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CHAPTER 1
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Stepping back from the old kitchen table I used as a workbench, I contemplated my creations. Both evoked strong feelings. The one on my left called up memories of a simpler time, filled with sunlight and innocence, while the one on my right summoned thoughts of sensual darkness and guilty pleasures.

As I examined the nostalgia basket, the one for the Gerbers’ sixtieth anniversary, I smoothed the 1952 Saturday Evening Post, straightened the fifties music CD, and pinned an I LIKE IKE button to the sock monkey’s hat. Once I tucked in the sacks of peppermint sticks and licorice whips, a mesh bag of marbles, and a kazoo, I was ready to place my trademark—the one perfect book—in the center. Norman Rockwell’s Faith of America had been the clear choice.

Happy with the Gerbers’ basket, I turned my attention to the one for the Cusslers, who were celebrating their first anniversary. I studied my handiwork. It needed something to be amazing. They had asked for heat and passion; so which would sizzle more, a crimson silk blindfold or a pair of black satin panties? Already nestled in the folds of an ebony lace shawl were a bottle of cinnamon massage oil, a box of chocolate-dipped strawberries, and a lushly illustrated copy of the Kama Sutra.

Closing my eyes, I visualized the couple receiving the gift. He was the golf pro at the local country club and she was a PE teacher. Both were extremely athletic. It was a shame a trapeze bar wouldn’t fit into the basket.

My deliberation was interrupted by the jingling of sleigh bells. Shoot! The front door was supposed to be locked. On Mondays, Devereaux’s Dime Store and Gift Baskets didn’t open until noon, by which time all the naughty bits and pieces would be safely tucked out of sight, and I would be working on a Birthday Bonanza toy box featuring a first edition of Lassie Come Home for dog lover Timmy Harper.

Not that I was ashamed of my erotic creations, but like the sour-looking middle-aged man who had just entered the store, there were a lot of people with whom I didn’t want to discuss my artistic vision. The way my luck had been running lately, this guy was probably the town’s new minister, or worse, a reporter who hadn’t gotten the message that I was old news.

When the man’s unblinking muddy brown eyes skimmed my worktable and his lips pressed together in a disapproving thin white line, I said hastily, “Sorry. We’re closed.”

He grunted, lumbering past the paperback bookrack, the three-stool soda fountain, and the glass candy case, straight toward me. He walked as if each step was drawn on the floor, and nothing short of an act of God would stop him. The fact that he hadn’t even glanced at the enticing display of fudge, truffles, and other mouthwatering confections was worrisome. What kind of person didn’t notice chocolate?

“We’re closed,” I repeated. “You’ll have to come back at twelve.” He was starting to scare me.

He ignored my statement and flipped open the counter’s hinged panel.

Alarmed, I said sharply, “You can’t come back here.” With his egg-shaped torso, pedantic movements, and acerbic expression he resembled Humpty Dumpty’s evil twin.

As I frantically searched my jeans pockets for my cell phone, which unfortunately seemed to be AWOL, Humpty continued to advance until the only thing between us was my worktable.

Putting both hands on the Formica surface, he demanded, “Devereaux Sinclair?”

For a second, when he leaned forward, he seemed familiar, but if I’d known him he wouldn’t have had to ask my name. Unless… Damn! Was he a process server? I’d certainly met my share of them when I was going through all the crap from my old job.

Before I could decide on an answer, a scowl twisted his heavy features, and he repeated, “Devereaux Sinclair?”

“Yes.” What in the world did this guy want? To cover my consternation, I put on my best don’t-mess-with-me expression, the one I’d learned while working in the cutthroat investment consulting business, and asked, “How may I help you?”

“I’m Detective Woods.”

Okay, that would explain the ill-fitting cheap navy suit and the highly polished black shoes. “May I see some identification, please?” I was fairly sure that the police department in my hometown didn’t employ a detective. Especially since I knew the chief and all the officers on the force. So where was this guy from, and what was he doing in Shadow Bend, Missouri, population 4,028?

Woods reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and retrieved a worn leather wallet. He flipped it open, displaying a Kansas City police ID card on one side and a gold badge on the other.

I stopped searching for my phone. Kansas City was forty miles away, and during morning rush hour the trip took a good hour or more. What had I done to merit a visit from KC’s finest?

Impassively, he stated, “I understand you made a gift basket for Joelle Ayers.”

“That’s correct,” I answered slowly, struggling to fathom why a cop would be interested in either the basket or Joelle. “It was a Valentine’s Day present for her fiancé. She picked it up Saturday afternoon. They were going to spend a romantic weekend in the city.” Was there some kind of morality law in Kansas City that prohibited sex toys?

