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“Is this why they call it the dog days of summer?” Summer groaned, though with that hint of pride she got every time she referred to the season she was named after. Then she took off her sunglasses to wipe the condensation off…again and used them to point at the dogs.

Both had been so eager to come out for their early morning walk before work. Barney had nearly smashed right into the elevator door when it didn’t open fast enough. And Betty hadn’t wasted any time sniffing when they reached the sidewalk near her favorite tree.

That excitement had lasted all of three minutes before the August sun drained them all. Now the dogs were stretched out under the picnic table where Summer and Alex had thirty minutes to kill. Summer tried to think of things to talk about other than the elephant in the room.

Since returning from Texas a couple weeks ago, Summer had been avoiding the coffee shop, its proprietor, and all mention of either. She knew it was childish and petty, but she couldn’t bring herself to face the feelings that surfaced every time she remembered that pretty face standing too close to Evan in Alex’s video.

It was a shame, too, because it was such a cute shot of one of the few times Barney did his hoop trick.

Summer put her shades back on and leaned against the hard wooden picnic table. It was rather uncomfortable, but given she’d be on her feet for ten hours soon, it was better than nothing. The movement caused Barney to pop his head up and watch her. When she didn’t go anywhere, he scooched a bit closer to her leg and stretched out until his nose rested on her sandal.

“Maybe I’ll take him to work with me,” Summer said, bending down to pet Barney. “He’s been so clingy since I got back. I think he thought I was gone forever.” Her heart melted and ached at the same time, thinking about it.

“Beesley,” was all Alex said.

“I know, I know.” Summer pouted.

Mrs. Beesley had been on her own—semi-secret—trip the past week and was returning to work that morning. Summer knew she’d been at her son’s and that things were not going well. She’d hoped all the drama about them forcing her to move to Florida was over, but apparently not.

Bringing a dog into the salon, even one as adorable and well behaved as Barney, wouldn’t be a good idea.

“We could go get coffee,” Alex said gently, but with a hint of a nudge. “Evan’s been working on this whole new iced menu and-”

“Did you know Tillie’s seeing someone?”

“No,” Alex answered, giving Summer a side eye for interrupting.

“Yeah, I don’t know much yet, but I have a bad feeling.”

“Mmhmm.”

“What?” Summer returned the side eye and let hers linger.

“Well, two things,” Alex said, holding up two fingers.

“Mmhmm,” Summer mimicked, in phrase and tone. She also noticed a new ring on Alex’s finger, information she filed away for later.

Alex touched one of her fingers. “Number one, you have a bad feeling about everybody these days. So this new boyfriend could be a saint and you wouldn’t like him.”

“Not true,” Summer said indignantly. Then she thought about it. “Not totally true. And this isn’t just my paranoia. Millie said she heard them arguing on the phone. And when I was in Texas, she was at the salon before the sun was even up.”

“Insomnia,” Alex suggested dryly.

“Bad boyfriend induced insomnia,” Summer said with raised eyebrows.

If either of them knew what that felt like, it was Alex. Her whole deal with Trevor nearly cost her the Sole Mate. She hadn’t confessed right away, but eventually she’d told Summer she’d taken out a loan on the sock store to help him during his latest money troubles. And of course he’d stiffed her, which was the real reason she’d been working all those crazy hours.

Remembering all that again, Summer wanted to find Trevor and do much worse than just yell at him like she did when he was crashing on Alex’s couch.

But none of that seemed to cross Alex’s mind because when Summer glanced back at her, she had her one remaining finger waggling in the air, and a huge grin on her face.

“What?”

“Number two,” Alex’s smile widened. “Interesting how the mention of Evan’s name made you think of a boyfriend.”
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Summer finished up her fourth back-to-school style of the morning, two bangs and one crew cut so far, while trying to distract herself from the other thing she couldn’t stop thinking about.

It had been nearly three weeks since the explosion at the dry cleaners. Summer couldn’t believe Mr. Rios was dead, nor that there’d been no movement on the case. With the waiting room full of kids, she had the TV playing cartoons. In her pocket, her phone was tuned to the local news station, WQXT, and she had one earbud in.

As she surveyed the waiting room for her next client, Summer knew better than to let herself get wrapped up in the Rios case. It was too soon after everything that happened with Felicity Talbot. She’d only been home a couple of weeks. Things were just beginning to settle back down.

Whatever this thing between her and Evan was, needed to be addressed…eventually.

Barney needed more attention than usual right now.

Harding most likely was the killer.

So many reasons kept running through her mind as to why she shouldn’t take on the case. But all she could think about was how Mr. Rios had tried to help her once. He’d seemed like a nice, misguided, older man. Yes, he’d had his quirks and strange ways of letting his kindness show, but Summer had felt it all the same.

And now, nobody seemed to care that he was dead.

Murdered.

Summer shook her head and turned down the volume on her phone, though she couldn’t bring herself to turn it off. Not yet. Still, she knew she was being foolish. Hadn’t she learned her lesson in Texas? Once again, she’d almost gotten herself and those she loved killed.

But it was worth it.

Summer agreed with herself, reluctantly. Mrs. Yarborough had an answer to what happened to her daughter. And Aunt Clara and Carl had come out just fine. They were actually preparing for another road trip already. Summer hoped she had as much energy as those two when she grew up.

A woman in a flowery dress made eye contact with Summer and pointed at a small girl playing with a magazine on the carpet in front of her. When Summer looked back up at the woman, she was miming bangs and a trim.

Summer’s hand ached just thinking about another set of bangs, but she smiled at the woman and waved her over.

Before the woman could reach her, Misty swooped in and took the girl’s hand. “I’ve got an opening. Follow me.”

Summer mouthed, ‘thank you,’ as they passed.

The girl, about seven or eight, took one look at Misty’s half black half blue hair and squealed. “Mommy! Can I have that?”

The mom pursed her lips, clearly thinking of a way to say no without causing a meltdown.

“Sorry,” Misty said, saving her, “I used up all this color. Maybe we just do something cute for school and then talk about your favorite colors when you come back next time.”

“My favorite color is yellow, but Mommy always buys me pink…” the girl began regaling Misty with her life story while her relieved mother heaved a big sigh and followed close behind.

Summer exchanged proud smiles with Tillie. Misty was coming up on her three-month probationary period and she fit in perfectly. Summer didn’t trust companies that said everyone was a family, but if any place could make her come around to that line of thought, it was her salon.

When the door chimed, Summer immediately felt guilty for thinking of Summer Cuts as hers and not theirs, and she just knew Mrs. Beesley heard the thought somehow and was coming to get her. It was silly, but at least it would be a distraction for her business partner. Summer was sure she needed something to get her mind off whatever happened on her trip.

But it wasn’t Mrs. Beesley at the door. It was a stunning older woman decked out in leather from head to toe, with three-inch heels, bangly bracelets, and the loudest smacking gum Summer had ever heard.

She was glorious, like if Peggy Bundy had decided to join a biker gang after Kelly and Bud moved out of the house.

“Hi! Can I help you?” Summer asked brightly.

“Name’s Didi. I’ve got an appointment.”

Summer checked the book. Sure enough, there was a penciled in appointment with Mrs. Beesley. Whoever had taken it must have heard the woman’s voice and assumed she was the type of older woman who would want one of Mrs. Beesley’s usual styles.

But that she was not.

“I’m Summer. Right this way.”

Once in the seat, Didi began rattling off the things she wanted—and very much didn’t want—done to her hair. “Layers, but not layers layers, you know? Long enough so it still moves. My curls have a life of their own. Cut it too short and I look like Orphan Annie!”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Summer said, laughing. Though judging by the intense red dye job, maybe the woman wasn’t too far off on her assessment.

Summer began Didi’s cut, long layers and not much off the bottom. She hadn’t gotten far when she heard the familiar voice of news anchor, Myra Weston. “Still no leads in the suspicious explosion that claimed the life of Benito Rios.”

She reached into her pocket to turn up the volume on her phone before realizing that wasn’t where the sound was coming from. When she heard a sniffle and felt Didi shift in her seat, Summer looked down to see her watching the news on her own phone.

“Oh, dear. Is everything alright? Do you need-” Summer broke off because she didn’t know what to offer the crying woman.

Didi spun around in her chair and glared up at Summer with angry tears in her eyes. “The only thing I need is to find the person who hurt my Benny and make them pay!”
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Summer closed the salon door with a bit more force than usual and walked slowly down the sidewalk. Normally, she’d be practically running to get Barney from Alex’s shop. But after the day she just had, she needed a moment of quiet reflection.

It didn’t help matters that the only way to the Sole Mate was past Mr. Sullivan’s old store, which was now infested by Drew Harding and his henchmen. She couldn’t believe Mr. Sullivan would even consider selling to the likes of Drew Harding.

She dared to peek inside the building, not wanting to catch sight of Harding, but also feeling the urge to keep close tabs on him. The interior of the store was still mostly empty; a good sign. Several goons milled about, pointing and chatting, as if making grand plans for the space. One in particular caught her eye.

The largest of Harding’s men stood behind the door, glaring out at the bright mid-day sun and everyone who had the misfortune of passing by. His expression didn’t change when she neared, though he should have recognized her. They’d now had multiple unsavory run-ins regarding a certain list of names, which Summer still refused to acknowledge.

Maybe he’s so used to harassing people, he doesn’t even bother to remember us.

Still, Summer didn’t see Harding anywhere, and for that she was glad.

And sad.

Since running into that intriguing woman who claimed to be Mr. Rios’s ex-wife, determined to avenge his death, Summer’s thoughts hadn’t wandered far from the case she’s been refusing to take up.

It’s been weeks, though.

Surely, if Sheriff Brady was going to solve the thing, he would have done so by now, right?

Right.

Summer made her way down Main Street, past the budding community garden everyone had helped plant the weekend she returned from Texas, past Barney’s favorite sniffing tree, and past the bustling little coffee shop she’d been avoiding for no particular reason. As she neared Jefferson Avenue, she swore she could smell the embers from the fire that had claimed Mr. Rios’s life, though she told herself that was impossible. The dry cleaner’s was at least a mile away, and the fire was nearly a month ago, now.

Just my imagination.

Her mind turned to the woman again; Didi. She looked like a Didi, too. With the larger-than-life attitude and leather-clad style to match, Summer couldn’t think of a more fitting name. Or a more fitting partner for Mr. Rios, Benny, as she’d called him.

Flashes of her time in the now destroyed dry cleaner’s played in Summer’s head as she neared the sock shop. Seeing him again, smiling and joking with her in his own unique way, made the walk to pick up Barney anything but calming.

How could Sheriff Brady not be able to arrest someone already? Did Mr. Rios not matter as a victim because of his association with Harding and whatever other criminal element he got mixed up in? Did Brady even know about his side hustles?

Is it up to me to solve this thing?

Summer took out her phone and texted Aunt Clara, ‘Up for a case?’ She knew they were getting ready for another trip, but imagined the pull of adventure would be too strong.

‘Carl will kill me if I cancel our trip now. And you need to sit this one out’

‘You don’t even know which one I’m talking about’

‘Of course I do. I know you too well. And it’s too dangerous, Summer’

‘Wow, you used my name and everything’

‘That’s how much I want you to leave this case alone’

Summer didn’t respond. She was already at the door of Sole Mate, and Barney had spotted her.

And she’d already made up her mind.

Mr. Rios deserved justice.
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“I’m telling you, I froze!” Summer took a pair of brightly colored socks with smiling fish off the rack and held them up. “These are new.”

Alex took the socks and put them back on the rack. “You hate fishing and don’t change the subject.”

“I wasn’t,” Summer said indignantly. “And just because I hate fishing doesn’t mean I hate fish. They’re cute.”

Alex glared at Summer. “You froze,” she said slowly.

Summer threw her hands up and let them fall heavily back at her sides. “I don’t know what happened. She started talking about revenge and calling him her Benny. I had no idea he was even married, but I guess they’re not married. She said she was his ex-wife. And since nobody was going to solve his murder, it was up to her.”

“Hmm, sounds like someone I know.”

“And she’s right! If I’d worked the case when I got back from Texas, she wouldn’t have had to come all the way out here from-” Summer hesitated. “I don’t know where from, but you get the point.”

“And you were supposed to be sitting this one out.” Alex walked over to the sales counter and began shutting everything down.

Summer followed, with both dogs zigzagging between them. “It’s been weeks, Alex. Weeks! They still haven’t even determined if it is a homicide. I never take this long to solve a case!”

“And you know that, how?”

“One week tops. Not to brag or anything, but my track record-”

“You know they haven’t determined if it is a homicide…how?” Alex gave Summer the same look and tone as her mother used to.

Summer instinctively fidgeted with her phone, trying to hide it deeper in her pocket, and stared at her feet.

“Exactly. You need to stay away from this one.” Alex grabbed her keys and headed toward the door. “At least you froze.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Now she doesn’t know who you are, or how obsessed you get over crimes, and you can keep it that way.” Alex ushered everyone out and locked the shop behind them.

“I wanted those fish socks,” Summer pouted.

“You keep your nose out of this case and I’ll give them to you for free.”

“And the sushi ones?”

Alex laughed.

“What?”

“You love the cute little fish and you love the yummy little fish.”

Summer lightly shoved Alex on the arm. “I am a deep and complex woman.”

“Or the sushi were smiling, too.”

“Maybe.”

“Well, stay out of the case and you can have a pair of every smiling sock.” Alex handed Summer the car keys and they loaded the dogs into the yellow punch buggy.

Summer’s phone rang several times in her pocket, then vibrated with a voicemail. When she finally got settled behind the wheel, she checked to see the missed call. She was about to listen to the message when her phone lit up again.

“Uh, oh,” Summer said, then answered. “Tillie? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing!” Tillie responded too quickly. “I just need a day or two off from work. I asked Mrs. B first, but she said ask you.”

Summer didn’t have time to think about Mrs. Beesley giving her the responsibility, because all she could think about was Tillie’s no-good boyfriend. She didn’t have all the details but the signs were there. The same ones she’d noticed in Alex when Trevor came back around; avoiding eye contact, making small mistakes in the salon, and ignoring small talk.

“Sure, take whatever time you need. Is there anything else I can help you with? Do you need-”

“Misty already said she’ll cover. I just needed you to OK it,” Tillie broke in. “Thanks! It’ll just be a couple of days. I’ll let you know when I know more.”

The line went dead before Summer could respond. “I don’t like it.”

“Like what?”

Summer started the car before the sweltering August heat overtook them all. The AC hit her face with a blast of hot air. “Tillie’s having some kind of boyfriend trouble, but she won’t talk to me. I don’t know if she’s confided in Misty. Maybe, since she’s covering her shifts.”

“Good…I mean, not good good. But…it gives you another distraction besides murder!”

“Distraction?”

Alex turned to face Summer and leveled her with an intense stare. “Yes, a distraction. From your real drama.”

“I don’t have real-”

“Evan.”

Summer closed her mouth and concentrated very hard on the road.
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Later that night, Summer settled onto the couch with Barney and a plate of fries in her lap. He looked up at her with those sad brown eyes and she caved. “Just one,” she said as she held a fry out for him. He gently bit the other end and took it from her. “Such a polite good boy.”

She scarfed down several fries while clicking through the TV channels before turning it off and tossing the remote to the other side of the couch. “I’m not using the case to distract myself from…him,” she said to Barney—not Alex—about an hour too late.

Barney looked like he believed her as much as Alex would have.

“You didn’t even meet him,” she replied. “He was…unique, yes. But I could tell he had a good heart. Deep…deep down. Didi loved him enough to come avenge his death. That’s gotta count for something.”

Barney finished eating the French fry and licking the couch cushion, then yawned and sniffed Summer’s hand.

“One more, and that’s it. For real this time.” Summer held out another fry, and Barney took it. “But it’s really a shame that nobody’s solving this thing,” she continued.

She stretched across Barney to grab the remote and turned the TV back on, feeling defeated. The news was still doing a Back-to-School segment. She turned the volume up enough to catch her attention if they decided to talk about the explosion.

“I’ll bet you another French fry that they don’t even bring him up.”

Barney looked at Summer, the fry, the TV, then back at Summer with a meaningful head tilt.

“You’re right. That’s not fair.” She slid the fry over to his couch cushion. “But seriously, that’s it.”

They sat in comfortable silence for two more news segments before Summer gave up and turned off the TV again.

“Don’t tell Alex,” she said, grabbing her laptop off the coffee table.

Just as she suspected, the last article she could find about Mr. Rios was time-stamped over a week ago. And that was nothing more than a couple paragraphs about it probably being ruled an accident. “Yeah, so many accidental explosions going on,” Summer said under her breath.

She clicked on her notes app and it was just as disappointing. She started it the night she got back from Texas but had nothing beyond the bare facts and Harding’s name bolded and underlined.

“I’m as much to blame as Sheriff Brady.” Summer scolded herself.

You’d just gotten back from a very difficult case.

Thinking of the case made Summer check the clock to see how late it was. Then she texted Mrs. Yarborough. ‘How are you holding up?’

The response was nearly instant. ‘Alright. Looks like Louise is going to plea out, so we won’t have to go to court.’

‘That’s great! It’s the least she could do’

‘We’re holding a memorial next week. I hope you’ll come.’

‘Of course!’

Summer went back to her mostly blank notes screen and slowly typed Didi’s name. She didn’t really think the ex-wife was a suspect, but she’d been burned before.

And it’s always the ex.

Summer nodded and shrugged at herself. It wasn’t always the ex, but relationships tended to get messy. So far, most of them had led to murder in the cases she’d worked.

Is that why you’re avoiding You Know Who?

Summer shook the thought away. She wasn’t avoiding You Know Who. And if she was, it had nothing to do with murder.

The image of his cute new barista flashed before her eyes.

Summer groaned and started typing. She quickly found some very juicy—and thankfully distracting—information.

The divorce papers between Benito and Deirdre Rios had shown quite a contentious relationship. The filings list went on for pages, and years. Accusations of infidelity and other naughty transgressions were flung in both directions. If anyone desperately needed to get a divorce, it was these two.

And yet…

Summer leaned in and squinted. Clicking back to the first page of results, she carefully read every document title. Five pages later, she leaned back. “Huh, that’s weird.”

Mr. Rios and Didi’s divorce wasn’t final.

“What do you think her real reason for being in Spring Harbor is?”
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Summer put her scissors down and turned away from the cute little girl in her chair to yawn and stretch her shoulders. Back to School was in full swing and two moms were standing outside the door when she arrived, two kids each in tow. Summer hadn’t even looked at the coffee pot, much less started it up.

Blegh, she silently retched at the mere thought of normal hot coffee. She’d been too chicken to face Evan for nearly three weeks and getting iced coffee at another shop felt like cheating. So, that left her drinking hot swill every morning and hating every second of it.

“Morning!” Misty called from the door. Summer hadn’t even heard the bell ding over another yawn.

“Morning!” She tried to sound as chipper as Misty but it fell flat. She mouthed ‘coffee’ and nodded her head toward the back room.

“Miss,” the second mother said, popping up out of her seat. “Can you cut my son’s hair?” The woman grabbed one of her boys and nudged him toward Misty who still hadn’t set her bag down. Then she glanced at Summer and back at Misty’s blue and black hair. “He wants a mohawk,” she whispered.

If Summer wasn’t so tired from staying up all night researching the case, she would have been offended. Little do you know, ma’am, I won the Crazy Hair Contest in this very town.

She held her head a little higher as she went back to getting this squirmy girl’s bangs just right. She almost didn’t hear the bell ring again. She was so in the zone.

It was Misty’s gasp that made her look up.

Mrs. Beesley nearly stumbled through the door with a tray of coffees. One of them was the tell-tale clear plastic that signaled ice cold relief was on the way. But that wasn’t what Misty, and now Summer, gasped at.

Summer’s gaze crawled up Mrs. Beesley from scuffed sandal to lopsided beehive. The woman was in bad shape. The woman was the only person Summer knew who still wore panty hose, and even those were torn.

Misty was closer so she took the tray of coffees from Mrs. Beesley while Summer made her way to help…somehow.

“Are you alright?” Summer asked, taking Mrs. Beesley’s elbow and leading her to the office. “I’ll be right back,” she said to the mother of the girl in her chair.

Ever since Mrs. Beesley’s son, Charles, had visited to strong arm her into moving to Florida, Summer had forced herself to stay out of it. If Mrs. Beesley wanted to talk about it, she would have.

But that time had passed.

“What on earth is the matter? I thought your trip to see the girls was only supposed to be a vacation.”

“It was.”

Summer made a point to look over Mrs. Beesley once more. “Doesn’t look like it.”

Mrs. Beesley waved her away. “Oh, this? I just forgot to set my alarm again. Thought I’d make it up to you with some coffee.” Mrs. Beesley looked around as if wondering where she’d put the tray.

“Gertrude,” Summer said in her best mom voice.

“Lori’s thinking of moving back home.”

“If you don’t give in and move to Florida,” Summer finished for her.

“I don’t want to make her uproot her life,” Mrs. Beesley said in a defeated tone.

“Gertrude,” she said again, liking it less the second time around. “Things are going great here. We’re even starting to turn a profit after all the renovations. There’s no need to uproot your daughter’s life…or your own. Tell them not to worry about you.”

