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Chapter 1


 


 


“You’ll do
well to get rid of that chip on your shoulder.”


Without
removing his gaze from the lieutenant, Scott Whelan swiped the fingers of his
left hand across both shoulders. “Yes, sir. Chip removed, sir. Is that all?”


Scowling,
the lieutenant shook his head. “It’s obvious you don’t want my advice. But I’ll
give you some anyway. Don’t be stupid, Whelan. Dismissed.”


Scott
pivoted on his heel as smartly as any cadet and marched from his LT’s office.
Not until he was in the elevator of the sheriff’s department—thankfully an
empty elevator at the moment—did his jaw go from a tooth-breaking clench to a
grimace. He leaned against the rear wall of the car, sucking air. He shifted,
letting his right leg take most of his weight.


He shoved
his hands in the pockets of his uniform slacks. Uniform. After eight years in
plain clothes, despite several weeks in uniform on desk duty, he still
considered his sheriff’s uniform something worn to ceremonies. Or funerals. Not
so far off, really. A funeral for his career.


Well, if he
wasn’t a detective for the sheriff’s department anymore, he might as well hold
a wake. When the elevator dinged at the ground floor, he squared his shoulders
and, ducking his head against the ever-present Oregon drizzle, made his way out
of the building toward his car. At least the weather matched his mood.


He avoided
the Thunderbird Grill, where he’d have to face too many colleagues, and drove
across town to MacGinty’s. He succumbed to the pain in his leg and limped from
his car to the pub. Brushing the raindrops from his hair, he found an empty
stool near the end of the bar. When the bartender approached, he handed her his
car key. “Macallan. Twelve year. Leave the bottle.”


She lifted
an eyebrow, her gaze fixed on his chest. “You sure about that, Officer Whelan?”


He glanced
down. Right. He should have gone home and changed. He should have gone home
period. He gave the bartender a weak smile. “I’m off duty. But you’re right.
Just give me the bottle. And my key.”


Back at his apartment,
he stared at the bottle in his hand. With a resigned sigh, he put it in his
liquor cabinet. So much for a wake. Head pounding, he stripped off his damp uniform,
letting it puddle on the floor. Wearing nothing but his socks and briefs, he
headed for the bathroom. After twenty minutes in a steamy shower, the aches in
his muscles eased, and a semblance of feeling human returned.


He dried
off, wrapped the towel around his hips, and padded out to the dining room. He
stood in front of the closed door of his liquor cabinet for several minutes,
then turned away.


Don’t be
stupid.


He dragged a
hand through his wet hair. He found a loaf of rye bread with some life left in
it, and some cold cuts a mere two days beyond their expiration date. After
eating two sandwiches, his headache retreated and his mood lifted. Meds and an
empty stomach—not a good combination.


Don’t be
stupid.


The LT had
shown unusual restraint. Normally, he’d have said something closer to “Don’t be
an asshole.” Everyone was coddling him since the incident.


Scott
yawned. The sensible thing to do would be to hit the rack early, not show up
for his first day in Pine Hills looking and feeling like something the cat
wouldn’t bother dragging in.


Would it
kill him to be sensible just once?


This new job
at the podunk police department in Pine Hills was hardly a job at all. Not even
a sworn officer. He’d almost turned it down. But deep down, he knew the LT had
pulled strings, and damn it to hell, anything beat sitting around in his
apartment, which was only a couple notches higher than lying in a hospital
room.


He kicked
his uniform halfway across the room, cursing as pain shot up his leg.


You’re
still on the job. Just not the way you used to be.


 


***


 


Tempted to
ignore the ringtone telling her the contractor was calling, Ashley Eagan clenched
her teeth and fished the offending device from the depths of her purse. What
now? Forcing a cheery note to her voice, she said, “Tell me it’s good news,
Carl.” Phone to her ear, she pressed the elevator button. “I’m on my way.”


Carl called
daily with his updates, most of which were reasons why the construction work on
her bakery was even further behind schedule—so much that she feared she might
have to postpone her grand opening. If only the bank would let her postpone her
payments. No way that was going to happen. But no way was her grand opening not
going to happen. She’d find a way. The elevator arrived, and as soon as the
doors closed, she lost the cell signal.


When she
reached the lobby, Ashley punched Carl’s number into her phone. Impatiently,
she waited for him to pick up while she dug for her car keys. Distracted by her
concern, she careened into someone as she rushed across the tile floor. Two
someones, actually. The building manager, Mr. Spencer, and another man. She
heard a hissed intake of breath.


“I’m so
sorry,” she mumbled reflexively, her attention centered on finding out what
today’s bakery disaster had been.


“No problem,”
the man said.


Ashley
glanced up long enough to notice his close-cropped sandy-red hair, a jacket and
tie. Here on some sort of official business, she supposed, since hardly anyone
wore ties in Pine Hills. The two men moved on, and she returned her attention
to her own problems.


“Pick up,
Carl,” she muttered under her breath. His voicemail kicked in, and she
disconnected without leaving a message. The bakery was a fifteen minute ride
away. Hearing about yet another snafu could wait that long.


She shouldn’t
have trusted Carl when he’d said his projected completion date would be
absolutely no later than the middle of May. What contractor ever gave a
realistic finish time? But he’d come highly recommended, and everything had
zipped along at the beginning. She hadn’t been totally stupid—she planned her
grand opening for June 15th. Of course, as soon as she’d spent money
on ads and promotion, delay piled on delay, bills piled on bills.


Moving to
Pine Hills and opening her own bakery specializing in chocolate had taken all
her savings, not to mention loans she’d be lucky to pay off in ten years.
Everyone back in Pittsburgh thought she was crazy, and maybe she was, but it
would be worth it, doing something she loved, something all on her own.


She tossed
her purse on the passenger seat of her Chevy Sonic and tried to focus on the
positive as she drove toward the Pine Hills business district. She passed the
redbrick buildings of what passed for downtown, and headed for the old
buildings converted into the charming retail space that had drawn her to Pine
Hills. The sun peeked through breaks in the silver clouds, and the flowering
plum trees danced in the breeze. Surprised to find a slot on the street, she
grabbed it and headed down the sidewalk toward her store. She still got chills
thinking of it that way. Her store.


As she
approached, Maggie Cooper, who worked at That Special Something, the gift
boutique next to the soon-to-be-bakery, intercepted her.


Ashley
sighed. Maggie was sweet, but she did tend to ramble on. And on.


“Good
morning, Maggie.” Ashley smiled, but didn’t stop walking.


“Did they
find who did it?” Maggie asked.


Ashley’s
heart thumped. “Who did what?”


“I thought
you knew.”


Ashley
half-ran the last few yards to her store. Shards of glass littered the
sidewalk. Ignoring the crunch under her feet, she stood in front of what should
have been the picture window affording everyone a look at her wares. Instead,
she saw sheets of plywood.


Belinda
Nesbitt, who ran The Happy Cook, a kitchen specialty shop on the other side of
Ashley’s bakery, stepped outside and gave Ashley a sympathetic finger-wave.
Ashley shrugged, and Belinda popped back inside her boutique. Carl came
forward, carrying a push broom.


“What
happened?” Ashley said. She sensed Maggie hovering behind her, obviously
wanting all the down and dirty.


“Sorry about
this, Ms. Eagan. I’ve already got the new window on order. Rush. No extra
charge, of course.” Carl started sweeping the glass from the sidewalk.


“Vandals?”
she asked.


Carl rubbed
his chin. “No, I’m sure it was an accident. Haven’t had anyone ’fess up, but I’ll
be talking to the crew, you can count on it.”


Ashley
sighed. “When will the new window get here?”


“Day after
tomorrow. And I’ve got the sign painter coming in that afternoon. You’ll be
ready to go. No problem.”


No
problem. Carl’s mantra.


“Why don’t
you come have some tea with me before I have to open?” Maggie asked.


Have some
tea. Maggie’s mantra. A different kind of tea for every problem. “In a bit,
Maggie. Thanks.”


“I have some
ideas for your grand opening.” Maggie bustled off, her “I Love Lucy” red curls
bouncing.


While Carl
dealt with cleaning the sidewalk, Ashley wandered through her half of the
converted Victorian, what would soon—she hoped—become Confections by Ashley. Merely
thinking about it calmed her. Trying to see beyond the workers painting the
walls a shade of mocha and the pounding from the restroom area, she envisioned
her completed shop.


The hardwood
floor, under canvas drop cloths now, but soon to be polished to a gleam. The
small, tile-topped tables scattered throughout the seating area. And, to
encourage a break from the typical hectic pace so prevalent today, some small
upholstered chairs and maybe even a loveseat or two. And end tables. Let her
customers linger over coffee. And her chocolate confections.


Her gaze
moved across the space, imagining her bakery case, soon to be filled with
cookies, cupcakes, brownies, and her own specialty, Decadent and Deadly
Chocolate Fudge Cake.


After Carl
came back inside, he and Ashley went over what had been done, what was left to
do, and they did their routine walk-through. A glimmer of optimism eased its
way into her mind. Until a crash and an expletive she didn’t recognize, yet
completely understood, burst forth from the restroom area.


Carl rushed
off, Ashley at his heels.


What now?


Inside one
of the restrooms, a worker, surrounded by chunks of porcelain, clutched his
forearm. He and Carl exchanged some words in Spanish, then Carl turned to
Ashley. “He was setting the toilet and lost his grip.”


“Is he hurt?
Should I call an ambulance?”


More
Spanish. Despite the worker’s olive complexion, there was a sickly pallor to
his skin.


“It’ll
probably be faster if I drive him,” Carl said. He helped the man to his feet. “I’ll
drop him off and be right back. No problem. This is a standard fixture. I’ll
stop on my way from the emergency room and pick up another one.”


Anxiety that
she’d have to cancel her grand opening—or worse, that she’d have to admit
defeat—twisted her insides. Maybe a cup of one of Maggie’s touted relaxing
brews would help settle the anxiety. She left the remaining workers to their
tasks and went next door.


Maggie
greeted her with a smile and ushered her through the boutique to the small
office in the back of the store. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get the tea.
Would you like a scone to go with it? Not as good as yours, I’m sure.”


There was
something so normal about having tea with Maggie. Ashley allowed herself
the break. “Don’t be silly. I’d love one.”


“How are
things going?” Maggie asked.


So much for
not thinking about her current crisis. “I don’t know. Carl says, ‘No problem’
no matter what. There are times I think he’s hired the Klutz Brigade for subs.”


Maggie’s
face went slack, as if she were reading something in the space over Ashley’s
shoulder. Seconds later, she blinked and shook her head.


“What?”
Ashley said. “Do you know something?”


Maggie
patted Ashley’s hand. “Oh, no, Sweetie. I was having a flashback to Sarah’s
problems. But it’s impossible.”


“What
problems?” Ashley had met Sarah, the owner of That Special Something, and
Randy, her fiancé, but Sarah had been totally immersed in wedding plans at the
time, and now she was off on her honeymoon. How could any problems Sarah might
have had relate to Ashley’s bakery snafus?


Maggie
thrust the plate of scones toward Ashley. “Like I said, there can’t be a
connection. Sarah’s ex-boyfriend was sabotaging her shop. But that was
personal, and he’s in prison now, so there’s no reason to think he could
possibly be involved.” She smiled and patted Ashley’s hand. “Like you said,
Carl probably hired too many klutzes. False economy, of course. They might work
cheaper, but he’s paying the price.”


“This
ex-boyfriend. You said he’s in prison?”


Maggie
grinned. “In New Jersey. Randy put him away but good.”


“On the off
chance there might actually be a connection, what’s his name?”


“Christopher
Westmoreland. Do you know him?”


Ashley tried
to think. Could he have been someone connected to her ex-fiancé? Nothing
registered. “Never heard of him. I guess you’re right about the Klutz Brigade.
I hope Carl gets everything together for the grand opening.”


Maggie
leaned forward. “Well, maybe I can help. I’ve got an idea.”



Chapter 2


 


 


Scott Whelan
bit back a curse as pain shot through his leg, sending black spots dancing
through his field of vision. He sucked in a breath. The woman paying more attention
to her cell phone than to where she was going hadn’t hit him hard, just enough
to throw him off balance, and his injured leg protested when he’d tried to
compensate.


“No problem,”
Mr. Spencer had said to the woman.


Yeah,
right. Not for you.


The manager
continued his monologue as he led Scott to an apartment down the hall. Scott
forced a polite smile and tried to focus on the man’s interminable chatter
while he gave the place a quick once-over. The furnished unit was standard
motel issue, but Scott didn’t expect to be doing any formal entertaining. And
the complex boasted—actually, Spencer did all the boasting—a fitness complex
with a Jacuzzi. Scott was already looking forward to a long, hot dip in the
whirlpool. Plus, he could rent here month to month. No commitment.


Scott had
planned to wait at least a week or two before deciding whether to pick up and
move to Pine Hills, but this morning had convinced him sooner was better than
later. Since his injuries, it took him a good hour to get moving in the
morning. A painful hour. Add that to an hour commute—no way.


“Thanks, Mr.
Spencer. How soon can I move in?”


It took the
man a full two sentences of his pre-packaged spiel for Scott’s words to
register. His eyes widened behind his glasses.


“I have to
be at work soon,” Scott said. “I’d like to get this done.”


Spencer
recovered quickly enough. “Sure thing. Come on to my office and we’ll take care
of everything. This is the model, you understand. But I’ve got one ready to go
on the third floor.”


“I’d prefer
a ground floor unit, if you’ve got one.”


Spencer
glanced at Scott’s leg. “Sorry, nothing down here. But there are two elevators.
And there’s a laundry room on that floor. We can take a look if you’d like.”


“It’s the
same as this one?” Scott said.


Spencer smiled.
“Identical. Maybe a bit nicer. Only one tenant, and everything’s been
repainted. New carpet, too.”


Scott gave
the man his cop stare. The one that said if things didn’t live up to the
description, there would be hell to pay. Spencer didn’t flinch.


Scott
nodded. “Then let’s sign the papers.”


After
dealing with the inevitable paperwork, Scott took his keys upstairs and entered
his new, if temporary, home. Mr. Spencer hadn’t exaggerated. The fresh paint
smell still lingered. Vacuum tracks patterned the neutral
brownish-grayish-bluish carpet. The only sound was the hum of the refrigerator.
The empty refrigerator.


His stomach
rumbled. He needed to grab something to eat before his appointment with Chief
Laughlin.


Inside the
elevator, Scott leaned against the rear wall of the car—his new, normal
posture—and cursed his weaknesses.


Suck it
up. You’re alive.


Scott made a
quick pass through town, getting the lay of the land. A bank, an insurance
company, a hardware store. No fast food joints. So much for a quick lunch.


He turned
down the next street, where redbrick was replaced by what appeared to be old,
converted homes. Something like his grandmother had lived in. What the hell was
Felicitea? He slowed. A tea shop. A bit frou-frou for his taste, judging from
the delicate cups and flowery china teapots. Gold Needle. Sewing stuff. Another
one he wouldn’t be frequenting. A bookstore held some promise. That Special
Something? Some kind of gift shop, it looked like. Next to that one, he saw a
construction project underway. No telling what that would be; the window was
boarded up. Still, growth was good.


He found the
one chain supermarket in town and hurried inside, trying to ignore his
protesting leg. He ordered a roast beef sandwich from the deli counter and
started eating as he went back to his car.


Scott found
a slot in the public lot behind the redbrick Pine Hills Municipal Building. A
cluster of marked patrol cars and a van marked “Criminal Investigations” sat at
the west end of the building. He assumed that’s where the police department
was. A department too small to have its own building. He sighed.


He pulled
open the door and stepped inside. And back in time about thirty years. Memories
smacked him like a blow from a patrolman’s baton.


Although he
was due in Laughlin’s office in minutes, he paused long enough to take in the
polished tile floors, the worn wooden benches, and the faint smell of
disinfectant in the lobby. In the far corner, a man in blue coveralls wielded a
string mop over a patch of floor, wrung the mop out in a bucket on wheels, then
placed a yellow plastic sign warning the public to be careful. His father had
worked in a building not unlike this one, scraping gum off the floors, waxing
the benches, and scrubbing the bathrooms. Scott recalled too many Saturdays
when he’d sat on one of those benches, waiting for his father to finish,
wishing he could be at the playground with the other kids.


Walking past
signs for the DMV, Traffic Court, and assorted legal offices, he headed for the
entrance to the police department, pausing at a drinking fountain to pop
another pain pill.


He wiped his
mouth with the back of his hand and covered the last few feet to the door. He
did a quick personal inventory. Slacks pressed. Clean shirt. Neatly knotted
tie. Sport coat. He ran a finger along his freshly shaved jaw. See, LT. I’m
not being stupid. Proud of me?


Taking a
deep breath, he pulled his body erect and twisted the knob. Pine Hills, get
ready for your newest civilian employee.


The desk
clerk motioned Scott inside. “This way, sir,” she said.


Scott
followed her to a door with an old-fashioned frosted glass window and gilt
lettering proclaiming it the office of the Chief of Police. Passing through an
ante-room, empty except for an unused desk, she tapped twice on an inner office
door, opened it and gave the man inside a brief nod before heading back the way
she came.


Scott
stepped inside. The man behind the desk rose. He wore a three-piece suit, tie,
and matching pocket square. Scott wondered if he’d come from a press conference.
No, he’d probably have been in uniform for that kind of occasion. Buzz-cut
hair. Not a large man, but the aura of authority added to his stature. Piercing
steel gray eyes. Eyes of a cop, not a politician.


“I’m Preston
Laughlin. Sorry to keep you waiting. Welcome aboard.” Scott gritted his teeth
as he returned the proffered handshake. Laughlin gestured toward the chair.


Scott
nodded, gripped the armrests, and lowered himself onto the wooden seat.


Laughlin
sat. “I hope we’re not too much of a letdown after working homicide for the
county.”


No way
Laughlin wasn’t aware of Scott’s history. He was skirting the issue, making
polite small talk.


“I
appreciate the opportunity to serve,” Scott said. “Even in a civilian capacity.”
And for the first time, he regretted not doing his homework. He’d accepted LT’s
word that Pine Hills would be a smart move, but in the back of his mind, Scott
had considered it busywork. Something to fill his days. A paycheck to
supplement his pension. Nothing worth taking seriously.


“Let’s get
the formalities over with,” Laughlin said. “You’ll start on the morning shift.
Seven to three.”


“Not a
problem.” Aside from the fact he’d have to get up by five to get his body
moving. But that shouldn’t be permanent. At least that’s what the rehab
therapist had said. Scott was still waiting.


Laughlin
shoved a folder across the desk. “If you’ll fill these out, Doranna will get
you into the system.” He smiled. “Paperwork’s a bitch, but it generates those
paychecks.”


Laughlin
continued talking while Scott filled out the endless forms. “We’re even more
short-handed with Detective Detweiler on his honeymoon.” He frowned. “Town
council has cut our sworn officer budget. Had to cut hours. Two on half-time,
and our civilian staff is down to two per shift. He tilted his chin toward the
empty ante-room. “My secretary was one of the casualties.”


Was he
supposed to play secretary to Laughlin? “I’ll do what I can.”


“Afraid it’ll
include a lot of paperwork.”


Scott looked
up from the forms. “I accepted the position, sir. I do what I’m told.”


Laughlin
gave him a level stare. “I’ll expect nothing less.” He picked up his phone,
punched a few buttons, then spoke. “My office.”


Laughlin’s
tone was civil, but Scott had the feeling he didn’t want to be on the receiving
end of a summons when the man was in a bad mood.


Seconds
later, there were two raps on the outer door, which opened without an
invitation to enter. A man in khakis, a polo, and a badge on a chain around his
neck entered. Under six feet, blonde, with a pale complexion Scott could
empathize with. At least Oregon was a good place to live if you were prone to
sunburn.


The man
nodded at Laughlin, then went through the handshake thing with Scott. By now,
Scott’s arm made it clear it missed its sling, and he promised it a rubdown
later.


“Kovak,” the
man said. “Proud to be working with you.”


Scott gave
the tiniest of nods and kept his expression neutral. The coddling was bad
enough. Hero worship—especially since he didn’t consider himself anything
remotely approaching a hero—was worse.


“I’ll turn
you over to Detective Kovak,” Laughlin said. “He’ll show you around. Once you
cut through all the red tape, you’re free to go. You can report at
oh-seven-hundred tomorrow.” His gaze lingered on Scott long enough to make him
feel uncomfortable. Then Laughlin smiled. “And unless you’re stuck with my job,
we tend to dress more casually here. No need for the tie. Be comfortable.”


Once again,
Scott brought up the rear as Kovak showed him through the various departments
of the station, carrying out introductions. Scott found himself recalling
Laughlin’s words and feeling … comfortable. This was an environment he
recognized, one he felt at home in.


“That’s
about it,” Kovak continued, opening one last door to a room barely large enough
for three desks and a bank of file cabinets. “These are the detective digs. We’re
alternating three and four day shifts, but with the big guy on his honeymoon,
we’re a man short.


“We don’t
have anything like what you’re used to,” Kovak was saying. “Generic detectives.
No homicide squad like where you come from. We had a homicide here last
year—the biggest case this town has seen in decades. Diamond smuggling. Maybe
you remember. County did most of the work.”


Scott gave a
noncommittal shrug. What was big time in Pine Hills was another day at the
office at County. Kovak paused, as if he wanted to say something. Scott
recognized the look.


“Ask it,”
Scott said. “What was it like, right?”


Kovak held
up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Hey, we all wonder what we’d do if we’re
caught in the middle of a clusterfuck.”


“You pray,”
Scott said.


 


***


 


“Can you
believe it, Lily?” Ashley tipped her watering can and gave the potted peace
lily on her windowsill a drink. “I don’t know why that didn’t occur to me.” She
moved down the row of plants. “Pretty cool, right, Violet? A brownie bakeoff,
with the winner’s dish showcased on the menu.”


She moved on
to the hanging plants, each sitting in its own intricately knotted web. Tempted
to hurry through her ritual watering process, she forced herself to give each
plant a moment of her undivided attention. Maybe not so undivided, because her
mind spun through a swirl of questions. Would there be time? Or should she
consider a soft opening, and have the bakeoff a week later?


Maggie had
promised to recruit volunteers from her contacts at the Women’s Center. Ashley
hadn’t been aware there was a Women’s Center in Pine Hills, much less
what they did, but if Maggie said they could be counted on, that was good
enough for her.


She set the
empty watering can under the sink, then put on a pot of coffee. Sitting at her
kitchen table, she started making notes.


As Ashley
created a to-do list, Maggie’s comments about someone sabotaging Sarah’s shop
insisted on intruding. Maggie had dismissed it as an impossibility, and she was
probably right. But probably wasn’t letting Ashley concentrate on her
task. Even if that guy—what was his name?—was still in jail, didn’t they have
ways of communicating with people on the outside?


You’ve
been watching way too many movies. If he was going to do anything, he’d mess
with Sarah’s shop, not yours.


The phone
provided a welcome interruption.


“Ashley, it’s
Maggie. I know this is last-minute, but can you come to a meeting at the Women’s
Center at seven? A group of us are more than happy to help get your store off
to a spectacular start.”


“You’ve got
it.” Ashley hung up, feeling as if she’d been wrapped in a warm blanket. People
where she came from didn’t go out of their way to help each other. Especially
if they’d never met you.


They’re
doing it for Maggie, not you. Nobody says no to Maggie Cooper.


She thrust
her notes aside. So what if they were rallying to help Maggie. Right now, she’d
take all the help she could get.


And she wasn’t
going to show up at the meeting empty-handed. Not to mention baking was her
therapy. She headed straight for her recipe files. Something new, or stick with
something foolproof?


New, she
decided. If she was going to run a specialty shop, the more weapons in her
arsenal, the better. She thumbed through the red folder of “worth a try”
recipes. Closing her eyes, she plucked one.


 


Promptly at
six-forty-five, Ashley peeked into the doorway of the meeting room at the Women’s
Center. Pale institutional green walls, vinyl flooring and folding chairs
arranged around six foot tables. Maggie was at the far wall, plugging a coffee
urn into an outlet beneath another table, this one draped in a blue-and-white
checkered tablecloth. She straightened and flashed Ashley a warm smile. “Welcome.”


Ashley held
up the foil-covered tray she was carrying. “I brought some goodies. Cookies and
mini chocolate tarts.”


Maggie
hustled over and took the tray. Peeling back a corner of the foil, she peeked
at the confections Ashley had baked that afternoon. The aroma of chocolate
mingled with freshly brewed coffee. “These look—and smell—fantastic.”


Ashley
helped Maggie arrange the cookies on the table. “I can’t thank you enough for
all this. Your idea of the bakeoff was fantastic, and to pull together an
organizing committee out of the blue like this—it’s too much.” She leaned over
and hugged Maggie’s slender frame.


Maggie’s
face colored to rival her hair. “Don’t be silly. We’re happy to help a
neighbor.”


Ashley
busied herself arranging the napkins next to the cookie platter. “I’m hardly a
neighbor. And these people don’t know me.”


“You live in
Pine Hills. That makes you a neighbor.”


Ashley’s
eyes burned and her throat tightened. Total strangers offering support.
Something she’d never gotten from people close to her, who were supposed to
love her unconditionally. She poured herself a plastic cup of the lemonade
Maggie had added to the table and sipped it until she regained her composure. “You
let them know that any time they need something, all they have to do is ask.”


Maggie’s eyes
twinkled. “Oh, I’m sure they’ll be requesting donations now and again for bake
sales. And you can tell them yourself.”


Heavy
footfalls clunked through the hallway. “That’ll be Penny Foxworth. She’s always
first to arrive.” Maggie lowered her voice to a whisper. “She always wants
first crack at the refreshment table.”


A plump
woman whisked in, wearing a long, floral skirt paired with a long-sleeved
turtleneck in a darker shade of rose than the flowers on her skirt. Strands of
colorful ceramic beads of all shapes and sizes hung around her neck, resting on
her ample chest. A floppy, crocheted hat sat on her head. The wooden clogs on
her feet explained the noisy footsteps. “Am I too early?” she asked.


Maggie threw
a quick wink at Ashley, then turned to Penny. “Penny, this is Ashley. Ashley,
Penny teaches art at the middle school.”


Maybe being
an art teacher explained the woman’s eccentric attire, although to Ashley, it
looked more like Penny shopped at The Second Chance thrift store. Then again,
maybe she did. Teachers didn’t make much money.


Penny edged
toward the platter of desserts. “Oh, my, don’t these look delicious. Where did
you get them?”


“I baked
them,” Ashley said. “Help yourself.”


Penny took a
double chocolate chip cookie. “Oh, my. I’ve died and gone to heaven. If this is
the kind of food you’re going to be selling—well, everyone here’s going to bend
over backward to help you open with a bang.”


Ashley felt
a blush creep up her neck. “I can’t thank you enough.”


Penny
whisked a hand in front of her face, picked up a paper plate and filled it with
two of everything on the tray. “These are plenty of thanks. Of course, instead
of having to lose ten pounds, now I’ll have to lose twenty.”


She settled
onto one of the metal folding chairs, set an oversized tapestry tote bag on the
chair next to her, and munched on a cookie.


Ashley
smiled at the next arrival, a familiar face. Kathleen Duncan worked part time
at the Tool Shed, Pine Hills’ small-town version of a do-it-yourself emporium.
As usual, Kathleen wore her silver hair in a perfectly coiffed up-do, a
conservative skirt and sweater duo, along with her trademark string of pearls
around her neck. Kevin, Kathleen’s son, owned the Tool Shed, and Ashley had
spent some time there, choosing paint colors, floor coverings, and a multitude
of other odds and ends.


“I was so
sorry to hear you had another little setback,” Kathleen said. “Some days are
like that.”


Or weeks,
Ashley thought. “Carl assures me we’re going to open on schedule.”


“I’m sure
you will. Kevin’s expediting orders, and Willie can put in some extra time if
need be.”


Kathleen’s
husband, Willie, was a local handyman. Carl had employed his services during
the construction. Unlike many of the Klutz Brigade, Willie did get things done
right the first time, although he seemed more of a plodder than a
home-improvement-show expert.


The door
opened once more, and a petite woman wearing baggy sweatpants and a
long-sleeved sweatshirt shuffled into the room. Head down, she found a seat
near the rear. “Sorry I’m late.” Her words were barely audible. Kathleen and
Penny turned away. Penny pulled a hank of yarn and a crochet hook from her bag
and concentrated on some brown-and-green creation. Kathleen dumped sugar and
creamer into a coffee cup and busied herself stirring.


“Good. Lorna
made it.” Maggie rushed to the woman’s side, taking the chair next to hers. She
wrapped an arm around the woman’s shoulders and whispered something. The woman
wiped her eyes, nodded, and squeezed Maggie’s hand.


Maggie
strode to the front of the room, ignoring Ashley’s questioning glance. “Let’s
get started, everyone.”



Chapter 3


 


 


Scott
slapped at the alarm, grimacing as his sore shoulder protested the sudden
motion. He lay there, panting, filmed in sweat, waiting for his heart rate to
drop. Slowly, he took in his surroundings. Pine Hills. His new apartment. His
bedroom. Hints of sunlight filtered through the gap between the shades and the
window’s edges. The encroaching daylight chased away the nightmare.


He lay
there, breathing slowly. Staring at the ceiling. Working up the guts to move,
knowing the pain was waiting when he did.


As always,
the need to pee forced the issue. He gritted his teeth and pushed himself to a
half-sitting position. Waiting for his muscles to accept his demands.


At least
you can do this on your own. No calling for a nurse.


He limped to
the john, took care of what had to be done, and leaned against the counter.
More slow deep breaths. He splashed his face with cold water, brushed his teeth
and found the swim trunks he’d laid out last night. He closed the lid on the
toilet and sat there, working his good leg, then his stiff one into the trunks.


Be glad
you can dress yourself. Suck it up.


The gentle
gurgling sound and the aroma of fresh coffee brought a faint smile to his face.
At least he’d had the brains to set the timer on the coffeemaker before going
to bed.


He stood,
yanking the nylon swimsuit over his hips. Limping around the boxes he’d brought
over last night, he made his way to the kitchen and savored that first sip of
that first cup of coffee. Nothing better. He sniffed again. Chocolate? He’d
noticed it last night, too.


He opened
the oven and gave another sniff. Not the source. No matter. As residual smells
went, chocolate sure beat cigarette smoke or eau de litter box.


After
setting the cup on the counter, he took a few tentative steps around the
kitchen, loosening up muscles that had stiffened overnight. When he could step
without gnashing his teeth against the pain, he grabbed a towel, slipped his
feet into rubber sandals and headed for the fitness room.


Opening the
door to the fitness center, he smelled the mixture of sweat, disinfectant and
swimming pool chemicals. He shuffled to the hot tub and spent a minute figuring
out the controls. Climbing in took some doing, but at last, he surrendered to
the heat and pulsating water. Head back against the side of the tub, he closed
his eyes.


Damn, he
should have brought his watch or phone and set an alarm. Mornings sucked. He
glancing around the room, noticed a clock on the far wall. That would help, as
long as he stayed awake. His gaze took in someone stepping onto the treadmill
in the far corner. She had the obligatory ear buds in, and seemed oblivious to
anything else in the room.


Her brunette
ponytail bounced as she ran. Her ass was hidden beneath baggy sweats. After
about ten minutes, she shrugged out of her hoodie, revealing the sports bra she
wore underneath. Not bad. She had some meat on her. Not one of those twig-thin
numbers you were afraid you’d break if you got too close. Not that he had any
intention of getting close to anyone in Pine Hills. But he could look.


Maybe living
here wouldn’t be so bad. He dozed off and on, the buzz of the jets and bubbles
blocking out any extraneous noise. When he’d gone well into prune territory, he
hauled himself out of the tub, pleased with his increased mobility. Treadmill
woman had already left. Her replacement had a bit too much meat on her for his
taste. He avoided eye contact, although she, too, was engrossed in whatever
came through her ear buds.


Drying off,
then wrapping the towel around his hips, he left the fitness center, barely
limping. As he approached the door to his apartment, the smell of chocolate
intensified. Curiosity aroused, he followed the aroma past his apartment. It
definitely emanated from the unit next to his. His stomach growled, reminding
him he hadn’t eaten since his early pizza dinner yesterday, and he turned back
to his own place.


He showered,
shaved, and put on the plush robe his sister had sent when he’d been in the
hospital. Pulling on his customary sweats still hurt too much to be worth it.
Wearing a robe made him feel old as his grandfather, although his grandfather
probably wouldn’t have gone for the handcuff print. But Scott didn’t want to
risk spattering bacon grease on his work clothes. Or bare skin. Been there,
done that.


Enough
with this pity party. Cook, eat, and face your first real day on the job.


He was
washing the dishes when someone gave a gentle knock on the door. Who knew he
was here?


He dried his
hands and checked the peephole. A distorted image of a brunette woman appeared.
Belting his robe a little tighter, he opened the door. “Yes?”


“Hi. I’m
Ashley. I live next door. I thought I’d … um … welcome you to the building.”
She extended a platter covered in foil.


As he tried
to process all the possibilities—she had a bomb under the foil; she was a
reporter wanting yet another story; she was scoping out his apartment for a
future burglary—he accepted the obvious. She was a neighbor being friendly. He
found the wherewithal to attempt the same.


The platter
was warm to the touch. “Thanks, I’m Scott.” He lifted the foil and discovered
the source of the chocolate smells. “These must be what I’ve been smelling
since yesterday.”


She nodded,
keeping her eyes on his, backing away. “I should let you go. I have to get to
work.”


“Wait. There’s
no way I can eat all these.”


“Share them.
I’m opening a new bake shop, and I’m testing recipes. I already eat too many of
them. Thank goodness for the fitness center downstairs, or I’d be a total
blimp. I have to go, really.”


His brain
kicked into gear. She was the woman who’d crashed into him yesterday, and the first
one he’d seen on the treadmill this morning. “Thanks. I can take them to the
station.”


“Please do.”
Stepping away, she spoke over her shoulder. “And if they like them, you can
tell them my shop, Confections by Ashley, will have a lot more.” She paused, as
if what he’d said had reached her brain. “The station? Where do you work, if
you don’t mind my asking?”


“At the
police station.”


Her gaze
moved from his face downward, then back up. He realized she was looking at his
robe. What had she thought? That he was into bondage games?


“You’re a
cop?” she asked.


Not any
more. “No, a civilian. I do administrative stuff, which lets the cops deal
with cop stuff.”


“But you
know cops, right?”


He almost
told her he used to be a cop. Almost. That part of his life was over, and the
sooner he buried it, the easier it would be.


Which is
why you took a job at a police station? Get real. You can’t give it up. It’s
been your life for so long.


He shrugged.
“Actually today is my first day.”


She nodded. “So,
you’re new to Pine Hills?”


Although he
could tell she wanted to know where he was from, he ignored the implied
question. “Yes. Just moved to town.”


When she
smiled, his first impression that she was a drab, basic brown—hair, eyes, and a
bronze tan to her skin—disappeared. Her eyes brightened, and there was a sudden
prettiness radiating from her face. All the pieces worked together. Her
straight nose fit perfectly between her deep brown eyes and her full lips.


“So did I. I’ve
been here about four months. I used to live in Pittsburgh, but I wanted a small
town. My dream was to open a bakery.” She flushed. “I’m sorry. I’m blathering.
And I really have to go. I open on the fifteenth, and I’m not sure the Klutz
Brigade is going to be finished.”


“I need to
get going myself.” He lifted the tray. “Thanks again.” He watched her retreat
in those curve-hugging jeans she now wore.


Cool your
jets.


Nothing
wrong with getting to know your neighbor, which could include enjoying the
female form. He eased the door closed, then went to get dressed for work.


 


“Think you
can handle reception? Doranna’s here until two, so she can show you the ropes.”
Kovak seemed to have lost some of that “in the presence of a hero” aura he’d
projected yesterday.


Scott’s
thoughts strayed to Ashley. Maybe that was why he found her refreshing. If she’d
been in Pittsburgh until four months ago, odds were she had no clue what had
happened to him.


“Scott?”
Kovak’s voice snapped him back. “Reception. Usually isn’t too busy, and you can
get a feel for things. Answer phones, reassure people. File paperwork.”


“Sure, no
problem.”


“Then I’ll
leave you in Doranna’s capable hands.” Kovak nodded, then walked toward his
shared office.


“You have
local emergency dispatch, right?” Scott asked Doranna. “No 911 calls come to
this desk?”


She moved a
stack of file folders. “That’s correct. You’ll have your share of people
screaming they can’t find their dog, or their neighbor’s hitting the volume on
the stereo. Do whatever you can to calm them down, then route calls. There’s a
list of extensions and the duty roster by the phone.”


“Spent the
last three weeks riding a desk at County. I think I can handle it.” Scott eyed
the chair. He’d skipped the pain meds this morning to keep his head clear,
which in hindsight had been a stupid move. He excused himself, hit the john,
and swallowed a pill. He stopped at the break room for coffee, where everyone
had descended on Ashley’s cookies like vultures on road kill. Score a few
points for the new guy.


He sipped
the coffee. Burnt sludge. A police station standard. It felt like home.


He returned
to the desk, took his seat. The public area was a tiny room with four chairs,
separated from the police side of things by a glass partition. Long gone were
the old days when any citizen could walk into a police station and actually see
a cop. And now, his job was to maintain that separation.


He sensed
Doranna looking at him. Please, let it be because she was making sure he didn’t
screw up. Not because of more damn misguided hero worship. The phone rang. He
gave her a nod. “After all that paperwork we filled out yesterday, guess I
should start earning my paycheck.” He picked up the handset. “Pine Hills
Police. Scott Whelan.”


 


***


 


Ashley
paused at the door of Elaine Rathburn’s photography studio, which doubled as
the town’s printing service. Inhaling a breath for courage, she pushed it open.
Inside, there was no one at the counter.


“One minute.”
A female voice came from somewhere beyond a narrow doorway behind the counter.
Ashley settled onto a faux leather love seat and waited.


Photographs
adorned the walls. Portraits filled one—weddings, babies, graduation shots.
Another was landscapes. Although Ashley hadn’t been in Pine Hills long, she
recognized some of the Oregon terrain. She got up and wandered over, admiring a
group of seascapes.


“May I help
you?”


Ashley
turned at the voice. A tall, slender woman with blonde-streaked hair held atop
her head by a plastic clip appeared from a back room.


“I’m Ashley
Eagan. Maggie Cooper recommended you. She said you could print some flyers for
me.” Ashley handed over the sample she’d spent two hours working on last night.
“I know it’s last-minute, but it’s kind of an emergency. I need five hundred as
soon as possible.”


Elaine
slipped on a pair of readers and glanced at the page. “Ah, yes. The new bakery
shop. Maggie called. If you want copies of this, I can have them in half
an hour. If you want me to create a professional one based on this—” She
paused and gave Ashley a look containing more than a hint of condescension. “It’ll
be tomorrow.”


Ashley
refused to take the bait. “I know what I’ve done isn’t very professional. But
time is of the essence. I have the file on a flash drive if that will help.”


Tight-lipped,
Elaine plucked a slip of paper from under the counter and slid it in Ashley’s
direction, along with a pen. “Fine.” She disappeared into the back again.


As Ashley
filled out the required information on Elaine’s Service Request Form, which
seemed to stop short of demanding her blood type and promise of her first born
child, she figured she owed Maggie another one. Without Maggie greasing the
skids, Ashley had a feeling Elaine would have brushed her off unless she agreed
to pay for an original creation. And probably taken three days to get it done.


Well, she
didn’t have three days to spare, and it was a stupid flyer with a bakeoff entry
form. In a week, it would be obsolete. She completed Elaine’s form, then went
to the loveseat and retrieved the plastic container of cookies she’d left
there. “Elaine? Excuse me?”


After a
moment, Elaine emerged, her smile tight rather than friendly this time. “Finished?”


Ashley
nodded and extended the container. “I thought you might like a sample of what I’ll
be offering when the shop opens.”


When Elaine
made no move to take the container, Ashley opened it and slid it closer. “Triple
chocolate chip cookies.”


Almost
reluctantly, Elaine nibbled the edge of one of the cookies. Ashley tried to
keep the anticipation, the need for approval, off her face.


Elaine
nodded. “Not bad. You’re going to be selling these?”


Ashley
grinned. “And lots more.”


Elaine
finished the cookie, took the container and slid it under the counter. She
inspected the sheet Ashley had filled out. “Let’s take care of the details.”


While Elaine
ran Ashley’s credit card, Ashley took a breath, and plunged in with her next
request, telling herself Elaine would be the hardest sell of the day. If Elaine
shot her down, things could only go up.


“I thought
you might like to photograph the event. I’m afraid I can’t pay much, if
anything, but you’ll definitely be acknowledged. And, of course, I’d be coming
to you to design and print the giveaway menus I plan to have.” No need to tell
Elaine that the idea had come to her not three seconds ago.


Elaine’s
eyebrows winged upward. She studied the sample flyer, frowned. “The fifteenth?
I’ll have to check my calendar.” After clicking some keys and fussing with the
mouse, she gave a smile a few degrees warmer than before. “I have that evening
open. I’m doing a workshop on the coast the fourteenth, but I’ll be back that
night.”


Ashley’s
heart lifted. If she could convince grouchy Elaine to help, she should be able
to recruit other merchants as well. Especially armed with more cookies. “That’s
wonderful. Thanks so much. I’ll be back in an hour.”


Heading in
the direction of her store, Ashley passed the Municipal Building. Remembering
what Maggie had said yesterday about the sabotage at That Special Something,
she wondered if the cops would be able to tell if whoever had caused Sarah’s
problems might be causing hers.


Even
thinking about walking into the police station and asking them to check had her
feeling like a fool. Why would someone who wanted to harm Sarah’s
business—someone she’d never heard of, and who had no reason to know about
her—want to do her harm?


Maybe her
new neighbor could do some quiet checking. He seemed nice enough. Perhaps she’d
bring him another one of her experimental recipes tonight. If he worked at the
police station, he had to be safe. Her face warmed as she recalled her initial
images when she’d seen him in the handcuff-print robe.


Yeah,
right. Like he’s got a four-poster bed and likes to cuff women while he has his
way with them.


Her face
went from warm to hot as she thought about how their bedroom walls backed up to
one another, and how sound carried. Not that she’d met anyone here to make
noise with. Or wanted to.


She brushed
aside thoughts of her ex fiancé. Yet another dream crusher.


No, she
wouldn’t bother Scott. Sarah would be back from her honeymoon soon, and Ashley
would bring it up then. She’d only met Randy a couple of times, but he’d been
friendly enough, and Maggie thought he was a good cop. He might be willing to
do something for his new wife.


Part
excitement, part dread filled her as she neared her store. Maybe a miracle had
repaired her window. Carl hadn’t called yet today. That had to be good. To
delay the possible discovery that things were not good, instead of
circling the block to drive past the storefront, she turned left and headed
straight into the back parking lot.


Heartened to
see Carl’s pickup, Willie Duncan’s pickup, and an electrician’s van, she parked
and strode to the rear entrance. As she opened the door, she paused. The whine
of power tools and the explosive reports of the nail gun played like a
symphony. No crashes. No curse words. Afraid she might jinx something, she left
the crew to their work and tapped on the back door to That Something Special.


Maggie
opened it. “Come on in. I was about to make some tea.”


When wasn’t
she about to make some tea? Ashley stepped inside. “I wanted to thank you again
for the brainstorming session last night.”


“Don’t be
silly. Come on back to the office. Jennifer’s minding the front. I’m trying to
make sure everything is ready for Sarah’s return. I imagine she’ll be tired
after three weeks in Florida. All that sun. The ocean. The theme parks. Enough
to exhaust anyone.” She winked. “Assuming she and Randy ever got out of their
hotel.”


What was it
with sexual undercurrents today?


Ashley
nodded a hello to Jennifer, who was busy with a customer, and followed Maggie
to the small back office.


“I meant to
ask you,” Ashley said while Maggie poured two china cups of whatever tea she’d
chosen for the day. “Tell me more about the Women’s Center. I wonder if I
should join, or do you just show up? And what sorts of things do the women
do—besides bail out struggling bakery stores?”


Maggie
settled into her chair. “It’s primarily a support center. Gives women a place
to go, people to talk to. They’ve got formal counseling, informal therapy
groups.”


“You mean
the women from last night were there because they have—problems?” She
remembered the way the last woman—Lorna—had arrived, cowering as if she was
afraid someone would jump down her throat for being late. “Lorna?”


Maggie
lowered her voice. “An abusive relationship. She refuses to leave. No skills,
no money, nowhere to go. She’s new to the group.”


She tried to
imagine what that would be like. Ashley might have left home because she couldn’t
find what she needed there, but she had skills. An expensive Culinary Institute
education. A dream.


What if she’d
believed her parents when they’d said she was foolish to want something more
than to play a supporting role to her fiancé? “Why do you need to work?” her
father had said. “Being a stay-at-home mom was good enough for your mother.” Ashley’s
mother actually believed her husband could do no wrong.


“But if you
need to work until you get married and settle down,” her father had said to
her, “what’s wrong with being a secretary? I can get you a job with Norm
Shapiro.”


Secretary.
Even with the more modern terminology, administrative assistant, it was still
an assistant. Ashley’s stomach churned.


What if she’d
been locked into a marriage with Barry, who thought her dreams to open a bakery
were cute? But no place for his wife.


Wife.
Right. He expected her to give up her dreams to be his wife. What would he
give up to become her husband? Not his social circle, that was for sure. He was
a flipping insurance broker. His firm had offices all over the country. Would
he even consider moving for her dream? Ha!


Even so,
Ashley had never considered seeking a support group beyond a couple of
daiquiris with her friend Tina. Life happened. You found a way to cope.


Sipping tea,
Ashley wondered what problems brought Kathleen and Penny into the group. They
seemed perfectly adjusted.


None of
your business.


Maggie must
have sensed her curiosity. “Some of us are there to lend an ear. We take some
basic training, but anything out of hand, we turn over to the counselors, who
can refer them to specialized agencies if they need even more help.”


Ashley knew
Maggie would never reveal where each woman fit, so she switched gears. “My web
designer is uploading an on-line entry form for the bakeoff. Elaine’s going to
do the flyers. I’m going to pick them up in an hour and start asking merchants
to have them on their counters, stuff them in bags. And donate something for
door prizes. Penny’s idea was great. If we have lots of prizes, we should get
more people to come.” She smiled. “I brought cookie bribes.”


Maggie
flapped her hand. “I know they’ll be appreciated, but hardly needed. We’re all
in the same boat here. Small independent businesses trying to keep afloat
before the mega-store iceberg hits.”


A crash from
next door completed the image.



Chapter 4


 


 


“I’m going
to file these,” Doranna said, picking up a stack of color-coded folders. “You
all right flying solo for a bit?”


“Fine.”
Scott checked the time. Ten-thirty. This was going to be a long day. So far, he’d
channeled phone calls, answered basic questions, and dealt with the, “I want to
talk to a real cop” attitude. His biggest challenge had been calming one woman
down long enough to figure out what she wanted, which was to report someone
dumping trash on her property. When he’d called a uniform to take her
statement, his mind was already processing the myriad possibilities. He’d
caught a case once where a body had been dismembered and dumped in trash bags
all over town.


What
difference did it make? Even if it turned out to be more than some bags of
garbage, it wasn’t his job to investigate anymore.


At least
Doranna wasn’t the chatty sort. He pegged her at late forties, early fifties.
Hair going gray, bifocals, a no-nonsense attitude, and he detected an invisible
wall between her and the sworn officers. She had her job to do, and she took a
straightforward approach to doing it.


A buzz
indicated someone had entered the lobby. He looked up, surprised to see his
next-door neighbor. She entered with the same look of confusion everyone seemed
to have when they first walked in—scanning the room, trying to figure out what
to do.


He pressed
the intercom button. “Ashley?”


She jumped
and one hand flew to her chest. She paused, looked around, then approached the
glass. “Scott?”


“Can I help
you?”


She backed
away. “I … I don’t know. I’m sure it’s nothing.”


He could
barely hear her. “Come closer, please.”


“No, that’s
all right. It’s stupid. I shouldn’t be bothering anyone.” And she was out the
door.


Damn.


Her
business. She was a grown woman. If she needed the cops, she’d be back. Simply
because she was easy on the eyes didn’t mean he should get involved. He shifted
in his chair, his aching leg a constant reminder of that mistake.


He
remembered the way she’d asked if he was a cop this morning. As if she wanted
to talk to one. Had she come in to report harassment? Abuse? Was she thinking
about filing a restraining order? Grounds for that were pretty stiff in Oregon.


He recalled
her on the treadmill. No bruises on her torso. Definitely nothing on her face.
Not that jerks didn’t know how to make sure they left no visible marks. Wasn’t
uncommon for it to take several tries before the woman got up the nerve to
follow through.


“Bored yet?”
Kovak approached, sipping a designer coffee and offered him a second. “Latte?
Thought you might want something better than the sludge we serve here.
Especially with those cookies. Whatever you did to deserve them, keep doing it.”


Scott took
the cup. “Housewarming gift from my neighbor. She’s opening up a new bakery.”
He wished the damn phone would ring. Doranna had taken all the files, leaving
him with little to do. He stared at the computer. Kovak hovered.


“Not like
what you’re used to,” the detective said.


Scott
shrugged. “Not that much different.” Leave me be. “Thanks for the
coffee.”


Once the
silence reached an uncomfortable stage, Kovak said, “I’ll let you get back to
work, then.” He took a few steps and turned. “If you want to grab a beer after
work, the Wagon Wheel has happy hour from four to six.”


Scott
grunted. “Thanks, but I’m still moving in.”


“Another
time, then.” Kovak almost slunk away.


Scott tried
to feel guilty about his brusque manner, but couldn’t drum up the energy.


The day
continued at a snail’s pace, and during the too-frequent lulls, he let his mind
rove to what might have brought Ashley into the station. He took advantage of
his civilian status and left at the stroke of three to go to his old apartment
and fill another carload of boxes.


By the time
he’d packed another batch of boxes, loaded them into his car, then unloaded
them at his new place, Scott wanted nothing more than a pain pill and bed. But
the chocolate aroma from next door sent hunger cramps to his belly. He shouldn’t
have skipped lunch, but he’d used the time to stock up on some bare necessities
rather than socialize with the people who’d invited him to join them.


They’re
being sociable. Why are you assuming it’s all about you?


Was his ego
that big? Or was he avoiding hanging with cops when he wasn’t a cop anymore?


He slapped a
few slices of cheese between two slices of bread, then nuked it long enough to
melt the cheese. He scarfed it down standing by the microwave. Nothing like a faux
grilled cheese sandwich. He recalled the ones his mother made, all buttery and
toasty, usually accompanying a bowl of her homemade chicken soup. She’d be
turning over in her grave if she saw this rubbery excuse for something she
created with love.


Damn, you
are one pathetic individual.


Maybe it was
the meds. Making him anti-social. Bringing guilt for anything and everything to
the surface. Making him maudlin.


You got
dealt a shit hand. Fold and move on.


Ignoring any
residual guilt, he heated a can of soup and nuked another faux grilled
cheese sandwich. But he ate them sitting at the island counter.


His appetite
under control, he popped his meds and decided it was time to move on. He
washed his few dishes, including the now-empty platter Ashley had brought over
this morning. It was flimsy plastic, clearly meant to be disposable, but he
washed it, dried it, and figured it was as good an excuse as any to try being
sociable.


Okay,
maybe she’ll offer you some of whatever smells so good, too.


Memories of
home flooded through. Of his mother, busily cooking or baking something. You
can’t return a plate empty.


Damn. Did he
have anything on hand that would be suitable? Or maybe that rule was out
of date. Would Ashley even be aware of it?


He limped
across the kitchen and started opening the cupboards he’d barely begun to fill.


 


***


 


Ashley eyed
the cookies on the baking sheet with a critical eye. They’d puffed into nice
plump balls of chocolate glistening with sugar crystals. She transferred the
freshly baked cookies to the waiting cooling racks and slid the next batch into
the oven. She wasn’t sure if she was baking to celebrate the positive support
she’d had for her brownie bakeoff, or to get rid of the jitters it would be an
abysmal flop. Or that her shop kitchen wouldn’t be ready in time. Today had
brought mere mini-disasters.


The crash
she’d heard was the plywood covering the window hitting the floor when they
took it down. Score one for the Klutz Brigade. But the window was in, the
freshly painted lettering proudly proclaiming the existence of Confections by
Ashley. She’d watched the painter form every letter, her heart pounding faster
with each stroke of his brush.


On the down
side, Willie Duncan had discovered that the electrician had installed regular
outlets instead of the required ground fault ones. Carl had sworn he’d make
sure it was fixed first thing tomorrow. She sighed. Better now than to fail the
final inspections. And then there was one box of baseboard trim that didn’t
match the rest.


On the up
side, the local merchants had been receptive to handing out her flyers. Most of
them, anyway. Felicity Markham, the owner of Felicitea, was the only one who’d
objected, despite Ashley’s repeated assurances that her confection shop was
hardly competition for a tea shop. Felicitea served finger sandwiches and a
couple kinds of cookies. Even Sadie’s Café had put a stack of flyers by the
register. Heck, the manager had asked about ordering some of Ashley’s goods for
their place. Sadie’s desserts featured pies, something Ashley had no desire to
offer.


Focusing on
the positive, she set a pot of coffee on to brew. She had notes to go over,
lists to make, but before she tackled those chores, she definitely needed to
bake one more batch of something. Anything. Didn’t take much to decide on the
chocolate chip cookies she could do in her sleep, since her mind insisted on
worrying about what could go wrong instead of what was going right.


Merely
thinking about assembling the ingredients calmed her. She immersed herself in
the task. Butter. She took some from the fridge to the counter to soften before
she could cream it. Nuts. She set a bag of chopped pecans beside the butter and
went to her pantry for the chocolate chips.


She lined
her baking sheets with parchment paper and sifted her dry ingredients together.
Hooking a clean side towel at her waist, she immersed herself in her private
world of cooking.


Her doorbell
chimes startled her as she was tapping the eggs on the counter, resulting in a
sticky mess as her hands crushed the shells instead of cracking them.


Wiping her
hands on the side towel, she went to the door and checked the peephole. Scott
from next door. Her heart thudded a bit faster and she felt a tingling wave of
heat rise up her neck. Was he here because she’d dropped by the police station,
then rushed off like the cops were seconds away from coming after her?
She twisted the knob.


“Ashley? I’m
returning your tray.”


She pulled
the door open. He waited in the hallway, still wearing what she’d seen him in this
morning. Khakis and a green polo that intensified his hazel eyes. But there was
a weariness about him, as if he’d be more comfortable dressed in his robe.


“You really
didn’t need to,” she said.


“I also
wanted to tell you the cookies were a big hit. I’m sure you’ll have a lot of
customers.”


“Thanks.”
From the kitchen, her timer dinged. “Would you like to come in? I’m in the
middle of baking, and have to get the cookies out of the oven.”


“For a
minute.”


She hurried
to her cookies, aware that he followed slowly behind her. She pulled the sheet
out of the oven and set it on the stovetop while she cleared enough room on the
island for another cooling rack. Soon, she told herself. Soon she’d be doing
this for real, in her shop kitchen.


Scott still
stood there, holding the tray. She looked more closely. It held two bags of
microwave popcorn.


He extended
it. “My mom would kill me for returning an empty tray, but I’m afraid I don’t
have much in the house. And I’m certainly not competing with your baking
skills. The closest I’ve ever come to homemade cookies are those blobs of dough
from the refrigerated section of the grocery store.”


She couldn’t
help but smile as she took the tray. “That was very—” She caught herself before
she said sweet. Somehow, sweet didn’t seem to fit Scott.


“Thoughtful,”
she finished. “We were raised the same way. But Mom wasn’t a very good cook,
and she always dreaded getting anything on a real plate because she’d
have to reciprocate. She’d leave the empty plate in the middle of the table, nagging
her to create something. I loved it, though, and as soon as I was old enough, I
took over that chore. Although for me it wasn’t a chore at all.”


When she
looked at him again, she noticed an aura of weariness. A slight slump to his
shoulders, shadows under his eyes. “Would you like some coffee? It’s fresh.”


His eyes
brightened. “If it’s not too much trouble, I’d love some.”


“Take a
seat.” She got out two mugs and filled them, adding cream and sugar to hers. “How
do you take it?”


He pulled
one of her stools away from the counter and sat. “Black is fine.”


She handed
him a mug, took a sip from hers, then grabbed a damp rag and swabbed the eggy
mess. “If it’s all right, I need to get this batch of cookies going.” She
gestured to the cooling rack where her earlier cookies waited. “Help yourself.
Those are a new recipe, and I’d appreciate an outside opinion.”


She scraped
the softened butter into her mixer and began creaming it with the sugar,
keeping an eye on Scott as he sampled one of her cookies. First, he broke the
ball in two, studying the two halves. The chunk of bittersweet chocolate she’d
placed inside the dough oozed enough to tempt, not enough to drip. He popped
one half into his mouth.


He chewed,
then his eyes widened. He coughed. “Whoa. These have some kick.”


“Too much? I
call them my spicy Aztec chocolate drops, and I’ve been playing with the
amounts of cayenne and black peppers.”


Were his
eyes watering? She grabbed one from the rack and sampled it. The bittersweet
richness of the chocolate and the sugary topping were rapidly replaced by a
strong burn on her tongue. She strode to the fridge and got a carton of milk.
Pouring two glasses, she said, “Definitely a bit heavy on the cayenne. Drink
some of this, and if you’re willing, try one of the others. It’s a milder
batch.”


He gulped
some milk and gave her a narrow-eyed look that said, Can I trust you?


She took one
of the cookies and broke it in half. Eating one, rolling it around in her
mouth, sampling the blend of flavors, she extended the other half to him. “These
might be more to your liking. There’s still some heat, but it’s not quite so
dominant.”


He took
another swig of milk, then some coffee before testing the cookie. He mimicked
her tasting technique. “Actually, I think you could meet somewhere in the
middle, as long as you advertised them as spicy. That way, there’s still a bit
of adventure.”


“Thanks.”
She went back to her prep, mixing her wet and dry ingredients into a stiff
dough and adding the chips and nuts. Scott sat, watching, but not speaking. The
rhythm of placing scoops of dough onto the parchment seemed to give her the
nerve she hadn’t been able to muster inside the police station.


“Can I ask
you something?” Not brilliant, but a start.


“Sure.”
Scott snagged another cookie. His voice was calm, reassuring.


“Can you
check to see if someone in prison is still there? Or if he’s there, but getting
someone to do sneaky stuff for him?”


“Sneaky
stuff?”


Ashley
plunged forward. “It’s my bakery. It’s supposed to open soon, but there have
been all sorts of construction glitches, and I was talking to Maggie—she works
at That Special Something—and she said that there was this guy who had
sabotaged the shop, trying to do something to Sarah.”


“And you
think he’s trying to sabotage your shop as well?”


Ashley felt
a flash of relief that Scott didn’t sound like he thought she was nuts. She put
the cookies into the oven. “So, is there a way to find out?”


