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CHAPTER ONE

 
Moira Darling looked out the large glass windows at the front of the deli toward the cold, gray drizzle outside. Spring had come early to the town of Maple Creek, and so far, it had been wet and miserable.
 
Darling’s DELIcious Delights was more somber than usual, with the handful of eat-in customers sitting huddled under their damp clothing while they ate their lunches. Moira kept telling herself that warm, sunny days weren’t far off, but it was beginning to be difficult to imagine anything besides mud and rain.
 
Behind her, a door opened, and she turned to see one of her employees coming through from the kitchen. Allison was flushed and made a beeline for Moira.
“Do you mind if I take a break from working in the kitchen?” she asked. “It’s so hot back there. It feels wonderful out here.”
 
“Of course,” Moira said. “I’ll finish up the rest of my shift in the kitchen. Jenny should arrive soon; when she does, tell her to come on back once she clocks in. The two of you can figure out who works where once I leave.”
 
“Okay. I just needed a little break and some air. I should be good to go back in soon.”
 
Moira slipped into the kitchen and could tell immediately why Allison had wanted a break from cooking. It was like stepping into a sauna. The building only had one thermostat, and it was in the dining area. With the constant opening and closing of the door, the dining area stayed relatively cool, but the kitchen heated up quickly between the central heat and the gas burners.
 
She checked the most recent order and began pulling deli meat out of the fridge. She could have made a club sandwich in her sleep, so her mind began to wander as she worked.
 
It’s hard to believe that it’s almost St. Patrick’s Day, she thought. Just a few days after that, it will officially be spring. I’m glad we won’t be seeing any more snow, but I hope the rain clears up soon. Between the snowmelt and the ceaseless drizzle, many of the lower areas in Maple Creek were flooded. A dry spell would do the town a world of good.
 
Spring meant more than just a change in weather; with spring would come a flurry of new business for the deli. Things were always relatively slow at Darling’s DELIcious Delights during the winter, but spring and summer more than made up for it with the influx of tourists and increased pedestrian traffic. She had been playing around with the idea of hiring an additional employee for the coming year but had yet to make the leap. She made a mental note to talk to Darrin, the deli’s manager, about it. He was experienced enough that he would be able to write the ad, and she wanted him to sit in for the next round of interviews as well. It was good to have someone that she could delegate these things to. While she loved being involved with the deli, she didn’t want to have to micromanage every aspect of running the business for the rest of her life.
 
Moira had gotten to deli at six that morning, and was ready for her shift to be over, so she perked up when the door to the kitchen opened, expecting to see Jenny walk through. She was surprised to see Allison instead.
 
“My Aunt Thelma is here. She says she wants to see you. Is now a good time?”
 
“Sure. Switch with me again, why don’t you? I’ll go and say hi.”
She washed her hands and took off her apron before going out to see Thelma. Jenny would be arriving any minute now, and she wanted to leave as soon as the young woman got there. She still had to pick up the dogs from the daycare next door before she could go home and get off her feet for the first time in hours. 
 
“Hi, Moira!” Thelma exclaimed when she saw the deli owner. “I’m sorry to bother you. I know you’re working, but I’ve got something to ask you. First, let me introduce my friend Miriam. We’ve been friends for decades, and I think the two of you will like each other.”
 
Miriam was about Thelma’s age – maybe ten years older than Moira – with graying brown hair and an easy smile. “I’ve heard so much about you,” she said. “It sounds like your family has helped Thelma out quite a bit.”
 
“We were happy to. It’s nice to meet you,” she said. Over their shoulders, she could see Jenny getting out of her car in the parking lot. “I don’t want to rush you, but I was just about to head home. I’ve been up since just after five, and I got here at six, so I’m beat. What can I help you with?”
 
“Well, I know that catering is part of what you do here at the deli. St. Patrick’s Day is my birthday, as Allison may have told you, and it’s also Miriam’s thirtieth anniversary with her husband. We were thinking about doing a joint party together at the farmhouse, and I wanted to know if you would be willing to cater for us? I know it’s kind of short notice. I’m not really sure how these things are supposed to go.”
 
“I think we can figure something out,” Moira said. “We don’t have anything planned for that weekend, I know that much. Let’s meet later and go over the menu. Congratulations on your anniversary, Miriam. Thirty years is quite a milestone.”
“Thank you,” Miriam said. “We’ve had our problems, but we’re working on them. It hasn’t been easy getting there, but it’s been worth it. Are you married?”
 
“I am, but we’re still a very long way from our thirty-year mark,” the deli owner replied with a smile. She had a dinner date with her husband, David Morris, that evening. Eating at the Redwood Grill once a week was a tradition that stretched back to the beginning of their relationship. She wondered if they would still be doing it in thirty years’ time.
 
“Thank you so much for agreeing to help out, Moira,” Thelma said. “Do you have a pamphlet or something that has prices on it? I want to know how much I should be budgeting for this.”
 
“We will work something out,” Moira said. “Since you’re a friend – and almost family – I’ll only charge you for the food.”
 
That meant that she would be paying for her employees’ time out of pocket, but it wouldn’t be too bad. She didn’t want to hit Thelma with a big bill that she had only a week to prepare for. Catering could get expensive very quickly.
 
“Oh, no. I want to pay you for your troubles. It wouldn’t be fair…”
 
“I’m serious, Thelma. I’m happy to help. I wasn’t going to do anything on St. Patrick’s Day anyway, so it won’t conflict with my schedule at all. Anyway, we can talk later. I’ll give you a call, and we can figure out what sort of food you want. It looks like my backup is here, so I’m free to go. Thanks for stopping in. It’s always nice to see you.”
 
She poked her head into the kitchen to say a quick goodbye to Allison, and after making sure that Jenny was clocked in and Thelma and Miriam were getting their family and friends discount for the lunch they were ordering, she grabbed a box of mini quiches that was left over from breakfast and left.
 
Hunching her shoulders against the drizzle, she walked across the grass divider to the building next door. Perfect Paws was the newest business in Maple Creek. It was a doggie daycare that also offered grooming and sold some basic pet supplies. Unfortunately, their planned grand opening had been delayed after an issue with one of the employees. The doggy daycare had officially opened only a week ago, but it was already doing well.
 
The proprietor, Wyatt, had offered to let her board her two dogs there while she worked, for a discounted price. In exchange, she often brought leftover food for him and his employees to snack on. Today, she left the box of mini quiches with Penny. The young woman was perpetually cheerful and always seemed to have more energy than she knew what to do with.
 
“Oh, they look wonderful,” she said, peeking into the box. “This is perfect. I didn’t pack much of a lunch today, so these will hit the spot. I’ll go get your dogs. They were great today. They always are, though. I think they really like coming here.”
 
“I like bringing them,” Moira said. “This way, they’re tired out by the time I get home. It’s much nicer to get back to the house after a long day with two tired dogs, than to be dead on my feet and have both of them ready and raring to go on a long walk.”
 
“I’ll bet.” Penny grinned at her. “I’ll be right back.”
 
A moment later, she returned to the front room with Keeva and Maverick on their leashes. Keeva was a large, gray Irish wolfhound with a sweet temperament who loved every person and dog that she met. Maverick, the German shepherd, was loyal, but tended to be a bit more reserved with strangers. He always seemed to sense when someone was acting suspiciously. Both dogs were thrilled to see their owner and almost knocked her over with their enthusiasm.
 
“Did you have fun playing, you two?” she said. “I bet you’ll want to take a nice nap when we get home. I know I do.”
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWO

 
“This was wonderful,” Moira said to her husband later that evening. The two of them were sitting across from each other at a small table in Maple Creek’s nicest restaurant. The Redwood Grill was owned by one of her best friends, Denise Donovan, who had visited with them when they first got there.
 
“Yes, it was,” David said. “Even better than usual, I think.”
 
Their waiter appeared at their table as if sensing that they had finished eating. “Can I get you a box to go?” he asked Moira, who still had some uneaten pasta on her plate.
 
“Yes, thank you,” she said. “And give our compliments to the chef.”
 
The waiter was back a minute later, with the chef in tow. Moira smiled to see Hector, who had been at the Grill almost since it had opened but had left the year before to pursue a better job offer. He looked older than the last time she had seen him, with more of his hair greying.
 
“Zach here tells me that a couple said they really appreciated my cooking tonight,” he said. “When I heard it was you two, I thought I’d come out and say hi.”
 
“It’s nice to see you,” Moira said. “What are you doing back?”
 
“My sister lives in town, and she’s going through a rough pregnancy alone so I decided to move back for the year. It’s been nice to see so many familiar faces.”
“It’s wonderful that you’re working here again. How long have you been back?”
 
“A few months. I usually work during lunch, but Julian asked me to cover for him tonight. He’s out doing something for Ms. Donovan,” Hector said. “Don’t tell him, since I made a big show of complaining about it, but I’m glad I got to come in tonight. It’s been one of those days where everything goes just perfectly. I don’t think I’d change a single thing about any dish I made tonight.”
 
“Well, I know ours was certainly perfect. Thanks for coming out to say hi, Hector. It’s always nice to put a face to the person cooking our meals.”
 
When they got home, Moira put her food away in the fridge. It was late, so she was surprised when she saw her husband digging in the closet for a warmer coat.
 
“Are you going out again?” she asked.
 
“I have to,” he said apologetically. “Lenny needs some help with something at the office, and it really can’t wait until tomorrow.”
 
“I thought you’d be working less now,” she said. “Wasn’t that the whole purpose of hiring him in the first place?”
 
“It’s going to take some time,” he said. “Part of it is my fault – you know that I’ve never been the most organized person in the world, and it’s hard for him to find what he needs in the chaos of my office sometimes. As he works on setting up his own system for the cases he takes, things will go a lot more smoothly. I won’t be gone for too long, okay? It should be an hour, an hour and a half tops.”
 
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll wait up for you. Call me if you’re going to be later, though.”
 
“I will,” he promised, giving her a quick kiss before heading out the door.
Moira let the dogs outside, then spent a few minutes puttering around the kitchen, wiping down the counters and sweeping the floor. She hated to admit it, but she was feeling a bit abandoned. David ran two businesses, and more often than not he was dealing with something urgent for one of them. She missed having him home with her all of the time.
 
Deciding that it was time to quit feeling bad for herself, she let the dogs in, grabbed her cell phone, and sat down at the kitchen table with a mug of hot tea. She dialed one of the few numbers that she knew by heart, and a few moments later, her daughter answered.
 
“Hey, Mom,” Candice said. “What’s up? It’s pretty late for you, isn’t it?”
 
“I’ll be going to bed soon,” Moira said. “I just wanted to see how you’re doing. It’s been a while since we’ve really talked, you know? I miss seeing you all the time.”
“I know, I miss you too. How are the dogs? How’s David?”
 
