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    To Louisa May Alcott: Jo was the first character who made me feel less alone.


I hope I did her justice.

      

    


Author’s Note:

––––––––
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PLUM FIELDS MYSTERIES is not a strict retelling of Little Women. Most of the characters and even the actual Alcotts have been turned into something new, and I’ve added a lot more dead bodies. 

I’ve taken A LOT of liberties with Alcott’s story and characters, so be warned. 

I hope you enjoy. 

Whether you do or not, reviews make authors very happy, so consider leaving a few words with your reaction. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




“I’d have a stable full of Arabian steeds, rooms piled with books, and I’d write out of a magic inkstand...”
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-Louisa May Alcott, Little Women
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Chapter One
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Dresses billowed and spun like flowers swaying in the breeze as the townsfolk danced around the reception hall. 

What was supposed to be an intimate and outdoor affair with June roses and fairy lights while Mauve and William swore their love to each other in front of only family and friends had turned into an elaborate and rather dull town affair once Vanessa talked Mauve into hiring her to plan the wedding.

Mauve was too sweet.

But she looked happy, smiling softly up at her new husband, flowers in her hair and roses blooming on her cheeks. 

I guessed it didn’t matter, really. What came next was the important part. 

A smile spread across my lips as I caught sight of Jules leading Belle through a romping dance at the center of the spinning couples. Belle’s head was thrown back with a laugh on her face and happiness shining from her eyes, no sign of the usual fatigue and pain.

She was having a good week. One I hoped would continue. 

With her happy and safe with Jules, I turned my attention back to the book in my lap. 

“Really, Harri?” April’s snide and frustrated tone grated on my nerves. 

I didn’t bother looking up at her, in no mood for her snippy and disapproving remarks. “What?”

“You’re reading? Here? It’s Mauve’s wedding for crying out loud.”

It wasn't like I was working in the middle of her wedding, though I’d typed in a few notes into my phone. It was just a book. Who was I hurting?

I wore the stupid dress, I performed my maid of honor duties. I didn’t set off any fireworks with Jules like we wanted since everyone shot down our idea.

Which I still thought was a mistake. 

“Mauve has known me a long time. I’m confident it won’t offend her.”

April sniffed. “What will everyone else think? It looks like you’re bored by your own sister’s wedding.”

“I am.”

“Harri!”

I rolled my eyes at my least favorite sister. I knew it wasn’t very diplomatic to admit you pick favorites, but whoever said they didn’t was a liar. 

And every single one of us favored Belle. How could we not? She was too sweet and gentle to despise. April and I had never gotten on. Not since she burned one of my first ever manuscripts when we were kids. I still hadn’t completely forgiven her for that or for wasting her artistic talent and chasing men with large inheritances instead of going to art school like she once planned. 

April sniffed. “I certainly hope you don’t act this way at my wedding.”

I looked out and the glittering crowd, imagining it ten times bigger for April’s wedding. “Since it’s so offensive to you, I’ll leave my book at home for yours. Though I make no promises about the fireworks.”

April shook her head in dismay, her platinum curls tumbling around her face. “Oh mercy. I think I’ll take the book reading over the fireworks.”

Where were my parents and the rest of the wedding party? I needed backup to deal with her.

“Why do you insist on ruining my fun?” I stuck my tongue out at her, making her curl her lip in disgust.

She had always been a stickler for social rules and expectations, but she’d gotten much worse over the last few years.

Jules and Belle returned to the table with flushed faces. Jules held the chair out for Belle and she slipped into it with a sigh.

I grinned at her, thrilled to see her so carefree and relaxed. “Have fun?”

She nodded, her gray eyes bright. “Yes.”

Jules dragged my chair back a few inches. “And now, it’s your turn. Come take a spin with me, Harri.”

I slid my hand into Jules’ with a grin and left my book in my chair. “Sure.”

April let out a loud and horrified gasp when I stood, fussing with the skirt of my dress, wishing I was in my usual flannel and jeans. 

I barely held back the eye-roll. “What is it now?”

She grabbed the sides of the fabric at my hips and made a tsking noise. “You’ve sat in something. Some sort of food. The back of your dress is stained. You can’t go out on the dance floor looking like that. Mauve will have a fit.”

Jules and I exchanged a long-suffering glance.

“Watch me.” With a wink at Belle, I threaded my arms through Jules’ and led him away from the table. 

Jules chuckled. “It looked like you needed saving.”

I turned to face him once we were on the dance floor, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Thank you. I guess she got tired of making the rounds, flirting with the few eligible bachelors left for her in this town.”

A new, slow and sappy song came on and I sent a scowl towards the DJ. 

“Did you offer to pay for her school again?” Jules asks. 

“I did. She turned me down. Again.”

Her stubborn refusals were driving me crazy. She could do so much and go so far with a little training, but she’d all but completely given up painting.

Jules shot me a sympathetic grimace as he twirled me around to the swifter beat of the chorus. “Maybe it’s time to give up.”

I shook my head. “Not until she’s married and settled. Until then, I’ll keep trying.”

“You know, not everyone really wants to follow their childhood dreams.”

“We did. It took you longer than most, but look at you now.”

He’d turned his back on his family money, taken a job at the school teaching music, and had put together a pretty impressive band. 

A band who should’ve been hired for Mauve’s wedding, but Vanessa, the wedding planner said a DJ would be more appropriate since Jules was part of the wedding party. 

The music would’ve been way better if Jules’ band was playing instead of the corny DJ with sentimental taste. 

“Right. I’m exactly where I hoped I’d be.”

I frowned at the self-deprecating tone in his voice. “Don’t sell yourself short. You know what I mean. What you did took a lot of courage. To give up so much money and teach music to kids instead of joining the family business. And I barely got through the doors the last time you played at the piano bar.”

Jules shot me a wicked grin. “I don’t know that they were there for me so much as the special they had going on chicken wings.”

I pinched the back of his neck, cackling at his yelp and pout. “You’re so ridiculous. I just wish you could talk Belle into playing with you.”

She loved music more than anything, but performing was something she struggled with. Her illness didn’t help either.

He sighed. “I’ve been trying, but she keeps refusing.”

Of course she did. 

All three of my sisters had given up on their dreams. Belle still played, but only for herself and the family. April no longer painted. Mauve was running the drama program at school instead of acting herself. 

None of the big plans we talked about as kids had come true. 

Even mine. 

My plan to become a successful writer might have happened, but I was far from rich and famous. And while I loved what I wrote, romantic suspense wasn’t the genre I really wanted to remain stuck in.

But it paid the bills. 

“I’ll work on Belle while I’m here this summer. She seems like she’s doing better. And she told me how much you check on her and take her out for fun.”

Jules shrugged. “Of course. I adore Belle. I make her come with me to all the family get-togethers since Grandfather has such a soft spot for her.”

His grandfather had always loved Belle. 

“It helps her. Though I’m surprised she agrees. She hates those kind of events.”

Jules snickered. “I play on her kindness by acting as pathetic as possible so she’ll take pity on me.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “I approve.”

“Of course you do. You know I’ll do anything for her or any of you. Your family is my family. Especially now that mine barely recognizes my existence.” Jules looked away over my shoulder. 

I tightened my grip on his neck. “It’s their loss, Jules.”

He shook off the melancholy trying to take hold of him. “And my gain. Now that the wedding drama is over, what are our plans for the rest of the summer? I don’t have to go back to work for another month and a half. Plenty of time for us to find some trouble.”

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll come up with something. I’m here till September. I do have to actually get some work done, but I can make some time for an adventure or two.” I missed getting in trouble with him. 

“Good. I’m glad you haven’t changed so much.”

“Worried the city ruined me? It didn’t ruin you when you were there for school.”

“It did at first. But I guess the same thing that kept you grounded did the same for me.”

I tilted my head to the side to study his somber face. “What’s that?”

He led us around a couple dancing with flailing limbs and braying laughter. “Your family.”

I smiled up at my best friend, shaking my head at his sentimentality. “You’ll always have us, you know that.”

Even if Sally Gardiner finally convinced him to leave his job at the high school and return to the family fold before marrying her. 

Where was Sally, anyway? I glanced around the dance floor and back towards the head table. She was hovering earlier, but I hadn’t seen her at the wedding party table in a while. Maybe she left. I still couldn’t believe Mauve asked her to be a bride’s maid. They weren’t close and hadn’t exactly been the best of friends when we were kids. 

Jules dipped me low with a grin and mischief dancing in his eyes as the song came to a close. I grinned back up at him as he yanked me back to a standing position.

“That was fun. And look, no one passed out from shock or offense from my stained dress.” In fact, I’d forgotten all about it. 

“Maybe we were whirling too fast for anyone to notice.”

I shrugged. “At least it happened after our speeches. April might have actually died of shame.”

“She’s still young. Hopefully, she’ll realize soon that money isn’t everything. Took me a while to learn too.”

“I hope so.” I released my hold on him and stepped back as we moved off the dance floor. 

But Jules was raised with money and learned it didn’t fix everything. April and the rest of us were raised with little to nothing, constantly watching our parents struggle. I went out, determined to make money on my own. 

Mauve had taken a lesson from our mother and learned to pinch pennies and find peace and happiness even with her and Will’s small incomes as teachers. 

Belle asked for nothing and always found peace no matter her situation. 

And April was determined to find someone who could afford to take care of her, someone who wouldn’t be like our father, chasing dreams and opportunities that never worked out. 

Neither one of us wanted to be like our mother, working her fingers to the bone as a social worker and a weekend housekeeper while our father walked around with his head in the clouds. We just went about it in very different ways.

Maybe that’s why we didn’t get along. We were too much alike. 

“I have to go to the bathroom. Meet you back at the table?”

Jules nodded. “Yeah. I’m hungry, so I’m going to head to the kitchen and see what leftovers they've got back there.”

I snorted. “It should be time for cake soon. But if you find anything good, smuggle me out some too.”

“Will do. I have plenty of pockets.” Jules waved as he kept walking towards the kitchen. 

I grumbled as I turned away and headed for the restrooms. I didn’t have any pockets. Stupid fashion didn’t give women pockets in most of our clothes. And the ones we did have were so tiny a pack of gum would barely fit inside. 

I hadn’t even made it all the way out of the bathroom when a scream shattered the chatter and laughter and soft music. 

Most of the people in the reception hall didn’t notice, but a few on the outskirts raised their heads and headed towards the noise. 

After checking the head table to make sure Belle was safe and sound with our parents, I lifted my skirts and hurried towards the sound.

It sounded like it came from the kitchen. I really hoped someone didn’t drop the cake. 

Mauve would lose her mind. 

And her wedding planner’s head might actually explode. 

I beat the others heading to help and pushed through the kitchen staff who were hovering in the doorway leading to the secondary kitchen. 

What was going on?

Once I made it through, I skidded to a halt in my uncomfortable heels as my jaw dropped.

Jules crouched at the entrance to the walk-in freezer over a dead body in a dusty pink dress exactly the exact same as mine. 

Vanessa hovered behind him with her hands covering her mouth.

“Jules?”

He looked up at me with his coffee brown eyes glassy with shock and tears. “Sally’s dead.”
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Chapter Two
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My mouth opened and closed while I tried to wrap my head around what I was hearing and seeing. “Don’t touch her. Or anything. You’re sure she’s dead?”

She certainly looked dead. Crumpled and pale on the floor on her side. But there was no blood. What in the world happened here?

This was insane. My heart pounded loud in my ears, making it hard for me to focus. 

It was one thing to write about dead bodies. It was quite another to be confronted with one in real life. 

“Yeah. She’s... yeah.” Jules cleared his throat and moved back from her, running a shaky hand through his black hair. “I checked and moved her out of the freezer to help her, but she was gone.

“What happened?”

Did she somehow get trapped in the freezer and freeze to death? No. I saw her less than an hour ago. That wasn’t long enough. 

Jules shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t know. Vanessa asked me to get ice, and I found her in there.”

Vanessa stumbled back a few steps, her face pale and drawn. “This can’t be happening.”

Right. But it was. 

And my sister was out there, still celebrating her new marriage and had no clue her friend was in here, dead. 

A death I was having a hard time believing was an accident. 

Why was she in the freezer? It made no sense. 

I turned to the kitchen staff and the few other guests who’d come to investigate. “Okay. Everyone get away from her and out of here. Has someone called the Sheriff’s office?”

A girl in a chef’s coat raised her hand. “I did.”

“Good. Let’s keep everyone out of here so they don’t disturb the scene.”

I needed to get to my family, make sure they were all right. Oh, poor Mauve. What a horrible thing to happen at her wedding.

We needed to handle this fast. And discreetly. 

“Of course. I’ll uh... I’ll...” Vanessa trailed off, her face pale, her pupils dilated as she stared at Sally.

“Clear everyone out of here until the Sheriff arrives. We don’t want to mess up any evidence.”

Everyone but Jules and Vanessa starting filing from the room, back into the main kitchen.

Vanessa’s jaw dropped. “You think someone murdered her?”

I looked back at Sally with a frown. “She’s a little young to just drop dead for no reason, so maybe.”

But I really hoped not. 

Vanessa clutched her chest. “Oh my.”

I noticed she had one black fake nail on her left hand while the rest were red. I hated that fashion. It wasn’t symmetrical, and it drove me crazy. Now I’d be obsessing about it all night.

Though better than thinking about Sally’s dead body.

“Yeah.” I sighed and headed for the door, Vanessa and Jules trailing behind me. 

The kitchen staff was back to work, cleaning things up, looking shaken. I wasn’t sure where the guests who came to check out the scream were, and I hoped they didn’t spread around news of what happened. 

Better to try and keep this quiet for now. But I needed to let Mauve know. I didn’t want her to find out when the Sheriff and his deputies crashed the party.

Since Vanessa was the wedding planner, hopefully she could handle this.

“I’ve got to talk to my sister. We need to all get out of here and keep our mouths shut. Don’t let anyone in until the Sheriff gets here.”

Vanessa nodded. “I can do that.”

“Good.” I closed the door, feeling like a jerk locking her in there alone. 

She looked so small now, crumpled and lifeless on the ground.

I shivered and rubbed my arms, the cold finally penetrating past the shock. Jules wrapped his arm around my shoulders, the shaking in his body joining my own. 

Vanessa started herding the kitchen staff out of the main kitchen, telling them to take another break for now and not to spread it around.

Jules and I left her to handle them while we went to handle informing my family. 

The party was still in full-swing, no hints of winding down. Which I guessed was a good thing. No telling how long Sally had been dead and if she was killed, the murderer was probably still here.

What a happy thought.

My steps slowed the closer we got to the head table where the entire wedding party other than Jules and I sat laughing and talking, looking merry and bright.

And we were about to ruin it.

They looked up with welcoming smiles as we approached, their faces falling at our expressions. 

I was sure we looked ghastly, shock and horror clinging to us.

Will half stood from his seat. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

“Uh...” I paused and checked around, making sure we wouldn’t be overheard. 

Thankfully, the head table was set a bit apart from the others and the dance floor. 

I tried again. “There’s been an incident. Sally is... dead.”

The entire table gasped and tensed up, eyes wide and mouths gaping. 

Will wrapped his arm around Mauve. “What? How? What happened?”

I shrugged as I sat back in my seat next to Mauve, taking her hand in mine. “We don’t know. Jules and your wedding planner found her in the freezer.”

Mauve pressed her free hand to her heart. “The freezer?”

Jules fell into the chair next to Will with a sigh. “Yeah.”

Mauve cleared her throat and sat up straight, trying to collect herself. “Well, we have to stop the reception. We have to call the Sheriff. And cancel our trip.”

I squeezed her hand. “The reception should probably keep going for a while so no one tries to leave in case the Sheriff wants to question them. He’s already been called and Vanessa is keeping everyone out of the kitchen.”

Tears gathered in her eyes. “I can’t believe this. Oh, poor Sally. What on earth happened?”

“We don’t know. There was no blood or wound that I could see.”

“This isn’t some prank, right?” April asked from across the table. 

I scowled at my ridiculous sister. “Are you kidding me right now? I know Jules and I have come up with some wild ideas in the past, but we’d never ruin Maeve’s wedding with a made-up murder of one of her friends. The most I’d do is stain the back of my dress.”

Mauve frowned, looking me up and down. “You stained your dress?”

I huffed and shook my head. “Is that important right now? When will I wear it again?”

My family really could be ridiculous. 

She grimaced. “Right. Sorry. I think I’m in shock.”

I softened and released her hand after squeezing it one more time. “I know. Maeve, I’m so sorry.”

She grabbed her glass and gulped back the little bit of champagne remaining. “What should we do? Should we make an announcement?” 

I glanced around the hall, checking to see if it looked like the guests knew what was going on. But everyone was still celebrating and enjoying the party.

“Probably.”

“At least you didn’t plan to leave for your honeymoon for another week. This mess shouldn’t interfere.”

We all turned to stare at April with gaping mouths. 

She threw her hands up. “What? Her wedding has been completely ruined now. No need for her honeymoon to be too.”

Mother finally spoke. “April. Enough. Mauve, your father or I could make the announcement.”

Mauve shook her head. “No, thanks Mother, but Will and I should handle it.”

Will nodded and hugged Mauve tighter. “Yes. We should. We’ll make sure no one leaves until the Sheriff has a chance to check things out. Jules, could you call him and see if he’ll be here anytime soon?”

Jules nodded with a slight snort. “Sure. Of course.”

Mauve turned to Will’s other three groomsmen. “Can you guys watch the doors, make sure no one leaves?”

Jeremy nodded. “We’ll handle it. And make sure no one heads towards the kitchen.”

Will stood and held his arm out for his new bride. “My love, shall we?”

Mauve took a deep breath and plastered a shaky smile on her face. “Yes.”

“I’ll step outside to call Sheriff Markle. See what the hold up is.” Jules rose as well. 

“Wait.” I couldn't believe I didn’t think of this before. “Kate is here. She’s a deputy, right? Maybe she can help secure the scene and find out what’s taking the Sheriff so long.”

“Good idea. I’ll have a quiet word with her and show her what’s going on. She’s probably the better option than the Sheriff anyway.”

Jules wasn’t wrong. 

I shook my head. Sheriff Markle was a complete and utter stereotypical Sheriff, like he stepped right out of a TV. Round, slow, and rather stupid. And also, easily bought and swayed by the rich and powerful of this town. I was scared to see how he’d handle Sally’s death. Especially once the town council and her father started putting pressure on him.

He’d probably choose the easiest person to accuse and go with it.

What a disaster.

I rubbed Belle’s shoulder. “You okay?”

She looked pale, but she forced a smile. “I’m okay. Just a little freaked out.”

“Yeah. We all are.” I was still struggling with believing it was real. 

And I’d gotten the privilege of seeing the body.

“I feel so bad for Jules being the one to find her.”

“Yeah, that couldn’t have been fun. Going in for some ice and finding... well that.”

Belle shuddered, and I grimaced. I was definitely not helping. 

“Sorry.”

“What do you think happened?” Belle asked. 

“I don’t know.” I didn’t think it was a good idea to start throwing around murder accusations. 

That’s the last thing any of us needed. 

And I didn’t like the way Belle was looking. No sign of the free and happy and painless expression she’d had the whole day. This might be too much for her. Especially after all the dancing and fun and being on her feet.

Her illness came and went, sometimes she was strong and healthy and happy and other times she was in such pain she couldn’t get out of bed, the medicine the doctors prescribed not even taking the edge off.

And living in our parent’s drafty old house probably wasn’t helping.

Which was why I was planning to find a place to rent for the summer for the two of us. Something surrounded by fresh air and fragrant herbs and flowers where she could relax in the sun and have a little bit of independence. 

And to give Mother a break. 

I’d only been back a week and Belle was already looking a little better, a little more color in her cheeks, a little less darkness around her eyes.

Guilt trickled through me. I didn’t come home enough and help. Mother had too much on her plate and now that Mauve was married and starting a new life, she couldn’t help as much. April was never any help. She just spent money she didn’t have, and came and went at all hours. 

I could work anywhere. Writing didn’t have to happen in New York. I could just as easily do it here. I should definitely start coming back for more than quick trips for the holidays.

I still needed to bring the idea up to Belle and my parents. I was pretty sure they’d be okay with it, but I also didn’t want to be the one who comes back home and takes over, thinking she knows better just because she lives in the big city. 

Mauve and Will stepped up on the stage where the band was playing once they finished their current song and stood in front of the microphone.

Everyone starting banging silverware against their glasses, expecting a speech. 

Will leaned in towards the microphone. “Hi everyone. Thank you all so much for coming. Unfortunately, there has been an incident and the Sheriff had to be called. We can’t give you more information than that at this time, but we do need you all to stay put and inside this room until he gets here and clears you to leave. I’m really sorry, everyone. But please continue to relax and have some cake or punch. You’ll get answers soon.”

Poor things didn't even get a chance to have their little cake cutting ceremony and smear each others faces with icing. The cake was my favorite part of a wedding.
Mauve and Will stepped off the stage after a last awkward couple of smiles.
The room broke out in mutters and whispers as half the town tried to guess what had happened, their eyes wide and necks craning.
This was going to feed the town gossips for years. 

I shuddered. I may write about murder and the darkest sides of people, but it was fiction. A lot different from seeing someone I knew dead at my sister’s wedding. 

Jules rejoined us with a sigh. “The sheriff will be here in ten, and Kate has a handle on the crime scene. She’s checking things out now.”

“What took him so long?” Father asked. 

Jules huffed. “I guess he didn’t think it was real. It’s not like this kind of thing is common around here.”

Father inclined his head with a small sigh. “True.”

I frowned. “He didn’t even bother planning to come check it out?”

I’d known Markle wasn’t the greatest, but I thought he’d be in at least a little bit of a hurry to handle a death. 

Apparently, I was wrong.

“I think he was planning to make it out here, eventually. He just wasn’t in any kind of rush.”

“Of course not.” I shook my head.

Mother rubbed at her chest. “I’m sure he’ll do his best. I can’t really blame him for having trouble believing it. I still don’t quite believe it myself.”

Father rubbed Mother’s back. “I know, darling. Perhaps we should go to mingle with our guests, reassure them.”

Mother nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. Mauve and William shouldn’t have to handle all of it alone. Are the rest of you okay here?”

I waved them off. “We’re fine. I doubt I’d be very comforting and April definitely wouldn’t.”

April scowled for a moment before she shrugged and went back to inspecting her fingernails. How was she more horrified by the state of my dress than the dead body in the freezer?

She sure was something else. 

After spending so many years the spoiled darling of Plum Fields, it was like she was a completely different breed from the rest of our family. 

After spending so many years as the misfit of Plum Fields, so was I.

I looked around the reception hall at the guests, studying each person, trying to guess which one might be a murderer. 

Martha over there always hated Sally, since she always bullied her. 

Steve definitely had the killer instinct, but I couldn’t think of any real motive. I couldn’t remember a single instance the two of them interacted. 

No matter how nasty Sally could be, I couldn’t see anyone actually killing her. Though if it wasn’t an accident, which was highly likely, it was definitely a crime of passion, not something premeditated. 

I tried to look at it like one of my books, but again, this was real life, not fiction. As much research as I’d done, I was no detective. 

There was nothing I could do. It was the sheriff’s job to investigate. I needed to be here for my family. Especially Mauve.

Our parents returned to our table to join us again, tired of all the questions. 

The sheriff strolled inside with a couple of his deputies, a toothpick rolling in his mouth. 

Did he think he was John Wayne with that swagger?

Mauve and Will rushed over to him, waving Vanessa over. All eyes followed them as they led the Sheriff over to the kitchen doors, watching as they pushed through and disappeared inside. 

Seeing how real the emergency was gave the guests the courage to approach our table, questions spewing from their lips.

We herded them off as best we could, not wanting to spread more panic and gossip than was already forming.

The sheriff and one of his deputies pushed out of the kitchen, their faces grim. 

I frowned when Mauve and Will didn’t follow. 

Mother squeezed my shoulder. “I’m going to go check on her.”

Sheriff Markle cleared his throat. “There’s been a suspicious death. I’m afraid all of you are going to have to be questioned before you can leave here tonight. Please be patient as my deputies and I get statements from you all.”
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Chapter Three
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After his little speech, Sheriff Markle headed right for our table, eyeing Jules. 

He nodded at my father before smiling politely at the rest of us. “Folks. Sorry the celebration was interrupted so horribly. My condolences.”

“Thank you, Sheriff. Do you think it was some kind of accident?” Mother asked. 

Markle shrugged and adjusted his belt. “We’re not sure yet. Gene is on his way. He’ll be able to tell us for sure.”

The coroner of Plum Fields was also the funeral home director. There wasn’t much need for both here full-time. 

“What a tragedy," Father said. 

“Indeed.” The Sheriff turned to Jules. “So, Julian. Ms. Goss told me you were the one who found her.”

Jules swirled the liquid in his glass. “Yes. I was looking for some ice in the freezer and there she was.”

“And did you disturb the body?” Markle asked. 

“Yes. She was face down, so I moved her out of the freezer and turned her over to check her pulse. I never thought she was dead. I thought maybe she passed out or something.”

Markle grabbed a notepad from his back pocket and started taking notes. “Understandable. You’re sure she was facedown?”

Jules nodded. “Yes. Definitely.”

“Okay. When was the last time you saw Sally?”

Jules frowned as he thought about it. “Uh. Well, a couple hours ago? She was definitely there for the bouquet toss.”

I smothered a snort. He was right. She’d really wanted that bouquet. But so had April, and she’d won.

“What time was that?”

Jules shrugged, so I answered for him. “At three.”

Markle barely acknowledged me. “And you didn’t see her after?”

Jules winced and shrugged again. “I’m sorry, I can’t say for sure. I wasn’t exactly watching the clock or paying close attention to her specifically.”

Markle shot Jules a stern look before turning his attention around the whole table. “Right. What about the rest of you?”

“I saw her a little bit after the cake was passed out. She was dancing with Fred,” April said.

“I haven’t seen her since dinner was over.” Belle’s voice was so quiet I could barely hear her and she sat right next to me. 

The sheriff turned an expectant eye on me. 

“I noticed I hadn’t seen her in a while about thirty minutes before the body was found. I just assumed she left.” I’d been dancing with Jules at the time. 

“She was a bridesmaid?” Markle asked. 

I nodded. “Yeah, she was.”

“Who was her groomsman?”

“Jonathan,” Jules said. “But they don’t really know each other. He’s a friend of Will’s from college, just in for the wedding.”

Markle’s pen hovered over his notepad. “So, the two of them had no connection?”

Jules shook his head. “No. None other than their duties for the wedding.”

This was news to me. I barely knew the other groomsmen since they were Will’s friends from college.

He’d made Jules his best man since they’d gotten so close working at the school.

Markle sighed and wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. “I see. And no one heard anything? No screams or struggles or fighting?”

“No. I heard nothing until Vanessa screamed when Sally was found.” I shivered as I pictured her glassy, empty eyes. 

Markle looked around the room. “I guess the festivities drowned out any sounds there might have been.”

Father nodded. “Probably.”

“Do you know of anyone who would want to hurt her?”

We all shook our heads. 

April explained further. “None of us are very close to her, so we’d have no idea. Did you ask Mauve?”

“I did. She needed a few moments to compose herself. I’m about to head back in and question her once I'm finished with you folks. Was Sally’s family not invited?”

“They were,” Jules said. “They chose not to attend.”