Scott
nodded. “Should be easy enough to confirm whether he’s in prison. If you want,
I’ll ask one of the officers to check. As for the other part—whether he’s
dealing from inside—I’m not sure that’ll be so easy. Not unless you can find a
connection to justify digging around.”


“I don’t
know. I’m new here, and Sarah never mentioned it. She was busy with her wedding—she
married a cop, though, so maybe when they get back from their honeymoon, they
could look into it. I wouldn’t have said anything, but if these delays keep up,
I won’t be able to open, and then the bakeoff will have to be cancelled, or
postponed, and—”


Scott picked
up a bakeoff flyer Ashley had left on one of the chairs at the counter and
studied it for a moment. “Worst case scenario. If you don’t want to postpone
your bakeoff, do you have to hold it in your shop? Can’t everyone bake their
stuff and bring it somewhere else for judging?”


Ashley shook
her head. “No, there wouldn’t be a way to verify that everyone actually baked
their own entries.”


He looked
thoughtful for a heartbeat. “Okay, then what if they turned in their recipes,
and you baked them all and picked a winner?”


She shook
her head again. “No, because everyone but the winner would say they lost
because I screwed up their recipe.”


“In that
case, let me see what I can to do check on your sneaky stuff.” He flipped the
flyer over. “Pen?”


Ashley
tilted her chin toward a mug on a shelf near the phone. She answered Scott’s
questions while she cleaned up. “How long have you worked in police
departments? You sound like a real cop.”


He lowered
his head and stared at his notes before answering. “How do you know what a real
cop sounds like? You been questioned a lot? Maybe I watch a lot of cop shows.”


Did he sound
irritated? She smiled and lightened her tone. “I confess to that one. Which is
probably why I thought you sounded like a cop.”


He shrugged,
still looking at his notes. “Guess it rubs off.” He folded the paper and,
gripping the edge of the counter, hoisted himself off the stool. “Thanks for
your hospitality. I’ll let you work.”


Wondering
about the shift in his mood, Ashley walked him to the door. “Wait,” she said.
She hurried to the kitchen, grabbed one of her new business cards and wrote her
cell number on the back. “If you find something out, you can call me.”


Ashley
watched Scott move down the hall to his apartment. He moved slowly, favoring one
leg and rubbing his shoulder. She hadn’t noticed the limp before.


So, he
doesn’t want to look weak in front of you. Typical man. Big deal. None of your
business.


She closed
the door and went to check her computer. The email icon said, “8 new messages.”
Could she be getting bakeoff entries already? Holding her breath, she clicked
into the program.



Chapter 5


 


 


“Thanks,
Hannibal.” Scott hung up the phone before things with his former colleague at
County moved into that awkward, “So, how’s everything going in your new job?”
phase. Although Scott knew Kovak would have been happy to check on Christopher
Westmoreland’s status, asking him felt like crossing the line Scott had been
trying to create between his civilian status and the cops he was working with.
Or for. He still didn’t have a handle on that one. He reported to Chief
Laughlin, same as they did. But he was strictly support.


No matter.
Westmoreland was still securely locked up, and Hannibal’s questions hadn’t
indicated anything—sneaky. He couldn’t suppress the smile. Maybe he should tell
Ashley that the proper cop term was hinky.


Should he
wait until this evening to tell her? He thought about how concerned she’d been
last night and took the card she’d given him from his wallet. He plugged her
number into his contacts in his cell and hit the call button.


“You’re
sure?” Ashley said when he gave her the information. “So fast?”


“Helps to
have connections in the business.”


“I’m sorry
to have bothered you. It was a silly thought—that someone who couldn’t possibly
know me would have been trying to sabotage my shop.”


“Police work
means eliminating data until you’re left with what counts.”


A brief
pause. “All those television shows, right?”


“That, and I
might have picked up a thing or two over the years of working in police
stations.”


Another
brief pause. Before she asked any more questions, he said he had to get back to
work and hung up.


And why
would she ask questions? He really had to get off this ego trip.


He rubbed
his neck and returned to the paperwork. What there was of it. The same went for
background noise. He couldn’t remember three minutes between phone calls when
he’d been strapped to the desk at County. Here—he checked the time—it had been
seventeen. Chief Laughlin had been right about mountains of paperwork, most of
it backlogged. Knowing the importance of being able to put your hands on a
piece of information when you needed it, he willingly embarked upon the chore.
But the phone offered welcome breaks, even if most of the calls were what he’d
have called nuisance if they’d come in at County.


Could he get
away with bringing a book? Not very professional, to be sure, but he’d noticed
the dispatcher had a paperback on her desk. That certainly spoke to the level
of crime in Pine Hills. County had an entire command center, not one desk in a
back office.


Of course,
first he had to have a book to bring. He’d gotten used to reading in the
hospital and hadn’t brought his television to his new place, so a few books
might fill the void. He added that to a new mental list.


Kovak
sauntered over with another designer coffee offering. “Favor, if you would.”


Scott took
the coffee. “If I can.”


“The big
guy—Detweiler—is due back day after tomorrow, and we want to welcome him home
in style. You think you can ask your neighbor to bake something? We’ll pay her,
of course. Everyone’s chipping in. If it’s not an imposition.”


“I can ask.
No promises.” He reached for his wallet.


“No charge
to you if you’ll entice your neighbor to provide some sweets. We’ll get stuff
from Sadie’s and Wagon Wheel, but for dessert, nothing in town can touch what
you brought in.”


“I’ll tell
her.” Somehow, he didn’t think it would take any arm-twisting to convince
Ashley to contribute something, especially if she’d be paid. As Kovak walked
away, Scott realized he was looking forward to asking. Enough to pull out his
cell phone. Before he could make the call, the office phone rang. Back to work.


 


***


 


After
washing her lunch dishes, Ashley gathered the printouts of the entry forms.
Fifteen official entries. She logged into her PayPal account to verify their
entry fees had been paid. That lowered the count to twelve. Rather than delete
the three who hadn’t paid, she sent them polite replies and included the line
from the flyer clearly stating that an entry wasn’t confirmed until payment was
received.


It wasn’t
really the money. She wasn’t looking to make a profit on the bakeoff, but she
did hope the fees would cover her expenses. No, it was all about getting some
good publicity and traffic into her shop. Once they came in, Ashley was sure
they’d be back.


She turned
her attention to logistics. The bakery kitchen couldn’t handle more than four
contestants at a time. Starting at seven a.m., for everything to be done in
time for judging, she’d have to cut off the entries at no more than twenty.


She clicked
to her word processing program and checked her contest rules once more before
sending it out to her entrants, along with their assigned times.


And, of
course, almost immediately, she had responses. Complaints that the times couldn’t
possibly work. Should she play hardball? Probably not a good idea. She had a
little wiggle room since she still had eight empty slots. She juggled the
requests, but tried to word her responses that it was a take-it-or-leave-it
deal.


An hour
later, she headed out to collect her promised donations, grovel for a few more,
and take another look at the progress at the bakery. Carl hadn’t called. Had to
be a good thing.


Her first
stop was The Happy Cook. Chimes tinkled when Ashley opened the door. Belinda,
wearing one of her trademark ruffled aprons, tucked an auburn curl behind her
ear, shoved her glasses up her nose, and smiled. “All ready for you, Ashley.”
She lifted a wicker basket filled with an assortment of cooking supplies,
shrink-wrapped in fuchsia cellophane and topped with a bright teal-blue bow.


“This is
fantastic.” Ashley turned the basket in her hands, noting cookie cutters, fancy
muffin cup liners, a coffee mug, tiny jars of gourmet jams, tea towels and
potholders among the prizes. “I don’t know what to say—it’s so much.” Ashley
knew Belinda’s business had to be suffering from all the construction going on
next door, but the young woman had never complained.


“Hey, we
foodies have to stick together. I’m only a little less of a newbie here than
you are, and I figure if people like what you’re serving, they might come into
my place to buy some supplies and try making it themselves.”


Ashley
laughed. “I hope not—I mean, I want them to shop here, but not be able to
reproduce what I’m selling.”


Belinda
returned Ashley’s laugh. “From what I’ve sampled, there’s not much chance of
that.”


Two
customers entered the store, and Ashley left Belinda to wait on them. After
stowing the basket in her car, she continued on her quest.


She entered
the Book Worm, inhaling what she thought was an aroma second only to chocolate.
Books.


“Be right
with you,” came from the back of the store.


Ashley
meandered around the display on the wooden table at the front of the store. The
display of books about Oregon and the sign offering a discount on the selection
gave her an idea. Would Mr. Farrabee agree?


She strode
to the counter, pleased to see her flyers prominently visible, and more pleased
that the stack seemed smaller than yesterday.


“Sorry to
keep you waiting, Miss Eagan.” Don Farrabee took his place behind the counter
and smiled. His brown eyes, enlarged by his wire-rimmed spectacles, blinked,
reminding her of an owl. His sparse gray hair, moustache, and bow tie gave him
a professorial look. She almost expected him to smoke a pipe and have a clipped
British accent.


“I’m flying
solo today,” he said. “Had to help a new customer.”


And with his
slow, southern drawl, all traces of that British professorial image vanished.
He reached under the counter and placed a plastic bag bearing his Book Worm
logo onto the glass. “Here’s the book I promised for your door prize.”


“Thanks so
much.” Ashley took a breath. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. “I couldn’t help
but notice your display at the front. I wondered if it would be possible to do
one with cookbooks. Until my bakeoff. I wouldn’t expect you to discount them or
anything, but—”


He smiled. “That
sounds like a reasonable request, Miss Eagan. Haven’t seen a lot of action with
the history books. Why don’t you go back and pick out a dozen or so, and I’ll
swap them out on the table right after closing.”


“Really?”
she said. “That’s wonderful. Thanks so much.”


“We
specialty shop owners have to stick together. These days, indie bookstores are
having trouble staying afloat, but I can mark them down ten percent until your
contest.”


Her mind
moved into overdrive. “What if I get some discount coupons for my shop? You
could give one to everyone who buys one of the books.” Would Elaine come
through on such short notice? Or could she run home and print up a bunch of
simple coupons herself?


“If you’ve
got ‘em, I’m happy to hand ‘em out.”


“I’ll try to
have them here first thing in the morning.” Ashley left the book on the counter
and half-trotted to the cookbook section. What other merchants might be willing
to hand out coupons? Caught up with her new promotion idea, she didn’t see the
man moving toward the register. Unable to swerve in time, she bumped into him
sending his selection of books to the floor.


“I am so
sorry,” she said, bending down to pick them up. “My mind was somewhere else.”


“Ashley?” a
familiar voice said. “We seem to keep meeting this way.”


She
straightened. “Scott? I’m really sorry. Did I hurt you?”


“Barely
touched me. I should have had a better grip on my books. And I’m equally guilty
of not paying attention to where I was going.”


She glanced
at the books before handing them over. “I would have expected mysteries. You
know, cop books.”


He gave a
quiet snort. “I get enough of that during the day. Besides, most of what I’ve read
is almost as off base as the cop shows on television. I prefer to read
nonfiction. For fiction, I like books dealing with stuff I don’t know much
about. That way, I don’t get frustrated when they get it wrong.”


“Makes
sense.” When Scott stood there, not moving, she backed away. “I’ve got to pick
out some books for a display. For the bakeoff. I’ll see you around.”


“Wait. I
meant to call you before. Would you like some coffee? I need to ask you
something.”


She checked
the time. “In an hour? I’m swamped at the moment. Or, you can ask me here.”


“Sure.” He
shifted his weight and readjusted the books in his arm. “There’s some sort of
welcome back party for one of the detectives—”


“Randy
Detweiler,” Ashley interrupted. “We’ve met. Sarah has the shop next door to
mine.”


“They want
to know if you’ll supply the dessert. Your cookies made quite an impression.
They’ll pay you, of course.”


“Oh, there’s
no need to pay me. I’m still working on recipes for my menu, so they’d actually
be helping me out. Plus, I chalk it up to my advertising budget.”


He shifted
his weight again. Was that a grimace? She remembered the way he’d limped when
he’d left her apartment. Was he in pain? She grabbed a random handful of
cookbooks. “Maybe a cup of coffee would be nice. Sadie’s isn’t far. Or we could
drive. I have my car. Or I can meet you there.”


His smile
triggered an unexpected flutter in her belly.


He tapped
the books in his arm. “I have to pay for these first. We can walk.”


What was she
doing? She didn’t have time for a leisurely cup of coffee.
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At Sadie’s,
Scott held a chair for Ashley. She lifted her eyebrows and tilted her head. He
wondered what the hell he was doing, but he’d been thinking about her all
afternoon. Probably nothing more than his body hitting another level of
healing. Moving up from distant admiration to subtle stirrings.


Once she was
seated, he gritted his teeth and lowered himself into a chair. Slowly. When it
came to the physical aches and pains, he hadn’t hit a higher level of healing
yet.


He couldn’t
help but notice the concern in Ashley’s eyes. Damn, he’d seen that same look
from her at the bookstore. That’s why she’d accepted his invitation. Out of
pity. His stomach tightened.


When their
eyes met, she dropped her gaze and picked up her napkin. She gave it a gentle
flap and placed it in her lap. Keeping her head down, she said, “You don’t have
to talk about it, but there’s no need to pretend you’re not hurting. I
certainly won’t think less of you for admitting you feel pain.”


He did his
best to shrug it off. “I’ve found that screaming in public usually has
unwelcome consequences.”


Her eyes
popped. “Good grief, if it’s painful enough to scream, why are you out and
working? Shouldn’t you be—I don’t know—in a hospital or something?”


He held up
his good hand and tried for a grin. “Hey, just kidding. I haven’t screamed in
months.”


She eyed him
skeptically, as if she wasn’t sure if he was joking.


“Seriously,”
he went on. “I was in an accident a while back, that’s all. I’m fine, but it’s
taking a while for things to come together.” He picked up a menu. “You want
anything besides coffee?”


She shook
her head. “Coffee’s plenty. I have to get over to Elaine’s studio and see if
she’ll do a rush job on discount coupons. Mr. Farrabee said he’d give them out
to people who bought books, and I thought some of the other merchants might,
too. You know, like ‘Good for a dollar off any purchase of five dollars or
more.’ You think that’s reasonable? Or should I offer a free cookie?”


He thought
about it, trying to ignore the fact that Ashley’d shoved her own agenda aside
to coddle him. Having coffee was a way to get him off his feet. He frowned.


“What?” she
said. “You don’t like the idea? I thought it would get people into the bakery.”


“No, no. It’s
good.” He focused on her question. “How much would a typical cookie cost? Would
it be more sensible to do a buy one, get one free deal?”


“That’s a
good point, but I’m trying to help The Book Worm, too. If I made sure the free
ones came from a limited selection—not too limited, but not the really decadent
ones—I think it would be a legitimate loss leader.”


After the
waitress had taken their coffee orders, Ashley drummed her fingertips on the
table. “I can have the coupons expire in a month. You know, a special
introductory offer. Limited time only.”


He leaned
forward. “Ashley, if these people have any taste buds at all, one cookie and
they’ll be back for more. Often. Trust me. I saw the way they disappeared at
the station.”


She beamed. “That’s
right. You wanted desserts for your shindig. But I really can’t take money. I’m
still experimenting.”


Damn, he
liked that smile. “Departmental policy. No gifts.”


“What? You
think my cookies could be construed as bribes?”


“To make
sure there are no questions of impropriety, they have to draw the line. So no
freebies for cops.” At least he assumed Pine Hills worked the same way as
County. Of course, there was the secondary issue, which was she deserved to be
paid. All that chocolate and butter and whatever else went into her cookies
wasn’t free.


Or maybe
you like seeing her smile.


“All right.
If it’s a rule.” Her fingers drummed again. Probably keeping time with what was
whirling in her brain. She gave him an impish grin. “Should I make donuts?”


He laughed. “You
know where that myth came from?”


She shook
her head.


“Years ago,
a coffee shop offered free coffee and donuts to cops on the night shift. The
police presence helped keep the neighborhood safe.”


“Free?”


“Back then,
yes.”


“But no
more. I get it. What do you think I should bake. Those spicy cookies? Medium
heat, though.”


“I’m sure
whatever you decide will be fine. Make sure you’ve got some of those flyers.”


“And
discount coupons? I can give those out, can’t I?”


“I’ll run it
by the chief, to be sure.”


The waitress
returned, but Ashley waved off a refill. She reached for her purse. “I really
have to be going if I have any chance that Elaine will run off these coupons
tonight. She didn’t exactly roll out the red carpet when I asked for a rush job
on the flyers. And I need to check on the Klutz Brigade, and see if any of my
kitchen equipment showed up.” She pulled out her wallet.


“This is on
me,” he said.


“Hmm. I’m
not sure I can accept it. You might be bribing me to bake you more cookies.”


“I’ll come
into your shop and buy my cookies like everyone else. This is me being a
friendly neighbor.”


“All right,
but next time, it’ll be on me.”


Next time.
Why did that warm him more than the coffee? He shifted in his seat. Some of
those stirrings were getting a little more than subtle. “It’s a deal. Can I
give you a lift to your printer?” He dropped some bills on the table.


“I don’t
need a lift. Elaine’s is across the street, about a block down. No point in
driving.”


“May I walk
with you, Miss Eagan?”


She eyed his
leg. “You sure? It’s broad daylight. I don’t really need an escort.”


“Doc said
walking’s good for me. Sitting all day tightens things up.”


“In that
case, I’ll be happy to have your company.”


And she
smiled again, which tightened another part of him.


When Ashley
pushed open the door of a photography studio, Scott paused. “I thought we were
going to a printer.”


“We are.”
She pointed to a small sign in the window. “Elaine does simple print jobs. I
don’t think she likes to make a big deal of it. I got the feeling she thinks it
diminishes her standing as a photographer.”


“In this
economy, you do what it takes.” He held the door for Ashley.


“Chairs,
doors, buying me coffee, escorting me down the street. Did you come to Pine
Hills via a time machine?”


“Can’t help
it. My mama was brought up in Arkansas. She taught me and my brothers to
respect women. It’s ingrained. Not sure I can stop.”


“Some women
might be offended, you know. That you think they’re weak.”


“That’s
their problem. Nothing wrong with being polite.”


Inside,
Scott admired the photographs on the walls while Ashley spoke with whom he
assumed was Elaine. The woman seemed to be half-listening to Ashley, but her
eyes kept darting his way. At first he thought she was afraid he might be
harming her pictures, so he clasped his hands behind his back. When his weak arm
suggested another position would be more prudent, he shoved both hands into his
pockets. She smiled his way, but it wasn’t one of those “I hope you’ll buy
something” looks. Damn, it was the look he hadn’t seen since his days in
Traffic. The Please don’t give me a ticket and I’ll make it worth your while
look. And it wasn’t cash they’d been offering.


He gave her
his best cop polite-but-stern smile in return.


Before
things went any further, the door opened and a woman strode in. She paused
before reaching the counter, then frowned and folded her arms across her chest.


Elaine
looked up. “Be right with you, Felicity.”


Ashley
turned and gave the woman a friendly smile. “Hi. We’re almost done.” Returning
her attention to Elaine, she tapped the piece of paper they’d been writing on. “I
think the ‘Free Cookie’ should be bold and centered below the shop name.
Otherwise, it’s perfect. I really appreciate the rush. I’ll be here tomorrow at
ten to pick them up.”


The other
woman stormed to the counter and snatched the paper. “Free cookies?” She
glowered at Ashley. “What are you trying to do? Put me out of business? I can’t
compete with free.”


Ashley’s
fists clenched at her side, but her expression didn’t change. Still, he could
see her trembling. He stepped toward the women, afraid things might escalate
into more than a verbal contest.


Ashley took
an audible breath. “Felicity, this is a short-term offer. And it’s one
cookie for people who make purchases at the Book Worm. You run a tea shop. I
sell baked goods and coffee. We’re hardly in competition here. I think the town
can handle both of us.”


“We’ll see
about that. This is far from over.” Felicity threw the paper on the counter and
addressed Elaine. “If you’re helping this … this … newcomer, I’m sure I can
find someone else who’ll be happy to have my business.” She whirled and
barreled toward the door.


 


***


 


Ashley felt
Scott’s hand on her back. She took several deep breaths. “What just happened?”


“Does
she—Felicity?—have a history of going ballistic?” Scott asked.


Elaine
shrugged, keeping her eyes on the papers in front of her. “She has a temper,
but it’s more than that, I think. I’m not one to talk out of turn, but she owes
me money, and I had to draw the line at handling any more of her business until
she pays. I think she’s blaming everyone but herself for her problems.”


“How long
has this been going on?” Scott asked.


“Six months,
give or take,” Elaine said. “At least that’s when her credit ran out with me.”


“That’s
before I got here,” Ashley said. Her mind whirled like the beaters of her
mixer. She looked at Scott, then Elaine, and found a smile. “I really have to
be going, but again—thanks for another rush job.”


“I have your
information on file,” Elaine said. “I’ve got an anniversary party to shoot
tonight, but I should be able to run these before I leave.”


Ashley
couldn’t help but notice that although Elaine was addressing her, the woman’s
attention was focused on Scott, who seemed oblivious to the obvious flirtation.
His hand hadn’t left the small of her back. “Thanks again.”


As she
walked toward her bakery, she glanced around, wondering if Felicity was waiting
in a doorway, ready to pounce. Her heart hadn’t stopped pounding. Keeping her
voice low, she asked Scott, “Do you think Felicity could have anything to do
with the sabotage to my place? According to Elaine, she was having business
problems before I got here, but maybe I sent her over the edge.”


“Blaming
others for your own problems, especially if they’re due to your own ineptitude,
isn’t unusual.”


“I don’t
suppose you could ask your cop friends to check her out?” He tugged her arm,
and she realized her anxiety had her zipping down the sidewalk. She slowed her
pace. “Never mind. It’s a total imposition and a stupid idea anyway. I can’t
see a way she could have orchestrated all the foul-ups. They were all
unrelated. She’d have had to have pulled strings with a lot of subcontractors.
Carl—the contractor—swears they were all accidents or the normal snafus that go
with the territory. He’s got a good reputation. He’s even been working nights
to make sure he’s done on time.”


“Which he’d
do rather than tell you he was taking a part in sabotage, as you put it.”


She stopped
dead. Lifted her gaze to his. “You think there’s something to it? But what
about the worker who had to go to the hospital? Surely nobody planned that.”


“What
happened?”


“A worker
was setting a toilet and dropped it. I don’t know exactly what happened, or
how, but I can’t believe someone coerced him into injuring himself.”


He shrugged,
then rubbed his shoulder. Without thinking, she took the bag of books from him.
He didn’t object. Her brain caught up. He’d said he was in an accident. Didn’t
say what parts of him got hurt. Might have been more than his leg. She almost
asked, but what was the point? He’d blow it off. Men. Always having to be
invincible.


They’d
reached her shop. Goosebumps rolled over her skin when she saw her name and
logo on the window. She wondered if she’d ever take it for granted. Inside, she
saw Willie Duncan staining the baseboards. A table saw whined. No screams, no
swearing. She fished out her keys. “You want to come in? I’ll give you the
nickel tour.”


“I’d love
it.”


Although she
knew she’d love to show anyone around, including total strangers dragged off
the street, showing her bakery to Scott filled her with more warmth than could
be attributed to pride alone. As she described her vision for the finished
project, she couldn’t help but watch the workers. Things seemed to be moving
smoothly. One man called out measurements to the man on the table saw, then
installed the appropriately cut pieces, followed by Willie with his stain.


“Wonder why
they didn’t stain them all before cutting,” Scott said.


“Are they
doing it wrong?” she asked, her heart thumping again.


Willie
turned. “Afternoon, Miz Eagan.” He spoke slowly. Everything Willie did, he did
slowly. “If we’d had ‘em sooner, we coulda stained ‘em first. They gotta dry.
This way, we can get everything done today. We’re gonna finish before we go,
even if it’s late.”


Ashley
wondered how Carl was handling overtime. Not her problem. They had a contract,
and labor was included in his bid, so if he had to pay his workers more, it was
out of his pocket. If he’d asked her for more money, she might have suspected
he was trying to pad the bill by staging accidents, but he hadn’t.


She stepped
into the kitchen area and stopped short. It looked—almost done. The appliances
had arrived in all their stainless steel splendor. They stood there, as if
waiting to be put to work. Tall racks for cooling and storage lined a wall. She
merely stared. It looked like a kitchen. A real kitchen. Her kitchen. Tears
burned.


“Looks good,”
Scott said.


She nodded,
afraid to speak for fear her voice would crack, if she could talk at all past
the rising lump in her throat.


Scott seemed
to understand. He didn’t speak, merely rested a hand on her shoulder. Gave a
gentle squeeze.


She swiped
at her eyes. Cleared her throat. “We should get out of the way. Plus, I need to
shop so I can bake for your office party.”


“If you need
someone to sample, I’m your man.”


She smiled. “I’ll
let you know.” What she wanted to do was go home and shout. Dance. Heck, jump
up and down and clap her hands like a kid at Christmas. But not yet. They were
close, but there was plenty more to do. She’d save the happy dancing until they
passed the final inspection.


Someone
pounded on the back door. “I’ve got it,” she said, not wanting to disrupt the
smooth rhythm of the workers. She sidestepped past the table saw, dodged other
construction tools and debris, and yanked the door open.


Scott
followed, waiting at her side while Ashley signed for the UPS delivery. She
checked the return address and her heart raced.



Chapter 7


 


 


“Need some
help?” Scott asked as Ashley took a large carton from the delivery man.


“It’s not
heavy,” Ashley said. She set it down and clawed at the tape.


He
immediately went on full alert. She’d talked about sabotage.


“Were you
expecting this?” he asked. When she said yes, he backed off. “Hang on.” He went
to one of the workers and borrowed a box cutter. Ashley took it from his hand
with trembling fingers. “Don’t cut yourself.” Well, that was brilliant.
Handling knives was probably something Ashley did often. And well. Yet
something about her had all his protective juices flowing.


Regroup.
“Is your restroom hooked up?”


“It was
working yesterday. Can’t promise more than that.” She gestured across the main
space. “Over there.”


When he
returned, she knelt over the open box. Her shoulders shook. Crying? What the—?
He approached slowly. As a cop, he’d seen more than his share of tears, but
that was part of the job. Had something in the box upset her that much? He
envisioned another accident. Broken dishes, or the wrong coffee cups? Some
other snafu? He’d known her only a couple of days, but she’d already become
someone he wanted to protect from harm. And not in a cop way. If she wanted to
be alone with whatever was upsetting her, he’d respect that.


He cleared
his throat. “Ashley?”


She snapped
upright. Tears streaked her face, but beneath them she was smiling. She reached
into the box and pulled out some chocolate brown fabric. As she shook it out,
he recognized it for what it was. One of those chef’s coats.


“I can’t
believe it’s real,” she said.


“Hey, put it
on. Let me be the first to see you in uniform.” He closed the distance between
them and took the coat, holding it out for her. She slipped her arms into it,
smoothed it over her torso, buttoned it up and tugged the sleeves.


“It fits,”
she said, as if she didn’t believe it would.


“Turn
around.”


“Wait.” She
dug into the box again. “Close your eyes.”


He did,
bracing his feet. He’d learned that his balance was still off, and closing his
eyes exacerbated it. He ignored the quick jab of pain and waited for Ashley to
give him the all clear.


“Okay. You
can look now.”


She stood
there, gazing at him expectantly. He stepped closer. Her coat had her store’s
name and logo embroidered on the front. On her head, she wore a short cap, also
brown, somewhere between a beret and those big tall things the fancy chefs
wore. What he saw in her eyes, in the way she stood, flooded him with memories
of the first time he’d put on his uniform.


“You look …
fantastic.” He was surprised at the huskiness in his voice. “Nice hat.”


“Toque,” she
said. “I was afraid it might seem too … pretentious. But I’ve never thought
ball caps were proper kitchen attire.”


“I agree. It
looks perfect.” He hesitated. “Shouldn’t we celebrate?” As soon as he uttered
the words, he wished he could suck them back.


Why did he
think she’d want to celebrate with him? She probably had a circle of
supporters who would laugh and giggle and be all girly. People she’d known
longer than a couple of days.


She took off
her hat. Fussed with it. Stared at it. Ran the band through her fingers. “Rain
check?”


He hoped his
disappointment didn’t show. “Sure. You’ve got a lot to do. You let me know.”


“I mean, of
course I want to celebrate,” she said quickly, as if she thought she’d hurt his
feelings. “But not until it’s official. I’m afraid I’ll jinx something.”


She folded
the coat and almost lovingly put it in the box. The hat followed. No, not hat.
Toque. He’d have to remember that.


She picked
up the box. “I really have to get going. Maybe I’ll see you later.”


“Sure.” He
headed for the back door.


“Wait,” she
called.


He turned.
Had she changed her mind?


She tilted
her head toward the floor near the refrigerator. “Your books. Don’t forget
them.”


He retrieved
the bag and followed her to the door. Even wrestling with her carton, she still
had the door open before he got there, and held it for him. Her eyes sparkled. “Just
being courteous,” she said as he approached.


He stepped
outside, and Ashley called over her shoulder to let the workers know that she’d
be leaving. She clutched the box to her chest as though it was a precious
treasure. Which, to her, he assumed, it was. He figured she wouldn’t let him
carry it, so he didn’t bother to offer. With a silent apology to his mother, he
got in his car. But instead of heading home to the Jacuzzi he’d been thinking
about since noon, he went back to the station.


The door to
the detective’s office was half-open. Kovak sat behind his desk, his fingers
tapping the computer keyboard. Scott sucked in a breath and tapped on the door
frame. “You have a minute?”


Kovak looked
up, then grinned. “Sure. Take a load off.” He gestured to a wooden chair across
the desk.


Scott gave
up hiding his aches and pains. Adjusting the chair so he could extend his leg,
he eased himself onto the seat. “Thanks. I talked to Ashley about the desserts.
She’ll be glad to contribute.”


Kovak opened
a desk drawer and pulled out a large manila envelope. He reached in and handed
Scott forty dollars. “Great. Hope this’ll cover it. If she needs more, let me
know.”


“She didn’t
want to take any money at all. Said she was experimenting with recipes and was
glad for the exposure. I told her cops couldn’t accept gifts—at least we couldn’t
at County.”


“Yeah, same
here.”


When Scott
asked him about discount coupons, Kovak didn’t think the rule extended that
far, and Scott figured that was good enough for him.


“I’ll let
you get back to your paperwork,” Scott said. “That’s something I don’t miss.”


“I’ll be
done in a few. Want to grab a quick beer?”


Scott
noticed the picture of two smiling children, clearly related to Kovak. “You don’t
have to get home to the family?”


“Soccer
practice. Janie’s running car pool. My job is to pick up a pizza for dinner.
And there’s usually time for a beer while I wait.”


“In that
case, sure.” If Kovak’s agenda was to rub elbows with a hero, then Scott had no
qualms about having an agenda of his own.


 


***


 


Ashley
struggled to turn her recalcitrant shopping cart down the aisle of Thriftway.
Did they manufacture these things to insist on going either left or right, but
never straight ahead? Intent on steering, she didn’t see a cart making the turn
from the other direction and couldn’t stop before clipping it.


“Sorry,”
Ashley said with an apologetic smile. “These things are impossible to maneuver,
aren’t they?”


“You! What
are you doing here?”


Ashley
snapped her gaze to the woman pushing the loaded cart. Felicity Markham stood
there, frowning.


“I’m sorry,
Felicity. I should have been paying more attention to where I was going.”


“Never mind.”
Felicity did a respectable one-eighty with her cart and sped away.


Shaking her
head, Ashley continued her shopping. When she arrived at the checkout lines,
she scanned them, hoping to avoid another confrontation, but Felicity was
either still shopping or had already checked out.


Ashley paid
for her purchases, looking forward to getting home and unwinding over some
baking. The berries had looked like so many sparkling jewels in the produce
section, and she decided she’d make a glazed almond torte and garnish it with
raspberries, strawberries, and blueberries.


Carrying the
last of her bags up to her apartment, she paused as she passed Scott’s
apartment, as she had on each trip. She dreamed up excuses to knock. Advice
about what the cops wanted? No, being new, he probably didn’t know, and she’d
already had her menu items planned. Tell him she needed a taste tester? Well,
maybe later, when she actually had something for him to taste.


No. she had
too much to deal with, and didn’t need distractions. And Scott would definitely
be a distraction. She went to her apartment and set to work.


 


Surprised to
find it was almost midnight, Ashley shut down her computer and put all her
bakeoff paperwork into a folder. Still too wired to sleep, she poured a glass
of wine, hoping it would help her unwind. She tried to avoid breaking out into
a huge grin every time she saw her chef’s coat draped over the back of her
couch where she’d laid it after pressing out all the wrinkles. Tempted to sleep
in it, she decided she really didn’t like ironing enough to deal with it again.


She crawled
into bed with her wine and the romance novel she’d picked up while she was at
the Book Worm, hoping between the two of them, they’d unplug her brain.
Eventually, she drifted off.


Ashley
awakened slowly from an erotic dream, surprisingly aroused. Distant sounds
filtered through the fog of sleep. Moans and groans interspersed with shouts.
Her head cleared enough to realize her brain must have connected thoughts of
the romance novel she’d fallen asleep reading with the sounds from next door.
The moans grew louder, the shouts more intense. Maybe it wasn’t sex after all.
Then again, some people liked it rough. Maybe her first impression of the
handcuffs on Scott’s robe had been the right one.


Consenting
adults. None of her business.


Blocking the
images, she shoved a pillow over her ears.


A pounding
broke through her consciousness. Groggy, she tried to place the sound. Someone
at her door. She grabbed the pillow and rolled over, clutching it to her chest
as she squinted at the bedside clock. Not even five a.m. Who would be pounding
on her door at this hour?


Adrenaline
swept through her system as her brain cleared. Nobody, that’s who. Unless it
was an emergency. Was the building on fire? Wouldn’t the smoke alarms be
blasting?


Grabbing a
robe, she worked her arms into the sleeves while rushing to the door. “Who’s
there?”


“Pine Hills
Police, ma’am. May I come in?”


Her mind
whirled. What could the police be doing here? Her first thoughts shot straight
to her parents. Had something happened to them? Would the Pittsburgh police
have sent the Pine Hills cops to notify her? She yanked the door open.


A uniformed
officer stood in the hallway. “Ashley Eagan? I’m Officer Brody. Pine Hills
Police.”


“Yes?”


“May I come
in?”


“What
happened?”


“You’re the
owner on record for the new store on Plum Street? Confections by Ashley, is
that correct?”


What now?
She remembered Willie saying the Klutz Brigade would work extra hours to finish
on time. Another accident? Carl hadn’t called. Something serious, or why else
would she be inviting a policeman into her apartment at five in the morning? “Yes,
that’s my shop.”


Before he
stepped inside, another voice intruded. “Is there a problem, officer?”


Ashley
sidestepped so she could see beyond the officer who now blocked her doorway.
Scott approached, hair mussed, shirtless, a damp towel draped around his hips,
looking like he hadn’t slept. Remembering her dream and the noises, Ashley felt
heat rise to her face. She had trouble meeting his eyes, but staring at his
bare chest—a very nice chest, well-muscled, with a light dusting of pale gold
hair pointing down to the towel—didn’t work either, because all she could think
of was what was under the terrycloth. Instead, she focused her gaze on the
officer.


Scott
stepped closer, adjusting the towel. His posture straightened. He met Officer
Brody’s gaze. “I’m Scott Whelan. I live next door.”


The cop’s
eyes narrowed. Ashley sensed that male alpha dog syndrome brewing. Clearly
Officer Brody thought Scott should be more submissive. Scott didn’t back down,
despite the fact that a uniform trumped a towel—at least in her mind. Scott
didn’t seem to agree. But he broke eye contact and looked at her. “You’re not
obligated to answer his questions.”


Ashley
tugged at her hair. “He hasn’t asked me anything. Not really, anyway. Only if I
own my bakery—which I do. And he hasn’t told me anything either.” She switched
her attention to the officer. “Has there been another accident? Is there an
emergency? Should I get down there?”


“Can we go
inside?” Officer Brody said again.


“Don’t say
anything, Ashley,” Scott said.


Officer
Brody frowned at Scott. “Are you a lawyer, Mr. Whelan?”


Lawyer?
Ashley’s heart thumped. What could have happened? Why were they talking about
lawyers? This was moving much too fast. “Please. Tell me what’s going on. Is it
an emergency? Should we be going to my bakery?”


“No, not an
emergency,” Officer Brody said. “I have a few questions.” He turned his gaze to
Scott, clearly irritated at her neighbor’s presence.


“I’m not a
lawyer,” Scott said. “But with your permission, I’d like to listen in. If it’s
all right with Miss Eagan, of course.


“Yes, it’s
all right.” Ashley backed into her apartment. “And I’m going to make some
coffee, if that’s all right, too.”


Officer
Brody nodded. Inside, with better lighting, Ashley took a closer look at him.
He took off his hat revealing a boyish face that went with his carroty red
hair. He might be a little older than he looked, but he was still young. And on
edge. Pale beneath his freckles. Decidedly uncomfortable. New to the job? From
the glances he kept shooting at Scott, she figured the officer wasn’t quite
sure what to make of him. That was all right. Neither was she.


“We can talk
in the kitchen.” Without waiting for a response, she stepped to the counter.
Taking a calming breath, she scooped beans into the hopper of her coffeemaker,
adjusted the paper filter, filled the reservoir with water, and set the carafe
in place. The whining growl as the machine went through the grinding phase gave
her another moment to collect her thoughts. Which was stupid, because her thoughts
were worst-case disasters, and she certainly didn’t want a collection of them.


The grinding
stopped, and the water entered the chamber. The aroma of coffee wafted through
her kitchen like expensive perfume. After getting three mugs from the cabinet,
she retrieved a plastic container of chocolate fudge cookies she’d baked for
the police station and arranged a few on a plate. Coffee and chocolate. A
perfect combination. Get rid of the cop standing at attention on the other side
of her island, and it would be a picture of heaven. But right now, it was more
like the road to hell.


Meanwhile,
Scott and Officer Brody still had that alpha dog thing going. Men. Why was it
always about them? She was the one with the problem, or there wouldn’t
be a cop in her kitchen. If it was trivial, he’d have done whatever it was cops
did by now. Instead, he stood there, clearly uncomfortable. Trying to be
patient.


She turned
and attempted a smile for the officer. “I guess you haven’t met Scott yet. He
works at the police station, you know.”


Scott seemed
to relax, but not all the stiffness in his posture disappeared. “I just
started. I’m on mornings, so our paths haven’t crossed.”


Brody looked
at Scott more closely. Recognition, then a wide grin spread across his face. “Whelan.
Scott Whelan. Right. From County. I’d forgotten they said you were joining our
department.” He extended his hand. “Greg Brody. Welcome. Pleased to meet you.”


Scott’s
rigid posture returned. He gave the briefest of handshakes. “That’s right. And
I’m strictly a civilian now.” His eyes narrowed, his lips flattened, completely
rejecting Officer Brody’s friendliness.


Officer
Brody looked like he’d been slapped. Scott seemed hard. Almost angry. Certainly
not the southern gentleman she’d spent part of a day with.


“Have some
cookies,” she said, pushing the plate across the counter between the two
posturing men. Alpha dogs. Sheesh.


Scott
continued to glare at Officer Brody, who averted his gaze. Neither touched her
offerings.


“The coffee
will be ready soon.” She took a cookie, in case it was one of those ladies
first things. She took a bite, but the usual pleasure from tasting one of her
creations was gone, and she might as well be eating something from a generic,
store-bought box. She set the rest of the cookie on a napkin. “Officer Brody,
why don’t you ask your questions?”


He slid his
gaze to Scott, then pulled out a notebook and pen. He squared his shoulders and
his demeanor turned formal. “Miss Eagan, where were you this afternoon, let’s
say from four o’clock until now?”



Chapter 8


 


 


Scott
hitched the damp towel tighter around his hips. If he had any brains, he’d go
home and change, but he couldn’t see Brody waiting for him to get back. At
first, Scott had pegged Brody for a rookie, not sure how to approach Ashley.
But rookie or not, Brody seemed even more nervous than he should for a routine
questioning, and Scott wondered if his own presence had anything to do with it.
From the sidelong glances Brody kept sending him, maybe it did.


Was Brody’s
discomfort nothing more than having someone sitting in on an interview? Or more
about having an ex-cop sitting in? Or was it because Brody considered him more
than an ex-cop?


Lose the
ego trip, asshole.


Over a beer
last evening, Kovak seemed to have accepted Scott as a fellow cop, taking him
down from that ridiculous pedestal. Why should Scott assume Brody had him up on
one as well? The guy was green. Any cop with more experience would have him on
edge.


No matter.
Ashley—or any citizen, Scott tried to tell himself—deserved an impartial set of
eyes and ears during questioning. Even if those eyes and ears were half-dressed
and fresh out of the Jacuzzi.


“Please,
sit,” Ashley said. She motioned to the stools at her counter, and making the
first move, she sat. She flashed him a brief semblance of a smile, as if
acknowledging that he wouldn’t sit unless she did. And another flash of what?
Understanding? Sympathy? A look that said “I know you’re probably hurting.”


Scott felt
more comfortable with his lower half hidden beneath the counter, even though he
did have trunks on under the towel. And although the Jacuzzi had eased the
stiffness, sitting was easier than standing. Easier to concentrate on Brody’s
questions if he wasn’t distracted by pain. And after hearing Brody’s opening
question, Scott definitely wanted to give the man his undivided attention.
Thankful the stools were padded in vinyl, Scott settled his damp bottom into
the one next to her, leaving the third for Brody in case he wanted a seat. As
expected, however, Brody remained standing.


Brody
repeated his question, and Scott waited for Ashley to respond.


He and
Ashley had parted ways right around the time in question, so he didn’t know
where she’d gone. She seemed to think for a minute. A little hesitation was
good. Nobody actually remembered a minute-by-minute account of their day.
People who gave them had usually rehearsed them, knowing they might be needed.
And offered alibis before anyone asked. Too much hesitation wasn’t good,
either, and Scott found himself holding his breath waiting for Ashley’s answer.


“I was at
the bakery until about four, I think.” She gestured toward Scott. “Scott was
with me then.”


Brody looked
to Scott.


Scott
nodded. “We were there. Along with half a dozen construction workers. And a
delivery from UPS, if you’re looking for verification. I’m sure their records
will confirm that she signed for a delivery, and at what time.”


Brody didn’t
say anything, but nodded and wrote something down. “And when you left. Were you
still together?”


Ashley shook
her head, and Scott got a whiff of some floral-scent. Her shampoo, no doubt.
Maybe he shouldn’t have picked this seat, where he kept wanting to touch her,
to reassure her that everything was all right. The fact that his leg brushed
against hers didn’t help, but he couldn’t bend it enough to avoid the contact.
Then again, she hadn’t moved away.


“No, I went
to Thriftway for supplies.” Ashley gave Brody a quick grin. “For you, actually.
I mean the entire station, not you specifically. I’m supposed to be providing desserts
for a party tomorrow.” She pointed at the cookies. “Those are some of them. I
was here baking and working on organizing my bakeoff. I went to bed around
midnight, and then—” She paused, looked at Scott, color rising to her face,
before returning her gaze to Brody. “And then you knocked on the door and woke
me up.”


“Nobody can
corroborate your story?” Brody said.


Scott bit
back a retort.


Ashley
bristled. “Story? I’m telling you what I did. It’s not a story. I was
alone. I was working on the computer, though. And I made a few phone calls.”


“Cell or
land line?” Brody asked.


“My regular
phone.” She pointed to the one on her kitchen desk. “Will that give you a way
to … corroborate my … my nonfiction accounting of my whereabouts,
officer?”


The perfect
touch of indignity, Scott thought. Exactly the way an innocent person would
react. Although he doubted Brody’s instincts were honed enough to detect the
subtle nuances during the interrogation of an accomplished liar, there was
nothing here to indicate Ashley was telling anything but the truth. And Brody
hadn’t mastered the art of the expressionless face yet, either. Scott would put
good money that Brody accepted her story. He suppressed a smile. Her nonfiction
accounting.


And why did
he care that she’d kept her cool? He looked at her more closely. Clearly
dragged out of bed, her hair hanging in unruly tangles. No makeup, but her
brown eyes were bright, and as she chewed on the unfinished cookie she’d set
aside earlier, her tongue peeked out to capture any stray crumbs. He allowed
himself about a nanosecond to think about her tongue and those nice full lips
before she could distract him more than the aches in his shoulder and leg.


“Thank you,
Miss Eagan,” Brody said. “A couple more questions, and you can get on with your
day.”


Scott didn’t
miss the relief on Ashley’s face. He caught himself before he patted her thigh.


Brody
flipped to another page in his notebook. “Do you know Elaine Rathburn?”


Ashley’s
eyes widened. “I’ve done business with her recently, but I wouldn’t say I know
her. Why?”


“What about
Felicity Markham?”


Scott
flashed to the altercation at Elaine’s studio. And what he’d asked Kovak to
research for him, which had nothing to do with Ashley’s bakery. His cop radar
pinged. “I think you owe Miss Eagan an explanation, Officer Brody. Why you’re
asking about these people. Unless, of course, you’re canvassing the entire town
looking for information about them.”


Brody
reddened slightly. A hazard of being a redhead, as Scott knew all too well. And
Brody was a true redhead, much more so than Scott’s own sandy hue. Couple that
with looking about twelve added challenges to being taken seriously. But, Scott
couldn’t help but note the kid was doing fine.


Brody
stiffened. “Please answer the question, Miss Eagan.”


Ashley
grabbed another cookie. “I’d say I know Felicity Markham about as well as I
know Elaine Rathburn. Although I haven’t done business with Felicity.”


Scott knew
where this was going, but he wasn’t going to jump in and mention what he’d seen
at Elaine’s studio. Let the cop do his job. To cover the fact that he almost
burst into laughter thinking about how he was doing exactly what he hated
witnesses to do, Scott reached for a cookie. Different being on the other side.
He bit into it. The rich chocolate hit him like a blanket of mellow. “Damn,
these are good. Brody, do yourself a favor and have one.”


Brody
reacted almost as if he were following orders. But when Brody sampled one,
Scott caught the pleasure in the young cop’s expression.


“They are
good, ma’am,” Brody said. “Excellent.”


Didn’t take
an experienced cop to recognize the pride in Ashley’s eyes.


“The coffee’s
ready.” She filled three mugs. “There’s a hint of coffee in the cookies, and
they should taste even better with a cup. How do you take yours, Officer?”


“A little
milk if you have it,” Brody said. He glanced at Scott, as if wanting
reassurance that it was okay to take a coffee break in the middle of
questioning someone.


Well, Scott
wasn’t a cop, and he didn’t question people anymore, and he sure as hell
enjoyed Ashley’s creations. But on the job, yes, he’d occasionally accepted
food offerings if it seemed to help put someone at ease. Instead of saying
anything, he helped himself to another cookie and sipped his coffee.


Ashley set a
small pitcher of milk and a spoon on the counter next to Brody’s mug. Exhaling
audibly, he poured some into his coffee and stirred, clearly organizing his
thoughts for his next step. Scott waited, torn between wanting to help a green
cop and wanting to make sure Ashley wasn’t subjected to any unnecessary stress.


Brody took a
sip of the coffee, then set the mug down and picked up his pen and notebook
again. “When’s the last time you saw either Elaine Rathburn or Felicity
Markham?”


 


***


 


Ashley set
her coffee on the counter before adding her usual milk and sugar so Officer
Brody couldn’t see her hands trembling. That question sounded way too much like
a cop show. The part where they were zeroing in on the murderer.


Why are
you jumping to murder? He didn’t say that. Why can’t it be an insurance issue?
One of the Klutz Brigade broke something else and Carl’s insurance is maxed
out.


But
something told her this was more serious than he’d implied when he’d shown up
at her door. If it wasn’t serious, he wouldn’t have arrived in person, right?
At five in the morning, right? Oh, this was feeling very, very wrong.


Keep your
cool. Don’t act guilty.


And why
would she be acting guilty? She hadn’t done anything. She sucked in a breath.


“Felicity
and Elaine? Yesterday afternoon. Between four-thirty and five, I think. I was
at Elaine’s studio ordering some discount coupons for my bakery. And then
Felicity came in, and got all huffy. She left, and I finished with Elaine, and
then we went to my bakery.”


“We?” Brody
said, fixing his gaze on Scott.


Of course.
Scott had shown up wearing a towel. Did Officer Brody think they had something
going on? And speaking of goings on, what about whoever had been with him last
night? Was she waiting in Scott’s apartment?


Ashley gave
Scott a pleading look. Was there a problem mentioning him? He gave her a nod
and a quick smile.


Feeling more
assured, she went on. “Scott was with me. We’d had coffee at Sadie’s, and then
went to Elaine’s.”


“That sounds
about right, and I’ll agree to the time frame,” Scott said.


Officer
Brody wrote something down. “Would either of you care to elaborate on ‘huffy’?


Scott nodded
toward her. Her stomach twisted. Why didn’t he explain it? He was the one who’d
worked around cops. He must know the right things to say. All Ashley could see
was herself being hauled off to jail for saying the wrong thing. In her robe,
no makeup, and in need of a shower.


She reached
for the coffee, then decided her brain was already in overdrive, helped in no
small part by the chocolate and sugar in the cookies. She wiped her palms over
her face, trying to slow things down. After another deep breath, she went on.


“I don’t
know exactly why Felicity came into Elaine’s. But she must have heard me
discussing coupons for free cookies, and she kind of … exploded. She accused me
of trying to put her out of business. I tried to explain that we weren’t in
competition, but she didn’t want to hear anything. She told Elaine she’d take
her business elsewhere and stormed out.


“Oh, and I
ran into her briefly at Thriftway. Kind of literally. My cart bumped into hers,
and she turned around and went the other way.”


“About what
time?” Officer Brody asked, his pen poised above his notebook.


“Around six,
I guess. I finished shopping and came straight home.”


She waited,
wondering if Scott was going to bring up what Elaine had said. That Felicity’s
credit had stretched until it snapped. But that was none of her business, and
for all she knew, Elaine might have made it up. If Officer Brody wanted more,
let him ask.


“Anything to
add, Detective Whelan?”


Detective?
Ashley swiveled to face Scott, whose expression had changed to one she wouldn’t
want to meet in a dark alley. Or a brightly lit one.


“It’s. Mister.
Whelan.” He spat the words out. “I’m a civilian. No different from Miss Eagan.”


Officer
Brody lifted his palms in apology. “Sorry. Slip of the tongue.”


Okay, what
was that all about? Was it really a slip of Officer Brody’s tongue? Was
he used to working with detectives and used the title reflexively? Or was Scott
working undercover on something and Officer Brody had blown it? Ashley let it
slide—for now.


Scott sipped
his coffee and chewed on another cookie. When he finished, his composure had
returned. “Nothing to add. That’s exactly how it played out.” He set down his
mug. “And now, if you don’t mind, we’ve been patient and answered your
questions. I think it’s time you told us why you’re here.”


This time it
was Officer Brody who took a moment with coffee and cookie. When he finished,
he put his notebook away. “I’m afraid Felicity Markham is dead.”


“What?”
Ashley’s mouth dropped open. Even though she’d almost expected Officer Brody to
say something like that, the shock hit her like a physical blow. She gripped
the counter. “Where? When? How?”


“I think the
more significant questions is what Miss Eagan has to do with any of this,”
Scott said. “I saw Felicity Markham yesterday, yet you didn’t come to my
apartment.”


Officer
Brody’s gaze alternated between her and Scott. “That’s because Ms. Markham’s
body was discovered inside Miss Eagan’s bakery.”


The cookies
and coffee sitting in Ashley’s stomach threatened to make the return trip. Her
ears rang. The kitchen tilted. She fought the nausea.


Scott’s hand
rested on her shoulder. “You all right? Take a few deep breaths.”


She
swallowed. Did as he asked. The room righted itself. “I’m all right. I guess. I
mean, someone’s dead, so I’m not really all right, but—”


“That’s
okay, Miss Eagan.” Officer Brody’s voice, calm and soothing, registered from a
distance. “I’ve got what I need. The detectives will take over from here.”


“Wait,” she
said. “How did she die?”


“That’s for
the medical examiner to determine, ma’am.”


“My bakery?
Is she … still there?”


“No, ma’am.
She’s at the morgue.”


Scott
appeared at her side, rested his hand on her shoulder again. More than rested.
Squeezed. But gently. “Let the police do their job, Ashley.”


Brody put
his cap on and strode down the hall. Ashley stood in the open doorway until she
heard the elevator ding. She twisted to face Scott.


“What’s with
the detective bit?”



Chapter 9


 


 


Scott
skirted the obvious question on Ashley’s mind. “They always send a detective to
follow up on an unattended death.”


“That’s not
what I meant,” Ashley said, and he knew she’d seen through his ruse. “He called
you a detective. Why would he say that?”


Scott
dragged a hand through his hair. Dry now, he noted. “I have to get ready for
work.”


Ashley
fisted her hands at her hips. “How long can it take to answer a simple
question? Why did Officer Brody call you detective? And if you’re working
undercover, I promise, your secret’s safe with me.”


He exhaled. “No,
I’m exactly what I told you. A civilian working at the Pine Hills Police
Department. But … I used to be a detective. I guess Brody knew that.”


He turned,
but she reached for him. “Please. Can you tell me what’s going to happen? What
I should be doing?” Her brown eyes glistened. “I hate to sound callous or
petty, but my business—delays, or the stigma of someone dying in my place—if
anything happens—”


Hearing the
quaver in her voice, after she’d been so strong with Brody, twisted something
inside him. He fought the urge to gather her in his arms. “Let me change. I
really do have to get to work, and maybe I can find out more from there. Can we
meet for coffee? Or an early lunch? I get a break at eleven.” By then, he
should have something more to tell her.


“Okay.” She
swiped at her eyes and sniffed. “Should I meet you at the station?”


“That’ll be
fine. See you at eleven.”


She nodded,
hope and trust clear in her expression.


What the
hell. He squeezed her shoulders and brushed his lips to her forehead. “Don’t
worry.”


Before she
could react—or see his reaction—he high-tailed it to his apartment although his
limp and the towel made it more like low-tailing.


 


At the
station, Kovak stopped by Scott’s desk carrying his usual two coffees. Scott
wondered if he automatically bought two and gave one to whoever he bumped into
first. Scott accepted it, although he didn’t particularly care for all the frou
frou enhancements.


Kovak
hitched a hip onto Scott’s desk. “You know something we don’t? Or are you some
kind of psychic? One minute you’re asking me to do a sneaky background check on
Felicity Markham, and the next minute, she’s dead.” He stood and dropped a file
folder where he’d been sitting. “Now that she’s deceased, I don’t suppose there’s
any harm in sharing what I dug up.”


“Total
coincidence, I assure you.” Scott took a polite sip of Kovak’s offering, then
set it down next to his mug of sludge. “Any investigative information you’re
allowed to share with us humble unsworn?”


“Actually, I
was hoping to pick your brain. We don’t get many suspicious deaths here.”
He looked thoughtful. “Come to think of it, the last one we got was when
Detweiler was out of town, too. Maybe the chief should cancel all his vacation
time.”


“You have
cause of death?” Scott asked, trying to get the conversation back on track. “Or
time?”


“In the
queue at the ME’s office. Charlotte Russell—she’s the ME—is good, but she won’t
say anything until she’s got the body in the morgue and lab results in.”


Scott
smiled. “That’s the truth.”


“Right. You
probably worked with her a lot.”


“More than I
wanted to—nothing personal. If we worked together it meant someone had died.
You were on scene, right? At the bakery?”


“Yeah. No
signs of violence, though. Brody was on patrol. Saw a light on, went to check.
Saw the body through the window. We’re trying to figure out what Felicity
Markham was doing in the bakery at four in the morning.”


“The
contractor said his crew was going to work as long as it took to get the job
back on schedule. You talked to them?”


Kovak
scraped his hand across the blond stubble on his jaw. “Workers, yes. Can’t find
the damn contractor. But they all say they left and locked up well before
midnight.”


“Gives you
an approximate window of midnight until four. Until the ME gets back to you
with the COD, all you have is a dead body, right?”


“Yeah. A
dead body in an empty, locked room.”


“Keys?”


“Workers say
nobody but the contractor and the owner have them.” Kovak leaned in. “Brody
says you were there this morning. You have anything to offer on the bakery
lady?”


“The bakery
lady’s name is Ashley Eagan. And she’s understandably upset, having a cop show
up at her door at five a.m.”


“Yeah, it’s
in my notes. I’ve got her on my list for later this morning. Speaking of Brody,
did he do okay? He’s green, but has potential. He was first on scene—his second
time, although the first time was a real doozy. Guy’s face blown off. Oh, wait.
I told you that, didn’t I?”


Kovak did
like to bring up that case. Apparently his claim to fame here in Pine Hills.
Scott swallowed his impatience. “Yes, you did, and yes, Brody did fine. A
little nervous, not altogether organized in his questioning, but he didn’t
screw anything up.”


Except maybe
he should have pushed a little harder on the photo studio altercation, about
Felicity’s finances, but Kovak would probably follow up with Elaine and get it
first-hand.


“Good to
hear. I know doing CPR on a dead body got to him. That’s why I sent him to
interview Eagan.”


“Wait,”
Scott said. “You said Brody saw the body through the window. How did he get in?”


“Busted the
glass on the door. You’re not saying he shouldn’t have.”


“No, of
course not. He saw a woman whose life might have been in danger. No question
about exigent circumstances. But you left it open?” Scott didn’t think there
were enough officers to station one in front of an exposed storefront. His
pulse kicked up as he thought of Ashley having to deal with the setback of
repairing a door. Cops didn’t fix stuff unless they were clearly in the wrong,
and there was nothing wrong about checking to see if a person was in peril.


“Brody didn’t
mention that?” Kovak frowned. “Shit. Guess he was more shook up than I thought.
He should have told her to call her insurance company. We taped the door, and
folks here are usually law-abiding, but there are always a few bad apples. That’s
how we earn our paychecks.”


Thoughts of
vandals helping themselves to Ashley’s shiny new equipment rushed through Scott’s
brain. “I’ll do it.”


“Okay,
thanks,” Kovak said. “Trying to get my ducks lined up so I’ll know which way to
go when I hear from the ME. Be nice to have this one wrapped up with a bright
red bow when the big guy gets back.” He turned away, headed back for his
office, Scott presumed.


“Kovak?”


The
detective pivoted. “Yeah?”


“When you
interview Miss Eagan, remember she’s baking the desserts for tomorrow. Be nice.
You wouldn’t want her to mix up the sugar and salt now, would you?” Or get
too heavy-handed with the cayenne.


“Right.
Working solo’s been a bitch, but I’m cool.”


Scott didn’t
doubt it. The first hours of a case could be critical, and no cop worth his
badge didn’t feel the stress. And cop-to-cop conversations were a far cry from
cop-to-citizen. But he didn’t regret giving Kovak the reminder.


Scott got Ashley’s
voice mail, so he left a message about calling her insurance company. In
between dealing with paperwork, calls and drop-ins, Scott leafed through the
pages Kovak had left him. Felicity Markham’s finances were a disaster, but she
didn’t have a record. Or if she did, Kovak had left those pages out.


