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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

“Repeat after me,” Delaney said, stretching her lycra-clad leg behind her in an impossible position. “I am a goddess.”

Under the warm, 6AM, California sunshine, Ali Sweet raised an eyebrow and glanced over at Piper. Her young assistant was taking their friend Delaney’s oceanside yoga session far more seriously than Ali was herself. Her face was red with effort, and tendrils of her pale blond hair stuck to her forehead with sweat as she thrust her sand-covered foot out behind her.

“I am a goddess!” she groaned in her soft, Georgian accent. 

“Ali?” Delaney said, opening one blue eye and peering at her with a calm expression, as if the complicated pose was easy-breezy for her to maintain. “I can’t hear you.”

Ali attempted to stick her leg out behind her. “I am a goddess,” she muttered, as she wobbled on the spot.

“Now reach down and touch the ground,” Delaney said, stretching forward into an almost upside-down position. 

Ali dutifully followed her instructions, and her long blond braid fell into the sand. In her upside-down position, Ali could now see her bakery, Seaside Sweets, on its boardwalk position between two pizzerias. She smiled. Just a few more painful poses to get through and she’d be able to head into her kitchen and bake that morning’s fresh pastries, cupcakes, and macaroons. 

She loved her bakery more than anything in the world, and now that she’d hired Piper to help with the growing workload, it was going from strength to strength. Her nice but ditzy and somewhat accident-prone assistant was finally getting the hang of things, thanks to Ali’s newly instigated white board to-do system. It was keeping them both organized, while also serving a reminder of just how much they’d accomplished.

Just then, Ali heard a very strange rumbling sound in the background. At first, she thought it must be all the blood rushing to her head from having been hanging upside-down for so long. But when Piper said, “What on earth is that?” she knew she wasn’t the only one to hear it. There really was a strange rumbling sound coming from the distance.

She stood up straight, whipping sand into the air as her long blond braid swayed behind her. Delaney and Piper straightened too, and the three blond women turned toward the colorful hillsides surrounding the bay just in time to see something come cresting over the hill. Something large, bright yellow, and with huge black tires. 

“Is that a digger?” Ali said, eyeing the large dirty excavation scoop attached to the front of the vehicle, rattling loudly on its hinges.

“Looks like it,” Piper replied. “And look, there’s another!” 

She pointed, and Ali squinted through the bright morning glare to see a second large vehicle come over the hilltop behind the digger. But this one was even bigger. Rather than a scoop attachment, it had a huge metal mixer turning round and round, emitting a loud grinding noise.

“That’s a cement mixer!” Ali exclaimed.

The unpleasant noises from the two vehicles grew louder as they started coming down the hill toward them. 

“So much for a peaceful morning yoga session,” Delaney muttered, putting her hands on her hips and pouting. “This isn’t exactly the chilled-out vibe I was attempting to cultivate.”

The two large, loud vehicles were soon joined by a third, even larger one—some kind of site dumper with a big metal skip, and then a fourth—a bright yellow crane. Then came more diggers, more mixers, more dumpers, until there was a whole procession of them trundling noisily down the road. 

“Where do you think they’re going?” Ali mused aloud.

 The procession reached the promenade road that ran parallel behind the boardwalk and turned, heading toward the east side of town.

“Maybe they’re something to do with those boards that went up around the old apartment blocks,” Piper said. “I saw a temporary office go up there the other day, with porta potties. They’re probably tearing down the old buildings to build new condos.”

“That makes sense,” Ali replied. 

Though Willow Bay was a small, easily overlooked town on the Californin shoreline, it wasn’t entirely unheard of for property developers to seek out investment opportunities here. Ali had only lived in Willow Bay for a few months herself, and two apartment blocks had been built in that time.

But while it wasn’t unheard of, what was unusual was the sheer size of the operation. Ali hadn’t seen such a thing outside of LA, her old hometown, and considering the comparative size of Willow Bay to the procession, it really seemed like a huge redevelopment was about to go down.

Ali watched the trucks and heavy vehicles rumbling past and saw the word RAINE emblazoned across the side.

“Anyone heard of that company?” she asked. “Raine? They’re not local to California.”

Suddenly, Delaney gasped loudly. “Oh no. I know what’s happening!”

Ali looked at her, scanning her friend’s panicked expression. “What is it? What’s going on?”

“It’s Sullivan Raine!” Delaney explained, shaking her head. “The property developer.” 

Ali had never heard of him and exchanged a look with Piper. By her blank expression, it was clear she was also none-the-wiser.

“Who’s Sullivan Raine?” Ali asked.

“He’s this huge property developer,” Delaney explained. “From Texas. He specializes in buying up empty properties in small beachfront towns and putting in condos and stores. He uses this cookie-cutter formula and he’s known for being super fast. Then when he’s done, he heads straight off to the next town to repeat the process.” She shuddered. “I bet he’s already bought up swaths of land. It’s what he does. Empty stores and properties. Not even the smallest scraps of land will be left unaffected. Be it a boardwalk kiosk or a beach hut,  Sullivan Raine will snap it up.” She shook her head and sighed loudly. “Willow Bay is about to change. Quickly. And not in a good way.” 

Ali gulped and glanced back out at the army of trucks rumbling into town. By the sheer number of them, she could certainly believe what Delaney was saying. They’d be able to complete a lot of construction work in a short amount of time. She didn’t want everything to suddenly change all around her. She had only just found her feet in Willow Bay. Her bakery was still in its infancy, and though it was generally very popular and doing well, she didn’t really want anything to come along and rock the boat. 

And what about Fat Tony, the town’s well established property mogul slash mobster boss? How would he react to a Texan cowboy making his presence known in the town and snapping up all the spare property? He wasn’t exactly known for being level-headed about such things!

Suddenly, an enormous rumble began to sound out from the distance. Sullivan Raine’s construction crew had reached their destination—the run-down eastside apartments Piper had mentioned before—and were already getting to work. Even from this distance, Ali could feel the ground shaking underfoot, and could see dark black smoke belching up into the sky.

As the dark smoke spread out across the sky, Ali shuddered. There was something ominous about it.

“I don’t know about you guys,” she said, her eyes transfixed on the dark, smoky cloud. “But I have a really bad feeling about this.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“I’m sorry Delaney, this just isn’t working,” Ali said, straightening up. 

They’d relocated to the kitchen of Seaside Sweets, and though the wonderful smell of baked goods wafted around them, it was a significantly less than ideal location for exercise. The kitchen was stuffy, full of hanging pots and pans, and noisy from the whirring of the industrial refrigerators. And they could still hear the building work rumbling in the background!

“We’ll just have to cut the session short,” Ali finished.

“No way,” Delaney replied. “You’re not getting out of it that easily!”

Delaney had decided it was time to whip Ali into shape with a healthy diet and morning yoga regimen. She was under the impression that they’d soon be completing morning 5k jogs together! 

“Besides, Piper wants to carry on, don’t you?” Delaney added.

Piper straightened up and flashed her a bashful look. “Actually, I give up, too. I can’t relax with that racket. Not to mention my entire to-do list staring at me.” She gestured woefully to the white board positioned just behind Delaney’s head. Ali had arranged it into two columns, one headed Ali, the other Piper, and since Piper was still in training, she obviously had more on her side than Ali did, everything from: learn how to make pistachio frosting to practice whisk technique.

“Just don’t look at it,” Delaney replied, clearly not willing to give up. “This time is about remaining present in the moment.”

A sudden boom punctuated the air and the whole store shook. Delaney toppled off her one-legged pose. 

“Fine,” she huffed. She put her hands in prayer position in front of her. “Then I hope our session, though short, helps you feel grounded and connected to the earth in spite of the changes coming our way. Namaste.” She bowed.

“Namaste,” Ali repeated dutifully.

“Namaste,” Piper echoed.

“Sorry Delaney,” Ali added. “It was a nice idea.”

“It’s fine,” Delaney replied. “We can go for that 5k instead.” 

She grabbed Ali’s arm and started tugging her toward the door before she could protest.

Ali immediately flashed Piper a terrified look. “What about Piper?” she cried as Delaney dragged her across the kitchen. 

“She’s busy,” Delaney replied. 

‘Help me!’ Ali mouthed at Piper as Delaney whisked her out of the kitchen and onto the main bakery floor.

Piper watched from the doorway, a cheeky glint in her prehnite-green eyes as Delaney dragged Ali all the way across the peppermint checked floor, through the wooden tables covered with chintzy cloths, and out of the pastel-painted bakery’s front door, into the hot California morning. Ali had no choice but to accept defeat. Future toned Ali would thank her for it, at least, even if present day Ali was full of dread.

Standing on the sidewalk outside of her bakery, Ali shielded her eyes against the bright, early morning glare. The seagull scavengers circled above them, having taken flight at the interruption, and waiting to come back down. The noise of the once calm ocean waves breaking on the shoreline had been replaced by the distant sounds of drills and whirring machines, and heavy vehicles as they rolled into town. 

Just then, Ali heard a bark, and looked over to see Scruff, the boardwalk stray, come bounding toward her.

“Looks like someone wants to join us,” Delaney joked.

“He just wants a biscuit,” Ali said, crouching down and taking his favorite brand Jumbo Bone from her pocket. “Here you go, Lil’ Dude,” she said, offering it to him.

Scruff happily munched it up.

Ali was expecting him to dart away, but he just stayed where he was, panting in the hot sun, looking up at her expectantly.

“That’s it,” Ali said. “I’m all out. Delaney made me wear these tight-ass leggings.” She showed him her empty pocket to prove the point.

Delaney chuckled. “I’m telling you; he wants to jog. Even Scruff knows how important exercise is.”

Ali sighed. She knew she was out of shape, and that Delaney just wanted to help her thrive, but her friend didn’t seem to realize that people were built differently. Ali had never been sporty, and she’d come to accept she’d never be like Delaney, with her daily runs and long, shapely legs. Ali spent far too much time taste-testing cupcakes and macaroons to be anything but a little squishy round the edges. But with all that said, being physically healthier was never a bad thing, if only to make lugging big vats of batter around her kitchen easier.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s get this over with.”

The women took off along the boardwalk, Scruff coming along with them. It was early in the morning, and the only people about were the vendors opening up for the day. It was a good time for a jog, Ali thought, because it was one of the few times the small but popular town was not over-crowded with tourists. The last thing she wanted was witnesses to her puffing and panting jog!

As they approached White Water, the surf shop belonging to Nate, Ali felt a spark of apprehension inside of her. Nate had recently declared his affection for her with a beautiful bouquet of her favorite giant daisies. Had the romantic gesture come earlier, when Ali was head over heels for him, it would’ve been most welcome. Only he’d waited until another guy, hot dog seller Seth, had shown interest in her to even make a move, and now her mind was a mess of confusion. 

At that very moment, Nate came out of the store door, carrying the big Perspex surf-board sale sign that went outside. His golden-hued, muscular arms glistened like gold as they strained under the weight of it. He’d recently trimmed his long, naturally sun-kissed, chestnut blond hair. It looked darker now, and he’d tucked it into a low, unpretentious bun. 

Something about the new look made him appear more mature than before, and Ali’s heart skipped a beat. Unless that was from the exercise…?

As Nate rested the sign down, he spotted Ali approaching. Ali became instantly nervous. She was huffing and puffing and could feel the sweat on her skin. Since she blushed at the drop of a hat anyway, and her Celtic pale skin hated exercise and sunshine, she knew she would be as red as a tomato.

Nate flashed her one of his easy-going smiles.

“Morning ladies,” he called, his green eyes sparkling. “And Scruff,” he added as his gaze fell to the boardwalk stray racing along beside them. 

“Morning,” Ali replied, stiffly, trying her best to sound confident.

“Can’t stop, Nate!” Delaney cried, grabbing Ali’s arm and tugging her along.

“Shoot, sorry, Nate!” Ali exclaimed, speeding up, and quietly relieved for Delaney’s draconian approach to exercise.

Nate followed her with his green eyes as she lumbered past. “Hey Ali. You up for trying out the new crazy golf tonight?”

“Sounds great!” Ali called over her shoulder.

She turned back to face the right way, and immediately saw Delaney staring at the side of her face with dismay.

“What?” Ali asked. “Is my form off? Am I doing it wrong?”

“You’re dating Nate,” Delaney stated.

Delaney had had a front row seat to Ali’s Nate-related anguish during the weeks he’d gone from hot to stone cold on her—and heard her woes spilled out over many a bottle of wine. She might be a hippy, Eother-earth lover most of the time, but she didn’t have much patience for mind games. She had boldly declared Ali better off without him on more than one occasion—even wine free ones!

“We’re just friends,” Ali said.

“Crazy golf?” Delaney questioned. “Sounds like a date to me.”

Ali shook her head. “No! It’s just this challenge thing we’re doing together. Testing out all the amusements in town.”

In her peripheral vision, Ali saw Delaney’s blond brows inch up. 

“Now that’s the flirtiest thing I’ve heard in my life!” her friend exclaimed.

“It’s not like that,” Ali said. “We’re just friends. We have a shared interest in seaside amusements.”

“Shared interest?” Delaney echoed with a skeptical look. “Sure…”

Just then, Ali’s gaze was drawn to Best Hot Dogs. Cleaning the tables outside the hot dog restaurant was its owner, Seth Best, a gorgeous New Yorker with dark hair and eyes. Unlike Nate, Seth had made his intentions toward Ali clear from the get-go. She felt butterflies take flight in her stomach. Either that, or she was getting a stitch…

Just then, Seth looked over and spotted Ali approaching. He smiled his dimpled smile, his dark eyes sparking at the sight of her. 

“Morning Ali,” he called. “Are you still on for coffee tomorrow?”

“Yup!” Ali cried back. “Can’t wait!”

But as soon as they were past, Delaney shot her a look. “Ali! You’re dating Seth too?”

“No! We’re also just friends,” Ali replied. “We’re both interested in coffee so we like to visit different cafés in town and rank the coffee. That’s all.”

Delaney stopped running. What she was about to say must be serious to stop her mid-jog! She took her friend by the shoulder. “Ali. Let me explain this to you. Neither of those men want you as a friend. I promise you a million bucks that Nate isn’t taking you to weekly amusements because of a ‘shared interest,’ and Seth couldn’t care less about ranking the coffee. They both have romantic intentions. And you are dating them both.”

Ali gasped. Her ex had cheated on her, and it had felt awful. She hated the idea that she’d accidentally done the same. Then she shook her head. “Are you sure? Because nothing romantic has happened with either of them. No kisses. No hugs. Not even a hand hold. You’d think if either of them liked me in that way, one of them would’ve made a move by now. I really think you’ve gotten the wrong end of the stick here. Men and women are capable of platonic friendships.”

Delaney laughed. “There’s no need to get defensive. You can date as many people as you want, Ali. In fact, as a goddess, I recommend you play the field. Just don’t be naive about it. And don’t be dishonest. Make sure they both know the deal.”

Ali chewed her lip as she pondered over Delaney’s words. 

She was out of practice with the world of dating. Otis had been her significant other for three years, and it felt like things had moved on a lot in that time. These days it was all about apps, and Ali missed the old, more casual ways of meeting people in a bar.

They started to jog again, passing the pier and the dark green wooden gypsy caravan that belonged to the local fortune teller, Lavinia Leigh. Her pet monkey Django was scurrying around the pier in his red silk waistcoat and shorts combo, searching for dropped coins and other items of value. Lavinia Leigh was sitting on the steps of her caravan, her dark wavy hair swept over one shoulder, adorned with pretty, sparkling emeralds. 

“Uh-oh,” Ali said. “Let’s turn back before she sees us!”

“Why?” Delaney joked. “Are you dating her too?”

But it was too late. Lavinia had spotted them and was coming right this way.

Ali gulped. What premonition did the fortune teller have for her this time?


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

The metal bracelets on Lavinia Leigh’s wrists jangled as she drew up to Ali and Delaney and blocked their escape route. Her intoxicating sandalwood and lavender incense smell wafted into Ali’s nostrils. Her pet monkey Django came bounding toward them and jumped straight onto Ali’s shoulder.

Scruff barked at him and Django bore his sharp little incisors in return.

“Ali,” Lavinia said, smiling her disconcerting smile. “Are you here for my guidance? It’s been a while since I gave you a reading, and your aura is turning more and more pink with every day that passes...”

Ali blushed as she recalled Lavinia’s last intrusion into her life, where she’d fixated on the shambolic state of her love life. She shook her head. “No thank you, Lavinia. We’re just out for an early morning jog. No need for a reading. I think my life’s pretty much in order.”

Lavinia smiled her disconcerting half smile. “You may think that, my dear, but let me give you a warning for free. What you think will be double, will end up as half.”

“Um...okay,” Ali said, unperturbed by her strange message. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She looked at Delaney. “Time to turn around?”

Delaney checked her jogging app and frowned. “No way! We’ve only done 1.25 k.”

Ali quickly calculated it in her mind, realizing that if they turned around now, by the time they got back to the bakery they’d have done exactly half of the planned double of five. Despite the coincidence, it didn’t make her any more inclined to listen to Lavinia. She just wasn’t superstitious.

Ali looked pleadingly at her super sporty friend. “Please?” she asked. “It’s only my first time. Two and a half kilometers is pretty good for someone who only ever runs to catch the ice cream truck.”

Delaney chuckled. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s head back.”

But as they turned around to return to the bakery, Ali’s gaze went from Best Hot Dogs to White Water. She couldn’t help but wonder if there might be another reason behind Lavinia’s cryptic warning.

 

*

 

Delaney diverted back to her craft store, leaving Ali to jog the final few paces back to Seaside Sweets on her own. The second she was out of sight, Ali slowed to a walk. Her head was spinning, and she had a stitch in her side.

Just then, she heard a voice call out her name. “Ali!”

For a brief second, Ali thought it was Delaney back to tell her off for slowing down. But then she realized the voice couldn’t belong to Delaney—it was both male and very Italian.

She looked up to see Marco, one of the twin pizzeria owners on either side of Ali’s bakery. He was heading toward her.

“Hey Marco,” Ali said, as he reached her and began walking alongside her toward her store. “What’s up?”

“I wanted to talk to you about Christmas window displays,” Marco said. 

“Isn’t that a bit preemptive?” Ali replied. Christmas was months away. 

“Not when it comes to Emilio,” Marco replied, casting a narrow-eyed glare at his twin brother and arch nemesis’s pizzeria. “I know what he’s like. If I don’t ask you now, he’ll get in there first.”

“Get in there first with what?” Ali queried.

“With a coordinated display,” Marco replied. “I think if we have windows in harmony, it would be very enticing to customers, don’t you?”

“I guess,” Ali replied with a shrug. “But to be honest, Marco. I’m really not thinking that far ahead yet. Maybe we could discuss it later, at a more appropriate time? Like after fall, for example.”

“Fine,” Marco replied. “But please remember I asked you first.” 

“Noted,” Ali replied.

She was about to head inside the bakery when she paused. It appeared that Piper had opened up early, without her, and was currently serving a couple of customers at the till. Ali could see the three of them through the windows. Piper was handing macaroon after macaroon over the counter to a man and woman standing on the other side.

Suddenly, Marco gasped and grabbed Ali’s arm. “Oh my! Ali! Do you know who that is?” he cried.

Ali shook her head. “No. Who?”

“Arlo Hudson. He’s the food critic from Piece of Cake. You know, that website where chefs submit recipes and compete for prizes? He got famous for how brutal his reviews were and how much he made the competitors cry.”

Ali grimaced. She’d not had the best of luck when it came to food critics. Not because she made bad food, but because they had a peculiar habit of dying on her… 

“I’ve never heard of him,” Ali replied. “What’s an internet food judge doing in Willow Bay?”

“As far as I know, he got poached by The Herald,” Marco explained, excitedly. “No news yet on what his role will be, but if they’re thinking of launching a similar competition as the one he ran on Piece of Cake, maybe we could all enter and get super rich!” He gasped. “What if he’s in your store for that very reason?”

Ali pondered his words, but decided she wasn’t buying it at all. “For all we know they hired him to write a super mean column. If he’s famous for making people cry, that wouldn’t surprise me.” She cupped her hands to the window and peered through. All she could see of the man was his back. “If that is even him,” she added, eyeing the man’s back. “You can hardly see anything from here.”

“Just goes to show how famous he really is,” Marco replied. “If I recognize him from the back! You’d better go and help out Piper before she says anything stupid that might haunt you later.”

Marco’s words were brusque, but Ali couldn’t exactly disagree with him. Piper had a history of accidentally putting her foot in it. 

“Thanks,” Ali replied, wryly. “See you later.” 

She smiled at Marco as she pushed open the door with her shoulder and headed inside to find out what the mean food critic wanted with her. 


 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

At the sound of the tinkling bell, Piper’s head darted up. Her pale green eyes looked panicked. 

“Ali!” she exclaimed loudly from behind the counter. “You’re back!”

 Ali approached. “Yup. Everything okay?”

Piper spoke in a rapid, nervous voice. “Uh-huh. This is Arlo Hudson, and Ophelia, his girlfriend. They asked if we’d be able to open up a little early for them because they have a busy day full of appointments. I said that would be fine. That is fine, right?”

“Of course,” Ali replied.

She reached the counter and Piper excitedly mouthed from behind her hand, “He’s famous!”

Ali rolled her eyes and went through the hatch, grabbing her Seaside Sweets apron off the hook and looping it over her head. She’d been hoping to wash off all that early morning yoga and jog-induced sweat before starting her workday, but thanks to Piper and the oh-so-famous food critic, she wasn’t going to get a chance.

“Welcome to Seaside Sweets,” Ali said, taking her position at the counter and tying her apron strings behind her back. “How can I help you both?”

It was her first chance to fully look at the pair, and they were rather odd. They were both alternatively dressed, in black leather and slightly vampirish makeup. The woman had poker-straight jet-black hair that reached down to her waist and was streaked with purple. Ali actually recognized her as a new regular; over the past couple of weeks, she’d been in often. The man was a stranger to her, though, and he was very peculiarly dressed in a hat, sunglasses, and visor, as if he didn’t want anyone actually seeing his face. 

“Your assistant has already accommodated us,” the woman said, gesturing to the counter.

On the glass display counter, Piper had laid out a macaroon of every flavor they made—twenty-one in total; seven colors (red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple, and brown) in three different hues (dark, neon and pastel)—as well as a cupcake with a dollop of each different flavor of frosting they offered (another twenty-one, the same as the macaroon flavors). That made forty-two sugary desserts in total, all laid out neatly in a line. Arlo Hudson was silently working his way along the counter, plucking up each dessert in turn and holding it up to the light in his many ringed fingers, turning it to inspect from all angles, before putting it to his nose and sniffing deeply, then finally nibbling it in a manner that reminded Ali of a squirrel. He seemed more like a wine taster than a food critic, nibbling just the smallest little corner of the dessert in a peculiarly considered manner before carefully returning it to the position in the line.

As he moved from the oranges to the yellows, the woman, Ophelia, addressed Ali.

“I’ve been trying to get Arlo to visit for weeks,” she said with a smile.

“Oh?” Ali asked, conversationally. “Are you two new to the area?” 

She was thinking of her conversation with Marco about Arlo being poached for The Herald and wanted to know how much of the rumor was actually true. 

“New-ish,” the woman replied, again answering on behalf of her boyfriend. “We moved a couple of weeks back from Chicago for Arlo’s work.”

So Marco was right, Ali realized. 

She peered again at Arlo as he made his way toward the end of the color spectrum, putting down the lilac-colored lavender macaroon with an appreciative murmur and picking up the neon-colored grape flavored macaroon, before nibbling the dark purple Black Forest gateau—one of Ali’s personal favorites—and moving on to the first of the brown flavors: fudge.

“What work is it that you do, Arlo?” Ali asked.

“He’s a food critic,” Ophelia explained. “Moving from digital to print media.” She chuckled. “People usually go the other way, but we had to put so much work into that website—not to mention funding all our own advertising and sourcing the sponsors—and Arlo can make the same amount now just writing his column.”

“Congratulations,” Ali replied, looking again at Arlo for any kind of recognition from him. “Sounds like you’ve hit the jackpot.”

When he said nothing, Ophelia let out an awkward giggle. “We’re very happy.”

“So, am I right in thinking that this taste test means you’re planning on featuring Seaside Sweets?” Ali asked.

Ophelia nodded. “Yes! Sorry, I should’ve said that from the get-go. Seaside Sweets is at the top of Trip Advisor as the place to go in Willow Bay, so we thought it would make sense to start here.”

Ali’s eyebrows rose. She looked at Piper. “Did you know that we’re number one on Trip Advisor?” It wasn’t like her internet obsessed assistant not to know something like that. 

“Yeah!” Piper exclaimed, grinning a perfectly straight, perfectly white toothed grin. “We made number one a couple of weeks back. You didn’t know?”

“I never thought to look!” Ali cried. This seemed like great news. Celebration worthy. And if Arlo Hudson gave her a positive review and was half as famous as everyone said he was, then this could mean huge things for her business! Ali felt a surge of excitement at the thought. 

Just then, the strange man finished nibbling the final macaroon—the dark brown colored coffee flavored one—and straightened up. For the briefest of moments, it looked as though he was going to say something. But instead, he simply turned and began to stride away for the exit, the heels of his black leather boots clicking on the peppermint green floor tiles. 

Ali blinked with surprise. She’d been expecting him to say something at the very least, but instead he’d just marched off, leaving his flummoxed looking girlfriend behind.

“Uh—what do I owe you?” Ophelia asked quickly, digging into her purse.

Ali totted up the sale on the till. “Eighty-four dollars.”

“I’ll need a receipt,” Ophelia continued as she began shoving notes across the counter. “For business expenses.”

Ali handed the receipt and change across to Ophelia and she grabbed them both, before hurrying to the door and tugging it open.

“Look out for the review!” she cried over her shoulder from the threshold.

Then she disappeared and scurried away.

As soon as they were gone, Ali turned to Piper. “Was it just me, or was that really odd?” 

“Totally rad!” Piper squealed, completely mishearing her. She grabbed her cell phone and started tapping away.

“I said odd,” Ali repeated. “Not rad.”

But it was useless. Piper was absorbed in her phone, her tongue poking out the side of her mouth in concentration as her fingers moved rapidly across the screen. She was probably updating her many social media statuses to tell the world about her most recent celebrity run-in.

Ali rolled her eyes. She was so immune to the lure of Hollywood, she sometimes felt like she was living on a different planet than Piper who, as an aspiring actress, seemed easily swept up in it all.

She started cleaning up the mess Arlo Hudson had left behind, macaroon after macaroon with the smallest nibble marks in them. It was very peculiar. How much flavor could he have even tasted with such tiny little bites?

But there was no time to dwell on the strange “celebrity” encounter, nor the differences between herself and her assistant, because at that moment, Ali heard the bell over the door tinkle, ushering in the first customer of the day. She pushed Arlo’s visit to the back of her mind as that familiar swell of excitement overcame her. This was why she did what she did. Not for reviews in publications from famous critics, but to spread joy to her customers.

“Welcome to Seaside Sweets,” she said happily, looking up. “How can I help you today?”

But her voice trailed away as she realized who it was coming toward her. Seth. 

The suave hot dog maker was looking even more handsome than when she’d first laid eyes on him this morning during her jog. She felt her throat go bone dry.

Beside her, Piper’s head snapped up to attention, and she looked from Ali to Seth and back again with a curious, titillated expression.

“Good morning...again,” Seth said, grinning his dimple-cheeked grin as he came over to the counter. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Oh?” Ali replied. She was feeling a little hot under the collar now and tugged at her shirt. 

“You know how we have lunch tomorrow,” Seth began. “Well, I was wondering if you wanted to do something tonight as well? Tomorrow seems like such a long time away…” 

Ali couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. Seth was upfront at the best of times, but now he was being quite the eager beaver.

Beside her, Piper made no attempts to hide her surprise, gasping dramatically like she had front row seats to a romantic play.

“Oh, um, actually,” Ali said, immediately feeling her cheeks burn. “I can’t tonight.”

“Oh yeah!” Piper cried. “Because you have your—”

Ali didn’t give her a chance to finish her sentence. She gave Piper’s foot a warning stomp before she could blurt out that Ali already had a date tonight with another guy. 

“—gynecologist appointment,” Piper said, hurriedly.

Ali’s eyes widened with embarrassment. Of all the things Piper could’ve said!

“Yup,” she said, uncomfortably, forcing out a smile at Seth. “Heh. Got to keep up-to-date with those...appointments.”

Ali literally wished one of the peppermint tiles beneath her feet would turn into a void she could jump into.

But Seth, as always, took her babbling awkwardness in his stride.

“In which case,” he said, smirking slightly with amusement, “I’ll wait until tomorrow. Patience is a virtue as they say.” He tapped his fingers a couple of times on the counter. “I can’t wait.”

And with that, he turned and sauntered away.

The second he was gone, the cringe Ali had been suppressing overcame her. She flopped forward on the counter and groaned. “Gynecologist? Piper!”

But at the same time, Piper squealed. “Oh. My. God! Ali! You’re dating two guys!” 

Ali straightened up. “No! I’m not. It’s not like that.”

She’d heard enough of that from Delaney already. She didn’t need Piper adding her voice into the mix.

“Oh it totally is like that,” Piper said excitedly. “And I am so proud of you.”

“Wait. What?” Ali replied. “You’re proud? Why?”

“Because you’re usually so uptight,” Piper said, before quickly adding. “No offense.”

“Er… none taken?” Ali replied, putting her hands on her hips.

“I just mean,” Piper continued. “After everything you went through with your ex, you totally deserve to play the field and find Mr. Right. And how are you meant to know who’s Mr. Right if you have no Mr. Wrong to compare them to?” She shrugged flippantly. “I do it all the time. I have three dates this week.”

Ali paused. It wasn’t like she often took life advice from Piper of all people. But maybe when it came to dating, her assistant had something to teach her after all? She was uptight, especially when it came to matters of the heart. She was guarded. Often too serious. She needed to relax and go a little bit more with the flow. Wasn’t that what Delaney’s whole goddess yoga thing was about as well? Both her friends wanted her to chill out a little and enjoy life more.

And it wasn’t like she’d made a commitment to either Seth or Nate. There was nothing dishonest about it, except maybe the fact that she hadn’t told either of them about the other. 

With that thought in her mind, Ali decided that she would date both Seth and Nate, and that during her date with Nate tonight, she’d give him the full low-down. It was time for her to embrace a new version of Allison Sweet.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Ali heard a knock on the bakery door and glanced up from the broom she’d been using to sweep up the day’s crumbs from the bakery’s floor. Standing outside was Nate, hands stuffed into the pockets of his board shorts. He spotted Ali and waved with a shy smile.

“Time for date number one,” Piper said from the counter where she was busy counting up the day’s takings. 

A wave of guilt immediately overcame Ali.

It had been like this all day, Ali flipping between excitement for the forthcoming mini-golf date and extreme anxiety about breaking the news to him that he wasn’t the only guy she had affection for. All day, her mind had gone from thinking about Nate to Seth to Nate again, until she’d pretty much driven herself mad.

The thoughts continued to loop in her mind as she rested the broom against the wall and went over to unlock the door and let Nate in. She unclicked the lock, feeling way more awkward than usual, and opened the door to allow Nate inside.

“Evening,” he said, bestowing a kiss on her cheek. He’d let his hair out of the band. and it hung in dark blond, glossy strands around his ears. “Good day?”

“Uh-huh,” Ali said, her cheek warm from the place his lips had touched her skin. “Great day. You?”

“Excellent,” he replied.

The conversation felt stilted to Ali, and so different from how it usually was with Nate. Talking about their prospective businesses was the thing they found easiest, usually, but now it all felt very loaded and significant and unnatural. Ali also became very aware of the fact she’d not gotten a chance to go home and dress for the date. Since she’d originally not realized it even was a date, she hadn’t thought to factor in any time to fix up her hair or makeup and change into a nice outfit. But there wasn’t much she could do about that now, so she may as well just go with the flow. At least she didn’t have batter splattered over her for once.

“Awww, you guys are being so awkward!” Piper squealed from the counter. “So romantic.”

Nate grinned in a coy, boyish way, but Ali flashed Piper a warning look. She needed to get Nate out of here before her ditzy assistant accidentally mentioned something about her lunch with Seth before she got a chance to explain the situation in her own words. 

“Ready for some putting?” she said rapidly, turning back to Nate. 

“Yup,” he said.

“Great,” Ali replied, turning him by the shoulders and pushing him out the door. She trotted out with him, calling over her shoulder to Piper as she went, “Don’t forget tomorrow’s my day off!”

Piper wiggled her eyebrows suggestively, as if implying that Ali had specifically taken the day off tomorrow because of how she expected the date to end up… 

Ali flashed her another warning look, then pulled the bakery door shut behind her. 

“Someone’s in a hurry,” Nate commented with a chuckle when she finally stopped pushing him.

“Uh, right, yeah…” Ali mumbled. “Just a busy day, you know? Glad to see the back of it.” She scratched her neck awkwardly.

It was a typically warm evening. Ali and Nate began to slowly stroll toward the palm tree lined road behind the store. But they’d not made it five paces when there came a bark. Ali turned to see Scruff come bounding toward them.

“You again,” she said, affectionately, crouching down for an ear scritch.

“When are you just going to adopt him?” Nate said.

“Adopt him?” Ali queried. “Scruff? He’s way too much of a free spirit for that.” 

“You think? But he follows you everywhere.”

That was true. Scruff was becoming something of a sidekick to Ali, always popping up in the middle of whatever shenanigans were going on. But she suspected he did that to anyone who gave him snacks.

“He follows everyone everywhere,” Ali countered.

“Not like he does you,” Nate replied. “You’re definitely his favorite.”

Ali considered it and felt touched. But then she shook her head. “It’s only because I give him his favorite Jumbo Bone.”

Nate tutted. “I’m telling you, that dog is obsessed with you.”

Ali stood back up and chewed her lip in consideration. She’d always wanted a dog. And Scruff was a really great dog.

“Well, if he makes any indication that he wants me to adopt him, I will,” she said. “But it has to be his decision.”

They continued strolling up the hills, passing Willow Bay’s famous brightly colored townhouses. Scruff followed along, like some kind of chaperone. In the distance were several cranes stretching into the sky from Sullivan’s building project. If they were new condos, as everyone suspected, they’d have amazing views right down into the bay, along the whole boardwalk and, of course, of the beautiful ocean.

“So,” Nate said into the silence surrounding them. “Are you looking forward to some crazy golf?”

“Of course,” Ali replied with a grin. “I haven’t played crazy golf since I was a kid!”

No sooner had she said it, she realized that the last time she’d played mini golf had been with her father. As with all her childhood memories involving him, it always felt bittersweet to be reminded. Her chest dropped morosely.

“Glad to know I bring out the inner child in you,” Nate teased. 

His comment immediately lifted Ali’s spirit. It was true. Since meeting Nate, Ali had tried her hand at surfing, and had taken some big risks with her store at his encouragement. He brought out a more fun, silly, and daring side to her, one she’d had no idea she still possessed. Before moving to Willow Bay and meeting him, she’d just thought that part of herself had naturally withered away as she’d aged, and it was a pleasant surprise to discover she still had a big kid inside of her just waiting to come out. 

And if she was accidentally dating two guys as everyone seemed to think she was, then that surely was a massive tick in Nate’s column. Isn’t fun meant to be the bedrock to a solid relationship? Didn’t everyone always say that laughter is the best medicine? 

She thought of the white board in her store’s kitchen, only substituting the column headings from her and Piper’s names to Nate and Seth’s, and put a big mental tick under Nate’s name in the fun category. Not that Seth wasn’t fun, per se, but he was more serious and sensible, while Nate was more fun-loving and goofy. 

“Oh wow, look at this,” Nate said, interrupting her thoughts. 

He’d reached the gates of the crazy golf course and was peering through them. Ali joined him at his side and gasped.

Rather than being in the typical gaudy fairground style Ali remembered from the crazy golfs of her youth, it was tastefully presented. Colorful string lights lit the route around each of the cutely crafted woodland animal themed courses. A badger, an owl, a hedgehog, a fox… It stretched off into the darkness, much larger than Ali had expected as well. Near the front entrance there was a tasteful wooden food cart selling hot snacks, cocktails, and even buckets of ice champagne! Ali realized then that every single person currently playing was a couple, of a similar age to she and Nate. They were all giggling away, sipping champagne, quite clearly on romantic dates.

Ali gulped. “This wasn’t what I was expecting.”

“Me neither,” Nate replied. “You know, I’m starting to think all these changes in Willow Bay are going to be for the best. I know everyone says Sullivan Raine is some kind of ruthless, gun-toting Texan in a cowboy hat, but if he’s building homes for loads of new people and families, then it’ll surely mean a boom for us small business owners. More families. More customers.”