“We’re all doing wonderfully,” Moira said. “David’s been busy helping his new business partner settle in at the office. The dogs are enjoying their visits to the daycare. I’m so glad that place opened up. It’s much better for them to be spending time there every day instead of being home alone.”
 
“I’m sure they love it,” her daughter said. “I’m thinking I might come up next weekend with Eli. I need to meet with a couple of people about the candy shop anyway.”
 
“Oh?” Moira said. “Are you planning on beginning construction on it soon?”
 
“They need me to let them in, so they can give me a price quote,” her daughter said. “It will be another month or two before they’re ready to start actually doing anything. I hope to have it fixed by the end of summer. It would be nice to be able to reopen Candice’s Candies by next spring.”
 
Moira smiled. She couldn’t wait until her daughter moved back to Maple Creek. Candice was the brightest point in her life. Her daughter had been her whole world for so long, and now even though they had their own, separate lives, she remained the most important thing in Moira’s world.
 
“I hope everything goes smoothly,” she said. “I’ll let you get going now. I just wanted to hear your voice.”
 
“Okay. I’ll let you know when I know for sure when we’re going to visit. I love you, Mom. Tell the dogs and David that I say hi.”
 
Moira said her goodbyes and hung up. She felt better after speaking with her daughter. It was a reminder that life would get back to normal eventually. David would quit working so much, Candice would come home, and everything would be nearly the same as it had been last year.
 
She grabbed a book from the counter and made her way into the living room where she laid on the couch and pulled a blanket up over her legs. Nestling her head into the pillow, she flipped the book to the first page and began to read. 
 
Her escape from reality didn’t last long. Someone knocked on the front door, sending the two dogs into a barking fit as they raced toward the hallway. Moira set her book down and got up, frowning. Who would visit her this late? David wouldn’t knock; he would just come in. She didn’t know anyone else who would stop by without calling her first. On her way to the door, she checked her cell phone just in case she had missed a call or a text from someone, but she had no notifications.
 
It took her a couple of moments to get the dogs back from the door and have them settle down enough that she could open it without them rushing out. She gave them a stern look and told them to behave themselves, then unlocked the door and pulled it open.
 
“Denise?” she said, hardly believing her eyes. Her friend was standing on the porch, her entire front covered in blood. Her face was pale, and her eyes seemed unfocused.
 
“Moira?” Her friend blinked a couple of times. “I need help.”
 
 



CHAPTER THREE

 
Moira stepped back, pulling the door open so Denise could come inside. She had more questions than she knew what to do with, but the other woman’s appearance had shocked her into silence. She raked her gaze down Denise’s body, looking for an injury that could explain all the blood.
 
“I’m sorry,” Denise said. “I didn’t know where else to go. I don’t even remember driving here. I don’t know what happened.”
 
“Are you hurt?” Moira managed.
 
“No,” Denise said. “Well, yes, actually. I think I hit my head on something. I have a sore spot on the back of my skull. I woke up on the floor a little bit ago, covered in blood.” Her friend looked down at her hands, breathing raggedly.
 
“I think I should call an ambulance,” Moira said. “Do you know who did this to you?”
 
“No,” Denise said.
 
“Where were you?”
 
“The restaurant. I was there late, cleaning up.”
 
“What happened?”
 
“I don’t know!” Denise buried her face in her hands. “Everything is so fuzzy. I woke up. I panicked. I came here. I need help, Moira, not an inquisition.”
 
“It’s okay,” Moira said, even though it obviously wasn’t. “Just breathe. What’s the last thing you remember?”
 
“I was… I was closing the restaurant. A couple of employees were there… Hector, Zach… we were laughing and joking. And – and that’s all, until I woke up.”
 
“You should go sit down in the kitchen. I’ll call the police, and we’ll figure this out, okay?”
 
“Please don’t,” Denise said. “Don’t call them just yet. I – I want to know what happened first.”
 
Moira stared at her friend. “Denise, you’re covered in blood that doesn’t seem to be your own, and you have a head injury. This can’t wait.”
 
“Just don’t call them yet,” her friend said. She wouldn’t meet Moira’s gaze. “Please? We’ve been friends for years. Don’t you owe me this much?”
 
The deli owner was speechless. It was true that she and Denise had been friends for years, and she would have done almost anything for the other woman. But it was crossing a line for Denise to ask this of her.
 
“I don’t know what happened. I barely remember driving here. I just need some answers first. Please, Moira? Will you drive back to the restaurant with me before calling the police?”
 
Moira stared at her friend for a long time before answering. Was there something that Denise wasn’t telling her?
 
“I’ll drive back to the restaurant with you, but I’m not going to lie to the police,” she said. “If they ask me why we didn’t call them right away, I’m going to tell them. Is that fair?”
 
Denise nodded. Already uncomfortable with her decision, Moira grabbed her purse and her keys, then followed her friend outside. She was frightened and, she had to admit, angry. Denise better have a good explanation for this, she thought. 
The Redwood Grill’s parking lot was empty except for one car when they got there. Moira’s heart was pounding as she got out of the SUV. She had no idea what they would find inside. We shouldn’t be here, she thought. She was sorely regretting her decision not to call the police in the first place.
 
“Where were you in the building when you woke up?” she asked her friend.
 
“I was in the dining area,” she said. “Near the middle.”
 
“Do you have your keys?” Moira asked.
 
“I didn’t lock it when I left,” Denise replied.
 
Moira waited, but the other woman didn’t make a move, so she reached for it herself and pushed the door open. It was dark inside; Denise and the others must’ve finished their closing tasks before whatever event occurred.
“Did you see anyone else here when you woke up?” she whispered.
 
“No,” Denise replied. “I was alone.”
 
The mystery of it all wasn’t enough to make her fears go away entirely, but it certainly helped to distract from the fact that she and her friend were walking alone into a dark restaurant where a crime had occurred. Using the flashlight on her phone, she and Denise looked around the dining area, but it was empty. There were a couple of smudges of blood on the tables and walls from where Denise had used them to steady herself on her way out of the building, but nothing else.
 
“Let’s check the kitchen next,” Denise whispered.
 
Once again, Moira led the way. She pushed open the swinging door that led to the restaurant’s large kitchen and knew right away that she had found the scene of the crime. Blood was everywhere, but that wasn’t what caught her eye. In the center of the room was a body.
 
Moira rushed forward, leaving Denise at the door. She knelt by the body and felt her stomach drop when she realized who it was. Hector. She and David had seen him just a couple of hours before. She was no expert, but it looked like he’d been stabbed. Multiple times.
 
“Oh, no,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Denise, what…”
 
She broke off, staring at her friend. Denise was looking at the body, her eyes horrified, but her expression lacking any sort of surprise. Had she known that Hector’s body was here? Why wouldn’t she have said anything?
 
“What’s going on?” Moira asked, rising to her feet. Her friend blinked, then her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth in a gasp of shock. It was a formulated expression of surprise that didn’t seem natural.
 
“I have no idea. I can’t believe it. Hector’s…” She shook her head. “If only I had checked in the kitchen before coming to your house. I was panicking; I wasn’t thinking straight.”
 
“We have to call the police,” Moira said firmly. 
 
“We should check other places first,” Denise said. “What if someone else was hurt?”
 
“There was only one car in the parking lot, and it was probably Hector’s,” the deli owner pointed out. “But if you feel like you have to check, go ahead. I’ll call the police while you look around. Be careful. We don’t know if whoever did this is still here.”
 
Denise nodded and vanished, heading toward the restaurant’s storage room and employee area. Moira pulled her cell phone out of her purse and dialed 911, her hands shaking. She didn’t know what to think. Denise was acting so oddly. In retrospect, the whole evening had been strange – why would Denise come to Moira’s house instead of calling the police right away? Why hadn’t she looked surprised when they found Hector? Whose blood was on her? She supposed a bump on the head could explain the irrational thinking, but something still felt off.
 
She forced her mind away from her thoughts as the emergency dispatcher answered the phone. She gave them her location, and a description of the scene they had found. Her heart was pounding as she told the dispatcher everything that she knew. A man was dead, and her best friend was acting frighteningly strange. She wasn’t sure what to think; all she knew was that she would be glad when the police arrived and took control of the situation. This was too much for her to deal with on her own.
 
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR

 
Moira had been in the Maple Creek Police Department more times than she could count. It had never felt so alien and cold to her as it did now. She was sitting alone in one of the interrogation rooms, with the overhead lights occasionally flickering. There was a warm cup of coffee on the table in front of her, but she had yet to touch it. Her stomach was roiling uncomfortably, and she didn’t know if she could keep anything down.
 
Detective Jefferson – Maple Creek’s lead police detective – had taken Denise into a separate interrogation room as soon as they had gotten there, and she hadn’t seen either of them since. She was concerned for her friend, and hoped that whatever else Denise said, she was telling Detective Jefferson the truth. It was one thing if she had told lies to Moira, but if she lied to the police, she could end up in serious trouble.
 
Jefferson had left her with her purse and her cell phone, but Moira had waited until now to make a call, thinking that someone would be with her soon. She didn’t know if she was supposed to make a phone call while she was waiting in the interrogation room, but she wanted to call her husband. David would be home soon, and he would be concerned to find her gone. His concern would escalate into panic if Denise had left any smudges of blood behind.
 
She pulled out her phone and dialed his number, feeling relieved when he answered. The sound of his voice was a comfort to her. “I’m at the police station,” she said quickly. “I’m okay, but something bad happened at the Redwood Grill. Can you meet me here?”
 
“Of course. Moira, what’s going on?”
 
“Detective Jefferson hasn’t spoken to me yet. I don’t know how much I should say. Hector is dead, I don’t know anything besides that.”
 
“Are you okay?”
 
“I’m fine. Denise came to our house. By the time I got to the restaurant with her, whatever had happened was already long over with.” A knock sounded at the door to the interrogation room. “I have to go,” Moira said.
 
She said a quick goodbye, then hung up her phone and slipped it back into her purse. A moment later, Detective Jefferson walked in.
 
“How are you doing?” he asked. He looked tired. She realized for the first time how late it was – he must have been at home when he got the call, maybe even in bed.
 
“I’m okay,” she said. “How is Denise?”
 
“She’s on her way to the hospital to have her injuries checked out. I don’t think there’s anything too serious, though. Just a couple of scrapes.”
 
“That’s good,” Moira said. “I know head injuries can be pretty serious.”
 
Jefferson gave her an odd look but sat down on the other side of the table without saying anything. “Would you mind walking me through what happened tonight?”
 