Mrs. Beesley’s shoulders slumped. “You know, if I’m in Florida, you’ll have the place to yourself.”

“Stop it! I don’t want this place to myself. We need a grownup around here. Tell your kids that!”

“But you don’t…” Mrs. Beesley trailed off.

“Is that the problem? You think you’re no longer needed here? Well… if you only knew-”

“Summer!” Misty’s urgent voice echoed through the partially closed office door.

Summer poked her head out to see another gaggle of moms and kids piling into the waiting room. She started to run back to her work station while telling the moms to sign in.

“If I only knew what?” Mrs. Beesley asked worriedly.

“Oh, nothing!” Summer said with a smile.

Just that there’s another hot case and the possible murder suspect was right here in my chair a few hours ago.
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“Rip the bandaid off. Rip the bandaid off,” Summer repeated, psyching herself up on the way to the Spring in Your Step.

Her conversation with Mrs. Beesley made her feel like a fool for avoiding Evan. How could she lecture her mentor about facing her children when she couldn’t even face her—whatever Evan was now.

It was time to rip the bandaid off and talk to him.

And get a good cup of coffee.

Summer nearly wiped her tongue at the thought of the gross coffee from Evan’s competitor that morning. She’d wanted to tell him how bad it was all day, but every time she reached for her phone, something—her being a big chicken—made her hesitate.

She was being foolish, though, and she knew it. Things were going great in her life. Summer Cuts was thriving. She had Barney and Alex and Aunt Clara to keep her well occupied every day. She was solving murders left and right.

Except this one, she mentally scolded herself, but brushed it off.

“In due time,” Summer half whispered. Maybe if she got this mess with Evan out of her way, she could focus on the case. “Rip the bandaid off,” she repeated.

Summer tried to rehearse what she was going to say to him, if she’d apologize for flaking or demand to know where they stood. Still, neither choice felt right and she couldn’t imagine herself actually saying either.

She landed on the simplest, most logical explanation. If Evan was moving on, then she only had herself to blame, though she definitely wouldn’t put it that way when she saw him.

Besides, she reminded herself, Alex kept saying over and over that this cute girl is just his new barista. But Alex didn’t see, or care about, the way she looked at Evan in that video of Barney doing his trick.

Summer knew that look well. She’d even been guilty of staring at Evan like that a couple of times. He was so handsome. How could they not?

“Rip the bandaid off,” she said again with more conviction.

She’d almost made it to the coffee shop, too, when she felt a hand clamp down hard on her shoulder.
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Summer spun around, reaching for the pepper spray she kept in her pocket. When she’d moved out of the big city, she’d thought she would never need it again. But her knack for finding the most dangerous people in Spring Harbor had made her fish it out of her closet.

“Woah!” a somewhat familiar voice said, followed by an actually familiar pop of chewing gum.

“Didi?” Summer said, holding her chest with one hand and still digging in her pocket for the tiny can of pepper spray.

“In the flesh,” Didi said, smiling as if she had no idea she was about to get an eyeful of pain.

“You scared me!”

Didi looked Summer up and down, her gaze finally resting on the two fingers in her pocket. “I can see that,” she said with more than a little satisfaction. “Whatcha’ got there?”

Summer pulled out the pepper spray and showed it to her.

“Girl, that stuff won’t do nothing to me that I don’t do to myself every morning with a full can of Aquanet.” Didi laughed and patted her outrageously teased head of fire engine red curls.

If Summer hadn’t still been so traumatized from the jump scare, she would have been offended at what Didi did to the lovely layers she’d just given her. She put the pepper spray back in her pocket. “Hi,” she said, half sheepish and half leading.

What did this woman want with her? And after everything Summer learned about her last night, should she have put the pepper spray away so soon?

It took until that moment for the rest of Summer’s senses to catch up. She noticed the smell of soot and black smudges all over Didi’s heavily painted face. “What…”

“I been doing my own investigating,” Didi said by way of explanation. She waved a hand over her outfit, more leather and bright colors, made only slightly duller by the ash covering it.

“I can see that,” Summer said, repeating Didi’s snarky line.

Didi smiled as if Summer had passed some test with that quip. “I found something.”

Summer nodded.

“And it points me right to you!”

“Me?” Summer was so shocked she actually took a step back. “I was in Texas when the explosion happened. And…” She swallowed, quickly coming to terms with something she hadn’t quite let herself believe. “And I liked Mr. Rios.”

“No, silly,” Didi said.

Summer felt a lot of things in that moment, but silly wasn’t one of them.

“It points to you being the only one I should trust in this town.”

Shock became the most prevalent feeling.

“Come on, let’s do this over coffee,” Didi said, reminding Summer that she had been standing outside Evan’s door like an idiot for way too long.

“Uh…maybe we could go-” Summer was about to lead Didi anywhere but inside Evan’s shop.

But of course, a cute little perky face appeared beside her and held the door open for them.

And Summer had no choice but to go inside and rip two bandaids off.
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“Summer!” Evan nearly yelled as he ran from behind the counter to greet her. His arms were out like he was going for a hug, but Summer ducked at the last second.

She’d always been scared of bandaids.

“I…we…” Summer jutted a finger over her shoulder at Didi.

Evan’s eyes went wider as he took in Didi in all her glory. He stuck out his hand in greeting. “Hi, Evan, and you are…”

“Didi. Owens. Formerly Rios,” Didi explained as she took Evan’s hand.

Evan leaned his head back in understanding. “Ah,” he said as his big welcoming smile faded. “Of course. I’m so sorry for your loss.” He turned and led them toward Summer and Aunt Clara’s usual booth. It had a little VIP style rope across it, but otherwise looked undisturbed from the last time she’d been here.

“Um, maybe…not there,” Summer said, hesitating. She didn’t know why, but sitting at her booth with Didi Rios felt wrong.

“No problem,” Evan said, and weaved through the impressive crowd of people to show them a smaller table in the back. When they were seated, he smiled down at her. “The usual?”

As soon as he said it, Summer could already taste the caramel goodness she’d missed so much.

“Please,” she said, a little too excitedly.

“And for you?” he asked Didi.

“Hot, strong, and Irish,” Didi replied.

“Coming right up.”

But he didn’t move.

Summer looked up slowly, hoping and dreading what she’d see.

“Maybe after your meeting we could-”

“I have to get Barney,” she said a little too quickly, like the big chicken she was.

When he finally walked away, clearly dejected, Didi leaned in. “I’d give a million dollars to know what that was all about,” she said rather loudly and with a huge grin.

“Nothing.”

“Mmhmm.”

Summer changed the subject by grabbing her phone and texting Alex. ‘Gonna be late picking up the puppies unless you want to bring them to the coffee shop’

‘Wouldn’t dream of disturbing that! Besides, they’re with Mrs. Walters today, remember?’

‘Right, forgot. Have fun working late. Make sure to lock up tight’

‘Quit stalling and talk to him!’

Summer didn’t tell Alex that she wasn’t exactly talking to him. She could still see her usual booth from their table and thought about sending Aunt Clara a picture of it, but that would have opened up another line of interrogation she wasn’t ready for. Still, she snapped the picture and held onto it until she was better prepared.

Evan hurried back with their coffees and Summer nearly snatched hers from him. “Thank you so much,” she said between swigs.

“It’s half-caff,” he replied, tapping his wrist as if there was a watch on it.

Summer realized it was getting late and any coffee right now was a bad idea, but it didn’t slow her down one bit. She’d missed this.

Coffee, she reminded herself. She’d missed this coffee.

Chicken.

“Thank you young man,” Didi said and smiled conspiratorially at Summer. When Evan smiled back and left again, Didi added, “If I were twenty years younger…”

Summer tried to ignore the intense jealous rage that bubbled up inside her, and the huge grin on Didi’s face as she saw it written all over Summer’s face.

“Someone needs to snatch that boy up,” Didi said, rubbing salt in the wound.

Summer sat up and put her coffee on the table as forcefully as she could with a clear plastic cup. “You were saying you found something,” she said, making it clear that Evan’s current romantic availability was not an approved topic of conversation.

“Fine.” Didi reached in her pocket and pulled out a wadded piece of paper. “This was in his ledger in the safe.”

“You got in his safe?” Summer asked, not taking the paper.

Didi’s grin turned solemn. “Our anniversary,” was all she said, and Summer knew that must have still been his safe combination.

She knew the old scoundrel still had a heart. Maybe that’s why she liked him more than she should have.

Didi cleared her throat and pushed the paper toward Summer.

She finally took it and read, “If anything happens to me, it’s not an accident. Find Summer Snow.”
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Saying Summer was shocked would have been an understatement. Yes, she’d just come to terms with her own limited affection toward Rios, but to think the feeling was mutual…Summer was more than shocked.

She thought back to her brief interactions with the man. She’d not had much choice. Harding had set up their introduction by leading her to him after Solomon Bundy had been poisoned. Her guard had been up, of course. Any associate of Harding’s should have been an enemy of hers.

But Rios had been helpful, in his own roundabout way, and definitely an interesting character. Summer could see why he and this colorful, strange woman before her were a match. But her dealings with him had been just that; brief.

And in their final meeting, he had turned her away rather abruptly.

For the life of her, Summer couldn’t figure out how that translated to ‘Find Summer Snow.’

“Did you know about this before you came to my salon?” Summer asked, the coffee turning sour in her stomach.

“What?” Didi asked, seeming distracted all of a sudden. She hadn’t even touched her still steaming cup of coffee. She shook her head. “Uh, no. That was a coincidence. Or maybe…” she trailed off.

Summer gave her a moment to collect her thoughts and when she didn’t speak, Summer asked, “Maybe what?”

Didi smiled, a warm, heartfelt expression Summer wasn’t expecting on the woman’s vibrant features. She fluffed her already impossibly large hair. “Benny probably knew I’d run into you, anyway.”

“But?” Summer asked, sensing Didi was still holding something back.

“But there’s more,” Didi finally answered.

After a moment, Didi reached into her pocket and produced another crumpled piece of paper. She didn’t hand it to Summer right away. Instead, she read it, and her eyes filled with tears. “I think he knew he would…that something was going to happen to him.”

Summer reached for the slip of paper and had to tug on it to get it out of Didi’s hand. It felt wet, as if these weren’t the first tears Didi had shed over them. “May I?” Summer asked.

A nod was all she got, but it was enough.

Summer looked down at the hastily scrawled note. “Didi, she reminds me of our Sarah.”

Oh no.

When Summer glanced back up at Didi, she held another piece of white paper in her hand. This one was thicker, though more worn around the edges. She turned the picture around to show Summer a young girl of about nineteen. Her hair was auburn and hung loosely around her shoulders, but that was about the only similarity Summer saw between them.

“It’s been six years,” Didi whispered. She took a deep breath. “Car accident. She was bright and carefree, but if she got ahold of something, some mystery or detail she thought she should know.” Didi shook her head slowly and huffed a quiet laugh. “She was like a dog with a bone.”

Summer didn’t know what to say, but luckily, she didn’t have to. Didi’s floodgates were open.

“I think that’s what got between us, me and Benny. We couldn’t bear to look at each other anymore. Not without seeing her face staring back. She had his eyes.”

“I…” Summer faltered. She reached a hand across the table and squeezed Didi’s. She was at a loss for words. She saw the resemblance, somewhat, and she definitely felt like a dog with a bone when she got sucked into these cases. But was that enough? Was she enough to help Didi figure out who killed Mr. Rios?

Could she handle another grieving mother so soon? Working with Mrs. Yarborough had been rewarding, and she was glad she could help bring justice to Louise Neil. But it had wrecked her in the process. Was she really ready to put herself through that all over again?

No.

Summer gave Didi’s hand another, tighter squeeze, to prepare her for what she was about to say. But she didn’t get the chance.

“Summer!...Summer!”

She turned to see who was calling her name so urgently.
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Aunt Clara and Carl burst through the doors. “Summer!” Aunt Clara yelled for a third time. Her voice was raspy, nearly gone. No wonder Summer hadn’t recognized her calling her name.

Summer jumped up in time to be nearly bowled over by her aunt’s bear hug. “What are you doing here? What happened to your voice? How did you know I was here?” She looked over her aunt’s head toward Carl, but he’d made a beeline for Evan at the counter.

“What are you doing sitting over here?” Aunt Clara asked, her voice not doing any better. She glanced down at Didi, who was wiping her eyes.

Summer watched the uncharacteristic display of emotion disappear off Didi’s face and the brash, larger-than-life persona returned.

“Hi,” Aunt Clara said, nearly shoving Summer aside to greet Didi. “I’m Clara, Summer’s aunt. That’s Carl over there, getting my coffee.” Her voice gave out and she cleared her throat. “Don’t worry. I’m not contagious. I got a little too rowdy at a concert last night. Lost my voice.”

“Miracles do happen,” Summer groaned playfully. “But that doesn’t explain what you’re doing here,” she repeated.

Aunt Clara turned back to Summer and repeated her own question. “Why are you sitting over here?”

“We were just-”

“Nonsense,” Aunt Clara said, yanking Summer’s arm and motioning for Didi to follow.

Summer barely had time to grab her coffee, but she let herself be dragged to their usual booth. She knew better than to argue.

When they’d all settled, Aunt Clara on one side, Summer and Didi on the other, Summer asked again. “How did you know I was here?” She knew she’d taken the picture of the booth for Aunt Clara but she was certain she hadn’t sent it. The only person who knew she was at the coffee shop was…Alex.

Conspiracy!

Aunt Clara smiled. “A little birdie told me.”

“That little birdie can find her own way home tonight.”

“Aww, don’t be mad at her. She knew you’d probably chicken out and not talk to him, and we were in the neighborhood, so we decided to come make sure things go according to plan. An all hands on deck sort of thing.”

“All hands on deck? Plan? What plan?”

Aunt Clara shrugged.

“It really is a conspiracy,” Summer grumbled, looking over at Carl so he could share in her ire. He looked pretty chummy with the cute new barista, like old pals. Another spike of jealousy surged through her.

“So you’re Mr. Rios’s wife?” Aunt Clara was asking when Summer calmed herself enough to pay attention.

“Ex-wife,” Didi corrected.

Summer wondered if Didi knew the marriage hadn’t been dissolved. Or if that was part of her ploy. From what she’d learned about the woman last night, she had to keep her theories to herself for now.

“I don’t know if I’d try to avenge my ex-husband’s death,” Aunt Clara said. “You must really love him.”

Summer scrunched her eyebrows. “You have an ex-husband?”

Aunt Clara shrugged. “Vegas,” was all she said by way of explanation. Then she turned her attention back to Didi. “Who do you think did it?”

Summer put her hand out to stop the conversation. “No, no, no. We’re not just gonna gloss over the fact that you have an ex-husband!”

“Time and place, child.” Aunt Clara swatted Summer’s hand away.

Didi smiled at them and said, “Benny was right about you.” She still held the picture of her daughter, Sarah, in her hand. She smiled down at it, too, before showing it to Aunt Clara.

“Aww, she’s beautiful. She has your hair,” Aunt Clara said to Summer.

“Yes,” Didi answered, softly. “She was very beautiful, and feisty like your niece.”

Aunt Clara’s demeanor changed as she registered that Didi had referred to her daughter in the past tense. “Oh. I’m so sorry.”

Didi must have wanted to change the subject, probably to keep her regained composure, because she answered Aunt Clara’s previous question instead. “I don’t know who did it. That’s why I’m here, with you.” She addressed the last part directly to Summer.

Summer leaned back. She’d been so excited to dive into this case just an hour ago, but now she felt that familiar dread seeping in. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Why?” Didi and Aunt Clara both asked.

Summer glared at her aunt. “Well, I’m pretty sure You Know Who is in the middle of this. And besides, you’re leaving.”

Aunt Clara waved a dismissive hand. “We can postpone. I think I’m wearing poor old Carl down with all these trips, anyway.”

Summer pursed her lips, then silently mouthed, “What are you doing?”

Aunt Clara grinned, took a sip of Summer’s coffee, tilted her head toward Didi, and whispered back. “I really like her.”
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By the end of the conversation, Aunt Clara and Didi were new best buds, and Summer was knee-deep in a case she still couldn’t make up her mind about. A big part of her wanted to find out who killed Mr. Rios and help Didi get some closure. And nail Harding for whatever his role in all this was.

But another part of her was scared. What if she only made things worse? What if she couldn’t handle it? Working so closely with the family of the victim was a new layer to crime solving she hadn’t been prepared for with the Yarborough case. Now that she knew what was possibly coming, how could she knowingly put herself in that situation?

Not to mention the fact that Didi might not be so innocent in all this.

Still, Aunt Clara seemed to love her and that had to count for something.

“I think we’ve got ourselves a plan,” Aunt Clara said, smacking the table and standing up. “Right Summer?”

Summer nodded, not knowing what she’d just agreed to, but by the way both women beamed at her with expectant pride, she had a sinking feeling it would be dangerous.

Carl appeared beside her with two cups and a greasy paper bag. “Got you the last two cheese danishes.”

“My hero,” Aunt Clara said with a swooning tone.

“Gross,” Summer said with a barfing tone.

“Oh, hush. Let me out.” Aunt Clara tapped Summer on the arm. Then, as she was exiting the booth, she patted Didi’s hand the same way Summer had. “We’re gonna find who did this to your Benny, and they’re gonna pay.”

“Aunt Clara!” Summer whispered harshly.

Aunt Clara leveled her with a stern glare that said she meant business.

Carl made a noise in his throat. “Is this what I think it is?”

Aunt Clara kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’ll tell you all about it on the way.”

Summer didn’t bother asking where they were on the way to. Aunt Clara had more energy than a teenage boy. Summer had never been able to keep up, even as a teen herself.

“Well,” Summer said to Didi, still not knowing what she’d just agreed to. “I’ll be in touch.” She turned to follow Aunt Clara, and Didi jumped up to do the same.

“Wait!” Evan’s voice cut through the chatter in the shop and his hand landed on her arm. “Wait,” he said again more softly as she turned to face him.

Aunt Clara, who had been holding the door for her, let it close with a deafening whoosh. Summer’s fate was sealed.

He let go of her arm and ran that same hand through his luscious brown waves. His hair was getting long, and it looked so adorable on him. “Is everything alright?” He didn’t say ‘between us’ but Summer heard it, anyway.

“Of course. I’m just busy.” She pointed at the now empty booth. “On top of everything at the salon. Tillie’s in some kind of trouble. Mrs. B’s kids are driving her crazy. Barney finally learned another trick, but he only did it once, so I don’t know if that counts.” She caught herself rattling on and stopped to take a breath. “And I can see you’re busy, too. The shop is full! You’ve been doing great without me. No wonder you have someone new.” Summer’s mouth slammed shut.

Evan grinned.

“What?” Summer could feel her cheeks burning and wished she was the type that wore makeup to hide such things.

“You’re cute when you’re jealous.”

She forced her face into a scowl. “You’re so full of yourself.”

His smile widened.

“I just meant now you have more free time to do whatever you want,” she said as snarkily as she could muster.

“And what I want,” Evan said, taking her hand again, “is to spend that time with you.”
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On the way to her apartment building, Summer’s mind swirled with everything that had happened that day. Her phone kept buzzing, but she couldn’t bring herself to check it. If one more thing went wrong, she would go insane.

“What did you get yourself into, Summer?” She looked around to see if anyone had heard her. Normally, she talked freely to herself in the car, but since the weather had warmed up, she found herself walking more. Which meant she actually had to be careful how crazy she looked in public.

But seriously, she thought, what did you get yourself into?

She knew she’d agreed to do something case related with Aunt Clara and Didi, though she still didn’t know what. She’d taken on more shifts at the salon to cover for Tillie, at peak Back to School season. She’d somehow been linked—in writing!—to Mr. Rios, who was linked to Harding. And she’d let it slip to Evan just how jealous she was over his cute new barista.

He’d said she was just an employee, though he seemed a bit too smug with himself about it. Like he’d won some battle of wills between them that she hadn’t known they’d been fighting. Maybe all their time apart…her doing, not his…had put him in a vulnerable spot and he was just happy the playing field was leveled.

Really? Her mind scolded her. Of all the dangerous things happening right now, that’s what you choose to worry about?

Summer took a deep breath. She wasn’t used to such strong emotions and was ill-equipped to handle them. Sure, she’d dated, but nothing serious. And she wasn’t even sure how serious things with Evan were. She’d clearly been trying her hardest to not let it get to that point.

But here she was. Admitting to herself, and him, just how much he meant to her. Which could only spell trouble.

“Summer?”

She snapped out of her daze to find herself in front of an open door, with Mrs. Walters looking at her with concern. She must have ended up here on autopilot.

“Hi, sorry. It’s been a long day. How were they?”

Barney started howling behind Mrs. Walters, happy to see her.

“Angels as always. This one learned a new trick.” Mrs. Walters patted Barney on the top of his head.

“Really? Which one? Roll over has been so hard. We’ve been working on that one a lot.”

Mrs. Walters laughed and waved Summer in. “Not quite.”