He looked excited at the prospect, and Ali felt it too. More customers meant more money. Her ambition flared to life. She could add more products to her line, new staff members, perhaps even expand the store?

Suddenly, Nate grabbed her hand, breaking her reverie. “Come on. Let’s play!”

He pulled her in through the gate and up to the kiosk to pay. Then they collected their golf clubs and headed toward the wooden food truck.

“Want a drink?” Nate asked.

Ali was about to decline — her automatic response — when she realized since it was her day off tomorrow, she could actually let her hair down for once.

“Okay,” she said with a smile.

“And some food?” Nate suggested. “Ooh look, crispy shrimp taco.” He pointed at the blackboard menu hanging above the wooden hut’s open hatch.

Ali’s stomach grumbled as she read the board. “With avocado salsa and sour cream cilantro sauce. That sounds so good!”

“Then allow me,” Nate said with a smile. 

He went over to the kiosk, and Ali watched as he loaded up his arms with a paper plate of tacos to share and two plastic cups of mimosas to drink. He balanced the lot skillfully as he brought them back to her. 

“Ta da!” he said. 

Ali giggled as she relieved him of his burden by taking her drink from his hand. “Let me guess — you used to be a waiter.”

“What gave it away?” Nate joked in reply. 

Ali took a taco from the plate and took a large bite. Straight away, her eyes watered as the super spicy flavors burned up her mouth.

“That’s hot!” she squeaked, while simultaneously appreciating the way the sour cream sauce perfectly balanced the delicious flavor. 

“Oh no!” Nate said, watching her with equal parts amusement and concern. “Are they too much?”

“Nope!” Ali exclaimed, shaking her head and munching with determination. “I can do it.”

“Are you sure? Because you’re literally crying!”

But Ali kept on chewing. Yes, the tacos were far more spicy than Ali would usually go for, but she liked how Nate pushed her to take more risks than normal. Besides, it was gearing her up for a competitive golf match!

Finally, Ali swallowed. “I did it!” she cried. 

Nate clapped. “Congratulations. I’m impressed. But I still feel bad I made you cry on our first date.”

He laughed as he grabbed his golf club and headed for the first course. But Ali stayed on the spot, feeling guilt wash over. She had to tell him about Seth. But how? When? They were having so much fun, and Ali hated the thought of ruining the night. 

She resolved to tell him after the date was over. 

 

*

 

At the end of the long, fun evening, Nate and Ali strolled slowly home, filled with shrimp taco, mimosas, and good vibes. The pair were neighbors, living in matching one-bed apartments on the same street beside the ocean, so Ali didn’t really think anything of it. Until they reached her door…

“Thanks for a fun evening,” she said, fetching her key from her bag and turning it in the lock. 

Nate leaned his shoulder against the wall and fixed his gaze on her. Or, more specifically, Ali realized with panic, her lips. 

Suddenly it was all too much for her. She had to tell Nate about Seth before he got the wrong idea and kissed her. That would be one step too far and she’d feel terrible about it. 

She turned to look at him, opening her mouth to speak. But she didn’t get the chance, because Nate held his hand up. 

“You don’t have to explain,” he said. 

Ali paused. “Huh?” 

“I already know what you're going to say,” Nate replied.

“You do?”

“Yes. You don’t want me to kiss you. Because I messed with your head last time. Blowing hot and cold.” He took her hand. “Ali, I need you to know that what happened before was me getting scared. I was scared of how much I liked you. I didn’t see myself as the settling down type and I panicked when I realized I was falling for you. And I’m not saying that to pressure you, at all. I understand why you don’t trust me right now. But I’m determined to make amends. And I’m not in any rush. So you take your time, Ali Sweet. I’ll be waiting.”

And with that, he let go of her hand and sauntered off into the darkness. 

Ali’s heart somersaulted. She watched him disappear, then raced inside her apartment and closed the door behind her. She rested her back against it, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it against the wood.

Her mind was spinning. She’d chickened out of telling Nate about Seth, and now the opportunity was gone. With the words he’d just told her, how could she carry on in good conscience? He clearly had fallen for her hard!

Suddenly, her cell phone started to ring. She jumped a mile and grabbed it. It was her brother, Teddy, calling.

Grateful for the distraction from her ruminations, Ali answered. 

The moment the call connected, Ali’s ear was assaulted by a wave of background noise that sounded suspiciously like a bar. She winced and moved the phone an inch away from her ear.

“ALI!” Teddy bellowed.

He sounded drunk. Teddy had a loud voice, but it always went up several decibels when he’d been drinking.

“Yes?” Ali said into the speaker, doing her best to keep the earpiece away from her ear, in order to protect it from Teddy’s loudness.

“I have great news!” Teddy screeched.

“What’s that?” Ali replied.

“I got a role! In a commercial!”

“That’s great, Teddy!” Ali replied. “Congratulations!” 

She was both happy for her brother and relieved there was an appropriate explanation for why he was drunk in the middle of the working week. 

“What’s the commercial?” she asked. Teddy had a weird and wacky commercial portfolio, advertising everything from toothpaste to incontinence pads. It was always fun to discover what crazy product he’d been hired to shill next.

“Weight loss supplements!” he exclaimed.

Ali was astonished by the announcement. Her brother was rotund, to say it politely.  No amount of acting could make someone look slimmer than they were! How was he supposed to pull that off?

“That’s… interesting,” she said.

“I’m the before actor,” Teddy announced as if telepathically hearing her hesitant thoughts. “You know, the lazy fat guy eating pizza in the hot tub!”

Ali began to giggle. “Ohhhh. Okay, that makes more sense!” she teased.

“Cheeky,” Teddy said. “So we should celebrate tomorrow. It’s your day off, isn’t it?”

Ali paused. She did have a day off tomorrow—after a couple of months plotting and graphing her bakery sales, she’d discovered there was always a lull on Wednesdays, and so she and Piper now took it in turns to take the day off. But Ali hadn’t anticipated spending the day with Teddy and was reluctant to do so, for a very specific reason…

Not that long ago, Ali had learned something about her missing father from a vintage candy shop owner; that he’d had plans to open a store in Willow Bay. She’d been avoiding telling Teddy about it because her brother had a much more fractious relationship with their father, since it had been left to him to assume the man of the house responsibilities after he left, something he was still bitter about. Ali knew Teddy would be peeved.

“I—I can’t,” she stammered, thinking of Seth. “I’m having a business lunch tomorrow.” 

“Then we’ll do breakfast,” Teddy said. “Come on, come on, come on. It’s been ages since we’ve seen each other. It feels like you’re avoiding me.”

Guilt swirled in Ali’s stomach. She bit her lip with deliberation. 

But before Ali had a chance to reply, Teddy shouted, “I’m adding it to my calendar now!”

With a pang of panic, Ali realized there was no way to back out of this. But perhaps that was for the best. It was time to stop being a coward and bite the bullet. Teddy deserved to know what she’d found out. It was only fair to be honest. He didn’t have to do anything about it, but it would be deceitful of her to keep what she’d learned to herself. Besides, she loved Teddy more than anyone in the world. Avoiding him for too long would only be detrimental to her emotional well-being.

“Okay,” Ali replied, relenting. “Let’s do breakfast. But don’t stay out too late or drink too much. You’re no fun when you’re hungover.”

“I promise!” Teddy slurred. “See you tomorrow!”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“Big night, huh?” Ali said. 

Across the café table from Ali, Teddy groaned loudly. “Uhhh.”

He was wearing dark sunglasses to block out the bright morning sunshine. His head was resting in his hands with his strawberry blonde hair splayed over his fingers. He was looking pretty disheveled, a slight sheen on his chubby cheeks, and more ginger stubble than he’d usually allow on his chin. 

The server arrived then with their orders. She placed a large stack of steaming blueberry pancakes in front of Teddy. He grabbed the syrup bottle and began squeezing golden goo all over his pancakes, licking his lips with relish as he did. 

Ali grimaced. It wasn’t just his arteries she was worried about, but his taste palette! Pancakes should be enjoyed with fresh strawberries, clotted cream, a sprinkle of sugar and a sprig of spearmint, in her professional opinion. Not butter and copious amounts of syrup.

The server put their black coffees in front of them. “Are you sure that’s all you want, sweetie?” she asked Ali.

Ali nodded. “That’s perfect. Thanks.”

As the woman walked away, Teddy paused mid-squeeze and eyed her coffee with a look of confusion.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Are you sick?”

“No,” Ali replied. She took a sip of black coffee. Bitter, dark chocolate flavors danced against her tongue. “It’s Delaney. She’s trying to whip me and Piper into shape. No solids until eleven AM.” She glanced at the clock on the diner wall—a vintage Elvis swinging his hips—and saw that it was only half past nine. She let out a groan of despair.

Teddy shook his head. “Better you than me.” He patted his stomach, happily, and forked a large bit of syrup drenched pancake into his mouth. “Luckily, I got cast as the before actor in the weight loss commercial, rather than the after. And if I’m really lucky, I’ll get typecast!”

Ali chuckled, then fell silent as she remembered what she’d been trying to avoid speaking to Teddy about in the first place. She set her cup down and nervously twiddled the handle as she tried to find the right words.

“Hey Teddy,” she said, “I need to tell you something.”

Teddy instantly dropped his fork, which clattered noisily against the plate. His big blue eyes went as round as the pancakes in front of him. “Oh no. Are you pregnant? Is it Nate’s?” He gasped loudly. “Is it SETH’S?”

“Shhh!” Ali cried, gesturing with her hands for him to quiet down; his exclamations were drawing the attention of the diners around them. “I am not pregnant.”

“Thank goodness,” Teddy replied, a hand going up to his chest with relief. “Not that you being pregnant would be the worst thing in the world, it’s just, you know… Look at you.”

Ali frowned and glanced down at her outfit. She’d actually bothered to dress up for the occasion, in a denim skirt and cute yellow strappy top. Her thick blond hair was in its customary over-the-shoulder braid, and there wasn’t a splatter of batter in sight.

“What are you implying?” she asked. “I’m thirty-four years-old. I could be a mother.”

Teddy reached across the table and patted her hand. “Oh, sweetie, sure you could,” he said without conviction. He picked up his fork and shoved a bit of pancake in his mouth. “So what is it you needed to tell me? And what’s with this super serious face? It’s freaking me out—”

“It’s Dad,” Ali blurted.

A beat passed. Ali eyed Teddy anxiously, watching as he swallowed his mouthful, pressed his lips together, and lay his fork carefully back down beside his plate.

“What about him?” he asked in a forced tone, picking up the napkin and dabbing the corner of his lips with it.

“I found out a weird thing about him,” Ali said, cautiously, as if testing the water. “From a vintage sweet shop man. Apparently, he wanted to open a store in Willow Bay.”

Teddy blinked a few times. “And?”

Ali faltered. “And… nothing. That’s it. That’s what I found out.”

Teddy exhaled with his whole body, instantly returning back to his usual chirpy self. “Phew! Okay. I thought you were going to tell me you’d be in touch with him or something.” He rolled his eyes as if such a thing was too ludicrous to even consider.

Ali drummed her fingers on the porcelain of her hot coffee mug. “Why would it be so bad if I did try to get in touch with him?” She spoke in a small voice. An apologetic one. Ali loved Teddy more than anything and didn’t want to rock the boat and upset him, but what was so crazy about the idea of being in touch with their dad again?

Teddy raised a single blond eyebrow, in a clearly unimpressed expression. “Because he left us,” he stated. “He walked out and never came back. Remember all that crying into your pillow at night? All that wondering whether you’d get a birthday card this year or not?”

“Of course I remember,” Ali said, stiffly. Those were her most awful memories, and also her most replayed ones. She didn’t need Teddy to remind her of memories that lived just below the surface of her mind. “It’s just…maybe he had his reasons, you know? Maybe things are different now?” She went back to fiddling with the handle of her coffee mug, averting her eyes from Teddy’s stare. “We’re all adults. Maybe we should give him a chance?”

“Sure,” Teddy said, scathingly. “Except he made that basically impossible, didn’t he? We don’t even know where he is. He could be dead for all we know.”

“Teddy!” Ali cried, her heart lurching. “What an awful thing to say. Don’t even suggest that!”

Teddy cast his eyes down to the tabletop. “Sorry,” he muttered.

An uncomfortable silence fell around them. Ali stared into her coffee mug, an ache in her chest. Teddy was right, of course, but she hated to think that her father might have passed away without anyone even knowing. It was too unbearable. She chewed the inside of her cheek, trying to hold back tears.

“I… already knew,” Teddy said, softly.

Ali looked up to meet his gaze. “Knew what?”

“About the vintage candy store. About Dad wanting to open one.”

A horrible feeling of betrayal washed through Ali. Betrayal and confusion.

“What?” she demanded. “How? When?”

Teddy shrugged. “I don’t know. I visited the store a few years back researching a role—Victorian Candy Store Owner—and when I told the owner my name, he asked me if I was any relation to Richard Sweet. It was a few years back. I didn’t tell you because I thought you were better off not knowing.”

“Years?” Ali echoed, incredulously. “You’ve known for years that our father attempted to put down roots here in Willow Bay and you never told me?”

The moment she’d found a clue about their father’s whereabouts, she’d told her brother. But he had not extended the same courtesy to her.

“You were in France,” Teddy said as if trying to excuse himself. “Living your best life as Milo Baptiste’s protégé. I wasn’t exactly going to spoil that for you!”

Ali tightened her hold of her coffee cup. She was so furious, she could hardly even feel the heat coming from it. “I left France five years ago, Teddy. FIVE.”

Now she was getting irate, but she couldn’t help it. Teddy had found a clue about their father’s whereabouts five years ago and sat on it, all because he held onto his grudges like they were liferafts.

But the other, more logical, less emotional part of Ali knew that Teddy was only trying to protect her from pain. Their father clearly did not want to be found. His contact with them had dwindled year after year until it had stopped. It was such a gradual fading out from their lives, it had almost gone unnoticed.

Teddy was right, Ali realized. Their father had abandoned them. Trying to find him would only cause pain. But that was a choice she was supposed to make for herself, and she couldn’t help but feel bitterly betrayed by Teddy for withholding the information from her.

Ali opened her mouth, about to give Teddy a piece of her mind, when something out the window distracted her. A familiar looking man in dark blue jeans was passing by the café. Dark brown hair. Tan skin. It was Seth.

Ali’s stomach immediately began to do somersaults. 

She watched as Seth halted. He shielded his eyes against the sun as he squinted to see inside the café. His dimple-cheeked smile burst onto his face in its full, disarming force.

Ali’s heart began to race.

“What is it?” Teddy asked, frowning at her sudden change in expression. He followed her gaze out the window. “Oh. Is that your baby daddy?”

“Teddy, shut up,” Ali said.

She wasn’t in the mood for his jokes. She was still too mad. And also panicked, because Seth had changed his course of direction and was now making his way to the door.

Ali watched helplessly as he approached.

Then a sudden, strange look overcame him. His smile disappeared, as if it had been stolen off his face. His gaze had found Teddy sitting opposite Ali, and a darkness appeared in his features. 

Did he think she was on a date with another man? Ali wondered. Is he jealous?

She gulped, recalling her mini golf date with Nate last night. She’d come to the decision to be open about the whole thing, but Seth’s darkening expression didn’t fill her with confidence. And it certainly didn’t bode well for her whole simultaneous dating plan…

The door opened, the bell tinkling overhead, and Seth walked in. He marched up to the table, the same suspicious look in his dark eyes.

“Ali,” he said, in a slightly stilted manner. “Hey.”

“Hi Seth,” Ali said rapidly, gesturing across the table to Teddy. “You remember my brother, Teddy, don’t you? He’s here visiting me.”

Seth’s gaze darted across to Teddy, who gave him a small wave. Seth’s face immediately relaxed.

“Your brother! Of course!” he said, with relief. “Teddy.” 

He held his hand out for Teddy’s to shake. Teddy readily obliged.

“What are you doing in this part of town?” Ali asked Seth, conversationally. Her heart was racing a mile a minute, and she could feel her palms getting sweaty.

“Just out for a stroll,” he replied. “Carys is covering the restaurant because of our plans later, so I’m just killing some time.”

Ali looked across at her brother, feeling extremely unhappy with him. Then she looked up at Seth, wishing she was with him instead. 

“Hey, you know what,” Ali said. “I’m finished here, anyway, and if you’re free, how about we start hanging out now?”

She stood, and Seth blinked with astonishment. A small smile appeared at the side of his mouth. “Now?” he echoed with an air of excitement.

“Yeah,” Ali said, taking her purse off the side of her chair where she’d hung it. “Why not?”

“I’m still eating,” Teddy said, glowering up at her. He still had pancakes on his plate, and she’d barely taken two sips of her coffee. But she desperately needed some space away from him.

“You’ll be done in two mouthfuls,” Ali said, coolly, pointedly. “Would you like me to watch?”

Ali and Teddy often spoke sarcastically to one another, but usually in the spirit of playfulness. That time, Ali had meant it pettily, and she instantly regretted it. But she was so annoyed with Teddy, she couldn’t hold back. All the more reason to get out of this place. She would only say something even more regrettable if she stuck around him any longer. 

Seth looked hesitant, like he’d picked up on the bad vibes between them. “Are you sure you’re done?”

Teddy looked at her with a cool look. “Of course,” he said in a tone of forced pleasantness. “I’d hate to stand in the way of blossoming love. Please, enjoy your date, you two.”

Ali narrowed her eyes, knowing full well Teddy had mentioned love to make her uncomfortable. She pulled the strap of her purse over her shoulder with a huff and flicked her blond braid over her shoulder as she turned on the spot and looped her arm through Seth’s.

“Oh we will,” she said between her teeth.

With that, she marched for the exit, half dragging a slightly bemused looking Seth along after her and leaving her treacherous brother alone at the table to think about what he’d done.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Ali felt a pit of guilt in her stomach as she slunk down in the passenger seat of Seth’s car. Leaving Teddy alone at the table in that manner made her feel terrible. It was unjustified. Childish. But what she’d learned from him about their dad had been super painful, and she’d simply needed to extract herself from the situation before she said something mean that she regretted.

She glanced over at Seth in the driver’s seat. The sun was blazing, and he had all the windows down in his car. The traffic was also light, and Seth’s dark hair was ruffling sexily in the breeze caused by the car’s propulsion along the palm tree lined road. He had his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows; his exposed forearms had been lightly tanned by the golden sun. Ali drank in the sight of his sinews and muscles as they flexed against the steering wheel. 

“Ali?” Seth queried.

She snapped out of her reverie with a start, and turned her gaze up to meet his, discovering he was now smirking at her. He’d obviously caught a glimpse of her admiring him. 

Ali felt her cheeks burn. She cleared her throat and regained her composure. 

“So where are we going?” she asked.

“The next bay along,” Seth said, the New York City inflection in his voice sounding more pronounced. “It’s like Willow Bay, only much less busy. A bit more of a rustic gem.”

“Sounds lovely,” Ali said. “With all the development going on at the moment, it will be nice to get some quiet.”

“Ah yes, Sullivan Raine’s expansion mission,” Seth replied, speaking over his steering wheel as he focused his dark eyes on the road once again. “Is the building work driving you crazy?”

“No, actually,” Ali replied. “Delaney’s got me and Piper doing these daily meditation yoga things. I think it’s helping me tune out the background noise.”

“Maybe I should join,” Seth commented.

Ali smirked. “You’re more than welcome. It just depends on how much you feel like you need to connect with your inner goddess...”

Seth grinned his wide, warm grin. “Oh, me and my inner goddess are pretty solid,” he quipped. 

Ali smiled to herself and gazed back out the window.

Seth turned the car into a walled parking lot just off the main road. It was full of thirsty looking palm trees and dust bunnies gathering in the shadowy corners. The asphalt was cracked, and the parking lines had long since faded into nothing.

“This is where we’re going?” Ali asked, a little taken aback. She’d not expected the suave Seth to be quite so modest.

“Just wait till you get to the beach,” he said, wiggling his dark brows.

He killed the engine, and they both got out of the vehicle. The midday sun bore down on Ali, and she felt a wave of light-headedness. Delaney’s diet probably had something to do with it. Oh, and the present company, of course. Seth was so classically handsome, Ali sometimes wondered whether she’d just conjured him into existence. But then, on the other hand, why would she invent such a complicated love triangle situation for herself? It was already proving rather stressful.

Seth led the way down to the beach. It was much wilder than Willow Bay, with rock formations and shrubbery dotted about the place. Rather than the busy waters filled with surfers and yachters and swimmers that Ali was used to in Willow Bay, there was next to no one. Seth had really found quite a hidden gem here.

“Wow, it’s really relaxing,” Ali said.

“Shall we sit?” Seth asked, gesturing to a mound of flat-topped rocks suitable for sitting on.

Ali lowered herself down. Seth sat opposite.

“So, what’s the deal with you and your brother?” he asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

Ali paused, quizzically. “What do you mean?”

“You two were clearly in the middle of some kind of disagreement,” he commented.

Ali was surprised at his astuteness. She thought she’d hid it quite well.

“It’s… complicated,” she said, as her mind turned over the old, familiar father abandonment issue for the billionth time in her life. “It’s about our dad.”

Seth looked at her with a curious expression. “Oh?”

Ali was hesitant to divulge her family history and drag all the skeletons out of the closet. But Seth’s expression was so open and inviting, she found her usual defenses come down.

“He left us,” she replied. “When we were kids. Teddy took it the hardest because he’d only just come out. I don’t think he can disconnect the two things in his mind. But I know that’s not why dad left. It has nothing to do with it. Something else made him go. Over the years the contact dwindled down to nothing, and now we don’t really know where he is.”

“Oh, Ali,” Seth said. “I’m so sorry. That’s heavy. I don’t know what I’d do without my family. My mom and dad are my life. I could give or take a couple of my siblings…” He chuckled at his own joke.

“A couple?” Ali asked. “How many do you have?”

“Oh… just five,” he replied.

Ali’s eyes widened, making Seth laugh.

“It’s what you get when you have Italian Catholic parents,” he explained.

“Wow,” Ali mused. “That’s a lot. I mean I only have Teddy and my sister Hannah and they’re  more than enough.”

Seth let out a light, musical laugh. “I remember. Your sister Hannah who lives in New York City with her two sons and... your gay ex-boyfriend, was it?”

His eyes sparked with amusement, but Ali cringed at the memory of their first meeting when she’d accidentally interrupted him during his initial renovation work at the hot dog store. She’d been so shocked by his gorgeousness she’d turned into a babbling fool and blurted out all kinds of details that were certainly TMI.

“Er, yeah, well Hannah doesn’t live with my gay ex, they’re just in the same city.” She felt herself recoiling in on herself with embarrassment, like a dying star self-imploding. “I wish you hadn’t remembered that.”

He laughed. “How could I forget?”

Ali squirmed. “You must’ve thought I was nuts.”

Seth’s dark brows darted in together. “What? Not at all! I thought you were adorable. In fact, that was the moment I pretty much fell for you.”

Ali’s breath caught in her lungs with astonishment. Seth’s forthrightness had taken her completely off guard. She knew Seth had never been one for beating about the bush—unlike Nate, who’d flip-flopped back and forth before taking months to make his intentions known—but his honesty still always caught her unawares. 

And that was quite the revelation! He’d fallen for her? At first sight? Or, more correctly, first babble?

Feeling her palms get sweaty, Ali shifted guiltily on her rock, and tugged nervously at her thick, blond braid.

“I’m sorry,” Seth said. “That was too forward.” His shoulders sunk. “I just thought since you’d moved our date forward, you were as eager to see me as I was you.”

Ali felt terrible as she realized Seth had gotten crossed wires, and how it must have looked from his perspective. She’d extended their date because she wanted to get away from Teddy, not because she wanted to spend more time with Seth… 

Suddenly Delaney’s and Piper’s warnings to keep everything aboveboard swirled in her mind. She owed Seth an explanation. The truth.

She took a steadying breath. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression. It’s just…”

She halted—the name Nate on the tip of her tongue—as the terrible look of jealousy she’d seen in Seth’s eyes when he’d incorrectly misidentified Teddy as her date flashed through her mind’s eye. He wouldn’t take to the whole situation well at all. He was traditional at heart.

With a sigh, Ali shook her head, losing all her nerves. She couldn’t find the words to tell him right now. She would simply have to make her decision sooner rather than later and find a way to be honest.

“... I want to take things slow,” Ali finished.

Seth nodded. “Of course. Whatever you want.”

Silence fell. Ali studied the side of Seth’s face. Was she being absolutely crazy not throwing herself into his arms? Seth was so uncomplicated. He was open, warm, caring. But Nate held a special place in her heart for being the person who’d helped make Willow Bay feel like home. They had history there. Chemistry. There was no denying that.

And then there was the other side of the whole situation, too. Otis had been Ali’s boyfriend for three years. He’d broken her heart, and her trust, through his duplicity. Maybe Ali asking for things to be slow wasn’t about the love triangle at all. Maybe she instinctively knew she wasn't ready to be in another relationship yet.

“So, how’s business?” Seth asked, in a clear attempt to divert the conversion.

“Good,” Ali replied, grateful for the switch in gears. Suddenly, she remembered Arlo Hudson and his girlfriend Ophelia’s trip to the store yesterday morning. “Oh, that reminds me, did you hear about Arlo Hudson moving to town?”

“Who’s that?” Seth asked.

“Oh, good, I’m glad I’m not the only one who didn’t know who he was,” Ali replied. She got her cell phone out of her pocket. “He ran this website, where amateur chefs could submit recipes and win prizes.” She began scrolling through looking for the website. “Made himself a reputation for being a bit cruel. Now he’s been snappeed up by a publication in Cali. Oh look. Here.”

She paused as she found Arlo’s website, which had automatically redirected her to the website of The Herald he was now writing for. Next to an image of him folding his arms, wearing his hat and visor, with his face in total shadow, was the heading Seaside Sweets Sucks. 

Ali’s chest pounded.

“What is it?” Seth asked with concern, his gaze fixed on her.

Ali’s eyes scanned the article, and she began to read aloud. “Seaside Sweets is a basic little place, positioned in an awkward alcove on Willow Bay’s boardwalk. At first sight, it looks entirely out of place sandwiched in between two upmarket Italian pizzerias.”

Seth scoffed. “Did he really just call Emilio’s and Marco’s pizzerias upmarket?”

Ali continued reading aloud. “But it’s when you step inside that things get worse. You’re greeted by the stench of sugar and syrup, made even more disagreeable by a vapid blond girl-child waitress, so eager to please it makes your toes curl. When the owner and proprietor comes in to save the day moments later, I’m relieved, only to find she is visibly dirty and smelled pungently of sweat. It is around this time my stomach began to turn.”

Out of the corner of Ali’s eye, she could see Seth grimacing. She continued.

“The variety of unremarkable flavors are presented as intelligent and edgy. No, sweetie, you didn’t invent lavender as a flavor. Add to that the cutesy rainbow-colored hues, which were evidently only there to mask poor quality ingredients, and you can understand why I choked on every single one of them.”

Ali could feel bile inching up her throat. The more she read, the more furious she was becoming. 

“When Ophelia shows me the receipt after, I’m left with an even more bitter aftertaste. Not only is Seaside Sweets a deplorable eatery, it’s also excessively overpriced. My little taste test venture sets me back in the region of a hundred dollars. I’d have gotten better value for money if I’d put it straight in the overflowing garbage can outside, which is the only place the desserts in Seaside Sweets belong. Overall rating: Negative stars!”

“Oh, Ali,” Seth said. “I’m so sorry. He’s horrible.”

She flashed him an incredulous look. “And a liar! He didn’t choke on anything. He barely took big enough bites to taste the damn things, let along choke on them!”

“Do you think maybe he thought he was being funny?” Seth asked cautiously.

“In what world is that funny?” Ali exclaimed, waving her cell phone around emphatically.

“Well, for all the people reading it,” Seth offered. “Not for you, of course.”

Ali felt devastated. Her bakery was her baby. She’d poured her heart and soul into it. Now some jerk from Chicago had come along and bashed it! How dare he?

“I’m sorry, Ali,” Seth added, clearly seeing how upset the review had made her.

“Can we… can we go home now?” Ali asked. So much for Arlo Hudson choking on her food, she was choking now on her own grief.

“Sure,” Seth said, softly.

At least she could rely on him to be understanding.

They headed back for the car, and Ali felt dispirited. Could that one review ruin everything she’d painstakingly built up over the last months? Arlo’s switchover to the publication had come with a lot of fanfare by the looks of things, and there were probably many eager eyes reading his first review, now thinking she ran the world’s worst bakery!

She slumped down in the passenger seat beside Seth as he quietly turned the car on and reversed them out of the lot. As they began the drive back along the coastal route, she caught flashes of him out of the corner of her eye studying the side of her face with a worried expression.

“I’m sure nothing will come of it,” he offered. “It will blow over quickly.”

“Mmm,” Ali replied, non-committedly. The review had left her so desolate, she couldn’t even form sentences anymore.

Seth gave up trying, and quietly faced the front. Ali felt bad for the forced silence, but she was in too bad a mood to attempt conversation. It would take a while for those vile, cruel words to lose their impact.

As Seth reached the outskirts of Willow Bay, Ali suddenly spotted two figures on the sidewalk. A tall woman in a long dark coat, with black, purple-tipped hair, and a thin man in a hat. It was Ophelia and Arlo.

“Stop the car,” Ali blurted.

Seth’s face darted to meet hers. “What?”

“Stop the car!” Ali exclaimed again. She was already reaching for the door handle, leaving Seth no choice but to pull over.

“Ali? What’s going on?” he asked as he slowed to a halt beside the sidewalk. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not,” Ali said through her teeth, tugging on the handle to open the door. “I need to give someone a piece of my mind.”

Leaving Seth looking flabbergasted, Ali got out of the car and marched in the direction of Arlo Hudson. Time to give him a taste of his own medicine.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Hey!” Ali cried as she emerged from Seth’s car onto the sidewalk. “Arlo!”

The two figures ahead paused and turned. Ophelia took stock of Ali’s furious stance—legs wide, hands on her hips, deeply scowling—and looked immediately panicked. Arlo, on the other hand, merely smirked.

Ali left Seth looking perplexed in his car idling by the side of the road and marched toward the two figures. “I have a bone to pick with you!”

“Oh, Ali,” Ophelia said in a timid, apologetic voice as she staggered toward her. 

“Not you,” Ali said. “Him.” It was Arlo she wanted to speak with, not his spokesperson.

Ophelia looked at her boyfriend with a panicked look. Arlo kept his eyes on Ali and glowered at her meanly.

“What is it you want to speak about?” he said.

“Oh. He speaks,” Ali said, thinly. “There was me thinking he needed a computer screen or girlfriend to hide behind.”

“I can speak for myself,” Arlo said. “I just choose not to waste my energy on lowlifes.”

Ali’s eyes widened with offense. What a terrible thing to say! Arlo Hudson was just as bad in the flesh as he was in his column.

“I want an apology,” Ali stated, folding her arms angrily. “For the column you wrote about me. It was vile. And untrue.”

Arlo shrugged. “So? It’s what people want to read. Did you really think I was going to write a sniveling hype review of your silly rainbow colored desserts? Do you really think people even want to read that sort of thing?”

Ali gasped with astonishment. “You didn’t even mean what you said?” 

“Who cares whether I meant it or not,” Arlo said apathetically. “I’m giving the people what they want.”

“I care!” Ali screeched. “Maybe in Chicago people enjoy reading horrible reviews, but here in Willow Bay, we all support one another.”

Alro pulled a disgusted face. “Oh please pass me the sick bucket.”

Ali felt her anger rising. “Are you proud of yourself? Making a career out of bullying?”

“I make a career out of writing whip-sharp copyedit, actually,” came Arlo’s arrogant reply. “Any old fool can bully. It takes a rare intellect such as mine to write satire. Not that I expect a baker to get my level of humor.”

Ali could hold back no more. He’d insulted her behind her back, and now he was doubling down to her face!

“You are a grade A jerk!” she screeched, loud enough to make the seagulls take flight. A couple of passersby turned too at the noise. “A mean spirited, rude, pathetic, vile excuse for a human being!”

Arlo barely reacted. All he did was blink and smirk. 

“Darling,” he said condescendingly. “Don’t get mad at me. The person you should be mad at is yourself for being so inadequate. All I did was point it out.” 

He went to turn around and continue walking, but Ali grabbed his shoulder and turned him back. 

“You’re evil!” she cried. “A total bully!”

Arlo pushed her hand away. “Don’t touch me with your sweaty, dirty hands,” he replied with a sneer, before raising his voice and calmly announcing to the passersby, “I am being assaulted!”

“Assaulted?” Ali cried, incredulous. “Oh come off it!”

But around her, the tourists and other bystanders were starting to film the altercation on their phones. 

Suddenly, Seth appeared beside her. He must’ve leapt out of his car the second he saw things getting physical. 

“Ali,” he said anxiously, grasping her by the arm. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

“This is the jerk who wrote the review!” Ali cried.

The change in Seth was instantaneous. His face went from pure concern for Ali to complete fury at Arlo.

“You?” he said, grinding his teeth. “You’re the writer?”

He squared up to him, and the difference in their sizes was almost laughable. Seth was tall, broad shouldered, with a good physique. Arlo Hudson looked like a peculiar, puny, pale little goblin in comparison.

“Assault!” Arlo cried again, only this time there was an air of genuine fear in his voice.

Ophelia started pulling Arlo back from Seth. “Come on,” she pleaded. “Let’s just go.”

Ali couldn’t help but feel bad for her. What she saw in Arlo as a boyfriend she couldn’t even begin to fathom.

“Yeah,” Seth said through a tight jaw. “Run away, little shrimp. Not so fun when someone bigger than you picks on you, huh? Is that why you picked a five-foot nothing woman to write your vile review about?”

Arlo literally began backing away from Seth. Finally, he turned around, and scurried off with Ophelia.

Seth watched him go with a dark, brooding scowl. Standing at his side, Ali could see he was literally seething.

“What a cockroach,” he said. He looked at her. “Are you okay?”

Ali glanced around at all the people watching, feeling very embarrassed the altercation had been witnessed. She wasn’t ashamed of standing up for herself, she just wished her pale skin didn’t go pink quite so easily, and that there weren’t at least a dozen people currently uploading the fight to the internet.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Can we go?”

“Of course,” Seth replied.

Ali kept her chin up and ignored the stares as they returned to the car, which was still idling with its hazard lights on and both doors open. For the first time she took stock of the fact that Seth had literally leapt out of his car and abandoned it to come to her rescue, and she smiled at his instinctive act of chivalry.

As they got inside the car and continued the journey back along the road, Ali’s only regret was that she’d not had enough confidence to slap that smug look right off of Arlo Hudson’s face. She’d have to think of some other way to get her comeuppance against the bully. This wasn’t the end of it. As far as she was concerned, this was only just the beginning.

 

*

 

Ali was still fuming as she returned to her apartment. Her horrible encounter with Arlo had literally ruined her date with Seth. If she didn’t know better, she might think it was karma for not telling him about the situation with Nate.

It was as that thought percolated in her mind that Ali heard a knock on her door. She jumped a mile, a disquieting feeling overcoming her. Had she just summoned Nate with her mind? He did live on the same road as her after all, in a matching one-bed seafront apartment cottage — perhaps he’d spotted her hopping out of Seth’s car moments earlier and was coming over to challenge her?

With her heart in her throat, Ali paced back across her small living room and went up on her tiptoes to look through the peephole. With a sigh of relief, she realized it was Delaney standing on the other side.

She pulled open the door to her tall, blond beauty of a friend. Delaney bobbed inside the apartment and stood on the welcome mat.

“Ali!” she exclaimed, concern sparkling in her ocean blue eyes. “Are you okay?” 

“Um — yes?” Ali replied, a little perplexed by her opening gambit. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“Well, you’ve read the review, haven’t you?” Delaney prompted.

Ali thought of Arlo’s terrible, scathing words and felt her stomach sink all over again at the memory.

“Yes…” she sighed, sadly. “I’ve read the review.”

“And you’ve seen the comments?” Delaney added.

Ali quirked her head to the side with curiosity. “The comments?”

Delaney’s eyes widened with disbelief. “Oh, no, honey,” she said. “You haven’t seen them, have you?”

Ali was growing more worried by the second. Her stomach started to churn. “No. Why? What do they say?”

Delaney fished her phone out of her pocket. She already had the website where Arlo’s column was published open. She used her thumb to scroll down the page, then held it out to Ali. As Ali began scanning the top comment, Delaney bit her bottom lip tensely, only making Ali’s anguish worse. 

“Anyone else just see the fight between the author of this piece and the proprietor of Seaside Sweets?” the first comment read.

“OMG - YES!” the second read.

“Came here to say that!!” a third commented.

“No. What. What happened?” A fourth read.