The only reason they were invited was because Sally was a part of the wedding party. None of us were close with her family.

Gene Jones entered, and the Sheriff rose when he caught sight of the coroner, closing his notepad. “All right. That’s all I have for now. If I could have your help keeping everyone calm while we question them, I’d appreciate it. We’ll try to have all of you out of here soon. It’s probably just a horrible accident.”

Father stood and held his hand out for Markle to shake. “Of course. Thank you, Sheriff.”

Markle shook it and tipped his head. “I’ll send your family out as soon as I’m finished with them.”

“Good.”

I frowned as an idea occurred to me. “Sheriff?”

Markle paused and turned to raise a brow at me. “Yeah, Harri?”

“I think Vanessa has the guest list. There are plenty of people who have already left you may end up wanting to talk to.”

He nodded. “Good idea, Harri. Thanks.”

“Sure.”

He smiled. “Looks like those books of yours have given you some interesting little tricks. You aren’t looking for a job, are you?”

Absolutely not. I didn’t want to get involved in this mess. Especially with an upset sister who’d need my help.

“Sorry, Sheriff. I’m pretty happy with mine.”

He shot me a bit of a warning look. “Good to hear.”

Guess he didn’t want me sticking my nose into this. Not that I planned to. I was quite aware that I had no real investigative skills. 

But I was also aware that Markle didn’t really either. He was great at campaigning and handing out citations and breaking up arguments between feuding shop owners on Main Street. 

Handling a possible murder? 

I wasn’t as confident.

But maybe I was being a judgmental city woman, expecting the bungling town Sheriff to screw things up.

Maybe he’d surprise me.

“Belle!”

Father’s shout made me shoot around, my eyes widening at the sight of him kneeling on the ground, a convulsing Belle in his arms.
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Chapter Four
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Panic clawed at my throat as I fell to my knees beside them, reaching out for my shaking sister. Her eyes rolled back in her throat and a gurgling, gasping noise came from her throat. 

"Dad, what's going on?"

Father kept Belle’s head steady and smoothed hair out of her face as he stared down sadly at her. "This happens to her sometimes. It's a new symptom. We just have to ride it out and then get her to the doctor."

What? No one told me about any new symptoms. 

Jules stood behind me, rubbing my back. "She'll be okay." 

"It's ridiculous the doctors can't do more for her." April hovered behind Father, frowning in helpless frustration.

Father sighed. "They're human, dear. They can't perform miracles on their own."

And there still wasn't a lot of information about fibromyalgia, the government and private companies not having enough interest in funding the studies. It wasn't too long ago that medical professionals decided it was a real illness instead of something hysterical women didn't make up in their own minds. Which was infuriating.

And left us helpless as we watched Belle suffer so much.

I hated seeing her like this, in so much agony, feeling like her life was stalled because she couldn't live on her own or hold down a regular job since she never knew when a flare up would begin again.

Belle's body finally calmed, leaving her limp and groggy as she blinked up at Father. "What happened?"

Father cupped her cheek. "You had another seizure."

Belle’s face flushed. "Oh. I'm sorry."

Father shook his head at her. "You have nothing to apologize for. But we do need to get you to the hospital."

Jules patted my back. "I’ll go let Sheriff Markle know we need to go."

I grabbed his hand to stop him. "Let Mother and Mauve know what's going on too."

He nodded with a worried smile. "Will do." He hurried off into the crowd which had somehow not yet noticed the drama happening with us.

Probably because there was always plenty of drama to go around. 

I helped Father get Belle back into her chair while April hovered around us. 

Belle slumped in her seat, looking completely worn down and exhausted, nothing like the girl who was dancing and having a great time just an hour or so ago. "I don't need to go to the hospital. It'll just be the same thing they always say."

Father sat next to her and took her hands in his. "I know, but seizures are dangerous. We just have to make sure."

I curled my hands into fists as I tried to control my temper and my fear and lighten the mood. "Besides, it gets us out of here."

April snorted. "Yes. This day has truly been a heinous one."

Father shook his head with a sigh. “Tactful as always, my dear daughters.”

Mother and Mauve rushed over, the Sheriff and Jules following behind.

Mauve's eyes were red and splotchy, making my chest ache for her. April wasn't wrong. What had started off so lovely and happy had certainly taken a turn at this point. 

Mother skidded to a halt in front of Belle, her face pale and worried. "Belle? What happened?"

Belle tried to sit up, but she fell back against the chair. "Just another episode."

Sheriff Markle rubbed the back of his head before sighing. "You folks can go ahead. My deputies and I can handle the rest. We'll be in touch with more questions once we have a better idea of what happened."

Father stood and shook Markle’s hand again. "Thank you, Sheriff. Really."

Markle smiled. "You just make sure you take care of our girl there. Get her all fixed up."

"We will."

Markle walked off, leaving the rest of us to figure out where to go from here. 

Belle rubbed at her face. "You don't all have to come with me. Mauve, you especially have things to handle. The emergency is over."

April sighed. "I'll stay here and help Mauve and Will. The rest of you should go though. Get her checked out and then home."

I was shocked at April actually offering to do something helpful for once. Belle’s episode must have rattled her as much as the rest of us. 

“All right,” I said. “Thank you, April. That's very sweet."

Mother turned to Father. “Darling, maybe you should stay too. Harri and I can handle Belle. There's so much here that needs to be dealt with. I'm sure Mauve could use your help keeping people calm."

Father nodded. "I'll see you all at home. Keep me informed, please."

"Of course." Mother kissed his cheek and between the two of us, we got Belle to her feet. 

Before Jules swooped in and swept her into his arms. "I'm coming."

Mother chuckled. "Thanks, Julian. That's sweet of you."

"I think the two of you need me more than they do here. Besides, I'm usually Belle's doctor buddy." Jules strode ahead towards his vehicle, leaving Mother and I to follow. 

My eyes widened in surprise. "What?"

What else were they keeping from me? I was getting way too much new information all of the sudden. 

"He takes her to most of her appointments since I can't miss so much work and your Father is usually busy as well."

What was Father so busy with?

"That's sweet of you, Jules. Why haven't you ever mentioned it?"

Jules looked back at us over his shoulder with a grin. "You know I don't like to toot my own horn."

I snorted. "Since when?"

It got the laugh I was looking for from everyone and I noticed with no small amount of satisfaction that Belle looked stronger and steadier as Jules set her down beside his car. She hopped in with a little more spring in her step once he opened the door.

I was not feeling quite so strong or steady or springy. My hands shook as I climbed into the backseat of Jules' car next to Belle, the adrenaline trying to work its way out of my system. I was terrified that one day, this illness would take Belle away from me much sooner than I could stand.

And it would be her dead body I was finding.

Belle reached over and took one of my hands in both of hers. "I'm okay, Harri. It's just something new they think is caused by some of my meds. They're trying to pinpoint which one it is and go from there."

Jules pulled out of the parking lot and headed towards the hospital on the other side of town.

"Right. And why did no one mention this new development to me?" I asked. 

Mother turned in her seat from the front and shot me an apologetic grimace. "We probably all thought one of the others told you. And honestly, Harri, there's nothing you could've done other than worry."

Mother was right, but it still chafed. I liked to know things. I was really glad I was here to help for the summer. And all the more determined to get Belle into a new place with a little less stress for her. 

Stress was a massive contributor to her illness. 

Mother dug in her purse. "I’m going to call ahead to the hospital and have them page her doctor."

I turned to Belle. "Any pain?"

"No. Just a general lethargy. I wish I could just go home and sleep." She leaned her head back against the headrest. 

"Hopefully, the hospital visit won't take too long." 

She hated the hospital. Probably because she’d spent so much of her life in the blasted things. 

"I'm just getting a little tired of being poked and prodded and none of it really helping."

"I'm sorry, love." I checked on Mother and Jules in the front, making sure they weren't paying attention before I lowered my voice. "I was wondering if you were interested in moving out of the house with me."

Belle lifted her head to frown at me in confusion. "What?"

I grinned at her. "I’ve been considering renting a little summer cottage for my visit and thought you might like to stay with me."

It wasn’t the best time to bring this up after everything, but we both needed something to cheer us up. Something to look forward to.

If she was interested. 

"Why?"

"It's a little hard to focus in Mother and Father's house with all the coming and going and noise right out on the street. It's a little cramped too with you, me, and April all there. I thought it might be nice to find a cute little place with maybe a garden and plenty of privacy."

Her face brightened. "That could be fun. Mother and Father might enjoy the break too. I know it wears on them, always worrying about me. But I don't want you taking their place."

I shot her a playful glare. "It won't be a worry, it'll be fun. Just the two of us with your piano and my books. Maybe a cat or two we could find in the woods and try to tame."

"Are you sure?" Belle asked. 

"Very."

I loved my family more than anything, but after getting used to living on my own for so long, I truly was struggling to focus with a full house. My attention was torn between my work and spending time with them.

"I don't want to get in your way while you try to work."

I rolled my eyes. "You're one of the quietest people I've ever met. I don't have the slightest concern that you'd ever get in my way."

She was being ridiculous. Though I hoped this wasn’t her way of trying to talk me out of it because she wasn’t interested.

A huge smile broke out across her face and she beamed at me. "Then, yes. I'd love to. It sounds like fun."

I beamed back at her, excitement replacing some of the dread and stress bubbling in my stomach. "Excellent. I'll start looking for a place."

"We're here." Jules hopped out and scooped Belle back out of the car, ignoring her protests. 

Mother squeezed my shoulder when we got out on the other side. "I heard what you're planning."

"Is it okay? I'm not trying to come here and take over." I didn’t want to step on her toes. 

Tears glimmered in Mother’s eyes. "Oh, I know. And I think it's a wonderful idea. The two of you have always been so close and I worry she's been lonely. Julian comes to see her as often as he can, but it's not the same as having you here. There's just some things it's easier to talk to your sister about than your friend. Or even your mother. And our rickety house isn't the best place for her. I think she'll thrive in a little summer home with you."

We followed Jules as he carried Belle into the ER waiting room, our steps slower as we talked.

I sighed. "I hate this. I hate that her life has been put on hold because of this illness."

Mother wrapped her arm around my waist. "Her life hasn't been put on hold and it isn't less than a perfectly healthy person. She just has to live a little differently. But she can still have a full and happy life. Something I think living with you will remind her of."

"I hope so."

Mother stopped before we made it to the doors, dragging me to a halt with her. "Don't make the same mistake your father and I have."

My brows furrowed. “What mistake?”

Mother winced, looking guilty. "Coddling her. Smothering her. I worry we clipped her wings and made her believe she had to stay here with us instead of finding out what she's truly capable of."

I hated that she was doubting herself. She was an actual superhero and needed to remember that. 

"I'll keep that in mind, but I don't think you've clipped her wings. Even if she didn't have an illness, she's always been painfully shy and a complete homebody. I doubt she ever would've gone far."

"Not everyone has to leave to learn how to fly like you did. Like April could use. Mauve never left, and she's happy. I want to see Belle do the same. And I think you're just what she needs to do that." She patted my arm. 

"I'll do what I can."

She started walking again, opening the door and holding it open for me. "You don't have to do anything special. Just be there for her. And with her. Just being around you will probably bring out the adventurous parts of her."

"If you say so." I hoped she was right. 

"I do. I'm so glad you're home." She smiled at me. 

I smiled back at her. "Me too."

Things had been so insane since I got back we hadn’t had much time together. And now I was moving out and taking Belle with me. 

Jules met us by the chairs where Belle sat. "I’ve got Belle checked in. They said it's a slow night, so they should be able to get her back there soon. They did say only one of us can go back with her for now."

"You should go, Mother," I said.

She nodded. "Thanks, I will. Will you and Julian be alright?"

"Of course. We'll keep in touch with Mauve and Father to make sure there are no more disasters."

"Right. Oh, for a moment, I forgot all about poor Sally." Mother looked older all of a sudden, the stress of everything wearing on her.

"Belle Stride?" A nurse poked his head out the door leading into the ER. 

Belle stood, steady but still pale. "I’m here."

The nurse waved. "Come on back."

Belle leaned on Mother, both of them looking so fragile as they followed the nurse through the ER doors. 

I swallowed hard, my eyes burning as I stared after them. 
Jules wrapped his arm around my shoulders. "She's fine. It's a mean disease, but it's not fatal."
I let him lead me back to the chairs to sit down and wait this out. "It just seems like every time I see her, she's worse."

"Maybe with distance, comes a bit of forgetting. Like when you see someone after they've lost weight. The people who see them every day don't notice as much. But it's always a shock if you see them months into the weight loss."

I sighed. "Maybe. Maybe I do look back with rose colored glasses instead of remembering how things really were."

He rubbed my back. "I think we all have a habit of romanticizing the past. Especially the negative stuff. That way, it doesn't seem so painful."

"Well, I certainly didn't romanticize you. I don't remember you being so smart." It was a weak tease, but the best I could do at the moment. 

He winked at me. "Oh, I wasn't. I was a complete fool."

"You had your moments of brilliance every now and again."

"Well, let me dazzle you with another moment of brilliance." He turned his body to face me. 

I blew out a dramatic breath. "Okay. I'm ready."

He smirked at me. "Cute. Now seriously. I have the perfect place for you and Belle to spend the summer."

Of course he was listening in the car. Nosy brat.

I groaned. "I should've known the backseat of a car wasn't the best place to have a private conversation. But tell me about this perfect place."

I hadn’t really gotten that far in my plans yet. There were a few places I'd looked into, but nothing suitable yet. 

Jules bounced in his seat. "Well, one's right down the road from me."

"Oh, I love your house. And your street."

There were only a few houses down there. He lived on the outer edges of the town, surrounded by trees and trails and streams. It was lovely and private. 

Jules grinned triumphantly. "Yes. It has just what you're looking for. Plenty of quiet, nature, and privacy. The best part? It comes fully furnished so you won't need to worry about getting it set up. It's move in ready right now."

My brows shot high. "It sounds amazing."

Almost too good to be true. Finding a place already furnished had been the hardest part.

Based on the gleeful look on Jules’ face, he wasn’t finished trying to sell me on this place. 

"And I'm friends with the owner. He may actually be able to get you in there tomorrow or the next day. He's been hoping to find a tenant soon. Do you want me to give him a call?"

"You've seen the inside?" I wasn’t super picky, but I didn’t love the idea of seventies furniture filling the place. 

"Trust me. it's just what you and Belle need. We can have you moved in within a couple hours once you sign the lease. You could be moved in by tomorrow."

Jules knew me better than anyone. If he said we’d love it, I believed him. And I definitely liked the idea of having a space so soon. I didn’t want to spend weeks searching for a place to only get to stay there for a month.

"All right. I'll trust you. Give your friend a call. If we hate it, the summer is only a couple months long. Will he let me rent month by month?" I didn’t want to get sucked into a long lease I’d have to pay a fortune to break.

Jules nodded. "Yes. That's what he's looking for right now. He plans on getting things set up for a longer agreement, but you definitely have until the end of the summer before that happens."

I sucked in a breath. "All right. Go for it, then."

He jumped up, excitement dancing in his eyes. "I’m going to enjoy being neighbors again."

I laughed. “Me too."

It had been a long time, and I’d missed it ever since we had to sell Orchard House and move onto the end of Main Street. 

Jules went outside to make his phone call while I sat and worried alone about Belle. I hated being stuck out here waiting, but at least Belle seemed to be mostly fine. It was probably the excitement of the wedding and then the death that just ended up being too much for her.

Hopefully in another few days, she'd be better.
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Chapter Five
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Everyone else in the house was finally asleep after the longest day any of us had ever had, but I still couldn't shake the restlessness vibrating through me. I took my cup of tea out to the front porch and sank into the rocking chair facing the street. 
I liked seeing the town like this, sleepy and dark, only the festive lights Plum Fields kept up all year twinkling from the street lamps and trees and windows. As much as I enjoyed the fast pace of the city, I'd missed home. 
Even though this wasn't the house I grew up in, it still felt like it because my family was here. It was smaller and louder during the day, but somehow the memories followed us and imprinted themselves on the walls here. I could still hear our laughter and fights and tears like ghosts hovering just out of sight. 

All the plays I'd written and Mauve had insisted on starring in. All the music Belle played. The art April created. A house full of artists left their marks so strongly, I carried them with me everywhere. 

I set my tea aside and reached for the journal and inkwell and quill Jules and Belle had given me as a welcome home gift, planning to try to organize my thoughts and feelings after the whirlwind of a day, but my phone buzzed in my robe pocket. 

I pulled it out and frowned. Why was Rich calling me so late? "Hello?"

"Harriet. I wasn't sure if you'd still be awake."

My teeth ground together at his continued refusal to use my nickname. "Is everything all right?"

We hadn’t talked much since I left New York, but I’d been busy and he was supposed to be in the middle of guest lecturing at one of the libraries. 

"Yes. I'd planned to leave you a voicemail."

"What's going on?" I asked. 

He better not have already killed my plants. It was a miracle I'd kept them alive as long as I had.  

"I was telling a friend of mine in publishing about the book you're writing. The good one. And he's interested in seeing what you have so far." Rich sounded so excited.

But I wanted to punch him. 

Why was he always pushing this? What did it matter to him what I wrote?

I tried to keep my tone calm. "Rich, I'm just writing that in my spare time. I'm already swamped with deadlines as it is. And I have an agent already."

And the stupid literary book I sometimes played around with was mainly because between him and my father, I decided to try just to shut them up.

What I really wanted to write was massive, sprawling fantasy novels. Not that Rich or my father understood that.

"Yeah. One who specializes in mysteries. Not someone who has any experience with literary masterpieces." He sounded so appalled by the idea of anything literary being tainted by something as lowbrow as mystery.

Like Agatha Christie, Sherlock Holmes, Raymond Chandler, Baroness Orczy, and countless others weren’t still timeless and popular. 

I snorted. "It's a far cry from a masterpiece. It's no Walden. And my agent could handle it no problem if I ever finish it or even decide I want it published."

I’d written maybe five chapters. It bored me, but I viewed it as a challenge. It helped excite me into getting back into my regular books. 

Rich huffed into the phone. "You really should consider putting your suspense novels aside and focus on it. You could win awards for what you have so far."

"I'm not interested in awards."

"Right. You're more interested in the paycheck than the art." His eye-roll was audible through the phone. 

"Not everyone can afford to be a snob about their work. Some of us want to be paid for it. Some of us need to be paid for it. I have responsibilities and people who rely on the money I make. And I enjoy writing and reading genre fiction. Not everything has to be highbrow to be life changing." I was so sick of this argument. 

Rich scoffed. "Most genre fiction isn't something I would consider that betters the world."

I rose from my comfortable seat and paced back and forth along the porch, needing to expel some furious energy. "What about Lord of the Rings, or Narnia, or Harry Potter? They've all brought light to darkness, empathy and kindness over hate and cruelty. They're all genre fiction, but they became classics that will endure long after most of the literary books on the shelves right now have faded into obscurity."

"Well, you can't account for taste."

He was really lucky he wasn’t in front of me right now. After the day I’d had, it was possible I’d choke him. 

I clenched my jaw. "Right. Look. I'm not interested in whatever your publisher friend has to offer at the moment. Maybe once it's finished if my agent can't handle it, I'll consider that option. But listen. It's been a horrible day. There was a death at my sister's wedding and my other sister collapsed, so I can't even begin to think about that right now with my own deadlines staring me in the face."

I had less than a month until my next book was due and I hadn’t gotten nearly as much work done as I should have. 

"Wow. I might be a little sorry I missed coming with you. I'm sorry, Harriet. That sounds rough. Can I do anything to help?" He certainly changed his tune fast.

At least it shut him up. 

He had changed so much since he got a bunch of fancy reviews in fancy journals which had led to guest speaking and teaching around the city. 

I didn’t know why he cared so much about what I did with my career. He was just a friend I’d made in a writing group. We’d gotten close, but I rarely gave him input about his career. It was his business just like mine was mine. 

I sighed, suddenly completely exhausted. "Just keep taking care of my plants. And get off my back about that novel."

"Fine. I just wish you would consider it instead of wasting your talent on trash. Art shouldn't be mercenary. It should be for the betterment of the world."

He just couldn’t help himself. 

"I've gotten enough letters from my readers to convince me I've made a lot of their lives better. My books have comforted them when they're going through a hard time, giving them a break from real life, an escape. Not everyone wants or needs an eight hundred page moral tomb that takes them two years to slog through. Look, I have to go. I'll talk to you later, okay?"

I couldn't listen to anymore. 
Not today."Fine. I hope your sisters are alright."
"They will be."

Irritation raged through me as I stabbed the face of my phone to end the call. He was so frustrating sometimes. He was brilliant and kind for the most part, but he had some ridiculous and incredibly snobby ideas when it came to art. Especially writing and philosophy. 

He actually reminded me a lot of Father, who didn't approve at first of me writing "trash" either. It was romantic suspense. It wasn't like I was writing something explicit. Too many people got on their high horses over genre fiction. 

And other writers were usually the worst. 

It was the same thing as artists who looked down on their peers for just making something beautiful instead of making something into a political statement. Both were important and wonderful and had their places in the world. 

Rich was a good friend, but I was getting tired of the same argument. 

Getting away from him and some of my other snobbish literary friends might be good for me. I didn't want to have to keep justifying myself for the choices I’d made. 

Choices I didn't regret in the slightest. 
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Chapter Six
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Belle and I stared at the house two doors down from Jules, our arms linked, matching smiles on our faces.

"Well? What do you two think?" Jules was all but bouncing around us, like a kid in a candy shop. 

"It's perfect." Belle breathed the words, her eyes shining. 

I was glad we both liked it so much since I'd already signed the papers after only seeing a couple photos. Jules knew my taste; he knew me. Once Belle agreed, I’d gone ahead. 

There were fruit trees in the backyard and a screened-in porch overlooking them. The landscaping was amazing, June roses and a large herb garden and flowering bushes tempting butterflies and bumblebees to their branches. I could smell the honeysuckle and imagine the fireflies joining us every night while we sat on the porch with our coffee or tea. 

That screen porch would be my favorite writing spot, I could already tell. 

"There's already a piano inside, so you won't have to bring yours over. Or come borrow mine, though you're always welcome." Jules couldn’t stop pushing the place even though it was already a done deal.

Belle kissed his cheek. "Thank you, Jules."

Jules grinned and nudged us towards the front porch steps. "Everything you guys should need is already inside other than clothes and personal items. Oh, and groceries."

I shrugged. "Once we get all our stuff inside, we'll head out for a grocery run. Too bad the Farmer's Market isn't for another couple days."

"I'm really excited you two are my neighbors. You're planning to have me over for dinner every night, right?" He batted his eyes at us. 

I shook my head. "No. You're having us over for dinner every night."

"Take turns?" Belle offered, ever the peacemaker. 

I pulled the keys from my pocket and unlocked the door, pushing it open and gesturing for Belle to head inside, following closely on her heels, excited to see what the inside looked like. 

Jules nodded. "Deal. And to be clear, it's Belle and I taking turns cooking, right? None of us want to be poisoned."

The house was lovely inside. Bright with white walls and light gray furniture and a few pops of color from throw pillows, blankets, and rugs. 

I turned to scowl at my best friend when his words registered. "I can cook."

He cocked a brow. "What can you cook?"

I propped my hands on my hips and fought a smile. "I make really delicious sandwiches."

"Peanut butter and jelly?" He’d eaten hundreds, maybe thousands of my pb&js. 

"Yes. I get the ratio of jelly and peanut butter perfect every single time."

He smile was slow and wide. "Then you can handle the occasional lunch."

I shrugged and turned back around to keep exploring the house. "Fine by me. I hate cooking."

Belle had disappeared somewhere in the house on her own exploration. 

The kitchen was lovely, and I’d definitely be able to brew a nice pot of coffee or tea in here. 

"No wonder you moved to New York. Twenty-four hour delivery." 

He wasn’t wrong.

"You know it. If it wasn't for Mother, Mauve, and Belle feeding me, I'd miss that when I visit here."

Growing up, Mauve and Belle were both so interested in learning, I didn’t fight for my turn because I didn’t care enough.

Sometimes, I regretted that decision, but I wouldn’t with Belle as a housemate.  

"Did you pack anything other than books?" He was lugging my bag around and I hadn’t even noticed him get it out of the car. 

Whoops. 

And it was pretty much just books in that one. I had a tote bag with more clothes in it. 

"Nope. Well, a few pairs of jeans and flannel cutoffs I think I found room for in there."

He laughed. "I meant to ask, what happened to the stained dress?"

"Mother rescued it from the garbage I tried to throw it in. Have you heard anything about Sally's death?"

Mauve was still incredibly upset and Mother had headed over to keep her company when Belle and I left this morning. None of us had gotten a call from the sheriff yet. Though Mauve had heard a little from Kate. Not enough to give us any answers other than it was definitely murder. 

Jules shook his head. "Nothing new about the death, but I heard Markle and his deputies were making the rounds, talking to the people who left early to get statements from them."

"Right." I sat on the couch, bouncing a little to get a feel for it and fell in love. 

It was so soft, just comforting to my body.

"You trying to figure out what happened?" Jules asked. 

Why did everyone think I was planning to stick my nose in her murder? Just because as a kid, I liked to pretend I was Nancy Drew and put on murder mystery parties didn’t mean I was going to get involved. 

"It's just surprising. I know Sally wasn't the easiest to get along with, but to kill her?" 

Jules sat in one of the chairs across from the couch. "Well, your characters have all sorts of motives for murder in your books."

I sighed. "Yeah. Ones that usually boil down to love or revenge or money."

"If love was the motive, I guess her ex, Lee could be the suspect. They didn't part on good terms."

I had some vague memories of Lee, but he was a lot older than me. He graduated before I finished middle school. 

"What about money?" I asked. 

"She doesn't have any of her own money, so I don't see who would benefit from her death."

"Revenge?"

Jules snorted. "That's where the suspect list starts growing. She's been making enemies since she was in middle school. And both of us are probably on that list."

My eyes widened as the sheriff filled the doorway of my new home. "It's interesting to hear you say that, Julian. Especially since I was here to ask you to come down to the police station with me and answer a few more questions for me. Since you were the one who found the body and all."
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Chapter Seven
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I stood with a frown. "What's going on, Sheriff? You don't think Jules had anything to do with her death?"

How did he get in here? How did he even know we were here?

Markle stepped deeper into the house. "I can't say right now, Ms. Stride. But Mr. Lance does need to come with me."

So, today we weren’t Harri and Julian. He was last naming us. Which meant things were serious. Which meant this was bad.

Jules stood with a sigh. “No problem, Sheriff." He turned to me. "I’ll let you know when I’m finished. Don’t worry.”

Easier said than done.

I watched in helpless fury as Markle walked Jules outside to his patrol car. At least he didn't put Jules in handcuffs, so he clearly wasn't under arrest, but it looked like he was a person of interest. 

Why? Because he found the body? 

That was just lazy investigating.

"You might need to get involved even though you don't really want to." Belle’s voice behind me made me leap into the air like a startled cat. 

I clutched my hand to my heart for a few seconds, waiting for my pulse to calm back down. Where did she come from? Where had she been?

It didn’t matter right now. The stupid sheriff just took my best friend away like he was investigating him for the murder and that was not going to work for me.

"I was just thinking the same thing." I sighed and shook my head. "But for now, let's get moved in and settled. There's nothing we can do about it until he gets back and lets us know what on earth is going on."