She started from the beginning, when Denise had knocked on her door. It didn’t take her long to get to the point where she had called the police, and she realized that less than an hour had passed since her friend had come to her for help. Somehow, it had seemed like much longer.
 
“Did Ms. Donovan mention who was helping her close the restaurant?”
 
“No,” Moira said. “I only know one of the employees who was there – Zach – because he served us this evening.”
 
“Back up. You were at the Redwood Grill tonight?”
 
“Yes. David and I ate there for dinner. We left about thirty minutes before closing time. I was at home for about an hour to an hour and a half before Denise showed up.”
 
“Thank you. Every little thing helps. Did you and David notice anything unusual while you were there?”
 
“No,” Moira said. “Everything seemed perfectly normal. We even talked to Hector before we left. I can’t believe that he’s gone now.”
 
“What did you talk to Hector about?”
 
“Nothing unusual or interesting,” Moira said. 
 
“Like I said, every little bit helps. What do you remember about the conversation?”
 
Moira thought back and related it to him as well as she could remember. “The worst part is, he wasn’t even supposed to be there this evening. Julian was. I feel so bad for him. He was such a great chef, and he was always very friendly to us whenever we spoke to him.”
 
“Julian is the other chef, correct?”
 
“Yes,” Moira said. She hesitated, then added, “He and Denise are dating.”
 
Jefferson nodded and made a note. She couldn’t tell whether or not he was surprised at the information. What had Denise told him? How honest had she been with him? She hated feeling like she couldn’t trust her own friend, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that Denise hadn’t told her everything.
 
“Do you have any contact information for Julian?”
 
“No, I don’t,” she replied. “I’m sorry. I’ve only seen him a few times outside of work. David and I don’t know him very well.”
 
“Thank you,” Jefferson said. “I think that’s all I need for right now. I’m sorry for sticking you back here in this room, but I thought you’d be more comfortable here than you would be waiting out front.”
 
“Thanks,” she said, though in truth she would have preferred sitting in the waiting area. Being in the interrogation room made her feel like a suspect. “I called David and asked him to meet me here. I’ll need him to drive me back to the restaurant to get my car.”
 
“Okay. It’s fine if you stop in the parking lot to get your vehicle, but make sure not to go up to the restaurant. It’s a crime scene, and we still have forensics teams there.”
 
“We won’t,” she said. “Thanks for everything. I had no idea what to do when I saw Hector. I just felt so lost. To see someone I know killed like that…” She shook her head, at a loss for words.
 
“I know. I’m sorry you had to go through that. We may have more questions for you later, but I’ll try to keep things easy on you. Do you want anything else besides coffee before you go? I could get you some water, or some donuts.”
 
“I’m fine, thanks,” she said, standing up and grabbing her purse. “I really just want to go home. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”
 
“We will,” he said, rising with her. He led her back through the station toward the waiting area out front. David was just coming in as she got there, and she rushed over to embrace him.
 
“Here’s where I leave you,” Jefferson said. “Take care, Moira.” He went back through the door, and Moira wondered what he would do next.
 
 
“You have blood on you,” David said. “Are you sure you aren’t hurt?”
 
“It’s not mine,” she said, looking down at the stains on the knees of her pants from when she had knelt next to Hector. “I want to get home and change, though. Will you drive me back to the Grill first, so I can get my car?”
 
“Of course. Jefferson doesn’t need anything else?”
 
“No. I’m free to go.”
 
“Where’s Denise?”
 
“She’s on her way to the hospital to be checked out,” Moira said. “I’ll call her tomorrow to make sure everything’s okay.”
 
She and David made their way outside where he held the door to his car open for her while she got in. She was exhausted and still felt shaky. So much had happened in just the past few hours, and she felt cold all over. All she wanted was to go home and get to sleep. First, however, they had a stop to make.
 
The Redwood Grill’s parking lot was full of police vehicles when they got there. Moira glanced toward the building as she walked toward her SUV. Was Hector’s body still in there? She didn’t know how long it would take the forensics team to take all of the photographs they needed of the crime scene.
 
Tearing her gaze away from the building, she got into her SUV and started it up, trying not to look at the smudges of the blood on the seat where Denise had sat. She had a lot of questions, and the only person who could answer them was in the hospital. Even if Denise had been sitting beside her, she didn’t know where she would have begun. Could she trust her friend? She was almost certain that Denise had been lying about what had happened that evening. The only question was why?
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE

 
Moira was woken the next morning by a ringing that just wouldn’t go away. Blindly, she reached for the alarm clock on her bedside table, but even after hitting the button, the sound didn’t stop. It took another couple of moments for her groggy mind to realize that it was her cell phone. She sat up and reached for it, glimpsing Detective Jefferson’s caller ID on the screen before she hit the green button to answer it.
 
“Hello?” she mumbled.
 
“Ms. Darling. Did I wake you?”
 
“It’s all right.” She glanced at the clock. It was almost 10. “I should have been up anyway. What is it? Is Denise okay?”
“Your friend is fine. This is about something else. Do you know if her nephew is still living with her?”
 
“Logan? Yeah. He’s still staying with her. Why?”
 
“We can’t seem to locate him.” The detective hesitated. “We can’t seem to locate her other chef, Julian, either.”
 
“Julian and Logan are both missing?” she asked, blinking. Suddenly she felt more awake. “Why are you looking for them?”
 
“It’s in relation to the case,” he said. “I can’t say more.”
 
“Well, if Logan isn’t at Denise’s house, then I have no idea where he would be. I think she mentioned that he had gotten a new job. You may want to check there.”
 
“We already did. Call me if you hear from either of them, okay?”
 
Moira agreed. Jefferson said his goodbyes and ended the call. She put her phone down and sat in bed for a moment longer, trying to make sense of everything. Hector was dead, Julian and Logan were missing, and Denise was somehow involved in all of it. She shook her head. She could go over everything from the evening before a thousand more times and still not have any answers. Right now, she was hungry, thirsty, and wanted to see where her husband was.
 
She found David downstairs, cleaning up the kitchen. He had made breakfast; a stack of pancakes was waiting on the counter, and there was a plate of bacon pressed between sheets of paper towel.
 
“Wow. This looks great. Sorry I’m up so late,” she said.
 
“It’s okay,” he replied. “I’m sure you needed the sleep. Yesterday was a tough day.”
 
She couldn’t have agreed more. “Are these all for me?” she asked, gesturing at pancakes.
 
“They sure are. Dig in. I already ate mine. I would have waited for you, but I wasn’t sure when you would wake up.”
 
“Thanks,” she said, grabbing the plate and pulling the syrup out of the fridge. “I love waking up to a home-cooked breakfast. Have the dogs gone out and been fed?”
 
“They’ve been out, fed, and I gave them fresh water.” He smiled and kissed her on the cheek as she prepared her food. “I’ve taken care of everything. Don’t worry. I am capable of keeping the house in good order, you know.”
 
“I know,” she said, giving him a faint smile. “Sorry. I just have a lot my mind. Jefferson called me this morning. That’s what woke me up.”
 
“Oh?” David sat down at the table across from her to listen as she told him about their conversation.
 
“I’m not sure what to think,” she said. “Logan and Julian are both missing, apparently. Why is Detective Jefferson even looking for them?”
 
“Well, Julian was Hector’s co-worker,” he pointed out. “It’s probably natural that he would want to talk to everyone who Hector worked with. And Logan… well, he has a record.”
 
“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean he had anything to do with Hector’s death. Why on earth would Logan want to hurt Hector? The two of them probably barely knew each other. Logan didn’t go to the Grill much as far as I know.”
 
“I don’t know,” David said. “We don’t know what Denise told Jefferson. We don’t know what else they found at the crime scene. I know it’s hard not to speculate, but there really isn’t anything we can do right now. We don’t have enough information.”
 
“Denise!” Moira exclaimed. “I have to call her. I should’ve been up earlier. I wanted to talk to her first thing this morning and make sure she’s okay.”
 
“Finish up breakfast first,” David suggested. “She’s not going anywhere in the next ten minutes.”
 
She knew that her husband was right. She forced herself to eat her pancakes and bacon, and then she cleaned her dishes before grabbing her cell phone and going into the other room to call Denise.
 
The call rang through to voicemail. Frowning, she tried again with the same result. She told herself not to worry yet; Denise was probably very busy. If Logan was missing, she would be out looking for him, or she might be down at the police station answering more questions.
 
Still, she couldn’t help but be concerned as she returned to the kitchen. “She’s not answering,” she told her husband. “I hope she’s okay. Jefferson said that she was fine, but that was last night. What if something happened to her overnight?”
 
“I’m sure she’s just busy,” David said. “Try again in an hour, and if she still doesn’t answer, then you can call Jefferson and see if he knows what’s going on.”
 
She decided to take David’s advice. She reminded herself that Denise had been affected much more by what had happened the night before than she had been. It was Denise’s employee who had been murdered, and she herself had been injured. She had much more pressing concerns than talking to her friends at the moment.
 
She spent the next hour getting ready for the day and spending some much needed one-on-one time with her husband. A little bit after eleven, she decided it was time to try Denise again. When her friend still didn’t answer, she sent a text message, asking her if she was all right and telling her that she was concerned. As the minutes ticked by, concern began to escalate into full-blown fear for her friend’s safety.
 
“I’m going to call Jefferson,” she said. “I just don’t want to worry that something might have happened to her. She was home alone all night, and if she had a complication from her injury, she might need help.”
 
“Go ahead,” David said. “I think that’s reasonable. I’m sure he’ll understand.”
 
She dialed the detective’s number. He answered but sounded distracted. “Moira. What can I do for you?”
 
“I’m worried about Denise,” she said. “I’ve been calling and texting her all morning, but she hasn’t answered. Do you think you could send someone out to her house to check and make sure…”
 
“She’s fine,” Jefferson said. “We have her in custody.”
 
The silence stretched between them for a long time before Moira spoke again. “She’s in custody? Do you mean… you arrested her?”
 
“She’s being held for the time being in one of our holding cells, yes,” he said.
 
“But… you don’t think that she’s the one who killed Hector, do you? I’ve known Denise for years, she’d never do something like that.”
 
“I’m sorry, Moira. I’m not at liberty to discuss this with you. Just know that she’s safe, and we will treat her fairly. Okay?”
 
Moira didn’t have anything else to say. She thanked him for telling her what he could, then said her goodbyes and hung up. Upset, and feeling on the verge of tears, she turned to David.
 
“They arrested her,” she said, her voice full of disbelief. “How could they do that?”
 
“I don’t know the full story,” David said. “I wasn’t there. But from what you told me, well, I’m not surprised. It sounds like her story didn’t line up. You said so yourself. I know you don’t want to think it, but you have to at least entertain the possibility that she might have had something to do with Hector’s death.”
 
