
        
            
                
            
        

    
TABLE OF CONTENTS

A Side of Murder

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Epilogue




 

 

A Side

Of

Murder

 

Book Eighteen in the Darling Deli Series

By

Patti Benning

 

 

 






 

Copyright 2017 Summer Prescott Books

All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication nor any of the information herein may be quoted from, nor reproduced, in any form, including but not limited to: printing, scanning, photocopying or any other printed, digital, or audio formats, without prior express written consent of the copyright holder.

 






 

**This book is a work of fiction. Any similarities to persons, living or dead, places of business, or situations past or present, is completely unintentional.

 






Author’s Note:  On the next page, you’ll find out how to access all of my books easily, as well as locate books by best-selling author, Summer Prescott. I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on – reader feedback is very important to me. Please see the following page for my publisher’s contact information. If you’d like to be on her list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc…just shoot her an email and let her know. Thanks for reading! 

Also…

…if you’re looking for more great reads, from me and Summer, check out the Summer Prescott Publishing Book Catalog:

 http://summerprescottbooks.com/book-catalog/ for some truly delicious stories.

 






 

 

 

 

 

A SIDE OF
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Book Eighteen in the Darling Deli Series

 

 

 


Chapter One


 

Moira Darling put the finishing touches on the last ham and turkey sandwich, then took a step back to admire the result of a morning’s hard work. Some might consider the heart-shaped sandwiches to be cheesy, but she loved them. They would be perfect for the Valentine’s Day dance at the local high school. She was touched that her deli, Darling’s DELIcious Delights, had been chosen to cater the annual event instead of the usual pizza that the school ordered. It just went to show how well known her little store had become in Maple Creek. 

 

In the years since Moira had opened the deli, she had been overwhelmed time and time again by the generosity and goodwill of the locals. She had a steady core of loyal customers that had stuck by the deli through thick and thin. In the deli’s earliest days when she had been less sure of what she was doing, the encouragement of her regulars had been one of the things that had made her persevere. If some people liked her food enough to stop in every day, or close to it, then she must have had something worth selling.

 

Of course, now that the deli had a firm foothold and word had spread about it across the state, she no longer had days where she doubted herself for opening it. What had started as a hobby to give her something to do after her daughter, Candice, left for college, had turned into something much bigger than she had ever expected. She still had moments where she was surprised by her own success, and she knew that she could never have gotten this far alone.

 

What will I do next? the question still nagged at the back of her mind. Recently, she had taken to helping her husband, David Morris, with his private investigation business. She enjoyed getting to learn more about what he did, and it was a fun hobby, but she didn’t know if she wanted it to become as much a part of her life as it was his. She still had a dream of expanding the deli business, which David was supportive of, but neither of them could figure out how the logistics of her opening a second shop in another town would work. They were both deeply rooted in Maple Creek and Lake Marion, and neither of them really wanted to consider a move.

 

For now, Moira was happy to focus on day-to-day life. She was sure the big questions would resolve themselves eventually, and it wasn’t like she wasn’t happy with what she was doing now.

 

“The sandwiches are ready to go,” she said, snapping the lid on the plastic container shut carefully. “As soon as the order from Candice’s Candies gets here, you guys can take off.”

 

“It looks like we’ll be leaving right on time. They’re just pulling up now,” said Cameron, one of the two newer employees, as he peered out of the side entrance. 

 

He’s not very new anymore, she reminded herself. I hired him and Jenny last summer. It’s been half a year. Time seemed to be passing more and more quickly these days. She supposed it was just a part of being so busy all the time.

 

Moira watched as the van pulled up alongside the refrigerated truck with the deli’s name printed on the side. The truck had been one of the best purchases that she had ever made; it had allowed her to expand the deli’s business to include a regular catering service which could reach many of the small towns along the Lake Michigan coast.

 

The van’s driver kept the engine running while he opened the door and got out. He was a scrawny kid who had just turned eighteen. He had worked as a pet sitter for Moira for a short period of time, until being hired by her daughter as the candy shop’s first employee.

 

“Hey, Ms. D,” Logan said, giving a casual wave to the crew waiting by the door. “Just on time. Candice threw in a few extras for you guys to keep here and give away as samples. There’s a new toffee, and a mint brownie brittle that she just came up with last week.”

 

“I can’t wait to try them,” Moira said. “That girl is a factory of ideas. She comes up with something new for the candy shop more often than I do for the deli. And all of them are good, too.”

 

“Nah, she only shows you the good ones. There are plenty of failed experiments. Eli and I are her taste testers. Only the best of the best get put on the shelves.”

 

“’Candy taste-tester’ sounds like quite the fun job description,” the deli owner said with a smile. “Anyway, I’m holding you guys up. Cameron and Allison are ready to go as soon as the chocolates are loaded up.”

 

“Right, I’ll help with the boxes. I’m starting to wish I hadn’t graduated last year… they’ve really stepped up the catering for the Valentine’s dance this time around.”

 

Moira helped her employees move the boxes of chocolates from the candy shop’s small delivery van to the truck. One of the boxes was to stay at the deli — Candice sent a case of personalized chocolates and candies shaped like the deli’s logo for free every week, which Moira gave away to her customers along with the candy shop’s business card. It was a great way to advertise both of their stores, and Moira knew her customers appreciated the arrangement as well — after all, who didn’t like free candy?

 

 

After Cameron and Allison had driven away in the refrigerated delivery truck and Logan had gone back to Lake Marion, Moira found herself alone in the deli. It had been a long time since she had had an afternoon to herself in the little shop, and it brought back nostalgic memories. In some ways, she missed those quieter days… but overall, she was much happier now. She was glad that the deli was thriving, Candice had become a successful business woman in her own right, and of course, she had David, her beloved husband and closest friend. Despite all of the challenges she had faced, things really had turned out all right in the end.

 

 


Chapter Two


 

“Maverick, no. Come here.”

 

The big, goofy German shepherd ran towards her, but once again veered off to the side before reaching her. His tongue lolled out the side of his mouth as he skidded through the snow to a stop a few feet away. He dropped the front half of his body into the snow in a play bow and wagged his tail. He knew exactly what she wanted, and he wasn’t having any of it.

 

“Fine, I’ll just leave you outside, then,” Moira said, throwing her hands up in the air dramatically. “Keeva’s a good girl, so she’ll get a treat. You can wait out here in the snow, all alone.”

 

She walked towards the front door with exaggerated slowness. On the threshold, she turned to look back and saw the dog staring at her. He hadn’t moved, but was watching her with a puzzled expression in his eyes.

 

“Here I go,” she said, stepping into the house and pulling the door slowly shut between them. “Better hurry, Mav.”

 

Just before she shut the door all the way, she saw the dog bound forward and race across the yard towards her. She pushed the door open and stepped back to let him run past her into the house. She winced as his wet paws slipped on the wooden floor, but he managed to right himself without running into anything. She shut the door firmly behind her, then turned to face him with her hands on her hips.

 

“I’m going to stop letting you out front off leash if you don’t come in when I call,” she said. “What if I had to go somewhere?”

 

He trotted up to her, his tail wagging again. She sighed and patted him on the head. Down the hall, she saw Keeva poke her head out of the kitchen. The Irish wolfhound was more dignified than Maverick, but wasn’t above reminding her owner that she had been promised a cookie, and that said cookie had yet to appear.

 

“All right, all right, I’ll get treats for both of you. Candice sent a new batch of carob dog cookies for you two. They’re heart shaped, for Valentine’s Day.”

 

The cookies looked good enough for a human to eat. Moira was tempted to try a bite — her daughter had sworn that she had used human grade ingredients in the pet treats — but somehow, she didn’t think that carob and liver flavor would taste as good as it looked. The dogs loved them, though, and the heart-shaped cookies disappeared after only a couple of crunches.

 

“Right, now that you two are settled, I need to get to work. I promised David that I would make dinner — I really don’t want to eat take-out a second time this week, which is what he’ll get if I leave it up to him — and I’ve got to get started. Go on, out of the kitchen.”

 

The dogs obeyed her request and cleared out of the room. She watched them go down the hall and smiled as she saw them walk into the living room. The week before, she had come across two giant dog beds at the store and had decided to splurge and buy them.  With one on each side of the fireplace, both pooches had a nice, soft, warm spot to lie during the winter months — a spot that wasn’t a human couch or bed. Moira loved the dogs, but could do without the piles of fur that came along with them.

 

The fridge in the Darling-Morris house was always well-stocked. Moira had gotten used to having an abundance of fun ingredients available to her at the deli, and made sure her kitchen had all of the same items, if on a smaller scale. She wasn’t ashamed to admit that she did most of the cooking at home. She loved her husband dearly, but he didn’t have an ounce of natural skill in the kitchen. He never complained when she asked him to pick up take-out food for dinner, but Moira couldn’t justify doing that more than once or twice a week. She never felt as good after eating Chinese food or pizza as she did after eating one of her own home-cooked meals.

 

On the menu for tonight was curried chicken soup, with a side of white rice and freshly sliced pineapple. Moira often experimented with new soup recipes for dinner, before giving them a try at the deli. If David liked it, then her customers were sure to.

 

She started the rice first, since the cooker would keep it warm even after it was done. The soup’s base came next. She diced a clove of garlic and added it to melting butter in a large pot before measuring out the curry powder and ginger. In no time at all, the kitchen was filled with mouthwatering smells. Just three ingredients in, and this recipe was already promising.

 

 

By the time David got home, the scent of curry permeated the entire house. Moira had the kitchen table set for two.  She met her husband at the entrance to the kitchen and gave him a welcoming kiss, then stepped back and raised her eyebrows.

 

“You look happy,” she said. The handsome private investigator was grinning, and had a sparkle in his blue eyes that she hadn’t seen since their honeymoon.

 

“I’ve got news,” he said. “Dinner smells great, though. Let’s talk after we eat.”

 

She could tell by his smile that whatever his news was, it was good. She wondered what it could be. They hadn’t been waiting for any calls about anything, had they?

 

It wasn’t until after they had begun eating that she got her answer. She didn’t blame him for wanting to start dinner first — she was starving, too. The soup was delicious; a definite winner in her book. She wondered how to incorporate the rice with the dish at the deli. Maybe she would be better off offering some sort of bread as a side dish…

 

“So, I got a call today,” he began. Moira leaned forward, bursting with curiosity. “From the man who owns the land that the brewery is on.”

 

It took Moira a moment to realize what he was talking about. It had been over six months since she had heard about the brewery, which had been owned by her late friend, a farmer named Zander. After his sudden death, David had expressed an interest in getting involved with the microbrewery, but the entire farm had been bought before he could make an offer. She knew he had been disappointed, but so much had happened since that she had hardly thought about it.

 

“What did he want?” she asked.

 

“He told me that he’s been too busy to do anything with the brewery and doesn’t like seeing the setup go to waste… so he’s willing to sell it. Well, he’ll sell the equipment, and lease the building out.”

 

Moira met her husband’s gaze and saw the excitement in his eyes. She knew that he wanted this. She smiled — if there was one thing she loved, it was seeing him happy.

 

“Well, when do you sign?” she asked. “I think it’s a great opportunity.”

 

“Really? I know you had been talking about opening up a second deli somewhere else and maybe moving there temporarily while it got going. If I do this, I don’t know if I would be able to go with you. At least not right away.”

 

“I know,” she told him. “Opening another deli can wait. This location is doing well, and I’m definitely happy here. You should do this.”

 

He grinned, and she smiled back. This could be exciting for both of them. She had been on the verge of making a deal with Zander to sell some of his brews at the deli. If David got the place up and running, the deli could benefit from it too. I can’t wait to start this adventure with him, she thought. How did we both get so lucky?