Summer followed her into the apartment and watched Barney do his ‘trick’ unprompted. Mrs. Walters had a small drawer under her kitchen island where Summer knew she kept dog treats. Apparently, so did Barney. He went right to it and nosed it open. Then he turned and scowled back at Mrs. Walters.

“You had enough,” she answered sweetly.

He barked in disagreement.

“Aww,” Summer said, going to put Barney’s harness on. “Gotta save some for Betty.”

Betty, on the other hand, couldn’t care less about the treats or the fact that Summer had arrived. She lay on the rug in front of the TV, barely acknowledging Summer with a yawn.

“She’s a good girl,” Mrs. Walters said, then covered her mouth. “I mean…he’s a good boy, too. I didn’t mean-”

Summer laughed. “It’s alright. Betty’s definitely a lot more chill than Barney. He knows it’s true.”

Barney gruffed in response, causing Summer and Mrs. Walters to both laugh.

Summer looked back over at Betty to say goodbye before leaving and noticed a still shot of the burned-out dry cleaner’s on the TV screen.

“What’s that?”

Mrs. Walters followed her line of sight and waved a hand. “Oh that. They’ve been repeating the same thing all afternoon. They think the wife did it.”
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“One more and we’ll call it quits,” Summer said to Barney. She tried to not sound like she was begging, which she totally was. “We need to train you on a real trick, not just how to get more treats.”

His floppy ears perked at that last word and he raised his paw.

“Aww,” Summer said, “That’s adorable, but I said ‘sit.’”

Barney raised his paw higher and tried to tap her arm with it.

“OK, that counts.” She gave him a treat.

Summer stretched her back and yawned. Barney did the same.

“Well, that definitely counts!” She tossed him another treat. “I don’t know about you, bud, but I’m beat. How about we call this session a win and go veg on the couch?”

Barney immediately ran to the couch and jumped up on his side.

“Perfect.” Summer plopped down on her side and piled the rest of the training treats beside Barney’s nose. “Good boy.”

She turned up the volume on the TV, which had been playing quietly in the background. Now that it was the top of the hour again—Summer groaned when she saw which hour—she figured they’d show the Rios explosion again.

Not that I want to see that again.

The image of that scorched dry cleaner’s was, for lack of a better word, burned into her mind. But she had to see it for herself, had to know what the press uncovered about Didi that could change the way she saw the woman.

Is she really dangerous enough to kill him?

What she’d found the night before had been minor, compared to all out murder. A few unpaid traffic tickets, bad checks, a bar fight. All of which seemed to fit Didi’s general persona well. But nothing that would lead Summer to think she was a killer.

“Love makes you do strange things,” Summer said out loud.

You should know, her mind said quietly back to her.

She shook her head. Now was not the time for such thoughts.

“New evidence in the explosion that killed Spring Harbor’s own, Benito Rios last month,” Gage Jackson said in his best professional anchor voice.

“Oh, look, he made it to the desk.” Summer beamed like a proud mom at the young reporter she’d watched cover random news stories over the past year.

Barney licked the couch where his stack of treats had been, not caring about Gage or anything else in the world.

“Sources say Mr. Rios had been embroiled in a contentious divorce with his ex-wife, Deirdre Owens. The details of which have remained guarded until now. According to court documents, Ms. Owens made several threats against Benito Rios via text and voicemail. It is unclear at this time, what these new details might mean for the homicide investigation, but stay tuned to-”

Summer clicked the TV off. She’d already known most of that information, though she was glad to see the police were finally treating Mr. Rios’s death as a homicide. Maybe now they’d get somewhere.

As far as Didi was concerned, Summer had to admit it looked pretty bad. Though Aunt Clara’s words kept ringing in her ears. I like her. Aunt Clara wasn’t quick to give accolades. So, if she liked someone that quickly, it had to count for something.

What…Summer wasn’t sure. But it breathed new life into her at this late hour and she made it her mission to find someone, anyone else, with motive to kill Mr. Rios.

With an explosion!

Maybe that was it. She couldn’t bring herself to think sweet and saucy Didi would blow anyone up, especially an ex-husband she so clearly still loved.

“Then who else could have done it?”

Barney answered this time with a whimper and a yawn.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Summer said. The only person she could imagine stooping to that level was Drew Harding. But she couldn’t let herself be blinded by her very rational and well-deserved hatred of the man. If she went after him for murder without first ruling out every other possibility, it would only end one way.

In disaster.

She spent the next hour searching for anyone who had a motive to kill Rios, and in such a violent way. By the time her eyes refused to work any longer, she had two names. James Cryer, a chemical supplier, and Marcus Seaver, a former employee, both of whom had recently taken Rios to small claims court.

It wasn’t much, but both men had worse records than Didi. She opened her suspect list and typed their names. She wanted to put them higher than Didi, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Not yet.

But it was a start.
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Summer yawned and blinked in the bright sunlight. Two nights in a row, she thought to herself, the most sleep I can do without. I’m so old.

Even the iced coffee in her hand felt heavy, though she’d already chugged half of it. She smiled at the memory of hurrying into Evan’s shop that morning, after having a hard time waking up Barney to go to Mrs. Walter’s. He was right there waiting for her, and so was this caramel deliciousness.

“Don’t act like you knew I was coming. I didn’t even know.”

He just smiled wider and nudged the coffee toward her. When he came around the counter, she knew he was about to go in for a hug and, to her surprise, she let him.

The awkwardness between them faded and it felt like the old Evan in her arms. Though she knew she was the one who had been weird, not him.

“Where’s my buddy?” Mr. Weiss asked, looking around.

Summer instantly felt guilty. All this time she’d been acting childish, Barney hadn’t been around the coffee shop.

“He’ll be back soon. We’ve been working really hard on his training.” It was only a fib. They had actually been working hard.

Her phone buzzed, and she reached to silence what she thought was an alarm. She’d been setting them periodically to keep herself on track. But Vanessa’s face popped up on the screen and Summer hit the answer button.

“Are you alright?”

“I should be asking you that!” Vanessa said in the same tone Summer always used with her after a long radio silence.

“What do you mean?”

“Ugh!”

Summer could practically see Vanessa’s eye roll through the phone. She took her coffee and gave Evan a quick goodbye side-hug. “Ugh what?”

“Ugh, you don’t ever check social media! As usual.”

“You know this,” Summer replied.

“Well, I haven’t heard from you in forever and then overnight people start tagging me in a news story about an explosion in your tiny little town. Of course, I thought you were in it!”

“That was three weeks ago!”

“How long do you think it’s been since we talked?”

Summer quickly did the math. She remembered getting a text from Vanessa while she was in Texas, but she’d been too busy to answer. “I’m sorry. I’m fine. It’s just been really busy.” She winced at using the same line on her longtime friend as she’d used on Mr. Weiss.

“How’s Evan?” Vanessa asked in a sing-song voice.

“Fine.”

They’d chatted for a while, almost the whole way to the salon, before hanging up.

Now, with half her coffee gone, she looked up to find herself standing right outside the front door, about to go in.

When something caught her eye.

An angry red slip of paper was stuck to the door of Mr. Sullivan’s—Harding’s—shop. It had the telltale signs of being a violation notice of some kind and Summer couldn’t contain her delight.

Maybe someone else will get rid of him so I don’t have to get my hands dirty.

From the corner of her eye, Summer saw another bright red thing coming toward her, in the shape of Didi’s impossibly teased hair.

“I didn’t do it!” Didi said long before she was in earshot.

Summer knew full well what she was talking about and decided to let her keep talking. She wanted to see what Didi had to say for herself with no influence.

“I would never hurt my Benny. Just because we got a divorce doesn’t mean I’d kill him. And even if I wanted to kill him—like every married couple does sometimes—I wouldn’t blow...” Didi’s voice cracked and she fell silent.

Summer finally made it to her and put a hand on her arm.

“I wasn’t anywhere near Spring Harbor,” Didi said softly.

“Where were you?”

“My sister’s in Des Moines. Her daughter just had a baby and I was helping out.”

“Can you prove it?”

Didi pulled out her phone and showed Summer a bunch of pictures of a bald, wrinkly baby, time-stamped three and four weeks prior.

“You aren’t in any of those,” Summer noticed.

“I took ‘em. I don’t like being in front of the camera.”

Summer examined Didi’s vibrant outfit and poofy hair and thick smearing of makeup and wondered just how true that was.

“When’s the last time you talked to Mr. Rios?”

“In person?” Didi flinched. “Way too long. But we texted every now and then. I…I was still mad about the divorce.”

“Which one of you initiated the divorce?” Summer knew the answer and wanted to see if Didi would lie.

“Him,” was all she said. The truth.

“Who do you think is pointing the cops in your direction?”

Didi sighed. “Look, my Benny wasn’t no saint. He was mixed up with some bad people. There’s no telling. But he didn’t deserve this. And somebody’s gonna pay.”

Summer glanced back at the empty shop behind her and the large red notice stuck to the door and had a pretty good idea who would lead the cops in Didi’s direction.
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Evan’s delicious caramel coffee barely kept Summer upright as parents and kids poured into the salon. With Tillie out, she and Misty did their best to stay ahead of the onslaught. She could have used Mrs. B’s help, but the woman had come in ten minutes late, looking worse than the day before. She’d gone right to her office and shut the door. She and Misty both knew better than to knock.

Her only solace was the low, tinny voice of Gage Jackson and Myra Weston, the new co-anchors of WQXT, playing through her earbuds. Just as the day before, they repeated the same information about Didi being the suspect. Only this time, Summer was less inclined to believe it.

The bell above the door chimed and Summer stifled her groan. She couldn’t imagine fitting one more family into the waiting area. Then she saw who was at the door and had to stifle a laugh, instead.

Aunt Clara stood with the sun at her back, a tweed hat on her head, a matching suit and ruffled tie, a large brown overcoat cinched at the middle, and a beaming smile on her face.

“Lookin’ good, Ms. Snow!” Misty called out, followed by a loud whistle.

“Don’t encourage her!” Summer hissed. She went to Aunt Clara and wrapped her in a hug before pushing away and examining her more closely. “What’s all this?”

“You don’t like it?” Aunt Clara ran her hands down her outfit to check that everything was in place. As Summer watched, she thought she recognized the telltale outline of an honest to goodness magnifying glass.

With a defeated sigh, she smiled. “It’s adorable. But what’s it for?”

“Well,” Aunt Clara said, brushing past Summer to let the kids in the waiting area play with her magnifying glass. “I was looking into some stuff about Mr. Rios and I have some clues to check out today.”

“Hence the magnifying glass?”

Aunt Clara nodded.

“Dare I ask what clues?”

“Alright, kids! I gotta get back to work.” Aunt Clara clapped her hands and the little boy who currently had the magnifying glass reluctantly handed it over. Leaning in closer to Summer, Aunt Clara whispered, “Best if we do this somewhere private.”

Summer waved a hand at the full salon, then pointed at the magnifying glass. “Maybe you can use that thing to find me some privacy,” she whispered back.

“On it!” The magnifying glass went to Aunt Clara’s eye and she hunched over with her other hand behind her back, then proceeded to pretend like she was inspecting the floor. When she’d made it across the room to Summer’s work station, she stopped.

A young boy of four or five sat in Summer’s chair, waiting impatiently for the other half of his hair to be cut. He didn’t take his eyes off the magnifying glass for one second.

“How would you like to be my helper?” Aunt Clara asked.

His eyes went wide and he reached for the magnifying glass.

“We’re going to talk about grown up stuff, and while we’re doing that, I need you to find every yellow flower on that wall over there. Can you do that?”

The boy nodded.

“How high can you count?”

“Eleventy!”

“Perfect.” She finally handed him the magnifying glass and he went straight to work.

“Four…two…seven…”

“Alright.” Aunt Clara moved around to Summer’s shoulder to whisper in her ear. “I know you really like Drew for this, but Rios knew a lot of really interesting characters. I think we’re gonna spend more of our time ruling people out than in.”

Summer bit her lip to keep from taking the bait. Finally, she whispered back. “Aren’t you supposed to be going on a trip?”

“Psh.” Aunt Clara waved a hand. “I talked to Carl.” Her tone said otherwise. When Aunt Clara fibbed, her voice got unnaturally high. Even whispering, Summer heard it. “We’re postponing the trip until after the case.”

“Twelve…eight…” the little boy continued.

“Aren’t you the one who told me to let the cops handle this one?”

“That was before.”

“Before what?” Summer couldn’t help herself.

Aunt Clara knew it and grinned in triumph. “Before I met Didi. We have a meeting later.”

“You do remember that the cops and everybody in town think she did it.”

“I don’t believe that, and neither do you.”

“Ninety-eleven…”

Aunt Clara and Summer both made a face at how cute her helper was.

“Alright.” Summer gave up. She finished snipping the last bit around the boy’s ears to even him out. “Who are your suspects?”
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Summer checked her phone for the millionth time between clients. She was worried about Aunt Clara. But used Barney as her excuse if anyone caught her. “He’s learning to roll over,” she’d said to Mrs. B earlier. “Does his eye look red to you?” she’d asked Misty.

It had been five hours since Aunt Clara rushed out of the salon on her way to find more clues. She’d come across the same names as Summer, Marcus Seaver and James Cryer. She’d also found two more people she was more interested in, Milton Broadwell, a disgruntled former client, and Conrad Andover, current boyfriend of Rios’s former girlfriend.

Aunt Clara had been right. They needed to rule some of these people out. But Summer was worried about her being in the middle of whatever drama might unfold if Didi and this Andover person came face to face. Did Didi know Mr. Rios had been dating after the divorce?

Was that more motive for both her and Conrad Andover to kill? Jealousy fit the facts of the case more, in Summer’s mind, than those business rivals. It’s a more explosive motive.

Her phone buzzed and she peeked at the notification while the mom of her next client helped settle the little girl into the booster seat. A picture of Barney actually popped up this time and Summer smiled. He was laying, spread out across Mrs. Walters’s tile floor, with his nose touching the treat drawer. Betty lay right beside him, having apparently learned his naughty trick.

‘Alex is gonna love me for this,’ Summer texted Mrs. Walters quickly before putting her phone away.

“Slight trim and bangs,” the mom said, playing with her daughter’s hair.

“Oh, that’ll look so cute,” Summer said for also the millionth time that day. She watched the mom go back to the waiting area, past Mrs. B who had come out to help.

Summer felt bad that they’d gotten that far behind, but she’d also stayed an hour past her shift. All hands really were on deck. She wondered how Tillie was doing, then went right back to worrying about what Aunt Clara was doing.

Had she met up with Didi yet? Where had they run off to? So many questions whirled through her head. She couldn’t concentrate on work.

She tried listening to the news, but Gage and Myra had no new information. It drove her crazy that they broke into the program shouting, “Breaking News!” only to say the same thing they said fifteen minutes prior, when they’d also shouted, “Breaking News!”

They still ran with the story that Didi was the person of interest, which technically didn’t mean suspect but everyone knew it meant suspect.

And Aunt Clara’s running around town with her right now.

Part of her still worried that there was a chance Didi was involved, but mostly Summer was jealous she couldn’t be with them.

She looked toward the waiting room. It was no longer a sea of little faces, but maybe a river or small stream. If she focused, she could get out of there in an hour.

Against her better judgment, she switched off the news and called Aunt Clara. If she couldn’t physically be with them, maybe she could be a fly on the wall…or in Aunt Clara’s pocket. Maybe she would feel like she was still part of the investigation.

The line rang and clicked on, though Aunt Clara didn’t speak.

From the scratching sound, Summer wondered if she really was in Aunt Clara’s pocket. She shrugged. Technically, this was what I wanted.

Tapping the side button to turn up the volume, Summer squinted as if that would help her hear better.

She could make out two female voices, and thought she could tell which belonged to Aunt Clara and which was Didi. They both sounded agitated.

Her heart pounded in her chest.

I knew it!

Didi was the killer! And she’d let Aunt Clara run off to who knows where with her!

Then, she heard another familiar voice; deep and menacing, and knew Aunt Clara was in far worse danger than she’d imagined.
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Drew Harding screamed at Aunt Clara and Didi, but Summer could barely make out the words. Not because he was too far, but because he was too close. His voice vibrated her ear drum even through the phone, so much that she had to remove her earbud.

But she put them right back in and heard Aunt Clara yell things she’d never thought would come out of that sweet old lady’s mouth. Clearly, Didi was becoming an influence on her, but good or bad, Summer couldn’t tell.

For a moment, Summer stood frozen in place with one hand in the little girl’s hair and the other on her earbud. She wanted to run, to find Aunt Clara and Didi, and destroy Harding once and for all. But she needed to stay put. She was in the middle of cutting bangs for the little girl, and at least two more children waited for their turn. She couldn’t leave.

“If you two old bats don’t get out of my face.” Harding’s voice didn’t rattle her eardrums this time, because he’d lowered it to a seething hiss.

Calm. He sounded too calm. That was when Harding became the most dangerous.

“Or what?” Aunt Clara hissed back.

“Yeah!” Didi shouted, still too amped up to lower her own voice. “And who you callin’ old? You think that dye job is fooling anybody? Or that Botox? You’re probably older than both of us combined!”

“I am not!” Harding’s voice went shrill. She’d touched a nerve.

You go, Didi!

“Get out of here before I have you both arrested for trespassing and vandalism…and stalking!” Harding sounded close enough to snatch the phone from Aunt Clara’s pocket if he’d known Summer was listening. Too close for comfort.

Close!

How had she not thought of it sooner? Summer motioned for Mrs. Beesley’s attention and whispered, “I need a second.” Mrs. Beesley barely had a second to nod before Summer took off.

She ran outside hoping to find them in Harding’s shop, or better yet, out on the sidewalk in front of it. In public where there would be tons of witnesses to keep Harding in check.

But the street was empty, except for the few cars parked in front of her salon. Harding’s shop was locked, deserted. The red notice on the door had been ripped halfway off and hung in tatters.

Summer’s heart pounded. Harding had to be fuming already and Aunt Clara and Didi were poking the bear.

“Stop! Leave him alone! Get out of there!” Summer began yelling into the phone, though she knew she was stuffed in a pocket somewhere and Aunt Clara wouldn’t hear her.

“I’ve had it up to here with you and your whole family!” Harding took his rage for Summer out on Aunt Clara.

There was a rustling sound, a struggle. Summer got jostled around in Aunt Clara’s pocket. Then Didi’s voice yelled, “Don’t you touch her! Or I’ll tell everyone of these people what you did!”

Downtown!

Summer hoped she was right, and that they’d confronted him near his old office. He just couldn’t stay away from there, even though someone else had taken over while he was in jail. But if she was wrong, she’d waste more precious time getting to them.

Summer took off running toward downtown, unable to stop even long enough to tell Mrs. Beesley she was leaving.

“Hey!” Didi yelled, and there was a distinct thud.

Before Summer could react, the line went dead.

She stopped and frantically tried to call back. But the phone just rang and rang. When Aunt Clara’s voicemail came on, Summer yelled, “Call me back! Are you OK? Aunt Clara!”

Then, while the voicemail was still recording her, she let out an actual scream as someone came up from behind and grabbed her.
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“Woah!” Evan jumped back, hands in the air, looking more scared than Summer felt. “Sorry.”

Summer rubbed her arm where his hand had landed as if it hurt. “What are you doing here?”

Evan gestured toward the “Spring In Your Step” sign outside his coffee shop door. “The real question is, what are you doing here? And why you’re running in the middle of the road?”

She was panting too hard to answer, looking around like a caged animal.

“Maybe it’s good you’re here…. Listen, I wanted to talk about some stuff-”

Summer shook her head and ran.

The whole way toward downtown, Summer tried to get Aunt Clara on the line. Over and over she called, and each time it went to voicemail. A couple times it went straight to voicemail, which scared her even more.

“What’s going on?” Evan yelled.

Summer turned to see him running behind her.

“Aunt Clara!” was all she could get out.

A moment later, Evan caught up and kept pace with her. When they’d almost made it downtown, he sprinted ahead and disappeared around a corner.

By the time Summer turned the corner herself, her lungs hurt and she was sure her ankle was twisted.

“Are you alright?” Evan bent over Aunt Clara, who was laying prone on the sidewalk. He and Didi helped her up, and Summer hurried over to grab her arm.

“I’m fine,” she said, but Summer noticed her limp when she tried to stand on her own.

“You’re not fine.”

“I’m old. I just lost my balance.”

Didi shook her head. “No! He-”

“I lost my balance,” Aunt Clara said again, more sternly.

Summer’s lack of breath and sore ankle disappeared. She looked around for Harding. “I’m gonna kill him! Where is he?”

But he was gone.

“He didn’t do it,” Aunt Clara argued.

Summer looked at Didi. “What happened?”

“We confronted him about—wait. How are you here?” She looked at Summer and Evan with a furrowed brow.

“I was on the phone with you, in Aunt Clara’s pocket. I heard everything.” Summer glanced at Aunt Clara, who was straightening her cute outfit and muttering about getting it dirty. “Most of it, anyway. I didn’t hear what caused…this.” She gestured toward Aunt Clara.

“That’s pretty clever,” Didi said, nodding in approval. “I shoulda thought of that.”

Summer forced herself to be calm. “We can discuss procedure later. What happened to my aunt?”

