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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“Ali!” Piper bellowed from the bakery floor. “We’re out of macarons!” 

“Macarons, too?” Ali exclaimed, glancing down at the bowl of cookie dough she was currently elbow deep in. The last batch had sold out in record time and now it seemed the macarons had, too. “Okay, I’m on it!” she called back.

Ali Sweet—business owner and baker extraordinaire—was used to hard work and busy mornings ever since she’d opened her boardwalk bakery, Seaside Sweets, a few months ago. After some initial bumps in the road, the bakery was now proving very popular among locals and tourists of the small, coastal California town of Willow Bay. Busy had become normal. But things had never been quite this busy. She’d been baking since five AM to cope with the steady influx of orders.

“Must be the season,” Ali wondered aloud, dumping the dough from the bowl onto the countertop and grabbing a rolling pin. “Or maybe it has something to do with that stage by the pier?”

There were often events taking place in town, like the food festival that had lured Ali to Willow Bay in the first place, before she’d fallen in love with the town and decided to move here permanently. She hadn’t lived here long enough to know the town’s full tourist schedule, but she’d spotted a temporary stage being set up beside the pier during her beachside walk to work this morning, a sure sign that some kind of festivity was on the horizon. Exactly what remained to be seen.

Ali started rolling the cookie dough at breakneck speed. She needed to get the cookies finished ASAP if she wanted to restock the macarons in a timely manner. But she hadn’t made it very far along with her task before she was interrupted by the beep-beep-beep of the timer she’d set a few minutes earlier after putting the batch in the oven. 

Ali abandoned the dough-rolling, slid on her thick oven gloves, and pulled open the oven door. A blast of heat hit her already hot face as she removed the cupcakes. Normally, she’d call for Piper to come back and fetch the fresh batch. But that final blast of heat was the last straw for Ali. As much as she adored her bakery, the kitchen was small and could get stuffy, especially with the oven in constant use, and she deserved to see the light of day and the beautiful, twinkling ocean! So instead, she decided to carry the batch out herself. Maybe she could ask Piper to switch places, just for half an hour or so, so she could have a little bit of human interaction with her customers.

She picked up the two trays, one in either hand, each containing twenty-four perfectly baked cupcakes, and reversed through the steel swing doors that separated the kitchen from the bakery floor. “Cupcakes,” she announced to Piper, as she turned around to face her.

Her blond assistant was standing at the till in the brightly lit bakery, and she startled at the sound of Ali’s voice. As she whirled around, Ali got her first glimpse of the bakery’s quaintly decorated seating area since she’d first walked in this morning at the crack of dawn. To her surprise, the bakery floor was quiet. No customers. No hubbub.

Ali frowned. Considering how much she’d baked that morning, she’d been expecting to see every table occupied and a line of customers stretching out the door. But to her surprise and bewilderment, every seat but one was empty.

Worried she was going crazy, Ali checked the glass display counter. Out of the thousand or so goodies she’d baked that morning, only a handful of measly crumbs remained. So people had definitely been buying her food. They just hadn’t decided to stick around and eat them in the bakery.

Ali wondered why. What was the reason they’d chosen not to dine inside? Eating in was all part of the Seaside Sweets experience, after all, and Ali had taken great pains to make sure the shabby-chic style fit the vibe of her super cute bakery, with chintzy floral fabrics, unvarnished wooden shelves and tables, and a calming palette of pastel colors all adding to the experience for the tourists who stopped by. Of course there were times—when the weather was particularly glorious and the ocean looked especially attractive, for example—that the tourists might be more likely to take out than dine in. But Ali had never seen it to this extent. It was like a zombie apocalypse in here!

“Where is everyone?” she asked Piper.

She wondered again about the stage down by the pier. Maybe whatever event was taking place there had now started, and it had lured all her customers away.

Piper gave her a knowing look, flashing her prehnite-green eyes mischievously. “Just watch,” she said with a conspiratorial whisper. 

Ali’s brow furrowed with confusion. 

Then Piper cleared her throat and called across the bakery floor to the lone man sitting inside: “Sir! Your cupcakes are ready!”

Growing more and more perplexed, Ali watched as the man raised his large, bulky frame out of the dainty wooden seat. He was a big guy, both in terms of height and weight. Six feet, if she had to guess, and at least four hundred pounds. One of his arms was cast in plaster, bright white indicating that the injury had been fairly recently sustained.

The man slowly lumbered across the checkerboard tiles toward the counter.

“The whole batch is for him?” Ali asked Piper discreetly out the side of her mouth.

“Every single one,” Piper replied.

Though rare, people did buy whole batches in one go, and Ali craned her head to see if she could catch a glimpse out the window of the man’s waiting family and friends. They’d probably sent him inside with their cupcake orders and were waiting eagerly for him to bring them out.

She couldn’t see any people lingering around on the boardwalk outside her store, but she didn’t think too much of it. Perhaps he was taking them to a birthday party, or an office event. 

“Oh, Piper,” Ali said, as she turned her attention back to the interior of her bakery and realized Piper had reached for the silver tongs rather than the frosting scoop. “Aren’t you going to ask what frosting he wants?”

“Nope,” Piper said. “Trust me. He doesn’t want any.” 

As Ali’s confused frown deepened, Piper set about tonging the plain cupcake bases onto a plate, one after another, creating a stack of cupcakes reminiscent of a profiterole pyramid.

“Why aren’t you boxing them up?” Ali whispered again, eyeing the precariously teetering pyramid warily. Piper was famed for making bad decisions and this had all the hallmarks of another disaster in the making. “That will make it easier for him to take them away.”

But Piper shook her head like she had everything under control. “Just watch…” she said under her breath.

At last, the man reached the counter, huffing and puffing like he’d just hiked up a mountain. He looked terribly unfit, Ali thought, with round red cheeks as shiny as apples, and his shocking appearance gave her a sudden, unsettling thought. Was the man about to sit down and eat forty-eight plain cupcakes? By himself? In one sitting?

Piper passed the plate heaped high with cupcakes across the glass display cabinet to him. “Here you go. I’ll add it to the tab.”

“Thanks,” the man said, holding the plate slightly awkwardly on account of the plaster cast on his arm. “And how long until the cookies are ready?”

Goodness, no, Ali thought. He’s not going to eat all those cupcakes and then have cookies too? Surely not!

“Ooh, I’m not sure,” Piper replied. “But I’m sure our baker can tell you.” She looked over her shoulder at Ali, her eyebrows raised in a told-you-so kind of way. “Ali? When will this nice gentleman’s batch of cookies be ready?”

Ali had to stop her jaw from falling to the floor. Not only was it true that this man was going to eat an entire batch of cupcakes by himself, but it appeared as if he was then planning on eating an entire batch of cookies, too! 

An astonishing picture started to form in Ali’s mind as she added up all the clues—the customer’s familiarity with Piper, as if they’d done this several times; the fact she’d allowed him to open a tab (an offer they usually only made to large birthday party groups so they could pay for everything at the end more conveniently) which indicated he had at least one prior order to this one—and Ali found herself wondering, with a mixture of shock and awe, whether this gentleman had bought every batch she’d baked that morning.

“They’ll be fi—fifteen minutes,” she finally managed to say. 

She knew full well it would only take her ten minutes max to get all the cookies cut and baked to chewy perfection, but she added an extra five minutes in anticipation of being too flabbergastingly dumbstruck to remember how.

“Fifteen minutes,” the man repeated. “Great. Add them to the tab. Thanks.”

Then he waddled away, the ridge of his green T-shirt rolling up as he went to reveal a muffin top to rival all muffin tops.

Ali turned to Piper, eyes wide. “Has this man been the only customer all morning?” she asked in a hushed voice.

Piper nodded, grinning as if she’d been waiting excitedly on tenterhooks all morning for the unexpected twist to be revealed to her. “Yes!”

But Ali was not amused. All morning she’d been baking tirelessly. She’d assumed Piper was just as rushed off her feet dealing with customers out on the bakery floor as she was back in the kitchen. Instead, it turned out all she’d been doing was serving one man every ten minutes. At no point had she thought to head back to the kitchen and explain what was happening or offer to lighten the unbalanced workload. Instead, she’d stayed out on the bakery floor while Ali worked in the small, hot, stuffy kitchen, presumably doing little more than gawking at the strange customer.

“Piper!” Ali exclaimed. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

But before she got the chance to really give her hapless assistant a piece of her mind, Piper interrupted her. “Ooh, watch. Watch! Here’s where it gets really interesting.”

With a huff, Ali turned to look back at the man. He had now reached his table and sunk back into the small chair once again—a chair, Ali noted, which looked like it may snap under his weight any second. But then, very peculiarly, the man pressed several buttons on his watch as if programming a stop watch or timer, took several deep breaths, pressed a final button, and promptly set about devouring the cupcakes, one after the next after the next.

All Ali could do was stare. It was like watching a boa constrictor, or a sword swallower, as if he possessed an unworldly power to dislocate his entire jaw and let the food slide straight down his gullet without even chewing. There was no way he could taste any of the beautiful flavors of her perfectly crafted cupcakes like that, and Ali found herself horrified and fascinated in equal measure.

“See?” Piper’s voice said in her ear, as her elbow jabbed her several times in the ribs. “Isn’t it gross?”

Ali stiffened as she realized she was rudely gawking at the man in the same way she’d accused Piper of doing. She wouldn’t allow gossiping about customers behind their backs in any other circumstances. Just because this one had some strange eating behaviors didn’t make it okay to do it now. 

She flashed Piper a warning glare. Her assistant immediately cupped a hand over her mouth as if realizing her transgression.

“Sorry!” she exclaimed. “I meant to say…weird.”

Hardly better, Ali thought, though she had to give her credit for at least trying to choose a more tactful word. And while Ali would still prefer her assistant not to whisper behind customers’ backs in the first place, even she had to admit what she was witnessing right now was weird to say the least. 

Just then, the portly man shoved the final cupcake into his mouth, pressed his watch, and punched the air with triumph. 

“He’s been doing this all morning,” Piper informed her.

That was the last straw for Ali. She simply couldn’t help herself. She was naturally curious, and the situation had bested her. Because who in their right mind bought an entire batch of plain cupcakes and ate every single one as quickly as humanly possible? While timing themselves? 

“I’m going to ask him,” Ali said.

It was nosy, sure, but she abhorred gossiping and it seemed far more polite to ask directly than stand there staring, whispering, and wondering. And unless the man was an actual fruit loop, he must’ve anticipated that his behavior would raise a few eyebrows.

Ali ducked under the hatch in the counter and tiptoed over to the man, half cautious, but wholly curious. 

“Excuse me,” she said. “I’m so sorry to interrupt. But may I ask what you’re doing? With the watch, and the batch of cupcakes?”

The man grinned at her, his apple-cheeks bulging. “My name’s Bob. But you might know me as Bottomless Pit Bob.” 

He gave her an expectant look, like that name was supposed to mean something to her. Ali glanced over her shoulder at Piper, who shrugged. It seemed she was as much at a loss as Ali was.

“Um…” Ali said, apologetically, turning back to Bob. “I’m afraid I haven’t heard of you.”

“Really?” he replied, sounding surprised. “Huh. Well, I’m a competitive eater. And what I’m doing with the watch and cupcakes is called conditioning.” He smacked his bulging stomach with his good hand. “Basically, I’m getting my body ready for the competition.”

“The competition?” Ali asked. “What competition?”

“Mad Frank’s,” the man replied, and as his eyes roved all over Ali’s blank face, he repeated again, more insistently. “Mad Frank’s! Now don’t tell me you’ve never heard of Mad Frank’s?”

Ali was starting to feel a little embarrassed now. She wasn’t up to speed with a lot of youth culture, but took comfort in the fact Piper seemed as confused as she did.

“You’ll have to enlighten me. What is Mad Frank’s?”

“Only the premier competitive eating championship contest in the entire world.”

“Wait,” Ali said. “Is that what the stage is for at the pier?”

“That’s right,” he replied. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a neon red and gold flyer. He handed it to Ali.

“Mad Frank’s Gobble-Down,” she read aloud, as her eyes scanned the bright, glossy flyer. “Everyone’s favorite chow-down, chew-athon championship is back, and this time with a twist. Join Mad Frank and your favorite fatties for the world’s first ever double-dog gobble-down.” She raised her eyes to look at the man, blinking her perplexity. “What’s a double-dog gobble-down?”

“Two hot dogs in one go,” he replied, and he cricked his neck like a boxer getting ready for the ring.

“Right…” Ali murmured. She scanned the rest of the text on the pamphlet. “Watch your favorite eaters battle it out on the California coast. Featuring Beauty Queen Eunbi Choi, Bottomless Pit Bob…” She looked up at the man. “That’s you! ‘…and reigning champion Gilbert The Gobbler’. Well, there you go. You hear that, Pipes? There’s a competitive eating competition rolling into town, and we have a famous eater in our midst!”

From her place behind the wooden counter, Piper became suddenly very excited. She’d been lingering back this whole time but now she rushed out hastily. 

“So are you, like, a celebrity?” she asked, racing across the peppermint checkerboard tiles toward Bottomless Pit Bob.

Ali rolled her eyes. Piper was always so enamored with celebrities. Five seconds ago she’d been calling this man gross. Now suddenly she was fawning all over him.

“Yes, I am,” Bob said. “Want a signature, sweetheart?”

“Yeah!” Piper gushed. She eagerly snatched the pamphlet out of Ali’s hand and held it out to him to sign. “Like, how does it work? Is it always hot dogs? I’ve never been to an eating contest before.”

“There’s different foods for each event,” Bob explained, producing a pen seemingly out of nowhere and pulling off the lid with his teeth. “Hot dogs, bagels, burgers, steaks. Pretzels.” He awkwardly attempted to scrawl his signature with his non-injured arm. “Mad Frank is always trying to push the envelope, and this year he’s hosting the first ever double-dog event. The competitors will get ten minutes to down as many dogs as possible. The world record for hot dogs is seventy-six.” He flexed and handed the signature out to Piper with a wink. “My personal best is seventy.”

Ali’s stomach turned as she imagined seventy hot dogs stuffed inside of it, and she cupped her hands instinctively over her belly, like a pregnant woman protectively cradling her growing bump.

“Well, let’s hope that broken arm doesn’t slow you down, huh?” she said, nodding at the very messy signature he’d scrawled onto the flyer. “Looks like you broke your dominant hand.”

She’d meant it lightheartedly, but Bob instantly stiffened and went straight-backed in his chair.

“It won’t,” he said, defensively.

Her comment seemed to have made him a little guarded. Ali wondered if she’d touched a nerve.

“Well, Bottomless Pit Bob, I’d better get started on your batch of cookies,” she said, glad to excuse herself. “Can’t hold up a genius at work.” She looked at Piper, who was still lingering at Bob’s table like a fruit fly to a banana. “Pipes,” she said out of the corner of her mouth. “Can you give our customer some breathing room?”

Piper snapped to attention. “Right. Yes. Sorry.”

As she walked alongside Ali in the direction of the adjoining kitchen door, she got her cell phone out and started texting her friends about her most recent celebrity run-in.

“The next few days are going to be interesting,” Ali mused aloud. “A competitive eating contest? I wonder what sort of crowd that draws in…”

Piper wasn’t really listening anymore. She seemed glued to her cell phone.

Ali reached the steel swing doors to the kitchen and was about to push them open when her ruminations were interrupted by the sound of the bell ringing over the door.

She halted and looked back, expecting to see a customer entering the store. Instead, it was the postman. He came in holding a thick package.

“Miss Sweet?” he asked, looking from her to Piper and back again.

“Oooh, that’s me!” Ali exclaimed. Most of her mail these days was bills, so a package was very exciting.

The postman handed her a clipboard with a paper to sign. She wrote her signature hurriedly, her hand trembling with anticipation. But as the postman took the signed form from her and handed over the package, Ali instantly recognized her mom’s handwriting. Her stomach began to churn nervously. She knew exactly what was contained within the package… 

“Whatcha got?” Piper asked, peeping nosily over her shoulder.

Ali hugged the package protectively to her chest. “Nothing.” She looked at Piper. “You know, how about you carry on working the counter? I think I’d like some quiet baking time.”

“Are you sure?” Piper asked. “I figured you’d want to switch. I’ve barely lifted a finger all day!”

“Yes, yes, it’s fine,” Ali replied, already pushing the steel door open with her shoulder. She just caught sight of Piper shrugging before the doors flapped shut and she was alone in the privacy of her kitchen.

Ali looked down at the package in her now trembling hands. She knew exactly what was inside. And she knew the moment she opened it, her whole life would change forever.


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Ali sat on the stool at the steel food preparation station, hands shaking, and tore open the package. Then she tipped it up and shook.

Just as she’d anticipated, the contents from inside came sliding out, fanning across the steel counter. Letters. Tons of them. Of various shapes and sizes. Some so old the pen on the front had faded so it was barely legible. Some so new the envelopes were crisp and crinkle free. There were so many letters that Ali felt immediately overwhelmed.

Her heart hammered. She picked up the closest envelope and flipped it the right way around. At the sight of her father’s handwriting, she sucked in a sharp breath.

It had been sixteen years since she’d received any word from her father—a letter, call, card, or anything—and the nostalgic familiarity of seeing his handwriting knocked all the air out of her.

She clutched the letter in her shaking hands, reading and rereading her old childhood address on the front. It was the home she’d once lived in peacefully with two parents, a sister, and a brother, before the divorce had changed everything. The home her mother still lived in now.

Ali glanced at all the letters lying in front of her and couldn’t help but feel hurt that her mom had hidden them away in secrecy from her for all these years. It had only been a few weeks since Georgia Sweet had even admitted to her that the letters existed, explaining she’d kept them hidden away in the belief it would protect her daughter from more harm. And when she had promised Ali she would send the letters on, Ali had really only half expected her to make good on her promise—if she’d kept these letters hidden for so many years, what was another few? But to her surprise, her mom had come through and made good on her promise, and now here was the irrefutable proof that her father had not forgotten about her. That he had never erased her from his mind.

As Ali looked at the culmination of sixteen years’ worth of futile, one-sided communication, she wondered if there’d been a part of her that hoped her mom wouldn’t send them on, at least for a little while longer. Just seeing them now was sending her into a tailspin.

Ali had last seen her father when she was eighteen, shortly after graduation which he’d failed to turn up at. They’d had a huge falling out over it, and Ali had declared she never wanted to see him again. She, as a stubborn teenager, was not going to be the one to cave first. Her father, she assumed, would be the bigger man, apologize, and at least attempt to repair their relationship. Instead, Ali felt that he’d just let her drift away. Their relationship had turned into special occasion cards and nothing more. At least, so she thought.

Yet here she was, sixteen years later, staring down at the culmination of his attempts to repair their relationship. Attempts, he presumably thought, had reached her and been rejected.

Her heart ached as she realized he’d never actually given up. Despite the wall of silence his letters had been met with, he’d kept on writing them.

Ali wondered if there was a similar box worth of letters for Hannah and Teddy. Hannah was emotionally blunt and hated to drag up the past, so she’d likely been more firm and decisive with Richard. Teddy had also had a huge blow-up with him, since the divorce had happened shortly after he’d come out as gay and he always conflated the two. But Ali, as the youngest, didn’t understand any of her older siblings’ misgivings, and was always welcoming of their dad whenever he was around, and just as loving toward him as if he’d never moved out. Until she’d become a teenager.

She picked up another letter, shocked to see with her own eyes by the date on the postmark that this one had been delivered over a decade earlier. A decade? What had she been doing a decade ago? She’d been twenty-four, fresh out of culinary school, busy applying for scholarships abroad. That was before France and Milo Baptiste. Before LA and Otis. Before Eclairs. Her father had missed out on so much, and Ali felt a big fat tear plop from her eye as an onslaught of memories came at her.

She turned the letter over and was about to open it when she stopped herself. This was the closest she’d come to “hearing” her father’s voice since she was a teenager and she just couldn’t go there. Not quite yet.

Just then, the beep-beep-beep of the oven alarm pulled Ali’s attention back to reality. There was still work to be done, and though serving a competitive eater batch after batch of baked goodies seemed even sillier now than it already did, Ali leapt at the opportunity for distraction. She’d had no idea how much emotion would be dredged up just from seeing those letters. She’d need to be very kind to herself and choose the best moment to actually read one.

She retrieved the cookies from the oven, her mind turning over and over as she did. Then she went out onto the bakery floor, the sudden brightness of the hot California sun streaming in through the windows breaking her from her ruminations. She drew up beside Piper at the wooden counter and placed the still steaming cookies down on the surface. The scent of yummy, sugary, fresh-baked dough wafted through the air.

“How is he doing?” Ali asked, nodding at Bob looking very out of place in the window, framed by the beach, ocean, and boardwalk. “Do you think he’ll be finished anytime soon?” She grimaced once again at the thought of all that food sloshing around in his guts.

Piper shook her head of glossy blond hair. “He’s still going strong. It’s kind of mesmerizing. I guess I won’t be able to actually watch the contest though, will I? Since I’m scheduled to work…”

“We can figure something out,” Ali murmured in reply, her mind already going back to her father now the moment of distraction had passed.

Out of her peripheral vision, Ali saw Piper’s head turn toward her. She felt her eyes roving all over her. 

“Ali? What’s wrong?” 

Ali faltered. She didn’t want to tell Piper about her father’s letters yet. She knew her friend would only try and coax her into reading them, and she didn’t feel ready. But her earlier tears must have turned her face blotchy, and now she had to say something. She silently cursed her pale Celtic genes and turned to face Piper.

“I’m fine. The package was from my mom.”

Piper’s gaze darted all over Ali’s features questioningly. Like Ali, she’d been living in anticipation of the promised letters. Though she was a mere passenger in the saga of Richard Sweet’s disappearance, she took an active role when it came to emotional support. “And?”

Ali hesitated. She knew as soon as she brought Piper up to speed, everything would change. She’d be faced with external pressure and advice and opinions. But maybe that outsider’s perspective was just what she needed. When it came to her father, her thoughts could be extremely conflicted. 

“It’s letters from my dad,” she confessed.

Piper nodded with acknowledgment. She squeezed Ali’s arm kindly. “I’m here whenever you’re ready to talk.”

Ali immediately felt some of the heaviness on her chest lift. Piper’s mouth ran away with her sometimes, but when it really mattered, she always came through. Ali was glad she’d taken the risk to hire her.

“Thank you,” she said with deep, true gratitude. “But I think right now, I just want to bury my head in baking. Meditative tasks, as Delaney would say.” She offered a small smile, hoping to reassure her assistant that she wasn’t about to have a nervous breakdown. “Has Bottomless Pit Bob put in his next order?”

“We’re back around to cupcakes,” Piper told her.

“Forty-eight cupcakes, coming right up,” Ali said.

 

*

 

Back in the kitchen, Ali went through the motions of preparing cupcake batter. She was so well practiced at baking now she could practically do it with her eyes shut. Or in this case, with her attention glued to a pile of unopened letters. And when she suddenly had a batch of cupcakes ready to put in the oven to bake, it surprised even herself.

She shut the oven door and turned to look at the letters strewn across the metal counter. Suddenly, she had a thought. While it might be too much at the moment to read the letters, that didn’t mean she couldn’t get something useful out of them.

She rushed over and snatched up the first envelope. Her father had not put a return address on any of them, but she could still find out from the postmarks roughly where he was now residing. That felt like a safe first step. Once she knew where in the world he was physically located, maybe she’d then be able to get the guts up to read his words and invite his voice into her inner ear again.

Ali sank into the swivel stool with a renewed sense of vigor and began sifting through the letters, looking at the dates of the postal stamp to find which one had been sent most recently. They were from the most random of places. Arizona. Oklahoma. Illinois.

Is there anywhere he hasn’t been? she thought, curiously, picturing her father in a Cadillac driving across the country.

Suddenly, it felt like a puzzle. A game. A challenge. Ali’s inner sleuth roared to life. She could much more easily separate her emotions from the actual situation now that she had something fun to focus on.

She began to jot down all the letters’ locations and corresponding dates. Then she got out her cell phone, opened a map app, and plotted them all onto it. 

When she was done, she sat back to assess the map in its entirety. She took a sharp inhalation of surprise. To her surprise, her father had spent the last sixteen years traveling on the famous Route 66. All the way from Santa Monica to Chicago and back again, more than once.

“What are you up to?” Ali murmured aloud.

The map app decided to pop up some Route 66 statistics for her. It covered eight states. Two thousand four hundred miles. Three time zones. It took three weeks to travel from end to end at a normal tourist speed.

“Unless you’re Richard Sweet,” Ali commented, with a small twitch of a smile. “In which case it takes you sixteen years.” 

As Ali stared at the map she’d plotted, another piece of the puzzle suddenly materialized before her eyes. There was a common denominator for every place her father had been: a local RV park.

“He lives in an RV!”

It made perfect sense. That’s why her father hadn’t left a return address—he had no fixed abode. That was also why he’d lived in such random, far-flung locations.

Ali conjured the image of her father as she remembered him. He had always been such a restless soul. A dreamer who struggled being tied down to one place. After the divorce he must’ve decided to travel. Was that the reason so much time elapsed between his visits to her as a child? Because he was always driving around the country?

Just then, Piper whirled into the kitchen. “What happened to those cupcakes?”

Ali jumped up off the stool. She whirled to face the oven. She’d been so distracted she’d forgotten to set the timer. Luckily, her sleuthing had not taken so long the food had burned.

“I’m sorry,” she stammered, racing to the oven. “I got distracted.”

“Don’t worry,” Piper said, flopping down onto the swivel stool Ali had just vacated and theatrically laying her head on her arm across the metal tabletop. “Bob got a phone call and left in a hurry. He didn’t even pay.”

“What?” Ali exclaimed, dumping the metal tray of cupcake bases onto the surface with a clatter. 

Piper jumped up, startled. “He said Mad Frank will settle the bill.”

“He’d better,” Ali said. 

She sank onto the stool next to Piper. Her assistant was eyeing the stack of letters. She picked one up.

“You haven’t opened this one,” she said. “Wait. You haven’t opened any of them…” 

“Not yet,” Ali said. “I decided to do something else first.” She retrieved her cell from her pocket and brought up the map app, then turned the screen toward Piper. “This is what my dad’s been doing for the last sixteen years. I plotted his entire life using postal stamps.”

Piper’s green eyes widened as she took the phone from Ali and took in the map. “Ali!” she said, with a tone of excitement. “This is so cool! This is the closest you’ve gotten to finding your dad, like, ever!” 

Ali’s conflicted feelings swirled inside of her. She knew the moment Piper got involved her emotions would get mixed up and confused, and that was exactly what was now happening. 

“Yup,” she murmured.

Piper tipped her head to the side. “Hey, is it just me, or does it look like your dad’s on a road trip?”

Ali took the phone back from her. “That’s what I thought, too. It looks like he’s been living on Route 66 and traveling to various towns along it over the years.”

“Route 66?” Piper said, excitedly. “Isn’t it the same route they take in that book?”

“The Grapes of Wrath,” Ali said with a nod.

“Never heard of it.”

Ali’s eyes snapped up from her cell phone. “You’ve never heard of The Grapes of Wrath? It’s one of the great American novels! Oh, wait, maybe you’re thinking of On the Road? I never read it but I think it’s set on Route 66 too.”

Piper clicked her fingers. “Sex on Sixty-Six! It’s erotica.”

“Of course…” Ali murmured.

“Only that took place over a few weeks, and your dad’s been on his road trip for, like, three years or something.”

“Sixteen years,” Ali corrected.

“SIXTEEN YEARS?” Piper’s eyes widened with shock. “Really? Who goes on a sixteen-year road trip?”

“Someone running from their problems,” Ali said, feeling a sudden bitterness swirling inside. This was the exact reason she didn’t want any other people involved yet. Piper’s comments made her reflect on her feelings through the eyes of an outsider. Taking to the road for sixteen years and leaving your family behind was a really crummy thing to do. The memory of her bohemian, dreamer father instantly dissolved. 

“Look,” Piper said, pointing at the map on Ali’s cell screen. “There are RV parks all along the route. I bet if you went and asked around, someone would know your dad and where to find him.”

Ali hesitated. Piper’s enthusiasm for solving the Richard mystery felt at odds with her current feelings. But she had to admit the pull to stand face to face with him was there. Like a magnet.

“I don’t know,” she said. “There’s lots going on here and—”

“Look!” Piper interrupted, waving a letter. “This is only from three months ago. The post date is in the Mojave Desert. That’s, like, barely a three-hour drive away. You should go. Before any more competitive eaters come in.”

Ali shook her head. “I’m not going.”

Piper looked confused. “Why not?”

“It’s not fair to you, for starters,” Ali began.

“It’s fine,” Piper said, flapping a hand dismissively. “Honestly, Ali. I’ve been so bored out there at the till with just one customer to serve. I’d prefer to be back here baking anyway.”

Ali held her tongue. There was no point getting into it now when Piper was being so supportive in other ways.

“It’s not just that…” Ali added.

Piper swiveled on the stool to face her and took her by the shoulders. “I get it. It’s scary. But Ali, this is what you’ve wanted for a long time. To see your dad. Face to face. And he’s about as close to you now as he’s going to get. Three hours. You need to be bold and grab this chance. Who knows how long you have before it goes again.”

She was right. Ali clutched the letter to her chest. The lifeline to her father. “Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent,” Piper replied, smiling kindly.

“Okay,” Ali said, standing from the stool with a sudden giddy feeling. “I guess I’m going.”

She wasted no more time. With a parting glance at Piper, she hurried out of the bakery and onto the warm, palm-tree-lined, sunshine-soaked boardwalk.


 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Ali rushed to the lot behind her small beach-side apartment where her rarely used car was parked. Indeed, the last time she’d driven it anywhere was on a trip to find her father, which had ultimately turned out to be a humiliating fool’s errand.

She’d just located her car under the shade of a palm tree when the sound of barking from behind interrupted the usual gentle background noise of ocean waves and seagulls. She turned around to see Scruff, the town stray dog, come bounding toward her. 

“Hi, Li’l Dude,” she said, using the affectionate nickname she’d given him. 

She dug out a Jumbo bone from her pocket and bent down, holding it out to the little dog in offering. He reached her and took the bone in his jaws hungrily.

“Guess what,” she told him, petting his head as he munched. “I’m going on another road trip to find my dad.” Scruff had accompanied her on her last trip, giving the emotional support she needed when it turned out to ultimately be a failure. It seemed very fitting that his face would be the last one she saw before embarking on this new chapter in the search for her father.

Between chomps of the Jumbo bone, Scruff yipped.

“Now, I know what you’re thinking,” Ali continued, chatting to Scruff like he was her confidant. “The last trip was a disaster. Well, you’ll be very pleased to know that I’ve done a little bit more research this time.”

Scruff paused midway through his munching to look at her and wag his tail enthusiastically.

Ali paused, too, and looked into his big brown eyes. Maybe he’d like to come on another trip with her? Having him there last time had been a true comfort, and this time he might be a much needed ice breaker between her and her father. 

“Hey, I don’t suppose you want to come?” she asked him timidly.

Scruff wolfed down the last bite of his bone and yipped happily. Ali knew Scruff well enough now to understand the quality of all his different barks. That one was definitely in the affirmative. He wanted to come, and she was secretly very pleased to know she didn’t have to deal with this on her own again.

“Well, if you insist,” Ali quipped.

She unlocked the driver’s side door and allowed Scruff to hop in first. She didn’t even need to ask him to scoot over—the pup headed straight for the passenger side window. He put his paws up, as if asking for the window to be cracked. 

Ali chuckled as she slid into her seat. She turned on the ignition and lowered the window just enough for him to tip his nose out and enjoy the rush of wind, but not so much that it would pose any danger. Scruff had been known to chase a seagull or two in his time, and Ali didn’t want him jumping out the window in pursuit while she was driving. 

A whole host of emotions hit her as she reversed out the lot. This was the closest she’d ever come to finding her dad, but it wasn’t the first time she’d thought that, and she didn’t want to set herself up for disappointment. She’d been so convinced the last time that she was about to find her dad after all those years that she’d really allowed herself to get carried away. So inevitably when it had all fallen apart it had felt even more crushingly painful than if she’d braced herself all along for it to be a letdown. This time, she had to fight not to get her hopes up.

She drove along the main road which ran parallel behind the boardwalk businesses on one side and the rolling green hills dotted with Havana-style townhouses on the other, all painted a myriad of bright colors. Willow Bay truly was a very beautiful beach town, and Ali was eternally grateful she’d found such a pretty place to call home. She would never tire of the golden sand and brilliant blue ocean, of the tree-covered hillsides and the quirky, rainbow-painted houses. In just a few short months, the town and boardwalk was filled with a host of independent stores and eateries.

She passed through the downtown area where all the fancy restaurants were and where the Texan property mogul Sullivan Raine had recently opened a luxury hotel, heading for the outskirts of Willow Bay. But as she went, she spotted a very familiar person walking along the sidewalk. Golden-hued skin. Dark blond hair tied back in a low bun. Boardshorts. It was Nate.

Ali had had a sort of on-again off-again non-romantic kinda-platonic relationship with Nate the Australian surfer since her first few days in Willow Bay. They’d finally decided to end it and be friends a couple of weeks ago. So it came as quite a surprise to Ali, now, to see that Nate was not alone. He was walking along the sidewalk with his arm looped through a woman’s.

He moved on fast, she thought.

She put her pedal to the metal and accelerated. She didn’t want Nate to spot her, and be forced into an awkward introduction to his new girlfriend. The timing was terrible.

But just then, Scruff started yip-yapping through the crack in the window. The friendly pup had spotted Nate and couldn’t hold back on barking his hellos. But he was giving her game away!

Nate turned at the sound, then started to wave. Ali wanted to hunker down in her car seat but that wasn’t an option. Scruff had left her no choice.

“Traitor…” she muttered.

She slowed down and pulled over to the curb, then lowered the window all the way and leaned across the seat toward it.

“Hey, Nate!” she called, feeling extremely sheepish. 

“Hey!” Nate replied brightly in his Aussie accent. He trotted to the side of the car and petted Scruff. “Where are you two off to then?” 

“The Mojave Desert,” Ali said, deliberately avoiding mentioning the reason why. “Daytripping, aren’t we, Scruff?”

He barked happily.

Just then, the woman Nate was with started to approach the car, and Ali’s eyes widened with stunned recognition. It was…Carys. The young woman who worked at Best Hot Dogs with Seth. Were the two of them an item now? Surely not!

As far as Ali knew, Carys had literally only just started college. Wasn’t she way too young for Nate, who was in his early thirties? How much common ground could two people from completely different generations really have to talk about?

“The Mojave Desert seems like a long way to go for a day trip,” Nate continued conversationally, as Carys slid up behind him and laced her arms possessively around his middle.

“Uh—um—” Ali stammered, taken completely off guard. “I’m following a lead on my dad.”

She snapped her lips shut, realizing her mistake too late. 

Nate grinned from ear to ear. “Another lead? That’s great!” As her sort-of not-boyfriend over the last few months, Nate had had a front row seat to all her dad-related drama. He’d supported her through the whole ride, so it made sense he’d be happy and excited by the development.

Just then, Carys peered from around Nate’s torso. Her gaze slid to Ali inside the car, and her eyes narrowed. “Oh. It’s you.”

“Hey, Carys,” Ali replied, a little surprised by her frosty reception. She’d known the young woman for a while now thanks to her employment at Best Hot Dogs. She’d always considered them to be on friendly terms. But now that Carys was romantically involved with Nate, Ali had evidently been demoted to his ex in her eyes. 

“I was just telling Nate about my day trip,” she explained, trying to sound as non-threatening as she could. She really didn’t have any romantic interest in Nate, and wanted to make it clear to Carys that she was not a competitor in any way, shape, or form. “Scruff and I are off to the Mojave Desert.” 

“Good for you,” Carys said, haughtily. She slid her arm through Nate’s, clinging to his arm like a barnacle to a whale. She gazed at him adoringly. “Nate’s taking me for a romantic brunch at a fancy downtown restaurant. We’re pretty famished after last night, aren’t we, baby?” 