 

 


Chapter Three


 

Tuesday nights at the Redwood Grill usually weren’t very busy, but that night the parking lot was packed. In a town as small as Maple Creek, there weren’t many options as far as nice places to eat went. Luckily, the grill had it all. With a menu that changed every couple of weeks as the seasonal produce varied in availability, there were ample choices for everyone’s tastes. 

 

“It’s good I made a reservation,” David said as they pulled into one of the few available spaces at the back of the lot. “Though your friend has never failed to get us a table even when we decide to drop by at the last minute.”

 

The Redwood Grill was run and owned by a close friend of Moira’s; Denise Donovan. The two women had a lot in common; they both owned restaurants, they were both divorcees, and both of them were determined to be successful at anything they did.

 

“I doubt even she could swing that tonight,” Moira said. “I’ve never seen the place so packed.”

 

“I’m not surprised it’s busy. The food is great, the atmosphere is always good, and the staff are well trained and nice. It’s the perfect place to take your Valentine for dinner.”

 

He smiled and leaned over to give her a quick kiss before getting out of the car. Moira grinned. She loved going on dates with David. Even though they were married, somehow it still felt special to walk into the grill with her hand in his. She hoped that she would never stop feeling slightly giddy whenever he kissed her, or pulled her close for a hug. Being with him made her day brighter.

 

Inside the restaurant, a young woman greeted them with a cheery smile. David gave her his name, and she led them back to their favorite booth, the same one they had been sitting at since the restaurant opened. 

 

“Your server will be with you shortly,” the woman said as she set the menus down on the table. “Ask her about our special desserts, for tonight only.”

 

Moira hoped that she would have room left after their meal for a dessert, but knew from experience that she probably wouldn’t. The food here was good and it was hard not to eat every last bite.

 

“It looks like they updated their menus just for the holiday,” said David. “Look.”

 

She picked up hers and smiled. The menus were light pink, and offered quite a few entrees that she hadn’t seen on her last visit.

 

“Wow, it all looks so good. Thai peanut tofu might be good. Hmm, lamb sounds amazing though.” 

 

“I know what I want,” David said, closing his menu. She raised an eyebrow.

 

“That was fast.”

 

“Beef tenderloin is hard to say no to,” he said, grinning. “What are you getting?”

 

“I don’t know, I’ve hardly begun looking.”

 

David chuckled, and Moira gave him a good-natured eye roll. She would never understand how he could know what he wanted after just a glance at the menu, and he would never understand why it could take her ten minutes to narrow down her choices. It was one of the many differences between them, something that they could laugh and joke about. She was glad that they had those small differences; if they didn’t they wouldn’t have as much to talk about.

 

 

Their wait for the food was longer than usual, but Moira didn’t mind. With how busy the restaurant was, she wasn’t surprised that the kitchen was being pushed to its limits. The Redwood Grill was the biggest restaurant in town, but most evenings it served a third of the amount of guests that were there tonight. The wait gave her and David more time to talk. She sipped her wine slowly, happy to sit back and enjoy the evening. After dinner, they were going to go to the movie theater in Lake Marion to catch the showing of a movie that they had both been wanting to see for a while. After that, they would go home and relax with the dogs while going over the paperwork for the brewery. David was not only preparing to sign the lease, but he was also applying for a business license. Moira had done the same once herself, but it had been a couple of years and they kept having to look things up. 

 

The wait for food was worth it. Moira’s lamb chops were perfectly cooked. Her first bite was heavenly. She closed her eyes and leaned back in her seat. 

 

“This is the life,” she sighed.

 

“It sure it.”

 

“How is your steak?”

 

“Great, as always,” he said. “The garlic mashed potatoes are tasty, too. Here, try a bite.”

 

She gave him a bite of her lamb in exchange, and smiled at the surprised look on his face. “Tender, isn’t it?”

 

“Amazing. It practically melts in the mouth. If I wasn’t such a loyal fan of good old beef steaks, I might say it gives my tenderloin a run for its money.”

 

“The chef is really working hard today. I’m glad the deli never gets this busy. I don’t think I’d enjoy working in such a fast-paced kitchen.”

 

“I think you’d —” 

 

His reply was just cut off by a loud shriek, coming from just a few tables over. Moira jumped and twisted her neck to look. What in the world had happened? From the noise, she half expected to see someone lying on the floor in a pool of blood. Instead, her gaze found a woman about her age leaning across the table towards a middle-aged man who was gripping the edge of the table tightly, his head bent over his soup bowl. As she watched, his face turned bright red, and he started wheezing loudly enough that she could hear it a few tables over. His hands reached for his throat as his companion reached for him. Before she could touch him, he toppled sideways out of the chair.

 

The entire restaurant seemed to be frozen as the man struggled on the ground. David was the one who broke the stillness. He stood up and rushed over to the man, whose lips were turning blue. Moira half rose out of her seat, but didn’t know what she could possibly do to help. She could see hives on his face now, but she couldn’t hear his wheezing any longer.

 

“Is he allergic to anything?” she heard David ask the woman, his voice urgent.

 

“Peanuts.”

 

“Does he have an epinephrine shot on him?”

 

“I- I don’t know—”

 

“Call an ambulance, then! He needs help.”

 

He knelt down by the man, and began patting his pockets. He pulled out a wallet and a phone, but nothing that could have saved the man’s life. It wasn’t until he was sure there was no life-giving injection anywhere on the man that he stopped searching. He moved closer to the man’s head, who at this point was no longer moving, and felt for a pulse. Moira waited with baited breath, her heart pounding. It seemed to take an eternity for David to rise.

 

“Nothing,” he said. “I think he’s dead.”

 

 


Chapter Four


 

The restaurant, which had been so peaceful just a few minutes before, erupted into chaos. Moira sat back down in her chair, hoping that David would rejoin her before things got too crazy, but instead she saw him pull out his phone and make his way towards the exit. He looked over his shoulder and met her eyes. When he saw that she saw him, he gestured that he would be right back, then pointed to his phone. She nodded, showing that she understood. Someone needed to call the police, and she didn’t see anyone else in the restaurant thinking straight.

 

The woman’s crying could be heard even over the sounds of frightened and shocked guests talking to each other. Moira bit her lip and looked around the room, desperate to do something to help, but unsure what would be useful. Her gaze fixed on a tall redhead walking through the crowed. Denise pushed through the crowd of people, pausing only to grab a waiter by the arm.

 

“What’s going on?” she demanded.

 

“A — a man —” he stammered, only to be interrupted by the dead man’s companion.

 

“Brody’s dead!” she shrieked. “You did it, your horrible restaurant killed my Brody.”

 

“What are you talking about?” Denise asked. She came closer, then paused mid-step when she saw the man on the floor. Her face paled.

 

“He’s not breathing,” the woman sobbed. She knelt next to his body and put her hand on his chest. “No heartbeat. That man said he was dead.”

 

“Did someone call the police?”

 

“David,” Moira said, catching her friend’s eye. “He’s on it.”

 

Denise nodded. The shock already seemed to be fading, and now she was taking charge. “Right. Everyone keep back. Don’t crowd the poor man. Is anyone here a doctor? Some sort of medical professional? This man needs help.”

 

The mutterings quieted down, but the room did not fall silent. No one came forward. The woman’s sobbing was the loudest sound in the restaurant. When David came back inside, all eyes found him.

 

“The ambulance is on the way,” he said. “Did anything change?”

 

Moira knew that he was hoping the man had made a miraculous recovery. She saw his face fall as his eyes landed on the couple in the middle of the room. There was now a circle of space around them. At least the woman wasn’t in danger of being trampled anymore, but she felt bad that no one was going to help her.

 

“Martin,” Denise called out. “I need you here to help.”

 

A lanky young man wearing an assistant manager’s tag pushed his way through the crowd. “What can I do, Ms. Donovan?” His eyes flicked nervously down to the man on the floor.

 

“Make sure the parking lot is clear for the ambulance. Don’t let anyone else come in.” She turned to the crowd of people watching. “I need all of you to move aside. Don’t block the paramedics when they get here. Make sure they have a clear channel from here to the door.”

 

The young employee hurried away to carry out his orders. On his way past the table, his knuckles brushed the man’s soup bowl, and it went flying to shatter on the floor. He paused with a horrified look on his face. Denise shooed him away.

 

“Go! Just go. We need to make sure the ambulance can get in.”

 

“You killed him and you just destroyed the evidence!” With no warning, the enraged woman on the floor launched herself at Denise. “You poisoned his soup!” she shrieked.

 

David and another man from the crowd rushed forward to restrain the woman.

 

“What’s your name?” he asked.

 

“Brenda.” She was shaking. “Let go of me.”

 

“No, Brenda, not if you’re going to attack somebody.”

 

“But she killed him.” Tears began to spill over onto the woman’s cheeks.

 

“Why do you say that?” David asked. “I didn’t see Denise anywhere around when he collapsed.”

 

“She owns the restaurant, doesn’t she? He died after eating her soup.”

 

“We don’t know what happened yet,” he said. “I know it’s difficult, but please try to calm down. I think I hear the ambulance now.”

 

 

The paramedics pronounced Brody dead on the scene. Brenda took in a shuddering breath and sat down heavily. The police began rounding people up, asking them a few questions before letting them go. Moira watched all of this with a heavy feeling in her heart. It was bad enough that a man had died, but on Valentine’s Day?

 

“Ms. Darling.” Detective Jefferson, her friend on the police force, nodded to her. “You can go now, if you want. I think David’s almost done talking to Officer Fidd. Bret Kingsly, the other man who helped restrain the victim’s companion, just finished.”

 

“Did he leave? Oh, I wanted to thank him for helping to restrain that woman. She was so upset, I was worried she was going to hurt Denise.”

 

“She thanked him herself,” the detective said. “He and David acted quickly, which is good. An assault charge would only make matters more complicated here.”

 

“I can imagine.” She bit her lip. “Do you have any idea what happened?”

 

“According to the paramedic, the man’s death was consistent with a severe allergic reaction. We’ll know more after the autopsy, but I think this one will be open and shut. It’s unfortunate, but these things do happen. We found an epinephrine shot in his car. If he had only brought it in with him, this story might have had a happy ending.”

 

“I know that woman, Brenda, did say he’s allergic to peanuts. I just don’t understand how he would have eaten one accidentally. It’s not like he would have ordered something with peanuts in it.”

 

“It may have been an accident in the kitchen. These types of allergies can be very extreme. Just a few, small particles could have been enough to kill him.”

 

Moira’s heart fell. If what the detective was saying was accurate, then Denise might have a lot of trouble on her hands. She knew her friend wouldn’t ever have contaminated the man’s food on purpose, but even an accidental death could shut her restaurant down for good, especially in such a small town where reputation mattered so much. How would the grill make it through this?

 

“That husband of yours is a fast thinker. It’s a shame he couldn’t make a difference. Sometimes, no matter how hard you try, there’s just nothing you can do.” Jefferson gave her a sad smile. “That’s enough from me. You go on. David’s done, and Fidd’s walking over here now to give his report. We’ll get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.”

 

Usually, that would be reassuring, Moira thought. But now I’m just worried for Denise. Can one stray peanut really do so much damage? Is there any possible way that she can get out of this without losing the restaurant?

 

 


Chapter Five


 

Part of being a good friend meant being there when the other person needed to talk. Moira knew that Denise had been through a lot in the past couple of years, but nothing seemed to have affected the other woman as much as the ongoing investigation at the grill. Her friend was a workaholic who tended to immerse herself in her restaurant when life outside of work got tough. With the grill temporarily closed down, the woman had nothing to turn to to keep her mind off of the death on Valentine’s Day.

 

When she got off the phone with Denise the next evening, Moira, who was worried about her friend’s emotional state, decided to do something to cheer the woman up. Figuring out what that something would be took her a while. In the end, she decided to go with the one thing that was practically guaranteed to make someone feel better — food.

