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Chapter 1


I stepped out of the car and held a hand over my forehead to block the sun, gazing across the dusty dirt parking lot toward the Cedar Grove Watermelon Festival.  
I used the back of my hand to wipe moisture off my skin. It was hot as sin out here. 
I glanced at the boxes of cupcakes in the back seat and put it into high gear. I had to get these babies somewhere cooler before the frosting I’d spent hours meticulously decorating them with melted all over the insides of the plastic containers.
First, I swung my big tote bag over a shoulder with a grunt. I’d be at the festival all day, and I didn’t want to rely entirely on carnival-type food for sustenance. Of course, I was going to get a funnel cake and some cotton candy. But it made me feel better to have packed fruit, sandwiches, and a couple big jugs of water.
Once the tote felt reasonably well-balanced, I leaned in for the cupcakes. I’d only stuck a few boxes in the car to get me started. Luke had offered to bring more in a little while.
Which was super nice of him, but he was a great guy. Ever since I’d moved home after Gram died, he’d been there for me. Helping me get the farm transformed into a lovely wedding venue. Aiding with my magic practice, since he was a witch too. Even helping me solve a couple mysteries that had been tossed into my path.
No time to think about that right now, though. I had to get my booth set up. I eyed the cupcakes nervously, wondering if I’d made too many. After all, I didn’t know how they’d sell. Maybe people would be more interested in the carnival food and watermelon than my offerings.
I hoped not. I’d spent a couple months working on new varieties and perfecting fun decorating techniques. Not that my wedding venue business wasn’t doing well. It was just that I’d wanted to get back to my cupcakey roots a bit alongside it.
The new varieties I’d tested out by putting them for sale in Trudy’s bakery and by offering them to brides who booked the farm seemed to be popular. But more than one local had told me that if I really wanted to make it in this town, I needed to do more to get the word out about my baked goods and let everyone know they were available both when folks booked the farm as a venue and at Trudy’s shop.
So, I made the craziest, most amazing varieties and decorations I could and signed up as a vendor at the festival. I had colorful brochures and business cards printed to hand out to everyone and their aunties, and I felt ready.
Using a hip to slam the car door behind me, I started toward the festival, craning my neck to peer over the stack of boxes. It was slow going—lots of people darted back and forth between the parking lot and the vendor gate, freaking me out that I might run into someone and send all my lovely cupcakes crashing to the ground. 
Luckily, I made it to the bakery booth without incident and set my boxes on a six-foot table draped in a pale pink tablecloth and labeled with my name. I wiped a hand over my brow again and set the tote beside the boxes, reaching in to retrieve a bottle of water.
My fingers brushed something soft that my brain instantly recognized. Kitten fur.
My kitten, Blue, streaked out of the tote and disappeared under a blue-draped table across the wide space before I could get my wits about me and give chase. I groaned and opened the water, taking a deep draft and lamenting my suddenly much more complicated day.
When I returned the water bottle, I checked the tote thoroughly for any of Blue’s siblings, but there were none there. That was good—one magical kitten was a giant handful, but five were virtually impossible to wrangle in a situation like this.
Yeah, my litter of kittens was magical. It was my fault for waving a wand at them, but I hadn’t known it was a wand at the time. In fact, I hadn’t known magic truly existed at that point and certainly not that my grandmother was a witch, and I had the ability to do magic too.
Any kitten loose in a bakery tent would wreak havoc. A magical kitten would be downright disaster-inducing.
I had to find Blue.
At that moment, a tower of cupcake boxes floated into the tent above a pair of jeans. Jeans that wrapped an awful nice set of legs. 
Hurrying forward, I darted around the tower until I could see Luke. He seemed startled to see me appear beside him for an instant, then his face relaxed into a smile. “Hey. Where should I put these?”
“Right over here. Wow, you got here faster than I expected.” With a hand on his arm, I guided Luke to the table. As we went, I caught a glimpse of Blue climbing the inside of the tent on the other side of the space. 
Luke carefully lowered the boxes to the table next to the ones I’d already set there, then wiped a sleeve across his forehead. “Hot one today.”
“Sure is.” I was thankful for the super-duty fans in the tent, aimed upward, so the cool air could drop over us without sending napkins and things flying through the air. 
Shooting a glance toward Blue again, I found that she’d disappeared, and I let out a slight groan.
“What’s wrong?” Luke lifted some of the boxes off the tops of our piles to make shorter stacks.
“Blue stowed away in my bag. I’m going to have to figure out how to catch her before she causes a scene, but first, I need to get set up. Folks will start coming in soon, and I want to have all the options displayed and ready for them.”
“Oh, that reminds me. I have the display cases in the truck. I’ll run and get them.” Before turning away, Luke leaned in close, placing a hand on the small of my back. “Hey, I was wondering. Did you add any special ingredient to these babies? You know, to encourage people who buy them to want more?”
Did Luke really think I’d make special baked goods? I mean, if pushed, I might have to admit to making some special brownies back in college, but definitely not since then. “Of course not!” I whispered. “I’d never do that. Kids will be eating these.”
Luke chuckled and jabbed me playfully in the arm. Then he leaned in and whispered in my ear, “I meant magic, not weed.”
“Ah.” I mirrored his action, giving him a swift push in the shoulder. “I didn’t add that either. Why would I?”
He captured me in his arms and pulled me in for a hug. “I don’t know. Maybe it would help business.”
“Or hurt it if I did something wrong.” And that turn of events was highly likely. I hadn’t exactly mastered my craft yet. I was getting better at spells, though, with the help of Luke, my cousin Stephanie, and some of my Grams’ old friends. The kittens tried to help too, but they had magic of their own that sometimes went slightly haywire.
Luke pulled back enough to brush a kiss on my mouth. I kissed him back, then reluctantly pulled away with a sigh. “I’d better get set up. I don’t want customers to start coming in and not be able to see the goods.”
“I’ll get out of your way. I need to set up my project over in the craft barn.” Luke was a whiz with wood carving, even when he didn’t use magic to help. He’d created a gorgeous, ornately carved hope chest to enter into the carving contest. He said, “I’ll come back in a few hours or so. I could bring you some lunch and give you a break so you can stretch your legs.”
Aw. That was sweet. So sweet I didn’t mention the sandwich I’d brought for myself. I’d rather spend the time with Luke. “Thanks. And thanks again for bringing this stuff over for me.” I watched him leave the tent because I’d never miss the chance to watch Luke walk away if I could help it. Then I busied myself setting up my display.
At the table next to me, a woman dressed in jean shorts and a tank top worked swiftly on setting up her display of baked goods. She had some cupcakes too, along with beautiful pies and some homemade donuts. She smiled when I caught her eye, then hurried over with her hand out. “I’m Opal Morgan.”
“Kelsie Walsh. Nice to meet you.”
“Same here.” She glanced at my cupcakes, then took a second, longer look. “Wow. Those look amazing!”
“Thanks. Your stuff looks great too.”
“Is this your first vendor experience at the Watermelon Festival?” Opal asked, tightening her high, dyed-burgundy ponytail.
“Yes! Actually, I lived in Chattanooga for years, so this is my first summer back. I’m impressed with how big and well-run this festival has gotten.”
Opal said, “Oh, I agree. This is my third year here, and I love it. Wouldn’t miss it.”
Over her shoulder, I watched Blue climb the tablecloth onto Opal’s table. She sniffed around, then tried to open a plastic clamshell box with a piece of lemon meringue pie inside. I stiffened but couldn’t figure out how to grab the kitten without alerting Opal to the fact that she was there.
“Sorry I’m late!” My friend and business partner, Trudy, breezed into the tent, waving, her two young boys trailing after her with faces painted like tigers, each carrying a balloon animal.
Opal turned toward Trudy, and I took the opportunity to swipe back with an arm toward Blue. The kitten evaded my grasp, leaped to the floor, and scampered away.
“The display looks great,” Trudy said.
“Thanks! Trudy, this is Opal.” 
The two women shook hands. “I think I’ve met you before,” Trudy said, appearing thoughtful. “Aren’t you part of the Women’s Auxiliary?”
“Not exactly. I’m Elizabeth Brantley’s assistant. In her business, which is business consulting. But, of course, my assistance spreads to everything she does, including the charity work.” To me, Opal added, “Elizabeth is the Auxiliary president.”
“What’s the Auxiliary?” Trying to look interested, even though I didn’t know what the group even was, I nodded but swept my gaze around the tent, hunting for Blue as my hands arranged boxes of cupcakes on the table. I spotted the kitten on the ground eating a cupcake she’d knocked off another table. 
Ugh. 
At least it would keep her out of mischief for the few minutes it took her to eat the treat.
“The Women’s Auxiliary,” Opal repeated. “You don’t know what it is?”
“I was in Chattanooga for years,” I explained again. “I only recently returned.”
Opal waved a hand. “That’s right; you said that. Plus, I’d heard it through the grapevine. Well, the Auxiliary is a women’s service organization. Like I said, Elizabeth’s the president. She runs a tight ship. Everyone who’s anyone is in it, and those who aren’t want to be.”
“I definitely want to be. But I can’t seem to get in.” Turning to see who was speaking, I realized someone new had set up on the other side of me. Her hair was cut tight to her head, and she wore bright red, round glasses. “Hey. I’m Nell.”
“Nice to meet you, Nell. I’m Kelsie.”
“You’ll get in eventually,” Opal told Nell. “There are some people who are really on your side, like Kristen.”
Nell heaved a sigh. “Yeah. I don’t think Kristen has much pull, though.”
“She’s the vice president. She has some.” Opal’s tone was soothing, and I got the feeling this wasn’t the first time these two had engaged in this exact conversation.
“I suppose.” Nell straightened and began adjusting rows of plastic containers on her display area, each filled with a piece of delectable looking cake.
Next to me, Opal stiffened. “Speak of the devil. Here comes Elizabeth.”
“That’s our cue to leave,” Trudy said, rounding up her boys. “I’ll see you later.” 
I waved goodbye to Trudy, then watched a woman with a stern expression approach. Elizabeth wore khaki linen pants, an embroidered linen shirt that looked tailored especially for her, and her hair chin-length hair looked smooth and perfect—like she’d come directly from having an expensive blowout at the salon. How did she get it to look like that in this humidity?
Another woman, smaller and dressed more casually in capris and a tank top, walked a couple steps behind. She gave a bright smile and wave to Opal, but when Elizabeth shot a look backward, she straightened her expression fast.
Interesting.
“There you are.” Elizabeth pinned Opal with a slight glare. 
“Here I am!” It sounded like forced cheer. Opal waved at her baked goods. “All set up with my stuff, like we talked about.” To the second woman, she said, “Hey, Kristen.”
So, that was the vice president who backed Nell’s entry into the Auxiliary.
Elizabeth sniffed. “Yes, you were quite adamant that you couldn’t make phone calls for me this weekend because of this…” she waved a hand at Opal’s goodies, “hobby.”
Wow. This didn’t seem like a nice lady.
“Yes.” Opal looked downtrodden. She stared at her feet. “I’ve had this on my calendar for six months. It’s something I enjoy and get some extra cash from.”
“Since I’m here, I’ll try something,” Elizabeth said, her tone dull, almost bored. She pointed at Opal’s table. “That cookie.” Then she directed her finger toward my table. “And that cupcake.”
What? I opened my mouth to tell her I didn’t really offer samples, but then Opal was scooting around her table as fast as possible to retrieve the cookie Elizabeth had directed her to provide. My poor new friend seemed so frazzled. 
I huffed a sigh and grabbed the cupcake, shoving it into Elizabeth’s hands without ceremony. 
“You can try a piece of my cake too,” Nell said with hope clear in her tone, reaching for one.
Elizabeth shook her head. “Not today.”
Nell was crestfallen. 
Behind the president, Kristen rolled her eyes and made a twirling motion next to her temple, then pointed at Elizabeth.
Ah, so she only gave the appearance of someone fawning over everything Elizabeth said. Really, she had a much lower opinion of the woman.
Elizabeth took a delicate bite of cupcake, swallowed, then handed me back the rest, much to my disgust. “It’s not bad. Could use a touch more cardamom, but in general, the spices are nice and the cake is airy and moist.”
I wanted to shove the rest of the cupcake at her and demand to know how she dared to waste it. A lot of hard work and expensive ingredients went into it. But I swallowed the words and rounded the end of my table to find a bag to use as a trash receptacle.
Elizabeth tried Opal’s cookie then and wrinkled her nose. She made a big show of exaggeratedly swallowing, as though it was almost impossible to get it down. “How on Earth does one do that to a cookie?” she sputtered. “It’s so dry. Paper would likely taste better.” She tossed the cookie at Opal, who floundered to catch it. Elizabeth swiped her hands together. “You should stick to being an assistant. Perhaps if you put your entire focus there, then you’d get better at it.” She stuck her nose in the air, turned, and marched out of the tent.
My jaw was on the floor. Elizabeth had been incredibly mean to both Opal and Nell. “She wasn’t very nice,” I said.
Opal shook her head. “Oh, she’s being passive aggressive because she didn’t want me to be here this weekend. I do try to take weekends off, but she really likes me to be available at all times. She’s the type of boss who wants me to focus on her all the time, but I love baking so much. I couldn’t bear to cancel my booth this weekend.”
“You shouldn’t have to,” I said. “Everyone deserves time to themselves.”
“I wish she would have tried my cake.” Nell sounded forlorn. “You’re so lucky she liked your cupcake, Kelsie. Her word can make or break you in this town. I’ve been trying to get into the Auxiliary for years, but I think Elizabeth has blackballed me because of what happened in high school.”
Opal leaned forward to see Nell around me. “What happened?”
“I asked a boy that Elizabeth liked to the Sadie Hawkins Day dance.” She slumped onto her elbows on the table, jarring several containers of cake.
That was when I saw Blue waddling in my direction. Her stomach looked as tight as a drum. Had she eaten that entire cupcake?
Blue lumbered under the table and didn’t come out the other side.
“Elizabeth’s been making my life miserable ever since that dance,” Nell said. “In fact, I think she got me fired from a waitressing job once. Oops—looks like it’s showtime.” She straightened and fixed on a smile.
Sure enough, people were coming into the tent. The gates must have opened. I kneeled and checked under the table. Blue was nowhere to be seen. I had to find her now that customers were wandering around. I checked my tote. There she was, curled up around her huge belly, fast asleep. 
I sold a few cupcakes and enjoyed talking to new people. I remembered my business cards and brochures at the last minute and pulled a stack out of my tote, taking the chance to check Blue again too. When I straightened, Kristen stood at my table. 
She smiled. “Can I please have that one?”
“Sure.” I grabbed the cupcake she’d pointed to—a purple velvet decorated with faux silver filagree. I bagged the cupcake and held it out to her. “That’s two-fifteen.”
Kristen dug in her purse. She handed me a five-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”
“I hope you like it more than your boss liked hers.”
Kristen gaped. “She liked it. Didn’t you hear her?”
“She criticized the spice ratio and threw nine-tenths of it away.”
“Yes, well, she can be a bit of a chore to deal with. Runs the Auxiliary with an iron fist. I wish I could have more say in how things are run, but Elizabeth isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”
Opal said, “Oh, I think things will be changing sooner than you expect.”
Kristen gave her an oblique look but said nothing. She tipped the bag to me. “Thanks.” Then she left the tent.
“Something’s changing?” Nell said.
Opal shrugged. She put a “Be back in ten minutes” card on her table. “I’m going to get a Slurpee. Be right back.” 
Once she was gone, I turned to Nell. “You really want to be in the Auxiliary, huh?”
She nodded. “So much. I’ve tried for years but am always snubbed. Maybe this will be my chance. If people around town see I’m a member and Elizabeth isn’t snubbing me anymore, maybe I could get a better job. Right now, I clean buildings overnight and work at a gas station during the day. I want to have more time to spend with my kids.”
“These are amazing!” 
I turned my attention to a woman who’d walked up to my table. “Oh. Thank you! I’m glad you like them.”
“I want three more,” she said. “There must be a secret ingredient—they’re almost addictive!”
Chuckling as I thought about what Luke had earlier suggested, I bagged up her order as Nell whispered that she was going to the bathroom and left her table.
Sliding an extra cupcake into the bag, I handed it to the woman and accepted her money. 
A few more customers came in quick succession, and the next thing I knew, I was out of inventory. I pulled my cell phone out of my purse, considering whether to call Trudy and ask her to bring more. Then I spotted Luke. 
He entered the tent and made a beeline for me. “Hey, beautiful.”
“Hey, handsome. How’s things?”
“Great. I got first place. Looks like you’re done here. Want to go enjoy the festival? We could go on some rides and play games. I’ll try to win you a stuffed giant panda.”
I chuckled and grabbed my tote, slipping the phone back in. “That sounds great. Blue’s in here sleeping, though, so no crazy rides.”
“Deal.”
He met me as I came around the table and grabbed my hand. We passed Opal on the way back to her table. 
Outside, Luke turned to me. “What do you want to do first?”
“How about eat? I’m starved.” And I didn’t want the healthy food in my tote.
“Let’s hit the food court then. Come on.” We started that way, but I tugged Luke to a stop when something caught my eye. “What’s that?”
“Oh, that’s the Watermelon Queen pageant.”
“The what, now?”
He chuckled. “Every year, we crown a Watermelon Queen who reigns for the year. It’s a big deal.”
“Is it?” I watched as four women pranced across the stage wearing sundresses as the announcer said their names into a bullhorn… Amanda, Casey, Avery, Danielle. “Who’s the favorite?”
“Casey, but it’s kind of a controversy. Avery’s been trying to win for years. Scuttlebutt is that she feels like she’s being robbed.”
“Ooh, small-town war, huh?”
“Something like that.”
“Let’s get some food now,” I said.
We turned away from the stage and continued on but only got a dozen steps before realizing something was going on. People ran past us as shouts and screams rang out. We continued on, though people hustled the opposite way.
We passed a tent proclaiming four pecan pie eating contests over the weekend and almost got to the pig racing lanes when we found the crowd. From within it came the unmistakable sounds of a man sobbing.
“What’s going on?” Luke said, tapping a guy on the shoulder.
“It’s Elizabeth Brantley,” the guy said. “Looks like somebody killed her.”




Chapter 2


My first instinct was to spin on my heel and get the heck away from the crime scene. As far as I could go, as fast as possible. 
There was a good reason for this knee-jerk reaction. Since I’d moved back to Cedar Grove, I’d been involved with two murder investigations. 
Okay, that wasn’t exactly the whole truth. What had happened was that I’d solved two murders. Yeah, Cedar Grove’s sheriff, Tim Ballard, wasn’t all that bright. Or maybe it was a dose of luck on my part.
Luck mixed with magic.
Anyway, I’d been involved in those murders by accident, and I had zero interest in getting mixed up in another one. 
I tugged on Luke’s sleeve, and he turned toward me. Apparently catching my drift—which made sense because Luke had helped me with both of the other investigations and was likely as reticent as I was to repeat the experience—he put a hand to my elbow and began to spin me away. 
Then, the crying man, sobbing louder and making incoherent sounds of agony, caught my attention.
Gently pulling away from Luke, I craned my neck to see. The man knelt with the body, holding her in his arms, rocking and crying. “My wife!” he sobbed. “She’s gone.”
My heart clenched at the pure pain in his tone. How horrible to lose a spouse so suddenly and violently. And at a town festival! It should be a fun family day, not a tragic one.
In an effort to keep my eyes off the growing pool of blood around Elizabeth and her husband—and because it was such an intensely personal scene—I glanced at the other people gathered around. Some stood in clumps, eyes averted and murmuring to each other. Others stared openly at the scene.
Nell was one of the latter. She stood on the other side of the body, staring at the poor couple. I couldn’t read the look on Nell’s face. It was some bizarre mixture of loss, disgust, and happy.
“One second,” I told Luke. Then, skirting around the onlookers, as far from the body as possible, I made my way to Nell. “Are you okay?”
She didn’t look at me. “Maybe I can join the Auxiliary now.”
My eyebrows rose high. That was what she was thinking about while staring at a murder victim? 
Because I knew the guy who’d told Luke this was a murder scene had to be right. There was too much blood for it to be anything else.
As though hearing my thoughts, Nell suddenly looked right at me and said, “Her throat was slit. Can you believe that? Someone slit her throat.” She pointed.
I didn’t want to look, but my eyes had a mind of their own. I couldn’t see the front of the body, but the end of a slice mark was visible on the side of Elizabeth’s neck closest to me. “Yes, I see,” I said. “Um. Are you okay?” I repeated.
Still not answering, she said, “I heard someone say they saw the fight.” Nell looked around as though to find that person. “It was a man. Not the person fighting with Elizabeth—I don’t know if that was a man or a woman. But the person who heard the fight and was talking about it was a man.”
“Okay,” I said.
“There are so many knives around here today, aren’t there?” She gestured toward the baked goods tent. “People cutting pies and cakes and whatnot. And just look at this scene. It’s a mess. This had to be a crime of passion.”
“I guess.” I had no idea if Nell was right but felt mild concern about how excited she seemed to be about the whole thing. It was morbid. But maybe it was simply her personality. Some people, I supposed, could turn off their basic human empathy in favor of focusing on the puzzle.
And it wasn’t like there had been love lost between Elizabeth and Nell. I knew that much already.
“Look!” someone cried. “A footprint!”
Nell took off for the speaker like a shot, and I followed, slower. 
“Looks like a man’s,” someone said.
There was, indeed, a footprint in the blood about a foot from the body. I didn’t look at it long enough to determine if I thought it was a man’s. But since Elizabeth’s husband was already right in the center of the scene, it made sense it could be his.
“All right, everyone stand back.” A police officer shoved his way through the crowd, another right behind him. The second one carried a roll of yellow crime scene tape and several pylons. She got to work unrolling the tape around the pylons, cordoning off the area surrounding the body, and shooing all of us out from between the tents. 
I took the opportunity to join Luke, glad to be in the open where it felt easier to breathe.
The officers reappeared once they had both ends of the makeshift alley between tents marked off, one of them guiding Elizabeth’s husband away from the rest of us. As they went, they passed Sheriff Tim Ballard.
Ballard’s face was beet red, and sweat trickled down both cheeks. He kept wiping it off with a white handkerchief. “Who saw what happened?” he demanded, voice gruff. I got the feeling he wanted to get back to his air-conditioned car.
Almost everyone shook their heads, but one man raised a hand. “I heard an argument coming from back there.” He pointed at the alley. “Sounded like a man and a woman. About ten minutes ago. I didn’t pay it no mind. Figured the heat got to somebody and made them grumpy. I went to get a funnel cake.”
“I saw that woman hurrying out of this very tunnel here.” A woman stepped forward, pointing first at Nell and then toward the crime scene. “Saw that around the same time that guy heard the fight, I’d say.”
Several people added their agreement to what she’d said, making me wonder whether they’d truly heard and seen anything or were simply caving to group psychology.
A sick feeling swirled in my stomach, though, as I thought about what the woman had said. Had Nell killed Elizabeth?
Nell seemed to read my thoughts and shook her head, speaking loudly enough for everyone to hear. “I was talking to Elizabeth, that’s true. I saw her walking alone after I went to the bathroom and decided to go for it.”
Maybe that was when Kristen had been buying a cupcake from me? Otherwise, it seemed that the vice president was fairly glued to Elizabeth.
Nell went on, “I tried to convince Elizabeth to leave the past in the past and get along with me. But she waved me off. She got a phone call and turned her back on me. So, I got some lemonade and came back, hoping to catch her off the phone and talk to her more. But I found her”—she gestured vaguely at the taped-off aisleway—“like that.”
The sheriff stomped over. “Nell Carson, you’re under arrest for the murder of Elizabeth Brantley.” He waved a finger, and the other officer shoved through the crowd, drawing out a set of handcuffs.
“What?” Nell shook her head wildly and held up her hands. “No, I didn’t kill her.”
“There are witnesses placing you here around the time of the crime, and you said yourself you disagreed with the victim.”
“I said…”
He held up a hand. “Anything you say can be used against you.”
“Call your lawyer before you say more, Nell,” I offered quietly.
Sheriff Ballard shook his head, sending sweat flying in all directions. “You’ve been hanging out with troublemakers for too long, Nell. I always knew something like this was bound to happen. How many suspicious things can take place around a person before they’re finally too careless and get caught?” He waved a hand, and the other officer led a crying Nell away. 
The female officer returned without Elizabeth’s husband. I wondered briefly where she’d stashed him. The officer began taking down people’s names and numbers, and Ballard fled to his air conditioning. 
Luke turned to me. “We’re getting involved with this, aren’t we?” His tone was resigned but not irritated.
“Why would you say that?”
“Because you obviously made friends with Nell. When you saw her here, you had to go check on her. So, I’m guessing you think she’s innocent.”
“I don’t know for sure.” I chewed my lip.
Suddenly, Blue poked her head out of my tote. She stared into my face intently.
“Uh … what’s up, kitty-cat?”
Blue wrinkled her nose and continued to stare.
I shifted my gaze to Luke. “I think she’s trying to tell me something.”
“What?”
I shrugged. “Blue, do you think Nell’s innocent?”
The kitten reached out a paw, touched my arm gently, and meowed.
“What does that mean?” Luke said.
“Got me. Blue, do you think Nell’s guilty?”
The kitten hissed and tossed her head from side to side like she had ear mites.
I laughed but then sobered. “Oh, no. She thinks Nell’s innocent.” I winced.
“Yep,” Luke said. “Which means we’re getting involved.”




