do you think that this was personal? Am I in any danger?”

He hesitated, looking between her and David.

“I don’t know,” he said at last. “I’d suggest keeping all your doors and windows locked, just in case, and be careful if you go anywhere alone. I don’t want to frighten you, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry. Do you still have that big dog of yours? What was his name? Moose? Goose? And the wolfhound?”

“Maverick is the shepherd,” she said. “And the wolfhound is Keeva. Yes, I’ve still got them both.”

“Good. Dogs are a great deterrent against all sorts of crime. They’re one of the best alarm systems out there, as far as I’m concerned. Keep them close, all right?”

She nodded. “I always do.”

“Did you get fingerprints?” David asked the detective. Jefferson shook his head.

“No, it’s not usually very successful for something like this. There’s no clear point where the suspect would have had to touch the car, and we can’t exactly dust the whole thing, not with the equipment we have at the station. Besides, a car that’s been sitting in a public parking lot all day might have been touched by countless people. It would just be too much to go through, and there’s no way we would be able to get enough information for a warrant unless we happened to get a set of prints that matched a similar crime in the area… which there haven’t been any, lately.”

David’s lips tightened, but he nodded, accepting the detective’s answer.

“I’ve got to get going. I’ll call you,” he said shortly to Moira before turning abruptly and walking back to his car. The deli owner blinked at his retreating form, surprised at his sudden exit. Had something upset him? He’d been acting oddly ever since the dinner with his family, but had never brushed her off so abruptly before, especially not when she was the victim of a crime.

“So, um… what should I do now?” she asked, trying to recover her train of thought. She turned her gaze back to the detective.

“I suggest taking the car to a body shop and having them look over it,” he suggested. “If they find anything suspicious, they can contact us. I’ll also make a copy of the police report available to your insurance. If you’ve got any questions, or if anyone approaches you in a suspicious manner or you remember anything about who might have done this, don’t hesitate to give me a call.”

“I won’t,” she promised. She chuckled ruefully, “I’ve got the station’s number on speed dial. If anything suspicious happens, you’ll be the first to hear from me.”

The detective asked all of the same questions as David had, and she gave him the same answers. The one notable exception was a question the Detective Jefferson seemed hesitant to ask, and when he did, he did so only after making sure Officer Catto was out of earshot.

“Do you know anything about the case I’m working on with David?” he asked.

“No, I don’t. Wait, you mean the case about his murdered client?”

He nodded.

“Well, he hasn’t told me much about it,” she said. “I’d met his client once or twice before, always on his way in or out of David’s office. He seemed nice enough. From what David said, Fred never had any really serious cases; he just seemed to enjoy the process of hiring a private investigator—I guess he was a fan of mysteries.”

The detective was nodding. “That sounds about right. Thanks, Ms. Darling. I promise I’ll let you know if we do find anything out about who may have done this. In the meantime, keep yourself safe, all right?”

She gave her word that she would. 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

When the police finally left Moira checked her phone again. She was still waiting for David to call her as he had promised. She had been shocked by his sudden departure, and couldn’t help but wonder if he was upset with her for some reason. Was he disappointed that his mother hadn’t liked her more? Granted, their first meeting hadn’t gone exceptionally well. Had the older woman been voicing concerns about her to him? That could explain his distracted behavior. Maybe he was having second thoughts about their relationship, after all.

She hushed her pessimistic inner voice, telling it, maybe he’s just busy. He hardly ever sees his mom, after all. I’m sure he wants to spend as much time with her as he can. He can see me any old time.

“Hey, Ms. D,” Meg said when she went inside. “Do you want to take the rest of the day off? I just checked with Dante, and he said he’s happy to come in and take this shift if you wanted to go get your car fixed or something.”

“That’s great, Meg, thanks,” Moira said, giving her employee a smile. “I think I will actually head over to EZ Wheels and see what Edna has to say. I should at least see how much it will cost to replace the tires and get the rest of the vehicle checked over.”

“Do you need a ride?”

“No, I think I’ll just walk over. It will give me a chance to digest everything that’s happened, and try to figure out the next step. Don’t worry about me this evening, either—I can always take the refrigerated truck home with me if the car isn’t ready for a few days.”

“All right, Ms. D. If you change your mind, just let one of us know.” 

EZ Wheels was about a ten-minute walk away from the deli, and the exercise gave Moira a chance to clear her head. She knew that the chances of them catching the person responsible were low, and that the case would probably be put on the back burner unless the vandal struck again. She didn’t blame the police for that, not really—after all, what were a few slashed tires compared to some of the darker crimes that were on their plate? 

Strolling down the sidewalk, she mused about why Detective Jefferson asked her if she knew anything about David’s client that got murdered. She also started to feel the warmth of the day; although fall was slowly approaching and nights were beginning to get colder, the clear, sunny days were still almost uncomfortably hot, and she was beginning to perspire despite the faint breeze that was blowing in from the direction of Lake Michigan. She knew from experience that soon there would be a period of weeks where the temperature was perfect—pleasantly cool, but not yet chilly, with the expansive forests surrounding the town turning shades of yellow and red—then after that, the weather would begin turning frigid. Somehow winter always seemed like the longest season, though she knew in reality it was the same length as the others.

EZ Wheels was thankfully not busy when she got there. The shop’s door was propped open, and a box fan was blowing just inside. Despite those efforts to cool it off, the temperature of the interior of the store wasn’t much below that of the outdoors. 

Before even hearing why she was there, Edna, who was working behind the counter, sorting through a bin of car parts that Moira wouldn’t have been able to name, asked her if she wanted a glass of lemonade, which the deli owner gladly accepted. The drink, poured from a pitcher that the other woman took out of the fridge, was ice cold and beyond refreshing.

“That’s just what I needed,” she said after taking a gulp. “I was starting to regret my decision to walk over here. I’ve got no idea what people did before air conditioning.”

“They sweated,” Edna said with a laugh. “Just like I am. Darned air conditioning in this building has been broken for a year, and no one seems to be able to fix it. Anyway, what can I do for you? I might be reaching, but my guess is car troubles.”

“You’re on the money,” Moira said with a smile. “I’m going to need to get it towed here, but I can give you an idea of what happened…”

She gave Edna a quick synopsis of the last hour, skimming over the part with David, as well as the mysterious message written on the window in soap. She would wash that off before having the car towed. The other woman was shocked.

“Why would someone want to slit your tires?” Edna asked. “I can’t imagine you doing anything to make anyone so angry. Did you put laxatives in someone’s soup?”

“No, I’m pretty sure I’ve managed to avoid that. It’s a puzzle, for sure. Right now, my main concern is that my car gets fixed. I can figure out everything else later.”

The owner of the auto shop gave her an estimate of how much it would cost to get all four tires replaced and give the vehicle a quick once-over to make sure nothing else had been damaged. The amount was lower than Moira had expected.

“I’m giving you the local business owner’s discount,” Edna explained when the deli owner asked about it. “We hard-working women have to stick together.”

The tow truck driver, a serious looking man with a mustache whose name tag read simply Dunn, gave her a lift back to the deli, for which she was grateful. She called ahead and asked Meg to wash off the window, unwilling to give Edna more cause for concern. 

Back at the deli, she gave him her key and watched as he hooked the little car up to the truck. She was glad that it was only a short trip back to EZ Wheels—it couldn’t be good for her poor car to be towed on flat tires for long. 

Once the tow truck and her car were out of sight, she went inside and greeted Dante, who was as shocked as everyone else by what had happened. After relating the story once again and reassuring him that no, she really didn’t know why someone would want to slash her tires, she slipped into the kitchen and started washing up in the sink, only to be interrupted by Dante a moment later as he came to tell her that someone was looking for her out front.

“He says his name is Kent,” he said. 

Moira sighed. It was the man who wanted to buy the deli. She definitely wasn’t up to talking to him right then. Besides the fact that she was exhausted from dealing with her car, she found his personality grating and knew that all he wanted was an answer to a question that she hadn’t figured out yet. The deadline was a few days away, and she had a lot to consider before making her decision.

“Just tell him I’m busy,” she said, drying her hands on a hand towel. “I’ll get back to him later.”

Dante nodded and slipped out of the kitchen to deliver the news to the man who was waiting, and Moira breathed a sigh of relief. One thing at a time, she thought. Finding her car with slashed tires and a stalkery note scrawled on the window was too much for anyone to deal with in one day.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

“It was so nice of you to invite me to come with you,” Moira said to Karissa and Trish Thursday evening at the Redwood Grill. Their invitation to dinner the night before had been a welcome distraction from thinking about the state of her car. At least it wouldn’t be long until it was shipshape again—driving the refrigerated truck around was already beginning to get old.

“I thought it would be nice to get to know each other better, since I’m going to be living here now,” said Karissa. “Plus, I know Mom wanted a chance to talk to you some more before she goes back home.”

“I know how happy you make David,” said the older woman. “I need to make sure I’m leaving my son in good hands. He’s never had much luck with women, you know.”

Moira didn’t know. She hardly knew anything about David’s history. He had mentioned one or two of his ex-girlfriends to her in passing, but never in detail. That was fine with her; she wasn’t the type that wanted to know every detail of his past relationships, anyway. She had wondered how such a wonderful man had remained unmarried, but had figured that David would tell her anything important when he was ready. Had she been wrong not to ask more about his past?

“Right this way—oh, Ms. Darling, I didn’t see you at first. Would you like your usual table?” The hostess’s words pulled Moira out of her thoughts, and it took her a moment to focus and answer. She recognized the young woman; she had seated her and David quite a few times over the past few months.

“Sure, if it’s available,” she said, giving the young woman a smile. “It will just be the three of us today.”

“Ms. Donovan is in the back. Shall I tell her you’ve arrived?” asked the hostess as she led them to the quiet back corner where Moira’s usual booth was waiting.