 

As the owner of a deli, Moira was well versed in how to make an array of soups, sandwiches, and salads. Those three food groups alone offered plenty of variety, but this time she felt like branching out into something different. If she was going to host a girl’s evening to cheer her friend up, then she wanted to make the entire thing an event to remember.

 

It had been a long time since she had set aside a few hours to just relax with her friends. She felt a bit bad when she asked David if she could have the house to herself the next evening, but he didn’t seem to mind.

 

“I was planning on spending a few hours at the brewery, anyway,” he said. “Karissa’s interested in going into business with me, so I want to give her the grand tour.”

 

Karissa was David’s sister, a woman that Moira got along with relatively well. He had asked her, first, if she was interested in partnering with him, but after some consideration she decided that it would be too complex to juggle figuring out how to make a brewery work with running the deli, caring for the dogs, and focusing on her plans for the deli’s future. She hoped his sister would help him out — it was always nice to work with family.

 

“I’ll try to make sure they aren’t here too late,” she told him. “I feel like Denise really needs this.”

 

“I’ll keep my ear to the ground for any news about the investigation,” he said. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to check on anything today. I’ve been so busy trying to get everything together for this brewery business. I hope to be able to sign the papers tomorrow.”

 

“It’s exciting, isn’t it?” she said, grinning. “This is going to be a big step. I can’t wait to see how things turn out.”

 

 

Moira ended up settling on fondue as the perfect way to distract her friend from the mess at the Redwood Grill. Mouthwatering melted cheese to dip bread in, velvety milk chocolate for fruits and cake, and a red-wine based fondue for cooking the meat. It was going to be a big undertaking, but just thinking about the decadent food made her stomach rumble. 

 

She hit her first stumbling block early in the day, when she realized that she had lost her wonderful set of double-boilers in the house fire. Not too phased by this realization, she made a note to buy replacements while she was at the grocery store picking up the ingredients. The second issue arose when she discovered that they didn’t sell any double boilers at the local grocery store.

“Well do you know where I could find some?” she asked.

 

“The supermarket probably does,” the employee told her. “Sorry that we can’t help you.”

 

“Oh, it’s not your fault,” she said. “I’ll still take the groceries. Thanks.”

 

The supermarket, the only large store around, was a good half an hour’s drive down the state highway and out of town. Moira momentarily considered trying to melt the chocolate and cheese without a double boiler, but she decided to just make the trip. It would be useful to have one in the future.

 

 

By the time she got home, she was almost two hours behind schedule and beginning to feel stressed. She still had a lot to do before her friends arrived, and she wanted everything to be perfect by the time they got there. Making the fondue sauces wouldn’t take too long, but she had a lot of preparing to do for the rest of the meal. She had to cube the beef into bite-sized pieces small enough to cook through easily, de-tail the shrimp, cut up the bananas, strawberries, and angel food cake for the chocolate fondue, and slice the baguette and sour dough breads into small chunks. 

 

She saved the table setting for last, and was behind enough that Martha arrived before she had even gotten started. Luckily, her friend offered to help, and by the time Denise pulled up, everything was perfect.

 

“Wow,” the redheaded woman said when she walked into the kitchen. “When you invited me over for dinner, I wasn’t expecting this. It looks wonderful, Moira.”

 

“I hope it tastes as good — I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had much of a chance to try anything. Let’s sit.”

 

 

Out of the two dipping sauces and the wine fondue, the cheese sauce was Moira’s favorite. A mixture of Swiss and cheddar and a handful of her favorite spices, each bite was bursting with flavor. She knew that she would be making the recipe again for her and David, and soon.

 

“So, any news about the restaurant?” Martha asked as she tried to fish a slice of banana out of the chocolate sauce with her fondue fork. 

 

“Nothing yet,” Denise sighed. “The police are talking to everyone who works in my kitchen, and the health inspectors are doing a walk through. And of course, the press is having a field day… that woman keeps insisting that I killed the man on purpose, which is ridiculous since I didn’t even know the guy, but since she won’t let it go and the food did come out of my kitchen, the police are treating it as a suspicious death. It wouldn’t be so bad if my chef could go in, but he’s under investigation too since he made the dish himself. My other chef is on vacation, so the restaurant can’t open until one of us is cleared.”

 

“It sounds like a mess,” Moira said, refilling her glass of wine. “I’m so sorry, Denise. I know you are always very careful about people’s allergies.”

 

“Since we use peanuts in our cooking, we can’t legally promise any food that comes out of the kitchen is peanut-free. He was told that when he ordered. We even let people with life-threatening allergies bring in their own food, so it’s not like he had no choice but to order from us. I feel terrible that he died, of course, but I’m also scared about what could happen to the restaurant.” She took a deep breath. “Sorry, but it feels good to vent. I just have to try to keep reminding myself that whatever happens, things will turn out okay. Won’t they?”

 

“Of course,” Moira said. “I’m sure this will all get resolved soon enough.”

 

She smiled, but couldn’t get rid of the niggling worry that insisted on planting itself in the back of her mind. Her friend might be clear of legal trouble soon, but chances were high that the restaurant’s reputation would suffer. A man had died, and Moira knew first hand just how much the media loved to point fingers.

 

 


Chapter Six


 

Moira woke up the next morning feeling out of sorts. She was getting old enough that even the two glasses of wine that she had indulged in the night before were too many. She had overslept, and felt cranky. At least she wasn’t planning on going into the deli today; she would be able to take her time and clean the kitchen at her own pace. The fondue night had been fun, and Denise seemed to have been cheered up by it, which had been the whole point of the thing. She was glad that she had been able to help her friend, but she had made a lot of work for herself. Why, oh why, hadn’t she just soldiered through and cleaned up all of the pots and pans last night?

 

She looked over at the other side of the bed and was surprised to see that David wasn’t there. She must have been so exhausted that she hadn’t even noticed him getting up. It was rare for him to be up before her. Then again, it was rare for her to have more than half a glass of wine before bed.

 

After stretching and sliding on her slippers — the wood floors could be chilly underfoot in the winter — she went downstairs and greeted the very excited pair of dogs. She could tell by their cold noses and fur that they had recently been outside.

 

“Wow, David’s really on top of things this morning, isn’t he?” she said. She heard a clattering sound from the kitchen and, curious, looked around the corner. What she saw surprised her.

 

“Good morning,” her husband said. “I thought I’d get a start on these dishes.”

 

“Oh, David, you don’t have to —”

 

“You looked tired,” he said, pausing to give her a kiss. “I was up early, so I decided to make myself useful.”

 

It wasn’t that David was unhelpful around the house, but he tended to leave the chores until the last minute. To see him up early, doing the dishes, was unusual.

 

“You look energized,” she said, barely holding back a yawn herself. 

 

He chuckled. “I’m just excited. This is the beginning of a whole new world for me.”

 

She blinked, and sorted through vague memories from late the night before. “The brewery!” she exclaimed. “You signed for it?”

 

“Yes.” He gave her a smile. “You were half asleep when I came to bed. I signed the lease and wrote the check for the equipment. Zander’s old brewery is mine now, and a friend of Karissa’s is coming in from out of state to help us with our first recipe. We ordered hops, and even have a shipment of bottles on its way.”

 

“Oh my goodness, David, I’m so happy for you.” She wrapped her arms around him. “We have to do something to celebrate. I know, do you want to meet Candice and Eli for lunch and tell them the good news?”

 

“Sure,” he said. “But first, let me finish these dishes.”

 

 

Candice and Eli met them at a small country diner in Lake Marion. Moira hadn’t mentioned anything about David’s new interest in the microbrewery to her daughter yet, and she was excited to share the news. A new business in the family was always a cause for celebration.

 

The beautiful blonde woman who joined them at the booth shared features with both her mother and her father, but in Moira’s opinion, she was better looking than either of them. She had straight, pale gold hair that was always kept trimmed and sleek. Her eyes were bright and intelligent, the eyes of a woman who knew how to handle herself. Every time the deli owner saw her daughter, she felt a mixture of pride and love for the young woman that she had raised. Despite having an unstable family for part of her childhood and even though she had gone through a rebellious phase as a teenager, Candice had developed into a strong, beautiful woman who followed her dreams.

 

Eli, her fiancé, was a good looking young man near her daughter’s age with curly hair and an easy smile. Moira liked him a lot, and was glad that he was the one her daughter had chosen to make her life partner. He was responsible, and from everything the deli owner had seen, kind. He was also in the food business; he ran a small ice cream shop in Lake Marion that his grandfather owned. 

 

“Hey, Mom,” Candice said casually. “How are things? It feels like it’s been forever since all of us have gotten together.”

 

“It has been a while,” the older woman said. “With the holiday, things have been pretty busy.”

 

She realized that she hadn’t told her daughter about the death she and David had witnessed during their Valentine’s Day dinner. Between being worried about Denise and being supportive of David’s goals with the brewery, she just hadn’t gotten around to it. She opened her mouth to bring up the subject, then hesitated. She didn’t want to wreck David’s big news with something so tragic.

 

“Moira?” her husband said, looking at her questioningly. “Were you about to say something?”

 

Oh well, I’ll either tell her before or after. At least this way, we can end lunch on a happy note, she thought.

 

“I was just about to tell Candice about what happened at the grill,” she said.

 

“I heard about that,” her daughter cut in. “Some guy died from a peanut allergy, didn’t he? Wait, were you two there when it happened?”

 

“We were,” Moira said grimly. “We were just a few tables away.”

 

She began to tell her daughter and Eli the story. David joined in occasionally, filling in parts that she missed, or telling something from his point of view.

 

“It was an extreme reaction,” he said. “I saw him up close… the poor guy’s face and throat, even his eyelids, were completely swollen. It must have been a terrible way to die.”

 

“That’s horrible,” Candice said, aghast. “It’s different when you hear about it in the news… it doesn’t seem as real, you know? Do you think Ms. Donovan will get in trouble?”

 

“No,” David said. “They have a warning on their menu that food may have been exposed to common allergens, such as peanuts. Everyone eats at their own risk, and the chef comes out and talks to people with serious allergies to make sure they know the risks. Even just a tiny crumb of a peanut could have caused the reaction. I don’t think there’s any way Ms. Donovan will be held accountable.”

 

“Then why is she being investigated by the police?” Moira asked, frustrated.

 

“They need to make sure she or one of her employees didn’t kill the man on purpose,” he said. “With that woman, Brenda’s, allegations, they have to follow up.”

 

“I wish they would hurry. Denise needs her chef back, and she needs to get the restaurant running again. It’s not good for it to be shut down. She’s going to lose customers.”

 

“I think the grill will be fine,” David said. “Where else are they going to go?”

 

Moira frowned, but decided to change the subject. Thinking about her friend’s troubles was too stressful; she wanted to focus on something happier now.

 

“We have more news,” she said. “But this time it’s good. Go on, David, tell them…”

 

 


Chapter Seven


 

Even though it had been nearly a week since Valentine’s day, the deli was still crowded with pink and red decorations. Moira knew it was time to take them down, though she would be sad to see them go. There was nothing like fresh roses and pink hearts to brighten up the inside of the little restaurant. Outside, it was as cold and dreary as ever. If it wasn’t for Valentine’s Day, the deli owner thought that February might be her least favorite month. The major holidays were long past, the snow lining the roads had long since turned grey and dirty looking, and everyone was tired of being cold.

 

The deli had been busier than usual over the past few days. Normally extra business made Moira happy, but this time she had a nasty suspicion that the additional customers were a direct result of what had happened at the Redwood Grill. More people stopping in for lunch and even an early dinner meant fewer people driving out to the grill for a real meal. She never liked to think of her friend’s restaurant as competition, but she had to acknowledge the fact that as the deli’s menu and hours expanded, their circles of potential customers began to converge.

 

“Jenny,” she mused, “do you think of the deli as a real restaurant?”

