






A SLICE OF MURDER



I started to think about what my sister was proposing and I wondered if I had what it took to dig into people’s lives. I wasn’t nosy by nature, and I was more than a little reluctant to start prying where I didn’t belong. Then I looked around the shop and realized that with my pizzeria gone, I would have one less tie with Joe. This had been more his dream than mine, but I’d grown to love the Slice as much as he had. Maddy was right about one thing: if the killer wasn’t unmasked, and fairly soon, I would lose the restaurant, and that was something I just couldn’t take.

“Okay, I’m in,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“No, but do we really have any other choice? Let’s make a game plan and figure out what we’re going to do.”

“Hang on a second. I was just talking off the top of my head.”

“This time I agree with you. You don’t have to help, but I’m going to track down a killer.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“I’ve never been more serious in my life…”
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Chapter 1



“911? I need to report a murder,” I said, clutching my cell phone in my left hand as I steadied the warm pizza box in my right. I should have put the pizza on the porch before I called the police. Instead, I was holding on to it as though it were the last life preserver on the Titanic. At least the heat radiating from the box felt good. We were two weeks past New Year’s, and though only dustings of snow had found their way to our part of the North Carolina mountains this winter so far, I knew it wouldn’t be long before it would make its first full-blown appearance.

My voice was calmer than I expected it to be as I spoke; I was startled to discover that I didn’t really know how I would react to finding a body until it happened to me.

From the threshold, I glanced back in through the house’s doorway and saw the long black handle of a kitchen knife sticking out of Richard Olsen’s chest. There was a pool of dark liquid spread out on the floor around him that I guessed had to be blood, though I was in no hurry to confirm my suspicions. From the instant I’d arrived, it had been pretty clear that there was no need to check for a pulse.

“Did you have anything to do with the homicide?” the voice from the police hotline asked. I immediately recognized it as Helen Murphy. That was one of the advantages of owning a pizzeria in a small town: there weren’t many folks in Timber Ridge, North Carolina, I didn’t know. I’d gone through school with Helen’s niece, Amy, and growing up, I’d had dinner with the extended family on more than one lazy Sunday afternoon cooking out by the Dunbar River.

“Helen, this is Eleanor Swift, though I suspect you already know that. What kind of question is that to be asking someone? I brought Richard Olsen the pizza he ordered, and when I got here, I found him dead.”

There was a slight pause, and then Helen said, “It’s my job to ask these questions, Eleanor. Is there anyone else there with you?”

I hadn’t even thought of that possibility. Could the murderer be hiding just behind the doorway, lurking in the shadows while he was waiting to make his escape? I looked intently from my vantage point on the front porch, but I couldn’t see anyone inside.

That didn’t mean no one was there, though.

“I don’t think anyone else is around.” But thanks a lot for putting that thought into my head, Helen. I owe you one.

Again, there was a slight pause. Then Helen said, “Don’t touch anything, Eleanor, and don’t go anywhere until one of our officers gets to the scene. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be waiting right here.”

I thought about the dismal prospect of standing alone on the porch near the body, but it was dark, I was cold, and there wasn’t anything I could do for Richard, so I carried the pizza box back to my car and waited for the police.

 

I never should have been the one who found Richard Olsen’s body in the first place, but Greg Hatcher—A Slice of Delight’s number-one teenage delivery guy—had called in sick that night and left me shorthanded, though I suspected it had more to do with his girlfriend, Katy Johnson, than the flu he claimed to be experiencing. I’d thought about turning the late-night order down since I’d been hustling all evening trying to keep up with things at the restaurant, but my dearly departed husband, Joe, had taught me that every dollar counts, and I’d kept his credo strong long after he’d died and left me with a small business on my hands and a heart full of broken dreams. I probably shouldn’t complain. Having the restaurant to run after Joe’s car accident had kept me sane and focused when I had every right in the world to find the nearest hole and crawl into it.

I’d shoved the pizza—one of my specials decked out with pepperoni, sausage, ham, bacon, hamburger, and little bits of sliced sirloin—into one of the bright red boxes I use and headed for the address I’d been given on the phone. I hadn’t recognized the house number right away, but then again, I didn’t know where everyone in Timber Ridge lived, despite what my sister, Madeline, thought. Maddy helped me out at the restaurant, but she’d never made a delivery in her life. She claimed she was above schlepping pizzas all over our small town, but she wasn’t too good to run a rag over a table or carry a pie ten yards to a likely-looking bachelor. Maddy came to work with me after Joe’s death—coinciding with her most recent divorce—and despite a few relapses where we reenacted some of our childhood squabbles, it was good having her there with me.

A police siren brought me out of my reverie, and I looked up as it skidded to a stop less than a foot from my rear bumper. As I got out of my car to meet our chief of police, Kevin Hurley shot out of his cruiser like he was jet-propelled. Kevin and I had a history, one that wasn’t all roses and wine, but at the moment it was great seeing his familiar face. I hadn’t realized how tense I’d been while waiting for someone—anyone—to show up until he got there.

“Ellie, are you all right?” he asked, and I could see the concern clearly in his face as we stood under the street lamp. Kevin was still tall and lean, a kid who’d been one class behind me all through school, and was now a nice-looking man. A year didn’t seem like all that much these days, but it seemed like a lot when I’d been eighteen and he’d just turned seventeen. Kevin had pursued me all one summer, and I’d finally let him catch me, but then one night by Miller’s pond I’d caught him parking with Marybeth Matheeny, and that had been the end of that.

I gestured to the house and said, “I’m not the one you should be asking about. Somebody put a knife in Richard Olsen’s heart.” It sounded callous, the way I’d blurted it out, but there was no other way to phrase it, at least not while my shaky nerves were starting to kick in.

“Stay right here,” Kevin said.

“Don’t worry. You don’t have to tell me twice.”

I leaned against my car and watched him enter the house as he drew his firearm. That long-ago summer Kevin had begged for my forgiveness, but I’d been young and hurt, and I hadn’t been willing to listen to him. Two months after I’d left for college, he’d married Marybeth in a hastily arranged wedding, and seven months after that his son had been born. Josh was seventeen now, and he worked for me at the pizzeria three nights a week after school. Though Kevin and Marybeth had separated off and on at least three times in the past dozen years, she still bought her pizzas in Edgeview, even though it was fifteen miles from Timber Ridge. I didn’t mind. I’d never been all that big a fan of Marybeth’s in the first place.