She giggled and Ali’s eyebrows flew up with astonishment. Poor Nate turned a bright shade of red. He averted his gaze. Ali squirmed, feeling secondhand embarrassment on his behalf.

The whole awkward exchange only confirmed in Ali’s mind what she already suspected—these two were a match made in hell. Nate, though young at heart, was at least mature enough to not need to brag about his bedroom antics and Carys was really showing her immaturity with that comment. Ali couldn’t help but cringe for him.

“Great, well, have a good day,” she said, hurriedly. “I’d better get going if I want to be back before sunset.”

She sped off before Carys got the chance to say anything else cringey, and shook her head with distaste as the pair disappeared from her rearview mirror.

“Honestly,” she said to Scruff, “what is Nate thinking? And Carys’s whole jealous girlfriend streak? Ew.”

Scruff barked his agreement (at least, Ali decided it was in agreement).

But then Ali decided to be a bit more generous. Carys was young. Being jealous of your first love’s ex was par for the course. Indeed, it could take several years to grow out of the knee-jerk reaction. She should give her some allowances. And she should certainly not devote any more energy to caring. She and Nate were well and truly in the past now anyway and there was no time to dwell on such silly matters as Nate’s terrible rebound. There were far bigger things happening. Like coming face to face with her father for the first time in sixteen years.

She turned her focus to the important matter at hand. The map. 

She put Nate out of her mind and drove on, a mix of anxiety and anticipation swirling inside of her.


 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Ali slowed her car to a roll and peered out the windshield at the sign for the RV park: Mojave Motorpark. It seemed far more modern than she expected for her father, with plenty of facilities like a swimming pool and air-conditioned stores with automatic opening doors. In fact, it looked very much to Ali like a temporary holiday spot, the sort of place a family might bring the kids to for their summer vacation, rather than somewhere a person would live for several months at a time.

Up ahead was a hole-in-the-wall reception window, like a drive-thru, and she pulled up to it. She buzzed down the window and looked up at the young woman inside. She was wearing a crisp white polo shirt, tennis skirt, and visor, and had her white sneaker-clad feet up on the desk. When she spotted Ali, she quickly moved them down and snapped into customer-service action-mode. 

“Hi, how can I…Oh.” She paused, as her gaze found Scruff sitting in the passenger seat beside Ali. “I’m so sorry, but we have a no pets policy.”

Ali leaned her elbows on the window edge. “Actually, I’m not here to book in. I wondered if you might help me find someone. I think they might be living here on a semi-permanent basis. They sent me a letter and the post stamp led me here.”

The young woman frowned, then shook her head. “No one lives here permanently. This is a holiday resort.”

Ali twisted her lips with hesitancy. The postmarks on the last letter her father had mailed her had definitely come from here. She could even see a similar hole-in-the-wall hatch further along the row of stores that had a post office sign above it. She was sure she was in the right place. But if her dad was breaking some kind of rule by living here semi-permanently she didn’t want to get him into trouble. That would certainly put their reunion off to a bad start.

The young woman in the hatch leaned her elbows on the ledge.

“You know, there is a mobile trailer park that way.” She pointed down the hill. “It’s pretty basic, but people do live there. Sometimes they come up here to use the facilities. The shop and pool and stuff.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “We’re their closest post office, too, so if someone did want to send a letter, it’d be quicker to come up this way to do it than go all the way into town.”

Ali’s chest lifted with hope. Though she couldn’t imagine her father living in a trailer park, she did have to admit it fit the profile of a man who’d spent the last decade and a half in cross-country transit.

“Thanks,” Ali said to the young woman. “That’s really helpful. Just down the hill, you said?”

The woman nodded her confirmation. “Just follow the road. Can’t miss it. There’s a big sign, too. I think it’s called Desert View or something like that.”

“Thanks so much,” Ali said, quickly shifting her car into reverse.

She reversed from the hatch and back onto the main road, then left the swanky RV park behind her as she drove down the hill in the direction the receptionist had indicated. 

The terrain became dustier and more rugged as she went, and a sudden glare of refracted sunlight in the distance made her squint. It looked like the ocean, Ali thought, until she realized she was in fact gazing upon a sea of gleaming silver bullet trailers. 

She raced on until she reached the big sign, a large stretching arch of burnished metal and burned wood. Desert View. Her tires kicked up dusty sand and stones as she turned and inched beneath it into the park proper. 

Desert View appeared to be some kind of hippie haven. Between the many silver bullet RVs hung windchimes that tinkled in the breeze. Colorful flags flapped. Washing lines were strung between the different RVs with linen drying in the heat. Various old posters were pinned to the wooden posts that held up awnings for shade, and they all appeared to be from marches and protests of bygone eras, sun-bleached and faded, the nails holding them in place rusted. 

This was far more appropriate for her father as Ali remembered him to be. No airs and graces, just a back to basics way of living. It fit his free spirit more than the ultra-modern motorhome vacation park up the hill did. 

Just then, Scruff started to bark out the window, and Ali spotted a dozy whippet stretched out on its belly as it snoozed in the sunshine. The dog was lying at the feet of a man playing a banjo in a battered old sun lounger, and his fingers stopped on the banjo strings as he caught sight of Ali peering at him.

“You all right there, miss?” he asked with a squint.

Ali felt her mouth become suddenly dry with nerves. She’d gotten close to finding her dad before, only for that hope to be dashed. But each time before it hadn’t felt quite right, it had been wishful thinking, and on reflection after the event it was very clear to her that she’d been on the wrong trail. This time was different. This time everything felt just right, and a small part of her balked at the prospect she may indeed be about to meet her father.

“I’m looking for someone,” Ali said, her voice coming out small and uncertain. “I wonder if you can help me?” 

“You’re looking for Richard, right?” the banjo player said.

His words knocked Ali off guard.

“Yes!” she cried. “How did you know?”

“Because you look just like him,” the man said. “You must be the youngest. It’s Ali, right?”

Ali’s heart began to thump. Her father must have talked about her to this banjo player. And not just once. Enough for him to know her name and birth order! That thought in itself was hugely comforting to Ali, to know she had not been forgotten, that she’d not been reduced to a footnote in the life of Richard Sweet. He spoke of her to those around him.

“Where can I find him?” Ali asked, shaking with anticipation.

But the banjo player pulled a face like he was about to break bad news. Ali’s heart seized in her chest with panic.

“I’m afraid he’s not with us anymore,” the banjo player said in a soft, apologetic tone.

Ali’s stomach sank. Tears welled in her eyes. “You mean he’s… he’s…” she tried to say, before her voice cut out as if unwilling to utter that final, dreadful word… dead.

“He’s already left for his vacation,” the banjo player finished.

Ali’s heart started beating again, so hard it hurt. She clutched her chest. 

For a second then she’d truly thought her father had passed away and now she didn’t know whether to weep with relief or smack the banjo player for putting her through such an unnecessary moment of fear. 

“He’s on vacation?” Ali said, needing to hear clarification for her poor, frazzled heart’s benefit. 

“Yes, that’s right. Richard comes and goes. You just missed him.”

Ali’s heartbeat was finally starting to return to normal, and with it, her ability to think straight. She had come within a hair’s breadth of reuniting with her father today, only for it to be snatched away from her at the last second. She felt like fate had played a bittersweet, painfully cruel joke on her. 

“Do you have a number for him?” Ali asked.

The banjo man chuckled like she’d just said the silliest thing in the world. “Nope.”

Ali couldn’t help but grind her teeth. She desperately wished the gate-keeper between her and her father was someone other than this nonchalant, unhelpful banjo player.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?” she asked. 

The banjo man shook his head. “No idea, miss. Richard’s a private guy. Keeps his comings and goings to himself, for the most part. Could be a month. Could be two.” He shrugged. “Could be a year. Could be two.”

Two years! Ali thought, desperately. How was she going to get through years being so close yet so far? It was like having an itch on that one place on your back you just couldn’t reach…

“Okay, well can I leave my contact info with you?” Ali asked, fumbling in her purse for a pen and slip of paper. “For when he comes back?” 

“Of course,” the banjo man replied. “I’d be happy to help.”

Ali pulled the cap off her Sharpie with her teeth, grateful that he was at least willing to try.

“’Cept that that’s dependent on me still being here when he gets back.”

“What?” Ali asked, anguish taking hold of her.

“I’m a traveler, too,” he said simply. “Me and Richard are cut from the same cloth.” He laughed again. “Heck, so’s everyone in Desert View! If me and Daisy fancy a road trip, we’ll take one.”

The whippet slumbering at his feet raised her lazy head at the sound of her name. In the passenger seat, Scruff went haywire, turning round in circles, wagging his tail, and barking shrilly in an attempt to make a new doggy-pal. But Daisy was not interested. She was as nonchalant as her owner. She simply snorted sleepily through her nostrils and went back to sleep, leaving poor Scruff to whine sadly and sit back on his haunches.

Ali looked at the banjo player. “What can I do to convince you to stick around until he gets back?” she asked around the pen lid in her mouth, as she scribbled down her number and address on the scrap of paper. “Can I pay you?”

“Pay me?” the banjo player exclaimed with a bark of a laugh. “If money meant anything to me, do you think I’d be living here?” 

“Okay, fine,” Ali said, testily, clicking the lid back on the pen. “What will it take? Please. I’m begging you. I can’t lose him now after everything.”

The man faltered, then he flashed her a sympathetic look. “How about I take your note, and I make sure everyone else here gets a copy? That makes the chances of one of us being here to pass on the message to Richard when he gets back all the greater. Okay?”

“Okay,” Ali replied, grasping hold of the lifeline, though small. “Thank you.” 

Leaving her personal details with a bunch of transient strangers didn’t seem like the wisest decision in the world, and there was no guarantee that her father would even get it, but it was significantly better than nothing, and it felt like a step in the right direction.

Ali handed her paper out the window to the banjo player. He took it with a reluctant nod and jammed it into the pocket of his khaki shorts in such a careless way, Ali winced. She was about to say more, but the man began plucking away at the banjo strings again as if to indicate their conversation was now over. Ali was left with no choice but to leave Desert View behind, her hopes of finding her father left on the whim of a transient banjo player and his whippet.

As she drove back to Willow Bay, Ali couldn’t help but felt bitterly disappointed about what had transpired at Desert View RV park. Her dad was so near and yet so far, and she had no idea when—or if—that would change.

She headed along the main road, which ran parallel behind the row of stores on the pedestrianized boardwalk. It was crawling with traffic today, almost as bad as she’d been accustomed to back when she lived in LA. She frowned at the near standstill gridlock, watching a hot cloud of fumes muggying the air.

The sound of Scruff’s bark pulled her out of her ruminations, and she glanced over to see what he was alerting to. Stretching high over the rooftops of the boardwalk stores were two enormous columns of multicolored helium balloons. 

“That must be for the contest,” Ali told Scruff. 

He barked again, this time with more excitement. 

The traffic ahead began to roll. Ali inched along until there was a gap in the buildings and she could see the entrance to the pier properly. She gasped to see the stage for the hot dog eating contest was now erected in its entirety, stretching across the entire width of the entrance to the pier. Either side of the stage stood huge black speakers in two tall towering columns. The colored helium balloons were attached to each, almost like floating beacons. A huge red silky sign was strung across the stage with gold embroidered letters: Mad Frank’s Hot Dog Gobble-Down World Champions.

Beside the main stage, there was a separate one, though it was more like a plinth or a tower—presumably this was where “Mad Frank” would be MCing from. A humongous TV screen was behind it. Different areas of the ground had been marked in white spray paint, showing demarcated sections for press, security, and film crew. Behind the stage, a large sign read: staff only, no entrance.

The enormity of it shocked Ali. Clearly, this was a really big deal, if they’d given up the entirety of the pier as a backstage area. She’d assumed Bottomless Pit Bob was embellishing his celebrity status a little bit for the benefit of Piper’s adoration, but she realized now that was not the case. The world of competitive eating was surprisingly popular.

Scruff stood with his paws up at the window, barking again and again at the sight of something new and different.

“All right, all right,” Ali chuckled. “I get it. You want to take a closer look. Me too. I just need to find somewhere to park.”

Scruff yip-yapped his agreement. Ali pulled out of the main traffic and into the side street and parked outside the yellow and black painted house of her landlord, Kerrigan O’Neal.

“Come on then, pooch,” she said to Scruff, and they headed out of the car to the pier.

It was even more of a hive of activity down here than Ali had anticipated from afar. There were multiple people in bright red CREW polo shirts buzzing about the place, covering up snaking, thick yellow cables from the sound system with specialized tape to make it safe to walk on, or affixing the metal crowd control gates in place with screwdrivers. It was like watching a well-oiled machine at work, and Ali couldn’t help but marvel at the sight. This wasn’t what she’d expected when she’d learned about the hot dog eating contest at all. It reminded her of her childhood, when the fair would roll into town, descending for two days of mayhem before packing up and disappearing again without a trace. She remembered how much her father had loved the fair, and how he had always taken her to them as a child. That same excitement now fluttered in Ali’s breast. 

Suddenly, Ali heard a growl, and she whirled around to see Scruff in a defensive position, back on his haunches, hair standing on end, teeth bared. Another low growl came from between his teeth. Ali was startled to see such behavior from the usually calm and placid pup.

“Scruff, what’s wrong?” she asked.

She was about to crouch down to reassure him when a flash of something in her peripheral vision startled her.

“What the—!”

Everything happened in a split second; the sudden angry, fevered barking of Scuff; the flash of brown and red coming at Ali before streaking away again; and then the realization of what had happened. Django the monkey had snatched her purse!

“Hey!” Ali cried, waving her fist as the naughty monkey went scurrying away into the out-of-bounds area behind the stage. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” 

There was no way she’d be able to get her purse back now.

She was about to give up but Scruff suddenly pelted off after the monkey, leaving her no choice but to follow. 

Ali weaved her way through the myriad crew members going about their business, but when she reached the cordoned off area, a big burly, shaven security guard stepped in front of her and raised a hand. She screeched to a halt.

“This area is out of bounds,” he said shortly, looking down his pudgy nose at her and pointing to a sign. “Can’t you read?”

“I can read,” Ali said, flustered. “But my dog just ran in there, chasing a monkey who stole my purse. Well, actually he’s not my dog, he’s a stray. And Django isn’t technically a monkey, he’s a rhesus macaque.” She was blabbing, and shook herself to get back on track. “Not important. May I please just go inside for a minute to get my purse back?” 

The guard looked extremely unimpressed by her whole speech. He folded his thick, muscular arms. “Nope.”

“Please,” Ali continued. “I live locally, and I know where the monkey is. If I could just get past—”

“The pier is off limits. Mad Frank staff only.”

Ali sighed and looked over at Lavinia Leigh’s dark green caravan, still in its usual spot just beyond the pier entrance. Django the monkey was standing on the wooden steps waving her purse above his head in a victory dance. 

“I can literally see my purse!” Ali told the guard, pointing toward the caravan. 

He didn’t even look behind. “I don’t care.”

“This makes no sense! Lavinia isn’t Mad Frank staff, she’s a local fortune teller! How come she’s allowed backstage?”

“No one gets backstage without a staff pass, little lady. So why don’t you run along?”

Just then, Ali spotted the door to the caravan opening, and Lavinia popped her head out. Her dark black hair fell in beautiful waves around her exposed shoulders as she looked down at Django and took the purse from him. Then she glanced up, searching for its owner. When her emerald eyes fell on Ali, a slow, knowing smile spread across her lips. 

“Are you sure about that?” Ali questioned the guard, pointing to Lavinia.

With a frown, the guard finally turned to look over his shoulder. His gaze found Lavinia and Django and his eyes widened with surprise. “What the—!” he yelled, clearly stunned by the sudden sight of a woman and a monkey in the backstage area. He reached for the radio clipped to his waistband and brought it up to his lips. “We have an incursion in the staff zone!” he shouted into it. “A woman and a monkey! Who gave them authorization?” And with that, he stormed off.

Ali took her chance. She ducked under the cordon and quickly beelined for the caravan while the guard was distracted.

“Ali Sweet,” Lavinia purred as she marched over.

“My purse, please,” Ali said, holding out her hand. She knew how things went with Lavinia, and always took a polite yet firm stance with her.

“But Django has chosen you,” the fortune teller continued. “You know what that means.”

Ali folded her arms. “It means you’re a crook who gets your thieving monkey to dupe people into taking your readings.”

Lavinia smirked. “And yet when have I ever steered you wrong?” 

Ali faltered. She had her there. For all her talk of skepticism, so far, every single one of Lavinia’s predictions had had at least a smidgen of truth to them.

“That’s beside the point,” she said, beckoning to the purse. “I don’t want a reading. And now is not the time. There’s a competitive eating contest being set up around you, if you haven’t noticed!”

She threw her hand out behind her to gesture to the stage set-up, only to have it seized tightly in Lavinia’s clutch. 

“Oh!” the fortune teller exclaimed with a horrified gasp. “Oh Ali! Oh no!”

Ali tried to pull her hand away but Lavinia tightened her grip. The panicked look in her emerald green eyes made Ali tremble, and she winced at the strength of her clutch.

“Let me go,” she said, tugging on her hand. “That hurts.”

But Lavinia would not let go. “There is danger ahead,” she whispered ominously. “A man. A wanderer.”

Ali immediately thought of her father, and a chill ran down her entire spine. Her resolve instantly cracked.

“What about him?” she asked in a trembling voice.

But before Lavinia had a chance to say more, suddenly a whole army of security guards came marching toward them, moving speedily in spite of their considerable size. Within seconds, they were surrounded.

“You ladies need to leave!” the bald guard from before yelled, taking Lavinia by the shoulders and tugging her away from Ali.

Ali’s hand began to slip out of her grasp.

“Lavinia!” she exclaimed. “Tell me about the man!”

“You can’t trust him!” Lavinia cried.

And with that, Ali’s fingers slipped entirely from her grasp. Lavinia disappeared into one swarm of guards, and Ali found herself being marched unceremoniously back the way she’d come.

“Wait. My purse,” she stammered.

She was shoved out of the backstage area, and staggered before righting herself.

“Jerk,” she muttered under her breath.

Then Scruff came racing out after her, her purse in his mouth.

“Thank you,” Ali said, crouching down to take it from him, only to discover it had been unzipped and her wallet emptied of money. “That monkey!” she cried furiously.

She composed herself and marched back to the car, Scruff scampering alongside her to keep up. But try as she might, the whole thing with Lavinia had really shaken Ali up.

As she sat in her car and gunned it back to life, her eyes fell to her hands on the steering wheel. Immediately she recalled the feel of Lavinia’s fingers as she’d clutched her, and that terrible look of horror in her emerald eyes. 

The man. The wanderer. Could it be her father? And if so… could she really not trust him?


 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Ali drove away as fast as the traffic allowed, desperate for the peace and sanctity of her bakery. In the passenger seat, Scruff kept casting her furtive glances. Even the dog could tell Lavinia’s words had rattled her. Who was Ali kidding by trying to pretend they had not?

“Home,” Ali announced as she parked and exited her car, comforted somewhat by the familiar sound of breaking waves and seagulls, and the familiar smell of salty ocean air.

She hurried out of the lot and onto the boardwalk, her head bowed as she marched for the safety of the bakery. She was so desperate to get inside, she didn’t even wait to see if Scruff was coming along with her, or if he’d run off to do important doggy things. All she could focus on was getting inside her bakery and blocking out the world and…

“Ah!” Ali cried, as she slammed, hard, into something solid. 

She hadn’t been looking where she was going, and backed up, only to discover an entire stone-built, wood-fired pizza oven wedged halfway through her store door. 

“What’s going on?” she cried.

“Oh, Ali!” called an Italian voice from behind.

Ali whirled around. Emilio Rossi, the owner of one of two pizzerias that flanked her bakery, was rushing toward her. Emilio was moving back to Italy soon with his bride-to-be, leaving his identical twin Marco’s pizzeria as the only one in town that wasn’t a front for the local mob. None of which explained why a large stone pizza oven was currently halfway through her bakery door…

“Sorry,” Emilio panted as she reached her. “I was delivering the wood-fired pizza oven and it got stuck.”

Ali frowned. “I can see that it’s stuck. What I don’t understand is why it’s there in the first place.”

Emilio’s handsome features contorted into a look of confusion, his dark brows drawing together, and his chocolate brown eyes narrowing. 

“You wanted it,” he said simply. “Remember? You said when I moved away you would take all my equipment. The oven and the coffee machine.”

Ali’s eyebrows flew up to her hairline with surprise. She had no memory of ever making such a claim. She cast her mind back, searching for the cause of the misunderstanding, and vaguely recalled a boozy evening on the beach for Delaney’s birthday, where many a bottle of prosecco had been consumed and she’d stated how much she admired the quality equipment Emilio owned, such as the traditional wood-fired pizza oven and the expensive Italian-made coffee machine. That was not only long before Emilio announced his move, but it was a throw-away comment, a way of expressing her envy of his well-established, lucrative business when her own little bakery was in its infancy. It had not been a promise, and she’d certainly not shaken on it! 

“Emilio, I think you’ve misunderstood,” she said. “Maybe something was lost in translation. But I never said I would buy your equipment. I was only talking about a vague dream, fantasy scenario.” 

Emilio’s face fell. “But I thought… Didn’t you say… Oh no…”

Ali grimaced as she watched it dawn on him that it had all been a misunderstanding. She couldn’t even guess at how much the enormous, heavy, stone kilned, wood-fired pizza oven even cost, where Emilio expected her to get the funds to pay for it, and, more importantly, where he thought she was planning on putting it considering there was barely enough room in her stuffy bakery kitchen for her and Piper to work side by side, and it couldn’t even fit through the door!

“Where did you think I was going to fit them both?” Ali queried. “My bakery kitchen is half the size of the pizzeria’s.”

“I thought you wanted the oven in the garden for alfresco dining.” He shrugged. “I guess the coffee machine would go behind the counter…” He trailed off and glanced at his shoes.

Ali smacked her hand to her forehead. “That coffee machine is so big it would break the counter. And the bakery doesn’t even have a garden!”

Just then, the sound of a gentle female voice came from somewhere out of view. “Emilio? Stai bene?”

Emilio paled. “Sì, sì, sì,” he said to the disembodied voice.

“Who is that?” Ali asked, frowning.

But before he answered, a beautiful woman moved into Ali’s view from around the pizza oven that had been obscuring her. She was beautiful, with dark black hair and tanned skin. Her eyes were the color of warm chocolate, and had a cherubic twinkle. Her eyelashes were thick and long, perfectly complementing her dark, sculpted eyebrows and her narrow, straight nose. 

Ali gasped. Was this Maria, Emilio’s fiancée? She was as stunning as Emilio was handsome. Standing side by side they looked like a pair of Versace models.

“This is Maria,” Emilio announced proudly, reaching his arm around her waist and pulling her into his side. But he still looked troubled from the conversation that had just been interrupted.

“Wow!” Ali exclaimed. She shook her head and shut her mouth. She felt like a messy hobbit in comparison to the tall, elegant, beautiful Maria, and self-consciously shoved her messy blond braid over her shoulder before offering her hand. “I mean, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Ali.”

“Oh!” Maria cried, bypassing her hand and going straight in for the cheek kisses. She even smelled beautiful. “Ali? You are Ali? Ciao, cara, ciao!”

Ali was so taken aback by the friendly greeting from the beautiful woman she found herself blushing.

“Maria doesn’t speak much English,” Emilio explained over his fiancée’s shoulder as she went back and forth kissing Ali’s cheeks. “But I’ve told her all about your heroics, when you swayed the local councilors to vote against the tax bill.”

Ali blushed. “I wouldn’t call it heroic…” 

“Well, you saved us a bunch of money to put toward the wedding,” Emilio replied. “And well… I also thought you’d be paying me a bunch more for all the equipment but I guess that was a mistake…” 

He glanced at her hopefully. But Ali couldn’t change her mind even if she wanted to. There simply was no space inside her bakery for Emilio’s expensive, top-of-the-range equipment, no matter how much she wanted it. She felt awful to let him down, and her tone dropped accordingly.

“Emilio, you know I can’t,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

Suddenly, Maria stopped kissing her. She drew back, taking her hands instead and firing a quizzical look at Emilio. She must’ve sensed the tenseness in Ali’s body, and heard the change in her tone, and put two and two together.

Ali also came to a sudden revelation. “You already told Maria I was buying everything, didn’t you? That’s why she’s so happy to meet me.”

Emilio tugged the collar of his shirt and smiled at her sheepishly, the tips of his ears going red. “Yes. I was counting on that money to pay for the plane tickets home.”

Ali’s stomach dropped. “You mean without selling that equipment, you can’t afford to fly home?”

He lowered his voice and spoke urgently. “Worse. No one wants to take on the lease for a store filled with big pieces of expensive equipment they’re not going to use. If I can’t find anyone to buy the equipment, I won’t even be able to get a new leaseholder. We will miss our own wedding and the whole move to Italy will be cancelled.”

“Oh Emilio…” Ali said sympathetically. 

She felt awful for him. He’d gotten himself in quite a predicament and she couldn’t help but feel like her tipsy throw-away comment was partially to blame for it. 

Maria was looking back and forth between the two of them now, confusion registering in her chocolate-colored eyes. “Cosa dice, Ali?”

Emilia patted her hand. “Il nulla,” he soothed.

Ali didn’t need to speak Italian to understand what was going on. Poor Maria, who’d been under the impression that all of Emilio’s affairs in California were wrapped up neatly in a bow, was starting to realize now that was not the case. Ali felt terrible, not just for her, but for Emilio. He deserved his happy ending. She had to do something to help.

She looked at the big stone monstrosity stuck in her doorway, and had a brain wave. “I know someone who might want some new equipment!”

Emilio brightened instantly, his eyebrows raising hopefully. “You do? Who?”

“Seth!” Ali exclaimed.

Emilio frowned. “Seth from Best Hot Dogs? What would a hot dog maker want with a pizza oven?”

“I mean… more than a baker would!” Ali quipped. “It’s probably a long shot, but Seth’s kitchen is huge, so he certainly has space. Maybe I could convince him to start selling hot dog calzones? Hot dog pizzas? Whatever. I’ll get creative. So? Want me to go and ask him for you?”

“Please,” Emilio said, looking grateful for the lifeline she’d given him.

“I’ll ask him if he also wants a coffee machine,” Ali said. 

“Thank you, Ali! I knew you were the hero I told Maria you were.”

Emilio turned and spoke in rapid Italian to the woman. A beautiful smile burst onto her features, breaking through the earlier cloud of worry.

Ali stepped away before she was bestowed with yet more undeserving kisses. She’d rather fix the problem first and take the plaudits later. 

“Leave it with me,” she said, turning on her heel and marching away.


 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The smell of fried onions wafted into Ali’s nostrils as she drew up outside Best Hot Dogs. She was determined to solve Emilio’s problems as soon as possible, if only so she could get back to her own. 

But at the door, she paused, her mind going to Carys. It was unlikely the young woman would be working inside—she was last seen wandering arm in arm with Nate downtown earlier in the day, after all—but on the off chance she had an evening shift, Ali wanted to be mentally prepared for another extremely awkward encounter. So she stood, momentarily letting the calming sound of the ocean waves breaking against the shoreline soothe her. Then, steeling herself, she pushed open the door of Best Hog Dogs and went inside.

She’d barely made it ten paces inside the dark green leather booth–lined restaurant when she halted. Seth Best, the store’s proprietor, was sitting in one of the booths, rubbing his furrowed brow while staring at the table top, which was covered in papers.

“Hey, buddy,” Ali said, sliding into the seat opposite.

Seth looked up at her, his dark eyes filled with stress. “Ali. Hey. How’s it going?”

“Me? A lot better than you by the looks of things.” She nodded to the paperwork. “What’s all this?”

Seth jammed his pen behind his ear. “This is what happens when Mad Frank rolls into town.”

Ali narrowed her eyes with confusion. “Huh?”

Seth huffed and fixed his dark brown eyes on her. “Mad Frank and his hot dog chomping championships or whatever it’s called. These are the accounts from my old hot dog store in New York.” He picked up one sheet of paper which was full of healthy black numbers. “This is a summer without Mad Frank.” He picked up another sheet full of red numbers and negative symbols. “This is one with.”

Ali’s gaze went from the healthy bank statement to the wince-inducingly bad one. “That’s weird. You’d think a hot dog eating contest would appeal to, ya know, hot dog fans? Wouldn’t a big contest like that drive up sales?”

“Au contraire,” Seth replied with a derisive laugh. “It does quite the opposite. People enjoy these contests for the spectacle of it. No one, and I repeat no one, wants to eat a hot dog after watching five grown men shove them down their gullets two at a time.”

He put the papers back on the table with a heavy, weary sigh and rubbed the stubble on his chin with his hand. It made a sandpapery noise, informing Ali that he’d not shaved this morning. Seth usually took meticulous care of his appearance, and Ali could only deduce that Mad Frank’s competition rolling into town was really troubling him. She knew firsthand just how precarious the food industry business could be at times and felt bad that Seth had another storm to weather, so soon after all the stress over the boardwalk taxes.

“Are you expecting to take a loss because of the contest?” she asked, sympathetically. 

“A big one,” Seth murmured, shaking his head. 

Ali twisted her lips. Her plan to ask Seth to buy Emilio’s equipment went right out the window. He clearly had way too much on his mind right now. The last thing he needed was for her to put the burden of Emilio’s entire future on his shoulders. Shelling out on risky, big ticket purchases right now was simply not feasible. 

“I’d better leave you to your accounting,” she said, and she was about to slide out of the booth and leave when the door opened, making the bell tinkle above. In came none other than Emilio. 

Bad timing! Ali thought immediately. 

She needed to head Emilio off! She tried to jump up from the booth, but her legs got in a tangle, and before she knew it, Emilio was sliding right in beside her, blocking her in the booth.

“Seth!” he said across the table. “Just the man I wanted to see!”

Ali kicked him under the table to try and shut him up, but it was too late. 

Seth turned his stressed eyes up from his paperwork. “What’s up?”

Ali braced herself as Emilio launched right into it. 

“Have you heard of Mad Frank’s hot dog eating contest?”

Seth’s face instantly soured. His friendly demeanor dropped and he glowered at the mention of his nemesis. 

“Yes,” he said through his teeth. “Why?”

“I’m one of the chefs,” Emilio explained. “It’s my last gig before leaving Willow Bay.”

“You are?” Ali asked, surprised.

Emilio nodded. “We go way back. I was a chef for one of Mad Frank’s championships years ago. They like to hire local people to staff the event whenever they can, because it’s cheaper. You know, casual workers, temporary contracts, cash in hand kind of work. I thought it would be a good way to raise some funds before I close up shop for good. Back then they paid you per hot dog. I stayed up an entire twenty-four hours cooking them and I made …well, not exactly loads of money, but I got a free advertisement and my restaurant’s name on the sponsor’s banner. It wasn’t even televised back then but I still got tons of customers off the back of it.”

“Where is this going?” Seth said, looking far from enthused. 

Emilio continued his explanation. “Well, it just occurred to me that I don’t need the advertising spot since I’m leaving. I wondered if you’d like your business on the banner instead? You’ll get a bunch of future customers.”

Seth looked suspicious. “What’s in it for you?”

Ali was wondering the same herself.

“I’m thinking that if we work together, we could make double the amount. Double the money.” 

“Enough for plane tickets…” Ali said as the ball dropped. Emilio was trying to find a way to plug his funding gap for the plane tickets home. It wouldn’t solve his issue over the equipment or the lease, but at least he wouldn’t miss his own wedding. 

“Plane tickets?” Seth asked, confused. “What are you talking about?”

Emilio looked at her quizzically. “You didn’t tell him?”

“It wasn’t the right time,” Ali said, nodding her head to the papers strewn across the table in an attempt to get Emilio to notice them.

“Tell me what?” Seth asked.

Ali sighed. This was getting messy. “Emilio needs someone to buy all his equipment so the shop is empty and he can more easily find a lease holder. He thought I was going to buy the stuff and had already cost it into budget. Now he can’t afford the flights back to Italy.”

Seth’s eyebrows slowly rose. He eyed the papers in front of him. “I can’t really afford to take a risk on equipment right now!”

“Hence why I didn’t mention it…” Ali mumbled.

“But maybe with all the contest money you will?” Emilio asked, hopefully.

Seth looked torn. Ali felt bad to have roped him into this. He was a good guy, always willing to help a friend in need. Like her, he was now in quite the quandary. 

“I don’t know,” he said slowly, looking weary and slightly pained. “The contest starts tomorrow, doesn’t it? Wouldn’t we have to stay up all night cooking?”

“Yes,” Emilio said. “But we can make it fun.”

Seth didn’t seem to even hear him. “And won’t they have a problem with a sudden, last-minute change to the banner?”

“Maybe. But I can ask?”

“And how much do they even pay? Enough to cover the cost of the equipment?”

“About half that…” Emilio said, and he seemed to be deflating right before Ali’s eyes.

She couldn’t bear the look of dejection on Emilio’s face, and since she felt partly responsible for his current financial predicament, she felt like she had to step in and help somehow. 

“Sounds worth it though,” she said. “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with asking?” She picked up his red-penned accounting sheet and waved it in front of his face. “Wouldn’t you like a chance to at least profit off the contest rather than have to just sit here all worried and helpless while you take a financial hit?”

Seth gave her a look. “I don’t see you volunteering.”

“Well, they don’t need a bun maker, do they?”

Emilio brightened instantly like she’d just made the best suggestion in the world. “Yes! What a great idea, Ali! I wish I’d thought of that! You’re such a skilled baker you’ll be able to make the buns at double the speed I can. That leaves me and Seth to do the hot dogs. Between the three of us we’ll make so much!”

Ali had only been joking. It hadn’t actually occurred to her that the hot dog eating contest would require a bun chef as well as a hot dog chef, and now she’d put her foot right in it.

“Ali,” Seth gushed, flashing her a devilish grin. “What a great friend you are to volunteer…”

Ali was not entirely convinced staying up all night to bake buns was the best idea, but she was willing to do it nonetheless for a friend in need. 

“If you’re on board, Seth,” she said, “then I am too. I think it will be fun!”

“Fine, all right,” Seth said. “Just as long as I don’t have to actually meet Mad Frank, okay? There’s a lot of bad blood there.”

Emilio looked briefly confused by Seth’s last comment but he didn’t question it. Instead, he punched the air, looking thrilled that at the very least he would be able to buy the plane tickets to his own wedding. He stood up and shimmied out of the booth. “Thanks, guys! I’ll handle everything! You just get some rest, okay? This will be great. It will be fun. Thank you!”

And with that, he ran off to make the arrangements. 

As soon as he was gone, Ali looked apologetically at Seth. She knew he didn’t want to do any of this, and she felt bad for accidentally cajoling him into it. She gave him a sheepish smile. “It might be fun…” 

He did not look convinced. “Hmmm.”

Luckily, Ali was saved by the bell—or the bleep—as a text message lit up her screen. It was Piper.

Teddy’s here to see you.

“Oh!” Ali gasped, the mention of her brother reminding her of the Desert View debacle and her failed quest to find their dad. “I have to go, Seth.”

“I guess I’ll see you later this evening,” Seth replied. “For a cooking marathon.”

Though she wasn’t wholly convinced by the plan, Ali flashed Seth two confident thumbs up, then hurried away, gulping with the anticipation that in just a few minutes she’d have to explain to Teddy everything that had happened that morning at Desert View.


 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

With the warmth of the fading sunshine on her back, Ali pushed open the door to the bakery and walked inside. 

Teddy was standing at the counter chatting with Piper with his back to her, dressed in salmon-colored jeans and a loud green, patterned shirt, both of which clashed horribly with his strawberry blond hair. He whirled at the sound of the tinkling bell above the door and opened his arms widely. 

“There she is,” he cried, advancing across the peppermint checkerboard tiles. “Sister of the extraordinary actor and Oscar nominee Theodore Sweet!”

Ali smirked. “Oscar nominee? Oh really?”

Teddy reached her and wrapped her in one of his famous comforting, squishy bear hugs. “One day, darling, one day,” he trilled theatrically in her ear. 