Ali’s mouth went completely dry with astonishment. She scrolled down to discover the next comment had a photo attached, of her mid-yell at Arlo, and Seth in the background dashing toward them both to save the day.

“The bakery woman was pissed!” the accompanying text read. “LOL! I’ve never seen anything so funny!”

“How hot is her boyfriend, though? Anyone else or just me???”

Ali looked back up at Delaney with complete astonishment. She knew the review would be terrible PR, but she’d not even considered how crazy she’d make herself look by retaliating. She was her own worst enemy. 

“What have I done?” she stammered.

“It’ll be okay,” Delaney reassured her. “It’ll blow over. People just like drama. Are you okay though? He didn’t hurt you or anything?”

“Only with his words,” Ali replied. Then she shook her head to get a grip. “I’m fine. No fists flew, though I kinda wish I’d slapped him.”

Delaney looked concerned. She rubbed Ali’s shoulder. Then, in a change of tone, she added, “Did you read the bit about Seth being your boyfriend?”

Ali rolled her eyes. “Delaney…”

“What?” her friend teased. “It’s funny. Unless your date went bad, in which case it’s not funny at all.”

“It didn’t go bad,” Ali replied. She pointed at the cell phone in Delaney's hand. “Until all that happened, it was actually going really well.”

Delaney looked to be on the cusp of asking further probing questions but didn’t get the chance because Ali’s phone started to ring. She checked the display. It was her sister.

Ali’s chest sank. Her sister never called for any good reason; it was only ever to berate her, or stick her nose in where it was not wanted with unsolicited “business” advice. She looked at Delaney with a look of trepidation.

“It’s Hannah,” she said.

Delaney pulled a face. “In which case, I’ll leave you to it. Call me if you need to chat, okay?”

And with that, she pulled open the door and headed off into the bright sunshine.

Heart pounding with anticipation, Ali shut the door after Delaney and answered the call.

“What’s all this I hear about you wanting to find Dad?” came Hannah’s demanding voice in her ear.

Ali tensed. Teddy must’ve called her after their disastrous breakfast to dish the dirt! If she was already mad at Teddy before, she was livid now. How dare he scurry off for support from Hannah of all people?

“You spoke to Teddy, I take it,” Ali replied.

“Yes,” Hannah snapped. “He’s in pieces. What were you thinking?”

“In pieces over what?” Ali replied, testily. “I’m the wronged party.”

“He’s in pieces because you want to find Dad! The man who abandoned us because he didn’t like the idea of having a gay son.”

“That’s not why he left!” Ali refuted.

“Teddy thinks it is.”

“Yes, well Teddy’s wrong, okay?” Ali said, hearing the anger in her own voice and cringing. The truth was that none of them knew why Richard Sweet had left. Ali forced herself to calm down. “I didn’t even say I wanted to find Dad. All I said was that I’d found out something weird about him, and it didn’t feel right keeping it to myself.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

“What did you find out?” Hannah asked.

“Dad wanted to open a vintage candy store in Willow Bay,” Ali said.

Another pause.

“Is that it?” Hannah asked, in a blunt, flat voice. She clearly was totally uninterested in the piece of information, just as Ali had suspected. Her big sister was already grown up, living on the east coast, and mentally checked out of the family by the time Richard Sweet completely left. She barely seemed to even notice he’d gone.

“You can see how Teddy’s getting all theatrical about it,” Ali stated. “It’s not the big drama he seems to think it is. I’m not doing anything with this bit of info. I’m not even planning on doing anything. I just thought Teddy should know.”

“Well,” Hannah said, sounding thoroughly displeased to have been dragged into the whole debacle. “What a stupid, childish mess you two have gotten yourselves into. Sometimes I’m surprised you didn’t go into acting like Teddy, since you clearly love the drama. Isn’t baking a bit dull for a drama queen?”

Ali thought of the drama that had just unfolded on the streets between her and Arlo, and the continuing drama in the comments section of his column—not to mention the love triangle she’d accidentally found herself in—but of course was not about to signal Hannah to any of that and prove her right. To Hannah, she was going to be righteously indignant and attempt to save face. 

“I’m not a drama queen!” she exclaimed, before very dramatically ending the call.

She stood there fuming, hands on hips, breathing heavily in and out of her nostrils like some kind of fire-breathing dragon. It was supposed to be her day off, her one chance in the week to recharge her batteries, but now she had been driven to a state of agitation.  

She needed a way to bring herself down from her furious state. An outlet. And there was only one surefire way Ali knew to calm down...Bake!


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Feeling her very veins crackle with agitation, Ali stomped into the kitchen. Before she’d made it her profession, baking had always been her comfort activity. And even though she now spent the vast majority of her waking hours baking, it was no surprise that in a time of crisis, it would still be her go-to.

She clattered around in the kitchen, pulling pots and pans and utensils from drawers and cupboards and dumping them noisily onto the work surface. By the time she’d collected everything she needed to bake, she could already feel the fury ebbing away. She surveyed all the ingredients in front of her and decided to make a cinnamon Danish. It had been a long, long time since she’d made her favorite breakfast food, a recipe she’d absolutely perfected while working under Milo Baptiste during her year apprenticeship in France. It had been one of the goodies she was most excited about bringing to Willow Bay, only to quickly discover there was very little demand for anything quite so high in carbohydrates. While parents were happy to buy their kids cupcakes, they’d never indulge for themselves. She’d found a good middle ground between her skillset and her customers’ demands with macaroons, but she still missed making French pastries just as she’d originally planned to sell.

“No carbs, no carbs, no carbs,” she muttered to herself as she kneaded the dough. That was what she’d heard over and over again.  “If only there was such a thing as a low carb Danish!”

Ali halted, mid-knead, her fingers fully emerged in the dough, as the thought struck her. She’d never actually looked into it. Milo would never have indulged something like that — he was an absolute purist and had instilled the same values in Ali. But if there was one thing she’d learned since opening her own business, it was that she needed to be adaptable.

Feeling a crackle of excitement, she quickly washed the dough from her hands and grabbed her laptop. She went online and typed in carb-free pastries. 

To her astonishment, she had hundreds and thousands of hits. There was a whole world of carb free cooking out there she’d never even known about! The recipes looked somewhat complicated, but certainly not impossible. With a surge of excitement, Ali wondered if perhaps there may be a way to bring her fancy French pastries to the boardwalk after all?

Ali shifted her mind, grateful for the distraction. She wrote down a list of ingredients—most of which she already had at the bakery. The more recipes she found, the more enthused she became. There was a whole new world of baking for her to try, and she started to feel optimistic for the future, eager for the next new day to begin so she could get going.

 

*

 

At some point she must’ve fallen asleep at her computer screen, because suddenly her living room was bathed in dawn light and the sound of bird song.

“Whoa,” Ali said, glancing about her with surprise.

A moment later, her alarm began to blare. It was 5AM. Time for work.

She washed and dressed for the day, then collected her list of ingredients and recipes, hoping she’d get a chance to set aside a bit of the morning to work on her carb-free pastries. Then she began the short walk to the bakery in the thin morning light. 

As Ali passed Nate’s house, she cast a guilty look toward it. Her plan to tell both men about the other had spectacularly failed. Both times she’d tried, something had interrupted her. But she shouldn’t make excuses for herself. At the end of the day, she had a responsibility, and it was her cowardice that had kept her quiet.

A bark pulled her from her thoughts. She looked up, her heart lifting as she saw Scruff come bounding up to her side. As she fed him his breakfast bone, she thought again about Nate’s suggestion she should adopt him. Maybe tonight she’d let him into her apartment and see whether he stayed over?

Scruff escorted her all the way to the bakery before bounding off along the boardwalk.

“See you later, Lil’ Dude,” Ali called after him. 

She unlocked the door to the bakery and headed inside.

Her first task of the day after the break was always to check how well Piper had cleaned up. Ali’s chef training had drummed hygiene into her like a military commander does with bed making. It was pretty much second nature to her. But for Piper, teaching the skills had been a bit of a battle. Her assistant just wasn’t committing it all to memory. And while Ali really didn’t enjoy taking such a hard stance with Piper, she accepted it was the only way she’d learn. If it worked for her, it could work for Piper.

She went into the kitchen and checked everything over. The granite countertops were clean and free of crumbs. The big metal sinks were empty. The fridge was pristine, with all the refrigerated ingredients lined up neatly, their best before dates facing outward for ease.

It appeared as if Piper had done a pretty good job of tidying the place up, Ali thought. That was until she spotted the trash bag peeping out from the kitchen trash can. 

She went over and peered inside. The bag was full of yesterday’s debris. Piper had forgotten to carry it out to the dumpster.

Ali sucked her teeth with frustration. It wasn’t the worst mistake in the world, but it was the sort of sloppiness that might one day earn her a health violation if she didn’t nip it in the bud.

She grabbed the bag and unlocked the back door to take it to the dumpster.

The dumpster in the back alleyway was shared by Ali’s bakery and the two pizzeria joints either side of her, the only three stores in their alcove offshoot from the main boardwalk. It was a little spooky there, since it was rundown and in shadow, but Ali had journeyed out here a hundred times before and was used to it. Only this time, she felt a chill run down her spine.

She froze on the spot, her hand tightening around the garbage bag and scanned the small area around her. Her eyes darted left and right, searching for any signs of movements. She knew Fat Tony’s cronies used the back alleyway sometimes—they’d accessed her kitchen that way once before—but no greasy haired, sharp suited mobsters emerged from the shadows. Scruff, on occasion, had been known to sleep back here, too—but her doggy pal had trotted off in the direction of the boardwalk and there was no way he’d’ have gotten back to this spot in the time it took her to carry the garbage out. 

“You’re being crazy,” Ali muttered to herself.

She shook her head, trying to get rid of the feeling of disquiet. But as she approached the dumpster, the feeling only got stronger and stronger, making goosebumps race across her arms and the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. A hard lump formed in Ali’s throat, and she felt her heart begin pumping.

“What’s wrong with you?” she murmured.

Maybe her deceit with Seth and Nate was playing on her mind and coming out in this strange feeling of paranoia? Maybe it was the fight with Teddy—something that was rare between the siblings and extremely uncomfortable for Ali since it had not been resolved, and indeed worsened by him running to Hannah? Maybe it was Lavinia Leigh and her creepy predictions, or the terrible review Arlo had left on his website, and the way Ali had only made it worse by unleashing on him in broad daylight in front of masses of people? Maybe it was the fact she’d slept at her computer last night? 

Whatever it was, something had gotten right under her skin and rocked her foundation and sense of security in the world.

It was at that very moment that Ali noticed the lid of the dumpster was not fully closed. It was sitting an inch open, as if something large inside was stopping it from resting fully flat. In the shadows of the gap, Ali spotted something dark and bulky, something peculiar looking that she immediately and instinctively knew did not belong there.

Her throat went dry, and she tiptoed over to the dumpster. She swallowed hard, wincing with anticipation as she took a hold of the lid and heaved it back. 

Immediately, Ali’s gaze found the source of her horrible feelings. There, lying inside the dumpster, was a man. A dead man.

Ali was staring down at the dead body of Arlo Hudson. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Trembling all over, Ali staggered back from the dumpster, almost tripping over her own feet in her haste to get away from the terrible sight of Arlo Hudson lying dead inside. But she was unable to tear her eyes from him, like a horror movie she couldn’t stop watching. She grasped behind her, blindly, desperately seeking out the back door, for something solid that could ground her. Her hand found the handle and she clung to it like a life-raft.

A small bark sounded beside her, and she looked down to discover Scruff had followed her and was now looking at her with brown eyes of concern. It was almost as if he knew, astutely, that something terrible had happened.

The sight of his face was enough to snap Ali into action. She dashed into the kitchen, grabbing the phone receiver off the wall and punching in 9-1-1. As she listened to the sharp trill of the dial tone, she stared through the open back door at the dumpster containing the lifeless body of Arlo Hudson, her mind swimming with disbelief.

“Emergency services,” came an efficient, calm female voice in her ear. “What’s going on there?”  

The confidence in the responder’s tone immediately grounded Ali, and she found herself suddenly able to put all her thoughts coherently together.

“I’ve found a body,” she stammered.

The emergency responder on the other end of the line spoke with rapid efficiency. “Is the patient conscious?”

“No.”

“Breathing?”

“No. He’s dead.”

“Can you check for a pulse for me?”

Ali grimaced, bile leaping into her throat at the thought of touching a clearly deceased person. “He’s blue,” she managed to say. “And I think it’s foul play. I don’t want to… contaminate the scene.”

She flinched as she heard the words come from her mouth. It sounded very clinical and unemotional and while Ali knew the phrase had come to her thanks to watching far too many crime shows on TV, she wondered what the responder would think of her. 

On the other end of the line, there was a brief pause, as if the responder was digesting the information and working out the next appropriate steps. 

“Okay,” she said at last. “Help is on the way. The system’s showing your location as Willow Bay boardwalk. Is that correct?”

“Yes. The bakery. Seaside Sweets.”

“Okay. We have people en route. They’re one minute out. Are you safe, ma’am?”

“What?” Ali asked. The question caught her off guard.

“Are you safe?” the woman repeated, firmly.

Safe? 

The word echoed in Ali’s mind. She’d not even considered the circumstances surrounding how Arlo had ended up dead in her dumpster. Or, more importantly, who had put him there… and where they were now. The only thing she’d been able to comprehend in her shock and panic was getting help. She’d not even considered her own safety. But now that she’d been asked about it directly, the reality was sinking in that she couldn’t actually answer the question in the affirmative.

“I don’t know,” she stammered.

“Help is on the way,” the woman repeated. “If you can get yourself to a safe place, do so now. You should see blue flashing lights and hear sirens any second.”

At the same moment, Ali heard the distant blare of sirens coming from the surrounding hillsides, a noise that started small but quickly grew into a sharp, shrill, insistent scream.

“I hear them,” she said, breathlessly into the telephone.

“Okay, go ahead and hang up now,” the woman replied.

Ali did as she was told and hung the phone up. The directness of the woman’s commands had left her no space to dabble, and no doubts as to what was expected of her. In the moment of crisis, being directed was exactly what she needed.

She staggered across the kitchen and through the bakery, with Scruff trotting alongside her. They headed out into the morning sunshine, at the same moment the first cop car halted outside the store. 

“Ma’am,” the male cop emerging from the passenger side said, “Get back behind the car for me.”

He was reaching for his holster, Ali noted, and with a jolt of disbelief it occurred to her they needed to do a sweep of her property in case the perp was still on site. She swallowed a lump of panic as she wondered just how much danger she might’ve been in while alone in the bakery. The phrase sitting duck came to mind.

Springing into action, Ali scurried toward the cruiser. The cop who’d been driving was also out now, approaching her store cautiously alongside his partner, both ready to draw their weapons. The whole thing was so surreal, Ali almost felt like she was having an out of body experience, that her store was just a film set being used for a gritty detective show. The only thing that made any sense to her right now was Scruff winding his way through her legs, flashing her looks of concern and support.

As she reached the cop cruiser and crouched down behind it, she scooped him up into her arms and snuggled into his straggly fur. She couldn’t be more grateful for his companionship in this bizarre, incomprehensible moment.

“Clear!” she heard one of the cops shout from inside her bakery. 

“Clear!” came the second voice.

She couldn’t see them anymore—they’d already disappeared into the kitchen. Which meant next they’d be heading out the back door to the alleyway and the dumpsters… and the body.

More sirens wailed, and Ali looked over her shoulder to see an ambulance racing down the hill. With a heavy heart, Ali knew they could offer no assistance. Arlo was beyond help. Even though she hadn’t felt for a pulse, there was no doubt in her mind that he’d lain there for many hours before she’d found him. Perhaps even all night.

Just then, Scruff yapped, breaking Ali from her reverie. She looked over to see the two cops re-emerging back through the main doors of the bakery into the sunshine. Their guns were back in their holsters, and they were talking rapidly into the walkie-talkies attached to their shoulders. Deducing there was no threat or danger, Ali stood, still cradling Scruff like a child with a stuffed toy, and cautiously approached.

“Confirmation we have a deceased male on sight,” she overheard the first officer saying into his walkie-talkie. “Signs of foul play. I’m calling code blue.”

His eyes flicked up as he noticed Ali approaching. But there was a look in them she couldn’t quite read, and Ali suddenly wondered if it was suspicion.

Her head began to spin. Was she reading too much into the cop’s expression, or did he think she had something to do with it?

Suddenly, Ali felt like she was swaying, as if on a boat on a stormy sea. She just about made out the sound of a crackling voice emanating from the walkie-talkie; “the detectives are en route.” Then her legs gave out beneath her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“Are you alright, ma’am?”

Ali glanced up at the officer standing over her. She was still holding Scruff protectively in her arms, and he started licking her face with concern.

Ali nodded. “I — I think I’m just in shock.”

“It’s alright,” the officer assured her. “There’s no danger. Just stay sitting where you are for now, and if you feel faint, there are paramedics over there to help.”

Ali nodded, embarrassed to have fallen, and feeling completely helpless. All she could do was watch on with disbelief as a white van with the words CRIME SCENE emblazoned across the side halted behind the row of other emergency vehicles and crime scene operative after crime scene operative hopped out.

Her head swirled at the speed of them, as they rapidly suited up in thin, protective white suits, and slid blue plastic booties over their shoes. Then they were swarming inside her bakery, ducking under blue police tape that had been strung across the door without Ali even noticing. It was all going so fast, and Ali grimaced as she watched her bakery become overrun with these white-suited invaders. She grimaced even harder when she realized she actually recognized some of them. She’d served them before. What kind of horrible nightmare was this?

“Am I dreaming?” she murmured to Scruff. She pinched herself, in the vain hope it was all a night terror. “Ow!” she cried at the pain. With disappointment, she accepted this was not a bad dream. She really had found a dead body in her dumpster.

Just then, Ali heard the sound of a fast-approaching car, and craned behind her to see the black, tinted-windowed Merc that belonged to Willow Bay’s detectives. They raced to a halt beside the curb. The engine cut out and both doors flew open.

Detective Elton was first out. She was wearing tight black jeans and chunky platform boots, and the black biker jacket Ali had never seen her without. She had a pair of sunglasses in her mass of dark curls, and she pulled them down over her eyes as she scanned the scene around her. 

Detective Sebastian Callihan exited the car next. He was shorter than his female partner — even without her heels Detective Elton would have a couple of inches on him. His brown hair was styled neatly, in that 1940s style that was so dated it was back in fashion, but Ali suspected when it came to Detective Callihan, being fashionable was entirely accidental. He’d dressed formally for the occasion in a white button up shirt and navy blue, neatly ironed slacks—so similar in color to the cops’ attire it almost looked as if he was trying to blend in with them. Ali wondered if he’d actually prefer to be in uniform rather than having the perk of being plain-clothed.

She watched on as the two detectives conversed. Even without hearing their words, it was obvious that Detective Elton was the leader of the pair. They were supposed to be partners, but the female detective had more gravitas. She certainly put Ali on edge every time their paths crossed.

Just then, Detective Elton pointed at her. Ali gulped audibly and wound her fingers into Scruff’s fur for comfort. He started licking her face again.

Then the two detectives split into separate directions. Ali was relieved to see Detective Callihan coming for her. Detective Elton, meanwhile, beelined for the bakery and waltzed right inside like she owned the place.

“Miss Sweet,” Detective Callihan said, peering down at her on the sidewalk. “Are you okay down there?”

Ali tightened her arms around Scruff. “My legs gave out.”

Detective Callihan looked concerned. “Do you want me to help you over to the ambulance?”

He sounded way too eager to help, and Ali shook her head. 

“No. I want this to not be happening. That’s what I want.”

Detective Callihan hesitated for a moment. “It’s going to be okay,” he said in a slightly uncomfortable voice. He always was a little awkward, Ali noted. “We’ll make sure this case gets solved as quickly as possible, so you can get back to normal. I promise.”

Ali peered up at him, equal parts curious and confounded. This was her third run in with the pair of detectives, and she knew through experience they never, ever promised anything. And while Detective Elton still treated her with detached professionalism, Detective Callihan seemed to be acknowledging their familiarity. She wasn’t sure how to feel about the fact she was building up history with a murder detective… 

Just then, a voice called from behind. “Ali!”

Ali looked behind her to see Delaney hurrying toward her, purple yoga mat tucked under one arm, patterned leggings on. Of course, it was almost time for that morning’s yoga session. 

Just a little bit behind Delaney was Marco. He was looking just as concerned as Delaney and was coming right for her. 

At the sight of their familiar faces, something in Ali released, like a dam bursting. She leapt to her feet.

“I’ll speak to you later,” Detective Callihan said, with a nod of acknowledgement to her sudden recovery.

He headed off toward the bakery. 

The sound of footsteps thundered up to Ali, and she found herself swept up in Delaney’s arms. Her incense-smelling perfume felt so familiar and comforting, Ali wanted to stay in the embrace forever. But Scruff yapped, evidently not as thrilled to be squished up as Ali was. 

“Sorry!” Delaney cried, relaxing her arms. She began petting Scruff’s head absent-mindedly as she focused her crystal blue eyes on Ali. “Are you okay? What’s going?”

“What’s happening?” Marco added as he reached them.

Ali couldn’t quite believe what she was about to say, and she faltered momentarily before finding the words. “I found a body...” 

“What?” Delaney cried. 

“Where?” Marco added. 

“In the dumpster,” Ali explained. 

“Our dumpster?” Marco cried, his voice hitching up an octave. He ran his hands through his dark hair with sudden anguish. 

Delaney shot him a look. “Marco, I know you’re concerned but Ali actually saw the body.” 

He nodded. “We should go inside,” he said, pointing to his pizzeria. “Have a coffee.”

“That’s a good idea,” Delaney said. She rested her hand on Ali’s back to guide her. 

Ali was in no fit state to argue. She allowed Marco and Delaney to guide her to the pizzeria, her arms still clutched around Scruff. It felt like he was the only thing grounding her. 

As Marco busied himself unlocking the pizzeria’s door, Ali glanced around her at all the cops and the cars and the flashing lights. It was still early, but soon the tourists would wake up and the boardwalk would begin to throng with people, with customers who’d see the chaos unfolding around her bakery. The thought gave Ali chills.

The door to the pizzeria yielded. “Come inside,” Marco said, ushering the two women in after him.

With both of Delaney’s hands guiding her by the shoulders, a stunned Ali staggered in after him.

It was very hot inside the pizzeria, even with the blinds down. Ali slumped into one of the red vinyl seats, and felt the sweat on her back stick to her shirt. Scruff started to whine, and Ali set him down on the floor. She’d been using the poor thing like a security blanket for ages now and he’d only now complained. He’d been a real trooper.

“Sorry about the heat,” Marco said, as he went over to set the coffee machine to fire it up. “The AC’s on the blink.”

Delaney dumped her yoga mat down and slid into the seat opposite Ali. She leaned forward and took both her hands in hers. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Ali wasn’t actually sure. Part of her brain wanted to shut up the memory and never look at it again. But the other part of her brain knew that such a thing was impossible. No matter how hard she tried, she’d never be able to erase those images from her mind, and a problem shared is a problem halved.

“It was Arlo,” she said. 

Delaney gasped. “Arlo Hudson?”

From where he was standing by the coffee machine, Marco looked instantly stunned. He clapped a hand over his mouth. “Arlo Hudson is dead? Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Ali said. “He was…murdered.”

They both gasped again. Ali could feel their shock reverberating in the pit of her stomach, like echoes of her own shock.

“Do you know… when he was put there?” Delaney asked cautiously, as if choosing her words as carefully as possible.

Ali shook her head. “All I know is he looked like he’d been there for a while. All night, if I had to guess.”

Delaney grimaced. “Oh Ali,” she muttered with concern. 

Delaney’s expression reminded Ali of the look the cop had given her earlier. Did they really suspect her? Was she going to be another suspect in a murder investigation? She needed to find out. 

Just then, Marco approached the table carrying a tray with three espresso cups on it, and Ali had a sudden thought. The pizzeria’s garden backed right on to the alleyway. The crime scene. Perhaps if they went out there, she might be able to hear what the detectives were saying?

“Why don’t we take these out to the garden?” she suggested. “You have shady trees out there, so it’s bound to be a little cooler than in here, right?”

“And we can get away from the noise,” Delaney added with a nod. “Sullivan Raine’s building work will start up soon.”

Marco agreed and diverted toward the back door, leading them out the small paved-over patio. It was significantly cooler out here, and the three sat at one of the picnic benches. 

Almost straight away, Ali picked out the distant voices of Detective Elton and Detective Callihan floating over the ten-foot-high dividing fence.

“He’s the food critic, isn’t he?” Detective Callihan was saying.

“Arlo Hudson,” came Detective Elton’s husky voiced reply.

Delaney’s eyes widened. “Is that—?”

Ali held a finger up to her lips to hush her and nodded. All three fell completely still and silent, and craned their heads to eavesdrop.

“Get this,” came Detective Elton’s voice, muffled only slightly by the distance. “Arlo just took a job at the Willow Bay Herald. Food critic. He writes a mean column. Fancies himself as a Gordon Ramsey type. Guess who his most recent review was of?”

“The pizzeria?” Detective Callihan suggested.

“Guess again,” Detective Elton replied. 

She sounded like she was enjoying this way too much, and Ali clenched her jaw with irritation. 

“Ali Sweet…” Detective Callihan replied through a sad exhale.

Delaney and Marco’s gazes found Ali’s, and she tensed. She knew the fact there was a body in her dumpster looked very bad, and that she’d been the one to find him in the first place looked even worse, but the fact the body belonged to a man who’d very recently scathingly insulted her pushed it to another level entirely. If she wasn’t already the detectives’ number one suspect, she’d be very surprised.

“I don’t know,” Detective Callihan continued. “I doubt a five-foot nothing woman could haul a body into a dumpster?”

Ali felt hope lift her slightly. She’d always found Detective Callihan the less blinkered of the two of them. But her hope was dashed immediately by Detective Elton’s gruff reply. 

“Ali Sweet’s not exactly a shrinking violet, is she? She’s a baker. She hauls heavy stuff out here every day.”

“We’re talking the dead weight of a fully grown man,” Detective Callihan rebuked. “Not a sack of flour.” 

“Maybe read the review before you jump to any conclusions about what she may or may not be capable of. Arlo Hudson shredded her to pieces. Called her trash. And look where he ends up. In the trash. He said he choked. And look here. Ligature marks. The guy was choked to death.”

Ali’s stomach turned. She held a hand up to her throat, almost as if needing to make sure her own windpipe was free from ligatures. She couldn’t think of anything more horrible, and her eyes kept darting anxiously from Delaney to Marco as the revelation made her feel worse.

Detective Elton was still talking, divulging everything to her partner. “There was a public altercation between them, as well, Miss Sweet and our victim. You know how prissy she is over this place. It’s amazing how much strength you can get when you’re insulted and enraged. Even a five-foot nothing woman...”

Ali felt a hard lump form in her throat. She tried to swallow but it was almost impossible. She wasn’t just on Detective Elton’s radar; she was basically a big red flashing beacon. And not a single thing the detective had said was wrong. Arlo’s death did match up with her review. Arlo and she had fought. She was stronger than she looked.

“We’ll need to interview all the store owners with access to the dumpsters,” Detective Elton said. “Marco, Emilio, and Ali.”

“I’ll start with Ali,” Detective Callihan said, a little too quickly. He added, with less eagerness, “She’s sitting outside after all.”

“No,” Detective Elton said, brusquely. “I’ll talk to Ali. You talk to the Italian guy; I saw him arrive just before you came in. You’ll be way too soft on Miss Sweet.”

Ali didn’t know what to make of that, but she wasn’t looking forward to giving her statement to Detective Elton. They didn’t see eye to eye at the best of times. And considering all the evidence currently stacked against her, it was unlikely to be any better this time. 

“We need to get back out front!” Delaney whisper-cried. 

Abandoning their espressos, they hurried back through the pizzeria and out into the sunshine, just as the detectives emerged from the bakery.

Detective Callihan beelined for Marco, while Detective Elton fixed her gaze on Ali and pushed her sunglasses off her nose and into her mass of hair. She was always a formidable looking woman—in her black, biker-girl attire—but with her brown-eyed scowl unobscured by her sunglasses, she was downright terrifying. 

Ali gulped with fear as the detective advanced on her and stopped, hands on hips, towering over her.

“Miss Sweet,” Detective Elton said. “It’s time you and I had a conversation.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“I already told you,” Ali said to Detective Elton. “I was on the telephone to my sister.”

An undecipherable “Mmh,” was all the detective gave in response to Ali’s alibi.  

They were sitting inside the bakery at one of the round tables usually favored by couples on dates. Ali couldn’t think of anything less romantic than being interrogated by a murder detective while crime scene operatives swarmed all around her.

“Can you maybe consider using a different access route?” Ali asked, her gaze following the crime scene operatives as they filed in and out, carrying equipment in and evidence bags out like a row of ants following pheromone trails. “The pizzerias, for example? You’re going to scare away all my customers. Again.” She folded her arms, testily, and gave Detective Elton a stern look. 

“I think you’ll agree that solving a murder is more important than feeding people with macaroons,” came Detective Elton’s thin reply. “Besides, we’ll need to close the store, so you won’t be getting any customers anyway.”

“What?” Ali cried, her mouth falling open with disbelief. “Why? The crime scene is in the alleyway out back, not in here!”

“It’s not just you, we’ll have to close all three,” Detective Elton replied, entirely unphased by Ali’s anguish. “You and the Italians.” She looked down at her notes. “Now, back to this call with your sister. How long did it last?”

Ali set her jaw firmly. She was furious, and simply couldn’t understand why Detective Elton had decided to stretch the boundaries of the crime scene to include the three stores. It almost felt like she’d done it purposefully to screw with Ali. Which, now Ali thought of it, was actually quite likely; she’d not exactly had anything pleasant to say about her back in the alleyway. 

Ali folded her arms, all her defenses going up.

“I don’t know how long the call lasted,” she replied, narrowing her eyes. “A while.”

“A while is very subjective,” Detective Elton said with a hint of a condescending smile. “Especially depending who the other person on the line is. If I’m speaking to my lover, then I might consider all evening to be a while. But to my mother—I’d give it half an hour…”

Ali said nothing. If that was Detective Elton’s attempt at humor—or bonding—she’d long ago missed the boat on that one. Ali’s perception wasn’t going to shift now after the way the female detective had treated her in the past.

But realizing the detective wasn’t dropping it, Ali sighed with defeat. “I’d have to check my cell phone’s call log,” she muttered.

“Then please,” Detective Elton said. “Go ahead.”

Ali huffed. The detective’s attitude was really irking her. But she did as she was commanded, reaching into her purse and pulling out her cell phone. 

Immediately, Detective Elton held her hand out, palm up, and started making an impatient beckoning gesture with it.

Ali hesitated, reticent to actually hand her phone over. But she decided it was not worth the fight, so she placed it in Detective Elton’s outstretched palm. At which point, Detective Elton whipped an evidence bag from her pocket and slid the phone inside. It took her a matter of nanoseconds, leaving Ali blinking with surprise.

“Hey!” she exclaimed. “That’s not what I meant!”

Detective Elton completely ignored Ali’s protestations and pocketed the evidence bag. “Now tell me, what else did you do with your evening?”

“Now hold on a minute,” Ali said. “You can’t just take my phone as evid—!”

“What else did you do with your evening?” Detective Elton repeated, sternly, talking right over Ali as if she hadn’t even heard her.

Ali opened her mouth, then closed it again. She was so astonished by the detective’s behavior, she didn’t even know what to say. She’d gone completely blank, as if her mind had turned into an empty void.

As she tried to find her words again, she realized a small crowd of people was starting to form outside the window. At first, she thought they might be customers waiting for her to open up for the day, but by their curious expressions and the way they were craning their heads to catch a glimpse inside while talking out the corner of their mouths to one another, Ali deduced they’d actually been drawn to the bakery by the sight of the numerous cop cars still flashing their lights outside. Like moths to flames. Or gossipers to drama…

Ali felt her heart rate spike at the thought of the news of Arlo’s death spreading. She knew when the store failed to open that morning it would make the rumor mill start churning on overdrive.

Her feelings of stress and pressure mounted, and she quickly glanced over to the clock on the wall to see how long she had until opening time, only to discover she was already five minutes late. She’d been so wrapped up in everything going on around her she’d lost all sense of perspective on time.

Then another thought hit Ali. A new, more urgent one. Where is Piper? 

A sudden fear gripped Ali as a million thoughts collided in her mind. A body was found in the store’s dumpster and the person who’d been on shift that night — Piper — had failed to turn up to work that morning! Was Piper in danger? Was she out there too, in the dumpster, lying dead underneath Arlo and Ali had just failed to notice her? What if she’d witnessed Arlo’s murder? What if the person who’d killed him had killed her too?

With her thoughts racing at a million miles a second, Ali suddenly cried out, “Piper!”

In the seat opposite her, Detective Elton remained poised and silent. She’d been quietly observing Ali over the last minute, watching her becoming increasingly flustered. 

“Piper?” she asked.

“I need my phone!” Ali continued. “Now!”

“Why?” came the detective’s calm reply.

“Not to tamper with evidence or whatever it is you’re thinking!” Ali shot back, her panic over Piper making her snappy. “My employee was meant to be here fifteen minutes ago. What if she’s been hurt? Killed? What if she witnessed the murder and Arlo’s killer killed her too?” Her mind was starting to run rampant with theories, and her heart was galloping with panic. “Please give me my phone. I need to call her!”

Detective Elton pursed her lips. “I’ll call her,” she said.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out the evidence bag, then tore off the top and tipped Ali’s cell onto the table. It landed, face up, at the exact same moment the screen lit up with a newly delivered text message. 

Ali’s heart leapt with hope that it would be from Piper. “Is that her?”

Detective Elton began to read off the screen. “Running late boss,” she said in a dry voice. “I’m literally a minute away. Hooked up with a guy last night and his condo is way further away than I realized.” The detective raised her gaze to meet Ali’s, flashing her an unimpressed look. “I guess she’s alright, then.”

Relief flooded through Ali. Piper was alive. 

But no sooner had the relief come, it was replaced by frustration. Of all the days for Piper to be tardy! Just how stupid had Piper made Ali look in front of Detective Elton?

“Yeah,” she muttered. “I guess she is.”

Detective Elton smirked as she returned the phone to the evidence bag and pocketed it. “I need to ask you about this review,” she said, switching the conversation right back to where it had left off. “And your run in with Arlo on the streets. We’ve spoken to a lot of witnesses, and they have some very interesting things to say about it...”

Ali’s stomach swirled. Of all the things that made her look bad, her blow up with Arlo was certainly top of the list. 

“What do you want to know?” Ali asked tensely.

Detective Elton opened her mouth, but before she had a chance to say anything, the door swung open, and in marched Detective Callihan. Detective Elton turned in her seat and looked sharply up at him. 

“You’re done already?” she asked with an air of judgement. 

“They both had alibis,” Detective Callihan explained.

He looked down at Ali with a look of concern. Ali could guess what that expression meant — of the three local store owners with access to the dumpster where Arlo had been discovered, she had the flimsiest alibi. Which put her firmly in Detective Elton’s crosshairs.

Just as she thought it, the female detective fixed her dark, suspicious eyes on Ali. There was a small triumphant smirk tugging up the corner of her lips. Ali’s stomach sank. She was a suspect.

Just then, the door flew open, and Piper burst inside. Her cheeks were red, and her pale green eyes were round with shock. A stunned expression was plastered to her face. 

“Ali? What the heck is going on?” she asked in a panicked voice. “Why are there cops outside?” Her gaze found the two detectives. “And inside?”

Detective Elton stood from the table, taking it upon herself to command the situation. “There’s been a murder. You’re the assistant, I take it.” 

She flipped to a clean page in her notebook, immediately poised to take down every word that fell out of Piper’s mouth. A mouth which was currently hanging wide open with shock. 

“A murder?” Piper repeated, lowering herself into a chair. “In our bakery?”

 “We don’t know where the killing took place,” Detective Elton said. “But the body was dumped in the trash outside.”

“In our trash?” Piper squeaked. 

Ali reached forward and patted Piper’s hand. Her assistant’s eyes were now brimming with tears. 

“We’re going to have to close up for a bit while they work,” she explained, nodding her head to the bunch of crime scene investigators filing past. 

Suddenly, Piper leapt out of her seat. She moved so quickly and suddenly that Ali’s first thought was that she’d been stung. But then she began backing to the door, her face blanching of all color. 

“IS THE BODY STILL OUT THERE?”  she cried, quite clearly terrified. 

Through the window behind her, Ali immediately saw a change in the crowds that had gathered. Of course they’d all been whispering and rumoring to one another about what the heavy police presence could be about, but now they’d all overheard Piper’s cries. 

Ali’s stomach plummeted to her toes. It was out there, for all and sundry. Seaside Sweets was embroiled in a murder case.