An ambulance arrived a scant thirty seconds after Kevin disappeared into the house, and I nodded to the attendants, two of my regular customers. They rushed inside; then after spending two minutes there, they calmly walked back out.

“He’s gone,” Hannah Grail said as she approached. “There was nothing we could do for him.”

Her partner, Dave Thornton, shrugged. “And now we wait.” He added with a grumble, “We’re not going to eat until morning.” I suddenly remembered the pizza box sitting on the passenger seat of my car.

“I’ve got an all-meat special that’s going to waste, and it should still be warm. You’re welcome to it, on the house.”

Dave looked like he wanted to kiss me, but Hannah said, “Thanks for the offer, Eleanor, but we can’t interfere with evidence.”

“Of what, the fact that I was delivering a pizza to Richard’s house? It’s not like it was a murder weapon or anything. Nobody poisoned him, least of all me. Go on.”

Dave said to his partner, “She’s right. You don’t want her to have to throw it away, do you?”

Hannah shrugged. “I guess not.”

I grabbed the box and handed it to them, and after thanking me, they went into the back of their ambulance to eat.

Kevin came out a minute later and looked around for the AWOL EMS techs. “Where’d they run off to?”

“They’re eating. You know how I hate for anything to go to waste, so I gave them the pizza I was delivering to Richard.”

The chief of police frowned in their direction and said, “They shouldn’t be doing that.”

“Come on, Kevin. That pizza never made it into the house. It’s got nothing to do with what happened to Richard, and neither do I. Now, can I go home? It’s late, I’m freezing, and my feet are killing me.”

He shook his head curtly. “I know what time it is, but I need to ask you a few questions first.”

“How long is it going to take?”

Kevin smiled at me, and for a second I forgot he was our chief of police and thought of him as that teenage boy with a grin that could melt my heart back when I’d been pretty innocent myself. “Less time if you quit complaining about it, I can promise you that.”

He flipped open a small notebook, then commanded, “Tell me what happened tonight.”

“Richard called in his order. I made it and delivered it. That’s when I found him like that.”

He shook his head. “Come on, Ellie, I need more than that.”

“Sorry, it’s all I’ve got. And it’s Eleanor, remember?”

He shook his head as he said, “You never used to mind when I called you Ellie.”

“That was a lifetime ago, Kevin, and you know it.”

His only answer was a shrug. Then he asked, “Isn’t it a little unusual for the owner to deliver pizzas herself? I thought that was Greg Hatcher’s job.”

“Greg came down with a bad case of the lovesick blues. He said he was sick, but I suspect he was out with Katy tonight. It wasn’t a big deal. I cover for all of my employees now and then.”

Kevin stared at me for a few seconds, then asked softly, “And there’s no other reason you were visiting Richard Olsen’s house alone at night?”

What was he trying to imply? Then it hit me. “You think I was making some kind of booty call? You’ve been a cop too long, Kevin. You’d suspect your own grandmother, wouldn’t you?”

“If she had the motive, means, and opportunity, I might,” he said, not rising to my bait. Nanna Hurley was a sweet old lady who thought a slice of apple pie would cure whatever ailed you. In other words, she was my kind of people.

The severity of Kevin’s tone finally struck home. “You can’t be serious. Do you honestly believe I had something to do with what happened in there?” I could barely bring myself to look at the house now. The shock of what I’d found was finally sinking in.

He put the pad away and started ticking off fingers. “Look at it from my point of view. You had the opportunity; you’re the one who found the body. The knife was from his kitchen; I saw the empty slot on the block of knives on his kitchen counter. That’s two parts of the murder triangle.”

“I had no reason to kill him,” I said.

He raised one eyebrow as he asked, “Are you forgetting the Harvest Festival?”

I couldn’t believe he was bringing that up. “Richard was drunk, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer. A good slap sobered him up long enough for him to realize what he’d tried to do, and after that, we were fine.” Richard Olsen had tried to kiss me by the beer tent, even after I’d protested that I wasn’t interested. I blamed Luke Winslow for not cutting him off sooner when he saw the man was clearly drunk, but to Luke’s credit, he’d been the one to step in after I’d landed an open, stinging slap on Richard’s cheek. My handprint had still been etched there ten minutes later, and I was pretty sure everyone in Timber Ridge had seen my brand on his cheek.

Kevin didn’t let up. “Are you sure it wasn’t some kind of lovers’ quarrel? Maybe tonight you two finished whatever you’d been arguing about at the festival.”

I wasn’t about to stand there and listen to his wild accusation. “Kevin, I’m going home.”

He put a hand on my car door, stopping me from getting in. “I’m just saying, you have to admit that this looks bad.”

“I’m serious—you’re going to have to lock me up, or let me go.”

He reluctantly moved his hand, and I got into my Subaru and drove home without a glance back.

I sat in my driveway ten minutes before I realized I didn’t want to be alone tonight. My sister, Maddy, had a spare room at her apartment, and I figured she owed me a couple dozen favors, so it was time to cash in on one of them.

 

If it had been me, I would have been sound asleep at nearly eleven P.M., but Maddy looked lively and alert when she answered her doorbell.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” Maddy was tall and thin, while I was quite a bit shorter and had more curves than a backwoods mountain road. Growing up, we’d both been brunettes, but sometime around her ninth-grade year, Maddy had decided that she was truly a blonde deep down inside, and she’d dyed her hair and never looked back. Though my sister was two years younger than me, most days she acted half my age.

“I need a place to stay tonight,” I said.

She moved aside. “Well, come on in, then. I was just about to make some popcorn. Would you like some? Casablanca is coming on in ten minutes.”

I walked into her apartment, a lively swirl of oranges, golds, and greens, and plopped down on her sofa. “Don’t you even want to know why I’m here?”

She shrugged. “We don’t need an excuse for a sleepover.”

“Richard Olsen is dead.”

Maddy didn’t even look all that upset as she shook her head. “That’s too bad. What happened? Was it a car wreck?”

“Why would you ask me that?” Even the sound of the two words linked together still gave me nightmares about losing my husband.

Maddy frowned. “I was on my way home tonight, and he nearly ran me off the road in that beefed-up truck of his. He looked like he was running from the devil himself.”

“You need to tell Kevin Hurley that,” I said as I grabbed my cell phone.

“Why on earth would I want to do that?”

“Because there must have been some reason Richard was racing around town, and frankly, at this point, anything that diverts suspicion away from me is pretty welcome.”