“No,” Moira said. “I agree that there’s something going on that she’s not telling us, but I don’t think she would kill Hector. You know she’s not a murderer.”
 
“Do I?” David said. “She was found covered in blood that wasn’t hers. She came to you first, instead of the police. Now, her nephew is missing, as is her other chef. I don’t know what she did or didn’t do, but she’s definitely involved in something bad. Let the police handle this, Moira. I know you want to help her, but there isn’t anything we can do. It’s Detective Jefferson’s job. Let him handle it.”
 
“Maybe she was trying to protect Logan,” she mused. “That would explain her behavior.”
 
“Do you think Logan did this?”
 
“I don’t know. I don’t like to think that he would, but with him missing, it does kind of make me question it.”
 
“It’s very possible that it’s just a coincidence,” her husband said. “I don’t want you to worry yourself sick. Just give it some time. I’m sure we will get answers soon enough.”
 
“I can’t help it,” she replied. “Denise is one of my best friends. And I’m involved in this too, whether I like it or not. She came to me. I saw the body. I wish I knew more. I wish I had learned more about Hector’s life while he was alive. It could be someone from his past, couldn’t it? What if it’s another chef, one who wants his job?”
 
“If you want, I can head down to the office and run a background check on Hector,” her husband said.
 
“Would you?” Moira asked. “That would make me feel a lot better. I know the police have probably already done it, but I just need to feel like we’re doing something.”
 
“I understand,” he said. “I’ll call Karissa and let her know that I won’t be at the brewery until later. Do you want to come to the office with me? It shouldn’t take long.”
 
“All right,” Moira said. “It will be better than sitting around here, anyway. I do have to be at the deli soon, though.”
 
“Are you sure you don’t want to take today off?”
 
“No, I really shouldn’t. Working will make me feel better, and besides, I need to talk to Darrin about a couple of things. We’re going to be hiring a new employee soon, and I want him to do most of the work. It will be good experience for him.”
 
“Okay. We’ll go to the office, then I’ll drive you back here, so you can head to work.”
 
She grabbed her coat and shoes and made sure her phone’s volume was up just in case Detective Jefferson called again. She couldn’t help worrying about Denise. She didn’t want to believe that her friend might be involved in Hector’s murder, but a little voice in the back of her mind wouldn’t stop wondering what was really going on.
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER SIX

 
It was good to get out of the house for a while, even if it was just to David’s office. She had helped out on and off at David’s private investigating business, and always enjoyed being there. The office had a comfortable, homey feel. It had gotten quite a bit more organized ever since Lenny had started working there, but it had lost none of David’s personal touch.
 
“Hi, Moira,” Lenny said, looking up with surprise from his computer to see her and David walking in. “And David. I didn’t know you guys were coming in today. I thought you had that thing at the brewery to do with Karissa.”
 
“Something’s come up,” David said. “I need to use my computer for a second to run a background check on someone. It shouldn’t take too long.”
 
“Anything interesting?” Lenny asked, getting up and coming over to David’s desk, where he could look over their shoulders at the screen.
 
“There was a murder at the Redwood Grill last night,” David told his partner. “We need some more information about the man who was killed.”
 
“Is this something for the police, or your own personal work?”
 
“Consider it personal curiosity,” he said. “The victim was a friend of Moira’s, and she wants to figure out what exactly happened.”
 
“I see. Let me know if I can help out at all.”
 
“I’m not sure if there will be much for us to do other than run the background check, but I will let you know if we need anything.”
 
Moira waited while David typed something into the computer. She knew that the results wouldn’t be instantaneous; the background checks that David ran usually took three days, but sometimes up to a week depending on how thoroughly he was investigating the person.
 
“There we go. I’ll let you know when I get the results. Do you want to do anything else before we head back home?”
 
“No,” she said. “I should get ready for work. It will be good to have something to distract me. Let me know if you do any more investigating into all of this, okay? I don’t want to be left out of the loop.”
 
“I will,” he promised. “See you later, Lenny. I’ll be at the brewery for the rest of the day, but I will stop in here again tomorrow. We can go over some of the new cases together.”
 
“Okay,” Lenny said. “I’ll see you guys later. I hope you get everything figured out, Moira.”
 
“Thanks,” she said. 
 
She had to admit that Lenny had grown on her over the past few weeks. She had been leery of him when she had first met him, but he had quickly settled into the daily workflow at the office and had proven to be a good investigator. She was glad that David had someone else to rely on now. He had been working as a private investigator for a very long time, and she knew that he didn’t want to close the business down completely. At the same time, he was passionate about his new business; running the microbrewery. It had grown quickly. He now sold draft beers to many stores in the nearby small towns, and had signed a couple of larger contracts, though they wouldn’t start shipping large quantities for a few months yet.
 
At home, Moira took a few minutes before heading to work to play fetch with the dogs outside. She was working the evening shift at the deli so she wouldn’t be able to bring the dogs with her since Perfect Paws closed earlier than Darling’s DELIcious Delights did.
 
 
She found Darrin in the kitchen when she got to work. He was busy adding spices to a bubbling pot of black bean soup when she walked in.
 
“Hey, Ms. D.,” he said. “I got the note you left yesterday, saying you wanted to talk to me.”
 
“I do,” she said, mentally switching over from worried friend to capable boss. “As you know, we’re looking forward to a busy spring and summer here at the deli. I’ve been thinking of hiring someone else to help out around the kitchen and with catering in case Jenny and Cameron get overbooked. Normally I would handle hiring myself, but this time I thought you could take the lead.”
 
“You want me to find someone to hire?” He blinked and set the wooden spoon down. “I wouldn’t have the first clue where to start.”
 
“I’ll help you,” she said. “I’m happy to walk you through the process, and even be there for the interviews. I just want to give you a good understanding of how hiring works, and let you make some of the decisions.”
 
Her phone buzzed, signaling an incoming text message. She glanced at it and saw that it was from Thelma. It could wait.
 
“Cool,” he said. “I’m excited to learn about this. It will be neat to add someone else to the team. Have people turned in any applications yet?”
 
“We’ve had a few people turn in applications over the past few months, so I thought we would start with them. I’ll forward them to you in an email, and you can go through and pick out the people you think would be best. Ideally, we will want to find someone with experience working in a restaurant, who also has a lot of good references. Once you have your choices, email them back to me, and I will go over them.”
 
“I’ll get started as soon as you send me the email,” he said. “This should be fun. Thanks, Ms. D. I’m glad to have this opportunity.”
 
“Thank you, Darrin. It’s good to have someone to rely on. I’m hoping over the next year or so, I’ll be able to teach you how to do a lot more around here. And of course, with more responsibilities comes a raise.”
 
He grinned. Moira smiled back at him. She was really feeling better. It was good to have something to focus on besides the horrors from the night before.
 
As Darrin got back to work, Moira remembered the text from Thelma. She wanted Moira to meet her at the farmhouse in a couple of days so that they could all go over the menu together. The deli owner texted back a quick confirmation, then put her phone away and put her apron on. It was time to work.
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 
The morning of her meeting with Thelma, Moira got up early and made breakfast for herself and David before driving out to the farmhouse. The house shared the property with David’s microbrewery. Candice had bought the property the year before for a severely decreased price after a string of bad luck for the previous handful of owners. Shortly after that, Candice and Eli had been forced to move to a city on the other side of the state while Eli went through physical therapy for a major injury he had received when the candy shop had burned down. Candice had rented the farmhouse out to Thelma, Allison’s aunt, while they figured out what they were going to do long term.
 
As she pulled up the long driveway, Moira couldn’t help but wonder how the older woman could bear to live there all by herself. Moira had gotten lonely in her own little stone house before David moved in, and she had neighbors that were within shouting distance. 

The farmhouse was all by itself on over forty acres of farmland – most of which had been rented out to a local dairy farmer. The smell of livestock could get heavy in the summertime, but right now the air was fresh. The sky was still overcast, but it had stopped raining for the first time in days. It felt like spring, even though it wasn’t even St. Patrick’s Day yet.
 
She knocked on the door and Thelma answered immediately. She welcomed Moira into the house warmly.
 
“Thanks for meeting us out here,” Thelma said. “We could have met somewhere in town, but I figured this would be easier.”
 
“It’s no problem,” Moira said. “I always like seeing the farmhouse. You’re taking such good care of it. The new paint has really done wonders for the building.”
 
“It’s a lovely house,” Thelma said. “If I didn’t know that your daughter wanted to move back in here, I would even consider offering to buy it. Don’t worry, though. I’ll begin my search for my own place soon, and I’ll be out of here by the time Candice is ready to move back.”
 
“I know that she couldn’t have been happier to rent this place to you,” Moira said with a smile.
 
“It was the perfect solution for both of us,” Thelma said. “Anyway, we should probably get down to business. I know you’re busy. Miriam’s waiting in the kitchen. Her husband couldn’t make it. We’ve got a few ideas for the menu, but I know this is short notice. Whatever you can come up with will be fine.”
 
“I should be able to cater anything that is on the deli’s usual menu,” she said. “You aren’t planning on having that many people, so it shouldn’t make too big of a dent in our pantry.”
 
“Don’t put yourself out for this. We will enjoy whatever you bring. I do have one request, though.”
 
“Oh? What?”
 
“Well, the party is on St. Patrick’s Day… so, how would you feel about dying some of the food green?”
 
Moira smiled. “That is definitely doable.”
 
She followed Thelma into the kitchen where Miriam greeted her cheerfully. “Thanks so much for coming out here today. I’m excited for this. I’ve never put on a party before, so this should be fun.”
 
“That’s the goal,” Moira said. “Now, let’s talk about the menu. As you know, I mostly make soups and sandwiches, but we also do things like quiches and breakfast cookies for our breakfast hours. Since it’s St. Patrick’s Day themed, and you want festive food, it’s going to be a lot easier to dye quiches, breakfast cookies, and crêpes than it will be to dye sandwiches or soups green. How would you feel about a breakfast food party?”
 
“Did you say you make crepes? I love crepes. I’m all for it,” Miriam said.
 
“We do,” Moira said. “And we can make them with pretty much any toppings you want. The sweet ones are our most popular, but some people prefer the savory ones.”
 
“That sounds like it’ll be perfect,” Miriam said.
 
“And you’ve got to try the quiches, too,” Thelma said. “Moira’s mini quiches are the best. She gets the crust just perfect, every time.”
 
“I can’t take all the credit,” Moira said with a chuckle. “My manager, Darrin, is a big part of it. He usually works mornings, and he’s great at making breakfast foods. Now, where were you thinking of setting up?”
 