At
ten-thirty, Scott called Sadie’s and ordered some sandwiches to go. Then he
called Charlotte Russell.


“You pushing
me, Whelan?” she said when he asked if she’d done the autopsy on Felicity. “You’ve
got no clout anymore.”


But there
was a teasing to her tone, so he relaxed his grip on the phone. “Of course not.
I missed our visits. Thought I’d bug you—you know, nostalgia, old time’s sake.
You have anything at all? TOD?”


She laughed,
a warm, deep rumble. “I am going to miss you. Estimated time of death is
between one and three a.m.”


“Thanks. I’ll
owe you.”


She laughed
again. “You have email at the cop shop, Mr. Civilian? It won’t be before late
today. Maybe not until tomorrow, but I can let you know what I find.”


“Might be
better to use my personal account. Or call with a heads up.” He’d finished
giving her his address and cell number when Ashley walked in. Stumbled in was
more like it. Tendrils of her hair had escaped the confines of her ponytail,
and her brown eyes seemed barely able to focus. She gripped the narrow counter
on the other side of the glass as if it was all that was holding her up.


He did his
best imitation of leaping to his feet and hurried to reach her side.


 


***


 


Ashley tried
to enjoy the sunshine as she and Scott sat at a picnic bench in Pioneer Park.
Not far away, moms pushed toddlers in the swings, or helped them up and down
the slide. Giggles, squeals, and birdsong filled the air.


Under Scott’s
stern eye, she’d eaten half the turkey sandwich he’d given her, but it felt
more like an entire frozen Thanksgiving turkey sat in the pit of her stomach.
She managed a weak smile. “I’m stuffed. I guess I sampled too much of my
baking. I hope the people at the station will like them.”


Scott
finished his sandwich, took a deep swig of his root beer, and wiped his mouth. “I’m
sure they’ll be fantastic. How are you feeling now?”


“I’m all
right. Sorry about almost collapsing before.” Her face warmed, and it wasn’t
all from the sun. Seeing the concern in his eyes made her drop her gaze, afraid
he’d notice the attraction in hers. “I guess I kind of hit the wall,” she
mumbled.


“You talk to
your insurance company?”


Good. Back
to business. No point in thinking about whether he saw anything in her. She had
enough to deal with without adding a man to the mix. “Yes, they sent someone
out with a temporary fix, and put a rush order on a new pane for the door. At
least Officer Brody didn’t knock the entire door off. But there was crime scene
tape across the door, and people were stopping, and looking at me as if I’d
killed Felicity. I had three bakeoff cancellations, and—” her voice hit that
quaver pitch again, and she stopped. Her head throbbed. She yanked the elastic
from her ponytail and shook her head to relieve the pressure.


Scott
maneuvered himself around the picnic table and sat next to her, draping an arm
across her shoulder. He stroked her hair with his other hand. No hesitation, no
awkwardness. Simply recognizing the need for comfort and offering it. She
leaned into his chest, accepting it. They sat in silence for several moments.
She felt his heartbeat, the rise and fall of his chest, and inhaled his scent.
This morning, he’d smelled like Jacuzzi chemicals. Now, he simply smelled clean
and fresh.


“You all
right now?” His lips were close to her ear, and his breath warmed her cheek.


“Yeah.
Sorry. Again.”


And then the
sounds of the night played through her head. She pushed away. “I’m fine.
Really. You don’t need to fuss over me. I mean, I know you have someone else.”


“What?”
Confusion filled his face.


Her cheeks
flamed. She twirled her soda can in her hands. “Um … your bedroom and mine.
They share a wall. Sound travels. I … kind of heard you … you know…”


“Ashley, I
don’t know what you heard, but it wasn’t … what I think you’re saying. I was
alone last night. And for a lot of nights before that.” He reddened. “I …
sometimes I have … nightmares. Normally, I wake up. I guess this time I didn’t.”


She laid a
forefinger on his shoulder. The one she’d caught him rubbing a few times. “About
your accident?” Someday, when—if—things ever settled down, she’d ask him what
happened.


He nodded,
then his solemn expression turned into a grin. “I think I like your
interpretation better.”


The
suggestive gleam in his eye brought even more heat to her face. Or was he
trying to distract her from her current misery? Ever since she’d caught Barry
cheating, she distrusted her ability to read men.


“Don’t be a
pessimist,” Scott said, his tone shifting. “I’m sure things will work out for
you. For every person spooked by a dead body, there are at least three who will
come to your store to check it out. And they’ll buy. Your grand opening will draw
crowds.”


“You’re not
saying that to make me feel better?” Then again, that would be enough. Right
now, all she wanted was to feel better, even if it was for no longer than Scott’s
lunch break.


“Voice of
experience,” he said.


His
detective expertise was more important than whether or not he lied about having
a girlfriend. “So, tell me, experienced detective. What happens next?”


“One perk of
your shop being virtually empty, is that the crime scene techs should be
finished quickly. You should have your bakery back soon—my guess is by
tomorrow.”


Gathering
courage from the way she felt in his arms, she asked the question she hadn’t
been able to face. The one she dismissed, telling herself she was jumping to
conclusions. “Do you think someone killed Felicity?”


“I don’t
know. But contrary to what mystery books and television shows lead you to
believe, only about five percent of deaths are homicides.”


She pulled
away and looked him in the eyes. “Really?”


He grinned
and pulled her against him again. “Really. Trust the experienced detective on
that one.”


“Good,
because … well … I had this thought. That I might be a suspect.”


“You? Why?”


“Felicity’s
display at Elaine’s. People might think I was mad at her, and wanted to stop
her for good. After seeing her at Thriftway, I know she didn’t like me. Or,
remember, I told you how I’d had all these snafus with the construction? They
found Felicity in the bakery, and if she could get in, then maybe she was the
one behind at least some of the accidents. And then, what if I’d found out, and
decided to kill her?”


“Interesting.”
He gave her hair one last stroke, then pushed her away and cupped her face. “But
I think any experienced detective would be able to find enough holes in that
scenario to dismiss it. At least the part where you killed her. Criminals tend
to be stupid—that’s how we catch them—but I doubt anyone would ever think you
were stupid enough to kill someone and leave her body in your own bakery.”


His fingers
were warm on her cheeks. She was tempted to move them to her lips.


Sheesh.
She had a dead body in her bakery, her dreams were shattering around her, and
she was thinking of—? Of what? Flirtation? Seduction? She had to find a
different book to read.


She jiggled
her head a fraction, and Scott released her. It was as if a safety net she didn’t
know was there had disappeared. “So if I’m a suspect, then you think someone’s framing
me?”


“First, I
don’t think you’re a viable suspect. And we experienced detectives know better
than to jump to conclusions before we have facts. The big one we’re missing now
is the cause of death, so there’s no reason to suspect homicide yet, much less
you as the killer.”


He stood,
gathering their trash. “And, I’ve never once, in all my detecting days, had a
picnic lunch with a killer. Or asked one to walk through a park on a sunny day.”
He extended his hand.


She took it.
Dovetailed her fingers through it. Warm. Strong. “So, what’s your theory about
Felicity?” she asked as they strolled along the path toward the parking lot.
The long way around.


“No
theories,” Scott said. “Not enough facts. She’s dead. She was found inside your
locked bakery. According to Kovak—he’s one of the official detectives on the
case—only you and Carl have keys. Is that true?”


“Yes.” She
considered it. “But what if Carl had duplicates made? If he did, then anyone
might have a key, right?”


He stopped
and spun her to face him. “You have the makings of a detective, you know that?”
His eyes twinkled, their hazel shade turning almost green.


“You already
thought of that, didn’t you?”


He shrugged.
Rubbed his shoulder. “Well, I am the experienced detective. You’re the
rookie.”


His cell
phone rang. “Scott Whelan.” He turned, and Ashley stepped away while he took
the call. She tried to ignore the way his polo hugged his broad shoulders, the
way the sunlight turned his hair to gold.


His
shoulders stiffened. He put the phone away. When he faced her, his expression
sent fingers of ice down her spine.



Chapter 10


 


 


Scott
slipped his phone into its clip on his belt. Not much point in sugar-coating
the news. “That was the medical examiner. Preliminary results say Felicity
Markham died of a drug overdose. Painkillers. Whether she took them herself or
someone helped her along isn’t clear yet.”


“So maybe it
was suicide? What are the odds on that one?”


“About ten
percent.”


“A little
better than homicide, I guess. If that’s the case, then she gets into my bakery
to kill herself? Why?”


“I have no
idea. Maybe her financial problems were too much for her. The cops will
investigate.”


“Can you
find out what’s going on? I know you’re not a cop here, but will they tell you
stuff?”


Ashley’s
wide brown eyes affected him with a punch to the gut. He recognized the
pleading in her tone. He’d heard it countless times on the job. Family,
friends, all wanting to know how a loved one died, wanting justice done.
Standing for the dead was his job. More than a job. His reason for existing. At
least it had been until Rina. Now, he wasn’t sure who he was anymore. But even
though Felicity Markham was neither a friend nor relative of Ashley’s, his new neighbor
had burrowed deeper inside him than any of those other justice-seekers.


Nothing more
than his returning libido, he told himself. Dormant since he’d entered his Dark
Place, somehow Ashley had opened a crack, letting the light in.


“I’ll do
what I can,” he said. She took his hand again, clearly anxious to get going.
Feeling the slightest twinge of guilt, he kept the pace slow. It wasn’t his
case to solve. Five more minutes wouldn’t make a difference.


In the
parking area, he opened the car door for her, and enjoyed her quick grin. She
was silent on the short drive to the Municipal Building, and he left her to her
thoughts. Much as he wanted to offer assurance, he’d be spouting meaningless
banalities and he knew she’d be able to tell.


At the
municipal lot, he found a slot not far from her car.


“You know, I’m
capable of finding my car on my own,” she said, rewarding him with another
smile.


“I know,” he
said. He escorted her to her vehicle, waited for her to get in, and watched as
she buckled her seatbelt. He stepped back as she started the car, but he didn’t
move toward the station until she’d exited the lot.


His leg
hardly troubled him as he entered the station. Less pain, more libido. If not
for a dead body, he’d be feeling pretty good right now. Then again, it was
Kovak’s dead body, not his.


He figured
he’d better catch up on anything that came in while he was at lunch, and headed
for his desk. Doranna vacated his seat at his approach. She made a show of
rubbing her ear.


“Phones been
busy?” he asked.


She rolled
her eyes. “Everyone wants to know why there’s crime scene tape on the bakery,
and if they should hide behind locked doors for the foreseeable future.
Otherwise, just another day in Pine Hills.” She nodded and headed toward the
back.


Scott had
barely settled in when the phone chirped its internal signal. Still reading the
phone log, he fumbled for the receiver. “Whelan.”


“My office.”


Scott’s
pulse tripped at the sound of the chief’s voice. “On my way.” The click told
him the chief had barely waited for an answer. Telling himself it was stupid to
feel like he was being called to the principal’s office, he made his way to
Laughlin’s door. Along the way, he ran through possible transgressions. Asking
Kovak to run a background check on Felicity Markham? A citizen hadn’t liked the
way he’d handled a phone call? He glanced at his watch, making sure he hadn’t
taken too much time at lunch. It had been a long time since he’d been held to
regular hours, but he’d been at his desk several minutes early.


Laughlin’s
outer door stood open. Doranna sat at the secretary’s desk. Her expression gave
no indication she knew why the chief had summoned him.


“Go on in,”
she said.


The inner
door with its frosted glass pane was closed. Despite what Doranna said, Scott
knocked.


“Come.” The
chief didn’t sound angry, although one word wasn’t enough to make a fair
assessment.


Scott
realized his hackles were up. He could hear his LT. Don’t be stupid. He
took a breath, squared his shoulders and stepped into Laughlin’s office. Kovak
sat in one of the two visitor’s chairs. Laughlin motioned him to the other.


“Kovak is
trying to convince me your talents might be better utilized somewhere other
than the front desk at the moment.”


“Sir?” Scott
looked at Kovak, who merely shrugged.


Laughlin
continued. “Detweiler’s not due back until tomorrow. Unfortunately, we’ve got a
dead body today. County is backed up and overworked, maybe more than we are. I’d
like to know if you’d be willing to act as a civilian consultant on this
investigation. I’ll run it by the Town Council to see if I can get you
appropriate compensation, but I have a feeling they’re not going to release any
funds for additional duty.”


Kovak
brushed a hand over his buzz cut. “I’ve got half a dozen open cases. Nothing as
major as a homicide, but it’s not right to put them on the back burner.”


“Homicide?”
Scott said. When had that been confirmed?


“Looks that
way.” Kovak opened a file folder. “Mike Connor—he’s our in-house lab
tech—processed the scene. He found a mug with some hot chocolate left in it.
Stomach contents confirmed Felicity Markham had been drinking hot chocolate.
Tests showed high levels of the same drug the ME found.”


“Why are you
saying homicide?” Scott asked. He wanted to hear Kovak’s take, although he had
his own suspicions.


“If she was
going to take her own life, why not swallow the pills? Why go to all the
trouble of mixing them into hot chocolate?”


Scott smiled
and nodded. “Agreed. Definitely looks more like homicide than suicide.” Scott
faced the chief. “How do you want to work this?”


“First hours
are critical. I’ll have your position covered. You go with Kovak. Remember.”
Laughlin pointed his pen at Scott. “You’re not a sworn officer. Consultant
only. Opinions, work through paper, whatever Kovak needs. When Detweiler gets
back, we’ll take another look.”


“Understood.”


Kovak rose
and offered his hand. “Welcome to the team.”


Kovak would
never know how good hearing those words felt. Scott shook the man’s hand. “Tell
me what you want me to do.”


Kovak led
him down the hall to the break room. The tables had been pushed back and a
large white board was set up against the far wall with the victim’s picture
taped near the top, in the center. “We’re setting up in here. Nothing fancy
like on those television shows.”


“Fancy doesn’t
mean better,” Scott said. “You don’t have to worry about a power failure or losing
an Internet connection.”


Kovak
stepped to the board and drew a horizontal line about a third of the way from
the bottom. “Okay, here’s our timeline.” He drew a vertical line and wrote “Elaine’s
studio, 16:30” near the far left. Near the far right, he added two more lines
and marked the first 0100 and the next 0400. “Now, all we have to do is fill in
everything in between.”


Scott
chuckled. “Looks like you’ve got a plan. Don’t see why you need me.”


“I figured
you were sick of filing and answering phones. Thought this might be more
interesting.” Kovak tossed the marker from hand to hand. “Seriously. It’s
always better to have a sounding board. Besides, if we don’t wrap this up fast,
Detweiler’s welcome home party is going to be in the middle of a war room.”


 


***


 


Ashley drove
past the bakery on her way to the parking lot. Her spirits, already buoyed by
Scott, lifted higher when she saw a man installing a new door. The claims
adjuster at Oregon Trust had promised a rush job, but she hadn’t expected it
this fast. She rounded the block, parked her car, and entered through the back
of the store, carrying the cleaning supplies she’d picked up earlier.


As she
walked through the space, the warm glow she normally got when she contemplated
her bakery wasn’t there. Even though the Klutz Brigade had been true to their
word about finishing, and even though she couldn’t see any evidence of a dead
body, she knew she wouldn’t be comfortable until she’d personally given the
floor a thorough disinfectant cleaning. Not only the floor. The entire kitchen.


“Hey there,”
the man installing the door called out. “You the owner?”


“I am.”


“I’m about
done. Gotcha a new lock.” He reached into a pocket of his blue coveralls and
pulled out a ring with several keys. “Hope you don’t mind, but the insurance
company wants to see ID before I hand ‘em over.”


“Not at all.”
Ashley showed the man her driver’s license, and he handed her the keys.


“Insurance
company said you wanted the back door locks rekeyed as well. I didn’t want to
do that until I had someone to give the keys to. I’ll get on it soon as I make
sure this door’s level.”


While she
waited, Ashley wiped down the kitchen, trying to regain that elusive warmth.
When the repairman finally left, she filled her bucket with water, squirted in
a healthy dose of cleanser and went back to her car to get the mop she’d left
there.


She’d shut
the car door when Maggie’s greeting filled the air. Ashley turned and managed a
smile.


“I’m glad I
caught you.” Maggie said. “So terrible about Felicity, isn’t it?”


You got
that right.


Maggie went
on. “I know Felicity had her shortcomings—don’t we all—but she was far too
young to die.”


Ashley had a
light bulb moment. Maggie’s endless varieties of teas came from Felicity’s
shop. She probably knew more about the woman than the cops did. The floor wasn’t
going anywhere. “Do you have time for some tea? Maybe we should have a cup—as a
tribute to her.”


“Of course.
What a wonderful idea.”


Ashley
followed Maggie through her shop. Jennifer looked up from a display of picture
frames she was dusting. “Terrible about Felicity, wasn’t it? Such a tragedy.
And in your bakery. What happened? “


Ashley
figured she’d better get some kind of answer rehearsed, as she’d probably be
hearing this one a lot. “I really don’t know. The police are investigating.”
She might need to work on her delivery, make it sound less flat, because it was
a tragedy, and to belittle it because it was creating problems for her bakery’s
opening seemed petty.


“We’ll be in
back,” Maggie said, “having a cup of tea in Felicity’s honor. I’ll let you know
when it’s ready, and you can join us.”


While Maggie
waited for the water to come to precisely the right temperature for whatever
tea she’d chosen, she arranged cups on the table. “I actually have the last of
the cookies I bought at Felicitea. It would be fitting to have them with the
tea.”


“Tell me
what you know about Felicity,” Ashley prompted. “Do you know any reason someone
might have killed her? Or that she’d commit suicide? And why she’d do it in my
shop?”


Maggie
checked her water thermometer and removed the kettle from the hot plate. As she
poured the steaming liquid into the small blue teapot, she frowned. “It somehow
seems wrong to say anything negative about her.” She set a timer. “Two minutes.”


“But knowing
how or why she died could help. It might even give meaning to her death.”


Maggie
stared at her. “Do you think she was murdered?”


Ashley
shrugged. “Scott said she died from an overdose of painkillers.”


Maggie’s
brow wrinkled. “I find that hard to believe. If she had a headache, she was
reluctant to take as much as an aspirin. She was always touting her organic
ingredients, and fresh, local produce in her salads.”


“What about
an injury? You know, where a doctor would prescribe painkillers. Maybe her
system wasn’t used to them, or she was overly sensitive.”


“But why in
your bakery?” Maggie’s timer went off and she poured the tea, setting a cup in
front of Ashley. She moved to the doorway and told Jennifer the tea was ready.


“No clue. I
thought she might have said something to you. I know she wasn’t happy about me
opening up the bakery.”


Jennifer
slipped in and picked up her tea from the table. She raised her cup. “To
Felicity.”


They sipped
in silence. Jennifer took a cookie from the plate Maggie had set out. She chewed
thoughtfully. “I wonder if Sleazeball came back. He did have a temper.”


“What?”
Ashley almost choked on her tea. “Sleazeball? Who’s Sleazeball?”


Jennifer
didn’t seem to notice Maggie’s stern expression. “More like which one? Felicity
did have bad luck with men. Remember Biker Dude from Colorado?”


“We’re not
here to speak ill of the dead,” Maggie said. “We should be celebrating her
life.”


Jennifer
reached for another cookie and held it aloft. “She did make excellent lemon sugar
cookies.”


“That she
did,” Maggie said.


“Would she
have killed herself over a man?” Ashley asked.


Jennifer
shook her head. “Not her style. She’d find another one. Or two.”


The door
chimes tinkled. Jennifer devoured another cookie. “I’d better get out front.”


After
Jennifer left, Maggie tutted. “That girl. She’s excellent in the shop, but she
does have an overdeveloped penchant for the dramatic.”


Ashley
refrained from saying anything about Maggie’s own penchant for knowing what was
going on. After all, that’s why Ashley was here. “I agree about focusing on the
good at a time like this, but don’t you think we should share what we know
about Felicity with the police? It might help them figure out why she died
sooner.”


“You’re
right, I suppose. But so much of what one hears is rumor, and tends to be
exaggerated.”


“But if we
give the police a few leads, that wouldn’t really be spreading rumors, would
it? They’d check them out and discover the facts.”


Maggie
sighed. “Oh, I do wish Sarah was back already. Not that Kovak doesn’t know what
he’s doing, but when Sarah was accused of smuggling, she and Randy worked
together to solve the crime. Since they’ve been together, she’s learned to
think like a detective. Ah, well. They’ll both be back tomorrow, and I’m sure
between Randy and Kovak, they’ll have this wrapped up in no time.”


“My new
neighbor used to be a detective,” Ashley said. “He works at the station now,
but as a civilian. I can tell him about Felicity’s boyfriend troubles. He’d
know how to feed the information to the cops, and he said he’d keep me up to
speed with whatever he’s allowed to tell me.”


“That sounds
like a good idea.” Her eyes twinkled. “And who is this new neighbor? Anyone
interesting? Aside from him being a former detective, of course, which is
interesting in itself.”


Before
Ashley got bogged down in discussing Scott with Maggie—and Ashley was positive
Maggie would ferret out the attraction Ashley herself wasn’t sure about—the
phone rang. While Maggie took the call, Ashley finished her cookie. Jennifer
hadn’t exaggerated. Ashley rolled the bite over her tongue, trying to recreate
the recipe in her mind. She could see dipping one end of the cookie into white
chocolate. She’d name them after Felicity. Her kind of tribute.


Maggie
rushed to the office door and called to Jennifer. “Take care of things, please.
I have to get to the Women’s Center right now. Lorna’s having a crisis.”



Chapter 11


 


 


“What about
Ashley Eagan?” Kovak wrote her name on the white board. “She’s got keys, so
there’s opportunity. She claims she was home in bed, but she lives alone.
Nobody to corroborate her story.” Kovak narrowed his eyes at Scott.


Scott
ignored the obvious innuendo. “What did she say when you talked to her?”


Kovak
scraped his fingers along his jaw. “Haven’t managed to see her yet. What I have
is what Brody reported.”


“Can’t buy
her as the killer.” Scott tried to present a neutral front. Naturally, since
the body had been discovered in Ashley’s bakery, she’d have to be questioned,
and he tried to tell himself that it was simply good detective work. That he’d
do the same if he were investigating. And that’s what Kovak was doing.


Kovak seemed
to be a good cop, a good detective. Scott accepted his role as sounding board,
offering suggestions when Kovak asked. Any traces of Kovak’s hero worship had
vanished, and Scott found himself settling into familiar territory.


Scott’s
stomach protested at another sip of cold, stale coffee. He welcomed it. “I’ve
known her a couple of days. But her livelihood depends on the success of the
bakery. My gut says she’s telling the truth. There have been construction foul
ups, and I’ve seen the way they’ve shaken her. It makes no sense for her to do
anything to interfere with her business.”


Kovak wrote “Keys”
on the board and drew a line to Ashley’s name.


So much for
a neutral front. “If we’re brainstorming, I’m going to play Devil’s Advocate no
matter who you’re talking about.”


Kovak
smiled. “That’s usually my role when the big guy and I hash things out. Protest
away.”


“If it’s
keys, why not the contractor? For all we know, he could have had dupes made, or
loaned them to any of his crew.”


“Got it.
Kovak wrote in his notebook. “I’ll be checking with the local locksmiths and
hardware stores—anyone who makes keys.”


Scott
nodded. Kovak wrote “Drugs” on the board. “Who had access to painkillers?”


Suppressing
a smile, Scott reflexively patted his pocket. He did, for one. “One of the
workers broke an arm, according to Ashley. He might have left his pills lying
around.”


“Did he come
back to work after his arm was broken?” Kovak wrote another note, then wrote
Carl’s name on the board. “This guy’s disappearing act makes my skin itch. I’ve
got extra patrols keeping an eye on his house.”


“What about
his neighbors? Family? Anyone who might know his usual haunts?”


“On my list.”
Kovak wrote Elaine’s name on the board and tapped it with the marker. “I’ll be
talking to her, too. Brody says you were in the studio with Miss Eagan, that
there was some sort of outburst.”


Scott
relayed what he’d observed. “I’d say the harsh words were triggered by the
victim running into Ashley and seeing a perceived business conflict. I don’t
think that was her reason for coming to the studio.”


“You don’t
know what that reason was?”


Scott shook
his head. “When you talk to Elaine Rathburn, you’ll have to ask her. She
intimated that the victim owed her money.”


Kovak’s
eyebrows lifted. He wrote a large dollar sign next to Elaine’s name. “Guess I’ll
have to check the victim’s financials more closely. Her personal life, her
business. More red tape and paperwork.”


“I believe
the chief said you could foist some of those tasks on me.”


Kovak
grinned. “Consider them foisted.” He checked his notes, and his expression
sobered. “Seriously. How do you know where to start?”


“I always
start with the victim. Understand her life, and you can find reasons for her
death.”


“Now that
sounds deep. Philosophical, even.”


“Or maybe it’s
because I’m lazy. It’s easier to start by focusing on one person. Helps narrow
potential suspects.”


“So, what do
we know about the victim?” Kovak flipped the marker in his hand.


“We, as in
me? What was in the file I saw. She’s thirty-seven years old, single, and in
debt up to her eyeballs. What do you have?”


“Knocking on
doors was basically a wash. I did get one comment from a—” Kovak consulted his
notes. “A Belinda Nesbitt. She’s a relative newcomer. Runs a shop full of
kitchen gadgets next door to the bakery. She, like everyone else, didn’t see
anything. But unlike everyone else, she was willing to bypass the ‘don’t speak
ill of the dead’ syndrome and suggested there might be a long list of
boyfriends with potential motives.”


“Names?”
Scott asked.


Kovak
snorted. “We should be so lucky. I think a field trip is in order.”


Scott’s
blood started pumping. “I’d better clear it with the chief.”


“I’ll take
care of it,” Kovak said. “Meet you out back in five. Use your detective skills
to figure out which car is mine.”


Scott didn’t
question Kovak’s ability to get clearance from Laughlin. He made a quick stop
at the men’s room, then went out the rear entrance and surveyed the parking
area. Two black-and-whites and a crime unit van were obvious. A black Chevy
Impala and a gray Dodge Stratus were possibles. The tiny hubcaps, radio
antenna, and light bar in the rear window of the Stratus marked it as an
official vehicle. He strode toward it and was leaning against the front fender
when Kovak approached. The car locks popped open.


“Next time,
give me a hard one,” Scott said, buckling his seatbelt.


“You got it
because Iliff’s Tahoe isn’t parked out here.”


“Budget cuts
haven’t hit personal vehicles yet?” Scott asked. “You don’t have to share? You’ve
got it better than I did.”


“I’m sure it’ll
be next, especially since we’ve changed to working alternating three and four
twelves instead of five eights. But the chief isn’t going to remind the bean
counters.”


Minutes
later, Kovak stopped the car in front of an old but well-maintained redbrick
apartment building. Scott eyed the dozens of steps leading to the entrance.


Eight, he
counted. It only looked like dozens. He could do eight. Hopefully, without
embarrassing himself. Kovak trotted up the stairs without a backward glance.
When Scott reached the top—thankful for only minimal outbursts from his
leg—Kovak stood at an open apartment door, thanking a man Scott assumed was the
building manager. A reasonable assumption, since there was a plaque on the door
that said Manager.


Haven’t
lost your chops.


The man
closed the door. Kovak waved a key and started walking toward the elevator.
Inside, he pressed five. “She was two months behind in her rent. The manager’s
impatient for any legal necessities to be finished so he can rent it again. He
was carrying her because she’d fallen behind once or twice before and always
made good. And no, he never saw her bring men home.”


“His
reaction when you reported the death?” Scott asked.


“He’d
already heard. News travels fast around here. Expressed appropriate mumblings
of shock, sadness.”


“Not truly
mourning her demise, then,” Scott said. “Already looking to fill the void in
his checking account. Your take? Any possible reason to add him to the list of
suspects?”


“I got the
impression he was simply being pragmatic. This renter is dead, long live the
renter. But I can’t see it as a motive to kill her.”


Although
Scott hadn’t observed the conversation firsthand, he trusted Kovak’s instincts.
The elevator doors slid open on the fifth floor. Kovak exited, hesitated, then
pointed to his left. Scott followed.


“Five-seventeen,”
Kovak said, stopping at a door halfway down the hall. He went to slot the key
into the lock.


Scott tapped
his arm. “Might be prudent to knock first.”


“The manager
said she lived alone. Quiet. Model tenant. Another reason he cut her the slack.”


Scott fought
a rising tide of anxiety. “Still doesn’t mean the apartment is empty.”


Kovak’s eyes
widened. “You mean you think the killer is inside?”


“Not really.
But expecting the worst can extend one’s life expectancy.” Scott fisted his
hand and rapped on the door. “Pine Hills Police.”


 


***


 


Without
thinking, Ashley dashed out of the office behind Maggie and followed her to the
parking lot. “I’ll come with you.” She pulled open the passenger door of Maggie’s
meticulously maintained Saturn sedan and buckled herself in before Maggie had a
chance to protest.


As they
drove toward the Women’s Center, Ashley couldn’t help but notice everything
about Maggie seemed tight. Her lips, her hands on the steering wheel, the set
of her shoulders.


“Did
Kathleen say what happened to Lorna?” Ashley asked.


“No, but I’ll
bet a year’s supply of Menghai tea that her no-good husband is behind it.
Whatever it is.”


“What can we
do? You said she wouldn’t leave him.”


“First we
see what the problem really is. Kathleen’s not one to go off the deep end, but
she’s been known to exaggerate from time to time.”


Ashley
hesitated before asking the question that had been rolling around her brain. “What
can you tell me about Lorna’s situation? You said she was in an abusive
relationship, but when she came to the bakeoff committee meeting, she didn’t
look like her husband beat her—at least not physically.”


“She’s never
admitted to him hitting her. But you saw how she dressed that night. She’s
always covered from head to toe.”


“Have you
met him? Seen him hit her?”


Maggie shook
her head. “No, although I’m sure he’d seem perfectly normal. Most abusers manage
to keep that side of themselves out of the public eye.”


Ashley
wondered what had possessed her to tag along. She wasn’t good in personal
crises. How long had she let her parents and Barry dominate her? Easier to be
submissive. No wave-making. No following dreams, much less believing they could
come true.


Then again,
she had found her inner strength. Maybe she could share some of it with
Lorna.


As if she
didn’t already have enough on her mind.


Maggie swung
her Saturn into a parking slot. Ashley hurried to keep up with Maggie’s
determined stride. Kathleen Duncan met them at the door.


“She called
me about half an hour ago.” Kathleen fretted with her string of pearls. “I didn’t
know what to do. I told her to meet me here. I know it was my turn on the hot line,
but—”


Maggie took
Kathleen’s hands. “You did the right thing.”


“I’m not
sure I’m ready to be on the call list yet.” Kathleen wrenched her hands free
and smoothed her hair. “I—what if I say the wrong thing?”


“Don’t worry
about it,” Maggie said. “Where’s Lorna?”


“In the
second meeting room,” Kathleen said.


“You left
her alone?” Maggie asked.


“Only for a
minute. I saw your car drive up. I have to go, though. I’m due at the store.”


“Go ahead.
We’ll take over,” Maggie said.


Relief
flooding her face, Kathleen backed away, then turned and rushed for the door.


Maggie
strode down the hall, her red curls bobbing, Ashley at her heels.


Inside the
meeting room, wearing faded jeans, with her face hidden inside a hooded
sweatshirt, Lorna sat in a folding chair. Her sneaker-clad feet tapped a rapid
cadence on the tile floor.


Maggie
rushed to her side, sat in the chair beside her and rested a hand on Lorna’s
shoulder. “What happened, Sweetie?”


Lorna raised
her head and slid the hood off her face. Ashley couldn’t control the gasp when
she saw the swelling purple bruise under Lorna’s eye.


“I tried
believing what you said. That it wasn’t my fault. That I wasn’t a bad wife.”
Her face went crimson. “He’d said I wasn’t … you know … in bed. I bought some
fancy nightgowns and tried to … you know. He called me a slut and slapped me.”


A tear
trickled down her cheek. “Then I told him I wasn’t going to stand for any more
of his … flings.”


Ashley
lowered herself onto the chair on Lorna’s other side. “Is this the first time
he’s hit you?”


Lorna shook
her head. “The first time he’s done it where it shows.” She sniffled. “I’m
going to leave this time. I really am. But I don’t know where to go, or what I’ll
do when I get there.”


“You can
stay at the center for a while,” Maggie said. “Do you have family? Anyone else
you can go to?”


Another head
shake. “My parents died when I was little. My great-aunt took me in, but
she—well, she did the best she could. When I met Thad—he made me feel like he
cared about me. He was so … charming. And—” She ducked her head.


“He was a
way out,” Ashley said. “A new and better life, right?”


Lorna raised
her eyes. “Exactly. How did you know?”


“I almost
fell for the same kind of guy. Except I don’t think he would have abused me.
Just stifled me.” Ashley took Lorna’s hand. “You have to believe in yourself. I
won’t pretend it’s easy, but you can do it.”


“Ashley’s
right,” Maggie said. “You’ve taken the first step. You’ve let Thad know he’s
not getting away with the way he treats you. Now for the hard question. Do you
want to try to work things out?”


Lorna tugged
on the sleeves of her sweatshirt. After a moment, she bobbed her head ever so
slightly. “When things are good, they’re good. If I knew why he gets so upset,
maybe I could fix them.”


Maggie
looked like she was going to say something, then frowned. After a heartbeat or
two, she rested a hand on Lorna’s shoulder. “I’ll set up a private counseling
session for you tomorrow morning. Then you can decide where to take it. Did you
pack a bag before you left?”


Lorna
pointed to an oversized tote under one of the tables against the wall. “Not a
lot, but enough for a night or two.”


After making
an appointment with a counselor and getting Lorna settled into one of the guest
rooms, Ashley and Maggie headed back to That Special Something.


“You think
she’ll be all right?” Ashley asked.


“That’s up
to her.”


“But what
about her husband? He’s the one who’ll have to change. Do you think he will?”


Maggie
sighed. “I’ve never met him. But plenty of his type. He’s got to want it. I
have to believe it’s possible. I’ve tried to get Lorna to understand it’s not
her fault. It’s all too common for a woman to believe she’s to blame. I hope
the counselors will help her see that the truth of the situation. And that her
husband will be willing to attend sessions. So many men refuse to think they
could possibly be in the wrong.”


As they
pulled into the parking lot, Ashley said, “I need to check on things at the
bakery.” She wasn’t ready for a heart-to-heart with Maggie, who undoubtedly
would want to know what Ashley had meant when she’d told Lorna she’d been in
her situation.


She let
herself in through the back door. Her cleaning supplies hadn’t done their work
by themselves. She started with the floor, scrubbing with more vigor than the
task required. The added benefit was that the sheer physical exertion helped
disperse some of the pent up anxiety.


A tapping at
the back door interrupted her labor. Ashley tiptoed across the wet floor to
answer it. Belinda stood there, the solemn expression on her face contrasting
with the cheery yellow apron she wore.


“Ashley, a
cop came by this morning asking about Felicity. He said they found her in your
bakery. What a shock. Are you all right?”


Ashley
nodded. “They’re still trying to figure out why she was in here.”


Belinda
craned her neck, looking past Ashley into the bakery. “Was it—gross?”


“I never saw
the body.” She shuddered at the thought of Felicity as a body. “And
there wasn’t any blood or anything. But I’m still cleaning.”


“Well, I
told the cops they should be checking into Felicity’s love life. She definitely
had a string of boyfriends.” Belinda lowered her voice. “Sometimes more than
one. Could be a jealous lover.”


Ashley made
a mental note to ask Scott if the cops had followed up. Belinda squeezed Ashley’s
hand. “I have to get back. If you need anything, or someone to talk to, give a
holler. I’m a good listener.”


Belinda
dashed through the alley, the ties from her apron floating behind her like
yellow butterflies. Ashley closed the door and resumed her cleaning detail.


Finally
satisfied that all traces of Felicity’s death had been scrubbed and disinfected
into oblivion, she started on the kitchen appliances. Although there was no
reason to believe they’d been contaminated, she knew she couldn’t prepare food
until she’d personally cleaned everything.


Pounding on
the back door pulled her away from the sink. Who now? More gossip seekers? She
wiped her hands and crossed to the rear of the shop.


“Ashley
Eagan?” A male voice, one she didn’t recognize. She ran through outstanding
deliveries and utilities hookups. Right. The phone company had said they’d be
by.


She opened
the door to a rotund, balding man. Shoving a recorder at her face.


“Miss Eagan?
Howard Vossler with the Pine Hills Bee. What was it like, finding a dead
body in your store?”



Chapter 12


 


 


After
rapping on the door, Scott stepped aside. Cops didn’t call doorways vertical
coffins for nothing. Doors didn’t stop bullets. His skin went clammy. His
breathing accelerated.


“Hey, you
all right?” Kovak’s voice brought him back.


Not trusting
his voice, Scott nodded. Damn, this was nothing like what happened at the bank.
Transference, or something like that, the shrink had said. Part of why he’d
quit. Any semblance of a potentially dangerous situation sent him to what he’d
named his Dark Place. As if giving it a name made it easier to cope with.


“Nobody’s
answering,” Kovak’s stare bored into Scott. “I’m going to unlock the door now.”


Resentment
replaced anxiety at Kovak’s tone. Damn, Scott liked it better when he was up on
that stupid pedestal instead of being treated like a rookie. Yet despite logic
saying this was an empty apartment, his eyes automatically sought Kovak’s
weapon. Kovak’s lips flattened, but he unsnapped the holster.


“I’ll go in
first,” Kovak said, tapping the butt of his SIG Sauer, as if to reassure Scott
that he would take care of him. “I’ll let you know if it’s clear.”


As soon as
Kovak entered the apartment, Scott leaned against the cool wall beside the
door, sucking air. Cursing himself for succumbing to a trip through his Dark
Place, he dug his fingernails into his palms, the pain centering him.


It’s
broad daylight. You’re awake. Kovak’s got the weapon. It’s standard procedure
for him to clear the room.


Scott was a
civilian. A consultant. He’d never have let anyone enter a potentially
dangerous situation when he was a cop. Kovak was doing the right thing. No need
to feel like he’d been relegated to the kids’ table at the holiday dinner.


“Clear.”
Kovak’s voice preceded him to the doorway.


As soon as Scott
stepped inside, the constriction in his chest eased. This was as routine and
familiar as the burnt sludge at the station.


Home.


“I’m going
to run down and get my kit,” Kovak said. “You can start looking around.”


Scott
stepped into the living room, closed his eyes and took a breath.


All
right, Felicity Markham. Who were you, and who wanted you dead?


Felicity’s
decor suited the character of the older building. Comfortable sofa, overstuffed
chair with a matching ottoman. A large rag rug under the oak dining room table.
He moved into the kitchen, not surprised to see shelves of teapots along one
wall. Some were plain ceramic, in a variety of colors. Others had patterns on
them, from florals to modern geometrics. Some were red clay, and didn’t look
big enough to hold more than a tiny cup of tea.


Kovak’s
footfalls disturbed Scott’s contemplations. “Got a camera?” Scott asked.


In response,
Kovak started shooting pictures. “Man, who needs that many teapots? Think she
hid something inside one of them? Something the killer wanted? Connor’s going
to love printing all of them.”


Scott
perused the shelves. “Not sure that’s necessary. Look at them. Perfectly
aligned. I can’t imagine someone looking inside each one without messing them
up some.”


“Maybe the
killer took the whole thing.”


“There are
no gaps in the shelves. Unlikely he’d take the time to rearrange them so the
spacing is even again.”


Kovak cocked
his head. “You’re saying ‘he.’ I thought poison was a woman’s crime.”


“True. But I
tend to lump bad guys into the masculine until I have actual suspects.”


“Works for
me. Since drugs are front and center, I’ll check the bedroom and bathroom.” He
reached into his kit and pulled out latex gloves, snapping his hands into a
pair and handing the other to Scott.


Definitely
feels like home.


“I’ll take
the rest of the kitchen.” Scott donned his gloves, then opened cabinets. The
usual suspects. Dishes, pots, pans. His pulse quickened when he found a shelf
of what appeared to be medicine bottles in the cabinet next to the sink.


Vitamins
from A to Zinc, and supplements he’d never heard of, but not even an aspirin
bottle. Because he was thorough, he opened each bottle, looking for any pills
or capsules that didn’t seem to belong, although he didn’t buy that Felicity
Markham would have hidden painkillers amongst her vitamins.


“You find
any drugs?” he called to Kovak. “From what’s in here, she’s a health nut.”


“I’ll buy
that. Nothing here more potent than toothpaste. And it’s some kind of organic
brand I’ve never seen before.”


Scott joined
Kovak in the bedroom, where the detective was opening night table drawers. “Reinforces
our homicide over suicide, I’d say.”


“So, what
else can we learn about our victim?” Scott asked.


“I looked at
the second bedroom. Dedicated exercise room. Mirrors on one wall. Television.
Music setup. Treadmill, bike, and one of those rubbery mat things. Yoga or
Pilates, probably.”


Scott looked
at the selection of DVDs in the television cabinet. “Both, apparently.”


“Another
check in the homicide column.” Kovak said.


Scott
crossed to the closet. He paused at the half-open door. There was a light
switch on the outside wall, and he flipped it on, standing at the threshold.
Breathing. Collecting himself.


It’s a
clothes closet, asshole. Do your job.


“Anything?”
Kovak asked.


Hearing the
detective’s voice snapped Scott into the present. He stepped inside, ignoring
the sweat trickling down his spine. Exercise attire, including at least five
different kinds of shoes. Boxes, neatly labeled, filled the shelf above the
clothes rod. He reached up and wrestled down one marked Sweaters and
handed it to Kovak, who opened it and peered inside.


“Well, what
do you know?” he said. “It’s full of sweaters.”


After they
opened a couple more, labeled Hats and Scarves, Scott said, “I’m
going out on a limb here and saying the rest of these are going to contain
exactly what they say they do.”


“We need to
find her phone, or address book, or whatever she used to keep track of things,”
Kovak said. “That might lead us to the boyfriends.” He looked at Scott like a
kid waiting for approval.


“Makes
sense. She’s converted what was a breakfast nook to a home office. That’s
probably where she keeps everything.”


Everything,
aside from pens, pencils and typical desk detritus, turned out to be a laptop
and two flash drives. No cell phone. They hadn’t found a purse with the body,
and a search of the apartment revealed a few empty ones in her closet. The
everyday female catch-all was conspicuous in its absence.


“What woman
doesn’t take a purse with her when she goes out?” Kovak asked. “Janie would
have to be surgically removed from hers. So if it’s not here, and wasn’t with
the body—”


“Then it’s
likely the killer took it.”


“I guess we’ll
take her laptop and let the geeks see what they can find.”


“Better them
than me,” Scott said.


After
bagging and tagging the flash drives, they took them, along with the laptop, to
Kovak’s car.


“Where to?”
Kovak asked.


“It’s your
case,” Scott said. “But if you’re asking for my advice, I’d head to the victim’s
store.”


“Yeah, she
probably has a lot more records there.”


Arriving at
the tea shop, Kovak slipped his unit into a slot on the street. Although
Felicitea had a “Closed” sign in the window, a moving shadow indicated someone
was inside.


Kovak
unsnapped his holster again. “Wait here.” He left the engine running and strode
to the door. Standing to one side, he pushed on the handle. Must have been
locked, because he pounded on the glass. “Pine Hills Police.”


The door
opened, revealing a slender woman. Five-six, mid-twenties. A short cap of light
brown curls framed her face. Kovak said something, the woman frowned, fisted
her hands at her hips. Shook her head, but opened the door wider and stepped
aside.


Scott
flipped the engine off and joined the pair inside the shop.


“Scott
Whelan, meet Paige Haeber. She worked for Felicity Markham.”


“I have
every right to be here,” she said. “Felicity owed me money. I want what’s mine.”


“And I’m
sure you’ll get it,” Kovak said. “Right now, though, you shouldn’t be
interfering with our investigation.”


“Interfering?
I’m not doing anything wrong. I work here.” She paused. Frowned. “At least I
did work here.” She tilted her head. “I don’t suppose I can keep things
running?”


“That’s
something the lawyers will have to work out,” Kovak said. “Meanwhile, we have a
few questions. We can do it at the station, or we can go to Sadie’s for coffee.”


Paige
crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t drink coffee.”


 


***


 


Ashley
stared at the man standing in front of her, aware her mouth gaped. Pig
was all she could think. Little eyes, fat nose. Sausage fingers. “What?”


He cleared
his throat, a snorting sound that added to the image. “I said, what was it
like—?”


Fury
mounted, threatening to erupt like a pan of melting chocolate left unattended
on too high a heat. “I know what you said. I can’t believe you’d actually have
the nerve to come here and shove that recorder in my face and ask the stupidest
question imaginable. A woman died. A young woman. What do you think it
felt like? How many dead bodies have shown up where you work? How would you
feel?”


Distantly
aware that she needed to stop talking before this … this porky little man had
enough ammunition to put together a quote taken totally out of context, she
waited until her brain caught up with her mouth.


Porky the
Reporter stood there like a deer caught in the headlights. Okay, so she was
mixing her analogies. Did pigs freeze when they got caught in the headlights?
And why would pigs be anywhere there were headlights to begin with.


Get a
grip.


She clenched
her fists, but forced the rest of her to relax. “Mr.—?”


“Vossler.
Howard Vossler.”


“Right. Mr.
Vossler. You can tell your readers that I’m greatly saddened by the death of
Felicity Markham, and I offer my condolences to her family.”


“How well
did you know her? Why do you think she died in your establishment?”


“I hardly
knew her, other than as a fellow merchant in Pine Hills. And I’m sure the
police are working diligently to uncover all the circumstances of her death.”


“Speaking of
the police—”


“I think
your questions might be better directed there, Mr. Vossler. If you’ll excuse
me, I have things to do.” She reached for the door and started swinging it
closed.


He grabbed
the edge. “One more quote, please Miss Eagan. Are you still planning your grand
opening?”


Should she
answer? Would it sound like she was using Felicity’s death as a publicity
stunt? But she wasn’t going to delay the opening, and was it so terrible to
have her bakery mentioned in the paper? Hadn’t Scott said that people would
come because of Felicity’s death?


She schooled
her features into a sad, but calm expression. “The police have taken down the
crime scene tape, Mr. Vossler. I’m sure you know that means there’s no official
reason to postpone my opening. Everything will go on as scheduled.”


This time,
she swung the door with enough force to make Porky the Reporter jump back.


She stood,
frozen to the spot, until her heart stopped its frantic pounding and her knees
stopped shaking.


Another half
hour of scrubbing couldn’t erase the fear that all her hard work and sacrifices
had been for nothing. That somehow, Porky the Reporter would ruin her business.


No way was
she crawling back home, where her father would pull strings so she could work
for his cousin Norm. She’d flip burgers before that would happen.


After stowing
her cleaning supplies, she locked up and went to the grocery store for one more
batch of ingredients. If nothing else, the Pine Hills Police Department would
have the best dessert spread in the history of the town.


Arms filled
with her purchases, Ashley shouldered open the door to her apartment building.
Mr. Spencer intercepted her before she could get to the elevator. “You’re quite
the popular tenant, Miss Eagan.”


“What?”


“Had at
least five people wanting to talk to you. Can’t say that I appreciate them
knocking at my door.”


Her heart
jumped to her throat. “Who? When? What did you tell them?”


“Reporters,
I think. At least the first two were. After the third, I stopped answering the
door, but they started calling on the phone. When they couldn’t find you, they
wanted to know what I knew about a dead body. What kind of a tenant you were.”
He scowled. “None of their damn—excuse me—darn business. Told ‘em you never
caused any trouble, I didn’t know where you were, and your business was your
own.”


“Thanks, Mr.
Spencer. And I’m sorry you got pulled into this.”


“Not your
fault. By the way, I went upstairs about an hour ago, to check on things. Found
one camped out by your door. Told him I’d call the cops if he didn’t vacate the
premises.”


“You said
five people? But Pine Hills only has a weekly paper. And no television
stations. Where did they come from?”


“Salem,
probably.” He shoved his glasses up his nose. “Thought I ought to let you know.
Might not want to answer your door. At least not without making sure you know
who’s on the other side.”


“I’ll do
that. Thanks.”


Mr. Spencer
reached for one of her canvas grocery bags. “Let me help you with those.”


“I can
manage.”


“No trouble
at all,” he said. “I have to check the laundry room on three, anyway.”


Before she
could protest, he took one of her bags and pressed the elevator button,
pointedly avoiding her gaze.


She’d always
considered him a watered-down male version of Maggie, with less busybody and
more grandparent. But he’d never really paid her much attention, nor she him.
He seemed to care more about the building than the actual people who lived in
it. She and Mr. Spencer exchanged nods and polite greetings when their paths
crossed, rarely anything more.


The elevator
opened and he pressed the button for her floor. He glanced her way, then
shifted his gaze to the display. She took the time to study him as a person,
not as Mr. Spencer, the manager. Tall, lean, white hair with a matching goatee.
Definitely grandfatherly. It dawned on her that he didn’t have any tools or
supplies. She wondered if he really needed to check the laundry room. He shot
her another quick glance, then cleared his throat. The chime dinged. The doors
opened. He preceded her out of the elevator, peering down the hall toward her
apartment.


He’s protecting
you.


Thankful the
hallway was empty, she followed him to her door. She unlocked it, then took her
bag from Mr. Spencer. “Thanks again.”


He nodded,
then walked toward the elevator. Not the laundry room. Warmth suffused her. Her
eyes misted. She made a mental note to bring him a platter of goodies when she
finished baking.


She set her
bags on her island counter, then locked her door, exhaling deeply as the
deadbolt snicked into place. Her hands shook as she separated the first egg for
her chocolate Pavé, but by the third, the familiar routine had settled her. She
was midway through the prep when she noticed the seventeen messages on her
answering machine. Reporters? The police? Her stomach clenched. Should she
bother checking them? She’d been using her cell phone for her business
contacts. But what if it was important—what if something had happened to her
family?


Knowing her
curiosity would nag at her until she knew, despite being virtually positive she
already did, she walked over to the machine and pressed the button. But to
prove to herself she didn’t really care, she went back to work, adding
softened butter to her chocolate, egg and sugars, pretending that if she wasn’t
hovering over the answering machine, it wasn’t like she thought the messages
were important.


Yeah,
right.


She sampled
one of the brandied cherries destined for the Pavé. Definitely packed a kick.
After she tipped them into the bowl, she paused. Would there be a problem
serving this to police officers? She’d have to check with Scott.


And what was
he doing? Would he have some answers when he got home?


A man’s
voice, vaguely familiar, coming from the answering machine interrupted her
thoughts.


“Miss Eagan?
This is Willie Duncan. I think maybe there’s something you ought to know about.
Please call me.”



Chapter 13


 


 


Scott shot
Kovak a questioning look as the threesome walked toward Kovak’s car. Did the
detective want him to sit in on the interview with Paige Haeber? There was
probably a lot of information to be gleaned from an inspection of the tea shop,
but since officially, Scott wasn’t anything more than a consultant, Kovak
shouldn’t leave him here to investigate on his own.


Paige had
locked the shop, and Scott figured things ought to be secure until they could
get back. Back on the job, he’d have left a cop to make sure nobody got into
the place.


He eased
himself into the passenger seat of Kovak’s Stratus and let the detective settle
Paige into the backseat. Kovak hadn’t cuffed her—she’d seemed cooperative
enough—but the hair on the back of Scott’s neck prickled, and he was glad for
the partition between them.


At the
station, Kovak put Paige into an interview room, then motioned for Scott to
follow him to his office. “How do you want to play this?”


Scott
shrugged. “It’s your case. I’m the humble consultant.”


Kovak sat
behind his desk and pulled out two notepads and pens. “I’m consulting you. You
want to do the good cop-bad cop thing, or a straight interview?”


“You think
she’s anything more than a disgruntled employee?”


Kovak
narrowed his eyes. “Unlike the court system, I thought we assumed everyone was
guilty until we prove them innocent.”


Scott
chuckled. “I suppose that’s one way of putting it. How do you and your partner
normally handle things?”


Kovak gave a
wry smile. “Since we don’t normally deal with homicide, we’re usually playing
solo. Mostly we kick things around, but we handle our own interviews. In this
case, I don’t want any Ts uncrossed or Is undotted.”


“Understood.
I don’t think there’s any reason to badger her. Unless she turns out to be
hinky. How about you run the interview, and I’ll chime in if I think it’ll
help.”


Kovak stood.
“Sounds like a plan.”


“You want me
to grab some water? I’ll join you in about ten minutes. Give her time to stew.”


Kovak
grinned. “The old water bottle trick. You’re planning to grab her prints. You
think she’s got a fake ID?”


Scott
returned the smile. “You’re the one who said guilty until proven innocent.
Might as well run a background check and make sure everything matches.”


Kovak headed
to the interview room while Scott went to the break room fridge and took out
three bottles of water. He debated taking his pain meds, trying to decide
whether he’d be sharper dealing with the pain rather than muddle-headed from
the pills.


Didn’t
really matter. Kovak was on top of things. As a matter of fact, Scott was
getting the feeling Kovak wanted confirmation of his investigative techniques
more than he wanted help.


Fine. Scott
was happy to be Kovak’s audience. And, since he was a mere consultant, he’d be
able to beg off if his body rebelled against too many hours.


He sat on
the edge of Kovak’s desk, sipped his water, let his mind drift. Could Paige
Haeber be their killer?


The wrinkle,
though, was the discovery of the body in Ashley’s bakery. How had someone
gained entrance? And why leave her there?


Maybe the
killer hadn’t meant to kill her. Maybe he hadn’t realized how much drug he’d
administered.


His head
throbbed, joining his leg and shoulder. Sighing, he pulled the pill container
from his pocket and swallowed half a dose.


He stood,
walked stiffly around the small office until his leg muscles loosened. His cell
vibrated at his waist. He checked the display. Ashley.


Not exactly
sure why seeing her name accelerated his heart rate and brought a smile to his
face, he forced a professional tone when he answered.


“Scott
Whelan.”


“It’s
Ashley. Can you come to the bakery?”


“Now?” He
was already heading down the hall.


“If it’s not
too much trouble. I think there’s something you should see.”


Another
body, was his first reaction. But she didn’t sound upset, at least not “Someone
else is dead” upset.


“Is it a
police matter? I’m not official, you know. Hang on.” He muted the phone, then
went into the interview room and dropped two water bottles on the table. Kovak
nodded. Paige Haeber sat across from him, her arms folded across her chest,
staring at the recorder sitting on the center of the table. Scott motioned
Kovak outside.


“You have
things under control?” Scott asked. “Ashley Eagan called. Something’s come up.
I’ll be back in half an hour.”


Kovak lifted
an eyebrow, but didn’t press for more. “I’m about to cut Paige Haeber loose. My
gut says her attitude stems from thinking she’s out her back wages, and that we’re
the cause.”


“Leads to
the boyfriends?”


“She insists
that she and the victim had a strictly professional relationship. They never
discussed lives outside of work. Didn’t socialize. Paige came in, did her job,
and went home.”


Scott
frowned. “Doesn’t sound like most women I know. None of that coming in
starry-eyed one morning? Showing off trinkets? Leaving early on a date night?”


“I’ll push a
little longer, I guess.”


“Right now,
she’s the closest link we have to the victim. You want me to sit in?”


“No, Ashley
Eagan is another link. You take care of that one. We can regroup here.”


“Works for
me,” Scott said, although he was already thinking too much about Ashley and too
little about the case. He forced himself to modify his priorities.


“Oh, and the
missing cell phone?” Kovak added. “Turns out the victim didn’t own one. She
thought it would fry her brain. Total health freak.”


“Then I’ll
start the paperwork for her home and store phone records as soon as I get back.”
He paused. “Unless you need me to do it now.”


“Nah. I can
handle it. You can listen to the interview recording when you get back.”


Scott let
Ashley know he was on his way. When he arrived, she opened the bakery door
within seconds of his knock.


“Thanks for
coming.” She closed the door behind him, pivoted, and went toward the
restrooms. He followed, getting that little thrum that seemed to flutter
through his chest as he watched the gentle sway of her hips. He decided he
might as well enjoy it.


Ashley spoke
as she walked. “Willie Duncan—he’s one of the workers—told me he noticed this
about three days ago. He didn’t say anything because—well, he’s a bit on the
slow side, and I don’t think it registered that it wasn’t supposed to be here,
but—”


“Whoa.”
Scott grabbed her arm—gently—and turned her to face him. “Slow down. Deep
breath. Start at the beginning.”


“Better if I
show you. This way.”


Ashley led
Scott to a door marked Employees Only between the two restrooms and
opened the door. “In here.”


A storage
closet. He froze. His feet grew roots. The palpitations began.


Breathe,
damn it. You did fine before.


But that had
been a clothes closet, and he’d been there with another cop. Keeping his mind
on task had been easier.


Scott closed
his eyes and pictured himself in the shrink’s office. “Focus on your breathing,”
the doc had said. Over and over. “In. Slowly. Out. More slowly.”


About the
only useful thing Scott had taken from his sessions. And it only worked about
twenty-five percent of the time. Let now be one of those times. Please.
Ignoring the sweat, Scott concentrated on following the shrink’s lessons.


Ashley
flipped on the light. Scott exhaled one last slow breath, grateful she hadn’t
seemed to notice. At least pretend you were once a cop, not a basket case.
He stepped closer.


Aside from
the fact that the bucket and mops looked new, it looked like any other
repository for janitorial supplies. A shelving unit held bottles, jugs, and
cans of familiar household cleansers and disinfectants, along with cartons of
toilet paper and paper towels.


But Ashley
had said one of the workers thought something was amiss. Certainly nothing in
here would have sent up red flags. He kicked his brain into cop gear. Something
in here worth killing for? Drugs? Thankful his attack seemed to have passed, he
took a purposeful stride toward the supplies.


 


***


 


Smiling
inwardly, Ashley repeated Scott’s previous gesture, tugging at his sleeve to
stop him. He jerked to a halt at her touch. She let her smile reach her mouth. “Whoa.
Slow down.”


Scott seemed
confused. He paused, breathing audibly for a moment before speaking. “There
could be evidence in here.”


“Evidence?
These are cleaning supplies. That’s not what Willie was talking about.”


“You’re
sure?”


“They were
delivered this afternoon. And they match my order. What did you think?”


Instead of
looking embarrassed, Scott frowned. “Drugs, but I was keeping an open mind.”


“Well, these
things weren’t here when Felicity was killed, so I don’t think they count.” She
picked up a broom and hoisted it above her head, tapping on the ceiling with
the handle. It gave off a dull thunk. “What do you think?”


“Sounds
hollow. Trap door?” Scott squinted at the ceiling. “What’s up there?”


“Nothing, as
far as I know. This building used to be a residence. Way back when, they
divided the ground floor in half. But the upstairs hasn’t been used in decades.
When I leased the space for the bakery, I asked about it, thinking it might be
something I could grow into. Maybe do special private functions. But that would
be somewhere down the road. All I know is the downstairs is mine, and the owner
wasn’t interested in dealing with what it would take to get the upstairs
brought up to code. He’s simply letting it sit.”


