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CHICKEN CLUB

MURDER

Book Twenty-One in The Darling Deli Series

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE


 

Moira Darling set a tray with two bowls of curried carrot soup, half a chicken club sandwich, and a small salad in front of her husband and sat down across the table from him. David reached for one of the bowls and looked at it with mistrust before dipping his spoon in.

“You know, I’ve spent most of my life avoiding food with exotic ingredients,” he commented. “Nothing like having a wife to broaden my horizons, I suppose.”

“It’s just carrots, curry, and a few other ingredients,” she said. “Not exactly exotic.”

He looked skeptical, but she noticed that after his first taste, he immediately dipped his spoon back for more of the light orange soup. She smiled. Her husband was very much a steak-and-potatoes sort of man, but at least he could always be convinced to try new things. More often than not, he seemed to like them, though he still preferred his old favorites most of the time.

“So,” he said after they ate in silence for a few minutes. “Have you given any more thought to what you would like to do this weekend? We could go to the beach if you’d like. Or take a picnic to the park.”

“We don’t have to do anything special,” Moira said. “I’ll probably just get lunch or coffee with Candice, and then spend the rest of the day at the deli.” 

The coming Sunday was Mother’s Day, a day that she always felt conflicted about. She deeply appreciated the countless small gifts that she had received from her daughter over the years, and had grieved the loss of the box of drawings and handmade cards in the fire that had burned down her family home two years before. However, she couldn’t help being reminded of her own mother on the holiday, and the memories brought back painful images of the happy family that had been taken from her so suddenly all of those years ago.

“You should take some time for yourself and your family,” her husband said. “It’s Mother’s Day, and you’re a mother. Let yourself be pampered for a day.”

Their conversation was momentarily interrupted when a customer walked in—a friendly-looking, slightly round bald man. She greeted him by name—he had introduced himself a while back as Mikey—before letting Allison, who was working at the register, take over. She turned back to David and continued their conversation without missing a beat, causing him to look amused.

“Yes, I’m a mother, but all of my employees have mothers. I’m happy to work for the day so they can spend time with their families. I’m lucky enough to be able to see Candice a couple of times a week. Not everyone has the same chance to visit their families so often. Besides, Sundays are our shortest days. It’s only going to be a few hours.”

David shook his head, but she saw a smile on his lips. “Well, that’s nice of you. I do wish you would take more time for yourself, though. You always seem so busy doing things for others—tending to things at the deli, helping me at the office, helping Candice with one project or another, even watching your friend’s dog. You must be exhausted.”

“I enjoy doing all of those things,” she told him. “Really, I do. I know the deli would be just fine without me—and honestly Darrin is better at day-to-day scheduling and organizing the catering events than I am—but I just enjoy being here. I love helping you with your cases, and I treasure the time I get to spend with Candice, even if stripping wallpaper off the walls isn’t exactly fun. Soon enough she’ll be starting her own family and won’t have much time for me.” She chuckled. “And Diamond is no trouble. What’s one tiny little dog when we’ve already got our two big oafs underfoot?”

“Just because you enjoy all of that doesn’t mean it’s not tiring. When’s the last time you had a vacation, other than our honeymoon? A real one, not just a couple of days off over the holiday.”

Moira thought about his question. She knew she didn’t get away much, and the truth was it had been a while since she had taken the time to just sit back and enjoy life. “The cruise last year?” she ventured. “No, that hardly counts as a vacation.” Between the cooking competition and the murder, it had hardly been a relaxing trip. “Oh, all right. I’ll take a couple of days off soon. Not this Sunday, though; I already promised my employees they could have the time off. We can go somewhere nice. Maybe Mackinac Island? It’s always so peaceful there.”

Her husband smiled. “That sounds wonderful. A real family trip.”

It wasn’t long before their bowls were empty and the sandwich and salad were reduced to a few crumbs and a couple of leaves. Moira idly began to stack their dishes, feeling happy and just a little bit sleepy. It was well into the afternoon, around the time that she might have been tempted to take a nap if she was at home. David, who never seemed to be affected by the effects of a filling meal and a sunny afternoon, was already glancing at his watch.

“Do you have to be somewhere?” she asked. 

“I’m meeting someone at the brewery in an hour. He’s interested in selling some of our drafts at his bar, but he wants a tour of the microbrewery first. Karissa was supposed to do it, but she called this morning to ask if I could handle it.”

“Is she sick?” Moira asked with concern. She had always had something of a bumpy relationship with David’s sister, but despite that she liked her a lot. It was hard to imagine the headstrong woman feeling under the weather.

“I didn’t ask,” her husband replied with a shrug. “She sounded fine.”

Well, she’s probably not a death’s door, then, the deli owner thought with mild exasperation. Men. Or maybe it’s just a sibling thing. She had a brother herself, but they weren’t close. They exchanged cards on the holidays when they remembered, and usually sent each other an email on the anniversary of their parents’ deaths, but she hadn’t actually seen him—or even heard his voice—in years. No, that wasn’t true; he had called her to congratulate her on her wedding the year before, though he hadn’t made an appearance.

“What are you doing after this?” he asked. 

Their little lunch marked the end of her work day. Allison and Jenny would see the deli into the evening and handle the closing. “I don’t have any real plans,” she told him. “I thought I might go home and spend some time with the dogs, and maybe take a bath or read a book in the hammock.”

“That sounds much more pleasant than the tour I have to give,” he said. “I’ll try to make it home before it gets late. I’ll bring something home for dinner. Chinese?”

“Sure. Call me when you’re on your way, and I’ll make sure the table is set.”

With that, they kissed goodbye and went their separate ways. Despite her earlier assurances that she enjoyed being so busy, Moira was looking forward to a peaceful few hours alone at home. A hammock, an enjoyable book, and a glass of chilled wine sounded like the perfect way to wind down at the end of a long day.

 


CHAPTER TWO


 

Moira drove home with the windows down. She wasn’t in a hurry, and this was her favorite time of year—after the cold and damp of winter, but before the smothering heat and humidity of summer. The weather was perfect, and she wanted to enjoy every moment of it.

The little stone house that she shared with David was on five wooded acres between Maple Creek and the neighboring town of Lake Marion. The curving roads cut a shaded path through the trees, making for a pleasant and picturesque drive. She often saw animals in the forest or crossing the road; everything from deer and squirrels, coyotes, and once a beautiful red fox. She hoped to catch a glimpse of a black bear one day, though hopefully not too close to her house. Somehow, she didn’t think the dogs would welcome ursine visitors.

She slowed down as she neared her house to wave at a man who was setting up some sort of survey equipment across the street. He looked familiar—she wondered if he was a customer at the deli. The thing about living in such a small town was that everyone seemed to know everyone. It could be a good thing or a dreadful thing. Mostly it just meant that she always had to be prepared to put on a smile and try to pull someone’s name out of her memory, even when waiting for an oil change or standing in line at the library. There was very little privacy in a town the size of Maple Creek; it was one of the reasons that she loved the privacy afforded to her by her little stone house, nestled as it was in the trees at the end of a curving driveway.

When she got out of her car she heard a single booming bark from the direction of the house. She smiled. That would be Maverick, her German shepherd. He was a big dog, and people tended to be wary of him—until they got to know him. Despite his size and the bad reputation of his breed, he was a sweet dog and loved people. 

Their other dog, an Irish wolfhound named Keeva, was just as loving, but not as exuberant. She was the calmer of the two, and would often wait until Maverick calmed down before greeting whoever had just gotten home.

Moira unlocked the front door and opened it before stepping back to allow a whirlwind of fur and paws to rush outside. Both dogs took a big lap around the front yard before coming up to her. They sniffed her shoes thoroughly, let her pet them, and then took off again. She smiled and watched them play chase for a few minutes before calling them back inside. They would be able to come back out later, but right now she wanted to change and to pour herself that glass of wine.

Half an hour later, she was laying barefoot on the rope hammock that David had installed just the week before. There was a small outdoor table to her right, where she had put her chilled glass of wine. The dogs were sniffing at the grass, and she had a novel in her hand. Life, she thought, is perfect.

She had only gotten far enough to be introduced to the main character in her book when she became aware of an uncomfortable sensation, the feeling of being watched. Using her finger to mark her place, she sat up slightly and looked around. Both dogs were lying near the front porch, on the other side of the yard. They were chewing on a stick and paying no attention to her. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was nearby. Had her subconscious heard or seen something to put her on edge, or was her mind just playing tricks on her?

She glanced up at the dark windows of her house, half-afraid that she would see a face peering back at her, but the house was still and silent, and none of the curtains even twitched. She glanced to her left, towards the band of trees and undergrowth that shielded the front yard from the road, but the spring growth had made it impossible to see through to the other side. Everything looked peaceful, so she shrugged and went back to reading. Maybe the book was putting her on edge. It was a thriller that looked promising, but she hadn’t gotten to any of the exciting parts yet.

A few minutes later, just as the book was drawing her in again, she heard one of the dogs let out a low growl. She looked towards the house to see Maverick staring right at her, his hackles up and his lips lifted in a snarl. Keeva was standing next to him, looking in the same direction, completely motionless. The stick lay forgotten on the ground.

The dogs weren’t looking at her, she realized, but past her. Her heart began to thud, and she turned her face slowly, inch by inch, until she could see the line of trees between her and the road. She was half expecting to see a knife-wielding maniac standing over her, but there was nothing there. 

She heard a noise—a soft, familiar sound—but she didn’t have time to process and identify it before there was a sharper sound; the snapping of a twig. She saw low hanging branches tremble, then heard something large crash away from her through the underbrush.

Maverick began to bark, loudly. He raced forward, and she had to toss her book to the ground to grab his collar before he slipped past her and into the trees—and then to the road on the other side. It felt like he nearly jerked her arm out of her socket, but she hung on while he pulled and barked. By the time she was able to get him to settle down, she was sure whoever had been watching her was long gone.

She was certain it had been a person and not an animal, having finally recognized the odd sound. It was the sound of a camera shutter as someone took a picture.

 


CHAPTER THREE


 

Moira waited inside for David to get home. She tried to think of rational explanations for what she had heard, but her mind just kept coming back to that eerie feeling she had had of being watched. How long had whoever it was been standing there? And why had they been taking pictures? Even though she had been fully dressed and doing nothing more than enjoying a glass of wine, she felt violated and embarrassed. 

It was probably just some neighbor kid, she thought. Maybe they weren’t even taking a picture of me. Nature photography is popular around here. They may have been photographing a… a butterfly or something.

Still, she couldn’t shake the sense that whoever it was had been watching her. She thought about calling the police, but knew that they probably wouldn’t be able to do anything. She hadn’t actually seen anyone, and it wasn’t like they could check the trees for fingerprints.

When she finally got the call from David saying he was on his way home with the Chinese food, she was relieved. She set the table, then sat in the living room to wait for him. Normally she would have gone out on the porch to wait for him with the dogs, but she was still too creeped out by the thought of someone in the trees. Maybe she was overreacting, but when she was relaxing in her own yard, she expected privacy.