Chapter 3


“I hadn’t planned on finishing up selling cupcakes at the festival this early in the day, and it feels like the wrong thing to do to enjoy the carnival, now that … well, now that what happened to Elizabeth happened,” I said 
“I see what you mean,” Luke said. “What would you like to do instead?”
I tipped my head and batted my eyelashes at him.
Luke rolled his eyes. “You want to start investigating.” He said it as a statement, not a question.
“You know me so well.” I laughed. “But actually, I’d kind of like to get this kitten home and have some lunch.” I patted my tote bag to reassure myself that Blue was still safely inside. I felt the firm sphere of her body that let me know she was curled up, probably fast asleep again.
“And you don’t want to get lunch here?” His tone was hopeful. “They have fried pickles and the best barbecue you’ll ever have. I hate to miss it.”
“Okay, okay. We can have lunch and then take the kitten back to the farm. Maybe by then, we’ll have decided the first thing we need to do in the investigation. Because I’m not really sure.”
“Aren’t you? I would’ve thought it would be obvious.” Luke started off in what I assumed was the direction of the barbecue place.
“Really?” I paused to give that some thought, but it didn’t take long to dawn on me. “The husband, right?”
“Isn’t the spouse usually the one who did it?”
“I guess so. This is the first time I’ve been involved with the murder where the person even had a spouse.” I scratched my nose as various food aromas assaulted it when we got close to the food court area of the festival. “But that was her husband who was led off by the female police officer, right?”
“I assume so,” Luke agreed. 
“He seemed completely inconsolable.”
“That’s true. He could be a good actor, I suppose.”
I gave that some thought as we got in line at the barbecue place. Then I turned to Luke. “I think you’re right about starting with the husband. Even if he didn’t do it, he’ll be a great source of general information about what was going on in Elizabeth’s life recently. And that’s what we need to know in order to get this investigation started on the right foot.”
Luke nodded. “I know where the Brantleys live. I’ll take you over there as soon as I get my fill of spicy barbecued pork.”
“Don’t forget the fried pickles,” I reminded him. “Plus, I want some cotton candy.”
#
Sylvester Brantley looked like some kind of large machinery had run him over more than once, pushed him into a lake, then dredged him out and allowed him to dry in the baking Tennessee sun. There were bags on the bags under his eyes, and his entire complexion was purplish-green. In fact, all of his skin appeared as though gravity had doubled its efforts to pull it down off of his skull. Of course, I didn’t know how Sylvester usually looked, but I was prepared to testify in court that he looked super bad right now. 
“Mr. Brantley? I’m Kelsie Walsh, and this is my friend Luke. I know this is a terrible time, but I was wondering if we might be able to talk to you for a few minutes.”
Sylvester blinked at me, his eyes runny and bleary. “Are you with the police? I suppose you can come in if you want, but I already answered a bunch of questions.”
“I’m sure you have. We’ll try not to take up too much of your time, sir. We know you’re mourning your wife right now and don’t have any intention of taking you away from that for any longer than we need to.”  Luke’s expression was all empathy, and I knew it wasn’t a ruse. 
My heart swelled with affection for the man. We hadn’t had the smoothest of starts in our romantic relationship because it had started with both of us hiding the fact that we were a witch from the other and also because I had a few hang-ups when it came to settling down and working through conflicts when they occurred. But I’d decided Luke was worth giving it a real shot, and he’d met me with the same amount of readiness to work. The result, so far, had been good. I enjoyed spending time with him and was growing fonder of him every day.
Sylvester nodded and turned away, leaving us to see ourselves into the house.
But house wasn’t really the right term. This place was a mansion and a half, with soaring ceilings, pristine white marble floors, and elegant art hung on the walls that looked like it would take at least a couple of years of my income to buy.
With a hand on the small of my back, Luke propelled me after Sylvester. We followed him into a large parlor, with a bar on one end and a flatscreen TV taking up almost the entire wall on the other. Sylvester slumped into a chair and studied his hands without offering us anything.
“I can’t believe she’s gone,” Sylvester said after Luke and I seated ourselves on a love seat across from him. He moaned and covered his face with his hands.
“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I can’t imagine what a shock this has been to you. Can you tell us anything about what happened?” I knew I was pushing my luck, asking direct questions. Neither Luke nor I had answered his inquiry about whether we were police officers, so I assumed Sylvester thought we were. It was a fine line we were walking, and I didn’t want to cross it. Still, I wanted to get as much information from Sylvester while we could.
“There was blood on my clothes,” he said, then lifted his hands, palms toward us. “On my hands. My wife’s lifeblood. It was because I tried to stop the bleeding. I didn’t get there quickly enough. I didn’t know…”
“Did you see what happened?” I pressed.
“No, I went to get Elizabeth a latte while she talked on the phone. By the time I found her again, it was already done. I tried to save her—I tried so hard.”
It tugged at my heart, both his words and the absolutely distraught tone in which he said them. It was almost as if Sylvester wasn’t speaking to us but to himself. Or to his wife.
“Do you have any idea who could have killed her?” I asked, using as gentle a tone as I could manage.
He winced and finally met my eyes. “There were a lot of people who didn’t understand my Elizabeth, how hard she could be. She pushed everyone to the absolute limits because that’s how far she pushed herself. She expected herself to be better all the time, and that’s what she wanted out of those around her. It was the reason she became such an amazing businesswoman. She was a leader, my Elizabeth, but not necessarily the type everyone fawned over. No, she was more the type everyone was afraid not to perform well for. She was a charity dynamo too, because of those traits. And she didn’t start out at the top. She simply never gave up. There were a lot of people who didn’t understand that. And some who understood it but were jealous. I suppose any one of them could have killed her.”
Something about Sylvester’s words irritated me a bit. Could it be the fact that I was struggling so hard to make my business succeed in Cedar Grove? Yeah, that was probably it. Deep inside, I wondered if the wedding venue business wasn’t going better than it was simply because I wasn’t working hard enough. Maybe if I had Elizabeth’s tenacity and iron will, it would be doing better.
Pushing away the self-criticism, I focused on Sylvester. He ran his hands through his hair in agitation, and, though it was short, the locks didn’t fall back into place again but instead stuck out in all directions like tiny white tufts of cotton. Sylvester must be older than Elizabeth. He looked like he was probably at least ten years her senior. Either that, or perhaps Elizabeth had, had some work done. With her personality, I wouldn’t have put that past her.
Was he telling the truth? I studied him as hard as I could but couldn’t see anything other than a sorrowful husband. Which was probably exactly what he was. Still, I felt a pang of regret that I took Blue home after lunch and left her there. The kittens seemed to have a sixth sense about these things, and maybe a reaction to Sylvester could’ve helped me decide if he was being truthful.
“Who are you? What are you doing here?”
Luke and I twisted around to look toward the doorway, where a man stood, fury all over his face and his fists clenched. Right away, I could tell this man was related to Sylvester—though his hair was still dark and his face not affected by the wrinkles and emotion that the older man’s was, the similarities in their facial bone structure and body builds were obvious.
“Oh, Van, come on in,” Sylvester said, his voice tired and weak. “It’s all right. These two were asking what I know about what happened to your mother.”
Van rushed the rest of the way into the room and stood before Luke and me, towering over us while still clenching his fists. “Who are you?”
“I’m Kelsie, and this is Luke…” I started.
“Are you cops?” Van demanded.
“No,” Luke admitted softly. “We’re people who have a special interest in finding Elizabeth’s killer—she was your mother?”
“Van, darling, what’s going on?” The woman who entered the room instantly struck me as an enigma. She wore what were quite obviously designer clothes, but she didn’t wear them well. In fact, they gave off the idea that they’d prefer to take leave of her body and run off. The way she carried herself was similar, as though she were imitating a wealthy person rather than actually being one. In general, I got the feeling she was trying hard to be something she wasn’t. To project an image that, deep down, she wasn’t exactly comfortable with.
“Vicky, my love! These people are in here harassing Father,” Van said, reaching out a hand to the woman, who hurried the rest of the way across the room to take it. “They’re not cops, and they have no right to be here.” 
Vicky turned dark gray eyes to us. “If you’re not cops, who are you? Private investigators?”
I exchanged a look with Luke. “No,” I admitted.
“How dare you!” Van’s bellow made me want to cover my ears. “Can’t you see my father has been through enough today? He’s an old man. He can only take so much.”
Sylvester made a snorting sound at that but said nothing.
The doorbell rang, playing a lilting classical tune I should probably be able to name but couldn’t, and Vicky hurried away to answer it. Van continued to yell at us about leaving. Luke and I got to our feet. There was no use staying around, trying to get more out of Sylvester. Van was obviously a guard dog who wouldn’t let us close again.
Vicky reappeared in the room, the female cop we’d seen at the scene of Elizabeth’s murder right on her heels. “What’s going on in here?” the officer said.
Van pointed directly at my face. “These two are here hounding my father, asking him questions about my mother. They have no business being here. They aren’t cops. I want them removed from our property immediately.”
The officer’s gaze shifted to us. “I’m Deputy Becca Lloyd. You’re Ms. Walsh from the farm, aren’t you? And Luke, of course I know you. What are you two doing here? Actually, you know what? Let’s take this conversation outside.” She turned toward Sylvester. “I know it’s been a horrifying and long day for you, sir, and I know you have already answered a bunch of our questions patiently, but I have a few more for you if you can possibly stand it. As soon as I see these two out, I’ll come back, since the sooner we begin, the sooner I’ll be able to leave you alone.”
Sylvester nodded but released a long, exhausted sigh.
“Thank you, sir. You have our condolences,” I murmured as we passed Sylvester.
Officer Lloyd jerked her head to indicate we should move along, and we followed her outside onto the big wraparound porch. She crossed her arms. “Okay, tell me why I shouldn’t arrest you for meddling in an investigation.”
I swallowed hard. Could she really arrest us for that?
Luckily, Luke started talking because I had no idea what to say. “We think the sheriff arrested the wrong person. Kelsie here recently struck up a friendship with Nell, and she doesn’t believe Nell killed Elizabeth. We were here talking to Sylvester about his wife, to determine if there may be another suspect who would fit better.”
Lloyd tilted her head to the side and regarded us. Then she dropped her arms to her sides. “I’m not going to arrest you. In fact, I sort of think the sheriff is going off a little half-cocked myself. But don’t repeat that because I’ll deny it, and I have the badge, so people will believe me.” She gave a wink and grinned. “Sheriff Ballard seems to have a beef with Nell because of some pranks she and some other kids did when she was a teen. He couldn’t catch her then, so maybe he thinks he can get this to stick. I don’t necessarily think Nell did it either, and I’m going to do what I can to help get her out of that jail cell as soon as possible. The evidence is flimsy, at best. In fact, I have a friend who’s a great lawyer. I already called her, and she agreed to go down and talk to Nell and see about possibly representing her. Her name is Megan Griffin, and she’s new to town, so I think she’ll have the time.”
“Are you allowed to do that?” I asked.
Lloyd shrugged. “There’s no law against it. Everybody deserves proper representation, and it isn’t like I’m forcing Nell to use Megan. All I did was give Megan a call and let her know there was someone who may need her services at the jail. So, yeah, it’s allowed. Anyway, like I said, I’m going to do what I can to help Nell. You guys should try to stay out of it before you get yourselves into trouble. If it’d been Ballard to show up here instead of me, I have no doubt you’d be finding yourselves in the cell next to Nell’s within the hour.”
As we descended the porch, I wished for the second time that I had a kitten with me. Maybe then I’d know for sure whether Deputy Lloyd could be trusted.




Chapter 4


“I understand why you wanted to get involved with this case, but Becca seems to have things well in hand.” Luke and I sat on my porch swing, sipping lemonade and watching the kittens tumble around playing. 
“Maybe.”
He chuckled. “You can’t go around getting involved in every single case that comes up in this town, you know.”
“There aren’t that many cases, are there? I mean, this is a tiny town.”
He shrugged. “This is the third murder investigation since you’ve been here.”
Touche. “You’re right. But that’s unusual, isn’t it? How many years do you have to go back in time to get to three murders here before that? Twenty? Thirty?”
“Probably. What does that say about you? That you’re bad luck?” The twitching upward of his mouth let me know he was baiting me.
“I think I am. You should watch out. Spending time with me may be hazardous for your health.” I nudged him with an elbow. I tipped my head to rest it on the back of the swing. “Besides, I’ll bet there have been other cases since I moved here that I haven’t gotten involved with.”
“Not murders. You go for the most dangerous cases, to put yourself at the highest risk of some kind of retribution from a killer.” Luke’s tone was mild, but his expression told me he was serious now. He gestured toward the kittens. “And then there’s these guys.”
My head popped up. “What about them?” 
I tried not to sound defensive but didn’t think I quite managed it. Luke and I recently had a mild tiff over the kittens, when Luke said the babies got into too much trouble—even sometimes being destructive—and I should lock them away from people. I’d eventually convinced him that mostly, when the kittens seemed to be causing trouble for the sake of mischief, they were actually trying to tell me something. They had more magical ability than any of us had realized at first.
He held up his hands, his body language telling me he’d heard the twinge of defensiveness I’d tried to hide. “Don’t worry. I’m good with them and their abilities. I understand now, really. It’s just that they—and the things they do, including not really aging—draw attention. And it makes me nervous they could draw the wrong kind of attention to you. Dangerous attention.” Luke grabbed my hand and squeezed.
The contact drained the last of the irritation from me, and I nodded. “I understand. But we’ll be careful. Okay?  I have to try to help Nell.”
He gave me a slight frown. “You don’t trust Becca to do what she said she would?”
“It isn’t that. I have no reason not to trust her, and calling in a lawyer to help Nell was really nice of her.”
“Not arresting us was pretty generous too.”
“You got that right. It’s only that I’m not sure Becca Lloyd will be able to ferret out the truth as well as…” I trailed off, embarrassed about where I’d been going with that.
But Luke grinned. “As well as you?”
“As us,” I corrected. “We have experience she may not have. I’m not sure Ballard really had any deputies working on the other two murders at all.”
“You may be right,” Luke said. “I’m willing to bet he hasn’t assigned Becca to work on this one either. Seems like he’s already convinced he knows who killed Elizabeth.” He turned toward me and grabbed my other hand. “How about a compromise? We can work on the investigation until we clear Nell. Then we walk away and let law enforcement do the rest.”
I wasn’t sure that what we had in Cedar Grove qualified as law enforcement. Well, maybe some of the officers were better than Ballard, but he was the leadership and left a lot to be desired. I chewed my lip. It was true that the reason I wanted to investigate Elizabeth’s death had started out because I wanted to help Nell. But honestly, I wanted Elizabeth’s killer behind bars. Could I stop investigating when Nell was cleared, even if the killer wasn’t yet identified?
“I only want to keep you safe, Kels,” Luke said. “Call me an overprotective boyfriend.”
That made me belly-laugh. When I finally caught my breath, Luke looked amused. “What was that for?” he asked. “Am I not protective?”
“You are, I suppose, but you don’t try to run my life. You jump right in and help me—that’s how you keep my safe.” I squeezed his hand. “And I appreciate it. And yes, we’ll stop investigating once Nell’s name is cleared.” Secretly, I hoped we’d clear her by identifying the real killer, but I didn’t add that.
“You’re right. I’m not the type of guy to go all controlling on you. At least, I try not to be.” Luke shifted closer to me on the swing. “But sometimes I want to. Because I like you, and I want you to stay in one piece long enough for us to see this relationship through to wherever it ends up.” 
My breath caught at his closeness. “I want that too.” The truth was that Luke had been a great helper to me. He was cautious but always there to lend a hand, even when he didn’t necessarily agree with what I was up to. 
Luke kissed me, and for a few minutes, I forgot all about Elizabeth and Nell and everything else.
Until a kitten hopped on my foot, then four others followed suit.
I giggled and pulled away, reaching down to scoop up the first furball my hands found. It was Junior. I kissed him and snuggled his soft neck fur.
Luke gave a fake put-upon sigh. “See? These kittens are out to get me. I always knew it, and now I have proof.”
“They’re babies!” I cried, stuffing Junior onto his lap and grabbing Annie and Leorio onto mine. “They only want to be included in the love fest.”
“Right.” But Luke snuggled Junior with a smile.
Fifteen minutes later, all members of the litter were asleep in a pile, and I sighed and heaved myself to my feet. “What we need to get started on this investigation is a clue.”
He nodded. “Yeah, but we’re not law enforcement, and I doubt that Becca or Ballard will let us into their evidence room or give us a seat at the table while they’re discussing their witness interviews.”
“Bah. I don’t want their dusty old clues. I want a shiny one of my own. I’m going to check my spell books and see if I can come up with something. Want to come help me?”
Luke shook his head. “I have something I need to do in the barn. But I’m not going anywhere. If you need my help with a spell or anything, give me a holler.”
Feeling slightly disappointed at losing his company for the moment, I nodded and headed inside, then up the farmhouse staircase. I grabbed my wand from my bedroom then headed into Grams’ den, where I kept most of my spell books and the wand. There was also a secret magic room in the basement, but I didn’t think I’d need the books there this time.
When I turned to close the door behind me, I was startled to see that Ruffles had tailed me. “What’s up, baby? You want to help me do magic?” I wouldn’t turn her down, that was for sure. The kittens had proven to me that they were able to help stabilize and improve the power of my spells.
I grabbed a spell book I thought was likely to be of help—I was starting to get so familiar with Grams’ books that it took me far less time to find what I wanted than it had in the beginning. I moved my wand to the end table next to my favorite chair and settled in to read. Ruffles laid down at my feet but kept her eyes open and trained on my face. 
“I’m sorry you’re missing a nap with your siblings,” I cooed. 
In answer, the kitten reached out a paw and touched my leg gently, then drew it back under her body.
It was such a cozy scene that I regretted the need to study the spell book instead of being able to curl up with a good romance or mystery. Ah, well. Maybe once Elizabeth’s killer was caught.
For a few minutes, I considered using a locator spell that I’d performed a few times during a previous investigation. But I ultimately decided against it—or at least to wait and use it only if I couldn’t find anything more appropriate. That spell hadn’t been exactly forthright in its help, though it had ultimately aided me along. Also, it had broken my bedroom window, which cost me close to five hundred dollars to fix. I wasn’t eager to incur another cost like that, not with my business not bringing in enough to help pay bills yet. I was still living mainly off savings, and that had to change soon.
Right. And pausing all my marketing efforts to investigate a crime probably wasn’t going to help.
I pushed away the melancholy that thinking about my finances triggered and focused on the book.
Fifteen minutes and three spell books later, my index finger traced down a page, outlining a spell I thought could work. I had to nudge Ruffles to wake her up, but after a few blinks, her eyes were bright, and she stood at my feet as though at attention while I readied my wand and re-read the rhyme.
“Okay, I’m going to start,” I told the kitten. 
Obligingly, the little tabby fluff ball set a paw delicately on my foot. As I recited the spell, power coursed from both my core and up from the familiar. “As the day grows long, I need direction. To Elizabeth Brantley’s death, I need an intersection.”
A whoosh of energy coursed out of me and through the wand. It felt like it popped out into the world and dissipated. I stood holding my breath for a moment, wondering if anything would happen immediately. But the palpable energy from the spell dissipated. I scooped up Ruffles and rubbed my face in her neck. “Thanks for the assist. I guess this is one of those spells we have to wait to see the results of.”
At the risk of not being humble, I had to admit to myself I was proud of how my ability with magic was coming along. Luke had been helping me learn, and so had my cousin Stephanie. Grams’ coven members taught me an occasional thing or two as well, when they had time in their busy charity schedules. All in all, I thought things were coming along better than I could have expected. And, of course, the kittens helped. When I did spells with them adding some oomph, the results were better, more straightforward.
Still holding Ruffles, I descended to the first floor, then stopped short when I found Luke in the living room, standing in front of a wooden easel that held an oversized whiteboard. So far, it said Elizabeth and Nell. He frowned as he studied it, appearing as though he were waiting for more guidance to appear on the board from the spirit world.
“What do you have you there?” I said, bending to set Ruffles on the floor.
Luke started, then grinned sheepishly. “I didn’t hear you come down.” He gestured to the easel. “I built this. I know I said I think you should give up your sleuthing habit, but since I pretty much already knew you wouldn’t, I thought it would be nice to have this. I measured your front closet and built it to those specifications. It folds up, see?” He demonstrated folding the easel, the whiteboard staying firmly put. “It’s light, so as long as you keep the closet floor cleaned up, you can shove it in there at the drop of a hat whenever you need to.”
My jaw dropped. “You built me a hideable murder board?”
A short jolt of surprised laughter escaped him. Then he shook his head and reopened the easel’s legs. “Yeah, I guess you could call it that.”
I launched myself at him, almost knocking him over in my enthusiasm. “This is the most thoughtful gift anyone’s ever given me,” I whispered into his ear. “Thank you.” Over his shoulder, I admired the easel. It really was beautiful with smooth, golden wood that it must have taken hours of his time to sand just right.
Having regained his equilibrium, Luke squeezed tightly. “You’re welcome.”
I pulled back, and we both studied the almost blank board.
“Who do you think the suspects are?” he said.
“I’m not sure. You have Nell up there, I see.” 
Luke shrugged. “I know you don’t think she did it, but she’s been taken into custody, so we have to consider her.”
“Her motive was, what? That she wanted to join the Auxiliary but felt Elizabeth stood in her way, I guess.” I chewed my bottom lip, thinking about how Kristen had told Nell that it was Elizabeth blocking Nell’s application to the women’s service group. Had that information spurred Nell toward murder? “Nell admits she talked to Elizabeth before the murder,” I said. “She tried to get Elizabeth to leave the past in the past. That was about Nell inviting a boy that Elizabeth’s liked to a dance way back when, I think. Nell mentioned that when she was telling me about Elizabeth not liking her.”
Luke crossed his arms, tapping a dry erase marker on his bicep. That distracted me for a minute because the man had great biceps. I had to force my attention off his arms and back to his mouth. That was worse as far as distractions went, so I looked at the board and focused on his words. 
“Nell seems to have had the opportunity to kill Elizabeth. She was out there with her at the right time. She had the means because I’m sure there was a knife in her possession—she was running a baked goods booth. But I find that motive flimsy. Who kills someone because they won’t let them in to a volunteer-based service club?” His nose wrinkled, as though he found the idea distasteful.
“I agree. Except that Nell seemed almost desperate to get into the Auxiliary. She told me she thought it would open more doors for her to get a better job and then be able to spend more time with her kids.”
He gave me a sidelong look. “I’d almost swear you were arguing that Nell’s the culprit if you hadn’t told me half an hour ago that you didn’t think she did it.”
I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t. But I could be wrong, and it’s a good idea to understand as many aspects of the case against Nell as possible.” Snagging the marker from his hand, I wrote Sylvester Brantley next to Elizabeth. “Mr. Brantley can probably tell us more about his wife than anyone,” I explained when Luke raised his eyebrows in a question. “If we can ever get to him again through his son.”
A knock on the door had Luke scrambling to hide the crime board in the closet. Once he had it packed away, I opened the door.
There stood Opal Morgan, looking like she’d recently cried her eyes out. “I need help.”




Chapter 5


Luke, Opal, and I sat at the old farm table drinking tea. Opal’s hand shook as she set her cup down. “Van and Vicky Brantley fired me.” Her voice cracked on the last word and her chin wobbled, but she managed to hold back tears. “I need a new job, and I don’t know where to look. I don’t know why I came here. You barely know me. But we had a nice time talking at the festival today, and I … well, I don’t know. You were the first person I thought of when I realized I needed help.” She studied the table. “It was stupid. I shouldn’t be bothering you.’ 
Shaking my head, I reached over to pat her hand. “It’s okay. I understand. I don’t mind you coming. I’m sorry you got fired. Do you know why?”
Opal’s jaw clenched, and her words were free of the previous emotion when she gritted out, “Because Van’s cheap. Plain and simple. I knew everything about Elizabeth’s business. All the ins and outs, every contact, every little puzzle piece that went into her success. Van said he didn’t need me, but he’ll find out fast that he doesn’t know what he’s doing.” She twirled the cup absently. “He said he knew for a fact that Elizabeth didn’t need or want me, but that’s bologna. I mean, if that were the case, she wouldn’t have had any trouble firing me. Elizabeth ran her business with an iron fist. If she didn’t like my work, she would have let me go without so much as a second thought.”
I noticed Luke frowning at Opal, but he said nothing, just watched her closely.
Opal leaned forward, eagerness plain on her face. “Everyone in town is talking about your wedding venue business. And there’s the cupcakes too, right? You must have a need for some help. I’m good at baking and, of course, I can do executive assistant work in my sleep. Not that my last boss gave me any credit for how good I was, but I am. Good, I mean. Really good. I’d be even better for a boss I actually like.” She sneered around the final sentence.
Luke made a noise I’d describe as a chortle. When Opal and I shifted our attention to him, he held up his hands. “Sorry. It’s just that, if you’re truly looking to be hired here, I’d think you’d be a little more careful about how you talked about your last boss. I mean, if Kelsie’s going to be your new boss, it might make her nervous to hear how you felt about Elizabeth.”
Opal’s cheeks reddened slightly.
I said, “It’s okay. I prefer honesty over sugar-coating. And I met Elizabeth. It was pretty clear she was a difficult boss.”
“That’s a mild word for it,” Opal muttered.
Tiny kitten noises drew our attention to the pile of fur currently rolling like a tumbleweed through the kitchen toward the living room. Hmm. Bringing another employee into my business would be complicated, with magical kittens around. And a magical me too. Both the litter and I were doing better at controlling our power, but there were still plenty of opportunities for us to be found out by someone who was around a lot. Not to mention the fact that the kittens weren’t growing at a normal rate. I wasn’t sure that the excuse I’d been using—that I thought they had a genetic dwarfism condition—would hold up under too much scrutiny.
Still, an assistant wouldn’t be a bad thing. Trudy and I were hopping busy as it was, keeping the bakery stocked. When we got bookings at the farm, it threw us into ultra-high gear. Things had gotten steadily busier since photos of the dog wedding we’d hosted had gotten out, and we were booked at least two weekends a month for the foreseeable future. People from all over Tennessee had taken notice of us, and we even had a couple coming from Indiana, since they had family in this area.
Not only that, but Opal may know more about Elizabeth’s life than anyone, even Sylvester. An assistant like Opal, who Elizabeth had relied on for arranging both her professional and personal time, could be invaluable in figuring out who had killed the woman.
The faster I solved the mystery—or, per my agreement with Luke, cleared Nell—the sooner I could move on and re-focus on my business.
“I couldn’t bring you on full-time. It would have to be a trial basis for now,” I said finally, drawing a surprised look from Luke.
Opal sat straighter. “Really? Oh my goodness. I thought this was a long-shot, but you honestly would hire me?”
“Trial basis,” I repeated. “And let’s slow the roll a touch. I still need to do a proper interview. Let’s start with money. How much do you need to make?”
Opal considered that for a moment, looking upward and moving her lips as though engaging in a mental math problem. Finally, she met my eyes again. “If I could cover my rent, and maybe have a bit more for food, I’d be okay for a bit. It would at least give me time to look for another job—like a second part-time one to mesh with this one or full-time if this doesn’t work out. My rent is four-fifty a month.”
Taking a moment to consider that, I did my own set of mental math while Luke and Opal watched as the kittens tumbled about in the living room, threatening the lamp on the end table by bashing into the furniture’s leg. “How much did Elizabeth pay you?”
Opal looked down, suddenly appearing embarrassed. “Peanuts. It worked out to about minimum wage. Then, sometimes, she gave me money to buy something for her and let me keep the change—maybe ten bucks a couple times a week. She gave me old bags of clothes and sometimes furniture she didn’t want anymore. I resold it. I sold baked goods on the side too—Betty at the antique shop on Alpine Street lets me put a few things in there on consignment and I’ve been trying to get in other places. Beyond that, I try to find odd jobs whenever I can. My landlady—I live in a duplex with her on the other side—she’s super sweet, but I feel like she has to be getting tired of me constantly paying her a little here and there. Always behind.” 
I felt bad for her. She sounded sad and ashamed. A glance at Luke told me he was softening too. He gave me a tiny shrug. 
“More tea?” I gestured to Opal’s mug. 
“Sure.”
While I fired up the Keurig again, I said, “I’m going to ask you about some situations you have encountered in past jobs to determine if you’ll be a good fit for us.” Hopefully, I sounded professional. I’d never interviewed anyone for a job before. Of course, what I was hoping for more than information about the kind of employee Opal had been was the scoop on who might have killed Elizabeth.
Opal nodded eagerly, giving no indication that what I’d said was odd, so I took heart. 
Great. So far, so good. I grabbed her empty mug and set it in the Keurig machine. “Can you tell me about a time when you had to deal with an angry person and how you managed it? In any business—and ours is no exception—there is occasionally a misunderstanding or expectations that aren’t met, and a client can get upset. I’d like to hear how you handle such situations.”
Opal snort-laughed. “Everyone was always angry with Elizabeth. There were very few people who liked her.” She paused, pursing her lips, then shrugged. “Maybe only her husband. I can’t think of anyone else right now. The way I handled it was to always be apologetic for Elizabeth. To explain how busy she was, how much weight was on her shoulders. Then I did what I could to smooth over whatever the issue was. As much was in my power to do so, anyway, which wasn’t often. But people seemed to feel better having a sympathetic, listening ear.”
“That’s a good way to handle it.” I handed Luke his refilled mug, then went back to make my tea. “You said Sylvester was the only one who liked Elizabeth, but surely her son did too.”
“Van?” Opal shook her head so hard I worried about her neck muscles getting strained. “They didn’t get along either. In fact, they were estranged. Elizabeth cut Van off for a long time. She only recently put Van and Vicky back in her will because Vicky told Elizabeth she was pregnant.” Opal widened her eyes. “It was the first time I saw Elizabeth show an emotion other than disdain or anger. She seemed to feel soft toward the baby. Said she couldn’t see leaving nothing to her only grandchild and had me call her estate lawyer right away.”
“When was that?” Luke put in.
“Oh, a month or so now, I guess.”
That was interesting. Could Van have killed his own mother to trigger the will? Or maybe Vicky had? Heck, they could have done it together. I sure didn’t know either of them well, but they’d both been fairly nasty during the brief time I had contact with them. They seemed to be protecting Sylvester from our questioning, but could it be that they’d felt we were getting too close to them instead?
“I already know about the bad blood between Elizabeth and Nell,” I said. “But I don’t suppose you ever had to run interference there, did you?”
Opal shrugged. “Not really. Nell stayed away from Elizabeth. Until today. But I think the cops got the wrong person.”
My ears perked up as I settled into the chair across from Opal with my tea. “Really? Why’s that?”
“I don’t know. There are so many people to choose from who could have been angry enough with Elizabeth to kill her. All poor Nell wanted was to get into the Auxiliary. And I guess she’ll get in now, if she gets off on the charges. I mean, I suppose Kristen Sherman will head up the Auxiliary, and she’s all for letting Nell in.”
Kristen. This was the second time I’d heard about how she wanted to run the Auxiliary. Could she have wanted it so badly she decided to kill to get it? I cast my mind back to the two times I’d seen Kristen. The first time, she’d appeared to be doting on Elizabeth but eye rolling behind her back. It had been obvious she was less enamored with the woman than she let on to her face. The second time, she’d bought a cupcake from me and apologized for Elizabeth’s previous behavior. That was the same sort of vibe Opal was giving me now—that being in Elizabeth’s orbit meant doing a lot of clean-up with people over how the snooty woman acted. 
Still, Kristen hadn’t seemed like the murderess type to me. But then again, I’d run into murderers before who hid their maliciousness pretty well. Right up until they didn’t.
Then I remembered something else. Opal telling Nell she thought something would be changing soon, and Elizabeth wouldn’t be in charge of the Auxiliary anymore—Kristen would.
A chill skittered up and down my spine. But Opal had looked so sad. And so eager and excited about possibly working for me.
“Do you have experience working with websites?” I asked, mind wandering to the practical parts of potentially hiring Opal to help with my businesses.
“I did some computer work for Elizabeth. She kept a blog, and I actually wrote most of the articles for it plus loaded them onto the site and then monitored and answered comments. I can work with WordPress and probably other platforms too. I know how to load pictures and all that, but I’m not a whiz with SEO or anything.” She took a sip of tea, then wiggled in her chair. “Do you mind if I use your bathroom? This went right through me.”
“Sure. It’s right back there.” I pointed across the kitchen to the hallway just past the large dog kennel I used for the kittens. Not that it kept them confined when they didn’t want to be. But it was a good illusion for visitors.
When Opal was out of earshot, Luke leaned in. “What do you think?”
“I think Elizabeth was a horrible person to work for. Or with. Or adjacent to.”
“Agreed. If you hire Opal, you’ll be like a dream for her.”
I smirked but tried to look affronted. “You don’t think I can be a tough boss?”
He leaned closer. “I think you’re a softie and way too nice for your own good sometimes.” He gave me a quick peck on the lips. “But seriously. Are you sure you want to hire someone? The business is barely in the black.”
“I know.” The idea of putting out money for an assistant made my stomach the tiniest bit queasy. I pulled out my cell phone and shot off a text to Trudy: I have an opportunity to hire an assistant for us. Few hours a week. Thoughts?
She texted back a moment later: I’m game if you think it’s a good idea.
“Trudy gave the okay,” I told Luke as Opal reappeared and sat down again. I studied her for a moment. “I say we do a trial run. Part-time only. Say, ten hours a week to start? We can pay you fifteen dollars an hour. If all goes well and our business continues to grow, maybe we can take you on for more hours, but I can’t commit to that at this time. And, of course, we’ll understand if you continue to look for other work and need to quit in order to take on something full-time or for more pay.”
Opal leaped up, knocking the table and causing all our cups to rattle. “Thank you so much!” she cried. “You won’t regret this.” Clasping her hands together, she squealed. “I can’t believe this. You’re so nice. It’s no wonder I felt drawn to come here and ask for help. I felt kind of stupid doing it, honestly, but it worked out. When do you want me to start? Now?” She glanced around the room as though a list of tasks would present itself magically to her. “What can I do?”
I chuckled and pushed to my feet. “You don’t have to start now. It’s been a tiring day for everyone. Tomorrow’s soon enough. I’ll call my accountant first thing in the morning and get the papers you’ll need to sign. And I’ll need to get with my partner, Trudy to come up with a plan for things we’d like you to work on. We’ll go from there. How about you come here around nine in the morning? I’ll have coffee.”
“I can already tell you’re going to be the best boss I’ve ever had.” She grabbed me in a tight hug before I knew what was happening, then hurried out the door.
Luke leaned back in his chair. “I did not see any of that coming.”
A thought occurred to me, and I widened my eyes. “I think it was the spell.”
“Spell?”
“The one I did while you were getting the crime board out. A spell to reveal a clue. Opal gave us some clues. And now we have more suspects for our super awesome, beautiful, hideable board.” I raised my eyebrows to see if he could figure out the new suspects.
Luke thought for a second, then lightly slapped a hand on the table. “Van and Vicky Brantley and Kristen Sherman.”
“You got it,” I said. “Tomorrow, we do some sleuthing.”