“Only if she’s not busy,” the deli owner said. 

The hostess seated them and took their drink orders—Moira decided to splurge a bit with a Piña Colada, virgin since she would have to drive herself home in a little bit—and then left them to mull over the menus.

“What do you recommend?” Karissa asked. “I know you come here a lot—you must have tried pretty much everything by now.”

“Honestly, it’s all good,” she told the other woman. “I guess it just depends on what sort of dish you’re in the mood for. David usually gets something with steak in it. I tend to go for seafood or chicken, myself.”

“Hmm… I think I’ll try some of their pasta. The chicken pesto ravioli looks good. What are you getting, Mom? I know you like seafood. You should ask Moira for her suggestion—I don’t know if I told you, but she’s friends with the owner.”

Trish looked up from the menu, raising her eyebrows at her daughter’s words. Moira felt once again that the older woman was keenly examining her, but what she hadn’t the slightest clue what she might be looking for.

“Really? How do you know her?” David’s mother asked.

“She introduced herself to me when she first opened the Grill. We didn’t quite hit it off at first, but we have a lot in common, and quickly became friends.”

“Isn’t that a bit unusual?” the older woman asked.

“Pardon me?” She had no idea what Trish was talking about. Didn’t most people have a lot in common with their friends?

“You being friends with another restaurant owner. She is a competitor, after all.”

“Oh. Well, I guess. But our restaurants are different enough that we don’t really steal customers from each other. The Grill is more of a dinner place, though they do serve earlier meals as well. The deli focuses mostly on lunch, and on morning commuters. A lot of my customers stop in when they need something quick to eat on the go, or want to have a casual meal with a friend while out in town. The Grill is definitely much more of a sit-down place compared to the deli. Besides, I do catering, and Denise doesn’t.” Moira chuckled. “She considered doing it for a bit, but I let her ride along with me to an event and she decided that she didn’t want to deal with it.”

Trish just nodded and resumed perusing the menu. The deli owner hid a frown. Why was the older woman so hard to win over? Did she think she had some sort of ulterior motive for dating David? Or was she just unfriendly in general? Moira shot a glance at Karissa, wishing that she could ask her, but she didn’t think the two of them were close enough, not yet, anyway. It did seem that David’s sister was making an effort to connect, and she was grateful for that.

A young waiter appeared at their table a few minutes later with their drinks. He took their food orders cheerfully and congratulated them on their choices.

“Those are all excellent dishes,” he said. “I’ll get your order in with the chef right away. Would you like any appetizers to tide you over?”

The other two women looked to her for suggestions, so Moira glanced at the menu quickly. Which one was best? It was hard to decide, because they were all so good.

“Let’s try the smoked whitefish dip,” she said. “If that’s all right with you two, of course.”

Both Trish and Karissa nodded their approval, and the waiter went away with their menus in hand. The three women made stilted conversation until the appetizer arrived. The delicious food served to break the ice.

“This is some of the best dip I’ve ever had,” Trish said admiringly. “Do you know if it’s an original recipe?”

“I believe so,” Moira told her. “Denise and her chefs work hard to develop house recipes. They change the menu frequently, rotating old favorites out with new dishes. If a dish is successful, then it joins the rotation. On the rare occasion that it isn’t successful, Denise makes a note of it and takes it off the menu. She’s constantly coming up with new stuff, too.”

“She sounds like quite the woman,” David’s mother said. “Are your other friends all so successful?”

“Hmm… I suppose so. Martha’s really the only other close friend I have, other than David of course. She’s successful financially, but she doesn’t really have the same passion for what she does that the rest of us do.”

“What about you? Do you consider yourself successful financially?”

“Mother!” exclaimed Karissa. “That’s rude. It’s none of our business what Moira makes.”

“I’m just trying to protect David,” Trish said testily. “You know he hasn’t had the best of luck before. Some women have no class, and all they see when it comes to men are dollar signs.”

“I’m so sorry, Moira. Ever since Dad died, Mom’s kind of forgotten about social niceties,” Karissa said, her face red with embarrassment. 

“It’s okay,” the deli owner said, trying her best to diffuse the situation. “Don’t worry about it. Trust me, I’ve had people say way worse things to me than asking about my income.” Like death threats, she thought. She could understand the older woman’s concern, though of course she was way off the mark when it came to her and David.

“She’s just a bit over protective,” David’s sister continued. “She worries about us, you know?”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m not here,” snapped Trish. “I’m not an invalid. Why should I beat around the bush when it comes to my son? Moira’s been dating him for almost a year. I think she can indulge his old mother a few questions. From what David says, she’s quite the troublemaker. Bodies popping up left and right wherever she goes, house fires, kidnappings—”

Moira opened her mouth indignantly, but was saved from making a reply by the appearance of a familiar tall, red-headed woman.

“Denise,” she said, relieved. “I’m so glad that you stopped by to say hi.”

Her friend must have caught something of the tail end of their conversation, because she had one eyebrow raised and was gazing at the older woman skeptically. Her expression shifted seamlessly into a welcoming smile a moment later as she introduced herself. Moira was beyond grateful when Denise agreed to Karissa’s offer for her to join them and tell them about what it was like to run the Redwood Grill.

One more awkward dinner with David’s mom out of the way, she thought as the waiter brought them their food and rushed back to the kitchen to have the chef prepare a dish for Denise as well. I wonder how many more I’ll have to get through before she leaves?

 


CHAPTER NINE

Still feeling a bit unsettled from the conversation with David’s mother and sister at dinner, Moira sat in the big white refrigerated truck for a moment before starting it. Was that really why David had been acting so oddly lately? Because his mom had taken such an instant, strong dislike to her? Or was there something else going on? She hadn’t heard anything more about Fred’s murder. Surely they must have made some progress on the case by now. Was David still worried that someone was trying to get to him?

She knew that the best course would be to simply ask him about it, but with everything that had been going on lately she didn’t want to put even more on his plate. She shook her head, thinking when did I become so high maintenance?  She decided to let the man have his space for a few days if that’s what he needed. 

Deciding to wait it out and see if he didn’t come out of his funk, she pulled out of her parking spot. I’ll go home, make a pot of tea, and see if I can’t make some progress on that book before bed, she thought, eager to read more of the romance novel that she had been working on for the past few days. With a sudden sinking feeling she paused at the parking lot’s exit and checked first her purse, and then the seat next to her. The book, which she had brought to the deli earlier that day to read when business was slow, was nowhere to be found.

“I must have left it by the register,” she muttered to herself. Was it worth going back and getting it? After checking the time and her own internal sense of tiredness, she decided it was. After all, the deli wasn’t that far away. There was something comforting about curling up at home with a good book and a warm drink, and she could definitely use some comfort right now.

When she got to the deli, she parked in front, as close to the door as possible. The memory of what had happened to her car was suddenly first and forefront in her mind, and she was more glad than ever for the single, buzzing, orange streetlight next to the deli’s parking lot. Once she got to the door and the motion-sensitive lights came on, she felt safer knowing that the camera was recording everything that was happening. Maybe I should install a camera in the parking lot, too, she thought. The more security measures the better, I suppose. 

Unlocking the deli’s door, she pushed it open and slipped inside. It was odd being in her little shop so late at night, when the lights in the display cases were off and there were no enticing cooking smells coming from the kitchen. Still feeling a bit creeped out since she had been thinking about whoever had slashed her tires, she flicked on the interior lights before heading to the restroom, figuring there was no point in spending the drive home in discomfort.

When she came out, someone was standing at the register.

Her heart skipped a beat, and she felt a moment of panic before realizing her mistake; in flipping on the lights, she had also accidentally flicked the switch that controlled the outlet to the glowing open sign in the deli’s front window. Some poor late-night traveler must have wandered in, thinking that Darling’s DELIcious Delights was open all night.

“Excuse me,” she said. The man turned around, revealing a handsome face framed by unruly, nearly shoulder-length brown hair. His eyes were brown as well, and his skin was tanned and creased in the manner of someone who spends all day outside on a regular basis. He was wearing jeans and a black t-shirt that clung to him, promising lean muscle underneath.

“Um, sorry, but we’re closed.” She tried to gather her wits, which had been thrown all out of sorts by the sudden appearance of this attractive stranger. 

“Oh, really? Bummer,” he said. “Sorry about that, I saw your sign and I thought I might be able to grab a cup of coffee.”

He looked at her optimistically, obviously hoping that she would bend the rules for him. She sighed. She really wanted to get home and relax, but she had turned on the open sign on.

“I’ve been driving all day,” he added. “I just got to town, and I’m beat. Nowhere else is open this late.”

Only somewhat reluctantly she allowed herself to be guilted into agreeing to turn on a pot of coffee just for them—he insisted that she have a cup too—and made small talk with him while the machine grumbled and complained from the kitchen.

“My name’s Silas,” he told her after she introduced herself. “Silas Nickels.”

“Where are you from?” she asked him, curious as to where this enigmatic character had appeared from.

“Up by the Porcupine Mountains,” he said. “I actually live right by Lake Superior.”

“Oh, that’s a beautiful area,” she said. “What do you do?”

“I’m a wilderness guide.” At her raised eyebrows, he elaborated, “I accompany people who want to go on hikes, but aren’t comfortable or skilled enough to go on their own.”

“That sounds neat,” she said. “How did you even get into something like that?”

He shrugged. “I’ve always liked the wilderness, I guess.”

The coffee maker fell silent, so she went into the kitchen to pour them each a cup. She returned with two mugs on a tray and a small cup of cream and packets of sugar, glad that she had upgraded the deli’s coffee capabilities since they started with their breakfast hours. Silas joined her at a bistro table and began mixing his cream and sugar into his coffee. Moira, who could feel fatigue beginning to creep up on her, decided to drink hers black. The bitter taste would work better to keep her awake than a sugary sweet concoction would.