Ali chuckled. Assuming he was being his usual OTT self, she was about to switch the conversation to her trip to Desert View, when Piper jumped in. 

“One day soon,” she called knowingly across the bakery from behind the counter. 

Curiosity piqued, Ali moved back from Teddy’s embrace and looked up expectantly into his eyes. She raised her eyebrows. Teddy had news. It was written all over his face.

“Teddy, tell her!” Piper squealed excitedly. 

“Tell me what?” Ali asked. “What is it? What’s happened?”

Teddy needed no further prompting. He took a deep breath. “So you know that indie movie I’m in…”

“Street Walkers,” Ali replied with a nod. “As if I could forget.” He’d roped her into reading lines with him, and the script in Ali’s opinion was pompously poetic and verging on ludicrous. But it wasn’t her place to judge. The independent, small budget film was going to put Teddy’s face on the big screen for the first time ever. Whether it was terribly written or not was beside the point.

“Welllllll,” Teddy said, stretching the moment in order to eke out as much attention as physically possible, as he annoyingly had the habit of doing. “My role’s been expanded. The director liked me so much he asked the screenwriters to add extra scenes for me.”

Ali gasped. Piper started jumping up and down, clapping like a hummingbird.

“Teddy!” Ali said, offering both her hands for a high ten. “That’s great! I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks,” Teddy replied, high-tenning her. “I’m totally going to be famous,” he added, and he mimed a hair flip. 

Ali managed to muster a smile for her brother’s success. But in reality, the failed trip to Desert View had immediately resurfaced, and was now playing on her mind.

Teddy narrowed his eyes. “What’s wrong? You aren’t as ebullient as I was anticipating.”

Ali sighed. Part of the problem of having such a strong bond with older brother was his ability to pick up on the smallest of her non-verbal cues. Sometimes, it felt like Teddy could read her mind, or at the very least her emotions. Really, he could give Lavinia a run for her money. There could never be secrets between them.

“I said I was proud of you,” she tried, her voice meek.

Teddy folded his arms and gave her a stern look. “What is it? What’s going on? Is it Nate? Please don’t tell me you’re jealous he has a new girlfriend. Jealousy is so last season.”

Ali scoffed. “Jealous? Of Carys? Please.”

“Then what is it?” Teddy prompted.

He was never one to let things go. Ali admitted defeat with a weary exhalation. She sank into the closest chair and dropped her heavy head into her hands.

“It’s Dad,” she said.

Teddy dropped into the seat opposite her. “Dad?”

Ali nodded. A frown had made its way onto her brow as soon as she’d started speaking, and she attempted to knead it away with her fingers to no avail. It was stubbornly refusing to budge.

From behind the counter, Piper suddenly gasped. “Oh my God, Ali, I totally forgot! Like between that crazy cookie-eating man and Maria and the wood-fired pizza oven thing and then Teddy’s news it literally slipped my mind.”

She rushed out from behind the counter, across the bakery floor, and took the third seat at the small, round bistro table. She reached for Ali’s hands across the table. A look of sympathy appeared on her pretty features.

“What happened?” Teddy asked. “You found a lead?”

Ali nodded, but found herself too tongue-tied to say more. She felt very exposed with the two gregarious personalities staring at her like that and she squirmed awkwardly in her seat. It had already been a really long day, and now if Emilio’s plan worked out it wasn’t even going to end at lock-up because she’d have to bake a gazillion hot dog buns for Mad Frank. She wondered sometimes how she got herself into these predicaments.

“Ali,” Teddy said, firmly. “Tell me what happened.”

The sternness of his tone snapped her from her ruminations. This was just as stressful for him as it was for her, even if he was approaching it from the opposite direction. 

“Mom sent me some letters,” Ali said. “From Dad. I used the postal stamps to work out where he was.”

“I helped,” Piper added, beaming proudly.

“I see,” came Teddy’s tight-lipped reply.

Ali couldn’t tell whether he was annoyed she’d followed a lead without telling him, or if it was more. If he was wondering whether there was a similar pile of letters addressed to him and hidden away at their mother’s house.

“And?” Teddy asked, before she had the chance to probe him.

“I tracked him to an RV park in the Mojave Desert.”

“It’s on Route 66,” Piper interrupted. “Like in the Grapes of Wrath.” 

“But he wasn’t there,” Ali finished. 

Piper deflated like this was a huge letdown. “Oh, Ali.”

“Another dead end?” Teddy asked.

“Not quite. He does live there. Sometimes. But he’s like a wandering nomad. He ups and leaves whenever the urge takes him. I guess that’s the benefit of living in a mobile home.”

“And having no pesky family ties holding you down,” Teddy interrupted in his characteristic scathing sarcasm. “Oh wait…”

Ali grimaced. “Anyway, I gave my contact info to his banjo player neighbor who said he’d make sure he got it but I really don’t have a huge amount of faith it will actually reach him.”

Teddy paused as if letting the new information sink in, then gave a single-shoulder shrug. “Oh well.”

Ali’s already deeply etched frown deepened further. “Oh well?”

“I mean, you gave it your best shot,” he added. “Life goes on.”

She’d expected Piper to say something thoughtless, but Teddy? Though Ali knew he had no personal investment in their father being found, he was supposed to at least care for her sake. For him to be so overly nonchalant about the crushing disappointment she’d just been dealt made her feel even worse.

“Is that all you’ve got?” she asked.

Teddy huffed and waved a flippant hand in her face. “Less of that, thank you. You’ve taken some decisive action and left the ball in his court, and now it’s time to live your life. That’s all.” He rested his chin on his fist. “Now, who wants to hear more about my role?”

“Ohh! Me!” Piper said, wide-eyed and eager.

Hurt, Ali reeled back. Her back thudded against the hardwood of her chair’s backrest. Teddy was only concerned about himself. His good news was more important than her misfortune, and she couldn’t help but feel deeply hurt by how quickly he’d brushed her aside. He and Piper could be a frustrating pair when they were together. Two aspiring actors who quickly forgot the real world existed, who behaved like moths to a flame whenever it came to anything even remotely related to their Hollywood aspirations.

She stood and looked down at Piper and Teddy. They’d already descended into excited chatter, talking over one another in rapid, excited voices and didn’t even notice her. 

She headed for the counter. She’d rather occupy herself with work than sit there feeling invisible while Piper and Teddy talked about scripts and directors and Kraft catering.

But when she reached the display cabinet, Ali discovered it was almost empty. Inside was one plain cupcake, half a broken cookie, and a bunch of crumbs. Which meant Piper hadn’t baked anything after the competitive eater had left the store that morning.

“Um… Piper,” Ali called back across the bakery floor. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Piper glanced over. “Oh, you mean the baking? Yeah, I figured that since there was a wood-fired pizza oven stuck in the door there wasn’t much point in baking anything because no one could get around it to buy them anyway. After that, Teddy came in, and then I texted you, and then you came in, and, well you probably remember the rest.”

Ali ground her teeth. “Yes, thank you, Piper, I can remember what happened five minutes ago,” she muttered with an exasperated shake of the head.

She grabbed an apron off the hook and was about to head into the kitchen to bury her woes in baking when the bell above the door tinkled. She turned back to see a young, slim, short Asian woman enter the bakery.

“Good afternoon,” Ali said, turning back and slinging the apron over her head. Her fingers fiddled with the strings. “Can I help?”

The woman approached the counter with poise and elegance in her step. She had straight dark hair that hung in a neat long bob an inch below her jawline. Her smile was so bright and wide even her dark brown eyes smiled.

“Hi!” she said. “I’m really sorry to bother you. I know it’s probably a bit late in the day but I was wondering if you might still have thirty cupcakes I could buy?”

Ali gestured to the empty display. “Not right now. I’d be very happy to make a fresh batch for you, but there’ll be a ten-minute wait.”

“Ten minutes is fine,” the woman said, flapping her hand as if waving away any inconvenience. “Thanks for being so accommodating.”

“No problem,” Ali said, a little surprised by someone being so polite. She loved her work and her customers but they were usually a bit more demanding. “Are you having a party?”

“No, I’m a competitive eater,” the woman replied.

Ali’s eyes widened. She couldn’t stop herself from gazing the woman up and down from head to toe. How could someone so slight be a competitive eater? 

“Are you really?” Ali asked, astonished.

The woman laughed. “I know. No one believes me when I tell them. I don’t look like your average eater. But it’s a skill like any other, and I do lots of things to keep my metabolism in super shape. To put it simply, if I’m not eating, I’m in spin class!”

She laughed musically, and her laugh was so infectious Ali found herself laughing along with her. 

“Anyway, I wanted to acclimate before the contest and heard on the grapevine this was the place to go.”

“Bottomless Pit Bob’s been singing my praises?” Ali asked.

“Yes, he has!” the woman replied, laughing. “So you’ve heard of Mad Frank?”

“As of today,” Ali confessed. “I have to admit I had no idea there was such a thing as competitive eating before. But you’re the second competitor to come in today, so I’m getting educated.”

The woman laughed. “It’s an insider trick.” She tapped her nose, conspiratorial. “If you eat sweet things, the brain interprets a blood sugar crash as hunger. Then when a huge plate of greasy hot dogs is plonked in front of your face, devouring them comes more naturally.”

Ali smiled. She didn’t really know where to begin with the woman. She was so friendly and nice, and super polite. She was literally the opposite of what Ali would have expected from a competitive eater.

“Well, I’d be honored to have you condition at my bakery,” she said. “Will you be able to wait ten minutes?”

“Yes. I can occupy myself for ten minutes,” the woman replied. “I’m Eunbi, by the way.”

“Queen Eunbi Choi,” Ali said, recalling the name on the flyer. 

“The very same,” Eunbi replied, taking a courtesy. “And you are?”

“I’m Ali.” She pointed at the chalkboard behind her, where the bakery’s name, Seaside Sweets, was written in Delaney’s pretty cursive script. “Ali Sweet.”

Eunbi clapped her hands together, looking delighted. “Ali Sweet. That would make a good competitive eater’s stage name!”

Ali chuckled. “I think I’ll stay on the food preparation side of things rather than the eating side!” 

She headed off to the kitchen, eager to cook a batch of cupcakes for the interesting young woman. It was only once she got inside that she discovered the pantry was empty. There was nothing left. No ingredients. It appeared Bottomless Pit Bob had eaten her out of house and home! And of course, Piper had completely neglected to do anything about it.

Ali rushed back to the bakery floor.

“I’m so sorry,” she gushed to Eunbi. “I appear to have run out of some ingredients.” She flashed a pointed glare at Piper, who responded with an apologetic grimace. “But how about we head next door? My neighbor is moving abroad and is closing up shop. He’s desperate to make as much money as he possibly can before he leaves. I bet he’d happily make you some sweet calzones, if that fits the bill?”

“Worth a shot,” Eunbi replied genially.

Ali led Eunbi out of her bakery and next door to Emilio’s Pizzeria to explain the situation. It was a bit of a shock as she walked inside to see how much he had already packed up. The artwork had been removed from the walls, as had the chalkboard menu, the spice and condiment holders, and the cutlery station. Most of the tables had been pushed to the side, with the chairs arranged upside down on top of them. Right in the middle of the floor stood the wood-fired pizza oven, plonked haphazardly.

“Oh,” Eunbi said, a little taken aback as she maneuvered herself around it. “Are you sure there’ll even be anything left in the pantry? Seems like this place is pretty much packed up.”

“Yes, I’m pretty sure,” Ali replied, thinking of his busy evening of cooking for the competition ahead, something he would be unable to do without ingredients or a functioning kitchen.

Just then, Emilio’s voice came from the back room. “Ali? Is that you?” 

“Yup!”

His face appeared at the kitchen hatch. “Aha! I thought I recognized your voice. I have good news…” He paused as his eyes fell to Eunbi. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you had company.”

“This is Eunbi,” Ali told him. “Queen Eunbi Choi. One of the competitive eaters in Mad Frank’s competition. She wanted to do some conditioning in advance of the contest but I’ve already been eaten out of house and home by the last contestant. I was just wondering if you might be able to make some sweet calzones?”

“Actually, that’s what I wanted to tell you,” Emilio said. “I’m all out too. We’ll have to go to the Cash ’n’ Carry in advance of our big baking gig.”

“Wait…” Ali said, as a smile spread across Emilio’s face. “You got us in?”

He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, I did! You, me, and Seth are now the official chefs of Mad Frank’s. I’ve been assured Seaside Sweets and Best Hot Dogs will have their logos on proud display on the banner.”

“You’re going to be one of the official chefs?” Eunbi asked Ali, looking surprised. “What a crazy coincidence!”

Ali nodded. She’d half expected Emilio’s plan to fall apart. Now she’d have to find a way to stay awake all night. It was going to be a very strange, busy evening. But it was potentially just what Ali needed right now to distract her from all the shenanigans surrounding her father and Teddy’s lackluster attempt to comfort her. “Does Seth know?” Ali asked, feeling a little flame of excitement in her stomach for the evening ahead. 

“I’m just about to call him,” Emilio said.

Eunbi looked slightly self-conscious. “I should go. You guys clearly have lots to do.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help you,” Ali said. “There’s another cookie shop at the other end of the boardwalk you can try. It’s called Kookies, with a K.”

Eunbi smiled. “Thanks. I’ll try there.”

“I’ll be rooting for you tomorrow!”

 She nodded her head respectfully, then backed away out of the pizzeria.

As soon as she was gone, Emilio turned to face Ali and rubbed his hands together. 

“Let’s go get Seth!” he exclaimed. “We’ve got work to do!”


 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Ali looked down at the laminated recipe card provided by Mad Frank’s crew. The bun recipe was basic to say the least, and she couldn’t help but feel slightly uninspired by the task that lay ahead. This was really just grunt work, and it reminded her of her college days working as a kitchen chef chopping onions. Still, if the advertising slot was as good as Emilio had made it out to be, and he would get together the money he needed to move to Italy, then it was worth it. Besides, it could be fun hanging out all night with Seth and Emilio. They were always all so busy with their business there often wasn’t much time left for socializing.

“Where’s Piper?” Seth asked as he hauled a sack of flour into the bakery’s kitchen. 

They’d stocked up at the Cash ’n’ Carry using Emilio’s van, buying the listed ingredients for the contest. Ali wouldn’t dream of using such inferior ingredients in her own baked goods, but she had to accept these buns weren’t exactly being used for their taste. They just had to slide easily down the gullet. 

“I gave her the night off,” Ali explained. “She’s got her head in the clouds at the moment. I could do with a bit of a break from her.”

“Oof,” Seth said. “Must be something in the water.”

Ali laughed. “What makes you say that?”

“Carys,” Seth said, rolling her eyes. “She’s suddenly become all ditzy. I’ve no idea what’s gotten into her.”

“I do…” Ali said, recalling the awkward moment she’d bumped into Nate and Carys on the promenade. “Carys has a boyfriend.”

“Ohhhh?” Seth exclaimed, like it all suddenly made sense. “I guess you worked that out with your womanly intuition, huh?”

Ali laughed. “Not quite. I know because her new boyfriend is Nate.”

Seth froze on the spot. He looked stunned. His dark eyebrows inched slowly together with astonishment. “But I thought…Aren’t you and Nate… Does that mean…”

Ali shook her head. “Nate and I broke up. If you can even call it that. We were never really ever together. After… you know… everything that happened… with us…” She felt her ears heat up with embarrassment as she recalled the terrible moment both men had confronted her in a restaurant, in front of an audience of diners. “We just decided we’d be better off as friends. So yeah. That’s that.”

The glint in Seth’s eye did not go unnoticed by Ali. He’d always been very upfront about his affections toward her. It was only her on-off thing with Nate that had turned him off in the first place. But even now that she’d confirmed to him that there was nothing happening with Nate, she still felt like the ship with Seth had sailed. And anyway, now was not the time to be thinking about rekindling things with Seth. Not when they had a long evening of cooking stretching ahead of them.

“Nate and Carys,” Seth said, tapping his chin ponderously. “I can’t see those two working out. Can you?”

“You never know,” Ali said with a shrug.

She agreed with Seth, of course, but she didn’t really want to talk about it. Nate was obviously rebounding but that wasn’t the sort of conversation she wanted to have with Seth.

“Anyway,” she said, changing the subject. “Is there anything left in the van to bring in?”

“That’s the last of it,” Seth said. “Emilio’s just bringing in the last pallet of butter.”

Ali grimaced. The specified brand of butter specified on the Mad Frank’s recipe cards was one of her personal least favorites. Her old pastry-chef tutor Milo Baptiste had drummed it into her never to cook with anything less than organic, grass-fed butter. Using this brand was akin to committing the worst culinary sin imaginable. 

Knowing gourmet-loving Seth was even more of a snob when it came to quality ingredients than she was, Ali pointed to the sack of pre-ground beef cubes on the counter. “The thought of cooking with that has got to be killing you,” she said.

“In more ways than one,” Seth replied with a chuckle. “Not only do I have to cook with inferior ingredients, but I also have to know the people eating them aren’t even going to taste them! And I’m not even getting paid. Honestly, Ali, you owe me big time!”

They both dissolved into laughter. Ali was glad to see Seth was far less stressed than he had been earlier. Even if he was a self-confessed hater of Mad Frank’s competition, it was better that he was here benefiting in some way rather than sitting alone in his empty hot dog restaurant cursing it. If you can’t beat them, join them!

Just then, the kitchen doors swung open and Emilio entered holding a pallet of butter. He was not alone, his face turned over his shoulder as he busily chatted away with a female person just out of eyeline. At first, Ali assumed it would be Maria, until she realized the conversation was being conducted in English. She frowned, then was surprised when Eunbi emerged into the kitchen behind him. 

“What are you doing here?” Ali asked, surprised to see her. “Don’t you need to be asleep?”

Eunbi tucked her hair behind her ears shyly. “I never sleep before a contest. Gotta get all that adrenaline going.”

Ali recalled her earlier claims about using blood sugar crashes to stimulate hunger. This must be yet another body-hack the woman used to condition herself for competition.

“I figured I may as well come here and hang out with you, since you’re the only person I know in town, and I know you’re awake, too. Beats sitting around in a grimy hotel room watching reruns of Friends.”

Ali’s thoughts immediately went to Willow Bay’s only inn. She couldn’t argue with Eunbi there. The place was famously scuzzy. 

“Sorry, what’s going on?” Seth asked. “Who are you?”

“Eunbi is one of the competitors in the hot dog contest tomorrow,” Ali explained. “Eunbi, this is Seth. He’s our local hot dog maker, and the other chef.”

The two shook hands. 

“Is this allowed?” Seth asked. “Seems like if Mad Frank has rules about the exact brand of ingredients to use in the hot dogs then he’d have rules against competitors being on site during the cooking.” He held up the laminated recipe card to aid his point. 

Ali looked over at Emilio as the one with the most expertise.

“I don’t think it’s a problem,” he said, simply.

“Or, in other words, what Mad Frank doesn’t know won’t hurt him!” Eunbi added.

Seth laughed. “Can’t argue with that.”

“Hey, I have an idea,” Eunbi added. “Why don’t I help with the cooking? Extra pair of hands? Get the work done quicker?”

“Yes!” Emilio cried, before Ali had a chance to even speak. “Now me and Seth can go next door and use my kitchen to make the hot dogs and you and Eunbi can use your kitchen to make the buns! We’ll get double the amount done in half the time.”

Seth shrugged, seemingly finding no problem in the plan.

But Ali was hesitant. She’d been looking forward to hanging out with him, and spending a bit more time with Emilio before his departure. Besides, she’d only just finished training Piper how to bake; the last thing she wanted to do was spend the whole evening training Eunbi to. Added to that was the fact she didn’t really know the woman. Yes, she seemed funny and had been pleasant enough earlier, but Ali always preferred the company of good friends over strangers. 

“Ali?” Emilio prompted. “Good plan?”

Ali glanced at Eunbi. She felt bad about the nice, polite woman sitting around all night in the shabby Willow Bay Inn alone. And the work would get done more quickly with the four of them, which meant she might actually manage to catch a couple hours of sleep tonight after all.

“All right,” she said, relenting. “Why not? The more the merrier, right?”

Emilio clapped. “Grab the beef, Seth. Let’s go!”

As he heaved up the sack of inferior quality beef cubes, Seth flashed Ali a look. “Good luck.” 

“Oh, and in case we don’t catch you until the morning, here’s your lanyard pass,” Emilio said, dangling it at her. “It will get you backstage. The food needs to be dropped off in the caterer’s tent at eight thirty AM on the dot. Got it?”

Ali took the lanyard. “Got it.”

And with that, the two men headed out to cook a million hot dogs in the pizzeria next door. 

Once the steel doors had swung back into place after them, Ali turned to Eunbi.

“How much do you know about baking?” she asked.

“Nothing…” Eunbi said, apologetically.

“No problem,” Ali said. “It’s easy. And this recipe is the most basic you can get. I’ll take you through it step by step.” 

She picked up the laminated recipe card and was about to read through it when Eunbi covered it with her hand and grinned at her mischievously. 

“How about we have a drink first? Just to relax and limber up?”

“A drink?” Ali replied. 

She’d never drunk on the job. She was too professional for that. But this wasn’t technically a job. It was a favor for a friend in exchange for a logo on a banner. The competitors didn’t have to taste the food either, so the quality didn’t matter.

“Don’t look so horrified!” Eunbi said, laughing. “I’m not suggesting we get drunk. I need to start fasting in two hours anyway. And I can only have two shots maximum so my liver can process it before competition time. What do you say? A couple of gals drinking a couple of shots? Come on. It will be fun!”

Ali knew she was prone to be overly serious, and she decided this time to let her arm be twisted by the evidently fun-loving, free-spirited Eunbi. She grinned. “All right.”

She went into the pantry to fetch a bottle of rum. It was the only liquor she had on site, and she only ever used it to make the flavoring for her rum and raisin macarons. It felt very naughty to actually drink it for a change.

“I never knew there was so much science in competitive eating,” she said as she set it down on the counter.

“There has to be when I do it,” Eunbi replied with a laugh. “It’s the only way I can keep up with the guys and even the playing field.”

Ali poured them each a shot glass of rum and handed one to Eunbi. 

“Well, here’s to tomorrow!” she said, holding hers out. “Cheers!”

Eunbi clinked it, and they both knocked back their shots. 

Ali grinned. “Let the baking commence!” 

 

*

 

“I have to ask,” Ali said as she slid a batch of hot dog buns into the oven several hours later. “How does a tiny little woman like you decide to become a competitive eater?”

Eunbi giggled. She had her hands in the batter, and continued kneading as she spoke. “Well, it started at Korean club, actually. I had to go for language studies because my mom never spoke it to me at home so I was really behind. Anyway, there was always kimchi at lunch and I loved it so much, I ate masses of the stuff. It’s actually very low in calories, so not a particularly impressive feat on its own, but I got a bit of a reputation in the South Korean expat community for being a champion kimchi eater.” She giggled. “Then someone suggested I try one of those eating challenges as a joke, and it turned out I was just as good at that as I was at devouring kimchi. Now, ta-da, here I am!”

Ali found the whole story delightful, and utterly compelling.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Eunbi exclaimed with a hiccup. “My arms ache! I don’t know how you do this every single day.”

Ali pulled a muscle-man pose. “I’ve been conditioning myself for years.”

The two women dissolved into laughter. 

It had been like this all evening. A couple shots of rum, a lot of baking, and a whole lot of laughter. Ali found Eunbi to be great company, and she was glad that the men had gone elsewhere after all. Who needed men when you could have sisterhood?

Over the last few hours they’d made five hundred buns, enough for a thousand of the so-called “double” dogs. 

“How many competitors are there?” Ali asked. 

“Five,” Eunbi told her.

“Five? So you eat one hundred each?”

“We try to,” Eunbi explained with a nod. “We have ten minutes to do it. The most I’ve ever eaten is sixty, though.” 

Ali was about to ask more questions when a sudden noise from the alleyway behind the store startled her.

“What was that?” Eunbi asked, looking panicked. 

“Don’t worry,” Ali said. “It’s probably Scruff, the local stray. Do you like dogs?”

“I love dogs!” Eunbi cried, the anxiety immediately melting from her face.

“Good,” Ali said. “His name is Scruff and he’s an absolute delight.”

She stood from the table and trotted over to the back door to let him in. 

But when she unlocked the door and poked her head out into the dark alleyway, she couldn’t see Scruff. Usually, he’d either be waiting on the doorstep, or he’d come running the moment he heard the door lock click.

Ali looked left and right along the narrow path where the bins were stored but saw no sign of the scrappy little stray. 

Immediately, a chill went up Ali’s spine and a feeling of disquiet came over her. 

“Doggy!” called Eunbi from inside. She sounded slightly tipsy. “Doggy!”

Ali turned from the door and put a finger to her lips. Then she grabbed the rolling pin and crept out into the alleyway.

One step at a time, Ali crept along the alley.

A noise from behind her made her swirl. She raised the rolling pin over her head, ready to bring it down. Then she froze. 

“Joe?” Ali exclaimed.

Her eyes roved all over the pimple-faced pizza-chef from Fat Tony’s pizzeria. He wasn’t dressed in his usual pizza store attire, but in a neatly pressed suit just like the rest of Fat Tony’s cronies. Ali knew Fat Tony often had someone assigned to the area, in order to keep an ear to the ground. Joe must’ve been “promoted” from the pizza-chef to the poor-schmuck on graveyard shift.

“Ali,” Joe said, with a nod of the head. “My apologies for startling you.”

“What are you doing here?” Ali asked, lowering the rolling pin. “You scared me half to death! I almost just bashed your brains out with a rolling pin.”

“Have you seen anyone suspicious hanging around?” Joe asked, completely ignoring her question in the same way his boss always did. 

Ali shook her head. “Suspicious? What do you mean?”

“It’s nothing to worry about,” Joe added. “But if you see anyone lurking about, come see Fat Tony first before you do anything like get the cops involved.”

“Cops?” Ali exclaimed. This was getting worse by the second. “Why would I need cops?”

“You won’t,” Joe said with a crooked smile. “Fat Tony is all the protection you need. Remember that.”

Then he tipped his hat again and skulked off into the darkness.

Ali couldn’t tell whether his words were a reassurance or a threat, but the whole encounter left her feeling disconcerted. She ducked back into the bakery and shut the door, locking it firmly behind her.


 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Ali woke to the shrill sound of her alarm. She lifted her head from the pillow, discovering in the process that it felt as if it had been stuffed with wool. She peered blearily around her bedroom, feeling half dazed and more than a little groggy.

Her first coherent thought was that it was far too bright inside her room for five AM. Next came the awareness of people chatting outside her window. Though her bedroom was at the front of her apartment, with no real distance between the window and the sidewalk, it was still uncommon to hear passersby and tourists at this early an hour, and it flagged in Ali’s mind that something unusual was taking place.

Suddenly, Ali realized the shrill noise was not her alarm at all. It was her cell phone ringing. The brightness in her room was because the dim light of dawn was already well past. And the sound of people passing by her window were the day-tripper tourists arriving in Willow Bay, parking in the lots at the far east and west sides of the town and walking from there to the beach and boardwalk. 

As these three pieces of information converged in Ali’s mind, she realized with a jolt of panic that it couldn’t possibly be five AM, and the only explanation was she had overslept! 

She leapt out of bed and tore open the curtains for evidence. Bright, hot sunshine blasted her, and she shielded her eyes with her arm. There were indeed many people passing by her window en route to the boardwalk, but the sheer number of people perplexed Ali. And why were so many of them wearing novelty hats and carrying inflatable hot dogs?

It struck Ali then what was going on. It was not a normal day like any other. It was the day of Mad Frank’s contest! She had not overslept at all, because she had put Piper in charge of the bakery today so she could attend the event. And she had set her alarm for later than usual this morning to help combat any hangover symptoms from the alcohol she’d consumed last night!

A wave of relief that she’d not overslept washed over her and was quickly replaced by a sudden surge of excitement for the day ahead.

She turned her attention to her cell phone, which was vibrating on her bedside table like an angry, insistent bee. She snatched it up. Emilio’s name flashed on the screen.

Ali thumbed the green button and pressed the phone to her ear, simultaneously peeping back through the gap in the curtain to watch the throng of Mad Frank fans passing by. They all seemed very excited, and their excitement was like kindling, lighting the fire in Ali’s belly.

“Good morning, Emilio,” she said into the phone. “What’s up?”

“I’m just wondering where you are,” Emilio’s voice said in her ear. 

From the background noises of loud people and pounding dance music, Ali deduced he was already at the pier. She let go of the curtain so it fell back into place and headed out her bedroom.

“I’m still at home,” she explained as she padded across the open plan kitchen and living room to the bathroom. “I’m just going to grab a quick shower, then I’ll head to the bakery to collect the buns.” She turned the shower on so the water could heat up while she finished up her call. The white noise from the flowing water added to the white noise of merriment on the other end of the line. 

“Listen, Ali,” Emilio said. “There’s something I need to tell you—” His voice started cutting in and out, making him sound like a robot. “The—banner—Sulli—”  

“Sorry, Emilio, you’re breaking up,” Ali said, jamming a finger in her other ear in a desperate attempt to hear better. To no avail. “Look, I’ll be fifteen minutes, tops. Okay? See you soon.” She ended the call and leapt into the shower for a speed wash. 

As soon as she was acceptably clean, she ran back to her bedroom. She briefly considered firing up the coffee machine for an espresso as she passed the open plan kitchen, but decided she didn’t have time. She dressed in light blue jeans and her bubble gum pink Seaside Sweets T-shirt, and as she rushed around her apartment searching for her sneakers, keys, and purse, she ran her fingers through her wet hair and tied it into her customary loose braid. Then she raced for the door and hauled it open.

She was half out when she remembered she needed her Mad Frank’s Staff Pass lanyard. Emilio had given it to her yesterday. She wouldn’t be able to make it backstage without it.

She grabbed it off the coffee table and slung it around her neck, then pushed her way onto the street that was thronging with people heading toward the pier. 

It was surprising to see just how many people there were. Ali had guessed the event would be big just from the size of the stage, the sound system, and the big TV screens, but it still took her aback just how many people were actually in attendance. That advertising slot seemed even more appealing now. If she’d realized just how many people would get to know about her bakery off the back of this she might’ve been less reticent at the offset. 

She weaved her way through the people and headed to the bakery, pleased to see Piper busy working inside. She waved brightly at Ali as she entered and beelined for the kitchen. 

“How’d the bun baking go last night?” Piper asked while passing cups of coffee across the counter to the waiting customer.

“Great!” Ali beamed. “Five hundred buns. A couple of rums…” 

Piper chuckled and Ali pushed open the kitchen door and disappeared inside.

The kitchen was a bit of a mess. Ali frowned as she tried to remember how the session had ended. Eunbi had gotten a call and left, and Ali had packed all the buns by herself. Then, evidently, she’d decided against cleaning up, and Piper had failed to.

She went over to the counter and picked up the big box filled with buns. She was about to leave when another memory came to her—the strange moment in the alleyway with Joe the mini-mobster. His warning about a stranger lurking around rang in her ears, and a tingle went up Ali’s spine.

She put the box of buns back down and unlocked the back door, peeking her head out and looking left then right along the alleyway. There was no sign of anyone suspicious, just a different one of Fat Tony’s suited men standing with his arms folded and leg crooked against the wall. He spotted Ali and gave her a nod, his pinstripe fedora bobbing down and up in a single, considered movement. 

Ali shivered again and shut the door behind her, wondering how exactly the local mob’s penchant for hanging around in the shadowy alleyway behind her store had stopped being a source of suspicion for her…

She double-checked the back door was locked, then grabbed the box of buns and hurried away.

“See you, Pipes!” she called brightly to her busy assistant as she hurried past and out the door. 

Out on the boardwalk, it was shaping up to be a glorious day. The sun was growing bright and stronger in the sky, making the palm trees lining the boardwalk look nothing short of picture perfect. The tourists who’d descended on Willow Bay for the championships certainly seemed to think so too. Ali heard more than one exclamation about how beautiful the town beside the beach was as she walked rapidly toward the pier. She couldn’t help but beam with pride.

“Oh, excuse me, please!” Ali said over and over as she attempted to maneuver the awkwardly large box in her arms through the crowds without accidentally losing a bun. “Staff member, coming through!”

She nudged and wedged herself through the crowds, finding the people becoming even more closely packed the closer she got to the pier. By the time the stage came into view, it was like canned sardines, and there was still so far to go!

Why is everyone so much taller than me? she wondered with frustration, attempting to dodge, weave, duck, and slide her way past the tightly packed bodies.

“Excuse me!” she cried as a solid block of bodies formed in front of her.

No one moved, so Ali used her box like a battering ram. 

The people turned and frowned. Ali flashed them a polite and innocent smile.

“Excuse me, please,” she said, sweetly. 

They grumbled but let her through.

At last, Ali popped out of the crowd and found herself at the cordoned off staff area by the pier entrance, gazing up into the eyes of the bald security man. 

He looked down his pudgy nose at her. “You again?” he said with a growl.

“That’s right,” Ali said, and she quickly scooped her lanyard out and held it up to him. “Only this time I’m allowed through!”

The security man scanned the pass. He puckered his lips like he’d sucked a lemon. Then, without another word, he reluctantly ushered her through.

Triumphant, Ali slunk past and scurried with her box of buns along the wooden pier toward the catering tent.

But just as she got closer, she heard raised voices. Male. One Italian. One New Yorker. It was Seth and Emilio, and by the sounds of things they were having a very heated argument.

Ali hurried inside the catering tent to find out what on earth was going on.

Inside, it reminded her of circuses and festivals. It was basic to say the least, with several camping tables set up for all the various foodstuffs to be put on. There were refreshments laid out for the staff and crew, which mainly consisted of paper bowls filled with chips, platters of sandwiches, and open packets of cookies. There was also a big metal tank of filter coffee. 

Ali headed straight for the competition food table, where Seth and Emilio were standing, the hot dogs from their evening’s cooking bonanza sitting on top in an enormous Tupperware. Seth was standing with his hands on his hips, his thick dark eyebrows pulled down with anger, listening as Emilio, his back to Ali, monologued something while gesticulating wildly. Whatever was going on between the two of them, it didn’t look good.

Cradling her box of buns, Ali rushed to them. “What is going on?” she yelled. 

Emilio swirled. “Ali, you’re here. I was trying to tell you earlier—”

“It’s Sullivan!” Seth yelled over the top of him.

“What’s Sullivan?” Ali asked, looking from one to the next and not comprehending. “I don’t understand!”

“You didn’t see on your way in?” Seth asked.

“See what?” Ali replied.

“I can’t believe you didn’t notice,” Seth said, shaking his head as he lifted the box of buns from her arms and dumped it unceremoniously on the picnic table. He grabbed her hand. “Come with me.”

He promptly began dragging her toward the tent exit. 

“Seth!” Ali exclaimed, taken aback and digging her heels in. “What is going on?”

“I’m showing you,” he replied, huffily yanking open the tent flap and leading her through, before whisking her all the way out of the staff area and into the crowd.

Ali had only a brief moment to think about how much easier it was for a tall man to get people to move out of his way than it had been for her, when Seth stopped her directly in front of the main stage and turned her by the shoulders so she was facing it. 

And there, in all its glory, Ali saw the cause of the whole debacle. 

The huge Mad Frank’s sign she’d seen hanging across the entire stage before had been amended. It now proclaimed: Sponsored by Raine Construction. And in the corner, so small an ant would have trouble spotting it, were the Best Hot Dogs logo and the Seaside Sweets logo.

Ali gasped as she realized what this meant. Their promised advertising slot had been stolen from right under their noses by Sullivan Raine and now she and Seth would get next to zero promotion for all their hard work. 

She turned, her mouth dropping open with disgust. She was about to wax lyrical about the injustice of it all when Emilio muscled his way through the crowds to them.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I truly am. I had no idea the banner would look like that. I will of course give you both the money for your work rather than take it myself.”

“No, no,” Ali said, shaking her head. “You didn’t know. It’s not your fault. If anyone is to blame it’s Sullivan, and Mad Frank, of course, for taking his money.”