“In here?” Miriam asked, looking around the kitchen. “No, it probably won’t be big enough. We could move some of the furniture in the living room and have the food in there. Do you think that would work?”
 
“It should,” Moira said. “If the weather is unexpectedly nice, we could even set up outside. I’ll probably use the kitchen as a base of operations, so I’ll need some space in the fridge, and the stove and oven will have to be clear. I’ll supply serving dishes, but you will have to handle the plates. Do you have folding tables we can set up?”
 
“I can buy some,” Thelma said. “I’ve been meaning to get some anyway.”
 
“Don’t bother, I have some at home,” Miriam said. “Alan and I will drive the van. They should fit in there all right.”
 
“Do you live nearby?” Moira asked.
 
“I’m about half an hour away from here,” Miriam said. “My house is small, though, and it wouldn’t work well for a gathering like this, which is why we’re having it here. Plus, the farm is just beautiful.”
 
“That it is,” Thelma said.
 
“Okay,” Moira said. “This was easy. I’ll email you a suggested menu, and you guys can point out any changes you want to make, okay? I’ll get that to you this evening.”
 
“It should be perfect,” Thelma said. “Do you want to stay for a little while? You’re welcome to have breakfast with us. Miriam drove all the way here this morning for the meeting, so we planned a whole day to go shopping and see the sights here in Maple Creek.”
 
“No, sorry,” Moira said. “I’ve got to get back to the deli. We’re interviewing for a new employee today, and we’ve got three people lined up. Darrin, my manager, is going to be doing most of the work, but I would still like to sit in on the interviews.” 
“Oh, you’re hiring someone new? That’s exciting. Who do you have in mind?”
 
“You know, I actually haven’t looked at the final three people. I had my employee pick the best of the applicants, then I narrowed down the list and told him to call his favorites.” She chuckled. “I should probably know their names before I walk into an interview with them.”
 
She pulled up the email that Darrin had sent her the night before on her phone and checked the applicant’s files again. She hadn’t paid much attention to their names the first time around; she had been more focused on their work experience and why they said they wanted the job. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw one name in particular. Zach Evans. The waiter who had served her and David the night of Hector’s murder had been named Zach. Was it the same person? She checked his work experience. The Redwood Grill was listed as his most recent employer. There was no doubt about it; it was him.
 
“Is everything okay?” Miriam asked, sounding concerned.
 
“Sorry. Yes, everything’s fine. I’ve got to get going, though. I hope the two of you have a nice day. I’ll email you tonight about the menu.”
 
She left in a hurry, not sure what this coincidence meant, but knowing that she didn’t want to miss Zach’s interview – and it was the first one that Darrin had scheduled for the day.
 
 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 
Moira rushed from Thelma’s house to the deli. She should have been paying more attention to who the interviewees were. She had no idea why Zach was applying to the deli. Had he quit his job at the Grill? She had checked the date on the application, and he had turned it in just the week before. She desperately wanted to call Denise but knew that she couldn’t. Her friend was still being held at the Maple Creek Police Department, and she doubted Detective Jefferson would take a message.
 
“Where’s Darrin?” Moira asked Allison as she walked through the deli’s front doors a few minutes later.
 
“He’s in the back with the with one of the people you’re interviewing for the job,” Allison said.
So, Zach was early. Normally she would have taken that as a good sign in a prospective employee, but right now she was more concerned with figuring out why the young man was there at all. She hurried into the back to find Zach and Darrin sitting across from each other at the small table that the employees used to store their items and eat lunch on. They both looked up when she burst through the door, wearing mirrored expressions of surprise.
 
“Is everything okay, Ms. D.?” Darrin asked.
 
“I’m fine,” she said, realizing how insane she must look. “I was just worried about being late.”
 
“You’re not,” Darrin said. “Zach was a bit early, so I decided to bring him back and start asking some of the questions you gave me. I hope that’s okay.”
 
“Well, I did tell you to take initiative,” Moira said, forcing herself to smile at him. “Of course that’s fine, Darrin. I’ll just sit down and join you two. Carry on.”
 
Darrin cleared his throat and refocused his attention on Zach. “Well, it looks like you have plenty of experience. Between the Redwood Grill, and the diner you worked at before that, you have certainly spent a lot of time in the food service industry. What made you want to work with food in the first place?”
 
“I’ve always loved cooking,” Zach said. “It’s hard to get a position in the kitchen unless you have a lot of experience or have been to a cooking school, and I can’t afford a good school, so I decided to do it the hard way. I was actually just about to move up to sous chef at the Grill before I left.”
 
“Why did you decide to leave your position there?” Moira said. “Not to be too blunt about it, but I know Denise pays better than I do. The restaurant is busier, and it would look a lot better on your resume if you worked as a sous chef there than taking a general job here will.”
 
“Honestly, I just didn’t get along with a couple of the other people at the Grill. One of the chefs was very touchy about the kitchen and would get upset if the smallest thing went wrong, and I didn’t like working in such an intense environment. I know that’s the way that a lot of professional kitchens are, and it’s something I’ll have to get used to if I want to work in one someday, but I was always stressed about going into work and it was beginning to take its toll.”
 
“Who were you having issues with?”
 
“Hector, the chef who had been there the longest. He was very particular about his food and… well, I don’t really want to speak badly about him. Not after what happened to him.” 
 
Moira nodded. She didn’t blame the young man. She had never liked speaking poorly of the dead herself. Somehow it just didn’t feel right to bring up petty grievances when the other person was gone.
 
“I recognize you,” he said after a moment. “I served you a couple of nights ago, didn’t I? It must’ve been my last night there.”
 
“Yes, you did,” Moira said. “That’s one of the reasons I was so interested in being here for your interview. I was surprised to see your application.”
 
She listened for the rest of the interview but didn’t add anything else herself. She was too busy thinking. Zach had admitted to having a problem with Hector. His last day there had been the day of Hector’s murder. Was it just a coincidence, or did this mean that Zach had something to do with his death? Did Denise know about it? Too much just didn’t add up. All she knew for certain was that her friend was in trouble, and she needed someone on the outside to help prove her innocence… if, of course, she really was innocent.
 
Moira didn’t think that Denise had killed Hector, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t involved in the murder in some way. Her friend wasn’t a killer. She was, however, fiercely loyal to those who she cared about. If something had happened between Julian and Hector, or Logan and Hector, or maybe even Zach and Hector, then she might try to cover for one of them. Without being able to ask Denise about any of it, she had no way to get answers.
 
After Zach left, they had another hour until the next interviewee was supposed to arrive. Moira went out to the front to talk to Allison while Darrin started working in the kitchen.
 
“I saw your aunt today,” she said as she bent down to rearrange the bottles of soda in the refrigerator. “She’s doing well. She and her friend are excited for this little party they have planned.”
 
“It sounds like it will be fun. Aunt Thelma invited me, but I don’t know any of the people that will be there, so I declined. Unless, of course, you need me to help cater.”
 
“I think Darrin and I can handle it. There won’t be too many people, so it shouldn’t be too hard. Plus, we are doing the breakfast menu, and nothing will take very long to prepare.”
 
“People are going to love the crepes,” Allison said. “And the quiches. Those are Darrin’s specialty.”
 
“That’s what I told them,” Moira said. “I’m hoping for a nice, easy day.”
 
Her phone rang, and she pulled it out to silence the call, embarrassed. She asked her employees to keep their phones on vibrate while they were at work, but she was terrible at remembering to do it herself. 
 
When she saw the police station’s number, she excused herself and stepped outside to take the call. It might be a bad example for her employees, but some things just couldn’t wait.
 
“Hello?” she said, shielding the phone from the breeze outside.
 
“Moira?” It was Denise’s voice. “I’m so glad you answered.”
 
“I’m so happy to hear from you,” Moira said. She’d been expecting to hear Jefferson on the other line. Her friend’s voice was a welcomed surprise. “Are they releasing you?”
 
“No,” Denise said. “Not yet, anyway. Jefferson is letting me make this call because I needed to make arrangements for my house. I have a couple of plants that need watering, and the mail needs to be brought in. I was wondering, would you be willing to do that for me? I don’t know how long I’ll be here, and I don’t want the house to be sitting empty the whole time. If you can, whenever you stop to get the mail, could you also switch some lights off, and switch other ones on, so it looks like someone is still living there?”
 
“Of course,” Moira said. Her concern deepened. It sounded like Denise was making plans to be away for a long time. “Is there anything else you need?”
 
“No,” Denise said. She hesitated, then said, “Actually, there is something… have you heard from either Julian or Logan recently?”
 
“No, I haven’t,” Moira said. “The police are looking for them both.”
 
“I know,” Denise said. “It’s so scary.”
 
She didn’t sound scared, Moira thought. She sounded almost… relieved. Moira was bursting with questions, about Logan and Julian as well as Zach, but now wasn’t the time to ask them.
 
“You’ll need the code for the locks. Do you have something to note it down on?” She waited while Moira went back into the deli to grab a pen and a piece of paper, then recited two codes. “I have to go now. Detective Jefferson is waiting to take me back to my cell.”
 
“Okay. I hope you’re all right, Denise. If there’s anything else you need, please tell me. I want to help you.”
 
“I know,” the other woman said. “Thank you. You have no idea what it means to me to have your support.”
 
The line went dead. Moira slipped her phone into her pocket, feeling unsettled. Why had her friend sounded relieved to learn that her nephew was still missing? Was Denise expecting her to read between the lines and figure something out? It was frustrating, especially since there was no one that the deli owner could turn to. With luck, Hector’s background check would be back soon, and it might reveal something that she and David could use to locate the real killer. For now, she would simply do what her friend had asked her to do; she would bring in the mail, water the plants, and make sure the house was ready for whenever Denise was free to return to it.
 
 



CHAPTER NINE

 
It was dark by the time Moira got out of work that evening. She had arrived early for the interviews, and she had been scheduled to work for the afternoon shift, so she ended up staying the entire day. She had been forced to send a text to David in the middle of the day to ask him to run home and let the dogs out. She felt bad about leaving them alone for so long, but they had an unusually busy day and they didn’t always have interviews first thing in the morning.
 
By the time she got home, she was exhausted, and knew that she wouldn’t make it to Denise’s that night. David was intrigued to hear about the call but was even more interested in the fact that Zach was applying to work at the deli.
 
“Did Denise know about this?” he asked. “Did he resign before or after Hector’s death?”
 
“I don’t know,” Moira said. “I didn’t get a chance to ask her.” 
 
“I think you should mention it to Detective Jefferson,” he said. “He might be a person of interest in their case, since he was another one of Hector’s co-workers.”
 
“You’re right. I don’t know why I didn’t think of calling him. I’ll do it tomorrow. It’s too late now, and I don’t want to disturb his evening again for something that isn’t an emergency.”
 