“Was this
retail space before you leased it?”


Ashley
nodded. “It was a dress shop. And before that, a Laundromat. And at least two
others. One was a café, I think. Would have been better if that had been the
most recent tenant. Less remodeling. But when I got here, the space had been
sitting empty for a couple of months. I gutted it and basically started from
scratch.”


“So, what’s
the significance of a trap door? Why did the worker point it out to you? Seems
like it wouldn’t be unusual in an old house.”


“I guess.
But the death shook him up, and he remembered seeing light on their recent
late-night session.”


“Light?”
Scott squinted upward again. “From up there?”


“Yes. Willie
was installing shelves, and apparently jostled something so the trap door didn’t
have as tight a seal as it had. All I know is he said he saw light, and thought
he should mention it.”


“He didn’t
look for himself?”


“No. Like I
said, not the sharpest tool in the box, and if it didn’t interfere with his
task, it didn’t matter to him.”


Scott pursed
his lips. “Ladder?”


Ashley tried
not to think about those lips, and what they’d feel like pressed against hers.
What had he asked her? She was definitely losing focus. Ladder. Right. “It’s a
little two-step job. Will that do?”


He looked
toward the ceiling again, and she could see him doing mental calculations. “It’s
a start,” he said.


“It’s in the
kitchen. I’ll be right back.” She dashed away, chastising herself for thinking
of Scott as something luscious she could devour like one of her brownies. But
she remembered the way he’d sort of kissed her forehead back in her apartment.
And in the park, when he’d put his arms around her. Warm. Broad chest. No flab.


Don’t be
silly. He was being comforting. Those were moral support gestures. Nothing
sexual.


But could it
go that way?


She shoved
those thoughts aside and retrieved the little folding stepstool and brought it
to the storeroom. She paused outside the open door. Scott leaned against the
wall, eyes closed. Tired, she thought. And probably hurting.


“I have this
for getting things down from high shelves,” she said, more as a way of
announcing her presence than because Scott needed to know why she had a
stepstool. “I’m not sure it’s suited for trap doors in ceilings.”


His eyes
popped open, and he reached for the stool. After releasing the catch to unfold
it, he set it under the target. Without a word, as if he was ashamed she’d
caught him in a moment of weakness, he climbed onto the upper step and reached
for the ceiling.


With his
fingers inches from the door above, he froze. “Damn,” he muttered under his
breath. He shoved his hands in his pockets as if searching for something. “Gloves.
You have any?”


Ashley
smiled. “As a matter of fact, yes. Standard kitchen hygiene equipment.” She
dashed to the kitchen again, found the box, and brought the whole thing back.
She tore the box open and removed a pair. “I hope they’ll fit.”


“I’ll make
do.” He tugged one onto his left hand, then ran his fingertips along the edge
of the door. She imagined them—minus the latex, of course—stroking her neck.
Another thought to banish to the back burner. The way, way, back burner. Turned
all the way off.


“Can you
open it?” she asked.


He stepped
down. “You said you only leased the downstairs?”


She nodded. “That’s
right. Why?”


“Because we
don’t have the right to go up there without permission from the owner. You have
his name?”


She gave it
to him. “But I don’t have his number.”


“That’s
okay. I’ll let Kovak know. Let him take care of getting permission to search,
call in the techs.”


“You think
that’s how Felicity got into the shop?”


“It’s a
definite possibility, but no way to know until someone looks. And I’d rather
make sure we don’t disturb any potential evidence.”


“Like in
crime scene?” Visions of more yellow tape filled her brain. Her heart sank. “Am
I going to get kicked out of my bakery? Again?”


“I’m sure it’ll
be very short term.” Scott stroked her arm.


Okay, maybe
that back burner had been turned to simmer. Although his touch had her rapidly
approaching the melting point.


Scott pulled
out his cell phone. She couldn’t fail to notice that he manipulated the device
one-handed, leaving the other on her arm. He related what they’d found. “And
bring a ladder.” He slid the phone back into its clip.


“What now?”
she asked.


“We wait.”


“You mean I
can’t go up there and look? It’s attached to my bakery. I mean the trap door is
in the ceiling, and that’s on my side, so if I say it’s okay to look, why can’t
you?”


He shook his
head. “Legally, you don’t have the right to go up there, or give anyone else
permission to do so. Only the property owner can do that.”


She stared
at the ceiling, curiosity coursing through her. She wished she’d peeked before
she called him. It might not have been legal, but at least she’d know what was
there.


Scott’s
phone chirped. His grip on her arm tightened for a second. With the other hand,
he unclipped the phone and brought it to his ear without checking the display. “This
is Scott.” A pause. “Right. We’ll be here.” He put the phone away again. “Kovak
and Mike Connor should be here in about fifteen minutes. He’d like you to hang
around.”


“No problem.”
Since he still hadn’t removed his hand, she inched closer. Not even an inch,
really. Not even enough so he’d notice, she thought. But he did.


His hand
snaked around her waist and pulled her close. His other hand fingered a strand
of her hair, tucking it behind her ear. She gazed into his eyes, seeing her
desire reflected in his. His lips parted. His head tilted, already aligned as
he moved in. Slowly. Too slowly. She reached up, grabbed the back of his head
and yanked his lips against hers.


His lips
parted on a gasp. Surprise? Second thoughts? She didn’t care. Taking the
initiative, she probed with her tongue. Momentary panic threatened. What if he
didn’t respond? What if she was making a complete fool of herself? He lived
next door, for God’s sake. She’d never be able to face him. She’d have to move.
But before she could retreat, Scott’s tongue slid across hers. His
stubble-roughened jaw contrasted with the softness of his lips. His grip
tightened, drawing her closer.


And then, it
was no longer a case of who initiated what. It was the two of them. Together.
Equals.


Scott’s hand
moved upward, stroking her back. Massaging her neck. All the while, his tongue
explored her mouth. Like molten chocolate, she melted against him.


Her fingers
brushed across his hair. Soft, fuzzy. A fleeting memory of Flopsy, the stuffed
bunny she’d adored as a child wound through her thoughts. Along with a thought
that right now, other parts of him were definitely not something she’d call
Flopsy.



Chapter 14


 


 


Scott’s leg
ached, his shoulder throbbed, but he’d collapse in a heap before he’d break the
connection with Ashley. This was more than a returning libido proving it hadn’t
disappeared for good. This was—Ashley. He caressed her back, letting the motion
ease the tension in his shoulder. He shifted his weight slightly, trying to
relieve some of the pressure on his sore thigh. All that did was create more
pressure on his hard-on, swapping one ache for another. But a more bearable
kind of ache.


He explored
her, tasted her, inhaled her scent. And she kissed him back. Did she ever. A
few brain cells told him Kovak and Connor would be arriving soon, and he really
ought to get things under control before they did. But Ashley’s fingers in his
hair sent tingles—did men get tingles?—down his spine.


Nothing
wrong with tingles, he decided. He was man enough to handle a tingle or two. Or
eleven thousand, if they came from Ashley.


A knock at
the front door registered. Reluctantly, he broke the connection. “That’s
probably Kovak.”


Ashley
stepped back and pushed her hair into place. Scott almost asked her to open the
door while he waited for things to settle. But a quick assessment of Ashley
squelched that idea. Her lips were swollen, her eyes bright. She looked like
she’d been doing exactly what she’d been doing. What they’d been doing.


Another
knock, louder. “Whelan?”


“That’s
Kovak, all right,” he murmured, gently running his index finger down her cheek.
He took a breath, hoping to ensure his voice wouldn’t sound like he’d been
doing what he’d been doing. “Hang on. Be right there.”


He strolled
to the door, forcing a neutral expression before opening it for Kovak, Conner,
and a stepladder. “Sorry. Was in the john.”


Kovak’s gaze
raked Scott from head to toe. Scott turned and strode toward the closet. “It’s
this way.”


Kovak
hoisted the ladder. Mike Connor matched Scott’s stride. A Nikon hung around the
tech’s neck, and he carried a kit identical to the ones the CSIs at County
used. Scott had toured Connor’s lab on his first day, and had been impressed
with what Pine Hills had available. Connor had explained that a citizen thought
their town ought to have something like what he’d seen on television.


“We might be
small, but that doesn’t mean we’re backward,” the old guy had said. And because
he had bucks and clout, the people had backed a small, but well-equipped lab.


Scott shook
his head. That would never happen at County.


When they
reached the closet, Kovak stopped. “Miss Eagan, can you tell me why you called
Scott?”


Scott
listened as Ashley repeated what she’d told him, pleased that her voice was
steady. She definitely made a credible witness.


“All right,”
Kovak said, slipping his notebook into his pocket and pulling out his gloves.
He stepped into the closet, looked at the ceiling, then folded the stepstool
and set it outside. “Too bad the big guy isn’t here. This would have been tall
enough for him.”


Scott helped
him set up the stepladder in the confined space. He held the metal rails steady
as Kovak ascended. Kovak shoved the door. It opened without a sound. Kovak
flipped on his flashlight. His head disappeared into the void.


“Connor.”
Kovak’s voice boomed down. “With me.” He crawled into the space.


Scott
stepped aside enough to allow Connor access to the ladder. Scott’s leg ached
watching the nimble tech practically fly up the steps, holding the camera
steady against his chest as he climbed.


Intermittent
flashes from Connor’s camera along with the distinctive shutter clicks became
the universe of the storage closet. Scott’s heart pounded, and his hands
clenched and unclenched on the ladder rails.


Ashley moved
closer, resting her hand over one of his. “Are you going up, too?”


Scott
gritted his teeth. Shook his head. “Not my job.”


She left her
hand where it was, her thumb rubbing tiny circles. “But you wish it was, don’t
you?”


He jerked
his hands away, shoved them in his pockets. “No. I’m over that.”


Her silence
said she’d heard the lie, even if it wasn’t the one she thought she’d heard.
Sweat trickled in his armpits, and he tried to control the hammering of his
heart. A vise gripped his chest, and he struggled to breathe.


He sidled
away from Ashley and leaned against the wall. The flashes and clicks were
farther apart now. Footfalls resounded from the ceiling, getting softer as they
moved away.


Apparently
oblivious to his condition, Ashley tilted her head back, gazing into the
darkness. “What are they doing up there?”


He sucked in
a breath, found his center. “Documenting the scene. They’ll take pictures of
everything. Then, if there’s anything that looks like evidence, they’ll collect
it. Connor will analyze what he can. Anything requiring tests he can’t do
locally will go to the county. Maybe the state. Depends on what they have.”


“Will it
delay my opening?”


“I can’t
promise, but I wouldn’t expect them to hold the scene more than a day, two at
the most.” Unless there was another body up there, but he hadn’t caught a whiff
of decomp when Kovak had opened the door.


Which
reminded him. “Have you heard from your contractor? He seems to have gone off
the grid.”


“Carl?” Her
brow wrinkled.


“Nobody’s
been able to reach him since they found the body.”


“You think Carl
killed Felicity?”


“I don’t
think anything. He’d be a person of interest, although the disappearing act
moves him closer to suspect territory.”


“I can’t
imagine Carl killing anyone.” She frowned. “But—”


“But what?”


“Well, he
hasn’t called me today. But since there’s nothing going on, I didn’t think
anything of it. And then there’s Belinda.”


“Nesbitt?”
he asked. “What about her?”


“You know
her?”


“No, but
Kovak said she suggested the victim—Felicity—might have had a string of lovers.
Maybe Carl was one of them and things went south.”


“Carl’s
married. He has three kids. I can’t imagine—”


Scott shook
his head. “Being married with kids won’t keep him off a cop’s radar.”


Ashley
lowered her gaze. “Yeah. I get it.”


Something in
her tone said this one had hit close to home. He let it drop. Now wasn’t the
time for soul-baring moments.


The theme
from The Good, the Bad and the Ugly whistled from the other room. Ashley
bolted. “That’s Carl.”


Scott
hobbled after her. Damn, he needed to get off his feet. And a hit of his meds
wouldn’t hurt. He fished in his pocket for his pill vial and dry swallowed the
other half dose.


Ashley had
the phone to her ear. Scott resisted the urge to grab it from her hand and
question the contractor himself.


“Carl,” she
said. “What’s up?”


Her face
registered shock. “I’m so sorry. Is he all right?”


After a
brief pause, her expression brightened. “That’s fantastic. Of course, I’ll be
here.”


Before Scott
could say anything, Ashley disconnected and set her phone beside her purse. She
dashed into her kitchen and grabbed a large manila envelope, dumping its
contents on the counter.


“What did he
say?” Scott asked, two steps behind her. “Where is he?”


 


***


 


As Ashley
dug through the paperwork looking for the receipt from the storage company, the
intensity of Scott’s questions ripped through her excitement. Of course. He was
intent on solving a case and had no vested interest in her business. Still
seeking the receipt she needed, she replied, “His father-in-law had a massive
heart attack. He went with his wife and kids to be there. Between being on
airplanes and in the hospital, he’s been out of communication.”


“I see,”
Scott said. “That’s too bad.”


His tone
belied the words. She set the mess of papers onto the counter. “It sounds more
like you don’t believe me.”


“I believe
that’s what he told you. I’m not sure I believe him, that’s all. I’m sure Kovak
will want to follow up.”


Ashley
ripped off a scrap of paper and scribbled Carl’s number on it. She shoved it in
Scott’s direction. “Here. Tell Detective Kovak to follow up to his heart’s
delight. But I think the last thing I’d want to deal with at a relative’s
bedside would be getting the third degree from some cop.”


He raised
one hand in submission. “Hey, don’t make me the bad guy here. Cops
automatically assume everyone is lying. It comes with the territory, and we
have to check out everything. I’m sure Kovak will do everything he can to avoid
upsetting your contractor.”


He stepped
closer, extended his upraised hand. “Truce?”


His gesture
reminded her she’d come across like a bitch. She chalked it up to stress and
lack of sleep. “I’m sorry. I’m kind of … close to the edge these days.”


“Understandable.
Now, if you don’t mind my asking, you seemed happy about something Carl said to
you. Will you share?”


“Yeah. I went
off the deep end because I was excited, and you dumped a bucket of ice water on
me. The building inspector is coming today, and if he passes everything, I’m
ready to go. Carl said I could get the furniture delivered—it’s been in storage
for ages—and then—”


He cut her
off with a squeeze and a kiss. A short one, because there was a knock at the
back door. The building inspector already? Scott stepped away and straightened
his shoulders. Cop mode, she thought. Formal and in control.


He took her
hand as she crossed through the kitchen and the mud room. She reached for the
knob, and he tugged her away.


“Check the
peephole,” he said.


“As if
someone who’s going to hurt me would knock?” But she complied and saw Detective
Kovak standing there. How had he gotten past them?


She opened
the door. “Detective?”


“What the—”
Scott muttered.


He grinned. “Not
happy to see me?”


From inside
the bakery, Connor joined them. Ashley looked from Connor to Detective Kovak,
then at Scott. “Is someone going to fill me in?”


“Secret passages,”
Connor said. “Love these old buildings.”


Detective
Kovak stepped inside, closing the door behind him. “Not really a secret
passage. When they converted the building into the two stores, they walled off
the ground floor, nothing above. Turns out that the upstairs is still connected
to Belinda Nesbitt’s shop. She uses her half for storage. There’s a small
chamber between the two spaces. Probably a maid or valet’s quarters. She claims
she’s never gone beyond her storage room.”


Claims,
Ashley thought. Another case of a cop not taking what he was told at face
value.


As long as
she was being ignored, Ashley continued going through her paperwork. “There you
are,” she muttered to the stack of papers, and set the elusive receipt aside.


“I’d better
wrap things up,” Connor said. He nodded in her direction and went back toward
the storage closet.


Kovak looked
at Scott. “I need to ask Belinda Nesbitt more questions. Want to come along?”


“After you
tell me what was up there,” Scott said.


Tired of
being invisible, Ashley glowered at Scott. “Tell you? What about tell us?
After all, it is my shop.” She threw another glower at Detective Kovak. “I
might have information to share. Such as hearing from Carl.”


Detective
Kovak’s gaze snapped to Scott before fixing on her. He pulled out a notebook
and a pen. “When?”


“A few
minutes ago.” She reported what he’d told her, and Kovak wrote in his pad. “How
did he get in touch with you?”


“He called
my cell. Like he always does.”


“From his
cell?” Detective Kovak asked.


She nodded. “It
was his ringtone and his cell number that showed up, so, yes.”


“Phone
company should be able to verify where the call originated,” Scott said.


Ashley
thought about that. Right. Cell towers, triangulation, GPS. Let the cops figure
out where he really was.


Really was?
Was she getting cynical like the cops? “I’m sure you’ll find out he’s in
Oklahoma City, like he said.”


“Odds are,
you’re right,” Detective Kovak said. “But we have to cross Ts and dot Is in our
line of work.”


Which was
more or less what Scott had said. Satisfied that the cops weren’t looking to
railroad anyone, she accepted his words. “Okay. So what did you find upstairs
other than a way to get from my store to Belinda’s? Can I go up there?”


Detective
Kovak frowned. “I’d rather you didn’t until we’re finished.”


Her heart
sank. Then again, nobody had rushed out for yellow tape. “Is it another crime
scene?”


“It’s
evidence, but doesn’t seem to be a crime scene. Connor has more to do up there,
but if you’ll restrict your activities to this floor, there shouldn’t be any
problems.”


“So I can
arrange to have my furniture delivered?” She picked up the receipt, already
mentally dialing the storage company. “And the building inspector is due.”


“Any reason
for him to need to go upstairs?”


Ashley shook
her head. “No, the plans were for down here only. “ Her brain kicked into gear.
Detective Kovak had avoided answering half of her question. “So what did
you find up there?”


The
detective exchanged another look with Scott. “I think we should talk about it
at the station.”


The station?
Ashley’s stomach flipped. “But I have to be here. The building inspector—” She
gave a pleading glance at Scott. “I’ll answer all your questions. But please—I
don’t want to delay the inspection.” If there was nobody to let the inspector
in, no telling how long before he’d reschedule. She’d dealt with that once
already.


“Why don’t
we deal with Ms. Nesbitt first?” Scott suggested.


“That would
be great,” Ashley said. “I’m sure by the time you’re finished, the inspector
will have come and gone.” And passed everything, she dared to hope.


“I’ll be
happy to wait here with Ms. Eagan, if you think there might be a problem
leaving her alone,” Scott said.


What could
she do? The place was practically barren. Aside from her office with a small
built-in desk and a chair, she had no furnishings. The cops had already gone
over everything after they’d found Felicity, and the tech had undoubtedly
documented every square inch of what was upstairs. Or was there something up
there they didn’t want her to see? Something that implicated her? Did they
think she’d go up and make sure she could explain anything they might ask her
about? She’d had no clue that the space upstairs even existed until Willie had
called.


“She’s the
one who told us about the trap door,” Scott said. “If she was hiding something
up there, she had no reason to let us know about it.”


Ashley’s
heart rate headed for normal with Scott’s supportive comment. “He’s right.
After all, Detective Kovak, you’d already released the bakery to me, so you’d
never have come back.”


The
detective’s mouth curved up in a half-smile. “An excellent argument.” The smile
didn’t disappear, but his gaze hardened. “However, you have to understand that
if evidence led us back to you or your bakery, we would examine it again. It’s
not quite the same as not being able to re-try someone for the same crime.”


“I
understand. Please. I just want my bakery to open on time.”


Detective
Kovak eyed Scott with some sort of cop-to-cop conspiratorial expression. “Bring
her to the station as soon as the inspector leaves. Oh, and we’ll need her
prints.” He turned to leave, but before he opened the door, the tech’s voice
called out.


“Got
something.”



Chapter 15


 


 


How many
times had Scott heard those words—or uttered them himself? And how often had
they turned into that one puzzle piece that connected the rest? Adrenaline
surged through his system. He cut his gaze to Ashley, who’d gone pale and now
leaned against the counter as if it were the only reason she was still
standing.


Kovak hadn’t
seemed to notice. He called to Connor that he was on his way and strode off.


Was there
something she knew about up there? He still couldn’t buy her as having anything
to do with a homicide. Then again, he’d been wrong before. His cop radar was
good, but not infallible. Without thinking, he rubbed his leg.


Scott
crossed to Ashley and put his arm around her. She trembled beneath his touch.


“Hey. You
all right?” He lifted her chin so she met his gaze. “You need a glass of water?”


She shook
her head. “I want it to be over. I want my shop back. I want my life back. My
plain, everyday, ordinary life. Get up, go to work, bake, and maybe make some
people happy. Instead, this dream of mine is turning into a nightmare.”


Not
hardly. You don’t know nightmares.


Scott wished
he could go upstairs with Connor and Kovak. See what was going on. He knew the
ladder was out of the question, but maybe he could backtrack through the shop
next door. Instead, he drew Ashley close. Stroked her hair. “It’ll be over
soon.”


“I’ve never
been up there. You believe me, don’t you?”


“Of course I
do. And Kovak probably believes you, too. It’s a matter of eliminating suspects
until you’re left with the one who did it.”


“So that’s
why he wants my prints?”


Scott
pressed his forehead to hers. “It’s routine. Technically, they should have
taken them already, so they could eliminate your prints from other ones they
found at the bakery when they were processing the scene. They’ve been busy,
though.” He didn’t think Kovak would have made such a basic mistake, but it was
easy to be overwhelmed at the beginning of a case. And homicide investigations
weren’t the norm for him.


“And he’s
checking up on Carl to eliminate him? Not because he thinks Carl killed
Felicity?”


“That’s how
it works. Besides, poison doesn’t sound like Carl’s style.” He stroked Ashley’s
jaw and smiled. “He’d probably use a hammer. Or bury her under the floor. Or
leave her in the bottom of a Dumpster.”


She tilted
her head to meet his gaze. “You’re teasing me.”


“No, trying
to cheer you up. Is it working?”


Her smile,
tentative though it was, was enough to cheer him up. Parts of him more
up than others.


“Thanks.”
She pulled away, but slid her hands down his arms and grasped his hands. “I
need to call the storage company. The sooner they move my things in, the sooner
I can feel like this is my space. Not to mention I’ve already paid way too much
for storage, no thanks to Carl and his Klutz Brigade.”


Furniture
would be nice, Scott thought as he tried to ease some of the pressure on his
leg. Sitting on the floor was tempting, although he wasn’t sure about the
getting up part.


While Ashley
made her call, Scott walked slowly around the room. Moving hurt less than
standing still. She came back, wheeling a small desk chair in front of her.


“Sit,” she
said.


He didn’t
argue.


Kovak and
Connor came back carrying several evidence bags.


“You going
to tell us what you found, or are you playing the need to know card?” Scott
asked. He almost regretted the sarcasm in his tone when he noticed the
exhaustion in Kovak’s face. Almost. Being a cop meant being on the job all day,
all night, every day, every night. You dealt with the stress or you washed out.


Sound
familiar?


Kovak
dragged a hand through his hair. “The place has obviously been used. I suspect
it was a love nest, although it could have been a very neat squatter. We’ll
need to analyze the prints.” He looked at Ashley. “I’d like to get yours now,
rather than do it at the station. For elimination purposes.”


“Fine,”
Ashley said, her chin lifted. She thrust out her hands. “Print me.”


Connor set
his kit on the counter and made short work of rolling Ashley’s prints onto a
ten card.


“Guess your
benefactor didn’t want to spring for a portable live scanner,” Scott said.


Kovak
chuckled. “Maybe they’ll feature them on more episodes of those crime scene
shows, and Santa will bring us one for Christmas. Meanwhile, we do things the
old-fashioned way.”


Connor
handed Ashley a cleanser-saturated paper towel. “We’re done.”


Scott couldn’t
miss the relief on Ashley’s face. Definitely not the expression of someone
worried that her prints would come back with a hit from AFIS.


The down
side of being a cop. You couldn’t trust anyone.


Scott’s
heart pounded. He fought the onset of an anxiety attack. Filing paperwork and
manning phones suddenly held a new appeal.


Which is
why you took the desk job, idiot. What makes you think you’ve got the chops to
be in the field anymore?


“Time to hit
the road,” Kovak said. “Whelan, see you later. Miss Eagan. Thanks for your
cooperation.”


Ashley
walked Kovak and Connor to the door and locked it behind them. Scott rubbed his
leg. The pain pill had kicked in. His leg didn’t hurt so much, but he’d lost
some critical brain cell function, replaced with the overwhelming urge to take
a nap.


“So,” Ashley
said, returning to his side and sitting cross-legged at his feet. “Are you my
babysitter?” Her tone was only half-teasing.


“I wouldn’t
put it like that. Kovak’s the investigator. I’m a civilian working for the
department. I do what he tells me. Right now, it’s staying with you.” Scott
rubbed the heels of his hands against his closed eyes, trying to erase some of
the drug-induced fatigue. “I don’t suppose you have any coffee?”


Ashley
jumped to her feet. “Of course. I’ll brew some. I usually have a pot for the
workers, but since there weren’t any here today—I should have thought of that.”


“Hey, it’s
no big deal.” But it would give her something to do, and he could use the
caffeine hit.


While Ashley
busied herself in the kitchen, Scott closed his eyes, running the case through
the fog in his head. Until he—make that Kovak—could pinpoint a motive or two,
all they had was a whodunit. And those were the kinds of cases that usually
remained unsolved.


The aroma of
fresh coffee wafted from the kitchen. Ashley returned. “It’ll be ready soon. I
don’t have anything to go with it, though. Until the inspector shows up, I’m
not cleared to do any actual cooking here.”


“Not a
problem.”


She tilted
her head, eyeing him. Scott saw the concern in her eyes, and he wasn’t sure if
it was for herself or for him.


She tugged
at her hair. “I could go home for something to eat. And my laptop. At least I
could be doing something productive.”


“What about
the building inspector?”


“Even if he
showed up right after I left, I’d be back before he finished. You could wait
here and let him in.”


Scott shook
his head. “Sorry. For whatever reason, Kovak wants me with you.”


“So you are
my babysitter. But why? Why are you stuck here watching over me? Does Kovak
really think I’m going to mess up his investigation if I’m left unattended?”


“I think he’s
trying to keep control of more loose threads than he’s comfortable with.” As
soon as Scott uttered the words, he regretted them. Must be the meds. Kovak was
a good detective. A little out of his league, perhaps, but he hadn’t done
anything stupid.


Ashley
turned those chocolate-brown eyes to his. “So, tell me, Mr. Detective. If this
were your case, what would you be doing?”


 


***


 


Ashley
watched as Scott’s expression shut her out. His eyes grew cold, his brow
furrowed. This wasn’t what she’d come to think of as his cop mode. This was
total withdrawal. She stepped away. “Um … I’ll go get the coffee. It should be
ready.” And if it wasn’t, she could wait. Whatever she’d said, she’d clearly
upset Scott.


She
retreated into her tiny office space off the kitchen, where she had her desk
and the coffeemaker she’d set up for the crew. She’d found the workers arrived
earlier if they didn’t stop for coffee before getting here. She took one of the
Styrofoam cups from the stack—not eco-friendly, she knew, but she wasn’t going
to deal with collecting and washing mugs until she was operational. The crew
hadn’t seemed to grasp the concept of reusing the cups. They simply left them
lying around wherever they finished, and she imagined they’d do the same with
ceramic ones.


She tapped
her foot as the machine gave its final gurgles. Once it finished its last
sputters, she poured the aromatic brew into the cup and brought it to Scott. He
opened his eyes at her approach and accepted the cup. Did his fingers spend a
few seconds more than they needed to when he did? Maybe he’d gotten over his
brooding.


“Not joining
me?” he asked.


“Too wired.”
If ever there was a time for one of Maggie’s soothing brews, it was now. So
what if Scott was upset. She needed to know what was going on, and she’d risk
triggering his mood. She lowered herself to the floor beside his chair and
leaned against the wall, folding her hands behind her head. “So, Mr.
Babysitter. Tell me that story.”


This time,
he didn’t seem upset. His posture did that cop switch thing. Back straighter,
shoulders set. Expression unreadable. When he spoke, it was as if he was
reading a report.


“The first
forty-eight hours of a case are critical. And crazy. There’s a victim, and we
have to look for motive, means, and opportunity to figure out who might have
wanted her dead, and how and when they might have killed her. We’ll look at
immediate family first. Then expand outward. Since, at the outset, there are so
many possibilities, it’s vital to make sure nobody slips through the cracks.


“Right now,
Connor will be handling evidence analysis. It’s not like on television—he can’t
do it all himself, but he’ll make sure the right experts look at the right
pieces. Kovak will be trying not to go crazy while they wait for results.”


“Waiting
sucks,” Ashley said, checking the time yet again. When was that inspector going
to show up?


“Kovak will
be busy, though, trying to locate people. Figure out who might be a suspect,
and who can give him those pieces of information that tie things together. At
the beginning every person leads to more people, and it can seem overwhelming.”


“I guess I
can see why Kovak seems stressed.” She thought for a moment. “Do you think
Belinda is a suspect? I mean, she does have access to the upstairs. If
this was your case, would you be grilling her?”


Scott
chuckled. “Grilling? That’s a bit strong. But, yeah, Kovak’s got it right. I’d
be following up with her, and her employees.” He paused, as if thinking. “Do
you know the rest of her staff?”


Ashley
chewed her lip. “Not really. Only to say hello when I went into the store. Hers
is a new shop, less than a year old. She’s working to establish herself.” Like
me, she thought. “I don’t think she has more than a couple of assistants, and
they’re probably part time.”


Scott pulled
out a notebook, much like the one Kovak had used. She wondered if Scott had
used that very one when he was a cop. Most likely not. He probably had to turn
it in or something. She realized her mind was wandering, and she snapped her
attention back to Scott’s words.


“You know
their names?” Scott asked.


“Wouldn’t
Kovak have them?”


“Probably,
but as long as we’re playing detective, why not cover all the bases?”


Playing. So
this was a game to him. She’d play along, because it was very real to her.
Ashley gave him the names. “I hope Kovak eliminates me first, because
everything is riding on my grand opening bakeoff.” She popped to her feet. “Speaking
of which, I assume it’s all right to use my phone to check emails.”


“Works for
me,” Scott said.


Ashley
strode to the counter where she’d left her phone. She hiked herself up onto the
stainless steel counter and ran through her messages, immediately deleting
anything from a reporter. After reading the rest, for the first time in days,
she allowed herself to hope. All twenty of her slots were filled, and she
notified the remaining three that they’d be on a wait list. Had things finally
turned around?


Don’t
think about it. You’ll jinx it.


A knock at
the front door sent her heart drumming. She slid from her perch. Scott rose
from his chair. Finger-combing her hair, she crossed the bakery, Scott close at
her heels. On the other side of the glass stood a tall, slender man holding a
clipboard. He wore cream-colored coveralls, a baseball cap, and a nonchalant
expression.


“Pine Hills
Building Inspector,” he said, handing her his card. “Should take me about half
an hour.” With that, he unwrapped a stick of gum, folded it, stuck it in his
mouth and started poking a gadget into her electrical outlets.


Ashley
crossed mental fingers that Carl’s electrician had fixed whatever outlets he’d
said were the wrong kind. Heck, she double-crossed those mental fingers hoping
Carl’s Klutz Brigade had fixed everything. It all looked good to her, but what
did she know?


The
inspector moved slowly around the space, humming some tune she didn’t
recognize, and snapping his gum. Every now and then he’d nod, or shake his
head, and write something on his clipboard. Her mouth grew dry. She followed
him, several paces behind, trying to figure out what he was doing while not
interfering.


Scott
touched her elbow. “Let him work,” he said quietly.


The
inspector’s half an hour dragged closer to the hour mark, by which time Ashley’s
stomach was knotted tighter than her macramé plant holders, and she was afraid
she might be sick.


Finally, he
tucked his pen into his pocket. “All done. I’ll file the report.”


“And?”
Ashley asked, the words barely making it past her parched mouth.


“And you’re
good to go.” He tapped his fingers to the brim of his cap. “Have a good
evening.”


Tempted to
throw her arms around the inspector, Ashley struggled to compose herself, to
appear as though she’d had no doubts the job would pass. “Thanks. Thanks so
much. You, too.”


She closed
the door behind him. And threw her arms around Scott. “It’s done. We passed. We
should…we should…I don’t know what. We should…celebrate.”


She realized
she’d said we. Surely the other merchants, the ones who’d supported her
through the drawn-out construction process, would be more likely candidates for
a celebration. But she wanted to share her joy with Scott. Whose arms had
wrapped around her and whose hands were caressing her back.


“Hey, it’s
okay,” he murmured.


Only then
did she realize she was crying. Spots danced in front of her eyes. Her knees
threatened to give way. Scott’s caresses turned to a supporting arm helping her
to the chair.


She wiped
her eyes and sniffed. “Well, now I feel really stupid.” She managed a weak
smile. “At least I didn’t pass out.”


Scott
grinned. “It’s always worst when it’s over. Adrenaline overload, then it stops
and you crash.”


“You sound
like you’ve had experience.”


“More than I
care to remember.” His smile disappeared. “And, I’m afraid that celebration
will have to wait. We have to go to the station.”



Chapter 16


 


 


Wishing he
hadn’t been the one to douse Ashley’s spirits, Scott went to the coffeemaker
and poured a cup for the road. He shut the machine off, taking his time before
facing her.


She stood in
the doorway, apparently not as dejected as he’d expected. “Will you follow me
to the station, or do we have to ride together?” she asked. “I promise not to …
what do you call it when a suspect runs away?”


“Rabbit,”
Scott said, suppressing a smile.


“Rabbit.
Okay. If I swear I won’t rabbit, may I please drive to the station in my own
car? That way nobody has to bring me back here.”


Scott was
tempted to refuse her request, for the simple reason that he wanted to spend
those extra few minutes with her sitting beside him. Tempted, but he saw no
reason not to trust her. If Kovak really wanted her sequestered, he’d have
dragged her to the station, inspector or no inspector. “That will be fine.”


Ashley
gathered her purse, her phone, and crammed the stack of papers back into the
envelope. He gave her his best reassuring cop smile. The one that put victims
at ease, let them know he was on their side, that he’d make things right.


“Ready, I
guess.” Her voice trembled.


So much for
the smile. He must have lost his touch. Something about Ashley erased years of
professional experience.


You’re a
cop, damn it.


He tried
again, forcing himself to meet her gaze. “You’ll be fine.”


“What should
I say?”


With that,
he knew he wasn’t going to leave her alone with Kovak. No matter if he had no
reason to think the detective was going to do anything to railroad Ashley. He’d
been a cop long enough to know people often said things they shouldn’t when
faced with interrogation techniques. The room, designed to make them
uncomfortable, the cop moving into their personal space. It’s what he did, and
although he liked to think he didn’t use those techniques on the innocent, cops
didn’t really know someone was innocent until they found the one who was
guilty. The logical, cop side of his brain said she was innocent, but he couldn’t
leave her alone. It was either him or a lawyer, and for now, he trusted himself
more than a lawyer he didn’t know.


Scott rested
his hand on the small of Ashley’s back as he walked her to her car. “I’m sure
this won’t take long.” He smiled. “And then, if you’re still up for it, we can
celebrate. I’ll pick up a bottle of champagne.”


She settled
into the driver’s seat and closed the door, but she didn’t start the car. He
waited. She buzzed down the window. “I think I’d like that. But I’ve already
got a bottle in the fridge, so no need for you to get one. Around eight? That
is, assuming Detective Kovak doesn’t lock me up.”


“No chance
of that.” He leaned his head into the open window and brushed his lips across
hers.


Christ,
what are you thinking?


He drew
back. “I’ll be right behind you.”


On the short
drive to the station, Scott pushed thoughts of Ashley the neighbor into the far
recesses of his mind. Or as far as he could push them.


You’re
either a cop or her friend. Not both. Not yet.


Then again,
he wasn’t a cop, although he wasn’t sure a cop could ever not be a cop,
regardless of his employment status.


He pulled
the not yet to the forefront. She’d be off Kovak’s radar soon enough,
and they’d find whoever killed the victim, and—and what? He’d never thought
about anything permanent before. Was he thinking about it now?


Of course
not. Just his re-emerging libido.


You’re
going to have to come up with something better than that pretty damn soon.


Scott parked
next to Ashley and opened her door for her. Her fears seemed to be gone, or at
least under control, and she gave him a genuine smile. “Southern gentleman or
babysitter?”


“Friend,” he
said. “Neighbor.”


She climbed
out of the car. “All right, neighbor-friend. Let’s get this over with.”


 


Less than an
hour later, after sending a smiling and relieved Ashley off, Scott trudged back
to the war room. Kovak stood at the white board and drew a large X through
Ashley’s name.


“I’ve
ordered pizza,” Kovak said. “There will be plenty, if you want to stay. You’re
way past off the clock.”


“Pizza
sounds good. Beats my cooking.” Scott rubbed his neck. “What did you get from
Belinda Nesbitt?”


“Sweet,
cooperative, and charming as hell.”


“But she’s
lying.”


“Yeah, but I
can’t figure out about what. For all I know, it’s totally unrelated to the
case. You know how some people get when the cops ask them anything.”


People being
questioned immediately went on the defensive, assuming the cops knew their deepest,
darkest secrets. Even if they didn’t have any. For all Scott knew, Belinda
could be hiding the fact that she had her fingers in the till, or took home
some of the items she should be selling.


“How do she
and the victim connect? Shared a boyfriend? Jealousy?”


Kovak
stepped to the white board and wrote Belinda’s name. “She said she didn’t know
the names of any of them, but she thought she saw the victim in the company of
a variety of”—Kovak made air quotes with his fingers—”sleazy, scruffy, unsavory
sorts.”


“Ah, yes.
Sleazy sorts. Know them well. Any details we can actually use? Descriptions?”


“All bits
and pieces. Mix-and-match. She thinks she saw three different guys. Or two. Or
four.” Kovak looked at his notes. “Any or all of whom might have the following.
Shaved head. Long, greasy hair. Fair skin. Dark skin. Piercings. Tats, although
she can’t remember what they were. A dragon, maybe, running down someone’s arm.
Or some kind of bug. Maybe a spiderweb on his neck. Sleazy, mean biker dudes
was as close as she got.”


Scott raised
his eyebrows. “Hell, my cousin has her eyebrow and her navel pierced. And her
tongue. She’s got a dragon tramp stamp, and a rose on her neck. Hardly a
sleaze. Nicest, most loving kid you’d ever want to know.”


Scott might
not have been privy to the actual questioning, but Kovak’s instincts had seemed
spot on so far. “What about where she saw them? This is a small town, after
all.”


“Not a lot
of biker hangouts in Pine Hills. And because we’re a small town, people not
wanting to be seen normally go elsewhere. Woodford, Cottonwood. Even Salem isn’t
too far to go on a date.”


“Did you
push? If Belinda claims she saw the victim with these ‘sleazy sorts’”—Scott
mimicked Kovak’s air quotes—”then she had to have seen them out somewhere.”


“Maybe at a
concert, maybe at a ball game. Maybe at a bar, but she can’t remember which
one.” Kovak circled Belinda’s name and drew a big question mark above it.


“Yeah, I’d
keep her on the short list,” Scott said. “What about the contractor?”


Kovak
grabbed a large stack of paper from the table beside the white board. “Phone
records confirm he’s been in Oklahoma City.”


“Did he
leave before or after the time of death window?”


Kovak
frowned. “He was on an early morning flight the day the body was discovered. I
suppose he could have given her the doctored cocoa and left, but the
father-in-law’s heart attack was real, and the plane tickets were bought
last-minute. Doesn’t play out for me. I’ve talked to some of his subs. They
confirm he wasn’t the sort to cheat on his wife.”


Brody
interrupted with three large pizza boxes.


“Set them
down over there.” Kovak pointed to a table at the far end of the room. “And let
everyone know that dinner’s available in return for a little eyestrain.” He
flopped the paper down next to the pizzas. “We’ve got phone records to cross
reference, and of course, my all time favorite, financials.”


After Brody
left in search of volunteers, Scott grabbed a slice of pizza. Before any
volunteer labor arrived, he confronted Kovak.


“I want to
see the pictures you took at Ashley’s place. Not only the ones from today, but
the original crime scene photos as well.”


Footfalls,
loud and heavy, thudded toward the room. A voice, loud and decidedly male,
followed. “Holy crap, Kovak. I can’t leave you alone for a minute, can I? What
the hell’s going on?” Scott swiveled around to see a very tall, hawk-nosed man,
half-smiling, half-scowling, stride into the room. Clearly someone on the job.


Kovak
turned. A grin spread across his face, wiping out the fatigue. “Hey, big guy.
Welcome home.”


 


***


 


Ashley
packaged the last batch of cookies and studied the array of desserts she’d prepared
for tomorrow’s party. Had she forgotten anything? And would it be a big deal if
she left one behind? She’d already fixed far more than she’d planned. And spent
far more than the money they’d given her, but she didn’t care. In her business,
word of mouth—operative word being mouth—was key, and she was confident
she’d recoup her additional investment when people fell in love with her
creations and came to the bakery to buy them.


She shook
off the doubts that crept in every time she thought of the reality of opening a
business. There were no guarantees. Belinda was still struggling, and Sarah had
told her how she’d almost had to shut down. But that had been sabotage, Maggie
had said. Nobody was going to sabotage her bakery. But, what if they already had?
Doubt nagged at her.


She
shuddered at the thought that someone might have been trying just that. Could
someone have planted a dead body in her bakery to ruin any chance of success?
At least Detective Kovak hadn’t treated her like she’d killed Felicity for the
publicity. He’d been gentle and professional in his questions, and Scott had
been there, nodding encouragement as she answered them. Scott would have come
to her defense if Kovak had treated her like a criminal. Wouldn’t he?


Speaking of
Scott. She got out two champagne flutes and a plate for the chocolate-dipped
strawberries she’d made for their celebration. Her heart fluttered. She checked
the time. She had another hour before he was due. And for once, she was totally
baked out.


She needed
to work up some kind of acknowledgement page—something she could hand out at
the bakeoff thanking the donors for their generosity. Dare she ask Elaine for
yet another last-minute print job? Or should she run them off herself?


Either way,
she’d have to create the original. She’d been lax about documenting her
donations, so step one was transcribing her scribbled notes into a spreadsheet
of each prize and its donor. After saving that, she worked on designing the
page itself. She found images of brownies and figured out how to turn them into
a border. From there, it was simply a matter of listing the donations.


How to order
them? Value. No, that was gauche. Alphabetically by donor, she decided. By the
time she finished, it was eight-fifteen. Had Scott forgotten? Blown her off? Or
was he someone who didn’t pay attention to time?


Or had
something else happened with the case? Another body? Another suspect? Or had he
been in an accident?


You’re
letting your imagination run wild.


There was
probably a logical explanation. She went about watering her plants, keeping an
ear cocked for any sounds from Scott’s apartment.


“What do you
think, Lily?” she asked. “He’s nice. Not bad-looking, either. Okay, he’s really
good looking. And a damn good kisser. Should I be mad that he’s late and hasn’t
called?”


As usual,
Lily said nothing.


By eight
forty-five, Ashley considered calling it a night. Her body was protesting the
long, exhausting day. But her brain was in overdrive, and she doubted she’d
sleep, no matter how tired her body was.


She jumped
at the knock at her door. “You think that’s him, Violet?” She set the watering
can down.


Even though
part of her said to take a few seconds to check her hair, her makeup—maybe
brush her teeth?—she rushed across the living room. Scott may have kept her
waiting, but to retaliate would be petty.


But was it
Scott? Her last surprise visitor had been a cop bearing bad news. She checked
the peephole.


Not a cop.
An ex-cop. Irritation vanished. She felt the grin spreading across her face as
she opened the door. So much for letting him see she wasn’t pleased with his
lack of consideration.


“Sorry I’m
late,” were the first words out of his mouth. “I tried to call, but kept
getting your voicemail.”


She rushed
to her desk, where her long-silent cell phone rested beside her computer. Her
totally-turned-off cell phone. Which she’d done at Kovak’s request at the
police station and then had forgotten. Keeping her head down to conceal the
heat rising to her face, she pressed the on button.


“Forgot to
turn it on after Kovak’s grilling.” She gave him a sheepish grin and waved the
phone. Once it booted, she checked the missed calls. Four voice messages and
two texts, all from Scott. All that wasted frustration.


“I brought
some pizza,” Scott said. “I know it doesn’t go with champagne, but I didn’t
feel right arriving empty-handed.”


Right. His
gentlemanly upbringing. She took the pizza box from him and set it on the table
beside the door. She spread her arms. “I can think of something to fill your
hands.”


He flashed a
lopsided grin, then stepped forward in an embrace. His hands ran up and down
her back. Squeezed her shoulders. Cradled the back of her head. Paused, as if
he needed permission to go further.


She leaned
in, offering her lips.


He wasted no
time accepting. His tongue swept through her mouth. He tasted like tomato sauce
and pepperoni. Who needed pizza?


Her heart
pounded. Her knees wobbled. Tremors shot to her belly. The room ran out of
oxygen. Gasping, she pulled away. Slowly. Reluctantly.


“I … um … guess
I should get the champagne.”


“That was
the plan, wasn’t it?” He took both her hands and lifted them to his lips. “Although
plans have been known to change.”


Ashley
leaned against his chest, absorbing his warmth. His heart rate seemed as
accelerated as hers.


What are
you doing? You don’t have time for this. And a fling with a next-door-neighbor
is stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid.


She sighed. “I
think we should stick to the original.” And then, as if she hadn’t heard the
voices screaming in her head, she added, “For now.”


She poured
two flutes of champagne, set them on a tray with the strawberries, and brought
them to the coffee table. Scott handed her one of the crystal flutes and took
the other.


“To the
ever-growing success of Confections by Ashley.” He lifted his glass.


The crystal
chimed as she tapped her glass to his. The bubbles tickled her nose when she
took her first sip. Confections by Ashley. Thoughts of her bakery enveloped her
like her grandmother’s afghan on a cold winter night. Soon, very soon, she’d be
open for business. And she’d succeed. Failure was not an option.


Scott
offered her a strawberry. Although she’d sampled her fill while she made them,
taking it from his fingers would be an entirely different experience. But he
didn’t let her take it. Instead, he pushed her hand away and moved the
chocolate-clad fruit toward her mouth. Teasing. Tempting.


She snagged
the tip with her teeth, biting gently. Her tongue swirled around the chocolate
coating, savoring the creamy bittersweet. Letting it dissolve in her mouth.
Taking a little more. Nibbling. Licking. Finally, she worked her way up to the
spot where the strawberry ended and his fingers began. She didn’t stop. The
chocolate and strawberry juices clinging to his fingers didn’t stand a chance
under the demands of her tongue.


Her gaze met
Scott’s. His hazel eyes glistened, almost bright-green. His breathing turned
ragged. He handed her a strawberry. “My turn,” he whispered.


Scott’s
tongue worked on the fruit with a passion that filled her with an overwhelming
desire to have his tongue somewhere else. He made short work of the strawberry,
then moved his tongue to her fingers, copying her moves. Suckled. Tugged. Her
nipples strained against the lace of her bra. Juices—not from the
strawberry—pooled between her legs.


Okay, now
she wanted his tongue, his mouth, everywhere else.


No flings
with neighbors. No flings with neighbors.


Too fast. On
a deep inhale, she splayed the fingers of her free hand against his chest,
exerting the tiniest bit of pressure.


He released
her trapped fingers. Studied her face. Waited.


With
tremendous effort, she gasped, “Too fast.”


Immediately,
he scooted across the couch. “I…you’re right. I’m—”


She gripped
his hands. “If you’re going to say you’re sorry, don’t. I … I need a clear
head.”


He pressed
his lips to her forehead, then gave her an even stare. “You’re in charge.
Always. Remember that.”


He stood and
stepped away, wandering around the room. Grateful for the distance, she tried
to wrap her head around what had just happened. What she’d caused to happen.


He gestured
toward all her containers of baked goods. “Are those all for tomorrow’s party?”


She nodded. “What
time should I bring them over?”


As if he
hadn’t heard her, he moved to the display of donations, picking up the basket
Belinda had given her. Carrying it to her, he asked, “Where did you get this?”


The Scott
she’d been kissing had disappeared. Scott the cop was back.


 


***


 


Scott
stopped himself from ripping the plastic encasing the fancy gift basket. He
held it up, twisting it, to get a clearer view through the pink covering.


“What are
you talking about?” Ashley crossed the room, clearly confused. “Belinda gave it
to me. It’s a door prize for the bakeoff. Is there a problem?”


“Hang on a
sec.” Scott went back to his apartment, where he’d dropped off the files he’d
asked to look at. With Randy Detweiler back early, Scott had begged off what
looked like an all-nighter. The two detectives knew each other’s thinking
patterns, and Scott didn’t mind being demoted to consultant instead of active
participant. Knowing Ashley was waiting with chilled champagne hadn’t
influenced his decision. Much.


He grabbed
the folder. Ashley stood in the hallway, watching. He dismissed momentary
second thoughts about showing her the photos. It was her property, and since
Kovak had released the bakery, she had every right to see them. Hell, she could
drive over and see everything for herself if she wanted to.


Come to
think of it, she hadn’t asked him about it. Maybe she had gone back.
Then again, they hadn’t actually wasted any time in small talk. He could still
taste champagne, chocolate, and strawberries—and the way they tasted mixed with
Ashley.


He shook it
off. If this was a lead, he had to follow up. And if it definitively cleared
Ashley—


Don’t go
there. Yet.


Ashley still
waited in the hallway, her eyebrows raised in question. Scott held up the
folder and motioned her back into her apartment. Instead of the tray of
champagne and strawberries, the coffee table now held the basket.


Scott
lowered himself to the couch and leafed through the photos, seeking the one he
remembered when he’d gone through them at the station. “Here.” He handed it to
Ashley.


She stared
at the photo, then at the basket. Then the photo again. “This is from … from
the bakery?”


He nodded. “That
was found on the counter beside the sink in your shop. When they found the
body.”


She looked
at the photo again. “The mug. It’s the same pattern as the one in the basket.”
She squinted through the colored plastic. “And, allowing for the way the pink
cellophane makes blue look purple, I’d say they’re the same color, too.”


Scott knew
she didn’t have any dishes or the like in her shop. But she’d said she had a
lot of things in storage. “It’s not one of yours?”


“No. Mine
are mocha. No pattern.” She gazed at him in confusion. “What does this mean?”


Scott pulled
out his cell. “It means I call it in, and we’ll have more questions for Belinda
Nesbitt, for starters. It could be these mugs are common, sold everywhere.”


“I don’t
think so,” Ashley said. “Belinda prides herself on being a specialty shop. I
know her stock isn’t one-of-a-kind, but it’s also not the kind of stuff you can
pick up at the discount stores. Does this mean she had something to do with
killing Felicity? I can’t believe it.”


“It’s one
more puzzle piece to deal with. It’s possible she’s sold hundreds of these
mugs. Or gave them away, the way she did here.”


While Scott
reported his findings to Kovak and Detweiler, Ashley went to the kitchen and
returned with the champagne. She’d topped off both glasses and sipped from hers
as she offered him the second. Scott shook his head, gesturing for her to put
it on the end table beside the couch.


“What I don’t
get,” Ashley said, pacing the living room, “is why she’d do something as stupid
as use one of her own mugs to poison Felicity. Not that I have a clue as to why
she’d want to poison Felicity to begin with.”


Neither did
he. But that was why he loved police work. Sure, the satisfaction came when you
put the bad guys away, but the journey was what kept things interesting.


Ashley
reached for the envelope, then drew her hand back. “Are there pictures of the
secret rooms in here? Am I allowed to look at them?”


Scott
nodded. He almost handed her the whole file before he remembered she might not
appreciate looking at photographs of a dead body. “Let me find them.” He did a
quick censorship job, making sure the pictures of Felicity stayed in the folder
before handing Ashley the rest.


She took a
seat on the couch, and he sat beside her, at what he thought was a professional
distance. Not touching, but near enough to view the photos along with her.
Which turned out to be near enough to be engulfed by her scent.


If his
proximity affected her, she certainly didn’t show it. Then again, crime scene
photos weren’t part of her daily routine, and he understood why they might
command her full attention. Since he’d already seen them—several times—he
allowed a portion of his attention to focus on Ashley.


She perused
a photo, holding it up, squinting, moving it closer, then farther away. Her top
teeth worked on her lower lip. He thought of those teeth working on his
fingers. Okay, back to paying attention to the photos.


He cleared
his throat. “Basically, what we found were several rooms. The one with the trap
door is a bedroom.”


“You know
this because?”


“Because I’m
a fantastic detective. And maybe a bed and two end tables in it gave it away.”


He pointed
to a picture of the second room, the one with a large cabinet. “That’s some
kind of chamber between the bedroom and Belinda’s side of the building. I’m not
up to speed on Victorian architecture, but we think it’s likely where a lady’s
maid or valet might have slept. Or maybe it was a dressing room. Terminology
aside, someone, most likely someones, had been using both the bedroom and the
dressing room.”


“How do you
know? Maybe everything’s been sitting there since the people moved out.”


Scott
smiled. “We had a very significant clue leading us to believe that couldn’t be
the case.”


Her eyes
widened. “What?”


He chuckled.
“Actually, it was something that wasn’t there that gave it away.”


“Tell me.”


“You’ve
shown some pretty darn good detective skills. Think about it. A set of rooms
has been sitting there, unused, for decades. What should be there?”


She picked
up a photograph of the bedroom, chewing her lip. He could almost hear her brain
grinding out possibilities, trying to see the invisible. She tapped the photo
against her leg. “If it’s missing, looking at the pictures won’t help. Mice?
Rats?”


He tossed
her a hint. “You were nearby when Kovak opened the door. Why do you think he
thought it was worth investigating in detail?”


“But I
couldn’t go up. I couldn’t see anything.”


“Detectives
have to use all their senses.”


He enjoyed
watching her think some more. And when the light bulb finally went off, it was
as if it were real enough to illuminate her face.


“No dust. It
smelled clean. Lemony. Am I right?”


“Right as
rain.”


When she
hugged him, he made no attempt to cut it short. When she broke it off, she
offered no apology beyond a slight flush to her cheeks. And that might not be
due to embarrassment. He was pretty warm himself.


Scott picked
up a shot of the bedroom floor and trap door. “There’s a small rug here.” He
pointed, and Ashley held the edge of the photo, turning it toward her. “Connor
and Kovak think whoever used the room normally kept the rug over the trap door,
but the night your worker saw the light, they must have either forgotten or
left it partially uncovered. The windows are boarded up. They’ve got curtains
hanging on the window side, but that’s purely cosmetic—looks better from the
street, but no light would be visible to passersby.”


“How did
they get light? There’s no electricity up there, is there?”


“Best guess
is a battery operated lantern. We think they didn’t need much light for what
they were doing.”


Ashley
reached for another picture of the bedroom, this one showcasing the bed. “No
sheets.” She wrinkled her nose. “Ick.”


“They
probably brought their own.” He found another photo. “Here’s the other side of
the room. This cabinet matches one in the smaller room.”


“Armoires,”
Ashley said. “They didn’t have many built-in closets back then.” She gathered
the pictures into a pile. “I want to spread these all out so I can get a better
idea of what the whole thing looks like.”


She went to
the kitchen and started stacking the plastic containers of party food. Scott
carried them to the coffee table. Ashley arranged the photos on the cleared
counter, frowning as she moved them around.


“They’re
numbered on the back,” Scott said.


Ashley
flipped them over and began again. “There are numbers missing.”


“I printed
the ones I thought were relevant. The rest are all on the computer at the
station.”


Her eyebrows
winged up. “Good thing you’re not using film. That would get expensive.”


He grinned. “One
of very few money-savers with new technology.”


As Ashley
pored over the photos, Scott related what he, Detweiler, and Kovak had
brainstormed as a likely scenario. “We don’t have original blueprints. Also,
nobody filed plans with the city for remodels. Building codes were nonexistent
back then. Nobody knows what kind of remodels were done, or when the
residential use stopped. For all we know, people lived there when the first
conversions of the downstairs to retail space were made. When the last
residents moved out, they didn’t take all their furniture.”


Ashley
leaned over shots showing close-ups of the carved wooden bedstead and matching
night tables. “Probably worth a pretty penny. Wonder why the owner didn’t sell
them. Or if he’d sell the tables to me. They’d be great in the bakery.”


Scott
pointed out another one. “This … armoire … contained sheets and blankets.” He
found the next in sequence, of the armoire with its doors opened, as if proving
his point.


“Not left
from the last residents, I take it.”


“Nope. New.
Clean. We figure the people using the place would replace the used ones as
needed.”


She chewed
her lip again. “That would mean they might have been using the rooms for a
while. Not likely a one-shot deal the night Willie saw the light.”


Brainstorming
with Ashley beat hanging with Kovak, hands down. He picked up his glass of
champagne.


Ashley
sipped from hers. “Do you have any leads on who was using the room?”


“Nada.
Waiting on prints.”


“So what’s
next?”


He grinned. “Another
strawberry?”



Chapter 17


 


 


Ashley made
a final adjustment to her dessert platter display and stepped back to admire
her handiwork. An entire table had been designated as hers, and she’d laid it
with pale mocha tablecloths and dark brown vases filled with roses made of
white chocolate. And, of course, a few tastefully placed table tent cards with
her Confections by Ashley logo to complete the package. Small cards identified
each dessert. She angled the serving pieces for her chocolate Pavé and the
fruit-studded almond torte a few degrees to the left and stepped back again.
Perfect.


Yesterday,
when she’d peeked into the room on her way to her interview, it looked like a
cops’ workroom. Today it looked like a party, albeit a party in a police
station. There were some balloons hanging from the cross braces of the acoustic
ceiling tiles. But the focal point for sure was the huge banner that proclaimed
“Welcome Back! Randy No More!”


Across the
room, Sadie’s staff was setting up pans filled with lasagna, pulled pork,
coleslaw, and mac and cheese. A huge basket held a mountain of rolls. Two
people in Wagon Wheel aprons opened boxes of pizza. She stepped closer,
inhaling the aroma, which sent her back to last night when Scott had shown up
at the door. And everything that had happened afterward.


Which, in
the grand scheme of things, wasn’t much. He’d been the perfect gentleman—more
of that Southern upbringing?


No. He was
rational. Sensible. And respectful of the fact that they’d agreed to take
things slow. They’d sat on the couch and watched a movie. She wasn’t exactly
sure which one. Damn, the man could kiss.


She paused
at the door, taking one last look at the room. Had she gone too far? The other
food looked like a picnic. Hers bordered on gourmet. And it certainly didn’t
fit the tone of that banner.


No. It wasn’t
gourmet. Most of her offerings were simply cookies. Delicious cookies, but far
from elegant dinner party fare. Instead of one of her bakery three-layer
chocolate fudge cakes, she’d brought her great-grandmother Lena’s chocolate
sheet cake. Far less striking but much easier to serve.


When Ashley
wound her way back to the lobby, Scott was talking to three elderly women,
upset about dogs running around their neighborhood, barking, knocking over
trash cans and leaving unpleasant deposits. Actually, Scott was listening. The
women were doing all the talking. He glanced up as she passed, shrugging
apologetically. She gave a finger-wave and hurried out of the building. She had
just enough time to get to the Women’s Center for a meeting of the bakeoff
committee, and then get to her shop to wait for the furnishings.