Just then, she noticed a familiar face in the crowd. It was Miriyam, the rival baker from Kookies, craning her head to see what was going on. She had a look of glee in her eyes.

“Anyone who needs baked goods, follow me!” she cried. “My bakery is just at the other end of the boardwalk. And I promise if you don’t like them, I won’t murder you like some people!” 

She cast a scathing look at Ali, then lured away all her customers, leaving a small crowd of nosy busybodies behind.

Ali watched them go. Now that Miriyam knew a body had been found in her dumpster, she’d spread the news round town like wildfire. Ali may as well kiss goodbye to her profits.

Detective Elton snapped her notebook shut. “Okay, my team is going to need the bakery now. I need you to leave. But don’t go too far,” she added, with relish. “We’ll probably need to speak to you again very soon.”

“How far is too far?” Ali asked.

“How about you just stay in town for now,” Detective Elton said with a sinister sneer. 

Ali immediately understood what she meant.  It was very clearly a warning. 

With a grimace, Ali staggered outside, not sure where to go or who to turn to, knowing only that her life as she knew it had been tipped upside-down.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Ali emerged from her bakery feeling dazed. Her world had been tipped upside-down by Arlo’s murder and she felt like the very ground beneath her feet had become unstable. The bright sunshine and the flashing lights of the emergency vehicles made her feel even more disoriented. 

“Is that her?” she heard a voice whisper nearby.

Ali looked around to see who had spoken, and her gaze found a large group of people standing behind the police cordon, watching her intently. Added to the cop cars, ambulance and crime scene truck, Ali saw there were also several different news crews. One by one, people spotted her, and started pointing.

Ali’s heart pounded. She needed to get away from all those prying, judgmental eyes. But where was safe?

She decided on Delaney’s, and scurried toward the cordon, before ducking under it and making her desperate dash in that direction.

“Miss Sweet? Miss Sweet?” a woman called.

Suddenly someone stepped out from behind a vehicle, blocking her path. A microphone was shoved at her face.

“Miss Sweet,” the news reporter said. “What can you tell us about the murder?” 

Ali blinked at the microphone and the woman staring at her, and the camera crew coming rushing up behind. She shook her head. “Nothing. No — no comment.” She tried to pass them, but they would not move.

“Is it true you and the deceased were in a heated argument?” the reporter continued, firing another question at her.

Ali started to feel increasingly panicked. 

Then suddenly, she spotted Seth rushing along the boardwalk toward her. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of him running to her rescue.

He pushed his way through the crowd and elbowed the reporter and camera crew aside. “Miss Sweet has no comment,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her after him. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

Ali put up no resistance. She allowed Seth to tug her away from the ruckus and toward the beach.

As they went, she peeped over her shoulder to see the news crew were following. She quickened her pace, only to find them quicken theirs as well.

But when they reached the sand, the crew stopped. The thick cable running from their car to the camera was stretched to the limit. They could follow no more.

Letting out a brief sigh of relief, Ali and Seth hurried down the beach toward the shoreline, leaving the commotion behind them.

“Are you okay?” Seth asked, the moment they were safely alone. 

He took her in his arms, cocooning her in safety. Ali nodded into his chest, comforted by the feel of his arms around her, grateful for his presence. 

“Thank you for rescuing me.”

“What’s going on?” he asked, moving out of the embrace and peering at her with dark, concerned eyes. 

Ali relayed the whole thing to him, about her discovery of the body and the cops with the guns and the detectives arriving and questioning her. It was only now as she spoke about it all aloud that it began to sink in what was really happening.

Once she was done, Seth whistled between his teeth.

“Why don’t you come back to mine?” he suggested. “I can make you something to eat. I’m guessing you’ve not had a chance to eat breakfast yet?”

“Are you sure?” Ali asked. Seth would have plenty of customers to attend to soon enough. It was a tall order to take time away from his work for her. 

“I’m positive,” Seth replied.

“Then that would be great,” Ali replied, grateful for his support. 

But as Ali turned toward the direction of Best Hot Dogs, she suddenly felt Seth slide his arm around her midriff. She flinched away from him.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I figured if you’re coming back to mine...” Seth began, before his voice faded out and his face dropped. “Oh. I think I’ve misunderstood.”

Ali’s cheeks immediately flamed red as she realized what exactly Seth had been proposing. When he’d said they should head to his for breakfast he’d meant his house not his hot dog restaurant! Seth thought she’d just given him the green light for romance!

As the embarrassing misunderstanding became more apparent, Seth’s arm dropped back to his side. He looked dejected by her reaction to him making a move.

But Ali didn’t even know what to think. She was surprised he’d make a romantic move considering the circumstances. She always thought Seth was chivalrous. Courteous. She’d never expected him to use her moment of vulnerability as an opportunity.

“I’m not in that kind of head space,” she stammered.

“I understand,” Seth replied. “I shouldn’t have… I just thought…”

He jammed his hands into his pockets, and they both fell silent.

As they stood in awkwardness, Ali’s attention was drawn to the golden-hued skin of a dark-blond man walking along the beach.

‘Oh no!’ she thought. 

As if things couldn’t get more awkward, they had. It was Nate!

A sudden swirl of panic overcame her at the thought of the two men coming face to face with one another.

“I’m really sorry,” Seth said.

“It’s fine,” Ali said, gazing furtively over his shoulder at the appealing figure of Nate. 

“It’s not,” Seth said. “I shouldn’t have even asked. And I think it was just wishful thinking on my part. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize,” Ali said, distractedly. She wasn’t really listening to Seth right now, because she was too panicked about the ever-approaching Nate. She needed to get rid of Seth. “It’s fine.”

“Let’s grab breakfast in a completely non-creepy manner, as friends and—” 

“—Sorry, no,” Ali said, a little too bluntly. “I want to be alone.”

Seth studied her for a moment. Then he nodded. “I understand. You know where I am if you need to talk.”

Then he turned on his heel and began to head the opposite direction… right toward Nate! 

Ali watched on apprehensively as the two men in her life passed by one another on the beach. Luckily, they didn’t seem to notice one another, but it still made Ali extremely uncomfortable. Her love life had really gotten way too complicated, and now that she was a suspect in a murder, she really didn’t have the mental energy for any of it anymore.

Just then, Nate spotted her.

“Ali!” he cried as he jogged toward her, kicking up sand beneath his bare feet. “Are you okay? What the heck is going on at your store?”

Ali took a deep breath and explained the whole thing all over again. As she recounted it for a second time, she realized just how bad things looked for her. Added to that was the fact that Detective Elton seemed to have it in for her.

“Arlo’s dead?” Nate cried when she was done.

Ali nodded sadly. “Turned up dead in my dumpster.”

Her stomach turned at the thought.

“I just thought it was something to do with the fight,” Nate said. “The cops are questioning witnesses. Did the two of you really have a huge blow out?”

Ali recalled the moment with shame. She nodded. “We argued. In the streets.”

She already felt bad enough about the fight, but now that Arlo was dead, she felt even worse. Would the fight that was witnessed by plenty of people and documented on the internet for all to see give Detective Elton enough grounds to arrest her?

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Nate asked, breaking through her anxious ruminations. “That’s the sort of thing friends tell each other.”

Because I was on a date with another guy, Ali thought, guiltily, but chose not to say aloud. 

“I didn’t really get a chance,” she said. “It all happened so quickly.”

Nate ran his hands through his golden blond hair. He looked worried for her, and Ali felt terrible to be causing him turmoil, especially since she didn’t know where exactly her heart lay.

“Shall we go and grab some breakfast?” he said, finally. “It sounds like you have a lot more to fill me in on.”

Ali shook her head. “No I’m—”

“—busy right now, I get it. How about lunch?” Nate offered. “Dinner?”

Ali pressed her lips shut. Was he also trying to get her to agree to a date, or was she just overthinking things because of what had just happened with Seth? He had referred to them as friends before.

“I’m being pushy again, aren’t I?” Nate said, answering her question before she’d had a chance to say it aloud. “We’re meant to be taking things slow. How about tomorrow?”

Ali took a deep breath. At least he seemed to understand she wasn’t ready for a relationship. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“But you need to eat, Ali!” he exclaimed. “Let’s just go to The Cove. Nothing fancy. It’ll do you good. Tomorrow at nine. Sound okay?”

Ali hesitated. But he was right that she’d need to eat, and it would be good to take her mind off things. He also did seem to understand this wasn’t a date or anything romantic, unlike Seth. 

“Fine,” Ali said, relenting. “That sounds good.”

She turned to leave.

“Where are you going?” Nate asked. He looked surprised that she wasn’t going to just kick back and hang out with him.

“Where am I going?” Ali echoed, musing aloud on the question. 

In recounting the events of Arlo’s murder to Seth and Nate, it had become abundantly clear to Ali that she was a suspect. She couldn’t help the cops, she couldn’t leave town, and she certainly wasn’t in the mood to relax. So what was there left to do? She wasn’t the type to sit around twiddling her thumbs. 

“I’m going to investigate,” she replied.

“Ali, I don’t know if that’s such a good idea...” Nate said.

But Ali shook her head to cut him off. She wasn’t going to let him or anyone talk her out of it.

“I need to clear my name,” she said, firmly. “People think I did this. The cops think I did this. If I don’t save myself, then no one will.”

And with that she marched away, determined to find out who killed Arlo Hudson. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Ali hurried home and grabbed a notebook off her dresser, then sunk down into the armchair. 

She’d decided to go home because she didn’t want to be anywhere out and about near the boardwalk for fear of overhearing cruel whispers about her. Or running into any more reporters.

She flicked to a fresh page and began to write down everything she knew about Arlo Hudson. 

New job, boss, and employees.

Moved house, and states.

Used to run own website. 

Girlfriend Ophelia.

The first logical place to look, Ali decided, was his former website. According to Marco, he’d run a competition and gained a reputation in the past for making contestants cry. Perhaps there were other disgruntled vendors he’d abused in his career. Perhaps one had followed him here from Chicago to enact their revenge? Maybe that was why he’d left in the first place—because he’d made too many enemies? 

It may seem like a long shot, but there was nothing else on her list that immediately jumped out at her as obvious. Sure, employees killed their colleagues, but not usually during their first week of a new job. And yes, girlfriends killed their boyfriends, but not usually a couple weeks after moving across state with them. It seemed much more likely from the available information she had about the type of man Arlo was, that he’d made himself an enemy somewhere along the line.

She grabbed her laptop and went online, quickly finding Arlo’s old website. 

As she browsed the content, she was surprised to see that compared to the horrible review he’d written of Seaside Sweets, his prior work wasn’t actually that bad. He had a bad reputation, but it actually seemed like his reviews hadn’t started all that bad, but had become harsher and more outlandish over time. 

“Perhaps he got meaner as his ego got bigger,” Ali said aloud. “And being head hunted to Willow Bay elevated him to a whole new level of meanness.”

Although, maybe she just thought he was meaner now because she was the one he had offended? Things were always far more painful when they were personal. Maybe it just seemed like he was meaner now than he’d been before.

She decided to check the Willow Bay Herald’s website to compare. 

She perused the website looking for Arlo’s column. When she found the link, she clicked on it. 

To her surprise, Arlo’s review of Seaside Sweets wasn’t actually the first one the Willow Bay Herald had published. Though Ophelia had told her that hers was the first store they’d been to, it appeared that they’d done something of a dry run first.

Ali’s heart began to race. Could this be the answer? If Arlo had published an offensive review of another vendor in Willow Bay, that meant someone other than her had a motive for murder.

She quickly scanned the review.

The Cove restaurant’s dowdy exterior is at odds with its menu. This fresh seafood restaurant is one of the best I’ve ever eaten at. This is a case of don’t judge a book by its cover. While unremarkable to the eyes, the food is remarkable indeed to the taste buds.

“Huh,” Ali said, slumping back against the couch.

So Arlo’s first published review had been favorable. Which meant not only did the first vendor have no motive to kill him, he must’ve genuinely hated Ali’s food!

But no, Ali thought as she mulled it all over in her mind. During the argument, Arlo had admitted he’d faked the terrible review because no one wanted to read nice ones. But then why make the Seaside Sweets review mean when he’d not done the same with this one?

Curious, Ali looked back at the website, and immediately found her answer. Far from drawing in the thousands of hits and comments of his past website reviews and Ali’s Seaside Sweets review, this first review had barely scraped in a hundred views. There wasn’t even a single comment on it, compared to the thousands Ali’s review had quickly garnered. If the publication had hired him on the assumption a big name would draw in tons of hits, they’d have been sorely disappointed by that first review, and perhaps forced him to change tack. Maybe his original intention in switching jobs was to put the whole mean persona behind him, only to discover no one wanted him to say nice things?

She cast her mind further back, to his visit to her store. He’d been completely quiet during his taste tests, so she’d had no idea how horrible the review would be when it appeared in publication. But perhaps he’d visited other vendors around the same time as hers and was busy drafting up reviews, ones they would have reason to suspect might end up as scathing as the one he’d written about hers had? Perhaps one of them had preemptively killed him to stop a horrible review from coming out in the future? 

Ali leapt up from the couch, a plan of action forming in her mind. She would start by asking other vendors on the boardwalk if they’d had a visit to their store from Arlo Hudson. 

 

*

 

Ali didn’t bother checking in with Marco and Emilio since she knew they had alibis—Detective Callihan had said as much back at the bakery. So instead, she went to the next food place along, a sushi bar called Bentos. It was the type with a conveyor belt that displayed all the little dishes on sale. The windows were decorated with stickers of cute cartoon pandas and Japanese Sakura blossoms. Ali pushed open the door and went inside.

It was fairly busy inside with the early lunch crowd, and fairly noisy too, with the sounds of chatter mixing with the sounds of the sushi chefs in the open-air kitchen in the center of the conveyor belts, as they chopped fish and tossed hissing vegetables in woks. It smelled delicious, of soy sauce and egg noodles, and Ali’s stomach grumbled.

The waitress on duty approached Ali with a pleasant smile. She had straight dark hair cut into a bob at her chin, and her build was small and slight. She literally looked like the last person who could murder a fully grown man and heave him into a dumpster, but Ali pressed on nonetheless. 

“Good afternoon,” the waitress said, holding out a menu to Ali. “Welcome to Bento’s. Can I get you a table?”

“Actually, I’m not here to eat,” Ali explained. “I’m a local vendor. I’d like to ask you something.”

“Oh?” the woman said, looking at Ali with curious brown eyes. She tucked the menu under her arm. “What’s that?”

“Have you heard of Arlo Hudson?” Ali asked.

“The food critic?” the woman replied. “Yeah. He died this morning. So shocking.”

“Did he come in here at any point?” Ali asked. 

The woman shook her head of glossy black hair. “No. honestly, if he’d tried, I would’ve throttled him!” She laughed, a musical little tinkle.

Ali’s eyes widened. “Maybe you shouldn’t make those kinds of jokes… You know, considering everything that’s going on.”

“Oh right,” the woman replied. “Good call.”

“So, you weren’t a fan, I take it?” Ali said.

“Absolutely not,” the woman replied, resolutely. “We petitioned the Willow Bay Herald directly. Asked them not to hire Arlo.”

“Oh?” Ali asked, interested.

“Fell on deaf ears, of course,” the woman said.

Just then the door opened behind and a couple came in. The woman’s attention went from Ali to the customers, and she moved away to attend to them, bringing the menu from out beneath her arm. 

Ali decided to leave. From what she’d heard, the sushi place was already so used to bad press they were unlikely to kill someone over it. Besides, it sounded like they’d taken the peaceful method anyway by petitioning the publication directly.

Ali headed to the next vendor along, a vegan café. Ali wasn’t even sure if it was worth going inside. Someone who was opposed to killing animals was probably also opposed to killing humans, but you could never be too sure, and so she went in. 

Straight away, Ali could tell this wasn’t the usual vegan café. She’d been expecting white walls and plants and hippy stuff, but this place looked more like a macho sports bar. There were black and white photos of bodybuilders on the wall, and slogans about clean protein sources. The fridges were full of bottles of plant algae smoothies and nut milks ordered by their protein content, and the shelves were packed with big tubs of vegan protein powders and vegan protein snack bars. They even sold weights.

Ali decided she’d been right to trust her instincts and come inside. There was a vegan niche that wasn’t about animal welfare, but about bodybuilding, and she’d never have known had she not ignored her preconceived assumptions.

The man behind the counter was also the exact opposite of what Ali pictured a vegan to look like. He was a big burly man with massive muscles and a beard. 

‘The sort of man who could snap a guy like Arlo like a twig…’ Ali thought as she approached. 

The man looked Ali up and down, slightly bemused by the small blond woman in his very masculine centric café.

“Are you lost?” he asked. 

 Ali shook her head. “No. I’m a neighbor. I work along the boardwalk.” She chose not to explain she worked in a bakery. He’d probably sneer at her unhealthiness. 

“Okay?” he said, still looking confused. “What do you want?”

“I wanted to ask you a question. About Arlo Hudson.”

The man made no attempt to hide his disdain. “That jerk? I called that paper he worked for. Petitioned them directly. We can’t have negative reviews on top of everything Sullivan Raine’s doing. Did you know that stupid Texan wants to bring his grill franchise to the boardwalk? Do you know how many cows get killed for him?” He shook his head, looking disgusted. “The whole fabric of Willow Bay is in peril right now.”

Ali decided that the vendor, while being very overly concerned and anxious about the changes in their town, would never have risk damaging the boardwalk’s reputation by dumping a body in one of its dumpsters. And he did seem very concerned about the well-being of animals after all, considering his aversion to the steak restaurant and all the beef it produced, so it seemed unlikely he’d kill a human.

But something else he said really caught her attention, because it was the same thing the woman from Bento’s had said as well. 

“You petitioned the Willow Bay Herald?” Ali asked. 

He nodded. “Yup. I told them to fire him.” He chuckled. “Maybe they decided to go one better and killed him!”

Ali didn’t find his comment particularly funny, and though he meant it as an off-color joke, Ali wondered if there was a grain of truth to it. At least two vendors had petitioned the Willow Bay Herald about their decision to hire Arlo. What if they’d actually tried to fire him and he’d retaliated violently, and things had gotten out of hand?

There was only one way to find out. Ali knew exactly where to go next. The offices of the Willow Bay Herald.

But Ali had barely made it ten paces when her attention was drawn to a glum looking woman sitting on one of the wooden boardwalk benches—more specifically her long black hair with purple streaks. It was Ophelia.

Ali’s heart lurched for her. She must be in the most unbearable pain at the loss of her boyfriend. 

Ali hated to see anyone in pain but was torn over approaching her. If Ophelia had heard the rumors, she might think Ali was Arlo’s killer. But she looked so forlorn that Ali simply couldn’t hold herself back. 

And so with great caution, she approached. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“Ophelia?” she asked tentatively.

The woman raised her eyes. “Oh. Ali,” she said. She offered a wane smile. “How are you?”

Ali decided she’d made the right call coming over here and took Ophelia’s question as an invitation.

“How am I?” she repeated softly, sitting herself on the bench beside the grieving woman. “How are you?”

Ophelia turned her face out toward the ocean, in a wistful, contemplative expression. “I’m coping, I guess.” She turned back to face Ali. “You saw him, didn’t you?”

The memory flashed back into Ali’s memory, and she nodded slowly, anxious about where the conversation might be about to go.

“Did he look at peace?” Ophelia asked.

 The question took her off guard. “I—I guess,” Ali stammered. “He looked like he was sleeping.”

Ophelia looked out to sea again and nodded. “He was a troubled soul.”

Ali’s stomach sank. That was the exact term her mother used to describe her father, to explain his disappearance from her life. Your father was a troubled soul… 

“In what way?” Ali asked, curious not just to know more about the man who’d bullied her then turned up dead in her dumpster, but to speak to someone who might have insight into the mind of her father.

“He had a lot of inner demons,” Ophelia replied. “That’s why he lashed out, you know? He’d attack people before they had the chance to attack him. It was just a shield. A protection.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Ali said, gently. “That must’ve been hard on you.”

“It was,” Ophelia said. “People hated us, wherever we went. Someone even slashed our tires!” She started nervously ringing her hands in her lap. “In a small way, I’m sort of glad he’s gone. He found life hard. Loving him was hard.” She turned her eyes to Ali, with a sad, pleading look in them. “Does that make me a terrible person for saying it?”

Without the dark, heavy makeup, she looked almost fragile. Her expressions seemed so lost and desperate that Ali took a pause to make sure her words were adequate. The last thing she wanted to do was compound a grieving woman’s pain by saying something clumsy.

“Grief affects us all differently,” she said carefully, channeling Delaney who was always a source of constant wisdom and compassion. “And in different ways at different times. I don’t think it’s wrong to feel relief to know someone you love who was in pain is no longer suffering. And I don’t think it’s wrong to feel better that you’ve been relieved of that burden.”

A small, sad smile flickered across Ophelia’s face. “Thanks, Ali,” she said. “That’s actually really comforting.”

Ali nodded, relieved she’d said the right thing. “Do you have any people here to support you? I know you said you only just moved, and I’d hate for you to be dealing with all this alone.”

“I have family flying in tonight,” Ophelia said. She seemed to brighten at the thought. Then, out of nowhere, she became really animated. “I just thought of something I need to ask you!”

Ali blinked, a little taken aback by the sudden change in Ophelia’s mood. She’d gone from bereft to suddenly enthusiastic in a way that was jarring, and disconcerting. Ali tried to remember her own words about grief affecting people in different ways, but it still felt a little peculiar to her. 

“What’s that?” she asked, growing slightly cautious.

“I wanted to ask you if you cater for events?” Ophelia asked. “You know like big gatherings or whatever.”

She looked downright eager now, and it took Ali a moment to get her mind out of supportive mode and into business-woman mode. 

“I haven’t yet,” she said. “But there’s no reason why I can’t, schedule permitting. Why do you ask?”

“No particular reason,” Ophelia said dismissively, sounding decidedly avoidant. “But say someone wanted you to bake one-hundred and fifty cupcakes. For an event. Would you be able to do it?”

Ali started to wonder what kind of event Ophelia might be thinking of planning that required so many cupcakes. Her mind went straight to some sort of vigil or memorial for Arlo. Ali wasn’t sure how good that would look to the public if she ended up catering an event for the man everyone thought she’d murdered!

“Theoretically speaking, yes,” she replied, trying to tread extremely cautiously. “I make more than one-hundred and fifty cupcakes a day at the moment anyway. But obviously I’m not baking anything right now because I don’t have access to my kitchen.”

Ophelia nodded her understanding. “But when that whole murder things is over with and you get your bakery back, then you can?”

Ali blinked with astonishment. Did Ophelia really just flippantly refer to the death of her boyfriend as “that whole murder thing?” 

A million warning flags went up in Ali’s mind. Ophelia was acting odd, and in a way that made her skin prickle. Could Ophelia be the killer? Was that the reason she hadn’t reacted badly to Ali approaching her—because she knew the rumors about her being Arlo’s killer weren’t true, since it was her? Had she reached the end of her patience in dealing with Arlo’s troubled mind and done away with him?

Ali had obviously gained her trust somehow and needed to keep her talking. Which meant indulging this fantasy event of hers, at least momentarily.

“Are you going to tell me what the event is?” she said, forcing herself to match Ophelia’s tone, and mirror her smile with her own. Straight away, Ali felt how wrong it was, how immediately uncomfortable the incongruity felt with her actual emotions. How Ophelia could be smiling while her boyfriend was lying dead in a dumpster made chills run up Ali’s spine…  

Ophelia looked coy. “It’s just a fun little family thing,” she said, evasively. She took a card from her pocket and held it out to Ali. “So, when your kitchen is open again, can I book you?” 

Ali’s mind raced. She took the card and stared at it, wondering if it would be more sensible to just flat out refuse. But instead, she found herself saying, “I guess.”

Ophelia let out a little delighted squeal and clapped her hands. She jumped up off the bench. “Oh this is so exciting!” she exclaimed. “I’d better go. I have calls to make.” She turned back and embraced Ali in the strangest, most awkward way. “Thanks Ali! Give me a call, yeah?”

“Uh-huh,” Ali managed to stammer.

She watched Ophelia skip off down the boardwalk, looking like she didn’t have a care in the world, leaving Ali to wonder whether she’d just made conversation with a murderer.  

Ali added Ophelia to her list of suspects but decided to continue investigating her original course of action. 

 

*

 

The sound of construction was still going on all around Ali as she drew up outside the offices of the Willow Bay Herald, the publication that had hired Arlo to write his column. It was a fancy looking building, positioned on one of the roads off the boardwalk, with marble around the door and gold lettering. A sign had been stuck to the inside of the glass door: Due to staff bereavement, our office will be closed for the rest of the day. A couple of bunches of flowers were propped up against the wall, wilting in the hot sunshine. 

“Shoot,” Ali said. 

She was about to turn the other way and come up with another plan when she spotted movement through the door.

She cupped her hands up to the glass and peered inside. Sure enough, the elevator doors were open, and a man standing inside was making frantic attempts to get the doors to close. He’d quite clearly been about to exit the elevator when he spotted her standing outside and was now trying — and failing — to not be noticed. 

Ali wondered if he recognized her as the bakery owner from Arlo’s scathing review, or if there was some other reason he seemed to want to avoid conversing with another person today. 

She decided to make herself look as unimposing as possible, and flashed him a big grin and a wave, before pointing to the door handle to indicate she’d like to be let in. The man looked as if he was deliberating, but eventually exited the elevator and came to the door, removing a big bunch of keys from his pocket. He opened the door and stared at her with piercing blue eyes. There was a harried expression on his deeply lined brow, made even more pronounced by the puffy purple bags under his eyes. 

“What?” he asked. 

“I came here to pay my respects to Arlo,” Ali said. “I knew him in a professional capacity.” 

“Just leave your flowers or card or whatever with the rest of them,” the man said, gesturing to the wilting bouquets.

“But they look so sad,” Ali replied. “Hardly a fitting way to commemorate a man. Why don’t I help you carry them all inside? Put them in a vase with some water at the very least.”

“Yes, fine, just hurry,” the man said.

Ali scooped up the flowers and headed inside the cool reception area. “Are you in a rush?” she asked the man. 

“I was just running out to get a sandwich for lunch,” he said. “The phone’s ringing off the hook, for obvious reasons, and all my staff have gone home crying. They’ll sue me if I don’t let them take compassionate leave; I learned that the hard way.”

Ali tried her utmost to hide her grimace.

“So it’s just me,” he continued. 

“You’re the boss, I take it?”

“Editor-in-chief,” he corrected.

“You must be devastated,” Ali said. “It’s such a shock.”

But far from looking sad about the sudden demise of one of his staff members, he just looked irritated by the inconvenience it had caused him.

“Devastated?” he said with a disdainful scoff. “I barely even knew the guy. But we had to ‘freshen up the publication’ with ‘new, daring voices.’” He used air quotes as he spoke, leaving Ali in no doubt that he was in vehement disagreement with whomever it was he was quoting, some higher up calling the shots. “Apparently, our last reviewer was ‘too forgiving.’ According to my junior staff writers, Arlo Hudson appeals to the younger demographic. Cost me an arm and a leg to lure him over here from Chicago, then all this happens! He writes two lousy reviews and snuffs it.”

Ali stared at the man, feeling an intense dislike toward him. He was a typical type A personality type, all stress and ego. She also did not care for Arlo Hudson on a personal level, but she was still respectful of the fact a man had lost his life. She would expect his employer to show a little more sympathy.

“I’m actually the person he wrote the lousy review about,” Ali said, deciding she may as well come clean.

The editor-in-chief glared at her. “Let me guess. You’re here to complain, too, are you? What have you got, some kind of petition to get me fired? I’ll tell you what I told the others, there’s no point anymore; the problem’s gone away.” 

Ali blinked at him, surprised by the outburst. She had literally no idea what he was talking about. “What do you mean?” she queried. “What others?”

“All your sniveling little boardwalk vendors,” he snapped. “The moment they read Arlo’s review they were up in arms. Seemed to think the reviews would damage their businesses! As if we weren’t giving them free press.” He shook his head, as if at the stupidity of it all. “We were flooded with calls of complaints. One said he’d take an injunction out on the paper. One even threatened legal action if Arlo stepped within five feet of his premises. Narcissists, the lot of you!”

Ali was quietly pleased to hear the good folks of Willow Bay had stood up for her after the horrible attack Arlo had made on her store. Though she knew it was probably at least half motivated out of selfish reasons rather than altruism, it still made her feel good. 

“And guess who gets blamed for it? Me. Apparently Arlo was ‘unnecessarily harsh.’ Too forgiving. Too harsh. Pick a lane people!”

He was getting pretty riled now. Ali could see a vein bulging in his forehead. 

“Anyway, external pressure got too much so we fired him after your review and pulled all his other planned articles. And then he goes and dies after I’d paid the severance.”

Ali paid no attention to his last uncouth comment, because her mind was still processing the first part of the sentence. “You fired Arlo?”

“We had no choice,” the editor replied. “Too many other vested interests needing protection. You think Willow Bay is all sunshine and tourists? Well, believe me, if you knew the types of people who were threatening me, you’d do what you were told to do, too.”

Ali knew perfectly well that Willow Bay was far from sunshine and tourists. She’d had plenty of run-ins with the shady people who pulled the strings on the boardwalk — the mobsters.  Could that be who the editor-in-chief had been referring to this whole time? Was the “immense pressure” to fire Arlo coming from… Fat Tony?

It all started to make sense in Ali’s mind. Why else would this type A man cave under pressure, if not that the pressure was coming from someone with a nasty habit of breaking people’s legs? And Fat Tony of course had a huge, vested interest in the success of the boardwalk. To Fat Tony, someone like Arlo was a fly in the ointment who needed swift eradicating… 

Ali put the bouquet of wilted flowers down on the reception desk. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she murmured, and she hurried out already knowing the next place she needed to be. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Ali felt butterflies in her stomach as she hurried along the boardwalk to Fat Tony’s pizzeria. Confronting the mobster wasn’t something she particularly relished in doing, but he’d developed a strange paternal rapport with Ali, and if anyone could get him to confess, it would be her. 

As she went, she let the new theory take shape in her mind. Arlo Hudson was a threat to the prosperity of Willow Bay — at least according to the vendors she’d spoken to. Perhaps without all the extra building work going on his nasty column would not have had such an impact, but the whole landscape of the boardwalk was changing and local businesses were feeling threatened. As one of the biggest property owners around, Fat Tony would be the most adversely affected. Add to that the strange fatherly affection he’d developed toward Ali, it started to look more and more likely that Fat Tony had done away with Arlo on her behalf. Perhaps he’d left the body so close to her premises to make it known to her that the murder had been committed for her, just as the manner of death — choking — and the location — in the trash — had been specifically chosen to link back to the review. In Fat Tony’s warped mind, he probably thought he’d been rather clever. ‘Clever and,’ Ali thought with a grimace, ‘funny.’

Just then, Ali reached Kookies, Miriyam’s rival bakery, and glanced through the window as she passed. It was packed. Quite clearly all the customers that should be at Seaside Sweets had gone there. 

Ali clenched her fists, more determined than ever to confront Fat Tony and get the truth out of him. If he’d caused this mess for her, he could clean it up as well. He certainly had the power and influence to do it.

Just then, the delicious smells of basil and freshly baked dough reached Ali’s nostrils. She recognized the smell instantly—the mobsters’ famous pizza recipe. For all their faults, Fat Tony and his bunch of mobsters really did make the most delicious pizzas, and her stomach growled hungrily.

She drew up outside Fat Tony’s pizzeria, and halted. She always felt a sense of trepidation when it came to the mobsters. She could see a bunch of them inside, all suited and with slicked back hair, sitting at one of the bistro-style tables in the middle of the black and white checkered floor. 

They appeared to be in deep discussion. A serious one, Ali deduced, by the gesticulations of their hands. Perhaps they were discussing what to do about the whole Arlo Hudson situation…

Just then, one of the mobsters spotted her hovering outside. His dark brown beady eyes bore into hers with such intensity, Ali felt her heartbeat immediately pick up speed. But then recognition registered in his eyes, and he grinned a warm, friendly grin.

He paced to the door in his sharp gray suit and pulled it open.

“Ali!” he cried.

Ali attempted a smile. She actually didn’t know any of Fat Tony’s mobsters by name, and yet they all seemed to know her. In fact, they seemed to know far too many details about her. Ali had long suspected they were keeping an eye on her.

“You here about the writer?” the mobster asked.

Just as Ali suspected. “Arlo,” was all she managed to say through her dry mouth.  

“Then you’d better come in.” He pulled the door wider, beckoning her inside.

Ali swallowed hard and stepped into the pizzeria. 

“Would you like a coffee?” the man asked as he guided her across the black and white floor toward the table of mobsters.

Ali wasn’t planning on spending any longer time than necessary in the pizzeria and was about to decline. But she didn’t get a chance, because the gray suited mobster turned his face toward the kitchen at the back of the store and bellowed, “Joe! Bring Ali a coffee!” Then he gestured to the table where the other mobsters were sitting, peering up at her stoically, and said, “Sit. Sit.”

Ali swallowed her nerves and plonked herself down quickly.

The gray-suited mobster took the seat opposite her, clearly in no particular hurry as he took his time to readjust his outfit — straightening the cuffs, neatening the tie, slicking back his hair. When he was satisfied, he looked at her and grinned. “So? Are you here to thank us?”

Ali paused. “Thank you for what?”

“For doing you a favor,” he replied, lowering his voice, “about Arlo.”

Ali felt her stomach drop. So it was true? They really had killed Arlo as a misguided attempt to help her?

“No actually,” Ali said, boldly. “I’m not here to thank you. I’d never wish harm on anyone, even someone who insulted me.” As soon as she’d started speaking, Ali felt herself suddenly flooding with confidence, and now she simply couldn’t stop. She felt a bit like a schoolteacher disciplining a bully, and found her tongue running away with her. “If you think what you did honors me in any way, you’re sorely mistaken. What you did was wrong. Cruel. Immoral. And it’s made everything a thousand times worse for me. Now I have cops questioning me, and my bakery’s been closed.”

A frown of confusion appeared on Joe’s brow. “That seems a bit over the top to me. If we thought your bakery would be closed because of it, we would never have done it.”

Ali was stunned. Her eyebrows flew all the way up. “Then you really didn’t think it through, did you? Because surely any fool would know that a dead body in my dumpster would backfire spectacularly!”

Silence fell. The mobsters all looked from one to another. Then they burst out laughing. 

“This isn’t funny!” Ali cried.

But they didn't stop. They were cracking up now, tears streaming down their faces. If anything, Ali’s response made them laugh even harder. 

Ali was furious. In their world, murder may well be a joke, but in her world, it was a very serious matter! Couldn’t they see that as a non-mob member their actions had totally and utterly screwed her? 

“Stop laughing!” Ali shouted. “The cops think I did this. I could go to jail!” 

At last, the main mobster started waving his hands in front of his face. “Ali, Ali, Ali, calm down. We didn’t kill anyone.”

The chuckles died down. Ali blinked with surprise. 

“What?”

“We didn’t even know Arlo was dead,” he added. “Though I’m not surprised. Guy thinks he can move here and insult our town? He got what was coming to him by the sound of things.”

“Then what was this favor you did for me?” Ali asked. She folded her arms, now feeling less like a morally superior schoolteacher and more like a petulant child. 

“We slashed his tires,” the mobster said.

Ali immediately recalled the conversation she’d had earlier with Ophelia. She’d mentioned they’d had their tires slashed, but Ali had presumed she’d meant when they were living back in Chicago. 

“Oh,” she said, feeling foolish.

The mobster laughed. “Ali, we like you, but not enough to kill someone for you! We just wanted to teach him a lesson, is all.”

“I understand,” Ali said, quietly, feeling deeply embarrassed for her outburst. “And the publication?” she questioned. “The Willow Bay Herald? Did you put pressure on them to fire him?”

He smirked. “We might’ve had a few choice words…”

Ali exhaled her tense breath. Fat Tony and his mobsters weren’t the culprits. Someone else had killed Arlo Hudson. Which brought her back to having one and only one suspect—Ophelia. 

It was time to devise some kind of plan to get more information out of Arlo’s former girlfriend.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Ali made it back to her apartment to discover Scruff sitting on her doorstep waiting for her. After all her uncomfortable encounters today, it was a relief to see his face. 

“Hey, Lil’ Dude,” she said, petting his head. “I’m glad to see you. Want to come in for dinner?”

He yapped, and Ali took that as a yes. She unlocked her door and led him inside, fetching a ceramic cereal bowl from her cupboard and filling it with doggie biscuits. 

As Scruff began eating, Ali wondered if Nate was right about her adopting him. He was certainly becoming bolder and more comfortable with her. 