That got Maddy’s attention. “Why on earth would he think you had anything to do with Richard’s car wreck?”

“Because it wasn’t a wreck that killed him. Someone shoved a knife into his chest, and I found the body when I delivered his pizza.”

“That’s terrible.” Maddy frowned, then added, “Wait a second. I didn’t take any orders for Richard Olsen tonight.”

“That’s true, he called right after you left. Since Greg wasn’t there, I decided to deliver it myself on the way home.”

“What are you going to do? Oh, no, I bet Kevin said something about what happened at the Harvest Festival, didn’t he?”

“He did, but it doesn’t matter. It was a clumsy pass, and I blocked it. End of story,” I said.

“You know that, and I know that, but the rest of Timber Ridge saw the imprint of your hand on Richard’s face. You almost took his head off.”

“He was drunk. I had to get his attention.”

Maddy grinned. “I’d say you accomplished your goal, then. Give me that phone. I’ll call Kevin right now and tell him what I saw.”

After a brief conversation with our chief of police, Maddy handed my cell phone back to me.

“What did he say?” I asked.

Maddy just shook her head. “He told me that he understood why I’d lie to protect you, but that it wasn’t going to do anybody any good if I muddied the waters with rumors and lies about Richard Olsen.”

It was starting to sink in that I was in deeper trouble than I’d realized. “This is bad, isn’t it?”

Maddy nodded. “It’s starting to look that way. But there’s nothing we can do about it tonight. Let’s make that popcorn and get lost in Bogart’s eyes.”

I stifled a yawn. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to go straight to bed. I’m beat.”

She nodded. “Absolutely; I understand completely. Let me move a few things and you’ll be all set.”

We walked into her spare bedroom, and I saw four dozen little quilted squares lying on her spread.

“When did you start quilting?” I asked. It was entirely out of character for the freewheeling woman she liked to portray to the rest of the world.

“It’s something I started doing when I’m not at work, and I really enjoy it,” Maddy admitted. “I’ve been reading Earlene Fowler’s quilting mysteries, and it seemed like fun, so I decided to give it a try.”

That was more like it. My sister was crazy about mysteries, and she read every chance she got. As she devoured mysteries on candle making, card making, soap making, and more, she had to try her hand at each of the hobbies as well, sometimes with mixed results. For instance, her soap would barely raise a lather. At the other end of the spectrum, I had several of her exquisite handmade candles decorating my home.

As Maddy gathered up the quilting squares, she said, “Don’t worry; this will just take a second.”

“I don’t want to put you out,” I said.

“Are you crazy? I love having you here.” She stacked the small squares and put them on the dresser. “There you go.” She looked me over, then said, “Hold on, I’ll be right back.”

My sister returned a minute later and handed me a checkered flannel nightgown. “No promises, but it might fit.”

Since it belonged to her, I doubted it. “I’ll try it on.”

“One of my husbands thought it would be hilarious to get me a nightgown six sizes too big.”

“And was it funny to you?” I asked as I held it up. It just might fit, and I wasn’t exactly in a position to be overly choosy.

“I’m not married to him anymore, am I?” she asked me with a smile, then added, “I put a disposable toothbrush and a travel-size toothpaste on the vanity. There are fresh towels in the bathroom, and I changed the sheets yesterday, so you’re all set.”

Sometimes I forgot how much I loved my sister. It amazed me how truly neat a woman she’d grown up to be.

I laid the gown on the bed and hugged her.

“What’s that for?” Maddy asked.

“For being here for me.”

She smiled. “What’s family for? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go hide all my knives, just in case you’re not through with your little rampage tonight.”

I frowned at her. “That’s not funny, not even a little.”

Maddy grew serious. “I’m sorry. You know I try to diffuse tense situations with humor. If you need me, all you have to do is shout, and I’ll be here.”

“Thanks.”

After I squirmed into the nightgown, prepped for bed, and turned off the light, it took me some time to get to sleep. Maddy had been joking—I was familiar enough with her skewed sense of humor to get that—but would the rest of Timber Ridge think I was capable of murder, no matter what the circumstances? How was I going to deal with whispers behind my back? Would folks stop coming to A Slice of Delight? Would I lose the restaurant my husband and I had worked so hard to establish?

Eleanor, get hold of yourself. Kevin’s a good cop, and he’s going to find the real killer soon enough, I told myself as I finally drifted off to sleep. There was no sense in borrowing trouble, but I had a feeling that it had found me nonetheless, and if my ex-boyfriend didn’t have any luck discovering who had killed Richard Olsen, I was going to have to step in and do it myself.

 

I woke up the next morning at the crack of nine, breathing in the aroma of waffles and bacon, which isn’t a bad way to start the day. After a quick trip to the bathroom, I walked out and found Maddy just pulling a golden, homemade waffle out of the iron.

“Wow, did you do all this for me?” I asked as I took a seat at her bar.

“No, I make waffles every morning,” she said with a smile and a raised eyebrow. “Of course it’s for you. I figure you had a rough night. Did you sleep much?”

I took a sip of orange juice, then said, “As a matter of fact, I did. It’s kind of odd, given what happened, isn’t it?”

She split a waffle in half, putting one section on my plate and taking the other for herself. Maddy had even gone to the trouble of heating the syrup, just like our mom had done when we’d been growing up. I took a bite and realized that this comfort food was exactly what I needed.

As we ate, we chatted about this and that, carefully avoiding the subject of Richard Olsen’s murder. I almost forgot what had happened when there was a knock on Maddy’s front door.

“I’m not dressed for company,” I said as I headed back into the guest bedroom. I didn’t mind if Maddy saw me in one of her old nightgowns, but I wasn’t about to go on parade in one of them for the world.

I could peek out and see Maddy as she opened the front door.

It was Kevin Hurley, our esteemed chief of police, decked out in his crisply ironed khaki uniform, and from the frown on his face, it was pretty clear he wasn’t there for waffles.

Without preamble, he said, “Where is she?”

“The queen? I believe she’s still in England.”

He frowned at her as he said, “Don’t mess with me, Maddy. We aren’t in high school anymore. Where’s your sister?”

My sis shook her head. “Sorry, but I can’t hear you. It’s the oddest thing, but I go deaf when people are rude to me. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a waffle in the iron. I’d offer you one, but there’s not enough.”

That was an obvious lie, since there was a bowl on the counter still sporting a hefty amount of batter.

“I ate breakfast hours ago,” Kevin said. “If you don’t tell me where Eleanor is, I’m going to arrest you for obstruction of a police investigation.”