She greeted David at the door and gave him a quick kiss before taking the bags of Chinese food from him. While he took off his shoes and greeted the dogs, she laid out their dinner on the table. Takeout wasn’t exactly healthy, but when she had spent all day cooking for others, sometimes it was nice to sit back and eat something that someone else had made. 

It wasn’t until she had polished off the first spring roll that she told her husband the story of what had happened earlier in the day. She wished then that she had waited until after their meal, because he stood up immediately after she finished her tale.

“Show me exactly where this was.”

Casting a regretful look at the food that was sure to be cold by the time they returned to the table, she got up and followed him down the hall to the front entranceway, where they slipped on their shoes and he grabbed a flashlight from the shelf in the closet. It was evening, and under the cover of the trees, it would be nearly dark.

“I don’t think we’ll find anything,” she told him as they walked across the yard. In truth, by now she just wanted to put the whole episode behind her. It had been creepy, but nothing had actually happened. She could have mistaken the camera sound. Likely, she had just startled a less than cautious deer.

“We should still look,” her husband told her. “Now, where did the noise come from?”

They were standing by the hammock. She positioned herself at the end where her head had been, and tried to concentrate. Where exactly had the sound originated?

“Right over there,” she said. David switched on the light and pressed forward into the trees. She followed, using her phone’s light since she hadn’t thought to dig up a second flashlight.

“See anything?” she asked after her husband had remained silent for a couple of minutes. In response, he shifted and pushed a branch back, beckoning her forward. She approached and looked where his light was shining on the ground. There, in the damp foil partially obscured by the low hanging branches of a bush, was half of a shoe print.

David had her take a picture of the print with her phone. Then he spent another couple of minutes looking around for further clues, before eventually conceding that it would be better to wait until daylight.

They went back inside. Moira was shaken. She had almost managed to convince herself that it had been nothing more than one of the neighbor’s kids or an animal that hadn’t noticed how close she was, but there was no mistaking the shoe print for one of a child’s. A man—well, either a man or a woman with very large feet—had been standing behind the cover of the trees, just feet away from her earlier in the day.

It was hard to think about. David seemed more angry than frightened, which was reassuring, at least.

“We should call the police,” he said.

“I thought about that, but what would they be able to do? I didn’t actually see anyone, and whoever it was didn’t do anything more than walk a few feet onto our property.”

“He was spying on you with a camera.” 

“But I didn’t see anything. I could have imagined the noise of a shutter. I don’t think I did, but it’s possible. I just don’t want to waste their time.” Something occurred to her. “There was someone across the road doing a survey when I got home. It could have been him.”

David considered this, then shook his head. “The shoe print was facing towards our house. If it was the survey man, he wasn’t surveying the road. All the more reason to involve the authorities. What if he spies on others under the guise of just doing his job?”

“Okay, we can tell the police,” she agreed at last. She didn’t know why she was so reluctant. It just felt so personal, somehow, and she didn’t like the thought of everyone at the police station knowing that someone had been peeping at her. “Let’s get back to our dinner,” she said to her husband. “I’ve wasted enough of my time thinking about this person. With any luck, he’ll never show up again and I’ll be able to go back to feeling comfortable on my own property again.”

 


CHAPTER FOUR


 

Moira woke up on Mother’s Day morning to an empty bed. She stayed there for a few minutes, listening to the sounds of the house in an effort to determine where her husband was. Had he risen early to make breakfast? He did that sometimes, on special days, but today she couldn’t hear or smell any evidence of cooking from the lower floor.

She got up, put on her favorite pair of plush slippers, and slowly made her way downstairs. The dogs greeted her, but there was still no sign of her husband. Frowning, Moira went into the kitchen, where she found a note propped up against a bag of muffins and croissants from the local bakery.

The dogs have been out and fed. Enjoy the baked goods! I love you, and I’ll see you later today.

That was it. Moira grabbed a blueberry muffin out of the bag and sat down at the table to pick at it while she reread the note. Nothing about where he had gone, or when he would be back. It wasn’t like him at all. 

She went back upstairs to grab her cell phone in case he had left her a message there, but there was nothing. What’s going on? she wondered. Was there some kind of emergency at the brewery that he didn’t want to bother her with? When she thought about it, that didn’t make much sense. If there had been an emergency, he wouldn’t have had time to stop at the bakery and then back home first. Besides, she was certain that he would have woken her up if it was something important. 

Puzzled, Moira decided to trust the man that she had married and not to worry about it for the time being. She poured herself a cup of hot, freshly made coffee, and grabbed the rest of the muffin to have outside on the back porch. 

She was just finishing up half an hour later when her phone buzzed. She smiled when she saw a text from her daughter, wishing her a happy Mother’s Day. She responded, asking Candice if she still wanted to get together for lunch. No response came, and after a few minutes she got up to bring her mug inside. It looked like for better or for worse, she was alone on Mother’s Day morning.

By the time the clock struck ten, Moira was bored. She had expected to go to an early lunch with her daughter, but the young woman had still not messaged her back. She had to admit to herself that she was just a little bit disappointed. Was it wrong that she had expected just a little more for Mother’s Day? Her daughter was engaged now, and had just bought a new house that needed some fixing up. She had her own life, and was growing—well, was grown—up. Still, Mother’s Day had always been a special holiday for the two of them. Although she could understand why her daughter might be preoccupied, it still hurt.

She decided to head to work early. Sitting around the house bored silly didn’t make sense, not when she had energy and the desire to do something with it. The fridge needed reorganizing, and there were a few recipes she wanted to try out before customers started coming in. It would be the first day that she had worked alone at the deli in a long time, and she was rather looking forward to it. She loved her employees and knew it was a good thing to be able to delegate some of her responsibilities, but there were times that she missed the simple days when she and her daughter ran the deli by themselves.

On her way out, she called David. When he didn’t answer, she left a message telling him where she was going and thanking him for the breakfast. She grabbed a croissant to eat on the way into down, gave the dogs one last pat, and left, keeping an eye on the trees as she drove down the driveway. The experience from a few days ago was still haunting her. Since her attempted relaxation in the hammock, the dogs had twice barked at something outside that she couldn’t see, but she hadn’t found any more evidence of footprints. There was a lot of wildlife in the woods, especially at this time of year, but whenever the dogs went off, she couldn’t help but wonder if it was because the man had come back and was watching her once more.

She parked in front of the deli, but walked around to the side entrance so she could shut off the alarm. It took her two tries to get the door unlocked—which meant that whoever had closed last night had forgotten to lock it. Annoyed, she made a mental note to check the schedule and send a quick text to whichever employees had been responsible—no, she would wait until tomorrow. There was no reason to worry them on their day off.

Pushing the door open, she stepped through and quickly reached for the alarm to deactivate it. Her hand froze mid-air. The alarm had a single glowing green light, which meant that it wasn’t armed. Someone had forgotten to lock the door and to set the alarm? Her annoyance changed to anger. She had thought that her employees were more responsible than that.

She walked into the kitchen and tossed her bag on the counter before turning on the light. She turned back toward the counter, then froze when she saw what was sitting only inches away from her purse. A bouquet of flowers.

Did Candice stop by to drop these off as a surprise? she wondered. The flowers were beautiful, a mixture of red and white roses. She picked the bouquet up and inhaled the fragrance before moving toward the kitchen sink. She needed to find something to put them in and give them water. When she got home, she could put them in a vase.

She stumbled to a stop for the second time when she saw even more flowers. These were strewn across the floor. One had been wedged under the door that led to the main room and the floor. Frowning, Moira pushed the door open. What she saw on the other side made her drop the bouquet of flowers and take a step backwards. She felt her heel crush one of the blossoms.

Slumped against the counter was a dead man with blood on his shirt and one of her own kitchen knives sticking out of his chest.

 


CHAPTER FIVE


 

She couldn’t take her eyes off the man. His head drooped against his chest, his face pointed at the ground. Even though she couldn’t see his features, she was almost certain that she didn’t know him.

She felt relief. The first horrible thought that had popped into her mind when she saw the body was that it was David. His hair was dark like her husband’s, but thankfully the similarities ended there.

Clutching the counter to steady herself, Moira looked around the room. Now that she was paying attention, she could see multiple signs that someone else had been there. There were unlit tealights on the counter, and a lighter that she didn’t recognize was by the microwave. Someone had left a glass on the counter near the sink. The bathroom door was open a crack, when they normally left it closed.

Someone had broken in, spread candles and flowers around her kitchen, helped themselves to a drink and a trip to the toilet… and then what? The dead man hadn’t stabbed himself. Or had he? No, she decided after risking another glance at the body, he wouldn’t have been able to drive the knife that far into his own chest.

She took a shuddery breath and let go of the counter, trying not to look too much at the horribly still form laying there. Instead, she looked at the floor, where something else caught her eye. The grip of some sort of gun, half-hidden beneath the counter. There was a smear of red on the floor beside it.

“Oh my goodness,” she breathed. Feeling suddenly sick, she hurried out of the kitchen, grabbing her purse on the way. She dug through the contents until she found her phone. Her shaking fingers managed to press the right buttons, and before she knew it she was talking to the nine-one-one dispatcher.

The story that she told didn’t sound very coherent, even to her own ears, but the dispatcher got the gist of it and promised that help was on its way.

Moira dialed a second number, but this one rang through to voicemail without her husband picking up. She tried again, and this time he answered on the second ring.

“Hey,” he said, sounding happy and normal.

“David,” she said, her mind still reeling at the horror of the murder scene inside her restaurant. “Something happened. I’m at the deli.”

“What? Moira, what’s going on?”

“I just got here, and there’s a body. I called the police. I—”

“A body? Who is it? What happened? Are you all right?”

She heard sirens, drawing nearer. “I’ve got to go; the police are almost here. Just… hurry. I love you.”

Before he could respond, she hung up.

She was grateful to see Detective Jefferson’s familiar form unfold itself from within a police car. She was less glad to see the sour-faced woman who got out the other side. Detective Wilson had disliked Moira from the beginning. 

“Ms. Darling, are you okay?” Jefferson asked. Wilson paused at his shoulder, but he waved her past him. She went inside.

“I’m not hurt, but I can’t really say I’m okay,” Moira told him. “It’s… pretty bad in there.”

“Will you be okay waiting here?” He sought out one of the officers, and he beckoned her over. “Officer Li will stay with you. I’m going to take a look inside, then I’ll be back to ask you some questions.”

The officer was maybe a decade younger than Moira with Asian features. The deli owner turned to her as Jefferson walked away.

“I’m Alice Li,” she said. “I’m a bit new to town. Been here a few months. Anyway, feel free to call me Alice. Do you want to sit down?”

The two of them took a seat on one of the benches in front of the deli. Moira glanced through the dark window—she hadn’t turned the lights in the main room on yet—and saw the silhouettes of the police officers standing in the doorway across the room.