“So, are you the owner of this place?” he asked.

“Yep. I opened the deli a few years back, and it’s been a wild ride ever since.”

“You ever think about staying open all night? You’d be the only person in town that does, by the look of things.”

“I doubt there are many people wanting deli meat in the middle of the night,” she said with a chuckle. “Besides, my employees would kill me. They already work long hours as it is.”

“Well, it sounds like you know what you’re doing. You’re the deli woman, after all. I’m just a mountain man.” He drained his cup and grinned at her. “Thanks for the midnight coffee. Maybe I’ll stop by again sometime… when the deli is actually open.”

“Sounds good,” she said with a smile of her own. The man was charismatic, and she couldn’t help liking him. “I look forward to it.”

 


CHAPTER TEN

She fell asleep reading in bed. Hours later she woke up with her book on her chest and her reading light still shining brightly from her nightstand. Feeling disoriented, she set the book on the table next to a now room-temperature mug of tea and glanced around the room. The curtains on her window were still open, revealing nothing but blackness. It was late—or early, she supposed—nearly four-thirty in the morning, according to the clock on the bedside table. Her neck had a crick in it from her head’s awkward angle. Felix was curled up on his blanket beside her, and Keeva and Maverick were both staring at her from seated positions next to the bed. She didn’t know what had woken her, but she was glad for it—sleeping in such an awkward position for the entire night was a sure way to wake up with a headache or muscle pain, or both.

“Wow. Sorry, you two,” she said. “Did I forget to put you out before bed? I wasn’t expecting to fall asleep like that.”

She couldn’t remember if she had indeed put them out or not before getting into bed with her book, so she got up, gave Felix, who looked at her with sleepy golden eyes, a quick skritch, and opened her bedroom door to let the dogs go downstairs. She followed them, not bothering to turn on any lights, her stockinged feet silent against the wooden floor. Slipping on a pair of slippers that she kept just inside the mudroom, she unlocked the door to the backyard and, without bothering to turn on the porch light, preferring instead to glimpse the stars, stepped out onto the porch with the dogs.

Turning her face up to the sky, she closed her eyes and breathed in the fresh forest air. It was cool outside, but not cold, and the air swirling around her face and neck helped to wake her up. She could hear the dogs, somewhere in the dark yard behind her, sniffing and snorting at the strange scents left behind by whatever nighttime creatures had wandered through. It was cool enough to keep the bugs out of the air, and she was happy enough to take a seat on the white wooden rocking chair that she had rescued last month from a garage sale and wait while the dogs got some of their energy out in a game of chase—which they were, oddly enough, well matched for, Maverick’s greater agility making up for the speed granted by Keeva’s long limbs.

As the last vestiges of sleepiness faded away, she realized that she probably wouldn’t be able to get back to bed after all of this. She had to wake up in just a few hours, anyway—what would the point be? 

Man, this week sure is wearing me thin, she thought. From when that poor man was murdered in David’s office to now, I haven’t had a moment of peace. Granted, not all of it has been bad, but even the things that haven’t been disasters have been stressful. Her thoughts were on Kent’s offer to buy the deli. The slip of paper with his price on it was still in her purse, a bit worse for wear now, after she’d examined and reexamined it multiple times. She still hadn’t mentioned it to David. He had so much going on that it didn’t seem fair to give him something else to worry about. She was hoping that the police would catch the killer before she had to mention anything to him about the offer on the deli, but if they had any leads, she sure wasn’t hearing about them.

A panting Maverick plodded across the deck and lay down at her feet. Keeva wasn’t far behind, her own tongue lolling out the side of her mouth as she trotted over to Moira and rested her head on the arm of the chair to be pet.

“I take it you two are ready to go in?” she asked. “I bet you’re thirsty now, huh?”

One of the biggest negatives about having such large, enthusiastic dogs was that they tended to splash more water out of the dish than they actually drank. She had yet to find a good solution to the problem beyond laying a towel down under the water bowl and changing it a few times a day. She supposed tolerating daily floods around the dog bowl was a small price to pay for being able to enjoy two companions as wonderful as the dogs were.

“Come on, guys,” she said, forcing herself to her feet. “I’ll go make sure you have fresh, cold water waiting for you inside.”

She was about to open the door to the mudroom and let the dogs inside when the night was shattered by a sudden loud barrage. The dogs, panicking, ran off into the yard, and Moira stumbled backwards, her own eyes wide with terror. Silence fell for a second, in which she heard the ominous tinkling of broken glass, and then the noise began again. It took her another moment to realize that the sound was gunfire—somebody was shooting, and by the sound of it they were right in front of her house.

After the second barrage, the night grew even quieter than it had been before, all of the forest critters frightened into stillness. Her heart racing, and with no idea what had just happened, Moira sank to the porch, her back to the wall. She wanted desperately to call for the dogs, but if someone was standing in her front yard with a gun then she knew she couldn’t risk the noise.

She didn’t know how long she stayed like that, sitting with her knees to her chest and her back to the house for protection, wondering if at any moment the gunman would come around the corner or burst through the back door looking for her. She finally moved when the sky was beginning to turn grey in the east and she knew that she had to do something, even if that something was simply to make sure the dogs were okay and call the police.

When she first saw that the back yard was empty, she felt sick. Had the dogs managed to climb or jump over the fence in their terror? If so, ow would she ever find them? They could be miles away by now. Then she heard a soft whine behind her and turned to her great relief to see Maverick inching out from under the porch. He froze, listening cautiously for a moment, then slunk over to her. He was shaking, but she was glad to see that he didn’t appear injured.

Kneeling down next to the porch, she peered underneath it and saw a quivering Keeva curled up in the farthest corner. Her heart went out to the poor, terrified dog, but she didn’t want to risk making any more noise than necessary until she figured out what had happened.

“You stay there, sweetie,” she whispered to the dog. “I’ll come back, I promise.”

She decided to leave Maverick in the yard as well. Holding her breath, careful not to let the door squeak as she opened it, she slipped into the mudroom and listened carefully before venturing into the rest of the house.

Her first priority was to locate a phone and call the police. Unfortunately, both her cell phone and the landline phone were upstairs in her bedroom, where she had put them before settling down with her book. She didn’t think that anyone was in the house—after the shooting had stopped, she hadn’t heard any more noise—but it didn’t hurt to be careful. On her way through the kitchen, she swiped the largest of the kitchen knives and, bypassing the basement door, began making her way up the stairs.

When she reached her bedroom, all she could do was stare, stunned, at the chaos in front of her. Her bedroom window was shattered, and bullets had ripped through the ceiling and walls, which in turn had covered the bed and floor with dust, bits of drywall, and broken glass. Her heart skipped a beat when she remembered the cat. Felix had been sleeping on her bed when she went downstairs to put the dog out. Luckily all of the bullet holes were angled upwards - from his or her position on the ground outside, the shooter had only been able to shoot up - so the chances of Felix having been shot were low, but he very well could have bolted out the broken window in his panic.

On a whim, she knelt down and checked under the bed and was relieved to see the wide-eyed calico staring back at her. She made soothing noises at him and murmured at him to stay there, then stood up and swiped her cell phone from the night stand. Just as she was about to press call, something out of place caught her eye. Located in the midst of the debris from her shot in window was a rock with a piece of paper held against it with a rubber band. She picked it up and extracted the piece of paper, which turned out to be a note.

I know where you live. Third time’s the charm.

She dropped the paper, fear racing through her veins in icy spikes. The handwriting was the same as the words that had been written in soap on her car’s window. Third time’s the charm. What did that mean? She hoped she wouldn’t ever find out. 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Gosh, I really needed this.” Moira set the tray down on the bistro table and joined her friends, who had stopped by the deli after hearing about her adventures the night before. She was still shaken, but had begun to feel grateful instead of terrified. She could so easily have been in her bedroom when the shooting happened if things had gone only a little bit differently.

“We thought you might need someone to talk to,” said Martha, exchanging a glance with Denise. “Especially since David hasn’t been much help lately.”

The deli owner frowned. She wished that her friend hadn’t brought up David’s conspicuous absence. He hadn’t done anything more than send her a text after she told him about the intruder the night before. Did he really just not care anymore? Before, whenever something frightening happened, he had always rushed out to make sure she was okay. Maybe he’s getting tired of rushing to my rescue, she thought. If so, she couldn’t blame him. More bad things seemed to happen to her than to anyone else she knew. Maybe Trish is right, and I’m just a troublemaker.

“It was scary,” she admitted. “I’m just so glad that I was outside with the dogs when it happened. From the angle of the bullet holes, the police said they didn’t think whoever was shooting was trying to actually hit me, but I still feel lucky that I wasn’t in the room. Poor Felix was absolutely terrified though. It took me ages to convince him to come out from under the bed.”

“Is he all right?” Martha asked. “Poor kitty.”

“He’s fine,” she assured her friend. “Amazingly, none of the animals got so much as a cut from the broken glass. We were all shaken up, though.”

“I can imagine,” Denise said with a shudder. “Someone’s out to get you. Do you think it’s the same person that slashed your car’s tires?”

“Probably,” Moira said. “I mean, I don’t see how it could be a coincidence.” She still hadn’t told her friends about the note; she was loath to worry them even more than they already were.

“What did you do to get yourself in trouble this time?” Martha asked her, amazed. “Did you find another dead body that you forgot to tell us about?”

The deli owner grimaced.

“No,” she said. “Thankfully, I haven’t. Life’s been quiet for me, other than having that man pester me about selling the deli.” She said the last part quietly, not yet ready for any of her employees to know about the decision that she was faced with.

“There was also that guy that got murdered in David’s office,” her friend pointed out. “You didn’t have anything to do with that, did you?”

“No,” she said, the pitch of her voice rising with indignation. “Why does everyone keep asking me about that?”