Seth glowered at her, and Ali couldn’t tell if it was from his fury over the situation or from something she’d said. 

“Are you kidding?” he exclaimed. “We did this for the advertising slot, not the money. Why aren’t you more mad?” He put his hands on his hips petulantly. “The fee is paltry! The only reason any of this was worth my while was for the advertising!”

He was really going off, and Ali was surprised to see him behaving this way. Of course she understood the disappointment—she was feeling it too—but it wasn’t Emilio’s fault. The blame lay squarely at Sullivan Raine’s feet. The ruthless businessman had obviously swooped in at the last minute and snapped up all the advertising, and the greedy organizers of Mad Frank’s cared less about screwing over two small business owners than they did about getting a paycheck from a hotshot like Sullivan Raine. It was frustrating, sure, but it wasn’t the end of the world, and neither she nor Seth was naive when it came to business. His outburst just seemed out of proportion to her, and, dare she say it, a little bit childish? It must’ve been partly the fatigue from having worked all night, Ali thought, trying to give him the benefit of the doubt. She often found her own emotions more frayed when she was exhausted. That and the fact he already hated the hot dog contest going into it, and had put his doubts aside. He was probably annoyed at himself as well for not trusting his gut in the first place.

“I feel awful,” Emilio continued.

Ali could feel his anguish. The poor man was having to grovel for Seth’s forgiveness, and that just wasn’t right to her. The other reason she’d wanted to do this was to help him get together the money for Italy. If there was any good to come out of the whole debacle, at least there was that.

But none of that seemed to matter to Seth. He seemed perfectly happy to make a big public scene and shame Emilio in front of all the jostling spectators. 

Ali felt overwhelmed with the need to stick up for Emilio. “Seth, why don’t you go home before you say something you regret,” she said sternly. 

“Gladly,” Seth snapped back. “I’ve already had enough of this disgusting contest as I can stomach, and I can’t bear to be here to actually watch it. Enjoy your vom-fest!” And in a blaze of fury, he stormed away. 

Wow, Ali thought. He’d taken his anger out on Emilio and the crowd around him. What a way to burn every bridge in his path!

Ali turned to Emilio. “I’m so sorry about him. I know this wasn’t your fault, and you can still have my portion of the money, even if Seth won’t give you his. I’m just so sorry this is happening. It’s the last thing you need right now.”

“Thanks, Ali,” Emilio replied in a sad voice. Then he trundled, head bowed, back toward the staff area.

Ali felt awful for him. So much for helping her friend with his predicament. The only real way to help Emilio at this stage was to buy the pizzeria herself—wood-fired pizza oven and all! If only she could.

But as he went, her eyes fell to someone familiar standing in the audience, holding a plastic cup of soda and looking out toward the stage. It took a second for her to work out who it was. Sebastian Callihan? The detective? What was he doing here?

The last time she’d seen him had been when he’d offered to paint over some graffiti on her storefront—a very generous offer that Delaney had pointed out at the time was verging on flirting. It was a sentiment Detective Callihan’s partner, Detective Elton, shared. She was always making snide comments about him being “sweet” for her. Ali had always ignored such comments. Detective Callihan, to her, was a nerdy, by-the-book law enforcer. Except … as she looked at his profile now, from this angle, while he was relaxed and off duty, she realized just how different he looked in the flesh compared to the image she had of him in her mind’s eye. Whenever she thought of Sebastian Callihan, she thought of the version of him she’d first met: short, preppy-looking, in blue slacks and a white shirt like a self-imposed uniform. He’d seemed boyish to her. But over time that opinion had shifted, and now, in his casual clothes of a white T-shirt and jeans, he looked, well, handsome. And when had he gotten muscles? Had they always been there, just hidden beneath his button-up shirt?

Just then, he turned his head and spotted her staring at him. His face lit up with recognition, and Ali’s stomach flip-flopped. No one had ever looked that pleased to see her. Not Nate when they’d “dated,” not even Otis, her ex-boyfriend!

As Sebastian Callihan began to inch his way through the crowd toward her, Ali felt butterflies take flight in her stomach. There was no denying it now. She had a crush on Detective Callihan.

“Ali!” he said, brightly, as he reached her. “I didn’t think I’d see you here. Didn’t take you as a Mad Frank fan!”

“I’m the caterer,” Ali said, mesmerized by this new, alien version of Sebastian Callihan who’d materialized before her.

“No way!” Callihan cried. “How did you manage that one?”

“A friend of a friend,” Ali said. She shook her head, still not fully comprehending this. “Wait, so why are you here? Are you a Mad Frank fan?”

“Hehe…yeah,” Callihan said, looking a little sheepish to admit it. “I’m not as avid a fan as I was in my college days, but I couldn’t turn down the chance to catch the show in my hometown! Kinda dumb not to have grown out of it yet, huh?” 

“Not at all,” Ali said. “Growing up is overrated, anyway.”

He chuckled. “Hey, you know, I’m glad you’re here actually. I was meaning to ask if you were planning on coming. I thought you might like to come together?”

“Like on a date?” Ali asked, raising her eyebrows.

“No!” Callihan cried. “Unless, you know, you’d like it to be a date?”

Ali smirked. “How about you buy me a soda and we can go from there?”

“Sure,” he said, leaping at the chance with such vigor he almost tripped over his own feet.


 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Ali had expected something zany from Mad Frank, but when the man took to his tower beside the stage, she was surprised to see that he’d dressed for the occasion as a pirate. He was older than Ali had anticipated, with tan skin with deep wrinkles around his mouth and eyes and across his forehead. His hair was long, gray, dry, and frizzy.

She glanced over at Sebastian standing beside her, and raised a querying eyebrow.

“He always dresses like that,” Sebastian told her, raising his voice to be heard over the loud claps and cheers of the audience surrounding them.

“Why?” Ali yelled back.

“I don’t know!” Sebastian replied with a grin.

Ali couldn’t help but smile. Even if she didn’t understand the appeal of the competition herself, seeing Sebastian Callihan’s evident enjoyment was very endearing. 

She was glad he’d asked her to stick around, and she sipped the soda he’d bought her, hoping the caffeine and sugar would give her enough energy to get through the competition after just a few hours of insufficient sleep.

Just then, Mad Frank’s voice boomed through the sound system. “Welcome to this year’s competitive eating competition!”

The crowd around Ali went wild, including Sebastian Callihan. He flashed her a knowing look as he stretched his hands above his head and clapped. Ali couldn’t help but laugh. Never in a million years would she have expected this from him!

The big TV screen behind Mad Frank projected a close-up of his face as he continued talking into his microphone. “This year’s contest is set to be the biggest ever in Mad Frank’s Chow Down history. So those of you on the front row had better have worn your waterproof ponchos because it is going to be a vomit fest!”

Ali grimaced. But the warning seemed to only excite the crowd further.

She looked over at Sebastian.

“He’s only joking!” he yelled.

“Okay, good,” Ali replied.

She was starting to understand the appeal now. The competition was really about spectacle and theatrics. It reminded her of wrestling. All very loud and bright and over the top, with Mad Frank as a kind of circus ringmaster. Which, now she thought of it, would make a much better choice of costume than the pirate get-up.

“Today’s event,” Mad Frank continued over the speaker system, “is an event to rival the famous bagel bonanza of oh-three!” 

Ali felt Sebastian nudge her. She leaned her ear closer to him so she could hear what he was saying over the noise.

“The bagel bonanza was the most important year in Mad Frank history!”

He flashed her a cheesy grin and she laughed.

Mad Frank raised his arms above his head, his theatrics reaching a fever pitch. “Because this year…Is the… First. Ever. Double. Dog. Chow. Down. In. History!” 

All around Ali the crowd roared so loudly she hunkered down. This was crazy. She’d never seen anything like it. The people were going ballistic all around her. It was like they thought they had front row tickets to the Super Bowl or something!

“Without further ado,” Mad Frank cried, “let’s welcome the brave contestants for this year’s chow down! Representing the East Coast we have Bottomless Pit Bob!”

To a cacophony of cheers, the man Ali had served in her bakery yesterday came waddling onto the stage.

“Bottomless Pit Bob secured his personal best during the Hot Dog hoof-down of twenty-fifteen,” Mad Frank announced. “But has yet to win a chow down! Let’s see whether today is his lucky day!”

Bob made a huge song and dance at the front of the stage, soaking up the applause, before he sat at the farthest table. Two beautiful women in high heels and shimmery red bikinis slunk onto the stage and put a clear plastic separator up between him and the next table along. 

“Okay. Now I see why you liked this in college!” Ali teased Sebastian. 

He blushed.

On stage, a third bikini-clad woman placed a bucket at Bob’s feet. 

“Please don’t tell me that bucket’s for what I think it’s for…” Ali asked Callihan.

“You bet it is!” he chuckled. 

Mad Frank continued in his ringmaster voice. “Next on stage, please welcome the super-sweet South Korean beauty, Queen Eunbi Choi!”

Ali’s chest lifted with excitement. She started clapping enthusiastically as her new friend came prancing into the middle of the stage. 

Sebastian looked surprised. “Are you starting to enjoy this?”

“Actually, I know her,” Ali informed him. 

Sebastian gasped as if star-struck. “How?”

“It’s a long story.”

Ali cheered along with the rest of the crowd as Eunbi continued posturing at the front of the stage, humorously showing off her non-existent biceps to the audience, before cricking her neck and taking her seat. The bikini women flocked to her station, putting the protective barriers and sick bucket in place. 

Suddenly, the person next to Ali flailed so enthusiastically he knocked her soda. The contents of her cup sprayed up into the air and rained down right over her head and T-shirt. Ali yelped as the sticky liquid went all over her. 

“Watch it!” she cried.

The guy looked at her nonchalantly. He was young, with floppy, unkempt hair and a red STANFORD UNIVERSITY ROWING TEAM T-shirt. He must really love competitive eating if he’d traveled all this way to watch the contest; the Stanford University campus was a three-hour drive up the coast at least.

“What?” he demanded.

“You spilled my drink.”

He shrugged, then burped in her face.

“Hey!” Sebastian cried, grabbing the kid by the shoulder and turning him back to face them. “Apologize!”

“Or what?” The young man smirked, pulling his scrunched up T-shirt out of Sebastian’s fist. “You’ll arrest me?”

“Do you want me to?” Sebastian said, and he flashed his badge. 

The young man’s eyes widened as it dawned on him that he was dealing with an actual law enforcer. “Fine,” he grumbled. “Sorry.”

Sebastian let him go and turned back to Ali. “Sorry about that. Are you okay?”

Ali felt like a drowned rat and blushed. But she’d secretly enjoyed the way Sebastian had stood up for her, and knew at least half the blush was from swooning. 

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just a bit sticky.”

“Do you want me to get you another soda?”

“No, it’s okay. I don’t want you to miss the competition.”

“Ah, don’t worry, the preamble goes on for ages,” Sebastian said. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

And with that he headed off.

Ali looked back at the stage. During the ruckus with the collage boy, two other competitors—both male, both fat—had taken their seats on stage, and the bikini-clad women had set up further protective plexiglass dividers and sick buckets. There was just one seat left to fill. The fifth competitor. 

“And now,” Mad Frank bellowed into the microphone. “It’s time to give a very warm welcome to your reigning champion! The fourteen times crowned winner! The unrivaled master of pizza, burgers, and bagels! Everyone’s favorite porkster. It’s Gilbert The Gobbler!”

The crowd went crazy as a very large man came waddling out on stage. He was wearing his own merchandise, the same as lots of people in the audience. He was clearly the crowd favorite.

He took his seat and the bikini women headed backstage, before returning with plates of buns and hot dogs. 

“And here comes the food!” Mad Frank announced. “With thanks to our local sponsors—Seaside Sweets and Sullivan’s Steakhouse.” 

Oh no, Ali thought. Poor Seth didn’t even get a shoutout!

Maybe it was a good thing he’d stormed off. He probably would have blown a gasket had he been here to hear that announcement! 

“Now,” Mad Frank said. “The rules are simple. Our contenders each have one hundred hot dogs and ten minutes to consume as many of them as possible. But folks, here’s the twist. This is the first ever double dog contest in the history of competitive eating! Two dogs, one bun! It’s never been done before!”

As the crowd roared, Mad Frank pointed at the big screen behind him. “Let’s get that timer up!” The image changed from a close up of his face to a big red stopwatch. “The current world record for hot dog eating in ten minutes is seventy-seven,” Mad Frank continued. “Will any of today’s contenders become world record holders? It’s time to find out! Contenders, get ready…”

Each of the five people leaned forward, poised over their stack of hot dogs, ready to grab one the moment the clock started ticking. Up in his tower, Mad Frank hovered his hand over a big red button. The whole audience seemed to be holding their breath in anticipation. 

Then Frank exclaimed, “Let the eating begin!” 

He slammed his hand down on the button. A loud claxon sounded, making Ali jump. A confetti cannon exploded. Then everyone on stage launched for their first hot dog. 

As the contestants on stage shoved food into their faces, the crowd went crazy, shouting out the names of their favorite contenders. “Gilbert! Gilbert! Gilbert!” was definitely the loudest cry of all. 

Sure enough, Ali saw that Gilbert The Gobbler was off to a flying start, and as the clock on the board reached fifteen seconds, Mad Frank cried, “First double dog down! Gilbert The Gobbler takes an early lead!”

He was already half through his second dog when Frank cried, “Queen Eunbi slides into second place!”

With a surge of pride, Ali focused on her new friend. The petite woman had managed to wolf down her first double dog in twenty seconds, and was trailing behind the leader by a mere five seconds. Ali simply couldn’t help herself. She started to cheer.

“Eunbi! Eunbi! Eunbi!”

Over the PA system, Mad Frank’s voice loudly exclaimed, “Bottomless Pit Bob is coming in in third place! Oh, and that’s two dogs to Gilbert! In just twenty-nine seconds. He’s tearing ahead.”

As the race continued at a feverish pace, Ali glanced around looking for Callihan. He’d been gone quite a while now, and she felt bad he was missing out on his favorite guilty pleasure just because of a spilled soda. Hopefully he was still able to see what was happening from wherever the bar was. 

She turned back to the stage. Only this time, she noticed a change in Gilbert’s expression. A strange look had come over his face. Perhaps it was determination, or just the unpleasantness of having so many hot dogs churning around in his guts, but he was starting to look very unwell indeed… 

Though she was supposed to be supporting Eunbi, Ali found herself focusing more and more on Gilbert.

Suddenly, he stood bolt upright and brought his hands up to his face.

“It appears that Gilbert the Gobbler has overpaced himself!” Mad Frank cried. “Batten down the hatches, front row, it’s about to rain!”

But rather than vomit into the bucket provided, Gilbert the Gobbler beelined for the stage exit.

“I take it back,” Mad Frank said, sounding slightly confused. “It looks as if Gilbert’s disqualifying himself, and is off to the vomitorium!”

There was a brief moment of disappointment in the crowd who’d been so enthusiastically cheering for their favorite, but they soon turned their attention back to the ongoing competition. This must be how things went in competitive eating contests, Ali presumed. But she couldn’t help but feel disconcerted. Especially because of the way Gilbert had staggered to the stage steps, clawing at his throat. It didn’t look like he was about to vomit to her, it looked like he was choking. And if he was going to be sick, why not just use the buckets provided? Wasn’t that the reason they were there in the first place?

Ali didn’t know what to make of it, but the two stewards hovering in the wings made her feel uneasy. Especially the looks on their faces as Gilbert staggered down the steps toward them, and the way they quickly ushered him away and out of sight. 

Frowning, Ali felt compelled to check the man was okay. If he was choking and the whole “vomitorium” comment was a way of keeping the onlookers in the dark about the truth, then she couldn’t help but feel a sense of personal responsibility. It was her food he was choking on, after all!

She started muscling her way to the backstage area. 

“Ali? Where are you going?” came Sebastian’s voice. 

He’d just made his way back to where they’d been standing with a new soda for Ali.

“I think one of the competitors is in trouble,” Ali said. “I’m heading backstage to check.”

She pushed her way toward the cordoned off area, inching her way through the crowds. Then she flashed her pass at the security man, and he gave her a mean look before allowing her to pass.

Ali rushed along the pier, looking for the stewards and Gilbert. She spotted a tent, much like the rudimentary one the refreshments had been kept in, with First Aid written above it. She ran to it and burst inside. 

Gilbert the Gobbler was lying on his back, with the two stewards crouched either side. Then the two stewards drew back onto their haunches and stared at one another with stunned expressions on their faces. 

One of them shook his head. “He’s gone.”

Ali gasped.

Gilbert the Gobbler was dead.


 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

As the sounds of the competition taking place on the stage continued, backstage a hush of stunned horror descended.

Ali watched on, numb with disbelief, as the unbelievable scene unfolded before her eyes. Gilbert was lying on his back completely still. The stewards who’d been attempting to resuscitate him before seemed at a total loss now that the reality was sinking in that their efforts had been in vain. Neither seemed to have a clue about what to do now they were with a dead body. Ali doubted they’d even been trained for such an eventuality.

“Maybe we should call nine-one-one?” one of them suggested to the other.

“Yeah. Good idea,” the second replied, before looking up and glancing around helplessly. “Do you think we should tell Frank, or wait until the contest is over?”

It was only then that Ali became aware of all the other people in the tent. Staff members in their Mad Frank T-shirts were crowding and jostling to get a better look. They all started murmuring among themselves, trying to decide on what the next step should be in such an unprecedented situation.

“Ali?” came a man’s voice from behind. “What’s going on?”

Ali swirled. It was Emilio. She’d forgotten all about him in the chaos, and only just remembered now that he’d returned to the backstage area after his fight with Seth.

As he approached, his gaze slid over her shoulder, and he gasped with horror as he stopped dead in his tracks and turned a sickly color. 

“Is that Gilbert?” he asked in a shaky voice.

Ali nodded.

“Is he dead?”

“I think so.”

Emilio grasped his mouth and paced away. “How?” he muttered to himself. “How is this happening?”

Before Ali had a chance to say more, she spotted Callihan coming in through the tent’s entry flap. He must’ve found a way past the bald security guard, probably by flashing his badge.

“Seb!” she called, arcing an arm above her head.

His gaze found her, and he beelined across the floorboards toward her. 

“Ali? Are you okay? What’s going on?”

Ali simply pointed to the body on the ground.

Taking one look at Gilbert, Callihan grabbed for his badge and stepped forward.

“I’m with the police,” he announced, showing his badge to Mad Frank’s stunned backstage staffers. “I’m taking command of this situation. Everyone please step back.”

Relief washed over the faces of the two baby-faced stewards, still crouching helplessly beside Gilbert. Ever since he’d staggered off stage toward them while clawing at his throat, they’d both looked totally out of their depths, bewildered by the catastrophe taking place. With Detective Callihan assuming the authoritative position, they’d been absolved of the pressure of responsibility, and they hurried to the other staff members standing by, joining in with their gawking and whispering.

Detective Callihan made shooing gestures with his arms and the staffers took several more paces back, fanning out into a crescent moon shape. The whole thing reminded Ali of farmers herding sheep into formations, and she couldn’t help but wonder how different things would’ve turned out if a competitive sheep herding contest had rolled into town this weekend rather than a competitive hot dog eating one. She’d be safe in her bakery none the wiser, rather than standing here staring into the face of a dead man. 

Once Detective Callihan had gotten himself a bit of breathing room, he snapped into action. He crouched down beside Gilbert, sliding a cell phone from his pocket as he did, and peered at him closely, all the way from toe to crown, while simultaneously pressing buttons on his cell phone. 

“Elton,” he said, putting the phone against his ear. “We have a situation at the pier.”

Ali’s first thought was that Detective Callihan was extremely professional. Impressively so. Half a minute earlier he’d been on a date with a girl watching his silliest college guilty pleasure, and in a moment’s notice everything had changed, and he was now solely in charge of an entire investigation and a tent full of witnesses. But then her thoughts turned to the more troubling technicalities of the situation, and she couldn’t help but note how Detective Callihan had chosen to contact his murder detective partner first, rather than, say, the paramedics, or the coroner, or the police. Maybe it was protocol for the partner to be informed when one of them accidentally came across an unforeseen and spontaneous situation while off duty. Or maybe there was something Detective Callihan was seeing in this situation that Ali was not…

“Sebastian,” she said, stepping forward. “You don’t think—”

But he cut her off sharply with a raised hand. “Ali, step back,” he commanded. “I’m sorry but I can’t discuss anything with you at the moment. Please. Step back with the others.”

Ali was slightly taken aback by his abruptness, and she shuffled back until she was in line with the rest of the staff. As soon as she did, Detective Callihan went right back to his cell phone conversation with Detective Elton.

He’d treated her like she was any other witness, and Ali realized with a horrible sinking feeling that that was because she was. His abrupt demotion of her from his date to a witness told her everything she needed to know. He was suspecting foul play.

Ali paced away, a whole new pit of despair opening up inside of her. This couldn’t be happening! It had to be a horrible nightmare.

The tent seemed to be caving in on her, and Ali staggered toward the sliver of light coming through the tent’s exit flap. The closer she got, the louder the audience and noises from the stage became. Had it all gotten more intense, or was adrenaline sharpening her senses? How uncomfortably incongruous it now suddenly felt to know the competition was continuing on in blissful ignorance, oblivious to the drama taking place behind the scenes. 

As if reading her mind, Detective Callihan covered his cell with his hand and suddenly bellowed, “Will someone stop the contest! Shut this thing down!”

A young female staff hand leapt into action, scurrying for the staircase that connected to the stage and bounding up them two at a time. 

But it was too late. Ali heard the claxon timer sounding and the blast of confetti cannons, as Mad Frank’s amplified voice proclaimed, “This year’s winner is Bottomless Pit Bob!”

Then a rushed, breathless, female voice came out of the sound system. “Frank. Frank. We have a problem.”

Ali realized too late what was about to happen. Mad Frank’s microphone was loud enough to pick up the young staffer, and her voice was being projected to the entire audience, a hundred strong crowd of Gilbert The Gobbler’s die-hard fans, and to several live-streaming broadcasters. Ali could do nothing but stand by helplessly as the inevitable happened.

“It’s Gilbert,” the staffer’s panicked voice boomed. “He’s dead.”

And with those words, pandemonium broke out.

 

*

 

“I need backup!” yelled the security guard.

Ali and the staffers around her rushed out of the tent and quickly discovered the security guard at the cordon had been overrun by people trying to get backstage. Among those he was trying to hold back was a very eager film crew. 

“Let us through!” they cried. “We’re the press! We have journalistic rights!”

“You’re a cable TV station,” Ali refuted as she rushed forward to help, standing shoulder to shoulder with the guard in order to keep their voyeuristic, prying eyes away. 

“Can you tell us what happened?” the film crew continued, ignoring her pleas. “Is Gilbert dead?” 

The crowd surged forward, making Ali and the guard strain to keep them back, and a microphone was suddenly shoved under her nose.

“It’s not—my place—to comment,” Ali stammered, fighting to keep her footing. She cringed as the sound of her own voice echoed through the air, amplified by the enormous sound system. Then she cringed even harder when she realized the camera pointing at her face was probably being projected onto the big screen behind the stage as well. For someone who hated being in the spotlight, this was an embarrassing nightmare of epic proportions.

But it was also so much more. It was extremely distasteful to the dead man lying in a tent behind them. Yet that sentiment was clearly not shared by those around her. One of the younger staffers, a steward who reminded her of Teddy ten years and fifteen pounds ago, decided to grab his moment in the spotlight. 

He blustered forward, chest prostrated like a proud peacock, and grabbed the microphone. “I’m a witness. What do you want to know?”

“Can you tell us what happened?”

“Well, Gilbert’s dead, obviously,” the young man began.

“Are you certain?” the film crew pressed.

“Totally. Absolutely. I saw him die right before my eyes.”

Ali grimaced. This was all so undignified. Poor Gilbert deserved respect and privacy at this moment, not to have his death used as fodder from an attention-hungry audience.

“How did he die?” the camera crew continued. 

“Choked,” the witness replied with a confident nod.

Ali realized he probably hadn’t actually seen Gilbert die, and maybe it was for the best that this young man had chosen to be the spokesman after all. The longer the possibility of foul play was kept on the down low the better. 

“What did he choke on?” the crew continued. “The dog, or the bun?”

“The medics say it was the bun,” the boy said, continuing to lie with ease.

Uh-oh, Ali thought, looking down at her Seaside Sweets T-shirt. If the film crew actually had any “journalist integrity” to speak of, they’d realize soon enough that the baker of the buns Gilbert had supposedly choked to death on was literally standing in front of their faces.

Time to vamoose, Ali thought.

Plenty more staffers had joined in the human barricade now, so she slipped out and headed back toward the medical tent. A bunch of people were hovering around outside, among them Emilio. He had his arms crossed against his middle, and was staring down at the floorboards under his feet with a thousand-yard stare.

“Emilio?” Ali asked. “You okay, buddy?”

His gaze snapped up to meet hers. “Callihan kicked us all out.”

She nodded, and was about to ask whether anything else had happened, when she was interrupted by the sound of footsteps clattering toward her. She looked over to see Mad Frank, Bob, Eunbi, the other two competitors, and the bikini-wearing ladies come racing across the backstage area, looking horrified. Tears of panic were streaming down one of the bikini-women’s faces.

“Ali?” Eunbi cried in an agonized voice. “Is it true? Is Gilbert dead?” She reached forward with both hands, like a child seeking comfort.

Ali took them both and squeezed with as much compassion as she could. “Yes. I’m so sorry, Eunbi.”

Eunbi let out a small strangled noise of distress. 

“Was it his heart?” Bob asked. 

“I don’t know,” Ali told him, shaking her head. “He’s inside.” 

“I bet it’s his heart,” Bob said, pacing back and forth. “He’s morbidly obese. I told him a hundred times to exercise. This line of work, it’s a strain on the heart. Did he listen? Did he listen?”

“Bob!” Eunbi yelled. “We don’t know it was his heart, okay! You’re making a bad situation worse by speculating!”

Bob pouted, but he stopped pacing and muttering. 

“We thought he was choking at first,” one of the baby-faced stewards said. He looked traumatized. “But when we checked his airwaves, they were clear.”

Mad Frank stepped forward. “Can we see him?”

Ali glanced back at the medical tent, shuddering at the memory of the horrible thing she’d seen inside. “I don’t think so.” 

“There’s a cop in there,” Emilio said. “He wants people to stay away.”

“A cop?” Mad Frank repeated, looking terrified at the prospect. “Why is there a cop?”

“He’s off duty,” Ali interjected. “He’s just a fan. We were here together on a date.”

Mad Frank visibly relaxed. But the reprieve was only short-lived. Because a second after Ali had explained why the cops were involved, a loud, commanding voice bellowed into the sound system.

“This is the police! Everyone shut up!”

The voice was unfortunately very familiar to Ali. It was the formidable voice of Detective Elton. 

She gulped and looked over toward the cordon. There was Detective Elton in her black biker leathers and dark sunglasses. She had taken the microphone off the TV crew and was holding it while looking out over a sea of people. An eerie silence fell as they all stared at her in rapt, terrified attention.

“That’s better,” Detective Elton barked. “Now, no one move. Let my team through, and let them do their job. If anyone interferes, I’ll have them arrested for perverting the course of justice. This is a crime scene.”

As she unceremoniously shoved the microphone back at the camera crew man, a ripple of noise akin to a gasp went through the audience. They were clearly too afraid by her threat to speak, but too shocked by her words not to. 

It was the camera crew man who plucked up the courage to ask the question on everyone’s terrified lips. He raised the microphone to his mouth, and in a trembling voice said, “Excuse me, Detective. If this is a crime scene, does that mean a crime has been committed?” 

Detective Elton froze on the spot, then swirled around to face him, her eyes unreadable behind her black sunglasses. But her angrily arched eyebrows and aggressive stance were enough to make him cower back in fear. And it was enough for Ali, who knew her better than she’d ever wanted to, to know exactly what was going through the detective’s mind. She’d dropped the ball. Made a slip-up by admitting it was a crime scene. Now she had to bite the bullet.

Detective Elton angrily snatched the microphone back from the camera man. In one hurried exhalation she blurted, “We have reason to suspect foul play.”

The fallout hit like a nuclear bomb. But Detective Elton was out of there, turning her back on the crowd and marching away, leaving utter chaos in her wake. 

And now, Ali thought with a gulp of dread, she was heading this way!


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Ali stood in a shell-shocked huddle with the rest of the crew as the backstage area transformed into a crime scene. Detective Elton stood outside the tent, watching everything like a hawk, while conversing quietly with her specialist EMTs. Crime scene operatives dressed in white coveralls and plastic blue shoe-coverings began milling about the place, while Detective Callihan busily strung crime scene tape from pillar to post. 

Ali shuddered. This was so far from what she’d envisaged for the day, and her head was spinning from the shock of it all.

Just then, she felt eyes upon her, and looked over to see Detective Elton peering intently at her over the rim of her sunglasses. The unmistakable glower of suspicion sparked in her dark eyes.

Ali gulped. She knew Detective Elton disliked her to an unhealthy extent for always meddling in her cases, but surely she wasn’t thinking Gilbert’s death was anything to do with her? There were literally hundreds of witnesses to back up the fact that she was nowhere near Gilbert when he died. To try and pin anything on her would be a stretch of epic proportions.

Ali decided she needed to hear what they were saying. She broke apart from the huddle of witnesses and skirted around the perimeter of the tent until she was in earshot of Detective Elton. She strained to listen, and could just about pick up their voices. 

“An allergy?” said the easily distinguishable husky voice of Detective Elton. “Are you sure?”

“It’s looking that way,” a second voice replied, a male, with a twang to his accent. “The victim had left an Epipen with the stewards backstage, which explains why he hurried off stage if he was attempting to get to it.”

Ali felt a surge of relief in her chest to hear the foul play theory debunked. Though still tragic, it was infinitely preferable for Gilbert’s death to be due to accidental freak circumstances rather than a malicious choice made by another. Detective Elton, on the other hand, seemed to be thinking quite the opposite. 

“Allergy?” Ali overheard her bark again, this time with disdain. “He died because of an allergy?”

She seemed so displeased by this new turn of events, it was almost as if she wanted the man to have been killed deliberately. Ali shook her head with disapproval. 

“What about this Epipen?” Detective Elton continued. “Didn’t the staff give him the shot? Was it defective? Tampered with?”

Ali couldn’t help but roll her eyes. Detective Elton seemed to be looking for evidence to fit her theory now. 

“The steward confirmed he administered the shot,” the second EMT, a woman, explained. “And the puncture wound on his arm corroborates it. But for whatever reason, the Epipen failed.”

“Was it tampered with?”

“Ummm,” the female EMT said, uncertainly. “There’s no way for us to know that.”

“That would be something the lab would need to look at,” the male added, backing her up.

“Hmmm,” Detective Elton said. “And what was the allergy?” 

“Oysters,” the male EMT said.

Ali frowned with confusion. Oysters? How had Gilbert ingested oysters in the middle of the contest?

“Oysters?” Detective Elton repeated, with an air of suspicion. “That’s not a typical ingredient in hot dogs, is it?” 

“No,” the female EMT agreed. “And the other thing is, all the contestants submit medical forms, and the cooks used for the contest have to follow a strict recipe, right down to the brands used.”

“Who were the cooks?” Elton asked. 

“The contract for the chef went to Emilio Rossi, and the premises is listed as Seaside Sweets. It’s a bakery—”

“I know what it is,” Detective Elton snapped, cutting her off.

Uh-oh, Ali thought.

“Seaside Sweets belongs to the most meddlesome woman I’ve ever known,” Detective Elton continued. “Any time anything strange happens in this town, Ali Sweet is usually at the center of it. I should’ve known this would have something to do with her. And who is Emilio Rossi? He doesn’t run Seaside Sweets, so why is he the chef, if the bakery is the premises? Something fishy is going on. Excuse the pun.”

Ali’s heart began to race. She thought back to the night before, wracking her brains. Could she have accidentally put oyster sauce in the mixture? She was a little tipsy on rum! Or what if she’d used an incorrect brand? The trip to the Cash ’n’ Carry had been last minute and rushed. A mistake may have been made. 

“Ali?” a voice said from behind, breaking through her ruminations.

Ali jumped a mile. She swirled on the spot. It was Emilio.

“What are you doing back here?” he asked. 

Ali put a finger to her lips. “Shh! Detective Elton is there.” She jabbed her pointer finger behind her. “She says Gilbert died of an allergy to oysters. Did we contaminate the food?”

Emilio looked just as panicked as Ali felt. “No! Of course we didn’t.”

Then, suddenly, Detective Elton leapt around the corner. “Ali,” she said with a sinister sneer. “And Emilio Rossi, I presume? Just the people I wanted to see.”

Ali gulped. Detective Elton was pursuing the theory that Gilbert had been poisoned. Deliberately. And that she was somehow involved.

Detective Elton pulled open the flap to the caterer’s tent. “Let’s talk inside, shall we?”

Ali and Emilio had no choice but to follow her inside.

 

*

 

They sat either side of the fold-out picnic table, the detritus from the Kraft services food all over the place. Ali had been interrogated in some strange places before, but this was really something else.

“It says here you were the hot dog maker,” Detective Elton said, firing her question at Emilio. “But the announcer attributed the work to…” She flicked through her notes. “Sullivan’s Steakhouse?”

“That was a mistake,” Ali said. “It was actually Se—” 

“—Me,” Emilio interrupted, cutting her off before she had the chance to say Seth’s full name. “I was the hot dog maker. Sullivan’s name was mentioned by mistake. He’s just one of the funders.”

Ali frowned. Why didn’t Emilio want Seth’s name mentioned? If they had done nothing wrong during the preparation of the hot dogs, then why omit parts of the truth? It would only make them look more suspicious when the truth did eventually come out.

The tent flap being opened sounded from behind, and Ali turned to see Detective Callihan enter. He was all professional now, and any hints of the budding romance between them had entirely evaporated.

“Elton,” he said. “May I speak to you?”

Detective Elton glowered at her two interrogatees, then stood and went over to Detective Callihan. Ali listened carefully, trying to overhear them.

“I’ve arranged for forensics tests on the hot dogs,” Sebastian was saying. His eyes flicked over to Ali. He added, “…and the buns, to confirm the cause of death.”

Ali’s stomach dropped. Being suspected by Detective Elton was one thing, but it was worse to hear it come from Sebastian.

“I’d like the health and safety inspectors to come in, too,” Detective Elton told him. She cast a disgusted side-eye at the exposed sandwiches, one of which had a fly crawling on it. “I think Mad Frank has violated a million and one laws.”

Ali held onto the hope this may all be a big misunderstanding yet. Perhaps it simply was a health and safety issue, a lapse.

That was, until her eyes were drawn to something on the table. Among the chip packets and cookie wrappers, Ali spotted a small, shiny black and gold package, about the size of a matchbox. Oyster sauce. 

She gasped. The packet was open, empty. And it was right where the boxes of buns had been placed. What if she’d put the box on top of the packet, and the sauce had seeped into the buns through the cardboard? What if she was the killer of Gilbert The Gobbler?

Ali leapt up so suddenly her chair flew back. It hit the floorboards with a clatter.

“Ali?” Detective Callihan asked. “What’s wrong?”

Ali pointed a shaking hand at the oyster sauce packet. “L—look!”

Detective Callihan zeroed in on the packet. “Don’t touch it.”

Detective Elton was already on her radio. “Someone get to the food tent with an evidence bag. I’ve located the murder weapon.”

Murder weapon? Ali thought, and her mind began to spin. 

The tent suddenly filled up with people. She and Emilio were grabbed and ushered to the door.

As they passed Detective Elton, she leaned in. “Neither of you had better leave town. I have plenty of questions for you.”

Stunned and disoriented, Ali staggered out of the tent, flanked on either side by two police escorts. They marched her all the way through the backstage area, beneath the police crime tape that had been set up around the stage, pier, and a large section of the boardwalk where the audience had earlier stood.

Now it was eerie quiet, like a zombie land. The crowds that had been gathered before had dispersed, their detritus fluttering in the breeze now the only indication they’d ever been there.