“Nothing!” Aunt Clara snapped. Then she reached into her pocket and pulled out the magnifying glass. Its lens was cracked and the tip of the handle had fractured. “Aww, man.”

“Here,” Evan said, and led Aunt Clara to a bench nearby.

“She needs to go to the hospital,” Summer argued. “And then the police.”

“I will do no such thing!” Aunt Clara let Evan fuss over her at the bench.

Summer turned to Didi, took her arm, and pulled her off to the side so they could talk in private. “Tell me what happened.”

A wad of gum popped and crackled between Didi’s teeth. “She’s kinda right. He didn’t push her or nothin’. We were fighting over papers…” Didi gasped and looked at her empty hands. “Dang it! He got ‘em!”

“Focus!”

“We were fighting over some papers I found in the safe. He shoved me a little and I bumped into Clara, and she fell over. When I turned around to help her, he took off with my evidence!” Didi’s face went red. “He’s gonna pay for this!”

Summer turned back to Aunt Clara. “Let’s get you to a doctor.”

Aunt Clara stood up and marched steadily toward Summer. She didn’t limp or wince in pain. When they were face to face, she said, “No.”

“Fine! Summer threw up her hands. “Then to the cops!” She nodded at Evan, who immediately took Aunt Clara’s arm. Then she grabbed Didi’s and headed toward the station.

“Good idea,” Didi said, coming a lot more willingly than Aunt Clara. “He’s going down for this!”

When Aunt Clara finally capitulated, Evan closed the distance between them so he could whisper in Summer’s ear. “When things calm down, we still need to talk.”
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The police station doors slid open with a whoosh of gloriously cool air, half a second before someone said a very disgruntled, “No!”

That someone was none other than Sheriff Ronald Brady. He stood behind the front desk, one hand already on his hip, while the other pointed a thick file at a young, uniformed officer. He looked bigger than she remembered, and she wondered if he’d been working out more while she was off solving a murder in Texas. From the square of his shoulders to the scowl on his face, he was in the perfect mood to be hounded about Harding.

Summer found she was just as happy to see him as he was to see her. All the animosity she’d felt toward him over the lack of respect for her help hadn’t dissipated while she was away.

Absence did not make the heart grow fonder for either of us.

“Ms. Snow, so happy to see you again,” Sheriff Brady said in a tone that meant the opposite.

“Brady. We’d like to file a report.” Summer nudged Aunt Clara forward while still holding her up, though Aunt Clara struggled to not be fussed over any longer.

He did not move to meet them. If anything, he stepped backward. “I don’t even want to know what scheme you’re cooking up, Ms. Snow. I heard you were out of town. It’s been quiet. I thought things were finally looking up.”

Summer kept advancing. “If you call explosions quiet.”

Brady nearly snorted with laughter. “I call that taking out the-”

“This,” Summer said loudly, “is Didi…Rios.”

True to form, Didi waggled two fingers at him in greeting and popped her gum. “Displeasure to meet you.”

Now Summer almost snorted.

Brady glared at both women, then turned his ire toward Summer. “So this is why you’re really here. Figured.” He finally moved from behind the desk and went to hold a door for them. The exit. “Look, I don’t want you involved in this one, alright. It’s best you leave it to my office.”

Summer refused to be dismissed, and by the look on Didi’s face, so did she. Evan watched Summer, ready to follow her lead. Aunt Clara just hung her head, probably to hide her red cheeks.

She let Brady get all the way to the door and stand there with it open—letting two more people into the station—before crossing her arms. “I’m already involved.”

“Yeah,” Didi said, taking Aunt Clara’s other arm from Evan. “We’d like to report an assault.”

Brady let go of the door, defeated. Then, after it had closed fully, Evan winked at Summer. “I’m gonna head out.” He gave Brady a head tilt to open the door again and left.

“I like that young man,” Didi said, and Aunt Clara finally spoke up, if only to agree.

Summer didn’t know if Evan’s wink was more of a ‘watch this’ about taunting Brady, or an ‘I haven’t forgotten we need to talk,’ but either way, it thrilled her to see. She held her reaction inside and turned back to Brady. “About that assault charge.”

“He didn’t touch me,” Aunt Clara said, more vehemently. “I want to catch the…man just as much as you do, but I won’t lie.”

“He did touch me,” Didi offered, holding out her arm as evidence. Two thick red lines wrapped around her wrist in the shape of dirty rotten stinking finger prints.

“Exactly!” Summer said, getting louder. “And the only reason he didn’t touch you directly, Aunt Clara, is because he knows what’s good for him. But you did fall.”

Brady’s demeanor softened, and for a moment Summer saw the human being still in him somewhere. “Are you alright, ma’am?”

“You’re not gonna be alright if you call me ma’am one more time!”

With a deep huff, Brady made eye contact with Summer. “I was hoping with everything you’re privy to, you’d know not to make this worse than it has to be.”

“And I was hoping that the sheriff who wanted Harding to go down so much he sent me into a jail multiple times would have arrested him for the murder he so obviously committed.”

His gaze still boring a hole in her, Brady clenched his teeth and said, “Any ‘investigator’ worth her salt would know by now that Drew Harding has a solid alibi for the night of the explosion. He was volunteering at the local basketball game, with a lot of eyes on him.”
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After dropping his bombshell, Brady escorted Aunt Clara and Didi to a back room and motioned for his deputy to keep Summer out.

“I’m a witness!” Summer yelled as they disappeared down the hallway.

The deputy blocked Summer’s view but made no attempt to touch her. “You’re the Ms. Snow who helped catch Felicity’s killer?” the young woman asked.

The question caught Summer off guard and she didn’t answer right away. Finally, she nodded and straightened her clothes, realizing what a scene she’d been making.

“Thank you,” the deputy continued. “We went to school together and…just thank you.”

Summer nodded again and backed down.

“I’ll see you at the memorial?”

Another nod.

Before she actually began solving cases, Summer had to admit that she’d expected—and daydreamed about—a modest amount of notoriety. Who wouldn’t? She was solving crimes. Putting bad guys away. But now, with cases like Felicity’s that hit too close to home, she wanted to slink back into the shadows to work.

This feeling carried her across the reception area and out the front door.

“Going my way?” a deep, lecherous voice called.

Summer spun around on her heels to give some creep a piece of her mind, only to find Evan’s beautiful smiling face in the driver’s side of his car.

“Oh, you have no idea what you almost got yourself into.” She opened the door and got in, then turned the AC vent directly on her face.

“Oh, I have some idea. Everything you think is written on your face.”

Summer scowled and glared at him. “What am I thinking right now?”

Evan grinned. “That you’re ready to have that talk.”

She laughed. You are so wrong.

“Is everything OK between us?”

“Of course. At least, I thought so.” She scrunched her shoulders.

“So did I. After we cleared up that Julie nonsense, I thought everything was great between us. But you kinda blew me off with that side hug. So, now I’m not sure.”

Julie was the only thing Summer heard out of that whole thing. Even now, knowing she’d been a jealous fool, that big green monster reared its ugly head again. She’s just his employee, Summer reminded herself for the millionth time.

“Summer,” he whispered, putting his hand over hers.

Then Summer finally registered what he’d said and grinned back at him. “Now who’s insecure?”

He balked. “What? Insecure? Never.” His smile widened. “Maybe. It’s just…I really want this to work out and…”

“So do I,” Summer said, surprising both of them with her candid admission. To recover, she quickly added, “And for the record, that was Vanessa thinking I was dead for a change.”

“Ha! Been there. You sure know how to keep people guessing.”

“Why, thank you.”

“I’m not sure that was a compliment.”

“That’s how I heard it.”

Evan leaned in closer and-

The back door swung open. “Whew!” Aunt Clara said, startling them. They both jumped back to their respective corners. “Didi,” she said, climbing in, “next time we go confronting criminals, remind me to do it inside where there’s AC.”

“Gladly!” Didi climbed into the other side. “If I sweat through this jacket, I’m gonna send Harding the dry cleaning bill.” Everyone froze. Then Didi laughed. “My Benny woulda loved that one!”

“You know what I love?” Aunt Clara asked, then pointed back and forth between Summer and Evan. “This.”

“Aww,” Didi swooned. “Me too. Chivalry isn’t dead after all.”

“Stop it!” Summer hissed. “What did Brady say?”

Evan started driving while they discussed their theories.

“Not important,” Aunt Clara said dismissively.

“Yeah, that was a waste,” Didi agreed. “But I don’t buy that volunteer story for a minute. Not from what I’ve read about the guy.”

Summer shook her head. “And not from what we’ve seen firsthand. Him volunteering anywhere makes him look more guilty!”

Aunt Clara put up a finger. “And we all know fire is his favorite type of crime.”

Summer agreed, remembering the unfortunate way she met Harding in the first place. He’d been about to set fire to Mrs. Beesley’s salon to frame her, and just to keep her from having it.

“Where are you staying?” Evan asked, looking at Didi through the rearview. She gave him the address and Summer recognized it immediately.

A couple minutes later, they pulled up in front of Mr. Rios’s modest, and surprisingly normal, house. “You wanna continue this conversation inside?” Didi asked while opening the car door.

Summer shook her head and was about to say no. Evan and Aunt Clara needed to get home and she needed to call Mrs. Beesley about her disappearing act. Even though they were partners, she never could shake the feeling that she was in trouble.

Probably because you left that little girl with half bangs!

Yeah, probably.

But none of her excuses mattered because Aunt Clara was out the door and up the driveway before Summer even finished coming up with them.


11


“Wow,” Summer said, and meant it. Not in shock at what she saw inside Rios’s house, but what she didn’t see. Anything weird. Like…at all.

The living room had a couch and an old ratty chair just like the one her dad refused to let her mom throw away. One wall was full of family pictures and the other was full of books.

Books!

There was even a normal dining room with a ‘catch all’ table like in every house she’d ever been in. Summer wasn’t sure if that surprised her more than the books.

No, definitely the books.

“Water? Tea? I think there’s some cola left,” Didi was saying as if finishing a hostess spiel Summer hadn’t heard. She stood in the walkway between the living room and kitchen, looking between the three of them.

Aunt Clara and Summer were on the couch, both trying and failing to not be obvious about their snooping. Evan sat on the ratty chair, flipping through a fishing magazine.

Magazine! Fishing!

“I’m good,” Summer said.

“Water’s fine,” Evan replied.

“Tea for me,” Aunt Clara finished up, then leaned in toward Summer to whisper, “Can you believe this place?”

Summer had to wonder how much of the normalcy in this place was Didi’s doings, and how the woman felt living in this home again, for however long she decided to remain in Spring Harbor.

Aunt Clara leaned in closer still. “Cover me. I’m gonna go check out the rest of the house.” She began to pop up off the couch but Summer put a hand on her lap to hold her down.

“Oh no you don’t, Sherlock. You’ve had plenty of excitement for one day. It’s my turn.” Summer stood before Aunt Clara could do anything about it. “Where’s the bathroom?” she asked Didi, even bouncing a little for effect.

Aunt Clara grumbled something about how unconvincing she was and Summer swatted her away. “Cover me,” she whispered as Didi pointed out directions down the hall. Then she added a cheery, “BRB!”

“Hope everything comes out OK!” Evan said just as loudly, simultaneously mortifying Summer and filling her with a warm comfort. They were back to their old joking ways.

Summer scurried toward the hallway per Didi’s instructions and even made a show of opening the door. “Oh, I love the rainforest theme!”

“Benny hated it! I’m surprised he didn’t take it all down after the divorce!” Didi called down the hallway.

The divorce.

Did she really not know that their divorce wasn’t final? Or was she using that as a ploy to remain off the suspect list? It didn’t seem to be working very well since the cops suspected her.

Although, how much are the cops doing because Brady didn’t recognize her at all?

There were two doors down the hallway, one at the very end that had to be the main bedroom—which she wasn’t bold enough to enter—and another, right next to the bathroom. If Rios was hiding any weird, dark secrets that could get him killed, Summer bet they were in there.

She tiptoed the few steps to the door and turned the handle. As soon as the door cracked, the scent of rose and hairspray wafted out. Intrigued, Summer opened it a little more. Once her eyes adjusted to the dark, her heart sank.

There was a twin bed near the window, with a bright purple and blue comforter. Posters of boy bands and heartthrobs from nearly a decade earlier plastered the walls and ceiling. The scent of rose and hairspray gave way to dust and time.

Summer closed the door and hurried back.

Evan now stood at the wall of pictures with Didi. She held one in her hand, petting it gently. “Look how young we were,” she cooed. Summer walked up behind them and noticed it was their wedding picture.

They did look young, and happy, and scared to death!

“You can’t see her, but our Sarah’s in this picture with us.” Then Summer realized what Didi had been petting was her tiny stomach, hidden by an oversized bouquet of yellow roses.

Evan smiled at Didi. “You sure made an interesting pair.”

“We did. Right up ’til the end.”

“How long have you been divorced?”

Summer had to catch herself before answering. But when Didi said, “Two years,” she couldn’t hold it in.

“Actually,” Summer said, moving to stand beside Aunt Clara for moral support. “You’re not divorced.”

“What?” Didi and Evan both said in the same shocked tone.

“The final paperwork was never filed. You’re still legally married.” Summer watched Didi’s reaction closely.

She put her hand to her mouth, then smiled, faint and sad. “That scoundrel!”
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“Wow,” Evan said as they pulled into Aunt Clara’s parking spot at the Wheels Up RV Park. “That was…a lot.”

Summer and Aunt Clara nodded.

Then Summer looked out to see Carl loading a suitcase into the back of his truck.

“What’s all that about?” Summer asked, concern knitting her brow. Had she been monopolizing Aunt Clara’s time so much that she caused a rift between her and Carl?

“Oh, he’s just going on ahead and I’ll meet up with him when the case is over.”

“Aunt Clara.”

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady.”

“Go on your trip. I got this.” Summer reached up to the front seat and honked Evan’s horn at Carl.

“Hey!” Evan said, like a kid who didn’t like his toys being touched. Summer gave it another good honk to assert her dominance before leaning back into her own seat.

“Alright you two,” Aunt Clara said before reaching to open her door, but Carl was there in an instant to do it for her.

“Aww,” Summer cooed in the same sugary way Aunt Clara had earlier when Evan went and fetched his car. Then, poking her head back up front, she said, “Hey Carl! You guys about ready to go?”

Carl knew better than to take the bait and looked at Aunt Clara for help.

“Yes, he is,” she said.

“Yes I am,” Carl copied. “Almost got the big stuff loaded and I’ll be out of your hair in no time. Just waiting on the most important thing.”

“What?” Summer asked.

“This!” Carl said, leaning in and giving Aunt Clara a peck on the cheek.

Aunt Clara swatted him away, laughing. “Help me out of this thing,” she said, giving him her hand.

When Carl had helped Aunt Clara to the RV and come back out with another suitcase, Summer called him over to the car again. “Make sure she rests. She had a spill. I don’t think it’s bad, but she refused to go to the doctor.”

Carl chuckled. “You don’t say?”

Evan laughed. “I don’t know where she gets it from.”

They shared a commiserate glance between them then both looked at Summer.

“Whatever. Just keep an eye on her. And convince her to go on your trip now, not later. I don’t want her mixed up in all this.” Summer tapped Evan’s arm and he pulled out of the driveway.

“You gonna get up front?”

“I kinda like having a chauffeur,” she said, “but I prefer one that keeps his opinions to himself.”

“They don’t make ‘em like that anymore,” Evan said, and raised his eyebrows at her through the rearview mirror.

Halfway down the road, Summer realized he was driving toward her apartment and got a sudden jolt of fear. “The salon!”

“What?”

“Turn around. I have to go back to the salon!”

She wasn’t sure what made her go back. It was already well past dusk and Mrs. Beesley would have called if anything happened. But still, she’d left in such a rush. She had to at least check on the place.

When Evan rounded the corner five minutes later, his headlights were the only illumination on the whole street. Everyone had closed up and gone home for the evening.

“All good?” Evan asked, ready to keep driving.

“Wait!” Summer tapped his shoulder to make him stop. “What’s that?”

Evan slowed down and pulled into a parking spot, pointing at the front of the car at the salon door.

And a giant hole smashed right out of the middle of the glass.
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Summer reached for the door but Evan held her back. “Oh, no you don’t!”

He jumped out of the car and took his keys with him, even going so far as to click the fob, essentially locking her in.

“Really?” She opened her door and got out, but stayed outside the building while he went inside.

He quickly disappeared into the darkness.

“That’s what you get for taking the keys,” she muttered to herself. But now she couldn’t see anything inside. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears, making it impossible to hear anything, either.

Summer wrapped her arms around her mid-section, though it wasn’t cold. Her leg bounced, hitting her knee on the wall several times a second.

I can’t just stand here and do nothing!

She inched away from the door, still close enough to help if anything happened, but far enough to peer inside the large bay window of Harding’s store. She didn’t know how, but she knew he was involved. Instinctively, Summer sniffed the air for the odor of fire or gasoline. When she didn’t find either, she breathed a sigh of relief.

A loud crash rang out, causing that sigh to get stuck in her chest. “Evan!”

“It’s alright…You may need a new coffee table.”

Summer put her hands in front of her face and smooshed against Harding’s window. Same as earlier, nothing appeared to be moving inside. Nothing appeared to be changed, either, from the last time she’d snuck a peek.

The counter still had a drop cloth over it. The walls sat half painted. Rows of chairs lined the far wall, with no tables to match.

“What are you up to?” she whispered.

Summer wished she had a stronger suspect for Rios’s murder already, because then she’d know if Harding was truly behind all this. Or if Evan was walking into something even bigger.

She jogged back to her front door and stuck her head inside. “Evan,” she whispered. When he didn’t answer, she tried again, raising her voice. “Evan?...Evan!”

What if the real killer found out she’d been investigating and decided to put a stop to it? What if they were inside right now? Holding Evan hostage until she came in to save him?

What if she’d just sent Evan to his death?

“Evan!” This time Summer yelled and stepped over the broken glass of her shattered salon door. Trap or not, she was going in!

Just as her foot crunched in the glass on the tile floor inside, she saw it.

A large, dark figure moved toward her, holding something in its hand.
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“Look what I found,” said the figure, coming into the light. One hand held a slip of paper down at his side, and the other pointed a giant rock right at her.

“Evan! Why didn’t you answer me?” Summer bent over—to catch her breath, and totally not because she was scared to death.

“I was trying to be quiet,” he said in a tone that implied, ‘duh.’ He lowered the giant rock and held out the paper. “Someone wrote you a love note.” His words were playful, but the look on his face wasn’t. She saw the fear etched across his brow.

“Are you sure there’s nobody in there?” She stepped in closer to Evan, ready to grab him and yank him through the door if there was.

“Yeah, unless you have a secret door to Narnia you forgot to mention.”

Instead of yanking him through the door, Summer snatched the letter from him. “You’re so funny.”

He beamed as if she actually meant it. Then his grin faded. “But seriously, let’s get out of here.” Evan took her hand and led her back out into the night.

Something was scrawled across the page, but the distant streetlights made it impossible to read. Summer held it up to get a better look and Evan turned on his phone’s flashlight.

“Keep your nose out of other people’s business, or you’ll regret it.” Business was underlined twice.

Evan must have read over her shoulder because he quickly pulled her to the car and shoved her inside. When he came around to the driver’s side and got in, he said, “Time for you to stop looking into this case.”

“I barely started!”

He didn’t reply. Only leveled her with a glare that said everything she didn’t want to hear and started the car.

“Who would even know that I was investigating already?” No sooner had the words left her lips, Summer knew the answer. “Harding.”

Glass crunched in front of them, and they both looked up to find the man himself standing in the salon door, illuminated by Evan’s headlights.

Harding picked up his foot as if to examine the sole of his expensive shoe for glass damage. Then gestured toward the sea of glass littering the walkway. “You really should be more careful, Ms. Snow.” He squinted and a smile spread across his lips. “And Mr. Larson.”

Summer grabbed the handle and tried to get out. What she would do when she got there, she didn’t know. But it wouldn’t be good for Harding.

Evan pulled her back yet again. “Don’t. That’s what he wants.”

“Good! And I’ll give it to him!” She pushed her face against the car window and yelled at Harding, “You’ll pay for this!”

He put a hand to his chest in mock surprise. “Me? I had nothing to do with this, Ms. Snow, I assure you.” Again, he gestured toward the glass and back at the destroyed door. “So messy. Not my style.”

“You’re right!” She screamed louder. “You prefer fire, don’t you? The kind that leads to explosions!”

“Tsk tsk.” Harding sauntered closer. “Is that what this is about? As I’m sure you know by now, I have a solid alibi for that night in question.” Another wave of his arm toward her vandalized salon, then Harding picked lint off his overcoat. “As I do for this. You see, I’ve been in town having a lovely dinner with my even lovelier wife. So many witnesses.”

“I thought she left you.” Summer watched as the words hit their target. “Besides, we all know you wouldn’t get your hands dirty. Not with something like this. You’re just a puppet master, pulling strings.”

Harding inched closer until their faces were barely separated by the thin glass of Evan’s car window. It reminded her of visiting him in jail, though from the look on his face, she was the one in the cage now.