Detective Jefferson had asked her pretty much the same thing the night before, but had clammed up when she had asked him if he thought Fred’s murder had anything to do with the person that was terrorizing her. She was beginning to get annoyed at both him and David for refusing to tell her anything about the murder. She understood the need for confidentiality in both of their jobs, but if it was going to affect her, then she had the right to know, darn it.

“Can we change the subject?” she asked. “This whole situation has me bouncing between being furious and being scared. Not only do I have some psycho coming after me, but I also have a giant hole in my bedroom wall where my window used to be. At least I get my car back today.”

So far, that was the one good point of the day; Edna had called her an hour ago and declared her car fit to be driven. She would pick it up as soon as someone got here to cover her shift at the deli.

“That’s great,” Martha said enthusiastically. “I bet you’re going to be glad to stop driving that boat of a food truck around.”

“It’s not that bad… except when it comes to parking,” she admitted. “I’m not the best at parking to begin with.”

As her friends picked up the thread of the conversation, she smiled and began to let her mind wander. She hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before, and of course had spent hours standing around while the police poked and prodded at her house, which had become a crime scene yet again. At least she would have a cruiser sitting guard in her driveway tonight, in case the gunman came back.

Even worse than the broken window, she had been carrying around guilt that just increased whenever she thought of her poor pets. Maverick seemed to have shaken the incident off all right, though he had been jumpier than usual as she was preparing to go to work. Keeva and Felix, on the other hand, were both still terrified. She had ended up leaving Keeva in the mudroom with her bed and a soft pile of blankets, as the poor dog would begin to shake if Moira tried to bring her into the rest of the house. It had taken ages to coax the ginormous dog out from under the back porch in the first place, so she supposed that the mud room was progress.

“Aren’t you going to eat, Moira?” Denise asked, interrupting the deli owner’s thoughts. 

She looked down at the salad in front of her, suddenly regretting making it. She really didn’t have an appetite at the moment, but knew that she should do her best to force something down. The only question was why she had thought a salad with candied pecans, rich blue cheese, and raspberry vinaigrette was the answer. Though usually one of her favorite healthy meals, the rich flavors were turning her stomach at the moment.

“You really should,” added Martha, attempting to be helpful. “It’ll be good for you to eat something. The spike in your blood sugar will perk you up, at least for a bit. Thing won’t look nearly as grim with food in your stomach.”

“I guess,” she said, halfheartedly stabbing a spinach leaf with her fork. “Sorry, guys. I’m terrible company right now. There’s just so much going on, it’s hard for me to concentrate on any one thing.”

“Anything we can help with?” her friend asked.

Moira considered the offer, then shook her head. It wouldn’t be fair to drag her friends into something like this. What she really wanted was to talk to David. Not that it was fair to drag him into her troubles either, but at least he had more experience with dangerous situations and might be able to offer up some advice. Why wasn’t he calling her back? Even a text or an email would do… she just wanted something to let her know that she wasn’t in this alone. His continuing silence was hurtful, much more than she liked to admit.

“Thanks for the offer, though,” she said. “It means a lot that you guys came out here to have lunch with me.”

She forced a smile onto her face and did her best to keep her mind on the conversation. It was good to be reminded that she did have people other than David that cared about her. Good friendships like these would last a lifetime.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

A few hours later, after her friends had gone, Darrin showed up to begin the afternoon shift. This enabled her to pop over to Edna’s and get her car. Sitting behind the familiar steering wheel was a relief. Having her car back, clean with four new tires, felt almost like a sign that things were going to start falling back into place. 

She pulled into the deli’s parking lot, parking her car as close to the big pane windows in front of the deli as possible in hopes that whoever ended up working the register today would keep an eye on it. She took one last, appraising look at her vehicle, then went inside, only to find that she had a surprise visitor waiting for her in the deli

Silas greeted her with a warm smile, rising from his seat at a corner table when she came in. Moira shot a glance at Darrin, who just shrugged. 

“He was asking for you, so I told him you’d be back soon,” he said. “I hope that’s all right.”

“Do you have the time for another coffee?” Silas asked. “Like I promised, I made sure the deli was actually open this time. I thought we could chat for a bit… if you have time.”

Sure,” she said, laughing. “Just a second, I’ll go pour us a couple of cups.”

Conscious of the fact that Darrin was watching them from the register, she joined Silas at the table in the corner that he had indicated a few moments later. She set down his mug of coffee, and was rewarded with a smile.

“You made it just how I like it—amazing,” he said after sipping it.

“What was it you wanted to talk about?” she asked him. “I should get back to work relatively soon. Darrin will need help at the register if we get busy.”

“I just wanted to chat with you,” he said with a smile. “Word around town is you had quite the exciting night last night.”

“Does everyone know?” Moira groaned. “The whole town already thinks I’m a troublemaker. I don’t need something like this added to the record.”

“Rumors spread quickly,” he said with a small smile. “I bet this makes you rethink living all alone so far out of town.”

Moira paused, her lips on her cup. How did Silas know where she lived? She was certain she hadn’t told him. Like he said, rumor spreads quickly, she thought. There’s plenty of people that could have told him I live alone a few miles outside of town. It’s not like it’s a secret. 

“I don’t really feel alone,” she told him, offering him the same answer that she gave to her friends whenever they voiced the same concern. “Not with the dogs there to keep me company. They’ve both given me reason to think they would protect me if someone did try to hurt me. I will admit that back when I lived in town I never really felt the need for protection, though.”

“Yes, I imagine that having close neighbors afforded you a certain amount of protection,” he said. “I can’t say I blame you for preferring the privacy of living outside of town, though. I spend a fair amount of time away from civilization myself.”

Though her little house in the woods was hardly far from civilization, Moira offered the man a smile.

“Right, you’re one to talk. I can’t even imagine spending days on end out in the forest alone. I envy some people their jobs, but I just don’t think working as a wilderness guide would be a good fit for me. I like my creature comforts, like hot showers and a soft bed. Your job is definitely a conversation starter, though.” 

“You seem happy enough with running the deli,” he pointed out. “What other jobs could you possibly envy? You’ve already got everything you need here: good food, nice people, and the ability to make your own schedule, all while still enjoying your creature comforts.”

“Well, my… friend… he’s a private investigator.” She didn’t know why she didn’t call David her boyfriend. Surely it was because of the nonchalant way he had been acting towards her lately, and had nothing to do with the attractive man sitting across the table from her, right? “I always used to think his job was neat. Now I’m not so sure.”

“Oh? What happened to change your mind?”

“Well, one of his clients was murdered recently, and I guess it just sort of struck home that a lot of what he does… well, it’s dangerous, you know?”

He nodded. “I suppose it is. A lot of jobs are dangerous, though. I could get mauled by a bear or attacked by wolves while I’m out in the mountains, though it’s unlikely. You could spill a pot of boiling oil on yourself, or die from a gas leak. Danger is everywhere. You can’t live any sort of life if all you do is avoid it.”

“Well, even when I try to avoid it, it still seems to find me,” she said.

“It does seem that way. So, tell me more about your private investigator friend. Does he get much business in an area like this?”

“A fair amount, I suppose,” she told him. “He seems too stay busy, anyway.”

“What sort of cases does he work on? I can’t imagine it gets terribly exciting around here.”

“Oh, little things for the most part. He does a lot of investigating into cheating spouses and missing pets. But sometimes a bigger case does come around; Maple Creek and Lake Marion can get more exciting than you might expect.”

“Does he talk about his cases much?”

“Some,” she said. “Though this most recent one—where his client got killed—he hasn’t shared much about it.”

“I wonder why?” Silas leaned back in his chair, eyeing her consideringly.

“Maybe it’s something personal to do with his client, and he doesn’t want to break confidentiality.” She shrugged. “He’s a good man like that; that’s definitely something he would do.”

“I see.” 

“What brings you to Maple Creek, anyway?” she asked, eager to change the subject. 

“I’m just visiting an old friend,” he told her. “Someone I knew quite a few years back, in fact. I’m thankful to have the chance to catch up and see what he’s done with his life since the last time I saw him.”

“That’s nice.” She gave him a soft smile, touched that he would take the time out of his trip to have coffee with her, a woman that he barely knew. “How much longer are you in town for?”

“Oh, probably just a few more days. Then I’ll have to skedaddle back home. The bears will be missing me.”

Grinning, she had to admit that she enjoyed his offbeat sense of humor. He was outgoing and friendly, and seemed intelligent. If she wasn’t with David, she would definitely be attracted to a man like Silas. As it was, she found herself enjoying his company maybe a bit more than she really should. There’s no harm in talking, she told herself. He’ll be gone soon enough. Goodness knows, I could use something to distract me from the mess that this week has become. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Moira watched as David’s sister scratched Keeva behind her ears. The giant Irish wolfhound seemed to have taken an immediate liking to the other woman. Maverick, who had already gotten his fair share of petting, looked mournfully on from Moira’s side. Chuckling, the deli owner patted his head.

“Don’t be jealous, big guy,” she told him. “Keeva deserves some loving, too.”

“Your dogs are simply amazing, Moira,” Karissa said as Keeva pressed against her. “They’re both so well behaved. How do you do it?”

“I’m afraid I can’t really take much credit for it,” Moira told her. “They were both pretty well trained when I got them. I just do my best to make them remember their manners.”

“Well whatever you do, it works,” the other woman said. “Maybe I’ll get a dog one day, once I’m settled in. I haven’t had once since I was a kid. Did David ever tell you about any of our family dogs? There was this yellow lab, or maybe it was a mix, I can’t remember, anyway, he loved that dog. It would even go down to the bus stop and wait for him when he was in middle school.”

“He never mentioned the dog,” said Moira. “He doesn’t really talk about his childhood—or any of his past—too much. I wish he would. I feel like there’s so much that I still don’t know about him.”