“I’d love to see you try,” Maddy said with a grin. Even I didn’t know if she was bluffing.

That was all I could take. Kevin didn’t call me Eleanor often, so I figured I’d better come out. I grabbed my coat and put it on over the nightgown, then stepped out into the living room. “Were you looking for me?”

“Where have you been?” Kevin asked. He tried to step past Maddy, but she wouldn’t budge.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Let him in.”

Maddy shot him a wicked look, then went back to the waffle iron.

“I asked you a question,” Kevin said as he stared at me. “Are you going someplace? You weren’t trying to get away, were you?”

I flashed him a bit of my nightgown. “You caught me. I always run away whenever there are waffles in the room. They scare the daylights out of me.”

“You weren’t at your house last night.” He made it sound more like an accusation than a question.

“I’ve been here all night. Now, would you mind telling me what this is about?”

Kevin studied my outfit, then said, “You need to get dressed. I have more questions for you, and I’m not going to ask them while you’re wearing that.”

Maddy called out from the kitchenette, “She hasn’t had breakfast yet. Come back in an hour.”

Our chief of police said, “You can nuke them for her later. I need her now.”

Before Maddy could protest, I said, “I don’t mind. Hold on to the rest of the batter. This won’t take long.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Kevin said.

Maddy unplugged the waffle iron, then reached for the phone.

“Who are you calling?” Kevin asked.

Her only answer was a smile.

He started to ask me a question despite Maddy’s phone call, but I held up one hand, curious about my sister’s phone call myself.

After a few seconds, she asked, “Is he in? I just need one second. Tell him it’s Maddy.”

A moment later, she said, “The chief of police is in my apartment, and he wants to ask my sister some questions about last night. Yeah, that’s right, about Richard Olsen’s murder.” Maddy listened a second, then grinned. “I’ll tell her. Thanks.”

“Who was that?” I asked as she hung up the phone.

“I thought we needed some backup, so I called Bob Lemon. He said not to say a word until he gets here, and he can’t make it until at least ten.”

“Calling a lawyer just makes you look guilty, Ellie,” Kevin said.

“It’s a good thing I didn’t call one then, isn’t it?” I looked over at my sister and saw her grin, which I tried to ignore. Turning back to Kevin, I said, “I don’t mind talking about what I saw last night. I don’t need to be represented by counsel.”

Maddy’s smile suddenly disappeared. “If you say one more word to him before Bob gets here, I’m quitting my job at the pizzeria and moving to California. Look at me. I’m serious, Eleanor.”

Her threat of quitting was one she’d never used before, no matter how bad our arguments got.

Kevin shot her a look full of acid, then shook his head as he turned to me. “You’re not going along with this, are you?”

I shrugged, locked my lips with an invisible key, then threw it over my shoulder. I couldn’t run A Slice of Delight without Maddy, and I wasn’t about to call her bluff, if she was indeed bluffing. With her, even I didn’t know all the time whether she was kidding or not.

Kevin threw his hands up in the air, then started for the door. “When Lemon gets here, you two can meet me downtown in my office.”

“I’ve got to get dressed first, and I’m not about to wear what I had on last night again,” I said.

Maddy added her own protest. “She still has to eat breakfast, too.” That was a bald-faced lie, since I had already stuffed myself with waffles and bacon.

Kevin glanced at his watch, then said, “Be there by eleven, or I’m sending a squad car after you.”

After he was gone, Maddy asked, “I wonder what that was about? Is there something we don’t know?”

“We would have already found out if you hadn’t called your boyfriend.”

Maddy shook her head. “He’s not my boyfriend, and you know it. We’re just friends; that’s it.”

“Does he know that?”

Maddy frowned. “I can’t be held responsible for any delusions that man might have.” She bit her lip, then added, “I just didn’t like the tone Kevin was taking with you.”

“To be honest with you, I didn’t care for it, either,” I said as I hugged my little sister. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

“Hey, it’s what I do.” We both knew it was always the other way around ever since we were kids, and our laughter cut the tension of the moment.

After we quit chuckling, I looked at her and said, “Would you have really quit your job if I had defied you?”

She shrugged. “Let’s not find out, okay? Now sit down and I’ll plug in the iron for another waffle. I know you’ve got room. I have to call Bob and get him over here.”

My jaw dropped. “You didn’t just talk to him on the phone?”

“All I found out was that the temperature is thirty-nine degrees, and the time is nine-nineteen,” she said with a grin. “Like I said, I wasn’t going to let him push you around like that without somebody watching your back.”

“I think somebody already is,” I said. My sister wasn’t always the best worker, and sometimes her skewed sense of humor was totally inappropriate, but I knew I could count on her when it came right down to it, and that was what really mattered.

I just wondered what Kevin wanted to talk to me about. I’d already told him all I knew about what I’d seen the night before.

Was there something else that tied me to the crime, something I didn’t even know about? Suddenly, I was glad Maddy was calling an attorney to keep me from getting into this mess any deeper.








Chapter 2



“It doesn’t look good,” Bob Lemon said as he finished another waffle. I’d changed back into the clothes I’d worn the night before, finishing just before he arrived. I didn’t know what kind of hold Maddy had over him to get him out of his office on such short notice, but for once, I was glad she had some pull with the best local attorney we had.

“But I didn’t do it,” I protested.

Bob shook his head. “Eleanor, guilt or innocence rarely comes into play in the legal profession.” In his early fifties, Bob’s hair was still dark and thick, though gray was touching each temple. He kept fit by walking, making paths in and around Timber Ridge until he knew every square inch of the place. I often saw him walking past the pizzeria, but he rarely saw me. He had eyes only for my sister, no matter how much she protested the fact. The only evidence I needed to back up my point was that he was sitting in her kitchen eating waffles, allowing himself to be summoned with no more information than my sister asked him to be there.

“That’s a pretty cynical point of view,” Maddy said to him.

“You don’t approve?”

“Honestly?” she said. “I do. I just never realized you felt that way.”

Bob pushed his plate away. “If you’d agree to go out with me, you might discover there are more facets to me than you realize.”

“I hate to interrupt,” I said, “but can we get back to me for a second?”

“Of course,” Bob said, pulling his gaze away from Maddy. “Let’s go to the station so we can satisfy the chief. Then you and I are going to have a long talk.”

“I need a shower and fresh clothing first,” I said. “I’m not about to face him in the same clothes I was wearing last night.”