He leaned in and lowered his voice to nearly a whisper. “Keep pushing my buttons, Ms. Snow, and I’ll show you what strings I can pull.”


13


“Iknow it’s probably impossible, but please try to get some sleep,” Evan said as they idled outside her apartment building. They’d been sitting for a few minutes, neither making a move to end the evening.

“You’re right. Impossible. But I should get in there and relieve Mrs. Walters. It’s gotta be past her bedtime.” Summer climbed out of the car and walked to her building. Evan’s car lights didn’t move until she’d made it inside and started up the stairs.

When Mrs. Walters opened the door, Summer saw the haggard lines on her face.

“I’m so sorry.”

But Mrs. Walters shooed her apology away. “Alex told me what happened when she picked up Betty. I’m just glad everyone’s alright.”

Summer wondered how Mrs. Walters—or Alex, for that matter—knew about her run in with Harding, before she remembered Aunt Clara’s run in with him. She shook her weary head. It had been a long day. Then she made herself smile for both their sakes. “Everyone’s good. Thank you. And speaking of good…I hope he wasn’t too much trouble.”

The trouble in question had started howling at the sound of her voice and was now wagging his entire body at her feet.

“He was sweet as always. See you tomorrow.” Mrs. Walters closed the door swiftly.

“I’m sorry,” Summer said again, both to the door and Barney. Then, only to him, “I don’t know about you, but I could sure use a cuddle.”

Barney took off down the hallway, dragging her by the leash behind him. He seemed much stronger than she remembered.

Must be all those treats.

Suddenly, the leash went taut and jerked right out of her hand. Barney’s barking started up again, louder this time. Summer got a flash of memory of Harding standing outside her door the other day. He’d threatened to buy the building and ban dogs. And she wouldn’t put it past him.

She ran to catch up to Barney before he bit Harding, or worse, before Harding did something to him.

“Good boy,” a familiar voice said as Summer slowed to a stop to find Tillie kneeling down to scratch Barney’s floppy ears. When she heard Summer coming, she looked up with a pained expression. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

Summer knew this moment would eventually come and gave her friend a warm smile. “Of course. Come in.”

On their way in, Tillie continued explaining and apologizing. “My mom’s out of town and my best friend, Marcie, would just say ‘I told you so’ and I don’t feel like hearing that right now.”

“You’re welcome here any time,” Summer said, making them both drinks and giving Barney a little food in his bowl. By the way he glanced up at her with those sad eyes, he could tell she’d shorted him. But he ate it anyway.

Once they settled on the couch, Barney between them for double scratches, Tillie blurted out, “Vinnie cheated on me.”

“Wow, Tillie, I’m so sorry.” Summer had been cheated on once, by someone she didn’t really care that much about, but the shock of it still hit her again, now. She wondered if that was why she’d reacted so poorly to seeing Julie smiling at Evan.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He was so sweet at first. Maybe it’s his job. Or really that he lost his job. And…”

“No,” Summer said firmly. “Don’t make excuses for him. He hurt you. What he did was wrong and even if you eventually take him back,” which it sounded like she was already talking herself into, “he has to earn your trust again.”

Tillie’s bottom lip quivered, but she nodded. “I know. I know.” She took a sip of her tea, then added, “I was planning to just come back to work tomorrow but…”

Summer’s stomach lurched at the thought of work tomorrow. Not only did she run off in the middle of a haircut—extremely unprofessional—she now had a giant hole in her front door and glass everywhere. It would be an early, contrite morning.

“Why don’t you take tomorrow off as well? Get your head right. You can stay here if you’d like.”

“You sure? I don’t want to impose.”

“No imposition at all. In fact…” Summer put her hands over Barney’s ears and whispered. “If you felt like puppy sitting, you’d be doing me and Mrs. Walter’s a huge favor.”

Tillie smiled down at Barney, who was too busy licking a stain he’d caused off the couch to care what they were saying about him. “He does seem like he’d be great moral support.”

Summer gestured toward Barney’s protruding belly. “That he is. Just don’t give him too many t-r-e-a-t-s.”

Barney’s head popped up as if he knew how to spell his favorite word.
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“You sure you’re good out there?” Summer called out toward the living room as if there was anything but a sheet separating her and Tillie.

Get a studio. It’ll be cheaper, she reprimanded herself. Never one to need ‘room to entertain’ until it’s too late, Summer patted the bed yet again to coax Barney up. But he was more interested in the excitement of Tillie.

“Sorry,” Tillie whispered loudly. “Barney and I are having a discussion about who gets the pillow.”

Summer hopped up and ran into the living room. “Barney! Come on!” When waving at him didn’t work, she picked up his treat-laden body and carried him to her bed.

“It’s alright. Really,” Tillie said, but was already flipping the pillow over and getting comfortable.

“You need your sleep,” Summer replied, plopping Barney on the bed and putting the covers over him before he could escape. “Also,” she announced, pointing at the giant lump near her feet, “one of us snores.”

“After the day I’ve had, I’ll sleep like the dead!”

Summer winced at the word, but it also reminded her she had so many things to look up before she, too, could sleep like the dead.

She was used to talking through the case with Barney, but was mindful to keep quiet. So she talked to herself instead.

Thought I’d find more at Rios’s house.

Yeah, but Didi’s been there a few days. Plenty of time to get rid of evidence.

You don’t really believe that, do you?

It’s not about what I believe. It’s about what the evidence shows.

Summer shook her head at herself.

This isn’t working.

She opened her laptop and her notes app was still up from last time. She added the very short list of clues she found at Rios’s house, mainly that it looked so normal and Didi seemed genuinely shocked that she was still married to Benny when he died.

Then she realized she didn’t have Mr. Rios’s note to Didi on her list, so she added that. The fact that he mentioned her by name—and said she reminded him of their dead daughter—still unnerved her. She didn’t know what to make of it. Did he know he was going to die soon? Would he write that note to the wife he suspected of trying to kill him?

Probably not the suspicious part of her mind admitted.

And Aunt Clara loves her!

Thinking of Aunt Clara made Summer reach for her phone, but she saw the time and decided it was too late. She needs her rest after what happened today.

Flashes of the day’s events ran through Summer’s head like a hot blur. Seeing Aunt Clara on the ground. Sheriff Brady’s rude reception when she went to the station. The broken glass littering the ground in front of her salon.

And Harding.

It all came back to Harding, didn’t it?

Could it be that simple? Was she wasting her time looking into all these other people when she had an actual convict and all around evil person staring her in the face?

It would be so simple to just call Brady up and tell him what she knew. Harding had used Rios as one of his many informants and had him—forced him—to help with his criminal enterprise. There had to be more evidence tying them to each other. Something concrete she could show Brady to prove that Harding was involved. To prove his relationship to Rios got the poor old man killed.

“And just how do you know that?” she imagined Sheriff Brady asking.

And had no answer.

The only way to prove Harding’s criminal acts and link him to Rios was to admit that she followed Harding’s advice and went to Rios for help with a case. She did the very thing she swore she’d never do and worked hand-in-hand with another evil man.

But I had no choice, she reminded herself. Though her efforts had been misguided, she thought she was doing the right thing. Even Solomon Bundy had deserved justice.

No, she couldn’t tell Sheriff Brady all of that. Which left only one option.

She had to solve this thing herself, and she knew just where to look.
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The sun had barely come up and Summer already had her sneaking around outfit on, and was sliding on her shoes by the door. She wasn’t as decked out as Aunt Clara had been. She didn’t even know where she’d find a heavy wool coat this time of year! But she was still quite proud of her black leggings and matching turtleneck. Even her scrunchie was black, though she hoped nobody got close enough to notice.

Barney had gotten up and joined Tillie on the couch at some point in the night. So sneaking out of bed was the easy part. Now getting out of the house unnoticed became the challenge. She tiptoed over to the everything desk where her keys lay on the cute bowl her mom had sent her for an apartment warming gift. Beside it, also from her mom, was a small notepad and pen, ‘For when you need to remind yourself.’

Summer wrote Tillie a quick note. ‘Heading to the salon early to clean up. Have fun. Help yourself. Thanks for watching Barney!’

She didn’t mention what she needed to clean up. That would have been too much for poor Tillie to handle. She needed to just worry about herself and get over this boy trouble.

Summer allowed herself a brief moment before opening the door to be thankful that she and Evan didn’t have that kind of drama.

No, the only kind we have is the kind I create.

She shook her head. That wasn’t what she’d intended to think.

Ten minutes later, the yellow punch buggy pulled up to the burned-out dry cleaner’s. She knew the answer was in there, somewhere. She just didn’t know what it would look like. At least not yet.

I’ll know it when I see it, she reminded herself. Her mom’s favorite saying.

She wasn’t sure why she kept thinking about her mom this morning. Maybe it was because of Mr. Rios and Didi saying she resembled their daughter.

Or maybe because you never text her like you promised.

No, that’s not it. She got out of the car and left those thoughts behind.

The smell overwhelmed her immediately. Even after this long, the stench of burnt plastic and chemicals assaulted her. But she’d come prepared. She pulled the turtleneck collar up over her mouth and nose and went inside.

Which was much worse than outside, as bad as that had seemed. The turtleneck was no match for the smell and soon she tasted the char that permeated everything around her. She needed to get what she was looking for and get out of there.

Only problem was, she had no idea what she was looking for.

As if in answer, a shaft of early morning light broke through the trees—for there was no longer a ceiling—and illuminated an almost pristine stack of papers on top of a filing cabinet. Summer sifted through the pile, hoping something would jump out at her. And something did.

A receipt fell out from between two ledgers and as Summer bent to pick it up, the name on the top caught her eye. James Cryer.

She stuffed the receipt in her pocket and kept looking. She needed to hurry up and get out of there. But once she found one clue, she found them all, including something way more interesting that a name on a receipt.

At the bottom of the stack, almost as if it were hidden in a rush, was a small, folded slip of paper. Even before her fingers touched it, she got that thrill she’d come to know and love. This note looked so similar to the one she’d gotten last night. She almost expected to find a giant rock beside it.

‘Stay away from her. This is your final warning.’

Summer’s eyes went wide. There was no name, obviously, but she didn’t need one. Aunt Clara had already told her of Conrad Andover and their love triangle.

“Always the love triangle,” she said under her breath before putting that note in her pocket with the receipt. “How did Brady find none of this?”

She went back through the same stack of papers, a literal goldmine of clues, hoping for at least one more. She found two.

Of course, she’d been scanning for Harding’s name all along. And there it was on some legal document titled Breach of Contract. Summer actually snorted. “Is he arrogant enough to make formal contracts with his henchmen?”

She didn’t need to answer that. She just folded the paper and put it with the rest.

The other, way more interesting find, had Didi’s name on it. Of all the perfectly preserved documents in this pile, it was the only one with burn damage. She carefully unstuck it from the folder it had attached itself to, then nearly dropped it.

“This is not good.”

No sooner had the words erupted from her mouth, Summer heard a noise in the other room. And felt eyes upon her back.
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Before Summer could run, a beam of light swept across the room and landed directly on her back, casting a large silhouette of herself on the wall.

So much for being inconspicuous.

Raising her hands over her head, Summer slowly twisted her body around to meet her attacker head on.

“You’re supposed to be resting!” she yelled when she recognized Aunt Clara’s Sherlock coat.

“And you’re supposed to be at work.”

“What’s going on?” another familiar voice called from the darkness. Didi came running, flashlight in one hand and a wire hanger in the other, held over her head menacingly.

“And just what do you expect to do with that?” Summer asked, rolling her eyes.

Didi looked at the hanger, then folded it in half and bent the end out. “It can be stabby.” She made a stabbing motion with it to prove her point.

“What are you two doing here?” Summer lowered her hands and walked toward them, swiftly keeping one behind her back with the papers she’d just found.

She didn’t know what to make of it just yet, but she knew she didn’t want to spook Didi when Aunt Clara was right next to her. When she got close enough, she noticed that Didi also had a Sherlock coat and vest, though hers sat atop what could only be described as leather leggings. Summer didn’t know that was a thing, but leave it to Didi to find some.

Aunt Clara pointed toward a small stack of papers to her right. “Figured we’d get some more searching in. Didi said she recognized a couple of the names on my list and we wanted to come see if they’re in any of these.”

“What names?”

Didi answered, “Seaver.”

When Summer took a second for that name to register, Aunt Clara said, “Marcus.”

“Oh, the employee,” Summer said, cutting her eyes over at Didi. Of course Marcus Seaver’s name would be all over the place. He’d worked here.

What’s your game? She didn’t like being suspicious of Didi but what she’d just found had her questioning everything. Was she really curious about Marcus Seaver, or was she trying to throw Aunt Clara off the trail?

She needed to get Aunt Clara away from her and talk about what she’d found. But how? The two were practically joined at the hip. Was that also by design? Was Didi keeping Aunt Clara close to know what evidence they’d found? And if any of it pointed at her?

“What?” Didi asked, sounding annoyed.

Summer blinked and realized she’d been staring at her the entire time she was thinking.

“What did you find?” Aunt Clara asked, reaching for the papers behind Summer’s back. She tried to move them out of the way, but she was trapped. Didi’s hand reached for the other side and Summer had no choice.

She held the papers up to the light and asked, “Can you explain this?”

Aunt Clara sucked in a harsh breath of ashy air and started coughing.

Didi stood completely still as she read the top of the page. Then she put a trembling hand to her mouth and ran.

“That can’t be right,” Aunt Clara said after her coughing fit. “There has to be a reasonable explanation.”

“There is,” Summer said, shaking the life insurance papers. “Our new friend, Didi, is suddenly very rich.”
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Aunt Clara stepped backward as if she were going to chase after Didi, but Summer caught her arm. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

Aunt Clara pulled her arm away and looked Summer in the eye. “She didn’t kill him.” And with that, she followed Didi outside.

Summer stuffed the life insurance paper in her pocket, then grabbed the one with Marcus Seaver’s name on it for good measure, and started out the door. Her phone rang just as the sunlight hit her face.

Mrs. Beesley’s picture popped up on the screen and Summer froze. She’d forgotten to warn her about the state of the salon.

“Summer! Where are you? Are you alright?” Mrs. Beesley sounded out of breath and her voice was pitched high. Summer could just picture her standing in front of the broken door, worry and fear holding her in place.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. Sorry, I didn’t want to wake you last night. I rode by to check on everything…” because I felt guilty for ditching you, she didn’t say. “I’ll get it fixed. I’ll call the guy now. I’m on my way.”

“What’s this world coming to?” Mrs. Beesley said as she hung up.

However Aunt Clara and Didi had come to the dry cleaner’s, they’d left by the time Summer looked up from her phone. She hurried to her car and sped off, wondering what other clues she was leaving behind in her haste.

When she got to the salon, she immediately wished she’d stayed at the burned-out shell of the dry cleaner’s.

Sheriff Brady glared at her the entire time she walked up to the door where he and his men were collecting glass and dusting for prints. With his cop notebook in hand, he pointed at the large rock, now covered in black dust, and said, “I’m guessing those are your prints, Ms. Snow.”

Summer shot him a withering glance, then a satisfied smile. “Nope.” She began to push past him to check on Mrs. Beesley, when images of the night before flashed before her eyes. “But you will find Evan Larson’s. It wasn’t him.”

“Larson,” Brady said, letting his voice pitch upward at the end as if asking without asking, ‘And just what was he doing here?’

She let her smile widen, but it quickly fell when he looked her over, noticed her full black ensemble, then sniffed the air around her. His right eye twitched before he opened his mouth to most likely yell at her about sticking her nose where it didn’t belong, but something over his shoulder caught Summer’s attention.

If Brady yelled, Summer heard none of it. She was too busy staring into the eyes of a monster.

Drew Harding leaned against his completely intact front door, watching her with a smirk on his ugly face.

Something inside her needed to put him in his place, but she couldn’t let Brady see her talking to him. So she did the next best thing.

‘Mind your own business’ she texted him. ‘Don’t you have more important things to worry about?’ Then sent a picture of the violation notice she’d snapped in a moment of pure bliss the other day.

His response was swift. ‘I’m sure I have you to thank for that’

‘I wish’ she typed back before forcing herself to put the phone away and stop poking the monster.

Just can’t help yourself, can you, Summer?

Now, not only did she have a case to solve, a friend/co-worker/employee crashing at her place, and an aunt quickly becoming BFFs with a possible killer, she had Drew Harding thinking she was the reason his store got a violation notice.

“…any idea who might have done this?” Sheriff Brady was saying.

Still fuming from the morning’s events and her exchange with Harding, she narrowed her eyes at him and asked, “Isn’t that your job?”

Brady folded his cop notebook and stuck the pen behind his ear. “I was beginning to wonder if you knew whose job this sort of thing was around here.”

While she thought of another snide remark, one to cut deeper than the last, he didn’t give her the chance. He turned on his heels and walked over to where Harding still stood, happily watching.

“Drew, how’s Christina?” Brady asked in a much nicer tone than he’d used on her.

What happened to trying to bury this guy under the jail?

As they chatted about nothing, Summer leaned against the frame of her shattered door and watched. When their voices lowered and Brady pointed his cop notebook in her direction, Summer wished she could read lips.
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“How about we switch up?” Summer asked Misty after her fourth ‘trim and bangs’ of the morning. Then she grabbed her clippers and clicked them on and off, the little buzz buzz of the motor accentuating her words. “I need some quick cuts to rest my arm.”

Misty laughed and gestured toward the waiting room. It was a sea of rowdy young boys, most of whom kept trying to poke their fingers into the cardboard covering the giant hole in the door. “If you think that’s gonna be quick, then by all means.”

“Watch and learn.” Summer went to the front desk and called the next name on the list. A boy of about seven or eight hopped up from the floor, where he’d been using a shampoo bottle as a race car.

His mom took the bottle and ushered him forward. “Sorry, we put it off as long as possible.”

“No problem. What are we getting?” Summer arranged her tools at the work station while the mom wrangled the wriggly boy into the chair.

“I’m not a baby!” He went limp and slid down the seat, refusing to let his bottom touch the booster cushion.

The mom’s cheeks went red as she dragged him back up.

Summer spun the chair around. “Of course you’re not. But you see…” She kicked at a lever beneath the chair to make a bunch of noise. “My chair isn’t lifting and I’m so short. You’d be doing me a big favor if you sat on the cushion so I can reach your hair.”

The boy stared at her for a full five seconds before grumbling something and climbing into the chair.

“Thank you.” Summer leaned in. “I even make the grown-ups sit in it,” she whispered conspiratorially.

The boy’s face went blank as if he were trying to picture a grown man sitting in the booster. Summer and his mom hurried to wrap the cape around him and she went to work.

The news station in her ear didn’t even mention the dry cleaner’s explosion anymore. Everyone seemed perfectly content with having no resolution. But she kept it on just in case.

Buzz cuts should have been quicker, but Misty was right. The boy squirmed and twisted so much she had to catch him with the clippers as he moved back into her arm’s reach. By the time she finished the one boy, Misty had already started her second set of bangs.

At least my fingers get a break.

She was about to call the next client, an even more rambunctious looking five-year-old, when the bell above the door clanged and in walked Didi.

“Let me explain!”

“I’m busy,” Summer said, waving the hyper boy forward.

“Just give me a minute. One minute.”

Summer gestured toward the waiting room. “I don’t have a minute.”

“I didn’t do it!” Didi whispered as though she’d said ‘kill him’ instead of the kid friendly version.

Just then, Summer’s phone buzzed and the voice in her ear said, “Text From Aunt Clara. Let her explain. Do you wish to reply?”

“No!”

Everyone turned to look at her, even the two little boys dumping out the basket of magazines.

“Just go,” Misty said, her eyes wide in silent plea. “I’ll cover for you.”

They both looked back at the office door where Mrs. Beesley had said not to disturb her.

“Fine. One minute.” Summer didn’t even take off her apron before grabbing Didi’s arm, then stopping.

She couldn’t take her to the break room. It was too close to the office and had a lot of sharp supplies. She wasn’t sure which one of them was in more danger from the sharp objects, the way she felt about being played by Didi right now.

How could she lead Aunt Clara on like that? Even get her to text me to hear her out!

Either way, the back room was a bad idea.

Outside, where all the witnesses were, would be safer. It would also give Harding a great opportunity to eavesdrop.

“Come on.” She pulled Didi outside.

“What happened to your door?” Didi asked as Summer walked her toward the yellow punch buggy.

“I don’t know but I’m sure it had something to do with you.”

“I don’t think-”

“Get in.” Summer walked around the car to the driver’s side.

“No leads on the explosion that rocked Spring Harbor last month…” Gage Jackson said in her ear.

Figures.

She snatched the earbuds out and shoved them in her apron pocket. “Thirty seconds.”

“You can’t count the time it took-”

“Twenty-nine.”

“I didn’t kill my Benny. And I didn’t know he had life insurance, or that it was in my name.”

Summer narrowed her eyes at Didi. “I saw the look on your face when you saw the papers.”

Papers that were still in her pants pocket, along with the other clues that pointed to Marcus Seaver, James Cryer, and Conrad Andover. But she didn’t want to think about those other suspects right now. Not while she had the most likely culprit sitting next to her.

Didi sucked in a ragged breath and Summer lost all train of thought.