 

“What do you mean?” her employee asked, toying with the expensive diamond bracelet that Cameron had bought her.

 

Cameron was mind-numbingly wealthy, a fact that only Moira and Jenny knew. He was working at the deli because he enjoyed it, and it had brought him closer to the girl he had had a crush on for years. Moira thought their relationship was story-book cute, and was glad to see that they still seemed happy together after half a year. The red-haired man had been eager to court Jenny, but had wanted to be sure that if she fell in love with him, it was really him that she cared about — not his money. After they started dating, he hadn’t kept the truth from her any longer. Moira knew he had been torn between being honest, and his fear that she would end up staying with him only for his wealth. She thought he had made the right choice; Jenny was a sweet girl, and didn’t seem like the type to stay with someone she didn’t love.

 

“If, say, someone wanted to go on a date and invited you to a sit-down meal at the deli with them, would you think it was weird?”

 

“No, why would it be?” the young woman asked. “I guess I kind of get what you are saying though. I do think of the deli as a restaurant, but not like a fancy sit-down restaurant. Why?”

 

“I don’t know.” Moira sighed. “I just feel bad for what the grill is going through, that’s all.”

 

“Yeah, it’s sad. I met the man’s wife yesterday. She was at the church for his funeral. A friend of mine used to do housecleaning for her. Poor Paula.” Jenny sighed.

 

“Paula?” the deli owner asked. 

 

“The dead guy’s wife,” her employee said.

 

“I thought her name was Brenda.”

 

“No, it’s Paula. I’m sure.”

 

“Pretty woman with curly brown hair and brown eyes?” Moira asked. “Sort of tall?”

 

“Well, you’ve got the eyes right,” Jenny said. “But no, she’s a petite woman with straight black hair. Very striking looking, you wouldn’t forget her.”

 

“Are we talking about the same man?” the deli owner asked. “His name was Brody Beaker.”

 

“That’s him. Paula Beaker is his wife.”

 

“No, I’m sure it was Brenda…” Moira frowned, trailing off. Was it possible that Brenda hadn’t been his wife? What sort of married man took a woman who wasn’t his wife out on Valentine’s Day?

 

“I’m sure there’s something in the news about him. I’ll go check,” Jenny said, pushing through the door to the kitchen.

 

Moira shifted her weight, tempted to pull out her phone and look it up herself. If the man had been involved in an affair, that would give at least two people a good motive to kill him. What if Brenda was so adamant about blaming Denise for his death because she was trying to take the blame off of herself? If he was having an affair, the police would know and I’m sure they would look into it, she thought. Or maybe Jenny is wrong about this whole thing and Paula wasn’t his wife, but his sister or something. I suppose it’s also a possibility that I’m wrong about the woman’s name. It was a pretty crazy evening. 

 

The door to the deli opened and she forced herself to stop thinking about the death she had witnessed a few days ago. She had a job to do. Mulling over something like that wouldn’t sell soup.

 

“Welcome to Darling’s DELIcious Delights,” she said, forcing herself to smile. “How can I help you?”

 

“I’d like to order your special to go,” the man said, glancing at the small chalkboard she used to write the day’s unique soup and sandwich combo on. “And a drink from the fridge, please.”

 

“All right, it will be just a minute.” 

 

She poked her head through the door to the kitchen and called the order back to Jenny. Returning to the register to take the man’s payment, she got a better look at him. He was wearing nice clothes and had a broad smile on his face. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

 

“Special day?” she asked as she swiped his card.

 

“I have a job interview,” he said. “At a place I’ve wanted to work at for a long time.”

 

“Good luck,” she said, giving him a genuine smile as she handed his card back. “Hey, you were at the Redwood Grill on Valentine’s day, weren’t you?” She had just recognized him as the man who had helped David restrain Brenda.

 

“I was. You were there?”

 

“Yes. My husband, David, is the one who checked the body.”

 

“Oh. Small world. Well, small town, I guess.”

 

She laughed. “Yeah. Thanks for holding that woman back. You kept my friend from getting assaulted.”

 

“Anyone would have done it.” He shrugged. 

 

“Say, do you remember what her name was? The woman whose… companion… died.”

 

“Brenda,” he said. “I only heard the police say it about fifty times.”

 

Feeling satisfied, she handed him his food and thanked him again. When he left, she went into the kitchen to find Jenny peering at her phone.

 

“I found it, Ms. D. His wife’s name is definitely Paula. They mention her in the obituary, and the photo they used of him was their wedding photo. See?”

 

She held out the phone and Moira took it, looking closely at the screen. The woman standing next to Brody in the picture looked nothing like the woman he had been having dinner with. She couldn’t be misremembering the woman that badly.

 

“That’s not the woman he was on a date with,” she said, handing the phone back to her employee. “It looks like he was having an affair. I wonder if his death wasn’t an accident after all.”

 

 


Chapter Eight


 

David’s office, out of which he did most of his work as a private investigator, was kitty-corner to Candice’s Candies on Main Street in Lake Marion. Moira loved the little town almost as much as she loved Maple Creek. The lake, which was the town’s namesake, was beautiful in the summer, and made the town the perfect spot for tourists. In the winter — when it was cold enough — a group of volunteers would clear the snow off of a portion of the frozen lake so the locals could use it for skating. On the ice, further away from town, ice fishing huts dotted the white surface of the lake. On the opposite shore, she could see the houses that were lucky enough to have beach front property. 

 

How wonderful it must be for them to be able to look out their windows and see a lake every morning, Moira thought. If I didn’t love my little stone house so much, I might consider moving here. She wondered if David missed living in his hometown. Of course, their house wasn’t far away, but it was technically in Maple Creek. Moira knew that as much as she enjoyed visiting Lake Marion, she would miss her own hometown if she ever left it. She had a lot of memories there, some not so great, but the good definitely outweighed the bad. 

 

She parked on the street outside of the office and fed the meter a few coins. The meters were only enforced during tourist season, but dropping her spare change in had become a habit. All of the profits from the parking meters went towards maintaining the roads and sidewalks in the small town, and it was a system that seemed to work, because Lake Marion’s roads were noticeably better than the streets in Maple Creek were. Of course, no roads in Michigan were perfect, and every spring a few more potholes appeared in both towns.

 

Moira let herself into the office, giving David a quick wave when he looked up from his desk. The old building wasn’t fancy, but it was comfortable. There was a working fireplace in the back wall, an assortment of odd chairs around a table in the corner, and a worn couch against the wall with the window. Of course, the huge desk dominated the room. The piles of papers on the surface were organized in a way that only David understood. She was always impressed when he managed to find a paper or a file in an instant, hardly looking as he snatched it out of the mess.

 

“Hey,” he said. “It’s nice of you to drop by. Were you seeing Candice?”

 

“No, actually I’m here just to see you,” she said. “I just left the deli. I found out something weird about that guy, Brody.”

 

He raised his eyebrows. “What?”

 

“Did you know that the woman we saw with him wasn’t his wife — she was his girlfriend?”

 

“So, he’s not married, that’s not so weird…”

 

“But he was married,” she said. “To a woman named Paula.”

 

At this David frowned. “You’re saying… he was having an affair?”

 

“Yes, and he took his mistress out to eat on Valentine’s Day… instead of his wife.”

 

“That’s cold,” he said. “I feel a bit less bad for him now.”

 

“Right, but what if his wife or his girlfriend had something to do with his death? I mean, finding out that your husband is having an affair would definitely be a motive for murder.”

 

“I agree that it’s a motive, but how could his wife have slipped the peanuts into his food at the restaurant?”

 

“I don’t know.” She sighed and sat down on the couch.

 

“What was the guy’s last name?” David asked. “Brody…?”

 

“Let me see.” Moira pulled up the same article that Jenny had shown her on her phone. “Brody Beaker.”

 

“Hmm, that name is familiar. Why do I feel like he was involved with one of my cases?”

 

David opened his laptop and typed quickly. Moira watched, interested. She enjoyed helping David with his work, but had to admit that she didn’t even begin to understand his system. How he could ever find anything was a complete mystery to her.

 

“His name’s on here, but it’s an old case, before I started keeping track of cases with a computer. His file must be in my filing cabinet somewhere.”

 

Moira pulled out her keys and found the small silver one that went to the huge, ancient file cabinet in the corner. He had given her a copy of his keys just a few weeks ago when she had offered to assist him when she could in her spare time. She knew that a lot of the information about his cases was confidential, and whenever she got the chance to go digging through the files she felt a bit guilty. She would never use the information to hurt someone, but it still felt weird to be digging through people’s deepest, darkest secrets. As a private investigator, David saw a lot of the darker side of the two small norther Michigan towns.

 

“Under B,” she muttered to herself, flipping through the files. “I don’t see a Brody Beaker.”

 

“Try his wife’s name,” he said. “If I remember right, she was my client.”

 

“Here it is, Paula Beaker,” she said. 

 

She pulled the file out. It was unusually thick. She handed it to David, then watched as he flipped through it. To her surprise, he chuckled.

 

“What?” she asked.

 

“Oh, Brody was definitely having an affair. He had more than one, and his wife has known about it for years. I’m surprised I didn’t make the connection sooner. This guy saw about five different women while I was tailing him.”

 

“Wait, his wife knew about his affair — or affairs — for years, and stayed with him? I mean, he obviously didn’t stop seeing other women.”

 

“All I remember is that she said she was going to confront him about it. This was years ago. She was pretty upset, understandably. I never heard anything else, which isn’t unusual.”

 

“Maybe he told her he would stop, but he didn’t,” Moira mused. “Or maybe she knew about it all along and finally snapped.”

 

“Plausible,” David said. “But there’s still the question of how she would have slipped the peanuts to him.”

 

“Well…” the deli owner frowned. “The other night, Denise told me that they never actually proved that it was the soup that was contaminated. The bowl got knocked to the floor, and the soup spilled everywhere. I guess the police found traces of peanuts in the spill, but it could have been something that was already on the floor. Maybe he didn’t ingest the peanuts at the restaurant, but she sneaked them to him at home before he left instead.”

 

David considered it for a moment, then shook his head. “It wouldn’t take that long for the reaction to start. He had been at the restaurant nearly as long as we were. These allergies happen much more quickly. You saw how sudden it was. It wasn’t a gradual thing.”

 

Moira groaned and sat back down. She desperately wanted to find a way for the man’s death to not be the grill’s fault, but she kept hitting dead ends.

 

“You really think his death was an accident, even after what we know?”

 

“I do,” he said. “Just because someone had a motive to kill him, doesn’t mean they did it. The simple answer is that a peanut accidentally got into his food. Trying to find a murder in that is a reach.”

 

“All right.” She sighed. “I’m going to go home. It started to snow on my way over, and the longer I wait, the worse the roads will be. What time will you be back?”

 

“Sometime this evening,” he told her. “I was going to swing by the brewery later. Karissa’s meeting me there. She has some logo ideas, and wants to talk about what our first craft beer should be. We need to come up with something unique to really get our names out there.”

 

“Good luck,” she said. “I’m sure the two of you will come up with something wonderful.”

 

She gave him a quick kiss then grabbed her bag and headed out the door, trying to push all thoughts of murder and death out of her mind. She had the rest of the afternoon free, and she was determined to enjoy it.

 

 


Chapter Nine


 

“That’s wonderful news,” Moira said, keeping her cell phone tucked between her cheek and her shoulder as she scratched behind Keeva’s ears. The wolfhound wagged her tail at the sound of her owner’s voice, even though the words weren’t directed at her. “David’s busy at the brewery, but I’ll stop in for lunch.”

 

She hung up, smiling broadly. She was relieved to hear from Denise that she had been given the all-clear to reopen the grill, and her head chef had been given permission to return to work as well. She knew how much the restaurant meant to her friend. If their positions had been reversed and she had been waiting on a verdict for the deli, she knew that she would have been a nervous wreck. The other woman had held up remarkably well, better than Moira thought that she herself would in a similar situation.