"You don't think they'll arrest him, do you?" Belle curled up in the chair Jules had just been in. 

I yanked at my hair. "I don't know, love. I hope not. There's no way he did anything to Sally."

"Of course not. Are they even sure it was murder?" Belle asked. 

"The coroner slash funeral home director seems certain according to Mauve. Kate called to let her know. It would have taken a freak of nature to cause the contusion at the base of her skull."

"It's still hard to believe she's gone." Belle hugged herself. 

"I know. What a mess."

"Have you heard any news about a funeral?"

"Nothing. I don't think they've released the body yet."

Belle shuddered. "It's all so awful."

I held out my hand to her. "It is. Come on. Let's stash all our stuff and then go on a walk down that path behind our new summer home."

She took my hand and let me pull her to her feet. "You don't think we should set up?"

"It'll be here waiting for us when we return. I think we could both use a walk to clear our heads." I needed to walk off some of the frustration still pulsing through me.

We hurried outside to get the rest of our bags and get them into the house, just leaving them in the living room for now to deal with later. 

Jules was not going to go down for this crime. There was no way he was guilty and if the sheriff was going to grab the easiest answer that occurred to him, I was going to have to figure out a way to prove Jules' innocence and dust off my old Nancy Drew supplies.

And the best way to do that would be to find the real killer. 

I just had no idea how to go about that in real life. 

In my books, they were already professional investigators, so they had access to information and people I didn't have. And the sheriff had already made his desire for me to stay out of it clear, so he wouldn't exactly be handing over the information I needed. 

Maybe I could befriend one of the deputies. Kate Vaughn and I had always gotten along. She, Jules, and I used to hang out a lot during our school years. We'd lost touch, but I liked her. I wouldn't mind getting back in touch and catching up. And if she happened to drop a few hints about the investigation, all the better.

Too bad she wasn't the sheriff.

She'd make an excellent one.

"Ready?" I asked. 

"I am. It looks a little magical, doesn't it?" She followed me out onto the screen porch. 

"It does. Maybe we should get solar lights and string them up around the entrance to the path."

Belle smiled dreamily. "I love that idea."

"It'll look gorgeous from that back porch of ours."

"The garden needs a little work." She ran her hands through the out-of-control plants like some kind of garden fae. 

"That's all you. Unless you want dead plants." I stuck to succulents. 

They were hard to kill. 

She tilted her head up to the sun, a peaceful expression on her face. "I love gardening. I'm excited to get my hands in the soil again. A few potted plants on the porch isn't quite the same."

"Then New York is not the place for you."

"Definitely not. Though I do always like visiting you."

"You know you're welcome anytime." I wished she’d come more often than a couple days a year. 

Mauve visited more often than Belle did. 

"I know. I should come more often. I just love Plum Fields so much and there's always some event to help plan."

We left our backyard behind and entered the bright green woods. The sun streamed between the leaves casting an almost magical glow around them. 

"There's nothing wrong with wanting to stay. And the town does depend on you a lot. You've got a real talent for organizing and planning beautiful events. I'm still shocked Mauve used Vanessa instead of having you and Mother help."

Belle shrugged as she ducked beneath a low hanging branch. "Vanessa's business has been struggling, so Mauve wanted to do something to help her."

"I can understand why her business is struggling since she doesn't listen to a word her clients say when they tell her what they want."

"The wedding did end up a bit different than what Mauve had in mind, but it was still really lovely."

"Would have been better with fireworks,” I grumbled. 

Belle shook her head with a laugh. "I can't think of a single wedding that has had fireworks. At least a wedding for normal people."

"Which is exactly what would've made it stand out so much. Fireworks would've made everything extra special. They're romantic."

Some of my favorite memories had happened with fireworks exploding in the sky above me. 

"If you say so."

A high-pitched noise caught my ear. 

"What's that?" I jerked to a halt. 

Belle stopped to turn and frown at me. "What's what?"

"That noise. You don't hear it?"

There it was again.

Belle shook her head before her eyes widened. "Yes. It sounds like... something in pain."

"I really hope we're not about to stumble onto another dead body. That would just be too ridiculous and definitely end with Jules in jail." 

Belle cocked her head to the side as she tried to hear the whining again. "Well, whoever or whatever it is is still making noises, so I don't think they're dead yet."

"Right. Let's hope they stay that way." I grabbed a large branch off the ground, just in case. 

What if it was a bear or something?

"I think it's coming from over here." Belle pointed to the left of us, off the trail.

I followed Belle as she slipped through low-hanging branches, pushing aside nature without disturbing it as she searched for the source. 

Belle's gasp hurried my steps as I ignored branches smacking me in the face so I could reach her. "Belle, what is it?"

Her gasp turned into a low squeal and she turned with a wide and shining smile, a filthy corgi dog cradled in her arms. 

I reared back and pointed at the nasty little thing. "What is that?"

Belle shot me a quizzical look. "A lost dog."

"What in the world is it doing out here? No tags?"

If it had tags, we could drop it off with its owners and wash our hands of the whole affair. 

"No. I'll take him to the local vet and see if he's chipped."

"Let's give him a bath first. He's disgusting." I didn’t want him in my car covered in muck. 

The dog barked at me, offense in his tone like he understood me. I glared back at him. I was more of a cat person. But we couldn't abandon him out here. It would be cruel. For him and for Belle, who looked half in love already.

"Don't get attached, babe. A dog like this has an owner somewhere." 

Corgis were pretty expensive dogs. Unless someone abandoned him because he had such a bad attitude. 

I did not like the way he was eyeballing me from his comfy spot in Belle’s arms. 

"I know. But it'll be nice to have him for a day or two." She dropped a kiss on his head. 

Gross. 

I sighed, unable to deny her. "Let's get back to the house and get him cleaned up then back to town to get him checked out and buy groceries."

"Should we stop by the police station and see if Jules is finished?" Belle asked. 

"Yeah. We'll call him once we get to town."

He’d need a ride back home since he rode with the Sheriff. Hopefully, he’d be done around the same time we got there. 

We broke through the trees and were back in our yard. 

"You don't like the dog, do you?" Belle looked at me with big sad eyes. 

Her puppy dog eyes worked a lot better than that ugly mutt’s.

"I'll like him better once he doesn't smell quite so pungent."

I wrinkled my nose. "Whoever he belongs to must be so worried. It looks like he's been out in the elements for a while."

"Have you heard anything around town about people missing a dog?" I asked. 

Belle shook her head. ”"ot a thing."

“"mmm."

"Why?" She paused on the back steps to look at me. 

"He's clearly purebred. I would think anyone who lost him would have flyers up all over town."

Someone had to be missing him. Somewhere. 

"Maybe the vet will know. Most people call the local vets to ask them to keep an eye out."

"Good idea. All right. Let's see. What do we have to wash him with?"

I pointed to the kitchen. “" think I saw some dish soap the owner left on the sink. That'll work."

She peeked through the doorway. “Got it.”

"Perfect. Let's get this over with."

"I can handle it on my own."

I hesitated. We didn't know how tame this dog actually was. It may be a little thing, but his teeth could still break skin. "No, I'll help. We don't know how he'll react to a bath. Maybe he's like a cat and hates water. He clearly doesn't make cleanliness a priority."

Belle rubbed at the dog and cooed at him. “"ww, don't listen to her. You couldn't help it. He was lost and alone in the woods. Of course he didn't make cleanliness a high priority. I really can do it on my own. I'm not an invalid."

"Oh, your illness has nothing to do with it. I'm more concerned about his teeth."

Belle shot me a disapproving look that hit me right in the heart. “"e won't hurt me. He's scared and confused."

"Yes. And those who experience those emotions tend to lash out."

Belle sighed. Hard. “"kay, I didn't want to hurt your feelings, but you're forcing my hand."

My brows furrowed. “"hat?"

She winced. “"very time you get close to him, he shakes worse. I don't think he likes you."

"Well, the feeling is mutual." I glared at the dog. 

And he glared right back.

She was right. He didn’t like me. 

"Then, I will handle him alone. I'll call for you if he tries to attack."

I threw my hands up. “"ho are we kidding? Animals adore you. I'm surprised animals don't help you get dressed in the morning."

Belle scoffed. “"’m not a fairy tale princess."

I grinned at her. “"ou sing like one, animals love you, you don't have a mean thing to say about anyone, you have the patience of a saint. I'm pretty sure all of that qualifies you for fairy tale princess status."

Belle shook her head with a smile as she disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. I cast once last worried glance before I told myself to quit. A major reason I wanted the two of us to live alone was giving her the chance to find a little freedom and stand on her own feet instead of always have someone hovering over her. 

I was starting to understand why our parents had such a hard time with it. Letting go and trusting that she'd be okay was a very difficult thing to do after watching her struggle for so many years with the illness and seeing what it did to her. 

I could do this. She needed it. And so did the rest of us. 

Might as well start getting things in order around here while she bathed the mutt. 

I dragged Belle's stuff to the room facing the east, since she was the early riser. Since I was the night owl, I took the room facing the west. They were pretty much identical, only the comforters on the beds setting them apart. My room had a deep blue, the color of the sky at twilight while Belle's had a vibrant green, the color of the forest in springtime. 

This house really was perfect for us. Jules knew us well. I couldn't have picked anything better.

I grinned when I opened up Belle's bags. It was mostly gardening stuff and sheet music and her weird and still growing collection of blanket scarves. She was obsessed with them, even wrapping up in them during the summer nights. She also had a ton of throw blankets and fuzzy socks. She loved being cozy. 

Once I had her things unpacked and organized as much as I could without her input, I moved to my own room. There was even a small desk I'd moved in here from the front foyer. It was more a cute little desk for letter writing or a place to toss mail, but it would work for me on the days I needed to hide away. Usually once the muse struck, I couldn't be bothered to talk or see people. 

Belle would be on her own in those days. Jules would have to keep her company if she needed it.

I set the ink pot and journal she and Jules got me on the top of the desk, smiling at how perfectly it looked. I'd need to invest in some shelves, but for now I could stack my books in piles on the floor. Or keep them on the shelves in the living room.

Belle stuck her head though the crack in my door. ”Harri? The dog's all clean and dry. Ready to go?"

I hauled myself off the bed. “Yeah. Let's get moving. I can finish this up later tonight."

"We should have Mother and Father over for dinner one night."

I smiled at the idea. “" think they'd enjoy that. Give them a night away from Main Street and have a little peace with nature."

Belle sighed as she walked through the door I opened for her since her arms were still full of dog. “They're killing themselves working so hard."

"Why are they?" I asked. 

Mother worked two jobs ,and I always sent money and Father usually had some income coming in here and there.

"Belle ducked her head. Father made a bad investment. A friend of his came with an idea that was supposed to be both a charity and an investment that would have good returns. It ended up failing ,and he lost a lot. If it wasn't for the money you send, they might be in even more trouble. It's why I'm glad you wanted to do this for the summer. It'll give them a couple less mouths to feed and less electricity being used."

I snorted as I got into the car. “Not with April there."
This wasn't the first tiel Father had made a bad investment. He was a big dreamer and as brilliant as he was, he had a hard time reading people. He trusts too easily" Belle put the dog in the backset before she joined me in the front.
"How's the mutt?"

He did look better physically, but he still acted like a little butthole.

"He's fine. He seemed to like the bath. He didn't like the hair dryer as much, but he handled it with dignity."

If she said so.

"How anything with a butt like that can be dignified, I have no idea."

The dog yipped at me from the back seat, a weirdly affronted look on his face.

"You hurt his feelings."

I shrugged. “"t looks that way. Sorry, mutt. Your butt is very nice."

The dog huffed and curled up with his back to me, clearly done with me. 

Belle shook her head with a silent laugh. I hoped the owners were looking for the pest. He was a little butthole.

My phone dinged. "Can you check that?"

She grabbed my phone from my bag and unlocked it to check the message. “"t's Jules. He said he just got finished at the station and could use a ride."

"Tell him we'll be there in two minutes."
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Chapter Eight
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Jules' eyes widened when he slid into the backseat next to the dog. "New friend?"

My grip on the steering wheel tightened. "No. We're just giving him a ride to the vet and hopefully find his owners."

"Harri and the dog aren't getting along very well." Belle tried to hide her amusement, but she sucked at it. 

Jules’ eyes sparkled with matching amusement in the rear-view mirror. "I see."

I was glad I could entertain them, but we had more important things to discuss. 

"So, what happened with the Sheriff?" I was way more interested in that information than what was going on with the dog.

Jules sighed. "Since I was the one to find her and since it's pretty well known around town that she and I have a... strained relationship, I’m one of the top suspects. We also had a bit of an altercation at the wedding and I guess a few people noticed and told the sheriff about it."

Wonderful. What a mess. This was unacceptable. It didn't surprise me that he and Sally got into it since they usually did every time they were together and had for years. I wouldn't blame him if he had killed her. She was ruthless when it came to nagging him about his life choices. 

"That makes no sense. Just because she wouldn't stop trying to convince you to return to the family fold and marry her doesn't mean you'd kill her."

Jules groaned. "I know that. She was nothing more than a minor annoyance I could easily ignore most of the time. But I'm one of the few that doesn't have an alibi at the apparent time of death."

Sally was literally still annoying him from the grave. 

"What's the time of death?" I asked. 

"There was a thirty minute window where the staff wasn't in the kitchen when there was the opportunity to kill her. They took a break after clean up and before it was time to get the cake ready. The coroner corroborated the time. Sometime between two and two-thirty."

"Where were you?" I couldn’t remember seeing him around then. 

It was before he’d come to dance with Belle and me. I’d still been reading at the time. 

"Outside getting some air."

Oh no. 

"And no one saw you?" I almost wanted to cross my fingers, but since he said he had no alibi, I wasn’t holding out much hope. 

"Nope. The party just got a bit hot and I was still a little irritated with Sally. After I cooled down, I came in and dragged Belle onto the dance floor."

I sighed as I maneuvered through the town streets. "So Markle thinks you were in the kitchen killing her instead?"

"Yeah."

"Who else doesn't have an alibi?" Belle asked. 

"He didn't share that information with me."

I groaned. "Crap."

"You're not planning on getting involved, are you?" Jules asked. 

I snorted. "Of course I am. I'm not going to let you take the fall for this. I know you didn't kill her."

"Well, I'm glad my best friend doesn't think I'm a murderer, but I doubt I'll actually take the fall. He has no evidence to hold me. The motive is flimsy."

I eyed him in the rear view mirror as we sat at a stop sign. "You are going to call your grandfather and get his lawyer involved, right?"

He shook his head. "I don't think I need to do that yet."

"Julian." I drew out his name with a warning tone.

"Uh oh. You're full naming me."

He hated it when I used his whole name even though Belle and I were the only ones allowed to call him Jules. 

"I am. Because Markle is a moron and will be getting pressure from the local...well, everyone to clear this up as soon as he can. So, he's going to go with the easiest answer. And you're the perfect one because you don't have the rich family backing you anymore like probably the rest of the suspects do."

"Markle may not be the best cop, but he isn't dirty. He won't plant any evidence to get me convicted and there won't be any real evidence for him to actually make an official arrest."

"I still think you should call your grandfather so they can at least have a head's up with what's going on and can prepare in case it gets worse."

Why was he being so stubborn?

"You're going to call him if I don't, aren't you?" Jules asked. 

"Of course. Or get Belle to. He adores her."

Belle grinned. “I’ll call.”

Jules shook his head. "He adores you too, Harri."

"Not as much as you ,which is why you need to call him. He'll want to help. He's proud of the choices you made."

I’d heard him say so several times. Rarely in Jules’ hearing, but he still said it. And showed it all the time. 

Jules slumped back against the seat. "Fine. I'll call him tonight. You win."

I threw the car in park in the parking lot of the vet. "Good. Now let's go see about getting rid of this dog."

"Harriet." Belle said my name just like I’d said Jules’

"I mean, let's go make sure the dog's okay."

Jules snickered as he snuggled with the dog. "He's adorable."

"You should've seen him before the bath. He was not quite so handsome."

The dog yipped. 

"I bet that's a big fat lie. There's no way he was anything but precious."

I rolled my eyes at Jules and Belle making kissy and cooing noises at the stupid thing. 
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Chapter Nine
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The stupid thing did not have a chip, so there was no telling who he belonged to. Apparently, he was our problem now unless someone came to claim him. The vet said she'd ask around and put up flyers once Belle got some printed out. 

We had fifty pounds of dog food in the trunk along with enough groceries for the week. 

Belle tried to hide it, but I could tell she was excited. The woman was a complete animal whisperer, so it wasn't a surprise the dog seemed to love her. Animals and I usually got on pretty well, but there was something about the way this dog looked at me I just didn't like or trust. Little dogs annoyed me. They always thought they were so great when most dogs could swallow them whole.

I sighed as I pulled into the driveway of our new home for the summer and turned to Jules. "Coming in with us?"

He shook his head. "I’ll let the three of you get settled for now. But I'll be over for dinner so I'll walk over in a little while."

"See you later, doofus."

I followed Belle and the dog inside, my arms laden with bags from the grocery store. Jules, the jerk, didn't even bother to help, leaving Belle and I to handle all of it. I understood. He was trying to play it off, but I could tell this whole mess with the sheriff this morning was messing with him. Sally's death was hard enough, but to be accused of her murder?

I couldn't imagine how difficult it was for him.

Belle and I worked silently as we put away groceries, moving in perfect tandem like we hadn't been apart for a long time. It didn't take us long to get everything in its place, so we focused on our rooms next, the dog trailing Belle everywhere she went. 

Once we were all settled, I brewed a pot of tea and carried it out to the screen porch, calling for Belle to join me. She sat on the chair next to me with a sigh of bliss, her face blissful as she breathed in the herbal scent of her tea.  The dog trotted out and curled up at her feet. 

"This is just what I needed this summer."

I nodded. "Me too. I love New York, but it's not the best in the summer. Too hot, too many people."

As much as I loved it, the city wore on me sometimes. 

"You won't be bored here?"

"With you? Of course not." I scoffed. 

She was one of my favorite people. I could never be bored with her. 

"Good. I'm glad you're here." She snuggled closer to me, laying her head on my shoulder. 

"Anytime you need me, you know you only have to call and I'll be here as soon as possible."

Though she never would. She was better about asking for help, but she still refused to put people out if she could help it. 

She shifted until she turned her body so she could face me. "I know. But you have a life I don't want to intrude on or pull you away from."

I kicked her foot. "You're my sister. My favorite one. You don't ever need to worry about that."

"It's not nice to have favorites."

"It's okay. I know I'm your favorite too. You don't have to say it out loud. I know it's inappropriate." I grinned at her. 

"Harri," Belle scolded. 

"At least you didn't full name me."

"Like you did with Julian?"

"Yes. Speaking of, I need to figure that out." I sat back with a sigh, my good mood disappearing. 

"You will."

"I'm glad you're so confident."

At least one of us was. 

Belle patted my leg with her free hand. "I know you're tired of hearing about the mysteries in your books making you some kind of expert, and I know you're not a trained investigator, but you do have a gift for putting yourself in other people's shoes and figuring out their motives"

"Maybe. But a mystery in fiction is a lot different from one in reality."

"True. But it's not like you aren't going to try anyway."

I laughed. "Of course I am. It's Jules."

"You really care about him."

I frowned in confusion. "What do you mean? He's my best friend and has been for over a decade."

"You sure it's not more than that?" Belle asked. 

Once upon a time, it almost was. But then I ran away to New York and now things were back to normal like they should be. 

"I'm sure. What about you?"

I’d been convinced when I left, things would happen naturally between the two of them. 

Belle jumped. "What about me?"

"You and Jules. You two spend so much time together, I wondered if there was a spark there."

She shook her head, looking a little disturbed at the idea. "No. Definitely not. He's part of our family. My brother. There's no attraction there between us at all."

"But..." I trailed off.

There was no need to bring up ancient history. 

"What?" Belle asked. 

I sighed. "I thought you had a crush on him."

Her brow wrinkled. "When?"

"A few years ago."

She gripped her temples with her fingers. "Please tell me that's not why you left."

"No. I left for a lot of reasons. But I thought with me out of the way, something might finally happen."

It was just another benefit, hoping that my two favorite people found happiness together. 

"Whether you're here or not, nothing ever will. Not romantically. Not between us." She wrinkled her nose. 

I was way off base. 

I sat back with a grunt. "Huh. Well, I definitely got that wrong. And here you are talking about how well I put myself in other people's shoes."

She snickered. "I guess it's a little harder to do sometimes with the people closest to you."

"I guess. Okay, enough about romance. Talking about it makes me itchy." 

This was getting uncomfortable. 

"Don't you write romance in your books?" Belle asked. 

"That's completely different."

She shook her head. "If you say so."

"I do. And we're not passing the Bechdel test right now and that is just unacceptable."

Belle rolled her eyes. "We talk about all kinds of things all the time. And those things are rarely romance. We always pass that test."

Thank goodness for that. 

"Fair point."

Belle rose, stepping over the sleeping dog on the floor. "I’m going to go start on dinner."

"Want any help?" I asked with a grin. 

"No, that's okay. You just relax." She took my empty teacup from me. 

I laughed up at her. "You can admit you don't want me anywhere near food preparation."

She grimaced. "I don't want to hurt your feelings."

"You won't. I'm quite aware of my kitchen failings and I have no tender feelings about it."

She took a deep breath. "Then next time you ask to help, I'll try to be meaner."

"Good." I couldn’t be more proud. 

"Any requests?"

I shrugged. "Something delicious."

I always loved everything she made, and I wasn’t picky. 

"I can probably find something that will work."

"I don't doubt you a bit."

She kept the door open between the porch and the kitchen so we could keep talking if we wanted while she bustled about prepping dinner. I watched her for a few moments, searching for any sign of fatigue or pain, but she seemed fine. Belle wasn't one to complain, but she couldn't completely hide little signs that she wasn't as okay as she was pretending. I was seeing none of those at the moment, so I turned back to my journal.

It was something my mother started me on when I was young and struggled with my temper. She told me to write out my feelings and anger out on the page. To this day, I still journaled by hand, which was why Jules and Belle had gotten me the ink pot and quill. I usually used a normal, cheap pen, but it was fun writing with a quill and gave me a good refresher on calligraphy.

I dipped my quill in the ink and poured everything I was feeling out onto the pages, purging myself of the frustrations and hopes. I filled an entire page complaining about the dang dog.

He cocked his head at me when I looked up to glare at him. "I don't like you either. The feeling is completely mutual."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Ten


[image: image]


I reared back against the back of my seat, my eyes wide and heart pounding. "Uh. Did you just talk?"

"Of course I did, you idiot human. I've been talking all day."

His mouth wasn’t moving, but it was like I could hear him in my head. I had to be hallucinating. Or losing my mind. Or, I didn’t know. Something other than actually talking to a dog. Maybe I fell asleep and this was a nightmare.

I guessed I could roll with it for the time being, see where it went. Probably with me in the hospital with a tumor. 

"Yes, but usually I can't understand you."

The dog shook himself before crossing the porch to sniff near the door. "Well, you do now. I don't know what to tell you."

"Belle? Can you come in here for a moment?" My voice broke as panic and confusion clogged my throat, my head heavy and spinning. 

She hurried onto the porch, stopping right inside the doorway to search around for whatever was freaking me out. "Sure. What's wrong?"

I opened my mouth and words I never thought I’d ever say spilled out. "The dog is talking."

Belle blinked at me. "What?"

"The dog. Your new dog. That little monster just talked to me."

Worry crossed her face as she stepped towards me, her hand out like she planned to check for a fever. "Harri, are you feeling okay?"

I turned to the dog, needing to know if she could hear him too. "Hey, you stupid mutt. Tell Belle how much you love her."

He just blinked at me.

I hated him so much. 

My eyes narrowed on him. "If you don't, I'll pour water in your food."

He stuck his nose in the air. "Belle will just give me more."

I pointed at him and cackled. "Hah. Made you talk."

"Nuts." He grumbled the word beneath his breath, huffing like a total grump. 

Belle's face paled and she swayed a little before catching herself on the back of the chair. I jumped up and grabbed her arm, leading her over to the chair. 

"I take it you heard it. I'm not crazy?" I had to be sure she wasn’t just having an episode. 

I also needed to be sure I didn’t just startle her into one. 

She nodded her head so many times I worried it would pop off. "I heard it. How... how is this possible?"

I shook my head with as much bobblehead action as her nodding. "I don't know. He's an even worse jerk than I thought though."

The dog came over to sit at Belle’s feet again with his tongue out, trying to look as adorable and innocent as possible. "Don't listen to her. I am perfectly nice and well-behaved."

"Who do you belong to?" I asked. 

Though how could we take a talking dog back to its owners. Unless, he always talked. 

This was making my head hurt. 

“They’re not looking for me.”

"What's your name?" Belle asked. 

He rubbed up against her legs. "I would prefer a new name. I didn't care for the one they gave me."

I rubbed at my face. "Are we really sitting here talking to a sarcastic corgi?"

"I believe so." Belle turned back to the dog. "What about Teddy? You kind of look like a cute and cuddly little teddy bear."

He preened. "I like it. I am pretty adorable."

My lips twisted. "There's nothing cuddly about that little monster."

He was even worse now that he could talk.

They both ignored me. I was still trying to wrap my head around the shared delusion Belle and I were under. This was insane. And couldn't be real. 
My chest clenched when I looked back down at the journal in my lap and read the last words I wrote: I wish the little mutt could talk so we could find out where he comes from.
That couldn't just be a coincidence. 

"Belle." I shoved my journal at her. "Look. Read the last line."

Her brows furrowed before they shot high and her eyes widened. "This is crazy. What are the odds?"

"About the same as a talking dog in the first place?" I threw my hands up. 

Belle nodded, still looking as stunned as I felt. "Right."

I flipped through the pages of my journal, seeing what else was inside. My heart thudded when I read what I wrote the night before the wedding: It's still boggling my mind that Sally Gardiner is part of the wedding party. If I hear one more snarky remark about the wedding or Jules or Mauve's dress, I might lose it. Sometimes, I wish someone would just pop her one. Maybe it'll shut her up for good.

Did I kill her? 

How was this possible? Two things so far that I'd wished for had come true.

I decided to try it out. Just to rule out the crazy idea in my head. 

My hand shook a little as I dipped the quill into the ink and pressed the tip to the page. I wish I had blue hair.

"Harri!" Belle’s shout made me jump in my seat, almost knocking over the journal and inkwell. 

"What? It worked, didn't it?" I was too scared to look.

She stared at me with wide eyes and a pale face. "If you meant to turn your hair blue, yes."

My hands shook as I held up the journal for her to see. "I wrote it in my journal. And I wrote that I wished Sally would shut up forever."

Belle blew out a long, slow breath. "Right. Okay. Is there anything else?"

"Not over the past few days, but probably. I haven't looked back too far."

"Do you think it's somehow the power of writing out the wish or just wishing?" Belle asked. 

"I don't know. What color hair would you like?" I’d try it both ways and see what happened.

She leaned back a little. "Why don't you wish your hair back to normal?"

"I guess I could try that if you want to keep your pretty golden brown tresses."

She shrugged. “Blue doesn't really suit you. And it definitely wouldn’t suit me. 

I gaped at her before grinning proudly. "Look at you, sharing negative opinions."

"Sorry. You just have such gorgeous mahogany hair.”

I was proud of her. I didn’t want her to be sorry. She needed to speak her mind more, instead of letting the rest of us have our way all the time. 