I could see that Bob was ready to protest, and then he caught Maddy’s frown. “That’s fine. I’ll follow you home and stay outside in the car while you get ready. It will give me a chance to make a few telephone calls while I’m waiting,” he said.

Maddy unplugged the waffle iron, then said, “Good, it’s settled then. Let’s go.”

“You shouldn’t go,” I said.

“Just try to keep me away,” Maddy replied.

To the surprise of both of us, Bob said, “I’m afraid Eleanor is right. You can’t come, Maddy.”

“That’s not the way to get on my good side,” my sister said, playing her trump card.

“I’m afraid I’m just going to have to take that chance,” Bob said. “If you’re with us, the attorney-client privilege doesn’t exist.”

Maddy didn’t like it; that much was clear.

I put a hand on hers. “I appreciate all you’ve done, but you called Bob for advice. Let’s do what he asks.”

She nodded, though I could see how grudging it was. “Call me the second you finish with Kevin.”

“I promise,” I said.

As Bob followed me outside to my Subaru, I said, “I can’t believe you just risked the wrath of Madeline for me.”

He laughed. “You’re my client, I have to do what’s best for you.” He held my car door open for me, then said, “Before we go any further, I need a dollar.”

I dug into my wallet and got him a crumpled single. “Okay, but I don’t think we should be borrowing money from each other, given our new professional relationship.”

He pulled out a pad and started scribbling in it as he said, “It’s a retainer.” After he finished writing, he tore off the top sheet and handed it to me. “Here’s your receipt.”

“I’m not going to let you give me any special breaks just because you like my sister,” I said, refusing it.

“Don’t worry, I won’t. This is just a formality until we can work up a real agreement. We’ll talk to the chief, and then we can discuss my fees.”

I started to realize that although I had a bit of a cushion in my savings account, it could quickly vanish with his billable hours. “Maybe we’d better discuss it now.”

He shook his head. “Don’t worry, I’m very reasonable. Hey, I might even take it out in trade. How about a free pizza a week until your bill’s settled?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Sorry, but I’m pretty firm on getting at least that.”

“I meant that it wouldn’t be enough,” I said.

“If I’m satisfied with the payment arrangement, why shouldn’t you be?” He glanced at his watch, then said, “We can stand here and keep arguing about it, but you’re just costing yourself more pizza.”

“Okay, I’m sold,” I said. “Thanks, Bob.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t done anything.”

“Don’t kid yourself. Just being with me means a lot.”

“Then you’re welcome.”

I drove off toward home, with Bob following me in his Mercedes. If I had to make him pizzas for the rest of his natural life, it would be worth it. Given the way things were starting to look, my freedom was more important to me than him having the world’s largest tab at A Slice of Delight.

I showered and changed, then walked back outside and found Bob in his car on his cell phone in a deep conversation with someone.

After he hung up, he said, “Sorry about that. A client and I had a disagreement as to how much of my time he was entitled to.”

“I didn’t mean to wreck your schedule today,” I said as I got in his car.

“Please. Some folks need a reminder that they aren’t my employer, no matter how much they’re giving me on retainer,” he said as he started the car and pulled out.

“I’m guessing it’s more than a dollar in most cases,” I said as he drove to Kevin’s office, which was in the basement of the courthouse.

“Just a little,” he said with a smile. I couldn’t understand why Maddy wouldn’t go out with him. Sure, he was a little older than most of the men she dated—or even married—but he was nice looking, had excellent manners, and seemed to really care for her. Maybe I’d give her a little nudge after all of this was over.

We got to the courthouse too quickly for my taste, and as Bob pulled around to the police department in back, he said, “Let me do the talking, no matter what the chief says. He’s going to try to get you to admit to little things at first, then lure you into a false sense of security. Once he’s got you agreeing with him, you’re a step away from confessing. Trust me, he’s good at his job.”

“Won’t it make me look guilty if I refuse to answer his questions?”

He shook his head. “No, it will make you look smart, listening to your attorney. I mean it, Eleanor. If he asks you if the sky is blue, you turn to me and make sure it’s all right that you answer. Do you understand?”

“Got it,” I said. “But it’s not going to be easy keeping my mouth shut.”

He smiled. “If it were, you wouldn’t need me, would you?” He looked into my eyes, then asked, “Are you ready?”

“I guess so. I didn’t do it, so why am I so nervous?”

He shrugged. “It’s the way things work.”


 

We walked into the police station, and I saw four officers—three men and a woman—at their desks doing paperwork or talking on the telephone. Every last one of them had been in my pizza place in the past month, but none made eye contact with me when we walked in. Helen Murphy was at the front desk, where she met with the public and dispatched officers around town wherever they were needed.

“Hi, Helen,” I said. “We’re here to see Kevin.”

She tried to smile at me, but it died on her lips when Bob pulled me aside by the arm. “What are you doing?” he asked me.

“Saying hello to an old friend,” I said, startled by the intensity of his glare.

“You’re not here on a social call, remember? The chief of police is getting ready to question you about the murder of a man you had a public confrontation with. This isn’t going to work if you act like it’s a family reunion. No talking, remember?”

“Can I at least shrug every now and then?”

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t,” he said. “Eleanor, this is serious, and I expect you to treat it as such. Do we understand each other?”

“I’m sorry. I won’t let it happen again.”

“Make certain of it,” he said. “Now listen carefully. When you see me nod, answer his questions, but not until then. When you speak, give him as brief a reply as possible. If you limit your answers to yes or no, I’ll be a happy man.”

“What if I have to explain something?”

“Don’t,” he said. “That’s where you’ll get yourself in trouble.”

His lecture was a dose of reality, one I clearly needed to hear. He was right. Bob was my attorney, there to protect me and my rights, but he couldn’t very well do that if I didn’t listen to him.

We approached Helen again, and Bob said, “We’re here to see the chief of police, at his request.”

“Take a seat. He’ll be right with you,” she said curtly. I had a feeling there was no love lost between the two of them.

Since the station was empty of other visitors, we took seats by the door and waited. I wanted to ask Bob how long we were going to wait when he pulled out his cell phone and started making more whispered telephone calls. I found a current copy of Timber Talk, our local newspaper, on the table beside us and started looking through it. No surprise, Richard Olsen’s photograph was on the front page, and most of the rest of the space was taken up with the story of how a local deliverywoman had discovered the body. They didn’t mention me by name, but they might as well have used an eight-by-ten photograph from the way they described me. I wondered what kind of impact the story would have on my business and then realized I should be more concerned about tainting the jury pool. Still, without my business, I might as well be in jail. Since Joe died, it had become my life.