Chapter 6


The next morning, Luke and I sipped coffee and studied the murder board while the kittens chased dust motes. Van, Vicky, and Kristen had been added beside Nell and Sylvester as suspects. Then Luke pulled the cap off the blue dry erase marker and added Opal. 
I raised my eyebrows at him.
Luke shrugged. “Elizabeth was pretty mean to Opal. And the two of them were together a lot. I think we have to consider she may have been the one to kill her boss.”
I thought back to the time when the murder had happened. “Opal had closed up her shop for a few minutes and went to get a Slurpee. So, you’re right. She has to be on the suspect list because she wasn’t with me when it happened.” Plus, she’d said that weird thing about Elizabeth being gone soon.
He clicked the cap back on the pen and regarded me. “So, what’s first, boss?”
“First, don’t call me boss.” I winked. “Second, Opal will be here soon. I want to get her set up and working on something. Once she is, I’ll take one of the kittens and start talking to people from this list.” I gestured at the crime board. “I’m going to focus on some of the stuff Opal told us last night because I really think that spell I did led her here. She mentioned coming despite not really feeling like it was a great idea. That could have been the influence of the magic. So, if Opal’s my clue, I should look into people she told us about, I think.”
“Solid plan, boss.”
When I started to object to the moniker, Luke grabbed me around the waist and pulled me in for a quick kiss. “Sorry, but in matters of amateur sleuthing, you’re the boss.” He let me go and started to fold up the board but glanced over his shoulder to add, “Matters of baked goods too. And weddings. See? You’re the boss, in general.”
“I don’t accept that,” I said with a smile.
“Maybe you’ll accept this—you’re beautiful and smart. And I like you.”
A blush crept up my cheeks. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. And I’m happy to work on keeping Opal busy while you investigate. But you have to promise to be careful.”
“I will.”
A knock came at the door just as the board was tucked safely in the closet, and I opened it to greet Opal. She handed me a cardboard drink carrier with two coffees in it and lifted the one she kept in her hand. “Figured we could all use some of this after the day we had yesterday.”
“You figured right. Come on in. I want to get you started on a couple of projects today. Luke can help you while I run some errands.”
Opal delivered a sharp salute, then giggled. “Sorry. I’m not used to working for someone so nice. I’ll probably be kind of nervous and awkward for a while. I’ll do my best to make that as short of a transition as possible. Oh, look at the babies!” She dropped to one knee and let the litter climb all over her. Only Junior hung back, looking slightly disgruntled.
I smiled at her delight over the kittens. “Understood. I’m not used to having an employee, so I’ll probably be as nervous and awkward as you. Let’s agree to both do our best, and I’m sure everything will work out.” With a smile, I pulled a coffee cup out of the carrier, then gestured to the table. “I need a couple hundred of these cupcake toppers put together. I’ll show you how. You don’t have to do them all today—you can just work on them when you have a chance.” I pulled out two chairs, and we sat, bending our heads together while I showed her how to assemble the toppers. There were butterflies and hummingbirds for a wedding and fairies of all colors for a child’s birthday party order.
While we worked, the kittens scampered about, playing with each other and occasionally attacking our feet. All except Junior, who kept his distance from Opal, even growling once when she reached to pet Blue.
In spite of Junior’s strange behavior, I had to admit that Opal and I worked well together. We naturally anticipated each other’s movements and had twenty toppers put together in half an hour. I stood and arched my back, checking the clock on the microwave. “I’d better run. You can keep working on these if you want, but I’d also like you to take a look at this.” I pulled an open laptop across the table, running a finger over the scroll pad to wake up the screen. “These are the supplies Trudy and I use. I’d like you to look through and get familiar with them. Some, we order weekly—that’s mostly stuff for the bakery. Other things, we need monthly. Then, of course, there are things we only need if we’re having an event here at the farm, and there are certainly items we don’t know we’ll need until a client orders something requiring them. I have everything divided by where we get it from.” I crossed the room and opened the big pantry door. “We keep a lot of the supplies here, though; of course, there’s much more at the bakery.” 
The kittens had settled down some, and Opal pushed to her feet. Junior hadn’t scooted an inch closer than he had been, but when Opal moved, he stood and puffed up like a bottle brush.
What did that mean? None of the other kittens seemed to dislike my new assistant. Still, I’d been learning to pay attention when it seemed like they were trying to tell me something. What did Junior know?
Luke appeared from the living room, stepped over to the laptop, and pointed. “Trudy and Kelsie keep a running list of what they use updated here. Trudy can access it from her shop. So, they always have an accurate inventory.” He glanced at me meaningfully before saying, “I can help you learn the software if you'd like.”
Opal gave me an unsure look. “You aren’t going to teach me?”
“Oh, I’ll be doing plenty of training if this works out, but right now, I have some important errands I can’t put off.” I scooped up Junior, deciding that if he didn’t like Opal, he’d be a good kitten to choose to take with me.
“Sure,” Opal said. “It isn’t like you knew ahead of time that you’d have a new assistant to train today.” She smiled brightly at me, then Luke, and pulled out a chair in front of the laptop.
“Right. I’m glad you’re here, though. I’ll try to get back as soon as possible.”
I kissed Luke on the cheek, grabbed my tote bag for Junior to snuggle into, and headed out.
The day was bright, and I pulled a pair of big, round sunglasses out of the pocket on the front of the purse and stuck them on my face, turning it upward slightly to let warmth penetrate my skin. The sounds of birds chirping in the trees made me smile. I did love it here on the farm. More than my apartment in Chattanooga. Why had I stayed away from Cedar Grove for so long?
I knew the answer. My relationship with Gram had been slightly rocky. Now, I understood what had caused it—the distance I’d felt between us. It was the magic. For whatever reason, Gram hadn’t thought I was a witch. And so, true to form in this town, she’d kept it a secret from me. I’d felt it, that space the secret put between us, but I didn’t know what it was. I guess I’d interpreted it as her keeping me at arm’s length.
It made me sad to think about now. The missed connection. But I pushed the thought away, comforting myself with the idea that maybe now, somewhere in the spirit world, Gram could see that I was caring for the farm, learning to use magic, and honoring her the best way I could.
I got in the car, settled the tote on the seat next to me, and checked my phone’s browser. I’d pulled up Kristen Sherman’s address earlier, and the town was small enough that I simply had to refresh my memory on where her house was. Then I clicked the phone off and headed out.
I parked on the curb in front of Kristen’s house, spotting her right away. She was out front, on her hands and knees in a patch of turned up dirt, with flats of petunias, geraniums, and pansies laid out around her. She glanced at me, then did a double-take when I approached. Dragging a forearm over her sweaty forehead, she sat back on her heels. “Kelsie, right?”
“Yep, you got it. I … was driving by and recognized you.” My tote bag tilted dangerously, and I lowered it to the ground so Junior could jump out.
“Oh, look! You have a purse kitten! How adorable is that?” Kristen clapped like an excited kid as Junior leaped forward, pouncing on some invisible prey and generally hamming it up.
“He’s pretty cute, but he’s not usually a purse kitten. He wanted to come run errands with me today, though, so I let him. He has four siblings at home. I try to give them each some individual time with me.” 
Kristen laughed. “Sounds like you’re a great cat mom. I can’t believe you’re keeping a litter of five. Sounds like a lot of work.”
I shrugged. “They entertain each other a lot. Plus, I live on a farm, so five cats won’t be too much. They’ll have the run of the place.” Of course, unless something changed soon, they wouldn’t ever not look like kittens, and that was bound to cause a problem at some point. But now wasn’t the time to consider that. 
I gestured at the part of the flower bed that Kristen had already planted. “This looks great. You have an artistic flair for gardening. Ooh, look at those rose bushes!” Gram had some rose bushes on the west side of the farmhouse, but they were starting to look scraggly since I had no idea how to care for them. They were heirlooms, at least a hundred years old, and guilt gnawed at me that I hadn’t figured it out yet. Maybe I could pay Kristen to come out and teach me about them.
“Thanks.” Kristen pushed to her feet, then shook out each foot, as though they’d gone to sleep. She pushed her fists into the small of her back and arched against them. “I’m in the Cedar Grove Gardening Club.” She frowned, which I found odd.
“I’ve never heard of it, but it sounds fun. Um … isn’t it?”
“Sure.” She waved a hand. “I’ve been in it for five years but still haven’t managed to move up beyond treasurer. It’s like the Auxiliary—I get to a certain position in these organizations and can’t get further.” She pulled off her gardening gloves more forcefully than needed, making them snap. “I’ll probably never be the president of either one.”
Junior tumbled tail over nose into a sunflower stalk, then stood, dazed, finally shaking dirt off his head. We both smiled at the kitten. I refocused on Kristen. “You don’t think you’ll be president of the Auxiliary now that … well, now that Elizabeth’s gone?”
Kristen’s fists clenched. “Nope. Believe it or not, she made sure before she died that I wouldn’t be able to get the votes to elevate me to president. I found that out this morning. She’s been going behind my back for months, I guess, telling the other board members—well, telling them stuff from my distant past that should have no bearing on how I’d do as president, but since the rest of the board is a bunch of pearl-clutchers, it will.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.” I wanted to ask what Elizabeth had told the others but couldn’t figure out how to phrase it as anything other than me being nosy.
Kristen seemed to notice and rolled her eyes. “Right after I graduated from high school, I lived with a guy for a while.” She sighed heavily. “The part the gossip mill loves is that I moved in with him a couple weeks before graduation. My mom knew about it. She didn’t like it, but she didn’t make a big thing about it because she wanted our relationship to survive it. Which it did. Guy turned out to be a deadbeat who left me with two months of overdue rent and utility bills that my mother helped me cover. But Elizabeth made it out that I ran away from home because of poor character. They’re never going to vote for me know. And the gardening club is a whole other can of worms. I’m sure Elizabeth’s scheming about me had to do with them keeping me down too.”
“That’s terrible. I’m sorry.” I studied her for a moment, then decided to throw caution to the wind. “Did you kill her?”
She blinked a couple of times, then her expression hardened. “No, but I wish I had. Like I said, I didn’t find out she’d sabotaged me like she had until after she was dead. Honestly, I wish I could run over her body or something, just to make sure she’s gone.” Kristen crossed her arms, huffing. “She really was a piece of work, and her horrible ways will affect my life for years to come. Other peoples’ lives too. Like Nell and Opal’s. The world’s a lot better off without Elizabeth in it.”
I made what I hoped was a sympathetic noise. I didn’t really want to join in the bashing of the deceased person who wasn’t here to defend herself, but I also wanted a rapport with Kristen, so she’d be more willing to share anything she may know. “Do you have any ideas about who may have killed her?”
She barked out a non-amused laugh. “Could be anyone, really. The woman made enemies every moment of every day.” She paused, pursing her lips. “But you know what? I think I’d consider Avery Wells if I were responsible for solving Elizabeth’s murder.”
Avery. I knew that name. After a moment’s thought, it dawned on me. “The woman from the Watermelon Pageant?”
“Yep. That’s her.”
“Was she in the Women’s Auxiliary too?”
“Oh, no. But Elizabeth had a hand in her never winning the pageant.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “Avery had a baby about ten years ago. She left Cedar Grove to do it and came back alone. Elizabeth found out about it and hired a PI to track down the adoption records. Then she told everyone who would listen.” Kristen straightened. “And this isn’t hearsay on my part. I was Elizabeth’s shadow on Auxiliary business. I heard her telling more than one pageant official about the baby.”
“How horrible.” I’d known Elizabeth wasn’t a very nice person, but the stuff Kristen was saying surprised me nonetheless. “Why did she do that? I mean, why did she want to ruin Avery’s chances at becoming the Watermelon Queen?”
Kristen shrugged. “That, I don’t know. Other than the fact that Elizabeth was a jealous woman. She was Watermelon Queen back in her early twenties for seven years running, until she retired on her own volition. Maybe she thought Avery was prettier and more talented than her. Elizabeth always liked to say she was the most beautiful of all the queens.”
“I see. Well, I’d better leave you to your gardening.” I turned in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle, looking for Junior, and finally spotted him curled up under a big fern leaf. With a chuckle, I fished him out and wiped dirt off him before lowering him into the tote. “I’m sorry about your troubles with the groups, and I hope you’re wrong and get to be president of one of them someday.” 
“Me too. Thanks.”
She watched me walk to my car before heading inside. As I drove away, I thought over what she’d said. Could she be right? Had Avery found out that Elizabeth had something to do with Avery not winning the pageant and killed her for it?




Chapter 7


Deciding my brain would work better with an extra shot of caffeine, I stopped at Cupcakes and Sprinkles, making sure to keep Junior tucked deep into my tote bag. Heaven knew I’d run in to trouble taking the kittens into the bakery before. 
After a brief chat with Trudy, during which I gave her more information about Opal and told her Luke was coaching our new assistant on the inventory system as we spoke, I took my coffee and headed for the door. A nice young gentleman smiled and held it open for me. I returned his greeting and stepped through, tipping my face to peer into the tote and ensure Junior was still curled up, asleep, there. From experience, I knew that if I had one of the kittens with me, it was a great idea to check for them periodically. Otherwise, they had a tendency to disappear and appear at will, causing chaos during the interim. I still wasn’t positive they used magic to travel, but I had my strong suspicions they did.
“Woah, there!”
I whipped my head up at the voice and realized I’d nearly run into Deputy Becca Lloyd. “Sorry!”
“What’s your hurry?” she said, waving at the nice man holding the door. He nodded and went inside, leaving the deputy and I on the sidewalk.
I held up the coffee. “Needed some caffeine to continue on my day but didn’t really have time to stop for it. I should have been looking where I was going, though. I can be a klutz sometimes. Sorry about that, Deputy.”
“Call me Becca.” She gave me a narrow-eyed look. “But really? So, you aren’t hurrying somewhere to engage in more investigating of a certain crime you’ve previously shown an interest in solving?”
Without answering directly, I countered. “Does the sheriff have any suspects other than Nell yet?”
Becca gave a short shake of the head and wrinkled her nose. “Nope. He’s pretty convinced. And why should he commit resources to doing further investigating when he feels he has the case all wrapped up?”
“Because he doesn’t have it wrapped up?” I held up a hand. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be snotty to you. I know you aren’t Ballard.”
“No, I’m not.”
“So, you still don’t think Nell did it, right? Because, from my point of view, there are several other suspects.” I studied her reaction closely.
Becca glanced around, as though to make sure the sheriff hadn’t wandered up unnoticed. “I agree with you that there are other people who should be looked at in regards to this case. In fact, I just finished talking to Elizabeth’s niece, Tina.”
I hadn’t heard that name yet. “Is she a suspect?”
Becca chuckled. “No. But she’s the winner of the Watermelon Pageant, three years running.”
“The pageant…” 
“Yep. Tina’s pretty upset that she won this year.”
That was odd. “Why?”
“Well, see, she sort of threw the competition.” At my gaping jaw look, Becca went on. “Turns out someone confronted Tina a couple months ago about her winning streak and suggested it could have been due to her aunt’s intervention. Tina was angry at first, but the more she thought about her life, the more patterns became apparent to her. She realized that Elizabeth had likely been pulling strings—and bullying people—to Tina’s benefit most of her life. She was horrified at the thought but not quite ready to believe so much of her life accomplishments had been a lie. So, she decided to throw the competition, thinking that if she still won, it would prove there had been something murky contributing to it.”
“That’s smart,” I said. “And she still won, huh?”
“Yep,” Becca confirmed. “She told me she plans to forfeit and hand over the first place win to the runner-up, who Tina says is more worthy of it than she is this year. She would have done it at the Watermelon Festival, but the award wasn’t actually given then due to Elizabeth’s murder and the place getting cleared out afterward.”
“Who was the runner-up?”
“Avery Wells.”
I hesitated, wondering if what I was about to say was a good idea. Finally, I said, “I was heading to Avery’s house now to talk to her about the murder.”
“What? Why would you suspect her?”
“I wouldn’t have. But Kristen Sherman does.”
Becca rolled her head back. “I knew you’ve been investigating already. When did you talk to Kristen?”
“This morning.”
“And she fingered Avery?”
“She thinks Avery knew Elizabeth was rigging the pageant and was angry about it.” Junior moved inside the tote, and I held it close to my body in hopes the deputy wouldn’t notice. Becca had seen me come out of the bakery, so it wouldn’t do to let her know I had a kitten in my purse.
Becca caught my gaze and held it. I wasn’t sure what she was trying to see but did the best I could to keep my expression neutral and non-guilty.
Finally, she said, “How about we both go talk to Avery.”
“Really?” I was sort of dumbfounded. I’d expected her to tell me to go home and leave the investigating to her, blah-blah.
“You’re going to do it anyway. I haven’t known you for more than a handful of hours, but I know that much. You may as well have some protection with you. And I may as well hear what Avery says.” She turned and stepped off the curb.
I hurried after her, shocked but not dismayed about this turn of events.
Over her shoulder, the deputy said, “Are you hungry?”
“I … um…” I checked in with my stomach. It hadn’t been long since I’d left home. But I didn’t want to say no if Becca really wanted to stop for some food on the way to see Avery.
The officer chuckled. “Avery works at Bev’s Sandwich Joint, and she’s on now. I’m going to get some food and talk to her when she has time.”
“Oh. Okay. Great.” This would save me time, since I had no idea Avery was at work and would have gone to her house and found it empty. “Yeah, I could eat something.” The sandwiches at Bev’s were great. Even if I didn’t eat it right away, it would be a nice treat later. In fact, I could pick some up for Luke and Opal too. Maybe even for Trudy—I’d drop it off at the bakery on my way home.
When we entered the shop, I inhaled the delightful scent of freshly baked bread, and my stomach let me know it wouldn’t turn away a bite, even though it should still be full from breakfast. The place wasn’t busy yet. In fact, one young woman was leaned over the front counter flipping through a magazine. When she spotted us, she straightened.
“Hey, Avery,” Becca said as she strode forward, eyes on the menu board above the young woman’s head.
“Hey.” Avery sounded nervous. No doubt, she knew what a visit from the deputy meant. Her eyes skipped to me but straight back to the officer. “This is Kelsie Walsh,” the deputy said. “We’d both like some sandwiches, and we have a few questions about Elizabeth Brantley.”
Avery’s shoulders dropped an inch, but she seemed resigned as she nodded and pulled out a pencil and order pad. “How about you tell me what you want first? Then I can work on the sandwiches while you ask your questions. The lunch rush’ll be coming in soon.”
Becca nodded and ordered ham and cheese on rye with light mustard and no vegetables.
The deputy’s order made me wrinkle my nose, and when it was my turn, I ordered four subs with more veggies than meat and a variety of bread types. I’d be happy to eat any of them, so I’d give my friends their choice of the others. If any of them ate like Becca and didn’t like vegetables, then I supposed that would leave me with two sandwiches—a risk I was willing to take.
Avery set the pencil down when we were done ordering, then turned toward a small sink to wash her hands. “Okay,” she said. “What questions do you have?”
Without waiting to see what the officer would start with, I jumped in feet first. “Did you have a beef with Elizabeth Brantley over the Watermelon Pageant?”
She glanced over her shoulder at me, then turned off the water with an elbow and waved her hands over the sink. “I don’t know if I’d call it a beef. It isn’t like I confronted her about it or anything. But, yeah, I was angry about it.” She grabbed a hand towel and turned to face us while she dried. “And I lobbied behind the scenes to get her removed as a pageant judge after last year.”
“What happened last year?” Becca cut in, shooting me a warning glance. Obviously, she wanted to take point on this conversation.
In the tote, Junior moved a bit, and I tightened my hold. I didn’t need him showing his fluffy little head right now.
Avery pulled all the bread for our orders out of a warmer. “Last year’s pageant was when I realized Elizabeth had it out for me—that she was trying to keep me from winning.”
“How do you know that?” Becca said.
“Every year, there’s a question portion to the pageant. I had my suspicions prior to last year that Elizabeth gave me harder questions than the others, but I managed to shove away that idea and told myself I simply needed to work harder preparing ahead of time. But last year, she asked a question that I knew was designed to trip me up. And it did.”
“What question?” I slid a hand into my tote to scratch Junior’s head, hoping neither of the other women would notice.
“She asked me what I thought about fracking.” Avery slapped meat onto the sandwiches fast, barely glancing at the order form. Either she was a whiz at this, or our sandwiches would all be wrong. “I knew then that she was gunning for me because there was no way for me to answer that.”
“Why?” Under my hand, the vibrations of Junior’s growl were evident. Why was he upset? Because of Becca? Or Avery?
Maybe he was mad I wouldn’t let him out to eat a sandwich.
“Fracking is bad; everyone knows that,” Avery said. “But what not everyone knows is that my grandparents received money from a fracking company for the use of part of their land a decade or so ago. That money saved our family. And Elizabeth knew about it. I couldn’t praise fracking or speak ill of it, so I froze and didn’t answer.” 
Avery began piling vegetables on all the sandwiches except Becca’s. “And there were … other things I think Elizabeth leaked about my life, to turn the judges against me.”
That jived with what Kristen had said. 
“This year, the questions seemed designed for Tina to win. Again. They were all about her subjects—dance and architecture. I really wish the process were more fair, with better questions. The Watermelon Pageant is supposed to be about finding the best this town has to offer. The most well-rounded. But Elizabeth turned it into a sham.”
The bell over the door rang. I was surprised to see Sylvester Brantley enter the shop. He looked around, dazed, as though unsure how he’d gotten into the place.
“Did you kill Elizabeth?” I asked Avery quietly, earning a glare from Becca.
Avery started closing up the sandwiches and shoving them into plastic bags. “No, but I’m not sad she’s dead. This town will be a whole lot better off without her around.” She handed over the sandwiches, peeled off her gloves, and turned to the register to ring us up.
“You’ve got this, right? Thanks,” I said, grabbing my four sandwiches and turning away.
Becca glowered but said nothing and pulled out a slim folded wallet from her pocket.
A middle-aged man appeared from the kitchen, and Sylvester approached him, ten feet down the counter from us. “Hey, there, Syl. How are you hanging in there?”
Sylvester raked a hand through his hair. “By the skin of my teeth,” he answered.
“Did you square things up with Elizabeth before she died?”
My ears perked up, but I tried not to look at the two men while they talked.
“Nah. Didn’t have time,” Sylvester said. 
“Shame, man. Real shame. Sorry.” 
Sylvester nodded, then placed a sandwich order.
“You ready?” Becca asked as she put her wallet away.
“What? Oh. Uh … no. I need to make a phone call. Maybe I’ll just sit here and eat my sandwich and get that taken care of. But thanks for letting me tag along.”
Becca shot me a suspicious look but nodded and left the shop without glancing at Sylvester, who was paying his bill and accepting his sandwich.
“I’ll take my break now, Hal,” Avery said to her co-worker before disappearing into the back.
I approached Hal, and he gave me a pleasant look. “Hello, there. Can I help you?”
Holding up my four sandwiches, I said, “I’m all set with food, but I was hoping I could ask you something.”
He leaned his elbows on the tall counter. “Sure.”
“That man who was here—Sylvester Brantley—what were you talking about him squaring away with his wife?”
Hal stiffened and stepped back. “I can’t tell you that. Syl’s my friend. Surprised you’d ask. Who are you?”
“My name’s Kelsie Walsh. And I’m sorry to be so indelicate.” I had to know what Sylvester was talking about. But how to crack this guy? “You know what? I do need some more sandwiches. I forgot all about my book club meeting later. The ladies will die for some good eats while we talk about the romantic tragedy we read. Can I get six foot-longs? Make whatever you want—a variety.”
Hal’s eyes slitted with suspicion, but he nodded and got to work. As he did, I wracked my brain about how to get the info I wanted out of him.
Inside my tote, Junior suddenly wrenched so hard I staggered to the side a couple steps. And just like that, the kitten was out, climbing up my arm to sit on my shoulder, half buried in my hair.
Maybe Hal wouldn’t notice the fur amongst my locks. 
The sandwich maker turned to look at me, his eyes dropping right to Junior. “Is that … a cat?”
“A kitten, yes. Sorry. He was in my tote.” I tried to look contrite and swiped a hand at Junior to catch and stuff him back in my purse. But he scurried behind my neck to the other shoulder.
Hal laughed. “Cutie patootie,” he said, face breaking into a wide smile that made him look like a boy.
I stopped trying to grab Junior. “He’s kind of naughty but really sweet.”
As though on cue, Junior reached a paw out toward my hair, batting at it and managing to tumble off my shoulder into my arms.
Hal choked on laughter, then went about making the sandwiches while Junior continued to engage in adorable acrobatics that involved climbing my clothes, tackling my hair, and tumbling through the air until I caught him.
As he handed over the sandwiches, Hal leaned closer. “Why do you want to know what Syl said to me?”
I kept his gaze with my own. “Because I’m trying to figure out who killed her. The sheriff thinks he has his man … er, woman … but I’m not so sure. I want to get justice for her and get the killer off the streets.”
Hal glanced at Junior, balancing on two paws on the inside of my elbow as he reached for the sandwich bags, smiled, and whispered, “Syl thought Elizabeth was cheating on him. He was desperate to win back her affections before she left him for good. I was asking him if they’d patched things up, but sounds like there wasn’t time.”
The bell over the door tinkled, and a group of people dressed in scrubs entered. Hal straightened. “That’ll be the start of the lunch crowd.”
“I’ll get out of your hair.” I stuffed Junior in the tote, pulling out my wallet at the same time.
After I paid and left, juggling ten sandwich bags and wondering how on Earth I was going to get rid of all the food, I wondered if Sylvester was right about Elizabeth having an affair.