"Oh shut up." I squeezed my eyes shut and wished for my hair to go back the way it was as hard as I could. "Did it work?"

"Nope. Still blue."

I opened my eyes and frowned. "So, it's not just wishing then. Unless you can't undo wishes."

"Try writing it in your journal." She stroked the sleeping dog who was now in her lap.

How did he fall asleep so fast after being granted the ability to communicate with humans?

"Okay." I scribbled the wish in my journal with a still shaky hand. 

Belle gasped. "It worked. You're back to brown."

I pulled a chunk of my hair up in front of my face so I could see it. "So, it's the journal."

"I guess so. But wouldn't you have noticed before now? You've had it a while, right?"

"Yeah."

"Maybe it's the ink or pen or pot."

I sighed and looked at the collection. "Well, this is not narrowing it down."

Belle moved Teddy out of her lap and onto the chair. "It's down to three things. Or a mix of all of them. I’ll go grab a normal pen. And a stick or something you can use as a quill. And a small jar. And some paper. We'll figure this out."

"What's new?" Teddy asked without opening his eyes. 

My brow furrowed. "What?"

He peeked at me through one open eye. "What's new in your life? Clearly you weren't magic before now."

Oh. Maybe the dog wasn’t such a dumdum. 

"This ink pot. Belle and Jules got it for me."

"Then there's your answer. It's the pot." He closed his eyes again. 

"I still think we should rule everything else out."

Belle came back out with her arms full of supplies. "I’ve got everything we need. Let's experiment."

We tried everything and only ink in the pot worked. The mutt was right.

I shoved my journal and inkwell over towards Belle. "Let's see if it works for you. Write something in my journal. Or on one of the papers."

"What should I write?" Belle asked. 

I shrugged, my brain hurting. "Whatever you want."

She took the pen, but paused with it hovering over the stack of papers. "I’m drawing a complete blank."

"Just turn my hair blue again."

"Okay."

She scribbled on a spare sheet of paper, then looked expectantly at me. "It sort of worked?"

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

She tugged at a lock of my hair. "Half your hair is blue. Like you got it dip dyed."

"Huh. Interesting."

And by interesting, I meant confusing. 

Belle grinned at me. "It must be you. You're magic."

"You've clearly got some of your own. It still mostly worked for you."

This made no sense. It wasn’t adding up. 

Belle frowned as she stared down at all our messes. "This is so strange. Maybe you bonded with the object somehow? You are the writer."

"I can't believe we're having this conversation. About magic. And my hair is half blue."

She studied me for a moment. "You know, I actually like the dip dyed look."

I shrugged. "I’ll leave it. People will assume I paid 300 bucks for it."

"Should we try something bigger?" Belle asked. 

"Like what?"

She tapped her chin in thought. "I dunno. Maybe, wish for dinner?"

"I can try that. Oh, I hope it works. No more takeout for me. I'm going to wish for steak and a loaded baked potato."

"We don't have the ingredients for that."

"I know. I want to see if it'll still somehow appear."

"Isn't that stealing?" Belle looked concerned. 

I paused. "I'm not sure. I guess if it depends on whether it disappears from somewhere else or if the magic actually creates it."

Maybe I shouldn’t do it. I didn’t want to steal food straight from someone’s pantry or out of a store. 

"Usually there are limits on magic."

I chuckled. "Right. But this is reality. Not Harry Potter. So who knows what the limits are. Or if there are any."

"I guess we're about to find out. Maybe you should wish for a stack of a million dollars."

Tempting. But no. Not yet. 

"Uh, let's find out if I'm actually stealing stuff from places before I do that." I reached for the pen. 

"Wait."

I jumped. "What?"

"What if there's a certain amount of wishes you get?” Belle asked. “Like a genie lamp."

"I guess we'll find that out too."

We wouldn’t be any worse off than we already were. 

Whatever magic it was did not produce a fully cooked meal. Not even with the ingredients we already had. I also couldn't get any money to show up.

No matter what we tried, only a few things worked. And very random things. 

I could make the plants in the garden change color and our clothes and furniture. I could do a lot with color, actually. I couldn’t create anything, but I could change them. A little. I could make the lights turn on and off. I could light candles without a lighter or matches. I couldn’t make music play. I couldn’t clean things with it. Or make a unicorn appear. 

Teddy was not amused when I turned him bright pink. I changed him back, so we didn’t get accused of animal abuse. I couldn’t disappear or teleport or read minds.

"Hello! I smell something delicious. Where are you guys?" Jules’ voice echoed through the house. 

"What are we going to tell him?" Belle asked. 

"Everything." I didn’t keep secrets from either of them.
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We had to go through all the wishes with Jules, proving to him magic was apparently real. In some ways. 

Jules sat back with a sigh after his hair was back to his usual black. "I don't think you killed her. Considering the clear limits this thing has, it doesn't have that kind of power."

I was not feeling quite so confident. "But—-" 

Jules cut me off with a shake of his head. "No. It's not your fault. Someone hurt her and it's their fault. It was their decision. If you can't make food magically appear, you can't force someone to kill her. Or force her to drop dead. YOu even tried to force me to try and stand on my head and it didn't work."

I nibbled at my bottom lip. "It is a little bit... underwhelming in a way, right?"

Jules barked out a laugh. "You have a magic ink pot and you're finding it boring?"

I grimaced. "Well, no, but a little? I don't know. It changed the colors of things and made a dog talk, which I need to fix by the way because I can't handle much more of his attitude."

Belle shook her head. "No. I love that he can talk."

"What are we going to tell people if they hear him?" I asked. 

She scratched his belly. "We can train him to only talk in front of us. What are we going to tell people in general about this?"

Teddy wasn’t actually all that talkative unless he was insulting me. 

"Nothing," Jules said. “I don't think this is something we want to get out. Not yet anyway. Not until we understand it a little more."

Belle frowned. "You don't think we should share it?"

"Jules is right. We have to be responsible with whatever this power is. If it fell into the wrong hands... we don't really know what the limits are. We haven't tried everything, scarier things, crueler things. And I don't want to try them. It's a strange magic, but one we shouldn't abuse or overuse."

Jules ran his fingers across the inkwell. "We should also go back to that antique shop and get some answers about where this ink pot comes from."

"Agreed." I shook my head. "It still doesn't feel real. Like I'll wake up in the morning and none of this will have happened."

Jules chuckled. "I guess we'll see if tomorrow Teddy can't talk and your hair is back to normal. That could happen. All these things could wear off over time. They might not be permanent."

"There's so much to experiment with." The thought was exhausting and exciting at the same time. 

"We aren't even going to tell our family?" Belle asked. 

I snorted. "And deal with all the things April will demand? No, I don't think that's a good idea. And I don't want to ask our parents to keep it a secret for us. That's not fair to them. Are you okay with keeping it quiet?"

Belle nodded. "I am. I think you're right that it's the best option. It only seems to work correctly for you, I don't know if you connected with it or what, but every time Jules or I tried, it barely did anything. I think that pot was somehow meant for you."

"I guess." I shrugged. 

Jules leaned forward and nodded. "Yeah. When Belle and I went into the shop, we both went right for it, no arguments, no other considerations. And there were some pretty cool vintage typewriters and other ink pots and writer nerd gear. But that was it. And it wasn't even the prettiest pot. Somehow, we just both wanted you to have it. I didn't think much of it at the time, but looking back I guess there was magic in the air already."

"It's like we used to talk about as kids. What we'd do with magic." Belle sprawled out on her back on the floor. 

I snorted. "And here I am changing my hair color and making a dog talk."

"You aren't wrong about the magic being a bit tame. No major desires came true. Just little, rather silly stuff." Jules tapped the arm of his chair. 

"It's kind of a relief, honestly. I don't think I want the responsibility of some major magic ability."

If I could teleport or read minds or make anything appear that I could ever want, it probably wouldn’t end up being good for me. 

"As tempting as the idea is for a magical fix-all for our problems, it does seem like cheating, doesn't it?" Belle smiled as Teddy climbed onto her stomach.

"Definitely. I don't trust myself with that much power." 

Belle would’ve been a better choice. 

"It makes me wonder where else this has happened. Who else it's happened to." Jules slung one of his legs over the arm of his chair. 

I sat up straighter. "Right. I can't be the only one. It's surprising that it's remained a secret in this day and age."

"Maybe they had the same idea as we're having. What magic they found wasn't enough to spread around. Maybe the magic only chooses people it feels it can trust."

"Maybe."

"I just remembered!" Belle shot up, sending Teddy racing away from her with very foul words grumbled under his breath. 

"What?" I asked. 

Belle suddenly sat up. "You wrote a story when we were kids about something like this. Remember? It was about a magic inkwell and I think there were horses in it or something."

I squinted as I tried to remember. "I have a vague memory of that. But it has to be a coincidence, right?"

Though a really strange coincidence. 

Belle shook her head. "Not necessarily. We need to find that story. Because the more I think about it, the more I'm remembering dyed hair and talking animals."

"You don't think my story from what, twenty years ago, is coming to life now?" 

That was crazier than a magic inkwell. 

"I don't know. But it's so familiar. I think it's possible."

Jules laughed. "I guess we have two mysteries on our hands."

"I guess so. Speaking of which, maybe we should put the magic aside for now and focus on Sally's death."

As intrigued as I was with the magic, getting Jules off the sheriff’s radar was much more important. 

"Where do we even start?" Belle asked.

"I think it might be helpful to start a murder board. Even though we don't have a lot of information yet, it might give us a place to start."

Jules tilted his head. “What's a murder board?

"It's what I use to keep track of the investigations and plot in my novels." I loved making them. 

Sometimes I spent more time on those than I did actually writing the books.

"Okay, I'm intrigued." Jules grinned.

I chuckled. "It's nothing that special. Don't you ever watch cop shows? I got the idea from there. Just a big whiteboard with a timeline sketched out, Some post its with notes written on them. Photographs taped to it. Occasionally yarn tacked on that leads to different info. It's really helpful having a visual for me to look at when I work."

"You don't have one for your current book?" Jules asked. 

I shook my head. "Not yet. Things have been a little too crazy since I got back home. But I can use the other side for the real investigation."

He reached over to cover my hand with his. "Thank you, for being so willing to help with this."

"Did you really think we'd just sit back and watch as Markle tries to pin the murder on you? Give me a break." I stiffened in my chair. "Actually, maybe there's something I can try. A shortcut."

"What's that?"

"Maybe I can wish that the real murderer will turn themselves in."

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought about that when we were experimenting. 

Jules shot me a skeptical look. "Do you think that'll work considering you haven't been able to make us even lift our legs or cluck like a chicken?"

"Probably not, but it's certainly worth a try."

Hopefully by morning, the Sheriff would have his murderer and we could all move on.
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There was no word by the next morning that the crime had been solved. I even dragged Belle into town to the coffee shop of Main Street before we went to our parents' house to eavesdrop on the local gossip.

It didn’t disappoint with salaciousness, but it didn’t really help me figure out who else would make a good suspect to focus on. 

The whispers were actually starting to make me pretty angry as I stood in line with Belle waiting to put in our orders. 

The group of women sitting at the table behind us were incredibly vocal. 

The one in Pepto pink whispered louder than most people spoke. "I heard that Lance boy was the one who killed her." 

"That can't be true." The one in a shirt with cats all over it gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. 

My aunt’s friend, Ida,  of course had to put her rude two cents in. "It makes sense. He's clearly missing a little something in his head to make him give up so much money to struggle as a music teacher."

Pepto sniffed. "He's always been a bit wild. You know he plays that music of his in the bars and places around here. That's not a very good role model for his students."

Miss Jemma turned around from the table next to them and smiled sweetly. "Maybe he has a wild child soul, but he's no killer. Especially that waste of space, Sally Gardiner."

Ida made a weird choking noise. "Jemma! What an awful thing to say. Have some respect."

Miss Jemma snorted. "Why do the dead get more respect than the living? How does dying change or erase their personalities or the way they lived their lives? If we wouldn’t say it about a dead person, maybe we shouldn't say it about those who are still alive."

Ida tried to rally. "Well, it's too late for the dead. But those still living have the chance to be corrected."

It made complete sense why Ida was friends with my aunt. They were both incredibly judgemental and disapproving.
Aunt Mary disapproved of Mauve's choice in husband, she hadn't even come to the wedding. Ida hadn't either. 
Something I bet she was regretting now since she missed all the drama. 
Miss Jemma raised a sardonic brow. "And whispering about them behind their backs in coffee houses is correcting them? That's interesting. If that worked, you'd be a precious angel by now, but here you are spewing your vapid and cruel opinions."
I wanted to start a slow clap in response to Miss Jemma's furious and perfect retort. She was definitely who I wanted to be when I grew up.

The other ladies gaped at her, flags of pink on their cheeks highlighting their humiliation and anger. 

Miss Jemma gave them a small smile and sashayed out the door with her coffee clutched in her hand, shooting Belle and I a wink as she passed. 

I sucked the inside of my cheeks into my mouth to hide my amusement and nudged Belle towards the line. "Come on. I need caffeine before going to deal with April.”

"She's probably still asleep."

"Well, I need it before dealing with old boxes full of childhood memories."

Belle sighed as she stared up at the menu with longing on her face. "I miss coffee."

Guilt welled in my chest. "I’m sorry. Is it rude for me to drink it in front of you?"

"No. Of course not. I don't know if it's helping or not, but I told the doctor I'd try a healthier lifestyle that includes no caffeine for a couple months to see how things go."

"That sounds terrible." I didn’t want to imagine what I’d be like without coffee. 

Probably a weird mix of a zombie and velociraptor. 

"Sometimes I agree with you a little."

"I have a friend in New York who's big into the uber healthy lifestyle, but giving up coffee was more than she thought she could handle. She ended up finding some kind of coffee alternative that's herbal tea made out of chicory and some other healthy crap. I can message her and find out what company made it if you want. She swore by it, though I admit I never was brave enough to try."

Belle perked up. "Yeah, I'd be willing to give it a shot. I think some of my sluggishness is all in my mind. Knowing I don't have any caffeine tricks me into thinking I'm more tired than I probably actually am."

"Maybe. But I'll definitely reach out and get the info on that stuff."

"Thanks, Harri."

"Anything for you, you know that."

We put in our orders and shuffled over out of the way to wait for them to make us our fancy drinks. 

The sheriff strutted in while we waited and I eyed him, hoping one of the people here would pump him for information. 

And I didn't have to wait long. 

Ida had revived after the tongue lashing from Miss Jemma and she flagged Markle down. "Sheriff. Sheriff. Have you arrested that Lance boy yet?"

Markle stopped by her table with a tip of his hat and a polite smile. "No, ma'am. I just wanted to talk to him yesterday to get a better idea of what happened, that's all."

"So you don't have a suspect in custody? A murderer is just wandering around Plum Fields free?" Ida’s voice rose until everyone in the shop could hear. 

"We still don't know it was murder. It's also highly likely it was an accident."

"Which would still be manslaughter, Sheriff." Pepto inserted herself into the conversation. 

A muscle fluttered in the sheriff’s cheek as he tried to keep his polite face on. "Yes, but my point is, if it was an accident, you don't need to be worried about any more deaths."

Ida stuck her nose in the air. "You better hope not. I think I should talk to the Mayor. Reelection is coming up. If you aren't able to keep this town safe, maybe we should find someone who will."

"I'll keep that in mind. If you'll excuse me." He tipped his hat at the nasty woman and shuffled to the back of the line.

Belle grabbed my arm and shoved my finished coffee into my other hand. "Let's get out of here."

Only my desire to keep from upsetting Belle kept my mouth shut as we left the shop, but I couldn't stop the glare I shot Ida’s way. She sniffed back at me and it was a really good thing I left that inkwell at home or she would have bright orange hair right now.

And maybe a clown nose. 

I was supposed to be responsible with the magic I'd been gifted with, but people like that were going to tempt me to ignore that choice.

She was one of Aunt Mary’s friends. They were two of a kind.

"Well, it doesn't look like your wish worked."

It didn’t surprise me, but it still disappointed me that the killer didn’t come forward like I wished for. 

"Nope. Clearly, I don't have the power to control others even the slightest bit. Let's get over to Mother and Father's and search for this story you remember that I don't. Are you sure it wasn't what April burned?" I'd blocked out most of that traumatic event. 

Just thinking about it brought back the burning fury and betrayal I'd felt at one of my sisters choosing to hurt me in the cruelest way possible. Our relationship still hadn't recovered.

Belle shook her head. "No. The story I'm thinking of predates that horrible day."

"All right. Hope we find it. And I’m hoping April can give us some insights into what's going on around here with Sally and her circle."

April had more in common with Sally than Mauve did, so I was banking on April having more information than Mauve. Mauve also refused to speak ill of people. April did not have that problem. 

And poor Mauve had enough going on with her ruined wedding and her murdered friend, I didn't want to bother her.
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Father was locked in his study and Mother was at work when Belle and I arrived. But April sat at the kitchen table hunched over a cup of coffee, looking a bit rough. 

"Good morning."

April made a low sound, barely acknowledging our presence. 

"Once you wake up, I need to talk to you so don't leave."

She shrugged. “I have nowhere to go today."

"Good. We'll be in the attic."

"Why?" April asked. 

"I'm looking for some of my old stuff."

April wrinkled her nose. "What do you want with that? I told Mother and Father they should throw it out instead of cluttering up the attic with useless garbage."

My jaw clenched. "Maybe stick to throwing out your own stuff. Not other people's."

"This is about that manuscript still, isn't it?" April rolled her eyes. 

It was. A little. 

"No, it's about worrying you're going to get rid of things the rest of us might want just because you decide they have no value."

She sighed. "Fine. I'll leave it be. It's not like I ever go up in that disgusting attic anyway."

"Enjoy your coffee. We'll be back in a bit."

"Whatever."

Belle dragged me away from my second almost altercation of the morning. Maybe I needed to wish for a more patient nature. Or for everyone around me to stop being morons. Maybe both.

I coughed as the dusty and musty smells of the attic assaulted my lungs. "How long has it been since anyone's been up here?"

"I'm not sure. Maybe not since we moved in." Belle started picking through boxes and old and broken furniture. 

"Maybe all this should be gone through instead of rotting away up here." 

"We could mention it to Mother and try to get to it one weekend before you go back to New York."

"That sounds good. Who knows what we might find in all this. Maybe something awesome."

"Maybe."

"Are you sure you're up for this?" I asked. 

"I'm okay for now. Don't worry, Harri. I've gotten better at stopping when I need to."

"Good. I'm not sure where to find any of my old stories. If there are even any still here."

"There's no way Mother got rid of anything you wrote. Let's check this box."

We searched through ten boxes and mostly found junk. Little knick knacks and gifts none of us had wanted, broken toys and scratched up movies and CDs. It was all rather disappointing. No good stuff-—no old photographs or drooping stuffed animals that would send us down memory lane. 

April had a point. It was mostly garbage.

Why didn't they throw some of this out when they moved into this new place?

"I think I've found it. Oh, Harri. There's so much here. Of all of us."

I picked my way carefully through the death trap this attic was over to where Belle was seated in front of an old trunk. I squatted down next to her to see what she found.

My jaw dropped as I sorted through the cherished memories hidden away carefully in this old trunk. Wrinkled pages stapled together, aged sheet music scribbled on with Belle's handwriting, faded playbills of Mauve's, smudged paintings of Amelia's. 

All the art we used to create together, packed away like forgotten dreams.

Back when we were all going to be rich, famous, and glamorous, living lives of art salons and champagne, making a permanent mark on the world with what we created.

But reality intruded, showing us that dreams were luxuries and rarely came true and if they did, they weren't what we imagined. Little by little, we each let go of our desires until I barely recognized the hopeful and starry-eyed girls we used to be.

April rarely painted anymore, deciding a husband with a pile of money was the better option. Belle's illness made it hard for her to spend a lot of time playing music. Mauve decided to be a drama teacher and wife instead of becoming an actress like she wanted. And me? I'd run away to New York and decided to base my writing on what the market wanted, not necessarily what I wanted. 

Once upon a time, we were all supposed to run away to New York.
I had no real regrets, and I loved what I had been writing, but I was living a much different life than what I once planned. 
Seeing all this made me a little sad, but it also made me proud. Maybe we weren't who we thought we'd be when we were children, but other than April, we were all at least still involved in what we'd always loved and had found success or joy with it. 

"It's like a time capsule." Belle fingered her old sheet music with awe. 

"It really is. How long has it been since you wrote your own original music?"

"Too long."

"Maybe you should take that sheet music with you for inspiration." I nudged her. 

"I think I will. But we're supposed to be finding your old story about a magic inkwell."

I was still really struggling with remembering anything about that story. 

"Right. Let's see what we've got so far." I flipped through the brittle pages stained with what looked like old jam and tea, my two favorite treats while I wrote when I was younger.

Jam sandwiches and tea was still one of my favorite treats while I work.

That sounded delicious.

"Well, this one seems to be about some kind of love letter or something. Not what we're looking for." I had no memory of writing it, only the slightest hint of familiarity. 

I'd written so many stories over the years, it was impossible to remember them all. 

"This isn't the one either." Belle set another aside. 

"I guess we could pack all of them up and take them back with us. We have to meet Jules soon." 

"We could, but what if this isn't the only box like this?" Belle asked. 

"It's funny that you remember this story better than I do."

"If I'm remembering right, you read it to me one night when I was really bad off and hurting. Your story took my mind off the pain. You always told me stories to help me keep my mind off the pain. And I still read your books on my bad nights, so even though you're gone, you're still helping me."

Some of the guilt in my stomach faded away at her words. "I'm glad to hear it, but I should still be here more."

"You act like you aren't doing plenty for this family. You're sending money home, you check in multiple times a week, you've offered April a free ride to art school. Me too, if I had any interest."

"Yeah, but I can do all that here." It was all easy and mostly throwing money at the problem. 

"Maybe. But you made a lot of important contacts by moving there. Your agent and editor are both there. It's not like you chose New York on a whim."

"True, but the city isn't that far. I can easily make the trip if I need to see them. Plenty of authors never meet their editors or agents in person and things work out just fine."

"This is it. Definitely." Belle waved the papers she'd been reading in my face. "It's incredible. Most of the magic in your story came true."

"Let me see." I snatched the papers from her and read through my words from fifteen years ago. 

The writing made me wince, but I saw what Belle was talking about. Everything, the ink pot, the hair, the dog. Everything we'd tried, I'd once written about. There were a few things that still hadn't come true in the story, like flying and something about finding lost things. The story itself is about a girl named Jo was completely different, but the magic part was completely on point. 

"Even the way I described the inkwell, while cringe-worthy, is exactly like the one you and Jules found. So weird."

"What do you think this means?" Belle asked. 

"I have no idea." 

Magic. Maybe it was unexplainable. 

"What if your other stories start coming true?"

Horror filled me and widened my eyes. "That would be a nightmare since I don't exactly write little cozy, happy stories."

Belle winced. "Yeah. We might start seeing more dead bodies if that's the case."

"I'm starting to rethink my role in Sally's death."

I really hoped I didn’t kill her. I needed to solve her murder even more now and hopefully get both Jules and me off the hook. 

"You've never written anything about a death at a wedding. And you've never based any of your characters on Sally. That little excerpt from your journal I really don't believe counts. Especially since it doesn’t match up with anything in this story like it everything else does."

"I guess." I hoped she was right.

"We should take all these old stories and see what else you've written and maybe try some of that out with the inkwell."

"I definitely want to try flying."

Belle laughed. "Of course you do. Though you should probably wait for Jules on that one. He'll be mad if he misses out."

"Yeah, he will."

I stroked the edges of one of April’s paintings. It was a splash of vibrant colors, even after all these years, back when she was in her abstract stage. Even though she found her lane with impressionism, which I preferred, I could still see the raw talent in these early works of hers. 

Maybe she needed to remember just like I did.

While Belle gathered up all my scribbles and her sheet music, I gathered April’s art. We returned to the main part of the house with our arms full. I'd tell Mauve about her old playbills and photos of her favorite actors to see if she wanted them later. 

April’s eyes widened when we trooped into the kitchen and I laid her paintings out in front of her on the table. "What is this?"

"We found your old artwork when we were looking for my old stories. They were in the same trunk."

Her lips curled as she stared down at them. "Wow. I was awful."

I bit back a sigh. "It wasn't your best period, but you were so young when you did these and they're still leagues better than anything I could paint. The stuff I used to write was a little painful for me to read, but it was still fun to see. I thought you might want to do something with these."

April shoved them across the table away from her. "You can dispose of them. I don't need to be reminded of what a child I was."

"What? No. What is wrong with you? You had such talent. You still do." I wanted to strangle her. 

"Not enough, okay? And I don't need these hanging around in my face like a constant bad memory."

I held my hands up in surrender. “All right. I'll get rid of them.”

“Good. Now, what did you want from me?”

"Right. I wanted to get your thoughts on Sally Gardiner."
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April chuckled. "Oh, I have plenty of thoughts about her."

"I mean, more specifically, who might have wanted her dead."

Belle left us alone to talk as she packed up all the papers we gathered and busied herself around the house. 

April poured more coffee into her mug. "The list of who wouldn't would be shorter. You know her. You know what she's like. She hasn't changed much since high school."

"You can't be more specific than that?" I asked. "Who was in her immediate circle who she might have upset lately. Focusing on those who were actually at the wedding."

"How much time do you have?" April scoffed. 

I checked the time. "Not much, so short version, please."

"Well, Sally was obsessed with Jules. She's been chasing after him for ten years or more and it's gotten worse lately. She's determined to get him to give up his musician dreams and his job at the school so all that work she'd put in wasn't wasted. Not that I don't see her point there. Giving up the family fortune is the dumbest decision Jules has ever made. But anyway. While all Sally's attention is on Jules, all Fred Vaughn's attention is on her. He's been in love with her longer than Sally's had her eye on Jules. It's getting a little creepy at this point. His sister hated Sally and especially hated how she'd string her brother along."

"Kate Vaughn? The deputy?" I think I remembered her brother, but not well. 

Jules and I never spent time at Kate's house. She always came to us. 
April nodded. "Yeah. She and Sally have gotten into it a few times. Sally liked the attention though, even if she had no plans to ever settle for Fred. Maybe as a last resort, but she'd go through every other eligible guy here first. Not that I blame her. Fred has always been a bit on the weird side."
"Uh, haven't you sort of been doing the same thing? Dating the richest men in town?" I was annoyed with how she made Sally sound like a gold digger when April was no different. 

She tossed her hair like a total cliche. "I can't help I have expensive taste in men. And I don't string anyone along. And I definitely don't chase. That's just desperate."

"Right." I had no idea where April came from. 

Where her ideas of love and marriage came from.

Well, actually, I did. She'd watched money and the lack of it wear our parents down to the bone. Especially our mother. 

April groaned. "Anyway, don't even get me started on Lee Seasons. He's Sally's ex, and they had a massive ugly breakup a few months ago."

"Lee? I thought she was after Jules?"

"She was, but she took a break from that to try out Lee. When that blew up, she was right back to nipping at Jules' heels. But I think it was Annie Moffat."

"Why?" I asked.

I could see Annie doing it. She and Sally were certainly cut from the same cloth and they were not friends. At all. They didn’t even pretend to be like they did with others in their circles. 