“Do you mind if I come with you to Denise’s house when you stop by to get the mail in the morning? With everything that’s been going on, I wouldn’t feel right letting you go on your own.”
 
“Of course not,” she said. “Even if it wasn’t for the murder, I would be happy to have your company. I married you for a reason, you know.”
 
He grinned. “It’s good to know that you married me so you could have a dedicated bodyguard whenever trouble comes sniffing for you.”
 
“Don’t be silly. I’m talking about companionship.”
 
“I know,” he said. “I’m just joking.”
 
“How was your day? I feel like we’ve been focusing so much on what’s going on in my life that I’ve been neglecting to ask about yours.”
 
“It was pretty good,” he said. “Karissa and I are going to be expanding the brewery soon. We will be adding another wing to the building, and we’ll be buying some better equipment. At least my midlife crisis is productive,” he laughed.
 
“Is that what you think the brewery is?” she asked. “A midlife crisis?”
 
“Well, it fits the bill, doesn’t it? Some people buy a fancy sports car. I bought a microbrewery.”
 
“As long as you’re happy, I suppose it doesn’t really matter,” she said. “Did you get the results from Hector’s background check yet?”
 
“No,” he said. “It should be in soon, though. Lenny is watching the email account on the office computer, and he’ll tell me when it’s back.”
 
“Good,” she said. “I’m glad you found him. He seems like a great match for you and your business.”
 
“He’s a good guy. He’s easy to get along with. And it’s very nice to be able to delegate most of the work, while still getting some income from the office. I should have done it a long time ago.”
 
Moira didn’t bother setting her alarm for the next morning. Getting the mail at Denise’s house wasn’t urgent, and she needed the extra sleep after the past few days.
 
It was just past nine by the time they got out of the house and were on their way to Denise’s. Denise owned a large home only ten minutes away from where Moira lived. It had a long driveway that hid the house from the road, and a beautifully maintained lawn.
 
She and David paused at the bottom of the driveway to get the stack of mail out of the mailbox, then David drove the rest of the way up the drive and parked in front of the house. Moira led the way onto the front porch and put in the key code that her friend had given her. The lock beeped, and she heard something click. She tried the handle; the door opened. She walked over to the chirping security system inside and entered another code, and the beeping stopped.
“I think that’s it,” she said.
 
“If it alerts the police department, Detective Jefferson will be in for a surprise when he gets here to find you breaking into Denise’s house.”
 
“I think more annoyed than surprised,” she said with a chuckle. “And besides, I’m not breaking in. I have permission to be here. I think he was standing with her when she made the call, anyway.”
 
“This is a nice place,” David said as they went in, looking around. “I’m guessing the mess is from the police.”
 
“Her house is amazing. And yes, this mess is far from normal. The police must have searched her house pretty thoroughly. Do you think I should clean up?”
 
“That’s up to you. You know her better than I do.”
 
Moira hesitated, then decided to do to some basic tidying. Denise was a private person, and probably wouldn’t want someone going through her personal papers, but she wouldn’t want her items spread out all over the floor either. She would stack the loose papers and place them on the nearest surface, pick up anything that might be breakable, and clean the dirt from one of the potted plants that had fallen. She would leave the rest up to Denise when she got back.
 
“Do you think you could water the plants while I do this?” she asked.
 
“Sure. I’ll put the mail on the kitchen counter for her.”
 
It made Moira sad to see the mess that had been made of the house. Denise was a tidy, organized person. She told herself the police had just been doing their jobs, but it was hard not to imagine how violated and stung her friend would feel when she returned from jail to find the mess.
After tidying up the living room and kitchen, she went back through the first floor to see if there was anything she might have missed. Her eyes landed on the door to Logan’s bedroom. She hesitated before pushing it open. 
 
It was just as much a mess as the rest of the house, but she decided not to try to tidy his room. She didn’t know him as well as she knew Denise, and she thought it was something that he might prefer to do himself.
 
 Even though she knew she had no reason to be in there, her curiosity got the better of her, and she walked through the room slowly, looking around. Her relationship with Logan had been strained at best since he had gotten out of prison. She had liked the young man that she knew from before, but he seemed different now; quieter, more withdrawn, and more defensive. Was it all in her head, or had he really changed?
 
She picked up one of his old school books and flipped through it, finding it hard to believe that he had been in high school only a couple of short years ago. Something fluttered out from between the pages and fell on the floor. She bent down to pick it up. It was a photo of him, Denise, and a woman who she thought must be his mother. She felt her heart clench. It had barely been a year since his mother had passed away. Denise had lost a sister, but he had lost a parent.
 
She studied the photo. The three of them were standing in front of a snow-covered cabin. Judging from Logan’s age, it must have been taken shortly before his mother died. No wonder he had carried it around with him. It must have been one of their last photos together.
 
She was about to put it back in the book when something made her hesitate. Logan was missing, and this might be a clue to his whereabouts. If the cabin meant something to him, then he very well might have fled there if he was in some sort of trouble. She squinted at the photo, and saw a carved wooden sign hanging by the door. It had numbers, and a word that she couldn’t quite read, but it looked like an address.
 
She carried the photo into the kitchen. She needed a magnifying glass but didn’t know if Denise had anything of the sort. David might, however. It was worth a try, at least.
 
A few minutes later, she and David were seated at Denise’s kitchen table. David had a collapsible multi-tool, and one of the tools on it was a small magnifying glass. He handed it over to Moira. “You really think that he might be there?”
 
“It’s a possibility,” she said. She held the magnifying glass over the picture and squinted at it. The numbers and words were barely legible now; 5555 Pinecone Drive. It was definitely an address, but without a zip code or town, it might be nearly impossible to find. Of course, she did have a private investigator with her.
 
“Do you think we could find this place?” she asked. “How many Pinecone Drives can there be?”
 
David pulled out his phone and began searching. After a few minutes, he said, “I have something.”
 
 
Moira moved closer to him to look at his phone’s screen. The phone’s GPS system was directing them to an address about forty minutes north of them.
 
“If you look at it in the satellite view, you can make out the cabin. It looks like it’s the same one, doesn’t it?”
 
Moira agreed that it did. “Let’s go,” she said.
 
“Now?”
 
“We should have just enough time to make it there and back again before I have to be at work,” she said.
 
“Don’t you think this is something we should bring to the police?”
 
“I feel like I owe it to Denise to find out the truth before I do anything else,” Moira said. “Imagine if this were Candice. I wouldn’t want her turning my daughter over to the police if she was innocent. We don’t know what, if anything, Logan had to do with any of this. I want to ask him myself before I make the decision to turn him over. It feels like the right thing to do.”
 
She could tell that her husband was reluctant, but he agreed to go with her. As they got into his car, Moira told herself that they probably wouldn’t find anything in the cabin. It would be empty and abandoned or someone else would be renting and staying there now. Still, she had to check. If their positions were reversed, she would want Denise to go the extra mile for Candice, so how could she not do the same for Logan?
 
 



CHAPTER TEN

 
They made good time on their way up to the cabin since the twisting northern Michigan roads were no longer coated with snow and ice. It was nestled along a dirt road that had seen better days. David slowed as he turned on his blinker and pulled into the driveway where he came to a stop before going any further.
 
“I don’t know what we’ll find up there,” he said. “Even if Logan is there, he might be frightened. He may try to defend the place. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
“I’ll be careful,” Moira said. “But I think you should stay in the car. Logan knows me a lot better than he knows you. I don’t want to put him on the defensive, if he is there.”
“Fine,” David said, not looking happy. “I know you’re right, but I don’t like it.”
 
“Like I said, I’ll be careful. Let’s go. I do have to be at the deli before too long.”
 
He drove carefully up the rest of the driveway. When he stopped a few yards away from the house, Moira got out and looked around. The cabin looked abandoned. She didn’t see any other vehicles, but there was a rough path through the trees that vanished behind the house. Someone could very well be parked there. All of the lights inside were off, and the curtains were drawn. If there had still been snow on the ground, she might have been able to see footprints or tire tracks, but the damp soil and leaves gave her nothing.
 
Taking a deep breath, Moira walked up to the door and knocked on it. She listened intently, hoping to hear footsteps or voices inside, but the only thing she heard was her own breathing. Well, we wasted some time, she thought. I suppose that’s not the worst thing to have happen. She was turning to go back to the car when she heard a lock click behind her, and the door opened.
 
She spun around to find herself facing not Logan, but Julian, and he was holding a shotgun. The two of them stared at each other for a heart stopping few seconds before Julian put the gun down and breathed an audible sigh of relief.
 
“Moira,” he said. “Thank goodness it’s just you. Did Denise send you?”
 
“No,” she said. “I found out about the cabin on my own, and I thought I would check here for Logan. What are you doing here?”
 
“I’m staying here with him. How is Denise? She said she wouldn’t visit until the police had found the killer, to be sure that she wouldn’t lead them here, but I’m getting concerned. She hasn’t called.”
 
“She was arrested,” Moira said. Julian’s face paled.
 
“Come in,” he said. “Tell us everything.”
 
“David’s in the car,” she said. “Can he come in as well?”
 
Julian nodded. Moira turned back toward the car and waved for David to come forward. Together, the two of them followed Julian into the cabin.
 
The inside of the cabin was small and cramped. Logan was sitting on a rickety looking armchair by the fireplace. Julian took the chair next to him, which left the ratty couch for David and Moira. The deli owner sat down. There was silence for a moment until Julian spoke.
 
“What happened? Why was she arrested?”
 
“She’s the lead suspect, as far as I know,” Moira said. “I can understand from Detective Jefferson’s point of view why they brought her in. She was at the scene of the crime, covered in the victim’s blood, and claimed to have no memory about what happened. She and Hector were the only ones there. I think all they’re lacking is a motive and a murder weapon.”
 
“We have to go back,” Logan said. “I’m not going to let them blame my aunt for this. She didn’t do anything.”
 
“No,” Julian said. “She wanted you here. Remember? She wouldn’t want you to put yourself at risk for her.”
 
“I’m assuming that the two of you know something about what happened,” David said. “Can you tell us about it?”
 
The two men exchanged a look, then Julian said. “I’ll tell you. I won’t even ask you to keep it from the police. All I’m asking is for you to listen to everything I have to say before making any decisions, okay?”
 
Both David and Moira agreed. Moira found herself sitting on the edge of her seat, eager to finally be learning something new about the mystery that had plagued her for the past few days. With luck, what they learned here could help lead them to the real killer and might eventually help to free Denise.
 