Chapter 8


I was no more than ten steps outside of Bev’s when Junior leaped out of my tote, hit the ground five feet away, and darted down the sidewalk. 
After a few unintelligible noises of shock, I gathered my wits and called his name, but the rascal ignored me and kept running. I took off after him, bags of sandwiches pounding against my legs awkwardly as I ran.
“Kelsie! Are you okay?”
I spared a quick glance toward the voice to find Opal waving from across the street. Luke stood next to her, appearing puzzled.
“Junior got loose!” I cried, continuing on without bothering to look back at the two of them. They must have come into town to buy inventory. Or maybe they’d come for lunch. Drat. I had plenty of sandwiches—I hoped they didn’t buy something else.
The kitten darted around a corner, and I skidded as I tried to make the sharp turn after him, nearly going down on top of half the sandwiches. At least they’d probably soften my fall. Maybe save me a scraped-up elbow.
As I jerked myself straight, I realized a man stood in front of me. I didn’t recognize him, but that wasn’t unusual. He was handsome, barely gray at the temples but probably in his early to mid-sixties. The skin around his eyes crinkled. “Slow down, there, miss,” he drawled.
“Sorry!” I skirted around him and kept going.
Heading down the alley, slower because it was a bit dimmer in here, I lost sight of Junior. I grumbled in my head. How many times had I been in this same situation, trying to chase down one or more of these magical kittens? Too many for my own good. Too many for their own good.
Maybe Luke was right and these fluffy terrorists were too much trouble.
I caught a glimpse of fur at the other end of the alley and quickened my pace. When I erupted into the full sun again, I almost ran into Kristen Sherman. She looked as startled as I felt, but I was already trying to look around her to see where Junior had gone. “Sorry,” I muttered. “My kitten is loose.”
“I see. Hope you catch him.” She had an armload of flowers and turned to head through a doorway marked Gardening Auxiliary. 
Looked like she was still angling for a better position in that group.
Now, where did Junior go?
Movement down the block caught my eye, and I focused on Deputy Becca Lloyd waving to me. I waved back and started to turn away, but her waving grew more furious. Ugh. I didn’t have time for this. But I couldn’t afford to upset the officer—she’d been helping me investigate Elizabeth’s death, after all.
Reluctantly, I headed for Becca, scanning the sidewalk and street for Junior, heart pounding every time I heard a car nearby. “I lost my kitten,” I said as soon as I was within earshot of the deputy.
“That kitten?” She pointed.
Following her gesture to the window display of a yarn store, I spotted Junior inside, on his back, playing with a ball of bright green yarn. “Eep!” I said, darting into the store and making a beeline for the window. It took some time to extricate Junior from the ball of yarn, then I held him in front of my face. “String and yarn are dangerous for kittens! Besides, who invited you to come into this shop and make yourself at home, huh, young man? You act like I’m not raising you with any manners.”
Junior purred.
I kissed his nose, shot an apologetic wave at a frowning woman behind the shop’s counter, and zipped back outside. “How’d you know he was mine?” I asked the deputy.
She grinned. “I’m a trained officer,” she said. “I noticed you had him in your tote back on the sidewalk in front of Cupcakes and Sprinkles.”
“You did?” Wow, this woman’s powers of observation were greater than I’d given her credit for. I’d have to remember it wasn’t so easy to pull the wool over her eyes.
Hoping to look contrite, I tipped my head. “Sorry. He usually stays put in my tote, and I was desperate for a caffeine fix. Then, you invited me to talk to Avery, and I didn’t want to miss that. I didn’t mean to be a bad citizen.”
She waved me off. “Speaking of Avery, I bet Tina’s going to give that to her right now.” Becca nodded toward a woman walking down the sidewalk on the other side of the street, carrying a trophy.
“I wonder how that will go.” Somehow, I wasn’t sure Avery would be happy with being given the pageant winner spot, as though it were charity.
Deputy Becca shrugged. “Hard to tell.”
“Hey, you! Officer!”
We turned to watch Van Brantley approach. He looked angry, but then again, his expression was the same as when I’d seen him at Sylvester’s house. Could be this was his default expression and mood, but of course, losing his mother violently may have something to do with it too.
“Mr. Brantley,” Becca said. “How can I help you?”
“When is my mother’s case going to be put to rest?” he demanded. “You have the killer. So, why is nothing happening? She hasn’t been charged, and our lives are still in turmoil. When can we get back to normal?”
Hmm. Seemed to me that Van should be more concerned about the correct murderer being brought to justice than with his life settling down. Especially since it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since her death.
Without answering, Becca said, “What are you doing in town? The last I knew; you’d been kicked out of your mother’s life and banished to live in that house you and Vicky bought when you first got married.”
Van shifted his feet. “We’ve been here helping Dad. He’s distraught.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked down the street at a group of shops. “Besides, Mom and I were working things out before she died. She’d realized the importance of family, and I think she regretted cutting Vicky and me off. We were rebuilding our relationship.”
“Is that so?” Becca didn’t sound convinced.
“Yes, that’s so!” Van cried, reddening in the face. “My mother was all about family. She may have forgotten that for a while, out of anger, but she remembered. She wanted to fold Vicky and me back in before…” He seemed to deflate, shoulders dropping. “Well, now she’s gone, and it doesn’t matter. I only want to help my father finalize all the details, so Vicky and I can move on. Find a house that Vicky likes better and get on with our lives.”
“Your wife doesn’t like the house you’re in?” I asked.
“Van Brantley!” The voice was shrill and demanding and sent a little shiver up my spine as I recognized it. The Cedar Grove public library’s head librarian, Alma Jacobson, marched up to Van and placed her hands on her hips. “While you’re going through your mother’s belongings, you need to keep an eye out for library books.”
Van blinked and stepped back a bit. Even though he towered over the diminutive elderly lady, she clearly had the upper hand. Which made sense. Alma was scary. I didn’t know anyone in town who wouldn’t cower before her anger. She was the stereotypical librarian who demanded silence in her library. No eating or drinking inside either, no matter what. She was stern and terrifying.
“I … library books?” Van stammered.
“Yes, library books. You know what they are, don’t you? Books your mother borrowed from the Cedar Grove Public Library and did not return on time. No matter how many times I went to her house to claim them, she refused to hand them over. Said she didn’t know where they were. Well, now she’s gone, and I aim to get my books back.”
Her books? Wow. Alma was one serious lady. She’d actually gone to a patron’s house to try to get overdue books back? And Elizabeth Brantley’s house, to boot. Elizabeth might be the only person in Cedar Grove who could rival Alma for being stern.
“Of course, there will be fines too. Hefty ones. I expect your mother’s estate to handle them.” Alma glanced at Becca but refocused almost immediately on Van. “I’ll submit a list of the charges and expect remittance within the week, along with all my missing books.”
“I have no idea where those books are,” Van argued.
Alma stomped her foot. “They’re in your mother’s house somewhere. I have no doubt you’ll be sorting through everything, looking for what you and that wife of yours want to keep. Our books are all clearly marked with an obvious stamp on the inner front cover and a strip on the outer spine. I trust you won’t be able to miss them while you’re going through everything. Pile them up and bring them to me, and I’ll deliver your bill.”
Van opened his mouth, but when Alma delivered a withering glare, he closed it again.
“Mrs. Jacobson!” A little girl dropped her mother’s hand and skipped over. 
Alma’s demeanor did a one-eighty in seconds. Her face lit up, and she hurried to meet the girl, dropping agilely to one knee to greet and talk with her.
“So, I haven’t seen Alma in a while,” I said aside to Becca. “She hasn’t changed much.”
“She’s serious about her books, that’s for sure.” The deputy grinned at Van. “If I were you, I’d make finding those books a priority. Maybe add some padding to the fines as a donation to get back on Alma’s good side. Otherwise, you’ll have to face her wrath any time you come into town. The woman’s like a heat-seeking missile. She’ll find you; I can guarantee that.”
Van huffed. “I don’t have the money for the fines. My dad will have to handle that. And I don’t care about books. I’m not planning on going through any of my mother’s belongings.”
I shrugged. “Guess you’ll have to figure out how to avoid Alma, then. She isn’t going to give this up.”
As I watched the librarian talk to the little girl, I wondered if late library books and overdue fees could possibly be a motive for murder.
With a snort, I dismissed that idea, thinking that I was really stretching now.
Junior had fallen asleep in my arms, so I carefully lowered him into the tote and made to leave. But Alma’s shrill voice stopped me. “Where do you think you’re going, Kelsie Walsh?”




Chapter 9


I whirled around, fixing on my best obedient schoolgirl expression. Which was not likely very good, since I’d never actually been one of those. Oh, I wasn’t saying I got into a lot of trouble in school. I flew under the radar, mostly, not paying all that much attention in class and doing the least amount possible to get by. I was the girl who propped a teen magazine inside my thick science book during independent reading time. 
So, I pasted on an expression that I hoped conveyed respect for authority, even though Alma’s tone had sent a shiver down my spine. I guess there was something about childhood and teachers that left an automatic response buried in the psyche.
Or maybe it was just Alma.
The little girl had moved on with her mother, skipping away happily after her nice interaction with the librarian. I wondered idly if Alma’s attitude toward a person changed on the day they graduated high school or at some other unspecified time. Because she had a completely different air about her when she faced me as opposed to the girl.
“Yes, Mrs. Jacobson?” I was proud my voice didn’t convey the sheer terror of looking into the woman’s sharp gaze.
“If I remember correctly, you once returned a library book with water damage.” She narrowed her eyes even farther, which shouldn’t have been possible. Her cheekbones were so sharp I wondered if she could wear scarves or if they simply fell off, sliced up by her face.
“Oh. Did I?” I wracked my brain, trying to remember the ill-fated book, and something niggled there, but I couldn’t drag the memory all the way to the surface. “I’m sorry.” That seemed like the best answer in this situation.
Alma regarded me for another long moment, as though trying to decide whether to accept my apology. Thankfully, she refocused on Van, who’d been backing up slowly, as though preparing to make a run for it. When her eyes settled on him, he halted, eyes wide like an animal caught in a spotlight.
“I thought that when Elizabeth died, I’d at least get my books back.”
Wow. Could she be more callus? The man had lost his mother a handful of hours ago, and she was demanding library books as though they were the most important thing.
Alma continued, “But Sylvester isn’t returning my calls. It’s like he doesn’t care about the overdue books and fines at all. Like his wife, I suppose. I haven’t been able to get ahold of any of you, actually—it’s fortuitous I saw you standing out here, Van Brantley.”
“Alma,” Becca interrupted, drawing the older woman’s narrowed gaze. “Where were you on Saturday, early afternoon?”
Alma didn’t soften her gaze an iota for the deputy. She regarded her with exactly the same haughty expression as the rest of us. “At the Watermelon Festival, like everyone else,” she snapped. “The library was closed, so I had nowhere else to be.” She jerked her attention back to Van. “I tried to cut your mother off from borrowing books years ago, when I realized she never returned any. I still haven’t figured out who kept allowing her to take them out. But I’ll keep investigating, even after I retire.”
“Oh, are you retiring soon, Mrs. Jacobson?” I thought a cheerier topic was in order, though it hadn’t escaped my notice that Becca had basically asked for an alibi for the time of Elizabeth’s murder and hadn’t received a good one. Alma had been at the Watermelon Festival when Elizabeth was killed. Could she have gotten fed up with Elizabeth’s excuses about the overdue books and fines and flown into a rage? Or maybe it was even more calculated than that, and Alma thought she’d have a better chance of getting the books back from Sylvester or Van than Elizabeth, so she killed her.
It was a bizarre and sobering theory. Murdered because of library books? It seemed so far-fetched as to be outside the realm of possibility outside a movie or book. But looking at Alma and hearing the venom in her voice about the lost books, it didn’t seem like an entirely impossible idea.
Junior was awake. I knew that because my tote bag suddenly tried to launch itself off my shoulder. Inside, the kitten scrabbled around like crazy, claws scraping the canvas, and I clamped the top shut with both hands. He was aiming to get away, clearly, and I didn’t feel like running all over town again, trying to find him while worrying he’d get hit by a car.
Alma dropped her eyes to my bag. “Is there an animal in there?”
I gave a guilty smile and pulled Junior out.
The librarian gasped. “Are there books in that bag with that creature?”
“Books? Oh. Uh, no. I don’t think so.” I hadn’t renewed my library card since returning home, so I knew that, even if there was a romance novel stuffed in my bag, it would be from the grocery store, not the library. Alma wouldn’t have jurisdiction over that.
Would she?
She didn’t seem convinced I was telling the truth but let it go, returning her attention to Elizabeth’s son.
Under her intense scrutiny, he stammered, “Listen, you can come to my parents’ house and look for the books yourself whenever you want.”
I frowned. “Shouldn’t that be something your dad agrees to?”
Van gave me a quizzical look. “It isn’t my dad’s house.”
My jaw dropped, and Junior almost escaped in that instant, when my guard was down. I managed to catch him at the last second and clasped him to my chest. “It isn’t?” I guess I’d only assumed Elizabeth Brantley’s house was also Sylvester’s.
Van looked at his feet, ear tips turning slightly pink. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything. It sort of slipped out.” 
“What do you mean the house isn’t your dad’s?” Becca pressed.
“My parents were separated. Had been for quite a while. Mom’s name was the only one on the deed. Dad still stayed in one of the guest rooms—she was reasonable enough to allow that, but he had no legal claim to the house.” He let out a sigh that made him sound tired, then met the deputy’s eyes. “No one’s asked me, but I honestly don’t think the sheriff arrested the right person.”
“No? Who do you think the right person is?” she asked.
I leaned closer to hear, only belatedly realizing the librarian had wandered away. Apparently, she was only concerned about the missing library books and not interested in talk of who in town may be a killer.
Crazy.
Van’s eyes tracked Alma too, like prey watching a predator stalk away. He said, “She wasn’t the one who had the most to gain from Mom’s death. Isn’t that one of the things you look at to determine who murdered someone—motive?”
“Motive’s important; that’s true. Who do you suppose had more motive than Nell to kill your mother?” Becca used a soft tone, probably to gentle the harsh words.
“Opal,” Van answered without hesitation. “My mother controlled her, basically. She didn’t make enough money for everything she had to do, and Opal knew Mom could ruin her chances of getting work anywhere else in town with only a few words.”
Van was acting differently today than he had when we were talking to his father at the house—Elizabeth’s house, apparently. Then, he’d been dismissive and mean. Now, he seemed sad and solicitous—doing what he could to help. Was it an act? Or part of the normal grieving process?
I wondered what Junior thought of Van. I glanced down at the kitten who, I realized suddenly, wasn’t wiggling to get down anymore. He was staring at Van. I tried to get a read on what he thought of the murdered woman’s son. He wasn’t growling. Not puffed up. He simply sat calmly. Alert, watching. It wasn’t as though he were completely at ease. I could feel his tiny muscles under my hands, ready to react in some way, if necessary, I guessed zero. But he wasn’t giving me clear signs either way on whether I should trust Van.
But Junior hadn’t liked Opal. Could that be because Van was correct, and she was a killer? I wasn’t sure. The other kittens hadn’t seemed to mind Opal at all. Maybe Junior wasn’t as sensitive as some other members of the litter when it came to ferreting out people’s intentions?
Why was having a litter of magical kitten familiars so confusing?
“Vanny!” Vicky minced up to her husband, grabbing his arm and giving a tug. “What are you doing? I want to show you a bathing suit I have to have.” She leaned into him more and fluttered her eyelashes.
Vicky carried bags in one hand. A glance told me they were from a jewelry store and a specialty knickknack place. Both expensive shops catering mostly to tourists. 
“A bathing suit, babe? Don’t you have some already?”
“No maternity ones. And this one’s super high quality. Besides, I deserve to treat myself. Come on. I want to try it on for you and see which color you like best.”
Van glanced at us, then went with his wife without another word. Vicky giggled like a teenager, still leaning toward her husband and making googly eyes at him.
“Interesting,” Becca murmured.
“Seems like they’re out spending money,” I said. 
“And buying a new house. I guess that inheritance is significant.” She shook her head. “Of course it is. Elizabeth was loaded.” A frown pulled her lips down as she watched the couple disappear into a boutique. “I think I need to move the two of them higher up my suspect list,” she murmured.
I wondered if she realized she’d said it out loud. Either way, I agreed with her assessment. Vicky and Van Brantley had something to gain from Elizabeth’s death. Especially if Vicky didn’t like the house they’d been forced into and wanted a big change.
And jewelry, knicknacks, and bathing suits, apparently.
My cell phone rang. I tried to grab it out of my tote bag, but Junior lurched, and I had to snatch my hand back to catch him. I shoved the kitten at Becca, who seemed shocked to find the fluff ball in her hands. She held him away from her uniform, looking slightly uncomfortable, like someone with no experience holding a baby suddenly handed an infant.
I pulled out the phone, saw it was Luke calling, and answered, “Hey.”
“Hey, Kels. I got a call from the sheriff. Nell’s being released on bail in about twenty minutes.”
“Really? Why did he call you?” I held a hand over the phone and whispered to Becca, “Nell’s being released.”
“I’m not sure. I guess because he knew you were interested in what happened to Nell, but he didn’t want to call you? Or maybe he couldn’t find your number or something. Anyway, he said she doesn’t have anyone to pick her up. She’s going to call a cab, I guess.”
“I can pick her up,” I said.
“Do you want me to call back and tell them?” Luke asked.
I considered, then said, “No, I’ll head over right now. I’ll be there before she gets a chance to call a cab.” I figured it was the least I could do for poor Nell. She must be exhausted and upset from spending time in a jail cell. Scared too, or at least, I would be.
After thanking Luke and verifying that I’d see him at the farm later, I slipped my cell phone in the tote and reclaimed Junior from Becca. “Sorry about that. Thanks for holding him. He’s an escape artist.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Why did you bring a kitten to run errands with you, anyway? You were at the coffee shop, the sandwich place; shouldn’t you have left your pet at home?”
“Probably.” Definitely. But then how would I know which person or people my familiar thought were killers? “He was acting kind of sad this morning. I didn’t want him to be lonely while I came to town. It was silly, really.” Silly and not true. Junior had four siblings and a whole farm to keep him busy at home. But I couldn’t very well tell Becca I’d brought the kitten along because he was magical.
Still, I needed to be more careful. Especially if I wanted to avoid questions about the litter not growing at the proper rate. Gallivanting around town with them, chasing them down sidewalks and through festival tents and around street fairs wasn’t a good way to keep their existence on the down-low. 
I’d have to either figure out a better way of keeping them hidden and secure when I went out or start leaving them at home.
Of course, I didn’t always bring them. Sometimes, they stowed away, and I was pretty sure they used magic to do it, so it wasn’t always my fault.
“You’re going to pick up Nell?” Becca wiped off her hands, and I wondered for the first time if she was allergic to cats. Ugh. How rude could I be, thrusting a kitten at someone who might have an allergy? 
“Yes. She doesn’t have anyone to pick her up, I guess. I’d like to help.”
“I bet you’d like to question her about the murder too.” Becca gave a sly smile.
“Maybe.” I averted my eyes, then decided changing the subject may be the best course of action. “Sorry for having you hold Junior. That wasn’t very thoughtful of me. You aren’t allergic to cats, are you?”
Becca shook her head. “No. Just kind of a neat freak when it comes to my uniform. I don’t have pets at home, so I’m not used to being hairy or wrinkly. It’s fine.”
That was a relief. Becca was giving me more access than I deserved to her knowledge of the case and questioning the witnesses. Plus, she was plain nice. I didn’t want to upset her. Or give her a life-threatening allergic reaction.
“I’ll go to the station with you,” Becca said. “I need to touch base there, anyway. Do some paperwork, that sort of thing.”
“Great. Do you need a ride?” I hadn’t seen the deputy’s car anywhere.
“Sure. I left the station on foot this morning. I like the fresh air and exercise, so I often walk around town a couple of times during my shift when I can. I get exercise, and the town gets patrolled, so I figure it’s a win-win.”
We chatted about stuff not related to the case as I led the way to my car, still outside Sprinkles and Cupcakes. For a second, I considered darting back inside for another cup of coffee, but then I remembered Nell. I didn’t want her to catch some other ride home.
Because Becca was right—I really did want to do a little investigating while I drove Nell home.




Chapter 10


“What in the ever-lovin’ world are you doing at my station?” Tim Ballard puffed his chest. Or I assumed that was what he was doing. It was hard to tell when he had such a prominent belly.  
“I came to pick up Nell,” I said, lifting my chin. 
Sheriff Ballard didn’t like me. I didn’t know why—I’d never done a thing to the man. But ever since I’d set foot on Grams’ property after she died, the man had given me a terrible time. He’d accused me of more than one murder and seemed nothing but disappointed whenever I caught the real criminal for him.
For my part, I thought Ballard was incompetent and mean-spirited. A horrible combination for a lawman, if you asked me. Of course, no one had asked me. But I’d made sure to register to vote, so I could have some say in the matter next time.
If we were going to continue to have so many murders in Cedar Grove—and if I was going to stay here—it would be nice to have someone besides me who could solve cases.
Ballard’s small eyes shifted over my shoulder. “Have you been with her?” He jerked his chin at me.
Right. I’d forgotten that Becca was behind me. Huh. Maybe there was an officer in this town who knew how to investigate a murder. At least she’d been out and about talking to people about Elizabeth’s death. Unlike Ballard, who’d basically arrested the first person he saw at the scene of the crime and then dug his heels in on her guilt.
“We ran into each other downtown,” Becca said, arms lightly crossed and feet in a relaxed shoulder-width stance.
“That so?” Ballard sneered. “Looks like you didn’t tip your hat to say hello and move along, if she gave you a ride. How long did you two hang out together?”
“Long enough to figure out you had the wrong person sitting in a jail cell,” she snapped, then added, “Sir.”
Ballard’s face seemed to darken, as though unhealthy blood rushed to it. “Are you telling me you’ve been investigating the Brantley case? Even though I arrested someone for her murder already?”
Becca shrugged, still appearing nonchalant under her boss’ furious onslaught. “I’m doing my job, sir. Which is to patrol the streets of Cedar Grove and investigate any crimes that come up. I do know how to do my job. Sir.” Her gaze slid to an officer at a beat-up metal desk whose wide eyes had been bouncing between Becca and Ballard. “Arty, Ms. Walsh is here to pick up Nell. We heard she’s getting out on bail?”
Arty’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he gulped audibly. “Uh, yes ma’am. I mean, no ma’am. I mean, she’s getting out, ma’am, but not on bail.”
Ballard clenched his fists. “Arty…” His tone held warning.
Arty clamped his mouth shut.
“I see,” I said, not wanting to let Ballard off the hook here but also not eager to see Becca get herself into a heap of trouble by continuing to challenge her boss. I was happy to take over that task. “So, what you’re saying, Arty, is that Nell’s being released because of a lack of evidence to charge and keep her here, not because a judge set bail. That right?”
Arty was so pale, it was as though it had been his blood that exited the scene and gathered in the sheriff’s face instead. He nodded, barely perceptibly, then scrambled to his feet, knocking over a coffee cup on the desk. Arty fumbled to right the cup, leaving a puddle of pale-looking coffee behind. “I’ll get Nell,” he muttered before using a key to open a door behind him and disappearing.
Ballard scowled at us. I tried to imitate Becca and stand calmly under his mean gaze.
Finally, the sheriff shifted his feet. “You know, this woman,” he pointed toward my nose, “and her friends are rabble-rousers. They’re trouble-makers without a lick of sense between them. You’ll find yourself sliding into trouble too, if you take up with them, Deputy. I’d rather see you doing your job without spending time with any of them.”
Okay, this guy was trampling my last nerve now. I straightened. “Say what you want about me, Sheriff, but leave my friends out of this. They’re all good people who have helped me step back into a life in this town. Which, by the way, I already had before and simply needed to return to. Remind me—are you from Cedar Grove? Like I am?”
Ballard guffawed. “You think you can get my goat by pointing out that I’m not from here originally? I don’t think that’s a bad thing. Don’t get me wrong—I like it here and all but being from here doesn’t mean you aren’t a troublemaker. Them, I can smell a mile away.” He waved a hand. “If you’re here to pick up Nell, get on with it. She isn’t to leave town until this thing is settled, though, so be sure you don’t drive her out of the town limits.”
Arty shuffled back into the room, Nell slightly in front of him. The purple bags under her eyes and hair sticking in several directions verified she likely hadn’t had much rest while in a jail cell. She clutched a small purse to her chest and headed straight for me. “Thanks for picking me up,” she said. “I appreciate it.”
“No problem. I thought it would be more comfortable for you than a cab.”
Nell nodded. Her eyes cut to the sheriff, and she lifted her chin.
“Like I told Ms. Walsh here,” Ballard said. “You can’t leave town. I still think you killed Mrs. Brantley. My gut tells me that, and my gut’s rarely wrong.”
I held in a snort at that, but only barely. The sheriff was so far batting zero for two on pegging the correct murderer, and I was almost certain this one would make zero for three. But it didn’t seem wise to antagonize the guy further. I reached into my tote, grabbed a couple of foot-longs, and stepped forward, offering one to the sheriff and one to Arty.
Ballard blinked a few times. “What’s this for?” His eyes narrowed on the food, as though he suspected it of being poisoned.
I shrugged. “I find myself in possession of way too many sandwiches. Thought it would be nice to treat our local law enforcement, that’s all.”
The sheriff took the sandwich less eagerly than Arty took his, but he gave a nod. “Thanks.” His tone had warmed a bit.
Hopefully, the food had eased a bit of the tension between us. I really didn’t want to be enemies with the highest ranking officer in Cedar Grove if I could help it. And, probably, I could do more to make the relationship go better. I smiled, waved at the two men, then turned to Becca. “Thanks,” I said. “Have a good rest of your day.”
Eyes sparkling, the deputy nodded. 
Nell and I exited the building and didn’t speak until we pulled out of the parking lot. Then I glanced at her. “Where do you live?”
She pressed her lips together for an instant, then shook her head. “I’m not sure I want to go home.” A slight shiver went through her body, making her shoulders twitch. Suddenly, Junior was on Nell’s lap. She jumped in surprise, then smiled and petted his head, cooing. “Aren’t you the cutest little guy?” She shot me an incredulous look. “You keep a cat in your purse?”
“Not always, but often,” I replied. I could understand Nell not wanting to be alone after everything that had happened. “I can take you to my house if you want. There will be some other people there too. Just until you feel stronger about going home, I mean.”
Nell sagged, looking relieved. “That would be nice. Thanks.”
A couple minutes later, I pulled into the farm’s dusty lot next to Stephanie’s car. “My cousin’s here.” I pointed at Luke’s pickup. “And my friend, Luke. Probably Opal too. She was with him earlier today.”
Nell nodded and climbed out of the car, still holding Junior. The kitten wiggled to get down, and Nell shot me a questioning look, to which I nodded. She set him down, and he scampered away, disappearing into the barn. Nell chuckled. “He’s a cutie.”
“Thanks. Come on in.” I led her up the steps and into the farmhouse. Sure enough, Luke, Opal, and Stephanie all sat at the big kitchen table drinking tea. I plopped the sandwiches in the center of the table. “Dig in, guys.”
Luke and Stephanie didn’t have to be told twice. They both took a sandwich, opened it, then promptly traded with each other. 
I gestured to an empty chair. “Have a seat, Nell. Help yourself to a sandwich. I’ll get you some tea.”
Opal smiled at Nell. “I’m glad you’re out. Were the charges dropped?”
Nell nodded. “For now, anyway. Sheriff says he still thinks I killed Elizabeth and plans to keep looking for proof.” She rubbed a hand over her pale face. “You know, I probably should have gone home after all. I’ve missed a couple days of work, and my kids…” Her voice broke, and she covered her face with a hand. “I don’t know how I’ll get through this.”
Opal scooched her chair over to put an arm around Nell. 
I set a glass of tea in front of Nell, then took a seat across from her. “I’m sure your boss will understand,” I said. “And kids are resilient, right?”
“I suppose,” she said, but her voice still sounded thick, like she was on the verge of tears.
Opal said, “Maybe you should focus more on your baking business. There must be a way to get some advertising out there. You make really good stuff. Maybe I can help you.”
Nell gave Opal a look that seemed to be a mix of doubt and awe. “You’d do that for me?”
Opal shrugged. “Sure. I know what Elizabeth was like. It wasn’t fair how she blocked you from doing better in this town. Maybe now that she’s gone, you can actually get ahead.”
I fought a frown, not wanting to draw attention to myself. But it seemed like what Opal had said was slightly callous. Someone was dead, murdered cruelly. Even though she hadn’t been a very nice person, it was still a terrible tragedy. Opal was making it sound like a boon to Nell.
Nell didn’t seem to notice. “Maybe.” She chewed her lip. “What kind of advertising do you think would work?”
Opal tapped pursed lips with a fingertip for a moment, then brightened. “What about a jail breakout bake sale?”
Nell recoiled in her seat. “A what?”
“It’s perfect!” Opal bounced like a kid. “It will tackle the subject of you being arrested head-on. Bring some humor to it. Folks’ll eat it up. Along with your baked goods.”
“Won’t they think it’s crass?” Nell’s tone held concern but also interest.
Opal shrugged. “I think it will break the ice. It’s different, so it will for sure get people’s attention. What do you think?”
Nell paused, then nodded. “It’s worth a try. It isn’t like I have anything to lose. Because the next step, if I can’t get into a better financial situation in Cedar Grove, is to consider moving. And I really don’t want to do that to my kids.”
Opal clapped. “Great!” She turned to me. “Sorry. I know I’m supposed to be working for you. But now I have a bunch of ideas for advertising Nell’s business.”
I waved a hand. “It’s okay. Why don’t you and Nell do some brainstorming?”
Stephanie, having finished her sandwich, wiped her hands together over the plastic bag and said, “Kelsie, can I talk to you in the living room for a minute?”
“Sure.” I left the others talking excitedly about the jail breakout bake sale, Opal already working on graphics for social media and getting ready to print physical posters, and followed my cousin into the other room. 
We plopped onto opposite ends of the couch. “What’s up?” I asked.
“I made a big mistake.”
Suddenly, I was paying much closer attention than before. It wasn’t like Stephanie to make mistakes, let alone admit to them readily. “What’s up?”
“I double-booked myself,” she said with a wince.
Blue hopped onto the coffee table right in front of my cousin, held up a paw in her direction, and yowled.
Stephanie laughed. “Yeah, yeah. You don’t have to yell at me. I’ve already given myself a good talking-to about this.” She dropped her head onto the couch. “I don’t know how it happened. Wires got crossed between my digital schedule and my paper one, I guess. But whatever caused it, I’m in trouble now. So, I came to ask for help.”
“Oh. Sure. Whatever I can do. You need me to do some scheduling or something?” It was usually the other way around. Stephanie normally helped me schedule florists, DJs, and caterers because she had a lot more contacts, having owned her own wedding planning business for half a decade or so. But there was no reason we couldn’t turn the tables. I could make phone calls too, and presumably, most of the vendors now knew who I was.
“That would help. I also need a venue for one of them.”
“Really? They didn’t book a venue?”
Stephanie looked pained. “I was supposed to do it. They don’t really care where it is, as long as it’s quaint and elegant.” She sat straight and made doe eyes at me. “Like this place is.” Blue sneezed, then glared at my cousin, who held up her hands. “What is it with you?” she cried.
“I think she’s calling you out on your flattery.” I laughed. “You don’t have to do it, by the way. As long as the farm isn’t booked for the date you need, you’re welcome to it.”
“It’s not booked. But I’m not asking to use the farm. I’m asking to transfer the wedding to you. I can help you with it a little, but the other wedding is really intense, and I can’t do both. I need more than a little aid. I need you to take it over. And get the paycheck, of course.”
I shrugged. “Sure. And thanks.” Any event I could get booked here, however it came about, would help my bottom line right now.
Stephanie leaned toward me, ignoring Blue, who gave a funny little growl-yawn and plopped onto her chest. The kitten laid her chin on her paws and closed her eyes, apparently finished giving my cousin a hard time. 
Stephanie said, “This wedding is kind of a big deal. There’ll be a lot of press. If it goes off well, I bet it’ll bring in a lot of business for you.”
My heart did a funny little triple leap at her words. I tried to keep my voice even and not betray how exciting her words were. “Wow. Are you sure you want to transfer this to me? I mean, you could use that good press too. And are you positive the clients will be okay with a change in wedding planners?”
I hadn’t started the business intending to be a wedding planner, really. I’d only wanted to have the venue and continue with my cupcakes, adding wedding cakes. But the thing had morphed into planning because many clients wanted a one-stop shop sort of experience. And it was easier for me to be the point person, making sure everything at the farm was exactly the way the couple wanted.
Luckily, I’d found I quite liked planning.
Stephanie shook her head. “I have more work than I can handle. Obviously, since I’m messing up my scheduling.” She did look tired, suddenly. “I want you to have this. And I’ll have your back. As far as the client will know, I’m still in charge, only delegating to you but still supervising.”
“I want you to supervise me.” I snickered. “I need adult supervision.” I leaned forward and hugged her. “Thanks.” I knew Stephanie was doing this to help me. To help my business. As much as she wanted to say this was helping her, I knew better. 
My cell phone buzzed, and I disentangled from my cousin to pull it out. I didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway. I never would have done that in my previous life, preferring to screen calls, but now, I needed to answer as much as possible in case it was a prospective client. “Hello?”
“I thought you should know your new employee is a thief.”
It took a few seconds for my brain to catch up, given the abrupt entry into conversation, but I recognized the voice. “Van? What are you talking about?”
“Opal,” he growled. “She’s a thief. She stole my mother’s recipe books.”