While he ate, Ali made herself a quick meal, then sat on the couch and went through her notebook of suspects. She drew a neat line through: unhappy vendor, then another through: someone at the paper. Then she wrote down all the different avenues and lines of inquiry she’d explored throughout the day, adding any pertinent notes. By the end of her writing session, she was left with one name and one name only: Ophelia.  

She retrieved the business card Ophelia had given her. It was an old one, with her former Chicago address on and the website address she and Arlo had run together. Her official title was listed as: business manager. 

Ali turned it over in her hands, gazing at it as her mind sifted through everything she’d learned. She tried to imagine Ophelia and Arlo in happier times. Ophelia must have loved him a lot, at some point at least, to tie her entire destiny to his — career, home, even her reputation. Had it all gotten too much for her? She’d had a strange energy around him, Ali had noted back during his macaroon taste test, like she was somewhat apologetic. She’d carried his bags like a maid. Paid the bill like an assistant rather than a manager. In fact, Arlo had barely acknowledged her existence. And back during the argument on the pavement she’d quietly stood by, almost as if she’d been through such an experience before.

Perhaps the stress of moving states had put more strain on the relationship than Ophelia could bear? Perhaps a situation she’d just about been coping with had suddenly become too much. Maybe the tire slashing was the last straw, the one that broke the camel’s back, and set off this horrible chain reaction? Ophelia might have chosen to dump Arlo in the bakery dumpster to direct the investigation toward Ali, and make sure it linked back to the review he had written. Perhaps this whole cupcake making event was some kind of distraction, too? To make Ali think she was on her side?

Just then, Scruff came over and jumped up onto the couch beside Ali. 

“What do you think?” she asked him. “Should I call Ophelia?”

He turned in a circle, sat down, and fell asleep.

“Okay, maybe you’re right. Maybe I should take my time to consider it,” she said. “I don’t actually have my phone right now, either,” she remembered. It was zipped up in an evidence bag. 

For the first time, Ali wondered whether anyone in her family had attempted to get in touch with her today. They had the bakery landline number — which would just ring and ring without anyone there to answer it. And they had her cell number — which was not in her possession. If any of them had tried, would they be worried about not being able to reach her? Or would they just presume she was too busy to speak. Too busy, or in Teddy’s case, too mad.

Ali ground her teeth. Usually Teddy was her go-to in times of stress, but she was still upset about what had transpired in the café about their father. He had no right to keep that from her. No right at all. And the fact he had made Ali feel oddly defensive over their father. It had the opposite effect of what Teddy had intended. Rather than keep her from wanting to know what had happened to him and why he’d left them, it actually made her feel more like she wanted to.

Suddenly, there came a knock at the door, and Ali leapt a mile, startled out of her reverie. Scruff awakened and started to bark grumpily.

“Who could that be?” Ali murmured under her breath.

She didn’t usually get visitors to her apartment. With all the bad things going on around her, Ali couldn’t help but get an ominous feeling.

She unfolded her legs from beneath her and went cautiously over to the door. She went up onto her tiptoes and looked through the peephole.

She’d been right to feel ominous. Standing on her doorstep, looking stern and determined, was Detective Callihan.

Ali’s heart began to pound. Was Detective Callihan going to arrest her? 

He knocked again, this time more insistently, and Ali jumped back from the door, panicking.

“Police!” he shouted from the other side. “Open up.” 

Ali quickly leapt to action. The last thing she needed was her nosy neighbors knowing the cops had come to see her. She scrabbled with the lock and pulled open the door.

“Miss Sweet,” Detective Callihan said, turning his gaze to meet hers. He flashed her his badge, even though they knew each other well enough by now. “May I come in?”

“Of course,” Ali said.

She pulled the door open, and Detective Calihan stepped inside. He glanced around himself at her modest apartment. His gaze found Scruff, the familiar boardwalk stray, curled up on the couch peering at him.

“What’s this about?” Ali asked, as she closed the door behind him.

He turned to face her. “I wanted to update you on the case. The coroner produced his report today.”

Ali took a moment to process what he was telling her. While she’d been racing around conducting her own investigation, Arlo had been removed from the dumpster, and undergone an autopsy. The cops, meanwhile, had been pursuing other lines of investigation, too, and now all three different paths were converging in her living room.

“What did it say?” she asked.

“Well, as we suspected, Arlo was choked to death. But not with hands.”

Ali paused. “What with?”

“Something thin by the looks of the ligature marks. The team is still going through the dumpster looking for evidence. Rope or…” His voice faded out. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Detective Elton has it in her head that we’re looking for apron strings.”

Ali’s stomach plummeted. It already looked terrible for her that Arlo had been choked to death, because of how well it matched up to the words he’d used in his review to attack her. And now he’d been killed with rope thin enough to be apron strings? It just made her look worse and worse. 

 “Sebastian, I swear I didn’t do this,” Ali said. “Someone must be framing me? Surely? It all matches up too neatly to be a coincidence.”

Detective Callihan nodded. “I know it wasn’t you, Ali. It’s Detective Elton who needs convincing. And that statement you gave isn’t doing you any favors. A thirty-minute phone call with your sister? That leaves you the whole evening to kill Arlo and dump the body. Isn’t there anything else you can think of that can tie you solidly down to being at home all night?”

“My sleep app?” Ali suggested. “It monitors my heart rate and logs when I’m asleep. I got one to help me get into a healthy routine with all those super early mornings I work. After speaking to Hannah, I went to bed, and there can’t have been more than an hour between the two. Certainly not enough time to kill a guy and dump him.”

“That’s good,” Detective Callihan replied, looking ponderous. “Is the data reliable though? Or can you fake it?” He pointed at Scruff. “Could you hook it up to your pet while he’s asleep, for example? Make it look like his data is yours.”

“I’ve no idea,” Ali said. “Because I’m not a murderer so I haven’t thought of doing such a thing. Besides, Scruff isn’t my dog as you well know. This is the first time he’s slept over.”

“I mean, it might help put a bit of doubt in Detective Elton’s mind,” Callihan said. “Can I look at it?”

Ali shook her head. “My phone is in evidence.”

“It is?” He looked perplexed.

“Detective Elton took it.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Detective Callihan replied, clearly uncomfortable. “I’ll try and get it released for you asap.”

Ali regarded him with curiosity. “Why are you helping me?” 

“What?” he said, seemingly taken off guard. 

“Why are you helping me?” Ali repeated. “Why are you going so far out of your way?”

“Because there’s a murderer on the loose, and while Detective Elton’s looking in the wrong place, someone’s getting away with it scott-free. It’s about getting justice for the victim, Ali.”

Ali could hear a hint of defensiveness in his tone but couldn’t really understand where it was coming from. She cast her mind back through their history. Perhaps Detective Callihan was referring to the past when she’d attempted to solve cases and had been accused of getting in the way?

Then, as if reading her mind, Detective Callihan added, “I saw you on the boardwalk today. Going into different vendors’ stores. Are you conducting your own investigation?”

Ali bit her bottom lip.

“Ali!” Detective Callihan snapped. “You have got to butt out of this. It’s a police investigation. For all we know, the killer is targeting you.”

Ali’s eyes widened. “What? Why would they be targeting me?”

“Because the evidence is setting you up. Ali, I think there’s a chance you have an enemy. If I were you, I’d lay low.”

His words echoed in her mind. Could it be true? Was Arlo murdered to frame her? Did she have an enemy? 


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Ali mulled over Detective Callihan’s words long after he’d left her apartment. Could someone really be out to get her? To bring her down? There were many coincidences, too many to ignore. She shuddered, not wanting to even entertain the thoughts. But Ali quickly found her mind turning to negativity.

Arlo’s horrible review swam in her head, mixing with Hannah’s horrible words, her mom’s criticisms, the argument with Teddy.

“Can’t anyone be forgiving?” Ali mused aloud.

Suddenly, it hit her. A eureka moment.

The editor from the Willow Bay Herald had said the last critic had been let go in favor of Arlo because he was considered “too forgiving.” If that prior writer had lost his job to Arlo, could he have seen red and killed him in revenge? To get his job back?

Ali leapt into action, buzzing with excitement that there was a new lead to search. 

She grabbed her laptop and plonked herself down on the couch beside Scruff, who was snoring softly. She went online and started looking into the writer Aro had replaced. 

His name was Timothy Clarke, and by the looks of the photo beside his bio, he looked like a friendly enough guy, with big chubby cheeks, a jolly grin, and a head of messy, curly hair. He certainly didn’t look like a killer, but Ali knew looks could be deceiving. 

She quickly read the byline.

Timothy’s love of cooking began at the tender age of five when he started baking with his mother. As he grew older, he realized he preferred eating food to cooking it, and his love of reviewing began. A staff writer for thirty-years and counting, Timothy couldn’t imagine doing anything else!

“Uh-oh,” Ali said. 

Timothy Clarke had maintained a settled job — one he appeared to love — for thirty years, only to be ousted by the young, vile Arlo Hudson. That was the sort of upset that could rock the psyche of even the calmest of people…

Ali clicked on the first link to see what his article was like. 

The Café on Willow Bay’s boardwalk is a whimsical wonderland serving the most delectable of dishes. It is definitely a place for indulgence... and indigestion. 

Ali chuckled. Timothy Clarke was a good writer, and she much preferred his friendly, enthusiastic tone to Arlo’s sneering, snide one. In fact, he very much seemed like the polar opposite to Arlo. Losing out his job to someone like that must’ve really stung.

Ali looked at his photo again. Was his happy grin masking a dark mind? Was this the face of Arlo’s killer?

Ali wrote his name onto the list beneath Ophelia’s. Neither seemed like the right fit to her, and yet both had compelling motives. But while Ali had actually spoken to Ophelia, she hadn’t had a chance to speak to Timothy, to assess him in the flesh. There was no substitute for face-to-face contact when it came to impressions. She needed to question him and get the proper low-down.

She looked over at the door, weighing up the pros and cons of going to speak to Timothy. Detective Callihan seemed to think it would be dangerous, and that she should lay low. But Ali wasn’t the sort to sit around waiting. Now she’d found a new lead and formed a new theory, she felt compelled to follow it. 

And so, against Detective Callihan's advice, Ali decided to go. 

She wrote down Timothy Clarke’s address, then headed for the door, buzzing. As she pulled the door open, she heard a small bark coming from behind. She turned to see Scruff was right there, wide awake, tail wagging. 

“You want to come with me?” she asked him. 

He barked again. Ali took that as a yes. And with that, she headed out to investigate the new lead, the scruffy stray dog following along like a shadow.

 

*

 

Ali hadn’t made it far along the boardwalk, when she spotted none other than Ophelia. It was almost like she was hanging around like a bad smell. Only this time, she wasn’t alone. She was with a guy…

Ali ducked behind a palm tree out of sight. She watched as Ophelia and the man strolled slowly down the boardwalk, arm in arm, looking extremely happy together. Ali couldn't believe what she was seeing. Ophelia looked happy. Giddy, even. Had she already moved on from Arlo? 

Ali suddenly gasped as another thought hit her. Were the cupcakes for the event Ophelia wanted to hire her for possibly a wedding? Was that why Ophelia had seemed shifty, because she didn’t want to tell Ali the truth? What other event could possibly require a couple of hundred cupcakes other than a wedding!

Forgetting all about her other lead, Ali jumped out from behind the palm tree into the path of Ophelia and her new fancy man. The two immediately sprang apart, like they’d been caught doing something naughty.

It took all of Ali’s willpower not to shout, “Aha! Caught you red handed!”

“Do you know this woman?” the man asked Ophelia.

Ophelia shook her head rapidly and tugged on his arm trying to get him away. 

“It’s me,” Ali said, not letting her off the hook. “Ali.”

“Oh,” Ophelia said, pretending to suddenly remember her. “Ali. Yes, I do know her. She’s a… Um… local. A neighbor.”

“A baker,” Ali said. “Ophelia wanted to hire me for a very special event.” She tapped her chin. “Although she never did tell me what it was. Something big, for a hundred and fifty people.  Sounds like some kind of celebration to me.”

Ophelia looked extremely uncomfortable. Her demeanor only added more fuel to the fire. Ali was growing more and more certain.

“Just a get together,” Ophelia mumbled.

“A celebration?” Ali pressed.

“Mm-hmm,” Ophelia replied, averting her gaze.

Beside her, the man was looking increasingly confused.

Ali could stand it no more. Ophelia wasn’t going to crack, and Ali wasn’t about to let her get away with this, so brazenly.

“It’s for a wedding, isn’t it?” she accused.

Ophelia’s eyes went round with alarm, telling Ali everything she needed to know. 

“Aha!” Ali cried, no longer able to hold it in. “I knew it! You’re getting married. You killed Arlo to get him out of the way and now you’re getting married!”


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

As Ali’s accusation punctuated the air, Ophelia’s mouth fell wide open. So, too, did the mouth of the man standing beside her—or should Ali say her fiance standing beside her?

“Ophelia?” he asked, turning to face her and frowning. “What is she talking about? I don’t understand.”

“He doesn’t know?” Ali challenged. “He doesn’t know what you really are?”

Ophelia looked like she was caught between a rock and a hard place, her gaze going back and forth between the two of them.

“Ophelia, tell me now what’s going on,” the man demanded. 

Ophelia huffed loudly and mumbled under her breath. “The wedding is for you.”

Ali could hardly believe it. Ophelia must be pure evil, to not only kill her former lover for another man, but for the poor man to not even realize he’d been duped. The whole revelation had quite clearly come as a shock to him.

“But I’m already married,” he stammered, looking increasingly confused and astonished. 

Ali was completely stunned. The plot just kept getting thicker! 

“It was meant to be a surprise!” Ophelia cried. She gestured to Ali. “That’s who Ali is. The baker. And Ali, this is my brother—”

“ —brother?” Ali interjected with disbelief. Ophelia might’ve been able to fool this man, but she certainly wasn’t fooling Ali. Her gaze went back and forth between Ophelia and the man, searching for a single characteristic they had in common. There was none. When it came to physical resemblance, they scored a zero. They had absolutely nothing in common.

Although... on second thought, now Ali thought about it, perhaps if Ophelia’s hair wasn’t dyed black and purple... and perhaps if it was the same basic brown color as the man’s… perhaps then they might look vaguely related?

“I told you,” Ophelia said sternly. “I had family visiting, remember?” She was starting to look thoroughly miffed now. “Lysander came as soon as he could.”

With a gasp of realization, Ali made the connection. Ophelia. Lysander. They were both characters from…

“Shakespeare,” Lysander said, clearly anticipating a question Ali had not yet asked. It must’ve come up a lot for the two siblings. But the way he said it—with an air of astonishment, confusion, and disbelief—made it clear to Ali his mind was elsewhere, that he was speaking on auto pilot because his brain was too busy processing the surprise of Ophelia’s revelation.

Ali’s stomach plummeted as she started to appreciate the terrible mistake she’d just made.

“Katie wanted to surprise you with a commitment ceremony,” Ophelia explained. “She called me and asked for me to arrange the catering. She thought it would be cool and give me something to distract myself from the awful situation with. I’m sorry I ruined the surprise.”

She turned her eyes down to the ground glumly, and Ali’s heart sank. What a mess. Not only had she ruined the romantic surprise Lysander’s wife was trying to arrange, she’d also taken away Ophelia’s only distraction from her grief. And worse, she’d incorrectly accused her of a terrible crime! Her cheeks burned with embarrassment.

“Ophelia, I'm so sorry,” she stammered.

But Ophelia shook her head. “Save it. I’ll take my business elsewhere.”

And with that, she turned around and marched away, dragging her stunned looking brother with her, and leaving an utterly mortified Ali behind on the boardwalk.

Ali was thoroughly embarrassed by what had happened with Ophelia. Not only had she blamed the wrong person—to their face, no less— but she’d also lost out on the chance to cater for the wedding. That could’ve been a big source of much needed income and Ali couldn’t help but feel furious with herself for jumping the gun. She decided to be more cautious going forward.

Speaking of going forward, Ali fished out the slip of paper from her pocket upon which she’d written Timothy Clarke’s address—the other suspect on her list. The former food critic whom Arlo had replaced at the magazine was looking like a more promising lead now that Ophelia was definitely not the culprit. In fact, he was now her only lead. 

Ali gulped on her anxiety. She felt more nervous about speaking to Timothy now than she had before.

Just then, Scruff barked. Ali moved her gaze from the address over to the scraggly boardwalk stray, who was sitting with an expectant look on his face. His tail was wagging behind him, and his pink tongue was lolling. He looked ready for adventure. 

“You want me to get a move on, huh?” Ali asked him.  

Scruff barked in a way that sounded to Ali’s ears like confirmation. Despite her worry, she found the corners of her mouth twitching upwards. 

“Well, alright then,” she told him. “As long as you promise to be my bodyguard.”

Scruff barked again.

“Then it’s a deal,” Ali said. 

She returned Timothy’s address to her pocket and glanced up at the hills. He lived on the other side, the peculiarly run-down part of Willow Bay. Ali had only been there once before, back when Piper shared an apartment with some awful slob of a man she’d found on Craigslist. Ali didn’t much like the idea of going back there; the place had bad vibes.

And worse than that—Ali considered, as she began to walk in that direction—it was technically across the town’s border, a border she’d been expressly forbidden from crossing by Detective Elton. Even though there was no specific demarcation line, and the two areas seamlessly melded into one another, once you were over the crest of the hill, you were technically no longer in the “bay.” Depending on how pedantic the cops were feeling, Ali may well be putting herself in a very bad position by even visiting Timothy. 

She deliberated over it as she continued the journey, with Scruff staying close and protectively beside her ankles.

“Is it too much of a risk?” she asked him. She really needed someone to bounce her thoughts off of, and the dog was the only one available.

Scruff barked, as if to say it would only take a moment and they’d be back in no time.

“Cool. Okay,” Ali said in agreement. “Then let’s keep going.”

They forged on ahead, and as they trekked toward the top of the hill, Ali was mildly surprised to discover her thighs didn’t ache quite as much as normal. Perhaps those yoga sessions with Delaney were actually paying off?

That, and running around town like a headless chicken trying to solve a crime… Ali thought wryly. 

As they crested the hill—stepping over that invisible line Ali had been forbidden from crossing—she immediately felt two degrees colder.

It’s just the shadow of the hill, she tried to reason with herself, but she still shuddered. Even knowing on a logical level that it would feel colder in the shade, she couldn’t help but feel disconcerted. She was breaking a rule and felt uncomfortable about it all the way down to a physical level. But what other choice was there? She could not sit idly by and take the fall for Arlo’s murder, and so she pressed on.

As she reached the street upon which Timothy lived, Ali glanced about herself, taking it all in. The buildings here reminded her of motels—long, mid-density apartment blocks, three stories high, with white cladding and external walkways connected by concrete staircases with rusty iron railings.

Ali checked the address again and saw Timothy’s apartment was on the top floor. She peered up the concrete staircase and gulped. The only thing worse than being in a rough area where she was not supposed to be in the first place, was being penned-in all the way up on the third floor in a rough area where she was not supposed to be in the first place!

Just then, Scruff pushed his furry little body past her ankles, and started confidently trotting up the steps. He did not appear to be freaked out by their surroundings in the slightest. He was braver than she was, Ali thought. Living rough on the boardwalk must’ve toughened him up a lot. 

But if he could be brave, then so could she. And so she grabbed hold of the iron railings and began to climb the concrete steps alongside him.

As they ascended, Ali got a better look at the “bad” side of the hills, the wrong side of the tracks, the place in the shadows on the other side of the idyllic bay. It was much more run-down here, with pot-holed streets and sun-cracked sidewalks, with droopy looking trees and plants and a whole bunch of tumbleweeds. Ali wondered if the improvement works going on in the bay would benefit the people on this side of the hills, or if it would only serve to cleave them farther apart. 

She reached the top and headed along the walkway to Timothy’s apartment. When they reached the door, Ali took her notebook and pencil out of her purse. She’d devised a cover story she hoped would get Timothy to talk to her, and the notebook and pencil were props. 

“Here goes nothing,” she said out the corner of her mouth to Scruff. 

Then she took a deep breath to help settle her nerves and knocked.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Ali’s heart pounded as she waited, listening out for any noise coming from the other side. She heard the shuffling sound of feet on carpet, and her heart practically leapt into her throat. Was she about to come face-to-face with a killer?

The door creaked open, and there stood Timothy Clarke. He looked just like he did in his photo for the Willow Bay Herald, with dark curly hair and round, jolly cheeks. He looked nothing like a killer, but Ali knew looks could be deceiving.

“Can I help you?” he asked, looking Ali up and down. His gaze lingered on the notepad and pen in Ali’s hands, just as she’d hoped they would.

“Timothy Clarke?” she asked, using an authoritative voice and sticking her hand out for him to shake. “My name’s Allison, I’m an editor from Cake-o-Rama. Sorry for barging in on you like this. I had a meeting with a writer at the Herald today, but it turns out he’s dead… Your boss gave me your details and said you might be willing to step in at the last minute. Can I come in and chat?” 

Timothy looked at her and blinked with surprise. Ali wondered if he’d bought her cover story. She’d pulled it off pretty well, if she did say so herself.

If Teddy was here, he’d be proud, she thought, before remembering the feud she and her brother were currently in and backtracking.

“Erm, yes, sure,” Timothy said, shaking the hand she’d thrust at him.

“Fantastic,” Ali said. “Mind if my dog comes too?”

TImothy eyed the scraggly little fur ball warily. “Er… yeah, okay…” he said, sounding even more reticent. 

Ali swirled inside before he had a chance to change his mind. Scruff trotted in after her, his head held high with self-importance.

“The kitchen’s this way I presume?” Ali continued, using the same pushy persona as her Allison-the-editor alter-ego. She quite liked it. She was usually too concerned about being kind, friendly and agreeable, so it was a nice change of pace to behave in a demanding and slightly bossy manner.

“That’s right,” Timothy said, as he followed behind her. “Sorry, where did you say you were from?”

“Cake-o-Rama,” Ali said again. It was a real website, one she’d heard of plenty of times in passing, and she hoped the former food critic would recognize the name, too. If worse came to worst and he Googled it, at least she’d seem semi-legit.

Ali entered into the kitchen—a bright room with white walls, a skylight and leafy green plants in colorful porcelain pots—and helped herself to a stool at the central island. It was a nicely decorated place, considering the neighborhood was rather run-down.

“Do you need something to drink?” Timothy asked. He still seemed a bit taken aback by this woman who’d barged into his home. “Coffee? Soda?”

“Water, please,” Ali said, drumming her fingers on the gray marble countertop. Teddy had taught her that one. Always accept a drink, and always make it water. Apparently it made you seem powerful.

Timothy went over to the sink and filled a glass tumbler with water. Ali watched him, assessing him from behind, as if there might be some clues there that he was a murderer. Of course, there was nothing. From the back, as with the front, Timothy Clarke appeared to be a very ordinary person.

He brought the glass of water over to her and settled himself on the stool opposite. He was of a bigger build than Ali, and the stool sunk a couple inches under his weight. Which was perfect, as it gave Ali a height advantage, elevating her even further.

“So let me get this right,” Timothy said. “You were meant to be interviewing Arlo at the Herald?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Ali said. “But he’s dead, so your boss sent me here. You were the critic before him, right?”

Timothy nodded. “I wrote reviews of the boardwalk eateries. For thirty years.”

“And then you quit?” Ali asked, taking the opportunity to dive right in. She grabbed her pencil and notebook and pretended she was taking studious notes. “What prompted that decision?”

 “It wasn’t my decision,” Timothy said, with an immediately disgruntled tone. “I was fired. Apparently being passionate makes one a bad critic.”

Ali noted the way his teeth clenched as he spoke. The way redness crept up his neck and into his big, round cheeks. There was definitely an undercurrent of seething rage there, one he was fighting hard to keep a lid on. If just talking about his misgivings enraged him, Ali wondered just how little it would take to make him fully blow. Being fired from the job he loved perhaps…?

“I read your reviews,” Ali said. “Quite a change in tone to the new guy. Yours always seemed pretty complimentary.” She forced out a chuckle. “I’m assuming you were paid to be nice, right? You can’t have really loved all the eateries on the boardwalk.”

“I never lied!” Timothy said, putting a hand to his chest—an unconscious gesture Ali knew was indicative of honesty. “I genuinely loved all the places I reviewed.” He shrugged. “Maybe I have an unsophisticated palate. But why does it matter? Willow Bay’s a tourist town. Most people have an unsophisticated palate. People don’t exactly come here for fine wine and dining. They just want to know which food trucks are good value for money. Which burger joints serve the juiciest patties. Whether the seafood restaurants use daily catches and have nice views over the ocean. So, yeah, maybe my articles came across as overly nice, but that’s just who I am!”

Ali nodded along as he spoke. That was quite the monologue, and a rather defensive one, too. Him losing his job was clearly a sore spot. Losing it specifically for being “too nice” was even more so.

“You must’ve been pretty disappointed in the guy you were replaced with,” Ali said. “Seemed like he went out of his way to be rude.”

“Yeah,” Timothy agreed. “Good thing the Herald’s editor-in-chief saw the light.”

“Oh?” Ali asked.

“They were firing him,” Timothy said. “He’d only had two articles published, but they hated everything else in his pipeline, so it was all pulled. They offered me my job back a few days ago, and I’ve been putting in all-nighters to make sure those pages are filled. I have a mammoth amount to do.”

Ali blinked with surprise. “You got your job back? Days ago?”

“Yup,” Timothy said, smiling. “And I got a pay raise for my troubles. I don’t know when they told Arlo, but I’m pretty sure I was the first to know.”

Ali couldn’t believe it. If Timothy knew he was getting his job back before Arlo had been murdered, then that completely wiped out his motive. He’d already won. Killing him would be pointless.

But there was always a chance he was just lying to throw suspicion off himself, jiggling with the timeline to make himself look innocent, so she decided to do a little bit more digging.

“Can I take a look at one of your replacement articles?” she said, before quickly adding, “I’m really liking this angle of the nice critic busily burning the midnight oil to make up for the bad critic. It has a nice… human factor.”

She’d plucked the last phrase out from the deep recesses of her mind and braced herself for the ruse to be up. But Timothy seemed to fall for it.

“Sure, this way,” he said.

He led her out of the kitchen and to a small study, where an out-of-date computer whirred away on a desk. He wiggled the mouse to bring the screen to life, and a half-written article popped up.

“This was what I was working on when you arrived,” he said.

Ali peered over his shoulder. The article was true to his usual form—a glowing review for the boardwalk’s best steakhouse. But what caught Ali’s attention was the date saved in the header line of the article. Two days prior. Before Arlo’s death. Unless Timothy had started writing the article in advance of killing Arlo as some kind of alibi, then it was really unlikely he was the killer. He’d just have no reason to kill Arlo to get his old job back, since he’d already gotten it!

Ali straightened up from the computer and tucked her pencil behind her ear. “Mr. Clarke, you’ve been most accommodating,” she said. “And congrats on getting your job back. I think I’ve got all I need now to write my piece.”

“Are you sure?” Timothy replied. “I haven’t told you about my mother yet. She’s the reason I write my articles. I started baking with her as a kid, you see, and…”

“No, no, that’s fine,” Ali interrupted. Now she knew Timothy was innocent, she didn’t have time to waste. It was back to the drawing board. “Thanks so much for your time. I’ll see myself out.”

She headed back along the corridor, Scruff running alongside her to keep up, shooting her furtive, confused glances. Timothy followed behind them, continuing his story about his mother as they went.

“Sugar cookies,” he was saying. “They were the first things she taught me to make. Then sponge cake. Brownies.”

“Sounds lovely,” Ali replied, absent-mindedly. She reached the door and heaved it open.

“Peanut brittle,” Timothy continued. “That was a game changer!”

Ali hopped out the door and onto the walkway and began marching away from Timothy as he continued to call out the names of different desserts after her, eager for them to be included in the fake article.

He was a bust. It was back to square one.

She marched back the way she’d come, down the steps and away from the apartment block, her mind turned everything over. If Arlo’s killer wasn’t Fat Tony, Ophelia, or Timothy Clarke, then who on earth could it be? She was completely stumped, and at a loss of where to go or what to do next.

She turned to face the scraggly stray trotting alongside her.

“Scruff?” she asked him, as they crested the hill. “Got any ideas?”

But before Scruff had a chance to even bark in response, Ali suddenly slammed right into someone’s back. She’d not been looking where she was going, and let out a loud, “oof!” as she collided with the figure.

She staggered back and the person she’d collided with spun on the spot to face her. Ali gasped as she realized with horror exactly who she’d just walked into…

Detective Elton.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

‘Uh-oh!’ Ali thought, as she took a large step back from the detective. She’d been caught red-handed on the outskirts of town. She was totally busted.

“Ali Sweet,” Detective Elton said, tipping down her sunglasses and peering over the top of them at Ali. Her dark eyes roved slowly up and down with scrutinizing suspicion, then she turned her gaze to the stray dog and her lip curled with disgust. Finally, she looked over Ali’s shoulder in the direction of the road she’d been walking and narrowed her eyes. “Where have you been?” she asked, brusquely.

Ali gulped. She was about to automatically tell the truth but caught herself just in the nick of time. Detective Elton had been looking the other way when she’d slammed into her, so there was a slim chance she hadn’t actually seen her appear over the brow of the hill. And though it was the only logical place she could have been coming from, if the detective hadn’t seen the evidence, then perhaps Ali could get off with it scott-free!

“Behind the bushes,” she blurted, pointed at a scraggly looking shrub in the closest garden. “Scruff lost his ball in there. We were trying to find it.” She shrugged and grinned. “No luck.” She looked down to Scruff. “Don’t worry boy, I’ll buy you a new one.”

Scruff raised his eyebrows and let out a confused little whine. 

That’s it, Ali thought. The ruse is up. Her lie had been obtuse to say the least, and now Scruff had totally given the game away. She watched the detective with baited-breath, anticipating some kind of rebuke.

But Detective Elton simply looked at the hedge, then the dog, then Ali. “I see,” she said thinly. 

Ali’s heart leapt. Was that it? Had she gotten away with it? Detective Elton can’t have been a dog person if she’d failed to pick up on Scruff’s confusion.

“So...can I go?” Ali asked, slightly reticently. She was half expecting the detective to spring something else on her. She certainly looked like she wanted to.

“It’s a free country,” Detective Elton replied.

“Alright then,” Ali said, not quite believing she’d gotten away with it. “Come on, Scruff.”

She passed the detective, with the dog following at her heels. But just as she thought she was in the clear, she heard Detective Elton utter the inevitable, “Oh, and Miss Sweet.”

She flinched and froze on the spot, then turned back to look at her. “Yes?”

“I’m watching you,” Detective Elton said.

Ali did not like the sound of that. She swallowed hard and hurried away. 

 

*

 

Ali was still rushing by the time she reached the beach. She’d wanted to get as much distance between herself and the detective with her scrutinizing glare, and it was only now that she was on the beach she felt able to slow down a little.

The detective’s words had filled her with dread. And while she already knew she was on her radar, she’d not realized her movements were being so closely monitored. Perhaps that was why Detective Callihan had come over to her apartment earlier, to warn her? Perhaps the enemy who had it out for her was none other than Detective Elton herself?

With her mind racing through everything, Ali became completely distracted. She ended up wandering far beyond the boardwalk, all the way to one of Sullivan Raine’s new condo developments. She’d not actually been this way since he’d rolled into town, and she was actually a little surprised by the amount it had changed. Gone was the row of big, dilapidated wooden canoe sheds, and in its place was a huge building site of multiple structures, four-story tall blocks. The outer work and floors were all laid, but the windows were currently all empty. It appeared the crew had knocked off for the day—an unmanned crane and a couple of digging machines were parked on the site ready to continue the work come morning. 

It didn’t look like there was much left to do, Ali decided, as she peered up at the new structures. By the looks of the building boards nearby the condos were going to be high-end. Sullivan Raine was clearly going for luxury, and Ali thought of the vendors with their concerns over the changing landscape of the bay. She wondered whether his work may well improve the area, since it would bring in more residents with more wealth.

“Not that it matters to me anymore,” Ali said, glumly to Scruff. “If my bakery gets shut down, I won’t benefit.”

She shook her head with misery. All this over one negative review!

Just then, Ali thought about her conversation with the editor-in-chief at the Herald paper. When he’d been talking about all the “external pressure” he was under to fire Arlo, she’d attributed it to the town’s biggest property mogul, Fat Tony. But now, standing in the shadow of the new luxury condos, Ali realized there was in fact another property mogul in town—Sullivan Raine. 

Had that pressure actually been coming from him? He was certainly becoming more influential in the town. He also had a lot to lose, if Arlo’s bad reviews really were going to end up negatively impacting the boardwalk in the way vendors suspected they would. He was clearly investing a bunch of money in Willow Bay, but if the boardwalk was trashed by a food critic and businesses started failing, then no one would want to move into his fancy new condos or pay to play in his arcade or mini golf. The success of his business was intrinsically tied to the success of the boardwalk.

“Scruff!” Ali exclaimed, as a buzz of excitement went through her. “I think I have an idea!”

The stray sprang on the spot, clearly catching her excitement like one does a yawn.

Suddenly filled with drive for the first time since striking Timothy off her suspects list, Ali glanced over at the small leasing office beside the development. It was one of those temporary structures, a bit like a trailer but without the wheels. For a moment, she thought there’d be no one there, that the admin staff would have left for the day like the builders had. But then, through the window, she caught sight of someone moving around inside.

Ali set her jaw with determination. It was time to follow this new lead and put it to the test.

She marched to the office and heaved open the door.

The female receptionist was standing over by a row of file cabinets with her back to Ali. At the sound of the door opening, she spun around to face her. Her gaze roved from Ali’s feet up to meet her eye and she frowned—clearly in reaction to Ali’s fierce look of determination.

“Can I help you?” she asked, the manila envelope she’d been filing still clutched in her hands. 

“Yes,” Ali replied with cool, calm composure. “I need to speak to Sullivan Raine.”

It was only then that Ali noticed the decor. The office was decorated with mounted animal heads—deer, antelope, bears. There was even a bear skin rug under the desk with the head still attached. Ali shuddered as a thousand eyes stared at her.

Ali wondered if these were Sullivan Raine’s kills. And if they were, what did that say about him as a person? That he was able to kill. And if he was accustomed to killing animals, perhaps the jump to killing a man had felt less dramatic to him… 

“And who are you?” the receptionist asked, breaking her out of her rumination.

At least she looked intimidated, Ali thought. In her mind, she quickly ran through several different personas and landed on the one she hoped she could pull off.

“A client,” she said, adopting a haughty Hollywood voice. “A very important one. A very rich, very important one. And I’ve got a bone to pick with Sullivan Raine…”

 

*

 

Under the bright strip lights of the office and the dead-eyed stare of a hundred animal heads, Ali stood with her hands on hips staring at Sullivan Raine’s receptionist. Her demand to speak to the property mogul still hung in the air between them, along with her claim to be an important, rich client. Ali hoped she’d sounded convincing enough to pull it off, and authoritative enough to get her demands met.

But suddenly the woman’s face cracked into laughter, dashing Ali’s hopes. 

“You?” the woman scoffed, gaining a composure she’d previously not had before. “Really? You expect me to believe you’re an important client?”

Ali glowered, not quite ready to give up the act. Perhaps the woman was just testing her. 

“Yes,” she replied boldly. “And how dare you laugh at me! I pretty much pay your salary, with the amount of money I’ve invested in Sullivan’s properties. So quit gawking at me and get him down here to talk.”

The receptionist pulled a face of disdain and folded her arms. “If you’re as rich as you say you are, why does your dog look like it hasn’t been groomed in its entire lifetime?”

With a gasp of surprise, Ali glanced behind her. Scruff was waiting on the other side of the glass door, alert, watching on with curiosity. With his tongue out, his ears up, and his fur pointing in every which way, he was very much living up to his name. He was going to ruin her whole ploy!

“He’s not mine,” Ali said, turning back to face the woman. “He’s just a stray who followed me here.” 

Scruff let out a displeased sounding whine at Ali, and she felt bad for insulting him.

“Right,” the woman said, and for the briefest of seconds, it looked like she might believe it. But then her gaze slid to Ali’s feet. “And you wear beat up sneakers because it’s fashionable…?”

Ali, too, looked down at her shoes. They were, indeed, pretty beat up and scuffed. 

“Yes…?” Ali said, lamely.

But she knew there was no way of arguing that away. The ruse was up. She was rumbled. She’d have to think of some other way to speak to Sullivan.

“I think you should leave now,” the receptionist said. “Before I call security to escort you out.” She put her hands on her hips, stealing the dominant posture from Ali as she switched the power roles.

Ali had no choice but to relent.

But just as she was about to turn and leave, her gaze found the papers on the woman’s desk. A big hard-backed diary was lying open on it. Even though it was upside down, Ali read the neatly printed title at the top of the page: Sullivan’s Schedule. 