Ali was dumped outside the perimeter, followed shortly by Emilio. She turned to face him.

“What was that about?” she asked. “Why did you stop me mentioning Seth and Eunbi?”

“Because the person I spoke to about adding you and Seth as chefs clearly made a mistake by leaving him off the list. Probably the same reason his name was forgotten during the announcement. Either way, it’s going to work out better for him now. We’re all innocent and there’s no point dragging more people into this mess.”

Emilio seemed shifty to Ali. She put her hands on her hips. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing!”

“Emilio…”

He ran his hands through his hair and lowered his voice. “Fine. Seth was upset because I didn’t tell them about him. Okay? I skirted around a rule or two, here and there.”

Ali clenched her hands tightly. “What rule?”

“That there are only supposed to be two chefs and one premises,” Emilio said in an exhalation.

Ali couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She was a suspect in a man’s death, and now she’d discovered she’d also violated a rule? It couldn’t look any worse for her.

“I can’t believe this,” she exclaimed. “You tricked us?”

“I just thought we could work quicker that way,” Emilio said, hanging his head in shame. “I thought what you didn’t know couldn’t hurt you. I didn’t know a man was going to die.”

Ali glowered at him. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

But before she was able to continue scolding him, her phone started to ring. She huffed and checked the screen. It was Piper.

“Yes?” Ali asked, testily, picking up the call, her gaze still laser focused on Emilio. “What is it?”

“Um… I think you’d better get back to the bakery,” Piper said. “There’s been a development.”

Ali’s pulse spiked. She thrust her phone back in her pocket and pointed her finger at Emilio. “This conversation isn’t over.”

And with that, she marched away, leaving a very sheepish Emilio behind to think about what he’d done.


 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Ali hurried into the bakery to find it empty of customers. Piper was standing behind the counter, eyes glued to her phone. She glanced up as Ali shut the door behind her.

“Ali! Thank goodness you’re back!” she exclaimed. “What is going on? It says here that someone died on stage!”

Ali took a breath to steel herself. The rumor mill was already churning, and it had only been a few hours. She paced over to the counter. “One of the competitors died. Gilbert the Gobbler. But it happened backstage, not in front of the audience.”

“Everyone seems to think he was poisoned!”

Ali tensed. “That’s a theory. The police still have to run tests before they can properly determine foul play. It might have just been a terrible accident, contamination or something. Gilbert was allergic to oysters and an empty packet of oyster sauce was found in the catering tent.” She knew she was clutching at straws here, but she was still clinging on to hope this would blow over before she was implicated in something even bigger.

“It’s not just a theory,” Piper contested. “It says here it was murder.”

She spoke confidently, as if she were somehow more knowledgeable on the subject than Ali, despite the fact Ali had actually been present.

“And where is ‘here’ exactly?” Ali queried. 

“The Armchair Sleuths forum,” Piper replied.

“The what?”

“Armchair Sleuths forum,” Piper repeated. “For unsolved crimes. Murders. Disappearances. Kidnappings. That sort of thing. People post up information and videos and stuff. That’s how I found out.”

Ali tutted. Only a few hours had passed and there was already a forum? 

“Well, as sure as I am that the Armchair Sleuths forum is a well-regarded source of properly researched and unbiased journalism—” She stopped her sarcastic comment as she realized Piper had started playing a video on her phone and a very familiar voice was now floating out of it. “Wait. Is that Detective Callihan?” 

“Uh-huh,” Piper said, orienting her phone toward Ali so she could see the screen.

And there he was. Sebastian Callihan. Her date turned detective in the middle of an interview with a local news channel.

Ali was surprised by the speed of the investigation. By the time she’d made it here, an armchair sleuth had already managed to find and embed a live news feed online! She was going to have to eat her words about it being an unreliable source.

She focused on the screen.

“Yes, that’s correct,” Detective Callihan was saying. “We are launching a murder investigation into the death of Gilbert Brown.”

“See,” Piper said. “Told you it was a murder.”

Ali’s mind began to spin. It was very bold to come out this early on in the investigation to publicly declare the case to be murder. The detectives were usually much more cautious than that, trying to avoid widespread panic whenever possible. But something must have given them reason to believe the oyster sauce packet was indeed the murder weapon, and that Gilbert’s death had come about through deliberate and malicious intent. And since Detective Callihan was usually the more cautious of the two detectives, the fact the comment was coming from him really spoke volumes. Ali would have to accept it sooner or later. Gilbert the Gobbler had been murdered.

“How did this even get posted so quickly?” Ali asked Piper, giving her back the phone.

“There’s an insider.”

“What does that mean?”

“A local. Someone who lives nearby. They have loads of behind the scenes footage and information. They seem to know a lot about you, as well. They’re pretty convinced you’re involved somehow.”

“Me?” Ali asked. “Why me? Because I’m the baker?”

She scoffed, but Piper gave her a look.

“Ali, don’t underestimate these forums. These people dig deep. You being the baker only scratches the surface of why you’re the prime suspect. There’s loads more evidence to support their theory.”

“Like what?” Ali huffed, hands on hips. This was all so ridiculous. She shouldn’t need to defend herself to a self-proclaimed armchair sleuth!

“Well, you being the first to comment to the press didn’t help things,” Piper said, knowingly. “The first person to blab to the camera is almost always the killer.”

“I didn’t comment to the press,” Ali cried incredulously, before remembering the film crew shoving a mic under her nose. “Unless you mean those pesky cable cameramen?”

“Whoever they were, their feed was broadcasting live,” Piper said with a shrug. “And everyone on the forums knows the killer can’t help but seek the spotlight.” 

“I’m not the killer!” Ali cried. “And I didn’t seek the spotlight. The camera got shoved in my face.”

None of this seemed to matter one bit. Clearly such discrepancies between reality and fantasy were irrelevant in the eyes of the online sleuths if it didn’t support their theory.

“Who is this person?” Ali demanded, waving her arm at Piper’s cell phone. “Why are they spreading rumors about me?” 

Piper tapped some buttons. “The main accuser has the username SurferC. She’s female. Nineteen. From Willow Bay. And she’s posted three hundred times…”

“Three hundred times?” Ali exclaimed, her eyebrows flying up with surprise.

“…today,” Piper finished.

Ali shook her head with disapproval. This was simply crazy. She herself couldn’t think of three hundred pieces of newsworthy information to post and she’d literally been at the scene of the crime. Whoever this SurferC was, she clearly had some sort of vendetta against her… 

“Ooof,” Piper said, grimacing. “SurferC really doesn’t like you…”

“What’s she saying now?” Ali asked.

Piper twisted her lips. “I dunno, Ali. It might be better not to say.”

Ali held her hand out, palm up, for the phone.

“Nah, I think I’ll just get on with some cleaning…” Piper said, sliding the phone back into her pocket.

“Fine,” Ali said. “I’ll just look for myself.”

She retrieved her own phone from her pocket and searched for Armchair Sleuths. The forum was easy to find, and she scrolled through the myriad different threads about unsolved crimes. There were thousands of them. Didn’t these people have anything better to do with their time?

She found what she was looking for under a flashing banner, crassly titled: Trending Now! The Murder of Famous Competitive Eater Gilbert “The Gobbler” Brown!

This all seemed extremely distasteful to Ali. If she wasn’t in the middle of an online witch hunt, she’d avoid such dark corners of the internet like the plague. But she needed to know what they were saying if she was going to be able to defend herself.

Ali began scanning through the posts. They began safely enough, with just pieces of information duplicated from other social media platforms as the scene began unfolding. It was strange to see the scene she’d witnessed firsthand re-explained through the lens of the internet. It already felt as if certain things were getting lost in translation and twisted around.

Then she spotted a post from SurferC, and she laser focused on it. Her post was in a subsection section called “Suspects In The Murder Of Gilbert Brown.” And there it was, in black and white, her own name.

Each contribution had an explanation to accompany it. Ali read it aloud. “Allison Sweet may well be a serial killer. This isn’t the first time she’s been linked to a murder in this town. She is dating a local detective, and I think he helps her cover up her crimes.” Ali scoffed and gave Piper an unimpressed look. “Oh, come on, this is ridiculous. We went on one date, and most of that was spent fifty feet apart, with him stuck at the bar trying to replace my spilled soda.” 

“You’ve got to admit it makes you look shady,” Piper said. 

Ali went back to reading SurferC’s scathing explanation aloud. “The other thing with Allison Sweet that people need to know about is that she’s a proven liar and immoral to boot. She once dated two men at the same time and only stopped when they found out about the other and challenged her. Anyone in doubt over a sweet baker being a killer need only look at her past to realize looks can be deceptive. Even her own dad wants nothing to do with her. If that’s not evidence she’s a psychopath, I don’t know what is. Piper, this is so stupid. It sounds like something from Teddy’s bad movie.”

“People love bad movies,” Piper replied.

It was too stupid for Ali to actually be angry. In fact, it was so stupid it was verging on farcical. But Ali didn’t feel much like laughing. A man had been killed, and rather than put their energy into finding the truth, some hater online was using it as an opportunity to drag her name through the mud. As far as Ali knew, she hadn’t made any enemies in Willow Bay. Who could dislike her so much they would try and implicate her in a murder?

“Who is this idiot?” Ali muttered aloud, tapping on their icon to see their linked profile screen.

She read the same list of descriptors Piper had: SurferC was nineteen years old, female, a resident of Willow Bay. But there was another piece of information that Piper had failed to say aloud. SurferC’s profession was listed as…hot dog maker.

“Carys!” Ali cried, furiously.

Her ex’s new girlfriend was the propagator of the rumors? 

Ali had seen enough. She closed the web sleuths page and jammed the phone back into her pocket. The whole thing had stressed her out even more. There was only one thing for it. She headed to the kitchen to stress-bake.

“Um, Ali,” Piper said as she went. “There’s probably not much point baking anything today. Everyone’s boycotting Seaside Sweets until the police rule you out as a suspect.”

“Of course they are,” Ali said with a huff.

“And besides, we should probably close. It might be dangerous to stay open if a bunch of weirdo competitive eater fans think you killed one of their stars.”

Ali had no choice but to relent. But she grabbed some ingredients to take home with her so at the very least she could stress-bake there. Then she closed up the store, locked it securely, and headed home.

 

*

 

As she marched home, head bowed, hood drawn, Ali heard the welcome bark of Scruff.

“Come on, boy,” she said, unlocking her front door. “Let’s get inside.”

He followed her readily, trotting alongside her as she crossed the dingy living room to the kitchen area and dumped her bag of ingredients on the counter. 

“Thanks for not turning on me,” she said to the dog, grabbing a cereal bowl from the cupboard and filling it with kibble. “You’re the only one on my side.”

She set it down on the floor and Scruff began devouring it. Ali was relieved there was at least someone in this town who didn’t suspect her. But the thought anyone did was really bothering her. Carys’s actions were more than just childish, they were potentially really harmful. To her reputation. Her business. Maybe even to the investigation, if the police got wind of them. 

Ali couldn’t just let this slide. She needed to make sure everyone else knew she wasn’t the killer. She had to clear her name. And that meant doing a little bit of sleuthing of her own…

As Scruff continued munching, Ali grabbed a notebook and pen.

“Okay. Suspects,” she said, tapping the pen against the paper. “Suspects…” 

She couldn’t help but think immediately of Seth and his outburst. She hated to even think it, but could he have sabotaged the event as payback? Killing a competitor with an allergen would certainly be a way to get back at the organizer, by trapping them in the sort of health and safety quagmire from which one can never return. And the oyster packet was right there, in plain view, almost as if to make it seem like a mistake. Because if it was the murder weapon, as Detective Elton proclaimed, then the killer could’ve easily hidden it. Choosing to leave it there in broad daylight may be an attempt to steer the investigation away from murder and toward an accident.

Ali began to wonder how long Seth and Emilio were at the event before she arrived. Long enough for Emilio to phone her and ask where she was, but not very long, because Seth was still furious about the whole Sullivan situation when she got there. And though it only gave him a slim window of time to contaminate the hot dogs, that didn’t mean he hadn’t… 

Seth even left the event saying he couldn’t watch, Ali recalled. Could it be that he didn’t want to watch a man die? 

Just then, Scruff’s bark tore her from her thoughts. She glanced down at the straggly stray, who was now wagging his tail eagerly beside his empty dog bowl. She felt instantly ashamed of the thoughts she’d been entertaining.

There was only one thing for it. She needed to speak to Seth and hear it from the horse’s mouth.

She hurried for the door, grabbing her keys off the counter as she went. “Coming?” she asked over her shoulder, only for Scruff to bolt past her legs and beat her to the front door. Despite the stress of the situation, Ali found herself smiling. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

She opened the door, and with her trusty dog at her side, headed out to investigate the murder of Gilbert “The Gobbler” Brown and clear her name. 


 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Ali stood outside of Best Hot Dogs and stared at the metal shutters pulled down over the doors and windows.

“That’s weird,” she said to Scruff, who was sitting at her feet looking just as perplexed as she felt. “I guess Seth didn’t come here after he left the contest after all.”

Ali was about to turn around and head toward Seth’s apartment, when something fluttering in the wind caught her attention. There appeared to be a handwritten note attached to the shutters. Her curiosity spiked, and Ali paced over to the shutters, craning her head to read the note as it flapped in the breeze.

“Due to unforeseen circumstances, Best Hot Dogs will be closed today,” she read aloud. The note was in Seth’s penmanship. She recognized it immediately.

She straightened up with a frown. She needed to find Seth so she could put the doubt in her mind to rest, since she wouldn’t be happy until she’d eradicate him as a suspect from her mind once and for all. 

“He must have gone home instead,” she told Scruff. “Let’s try his house.” 

The little stray barked his agreement and they headed off side by side in the direction of Seth’s apartment.

As they went, Ali wondered whether the unforeseen circumstances that had caused Seth to close up for the day was the death of Gilbert the Gobbler. Why he felt the need to shut up shop because of that, Ali was not sure. Emilio had been careful to keep his name out of the police investigation and if no one suspected him of anything, then what reason did he have to hide away? He didn’t have a whole forum of armchair detectives out to get him like she did, either. The fact he’d closed up left Ali with an unsettled feeling deep in her gut. 

Ali and the pup reached Seth’s apartment block. He lived in one of the large, white-painted seafront blocks. Each apartment had a small balcony out the front, with rusty railings and tiled floors. Seth’s apartment was on the ground floor, though, so he had no real outside space, and his front door was in perpetual shadow, since it was positioned directly beneath an overhanging balcony.

Ali stepped into the shadows, Scruff at her side, and rapped her knuckles on Seth’s door. No sounds came from inside, so Ali cupped her hands and peered through the small window in the door. It was frosted glass, so impossible to see clearly through, but she’d still be able to see movement if there was any. No signs of life, and all the lights inside were off, too. Seth’s apartment could get pretty dark, and Ali knew if he were inside there’d be a light shining somewhere she’d be able to see. But there was nothing. Seth wasn’t home either. 

“That’s weird,” Ali said, starting to grow concerned now. It wasn’t like Seth to close up shop and leave town unannounced. In fact, in all the time Ali had known him, he’d never so much as taken a weekend off. Just like when she first started her bakery, Seth worked every day of the week, and if he wasn’t on site he would never be more than five minutes’ distance away from it. There was of course a small chance he’d gone to the Cash ’n’ Carry to stock up on ingredients after the hot dog contest, but as soon as Ali even thought it, she spotted his work van parked in the lot. His car, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen.

Ali’s mind started racing. It really looked as if Seth had skipped town. But why? Was he waiting for all the upheaval from Gilbert’s death to die down, or was there something else? Had he skipped town because he was trying to avoid something, like the rumor mill… or the detectives?

Ali instantly felt guilty for entertaining such a thought. She shook her head in an attempt to shake it away, but now that the seed of doubt had lodged in place, she knew the only way she’d be able to cross Seth off her mental suspects list would be to speak to him directly, to look him straight in the eye and hear it from the horse’s mouth that he was innocent. Anything less than that would not satisfy her.

She got out her cell and dialed Seth’s number. She listened to the dial tone expectantly, but wasn’t really surprised when it went to voicemail.

Ali was about to leave a message asking where he was when a voice coming from nowhere distracted her.

“Can I help you?” the voice said.

Ali hung up the call and glanced around, searching for the owner of the voice. Scruff started to bark, so she followed the direction his nose was pointing and discovered a middle-aged woman resting her arms on the railing of the balcony above peering down at them. None of Seth’s upstairs neighbors had been on their balconies when Ali and Scruff had arrived, so she must have come out at the sound of Ali’s knocking. Which meant she was a busybody, Ali decided.

Shielding her eyes against the sun, Ali peered up at the woman. She was wearing an unflattering white spaghetti strap top and her pale arms were nearly glowing in the sunshine.

“I’m looking for Seth,” Ali called up to her. “He lives in the apartment below you. Have you seen him today?”

“I’ve seen him, all right,” the neighbor replied in a grave, conspiratorial voice. “He left in his car. With a woman.” 

She put a very dramatic emphasis on the final word. Ali’s thoughts went straight to Carys. She and Seth worked together. It wasn’t unusual for them to be in a car together.

“Was she young?” she asked. “Brunette? Hair in a ponytail?”

“No, no, no,” the neighbor replied, with an air of malevolent glee. “She was blonde. Elegant. Curvaceous. Nicely dressed.”

Now the neighbor was really hamming it up, and Ali really didn’t know what to make of it. The neighbor was making great pains to emphasize the mystery woman’s physical characteristics, implying that Seth had gone on a date, which seemed like a rather odd thing to do in Ali’s opinion, considering there was a murder investigation going on.

“There’s plenty more fish in the sea,” the woman on the balcony said suddenly, breaking through her thoughts.

“What?” Ali asked.

“I said there’s plenty more fish in the sea. Don’t waste your time on a man like that.”

“Oh,” Ali said, shaking her head. “That’s not why I’m looking for him.”

“I had my heart broken by a handsome New Yorker once as well,” the woman continued, clearly not paying attention to Ali’s protestations. “I thought it was the end of the world at the time. Now? Can’t even remember his name!” She cackled loudly. “Men come and go. Best not to get hung up on them.”

“Um… thanks for the advice,” Ali said, at a loss on how to respond. Then she flashed the woman a thumbs-up and turned to walk away.

She hadn’t made it far when she heard the woman’s voice calling out to her once again.

“Don’t you want to know where he went?”

She whirled on the spot. “Yes! You know where he went?”

The woman looked proud. “I overheard them talking before they got in the car,” she said, as if this was something worth bragging about. “They’re heading downtown.”

Downtown? Ali thought. Where all the fancy restaurants are? It really did sound like Seth had gone on a date.

She looked back up at the woman. “Thanks!” she called, then hurried off, Scruff at her heel, and headed in the direction of downtown Willow Bay. 

 

*

 

Ali pounded the sidewalk downtown, peeping in through the windows of the restaurants as discreetly as she could. Which wasn’t very discreet at all considering there was a scruffy stray dog trotting along beside her.

She stopped outside the French restaurant and cupped her hands to the window. As she scanned the dining area, a prickle went up her spine. She was being watched. Then suddenly her gaze landed on a tall, skinny man inside the restaurant. He had a thin gray handlebar moustache and was glowering at her with his arms folded. It was one of the servers. He flapped his hands at her in a shoo gesture.

With a squirm of embarrassment, Ali backed away from the window. Seth and his mystery woman weren’t inside anyway, so there was no reason to keep standing there humiliating herself.

“This is useless, Scruff,” she said with frustrated exhalation.

It felt like she was on a wild goose chase, following a lead she didn’t even want to consider.

“Maybe we should change tack?” she murmured, glancing left and right along the swanky, twinkly street lamp lit street. It was full of relaxed diners going merrily about their happy lives, oblivious to the frantic murder investigation Ali had found herself in the middle of.

Suddenly, someone bumped into Ali. 

“Ouch!” she exclaimed, jumping back. 

Scruff barked his anger at the clumsy stranger. Only, as she staggered back, Ali realized the person was not a stranger at all. Dark brooding eyebrows. Dark eyes. Chiseled jawline. It was Seth. 

“Seth!” Ali exclaimed, her gaze roving all over his face with surprise. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you. Your shop was shut. You weren’t home. What’s going on?”

But no sooner had the words left her lips, than her gaze traveled over Seth’s shoulders. He was not alone. Standing beside him was the well-dressed, curvaceous blonde woman Seth’s neighbor had heavily implied from her balcony was romantically entangled with him.

A jolt of jealousy went through Ali. The feeling surprised her. She thought all of those feelings toward Seth were gone. But now, seeing him standing side by side with a well-dressed, confident, accomplished-looking woman, Ali couldn’t help but feel like a mess in comparison.

But then she faltered, as she realized the woman was more than just well-dressed, she was dressed for business. This was no date. This was some kind of meeting. Ali’s first thought was she was a lawyer. Had Seth sought legal representation when he realized he’d soon be a murder suspect? Because he was guilty, or for protection? And, on second thought, should Ali have done the same?

“Ali,” Seth said, looking uncomfortable. “What are you doing here?”

Thanks to her earlier experience with the snooty server in the French restaurant, Ali immediately took the comment as a slight. What was a person like her doing in a place like this… 

She folded her arms. “I should be asking you the same question. Your shop is shut. You’re not answering your phone. And now you’re meeting with a lawyer?” She gestured toward the woman. 

The woman glanced between Seth and Ali, then in a low voice said, “I’ll be just over here, Mr. Best, as soon as you’ve finished your… conversation.” 

She paced away, the heels of her expensive stilettos clip-clipping against the sidewalk. 

As soon as she was out of earshot, Seth turned his attention back to Ali. He shifted from foot to foot awkwardly. 

“That’s not a lawyer, Ali,” he said. Then he took a deep breath as if he was about to break terrible news. Ali braced herself for him to confess to the murder of Gilbert the Gobbler. “She’s a Realtor.”

Ali froze, taking a moment for the word to percolate in her mind. “Wait. What? A Realtor? Why are you meeting with a Realtor?”

“Because I’m trying to find a new restaurant premise to lease in the area,” he confessed, looking down at his feet with shame. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know how to break it to you. I’m sick of the boardwalk. Of people underappreciating my gourmet hot dogs. I want to open a high-end restaurant.”

Ali frowned. It was taking her mind a long time to process all this, since it seemed to be coming out of left field. Everything Ali had come here to discuss with Seth seemed to suddenly leave her mind. 

“Wait,” she said again. “But all the leases on this side of town are owned by Sullivan Raine… You mean to say you’re switching to the dark side? You’ve got to be kidding me!”

Seth averted his eyes. He looked so uncomfortable, like a naughty schoolboy caught cheating on an exam.

“I know,” he said, with an air of remorse. “I knew you’d be disappointed. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

“But Seth,” Ali added, as her mind finally remembered that there were far bigger things at stake right now than Seth’s switch of allegiance. “Is now really the best time? We’re in the middle of a murder investigation!”

Now it was Seth’s turn to look utterly perplexed. His dark brows drew in together, making a deep furrow of confusion appear between them. “What are you talking about?” he asked, lowering his voice. “What murder?”

“Gilbert Brown,” Ali said, “aka Gilbert The Gobbler. He was a contestant at the competition and he died at the contest.”

Seth’s eyes widened. He brought his hands up to his mouth. The color completely drained from his face. “He died? How?”

“We’re still waiting for the full coroner’s report,” Ali told him. “But the working theory is that someone contaminated the food with an allergen. Oyster sauce, to be precise. Gilbert was deathly allergic.”

Seth’s eyebrows flew up to his hairline. “The—the food?” he stammered. “You mean—our—our food?!”

“Yes!” Ali implored. “I can’t believe you’re only just finding out now.”

“I’ve been looking at property all day,” Seth said, breathlessly, pointing at the Realtor lurking over by the storefronts, pretending not to be listening in on their conversation. “I had no idea.”

Had this all happened before the contest, Ali would have immediately believed him. She knew Seth well enough to know when he was genuinely shocked. But after his behavior at the contest and the way he’d shouted at Emilio, she wasn’t as confident anymore. Maybe this was all an act? She needed to find out more. 

“Aren’t you wondering why the cops haven’t come pounding on your door yet?” she asked.

Seth blinked with confusion. “No. Why would they?”

“You’re one of the chefs,” Ali said. “Like me, you’re a prime suspect.”

“Oh,” Seth said quietly. He looked absolutely floored. Shell-shocked.

“The only reason you’re not a suspect is because Emilio kept your name out of it,” Ali said. “But they’ll find out sooner or later. What will you tell them?” 

“The truth.”

“That you had nothing to do with it?” 

“Of course I had nothing to do with it!” Seth exclaimed. He must’ve caught on to the inflection in Ali’s voice and realized what she was implying. “How can you even say that? I don’t even have a motive!”

“Don’t you? What about harming one of the competitors to get back at the organizer?”

Seth shook his head. “You seriously think I’d kill an innocent man just to get back at Mad Frank?”

“It could’ve spiraled out of control. A health and safety violation gone too far.”

“Ali! Come on. No way. I’d never do something like that.”

Ali wished she could believe him. “But you were so mad, Seth. At Emilio and the whole competition. I’ve never seen that side of you. It was really nasty to see.”

At the mention of Emilio’s name, Seth looked immediately embarrassed. “I was rude. You’re right. I owe Emilio an apology. A big one, by the sounds of things. But Ali, I swear I had nothing to do with this. I’m not involved. Come on. Please. You know me!”

Something in his voice told Ali to trust him. She backed down. The Seth she knew would never harm an innocent person, or use another human being as collateral damage in a fight. The Seth she knew was honorable. She had just seen a bad side of him. But that didn’t make him a killer. He really had no idea about Gilbert’s death. He wasn’t the murderer.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I believe you. But someone tampered with those hot dogs.”

“…Or your buns,” Seth reminded her.

“But who?” Ali murmured.

Just then, Scruff started to bark. Ali turned to see him chasing something along the sidewalk. It was a neon flyer, the same bright pamphlet for the contest that Bottomless Pit Bob had shown her yesterday in the bakery, just like the one he’d signed for Piper.

Suddenly, the cogs in Ali’s mind started to turn. 

She paced over to Scruff and picked up the pamphlet from beneath his paw. She reread the text on it, musing on how differently she felt now about the contest compared to when she’d first read about it yesterday. Back then, it had just been another quirky Willow Bay festival to her, something she had nothing to do with. Then she’d made friends with one of the competitors, become one of the staff members, and was now sucked into the most strange and bizarre moment in the contest’s history.

At that moment, Ali’s thoughts collided with the words on the pamphlet she was reading: Queen Eunbi Choi.

The woman had become a friend over the last few days, and she looked nothing like Ali expected. If looks could be that deceiving, could her personality be so as well?

Suddenly, Ali thought of that night when she and Eunbi had been baking together. Had Ali kept an eye on her the whole time? She’d been drinking, she might have missed something. Perhaps when she was out in the alleyway checking out the odd noises? Could Eunbi have taken the opportunity then to slip something into the batter? 

Ali didn’t want to even think about it. What motive would someone like Eunbi have to want Gilbert dead? If she had any kind of motive it was buried deeply out of sight.

There was only one way to find out. Ali would have to speak to her and find out once and for all whether there was more to Queen Eunbi Choi than met the eye.


 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

With the trusty stray beside her, Ali hurried to the Willow Bay Inn. She knew from her prior conversations with Eunbi that that was where she was staying, and which room she was in, but she had no idea whether she would be there. Perhaps she’d already checked out and left?

“Sorry, Li’l Dude,” she told Scruff when they reached the door of the inn. “No pets allowed.”

Scruff let out a low grumble, then settled down beside a potted fern on the stone step for a reluctant nap. 

“Good idea,” Ali said, yawning herself. The effects of sleep deprivation and stress were really starting to get to her. It felt like years had passed since she’d had a full night’s sleep.

She headed inside the inn’s foyer. 

The room was poorly lit with dingy yellow light radiating from several standing lamps dotted about the place. Patterned floral wallpaper adorned the walls and dark wooden furniture was dotted about the place. On either side of a fake fireplace was a shelving unit crammed with ratty-spined books, and two batted dark green leather couches facing one another, with a matching armchair to the side. All the available seats were filled by sad-looking people in Mad Frank T-shirts, and Ali felt a pang of grief as she headed past them for the narrow staircase ahead. To think all these people had come to Willow Bay for fun and excitement but would be leaving in despair.

The staircase was narrow and steep, with two grimy smudge marks running either side along the wallpaper from the many shoulders that had skimmed across them. The carpet was threadbare. 

Ali raced up the steps two at a time, then along the dimly lit corridor, before stopping outside Eunbi’s door. She took a deep breath and knocked. A moment later, the door opened.

Eunbi stood in the doorway, and it was immediately clear to Ali that the woman had been crying. Her eyes were red and puffy, the emotional strain evident from the lack of sparkle Ali had seen before. Eunbi looked exhausted and emotionally fraught.

“I’m sorry, did I wake you?” Ali said.

Eunbi tightened her arms protectively against her middle. “No. I can’t sleep with everything going on.” She peered behind Ali at the corridor. “What are you doing here?”

Ali didn’t want to just outright accuse her of anything, so she trod cautiously. “I came to see you. How are you?”

Eunbi sniffed loudly. “I’m fine. Considering the circumstances.” She pulled the door open wider. “Did you want to come in?”

Ali hesitated as a sense of trepidation overcame her. If Eunbi was Gilbert’s killer, then she very well may be about to step inside the room of a very dangerous person indeed. But she came here for answers, and she wasn’t leaving until she got them. She just hoped she wouldn’t be leaving in a body bag…

“Sure,” she said, forcing out a boldness she didn’t feel. “Thanks.”

Eunbi stepped aside, and Ali entered the hotel room. 

It was a comfortable enough looking room inside, but fairly plain and with extremely dated decor. There were watercolor landscape paintings on the walls of the beach, and thick floral curtains at the windows, drawn shut. Ali wondered whether Eunbi had even opened them. She couldn’t imagine spending her life touring from town to town, living in hotel rooms like this. She’d find it far too depressing.

“Drink?” Eunbi asked, heading for the mini fridge. “I can get you a cheap wine. Cheap beer. Or if you’re not up for drinking, how about some cheap coffee out of a jar?”

“Cheap wine is fine with me,” Ali replied. “I take it you’re not enjoying the amenities.”

“Let’s just say I have more than one reason to want to see the back of this town,” Eunbi replied. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Ali replied with a nervous chuckle. 

As Eunbi fetched the wine from the mini fridge, Ali perched on the edge of the bed and glanced nervously around. Nothing about Eunbi’s behavior seemed out of the ordinary or suspicious considering the context, and Ali felt even more conflicted about suspecting her than she had been before she got here. 

“Penny for your thoughts?” said Eunbi’s voice from above.

Ali snapped out of her ruminations and looked up. Eunbi was standing over her, holding out a glass of wine. She held a second glass in her spare hand.

Ali took the glass. “I was just thinking about how wild the last few days have been.” 

“Tell me about it,” Eunbi replied. 

She sighed heavily and sank down onto the mattress beside Ali. Then she took a long, deep gulp from her wine glass, before grimacing.

“Never in a million years did I expect my California adventure to end this way,” she added, as she stared into the yellow liquid.

Ali swirled the wine in her glass thoughtfully. She was feeling particularly cautious about how to approach this conversation with Eunbi. On the surface, at least, Eunbi simply came across as a grieving woman. But Ali had to accept she didn’t really know her, no matter how much of a connection she’d felt in their short time together.

“Don’t take this question the wrong way,” Ali said, “but how come you’ve not left Willow Bay yet? There’s no reason to stick around in a hotel you hate. The rest of the festival is cancelled. You could simply go home.”

“Actually…” Eunbi said, shifting awkwardly, “the cops told me I couldn’t leave yet. Not until they’re done questioning me.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Ali replied. “I didn’t realize.”

She tried hard not to show how much her interest had been piqued. But it had. If the cops had asked Eunbi to stay in town, that probably meant she was on their radar, too. Were they considering her a suspect? Ali wanted to find out, but she knew she was walking a fine line here. If she pushed too much, Eunbi might realize what she was up to and shut down completely. But at the same time she needed to ask the right questions to get her to speak.

“They asked me not to go anywhere, either,” Ali said, carefully. “What questions did they ask you?”

“They seemed very interested in the evening we were baking the buns together,” Eunbi replied. “In fact, that’s all they seemed to care about.”

Ali nodded. That told her one of two things. Either Detective Elton was laser focused on Ali as the main suspect, or she thought Eunbi’s extremely helpful offer to cook the buns for no reward or personal gain was just as suspicious as Ali did.

“I suppose they don’t understand how you ended up at the bakery that night,” Ali pressed. “It might look kind of suspicious from a law enforcer’s perspective. Especially since the rules say there’s only allowed to be two chefs maximum. Which, presumably, you knew.”

“I didn’t know that,” Eunbi replied, blandly.

“Why did you help me that night?” Ali pressed. “Really?” 

“I already told you. I never sleep the night of a contest.”

“But why?”

“Because it’s all part of my conditioning process. I choose sweet foods to stimulate ghrelin hormones and trick my brain into thinking I’m famished when I’m actually just sugar-crashing. Then I stay awake to stop my body going into rest and repair mode and slowing down my metabolism. Then I fast to burn through all my energy reserves and empty my stomach. And then I stimulate my hunger senses by doing an activity like cooking. It’s just biology.” She let out a wan chuckle. “That way, when a whole plate of hot dogs are finally put in front of me, my body automatically wants me to shove as many of them into my mouth as humanly possible.”

Ali regarded her. There were glimpses of the Eunbi she’d first met shining through, and she had to admit that her reasoning made sense. Competitive eating was like a sport, and athletes did all kinds of things to their bodies in preparation for competitions—from the abstinence of soccer players to the shaven bodies of swimmers. It would be more strange for her not to do everything possible to win the contest.

But there was another side to the coin. None of the other contestants seemed to go to such lengths. Just Eunbi. Was all this “basic biology” stuff just a convenient way of explaining away her suspicious behaviors?

“Do any of the others go to such lengths?” Ali asked. “I mean, I know Bob also conditions with sweet food, but what about the others? Do you all fast and stay awake?”

“No, it’s just me.”

“Do you know why? You’d think they’d do everything they could to get that competitive edge.”

Eunbi sipped her wine. “They probably never did the research in the first place. Huge guys with naturally big appetites are already biologically primed for overeating. But I’m a tiny woman, not a huge six-foot-tall man. I have to do all that just to even the playing field. And even with all that effort, I still rarely win, as you yourself witnessed.”

Ali nodded. Her explanations did make perfect sense. But was it enough to completely exonerate her? There was still a chance that while everything she’d told Ali was true she was still the killer. Maybe the fact she still never won despite going to such uncomfortable lengths had finally gotten to her. Maybe she was seeking yet another competitive edge by slipping oyster sauce in the buns to make Gilbert, the sure winner, sick and be disqualified. Maybe she had never intended for him to die. She’d just wanted to knock him out of the race.

She was about to ask more, when she suddenly felt Eunbi’s eyes boring into the side of her face. She looked over to see the woman glowering at her with narrowed eyes and a suspicious expression. 

“Why are you asking me all these questions? You don’t think I had something to do with Gilbert’s death, do you? You’re not accusing me of tampering with the buns, are you?”

Her accusation caught Ali off guard. “Tampering with the buns? Who said anything about tampering with the buns?” 

The shake in her voice betrayed her, and Eunbi’s skeptical expression turned positively frosty. 

“Oh I see,” she said in a cold, blunt voice. “So even though you and I were together the whole time during the baking, you still think I somehow had the chance to tip a glug of oyster sauce into the batter? Without you noticing either the color change? Or the smell?”

Ali paused. That was a very good point, and one she’d not yet considered. She was a highly trained chef. She knew what her recipes looked and smelled like. There was no way Eunbi could have slipped something as pungent as oyster sauce into the batter without her immediately noticing. The only way would be if she was drunk…

Ali’s gaze slid down to the wine glass in her hand. She recalled how Eunbi had suggested they have a drink before baking. Had she done that on purpose to make Ali less perceptive? At the time she’d thought it was because the woman had a more free-spirited and fun-loving personality than she did. But perhaps there was another reason she’d wanted to get Ali tipsy that night. Perhaps there was a reason she wanted to now.