Chapter 11


“Is Opal there?” Deputy Becca asked. 
I sighed into the cell phone. After Van hung up, after letting off a string of invectives about Opal and her thieving—and probably murdering—ways, according to him, Becca called within moments.
I glanced into the kitchen, where Opal still talked animatedly with Nell about the planned bake sale. Luke looked like he might fall asleep at any moment, but Nell appeared rejuvenated, some slight color having returned to her cheeks. “Yes, she is. Why didn’t you just call her?”
“Because I have Opal’s phone,” Becca replied. “It was at Elizabeth’s house.”
It was? What did that mean?
Before I could think about it overmuch, Becca went on. “Van called about an hour ago. I’m at his mother’s place now, and he’s right. It looks like all her recipe books are gone. The only clue I’ve found at the scene is Opal’s phone. It was actually on the shelf the books were missing from.”
Wow. That was incriminating. But something niggled at me about it. Opal didn’t seem like the kind of person who would miss a detail like that if she had been the one to steal the books. Leaving her cell phone right on the shelf? 
No, Opal was well used to paying attention to details. That was her whole job, really. Keeping track of Elizabeth’s details for her. 
Of course, anyone could make a mistake. But this seemed beyond that. “Are you going to arrest her?” I asked, glancing into the kitchen again and wondering how Opal was going to take this news. And how she’d explain her phone being at the Brantley home, on the shelf where some books were missing.
“Not yet. I don’t have enough evidence.”
I chewed my lip for a moment, then made a decision. “How about if I come over there? Maybe I’ll notice something.”
“You think you’re a detective now, huh?” Her tone was teasing, which softened the words.
“Not at all. I’m just good at noticing details, I guess. Fifteen minutes?”
“Better make it ten. And if my boss finds out, I’ll be in trouble, so try to be discreet.”
“I’m not sure how I’ll be discreet about showing up at the scene of a crime. Let’s just not tell Ballard about it and hope that’s enough.” I hung up, filled Stephanie in quickly on what was going on, in a whisper, then went into the kitchen.
Opal and Nell looked up, smiling, and Luke jerked awake, grumbling and wiping his face.
I giggled and rubbed his shoulders. “You can take a nap if you want, you know. There’s more than one guest room in this place, not to mention the farmhand’s cottage has a nice, comfortable bed.”
“I’m fine. It’s a food coma from eating two sandwiches. I should go to the barn and get something done. That’ll wake me up.”
I squeezed his shoulders to keep him in the chair when he started to get up, and he shot me a questioning look. I shook my head slightly, then turned to Opal. “Do you know where Elizabeth’s recipe books are?”
Her brow furrowed. “Recipe books? They’re on the second shelf from the top on the lefthand bookshelf in the library at her house.”
“Are they family recipes or something?” The way Van had acted about them being gone, and the fact that he’d called the police about it, there must be something special about them.
Opal gave a one-armed shrug. “I’m not sure, but I know Elizabeth won some baking and cooking competitions with recipes from them back in the day. They were some of her prized possessions. She had me pull them out, dust them and their shelves, and put them back exactly the same once every couple of weeks.” Opal winced, as though the task hadn’t been one she’d enjoyed. “She told me the books were out of print editions and worth a lot of money. I never gave it much thought. I mean, how could a cookbook be valuable?”
“I suppose it must be like anything—there are people looking for specific things that are hard to find, and they’re willing to pay up when they find them,” I said. 
“It feels like I’m being framed,” Opal said suddenly. “That’s what this is. Someone knew that I am aware of those books and what they’re worth.”
She could be right. I remembered how, earlier, in town, Van had insisted that Opal should be a prime suspect in Elizabeth’s murder. Being Elizabeth’s son, he must know what her cookbooks were worth. And, if he had seen Opal’s phone lying around his mom’s house, it would have been easy for him to grab it, probably using a cloth, and put it in the library, on the shelf. 
Something wasn’t right about Van. His attitude change between when I’d talked to him at his house and seen him in town, for one thing, was stark. And he and his wife were out spending money like it was nothing, now that they were getting a big inheritance. Had Van killed his mother for money and then decided to frame Opal for it?
Opal stood. “I’m going over there. I need to convince the cops I didn’t steal those books.”
I shook my head and held a hand up. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Becca said she didn’t have enough evidence against you, and that’s a good thing. She said I could go over there and see what’s going on. So, how about you let me do that, and you stay here? That way, you’ll be less likely to inflame whatever’s going on at that house.” I shot a glance at Luke, who nodded, silently agreeing to keep Opal and Nell busy while I was gone. 
“I’ll go with you,” Stephanie offered.
“Thanks.”
I wondered briefly if I should take a kitten or two but decided against it. I’d had enough trouble chasing Junior around town earlier—I wasn’t eager to repeat that.
But then Blue sat on my foot, looked up at me, and gave the most adorable little mew. She rubbed her head on my shin, clearly auditioning to be taken along.
And maybe I should have a familiar with me during the investigation. Sometimes, if I paid close enough attention, they managed to help me figure things out. “Fine, you can come.” I scooped her up, rubbed her on my face, and enjoyed the resultant purr. “You have to stay in my tote bag, though, and don’t be naughty and take off. I don’t have time to hunt down a loose kitten again. Plus, it scares me every time one of you goes missing.”
Blue blinked lazily, and I had the distinct feeling she was not agreeing to be good. Still, I stuck her in my bag and headed out with Stephanie. In the car, I said, “Thanks for coming with me, Steph. I appreciate the extra eyes on the crime scene.”
“You’ve been having all the fun on this case,” she said. “It’s not fair.”
I chuckled. “Hey, any time you want to pitch in on a murder investigation, you’re more than welcome. I’m usually flailing around without any idea what to do next.”
She shook her head slightly, holding a hand out to check her nails. “You do fine. Better with each case.”
“Yeah, well, I hope I don’t have the opportunity to get even better after this one’s solved. I’d like the chance to settle into life here and work on my business, friendships, and, well, other stuff, in peace.”
“Your love life, right?” She smirked.
I rolled my eyes but admitted, “Something like that.”
When we pulled up to the Brantleys’ house, I was surprised to see several people in the driveway. A few stood talking while Becca talked to another, scribbling on a notepad as she did.
“Who are all these people?” I asked.
Stephanie shrugged, and we edged closer to the group. 
“I’m telling you,” one man said. “I saw a man leave here who wasn’t Van or Sylvester. I don’t know who he was, but I bet he’s the one who did the stealing.”
“It’s probably the same man I heard yelling,” a woman said. “Inside the house. I don’t know who he was yelling at—couldn’t hear the words and didn’t hear anyone yell back, but it was definitely a man.”
The front door of the big house flew open, and Van stomped out, followed by Alma the librarian, her arms full of books. Van’s face was red. Alma headed for a small red car while Van stormed over to me. Becca put her notebook away and joined us. 
“Where’s Opal?” Van demanded, too close to me for comfort. 
I took a half step back, then regretted it. I didn’t want Van to think I was scared of him. And with the armed officer next to us, I wasn’t.
“She’s at my house, working,” I answered. “She said she didn’t take your mother’s cookbooks.”
“She’s a liar,” Van snarled.
Alma appeared, sans books, at my side. “An hour ago, you were sure I’d stolen the books,” she said. “So sure, you yelled at me like a banshee, when all I did was take you up on your offer to come get the library books your late mother stole.”
Van looked slightly sheepish, to my surprise. “You showed me which books you had, so as long as you didn’t sneak more out beforehand, I guess you didn’t take them,” he mumbled.
So, Van must be the person the neighbor witness had heard yelling inside the house. He’d been shouting at the librarian.
Alma fisted her hands on her hips. “I’m not a liar, and I resent you suggesting I am. If those cookbooks had been from the library, you can bet I’d have taken them and would offer no apology. But since they weren’t on my list of your mother’s check-outs, I didn’t touch them. Why would I?”
Van nodded. “I understand,” he mumbled. “Sorry.”
Sylvester appeared in the doorway and overlooked the scene, not coming closer. He looked a bit better than the last time I’d seen him but still struck me as tired. Of course, that could be normal for him at his age.
Alma said, “Hmph,” whirled, and marched to her car.
Deputy Becca hid a smile behind her hand, then said, louder, “Okay, everyone. I think I got all your statements. That’s all I need right now, but if I have further questions, I have your numbers and addresses.”
The neighbors dispersed, albeit reluctantly, some seeming to shuffle slowly in hopes of hearing more gossip. But Becca, instead of giving them more of a show, led Van back into the house, passing Vicky on her way out.
“Kelsie!” Vicky called, hurrying down the steps to me. “What are you doing here?”
“I heard about the stolen cookbooks and came to see if I could be of any help at all.”
“The way you could help would be to convince the sheriff that Opal needs to be thoroughly investigated,” she said, pointing her nose higher in the air.
“Why do you think that?” Stephanie asked.
Vicky narrowed her eyes a bit, as though wondering who Stephanie was and why she was speaking. But instead of asking, she directed her answer back at me. “Opal had the most to gain from Elizabeth’s death. Elizabeth treated her horribly and blocked her from getting other jobs in town.”
I’d been hearing that refrain, of blocking people from jobs and pageant winnings, all over the place.
“Plus, Opal knew a lot about Elizabeth. All about her comings and goings, in fact.” Vicky paused dramatically before adding, “She knew all Elizabeth’s secrets too. And, trust me, there were many.”
Before I could ask her to elaborate, Van came back out. He stopped to say something quietly to his father, then collected his wife by snagging her elbow on the way past.
Vicky shot me a significant look over her shoulder as she went with her husband, mouthed the word “Opal,” then they both got into a black car and pulled away.
What secrets was Vicky talking about? And even though she’d wanted me to believe Opal was the one to suspect because of her knowledge of those things, Vicky herself seemed to know them too, didn’t she?
It seemed like the more I tried to investigate this case, the more Van and Vicky seemed to come out as those with the biggest motives. They were also the loudest about accusing Opal. Were they doing that to draw attention away from themselves? 
Had they even framed Opal as stealing the cookbooks to get the spotlight on her instead of themselves?
When Stephanie spoke, it startled me. I’d been so lost in my thoughts that I’d almost forgotten she was there. But her words echoed my thoughts. “I feel like those two are protesting Opal’s guilt too much,” she said.
“I think you’re right.” I wondered for a moment about going into the house and asking to see the area the cookbooks had disappeared from. But then a thought occurred to me. “One of those witnesses, when we first arrived here, said they heard a man yelling inside,” I said.
Stephanie nodded. “Probably Van yelling at Alma.”
“Right. But remember, someone else said they saw a man leaving the house. Someone who wasn’t Van or Sylvester. I wonder who that was?”
Stephanie shrugged. “I don’t know. Are you thinking it could be the person who stole the cookbooks?”
“Maybe…” I was thinking that. But I was also wondering if the mystery man could be Elizabeth’s murderer.




Chapter 12


“Ms. Walsh.” 
Sylvester Brantley’s voice stopped me a few steps from my car. I spun to watch him slowly descend the steps and approach Stephanie and me. “Hello, sir,” I said when he’d arrived. “This is my cousin, Stephanie.”
After they’d shaken hands, Sylvester said, “I know my son is convinced that Opal is to blame for my wife’s murder.” His voice hitched over the last word, as though he still hadn’t fully accepted what had happened. “But I disagree with him.”
I hadn’t expected that. “Why?”
“Because Elizabeth had loosened up on her opinion of Opal in the past couple of months, trying to go easier on her. My wife had an epiphany in that regard—realized she’d mistreated her assistant for years. It wasn’t easy for her to change, of course, and she didn’t do so thoroughly or quickly. But she was changing, and I think Opal could feel that. So, she wouldn’t have had a motive.” Sylvester stared at his toes.
Stephanie said, “Did Elizabeth feel bad enough about her treatment of Opal to change the will to include her, perhaps?”
That was why it was kind of nice having my cousin along during investigations. She was less likely to shy away from asking direct, uncomfortable questions than I was.
Sylvester jerked his head up with a frown. “What do you mean?”
Stephanie shrugged. “I’m only wondering. It’s no secret that your wife was well-off. It stands to reason that life insurance could be a motive for murder.”
Shaking his head, Sylvester backed away. “My wife had her own mind about such things. I know you’d think that, as her husband, I’d know everything about the finances, but I’m beginning to learn that I didn’t. I can’t answer your question.” He spun around and headed back up the stairs but was stopped by Becca, who pulled him aside and murmured to him.
I asked Stephanie, “What are you thinking?”
“Nothing, really. Except that, according to what you’ve told me, it seems obvious that Vicky and Van are expecting quite the inheritance. If they found out Opal was getting something, maybe they would try to pin this crime on her so her part of the money would go to them instead.”
As we headed to the car, I mulled that over. It made sense, in a macabre sort of way. But, from the point of view of a criminal, I had to wonder about it. Didn’t committing more than one crime create more opportunity to get caught? After all, there would be more clues, more questions, all that.” Her eyes flitted past me. “Oh, there’s Kristen. She and I used to dance together back in the day. Do you mind if I talk to her for a minute?”
“Of course not. Take your time.” As I turned away from the car, thinking maybe I could cross the sidewalk and get close enough to Sylvester and Becca to overhear their conversation, I almost ran into someone who’d been walking on the sidewalk.
Looking up, I realized I recognized the man. I’d seen him in town while I was searching for a runaway Junior—he was handsome, and he now gave me a charming smile. “Excuse me,” he said. “I was too close to you.”
I stepped back and looked around. The guy had plenty of room. He hadn’t needed to crowd me, that was for sure. “No problem.”
“I think I’ve seen you around. You like coffee, don’t you?”
“I… Yes.” The guy was flustering me. Maybe it was how the conversation had started, or perhaps it was his suave air, but I couldn’t seem to get my bearings. It made me feel off-balance, and I didn’t like that. “Who doesn’t like a jolt of caffeine now and then?”
He held up his hands. “Guilty. Maybe we can have coffee together sometime.”
Before I could get over the surprise enough to decline—thinking of Luke—the man was gone. 
“Nice to meet you too, whoever you are,” I grumbled. Strange that someone would ask a person out without even giving his name first or getting mine. 
I shook it off quickly as I swept my gaze around for Stephanie. She and Kristen were still chatting, laughing as though one of them had told a funny story. 
At that moment, Becca stepped away from Sylvester, leaving him alone. On a whim, I stepped forward, intercepting Elizabeth’s husband as he turned back for the house. “I’m sorry, sir,” I said respectfully. “I wanted to tell you how sorry I am for the loss of your dear wife.”
He gave his head a tiny shake. “Thank you. We had a … rocky relationship. She was very angry with me, but I was doing everything I could to get back into her good graces.”
“You were estranged?” I tried to keep my voice gentle, hoping he’d think I was merely expressing interest—giving him a chance to unload some rotten feelings on me. But Van had said his parents were separated, and I wanted to know more about that. 
“We were, I suppose, though I hate that word. The way it contains ‘strange.’ It wasn’t strange that we weren’t together. Like I said, our relationship wasn’t smooth at any point in our history. Some romances are like that, aren’t they? Tumultuous and stormy. During the difficult times, I always told myself that type of relationship was all the better. More interesting. Intense. Ready to be made into a book or movie. After all, easy, smooth relationships don’t make for good stories, do they?”
“I suppose not.” Was that true? That the more intense a relationship was, the better? I thought about me and Luke. We’d had some bumps so far, for sure, but nothing I’d call rocky or tumultuous. I didn’t think I wanted that either. Smooth and non-movie-worthy was perfectly fine with me.
Suddenly, he looked me in the eyes. “How did you know my wife and I weren’t together? I don’t believe I told you that.”
“You didn’t,” I confirmed. “Van did. Why didn’t you mention it before?”
“I thought everyone knew,” he said. “It was no secret how incredibly difficult Elizabeth was to deal with. And this town is so small that you can’t double park on a Tuesday night without all the residents knowing about it by Wednesday morning.”
“I’m out of the loop,” I said. “I only moved back to Cedar Grove recently, and I’ve been focusing on getting things together at my grandmother’s farm and starting a new business.”
He didn’t seem the least bit interested in that, and why would he be? Instead, he said, “I didn’t want to be a suspect.” His chin quivered, and he rubbed at his mouth as though willing away the emotion. “I know everyone looks at the significant other first. Even though we had a tough time together, I loved my wife. She loved me too—I’ll believe that to my grave. Even though she didn’t always act like it. It was just her way, I guess. From her own childhood, I suppose. Or sometime. Isn’t that what they talk about these days? Past trauma informing current relationship behavior and all that?” 
The chin quivering hadn’t dissipated as he spoke. In fact, now his eyes swam with tears, and one escaped to roll down his left cheek. Sylvester swiped at it, and his face crumpled in pain. “I’m sorry. It’s still so difficult. I can’t believe I’ll never have the chance to get her back now. I wish…” He drew a breath, which rattled in his chest like the flexing of a rusty hinge. “Well, wishes are worthless, of course, but if I could have one, it would be that Nell would have stayed away from my Elizabeth that day.” His voice hardened, taking on an angry edge.
“Nell? Oh, you mean how she talked to Elizabeth shortly before… what happened?” I stammered at the end, not wanting to use harsh words to describe what had happened to the victim’s husband. I wasn’t law enforcement, so I didn’t have to act like it.
“Yes. She said she intercepted Elizabeth and gave her a hard time, asking her to forgive some past slight and go easier on her in the community.” Sylvester waved a hand. “The girl should have simply worked harder to get what she wanted. If she had, it wouldn’t have mattered what Elizabeth told people about her. Instead, she came sniveling and snorting, causing my wife to be furiously angry in her last moments. Or so I believe.” His shoulders slumped. “I just wish she could have had peace in her final few minutes on Earth.”
The poor man. So grief-stricken that all he could think about was his wife’s happiness, or lack thereof, during the last bit of her time. I had to admit, the thought of being angry, then terrified—which was fairly likely given the close contact that had been required for her murder—right before death made me shudder. “I’m sorry,” I repeated, not knowing what else to say to ease Sylvester’s mind. I thought he was probably correct, that Nell had made Elizabeth angry with her pleas.
“Thank you. I think I’ll go in the house and lie down now. I fear the past few days have aged me. I wonder how long I’ll survive now, with my wife gone and any hope I ever had at achieving peace shattered.”
I resisted repeating the words “I’m sorry,” which felt more than a little empty now, and watched Sylvester retreat into the house.
That was when I remembered Blue. I had totally forgotten she was in my tote. So much for paying attention to her reactions when I talked to people about the case. 
I cracked open the tote bag to check on the kitten and found nothing but my wallet, a package of mini-tissues, and a half-empty tube of Mentos. “Argh,” I said. “Not again.”
“What’s up?” Stephanie said as she approached. Over her shoulder, I saw Kristen heading for a car. 
“Blue. She’s not in my bag.”
“Oh, no.” Stephanie turned in a slow circle, sweeping her eyes around the driveway. “I don’t see her.”
“There are a lot of shrubs and landscaping around here,” I said. “She probably chased a bug.”
“Time to go, ladies,” Becca called from beside her cruiser. “This is private property, after all.”
“My kitten’s missing,” I replied.
“Again?”
“Different kitten.” How many times could I lose kittens? Forget it—I didn’t want to know the answer to that. “This one’s Blue, a female.”
“When did you lose her?”
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I forgot she was with me until a moment ago.”
“Well, I have to go. Ballard’s all up in my business, calling me on the radio every five minutes, ordering me to the office.” She rolled her eyes. “I guess he doesn’t think stolen cookbooks are important, even if they are most likely related to a murder case. I can’t give you leave to stay on the property, so you’re on your own if Brantley calls you in for trespassing.” She slipped into the driver’s seat, waved, and backed out of the driveway.
“Good. Now that she’s gone, we can use a little something to find Blue,” Stephanie said, raising her hands.
“Tracking spell?” I said, scanning the area for people who might see my cousin perform magic.
“We can try,” she said before closing her eyes. Her lips moved swiftly, and I felt power swirl in the air around her. 
I wanted to add some oomph to her spell but didn’t exactly know how. I thought of my kittens and how they often sat touching me with their paws to add some of their power to my spells. Reaching out, I touched Stephanie’s arm.
Sure enough, I felt something in my chest. It felt vaguely like congestion but seemed to move and swirl in a way a chest cold didn’t. Even though I couldn’t have told you how, I knew some of my power was moving into my cousin.
Her lips twitched upward as she must have felt my addition, but Stephanie continued moving her lips in the words to the spell.
I was fairly awed by her ability to know what to say and how to do the spell without looking at a book. I was quite far behind her in that way, though I was able to remember some of the simple cleaning spells I used after several months of practicing them.
A crease appeared on Stephanie’s forehead, drawing my attention. The power pulse I felt died away, and I dropped my hand as my cousin opened her eyes. “What’s wrong?” I said.
“It didn’t work,” she answered. “It feels like something’s blocking it, even with the extra oomph you were adding to the spell.”
“What could be doing that?”
“I’m not sure. This has never happened to me before.” She pursed her lips, thinking, and paused for a long moment. Finally, she grimaced and said, “Another practitioner could cause it.”
“Another … wait, do you mean a witch?”
Stephanie nodded. “Other than that, I’m not sure what could do it. We may need to ask one of the older ladies.”
She meant some of Grams’ witch friends. They’d been sort of a coven, if by coven you meant ladies with magic who got together to gossip and attend a variety of club activities. They’d been helping me here and there since I arrived in Cedar Grove. 
But worry for Blue was topmost on my mind. 
Stephanie seemed to read my mind. “You start searching. I’ll call Violet.” She walked away a few paces, pulling out her cell phone.
I headed for some bushes.
Ten minutes later, my knees were dirty from kneeling in mulch, and I had several small scrapes on my arms from branches and thorns. But I hadn’t caught sight of Blue once.
Stephanie helped me to my feet. “Violet says there could be a couple things going on—either someone with magic is specifically blocking my spell, or there’s some sort of dampening going on in this area. Violet tried a small spell while I was on the phone with her, and it worked fine, so she thinks dampening is the most likely culprit.”
“So, maybe if we go somewhere else and try the spell again, it could work?”
Stephanie nodded. “Let’s go back to the farm.”
I chewed on my bottom lip and looked around, hoping against hope to catch a glimpse of tabby fur. I felt anxious about leaving, in case Blue showed up and I was gone.
Stephanie laid a hand on my arm. “Maybe she went home. You know how the kittens are—they have a way of showing up where they want to be when they want to be there.”
I nodded. “And sometimes it doesn’t seem possible.” Like when a kitten showed up in my car when I left him locked inside the kennel in the kitchen. That had happened more than once. “You’re right. Let’s go home, I guess.” My stomach churned slightly at the thought of leaving Blue at the Brantleys’. What if she was stuck somewhere or in some other kind of trouble?
Stephanie put her arm around me and leaned close. “Remember, they’re magical kittens. Blue will be just fine.”
I smiled and headed for the car with my cousin, lifting up hope that she was correct.




Chapter 13


I burst into the kitchen, blurting out words before I even paused to say hello or check out the scene. “Have you seen Blue? Is she here?” 
Luke looked over from where he stood washing dishes at the sink. His eyebrows quirked in concern. “Blue? I thought you took her with you.”
Opal and Nell appeared to be in the same positions they’d been in when we left, huddled close together in front of the laptop screen, talking excitedly. Apparently, their enthusiasm about the upcoming jailbreak bake sale hadn’t abated in the past hour I’d been gone. They didn’t even look up at the talk about Blue.
“I did, but she wasn’t in my tote bag  when I went to leave. I never saw or felt her get out of it, and we couldn’t find her at the Brantley house.” I glanced at the two women at the table, wanting to add that Stephanie’s spell hadn’t worked to track the kitten but not daring to in case there was an ill-timed lull in their chatter and they heard me.
I hurried to the kennel in the corner of the kitchen, where I could see a small pile of fur, to check for Blue. But it was Junior and Leorio only. “Where are Ruffles and Annie? Maybe Blue’s with them.”
“Last I saw them, they were heading upstairs,” Luke answered, rinsing off his hands. “You check up there, and I’ll look around on this floor.”
From the doorway, Stephanie said, “I’ll check the barn and the farmhand’s cottage.” She waggled her eyebrows at me and made a jerking motion with her chin.
Frowning, I widened my eyes at her, not understanding what she was trying to tell me without words.
Stephanie waggled her brows even harder, pressing her lips together and making a rather comical expression.
“Oh!” I finally got it. She planned to try her spell again outside to see if it would work now. Maybe she was telling me to try one too, in my room upstairs. With a nod to let her know I understood, I hurried for the staircase as Stephanie turned on her heel and Luke arrowed toward the living room.
“We’ll find her, Kelsie,” Luke said gently as I headed up the stairs.
I shot a grateful smile over my shoulder. “Thanks. I know we will. And I know the kittens are very … capable.” I had to speak as though Nell or Opal would hear me but knew Luke would understand that I meant the kittens could take care of themselves pretty well with magic. “But it’s hard not to worry. They’re so small.”
Luke nodded and went to work, getting on his hands and knees to peer under the couch, looking for Blue.
I hurried up the rest of the stairs and swept the second floor, ending in my bedroom. There was no sign of Blue here either. I closed the door and grabbed my wand and spell book from inside the end table drawer. I really should keep them in the secret, locked magic room downstairs, but it was so much more convenient to have them here, and I figured no one else was ever in my bedroom. Still, though, I didn’t really think Opal or Nell was a killer; it made sense that I shouldn’t one hundred percent trust people I didn’t know well when it came to my magical secrets. I vowed to put the items somewhere safer before I left the bedroom, though it couldn’t be downstairs right now because I’d have to carry them right past the women to do that.
Focus, Kelsie. For a moment, I considered what spell to use. I’d tried a few for this sort of thing in the past. One, in particular, hadn’t gone well every time. In fact, it had damaged my home. It went better when I had some familiars with me to help out. I should have brought a couple upstairs with me.
Maybe there was a better way to do this. 
I flipped through the spell book quickly, skimming for the word familiars. 
Nothing.
I reversed back to the beginning of the book to start again but heard my name called up from the bottom of the steps. I zipped out of the room and found Stephanie waiting for me. 
“Come on,” she said, grabbing my wrist when I got to the bottom of the stairs. “I got a hit.”
I didn’t bother to question her on that, understanding what she meant. As I passed the front closet, where Luke’s body stuck out from the door, I tapped him. “I’m going with Stephanie. She’s got something.”
He pulled his head out and nodded. “Oh, good. It’s kind of dusty in here.”
“Oh. Right. Sorry.” I wasn’t the best housecleaner in the world. In fact, one of the things I liked best about being a witch was having spells available to do that kind of thing with. I must have neglected sending spells to the closet. I made a mental note to fix that in the future, just in case Luke needed to search the closet for something again.
Stephanie kept tugging me until we got to her car. “I’ll drive this time.”
“Where are we going?”
“I’m not sure. But I got a tracer spell to work. So, we need to follow it.”
“Really?” That made my heart speed up with hope and anticipation. “Is Blue okay?”
She shrugged, slamming the door and sliding the key into the ignition. “I don’t know that, but I suspect so. If she were…” She shot a look at me and winced. “If she weren’t alive, I don’t think the spell would have tracked her.”
“Okay. That’s good.” I ignored the adrenaline surge the thought of Blue not being alive had caused.
It was kind of amazing how attached I was to each and every one of the kittens. If anything happened to any of them, I’d be crushed.
“How do you know where to go?” I asked, forcing my mind off that morbid topic.
“It’s sort of a feeling, I guess. Like a tug on my belly button.” She didn’t hesitate to turn left at the end of the driveway. “The spell’s leading me along.”
“Sounds uncomfortable,” I joked.
“It’s not bad. But, yeah, I’ll be glad to get there, so it can go away. I like choosing my own destinations.”
She turned again. I had a suspicion about where we were going after the third turn, and moments later, it was confirmed when Stephanie pulled up in front of the Brantley home.
“We’re back,” I said.
“Yes, but the spell hasn’t let go. Maybe it’ll lead us right to Blue.”
“Okay. Let’s go then.” I jumped out of the car and hurried around to meet Stephanie, then followed half a step behind, trying not to rush her as she crossed the lawn toward the corner of the house instead of the front door. 
I bit my tongue to keep up an incessant chant of, “Where’s it taking us? Where’s Blue?” It wouldn’t help anyone for me to turn into a young kid, asking over and over if we were there yet. I had to trust Stephanie’s magic. Trust the process.
“Why is the magic working here now?” Stephanie mumbled.
I knew it must be a rhetorical question because, being only a baby witch myself, she was much more likely to know the answer to that than I was.
We walked down the side of the huge house and around a back corner. Stephanie came to an abrupt halt, and I ran into her back. “Sorry!”
She didn’t answer but turned in a slow circle. “Maybe it’s not working. I don’t feel anything anymore, and I don’t see Blue.”
I stepped back a few paces and turned around too. “Me either.”
At the same time, the two of us turned toward the house. We stood in front of a sliding glass door. “Do you think we need to go in there?” Stephanie asked, sounding uncharacteristically unsure of herself.
“I don’t know. Maybe.” I moved closer, trying to peer in while also being worried about getting caught. “If Ballard’s office gets a call that we’re trespassing, he’ll have a field day.” That didn’t stop me from stepping right to the door, cupping my hands around the sides of my face, and looking in.
“What do you see?”
“It’s Elizabeth’s office, I think. I see the bookshelf with a big empty spot. There’s a desk—a really nice one—and expensive looking art on the wall plus some beautiful wingback chairs.”
“Do you see the cat?”
“No. Wait!” I leaned even closer, so my nose was pressed to the glass. “I think I saw a flash of fur. Around the end of the bookshelf. I can’t see.”
“Let’s go in,” Stephanie said, her self-assured tone having snapped right back to normal.
“What? We can’t do that. Didn’t you hear what I said about Ballard? He’s itching for a reason to arrest me, you know.”
“We’re only going to go in, grab Blue, and leave again. We won’t do any snooping. In fact, you go in and grab her, and I’ll stay here and watch for people.”
I almost said something snarky about her sacrificing me but bit down on it. After all, it was my cat lost. Again. Stephanie was helping me, and she didn’t have to. It wasn’t fair to make her be the one to illegally enter the house.
As though reading my mind, she said, “We’re trespassing as it is. Hurry. The faster you grab your familiar, the sooner we can get off private property.”
“Okay.” I reached for the door’s handle, fully expecting it to be locked, but it opened easily under my hand. 
Before I could think about it too much, I slipped in. The air conditioner was doing a darn good job, and the slight sheen of sweat on my arms—from being in the Tennessee heat and my pumping adrenaline—almost instantly froze, giving me a chill. I glanced back at Stephanie, who made a shooing motion with her hands.
Heading toward the side of the bookshelf where I’d seen the flash of brown and white fur, I almost sobbed in relief to see Blue sitting there, looking as cute as a cat on a calendar, almost smiling up at me.
“You naughty little thing,” I whispered as I scooped her up. Turning around, I gave Stephanie a thumbs-up. But she wasn’t in the doorway anymore. She’d followed me in, shut the slider behind her, and stood looking at items on the desk. “What are you doing?” I hissed.
She gave me a “duh” look. “This is the office of the murder victim and the scene of a second, probably related, crime,” she whispered back. “Seems like a good place to look for a clue.”
“Except that law enforcement already looked here,” I replied. “And you said you’d stay outside. Let’s go.”
“Hang on.” Stephanie disappeared behind the desk. I hurried forward to find she’d knelt to pull open a drawer, which she pawed through. She shot me an annoyed look. “Find something to look through!”
Feeling flustered, I glanced around. The books drew me over to them, but that wasn’t the pull of magic other than what was always in books for a book lover. I scanned the titles, which mostly had to do with business topics and charity organization stuff. Looked boring and dry to me.
The missing books had left a hole that a dozen or so titles probably could have fit in. My gaze traveled upward to the top of the shelf, where a few framed pictures stood. I recognized Vicky and Van, at their wedding, and an older wedding picture that must be Sylvester and Elizabeth.
My nerves were ramping up. I wanted to get out of there. But Stephanie was still rummaging through desk drawers, and I knew my cousin well enough to know she wouldn’t leave until she was good and ready to. I couldn’t leave her here alone. Not when it was totally my fault we were there. Illegally.
I ran a hand over the books closest to me, then turned away. As I did, a slip of paper caught my eye, sticking out from under a book on the top shelf. On a whim, I reached up, grabbed, and yanked.
It was a picture too, but not in a frame. 
And I knew who it was.
The man I’d seen both in town and in front of the Brantley house earlier. He was younger in the picture, but then, so was Elizabeth, who his arm was around. But I had no doubt it was him.
A noise from further inside the house made my heart gallop. “Steph!” I whispered. “Time to go!” I rushed for the door, pausing at the desk to grab her arm. Glancing down to make sure Blue hadn’t escaped again, and finding her asleep in the crook of my elbow, I got us all through the door and outside.
Stephanie pulled the slider shut, and we ran around the house. Only then did I pause to think there may be cameras. Elizabeth was wealthy after all. It wouldn’t be unusual for a house like this to have security.
But I couldn’t help that now. So, we ran for the car.
Blue, the little brat, never even opened her eyes.