 

After saying a quick goodbye to the dogs, who looked disappointed that she was leaving so soon after getting home from her shift at the deli, Moira locked the front door behind her and headed towards her metallic green SUV. She had lived in town for most of her life, but had gotten used to living secluded in the forest surprisingly quickly. She only rarely felt uncomfortable surrounded and closed in by the trees, and today was one of those days. The skies were gray, making it darker than it should be in mid-afternoon. Small snowflakes were falling rapidly, making it hard to see more than a few feet in front of her. The wind blew intermittently, sending up flurries of snow which in turn created strange shadows and flashes of motion in the distance. Anyone could be standing just outside of her range of vision and she would never know it.

 

Suppressing a shiver, Moira mentally berated herself for getting creeped out. No one was lurking in the snow waiting to startle her. The woods around her house were empty, except perhaps for some harmless wildlife.

 

Still, the deli owner was glad when she reached her car and locked herself safely inside. The snow was light and powdery, and the front and rear wipers handled it just fine. She let the car warm up for a few seconds, then put it into gear and, trying to remember where her driveway was under all of that white, backed down the drive and into the road.

 

She didn’t like driving in the snow. The roads were barely visible, and it was next to impossible to tell what lane she was in. Thankfully, traffic was next to non-existent, and she was free to drive as slowly as she liked. She normally wouldn’t go out in weather like this, but she wanted to see her friend in person and celebrate the reopening of the grill. Things were starting to look up, at last.

 

The restaurant’s parking lot was nearly empty when she arrived. Only a few lonely vehicles were huddled together in the spots closest to the building. Moira parked near them and hurried inside, relieved to get out of the cold and into the warm building.

 

The waitress that came up to seat her recognized her instantly. “Oh, I’ll tell Ms. Donovan that you’re here,” she said. “You can sit wherever you want. We aren’t very busy today.”

 

Since it was just her, Moira opted to take one of the smaller tables near the front. It didn’t take long before her friend appeared, all smiles and energy.

 

“I’m glad you could make it,” she said to Moira. “Sorry, I didn’t realize how bad the weather had gotten. What can I get you? Anything you like. It’s on the house today.”

 

“Oh, I don’t mind paying,” the deli owner began.

 

“Nonsense. This is a celebration.” Her friend smiled. “They gave me my chef back, and are ruling that poor man’s death an accident. How anyone could think I killed him is beyond me.”

 

“I think his girlfriend was just panicking,” Moira said. “No one would be thinking straight if they just watched someone they cared about die.”

 

Even though it was her friend’s restaurant and not hers, the deli owner felt a weight lift off her shoulders. She knew that Denise would still struggle with the fact that a slip-up in her kitchen might have caused someone’s death, but at least she wouldn’t also be worrying about legal troubles.

 

“So, what will it be?” her friend asked.

 

“Let’s see…” Moira quickly perused the lunch menu. “I’ll have the chicken salad wrap. Can I get pickles on the side instead of chips?”

 

“Sure thing,” Denise said. “It’ll be right out.”

 

Sure enough, Moira’s food arrived just minutes later. The man who was carrying it looked vaguely familiar. With a start, she realized it was the head chef. She had met him on one or two occasions previously.

 

“Chicken salad wrap with pickles on the side,” he said. “Ms. Donovan apologizes for not being able to bring it out herself; someone she had an appointment with arrived early.”

 

“Oh, that’s fine. I’m sure she must be busy trying to get everything back on track.”

 

“It’s been hectic,” the man admitted. “I got her call early this morning, asking if I could come in. Only a couple of the wait staff could make it on such short notice, but she wanted to open anyway. Gotta say, I don’t think it was worth it. It’s slow today.”

 

“It must be, for you to have time to bring the food out yourself,” she said.

 

To her surprise, his expression darkened. “Actually, I’m on break. The man she’s meeting with, he’s a chef she’s thinking of hiring so we’d have an extra backup. She wants to see how he does with the kitchen staff, without me around.”

 

“Well that’s not too bad. Having a third chef as back-up might be nice. You’ll be able to take vacations and sick days without worrying about it even if one of the other chefs is out of town.”

 

“Another chef means less work for the two of us, and I don’t know about Hector, but I live for the time I spend in the kitchen. Plus, he gets a say in the menu and he gets to help train the kitchen staff. The guy doesn’t have much experience. I don’t want him messing up my staff.”

 

“I’m sure it won’t be that bad. Denise probably just wants to make sure she has someone who can come in if something happens again. I know that she was upset when she learned that the police asked you not to return to work for a few days. With the other chef — Hector, was it? — out of town, she didn’t have anyone else to turn to.”

 

“I doubt something similar will ever happen,” he said, grumbling. “I was only held as a suspect since the guy who died was my cousin’s husband.”

 

“Wait, you’re related to Paula?” Moira asked.

 

“Yeah, that’s why I was being held as a suspect. With the affair, and the fact that I prepared his food… well, you can imagine how suspicious that looked.”

 

“You knew about the affair?”

 

“My cousin-in-law came in to eat on Valentine’s Day with a woman that wasn’t his wife.” The chef gave a dry laugh. “Everyone knew. He didn’t care.”

 

There was the sound of clattering dishes from the kitchen. The head chef turned to look, concern evident in his face.

 

“I’d better go make sure that new guy isn’t destroying my kitchen. Enjoy your meal.”

 

With that, he left, leaving Moira to digest what he had said while she finished her lunch.

 

 


Chapter Ten


 

After her interesting conversation with the chef, the rest of her luncheon at the Redwood Grill was pleasant, but quieter than she was used to. Only two other tables were taken, both by elderly couples who had probably been going to the restaurant since it opened. Moira knew that the regulars were appreciated, but the small number of guests would still be taking its toll on her friend. The simple fact was, it cost money just for the restaurant to be open. Electricity bills, gas bills, employee paychecks… it all added up, and if the grill lost more each hour than it made, it wouldn’t last very long.

 

How can anyone think that Denise would ever do something like that on purpose? She wondered. The man knew that his food wasn’t guaranteed to be peanut-free. He chose to eat here anyway. It’s not her fault. It’s not like she sprinkled peanuts in his soup to try to poison him. She was glad her friend was out of legal trouble, at least, but that was only one of the hurdles that the Redwood Grill needed to cross before it was back on track as Maple Creek’s most popular restaurant.

 

Just as she was wondering where all of the customers were, the doors to the restaurant opened and a middle-aged woman strode through. She waited only a few seconds before a waitress approached her, but she tapped her foot impatiently the entire time. At her side, she carried a thin satchel, and her eyes roamed the room restlessly. Moira couldn’t seem to stop watching her; somehow the woman didn’t seem like a normal guest.

 

“Just one?” the waitress asked.

 

“Actually, I was wondering if I could speak to your manager,” the woman said.

 

“What’s the problem? It may be something I can help you with.”

 

“I would just like to speak to your manager, please,” she said. “Could you go get her?”

 

Looking puzzled, the waitress hesitated only a moment longer before shrugging. “All right. Please wait here, I’ll see if she’s in.”

 

Moira frowned, not liking the conversation she had just overheard. There was something odd going on. She bit her lip, suddenly anxious for her friend.

 

A moment later, she saw Denise come out of the kitchen, followed closely by the waitress. The red-haired woman had an annoyed look on her face. Moira didn’t blame her for being bothered; the stranger had pulled her away from a job interview and a busy day back at work.

 

“What can I help you with?” Her tone was polite, but with an edge of warning to it. This woman had better not waste her time.

 

“Denise Donovan?” the stranger asked.

 

“Yes, that’s me.”

 

The stranger reached into her satchel and withdrew a large envelope, which she handed to the very confused restaurant owner. “You’ve been served.”

 

 

Denise rubbed her temple with her fingers and groaned. She had joined Moira at her table to go over the papers, and it didn’t look good.

 

“I hope my lawyer calls me back soon,” she said. “I need to figure out what to do.”

 

“You have all sorts of disclaimers,” Moira pointed out. “Your menu has an allergen warning on it. Your chef warned Brody in person that if he had a severe allergy he might not want to eat here. I don’t see how his wife can sue you and expect to get anything.”

 

“I don’t know. I don’t know how any of this works.” Her friend gave a frustrated sigh. “Why do these people have it out for me? First, Brenda accuses me of murder, and now that I’ve been cleared in the criminal case, his wife’s turning to a civil suit to try to wreck me. I’ve never even met the woman before in my life.”

 

“I don’t know if it’s personal,” Moira said. “It may just be that she’s hurting and is trying to find justice in her own way.”

 

“I already feel bad enough knowing that it was my kitchen that killed the guy, even if it was a complete accident. Maybe I should just give her the money and be done with it.”

 

“No, Denise, you need to fight this. None of this was your fault.”

 

“This is such a mess.” She sighed. “Thanks for always lending an ear when I need to talk. You’re a good friend.”

 

“So are you.” The deli owner smiled at the other woman. “That’s why I don’t want to see you wrecked in a lawsuit. Talk to your lawyer, okay?  Don’t just give in.”

 

“I will.” With a grimace, Denise shoved the papers back into the envelope and stood up. “I’d better go make sure the two chefs are getting along. I decided to hire the new guy, Bret, on the spot. He’s great, and with Hector on an extended vacation we really need the back-up.”

 

Moira made the connection immediately. She remembered the man from the deli that morning, who had mentioned a job interview. “Is his last name Kingsly by any chance?”

 

“Bret Kingsly,” her friend said, nodding. “He was here on Valentine’s Day. He helped keep that crazy woman from attacking me. That’s how we met, actually.”

 

“I remember. He stopped in the deli this morning to pick up lunch. He seemed nice, and was definitely excited about the interview.”

 

“He is nice,” her friend said, then blushed. “I mean… well, I’m divorced, I’m allowed to want to go on dates again, aren’t I?”

 

“Of course,” Moira said, grinning. “I’m glad you hired him. I can’t wait to see what his specialty dishes are. I remember when you hired Hector and you added all of those great Mexican dishes to your menu. I think that was the first time David ordered something other than a steak.”

 

“Right, instead he ordered cheesy steak nachos,” her friend said, laughing. The deli owner was relieved to see the smile on the other woman’s face. Things will be all right, she thought. I’m sure of it.

 

After Denise went back to the kitchen, she turned her attention back to her chicken salad wrap, pondering what she could do to help her friend get through this. She didn’t have any experience with being sued, but she had the feeling that the process would be a long and unpleasant one. In a way, if Brody’s death had been ruled a homicide instead of an accident, that might be better for her friend. She couldn’t get sued if someone else had killed the guy, could she?

 

 


Chapter Eleven


 

Pulling up the long driveway that led to the brewery gave Moira a twinge of nostalgia. The original owner had been a good man, and she would never be able to enter the building without thinking sadly of his death. Part of her hoped that if the business took off, David would purchase a different building that didn’t hold all of the memories that this one had. The lease would be up for renegotiation in a year, and she was going to do her part to encourage them to move the operation elsewhere. She didn’t want to think of her dead friend every time she went to visit her husband at his new hobby.

 

Karissa’s car was parked next to David’s. Moira smiled at the sight. She was glad that the two of them were running the business together. She thought it was wonderful that David’s sister had decided to move back to Lake Marion. The private investigator didn’t seem to have a lot of people that he was very close to. Moira knew that a few of his good friends had passed away over the years. She still got teary-eyed when she remembered the time one of his oldest friends had been murdered and found months later in the lake. She couldn’t imagine losing one of her close friends like that. It had been horrible enough when she found Zander’s body, but Martha or Denise? She shuddered at the thought. 