“How well do you know Ms. Ayers?”

“Not very.” Which was true, at least technically. “I met her for the first time when she came in to place her order.” What I didn’t add was that in a rural community like Shadow Bend, it was hard not to have heard plenty about someone like Joelle. She had swept into our town last summer, and by Christmas she had snapped up its most eligible bachelor. “Did something happen to her?”

Detective Woods ignored my question. “But you do know her fiancé a whole lot better, don’t you?”

“We went to high school together.” Had something happened to Noah? Even after the awful way he’d treated me all those years ago, I felt my stomach clench. “Why are you asking me about Dr. Underwood? Were he and Joelle in an accident?”

“You sound pretty worried about someone who was just your classmate,” Detective Woods said in an insinuating purr. “But then, you two were much more than that. Weren’t you?”

“We dated when we were teenagers.” I didn’t have to ask how he had learned about my relationship with Noah. There aren’t many secrets in a small town, where the past is never fully forgiven or forgotten. No doubt someone had been happy to tell Detective Woods all about Noah and me.

“Until your father”—he consulted a small notepad—“one Kern Sinclair, went to prison.” Woods’s resemblance to Humpty had faded, and now he looked more like a banty rooster, particularly when he thrust out his chin. “That’s when Noah Underwood dumped your ass, and from what I hear, you’ve been carrying a torch for him ever since.”

“That’s ridiculous.” I tugged at the neck of my green sweatshirt, suddenly wishing I had on one of the power suits I had donated to the Salvation Army after I quit my previous job. “It became clear a long time ago that we were too young to have any kind of serious relationship. I’ve gone out with lots of guys since then.” I clasped my hands together to stop them from shaking as I remembered the pain of the day that had changed my life forever. The day my father was convicted of manslaughter and possession of a controlled substance, my mother abandoned me, and the boy who had vowed to love me for all eternity walked away.

“Still, you’re nearly thirty and never been married.” Woods’s expression reminded me of my grandmother’s Siamese cat—right after it had finished eating my beloved pet gerbil. He prodded. “It had to gall you, making a ‘do me’ basket for your rival.”

If he thought using crude language would bother me, he had no idea what I’d been exposed to in my past profession. Still, I glanced longingly at the rear exit, wishing I could just run away, or better yet, disappear. But I hadn’t gotten an MBA from a top university, and survived working under a vicious man who considered the glass ceiling his protective barrier, to crumble that easily.

“First,” I said, in my stop-screwing-around-with-me voice, “my marital status is none of your business. And second, I’m finished answering questions until you tell me what this is all about.”

“We can do this at my police station if you prefer.”

“Fine.” Brass tacks were something two could use to pound home a point. “I’ll call my attorney and have him meet us there.” I’d never liked bullies, and this one was ticking me off big time.

Minutes went by as we stared at each other, and when I didn’t break the growing silence, he blew out an angry breath. “Joelle Ayers was found dead Saturday night.”

“Oh, my God!” Considering that he’d been asking about her and identified himself as a detective, I was prepared for something bad, but not that.

As I struggled to comprehend that someone I had spoken to less than forty-eight hours ago was no longer alive, Woods hit me with another bombshell. “You used to work at Stramp Investments.”

“Yes.” Damn! If he knew that, he’d obviously been checking up on me. What else had he found out? “I quit last May and bought this business.”

“So, your departure had nothing to do with your boss stealing investors’ life savings?” His nostrils flared. “Or was the cash to buy this store your payoff for keeping your mouth shut about his criminal activities?”

“No!” I was becoming more worried by the second. It was common knowledge that a lot of people thought Ronald Stramp’s employees were as guilty as he was, and having left several months before he was exposed had not spared me from the accusations or the venom. “I had no idea what he was doing.”

“Are you telling me that you quit a high-powered, high-paying job to run a little country store for no good reason?” His pupils dilated.

“I thought I wanted a career—turned out I just wanted a paycheck,” I joked. When he didn’t smile, I tried again. “If at first you don’t succeed, redefine success.”

“Are you mocking me, Miss Sinclair?” His fist came down on the worktable’s surface and a bottle of Merlot crashed to the floor.

I jumped. Oops! Evidently Woods didn’t appreciate my twisted sense of humor. So as I cleaned up the broken glass and spilled wine, I quit trying to lighten the mood and said, “The commute from here into the city was brutal, and I needed to spend more time with my grandmother.”

“Right.” My alarm seemed to pacify him, and he squared his shoulders. “You’re just a dutiful granddaughter willing to give up a six-figure salary to take care of Granny.”