Chapter 14


Opal looked like someone had walked on her grave. Her face paled so fast it seemed medically impossible. 
“What’s wrong?” I said, peering over her shoulder at the photo she held. The one of the charming older guy who’d asked me out but not given me his name. 
“This is Kelvin Abbott,” she said.
Okay, now I knew his name, at least. “Is it? Who’s he?” 
Opal dropped the photo onto my kitchen table, then dropped herself into a chair. “He’s Elizabeth’s ex-boyfriend. The last guy she dated before she met Sylvester.”
“Really? Is he from Cedar Grove?”
She shook her head. “No, he’s from Memphis. Elizabeth went to the University of Memphis, then stayed there for a few years before returning here.”
I lowered myself into a chair across from her. Nell was gone, and it was late in the evening. I’d caught Opal just as she was preparing to go home for the night. Luke was outside somewhere, probably working. The man seemed to always be able to find something to repair or fiddle with on the farm. 
“Your reaction to seeing his picture … you seem shocked.” And scared, though I didn’t add that part. I wanted to see what Opal had to say on her own.
She wrung her hands on the table in front of her, avoiding touching the photo. “Elizabeth and Kelvin were in contact over the past few months.” She gestured toward my laptop. “Can I show you?”
I nodded, even though I wasn’t exactly sure what Opal was asking for.
She pulled the laptop over, fired it up, opened a browser, and deftly typed until an email server came up. 
My jaw dropped as I studied the screen. “Is that Elizabeth’s email?” I imagined Ballard’s face if he knew we were looking at this.
Opal nodded. “I mostly handled emails for Elizabeth.” She typed Kelvin Abbott into the search box, and a dozen or so emails filtered out, all bearing Kelvin’s name, with subjects like “Please listen to me,” and “You know we were meant to be.”
I gave a low whistle. “Looks like he had it bad.”
“Yep. He was trying to push his way back into her life. Somehow, he got word that Elizabeth and Sylvester were separated. He came to the house to see her. She told him she wasn’t interested in rekindling their relationship because she was too busy with other stuff, like the Women’s Auxiliary. Basically, she told him to get lost, but he didn’t want to hear it. They went to dinner a couple of times, him trying to convince her. Then he went back to Memphis with his tail between his legs, but he kept calling and emailing her.”
My eyes trailed down the screen. “Looks like she answered his first few but then stopped responding.”
Opal nodded. “She did the same thing with the calls. Blocked his number, actually. She didn’t say it to me, but I think Elizabeth wanted to get back together with Sylvester. In all her life, he seemed to be the only one who could handle her moods. He catered to her, really, and truly loved her. I think she realized she’d made a grave mistake pushing him away. In fact, I think Elizabeth was planning on selling the house and going somewhere with Sylvester. Selling her business too. Retiring to an island or something.”
Something occurred to me. “Is that why you told Nell you thought something would be changing in the Auxiliary’s leadership soon?”
She blinked, maybe surprised that I’d remembered that, then nodded.
I thought about all this new information. Sylvester had also seemed convinced that he and his wife were headed for a reconciliation. Had Kelvin figured that out too and killed Elizabeth out of some weird “if I can’t have her, no one can” thing?
Opal seemed to read my mind. “If Kelvin’s in town…”
“Right. I need to tell Deputy Lloyd about him. Because there’s something I didn’t tell you—Kelvin was at Elizabeth’s house when I went there to check what was going on with the missing cookbooks.”
Opal blanched even more. “He’s skulking about.”
“I guess you could put it that way. I don’t know where he came from or why he was there, but I saw him once downtown too.” That thought made me frown. Was Kelvin following me? If he was Elizabeth’s killer, maybe he’d found out I was investigating and decided to keep tabs on me to make sure I wasn’t getting too close to him.
A chill went up and down my arms, leaving goosebumps, and I couldn’t help but glance out the big front window into the gathering dark of the driveway. Was Kelvin there now? Could he somehow see that we were talking about him, looking at his obsessive emails?
Quickly, I reached forward and shut the laptop, drawing a quizzical look from Opal. I gave a sheepish grin and got to my feet. “Would you like something to eat?” I opened the fridge to find several of the sandwiches I’d bought still wrapped in plastic there. “Sandwich?”
Opal shrugged. “Sure. I don’t think I have many groceries at home.” She yawned and rubbed her eyes, then pushed the laptop away and leaned on an elbow. “You know, Elizabeth hinted that the reason she’d broken up with Kelvin in the first place was because he gave her some creepy stalker vibes on occasion. She said he was charming. Warm. Outgoing and gregarious. But there were flashes of possessiveness that made her nervous. She was never one to allow herself to get into any situation where she wasn’t fully in charge.”
“Good for her.” I meant that too, though it would have been nice if Elizabeth could have been strong and assertive without the dose of cruelness she often handed out.
Luke stuck his head through the front door and smiled broadly when he saw me. 
I smiled back and held up a bag. “Sandwich?” Internally, I was thinking about how there was no hint of possessiveness about Luke. He didn’t always like me getting involved in investigating murders, but he was always there to help me in any way I needed, regardless of his personal thoughts on the situation. Affection bloomed in my chest.
“I was going to tell you I was heading home, but I can’t say no to a sandwich.” He came in and crossed to the sink to wash his hands. “How’s Blue?”
I glanced at the kennel where the kittens slept and counted them swiftly. “She seems fine. The little stinker.” I hadn’t had much time to consider it yet, but I had an inkling that Blue had disappeared on purpose. Gone into Elizabeth’s study so I’d have to find her there. Along with the photo of Kelvin.
But that didn’t make sense, did it? Blue hadn’t done anything to point the picture out to me, really. She’d merely sat by the bookshelf and looked cute. I could as easily have scooped her up and walked right out with her than hunted around and found the picture. In fact, that was exactly what I would have done if Stephanie hadn’t started snooping and insisted I do the same.
But who was to say Blue wouldn’t have gotten bossier with me if I’d tried to do that?
If I’d learned anything in the past couple of months, it was that the kittens had more abilities and knowledge than I understood. 
We ate while I briefed Luke on the new information about Kelvin. He chewed steadily, but a pensive look invaded his features. When he was finished eating, he said, “I don’t think we should keep the information about this Abbott guy to ourselves. It seems way too suspicious that he’s in town right now and hanging around places associated with Elizabeth and the investigation.”
“I wish I could remember if I saw him at the Watermelon Festival,” I said, gathering up the plastic sandwich wrap from all three of our dinners and heading for the trash. “But I don’t.” I rinsed my hands off, then said, “I’ll call Becca.”
It was after regular hours, but the dispatcher I got ahold of at the police station had no problem patching me through to the deputy. She sounded as crisp and ready to work as usual when she answered with, “Becca here.”
“Hi, Deputy. This is Kelsie Walsh. I have some information about the Brantley case that I thought it would be best to share with you right away.”
“What is it?”
“There’s a man in town who’s from Elizabeth’s past. A college boyfriend she broke up with around the time she met her husband. Apparently, he’d been trying to urge her to get back together with him recently, but she’d put him off to the point she was ignoring his calls and texts. His name is—”
“Kelvin Abbott,” Becca finished.
“You know about him?”
“I’m investigating a murder case. It’s my job to know about him.”
“So, you know he was at Elizabeth’s house when you were there interviewing witnesses about the book theft?”
“Okay, I didn’t know that.”
“He was. I talked to him briefly on the sidewalk.”
“I see. But what I’d like to talk about right now is how you know about Elizabeth and Kelvin’s recent communications.”
The tension in her question came over the line loud and clear. I hesitated, unsure whether to answer truthfully or make something up. Puffing out a breath of air, I decided to go with truth because it was doubtful Becca wouldn’t pick up on a lie. “I had to go into Elizabeth’s office to get Blue.”
“Blue?”
“My kitten.”
“I thought your kitten’s name was Junior.”
“I … have more than one kitten.” I winced and rubbed my brow. Then I felt Luke’s strong hands on my shoulders, rubbing. It felt so good I nearly moaned but held it in and relaxed under his ministrations instead. 
“That’s right. You mentioned that, but I didn’t really register it. So, you have more than one kitten you carry places in your tote bag, allowing them to escape so that you have to hunt them down by breaking and entering into murder and theft victims’ homes?”
“Home. Singular. But yes to the rest.”
“How many of these kittens do you have?”
“Five.” 
“I see. Kelsie, why do you carry kittens in your tote bag to places where animals don’t belong, like cupcake shops and investigations?”
“I…” What answer was going to make me sound the least stupid? “I’m a sucker for their little faces when they beg to tag along.” Probably the wrong choice. I sounded stupid even to myself.
“Right. Assuming I forget you mentioned breaking into Elizabeth’s office, you obviously did more than grab Blue while you were in there.”
Think fast, Kelsie. “I didn’t break in, for one thing. The sliding glass door was open. I peered in, spotted Blue, and decided to try the door instead of going around and knocking. I didn’t want to disturb poor Sylvester. He’s been through so much.”
“Uh-huh.” She sounded completely unconvinced. “So, you went in, grabbed the cat and…”
“And happened to see a picture of a man I’d been noticing around town. Actually, he sort of asked me on a date outside of the Brantleys’ house.”
Luke’s hands stilled on my shoulder, and I raised my free hand to pat one of his, looking over my shoulder to deliver what I hoped was a soothing look. It must have worked because he began massaging again, much to my relief. I’d explain to him later that, while I didn’t expressly turn down Kelvin’s invitation because I was taken by surprise, I’d also had no intention of accepting it.
“Yes,” I said to Becca. “That’s exactly right. I happened to see the photo and recognized the guy. Then I showed it to Opal, and she knew who he was. She’s the one who told me that Kelvin had recently been trying to get Elizabeth back.”
There was such a long pause on the line that I pulled the cell phone back to check the screen and make sure we were still connected. We were. I waited patiently for Becca to sort through her thoughts or whatever she was doing. Finally, she said, voice so low I pressed the phone closer to my ear, “You know that being in Elizabeth’s office could contaminate the whole investigation, right?”
“Oh. Uh, I guess.”
“I know I’ve sort of welcomed your input on this case, but I didn’t think you’d go so far as to enter a private home without permission. A good lawyer could use that to get the whole case thrown out when we do charge someone with a crime.”
“Oh,” I repeated. “Sorry.” It was lame, I knew, but that was all that came to mind to say.
“Mrs. Brantley wanted a restraining order on Kelvin Abbott.” 
The change in subject meant it took a second for me to catch up. “She did? When?”
“About a week before she died. But she couldn’t get one because there was no evidence against Abbott to sustain it.”
“You mean he hadn’t actually done anything illegal, so the court wouldn’t issue the PPO.” That kind of thing burned my buns. If someone felt afraid of someone else, I never understood why they couldn’t get help until the person actually did something. By then, it might be too late.
“Right,” Becca said. Another pause, during which the deputy gave a big sigh. “You haven’t told me yet, so I assume Opal didn’t know. But my investigation into Kelvin Abbott has revealed he was into some weird stuff.”
My ears perked up. “Weird stuff like what?”
“He fancied himself some kind of magician.”
It felt as though ants crawled across my skin. “Like a wizard or something?” Thank goodness my voice didn’t squeak.
Luke’s hands stilled again, and I remembered Opal was still there, listening. I needed to be careful what I said. Of course, I needed to do that anyway because Deputy Becca wasn’t a witch. At least, not that I knew of. Luke, Stephanie, and Grams’ friends had been filling me in with the names of locals who used magic, and Becca’s name wasn't mentioned.
Becca chuckled. “I guess so. Which goes along with him likely being unstable, to believe in something crazy like that.”
Now I was bristling with irritation rather than foreboding, but I managed to swallow the words bubbling in my throat. Words about how magic was real, not crazy.
I forced myself, instead, to think about what this meant for the investigation. If Kelvin was a wizard—was that really what male witches called themselves? I thought Luke used the term ‘witch’ for himself. I’d have to ask him—then was Elizabeth? Did this whole thing have something to do with magic?
“I tell you what,” Becca said, drawing me out of the tangent my mind had taken. “Let’s meet up in the morning and talk about this some more. I’ll try to keep it hush-hush that you were in Elizabeth’s office. Don’t bring any kittens with you, okay?”
“Fine. Cupcakes and Sprinkles at eight?”
“See you there. Bring the picture of Abbott you took from Elizabeth’s office. Maybe I can slip it back in or something and keep us both out of trouble.” She hung up.
I turned to Luke, wanting to tell him about Kelvin being into magic but unable to because Opal was there. Instead, I said, “Sounds like Kelvin was already on Becca’s radar. Tomorrow, I’m going to meet with her and try to convince her to look into him even further. Seems like way too much of a coincidence that he’s here.”




Chapter 15


“You didn’t bring a kitten, did you?” Becca demanded, standing with arms crossed in front of the door to Cupcakes and Sprinkles, as though to bar me entry if she found I had a furry hitchhiker with me. 
I held out my arms. “I didn’t even bring my tote bag or a purse of any kind.” I slipped my small, flat wallet out of my back pocket and twisted it in front of the deputy’s face. “See? A kitten won’t fit in here.” I mean, maybe one of my familiars could. I had never seen them make themselves tiny or invisible, but I knew they could do some tricky things based on how they showed up places they shouldn’t have been able to go. But Becca didn’t need to know that.
Becca still seemed suspicious and raked her gaze up and down my body, as though thinking at any second, a kitten might erupt from the top of my blouse or the cuff of my pants.
I rolled my eyes and pushed past her. “You’re standing between me and my caffeine, woman. That’s not allowed.”
Trudy smiled warmly and got us our orders, then ushered us to a corner table away from anyone else. She shot me a concerned look, but I smiled in what I hoped was a reassuring way before she bustled off to handle the morning rush.
“So, Kelvin was a creep, and Elizabeth wanted him to stay away from her,” I began. “That seems fairly suspicious as a motive for murder, doesn’t it? Crime of passion and all that. Also goes with the way she died, which seemed rather … well, passionate … to me.”
“I love how you seem to be turning into a regular Columbo,” Becca said, unwrapping the breakfast sandwich she’d ordered.
I’d had enough sandwiches lately to turn me off them for a while and had gone with a bagel and cream cheese instead. It was a new offering that I’d had a lot to do with. Trudy knew how to make bagels, and I’d helped perfect the recipes for a handful of varieties. I made a mental note to tell her that our next step should be offering the breakfast sandwiches on bagels in addition to the biscuits we already did.
“No, I’m only a concerned citizen,” I insisted. “But I have seen enough Columbo and similar shows to know that you need motive, opportunity, and means to commit a murder. The means in this case was pretty easy. Anyone can carry a knife, and anyone could get into the Watermelon Festival, making opportunity easy too. Motive in Kelvin’s case would be jealousy and anger. Because she’d rejected him and possibly because he may have known she was planning to get back together with Sylvester.”
Her eyes came up sharply to mine at that. Ha! I gave myself a mental point. It was clear she hadn’t thought of that motive. She covered her reaction quickly, though, expression settling back into a slightly bored mask as she chewed and swallowed. Then she said, “Okay, say you’re right. Then why is Kelvin still here, skulking about Elizabeth’s house? Seems to me like a murderer would take off right away.”
“Not if he wanted to act innocent. I mean, come on. Running away from the scene of a crime is the quickest way to become a suspect for that crime, isn’t it?”
“So, you think he’s staying in Cedar Grove because he’s trying to not look like a suspect?” 
“Maybe. Maybe he’s interested in what’s happening afterward too.” I straightened, thinking of something. “Or maybe he wants to kill Sylvester too. You should have a guard on him.”
Becca didn’t answer but took another bite of her sandwich. 
We both chewed in silence for a couple minutes, me wondering what, exactly, I could do to convince the deputy to further investigate Kelvin.
“This is off the record,” she said suddenly. “I don’t even know why I’m telling it to you. Ballard will have my hide if he ever finds out. In fact, he’ll run me out of this town. I don’t really want to be run out either. I’m from Pine River, just down the road, but I like it in Cedar Grove better.”
I narrowed my eyes. She was babbling. But I figured it was better to let her get it out of her system and come around to what she wanted to tell me on her own time than to push her and possibly shut her down. So, I only nodded and took a bite of sandwich.
Becca huffed out a breath. “Okay, here’s the thing. I’ve already done some investigating into Kelvin, and I found out he’s into … well, some weird stuff.”
This was the magic stuff, right? I tried to keep my reaction neutral, simply nodding for her to go on.
“Yeah, I guess he thinks he’s a warlock or something.”
I tried to keep my voice even. “That is weird. Um … how’d you find that out?”
“Well, when I learned that Elizabeth had asked for a restraining order against Kelvin Abbott, I started investigating him. Called up his employer, who was pretty tight-lipped, actually, then talked to a couple of his buddies. One of them was only too willing to talk about his friend’s weird obsession. Apparently, Abbott has a room in his house that he devotes to practicing this … witchcraft or whatever. He has an altar and books, even a wand.” She snorted.
I forced out a giggle, hoping it sounded like I found the idea of Kelvin having all that stuff as silly as Becca obviously did. 
But I missed the mark. That was obvious because the deputy stilled and gave me a look. “Wait. You don’t believe in that stuff, do you?”
“Uh…”
“You do!” She groaned. “I can’t believe it. I had you pegged as someone down-to-earth, not all woo-woo.” She pushed away her empty plate and pulled her coffee front and center.
“I can’t be down-to-earth and believe that there are unexplainable things in the world?” I did my best to tamp down on feelings of irritation or defensiveness. It wasn’t easy because I did feel sort of defensive. 
The deputy shrugged. “I guess. I just don’t believe in it myself. I’ve never seen anything the slightest bit unexplainable. Other than man’s inhumanity to man, of course.” 
“I have.”
“Oh, yeah? What?”
Oops. Now I’d really gotten myself backed into a corner. Luckily, Trudy took that moment to show up with a coffee carafe. “Need a top-off?”
Becca shook her head, but I nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please. I haven’t had nearly enough caffeine yet, that’s for sure.”
Trudy smiled and filled my to-go cup, grabbed both our empty plates, and returned to the kitchen.
“Sorry about what I said before. That you might not be down-to-earth if you believed in magic. I know how it is. People can get drawn in by stuff that’s super trendy. I just wonder if Kelvin got more than drawn in. He might have gotten bowled over. In way too deep.”
“Magic isn’t trendy,” I said. “It’s actually a centuries old belief.” Why was I talking? Wasn’t the point to let Becca believe magic wasn’t real? I needed to slow my roll here. 
Becca held up a hand. “I get it. It’s something some people believe in. I don’t, though. I’m pretty sure nothing would change my mind on that either. But it’s really not an issue we need to get into. I only wanted to tell you about it because it may have some bearing on this case. Since you’re already hip-deep into the investigation, I figured I’d share. This magic thing may have something to do with why Elizabeth was killed.”
I sipped my coffee for a minute, thinking. If Kelvin was a witch, did it have something to do with Elizabeth’s death? Had she known he used magic? 
“It wasn’t magic that killed her, so I’m not sure how it could be related,” I said. 
Becca shrugged. “Magic doesn’t kill people. But folks who believe in magic sometimes require a sacrifice or something, right?”
I didn’t think so, but I said nothing. Instead, I asked, “Are you going to talk to Kelvin Abbott?”
“Yes. Ballard doesn’t know about it. He wouldn’t authorize it, I don’t think, but then again, he is giving me some rein to investigate the case. Of course, he thinks I’ll find evidence against Nell.”
“But you think Kelvin may have killed her.”
“Don’t you?”
I didn’t know. I’d talked to Kelvin a couple of times. He was suave. Handsome. But that didn’t mean anything, did it? I knew bad people could be charming. “The restraining order thing is suspicious. Plus, why is he in town right now?” He was certainly high on my suspect list.
“Right. I’m going to talk to him this morning.”
“Can I go with you?”
“Of course not.” She shook her head to underline her words, then leaned forward. “I’m already risking my job letting you in on stuff related to the case. I took you to interview one suspect. If I keep doing that, it’s only a matter of time before Ballard hears about it. I’d be handing my badge over. You can’t come with me.”
“But you’ll tell me what he says, right?”
“I can’t guarantee that.”
“Oh, come on! I’ve been helping you. The least you can do is share information.” I gave her a puppy dog look.
Becca laughed. “I’m immune to that. Look, I’ll tell you what I can. But I don’t know exactly how much that will be. Why don’t you go home? I’m sure I’ve taken you away from a bunch of work you needed to get done today.”
“But you’ll call me later?”
She got to her feet. “Maybe. Thanks for meeting me.”
As she walked out the door, I wondered why it was that Becca had asked to meet with me anyway. Just to get my opinion, more than I’d given on the phone, on Kelvin being into magic? Maybe that was it. If I had reacted more in line with how she’d expected me to—by condemning anyone who believed in magic as stupid, maybe she would have let me go with her to interview Kelvin. 
I jumped up, grabbed my coffee, and hurried out of the bakery, waving to Trudy as I went.
Catching sight of Becca’s car a block down the street, I jumped into my car and threw it into reverse. I followed her, trying to stay a couple of blocks behind at all times but expecting her to spot me and pull over any minute. She kept going, though, and when she parked outside of a light blue, two-story house a few streets over from Cupcakes and Sprinkles, I drove past, hoping she wouldn’t recognize my car, and parked around the corner.
When I crept back onto the street that held the house, I saw that Becca was at the door talking to Kelvin. He looked upset, and she wore her professional, no-nonsense look as she took notes on whatever he was saying.
I wanted to hear but was too far away and didn’t dare move closer because the deputy would see me for sure.
A spell. That was what I needed. Something to help me hear better. Did I know something like that? I scoured my brain until I remembered something that might work. It was an amplifying spell—I’d used it before to double the amount of frosting I’d made when a batch came out short and I was low on time. 
Luckily, it was an easy spell and didn’t require a wand. Quickly, I murmured the words, did the required figure-eight with my right wrist, and strained to see if I could hear Becca and Kelvin now.
Nothing.
With a frown, I tried again, concentrating hard to make sure I got all the words and the motion correct.
Still nothing. Was this a similar magic dampening as Stephanie had encountered at Elizabeth’s house? Or did I have the spell wrong? Maybe I wasn’t drawing on the magic properly or the figure-eight wasn’t perfect. I was such a new witch, it could be any of that. 
But I didn’t think it was. I thought it had something to do with Kelvin.
The man was a witch, after all, so maybe he was doing something to keep others’ magic from working in his vicinity. He’d been near Elizabeth’s house when Stephanie tried to do the spell to find Blue. Why would he do that, though? To keep other witches from knowing about him? No, that didn’t make sense. When our magic didn’t work in Kelvin’s vicinity, it made a splash. Drew our attention rather than keeping him hidden.
At the house, Becca nodded, slipped her notebook away, and retreated to her car. Kelvin went back inside and closed the door. I hurried to my car and drove in the other direction, so the deputy wouldn’t see me when she drove past the street.
My mind chewed on the problem of Kelvin Abbott as I drove back to the farm. If he didn’t have anything to do with Elizabeth’s death, then why was he in Cedar Grove? I supposed he could be waiting to attend her funeral, but that would be pretty brazen, wouldn’t it?
That made me wonder whether Sylvester knew about Kelvin and would recognize him if he did attend the service. He hadn’t said anything about another man when he’d spoken to me a couple of times about trying to get his wife back. But did that really mean anything? Maybe he’d been too proud and embarrassed to bring up the fact that he was afraid to lose Elizabeth to Kelvin.
I wasn’t sure. But maybe talking to Sylvester again would help bring clarity.
Sylvester wouldn’t help me understand why Kelvin was blocking other people’s magic, though. I turned my mind to the problem of why a magic practitioner would do that. Did it have to do with Kelvin being guilty of killing Elizabeth? I couldn’t make those dots connect, and my mind threw its hands up, refusing to work on it anymore.
What I needed was more information on Kelvin. I needed to talk to him or be close enough to hear when someone else did. I could wait and see if Becca would share what she had learned from the man, but what were the odds that she’d pick up anything truly useful about the magic portion of the mystery? Not very high, since she didn’t even believe in magic.
Remembering that gave me a twinge of irritation, I took a deep breath and tried to reason it away. People like me, who could use magic, tried to keep that fact hidden from those who couldn’t, after all. It was a good thing Becca didn’t believe in witches, right? It was only pride that made my anger flare when she belittled the practice. Right? Right. I told myself to chill and be glad she felt the way she did. It was part of what allowed me and others like me to hide in plain sight.
And that was good. 
Wasn’t it?
I groaned with irritation at myself. Of course it was good. What was wrong with me?
Reaching for my to-go cup, I told myself more caffeine would fix my grumpy mood. And maybe help me figure out the connection between Elizabeth’s murder and Kelvin Abbott’s magic dampening.