There appeared to be a blow-by-blow account of his whereabouts, right down to the hour—each one neatly crossed off once completed. Ali’s eyes were helpfully guided all the way to the current hour, where it stated that Sullivan was currently: inspecting Block A. 

“I said get out!” the receptionist said again. 

“I’m leaving,” Ali replied, turning on the spot to hide the smile that was starting to tug at the corners of her lips. “I’m leaving.”

And she knew exactly where she was going next. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

The unfinished condo blocks were like a maze. Ali and Scruff navigated their way through, searching for Block A. Of course, there were no handy signs to follow, but there were small site maps for the construction workers stuck to the boards alongside various safety warnings. ALWAYS WEAR YOUR HAT! an oft repeated, bright yellow sign exclaimed, right beside the set of blueprints Ali had started to scan. It was a little more technical than Ali’s mind was equipped to handle, but she finally found direction to block A.

As the big, half=built structure loomed into view on the other side of the building yard, Ali ducked behind a huge, white builder’s bag filled with rubble. Scruff joined her, wagging his tail eagerly. He seemed to be thoroughly enjoying himself.

“I think that’s it,” Ali whispered to him. “Block A. If Sullivan’s any good at keeping to schedule, he should be inside...”

She cautiously peered around the edge of the builder's bag. Her gaze roved from the bottom of the skeletal building to the top. Something on the third floor caught her eyes. It looked like the beam of a flashlight, bobbing around the place.

“That’s him!” she whisper-cried, feeling elated. “Come on!”

She ducked out from behind the bag and scurried across the building yard toward the next obstruction—a large digger. She pressed her back against its enormous black rubber wheels, which were bigger than she was tall. Scruff joined her at her ankles, weaving his way around her legs with evident excitement.

“Shhh!” Ali warned him. While he’d helped her sidestep Detective Elton before, he’d given away her last ruse to the receptionist, so as far as being her sidekick went, he was currently one and one.

Ali zipped out from behind the digger and dashed the final few meters to the entrance of block A, which was currently just a big gaping gap between the cement columns where a door would one day be. The shadows of the building swallowed her up.

That explains the flashlight, Ali thought. The shell of block A had no electrics hooked up yet, and since the work day for the construction crew was over, none of the temporary strips lights were on.

She shuddered, feeling increasingly uncomfortable, and peered through the gloom. She found the staircase.

“Come on,” she whispered to Scruff.

Although she couldn’t actually see him anymore since it was so dark, she could feel him beside her legs, and hear his panting and the sound of his claws scrambling against the bare concrete ground. She was glad not to be alone. Creeping into an abandoned building in the abject darkness to confront a murderer was understandably making her feel extremely afraid. 

They tiptoed quietly up the steps and Ali counted each floor as she went. Even if there had been signs to indicate where she was precisely, it would’ve been too dark to see them in the stairwell, so she had to rely on her own sense of direction.

When she reached what she calculated to be the third floor, she slowed her pace. Her heart was hammering from the speed with which she’d flown up the steps, and she felt a brief surge of pride at just how much fitter she really had become since starting Delaney’s yoga boot camp. But now was not the time to dwell on such matters. There was a far more important issue at hand!

Ali pressed her back against the unplastered cement wall, and listened for sounds coming from the other side. She could hear slow pacing footsteps, and her breath caught in her lungs. Sullivan was definitely on the other side. 

The beam of the flashlight bobbed around in tandem with the footsteps, and Ali deduced that Sullivan must be currently facing her direction, so she waited for him to turn around. She wanted the upper hand here and needed the element of surprise.

Just then, the light spun away from her, and Ali took the opportunity to peek out from behind the wall. She got her first glimpse of her number one suspect.

The large figure of Sullivan Raine was heading in the opposite direction, and Ali gulped at the sheer size of him. He was well over six-feet tall, with huge, broad shoulders like a quarterback. He certainly looked like the sort of man with enough strength to throw a body in a dumpster… 

Suddenly, Ali wasn’t sure about what she was doing. Sullivan, if he was indeed the killer, would easily snap her like a twig!

Ali ducked back behind the safety of the wall, her heart thundering at a mile a minute. Just as she thought about aborting the mission and running away like a coward, the decision was taken from her hands… by Scruff.

The little stray darted out from beside her and went streaking across the room toward Sullivan. Ali watched on in horror as the beam of light from the flashlight went suddenly skidding across the floor. Sullivan must have dropped it. Then a noise like an elephant falling over sounded out accompanied by a bellow of pain. 

A deep voice in a Texan accent boomed out, “What the hell!”

Through the darkness, Ali heard Scruff start yapping in what sounded like a triumph. He must’ve woven through Sullivan’s legs and brought the huge man to the ground!

Ali found her bravery. She clenched her jaw and sprung out from behind the wall. She beelined for the flashlight and grabbed it. Then she shined it in the general direction of where she’d heard the kerfuffle.

And there he was. The Texan property developer, lying on his back like a stuck beetle.

In the bright beam of light, Ali could see the shock and fear in his eyes. The huge, hulking man had been brought to his knees by a scrawny little dog.

“Sullivan Raine!” Ali bellowed across the dark room as she marched toward him. “We need to talk!”

“Wh—who are you?” Sullivan stammered, holding his hands up in truce position. “What do you want?”

He was lying on his back, caught in the beam of Ali’s flashlight, looking as startled as the animal heads adorning his reception office.

Ali towered over him. “I’m Ali Sweet, and I’ve got a bone to pick with you.”

Sullivan hesitated. “Sweet?” he said in his thick, Texan accent. “Are you the lady from the bakery?”

“You bet I am,” Ali replied.

She’d tried to say it in a menacing, don’t-mess-with-me kind of way, but she’d clearly failed because Sullivan started to chuckle.

“You’re the tiny lil’ blonde lady from the bakery?” he said, shaking his head side to side. He peered at her, squinting against the glare. “How’s about you stop pointing that damned light in my face? I’m sure we can talk about whatever it is you need to talk about like two rational people, can’t we?”

“Oh you know exactly what I’m here to talk about,” Ali said between her teeth.

“I’m assuming,” Sullivan replied, sounding thoroughly unphased now, “that it’s something to do with Arlo Hudson?”

Ali faltered. She’d not expected him to be quite so brazen. To jump so quickly to the chase.

“That’s right,” she said, hesitantly.

“Thought so,” Sullivan replied. “Now, look. I’mma stand up now. No sudden movements.”

Ali stepped back and trained the flashlight on him as he drew his humongous body to standing. He was dressed in proper Texan regalia, with jeans and a white button-down shirt tucked into the waist. A big leather, studded belt and a bolo tie completed the look. He straightened the tie, then bent down, picked up the cowboy hat that had flown from his head as he’d fallen, dusted it down, and placed it on top of his thinning brown hair.

Then he leaned into Ali, proffering his hand. “Miss Sweet, I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. The name’s Raine. Sullivan Raine.”

Ali was so taken aback by everything, she simply found herself automatically taking his hand and shaking it. The balance of power had switched so quickly and thoroughly it made her head spin.

“Ali Sweet,” she replied, almost hypnotically, as his big beefy hand enveloped hers and pumped it up and down with vigor.

“And your pooch?” Sullivan asked, glancing down. “The fella who brought me down.”

Ali shined the flashlight at the ground to see Scruff was now winding his way in circles around Sullivan’s cowboy-booted legs, like they were best friends. The disloyal little so and so… 

“Scruff,” Ali said. “He’s not mine. He’s a stray.”

“Well, he seems like a fine and loyal companion, if you ask me,” Sullivan replied. “To knock a grown man right on his ass for you.” He grinned at her, affably. 

Ali still didn’t know what to make of all of this. She felt Sullivan was trying to disarm her with his big Texan charm, and she knew she had to keep her wits about her. 

“Now, I think you and I need to talk, don’t we, Miss Sweet?” Sullivan said. He gestured for the flashlight. “May I?”

Ali hesitated for a moment, then handed it over. Sullivan held it up in such a manner that they were both illuminated well enough.

“That’s better, isn’t it?” he said.

Ali nodded.

In the beam of the flashlight, Ali watched as Sullivan smoothed a hand down his bolo tie once again, making sure it was nice and neatly aligned with his buttons. Clearly, looking presentable was very important to him, and Ali wondered if it was all for disguise. If he looked and acted a certain way, no one would ever suspect him. Perhaps that’s what this whole disarming, charming routine was all about, too? Rather than be mad at Ali and Scruff, as he had every right to be, he was acting like they were new best pals. Was it all just a facade to hide the killer beneath?

“So you want to know about Arlo, do you?” Sullivan said. “About what I did.”

“That’s right,” Ali said, swallowing her fear.

Was Sullivan about to confess to her? Right here and now? But why? There was only one reason Ali could think of. He was going to kill her too! He was going to dispose of the witness! 

Her heart started to pound, and she found her gaze darting furtively toward the stairwell—her only escape route—assessing the chances of outrunning the big Texan beast standing before her.

“Hmm,” Sullivan said, his mood starting to turn. “Arlo. A real spanner in the works, that one. He had the potential to really ruin things for me. Drive down revenue. Endanger my ocean-view condo project by making the boardwalk sound trashy. I couldn’t let that happen. You understand that, right? Business owner to business owner.”

Ali shuddered under the scrutiny of his glare.

“So you took matters into your own hands?” she asked, an edge of fear in her voice.

Sullivan shifted his weight from one foot to the next, and began nervously fiddling with his bolo tie again, smoothing his hands over and over and over it like some kind of self-soothing gesture. “I’m not proud of what I did. I like to think of myself as a decent man.”

It was all coming together, and suddenly the sight of Sullivan nervously fiddling with his bolo tie sparked a new thought in Ali’s mind.

When Detective Callihan had come to visit her at her home, he’d said the murder weapon was a thin rope. Detective Elton was looking for apron strings. But what if the murder weapon was in fact the bolo tie! The very bolo tie he was wearing!

“Your tie—” she stammered, “—You choked him to death with your bolo tie?”

Sullivan’s gaze snapped back to hers, and his piercing gray eyes bore into her. He opened his mouth to reply, but he didn’t get the chance because a sudden commotion came from the stairwell.

In a cacophony of noise and a flash of sudden, blinding lights, Ali heard bellowing shouts.

“POLICE! HANDS IN THE AIR! NOBODY MOVE!”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Ali’s hands darted above her head. She blinked against the glare of several flashlights as the cops came trooping up from the stairwell. They fanned out across the barren room, keeping their laser focus on Ali and Sullivan, standing side by side with their arms stretched high. Poor Scruff was practically losing his mind, yapping away and growling, springing on his hind legs all over the place.

“Someone get the dog,” a commanding, husky female voice said.

Ali recognized it right away. It was Detective Elton.

As the detective emerged from the stairwell, Ali’s mind started turning over frantically. What must this look like to the detective? She—their prime suspect—was standing shoulder to shoulder with Sullivan Raine—the big man capable of murder—in an empty building on a private building yard, under flashlight! It probably looked as if they were in cahoots. That they’d worked together to eradicate Arlo and were now sharing a clandestine meeting about it!

Her arms above her head began to tremble.

Detective Elton began to advance toward her, her boots thunking on the cement floor as she marched with purpose.

Ali braced herself. Was she about to be arrested?

But to her surprise, Detective Elton went straight to Sullivan.

“Sullivan Raine,” she said, yanking his arms from above his head to behind his back and snapping cuffs round his wrists. “You’re under arrest for the murder of Arlo Hudson.”

“What!” Sullivan cried. “I didn’t kill anyone!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Detective Elton replied. “We’ve been in that stairwell listening. We heard it all, buddy, and we have witnesses saying you were seen in the vicinity of the crime scene the night the murder took place. You’re busted.”

She gave him a shove from behind to get him to start walking, and he staggered a few steps forward.

“This is crazy!” he cried in his thick, Texan accent. “All I did was get him fired! I didn’t kill the kid! I don’t have it in me!”

“Save it for your lawyer,” Detective Elton muttered. She gave him another shove from behind and he put up no resistance. He began walking toward the stairwell, with Detective Elton following behind looking thoroughly pleased with herself.

“Miss Sweet,” she said to Ali as she passed. “You can put your hands down now.”

Ali was so astonished she didn’t immediately react. She’d been certain she was about to get arrested that it was taking her brain a bit of effort to catch up to speed. 

But as the female detective marched Sullivan to the stairwell, Ali spotted Detective Callihan. They passed one another with a nod, and Detective Callihan approached Ali. Slowly, she lowered her hands.

“You okay?” Detective Callihan asked as he reached her. “Hurt?”

Ali shook her head. “Surprised, is all. How did you know to come here?”

“Raine’s been on my radar since the get-go,” Detective Callihan said. “And you’ve been on Elton’s. Guess which lead we were pursuing?”

“Hers,” Ali said, simply, recalling how Detective Elton had been just there when she’d left Timothy’s house, and how she’d said she’d be keeping an eye on her. “You were following me.”

“Yes. And look where you led us. Straight to where we needed to be. To the real killer.” He flashed her a look of gratitude. “When Elton overheard your conversation, she realized I’d been right all along. Of course, I would’ve preferred to get more of a solid confession out of him before charging in to arrest him, but I guess Elton was trying to save face.”

“Wow,” Ali said. She studied the detective’s face. “So that’s it? Case closed?”

“Depends on how the interrogation goes,” Detective Callihan said. “But he had the motive, as you well know. The opportunity, since we have witnesses who spotted him in the vicinity. And he had the means.”

“The bolo tie,” Ali offered.

Detective Callihan nodded. “That was the final piece of the puzzle. I think when Elton heard you say that, it all fell into place for her.”

“So what does that mean for me?” Ali asked.

“It means you can come to the station with me, and I’ll sign your phone back out of evidence, personally,” Detective Callihan replied.

Hope lifted Ali’s chest. “And my bakery?”

“I’ll sign over the keys as well,” Detective Callihan said with a nod. “It’s yours again, and you’re free to do with it as you will.”

Ali couldn’t help herself. She was elated. She threw her arms around Callihan’s neck and pecked a kiss on his cheek.

“Thank you Sebastian!” she squealed. 

“You’re very welcome,” Detective Callihan said, stiffly.

His cheeks had turned a dark shade of crimson.

 

*

 

As Ali climbed the steps to Willow Bay’s station, she went over and over the events of the evening. It had been quite dramatic, and her first thought was to tell Teddy about it. But of course, she was mad at her brother. So instead, she thought of Piper, of how wonderful it would be to break the good news to her that the investigation was solved and they’d be back at work again tomorrow. 

The glass doors swished open automatically, and Detective Callihan led Ali up to the reception “desk,” which was really more of a room divided by a thick glass safety barrier. Behind it, several uniformed cops were milling around, doing paperwork, typing into computers, filing forms in cabinets.

“Dale?” Detective Callihan said as he reached the desk and drummed his fingers on the counter. 

A man turned. “Yes, Detective?” he said, immediately adopting a respectful manner toward his superior. 

“Can you fetch Miss Sweet her confiscated property please?” 

“Of course,” the cop replied, and he disappeared through a door.

“He won’t be long,” Detective Callihan told Ali. “And I’ll sign it personally.”

“Thanks,” Ali replied She shifted awkwardly from one foot to the next. She didn’t really know what to say to the detective. How do you make small talk with a man who questions murderers for a living? You can’t exactly ask about the weather! And the foyer was so empty and quiet, it only heightened how awkward the whole situation was. 

Luckily, Ali was saved by the proverbial bell. At that moment, the automatic doors swished open and in came Detective Elton with Sullivan Raine. Sullivan glowered at Ali as Detective Elton marched him up to the desk. Detective Callihan tugged Ali by the arm a little over to the side, so as to keep the distance between them. But it didn’t stop Sullivan glaring daggers at her the whole time Detective Elton had the cops enter the details of his arrest into the system. 

Ali gulped. Sullivan was clearly a very dangerous man. One who now had a personal grudge against her. She was relieved he was in the right place—jail. Long may he stay there.

Just then, a door opened, and in came Dale the cop, holding a clear plastic bag. Through the plastic, Ali could see her bakery keys and her phone, and her heart soared. 

“Detective, are you signing this out?” Dale asked Sebastian.

Detective Callihan nodded. He took the pen and scribbled his name on the form Dale was holding on a clipboard. It was on carbon copy paper. Dale ripped off the top sheet, the yellow one, and handed it to Ali. 

“This is your copy, Miss Sweet,” he said. Then he tore open the top of the bag, and took out the phone and keys, handing each one to Ali. 

“Thank you!” Ali exclaimed. She turned to Detective Callihan. “I really appreciate you doing this,” she added.

“It’s no problem,” he replied. “Do you need a lift home?”

Ali peered out through the glass doors at the darkening evening. “No, I’m good,” she said. “I like to walk.”

She said goodbye and headed out into the warm evening. She was thrilled to know she’d be able to open the bakery again tomorrow and was eager to get back to work. 

She took out her phone to tell Piper the good news. But she couldn’t help but notice the fact there were no messages waiting for her. No apologies from Teddy. Nothing. Ali was deeply disappointed no one in her family had been trying to get in touch with her. She’d been through a huge dramatic ordeal and not a single one of them knew about it. 

It bothered her that they were becoming distant like that, and she decided that it was time to take matters into her own hands. Life was too short. She didn’t want to be in conflict with her brother anymore, even if he was in the wrong.

She quickly fired off a text to Teddy before she had a chance to change her mind.

Are you free tomorrow? Can you come by the bakery?

She listened impatiently for a reply. There came a ting, and with a flutter in her breast, Ali checked the incoming message from Teddy. It was a simple, one word answer. 

Okay.

It was a start, Ali thought. When tomorrow came, she was going to do everything to get her life back to normal, in all aspects—baking, business, and brother.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

It was a beautiful sunny morning as Ali walked the short distance from her beachfront apartment to her boardwalk bakery. Beside her trotted Scruff, the little stray dog who was becoming something of a companion. In her hand, Ali clutched the key to her bakery.

Callihan had returned it to her last night, along with her phone, and the feel of it in her hand now filled her with hope. Now Sullivan was in custody and her name was cleared, she’d be able to reignite her business.

“Ali!” a bright voice called.

Ali glanced over to see Piper skipping toward her. She was wearing her pale blond hair in a neat French braid, and as she waved her arm in a wide arc above her head, Ali’s attention went to the bright pink yoga mat tucked beneath the other.

“Isn’t it great to be back?” Ali asked, as Piper reached her. 

“So great,” Piper said with a grin. “But where’s your mat?”

“I don’t think Delaney’s going to expect us to jump straight back into—”

But her voice cut off as she spotted her tall, slim friend coming elegantly toward them, with her purple mat in her arms.

“—I take it back,” Ali finished.

“Morning ladies,” Delaney trilled as she closed the final space between them. She kissed them both on the cheek in turn, her floral scents wafting into Ali’s nostrils. “I hear you’re no longer a suspect, Ali. Congratulations.”

Ali let out a wry laugh. “Thanks. I guess. Of course, it would’ve been better if I’d not been made a suspect in the first place.”

“Well, that goes without saying,” Delaney replied with a chuckle. 

The three women turned to head toward the bakery. Ali was pleased to see the police tape had been completely removed. Everything looked just like it always did, and Ali was hit by that feeling of returning home — comfort, and nostalgia, and a sense of completion.

“But you can’t really fault the cops on this one, can you?” Delaney mused aloud as Ali jimmied the key into the lock. “Arlo was found in your dumpster, after all. It did make you the obvious person to look at.”

“I suppose so,” Ali said, turning the key. “Doesn’t make it any less stressful.“

The lock yielded with a click, and Ali pushed her shoulder into the door. As it swung open, the glorious smell of baked goods wafted out, taking with it all the worries that had plagued her.

“We’re home!” she squeaked. “I’ll get the coffee on!”

Piper grinned. “And I’ll go set up the yoga mats.” She took Delaney’s from her and headed off to the back kitchen. “Time to get limber!”

“Erm, is Scruff allowed in here?” Delaney asked.

Ali turned to see the boardwalk stray had waltzed straight in alongside her. He was now sitting on the peppermint green tiles watching them.

“I guess so,” Ali said, with a smile. “He’s been keeping me company this whole time.” She went behind the counter and over to the machine. “Without Teddy’s support, I really needed it.”

Delaney leaned her arms on the counter. “Are you two still fighting?”

Ali started setting up the coffee machine. “Kinda. I texted him last night and he agreed to come see me today. It seems stupid to drag this fight out.”

“Never let the sun set on an argument,” Delaney replied, wisely. “At least that was my gran’s advice. Solid advice, in my opinion too. Especially after everything that happened with Arlo, it’s important to remember that none of us knows what tomorrow holds.”

“It’s so true,” Ali replied, thoughtfully.

Delaney headed to the kitchen to join Piper, and as the coffee machine began to hiss and steam away, Ali mulled over her comments. Something she’d said had stuck out to her, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

But there was no time to think any further, because the bell over the door tinkled. Ali glanced over and saw Teddy come marching in.

For a moment, Ali thought she must be seeing things. It was only seven AM. When she’d texted him about meeting here tomorrow, she’d assumed from his lack-luster response that he wasn’t particularly keen to. But here he was, at her store, well before opening time. Before they’d even had their early morning yoga sessions! Ali couldn’t even guess the last time Teddy had woken up so early. Which could only mean he was furious...

He blustered right up to the counter, stamped his foot, and yelled, “I’m sorry, okay?”

Ali blinked, taken aback by his theatrical outburst. It was such a strange thing to say, she didn’t fully know what to make of it.

“You're sorry?” she asked. “About what?”

“About Dad of course!” Teddy exclaimed. “I should never have kept that information about him from you, and I’m sorry!”

Ali faltered momentarily. “I mean, thanks for saying sorry, obviously. But… why are you yelling?”

“Because it’s hard for me to admit, okay!” Teddy exclaimed. “I’m not usually wrong. In fact, I’d go as far as to say I’m never wrong.” He shuddered. “It feels icky.”

Ali couldn’t help it. She started to chuckle. “You’ll get used to it,” she said, wryly. 

Teddy leaned across the counter for her hands. “Can we please just be friends again now?” he said, grabbing them.

“Yes. Please. Let’s be friends again,” Ali replied resolutely. “I can’t stay mad at you. Besides, I think you were right about Dad not wanting to be found. He’s gone out of his way to make it difficult for us. I guess, I just didn’t want to believe it.”

Her voice dropped with sadness, but Teddy squeezed both her hands affectionately and gave her a tender, sympathetic smile.

“I know, Ali-cat,” he said. “I didn’t want to believe it, either. It sucks, but it is what it is.”

Suddenly, the coffee machine let out a gurgle and a large hiss—indicating that it had finished brewing. Ali untangled her fingers from Teddy’s. “Are you staying for coffee?”

“Please!” Teddy exclaimed. “I woke up and drove straight here. I’m gasping.”

Ali chuckled. She turned to make the coffees, and Teddy took a stool at the counter.

“So. Fill me in, sis. What’s been going on here?” he asked.

“Ermm… let’s say it’s a long story,” Ali replied. “Maybe one for another day.” She’d just about had enough of thinking about Arlo’s murder. It had consumed her every waking thought for days, and now the case was solved she very much wanted to put it all behind her.

“Nope. Tell me now,” Teddy demanded. “I want to know everything that happened after you abandoned me at lunch and swirled off with Mr. Tall-Dark-And-Handsome!”

Ali turned and put his coffee in front of him. “You mean Seth?”

“Seth,” Teddy repeated in a dreamy voice. “That's the one.” He sipped his coffee. “Well? You seemed pretty eager back at the café.”

“I was eager to get away from you,” Ali admitted as she poured her own mug and leaned her arms on the counter. She sighed. “I put it on the back burner. I had other things to worry about.”

“Like Nate?” came Piper’s voice.

Ali turned to see her assistant in the kitchen doorway, with a knowing smirk on her lips. She’d been listening in. Ali’s love life was one of her favorite topics, after all. 

“No,” Ali replied as Piper trotted behind her and helped herself to a black coffee, while pouring a second to bring to Delaney. “More like Arlo.”
“Oooh!” Teddy exclaimed. “There’s a third guy?”

“No!” Ali exclaimed. Trust Teddy to jump straight to the wrong conclusion! She quickly hastened to put him to rights. “Arlo was a food critic who was killed.”

“Murdered,” Piper added in a gossipy tone. “And left in our dumpster.”

Teddy gasped. He looked astonished. 

“Told you I’d been busy,” Ali said, sheepishly.

Teddy opened and closed his mouth, clearly too stunned to speak. Which was a lot coming from Teddy. It was usually impossible to get him to shut up.

“Someone was murdered?” he finally cried. “Why? By whom?”

“It was the new property developer guy,” Piper explained. “You know, the Texan. He didn’t like the negative reviews. What a weirdo. Giving Southerners a bad name.” She shook her head disdainfully and headed off to the kitchen with the coffees. 

Ali looked back at Teddy. He looked floored. He whistled between his teeth. 

“That’s… wow. That’s a lot.” He sipped his coffee again. “Okay but dead guy aside what’s the deal with Nate and Seth?”

Ali rolled her eyes. Trust her brother to be more interested in the state of her love life than the actual murder of a man and the case she’d solved!

“There is no deal,” she told him, sternly. “They both wanted to date me, and I told them both no for now.”

“Why?” Teddy queried.

“Because of the aforementioned dead guy, obviously,” Ali explained.

“Sure, but that’s been solved now,” Teddy said, simply. “So what’s stopping you from getting back to dating?”

It was a good point. Now the case was resolved, perhaps Ali could start dating afresh, and on a more honest footing.

“The thing is, Teddy,” Ali said. “I like them both.”

Teddy chuckled. “Of course you do. They’re both drop-dead gorgeous. What’s the problem? Just date them both.”

“That’s what I said!” came Piper’s voice from the kitchen. 

“And me!” Delaney added.

Ali tensed. Everyone was putting their two cents into the fray today. 

“I can’t do that,” she said. “It makes me too uncomfortable. Maybe I’m more of a prude than you three. The other day on the beach they passed one another and I totally freaked out. It panicked me. This whole double dating thing just isn’t for me.”

“Then you’ll have to choose,” Teddy said. 

“I don’t know how,” Ali said, truly torn. “I like them both.”

How could she decide between the gorgeous, suave Seth, and the stunning, adventurous Nate? 

“You’re overthinking it,” Teddy said, with a simple shrug of the shoulder as if it was all so easy. “Stop using your head and start using your heart. Trust your gut. Your instincts. The next time one of them asks for a date, pay attention to how your body feels. If it says yes, then say yes.”

“So first come first served?” Ali said wryly.

“Beats sitting around agonizing,” Teddy replied.

He was right about that, Ali had to admit. 

Just then the bell over the door went, and a gray-haired lady in a flowery dress poked her head inside. “Are you open again?” she asked.

Ali glanced at the clock. “Not for another hour and a half,” she replied.

“Right you are,” the woman said. “If I can wait for days for my favorite bakery to open, then I can wait an hour or two more.”

She headed off into the sunshine, and Ali felt a swirl of pride in her chest. Nate, Seth, dating, none of that was a priority. What mattered now was kick-starting the bakery again.

“ALI!” Delaney cried from the kitchen. “Hurry up or you’ll miss sun salutation!”

Ali smiled and looked at Teddy. “You coming?”

“Hard pass,” Teddy replied. He downed the rest of his coffee, pecked her on the cheek, and headed for the door. “I’m sure your first day back will go without a hitch!” he called as he went, before stopping at the door and calling back, “As long as there are no more dead bodies in the dumpster, of course!” 

Ali smiled to herself at her brother’s dark joke and watched him disappear. She had a very good feeling about the day and was excited to throw herself back into things. If it all went as well as she hoped, she’d be ending the day exhausted and flopped on her couch, with the memories of the murder fading into the past.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Ali reached her apartment door at the end of the night and paused on her mat as she fished her key from her purse.

Her first day back at the bakery had, indeed, gone without any hitches whatsoever. No more bodies in the dumpsters. No more agonizing over the investigation or needing to clear her name. The news of Sullivan’s arrest had filtered quickly through town and everyone had accepted it. And though Ali’s first day back had felt longer and more grueling than usual, and she certainly felt more fatigued than usual by closing time, there were no dramas. That was all that mattered. Everything was back to normal, just as she’d hoped. 

She unlocked her door and was about to head inside when she heard a bark. She looked over to see Scruff trotting towards her.

“Did you want to come in?” she asked him.

He barked again, and Ali pushed the door wider. He trotted inside and jumped on the couch.

“Alright then,” Ali said, smiling to herself. 

She headed inside and changed into her comfiest pajamas. After everything that had happened, she really wanted a lazy, mindless evening in front of the TV. It was just what she needed. 

She made some popcorn and sat down beside Scruff. But straight away, she felt something digging into her lower back.

“Ow! What is that?” she muttered.

She reached behind her and felt the spiral bound wire of the notebook she’d been writing her theories and suspect list in. She dug it out from where it was wedged between the couch cushions and looked at her musings.

There was Ophelia’s name crossed out, and Timothy Clarke’s. There was her long list of theories about disgruntled vendors or an enemy following Arlo from Chicago. It hadn’t occurred to her back then that the killer would be someone with so much clout. She hadn’t even guessed at Sullivan as the suspect.

But as she looked over her list, she realized she still didn’t feel quite right about it, even with him arrested and in custody. Something was bothering her about Sullivan as the culprit. He’d not made the list in the first place—despite having a solid motive for wanting Arlo dead—for one very important reason. If he was trying to protect the reputation of the boardwalk, then why dump the body there? Why not take it some place out of the way? Why risk it? It didn’t really make sense to Ali that he’d leave Arlo’s dead body in the very place whose reputation he was trying to protect…

But before she had a chance to think about it any further, Ali heard a knock at the door.

Scruff quirked his head up and whinnied.

“Who could that be?” Ali wondered aloud.

She unfolded her legs from beneath her and put the popcorn on the coffee table. Then she went over to the door and up on her tiptoes to look through the peephole. She saw a flash of dark brown hair and her heart immediately began to race. It was Seth.

With trembling, excited fingers, Ali quickly unlatched the door and pulled it open.

“Seth?” she asked. “What are you doing here?”

He looked gorgeous in the moonlight, his dark eyes and chiseled chin only accentuated by the shadows. Then he grinned his wide smile and Ali practically went weak at the knees. 

“I’m not interrupting anything am I?” Seth said as he eyed her pajamas.

Ali peered down at them and felt her cheeks grow warm with embarrassment. “Not at all. I’m just having a cozy night in with Scruff and some popcorn.”

Seth peered over her shoulder at the dog curled up on the couch. “Have you adopted him?”

Ali shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re just...I guess you could say we’re taking things slowly.” She smirked at her own joke.

Seth let out a low, knowing chuckle. “Funny.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets, looking more coy than Ali was used to seeing him. “So, I heard the case got solved,” he said. “You’re a free woman again.”

“Yup,” Ali said, with a nod. “I opened the bakery again today. I thought people might still be wary, but it was back to business as usual.”

“That’s great,” Seth replied. “I’m really happy for you.”

He paused, and Ali studied him. “Was there anything else?”

He scratched his neck awkwardly. “Did you want to go out for dinner to celebrate?” he blurted. “Nothing crazy or fancy, I know you’re not ready to date, but just to catch up.”

“Now?” Ali replied, looking down at her pajamas.

“Unless your plans with Scruff are more important...” Seth said with a chuckle. “Which I’d fully understand of course.”

Ali faltered as she mulled it over. The case was solved. Her business was back. The feud with Teddy was over. If there was any time to celebrate, it would surely be now. 

And as she deliberated, Ali remembered Teddy’s words from before. To stop thinking and pay attention to how she felt. Right now, she felt butterflies in her stomach and a magnetic pull in her veins. If you feel like saying yes, say yes. Ali had to admit it. She really felt like saying yes. 

So before she had a chance to change her mind, she blurted, “Yes! Okay. I’ll just slip into something less comfortable!”

She left Seth at the door and skipped back to her room to change, her heart galloping with excitement.

 

*

 

Ali tugged down at the hem of her skirt and wobbled on her heels. She was used to wearing flats and jeans, and she always felt a little uncomfortable dressed up. She was also feeling rather hot under the collar to be standing beside the gorgeous Seth, as they waited at the podium to be seated.

True to his word, the restaurant he’d taken her to was not fancy. It was just a little place tucked away behind a larger store on the boardwalk, a place one could easily walk right past without noticing. There wasn’t even a sign above the door. Had Seth not led her here, she may well have continued to overlook it.

“This is a cute little place,” she said, looking around at the nautical themed decor. 

It was a bit hokey and dated for her taste, but it had its own cute kind of charm, and by the looks of all the diners inside, it certainly offered something of worth. It had a buzzing kind of ambiance and was clearly a good spot to go to for an easy, fun time. In fact, it was a really good place for a date because it had a very relaxed vibe. Ali felt herself relaxing.

“Table for two?” the waitress asked.

“Yes please,” Seth said. 

They followed the woman, wending their way through the buzzing tables to an intimate looking spot in the corner. A big fish tank was positioned behind it, beaming a bright light onto the table. Ali felt a bit like she was in the spotlight as she took her seat. 

The waitress passed her a menu. “We have a special romance deal on tonight,” she said. “A bottle of pink champagne for half price with any seafood platter.”

“Oh, this isn't a date,” Seth informed her, lowering himself into the seat opposite. 

But as Ali glanced across the table at him, she felt her stomach flutter. She decided to pay attention to it for once. “Actually, the romance deal sounds perfect to me,” she said. “I’d love some pink champagne and a seafood platter, if you would too.”

She glanced up at Seth. He looked surprised, but not in a bad way. 

“Romance deal, it is,” he said with a flirty glint in his eyes. 

“Coming right up,” the waitress said, passing him a menu too. “We have seafood platters for two available. I’ll be right back with your champagne, and you can let me know which you want.” 

She smiled pleasantly and walked away.

Ali looked down at the menu, with the words The Cove embossed on the front in gold letters. 

“The Cove?” Ali said, reading it aloud. “Where have I heard that name before?” She searched through her mind, and suddenly remembered. “This was the place Arlo wrote his other review of!”

Seth’s eyes widened. “The mean that horrible weasel who ruined our last date? Let me guess, it was another horrible, scathing one?”

“Actually no,” Ali replied, shaking her head as she cast her mind back to her research from before. “I read it and it was actually complimentary. I wonder if that’s why it’s so busy in here?” she wondered aloud. She didn’t recall the article having much in the way of comments or views. In fact, she’d theorized at the time that the article’s nice, bland tone had been the reason why Arlo had switched to such a scathing tone with his review of Seaside Sweets.

“Arlo wrote a complimentary review?” Seth asked. “That’s ironic, considering how thoroughly miserable the owner looks.”

“Oh?” Ali asked. 

Seth pointed out a man at the bar, sitting with his head slumped in his hands and a half-drunk beer in front of him. He looked disheveled and unhappy, his tie hanging askew to reveal only half of his shirt buttons were actually done up. 

“Yikes,” Ali said. “He looks awful.” 

She couldn’t help but wonder why the owner looked so terrible considering his restaurant was clearly doing so well. If it was anything to do with the review and Arlo, then she certainly had far more reason to look miserable than he did—Arlo had put her through the ringer and made her the prime suspect in his murder! Her curiosity got the better of her, as it always did, and she scanned him all over, before honing in on a clue.

There was a pale band of skin on his left ring finger, which was a starkly different color to the rest of his tanned skin.

“I think there might be another reason for his misery,” Ali told Seth. “I think he’s getting divorced.” She pointed at her own ring finger to illustrate the point. “He has a tan line here. Looks like he only just took his ring off.”

Seth raised his eyebrows. “Wow, you really are good at that detective stuff!” he said. “That’s a pretty keen eye you have.”

“Why thank you,” Ali replied. “I guess I have a natural talent for putting together different bits of information, you know? Names. Places…”

But her voice trailed away as a thought suddenly hit her. Names. Places. She suddenly realized where she’d heard the name The Cove before. Not just from Arlo’s review but from…Nate!

This was the spot she’d agreed to meet with him. Tonight. At nine thirty.

With a sudden surge of panic in her chest, Ali glanced behind her at the clock, and discovered to her horror, that it had just hit nine thirty. 

Ali turned back to face Seth and, in a sudden moment of shock, discovered it was already too late. 

There, standing in the doorway, staring at her with his mouth agape in horror, was Nate.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

“Ali?” Nate exclaimed, staring down at her. “What are you doing here?”

Ali shuffled awkwardly in her seat, feeling extremely on display under the light of the fish tank, and in her dress and heels.

From Nate’s face, Ali could tell he was clearly hurt, and she felt awful. He had every right to be. She’d agreed to meet him here, only to completely forget in all the drama of the investigation. Then she’d taken Teddy’s stupid advice and followed her heart instead of her head! She realized now there was a reason she always thought things through before she did them — to avoid terrible situations like this.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Ali began, but before she had the chance to fully explain, the waitress from before returned holding a silver platter.