“I…I didn’t know he was still thinking about me. Or that he still cared after… after… And the divorce wasn’t finalized either? It just all hit me, you know. Seeing that I was his beneficiary made it all real. He’s gone.”

Summer’s hand reached over and patted Didi on the back. “It’ll be alright,” she found herself saying.

“No! It won’t!” Didi’s tears turned to anger. “They’re gonna pay! Whoever it is! I don’t care! I’m gonna find them and make them pay for what they did to my Benny!”

Summer glanced up to see if anyone heard her vow for revenge and found Harding staring back at her.
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“You sure I’m not interrupting something?” Summer asked for the third time.

Alex sat across from her, on the floor of Sole Mate, surrounded by piles of mismatched and opened sock packs. “You are, and I love you for it.”

“I can help,” Summer said, putting down her phone.

“You can help by giving me another name.” Alex reached out her hand.

They’d been calling people related to the Rios case for the past two hours, mostly getting nowhere, but Summer was still having fun.

“It’s been a while since we hung out,” she said with a frowny smile. “I missed this.”

Alex patted the highest pile behind her. “Almost done. Then I’m all yours.” She held out her hand again.

Summer scanned the list. She’d already spoken to two of the suppliers and left a message with James Cryer’s assistant. It had taken four calls just to get through to her. Their voicemail was full and she had to just keep trying. Milton Broadell, the angry former client, had hung up on her twice. Marcus Seaver’s number was disconnected.

“You want the jilted husband?”

“Ooh!” Alex’s eyes lit up. “Don’t mind if I do.”

“Guess I’ll look up Seaver’s contact info and see how many times I can get hung up on before the night is over.” But first, she texted Tillie, ‘Not much longer. Hope he’s being a good boy.’ When there was no immediate response, she started her search.

Marcus Seaver was a hard man to get ahold of. Even his social media had gone quiet. Summer quickly did the math and found that everything had changed for Seaver right around the time Mr. Rios was killed. She tried sending him a private message anyway, then stared at the blue bubble, waiting to see if he would read it. Then two little checkmarks appeared.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

“I didn’t say I was a friend of his,” Alex said, raising her voice over the man screaming in her ear. “I said I was trying to find out who killed him.” She pulled the phone from her ear and shrugged.

“What did he say?”

“Paraphrasing? He doesn’t really care who killed him.”

Summer raised her phone to show Alex. “Not having much luck with Seaver, either.”

Alex leaned back, stretching, and began to get up off the floor. “Tomorrow’s another day.”

Summer’s phone rang and she turned it around to see a number she didn’t recognize. She and Alex exchanged glances. Alex froze mid rise. Summer hit the answer button.

“Summer?” a young sounding male voice asked. “This is Marcus Seaver. You DM’d me.”

Summer smiled at Alex and pulled her back down. If only Vanessa could see her now. Using social media after all. Vanessa never said she couldn’t use it to solve murders.

“Yes, thank you for calling. I had a couple questions about Mr. Rios and-”

“He’s dead.”

His words pierced the swelling satisfaction she’d had with herself over her investigative methods and brought her back to reality. “Yes. I’m trying to get to the bottom of what happened. I saw that you were recently let go. Can you give me some information on that?”

“I wasn’t let go. I quit.” His voice rose and Summer felt the underlying tension through the phone.

“Why?”

“Cuz he didn’t pay me. The last check bounced. My lights got cut off. Now my phone. This is my girl’s phone. Don’t call it back. She don’t want me getting mixed up in this.” He began talking rapidly and Summer felt he’d soon hang up.

“So business was suffering?” She remembered being the only one in the shop when she went to visit Mr. Rios, but she figured that was on purpose. He and Harding didn’t want prying eyes watching him help her solve a murder.

“Everybody’s was. My buddy at the one-hour place down the road got fired at the same time. Nobody was getting paid.”

“Why do you think that was?”

“Mr. R thought somebody was skimming. He had this big fight about it with some of the big wigs. All the managers got together. But then one of them started accusing him of doing it. And they just started yelling at each other and everybody hung up.”

“Do you think he was skimming?”

“Naw. Mr. R was a good man. Weird, but good. He didn’t do nothing like that.”

Summer nodded along because that was the same impression she had of Mr. Rios. Weird but good.

But who in town didn’t see him that way?

If she figured that out, she knew she’d find her killer.
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“Ugh, my feet.” Summer exited the elevator and nearly went straight to Mrs. Walters’s door before remembering Tillie was home with Barney. Alex had stayed at Sole Mate even after she’d left, and said she’d made arrangements for Mrs. Walters to keep Betty overnight. She was glad she remembered in time to not knock. She still felt bad about leaving Barney so late the night before.

Summer dragged herself around the corner, mentally and physically preparing to be tackled and licked to death. Maybe that was just what she needed. A bit of excitement.

But instead of an overly exuberant greeting, she found an open door and an empty apartment.

She ran back to Mrs. Walters’s apartment and banged on the door.

The poor older woman answered the door in her night dress. “Summer?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, backing away from the door, already knowing Barney wasn’t in there.

“Is everything alright, dear?”

Betty came up behind Mrs. Walters and stared up at Summer through barely opened eyes that reminded her so much of Barney’s.

Summer didn’t stick around long enough to respond. She took out her phone and started calling Tillie, over and over, until she got close to her apartment. The sound of ringing echoed from inside.

She pushed open the door and followed the ringing. Tillie’s phone lay on the bathroom counter. Tillie and Barney were gone.

Her next call was even more frantic.

“Ms. Snow. It’s late.”

“I need to report a break in! Kidnapping. Dognapping! They’re gone!”

“Hold on. Hold on. Who’s gone?”

“My friend. Matilda Stephens. Tillie. And Barney. They’re gone!”

“Ms. Snow, is this like that time you thought your friend was kidnapped and she was just on vacation?” Brady sounded more bored than tired, despite the late hour.

“No! This isn’t the same. She was here watching my dog and I came home and the door was open and nobody’s home. Her phone is here. Somebody got her! Vinnie! Her boyfriend! They were fighting and she was staying here and…he took her.” The last part was barely a whisper as Summer’s breath ran out.

“Took who?”

Summer spun around in time to get tackled.

“Took you,” she said between Barney’s licks. “I thought he got you.”

“Who?”

Summer gave Barney a minute to say his hellos before trying to stand. “I came home and the door was open and you were gone. I thought Vinnie…” She remembered Brady was on the phone and didn’t finish the sentence.

“Oh! Oh, Summer, I’m so sorry.” Tillie ran over and hugged her. Barney nipped at their ankles, not wanting to miss out. “I didn’t have a key, so I left the door open a tiny bit to walk Barney. We were only gone a couple minutes, I swear.”

A familiar flush washed over Summer’s neck and cheeks. She dreaded putting the phone back to her ear so Brady could get all smug with her.

When Barney didn’t get the attention he demanded, he started howling at Summer. She bent down to pick him up and almost didn’t hear Brady’s next words over all the commotion.

“Vinnie Gould?”

“Huh?” Summer put the phone closer to her ear with one hand while carrying Barney to the couch with the other. So much for hanging up on him and pretending none of this just happened.

“Vinnie Gould?” Brady repeated. “I should have known you’d be in the middle of this, too.”

“What’s Vinnie’s last name?” Summer asked Tillie, not fully registering what Brady said after the name.

“Gould, but he didn’t do anything. I’m right here. I haven’t even talked to him today.”

“Yeah, Gould,” Summer answered Brady.

“He’s been parked in my holding cell all day.”
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Mrs. Beesley put down her pen and rubbed her eyes, then left her head in her hands. “This is going to cost a fortune.” The bill for the door repair sat on top of a pile of other bills in front of her and Summer sneaked a peek.

“Wow. We could get a whole door for that.”

“We just did,” Mrs. Beesley groaned.

“I’m sorry.”

Mrs. Beesley looked up at Summer from between her fingers. “And why would you be sorry?”

Summer chewed her cheek. Had she forgotten to tell Mrs. Beesley the part about the note?

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with your running around with Didi Owens, would it?”

“Rios.”

Mrs. Beesley’s hands dropped and her brows went up.

“They aren’t actually divorced. She’s still Rios.”

The haggard expression on Mrs. Beesley’s face melted away, leaving only pity. “Poor Didi.”

“How well do you know her?”

The pity began morphing back into haggard disapproval. “Long enough to know she didn’t kill her husband.”

Summer only nodded. She still wasn’t sure. On paper, Didi looked the most guilty of all her suspects. But every time she came around, Summer couldn’t imagine her doing something like that.

“Are these two things related?” Mrs. Beesley held up the exorbitant repair bill.

Sucking in a stalling breath, Summer finally came clean. “There was a note with the rock, saying to stop sticking my nose in other people’s business.” She emphasized the last word as it was underlined in the note.

“Summer,” Mrs. Beesley said in a way that sounded like the Summer Olive Snow her mom used when she was in the most trouble.

“I’m sorry. I’ll cover the repair cost.” Just the offer made her chest hurt. She’d have to cut hair 24/7 for a month to afford that.

“Insurance will cover it. But you can chip in for the deductible.” Mrs. Beesley pointed to a much smaller but still shocking number on the bill.

“Of course!” Summer turned to run, but Mrs. Beesley cleared her throat.

“Please, let’s get back to work…and only work…for a while? We have a business to run, remember?” She didn’t have to see the look on Mrs. Beesley’s face to know how much trouble she was in.

She nodded and swiftly closed the door. “Strictly business,” she told herself as she turned her earbuds back on.

“New details in the explosion that killed Spring Harbor’s own Benito ‘Benny’ Rios last month. Four arrests have been made following an exhaustive investigation. Names have not been released yet, nor has the motive for such a heinous crime. Stay tuned for more.”

Strictly business, she reminded herself as her fingers burned to call Sheriff Brady.

Four arrests. That’s a lot. Maybe Brady’s doing his job after all. What does this mean for me and Aunt Clara? Is our investigation over? Oh, poor Tillie.

Vinnie had to be one of the four, right? Now her fingers did reach for her phone. Tillie would be devastated.

Misty tapped her on the shoulder, and Summer realized she was standing in the middle of the salon. “Did you hear?”

“Yeah, they arrested four people. I think Til-” She stopped herself before revealing something she didn’t think she was supposed to.

“My friend at the station said they were also charged with breaking into businesses.” Misty looked from Summer to the door, then back.

Summer followed her gaze. Was the rock meant for her or Tillie? If Vinnie was involved in the explosion and she knew too much? Was she in danger?

Again Summer’s fingers went to her phone.

“He didn’t do it!”

Summer, and everyone else, turned toward the door where a hysterical Tillie came rushing in. “He didn’t do any of it!”

Misty pulled Tillie into a hug, but she broke free and ran straight to Summer. “You have to help me. Help him!”

Summer grabbed Tillie’s shoulders. “I’ll help you. But how do you know he didn’t do it?”

“I just know!” Tillie broke down and sagged against Summer’s chest.

One thought kept running through Summer’s mind, but she would feel like a jerk for asking right now.

Where’s Barney?

“They got ‘em!” another familiar voice yelled from the doorway, the last person Summer needed in the salon right now.

All heads turned to watch a gum popping leather from head to toe Didi strut into the salon with her hands in the air. “They got ‘em!” she repeated even louder.

“Uh oh,” Misty whispered and ducked back to her work station.

“Didi, this isn’t a good time.”

“Got who?” Tillie asked, lifting her red, tear-stained face.

“They got the hooligans who killed my Benny! Wish I’da got ‘em myself, but beggars can’t be choosers, am I right?” Didi grinned wide, popped her gum again, and pulled Summer—and Tillie—into a bear hug.

“Hooligans?” Tillie said, face pressed to Summer’s shoulder. She shoved backward. “Who are you calling a hooligan? My Vinnie didn’t do anything! What happened to innocent until proven guilty?”

“Your Vinnie?” Didi stepped back. “Vincent Gould? That’s your Vinnie?” Didi popped her knuckles instead of her gum, and lunged for Tillie.

The next few seconds were a blur of red nails, brown hair, and insults. Summer tried to push them apart and got a claw mark across the cheek for her troubles.

“What’s going on in here?” Mrs. Beesley slammed her office door open.

Everyone froze.

Summer stood between Didi and Tillie, both looking a bit worse for wear.

Mrs. Beesley glared right at her, not them.

The bell above the door tinkled and Summer closed her eyes, wondering what was about to go wrong next.

“I found something!” Aunt Clara, in her Sherlock get up, held the newly taped magnifying glass in the air.
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“Get out!” Mrs. Beesley put her hands on Summer’s back and pushed her, Tillie, and Didi toward the door.

This caused the two women to start up their fight once more, leaving Summer with no option but to cover her face and hope to make it out alive.

“What’s all this about?” Aunt Clara asked, stumbling out with them.

“Her boyfriend killed my Benny!”

“This crazy old lady’s accusing my Vinnie-”

“Old!” Didi lunged for Tillie again.

Summer yanked Tillie back as Aunt Clara did the same with Didi. “You two stop it!”

The backward motion caused Summer to trip over the sidewalk and land hard on her knee.

“You alright, Miss?” A large hand reached out to help her up.

She took it. “Thanks,” she said to a man in khakis and a blue polo. The patch on his arm read, “Housing and Development.”

The man let go once she was up and Summer brushed herself off. “Everything alright?” He looked over her shoulder at Aunt Clara trying to keep the two feral women apart.

Summer smiled weakly and said, “Boy trouble.”

The man closed his mouth and pulled his lips inward, the intended reaction. “Well, I better…” He didn’t bother to finish his sentence. She watched him walk away, back to Harding’s shop door, with a heavy chain and padlock.

What do we have here? She was dying to find out but had more pressing matters.

As she turned to deal with her own drama, Tillie and Didi were still hurling insults at each other.

“Enough!” Aunt Clara yelled. They both froze. “End of round one, ladies. Back to your respective corners.”

Tillie limped over to Summer, whispering, “That lady’s crazy.”

Didi, looking proud as a peacock and not nearly as injured, smiled over her shoulder on the way to Aunt Clara.

“What did you find?” Summer asked when she had a firm grip on Tillie’s arm.

“One of the guys I was investigating has a criminal record.”

Didi groaned and Summer couldn’t blame her.

“Aunt Clara, I’m sure they all have a record. They most likely all work for You Know Who.” She jerked her head toward Harding’s door, where the Housing and Development guy was taping a new red notice to the door.

What she wouldn’t give to be a fly on that wall.

But she forced herself to turn back to Aunt Clara. “And if they didn’t have a record before, they’re about to. Sheriff Brady just arrested four people connected to the explosion.”

“Three!” Tillie yelled. “My Vinnie didn’t have anything to do with this!”

“Your Vinnie’s going down!” Didi yelled across the sidewalk.

“Stop!” Aunt Clara put out a hand. “This one attacked a former boss and threatened to burn down the company.”

Summer’s brows went up. “That sounds promising.” She glanced between Tillie and Didi. “Can you two behave yourselves?”

Tillie crossed her arms in front of her chest and locked her legs as if to say she wasn’t going anywhere. Didi leaned back against the salon wall.

Ugh. We’re still right here in front of everyone.

Summer shook the thought from her head and put out her hand. “Let me see.”

Aunt Clara stepped closer, though still within arm’s reach of Didi should anything go down.

As soon as she turned her phone around, Summer recognized the scowling face looking back at her.
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Summer didn’t know the man’s name, but she recognized him as the man who first gave her Harding’s list of spy targets. “I know him.”

She took Aunt Clara’s phone and scrolled down to see the man’s rap sheet and his name. Orville Francis, and laughed. “How does someone named Orville become a henchman?”

“What?” Didi leaned up.

Summer turned the phone for her to see the picture. Didi’s expression fell. “Not possible.”

“You know him?”

“Yeah, he’s one of Benny’s closest friends.” She shook her head and pushed the phone away. “It’s not him.”

“Oh!” Tillie yelled, storming toward Didi. “You’re quick to blame my Vinnie, but this guy who actually has a criminal record can’t possibly be the guy?”

“Yes,” Didi said, standing firm.

“Uh uh!” Summer said, putting her arms out to stop both of them from advancing. “We’re not doing that again. You two go do something else. I’ll handle this.”

Aunt Clara put the phone away. “What are you gonna do?”

Didi said, “It’s not him,” and stormed off.

“It’s not my Vinnie either,” Tillie said, more under her breath than anything.

Summer spun on her heels and grabbed Tillie’s arm before she could take off. “What’s all this ‘my Vinnie’ stuff? He cheated on you! You stayed on my couch last night. Or did you forget?”

And where’s Barney?

“And where’s Barney?”

“Oh! He’s fine. That lady who watches his sister was at the park and said she’d take him. I think she saw me crying. I’m sorry.” Tillie’s face went even redder.

“It’s alright. Mrs. Walters is a kind woman. And she always gives him treats, so he’ll be happy. But…what about you?”

Tillie slumped her shoulders. “I know things aren’t great between us. But I know he didn’t kill anybody. And, I don’t know, I just feel protective over him. All this stuff people are saying.” Her bottom lip quivered again and Summer patted her arm.

“Go rest. I think I have some bath bombs left over from Christmas.”

Tillie’s eyes rolled into the back of her head. “That sounds amazing. Thank you so much Summer. I’m gonna dog sit for the rest of my life to make up for this.”

“I might hold you to that!” Summer gave her another hearty hug.

“Alright,” Aunt Clara said with a clap of her hands. “What now?”

“Now, you go back to the RV and get in Carl’s truck before he leaves without you.” Summer started walking before Aunt Clara could argue.

But Aunt Clara wouldn’t be pushed aside so quickly. “Too late. He left this morning before the roosters woke up.”

“We don’t have roosters in California.”

“Before the ones in Atlanta woke up!”

“I don’t want you involved in this, Aunt Clara,” Summer said sternly. “Let me handle it.”

“Hey, I found this guy. This is my lead.”

Summer stopped walking. “I know. But I have history with this guy. I know how to handle this one. Why don’t you go check out James Cryer’s alibi? Seaver told me a bunch of people got laid off recently and his chemical supply shop was the hardest hit.”

“Chemicals?” Aunt Clara got that gleam in her eyes.

“Exactly.”

“I’ll check him out. Who knows? Maybe I’ll be two for two.”

“Maybe,” Summer said as she started walking again, straight for Harding’s shop.
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The Housing and Development guy was gone, leaving behind a thick metal chain and fresh red violation notice. With more than a little schadenfreude, she snapped several pictures of both.

She sent the pictures to Harding with a text that said, ‘This is what you get! But you won’t need a shop where you’re going!’ Then she sent a jail emoji and wide grin.

She knew she was poking the bear, but in that moment, she didn’t care.

Until she did.

She suddenly felt eyes upon her back. Harding had already proven that he’d have her followed. And she was right here at his own shop. What were you thinking?

The feeling of being watched grew stronger and she turned slowly to see a dark figure slinking in the shadows nearby.

She set her sights on him and marched right up to the tree he’d been hiding behind.

“Hello, Orville,” she said, watching the surprise light up his face. “You should be in jail right now.”

When he recovered enough to speak, he lifted his head defiantly. “This is public property.”

“Not for this,” she said, shaking her head without breaking eye contact. “Though, this is pretty creepy, if you ask me.”

He kept his mouth shut.

“For killing Mr. Rios.” Again she watched him closely, expecting his features to contort into deeper shock.

Instead, sadness spread across his face, scrunching his brow and pointing the corners of his lips downward.

Didn’t expect that.

“I liked Benny.”

Or that. Was Didi telling the truth about him?

“Your name’s all over this. Kinda fits your M.O., too.”

Orville—she would never get used to this tough guy being named Orville—shook his head and set his features into their usual scowl. “You must not be as good an investigator as you think you are, if you’re here botherin’ me about Benny.”

“I saw your rap sheet. That’s a long history of violence, and a couple fires.”

“All justified.” He lifted his chin in the air.

She lifted a single brow for him to continue.

“I only got violent toward people who deserved it. Unfair bosses and jerks who tried to take advantage of me. And one fire. The other one wasn’t me but I took the rap.”

“For him?” She didn’t have to say who. They both knew.

“No comment.” Then he seemed to think better of it and added, “You’re one to talk.”

It was Summer’s turn to look shocked. “What do you mean? I turned him down every time he sent you to recruit me.”

The last thing I need is another mob boss ruining my life.

“Not him.” He pointed toward the sidewalk where Didi had disappeared a few minutes earlier. “She’s who you should be looking at.”

Not this again.

“I’ll have you know, Didi had only nice things to say about you. She didn’t think you could do that to Benny.” Summer tilted her heard, waiting for a response.

“Well, she’s right about that part. But did she tell you the rest of that story?”

When Summer didn’t answer, Orville grinned and leaned in. “Ask her who called all Benny’s suppliers up and threatened every one of them.”
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Why can’t I get this woman off my suspect list?

Summer got in her car and dialed Didi’s number. It rang three times before she picked up.

“Is she gone?”

“Who?”

“That girl.”

“That girl is my friend and employee, and she’s going through a lot right now. Cut her some slack. Besides, you’re the one who attacked her. You’re lucky she’s too upset right now to realize she could press charges.” Summer turned the AC on high and a blast of hot air hit her in the face.