“You’re right about this cheap wine,” Ali said, standing. “It’s gross.”

She paced over to the vanity mirror and dresser and placed the glass down, then checked for Eunbi’s reaction in the reflection. Nothing. She was simply staring down. With shame? Grief? What was going through her mind?

“I didn’t kill Gilbert, Ali,” Eunbi said, quietly. “I know what you’re thinking. I know why you’re thinking it. But it wasn’t me.”

She sounded so genuine Ali desperately wanted to believe her. 

Suddenly, Ali’s mind switched to the vital clue she’d found in the marquee tent. The ripped open packet of oyster sauce. The piece of evidence Detective Elton had confidently declared was the murder weapon.

The contamination had not happened at the bakery. Whoever had poisoned Gilbert had done it at the venue, moments before the competitors had taken to the stage. Someone had committed the dastardly deed right there and then, brazenly. But that someone could still be Eunbi. 

Perhaps she was so smart, she’d actually set up a cover situation so she could prove she didn’t put the sauce in the batter while cooking, specifically to deflect attention from the fact she slipped in and poisoned the food right before the contest began?

“I never saw you before the contest started,” Ali stated. “I didn’t see you or any of the other contestants backstage, actually. Where were you all?”

“In the performers’ tent,” Eunbi explained. “It’s a bit like the green room at a special event. We all congregate there together.”

“All of you?” Ali pressed. If all the competitors could vouch for each other, then that meant they all had alibis. She’d be able to strike off all those suspects in one go.

“Yes,” Eunbi stated. “All of us. Ask anyone. We were all together.” She frowned with curiosity. “Why do you ask? Do you think the oyster sauce was planted the day of the contest? Before we went on stage?”

Ali hesitated. It seemed like Eunbi had a bit of a natural inner sleuth inside of her as well. And while Ali still hadn’t had the chance to test Eunbi’s alibi yet, she wondered whether it would be more useful right now to act like she believed her. Eunbi was more likely to give her information if she thought they were on the same side.

“There was a packet of sauce found in the catering tent,” Ali admitted.

Eunbi looked immediately troubled by this revelation. “It was an inside job.”

Ali nodded slowly. “Looks that way.”

Eunbi started to shake. “One of us? I can’t believe it. We’re like a family. But then you don’t get as successful as Gilbert without losing a few friends along the way…”

Something in her tone piqued Ali’s curiosity. “You have an idea who it might be, don’t you?”

Eunbi wrung her hands in her lap and chewed on her bottom lip. It looked like the thought of casting the eye of suspicion on one of her own was killing her. Either that, or she wanted Ali to think it was.

“I don’t know,” she murmured noncommittally. “I mean we’re like family, but even families have secrets. Gilbert and Bob for example, have had a really longstanding rivalry.”

“Really?” Ali asked, turning it over in her mind curiously. “How come?”

“Because Gilbert always beats him,” Eunbi explained. “Bob is always in second place. Always in his shadow.”

“Does he resent it?” Ali asked.

“Wouldn’t you?” Eunbi replied.

Ali took a beat to consider what she was hearing. Bob had been in second place during the contest. He had only won by default because of Gilbert’s disqualification. Had he killed Gilbert just so he could win? Had years of rivalry, of always being second fiddle, of never being good enough to win, finally pushed him over the edge? Could it be that Bob had simply reached the end of his tether this time and had decided to take matters into his own hands? 

If what Eunbi was telling her was accurate, then Bob had more motive than anyone to take out Gilbert The Gobbler. 

“Is Bob staying at this inn?” Ali asked.

Eunbi nodded. “We all are.”

Ali motioned for the door. But Eunbi reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her in her tracks. 

She gazed up at her with dark, troubled eyes. “What are you going to do?”

“I have to question him, Eunbi,” Ali said. “You know I do. If Bob killed Gilbert, the truth has to come out, however painful it may be. I can’t take the fall for this and I won’t let any of my friends take the fall either.”

With a heavy sigh, Eunbi let go of Ali’s arm. She nodded reluctantly. 

“Bob’s in room twenty,” she said in a small, sad voice.

And just like that, Ali had her next lead.


 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Ali trembled with anxiety as she paced along the carpeted corridor of Willow Bay Inn, counting the gold door numbers as she went. 

Sixteen…seventeen…eighteen…

She really wished Scruff could be with her, rather than waiting outside on the steps. She could do with the moral support right now, and who better to bolster her than the dog she’d grown so fond of?

Nineteen…Twenty.

She halted. Behind door number twenty might lay all the answers to the mystery of Gilbert’s death, and Ali took a moment to steady her racing heartbeat. She could very well be about to knock on a killer’s door and confront him. She mentally psyched herself up, then knocked firmly on Bob’s door.

It opened slowly, with a creak, no more than an inch. Ali’s heart hammered as she tipped her head sideways attempting to see through the gap. But beyond lay only darkness.

“Bob?” she called out.

Her voice was met by silence.

Ali was about to push the door open when it was suddenly pulled inward, fully wide, and Bottomless Pit Bob bounced right into view wearing nothing but his underpants, brandishing a lamp in his good arm.

Ali’s heart flew into her mouth and she reeled back in shock. “Stop!” she cried, bringing her hands up to protect her face.

“What do you want?” Bob demanded, shaking the lamp threateningly, waving it in her face like a sword. His eyes flashed wildly.

Despite Ali’s attempts to prepare herself for anything, nothing could have prepared her for that!

“Bob!” she cried, bringing her hands up in a truce. “It’s me! Ali Sweet! You were in my bakery yesterday!”

“I know who you are!” Bob yelled back, shaking the lamp again, his bloodshot eyes growing even wider. “You’re the one who killed my friend!”

Tremors of fear peeled through Ali’s whole body. She wished once again for Scruff to appear. The little stray was very protective of her and would never let anyone threaten her like that, not without giving them a bite or two for their troubles. And considering how vulnerable Bob currently was standing there in nothing but his underpants, the last thing he needed was a bite!

“I didn’t kill Gilbert!” Ali yelled.

“Yes you did!” Bob cried. “You’re the person who made the food that poisoned him!”

He looked crazed, and tears were running down his cheeks in earnest. Any confidence Ali had about Bob being the culprit all but vanished. Eunbi had made it sound like he hated Gilbert, like he was annoyed at always being in his shadow. But seeing him now, she could tell he was even more cut up about Gilbert’s death than even Eunbi was.

“If I killed Gilbert, why would I be here?” Ali cried. 

“To kill me, too!” Bob yelled, waving the lamp.

“I’m investigating!” Ali exclaimed. “So, please. Just put the lamp down. Let’s talk.”

For the first time, Bob faltered. Rather than crazed and paranoid, he looked vulnerable standing there in his white pants, with his belly hanging over the top of the waistband. 

He slowly lowered the lamp. “You’re investigating?” 

“Yes,” Ali assured him. “Someone murdered your friend, and they’re trying to pin it on me. I’m not your enemy, Bob. Someone else is.”

For some reason, her words seemed to be getting through. Bob seemed to be coming back to his senses. His gaze darted left and right down the corridor. 

“You’d better get inside,” he said, ushering her into his unlit hotel room.

As Ali scurried into the hotel room, Bob checked the corridor both ways once more, then shut the door behind them with a click. 

Immediately, the light from the hallway was cut off and darkness descended. A tingle went up Ali’s spine. If her hunch was wrong, she was now standing inside the pitch-black room of a paranoid, crazy, potentially unstable murderer. 

She heard the scraping sound of the lock being clicked into place and gulped. Now she was trapped. There was no way out. If she’d gotten too close to the truth and Bob wanted her out of the way forever, she had handed him the perfect opportunity to do so. 

“Sit,” Bob’s voice commanded behind her. 

“Where?” Ali replied, fighting to keep her own voice steady. “I can’t see a thing.”

Suddenly, light flooded the room. Ali turned to see Bob crouching by the wall socket. The lamp he’d been using as a weapon was plugged in.

“Sorry,” he said, standing back up. “The main light’s broken.”

Now that she could see, Ali’s fear began to subside a little. Bob’s room was just as modest as Eunbi’s, with dated, dark wood furnishing and faded floral curtains. With only a single lamp to light the place, it also had a strange, seedy feel about it, like Ali wouldn’t be surprised to find a bunch of mobsters playing pool and smoking cigars in the bathroom. 

She felt some of the fear ebb out of her. It certainly helped that Bob was no longer brandishing a makeshift weapon in her face.

“Do you really think you can find out who killed Gilbert?” came Bob’s voice, breaking through her ruminations.

Ali turned to face him. 

“I do,” she said confidently. “But I need your help.”

Bob blinked, looked perplexed. “Me? How?”

“I need you to be honest with me and answer my questions. That’s the only way I can build up a clear picture and get to the truth.”

Bob sank down onto the edge of his bed, his shoulders slumped as if Ali’s statement about honesty and truth were heavy weights pulling him down. He made for a pitiful figure. 

“Fine,” he muttered. “I’ll tell you whatever you need to know.”

“Good,” Ali replied. 

She lowered herself into the chair next to the dresser. She still didn’t trust Bob, especially after his paranoid, lamp-wielding routine, and she perched on the edge of her seat ready to run for the door if she needed to. 

She cleared her throat and began in a calm voice. “You and Gilbert were rivals for years. Is that right?”

“On the stage and TV,” Bob replied. “But in reality we’re pretty close. Were close, I should say.” He sniffed loudly, and tears began to roll down his big apple cheeks once again.

“But your goal was to beat him one day,” Ali pushed. “Wasn’t it?”

“Of course.”

“And you never did. Until yesterday…”

Bob’s head darted up and he narrowed his eyes, glaring at her with offense. Ali couldn’t blame him. It was a loaded statement. Any fool could read right between lines.

“Yesterday’s win doesn’t count,” Bob snapped. “At least, not as far as I’m concerned. I wanted to beat Gilbert, yes, but I wanted to do it fair and square. I wanted to be the best, not the best by default. This victory is cheap. Not to mention the steep cost. If I didn’t have debt to pay, I’d turn down the win altogether.”

“You need the money?” Ali queried. “What for?” 

Bob pressed his lips together like he’d suddenly realized he’d said too much. “Same as anyone needs money,” he mumbled, noncommittally. “Rent. Bills.” He shrugged, trying to play it off nonchalantly. “This is my job, after all. I work for my payday just like everyone else does.”

Ali watched him cautiously. “Did you need the money so bad you killed your friend for it?”

Her question was like the straw that broke the camel’s back. Bob’s demeanor instantly changed from downtrodden and suspicious to furious and defensive. “You think I poisoned my friend?” he said, leaping to his feet. “How? When?”

Ali stood too. “Before the contest started. Someone contaminated the buns. Was it you?”

“Maybe you should ask all the people who were with me the morning before the contest before you start throwing around accusations?”

“The other competitors?” Ali replied. “Yeah, I heard about this. You’re all one another’s alibi. Kind of convenient.”

“Convenient,” Bob echoed. “I guess it is. Because all the competitors have rooms in the hotel so we can go and ask them.”

“Right now?”

“Right now.”

“Fine.”

Bob marched straight out the door, so wound up by the whole conversation he didn’t even stop to grab his bathrobe. Ali was left floundering, and she raced after him to catch up.

“You know you said you’d be honest with me,” Ali said as she hop-skipped along the corridor after him. “I told you I was going to ask difficult questions.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Bob muttered, his belly jiggling over the tight elastic of his underpants as he stomped angrily along the corridor. “Maybe one day someone will accuse you of being your best friend’s killer, then you’ll know how it feels.”

He halted suddenly outside a door and rapped his knuckles against it. 

“Who is that?” a muffled voice sounded from inside, and a moment later, the door was opened and a bleary-eyed man stood before them. 

Ali recognized him immediately as one of the competitors, and a horrible feeling of déjà vu overcame her as she remembered the terrible moment Gilbert had staggered off the stage clutching his throat. 

“Hunter,” Bob said to the disoriented man. “Can you please tell this nosy woman how it works backstage before the contest?”

“What?” the man replied, blinking against the harsh light beaming from the ugly wall sconces in the corridor.

“I said, please tell this interfering, meddling, downright rude woman, how there’s no way I could have killed Gilbert because I was in the competitors’ tent with you before the contest.”

“That’s true,” the man, Hunter, said. “Now can I go back to sleep? It’s the goddamn middle of the night.” He shut the door in Bob’s face without even waiting for an answer. 

“This way!” Bob yelled to Ali, marching off along the corridor.

Ali hopped to keep up. “Look. Bob. Stop. I get it.” She reached for his good arm and halted him. “I’m sorry I offended you. But I understand now. You’re a family. A tight-knit group. But the truth of the matter is, it had to have been an inside job. The security guard wouldn’t have let anyone get past without the right pass. I know from experience.”

Bob put his hands on his hips. “But you know there’s a bunch more people backstage than just the competitors. There’s the staff. The camera crew. Mad Frank…”

Ali gasped. Mad Frank! Of course!

All this time, she’d been thinking the motive could be revenge or payback. Some kind of crime of passion. But what if it was something different entirely? A crime of… convenience. What if Mad Frank himself had poisoned one of the competitors for the media buzz? For the attention. The man dressed as a pirate, for goodness’ sake, he was clearly fond of attention.

She looked at Bob, her nerves crackling now with the sudden lead. “What do you think?”

Bob shook his head. “Frank? The killer? No. No way. Having a competitor die makes his contest look bad.”

“It also stirs up controversy.”

“There are other ways to do that! Better ways.”

“Like neon flyers?” Ali shot back. “Compare them to the amount of noise Gilbert’s death generated online.” 

She was thinking specifically of the Armchair Sleuths website Piper was hooked on. It had taken barely any time for the forum to explode with content. Gilbert’s death had generated a huge amount of buzz, and as loath as Ali was to admit it, that sort of free publicity was worth its weight in gold. 

Ali started pacing back and forth. 

“Think about how it went down at the contest,” she said, expanding on her thoughts. “Mad Frank kept MCing even when it was obvious Gilbert was having difficulties. He made a joke while he was staggering off the stage. He didn’t show any genuine concern for Gilbert’s welfare at all. And he even left his mic on so the staff member who told him about the death “accidentally” broadcast it to the entire audience.” She paused and looked at Bob. “And all this while the cameras were rolling.” She clapped. “The buzz was immediate.”

Bob blinked at her. “I mean…I guess.”

He didn’t sound convinced that his costume-wearing boss could orchestrate such a thing, but his reticence did nothing to diminish Ali’s enthusiasm. She felt like she was really onto something now and her thoughts collided in her mind to form a coherent picture.

“Is Frank staying at this hotel too?” she asked Bob.

He laughed like he’d never heard something so ridiculous. “No, of course not. He always stays at a luxury one. The best in town.”

Ali knew exactly where the best hotel in town was. In the swanky downtown area to the east. And it was run by…Sullivan Raine. The very man whose company’s name had been emblazoned across the banner at the contest and announced in place of Seth’s.

Figures… Ali thought, adding the new pieces of information to the picture she was painting of Mad Frank in her head.

She headed for the door.

“Wait,” Bob said. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to speak to Frank.”

“Are you going to accuse him of murder?” Bob looked pained at the thought.

“I’m just going to ask him some questions. Get some clarification.” 

She paused at the door and regarded the poor man sitting on the bed. He looked so sad, with his belly hanging out and his broken arm, and his tear-stained face. She felt compelled to say something.

“I know it’s hard to think one of your own betrayed you. But Gilbert deserves the truth.”

Bob simply hung his head and began to softly weep.

Ali left, shutting the door quietly behind her as the sound of crying followed her back along the corridor. 


 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

 

Ali was in full on sleuthing mode as she raced in the direction of the Raine Hotel, nestled in its ocean-facing hillside spot among the trees, its windows glittering in the darkness. Her mind was buzzing with a theory that seemed as outlandish and conspiratorial as Carys’s. But it also made perfect sense to her that the person who’d killed Gilbert would be his money-hungry boss. 

Ali was so distracted by her thoughts, she forgot all about Scruff, and the sound of a bark coming from behind startled her. 

Her footsteps clattered to a halt on the boardwalk and she swirled around. The stray was bounding toward her, helicoptering his tail as he ran. 

He must have been waiting for her the whole time she’d been inside the Willow Bay Inn speaking to Eunbi and Bob, and the thought filled Ali with gratitude. It made all the difference to know he had her back during this whole fraught adventure to clear her name. That she was not alone. 

She bent down and opened her arms. Scruff jumped right into them.

“Hi, Li’l Dude,” she said as he licked her face. “Looks like it’s just you and me against the world.”

She glanced in the direction of the Raine Hotel and found her resolve, then placed Scruff down. 

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get this over and done with.”

She marched onward.

Sullivan Raine’s new hotel was, on the inside, exactly how Ali had expected. In many ways, it was an extension of the Texan property mogul’s personality—loud, flashy, and overbearing. The floors were made of marble. Gold statues and big chandeliers adorned the place. In one corner was a grand piano, where a woman in a slinky red silk dress played a jazzy number, and a long, large black granite bar stretched across the entire width of the room, filled to the brim with every type of liquor in the world. 

Ali could very easily picture Sullivan Raine stomping around the place with his puffed out chest and cowboy boots. What she couldn’t picture was the usual tourists to Willow Bay enjoying a place like this. And indeed, they did not, because it was extremely quiet inside—just one barman cleaning glasses and a couple of waiting staff attending to a small group of diners sitting at one of the low side tables. Clearly this was not the sort of place Mad Frank fans could afford to stay at. 

But there was someone sitting at the bar that Ali recognized immediately as being associated with the Mad Frank family. Because they were still dressed in their zany pirate costume. It was none other than Mad Frank himself.

Ali clenched her hands into fists. Mad Frank was celebrating when one of his competitors was lying dead in the morgue? She couldn’t believe how disrespectful his behavior was. That fact alone pushed him all the way up her suspect list to the top.

Just then, she heard a bark from behind and turned to see Scruff standing in the open doorway like a sentry. Ali held up her palm, telling him to wait. If the dog got inside, she’d be thrown out for sure and lose her chance to interrogate Mad Frank.

Luckily, Scruff seemed to understand. He stayed where he was, wagging his tail with expectation.

Ali took a deep breath and turned back to the bar. Finding her confidence, she marched over and slid onto the stool beside Mad Frank. She leaned her chin on her fist. “How’s it going?” she said.

Mad Frank turned to look at her, his eyelids heavy with booze. He had dark purple bags under his eyes and looked like he was wearing the weight of the world on his shoulders. He also stank of alcohol and seemed so sloshed he could barely stay upright on his stool. 

Ali realized he wasn’t celebrating at all. He was grieving… 

“Well, hello there,” he slurred.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” Ali continued.

“Should I?” Mad Frank replied with a hiccup, and he reached out to touch her blonde braid with his fingertips.

Figures, Ali thought, swishing her braid behind her shoulder out of reach. From all she’d learned of Mad Frank, it seemed like he didn’t care very much about the external hire staff who worked for him.

“I’m the baker,” she told him. “Ali Sweet.”

Mad Frank’s expression turned suddenly hostile. “The baker who poisoned my best friend?”

Ali tutted and shook her head. “Everyone keeps saying that, but no one’s looking at the facts of the matter. This was an inside job. If anyone here is a killer, it’s you!”

So much for subtlety. All her plans flew out the window. She was just too frustrated with everyone pointing the finger of blame at her to fake it anymore.

She braced herself, expecting Mad Frank to lose it like Bob had. But instead, the fight seemed to go right out of him. He stared down into his whiskey glass as if searching for the answer to all of life’s problems.

“I didn’t kill Gil,” Mad Frank said, sounding defeated. “Why would I?”

Ali didn’t know what to make of his change in demeanor. One minute he’d been accusing her of being the killer, but the second she turned the tables on him he seemed to deflate. It felt to Ali a little bit like he was admitting to his guilt?

“Why don’t you tell me?” she said, turning the question back on him. “What reason would you have to kill Gilbert Brown? Attention?” The sort of man who dressed as a pirate and spent his life on stage in front of adoring crowds presumably craved it.

Mad Frank let out a derisive snort. “Attention? For being liable for someone dying during my contest? That’s not the sort of thing you want following around.” 

“Money, then?” Ali offered. “I suspect a whole load of media types will be clamoring for interviews with you after this. Surely that will only add to the Mad Frank kudos.”

He shook his head. “You think this is going to do my business any good? I’m ruined.” He grabbed his whiskey glass and drained it.

“Hatred, then?” Ali suggested, not letting up for a second. “A longstanding grudge.”

Mad Frank glowered at her with a drunk, dopey, unfocused gaze. He was starting to get riled again, she could tell, and that was exactly where she wanted him. Emotional, heated up, and more likely to blab. 

“He’s my oldest friend,” Mad Frank said. “My best friend. Me and Gil go way back. He was my best man. At all seven of my weddings!” 

He thrust his hand into his pocket and Ali leapt up, terrified he was about to pull a weapon on her. But instead, he pulled out his wallet and a concertina of photos in plastic wallets came flying out.

“See!” he continued, thrusting them toward her. “Here we are. Me and Gilbert at wedding one. Me and Gilbert at wedding two…”

Ali scanned the photos as he flicked through them. There were many pictures including Gilbert, Frank, and Bob as well, going way back into the past, at various special occasions together—weddings, christenings, Christmases. 

Now she could see the extent to their friendship, Ali felt uncertain. But was there a slim chance something had recently soured between them? She needed to do some more prying to find out. But would Mad Frank talk? She’d already insulted him quite badly by accusing him in the first place. How could she repair the bridge to get him to talk?

“Let me get you a drink,” Ali said.

Mad Frank looked down into his empty glass, then back up at her. “Sure. Whiskey.” Then he frowned. “Wait. Who are you again?”

Ali smirked. He was so drunk he’d already forgotten their earlier encounter. That was too easy. 

“Just a fan,” she said, smiling sweetly.

This time, she was going to make sure she kept on his good side.

“Oh,” Mad Frank said, sinking into his stool.

Ali waved to the barman. “Whiskey, please.”

 

*

 

By the time Ali staggered out of the Raine Hotel, she felt dazed. Her conversation with Mad Frank had gone in endless circles, making her head spin and leaving her dizzy. But despite the infuriating Groundhog Day situation, one thing had remained consistent: Mad Frank’s answers. For a drunk, barely coherent man to keep a lie straight was unheard of. But not once did Mad Frank divert from his statements. He and Gilbert Brown were lifelong buddies, there was no bad blood between them, and he was as devastated by his death as the rest of them. Which meant Ali was back at square one without any leads to pursue.

Ali headed down the hill in the direction of the boardwalk. She’d made it ten paces when Scruff came rushing to her side.

She reached down and petted him between the ears. 

“I don’t know, boy,” she said with a sigh. “Looks like I’ve hit another dead end.”

He barked sympathetically.

Ali yawned deeply. It had been a long, long day, and she felt exhausted. She was also at the end of her trail.

“Maybe we should go home? Sleep on it?”

He barked a yes, and they headed away. Tomorrow was another day, and Ali was determined that it would be the last day Gilbert Brown’s murder remained unsolved. She just had to find that clue. That one little nugget. It was out there, somewhere. She just had to find it.


 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Ali was woken by the sound of pounding on her door. She sat up, blinking, surprised to discover herself sitting on the couch. She must’ve fallen straight to sleep the moment she got home. 

Scruff was on the couch beside her, curled up into a little ball, snoring blissfully. He raised his head as the pounding on the door continued and let out a disgruntled whine.

Bleary-eyed and disoriented, Ali dragged her tired body off the couch and went to the door. She was just about to open it when she paused. Memories of yesterday evening’s interrogations of the Mad Frank posse came flooding back to her, and she recalled the way every single person she’d spoken to seemed to think she was the killer. What if that was some crazed Gilbert The Gobbler fan banging on her door to exact revenge? 

She pressed her ear against the door instead. “Who is it?” she called.

A small voice floated through. “Carys.”

“Carys?” Ali repeated, frowning with confusion. What possible reason did her ex’s new girlfriend have to be pounding on her door first thing in the morning? 

She tugged the latch and hauled the door open. The young woman was standing on her doorstep in her dark green Best Hot Dogs polo shirt and red baseball cap, her brown hair held back into its usual glossy ponytail. She was framed by the beach and the calm blue waves, which were at odds with the pained expression on her face. 

Ali’s instant thought was that something had happened to Nate.

“What is it?” she asked, her heart rate spiking. “Did something happen to Nate?”

“No, not Nate!” Carys cried, shaking her head so hard her ponytail swung back and forth. “It’s Seth!”

Ali couldn’t get her brain into gear, but she could hear the urgency in Carys’s voice. 

“Seth?” she echoed.

“Yes! Seth!” Carys cried, and she grabbed her arm and tried to tug her out the door.

Ali dug her heels firmly in. “Wait,” she said. “I need my keys. And my phone. And a change of clothes.”

“There’s no time!” Carys cried, urgently, tugging even harder.

Whatever was going on with Seth, it was clearly more pressing than a fresh pair of socks, so Ali stopped resisting and Carys pulled her out the door. She reached back to slam the door closed after her, and Scruff came careening out just in the nick of time. 

Together, the three ran along the boardwalk in the early morning sunshine. 

Ali panted as she tried to keep up with Carys.

“If Delaney could see me now,” she quipped in reference to her super sporty friend who was always trying to whip her into shape.

The morning air was enough to bring Ali sharply to her senses, and as she watched Carys’s glossy brown ponytail swinging back and forth like a pendulum in front of her, she suddenly remembered all the terrible rumors the vengeful young woman had been spreading about her on the Armchair Sleuths website. 

“Hey,” Ali called ahead, accelerating until she drew up beside her. “Why did you write all those horrible rumors about me online?” 

Carys’s face went bright red. She avoided making eye contact. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Armchair Sleuths,” Ali panted. “SurferC. I may be older than you, but that doesn’t make me computer illiterate. You said I was a cheater.”

“Well, you are.”

“No. I’m not.”

“You cheated on Nate.”

“It wasn’t like that. Nate and I were never really a couple.”

“That’s not what he thinks.”

Ali huffed. She didn’t have enough air in her lungs to argue the semantics, and now was obviously not the right time for it. Being called a cheater was not the worst thing Carys had said, and it was definitely not the most damaging.

Ali reached out and took her arm, stopping her in her tracks. “You accused me of being a serial killer. Why would you do that?”

Carys’s face went red. Perhaps it was just from the exertion, but Ali hoped Carys felt at least a little bit ashamed about what she’d done. 

She folded her arms defiantly. “You’re always involved in bad stuff. The cops are at your bakery constantly. And you take a weird interest in every crime in Willow Bay.”

Now it was Ali’s turn to blush. Everything she’d said was true. “That doesn’t give you the right to spread malicious rumors about me online.”

Carys glowered at her like a petulant child. “We don’t have time for this. Seth needs you.” She scoffed and rolled her eyes. “The whole world doesn’t revolve around you, Ali.”

And with that, she took off at a trot along the boardwalk again.

Their conversation had been thoroughly frustrating. Ali had gotten nowhere with her. It had felt very much like talking to a stubborn teenager. But she was right about Seth needing her right now, so Ali dropped the subject and continued to sprint after her. 

As they drew closer to Best Hot Dogs, Ali spotted the cause of Carys’s panic. Cops. At least two, standing outside the store, beside their two motorbikes. 

Ali squinted ahead and spotted yet more cops and cruisers. It looked like they were raiding Seth’s hot dog store.

“Oh no!” she cried.

Her gaze fell to Detective Callihan among the uniformed officers. She beelined for him.

“Sebastian? What’s going on?”

At the sound of her voice, Detective Callihan’s face darted up. He locked eyes with her and his expression instantly turned a thousand times more stressed. It was the opposite reaction he’d had when she’d bumped into him at the contest. Back then, he’d looked delighted to accidentally run into her. Now, he looked like he wished it was anyone else in the world walking up to him.

He glanced quickly over his shoulder. Detective Elton was standing with another cop, busy in conversation. She had yet to notice Ali and Carys approach, and Callihan seemed to jump at the opportunity to make sure she never found out. He marched toward Ali and grasped her by the elbow, steering her away from Detective Elton. Scruff growled at him as he directed Ali to a discreet area behind a palm tree.

“Hey,” she said, pulling her arm free from him. “What was that all about?”

He spoke in a low, hushed, urgent voice. “You need to lay low.”

“What? Why?”

“We got the results of the forensics tests back. The oyster sauce was the poisoning agent, just as we suspected. It was traced to the hot dogs, not the buns.”

Ali felt a flutter of relief for herself in her chest to know she hadn’t caused a man’s death. “But that means I’m off the hook. So why do I need to lay low?”

Detective Callihan flashed her an exasperated look. “Don’t be naive, Ali. You lied about Seth prepping the hot dogs! It looks like you’re covering for him because you know something.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Ali explained. “Emilio didn’t want to throw Seth under the bus for no reason.”

“I know that,” Callihan snapped. “And you know that. But Elton? You should know better than to give her ammo! Now she’s like a bloodhound with a scent.” He shook his head furiously.

Ali pressed her lips together, annoyed with herself. She’d known all along Emilio’s strategy would backfire. In not wanting to throw Seth under the bus, Emilio’s actions had thrown them both under the bus instead!

Just then, a hubbub broke out from behind. Ali and Sebastian dipped their heads around the side of the palm tree to see a cop walking out of Seth’s store with her arms full of bottles of oyster sauce. They were black bottles with gold writing, instantly recognizable as the same brand that had been found at the scene.

Detective Elton looked thrilled. “We need to get Seth Best down to the station for some questioning.” She looked around. “Where’s Callihan?”

Ali glanced over at him. His jaw was clenched with evident frustration. 

He marched out from behind the tree. “I’m here. You want to issue a warrant for Seth Best’s arrest?”

Detective Elton regarded him skeptically. “Yes.” Then her gaze went to the tree. 

Ali ducked back out of sight, but it was too late. She heard the detective’s boots thud against the boardwalk, then she appeared in front of her. 

Her eyes narrowed with distaste. “Miss Sweet, I was going to send someone out to ask you a few follow-up questions. But you’ve saved me a trip.”

Ali gulped as Detective Elton advanced on her like a dark, looming shadow.

“What questions?” she asked, trying to hold her ground and sound confident.

“It’s come to our attention you withheld information from us regarding Mr. Best being another chef at the event,” Detective Elton said, and an unreadable expression crossed her face. Her smirk turned into a malevolent grin like the Grinch. “Nothing would give me more pleasure than to charge you with attempting to derail an investigation, so perhaps you’d like to explain to me why you thought it was a good idea to lie to a police officer?”

Thanks to Sebastian’s heads-up, Ali knew the question was coming, and she already had the answer on the tip of her tongue.

“Actually, we weren’t asked who the chefs were. We were asked which premises the food was prepared at. And we gave the answer—my bakery, Seaside Sweets. After that, no further questions were asked. Neither Emilio nor I lied.”

Detective Elton turned sharply to face Callihan and glowered. “Is this true?” she snapped.

Callihan floundered. “Um… yes. Actually, it is true. That’s as far as the questioning went.”

Ali felt relieved to have dodged Detective Elton’s revenge. But of course the detective wasn’t about to leave it there. 

“Yes, I remember the EMTs showing me the official report. Emilio Rossi was the chef, and Seaside Sweets was the official premise. That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“And you cooked everything for the entire event in your little bakery kitchen? In that tiny little space, you, Seth, and Emilio were able to cook five hundred buns and a thousand hot dogs?”

Ali hesitated. She knew lying now was a bad idea. She’d have to come clean. “The hot dogs were cooked in Emilio’s pizzeria.”

“How interesting,” Detective Elton replied. She smiled at Detective Callihan. “We have another scene to search.” Then she turned on her heel and marched away.

Sebastian watched her go, then took a deep breath and turned his focus back to Ali. 

“Go home, Ali. Please. And I’m begging you, stay out of this.”

 

*

 

Ali headed home as instructed, with Scruff in tow. And that was where her compliance with Sebastian’s warning ended. There was no way she was staying out of this! It was time to do some armchair sleuthing of her own.

She grabbed her laptop. Since her interrogations hadn’t yielded any fruitful results so far, Ali decided to take a different approach. She started by researching Mad Frank’s origins. 

The first contest started over twenty years earlier, in New York City. It was an advertising gimmick for Mad Frank’s hot dog stall, with the original prize being a year’s free hot dogs. But as Ali continued reading she was astonished to see that these days, the prizes were now huge cash lump sums. For the Double-Dog Chow Down taking place in Willow Bay, first place for winning the competition was $25k, with $10k for the runner up. Which meant Bob’s movement from second position to first had more than doubled the handout he’d received.

Ali was shocked. She had no idea there was that kind of money in competitive hot dog eating. And the more she looked into it, the more surprised she became. Some of the highest earners in competitive eating had three-figure incomes from just a few contests a year.

She wondered about Gilbert. He was the undisputed king of competitive eating according to everyone at Mad Frank’s and he’d been doing it since the beginning.

She typed Gilbert Brown worth into the task bar, and pulled up a site about famous people’s earnings. 

“Two million dollars!” she exclaimed as her gaze found the figure.

She kept scrolling through the information. Gilbert had been married but was divorced and single at the time of his death. He had one child from his marriage, a son, Scott, who was now nineteen.

Ali hated to think this way, but that meant there was a sole inheritor of his estate. Could Gilbert’s son have decided to kill his father for his fortune?

As a family member, he would certainly have known about his father’s deadly allergy. Perhaps he’d used the contest as a cover, knowing suspicion would fall on the chefs rather than himself.

Ali clicked on the images tab, and scrolled until she found a photo of Gilbert with his son. But when she clicked on the image to enlarge it, she jumped with surprise. She knew that face! It was the jerk who’d bumped into her at the contest and spilled her drink. The entitled guy in the STANFORD UNIVERSITY ROWING TEAM T-shirt.

“Scruff!” Ali cried to the pup sitting on the couch beside her. “You know what this means, right?”

He leapt to attention and wagged his tail excitedly.

“The sole heir to Gilbert’s fortune was there on the day of his murder! Right place. Right time.”

Scruff barked with triumph and turned a circle. 

Ali turned the new theory in her mind, trying it out for size. Scott Brown was set to inherit his father’s wealth, which gave him the motive. As a family member he knew about Gilbert’s allergy, which gave him the means. There was just one piece of the puzzle missing, and that was whether he had the opportunity.

She and Eunbi had already determined that it had been an inside job, that only someone with access to the backstage area could have planted the sauce. And Bob had given her a rundown of everyone who had access to the backstage area.

Or… had he?

Ali gasped as she cast her mind back to their conversation in the corridors of the Willow Bay Inn. Bob had been reeling off a list all the people who had backstage access but she’d interrupted him when he’d mentioned Mad Frank and had gone off on that whole tangent. What if she’d jumped in preemptively, before he’d had a chance to finish his list and tell her that family members were also allowed backstage? He might have been about to give her the clue she needed to crack the case wide open, and she jumped in too early, derailing the investigation. 

Frustrated with herself, she grabbed her cell phone. There was one person who could clear this mess up. Eunbi.

She called her new friend.

“Are family members allowed backstage?” she asked, the moment the call connected.

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Sorry, what?”

“Family members. Are they allowed backstage? I know staff, camera crew, and competitors can get backstage passes but what about family members?”

“Yeah…” Eunbi said in a small, suspicious voice. “Family members are allowed backstage. Why?”

Ali’s heart leapt into her throat. That was it. Confirmation. Gilbert’s son had been at the contest, right time, right place, with the means, motive, and the opportunity. For the first time, Ali was confident she knew what had happened to Gilbert “The Gobbler” Brown. Now she just had to prove it.

“Ali?” said Eunbi’s voice in her ear. “Why are you asking about family members?”

“No time to explain,” Ali said. “Just call it a hunch.” Then with a hurried “Thanks,” she ended the call and looked at Scruff. “Come on, boy, time for another road trip.”