"The two of them are always fighting like cats and dogs, always competing. You should see when one of them goes on some new fad diet, the other does too. If one of them gets a designer dress or purse, the other one has to get something better. Then Mauve chose Sally instead of Annie to be her last bridesmaid since she needed one more. Annie has been pretty vocal over the situation. It wouldn't surprise me if Sally was rubbing her nose in it at the wedding, and Annie just lost it on her."

"I guess that isn't the craziest theory."

April shrugged. “It makes the most sense. A lot more than Jules killing her. Not that I would've blamed him for losing it on her, but how ridiculous is the sheriff for going after Jules like that?”

"Yeah. It's incredibly stupid." I understood it up to an extent, but not just because he found the body and they had a little argument.

April played with the edge of her coffee mug. "That's it, really. Those are the main ones and they were all at the wedding."

"It's a good enough place to start. I might talk to Vanessa and see what she might've noticed during all the wedding preparations."

April laughed. "Vanessa won't be much help. She can't stand Sally either. Sally was always awful to her."

"So she could've killed Sally too?"

Was Vanessa another suspect? I mean, maybe. There were a lot of them though. I just needed to narrow it down to the people most likely, and I was leaning towards Lee.

Ugly breakup? They often ended in violence. 

April shook her head. "No. Vanessa is way too sweet and pathetic to ever do anything like that. Besides, planning Mauve's wedding was a big deal for her and her business. No way would she have messed things up by killing Sally."

True. 

"Yeah. She's also the one who sent Jules into the freezer in the first place. If she was trying to hide Sally until later, that would've been a foolish move."

Belle came back inside the kitchen. "We need to go or we'll be late to meet Jules."

"Right. Well, thanks, Amelia. This is definitely helpful."

"I don't know why you're doing the sheriff's job, but you do know you're not a cop, right?"

No, I had no idea. 

Good grief. 

"I'm well aware. I'm also aware I write fictional mysteries, not real ones. But Markle is a moron and Jules is going to end up in trouble for this. Word is already spreading around town about it, people are ready to play judge and jury. Even if Markle can never find any evidence to arrest him on, if the real killer isn't found, it could ruin his reputation completely. When people work with kids, bad reputations can cost them jobs."

"Well, good luck figuring it out." She hopped down from her seat and sauntered away with swinging hips.

"Thanks for your help."

Time for us to go see about our magical mystery and see if the antique shop had some answers. 
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Jules was already waiting outside the shop when Belle and I arrived. "Why is Jules just standing outside?"
Belle shrugged. "I don't know."
Jules waved at us. "Hey guys. Shop's closed for the rest of the week apparently."

My brow furrowed as my stomach twisted. "Do I write too many mysteries, or is that incredibly suspicious timing?"

The day after my magic hits, the store it came from is closed for days? Super creepy. 

"It's probably a coincidence, but it's definitely weird." Jules glanced back at the shadowy shop.

It even looked a bit sinister from out here. 

"Thanks for waiting. Though you could've just messaged."

Jules grinned. "I figured I could take you two out for lunch."

"It's already your turn to make dinner."

His grin widened. "I don't mind doing both. Though I guess since Belle cooked last night and I'm cooking tonight, maybe you should treat us to lunch."

"Deal. But if I'm buying, I get to pick the place." I started walking in the direction of the food I wanted. 

Jules and Beth both groaned in unison. 

I stopped and turned to frown at them. "What?"

"You want the fancy, overpriced sandwiches again, don't you?" Jules asked. 

"Actually, no. I'm in the mood for Mexican." I started walking again, shaking my head. 

I loved the sandwich shop; they just didn’t know good food when they tasted it. 

Jules slumped. "Thank goodness. I hate those sandwiches. I can taste the pretentiousness."

"They're not pretentious. They're just unusual."

"A pomegranate and blue cheese panini is not unusual, it tastes like gross gym socks someone tried to spray with perfume to hide the stink."

I glared at him. "Usually you like going on adventures."

Jules shuddered. "Not food adventures. When it comes to food, I prefer more normal fare."

"Are you about to go on a rant about hipsters, grandpa?"

"I might. Though they make decent coffee."

I snorted. "You're ridiculous."

"Enough about hipsters and gross food, how did it go at the house this morning?"

Belle handed Jules the story. "See for yourself. It's amazing."

"And creepy." I was trying not to think too hard about it, worried I’d come up with some horrible and terrifying reasoning for my new and not that awesome magic.

"It's magical. Literally."

Jules flipped through, skimming the story. "She's right. This is insane. And definitely magical. I don't think you ever shared this story with me."

"I'm remembering more of it now and I think it's a story I made just for Belle."

It was a time she and I both desperately needed to believe in magic and hope and something other than the drudgery of her illness. 

I shrugged off those memories, trying to remain in the present. "Since we aren't getting any answers right now from the antique shop, let's put aside the mystery magic for now and focus on your problem. We got some interesting information from April that at least gives us a place to start."

"And where are we starting?" Jules asked. 

"At the Mexican restaurant. I checked social media and Vanessa planned to come here for lunch. I thought she might want to join us."

Jules shot me an impressed smile. "Look at you being sneaky. Almost like you were meant for this sleuthing business."

"Yeah well, it's a one time thing. Unless I have more friends and family accused of murder with only a bungling sheriff in charge of the investigation, I'm going back to my day job."

Which I was behind on with all the festivities and then murder and then magic. 

We reached the restaurant and Jules barely looked up from my old story as Belle and I arranged seating and ordered drinks. 

Jules finally put the papers down and shook his head in bemusement. "It sounds like something straight out of an actual novel. At least you can possibly use this whole experience as fodder for a future book."

"Maybe. This whole thing is making me rethink the way I write the investigations in my books. Mine are usually a lot more fast-paced and dangerous. But investigating is apparently a bit slow and boring. A lot of talking to people you really don't want to talk to."

Jules patted my shoulder. "I’m really sorry you had to talk to April. I know how often you leave every conversation frustrated."

"And today was no different. But she was helpful this time at least."

Maybe nothing would come of the information she got us, but at least it was a start. 

The waiter returned with our drinks and we ordered our lunch while I stared at the door, waiting for Vanessa to walk through it. 

"There she is." Jules spotted her before I did. 

I waved to catch her attention. "Hey, Vanessa."

Vanessa waved back and walked over to our table. "Oh hi guys. Here for lunch?"

"Yeah. Want to join us?" I gestured to the empty seat next to Belle. 

Vanessa looked shocked, but nodded. "Oh. Sure."

"How are you doing? After well... the other night."

She looked pale and shaky and like she hadn’t slept since the wedding. 

"I'm doing okay, I guess. Still a little shaken up. How about you guys?"

I shrugged. "Same as you."

"How's Mauve?" Vanessa asked. “I’ve tried to call her, but I didn't get an answer."

"She's taking it pretty hard and is still dealing with thank you notes, phone calls, and plans. And she's helping Sally's family with the funeral."

Vanessa shook her head sadly. "I feel horrible that her wedding was ruined. And of course about Sally."

Her priorities were a little off, but to be honest, I felt more for Mauve than I did for Sally too, so I couldn’t judge. 

"Yeah it's all pretty awful." I scooped some salsa onto a chip and shoved it in my mouth. 

"Do you know when the funeral is supposed to be?" Vanessa asked. 

"I think in a couple days. Things got put on hold a little because of the investigation, but I think they're releasing the body tomorrow."

"Can you let me know once you have the details? I'd love to pay my respects. Or if Mauve needs any help planning it with Sally’s family."

Was she seriously trying to get more work right now? Wow. 

"Of course. Is there anything you need from Mauve from all the wedding plans?"

Vanessa shook her head. "No. I handled everything."

"Does she owe you money?" I asked. 

"No, she already paid. But thanks for the offer." Vanessa stopped when the server returned and put in a to go order. 

"Thank you for handling so much of the clean up."

She shrugged. "It's my job."

"So, how well did you know Sally?" Jules asked. 

Finally. I didn’t want to be the only one asking and fielding questions. But he and Belle had kept to their corners this whole time, shoveling chips into their mouths. 

"As well as most of the town, I guess. Or as the three of you do. We all went to school together, it's a small town."

I nodded. "During all the wedding preparations, did you hear anything from anyone that would make you think they had it in for Sally?"

Vanessa’s brow furrowed. "No. I don't think so."

"That's too bad,” Jules said. 

She held up a finger. "Wait. I did overhear a small argument between Sally and Annie."

My pulse skittered. "What about?"

"Something to do with Lee. I don't know what, but they were always fighting about something."

Lee and Annie again. Interesting.

"So I've heard."

Vanessa scoffed. "Don't you remember high school?"

I shrugged. "I’ve tried to block most of it out."

"I wish I could." A mix of old anger and bitterness passed through her expression before she wiped it clean. 

It was looking like Annie was now our main suspect. Between what April said and now Vanessa, it made sense. It was probably too easy, and I couldn't really see Annie as a killer, but I made my living on finding the least likely suspects and figuring out reasons why they'd kill someone. 

If I was writing this story, I probably would choose Jules as the killer. He was pretty and fun and anyone would get sick of having a spoiled and conceited woman following them around, demanding they change their ways. Sadly, I understood why Markle had some suspicions, but since I knew Jules so well, it was insane to imagine him as the killer.

It was also insane to focus on only one suspect when there was so little physical evidence.

"Is there anyone else you think might've done it?" I asked. 

Vanessa shrugged. "My money's on Annie or Lee."

“I see.”

The server returned with our food, interrupting our talk of murder and suspects. 

Vanessa clutched her paper bag of tacos. "I should probably get going. Thanks for the company and please let me know if Mauve needs any more help."

I smiled. "Will do. And I'll text you with the funeral info once I have it."

"Great. Thanks. You three have a good day."

Jules waved. "You too." He waited until she was out the door before he turned back to me. "So, what next?"

"Next, we eat and then I guess we should go talk to Annie. See what she has to say."
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Annie’s house was pretty impressive, a bit insane for one person to live in, but lovely. It was made out of gray stone and white trim, a big porch that reminded me of the ones in the Deep South. 

My biggest issue was the tiny piece of land it was stuck on. She could probably spit and hit the side of her neighbor’s house from her porch. Then, walk across her porch and spit on the other neighbor’s house.

“I don’t see her car parked out front,” Jules said. 

I shrugged. “Maybe it’s in the garage?” 

"Might as well go knock and find out.”

The three of us got out of the car and walked up the cobblestone pathway to the porch steps. 

Jules rang the doorbell and knocked a couple times, but no one answered the door. 

A man poked his head out the door of the house next door on the left. “Can I help you folks?”

Jules put on his most charming smile. “We’re looking for Annie.”

The neighbor stepped completely onto his porch and squinted at us. “She left.”

My jaw dropped. “Left?”

How could she be gone? Didn’t the sheriff tell people at the wedding to stay in town?

He nodded. “Yeah. She had some business in New York she had to take care of. She’ll be back in a few days.”

Jules raised a brow. “Oh really?”

“Uh huh. She asked me to keep an eye on things.”

“Ok. Thank you. Guess we’ll have to try back later.” I herded the other two towards the steps. 

No point in staying if she was gone. 

Her neighbor piped up again when we were halfway down the steps. “If you need to get ahold of her for something important, you might try that boyfriend of hers.”

“Boyfriend?” I turned to frown at him. 

I hadn’t heard anything about Annie seeing anyone. 

“Yeah. I forget his name. But he’d know.”

How was that supposed to help us. A name would’ve been helpful. Just the knowledge that Annie had a boyfriend, not so much. 

Jules waved him off.  “It can wait. Thank you.”

“No problem.”

The man didn’t duck back inside his house until we were back inside the car.

I cranked the engine. “Well, this is suspicious. She takes off? Right after Sally’s murder? She’s not going to be here for the funeral if she doesn’t get back soon.”

Jules sighed. “Yeah, this isn’t looking good for Annie. But she has to realize this looks bad, right? She’s making herself look more guilty.”

I huffed. “Yeah, to us. But is Markle even looking into her?”

“When he was interrogating me, he didn’t share his other theories with me or if he even had any other theories.”

Of course. 

I pulled out of her driveway and headed back home. “Ugh, he annoys me. And who is this boyfriend? I didn’t see her with anyone at the wedding. She seemed to come alone.”

Jules shrugged. “Maybe it’s a new relationship.”

“Yeah, but from what everyone is saying, she would’ve wanted to rub it in Sally’s face that she had a boyfriend since Sally currently didn’t as far as we know.”

Jules sucked on his bottom lip. “True.”

“None of this is making sense.”

I turned to look over my shoulder at Belle. “Hey, text Vanessa and ask for the wedding photographer’s info. I want to get copies of the candids of the reception. Maybe they’ll show something we missed.”

“More for your murder board?” Belle asked. 

I nodded. “Yeah. I need to put it together tonight.”

“Well, we can’t do anything about Annie right now,” Jules said. “Is it time to talk to Fred?”

“Yeah, but we should probably handle him carefully. I don’t want him going off crying to Kate who then tells her boss.”

“Yeah, Kate is really protective of him. I think if we handle it the same way we did Vanessa, it shouldn’t make him suspicious.”

“Yeah, but he doesn’t post every little movement he makes like Vanessa does. I have no idea where he is so we can accidentally bump into him.” I’d already tried. 

“Hmm. He’ll definitely be at the funeral, but that’s still a couple days away. Should we try to find Lee?”

I groaned. “I guess. He seems the type to keep up with social media. But I am really not looking forward to talking to him.”

Jules chuckled. “He’s a complete prat. I was hoping you two could go without me.”

“Uh uh. No way. We’re doing this for you in the first place, so if we have to deal with Lee, so do you.”

“Fine. I’ll check online to see if he’s posted anything.” Jules pulled his phone from his pocket and started swiping and tapping at it. 

“You know, maybe we should be looking through all the suspect’s social media posts. It might give us more information than bumping into them at random spots in town and trying to strike up a conversation about murder.”

Jules looked up at me with a grin. “You’re that desperate not to talk to Lee?”

“Yes. But I mean it too.”

“Does that mean back to your place?”

“Yes. I’m already headed that way.”

“Thank goodness.” Belle’s mutter from the backseat made Jules and I burst into laughter.

She’d apparently had more than enough people today.

And so had I.
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I groaned and rubbed at my aching forehead. "Is it wrong to hope they're all guilty somehow? They seem to be nothing but a drain on society. Other than Fred. I hope he's innocent. It's hard to tell though, because he doesn't have much of a social media footprint."

Jules looked across the table at me. “Doesn't mean he's a killer. I don't have much of one either.”

"I just meant I can't rule him out in any way. Not that I've been able to rule out any of them yet. Belle, have you heard back yet about the wedding photos?"

Belle turned from her spot by the stove where she was boiling water for tea. "Not yet. She said she'd email them over before the end of the day."

"Where are you going to fit the photos? Your murder board is already so full it might be time to turn it into a murder wall."

He was right. I’d left the murder board leaning against the wall across from the table and there was still a pile of papers and notes spread out between Jules and I. 

We’d printed off a bunch of possibly relevant social media posts and photos and taken notes on everything we could remember about the wedding, about Sally, about Annie, about Lee, and about everything we’d heard today.

And we were absolutely nowhere, and Jules was right that my murder board looked awful. It was a complete mess. 

"True. I'll move it if I need to."

"I'm in love with this board though. Makes you look a little like a serial killer planning your murders. Or a cop. I can't decide which."

I chuckled. "My writing ones tend to look pretty similar."

But I couldn’t think about that right now because if I did, I’d get even more stressed about the deadline I was careening towards. 

"How would you feel about me making one for your magic?" Jules asked. 

I jerked my head towards him. "What do you mean?"

"I'm intrigued by all of it. I'd like to figure it out."

Belle shook her head as she brought our mugs of tea over to us. "You two are so much alike. You have to understand how everything works. You have to uncover every mystery."

Jules grinned at me. "I guess that's why you became a mystery writer."

"It doesn't explain you. Maybe you should've stayed in finance."

He ignored my teasing. "Music has a mystery to solve. You have to find the hidden clues inside each note that leads you to the next one. It's what I love about it."

I turned to Belle. "Is that how you see music too?"

She sat next to me and of course the dog came to join us, staying right by her side. "I see mystery in music, but I approach it a different way. I want it to keep its mystery, so I tease around the edges, letting it lead me instead of me trying to understand it."

"Your different outlooks fascinates me."

Jules smiled into his mug. "We may come at it in different ways, but we both get there in the end."

"You two always made such beautiful music together." I’d always been able to listen to them for hours, letting their music create a soundtrack for the stories in my head. 

"It's been a while. We should do it again soon."

Belle ducked her head with a smile, but I could tell she liked the idea. 

"You should do it tonight when we come for dinner."

"You in?" Jules turned to Belle. 

Belle nodded. "Sure."

Jules beamed. "Just like old times."

Belle and Jules started discussing what songs they had in common that they could play around with, but I tuned them out as I glared at my murder board. 

Teddy padded over to sit at my feet, his head cocked as he inspected my work.

"Can you read?" I asked. 

He made a weird sound in his throat, like he was scoffing at me. "Don't be ridiculous. Of course not. But I can see the photos. And the rest of the mess."

"What do you think?"

Maybe I was crazy for asking a dog’s opinion, but I kept hearing how good their instincts were. And I was out of ideas at the moment, so any fresh viewpoint could help.

"They all sound like terrible people. Makes it hard to choose one to root for."

I snorted. "Yeah, I'm having the same problem."

He cocked his head at me. "And for all you know, none of them are the killer and you're looking in the wrong place."

Something I was trying valiantly to ignore for the moment. 

"Thanks for that. But I'd rather rule these guys out first."

If I added more now, it would completely overwhelm us. 

"Foolish."

"What?" I asked. 

"You should broaden your search before narrowing it down."

"Why? That makes no sense. Right now, I have a small group I need to look into and if none of them pan out, I can then find more suspects. Why would I go looking for more suspects if the actual killer is in this group?"

Instead of responding, Teddy huffed and turned his back on me to return to Belle's side, doing one of those doggy smiles when Belle cooed at him and rubbed at his head. 

Spoiled brat.

Jules rose from his seat and came over to stand next to me. "You ready to head to my place for dinner? You could probably use a break from all that. Unless you're planning to bring your murder board with you?"

He was coveting my murder board. 

"Nope. A break sounds good. My brain is running in circles."

Very slow circles. 

"Mine too. This is starting to feel a little hopeless." 

I hated seeing him is such low spirits, without his usual mischief and bounce. 

"We'll figure it out. I'm honestly really counting on those photos to show me something. I'm glad either Mauve of Vanessa had the idea to have the disposable cameras all over the reception."

Belle chuckled. "It was Vanessa's doing. Mauve actually wasn't thrilled with the idea since it's a bit... old fashioned, according to her."

"That's right. She wanted a hashtag or something." Apparently weddings had their own websites now.

"We don't exactly live in a town that's up on all the trends. Vanessa talked her down from that idea."

"At least Vanessa had one good idea for the wedding."

"It wasn't that bad. Well, other than the murder. You're just still mad because they both shot down you and Jules' idea about the fireworks."

I scowled. "Yeah. I am."

It would’ve been so fun and pretty. I wasn't getting over it anytime soon.

"Fireworks? At a wedding? That's tacky." Teddy made a weird gagging sound. 

I made a rude gesture at the dog. "Shut up. Your face is tacky."

He struck a pose, looking like some kind of show dog. "My face is glorious. Everyone loves my face."

Jules shook his head sadly. "Oh dear. There are two of them."

Belle cast him a disbelieving look. "Like you're any better."

I let out a surprised bark of laughter. "Oh, look at Belle getting salty."

Jules looked as proud as I felt. "We're good for her."

"It's definitely us and not this little mutt butt."

Belle ignored us and smiled down at her dog. “Do you need a leash or will you follow us down the road?

Teddy made a huffing sound. "I do not like leashes. I will not wear one."

"Does that mean you'll stay with us and no talking in front of strangers?" Belle asked. 

He sat and wagged his butt, giving her a doggie smile. "I am a dog. Not a moron like Harriet thinks."

I scowled. "Only my mother is allowed to call me Harriet. I'll change your name to Lard Butt if you call me that again."

He gasped. "You would not dare."

"Oh, try me. Please." 

Jules couldn’t hide his amusement. "She'll do it. And she'll do it so much everyone else will start calling you that too."

"Fine. Though I do not understand why you butcher a perfectly good name like Harriet and try to sound like a male." He sniffed.

"Keep it up and I'll change it to Princess Buttlicker."

Teddy turned and waddled over to the door. "I thought we were going to the man's house?"

Jules laughed. "I have a name."

"Well, now calling you humans by your names seems to be a dangerous thing to do."

I grabbed a few files and the inkwell and journal, shoving it all in my bag. "Let's just go. He'll argue with us all night until it's time for breakfast if we let him. If he runs off, well, we're better off."

Teddy released a quiet grumbling growl. "I’m going to take a dump in your bed."

“You do that, I'll shave off all your fur except for what's on your butt. Do you have any idea how ridiculous you'll look?”

"Okay, time to separate you two. I'll take this snarling animal, Belle, you get Teddy." Jules grabbed me up and tossed me over his shoulder, carrying me laughing out the door.

I tickled his sides, and he shuddered and jerked so hard he almost dropped me on my head. "Careful."

"Sorry." He slid me carefully to the ground, holding me by my hips to keep me steady. "You okay?"

"Other than arguing with a dog? I'm great." I pulled away from him and started walking towards the driveway. 

He fell into step beside me. "You two are ridiculous. It reminds me of your arguments with April."

"She and Teddy are pretty similar."

He chuckled. "Don't tell her that. They'll hear her screams from two towns over."

I laughed and jogged down the driveway to the street. "They'd hear her screeches all the way in New York."

"Probably. You've got to stop letting him get to you." Jules ran after me. 

"Easier said than done." Something about him irritated the crap out of me. 

"I know you've never been much of a dog person, but I've never seen you make an actual enemy of one."

I shrugged. "There's never been one like him before."

"True. You have to admit he's pretty cute and funny with all his grumpiness."

Maybe, but I’d never admit it out loud. 

"I'd rather trade him in for a cat."

"He kind of reminds me of the cat with all that attitude. I expected him to be a bit dumber."

"That might have been preferable."

"I can hear you two, you know."

I glanced over my shoulder at him and Belle walking a yard or so behind us. "Oh, get over it. It's not like I'm gossiping behind your back when I'd say it right to your face."

Belle shook her head. "I don't think you need to wait until you're grown up to be like Miss Jemma. I think you're already there."

I turned around to walk backwards so I could grin at her. "You say that like it's a bad thing. I don't mind being the town grump who says whatever's on her mind."

"We should really bake her something and visit her. Mother and I have been meaning to lately, but all the wedding plans interrupted."

"I'm game whenever you are." Flashing blue lights caught my attention, making my steps falter as I spun back around. "Uh, why are cops in front of your house?"

"What?" Jules jerked his head up and frowned when he saw what I was talking about. "I have no idea. But it can't be good."

We hurried towards his house, worry driving us. Even Teddy shut up and kept up with us.

The police met us at the end of the driveway. 

"What is this?" Jules asked. 

Sheriff Markle stepped forward, waving a folded piece of paper. "Julian Lance, I have a search warrant for your house."
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Jules’ brows furrowed, and he shook his head in confusion. "What? How?"

Markle cleared his throat. "New evidence has come to light that proves you definitely had motive to kill her."

"New evidence? New evidence from where?"

"Our search of Ms. Gardiner's home turned it up. It's not enough for an arrest yet, but that's what the search warrant's for."

"You think I've got the murder weapon hidden in my house?" Jules asked, incredulity in his voice. 

"I don't know what you have in there, Mr. Lance. That's why we're here."

Jules sighed and waved his hand towards his house. "Fine. Look all you want."

"Thank you. We will. I need you three to stay out here." Markle pointed at Jules’ chest. 

Jules’ eyes narrowed. "You aren't going to trash my house are you, Sheriff?"

Kate stepped forward with a reassuring smile. "This isn't like TV, Jules. We'll be respectful of your things."

I hadn’t even noticed her with the rest of them, too busy glaring at Markle. 

"Okay. Just please, don't damage my instruments." Jules wrung his hands, anxiety making him tense.

I rubbed his back, hoping to calm him a little. 

"We won't. We aren't jerks who plan to come in and tear everything apart."

Jules watched as his home was invaded by the Sheriff and his deputies. "Kate, you know I didn't do this."

Kate lowered her voice after looking around to make sure none of her coworkers were hovering. "I don't believe you did, but motive wise, you're the most likely. And you have no alibi. Everyone else who has the motive, has an alibi. Look, let me make sure they're careful. I'll meet you and Harri for coffee tomorrow. I planned to stay out of this, but I don't agree with what the sheriff is doing. I'll text you, okay?"

"Thanks, Kate."

I was surprised she invited me to coffee too. Did she know I was looking into things? Had we made it so obvious?

Right now, we had more important things to worry about. 

"You need to call the lawyer. Now."

Jules set his jaw with a familiar stubborn and annoying slant. "There's nothing for them to find."

"There's no telling what that idiot will decide is evidence." I pointed towards his house. “Call him. Or I'll call your grandfather."

"Why are you always threatening to tattle on me?" Jules kicked at the rocks in his driveway. 

I growled. "Because you've been a stubborn idiot about this and I'll do whatever I need to for you to see reason."

"All right. All right. I'll call right now." He stepped away a little ways back towards the road.

"Thank you." I yelled the words after him, grinning when he waved me off. 

Belle squatted next to Teddy, keeping him close. He looked freaked out from all the people and lights and commotion going on. 

"What kind of evidence do you think they found at Sally's that led them here?" Belle asked. 

"I have no idea. Hopefully either Markle or Kate will give us that information soon."

"It must have been something big to get a judge to sign off on this.”

I wished I believed that was true. 

I shook my head. "Not necessarily. Sally's uncle is a judge. I'm surprised he hasn't been over here before now. I feel like this is in response from that heinous woman this morning at the coffee shop, threatening to go to our aunt, the mayor."

"Should I get closer and eavesdrop?" Teddy asked. 

Belle smiled at him, hearts in her eyes. “You are so sweet. Yes, please. Just be careful.”

Teddy settled his big butt deeper into the grass on the edge of the driveway. "I want to hear Harri ask me nicely."

I gaped at the idiot animal. "What?"

"You better hurry before they say all the good stuff."

I wanted to pull my hair out. I couldn’t handle much more of him. "Oh my gosh. Fine. Teddy, will you please go eavesdrop on the nice officers for any information that might help us?"

Belle had her mouth covered with both hands, her shoulders shaking. 

Teddy inclined his head in a sort of regal bow. "I would be delighted."

I called him a mean name under my breath after he trotted off.

He turned his head to glare at me over his big butt. "I heard that."

I shrugged and shooed him on. He got what he wanted. Little monster. I really needed to talk Belle into letting me wish his ability to speak away. Though if he came back with something helpful, I'd deal with it.

Jules finished his phone call and walked back over to us. "The lawyer is on his way. He said he'll find out more, but I guess he's already done some digging about the other suspects. Mostly the same ones that we have. Annie and Lee, but they alibied each other. Kate alibied Fred though he was never a serious person of interest."

"All of their alibis are a little too perfect, don't you think?"

Jules’ brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"Kate would totally lie for her brother and Lee and Annie could've done it together. Or just decided to lie for each other so they wouldn’t have to deal with the investigation."