“Your romance special champagne,” she said, placing the platter on the table between Ali and Seth. Upon it was an ice bucket with the champagne bottle and two red roses. “Did you decide which of the seafood sharing platters for two you’d like?”

Ali felt every muscle in her body clench. Her toes curled. She cringed all the way down to the bone. 

In the uncomfortable, stunned silence that followed, the waitress hesitated. She looked from Ali and Seth sitting on either side of the champagne bucket to Nate, standing in flabbergasted horror beside them. Clearly picking up on the vibes, she started backing away. “I’ll give you another minute,” she said hurriedly. Then she scurried off into the darkness.

In her chair, Ali felt her shoulders slump. This was a disaster. This was awful. This was everything she’d hoped wouldn’t happen—the two men she adored being harmed by her indecisiveness, by her heart’s failure to choose between them. She knew it was her responsibility to right the wrong she’d caused, but how? She’d always known dating them both would end badly, and bruise the hearts of everyone involved, and here was the proof of it; the matching looks of mortification and humiliation on both Nate and Seth’s faces. Ali felt as if her stomach had sunk all the way to her toes, knowing instinctively that the hurt looks on the faces of the two men — looks she’d caused — would make a mark on her mind forever more.

Ali felt awful for having hurt them both with her actions and felt a desperate need to put things right in any way she could, to somehow take back the harm she’d caused. She glanced pleadingly from one man to the next. “Let me explain.”

“Yes,” Seth prompted in a cold, sad voice. “Please explain. I’d love to know who this man is.”

“This is Nate,” Ali said. “He owns the surf shop on the boardwalk. We’re friends—”

“--friends?” Seth interjected with disbelief, at the very same time that Nate said, “Friends? That’s all we are to you?” in a tone of utter anguish.

Ali felt their dual pain right in the center of her chest like a deep, aching throb. She’d caused so much harm, and there was no real way to explain it away.

“Okay, no, not just friends,” she said to Nate. “Obviously, it’s more complicated than that.”

“Complicated in what way?” Seth asked in a low murmur. “In a romantic way?”

“I suppose so,” Ali said, feeling her shoulders begin to slump from the weight of it all. 

“I see,” Seth replied with a sad nod. He stood abruptly, his chair squeaking back against the tiles.

The noise reverberated around them, and other diners were starting to look now. Ali felt increasingly flustered and scrutinized. To anyone watching the scene unfold, it would look like a two-timing situation, and Ali felt silently judged, because the real situation was slightly more nuanced, at least in her mind. And maybe, Ali realized now, that was the problem. However she tried to explain her actions, they only made sense to her in her mind. To all involved, to all watching, a very different scenario was taking place, a far more black and white one. She’d strung two men along romantically, keeping their existence from one another. She’d lied by omission.

“Don’t go!” Ali cried, jumping up too. “Please. Let me explain.” If Seth walked out on her like this, before she’d even had a chance to try and put things right, she’d never forgive herself.

Seth paused and put his hands on his hips, his dark brows halfway up his forehead in an expression of expectation, as if to say go on, I’m listening, what could you possibly say to make this better? 

Nate put his hands on his hips, too, mirroring Seth’s posture and expression. They stood side by side, staring at her expectantly, furiously, suddenly united in their grievance toward her.

“I—I don’t know what to say,” Ali said, lamely. “Nate and I were friends, are friends. We were getting close, but then we drifted apart. I thought Nate had changed his mind about me, and then I met you, Seth, and we got close too. But then Nate changed his mind again and that’s when things got really complicated.”

“Here’s something that’s not complicated,” Seth said. “I’m leaving.”

He marched away. Ali turned to Nate, shaking her head with shame. 

“Nate, I’m so sorry, I—”

“—Save it, Ali,” Nate replied. “I came on a date to find you on a date with another guy? Message received, loud and clear.”

And with that, he marched away too.

Ali stood there, floundering, alone in the restaurant. Everyone was staring so she sank back into her seat and dropped her head in her hands. What a mess she’d made of things.

And as she sat there glumly, she caught sight of the forlorn, drunk and disheveled bar owner looking at her. He raised a glass as if to their misery. Ali grabbed the champagne bottle from the ice bucket and raised it to him, too.

 Ali sat glum and forlorn in her seat, as the fallout from the spat settled all around her. How had she made such a terrible mess of things? She was appalled with herself and the way she’d acted. She should have told them both the truth from the outset. 

Lavinia’s bizarre prophecy suddenly ran through her head: what you think will be double, will end up as half. She must’ve been talking about her love life.

Just then, a figure moved beside Ali. Backlit by the fish tank, she didn’t recognize who it was at first. 

“Mind if I join you?” a morose sounding voice said. 

It was the restaurant owner, the disheveled guy from the bar. He was clutching his beer in one hand and looked even more of a state up close.

“Looks like we could both do with some company,” he murmured, rocking from one foot to the next.

“Be my guest,” Ali said. “I’m just waiting to regain my composure anyway.”

The man slunk heavily into the chair opposite and sat in a half-slumped pose. “I saw the showdown. Were you two timing them?”

“No!” Ali said. Then she shook her head. “I guess kind of.”

The man took a big swig of beer. “Same with me and the wife,” he said. “Ex-wife. The papers got served this morning. She’s taking me to the cleaners. She’s asking for the house, the cars, everything. All she’s leaving me with is this poxy place.”

“I’m sorry,” Ali said. “But your restaurant is great. Everyone loves it. It looks like business is booming.”

The man let out a drunk-sounded scoff noise. Ali didn’t know what to make of it. Of course he was down on his luck right now but losing her bakery would’ve been significantly worse to her than losing both Nate and Seth was. The bakery was her life. Her pride and joy. Her purpose. The man still had that, even if he couldn’t see it now.

“You’ll bounce back,” she told him. “And hey, I saw your positive review in the Herald. That will surely only help matters now.”

“Ugh, the review,” the man said, blinking his heavy, boozy eyelids. “Don’t even get me started on that.”

Ali frowned, confused. Why did he have a problem with it? Maybe if he’d seen hers the day after, he might realize how lucky he’d gotten off with his Arlo experience!

“Am I missing something?” she asked. “The review was nice.”

“Did you read them both?” he asked. 

Ali frowned more deeply. “Both?”

He nodded. “Yeah. The one online was different to the one they printed. Let me get you a copy.”

He clicked his fingers in the air. The waitress who’d served Ali and Seth the pink champagne came over. 

“Is everything okay, Mr. Mundy?”

“Do we still have a copy of the review?” he said. “From the Herald?”

“I’ll take a look,” the woman said, politely, before ducking off into the darkness. 

As Ali watched her go, a horrible, sweeping thought came over her. Her very original line of thinking had been a disgruntled vendor. Someone else who had received a negative review from Arlo. but when she’d looked online and read his review of The Cove, she’d seen only a positive review. But if the publication version had been scathing, in the same tone as his review of Ali, that gave him a motive all over again.

All of Ali’s feelings about Sullivan not quite being the right culprit suddenly came back to her in one huge moment of revelation. And with growing terror, Ali looked across the table at the drunk, dark eyed restaurant owner with his stare fixed on her.

Was he the killer?


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Ali’s heart began to race. She gazed across the table at the restaurant owner, with his disheveled appearance and five o’clock shadow. Both his hands were clasped around his beer, as if clutching on to it with desperation. 

“Could you excuse me for one moment?” Ali said, removing her napkin from her lap and placing it on the table. “I need a bathroom break.”

The restaurateur waved a hand and took a swig of beer. “Sure. Sure.”

Ali stood and discovered her legs had become somewhat unsteady beneath her. She headed for the bathroom, staggering a little on her heels; she wasn’t accustomed to wearing anything other than flats.

As she pushed the door to the bathroom open and headed inside the tiled, floral smelling sanctuary, she quickly reached into her purse for her phone. She dialed Delaney. 

“Hey Ali,” her friend said as she answered. “How’s your date going?”

The question threw Ali. She hadn’t told anyone about the planned date with Nate—indeed, she’d forgotten all about it herself—and of course Seth had simply turned up on her doorstep out of the blue. So how did Delaney know?

“My date?” she asked.

“With Scruff!” Delaney said, chuckling. “You two are joined at the hip these days. Cozy night in. I’m picturing movies… popcorn…”

She was eerily pretty spot on, and Ali suddenly wished she’d stayed at home with the straggly stray as originally planned. It would’ve saved her a whole lot of trouble. But then at the same time, if she had stayed home in her comfy pj’s, she’d never have met the restaurateur and been given the final piece of the puzzle that was the murder of Arlo Hudson.

“Actually, Delaney,” Ali said into the phone as she peered at her own frightened reflection in the bathroom mirror, “I need your advice.”

“Shoot,” Delaney replied.  

Ali leaned against the faux-marble top surface to steady herself. “I think Sullivan might not be the culprit.”

“Okay…” Delaney said, drawing out the word leadingly. “And what made you think this?”

“Because I think I might be sitting in a restaurant with the killer.”

On the other end of the line, a beat of silence passed. Then Delaney spoke, in a rapid, worried sounding voice. “Ali, what are you talking about?”

“The vendor Arlo reviewed before me,” Ali began.

“The one he gave a nice review to?”

“Yes. Well, turns out there were two reviews. The one on the website wasn’t the same as the one that ended up in print. He’s fetching me the publication to show me now. I excused myself to the bathroom to call you, because I was starting to freak out.”

She caught sight again of her reflection in the mirror. The phrase rabbit in the headlights sprang to mind.

“But Ali, Sullivan is in prison,” came Delaney’s assuring voice in her ear. “He as good as confessed to you. He had the means, the motive, and the opportunity. Why are you chasing another culprit?”

“Because Sullivan as the culprit doesn’t fit,” Ali told her. “If he killed Arlo to protect the businesses on the boardwalk, then why the heck did he dump the body in a boardwalk dumpster? I had been arguing it away in my head because Sullivan was the only possible perp, but now I find out this other vendor actually had a motive all along, one I’d failed to spot, and it changes everything. Just trust me on this one, Delaney. I have a gut feeling.”

“Ali, you have to get out of there,” Delaney urged.

“What?” Ali asked, surprised. “No way! I’m going to try and get him to confess.”

Delaney groaned. She spoke in a tense tone. “Ali. Don’t do it. This isn’t your job. Call the police instead. Tell them what you know.”

Ali’s hand tightened on the receiver. “But we’ve built a rapport,” she told her friend, and her own reflection, assuring both that she could handle this. “If the cops speak to him, he’ll clam up. Right now, he’s opening up to me.”

“Ali, you’re crazy!” Delaney continued. “Please get out of there!”

“I have to do this, Delaney,” Ali replied, growing more determined. “I don’t think this opportunity will come around twice. This might be the only shot.”

Delaney paused on the line. Then she sighed, as if giving in. “What are you going to do?”

Ali was relieved to know that Delaney was on her side, and she felt her shoulders relax a little. “I’m going to go back out there,” she explained. “I’m going to try and record a confession out of him.”

“That sounds really dangerous,” Delaney said.

“I know,” Ali admitted. “Which is why I’m going to keep our chat thread open on my phone. If I message you 911 you know what to do.” 

She grimaced as she said it, and her stomach turned. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all? Maybe it would be better to call the cops and let them deal with it? But even if she did, would they listen to her? Right now, they were busy interrogating Sullivan Raine. Assuming Ali was correct about Mr. Mundy being the true perp, they were probably close to discovering the mistake and releasing him. And who would they turn their attention to once they realized Sullivan wasn’t the killer? Her. There was no other suspect—Detective Callihan had revealed as much to her during Sullivan’s arrest in the empty condo. He was pursuing Sullivan, and Detective Elton was pursuing her. Which meant getting a confession out of Mr. Mundy was now a matter of freedom for Ali. She had no choice but to go out there and draw a confession out of him.

“Seriously, Ali,” came Delaney’s worried voice in her ear. “I really do not like the sound of this.”

“I don’t like it much either,” Ali said, as much to her own worried reflection as to her concerned friend. “But I’m confident this is the guy.”

“Then I guess there’s nothing else to say but good luck,” Delaney replied. 

Her tone was morose, almost as if she was already expecting Ali to fail. It didn’t exactly instill confidence in Ali. But she knew she must press on.

“Thanks,” she replied. “Speak soon. I hope…”

She thumbed the red button and ended the call. Her hands were shaking a little as the enormity of the situation began to truly set in. She was about to try and get a dangerous man to confess to murder. A dangerous, drunk man. She could only pray she didn’t end up throttled in the dumpster out back like Arlo had… 

Quickly, Ali brought up the voice recording app on her phone and hit the big red button to start recording. Then she opened up the message thread with Delaney so that she could quickly message her if worse came to worst. 

With everything now prepared, Ali gave herself one final parting look in the mirror, searching for her bravery inside of her, then pushed open the bathroom door and headed back into the restaurant, determined to ensnare a killer.

As she weaved back through the tables, she noticed how much quieter it now was. Several diners had left while she’d been in the bathroom, and the buzz of background chatter was dying down as closing time loomed. It felt eerie, and Ali shivered as she reached the table with Mr. Mundy and slid back into her seat.

The Herald was now lying on the table. But before Ali had a chance to ask anything about it, a group of merry diners approached them. 

“Thanks for the great food, Mr. Mundy,” a large man said, slapping a big beefy hand on the guy’s shoulder.

“Best place in town!” one of the women in the party agreed.

“It’s my new favorite spot,” the first man added. 

As the glowing praise rained down on the restaurateur, Ali noticed how he seemed entirely unaffected. In one ear and out the other. He’d clearly taken the words of Arlo’s bad review to heart, if all the actual praise he was being given was falling on deaf ears. 

Ali could understand to an extent. Arlo’s review of Seaside Sweets had cut her deep, too. But not so deep she disregarded all the other positive feedback she’d received. And certainly not enough to decide to murder him…

“Night!” the revelers drunkenly shouted, as they all headed to the exit.

As they filed out into the evening, a disconcerting hush fell over the place. Ali looked around and saw there was hardly anyone else left inside now, just a few waiting staff tidying tables. She shivered uneasily. How long until they cleared out too, and there was no one left to witness whatever was to transpire.

Just then, the restaurateur’s face darted up. He nudged the Herald paper toward Ali, pushing it into the beam of the light from the tropical fish tank.

“Feast your eyes on that,” he said with a sneer, before leaning back on his chair and disappearing into the darkness.

With a tremor of nerves, Ali picked up the publication. She flicked through the pages until her eyes found the picture of Arlo in his bizarre hat and visor combo. It shook her right down to the core to be looking once more into the man’s eyes and it immediately brought flooding back the memory of him lying dead in the dumpster. And now the man who’d put him there was sitting right in front of her, submerged in shadows, intently watching her reaction.

She cleared her throat and began to read aloud, her voice quivering. “‘The Cove restaurant is one of Willow Bay’s best kept secrets’.” She paused. That was not what she’d been expecting. She frowned with confusion, re-reading the opening sentence again in her head, in case she’d made a mistake. But no. The opening was pleasant enough. So far, so good. Perhaps it was about to descend into vitriol? She continued aloud. “‘Tucked away just off the boardwalk street, The Cove is a local restaurant for local people, a gem kept out of sight of the busy throngs of tourists. Serving the best seafood—and atmosphere—in town, The Cove remains the go-to location for residents.”

Suddenly, Ali’s theory started to falter, to crack and wobble like a sandcastle on the beach. There was nothing in this article justifying murdering anyone over! If anything, Arlo had done Mr. Mundy a huge favor, by bringing the tucked away, clandestine place to the attention of the masses.

Had she made a mistake? Had she read into the situation what she wanted to see? Put two and two together and ended up with five?

Her eyes roved up to the restaurateur’s. “Am I missing something?” she asked. “This review is positive.”

With a look of disdain on his face, Mr. Mundy grasped his beer from the table and took a deep swig. “Oh it’s positive, alright. It’s practically glowing.” He said it through his teeth, in a bitter voice that did not match the content of his words.

Ali blinked at him, thoroughly confused. He’d admitted in his own words that the review was glowing, that it was positive, and yet he appeared to be seething with fury over it.

“It’s even more positive than the one I read online,” Ali continued. “If my review had been like this, I’d have been thrilled.”

“Thrilled?” the man echoed. His hand was smoothing down his tie again, with agitation. “You expected me to be thrilled?”

He was getting combative now, and Ali was still at a complete loss as to what the problem here was. 

“Well, as a business owner myself I know how helpful reviews like this can be in bolstering trade,” Ali said. “And this one told all the tourists how to find you, since you’re so tucked out of the way.”

“Exactly!” the man said. “That’s the problem!”

Ali simply shook her head. She could not comprehend what Mr. Mundy was interpreting in the article. She started to wonder whether he was actually of sound mind. Perhaps he was mad. 

Whatever it was causing the disjunct between Mr. Mundy and the reviews, Ali was left with the distinct impression that she’d massively misunderstood the situation. Mr. Mundy wasn’t a murderer at all. He was just some confused, mad drunk! 

Feeling her cheeks flood with the heat of shame, Ali reached for her phone in her lap and clicked off the recording. She quickly x’d out of the app with Delaney and slid her cell back into her purse, feeling embarrassed about the call with her friend now she’d discovered what she had.

“I’d better go,” she told Mr. Mundy.

But as she went to raise herself out of her seat, the man thunked his hand on top of hers. 

Ali startled, staring down at his hand pinning hers to the tabletop, feeling the clamminess of his nervous sweat. She looked into his eyes and saw a strange look there. He was clearly a troubled man, a man on the verge of something.

A breakdown? Ali thought.

“You don’t get it, do you?” Mr. Mundy said in a desperate, low whisper. His eyes started darting all about him, taking in the staff members as they went about the place tidying up. “I’m ruined.”

His final statement rang in Ali’s ears and she paused. The stench of beer on his hushed breath lingered in her nostrils. The weight of his clammy hand on top of hers made her skin crawl. Every instinct in her was telling her to flee the situation. To get away from this dingy, dark place, and this deranged, wild-eyed man.

But there was more to this story than she understood.

Fighting every instinct inside of her, Ali lowered herself back into her chair. “You’re right. I don’t understand,” she replied. “So how about you explain it to me?”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Ali wrung her hands nervously in her lap. Across from her Mr. Mundy was looking increasingly shifty and jumpy.

“I’ve been running this place for decades,” he began. “I’ve earned a decent enough wage, nothing fancy, but I never wanted anything fancy. I just wanted a quiet life, with my wife, and our business, with some luxuries, you know? I thought we were on the same page. But over the years, she became greedy and wanted more and more. No amount ever seemed enough for her, and I became a source of growing disappointment to her.” 

He angrily glugged down the rest of his beer and thunked the empty glass down onto the table with such ferocity Ali flinched in her seat. 

“So then she announces she’s divorcing me,” he continued, a slur becoming more evident in his voice. “Makes it seem all friendly, with an agreement about the final settlement being based on my last thirty-days’ income. And then what happens? THIS review!” He flicked the paper with his hand, giving it a disgusted look. “This glowing review comes out and my profits go through the roof. The surge won’t last from the review, it never does. But on paper, I now look like a very rich man.”

Suddenly, Lavinia Leigh’s premonition came back to Ali’s mind, pertinent to the situation. “What you think will be double, will end up as half.” The more Mr. Mundy makes, the richer he looks, and the more he ultimately has to give up in his divorce proceedings. 

But that wasn’t enough of a motive, as far as Ali was concerned, to murder Arlo. The writer surely had no idea about the terms of Mr. Mundy and his wife’s agreement. 

As Ali mulled it over in her mind, flicking back and forth between Mr. Mundy being the killer and not, she wondered if perhaps this was a case of misdirected aggression. A shoot the messenger type scenario. When the source of Mr. Mundy’s grief was really his wife, then had Arlo acted as something as a sort of proxy for his pent-up rage and aggression? 

Or was the real answer even more far-fetched?

“Wait… you don’t think he wrote a good review purposefully to drive up your business, do you?” Ali asked. It would take a very troubled, paranoid person to think such a thing, but by the looks of the man sitting in front of her, Ali wasn’t about to rule anything out. And the more time Ali spent in his company, the more clear it became to her that he was at least a few sandwiches short of a picnic.

“Oh I KNOW it was,” Mr. Mundy replied, an edge of conspiratorial desperation in his tone. “She’s the CEO of the Herald.”

Ali gasped. “Your wife?” she asked with shock. “Your wife runs the Herald?”

Mr. Mundy flicked through the pages of the paper in front of Ali to a list of staff on the inner front page. And there, signed at the bottom was a signature in loopy cursive and the printed words beneath it: Miranda Mundy, CEO. 

Ali couldn’t believe her eyes. All this time she had assumed Sullivan was the person putting all the pressure on the editor-in-chief. But it had been Mrs. Mundy pulling the strings all along? It had been she who’d put all the pressure on the editor to fire the pleasant Timothy Clarke in favor of the nasty Arlo Hudson? But why? It didn’t quite make sense.

Ali looked up from the paper back to Mr. Mundy and frowned. “Are you saying your ex’s position at the Herald gave her the power to influence the success of your business?”

“Yes. I am.”

“Then why didn’t she do it years ago? For good? Why didn’t she get Timothy Clarke to write a good review of your restaurant?”

“She did,” Mr. Mundy replied. “In fact, The Cove’s been reviewed more times than any other place on the boardwalk. The thing is, Timothy Clarke wrote bland, nice reviews. Vanilla. And he specialized in all the hokey seafront restaurants with ocean views and gimmicks.”

Ali side-eyed the ocean-themed decor and the gaudy, brightly lit tropical fish tank, but decided not to call him up on it.

“He didn’t have the words in him to convince tourists to diverge from the boardwalk and come out this way,” Mr. Mundy continued. “And the locals weren’t exactly going to pay any attention to him, either. Every review fell flat.”

Ali thought it through. Timothy had spent thirty years at the Herald playing it safe with his reviews. He’d pandered to the tastes of the tourists, rather than the locals. No one local was paying attention to anything he wrote anymore, and the out of towners certainly weren’t interested in a place like The Cove.

“So your wife hired someone new?” Ali queried.

“Right. Miranda pushed for Arlo Hudson because he was famous. I’d never heard of him. I stupidly thought there was a chance she was doing it for us, for our marriage and our business.” He shook his head, bitterly. “There was so much fanfare around him getting hired, I really had high hopes.”

Ali thought back to her own first encounter with Arlo. Marco had certainly seemed very enthralled by the famous critic from Chicago. The Italian twins were usually a good barometer for what the rest of the town’s vendors thought on an issue too. So if they were paying attention, so were others. Arlo’s review was most definitely going to be widely read. 

“You didn’t know about his reputation?” Ali asked. “How he was considered so savage he made people cry?”

Mr. Mundy shook his head. “I had no idea. After he came to the restaurant for his taste test, I naturally looked him up afterwards and discovered his colorful career. I challenged Miranda over it. Asked what she was up to. Had she pushed for him to be hired so he would trash the restaurant? That’s when she showed me the papers.”

“The papers?” Ali queried. 

“The agreement her lawyer had drawn up,” he added, bitterly. “That’s how I found out she wanted a divorce.”

Ali felt her stomach drop. What a cruel, callous way to tell your husband you wanted a divorce.

“It was blackmail,” he replied. “As far as I’m concerned. Her and her conniving new lawyer boyfriend cooked it up together. Sign this, or I get Arlo to write a bad review and ruin you. Who thinks to read the small print in a situation like that?” 

Ali grimaced. The picture was becoming clearer and clearer. He’d been tricked into signing papers, thinking he was saving his business. But somewhere along the line, the opposite had happened.

“What was in the small print?” she asked.

The restaurateur sighed heavily. “The agreement basically meant that said my alimony to her would be proportional to the last few weeks of the profit here. I wasn’t thinking rationally. I was distraught. I’d just learned my wife was leaving me for a lawyer half her age. It didn’t seem that bad. But then they used Arlo’s notoriety to drive UP the sales at this place because everyone would be reading that first review.”

“That’s why the second one was more positive than the first,” Ali said, gasping with understanding. “The first didn’t make as much of an impact on profits as they wanted.”

“Exactly. The first one had had next to no hits online, no comments, no interest. They had to make the review in the paper even more glowing to get people to pay attention. And it worked. My revenue went up tenfold overnight.”

Ali was astonished. The devious plan concocted between Miranda Mundy and her boy-toy lawyer had worked perfectly. The Cove’s profits had soared off the back of Arlo’s review, and now the ruthless pair were taking Mr. Mundy to the cleaners.

“I’m going to lose everything,” the restaurateur continued, his voice now an agonized wail. “The most money I’ve ever made, and yet I’m going bust! The irony! Thirty years of work gone in one week!”

No wonder he was so disheveled looking, Ali thought. Why he was sunken-eyed, with half his shirt buttons undone. He’d not suddenly lost his wife to another man; he’d lost his business. His entire world had been ripped out from beneath him.

But there was one thing Ali still didn’t know. Had he killed Arlo?

It seemed to her that the critic was just a pawn used in the game of trickery played by Miranda the CEO and her lover. So why enact violent revenge on Arlo, rather than the two people who’d actually ruined him?

Ali needed to find out what had happened. She knew the motive, and she could guess at the means—the tie he kept nervously fiddling with. But why? When had the opportunity presented itself? How?

If she was, indeed, sitting in front of Arlo’s killer, she had to get him to confess. Mr. Mundy was clearly suffering greatly from the burden of his secret and in desperate need to offload. He seemed entirely unaware of the theory Ali was piecing together in her mind, and Ali wanted to keep it that way. She needed him to talk, to spill all the beans and drop that final piece of the puzzle into place. Only then would she truly catch him out and solve the crime.

“You must’ve been pretty mad at Arlo,” Ali said. “Once you realized what the outcome of his review was.”

Mr. Mundy looked forlornly into his empty beer glass. Then he waved his hand over his head, clicking his fingers impatiently for the waiting staff. The girl who’d served Ali the pink champagne was the only person left. She shot him a glance of disdain — presumably because of the amount of beer he was sinking — before relenting and heading off to the bar to fetch him another drink. 

“I was mad alright,” he muttered.

Mad enough to take his anger out on him? To kill him? To choke him to death with the very tie he was wearing now? The questions burned in Ali’s mind, and she had to hold herself back from blurting them out. She had to keep up the rapport with him. Make him think they were on the same team.

“I was mad about my review, too,” she offered. “I bumped into Arlo in the street the next day and let him have it. I really laid into him. I think I would’ve hit him if I’d gotten the chance. If you ask me…” She lowered her voice. “...whoever killed him did us a favor.”

Her stomach immediately flipped as the lie came from her mouth. It made her cringe to even say it, but she simply had to pretend she was on his side if she wanted to get him to confess. 

“You do?” the man asked, evidently wary.

“I do.”

He looked at her, searching her eyes. 

Swallowing her cringe, Ali reached across the table and rested her hand on top of his. “I’d go as far as to say the man who killed Arlo is a hero.”

A look of dawning came over the man’s face as he finally picked up on the not so subtle clues Ali was giving him.

“You don’t mean that,” he said. “You’re just joking.”

“I’m not,” Ali pressed. “Who knows how many businesses he would have ruined if some vigilante hero hadn’t swooped in to save the day?” 

“What if that person was...me?” he said, in a low, hopeful voice.

Ali’s pulse quickened. This was it. She’d gotten him right where she needed him. If there was any time to pull off one of her fake personas, it was now. This was the role of her lifetime.

Ignoring the feeling of bile inching up her gullet, Ali leaned forward, rested her chin on her fist, and gazed at the man with admiration. “If it was you? I think I’d very much enjoy hearing exactly how you did it. All the gory details. Nothing spared.”

He gulped. “Where’s my drink?” he said, looking about him awkwardly. “I’m parched.”

“Your waitress went to get it,” she told him. “Why don’t you tell me everything quickly before she gets back.”

He tugged his collar. “It just happened. Like with you, when you saw him and let rip. When he came in here for dinner, it was like an out of body experience. Something took me over. I invited him back to the kitchen and out into the alleyway… one thing led to another.”

Ali’s heart skipped a beat. That was it. That was surely enough of a confession to get this guy locked up? Time to get the backup.

She reached down to her lap for her cell phone, ready to type in the 911 code to send to Delaney. But her hand hit the fabric of her dress. She scrambled around, searching for her cell, only to suddenly remember with complete horror that she’d put it away! Back when she’d thought she was wrong about her theory, she’d closed the app and slid the phone back in her purse. Not only had none of the confession been recorded, but she was completely helpless. 

Her heart began to race. Now what? She’d just aligned herself with this murderer, and had no way out of it. She had to think on her feet.

“And your ex?” she asked, grasping to keep the conversation going while she formulated a plan B. “Miranda? Are you planning on getting revenge on her any time soon? Seems like she wronged you the most out of anyone.”

His eyes went round. “Planning? No. What happened with Arlo was a mistake.” He shook his head. “I have no desire to kill anyone ever again. Even if it did feel good.”

Suddenly, there came a loud clatter from behind. Ali flinched in her seat, and the man sprang back from her, to reveal standing just a little way behind in the gloom of the restaurant, was the waitress. At her feet lay a silver serving platter, a broken glass, and a pool of frothy beer. On her face was plastered a look of absolute horror. 

“You…” she stammered. “You killed Arlo?”

The restaurant man’s mouth opened. He looked stunned, like he had been ripped out of the hypnotic trance Ali had gotten him in and had now crash landed back in reality. 

“I’m calling the police!” the waitress cried, and without wasting a second, she bolted for the kitchen.

“Police?” Mr. Mundy shouted. Suddenly, he was up on his feet too, swaying drunkenly. He went barreling after her.

Was he going to hurt her? Ali thought, panicking. To dispose of the witness? 

“No!” she cried, jumping up.

But she got tangled in the chair leg. As she struggled to free herself, she watched the waitress disappear through the steel swing doors into the kitchen, with Mr. Mundy right on her tail. 

Finally, Ali extracted herself and went off after them. But this time it was her heels that caused her problems, and she wobbled unsteadily and ungainly to the kitchen doors. 

At last she reached them, and she burst inside to the kitchen, to find that it was completely silent. She squinted to survey the scene--an industrial kitchen not dissimilar from her own at the bakery. Steel counters. Tiled floors. Pots and pans hanging from the railings. 

Suddenly, movement caught Ali’s attention, and her head darted to face it. There, on the wall, dangling from its chord, hung the telephone. 

Ali gulped. The waitress had clearly reached it. But where was she now? 

“Hello?” Ali heard a voice buzz through it. “Hello? Emergency services. Is anyone there?”

Ali rushed forward and grabbed the phone. “We need the police,” she whispered, as her eyes continued to scan the empty kitchen. “To The Cove restaurant in Willow Bay.”

“What’s going on there ma’am?” the voice on the other end of the line said. 

But before Ali got a chance to reply, a sudden blast of cold air hit her. She looked over to see the back door standing wide open, swinging in the breeze. Through it she could see an alleyway shrouded in darkness.

The words Mr. Mundy had told her about how he’d killed Arlo replayed in her mind. Was it happening again? Was history repeating?

Certain they’d gone that way, Ali whispered a final parting word in the phone—”murder”—then dropped it and raced out after them.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

The temperature had dropped, and Ali shivered in her fancy date night dress as she rushed along the dark, desolate alleyway. The paving slabs were covered in grime and rotten food, and shards of broken glass. Ali’s heels clicked against the paving slabs, but she could hear no other footsteps. Where had Mr. Mundy and the terrified waitress he was pursuing gone?

Ali passed along the row of dumpsters and recycling bins. Big black trash sacks lay in piles beside them. She spotted a bunch of overgrown vegetation ahead and realized with surprise that the path continued on beyond it. The overgrowth was actually blocking the path, making it appear to be a dead end, but actually, the path veered sharply to the left in a right angle. 

It was the only way the pair could’ve gone, so Ali took it. She pushed past the hedges, hearing a sharp rip as her dress caught on the spindly branches and tore. Pointy twigs clawed at her bare flesh, scratching her as she passed through. The waitress must be in such a state of desperation to plow straight through this mass of vegetation.

Ali emerged round the other side and gasped as she discovered, with shock and surprise, The Cove’s back alleyway connected to her back alleyway! She could hardly believe it. She’d seen the overgrown vegetation from the other vantage point and simply assumed the alleyway stopped there in a dead end. She’d had no reason to go this far along it, since their shared dumpsters were directly behind her kitchen. She’d assumed only she, Marco, and Emilio had access to the pathway but now it became clear to her how Arlo had ended up in her dumpster. She and Mr. Mundy had a direct back path connecting their stores, one that was so thoroughly concealed even the cops had failed to spot it. 

With her heart pounding in her chest, Ali glanced about her furtively. There was no sign of either the waitress or the killer pursuing her. She looked over at the ten-foot-high fence behind Marco’s pizzeria’s garden, and the dumpsters in a row lined against it. Was she already too late? Was the waitress already lying dead inside the very same dumpster she’d discovered Arlo in? Was Mr. Mundy hiding behind it waiting to pounce on her too, to eliminate all the witnesses to his terrible deed?

Fighting her instincts to run, Ail paced forward.

Sudden movement to the side made her swirl. She turned and saw two terrified eyes peeping out at her from the small gap between the dumpsters. The waitress. She must’ve wedged herself in the tiny gap to hide from Mr. Mundy. Where the man was, Ali currently had no idea whatsoever. 

She reached her hand down to the trembling, terrified girl. “Quick. Let me help you up.”

The girl reached her hand forward, then suddenly withdrew it, as her eyes went over Ali’s shoulder and widened. 

Ali spun on the spot. Her heart flew into her throat at the back-lit silhouetted figure now approaching her. The smell of beer flooded her nostrils. It was Mr. Mundy.

Acting on instinct, Ali snatched up one of the garbage bags beside her and hurled it across the alleyway at Mr. Mundy. It smashed into him with a thud and split, spraying putrid and rotten food all over the place.

In the moment of chaos, the waitress leapt out from behind a dumpster and went flying off down the alleyway. Ali hurried after her but made it only two paces when a sudden jarring pain shot up her leg.

Stuck in place, Ali glanced down to see the heel of her shoe had gotten wedged between the paving slabs, and the pain was coming from her ankle, which was twisted into an awkward looking position.

She kicked off the heels and took two more steps before her twisted ankle gave way beneath her. A sharp, agonizing jolt of electric pain shot up her leg, and she tumbled to the side, landing in a heap of stinking garbage bags.

“Wait!” Ali cried at the waitresses back as she raced away. 

But the girl was clearly not stopping for anyone. She went scarpering down the alleyway as quick as a flash, leaving Ali floundering in the pile of stinking garbage.

Suddenly, the shadowy figure of Mr. Mundy loomed over her. He inched slowly closer, a black silhouette backlit by the single street lamp. And as he towered over her, his face moved into the light. He peered down at her through mean, narrowed eyes. They were almost entirely black from how dilated his pupils had become. He appeared devoid of all emotion, almost like a different man than the one she’d been speaking to moments earlier. He looked instead like a wild animal who’d just cornered its prey.  

“Don’t hurt me!” Ali cried. “You said yourself that you didn’t want to kill anyone!”

“You’re right,” Mr. Mundy said, his hands smoothing down his tie. “I don’t want to kill anyone.“ Then his fingers found the knot, and he began to work it loose. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t.” 

Ali shrank back, feeling completely vulnerable. Where was the waitress? Was she already dead? Or was she hiding? Could she still save her?

“Help!” Ali cried into the blackness. “Please! Someone help me!”

Suddenly, Ali heard a sound coming from the other side of the alleyway, a very familiar, very reassuring sound. It was the bark of Scruff the dog.

There was no time for Ali to work out how Scruff had gotten there—considering when she’d last seen him, he was fast asleep on her couch—because he immediately raced for Mr. Mundy and grabbed his pant legs in his jaws.

“Get lost you filthy pest!” the restaurateur cried.

With a determined little growl, Scruff began to tug, as if playing a game of tug-of-war with Mr. Mundy’s pants. The heroic little stray, had his jaws clamped fast onto Mr. Mundy’s pant leg, and he was clearly not letting go. And the restaurateur's attempts to swat him away failed. He was too lumbering and ungainly, and the wiley little stray could easily jump out of his reach.

Then, in one sudden movement, Scruff tugged Mr. Munday’s pants down around his ankles. The floundering man tripped over his own feet and fell headfirst into the pile of trash bags, his bright red boxer shorts on full display. 

“POLICE!” came the sudden, welcome husky voice of Detective Elton.

With a huge sigh of relief, Ali glanced over to see the two detectives coming round the corner. It was over. 

Exhaling all her tension, Ali sank back into the pile of garbage like it was a pile of silk cushions and she were a Maharani. A banana peel fell on her head. 