“I just can’t believe it,” she said, turning back to the policewoman. She knew that Alice Li had been given the task of essentially babysitting her, but she didn’t mind. The company was nice, and the woman had a friendly face. “Half an hour ago I was just enjoying my Mother’s Day, and now there’s a dead person in my restaurant. Part of me thinks I’m going to wake up and this will all have been a dream.”

“I know it’s not easy. Seeing a body is never easy.” Alice frowned, and Moira wondered what bodies she had seen.

“I’ve seen dead people before,” the deli owner said. “But the surprise of it… it’s not something I ever expected to see.”

“It’s perfectly normal to be upset about something like this. You’re in shock right now. Don’t feel bad about being upset. If you weren’t upset, I’d worry.”

Moira gave a small smile. “Well, at least you know I’m not a sociopath.” She was starting to feel a little bit more like her normal self. At least her head no longer seemed to be surrounded by fog. “Thanks for sitting and talking to me. It’s a lot nicer than waiting here alone.”

“Jefferson seems pretty thoughtful,” the officer said. “I haven’t known him for long, but from what I’ve seen he’s great with people.”

“He is,” Moira agreed. “He’s great at everything his job entails. He’s helped me and my family more times than I can count.”

“Here he comes. We’d better not let him hear us talking about him, he might start to get a big head.”

The deli owner surprised herself by actually chuckling at Alice’s words. It really was amazing what having a friendly shoulder to cry on—even if the crying was purely metaphorical—could do.

“I’ve seen what I needed to see. Are you ready to answer some questions?” Jefferson asked when he drew near. “We can wait for a little bit, but it’s better to do this while the memories are fresh in your head.”

“I’m ready,” Moira said. “Where should I start?”

“Well first, did you know the victim?” 

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. It’s possible he’s come into the deli before, but I’m positive that I didn’t know him well.”

“Do you have any idea what he might have been doing in the deli this morning?”

Moira pictured the flowers and candles. “Honestly, I haven’t the faintest idea. The whole thing is just so strange.”

“Do you normally set the alarm and lock the doors before leaving the deli in the evenings?”

“Normally, yes. But I didn’t close last night. My employees are usually pretty good about it.”

“I’ll need all of their names and contact information,” he said. “I’ll also need a copy of the video footage from all of the cameras.”

“Of course. Take whatever you need.”

He gave her a weak smile and patted her somewhat awkwardly on the shoulder. “We’ll figure all of this out. It might seem like a mess right now, but I’ll find answers, and when I do I’ll tell you everything I can.”

She nodded her thanks and accepted a water bottle that someone—one of the paramedics—shoved into her hand. She was about to ask him something else when there was a commotion near the entrance to the deli’s parking lot.

One of the officers was trying to stop a familiar black car from pulling in. She turned toward Jefferson, but he had already seen the problem and was walking forward to make sure her husband was allowed to park.

 


CHAPTER SIX


 

David pulled her into a hug as soon as he got close enough. She saw the concern in his face as he pulled back, and hurried to assure him that she was fine.

“I don’t know the person who was killed,” she told him. “Someone must have a picture of him. You might be able to help them identify him.”

David was a private investigator, and occasionally made enemies in his line of work. Normally just angry husbands or wives who had been caught cheating on their spouses, sometimes those enemies proved themselves to actually be dangerous. If the victim had been part of a plot to get back at David—a plot gone wrong, thankfully—then it might start to explain some of the weirdness.

“Tell me what happened,” he suggested as they walked back towards the deli. “All I know is that you found a body.”

She launched into the story, finding it easier to tell him than it had been to tell Detective Jefferson. David’s lips tightened as she told him about the mysterious flowers and candles, but he didn’t say anything until she was done.

“And you’re sure you didn’t know this guy?”

“He didn’t look familiar. I didn’t get a very good look at his face, of course, but I could tell he wasn’t anyone I knew well. Like I told Jefferson, I can’t promise that he had never come into the deli before, but if he had, he wasn’t a regular.”

He frowned. “So not only did someone break into your deli and leave you flowers, but then someone else showed up and killed him? That’s just… strange.”

“Maybe the dead man was a good Samaritan. He might have seen the door propped open, or seen someone sneaking around, and decided to check it out himself. Then the person who broke in stabbed him.”

David considered this, then shook his head. “This is all just speculation. Your theory makes sense, at least, but there are still plenty of unanswered questions. Why was the door unlocked and the alarm left off? I don’t think that was a coincidence. If it was, then we have one lucky burglar.”

“Are you saying you think one of the employees might have had something to do with this?”

“I don’t know enough yet to make any guesses. Look, I’m going to go and talk with Jefferson. Candice came with me. Do you want to sit in the car and talk with her? You look a little bit pale. You should drink some of that water.”

For a moment she thought about arguing, but then she realized that she didn’t really want to go and stand with the police while they went over the crime once again. Talking with her daughter sounded like a much better idea. Besides, she thought that Jefferson might be willing to share more information with David than he would be with her. After all, David had helped him on some police cases in the past. The two men could almost be considered friends.

“All right. If anyone needs anything, you know where I’ll be.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek, then turned to join her daughter in the car.

The interior of David’s car was still warm, and she felt herself relax almost as soon as she slid into the plush seat. Her daughter was staring at her, blue eyes wide and worried.

“I’m fine,” Moira assured her. 

“I was so worried. What happened?”

She told the story for what felt like the hundredth time that day, skipping over the more gruesome parts out of habit from the days she used to read to Candice before bed. Old habits die hard, she thought.

When she finished, her daughter looked even more concerned. “Are you sure he wasn’t anyone we know?”

“I’m sure.”

“What did he look like?”

“Dark hair, kind of stocky. His hands were tan. I think he was probably around my age.”

Candice relaxed a fraction. “What was he doing there?” she mused. “Do you think he was a stalker, Mom?”

Her daughter’s words gave her pause. She hadn’t told the young woman about the person that had taken pictures of her a couple of days before. She hadn’t even considered that the two events might be related, but Candice might just be on to something, even though the thought was absurd. A stalker? Her? She was in her forties, for goodness sake. She thought she looked all right for someone her age, but she definitely wasn’t the type that would attract a stalker.

Any yet, someone had been taking pictures of her.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I really don’t. The whole thing is just weird. If it’s okay with you, I’d rather talk about something else.”

“Of course. What do you want to talk about?”

“I’m not sure. Anything. What happened to you this morning? You and David both disappeared off the face of the Earth.”

To her surprise, her daughter grinned. “Yeah. He was helping me with something for you. We wanted to do a big Mother’s Day thing to surprise you. We were going to meet here at eleven, since we knew you’d be here by then to get the deli ready for the day. We had a banner, and we packed your favorite foods, and I got you a present. We thought you’d be surprised.”

“I would have been.” Moira laughed. “I wasn’t expecting anything. I thought David had just run in to the office or something, and I assumed you were busy with Eli and the new house.”

“Sorry. I felt a little bit bad not getting back to you about our lunch, but I knew that if I talked to you you’d know something was up.” The young woman glanced at the deli and sighed. “Though it looks like it was all for nothing. It would be weird to celebrate now.”

“Maybe we can all go back to the house after this. We can still eat the food you packed, and I’m sure the three of us will want to talk about all of this.”

“All right,” Candice agreed. “We can—oh my gosh, is that the body?”

Moira looked up to see the paramedics wheeling a shrouded form out through the deli’s front doors. She fought the urge to cover her daughter’s eyes with her hand. Instead, she answered her.

“Yes.”

“Wow. That’s horrible. It’s one thing to hear about a body, but to actually see it, even when it’s covered…” Candice shook her head. “It must have been horrible to find.”

“It was. I’m sure I’ll have nightmares about it for a while.” She shook herself and reached for the door handle. “It looks like David is done talking to Detective Jefferson. I should see if he needs anything else before I leave.”

When she asked Jefferson if he had any more questions for her, he shook his head. “I know where to find you if anything else comes up. Unfortunately, we’re going to need to ask you to keep the deli closed for a couple of days. I know it’s going to affect your revenue, but this is a complex crime. I don’t want to risk missing anything. Once evidence is destroyed, there’s no getting it back.”

“I guessed as much,” she said. “I’m more concerned about finding out who did this, and why, than about selling soup. We’ll be fine, so don’t feel like you should rush.”

“Take it easy, all right?” he said. “Something like this, it takes a while to recover from.”

She nodded, wondering if she would ever forget the image of the dead man slumped against the counter out of her mind. It would be hard to look at the deli the same way again.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN


 

The three of them went back to the house after that. The sight of Maverick’s happy face and Keeva’s soulful brown eyes instantly boosted her mood. The dogs reminded her that pure good existed, even in a world where a man could be stabbed to death and left for her to find.

“First things first,” David said. “Let’s watch the video footage.”

Moira and her daughter both stared at him in confusion.

“From the security cameras?” He raised his eyebrows. “Or would you rather eat first?”

“Let’s watch it now,” Moira said. “If it shows who did this, I want to know.”

Her husband nodded and went upstairs to retrieve his laptop. When he came back down, he joined the three of them at the kitchen table.

Darling’s DELIcious Delights had three security cameras and one motion detector. One camera was above the front door, another looked over the register and the eating area, and the last one was installed above the employee entrance. The motion detector was in the kitchen. She had decided not to put a camera in that room for her employee’s benefit. No one wanted to work somewhere where they were being watched the entire time, and she didn’t think it would be fair to put her employees in that sort of position.

The cameras’ footage was stored online, and was deleted automatically after seven days. David selected the footage from the night before, and began to fast-forward through it. Moira always felt a little bit uneasy when she watched footage of the deli at night. It reminded her of those horror movies where a ghost was caught on camera. 

Nothing happened until past dawn. David slowed the video down to normal speed when the hooded figure appeared by the side door. He paused it just as the person reached for the knob, and all three of them leaned forward to look.

It had been drizzling out that morning, and the wet weather combined with the poor resolution of the video camera made it impossible to tell more about the person other than that he or she was wearing some sort of dark jacket with a hood that was pulled up to cover their face. The person’s shoes weren’t visible—the camera cut him off at the knee. From the little the shot suggested, he or she seemed to be of about average height and average weight. All in all, it wasn’t a very helpful image.

David and Candice exchanged a look. The private investigator raised an eyebrow, and Candice shook her head. 

“Logan ended up staying home,” she said. “I already texted him to check.”

Moira looked between her husband and daughter, confused. A question was on her tongue, when David pressed the play button. She would ask later. Just then, her attention was drawn by the man breaking into her deli.

They watched as the person fiddled with the doorknob. He dropped something that they couldn’t see, picked it up, and then finally got the door unlocked. Had he used a key, or lock picks? Moira couldn’t tell, though David might be able to guess from the movements.

After the person went into the deli, they had no way to see him unless he ventured into the main room. David kept the footage playing, but shrank the screen and pulled up a complicated-looking file alongside it.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“The alarm records the time and date of each activation and deactivation,” he explained. “This spreadsheet shows the past week’s history.” He raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure I showed you this when we first installed the system.”

“David, you know how terrible I am with technology. I can work my tablet and my phone, and I know how to disarm the alarm, but that’s about it. Besides, that was almost two years ago.”