"Maybe. But this is such a mess. I'm so tired of them coming after me for this."

"I know. We've got to figure this out. Fast." I turned to my sister. “Belle, can you check on the status of the photos? Hopefully after they're finished here, we can make some progress. I think ordering out is probably our best option for tonight. No matter how careful they are, we're probably still going to have a mess to clean up."

Teddy slinked back over like he was training to be some weird dog super spy. "Well, I know why they're here."

"Why?"

"Apparently, your boy here sent not so nice emails to Sally in response to her hounding him. Something that they took to sound like a threat."

I turned to stare at my best friend, who hadn’t mentioned any emails. 

Jules pinched the bridge of his nose. "Really? That wasn't a threat. Especially of death. I just got a bit snippy in a couple return emails to her because her constant harassing had gotten beyond ridiculous. That's some thin evidence they used to get a warrant."

"At least it's a search warrant and not an arrest warrant."

For now.

"You do not have anything to worry about from what I heard," Teddy said. “They are pretty frustrated because there is nothing in your house of Sally's and nothing that could be the murder weapon. They were wrapping up when I headed back this way."

Jules bent down to rub and love on the dug for a moment. "Thank you, Teddy. That helps a lot."

"You are welcome. I think I can be quite helpful in your investigations."

Jules gave Teddy a considering look. "He isn't wrong. People will say all kinds of things in front of animals."

I wasn’t against the idea, but I wasn’t sold on it either. Especially since it meant we had to keep him. 

"Yeah, but where do we say we got the info from?" I asked. 

Jules shrugged. "No clue. That's something we can worry about later, I guess."

"There comes the Sheriff,” Belle said. 

Markle lumbered over, his boot loud on the gravel. "Mr. Lance. You're clear for now since we didn't find anything we can arrest you for. But you're going to need to come in first thing tomorrow morning and explain some emails we found."

"I'll be there bright and early with my lawyer."

Markle nodded. “Good.”

“Have a good night, Sheriff, deputies.”

Kate smiled. “You too, Jules.”

We waited until they got in their cars and drove off before we braved whatever waited for us in Jules’ house. 

He groaned when he opened the door and stepped inside.

“It’s not too bad. We can have it fixed up before the food is even delivered.”

Nothing was trashed, but everything was out of place and a lot of cabinets and drawers were left open.

Jules remained frozen in the foyer as he glared at his house like it personally offended him. “I know. I just feel a little... violated.”

“It does smell a little like pig in here, doesn’t it?” I wagged my eyebrows and plastered a huge, goofy grin on my face. 

Jules groaned at dropped his head into his hand with a weak chuckle. “You didn’t. Please tell me you did not throw out that awful of a joke.”

“I did. And it got you laughing, didn’t it?”

He shook his head. “Yeah, so I don’t cry.”

I tugged on his arm. “Come on, cry baby. Let’s clean up.”
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Kate was already at the coffee shop when I arrived, but there was no sign of Jules. I put in my order and joined Kate at the table in the back.

"Hey. Jules isn't finished with the Sheriff yet?" I sat in the chair next to her. 

She shrugged and took a long guzzle of her coffee, looking half asleep. "Guess not. It's my morning off, so I wasn't there."

"Why did you want to meet? Especially with me."

Whatever was going on with the investigation really wasn’t my business no matter how much I was trying to make it mine. 

Kate chuckled. "I’m not an idiot. I know you guys are looking into the murder. And I don't blame you with the sheriff gunning for Jules like he is."

It looked like she wanted to help, be a secret source so we could investigate on our own. 

"So, what can you tell us? We know he suspects Jules because of the argument and the emails. But that's all circumstantial."

Kate nodded. "True, but it's more evidence than we have from any of the others who have motive. And he had the opportunity since he had no alibi. The mayor, Sally's family, the town council, everyone is on Markle's back to get this solved now."

"Of course. Reelection year." I rolled my eyes. 

"Exactly. And the bigger problem is, there's no real evidence at all and too many suspects. I've even thought about killing her before."

"Yeah, I know she's been pretty harsh with Fred. How's he handling her death?"

He always seemed like the type who might lose it on a woman who kept denying him over and over with the way he latched onto Sally. 

Kate sighed and twisted a paper napkin between her hands. "He's barely left the house. He won't talk to me at all. I'm not even sure he'll come to the funeral."

"And you were hanging out with him at the wedding?"

Kate smiled. "He didn't kill Sally, Harri."

I searched for a hint of tact inside me, not wanting to piss her off or hurt her feelings. "Look, I get it. I refuse to consider that Jules killed her, but you have to admit Fred had way more of a motive. Sally has been stringing him along for a decade."

"She has. And frankly, that gives me more motive than it does Fred. He still hadn't given up hope that one day she'd finally accept him. And I know how creepy it sounds. How creepy it is. But I swear, I really was with him the whole time. It's not just me being a protective older sister. I take my job seriously and I wouldn't lie about an alibi."

I sat back as the barista brought my coffee over.

I thanked him and waited for him to leave before continuing. "Then who did this? If it wasn't you, Fred, or Jules."

Amusement twitched at her lips. "I was a suspect?"

"Of course you were. If Sally treated Belle the way she treated Fred, I'd have been very tempted to kill her."

"Believe me, I've considered it. But Fred has brought a lot of it on himself. Refusing to move past her, being a little creepy about the way he went about it. I mean he didn't stalk her or anything, but he did have a habit of always hovering when she was around."

I nodded and sipped at the scalding coffee, needing the caffeine but not wanting to burn off all my taste buds. "She gives him just enough hope to keep him from moving on. She doesn't friend-zone him but she doesn't go into an actual relationship with him either."

"Exactly. I'm not one to excuse men from their idiotic behavior and believing they're owed something they're not..." Kate trailed off. 

"But it was Sally. It was just as much her as it was him. She craved the attention."

Kate slumped in her seat. "Yeah."

"Maybe now he'll move on." I didn’t really believe my words, but I was trying to be comforting. 

Which wasn’t my strong suit. 

I should’ve bought Belle with me. 

Kate frowned into her empty coffee cup. "I’m just worried he's going to try to crawl into that grave with her. I don't understand why he's like this. Our parents are still together and sickeningly happy. He's had good role models for relationships. But something about Sally took got a hold on him a long time ago and never let go."

Some people were just... unique. They had their own way of viewing the world. I guessed it was the whole nature versus nurture thing. 

My phone dinged, so I dug it out of my back pocket and frowned at the text scrolling across my screen. "Looks like Jules isn't going to join us. Sorry."

He got held up later at the station than he expected and the lawyer wanted to talk after. 

"It's okay. I figured you were the mastermind spearheading this anyway. You were always so protective of Jules. I even remember you standing up to his family on his behalf." She chuckled. 

I shrugged. "He's my best friend."

Of course I was going to protect him. 

"And you're finally back home with him."

What was she trying to get at?

"Well, for the summer. And we're not together or anything." I’d forgotten how most of the town assumed we’d end up together eventually. 

Now that I was back home for an extended stay, it looked like all that was being drudged back up. 

Kate shook her head with a sly grin. "Still pretending like there's nothing between you other than friendship?"

"Yup. That's the plan." Because that’s all there was between us.

Friendship.

"And just for the summer?"

"Yeah. I'm headed back to New York in September." My coffee had finally cooled off enough to drink. 

"You really should move back home."

"I don't know. I love it here and I miss my family, but living here is a little like living in a fishbowl."

Even now, there were whispers surrounding us, wondering what the two of us were up to. 

"I know what you mean. I'm glad I got out of here for college. It gave me a little break and perspective. But I couldn’t live anywhere else."

I looked out the window at Main Street. "It is a beautiful town. Minus the murderer wandering around."

Kate snorted out a laugh. "Yeah. Not something we want to put on the cover of our brochures."

"True. So what now? From word around town, I'm definitely leaning towards Annie, but she's skipped town."

Kate shot straight in her chair. "What?"

She didn’t know?

"Yeah. We went by her house yesterday and her neighbor said she left for business in New York."

Kate narrowed her eyes. "I’ll make sure to mention that to the sheriff. Maybe it'll turn his attention. She's my pick too. Those two... things have gotten ugly multiple times over the years."

"I stayed out of most of their... well, everything, but even I remember a few blowups. Do you think she seems too obvious, though?" I asked. 

Kate’s lips quirked. "That's the writer in you. In normal police work, the obvious one with the biggest motive tends to be the guilty party. We just have to prove it."

"Can we get together after all this is over so I can pick your brain?"

She would make an excellent research resource. I preferred to get things as factual as possible.

"Sure. But I will say you do a good job on authenticity."

My brows rose and my chest tightened with a bit of giddiness. "You read my books?"

Even after all this time, when someone told me they read my books, I got all weird and excited. 

"Everyone in town reads your books. Haven't you been to the bookstore on Main? There's a whole stand of your books with a sign proclaiming you a Plum Fields author."

I shook my head with a small laugh. "Of course there is."

"I'm actually surprised Kendra hasn't tried to rope you into doing a signing."

"She did call me last week, but I haven't gotten back to her yet." I’d forgotten all about it. 

"That's probably what it's for."

"Great." I usually enjoyed signings and release parties, but I’d never done one in my hometown. 

I wasn’t as comfortable doing it here as I was around complete strangers in an unknown city. 

Especially since people like Ida and her friends would be sure to attend with their sharp little remarks. 

Kate checked her watch and sighed. "I need to get going. I have a shift soon. Look, I'll work on getting attention on Annie and let you know what I can about the investigation. Keep this quiet though. I don't want to lose my job."

I nodded. "Only people I'm telling are Jules and Belle."

"How's she doing, by the way? I’m surprised she's not here."

"She was feeling a little down today and since the funeral is tomorrow, she wanted to rest for it."

I hoped all the investigating and chaos I’d gotten her wrapped up in wasn’t taking its toll. 

"Gotcha. I'll see you there then. Let Jules know what I said." Kate stood and smiled down at me. 

"I will and thanks. For helping us."

"Of course. The three of us used to be basically inseparable. I've missed you, Harri."

I stood to give her a hug goodbye. "I’ve missed you too."

And I did. 

The three of us used to get in a lot of trouble. Kate and her family moved into town freshman year and we'd clicked right away. I'd dragged her right into everything Jules and I got up to. Other than Belle and me, she was the only one who could ever call him Jules.

"You were always the center of us. Without you here, Jules and I kind of just drifted apart."

I grimaced. "And every time I visit, I mainly stick with my family and Jules."

I sucked. 

She clasped my shoulder.  "I’m not trying to make you feel guilty. I understand. Usually you're only here for a few days. This is just me saying I miss you and maybe we can try and rebuild a friendship again now that you're here for a while."

"I’d like that. I really would."

She squeezed my shoulder. "Good. I'll see you tomorrow."

"You know, we're having dinner over at my family's house tonight. You should stop by if you're off work by then. Seven o'clock?"

"I'll be there. Thanks."

"Of course."

It would be nice to spend time with Kate again. I'd always enjoyed her company and other than Jules and Belle, I just hoped I was right and she wasn't a murderer. And that she was right and Fred wasn't either.

With Kate gone, Belle resting, and Jules running errands I had a bit of free time. 

It seemed like the perfect time to go snoop around at Sally's house. 
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Belle was still asleep when I stopped by the house to pick up Teddy. He grumbled all the way to the car, but I ignored him. If he wanted to keep living with us, he needed to make himself useful. It was his own fault for showing how helpful he could be last night at Jules' house. 

He grumbled more from his spot on the passenger seat as I drove towards Sally’s. "I don't see why I needed to come. I was in the middle of a Murder, She Wrote marathon. Do you base your life on that show or something? Because other than the age difference, there are some real similarities."

At least he admitted there was an age difference. 

"Remind me to show you the movie Old Yeller sometime soon. I think you'll really like it."

"What's it about?" Teddy asked. 

I smirked. "A real heartwarming tale about a boy and his dog."

Teddy looked out the window like he was trying to pretend he wasn’t interested. "I guess I could check it out while you and Belle abandon me to go to dinner with your family. I do not know why I cannot come."

"Because we don't trust you to keep your mouth shut. And my youngest sister is allergic to dogs. So she says anyway."

"She sounds like a treat."

"You think I'm bad? Wait until you do meet her. Though other than Belle, you have horrible taste, so you may love her. But she definitely can't be trusted with any magic."

"And you can?" Teddy’s voice was snide. 

I ignored his tone and kept mine calm. "On my own? No. With Belle and Jules keeping me grounded, I hope so."

"What exactly do you want me to do?"

"You're kind of there as backup in case I get caught. My excuse will be my new dog got away from me and ran to Sally's."

Teddy scoffed. "You really think people will believe that?" 

I shrugged. "Maybe not, but it's better than having no excuse whatsoever."

"I guess. You owe me a new toy for this."

My brows furrowed. “What happened to that panda thing Jules bought you?”

Teddy stuck his nose in the air. "It did not survive my wrath."

"You know you're a tiny little dog I could dropkick, right? Not some ferocious Rottweiler I could ride like a horse."

"You keep up that attitude, I'll make sure to talk in front of everyone."

He was the worst sidekick. 

"And what do you think will happen to a talking dog once words gets out? They'll want to experiment and try to replicate it. You won't have a nice cozy place to live with plenty of food. You'll be a lab rat."

"So will you when I tell them you're the one who gave me the ability."

"It'll be my word against yours. And sorry to break it to you, but I can dispose of the inkwell and my journal. I can also take away your ability to speak so you won't be able to tell them."

"You're a horrible human." He growled. 

I growled right back at him. "And you're the most catlike dog I've ever met."

"How dare you."

I really needed to stop stooping to his level. "Can we just get this done so we can get back to Belle."

"What's wrong with her?" There was a slight quaver in his voice, like he was worried about her. 

I sighed. "She has something called fibromyalgia. It's a chronic illness that means she's almost always in pain and pretty weak. Sometimes she's fine and then the next minute, she can't get out of bed."

"I don't like leaving her when she's feeling down."

"I know. I don't either. But she doesn’t like being fussed over, so I'm trying to give her space and act like I believe her when she says she's just resting in preparation for tomorrow."

"Why didn't you use your magic to heal her?" Teddy asked. 

My hands tightened on the steering wheel. "You don't think I tried? it's the first thing I did as soon as I was alone that night. But it didn't work."

"Why didn't you tell her?"

"And get her hopes up? Not to mention, she might've tried to stop me, claiming it was a selfish wish to make."

And I still kept hoping it would suddenly kick in. 

"Well, this sucks."

"She's okay. It's unlikely it'll kill her, it just makes her life a little harder than it should have to be." I sighed. "And unfortunately, you seem to help. We don't have to worry about your real owners showing up and breaking her heart, do we?"

"No. They won't come for me."

I snuck glances at him, but he had his head turned to face the window. "Uh, do you want to talk about it?"

This was so awkward. 
"Absolutely not. Especially with you."
So much for that. 

I pulled over off the street across from Sally’s house. "Okay. Nice moment over."

"Looks like we're here anyway. What exactly is it you want me to do?"

I shoved open the door and held it for him to clamber out of. "We're going to snoop around. Let me know if you find anything and if anyone comes to see what we're doing, you have to pretend like you were lost."

"Fine. What am I looking for?" Teddy asked. 

"Honestly? I have no idea." I shrugged. 

This wasn’t the best idea I ever had. I was basically grasping at straws, but I couldn’t go home with nothing. Not without trying this first.

"You're really terrible at this mystery stuff. How is it you make a living at writing them?" He panted at my side as I crossed the street after looking around to make sure no one was around, paying attention to what I was up to. 

"I dunno. It's easier to write about than actually do. And like I've explained a million times, my characters are professional detectives. They have access I don't."

What I wouldn’t give for forensics reports, a badge, armed backup, warrants, and interrogation rooms. 

"Sounds like an excuse to me."

"That's because you're a dumb dog who doesn't understand the difference." I stamped up her steps and went to peek in her windows. 

It was a complete mess. I wasn’t sure if that was how Sally left it or if the cops didn’t both treating her stuff with respect since she wouldn’t need it. 

"I'll have you know, I've learned a lot watching that thing with the magic flat humans."

I turned to look at him with a furrowed brow, confused. "The TV?"

"Right. Yes. That."

"That's not really the best source to study human nature. It's all dramatized."

"Seems pretty on point from what I've seen. Murder, lies, family drama."

"I guess, but this isn't exactly the norm. Usually things are a lot more boring."

"Not from my experience." He sounded wounded.

"You sure you don't want to talk about where you came from?" I asked. 

He kept making comments that made me think he had something scary in his past. 

Teddy trotted back towards the stairs. "I’m going to go around back. Call for me if you need me to play lost dog."

"Fine."

I was starting to wonder if he was an abused dog. He wasn't skittish like most were, but he really didn't want to talk about his last home and refused to tell us who he belonged to. He was clearly running from something. 

I could relate.

He was still a little monster though.

I tried Sally's front door just in case, but it refused to budge. It was worth a shot. I didn't know what I thought I'd find here. She was killed somewhere else, it's not like the murder weapon would be sitting on her porch or the actual murderer would be lurking around. 

This was probably a waste of my time. The cops had already searched the place and the only thing they apparently turned up were the emails from Jules. But I had to do something. I had to try.

We were running out of time and I was running out of answers to get Jules out of this mess. 

I hoped Kate had some luck turning the sheriff's attention off him.

And I hoped the blasted photographer would hurry up and get us the photos. We were supposed to have them last night, but she'd given a bunch of excuses why they weren't ready. 

Maybe the photographer was the killer. She had zero motive since they didn't know each other, but stranger things had happened. Maybe it was time to add her to the list and start branching out like Teddy suggested.

With the most likely suspect out of town or hiding, everything felt stalled. Fred and Kate were both crossed off the list. For now anyway. Hopefully for good. I really didn't want to add them back onto it. I hadn't been able to find a way to run onto Lee yet, but hopefully I could talk to him at the funeral tomorrow. 

If he showed.

He was almost as MIA as Annie.

Teddy yipped, sounding excited. My heartbeat picked up as I jumped off the porch and ran around the back in time to find Teddy's scruff standing up as he glared at the tree-line behind Sally's house. 

"What is it?" I asked, panting. 

"Look."

A flash of blue caught my eye, a shade of blue not found in nature. 

"Hey. Stop." I raced towards the woods, tracking the color.

It was a person.

Teddy scampered after me, grumbling under his breath like a grumpy old man. 

Who was it?

I pushed myself harder, ducking beneath branches and leaping over fallen trees. People paid hundreds of dollars to do a parkour course like the one I was running through for free. 

But I gained on whoever was crashing and tripping through the forest, clearly unused to either exercise or nature. 

I used the momentum from pushing my foot against a log and flew through the air, tackling the guy like I was some kind of professional linebacker. I wished Jules had seen it. He always said I sucked at football.

Look at me now. 

I spit leaves and dirt out of my mouth, and forced the body beneath mine to turn, my jaw dropping when I see the face hidden by the blue hoodie. 

"Fred?"
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"Get off me." Fred bucked beneath me. 

I shoved his shoulders back onto the ground. "What are you doing skulking around Sally's house?"

"What about you? You're doing the same thing I am." He had craters beneath his eyes and looked like he hadn’t seen the sun in weeks.

He kind of reminded me of a dying vampire. 

I glared down at him. "I’m not the one wearing a hoodie in the middle of the summer. And besides, I was chasing after my dog. So unless you want me to call your sister, I suggest you start talking."

He finally stopped fighting me. "Fine. Okay. Don't call her. She's already on my case enough as it is."

I released him and scooted off him since he seemed to have calmed down. "Then tell me what's going on."

Tears pooled in his eyes. "I just... wanted to be near her. I mean not her, I know she's not actually here. I just want to say goodbye. Alone. Without a bunch of people who hated her pretending they’re heartbroken she's gone. I'm the only one who ever really loved her. Everyone else was fake. As soon as her back was turned, they immediately started bashing her. But not me. I saw her faults, but I loved her anyway. And now, she's gone. Someone took her from me. What do I have now?"

I was trying really hard not to punch him and see if that worked to get his act together. This was so sad and pathetic. 

"You have your whole life. You're still alive. And I'm sorry, Fred, but she was never going to choose you. I'm sure somewhere inside, you know that. So, you're going to get up, shower, and pay your respects at her funeral tomorrow like a normal person instead of a creepy stalker. It doesn't matter what everyone else is there for. It only matters what you're there for."

He sniffled. "I don't know how to move on."

Should I hand him a leaf to wipe his nose? 

"Dude, just start with a shower. And going back to work. And I dunno, maybe sign up for a dating app or something. And definitely see a therapist."

"O-okay."

I stood and grabbed him by the elbow, pulling at him. "Come on. Get up."

"Thanks."

"I'm going to tell your sister about this." I had to.

I was worried if she didn’t keep an eye on him that we’d have another dead body.

He curled back away from me. "What? Why?"

I gestured up and down his whole self. "Because this is truly concerning. And a little weird. She needs to know. She loves you and is worried about you."

Fred huffed. "Fine."

"Go home. I'll see you tomorrow."

"Okay. Thanks. Sorry. And for the record, I don't think Julian killed her."

I shouldn’t have found any relief that someone else believed us. 

Even though it wasn’t the right person. 

"He didn't. And I guess if you were going to kill anyone, it'd be him instead of Sally, right?"

Fred shook his head. "No. I won't deny it hurt that she wanted him so badly, but I knew it would never happen. Julian has only ever cared about one woman. And that's you. He's only ever seen you."

I jerked my head up to frown at him. "Uh, I don't know about that. We're just friends."

Fred shook his head. "He's loved you as long as I've loved Sally. He's just better at hiding it."

I was really worried he was actually crazy. "Whatever you say. And on the slight chance it's true, let me give you a little advice for the future. Take a page out of his book and try to be a little less desperate."

"Thanks. I think."

I patted his shoulder and headed back out of the woods towards Sally's house, whistling for Teddy to follow. It actually impressed and surprised me Teddy was able to keep his mouth shut. He continued to stay quiet until we broke through the woods into Sally's backyard, Fred finally out of sight and hearing range.

"You are not exactly a very.... comforting human."

I shrugged, unrepentant. "No. I'm not. Especially when I'm dealing with stupidity."

"He was in love and now his heart is broken."

We reached the car and climbed inside. 

"Being in love is one thing, even if it's unrequited. But making that love your sole purpose in life? That's not romantic. It's obsessive and can turn terrifying. He's the tiniest step below a stalker. I was no fan of Sally's and I'll admit she was definitely horrible to him, but he's in control of his own actions. He made his own choices."

"You believe him? That he didn't kill her?"

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Unfortunately yes. I could be wrong, but I trust his sister and she swears they were together during the time of death. I never really took either of them seriously as a suspect anyway. Everyone's pointing the finger at Annie, but I really want to dig into Lee. He's been too quiet about this whole thing."

"Are you even talking to me or are you talking to yourself?" Teddy asked. 

"Little bit of both." I turned the car on and groaned when the clock flashed the time at me. "Shoot. We're going to be late. I didn't pay attention to what time it was when I texted Kate."

"You're going to show up looking like that?"

I was covered in dirt and leaves, but oh well. My family had seen me looking much worse. 

"Can you please stay quiet at my family's house? Please?"

"If you promise to put on Old Yeller for me when we get back home tonight."

"Deal."

Belle was going to kill me for this.

And Teddy might actually relieve himself in my bed and I wouldn't even be able to be too mad. I'd deserve it.
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It did not make me happy that I was in another dress for the second time in a week. I would’ve worn a pantsuit or something, but I didn’t bring that many dressy clothes for the trip home, so the LBD had to do.

Belle looked paler than normal as she leaned on me a little for the trip up the church aisle. We joined our family on one of the middle rows instead of the line of people waiting to gawk at Sally’s body. 

Jules decided not to come, feeling it would cause more drama and distraction than do any good. He was hanging out with a still distraught Teddy. They were all furious I put on such a mean movie for him last night.

In the light of day, I regretted it a little. I might have taken the joke too far.

I’d stop on the way home and buy him a couple new toys in apology. 

While we waited for the service to begin, I glanced around the church at the mourners. Fred and Kate weren’t here yet. I wondered if he decided it was too much and Kate decided to stay with him. She’d been pretty pissed when I told her where I found him and had decided to go home to him instead of come to dinner with her family.

But Lee had finally emerged from wherever he’d been hiding. He sat in the front row like a grieving husband though he was dry-eyed and looked almost bored instead of upset. Everyone reacted differently to grief, but this was definitely strange. 

Or maybe I was seeing what I wanted to see. 

I wanted him to be guilty, and I wanted to prove it so I could get Jules off the hook. 

Fred and Kate finally arrived and he looked rough, but a little better. Either he showered or Kate hosed him off. I hoped it meant he was on the mend. 

Mutters broke out through the church as they walked up the aisle to take seats on the middle right, not too far from us. 

Kate looked over at us and nodded in thanks while Fred slumped in his seat, staring down at his hands. I smiled back at her and kept sweeping my attention through the church. 

There was Aunt Mary, the mayor, towards the front sitting next to that heinous Ida, both of them with sour looks on their faces like they smelled something foul. Probably because Miss Jemma had seated herself right behind them almost like she planned to heckle them. She was already leaning forward, whispering something I was willing to bet was scandalous or rude. 

Man, I loved her. 

There was no sign of Annie. I thought maybe she’d return from New York for the funeral at the very least to stop the gossip in this town from spreading about her and Sally. 

It looked like she might have just run. If so, she was definitely guilty. We just needed to get Markle to see it that way. Which wasn’t going to be easy with Annie’s mother and her fleet of lawyers. She was a very successful businesswoman and almost half the inhabitants of Plum Fields had her to thank for their jobs and places of business. 

Sally’s parents sat in the front row along with their sole surviving child, Jonathan. He would’ve been a suspect as well if he was at the wedding, but none of Sally’s family attended. Sally and Jonathan were never close. Jonathan was as spoiled and bratty as she was and they were always competing for their parents’ affections, both of whom were usually too busy to do anything other than buy them the latest fads. 

It was why Mauve always insisted on being kind to Sally. For a long time, Mauve struggled with jealousy for all Sally had when our family could barely keep the lights on some months. 

But once she started spending time at Sally’s, things changed. Mauve changed. She started to see wealth could be a great tool, but it wasn’t worth much when you were lonely and had no one to share it with. When the people who were supposed to love you cared more about growing their wealth rather than spending any time with you.

Sally’s family sat stoic and calm as the funeral dirge began. 

All the whispers and gossip died down as the minister took his place behind the podium. 

My attention wandered as the funeral continued, my brain racing as I tried to figure out what was going on. It wasn’t unheard of for a killer to come to the funeral of their victim for a myriad of reasons. Someone here might well have been the murderer. 

Mauve sniffed and dabbed at her face next to me, so I reached out to take her hand, squeezing it.

She and Will had to leave for her honeymoon the day after tomorrow, and they’d be back next week once all of this was hopefully over. 

I wanted to solve it before she left so she’d have the opportunity to enjoy her time away a little more without any unanswered questions plaguing her. 

But I doubted I’d have it solved by so soon. 

I was glad she hadn’t decided to cancel the whole trip after they saved so long for it. But Mother had talked them into keeping their plans last night at dinner. Jules too.

Mauve and Will both felt horrible for leaving when Jules was in trouble, but he’d convinced them I’d get him out of it.