She drove
the short distance to the Center, grabbed the container of cookies she’d held
back from the police party and rushed into the building. The receptionist at
the desk directed her to the second floor.


Upstairs,
Maggie’s voice worked better than a GPS, and Ashley found the room without any
trouble.


“Sorry I’m
late.” Ashley popped the lid on the cookie container and set it on a table. She
looked around the room, seeing familiar faces from the previous meeting. Penny
smiled, set down her crochet project and headed for the cookies.


Kathleen
huffed. “I’ve got an hour, Penny. Forget your stomach for once and let’s get
this over with.”


Ashley
stiffened at Kathleen’s outburst, so out of character for the prim and proper
woman.


“Oh, chill,”
Penny said. “I’m capable of doing more than one thing at a time. Unlike some
people.”


“Ladies,
please.” Maggie’s voice carried over Penny and Kathleen’s bickering. “We’ve had
a stressful time, but let’s focus on the bakeoff.”


“Stress?”
Ashley asked Maggie. She’d been dealing with enough of her own. What else had
she missed?


“The police.”
Kathleen toyed with the pearls around her neck. “Came into The Tool Shed, asked
all kinds of questions. Willie’s most upset. He thinks he’s going to be
arrested for murdering Felicity.”


“Oh, put a
sock in it, Kath,” Penny said around a mouthful of chocolate cookie. “Nobody
would believe Willie could figure out how to murder anybody. The police
questioned everyone. Even me.”


“You?”
Ashley said. “Why?”


“I used to
give Felicity some of my students’ artwork to hang in her shop. Then she went
all high-hat and said it was tacky and unprofessional. Had to find a nice way
to tell the kids we weren’t going to do that anymore. But if the cops think
that’s a motive for me to kill her—dagnabit, they’re grasping at straws.”


“The cops
have to question everybody,” Ashley said. “Then they can eliminate people and
zero in on who’s left.”


All eyes
shot to her. “You have the inside scoop on something?” Penny asked.


“My
next-door neighbor works at the police station. He used to be a detective. They
questioned me, too.” She paused, then added, “Made me go to the station.”


“Are they
really questioning everyone?” Lorna’s voice piped up from the rear of the room.
“I shopped at Felicitea, but nobody’s asked me anything.”


Wasn’t Lorna
supposed to be gone? Ashley hadn’t even noticed her when she’d come in.


“I think
they’re looking for closer connections than being a customer,” Maggie said.


Kathleen
twisted her pearls some more. “Have they asked you anything, Maggie?”


“An officer
came to the shop, yes, right after they discovered Felicity. I expected as
much, given that we’re right next door. They talked to everyone on the block.”
Maggie stepped to the front of the room. “And now, as Kathleen pointed out, our
time is valuable. Let’s talk about the bakeoff and leave the gossip for another
time.”


Ashley hid a
smirk behind her hand. At least Maggie hadn’t tried to pretend they weren’t
going to gossip at all. And maybe she could pump the group for more about
Belinda Nesbitt. For now, it was about the bakeoff. She joined Maggie at the
front of the room. “May I say something before you start?”


Maggie
smiled and took a seat.


“First,”
Ashley began, “thanks so much for all your help. You can’t possibly know how
much it means to me. We’ve filled all twenty slots for the bakeoff, and I have
fantastic donations for the door prizes. And Penny—I’d love to display your
students’ artwork in my bakery.” She shifted her gaze to Kathleen. “If I buy a
bulletin board, can Willie mount it on the wall for me?”


“Of course.”
Kathleen practically beamed. “I know he’d love to.”


“Great. I
hope one or two of you can arrive early and help with setting up, and I’ll need
a few brave, dedicated souls to help with cleanup, too.”


Kathleen
raised her hand. “I’m happy to do both. And I’ll make sure Kevin and Willie
show up, too.”


“Put me down
for cleanup,” Lorna said.


Ashley
blinked away the heat prickling her eyes at the show of support.


Maggie consulted
a spiral notebook. “Moving along. Judges. I think we shouldn’t let them into
the bakery until it’s time for them to taste.”


“I thought
all the entries would be anonymous, and finished before we opened,” Penny said.


“That’s what’s
supposed to happen,” Maggie said. “It was a suggestion, one more way to
ensure we’re being as fair as possible.”


“Make sure
we don’t announce the judges,” Ashley said. “If nobody knows who they are, then
they can’t try to sway them. I’ll remind them to keep it a secret.”


The door
opened, and Sarah strolled in. Heads turned. “Can I help with anything? I know
I’ve been out of the loop, but I’m a quick study.” She grinned at Ashley. “I
sampled Ashley’s goodies over at Randy’s welcome back party. I’m all for doing
whatever it takes to make her business a roaring success.”


It was clear
from the whispers as Sarah took a seat that everyone was more interested in
hearing about her honeymoon than working on the bakeoff. But Maggie, bless her
days as a schoolteacher, stepped forward and made short work of the remaining
tasks on her list.


Ashley
checked the time. “Sorry, ladies. I have to run. I’m expecting my furnishings,
and you know how it is with these delivery people. They say between twelve and
five, which means they’ll show up at four-fifty-seven. But I have to be there
by noon, just in case.” She left the cookies, knowing they wouldn’t go to
waste.


Lorna
intercepted her at the door. “If you’d like, I can wait with you. I’ll help put
things away when they arrive.”


Ashley
assumed she was still hiding from her husband. “I can always use an extra pair
of hands.”


“I’ll be
there in about an hour, okay?”


Which would
give Ashley plenty of time to do a little snooping. The police pictures had
shown a lot, but there was no substitute for first-hand exploration.



Chapter 18


 


 


Scott
carried two lattes down the hall and shouldered open the door to the detectives’
office. Detweiler and Kovak barely looked up when he entered.


Scott
stepped across the room and set the cups on the desk. “Figured it was my turn.”


They’d moved
the white board in here last night to make room for the party. Scott paused in
front of it, noticing the additions. The column under Belinda’s name had
filled. And, apparently last night’s paper duty had panned out, because there
were several names—if you could call “Viper” and “Stinger” names—under the
victim’s picture. “Boyfriends?”


Detweiler
grunted.


“I thought
you’d be at your party,” Scott said.


“Crime waits
for no celebrations.”


“He’s glad
to have an excuse to avoid the ragging,” Kovak said. “He lasted about ten
minutes. Besides, he’s grumpy because we had a case a while back where a coffee
mug was the definitive clue. This one doesn’t seem that straightforward.”


Scott broke
in before Kovak could recap the old case. “Need anything? I’m on my official
lunch break, but Chief said I should put myself at your disposal.”


“Do I detect
a desire to get away from phones and filing?” Kovak said.


“I go where
I’m needed most.”


Detweiler
rubbed his eyes. “You come up with anything beside the coffee mug?”


“I called it
a night at midnight,” Scott said. No reason to tell them what he’d been doing
until then. After all, he had provided a new piece of evidence. “You get
anything on it?”


Randy stared
at his notes before speaking. “Good news. Small manufacturer. Less good news.
They’re sold all over the country. Slightly better news. They’ve got a fairly
exclusive clientele. Belinda Nesbitt placed one order with them, for two
cases—that’s a total of twenty-four mugs. Not so good news. It was three months
ago. The other good news is that they’ve only got three other customers who
ordered that same mug in Oregon. One in Bend, one in Eugene, and one in
Newport.” He handed Scott a sheet of paper. “Feel like making some calls?”


Scott
accepted the paper, but said, “Have you asked Belinda to share her records?
Odds are it came from her shop, not one of the others. Better to start checking
out the horses before we go looking for zebras.”


Detweiler
looked at him as if he were a green rookie. “She said she doesn’t keep those
sorts of records.”


A red flag
waved in Scott’s mind. He frowned. “How can she track inventory if she doesn’t
track sales?”


“My thoughts
exactly,” Detweiler said. “Sarah’s got a fancy computer system and spreadsheets
up the wazoo. She knows who bought what, when, and probably why. Maybe what
they had for breakfast. But before she got the computer program, she had to do
it all by hand, and it was tedious. No telling how Belinda Nesbitt does her
bookkeeping.”


“So, are you
going to demand to examine whatever records she does keep?” Scott asked.


“If Belinda
Nesbitt is our killer, I’d rather not alert her. Not until we have enough to
consider her a viable suspect,” Kovak said.


Scott had to
agree. A smile tickled his lips as he thought of Ashley. “Wouldn’t want her to
rabbit.” He shifted gears, serious now. “Do we have anything to indicate
whether she’s feeding us misinformation?”


“As in lying
to a cop?” Kovak opened his mouth in pretend shock. “You mean some people don’t
tell us the truth?”


Detweiler
lifted his hand, “On task, please. I don’t think poor bookkeeping or selling
blue flowered mugs is enough to get the paper we need so she’ll turn over her
records. And there’s no law saying she has to keep detailed records. Stupid on
her part if she doesn’t, but she’s in charge of her inventory control.”


“What about
seeing how many mugs she has left?” Kovak said. “We know she ordered two dozen,
so we might get at least a ball park of how many people we’re looking for.”


“I could
wander into Belinda’s shop and browse around,” Scott said. And pop in to see
how Ashley’s doing.


“Yeah, like
you’d blend right in,” Detweiler said. “Hang on.” He unclipped his cell and
punched in a number. “Sarah?”


After a
pause, red-faced, he stepped into the hall.


“Newlyweds,”
Kovak said. Scott shoved those images out of his mind.


Detweiler
came back a few minutes later. “Sarah’s going to check out Belinda’s store. She
brought souvenirs back from Hawaii and has one for Belinda, so it’s a perfect
cover.”


Scott kept
his mouth shut. Sarah was a civilian, same as he was. But at least he actually
worked for the department. And had the blessings of Chief Laughlin. Since Kovak
didn’t object, Scott figured they must know what they were doing. He moved on. “So,
what’s up with the boyfriends?”


Kovak tapped
the white board. “It’s taken us this long to find two possible boyfriends. More
accurately, names of possible boyfriends. We still have to track them down. If
they even exist.”


Did Scott
detect a hint of irritation in Kovak’s tone? Did he resent Scott’s leaving last
night? Or was it exhaustion? Hell, Scott had stayed at Ashley’s until midnight,
then managed a few hours of frustrated sleep before his alarm jolted him out of
bed barely five hours later. Four hours of desk duty hadn’t improved his mood,
especially when his chance to see Ashley had evaporated with those old biddies
whining about a loose dog in the neighborhood.


Get a
grip. You’re as grouchy as Kovak.


“Okay, so if
I’m not needed on mug detail, what about the boyfriends?”


Kovak tilted
his chin toward a computer. “If you can locate either one of them, we can
follow up.”


He’d
definitely been demoted to grunt. But it was still a job.


“Guess I’m
on the boyfriends.” He crossed to an empty desk and booted up the computer. “I
don’t have access to this case.”


Kovak
supplied him with the necessary information, but before Scott plunged into the
depths of the law enforcement databases, he started with the obvious. Sometimes
Google worked better than LexisNexis or the DMV.


After half
an hour, Scott didn’t know what was worse—staring at paper or staring at a
monitor. He’d always preferred being in the field, talking to people. People
had body language. Computer screens didn’t. He’d found what looked like
boyfriend lead number one’s Facebook page, which led him to a blog, which led
him to an address in Salem, where the guy was a musician, appearing in
countless bars and dives.


“My turn for
good news, bad news.” He got up, hissing out a breath between clenched teeth
when his leg protested. He leaned against the desk, waited out the spasm, and
limped to the white board.


Kovak
swiveled in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. “Good news first.”


“Viper is
the stage name for one Isaac Garfield. He fits the description and hangs out in
bars.”


“The bad
news?”


“He’s an
aspiring rock star. While it’s possible he and Felicity had some kind of
relationship, my gut tells me it’s more likely it was the star-groupie thing.”


“Which means
Belinda could have seen them together, but hardly as a couple.”


“Thereby
strengthening the likelihood that Belinda is attempting misdirection,” Scott
said. “I trust my gut, but would never eliminate—or accuse—someone without a
personal encounter.”


Kovak stood
and stretched. “You have an address?”


 


***


 


Ashley
maneuvered the ladder she’d borrowed from Sarah’s shop under the trap door. She
placed her flashlight on the platform and moved up the ladder, taking slow,
deep breaths. It wasn’t that she had anything against heights. But she didn’t
have anything for them, either. Especially when they led into an unknown
place. What if she got stuck up there?


That’s
why you have your cell phone. And what’s going to happen? You saw the pictures.
It’s not booby-trapped. Detective Kovak and Connor would have found that.


Not trusting
the logical part of her brain, she pressed her fingers gingerly against the
trap door. When nothing exploded, she pushed harder, and the door slammed open.
Startled, she jerked back, clutching the ladder rails to keep from falling. The
flashlight clattered to the floor.


You are
such a wuss.


She
retrieved the light, ascended again, and wriggled her way into the bedroom.


She brushed
herself off, wishing she’d taken the time to change out of the dress slacks she’d
worn to present a professional appearance when she delivered her desserts to
the police station.


The pictures
she’d seen last night had clearly been taken before the police had collected
their fingerprints. Black residue coated most of the furniture. One thing she
did remember from the pictures was a can of furniture polish in one of the
armoires. She retrieved it, and a rag that sat next to it. Spraying and
rubbing, she worked her way around the rooms.


After she’d
removed the evidence of the police visit and replaced the polish and rag where
she’d found them, she contemplated one of the end tables, envisioning it and
its mate as accent pieces in her shop. She’d already decided on an eclectic
look rather than having everything all matchy-matchy, and a couple of antiques
would add to the effect.


But they’d
be subject to the abuse of rings from the cups, not to mention spills. Glass
tops would solve that, and shouldn’t be too expensive.


Speaking of
expensive—she had no clue what the owner would charge for them. Maybe she
should offer to take them off his hands—he might not know they were up here, or
what they were worth.


Her
conscience immediately kicked in. No. She’d have to negotiate a fair and
reasonable price.


The armoires
would be gorgeous, too, but realistically, there was no place to put even one
of them, and nothing to fill them with—yet.


Seeing this
space made her itch to be able to expand and include it. Maybe add a spiral
staircase. She could see private parties, or special tasting sessions, or more
places to sit and relax. She could have a book-sharing shelf. That, she
thought, would be a perfect use for the armoires. Her heart beat a little
faster. She chided herself for getting so far ahead of things. First, she had
to make a go of the bakery.


She needed
to keep her mind on the grand opening and the bakeoff.


But, as long
as she was up here, she might as well see the rest of the space. She crossed
the smaller room, wondering again what it might have been used for. Was the
bedroom a guest room? The proportions didn’t seem majestic enough to be the
master bedroom, or whatever they called them back then. A guest room, perhaps,
and the guest’s servant might use the small room.


And what
difference did it make? They were potential bakery spaces, no matter who’d
lived in them before.


She touched
a cut-glass knob on the far door. This must be where Belinda’s space began.
Would it hurt to peek? Her hand had twisted the knob before her brain gave her
an answer.


Although she
hadn’t seen any pictures of this side of the building, Ashley discovered it was
exactly what Scott had described. Storage. Boxes on the floor. Boxes on
shelves. She sniffed, then stifled a sneeze. Nobody had come through here with
lemon-scented furniture polish lately. Or a feather duster, from the looks of
it.


A twinge of
sadness filled her. Clearly, there wasn’t much turnover in Belinda’s stock.
What did that bode for Confections by Ashley? Unlike Belinda, Ashley would have
to throw away unsold merchandise. She might be able to donate some of it, but
even if it didn’t go to waste, it was a loss as far as her bottom line was
concerned.


Did she hear
footsteps coming up the stairs from Belinda’s store? Without waiting to confirm
the sound, Ashley dashed back to her side, easing the door shut as quietly as
possible.


She managed
to get the trap door shut behind her and climb down the ladder without making
too much noise.


You have
every right to be upstairs on your own side.


Well, maybe
not, since she had leased only the downstairs. Better not to be discovered up
there.


Refocused on
her bakery tasks, she went straight to her office. Her to-do list for the
bakery seemed endless, and there wasn’t much she could do about it until the
delivery people showed up with everything she had in storage. She tried to deal
with the spreadsheets she’d created for the bakeoff. But her mind refused to
stick to the task. Instead, it wandered back to the murder.


What of
Belinda’s involvement? Or was there any? A mug didn’t mean anything. Until the
murderer was found, no matter how upbeat the bakeoff committee had been, there
was an ugly black storm cloud hanging over her bakery.


Lorna’s
arrival provided a welcome break from all the questions swirling through her
mind. And brought new ones. Why was Lorna still here? Hadn’t the Women’s Center
found a place for her?


“Thanks for offering
to help.” Ashley motioned Lorna inside.


Lorna
stepped into the bakery, her gaze scanning the empty space. She wore a pink
short-sleeved blouse and a pair of beige Capri-length pants. Her bruises had
faded, and a light touch of makeup gave her an entirely different appearance
from the first time Ashley had seen her. She’d even had a manicure.


“How are you
doing?” Ashley asked. Lorna’s demeanor displayed an underlying hint of
nervousness or timidity Ashley wasn’t sure which. But she did know the inner
injuries would take far longer to heal than some cuts and bruises.


Lorna
flashed a tight smile. “Better. Oh, I almost forgot.” She reached into her
oversize tote and extended a small gift bag. “You’ve been so helpful, and I
wanted to say thanks. It’s just a token.”


Ashley
peeked inside the bag to discover a package of gourmet coffee. Irish Cream. “Lorna,
there’s no need for a gift.”


She blushed.
“Actually, I’m regifting it. A friend gave it to me, but I prefer tea.” Lorna
studied the floor. “I hope it’s all right. I thought it would go with what you
bake here—but it’s for you, not the customers.”


“Of course.
And I love Irish Cream. I’ll put it in my office where nobody else can have it.”


Lorna seemed
relieved. Ashley pondered that as she put the coffee in the bottom drawer of
her desk. Had Lorna thought her gift was inappropriate? Or was she embarrassed
to be regifting it? If so, then why mention it? Her budget was probably tight.


“As you can
see, nothing’s arrived yet,” Ashley said when she returned. “I hope you aren’t
wasting your day.” Or was Lorna hiding from her husband? He’d never think to
look for her here, would he?


She shook
her head. “No. Thad’s out of town for a few days, and I thought it would be
smart to take the time to plan a better escape. The counselors at the Women’s
Center are being very helpful.”


“Are you
staying there?”


“No.” She
looked away. “I hope you don’t think I’m being rude, but I’d rather not say
where I’m staying. Not that I don’t trust you, but if Thad comes back
unexpectedly—”


“Don’t worry
about it. I totally understand. If I don’t know where you are, I can’t tell
anyone.”


“I should be
gone before he gets back, but he’s unpredictable.”


Ashley
wondered why Lorna would be taking that extra risk, but kept her mouth shut. It
made sense to have a plan in place before doing something reckless. “While we’re
waiting, do you want the tour?”


“I’d love
it.” Lorna was still glancing around as if she expected her husband to pop out
from behind a chair—if there had been any chairs.


As Ashley explained
her vision for the bakery, Lorna nodded, ever watchful. Yes, Ashley thought.
She had a way to go in the confidence department.


“Oh, I
forgot,” Lorna said. “After you left, the committee talked about the ticket
sales. Penny’s husband said he’d volunteer his math club students to sell them.
With his supervision, of course. We decided on a dollar each, or six for five
dollars.”


The
committee had discussed selling tickets for a nominal price, with each ticket
allowing a bakeoff guest one sample of one entry. Ashley had made it clear that
all proceeds would go to charity, which, she’d decided, would be the Women’s
Center. Another gesture of goodwill to the community.


“And,” Lorna
continued, “Penny’s art classes will make the signs.”


“That’s
fantastic.” She was going to have to do something extra special for the
committee—they’d all done so much for her in so little time.


She was
showing off her kitchen when she heard what she hoped was the delivery van
pulling to a stop in the alley. She hurried through the mud room and opened the
door, elated when her hopes were confirmed.


For the next
hour, she directed the men as they unloaded furniture and carton after carton
of her supplies. Once they left, she stood in the middle of the furnished
public space, unable to speak. Barely able to breathe.


Round high
tops circled by ladder-back bar stools in varying shades of brown were
interspersed with small, standard-height four-tops. The chairs surrounding them
were painted in tones ranging from a creamy beige to a deep burgundy.


When she’d
discussed her idea with Kathleen at The Tool Shed—the closest thing Pine Hills
had to a decor center—Kathleen had been skeptical. “Too busy,” she’d said. But
seeing everything in place, Ashley was glad she’d stood her ground.


She couldn’t
resist testing the upholstered easy chairs and loveseats that sat around the
perimeter. Like a child, she bounced on each one, testing it for comfort.
Miming sitting with a cup of coffee and a pastry, she adjusted the placement of
end tables and coffee tables so they were within reach, yet not in the way.


Lorna hung
back, letting Ashley bask in the moment. Ashley didn’t think she’d ever get
used to the feeling of having her own business, but there was a lot more work
to be done. She and Lorna started unpacking the cartons. Lorna loaded the
dishwasher with all the plates, mugs, and utensils.


“I figure it’ll
take three loads,” Lorna said after she started the first one.


It was well
after six before they were finished getting everything in its proper place.
Ashley regarded the back of the house with the same pleasure she’d taken from
the front.


“Would you
like to go to Sadie’s for dinner?” Ashley asked. “My treat. After all you’ve
done today, you deserve it.”


Lorna
studied the floor. “No, thanks. I’d better be going. I’ll see you at the
committee meeting tomorrow night.”


Ashley didn’t
press. As much help and company as Lorna had been, she wanted a few minutes
alone. All alone. In her bakery.


After Lorna
left, Ashley made a slow circuit of the front of the house, imagining it filled
with customers. Moms with toddlers—she eyed the two high chairs and stack of
booster seats. People working on laptops. Which reminded her she needed to make
the final arrangements for the WiFi connection. She envisioned businessmen and
women stopping in for a late-afternoon coffee and pastry break. And picking up
something to take home for dessert.


Her reverie
was broken when the door chimes jangled. Her heart thumped. Why hadn’t she
locked it after Lorna left? She glanced toward the door.


Belinda,
minus her ruffled apron, strode in. “I saw the delivery truck and wanted to be
the first to see my new neighbor in all her pre-opening finery.”


Ashley waved
her arm in a broad sweep across the room. “Here it is. Let me officially
introduce you. Confections by Ashley, meet Belinda Nesbitt of The Happy Cook.”


“I brought
you a shop-warming present.” Belinda reached behind her back and pulled out a
small gold box. “I was going to give you chocolate, but I thought that was kind
of overkill. Go ahead, open it.”


Ashley
untied the ribbon and pried off the lid. Inside was a blue-flowered mug,
exactly like the one discovered in her shop the night they’d found Felicity.
Her heart leapt to her throat. She fought to keep from dropping the box. It
took all her self control to meet Belinda’s smile with the semblance of one of
her own.



Chapter 19


 


 


Scott limped
to his car. He didn’t mind being tired. He was used to being tired. What he
minded was dealing with the pain while the meds messed with the brain cells.
Now that he was working again, he needed to find a better balance. A session in
the Jacuzzi, that’s what he needed.


“Whelan!”


Scott
turned, careful to avoid quick movements. “Detweiler.”


The tall
lanky detective loped across the parking lot. “Good find on the boyfriends. I’m
suitably impressed. The Viper guy confessed to knowing the victim. Says he
slept with her a few times, but they never had any expectations beyond a little
boinking. Says they never officially split because they never had anything going.”


“He have an
alibi? Motive for killing her?” Scott had done a background check, and nothing
on paper indicated Isaac-Viper had a reason to kill their victim, but the
face-to-face often revealed things the background check and its surrounding
paperwork couldn’t.


Detweiler
shook his head. “He says he was on the road, heading back from a gig in Eureka.
Took the coastal route. Gassed up once, paid cash. He was alone. It’s not
outside the realm of possibility he could have been back in time, but my gut
says move on. You have anything more on Stinger?”


“I gave what
I had to Kovak. Didn’t he fill you in?”


“No, we’ve
been running in opposite directions.”


“Stinger got
his nickname from a scorpion tat on his biceps. He’s a nurse at Salem General.
Married.”


“Being a
nurse gives him access to drugs.”


Scott leaned
against his car. “Given the security measures for controlled substances, it’s
probably harder for a nurse to get drugs than to buy them on the street. But
Kovak went to interview him.”


“Your
feelings?”


“Dead ends,
both of them. Which is not to say there aren’t half a dozen other boyfriends
out there, but my Spidey sense tells me Belinda’s either mistaken or trying to
lead us down the garden path. Right through the thorn bushes.”


“Agreed. You
headed home?”


Scott
shifted under Detweiler’s scrutinizing gaze. He knew he looked like hell, but
he didn’t need sympathetic clucking. He made a conscious effort to relax the
muscles already tightening in defense. “Unless you need anything else from me.
It’s been a long day, but if you’ve got a lead, I’ll stay.”


“Nah. I’m
the one who’s been lazing around for the last few weeks. I’ve got some
reserves. You and Kovak need to catch a few hours of shut-eye.” Detweiler
tapped a forefinger to his temple.” Recharge the old gray matter.”


A very
diplomatic sort of clucking, Scott thought. But he’d accept it. “I left
everything on Kovak’s desk. Call if something breaks.”


“Will do.
Have a good night.” Detweiler trotted away.


Scott
doubted Detweiler would call, but right now, he didn’t care. Wincing, he got
into his car. Fatigue shook his hands, and he had to fight the tremors to get
the key into the ignition. He was getting too old for this.


Don’t kid
yourself. You’re not old, you’re a gimp.


Before he’d
backed out of his slot, sounds of C is for Cookie, the ring tone he’d
programmed for Ashley, brought a smile to his face. He threw the shifter into
Park and answered. “Hey there.”


“Scott?”


The way she
uttered that single word, her voice tentative, immediately brought him down. “What’s
wrong?”


A pause.


“Ashley, are
you all right? Where are you?”


“I’m okay.
And it’s probably nothing, but—”


“Tell me. I’ll
decide if it’s nothing.”


“Belinda.
She gave me a shop-warming present. Like I said, it’s probably nothing, but it’s
one of those blue-flowered mugs. I thought I should tell you.”


“Where are
you?”


“At the
bakery.”


Scott kept
his tone level. There was no reason to think there were any nefarious dealings
behind a simple gift. Except that he was a cop, and couldn’t help thinking the
worst. He didn’t know whether anyone had even told Belinda that a mug like the
ones she sold had been found at the crime scene.


“Is Belinda
at her store?” he asked.


“No, she
closes at five-thirty.”


“Okay, I’ll
be there in a few minutes. No, wait.” His mind processed the possibilities. “Are
you finished for the day?”


“Finished
enough. It’s all bakeoff stuff now, and I can do that from home. Why? Am I in
danger here?” Anger, not fear, crept into her voice. She clearly didn’t like
being kicked out.


“No, merely
a precaution. Humor me, okay? Bring the mug. I’ll meet you at your place.”


She gave a
long, slow sigh. “All right.”


Scott pulled
his car as close to the door of the station as he could and hurried to the
detectives’ office.


Detweiler
nodded in Scott’s direction and held up a “one minute” finger. “Gotta go.” He
set his phone down. “Thought you were going home.”


“Ashley
Eagan just called. Belinda Nesbitt gave her a gift, which was one of those
blue-flowered mugs. She also donated one to Ashley’s grand opening as part of a
gift basket. It’s probably nothing, but I wanted to pass the word along. I told
Ashley to go to her apartment. I’ll pick up the mug and bring it back here on
the remote chance there’s anything we can collect from it.”


Detweiler
appeared to be considering all angles before he spoke. “I’ll go. I agree, I
doubt we’ll find anything other than prints from the two women, but we should
cover the bases.”


“I’ll meet
you there, then.” Scott paused. “Does Belinda Nesbitt know the poison was
apparently delivered in one of her mugs?”


Detweiler
shook his head. “No, and the fact that she’s giving them away indicates she’s
not involved. Sarah said she saw six of them on the shelf in the kitchen store.”


Scott
smiled. “But you’ll be questioning Belinda again, to make sure.”


“Wouldn’t be
doing my job if I didn’t.”


Detweiler
and Scott arrived at Ashley’s apartment minutes apart. She stood at the door, a
gold box in her hand. “Hi, Randy. Welcome back. I hope you managed a little
time at your party.”


“I did, and
thanks. Your spread was fantastic. Sarah’s been raving about those spicy
chocolate cookies. You’re going to sell them, right?”


Ashley’s
cheeks pinked. “I’m glad she liked them, and yes, they’ll be on my menu.” She
surrendered the mug to Detweiler. “I don’t see what this could have to do with
Felicity’s murder, but you’re welcome to it.”


Detweiler
opened the box and peered inside. “This is everything she gave you?”


Ashley
nodded. “That’s it. Oh, she did say that she usually includes a packet of
gourmet instant cocoa, but she didn’t think it was appropriate given the nature
of what I do, so it was just the mug.”


Scott and
Detweiler exchanged a glance. “Do you know what kind of cocoa mix?” Detweiler
said.


Ashley
shrugged. “Sorry.” Her eyes widened. “Wait. There might be a packet in the gift
basket.”


 


***


 


Ashley
darted to the array of donations and grabbed the basket from The Happy Cook.
She lifted it, turning it, trying to see if a cocoa packet was one of the
offerings.


“May I?”
Randy reached for the basket.


“Can you
tell without taking it apart?” Her eyes sought out Scott. “I don’t want to mess
up Belinda’s donation.”


“We’ll be
careful,” Scott said.


“There is a
cocoa packet in here. I’ll need it.” Randy set the basket on the coffee table
and reached for the ribbon, twisting and pulling.


Ashley
considered his large hands and the intricate bow. “Wait. I think there’s an
easier way.” She went into the bathroom for her manicure scissors and returned.
Randy had waited, although she could tell both he and Scott were impatient and
would have ripped the basket apart if she weren’t here. She found the tiny
strip of ribbon securing the cellophane under the bow and gave it a snip.
Gently, she pried the cellophane back far enough so the cocoa was reachable.
Randy pulled out a handkerchief and grasped the packet by a corner, easing it
out, and adding it to the box with the mug.


“You think
Belinda would have doctored the cocoa and put it in a gift basket? She wouldn’t
have any idea who’d get it. That’s…sick,” Ashley said.


“Any other
cases of overdoses, not necessarily fatal, recently?” Scott asked.


“Nothing
that’s crossed our desks,” Randy said. “But there’s a first time for
everything.”


“What are
you going to do?” Ashley asked.


“First,”
Randy said, “we’re going to have this packet analyzed. We might be able to
compare the contents to what we found in the mug and see if they’re the same.
If so, we’ll pull them from Belinda Nesbitt’s shelves to see if any are
tainted.”


Scott and
Randy exchanged another one of those “cop” looks.


“What?” she
asked. “And don’t say ‘nothing’ because it’s obviously not nothing.”


“If there’s
something wrong with the cocoa, it might mean a recall of all the packets. Not
just from Belinda’s shop. Everywhere. Could get messy.”


Ashley sank
to the couch. “You think there’s a mad poisoner out there doctoring packets of
instant cocoa? That’s a rather high-end, gourmet brand, but it’s probably sold
in specialty shops all over the country.”


“How are
they usually packaged?” Randy asked. “In individual packets, or in boxes, or in
sets, or whatever?”


“I’m not
sure. I don’t buy instant cocoa. But I could look on their website.” Ashley
gave it some thought. “Wait. I’m brain dead. Look at the packet itself. If it
came multi-packaged, it should say, ‘Not labeled for individual resale’ or
something to that effect.”


Randy opened
the box. “Yep. That’s what it says.”


“There’s
nothing to stop Belinda—or anyone else who’s bought a box—from opening it and
doing what they want with the packets as long as they don’t sell them. And the
manufacturer might still sell them, or others like them, individually,” Scott
said.


“Okay, so I’ll
check the website.” If Ashley thought her brain had been working overtime
before, she’d reached total overload. But she found the website, and with both
men looking over her shoulder, confirmed that the company did not sell
individual packets of cocoa.


“I’ll take
this back to the station,” Randy said. “I’ll start looking at Oregon
distribution for the cocoa. And I’ll talk to Belinda Nesbitt in the morning.”
He turned a stern expression to Ashley. “And please don’t say anything to her.”


“I won’t. Am
I allowed to put the basket back together, minus the cocoa packet?” Ashley felt
as though she ought to replace it, but she didn’t have the energy. And if she
rearranged things, she didn’t think Belinda would notice the missing cocoa.


“Go ahead,”
Randy said. “Thanks for your help.” He palmed the gold box and he and Scott
left.


She heard
them talking, then Scott’s door open and close. Why had she thought he’d want
to stay? And if he had, so what? She had too much to do.


Like sit
around and wonder if Belinda was some crazed lunatic who randomly poisoned
people. Like whoever tampered with Tylenol bottles and all those other nutjobs
who’d made it virtually impossible to open a package of anything these days.


Regrouping
was in order. She decided a cup of hot cocoa was not what she wanted to
unwind with. No, she needed to work. She settled in front of her laptop and
checked her bakeoff notes. She made a mental note to touch base with Elaine,
who hadn’t been at today’s meeting. Next, she dove into her menu for her grand
opening offerings. Once she’d decided what she’d have for her first few days,
she moved onto a shopping list. Now that she had a place to work, she could
order her startup perishables.


When her
phone rang and it was Scott, she forgot all about everything else she had to
do. “Want some dinner? I’ll cook.” Why had she said that? She was on a roll,
she’d actually forgotten about the police investigation, and after all the baking
and the stress of the day, cooking wasn’t on her top three “things I want to be
doing” list. She’d figured she’d have a yogurt and call it a night.


“I ordered
delivery—Chinese. Thought you might want to join me,” Scott said. “I can never
make up my mind, so I order too much. It’ll be here in half an hour.”


“Sounds
good.” His place or hers? Did it matter? Was there some sort of rule? He’d been
at her place last time, but it wasn’t like a date. Was it? He’d only been in
his apartment a couple of days. He probably wasn’t set up to have people over
yet. “You want to eat over here?”


“You sure? I
think it’s my turn.”


Those were
his words, but his tone said, “Thanks.”


“No problem.”


Half an
hour, he’d said. She showered, washed and dried her hair, put on some makeup—not
too much—no reason for him to think she was primping on his behalf. Lightweight
khakis. Navy polo or pale blue blouse? Blouse. But as she buttoned it, she
couldn’t shake the vision of Scott’s fingers unbuttoning it. Maybe the polo was
a smarter move. It had buttons, but only three, and they didn’t go all the way
down.


What are
you thinking? It’s Chinese food. Delivery. Not a date.


She decided
on the blouse, but with a lace-trimmed cami under it. As an afterthought, she
added a spritz of perfume.


She’d
finished setting the table when Scott arrived, accompanied by a large paper bag
and the heady aroma of garlic, ginger, and soy sauce. He set the containers on
the counter. “You shouldn’t have gone to any trouble.”


“What
trouble? I put out two plates.”


“And cloth
napkins, and placemats. Forks and chopsticks. And water glasses.”


“Well, we
have to eat on something, with something, and I like to drink something with my
dinner.”


He gave a
sheepish grin. “I usually eat right out of the container. Paper plates if I’m
feeling elegant. Beer out of the bottle.”


Which was
why she’d invited him over. “Well, I like plates. I don’t have any beer,
though.”


“Water’s
fine.”


Scott had
showered and changed as well. Ashley stifled a giggle when she saw his khakis
and navy polo. If she’d worn hers, they’d have been wearing the same outfit.


By some
unspoken agreement, they left the investigation alone as they ate. Dinner
passed in companionable conversation, exchanging the autobiographical
information typical of a first date. But it wasn’t a date. She didn’t mention
Barry, however, and Scott didn’t say anything about his accident.


He insisted
on loading the dishwasher. Now what? Did she say thanks and show him to the
door? She didn’t think she could stay awake through another movie. “How about a
nightcap? After today, I think a drink is in order.” Where the heck had that
come from? Seems that her brain and her mouth totally disconnected when Scott
was in the room. Or on the phone. Or in her thoughts.
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After today,
a drink was definitely in order. Scott had put off taking another dose
of meds. He perused the contents of Ashley’s liquor supply. Fancy flavored
liqueurs. Every flavor on the planet, apparently. He moved bottles aside,
looking for more options. “Ashley? Don’t you have any real booze?”


“What do you
mean?”


“You know.
Booze. Vodka, bourbon, gin, whiskey.”


“None of
which I have. I’m not a big drinker. I had a bottle of rum, but I used it when
I was trying out recipes.”


“It’s not a
big deal,” Scott said. “I can do without.”


“Wait one
second.” Ashley popped into the living room and returned with a bell-shaped
bottle. “How about this one? It’s some kind of cognac. It was a gift, and I
haven’t opened it.”


Scott took
the bottle and read the label. Hennessy XO. “Ashley, I can’t drink this.”


Her brows
came together. “Why not? Is there something wrong with it?”


“No. It’s
much too expensive. You should save it for something really special. To
celebrate your grand opening and the success of your bakeoff.”


“You didn’t
plan to drink the whole bottle tonight, did you?”


He laughed. “No,
not tonight.” Although there was a time not so long ago when he might have.


“Then why
don’t you pour us each a nightcap, and we can celebrate again after the
bakeoff.” She went back to the living room and this time returned with two
crystal snifters.


He poured,
carried both to the coffee table and excused himself to use the bathroom. As he
washed his hands, he eyed the bottle of mouthwash on the counter. He tasted the
garlic from dinner and wondered if tonight might turn into a repeat of last
night.


You’re
hoping it will. Why else did you shower and shave before coming over?
Otherwise, you’d be in the Jacuzzi.


He rinsed
his mouth.


When he got
to the living room, Ashley was curled up in a corner of the couch. Her snifter
was almost empty. She lifted the glass in a wobbly toast. “This stuff is good.
I don’t know why I didn’t open it before.”


Scott
crossed the room and eased the glass from her hand and set it on the table. “Hey.
Take it easy. You’re supposed to savor it, not swig it. This bottle cost well
over a hundred dollars. Maybe closer to two.”


Ashley’s
eyes widened. She looked at the glass. Then picked it up, swirled the liquid up
to the light. “And worth every penny.” She held out her glass. “Refill?”


He added a
little more, then sat beside her, warmed when she scooted closer and rested her
head against him. He wrapped his good arm around her shoulder and took a sip of
the cognac, letting it sit on his tongue, savoring the flavor. Easy to see why
Ashley had made short work of her first glass. But this stuff could hit you
like a runaway locomotive, especially if you weren’t a drinker.


Despite his
warning, Ashley finished her drink in a matter of minutes, while he was content
to nurse his, which surprised him. Since he’d met Ashley, his path toward
recovery had accelerated like a boulder plummeting down Mount Hood.


He sat,
absorbing her warmth, her scent. Small talk seemed trivial. Shop talk would
upset her. He set his glass beside Ashley’s empty one. The click as it
connected with the wood seemed to scream his intentions.


She lifted
her head, her eyes bright, her pupils dilated. “I’m glad you’re here. I feel … relaxed.
Mellow. I don’t think it’s the cognac. It’s not that kind of tipsy. I know I
should be worried about the bakery—”


He put his
finger over her lips. “No worrying tonight.” He caressed the curve of her
cheek. Ran his finger down her neck. He waited for a sign that she was okay
with this, that last night hadn’t been a one-time deal.


She tilted
her head, answering his question. He shifted, replacing his finger with his
mouth. Her breath hitched. That tiny sound sent his blood south. He nibbled at
her earlobe. She squirmed. Made little whimpering sounds. He worked his way
down her neck, along the contours of her collarbone. She arched her back.


One by one,
he unfastened the buttons of her blouse, revealing a black camisole. He traced
the edge of the lace trim, and couldn’t help but notice the way her headlights
shifted to high beam beneath the fabric. A faint chuckle escaped her lips.


“Ticklish?”
he asked.


“No, I was
thinking about how I thought if I wore the cami under my blouse, I wouldn’t be
sending messages that I wanted—to do what we’re doing.”


“Do you want
me to stop?” His voice rasped.


In response,
she took his hand and placed it over her breast. “No. But I’d like it if you’d
kiss me, too.”


“That can be
arranged.”


Time stopped
as their mouths met, their tongues thrust and parried. He pulled her onto his
lap so she straddled him. Not the best idea, as her bottom pressed against his
arousal, and he feared control would become a serious issue all too soon. He
kneaded her breasts. She rocked against him. Slowly. Rhythmically. He couldn’t
help but follow.


“Please,”
she whispered. “I want you. I want you tonight.”


He paused.
Was it Ashley or Hennessy speaking? She’d said she wasn’t drunk. He was very
close to not caring, but a scattering of brain cells nagged him that he shouldn’t
be taking advantage of her if she wasn’t sober enough to make a rational
decision. “You sure? Because in a few minutes, there won’t be any going back.”


“I’m sure.
Life is about moving forward, not going back.” Her voice dropped to a faint
whisper. “I’ve wanted this before tonight. Before last night.”


His brain
attempted to process the pros and cons. Pros were easy. They were sitting on
top of him, driving him almost brainless. The cons were in there somewhere.
There were always cons. But right now, the pros had it.


He put his
hands at her waist and shifted her up and back, away from the source of his
dilemma. “Bedroom?”


She slid off
his lap and extended her hands. He grasped them, accepting that she was
offering the resistance he needed to lever his way to a standing position. Once
upright, he wrapped his arm around her.


At the
doorway to the bedroom, he stopped, turned her to face him seeing her eyes
looking back at him in anticipation. Cradling her face, he kissed her forehead.
“Last chance.”


 


***


 


Ashley
tilted her face upward, wanting Scott’s lips away from her forehead and back on
her mouth where they belonged. Was she crazy? So what if she was? She’d finally
escaped living under the “We know what’s best for you, honey” sphere of her
parents, of Barry. Over their objections, without their support, she’d picked
up and followed her dream. Everything planned. Everything mapped out. Every
option researched. Like a cake recipe. Baking was chemistry. You couldn’t get
crazy or you’d end up with a disaster instead of cake.


Then Scott
had appeared, bringing a new kind of chemistry. With him, planning and research
disappeared from the formula. And doing something crazy—not that she thought
there was anything crazy about the way she felt this minute—was her decision.
If her cake fell, she’d deal with it. Every now and then an impulsive addition
of a new ingredient turned into a delectable creation.


When he
kissed her again, she was ready to empty her entire pantry into her mixer and
to hell with the consequences. Tomorrow she could be sensible. Still lost in
his kiss, she clutched Scott closer, dragging him into the bedroom. The back of
her legs hit the bed, and she went down, bringing him with her.


He hissed.
His breathing shifted. Still rapid, but not the same. Her heart rate spiked.


“Oh, my God.
I hurt you. I forgot all about your accident.”


“Forget it.”
His voice was a low growl. “I’ll be fine. Just a twinge. Caught me off guard.”
He rolled off her and lay on his back, panting, his legs hanging off the edge
of the bed.


She rose to
a sitting position. The grimace on his face said it had been more than a
twinge. Men. Macho above all else. “Should we even be doing this?”


His grimace
passed, replaced by the lazy grin that made her tingle in all the right places.
He pulled her down so she lay beside him. He stroked her cheek. “I was distracted,
that’s all.” The grin faded. “But if you’ve changed your mind …”


While the
mood wasn’t broken, given the way her tingles went off the scale simply from
his touch, she took a moment to be sensible. “No, I haven’t.” She propped
herself up on an elbow. “Do you have any … you know …?”


He reached
into his pants pocket and tossed a condom packet onto the bed.


“So, you
planned on this happening. Or are you always this prepared?”


“I was a
cop, remember. Protecting people is ingrained.” He grinned and traced the lace
on her cami again. “Shall we continue?”


“How about
we get more comfortable?” She stood, then tugged at him, eyeing him warily for
signs of pain. It was clear he had some difficulty rising to his feet, but she
saw nothing but his gaze, fixed on hers. And then his mouth approaching for
another kiss. Damn, the man could kiss.


Somehow, she
managed to work the bedcovers down. She shrugged out of her blouse. Scott
slipped a finger under the strap of her cami and eased it off her shoulder. His
fingers moved beneath the lace, finding the nipple that begged for his touch.


She sought
the buttons on his polo, yearning to bare his torso, to remove the layer of
cotton between them. To put her hands on his chest. And lower. “Off,” she
mumbled around their kissing. She pulled at the hem of his shirt. “Off.”


She felt his
smile against her lips. Reluctantly, she released the connection. He winced as
he worked the shirt upward.


Okay, so he
was still in manly macho mode. Later … much later, she hoped … she’d tell him he
was being a jerk. But not ready to spoil the mood, she pressed her hands
against his shoulders. “Sit. I want to undress you.”


As she
worked the shirt over his head, it was clear he favored one arm. She ran the
tips of her fingers along his shoulder. “Are you going to tell me what
happened?”


“Dislocated
shoulder. Broken collarbone. Not quite back to normal.”


He didn’t
offer to elaborate. She straddled his lap again. “Does this hurt you?”


“Not nearly
as much as stopping would.”


She took his
hands, kissed his fingers, and placed them on her breasts, wriggling her hips
and squirming against his touch. He removed one hand and nibbled her through
the nylon cami. Pleasure shot through her. She closed her eyes, threw her head
back. Reveled in the sensations coursing through her. He nipped harder.


She reached
between them, for his belt buckle. “Now who’s doing the distracting? I wanted
to undress you.” She got off his lap and worked the leather free. When he tried
to help, she shoved his hands away. “Is there something about me
undressing you you don’t understand? Hands off.” She dealt with the
button, then slowly … ever so slowly … worked at the zipper, the quiet rasp and
their breathing the only sounds in the room.


“Wait,” he
said as she tried to work his khakis over his hips. “Shoes.”


She knelt at
his feet, removing the brown leather loafers. Shiny brown leather loafers. The
faint smell of shoe polish—and what it meant—excited her further.


“So, condoms
and freshly shined shoes? You came here with expectations?”


“Mom always
stressed how important it was to make a good impression.”


She laughed.
“I’m guessing you’re wearing clean underwear, too. Boxers or briefs?”


“Keep doing
what you’re doing and you’ll find out soon enough.”


Shoes and
socks dispensed with, she moved up to his hips again. Eased his khakis over
them. He didn’t seem to have trouble lifting himself enough to make that move
possible. When she’d lowered them to his knees, he wriggled his legs, as if
hurrying the process along.


Then she
noticed the scars. She ran her finger over the pink lines along his thigh. He
tensed beneath her touch.


“Same
accident?”


He grunted. “Busted
leg.”


Oh, there
was more. But the important parts still worked, evidenced by the bulge in his
underwear. Boxer briefs, she noted. Gray. She pulled the khakis all the way
off. “That’s better.”


“Your turn,”
he said, reaching for her.


She shook
her head. “Nope. I can manage.” She kicked out of her flats and unfastened her
slacks. About to yank them down her legs, she slowed. Instead, she undulated
her hips as she inched them toward the floor. She fixed her eyes on his,
knowing if she thought about what she was doing—a damn strip tease—she’d die of
mortification. She’d definitely have to find a new place to live, for
sure. And what if he didn’t like her clumsy attempt at seduction?


His hooded
eyes, his parted lips, his rapid breathing said he did.


The cami
came off a lot faster and a lot less seductively—who knew you could get turned
on taking your own clothes off? Anxious to speed things along, she reached for
her bra clasp.


“Please. Let
me,” Scott said, his voice husky. “Come closer.”


Breasts
aching, she stepped toward his outstretched hands. He embraced her, working the
clasp behind her with his fingers while his mouth worked on the parts in front
of her. She balanced herself on his shoulders, hoping she wasn’t hurting him,
but knowing she’d dissolve in a puddle if she didn’t.


“I’m
thinking this might be a good time to get horizontal,” she said.


He scooted
onto the bed, lying on his side. She faced him, putting his hands back on her
breasts. He kneaded, nuzzled, nibbled, nipped.


“You like
that?” he whispered.


“God, yes. I
could almost … you know.”


“What about
this?” His fingers wandered down her chest, pausing to circle her navel before
moving lower. He slipped one inside her panties, then inside her. She was
wet—embarrassingly so. He teased, in, out, around, avoiding that spot craving
attention. She squirmed, wriggled, thrust, an involuntary, demanding quest for
release.


His grin
widened. “Guess so.”


Finally,
finally, finally, he rubbed her where it mattered. The world centered on that
one spot. Her hips bucked. She moaned. “Oh, yes. Yes. Yes.”


He captured
her mouth with his, swallowing her scream as the universe exploded around her.


Gasping for breath,
she waited for her world to reassemble. Scott turned away, and she feared she’d
done something to upset him. She shoved her hair off her sweat-filmed forehead.


“I’m sorry,”
she said, afraid to touch him. “That was … selfish. I should have—”


He turned
toward her, toying with a strand of hair. “You goin’ somewhere?”


“Me? Now?
No. Of course not? It’s just that—”


“My mama
taught me ladies first. I’m not sure this is what she had in mind, but it seems
like a good policy for all things.”


“I like your
mother. My former fiancé … well, lets say it was all about him, and forget it.”


He knelt
above her, and she noticed he’d sheathed himself. That’s why he’d turned away.
His lazy grin turned on those tingles. She and Scott hadn’t even had actual sex
yet, and already it was a million times better than anything she’d experienced
with Barry.


He lowered
himself to kiss her, and she heard the quick hiss, saw the barely suppressed
grimace. Damn. What was the proper way to handle the male ego in a situation
like this?



Chapter 21


 


 


Scott’s arm
trembled, and a sharp pain stabbed through his shoulder. He dropped to his
elbows, relieving some of the pressure. On his arm, anyway. His leg throbbed,
and he had a fleeting vision of collapsing on top of Ashley, squashing her beneath
him.


He gazed
into Ashley’s questioning eyes. “You mind being on top? It … um … might be
easier.” He eased himself next to her, onto his back.


Was she
smirking? Before he could decide, she’d rolled over and positioned herself
above him, thrusting her breasts in his face. “My pleasure.”


“I hope so,”
he mumbled around a still-turgid nipple. If he’d learned nothing else about her
sexual preferences, it was that she enjoyed having her breasts touched. Licked.
Sucked. No small sacrifice, since he enjoyed the hell out of touching them.
Licking them. Sucking them.


And then she
straightened, grasped him. She lowered herself, taking him inside all too
slowly. He gasped.


She stopped
mid stroke. “Am I hurting you? You know … your … injuries?”


He reached
for her face and pulled her toward him, thrusting upward at the same time,
trying to seat himself more deeply. “Hurting me? No. You’re torturing me, but
that has nothing to do with my injuries.” To prove it, he rocked his hips.


She
tightened around him, matching his rhythm, then taking charge as she moved up
until he feared she’d break the connection. She paused, then moved down.
Slowly. Too slowly. With one hand, he reached between them. With the other he
kneaded her breast, thumbing her nipple.


He couldn’t
tell which of the moans and groans came from him, which came from her. “Ashley.”
He struggled for control, feeling it slip away. “God, Ashley.” His hips
pistoned faster, and she clamped around him, matching his pace, taking it even
higher.


When she
cried out, he followed her into that glorious place where nothing else existed.
It was exquisite. For the first time since before the incident, he felt like
himself.


He cradled
her against him, not wanting to sever the bond. Not wanting anything but right
now to last forever. Something in the back of his fuzzy brain said he’d never
felt a moment like this before—a moment he’d wanted to last forever. He’d have
to deal with that another time. He drifted, floated, and was vaguely aware of
Ashley snuggling alongside him.


He woke a
short while later to use the bathroom. When he went back into the bedroom,
Ashley had turned on the bedside lamp and picked up the clock. In the brief
time he’d been gone, she’d put on a nightshirt.


“I guess I
should leave,” he said, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice.


She gave him
a quizzical stare. “Why? I was going to ask you what time I should set the
alarm for. So you won’t be late to work.” She waited, smiling.


He did a
quick calculation. Five-thirty? No, he could skip the Jacuzzi—a hot shower
would suffice. Hell, he could hobble into the office for one morning. “Six?”


She fiddled
with the clock while he climbed into bed beside her. She smiled and kissed his
cheek. “Be right back. I need to put some things away in the kitchen.”


He closed
his eyes, listening to normal kitchen sounds and allowing himself to think of
simple domesticity. He was dimly aware of Ashley’s return, and her cuddling up
beside him. Without the nightshirt. He spooned her into him, and she clasped
the hand he draped over her.


Falling
asleep with a soft body by his side. This was another side of domesticity he
could get used to. Not that he’d never fallen asleep beside a soft, female body
before, but there was something different about Ashley. Rather than ponder it,
he allowed himself to drift.


The
nightmare sucked him into its depths. Different this time. He was still a
hostage, still helpless. Still trying to convince his captors to release
everyone else. Begging them not to harm them, accepting another beating. But
this time, when the haze cleared, it was Ashley on the bloody floor, staring at
him with lifeless eyes.


Something
rested on his shoulder. He flailed out, trying to deflect the inevitable blow.


“Scott.
Scott, wake up. It’s me. Ashley.”


He sat bolt
upright. A faint click, then sudden brightness blinded him. He covered his
eyes.


Ashley stood
at the bedside, one hand on the lamp and the other holding a bottle of water.
She extended the bottle. He took it, mortified that his hand shook, that she’d
caught him in a nightmare. “Light,” he croaked. “Off.”


Three quick
clicks, and darkness surrounded him. Although he wasn’t particularly fond of
the dark lately, it beat having Ashley staring at him.


He downed
half the water, letting the cool liquid calm him. Okay, not calm, but calmer.
Maybe. Sweat filmed his body, and he suppressed a shiver when Ashley lifted the
covers to climb into bed. He swung his legs over the side of the bed. “I need a
shower. Go back to sleep.”


Ashley said
something about clean towels.


Ignoring the
pain in his leg, he limped to the bathroom and shut the door. He stood under
the hot spray until his breathing returned to normal and the demons left his
mind. Stepping out of the shower, he tried to remember what Ashley had said
about towels. Given there weren’t many places in the bathroom for storage, he
started with the under-sink cabinet. A stack of fluffy brown towels waited. He
wrapped one around himself, wondering if he could retrieve his clothes and go
home without waking her.


Crap. Why
had he thought he’d sleep through the night? He hadn’t had a solid night’s
sleep since he’d stopped taking those nice little pills the doctors had given
him in the hospital.


Because he
hadn’t thought about it. Period. He’d been sated with Ashley and all his pathetic
brain could handle was how good she felt lying beside him. How good he
felt lying beside her.


He
visualized Ashley taking his clothes off, picturing where they lay in the room.
He finished drying off, then shut off the bathroom light and eased the door
open.


Ashley sat
up in bed, reading. The sheet covered her, but the nightgown lying on the floor
beside the bed told him what she wore—or didn’t—underneath.


 


***


 


Ignore,
confront, or try to be supportive? Ashley hadn’t decided how to deal with Scott
before he finished in the bathroom. From the way he stood there, frozen,
clutching a towel around his hips, she didn’t think he was ready for the
confrontational approach.


Men. Was he
afraid he’d look weak if he admitted he’d had what was obviously a terrifying
nightmare? Did he not trust her enough to share? Then again, they’d only known
each other a few days, and despite the connection she’d felt, maybe to him, she
was no more than another sexual encounter.


No, she told
herself. If that was the case, he’d have gone home. They’d clicked, and she
knew he felt it, too. She’d try something between ignore and support, she
decided.


She set the
book on the nightstand and smiled at him. “Come to bed. And lose the towel.”


He
hesitated. She waited. Had she gone too far? Before she could say anything
else, thank goodness, he sat on the edge of the bed next to her, but still
wearing the towel. Not looking at her. “I should go home,” he said, his voice
husky.


But he hadn’t
gone. He’d chosen to sit beside her.


“I thought we
went through that. The alarm is set.” She put her hand on his shoulder, warm
from his shower. “I’d like it if you stayed. To sleep, if that’s what you want.”


Should she
have said that? Would he think she was implying he couldn’t perform again?
Damn, she didn’t know how to read men. Or talk to them. Barry had always made
her feel that her opinions weren’t worth hearing, in the bedroom or out, and
she obviously couldn’t read him, or she’d have known what a cheat he was long
before she walked in on him.


“I mean, we’re
both tired, and we have to get up early.” She paused, touched his jaw, rough
with shadows of stubble. “I’d … I’d like you to hold me.” When he didn’t
respond, she played her last card. “You promised me tonight.”


“Ashley …”
His voice cracked. Without another word, he circled the bed, dropped the towel,
and crawled in.


She scooted
backward until she made contact. Her back to his front. He drew her closer, his
deep sigh warming her neck, his arm warming the rest of her. Content that he’d
stayed, apparently trusting that she wouldn’t demand explanations, she decided
she’d made the right decision. For now, anyway. She lay there, absorbing his
warmth, listening to his breathing even out. When she was sure he slept, she
allowed herself to relax enough to follow him down.


The alarm
shattered the silence. Ashley slapped at the clock, finally connecting with the
off button. Beside her, Scott groaned.


“I’ll make
coffee,” she said. “Want some eggs?”


He groaned
again. Or was it a grunt?


“You okay?”
she asked.


Another
grunt. “I’m up.”


She bit back
the retort that he hadn’t moved and was far from up. Instead, she grabbed her
robe and went to the powder room off the living room to take care of morning
essentials. She finished, then tiptoed toward the bedroom, listening to make
sure Scott was really up.


Hisses and
groans came from behind the partially open door. Feet shuffled across the
floor, accompanied by more hisses and groans. Fighting the temptation to offer
help, Ashley went back to the kitchen and put the coffee on to brew. She knew
Scott had to be at work at seven, but there should be enough time for him to
eat a proper breakfast. While the bacon sizzled in the pan, she wondered if she
should make sure he was all right.


Seconds
later, Scott limped into the kitchen, wearing his trousers, and carrying the
rest of his clothes. She flipped open the egg carton. “How do you like your
eggs?”


“Scrambled—at
least that’s the only way I can get them to come out right. But I need to
change.” He avoided eye contact when he spoke, but not before she saw pain
etched in his face.


Men. She’d
give him a pass this time. She had too much on her own plate, and it wasn’t
bacon and eggs. “They should be done when you get back.”


He paused,
as if he were going to say something, but merely nodded before leaving.


Men.


When the
bacon was done, she drained it on a paper-towel lined platter and slipped it
into the oven to stay warm, then cracked the eggs into a bowl and whisked them
with a little cream. She set two places at the counter and poured two glasses
of orange juice.


When she
heard the knock at the door, she cranked up the heat under the frying pan. “It’s
open.”


Scott
stormed into the kitchen, a scowl on his face. “Don’t you know enough to keep
your door locked? I could have been anybody.”


Ashley
almost dropped the bowl of eggs. The look on Scott’s face—a blend of pain and
anger—held her retort at bay. “Sorry. I didn’t think—”


His
expression softened. “Don’t do it again, okay?”