“It took me a while to see that making a living isn’t the same thing as making a life.” I knew it sounded corny, but it was the truth.

Woods snorted, then lobbed another grenade. “Is that why you killed Joelle Ayers? She got in the way of your plans for a fresh start. A fresh start that was supposed to include marrying Noah Underwood.”

“No!” I didn’t like how my voice squeaked, or the fact that my knees had started shaking, but there wasn’t anything I could do about either one. “You’re saying Joelle was murdered?”

“Don’t act so surprised.” His tone was hard. “Your fingerprints were all over the murder weapons.”

“But how—” I controlled my voice with an effort. “I mean, that’s not possible.” I regrouped. “Either you tell me the whole story or I’m not saying another word until I speak to my lawyer.”

“If that’s how you want to play this.” His eyes burned with resentment, and he appeared to be involved in some intense internal debate, which he seemed to be losing. Finally he ground out, “Since the room service asshole who found the vic took pictures with his cell phone and they’re already on the Internet…” He trailed off, then twitched his shoulders as if angry for explaining himself to me. Finally, he continued. “She was handcuffed to the bed, a champagne bottle stuffed down her throat, and a five-and-a-half-inch metal-tipped stiletto high heel rammed into her heart.”

“Oh, my God!” Velvet-lined handcuffs and pink champagne bottle—I mentally checked them off the list of playthings in the Strawberry Seduction gift basket I’d put together for Joelle, but I was sure high heels hadn’t been included. “My prints couldn’t have been on the shoe.”

Woods stared at me without responding.

Finally I asked, “Who would do something like that?”

“How about her fiancé’s jealous ex-girlfriend?” His dark, predatory eyes studied me for another long moment. “Where were you Saturday night between six and seven?”

Beads of sweat formed on my upper lip as I struggled not to show my panic. A flashback of my one and only visit to my father a year after he’d gone into the penitentiary nearly paralyzed me. I was seventeen, with too much imagination for my own good, and I’d been terrified that when visiting hours were over, they wouldn’t let me leave. What if this man made that nightmare come true?

“What in the hell? Are you taking a nap?” Woods’s ruddy complexion turned a livid purple. “It’s a simple question. Do you or do you not have an alibi?”

Ignoring the sharp pain behind my left eye, I lifted my chin and said with as much conviction as I could muster, “Yes, I do. I was home all evening with my grandmother, Birdie Sinclair.”

What I failed to mention was that Gran generally fell asleep in her chair right after supper and woke up only long enough to watch the weather at the end of the ten o’clock news before going to bed. That, and the fact that although she could tell you exactly what dress she wore on her first date with Grandpa, her short-term memory was a little shaky at times.

“Grandmothers have been known to lie for their grandchildren. Anybody else see you? Any calls?”

“No.” Hoping to convince him, I added, “But I can tell you the plot of all the shows I watched.”

Woods sneered. “Ever heard of TiVo?”

Crap! On to plan B. “I have no reason to kill Joelle. My brief relationship with Dr. Underwood ended over thirteen years ago and I barely knew his fiancée.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Woods plucked a black satin whip off the table and stroked it. “But how about those fingerprints I mentioned?”

“Fu—” I stopped myself. I had given up using the F bomb when I left my job in the city. “Of course my prints were on everything. As you pointed out, I made the basket they were taken from.”

Woods smirked. “All that proves is premeditation.”

What was up with this guy? “Weren’t there any fingerprints other than mine?” It was almost as if he wanted me to be the guilty party.

“Look—let’s make this easy for both of us. Just tell me what happened.” Sincerity oozed from his voice. “Juries are suckers for crimes of passion. With a good lawyer, you’ll probably serve less time than your old man.”

After I quit hyperventilating, it hit me. If he could make a case, he would have already taken me into custody. He was on a fishing expedition, but I was no longer taking the bait.

“Which would be great if I were guilty, but I didn’t do it.” I crossed my arms and leaned a hip nonchalantly against the table edge. “So, unless you’re ready to arrest me, get out of my store.”

“Who do you think you are?” His expression darkened, and I became increasingly aware that we were alone. “You can’t order me around.”

“I apologize. I didn’t mean it that way.” I backed up, putting more space between us. “Uh, don’t police officers usually travel in pairs? Where’s your partner?”

“I sent him on an errand.” Woods moved toward me. “I wanted to do this by myself.”

His smile sent a chill up my back, and I was about to make a run for it when I finally spotted my cell hiding beneath a pair of black lace stockings. I snatched it up and sent a quick text.