“He can be secretive, I suppose, but I think that comes with his work,” the other woman said. “From what he’s told me, he’s managed to make some pretty serious enemies in his time as a private eye. I guess he tries not to divulge too much unnecessary information while he’s on the job, and some of that just carries over to the rest of his life. He probably doesn’t even realize he’s doing it.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that,” the deli owner mused. “I suppose that’s a good point. With my job, I almost have to talk about myself. Bonding with my customers is important to me, and I absolutely love it when they ask for updates on how the dogs are doing, or how Candice’s Candies is doing. If I didn’t share personal information then I probably wouldn’t have so many loyal customers.”

“See?” Karissa said with a smile as she shouldered her purse and straightened up. “It’s just different ways of looking at the world. I’m sure David would be happy to talk to you about whatever you want, if you just ask him.”

“Thanks, Karissa,” she said. “It means a lot that you think he’ll open up to me. He’s lucky to have you as a sister.”

“Don’t let him hear you say that,” the other woman said with a chuckle. “I’m pretty sure he still holds it against me that I stole his teddy bear when we were kids. We fought like alley cats back then—distance and time have definitely been good for our relationship.”

“David with a teddy bear?” Moira asked, amused. “It’s hard to imagine that.”

“Well, he was only five years old. I was a year younger, and a whirlwind of mischief. I stole his stuffed bear and hid it in the oven. Then our mom preheated the oven without checking it first.”

“Oh my,” Moira said, chuckling. “You must have had quite the childhood.”

“We did,” the other woman said with a smile. “We really did.”

Moira and Karissa piled into the deli owner’s newly repaired car and drove into town. Karissa, new to the area, was eager to meet some of the local shopkeepers and learn of the best places to buy what she needed. The deli owner was glad for the chance to spend more time with her boyfriend’s sister; they seemed to have a lot to talk about, and she had the feeling that they were going to end up being close friends.

Their first stop was at Candice’s Candies in Lake Marion. Moira wanted to check in on Logan anyway, and she was eager to show David’s sister Candice’s business. The little shop was merrily busy when they got there, with a small herd of children and what seemed like too few adults milling around inside. Logan seemed to be comfortable with the hustle and bustle, though. He moved effortlessly from ringing a customer up to reaching to a top shelf to bring down a box of candies for one of the children. He saw Moira and spared her a wave, but was too busy to come over and greet them. 

“It seems like a successful business already,” Karissa said when they left. “You must be so proud of your daughter.”

“Oh, I am,” she said. “More than she knows.”

They meandered through a few of the shops in town, but didn’t stop to buy anything. Karissa had already spent some time getting to know her new town, but seemed fascinated by how much Moira know about each of the shops and the people who owned them.

“Candice’s boyfriend actually runs the ice cream parlor,” she told the other woman. “Do you want to stop in?”

“Sure. It’s never a bad time for ice cream.”

Moira smiled. This was definitely a woman after her own heart.

“Hey, Ms. D,” Eli said when they walked into the clean, cool ice cream shop. “What can I get you?”

“I’d like two scoops of the dark chocolate raspberry ice cream that I got last time,” she told him. 

“And I’ll have the peanut butter swirl,” said Karissa. “Although all these flavors look great.”

“I can personally vouch that they all taste as good as they look,” he said with a grin. “Here are your ice creams… on the house.”

He refused to listen when Moira tried to pay him, claiming that she had helped him so much already that the least he could do was give her free ice cream. He soon launched into the story of how she had saved his grandfather. Pleasantly embarrassed, she listened to the story, amused at how much more heroic she was in the story than she remembered being in real life.

“Edna’s the one who fixed my car,” she told the other woman, pointing across the road at EZ Wheels as they strolled back through Maple Creek. Moira saw a few maintenance men working on the boxy air conditioning unit, and wondered if Edna was finally going to be able to enjoy some cool air, just in time for the end of summer. 

“Are you good friends with her, or do you just kind of know her?” Karissa asked. “It must be weird living in such a small town. I’m not used to being on first name terms with the people who fix my car.”

“I’ve known Edna for years, but I don’t know her well,” the deli owner told her. “She took over the business from her father, I know that. She’s good with cars—she just seems to have a way with them. It blows my mind, because all I see when I look at an engine is a jumble of pipes and wires.”

“Kinda like you have a way with cooking?” ventured the other woman. “David says it’s amazing how you just know which ingredients to add without looking at a recipe or anything.”

“Well, I’ve got a fair amount of recipes memorized,” Moira admitted with a chuckle. “Other than that, though, it’s just natural for me to know which spices go with which foods, and what tastes blend well together. I’ve definitely made my fair share of mistakes, however.”

“I don’t believe it,” Karissa said with a smile. “Everything of yours that I’ve tasted has been wonderful.”

“Thanks,” said Moira. “That means a lot.”

The two women were past the auto shop by then, and had entered the grassy park where Moira used to take Maverick for walks when they still lived at her old house in town. She was telling Karissa about some of the yearly events held at the park when she saw the other woman tense and glance behind her.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I thought I saw this guy following us. He’s been behind us for a few blocks, but I just lost sight of him.”

Moira frowned and looked over her own shoulder. She didn’t see anything out of place. 

“What was he wearing?” she asked.

“A tee shirt, black pants, and a baseball cap pulled low,” David’s sister said. 

Moira kept shooting surreptitious glances over her shoulder as they walked, but it wasn’t until they were nearly through the park that she saw a man matching Karissa’s description. He was shadowing them a few hundred feet back, and was hiding in plain sight by sticking close to a larger group of people who were heading the same general direction as he was. His face never turned away from her and Karissa though, and for as long as she watched, he continued to stare at them.

“Creepy,” muttered Karissa. 

“Very,” Moira said, her heart clenching. Could this be the man that had slashed her tires and shot up her house? She had the gut feeling that it was. She toyed with the idea of calling the police, but when she looked back a few minutes later, he was gone and didn’t reappear for the rest of their walk.

Even though the man was gone, the deli owner wasn’t able to get him out of her head. Karissa seemed to have forgotten about the encounter already, but Moira knew she didn’t have the luxury, not with someone clearly out to get her. She was so focused on her thoughts of the mysterious man as they drove back to her house that she didn’t even notice the strange car parked by her house until she and Karissa had pulled almost all the way up the driveway.

“What the…” she muttered. She grabbed her phone in her hand tightly as Karissa pulled the car to a stop. She was about to suggest that the other woman stay in the car, when she laid eyes on the intruder. It was Kent, the man that wanted to buy her deli.

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“I’m sorry, sir, but you need to leave,” Moira said firmly once she had regained her composure. “I don’t remember giving you my address—how did you find out where I live, anyway?”

Besides the fact that he had shown up at her house uninvited, she was annoyed that he kept putting so much pressure on her to sell the deli. Yes, he was offering a lot of money, but the deli was more than just a source of income to her. If she did decide to sell it, it would only be after a lot of consideration on her part.

“One of your employees gave me your address,” he said, flashing her another one of his wide smiles. “I’d love to talk with you more in depth about my plans for the deli. I thought maybe meeting in a more relaxed setting might be helpful—of course you wouldn’t want to be distracted while you were at work.”

“Who is this guy?” Karissa asked skeptically. She looked torn between amusement and annoyance. Moira could understand why; everything about Kent, from his bleached white smile to his rehearsed speech, seemed fake.

“He’s interested in buying the deli,” she told the other woman. 

“Are you going to sell it?” she asked with wide eyes.

“No. Maybe. I don’t know.” She bit back a sigh. Why was Kent trying to rush her? All she wanted was some time to think about it in peace, without a million other things all clamoring for her attention at once. 

“I know you’re a busy woman, but this won’t take much of your time…” he began again.

“Look, you need to leave,” Moira said, more forcefully this time. She felt bad about being to direct with him, but he really had no right invade on her private life—even coming on her property without permission—just to pester her about the deli.

“It will really just take—” 

A booming bark from inside signaled that one of the dogs had become aware of his presence on the property. A second later, the other dog started barking, and Moira saw the curtains in the living room pushed aside as two furry faces peered through the window at them. Kent, whose back was to the house, jumped and spun around almost comically. He swore once, then shot a quick glance over at the two women and apologized.

“I don’t like dogs,” he explained. “Maybe I should get going, after all. We’ll put this conversation on hold, all right?”

Moira just glared at him, exasperated. After he finally got into his car and drove away, she and Karissa exchanged a glance. Both of them burst out laughing.

“Are you seriously considering selling the deli to that guy?” the other woman asked.

“I really don’t know,” Moira said. “What do you think I should do?”

“Whatever makes you happy,” Karissa said with a shrug. “But if you do sell it, I hope you can find someone less creepy. He must be stalking you or something to show up like this. It’s weird.”

“Yeah. He’s been really pushy, and I wish he would just let me think about it.”

“What does David think?” 

“I haven’t told him yet,” Moira admitted. “I just… haven’t had the chance.”

“I think you should,” the other woman said. “He’d want to know, at least.”

Letting herself inside after Karissa left, the deli owner decided that the other woman was right. This was something that she should tell David. At least she would get another opinion, though she doubted anything he would say would make the choice easier. David knew her better than anyone other than Candice, but he wouldn’t want his thoughts on the matter to get in the way of her own decision. I should talk to Candice, too, she thought. But I’ll wait for that until she’s back.

She greeted the dogs and put them outside, then sat at the kitchen table with Felix on her lap and her phone in her hand, trying to guess what David’s reaction would be. If he was in her shoes, would he sell his business, or keep it? She supposed that it depended on how much money was offered. Any offer that meant they’d never have to work again was bound to be tempting to most people.

She called him, and he picked up on the fourth ring. 

“Do you have a minute to talk?” she asked.

He hesitated for just a split second. “Yeah.”