“I’d like to see her try.”

“Didi!” She’d had enough.

“What?”

“We need to talk. Where are you?”

“At your boyfriend’s coffee shop.” Summer was about to say he’s not her boyfriend, but found she wasn’t so sure. And before she could argue with herself about it, Didi added, “With Clara.”

An uneasy feeling swept over Summer and she backed out of the parking spot to go…do what, she wasn’t sure. But she knew she had to do something.

Killer or not, Didi was a loose cannon. She didn’t need to be around Aunt Clara at all.

“I’m on my way!”

“Move!” Summer yelled at the car making a left turn in front of her. Traffic was heavier than usual, something she expected was just to get in her way.

Don’t they know my aunt is in trouble?

Is she in trouble?

She’s either with a killer or a woman bent on revenge. Who got her knocked to the ground the last time they hung out together.

Actually, the last time was when Didi fought Tillie.

You’re not helping. Summer shook the argument out of her head.

When she finally made it to the coffee shop, she rushed past Evan and Julie at the counter, not even noticing how she smiled at him as he showed her how to work some new machine.

Summer stopped short of slamming into the booth’s table and put her hands on it to brace herself and catch her breath. “Didi. Can we talk?”

Didi and Aunt Clara were leaning in close, whispering to each other across the table. Neither looked up, as if she hadn’t spoken at all. Their gazes were intense, focused only on something in Didi’s hand.

A gun? I was right!

“Didi! No!” Summer slapped Didi’s arm and the small metal disc clanked onto the table.

“Summer? What’s gotten into you?” Aunt Clara said, finally looking in her direction.

It was now her turn to stare at the metal object and ignore them. It looked like a gear, or a cog, or some other mechanical piece of something she knew nothing about. Except to call the maintenance man.

But it was round, and spoked, and utterly harmless.

Not a gun.

“We got ‘em!” Didi said, pointing to the small piece of nothing.

“How?”

What did that metal wheel have to do with Vinnie and the others who were arrested for the explosion?

Don’t forget Harding, she reminded herself, as if she could go a day without worrying about him.

“Smell it.” Didi shoved the piece of metal toward Summer but it didn’t even make it to the edge of the table before the odor hit her.

“Gas!” Summer pushed it back toward Didi and away from Aunt Clara. “Where did you get it?”

“I got it. Thank you very much!” Aunt Clara said, snatching the piece of metal before Didi could grab it.

“OK,” Summer said, turning toward Aunt Clara, “where did you get it?”

“I followed that lead you sent me on.”

Summer couldn’t remember what lead that was. She’d just sent Aunt Clara off on a wild goose chase to get rid of her. She didn’t need to be involved in the confrontation with Harding.

“Look!” Aunt Clara said, pulling out her new favorite fashion accessory. She moved the magnifying glass up and down until the metal gearing inside the disc came into focus.

From the center, radiating outward and unnoticeable with the naked eye, was a thin crack. But as Aunt Clara moved the magnifying glass closer, cut marks appeared along the outer edge.
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Aunt Clara reached out to turn the disc again.

“Don’t touch it!” Summer yelled. The entire coffee shop went quiet and she felt all eyes on her back, though she refused to confirm that feeling with a look.

“Everything alright?” Evan said a moment later. His hand went on Summer’s shoulder as if it belonged there.

She stole a moment to wonder if it did. Had they crossed that invisible line in their relationship?

“Everything’s fine,” Didi said, swiping the metal disc off the table.

Summer wanted to tell her not to touch it with her bare hands, but it was too late. Besides…

She tried not to think it but, that would be the perfect cover if she killed him.

Aunt Clara looked up at Summer, then Evan’s hand still on her shoulder, and smiled. “Hi, Evan,” she said sweetly.

Summer shrank beneath the attention and focused hers on Didi.

She’d tucked the metal piece in her jacket pocket and watched Evan like a hawk. Her fingers tapped out a rapid beat on the table and Summer watched the thoughts flick across her eyes. She was up to something.

“What trouble are you ladies getting into?” Evan asked with a squeeze on Summer’s shoulder.

Aunt Clara glanced at Didi, then waved a dismissive hand toward Evan. “The usual.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Summer smiled despite her embarrassment. That’s what she, too, was afraid of.

When nobody made another sound, Evan took the cue and went back to the counter where Julie was trying to make something frothy on the new machine.

“Summer’s right,” Aunt Clara said when he was out of earshot.

“What?”

“You’re touching it with your bare hands. That’s gonna look suspicious.”

Didi flicked her wrist, then patted the circular lump in her jacket. “This has been laying out in the open for a month. The cops in this town don’t care about my Benny. The only way this is gonna get solved is if I do it.”

“We,” Aunt Clara corrected, but Didi only made a noise in her throat.

“They made arrests,” Summer added, though she didn’t feel like Vinnie and his co-defendants were the right guys. “And you seemed pretty certain about an hour ago.”

Summer’s hand instinctively went to the scratch on her cheek, courtesy of Didi’s pretty red claws.

“I still think they’re involved, but have you seen their mugshots? None of those bozos are the mastermind.”

Summer hadn’t had time to check out the other bozos, but from what little she knew about Vinnie, the characterization fit. Jerk, cheater, lowlife? Yes. Criminal mastermind? No way.

“And I know just who to shake down for the answers.” Didi stood and dropped a couple of dollars on the table.

“Harding?” Summer asked. She wanted to say, ‘he’s mine,’ but that would sound weird. “I talked to him earlier. This…” She pointed at Didi’s pocket, “…doesn’t seem to fit. I think he likes watching the fire slowly build. An explosion is too anticlimactic for him.”

But Didi wasn’t listening. She pushed past Summer and walked out without a word.

Aunt Clara was the first to jump up and take off after her.

Summer ran to catch up. On the way out, Evan waved and smiled at her, but she didn’t have time to return the kindness.

She had two old ladies to wrangle.
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“Slow down!”

Summer had barely caught up to Didi in time to jump in the back seat of her black sedan before it took off. Now she had a death grip on Aunt Clara’s seat in front of her, and no idea where they were going.

“I can’t!” Didi white-knuckled the steering wheel. Summer noticed the black and red leather cover, then the red fuzzy dice hanging from the rearview mirror, and the bleeding red rose under her own hand on Aunt Clara’s seat.

I’m gonna die in an Ed Hardy fever dream.

She had to think of something to calm Didi down. “How do you know who killed him by a piece of metal? Talk me through it.” Discussing the murder of her husband probably wasn’t the best topic, but it was probably the only one Didi would listen to.

“Makes total sense to me,” Aunt Clara said, but didn’t elaborate.

“Great,” Summer said, throwing her hands in the air. Then she quickly grabbed the seat again to keep from being thrown.

It’s my case and I’m the last to figure it out.

Or was that the plan all along?

She remembered Orville telling her to look into Didi closer. She’d been on his radar after she called Mr. Rios’s suppliers and threatened them. But threatened them with what?

Didi took the curve without slowing. Summer felt her insides mush to one side as she was pushed against the door.

Now wasn’t the time to accuse her of anything. Who knew how much faster this car could go?

But Summer couldn’t shake the thoughts. It was all coming together. Didi threatened the suppliers. She showed up in town and conveniently didn’t know she was still married to Mr. Rios and his beneficiary. She led Aunt Clara right to the evidence of Marcus Seaver. And Summer would bet anything that Didi was present when Aunt Clara found that piece of metal.

The one Didi just happened to rub her hands all over.

Summer’s head spun faster than the tires on Didi’s car.

Is this how Brady feels when I butt into his cases?

Probably when she first started and had no idea what she was doing. She’d touched a lot of things she wasn’t supposed to. But that was different. Aunt Clara had been accused of a crime and she was…

Just trying to help.

This is so confusing.

Are we in the car with a killer or not?

Her phone buzzed in her pocket again. It had been doing that the whole time, but she didn’t dare take her hands off the seat to check it. Besides, nothing could be more important than this.

“Aunt Clara, how tall are you?”

“What?”

“The air bag. If you’re too short, it might-”

“I’m plenty tall enough for an airbag, I’ll have you know!”

“I’m not gonna crash!” Didi yelled over them. “Besides…” The car slammed to a halt, throwing Summer forward, then pressing her against the back of the seat. “We’re here!”
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‘Here’ was an abandoned building in the middle of nowhere. All Summer could see around them was this metal, probably condemned, structure with no signage and grass creeping toward the door…and trees.

Perfect place to get rid of two witnesses.

“Hush,” Summer whispered to herself. She’d been letting her paranoia get the best of her. Cooler heads needed to prevail right now if they were going to get out of this alive.

So many people saw us hightail it out of the coffee shop behind Didi. If she kills us, they’ll know.

Even so, she couldn’t push down the sour feeling bubbling up inside her. “Stay here,” she said to Aunt Clara, though both of them knew better.

“Hush,” Aunt Clara said, using Summer’s own word against her. One she hadn’t thought anyone heard.

Get a grip, Snow, she told herself, and made sure it was silent this time.

Aunt Clara fixed her Sherlock jacket and grabbed her door handle. She looked outside before opening it, no doubt seeing the same desolation as Summer. But her voice held none of the worry. “Where are we?”

The next part happened so fast, Summer didn’t know where to look.

Didi slammed her door and ran into the abandoned building. For anyone else, red heels on cracked pavement would have been a nightmare, but Summer wasn’t sure the woman’s feet even touched the ground.

Aunt Clara took off after her, but Summer had the wherewithal to at least jump in front of her. Whatever was going down, she’d try her best to shield Aunt Clara from the worst of it.

“Seriously?” Aunt Clara groaned, elbowing her in the side. “Your mom would kill me if I let something happen to you.”

Summer put her arms out to the side to keep Aunt Clara from getting back in front of her. “That ship sailed about five murders ago!”

They hit the door at the same time, and just in time to see Didi charge at an older man in the middle of an empty warehouse. His back was partially turned so he didn’t see her coming, but the whole town should have heard her.

She let out a roar and the man spun around. His face was scrunched and red like he’d been arguing with the person on the phone, but now his eyes went wide and his mouth dropped. Summer had a flicker of recognition, something about the gray at the temples, but there was no time to think of that now.

The man froze. But not for long. The phone dropped from his hand and he turned to run.

Didi threw the piece of metal at him and it bounced off his head. He let out a yelp of pain and started to say something until they all heard the metal hit the concrete floor.

The man’s eyes followed the sound and watched it spin like a coin, then looked up to see who threw it at him.

Recognition of both things dawned on him at once. The piece of evidence that would bring him down, and the scorned woman who would watch him burn for it.

Now, his legs worked, and he ran.

Summer leapt toward him and landed on his back, tackling him to the ground, knocking the air from both their lungs.

Blinding pain tore through her chest.
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“Help,” Summer gasped between painful attempts at breathing.

Aunt Clara pulled Summer up and patted her back while Didi sat on top of the man. He still struggled to catch his first breath, his face turning red.

He better be the guy or I’m in a lot of trouble.

Finally, Didi smacked him on the back, hard, and he sucked in air. She got in his face and said, “You’re lucky I want you to go down for this. Death is too good for you.”

He shook his head and scowled back up at her, but didn’t respond. Summer wasn’t sure if that was self-preservation or lack of oxygen.

Once her own breath slowly came back, her eyes began to focus. The man’s features, not less contorted like a fish out of water, started to look familiar.

Then it all hit her at once.

The smell of gas on the metal cog. The fool’s errand she’d sent Aunt Clara on. The look of recognition on his face when he saw Didi.

“James Cryer!” She should have known…but she didn’t.

Summer got to her feet and went over to help Didi hold him down. Now that he’d caught his breath and knew he was busted, he struggled harder against her grip.

Between Didi sitting on him and Summer holding his arms, he wasn’t going anywhere.

“There has to be something,” Aunt Clara said, scanning the floor.

“What?” Summer asked. “Something we missed?”

“No,” she answered, then hurried over to a stack of pallets. She pulled a small knife out of her Sherlock coat pocket and cut the twine tying two pallets together. Then she hurried back to wrap it around James Cryer’s hands.

“What don’t you have in that coat?” Summer asked.

“Hopefully, we never have to find out.”

“Why?” Didi yelled, bringing Summer’s attention back to the man, but he said nothing in return.

Why hadn’t I seen it sooner? I researched him but set him aside for more exciting suspects.

It’s always the spouse, she told herself.

But this time, she’d been wrong. The weight of it hit her harder than the fall to the ground and threatened to knock the air from her lungs again.

Summer looked at Didi again, saw the look on her face. She was ready to pummel James Cryer worse than Tillie.

But is it real?

She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was missing something. Why did she keep going back to Didi?

“Why did you do it?” Didi screamed again, grabbing the man by the collar and shaking him until his head hit the concrete.

“Stop!” Summer said, not for Cryer’s sake, but theirs. She had grown to like Mr. Rios and wanted justice for him. But she wouldn’t be caught in the middle of any revenge killings, no matter how much the man deserved to pay.

If he’s the killer.

Summer pried Didi’s claws off the man’s collar and his neck. Three distinct lines dug into his skin that matched the ones on her own cheek. “Get her away from him,” she told Aunt Clara.

It took both of them to put enough distance between Didi and Cryer for him to start breathing normally again.

“Who put you up to this?” Summer asked when she had the man alone. Even after all this, she knew Harding had to be involved somehow. The four men in jail and now this guy. Could he pull off a murder like that on his own?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Cryer pressed his thin lips together like a child refusing to eat their vegetables.

“Who were you on the phone with? Sounded heated.”

At that, Cryer shot a glance at Didi, who tried to lunge at him again.

“Tell me or we’ll let her have you.”

“Nobody told me to do anything,” Cryer said, but when Aunt Clara loosened her grip on Didi and she leapt forward again, he nearly curled into a ball. “Alright! Alright! Keep her away from me. I told Benny she was crazy! He just wouldn’t listen!”

“I’ll show you crazy!” Didi yelled.

“I know you work for Drew Harding,” Summer said, then leaned in and whispered, “Cranberry,” in James Cryer’s ear.

The word tasted foul on her tongue. She hadn’t used it since that last time, with Mr. Rios himself. It had gotten her information on her case, and deeper in debt to Harding. She watched recognition dawn on Cryer.

How much more can I take before becoming like him?

“He didn’t tell me to get rid of the middle man. But I knew that’s what he wanted.”

“And?”

“And it seemed easy enough. She’d left him, after causing a big ruckus and making the suppliers stop paying. With Rios out of the way, I’d have more for myself.”

“That’s pretty dumb.”
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James Cryer bucked beneath her, but she held firm.

“It’s not dumb!”

Summer laughed. “You blow a man’s whole building up but you can’t take a little criticism?”

He went limp. “Wasn’t supposed to be the whole thing,” he said after a shallow breath. Summer moved, so she wasn’t pressing on his chest, but still kept most of her body weight on him.

“You didn’t mean to kill him?”

“Naw, I meant to kill him. Just not blow up the whole building. There was some good equipment in there. Could’ve gotten a good deal on the foreclosure.” Cryer shrugged as if to say, ‘you win some you lose some.’

“You didn’t even bother trying to make it look like an accident. You had to know this would happen.” Summer nodded her head toward Didi, who still glared at Cryer like a rabid dog.

“She wasn’t supposed to happen. She was gone. He was all alone. I knew the cops wouldn’t care. Or they’d arrest some punks for it, just like they did.”

Summer thought of Vinnie sitting in jail and Tillie crying that he didn’t do it.

“Did you have something to do with that?”

“No, but I don’t have to do everything myself. The big guy’s got my back.”

“Ha!” Summer shook her head. “You really are dumb.”

He didn’t like that and tried to wrestle away from her again. She had to put all her weight on his hips to keep hold of him.

“First of all, she didn’t leave. She’s right there, ready to tear you apart if I let her. And second…and most dumb of all, why would you put any stock in Drew Harding’s loyalty?”

From his position below her, wrists tied, James Cryer sneered. “You think the cops miraculously found evidence on those punks? He has people in high places. This’ll all go away and I’ll have all the business I want. He’ll protect me.”

“Like he protected Benny?”

Cryer flipped over so fast, Summer went flying off of him. He scrambled to his feet and, instead of trying to escape this time, he went for the piece of metal Didi had thrown at his head.

“Help!” Summer cried, stunned by the flip and the man’s agility. One day she would learn not to underestimate old people.

Aunt Clara dragged Didi toward the middle of the warehouse and kicked the metal piece under the pallets at the last second. Then she let go of Didi, or she got free, Summer couldn’t tell. But they both rushed to tackle Cryer again before he could escape.

“Why?” Didi screamed, hands on the man’s collar and inching upward. “Why did you kill my Benny? He was good to you!”

“He changed after you left,” Cryer said, the first honest sounding thing to come out of his mouth. “He was skimming and short paying. He fired Seaver, and that riled up my guys. Everyone around town knew he was the weak link in the chain.”

Didi stepped back. The remark landed right in the heart. “You take that back.”

“It’s the truth, Didi. He wasn’t the same without you.”

“No!” Didi reared back to punch him, but he was too quick. Even with Summer and Aunt Clara still trying to pin him down, he managed to twist out of their grasp and hop back to his feet.

“Yes!” Cryer ran, but not toward the exit. “It was easy, too. He spent day and night at that store. Like he didn’t want to go home. All I had to do was wait. I sent that punk, Vinnie, over to ‘fix’ the Laijie machine. Gave him the faulty valve. It didn’t even look like the right piece, but I knew that kid enough to know he’d shove it in there and make it work. Anything to keep from thinking.” He lifted his tied hands to his temple and tapped.

Summer opened her mouth to ask a question, anything to stall him until they could figure out a plan. But that wasn’t necessary. In fact, James Cryer wouldn’t shut up. She had listened to enough bad guys spill their guts before being caught, but this one seemed to really be taking his time. She didn’t like it.

“And, like I said, I just waited. Until the town’s ‘finest’ were at that stupid awards dinner.”

“Like Harding.”

Cryer winked at her, still inching away, but not toward the door.

Summer looked behind him to see if there was a secret exit, but no light shined through from that side of the warehouse. It was like he wanted to go deeper into their trap.

“And, as luck may have it, our new junior detective was out of town at the same time. Bonus.”

Summer wanted to claw his face herself for that remark, but caught herself. Instead, she slid her feet across the floor, trying to move closer without Cryer noticing. But he was getting farther away with every second.

Something stuck in Summer’s mind as she watched him. What are the odds this creep and Sheriff Brady would have the same pet name for me?

She didn’t have time to question that further because Cryer was still going. “Did you know dry cleaning chemicals stink? Yeah, most of the work is getting our own gunk out of your clothes. Go figure. The worst one, perchloroethylene, smells just like gas. Nasty stuff. But don’t worry, it’s not flammable.”

He stopped at a wall just out of Summer’s reach and pressed a panel that looked like a breaker box. It swung open, revealing a large red button.

“Unless…” he continued, “someone accidentally switches a shipment with good old-fashioned gasoline.”

His hand slammed against the red button.

A thick cloud of chemicals erupted from an overhead sprinkler system.

Summer’s vision began to swim as she watched James Cryer put on a gas mask and stalk toward her.
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“Cover your face!” Summer choked out, before lifting the bottom of her apron over her own mouth.

She could hear Aunt Clara and Didi coughing, the sounds growing weaker, but she could no longer see them. The cloud of poison quickly overtook her.

She tried to stumble to her feet to run, to attack, to do something to save Aunt Clara.

And Didi, she thought. Poor Didi. This whole time she’d been innocent, just like Aunt Clara had said, but Summer had been blind.

It’s always the spouse…except this time.

Summer’s head swam with memories of her other cases, of lecturing Aunt Clara and Evan about getting themselves in scary situations.

And I’m the one who dragged her into this one. It’s all my fault.

There was a loud huff of air and the sound of fists connecting with a body.

Fight Didi. Fight!

Summer crawled toward the last place she’d seen Aunt Clara. She had to get to her before Cryer. She braced for his hands to land on her at any moment.

“Aunt Clara,” she whispered, just as those hands grabbed her around the chest and lifted her. With the last of her energy, Summer kicked and thrashed. “You won’t get away with this!” She coughed and choked, unsure if the words even made it out of her mouth.

“Will you let me save you for once?”

Summer went still.

She blinked, then blinked again. The figure carrying her came into focus.

Evan?

His shirt covered his mouth and nose, but she saw the blurry smile in his eyes. “Now hold still.”

“No!” She began kicking again. “Aunt Clara! Save Aunt Clara!”

“Get her out of here, Evan!” Aunt Clara’s raspy voice demanded.

“Yes, ma’am.” Evan continued toward the door.

Something crashed into his back and sent Summer tumbling out of his arms.

She watched in horror as James Cryer swung a piece of wood like a bat, striking Evan and knocking him to the ground.

He dropped the wood and ran toward the open bay doors.

Didi threw out a hand and grabbed his leg, tripping him. His head hit the concrete, hard, and he moaned, but didn’t get up. Quickly, she ripped the mask off his face and put it over Aunt Clara’s.

Evan pushed himself off the floor and reached for Summer again, but she swatted him away. Instead of arguing, he picked up Aunt Clara and took Summer’s arm to help lead them both to safety.