Woods tried to grab my phone, but I said, “Too late. I already notified my attorney that you’re harassing me and he’ll be here any second.”

“You haven’t heard the last of this.” His eyes glittered with malice. “This time I’m putting you behind bars, where you belong.” He whirled around and marched down the length of the shop, snarling as he went, “You and your boss made a fool out of me once, but you won’t get away with it again.”

As soon as he stepped out the door, I locked it behind him, breathing deeply, as though the coffee-and-fudge-scented air might ease the thundering in my head. A few steps later, I sank to the floor and leaned my cheek on my knees.

During my years working in the investment business, I’d developed a way of shutting off my feelings. In such a high-stress profession, emotional disengagement was often the only way to survive situations in which your decisions could ruin people’s lives.

At first, it had taken a lengthy period of concentrated effort to disengage. But with practice, I’d learned to throw the switch much more quickly; so now, within a few minutes, I sat up and started to think.

What had Woods meant about my boss and me making a fool of him once before? Wait a minute—my first impression of the detective had been that he seemed familiar, and I knew that a lot of municipal employees had been among our clients. Now that I had a chance to gather my wits and really consider it, I was convinced I had seen Woods sitting in the courtroom when I testified at my boss’s trial.

Which suggested that Woods was one of the thousands who had lost money with Stramp Investments. And no doubt he, like everyone else, believed that I had been in on the scheme. Shit! He intended to move heaven and earth to prove I had murdered Joelle, if for no other reason than revenge.


CHAPTER 2
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My mind raced as I finished up the basket I had been working on when Woods arrived. What should I do? I couldn’t face being forced into the limelight again. When the news came out that Ronald Stramp was a swindler, and his investment firm nothing but a Ponzi scheme, I had been arrested—briefly—and come under intense scrutiny by the FBI, the federal regulators, the media, and, worst of all, the people in my hometown.

It didn’t matter that I had quit my job at Stramp Investments months before the fraud was revealed; I could see in my fellow Shadow Benders’ eyes that they were thinking the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. That like my father, I was a criminal, too.

Eventually, when I was never brought to trial, the stalkerazzi disappeared, and the furor over my involvement in the Stramp scandal faded away. Since then, I had worked hard to keep my head down and blend in to the community I loved. But another brush with the law and I’d be the town freak forever.

Despite my affection for Shadow Bend, the thought of the whispering and gossip in town if I was accused of murdering Joelle Ayers made me want to move to Bora Bora, or Timbuktu, or even New York City—a place I considered about as inviting as Afghanistan. Except I could never do that to my grandmother. The geriatric specialist we were working with had told me that the familiarity of her hometown would be a huge plus in keeping Birdie independent and functioning for a long, long time. He had warned that although Gran was doing well, with only minimal cognitive impairment, any major changes in her life might accelerate her deterioration.

Chewing on the end of my ponytail, I made a decision. It was time to consult with my lifelong pals Boone St. Onge and Poppy Kincaid. Not only were they the only ones I trusted, but Boone was my attorney, and Poppy owned Gossip Central, the most popular watering hole in the county.

I had already texted Boone the all clear once Woods left the store, and now I phoned him and Poppy to arrange a get-together. We agreed to meet at Poppy’s bar after work. It was closed on Mondays, so we’d have the two things we needed—privacy and booze. Lots of booze.

The prospect of sharing my problems with friends, and the promise of a frozen margarita the size of a goldfish bowl, got me through the rest of the day. But if I had to pull up my big-girl panties one more time to deal with something that wasn’t my fault, I was afraid the elastic would break and someone would get an unauthorized look at my derrière.

At exactly six p.m., after helping Tammy Harper carry her son’s birthday basket to her minivan, I locked up Devereaux’s and hopped into my sapphire black Z4. I loved that car; it was one of the few vestiges of my old life that I had held on to, rationalizing that if I sold it, I’d never get what it was worth. Plus, I knew that chances were mighty slim that I would own a vehicle like it ever again.

Gossip Central was located just outside the city limits, which was best for all concerned, since Poppy’s father was the chief of the Shadow Bend police force. I tore down the blacktop toward the bar, Rihanna’s newest hit blaring from my radio as I passed weathered farmhouses and snow-covered fields. Geese formed a black arrow in the cobalt sky, and a goat stuck his head out between the fence rails, staring at me as I zoomed by. I waved at the inquisitive animal, loving the peacefulness of the deserted countryside and relishing the lack of traffic and congestion that I’d faced every day when I commuted to Kansas City.