 

Glancing over at the farm house across the street where the property owner lived, Moira tried to remember how it had looked the last time she had been there. It had been summer then, and the differences were too many to count. Poor Zander, she thought. I really hope David will move the brewery one day. I don’t like coming here. 

 

Karissa met her at the door, all smiles. Moira greeted her, then peered around her, hoping to see one of the other woman’s two dogs.

 

“No pooches today?” she asked. Zander used to bring his dog, Sunflower, to the brewery all the time. Of course, he had lived on the farm, so the dog had found it easy to tag along.

 

“Not today,” Karissa answered. “David and I have been in and out a lot, and I didn’t want to worry about one of them getting out and chasing the cows or something. They usually listen pretty well, but I don’t know how they would do with so much excitement and so many distractions.”

 

“I completely understand,” Moira said. “I need to work on Maverick’s training myself. He’s been getting worse about coming in from outside when we go on walks off leash. He just has so much energy, and I think being inside is boring for him. It’s too cold for me to stay outside for as long as he wants, though.”

 

“I think all of the dogs will be a lot happier when the weather warms up. We haven’t gone to the park all winter. Most of the time it’s been too cold, then on the warm days, everything is muddy and miserable.”

 

“I just have to keep reminding myself that winter will end one day,” the deli owner said. “I can’t wait for summer. Everything seems so much easier when it’s sunny and warm.”

 

“You and me both. Anyway, come on in. I’m actually waiting for a friend of mine to get here. David’s in the back.”

 

Moria walked through the small office room that took up the front of the building, trying not to look over at the desk in the corner where she had found Zander’s body all those months ago. She pushed her way through the door that led to the brewery itself. The room was big, with high ceilings and a bunch of strange looking machines of which she had only the vaguest idea of what they did. 

 

She paused at the entrance, feeling lost until she heard a clang come from the back corner of the room. She began walking towards the noise, and found David laying half under one of the vats.

 

“What are you doing?” she asked, curious. He jolted and she heard a bang. Wincing, and hoping that the sound wasn’t his head, she crouched down next to him as he pushed his way out from under the vat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “I didn’t hear you come in. I’m surprised you stopped by. I thought you were going home?”

 

“I did. Then Denise called, and I just had to swing by the grill.”

 

She filled him in on what had happened in the last few hours, describing her elation at hearing that her friend had been cleared of all crimes, then the sudden worry of the lawsuit being sprung on her. David listened intently, his eyes concerned.

 

“She’s getting sued. That’s not good,” he said. “Even if she can afford it financially, it’s going to look bad for the grill.”

 

“I know. She’s going to meet with her lawyer and hopefully they’ll be able to figure it out. But David, I was thinking… what if Brody was murdered by one of the women he wronged? While I was there, I spoke to the head chef, and guess what? He’s Paula Beaker’s cousin.”

 

Her husband frowned. “That’s definitely an important connection. I’m sure the police know about it.”

 

“They do; that’s why he was a major suspect. I don’t know why they decided to rule Brody’s death an accident, but what if they were wrong? What if the chef killed him?”

 

“That might stop your friend from getting sued, but it’s still going to look bad for the restaurant,” he said. “I agree, though, it’s a possibility. The man would have had both motive and means.”

 

“Will you look into it?” Moira asked. “You’re a private investigator, I’m sure you could dig up something that would make the police reopen the case.”

 

He hesitated. “I’m busy with the brewery right now, you know that. Karissa and I are meeting with someone soon who is going to walk us through the process of getting this all set up. I can’t take an extra case right now. I’m sorry, Moira. I’ll tell Jefferson about the file and Brody’s history of being an unfaithful husband. That might be enough to get them to look more closely at his death.”

 

“You’re not going to help?” the deli owner asked, hurt. “Denise could lose everything if she gets sued. Not to mention if they rule his death an accident and it’s not, a killer is getting away.”

 

“I don’t know what else I could do. When it comes down to it, you want this to be a murder so your friend can avoid a lawsuit. I don’t blame you for wanting to protect her, but unless there’s new evidence that the police don’t have yet, they aren’t going to be able to do anything more than they have already done.”

 

Moira gritted her teeth in frustration. She had expected David to offer his help immediately, but instead he seemed to think that she was grasping at straws. If he’s not going to help, I’ll do it myself, she thought. Trying not to get angry, she brushed a quick kiss across his cheek and promised to see him that evening. Then she left, her thoughts focused on one thing. She had work to do.


 


Chapter Twelve


 

Still seething with frustration at how unhelpful her husband was being, Moira decided to take matters into her own hands right away. With Denise facing a civil law suit, and the potential loss of a lot of money, she couldn’t very well just sit back and do nothing. As far as she was concerned, both that girlfriend and the wife were potential suspects, along with the head chef, of course. The chef had seemed nice when Moira spoke to him, but being nice didn’t mean he couldn’t also be a suspect. She knew firsthand just how crazy people could be when they were trying to protect family. If Brody’s wife had asked him to slip the man the peanuts, it would have been easy for him to do it. Or he may have decided to take matters into his own hands, frustrated that his cousin was being treated so unfairly.

 

Denise said he prepared Brody’s meal himself, she remembered suddenly. He does that for everyone with serious allergies, so maybe the police didn’t think it was suspicious. Even though the chef was an obvious suspect, she found herself hoping it wasn’t him. The last thing the Redwood Grill needed just then was more bad publicity, and if the head chef got arrested for murder, bad publicity was all the grill would get for a very long time.

 

So, think about the girlfriend, she told herself. What is it the police look for in a crime? Motive and means. She definitely had the means to do it — she was sitting across from him and could have slipped the peanuts into his bowl at any time. But what about motive?

 

She supposed jealousy could have been a factor; the man had had a wife also, after all. She couldn’t imagine what would drive a woman to have an affair with a married man, but she didn’t think it would be a very pleasant experience to be the “other woman.” Still, it seemed more likely for the wife to act violently out of jealousy in that situation. She was the one that had been wronged steadily for years. Moira sighed. She really wished that she had read the file on Brody herself. Just how many affairs had this man had?

 

Slowly, Moira’s eyes traveled down to the ring of keys currently hanging from her car’s ignition. She could go and read Brody’s file herself, right now, before David passed it on to Detective Jefferson. She had the key to David’s office, and he had said that she was welcome in there at any time. She was his wife, after all. And it wasn’t as if she was going to do anything bad with the information. She was just curious.

 

Her decision made, Moira turned left instead of right at the state highway. She was heading to Lake Marion, to solve a mystery that her husband didn’t think existed.

 

 

It felt odd to be in David’s office without him. She felt like a trespasser, a feeling that she didn’t like at all. This was her husband’s office, and she had every right to be there. So why did she feel like she was doing something bad?

 

Brody’s file was right where they had left it on David’s desk next to his computer. She grabbed it and brought it over to the couch, where she made herself comfortable before opening it.

 

The date on the first page was almost ten years ago. Moira frowned, trying to imagine staying with a man that had been cheating on her for ten years. She couldn’t do it. She wouldn’t want to do it. Poor Paula must have been living a very unpleasant life for a long time. 

 

Moira flipped through the file and read about the first investigation David had done for the woman. It had started out like most cases; she had been worried that her husband was cheating on her, and had had the money to spare for a private investigator. David had done his job, tailing the man for a couple of days. He had gotten the evidence he needed, and returned to his client with photos of her husband meeting a strange woman outside of a hotel.

 

It was after that that things started getting weird. Moira squinted, trying to make out the scribbles that were David’s notes. Just a few days after giving the evidence to his client, he had gotten another call. She told him that she had confronted her husband about the affair, and had even managed to track down the woman — who had been shocked to learn that her boyfriend was already married — but was concerned that her husband was still seeing someone.

 

David had tailed the man again, and had seen him visit not one or even two other women, but three. Most of his cheating spouse cases were pretty open and shut, but this one was a bit more complex. Once the man was found out, he had never had a client come back to him again with the same complaint.

 

Moira continued flipping through the file, only to see another record from four years ago. Paula had once again discovered that her husband had gone back to his sneaky ways, and David had once again tracked down multiple mistresses.

 

“Crazy,” she muttered. She flipped to the back of the file and found a list of women’s names, a few of them followed by addresses or phone numbers. It seemed that 

David had kept a record of all the women Brody had been seeing. She wondered if he had given the list to Paula, or kept it confidential. With the feeling that it might come in handy later, Moira snapped a picture of the list with her phone.

 

She hadn’t really found anything useful, but what she had read had just convinced her even more deeply that Paula had had something to do with her husband’s death. After years and years of being taken advantage of, Moira found it hard to blame her. Anyone might snap under that sort of stress.

 

She was about to put the file back on the desk when she saw the red blinking message light on David’s answering machine. She hesitated only a moment before pushing the button to play it. She was acting as his assistant, after all. There was nothing wrong with taking a call. She just felt guilty for going through someone’s file like that.

 

“Hi, my name is Brenda Ryan. A week ago my boyfriend died, and the police just decided it was an accidental death, but I think it was a murder. If you think you can help, please call me.” She recited her number, then hung up.

 

Moira stared at the answering machine, surprised and suspicious. Brenda again, and she was still claiming Brody’s death was a murder. Maybe she knows something, the deli owner thought. Maybe she has evidence that the police can use to reopen the case. She replayed the message and copied the number down. She didn’t need David’s help. She could track down the killer perfectly well on her own.

 

 


Chapter Thirteen


 

When Moira witnessed a man’s death on Valentine’s Day, her first and only thought was how horrible it was that he had died. Of course, she still knew that it was wrong if someone had killed him, but she could see why whoever had done it, had done it. The man had been a pig, there was no way around it. His current mistress was the latest in a long line of flings and poorly-planned affairs. No wonder David hadn’t seemed enthusiastic about helping. The file was just too big. Any one of those women might have had reason to kill him. It would take the police ages to get through the list after the private investigator gave it to them. Even after seeing how many people might have had a reason to want him dead, they still might not want to reopen the investigation into his death.

 

Why do I think he was murdered? She wondered as she drove. Is David right? Am I really just grasping at straws because I want Denise to be off the hook? It was a good question, and one that she couldn’t answer right away. I guess the only reason I think he was murdered is because so many people would have a motive to kill him. It started when I learned that Brenda was his mistress, but the more I learned, the more convinced I became. I don’t really have any actual proof. Just a long list of people he wronged.

 

She knew that the police would have already looked into his relationship with his wife, especially since her cousin was the chef that had prepared what turned out to be Brody’s last meal. Thanks to television, she knew that the spouse was almost always treated as a suspect when a mysterious death happened. Surely the police had already questioned both his wife and Brenda, in addition to the head chef. David had seen the file, and he knew that the man had had multiple affairs. Yet he didn’t seem to entertain the idea that it was a murder. She seemed to be the only one who really suspected foul play, and between David and the police, she was by far the least qualified to be doing investigative work.

 

Is it really just because of Denise? she wondered again. Am I letting my friendship with her lead me on a wild goose chase as I try to find a murderer that doesn’t exist?

 

She had trusted her gut before, and had been wrong. Then again, she had also trusted it and been right. She had to make a decision about whether to continue digging around for evidence, or to let it go. Her eyes slid to the slip of paper upon which she had written Brenda’s phone number, and knew that the latter choice wasn’t an option.

 

After the rush of confidence that she gotten from making up her mind, it was a letdown when her call went through to voicemail. She had been all set to make an appointment to meet the woman and figure out who had really killed Brody. Now she wasn’t sure what to do. Leave a message, or just let David handle it when he was less busy.

 

“This is Brenda Ryan, from Brenda’s Tea Place. Please leave your name, number, and a short message, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

 

Moira hung up. She could always leave a message later, but the woman’s message had given her an idea. Maybe she didn’t need to meet with the woman to learn about her. She could take a page out of David’s book and start tailing her. If Brenda went somewhere public, maybe she could stage an “accidental” meeting, and she wouldn’t have to bring David’s name into her secret investigation at all.