“Remind me to show you how to access this information later. I thought you knew about it. It’s a useful tool to have at your disposal if there’s ever any sort of incident with your employees.”

He typed on the computer for another second, and eventually highlighted a row of numbers.

“It looks like our culprit deactivated the alarm, which is why the motion detector didn’t alert you. Look right here; you can see he got the code right on the first try.”

Moira nodded, a few numbers out of the confusion beginning to make sense to her.

“Who all knows the code, Mom?” Candice asked, frowning.

“All of the employees. You. David. Myself. I think I gave it to one of the maintenance men that was in last month. Martha has it; I asked her and Denise to stop in and grab something after hours a while ago, while we were on our honeymoon. Or maybe it was Denise that I gave the code to. Oh, and Karissa.”

David looked surprised at her answer. “That’s a lot of people. Once we can get back into the deli, I’ll help you change the code. Really, only you and your employees should have it. Sharing it with your family is okay, but no one else should know.”

“I know, I’ve just been busy and sometimes it’s easier to tell people the code than to meet them there. I kept meaning to change it, but it didn’t seem important at the time.”

“Well, don’t worry about it too much. We still don’t know who this person is. One of your employees could have let something slip. How many people have a key?”

“Other than me? You, Candice, and the employees. Plus the spare one I keep in the junk drawer here.”

“That’s not too many people, though I suppose anyone could have made a copy.”

“Hey, there’s someone else,” Candice said, looking at the screen.

Moira focused on the computer and saw that someone else had indeed entered the view of the camera. With how blurry the image was, it was difficult to be sure, but she was almost certain that this was the dark-haired mad that had died.

So, the person who unlocked the door and disarmed the alarm wasn’t the guy who died, she thought. She didn’t know what it meant, but it was interesting. Had they been working together? There were still so many questions she had. It was frustrating to see only bits and pieces of the story play out.

The man pushed the door open. He didn’t seem surprised to find it unlocked. She saw a bundle in his arms, but couldn’t tell if it was the flowers or something else. 

After he disappeared through the door, David pulled up the other cameras. It wasn’t long before the man came into view in the camera that looked over the main room. They could only see the very top of his head; he was standing right behind the counter. 

Less than a minute later, the man turned around. Another couple of seconds passed before his body jerked, and he slid out of view. 

The last thing the cameras showed was the first man running out the back door. He didn’t look back as he vanished into the rain.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT


 

Moira tossed and turned all night. The footage from the security cameras had been more frustrating than helpful, and didn’t help to answer any of the questions she had. Who were the two men? Why had one of them stabbed the other? Why did they leave flowers in her kitchen?

None of it made sense. Even David, whose judgment she trusted above anyone else’s, couldn’t figure it out. She had spent hours discussing the murder with him and Candice the night before, but they had simply spent the time coming up with more and more outlandish theories.

It felt as if she had just fallen asleep when David nudged her back awake. She forced her eyes open and mumbled at him.

“Moira, wake up. The police want to see us.” 

Something in his tone—or maybe it was the word “police”—helped to wake her up quickly. She glanced at the clock and saw that it was a hair past seven-thirty. Her husband was already fully dressed, and was offering her a cup of coffee. She took it gratefully.

“Thanks,” she muttered. “What’s going on?”

“Detective Jefferson called me at seven. I’m surprised it didn’t wake you.”

“It took me a while to fall asleep,” she said. “What did he want?”

“They… found something,” he said grimly. “He wants us to come down to the station to take a look at it.”

Frowning, the deli owner set the mug down. They found something? What on earth could they have found that made David look so worried?

“All right, I’ll get dressed.” She covered up a yawn and shot another glance at the clock. Oh well, she thought. I can take a nap later. It’s not like I’ll be going into the deli today.

It was past eight by the time she had showered, dressed, and gotten into the car. David pulled out of the driveway without a word and drove towards town. It was early enough that mist still clung to the low parts of the land, and she watched the soft white wisps instead of watching her husband. She didn’t like the look in his eyes. He looked concerned, but also angry.

Is he upset with me? she puzzled. It didn’t seem likely, but it didn’t seem like he would be mad at Jefferson either. Unless… unless the detective thought she might be involved in the mysterious death.

That thought was enough to occupy her until they reached the police station. It wouldn’t be the first time that she had been accused of a crime, but that didn’t make the idea any easier for her to stomach. Surely Detective Jefferson knew her well enough by now to know that she wouldn’t kill anybody? And he must have seen the footage. It was obvious that neither figure shown on camera was her. They body type was all wrong; neither had had her curves.

“Well, we’re here,” David said. His tone was grim.

She reached over and squeezed his hand. He returned a faint smile. It might have been reassuring, but he couldn’t hide the worry in his eyes.

“Let’s go in,” she said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. “I want to see what Detective Jefferson found.”

The Maple Creek police station was small, and probably more comfortable to her than it should have been. She waved at the woman behind the glass, and the woman returned the gesture with a smile.

If I am in trouble, not everyone knows it yet, she mused. Detective Jefferson appeared to have been waiting for them, because only seconds after they walked in, he poked his head through the door that led to the rest of the station, including the offices.

“Come back, please,” he said.

They followed him. When they reached his office, he let them go in first, then shut the door behind him. Her gestured at the two chairs across the desk from his seat.

“Go ahead and take a seat,” he said. “Do you want coffee or anything?”

They both declined. Well, we aren’t in an interview room, Moira thought. That’s got to be good news.

“Let’s get started, then.” 

She thought the detective’s words sounded almost reluctant. He settled himself into his leather chair and clicked the mouse a few times before looking up.

“Now, Ms. Darling, these might come as a shock to you. I need you to tell me if you remember any of these being taken.”

Utterly confused, Moira agreed. The detective turned the screen around so it was facing them. The deli owner found herself staring at… pictures of herself.

“What is this?” she asked. “Where did you get these?”

“They were found on a camera in the… victim’s pocket.”

Moira noticed his hesitation before calling the man a victim. She didn’t blame him. Whoever this guy was, he definitely wasn’t an innocent bystander. 

Jefferson continued, “He had a couple of pictures printed out and stored in his wallet as well. He didn’t have any identification, unfortunately. No driver’s license, no credit cards, just photos and some cash.”

She hardly heard him. Her eyes were glued to the imaged on the computer screen. They were all photos of her, dating back at least two months, but she didn’t remember having any of them taken. One of the ones near the top caught her eye. It was a photo of her in the hammock with a book. She could see the two dogs in the background. It was a nice photo, but seeing it gave her chills.

She did remember this one being taken. It was from the day that she had felt someone watching her.

There were photos of her at the deli, as well. One or two seemed to have been taken from inside the building, but most had been taken through the glass. They showed her laughing, smiling, and interacting with customers. One showed her getting into her car after work.

It wasn’t just her deli that the mysterious camera man had invaded. There were photos of her at home, as well—photos other than the one on the hammock. She saw herself going in and out of the front door, throwing sticks for the dogs, and looking out the living room window with a cup of coffee.

Her eyes slid over the one where she was drinking coffee, and she gasped when she saw what was next. It was a photo of her moving a large branch off of the driveway. What made it different was that, unlike the others, this one was taken from a height, from someone that had a perspective facing away from the house.

Either someone had been on the roof, or this photo had been taken from their bedroom window.

 


CHAPTER NINE


 

This can’t be happening, Moira thought. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the photo. Someone had been in their house without their knowledge. This person had wandered around freely with a camera, invading their private lives.

David tensed beside her. She knew that he had seen it too.

“There are photos here that were taken from inside our home,” he snapped at Detective Jefferson. “What was going through this sick person’s mind?”

“I doubt we’ll ever know. The dead don’t tend to give many explanations.” The police detective looked at David sharply. “I know a couple of good defense attorneys I could put you in touch with if you think you need—”

“Wait, are you saying you think David killed him?” Moira asked, finally tearing her gaze away from the screen. “That’s insane.”

“Ms. Darling, I’m not accusing anyone of anything. I’m just offering your husband the chance to get in touch with someone before we go into the other room so I can ask him some questions.”

“Why would you bring us here, show us these pictures, and then tell us that David is a murder suspect?” she asked. “You know us. We wouldn’t do something like this.”

He sighed, looking tired. “I know you wouldn’t kill somebody in cold blood. But would David kill to protect you? I can’t say I don’t know that.”

David broke in before she could say anything else. “Jefferson, I remember the time stamp from when we watched the videos. I have an alibi. I was buying food at the bakery. I paid with my card, and there’s a security camera above the register. Will that suffice?”

The detective looked relieved. “Certainly. The bakery in Maple Creek? I’ll have someone pull their records and footage right away. I’m sorry for this, but I’m sure you can see the connection I made.”

“Of course,” David said. “You thought I found out this person was stalking my wife and took matters into my own hands. I can see how it makes sense. However, this is the first time I’ve seen any pictures, and I only began to have an inkling that something was wrong a couple of days ago when we found that footprint near our house.”

“I believe you. We’ll check your alibi, and then you’ll be free to go.”

“What are you going to do with the pictures?” Moira asked, her eyes drawn to the screen again. It was odd to see so many photos of herself that she hadn’t posed for. It was a slice into her own life that she had never expected to see

“We’ll be keeping them for the investigation. I’m sorry. If I could, I would delete them all here and now. I can imagine how uncomfortable this all must be. Another thing. We found a gun at the crime scene. It was registered to a Michael Bennington. Do either of you know who he might be? His description in the database does not match that of our victim, so it’s possible that the gun belongs to our assailant.”

She looked away again, shaken. This man had been spying on her for months. How on earth had she not noticed anything until a few days ago?

She fidgeted on the way home. Their stop at the police station hadn’t helped clear things up at all. If anything, it had just made things cloudier. She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. There had been so many times that she had thought she was alone, but she wasn’t. At least I know he won’t be following me around any longer.

The thought surprised her. She wasn’t glad the man was dead. She didn’t like the thought of anyone being dead. However, if the man was still alive and out there somewhere, she didn’t know how she would have been able to sleep at night. 

“Straight home?” David asked her. He hadn’t said much since they had left the police station. He seemed just as upset as she was at the invasion of their privacy, and she didn’t blame him. If they had discovered that some woman had been stalking him, she knew that she would be livid.

“Yeah. I’m not hungry right now.”

“All right. I want to go through the house when we get back. See if we can find out how he got in.”

“I don’t understand why the dogs wouldn’t have kept him out,” she said. “I’m surprised that Maverick let someone break in.”

“If he had treats he probably managed to win them over. Both dogs like food enough to accept a stranger with treats after a few minutes of bribery.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said reluctantly. She didn’t like thinking that the dogs—whom she had considered her first line of defense when she was home alone—could be so easily charmed. “I’m glad he didn’t hurt them.”

“Me too.”

She fell silent, trying not to think about how much worse things might have been. If the man had been just a little more cold-hearted, he could have poisoned the dogs, or even shot them. My stalker cared about animals, she thought. I guess that’s something.