The road had been cleared after last night’s snowstorm, but I kept an eye out for ice patches and suicidal deer. By the time I turned into the bar’s parking lot, the wind had picked up and the sign over the entrance swung on its chains, emitting a bansheelike howl.

Huddled in my leather trench coat and wishing I could afford to replace it with something more practical, I prepared to face the cold. The coat had been ideal when I bought it two years ago in my prior life, but it sadly lacked the warmth needed for the rural Midwest.

After wrapping my wool scarf tightly around my throat, I sprang out of the Z4 and ran up the steps. Poppy was waiting for me and swung the door wide, relocking it as soon as I was inside. With her cobweb of silvery blond hair, amethyst eyes, and delicate build, she had many men believing she was an angel. They often paid dearly for that mistake, quickly discovering that the only angelic title she was likely to claim was “fallen.”

“Boone’s in number five,” Poppy informed me. “I’ll grab us some drinks and meet you there.”

Gossip Central had started life as a cattle barn, and Poppy had played on that theme. The center area contained the stage, dance floor, and bar, while the hayloft could be rented for private parties. She’d converted the stalls into secluded niches with comfortable seating and themed decorations. Secluded, that is, except for the concealed listening devices.

Poppy liked to know what was being said in her bar. She never shared the information with anyone except occasionally Boone and me, but she enjoyed the power. Poppy had serious control issues—a gift from a father who made a Marine gunnery sergeant seem like a warm, cuddly teddy bear.

Boone was seated on a brown leather love seat in our favorite alcove, the one we’d nicknamed the Stable. He greeted me with a wide smile, his teeth strikingly white against his tanned face. He claimed that his skin was naturally that color, but both Poppy and I knew about the clandestine tanning bed in his back bedroom.

Which was only fair, since he knew all our deep, dark secrets. My biggest one was a tiny shooting star tattoo that I had gotten during a college spring break trip to Mexico, and Poppy’s was how she had gotten the financing for the bar.

After shedding my coat, I plopped down beside Boone, and he snatched me up in a swift hug. Before letting go, he asked, “You okay, Dev?”

I shook my head, knowing I didn’t have to pretend with him. “Not really.”

“You didn’t tell us much when you called.” Poppy placed three glass mugs on the wood-and-wrought-iron feed box that served as a coffee table, then dropped into one of the pair of saddle-stitched club chairs facing us. Her fanny hadn’t even touched the leather seat when she demanded, “What’s up?”

“It’s hard to know where to start.” I grabbed my mug and took a healthy gulp. I had been craving tequila, but an Irish coffee would do, at least for the first round. The hot liquid laced with smooth whiskey slid down my throat, warming and relaxing me for the first time since Detective Woods had barged into my store.

Boone barely allowed me to swallow before ordering, “Just tell us everything!”

“You know the text I sent about police harassment?”

“Yes.” Boone’s hazel eyes crinkled. “To be perfectly honest, until you called and explained, I wondered if it was a joke. It almost sounded like the plot of one of those trashy romances Poppy reads on the sly.”

“They are not trashy,” Poppy protested.

I rolled my eyes. I could understand Boone’s mystification regarding Poppy’s choice of reading material. After all, there was a lot of irony in the self-professed town bad girl devouring sappy love stories. But what Boone didn’t realize was that Poppy liked these books because she knew exactly how they would end. Literature often didn’t have any kind of definitive conclusion, and that was too much like real life for Poppy.

“You just don’t like them because they have a happily-ever-after ending,” Poppy accused, crossing her arms.

“Which is totally unrealistic,” Boone sneered. “Name three couples any of us know personally who have been married for more than five years and are still in love.”

Hmm. That was a toughie. Certainly no one in my immediate family. My mom was on husband number four, or maybe five. I’d lost track. Since I heard from her barely once a year, the only way I ever figured out she had divorced and remarried again was when her last name changed on the return address of her annual Christmas card.

Poppy’s parents had celebrated their thirty-fifth anniversary last June, but it would be hard to claim that Mr. and Mrs. Kincaid were still in love, especially since he seemed to spend every waking moment at the police station.

Then there was Boone, whose folks hadn’t spoken to each other since he was five. Oh, they were still married and still lived in the same house, but they communicated only through notes. The invention of e-mail had been a real blessing for them, not to mention saving a lot of trees.

When neither Poppy nor I could meet Boone’s challenge, she said, “Okay. Maybe romances aren’t that realistic, but neither are the suspense thrillers you read. How many serial killers can there be who decapitate their victims and screw their corpses?”