Didi came up on the other side of Summer and walked out with them. Summer noticed her limping and got worried. “Are you hurt?”

“Jerk broke my heel!”

As she said that, fingers wrapped around Summer’s ankle. Cryer yanked her backward. But she braced herself against Evan and kicked. Cryer let out a muffled groan and slumped to the ground again, his fingers releasing her foot.

Flashing red and blue lights came screaming around the corner. Sheriff Brady jumped out of his car before it fully stopped.

“Took you long enough!” Evan growled.

“I could say the same for you,” Aunt Clara coughed, smacking Evan against the chest.

“Hey,” he said, handing her over to a paramedic, and pointing at Didi. “You try following Mario Andretti here through the streets of Spring Harbor.”
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Two Days Later


Shades of dark blue and black lace flitted in the light breeze. An organ played a somber yet hopeful tune. The whole town gathered, each person taking a long white candle and lighting it from the flame of the one before them.

At the front of the crowd, flanked by her husband and former son-in-law, stood Charlene Yarborough. A vision of grief and determination, she held her head high and addressed the crowd.

“Thank you all for coming this evening. Felicity would be honored to know that so many people cared about her. Felicity was a bright light in our lives, always making everyone feel valued. Her kindness, laughter, and resilience were truly remarkable. She found joy in the simple things and taught us the importance of living fully, even in the face of challenges.”

Charlene’s voice broke, and Armstrong Talbot III patted her on the arm and took over. “As we remember her today, let’s carry forward the love, laughter, and strength she shared with us. Though we mourn her loss, we celebrate the beautiful life she lived and the lasting impact she had on us all.”

Alex sniffled beside Summer. “It’s so nice to see them getting along.”

Summer nodded. “After Mrs. Yarborough found out he had nothing to do with her death, and that keeping her under guard in his mansion was for her own protection, they made amends. Now they can lean on each other.”

“Speaking of leaning on someone,” Alex said, with a not-so-subtle nudge in Summer’s rib.

“You can’t be serious.”

“Serious about what?” Evan asked from Summer’s other side.

“About telling her to let a knight in shining armor rescue her every now and then,” Alex whispered with a wink.

“We are at a memorial service,” Summer chided.

They settled down, but after a few seconds, Evan leaned in and whispered in Summer’s ear. “She’s not wrong, though.”

“That you’re a knight in shining armor?” Summer whispered back.

“Well, if the helmet fits…but no. It’s OK to let people help you.”

“Aunt Clara helped and look what it got her.”

“A new best friend and two dozen roses,” Evan replied. “Not bad.”

The roses were from Carl when Summer had insisted Aunt Clara get checked out at the hospital. They’d kept her overnight for observation, and the roses had been waiting for her when she woke up bright and early the next morning, already demanding to be discharged. They were beautiful but hadn’t worked as intended. Instead of calming down and following orders, Aunt Clara signed herself out and hopped in her RV to start her next adventure.

“I didn’t need saving,” Summer grumbled.

“Coulda fooled me.” Evan gave her hand a squeeze, but was smart enough to leave it at that.

Taking the bait, Summer asked, “How’d you know?”

“When you left the coffee shop. You had that look. And you didn’t answer.”

“Sorry.” He’d been the missed calls while she was fighting for her life in Didi’s backseat.

“I couldn’t keep up, though. That woman really should be a racecar driver! But Aunt Clara sent me her location when you got there and I found you…just in time.”

“Hey, I had him just fine before you showed up.”

“Mmhmm.”

They settled into a warm silence, watching the end of the service, until Tillie walked over. She’d been crying, but Summer wasn’t sure if from the memorial or something else. Her stomach tightened, bracing for what was to come.

“Vinnie told the cops everything. He didn’t know about that broken thing Mr. Cryer made him install. He feels so torn up about it.” Tillie sniffled. “He’s gonna do right from now on.”

Summer didn’t want to remind Tillie that, criminal or not, Vinnie cheated on her and broke her heart. But she didn’t have to. Tillie looked back up at her with a half smile.

“We can’t all have knights in shining armor,” she said, looking between Summer and Evan.

“A guy could get used to that,” Evan said, though his cheeks had turned pink.

Summer let go of Evan’s hand long enough to take Tillie’s. “You won’t find your knight if you’re wasting your time with fools.”
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“So nice of you to come,” a familiar voice said from behind Summer.

She turned to find Mrs. Yarborough and Armstrong Talbot III standing together, arms still clasped.

“How are you doing?” Summer gave Mrs. Yarborough a hug and Armstrong a firm handshake.

“I feel better now. At peace.” Mrs. Yarborough dabbed her eye with a tissue. “So, I hear you didn’t waste much time when you got home.”

Summer shrugged. “Well, I tried.”

Evan leaned in. “And I tried making her. But you know Summer.”

Mrs. Yarborough smiled despite everything. “Yes, yes I do.” She gave Summer another embrace before noticing someone else nearby and excusing herself.

Summer noticed another familiar face along the edge of the crowd, as well, and frowned. “Be right back.”

“Don’t do anything foolish,” Alex warned, then followed Summer’s gaze and added, “Oh.”

When she got close enough, Mr. Sullivan smiled wide. “Summer, dear. How are you doing? A lot of excitement I hear.”

“Word travels fast, doesn’t it?”

“Well, it’s not every day that one of our own catches a murderer…” His face twisted. “Hmm, I guess it is now, huh? How many is that for you?”

Six, Summer thought, but saying it out loud felt absurd and Summer had more important things to worry about right now. “While I have you, I’ve got to know. Why would you sell to the likes of Drew Harding? I already missed you, but being next to that guy is making it so much worse.”

“I didn’t sell.”

“What?”

“I didn’t sell anything to him. He offered, but I hadn’t agreed to anything. And he just took it upon himself to move in. I guess he thought he’d strong arm me into signing once he was already moved in.”

“Didn’t know what he was in for, did he?”

Mr. Sullivan grinned wide. “Not one bit. That’s what all the notices were for. I’d hoped he’d go quietly.”

Summer laughed, then caught herself and covered her mouth. “Not his style.”

“Apparently not. I’m sure he thought since I was on my galavant that he could do as he pleased and it would be too late once I got back. He thought if he squatted there long enough, he’d have a say.”

“I saw the chains, so I’m guessing you found out.”

Another grin. “Those papers he wanted me to sign, my sweet granddaughter, Francine, works at the clerk’s office. She knew better than to file those papers. She knew I’d never sell to the likes of Drew Harding.”

Summer laughed again, but this time she couldn’t hold it in.

“You alright dear?” Mr. Sullivan reached for Summer’s arm.

“I’m fine. Thank you so much, Mr. Sullivan. I’m so glad you didn’t sell.”

After everything Harding had done through the years, he would go down for squatting!

“Me too,” Mr. Sullivan said. “All this made me realize I miss my shop. I had my fun, traveled a bit, but it’s time to come home. I think you’ll be seeing a lot more of me, dear.”

“That will be lovely.”
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The next day, Summer took her time getting Barney up and over to Mrs. Walters’s apartment. She wanted to stay glued to the couch with him all day, but there were consequences to face.

Mrs. Beesley had been out the past couple of days dealing with her own problems. Charles had showed up in town, trying again to get her to move to Florida. All that stress on top of Summer turning the salon into a three-ring circus and taking off in the middle of a haircut. Not to mention the broken door—courtesy of James Cryer, who now sat in the same jail cell Vinnie and his crew had vacated. Summer knew just what mood she’d find Mrs. Beesley in when she stepped inside the salon.

“There you are!” Mrs. Beesley said, coming toward Summer…with a smile on her face?

“Hi,” Summer said slowly. She looked at her phone. “Am I late? I thought I started at nine today.”

“No, no. You’re fine.” Mrs. Beesley let go long enough to walk beside her to her work station.

They passed Tillie and Misty, both smiling and chatting while they each worked on perms for Mrs. Stanton and Mrs. Valentine. Summer glanced back at the waiting room.

No more kids. No bangs. No crew cuts.

School had started. No wonder everyone was smiling. She even let herself feel a rush of relief and stretched her fingers. Today would be an easy day.

As Summer put her things down, Mrs. Beesley remained at her work station. She didn’t know what was going on, so she said the first thing she could think of. “I’m sorry.”

“For what, dear?”

“Okay, this is weird. What’s going on?”

Tillie and Misty laughed, both turning away.

“Turns out, all your chaos…” Mrs. Beesley waved her hands in Summer’s general direction. “…is a good excuse to give my kids as to why I can’t move to Florida. This place needs me too much!”

Mrs. Beesley gave her another hug and turned to go back to her office to work.

“Glad I could help!” Summer called after her.

Before Summer could call her first customer over, the door opened and everyone in the salon gave a collective, “Awww.”

She turned to find Evan, a giant cup of coffee in one hand, and Barney’s leash in the other. She could have sworn she left him with Mrs. Walters. “What’s going on?”

Evan grinned. Tillie and Misty took Barney’s leash. He rolled over and demanded belly rubs. They obeyed, and so did two of the women in the waiting area.

“Why do you have my dog?” Summer asked, taking a big sip from the ice cold caramel drink. “Mmm,” she said, pulling the cup from her mouth and licking her lips. “What’s that?”

“New recipe. Toasted caramel.” Evan’s expression turned pensive. “You like it?”

“I love it! But don’t change the subject. Why do you have my dog?” she asked again.

“I borrowed him for a very important mission.”

“And what’s that?” she asked over another long sip.

Evan winked and said, “Barney! Come here, boy! Show mommy what you found.”

Barney flipped back onto his feet and came running. As he got closer, Summer noticed a bright red ribbon around his neck, with a small black velvet box tied to it.

“Um,” she said, taking a step back.

“Calm down and open it,” Evan said.

“Awww,” Tillie and Misty swooned in unison.

“You guys calm down, too, before you freak her out more.”

Summer took the box from Barney and opened it. A thin, silver band made of interlocking infinity symbols stared back at her.

“It’s a promise ring.”

“A promise of what?” Summer asked, her hand reaching for it despite the pounding of her heart.

“A promise that I’ll be by your side, in whatever way you let me.” Evan took the ring from the box and offered to place it on Summer’s finger. Her hand trembled in his.

“Like boyfriend and girlfriend?”

“Awww,” came the chorus again.

“I hope so,” Evan whispered.

She nodded and he put the ring on her finger. Then she slapped him on the arm with the same hand. “You almost gave me a heart attack!”

The End
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Sneak Peek


Dark green ivy with orange and yellow buds crawled across the salon walls. Cinnamon and apple candles flickered in each nook or cranny. A cool breeze wafted through the open windows, bringing with it the added scent of oils and spices from Mr. Sullivan’s Grand Re-Opening next door.

Yes, fall was in the air and everything was going perfectly. So why was Summer so nervous?

Misty and Tillie had their work stations turned outward so they could stand side by side and gossip. The women in their chairs didn’t seem to mind, so neither did Summer. She was glad to see Tillie smiling again after all the drama with her—supposed ex—Vinnie. She’d promised it was over and seemed lighter now. So, maybe she was telling the truth.

Misty, the newest and spunkiest addition to Summer Cuts, had changed her half black and half blue hair to half brown and half orange, in tribute to her favorite season. Somehow, it suited her well. Maybe it was the smile on her face as she greeted each customer who walked through the door as if they were her long-lost friend. She was finally settling in and making Spring Harbor her home.

From what Summer could hear from across the room, they were excitedly planning date nights around the 27th Annual Spring Harbor Fall Festival. Last year, Summer had missed the 26th due to being accused of murder and all.

“Ain’t that right, Summer?” Misty called over the new and oddly satisfying sound of Mrs. Beesley humming.

“What?” Summer asked. “I know better than to blindly agree with anything you say!”

Misty waved a hand. “Aww, it’s not like I’m gonna make you agree to giving me a raise or anything!” which she absolutely had done when Summer was distracted last week with a rather difficult and squirmy three-year-old getting her first trim.

“What?” Summer asked again, smiling, but with one eyebrow raised.

“You’re gonna win the Crazy Hair Contest again this year!”

“Oh no! I’m not going anywhere near that place!” Summer shook her head vehemently. “How did you know about that, anyway?”

Misty made a lip zipping motion but Tillie pointed her comb at Mrs. Beesley who was headed in Summer’s direction.

Summer shook her head again and mouthed the words ‘no way’ for good measure.

Mrs. Beesley had put her foot down with Charles and the girls, and no longer had the weight of a forced move hanging around her neck. Now, she hummed a cheerful old timey tune as she flitted around the salon, chatting with customers. When she got to her work station, Summer knew she was in for it. Her customer, Tiffany Harper, had spent her entire perm appointment gushing about her perfect husband and their upcoming anniversary party.

Her long, auburn hair had been straight as a board when she walked in that morning. Now, half of it was down, the thick spiral curls catching the candlelight beautifully. As she unrolled the left side of Mrs. Harper’s hair, she couldn’t help but wonder if she, too, should go for a new color. Her own curls were more of a loose, mousy brown that didn’t catch any light. And it was getting long. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cut it.

Maybe it was time for a change.

“Oh, I wish I could pull off curls like that at my age,” Mrs. Beesley said, tugging on Tiffany Harper’s hair with one hand and patting her extremely high beehive with the other. For the millionth time since meeting her former arch nemesis turned boss turned partner and friend, Summer wondered how long it took to build that thing. Did she wake up at 4:00 AM to do her hair every morning before work?

“Nonsense,” Tiffany said, “you would look amazing with any hairstyle. I hope I’m as gorgeous as you when I’m forty.”

Mrs. Beesley blushed. “Oh, you sweet child. How’s Tyler?”

Summer forced herself to not roll her eyes. She’d actually gotten one whole minute of not hearing about Mr. Perfect.

“He’s amazing as always! Our anniversary is next week. The Big Five! I can’t believe it. I’m so excited! We’re having a huge party that afternoon, then everyone’s riding over to the Fall Festival together.” She leaned in conspiratorially toward Mrs. Beesley. “Two parties for the price of one!”

Mrs. Beesley laughed. “I always knew you were a smart cookie!”

“It was Tyler’s idea, but I love it. We’re gonna take so many pictures. That’s why I’m doing this.” She scrunched her loose curls that fell almost to her lap. “Always wanted curls, but mom wouldn’t let me. But I’m a grown woman now. Been married almost five years. If I want a perm, I’m getting a perm!”

Five years. Summer couldn’t imagine being married for five years at her age, which by the looks of her, Tiffany was. Five years ago she’d been mixed up in some nasty stuff in Atlanta, and now, here she was, living out her dream of owning—half of—a salon in sunny California.

A cool breeze blew through the room, reminding her it wasn’t so sunny anymore. Autumn had come around again, and with it, the Fall Festival and Crazy Hair Contest. That meant it had been a whole year since she arrived in Spring Harbor. A year since solving her first murder.

It had been two months since her last case, too. Maybe that was why she felt so antsy. Even now, hearing Tiffany talk about her perfect anniversary parties with her perfect husband of five perfect years, she couldn’t help the dark thoughts that crept up.

How perfect can this husband of hers really be?

Is she really as happy as she acts?

It was like she was looking for murder everywhere.

Summer made herself think happy thoughts, like the fact that it had also been two months since she and Evan became an official couple. She still couldn’t stop noticing her lovely ring, a thin, silver band of interlocking infinity symbols, every time she lifted her hand to cut—or curl—a customer’s hair.

Even so, Summer couldn’t help but think these terrible things. It was almost like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop.
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Summer’s stomach growled loudly as she cleaned up her work station and watched Tiffany Harper finally walk out the door. Without tipping, she tried not to think. Tips weren’t expected, of course, but she’d grown accustomed to receiving them. And she had spent several hours on those gorgeous spiral curls.

Maybe she’s saving up for The Big Five party.

Her stomach growled again. It had been a long, rough day, and she was starving. Evan had texted for a lunch break earlier, but she’d had to decline. And ever since, when she wasn’t thinking about a new case, she was thinking about the two slices of pizza and side salad she’d missed out on at Cafe Cali.

She grabbed her phone to ask him if he wanted to cash in that rain check, when she saw a text from Aunt Clara. It looked urgent.

‘!!!!We need to talk!!!’

‘What????’ Summer sent back, just as urgently. She was about to call when she got another text.

‘Almost back in town. Can you meet later?’

‘Did Carl pop the question?’ She couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Aunt Clara, at her age, finally settling down.

‘No! Stop asking that! It’s serious!’

‘So tell me!’

‘Meet me at the Wheels Up after work!’

Summer’s fingers hovered over the phone. Her stomach clenched. She wanted pizza, not some urgent talk. ‘OK, but can you give me a hint at least?’

Three dots appeared, but before the next text came through, the bell over the door chimed and two frantic barks filled the salon. Summer dropped the phone in her pocket and ran to greet Barney and Betty.

Seeing them side by side, Summer could tell Barney’s been getting into Mrs. Walters’s snacks again. She made a mental note to have a talk with the kind old lady, and to take Barney on more walks before bed. The whole ‘teaching him tricks’ thing hadn’t panned out. His heart wasn’t in it and she kept running off to solve murders. They needed a new hobby.

After a long petting, licking, and howling session, Alex cleared her throat. “Um…I’m here too, you know.”

“Aww,” Summer said, getting up from the floor. “Who’s a good girl?” She patted Alex’s suddenly bright red hair.

I really need a new color!

Alex swatted her hand away. “Do you like it?” She pulled at one end of her freshly dyed hair.

“It’s amazing…but…” Summer waved a hand behind her, then leveled Alex with a glare that was only half in jest. “Where did you get it done?”

“I’m sorry. Max’s sister, Gina, does hair out of her back room in her house and…”

“And you wanted to win new girlfriend points?”

“We’re not…that…yet. But yeah.” Alex frowned, an expression that didn’t look right on her heart-shaped face.

“It’s fine. I was busy all morning with a perm, anyway.”

Alex’s eyes went wide. “I saw her on the way out. It’s gorgeous. Kinda makes me wish I hadn’t chopped mine off earlier. It’s taking forever to grow out.”

“Yeah, makes me want a change, too.”

Alex now waved her hand around. “Wherever could you go to get that done?”

“Keep it up and I’m gonna suddenly fall sick tomorrow night,” Summer warned.

“Don’t you dare!”

It was to be their first double date with Alex and this new mystery man. All Summer knew about him was that his name was Max. He was hot, and now he had a sister named Gina who was encroaching on her hairstyling turf.

And that every time Alex talked about him, she subconsciously twisted the little gold ring on her right middle finger. She’d never said where it came from, but her nervous tic about it made Summer assume Trevor had given it to her.

The no-good, sorry excuse of an ex who’d come back into Alex’s life like a hurricane a few months ago had left the same way. He’d also left Alex in debt—again—and reeling.

If the ring was from him, Summer hoped Alex got up the nerve to throw it in the ocean soon.

She glanced down to find her best friend twisting the ring in question now. “What’s up?” she asked, lowering her eyes slowly for Alex to follow and get the hint.

Alex scrunched her eyebrows, then shrugged, then opened her mouth.

“Breaking news!” Gage Jackson yelled through the TV speaker.

Alex jumped and slammed her mouth shut.

Tillie and Misty kept chattering about what they’d wear to the festival, costumes or regular clothes, while Mrs. Beesley argued with someone on her phone. It looked heated, which could only mean it was her evil ‘twin’ Ramona.

“Shh!” Summer hissed. Even the dogs stopped snipping at each other and listened.

It’s happening!

Summer wondered, briefly, if this was what Aunt Clara wanted to tell her. There was finally a new case!

“The fraud trial for disgraced former City Councilman and Real Estate mogul, Drew Harding is set to begin next week,” Gage said in his most serious news tone.

Mogul? Not quite, Summer thought, her nose scrunching in disdain.

“Harding refused a plea deal offered by prosecutor Anthony Ellis, just last week. Ellis, whose last case against Harding fell apart due to lack of cooperation on the part of witnesses…”

“Can you believe it?” Alex asked. “The nerve of that guy.”

“Oh, I can believe it alright. But he won’t get away with it this time.” Summer said as her stomach growled a third and louder time.

Alex laughed. “Let’s go grab some lunch,” she said, though it was closer to supper time.

Summer turned to tell Mrs. Beesley she’d be back, but whatever phone argument her partner was having had gotten heated enough she was currently marching to her office and slamming the door. Summer shrugged. “Girls,” she said to Tillie and Misty, “be back in a few.”

“Alright,” Misty said.

“No problem,” Tillie added, immediately leaning in to finish their gossip.

Summer had a sneaking suspicion it was about her but brushed it off as leftover high school trauma. Tillie and Misty were not The Colleens, her teen bullies.

Alex grabbed Summer’s arm and tugged her toward the door.

On the way out, she paused to listen to the end of the Drew Harding breaking news, but Gage Jackson was moving on to his next story. “A young man in neighboring Covington was found dead this morning in a suspected carbon monoxide poisoning, the first of the season. For those in older homes, please remember to check your furnaces as the weather cools.”
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Click here to find out what happens next in Permed to Deadly Perfection, the 7th book in the Spring Harbor Cozy Mystery Series!
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