At home, she and David tore the house apart. First, they went over all of the windows and doors, searching for signs of forced entry. They found the first-floor bathroom window unlocked, and closer examination showed where the screen had been bent slightly when it was removed from the outside.

“I never use this window,” she commented. “I don’t think I’ve opened those blinds since I got them.”

“Did you leave it unlocked?”

“No… wait, I think I might have opened it just a crack when it started getting warmer out to get the fresh air. I must have forgotten about it.”

“Well, we know how he got in. Now let’s go see if we can find out if he took anything while he was in here… or left anything behind.” Seeing her puzzled look, he added, “Cameras.”

Cameras? She shuddered. That man might have been recording us? 

Thankfully, their search turned up nothing other than a few boxes in the basement that had been rummaged through. Even though the man didn’t appear to have taken anything—or left anything—she still felt a chill whenever she thought of him in her house. She knew that she would never forget to lock a window again.

“I think we can stop now,” David said. “We’ve gone over nearly every inch of this house.”

“I still can’t believe it. This is all so… creepy.”

“I don’t like it any more than you do,” he said grimly.

“What now?”

“Now? I guess we just get back to our normal lives. I’ll watch the video footage again and see if I can find anything distinguishing about the first man, the one who unlocked the door. Other than that, we’ll just have to sit tight until the police make progress.”

There was no telling how long that would be. Moira sighed. She wasn’t looking forward to living with such a mystery hanging over their heads.

 


CHAPTER TEN


 

Three days later, Detective Jefferson called to say that she was free to reopen the deli. It was a relief to be back at work. The deli was her second home, and she had really missed it.

The first thing she did was to call a staff meeting. After such an unexpected period off, no one complained when she asked them to come in an hour early so they could talk.

It wasn’t easy for her to broach the subject of security. She didn’t want them to think that she was accusing anyone, but she had to know how the person wearing the hood had been able to get access to both the key and the code.

She started by simply telling them what had happened. Her hope that someone would come forward was rewarded when Allison gasped and covered her mouth.

“Oh no, he must have found the spare key.”

“The spare key?” As far as Moira knew, the only spare key was in her house. Though, come to think of it, one of the men had been in her house and could easily have gotten it from there.

“Back when I first started, I locked myself out twice. You know how when the little button is turned, the door will open from the inside, but not the outside? Well, I always locked it behind me when I came in, and a couple of times I forgot that it would lock behind me on my way out. I printed off an extra key and hid it under a rock. I was worried I might get locked out sometime while I was working there alone.”

The deli owner pressed her lips together. She was annoyed, but she had never told her employees not to make copies of the keys. Allison was doing what she thought was the right thing, she told herself. I should go easy on her. She’s worked here for almost two years, and this spare key hasn’t caused any issues until now.

“Can you go get that key, please?” she asked.

The young woman jumped up and hurried to get the key. Her other employees traded guilty looks.

“We, ah, all knew about the spare,” Darrin told her. “Allison just told us it was there, she didn’t tell us she had made it. We thought you had been the one who put it there.”

Moira sighed. “It’s okay. I don’t blame you. From now on, let’s not leave any keys outside, though. It’s okay to have a spare at home or in your wallet, but it shouldn’t be kept where anyone else could find it.” 

She held out her hand and Allison dropped the key in her palm. I should have asked her to pick it up using a plastic baggie, she thought. The police might have been able to get fingerprints off of it.

“Now, has anyone shared the code?” she asked. “I just need to know who you told it to. He or she may know the killer.”

To her relief, all of her employees shook their heads. “I’ve never told anyone,” Jenny promised. The others all echoed her.

“All right, that’s good to hear. That means we still don’t know how he got the code, but at least I know I can trust you. We’re going to change the alarm’s code right after this, and I want you all to memorize it before you leave.”

She managed to change the code without mishap by following the directions that David had written down for her that morning. Following his advice, she had come up with a completely random number so it would be more difficult to guess.

After having all of her employees run through it until she was satisfied that they knew it by heart, she practiced it a few times herself. It would be embarrassing if she had to call one of them for help the next time she went to unlock the door.

By then it was nearly opening time. Allison, Jenny, and Cameron left, and Darrin stayed since that morning was his shift. While he got to work on the breakfast quiches, Moira went into the main room to do one last sweep and make sure the cleaners hadn’t missed anything.

It was a busy day. After being closed for half a week directly following a murder on the premises, everyone in town was itching to hear the truth about what happened. Even though she was reluctant to relive the moments when she had found the corpse, Moira told Darrin that she would man the register. She didn’t want her employee to have to deal with the inquisitive, nosy, and sometimes even rude customers that she expected to come in that morning.

She managed to remain polite until she spotted a short, dramatically thin man slip in between the front doors. A taller man with a camera followed him. She recognized the thin man as a reporter from their local news station, and he was the last person she wanted to talk to.

“Ms. Darling?” he asked, sidling up to the register. “Can I ask you some questions? I’m with—”

“Sorry, but I’m going to stop you right there,” she said. “I’m not interested in doing any interviews, or answering any questions It’s an ongoing investigation, and I probably shouldn’t talk about it.”

“I just want to ask—”

“Sir, if you’re not going to buy anything, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

He stared at her for a moment, the annoyance clear on his face. After a second, to her relief, he turned and walked out the door. She saw him shove the microphone in one of her customers’ faces and sighed. If he started annoying people, she would have to make a scene to get him off her property, and she really didn’t think she had the energy for that.

Someone else that she recognized approached the register. This time she smiled. It was one of her newer regulars, Mikey. She had last seen him the week before, and was glad that he hadn’t been scared away by everything that had been going on. Her deli survived off of the loyal customers who came year-round.

“Hi Ms. Darling,” he said. “I’m glad to see you’re back in business.”

“Me too, Mikey. What’ll you have today?”

“Can I get two of the chocolate chip crêpes?” he asked. “And my normal cup of coffee.”

“Coming right up.” 

She poked her head into the kitchen to give the order to Darrin, then accepted the man’s payment. He was the only customer in line—someone else looked like they had been about to come in, but had just been accosted by the news reporter—so he wasn’t in any hurry to sit down.

“I was sorry to hear about what happened here,” he said. “I heard it was a guy that got killed.”

She nodded, much less reluctant to talk about it to him than with the man with the camera who was standing outside. 

“Was he anyone you knew?”

“No. I’m sure I’ve seen him before, but I didn’t know him personally.” Since he had taken a couple of pictures of her from inside the deli, she was sure that she must have served him at some point.

“Still, a pity. What was his name?”

“They didn’t find any identification on him,” she said. “That’s the last I heard, anyway.”

Was it her imagination, or did Mikey’s gaze sharpen. “What did he look like?”

“Black hair, a little bit tan, average build… I don’t really know, I didn’t get a good look at him.” She frowned. “Why? Do you think it might be someone you know? If so, you should go to the police.”

She couldn’t read the expression on the man’s face. For a moment, when she was describing the murder victim, she had thought that she had seen a flash of recognition in his eyes. Now his face was blank.

“Oh, it’s later than I thought,” he said, looking first at his wrist, then around his shoulder at the clock when he realized he wasn’t wearing a watch. “I should go. Thanks for the coffee, Ms. Darling.”

Befuddled, she watched him go. His food hadn’t even come out yet. He had acted so strangely once they started talking about the murder. Why was he so concerned about it? Did he know something more than he should?

She pulled his credit card receipt and wrote his full name down. When she took her break, she would text it to David and see if he could dig anything up on the man.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


 

Over the next couple of days, life at the deli settled back into its usual rhythms. People were still interested in the murder, but they were more interested in getting their food—which was fine by Moira.

Despite how normal things seemed, she couldn’t help but think about the man who had stalked her and his subsequent death. It still didn’t make any sense, and the police didn’t seem to have any more answers than she did.

When Martha called to invite her out to brunch that Saturday morning, she was glad to accept. It had been a while since she had been able to see her friends, and it would be nice to catch up on what was happening in their lives for a change instead of being so focused on hers.

They met at a new little bistro in Lake Marion. It was nestled near the rear of town, in a quiet area that probably didn’t get much traffic. It was a nice little restaurant, called simply Janet’s Place, and she hoped that it managed to stay in business despite its quiet location.

“It’s been ages since we’ve been able to take a few hours for lunch together,” Martha said, squeezing her in a quick hug before sitting back down at the little corner table she had chosen. 

“I miss our Wednesday coffees.”

“Me too,” her friend agreed. “We should start something like that up again.”

A moment later, Denise joined them, and Martha repeated the greeting. The tall redhead sat on the deli owner’s right. She looked tired, but happy.

“I’m taking the weekend off from managing the Grill,” she announced. “I need a break, and the kitchen can practically run itself anyway.”

Denise Donovan was the owner of Maple Creek’s most upscale restaurant, the Redwood Grill. Moira and David made a point of eating there at least two or three times a month, both to support their friend and because they enjoyed the atmosphere.

“Well, that’s good,” Moira told her friend. “You deserve it. You work harder than anyone I know. I mean, I work almost every day, but the deli moves at a snail’s pace compared to the grill. I don’t know how you manage.”

“Honestly, most of the days are a blur. I’m not complaining, though. It’s really the only thing I have to keep me busy since the divorce.”

That led Martha to ask Denise if she had been seeing anyone new. It took a while for the conversation to come around to the topic that Moira had known would pop up.

“I can’t believe we’re talking about men when Moira has been dealing with so much more than either of us this past week,” Martha said. “How are you doing? Is business at the deli down?”

“Not really. We had to shut down for a couple of days while the police worked, but luckily people remembered where we were,” she said, smiling. “I’m doing okay, I guess. It’s hard not to think about what happened, but I try to keep my mind off of it. Worrying won’t help anything, it will just make me get poor sleep and start stress eating. The whole thing was just so creepy.”

“Creepy?” Denise asked. “I mean, yeah, corpses give me the heebie-jeebies, but it sounded like you were talking about something else.”

Moira realized that she hadn’t told her friends the rest of the story. She sipped her coffee and organized her thoughts before beginning her tale.

To her surprise, she actually enjoyed telling it to her friends. Their gasps were satisfying, and somehow hearing herself tell it made it seem more like someone else’s story than something that had happened to her.

“Oh, my goodness, that’s just messed up,” Martha said, gaping at her. “He had been sneaking around you for months?”

“What did the police say about it?” Denise asked. 

“They’re looking into it, but I have the feeling that they are more interested in finding the killer than in finding out why someone who’s dead now was taking photos of me without my knowledge. Which is fair, I’ll admit.”

“I’m sure something will turn up soon. The way it sounds, the death wasn’t exactly planned. I’m sure whoever the killer was left behind some sort of trace. Can’t they track people by the DNA in their hair now?” Martha asked.

“I don’t think a hair is going to be much help. Even if I did find a stray hair in the kitchen, it could be anybody’s. Same with fingerprints—any prints in the main room wouldn’t help since half the town goes through there every day.”