“Uh, guys.” Before Poppy and Boone got into an all-out literary debate—all three of us were avid readers, but with extremely different tastes—I intervened. “Could we discuss my problem before I’m too drunk to care?” To prove my point I chugged the remainder of my drink.

“Sorry.” Poppy and Boone apologized in unison.

“Okay, then.” I took a deep breath and told them everything, recapping what I had said on the phone and fleshing out the details.

“How does Woods know the fingerprints on the murder weapons are yours?” Poppy asked.

“The cops fingerprinted me when I was arrested after my old boss’s Ponzi scheme came to light.” My heartbeat still skittered into high gear when I thought about that time. “And even though Boone bailed me out within a few hours and the charges were eventually dropped, my prints are still in the system.”

“That’s certainly not fair,” Poppy huffed. “They shouldn’t keep your prints if you’re innocent.”

“Honey, you have no idea how much data the government has on all of us.” Boone wrinkled his nose. “And they never willingly get rid of any of it.”

Boone was a bit of a conspiracy nut, and I knew I had to stop him before he started in on JFK’s real killer, and the true story behind the most recent stock market crash, so I asked, “How much trouble am I in?” Since he was the lawyer in our group, his opinion carried the most weight.

“It’s hard to say.” Boone pushed a swath of tawny gold hair off his forehead. “Most of my practice is in real estate and divorce, not criminal law.”

I cringed. Boone messing up his perfectly styled tresses was never a good sign.

“Depending on how big a jones this Detective Woods has for you, he could make your life miserable.” Boone frowned, then used his thumb to smooth the line between his brows. “You probably wouldn’t be convicted, but then again, juries are a crapshoot, and with your past…”

He didn’t have to draw me a picture. A jailbird father and a crooked boss wouldn’t win me any sympathy or earn me much benefit of the doubt. “Damn it all to hell!” The Irish coffee threatened to come back up. That was not the answer I wanted to hear.

“Do you think Woods would go as far as planting evidence?” Poppy asked.

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “When I was employed at Stramp Investments, I worked with people so shady, their code of ethics and a list of the seven deadly sins were identical, and they didn’t scare me half as much as Woods does.” I rested my chin on my fist. “What am I going to do?”

“I have one idea.” Boone whipped out his cell and put it on speaker. “Maybe if I, as your lawyer, lodge a complaint that Woods has a conflict of interest regarding you, another detective will be assigned to the case. I’ll also mention that he sent his partner away when he interviewed you.”

Poppy and I listened intently as Boone spoke to Woods’s superior officer. Boone’s argument was persuasive, and my hopes soared, until I heard the lieutenant say, “Thank you for your concern, Mr. St. Onge, but I assure you Detective Woods would never indulge in a personal vendetta. I’m sure Ms. Sinclair misunderstood him. And partners often split up to conduct interviews.”

After Boone hung up, the three of us sat in frustrated silence until Poppy jumped up and said, “Time for another drink.” She headed to the bar. “Then we’ll figure out who the real murderer is.”

Two margaritas later, I was feeling slightly better, though we hadn’t made much progress in figuring out who the killer was. Both Boone and Poppy were eager to try their hand at investigating, if only they could agree on who got to be Nancy Drew.

“Hey, guys,” I piped up, interrupting their bickering, “could we get serious about this? My neck’s on the line here.”

“Geesh!” Boone complained. “You’re no fun.”

Poppy saw the unhappy look on my face and said, “What we really need to do is come up with some better suspects than you. Ones that detective can’t ignore.”

“It’s always the significant other.” Boone’s grin was wolfish. “Which means Noah Underwood did it.”

The rivalry between Boone and Noah had started when Noah was elected class president in sixth grade. It had continued throughout high school and into their adult lives. When Noah and I were dating, he and Boone pretended to get along. But the minute Noah betrayed me, Boone’s true feelings reemerged. From then on, he never bothered to hide his contempt for the good doctor.

Shoving aside the big lump of regret that seemed to form in my stomach whenever my ex-boyfriend’s name came up, I tried to focus on the Noah of today: the thirty-year-old successful physician whom the rest of the town adored.

Including Poppy apparently, since she immediately leapt to his defense. “Noah wouldn’t murder anyone.” She shook her head. “From what I saw when Joelle came in here, she was a scum-sucking slut, but she did get Noah to come out of his shell.”

“Out of his shell?” I snorted. “What is he, a man or a mollusk?”

“You know, even though he dated, he was never the same after you two broke up.” Poppy’s voice sounded suspiciously affectionate. “Of course, neither were you.”