As Detective Elton manhandled Mr. Mundy to a face down position, Detective Callihan approached where Ali was sitting in a crumpled heap in the pile of black bin bags and offered his hand. She peered up, and stopped rubbing her painful ankle, taking his hand instead. He pulled her up to her feet, with a strength Ali had never expected from a man of his size, just an inch taller than her in her heels.

As he’d heaved her up, she ended up uncomfortably close to him. Close enough to feel the heat coming off him. To feel his breath on her face. 

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” Ali replied, breathlessly.

With a look of concern, Detective Callihan dropped her hands and reached toward her. Ali gulped with surprise. But when he moved his hand back, she saw he was actually holding a banana peel, the one that had fallen on her head.

Ali took an instant step back. “It’s just these stupid heels,” she blurted, immediately switching into her awkward blabber-mouth mode. “Seriously, I don’t know how people do it.”

“Well, most people who wear heels aren’t usually chasing murderers down alleyways,” Detective Callihan replied with a smile, as he tossed the banana peel into the trash.

Ali returned the gesture. “Good point.”

She glanced over her shoulder at Mr. Mundy, currently being cuffed and read his rights by Detective Elton. “Mr. Mundy, I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Arlo Hudson.”

She turned back to Detective Callihan. “When did you work out it was him?” she asked curiously. 

“We weren’t getting anywhere in our interrogation of Sullivan Raine,” Detective Callihan explained. “We were looking back through our prior suspects in case there were any clues we’d missed. Mr. Mundy was on our radar because The Cove was the other place Arlo reviewed, but it wasn’t until looking back over it I realized there was a link between the restaurant and the CEO of the Herald. We came here to speak to Mr. Mundy again, only to bump into a terrified waitress who told us she’d overheard Mr. Mundy confess.”

Ali let out a sigh of relief to know the waitress was okay. 

“And Sullivan?” she asked. She hated to think of an innocent man sitting in jail.

“He’ll be released,” Detective Callihan replied. “He’s innocent. But you knew that already.”

There was a look in his eye Ali couldn’t quite place. It looked almost like pride? She studied it, wondering why Detective Callihan always seemed to be the polar opposite of Detective Elton when it came to her sleuthing and meddling. While they both regularly told her to butt out, Detective Elton did so because she was an irritant. But Detective Callihan did so for her own protection. He’d warned her she had an enemy. He’d told her the details of the case--confidential details, no less. And the whole time Detective Elton had been keeping a suspicious, watchful eye on Ali, Detective Callihan had been keeping a watchful eye on her.

The words that Detective Elton had said back when she’d been eavesdropping on their conversation from the garden of Marco’s pizzeria suddenly came back to Ali. She’d said Detective Callihan would be “soft” on her during their questioning. A thought began to crystallize in Ali’s mind. The awkwardness. The blushing. The tip offs. The warnings. The over-sharing of his personal life. Detective Sebastian Callihan liked her…

Suddenly, Mr. Mundy staggered on his feet and slammed into Detective Callihan’s back. The detective staggered forward, smashing into Ali, as Detective Elton and the perp grappled behind them in the crowded alleyway.

Squished up against the wall and the detective she’d just realized had a crush on her, Ali felt her heart begin to pound. His hair, which he usually combed back into a strange preppy 1940s high-schooler style had been mussed up, and stuck messily over his forehead. The change in style was far more attractive to Ali, and she noted with a jolt of discomfort the first spark of attraction there.

Oh goodness, she thought as it began to dawn on her. The feeling is mutual!

“Come on, you!” Detective Elton shouted, roughly pulling Mr. Mundy by his shoulders and shoving him along the alleyway.

Ali felt the pressure of the weight of Detective Callihan ease off. He moved back and peered at her with concern. “Are you okay?”

Ali nodded, breathless. “I’m okay…” she whispered. “Just surprised.” And in more ways than one.

“Callihan!” came Detective Elton’s husky bark from the other side of the alleyway. “Get a move on! And bring Miss Sweet with you! We need a statement from her.”

Detective Callihan flashed Ali a knowing look. “How about we leave the questioning until tomorrow?” he said. “Let you have a good night’s rest first before we start the whole statement gathering?”

“I’d appreciate that,” Ali replied.

Nothing seemed less appealing to her right now than sitting in the cold Willow Bay police station recounting all the drama of the evening. And nothing seemed more appealing to her now than snuggling up in her bed, and getting out of these stupid, uncomfortable clothes!

They headed together toward the straggly growth of bushes, Ali hobbling on her bad ankle, and Detective Callihan keeping her upright with his arm about her waist. Ali tried not to think too much about the physical contact between them. Her love life had gotten extremely complicated, and the last thing she needed now was to add any more complications into the mix. 

Just then, Ali heard a bark. She looked down to see Scruff trotting alongside her. He seemed fussier than usual, wending his way through her ankles and making whiny noises, and Ali realized she’d not thanked him yet for his bravery.

Ali halted and untangled herself from Sebastian, then crouched down.

“I know, Lil’ Dude,” she told the expectant looking pup. “You’re the true hero of the night.”

Scruff barked joyfully, then he leapt against her chest, putting his paws either side of her neck like an embrace and began bestowing kisses on her neck and face.

Ali cradled him in her arms and stood. Detective Callihan looked at her somewhat bemused, but Ali simply shrugged. 

“It’s true. He’s the hero here. He saved the day,” she explained. 

Just how he’d known where she was and that she was in trouble was not a question Ali could answer just yet. Perhaps that was a mystery she’d attempted to tackle tomorrow, after a long, deep, much needed sleep.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Through half-asleep, foggy thoughts, Ali stirred in her bed. Early morning dawn light seeped through a gap in her bedroom curtains, and a million aches and pains made themselves known throughout her body. The memories of the night before came flooding back to her — of the show-down with Mr. Mundy, of Scruff’s brave actions, and of Sebastian Callihan and the strange romantically charged energy that had passed between them.

Sudden movement in the bed beside Ali made her fly up to a seated position with shock. Then she realized the movement was Scruff. The stray had come home with her that night. He must have found his way into her bed in the night.

She reached over and petted him. “Good morning, Mr. Scruff,” she said. “Crazy night, huh?”

The fluffy little stray opened his eyes and flashed her the sweetest, most earnest expression of gratitude. It warmed Ali’s heart to have him here and she hoped this was the beginning of something. Perhaps he had chosen her to adopt him?

Ali glanced across to her dresser beside the bed. Her digital alarm clock displayed the time in block red numbers: 04:59. Despite her exhaustion, she’d still managed to instinctively wake up before her alarm. It was a clear sign her mind was ready to move on from the horrible events of the last few days and get right back into routine. And that meant getting to the store and baking, baking, baking!

The numbers on the clock flicked to 5:00AM and the alarm began to blare. As Ali smacked it off with her palm, her gaze fell to her cell phone lying on the dresser beside it. Suddenly, she remembered Delaney. In all the drama of the night before, she hadn’t sent a follow up message to her friend to let her know that all was well! As far as Delaney was concerned, the last she’d heard from Ali was a telephone call in the bathroom telling her to look out for a 9-1-1 message! She must be going spare!

Ali grabbed her cell, and quickly opened up the messaging app she shared with Delaney. Her friend had sent several messages the night before, all of which she’d missed in the chaos. She quickly read them now.

Are you okay? the first read.

The second: I’m assuming yes. 

The third: Unless you’re tied up and not able to reach your phone right now?

The fourth: Which is ludicrous.

The fifth: Or is it? 

And the final message of the night: Okay, I’ve gone to your apartment and let Scruff out so he can keep an eye on you.

“Oh poor Delaney!” Ali cried, pressing a hand on her chest over her heart. “She must’ve been so stressed!”

Scruff barked, and Ali petted his head. “Yes, I know. Auntie Delaney saved the day, didn’t she? She let you out so you could find me!” She chuckled as the final mystery came together in her mind. Thanks to Delaney’s actions, Scruff had been able to save her.

She quickly texted her friend back.  

Morning. Sorry for the radio silence. You saved the day. You and Scruff. I’ll tell you all about it later.

And with a smile, Ali got out of bed, ready to face a new day.

 

*

 

Ali headed to the store, with Scruff on her heels. When she reached it, she was surprised to see someone standing outside. A man. It was very early for customers—she usually had a few hours of uninterrupted baking out back in the kitchen before the sleepy breakfast crowds stumbled in in search of coffee and fresh croissants.

“Can I help you?” Ali asked as she approached the man, the store keys she’d fished from her pocket, jangling in her hand. 

The man turned to face her and Ali gasped. It was none other than Timothy Clarke.

What was he doing here? she thought anxiously. Her mind went straight back to her ruse as Allison the journalist. Embarrassed, she tried to hide her features behind her braid, but failed quite miserably.

“It’s Ali, isn’t it?” Timothy Clarke said. “Don’t worry, I worked out who you really are.”

Ali drew to a halt and cleared her throat awkwardly. “Are you here to tell me how mad you are?” she asked.

“Mad?” Timothy replied, ponderously. “Why would I be mad? Because you suspected me of murder, or because you entered my home on the false pretense of being a journalist writing an article about me?”

“Both,” Ali replied, her cheeks burning hotter and hotter.

But to Ali’s surprise, Timothy smiled. It was the same, dimple cheeked, cherubic smile in his Herald profile photo.

“I guess a little,” he replied, running a hand through his gray, curly hair. “It’s never nice to be deceived. But I also understand you had good intentions. You were the one who solved Arlo’s murder, weren’t you?”

News sure did get around the bay quickly, Ali thought. 

She nodded, self-consciously.  “I guess.”

“Then all’s well that ends well,” Timothy declared.

Ali faltered. Either Timothy really was as affable as his reputation, or he was holding something back.

“Why are you here?” Ali asked. “At my bakery? At 5AM?”

“Oh right!” he said. “I haven’t explained yet, have I?” He chuckled and tapped his head to indicate he was scatterbrained. “As you well know, I’ve got my job back at the Herald. Well, they decided to give me a slightly new assignment than before. Since I’m known around town for being such a sweet guy, my boss wants me to write a new column specifically for desserts. I’ll do the sweets, and another writer will do a column for the mains.”

“That’s… good?” Ali replied, still not sure why he’d felt the need to come here at the crack of dawn and tell her all about it.

“I’d like to review your bakery,” Timothy announced. “I figured what better place to start than here.”

Ali’s eyebrows flew up with astonishment. “Here? After everything I put you through? But why?”

“It’s the best place in town, according to everyone I speak to,” Timothy explained. “Besides, we have a funny history for me to write about, too.”

Ali didn’t know what to say. She was so touched and thrilled that everyone was beginning to recognize her bakery as a standout eatery on the boardwalk. “That’s very generous of you. I don’t think I could be quite so forgiving.”

“I must live up to my reputation,” Timothy joked. He held a hand out to her. “So, what do you say? Are you up for a new review? One to replace the terrible review Arlo wrote? Of course, I can’t unpublish the version that made it to the Herald, but I can replace the one online with all the unpleasant comments about the fight you two had.”

Though she was still embarrassed, Ali decided to put their past behind them. Timothy had clearly forgiven her, so there was nothing to be gained by beating herself up about it. And having that terrible review wiped from existence was too good an opportunity to turn away! She took his hand and shook it.

“Yes,” she replied with a decisive nod. “Come on in. I’ll make you a coffee on the house. I think it’s the least I can do.”

She unlocked the door and pushed it open. Timothy followed her into the bakery, sniffing the aroma as he went. 

“Smells amazing,” he commented.

Scruff trotted in after them, jumping up into the window seat—Delaney’s favorite spot—and promptly falling asleep.

“So,” Timothy said, eyeing the colorful display of desserts in the glass display cabinet. “What’s all the fuss about then? Macaroons. Cupcakes. I’ve been hearing a lot of buzz about this place.”

Ali turned on the coffee machine. “Thank you,” she said. “Right now I make cupcakes for the little kids, macaroons for the parents bringing them in, and a small selection of pastries for the sleepy morning breakfast crowds to go with coffees.”

She gestured to the coffee machine, which was starting to hiss and steam. “Speaking of, how do you take it?”

“Cream and lots of sugar, please,” Timothy replied. 

Ali smiled to herself. His coffee order matched his personality. 

“So are you planning on expanding your selection?” Timothy asked, as she prepared his coffee and placed it on the counter in front of him.

She thought back to her research earlier in the week, when she’d been looking into special ingredients for people with dietary needs. Though she’d not made any real concrete efforts yet—having gotten sidetracked by a murder investigation, a love triangle, and a bust up with her brother—Ali felt a sudden surge of vigor to embark upon the challenge. 

“Yes, actually,” she said. “I have plenty of different cookies I want to experiment with--chocolate chip, snickerdoodle, vegan, sugar-free.”

“How interesting,” Timothy said, jotting it down enthusiastically. “You know I think it would be a great spin that my first column about sweet foods is actually to review ones that don’t contain any sugar! That don’t actually rot your teeth or give you diabetes! Sweets without the sweets!”

He looked inspired, and Ali grinned. 

“Well, I’ve not made them yet. But if you did review the new cookies, I’d be very grateful. It would be good to spread the word around town, so all those people who turned their nose up at my sweets can come back and try them.” 

Timothy shut his notebook. “Do you know what? I’m thinking the best thing to do would be to come back and try these sugar free cookies once you’ve perfected the recipe. They’d be the best thing to start my career off with. Do you think you can get them done by tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” Ali cried. “That soon?”

But she felt a huge surge of excitement for the future. She’d been wanting to branch out for a while, and Timothy was giving her the impetus to actually do it now. To not wait around or drag her feet. She couldn't wait to face the new challenge head on.

“Yes!” she exclaimed.

“Great!” Timothy replied. He handed her a business card across the counter. It had his smiling face on it, and beneath his name at the top read the words: The sweetest reviewer in town.

Then he glugged down the rest of his coffee. “Can’t wait to work with you!” he said.

“Thanks,” Ali replied with astonished gratitude. “Me neither.”

She watched Timothy head back out of the bakery and into the sunshine, her hands clutching the business card. Timothy had really given her a lifeline here.

She was just about to launch into her new challenge, when she spotted someone else on the boardwalk passing Timothy. It was a woman in a floor length black maxi dress, dragging a big black suitcase behind them. Their long black hair streaked with purple hung over their bare shoulders. It was Ophelia.

Ali’s stomach dropped. Of all the people she’d harmed in her investigation into Arlo’s death, there was no one greater than Ophelia. She’d accused the grieving woman of killing her partner, of cheating on him, and had completely ruined a surprise in the process. Ophelia deserved an apology. 

Remembering how much Ophelia liked her cupcakes, Ali quickly grabbed the tongs and filled a box with six flavors. Then she raced out from behind the counter, streaked across the peppermint tiled floor and wrenched open the door. The bell jangled, and the seagulls outside took angrily to the sky as Ali flew out the door.

“Ophelia!” she called to the woman’s back. 

Up ahead, she saw Ophelia freeze. She must’ve known it was Ali calling her, because her shoulders raised up tensely toward her ears. Slowly, she turned back to face Ali.

Ali swallowed her nerves and paced toward her. 

“I owe you an apology,” she said as she drew up to her and held out the paper bag of cupcakes. “It was so wrong of me to accuse you like that. I ruined Lysander’s party. I’m so sorry.”

Ophelia looked at the paper bag. Her expression was downcast. She took it and peered inside. She let out a small smile. “Thanks. I really liked your cupcakes. I’m going to miss them.”

“Miss them?” Ali asked. Then she looked at the suitcase Ophelia was dragging behind her. “You’re leaving?”

Her stomach dropped. Had she driven Ophelia out of town? The thought was too much to bear.

“I’m on the way to the airport now. Early flight. I’m moving back to Chicago,” Ophelia said. “I only moved here because of Arlo in the first place. I prioritized him over everything. But seeing Lysander made me realize how important my family is to me. Chicago’s my home. It’s where I belong.” 

Her words resonated with Ali. “I’m really sorry I spoiled the surprise for Lysander.”

Ophelia shook her head. “It’s fine. You know, I obviously wasn’t happy about what you said. What you accused me of. But the cops called me last night to tell me they had the perpetrator in jail. And that you were the one who helped catch him. So, all things considered, I think we can call it even.” Then she chuckled. “What am I saying? Even? Ali, you caught the killer! I mean to say thank you!” 

And to Ali’s surprise, Ophelia threw her arms around her. Ali accepted the embrace, relieved to know she hadn’t left any lasting damage.

Then Ophelia let go and raised the box of cupcakes up to Ali, as if in a toast. “These will be all gone before my plane even leaves the runway,” she said. Then she flashed Ali a parting smile. “Bye, Ali,” and turned and carried on her way. 

“Bye Ophelia,” Ali replied.

As she turned to head back to the store, Ali caught sight of the Ferris wheel at the end of the pier. The ride her father took her on. And as Ophelia’s words about the importance of family reverberated in Ali’s mind, she realized that she would never be truly happy if she didn’t find out what happened to her father. Teddy may well be correct in saying he did not want to be found, but she wanted to find him. Otherwise, she would always have this hole in her heart. This question mark in her mind. Even if she did not like what she found out, she would still prefer the truth over nothing.

But there was someone she needed to get the blessing of first. She took out her phone and texted her brother. 

I think I want to find Dad, she wrote. Even though he doesn’t want to speak to me, I want to speak to him. 

As she headed back to the bakery, Ali made a resolution with herself. She was going to find out what happened to Richard Sweet, whatever it took. It was time to solve the mystery once and for all.

 

*

 

As Piper served the customers at the till, Ali glanced down at the phone in her hands. She’d been anxious all morning about Teddy’s reply. The last thing she wanted after the fight with Teddy was to rock the boat again, but Ophelia had made her realize this was important to her. What if she acted too late and never got the chance to tell her father everything she needed him to hear?  

Suddenly, her phone pinged and she felt a little pitter-patter of apprehension in her breast as Teddy’s reply appeared on the screen.

I understand, Ali-cat. I support your decision.

Ali let out a big exhalation. It was a relief to know Teddy would be on her side. Even if her quest to find her father ended in heartbreak—as it was quite likely to, Ali accepted—it meant the world to know she’d have Teddy to fall back on.

Thank you, Teddy Bear, Ali texted back.

A further ping sounded out, with Teddy’s reply. Let’s not tell mom yet!

Ali smiled. Agreed! 

She was about to return her cell to her pocket when it started to ring in her hand. She looked at the display and saw her mother was calling her. 

‘That’s that Georgia Sweet sixth sense again,’ Ali thought. Their mom always seemed to know when she was being discussed between the siblings! 

She answered the call. “Mom?”

“Allison, my love,” Georgia Sweet began. “I’ve been speaking to Hannah.”

Ali instantly tensed. “Yes?”

“Yes. And I really think I should come and see you. I’m worried about how you’re getting on there, with your business, and managing that apartment all by yourself.” 

Ali’s first instinct was to roll her eyes. Her mom and sister were always discussing her behind her back, colluding with their theory that she was helpless and would never amount to anything. Georgia Sweet was the most nitpicky person Ali had ever met, and she would surely spend the entire visit picking apart her life. Not to mention the fact they always fought when they were around one other for more than a day. 

But Ophelia’s words were still reverberating in Ali’s mind, about the importance of family, and she checked herself, her mind turning to her dad. If anyone had any idea where he may be, it was her mother. In the past, she’d refused to talk about it but during a visit, it would be the perfect opportunity for Ali to try and get her to open up. Maybe this was exactly what they both needed?

“Do you know what, mom,” she said, feeling her heart softening. “I’d really love for you to come and stay. I’ve not had the chance yet to show you everything. To introduce you to everyone. Let’s put something in the diary.”

There was a moment of hesitation on the other end of the line, as if Georgia Sweet had been anticipating a different answer from Ali and was prepared to push back. Instead, she let out a little, “Oh,” noise. Then, with an air of excitement in her tone, she said, “Let me fetch my diary!”


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Ali retrieved the batch of cookies from the oven and placed them on the counter. She’d spent all day working on a variety of different recipes, adjusting the quantities of the different “flour” blends she was using, as well as the different types of sugar-free sweeteners. She’d known very little about the whole world of calorie free alcohol sugar and was enjoying the sharp learning journey she was on. She had very high hopes for this batch, which she’d made by using ground up dried banana skins for that extra bit of flavor, not to mention the added fibrous benefits!

Cautiously, she nibbled the corner of the cookie. The texture was chewy enough now she’d upped the amount of butter, and the subtle banana flavor gave it just the final taste she’d been seeking.

“That’s it!” she cried, delighted. “I’ve done it!”

From the main shop floor, she heard Piper call out, “Well done!”

She’d been manning the till all day, successfully. Things were really looking up for the bakery and Ali was looking forward to the future.

Just then, movement from the door caught her attention. Assuming it was Piper coming to try the new cookies, Ali picked one up and held it out as she turned, announcing, “Feast on this!”

But she froze, as she realized it was not Piper standing in the doorway. It was Seth. And he wasn’t alone. Standing beside him was Nate.

“Oh,” Ali said, lowering her arm and feeling her cheeks heat up. Her heart began to gallop. “Hi.”

It was the first time she’d seen either of them since the bust up in the restaurant, when they’d both been furious at her. She felt her heart race with anguish. Had they teamed together to give her a piece of their mind?

Ali wrung her hands nervously in front of her. “I guess you guys are here to finish our...conversation from the other day...”

She knew calling it a conversation was a disservice, but she chose her words carefully. No need to stoke the flames any more than necessary. 

The two men exchanged a glance. They were clearly on the same team now, and Ali felt even worse for having accidentally strung them along. 

“Yes,” Nate said, in a low voice. “We’ve been talking.”

Ali felt her stomach clench. “I can see that,” she commented. 

Seth picked up the story. “After the fight at The Cove we went for a drink and talked it through. We realized that you’d told us both the same thing, that you weren’t sure about romance right now, that you were focusing on other things. We both realized we were pushing you into something you’d clearly told us you weren’t ready for. And you were just trying to be nice and not let anyone down.”

“Oh,” Ali replied, a little taken aback. She’d really been beating herself up over hurting them both, and it was reassuring to know they could see that their behavior had contributed to the mix up in a way. “I should’ve been more honest, though,” she admitted.

Seth nodded in agreement. “Yes. But we’re all always learning.”

Ali glanced at them, from one to the next. “What now?”

Seth twisted his lips. Then he spoke rapidly as if ripping off a Band Aid. “I’m bowing out,” he blurted. 

“Bowing… out?” Ali questioned. 

“From this competition for your affections with Nate. I’m one of six. I’ve been competing my whole life. I’m not going to do it now. And I respect Nate too much to do that. I’m out.”

Ali’s chest heaved. She’d guessed it was coming, but it still hurt to hear it out loud.

“I understand,” she said, in a small, sad voice. “But Seth, please know I never set out to hurt you. Truly. It was a complete mix up, and me making decisions without thinking them through.”

“I know,” he replied, showing her both his palms in a gesture of recognition. “You don’t need to go through it with a fine-tooth comb.”

Ali nodded. She turned her gaze to Nate. “And you?”

He looked just as grave as Seth had a minute earlier. Whatever he had to say, Ali knew it wouldn’t be good.

“I don’t want to be your guy by default,” he said. “So for now, I’m out, too. If you decide you actually want to be with me at some point, then great. But I need you to make that choice for yourself, not just because I’m your only option.”

Ali nodded. Things with Nate had always been a little complicated. And he was right. Just because Seth was dropping out of the race, that didn’t mean she should immediately start dating Nate. Especially not after what had happened between her and Detective Callihan...

“Can we be friends?” she asked them, hopefully.

“Of course!” Nate cried, as if it was never in doubt. 

“The last thing I want is to lose you from my life entirely,” Seth added.

Ali let out a sigh of relief. “Friends,” she said, with a nod of finality. Then she picked up the tray of cookies. “You do know that means you’ll both have to invest in spandex leggings and join in Delaney’s morning yoga session with us now,” she said as she went over to the door. “Those are the terms and conditions of my friendship. You have to access your inner goddess.”

Seth chuckled and looked at Nate. “Did you know about these conditions?” he joked.

“Ah yeah,” Nate joked in reply. “I’ve already invested in pink spandex.”

Ali pushed the door open with her backside. “But you do also get free coffee whenever you want it!”

The two guys followed Ali through the swing doors to the main bakery floor. Piper instantly looked up from her phone and stared at Ali expectantly. She was clearly desperate to know what the outcome of the three-way conversation was, and Ali hoped she’d be able to read from their body language that they weren’t embarking on some strange menage a trois. 

Please don’t not ask any embarrassing questions… she thought, desperately. 

As Piper looked from Ali to Seth to Nate and back again, her face fell with disappointment. She must’ve picked up on the non-verbal cues between the three of them. 

She opened her mouth to say something, but before she got the chance, the bell tinkled and in waltzed Timothy Clarke, the food critic.

“Aha!” he exclaimed, as he took long strides across the peppermint checkerboard floor toward the counter. “I thought I smelled something delicious.”

Ali was shocked to see him. She’d not been expecting him back so soon. Hadn’t they agreed tomorrow for the review?

“Is this the outcome of your experimentation?” he asked, licking his lips with relish at the tray of steaming cookies in Ali’s hands. 

“Um—yes!” she said, trying to catch herself. Despite her shock, she was relieved that thanks to Timothy’s sudden appearance she’d dodged Piper’s interrogation of her love life for the time being. “Do you want to try one?”

“One?” Timothy said, wiggling his eyebrows. “I’d like to review all of them.”

“But didn’t we agree to do the review tomorrow?” Ali asked. She wasn’t entirely sure this batch was as perfect as it could be. 

“We did,” Timothy agreed. “But I could smell this delicious aroma halfway down the street, and followed my nose. It led me here. I think we can both agree that’s a sign it’s time to start the review!”

Ali grinned widely. “Well, alright then. No time like the present.” 

She grabbed five plates from the rack and slid one of each flavor cookie onto each. She handed one to Piper, one to Seth, one to Nate, one to Timothy, and kept the final one for herself. Everyone grabbed a cookie off and began to nibble.

“Mmm!” Piper exclaimed, catching a crumb with her hand as the warm, gooey cookie crumbled in her mouth. “That’s amazing!”

“Ooh, yes, these are very good!” Timothy added, nodding along. “Exceptional. Truly.”

“Oh man, Ali!” Seth said, with an expression of pure pleasure. “That is a damn good cookie!”

Nate spoke through a mouth full of cookies. “These are awesome, Ali.”

“Thanks,” Ali replied with a smile.

Just then, the door opened and in came Delaney. The bell tinkled above her as she sashayed inside the store, her finger pointer raised at Ali. 

Ali gulped. She was clearly here to give her a piece of her mind, one she certainly deserved.

“You are in big trouble, missy!” Delaney cried as she reached the counter.

The cookie munchers politely averted their gazes, focusing instead on munching diligently through their cookies.

Ali chewed her lip and fixed eyes with Delaney. “I’m so sorry! I just got so caught up in everything last night, I forgot all about you.”

“I was going spare,” Delaney replied. She reached into her bag and pulled out some papers, spreading them out on the counter. “Look at all these doodles I did for your new cookie mascot!” 

Ali hesitated, her eyes roving over all the cute, chubby-cheeked cartoon characters Delaney had drawn. They were perfectly matching companions to Mr. Macaroon, the proud mascot on the sandwich board outside that Delaney had designed.

“You did these?” Ali squealed, her heart swelling with love. “Even though you were mad at me?”

Delaney simply didn’t have a bad bone in her body, and Ali felt so grateful to have met such a wonderful friend in her.

“I had to do something,” Delaney replied with a pout. “I couldn’t sit there twiddling my thumbs all night.”

“I love them,” Ali said, dashing out from behind the counter and throwing her arms around Delaney’s neck. “Thank you!”

She drew back and Delaney pouted.

“Yes. Well. You’re welcome,” she said, stiffly. She was clearly struggling to stay mad at Ali, even though she was fully justified to! “Just, don’t do that to me again, okay?”

“Scout’s honor,” Ali replied. “I have zero plans on getting embroiled in a murder investigation ever again.”

“Good,” Delaney replied. Then she glanced around at the others with their mouths full of cookies. She put her hands on her hips. “What on earth is going on here? I thought we were on healthy diets.”

Piper immediately went bright red. “These are healthy!” she mumbled, her words muffled by the cookie in her mouth. “At least, one of them is, I think.”

Ali quickly grabbed a plate for Delaney and pushed the new flavored cookies onto it. “Try them!” she said, before Delaney even got a chance to get up on her high horse. 

“Which is the healthy one?” Delaney asked, peering down at the plate. 

As Ali pointed out the sugar-free cookie, she wondered just how many years it had been since her super healthy friend had let her hair down enough to actually eat a cookie.

Delaney picked up the cookie and inspected it. “Why is this healthy?”

“No sugar,” Ali said. “And it’s full of fiber.”

Everyone watched on with anticipation as Delaney cautiously nibbled the corner of the cookie. Then she grinned. “It’s delicious!”

Everyone began to laugh.

As Delaney munched happily through her first cookie in years, she sifted through the doodles she’d brought, before picking one out and holding it up. It was another one of her retro cartoon characters, with big round cheeks and a goofy grin, and huge eyes that took up half the face. “This is Countess Cookie. She’s Mr. Macaroon’s arch nemesis. She wants to destroy sugar, you see.”

“I love her!” Ali cried.

The others laughed, happily. 

Ali looked about her at the friends she’d made in Willow Bay and felt a calm sense of contentment wash over her. She’d created this life for herself, and thought there were hardships along the way, she wouldn’t change a thing. It was beautiful in every possible way.

Just then, the door opened abruptly, and the bell above let out an angry jangle. Marco and Emilio came hurrying in.

Ali immediately knew something was wrong. Not just because they were frowning, and stomping hastily toward her, but because they were together. She was used to drama from the twin pizzeria owners, but it was always between them. The fact they were shoulder to shoulder, united on some matter, made a pit of dread open in Ali’s stomach. 

“What is it?” she asked, immediately concerned. “What’s happened?”

“You didn’t hear the rumor?” Marco stammered.

“About the new councilman?” Emilio added.

“He’s one of Sullivan’s friends,” Marco added. 

“And he’s got some very colorful ideas about how to change things around here if he gets elected…”

Ali shook her head. She hadn’t heard anything about it at all. 

“This is news to me,” she said. She looked at her friends. They appeared to be as blank as she was. “Do you guys know about this?”

They all shook their heads, too, clearly at as much of a loss as Ali herself was. 

Marco thrust a Willow Bay Herald onto the counter. On the front page was a grainy black and white image of an older man—seventy, Ali would guess, or at least definitely post retirement age. COUNCILMAN VOWS TO SHAKE UP BOARDWALK TAXATION.

Ali’s stomach dropped. She peered at the Italian twins. “I’m guessing by your faces this shake up isn’t in a direction that would benefit us.”

Marco and Emilio shook their heads in perfect, twin unison. 

“Says here he wants to jack up the rent,” Delaney said, looking up from the page she was reading. “For the eateries, specifically.”

“What?” Seth cried. “Why just us?”

“Apparently you guys are benefiting from some old loophole regarding eateries on the boardwalk,” Delaney continued, her crystal blue eyes quickly scanning back and forth as she read. “And according to every other business in town, it’s putting them at a disadvantage.”

Ali folded her arms and frowned. “That makes no sense. At least half the businesses on the boardwalk are eateries! Who even is it that’s complaining? The people from LaserZone?”

They all realized the answer at the same moment.

“Sullivan Raine…” came a murmured consensus.

Sullivan’s ventures thus far had been apartments and condos. But Ali had heard a rumor about him opening a steakhouse from the man at the vegan bodybuilding bar. Was this his plan all along? To drive out the other eateries so he could bring in his own?

“They’re in cahoots,” Ali said with astonishment, looking from Seth to Piper, Marco and Emilio.

Delaney would not be affected by the proposed new taxation, and neither would Nate, but the four of them standing there may well be very adversely affected if Sullivan Raine’s buddy got a spot on the council.

“But why?” Seth asked. “Why try and run us out of business? We bring so much money to the town.”

“Because he runs his own eateries,” Ali said, as it all began to make sense. “And it’s not just us he wants to run out of town. It’s Fat Tony.”

Sullivan’s biggest competitor in town was Fat Tony. The mobster and property mogul owned several pizzerias, which were generally considered fronts for his other more nefarious ventures. If Sullivan and his councilman buddy managed to implement all the changes to rent and taxation to the boardwalk’s eateries, Fat Tony would be driven out of town.

With a heavy sigh, Seth leaned his head in his hands. “What are we going to do?” he asked, glumly.

Ali got the distinct feeling that a storm was brewing. But she knew whatever challenges she faced next, she could weather them.

“We’ll fight it,” she said. “Together.” She cracked her knuckles and cricked her neck, a fire lighting in her belly to protect the town she had fallen in love with. “And I say, bring it on.”
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Allison Sweet, 34, a sous chef in Los Angeles, has had it up to here with demeaning customers, her demanding boss, and her failed love life. After a shocking incident, she realizes the time has come to start life fresh and follow her lifelong dream of moving to a small town and opening a bakery of her own.

 

A local Councilman lobbies for new laws to tax and fine all the boardwalk stores, making life for everyone miserable—and he has Allison’s booming business in his crosshairs.

 

But when the Councilman turns up dead, Allison becomes the natural suspect. Panicked, Allison realizes that if she doesn’t solve the crime quickly, everything she worked so hard for will be swept away.

 

Will Allison—her beloved dog by her side—be able to crack the case before it’s too late?

 

A hilarious cozy mystery series, packed with twists, turns, romance, travel, food and unexpected adventure, the BEACHFRONT BAKERY series will keep you laughing and turning pages late into the night as you fall in love with an endearing new character who will capture your heart.

 

Books #5 (A TREACHEROUS TART) and #6 (A CALAMITOUS COOKIE) are now also available!
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BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A DEADLY DANISH

(A Beachfront Bakery Cozy Mystery —Book 4)


 

 

 

 

 

 

Fiona Grace

 

Debut author Fiona Grace is author of the LACEY DOYLE COZY MYSTERY series, comprising nine books; of the TUSCAN VINEYARD COZY MYSTERY series, comprising seven books; of the DUBIOUS WITCH COZY MYSTERY series, comprising three; of the BEACHFRONT BAKERY COZY MYSTERY series, comprising six books; and of the CATS AND DOGS COZY MYSTERY series, comprising nine books.

 

Fiona would love to hear from you, so please visit www.fionagraceauthor.com to receive free ebooks, hear the latest news, and stay in touch.
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BOOKS BY FIONA GRACE

 

LACEY DOYLE COZY MYSTERY

MURDER IN THE MANOR (Book#1)

DEATH AND A DOG (Book #2)

CRIME IN THE CAFE (Book #3)

VEXED ON A VISIT (Book #4)

KILLED WITH A KISS (Book #5)

PERISHED BY A PAINTING (Book #6)

SILENCED BY A SPELL (Book #7)

FRAMED BY A FORGERY (Book #8)

CATASTROPHE IN A CLOISTER (Book #9)

 

TUSCAN VINEYARD COZY MYSTERY

AGED FOR MURDER (Book #1)

AGED FOR DEATH (Book #2)

AGED FOR MAYHEM (Book #3)

AGED FOR SEDUCTION (Book #4)

AGED FOR VENGEANCE (Book #5)

AGED FOR ACRIMONY (Book #6)

AGED FOR MALICE (Book #7)

 

DUBIOUS WITCH COZY MYSTERY

SKEPTIC IN SALEM: AN EPISODE OF MURDER (Book #1)

SKEPTIC IN SALEM: AN EPISODE OF CRIME (Book #2)

SKEPTIC IN SALEM: AN EPISODE OF DEATH (Book #3)

 

BEACHFRONT BAKERY COZY MYSTERY

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A KILLER CUPCAKE (Book #1)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A MURDEROUS MACARON (Book #2)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A PERILOUS CAKE POP (Book #3)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A DEADLY DANISH (Book #4)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A TREACHEROUS TART (Book #5)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A CALAMITOUS COOKIE (Book #6)

 

CATS AND DOGS COZY MYSTERY

A VILLA IN SICILY: OLIVE OIL AND MURDER (Book #1)

A VILLA IN SICILY: FIGS AND A CADAVER (Book #2)

A VILLA IN SICILY: VINO AND DEATH (Book #3)

A VILLA IN SICILY: CAPERS AND CALAMITY (Book #4)

A VILLA IN SICILY: ORANGE GROVES AND VENGEANCE (Book #5)

A VILLA IN SICILY: CANNOLI AND A CASUALTY (Book #6)

A VILLA IN SICILY: SPAGHETTI AND SUSPICION (Book #7)

A VILLA IN SICILY: LEMONS AND A PREDICAMENT (Book #8)

A VILLA IN SICILY: GELATO AND A VENDETTA (Book #9)
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