“Did they find any fingerprints on the knife?” her friend asked. “That could lead them right to the killer.”

“I don’t know. I’m sure they looked. It was chilly and wet that morning, so whoever it was might have been wearing gloves. Anyway, this subject is a dead horse as far as I’m concerned. David and I have gone over it and over it. I’d rather think about something else. How are the two of you doing? Denise, how is Logan?”

Logan was her nephew, who had come to live with her after his mother had died. Now he worked part time for Candice at the candy shop while he did online college courses from his home.

“He’s all right, I suppose. I haven’t seen as much of him as I normally do, but I’m looking forward to spending some extra time with him this weekend. He’s been quieter than usual. I think he’s worried about finals.”

Moira chuckled. “I remember those. Those are probably the most stressful weeks of a kid’s life. After this, he’ll have finished his freshman year?”

Her friend nodded. “He can do one more year at the online school he’s currently at. Once he passes that, he’ll have an associate’s degree that should transfer to his choice of schools. I’m sure he’ll want to move away. But I’ll miss him. It’s been nice having someone else in the house.”

“I remember how lonely I was when Candice moved out, before David and I got married. It was weird living in such a quiet house. It got better after I got Maverick.”

“I can’t have a dog, not with my schedule,” Denise said with a sigh. “Maybe one day. For now, I’ll just keep concentrating on the Grill.”

“Speaking of dogs,” Martha said. “I might take a trip this summer. I’d probably be gone for about a week. Do you think you could watch Diamond for me?”

“Of course,” Moira said. She enjoyed having her friend’s little black-and-white mutt around. “She’s no trouble. Just let me know when she’ll be coming.”

“Thanks. I’ll pay you back somehow.”

“You know you don’t have to.”

“Oh, but I should.”

They continued back and forth for a couple of minutes before Denise checked the time and excused herself, saying that she had an appointment with her hairdresser. Moira and Martha left shortly afterward. It wasn’t until the deli owner was in her car that she realized that she had forgotten to ask her friends if either had told anyone else the code to the deli’s alarm.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE


 

Moira was halfway home when her phone rang. She glanced at it, saw that the call was from David, and pulled over to answer it. 

“Thank goodness, I was worried it would go to voicemail,” David said. “Are you still with the ladies?”

“No, I’m on my way home,” she told him. “Do you need me to pick something up? I don’t mind going into town first. We do need some more milk and—”

“Can you stay away from the house for a few hours?”

“Hours? David, what’s going on?”

“I promise I’ll tell you everything later. Could you maybe go over to Martha’s house for a little bit?”

“I don’t know if she’s going straight home or not, I could maybe go to Candice’s, but why? What’s happening?”

“Good, go there. I love you. I’ll see you in an hour or two.”

With that, he hung up. Moira stared at her phone, frustrated and confused. It wasn’t like David to give her orders like that. Part of her wanted to refuse. She had never liked being told what to do.

The more rational part told her to listen to David. She trusted her husband, and if he had a reason to keep her away from the house, it must be a good one. If he didn’t have a good explanation when he came to find her, then she could be mad at him.

With a sigh, she unlocked her phone and dialed her daughter’s number.

Candice and her fiancé, Eli, had recently bought an old farmhouse. Most of the land was given over to crops and cattle. The fields were leased out to another local farmer, and someone else was renting the space for their cows. David was also leasing a portion of the land for his microbrewery. Moira had a feeling that one of the reasons her daughter had bought the land was so her stepfather wouldn’t have to worry about the new owners canceling the lease. Candice could be surprisingly thoughtful that way.

Then again, the fact that the house and land had sold for a fraction of its true value probably helped. After having three owners in under two years, two of whom had met a violent end, the property was not the hottest in the local market. 

Right now, Candice was fixing the house up. If she wanted to sell it after a few years, Moira thought she would likely make quite a profit on it. She had suspected for a while now that her daughter was becoming a better businesswoman than she was herself.

She parked in front of the farmhouse next to her daughter’s rental vehicle. Her silver convertible was still at the police impound lot, after it had been stolen and used in a murder only a few weeks ago. She knew it must be driving the young woman crazy not to have her nice car, but the rental car was a better vehicle for the somewhat bumpy and occasionally muddy dirt road that she now lived on.

At her knock, she heard someone raise their voice to tell her to come on in. She opened the door to walk into a living room that smelled deliciously of cooking food.

The room itself had been transformed. Just a few weeks ago, the walls had been covered with an ugly, old floral wallpaper; it probably was nice once, but it had been yellowing and peeling with age the last time Moira had seen it. Her daughter and Eli had  stripped the wallpaper and painted the walls a warm, brown color. The furniture was sparse, but what was there was new and comfortable looking. A calico cat was curled up on the back of the sofa. He opened one eye to peer at her before falling back asleep.

“We’re in the kitchen,” Candice shouted unnecessarily—Moira could hear the water running from her spot by the door.

She walked down the hallway and found her daughter scrubbing a mixing bowl in the sink. Eli had an oven mitt on and was peering into the oven. The kitchen itself was older, and hadn’t yet benefited from a makeover. Still, it had the comfortable feel of a grandmother’s kitchen, warm and much-used and smelling of cookies.

“Sorry for inviting myself over on the spur of the moment,” Moira said. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

“No, we weren’t going to have anyone over or anything if that’s what you mean. We just decided to treat ourselves to a nice lunch before we get to work. We’re painting the upstairs bathroom today.”

“I’m happy to help with that if you’d like. I’m not sure how long I’ll be here. What’s cooking? It smells amazing.”

“We’ve got beef shish kabobs, some rice in the cooker over there, and chocolate chip cookies for dessert. Oh, there’s also a pint of ice cream in the fridge. Eli made it with the cream from the cows. The farmer is happy to pay some of his rent with milk, and we can advertise that the cream we use to make the ice cream came from cows on our own property. Feel free to help yourself. Do you want a kabob? We have more ingredients in the fridge.”

“I just ate lunch, but thanks anyway. I may help myself to some of that ice cream and a cookie when they’re ready though.”

“Go ahead.” Her daughter flashed her a quick grin. “So, what’s going on? You just said you needed to be away from home for a while. Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “David called me while I was on my way back from brunch and told me to stay away from home. He said he’ll meet me here in a little bit.”

“Odd.”

The three of them puzzled over it for a little bit before the conversation moved back to the renovations on the house. Moira wondered aloud how her daughter had time to do so much work on the house and also run the candy shop at the same time.

“That’s thanks to Logan,” the young woman said. “He’s been an immense help. He seems to like working there, and he’s responsible and smart enough to handle most problems on his own.”

“Good employees are always a blessing,” Moira said. “You’d better keep him there as long as you can. Hiring new people is never a fun process.”

“Yeah, he’s great. I think Mother’s Day morning is the only time he ever failed to do something he had promised, but it turned out to be a good thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I had asked him to stop by the deli and drop off a letter from me and some neat little chocolates I made shaped like Maverick—I gave those to you that evening, right? I wanted them to be an extra surprise that morning, but it didn’t work out—anyway, he overslept so he never made it out there. I’m glad, otherwise he might have run into the killer. Sorry, I told him about that spare key that Allison made. I didn’t think you’d mind, since he already has a key to your house for when he stops by to let the dogs out.”

“That’s why you looked so worried at first,” Moira realized. “Until I described the dead man to you. You thought it might be him.”

“Yeah. He texted me a few minutes after, telling me that he had just woken up. He felt really bad, but I think it was fate or something.” Her daughter laughed. “I probably sound crazy, but it really was lucky that he slept in.”

“Definitely. I’m glad he didn’t get hurt.”

They heard the sound of tires on gravel, and Moira went to look out the window. David was pulling up. At last, she might get some answers. She hurried out the front door and met him as he turned off his car. 

“What’s going on?” she asked, too curious for the niceties.

“It’s a bit of a story,” he said. “I’ll tell you inside.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 

“About two hours ago our neighbor from across the street called me to let me know he saw someone park along the road and walk up our driveway,” David began. They were all seated around the kitchen table, and three pairs of eyes were glued to him. 

“I had asked him a few days ago to let me know if he saw anyone suspicious on our property—I told him we thought someone had been trespassing. I thought it would be good just to have extra eyes on the house, after what we found out.”

“What do you mean?” Candice asked. Moira realized she still hadn’t told her daughter about the man who had been stalking her.

“I’ll catch you up later,” she promised.

“Anyway,” David said, “my first thought was you. I didn’t want you to show up after brunch and be surprised by someone, especially someone who might be the killer. I was at the office, so I knew it would take me a few minutes to get packed up and leave. That’s why I asked you to come here. I didn’t want to worry you if it turned out to be nothing, but I’d never forgive myself if someone hurt you and I could have done something to prevent it.”

“Next time you should tell me what’s going on,” Moira admonished. “I don’t want to be kept in the dark.”

“I will,” he said. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to act fast. I thought that this guy might have something to do with the stalker and the murder, and I didn’t want to risk him leaving before the police got there.”

“Stalker?” Candice’s eyes were wide.

“After David finishes his story, I’ll tell you. I promise,” Moira repeated. “Go on.”

“Well, I called the police and told them what the neighbor told me. We got to the house at about the same time. The man was still there, looking in our windows if you believe it. Jefferson arrested him on the spot.”

“For trespassing?” Moira asked. “Can he do that? For all we know he was a sales man.”

“He didn’t arrest him for trespassing. He arrested him because the man was carrying the driver’s license of the man who was killed in the deli. It fell out of his wallet when he was getting his own ID out.”

Moira was stunned. “So… you found the killer?”

“I don’t know yet. But… you know the man who was arrested.” He pulled something up on his phone and handed it to her. Her eyes widened at the photo of the driver’s license. The man in the photo was Mikey, the regular who had been asking too many questions about the murder.

“I wouldn’t have recognized him if you hadn’t sent me his name,” her husband continued. “Between the dead man’s identification and what you texted me the other day, they had plenty of reason to bring him in.”

“I hope he confesses to everything. I want to know why all of this happened. I hate having so many questions unanswered.”

“He’ll confess,” David said. His voice was grim, not triumphant like she had been expecting. “That’s the other thing. He told Jefferson that he would tell the police everything… but only if you were there to hear it.”

To Moira, the answer was obvious. Of course she would go and hear the man’s confession. David, on the other hand, seemed to think it was a bad idea.

“I don’t trust him,” he said. “None of this makes any sense. We don’t know what he might have up his sleeve.”

“David,” she said, “it makes sense for me to go. If he’s willing to confess to everything, it will save everybody a lot of time. Plus, I want to know what he has to say. This is a personal matter, and I don’t want to be the last to hear about it.”

He gave in after just a few minutes. She thought that he was just as curious as she was. She accepted his offer to drive her to the police station—Jefferson wanted them there now, before the man changed his mind—and swore to Candice that she would fill her in as soon as she came back. 

The detective met them at the doors. He looked alert and anxious, and she thought that he was probably eager to get the show on the road before the man inside came to his senses.