 

A quick internet search showed her that Brenda’s Tea Place was a small, relatively new business on the outskirts of Lake Marion. She was prepared to bet that was where Brenda Ryan could be found during business hours. It wouldn’t be odd at all for her to go in and start up a conversation with the woman, and she wouldn’t have to mention David’s name at all. She didn’t want anyone to think that he handed out information about his clients willy-nilly, so she would rather keep the fact that she had gotten the woman’s number from his answering machine a secret if possible.

 

 

Moira pulled into the tiny lot in front of the tea shop just in time to see a woman that she recognized immediately as Brenda get into a car. Annoyed that her plan had been foiled so quickly, the deli owner pulled up the tea shop’s website on her phone. It closed at five; she had gotten there only minutes too late. It looked like she was back to her original plan of tailing the woman. Maybe she would stop at a store or a restaurant on the way home and Moira could bump into her then. While she drove, she could use the extra time to come up with a natural way to get the woman talking about Brody’s death.

 

Careful not to drive so closely that Brenda would notice that something was off, Moira followed her through town. She was quickly losing hope that the woman would stop to do errands somewhere as she passed by store after store. When she turned onto a small side street that led to a neighborhood, Moira knew that she wasn’t going to get the chance that she wanted to orchestrate a casual encounter.

 

Still, feeling like ought to stick this out to the end, she followed a few car lengths behind Brenda. When they woman parked in front of a house that already had multiple cars in the driveway and a few more parked along the road, Moira’s curiosity was piqued. What sort of gathering was the woman going to? Surely she wouldn’t attend a party so soon after her boyfriend’s death, but that was exactly what it looked like she was doing. As Moira watched, Brenda pulled a large plastic container out of the passenger seat of her vehicle filled with what Moira would bet were cookies. She went inside without a backwards glance.

 

“Okay, I’ve got to find out what’s going on,” Moira said aloud to herself. She knew it was a bad idea, but she figured she was already in this deep — it couldn’t hurt to just take a peek.

 

She parked her car around the corner, just out of sight of the house. She tried to look casual as she walked down the sidewalk. It was a good thing that the sun was beginning to set. The clouds made it darker than usual, which made her confident that anyone looking out the window from the brightly lit house wouldn’t be able to see her clearly unless they were right up against the pane.

 

Her eyes traveled over the cars, trying to figure out what everyone was there for. She glanced at the street sign. Maple Street. She frowned. The words rang a bell in her mind, but she didn’t remember why. This very well might not have anything to do with Brody’s death, but her gut was telling her otherwise.

 

With a surreptitious glance around the empty street, Moira left the sidewalk and walked through the snow to a large bush that was pressed up against one of the side windows. She pushed a branch aside and looked in. The window showed her a view of the kitchen. There were containers of food on the counter, and numerous flower bouquets. She saw Brenda walk in and put her container of cookies down before turning to say something to another woman who was standing right behind her.

 

“What are you doing out here?”

 

Moira jumped and slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from shrieking in surprise. The voice had come from right behind her. Standing just inches away was a woman that she recognized immediately; Paula Beaker, Brody’s wife.

 

 


Chapter Fourteen


 

Moira’s face was bright red with embarrassment as she followed the other woman inside. Caught spying from the bushes? What had she been thinking? She was surprised that the other woman was taking it in such good humor. She knew that she had overstepped, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself from giving into her curiosity.

 

I’m just glad that David wasn’t here to see this, she thought. She would tell him later, of course — she didn’t believe in having secrets between them — but she might put just enough of a spin on the tale to make it less embarrassing for her. With any luck, they would be laughing about it by this time next week.

 

“I’m so sorry,” she said for what must have been the third time.

 

“No, it’s okay. I get it. You wanted to check us out first. What’s your name?”

 

“Um, Moira,” she said, feeling more out of place by the minute. Why was this woman acting like they had been expecting her? 

 

“I’m Paula. How long have you known Brody?” the other woman asked. “Don’t worry, we all agreed not to get mad at each other. I know how he can be.”

 

“I didn’t really know him,” Moira said, confused.

 

“Yeah, I felt that way too when I found out about all of his side women.”

 

Paula sighed and Moira shot her a sideways glance. What on earth did the woman think she was doing there? She felt completely unsettled by the conversation.

 

“Go on in. The living room’s to your left. I’ll close up behind you.”

 

Moira hesitated for only a second before she obeyed. It was that darned curiosity again, always getting her in trouble.

 

The interior of the house was nice and smelled faintly like lemon cleaner. She was reassured by the familiar smell and began to relax. Whatever this was, it didn’t seem dangerous. A bit off, maybe, yes, but she was sure there would be a good explanation… eventually.

 

“Take your coat off if you want. You can just hang it over the banister. The closet’s pretty full.”

 

The deli owner reached for her zipper automatically, then hesitated. If she had to leave quickly, she didn’t want to have to worry about her coat.

 

“I’m actually a little bit chilly. I think I’ll keep it on,” she said.

 

The woman shrugged. “Suit yourself. Come on, meet the other gals. I know this is kind of weird, but I got to know some of these women pretty well over the years.”

 

Moira stared at her. She was struggling to try to make sense of everything, but couldn’t. Instead, she followed the woman’s directions and went down the hall to the left, passing by the kitchen and entering the living room. What she found inside made her pause mid-step. 

 

A group of women, Brenda included, were lounging on the furniture. Some of them looked nervous, others looked faintly amused. One or two looked decidedly annoyed. Moira was beginning to realize what was going on.

 

“You’re all women that Brody had an affair with,” she said before she could stop herself.

 

“Well, yes,” Paula said from behind her, sounding surprised. “What did you expect?”

 

It was time to come clean. “I wasn’t invited to whatever this is. I’m sorry. I just panicked when you found me and went along with it.”

 

“Why were you looking in the window, then?” Paula asked, looking confused. 

 

“I was curious,” Moira admitted. “I shouldn’t have done it. I recognized Brenda and wondered what sort of party she was going to so soon after what happened on Valentine’s Day.” It was all the truth, but it wasn’t all of the truth. She didn’t think the women needed to know that she had been following Brenda, or that she was looking for Brody’s killer. “I’ll just go now.”

 

To her surprise, Paula laughed. “This must seem extremely odd to you. Come on, sit down and at least have a cup of coffee. I’ll explain.”

 

A few minutes later, Moira was seated in a plush armchair with a mug of sweetened hazelnut coffee in her hands. She couldn’t take her eyes off of Paula. The woman seemed so vibrant and happy, not at all like she expected a recent widow to act like. Well, Brody wasn’t exactly a great husband, she thought. Though she must have loved him. Why else would she have stayed with him all of these years?

 

“I promise this isn’t as strange as it probably looks,” Paula began. “You see, the first time I found out my husband was cheating on me, I confronted the woman he was with. I was extremely upset, obviously, but when I found all of the lies he had told to her — that he was single, that he had recently moved to town — I couldn’t blame her. She had been just as hurt by his betrayal as I had. A few weeks later I found out that he was still seeing other women, so I went to go tell them the truth. He had lied to all of them; none of them knew that he was married. Some didn’t even know his real last name.”

 

“Wow,” Moira said. “It sounds like he was almost living completely separate lives.”

 

Paula nodded. “He pretty much was. So, whenever I found out about a new woman of his, I made sure to tell her, and most of them were completely horrified by what he had done and stopped seeing him immediately. A few of the gals actually became my friends.” A couple of the women in the living room nodded.

 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand why you stayed with him,” Moira said. 

 

“Where else would I go?” the other woman asked. “I don’t work. He brought in all of our money. If I left him, I would have been a single middle aged woman with no college degree and no money. Some women have spent the last twenty years building a career; I spent all of that time trying to be a good wife. I was too embarrassed to ask for help from my family. For a while I thought there was something wrong with me — like it was my fault for not being enough for him. Eventually I realized that he was the one that had something wrong with him. The time just slipped by, and before I knew it I had spent ten years living with a man who lied to me every time he spoke.”

 

“That’s horrible,” Moira said. “No one should have to go through that.”

 

“When things change gradually, it can be hard to realize how bad they have gotten,” the other woman said with a shrug. “Anyway, that’s what all of this is about. It’s a sort of memorial service, I guess. We all knew Brody. And honestly, not all of the memories are bad. But he wasted our time, and for some of us it was years. I decided us ladies might as well get something good out of knowing him — that’s why I decided to sue the restaurant where he died. The eight of us will split the money, and we can put all thoughts of Brody Beaker far behind us.”

 

The deli owner felt her blood turn to ice. During the conversation, it had been easy to forget that Paula was the one suing Denise. After that reminder, she didn’t feel anywhere near as badly for the woman as she had just a few seconds ago.

 

“That’s not fair at all,” she said, her tone sharp. “Suing the Redwood Grill isn’t getting back at Brody — it’s punishing an innocent woman for something she had no part in. The owner of the grill could lose everything if you go through with this.”

 

“I wasted almost half of my life with that man,” Paula snapped, her eyes flashing. “I’m not going to let him leave me with nothing.”

 

“Don’t wreck someone else’s life over it,” Moira said. “Hasn’t he caused enough damage? If you go through with this, you’re no better than him.”

 

“I think you should leave now,” Paula said coldly. 

 

“I’ll show her to the door,” Brenda said, standing up quickly. 

 

Moira followed the woman through the house, fuming. Paula had no right to take everything from Denise just because she felt entitled for some payment for the years she had wasted on her husband. She hoped her friend had a stellar lawyer, and that Paula ended up wasting all of her money on a suit that went nowhere.

 

“You were there the night he died, weren’t you?” Brenda whispered suddenly, grabbing her arm.

 

“I was,” Moira said, wincing as the woman’s claw-like fingers dug into her skin. She remembered Brenda’s call suddenly, and the whole reason she had decided to follow the woman. “You called my husband, David Morris. The private investigator.”

 

Brenda nodded. “I don’t want them to know about this, so I can’t talk for long. But I think the chef that cooked Brody’s food killed him on purpose. He seemed to know Brody personally, and he was rude when he came to our table to warn Brody about the possible allergen contamination. He’s related to Paula, I think — she must have put him up to it. She wanted her husband’s life insurance money. It wasn’t until after she learned that the insurance wouldn’t pay out because he died from his allergy that she came up with this whole lawsuit plot. Please tell your husband to look into it. I know Brody was kind of a slimy guy, but he didn’t deserve to die the way he did.”

 

With that, Brenda released her arm and a very shocked Moira found herself outside on the cold porch alone.

 

 


Chapter Fifteen


 

Moira got in her car and started the engine, rubbing her hands together in front of the lukewarm heat coming out of the vents as she thought about what she had just heard. Brenda had been adamant since the beginning that Brody had been murdered. She had obviously been off the mark when she pointed her finger at Denise, but Moira’s gut told her she was on to something this time. David definitely needed to hear about this.

 

Her phone started ringing even as she reached for it. The caller ID told her that it was Denise. She hesitated for only an instant. Her friend was going through a lot right now; her conversation with David could wait for a few minutes.

 

“Hello?” she said, fiddling with the thermostat controls with one hand.

 

“Moira…” the phone made a loud static sound, making the deli owner wince, “… screen is cracked. Glad you answered. I’m at the grill. Need you to…” more static, “…ice… come here yourself.”

 

“What? I can hardly hear you,” the deli owner said. “What do you need me to do?”

 

The static increased in volume, but she heard enough to make out the word “hurry.” She had no idea what was going on, but Denise needed her. She wanted her to come by herself — that meant that she probably didn’t want David along for whatever reason. Well, she was already in her car. It wouldn’t take long to swing by the grill and see what was going on.