After waiting twenty minutes, I’d read the thin paper front to back twice and was ready to interrupt one of Bob’s telephone calls when Kevin walked out of his office. He scowled in our general direction, and Bob held one hand up as he finished his call. It was clear Kevin was not pleased with my attorney’s presence, and just as clear that Bob couldn’t care less.

For a second I thought Kevin was going to go back to his office, but Bob finished his call and said, “You wanted to speak with my client, Chief?”

“How long ago did she hire you? One hour or two?”

“Is that really relevant?” Bob asked.

“Come on. Back in my office,” he said, and my attorney and I followed the chief to a small workspace that offered a little privacy, at least more than anyone else had in the department.

I sat in one of the visitors’ chairs and immediately felt something wasn’t right. It took me a few seconds to realize that we were below Kevin’s eye level when we were all seated. It gave me the distinct impression that I was a bad student in the principal’s office waiting to be disciplined. I knew in an instant that the arrangement was anything but random. If it bothered Bob, he didn’t show it, so I decided to act as though it didn’t bother me either.

Kevin shuffled some papers on his desk, then said, “Let’s get started. Ellie, what time exactly did you find the body?”

I was about to answer when I felt Bob’s fingertips press my arm, so I remained mute. My attorney said, “You’ve got the 911 call, Chief. I’m sure you have a record of the exact time the telephone call was made.”

Kevin leaned back, crossed his fingers over his uniformed chest, then said, “What I’m trying to determine is how long she waited to call us after she found the body.”

Bob nodded to me, and I answered, “Almost immediately.”

“Why the delay?” Kevin asked.

“She answered your question,” Bob said.

“I had to get my telephone out of my purse,” I said abruptly.

One glare from Bob was enough to shut me up.

“Did you go inside when you saw the body?”

I looked over at Bob, who nodded again.

“No,” I said, remembering to keep my answers brief, as he’d instructed.

“Why not? Why didn’t you try to save him?”

I started to answer when Bob shook his head. “My client has already given a statement that she ascertained the victim was dead when she got there.”

“She has a medical degree, does she?”

I started to answer when Bob rose from his chair, instructing me to follow. “My client came here of her own free will, and I won’t allow her to be bullied.”

“Sit down, counselor,” Kevin snapped. My onetime boyfriend was gone, replaced by the chief of police he’d become. I’d never had any reason to see him in his official role, and I wasn’t enjoying it very much now.

“You’ll be civil?” Bob asked.

“Sure. Fine. Whatever.”

“And please address my client as Mrs. Swift from now on,” Bob instructed him.

There was a slight eye roll before Kevin nodded, and we all sat down again.

“Now, Mrs. Swift,” he said with more than a touch of sarcasm in his voice, “tell me about the events on the night of December twenty-seventh of last year.”

Before I could answer, Bob asked, “What does that have to do with her discovery of the body?”

“It was the night of the Harvest Festival,” Kevin said. “Your client and the murder victim had a pretty heated confrontation in public, and two weeks later he’s dead. It’s a legitimate line of questioning.”

“It may be, but my client and I haven’t had time to confer about the night in question. I’d appreciate it if you’d limit your line of queries to last night’s events.”

“Yeah, well, I’d appreciate a straight answer,” Kevin said. “You’re not making this any easier on yourself; Eleanor, you know that, don’t you?”

“That’s it,” Bob said. “We’re leaving.”

Kevin shook his head in obvious disgust, but he didn’t make any moves to stop us. I held in my shaking until we got outside.

“That was pretty unpleasant,” I said.

Bob laughed. “That? It was nothing. Just a little cat and mouse. We’re just getting started.”

“Oh, boy,” I said. “I can hardly wait. What do we do now?”

Bob looked surprised by the question. “There’s nothing we can do. Don’t talk to anyone about anything involving this case—especially the chief—without me by your side. Understand?”

“I guess so. Is that it, then? We just wait?”

“Despite the impression your former boyfriend might have just given, he’s a decent police officer. I have every confidence he’ll get to the bottom of this.”

“And in the meantime, am I just supposed to sit around and wait?”

As Bob opened the door for me, he said, “I can’t tell you how to act, but in my opinion, that’s exactly what you should do.”

 

Bob dropped me off at my house, pleading an impending court date that he hadn’t been able to postpone. I went inside, changed from the dress I was wearing back into my more familiar blue jeans and T-shirt, and tried to decide what to do. As I walked around downstairs, I marveled again at how much the house had changed since Joe and I had first bought it as newlyweds. Over the years before we found it, most of the Arts and Crafts style in the bungalow had been buried under layers of paint and outdated carpets until it was nearly unrecognizable. I thought my new husband had lost his mind when he insisted that there was beauty under all that mess, but I was young, in love, and willing to walk through fire for him, so I gladly signed the mortgage papers right alongside him. It had taken us seven years of hard work and a great deal of imagination, but the results were indeed spectacular. Lustrous quarter-sawn oak was everywhere, ecstatic to be freed from its painted bonds. Rich, mellow wood with fine, black-lined grain filled the place, from the built-in bookcases to the floors to the ceiling beams. It was cozy, a home worth coming back to every day, but it lacked one thing that I sorely needed: my husband.

I picked up a framed picture of the two of us standing in front of a fireplace. We were smiling and laughing in the foreground, with the cabin interior of the place we loved to rent at Hungry Mother State Park in the background. It was autumn, and the leaves had just begun to burst into dazzling arrays of red and gold. I could feel my gut wrench as I remembered that day, and how happy we’d been, not knowing that we had less than two weeks left to be together. I’d forgotten all about the photograph, but Maddy had found it in my camera months later, and had used a picture frame Joe had made out of some oak that had been in too bad shape to use for anything else.

My cell phone rang, dragging me back to the present, and my new set of troubles.

“You were supposed to call me, Sis.”

“I’m sorry; I guess I just lost track of time.”

Maddy asked, “What happened?”

“Nothing much,” I said. “Bob took over, and there wasn’t anything left for me to do. I probably didn’t answer half the questions Kevin asked me, and before I knew what was going on, we were leaving.”

She couldn’t keep the crowing out of her voice. “Bob is good. I knew he’d be able to get you off.”