Scruff’s tail instantly began to wag, and he barked with excitement. Ali was excited too, to have finally found her strongest lead so far. 

It was time to pay Gilbert Brown’s son a visit, and see what he had to say for himself.


 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

It was early evening as Ali pulled up in her car alongside Redwood City creek. In the water, mid-practice, was the Stanford University rowing team. 

“What do you think, Scruff?” she asked the stray in the passenger seat beside her as she watched the boat slice the water. “Is Scott Brown a trust fund kid, reaping the benefits of his father’s work at an expensive school?”

Scruff barked in the affirmative. 

“That’s what I thought too,” Ali replied.

She parked her car and shut off the engine, then she and Scruff exited the vehicle. It hadn’t been hard to track the boy down. The Stanford University rowing team had a bunch of information online, including both the location of their practices—Redwood City Creek—and the schedule. Luckily for Ali, it seemed the university took rowing very seriously; they practiced every day, and late on into the evening.

She rested her behind against her car hood and watched the boats racing out then back in again. As the boats drew closer, she singled out Scott Brown. He looked so different from when he’d been at the contest—older, more serious and mature. Perhaps she was seeing the effects of grief on his face? Or perhaps she was seeing a guilty conscience instead?

The boats stopped by the jetty and the rowers climbed out one by one. They conversed together for a short while, then took off in different directions.

Ali followed Scott with her eyes as he made his way slowly up the hill toward the harbor-side road where she was parked. As soon as he was close enough to hear, she made her move. 

She pushed off the car hood and walked boldly up to him. “Hi, Scott. Remember me?”

He looked her up and down suspiciously, then his gaze roved all over her face. “No. Should I?”

“You spilled a drink on me during Mad Frank’s hot dog eating—”

“Shh!” Scott interrupted, and he took her by the elbow and steered her away from the rest of the rowing team.

Talk about suspicious, Ali thought as he marched her away.

Scruff followed, his fur standing on end, his teeth bared, and he yapped angrily at Scott’s rough treatment of Ali.

“Can you shut your dog up?” Scott said between his teeth, as he shoved her behind a tree out of sight.

“He’ll shut up just as soon as you let go of me,” she replied, coolly, glancing down at his hand still latched tightly around her arm.

Scott huffed and let go. Scruff instantly fell silent.

“So what is this?” Scott demanded. “Did you drive all the way here over a spilled drink?” He looked as incredulous as he sounded.

Ali put her hands on her hips. “No. Although I’m glad you recognize me. My partner certainly gave you a scare.”

She referenced the moment Detective Callihan had flashed his badge in a way she hoped implied that she was also in law enforcement. Scott had responded well to it before, and it may give her some headway here.

“I came all the way here because your dad was murdered yesterday,” Ali continued. “And you’ve come back to the university acting like nothing happened.”

“What else am I supposed to do?” Scott snapped. “My life doesn’t stop just because his did.”

Ali winced. Scott was coming across as cold and callous, and his behavior was making her a thousand times more suspicious of him than she’d been before she set out on this journey. He was exactly the spoiled trust fund kid she’d anticipated him to be. But whether he was also a cold-blooded murderer was an entirely different question altogether.

Ali needed to know more about Scott. He was already proving himself to be hot-headed and quick to temper, and she was confident that the more she got him to speak, the more she turned up the heat, the more she got under his skin, the more he’d show his true colors.

“Do they even know?” Ali asked, nodding over to the group he’d tugged her away from. 

“My rowing team?” he said, gruffly, mopping his sweaty neck with his towel. “No. Why would I tell them?”

“Because they’re your friends?”

He shrugged. “We’re teammates. That’s all.”

“Your father’s been murdered,” Ali stated. “And you don’t want anyone to know?”

Scott was starting to look stressed now. “It’s not that. It’s the whole…” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “…competitive eating thing I don’t want them to know about.”

Ali could hear the anxiety in his voice. Was he ashamed of how his father had made his fortune? So ashamed he’d rather keep his father’s murder hidden than risk anyone working out the source of his wealth?

“So you didn’t tell anyone where you went yesterday?” Ali asked. “And you came straight back to school afterwards because you knew if you missed practice they’d ask questions?”

He nodded. “I was supposed to go down the night before straight after practice. I had a room at an inn. But my roommates stayed up drinking and I couldn’t get away unnoticed. In the end, I left campus before anyone else in my dorm woke up. I got to Willow Bay pretty early and hung around in the backstage tent, then went out to watch the contest just before it started, which was when I spilled the soda on you.” He paused. “Sorry about that, by the way.”

Ali regarded him with suspicion. It seemed that now the floodgates had been opened, Scott Brown had plenty to say. So she stood back, giving him space and time. He readily filled in the blanks.

“Look, I know you think I’m just some heartless frat boy. But I’m not. I love watching my dad compete, I just never told him.” He looked down at his feet and sighed heavily. “And now I’ll never get the chance.”

Ali really didn’t know what to make of any of this. Had Scott worked out why she’d really come to see him, because she suspected he was the killer, or was he really as clueless as he seemed? Had he spun a story, trying to prove he had no motive and accidentally placed himself at the scene of the crime—backstage—at the right time, just before the contest started? This whole conversation could simply be an act. Maybe he was trying to present himself as a kid who hadn’t grown a backbone yet. She would have to dig deeper if she wanted to get to the truth, and try to catch him in a lie.

“You were in the competitors’ tent?” she queried. “Before the contest started?”

“Yes. Why? Why are you asking?”

“Because I’ve spoken to all the competitors who were there. Everyone is everyone else’s alibi. But no one mentioned your name.”

“Wait…” Scott said, as a look of dawning overcame him. “What do you mean alibi? Why do I need an alibi?” Then fury descended upon his features. “Do you think I killed my dad?”

He stepped toward Ali, but Scruff went back on his haunches and growled angrily. Scott halted in his tracks, looking pained and confused.

“Did you?” Ali asked.

Scott ran his hands through his mop of hair. “I can’t believe this,” he muttered. “I can’t believe you’re even asking me this!”

He looked shifty, and he’d failed to give her an alibi to prove he wasn’t the killer. But before Ali had a chance to ask him any more questions, her cell phone started to ring.

She held a finger up to Scott, gesturing she’d be one minute, then retrieved her phone from her pocket. Sebastian Callihan’s name was flashing on the screen.

“I have to take this,” she told Scott, making a mental note of the look of relief that washed over his face. The phrase saved by the bell sprang to mind.

She paced away and answered the call. “Seb? Is everything okay?”

“I need you at the bakery.”

She glanced over at Scott, who was pacing back and forth looking stressed under the watchful eye of Scruff.

“I’m kind of in the middle of something,” she said into the phone. “Can it wait?” 

“Not really. Elton has a warrant to search your premises.”

Ali’s chest sank. “Oh.”

“Exactly,” Detective Callihan replied. “So you’d better get here ASAP.”

Ali glanced around her at Redwood City Creek. She was a whole three-hour drive from home.

“Bit of a snag,” she confessed. “I’m not in Willow Bay.”

On the other end of the line, she heard Callihan inhale sharply. She could just picture his stern, disappointed face. 

“Ali,” he said in a strained voice. “Where are you?”

“Redwood City…” Ali replied, meekly.

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Finally, Callihan spoke, sounding weary. “I’ll stall as long as I can.”

The call cut out. 

Ali slid her phone back into her pocket. She looked at Scott.

“I have to go,” she said. “But this isn’t over. I’m not stopping this investigation until I find out once and for all who killed your dad. And trust me when I say, if you’re hiding anything, I will find out.”

And with that, Ali marched away back to her car.


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Ali drove back to the bakery at breakneck speed, her mind turning over the heated conversation with Scott the whole way. She hadn’t gotten the answers she’d wanted, and if anything, she had ended up with more questions than she’d started with. Scott’s behavior had seemed suspicious, and something about his story didn’t quite add up to Ali. The whole thing about staying overnight at the inn but not being able to leave until the morning didn’t make sense to her, almost as if he’d shoe-horned it in because he assumed everyone would think the food was contaminated with oyster sauce during the cooking process, rather than being tampered with in the morning. By spinning a bizarre story, he’d only drawn more attention to himself. And he’d put himself at the scene of the crime… 

“What do you think, Scruff?” Ali said aloud, when she realized she’d been silently ruminating over it alone for an unhealthily long amount of time. 

The sound of silence met her, and she glanced over to the passenger seat to see the pup was fast asleep.

She smiled. Poor Scruff. He was really doing his absolute most to protect her during her investigation, and he’d completely tuckered himself out. She’d have to reward him with the world’s best Jumbo bone when this was all over.

It was dark by the time she pulled up outside the bakery. But not dark enough to hide the scene of utter chaos. There were police cars everywhere, flashing blue and white lights for all to see. Conspicuous white CSI vans gleamed in the moonlight, their logos emblazoned on the side in bold writing. To anyone passing by, this would look like the most incriminating set-up ever, and Ali couldn’t help but suspect that Detective Elton had specifically chosen to cause as much fanfare as possible.

Just then, Ali spotted a bunch of furniture piled up outside. 

“Don’t tell me Elton already started the search!” she yelled aloud, waking Scruff in the process.

The dog raised his sleepy head, growled, then leapt to his feet at the sight of all the mayhem. He started to bark loudly.

“That’s what I thought,” Ali told him.

She shoved open the driver’s side door, and marched toward the chaos, Scruff scurrying along behind her to keep up.

Ali was just about to give the closest police officer a piece of her mind, when she stopped in her tracks. The furniture piled up outside was not hers. It had not come from inside Seaside Sweets. In fact, she didn’t recognize any of the things stacked haphazardly around the place. 

“What the…?” she mused aloud, glancing about her with confusion. 

Then it all suddenly fell into place in her mind, and Ali’s stomach plummeted.

The police had conducted a search during her absence, just not of the bakery. They’d searched Emilio’s pizzeria, thoroughly by the looks of things. Their thorough search had torn the place apart until it looked like a disaster zone. And now the same fate awaited her poor bakery!

Ali looked around for Detective Callihan. But just then, she heard a strange sound and became distracted. Among the general hubbub of the cops as they conducted their searches, Ali picked out what sounded like muffled tears. Someone was crying.

She looked around trying to see who it may be. There was no one around, so she followed where the noise was coming from. She discovered Maria, Emilio’s beautiful fiancée, sitting in a heap surrounded by chairs, weeping.

“Maria?” Ali asked, gently.

Maria looked up, her chocolate brown eyes swimming with tears. She pulled herself to her feet and threw an arm in the direction of the cops standing outside the pizzeria. “La polizia? La polizia?”

“I know,” Ali said, sympathetically. “Where is Emilio?”

“Emilio!” she bellowed, angrily, and wiped the tears from her eyes, before beginning a long monologue in Italian. 

Ali did not understand the words she was saying, but she didn’t need to because the sentiment was very clear. Maria was devastated by what was happening. She’d come to California under the impression that she’d been returning to Italy with her fiancé to get married and live happily ever after. Instead, she’d found herself embroiled in a murder mystery, stuck with a pizzeria no one wanted and a load of equipment no one would buy. And now the police were tearing her fiancé’s premises apart while Emilio was MIA. She had every right to be furious and Ali’s heart went out to her.

“I’m sorry, Maria,” she said once the woman’s monologue was finished. 

She patted her hand. And though the two women didn’t speak the same language, Maria’s tears began to slow.

She sniffed, wiped the tears away with the back of her hands, then shook her head of thick, black hair. She kissed Ali’s cheeks, and, head held high, marched away.

Just then, Detective Elton stepped out of the pizzeria, as if drawn out by the sound of their voices. Even in the nighttime she wore her sunglasses, and she tipped them down the bridge of her nose as her gaze fixed right on Ali.

 “At last,” she commented, marching over and thrusting a document at Ali. “This is a search warrant for Seaside Sweets. Unlock your premises. Please.”

“Where’s Sebastian?” Ali asked.

“Detective Callihan,” Detective Elton corrected, “is in the middle of police business. And it has nothing to do with you.”

Ali huffed. There was nothing she could do about this. “Are you turning my bakery upside down like you did Emilio’s pizzeria?”

“If we have to.”

Ali sighed and went over to the bakery to unlock it. 

“It’s all yours,” she told the formidable female detective as she pushed open the door.

Detective Elton beckoned for her team. Ali tensed as she watched dozens of crime scene operatives and police officers file inside to tear the place apart.

Now what? she thought.

Her investigations had been interrupted prematurely in the middle of questioning her prime suspect, and there was no chance now of speaking to him again. If he had any sense, Scott Brown would lawyer up. She may have cleared Seth, Mad Frank, Bottomless Pit Bob, and the rest of the competitive eaters off her list of suspects, but there was still a question mark next to Scott Brown’s name. 

Just then, Ali spotted a figure on the boardwalk approaching. She recognized her straight away. Eunbi. The woman was so small and slight, she was instantly recognizable.

Ali waved to get her attention, and Eunbi spotted her and waved back. But as she drew closer, Ali felt something in her mind shift.

Had she cleared all the competitive eaters off her list of suspects? 

When she’d gone door to door with Bob questioning them all back at the inn, they’d been each other’s alibis. But now she turned it over in her mind again, she realized one crucial person had been left off the list. She’d never actually gone back to Eunbi and tested her alibi! And none of the others had named her specifically. No one had explicitly given her an alibi. Could the killer be… Eunbi?

Suddenly, she was there, materializing before Ali and standing in the bright lights of the flashing police car.

“Hey,” she said, looking nervous. “I’ve been looking for you.”

Ali’s throat suddenly became very dry. “You have? Why?”

Eunbi’s gaze darted left then right, before settling on Ali. “Because I need to tell you something. And I don’t know what you’ll think of me after I do.” She looked over at the beach. “Can we talk?”

Ali nodded. “I think that would be a very good idea…”

She followed Eunbi toward the black, churning sea.


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Ali sat on the beach, knees up to her chest, arms wrapped around them, a pit of dread in her guts. To one side sat Scruff, her confidant and partner. To the other, Eunbi Choi, the woman she thought was becoming a friend, but now suspected may in fact be a murderer…

The competitive eater was gazing out at the sea, ruefully, her morose profile lit by the moonlight. She looked like a woman burdened by a heavy secret.

“What did you want to tell me?” Ali asked, cautiously. Part of her didn’t want to hear what Eunbi had to say. She wanted to remain blissfully unaware, for there to be some other answer, something different. But she knew at the same time, wishing was a useless pursuit. Whatever Eunbi had to tell her, she would have to accept it. Gilbert deserved the truth.

Eunbi kept her gaze on the ocean. “Your call confused me. When you were asking questions about the family. It made me think that you might be looking into Scott Brown.” She turned and fixed her eyes on Ali. “Is he a suspect?”

“He might be.”

“Why? What makes you think it was him?”

Ali felt a flutter of apprehension in her chest. She hadn’t been expecting Eunbi to start questioning her about Scott Brown and it was throwing her for a loop. 

“He has the most motive,” she explained. “He’s a trust fund kid. The sole inheritor of his dad’s substantial fortune. He also had the means, because as a direct relative of Gilbert’s he’d have been privy to the information about his allergy. Finally, he had the opportunity. He was at the contest. I saw him there. And his family pass gave him access to the backstage area, but no one has provided him with an alibi.”

“I can,” Eunbi blurted. “I’m his alibi.”

Ali frowned. “You?”

“We were together before the contest. I can prove it.”

Something in her tone unsettled Ali. She sounded sinister. Ali suddenly had a thought. If Eunbi and Scott were together before the contest, had they committed the crime together? Had they both betrayed Gilbert?

Suddenly, Eunbi shoved her cell phone into Ali’s hand.

Ali frowned. “What is this?”

“Proof.”

Ali glanced down at the screen. She was looking at a photo, time stamped the morning of the contest, of Eunbi Choi and Scott Brown posing together with big grins on their faces and a silly cartoon filter on top.

Ali looked at Eunbi and frowned. “I don’t get it.”

“Keep scrolling,” she said. “There’s more.”

Still frowning with bemusement, Ali scrolled through the images. One after the next after the next. There were thirty minutes’ worth of photos of the two of them posing together while trying out different silly filters.

“This is where Scott and I were before I went on stage,” Eunbi explained. “We were doing this. Just the two of us.”

Ali looked up from the phone and studied her face. “Why?”

“Because he was supposed to come and see me the night before but he couldn’t get away, and we were making up for lost time, I guess…”

Ali’s eyebrows flew up as it suddenly dawned on her what exactly Eunbi was confessing to. Her big secret was that she was Scott Brown’s lover! “You’re a couple?” 

Even in the moonlight, she could see the blush on Eunbi’s cheeks. Eunbi, who was at least the same age as Ali herself, was dating a university student who was a mere nineteen years old. It seemed that Nate and Carys weren’t the only mismatched couple in town.

“We wanted to keep it a secret,” Eunbi explained. “We didn’t want anyone at Mad Frank’s to know. For obvious reasons.”

“Because you’re tight-knit,” Ali said, filling in the blanks in her mind. “Like a family.” 

She thought of the photos Mad Frank had shown her at the hotel bar, of the Christmases and weddings. Scott’s christening had been one of them. How long had Eunbi known him for? Since he was a child? Their relationship certainly gave her the ick factor, and she could see why they’d both want to hide it.

She scrolled through the pictures again, soaking in the irrefutable evidence that her friend Eunbi was not a killer. She had secretly been playing with a photo app with her young lover during the whole time they were unaccounted for, during that small window of opportunity the real killer had to plant the deadly oyster sauce. Eunbi was not a killer. And neither was Scott.

She handed the phone back to Eunbi. “So that’s why Scott was so shifty when I spoke to him.”

“Yes. And that’s also why I came to the bakery the night of the contest to help with the cooking. Scott was supposed to come to Willow Bay the night before to stay at the inn with me. He knows I don’t sleep the night of a contest, and was going to, you know… keep me company. But he couldn’t get away. Something to do with his roommates having a party. So I was at a loss and came to you to keep myself occupied. That’s why I left in the morning. He texted me to say he’d arrived and I left to meet him.”

Ali nodded, recalling the phone call she’d received shortly after Joe the mobster had scared them in the alleyway.

“I wish you’d told me this from the beginning,” she said. “It would have saved me a trip to Redwood City. I wasted a lot of time pursuing the wrong lead.”

Eunbi looked regretful. “I’m sorry, Ali. Truly I am. I’m ashamed. People look down on women with younger boyfriends.”

Ali thought of Scott, of his bad attitude when he’d spilled the soda on her, of the way he’d grabbed her arm and tugged her behind a tree at the harbor. Even Scruff hated the guy.

“I have to ask,” she said. “What do you see in him?”

Eunbi shrugged. “He’s fun. Young. Keeps me on my toes. And he gets what I do for a living. He’s been part of the competitive eating scene for years as well. Not many men are okay with my profession.”

Ali nodded her understanding. Maybe such romantic pairings didn’t make sense to her, but considering the shambolic state of her own love life, perhaps she wasn’t the best judge.

Up ahead, a wave broke on the shore. The tide was coming in.

“Can we get out of here?” Ali asked her friend. She didn’t want to stand around all evening while her precious bakery got torn apart by the cops.

“Sure,” Eunbi replied, standing and wiping the sand from her jeans. “Where do you want to go?”

“How about a moonlit stroll along the boardwalk? Just you, me, and Scruff? I’m all out of leads to investigate. A walk might help spark my imagination.”

“Sounds good,” Eunbi replied.

She held her hand down for Ali. Ali took it, and Eunbi helped her to her feet. She was surprisingly strong. 

Must be all those spin classes, Ali thought.

They headed off.

The boardwalk was unusually quiet that evening. Normally there would be lots of tourists around making the most of the boardwalk’s different entertainment offerings, like LaZerZone, the bowling alley, and the myriad restaurants. But it seemed like a cloud of grief had descended over the whole place following Gilbert’s death, and now there was next to no one around.

Suddenly, Eunbi grabbed Ali’s arm.

“Ow. What’s that—”

“ Look! Up ahead. Is that someone trying to break into Seth’s?”

Ali squinted ahead and her focus found a shadowy figure lurking around the hot dog store. Her thoughts immediately turned to Joe the mobster’s warning about the shadowy figure seen lurking around. Could it be him?

“Hey!” she shouted ahead.

The person jumped a mile, and turned to look at them with deer in the headlight eyes.

Eunbi gasped. “I know who that is!”

“Wait? What? Who?” Ali asked. Eunbi wasn’t even from Willow Bay. How was she able to recognize anyone?

“It’s Porky Pete!”

“Porky Pete?” Ali asked. “Who’s that?”

“Hey!” Eunbi cried. “Pete!”

And just like that, the man took off, running in the opposite direction. Ali had no idea what they’d just witnessed or stumbled upon, but it was certainly suspicious. Why else would the man run when he heard his name?

Eunbi grabbed her arm again, so tightly her finger nails dug in. 

Ali winced. “Ow! Eunbi. Will you stop doing that?”

“Pete killed Gilbert,” Eunbi cried, ignoring her protests. Her face had become drawn and a haunting look of painful defeat flickered behind her eyes.

“What do you mean?” Ali asked.

But it was too late. Eunbi let go of her arm and went off like a shot in hot pursuit of Porky Pete.

Ali was left floundering on the boardwalk. She had no idea why this strange man had provoked such a strong reaction in Eunbi, but she trusted her new friend, and knew she would have a good reason to believe he was Gilbert’s killer.

“Scruff, go with Eunbi,” Ali hurriedly told the dog. “Protect her.”

Scruff went off like a rocket, looking like a blur of fur racing down the boardwalk at speed. Then Ali turned, cupped her hands either side of her mouth, and bellowed back in the direction of her bakery. “Sebastian! Sebastian!”

A mere second later, Detective Callihan appeared at the other end of the boardwalk, responding to her calls as readily as Scruff did.

“Ali?” he yelled back. “Is that you?”

“We need backup!” Ali cried.

“What? Why?”

“Just trust me!”

And with that, she turned, swallowed her fear, and took off after Scruff and Eunbi in pursuit of a man who very well may be a killer.


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Ali panted as her feet pounded the boardwalk. Two sprints in one day! Delaney would be proud.

But there was no time for self-congratulations, because up ahead, she could just make out the silhouette of Eunbi Choi, dipping in and out of the beams from the streetlamps that lined the boardwalk. Scruff the dog zigzagged back and forth, barking feverishly. She couldn’t see Porky Pete from this far, but presumed Eunbi could, since she was still in hot pursuit.

Ali didn’t know who Porky Pete was. But from the ridiculous name, she guessed he was someone from the competitive eating world, someone she’d not yet discovered during her research. And from Eunbi’s peculiar reaction to his presence on the boardwalk, she knew that one person, at least, was convinced he was the killer of Gilbert Brown.

Still running as fast as she could, Ali stole a glance over her shoulder to the other end of the boardwalk, searching for Detective Callihan and the backup. There was nothing. No sign that any of the million cops in her bakery had stopped conducting their futile search to help chase down the real suspect.

Suddenly, loud barking and groaning came from ahead. Ali’s pulse spiked with anxiety and she turned to face forward again. Eunbi and Scruff had disappeared from sight.

“Eunbi?” she called desperately into the darkness. “Scruff? Where are you guys?”

Finding energy from somewhere deep inside of her, Ali accelerated her run, her heart pounding from effort and fear of what she may be about to stumble upon. The noises were horrendous, thuds and whacks punctuating Scruff’s fevered barking, which had reached a pitch she’d never heard from him before.

Then, suddenly, Ali’s gaze found a writhing mass of limbs on the boardwalk ahead. Eunbi was on top of Porky Pete wrestling him, while Scruff bounced around them on the tips of his paws, barking and growling. 

Ali was just about to throw herself into the fight when Eunbi moved with the speed of a ninja, grabbing Porky Pete’s arm and twisting it up between his shoulder blades, while jamming one knee into the small of his back. Pete was stuck wiggling helplessly on the boardwalk, reminding Ali of a grappled hog. His wriggling and writhing was no match for the deceptively strong Eunbi Choi.

“It was you!” Eunbi yelled, twisting his arm hard and making him yell out in pain. “You killed Gilbert, didn’t you?”

“No!” Porky Pete whimpered. “I didn’t! I didn’t!”

“Admit it! You killed him out of revenge.”

Then suddenly, Porky Pete broke free. He shoved Eunbi off him and she landed on her backside. Ali ran to her friend to make sure she wasn’t hurt. Scruff, on the other hand, ran to Porky Pete and grasped the sleeve of his shirt in between his jaws to make sure he couldn’t run away. 

Porky Pete tried to shake Scruff off his sleeve but it turned into a tug of war, and he gave up. In the end, he stopped fighting and sat, panting, his knees crooked, his hair askew, the jaws of the growling dog latched onto his sleeve preventing him from going anywhere.

“I didn’t kill Gilbert,” he said, shaking his head.

Ali took Eunbi by the elbow and helped her friend right herself. Eunbi’s hair was a straggled mess over her face, and she shoved it away, her eyes blazing with anger. She reminded Ali of a wild animal, like she was ready to pounce again any second and gouge out his eyes with her fingernails.

“Scruff’s got him,” Ali told her gently, holding her in place with firm hands on her shoulders. “He’s not going anywhere.”

Eunbi was shaking with rage, and coiled as tightly as a spring. But finally, Ali felt her tight muscles begin to loosen beneath her hands, and knew the red mist that had descended over her when she’d seen Porky Pete was finally starting to fade. She was coming back to her senses, which meant Ali could finally get to the bottom of what was going on.

“Eunbi,” she asked. “Who is this man? Tell me what’s going on.”

“That’s Porky Pete,” Eunbi spat, her breath ragged with fury. “He used to be one of us. Part of the Mad Frank family. Until he got banned for cheating.”

“Nonsense!” Porky Pete yelled back. But his raised voice earned him an angry warning tug at the sleeve from Scruff, and he looked at the dog warily before quieting down. “That was never proven,” he hissed angrily.

“Why else would you have a hidden inner pocket sewn into your shirt?” Eunbi returned furiously. She gave Ali an incredulous look. “Gilbert was the one who found out. He caught him dropping food down the neck of his shirt into a secret pocket sewn into the lining. It was Gilbert who outed him. He was banned after that. Then I guess he decided to get his revenge!” 

She yelled the final line at Porky Pete and raised herself up to her knees as if about to launch forward. Ali tightened her arms around her friend. “Keep your cool, Eunbi!” she urged her. 

“That’s not what happened!” Porky Pete said, shaking his head. “I didn’t kill Gilbert!”

“Then what are you doing in Willow Bay?” Eunbi continued, straining against Ali’s hold on her. “You really want me to think it’s a coincidence?” She strained in Ali’s arms. “Well? Why are you here? Why?” Her voice cracked as emotion overcame her.

“I came to watch the competition,” Porky Pete replied, dropping his head as if in shame. “That’s all.”

“You’re a liar!” Eunbi screeched, and she started jamming her shoulders back and forth like a woman possessed, trying to break free of Ali’s hold so she could go for round two. Ali was worried that if she lost hold of her friend, she’d go flying at Porky Pete and cause him some serious harm. She certainly seemed utterly convinced he was the culprit.

Just then, the sound of footsteps came from behind. Ali turned to see Detective Callihan racing toward them. 

Finally! she thought. She wasn’t sure how long she’d be able to hold Eunbi back. She was strong. 

“Ali?” Detective Callihan said as he reached them, quickly looking from Eunbi in Ali’s arms to Porky Pete with Scruff attached by the jaws to his shirt sleeve. “What’s going on?”

“This is the killer!” Eunbi screeched before Ali even got a chance. “He has a grudge against Gilbert the Gobbler! And he just admitted to being at the scene of the crime!”

Detective Callihan looked at Ali, his eyebrows raised in query. “But who is he?”

“His name is Porky Pete!” Eunbi yelled, writhing around in Ali’s arms.

Detective Callihan’s eyes widened as if the name meant something to him.

“We just caught him trying to break into Seth’s hot dog place,” Ali explained. 

“Probably to tamper with evidence!” Eunbi cried dramatically. “Check his belongings. I bet you he’s got oyster sauce on him somewhere! You murderer!”

She scrambled at him again, fingernails bared, and Ali tightened her arms. She wasn’t going to be able to hold her back much longer.

Detective Callihan reached for the radio in his pocket and brought it to his lips. He pressed a button. “Elton? I need you on the boardwalk. Stat.”

There was a crackle of static from the radio, followed by Detective Elton’s signature husky voice. “I’m executing a warrant,” she said, flatly. 

“Then stop it,” Detective Callihan replied. “The search of Seaside Sweets can wait. There’s been a very interesting development on the boardwalk. It’s Peter Timmons.”

Peter Timmons? Ali thought. If Detective Callihan knew his full name, then he must already be on the cop’s radar. Along with Eunbi’s accusations, Gilbert’s old rival Porky Pete was looking more and more convincingly like the culprit.

Realizing there was backup on the way, Porky Pete tried once again to shake Scruff off. But the little dog was holding on to his sleeve with all his might. It was a valiant effort, and Ali mentally increased his reward to two of the best Jumbo bones in the world.

“I wasn’t trying to break in!” Porky Pete protested, as he tried to free himself. “I just wanted to speak to the proprietor. I heard he was screwed over by Mad Frank too. Had his advertising slot stolen.” He took a deep breath. “Which is just what Frank does. It’s all about money with him.”

He sounded so bitter, and Ali couldn’t help but think he wasn’t helping his case very much.

“All I’m trying to do is start a rival hot dog competition,” Porky Pete continued. “I thought maybe the hot dog guy would want to team up with me. Strike some kind of deal. I wasn’t trying to break into his place! I swear.”

“How about you save your explanation for the station?” Detective Callihan replied, reaching into his pocket for his cuffs. “Because trust me, we have a lot of questions for you.”

The sound of clattering footsteps came from behind, and suddenly a swarm of cops appeared. Detective Callihan advanced on Porky Pete, handcuffs at the ready.

“Peter Timmons,” he said. “You’re under arrest on suspicion of the murder of Gilbert Brown.”

 

*

 

Ali stood in the flashing lights of the cop car, arms crossed against the chill of the night. In the backseat of the cop car sat “Porky Pete” Timmons, his head bowed in defeat. Standing at the front of the cruiser, Eunbi was busy giving a statement to Detective Elton, her arms waving all over the place as she reenacted the whole scene down to the minutiae.

Sebastian stood beside Ali. “We found out about Peter Timmons through our research. We’d been trying to track him down to no avail. I never thought he’d just fall into our lap like that. Thanks to you. You did great tonight.” 

“Eunbi is the one you should be thanking,” Ali replied. “She recognized him in the first place. And Scruff, of course.” 

The dog was lying in her arms like a baby. The poor thing was exhausted and half asleep. She petted his head with gratitude and affection. 

“So you had a suspect other than me on your radar this whole time, huh?” she asked Callihan. “Could’ve told me. It would’ve saved me a lot of trouble.”

“I did,” he replied. “But you know what Elton’s like. She was so focused on you she couldn’t see the wood for the trees. But I think when she hears what Eunbi has to say about Porky Pete, it will finally get her to see the light.”

Ali nodded with relief. “And Seth? Will you release him?”

“Of course. Those bottles of sauce at his restaurant didn’t actually contain any oysters. They turned out to be a vegetarian alternative.”

“Ha,” Ali said, chuckling.

Just then, Detective Elton turned and clicked her fingers. “Callihan,” she barked. “Let’s roll.”

Sebastian Callihan turned to Ali and gave her a nod. “Hey, maybe once this is all over we can have a do-over date?”

“I’d like that,” Ali replied.

She smiled as she watched him get into the cop car with Detective Elton, feeling vindicated.

Then she got out her phone to text Piper and let her know they’d be back to work tomorrow. It was over. Tomorrow, she could get back on with her life. 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Ali woke the next morning feeling more rested than she had in a long time. She sat up and stretched, nearly kicking Scruff off the end of the bed where he was curled up at her feet. He’d slept like a baby last night, having polished off two Jumbo bones in record time and promptly falling asleep.

She checked the clock. She’d slept late, but it felt well deserved considering last night she’d helped solve a gruesome crime.

She leapt out of bed, refreshed and eager to start the day. She had a feeling it was going to be a good one. Everything was back to normal. The case was solved. Seth was off the hook and the real killer was in jail where he belonged. She just had a few loose ends to tie up—the problem of Emilio’s pizzeria lease, and the tidying up of her bakery, which the cops had turned upside down and inside out last night.

She exited her bedroom and took a much needed shower, washing off all the accumulation of grime and stress from the last few crazy days, and reemerged a rejuvenated woman. With a spring in her step, she dressed for the day, choosing her neon pink Seaside Sweets T-shirt, pale blue jeans, and her favorite comfortable sneakers. Then she braided her wet hair into her customary side braid and went into the kitchen to fire up the coffee machine. She’d need a lot of caffeine to get through the long day ahead, with all that tidying to do. And if she was lucky, she’d be baking and serving customers, too. Just as long as they felt confident enough in Porky Pete’s arrest to start shopping in her store again.

As the coffee machine hissed and glugged in the background, Ali poured a breakfast bowl of kibble for Scruff and turned on the TV, going straight to the local news channel. Porky Pete’s arrest last night was headline news, of course, and the footage on the screen showed a live feed of the boardwalk and pier, where Mad Frank’s competition stage was being dismantled, the balloons gone, the speakers removed. With Porky Pete’s arrest, the contest and competitors had been given permission to leave town, and it looked like they wanted to clear out as fast as possible.

Just then Sebastian Callihan’s face appeared on the TV screen and Ali found herself grinning from ear to ear like an idiot. He was busy recounting the events from the evening before to a reporter but Ali was hardly listening. She was far too focused on his handsome boyish face.

Cheeks warming, Ali turned away and distracted herself by pouring an espresso and downing it. Then, noticing Scruff had finished his bowl of kibble, she decided to get going. It was time to get her life back to normal. 

She left her apartment, stepping out into the bright, early morning sunshine with Scruff following closely behind. After all the stress of the last few days, she decided to take the slightly longer route to work across the beach. It was very tranquil at this time of the morning, with the ocean glittering like silk and the sand the color of pale gold. The tourists hadn’t woken up yet, either, which meant so the beach was barely populated. Just a scattering of seagulls that Scruff took great delight in chasing.

As she walked, leaving her footprints in the sand, Ali couldn’t help but think about how completely different the vibe on the beach was today compared to when she’d been here last night with Eunbi, scrolling through the photos on her phone that confirmed her relationship with Scott Brown, providing both with alibis that knocked them off the list of suspects. That was before they’d chased Porky Pete. Before the case had been solved.

What a difference a day makes… Ali mused.

Feeling carefree, she veered off the beach and up onto the boardwalk toward her bakery. Since she’d woken up a little later than usual, Marco’s pizzeria had already opened its doors for the day, and the smell of fresh, delicious dough lingered in the air. On the other side of her bakery, however, Emilio’s pizzeria lay in darkness.

Ali paused, taking a moment to consider Emilio’s predicament. If only she had the available finances, she’d take over his premises in a heartbeat. If she expanded her bakery into the space next door she’d gain a quaint back garden, a kitchen double the size of the one she currently used, and an outside alfresco dining space. It would truly be a dream come true. And not just for her. Emilio and Maria’s dream was to move to Italy and marry, and Ali buying their lease would solve everyone’s problems. But she couldn’t magic money out of thin air, and would have to think of another way to help her friends. For now, however, she would focus on her fixing up her store, getting it back into working order, luring back the wary customers who’d been led to believe she had something to do with Gilbert’s murder, and getting back to doing what she did best: baking.

She took a deep breath to prepare herself for the worst, then unlocked the bakery door and headed inside.

Thanks to the cops’ search last night, the place was in total disarray. The display shelves had been emptied, their contests now spread across the tables which had been shoved haphazardly around the place. Half the seat cushions were on the floor. The chalkboard menu behind the till had been smudged.

From the door, Scruff whined.

“I know, right,” Ali replied with a huff, putting her hands on her hips. It was going to take ages to tidy the place up!

She went straight to the kitchen and fetched the mop and bucket, then set about wiping away the cops’ muddy boot prints crisscrossing the peppermint green tiles. She quickly got absorbed in the task, and almost didn’t hear the bell chime over the door.