“We did not break up.” Poppy’s soft spot for the doctor was beginning to annoy me. “He dumped me during the worst time of my life. And I wasn’t the same because my dad was in prison and my mom ran away, not because Noah dropped me like a rancid doggie bag rather than be sullied by my family’s disgrace.”

“Still.” Poppy’s expression was stubborn. “That doesn’t make him a murderer.”

“Then give me some other choices,” I said in as even a tone as I could muster, majorly disappointed in my BFF.

“And we’re not taking him off the list.” Boone dramatically produced a slim gold pen and wrote Noah’s name on a cocktail napkin.

“How about those friends of Joelle’s?” Poppy suggested. “When she and Noah became engaged, they were mad enough to spit nails.”

“That’s right. The Country Club Cougars.” Boone dissolved into what could only be described as a fit of giggles. He had coined that nickname for the ladies who hung out at the country club and were on the prowl for husbands. He called their younger counterparts the Country Club Kittens.

“Boone,” I admonished. “Focus.”

He sobered and said, “I was here the night Poppy’s talking about, and I thought the Cougars were going to snatch Joelle bald when she showed off that five-carat diamond engagement ring.”

“Yeah.” Poppy nodded. “You have to watch women like that. They’re mean because they’re hungry. The only calories they consume are in their martinis.”

I chuckled. It had taken me years to become comfortable with my curvier-than-acceptable figure, but I was no longer jealous of the size double zeros Poppy was talking about—at least not very often.

“Put that skanky Anya Hamilton on your list,” Poppy ordered. “She and Joelle were supposed to be besties, but the minute Joelle got that Jaguar from Noah as an engagement gift Anya started trash-talking her like they were both competing for the same beauty pageant crown.”

Boone inked the words Anya Hamilton on his napkin, then added Nadine Underwood. “And we can’t forget dear old Mama. I heard she just about busted a gusset when her little sonny boy brought Joelle home for Christmas dinner and proposed in front of everyone.”

“My mom’s in the same prayer circle as Mrs. Underwood,” Poppy said with a snicker. “And she said Mrs. U had a mock wedding invitation made up that said: ‘You are regretfully invited to the wedding of my son, the doctor, to some scheming, lying floozy. My heart attack is scheduled for 7 p.m., Saturday, June 21st. Hopefully the divorce will take place Sunday, June 22nd.’ Mom said she passed them out at last month’s meeting.”

“Oh, my God!” I squealed. “I wonder if she’s sorry now that she objected to Noah dating me.”

“Nope.” Boone shook his head. “She wants her sweetums all to herself. She’d hate anyone he married.”

“You know,” Poppy said, tapping a fingernail against her lips, “we’re making this all about Noah, but there was at least one guy who wanted Joelle for himself.”

“Geoffrey Eggers,” Boone said. “Did you hear about the huge scene he caused at the New Year’s Eve ball?”

Poppy nodded, but I shook my head and asked, “What did our beloved mayor do?”

“His Honor got drunk and challenged Noah to a duel,” Boone informed me, nearly wiggling with glee.

“How did I miss that juicy bit of news?” I really had to get out more. “Why didn’t you two tell me about it?”

Poppy and Boone looked at each other uncomfortably until Boone reached over and patted my knee. “We know you hate it when we bring up Dr. Noah Dull.”

“That’s not true.” It was my turn to look sheepish. I hadn’t realized I was that obvious about my feelings. “I don’t care if we talk about him.”

“Liar.” Poppy leaned forward and punched me lightly on the arm, then turned her attention back to the original topic. “Anyway, what if Geoffrey decided that if he couldn’t have Joelle for himself, he’d kill her and make it look like Noah did it?”

“If that was his plan, he did a piss-poor job of it.” I blew a curl that had escaped my ponytail out of my eyes. “Which actually lends credibility to your theory, since he’s done a rotten job of everything he’s tried since becoming mayor thirteen years ago.”

“Right.” Boone turned up his nose. “He could barely run the bank back then. He should have left running the town to someone else.”

“You know, he was in here not long ago telling me how depressed he was.” Poppy drummed her long red nails on her black-leather-clad knee.

“Why was he telling you?” I didn’t think they were that friendly.

“He wanted me to give him something to make him feel better,” Poppy explained. “You know, a bartender is just a pharmacist with a limited inventory.”

Boone laughed. “You are so bad.”

“Hey.” Poppy shrugged. “I tried being good once, but I got bored.”

After we all became serious again, I said, “But isn’t His Honor way too old for Joelle? He’s about the same age as our fathers.”

“True,” Poppy sneered. “But Joelle wasn’t as young as she claimed to be. She’s at least forty.”