“Thank you for agreeing to this, Ms. Darling,” he said. “Don’t be concerned about anything. The suspect will remain handcuffed the entire time, and you will never be alone with him. I’m going to be right next to you. I advise you not to speak to him, understand? Just listen to what he has to say. We’ll get him to sign the confession, and you can be on your way.”

“I’m not worried,” she said. It was the truth. She was curious and eager to get to the bottom of all of this. She trusted that Jefferson would protect her. 

“Well, okay.” He looked skeptical, but led her towards the interview room without saying anything else. When they reached the door and David made to follow them in, Jefferson put a hand out.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to come in. You might frighten the man, and if he decides not to confess there’s nothing we can do. It will take months if this goes to trial, and he may end up getting released without charges if we can’t dig up the right evidence. I don’t want to do anything to make him think better of confessing, or to make him reconsider getting a lawyer.”

Moira met her husband’s eyes. She could tell that he didn’t want to let her go alone. She gave him a look that she hoped was reassuring, and saw him sigh.

“Be careful,” he said.

“Of course.”

Then Jefferson pulled the door open and whisked her into the room.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 

They took a seat across the table from Mikey. Officer Li, the nice woman who had spoken to Moira right after she had found the body, was standing guard near him. She shot Moira a smile, which the deli owner returned before turning her attention to the man in handcuffs.

He looked the same as he had for the past few weeks, since he first started coming into the deli. He was plump, balding, and had a face that looked open and friendly. Unless she was mistaken, he looked relieved to see her.

“All right, Mr. Bennington, she’s here. Just like you requested. Will you talk now?”

Mikey nodded. He focused his gaze on Moira. “Sorry for having them drag you here,” he said. “But I thought you deserved answers too, and I know how slow the police can be to release information like this.”

He looked like he was waiting for an answer, but the deli owner remembered the detective’s request that she not speak to him. Instead she simply nodded her head.

“Let’s start with why you were on Ms. Darling’s property,” Jefferson said.

“Well, first we should probably start with the fact that I’m a private investigator,” Mikey offered.

All three of them stared at him.

“Licensed?” Jefferson asked at last.

“What?”

“All private investigators have to be licensed in the state of Michigan.”

“I just take cases for people I know. I didn’t know I needed a license for that.”

“Do you get paid to do it?”

“Yes.”

Jefferson ran his hand across his face. “Yeah, that’s not how it works. But let’s move on for now. What were you doing at Ms. Darling’s house?”

“The case I’m working on right now is for this lady I know. Her son is—was—special. I mean, he was high functioning and could take care of himself, but was also very manipulative. The thing is, he’s always been terrible at interacting with people. Women especially. He gets… weird.”

“It sounds like you knew him personally,” Jefferson said.

“Yeah. We went to school together. It was a while ago, but I remembered him because he was one of the only people I was friends with. Neither of us were very popular back then. Anyway, when his mom called me saying her son was missing I agreed to help her.”

“He’s the man whose ID you had in your wallet? Eric Bryce Smith Jr?”

“Yes. That’s him. He lived with his mom, you see. From what she says he never could hold down a job, but I think he just never really had a motivation to get out on his own. She babied him. Anyway, she called me and I went over. She said he had packed some clothes and left without saying a word. She just went into the basement—that’s where his bedroom was—to bring him breakfast and he was gone.”

“How’d you get his ID?” Jefferson asked.

“He left it behind. I don’t think he did it on purpose. My guess is he just forgot. She asked me to find him and bring him home. I pointed out that if he didn’t want to come home I couldn’t make him, and she said if that was the case I should just follow him around and make sure he doesn’t get himself into trouble. She was willing to pay me, which was nice. I don’t have much money.”

“How did you know Eric was coming to Maple Creek?”

“I went through his room and found a collection of photos he had left behind. They were all cut out of newspapers and the like. All of her.” He nodded at Moira. “It didn’t take much of a leap to figure out he’d gotten obsessed with her. He’d do that sometimes, fixate on people and follow them around. It’s gotten him into trouble before, though his mother always said he didn’t mean any harm by it. Anyway, I decided that he’d probably gone to see her.”

Moira had to press her lips together to keep from asking questions. It was hard to remain silent, but she wanted to hear this out until the end.

“How did you find him?” Jefferson asked.

“Well, first I figured out who she was. I started going to the deli—great food, by the way, I could eat there every day—and keeping an eye out. He showed up just like I expected. I followed him around the corner and told him that his mother had sent me, and that she missed him.”

“And what did he say?”

“He didn’t want to leave. I told him I’d stick around town for a few days until he was ready. Well, a few days turned into a few weeks. I had someone paying for my motel room and my expenses, so I wasn’t about to complain. I followed him around every once in a while, but he didn’t seem to be causing much harm. He’d snap a picture every once in a while, but mostly he just walked around and explored the town. I think he liked being able to do whatever he wanted without his mother always keeping an eye on him.”

“How did he get the money to live those weeks?”

“He saved it up himself, according to his mother. He worked odd jobs in the summer sometimes, he did snow removal and lawn mowing for the neighbors, and she gave him an allowance.”

“Do you have any idea where he might have gotten a gun?”

“I was just getting to that part,” Mikey said. His cheeks flushed pink. “The gun you found was a revolver, right? A .38?”

Jefferson nodded.

“It was mine,” the amateur private investigator admitted. “I found out he’d been snooping around the lady’s—sorry, Ms. Darling’s—property and confronted him about it. He got violent, which I wasn’t expecting at all, and knocked me down. He saw my gun and took it, then ran away, shouting back that I should stop following him and tell his mother he wasn’t coming back.”

“Why didn’t you report this to the police?”

“I thought I’d be able to find him again on my own and keep everybody out of trouble, but I didn’t. Then two days later I heard about the man that had been found dead at the deli. I was almost certain it was him, but I had to check.”

“That’s why you came in and asked me about the dead person I had found,” Moira said. Jefferson shot her an annoyed look.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Well, Mr. Bennington, you still haven’t answered my original question. Why were you at Ms. Darling’s house?”

“I was looking for her,” Mikey said simply. “I figured by then she knew that Eric had a bunch of pictures of her, and she deserved to know why and that he didn’t mean any harm by it all, he just doesn’t understand that people need privacy. I felt bad letting him invade your life for so long, and it’s my fault that he got killed.”

At this, Jefferson leaned forward. Mikey looked at him and his eyes widened.

“Oh, no, I don’t mean that I had anything to do with it. But if I had gone to the police earlier, none of this would have happened, would it?”

Detective Jefferson sighed and leaned back in his seat. “So, you don’t actually know anything about his death?”

“No. I was hoping you would, in fact.”

Moira traded a glance with the police detective. If Mikey was telling the truth, then they weren’t any closer to solving the case than they were before. At least she had some answers about the man who had stalked her, but that was small comfort when she knew a killer was roaming free.

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 

When she and David returned to the farm, she filled in her daughter and Eli on what had been going on, and told all three of them about the interview with Mikey.

David looked skeptical. “I doubt he didn’t know he had to be licensed. It’s a very well-known requirement. It’s more likely that he didn’t want to pay the money and take the test. If he’s even telling the truth. Did they run a background check?”

“Jefferson said they’re going to hold him while they check out his story and contact Eric’s mother. I feel bad for her. I can’t even imagine getting a call like that.”

Her gaze flicked to Candice. Losing a child was every mother’s worst nightmare, even if that child was a troublemaker. She found herself wishing that things had turned out differently.

“All of this is just so crazy,” Candice said. “I mean, I feel kind of bad for the guy, but what he did was still super creepy.”

“It’s definitely a lot to think about,” Moira said. “It’s hardly two in the afternoon, and it’s already been such a long day.”

“Do you want to get going home?” David asked. “I left my laptop charger at the office, so I’ll need to stop back and pick it up before joining you. I can stop at the grocery store on the way home. Didn’t you mention we need milk?”

“Yes, milk and a few other things. I’ll text you a list,” she offered. “Thank you so much.”

She gave her daughter a hug goodbye, and Eli walked them to the door. She loved her family, but it would be nice to have some time at home to think about things in peace. 

The dogs greeted her at the door. They had been alone there since the morning, and were bursting at the seams with energy. She dropped her purse on an end table in the living room, then followed the dogs back outside. A walk along the trail that looped through the woods would do her some good, though she would have to keep a close eye on the dogs to make sure they didn’t get muddy in the creek.

It was a clear, if somewhat chilly afternoon. The fresh, clean air and the peaceful afternoon forest made her feel more relaxed. The woods were a burst of color, with tiny flowers springing up out of the ground and bright new leaves adorning the trees. 

The dogs never seemed to mind the weather unless it was pouring out, but even they seemed unusually happy today. They played chase through the woods, stopping only to drink from the creek. With some urging from her, they took the little footbridge over it instead of swimming across. 

After what seemed like hardly any time at all, the trail had looped around and they were heading back towards the house. She considered taking another loop, but her ears were getting cold and the light jacket she was wearing didn’t have a hood. With any luck, David would be home soon and they could microwave some popcorn and watch some of their shows in front of the television. She could do with some warmth and cuddling just about now.

She paused at the front door to wipe the dogs’ feet off on the mat before letting them go inside. She wiped her own shoes last, then stepped through and pulled the door shut behind her. On her way to the kitchen, she grabbed her phone out of her purse, meaning to plug it into the charger by the coffee maker. She checked it idly, and was surprised to see three text messages and five missed calls from Denise. Concerned, she dialed her friend back right away.

“Oh, thank goodness. Do you know where he is?”

“What?” Moira asked. “Sorry, I didn’t read your messages. What’s going on?”

“Logan is missing. I went upstairs to tell him lunch was ready, and he was gone. He left a note and I don’t think he’s coming back.”

To her shock, the strong, red-haired restaurant owner began to cry. Moira soothed her friend.

“I’ll be right over. Don’t worry, Logan is a smart kid, I’m sure he’s fine. We’ll find him, all right?”

She hung up after hearing her friend mumbled something that sounded like consent. After a quick text message to David to let him know where she had gone, she hurried back out to her SUV. It looked like her quiet afternoon at home was not going to happen.

Moira hopped out of her vehicle and hurried to her friend’s front door. The house was large, and was one of the nicer ones in town. She had only been there a handful of times before, but not much seemed to have changed. Denise’s eyes were still red rimmed when she answered the door.

“Any news from him?” she asked. Denise shook her head.

“Nothing. He won’t answer his phone, and I can’t find any clue to where he might have gone.”

“You said he left a note. What did it say?”

In response, Denise handed her a folded piece of lined paper. Moira opened it and saw barely legible handwriting. It took her a moment to decipher it.

Aunt Denise,

I’m sorry, but I can’t stay here anymore. I did something wrong, and I don’t want it to affect you. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. After Mom died you took me in, and I will always be grateful for that. Don’t worry about me too much, okay?

-L

“That’s it?” Moira asked, looking on the back for more information.

“That’s all.” Her friend sniffed. “How can he think that would be enough to make me not worry about him? Of course I’m going to worry. I know I’m not his mom, but he’s family and he’s my responsibility. What if he never comes back? What if I said something that made him want to leave?”