“Ooh, I’m afraid we don’t have any baked goods yet,” Ali said, leaning on her mop and looking up at the doorway.

But it was not a customer coming in for baked goodies. It was Seth.

Ali gasped with surprise, dropped the mop, and ran to him. 

“Seth!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around his neck. “You’re free. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” his voice said in her ear. “But what happened here?”

“Search warrant,” Ali replied, releasing him and looking up into his brown eyes. He looked tired. Disheveled. “When did you get released?”

“About two this morning,” Seth said wearily.

“I’m so glad,” Ali said, rubbing his arm affectionately. But then her relief over seeing him free was quickly replaced with irritation at how he’d behaved in the first place. She stopped rubbing his arm and play-punched the spot instead.

“Hey!” Seth said with a chuckle. “Talk about mixed signals. What was that for?”

“For being so awful to Emilio!” Ali replied. “I think you should go and help him. His pizzeria was raided, too, only way worse than the bakery.”

Seth hung his head in shame. “Yeah, you’re right,” he said, scratching his neck awkwardly. “I was a jerk. To him. And you, by extension. I shouldn’t have lost my cool like that. Forgive me?”

“Of course I forgive you,” Ali said, trying not to get lost in his dark brown, puppy-dog eyes. She picked the mop off the floor. “Now go and help Emilio before I mop you away.”

She chased Seth’s footsteps all the way to the door, the pair giggling as they went.

As Seth exited, he crossed paths with Piper on her way in. She was looking particularly bright and happy today, her long blond hair glistening in the sunlight.

“Good morning,” she trilled, flashing Ali her big, pearly-white grin. “Boy am I glad to be back!” Then she halted and glanced around at the messy bakery. Her grin faded, before turning into a grimace. “Oh, wow. The cops really did a number on this place, huh?”

“Yup,” Ali said with a sigh. “But it could’ve been worse. We’re lucky Seb cut the search short after Eunbi caught Porky Pete.”

“Oh yeah!” Piper said, suddenly enthused. “I was reading all about that on Armchair Sleuths. It sounded so cool.”

Ali’s eyes widened. “How is it already on Armchair Sleuths? It literally happened in the middle of the night!”

Piper turned her cell phone to face her, where the screen showed the Armchair Sleuths forum. The pages were ablaze following Porky Pete’s arrest. It looked like millions of bits of information had already been dredged up about him, and he’d been in jail for less than twelve hours… 

“Carys lives nearby,” Piper added with a shrug. “She posted a bunch of stuff about it.”

Ali rolled her eyes. “Carys. Of course.”

“You should cut her some slack,” Piper said. “She also totally apologized about all the things she’d said about you, and retracted the rumors. Everyone on there accepts you’re innocent now. They’re way more interested in dragging up dirt on Porky Pete. Did you know his specialty is pretzels, and his original stage name was Pretzel Pete but then it turned out there was another competitor in Europe going by that name so he had to change it?”

Ali tutted and shook her head. The Armchair Sleuths were digging up the most ridiculous facts. But at least they were on the case. Between them, Eunbi, and Callihan’s investigation, Ali was satisfied Porky Pete was the perp. 

“Well, I for one am glad it’s all over,” she said, picking up the mop and bucket. “So let’s get this place back up and running, shall we?”

“Let’s do it!” Piper cried, excitedly.

They went into the kitchen together. While Piper busied herself in the pantry, Ali tipped away the dirty mop water and grabbed the full garbage bag. She headed out the back door to the dumpster in the alleyway.

But just as she slung the garbage bag into the dumpster a disembodied voice made her jump out of her skin.

“Morning, Miss Sweet.”

Heart in her throat, Ali whirled around and came face to face with a man in a crisp gray pinstripe suit and matching fedora. It was Joe the mobster. 

“Joe?” Ali exclaimed, placing her hand on her thudding heart. “You scared me!”

“My apologies,” the young mobster said, tipping his hat.

Ali chuckled. “So they’re still giving you the graveyard shift, huh? Doesn’t seem fair. I figured you would stop keeping a lookout now the ‘lurker’ has been caught.”

“I’m sorry?” Joe asked, looking confused.

“The lurker you warned me about the other night,” Ali said. “My friend Eunbi and I spotted him last night trying to break into a store. The cops arrested him.”

Joe’s eyes widened and his eyebrows shot half way up his forehead. This news, for some reason, seemed incredibly important, and it sent Joe into a sudden tizz.

“Miss Sweet, you’d better come with me,” he said, marching forward and taking her by the arm. “Fat Tony needs to hear about this.”

“Wait. Joe. No,” Ali said, trying to wriggle free. “I can’t go and visit Fat Tony right now! I just opened again after being closed and I really need to fix up my bakery and get back to work!”

Joe did not seem to even hear her protestations. “Fat Tony is going to be so happy with me…” he said under his breath to himself, as he dragged Ali down the alleyway with him.

“Joe. Please,” Ali said, trying to dig her heels in. “Can’t this wait?”

“Wait?” Joe said, turning to look at her with eyes so wide and round he looked a little deranged. “No way! Fat Tony is going to be so happy, Ali! He’s going to reward you. Reward me. This is a good day. A good, good day! Come on! We need to bring your friend, too. What was her name? You-bean?”

“Eunbi,” Ali said, shaking her head. “No. We can’t. This has nothing to do with her.”

But Joe wasn’t taking no for an answer. He was insistent. “Fat Tony likes all the i’s dotted and t’s crossed, you know what I mean? Let’s fetch You-Bean. It’s for the best. Trust me.”

Ali groaned. There was no way out of this. She was going to have come face to face with Fat Tony the mafioso once more, and this time she was dragging her friend along for the ride.

 

*

 

Luckily, Eunbi hadn’t checked out of the Willow Bay Inn yet. 

Ali arrived with Joe to pick her up, and she met them in the reception foyer, following a rushed and confused text message Ali had sent on the way. 

“What is this about?” Eunbi asked, eyeing Joe warily.

“Long story,” Ali replied. “Just let me do the talking and everything will be fine.”

They walked together to Fat Tony’s pizzeria at the far end of the boardwalk. When they went inside, they found the mob boss sitting on the central table in his preferred spot, surrounded by his cronies who stood like a protective wall around him. He glanced up as Ali entered, and a big smile inched across his wide, square face.

“I hear you have good news for me, Miss Sweet,” he said.

“Apparently so,” Ali replied.

“Tell ’em, Ali,” Joe said, encouragingly, giving her a nudge. He could hardly hide his enthusiasm.

Ali took a small, staggered step forward and cleared her throat. She hated public speaking at the best of times, and even more so when her audience was made up of the local mafia… 

“Last night my friend and I spotted a man lurking outside of Best Hot Dogs,” she said. “I remembered what Joe told me about a lurker, and my friend realized he was also the same man who was wanted for the unsolved murder of Gilbert Brown. The police have him in custody now.”

Silence fell for a long, uncomfortable amount of time. Then Fat Tony started to clap loudly, his big meaty hands thudding sharply together and causing a painful clap to echo all around the vast pizzeria.

“Hear that, boys?” he said. “Salvador’s off our turf! We have cause for celebration! Giuseppe, fire up the pizza oven. Gino, pour the sambucas.”

The suited men standing behind him motioned to move, but Eunbi stepped forward stopping them in their tracks.

“Wait, wait, wait,” she said. “Did you say Salvador? The man we caught is called Peter Timmons. Or Porky Pete. He’s definitely not called Salvador.”

Ali tensed. She really wished Eunbi hadn’t so boldly injected herself into the situation. She’d wanted to get in there and get out fast, but now Eunbi had extended their visit.

Fat Tony’s celebratory expression slowly began to fall. He lowered himself back into his seat, and fixed his glare on Joe. “What did she say, Joey boy?”

Joe took off his fedora and started fiddling with it in his hands. “I think she said the man’s name was Porky Pete.”

“And what’s the name of Salvador?”

“It’s Salvador, Fat Tony.”

“And what is it not?”

“Porky Pete, Fat Tony.”

Fat Tony banged his fists with ferocity onto the table top. “Then why have you come here telling me Salvador’s been caught when he hasn’t?” he screamed, so loud the veins on his neck bulged. His face turned a terrible shade of crimson.

One of the mobsters standing behind Fat Tony leaned in and said, “Sounds like a case of mistaken identity, boss.”

Fat Tony turned furiously to face him. “I know it’s a case of mistaken identity, you imbecile!” Spittle flew from his mouth as he screeched, then he pushed his way past the group and began pacing back and forth across the black and white checkerboard tiles. “When I get my hands on Salvador…” he muttered under his breath as he stomped.

Ali sidled up to Joe, who was standing with his back pressed against the window to get as much distance between himself and his furious mob boss as possible. 

“So your lurker and our killer aren’t the same guy after all?” she said.

Joe shook his head. “I guess not,” he stammered. “I just figured if anyone was going to be doing any killing in this town it would be him.”

“Who is ‘he,’ if you don’t mind me asking? If he’s still on the loose, I still have to look out for him, right?”

“Salvador? He belongs to a rival gang from the next town over. He’s been encroaching on our turf, for loans and that stuff. Fat Tony hates him. It’s disrespectful to work another gang’s area.”

Just then, Fat Tony swirled back around. His face was still beet red with fury, and he pounded his fist into his palm. “The only arms that get broken in Willow Bay are the ones I say get broken!”

“Wait…” Ali said, as the cogs started turning in her mind. “What did you say about broken arms?”

Fat Tony looked at her like she was mad. “I said, the only arms that get broken in Willow Bay are the ones I say get broken.” What’s wrong with this broad? Do you need your ears cleaned?”

His cronies cackled at his joke, but Ali’s mind was turning. She looked over at Eunbi.

“I don’t think Porky Pete is the killer,” she said with a gasp.

“What?” Eunbi replied, looking confused.

“Porky Pete. He didn’t kill Gilbert. But I think I know who did.”

She grabbed her hand and dragged her toward the exit.

“Hey!” Fat Tony cried as they went. “Where are you going?”

“I have an idea about how to find Salvador!” Ali called over her shoulder. “Just trust me!”

And with that, she and Eunbi hurried away.


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

“Ali,” Eunbi said as she raced along the boardwalk beside her. “What is going on? Those guys back there. I mean, maybe I’m crazy, but they kinda looked like they’re part of the mob!”

“They are,” Ali told her, without missing a beat.

Eunbi’s eyebrows shot up. “What?” She scudded to a halt, her sneakers squeaking against the boardwalk. “Why are you on first-name terms with the mob?”

Ali paused and turned back to her. “It’s a long story. And it will all make sense soon. I promise.”

Eunbi shook her head, looking surprised. “That’s it? It’s a long story? You expect me to go anywhere with you after telling me you’re involved with the mafia?” 

“Shh!” Ali said, glancing around at the few passing tourists to make sure no one had overheard. She couldn’t blame Eunbi for her sudden reticence. She spoke in a low voice. “Look, I know it seems crazy. But I’m not involved with them by choice. They kind of run the town. It’s better to keep on their good side, you know? They really like me. If I sort out this whole issue with Salvador, then that won’t change anytime soon.”

Eunbi blinked at her, looking stunned. Then, finally, she nodded. “Okay. Fine. I guess we all have our secrets.”

They continued along the boardwalk, silent for a moment.

“Where are we even going?” Eunbi asked.

“Here,” Ali told her. She pointed up at the building they’d just drawn up in front of. The Willow Bay Inn.

“Here?” Eunbi asked with a frown. “Why? I don’t understand.”

“You will soon,” Ali said, guiding her into the reception area.

They went inside the foyer. At the very same moment Bottomless Pit Bob was hurrying down the steps, holding a suitcase in his good hand. His hair was a mess and he looked disheveled, like he hadn’t slept in days. He appeared to be in quite the hurry to get out of Willow Bay, and if Ali’s theory was correct, then she knew exactly why.

“Bob?” Eunbi said, frowning as he lumbered ungainly down the steps. “Are you checking out?”

At the sudden surprise appearance of his fellow competitor, Bob’s expression became even more harried. He stepped down the final step onto the landing beside Eunbi, his eyes darting around evasively.

“The cops said we can go now Pete’s been caught,” he said.

“I know that. But I thought we were going to travel together.”

“Oh—um—right, I did say that, didn’t I?” Bob stammered. “But the thing is, I’ve had an—um—well, a last-minute change of plans.”

He was getting really agitated now, Ali noted. A bead of sweat started to roll down his forehead, and the armpits of his T-shirt were damp.

“Bob, are you okay?” Eunbi asked. “Are you sick? You don’t look so good.”

“He’s not sick,” Ali offered. “He has a guilty conscience. And it looks like we’re just in the nick of time.”

Eunbi’s face snapped to hers. “What are you talking about?”

Ali kept her gaze steady on Bob. “Are you going to tell her, or am I?”

Bob started tugging at the collar of his shirt. He tried to bolt past Ali but didn’t make it very far.

Eunbi’s eyes flashed with confusion. “What’s going on?”

“He has debts,” Ali started.

“And?” Bob shot back, cutting her off. The same crazed, paranoid look from the night he’d brandished the lamp came back to his eyes. “That doesn’t mean anything. And it hasn’t nothing to do with Gilbert dying. The real culprit is in prison. The case is closed. Now will you stop harassing me and let me leave?”

Suddenly, Eunbi stepped forward and laid a hand gently on his arm. “Bob? What’s going on?” 

He looked at her, the crazed energy buzzing off him. Then something in him shifted. He started to slowly shake his head, and tears welled in his eyes. He spoke in a small, apologetic voice. “I didn’t want any of this to happen.”

Eunbi’s eyebrows drew together. She pressed her lips together, as if holding in emotion. “Bob. You need to tell me now, and you need to be honest. Did you kill Gilbert.”

“No!” Bob said, but his tone had dropped in volume. “But… but it’s my fault he’s dead.”

Eunbi’s face cracked with pain. Tears began to roll down her cheeks. Ali wrapped an arm around her to comfort her, but kept her gaze on Bob. 

“Salvador is the one you’re in debt to, isn’t he?” She pointed at his plaster cast. “He’s the one who did that to you?”

Slowly, Bob nodded. 

“How about we all sit down and talk?” Ali suggested. “I have a feeling you’ve got a lot to get off your chest, don’t you Bob?”

“I think that’s for the best,” Bob replied. 

 

*

 

The three sat together in the lounge area of the inn. It was just as dated in here as the rest of the place, with flower-printed wallpaper and dark wooden furniture. The barman brought over their drinks, setting them down on the coasters. 

Eunbi picked up her wine with a shaking hand and gulped it back in one go. She didn’t even grimace this time.

“I’ll take another,” she told the barman.

He walked away, and Ali picked up her wine glass, taking a sip. Over the rim, she pinned Bob with her glare. “I think it’s time you started talking.”

Bob nodded slowly. “I needed money. I borrowed it from the wrong guy. Ever since then, Salvador has been following me. The debt keeps spiraling. He did this to me.” He held up the broken arm. “And during the interrogation, I made the mistake of telling him that I’d pay him after the contest. That if I won, I’d make all the money back.”

Ali nodded slowly. It was just as she suspected. “But your debts had spiraled far beyond the $10k you knew you’d get for coming in second place.”

“I owed him $25k,” Bob said, in a small, sad voice. “Unless I won the whole contest, I couldn’t pay him back.”

“So Salvador made certain you’d win,” Ali finished. “By killing the person who stood between you and first place.”

Bob nodded and broke down into tears. He stretched his arms on the table in front of him and began to weep into them. Eunbi stared at him, looking completely uncertain about how to react. Finally, she patted his shoulder with her hand and her olive branch gesture only made Bob wail more loudly. 

“That’s why you came at me with the lamp,” Ali continued, slotting the final pieces together. “You thought I was Salvador coming to break your other arm.”

Bob straightened back up and wiped the tears from his eyes with the back of his meaty hand. He nodded.

Eunbi was still rubbing his shoulder. “Why didn’t you come to one of us? Me. Frank. Even Gilbert. Any one of us would have helped you if we knew you were in trouble.”

Bob hiccupped on his tears. “I was ashamed.”

Eunbi squeezed his shoulder, in a stern, maternal way. “If you’re ever in a situation like that again, please don’t try and solve it alone. I’ll help you.”

A fat tear plopped off the end of Bob’s nose. “Thank you. I don’t deserve your kindness after what I did.”

Eunbi shook his words away. “We’re family.”

“The only thing I don’t understand,” Ali said, “is how Salvador got backstage to plant the oyster sauce in the first place. Did you let him through?”

Bob shook his head. “No! I had no idea he was going to plant the oyster sauce. I don’t even know how he found out about it. I didn’t tell him, I swear. And I didn’t help him backstage either.”

Ali nodded. She believed him. With the floodgates open and his secret out, Bob had no reason to lie anymore. 

“There’s still a piece of the puzzle missing,” she said, ponderously. 

She was confident that Salvador the loan shark was the culprit, but she didn’t know how he’d pulled it off. And since she wasn’t one to let things rest, she knew that missing piece would nag at the back of her mind forever. How? How had Salvador made it backstage in order to plant the oyster sauce? How had he learned about Gilbert’s deadly allergy?

“What are we going to do?” Eunbi said, interrupting her ruminations. “If your theory is correct, then the wrong man is sitting in prison.”

Ali got her phone out of her pocket. “We have to put it right.” She looked at Bob. “Did you already hand over the prize money to Salvador?”

He nodded. “Why do you think I was checking out when you got here? Now the debt has been settled, I want to get away from this town as fast as possible. I never want to set eyes on that man again.”

“I have some bad news for you,” Ali said, and she held the phone across the table to Bob. “I need you to call Salvador.”

Bob looked at her cell phone like it had teeth. “No way.”

“You have to,” Ali implored. “You’re our only connection to him, the only way to set up a sting. Call him and say you need another loan.”

“NO!” Bob yelled. He was getting irate now. “I never want to look into his eyes again. I never want to give him even the smallest slither of a chance to do this to me again.” He held up his plaster cast. 

“Bob!” Eunbi cried. “You have to do this.”

He turned to her, a look of pain in his eyes. “I don’t want to.”

“You have to,” she implored. “You don’t get a choice. You let Gilbert down in life. The only thing you can do now is honor him in death. Put his killer in prison. It’s the only way you can make it up to him. To all of us.”

Bob turned his gaze down in shame. Ali nudged the cell phone closer. With a heavy sigh of resignation, Bob picked it up.


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Ali shivered as she walked down towards the harbor with Bob. It was eerie down here among the tall bobbing boats, with the only sound the waves sloshing against the harbor wall. The only light was from a few grubby street lamps and the moon reflecting off the surface of the black water.

“Why did you pick such a creepy location?” Ali asked Bob in a hushed voice.

“I didn’t get a choice,” Bob whispered back, testily.

He looked terrified, and Ali couldn’t blame him. But this was his atonement for his cowardice before, from not telling her the whole truth when he had the chance.

Just then, the sound of footsteps scudded behind Ali and Bob. They both gasped and swirled around in unison. Two figures were approaching, materializing from the between the shadows of the boats like apparitions. One was short, one tall, and if Ali hadn’t been so terrified she would have found it comical. But as it stood, she was petrified, realizing that she and Bob had walked straight into a dead end with no escape. They were now stuck between the black, churning ocean and the two silhouetted figures. 

As the men walked ever closer, Ali swallowed the lump forming in her throat. It had gone as dry as sand. Then they took the final step forward into the moonlight and revealed their faces.

The shorter of the two, Salvador the loan shark, was unfamiliar to Ali. But the other, the taller man, was very familiar indeed. It was none other than the bald security guard from Mad Frank’s, the man who’d tried to stop her crossing the cordon to get her purse back from Django the monkey. 

Suddenly, the final puzzle piece fell into place in Ali’s mind, and the whole sad, sorry case of Gilbert Brown’s murder became clear to her.

“You!” she cried, pointing an accusatory finger at the bald guard. “You’re the reason Salvador got backstage! You two are in cahoots!”

“Who is this?” Salvador growled at Bob.

“I’m the person you tried to frame for Gilbert’s murder,” she continued, boldly. Some of Eunbi’s fiery spirit had clearly rubbed off on her. “The baker you tried to frame for Gilbert’s allergic reaction.”

Salvador started to laugh. “Ah. The oyster sauce. What a stroke of luck. We were going to poison him, but that was so much easier. Landed in our lap like fate.” He looked over at his tall, bald buddy and they guffawed like they were sharing an in-joke.

Ali narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t stand these two men, and it took all her strength not to launch herself at them. Now she understood where Eunbi’s rage had come from last night. The fury was like a fire rippling through her.

“So you admit it?” she said between her teeth.

“Admit what?” Salvador sneered nastily, taking a step toward her.

Bob started shaking like a leaf, but Ali stood her ground. 

“You admit you were the one who planted the oyster sauce,” Ali said. 

Salvador came right up to Ali, so close their noses touched. His breath wafted on her face, hot in contrast to the cool evening.

“What are you going to do about it?” he said, menacingly. “You’re just a baker.”

Ali smirked. “I may ‘just be a baker,’ but I’ve got some pretty interesting friends…”

She pointed into the distance, toward the harbor road behind them. There, in two black cars with the windows all the way down, glowering at them, were Fat Tony’s cronies. In their fedoras and pinstripe suits, with their cigars hanging out of their expressionless mouths, there was no mistaking who they were. 

“What the…” Salvador murmured, stepping back from Ali.

From where he was still standing a couple of paces behind, the bald security guard looked like he was about to pee himself with fear. 

“Salvador,” he stammered. “That’s Fat Tony!”

“I know who it is!” Salvador snapped back. He had become extremely agitated.

“Rumor is you’ve been working on his turf as a loan shark,” Ali continued. “Pretty sure it’s against the mafia code to do that. And to kill? With poison of all things?” She tutted and shook her head. “Or am I mistaken?”

Salvador rubbed his chin, as if trying to work out how to get out of this situation. He looked stressed and uncertain, his gaze going from Bob to Ali. Finally, he pinned her with his glare. “What do you want? Money?”

Ali smirked. Slowly, she held up her cell phone, the screen glowing green in the light. “Actually, you already gave me everything I wanted.” She pressed the phone to her ear. “Did you get all that, Detective Callihan?”

“Loud and clear, Ali,” Sebastian’s voice said in her ear. “Keep him there. We’re five minutes out.”

Ali snapped the cell phone shut triumphantly and looked at Salvador. “Told you I had some interesting friends.” 

The two men exchanged a glance. 

 

*

 

“Good work, Ali,” Detective Callihan said as he clicked handcuffs in place around Salvador’s wrists. “We’ve been looking for Salvador for a long time. And his accomplice.”

Up ahead, Detective Elton was grappling with the bald security guard. In comparison to Salvador, who seemed depressed and resigned to his fate, he was putting up quite a bit of resistance. 

But he was no match for Detective Elton. The female detective made some deft moves and finally overpowered him. She stuffed him into the back of the cop car, then straightened up and blew her messy hair off her face, before proceeding to march over to collect their second man, the real murderer of Gilbert the Gobbler.

She shot Ali a daggered look over the top of her sunglasses. “Miss Sweet,” she said in her smoky voice. “Why is it that I always find you at the center of everything in Willow Bay?”

Ali shrugged. “Just lucky I guess.”

Beside her, Sebastian tried and failed to hide his smirk. 

“Callihan,” Detective Elton barked. “Did you read this man his rights?”

“Of course,” Detective Callihan replied. 

His female partner glowered at him, then at Ali, then with a huff she grabbed Salvador by the cuffs and shoved him roughly away to the back of a second waiting cop car.

Ali watched as Detective Elton manhandled Salvador into the car. “Is she really that annoyed that I solved the crime?” 

“Nah,” Sebastian Callihan said. “She’s annoyed that she didn’t.” He smiled sweetly. “You know that’s why she has it in for you, don’t you? Because you always solve her crimes before she does?”

Ali smiled. “And there was me thinking it was because you have a sweet spot for me…”

The tips of Sebastian’s ears turned pink. “That might have something to do with it, too.” He coughed into his fist and reset his expression. “You know, you put yourself in a really dangerous situation tonight, Ali.”

“Is this Detective Callihan speaking, or Sebastian?” she asked.

“Both,” he replied. “I don’t want you getting mixed up in stuff like this. Both as a law enforcer looking out for a civilian and as a… guy with a crush.” 

Ali couldn’t help herself. A smile stretched across her face before she could even stop it. Of course, she knew she’d never been in any real danger, not while she was under Fat Tony’s watchful eye the whole time. But Sebastian didn’t need to know just how cozy she was with the local mafioso…

“I had it all under control,” she said, simply. “And I think the words you’re looking for are thank you.” She wiggled her brows at him, cheekily.

“Huh,” Sebastian smirked. “I know you’ll ever listen to me.” 

“So, what about Porky Pete?” Ali asked.

“He’s already been released. His story checked out during interrogation.” He glanced over at Salvador sitting in the back seat. “I’d better get him to the station. Would you like one of my team to give you a lift home?”

Ali looked over at Bob and Scruff. “Actually, I think I’d prefer to walk.”

Sebastian smiled. “Okay. We’ll speak soon.” 

He headed away for the car and Ali watched him go. Just as he reached it, he paused and turned back. 

“That date…” he called across the space between them. “You still on?”

“I’m still on,” Ali replied with a nod.

Callihan looked pleased, and he flashed her a disarming grin before getting into the car, starting the engine, and driving away.

Ali watched the two cars leave, taking with them Gilbert the Gobbler’s murderer. Then she looked over at Bottomless Pit Bob. The poor man looked like he was in a complete state, his face stained with tears, his eyes haunted. Ali couldn’t help but feel for him. His terrible decision to get mixed up with a loan shark had gotten his friend killed, and his lying by omission had seen not one but two innocent men thrown in jail for no reason. But he’d clearly been through a lot and had played his part in the end. She hoped he’d one day find peace from his guilty conscience, and forgiveness from the rest of the Mad Frank family.

Just then, a figure moved out from the shadows toward her. It was Fat Tony. He must’ve been waiting just out of sight for the cops to leave, and he approached her with his arms open wide, as if for a hug.

“Miss Sweet,” he said in his thick Italian accent. “You did a good job tonight. Getting Salvador off our turf. We’d like to reward you. What do you want? Need? Ask Fat Tony, and I’ll see that it’s done.”

Ali shook her head. She may have called on Fat Tony’s assistance to help get Bob out of his predicament and solve Gilbert’s murder, but she didn’t want to get too cozy with the local mobsters. They were still untrustworthy gangsters who could always turn against her on a whim, after all.

“No need,” she said, boldly. “I had my own reasons for doing it.”

Fat Tony shook his head. He was clearly not about to take no for an answer. “There must be something you want. Just name it.”

Suddenly, Ali had an idea. While she didn’t want to benefit from a mob boss’s generosity, there was someone else who desperately needed help… 

 

*

 

Ali pushed open the door of Emilio’s pizzeria. It was completely empty inside. No chairs, tables, no artwork. Even the comforting smell of pizza dough had gone. Ali felt a pang of nostalgia as she cast her eyes around the room.

“Hello?” she called into the gloom. “Emilio? Are you there?”

A sound came from the kitchen, and a moment later Emilio emerged into the dining area. 

“Ali?” he said, sounding despondent and defeated. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to check on you. Maria was here by herself when the cops came. I wondered where you were.”

Emilio looked downcast. “I got scared and ran away from my problems. But she told me you were there and that you comforted her. Thank you for looking out for her when I could not.” He shook his head bitterly.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Ali told him. “You’ve been under a lot of stress at the moment. I’m sure the cops were just the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

“I should have been there for her,” Emilio said, not listening to a word of Ali’s reassurance. “What kind of a man am I? To drag her into all this drama? I told her everything was sorted here in California. But here I am, stuck, unable to move away.” He shook his head sadly. “No one wants to take over the lease. I’m stuck in limbo. Maria is angry. I suspect she will leave me if I don’t solve this soon.”

Ali reached out and patted his arm. “Then perhaps you’ll be pleased to know she won’t have to wait much longer.”

Emilio frowned, as if hearing her for the first time. “What? Why? I don’t understand.”

“I’m taking over your store,” Ali announced.

Emilio’s eyes widened. “You? But—but I thought—” He gave up trying to speak and swept Ali up in his arms instead, then twirled her on the spot.

Ali laughed as he set her down on the floor. “I know. You thought if I didn’t want the equipment then I probably didn’t want the lease either. And you’d be half right. I found a buyer for the equipment.”

“Who?” Emilio asked.

“Let’s just say someone who owed me a favor,” Ali replied with a smile, recalling the look of bemusement on Fat Tony’s face when she told him the only favor she wanted from him was to sell him a heavy stone wood-fired pizza oven and expensive coffee machine…

“Is this real?” Emilio asked, looking thrilled.

“It’s real,” Ali said, nodding. “Your dream to go to Italy and my dream to expand the bakery are coming true.”

Emilio simply couldn’t contain himself. He picked her up in his arms again and swirled her around in a circle. “Thank you, Ali. Thank you!” Then he set her down on her feet. “I have to tell Maria!” he cried.

Ali watched her friend rush giddily away and smiled to herself. Everything had worked out perfectly in the end.


 

 

 


EPILOGUE

 

 

Ali clinked her fork against her champagne glass and held it aloft. “To Emilio and Maria! May they have a beautiful wedding and a happy, healthy life together in Italy!”

All the friends and family gathered in her bakery raised their glasses.

“To Emilio and Maria!” everyone cried, and a cheer went up. 

“Now let’s party!” Ali exclaimed.

Piper hit the play button on the radio and pounding music filled the bakery. She turned to Teddy standing beside her and the two broke into the most ridiculous dance moves.

Ali smiled at their unbridled joy. She’d still not completely forgiven Teddy for his nonchalance over her disappointing trip to Desert View but she was determined not to hold a grudge against him. He was just too focused on making his own dreams come true, and she could understand where he was coming from now that she had a new bakery expansion to think about.

In the week since she’d taken on the lease, the place had been entirely gutted. Fat Tony had come good on his promise, relieving her of all the expensive equipment, leaving her with an empty shell of a building and a whole load of dreams.

Just then, Eunbi sidled up to Ali, champagne glass in hand, and slung a sloppy arm around her.

“You know this is my last night in Willow Bay,” she slurred, raising her voice to be heard over the music.

“You mean you’re finally checking out of the inn?” Ali teased, feigning surprise. “But I thought you loved it there!”

Eunbi giggled. “I’m heading on a road trip with Scott for a few days.” She pointed at her boyfriend lurking by the door uncomfortably. “Then we’ll go to Gilbert’s funeral.”

Ali nodded, feeling somber for a moment. Though she’d never met him personally, Gilbert the Gobbler seemed like a great guy, beloved by his competitive eating colleagues and son. And even if she didn’t really understand the world of competitive eating, she still accepted that Gilbert had a rare talent, and that the world was a little less brighter without him in it. 

She glanced over at Mad Frank in his pirate attire, helping himself to the table of baked goodies and free wine. Bob and the “bikini babes” were chatting with the other two competitors nearby.

“What about competitive eating?” she asked Eunbi. “Is Mad Frank going to run another contest?”

Eunbi shrugged. “Who knows? Everything is still up in the air. Maybe I’ll head abroad and see if there are some other contests I can do. Maybe I’ll go back to my roots and see if there are any competitive kimchi eating contests in South Korea.” She laughed merrily. “Oh, Ali, you know, I’m really going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you too,” Ali said, hugging her. “We’ll keep in touch though, right?”

“Absolutely!” Eunbi exclaimed. “You can’t go through all the crazy stuff we went through over the last few days and not stay in touch! We’re BFFs for life now.”

Ali laughed and tapped her champagne glass against Eunbi’s. “BFFs for life.”

Eunbi danced away across the room toward Scott and draped her arms drunkenly around him. Then Ali’s gaze slid from them to the other unlikely couple—Nate and Carys. The two were still going strong, despite her prior reservations. And Carys seemed to have gotten over her jealous streak at last, so Ali couldn’t begrudge them their happiness.

“Great party,” a voice said in her ear.

Ali swirled to see Seth. She grinned. “Thanks. I’ve been told I’m a good host.”

“And you’ll be an even better one when you expand into the pizzeria next door.” He smiled widely. “I can’t believe you decided to take on the lease!”

“And I can’t believe you’re moving off the boardwalk to the swanky end of town!” she replied. She stuck out her tongue. “Traitor.”

“I guess we all need a bit of change sometimes,” he said. “And not to get too comfortable.”

Ali nodded. He was right. Though things had felt difficult recently, the discomfort was a sign of change, and change always led to growth. Just look at Emilio and Maria, the happy couple. They’d already gone through so much to make their dreams come true, and were stronger and better for it. 

“I wonder if that will be me one day,” Ali quipped, nodding at the gorgeous Italian man and his equally stunning soon-to-be-bride.

“Never say never,” Seth replied with a wink, and he went off to join the group of dancers.

Ali sipped her champagne and watched on, as new friends and old alike came together to celebrate the love Emilio and Maria had found. Maybe, one day, she would be like them, in love, about to start a new adventure with her husband. But for now she was content with her bakery and whatever adventures that would bring her. 

 

*

 

Ali yawned and glanced around at her now empty bakery and the detritus from the party. Sparkly confetti and streamers seemed to cover every surface, while the floor was carpeted in a layer of cake and crumbs. 

“Sign of a good night,” Ali said to Scruff, her trusty companion curled up sleepily in the window seat. 

She went over to the door and locked it, and was about to head to the kitchen to get the mop and start tidying up when she halted. There was a new key dangling from the store keys now. The one for Emilio’s pizzeria. It was hers.

A surge of excitement overcame her. She went back to the door and looked at the keys dangling there, temptingly.

“What do you say, Scruff? Shall we go and take a look at the new shop?”

Scruff, though clearly sleepy from his long night of partying, barked in agreement.

Ali unlocked the door again, removed the keys, and took them outside with her.

It was blissfully quiet on the boardwalk, with dawn just starting to rise over the ocean, waking the gulls and swallows from their slumber. They chirruped in the background, their birdsong blending harmoniously with the gently lapping waves.

Ali paced over to the former pizzeria next door and put the key in the lock. A thrill of excitement rippled through her.

“Ready?” she asked Scruff.

He yapped and wagged his tail. 

She turned the key and the lock yielded welcomingly. Then she pushed on the door and stepped inside her new premises.

A vast, empty space awaited her, big enough for her footsteps to echo on the tiles as she paced inside. There was so much potential and Ali almost felt like she could burst with ideas. A bigger kitchen that could accommodate more staff. More dining space that would certainly call for waiting staff. Outdoor seating out the front to attract yet more people. And a garden! An actual garden she could host kids’ tea parties and teddy bear picnics in, and maybe grow some strawberries.

“Chickens!” Ali exclaimed. “I could keep chickens!”

Scruff made a disapproving noise.

“All right, all right not chickens,” Ali conceded.

She threw her arms out wide and spun on the spot. Scruff jumped around, barking merrily as she twirled around, letting her imagination run wild inside of her. The future was full of endless possibilities and she couldn’t wait to get started. She felt giddy from it.

“Oh wait…” she said, stopping. “Actually, that’s just dizziness.”

She laughed and pressed a hand against the wall to steady herself. 

But as the spinning in her head stopped, Ali looked up at the still open door through which she entered and realized she was not alone. Someone was standing in the doorway watching her.

Her heart leapt into her throat as she stared at the silhouette of a man backlit by the pale dawn light. 

“What do you want?” she demanded. “Don’t take one step in here or I’ll set my dog on you!”

Scruff immediately started to growl. 

“Ali?” the man said. “Is that you?”

Ali faltered. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

“I got the note you left for me. I thought you might … want to see me.”

He took a step into the light, and Ali searched his unfamiliar features, trying to work out who it was. 

“Oh,” he said, his tone dropping sadly. “You don’t recognize me anymore…”

Ali’s heart began to race. Her throat went dry. Her hands shook. As she spoke, her voice warbled. “Dad?”

“Yes, Ali,” he replied. “It’s me. It’s Dad.”
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