“Really?” I thought back to that day when the willowy brunette had sashayed through the door of my shop to order the basket for Noah. Her high, exotic cheekbones, delicate features, and thick dark hair that hung in long, graceful curves over her shoulders had suggested a woman hovering on the brink of thirty. “How do you know that?”

“Her hands.” Poppy demonstrated by holding out her own graceful hands, palms down. “See, mine are smooth and unblemished, but around forty age spots start to pop up and wrinkles appear. Women can use makeup, dye their hair, and have plastic surgery for everything else, but the back of their hands will give them away every time.”

“Hmm.” I raised a brow. “You’d think a physician would notice that.”

“Not when those hands are squeezing your balls,” Boone scoffed.

“Yep,” Poppy agreed. “Talented fingers make men blind to a lot of things.”

Not wanting to picture Joelle and Noah in those circumstances, I quickly changed the subject. “So, do you really think if we give Detective Woods these other suspects he’ll leave me alone?”

“Probably not.” Boone sucked on the end of his pen. “There’s got to be something more we can do to get his attention off you.”

“Well.” Poppy got up and blew an imaginary speck of dust from a bridle hanging on the plank wall. “You did say that Woods accused you of still being in love with Noah, which was why he claimed you killed Joelle.”

“Yes.” I recognized the look in my friend’s eye and braced myself for the bomb she was about to drop. “He seemed to think I quit my job so I could fulfill my lifelong goal of marrying Noah.”

“So, if you’re seen around town all hot and heavy with someone else—pfft.” Poppy snapped her fingers. “His motive for you is gone.”

“There’s only one flaw in that plan.” My shoulders sagged. “How to find a guy to date. There aren’t exactly a mob of them knocking at my door.”

“She’s right,” Boone said to Poppy, then poked me in the shoulder. “When’s the last time you went out with someone?”

“Before I bought the store and Gran started needing more attention.” I scowled at him. He knew perfectly well it had been over a year. “There just aren’t many single guys around here. At least not any I’d have anything in common with.”

“Forget in common,” Poppy ordered. “We’re not looking for your soul mate. Just someone hot that you can do the horizontal tango with for a month or so to show that detective you aren’t still mooning over Noah.”

“Fine.” I squirmed. “But there’s still the little matter of finding someone who is willing to date me.” Boone opened his mouth, but I held up my palm to him. “Let’s face it—if a guy is just out for a good time, I don’t exactly look like a Playboy bunny.”

“No,” Poppy agreed, a little too quickly for my taste. “But if you’d fix yourself up a little you wouldn’t have any trouble getting asked out.” She walked over and stood in front of me. “When’s the last time you wore makeup?”

“The day I quit my job,” I mumbled.

“You have beautiful hair.” Poppy leaned forward and touched my ponytail. “A lot of women pay big bucks to get this cinnamon gold color you have naturally, but you scrape it back into a ponytail instead of showing it off.”

Not wanting to sound like I was trying out for the Poor Pitiful Me contest, I didn’t mention the reason for my ponytail. Having my hair cut by someone who knew how to handle the thickness and the curls was another luxury I’d had to forgo once I gave up the big bucks of the financial industry.

Boone turned toward me. “Not to mention your gorgeous eyes. Do you realize people wear aquamarine contacts so their eyes will look like yours? But you do nothing to emphasize them.”

“All right already.” They were tag-teaming me and I was beginning to get mad. “I get it. I’ll fix myself up a little.” Geez. You would think they’d never seen me looking good.

As if reading my mind, Boone tilted his head. “You know, the last time I saw you wear anything but a business suit or jeans was our junior year of high school at the Valentine’s Day dance.”

“I have worn dresses and nice clothes since then. You just weren’t present at the time.”

“Boone’s right,” Poppy disagreed. “That dance was the week before you and Noah split up.” She bit her lip. “Maybe the detective is right about your feelings for Noah.”

“Don’t be silly.” I cleared my throat—it was hard to talk around the lump that was stuck there. “How many times do I have to tell you that was over a long time ago?”

“Was it?” Poppy’s expression was sympathetic as she added softly, “You know, unrequited love is painful, not romantic.”

Before I could respond to her pronouncement, my cell started playing “Sunrise, Sunset.” I snatched it from my pocket and flipped it open. As I listened, I jumped up and shrugged into my coat.

Dashing out of the alcove with Boone and Poppy at my heels, I said into the phone, “I’m on my way. Thanks.”

“What’s wrong?” Poppy demanded.

I paused half in and half out of the front door. “Your dad just arrested my grandmother.”
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