 

She was surprised to see that the parking lot was nearly empty when she got there. It was evening, the place should have been busy. Instead, there were only three cars there. Moira parked in the closest spot to the door that she could and got out. She approached the restaurant’s main entrance and pushed on the door. It didn’t budge. Frowning, Moira peered through. It was dark inside the dining area, but she didn’t see her friend.

 

“Denise?” she called, knocking on the door. Nothing. 

 

Confused, she returned to the warmth of her vehicle and pulled out her phone to redial the number. It went straight to voicemail. Her friend’s phone was either dead, or in an area that didn’t get cell service — which wasn’t that rare of an occurrence in such a small, northern town.

 

She did say she was at the grill, didn’t she? she wondered. Yes, she must be here; Moira recognized her friend’s car among the small number parked in the lot. Maybe she was in the kitchen cleaning up or experimenting with a new recipe. The deli owner decided to go around to the back of the building and try the delivery entrance.

 

With a sigh, she got out of the SUV again and shoved her hands in her pockets. It was even colder now that it was dark out. She wanted to be home by the fire, or maybe in a nice, warm bath, but she knew her friend needed her.

 

She trudged through the snow to the rear entrance and tried the door. It opened, thankfully. She let herself in, shutting the door tightly behind her to keep out the cold. She had never been back here before, and it took her a moment to orient herself. She decided to follow her nose towards the kitchen; that was where her friend would be.

 

“Denise?” she called out. “Are you here?”

 

She thought she heard a noise ahead of her, and wondered if her friend was okay. She couldn’t possibly have received more bad news, could she? She heard the noise again; it sounded like muffled crying.

 

Suddenly Moira got a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach. Something was wrong here. It was too quiet. Who did those other two vehicles belong to? Brenda’s warning about the chef seemed to replay in her mind. If the chef had killed Brody, mightn’t he be willing to kill someone else to cover his tracks? If Denise had somehow found out about his guilt, she might have confronted him about it.

 

Worry and concern for her friend made her walk faster. She pushed open the kitchen door — and found herself in complete darkness. The kitchen lights were off, and she couldn’t see a thing.

 

“Denise?” she hissed. Nothing but silence answered her.

 

Moira felt around on the wall for a switch, but couldn’t feel anything. She had no mental map of the kitchen to rely on. Hoping to use her phone’s light as a guide, she reached into her coat pocket, only to find it empty. She must have left it in the car.

 

“Dang it,” she muttered. She reached still farther along the wall, hoping to feel the switch, but reluctant to let the door to the hallway and the small amount of light that provided close.

 

“Are you in here, Denise?” she whispered as loud as she dared. She heard something — a rustling — from the other side of the room. It might be her friend, hurt and alone. Or it might be a killer.

 

She squinted, trying to make out everything she could in the dark. The light from the hallway glinted off of the edge of the metal counter, but she couldn’t see much beyond that. There was a faint glow from the readouts on some of the appliances. Moira tried to remember where the fridge was; she had only seen the kitchen once or twice, but she thought it was to her left and forward, near the other side of the room. She knew that there was a light switch by the fridge, because she had bumped it with her elbow on her first visit.

 

Gritting her teeth, Moira decided to just go for it. If Denise was in trouble, all of this indecision wouldn’t help her. The deli owner took a deep breath, then stepped into the dark room and let the door to the hallway close behind her.

 

It wasn’t really pitch black in the room. As Moira’s eyes adjusted, the lights from the readouts were enough for her to just be able to make out the outlines of the counter. She moved slowly and kept a hand on the counter to guide herself. Her eyes were wide open as she looked around the dark room, wondering if she was alone in it.

 

“Ooof.”

 

She grunted as she banged her knees against the hard floor. What had she just tripped over? She reached behind her and felt something soft. She moved her hand up it until she jerked the limb back with a scream. She had felt hair and something wet and warm. The thing that she had tripped over in the dark was a person.

 


Chapter Sixteen


 

Bracing herself, Moira felt for the person again. She could tell by the length of the hair and the stubble on his face that it was a man — not Denise, thank goodness — but couldn’t determine whether he was alive or not. For a moment, she thought she felt a pulse, but if it was there, it was weak.

 

Oh my goodness, what did I get myself into? She wondered. I need to get out of here.

 

At that moment, she heard the sound of a struggle from across the room. A man grunted, and she recognized Denise’s voice as it called out through the dark. 

 

“Run, Moira! Go get the po-”

 

Her words were cut off suddenly. Moira was frozen, fear making her feel like a rabbit in the headlights. It wasn’t until the man on the floor in front of her took in a rasping breath that she snapped out of her trance. She needed to find a light switch. Now.

 

She rushed headlong through the kitchen, no longer trying to be careful or quiet. Her leg banged painfully into a corner, and she came dangerously close to stumbling over her own feet in the dark. By sheer luck, she reached out to break her fall and her hands slammed into the smooth side of the huge stainless steel fridge. Keeping one hand on the metal appliance, Moira guided herself to the wall where she found the light panel and began flick on as many of the switches as she could.

 

The sudden light temporarily blinded her — why hadn’t she thought to shut her eyes? — but her ears worked just fine. She heard the impact of flesh striking flesh, and a man’s voice swearing vehemently. Then there were footsteps, rushing towards her.

 

“Moira, come on!” Denise said. “Grab a knife, they’re to your right.”

 

Still half blinded, Moira turned to look at the counter and saw to her relief a huge block of professional grade knives. She chose the biggest one she could find and spun around. Denise was running towards her, and a few feet behind her was a man that Moira recognized. She faltered, confused, as her friend reached her and pulled her own knife out of the block.

 

“What are you doing?” Denise said. “He’s dangerous. Keep your knife up.”

 

Moira raised the blade hesitantly, still not understanding.

 

“But… Bret?” she said. “Why?”

 

Bret Kingsly, the new chef that Denise had hired, laughed.

 

“I told you it would have been the perfect crime,” he said. “Why did you have to come back to the kitchen, Denise Donovan?”

 

“I’m glad I did,” her friend said. “Or you would have gotten away with another murder.”

 

“What’s going on?” Moira asked, her voice shaking. “Who did he kill?”

 

“He’s the one that put the crushed peanuts in that man’s soup,” Denise told her, not taking her eyes off of her newest hire. “He overheard Brody tell the chef about his allergy. He was eating a dish with roasted peanuts in it himself, so it was easy for him to walk by and slip it in.”

 

“But why? What in the world could you gain by killing Brody?” She fixed her own gaze on the man, who was pacing slowly back and forth in front of them, a length of copper piping in his hand. She tried not to look at the blood on the end of it. 

 

“A job,” he said simply. “There aren’t many places for a chef of my skill to work in a tiny town like this. I figured if the grill’s head chef killed somebody, they would be looking for a replacement soon thereafter. It didn’t work out quite that well, but at least I got hired on as a back-up chef.”

 

“He attacked Andy,” Denise said. “I saw it all. We shut down early because business was so slow. I left Andy and him to close up, since Bret said he wanted to test out some of the appliances. I forgot my keys, though, and came back just in time to see the attack.”

 

“You tried to kill him just because you wanted his job?” Moira asked, horrified. 

 

“Have you ever wanted something so badly you could taste it?” Bret asked, his eyes aflame with a frightening kind of feverish passion. “Working in a place like this is my dream. I wasn’t about to spend years as a back-up while some oaf like Andy got all of the glory. It would have been simple — he would have just disappeared — if Denise here hadn’t come back at the wrong moment.”

 

“He attacked me, hit me with that pipe while I was trying to call the police. My phone screen shattered, but it kept working long enough for me to get it to redial the last number I called — which must have been you.”

 

“I couldn’t hear much of what you were saying,” Moira said. “The microphone must have been broken. I thought you wanted me to come here by myself.”

 

Her friend gave a grim smile. “No, what I said was whatever you do, don’t come here by yourself.”

 

“Are you two ladies going to chat all day, or are we going to do this?” Bret said, slapping the pipe against the palm of his hand.

 

Moira exchanged a wide-eyed glance with her friend. Sure, there were two of them and only one of him, but he was strong and had already knocked one man unconscious. Chances were at least one of them would get seriously hurt.

 

Bret didn’t give them any time to make a plan. He leapt forward, swinging the pipe at Moira’s face. Somehow, she managed to duck just in time. The pipe hit the fridge with a loud clang and left a sizable dent.

 

Denise ran to the side while he was distracted by the deli owner and pulled an extendable faucet from the sink. Just as Bret turned to see where she had gotten to, she sprayed him full in the face with it.

 

While Bret spluttered, Moira ran around the island in the middle of the kitchen, looking desperately for something that might save their lives. Her eyes landed on a huge metal pot. It’s worth a shot, she thought. She removed it from its hook in time to see Bret fighting against the stream of water in his face, reaching for a terrified Denise.

 

Moving as quickly as she could, Moira rushed forward and slammed the pot down on his head. He collapsed to his knees, his wet hands scrabbling at the impromptu metal helmet. Denise picked the pipe up where it had fallen on the floor, forgotten, and swung it as hard as she could against the side of the pot. The resulting noise was loud enough that it hurt Moira’s ears. She couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for Bret. The man keeled over on his side, moaning softly. Denise met Moira’s shocked expression with a fierce look in her eyes.

 

“That’s what he gets for attacking my chef.”

 

 

 


Epilogue


 

“What is all of this?” Moira asked when she came down the stairs the next morning. She was still shaken from everything that had happened the night before. By the time she had finally been able to close her eyes well past midnight, she had been so exhausted that she had somehow managed to sleep through David making an entire breakfast.

 

“Well, considering the way our Valentine’s date ended, I figured I owed you a good meal,” he said. “I may not be the best cook there is, but I can follow a recipe well enough. I thought you deserved something nice to wake up to.”

 

She smiled at him. “Thank you,” she said, and meant it from the bottom of her heart. Between talking to the police and waiting anxiously with Denise for word on Andy from the hospital, the stress of the evening before had been overwhelming even after the two of them had neutralized Bret.

 

“Denise called,” he said. “I told her you were sleeping. She just wanted to let you know that Andy pulled through the night and they think he’s going to be fine. Since he had a head injury, the hospital will keep an eye on him for a few more days before releasing him.”

 

“What about Bret?” she asked, taking a seat at the table. “Do they think he’ll get his hearing back?”

 

“Two ruptured eardrums won’t be fun for him to recover from, but she said the doctors think he’ll get most of it back.”

 

“Bummer,” she said softly, helping herself to a stack of pancakes. She smiled when she saw they were heart shaped.

 

“I have to apologize, Moira,” David said, sitting across from her. “I should have listened to you.”

 

“It turns out I was wrong, though,” she pointed out. “The killer wasn’t even close to who I thought it was.”

 

“Well, it was a chef. Just not the right one.” He grinned and she smiled back.

 

“Okay, but I can’t exactly take credit for that coincidence.” Something occurred to her. “Hey, since Brody’s death was a murder, and not at all due to negligence on Denise’s part, does that mean they won’t be able to go ahead with suing her?”

 

“Oh, that was something else she wanted me to tell you. She got a call this morning from Paula’s lawyer saying that they are dropping the lawsuit.”

 

“Good.” Moira closed her eyes as relief swept through her. It had been a bit of an adventure getting there, but she had accomplished what she had set out to do; she had cleared her friend’s name. She took a bite of her pancakes and opened her eyes in surprise. “David, these are great.”

 

“I’m glad.” He took her hand. “I know it’s not much of a date, since we aren’t even leaving the house, but I hope you are enjoying your Valentine’s breakfast.”

 

“Of course I am. You remembered the most important ingredient.”

 

“What’s that?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

 

She smiled. “Love.”

cover.jpeg
A SIDE OF
MURDER

\Du{%‘i) ggp u’v

" l” I' \\Hly,

Patt ng &
SIIMMEII‘I’IIESEMIB(IBI(S"