“Of course you didn’t. It sounds like he’s going through something of his own right now.” She looked at the letter once more, than handed it back to Denise. “I’ll drive around town and give Candice a call to see if she’s heard from him. You should go to the police with this. Since he’s an adult, they won’t be able to do much, but you can give them his description. That way if there’s an… if he’s found, they’ll know to contact you.”

She had almost said if there’s an accident, they’ll know who to contact, but had stopped herself short. She didn’t want her friend to worry about that right now.

“Thank you. I’ll go to them. Please, let me know if you find anything out from your daughter. Logan’s a good kid. Whatever he’s worried about, we’ll work through it.”

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 

Moira called Candice as soon as she got back into her vehicle. She didn’t tell her daughter everything—Logan was technically an adult, after all—but mentioned that Denise didn’t know where he was and was worried about him.

“No, I haven’t heard anything,” Candice said. “I thought he was working today. Have you checked at the candy shop?”

“No. Is it all right if I head over there now to check?”

“Go ahead. Feel free to let yourself in if it’s locked. If he’s not there, can you give me a call so I know to come in?”

“Of course. I’ll let you know either way.”

Moira hung up with a sigh. It looked like she was going to have to drive around Lake Marion in search of Logan. She hoped he was at the candy shop, but she doubted she would find him there. If he was serious about leaving, he would already be far away. She couldn’t let her friend down, however, and felt like she had to at the very least try to search for him.

Candice’s Candies was on Main Street, right in the center of Lake Marion. It was kitty-corner to the office where David hosted his private investigating business, and only a couple of blocks from the lake itself. 

The storefront looked dark as she drove by, but when she pulled around back, Logan’s car was in the parking lot. She smiled. It looked like he hadn’t gone far after all.

She was about to text Denise that she had found him, when she thought better of it. If he had left his car here for some reason, and had gone on without it, she didn’t want her friend to be disappointed. It would be better to see the young man with her own eyes before telling anyone.

She parked next to his car. She had a spare key to Candice’s shop on her keychain, but she didn’t need it; Logan had left the employee entrance unlocked. She pushed the door open and stepped into a dimly lit hallway that smelled of chocolate.

“Logan?” she rapped gently on the kitchen door before poking her head through. There was a clattering sound.

“Holy—Ms. Darling, you scared the… you scared me.”

Relief washed through her at the sight of the young man picking up the metal pan that had fallen. He really was here. Denise would be so relieved.

“I’m sorry. Your aunt is worried about you, and asked me to help her look for you.”

“Oh, she called you? I was hoping I had longer before she found the note.”

“Why?” Moira frowned and stepped into the kitchen. “You’re not really going to leave, are you?”

“I have to,” he said. “I can’t tell you why.”

“What are you doing here?” she asked. Her eyes went from the dish in his hands to a pot of something that was simmering away on the stove. He followed her gaze and jumped forward, grabbing a spoon and beginning to stir like a maniac.

“I hope it isn’t burnt on the bottom,” he muttered.

“Logan, what’s going on?”

“I’m trying to finish up the orders that I told Candice I’d do before I go. It’s not fair to leave her with all of this work. I feel bad enough leaving the candy shop without telling anyone. Well, I guess I’m telling you now.”

“But where are you going?”

“Away.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes. He focused instead on what he was stirring.

“Sorry, Logan, but I’ve got to tell your aunt where you are. It’s not fair to her to leave her wondering. You can at least let her know you’re safe.”

“No, please don’t. I don’t want her to know anything.”

“Why not? She cares about you. If you’re in trouble, she can help you—”

“No, just leave her out of this, okay?”

She was surprised. She hadn’t ever heard Logan snap at anyone before. Still, it didn’t change what she was going to do.

“Unless you can give me a very good reason not to say anything to her, I’m going to call her. Sorry, but she’s my friend, and if our positions were reversed I’d want her to tell me about Candice.”

“No, don’t tell her where I am! Look, I— I killed someone, okay? And I found out that she could get in trouble if the police learn that she was hiding me. I don’t want to cause trouble for anyone else. I’m going to go find my dad and join the military with him and hopefully be far away from here before anyone figures out what I did.”

The candy shop fell silent after he stopped talking. It took Moira second to wrap her head around what he had said. Logan? Killed someone? But who—

Realization hit her like a ton of bricks. “You killed Eric?” At his blank look, she added, “The man I found in the deli?”

He nodded reluctantly. He had stopped stirring whatever was in the pot, and it started to bubble loudly. 

After the silence stretched on, Moira finally asked, “But why?”

“I didn’t mean to,” he said. “I didn’t plan it or anything. I was there because Candice wanted me to leave some chocolates and a card for you for Mother’s Day. She wanted to surprise you when you walked in the door, then when she and Mr. Morris showed up, it would be another surprise. Anyway, I woke up early and drank a bunch of coffee, so by the time I had gotten to the deli, I had to use the toilet. I went straight into the restroom, and when I got done, I heard someone moving around in the other room. I had seen someone walking around by the alley, and thought that person might have followed me in since I left the door unlocked.”

“So, you grabbed one of the kitchen knives?” she asked, some of the pieces beginning to come together.

He nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t plan to hurt anyone with it, but if the person was like on drugs or something I wanted to be able to defend myself. I snuck up to the door between the kitchen and the dining area and pushed it open. I saw a guy, but he wasn’t facing me and I couldn’t see what he was doing. It definitely wasn’t anyone who worked there though. I decided to call the police, so I let the door shut, but he must have heard me because before I had taken more than two steps it opened again and he grabbed my hoodie from behind.”

“Did he have the gun in his hand?” Moira asked.

“Um, I’m not sure. I didn’t really think at all, I just twisted around and tried to hit him, but I used the hand that was holding the knife and ended up stabbing him. He just looked really surprised for a second, then I pushed him away and ran out the door. Something heavy sounding fell to the ground. That must have been his gun. I hadn’t noticed it before.”

“Did you realize that you had killed him?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t stop to look. I was freaking out. I went back home and pretended that I hadn’t gone anywhere. He didn’t get a very good look at my face, and I was wearing gloves, so I didn’t think the police would be able to find out it was me. I thought he might be hurt, but I didn’t know he was dead. I swear. The deli’s phone was right there, I thought he’d call an ambulance if he needed one.”

“Then you told Candice that you had overslept,” Moira said. 

He nodded. “I waited for a couple of hours and then texted her. I expected her to be upset, but she wasn’t. I had put the chocolates and the card I was supposed to leave for you in my hoodie pocket, since it was raining and I didn’t want them to get out. I didn’t have time to take them out before that person came in, which turned out to be lucky since that means I didn’t leave them there. I gave them to her later that day, and she never seemed to think that I was lying. It made me feel bad to think that she trusted me so much.” 

“You texted her right after she found out that someone had died in the deli,” she explained. The words came automatically. Her mind was still reeling. “She thought you might have been the one killed.”

Logan fell silent again. He glanced at her, then at the door. She saw what he was thinking, and tensed slightly in case he decided to run.

“Logan, I think we should go to the police,” she said. “Eric—the man from the deli—he was trespassing. He had a gun. What you did might be considered self-defense, but if you run away from it it’s going to look worse.”

“I don’t want to go to jail,” he said, his voice breaking. He looked more like a panicked teenager than a young adult. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in prison. And I don’t want Aunt Denise to get in trouble, not after she took me in.”

“You shouldn’t trust everything you read on the internet. She would only be considered an accomplice if she knew about what you did and hid you on purpose,” the deli owner said. “Even if you do go to prison, I don’t think it would be for the rest of your life,” she added. “Besides, running away isn’t the right thing to do. Turning yourself in is. Leaving might be easiest, but that doesn’t mean it’s best.”

She thought that appealing to his obvious code of honor might be the key; he obviously cared about not letting other people down, or he wouldn’t have come here to keep his word to Candice before leaving. Her guess was right; she was rewarded when she saw his shoulders sag slightly. He heaved a sigh.

“All right. Can… can you drive me? I don’t think I can do it myself.” 

Blinking quickly so he wouldn’t see the tears that were pricking at her eyes, she nodded. “And on the way to the police station, you should call your aunt. She’s worried sick about you, you know.”

 


EPILOGUE


 

Moira shifted the basket to her hips so she could knock on her friend’s door. Denise looked tired. She had taken Logan’s arrest hard. The lawyer that she had hired was one of the best in the state, but Moira knew that would come at a price, and a very steep price. However, she didn’t think that the money was what was making her friend look so drawn. It was simply that she was worried about her nephew.

“Hi,” the deli owner said. “Sorry, I tried to call first, but your phone went straight to voicemail, which was full.”

“I turned it off. People keep calling, and I got sick of it,” she said. “But you’re fine. Come on in.”

She turned and walked away, leaving the door open. Moira followed, closing it behind her.

“Logan asked me to bring this to you,” she said as she joined her friend in the living room. She held out the basket in her hands. “He gave me the money and asked me to pick out what I thought you’d like. He wrote the card.”

Denise took the basket and set it on an end table before opening the card. “It’s a Mother’s Day card.” She read it in silence, then wiped at her eyes. “He says that I’m like a second mother to him, and he loves me.”

“See? He’s a good kid.”

“I just… I can’t get over the thought that he killed someone. When this is all over, how do I look at him the same way again?”

“Honestly?” Moira said. “I don’t know. Maybe it won’t be the same. But the two of you are family, and you’ll work things out.”

“I do believe him,” Denise said firmly. “About it being an accident. It’s just hard to think about.”

“David thinks that the judge will consider it self-defense,” Moira said. “It turns out that Mikey wasn’t exactly right about Eric being harmless. He’d been arrested multiple times and several people have taken out restraining orders against him. Once he even tried to kidnap a lady, and spent a couple of years in prison and then on probation. It’s entirely possible that I owe Logan my life. If he hadn’t been there, I would have walked right into Eric at work that morning.”

“Gosh, that’s horrible to think about. Thank you again for finding him. Whatever happens, it will be good to know that he’s safe.”

“I know what it’s like to be worried about your child,” Moira said simply. “Besides, you’re my friend. How could I not help?”

She said her goodbyes to Denise, then left her friend to finish opening the gifts on her own. She knew that Logan and Denise both had a long path ahead of them, but she was glad for both of them that they were able to remain a family through all of this.

Poor Logan, she thought. Even if it’s determined that he was acting in self-defense, he’ll never be the same. She felt a surge of anger towards the unlicensed private investigator. If Mikey had gone to the police sooner, he might have prevented all of this. David, she knew, was particularly disgusted with him. He would never put someone in danger just to keep a job going longer. It seemed that there were dishonest people in every profession. At least she knew that the people she cared about were good and honest.

Her phone buzzed and she smiled. It was Candice, inviting her and David over for dinner. Reggie, Eli’s grandfather, would be there, and they had the grill set up. She replied in the affirmative right away. What better way to spend the evening, than with the people she loved the most?
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