She bit her lip, then decided to start from the beginning and tell him everything about Kent and the offer he had made for the deli.

“Wow,” he said when she was done. “Are you sure that this isn’t some sort of a scam?”

“Well, he gave me his business card and it had a website on it. I checked it out and also searched for his name online, and he seems legitimate. I guess he buys restaurants and mom-and-pop shops that are popular locally, and markets them nationally, making them into chains.”

“So the deli would become a chain store?” he asked. “Would you retain any control?”

“No, he just wants to buy it. I don’t think he’s interested in co-ownership or a partnership or anything like that.”

“What are you thinking you’re going to do?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “On the one hand, that much money would be really nice to have. On the other hand, the deli is a huge part of my life, and I don’t like the thought of selling something I’m so passionate about. I was hoping to get your opinion.”

“I think—” he paused. “I think you should sell it. Take the money and move to Florida or somewhere warm. Retire early.”

Shocked, she took a moment to gather her thoughts and respond.

“Really?” she asked. “I thought you would want me to keep it. And why would I move? I love it here. There are too many bugs in Florida, I wouldn’t want to live there all year round. An alligator might eat one of the dogs.”

“Okay, no Florida,” he said. “But really, you should take the money he’s offering you and go somewhere nice, even if it’s just for a vacation.”

His voice was serious, and Moira frowned. Something else must be going on, but what?

“Is everything all right?” she asked him.

“Everything’s fine,” he said. “I’d just like to see you spend time somewhere a bit… safer. This town hasn’t been particularly good for your health lately.”

That sounded a lot like what his mother had said when she had called Moira a troublemaker. Why was everyone acting as if she kept getting herself into trouble? It’s not like she went looking for it—trouble found her. She doubted that a change of scenery would do much to help with that problem, and if she did find herself in hot water again, the last thing she’d want would be to be farther away from her family and friends.

“I’ll think about it,” she said at last. “When can I see you again? I’ve seen your family more than I’ve seen you this week. I miss you.”

“I’ll check my schedule,” he said. 

And just like that, he hung up.

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The day that Candice was due to return, Moira woke up feeling optimistic, with a smile on her face. The last week certainly hadn’t gone exactly as planned, but with her daughter back in town, surely things would start looking up. She had missed her daughter a lot more than she would admit to anyone other than herself, and would be glad to be able to share everything that had been going on lately with the young woman. Knowing that any news of what was going on back home would distract Candice from her vacation, Moira hadn’t told her much about the recent events. There was no sense in wrecking the young woman’s vacation, not when everyone at home was perfectly fine.

As she was getting dressed, her phone buzzed with a text. 

Still meeting at the deli? her daughter asked. 

She replied with an affirmative and double-checked that Felix was safely locked in the mudroom with all of his stuff. Candice would be stopping at her house on her way from the deli to her apartment to get the cat, and Moira didn’t want her to have to search high and low for him. The young cat had a habit of finding the most inconvenient places to crawl into. He certainly was a troublemaker, but he had been fun to have around.

Since none of her employees were supposed to come in for a few more hours, Moira had the rare chance to open the deli alone and prepare the breakfast menu herself. With only an hour until the little shop opened, she had to whip together the ingredients for the mini quiches that had become so beloved by the customers, prepare the fresh fruits for the juicer, and get both decaf and normal coffee brewing. As soon as the quiches were in the oven, she would get the soup of the day simmering, prepare the sandwich ingredients, and then would finally be able to take a breather. It seemed like a lot of work for one person to accomplish so early in the day, but she knew every inch of the kitchen so well, and was so familiar with the patterns and rhythms of cooking that she would have been able to do nearly everything blindfolded if she had to.

She began by preheating the oven and pouring water into the twin coffee machines. The coffee, at least, was simple to make. She was glad she hadn’t gotten one of those cappuccino machines—though they produced tasty drinks, she doubted it would have been worth the expense and trouble. Her customers all seemed happy enough with regular coffee to give them a boost in the morning, anyway.

Making coffee reminded her of Silas, and she smiled. She hoped he would come back to the deli at least once more before he left town. She wondered if she should feel guilty for liking him as much as she did, then wiped that thought from her mind. There was nothing wrong with making new friends, of either gender.

The coffee machine gurgling away at last, the deli owner turned her attention to the quiches. Thankfully, Dante had left a roll of the dough for the crusts in the fridge, and it was simple enough to sprinkle some flour down, roll it out, and cut the crusts out with a small round cookie cutter. She floured the cupcake pan as well, then pressed the small circles neatly in the molds. Next came the hard part; figuring out what ingredients to put in the quiches for today’s breakfast. 

A quick glance in the deli’s big vegetable fridge inspired her. She whipped up the egg mixture, then began chopping vegetables and grating cheese. Zucchini, tomatoes, onion, and garlic went into the big mixing bowl and got stirred in with the eggs. Next, she added a cup of freshly grated Parmesan cheese, stirred the mixture yet again, and measured it into the individual crusts in the cupcake pan. She planned to add sliced zucchini and Parmesan on top once the quiches were cooked, for what would hopefully turn out to be a tasty, summer-garden-style breakfast food for her customers.

Her stomach already growling as she put the quiches in the oven, Moira turned her attention to the soup next. The dish she was planning on making would be best after a long, slow simmer, so the sooner she started, the better. Taking the top off of a pan on the stove, she peered in at the great northern beans that she had soaked overnight. Satisfied that all was good, she drained the water and added fresh, making sure it covered the beans completely. She put the pan on a burner to simmer, then turned her attention to the other vegetables.

In what seemed like no time, the hearty soup was bubbling away on the stove. She had made the recipe, which usually used pork, into a vegetarian dish, and had even special ordered large, thick egg noodles from the Amish woman who made most of the deli’s bread. The soup already smelled delicious, and she knew that in just a few hours the smell would begin luring customers in for lunch. Now, however, it was time to fix her focus back on breakfast.

She took the quiches out of the oven and placed the pans on a cooling rack, double-checked the coffee, made sure the bottles of hot sauce were at the front of the fridge—eggs in nearly any form went well with the stuff, after all—and finally pulled out the big serving platter that Dante used for the quiches. In just a few minutes the delicious looking morsels would be cool enough to move from the pan to the platter… and just in time, too. Breakfast at the deli had officially begun.

Darrin and Dante showed up at half past ten to help her prepare for the lunch rush. In just a few short hours, nearly all of the quiches had been eaten—most were bought by customers, but a few had made their way into her stomach—the coffee was gone, and the refrigerated shelves out front had become disorganized. While Moira loved her customers, she would never understand why they couldn’t put things back in the right place when they decided not to buy them. Brie looked nothing like cheddar, yet a package of it was resting right in the middle of the cheddar shelf. And what on earth was that package of turkey breast doing by the Monterey Jack?

Too used to it to be annoyed, she simply shook her head in amusement and put everything back in its proper place. Once the shelves were reorganized, she moved on to sweeping up the floor while her employees tackled the dishes from breakfast. The three of them finished up just in time—Moira had barely put down her mop when she saw her daughter and Allison pull into the parking lot.

“Welcome back, sweetheart,” she said as her daughter came inside. “I missed you so much. How was your trip?”

“It was just amazing, thanks Mom,” Candice said, squeezing her in a quick hug before turning to greet Darrin and Dante.

“How’d everything here go, Ms. D?” Allison asked. She, like Candice, was significantly more tan than she had been when she left.

“Things went… well, it’s a long story. I’m just glad the two of you are home now.”

“Me too,” Candice said. “I mean, I enjoyed the trip for sure, but there’s something so nice about finally being home. I can’t wait to get Felix and go settle in at the apartment.”

“He’ll be happy to see you,” Moira told her daughter. “He’s had an eventful week.”

“What happened? Did he cause trouble?”

“Oh, no, he was pretty much perfect. There’s some stuff I need to fill you in on. Later, though. It looks like we’ve got a customer.”

The deli owner gestured out the front window, where an expensive looking car was pulling into the lot. Moira’s smile slipped off her face when she saw the driver. It was Kent, and he was probably here to get a final answer from her. The only problem was, with everything else that had been happening, she had yet to make up her mind about whether she would sell the deli or not.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“Good afternoon, Ms. Darling,” Kent said smoothly as he walked into the deli. “I hope your day has been pleasant.”

“It has been, thank you,” she said. She glanced at her employees, none of whom knew about the offer yet. Would he blurt it out in front of them? She certainly hoped not. What would she say if he pressured her to make a decision right then? She was still upset with him for pestering her at her house, but knew that it would be foolish to base such an important decision on whether or not she liked the guy. 

Well, actually I should take that into consideration, she thought. I don’t want someone I hate to run the deli. This little shop means a lot to me. I wouldn’t be able to bear it if he ran it out of business or got a bad reputation with my customers.

“I take it you know what I’m here for?” he asked. “Have you made a decision?”

Moira saw Candice frown, confusion flickering across her face. She suddenly wished that she hadn’t waited so long to tell her daughter about the offer on the deli.

“I haven’t,” she told him. “Can I have more time? Things have been hectic around here, and—”

“Come on, lady,” he snapped, smiles and bonhomie gone instantly. “It should be an easy choice. On one side is more money than you’ll ever see in your life, and on the other is a busy deli that attracts trouble like honey attracts flies. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out which one to choose.”

“Don’t you dare talk to my mother like that,” Candice snapped, stepping forward. “You’ve got no right to come in here and treat her like this.”

Moira, Allison, and the rest of the crew at the deli all stared at Candice in amazement. None of them had expected her outburst. Even she looked surprised at herself. Kent was frowning, his gaze flicking between the deli owner and her daughter.

“I’ll make you one last offer, Ms. Darling,” he said at last, forcibly calming himself down. “I’ll pay you fifteen percent more than my original price, and will keep all of your current employees on for at least six months, provided they don’t give me any reason to fire them.”