“Don’t kid yourself,” I said. “I’m nowhere near in the clear. It feels like Kevin’s determined to pin this on me, and I’m not sure I’m going to be able to stop him. As much as I hate to admit it, he’s got a point. There’s an awful lot of evidence that leads right to me.”

“But we know something he doesn’t, don’t we?”

“What’s that?”

She paused, then said, “We both know you didn’t do it.”

“There’s that,” I said.

Maddy took a deep breath, then asked softly, “You’re not going to just give up, are you?”

“Of course not,” I said. “I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed today. Why don’t we close the pizzeria today? I’m not really in the mood to face anybody.”

Maddy paused, then said, “That’s exactly the wrong thing to do. We need to be open for business today with smiles plastered on our faces.”

“I don’t think I could smile if I had a gun pointed to my head.”

She laughed, and I felt a little of my energy coming back. As much grief as Maddy gave me at times, she could pick me up when no one else on earth could. “I could arrange that, but I didn’t say the smile had to be sincere. Be like Andy: fake it till you make it.”

I laughed despite the dire shape I was in. We’d gone to school with a boy named Andy Grant, who’d been mediocre at just about everything but kissing up to the teachers. The funny thing was, though, he believed he could bluster his way through any situation, which led to some comical results. The time he’d borrowed Kyle Monroe’s stick-shift Mustang without a clue how to drive it was a legend around Timber Ridge. Andy had worked most of one summer to earn enough money to replace the wrecked clutch.

“Got it,” I said. “Do you want to pick me up, or meet me over there?”

“What are you talking about? I got to the pizzeria about the time you were visiting the police chief. I’ve done all the prep work, even the dough.” She paused, then added, “If you get your tail down here, you can be the one to unlock the door for our first customer of the day.”

“I’m on my way,” I said. “And, Maddy? Thanks.”

“Hey, it’s what I do,” she said.

I felt better as I drove to A Slice of Delight. Working there had gotten me through some tough times in the past. Maybe it would help again. But could I face the folks who lived in Timber Ridge? Would they support me, or accuse me of killing Richard Olsen? What would I say to them? If Bob had his way, I’d meet the questions with silence, but even he realized I couldn’t do that. Still, I had to do the best I could not to say anything that could be mis-interpreted.

I drove the Subaru behind the pizzeria and pulled into my spot, beside Maddy’s car. We took deliveries in the back, and it was usually how we came and went, choosing a much shabbier facade than our fancy front entrance. I tried my key in the lock to the back door, but the huge, red metal door wouldn’t budge. What was going on? I pounded on the door, but Maddy didn’t respond. Now I was getting worried. Had something happened to my sister since I’d spoken to her? I could have gotten back into the car and driven around the abutted cluster of buildings, and it’s what I should have done if I’d been thinking straight. Instead, I hit the remote lock on my car and ran toward the walkway that separated the long line of facades, a set of spaces twelve feet wide that ran the entire ninety feet of the buildings’ depths. The town had really done a wonderful job decorating the square in an attempt to bring folks back to our downtown area for shopping. A huge mural in the walkway, filled with scenes of Timber Ridge a hundred years ago, nearly covered one wall, and the shortcut featured a brick, two-tiered footpath with benches, quaint electric lights, and individual plantings interspersed along the way.

I barely noticed it this time through, though. As I came out onto the plaza, I rushed past the dress shop; the pharmacy; the candle shop; and the Shady Lady, a store that somehow managed to stay afloat selling only lamps, shades, and accessories. There was an empty space beside mine, one that had last featured a yarn shop that had barely lasted three months. Finally, I was at my door.

I started going through my keys as I reached A Slice of Delight—searching for the right ones—as I peered inside. There was a light on in back, but I couldn’t see Maddy. If anything had happened to her, I’d never be able to forgive myself. What was that noise coming from inside? It sounded like someone was pounding in an odd, rhythmic order.

I finally managed to get the door open and was hit by a wave of music that nearly deafened me. I rushed through the front dining area, where we had several booths and tables for our customers, then went past the front register, through the kitchen, and into the back prep area. Maddy looked up from her chopping station, waving a knife in the air and singing to the odorous tune slamming out.

“Hey, I didn’t hear you come in,” she said as I lunged for the radio and killed the music.

I looked at her with disbelief. “Really? It’s not like I haven’t been pounding on the back door or anything.”

She winked at me. “That’s a good thing. I put the old barricade up, so you wouldn’t have been able to get in even if you’d tried.”

The fire marshal had questioned the wisdom of an old-fashioned timber dropped between two metal brackets across the back door when he’d first inspected the place, but Joe had assured him that it would be taken down whenever anyone was in the store, and the fire marshal had let it pass. I wasn’t positive money had changed hands, but I wouldn’t have put it past my husband. He and I had different ideas about security. I didn’t think there was that much worth stealing in the shop, but he acted as though we were guarding Fort Knox and all its gold. Maddy and I had gotten out of the habit of blockading the door, but it appeared that she was beginning to reacquire it.

“Since when did you start blocking the back door?” I asked as I removed the timber. It was cumbersome and heavy, one of the reasons I’d stopped moving it back and forth.

“I feel better having it there when I’m here alone.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you here alone much?”

“Not these days, but there was a time….”

I knew what she was talking about. After Joe’s accident, I’d been absent quite a bit, and honestly, if my sister hadn’t stepped in, I probably would have lost my restaurant along with my husband, a double blow that I doubt I would have ever recovered from.

“I understand,” I said as I surveyed her work, trying to change a subject neither one of us wanted to discuss. “Everything looks good,” I added.

She pointed a knife at the mushrooms. “I have a few more to cut. Then we should be ready for business.”

We normally opened at noon, but the call-in orders usually started around eleven. At least on normal days.

“No orders yet?”

She shrugged. “It’s still early.”

“It’s not that early.” I picked up the telephone, found a dial tone, then put it back into its cradle. “I was afraid of this.”

“Of what?” she asked.

“Timber Ridge is a small town. It doesn’t take much to kill a business here; the hint of scandal and murder is probably enough to do it.”

Maddy frowned. “Don’t be such a drama queen. You don’t know that’s what’s happening.”

“Do you honestly think the entire town got tired of our pizza all at once? There’s got to be a reason, and I know what it is.”

“Then we’ll just give them a few days to forget what happened,” Maddy said. “In the meantime, we’ll be here if anyone comes to their senses.”

“They’d better not take too long,” I said. I had enough in savings to cover six weeks of expenses before I had to shut the place down. Joe and I had planned to use the surplus on a honeymoon we’d never taken, but with A Slice of Delight requiring so much of our time and attention, we’d never gotten around to it.