She served
breakfast, received a polite, “Thanks, you shouldn’t have,” and they ate in
silence. Scott scraped the last of his eggs onto his fork, then carried his
dishes to the dishwasher.


“Sorry to
eat and run,” he said. “Have to get to the station.”


She watched
him leave. Eat and limp was more like it. But his mood had shifted, and she
thought there was more behind it than his injury and an unlocked door.


Morning
after regrets? She stomped to the living room and threw the deadbolt.



Chapter 22


 


 


Scott nodded
to Doranna on his way to the detectives’ office. Detweiler’s call this morning
had come right before Scott headed back to Ashley’s. Since Detweiler had said
it wasn’t an emergency, only another lead, Scott had taken advantage of her hot
breakfast. A breakfast that sat heavy in his stomach as he wondered what had
sent up Detweiler’s red flag.


The office
door stood open, but Scott tapped before stepping inside. Kovak, looking more
rested than the last time Scott had seen him, and Detweiler, looking far less
so, lifted their heads from papers spread out on a desk. Detweiler hid a yawn
behind his hand.


Taking a
seat, Scott waited. Let them speak first. No point of jumping to Ashley’s
defense until he knew what this was all about. Less chance of inserting his
foot into his mouth.


Detweiler
motioned to the papers. “I stopped by the victim’s tea shop first thing this
morning. Found this in her desk drawer.”


Scott
struggled to his feet—skipping the Jacuzzi this morning was taking its toll,
and the pain meds hadn’t kicked in yet—and dragged his chair closer to the
desk. He stared at the pages, photocopies of what appeared to be diary entries,
written in an angry scrawl. He skimmed through them.


How dare
she come here and compete with me!


Those
idiots can’t do anything right.


Nothing
stops that bitch!


She saw
me. Can’t risk that she noticed.


Just wait
for her stupid bakeoff. She’ll regret it.


The copied
pages were numbered, but there were no dates on the entries themselves. “These
in chronological order?” he asked, to confirm.


Detweiler
nodded. “Unless she’s a total nutcase and writes on random pages. The entire
journal is in evidence. I copied the relevant entries.”


“There’s
nothing specifically naming Ashley or her shop,” Scott said.


“The whole
thing is written in that same style. No names, no paragraphs of prose. Nothing
but cryptic notes,” Detweiler said.


“That entry
about the bakeoff points to Ashley.” Kovak slipped another paper toward Scott. “And
this should clinch it.”


It was one
of Ashley’s bakeoff flyers with a thick, black X across it.


“I found
more of them, torn into pieces, in the trash at her store,” Detweiler said.


“Didn’t
Ashley say the victim refused to participate?” Scott asked. “Where did she get
the flyers?”


“I thought
we should speak with Miss Eagan again,” Detweiler said. “Kovak’s going to her
place.”


Scott couldn’t
help but notice that Kovak had deferred to Detweiler, apparently accepting his
partner as lead in the case. Then again, they’d been working as a team for
years, Kovak had said, and maybe this was the way they worked. As long as they
continued to share information with him, their investigative style wasn’t his
concern.


“And the
victim’s assistant. Paige Haeber,” Scott added. He’d listened to the recording,
and the woman had been fairly close-mouthed, but a second interview, with more
specific questions might reveal things she’d kept to herself the first time.


“I’m going
to take that one,” Detweiler said. “Maybe a change of face will open her up.”


Scott
gathered the pages in front of him into a neat stack. “Anything on the cocoa?”


“The packet
in the gift basket came back clean,” Kovak said. “Of course, if there was some
new exotic poison in there, it wouldn’t show, but Connor ran the basics
including the drug from the victim.”


“But there’s
still something hinky about Belinda Nesbitt,” Detweiler said. “See what you can
dig up without paper.”


Was
Detweiler trying to keep him away from Ashley by assigning him to Belinda
Nesbitt? However, he agreed to the task, knowing that if he protested,
Detweiler would tell him there was a conflict of interest, and might keep him
out of the loop altogether.


When both
detectives left, he debated calling Ashley to alert her to Kovak’s impending
arrival. No, he shouldn’t. While it might be the neighborly thing to do, it
could pollute the investigation. His gut said she had nothing to do with this,
and he trusted his instincts. Ashley hadn’t sent up any red flags when he met
her, and that was while the brain above his neck had still been doing most of
his thinking.


He sucked in
a breath and forced himself to take an honest inventory of his feelings. Yes,
he was attracted to her. Yes, it seemed as if it could be going further. Yes,
he’d been fooled before, by women he thought cared about him, but were nothing
more than Badge Bunnies.


Looking at
the facts objectively, and rethinking Ashley’s body language and emotional
reactions, he couldn’t buy that she was involved in the death of Felicity
Markham. Which meant he had to figure out who else it could have been. He
doubted Detweiler or Kovak were the railroading type, but he wondered if he
should recommend that Ashley get a lawyer.


Not until he
heard Kovak’s report. He went to the break room for coffee before settling down
in front of the computer and digging into Belinda Nesbitt’s life. Which, after
twenty minutes of poking around, was duller than dirt. She came from a small
town in Colorado, one younger brother, parents still married to each other. No
marriage license on record for Belinda.


He moved on.
Clean record with the DMV—not even a parking ticket.


Next stop,
education. Took a little more digging, but again, nothing notable. Private
Catholic schools from kindergarten through high school. Solid B plus average.
Did one year majoring in business at Colorado Christian University before
transferring to Oregon State. Why? Her grades were good, and she hadn’t
switched majors. Money run out? He’d made a note to see if he could uncover a
reason for the switch when Kovak poked his head in the doorway.


“I’ve got
Ashley Eagan in a room. Want to sit in?”


Damn
straight he did. He logged off the computer and stood, keeping his expression
neutral. “Sure. Thanks.”


“Bring the
papers,” Kovak said.


Scott
gathered the photocopies and followed Kovak down the hall.


Ashley
barely acknowledged Scott when he entered the interrogation room. Kovak motioned
for him to take the second chair, the same way he had when they’d first
questioned Ashley. The detective seemed to prefer being able to move around
when he asked his questions. Tempted as Scott was to take Ashley’s hands, which
were clasped on the table in front of her, he convinced himself that what
Ashley needed now was a cop on her side.


“Tell me
about your relationship with Felicity Markham,” Kovak said.


Ashley met
Kovak’s gaze. “I already told you. Our relationship, if you could call it that,
was strained at best. She seemed to think I was going to put her out of
business, and nothing I said changed her mind.”


“Do you have
reason to believe she was actively trying to stop you from opening your bakery?”


Ashley’s
eyes widened. “No. Why would I?”


“You were
having trouble with your construction project, weren’t you?”


“Yes, but
Carl explained everything. Mix-ups happen. Accidents happen. Delays happen.”


“Seems you
had more than your share.” Kovak moved closer. He pulled one of the photocopies
from the stack. “Have you ever seen this? We found it in the tea shop.”


Scott kept
his gaze fixed on Ashley’s face as she picked up the paper. The one that said, “Those
idiots can’t do anything right.” He’d bet his badge—if he still had one—that
her puzzled expression was genuine.


“You think
Felicity was conspiring with Carl? I can’t believe it.” Ashley shoved the paper
across the table.


Kovak
replaced it in the stack. “Not Carl, necessarily. But he had a lot of subs
working for him. And from what I’ve heard about Ms. Markham, she wasn’t above
using her…charms…to convince people to do what she wanted.”


Nothing
Scott had found indicated that the victim had done anything of the kind, but
Kovak wasn’t obligated to tell the truth. “What about this one?” Kovak pulled
out another paper, the one that said she’d regret the bakeoff. He added the
flyer. “Or this? You told me that Ms. Markham was the only merchant who hadn’t
agreed to hand out your flyers. But we found a stack of them torn up in her
trash.”


Ashley’s
gaze moved from the papers to Kovak, to Scott, then back to Kovak. “I gave some
flyers to her assistant. Paige. She said she’d put them in the customers’ bags
and not tell Felicity. I guess Felicity found them.”


“And the
other one?”


“I have no
idea. Everything is running smoothly for the bakeoff.” She unclasped her hands
and curled them into fists. “You can ask the committee. I gave you their names
when you questioned me the first time. Maybe they know something.”


“I will,”
Kovak said. His demeanor shifted, gentled. A touch more good cop. “You
understand, that if you knew about any of this, it gives you a reason to want
Ms. Markham out of your way.”


 


***


 


Ashley
gripped the table as the room spun. Now they thought she was a suspect?
This couldn’t be happening. She looked to Scott for answers, but he was
pointedly avoiding her gaze. Did he know about this? It could explain his
sudden shift in mood this morning. “I … I …” She cleared her throat. Drew in
some air. Exhaled slowly. Shook her head. “I didn’t know any of this. I told
you, Felicity was cold to me. And she had that tantrum at Elaine’s studio, but
I had no idea it ran this deep. I thought that once my bakery was open, she’d
see that she wasn’t losing customers to me. I would never harm her. And why
would I leave her body in the bakery?”


Kovak
lowered a hip to the table, leaning into her. She fought the urge to tilt away.
She had nothing to hide.


“I agree, it
would have been a stupid thing to do,” Kovak said. “Unless you were trying to
make us think it had to be someone else who committed the crime because you
wouldn’t point the finger at yourself. Or maybe you didn’t realize you’d given
her enough of the drug to kill her.”


“May I?”
Scott interrupted.


She tried to
read him, but when he was in cop mode, he might as well be a statue. Was he
trying to help, or did he have yet another argument pointing to her as a
murderer?


Scott put
another piece of paper in front of her. “Can you explain what this might mean?”


She saw
me. Can’t risk that she noticed.


“Nothing
comes to mind. You’re sure this refers to me? Maybe she was paranoid and
thought lots of people were out to get her. You know, looking for other people
to blame for her business failures.”


“We’ll
definitely consider that,” Detective Kovak said. “But for now, let’s assume it’s
you. What did you see?”


Ashley
closed her eyes, trying to remember her encounters with Felicity. She’d gone to
Felicitea with her flyers. There had been nothing out of the ordinary, not that
she knew what was normal in the tea shop. But Felicity hadn’t seemed nervous.
And at Elaine’s? If Felicity had anything she was going to show Elaine that
Ashley shouldn’t have seen, why have it in the open? That left the grocery
store. She repeated her encounter to Detective Kovak, exactly as she had when
he’d questioned her the first time.


“If I show
you pictures of the tea shop, do you think you could tell if something was
unusual?” Detective Kovak asked. “You’re both in the food business. Maybe
something will jump out at you.”


“Sure,”
Ashley said. “But I’ve only been in there a few times. I don’t know if I’d
remember.”


“Can I get
you something to drink?” Detective Kovak asked. “Coffee, soda, water?”


“Water would
be wonderful,” she said.


Once
Detective Kovak was gone, Scott took her hands in his and squeezed. “You’re
doing fine. I have to be neutral here, or they won’t let me help with the case.”


She craned
her neck toward the doorway, making sure they were still alone. “Does he really
suspect me?” she whispered.


“I don’t
think so. But he’s doing the right thing, given these diary entries.”


“Dotting Is
and crossing Ts?”


Scott
smiled, and some of her tension evaporated. “Yep. Normal cop stuff.” He let go
of Ashley’s hand and sat back in his cop posture.


Kovak
returned with a large stack of papers and a bottle of water. He set both on the
table. “These are the pictures Connor took at the tea shop. I think he was
having too much fun trying out a new lens, but tell me if you notice anything
that Felicity might have thought you shouldn’t have seen.”


Ashley took
the pictures. Her brain was too busy trying to figure out if it would be a good
thing or a bad thing if she saw something that might have triggered Felicity’s
note to process what she was seeing. She opened the bottle of water and let the
liquid counteract the dryness in her mouth.


Calmer, she
studied the images. It appeared that every inch of the front of the house had
been captured. Display cases filled with salads, sandwiches and cookies.
Teapots, teacups. Her heart pounded a bit as she remembered the blue-flowered
mugs. Were there any here? She leafed through the pictures, scanning for the
mugs, but found none.


Shaking her
head, she set them down. “Nothing unusual.” She picked up another batch, these
of the kitchen and back of the house. Typical kitchen accoutrements. She
continued perusing the photos, straining to see something that might provide a
clue. Pantry, walk-in fridge. Pictures with the doors closed, pictures with
them open.


“Anything?”
Detective Kovak’s voice broke her concentration.


“I don’t—Wait.”
Ashley went through the stack again, finding the pictures of the front of the
house, zeroing in on the menu board behind the counter. “Here.” She tapped a
photo. “See. It says, We use only the freshest ingredients. Organic and
locally grown.”


She set out
a photo of the inside of the refrigerator. “This. I saw her buying groceries,
but I don’t think I’d ever have made the connection.”


“What?”
Scott said.


“The
produce. It’s all regular grocery store product, not organic. When we bumped
carts, she probably thought I’d discovered her secret.”


Detective
Kovak picked up the photos and paced the small room. “Reasonable assumption.
She’s losing money. She starts cutting corners. She’s on edge, thinks that
someone might find out.”


“And because
she’s got this secret,” Scott added, “she’s on hyper-alert. She worries that
everyone’s out to discover it. Borderline paranoia, perhaps.”


“Typical
behavior,” Kovak said. “And because she’s already pegged Ashley as the enemy,
she’s convinced her secret is out, and that Ashley is going to expose her.”


Ashley
sensed where this was going. Scott and Detective Kovak had just strengthened
her motive for getting rid of Felicity.


Detective
Kovak seemed to sense her thoughts. He bored her with her gaze. “So, somewhere
down the line, Felicity Markham confronts you. Threatens you, perhaps. Maybe
she’s blackmailing you to keep your mouth shut. Or maybe you find out she was
behind some of the accidents with your construction and want to get back at
her. You invite her over for a quiet talk. Offer her some hot chocolate. It’s
drugged, and she dies.”


Ashley sat
there, her mouth agape. How could he be saying these things? She bolted to her
feet. “This is crazy. All of it. First, I did no such thing, and wouldn’t do it
even if I thought Felicity was threatening me. I’d have gone to you—to the
cops. And you’ve got a lot of pieces left over. Like the upstairs, and where I
got the drugs, and why there was only one mug, and—”


Both men
exchanged another one of those irritating cop glances. Scott smiled.


“What?”
Ashley demanded.


“It’s all
right, Miss Eagan,” Detective Kovak said. “You’re free to go.” He picked up the
pictures and left the room.


She looked
at Scott. “What happened?”


“Dotting Is
and crossing Ts,” Scott said. “You gave Kovak a nice lead—someone else might
have known about the non-organic scam. And he’s a good reader of body language.
Plain to see you weren’t faking your responses.”


“And if he
hadn’t believed me?” she asked, still off balance.


Scott leaned
on the table and hoisted himself to his feet. “I’d have set him straight.”


Why wasn’t
she convinced?



Chapter 23


 


 


Scott read
doubt in Ashley’s eyes. Justifiable, perhaps, considering he’d been playing the
role of cop while Kovak had peppered her with what bordered on accusations of
guilt. When she stood, clutching her purse in front of her chest like a shield,
he waited for her to say something.


Instead, she
narrowed her eyes, flattened her lips, and spun away from him. He watched,
rooted to the floor, as she flounced out the door.


Reluctantly,
he let her go. He’d do more good searching for the real killer. He figured
Ashley was near the bottom of Kovak’s list. Belinda was Scott’s priority now.
But first, he needed to make sure Detweiler was alerted to what Ashley had
uncovered. If Paige Haeber worked in the tea shop, surely she knew the organic
angle was a ruse, even if a temporary one.


He found
Kovak in the detectives’ office. Once again, Scott preferred to use the empty
silence approach. Although cops were wise to its workings, he had a feeling
Kovak would fill the void.


For a long
moment, the silence was palpable. Then Kovak spoke. “You don’t think I was too
hard on her, do you?”


Scott
avoided the immediate gut response of “Damn right, I think you were too harsh.”
He eased himself into a chair. “No, you needed to see her reactions, and since
you cut her loose, I assume she passed.”


“Either that
or she’s going to get the next Oscar for best performance by a lying murderer.”
Kovak’s smile softened his words.


“There are a
lot of holes in the scenario if she’s your lead suspect.”


“Agreed.”
Kovak stepped to the white board, which they’d never returned to the break
room. He hadn’t erased the X across Ashley’s name, either. He stood there,
hands clasped behind his back, simply staring at it. Scott recognized the
behavior. He’d done it countless times himself, always hoping answers would
appear. And sometimes they did, although not on the board. But he was a firm
believer that they worked their way deep into his subconscious and surfaced
later, when something triggered them.


Ashley had
been right. Until they uncovered more information, they had a puzzle with too
many pieces. Although people killed for reasons a normal person would think
trivial—like uncovering the use of non-organic vegetables—to Scott, that wasn’t
a motive he was buying.


Was the
upstairs room really part of the murder scene? Where did the drugs come from,
and who had access? Or did the victim have yet another secret?


Money was a
strong motivator, both for the victim and for Ashley. Her life, at the moment,
revolved around the bakery’s success. And while on paper, that might be motive
to kill, Ashley didn’t fit the profile.


Kovak picked
up a marker and wrote, “Non-organic food” in the column devoted to the victim. “You
think the victim would have killed to keep the secret?”


“From what I
saw of her at the photography studio, she’s definitely half a bubble off
center. But I couldn’t judge her based on that single outburst. And speaking of
the secret, did you give Detweiler a heads up?”


Kovak nodded.
“Right after I left interrogation. He’ll push that angle.” Kovak shoved away
from the desk. “And now I’m going to pay a few visits to the bakeoff committee
members. Dot a few more Is, cross a few more Ts, and maybe pick up a clue along
the way.”


“You know, I’m
not sure we should rule out suicide,” Scott said. “If the victim was
unbalanced, killing herself in Ashley’s bakery could have been an extreme way
of getting back at what she perceived as her nemesis.”


“Like the
ultimate, I’ll show you.”


“Of course
that would put us back at square one,” Scott said.


“But since
we’re hardly out of square two, that’s not such a bad thing. Maybe you can
research that angle. If she shifted to non-organic food, maybe she changed her
mind about her body being a temple.”


Scott
doubted it. Her personal philosophy and her business were most likely two
separate animals, but it couldn’t hurt to check. Another set of Ts and Is. “Will
do.”


Kovak left,
and Scott resumed his hunt for more about Belinda Nesbitt. Short of asking her
why she’d changed schools, he’d hit a dead end. There wasn’t a police database
that included that kind of information.


Once again,
he took a less sophisticated approach. Sure enough, Belinda had a Facebook
page. Two, in fact. One for herself, and one for The Happy Cook. Scott logged
on using the account he’d created under a pseudonym back in his days as an
official detective. Amazing what people would reveal to an anonymous “friend.”
He put in a friend request for her personal page. He clicked the “like” button
on her store page, which didn’t require any approval.


As he
expected, the store page was strictly marketing. The usual. Location,
directions, reviews. Lots of pictures, plus notes about products and special
deals. He’d scrolled through a couple pages of comments when the idea to do the
same for the victim’s store wormed its way through the muddle of his brain. He
should have done it a lot sooner. Meds one, detective, zero.


The victim
didn’t have a personal page, but like Belinda Nesbitt, she did have one for her
store. Scott clicked his way in and bookmarked the site. Bouncing from task to
task was a sure-fire way to have something slip through the cracks. He needed
to finish with The Happy Cook sites first.


Nothing
remarkable on the Facebook page. Then again, as the page owner, Belinda could
have deleted any negative comments. He jotted down names of some frequent
commenters to research later. Next, he checked the Internet for feedback about
her store. Not a lot, which didn’t surprise him given the size of Pine Hills. A
few reviews, nothing particularly negative. While he waited to see if Belinda
accepted his alter-ego’s friend request, he shifted his attention to Felicitea.
The Facebook page was no more rewarding than The Happy Cook. Felicitea had a
lot more “likes”, but that could be attributed to the fact that the shop had
been in business a lot longer than Belinda Nesbitt’s.


He moved
from Facebook to Google results for the tea shop. Not much different from the
Facebook page, Felicitea’s official website touted her claims of only the
freshest, locally grown, organic ingredients.


Had someone
discovered her substitutions? And what if they had? Scott couldn’t buy that as
a motive for murder. A lawsuit was more likely.


He rubbed
his eyes and jotted a note to check the official databases for that one.


He moved to
the sites where people could leave reviews. Here, the victim wouldn’t have had
the power to delete the negative ones. Ratings ran the gamut, and for a variety
of reasons, many of which had no correlation with the quality of food. People
would give low ratings because they’d visited on a rainy day and there was no
covered parking. Overall, she had more positive than negatives, and the
positives did relate to food and service. Nothing about organics or the
lack thereof.


Detweiler
entered the room, covering the distance between doorway and desk in a few, long
strides. He flopped a stack of paper next to Scott. “Felicitea’s shop records
for the last six months. Thanks for the heads up. The assistant changed her
tune when I opened the refrigerator and showed her the evidence. She claims it’s
not a big deal. According to her, seasonality is a major factor in getting
everything organic, that they had to fill the gaps with non-organics.”


“You believe
her?”


Detweiler
pointed at the paper, which on closer inspection was a conglomeration of
receipts, computer printouts, and who knew what else. “How are your eyes?”


“Still
functioning fine.” Unlike his leg, which pounded unmercifully.


“Then that’s
your next assignment. See if you can see when the changes started, how much was
organic, how much wasn’t.” He grinned. “Of course, you can always go back to
phones and filing. I can recruit a uniform looking to earn points.”


Scott
chuckled to himself. He’d done the same more than once. “I’ll handle it. But I
don’t know squat about what’s organic and what isn’t.”


“Ms. Haeber
was kind enough to provide a list of the suppliers. But these days, every
grocery store has a section of organics. A receipt for lettuce from Thriftway
could go either way.” He grinned again, wider this time. “Of course, the
itemized listings probably give that information.”


“I’ll get
some coffee and be on it.”


“I’m going
that way,” Detweiler said. “How do you take it?”


“Black.”
Scott waited for Detweiler to leave, then struggled to his feet. He walked the
small office, trying to ease the pain in his leg. The bones had healed, but the
tendons and nerves were taking their sweet time getting back to normal. He
tried to ignore what the doctors had told him—that there was no guarantee they
ever would.


His hand
went to his pocket where the vial of pills waited. But doing what Detweiler
asked required a clear head. He popped some ibuprofen instead.


When
Detweiler came back, Scott set the coffee on an empty desk to avoid the
possibility of contamination by spillage. “Kovak and I were discussing that our
homicide might be suicide after all. We’ve got too many pieces that don’t fit.”


Detweiler
pursed his lips. “Either way, the death has to be investigated. I’ve got this
twitchy feeling Belinda Nesbitt knows more than she’s telling, and what she’s
telling isn’t the whole truth.”


 


***


 


Sitting at
her kitchen island, Ashley pounded the keyboard of her laptop, almost
regretting the childish way she’d stormed out of Scott’s office. Almost. Heck,
she hadn’t slammed the door, although the temptation was there. Men. After
Barry, she’d decided they were highly overrated. For a brief moment, she’d
thought Scott might be different. The exception to the rule.


But no. It
was all about him. Being the cop, even though he wasn’t even a real cop. He’d
sat there, let Detective Kovak get in her face, treat her like a criminal.
Scott would have set him straight, he’d said. So why hadn’t she heard him
sticking up for her?


She sipped
her chamomile tea. A gift from Maggie, one she’d tucked away in the recesses of
her kitchen cabinet for when she might need it, like now. She wasn’t a tea
person—although according to Maggie, chamomile tea wasn’t tea at all. Something
about only leaves of some official tea plants being worthy of the name tea.


Well, it
tasted good with honey, and if it calmed her down, Ashley didn’t care what it
was called. There was a final committee meeting tonight, and then the bakeoff
on Saturday. She’d have today and tomorrow to finalize everything, and then … her
new life would be off with a bang. She hoped it was the good kind.


She
consulted her to-do list, deciding to deal with the things she could do from
home until she was confident she could deal with people face-to-face without a
meltdown. Right now, if one person so much as skirted the issue of Felicity,
Ashley knew she’d lose it.


An hour and
another cup of chamomile tea later, Ashley parked in the lot behind her bakery.
Instead of entering through the back door, she ambled through the parking lot
to the sidewalk, imagining that she was out for a day of shopping. When she
passed the Book Worm, her breath caught. Don Farrabee had put a collection of
cookbooks in his window, with a sign advertising her opening. As she continued
down the block, she saw the same sign in every shop window. These didn’t look
anything like the work of middle school students.


She
bee-lined straight for That Special Something. If anyone knew where they’d come
from, it would be Maggie. Ashley paused for a deep breath before she entered
the store. Sarah greeted her with a warm smile. “Ready for your big day?”


Chamomile
tea or no, a swarm of supersized butterflies took flight in Ashley’s stomach. “I
hope so.”


“You like
Elaine’s contribution?” Sarah asked.


“The signs?
Elaine did them?”


Sarah
nodded. “Kind of last minute, but we’re all wishing you nothing but success.”


Tears
prickled Ashley’s eyes. She’d always felt welcome in Pine Hills, but this show
of support nearly did her in. A shaky, “Thanks,” was all she could manage. She
turned to leave before she embarrassed herself by bursting into full-fledged
tears.


“Wait,”
Sarah said. She ducked behind the counter and pulled out another sign, twice
the size of the ones the other merchants displayed. “This one’s for your place.”


Ashley stood
there, her jaw gaping as she read the sign. “Grand Opening. Confections by
Ashley. Come to the Brownie Bakeoff.” The date and her logo. Sarah extended the
sign. “Go put it in your window.”


Part of her
wanted to pump Sarah for any information she might have about Felicity’s death.
However, another part told her to forget about the investigation and focus on
her opening. If Detective Kovak had said she was free to go, then her priority
had to be her bakery.


She thanked
Sarah one more time and had to restrain herself from skipping the short
distance to her bakery.


After
placing the sign in the window, she got to work. Her official first day of
business was Monday, four days away. An empty window showcase wasn’t going to
cut it.


Soon, she
was in the kitchen, lost in creating. She could freeze some of what she made,
but much of it was going to have to be chalked up to promotion, because
anything she baked today wasn’t going to be fresh enough to sell on Monday.
Saturday, her kitchen would be totally pre-empted by bakeoff contestants. She
foresaw a very long, exhausting Sunday, but it didn’t matter. Confections by
Ashley was worth a few all-nighters.


And thinking
of all-nighters reminded her to touch base with the three people she’d lined up
as assistants. For starters, she needed front of the house help, although she
hoped to be able to hire another baker before long. But she had definitely
dropped the ball when she hadn’t asked them to show up for the bakeoff. Maggie’s
committee had everything covered, but her new staff should be there.


Chalking her
oversight up to the overwhelming distractions of a murder investigation, she
put another batch of cookies in the oven, set the timer, and went into her
office to make the calls.


Her spirits
buoyed by the enthusiastic response from all three, she formulated a work
schedule that would fit with their classes. She gave Sarah a mental thank you
for the suggestion to recruit from the local community college. And thanked her
lucky stars that none of the three had pushed for information about the murder
scene. Maybe it was because they were afraid to bring it up with their new
boss. Or maybe they wanted to be able to boast that they were working where a
body had been found.


Her timer
went off, and Ashley forced her thoughts away from mayhem and back to setting
up for the bakeoff.


Once the
cookies were on cooling racks, she went out to her car to get a carton of
supplies. She noticed Belinda and another woman, both carrying bulging Happy
Cook bags. Belinda helped load them into the woman’s car. The woman drove off,
and Belinda stood there a moment, watching the car drive away. Ashley felt a
quick burst of pleasure that her shop neighbor had made what looked like a
substantial sale.


Belinda
turned, and Ashley waved. Belinda waited while Ashley, carton balanced on her
hip, caught up.


“Need some
help?” Belinda asked.


“No, I’m
fine. That looked like a great sale. And carryout service, too.”


A faint
blush colored Belinda’s cheeks. “Gotta do what we can to keep our customers
satisfied.” Her eyes darted toward the parking lot exit before meeting Ashley’s.
“You must be getting excited.”


“My
butterflies have butterflies,” Ashley said. “But I think I’ve got everything
under control.” Until she thought of something else she’d forgotten. Her lists
and spreadsheets were great, but there was always the nagging doubt that there
was something she’d neglected to add. Tonight, the committee would go over
everything, and Ashley hoped that the extra heads would fill any possible holes
in her plans.


Back in her
shop, she unpacked the carton and lined everything on the counter. The coils of
bright blue and red raffle-style tickets. The stack of acknowledgement fliers
Elaine had printed. She would definitely owe the photographer, big time.


Staring at
the tasting plates, forks, and napkins brought reality one step closer. She ran
her fingertip along the counter as she strolled toward one of the easy chairs.
Sitting, she closed her eyes and tried to run through the bakeoff.


Supervising
the baking. She’d asked Holly, one of her new hires to come in and help make
sure everything ran smoothly. Storing the brownies. Contestants were required
to bring their own ingredients. Had she told them about storage? She thought
back. Yes. She’d provide the platters to ensure everything maintained its
anonymity. Judging. Her eyes popped open. Thank you gifts. She’d have to give
them something, and she had a feeling a platter of baked goods wasn’t going to
cut it. Certificates of appreciation? No, too common, and she certainly wasn’t
going to bother Elaine again.


Her first
thought was to get something from Belinda, but the judges were all professional
food people and they probably had enough kitchen stuff of their own. Instead,
she popped next door to That Special Something. Ashley waited until Sarah had
finished waiting on a customer before approaching the glass counter.


“I need
gifts for the judges, and my brain is fried. Can you help? I swear, whatever
you pick will be fine. But not food related. Something special.”


Sarah
grinned. “Something special? You’ve come to the right place.”


Ashley felt
the heat of a blush rising. “Duh. Yeah. But seriously. I totally trust you.
Three identical gifts, gift wrapped. No, wait. I have to enclose a card first.”


Sarah
squeezed Ashley’s hands. “Relax.” She reached under the counter and handed
Ashley three gift cards and a pen. “Fill these out, and leave the rest to me.”


Ashley took
a breath, waiting for her hands to stop trembling. She’d been calmer when she’d
been accused of murder. She gave Sarah a budget and started writing her thank
you notes. When she finished, she handed them to Sarah. Glancing around the
shop and seeing it was empty, Ashley lowered her voice. “Did Randy tell you
anything about the investigation? Do they have a suspect yet?”



Chapter 24


 


 


Scott
ignored the rumbling in his stomach. Something buzzed around his brain, and he
didn’t want to stop for anything as intrusive as eating. After sorting the
records and receipts Detweiler had given him, he’d received a “My office”
summons from Chief Laughlin. The chief had informed him that with Detweiler’s
return, Scott was relegated to his official seven to three shift, no overtime,
and that as of tomorrow, he’d be back on phones and filing.


Unless
something else broke, the chief had said, but short of another murder, Scott
didn’t think it was likely. And he didn’t think another murder was likely,
either. The more he thought about it, the more he felt suicide was a likely
manner of death for their victim.


But, until
tomorrow, he was still a consultant. He’d spent the last hour checking, cross
checking, and rechecking all the hits he got for Belinda Nesbitt. She’d
admitted him to her network of Facebook friends, which according to her
settings, gave him access to her page, but to her friends’ pages as well.
Something was hiding in there, if only he could see it.


He stretched
and rubbed his temples. Okay, so maybe his brain cells would fire more
efficiently if he fed them. He clicked on another one of Belinda’s Facebook
friends and headed for the break room. Slowly. Damn, he’d been sitting too
long.


No homemade
goodies today. He perused the contents of the vending machine, settling for a
package of peanut butter crackers. A glance at the clock surprised him. Three-fifteen
already?


He logged
off the computer. What he was doing could be done at home.


What part
of “off the clock” don’t you understand?


But until he
silenced the buzzing in his head, he knew he wouldn’t be able to let it go. The
internal phone line rang, and without thinking about on or off the clock, he
picked up. “Whelan.”


“Scott, I
know you’re not working up front until tomorrow, but I could use a little help.”
Doranna’s voice was lowered, but he heard the unspoken “please.”


“On my way.”


When he got
there, Doranna gave him a relieved smile. “This citizen said you’d helped her
before.” She mouthed a “Sorry” and gestured to an elderly woman on the other
side of the glass. Scott recognized her as one of the three women who’d been in
the other day complaining about nuisance dogs.


Doranna
turned away from the glass and said, “I told her we’d put Animal Control on it,
but she insists on speaking to you.”


“Don’t worry
about it.” Scott opened the security door and motioned the woman to one of the
chairs. He remained standing. His leg was on fire, but sitting and having to
get up again would be worse. Besides, he figured a show of authority might
help.


“Officer
Whelan, thank you for speaking to me. That woman”—she frowned in Doranna’s
direction—”said you were off duty, so I really appreciate it.”


He’d given
up correcting her on calling him “Officer.” She was of an age where men were
cops and women were relegated to secretarial duties if they worked at all. “What
can I do to help, Mrs. Osterlund?”


She
straightened in her chair and tightened the grip on the black patent-leather
purse in her lap. “It’s the dogs again. They knocked over my trash can and
spread garbage all over the street. And they bark. All night. It’s a wonder
anyone on the block gets any sleep at all.”


“I’m sorry
this hasn’t been handled already,” he said. “I will personally call Animal
Control and have them check.”


She huffed. “The
dogs come out at night. Those Animal Control people aren’t working then.”


“Did you get
a better description of the dogs?” he asked. “If the dogs are strays, they’ll
be around during the day as well. But we have to know what to look for.”


She slumped
a little. “It’s dark, and I’m in bed at that hour. But they sounded big. You
know, deep barks, and growling, too. Not little yippy things.”


He gave her
what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “I have all your information from your
other report. We’ll do our best. And if you happen to see the dogs, be sure to
call the station. You can tell them you spoke to me, and I’ll be sure to leave
a note for whoever else might be working.” He extended his hand. “Thanks for
coming in.”


She released
her grip on her purse and allowed him to help her rise. He escorted her to the
door and held it open.


She shook
back her gray curls. “With more police officers like you on the job, we’d all
sleep better at night.” With her head lifted, she marched across the bricks to
the staircase, her hand light on the handrail as she made her way down the
steps. Thoughts of his grandmother invaded, and he made a mental note to give
her a call tonight.


Inside,
Doranna winged her eyebrows at him. “You do know how to turn on the charm.”


He shrugged.
“Just a case of LOL syndrome.”


She tilted
her head quizzically.


“Lonely Old
Lady. But please make a note that she’s to be treated with respect if she calls
in. Do I need to get an official okay to dispatch a patrol officer if she says
the dogs are back?”


“I’ll run it
by the duty officer,” she said.


Scott
waited—unobtrusively, he hoped—long enough to see Doranna start filling out a
report form before leaving.


By the time
he got home, the momentum he’d built at the office had disintegrated. He took a
pain pill, nuked a slice of too-old pizza and made his way to the Fitness
Center. The room was empty, probably not unusual for this time of day. He’d
take thirty minutes in the Jacuzzi, and then he’d start anew. Knowing he was
likely to drift off, he set the alarm on his cell phone.


He clambered
into the tub. The hot water soothed his aches, and the whooshing of the jets
detangled his brain. Sometimes the best thoughts happened when you weren’t
thinking.


A shrill
tone jerked him out of a deep doze. He reached for his weapon before he
realized where he was. Heart pounding, he sucked air and fumbled for the cell
phone he’d left perched on the edge of the Jacuzzi. It slid toward the water.
Catching it millimeters before it hit the surface, Scott held it above the
bubbling water and waited until the world set itself right again.


He shut off
the alarm, placed the phone well away from the edge of the Jacuzzi and began
the laborious process of getting out. He’d learned early on during his therapy
sessions that too much time in the hot water left him light-headed, especially
if he’d taken his meds recently. He stood, and the dizziness passed. The heat
had helped with the pain, but his leg shook uncontrollably. Another damn
side-effect the doctors had told him was “normal.” Thankful there was still
nobody in the room, he took several minutes, rising slowly, making sure his
balance was intact, and finally, using the metal support bar, pulled himself
out of the water.


Back in his
apartment, he eyed the beer in the fridge, but went the sensible route and
drank several glasses of water. Then, wrapped in his robe, he stretched out on
the couch with his laptop propped on his belly while he waited for his lasagna
to heat. His thoughts strayed to Ashley. Should he call her? Apologize. For
what? Doing his job? She’d definitely been pissed when she’d left. He let it
go. She was probably overwhelmed with bakery work.


He stared at
the screen, randomly selecting sites that had come up when he’d Googled Belinda
Nesbitt. Tired of reading the same basic information, he clicked “Images” to
give his eyes a break and see if anything resonated. Rather than think about
the pictures, he half-closed his eyes and let his gaze wander from one image to
the next.


Scott agreed
with Detweiler that there was something Belinda wasn’t sharing, but he was
beginning to think it was a detour headed straight for a dead end.


His cell phone’s
ring interrupted his contemplations. He shifted his laptop and reached into his
robe pocket. “Whelan.”


“Up for
another body?” Detweiler’s words were casual. His tone was anything but.


 


***


 


Ashley stood
at the front of the meeting room at the Women’s Center and did a mental roll
call. “Where’s Elaine? And Lorna?”


“Elaine’s on
a photo shoot,” Maggie said, consulting a spiral notebook.


Ashley
recalled Elaine saying something about an event the day before the bakeoff, but
didn’t remember much else. “I wanted to thank her for the signs. They’re
fantastic.” Her throat still constricted at the thought.


“I thought
Lorna was out of here,” Penny said.


“She came by
the bakery and helped me set up yesterday, so she’s certainly put in her fair
share of work. She said her husband was out of town. She intended to leave
before he got back, but she didn’t want to run without a plan,” Ashley said.


“You think
he came back early and beat on her again? Maybe we should call the cops.” Penny
gave a pointed glance in Sarah’s direction.


“Speaking of
cops.” Kathleen fingered her pearls. “Did anyone else get a second visit today?
Seems like Felicity’s healthy, organic food wasn’t everything she claimed.”


Murmurs
rippled through the room, and heads nodded.


“It’s
routine,” Sarah said. “Every time they find another piece of evidence, they
have to go back and fill in the blanks.”


Maggie
stepped to Ashley’s side. “Let’s get the business part of the meeting done
before we do any more blind speculation, shall we?”


Penny pulled
three large clasp envelopes from the bulging tote under her chair. “I know
Elaine made those wonderful, professional signs.” The way Penny said “professional”
said she’d been miffed that her students’ work might not be good enough. “But,
my classes did a mixed media assignment today, with ‘Fantasy in Chocolate’ as
the theme. I thought they might make good decorations for the big night.” She
handed them to Ashley.


Ashley
peeked in one of the envelopes and saw a collage of chocolate confections. “I
know they’ll be great. Thank you—and your students for me.”


Ashley went
down her list. “The judges will be at Sarah’s shop until the last minute.”


“Criteria?”
Maggie asked. “You know, like on the cooking shows?”


Ashley’s
stomach lurched. “I hadn’t thought of that. Taste, for sure.”


“Appearance,”
Kathleen said.


“What about
creativity? Don’t they use that one on the cooking shows?” Penny said.


“That’s
perfect,” Ashley said. “I suppose we’ll need score sheets. And a scoring
system.” She dragged her hands through her hair. Why hadn’t she thought of this
before?


“Since you’ve
got so many entries, I think each category should be ranked from one to ten,”
Maggie said. “Less chance of ties.”


“Ties.”
Another flutter in Ashley’s stomach. “Tie breakers. Any suggestions?” She
looked imploringly at the group. “We certainly can’t have them baking another
entry.”


“Why not let
the judges decide? The initial scoring would end up with three finalists, and
then the judges taste them again, and they have to agree on a favorite.”


Once they’d
hashed out the finer points, Ashley added “create the score sheets” to her
to-do list.


“All right,
everyone. Let’s wrap this up.” Maggie settled her glasses on her nose and
opened her notebook. Point by point, she went over every aspect of the bakeoff
and made sure everyone knew her responsibilities.


“I’ve got my
three part timers coming in as well,” Ashley said. “Feel free to put them where
you need them.”


After Ashley
and Maggie declared the meeting a success, Ashley couldn’t bear to listen to
the gossip and speculation about Felicity’s death, so she begged off sticking
around, claiming—quite honestly—that she still had a lot of prep to do.


As Ashley
walked down the hall toward her apartment, she wondered if she should stop at
Scott’s and apologize for her earlier huff. After talking to Sarah earlier,
Ashley had a better understanding of his position.


Sarah hadn’t
been able to give her any details about the investigation other than Randy and
Detective Kovak were still trying to get a handle on motive. Ashley had mentioned
being questioned, and how Detective Kovak had been in her face.


Sarah told
Ashley about being a suspect once, and even though Randy knew she was innocent,
he couldn’t treat her any differently than anyone else. “He made sure I knew my
rights, but he couldn’t keep the cops from doing their jobs. Everything has to
be by the book, and they’re always having to make sure whatever they do will
hold up in court. They want to find the bad guys, but they also want to make
sure the bad guys don’t walk because of something the cops did or didn’t do.”


Ashley
slowed at Scott’s door, listening for signs that he was home. No light from
under the door. No music, no sounds of someone moving around. She kept walking.
Tomorrow she could make amends. Tonight, she wanted to go over her notes one
more time and crawl into bed.


She tossed
the envelopes Penny had given her onto the entry table and kicked off her
shoes. She fished her cell phone out of her purse. She’d turned the ringer off
for the committee meeting. Maybe Scott had broken the “real men don’t apologize
first” rule and tried to reach her.


Yeah,
right.


The display
showed one new text from a number she didn’t recognize. Not Scott, then. She
opened the message.


Sorry can’t
be there 4 yr bakeoff. Can’t tell U where I’ll be, but tell Maggie & all thx.
Good luck w/ bakery. L. PS. Pls delete this msg 4 my security.


So, Lorna
had found her hideaway. Ashley knew how hard it must have been for Lorna to
decide to go it alone, but she was glad she’d be making a new life for herself,
even if it was clear she’d be looking over her shoulder for a while.


Ashley
texted “good luck” and deleted the thread. She eyed the bottle of Hennessy she
hadn’t bothered to put away. Heck, it was almost ten. Reviewing her notes in
bed with a nightcap sounded like a better plan.


She’d poured
an inch of cognac when she heard what had to be Scott’s door open and close.
Was he home? Should she go over?


A quick
apology. Get it out of the way. Clean slate for tomorrow. Sleep better with
mended fences. Rationalizations streamed through her brain like cognac into the
snifter.


What the
heck. She poured a second glass—bringing the bottle would be overdoing it—and
went next door.



Chapter 25


 


 


Scott
trudged into his apartment, undressing as he headed toward the bedroom. A knock
on the door interrupted his trek. All he wanted was bed, and he was tempted to
ignore the knock, but he checked the peephole and discovered Ashley’s face on
the other side. He refastened his trousers and opened the door.


She held up
two snifters, each containing about an inch of amber-colored liquid. “Nightcap?”


Seeing her
face, her smile—some of the tension he hadn’t realized he was carrying eased.
He opened the door a little wider. “Isn’t that your special occasion Hennessy?”


She nodded.
He motioned her inside. “I just got in. Give me a minute. Make yourself at
home.” He hurried to the bedroom to change his clothes, which hadn’t escaped a
spattering of crime scene gore. No need for her to see that and start asking
questions.


A drink with
Ashley might be the perfect way to unwind. He took the time to wash a little
more dirt and fatigue away. A shower would have been better, but that might
send the wrong message. He wanted to be a friend tonight. God knows, he could
use one after looking at that mutilated body.


In the
living room, Ashley sat on the couch, her brows furrowed as she stared at his
laptop. He’d turned off the oven when Detweiler called, but not his computer.
She looked up, an embarrassed expression on her face, when he joined her.


“I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean to snoop. I was moving your laptop out of the way, and these
pictures popped up. I got curious.” She gave him a sheepish smile. “Another one
of my faults, along with flying off the handle too soon when I’m being
interrogated by cops.”


Scott chose
to ignore the last part. Kovak’s questioning hadn’t come close to the kind of
interrogation she’d have been subject to had she been an actual suspect. “Hardly
snooping. That’s a Google site. Nothing you couldn’t access on your own.”


“I saw.
Those are pictures of Belinda Nesbitt.”


“Yeah. I was
trying to get a handle on her. For the case.” He grinned. “I’m not a stalker.”
He raised a snifter. “What are we celebrating?”


She turned
pink. “Nothing. It’s a peace offering. I acted like a childish idiot today. I
know you were doing your job, and that it wasn’t personal.” She tilted her
head, a slight frown on her face. “Unless the invitation to come in was because
of the booze, not me.”


In response,
he set his glass on the coffee table. “I should apologize as well. I sat in on
the interview as a cop, which was wrong of me. I’m a civilian. If I were a cop,
I’d have been pulled because you’re a friend.”


“Sarah said
that’s what happened to Randy when she was a suspect.” She leaned forward and
set her glass next to his, staring at the laptop again. She pointed to the
screen, to one of the pictures. “I think I saw her today—Belinda was helping
carry packages to her car.”


Scott moved
in so he could see what Ashley pointed at. Her scent erased a layer of aches
and pains. What the hell. He slipped his arm around her. “Which one?” he asked.


Ashley
indicated the image.


“You know
her?” Scott asked.


“No. I don’t
recall seeing her before today. But I haven’t been socializing a whole lot
since I moved here.”


Scott read
the caption. Belinda Nesbitt and Crystal Gosselin, with a link to a website.
The name rang a bell. He started to rise, and his leg picked that moment to go
into shake mode.


“Dammit.” He
deferred to Ashley’s presence and didn’t voice the expletives he’d have used
had she not been in the room.


“Scott.
What?” Alarm filled her tone. Her eyes widened.


He sank to
the couch, rubbing his thigh. “It’ll pass. Just a twinge.” The way his leg was
doing an imitation of a marching band didn’t add credence to his words. The
grimace he knew was on his face probably wasn’t helping, either.


Ashley
darted to the kitchen and came back with a glass of water. “Here.”


Lucky for
him, his hands weren’t shaking, and he took a few gulps. The tremors stopped.
He set the glass down. “See. All better.” He raised his hands and smiled.


Ashley didn’t
return it. “Like heck you’re all better. I let it slide last night, but a few
minutes ago, you said we were friends. Talk to me, friend.”


“It’s a
pain-in-the-neck side effect of my injury. The docs said it wasn’t anything to
worry about. It comes, it goes. I manage.”


She sat next
to him and rested her hand on his thigh. “I’d like to know whatever you’re
willing to tell me.”


Willing to
tell her. Hell, it had taken more sessions with the police shrink than he cared
to think about before he’d tell him anything. “It wasn’t really an
accident. Not the kind you think of when you hear the term. More like a case
gone south, and I got hurt. People have survived worse.”


And some
hadn’t survived. He saw Rina’s face again. He was alive. She wasn’t.


Her grip on
his thigh tightened. He tensed, and she let go, switching to a gentle massage. “I’m
so sorry.”


“Not your
fault. Part of the job.” Although, technically, he hadn’t even been on duty.
Officially, anyway. Cops were always on duty. Serve and protect. He cleared his
throat. “Right now, I want to follow up on this Crystal Gosselin person. Would
you do me a favor? There’s a file folder on the kitchen counter.”


She jumped
up, and in the short while she was gone, he managed to regain most of his
composure. He drank half the water, then swigged the cognac.


“I thought
you said that was for sipping.” Ashley handed him the folder, a faint smile on
her face.


“There’s an
exception to every rule.” He smiled back. He leafed through the pages, finding
the list he’d made. Crystal Gosselin was one of his names to check out.


He reached
for the laptop, then hesitated. Ashley had come on a social call. He’d let her
in because he didn’t want to think about work anymore tonight.


“Can I help?”
she asked.


Her eager
expression was all he needed. “Did Belinda ever tell you why she switched
colleges? Or anything about her family life? Her past? What do you know about
her social life? Boyfriends?”


“No, she’s
very private. At least she doesn’t volunteer information, and I don’t feel
comfortable asking personal questions.”


Which is
probably why she hadn’t pressed when he’d had his little episode last night. At
the time, he’d been grateful, but right now a busybody’s insider information
would have been nice.


He brought
the laptop onto his lap and scrolled through pictures, her Facebook Page,
anything else he could think of.


And then the
virtual light bulb clicked on, so bright it exploded. He searched the screen
again. “You see anything unusual here?” he asked Ashley.


“Unusual?”
She peered at the screen. “Like what?”


He smiled. “Think
about it. Here.” He opened another tab and typed Ashley’s name into Google and
clicked Images. “This is what I see when I look for you.”


She glared
at him.


“Hey, this
is the first time I’ve done this. Honest. I can punch in my name if you’d
prefer.”


“No, it’s
all right.” She looked at several pages of pictures. “I had no idea these were
all here for anyone to see.” She pointed to one. “That’s me on my fifteenth
birthday. Google didn’t even exist then, I don’t think.”


“Any time
your name is mentioned in conjunction with a picture, it’s here. Of course, it
will bring up anyone named Ashley Eagan, so they’re not all pictures of you.
Facebook is a gold mine because people are always posting photos and tagging
them. Look again, and tell me what you think. What’s different about your
pictures and Belinda’s?”


He waited,
wondering if his hunch was correct. It might explain why Belinda was ill at
ease when they’d questioned her, and why she was sending them as far away from
herself as she could. And there was even a chance it might provide a motive.


“Remember
when we looked at the second floor above your bakery?” he asked. “It’s not
always what you see—”


“But what you
don’t see.” She clicked back and forth between the two pages, frowning,
staring, chewing her lip.


 


***


 


Ashley
stared at the pictures. People. Some were mislabeled, some were groups, some
were old. Aside from the fact that one page was hers and the other was Belinda’s,
she was at a loss to pinpoint what Scott must have noticed.


“Wait,” he
said, taking the laptop. He typed “Crystal Gosselin” into the search box, and
brought up a page of images of her. “Now what do you think?”


“Crystal’s
obviously into changing her looks. Purple, spiky hair here. Long, blonde curls
in this one. When I saw here today, she had very short hair, almost black. Lots
of different make up styles. Goth to nothing at all. But that’s not terribly
unusual. People do stuff like that all the time.”


“Look at it
from another angle. Don’t look at Crystal.” He switched screens. “Don’t look at
Belinda.” He switched to her page. “Don’t look at you.”


“Scott, I’m
not a detective. And it’s probably a good thing. I give up.”


“Not so
fast.” He pointed to a picture of her with Barry. “Who’s the guy?”


“My ex
fiancé. I told you about him.”


Scott
pointed at a few more. “Okay, so you were a couple, and your pictures ended up
on the Internet.”


She twisted
the laptop and switched screens. “No guys. Is that what you meant?”


Scott
twisted her around to face him and kissed her. Quick, chaste, but it sent a
thrill through her all the same. Or was it a thrill because she’d apparently
given him the right answer? “You think Crystal and Belinda are a … couple?”


Scott
exhaled a deep sigh and rubbed his thigh. “It’s a guess. Maybe not the two of
them. But the fact there are so few men in these pictures raises a red flag.
Concealing her orientation fits with her background. Strict, religious
upbringing. Small town. My money says she’s deep in the closet, that her
parents wouldn’t understand. Or forgive. I think Belinda left her local,
small-town college for the larger one, farther away, where her sexual
orientation wouldn’t be as unusual, where she’d be less conspicuous, and where
word was less likely to get back to her family.”


“Makes
sense,” Ashley said. “But what does her being gay—and there’s really no proof
that she is—have to do with Felicity’s death?”


“Maybe
nothing. But we’ll check it out. If Felicity knew Belinda’s secret, Belinda
might have wanted to make sure she didn’t tell anyone.”


Draining her
cognac and seeing Scott’s empty glass, Ashley wished she’d brought the bottle
over. As an excuse to stay longer, not because she wanted to get drunk on
booze. She felt another kind of intoxication whenever Scott was near. And near
he was, sitting beside her, thigh to thigh, his arm wrapped around her again.


His hand
kneaded her shoulder, and she felt heat rise to her cheeks. Did he think she’d
come over for sex? That was the trouble with trying to have a male friend. They
were still men. A foreign species to her.


“I’d better
get going,” she said. “I don’t want to keep you up. I know you have an early
day tomorrow, and I have a million things to do, too.”


“I
understand,” he said. His voice was rough, gravelly. Barely audible. “But I’d
like it very much if you’d stay.”


His eyes
were pleading, not lustful. As if he needed her. Her, not her body. Did
it have something to do with what he’d told her? About what had happened to him?
Although he’d tried to be flippant about it, she’d heard the pain behind his
words. She sighed. “All right.”


He didn’t
move other than to hold her tighter. But to her, it was as if he’d said, “Thank
you.”


She supposed
that was something else about men. They could never admit to being vulnerable.
A lesson she intended to teach him. But slowly. She knew that much.


 


Lying in
Scott’s bed, staring into the darkness, Ashley listened to his even breathing.
His lovemaking—because she was sure there was more to it than sex—had started
out gently. Caring. Then it had escalated until she thought Scott was proving
something. To her, to himself—she couldn’t tell. Only that it seemed his very
life depended on being together.


She snuggled
closer to him, almost afraid to sleep. What if he had another nightmare? But
didn’t the fact that he’d invited her to stay mean he had opened himself up
that little bit? Add that to the little bit he’d shared before, and maybe the
crack in that armor he surrounded himself with would get big enough to let her
see inside. And maybe, someday, big enough to let him out.


Too much
thinking. She was sated, exhausted, and next to a man’s warm, solid body. She
allowed herself to relax.


Daylight
crept through the gaps in the curtains when she opened her eyes. Scott was
propped on an elbow, watching her. He ran a fingertip down her nose.


“Time to
make the donuts,” he said with a grin.


Donuts? She
didn’t offer donuts at the bakery. It took a moment for his words to register.
She looked at the clock. Five-thirty. “How about cereal?” she mumbled.


“You can
borrow my robe,” he said. “On a hook in the bathroom.”


What she
wanted was to sleep another hour, then a long, hot shower. In her own
apartment. But Scott’s lazy grin and half-lidded eyes had her heart thumping,
thoughts of showers abandoned. She ran her hands along his torso, to his waist
and beyond. “Are you saying you want me out of your bed right now? Because I’m
getting a different message from down here. Or is ‘making the donuts’ some cop
euphemism I’m unfamiliar with?”


He chuckled,
then sobered. “Mornings are tough on me, Ash. But if you don’t mind—”


She didn’t
wait for him to finish, merely rolled over and straddled him. “I don’t mind at
all.”


 


At the
island counter, wrapped in Scott’s robe, Ashley sipped coffee and waited for
Scott to finish in the shower. She’d contemplated going home, but then she’d
have to deal with coming back—or not—both of which had a strange feel. She’d
spent the night, and once she walked out his door, the encounter would be over.
At least she thought that was the rule.


With Barry,
she’d be expected to stay and fix him breakfast if they were at his place. At
hers, however, he was always gone before morning.


And why was
she thinking about Barry at all? After a few nights with Scott, she had no more
doubts. She knew she’d made the right decision leaving Barry. She drew a huge,
thick, black box in her brain, surrounding the area where memories of Barry
resided.


Scott limped
into the kitchen, but the pain that had etched his face earlier was gone. The
lines around his eyes were smile lines now. His gaze ran over her. He nodded
and flashed that grin again. “Looks better on you, I think.”


As if. Two
of her would fit inside it. Or was it the way it hung open at the top that he
appreciated? “Coffee’s ready.”


He poured a
cup and drank it leaning against the counter, still eyeing her.


She cupped
her mug in her hands, avoiding his gaze. “Does it hurt to sit?”


The
appreciative look faded. “Stiff in the mornings.”


She giggled.
“I noticed.”


He actually
turned red. “I was referring to my leg.”


“Okay, that
too, then.”


His smile
returned. “I usually sit in the Jacuzzi before work.”


“I’m sorry—I
shouldn’t have—you would have had time—”


“Hey, no
apologies. I’m happy to trade being sore for … making donuts.”


She burst
out laughing, glad she didn’t have a mouthful of coffee. “So it is a cop
euphemism.”


He crossed
to her and kissed her cheek. “Nope. But it’ll be ours.”


She reached
up and stroked his jaw. “I should go. I’ll be at the bakery all day. I hope you’ll
come to the bakeoff Saturday night.”


“Wouldn’t
miss it.”


Ashley
basked in the warm glow of the simple exchange as she gathered her clothes.


“You can
return the robe next time,” Scott said, as if he sensed her reluctance to put
her well-used, unshowered body into yesterday’s garments.


Next
time.


She stood,
and he walked her to the door, opening it for her. Before she stepped into the
hallway, he gripped her arm, spun her around and kissed her, shooting pleasure
all the way down to her toes. She didn’t think she’d ever become immune to
Scott’s kisses.


When they
broke apart, he cupped her face and whispered into her ear. “Macquarie.” He
spelled it. “Google it.”



Chapter 26


 


 


Stopped at a
red light, Scott drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, asking himself
again why he’d given Ashley the key to his secret. He never talked about it. He’d
given the department shrink just enough to get cleared for duty. And yet he’d
thrown the door wide open for Ashley. Maybe not wide open—but he figured she
was clever enough to follow the clue he’d given her. And why had he been so
cryptic?


Because
you’re a damn coward.


To take his
mind off the inevitable confrontation, he reviewed the events of the previous
night.


Mrs.
Osterlund had called the station, complaining about the dogs again. Dispatch
had sent Animal Control. The officer had arrived, found two large dogs of mixed
breed in a vacant lot about half a mile from Mrs. Osterlund’s property. The
dogs were clearly strays. And clearly experienced in evading capture.


However, the
officer was equally experienced, and had snared one of the dogs. When she
noticed blood on his muzzle, her first thought was that he’d killed a squirrel.
Then she’d smelled the decomp.


Her initial
reaction was that perhaps the dogs had killed something larger—she said deer
occasionally wandered through the undeveloped areas outside Pine Hills and it
wouldn’t be the first time one had wandered through a more populated area.


However, her
first concern was the dogs, which she managed to corral and secure in her
vehicle. Once she did that, she checked to see if her hunch about the deer had
been right.


When she
discovered the deer was in fact a mutilated human body, she called it in.


Scott had
taken her statement at the scene, and had a brief chat with Charlotte Russell,
the M.E.


“Second body
in less than a week, Whelan?” she’d said. “You bringing your big city crime
into Pine Hills? Maybe you should have retired outright. I don’t need the extra
work.”


“I think it’s
the big guy,” Kovak said. “Last time he was out of town, we had a homicide.”


“Let’s not
jump to conclusions,” Charlotte said. “I’ll have to get him on the table before
I can give you cause of death.”


“Time of
death?” Detweiler asked.


“I’d say we’re
looking at a couple of days ago.” She smiled. “I’m a real medical
examiner. I don’t play one on TV. I’ll give you my findings, but it’s not going
to be immediate—maybe not until next week. I’ll give you a heads up before I
cut.”


Although
Charlotte had joked with Scott and the detectives, as always, when it came time
to deal with the body, she treated it with respect. After she made her
preliminary exam, she had her techs load it for transport. “I’ll be in touch,”
she said, and strode toward her vehicle.