I was glad he had such faith in me, but I didn’t think it was very deserved. I’d basically spent the whole time flailing, finding no information to help him, only things that confused the situation even more.

The only thing that made me feel a little better was how much difficulty the Sheriff’s department was having in solving it as well. 

Usually, crimes of passion had more evidence, but this one seemed to be the perfect storm of too much DNA. With so many people in and out of the kitchens and even the freezers, since it was a location often used for parties and other social gatherings, there was too much evidence, too much DNA according to a text I got from Kate. 

It was starting to look like a confession was going to be the only way for this crime to be solved.
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Instead of joining the line of cars planning to head to the graveyard, our family headed for the church’s community building. 

Sally’s family asked that only those close to her attend the graveside service, so there were a lot of mourners heading for the punch bowls and charcuterie boards Mauve and Vanessa already set up.

Vanessa looked even worse than Mauve, pale and shaky as she began directing the caterers to get the rest of the food set out. 

Hiring caterers seemed a bit overkill considering how many casseroles lined the long tables set up at the back wall. 

I kicked off the uncomfortable black shoes pinching my feet into an empty Sunday school room where bags and umbrellas were being stored. 

Belle was looking tired, so I was going to eavesdrop a little and then get her the heck out of here. 

The usual suspects were already yapping, along with a few new faces. 

“I can’t believe Lee actually went to the gravesite with the family.”

“He certainly has some nerve, doesn’t he?”

“He always did. It’s why those two went back and forth so long with the will they, won’t they.”

“I can’t believe Annie didn’t show up. It’s shameful, is what it is.”

“I heard she was out of town on business.”

“Business? Her mother barely gives her any responsibility because Annie has never wanted it. But now suddenly after the murder, she has business?”

All the different theories and nasty comments swirled around in my brain, muddling everything even further. 

But when they started in on Jules, my focus sharpened. 

“I thought Julian was the killer.”

“I’m starting to wonder if that’s true. Though he didn’t come either. That doesn’t look good for him.”

“It would’ve been completely tacky for him to come when he’s suspected of murdering her. He did the right thing.”

“Seems pretty cowardly to me.”

I spun to glare at the rude women who huddled in a circle tearing their fellow townspeople apart in public. “That’s because you wouldn’t know respect if it smacked you right in the face, which is something I’d love to introduce you to right about now.”

Miss Jemma appeared right next to me. “Hey Harri. How are you, dear? Can I steal you away from these gossipy nags for a moment?”

I smiled at her with gratitude as the women gaped at us. “I’d be delighted.”

“Come along, dear. No need in letting them get you worked up. They’re bored, and it’s caused their brains to atrophy since they don’t use them enough.” She pulled me away to a more private corner.

“Thanks, Miss Jemma.”

She patted my hand. “Anytime. As much fun as it would’ve been to see you slap that girl silly, a wake isn’t the best time or place.” Miss Jemma gestured towards Sally’s family who had finally arrived back from the gravesite. 

“Fair enough.” My shoulders slumped. 

“You don’t want to get kicked out before you find the information you’re looking for.”

My brow creased. “What do you mean?”

“You’re trying to clear your friend’s name, right?” Miss Jemma asked. 

“Well, yeah.”

“I figured. You’ve been real sneaky about it.”

“Thanks.”

She tutted. “It wasn’t a compliment. You need to shake things up a little more.”

“What do you mean?” I wasn’t following this conversation at all.

And I was starting to overheat and sweat. 

I yanked at the collar of my dress, blowing down the front “I mean stir the pot and see what boils over.”

I shook my head. “I’m still confused. Maybe my brain has atrophied as well.”

“Miss Jemma grinned and looked around before lowering her voice. I know in your books, your characters are professional investigators, but you aren’t. You have to act like a nosey old biddy and get all up in everyone’s business. Poke and prod at old wounds until someone breaks.”

“Right. Uh, how do I do that?” I hadn’t wanted to play it quite that obviously, since Markle had already warned me off of looking into anything. 

“Watch and learn, my dear. Watch and learn.”

I gaped after Miss Jemma as she grabbed two glasses of punch and headed right for Sally’s brother. who stood a few feet from us  

“Here you are, dear. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Jonathan accepted it with a somber nod. “Thanks.”

She leaned in a bit, causing him to bend down a little to hear what she had to say. “You might want to stay away from the punch table for a while. There’s some ugly things being said and you don’t need to hear it. Especially today.”

Jonathan straightened with a scowl. “Rumors?”

Miss Jemma placed a hand over her heart. “Well, yes, but what a few hateful people say doesn’t matter. How are your parents holding up? I want to pay my respects, but I don’t want to overwhelm them.”

“What rumors?” Jonathan asked, ignoring her other questions and remarks. 

She waved it off like it wasn’t a big deal. “Just the usual nastiness. Nothing to worry about.”

Miss Jemma was utterly brilliant. 

“Jonathan glowered. If someone has something to say about my sister, maybe they can wait a couple days before slandering her.”

“Oh, it’s nothing about that. It’s about that Lee. And Julian. Everyone thinks they’re armchair detectives.”

Jonathan’s scowl deepened. “What about Lee?”

“That he’s the real killer.”

“Jonathan reared back. I thought the police suspected Julian?”

Miss Jemma shrugged. “They did, but do you really believe that?”

“I never did. The sheriff is a joke.”

“So you think it’s Lee too?”

“Jonathan cocked his head to the side. He certainly did treat my sister terribly.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. But I’m sure it’s just useless gossip. I wouldn’t worry about it. Take care, Jonathan. I’ll check in on your parents later in the week, give them some time to themselves away from the spectacle this has turned into.”

Miss Jemma patted his arm and returned to the spot I hovered at, trying not to look like I was listening, and trying not to laugh out loud at the way she played him. 

“What did that do?” 

I asked. It was impressive, but I still didn’t know how it helped me. 

“Well, it told us Lee treated Sally badly, which isn’t exactly front page news. Some of their worst fights were witnessed by most of the town on Main.” Miss Jemma snorted. 

“Then what good did it do?”

She shushed me. “Just wait.”

“Uh, okay.”

“There’s nothing I love more than stirring the pot with a few well -laced words and watching what happens.”

I wasn’t sure if she was completely evil or just had a chaotic personality, but whichever it was, I still loved it and her. 

It might be time to trade in Belle and Jules for a new sidekick.

I glanced over my shoulder to check on Belle, relieved to find her sitting next to our mother. I needed to get her out of here soon. 

Miss Jemma straightened. “Here we go. He’s had just enough time to get worked up over what I said.”

Jonathan stomped over to where Lee was chatting with some guy I didn’t know and grabbed Lee’s shoulder, spinning him around. “You killed her?”

Lee tried to shove Jonathan off. “What are you talking about, man?”

Jonathan got right back up into Lee’s face. “It was you, wasn’t it? Like you didn’t do enough? I know what you did to her. She told me. I can’t believe you even showed your face here, much less the gravesite like you’re part of the family.”

Lee jerked his jacket back into position. “I basically was part of the family. And if we’d gotten more time, I might have ended up an official member of the family.”

Jonathan growled. “Over my dead body.”

Lee smirked. “Or maybe over hers. With her out of the way, you’ll inherit everything when the time comes. Maybe you killed her. The wedding was crowded. No one would’ve noticed if you snuck in.”

SWhat? I hadn't even considered Jonathan. Or the idea that someone might have used the wedding as a cover. 
ally’s father shoved them apart. “That is enough. You are both being completely disrespectful. Lee, I think it would be best if you left. Thank you for coming.”
Lee didn’t even bother making any apologies or excuses. He just turned on his heel and stalked out of the building, his shoulders stiff, his nose in the air. 

“And that’s how it’s done.” Miss Jemma sounded incredibly pleased with herself. 

I gaped just like everyone else in the room. “Wow. Maybe you should run for Sheriff.”

Miss Jemma shook her head. “Oh no, dear. I’m perfectly happy playing the sidelines.”

Belle interrupted us, my shoes dangling from her hand. “Hey, Harri? Can we go? I’m feeling a bit worn down.”

Worry and guilt shot through me. “Of course. Miss Jemma, thank you. I’ll see you later.”

“Anytime. Feel better, Belle.”

Belle gave Miss Jemma a small smile. “I will. Thanks.”

I waved at our family as I led Belle from the building, threading her arm through mine. 

“Just tired or are you in pain?” I asked. 

“I’m a little tired, but I’m mostly fine. I might have...exaggerated a little bit.” Belle bit her bottom lip.

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“I thought we should probably follow Lee.”

A tickled laugh spilled from my mouth. “You are brilliant, you know that?”

She grinned. “I do. Now, let’s hurry before we lose him.”
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Lee hadn’t left yet.

We found him on his phone by his car, pacing back and forth next to it, his shoes crunching against the loose pebbles on the parking lot.

We ducked behind a truck a couple spaces down and listened as he cursed and yelled into his phone.

“Her idiot brother just pointed the finger at me. So the cops are going to probably be looking into me now. You can’t be there when they come knocking. It’ll look bad. I know. I know. What was I supposed to do? He got in my face. No, I’m leaving now. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Start packing. Time for you to go home and I have to make sure there’s nothing in my house that’ll give that idiot Markle a reason to look at anyone other than Julian.”

Belle and I exchanged a glance of raised brows and gaping jaws before we scrambled for my car, staying low and keeping our steps quiet so he wouldn’t catch us being nosey.

We slid into my car and took off after him, keeping far enough back it wouldn’t be too obvious we were tailing him. Since I was confident he was headed back to his house, I didn’t worry too much about keeping him in sight. 

“Text Jules and let him know what we’re doing. Tell him to meet us there.”

Belle nodded. “You worried we’re about to end up in danger?”

“If he’s the killer, I’m not taking any stupid chances. Text Kate too and tell her what we overheard.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not crazy right? That sounded really suspicious.”

Did we just stumble upon the killer after a little manipulation from Miss Jemma? Did Miss Jemma ultimately solve this?

“It did. I mean, it wasn’t a confession, but it sounds like there’s something he doesn’t want found in his house. But it could be he just doesn’t want the trouble.”

“I’m wondering who he was talking to.”

“A friend, maybe?” Belle asked. 

I shrugged. “Maybe. Another suspect we didn’t consider?”

I lost sight of Lee’s vehicle for a few moments, but I picked him back up when he got caught by a stoplight. 

My heart pounded and my hands grew slippery on the wheel. 

“Hopefully we’ll find out when we get to his house.”

I really hoped so. I wanted this to be over. “Should be there in a couple more minutes.”

“Kate texted back. She’s on her way with another deputy who was at the funeral. She insists we back off and she’ll take care of it.”

“Tell her I promise we won’t get out of the car and we’ll park down the street.”

“She’s going to be mad,” Belle warned. 

“I don’t care. Text Jules too and tell him to stay put. With cops coming, we don’t need him involved in this. It could just cause trouble.” I didn’t see the need in backup with Kate on her way.

But whatever I did, I had to keep Belle safe. I should’ve left her at the wake with our parents.

“He said to meet us back at his place when we’re done.”

“Okay. How are you feeling really?” I didn’t want this making things harder on her. 

“You know I’ll tell you. Look, I know stress makes things worse for me, but other than Jules being in danger, this has actually been rather fun. It’s helped keep my mind off myself and my own struggles.”

“I’m glad. And I’m not trying to smother you, but I do need you to promise you’ll tell me if any of it gets to be too much.”

“I promise.”

“We’re here.” I pulled over across the street from Lee’s a couple houses down. 

We had a clear view of the front, but hopefully he wouldn’t notice us idling here.

Lee popped out of his car, slammed the door, and ran for his front door, disappearing inside.

“I wish we had some binoculars or something.”

Belle chuckled. “I’ll get you a surveillance kit for Christmas.”

“I hope I won’t need it then.” This case shouldn’t last six months. 

“It still might be fun.”

“Maybe. Any word from Kate?” I asked. 

“Not yet. She hasn’t replied to my last text.”

I blew out a breath. “Talk me out of going over there to get a closer look.”

I hated just sitting here. Useless. 

Belle glared at me. “Absolutely not. They’re on their way, they were only minutes behind us and they got to speed and use their lights and sirens. Whatever he’s trying to hide, he won’t have time to destroy. And whoever is in there will show themselves when they leave. That’s the only reason we’re here. To see who is here if they leave before Kate arrives.”

I nodded repeatedly. “Right. You’re right. I’d only make things worse if I go peeking into windows.”

“Good. You’ve already peeked through Sally’s window and it didn’t help.”

“True. But it helped me rule out Fred. Mostly. But I could definitely see Lee killing Sally faster than Fred.”

“What was that that Lee said though? To Jonathan?”

“That Jonathan might’ve crashed the wedding to kill her for her half of the inheritance. Though it seems a little premature considering both their parents are alive and well. Unless there’s something else going on in that family.”

“Like what?” Belle asked. 

I shrugged. “I dunno. Something with the inheritance? If he found out that Sally was getting more, it could give him motive.”

“I can’t imagine someone killing their own sibling.”

“I could imagine killing April.” I winked at her. 

Belle made a disapproving noise. “You wouldn’t really though.”

“Probably not. But more for you and the rest of the family.”

“So mean.”

“You know I love her. I just don’t get her.”

I never had and probably never would. 
“She’s lost right now. She has been for a while. She just needs time.”
“What she needs is a kick in the backside.” I sat up in my seat as a familiar car caught my eye in the side mirror. “There’s Kate. Finally.”

Belle turned to see Kate pulling past us to the entrance of Lee’s driveway, blocking his car from backing out.

Smart. She was good.

And I was grateful she was taking this seriously. Though she wanted answers and closure for Fred as much as I wanted it for Jules. 

Kate and Mitch, one of the other deputies who I didn’t know well, got out of Kate’s car and marched to Lee’s door.

I rolled down my window to try to listen, but they were too far away to hear.

Lee opened the door with a scowl and shook his head at whatever Kate said to him. 

He tried to close the door, but she blocked it with her foot. I winced. That had to hurt in those heels of hers. She hadn’t changed from her funeral clothes. But Kate didn’t even flinch, not showing a hint of pain or discomfort. 

Whatever she said next got Lee to open the door and slump his shoulders. Kate and Mitch disappeared inside, along with Lee.

“Stakeouts aren’t as exciting as I imagined,” Belle said. 

“Nope. Pretty boring. And I have to pee.” I shifted in my seat, trying not to think about it. 

Belle groaned. “Now that you said it, so do I.”

“Let’s give it ten minutes, and if they don’t come back out, we’ll go find a bathroom. I’m sure Kate will fill us in on what is going on here.”

“Works for me.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I really hope this is it. That Lee has some kind of proof of killing Sally in there so all this will be over.”

“Me too.”

“Then we can get back to a fun summer of magic and adventures.”

Belle chuckled. “What do you call the past week?”

“Well, I was hoping for a little less deadly adventures.” I’d planned for more hikes and maybe a prank or two and a lot of art. 

Not murder. 

“Speaking of magic, you need to make things right with Teddy.”

I slammed my head back against the headrest. “I know. That prank was too far. Too mean. It seemed funny at the time. I’m going to stop at the pet store for an apology toy on the way home.”

“Good. You two need to get along.”

“We actually did okay yesterday. Some snark, but he was helpful. Ugh, I feel even worse now.”

Belle shook her head. “Only you would end up having a corgi as some kind of weird nemesis.”

“You have to admit he tries to irritate me.”

“And you do the same to him. He’s just responding in kind. He may be incredibly intelligent and be able to talk, but he’s still a dog.”

“A dog who’s running from something.” I wanted to know what it was. 
I was worried whatever he was running from might end up coming for him. And for us. 
“It’s certainly the summer of mysteries, isn’t it?”

“Indeed it is. And here’s another one.” My eyes widened. “What is Annie doing coming out of Lee’s house?”

Belle’s eyes widened too. “I don’t know.”
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While Mitch got Lee and Annie into the backseat of the car, Kate fiddled with her phone before turning to nod at us. 

Belle’s phone dinged, and she read the text out loud. “Annie and Lee have been having an affair. She got back from New York last night and decided to stay with him. I’ll come over later with more info after we talk to them a little more. Don’t get your hopes up.”

I groaned and closed my eyes. “Great. It doesn’t sound like she thinks they did it.”

“Do you think he cheated on Sally with Annie? Is that what Jonathan meant?”

“Probably. But it does call their alibis into question, since they were each other's.”

Belle’s phone dinged again. “I have better news.”

“What’s that?”

“The photos are finally in my inbox.”

I whooped. “Finally. That photographer was about to get a very angry visit from me.”

“We’re supposed to meet Julian at his house.” Belle reminded me. 

“Right.” I shrugged. “Well, he’s got a printer.”

“Don’t forget to stop at the pet store.”

“Yeah yeah.”

I headed in the opposite direction as Kate, not wanting Lee and Annie to know Belle and I were involved. 

It didn’t take long for Belle and I to choose a few new things for Teddy to fight and conquer, then make our way to the outskirts of town where we now lived. 

Belle shoved the bags in my arms before we got out of the car. “Here. It needs to come from you.”

“It did. My credit card is still smoking from how much these dumb little things cost when Teddy is just going to rip them apart.” My guilt made me grab way more than I probably needed to. 

Belle's lips twitched. “Apologies aren’t cheap.”

“Clearly.”

Belle opened the door for me and I dragged the bursting bags inside, calling for Jules and the dog. 

They both came trotting out of the kitchen. 

Relief filled Jules's face. “Hey. What happened? I was starting to get worried.”

“Sorry. We should’ve texted. It got a little weird.” I dumped the bags out onto the floor. “Here Teddy. I'm sorry I tricked you into watching that movie.”

Teddy turned his nose up at the pile of goods. “I haven’t been able to eat all day, I’m still so triggered.”

I held back a snort at his unintended wordplay. “It was very mean of me. I hope you enjoy your new toys.”

He nudged them with his nose, checking them out. “I guess they’re all right.”

“I made sure to spare no expense.”

Teddy looked up at me through narrowed eyes. “So you’re basically trying to buy my forgiveness?”

“Yes.” I wasn’t going to lie or make excuses.

He could accept the apology or not. I didn’t much care either way.

“Fine. This doesn’t make us friends.”

“Thank goodness.” I turned to Jules. “I need to use your computer while Belle fills you in on everything that happened today. We’re not sure, but we’re hoping you might be off the hook soon.”

Jules' brows rose. “I hope so. Thank you for trying so hard.”

“Stop thanking me. You’d do the same if you were in my position.”

And I kept failing, so I really didn’t want thanks until it proved him innocent. 

“Maybe.”

I rolled my eyes and went to log onto Belle’s email in Jules’ office. I groaned when I saw how many photos were attached. It would take all night to go through them. Thankfully, the photographer had sorted them already by the timeline of the wedding, so I only clicked on the ones that were taken during the hour surrounding the time of death.

There were still a lot. Way too many. 

After I started printing them out, I kicked my shoes off and padded down the hall to Jules’ bedroom, wanting a change of clothes, but not feeling like walking down the road to our house.

Pictures on the top of his dresser caught my eye when I opened the top drawer. He’d chronicled our childhood, capturing so many memories of our lives together. Most were of the two of us, but there was one of my whole family and Jules taken a few years ago. He and I were looking at each other and laughing while the rest of the family smiled politely at the camera.

I didn’t think I’d ever seen that photo, but I wanted a copy.

There was another of Jules and Beth seated together at the piano at his grandfather’s house, looking peaceful and happy. 

At the back, there was a photo of just me, hair a complete mess, surrounded by books and papers, looking stressed but exhilarated in black and white. I didn’t remember him taking this photo, I must have been in the middle of some important scene or research. 

My dresser back home looked incredibly similar to his. 

A soft smile spread across my lips as I finally began to dig through his drawers. I unearthed a pair of sweatpants I thought would fit and a faded Velvet Underground t-shirt. It was an old favorite of his and he was going to be pissed I borrowed it, which made it the perfect choice.

I closed his bedroom door and changed clothes real quick, relaxing once the dress was tossed on his bed and I was in more comfortable clothes.

I left the dress where it was and returned to the main part of the house where Jules stood in the doorway to his office. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

Jules stared at the floor. “My entire office floor is covered in wedding photos.”

“What?” I tried to see what he was talking about, but he blocked my view.

“You forgot to pull out the extender thing in the printer so it just spat them all across the floor.”

I winced. “Crap. I’m sorry, Jules.”

“We have to sort through them all anyway, right?” He turned to look at me and his eyes widened. “What are you wearing?”

“I borrowed some clothes so I didn’t have to wear that dress any longer. Why?” I batted innocent eyes at him. 

His mouth opened and closed several times before he got any words out. “You look... you stole... that’s my favorite shirt.”

I grinned at his stuttering. “I know.”

He cleared his throat and red climbed up his throat. “It looks good on you.”

“Uh. Thanks.” I frowned, confused and surprised.

I expected him to throw a hissy fit, not look at me like I was beautiful.

Jules turned away. “Belle is making tea. Want some?” 

I shrugged. “Sure. You got any snacks? I didn’t eat much at the wake.”

“Yeah, I heard about the drama. Not just from Belle, a few people have posted about it online.”

I hadn't looked yet. “What are they saying? Do they finally believe you’re innocent?”

He shook his head. “Nothing like that. Just people gleeful over the spectacle.”

“Of course.” 

People sucked. 

He sighed. “I got a call from the bar where I do my usual gigs and they cancelled on me.”

I stilled and stared at him in shock. “What?”

Jules raked his hand through his black hair. “Yeah. They said until all this died down, they didn’t think it was a good idea.”

“I’m so sorry, Jules.”

“I’m just worried I’m going to get the same phone call from the school.”

That would kill him. And probably end up forcing him back into the family fold where he didn’t want to be. 

“At least there are still a couple months until school starts back up. That gives us plenty of time to clear your name of mud.”

Jules forced a smile. “I guess we should get started on all these photos then.”
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We’d only gotten a quarter of the way through the photos when Kate called. 

I answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Hey, Harri.” She sounded exhausted and pissed off. "Bad news."

My eyes closed with hopeless frustration. “They’ve been ruled out.”

I turned my back on Belle and Jules so I could focus on the conversation instead of their reactions. 

“Not completely, but we had nothing to hold them on. Apparently, they’ve been having an affair for a while, but they were keeping it quiet for now. Annie didn’t come to the funeral because she didn’t think it would be appropriate. They definitely both had motive, Annie even more so now since Lee and Sally were always getting back together and breaking up. But Lee swears they were together. And that Samantha Jones was with them. We’re going to talk to her to make sure, but I don’t know what is going on, but Markle is still focused on Julian.”

“That makes no sense.” I ground my teeth together in helpless frustration.

Kate sighed. “Trust me, I know. I think it’s because the rest of the suspects have powerful family and friends and a lot of money. Julian is an easier target because he turned his back on his family’s money.”

“That doesn’t mean his family will just let him go down for this.”

“Maybe Julian’s grandfather needs to start throwing his weight around to get Markle to back off.” Kate didn’t sound like she thought it would work.

“You know neither of them will agree to that.”

Kate sighed. “I know. I think it’s just... we have plenty of suspects, but no evidence. And everyone’s alibis are weak at best. And we couldn’t get a warrant for his house.”

Even after what Belle and I overheard? 
“Which means whatever he wanted to hide will end up destroyed. This is all my fault.” I should’ve looked into harder myself first. 
“No. You did the right thing.”

“Maybe. But because of me, it’s going to be destroyed now that he’s tipped off you guys are looking into him.” I rubbed at my pounding left temple. 

“He was on his way to destroy it anyway. You had no other options unless you went the illegal route which helps no one.”

“So what now?” I asked. 

“Keep digging. If you find anything, let me know.”

“We’re going through photos now from the wedding.” 

Though so far, what was supposed to have all our answers was a big pile of wasted paper and ink.

“Perfect idea. I’ll put in a phone call to get the same ones sent to us. We really should’ve thought of that. We got the professional ones sent over, but I forgot about the candids from the guests.”

“Yeah, the photographer did good work on them. She had them printed off and scanned and prettied up along with time stamps. I just wish Mauve was going to be able to enjoy them.”

“Maybe one day, once the horror fades.”

“Yeah. If one of our best friends isn’t in jail.” Tears pricked my eyes at the thought. 

“I don’t think it’s going to go that far. Like I said, we have no solid evidence. A jury would never convict if it even made it to trial.”

I swallowed and cleared my throat. “It won’t stop his career and future from being ruined.”

“No. Especially not in a town this size. We’ll figure this out. Keep working from your end and I’ll keep working mine and hopefully one of us will finally catch a break.”

“Sounds good. Talk to you later.”

“Good luck.”

“You too.”

Jules, Belle, and Teddy all stared at me in expectation and curiosity as I hung up the phone. 

I sighed before recapping Kate’s side of the conversation for them, frustrated and wondering if these photos were a waste of time.

I’d spent so much time counting on them to solve everything, but so far there was nothing helpful.

Jules rubbed his neck and tried to shrug it off. “Once this is all over, I think I might start campaigning for whoever is running against Markle.”

“Oh, we’re absolutely doing that. I’m going to talk to my aunt if I have to. She’s not always the most helpful, but even she has to admit he’s made an utter mess of this.”

“We haven’t done much better.”

My shoulders slumped as I rejoined them on the floor. “True.” 

This case was starting to feel impossible to solve. 

I grabbed the next pile of photographs, narrowing my eyes on each one, trying to find anything that might help us. 

But it was all smiling strangers and townspeople and mostly Mauve and Will and the rest of our family. Even though Sally was in the wedding party, there were few of her, so we hadn’t been able to figure out a timeline yet.

“Maybe I should print out some from earlier to try to see who Sally interacted with.”

“Hold on,” Belle said. “I think I’ve got something.”

My head jerked up to stare at Belle. “What is it?”

She grimaced. “It’s not good.”

“Why?” Jules asked. 

“Because I think it might rule out Annie and Lee.”

“What?” I shrieked the word so loud it made my ears ring. 

No. 

“I just found several photos time-stamped for the time of the murder with both of them in the background. It doesn’t look like they ever left the main hall.”

I groaned as I looked harder at the photo in my hand. “And I just found one with you and Sally arguing. You look furious.”

Jules sighed. “I was. She was going on and on about how I was wasting my life and my family needed me, blah, blah, blah. I was getting sick of it. Every time we saw each other, it was the same thing.”

“I get it. But oh no, I told Kate what we were doing and she was going to ask the photographer for the same thing. Markle may use this as evidence. It might be enough for him to arrest you.” I barely stopped myself from curling the picture into a ball of trash in my fist.

Jules shrugged. “He already knew about the argument.”

“Yeah, but I’m worried it won’t matter. Honestly, it doesn’t look great. And I haven’t found a single photo of you during the time of death. No proof you were outside. I probably just made things worse. I’m so sorry, Jules.” I really messed this up. 
Who was I kidding? I wasn't a detective and I needed to stop pretending I was. 
Jules wrapped his arm around me. “It’s not your fault. You’re trying to help me. You’re always trying to help. I have full confidence you’ll save me like the damsel I am.”

I grabbed the next pile of photos. “Let’s keep going. There has to be something.”

There had to be. And I’d find it. 

We turned back to the photos, sorting through them, double checking each other’s work, the tea long since cold.

An engine revved outside, disturbing the nice quiet road, catching my attention for a moment before I shrugged and went back to work.

Until a crashing sound came from the window and we were showered with broken glass. 