“The night of the murder, I was supposed to be working, but Logan’s car broke down on his way back from his job and Denise asked me to go pick him up. I called Hector in and traded shifts with him, then I went to go and get Logan. We were all going to meet at the Grill after closing and have a quick meal there before going home.”
 
“When I got to the grill, the front door was unlocked, but it was dark inside. Logan and I were worried about Denise and searched the building for her. We found her in the kitchen, kneeling by Hector’s body. I think she had been trying to stop the bleeding, but it didn’t work. She was covered in blood. She told me that she had been in the back office figuring her taxes for the year when she heard shouting. She said at first, she didn’t take much notice of it because Hector was a naturally loud person, and often shouted when he was on the phone, but soon she realized it was more serious than that. She hurried into the kitchen, but it was too late by then. Hector had already been attacked and was laying on the floor. That’s when Logan and I showed up. She was horrified to see Logan at the scene of the crime and asked me to take him away while the police figured it out. She didn’t want him to be linked to yet another murder and was worried that he would end up back in prison.”
 
The deli owner nodded. Everything Julian had said sounded believable. Logan was still on probation, and it wouldn’t look good to anyone if he was found at the scene of a violent crime.
 
“You don’t believe that Denise had anything to do with the murder?” David asked.
 
Logan looked at him sharply, but it was Julian replied. “No, I don’t,” he said firmly. “She was trying to save him. You didn’t see her. She was a mess.”
 
“She came to me that night. She told me that she didn’t know what happened, and that she woke up covered in blood after being hit on the head with something. She didn’t seem surprised at first when we found Hector, but faked it a moment later,” Moira said. “Why did she lie to me?”
 
“Probably to give her nephew more time to get away,” Julian said. “I can’t speak for her, though. What’s important right now is clearing her name.”
 
“Do you have any idea who killed Hector?”
 
“We don’t. It’s all we’ve been talking about while we’ve been hiding here, but we can’t think of anyone who disliked him enough to kill him.”
 
“He was having troubles with one of the employees at the Grill,” Moira said. “A boy named Zach. Zach admitted to me that he didn’t like Hector very much.”
 
“I know him,” Julian said. “He’s a nice kid. I couldn’t see him murdering someone, but I suppose it’s possible. Have you mentioned this to the police?”
 
Moira hadn’t. She’d meant to call Detective Jefferson that morning, but one thing had led to another and she had forgotten.
 
“I’ll mention it to him as soon as we get on the road,” she said.
 
“There’s still the question of what we’re going to do now,” David said. “The police are looking for you two.”
 
“We would appreciate a little more time. I think Denise’s fears about what will happen to Logan if it comes out that he was at the scene of the murder are valid. With luck, the police will find the real killer soon, and then we won’t have to worry about anything,” Julian said.
 
“How about forty-eight hours?” Moira said. “If we don’t hear anything back by Sunday, then we’ll tell him where you two are. I’m not comfortable hiding this from the police, but I understand why you want to keep Logan’s location a secret.”
 
“I think that’s fair,” Julian said. “Thank you.”
 
With that, Moira and David parted ways with the two men. All four of them had a lot to think about. Moira wasn’t sure what the right answer was anymore. She could only hope that she was doing the right thing.
 
 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
Moira called Detective Jefferson as soon as she and David got back into the car and told him about Zach, including everything he had said during the interview. He didn’t ask about Logan and Julian, and she didn’t volunteer the information. If he had asked, she knew that she probably would have told him. The thought of actually lying to the police made her very uncomfortable.
 
Julian’s explanation about the night of the murder answered a lot of the questions she had. In fact, it answered everything except for the who and why of the murder. Hector sounded like he hadn’t been an easy person to work for, which meant that even if Zach wasn’t the killer, one of the other employees might have snapped.
 
Who else would want to kill him? Without knowing more about Hector, that question was an impossible one to answer. She should have asked Julian more about him while she was there; he probably knew more about Hector than anyone, besides Denise. Once again, she wished that she could talk to Denise, but it was out of the question for the time being.
 
 
Even though Moira was in no mood to work that afternoon, she had to begin preparing everything for Thelma’s party the next day. She hadn’t minded throwing things together at the last minute for her friend earlier in the week, but now, with everything else that was going on, it had become a chore.
 
She planned on waking up early Saturday morning to cook the mini quiches and breakfast cookies, but she still had to make sure the serving dishes were clean, double check that the hot plates still worked, load everything into the refrigerated truck, and prepare all of the ingredients. It was a busy afternoon, but one benefit to the activity was that it made the time go by faster. 
 
 
She kept her phone close by after she got home that evening, hoping that Denise would call to say that she had been released because the real killer had been caught. Moira had to trust that Jefferson would solve the case soon; she hated the thought of her friend spending more time in jail, not to mention the fact that she was currently keeping a secret from the police herself. Sunday morning, she told herself. If no progress is made on the case by then, I will tell Jefferson everything.
 
Her alarm went off before the sun rose the next morning. Careful not to wake David up, she got out of bed and made herself a pot of coffee downstairs. She managed to get out the door in record time and made it to the deli well before it opened for the day, which should give her plenty of time to get a good start on the food for Thelma’s party.
 
It had been a while since Moira had done a catering event; Jenny and Cameron usually handled them. The two worked well together and were both naturally outgoing and helpful. They had also proven capable of handling almost anything that might come up. They always got good reviews when she contacted the clients after the events, and she saw no reason to make her own life busier when she had employees that could do a task better than she could.
 
She managed to finish cooking everything an hour after the deli opened. The crepes she would have to make there; they didn’t travel well, but they took only a very short time to cook. She was bringing her favorite electric frying pan along and had the batter all ready to go. 
 
It was with satisfaction when she finally slammed the refrigerated truck’s loading door shut. There was enough food inside to feed a small army, or at least that was how it felt when she had loaded it by herself. 
 
Thelma’s party wasn’t supposed to start until ten, but she wanted to get there early to help set up. This wasn’t just a job, after all. She was also helping out a friend. The day looked like it was going to be partly sunny, and if the weather held, she thought some of the party might take place outside. It was already warm out, even though the sun had only risen an hour ago.
 
When she arrived at the farmhouse, she found Thelma outside shaking out the welcome mat. She was dressed in a pretty floral pattern dress and looked happy. The deli owner realized with a jolt that she had forgotten to bring a gift. It was her birthday, after all. How could she have been so thoughtless?
 
“Do you need help with that?” Moira called out the window as she coaxed the large refrigerated truck to a stop.
 
“I’ve got it handled,” Thelma called back. “Let me just finish this, then I’ll get the tables set up, and after that, I’ll be free to help you with whatever you need.”
 
As Moira opened the back of the truck, she fumbled and dropped her keys. Sighing, she knelt and reached for them, but something made her pause. A small patch of clover was growing next to where the keys had fallen. One small shoot in particular had caught her eye. She reached out and plucked it, then smiled. Four leaves. She could use some luck right about now.
 
Putting the plant carefully in her pocket, she grabbed her keys and stood up. She stared into the back of the refrigerated truck and put her hands on her hips, trying to decide what to take out first. She decided to grab the mini quiches. Out of everything, they were the most temperature sensitive. She wanted to get them into the fridge until it was time to heat them up for the meal.
 
 
As she was unloading the truck, another vehicle pulled into the driveway behind her. She saw Darrin through the driver-side window and waved at him. She was grateful for his help today. She didn’t want to be responsible for the entire event on her own, not with everything else that was already resting on her shoulders.
 
She grabbed one of the trays of mini quiches and carried it through the house to the kitchen. When she got back outside, Darrin was standing behind the truck, balancing a stack of serving trays on one hand as he reached for even more. Next to him stood Zach.
 
“What’s he doing here?” Moira asked, feeling herself tense up as she stared at the frightened looking young man.
 
“What you mean?” Darrin asked, looking puzzled. “You said I should bring the new hire to show him how we do it.”
 
Moira felt her heart sink. She had forgotten that Darrin would be bringing the new employee today. She should have been more focused on the deli for the past week. If she had been, she would have remembered to tell Darrin to be very cautious about Zach. 
 
“Ms. D.? Is everything okay?”
 
“It’s fine,” she said. “Darrin, when you get a chance, come find me. I’d like to go over some things one-on-one with you.”
 
Setting up kept him busy, however, and Zach stayed glued to Darrin, listening to his instructions and helping where he could. Moira knew that she was staring at him, but she couldn’t help it. Was she looking at the man who had killed Hector?
 
 
A few minutes later, Thelma came in and asked her again if there was anything that she needed. “I’m all set,” Moira said. “Thanks for asking, though.”
 
Then she heard the sound of a car door slamming outside, and the other woman said, “That must be Miriam and her husband.”
 
Moira was still staring at Zach as he set up the serving tables when Miriam and Thelma walked in, along with a man she didn’t know.
 
“Alan, I wanted to introduce you to my friend, who has graciously agreed to cater for us today, Moira Darling. She owns Darling’s DELIcious Delights, the little deli in Maple Creek.”
 
“I think I’ve driven by that place a couple of times,” Alan said. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
Moira shook hands with him, then greeted Miriam, who was looking around the room with approval. “No crepes yet?”
 
“Not yet,” Moira said, smiling. “I’m going to get started on them soon. I should be all set by the time people begin to arrive.”
 
“Wonderful,” Miriam said. “I can’t wait. This is the perfect way to celebrate thirty years of a happy marriage.”
 
She linked her arm with her husband’s, and Moira smiled. Thirty years was a long time, but in front of her was living proof that it was achievable. With luck, patience, and a little bit of hard work, that might be her and David one day.
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE

 
It wasn’t until after the party had begun that Moira got a chance to pull Darrin aside, leaving Zach at the serving table to keep an eye on the food. “What has he said to you?” she asked.
 
“What do you mean?” Her employee looked puzzled. She realized that Darrin had no clue about the murder investigation. She hesitated. Would it be right to tell him? If Zach was innocent, it wouldn’t be fair to make Darrin suspicious of him.
 
“I’m sure you heard about the murder at the Grill,” she said. “I just wanted to know if he said anything about that.”
 
“No, he hasn’t mentioned it,” Darrin said. He still looked puzzled, so she let him go back to work.
 
She felt bad. This wasn’t something that she should bring her employees into. The murder was something that had affected her personal life, not her business life. She was in a difficult position now; she couldn’t fire Zach on a suspicion, especially since he hadn’t even been charged with a crime yet. If he was innocent, it would be extremely unfair for her to treat him any differently than she would have treated any other new hire.
 
“Denise, if only you could see how much trouble you’ve caused me,” she grumbled. Why had her friend chosen to involve her in all of this?
 
She went back inside, only to be pulled to the side by Thelma. “The food is wonderful,” she said. “It makes me sad that Miriam isn’t down here enjoying it. I just wanted to assure you that it has nothing to do with you or your cooking. She’s working out some issues with her husband.”
 