Scott turned
to Detweiler. “So, we’ve got a white male, best guess is somewhere between
twenty and forty. Nothing remarkable about his clothing, although it was torn
and covered with blood. Jeans, plaid flannel shirt over a white tee. Work
boots. No watch, wallet or cash on the victim. No wedding ring. Robbery gone
bad?”


“It’s on my
list of hypotheses.”


Kovak and
Detweiler discussed what they needed from the scene with the crime scene techs.
Scott offered his opinions, Kovak went to knock on doors, and Detweiler
dismissed Scott.


“You can go,”
Detweiler had said. “Unless you think I’m missing something. I’m going to stay
with the techs a while. I’ll set the tape and get a couple uniforms to secure
the scene. After that, I’ll help Kovak with door knocking. Maybe we’ll get
lucky and find someone who saw something.” He swiped a hand across his jaw. “Then
we’ll have to figure out if what they saw has any basis in reality.”


“Hear you on
that one. Sure you don’t want help?”


“Not
tonight. I’d rather pick your brain, and it’ll probably be fresher after a night’s
sleep.”


Scott hadn’t
argued, although he did stick around long enough to help set the tape. Without
an ID on their victim, they didn’t have a likely place to start.


When Ashley
had come over, he’d avoided bringing up the discovery of the body. Somehow,
talking about a mutilated body didn’t make for idle conversation unless you
were talking to another cop. Leaving his laptop open had been a stupid mistake,
but once Ashley saw his searches, there was no point in trying to pretend they
were something else. And bouncing things off her had led to a lightbulb moment
in the Markham case.


He didn’t
owe her anything. He never talked about his work. So why had he told her to
Google Macquarie? She wasn’t stupid. She’d find it.


Pulling into
the station, Scott left being a civilian behind. He paused at reception, where
Doranna was reassuring someone that he or she had nothing to worry about. She
hung up. “Heard you’re back on detective duty. They’ve commandeered the break
room again. Go on back. I’ve got it covered up here.”


The phone
rang again. “I take it word is out.” Scott said.


She rolled
her eyes. “Two bodies in a week? Yeah, it’s been deemed newsworthy.”


Scott still
hadn’t bothered moving his television set from his old apartment. He could
imagine what the newscasters were saying—probably something including “the once
peaceful town of Pine Hills—” He wondered if Ashley had seen the news this
morning. And what he’d say if she asked him why he hadn’t mentioned it last
night.


“Good luck,”
he said, both to Doranna and himself.


Scott found
Detweiler in the break room standing in front of a white board. He’d done the
basics with timeline and a photo of their victim, but there wasn’t much more.


Detweiler
turned. “Good thing these boards are two-sided. But if we get another
unexplained death anytime soon, the department’s going to have to spring for a
second one.”


“You get any
indication it’s a homicide?”


Detweiler
shook his head. “No, still covering all the bases.”


Scott sat on
the edge of the table. “Charlotte come up with anything yet? An ID would be
nice.”


“No hits on
the prints—what there were of them. I’d have to agree with the doc that the
body had probably been there for a couple of days. Between the dogs and the
bugs—”


Kovak came
in carrying a cardboard tray with three lattes. He set it on the table beside
Scott, took a cup for himself, and paced the room. “Don’t remind me. I’ll be
dreaming about creepy crawlers for days. Makes my skin itch just thinking about
it.”


“Don’t knock
the creepy crawlies,” Scott said to Kovak. “They’re markers for time of death.”


Kovak made a
face. “What they can do for the case, and what they do to me are two different
ballgames. I still can’t watch the bug scene in that Indiana Jones movie.”


Detweiler
grinned. “Back on task, gentlemen. Kovak?”


“Not much.
Howard Vossler”—Kovak turned to Scott—”Damn reporter showed up at my door this
morning. Pre-coffee. Thank goodness he’s with the local paper, and not the
television vultures. Brody’s out at the crime scene keeping them at bay.”


After observing
the thorough way Detweiler had directed the crime scene techs to work the
scene, Scott doubted there was any usable evidence left in the lot, but unlike
Ashley’s almost barren bakery, there still could be a clue or two in the
clutter out there. Keeping the scene secure until they knew what direction they
should be looking made sense. Nothing like a bunch of film crew people
traipsing all over the place for no better reason than to have a “real crime
scene” as the background for their reporters. Hell, they could find another
vacant lot to film from, and the public wouldn’t know the difference.


“My knocking
on doors was less than helpful. Did get a couple of people who saw a
dark-colored pickup parked by the lot two nights ago, but no plates, no make,
not even confirmation of the color. Could have been black, blue or dark red.”
Detweiler’s grin was gone, replaced by a tight-lipped frown. “I’m getting
flashbacks to the last murder. Another unidentifiable body, another vacant lot.
And I don’t like it one bit.”


“You think
it’s the same killer?” Scott asked.


Detweiler
sipped his coffee and took a deep breath. “No, we caught that guy, and there
was no question he was the killer. He’s in prison.”


“Plus, the
other guy had his face blown off to conceal his identity. This guy was
intact—at least until the dogs and bugs found him,” Kovak said.


“You can’t
discount the possibility that someone is trying to make those two cases appear
connected,” Scott said.


“Which would
mean we should be looking close to home for our killer,” Kovak said. “That case
was huge from a Pine Hills standpoint, but on a national scale, I doubt it was
a so much as a blip on the media radar. Heck, even in central Oregon, it’s
probably long-forgotten.” He balled his fists. “We don’t get homicides in Pine
Hills. This is a safe town, a great place to raise a family.”


Scott heard
the anger, the frustration in Kovak’s tone.


“We’ll get
him,” Detweiler said. “Focus.”


Scott
brought things back to the investigation. “You said you had witnesses mention a
pickup. Have you found an abandoned one that matches what they’ve described?”


Both men
shot their gazes to Scott. “Good thought,” Detweiler said. “The killer knows he’s
got evidence in his truck, so he ditches it. I’ll put out a BOLO.”


“Check for
stolen vehicle reports while you’re at it,” Scott said. “The creep might have
reported his truck missing to cover his tracks. That ruse has been on
television so often, even the dumbest assholes know it.”


“Which
speaks to premeditation if he reported it missing before he killed the guy.”
Kovak said. “Or maybe the killer did steal it.”


“Assuming it
was a homicide,” Scott said. “Still no confirmation. He could have died of a
heart attack.”


“You think
so?” Kovak asked. “Would make things easier all around.”


“Not really.
But here in Pine Hills, I’d give it more credence than if it happened when I
worked County.”


While
Detweiler left to take care of the lookout order, Kovak resumed his pacing.
Abruptly, he stopped. Put his coffee on the table. Stared at Scott. “We’ve got
two bodies in less than a week. You think there’s a connection? Should we be
working them together?”


Scott
smiled. Kovak had the chops.


“I wouldn’t
rule it out,” Scott said. “And, when I was digging into Belinda Nesbitt’s
background, I found something that might be another puzzle piece to consider.”


“A
connection?” Kovak asked.


“Don’t know
yet. You have any problems with gays in Pine Hills?”


 


***


 


Walking into
her apartment, Ashley pondered what Scott had whispered in her ear. Macquarie.
Another connection to Belinda? Or Felicity? She jotted the word on the notepad
by her phone. Whatever it was, it would have to wait. Her bakeoff and grand
opening were first, second, third—and all the way to the end—of her to-do list.


She flipped
on the television, hunting for the local news. Maybe there would be more
information about Felicity’s death. The station was in the middle of the
weather forecast. That, she knew, would be followed by sports, and then no
telling when they’d get around to the local headlines. Why wait? She needed to
shower and dress. Besides, Scott would have told her if they’d found out
anything. Wouldn’t he?


As she
strolled to her bedroom, she ran her hands along the soft fabric of Scott’s
robe. She let it drift along her body as she shrugged it off. She gathered it
close for one last inhale of Scott’s lingering scent. And some of hers, with
definite undertones of sex. She’d have to wash it before returning it. One more
thing to add to her ever-growing to-do list. Which now had an actual deadline.
She had to be ready to go first thing in the morning.


She rushed
through her shower and yanked on some jeans and a tee. She’d grab something to
eat later. Stuffing her feet into her sneakers, she crossed the living room to
turn off the television. When Detective Kovak’s face appeared on the screen,
she froze. Had they solved Felicity’s death? She looked more closely. The
newscaster was in the studio, and Detective Kovak’s image was a picture behind
him. To make the story more believable, she guessed. She punched the volume
button on the remote.


Another
body? Discovered yesterday? The remote slipped from her hand. The newscaster
went on in the typically emotionless tone common to the profession. Ashley
tried to listen above the blood pounding in her ears.


The victim,
a male, probably in his thirties, has yet to be identified. The police are
unable to determine if this death is related in any way to the death of Pine
Hills resident and business owner, Felicity Markham, who was discovered in a
construction site just days ago.


Construction
site. That conjured up images of bulldozers and scaffolding, not her bakery
remodel. Ashley exhaled in relief. No mention of her shop.


Scott must
have known about the dead man. Yet he hadn’t said a word. What if the two cases
were related?


Was that
where he’d been last night? He’d have said something. Wouldn’t he?


Ashley
shoved her irritation away. Scott was under no obligation to share his work
with her. It was enough that he’d included her in his search for Felicity’s
killer. But deep down, it wasn’t. Even if he couldn’t share details, couldn’t
he have said something? “By the way, there was another dead body.”


She thought
about asking Sarah how she and Randy handled things, then wondered why it
seemed important. Sure, she’d slept with Scott. Sure, she was attracted to him.
But their relationship hadn’t reached that “share everything” stage. Heck, they
hadn’t really reached the relationship stage, period.


If she’d
learned anything from Barry, it was that she couldn’t assume there was anything
deeper than sex when it came to men. Maybe something would grow between her and
Scott. But now, she had a bakery to open.


She clicked
off the television and added the envelopes Penny had given her to her bakery
notes and laptop. Today, she’d sequester herself in the bakery, away from any
distractions, and make sure every contingency was covered.


Despite her
determination to focus on the bakery, her brain insisted on returning to Scott,
and from there to the second body. Why hadn’t he said anything? Didn’t he trust
her? Or did he think she couldn’t handle it?


Stop.
Focus.


She forced
her mind to the bakery to-do list. Confirm with the judges. Verify the schedule
for the contestants. Make score sheets.


Score
sheets. She detoured to Thriftway and scoured the office supply department for
some colored index cards. She should be able to print those herself. While she
was there, she picked up some lightweight poster board. Not exactly matte
board, but she could do a quick mount of the artwork Penny had given her. She
perused the shelves, finding some removable adhesive to affix the finished
products to the walls. The bulletin board she’d ordered hadn’t come in yet. And
it wouldn’t be large enough to display all Penny’s contributions. She’d have to
work something out. Maybe a “Top Five” every month. She tried to visualize how
much of the bulletin board five pictures would fill. Would she have room for
community news, or should she get a second one?


Slow
down.


Too many
ideas, not the right time. She inhaled deeply, reminding herself not to get
ahead of herself.


She pulled
into the lot, finding a slot near her shop’s back door. Seeing the nearby Happy
Cook reminded her of last night’s discussion with Scott. Was Belinda secretly
gay? Not that it mattered to Ashley on a personal level—but would it help Scott’s
investigation if she could confirm it? She could see herself walking into
Belinda’s shop and asking, “Are you gay?” Yeah, right.


Focus.
Bakeoff.


With her
laptop case slung over one shoulder, her purse over the other, envelopes tucked
under one arm, key in hand, she didn’t notice the man leaning against the wall
beside her door until she almost bumped into him. Or had he moved to intercept
her?


Porky the
Reporter. What was he doing here? If it was anything other than a story about
her grand opening, she wanted nothing to do with him. She found a polite smile,
but didn’t unlock her door or say anything.


“Let me help
you with that,” he said, reaching for the envelopes that threatened to fall to
the ground.


“I can manage,”
she said.


But he’d
already rescued them.


“Howard
Vossler, Ms. Eagan. Pine Hills Bee. We spoke before.”


“I remember,”
she said.


“I have a
couple of follow-up questions. Won’t take a minute of your time.” He glanced
toward her locked door. “Might be more comfortable inside.”


Her brain
whirled. She wasn’t obligated to answer his questions. But maybe he knew
something. If she made him angry, he might give her bakery negative publicity.
And if she thought fast enough, she might be able to take control of his
interview and turn it into an article about her shop.


She smiled
and unlocked the door. “Come in.” She led him quickly through the back of the
house, and motioned him to one of the loveseats. “I hope you don’t mind if I
work while you ask your questions. I’m sure you’re aware of tomorrow’s bakeoff.
As a matter of fact, I’d love for you to attend.” She thought of previous
conversations with Scott. “I’d give you complimentary tickets for samples, but
I’m sure you can’t accept gifts. It might look like you were paid to write
something complimentary.”


“Um…Yes. I
mean, no. That is, I’ll try to get here, and you’re right. I can’t accept
favors.”


She took the
envelopes from him. “Oh, and you might want to mention that Confections by
Ashley is a strong supporter of the youth of Pine Hills. Penny Foxworth’s
middle school art class did the decorations for my bakeoff. When he didn’t seem
to be paying attention, she repeated Penny’s name and spelled it.


He took the
hint and pulled out a notebook much like the ones Detective Kovak and Randy had
used, and clicked open a pen. Before he could ask his first official question,
she jumped in. “I plan to showcase their work on a regular basis at Confections
by Ashley.” Might as well drum the bakery name into his head. Afraid she’d lose
her nerve, she laid out the artwork on the counter as she spoke.


“The bakeoff
contestants will be baking here all day tomorrow. Then, at seven-thirty in the
evening, the judging will take place. Our judges are three professionals in the
industry. I can’t reveal their names, because we don’t want anyone to try to
influence them.” She continued giving him the details, not pausing long enough
for him to interrupt. He was nodding and writing, although for all she knew, it
was a grocery list. “And please make sure you emphasize that all the proceeds
will go to the Women’s Center.”


She paused,
heart pounding. Had she really been that assertive? A warm glow of pride
enveloped her. He looked up from his notes.


“That’s all
very well, Miss Eagan. But I came to ask you questions about the murder.”


She feigned
a look of innocence. “Murder? As far as I know, the police haven’t officially
released the way Felicity died. It might not be murder after all. I think, as a
reporter, you would want to be precise with your words.” She stopped, afraid
she might have pushed things too far. She backpedaled. “Would you like some
coffee? I was going to brew a pot.”


“No, none
for me, thanks.” He flipped a page in his notebook. “I understand you’ve been
questioned by the police, and that there was no love lost between you and
Felicity Markham. I have it on good authority that she tried to undermine the
construction of your bakery. Which would give you motive to want her dead.”


Good
authority? What did he know? What else had Scott not told her?


“Since I
didn’t know anything about it, that theory is unfounded. And if there was any
love lost, it was all on Felicity’s side, not mine.”


“What about
Belinda Nesbitt? The police are investigating her. What would make them do
that?”


“Why don’t
you ask them? That’s their job. Mine is to get this bakery open on time.” She
made a point of arranging and rearranging the artwork on her counter.


“One more
question, and I’ll be on my way. How can you explain the connection between the
two deaths?”


Connection?
Although she managed to control her expression, she couldn’t do anything about
the heat rising to her face. She knew Porky the Reporter had noticed. His beady
eyes narrowed.


He was
fishing. He had to be. And he wasn’t going to get the tiniest minnow from her. “I
have no idea what you’re talking about. I didn’t know about the second body
until I saw it on the news this morning. The police haven’t said a word to me.”
Or their ex-detective civilian consultant, either.


He tucked
his notebook into his jacket pocket. “Very well. I’m sure they’ll be saying
something to you very soon, Miss Eagan. Have a good day. I can see myself out.”



Chapter 27


 


 


Scott set
forth his working hypothesis to Detweiler and Kovak. “If Belinda Nesbitt is
that deep in the closet, she’s a viable suspect if she thought someone was
going to out her.”


Kovak
appeared to ponder that for a moment. “Pieces fit. Belinda has access to the
mugs, the cocoa, and a way into Ashley’s bakery.”


Detweiler
swung the white board around and added those notes. “If she’s spent her life
hiding her sexual orientation, she’s probably an accomplished liar.”


“So you
think Felicity Markham knew Belinda’s secret. She was hard up for cash.
Blackmail?” Scott said.


“Workable.”
Detweiler added “blackmail” to the white board.


“Have we
checked Belinda Nesbitt’s financials?” Scott asked.


Kovak shot
him a look. “You think we have cause?”


Scott
shrugged. “Work it the other way. From the victim’s side. If you can hook
anything to Belinda Nesbitt, you might convince a judge to let you look.”


“On it.”
Kovak sat at the computer and began clicking.


“I’m going
to work in the office,” Detweiler said to Scott. “I’ll take our dead guy, and
you can keep working the Belinda Nesbitt angle.” He gestured toward the stack
of papers, which seemed to have multiplied overnight.


“I thought I’d
cross-reference Belinda Nesbitt and her maybe partner. I’ll need a computer for
that,” Scott said.


Kovak stood,
relinquishing the one in the room. “I can work in the office, too.”


With the
room to himself, Scott went to the white board and added Crystal Gosselin’s
name. She might be another way in.


“Another
day, another search,” he muttered to himself as he pecked at the keyboard. He
figured he might as well start with the official databases.


He’d barely
entered her name into the NCIC database to see if she had a record when Kovak
blew into the room. “You’re not going to believe this. Come on.” Kovak spun and
rushed away.


Scott exited
the database and hurried after Kovak. When he got to the detectives’ office,
Detweiler had the phone to his ear. He nodded at Scott. “Hang on, Doc. Let me
put you on speaker. Scott Whelan’s with us now.”


“Hi,
Charlotte. Things dead enough in the morgue that you have time for us?”


“Enough with
your sick jokes, former Detective Whelan. I’m thinking there will be a good
bottle of wine in this for me.”


“What do you
have?” Scott asked. “You didn’t cut already, did you?” He assumed that she’d
have contacted Detweiler or Kovak, as the real cops on the case, yet the
detectives hadn’t said anything about it.


“No, but I
wanted to eliminate the connection between your bodies. I put a rush on a tox
screen.”


Scott’s
brain sped through the logic. “But you didn’t eliminate it.”


“No, sir.
Same drug that we found in your first victim. Adding that to the same kind of
cocoa in his stomach, I’d say the odds are very much against a coincidence.”


Scott threw
a wide-eyed glance in the direction of the phone.


 


 


 


 


“Any
progress on ID?” Detweiler asked.


“Not yet. I’ve
sent the DNA to CODIS with a rush request, but it’ll still be a while. It’s a
long shot since we didn’t get hits on his prints. However, I did find something
in his pockets.”


“What?”
Kovak asked.


They’d done
a cursory search at the scene, but given the mutilation and the blood-soaked clothes,
they hadn’t bothered beyond that. Made more sense to wait until the body got to
the morgue, and they could dry out the clothing in the crime lab. Less risk of
destroying evidence.


“A piece of
paper. Stuck inside the back pocket of his jeans. We almost missed it. It was
bloody, but we managed to get it dried out. The writing is faded, but legible.
An address.” She read it off.


Scott’s
heart pounded. Ashley’s bakery. He looked to Detweiler and Kovak who clearly
recognized it as well.


“So, our
second victim’s cause of death is the same as the first, and he’s carrying
around the address of where we found the first victim.” Detweiler said.


“Sounds to
me like we’re looking at one case.” Kovak drummed his fingers on the desk.


“Agreed,”
Charlotte said.


“Anything
else, Doc?” Detweiler asked.


“Not yet.
But I’ll bump this one to the top of the line. If we’re looking at a serial
killer, I’m thinking you want to catch him.”


Despite the
seriousness of the topic, Scott recognized the teasing in Charlotte’s tone. “Well,
duh.”


“Tell me
when you’re cutting, and I’ll be there,” Detweiler said.


“I should be
ready by one,” Charlotte said. “And I’m not going to wait.”


“Understood.”
Detweiler hung up the phone.


Scott
debated going along to observe. He knew it would be more important for
Detweiler or Kovak, as sworn officers, to be on record as being present when
the case went to court. However, he knew Charlotte wouldn’t ban him from the
autopsy. But despite his itching to be part of things, that would be pushing
the scope of what Chief Laughlin had authorized him to do.


“You want me
to bring Ashley Eagan in again?” Kovak asked.


“No reason
we can’t question her at her place,” Scott said, pointedly using “we.” No way
was he going to be left out entirely. The question was, would Ashley let him be
there? He was tempted to call her, give her a heads up. Which would be
tantamount to tampering with an investigation.


“Works for
me. Maybe she’ll recognize the victim. Not that there’s a whole lot left to go
on.” Detweiler said.


Scott suppressed
a shudder as he thought of Ashley looking at the crime scene photos. “Do you
think Charlotte has pictures of the victim in a more … sanitized version? Might
help with recognition.”


Detweiler
picked up the phone. “I’ll call her back and ask.”


While
Detweiler talked with Charlotte, Scott spoke to Kovak. “Let’s not forget that
Belinda Nesbitt had access to Ashley’s bakery. Finding the bakery address on
the victim ties him to the location, not necessarily to Ashley. Belinda’s got
motive, means, and opportunity.”


“You’re
right. We should show the pictures to Belinda Nesbitt as well,” Kovak said. “I,
for one, want to see her reaction.”


Detweiler
hung up. “Charlotte’s emailing me some pictures.” He addressed Scott. “Do you
know if Ashley is working today?”


“She should
be. She’s trying to get everything ready for her bakeoff tomorrow. And I assume
Belinda Nesbitt will be working as well. She’s higher on my list than Ashley.”


Detweiler’s
computer dinged. “That’ll be Charlotte’s email.” He tapped a few keys and
seconds later, the printer spat out several pages. Detweiler glanced at them,
then put them in an envelope. “Let’s go. I’d like to talk to them both before I
have to leave for the autopsy.”


Scott didn’t
hesitate. Didn’t give them a chance to tell him to stay here and run searches
or dig through paper. “Ready when you are.” He waited in the doorway.


If Detweiler
had any objections, he didn’t voice them.


“Who first?”
Kovak asked as they drove to the building that housed both establishments.
Scott kept his mouth shut, trying to maintain the illusion that he was an
objective observer.


“Let’s start
with Belinda Nesbitt,” Detweiler said. “Show her the pictures.”


Kovak opened
the door to The Happy Cook, holding it while Scott and Detweiler entered the
shop. Scott looked at Belinda, her ruffled apron, curly brown hair and upturned
nose giving her a “girl next door” look. Nothing about her said gay, but
Scott knew better than to make assumptions based on appearance.


Belinda
chatted with a customer—the lone one in the shop—as she rang up her purchases.


“Thanks, and
come again,” Belinda said. The customer nodded to the men as she left.


Detweiler
strode forward. “Hello, Miss Nesbitt. We have a few more questions.”


“Three of
you?” she said, stepping out from behind the counter. “Must be serious. I
thought we’d already covered everything. What else can I tell you?”


Smooth,
Scott thought. Not volunteering anything.


“You may
have heard that another body was discovered last night,” Detweiler said.


No surprise,
but no guilty reaction, either. Simple curiosity.


“I did. On
the news this morning. What does that have to do with me?” A flash of concern
swept across her face. “Or are you here to tell me I might be in danger?”


“No, nothing
like that, although due diligence is always wise. Right now, we’re trying to
identify him,” Detweiler said. “Do you mind looking at a few pictures?”


“If you
think it’ll help.” She shoved her glasses up her nose. “Are they … gross? The
news said he’d been eaten by dogs.”


“Not really
eaten,” Kovak said. “But there was some damage, yes.”


She wiped
her hands on her apron. “All right. Show me.” She took the pictures, gingerly
at first, as if they might be contaminated.


Scott
watched her reaction. A little of the expected aversion, but nothing that
indicated she recognized the victim.


“No, I’m
sorry. I can’t place him. I’m sure I don’t know him personally.”


“A customer,
maybe?” Kovak said.


Belinda gave
a snorting laugh. “I don’t get too many men in here. This guy doesn’t look like
the gourmet kitchen sort.” She extended the photos.


Detweiler
put them in the envelope. “Thanks, and sorry to put you through this.”


“One last
question,” Scott said. “How well do you know Crystal Gosselin?”


Now that
got a reaction. Even someone at the kindergarten level of reading body language
could tell Belinda was caught off guard. And that she definitely knew Crystal
Gosselin. Very well. She looked away, clearly regrouping.


“I … um … the
name’s familiar. I think she’s shopped here before.” A pause. “Why do you ask.”


“Just something
we’re following up on,” Scott said. “Thanks for your time.”


The men
regrouped outside the shop. “That went well,” Kovak said. “Maybe one of us
should go interview Ms. Gosselin.”


“I’m sure
the surprise factor will be long gone,” Detweiler said. He peeked through the
window. “Belinda Nesbitt is already on the phone. Anyone think it’s not
Ms. Gosselin she’s calling?” He paused a half second. “Didn’t think so. Let’s
deal with Ashley Eagan first.”


Torn between
the worlds of cop and civilian, neighbor and lover, Scott followed them next
door.


Ashley
responded to their knock, avoiding eye contact with Scott as she let them in.
As he had with Belinda, Detweiler explained why he was asking Ashley to look at
the photos.


Scott’s
stomach clenched when there was no doubt she recognized the man.


 


***


 


Ashley’s
head spun. Was this what Porky the Reporter meant when he said the cops would
be here soon? But how would he know?


Still
staring at the picture, she half-stumbled to a seat. A hand supported her
elbow, helping her sit. She gazed into Randy’s concerned face.


“Is this the
man you found?” she asked when she felt she could speak without her voice
quavering. “The one they were talking about on the news?”


“You know
who he is?” Randy asked. “He had this address in his pocket.”


“Sort of. I
don’t know his name, but I’m almost positive he’s one of the Klutz Brigade—I
mean, one of the construction workers.”


“Address in
his pocket could have been there some time,” Scott said. “Charlotte said it was
faded.”


Scott stood,
leaning against the far wall. When she glanced his way, he gave her a
noncommittal nod. Was he here as a cop, or making sure she was being treated
fairly? He’d said he’d have removed himself from the case if he were really a
cop. Yet here he was, acting like a cop.


She
concentrated on Randy instead. “I’m sure Carl would know who this is. Or any of
the other workers. Willie Duncan, or someone at The Tool Shed, if you can’t
reach Carl.”


“We’ll do
that,” Randy said. “We appreciate your help.”


“Whatever
will make this go away,” she said. “I have a question for you, if you don’t
mind.”


Randy
nodded.


“A few
minutes ago, a reporter from the Bee was here. He said the two deaths
were connected. Are they? I got the feeling he was fishing.”


Randy
scowled. “Vossler again. Damn the man.” Randy and Detective Kovak exchanged one
of their cop looks. “He did? Did he say how, or where he got his information?”


“No. He said
he had it on good authority, but didn’t name names. That’s why I didn’t think
he really knew. I didn’t tell him anything.”


“Very good,”
Detective Kovak said. “We’ll take it from here.”


“Does this
mean I’m free to go ahead with my bakeoff? No yellow tape? I don’t have to go
to the station again?”


“No need,”
Kovak said. “Good luck with your bakeoff.”


She stood
and managed a smile. “I hope you’ll stop by. All of you.”


Scott left
with the others, not sparing a farewell glance in her direction. She gave up
trying to figure him out.


She went to
her car for the poster boards she’d bought. Carrying them across the parking
lot, she realized they’d look a lot better if she used a paper cutter to trim
them to size. Maybe Sarah had one. She was always creating gorgeous window
displays and signs.


After
dropping the boards of in her shop, Ashley went next door to That Special
Something. She stopped inside the door. Porky the Reporter was at the counter
talking to Sarah, and she didn’t look the least bit happy about it.


Ashley
almost retreated, but Porky had turned at the sound of the door chimes. He
smirked in her direction. Jennifer appeared from the back room and approached
her. “Hi, Ashley. Need something?”


Ashley kept
her voice low when she asked her question, more to try to eavesdrop than
because she didn’t want Porky to know she was borrowing a paper cutter—as if he’d
care.


Jennifer
grinned. “Sure. I’ll get it for you.”


When
Jennifer returned with the cutter, Ashley asked her what was going on with
Porky.


“He showed
up about five minutes ago. He’s trying to get Sarah to tell him what she knows
about the dead guy they found last night.” Jennifer shot a look in Sarah’s
direction. “She’s a pro at the ‘no comment’ thing. Everyone seems to think she’s
got the inside track because of Randy.”


Porky turned
and almost stormed into Ashley and Jennifer, who had to dodge to get out of his
way.


“Yep,”
Jennifer said. “Sarah’s a pro.”


Ashley was
going to say something about the identity of the dead man, but she decided
keeping her mouth shut was a wiser option. She had a brief inkling of what it
might be like for Scott. Knowing things, but not being allowed to talk about
them. Probably smarter to say nothing at all than worry about what you should
or shouldn’t say.


But he could
have explained that, couldn’t he?


Sarah joined
them. “Reporters. If they’re not calling at all hours, they’re showing up at
your door. That guy is the worst. He’s always saying he’s got all this insider
information. He was going on and on about cause and manner of death. He loves
spouting cop terminology, thinking I’ll be fooled into believing he already
knows what he’s asking me. Like I’m supposed to be ‘confirming’ his facts.”


“Yeah, he’s
a fisherman all right,” Ashley said. “I’d better get back. I’ve got tons of
stuff to do.”


“Maggie’s
due in at noon,” Sarah said. “There’s not really enough work for three people
here, but I hate to tell her I don’t need her. How about I ask if she’ll help
you instead?”


“That would
be great.” Promising to return the paper cutter as soon as she was finished,
Ashley got busy cutting and mounting the artwork. She smiled as she worked,
imagining the kids working on their creations. She would definitely talk to
Penny about a regular feature.


While the
glue dried, she made her phone calls. With each item checked off her list, her
excitement grew. She should probably feel some guilt about being so elated when
people had died, but she promised herself she’d mourn them after her bakery was
open.


She tried to
recall the dead man. The picture wasn’t exactly … flattering. She wondered what
he had worked on. Plumbing? Electrical? Had he installed her appliances? She
knew Willie Duncan, and Carl, but otherwise, she’d barely spoken to the crew.
Most were in for a day, maybe two, then gone. They’d all been polite to her.
She had a sudden recollection of one man’s friendly flirting, which she’d
ignored. She tried to put his face with the picture. It might have been him.
She’d hardly paid attention to any of the Klutz Brigade. They were Carl’s
responsibility.


Should she
feel guilty about that? Would it have mattered? She refused to believe there
was any connection between that man and her bakery other than the fact that he’d
been one of many who’d worked the job.


Wait.
Had Felicity really tried to sabotage the job? Hadn’t Detective Kovak thrown
that in her face when he’d interrogated her? Were the two connected? But
Felicity died first. Or had she? The man’s body wasn’t discovered until last
night, but that wasn’t when he’d died. When Randy showed her the pictures, he’d
warned her that it would be on the gross side, because the body had been around
for a few days.


Too many
questions, too many possibilities. That’s why she was a baker, not a cop.


And speaking
of baking, she needed to get some more inventory ready for Monday. She set to
work on the ganache for her Grand Marnier truffles. While the chocolate melted,
she zested and juiced two oranges, then added the zest to some heavy cream, and
brought it to a boil. Once she’d assembled everything, she poured the ganache
into a pan, covered it with plastic wrap and put it in the walk-in fridge,
where it would keep until she was ready to roll and coat the truffles.


She smiled
as she remembered learning to assemble them at culinary school. It was a
two-person job, and she and her partner had joked about the classic I Love
Lucy episode as they rolled and coated the confections. She looked forward
to working with her new assistants. Heck, she looked forward to working,
period.


Cookie dough
was something else she could prepare in advance. And with her special discount
coupons, she’d better have plenty.


She’d barely
finished assembling her ingredients when there was a knock at the back door. So
help her, if it was Porky the Reporter again, she’d—


“Ashley? It’s
Maggie. Sarah said you could use some help.”


Ashley
unlocked the door, and Maggie swooped in. “Put me to work.”


“Penny’s
artwork contributions should be ready to go up. Can you make things look
festive?” She gave Maggie the adhesive and brought the stepladder from the
storage closet where she’d left it after they’d discovered the upstairs.


Maggie
hummed as she worked, and Ashley mixed three kinds of cookie dough, adding each
to the walk-in. Each trip into the refrigerator sent chills through her—and not
because of the cold. She stepped into the front of the house where Maggie had
finished hanging the artwork. She’d also arranged the door prizes throughout
the room. Nice way to keep people moving.


“Shall I
start setting up for the judging?” Maggie asked.


Ashley
couldn’t see making Maggie drag more furniture around by herself. “I’ll help.”


“You heard
the news,” Maggie said as they worked. “About the other body?”


“Yes. The
police were here asking if I recognized him.”


Maggie’s
eyes glinted with curiosity. “Did you?”


Since she
hadn’t known who the man was, Ashley decided it wouldn’t really be lying when
she told Maggie no, the same way she had with Sarah and Jennifer. Didn’t the
news always say they wouldn’t reveal someone’s identity pending notification of
next of kin? She certainly didn’t want to say anything she shouldn’t, and
perhaps mess up the police investigation.


“But there
was something else I wanted to ask you,” Ashley said. She told Maggie about
what they’ve found upstairs. “It looked like a … love nest. And it’s connected
to Belinda Nesbitt’s shop.” She chose her next words carefully, skirting the
real question. “Do you think she was bringing guys up there?” Ashley didn’t
want to say anything that might reveal Belinda’s secret, which wasn’t her
concern. “I mean, what she does is her business, but now that I’m opening, I’m
going to have to make sure nobody can get from there to here. The landlord
seemed pretty blasé about the whole thing, but I’m sure it could be an
insurance nightmare.”


Maggie
smoothed the tablecloth before meeting Ashley’s eyes, calmly pinning her gaze. “I
wouldn’t expect Belinda to have men up there, no.”


The teeniest
inflection on the word “men.” So maybe Belinda’s secret wasn’t quite as deep
and dark as she’d thought.



Chapter 28


 


 


Scott was
working through another stack of printouts as Detweiler entered the war room,
rubbing his neck. Scott looked up, rubbing his eyes. “How was the cut?”


Detweiler
collapsed into a chair. “Nothing remarkable. Cause of death was the overdose.
Manner of death to be determined. Nothing conclusive as to whether it’s
homicide, suicide, or accidental. Nothing other than post-mortem damage. We’ll
get the full report, but I don’t think it’ll be much help.”


It was clear
enough that attending autopsies wasn’t something Detweiler enjoyed. Then again,
in a place as small as Pine Hills, he probably hadn’t had to cover many.


“Time of death?”
Scott asked.


“Doc said
the entomology report puts it around the same time as the other victim.”


“Definitely
adds ammunition to the single case theory.”


“I don’t
know if I’m supposed to feel good about that. We still have two bodies.”


“Yeah, but
we’re looking for one killer. Or maybe it’ll turn out to be a double suicide.
But my gut still says homicide.”


“Anything to
connect them?” Detweiler said. “Because if this is a serial killer,
there ought to be some commonality. You’re the big city homicide expert. What
would you be doing?”


“Serial
killers tend to target the same type of victim. We’ve got two victims,
approximately the same age, both white. But the fact that one’s male, one’s
female doesn’t fit the profile of a serial killer.”


“Just our
luck to be the exception.”


Scott
frowned. “I don’t think we have a classic serial killer. What we need is to
know who our second victim is, and from there, we start linking the two of
them. I’ve been trying to call the contractor, but no luck. He’s a one man
operation, and he’s apparently still dealing with his family crisis.”


“And nobody’s
reported the victim missing?”


“No. At
least not in this county. Haven’t expanded the search. Waiting for Kovak.”


“And where
is he? Wasn’t he following up at The Tool Shed?”


“That, and
an interview with Crystal Gosselin,” Scott said. “He’s on his way in.”


As if on
cue, Kovak entered, sans lattes this time. Must be a morning thing. He shrugged
out of his sport coat and hung it on the back of one of the chairs.


“Report,”
Detweiler said.


Kovak paced
as he spoke. “I interviewed Crystal Gosselin. She makes no bones about her
sexual preferences, but confirmed that Belinda is totally freaked that her
parents would find out—that it would ruin their standing in the community.
Crystal is committed enough to Belinda to go along with her need for secrecy.
And get this.” He dragged a hand across his buzz cut. “The love nest above the
bakery was theirs. She swears they never used the trap door. Never went down
that way.


“Belinda was
upset that they’d have to find another spot now that the bakery was opening.
She liked the hideaway because nobody needed to see her coming or going to a
motel, or even Crystal’s place. No sneaking around, just going upstairs. The
night of their last tryst jibes with the night Willie Duncan saw the light.
They didn’t realize he’d be working right underneath them when they scheduled
their liaison.”


“Did you
confirm with Belinda?” Scott asked.


Kovak
stopped pacing and perched on the edge of a desk. “Yeah, I did.”


“I’m thinking
she didn’t take it too well,” Scott said.


“Understatement
of the month. Yeah, she was upset. Embarrassed. Scared. I promised that there
was no reason to reveal her secret.”


“Shouldn’t
make promises you can’t keep,” Detweiler said. “If this goes to court,
everything could come out.”


“I didn’t
get any guilt vibes from her, though. And we still haven’t hooked her to the
first victim, have we?” Kovak looked at Scott and the stacks of paper.


“Not yet.”


Kovak
continued. “Crystal Gosselin didn’t recognize the victim, either. And we need
that connection to the victims if we’re going to find our killer.”


“What did
you get from Willie Duncan?” Detweiler asked. “According to Ashley, he should
have been able to ID the guy.”


Kovak’s
mouth curved up at the corners. “He took one look at the photo and passed out
cold. At least he didn’t puke. Apparently, he doesn’t do violence well.”


“But if he
worked the job, he must have known the victim. Ashley said Willie Duncan was
there almost every day. He’s a handyman, not a specialist,” Scott said.


“Yeah, he
knew him. Sparky the Electrician. That’s how Willie Duncan—and everyone else,
for that matter— knew him. Willie never had a reason to care what Sparky’s real
name was.”


Kovak
strolled to the window. After staring outside for a moment, he turned, a tiny
grin teasing the corner of his mouth.


“All right,
partner,” Detweiler said. “I know that look. You’ve got more. Spill.”


Kovak’s grin
widened. “I did some first rate detecting. Kathleen Duncan at The Tool Shed
gave me a list of the electricians that patronize her shop. No luck with them.
But I expanded the search and found the company Sparky works for.” He puffed
out his chest. “It’s in Salem, but distance is no obstacle for a crack
detective such as myself. I have the real name of our victim.”


 


***


 


Gold light
speared through the window as sunset approached. Ashley gave one last,
lingering gaze around her shop. Maggie had done a fantastic job with the
artwork. Combined with the informal seating groups around the room, the space had
a wonderfully homey feel. The front of the house was set for the bakeoff
guests; the back was ready for the contestants. She’d done all she could, and
with her first contestants due to start baking at seven the next morning, she
needed to get home and get some rest. As if. Her adrenaline was already hitting
a major high. She could hardly imagine what it would be like tomorrow night.


What if
nobody showed up?


She refused
to consider that a possibility. At the very least, family and friends of the
contestants would be here.


Knowing she
needed to eat something, Ashley stopped at Sadie’s. When eyes turned to her as
she walked in, and all conversation stopped, she changed her mind about eating
in. Even if it was all in her imagination, she couldn’t bear to think that
everyone wanted to talk to her about the two deaths. Instead, she ordered
chicken-and-dumpling soup to go. The comforting aroma filled her car on the
drive home, and by the time she got to her apartment, her mouth watered and her
stomach rumbled.


The bakery
and the police investigation vied for her attention. She tried to find
something else to think about. Scott came to mind, and with it the memory of
what he’d whispered in her ear that morning.


She pulled
her laptop to the kitchen island and booted it while she ate her soup.
Macquarie, he’d said. She Googled it. Some mega-financial group. A university
in Australia. A hotel. What did any of these have to do with Scott?


Ashley knew
her Google skills were no match for Scott’s, but she’d picked up a few
rudimentary search techniques. She added Scott’s name to the search and found
totally different results. She clicked the first one and started reading.


Oh. My. God.


Eyes fixed
on the screen, she shoved her soup aside. Scott, what happened to you?


She skimmed
the article, then clicked to several more. Different versions, but the same
story. Somehow, Scott had managed to end up in the middle of a robbery at a
bank in the Macquarie Building in Salem. Finding out he was a cop had pissed
off the bad guys.


Stomach
twisting, she read through the rest of the article. Hostages. Negotiations
failed. People dead. Severe injuries sustained.


The cold,
dry facts were horrific enough. No wonder Scott was reluctant to talk about it.


Reluctant?
She snorted. Reluctant didn’t come close. Getting that man to say anything
about himself was like trying to unbake a cookie.


But he’d
tried. When he’d said that one word, he’d taken the first step toward sharing.
Something loosened inside her. She grabbed the Hennessey and went next door.


Scott
answered the door wearing sweats and towel-drying his hair. He gazed at her,
then at the bottle, then looked at her again. His initial smile faded. He
swiped the towel across his hair again, momentarily hiding his face. When he
reappeared, his expression was neutral. Composed. “I take it you Googled
Macquarie.”


“Can I come
in?”


He paused,
then stepped aside and held the door open. “Have a seat. I’ll get glasses.”


She set the
bottle on the coffee table and tried to get comfortable on the couch. Why hadn’t
she thought about what she wanted to say before she barged over here?


Scott
returned with two tumblers and poured a generous shot into each. “I guess you
expect me to spill my guts.”


“You wanted
me to know,” she whispered.


He drew in a
deep breath. It seemed an eternity before he exhaled. He swirled his drink,
stared at the glass, then took a swig. “I don’t talk about stuff much.”


“I’m no
detective, but I figured that out for myself.” She patted the couch cushion
beside her. “Since I already know the basics, you don’t have to tell me
everything. I’ll accept whatever you’re willing to share. And I promise I won’t
push.”


He sat at
the far end of the couch, staring straight ahead, not at her. “I had a dentist
appointment in the Macquarie Building. On the fifth floor. There was a bank in
the lobby. And a snack bar. Run by a woman. Rina. Disabled. Handicapped.
Challenged. Hell, I don’t remember today’s PC term. She was in a wheelchair,
okay. I’d stop to buy something, chat a bit, whenever I was in there.


“Everything
was normal. Sunny day.” He let out a weak laugh. “Okay, for this part of
Oregon, maybe sunny isn’t all that normal. But people were going in and out,
the bank was busy, and I was early, so I spent a few extra minutes with Rina.
She showed me pictures of her grandkids.”


Scott seemed
to be in a trance, totally reliving that day. None of the reports she’d read
went into this kind of depth. None conveyed what it felt like. Ashley
longed to take his hand, to ease the obvious pain of the memory. Instead, she
picked up her glass and swirled the amber liquid, inhaling its aroma, staring
into its depths. And waited for him to speak.


“A young
woman came in. Mom. A kid in a stroller, three more running out of control. She
hollered at them. They giggled. Just being kids. One ran toward the snack bar,
asking his mom if he could have a candy bar. I was on my way to the elevator.”
He took another deep swallow of his drink.


“I was
watching the kid. Making sure he didn’t crash into the display. Smiling at the
mom, letting her know I understood that kids were kids, that I wasn’t going to
think she was neglecting her responsibilities. I didn’t see them come in.” His
head drooped. “I wasn’t watching. I never noticed.” His voice cracked.


Ashley held
her breath. Slowly, silently, she set her glass on the table. Inched her
fingers toward Scott’s leg. Barely touching him. He either didn’t notice or
didn’t care, because he didn’t pull away.


“Three of
them,” he continued. “Wearing parkas. Knit caps pulled low. Looking down. It
was a sunny day. No need for jackets. Hats. I should have noticed.”


When his
voice cracked, he stopped. She waited. The silence dragged on. Ashley braved a
gentle caress to his thigh. He rested his hand on hers.


“You can’t
be responsible for everyone,” she said. Tears burned behind her eyes. Her heart
felt as if it were clamped in a vise.


“I should
have noticed. She’s dead. I should have noticed.” He drained his glass and turned
it in his hand, as if it was easier to talk to it than her.


But he was
talking. That had to be good. “Rina?” The word barely made it past the lump in
her throat. She dug for control of her emotions. He needed someone to listen,
not judge.


He nodded. “It
was a total clusterfuck. The kid—” he choked on a sob. Sucked air. “The kid crashed
into one of them. The guy grabbed him. I was in the elevator. Punching the
floor button. The mom shouted. Rina shouted. I shoved my hand out to keep the
door from closing, but I was too late. One had a gun to the kid’s head. Another
grabbed my arm, yanked me out of the elevator. I couldn’t let them shoot the
kid.”


“Of course
not.” She moved closer so they sat thigh to thigh. His leg twitched a rapid
staccato. He cursed. She massaged the offending muscle. “It’s all right.”


He leaned
forward, and poured another drink. About twice as much as before. But he held
it the same way he had the empty one. Staring, not drinking.


How could
she help him? Because if he didn’t finish, didn’t release what was gnawing at
his insides, she didn’t think they could move forward. And for the first time,
she knew she wanted to move forward with Scott. She’d said she’d accept what he
was willing to share. But now that he’d started, she knew he needed to share it
all. Otherwise, he’d be trapped in his own personal prison. The bigger question
was would she be able to handle reliving his nightmare with him?


She took a
sip of her cognac. “Please?” she said. “I’m here. What else happened?”


“The lights
went out.”



Chapter 29


 


 


Scott stared
at the golden cognac in his glass. Tempting as it was to down the contents in
one huge gulp, he’d taken a full dose of his pain meds. Detweiler and Kovak
were hunting down next of kin for the second victim, and Scott had no desire to
spend any more hours staring at paper or computer monitors. He’d come home and
soaked in the Jacuzzi, with nothing other than bed on his agenda. And then
Ashley showed up. Too soon. Twenty minutes later, and he’d have been out.


Face the
inevitable. She’s here. You gave her the opening. Man up and deal with it.


He forced
himself to think of it as a routine report. Give her the facts. Leave the
gut-wrenching stuff buried inside, where it belonged. He took a small sip of
his drink, letting the warmth flow through him before he went on.


“They had an
accomplice, who’d managed to cut the power to the building. He got away before
anybody knew what was happening. The emergency lights came on, but at the time,
we didn’t know it wasn’t your everyday power outage. Not until the—” He
searched for a more appropriate word than the ones he used when he thought of
them. “Creeps. The creeps pulled out flashlights, which was a clue they’d had
something to do with it.


“They herded
everyone from the lobby into the bank. I could tell they hadn’t thought things
through. They’d come in over the lunch break when the bank would be
short-staffed, but they hadn’t considered how many people used the lunch hour
to do their banking. If they’d been smart, they’d have waited until most of the
customers left.” He shook his head.


“Then again,
these people aren’t smart. Now they had twelve hostages, including four kids. I
figured if I kept everyone calm until the cops got there, we’d be okay. By
killing the power, they’d effectively locked themselves out of the bank vault
until the power came back. They made the tellers empty their cash drawers, but
they didn’t know there are silent alarms that go off when the last bill is
taken from a drawer. And that the bank had backup systems so cutting the power
didn’t disable the alarms. They’d made everyone turn over their cell phones,
purses, wallets, but at least two people had already hit 911 when they saw the
guy pull a gun in the lobby.”


He thought
again of how stupid the asswipes—creeps—had been, having everyone pile their
things into a pillowcase one of them pulled from his parka. “So there we were,
sitting and waiting for the cops to show up. Instead of cutting their losses
and surrendering, the creeps were determined to get the money out of the vault,
no matter how long it took. After a couple of hours, there was dissension
amongst the ranks. Their leader had to keep his two henchmen in order as well
as the hostages.


“I tried to
reason with him. Convince him to give himself up, that nobody had been hurt,
that we could work something out. I tried to explain that the longer he kept
people inside, the worse it would be. He wasn’t ready for that, especially with
the other two trying to do things their way. The hostages were all trying to
reason with them. And the kids were starting to cry.”


The memory
sent a film of sweat over him. He concentrated on the warmth of Ashley’s hand
on his thigh, using it like a climber relied on his safety rope.


“Rina.” He
swallowed, trying to erase the image of her face. “Rina. She meant well. But
tact wasn’t her strong suit. Her language could get a bit … colorful. Being
feisty was her nature—a defense mechanism to counteract her being confined to a
wheelchair, I suppose. I tried to calm her down. Told her to let me handle
things.


“I did what
I could, but I’m not a trained negotiator. One of them came over, like he was
going to hit her. Or shoot her. They all had their guns out. I stepped between
them. So he vented on me.”


Ashley
started to speak, but he put a finger to her lips and shook his head. He didn’t
need sympathy. Or pity. Or anything else. He returned his gaze to his drink.
Her eyes, glistening with unshed tears, were more than he could bear.


“The cops
had cleared the rest of the building. I begged the creeps to let Rina and the
mom with her kids leave. As a gesture of good faith. No go. The creeps made
their demands. No hostages released until the power came back on and the vault
opened. They wouldn’t budge and refused to pick up the phone again. A
negotiator isn’t worth squat if the people on the inside won’t talk.”


“So you
assumed responsibility,” she murmured.


“I’m—I was
a cop. That’s what we’re supposed to do. Take care of the good guys and catch
the bad guys.” He sipped from his drink. Between the alcohol and the pain meds,
his brain was slowing down. The images were blurred, not 3-D hi-definition the
way they were in his nightmares. It was almost as if he were watching, rather
than remembering. Much less painful.


Soft, warm
hands eased the glass from his grasp. For the first time other than in
nightmares, he allowed the memories through the walls he’d built.


“If they
were focused on me, they weren’t hurting Rina. Or anyone else. But everyone was
getting restless. People were scared. Tempers were short. That’s when people
stop thinking clearly, both the good guys and the bad guys. One of the creeps
was losing his patience with Rina, who was wheeling her chair back and forth,
muttering colorful epithets. I think he’d decided the bank job was a failure
and was ready to start shooting anyone who bugged him. Starting with Rina.”


She stroked
his hair. “You intervened again.”


He nodded. “This
time, he had the gun pointed at me. Rina yelled at him that I was a cop. That
they’d never get out of the bank alive if they killed a cop. That freaked them
out. They subdued me, found my badge and gun.” His guts twisted with the
recollection of the futility he’d felt at that moment. A cop never
relinquished his firearm. “I’d lost any advantage I’d hoped to gain. And they
had another weapon.”


“Subdued
you? How? Did they shoot you?”


Now that would
have been the ultimate humiliation. Being shot with his own weapon. Bad enough
they’d tied him up, dragged him into a storage closet, and beaten the crap out
of him. “No. When someone’s pointing a gun at you, and someone else is pointing
a gun at a mom with four kids, you don’t fight back. They did what they should
have done at the beginning. Searched everyone. But nobody else had a weapon.
That calmed them down a little.”


“What did
the cops do? On television, they always figure out a way to sneak someone inside—disguised
as a paramedic, or a pizza guy.”


“The creeps
weren’t talking to the cops outside. I tried to get them to open negotiations.
I offered to be their spokesperson. Told them I knew what the cops needed to
hear. If they had, I’d have been able to work in some code. Let them know what
the situation was. Find out what was going on outside.”


“So the cops
didn’t smash their way into the bank?” she asked. “Isn’t that what SWAT does?”


“There wasn’t
a good, safe way to get inside without risking the lives of the hostages. And,”
he added, “it takes a lot of planning before a SWAT team will enter a building,
especially with hostages inside. They don’t show up and storm the door.
Coordinating the effort takes time.”


“Which you
were trying to buy.” Her hand was back on his thigh, as if she were trying to
share his injury. He regrouped, trying to distance himself, the way he had when
the shrink had insisted he “share his feelings.” Somehow, sharing his feelings
with Ashley was a whole lot better. Not easier. Just better.


She waited,
her brown eyes filled with concern. He picked up his glass, avoiding her gaze
by staring into its depths again. “I told them for every hostage they let go, I’d
let them whack at me.”


“Whack at
you? My God, Scott, you make it sound like they slapped you with a flyswatter.”


He realized
he was rubbing his collarbone. “These guys were ready to explode. They needed
an outlet, and some whacking beat getting shot. Nobody else seemed to want to
volunteer. I said the creeps were stupid. They thought if they didn’t kill me,
they’d be okay. And they took some perverse pleasure in whacking a cop.”


“Rina. What
happened to her? How did she die?”


He swallowed
the rest of his drink. If nothing else, he’d sleep well tonight. “She had to
play hero. Rammed her chair into the back of one of the creeps. Sent him over
the edge. He shot her.” Blurred or not, the image of Rina on that bank floor
turned his stomach.


He
shuddered, remembering how, after that, they’d forced him into a supply closet.
In the dark. The panic came back. The way he’d felt when he’d heard a shot from
the bank. Wondering if they’d killed someone else. Wondering if they’d really
released someone before each beating. All he could do was try not to piss
himself. And wait for everything to hit the fan, wait to be rescued.


Even now,
even though his brain knew he was safe, even with Ashley’s hand on him, he was
in that closet. The combination of fury and helplessness threatened to
overwhelm him.


He could
sense the closet door opening. The sick laughter. Someone coming in. Kicking
him in the ribs. Pistol whipping him. Smashing his leg with something that felt
more like a crowbar than a baseball bat, neither of which would have been
something he’d expect to find in a bank. But who knew what employees kept in
their offices?


Fighting the
panic attack, he got up. Wobbled. Ashley stood and grabbed his arm.


“I’m okay,”
he choked out on a sob. He was not going to break down. Not in front of
Ashley. “I need some sleep. You can go. Get ready for tomorrow. Your big day.”


She snaked
her arm around his waist. Kissed him gently on the cheek. “Let me help you to
the bedroom. I’ll feel better.”


He absorbed
the comfort of her touch as she guided him to bed. But that’s all he could
accept from her. “Go,” he said. “I don’t need you—don’t want you here. Not now.”


“Scott—”


“No. Get the
hell out of here.” His words caught, and he dug down to his toenails for
control. “I’m not some baby you need to coddle. Leave me the hell alone.”


Lying on his
bed, he stared at the ceiling, listening to her go, waiting to hear the front
door close before allowing grief to overwhelm him.



Chapter 30


 


 


Given the
hectic atmosphere of the bakeoff, Ashley managed to keep her mind off of Scott.
Which was a good thing, because every time he sneaked into her thoughts, her
heart squeezed, and only partly because of what he’d been through. True, it was
horrible. But that he’d finally been able to talk about it made her want to
stop everything and wrap him in a huge hug. Which would undoubtedly mark the
end of any hope of a relationship.


Relationship?
He’d chased her out last night. Because he still couldn’t admit he had
feelings, much less show them. Damn, she’d been through that with Barry.
Giving. Never getting. Men. Been there, done that.


No more thinking
about Scott. Nice neighbor. Period. Her relationship now was with Confections
by Ashley.


She fielded
another contestant’s request for permission to use ingredients from Ashley’s
pantry.


“Sorry,”
Ashley said. “To be fair, everyone has to provide their own ingredients. That’s
clearly stated in the rules. However, if you have time, you can go get what you
need.”


“Can someone
else bring it?” The contestant—Ashley read her name tag—Natalie, was close to
tears. “I know I had pecans in my bag. But I can’t find them.” Her eyes
narrowed, and she gave a steely stare across the crowded kitchen. “Unless someone
took them.”


“Did you
label them? That was part of the rules, too.”


“Yes. I
followed the rules. I checked and double-checked everything before I left home.
I used a bright pink marker. Nobody should have confused mine with theirs.”


Ashley
turned to her new hire, Holly, whose cheerful smile was fading. And this was
only the second wave of contestants. “Holly, can you do a discreet check to
make sure Natalie’s pecans haven’t been misplaced, please?”


While Holly
went hunting pecans, Ashley agreed that if Natalie had someone bring in
replacement pecans, she’d allow it. Placated, Natalie went back to her station.


“Found ‘em,”
Holly said, waving a package of chopped pecans, clearly labeled with Natalie’s
name in hot pink.


Ashley noted
that Holly hadn’t pointed out that she’d found them two stations away. She sent
Holly a silent message to keep an eye on that particular contestant. A pudgy
redhead, whose name escaped her. Ashley attributed her inability to remember
names to lack of sleep—which she attributed to her evening with Scott, whom she
didn’t want to think of right now. This bakeoff had to be her first concern,
and building a client base was a big part of it. She roamed the room, reading
name tags and connecting them to faces, committing them to memory, as she
checked on each contestant.


Her timer
dinged. “Thirty minutes, everyone,” she said. Pans clattered, mixers whined,
and contestants spoke to their creations, coaxing them to behave.


Ashley took
pride in seeing her bakery being used, and the chocolate aroma that permeated
the space had her stomach growling. She’d skipped breakfast to get here on
time.


She wandered
toward Holly. “Keep an eye on things for a minute. I need some coffee.”


In her
office, she poured another cup of the Irish Cream coffee Lorna had given her
and inhaled the rich aroma. After stirring in a hearty dose of cream and sugar,
she found a Power Bar tucked away in her desk drawer and ripped open the
wrapper. As she enjoyed the rich coffee and snack, she allowed herself a few
seconds to hope Lorna had found refuge somewhere.


From the
doorway, she could see the redhead—Gemma—frowning and dabbing at her forehead
with a side towel. In between dabs, she and Natalie were exchanging dagger-like
glances.


Ashley
worried that her contestants were taking things too seriously—this wasn’t the
Pillsbury Bakeoff, after all. A spot on her menu wasn’t that big a deal,
no matter how much Ashley wished otherwise. She was one tiny shop in one tiny
town.


She stepped
back into the kitchen and clapped her hands. “Twenty minutes, everyone. And
remember, this is supposed to be fun. After all, we’re working with chocolate.
One of life’s most glorious creations. How about some smiles! Let’s not forget
the real winner here. The Pine Hills Women’s Center.”


Almost
immediately, there was a noticeable lift of spirits, and Ashley’s smile
followed right behind. Three more sessions to go. She’d have to give that pep
talk first thing for the rest of the day.


At
four-thirty, the next-to-last group was cleaning their stations. The committee
trickled in. Maggie, bless her heart, took charge of confirming everyone knew
what she was supposed to be doing. Ashley worked with Penny’s husband and the
math club students, making sure they understood the ticket system.


“We know
what to do,” one solemn-faced boy said. He pointed to tally sheets. “We mark
down every time we sell a ticket. And we give a red ticket for tasting, and
everyone who comes in gets a blue ticket for a door prize. We’ve practiced and
everything.”


“Don’t
forget.” Another boy pointed to a decorated basket. “We keep half the blue
tickets in here.”


“For the
drawing,” a girl said. “Mr. Foxworth said one of us might get to pick tickets.”


Ashley
smiled. “We have lots of prizes, so I’m sure you’ll all get a chance to draw
winners.”


Another
youngster peered at her through shaggy bangs. “Mr. Foxworth said we might get
to taste some of the brownies, too.”


Ashley
laughed. She reached for the roll of red tickets and tore off one for each
child. “You sure can.”