Chapter 16


I had time to play with the kittens for a little while and make another cup of coffee before people started showing up at the farm. When Opal left the night before, she’d told me that today was going to be a huge baking day for the jailbreak bake sale. She and Nell were shopping this morning, getting all the ingredients we’d need, and I’d agreed to help make cupcakes, cookies, and brownies.  
I headed for the porch with my coffee and the kittens and sank into a chair with my phone. I hadn’t checked my email in a couple of days, and now, I found a message from the bride Stephanie had turned over to me. Her name was Donna Atkins, which I took a moment to chuckle about. She had the same name as a famous soap opera actress. The tone of the email was pleasant, and I immediately felt like the two of us would get along. She was also organized and knew exactly what she wanted, which was a breath of fresh air. There were a dozen bullet points and, scanning them, I was relieved to see it was all stuff we could handle without too much fuss.
I set the phone down and indulged in a moment of pride. Even though at times, it seemed like my business was in danger of failing, my friends and I really had accomplished a lot in a short period of time. All the work done on the barn—the new sound and lighting systems, bar, moveable dance floor, and seating areas in the old hay mows. The farmhand’s cabin—redone as a quaint little spot for the bride to get ready or a few people to stay during an event. We’d started thinking about transforming the sheep paddocks into more space, possibly an outdoor bar and dance floor and a couple more small cabins. Initially, I’d been reluctant to make such big changes to Grams’ land, but I was finally feeling comfortable with making the place my own.
And it had so much to do with my friends. Stephanie and Trudy had both put in long hours, and Stephanie had done so without the promise of rewards if the business did well. Then there was Luke. Without his help, this place absolutely would not be where it was right now, which, in my mind was a premiere spot to have a beautiful wedding or other event.
As though I’d conjured him, Luke’s pickup rolled into the driveway. I grinned and waved, excitement flashing through my heart. He’d so quickly become an integral part of my days. I missed him when he was gone and felt better when he arrived.
He climbed out of the truck, jogged up the steps to the porch, and bent to give me a soft kiss on the lips. “Mmm, you taste like coffee,” he said with a grin.
“Get yourself some, cowboy,” I replied.
A moment later, he returned from the kitchen, piping cup of coffee in his hand. I smiled. “Don’t you just love the Keurig machine?”
His laugh rumbled in his chest. “It’s convenient and fast, I’ll say that. For someone like you, who needs their caffeine quick and copious, it’s a brilliant invention. I could wait for a regular machine to make it, but I do see the appeal.” He settled into the chair next to me and chuckled at the kittens. Annie was upside down, batting at Leo’s ears as he grabbed her throat in a mock death grip. Blue raced across the porch to tackle Junior, and the two of them did four complete rolls before coming to a halt. Both of them blinked, a bit dazed at the unexpected momentum.
“I see Blue’s feeling good after her adventure at Elizabeth’s,” Luke said. 
“Yes, she seems just fine.” The mention of Elizabeth made me frown.
Luke reached to grab my hand. “I didn’t mean to sour your mood.”
I shook my head. “It’s okay. It’s just that the puzzle pieces on the case aren’t fitting together the way they should. I can’t figure it out.”
A car pulled in, then another right on its tail. Opal and Nell got out of the first car, heading right for the trunk to grab bags, and Stephanie emerged from the second car a moment later. I waved to her, and she grabbed a bag from Opal’s trunk on her way past, then climbed the stairs.
“What are you doing here?” I asked her. “I thought you had a wedding you were behind on.”
She shrugged, eyes shifting away. “I did some stuff last night. Figured you could use help with the baking for the sale.”
“We could use all the help we can get,” Nell confirmed. “The website Opal set up received tons of orders last night. And that’s not even touching what folks who come to the sale without ordering first will buy.” Excitement shone through in her tone. “The town really seems to be supporting this sale.”
“They’re supporting you,” Opal corrected when she arrived. “And, yes, this sale is going to be hopping. I think we need to bake about twice as much stuff as we originally planned. Don’t worry—I got all the supplies for that.” She jerked her chin toward the car.
“I’ll grab some stuff.” Luke headed down the steps. 
I followed him, and once we were out of earshot, I leaned close. “Do you really think the town is interested in this sale because they’re trying to support Nell?”
He shrugged. “I’m sure it’s part of it, but folks have got to be intrigued with everything going on right now.”
“That’s what I was thinking—people are nosy. They probably want to come be close to the main characters in the murder investigation and see if they can discover a clue the law can’t.”
Luke laughed. “Speaking of clues, have you found any?”
“Maybe. Let’s go inside, so I can tell everyone at once.” I wouldn’t be able to tell Opal and Nell about Kelvin being a witch, of course. I’d have to pull Luke and Stephanie aside at some point and tell them that, along with the fact that Kelvin was dampening magic use in his vicinity and around Elizabeth’s house.
I realized for the first time what a powerful witch he must be to accomplish that, and a shiver went up my spine as I climbed the porch stairs carrying two paper bags of baking supplies.
After three steps into the kitchen, I stopped, jaw dropped. Somehow, in the few minutes they’d been inside and I hadn’t, the others had erupted into a full-blown baking frenzy. Ingredients covered the island and part of the big kitchen table, and a thin sheen of flour hung in the air like mist over a lake. 
Stephanie manned the Kitchen Aid, watching, spatula in hand and ready to scrape the sides periodically as the machine did its work. Opal and Nell stood with their heads together, murmuring over a cookbook while Opal measured ingredients into a second mixer bowl, and I wondered where that had come from. I only had one at home. There were more at Trudy’s shop. Luke stood at the island, chopping chocolate with a sharp knife. 
The kittens scooted in the open door behind me, then I bumped it closed with a hip and set the bags down to unload them on the table. Opal looked up and smiled. “Thanks.”
“Yeah, thanks so much,” Nell added. “We only met a few days ago, and you’ve done more for me than most people I’ve known for decades.”
“You’re welcome.”
“All of you have helped me,” Nell said, louder, to take in everyone in the room and make sure she was heard over the Kitchen Aid. Her voice held tears. “I don’t know how to repay you.”
“Just do well,” Opal said, giving Nell a side hug. “Prove to yourself that you’re worth it and go for your dreams.”
That was good advice. I’d done it myself after coming back to Cedar Grove. My plan hadn’t been to stay here, but I too had run into people willing to help me along the way to achieving my dream. It was nice to pay that forward a little by helping Nell.
“We’re going to figure out who really killed Elizabeth and get you off the hook,” Opal said. “And when that happens, you’ll have a cushion of money from this event that will help you figure out what to do next. We’re all bakers here…” She glanced at Luke, who shrugged and smirked. Stephanie also threw a look over her shoulder. “Okay, some of us are bakers here. We’ll raise lots of money for you.”
Nell nodded, swallowing hard, obviously fighting a lump of emotions in her throat.
Junior decided at that moment to leap onto the table from a pulled out chair and bat an orange onto the ground. The other four kittens dove on it, and soon, a fuzzy, tabby orange rolled all over the kitchen, banging into table legs and human legs alike, causing us all to laugh. Nell wiped at her eyes and began unloading the bags I’d set down.
About half an hour later, with the lovely aroma of the first couple batches of baked goods floating with the flour in the air, I said, “I think the two main suspects in Elizabeth’s murder are Van and Kelvin.”
Stephanie turned away from the Kitchen Aid, which was still humming along, and put on a thoughtful look. “Van makes sense. He stood to inherit a bunch of money and may have wanted it sooner. He and his mother didn’t always get along, and his wife didn’t like the house they were forced to live in when Elizabeth disowned them.”
“I agree. And I know he can be an actor because he’s been entirely different each time I’ve seen him. Vacillating from angry and rude to meek and accommodating, depending on who he was talking to.”
“And remember,” Nell said, “people heard a man’s voice arguing, both right before Elizabeth was killed and in the house around the time the cookbooks were stolen.”
“The person in the house was Van,” I said. “He was arguing with Alma about whether she’d taken his mother’s books along with the overdue library ones Elizabeth had never returned.”
“So, it could have been him arguing with his mother before he killed her,” Opal said with an unhappy look.
“Did they fight a lot?” Luke asked. “Van and his mother, I mean.”
Opal shrugged. “Elizabeth fought with everyone a lot. There weren’t too many people who could spend much time with her before they were angry and upset. Yes, she and her son argued. He was afraid of her, on one hand, and tried to do what she wanted, but sometimes, he couldn’t take it anymore and yelled at her.”
“That tracks with what I’ve seen of him,” I said.
“And yet,” Opal said. “I never would have thought he could kill her. He loved her, in his way, and she loved him, as much as she seemed capable of loving anyone.”
That reminded me of something. “Sylvester pulled me aside after the cookbooks were stolen and told me Elizabeth had realized she’d been too hard on you for a long time,” I said to Opal. “He said she’d been trying to turn it around and wanted to make it up to you.”
She blinked a few times at that, appearing to be unsure of what to say to it. 
Nell grunted. “It must have been a work in progress project because she didn’t seem to be treating you any differently the day she was killed than I’d seen her do before.”
Opal nodded slowly. “That’s true, but now that I think about it, she had been slightly kinder lately. Giving me a bit more money. Not handing off quite as much work. She even apologized to me once after biting my head off for something that wasn’t my fault. I mean, if you consider her saying, ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have spoken like that,’ an apology. I sure did because it was more than she’d ever done before.”
We were quiet for a few moments while we all digested that. Then Luke said, “What about this guy in town? Kelvin. You said he’s your other biggest suspect.”
“Yeah. He was trying to get Elizabeth back, and she’d tried to get a restraining order against him. I can imagine a jilted lover like that getting angry. Arguing with her at the Watermelon Festival, where perhaps he surprised her, and killing her in a fit of passion.” I didn’t add what I thought next, that if he’d killed her, it seemed like it would have to be passion because he could have killed her with magic but chose a knife instead. 
“Who is this guy?” Nell said. “What’s he look like?”
“Oh, hang on.” I wiped my hands on the apron I’d thrown on and pulled the photo of Kelvin that I’d gotten in Elizabeth’s office out of my purse. I’d meant to give it to Becca, but she hadn’t asked at the restaurant, and I’d forgotten. I handed it to Nell.
Her brows went up, and she pulled the photo in to peer closer at it. “I saw this guy at the festival,” she said.
“You did?” Stephanie and I said together. 
The kittens and their orange ran into my feet, and I stepped back to let them pass.
“Yes, I’m sure of it. I remember because…” She reddened slightly. “Well, because I thought he was gorgeous. I saw him when I left Elizabeth and went to get a lemonade.”
My heart rate clicked up. “That would have been the right timing for him to confront Elizabeth and kill her before you came back,” I said.
Nell nodded. “Yeah.”
A knock on the door had me wiping my hands again and stepping over kittens and rolling fruit to answer. 
Deputy Becca stood there. “Hey, Kelsie. Can I come in for a minute?” She leaned to look past my shoulder. “Looks like the person I wanted to talk to is here.”
I pushed the door open wider and went back to my mixing bowl. “What’s up?”
“I need to talk to you, Opal. Do you want to go on the porch?”
Her eyes got slightly wider, but she shook her head. “Go ahead and say what you need to here. These people all know everything else, so they may as well hear what you have to say.”
Becca’s eyes swept over to me, then back to Opal. “Okay. During the course of my investigation, I’ve discovered something that may change our main suspect.” She glanced at Nell. “It has to do with Elizabeth Brantley’s will.”
“Oh,” Opal said, voice small. “What is it?”
“Well, it turns out that, about a month ago, Elizabeth changed her will to re-include Van and Vicky. Actually, it left most everything to their unborn child.”
“We knew that,” I offered. “Which is why Van’s on the suspect list.”
“Van has an airtight alibi,” Becca said.
“He does?” Luke put in. “What is it?”
“He was at the bank, meeting with a loan officer at the time of his mother’s death. I have video evidence to prove that.”
Wow. That was huge. And it narrowed my suspect list down to one.
Becca went on. “The will change that Elizabeth made a month ago wasn’t the last one.”
“What?” Opal sounded shocked. “What do you mean? I was the one who always made the appointments with her estate lawyer, and I’m not aware of any changes after that one.”
“Perhaps she didn’t want you to know,” Becca said. “She took Van and Vicky out of the will again. Left almost everything to you.”
“To me?” Astonishment suffused Opal’s voice.
Becca merely nodded. “Are you saying you didn’t know?”
“I didn’t,” Opal said. “I had no idea at all. She never said anything.” Then she groaned and lowered her head into her hands. “This makes me look guilty. Everyone will think I killed Elizabeth to get the inheritance faster.” Her head jerked up, and she pinned Becca with a desperate look. “I didn’t!”
Becca nodded. “I don’t think you did. I can’t promise the sheriff will feel the same way I do, though. Anyway, I have to go.” She started for the door but stopped when Junior chased Blue a foot in front of her. She looked over her shoulder at me. “Are the kittens all here now?”
“Yes.”
“Good. I hope you can keep them here, so you don’t have to go anywhere you shouldn’t to find any of them.”
I simply nodded, hearing the warning in her tone. I lifted my chin. “What did Kelvin Abbott tell you?”
She tipped her head slightly. “He gave me an alibi, and I’ve confirmed it. Kelvin was buying a funnel cake, then sitting at a table to eat it when Elizabeth died.”
“How did you confirm that?”
“Both through the funnel cake truck’s owner’s memory of serving Kelvin and a credit card receipt with the time stamp on it.” She opened the door but turned back to say. “I’m afraid Kelvin’s innocent, and so is Van. I don’t think Opal or Nell is the culprit, but that means I’m out of suspects to hand to the sheriff, so he’ll probably decide to purse a case against one of the two of you anyway.” She looked apologetic. “Sorry. I’ll keep working on it. Maybe another lead will appear before the sheriff gets his act together.”
She left, and we were all a much quieter crew as we continued working and wondering how to get Opal and Nell out of this.
I had to admit—part of me was beginning to wonder if I should be working so hard at that. Maybe one of them was guilty.




Chapter 17


We stared at each other for a moment after Becca left, dumbfounded. 
Luke broke the silence. “I guess we’re out of suspects, then?”
The house phone rang, and I crossed to answer it. “Hello?”
“Hi, can I order a dozen cupcakes for tomorrow’s jailbreak sale? Half vanilla, half chocolate. Whatever kind of icing you want.”
“Oh. Sure. Hang on, let me find a piece of paper.”
Opal shoved a pad and pencil into my hand, proving why she’d been a great assistant to Elizabeth. I wrote down the information as Leo yanked on my shoelaces, untying first one, then the other.
I set the receiver in its holder, and it rang again before I could remove my hand. I shot Stephanie a look. She shrugged and turned back to the mixer.
“Hello?”
“Hi, there. Are you offering pie for tomorrow’s sale?” 
“Oh. Pie tomorrow?” I widened my eyes at the others in a questioning expression.
Nell nodded enthusiastically, then whispered, “Fruit, though, not cream.”
“Fruit pie, it sounds like,” I repeated into the phone.
“Great. I’d like three. Peach, blueberry, and raspberry if you have them, but any fruit is fine, if not. Except apple. I hate apple pie. Did you know some people put cheddar cheese on it? I haven’t had the gumption to try that, but I don’t think I’d like it. Now, maybe if it was goat cheese. Goat cheese is delicious. Do you have any goat cheese available?”
“No, I…”
“Right. No apple pie, then. Got that?”
“Yes, I think so. Let me just get your name down so we can be sure to match up the order to you.” I scribbled what the woman told me and hung up, then erased what I’d written and rewrote it more legibly. It wouldn’t do for us to be unable to fulfill orders because no one could read my handwriting. Once I was satisfied that the pie order could be read, I started for the table to set the pad down but tripped on my laces and bit back a swear word. “Kittens!” I scolded, kneeling to retie them.
The phone rang again.
“Oh, boy,” Opal said. “I think we might be getting in over our heads on this bake sale.” She grabbed the pad and answered the phone.
“It’s okay. I’ll work all night if I have to,” said Nell. “I don’t expect all of you to work more than a few hours, but I can get it done.” Her words and tone didn’t match. She sounded nervous and unsure of herself. 
I appreciated the thought but shook my head. “Trudy will let us use the ovens at the bakery once it’s closed. We’ll split up, those of us who don’t mind working late, and some of us can bake here and some there. That way, we can get more baking done at once.” Eventually, I wanted to turn the farm kitchen into a commercial one. We didn’t have to make the bake sale offerings in a commercial kitchen, but the wedding food needed to be done in one, and it was already getting old, running back and forth to town all the time around an event.
“Thanks,” Nell said. “Do you really think the sheriff’s going to arrest Opal?”
“I think he’ll be hard pressed to give up on you as a suspect, to be honest,” I answered. “He had a heck of a time coming around to the fact that I wasn’t a murderer once he suspected me. Twice. I’m actually surprised he hasn’t accused me of killing Elizabeth.”
“What are we going to do now that there are no other suspects?” Nell wrung her hands together, then seemed to realize what she was doing and got to work measuring ingredients into a big green bowl.
Opal hung up the phone and interjected. “We’re going to think of another suspect, that’s what.”
Luke said, “How about Vicky? Becca said Van was at the bank, but she didn’t mention Vicky being with him.”
“Women don’t usually kill in such a brutal way,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean she didn’t. Still, people heard a man arguing, not a woman.”
“Vicky doesn’t have a particularly deep voice,” Luke conceded. “But maybe she was angry enough that it changed?”
“Most women get more screechy when they’re mad,” Stephanie said. When we all stared at her, she said, “What? It’s true.”
I rolled my eyes. “Someone could have been with Vicky. A man. Maybe he was making the argument for her, but Vicky lost her cool and killed her mother-in-law. Maybe she found out Elizabeth had changed the will? But that doesn’t explain her and Van out shopping, spending money, and planning to buy a new house. I would have said they didn’t know about the will change.”
“Plus, we don’t know of any other man hanging out with Vicky, do we?” Nell said.
The phone rang again. Stephanie grabbed it this time, since she was between mixer batches. Opal handed her the pad, and she flipped the page to find space.
I was beginning to wonder if we really could fulfill all these orders plus have extra to sell to those who showed up without preordering.
I dove to scoop up Leo, who’d gone straight for Stephanie’s laces when she stood still by the phone. My cousin wouldn’t take kindly to being tripped by one of the kittens. I started for the kennel with him, thinking maybe I could get the whole litter to take a nap, but I stopped short when sparks in the periphery of my vision caught my attention. I knew what those sparks were, though it had been a little while since I’d seen them. I whipped my head around to locate the kitten responsible and found Annie looking slightly dazed, standing in a tiny pile of gold sparkles. 
When the kittens had first gotten magic because of my ill-timed dropping of a wand in their vicinity, before I even knew it was a wand; some of them had let off gold sparkles when they did magic, and that magic hadn’t been controlled well. Or at all. As they’d gotten older—though not much bigger—and apparently could control their magic better, the instances of sparkles had gone down. Come to think of it, the sprinkles that used to manifest when I did magic hadn’t shown up in a while either. I guess we were all getting better at controlling magic.
I glanced over my shoulder, but no one else seemed to have noticed anything amiss. What had Annie done? I swept my gaze around her vicinity and didn’t see anything obvious. That was good, at least. No big mess to clean up besides the sparkles. Nothing for the non-magical people to see and wonder about.
“Eek!” Opal screeched behind me. 
I grimaced. Maybe I’d been too quick to decide nothing had happened that Opal or Nell would notice.
I whirled around to see that, instead of a lump of dough in front of Opal, where she’d been working on kneading some pie crust, there was now a pale brown, oblong rubber ball with two red, horizontal strips all the way around it. 
So much for wondering what Annie had done.
Luke’s eyes widened, then he laughed heartily. “Sorry!” he said, swiping the ball. “Couldn’t resist a little prank. I thought it would be nice to lighten the mood while we worked.”
Opal looked baffled as she gaped at Luke. “But … but where’s the pie crust I was working on?”
“Uh…”
“Right here!” Stephanie called, plopping a ball of dough in front of Opal. No doubt, it wasn’t the same one she had a moment ago but a well-timed new clump, out of the mixer.
“Oh. Thanks. Haha.” Opal’s laugh was completely fake. She seemed to understand something wasn’t right but had no idea what it was or what to say about it.
“That Luke. Always playing pranks!” I said in a too-high voice. I cleared my throat and put my head down, afraid of making things worse.
I scooped up Annie and shoved her and Leo into the kennel, closing it behind them, then grabbed a small broom and dustpan set and swept up the sparkles, hoping Opal and Nell hadn’t seen them. 
The phone rang again. Good. Maybe that would distract the non-magical types in the room. With one last suspicious glance at me, then Luke, Opal crossed to answer.
I could feel the stress ramping up in the room. Between the constant orders and the madness of the kittens, things were getting tense. Making eye contact with Luke, I jutted my chin toward the living room.
He nodded. 
My cousin got the vibe I was putting out too. As soon as Opal was off the phone, Stephanie said, “How about we take a break out on the porch with some lemonade?” she suggested. “I could use some fresh air that doesn’t have flour in it, and my shoulders need a break from dealing with this machine. If we spend some time refreshing ourselves periodically, we’ll get more work done in the long run.”
“Okay,” Opal said, putting the now rolled-out crust into a pie pan and dumping a peach mixture into it. She set a second crust on top and got to work crimping the edges. “I could actually use a snack. I’m starting to feel light on my feet.”
It took a little more convincing to get Nell outside, but soon the three women were out there, drinking lemonade and eating cheese and crackers. Luke and I gathered the remaining three kittens, tucked them safely in the kennel, then worked together to move them into a corner of the living room. Maybe if they couldn’t see the hustle and bustle of the kitchen, they’d settle down, take a nap, and stop making mayhem, both magical and mundane.
Luke turned to me after we set the kennel down. “I know we can’t pull out the murder board with Opal and Nell here, but do you have any ideas about who we should add to it? Because I think we’ve crossed off everyone we had on there.”
I imagined the board in my mind and what we had put on it that first day, rubbing my temple as though that would help the blood flow to my brain. It didn’t; in fact, I thought it was urging a headache to form, so I dropped my hand.
Heading for the kitchen, I took a tray of cookies out of the oven—perfect peanut butter ripples—before fetching a pitcher of lemonade out of the refrigerator. “Do you remember who we had on the list?”
“Nell, Opal, Van, Vicky, Kristen… Who’s the woman related to the pageant?”
“Avery.”
“Her.”
There was someone we were forgetting. Who was it? And not only that, but there was some other piece of this I was missing. I knew it. It was right at the edge of my understanding, but I couldn’t grab hold of it.
I was planning to send Luke out to distract the others while I darted into the closet and looked at the board when I noticed Blue sitting at the front of the cage, staring intently at me. I stopped and met her eyes.
And then I remembered what I was forgetting. Kelvin and his magic dampening. 
I also knew what it meant.
And a fully-formed picture of the murder board appeared in my mind, including the names we’d written on it. I sucked in a breath. “I know who our main suspect is now,” I said.
“You do?”
“Yes. And I am almost sure we can prove it. Tomorrow, at the bake sale.”