“I didn’t even notice that she wasn’t here,” Moira said. “I hope they get things figured out, especially since it’s their anniversary.”
 
Why can’t anything ever go right? she wondered as she returned to the kitchen to make another batch of crepes.
 
The problems just kept coming. “Ms. D., we need a new tablecloth for one of the serving tables,” Darrin said, popping his head into the kitchen a few minutes later. “Someone spilled their plate, and it’s a horrible mess. Do you know where extras are?”
 
“I’ll ask Thelma,” she said, but her streak of bad luck held. Thelma was nowhere to be found. Moira checked the living room, the bathroom, and the porch. It was on the last one that she finally found someone who knew where their host had gone; she had taken a group of guests out on a tour of the property.
 
Fighting back a sigh, Moira went back inside and made her way upstairs. She knew where the linen closet was, and she didn’t think Thelma would mind if she grabbed another tablecloth. It was difficult to believe that she had been looking forward to catering this event; now she couldn’t wait for it to be over. 
 
The linen closet was at the end of the hallway on the second floor. Moira paused for a moment to admire the fresh paint in the hallway. It really was amazing how much a little care could do for a home.
 
A burst of conversation drew her attention to one of the bedroom doors. It sounded like an argument. She didn’t want to interrupt whatever was going on; whoever was in that bedroom had obviously wanted their privacy. Moving quietly, she walked to the end of the hall, opened the closet, and pulled out a new tablecloth. It wasn’t until she was on her way back to the stairs that she managed to make out a clear sentence.
 
“I told you, it’s been over with him for years,” the woman was saying.
 
“I know you’re lying, Miriam. I thought we could work through this, but we can’t. I’m sorry.”
 
“Alan, please. It’s our anniversary. Don’t wreck this.”
 
“I’m not the one who’s wrecking it,” the male voice snapped. “Do you know what I found in your dresser drawer at home?”
 
There was a pause, then the sound of something heavy dropping onto a surface. Moira was enthralled with the conversation and couldn’t seem to tear herself away from the door, even though she knew eavesdropping was wrong. It seemed that this thirty-year marriage was far from perfect.
 
“You went through my dresser?” Miriam asked after a moment, her voice weak.
 
“We’re married, remember? For now, at least. What’s mine is yours, and what’s yours is mine. And don’t try to turn this around on me. I know this was a gift from him. Tell me, when did he give it to you?”
 
“Alan… I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t seen Hector for years. I promise.”
 
Hector? Moira thought. Were they talking about who she thought they were talking about?
 
“Right. And now that he’s dead, there’s no one to refute that story. I’m sorry, Miriam, but I just don’t believe you.”
 
There were footsteps, and before Moira could move, the bedroom door opened. Alan stormed out, clutching a briefcase. Miriam was watching from inside the bedroom, her face stricken. Her expression changed when she saw Moira standing right outside the door.
“How much did you hear?” she snapped. She strode forward and grabbed Moira by the arm, pulling her into the room and shutting the door. “Tell me. What did you hear?”
 
“I didn’t hear anything,” Moira lied. “I was just grabbing this tablecloth. There was a spill downstairs and…”
 
“You were listening, weren’t you?”
 
“Miriam, I honestly didn’t mean anything by it. I won’t tell anyone…” she broke off. Her eyes had landed on an object on the nightstand behind Miriam. It was an expensive kitchen knife. The dots began to connect in her mind.
 
Miriam had fallen silent. Moira glanced up to see that the other woman had followed her gaze. Suddenly, it all clicked. The knife hadn’t been a gift, like Alan thought. It must have come from the Redwood Grill on the night that Hector had been murdered. It was the missing murder weapon. Miriam had been in town the day of the murder, hadn’t she? It was the same day that Moira had met her for the first time.
 
“What are you looking at?” Miriam snapped. “Mind your own business.”
 
“You killed Hector, didn’t you?” Moira whispered, her heart thumping in her chest. She backed up, gripping the folded tablecloth in her hands like a shield.
 
“You don’t understand,” Miriam said. She snatched up the knife, then looked down at it. “Hector was going to tell Alan. We had an affair years ago, and we picked it up again after he came back. He wanted me to leave my husband, but I wouldn’t. He – he threatened to tell Alan all about it. I couldn’t lose him, don’t you understand?” 
 
Moira backed up further before she realized her mistake. She had been moving away from the door. Now, Miriam was standing between her and her only means of escape.
 
“I went to see him that night, to break it off,” Miriam continued, still looking at the knife. “He told me that if I stopped seeing him, he would go straight to my husband. I didn’t mean to kill him. I… I saw the knife, and it just happened. No one else knew about the affair. He was still alive when I fled, and I thought that maybe he would make it. When I found out he died… well, I don’t know how I felt. It was a relief, in a way, you know?”
 
She looked up at Moira now, as if hoping to see understanding in the deli owner’s eyes. Moira just stared at her, her disgust and fear warring with each other. Miriam took a couple of steps toward her, and Moira stumbled backward. The other woman looked down at the knife in her hand again, then back at Moira, seeming to realize the position that they were in.
 
“I would have done anything to keep that secret,” she mused. “And this is an even bigger secret, isn’t it? What’s an affair, compared to a murder?”
 
“You don’t have to kill anyone else,” Moira said. “You don’t want to live with that on your conscience for the rest of your life.”
 
“I’d take a heavy conscience over a life in prison,” Miriam said.
 
Moira took another step back, then felt the windowsill bite into the backs of her legs. Could she open it and jump out? She didn’t want to turn her back on Miriam, and she didn’t know how safe it would be to try to jump from a second-story window. What good would it be to escape a knife attack just to break her neck in the process?
 
Miriam approached slowly, gripping the knife with renewed purpose. Moira realized that she was still holding the tablecloth. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but if she could throw it at the other woman at the last second, it might distract her long enough for Moira to slip by and reach the bedroom door.
 
Just as she was tensing to make her bid for freedom, the bedroom door opened, and Thelma looked in. “Miriam, I just saw Alan leave in a rush, and…”
 
Thelma looked between Miriam, who was holding the knife, and Moira, who was backed up against the far wall. Miriam was equally surprised by the interruption, and when she turned to face Thelma, Moira took her chance. She tossed the tablecloth at the other woman and bolted past her, almost slamming into Thelma as she slipped through the door. Not giving Thelma a chance to say anything, she grabbed the doorknob and pulled it shut behind her.
 
“Call the police,” she gasped. “Hurry. She’s trapped in there, I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold the door shut.”
 
Thelma gaped at her for a second, then nodded, turning to run downstairs for the phone. Moira grabbed the doorknob and braced against the doorframe as Miriam tried to open the door. It was a battle of strength, but Moira had leverage on her side and managed to keep it shut.
 
After a couple of moments, the struggle stopped. Keeping a firm grip on the doorknob, just in case, Moira leaned forward and pressed her ear against the wood. What was the other woman up to?
 
She heard the sound of the window being pushed open, and worried that Miriam was going to attempt to climb down. Biting her lip, she opened the door a crack, just in time to see Miriam toss the knife to the side and leap out the second-story bedroom window.
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“She’s going to be okay,” Detective Jefferson assured her as the ambulance pulled away. “She has a broken ankle, and she managed to sprain her wrist, but the paramedics said there’s nothing more serious than that.”
 
“That’s good,” Moira said. “I know she killed someone, but I still almost had a heart attack when I saw her jump out the window. Besides, I would rather see her go to trial and answer for her crimes.”
 
“She’ll be under guard until she gets out of the hospital, and then we’ll be moving her directly to prison. She confessed everything. It looks like I owe an apology to your friend.”
 
Moira fell silent. She wasn’t sure how she felt about Denise at the moment. She understood that her friend had simply been doing everything in her power to keep Logan safe, and in a way, she could understand that. She knew that she would have done no less for Candice. At the same time, she felt betrayed. Denise had lied to her about the head injury and had manipulated her in order to give Logan a chance to escape. It hurt to know that her friend would use her like that.
 
She would give it some time, she decided, before confronting Denise about any of it. It would be best to let the other woman process everything that had happened and get settled back into her life before she brought up their friendship. She was glad, regardless of everything else, that Denise was getting released, and that Logan and Julian were free to return to their homes. 
 
It had been an exhausting week, and she was still shaky from her confrontation with Miriam. All she wanted right now was to go home and curl up in bed, and not do anything at all until Monday.
 
Detective Jefferson was called away to speak to one of the police officers, and Moira made her way back toward the house. She had a lot of cleaning up to do before she could leave. The party had been cut short, so there was plenty of extra food for her and Thelma to divvy up, and she still had to get everything packed into the refrigerated truck and drive it back to the deli.
 
On her way to the kitchen, she ran into Zach and Darrin. Both were carrying platters, so she stepped aside to let them by.
 
“It was a crazy first day,” she heard Darrin say. “Are you sure you still want to work for us?”
 
“As long as that sort of thing doesn’t happen often,” the young man replied, giving a weak chuckle. “I don’t think I could handle this every day. Remember, I wanted a less stressful work environment. Not a more stressful one.”
 
Moira smiled as they walked by. She was glad that she hadn’t gone deeper into her concerns about Zach with Darrin. It turned out that they had been completely unfounded. Zach really was the best person to work at the deli out of everyone who had applied, and she was looking forward to getting to know him now that she knew that he wasn’t a killer. With luck, he would fit in well with the team and would bring a lot to the plate, so to speak.
 
She found Thelma in the kitchen. The other woman was picking apart a breakfast cookie, leaving the crumbs on a plate in front of her.
 
“How are you doing?” Moira asked.
 
“I’m still in shock,” Thelma admitted. “Miriam… well, I’ve known her for years. I would never have dreamed that she could do something like that.”
“I don’t think we are ever really sure of what others are capable of until they do it,” Moira said. 
 
“She was such a good friend, though. I feel guilty for saying it. I feel guilty for being friends with her for so long without realizing who she really was.”
 
“Don’t,” the deli owner replied. “You couldn’t have known that she would do something like that. I don’t think she even knew that she would do something like that, until she did it. Most of the time that you knew her, she wasn’t a killer. She might not always have been the person that she is now. People do change over time.”
 
“Thank you,” Thelma said. “I’m sorry for dragging you into this. I’m glad you’re here. If it wasn’t for you, she might never have been caught. Thanks to you, the world is a safer place.”
 
“Thanks to you, I’m still alive to enjoy it,” Moira said. She grabbed the tray of leftover mini quiches and set it on the counter between them. “Food makes everything seem better. Let’s pack everything up and call it a day. I’m beat, and I’m sure you are too.”
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