“You worry too much. Can I make you something to eat? You can have any pizza or sandwich on the menu, and you don’t have to lift a finger.”

“Thanks, but I can make my own lunch,” I said.

“You still don’t trust me? I told you, that wasn’t my fault. How was I supposed to know that those canned tomatoes had gone bad? Besides, you act like it killed you or something. You bounced right back.”

“I was seventeen, I missed my prom, and I was sick in bed for the first three weeks of summer vacation. I hardly call that bouncing back.”

Maddy shrugged. “Water under the dam and all that. Come on, live a little. Let me make you something.”

“Why not. I’ll have a pepperoni sub.” At least she shouldn’t be able to mess that up.

“Give me something challenging,” she said.

“If it’s too far beneath your culinary skills, move out of the way and I’ll make it myself.”

“No, I’ll do it,” she said as she waved her knife in the air.

“Hang on a second. I don’t want any special little extras, you understand? No fancy hot peppers, no secret sauce, no outlandish toppings. Just our pizza sauce, some pepperoni, and a handful of cheese in a hoagie bun. Agreed?”

“You’re no fun,” she said.

“Agreed?” I repeated.

“Fine, have your boring old sandwich. I’m making something special for me, though, and you can’t have any.”

“That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day,” I said.

“You’re just a commoner at heart, aren’t you?” she said, laughing as she put my sandwich together. As Maddy slid it onto a wire grid and put it on the pizza oven’s conveyor, I glanced at her sandwich to see what she was making for herself. I wasn’t sure why anyone would want banana peppers, pickles, anchovies, and onions on a sandwich, but at least I didn’t have to eat it.

After she slid hers onto the conveyor, Maddy said, “We should look at this as an opportunity. We could always paint the dining area again.”

“I thought our job was to present a solid front to the world. It took us three months to agree on the last paint color, remember?”

“That’s because you were just being stubborn.”

“Maddy, I still think black walls send the wrong message to our customers.”

“We would have lightened the place up with candles,” she protested.

“That’s fine, if you like eating in a cave,” I said. “How are those sandwiches coming along?”

She glanced at the conveyor. “They’ve got a few more minutes, and you know it. You’re just trying to distract me, aren’t you?”

I grinned at her. “You caught me. How am I doing?”

“Miserably,” she said.

A few minutes later, my sandwich was the first one to appear on the other side, the bread neatly toasted and the cheese melted into a golden sheen. As she plated both sandwiches, she asked, “Where should we eat? Here, in back?”

“Tell you what. Why don’t we take a table by the front window? At least if anyone happens to be passing by, they’ll see us here and know we’re open.”

“Sounds good to me,” she said. “I’ll grab the sandwiches, and you get the glasses. Do you want chips with yours?”

“I’d better not. I don’t want soda, either. I’ll have water to drink.”

“Watching your calories, Eleanor? I don’t know how you do it,” she said as she grabbed two bags of chips.

“Hey, I just said I didn’t want any chips,” I protested.

“Who said either one of these was for you?”

I didn’t have the slightest idea how my sister could eat whatever she wanted with no apparent consequences, whereas if I just walked past a cake I somehow managed to gain three pounds. It just wasn’t fair.

As we started to eat, I looked out over the plaza, too conscious of the people going out of their way not to pass by the pizzeria. A family with four small children was playing beside the captured German howitzer from World War I that stood on one edge of the square, balanced two hundred yards away by a twenty-five-foot obelisk that honored three doctors who had saved scores of townsfolk during a flu epidemic in the 1800s, and who had died themselves from their efforts to save others.

There was a wide expanse of brick and stone pavers that made up the walkways in front of the twenty shops that lined the way like soldiers standing arm to arm, with no gaps between nearly all of the buildings. The only available parking was away from the plaza, fifty feet from the nearest storefront. The walkway itself was dotted with shrubbery and tree plantings, benches of wood and wrought iron, and a pair of copper-covered display areas where residents could post news about lost dogs, yoga classes, and garage band concerts. There were quite a few people milling about despite the cold, but none came within a hundred yards of A Slice of Delight.

Maddy must have caught drift of my thoughts. “Don’t worry, it’ll be all right.”

I stared at most of the uneaten sandwich on my plate. “I don’t see how.” I’d suddenly lost my appetite.

“You know what? You’re right. It’s not going to get any better all by itself.”

That caught my attention. “What are you talking about?”

“If we wait for the police chief to figure out what happened to Richard Olsen, you’re going to lose this business, and we can’t let that happen.”

“I can’t afford to hire a private detective, and even if I could, I wouldn’t have a clue how to go about finding one.”

Maddy said, “That’s why we’re going to solve this murder ourselves.”

I had to look at her to see if she was kidding, but her face was dead serious. “You’ve been eating too many anchovies. They’ve pickled your brain.”

“Think about it,” Maddy said, gaining steam with her new idea. “Who knows this town better than we do? We’ve got more contacts in Timber Ridge than the police department, and while people won’t be willing to come clean with Kevin, I’m willing to bet they’ll talk to us.”

“I don’t see why they should answer our questions if they won’t tell the police what they know.”

Maddy stood. “That’s because we won’t be asking questions, at least not as openly as they’ll be. We can do this. We have to.”

“Why are you so stoked about this idea?”

She laughed. “Who else am I going to find who’ll hire me, given my spotty work history? If this business goes under, I’m out of a job, remember?”

I started to think about what my sister was proposing, and I wondered if I had what it took to dig into people’s lives. I wasn’t nosy by nature, and I was more than a little reluctant to start prying where I didn’t belong. Then I looked around the shop and realized that with my pizzeria gone, I would have one less tie with Joe. This had been more his dream than mine, but I’d grown to love the Slice as much as he had. Maddy was right about one thing: if the killer wasn’t unmasked, and fairly soon, I would lose the restaurant, and that was something I just couldn’t take.

“Okay, I’m in,” I said.

It was Maddy’s turn to study me. “Are you sure?”

“No, but do we really have any other choice? Let’s make a game plan and figure out what we’re going to do.”

It was Maddy’s turn to pull back. “Hang on a second, Sis. I was just talking off the top of my head. I do that; you should know me well enough by now to realize that.”

“This time I agree with you. You don’t have to help, but I’m going to track down a killer.”

She looked at me as though we’d never met. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“I’ve never been more serious in my life.”
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