Chapter 18


Originally, the jailbreak bake sale to benefit Nell had been scheduled to take place in a local church’s basement. But I decided we’d be better off having it at the farm, both because it was going to be a beautiful day and because I wanted to do some magical preparation beforehand. At lightning speed—par for the course in a small town—things had erupted. Luke and some of his buddies had erected a few tents, and the barn was being utilized to its full extent as well. There was a juggler, face painter, arts and crafts for kids, canvas painting for adults, and of course, our bake sale. Someone had even brought a donkey, a goat, and a few chickens for an impromptu petting zoo. 
A DJ played in the barn, and a small Irish band jammed out in the paddock. Luckily, Stephanie had thought ahead enough to block off the driveway, or it would have been packed by nine am. As it was, I dared not look out onto the street and see what sort of conundrum the traffic caused.
“I see you’ve relocated the last day of the Watermelon Festival here,” Violet said, sidling up to me. She was one of Grams’ friends, and she’d helped me a lot since my move to Cedar Grove, both with learning about magic and with my business. 
“What?” I said.
She waved a hand to take in a clown sauntering by and, farther away, someone with a refrigerated cart, hawking ice cream sandwiches. “The last day of the festival was canceled because of the murder. It looks like this is its proxy. I guess folks didn’t want to be finished celebrating, even though they wanted to be respectful and not do it in the very place poor Elizabeth was killed.”
“You’re right. This is a lot like the festival.” People were lined up at the baked goods tables—four of them, to hold everything we’d made, and there was more stuff in the house. Some people were picking up their orders and others were buying what was left. “Oh, there’s the deputy. Will you excuse me please? I need to talk to her for a moment.”
Violet waved me off with a gentle smile. As I hurried toward Becca, I glanced around. Luke, Stephanie, and I had gotten up entirely too early this morning to set up a magical perimeter around the place. We’d worked late into the night on baking, so all of us were tired today. But it couldn’t be helped. Stephanie hadn’t wanted Kelvin to be able to come to the festival and dampen or shut off all of our spells. So, we’d cast the perimeter—which Grams’ friends had talked us through doing earlier in the evening over the phone. Even now, I could see glimmers of it when the light hit it just right. It looked like a rainbow in the air around the property. I didn’t think anyone who didn’t know what it was would notice it. If they did see it, they’d most likely assume there was a prism at work somewhere.
“Deputy!” I called when Becca made a turn that would have carried her away from me, toward the games area, where someone had set up horseshoes and cornhole. 
The officer turned, spotted me, and waited for me to catch up. “This is … impressive,” she said. “Town is deserted, and now I see why. Everyone in Cedar Grove is here or on their way here. The sheriff got wind of it and asked me to come be a police presence. He’s afraid Nell will kill someone again.”
“Nell isn’t the killer. But I think I know who is. And I intend to prove it here today,” I said.
She narrowed her eyes. “I may have given you too much leeway letting you in on aspects of the investigation. I thought because you were there and had met all the players that morning, you may have been able to put together some clues and help me out. But you aren’t a cop, Kelsie, and you shouldn’t act like one. You can’t force a confession out of someone.”
“Of course not. I don’t intend to and wouldn’t be able to anyway. But I do intend to try to clear Opal’s and Nell’s names. I think I can do it by simply talking to the suspect. We’ll see, I guess.”
“No. I don’t think we’ll see. I think you’ll focus on the bake sale and all this other stuff going on here on your property today and let me be the police officer.” She crossed her arms and looked sterner than I’d seen so far.
A flash of fur behind her and a small tail, curled up like a question mark, let me know the kittens were out and about.
We hadn’t actually tried to keep them inside, figuring, if anything, they might be able to help us get a confession somehow. But now I wondered if we’d made the right decision. I sure wouldn’t have time to worry about them while I was involved with everything else going on at the farm today. And I suddenly had a new worry I’d never considered before. What if someone picked up one of the kittens, thinking they were a stray barn cat, and took them?
I tried to push the thought away. The kittens could take care of themselves pretty darn well. Mostly because they weren’t normal kittens.
Refocusing on Becca, I said, “The only reason I’m telling you this in the first place is so you can be ready to arrest the killer.”
“Oh, come on! You really think you’re going to be able to get a confession that will stand up in court? One I can arrest someone for?”
“I guess you aren’t aware that I’ve already done that exact thing twice before.” I smirked. “Listen, I’m not going to do anything crazy. I promise. But I think there’s a good chance you’ll be able to arrest someone today if you stay close and keep an open mind. And ears.” I leaned close. “Luke put up some cameras, so we’re hoping to get the confession on tape, but just in case we don’t, if you hear it, that will be as good.”
She blew out a breath. “Be careful. Don’t do anything risky, and abandon this silly plan of yours at the slightest hint of danger.”
I watched Kelvin Abbott head into the barn. “Oh, I’m sure things will get slightly wild. But I have ways to make it safer. I have to run.” 
“Wait! Kelsie, who is it?” she called.
I turned to answer, but someone had stepped into my place to talk to the deputy. She gave me a look over the person’s shoulder, clearly meant to make me stay put and answer once she got free. 
“Kelsie!” Trudy called from the barn doorway. “Can you help us in here? We already have a line.”
“Sure!” I cast an apologetic look at Becca and hurried into the barn to man one of the baked goods tables.
#
"I can’t believe it—this is so cool!” Trudy clapped her hands. 
I had to admit it was fun that Avery and Tina had decided to recreate the Watermelon Festival pageant. Neither of them were competing this time. Instead, they were the judges, sitting before a small stage Luke must have rigged up when I wasn’t looking—he was handy like that—asking questions of the half dozen young women standing upon it, dressed in their best homemade burlap and ribbon dresses.
“How did they have time to make those?” I wondered. “We didn’t even announce the jailbreak bake sale all that long ago.”
Trudy shrugged. “We didn’t announce any of this other stuff either, but people took it upon themselves to jump on the bandwagon of a new celebration. They feel like the Watermelon Festival didn’t get to conclude normally. Besides, I think the burlap dress contest was part of the original pageant, so they only had to get the word to the contestants that’s what they should wear.”
“Well, they’re adorable. Some people are so talented,” I gushed. 
“What are you talking about? Look at these amazing cupcakes!” She gestured to the section of table where I’d displayed my newest creations. “Oh,” she said with a frown. “There aren’t any of your new ones left. Well, see? You’re super creative. By the way, I’d say those were all a win and should go on the permanent menu.”
I laughed. “Sounds good. And thanks. But that woman made her burlap dress look like something I’d actually be proud to walk down the wedding aisle in.” I gestured at the incredible creation, which looked like it sported a layered tulle skirt, though it was brown.
“Wedding aisle? What’s this conversation about?” Luke said, appearing next to us.
I felt my cheeks go red and lifted my hands to cover them, but it was too late. His eyes seemed to bore through me.
Trudy swatted at Luke’s arm. “Nothing! We’re talking about burlap sacks, that’s all. And cupcakes. Your ears deceive you.” She shot me a wink as she hurried away to help a customer.
Through the microphone, Avery said, “Here’s our next question—if you were able to do one thing to change life for the better on this planet, what would it be? Lou, we’ll take your answer first.”
“Wow,” Luke said. “Impressive. I’ve attended a lot of Watermelon Festival pageants, and that’s got to be the best question I’ve heard.”
I gave him a sidelong snicker. “You go to the pageants, huh?”
He leveled a questioning look at me. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I? They showcase the best of our Cedar Grove citizenry.”
“Female citizenry.”
“Oh, really? I hadn’t noticed.” He winked.
I rolled my eyes and chuckled as his arms went around me. He gave me a quick kiss, then released me. “Your bake sale is going great. Are you going to run out of stuff?”
“I think so. I may have to run back in and put a few more batches in the oven. Might as well sell as much as we can to help Nell. Hey.” I grabbed his sleeve as he started to walk away, and he spun back toward me. “What one thing would you do to make the world a better place?”
His eyebrows rose, and he considered for a moment before answering. Then one side of his mouth quirked up. “I’d let everyone know about us,” he said.
“Us? You and me?”
He pulled me toward him again. “Well, I do think everyone on earth should know we’re together. Makes me look good, to be the boyfriend of a woman like you. But, no, I didn’t mean that ‘us.’ I meant us as in people who can do magic.” He whispered the last sentence in my ear, so only I could hear.
I searched his face. “How would that make life better?”
He shrugged one shoulder. “I just think that, if people knew we were around, maybe things would be better. If we could do what we’re capable of out in the open. I bet, together, witches could solve a lot of problems. And maybe bad guys would be less inclined to act badly knowing there may be someone nearby who could stop them. In a not very pleasant way.” His eyes sparkled.
I thought about that. If Elizabeth’s killer had known there could be a witch around to stop them with magic, would they have been less inclined to do what they did? I thought it could be the case in some situations, but maybe not in this one. Elizabeth’s death had seemed like such a crime of passion. I wasn’t sure whoever had done it would have been able to think clearly enough about the consequences, no matter what. They probably hadn’t been able to think of them as it was.
“I like that idea.” I did. Even if it stopped some crimes, it would be worth it. And that didn’t take into account the other thing he’d said, about witches being able to work together to solve problems. Made you really stop and think about what might be possible.
Luke kissed my cheek and released me again. “I’ll see you soon.” He disappeared into the crowd.
Which was, I realized, a lot bigger than it had been moments ago.
And it included Sheriff Ballard, glowering at me from beside one of the baked goods tables. Trudy kept her eye on him as she waited on a customer, as though he might at any second lash out and prevent her from collecting the money or something.
The sheriff crooked a finger at me. I shot him a glare but headed over. “What can I do for you?”
“You can tell me what you’re up to, for starters.”
“I’m hosting a bake sale to benefit Nell. Because of your unfair arrest, she’s suffering—unable to get a job. She has two kids who need her, and we’re trying to support her. You know, like a community does.”
“Our community never did crazy stuff like this until you came back here, lady,” he said. “Supporting a murderer wasn’t in our DNA.”
“Except that Nell isn’t a murderer. Anyone who did a slight bit of investigating would know that.”
“Would they, now?”
I nodded, defiant.
“Then you won’t mind telling me her alibi.”
I didn’t respond, aware that Nell’s alibi, that she’d been getting lemonade when Elizabeth was killed, couldn’t be corroborated.
“Right, then.” He smirked. “You don’t have a decent one. You believing she’s innocent is just that—a belief.”
“Maybe so, but I have a pretty good track record of knowing who to believe in.” 
Nell hovered nearby, half behind Opal, obviously listening to our conversation. Whether Ballard knew she was there, I wasn’t sure. He shot me a stern look, then let his eyes wander to the cupcakes next to me. These were some of my old recipes—basic chocolate with peanut butter frosting. It was clear from his expression that the sheriff wanted one. I plucked one off the table and handed it to him. “Our city’s finest gets a freebie,” I said. Turning away, I mumbled, “Hope you don’t find a file inside.”
“I heard that, Ms. Walsh,” Ballard barked.
Without replying, I grinned and moved behind an unmanned table, beckoning the next in line forward.
A child’s cry made me look toward one side of the barn, opposite where the pageant was going on. A small child stood howling while at his feet, a dropped cupcake lay, being licked by two of my kittens. 
The boy’s mother knelt before the child. “What happened, Silas? Did you drop it?”
“He … he took it!” Silas sobbed.
“You mean the kittens knocked it out of your hand?” The mother frowned then glanced at me.
Uh-oh. Grabbing a fresh cupcake, I hurried over. “I’m sorry, Silas. The kittens around here can get rowdy. Here’s a new cupcake for you.”
The boy sniffed and reached for the treat, smiling shyly.
“Thank you,” his mother said.
I nodded and reached down with a napkin to clean up the mess, shooing the kittens, who now had chocolate all over their whiskers, away.
Before I could get back to the table, a third kitten beat me to it, arriving a few steps before me and jumping on the table I’d left alone. “Leo! No!” I hurried forward, swooping with my arms in an attempt to capture him. He darted to the side, almost defying physics with the maneuver and clipping a butterscotch cupcake with his paw as he went. Both kitten and cake ended up on the floor, kitten on the bottom. As icing dripped down over his eye, Leo gave me a helpless look.
I laughed and bent to rescue him, but Annie and Blue blocked me, licking off Leo’s head themselves.
Okay, these kittens were rambunctious right now. Drawing attention too—people pointed and laughed at the three near me and two on the other side of the barn, rolling over and over each other like acrobats, chasing each other’s tails. 
When I finally got the butterscotch cleaned up and straightened to my full height, two women stood on the other side of the table, eyeing me. Their expressions weren’t the least bit friendly—nothing like the other customers I’d been helping, who were all excited to get treats and help Nell, many even donating extra into an empty jar set out for that purpose.
No, these women had a completely different attitude. Haughty, with a side of stuck up. I bristled.
Opal arrived beside me. “What do you need, Veronica?”
The black-haired woman who stood in front of a slightly shorter brunette said, “Only to talk to the infamous Kelsie Walsh. That is who you are, I presume?”
“It is. And you are?”
“Veronica Bleese,” Opal answered. “And Cassie Cho. They’re on the Auxiliary Board.”
“That’s what we’re here to talk to you about—the Auxiliary,” Veronica said. “We wanted to head off any potential misunderstanding that may be afoot. We know you’ve newly returned to the area. And lately, you’ve been very … involved with members of the Auxiliary. We know you’ve been trying to solve the case of who killed our beloved president. We wanted to thank you.”
“Oh,” I said, suspicious. “Sure.”
Cassie stepped forward, her lips a bright red slash of matte color. “But you won’t be receiving an invitation to join the Auxiliary,” she said. “We want to make that perfectly clear. So, if that’s the reason you’re trying so hard to impress us, you can stop.”
Opal stiffened. I patted her arm and delivered a calm smile when she met my eyes. On my other side, Nell appeared. Stephanie stood nearby, and so did Luke and Trudy. I returned my gaze to the two snotty women. “That’s quite all right. Getting into the Auxiliary isn’t something I want. I have no idea what it even does, still, other than provide a place for snooty people to gather and look down on others. I have no use for that. Besides…” I hooked my arms with Nell and Opal’s. “We have our own Auxiliary right here.”




Chapter 19


The looks on Veronica and Cassie’s faces were priceless, and I wished for a camera to capture them for posterity. They gaped like fish and flashed their false eyelashes like butterflies before making various snorting noises, spinning on their stilettos, and stomping for the door. Annie dashed in front of Veronica, making her sway dangerously on one heel as Cassie grasped for her arm to keep her upright. 
Opal stifled a giggle, but Nell wasn’t so adept and let out a guffaw loud enough for the Auxiliary ladies to hear as they righted themselves finally and made it out the door without another kitten attack.
Then we all allowed ourselves a long laugh before returning to our line of customers.
At some point during the madness, the pageant ended with the crowning of a lovely young woman named Abigail, who beamed her excitement as the tiara was placed on her head. Tina and Avery looked on, arms linked, like proud parents at a graduation. I thought of how great it was that the two of them had made something new and beautiful out of something that had given them grief in the past.
We could all aspire to do something similar.
Wow, profound thoughts from behind the bakery table. I chuckled at myself. Still, it was a good thought and one I’d like to devote more time to. Maybe when I didn’t have a line ten people long in front of me.
The DJ took a break, and a fair number of people cleared out of the barn or joined a queue for the bathrooms. I sent up a quiet wish that the plumbing was up to the task. I was sure it was—that was one area we’d been sure to spend a lot of time on when we converted the place to an events venue. After all, there would be more people at one wedding than had been on the farm ever before. Multiply that by as many events as I hoped to keep the place booked with, and we definitely needed to make sure the bathrooms were reliable.
As the crowd cleared, there was a strange feeling on my skin, like static electricity. Jolting my head up, I glanced around and quickly spotted Kelvin Abbot leaning against the far wall, staring right at me with a charming smile on his face. Nerves jolted through me, but I gave a thin smile back and waved.
Kelvin pushed off the wall and started for me. But before he’d made it halfway, Sylvester Brantley intercepted him, face red and blotchy and hands curled into fists. “How dare you show your face here?” he sputtered.
Maintaining a mild expression but backing up a step, Kelvin said, “Why shouldn’t I be here?”
“Because you tried to break up my family. You managed to, too. Now I’ll never be able to get my wife back, and it’s all because of you.” Sylvester’s voice came out in a choked sob.
“I don’t know what you mean, mate.” Kelvin’s eyes flickered to me, then back to Elizabeth’s husband. “I know you’re having a hard time right now. Probably looking for someone to blame. But you’re barking up the wrong tree.”
“I don’t think so. I know you were trying to get my wife back. Right out from under my nose. You called her, wrote her, and even met with her in town. Played me for a fool. As though I didn’t know what was going on. I can assure you I did. Maybe not in the beginning but eventually. Elizabeth even told me finally. She was worried about you—that you’d do something to me. That’s why she filed a restraining order. She told me she was afraid of you.” He paused and looked around while wiping his eyes. “You killed her, didn’t you?”
Kelvin visibly bristled. “Of course not!” he cried. Then, quieter, “I loved Elizabeth. She was the love of my life. And I know you don’t want to hear this, but she and I were better together. So much better. She was calmer. Nicer to everyone around her. She had a good effect on me too. Helped me control some qualities I had that weren’t so good back in the day. I’m over them now. I know controlling someone isn’t a way to show love. And I had a good effect on her too. Your effect was the opposite. You brought out her baser qualities. Her meanness and pettiness. She had a terrible life with you. In fact, you were the one she needed protection from. I know for a fact.” He was leaning forward now, almost as red in the face as Sylvester.
Sylvester staggered back as though the man had hit him. “It was you! You stole her books—her diary. Why did you do it? To hide your involvement with my wife in the last months of her life?”
“Of course not. I wanted her diary so I could remember her. The real Elizabeth, not the one you manufactured with the horrible relationship that was your marriage.”
Sylvester’s expression turned sly. “So, you admit to stealing the books.”
“I admit to wanting a memento of the woman who meant a lot to me throughout my life. There was no other way for me to get something of hers from you.”
“Well, you’re right about that. The most you would have gotten from me was a tongue lashing. I want my wife’s diary back.”
Kelvin snorted. “Why, so you can see how much she hated you? How, in the end, she was planning to go through with the divorce, even though she led you on to believe she was thinking about taking you back? Is that what you want to see, Sylvester? To make it all that much harder on you? It isn’t really the diary you want anyway, is it? It’s the cookbook with the special recipes. Isn’t it?” His voice was getting louder, and everyone remaining in the barn had fallen silent and turned to watch the spectacle of the two men arguing.
“That recipe is mine,” Sylvester hissed.
“Oh, but it isn’t. It was Elizabeth’s. And she wouldn’t want you to have it.”
“I need it!” Sylvester cried. “My cheating wife left everything to her ridiculous secretary. I need that recipe to make my own fortune.”
I glanced at Opal, who rubbed her arms and glanced back at me.
Edging around the table, I crept toward the arguing men, aware that I needed to be careful. If they started throwing punches at one another, I didn’t want to be in the crossfire. Vicky and Van entered the barn, zeroing in on Sylvester and Kelvin and moved forward, but I held up a hand.
The men were losing their cool with each other, forgetting there were others around watching. I needed to capitalize on that. To get the confession while there were witnesses. It would be a delicate thing—the heat of the argument could as easily be doused by someone interfering as stoked. I had to be careful, and I wanted to be the one to try, strategically, to put an end to this, here and now.
“Fortune!” Kelvin scoffed. “Even with the recipe, you won’t be able to do that. You don’t have what it takes. Just like you didn’t have what it took to keep your wife happy.”
Ooh. Low blow. I arrived next to the men and opened my mouth to add a splash of fuel to the fire.
Then Vicky squealed. She rushed forward, grabbed a handful of cupcakes from Opal’s table, and began lobbing them straight at Kelvin’s head. “You!” she cried. “What are you doing here? You turned Elizabeth against Van and me and convinced her to change her will, didn’t you?”
Kelvin took two cupcakes to the face before ducking, so the third one hit Sylvester. The older man sputtered and wiped at his face.
Van darted forward and grabbed his wife’s throwing arm. She wiggled and squirmed to get away from him, reaching back to grab a cupcake from the table with her other arm and throwing that one. It went wide and headed straight for me. 
“Argh!” I cried, lurching to the side, straight into Sylvester, who crashed into Kelvin. The floor around us was slippery with frosting and cake, and we all fell in a tangle of arms, legs, elbows, and knees.
Kittens streaked over from who knows where, feasting on the remnants of the cupcakes around our feet. Blue licked frosting off my chin, and Junior crawled right onto Sylvester’s face to get to chunks of vanilla cupcake.
This was not going the way I’d planned.
“Get off me, you goon!” Sylvester yelled, swinging a fist wildly.
He probably meant to get Kelvin. He got me in the cheek instead. A bloom of white-hot pain made my vision blur.
The kittens froze, like five little stuffed animals. But only for a moment. Then they erupted into action.
Sylvester kept swinging, managing to hit Kelvin sometimes but mostly getting air, like his punching arm was a wild windmill paddle that had gone off its track. In response, Kelvin rose to all fours, then up on his haunches. He attempted to throw a return punch but slid in cupcake remnants, heading straight for me. I threw up my arms, not wanting a headbutt to the nose to add to my wounds. But Kelvin stopped short, face smushed as though up against a pane of invisible glass.
The air shimmered with power.
Eep! I immediately knew it was the kittens, doing something magical to protect me from the mayhem. I realized they all touched me somewhere with a paw. Maybe they were drawing power from me to create this force field, for lack of a better term.
Kelvin slid down the invisible wall, then his eyes flitted up to mine, filled with understanding. 
Sylvester jumped on Kelvin’s back, flattening him into the cupcakes.
“It’s okay!” I whispered to the litter. “Drop the spell.” 
Had anyone in the vicinity noticed Kelvin’s strange stop? Physics didn’t really work that way, after all, and people were crowded around the fight in a circle, like they were watching a middle school brawl on the playground. 
Something splatted in my hair. It was then I realized Vicky still pelted the three of us with cupcakes. And the kittens must have let down their guard like I’d asked them to, since cupcakes were getting through.
This needed to end. Before all our baked goods were gone and I had a broken nose or ribs or something.
I slithered around, trying to get purchase in the slime underfoot. A strong hand under my arm hauled me up, and I twisted my neck to find Luke. “Watch out. You’ll get dirty.”
He didn’t answer but wore a longsuffering look that told me he was starting to get used to me pulling him into ridiculous situations. I grinned, pecked him on the cheek—which had the effect of dropping several chunks of cupcake onto him—and turned back toward the fighting men. 
Kelvin and Sylvester were still trying to land punches on each other but weren’t having much luck because of all the slipping and sliding. Van fought to contain Vicky, but she was wily and kept getting out of his grip to lob more baked goods. Opal and Nell worked together, trying to save what they could from Vicky’s grasp. I’d thought we were running low on product, but it sure didn’t seem that way when it was all being thrown at me.
I thought fast, trying to come up with a way to get the confession I wanted. There was definitely enough emotion here. We only needed a catalyst to cause a slip of the tongue. 
On a whim, I took a shot at providing that catalyst. “I don’t understand,” I said, loud enough to be sure the men heard me over their grunting and maneuvering. “Which of you loved Elizabeth? Which of you did she love?”
They didn’t answer me. Never even turned my way. But the question did what I’d hoped it would. It lit a spark.
“You never loved her!” Kelvin cried. “She should have married me. She would have had a whole different life. Been a different person. A better and happier one. How many lives were negatively affected by Elizabeth because she was so miserable with you that she lashed out at everyone around her all the time?”
Sylvester’s expression darkened. He didn’t yell when he spoke. Instead, he used a calm, deadly cold voice. “She never should have met you. If she’d only skipped her relationship with you, maybe she would have been happier with me. If you hadn’t ruined her, maybe she would have been easier to get along with. Maybe she wouldn’t have vexed me so.”
The air in the barn seemed to still as silence fell. The only sound was the panting of those who had been struggling, including Vicky and Van. Everyone now focused entirely on Sylvester, who went on. “Even so, though, I only wish her back. She had her faults, many brought on by her pining for you for so long. But she was still my Elizabeth. There were still moments of bliss. I…” He choked on a sob. “I only wish I hadn’t snapped.”
The silence became even more deafening. The kittens sat in a semi-circle in front of me, and Luke squeezed my arm. I nodded slightly, afraid to break the spell.
“What are you saying, Dad?” Van finally breathed. “What do you mean you snapped?”
Sylvester turned rheumy eyes to his son. “I’m sorry. So incredibly sorry. Your mother … she’d had an argument with Nell. She was furious. I tried to help her. Tried to calm her down and get her to see that Nell only wanted to be left alone to make her way in this town. She wanted to be forgiven for what went on between the two of them so many years ago. Elizabeth turned on me. She snapped that what Nell did to her may have ruined her life. That maybe she should have been with that man from high school for the rest of her life. Never had to deal with the likes of me. Or of Kelvin. Then she said she was thinking of turning our separation into a divorce. She’d been on the phone with the lawyer about it after she talked to Nell. She said that Kelvin wanted her back, and she was thinking of going to him.” He covered his face with his hands, but his next words were crystal clear, nonetheless. “I … snapped. Pulled out my grandfather’s pocket knife and killed her. I still can’t believe I did it. It was as though someone else was controlling me—guiding my hand. It was over before I understood what I was doing. I ran off, crazy with guilt and grief and not knowing what to do. When Nell found Elizabeth and screamed, I went back, hoping to find I’d daydreamed it all. But there she was … dead. I sank to my knees next to her then. Held her one last time.” He dropped his hands and met Van’s eyes. “I don’t know what happened, son.”




Chapter 20


“Stop right there, Mr. Brantley,” Ballard said as he lumbered over. “You don’t have to say anything else without a lawyer present." 
Sylvester didn’t appear to have heard. He took several steps toward Van and Vicky, cupcake falling off his head and shoulders as he went. The sheriff grabbed for his arm but slid and had to jerk back to regain his balance. Deputy Becca appeared next to Sylvester, allowing him to move forward but standing close, presumably in case the man made some kind of move against anyone.
As bedraggled, icing-covered, and sad-looking as he was, I couldn’t imagine the man being a threat to anyone. In fact, as much grief as I’d seen pouring off Sylvester Brantley since his wife’s murder, it was hard to imagine that he’d done it. But I knew he had. I’d figured it out after Kelvin and Van delivered rock-solid alibis. Sylvester had been on the scene. As Elizabeth’s husband, he would have had the opportunity to get close enough to do the deed. And, with as long as they’d been together and as difficult as Elizabeth was, he would have had plenty of motive.
Still, part of me had hoped I was wrong. That somehow, Kelvin’s alibi wouldn’t stand up. That he’d killed her because he’d realized she wouldn’t leave her husband for him.
Now, Kelvin sat panting in the middle of the cupcake-pocolypse, head low and eyes screwed shut.
Sylvester reached for Van, but he shot backward, running into Opal, who then ran into Nell. The women reached to steady each other, then continued holding onto one another’s arms, as though they were a lifeline for each other in a stormy sea.
“I’m sorry, son. I don’t know what made me do it. I… It was too much all of a sudden. Everything I’d been through with your mother… Suddenly, I wasn’t in control of myself anymore. I—”
“Snapped,” Van choked out. “You snapped and killed your wife. I can’t believe it. Now, neither of us will have anything. You didn’t let her live long enough for us to find out she’d changed her will. To talk her into changing it back.” He glanced at Opal, clear hatred in his gaze. “And now you didn’t wait long enough to confess for her to be arrested and charged. If she’d gone to jail, we could’ve gotten Mother’s money in the court system.”
Opal recoiled, and I felt the disgust on her face in my own gut. This was what Van was worried about right now? His mother had been murdered by his father, and all he could think about was how he wouldn’t be able to finagle a way into the inheritance he thought he deserved?
This family was really too much. 
I turned to the sheriff. “You’re going to arrest him, right? He confessed.”
Even Ballard looked a little green at the conversation that had transpired in front of us. He nodded and motioned to Becca. “Cuff him. Read him his rights.” He moved his eyes to Opal and Nell, still clutching each other. “The two of you are off the hook, now that we have a confession. But don’t leave town or anything. There may still be some questions you need to answer in regards to the new case we’ll need to build against Mr. Brantley.”
Both women bobbled their heads like dashboard dolls.
As Becca led a slumped, cuffed Sylvester past us, she grinned and winked at me.
Ballard must have seen the acknowledgment of me solving the case because he drew himself up and bellowed, loud enough for everyone in the still quiet barn—which had filled to near capacity in the past few minutes, I realized, as people who’d gone outside must have come back to watch the show—to hear. “I was onto Sylvester already. Of course I was. You can’t possibly think you figured something out that I didn’t.”
“Really?” I crossed my arms. Next to me, Luke gave a low chuckle. “Because it sure seemed to me like you were focused on Nell. In fact, all along, when we found evidence that pointed away from her in any way, you seemed blind and deaf.”
The sheriff’s scowl deepened. “You think I’d tip my hand by saying publicly that I was investigating Brantley? Heh. You’re special, you know that, young lady? You’ve blown back into town on a breeze and somehow think you belong here. Not only that, but you think you’re an investigator. I’ve told you half a dozen times, if you don’t cool it, you’re going to get hurt.”
Luke edged forward, partly in front of me. “Sounds kinda like a threat, Sheriff.”
I laid a hand on his arm, not wanting him to get himself on the same list I’d found myself on with the sheriff, though I did appreciate the support.
A slow smile spread over Ballard’s face. “Course not. But your girlfriend here keeps showing up in dangerous situations, and I have a small police force. We can’t be everywhere all the time to fish her out of trouble. That’s all I’m saying. She should stick to cupcakes.” He glanced down at the mess under his feet and laughed heartily. “Looks like we can see what the town thinks of her baking.”
Oh, that was a bridge too far. This man would not stand here and insult my baking without a comeuppance. 
Only I didn’t have my wand. Or know a good spell for this. 
Luckily, I had five familiars. Leo let out a low baby growl, and all the kittens puffed up. A thrill of power, like the electricity you could feel in the air before a thunderstorm, danced around me. Ballard’s eyebrows drew together as he must have felt it too.
Then, even though he hadn’t taken a step, his feet slid out from under him—first one, then the other. He crashed to the ground in the mess of frosting and cake, writhing around like a fish out of water. He shouted and cursed and flipped onto his belly, for an instant looking like he was swimming before finally getting enough purchase to raise up on his hands and knees. He only balanced there for half a second before a hand slid out from under him, and he went down again.
Luke rolled his lips to hide a smile, then said, “Need a hand, Sheriff?”
“Get me up!” the man bellowed, still sliding around, up and down in the mess.
Kelvin and Luke finally got Ballard to his feet and away from the slippery spot. The sheriff and Kelvin matched, all the colorful frosting they’d rolled in having morphed into a muddy brown that made them look like they’d fallen into a manure pile instead of baked goods.
Ballard, looking angrier than Grams had the day I’d “borrowed” her car to take my friends to the midnight drive-in after I thought she was asleep when I was sixteen, stormed out of the barn without another word.
Moments later, the place erupted into noise. Some people laughed, others chattered away about what they’d seen. Luke sauntered over to me. I reached to wipe pink frosting off his face but only managed to smear it worse with the chocolate already on my hands. I laughed. “We both need a shower.”
“Same here.” Kelvin walked over, hands in his pockets. “I wanted to thank you for this.”
“For what?” I said.
“For pushing Sylvester to confess. I’m not sure whether or not he was right, that if she’d never been with me, Elizabeth would have been a nicer person. I hope it isn’t true. But I’m glad she can rest now. I hope Sylvester can get some peace too.”
“He’ll have plenty of time to himself to look for it,” I said. “Time in jail.” I stepped closer to him and lowered my voice. “About the spells … to dampen others’ power.”
He nodded, looking sheepish. “I was trying to cover my tracks after stealing Elizabeth’s diary. It was disguised as one of her cookbooks, which I knew from when we dated. I know there are other witches in this town and didn’t want one of them to cast a spell to reveal me as the thief because that would have put me under suspicion for killing Elizabeth too.”
That made sense. Still, I thought what he’d done must breach some sort of witchy etiquette. “I suppose you’ll leave town now, right?”
He nodded. “After I give the diary to Van. I’ve read all I need to.” His frown deepened. “Despite what she told Sylvester right before she died, I know she wanted him back. She wanted them to retire and move somewhere romantic. I can’t unknow that. Now, there’s nothing more to do than to get over her. But Van may find some of what his mother wrote enlightening. Maybe it’ll help change his heart. Let him know money isn’t everything.”
Kelvin left, and I turned to Opal and Nell, who still held each other’s arms and talked with their heads together. They lifted their faces to me when I walked over to them. 
“Thank you,” Opal said. 
“Yes, thank you.” Nell wiped away a tear. “I don’t think the sheriff was telling the truth when he said he’d known Mr. Brantley was the killer. I think I would have eventually come up on charges for it.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” I said. I waved around. “Even though we lost some baked goods, I think we made enough money to help you get on your feet. And I bet, once folks in town understand what happened with you and Elizabeth, you’ll be able to find a job.” I turned to Opal. “What are you going to do? I can keep you on part-time, maybe. For a while.”
She shook her head. “Thank you for the offer. It sounds like I have some money coming. I’m going to take a little time off, then move to the city, where I can start a bakery with the money.” She smirked. “There’s too much history here for me. And too many other bakeries.” She winked at Trudy, who’d approached silently. “But I don’t want you to worry about your business. I’m going to give you a nice chunk of money to keep you going for a bit.” She paused, thoughtful, then nodded. “I’m going to put some in a trust for Van and Vicky’s kid too. I think Elizabeth would want that.”
She and Nell left just as Stephanie walked up. “Nice work. Another case solved. Now you can focus on that wedding I gave you.”
“Right. Thanks again for that.” She was right. I did need to focus on that. It would be here before I knew it. “I’m going to throw myself into it. Tomorrow. It’ll be perfect for the bride and groom.”
“Good.” Stephanie grinned. “Because there’s something I may have forgotten to tell you about this event.”
I narrowed my eyes at my cousin. “Really? What?” I held my breath, fully expecting her to tell me something horrifying.
“The bride is a celebrity. Donna Atkins.”
“The Donna Atkins?” I cried. “From The Grown and the Gorgeous?”
“That’s her.” Stephanie looked positively smug. “Do a good job, and this place’ll be the most sought-after wedding venue in Tennessee.”
A feeling—a mix of excitement and fear—made my legs feel like noodles. “Oh, wow. And you’re just giving this event to me? Why?”
She shrugged. “I kinda like you.” With that, she strode away, leaving me to exchange baffled looks with Luke and Trudy.
#
“I can’t believe it’s midnight. I’m exhausted.” I leaned my head back on the porch swing. 
“That was a heck of a party,” Luke said, putting his arm around me. “I can’t believe how much sugar we sold.”
I laughed. “Enough to keep Nell comfortable for long enough to figure something else out. Plus, I got some bookings. Of course, I can’t think of any of them until I’m done with Donna’s wedding. I have to focus all my energy on that until it’s over.”
“That was a nice thing for Stephanie to do.”
I nodded. “Everyone here is so nice to me. Well, except for Ballard and all the killers.” I snorted, feeling slightly loopy with exhaustion. I rolled my neck to put my head on his shoulder. We’d both showered before going back to work at the bake sale. Now, I felt so tired I thought I could sleep for a whole day and night. I tilted my face to look at him. “Thank you for everything. Again. Your help on this investigation. Making the murder board. Standing up to Ballard for me. I’m so thankful to have you in my corner.”
“I’m the one making out on this deal,” he said with a smile. Then he leaned in and kissed me.
It was sweet and warm and felt like home.
Until Luke jerked back with a cry. I opened my eyes to find him, eyes wide and reaching for his head, where Blue sat, sweet as pie, looking proud of herself. 
With a laugh, I grabbed the kitten for him and held her to my chest. “I hope you don’t change your mind,” I said. “Because life with me, right now, is a bit hectic.”
Luke only smiled bigger. “I’ll take my chances.” And he kissed me again, this time ignoring the other four kittens who climbed all over us.
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