She breathed in sharply, doing the math in her head quickly. That was a lot more money. She also wouldn’t have to worry about leaving her loyal employees high and dry with the change of management—at least they would have ample time to find new jobs if need be. Her eyes met her daughter’s, and she saw that Candice looked both confused and concerned. She wished that she had had a chance to talk more with her daughter about the offer on the deli. If she agreed to sell it, would the young woman be happy for the extra money, or upset at the loss of the little store that meant so much to both of them?

Her gaze flicked to her employees next. Allison, Meg, Darrin, and Dante. The four of them had become almost like family to her. The thought of leaving them made her heart ache. Working alongside them every day was a joy, pure and simple. Was any amount of money worth losing the business and people that made her happy?

She was about to tell Kent a firm, final “no,” when thoughts of everything she would gain by selling the deli slipped into her head. I would be able to spend so much more time with Keeva and Maverick, she thought. I could fence my entire property for them, so they could run around without any danger of getting lost. I might even be able to volunteer to help other animals in need—the animal shelter is always asking for people to foster homeless pets for them.

The dilemma that she had been mulling over all week had gotten no simpler. She felt torn completely in half by the two options, and being put on the spot like this certainly made it no easier. Where was David when she needed him? She wanted more than anything to be able to talk to him about this. Such a life-changing decision surely shouldn’t be made on her own.

You already talked to him about this, she told herself. You just didn’t like his answer. His nonchalant response still miffed her. This was a huge life change that she was pondering, after all.

The deli door swung open behind them, startling them all out of the tense silence that had fallen while she thought. She turned, surprised to see Silas standing just inside the closed door of the deli.

“Am I interrupting something?” he asked, glancing between the six of them.

Moira realized how strange they must look to him, facing off in the middle of the deli like two cowboys in a western. 

“No, it’s fine,” she said. “Don’t leave, I just need a moment. Kent, may I have a few minutes to talk to my daughter? Then I promise you’ll have your answer.”

He nodded reluctantly and leaned against the counter, glancing at his watch. Moira told her employees to get both him and Silas something if they wanted it, then led her daughter into the kitchen and out the side door, where they could have at least a semblance of privacy in the alley outside the deli.

“What’s this all about, Mom?” her daughter asked.

“Candice— that man wants to buy the deli. And he’s offering a lot of money for it.”

She told her daughter the figure and gave the young woman a moment to get over her amazement. Candice shook her head, then frowned.

“But you’re not going to sell it, right?”

“You don’t think I should?” she asked the young woman. “I have my doubts, of course, but it seems like the offer of a lifetime.”

“It’s your deli though, Mom,” her daughter said. “I can’t really imagine it being owned by someone else, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“And besides, didn’t you always tell me that happiness is more important than when I was growing up? The deli makes you happy, doesn’t it?”

“Definitely,” Moira said firmly. “Even though it keeps me way too busy sometimes, I love it.”

“There you go: don’t sell something you love.”

“Thank you, Candice. You’re my voice of reason.” She embraced her daughter suddenly, then let go. “I should have told you about all of this when he first approached me, instead of agonizing over it all week.”

Feeling much more confident now that her decision was made, she marched back inside. Kent seemed to be able to read her answer on his face, because his own expression turned grim before she even spoke.

“Sorry, but I’ve decided not to sell the deli,” she told him. “Thank you for your offer, it was very generous, but this place really is priceless to me.”

His lips tight, he nodded once and left without saying a word. The instant the deli’s door swung shut behind him, she felt like a huge weight had been lifted off her shoulders. Smiling, she turned to Silas, only to be interrupted by Darrin.

“Sorry, Ms. D, but your cell phone’s ringing. It’s David.”

Wow, she thought as she hurried over to the register to grab it. Maybe Candice really is my good luck charm. Things are so much better already, and she’s barely been back an hour.

“It’s great to hear from you,” she said when she answered the phone, stepping outside for privacy.

“Sorry I’ve been hard to reach lately,” he said sincerely. “There’s a lot that I need to tell you. Do you want to meet after work tonight?”

“Definitely,” she said. “Want to meet at my house? We can always go out later if we want.”

“Sounds like a plan.” She was relieved to hear real warmth in his voice again. 

“Get there at, say… nine o’clock?” That would give her a chance to change into fresh clothes after work before he got there. Bean and noodle soup smelled great when it was for lunch, but less good when the scent clung to her clothing.

“Nine o’clock it is.” 

“Drive safely, all right?” he said. “I always worry about you.”

“Of course,” she said. She paused, considering whether or not it was a good idea to push him for more information, then added, “did you find out who murdered Fred yet?”

“No,” he told her. “But we’re getting close, I can feel it. That’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about. I still think whoever killed Fred was trying to get to me, and with all of the things that have been happening to you lately… well, I’m worried that they might target you next. Keep an extra eye out, okay, Moira?”

The deli owner swallowed, but agreed. “I will, David, I promise.”

“Good. See you tonight, all right? I miss you.”

Smiling despite his warning, she hung up and went back inside. As far as she was concerned, the rest of the day wouldn’t be able to pass quickly enough. 

“Good news?” Silas asked when she joined him at his table.

“Yes. Well, sort of. This has been a crazy week.”

“I bet,” he said. “Look, I don’t want to take more of your time if you don’t want me to, but tonight’s my last night in town, and I was wondering, would you like to go out to dinner with me?”

She looked at his handsome outdoorsman’s face, and though she felt bad for his sake, there was no pang of regret. David truly made her happy, and she would trade a thousand dates with Silas for just one with him.

“Sorry,” she said. “But I already have plans. Maybe if you come back to town again sometime we can grab a coffee and catch up.”

“All right, I guess.” She could tell he was disappointed. “It was nice meeting you anyway, Moira. I’ll see you later.”

He got up and left, leaving the happy deli owner free to go find her daughter and fill her in on everything else that had happened over the past week and a half.

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Feeling much better now that she had made a firm decision to keep the deli, Moira couldn’t help but smile to herself as she locked up that evening. Even though she was concerned about her conversation with David tonight, she was relieved that she would finally get a chance to talk with him seriously about what had been bothering him. She hoped they weren’t about to break up, but she knew that if they did, she would still have a lot of people who cared about her in her life. 

She got in her car and started it, pausing for a moment to smile at her beloved deli. The dim night lighting gave the interior a warm glow, making it seem more like home than ever. She really did love the place. Every time she looked at it, it reminded her of all that she had accomplished. She had beat the odds so many times, and had come so far - especially for a single mother. If running the deli has taught me anything, it’s that I’m not limited by my age or the fact that I’m a woman, she thought. All those years I spent dreaming of running my own business, the only thing that was holding me back was myself.

The streetlights in town seemed to be shining extra brightly that night, or maybe it was just the mood that she was in. Everything seemed beautiful and full of potential. Even the soft patter of rain that began falling as she left town proper and ventured onto the much darker state roads didn’t dampen her spirits. In fact, she cracked a window and let the smells of fresh ozone and wet pavement into her car.

Her phone rang, the screen lighting up with David’s name as it buzzed in the cup holder. She hesitated for only a moment—she wasn’t a fan of driving while distracted by a conversation on the phone, but she was supposed to meet him shortly, and the matter might be important.

“Hi,” she said, wondering if he could hear the smile in her voice. She steered with one hand, the other pressing the phone to her ear.

“Hi,” he replied. She thought he sounded happier than he had in a while. “I just wanted to let you know that I got done sooner than I expected. Is it all right if I head over to your place now?”

“Sure,” she said. “I’m on my way back from the deli right now myself.”

She frowned as bright headlights appeared behind her. Checking her speedometer and seeing that she was gong a few miles per hour under the speed limit, she urged her car faster. There was no sense in holding someone else up, after all.

Speeding up didn’t seem to help; the person in the other vehicle was still approaching from behind, and fast, drawing ever nearer. They were coming up to a big curve in the road, and Moira found herself hoping that the other person didn’t try passing her then. She didn’t want them to risk getting into a crash.

“Moira?” David asked over the phone.

“Sorry, I’m still here,” she said. “Someone’s just coming up behind my car too fast and—”

The other vehicle collided with her car with sudden, brutal impact. Her cell phone went flying out of her hand, and her forehead struck the driver’s side window with a sharp crack. Her car spun out of control, the tires screeching over the pavement, until it hit the railing on the side of the road. She became weightless for a moment as her car flipped over the guardrail and settled upside down with a crunch. Dazed, Moira heard the engine sputter and die. She felt something wet dripping from her head, and it took her a second to realize that it must be blood. Her seatbelt was the only thing keeping her in her seat; her head was hanging a few inches above the roof of her car, which was now the ground. The driver’s side window was shattered, along with the windshield.

Pain shooting through her body from various bumps and contusions, Moira groggily felt her forehead with a hand. The cut there was by far the worst one, and she felt sick when her hand came away wet with her own blood.

The sound of footsteps on pavement jerked her out of her daze. An engine was idling somewhere nearby. Had the police already come to cut her out? No… it was too soon for that. Someone… someone had driven her off the road, she remembered now. And whoever it was was only moments from finding her strapped helplessly inside her totaled car.

She struggled, trying to figure out a way to escape without further injuring herself. Her mind seemed unable to focus, and kept jumping from the situation at hand to trying to remember if she had ever figured out who had slit her tires and shot up her house. No… she hadn’t. It suddenly seemed vitally important that she know who was about to drag her out of her vehicle. She closed her eyes, thinking frantically. Who wanted to hurt her? Who had she gotten on the wrong side of recently?

The answer came to her in a sudden flash. Kent! she thought. The businessman who wanted to buy her deli so badly. He must have been behind everything: the slashed tires, the attack on her house, the mysterious notes—all tactics to throw her off balance and pressure her into selling the deli. Now that she had denied him once and for all, he must have decided to finish the job. Maybe he hoped to buy the deli from Candice after he killed her.