I threw myself on top of Belle, covering her body with my own, but that same engine revved again and then all was quiet and calm. 

“Are you two okay?” Jules asked from his spot in front of us. 

He’d tried to use himself as a shield. 

I lifted my head and ran my eyes over Belle. “I’m fine. Belle?”

She winced. “I think getting tackled hurt worse than having glass explode all over me.”

Crap.

I climbed off her and brushed at the glass sprinkling her clothes and hair with shaking hands. “Sorry. Jules, you good?”

“I’m fine. What was that?”

“I don’t know. Did you hear a car out there?” I helped Belle sit up, checking her over for scrapes or blood. 
My heart pounded so hard it was making me lightheaded, but Belle seemed okay. Pale, but unhurt. 
“Yeah.”

Something caught my eye behind Jules, so I crawled over to grab it. It was a huge rock with the word murderer painted in red on it. My hand shook worse as I stared down at it. 

I held it out to Jules without a word, fury stealing my voice, clogging my throat. 

Jules took it from me and slumped, his head in his hands. 

“It was probably just teenagers, thinking they’re brave and funny. The only person who really cares that much that she’s gone are either people who love you or Fred, and none of them actually believe you did it.”

I hoped so anyway. 

“Probably.”

I stood. “Come on. Throw that in the garbage and let’s get this mess cleaned up. Is anyone cut?"

“No. Shockingly. They could have really hurt one of you.” Jules hauled himself to his feet and stared around him at the glittering glass. 
I sucked in a breath as I remembered the dog. "Teddy? Where are you?"
"I'm here. I'm fine. Surprised you care." He peeked at us from under the table, safe and sound. 
"Only for Belle's sake. She'd be devastated if something happened to you."
“Maybe we should start hanging out at our place,” Belle said. 

Jules frowned. “I don’t want them coming after the two of you.”

I shook my head. “They won’t. We should take a few photos and let Kate know what happened.”

Jules shook his head. “I don’t think there’s any point. It would probably convince Markle I’m even more guilty.”

“Probably. Okay. Do you have any plastic sheeting and duct tape we can cover your window with?” I asked. 

“Yeah, I’ll get it.”

This was getting out of hand. Way out of hand. 

I had to do something, figure this out. 

Now. 

Before Jules got hurt.
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I stared at our living room wall where I’d taped photos and stuck post-its and tacked up notes, trying to trigger something.

Anything.

Thankfully, Markle hadn’t found the photo of Sally and Jules arguing yet, or if he had, he’d decided it wasn’t enough for an arrest. 

But it was only a matter of time after the morning paper’s headline, Sheriff Still Hasn’t Made an Arrest in Sally Gardiner’s Murder.

He had to be boiling over it. Which would make him desperate and careless. 

I was feeling pretty desperate and careless myself. 

I sighed and took a long gulp of coffee from my mug, hoping the caffeine would chase away the headache forming behind my eyes. 

Teddy was right. I should’ve broadened my search from the beginning, but I got cocky, certain I was right and that one of the three people I suspected was guilty. 

But I was clearly wrong. 

There was a slight chance that Annie or Lee had time to get back to the kitchen and kill Sally, but I wasn’t sure how. 

Fred was all throughout the photos as well. So was Kate. She hadn’t lied to me to cover for her brother. 

Good for them, bad for us.

Jules was the only one we couldn’t show an alibi for and it was driving me crazy. 

I sank onto the couch across from my murder wall and reached for my journal, quill, and inkwell. 

It was time to try magic again. I’d been so focused on the murder, I hadn’t been experimenting much with it, or studying my old stories to figure out what exactly the connection was. 

Maybe if I could understand the magic, I'd have a way to find the killer. Regular sleuthing wasn’t working, so hopefully something supernatural would. 

I dipped the quill into the ink and wrote: I wish a photo of the real killer would fall off the wall.

Nothing.

I tried again. I wish the person who killed Sally had green hair.

It would take time for me to discover if it worked, but I was willing to take the chance. 

I wish the killer’s name would appear on the wall.

Still nothing.

I wish this magic came with an instruction manual.

Jules joined me, looking tired but still upset. “Still fighting the magic?”

“Yeah. I just don’t understand it. Have you figured anything out from my old scribbles?”

Jules shook his head. “Not really. You wrote this story about a magic ink pot that gave the user magical abilities. Same as you. The character discovered the pot, thought it was nothing at first, then weird things started happening, her wishes began coming true. Animals could talk, her hair changed, she could fly, but there were limits. Couldn’t control humans, couldn’t do anything that broke the laws of physics, so no teleportation or anything like that. Only the flight power ignored physics. It couldn’t heal or bring back the dead. You also wrote about how most of the magic was pretty pedestrian and mediocre. Jo couldn’t create something out of nothing, she could only change things that already existed. The talking animals was the best part. This is the important thing though. In your story, your character only had the power for a year before the inkwell stopped working.”

Only a year? I didn’t know if that was good or bad. 

“Did the magic stop too? Or just her ability to use the magic?” I asked. 

“Whatever she already wished into reality stayed, but she couldn’t make any more wishes.”

I sucked in a slow, deep breath before letting it release. “So, it stands to reason that the same thing will happen.”

“It seems so. The question I’m curious about is which one is the magic? The inkwell or your story? Your writing?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean nothing else I’ve ever written has come true. What’s so special about this one?”

This still all boggled my mind. Most of the time, I didn’t think about the magic since I was so busy trying to solve the murder. 

Jules sat next to me on the floor. “No clue. It’s one of the few you actually put magic in. You usually wrote about real world type stuff. You did write one other story about a magic love letter that could rearrange the words into answers to questions. Kind of like prophecy or psychic readings for the future. They were always vague and rather riddle-like.”

“Well, we haven’t found anything like that.” I much preferred the inkwell to some letter with riddles and prophecies. 

“No. This might remain a mystery, Harri. But it sounds like you have time to figure it out. Just not forever.” He reached over to squeeze my thigh. 

I blew out a breath. “It does seem like the original story is the magic, since I haven’t been able to do anything with it that wasn’t in the story.”

But why so long before it came true?

“You still haven’t tried flight.” He nudged me. 

I smiled. “That’s going to be my celebration once the real killer is in jail.”

“You know, you don’t need magic to figure this out. I believe way more in your brain than I do in unreliable magic.”

“Thanks? I think?”

I'd hope my brain was better than unreliable magic.He scowled at me. “It was a compliment.”

“If you say so.”

Jules shook his head. “Stop being difficult.”

I sighed again as I turned my attention back to the wall. 

“Is that what the inside of your brain looks like?” Jules pointed to the wall. 

“I chuckled. Pretty much.”

“Yikes.”

A familiar quote popped into my head. “You know my method. It is founded upon the observation of trifles.”

Jules tilted his head. “Sherlock Holmes?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“Why are you quoting a famous literary detective?” Jules asked. 

“Because fictional or not, he was a genius.” I shot to my feet, energy pouring through me as I figured out what I needed to do next. 

“Well, I am not a genius, so I’ll need a little more explanation than that.”

I paced back and forth a little as my mind raced. “I’ve gotten so caught up in the big picture, I’ve ignored the little clues here and there.”

“Okay...”

“I need to go back to the beginning. Start fresh.”

Jules frowned. up at me “How do you want to do that?”

“I need you to go through everything you remember one more time. From every interaction you had with Sally to finding her body. And anything 

leading up to it that sticks out in your mind."“I might need something stronger for this.”

“Pour me one as well.”
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Jules returned with two drinks and held one out to me. “Okay, so I avoided her pretty easily during the planning stages since I was usually with Will and the other groomsmen. You and Belle would know more about the pre-wedding planning than I would.”

“I’ll talk through it with Belle in the morning.” Though she and I tried our best to stay out of all the lady get-togethers. 

And we also avoided Sally as much as possible.
Jules stared at my murder wall. “She actually left me alone for the wedding and the first half of the reception. Once she got a couple drinks in her, that’s when she started bothering me.”
“And it was just the usual stuff? Nothing unusual or different? Did she mention anyone else?” I scribbled notes onto a few spare sheets of paper, wanting to make sure I got the information right. 

Jules sipped at his drink. “She just went on and on about how awful the wedding was and that Mauve was a fool for hiring Vanessa. Something about Mauve being a bleeding heart.”

“I can’t say she was wrong there.”

I adored my sister for being so thoughtful, but it drove me crazy when that thoughtfulness was taken advantage of. Jules snorted. “Yeah, it wasn’t the simple, sweet outdoor wedding Mauve and Will wanted, was it?”

“Not at all. Was that your only real interaction?”

Jules nodded. “Yeah. I got a bit snippy with her this time. I just...lost patience. I guess after that, she decided to give me some space.”

“You’ve shown incredible restraint when it comes to her for a long time.”

She was a lot to handle. 

Jules sighed. “Yeah, but if I’d shown it just a little longer, I wouldn’t be the number one suspect in her murder.”

“Maybe. But you found her body. That’s a strike against you.”

“Which you’d think would take me out of the running.”

“Afraid not. Did you see her have any heated conversations with anyone else? Lee or Annie?”

He shook his head. “No. Just Vanessa.”

“This wasn't giving me as much to work with as I'd hoped.
I assume to complain about the wedding right to Vanessa’s face?” It was a guess, but Sally wasn’t exactly shy in her opinions. 
“Yeah, but Vanessa shrugged it off, and Sally turned her attention to vying with April for eligible dance partners.”

“Honestly I could see April killing her if she’d had the opportunity, but she never left the reception hall.”

Leaving the reception hall would've put her at risk of being put to work.Jules chuckled. “Yeah.”
“Anything else that you noticed during the reception?” I asked. 

“No, that was it. Maybe twenty minutes later, I headed out for some air. You know how I can get at large gatherings like that.”

“I know. I can’t count how many times we hid over the years, taking a break from all the madness.”

A slight grin formed on his lips. “You usually with a book.”

“I shrugged. They’re basically security blankets for me.”

“His grin grew. I know. Most of my memories of you involve books in some way.”

“And most of mine of you involve music.”

Jules leaned back on his arms. “I miss the days when it was the two of us with your sisters, putting on plays, reading poetry in the garden, playing music and singing together.”

“I could almost hear the echoes of our laughter and fun. All our free time was spent with art and nature.”

The good old days. 

That probably weren’t as perfect as I remembered. 

“Yeah. Now, we’ve all gone our separate ways, tied down with bills and jobs and responsibilities. No more time for dreams and play.”

I smiled. “Maybe we have to start making more of an effort. Creating time for dreams and play. That’s what this summer was supposed to be about for Belle and us. But first, we have to keep you from being drawn up on murder charges. So tell me again everything you remember about finding Sally dead.”

Jules sobered, losing the nostalgic light in his eyes. “You and I finished our dance, and I headed for the kitchen for something to drink. I guess Vanessa had given the kitchen staff a break because they were just getting back to work prepping for the cake cutting and punch. Vanessa came in looking stressed and already had her hands full of plates and cutlery, so she asked me to grab some ice in the freezer, but there wasn’t any, so I went back to the sntheyfreezer in the side kitchen. And there she was, lifeless on the floor. Vanessa followed me in, saw her, and screamed. Then, the kitchen staff came running and soon after that you showed up. You know everything else.”

So far, nothing was sticking out for me. 

“Did you overhear anything at the wedding once people realized what was going on?”

“Just the usual gossip and whispers we’ve been hearing all week since it happened.”

“Hmmm.”

“Have you figured it out yet?” Jules asked. 

I shook my head. “Not yet. But I’m going to add what little new information you gave me and redo my murder wall. I’m hoping if I move things around and fiddle with the timeline, it might spark something. But you look exhausted and should go home.”

“Jules drained his drink. No. I’ll stay and keep you company. Especially since you’re doing this for me. I don’t much feel like being in my house anyway after the whole rock thing.”

I shrugged. “Fair enough. The couch is free if you get tired.”

“I’ll just sit here and read. If you need me, let me know.”

“Don’t be offended if I ignore you.”

He laughed. “No worries. I know how you get.”

I shrugged and shot him an unrepentant grin before I started taking everything off the wall, sorting things into separate piles —-social media, wedding, alibis, motives, notes, statements, rumors. 

Within moments, I lost myself to the work, almost manic in my search for the truth, everything else disappearing as I worked. Just like when I wrote. I could disappear for hours, days when the muse struck. 

And the muse was certainly striking now. I just wasn’t sure where it was leading me. 

I fanned all the photos out around me on the floor, searching the faces of every single person, hoping to find someone else who might have had a reason to kill Sally. Or even just get into an argument with her that got out of hand.

The problem was, at least eighty percent of the guests at the wedding could’ve gotten into a fight with her. Myself included.

Something under the short bookcase against the wall caught my eye, so I carefully crawled over my piles to bend down and reach under the small space, sliding what was a photo out from its hiding place. 

I’d already seen this one, it wasn’t helpful. Just a picture of the centerpieces with a blurred background of the corner of the dance floor. I could make out Mother and Vanessa standing with a couple servers. Probably last minute instructions since the tables were empty except for the places settings and centerpieces. 

The photo must have somehow fallen behind the bookshelf when I set it aside as unhelpful. 

How disappointing. I’d hoped it was some new info that would have the answer for me, but just another dead end.

This wasn’t working.

I needed a change of scenery. 

It was time for me to go back to the scene of the crime. I’d heard from Mauve that the techs and deputies were finished with the reception hall and she’d finally been able to get back inside to collect all the gifts they’d had to leave behind. Vanessa went with her and had taken charge of everything, getting out thank you cards so Mauve and Will could still leave for their honeymoon.

I looked over at Jules, planning to ask if he wanted to go on a late night adventure, but at some point while I worked, he’d fallen asleep on the couch, the Raymond Chandler novel he’d been reading lying open and facedown on his chest. 

A soft smile raised the corners of my lips and I stood with a groan as my body protested the way it’d been folded up on the floor for so long. I stretched and relief spread through my joints as they popped and released some of the tension.  

I tiptoed through the mess on the floor over to the couch and removed the book off Jules’ chest, setting it aside before reaching for the throw blanket on the back of the couch and covered Jules with it. He didn’t even flinch, his face peaceful and breaths slow and quiet. 

Heading out alone in the middle of the night was probably a really stupid decision, but I was wide awake and this way, the reception hall would be empty. 

I’d leave a note and bring my pepper spray. 

It’d be fine.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The town was dark and still as I drove through the streets, no traffic, everything closed. Even the gas stations in Plum Fields shut their doors at nine every night. I kept the windows in the car rolled down, breathing in the fresh scents of honeysuckle and night-blooming flowers and summer night air. 

Fireflies danced and sparkled, helping to light my way along with the fairy lights on the trees. 

I loved driving at night, no traffic to fight, just peaceful tranquility. It was something I missed living in New York. There was never any peace or quiet and there was always traffic. 

It was wonderful being home and even with the murder drama, I’d loved my time with my family and Jules. Especially living with Belle and being next door to Jules again like we were when we were kids. 

I wasn’t really looking forward to returning to the city. This had always been home. I’d needed to leave and see more of the world and how others lived. I’d needed the vibrant art scene and the experiences and contacts I’d found. 

But maybe it was time to come home. 

My family needed me and I needed them. 

I pulled into the parking lot of the reception hall, checking to make sure no other cars were there. 

But I was alone. 

Which wasn’t creepy at all with a murderer on the loose, possibly wanting to cover their tracks. 

This was a really bad idea.

But, I was already here, so may as well see what I could find. I slid my pepper spray into my pocket and grabbed the key to the building I still hadn’t returned from my purse before I climbed from the car. 

The hair on the back of my neck rose, making it feel like someone was watching me as I hurried my steps towards the side door. 

Once I was inside, I locked it behind me, my heart rate still high as the sound echoed through the empty building. 

This was definitely a bad idea.

Maybe I should’ve called Kate. 

I definitely should’ve woken Jules up.

But he looked so peaceful and the last thing he needed was to be caught snooping around the scene of the crime. It would give Markle the perfect excuse to arrest him. 

My steps were loud as I made my way through the hall and into the kitchens. I ignored the main one and headed straight for the side kitchen that was mostly for prep and extra storage. 

I shivered as I approached the freezer, pausing with my hand on the handle for a moment, paranoia and fear making me jumpy. 

This was always the moment in my novels when something awful happened to the investigator who went off somewhere on their own. 

The killer usually showed up and they’d have a tense showdown where the main character would almost end up killed and usually injured. 

I really didn’t want to experience that, but there was a part of me that came here in the hopes that I’d have exactly that showdown and finally figure out who the killer was. 

The cops went through this place and had forensics out here. The chances of me finding something they missed was slim. But maybe, just maybe, the killer would want to come back for something.

And I’d be here to find them.

I yanked open the freezer door, kicking over a box of cans to prop open the door, and flicked the lights on. 

The freezer was completely empty now. I guessed the investigators cleared everything out. There was nothing here for me to find. I stepped towards the shelves Sally had been found beside and inspected each one, bending close to look for any marks in the metal bars. 

But the steel was clearly harder than Sally’s head, leaving not a scratch or dent. I squatted low, looking beneath the shelves, but again, nothing.

I sat back on my heels with a sigh, checking the door to make sure I still had a way out, still struggling with that sense that I wasn’t alone. 

It was probably just the creepy situation I’d put myself in and my imagination was running wild, getting the best of me, but I couldn’t shake the sensation. 

Wait. What was that?

There was a red piece of plastic or something caught in the bottom left joint of the shelf. I reached into my back pocket for the handkerchief I’d tucked in there before I left. Using that I picked and wiggled the bit of red until it finally released into my handkerchief covered hand. 

I frowned down at it and shuddered when I recognized what it was. Gross. Someone’s fake nail. Some worker at some point must have lost one. At least it didn’t end up in food.

Something niggled at the back of my mind. Something the disgusting nail was triggering. 

I shot to a standing position, my eyes wide and hands shaking. 

I knew what happened. I knew who killed Sally.

“Harri? What are you doing here?” I familiar voice rang out behind me. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirty
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My heart dropped as I curled my hand around the nail and shoved the bundle down the front of my shirt before I turned to face Vanessa.

I forced a nonchalant smile. “Hey. I couldn’t sleep after someone threw a rock through Julian’s window and decided to come down here to see if I could find any answers.”

“And did you?” Vanessa stood right in the doorway of the freezer, blocking my way out. 

I shook my head. “Unfortunately no. Looks like the cops found whatever was here to find.”

My hands trembled, so I pressed them against the side of my legs, hoping it wouldn’t look so obvious. 

Vanessa frowned. “That’s awful about Julian.”

“Yeah. He also had a gig cancelled on him because of all of this. It’s been really hard on him. Mauve too. I hate that she has to go on her honeymoon with no answers and the guilt she’s struggling with.” I was really pushing the guilt trip on her. 

I was such an idiot. As much as I’d hoped this exactly would happen, I didn’t really think it would. Vanessa made complete sense. April had even mentioned how awful Sally treated her, but we'd dismissed her right away, not believing it could've possibly been her.

Vanessa cleared her throat. “The whole thing has been such a mess. She was still really upset when I saw her earlier.”

“Why are you here so late?" I asked. “Did you forget something?”

Vanessa nodded. “I did. Well, I thought I did. I had a sweater on earlier, but I can’t find it.”

“And you needed it in the middle of the night in the middle of summer?” I inched towards Vanessa and the exit she was still blocking. 

“It’s my favorite one and I kind of want to be done with this place for a while.”

What a load of garbage. Her excuses and lies were pathetic. 

“Understandable. It feels pretty haunted now. I wonder if anyone will ever use this place for their functions again.”

“Probably not, even though it’s one of the nicest venues in town.”

I grabbed my phone from my back pocket and acted like I was checking the time, even though I was actually calling Kate. “I’m still wide awake, but I should probably get home and try to sleep. Want me to help you look for your sweater? Neither one of us should be here alone. At least I’m not the only foolish one.”

Vanessa’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

I gestured behind me as I muted the call and stuck it in my back pocket. “With a murderer still free, coming to the site where the murder happened isn’t the best idea. Killers often return to the scene.”

Her head bobbed in a hesitant nod. “Right. Yeah. I didn’t even think about that.”

“I know it was you, Vanessa.” I couldn’t fake it anymore. 

She wasn't believable in the slightest. 
“What was me?” Vanessa wasn’t finished faking though. 
I glared at her and dropped my polite smile. “You killed Sally.”

Vanessa reared back. “What? No, of course I didn’t. Why would I?”

I took a couple more steps towards her. “Because Sally was a jerk and a bully and always has been. And because she wouldn’t shut up about how horrible the wedding was.”

“Well, that’s true, but it doesn’t mean I killed her.” Vanessa’s voice was shrill and panicked. 

“You said you didn’t go into the freezer until Julian was already inside, right? That you didn’t touch anything or even go all the way inside?”

“Yes, so?” Vanessa shrugged.

“I noticed you had one nail that was a completely different color than the rest of your red ones when we were talking after the body was found. I thought it was on purpose, for fashion. But it wasn’t, was it? You lost a nail in the struggle and only had black replacements.”

She shook her head. “No. I did it on purpose.”

I gave her a look saying she was a moron. “On only one hand? Unlikely. But I guess when I hand over the missing nail to the police, they’ll be able to find out for sure. There’s probably some of Sally’s DNA on it as well as yours.”

She shook her head again. “I didn’t. It’s not mine.”

Another step closer. “It’s over Sally. It all makes sense. You’re the one who gave the kitchen staff the thirty minute break. You spent most of the reception back here taking care of things. You sent Julian to get ice so he’d be the one to find her body and you could make it look like you had no idea. You pointed the finger at Annie because you knew she had more motive than anyone. But you had motive too. It took me a while to remember because you and Sally were two years ahead of me in school and we definitely didn’t run in the same circles, but I remember how cruel she was. And you were one of her favorite targets. Her badmouthing your struggling business to anyone who would listen must have been the last straw. And you know, as hateful as she was, she had a point. You didn’t listen to a thing Mauve and Will wanted. You turned it into a wedding you wanted. If you want to make it as a party planner, you might want to learn how to listen to what your clients actually want, not what you think they should have. Because it’s not about you. You murdered someone and ruined my sister’s wedding out of revenge. And then you were going to let my best friend take the fall for your crime.”

The magic answered me too. The photo that fell behind the bookcase had Vanessa in the background. I'd completely forgotten about that wish until I remembered her nails. 

I just never considered her a real suspect. I’d underestimated her and the pain and damage bullying could do. 

Vanessa burst into tears, her shoulders slumping. “I didn’t mean to. I swear I didn’t. She came in right after I sent the kitchen staff away, looking for more champagne. When I told her to ask at the bar, she started in on me about the wedding and how she was going to ruin me and my business because I sucked. I tried to walk away, I did. But she followed me all the way into the freezer, just going on and on. She wouldn’t stop. So I lost it and I shoved her. And the base of her skull hit right on the edge of the shelf. She just collapsed. I didn’t know what to do, I panicked. So, I left and closed the freezer and went back out to the party. When I noticed one of my nails was missing, I fixed it.”

Her story was heartbreaking. How many times over the years had I shoved or punched someone and they'd been fine? All it took was once for them to fall just the wrong way.
“Why did you have Julian look for ice?” I asked. 
She whimpered and sniffled, trying to get herself under control. “I really did need it. But I had no idea the other freezer was empty. He wasn’t supposed to go to this freezer. It’s why I followed him. I didn’t know what to do or how to stop him without being obvious. So, I just screamed when he opened the door and found her. Then, everything got so crazy. I kept hoping since there wasn’t any evidence that it would just remain unsolved.”

My jaw hardened. “But if someone else went down for it, oh well, right?”

She was so selfish. She’d forced and manipulated her way into Mauve’s wedding. Then attacked someone who was mean to her. Then hid the death and was willing to let someone innocent take the fall for her. 

Vanessa wiped her face. “I just... it wasn’t supposed to happen. I just pushed her. Who dies from a little push?”

I made sure my phone was still connected to Kate. “It was an accident. But covering it up and lying about it, changes things. Your jail time is going to be a lot worse now. If you’d come forward right away, you might have gotten off with just a little probation. But now?” I shook my head.

Panic strained her face. “I can’t go to jail. And I couldn’t come forward. It would’ve ruined my business. Probation or not, no one would have hired me after killing Sally Gardiner.”

“You think you have a choice?”

Vanessa bit her lip and her face hardened. “I do. I’m sorry, Harri. But I can’t let you tell anyone. This is going to look like some tragic accident. It’s no secret you’re looking into the murder on your own. Everyone will think you came here to snoop, and somehow ended up locked in the freezer.”

I didn’t let her continue her monologue or go through with her plans to kill me. Instead, I whipped the pepper spray out of my pocket and sprayed it at her face.

She fell back with a shriek of pain and I shoved her out of my way, racing past her out of the freezer. 

Before I could make it to the counter where there was a block of knives, cops spilled into the kitchen, guns drawn, voices shouting.

I held my hands up and dropped the pepper spray, not wanting to get shot by some trigger happy deputy. 

Kate pushed through the others to get to me. “Harri? You okay?”

I nodded, my body vibrating with the aftermath of terror. “Yeah. Did you get everything?”

Kate nodded with a wicked grin. “Oh yeah. We got it all. Good job.”

“The nail is in my cleavage.”

“I don’t think we’ll need it, but feel free to dig it out and put in here.” Kate held out an evidence bag for me to drop it in. “You are amazing, but you’re also a complete idiot. This was incredibly dangerous.”

The other cops surrounded Vanessa, forcing her onto the ground and into handcuffs, before leading her out.

It was all over so fast. 

Too fast, considering how slowly the rest of the investigation had gone. Considering how long it seemed for them to take to get here.

I sucked in and blew out a deep breath. “I know. I hoped the killer would show up, but I didn’t actually think it would happen in real life.”

Kate shook her head with a snort. “I guess your research is better than you thought.”

“Guess so.” My lips twitched, but I couldn't make the smile form, still too overwhelmed. 

“Are you okay? Really?” Kate eyed me carefully, her expression worried. 

“No. I mean, yes. Shaken. But I’m fine.” I looked around and realized we were alone. 
The rest of the cops must have escorted Vanessa out already and I hadn't noticed while I fought through a minor panic attack. 
Sort of. Not really. 

“You want a ride to the station?”

“No, I’ll drive myself there.” I needed a moment to myself to get under control before I had to go over this probably three more times. 

“I called Julian. He’s going to meet you there. He’s pretty mad you left without him.”

I grimaced. “I’m sure he is, but he’ll get over it. Especially now that I assume he’s no longer a person of interest?”

Kate huffed a small laugh. “No. He’s clear.”

“Good.”

That was just what I wanted. Jules free and ready to play with me the rest of the summer. 

And possibly longer. I’d decided when I was trapped in the freezer with the crazy lady to stay indefinitely. 

This was home. 

I wanted to stay. 

I needed to stay. 
Remembering the decision calmed me and I straightened with a sharp breath. It was really over. 
Mauve could go on her honeymoon with a little bit of closure, Jules was safe, and there was justice for Sally. 
Kate led me outside and there stood Jules, waiting for me by my car, glowing blue from the flashing police cars. 
I thought he was supposed to meet me at the station?
Apparently, he couldn’t wait. 

Our eyes met and we broke into a run at the same time, crashing into each other. He wrapped his arms around my middle and spun me around, whispering his fury and gratitude into my ear. 

I leaned back to smile at him. “Let’s go home.”

* * *
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