Penny’s
husband extended his hand. “Vaughn Foxworth, at your service.” The man had a
twinkle in his eye and a delightful British accent. “Leave it to the Math Club.”
He turned to the group and lifted his hand like a conductor waving a baton.


“There are
no problems we can’t solve,” the kids recited in unison, beaming.


Still
smiling, Ashley left Vaughn to his charges and surveyed the room. As expected,
Maggie was bustling about, checking things off in her notebook. Ashley joined
her. “Looks fantastic. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you coming up
with this plan.”


“Don’t thank
me,” Maggie said. “I was the catalyst, that’s all.”


Ashley gave
her a quick squeeze. “Next group is coming in.” The last group. Thank goodness.
“I need to get back to the kitchen.”


Ashley
herded the final four contestants to their stations. By now, she had her spiel
down, and the energy vibes she got from the group as they took their places and
started cooking gave her a welcome boost.


When most of
the contestants’ entries were baking, Maggie tiptoed in. “We’re all set.
Thought you might want to take a look,” she whispered, as if she was afraid
speaking aloud might cause a cooking disaster.


“Of course.”
Ashley signaled Holly that she’d be gone for a minute and followed Maggie
toward the front of the house. “I’ll be right there. First, I need to brew some
coffee for everyone. Make sure you let all the volunteers know they can help
themselves.” She set off toward the commercial machine behind the counter. No
Irish Cream, though. That was her special treat. For the bakeoff, she chose a
Guatemalan. After starting the brewing process, she took a deep breath and
looked over the front of the house. A picture to document the moment, she
thought. She regretted not having her real camera. At least she had her cell
phone.


As she
fished through her purse for the device, she wondered where Elaine was. Her
photo job was yesterday, she’d said. Ashley tried to remember if she’d asked
her to arrive early, or just shoot the event itself. Maggie would know. Ashley
snapped a few pictures, wishing she’d thought to do it all day. The pictures
wouldn’t be great, but they’d work for a website.


Next time,
she’d remember.


Next
time? Slow down.


She found
Maggie, who consulted her notebook. “Elaine’s scheduled to arrive at
six-thirty.” Ashley automatically checked her watch. Six-fifteen.


“I’m going
to give her a call,” Ashley said. “Make sure everything’s okay.” She got the
studio’s voicemail. Of course. She’d be closed. Probably on her way. But
butterflies fluttered in her belly.


“Do you have
a home number for Elaine?” Ashley asked Maggie. “Or her cell?”


Maggie
consulted her notebook. “Try this.” She showed Ashley the number.


Voicemail
there, too. Even though Elaine wasn’t late, the butterflies threatened to break
the sound barrier. Everything else was in place. “Do we know anyone else who
has a camera? In case Elaine got delayed?”


When Porky
the Reporter showed up at the door, a camera around his neck, Ashley didn’t
know whether she should be relieved or worried.


 


***


 


Scott’s name
came at him from a distance. He blinked the world into focus. “Sorry. What?”


Kovak shook
his head. “You sure you’re all right?”


“I’m fine.
Bad night is all.” Although he’d slept round the clock, he still felt groggy.
His own fault, having that cognac on top of the meds.


This
morning, he’d insisted on being in on the investigation, even though he wasn’t
supposed to be working on a Saturday. He wasn’t going to report any hours, and
he’d managed to convince Detweiler and Kovak that he wasn’t really here, in
case the Chief took exception to his presence on a case.


“I said, you
think we’ve covered everything?” Kovak said.


Scott took
another look around the bungalow. Connor and his camera had come and gone.
Scott tried to concentrate. And even as he stood in the middle of a scene
supposedly looking for clues, his mind insisted on going back to that day at
the bank. To last night. To Ashley’s sympathy. To the heartless way he’d sent
her away. To blubbering like a three-year-old as he thought of Rina. To
wondering if he had the balls to face Ashley again. “Fuck.”


Detweiler
spun around. “Find something?”


“No, just a
random expletive,” Scott said.


Get your
ass in the game.


As he
thought, he spoke aloud. Hearing his own words kept him from drifting. “No
female accoutrements in the bathroom. No women’s clothes in the closet. Or the
hamper. Or the dresser drawers. No pictures of a happy couple on the mantle.
You sure the landlord said this guy was married?”


Both
detectives looked at him. Small wonder, since Scott had been standing right
beside them when the landlord told them. He shook his head, trying to clear it.
“I meant still married,” he said, by way of covering his brain lapse.


“I’m not
getting bachelor vibes,” Detweiler said.


“Plenty of
pizza and beer in the fridge,” Kovak said.


Scott picked
up the television remote and turned on the set. He thumbed through the
channels.


“Are we
boring you?” Kovak asked.


Scott
ignored them, moving through the programmed channels. “I’m thinking she left,
probably not that long ago.”


Detweiler
stood beside him, watching the channels flip by. “I get it. Makes sense. Lots
of chick channels. Sarah reprogrammed my remote within a week of moving in. If
this guy watches much television—”


“Hey,” Kovak
said. “He’s a guy. That’s a reasonable assumption, especially if he’s living
alone.”


“He’d
probably get rid of all her channels rather than have to flip through them to
get to his.” Detweiler bobbed his head in Scott’s direction. “Good catch. I’ll
have to remember that one.”


“Check the
kitchen again, too,” Scott said.


“Looks like
a normal kitchen,” Kovak said.


“Because you’re
used to seeing all this stuff.” Scott opened several cabinets. “Why does a guy
who seems to live on pizza and beer need all these pots and pans? Slow cooker.
Waffle iron. Three sets of mixing bowls.”


“Okay, so he’s
recently divorced.” Kovak said.


“She left
him,” Scott said. “Too soon for a divorce, or the landlord would know about it.
She took her clothes. Pictures. But didn’t have time to deal with her kitchen
paraphernalia.”


“So, where
is she? If she’s still married to him, we need to notify her of his death. Odds
are, she’s going to inherit all this magnificence.” Kovak swept his arm around
the room.


Both Scott
and Detweiler stared at Kovak. He blinked, recognition showing in his eyes. He
slapped himself on the forehead. “She’s on our suspect list now, isn’t she?”


“Position
number one,” Detweiler said.


“But that
would mean—” Kovak said.


Scott
finished Kovak’s sentence. “That we have to connect the wife to our first
victim.” A burst of adrenaline cleared most of the fuzz from his brain.


“Would help
if we knew why she left,” Detweiler said. “Or who her friends are.”


“Sounds like
it’s time for my all time favorite cop task. Knocking on doors,” Kovak said,
his sarcastic tone making his feelings clear.


“I’ll go
east, you go west,” Detweiler said to Kovak. “Whelan—”


“I know.
Back to the station,” Scott said. “Paper and computers.”


Detweiler
looked at his watch. “If we’re lucky, we’ll get some answers and join you in an
hour or so.”


“With lunch?”
Scott asked, not really kidding.


When he got
back to the station, he went straight to the war room. He pulled the white
board to the center of the room so he could walk around it, absorbing vibes
from both victims. Not very scientific, but it seemed to work for him.


Felicity
Anne Markham. Theodore “Sparky” Young. Both early thirties. Both white. Both
dead from an overdose, administered in cocoa. Felicity was found in an
unfinished bakery. Sparky worked there. He could have had a key. But his body
was found miles away.


Suicide
pact? They hadn’t totally ruled out suicide as manner of death. Both victims
could have drunk the cocoa. It hits her first. He leaves her, drives off.


Didn’t make
sense. His vehicle wasn’t anywhere near there. They’d found it in a shopping
center parking lot in Salem, and it matched the descriptions given by the
witnesses who’d seen a truck where his body had been found.


What if
Sparky walked from the bakery to the vacant lot? He could have been alive that
long. But why not die together? That’s what double suicides did. No, suicide
wasn’t working for him.


His gut said
that someone drove the truck and dropped off the body. Which brought a third
player into the mix. The wife? Or would they find her body somewhere else?
Which would add yet another player.


Find her,
find some answers. He wondered if Ashley knew her. He was tempted to call, but
knew she’d be flooded with her bakeoff.


And you’re
not ready to face her.


Kovak and
Detweiler were on the wife. Scott needed to connect the two victims. He went
back to studying paper. Once they’d identified their victim, with a little
string pulling thanks to yours truly, they had the basics. Phone records,
credit card and bank statements.


Because he
hated staring at numbers, he decided to get the phone records out of the way
before his eyes crossed. And there it was. Dozens of calls in both directions.
Theodore Young’s cell to Felicity Markham’s home line, her line to his cell.


All
right, you two. You knew each other. Tell me more.


He walked
round and round the board, staring at the pictures, the notes. Hoping the
answer would appear.


Kovak and
Detweiler returned an hour later. The three of them munched on a late lunch of
subs while they discussed the search for the elusive wife. Knocking on doors
had yielded very little. Scott’s mind wandered, repeatedly sneaking into Ashley
territory.


Kovak
crumpled his sandwich wrapper and two-pointed it into the wastebasket. “Neighbors
said she was quiet. No job. Housewife, always kept her place spotless. Avoided
socialization. A recluse.”


Scott
snapped to attention. “Under her husband’s thumb. Probably abused.”


“Nobody
would substantiate it, but under his fist is the rumor.”


Scott
reached for the phone. “We need to check with the local hospitals.”


“HIPAA makes
that a bitch,” Detweiler said. “His records would be easy. He’s dead, so I’m
sure a judge would sign off on it. Hers are going to be more troublesome.”


“What if she’s
dead, too?” Kovak said. “You think we could convince a judge to give us the
paper we need to start asking the hospitals and clinics if they’ve ever treated
her?”


“That’s a
stretch,” Detweiler said.


“But if she’s
not the killer, finding her might save her life,” Scott said. “We can use that
angle, see if a judge will sign off on a warrant.” He doubted it would fly, but
it might be worth a shot, especially if someone had the right connections with
a judge. A little social engineering often went a long way.


“Have we
checked her credit card usage and cell phone records?” Detweiler asked, cutting
his eyes to Scott.


“We
are working on it.” Scott pointed to a stack of printouts. “The accounts are in
his name, but she has a credit card and cell phone.” He fished through the
stack for the papers he needed. “She hasn’t used the cell phone on their family
plan in over a week. No charges on her credit card other than groceries and
gas. And she doesn’t use the card often—once or twice a month. My hunch is that
he had her on a cash allowance and there had to be extenuating circumstances
before she’d use the card.”


“Shit,”
Kovak said. “Hard to believe there are still men like that. Or women who
tolerate it.”


“More than
you’d think,” Scott said. “And it’s beginning to look like she quit tolerating
it.”


“Two likely
possibilities,” Detweiler said, “assuming she’s not another victim. One, she’s
running from him. Two, she’s running because she killed him. Either way, she’s
not going to want to be found.”


“Then that’s
what we do,” Kovak said. “We’re detectives. We find her.” His words were
directed at Scott.


“Hey, I’m
just a civilian consultant who’s breaking the rules by being here today.
However, I doubt she could have affected an identity change this fast. If she’s
smart, she’s got cash and a disposable cell phone. If it were me, I’d hop the
first bus out of town and regroup from there.”


Kovak
sighed. “I’ll take her picture to the bus station.” He took the blowup of her
driver’s license photo off the white board.


“Cheer up,”
Detweiler said. “We don’t have a train station or an airport.”


After Kovak
left, Detweiler turned to Scott. “And I’ve got a dinner date with the best
search engine around.”


Scott lifted
his brows. He pushed back from the computer, gesturing that Detweiler could use
it. God knows, he was sick enough of it.


Detweiler
shook his head. “No, when you need to find out about a woman in this town, the
best place to start is with another woman. Sarah probably knows her, and if
there’s any real gossip that Sarah’s not aware of, her sometime assistant,
full-time mother-hen undoubtedly is. Between Sarah and Maggie Cooper, if there’s
any skinny on Lorna Young, I’ll have it before dessert.”



Chapter 31


 


 


Ashley
rubbed her throbbing temples. But throbbing in a good way. She poured the last
cup of Lorna’s Irish Cream coffee from her pot. Had she really drunk it all? If
so, she should be having the ultimate caffeine buzz, but all she could think of
was going home and crawling into bed. Maybe Holly had helped herself to a cup
or two.


Adrenaline
overload, Scott had said. She must be having the crash now that everything was
over. And speaking of Scott …. No, she was not speaking of Scott. Or to
him, either. She understood Detective Kovak and Randy had good reasons for not
showing up. They were real cops, and busy investigating two dead bodies. But
Scott wasn’t a cop. If he cared about her—and the success of her business—he’d
have been here, damn him. Elaine had texted her apologies when her car had
broken down on the way back from a last-minute photo shoot. Couldn’t Scott have
taken ten seconds to do that?


Even Porky,
bless him, had been willing to cover the event, which was probably better than
what Elaine could have done, since Porky had promised an article in the Bee
along with his picture-taking. She smiled as she recalled the faces on the kids
in the Math Club when Porky—she really should stop thinking of him that way
now—had pulled out his notebook and interviewed them.


Natalie had
been thrilled with her second-place finish. Probably more so because Gemma the
redhead had come in third. Ashley had promised to feature all three of the
finalists’ recipes on her menu, although she’d have to modify Gemma’s caramel
brownies. The contest rules hadn’t stipulated “from scratch,” but Ashley wasn’t
going to be using a boxed mix in her bakery. The grand prize had gone to a
great-grandmother for her Double Chocolate Cream Cheese Brownie recipe, to the
rousing cheers of at least a dozen family members.


But best of
all, Confections by Ashley had over a thousand dollars to donate to the Women’s
Center.


She rubbed
her temples again. Time enough to replay everything tomorrow. She’d shooed the
cleanup committee members out the door early, wanting to savor the success in
private. Which she could do at home. In bed. Scrubbing the floors could wait.


She stood,
exhaustion making her knees wobble, to wash the coffee pot as her last task of
the day. A light knock came from the back door.


Scott? And
if it was, so what? She’d send him home. Too little, too late. She went to the
door. Not Scott.


“Lorna? What
are you doing here? I mean, I thought you were gone. You know, hiding.” The
words weren’t coming out right.


Lorna sidled
past Ashley. “I probably shouldn’t be here. But I had to find out how
everything went. I thought I could help with cleanup, since I’d said I would,
but it looks like I’m too late.”


“It’s done.
I was on my way home.”


Lorna
dropped her gaze. “I … um … I wanted to talk. You … um … you said you were in a
… problematical relationship once. I thought you might be willing to give me
some advice. About starting my life again. I know it’s late. But I don’t want
to be around during the day. You know, in case someone sees me and tells Thad.
Will you? Over coffee?”


Ashley’s
heart went out to Lorna. It wasn’t really that late—not even ten. She could put
off sleep for half an hour. “All right. But I’m coffeed out. I think I drank an
entire pot of your Irish Cream.”


Lorna
grinned. “I’m glad you liked it. I know this great, quiet place we can talk.”
She wrapped her arm around Ashley’s waist. “My car’s right outside.”


Ashley was
half-aware of being helped inside Lorna’s car. This was more than a post-rush
crash. There was something wrong with her brain.


Her stomach
roiled. Was she sick? Food poisoning? The flu? Oh, God, had she infected
everyone who’d been at the bakeoff?


“Lorna, I
don’t feel so well. Maybe we can talk another time.”


The words
felt like someone else was saying them. They were in her head, but she wasn’t
sure they were coming out her mouth. Lorna didn’t respond. She merely started
the car and drove away.


Before they’d
gone far, the motion of the car lulled her, drew her under. Then someone was
shaking her shoulder.


“We’re here.
Time to get out.”


“What?”
Ashley blinked into darkness. Lorna leaned into the car, her face illuminated
by the dome light.


“It won’t be
long now.” She tugged on Ashley’s arm. “I’m so glad you drank all that coffee.
I wasn’t sure I’d be able to talk you into having enough. You’ll just fall
asleep. Like the others.”


“Others?”
Ashley stumbled along. The chilly night air seemed to help clear a brain that
had turned to meringue.


“Oh, don’t
pretend you didn’t have a thing for Thad. I found your address in his desk. And
your name. With a heart around it. And all those nights working late. He couldn’t
keep it in his pants. Felicity. Elaine. You.”


“Me? Thad?
Who?”


Lorna tugged
harder, leading Ashley farther from the car. Where were they? It was too dark.
Her legs. She was walking. Why couldn’t she feel them?


“He was one
of your work crew.” Lorna’s voice floated in from far away. “Don’t tell me you
didn’t even bother to know his name before you slept with him. Or maybe you
knew him by his work name. Sparky.”


“Sparky?
Slept? No. Never.”


“As if I
believe you. But even if you hadn’t yet, you would have. Everyone jumped into
bed with him.”


Fear
counteracted some of the drug’s effects. Heart pounding, she struggled to
remain conscious. “What did you give me?”


Lorna
snorted. “One of the perks of all those beatings. I got a lot of prescriptions
for painkillers. I don’t remember exactly which one I used in your coffee. Oh,
and by the way, it was decaf. Couldn’t risk the caffeine counteracting the
effects of the drugs. And I didn’t think you’d go for cocoa.” They’d stopped
moving. “I think this is good. Sit down.”


Ashley felt
herself being lowered to the ground. Asphalt. She was in an alley. Not far from
a Dumpster, she assumed from the stench of garbage. But where? How long had
they been driving? Was she in Pine Hills, or somewhere else? The lone street
light seemed miles away.


“How? Why? Felicity?
Elaine?” Ashley formed the words carefully, forcing them past her thick tongue.


“Sure, why
not? It’s not like you’re going to tell anyone. Thad had a key to your bakery.
The contractor had given him one so he could get in early to fix some
electrical work he’d purposely screwed up—for that bitch—and he never gave it
back. It wasn’t hard to arrange a meet between him and Felicity. I sent her an
e-mail from his phone telling her he wanted to meet there. Then I texted him
from my disposable cell phone that she wanted to discuss one more sabotage job.
I waited until they were both there. I went in, and said I knew everything. But
we should be able to discuss it like rational adults, over hot chocolate.


“I left
Felicity, but got Thad into his truck and drove him to a vacant lot and waited
until he was out of it. I took his wallet, phone, and then drove his truck to
Salem. I spent the night in that parking lot, freezing my ass off in the truck.
Next morning, I caught a bus back to Pine Hills.”


Ashley tried
to process the information. Lorna was a killer. Apparently a cold-blooded
killer. “Elaine?”


“Another one
of Thad’s conquests. She was thrilled I’d volunteered to fetch and carry for
her on a last-minute photo shoot. Of course, there was no shoot in Bend, and
she never got there. She had a weakness for cocoa, too, it seemed.”


Ashley’s
heart thudded. Poor Elaine. She had just started to like working with the
woman. “But if Thad was dead … why kill Elaine? He couldn’t cheat on you
anymore.” Drugs or no drugs, Lorna’s laugh sent icicles down Ashley’s spine.


“You don’t
get it. Thad was mine. Anyone who cheated with him has to be punished.”


“But … I … never
…” The world faded. She fought the overwhelming fatigue sucking her into its
depths. She had to stay awake. To stay alive. To tell Scott—no, not Scott. Her
brain wasn’t that addled yet. Detective Kovak and Randy. Dare she close her
eyes, pretend she was asleep? Long enough for Lorna to leave. Lorna wasn’t
going to stick around to make sure she was dead, was she?


 


***


 


Scott lugged
his television set down the hall to his apartment. If he was going to be
spending his nights alone—and it most definitely looked like he was—he might as
well be able to catch a few games. Maybe watch a movie. Maybe not, as he
remembered the night he and Ashley had almost watched one at her place.


As he
connected the television and recorder box, he wondered how her bakeoff was
going. He hadn’t heard her come back. He’d almost gone to the bakery. To watch.
To see how things went. Not to talk to her. Not because he still felt something
ring in his chest when he saw her. Or thought of her.


Maybe in a
few weeks—or months—he’d be able to look at her without remembering what an
asshole he was. Maybe he’d find the right words and they could start again.


But he knew
she’d never accept him until he got over the aftereffects of the robbery.
Talking to her hadn’t been a catharsis as much as an exercise in humiliation.


Get over
yourself. You’re a coward, like you were at the bank. A total fuckup.


Because he’d
downplayed everything when he’d recounted it for Ashley. Ignored the
debilitating fear, the total helplessness he’d felt. The fear that still had
him waking up in a cold sweat. There was no way he could consider a
relationship. Who’d be able to put up with someone consumed by fear? He couldn’t
deal with it, how could he expect someone else to?


Regroup.
Move forward. Forget the damn past.


From now on,
he’d focus on the work. He’d go in, do his job, go home. Leave the station,
leave the job behind until the next day. The way he had tonight. Kovak and
Detweiler were doing the detective thing. He’d simply packed up and gone home.
Hell, he wasn’t even supposed to have been there today to begin with.


He’d been a
fool to accept the job at Pine Hills. Thinking he needed to be on the job.
Monday, he’d make it clear he was strictly civilian. No consorting with the
sworn officers.


But could
he? Should he be working there at all? Maybe it was time to think about a totally
unrelated line of work. Truly sever connections with his past.


He checked
the time. Almost ten. Maybe he could catch the tail end of the bakeoff. Show
his support.


Shut up.
You want to see her.


Just see
her. Just pop in. Just for a minute. Heck, maybe she and her friends were out
celebrating. He wouldn’t believe they’d be drowning sorrows. She’d worked so
hard, overcome so much. It had to have been a success.


Fuck.
He grabbed his keys and his jacket. He’d already proven he was a jerk. How much
worse could it be if he groveled, too?


Approaching
the bakery, he could see the lights were still on. His heart pumped. She was
there. He almost turned around.


Coward,
coward, coward.


He slowed as
he passed the bakery. The shop was empty. So, the event was over. Which meant
Ashley was likely in there alone. Again, the temptation to go home almost
overwhelmed him.


Before he
could change his mind, he swung around to the rear parking lot. Ashley’s car
was there, the sole car in the lot. He parked next to it, inhaled, counted to
ten, then exhaled.


Forcing
himself to keep breathing, he practiced saying, “I’m sorry. I’m a jerk,” as he
made his way to the back door. Which was ajar. His heart thumped, but for a
totally new reason.


Damn.


Relax.
She was probably carrying things to and from her car. He’d arrived between
trips. His gut said otherwise.


All he could
see was Ashley lying dead on the floor. Like Felicity Markham. Like Rina. He
blinked the images away, but couldn’t do anything about the sweat filming his
body or the blood pounding in his ears.


Was she even
in there? If he called Detweiler or Kovak and there was nothing wrong, he’d
feel like an idiot. Without a weapon, he didn’t want to open the door. But what
if Ashley was inside? What if something had happened? Waiting for backup might
be too late. Backup? What the hell was he thinking? He was a civilian.
Civilians didn’t call for backup.


Crap. He
stepped out of the doorway and flattened himself against the wall. “Ashley?” he
called, keeping his tone relaxed. Friendly. Just someone dropping by.


Silence.
Fuck. He went to his car, grabbed the tire iron from the trunk and went back to
the door. She might be in the bathroom. How would he explain holding a tire
iron?


This is
why you can’t be a cop anymore. You’re overthinking everything. Do your job.


Which, as
the private citizen he was, would be to call the police and report the unlocked
door and his concern. They’d send a patrol officer over.


Hell, he
could have been in and out in the time he’d spent debating the options with
himself. He yanked the door open, tire iron lifted. “Ashley! Are you in here?”


Again,
silence greeted him. The aroma of chocolate filled his nostrils. No blood. No
decomp.


So where was
she? He called out again. More silence. He stepped inside, through the small
mudroom, through the kitchen. Nothing out of place. No body on the floor.
Nothing but crumbs and crumpled napkins. Her office door was open. And her
purse lay on her desk.


His heart
rate kicked into overdrive. He called Dispatch. A uniform would be there within
five minutes. He called Kovak. And Detweiler. Scott backed out of the bakery.
And waited. Helplessness washed over him. Threatened to pull him under. Red and
blue lights flashed in the distance.


He clawed
his way back from the depths of his despair. He’d been a cop for over ten
years. One lousy day wasn’t going to destroy everything he’d learned. He
scrubbed a hand across his face and stared Brody straight in the eye when the
officer exited his patrol car.


And Brody,
thank God, gave no indication this was a waste of his time. “Dispatch said you
found an unlocked door.”


The young
officer’s face showed apprehension. Probably remembering what he’d found the
last time he’d been to the bakery. No time for that now. Scott reported to
Brody the same way he’d done countless times when he’d been a patrol officer,
describing what he’d found. As Scott spoke, Brody’s control slipped into place.


“No woman
leaves her purse behind. Not willingly,” Scott said.


“I’ll check.”
Brody disappeared inside the bakery. Scott tried to distance himself. This was
another case. One of hundreds he’d investigated.


None of
those, however, involved someone he loved.


And where
the hell had that come from? He’d known her a week. He didn’t fall in love, and
when he did, if he did, it would take a lot longer than a week.


So why did
he feel like puking? Like his life would be over if something had happened to
Ashley?


“No sign of
foul play.”


Scott
snapped to reality at Brody’s words. “That’s her car.” He pointed. “Wherever
she is, she’s with someone else. And I doubt very much she left willingly. Let
me see her purse.”


Brody
hesitated. “Part of the scene. I can’t move it. Not until the detectives get
here.”


“You have a
camera, don’t you? Shoot it in situ first. I’ll take the blame.”


Brody left
and came back wearing gloves and carrying Ashley’s purse. Without comment, he
handed Scott a second pair of gloves. Scott snapped them on, less efficiently
than usual. If Brody noticed Scott’s hands trembling, he had the decency not to
say so.


“Damn,”
Scott said when he looked inside. “Her phone is here. So much for tracking her.”


A car
wheeled into the lot, pulling up beside the men. Kovak got out, and Scott
filled him in.


“That her
purse?” Kovak asked.


“Yes,” Scott
said. “It was on her desk in her office.” When Kovak lifted his eyebrows in
Brody’s direction, Scott defended the officer’s actions. “I asked for it. Brody
took pictures before he brought it out.”


“Anything
helpful?” Kovak asked.


Scott shook
his head. “Like a note saying, ‘I’m at the Wagon Wheel having drinks with
friends?’ No, looks like ordinary female stuff.”


Kovak pulled
on a pair of gloves and took the purse to look for himself. Scott got the
feeling his own privacy was being violated. He shook it off.


When
Detweiler arrived, he went straight to the back door of That Special Something
and unlocked it. Scott and Kovak exchanged a puzzled look, then followed.
Detweiler was inside the shop’s office, pressing buttons on a DVR box. “Security
camera. After Sarah had trouble, I insisted she install one. If we’re lucky,
whoever took Ashley didn’t know it was there. It’s got a fairly wide-angle
lens, so it should pick up the area outside the bakery.”


Kovak
clapped Scott on the shoulder. “Someone grabbed Sarah. He knows what you’re
going through. We’ll get her back.”


Knows
what I’m going through? I don’t even know what I’m going through where
Ashley’s concerned.


He focused
his attention on the small monitor as Randy reversed the recording until a car
pulled into the lot and parked next to Ashley’s. A figure, female from the
looks of it, dressed in black pants and a long-sleeved black shirt got out of
the car. Randy slowed the recording and they watched her move, head lowered,
toward the back door of the bakery, but she went out of frame before she got
there.


“Fast
forward,” Scott said, restraining the urge to shove Detweiler out of the way
and take over the machine. He stared at the monitor, afraid to blink.


“There,”
Kovak said. “She’s coming out. With someone else.”


“Ashley,”
Scott said. The first woman was supporting her. Ashley’s gait was irregular,
but to Scott’s relief, she was walking. They watched another minute, until the
car drove away. Scott squinted at the timer on the monitor, then at the clock. “That
was twenty minutes ago. Can you get a plate on the car?”


“Not here,
not with this machine,” Detweiler said. “But we should be able to zoom in and
enhance the image back at the lab.”


Scott was
halfway to his car before Detweiler said anything else.


 


***


 


Ashley
struggled to clear her head. She had to get rid of Lorna. Once she was gone,
Ashley could figure out how to escape. Get help. Do something. She’d had a lot
of the drugged coffee, but spread out over several hours, diluted with the
cream and sugar she added, it shouldn’t be so bad. Should it?


My God, what
if she’d regifted Lorna’s coffee herself? Or shared it? Or served it to
customers? Lorna was truly sick if she’d risk a random poisoning.


Ashley
refused to think of that. Or Felicity. Or Thad. Or Elaine. Or anyone else Lorna
thought Thad had slept with. Right now, she was all she had, and she wasn’t
going to die. Her first priority was staying awake. Whether it would make a
difference in the long run was another question. One she couldn’t deal with
now.


Forcing her
brain to stay alert, she feigned sleep. Eyes shut. Breathe. Slowly. In, out.
In, out. Don’t fall asleep. Stay alert. Think about something. Anything.


Step by
step, she ran through a recipe. Finding each ingredient. Setting it on the
counter. Repeating until each component was lined up. Then, measure. Slice. 

Chop. Sift. Put each container away. Crack the eggs. Separate them. Make sure
there’s no yolk in the white. Put the whites in the mixer.


A car door
slammed. An engine started. Ashley listened to the car drive away. And waited,
heart pounding. Was it a trick? Was Lorna coming back?


When she was
afraid she’d drift off if she kept her eyes closed any longer, Ashley braved a
peek through slitted lids. Nothing. But did that mean Lorna was gone, or just
not standing over her? It made more sense for Lorna to leave. Why risk someone
coming by and seeing her?


Ashley held
her breath, straining to hear anything that would indicate someone else was
there. When she heard nothing, she gave a quiet groan. Nothing happened.


Now or
never. She opened her eyes fully, and lifted her head. Which was a mistake.
Pain speared behind her eyes. This time there was nothing quiet or fake about
her groan.


She worked
her way up to her knees. No sign of Lorna’s car. Staggering to her feet, she
tried to get her bearings. She’d been right. She was in an alley. Nobody would
find her here.


She
staggered down the alley. Her stomach churned. She fought the nausea. No. If
she’d ingested the drug, maybe some of it was still in her stomach. She leaned
against a brick wall. Would throwing up help? The point became moot as whatever
was left in her stomach took the reverse route.


She wiped
her mouth, not sure if she felt better, or whether she still had too much of
the drug in her bloodstream. Judging from the way her thoughts still seemed to
be slogging through a vat of thick brownie batter, she definitely had a fair
amount.


She rounded
the corner at the end of the alley, feeling like she’d run a marathon. She had
no clue where she was. No purse. No phone.


Storefronts
she didn’t recognize lined the street. Not Pine Hills, then. All closed. She
looked at her watch. Eleven-ten. She wrapped her arms around herself against
the chill night air. Tried to remember. It had been before ten when Lorna had
shown up. Ashley had no idea how long she’d been in the car, how long she’d
been pretending to be unconscious, but she had to be less than an hour from
Pine Hills. Probably more like half an hour.


She looked
left, then right. If she had a coin, she’d flip it. Surely there would be
something open late on a Saturday night. Some sports bar. Anything. And if not,
she’d hit a residential area and someone would still be up. Or she’d wake them.


Worst case
scenario. She’d find someplace to wait until morning, when things would be
open. Or would they? Tomorrow was Sunday. And she had to be home. Baking. Her
grand opening was Monday. She’d walk all the way to Pine Hills if she had to.


If only she
knew which way it was.



Chapter 32


 


 


Scott paced
the detectives’ office, angry at himself for losing his professional edge, but
unable to calm down enough to sit. They’d been able to read the plate and put
out the BOLO on the beater from the parking lot. But so far, no reports of
anyone spotting the damn thing. The owner, a man who had no connections—or none
they could find—to either Lorna, Felicity, or Theodore Young lived in Salem.
Detweiler was on the phone with the owner.


Scott’s leg
started twitching, as if in sympathy to the jumping in his gut. He limped to a
chair and rubbed the muscle.


“Thanks,
sir, and sorry to bother you so late.” Detweiler hung up and faced them. “He
sold it to a woman a few days ago. Cash. He says he’s reported the transfer of
title to the DMV, but he has no idea where the woman went. Said her name was
Mary Moone, but when I described our suspect, he said it could have been her.”


Kovak spread
a map out on the desk and drew a circle. “This is our best guess on how far
they got, traveling within the speed limit. They’re not going to be breaking
any speed records. Too risky. They won’t want to be stopped.”


They.
Kovak had avoided Scott’s eyes when he’d said it. Because there were no
guarantees that it was a they in the car. Given her history, Lorna was
much more likely to have dumped Ashley somewhere. Drugged? Dying? Dead?


Scott leaned
forward, elbows on his knees, head in his hands. “We don’t have squat.”


“Every cop
in the county has eyes out for the car,” Detweiler said.


“No known
residence for Lorna Young?” Scott asked.


Detweiler
shook his head. “According to Sarah, she told everyone she was leaving her
husband. They took her to the Women’s Center for short-term shelter and
counseling. The Center set her up at a safe house, but she never showed.”


Scott
rotated Ashley’s phone in his hand, as if it were a connection to her. He scrolled
through her menu, her contacts. He almost smiled when he saw she’d starred his
name and number. At least she hadn’t erased him from her life completely. Yet.


He checked
her call log for the third time, in case he’d missed a call to or from Lorna. This
time he looked for a Mary Moone, too. No such luck. He’d checked all the
numbers, and all were local residents. Bakeoff communication was his guess.


Ashley’s
text message log was empty, as it had been the last three times he’d checked.
Did she not get text messages, or had she simply deleted them?


Damn. It was
after midnight. She’d been gone two hours. Why didn’t this part of the county
have more traffic cams?


Detweiler
shot him a look filled with enough sympathy to twist Scott’s insides. Kovak had
told him about what had happened to Sarah, and sure, it was nice to know that
Detweiler had been there, but right now, he needed action, not platitudes. Not
that he could fault the detectives’ work. They’d done everything he’d have
done.


At least
they weren’t telling him to go home and get some rest, that they had everything
under control.


Scott took a
much-needed bathroom break, then wandered down to Dispatch where he felt closer
to the action.


As he
entered, the dispatcher was acknowledging the call. She swiveled her chair
toward him. “Got a response on the BOLO. They’re bringing your suspect in.”


His mouth
went dry. “Suspect? What about Ashley Eagan?”


She gave him
a gaze filled with even more sympathy than Detweiler’s. “No, only one woman.
Fit the description of your suspect, Lorna Young.”


“What did
she say?” Scott kept his tone even. Shaking the dispatcher wasn’t going to get
the answers any faster.


“Two things.
Said her name was Mary Moone. And she wanted a lawyer.”


 


***


 


Ashley
couldn’t decide which was heavier, her head or her legs. She was dimly aware
that she was staggering, that the world was fading in and out, but she couldn’t
seem to make her body parts obey the commands she knew her brain was trying to
send them.


Stay awake.
Keep moving. Breathe. She’d barely gone half a block when all three seemed
impossible. Bright lights approached from the distance. Questions pelted her
brain like so many raindrops.


A car? Lorna
coming back? Should she hide or flag it down?


Closer. Too
big for a car. Truck. Big truck. If she stood in the middle of the street,
would it stop? Or would the driver not see her?


Unlike the
storm of questions, there was no deluge of answers.


She stumbled
into the street, making every attempt to wave her sluggish arms above her head.
Relief swamped her when the truck slowed. Brakes hissed, and the truck came to
a stop. She staggered toward the cab.


Strong arms
helped her into the warmth. “Are you all right, ma’am?”


“Phone,” she
said. Or hoped she did. A cell appeared in her hand. She stared at it,
blinking. The speed dial and contact lists on her phone meant nothing on this
one. What good was a phone if you didn’t know anyone’s number? She doubted she
knew her own.


“Pine Hills.
Police. Please.” Then everything went black.


 


Ashley
opened her eyes and immediately squinted them shut against the blinding light
coming from above. The odor of disinfectant engulfed her. She listened, sorting
out the sounds. Hisses. Beeps. Names being called. Doctors’ names. Slowly,
carefully, she opened her eyes again. She was in a bed. Surrounded by blue
cloth walls. A middle-aged woman in pale blue scrubs frowned at her.


“You’re
awake.”


Ashley tried
to swallow, to get rid of the dryness in her mouth. “Where am I?” she managed
to say.


“Cottonwood
ER,” the woman said. “You’re lucky that truck driver brought you in.”


Slowly, the
memories took shape. She tried to sit, but the woman pushed her back. “You’re
not going anywhere until a doctor says so. And don’t mess with that IV.”


The woman
yanked on the curtain surrounding the bed and swished away, closing it behind
her. Ashley heard her mutter something that sounded like “damn junkies.”


“Wait.”
Ashley tried to cry out, but her plea was little more than a hoarse croak.


She
remembered nothing after asking the truck driver to take her to Pine Hills.
Which, if she was in Cottonwood, he clearly hadn’t. Lorna. She had to warn the
police about Lorna. She searched for some kind of call button. The background
beeps got faster.


She couldn’t
see anything beyond her curtained prison cell. Shadows moved, rubber-soled
shoes squeaked, and people shouted things that reminded her of the medical
television shows she used to watch. It was an emergency room, after all.
And it was—she assumed—the wee hours between Saturday night and Sunday morning,
probably a prime time for emergencies. She reflexively lifted her wrist to
check her watch and found the IV tubing the nurse had warned her not to
touch.


No problem
with that. She and needles didn’t get along well. Especially when they were
sticking her.


The outside
noises faded. A few moments later, the curtain swept aside. A man in scrubs
stared at a clipboard as he approached her bed.


“I have to
go,” Ashley said. “Or at least call the police. Please. There’s a killer out
there.”


The man’s
head jerked up. “What?”


“Please. You
can examine me, or poke me, or do what you have to do, but please, first you
have to call the police in Pine Hills.”


He stepped
closer to the bed, and she took in the stubble on his jaw, his red-rimmed eyes.
He looked more exhausted that she felt. And young. Could he possibly be a real
doctor?


As if in
answer, he gave her a bored smile. “I’m Doctor Pekarsky. Let’s have a look.”
Seemingly ignoring her, he looked at the monitor by her bed and wrote something
on his chart. He stuck a stethoscope on her chest, then wrote something else.
Finally, he shoved the pen in his pocket. He gave her a stern stare. Not as
nasty as the nurse’s, but clearly, he wasn’t pleased to be treating her. “You’re
fortunate you got here in time for the Narcan to work.”


“Narcan?”
Her head throbbed.


He tilted
his head toward her IV. “Counteracts the drugs we found in your tox screen.”
His stare turned into an indulgent smile. “Now, what were you saying about the
police and a killer? It’s not unusual to imagine things when you’re taking
drugs.”


“Drugs? The
only drugs I’m taking are whatever you have in this IV, and whatever
Lorna stuck in my coffee. She tried to kill me. With painkillers. Hers. Like
she killed the others.”


“I’m sorry,
Miss—?”


“Eagan.
Ashley Eagan.” Only then did she realize she had no ID, nothing to say who she
was. Or any of her credit cards. Or insurance cards. No wonder they thought she
was an indigent junkie.


“I live in
Pine Hills. I’m the proprietor of Confections by Ashley, which opens on Monday.
I feel fine. Please, if you won’t call the police, give me a phone so I can
call.”


This time,
he looked at her as if he believed her. Thank goodness.


The curtain
swished aside again. The doctor stepped toward the intruder. “I’m sorry, you’ll
have to wait in the waiting room.”


“Like hell.”
Scott pushed his way to her bedside. Carrying her purse. As if he always
carried one. He glared at the doctor. “Unhook her from that machine, and get me
whatever paperwork I need to get her out of here. I’m taking her home. Now.”


The doctor
straightened, “Sir—”


“Do it.”


The doctor
looked at the chart once again, scribbled something on it, and gave Scott a
brusque nod. “Her vitals are stable. I have no reason to keep her. You can
settle at the front desk.” He approached the IV.


Ashley
averted her gaze, instead fixing her eyes on Scott. If she thought the doctor
had looked exhausted, he had nothing on her neighbor. But beyond the
exhaustion, she saw relief. Concern.


“You found
me,” she said.


“You damn
well made it hard enough, woman.” But there was no anger despite the gruffness
of his tone.


“I was going
to call. As soon as the doctor gave me a phone. The truck driver did, but I
didn’t know anyone’s number and then I passed out—”


“Shh.” Scott
put his fingers over her lips.


“All
finished,” the doctor said. “I’ll order a wheelchair.” He gave Scott a look as
emphatic as the one Scott had given him. “Hospital rules. No exceptions.”


Ashley
braved a look at her arm, a simple Band-Aid where the IV had been. “My clothes?”


The doctor
pointed toward the floor. Scott leaned down and pulled a large plastic bag from
under her bed. Scott narrowed his eyes at the doctor. “Thank you.”


The doctor,
apparently satisfied that he’d maintained a semblance of control over the
situation, ducked through the curtain. Scott pulled her clothes out of the bag.


“Put these
on. Fast. So I can take you home and get you out of them.” He leaned forward,
bringing his lips to her ear, cradling her head in his hands. “If you ever
scare me like that again, so help me—”


She pulled
away. “Lorna. I don’t know her last name, but Sarah or Maggie will. She’s the
killer. You have to find her.”


“Done. In
custody. Now shut up and kiss me.”


So she did.



Chapter 33


 


 


It was
mid-morning when Scott awoke, Ashley in his arms. She snuggled closer to him
for a precious moment before pulling away. “I have to bake.”


“I know,” he
said. “I’ll come with you.”


“What do you
know about baking?”


He chuckled.
“Nothing. But I can wash dishes. I’d like to be nearby.” After last night, the
thought of her out of his sight sent chills through him.


She seemed
to grasp his motive. “I’ll be fine. You don’t have to protect me.”


She’d
explained everything Lorna had told her on the drive from Cottonwood to Pine
Hills, and he’d relayed the information to Randy and Detective Kovak. He told
them to handle it. Without him. If he wasn’t a cop, he might as well take
advantage of luxuries like days off.


Scott worked
his way to a sitting position. He wrapped his arm around her. Kissed the top of
her head. “If you want the first shower, I’ll make the coffee.”


She shook
her head. “It’s going to be a long time before I want another cup of coffee.”


“You were
lucky, you know. If the truck driver had brought you all the way back here—”
His voice hitched as he thought about what could have happened. Another death
he should have prevented. He cleared his throat. “I’m—”


She twisted
enough to meet his gaze. He busied himself with smoothing the blanket. He was
creeping too close to that dreaded emotions territory.


“Hey, it’s over.
I’m here, I’m fine.”


Okay, so she
could read him. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? Maybe it would be easier
if she could pluck thoughts from his mind, taking away the dreaded talking
step.


She took his
hand. “I forgot to ask you last night. How did you find me?”


Ah,
switching to a straightforward question. Smart woman. No emotions required.
Just the facts. He could handle that. “After the truck driver dropped you at
the ER, he called the station. Apparently, whatever you said to him made an
impression.”


“I’m glad.
It’s all so fuzzy, I’m not sure exactly what I told him.” She pulled the covers
away. “I need to get going. My bakery is going to open tomorrow, on schedule,
and there are things I have to do.”


“A few more
minutes won’t hurt,” he said, staying her arm.


“Fine.” She
captured his gaze with hers. “But if I’m going to be late, I want to know the
rest of what happened. At the bank.”


He tensed
beside her, then took several long, slow breaths. If he couldn’t talk to her,
he knew she’d call it quits. Would that be so bad? Maybe they could just have
sex when they needed it. Yeah, right. Ashley was definitely not like the
Badge Bunnies he’d been with. This was Ashley. Losing her would be like losing
a part of himself. Without her, he’d be trapped in his Dark Place forever. He
closed his eyes. He could do this. Just another report.


“It seemed
like forever,” he said.


“The article
I read said it was five hours.”


“Five hours,
five years. A lifetime. Each of the creeps insisted on having some fun beating
on a cop. I don’t remember it all.” He snorted. “I suppose there’s something to
be said for being knocked unconscious a couple of times.”


He tightened
around her and made himself keep talking. “I was totally in the dark, both
figuratively and literally. While I was in the closet, I heard gunshots. I kept
praying it wasn’t the kids. Or worse, their mom and two of the other women who’d
begged to be let go because they had kids. My only hope was that because SWAT
hadn’t made a move, the shots weren’t killing people. That they were still
gathering intel and would do their job.” He sucked air. “I think it was being
helpless that was the worst. When I was part of the group, I was a cop. Familiar
territory. In the closet, I was—I don’t know what I was, other than paralyzed
with fear.”


She stroked
his chest. “Go on.”


“In the end,
SWAT snipers took the creeps out.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. He’d
said all he could. For now. And he prayed there’d be a later. “I’d rather not
think about it anymore.” He braced himself for her rejection. Her insistence
that he peel away more of the protective armor he’d worked so hard to
construct.


“That’s
okay,” she said. “I’m glad you could talk to me.”


All
right, coward. Suck it up and ask her.


“Ashley—?”


“Yes?”


“You’ve
helped me. A lot. I’d like to … do you think we could … you know … try things
for a while? Together, I mean. I’m a wreck. Takes me an hour to get moving in
the morning.”


She smiled. “I’ll
have to be at work before you get up, anyway.”


Was she …? “I
have nightmares.”


“After last
night, I’ll bet I will too,” she said.


“I know it’s
only been a week.”


“Nine days,”
she said.


“I’m … I’m
going to get counseling,” he said. “I finally figured out I can’t do it on my
own. But with you … I don’t know. At the bank, I was trapped in a dark closet,
and SWAT rescued me. Then, until I met you, I was trapped inside me. This time,
you saved me. It’s kind of like now there’s an open door, and it’s light
outside.”


He’d
struggled to get the words out. But he’d done it. She turned to him and smiled,
her eyes lighting up her face. “I think it’s time to make the doughnuts.”


 


***
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Ashley has shared some of the recipes featured in Saving
Scott.


 


Spicy Aztec
Chocolate Drops - Makes 35-40 cookies.


Recipe courtesy of
Mark Carter


 


Ingredients:


1 1/2 c flour


1 1/2 t baking powder


1/4 t cinnamon


1 t finely ground coffee (or instant)


1/4 t ground black pepper


1/8 t cayenne (Note: this will give a warm aftertaste. If
you want more of a kick, increase the cayenne, up to 1/4 t)


1/2 c cocoa powder


3/4 c softened unsalted butter


1 1/4 c sugar, divided.


1 egg


1 t vanilla


 


Instructions:


Sift flour, baking powder, cinnamon, coffee, black pepper,
cayenne & cocoa powder.


 


Cream the butter with 1 cup of the sugar until light. Add
the egg and vanilla and mix to combine.


 


Resift the dry ingredients just until mixed. Cover and
refrigerate for about 30 minutes. Longer is fine.


 


When ready to bake the cookies, preheat oven to 350. Line 2
cookie sheets with parchment paper. Put the remaining ¼ cup sugar in a shallow
bowl. Roll a piece of the dough into a ball about the size of a walnut, and
then roll in the sugar to coat. Place on the cookie sheet leaving about 1-inch
between each ball.


 


Bake for eight minutes. They will appear to be underbaked.


 


**Variation: when forming the balls of dough, make an
indentation, place a piece of chocolate inside (several chocolate chips will
work, or a good quality chocolate bar cut into pieces) and seal the dough
around it before rolling in the sugar. Bake as above.


 


***












 


 


Glazed Almond
Torte (with fruit)  Serves 8 to 10


Recipe courtesy of
Lelo Carter


 


Ingredients:


1 c blanched almonds, 5 oz


3/4 c sugar


4 eggs


2/3 c macaroon cookie crumbs (Ashley uses Amaretti cookies,
but plain macaroon cookies are fine – The crisp ones, not the chewy kind.)


1/4 c butter, softened, 1/2 stick


1 t baking powder


1 t vanilla


1/2 t almond extract


 


Instructions:


In food processor, process almonds and sugar until almonds
are pulverized. Add remaining ingredients and process mixture for 30 seconds.
Pour batter into a buttered 10 inch springform pan and bake at 350 for 35
minutes or until top is golden and a cake tester inserted in center comes out
clean.


 


Allow torte to cool in pan. Make the glaze:


 


Grand Marnier Glaze:


 


3/4 c red currant jelly


1 T. Grand Marnier Liqueur


 


In a pan, heat currant jelly until melted. Stir in Grand
Marnier until blended. Spread glaze over the cooled cake.


 


To fancy it up, you can add seasonal fruit:


Add fruit to the glaze and mix until nicely coated, then put
on top of the torte. To serve, cut into wedges. A dollop of whipped cream is a
nice addition, but not a must.


 


Note: If you do not own a food processor, almonds must be
ground with a nut grater. Batter must then be beaten for 4 minutes at high
speed.


 


***












 


 


Felicity’s Lemony
Sugar Cookies – makes about 3 dozen


 


Ingredients:


2 1/2 c flour


1 t baking powder


1 t salt


1 c sugar


3/4 c butter, softened


2 eggs


1 t lemon extract


 


Instructions:


Mix together flour, baking powder and salt. In a large bowl,
mix sugar, butter, eggs, and lemon extract until creamy. Stir in flour mixture
until well blended. Refrigerate at least 2 hours, or until dough can be handled
easily. The dough needs to be kept cold, so work in small batches, keeping the
rest in the refrigerator.


 


Roll 1/4 inch thick. Cut out using your favorite cookie
cutters. Bake on parchment-lined cookie sheets at 400 degrees for 6-8 minutes.
They should not be brown. Cool on racks.


 


If desired, melt white chocolate chips or melting chocolate,
either in a double boiler or the microwave, and dip the edges of the cookies
into the mixture


 


***












 


Chocolate Pavé
with brandied cherries


Recipe courtesy of
Mark Carter


Ingredients:


2 eggs


3 egg yolks


1/4 c (scant) granulated sugar


1 T. corn syrup


1 oz. unsweetened chocolate


3 oz. bittersweet chocolate


5 oz. unsalted butter, softened


1/4 c chopped brandied cherries


 


Instructions:


Using waxed or parchment paper, line a 5 1/2 x 3 inch
bread/loaf pan being certain that at least an 2 inches of the paper comes above
the top. This will both cover the top while the Pavé cools as well as help you
remove it from the pan for service.


 


Melt the chocolates together.


 


Either in the top of a double boiler or mixing bowl for an
electric mixer, beat the eggs, yolks, sugar and corn syrup until combined.
Place on top of the double boiler or a pot of boiling water and whip
continuously until the mixture is warm but not hot to the touch. Using an
electric mixer, whip at high speed until the mixture cools. It will increase in
volume while it mixes.


 


Turn the mixer to low speed and carefully pour the melted
chocolate into the bowl to incorporate. Be certain that any chocolate that may
be on the sides of the bowl or on the beater/whip is scraped off and into the
egg mixture. Continue whipping at low speed until cool but not cold.


 


Bit by bit, add the softened butter until thoroughly
incorporated. Be certain that no chocolate or butter remains at the bottom of
the bowl. Finally, add the chopped brandied cherries. Remove from the mixer
and, with the aid of a rubber spatula, pour the chocolate mixture into the
lined pan. Fold the excess parchment paper over the top to seal and refrigerate
until cold.


 


Remove from the refrigerator. Using a thin knife that has
been heated in warm water, run the blade down the two narrow ends of the pan to
loosen. Fold the paper back off of the top of the Pavé and invert the pan onto
a serving platter. If you have used a tin bread pan, the exposed ends may have
discolored. Simply cut a thin slice, again using a heated knife, to remove the
discolored part.


 


To serve, cut a thin slice of the Pavé and lay it on its
side on a chilled plate. The dessert can be served with a Sabayon sauce, Crème
Anglaise or a fruit coulis, a slightly sweetened puree of any appropriate
fruit—raspberry, strawberry or apricot work well.


 


***












 


Grandma Lena’s
Chocolate Cake


Recipe courtesy of
Amy Darahgy via Grandma Lena Odell


 


Ingredients:


2 1/2 c all purpose flour


1 3/4 c sugar


1/2 c cocoa


1/2 c hot water


2 t baking soda


1/2 t salt


1 c buttermilk


2/3 c margarine or butter, softened


2 t vanilla


3 eggs


 


Instructions:


Preheat oven to 350°F. Grease and flour a 13x9 pan. Add the
cocoa to the hot water and mix. In large bowl combine all ingredients. Mix
well. Pour into prepared pan and bake for 35 – 45 minutes.


 


Frost with your favorite buttercream frosting. If you don’t
have one, you can try this:


 


 


Chocolate
Buttercream Frosting


Ingredients:


1 c unsalted butter, softened


3-3 1/2 c powdered sugar


1/2 c cocoa powder


1/2 t salt


2 t vanilla extract or 1 t almond extract


4 T milk or heavy cream


 


 


Instructions:


In a large bowl, cream butter the butter to soften. With
mixer off, sift 3 cups of the powdered sugar and the cocoa powder into the
bowl. Beat on low speed until the ingredients are incorporated. Increase mixer
speed to medium and add vanilla extract, salt, and milk/cream and beat for 3
minutes. If your frosting needs a more stiff consistency, add a little more
sugar. If your frosting needs to be thinned out, add additional milk 1
tablespoon at a time.


 


***












 


Grand Marnier
Truffles


Recipe courtesy of
Mark Carter


 


Ingredients:


1 pound high quality bittersweet chocolate, chopped fine (a
food processor works well)


1 c heavy cream


Zest and juice of one orange


1 ounce Grand Marnier™ or other liqueur


Cocoa powder for dusting/coating truffles


 


In a heavy saucepan, bring the cream and zests to a boil.
Add the chocolate and mix thoroughly but slowly until fully incorporated. Add
the orange juice and liqueur. Pour into a shallow pan (lasagna-type) and cover
with plastic wrap making certain that plastic comes in contact with the
chocolate mass. Allow to sit overnight in a cool location. If the weather is
too warm, you may refrigerate it and then bring it back to room temperature the
next day.


 


The chocolate mixture should now be firm yet pliant. Using a
pastry bag without a tip, evenly pipe out small amounts, about the size of a
Hershey’s Kiss onto a cookie sheet that has been lined with parchment paper.
You can pipe a small amount of the mixture onto the corners of the pan before
lining with the parchment paper to help keep it from lifting. If you don’t have
a pastry bag, you can also spoon them out into small balls. It’s OK if they are
irregularly shaped and sized. Refrigerate until very firm.


 


To assemble the truffles, sift the cocoa powder into a
second shallow pan. Place the chilled truffles next to the cocoa pan and have
another empty container to the other side of the cocoa pan. Pick up one of the
truffles and gently roll it between the palms of your hand until it is roughly
spherical. Drop it into the cocoa. Continue doing this until you have almost
filled the cocoa pan with truffles. Gently shake the cocoa pan so that the
truffles roll around in the cocoa, which will enable them to be completely
coated.


 


With clean hands (or a second person) lift the truffles out
of the cocoa and “sift” them between your fingers in order to remove excess
cocoa. Place the truffles onto/into the third pan. When you have finished coating
all of the truffles, the pan should be covered and refrigerated until ready to
use.


 


***












 


 


The prize-winning
recipes from Ashley’s brownie bakeoff


 


Grand Prize


 


Double Chocolate
Cream Cheese Brownies


Recipe courtesy of
Janet Rudolph, Dying for Chocolate



 


Brownies


1/2 c sweet butter, room temperature


4 ounces high quality dark chocolate (60-75% cacao,
fair-trade), coarsely chopped


1 c sugar


1 t Madagascar vanilla extract


2 large eggs


1/2 c all purpose flour


Pinch of Salt


1/2 c dark high quality dark chocolate (65-75% cacao,
fair-trade), chopped into smallish chunks (or chocolate chips)


 


Cream Cheese Layer


8 ounces cream cheese, room temperature


1/3 c sugar


1 t Madagascar vanilla extract


1 large egg


 


Directions


Preheat oven to 325 degrees F.


1. Line 9 x 9 inch square baking pan with aluminum foil
across the bottom and up two opposite sides of pan.


2. In top of double boiler, or saucepan over a saucepan of
simmering water, melt butter with chocolate.


3. Remove from heat and stir in sugar and vanilla.


4. Add eggs, one at a time, beating well after each with a
spoon.


5. Stir in flour and salt and beat until batter is smooth
and glossy (about a minute).


6. Remove 1/2 cup of brownie batter and set aside.


7. Fold Chocolate Chunks into remainder of brownie batter.


8. Pour batter evenly into bottom of prepared pan.


9. Using mixer, whip cream cheese until smooth. Add sugar,
vanilla, and egg and process just until smooth.


10. Spread cream cheese mixture over brownie layer.


11. Spoon small clumps of reserved brownie batter on top of
the cream cheese filling.


12. With knife, swirl two batters without mixing them (don’t
overswirl).


13. Bake in preheated oven for 25 minutes or until brownies
start to pull away from sides of pan and edges just begin to brown.


14. Remove from oven and place on wire rack to cool.


15. Refrigerate brownies until firm enough to cut into
squares (two hours).


16. Remove brownies from pan by lifting ends of aluminum
foil and transfer to cutting board. Cut into squares.


 


***












 


 


Second Place


 


Triple Chocolate Pecan Brownies - Makes 2 dozen


Recipe courtesy of Brittiany and Michael Koren


 


Ingredients:


2 squares
of unsweetened chocolate, coarsely chopped (1 oz. each)


2 squares
of semisweet chocolate, coarsely chopped (1 oz. each)


1/2 c
margarine


1 c
all-purpose flour


1/2 t of
salt


1/4 t
baking powder


1 1/2 c
sugar


3 eggs


1 t
vanilla


1/3 c
sour cream or vanilla yogurt


1/2 c
chopped pecans


3/4 c
semisweet mini-chocolate chips


 


Instructions:


Preheat
oven to 350 degrees.


Melt
chocolate squares and margarine together. Stir until smooth.


Combine
flour, salt, baking powder in bowl and set aside.


 


Beat
sugar, eggs, and vanilla in large bowl, then add in chocolate mixture and stir.
Once smooth, add in flour mixture, then stir in sour cream first, then pecans
and mini-chocolate chips. Mix until well-blended.


 


Pour into
a well-greased 13 x 9 inch pan (glass/ceramic preferred). Bake 25-30 minutes or
so, depending on your individual oven and type of pan. Let cool 7 minutes, then
cut into brownie squares. For special occasions, serve with vanilla ice
cream, whipped cream, and your choice of hot fudge or caramel topping.


 


***












 


Third Prize


 


Caramel Brownies


Recipe courtesy
Mollie Smith


 


Ingredients:


1 pkg German chocolate cake mix


3/4 c melted butter


1 (5oz) can evaporated milk


6 oz chocolate chips


50 caramels, unwrapped (1 bag)


 


Instructions:


Preheat oven to 350.


 


Blend cake mix, melted butter, and 1/3 cup evaporated milk.
Put half of the batter into the bottom of a greased 9 x 13 pan. Bake for 6
minutes.


 


Remove from oven and immediately pour chocolate chips over
batter. Melt the caramels in remaining evaporated milk. Pour caramel over
chocolate chips.


 


The remaining batter will be very stiff. Using your hands, “patty
cake” the batter into little “mud pies” and place in parts over caramel.


 


Bake 15-20 minutes more. Wait at least 2 hours before
cutting.


 


 


***
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