Resigned to the fact that she wasn’t going to get out of the car without help from somebody, friend or foe, she quit struggling and decided to conserve her energy. The man’s shoes were in her range of vision now, and any second she would see Kent’s face with that saccharine smile peering at her through the broken car window. She had an acerbic remark all ready to go, determined to let him know that she wouldn’t go down easily.

When the man paused in front of the car and bent over to look at her, she was shocked into silence to see not Kent, but Silas peering in at her. He smiled, and for a bizarre moment she thought that this was all a mistake and he was here to rescue her. Then she saw the long, cruel-looking hunting knife on his belt, and registered the calm look in his eyes that had seemed so warm only hours before.

“I… I don’t understand,” she managed to gasp. The seatbelt was cutting into her ribcage, making it hard to breathe. “You? Why?”

“Don’t look so betrayed,” he chided, crouching down and yanking the driver’s door open. She winced as he drew his knife, but he only used it to saw at the seatbelt that was holding her securely inside the car. After only a few moments, the belt gave way and she fell painfully from her seat. He grabbed her by the arm and dragged her out, not giving her a chance to recover before he propped her up against a tree.

“What did I do?” she asked, too dazed to do anything but let him position her how he wanted. 

“You didn’t do anything, Moira” he said as he squatted in front of her, just as if the two of them were having a normal conversation. “In fact, I enjoyed talking with you. If you had agreed to come to dinner with me tonight, I would have treated you to a nice date before finishing things like this. Wouldn’t that have been nice?”

“You’re crazy,” she croaked. 

“No.” His expression darkened. “I’m getting my revenge, and enjoying every moment of it. Now hold still. I want to finish this before someone drives by and sees the wreck. I want David to be the one to find you.”

David? she wondered. What did David have to do with this? Her curiosity was short lived. Without giving her a chance to say anything else, Silas grabbed her roughly by the hair and tilted her head back. She felt the sharp, cold blade of the knife’s edge on her throat, and closed her eyes. She knew she was out of options. She was too weak to fight, and too dazed to think of any sort of plan. All she could do was hope that it would be fast and painless as possible.

The sound of tires screeching and a sudden flood of light made her snap her eyes open a second later. The blade dropped away from her throat, and Silas jumped up, cursing. A car had come from nowhere. Parked next to Silas’s vehicle, its headlights illuminated everything off the side of the road. Moira got the first look at the wreckage of her car and gulped. It was shocking that she had survived that; she should be dead already.

“Put the knife down, Silas,” demanded a familiar voice from somewhere in the darkness behind the blazing headlights. Relief swept through Moira. David. David had come to the rescue. Everything would be all right now, wouldn’t it?

“Ten years,” Silas said coldly. “Ten years of my life stolen from me, ten years spent rotting away in a prison cell thanks to you. I’m long past putting down the knife, David.”

For a terrifying moment, Moira thought that Silas was going to charge towards David, knife raised like a sword. She began to shout out a warning when she saw Silas turn towards her instead. She was much closer to him than David was, and she thought she could read the decision in his eyes as he made it. He would kill her because he knew her death would hurt David, and he wanted to cause the private investigator as much pain as he could.

Silas turned to give a twisted, angry sneer at the headlights, behind which David was still hidden. Then everything happened at once. The madman lunged at her, and two deafening shots rang out. Silas stumbled, his face shocked, then toppled. David rushed forward, his gun trained on the other man. Somehow he managed to get Silas’s hands cuffed behind his back before holstering the gun. The killer safely out of the way, he turned to Moira and tenderly checked her over. She felt sure that he was saying something to her, but her head was beginning to feel cold and all of the noises sounded like they were far away. She wasn’t sure if she was blacking out, fainting, or dying from loss of blood, but at least whatever was happening, it was happening in the safety of David’s arms.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Her teeth chattering, Moira pulled the wool blanket more tightly around herself. She sat alone in the front passenger seat of David’s car. The ambulance carrying Silas had already left, and only one police cruiser remained at the scene. David was standing near it, his face illuminated in the flashing lights as he spoke to Detective Jefferson. 

She was beyond thankful for David’s speedy appearance. No matter what else was going on between them, it seemed like she could still count on him when it was important. She knew very well that if it hadn’t been for him sensing that something was wrong when she dropped the call, she would be dead right now. It was a chilling thought. 

I can’t believe it was Silas, she thought, still not over the shock of seeing his face twisted into a cruel leer as he’d peered through the car’s window. How can I ever trust someone again? He seemed like such a genuinely nice man. She had a lot of questions to ask David about him, that was for sure. This wasn’t the first time David’s work had coincided with her own world, but it was definitely the scariest. Did the private investigator have more enemies out there like Silas? If so, was it safe for her to be around him? 

She closed her eyes, not opening them until a sharp rap at the window jolted her out of the half doze that she had entered. Officer Catto, his youthful face wearing a concerned expression, was peering in at her. Fumbling, she pressed the button to roll the window down partway. 

“Are you okay, Ms. Darling?” he asked. “Detective Jefferson wanted me to offer you a second blanket—it was in the back of the police cruiser. Here, I can see you shivering.”

He pushed the folded-up blanket through the window, then handed her a water bottle as well. 

“Drinking something might help you feel better,” he added. She was touched by his concern, and glad for the water—the pain pills the paramedic had given her were still sitting in a little paper cup on the dashboard, and a drink would help them go down. Her head was starting to throb.

“Thanks,” she said. “And I’m sorry for causing so much trouble. I doubt this is how you wanted to spend your evening.”

“It’s my job, Ms. Darling,” he said seriously. “And I’m just as passionate about it as you are about running your deli.”

She smiled up at him, too tired to say any more. A few minutes later, Detective Jefferson and Officer Catto left, and David approached the car. He let himself into the driver’s seat and looked at her wordlessly.

“What?” she asked.

“You really should go to the hospital,” he said. “You lost consciousness for a few minutes back there.”

“I’m fine,” she told him. “The paramedics said I was in shock. The cut on my head just bled a lot, but they didn’t think it was serious.”

“They also suggested you go with them to the hospital, just in case.”

“I’ll go tomorrow if I feel weird at all,” she promised. He sighed, but started his car.

“I guess that will have to do,” he said.

“What about my car?” she asked as they pulled away.

“A wrecker is going to come and get it tomorrow,” he told her. “You can stop by the impound lot and get whatever you need to out of it, but there’s no fixing it now. After the police have all of the evidence they need from it, it’s going to a junkyard.”

“Poor car,” she said softly. 

David snorted. “A crazy guy had you at knifepoint, and you say ‘poor car’?”

“Yes,” she said firmly. “Thanks to you, I’m walking out of this fiasco. I’m pretty lucky, considering. The car, not so much.”

“I guess that’s one way of looking at it.”

She peered over at him, but couldn’t tell if he was amused or annoyed. She thought maybe a little bit of both.

“What happened back there…” she began. “You shot him.”

She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. David wasn’t a violent man, unless he had to be. It felt odd to think of him carrying a gun.

“He’s alive,” he pointed out. “I don’t think the bullets hit anything vital. He’ll probably make it, but even if he doesn’t, well, I wasn’t going to let him kill you.”

“I can’t really argue with that,” she said. “Who was he? I mean, I know his name, but why was he trying to hurt you through me? Is he someone from one of your cases?”

“Yeah, one of my older cases. A young couple went missing on a hiking trip that he was leading. The police suspected some sort of foul play, but I was the one who found evidence that ended up getting him sent to prison. The girl was his ex-fiancé, and the guy was her new boyfriend. A conviction for voluntary manslaughter meant that he served ten years plus probation. I guess he’s been plotting his revenge the whole time.”

“He killed Fred, too?”

“Yes. I think he was targeting the things he knew I cared about the most… my job, and you.”

Moira fell silent, resting her head against the back of the seat and staring out the dark window as they rolled up her driveway. It felt good to be home, tarp-covered hole in her bedroom wall and all.

Inside, David waited patiently downstairs while she took a long shower and put on some clothes that weren’t covered in blood and bits of leaves. The dogs seemed to sense that she was injured and were extra gentle with her when she came back downstairs.

“What now?” she asked.

“You should go to bed. I’ll sleep down here, if that’s all right. You may not think you need to go to a hospital, but I’m not comfortable leaving you alone with that head injury.”

“I’m not tired,” she told him. That was only half true. Her body was tired, but her mind was racing. There was no way she would get to sleep any time soon. “What was it you wanted to talk about?”

“Huh?”

“On the phone, earlier, you wanted to come over and talk about something, remember?”

“Oh, that. I was going to tell you about Silas… and apologize for keeping you at such a distance lately.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “I know you’ve had a lot on your plate.”

He grimaced. “That’s not why I was avoiding you, Moira. I was trying to keep you safe. I had a feeling that Fred’s murder was personal, and if there was someone after me, then the last thing I wanted was for them to find out about you. Obviously my strategy didn’t work too well.”

“Oh.” The urge to giggle welled up in her very strongly, and she fought it down, wondering if maybe she should get her head injury checked out after all. “I thought you were avoiding me because your mother didn’t like me.”

“My mother?” he snorted. “She doesn’t like anyone, though I’m sure you’ll manage to win her over some day. Why on earth would I avoid you because of her?”

“Well, because she’s your family,” she said. “I thought you were disappointed in me or something.”

“Disappointed? Never,” he said. “Moira, I love you. No one’s opinion, not even my mother’s, will change that.”

Moira sat wordlessly for a moment, stunned. This was the first time he had given her any confirmation of his feelings, and she was surprised by the force of happiness welling up inside her.

“I love you too,” she said softly at last.

He smiled at her, and she grinned back. It had been a crazy week indeed, but it seemed like everything was going to be all right after all.
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