
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      A Heap of Truffles

      Candy Shop Mysteries #3

    

    




      
        Wendy Meadows

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Majestic Owl Publishing LLC]
          [image: Majestic Owl Publishing LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Like Cozy Mysteries?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join Wendy’s newsletter to stay up-to-date with new releases. As a subscriber, you’ll get BLACKVINE MANOR, the complete series, for FREE!

      

        

      
        Join Wendy’s newsletter here.

        wendymeadows.com/cozy

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

      
        
          Thanks for Reading

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Read more by Wendy

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was summertime. The town was filled with tourists enjoying the beach. Margaret looked out her shop window and smiled as she watched parents and children hauling umbrellas, floats, and beach towels back to their cars after a long day of playing in the sand and water. One couple walked along the sidewalk, laughing and enjoying the early evening as their baby slept in the stroller.

      Margaret turned back to her store. She was getting ready to close her candy shop for the day. She had a couple of customers left, and then it would be time to lock up, turn out the lights, and go for a walk on the beach. Although it was closing time, Margaret let her customers browse in peace. She wasn’t one to turn away business.

      Margaret was happy to be working in this small, quiet town after leaving her abusive husband. She had made some new friends and solved some local crimes on the side. Not long ago, Margaret had helped the police find out who had killed the new coffee shop owner, after his wife had hired her to look into the murder. Margaret hadn’t been a licensed investigator or anything at the time, but she liked solving crimes and helping people.

      David Graham, a local detective, was hesitant at first to let her help, but Margaret had won him over both professionally and personally. He grudgingly agreed that she had helped him solve his last two murder cases. Margaret’s son, Zach, supported everything his mother did. He worked at the shop and hung around the town with his new friends.

      David was starting to be a more regular part of her new life, and Margaret could not be happier. She enjoyed talking to David and spending time with him. They frequently met for lunch at the café next door and occasionally enjoyed picnics on the beach. She wasn’t looking for a relationship when she moved to this town, but she was glad to have found someone who respected and admired her. David was the perfect gentleman, so Margaret was quite happy and content.

      Except—she wasn’t sure how he would react to the news she had been putting off telling him. After helping David and the police close two cases, Margaret had looked around online until she found a private investigator’s course she could afford. She had completed the classes online in record time and passed all the tests with flying colors. She quickly applied for her license and was now a bona fide licensed private investigator who could now legitimately charge for her services. The only other person who knew was Zach, and that was only because he’d accidentally found her studying late one evening when he came downstairs for a snack. She’d sworn him to secrecy so she could tell David when the time was right.

      David will be thrilled when I tell him, Margaret thought. Won’t he? She really wasn’t sure. On the one hand, now that she knew more of the ins and outs of investigating, she would be better able to stay out of danger. On the other hand, getting her license meant Margaret was intent on helping David with future cases, and she wasn’t sure how he would take that.

      Margaret sighed. She’d have to tell him soon, but just hoped it wouldn’t affect their budding romantic relationship.

      Zach had left around lunch time after working all morning in the store, and Margaret figured he would be home by now. He usually hung out at the beach with his friends after work, which was why he liked working in the morning. He said the waves were better in the afternoon. He and a close-knit group of friends spent their free time surfing, swimming, and, more recently, fishing. Zach was really feeling at home in this town and she was so relieved.

      Zach recently discovered he enjoyed cooking and Margaret was happy she didn’t have to cook after working all day. She wondered what he was making for dinner that night. Ever since his new friends had gotten him into fishing, Zach enjoyed making good meals out of the fish he caught. Maybe we’ll have crab legs, thought Margaret. Sometimes Zach went crabbing. He would boil the crabs in Old Bay seasoning, and they cooked up wonderfully. Margaret didn’t mind being in the store alone in the afternoon if it meant coming home to a delicious homemade meal afterward.

      Margaret was glad to have a steady flow of customers. She had been trying new ideas and recipes, and the townspeople and tourists loved them. Instead of buying all her candy from her distributor, Margaret had recently branched out with some homemade candy. Recently she had gotten some seashell molds and made some pretty shell candy. She filled them with chocolate, caramel, and vanilla cream. Those were especially popular with tourists. One woman had bought five pounds to take home to her friends. Margaret had contemplated shipping her chocolates, but for now was happy just selling them out of the store. Everyone she knew loved her candy, and Margaret enjoyed thinking about what she would make next. As she rang up her next customer, she wondered about getting some cute little crab molds. She could make some white chocolate and dye it red and add some strawberry or cherry filling.

      Mr. Smith, her last customer of the night, asked for a pound of her homemade candy, and Margaret bagged it up for him.

      “Thank you, Margaret,” said Mr. Smith. “Your candy is just delicious.”

      “You’re welcome. Come back soon,” said Margaret, handing him his bag of candy.

      “I sure will,” he replied. Mr. Smith had a son and daughter who attended the elementary school. When they came home with their goody bags of candy he was surprised. He lived just outside of town and had not known Margaret’s store was open. Making the goody bags for the elementary school had upped her business tremendously. Now Mr. Smith and other locals would stop by weekly or even daily for their candy purchases. Margaret followed Mr. Smith to the door and swung the open sign to Closed. She held the door open for Mr. Smith.

      “Tell your family I said hello,” Margaret said.

      “I will,” said Mr. Smith, and with a friendly wave, he left the store.

      Margaret shut and locked the door. She looked down the street at the tourists getting in their cars or walking back to their rental houses. They looked tired but happy. The beach had that effect on people. Margaret went back to her counter, humming to herself as she put away the chocolates. Business had been steady for a while now. In addition to developing some regular customers, she hoped to make new friends as the months went along. Some customers would walk in, and Margaret already knew their orders. Of course, it helped to have Patty working with her. Patty was an older local woman who worked part time at the candy store with Margaret and Zach. Patty had introduced Margaret to the surrounding business owners and had even helped Margaret with her cases. Margaret didn’t know what she would do without her. She was convinced Patty was the secret to her success.

      After Margaret put away the candies, she went back to the front of the store and cleaned off the counter and put all the lids back on the jars. After she swept the floor she cashed out her register. Margaret looked out the window and saw a woman with bright pink hair glancing into the shop. Margaret waved. The woman was Stacy, who owned the café next door. Stacy waved back and kept walking. Margaret noticed she was carrying a bank bag, on her way to deposit that day’s earnings before going back to work. The café stayed open later than the candy store, and Margaret would sometimes pick up a picnic dinner and sit on the beach to watch the sunset. Tonight, though, Zach was waiting for her at home.

      Margaret went to the back of the store to turn out the lights. As she texted Zach to let him know she would be getting home within the hour, she heard a loud knock on the front door. Margaret hurried out from the back of the store to let the customer know the store was closed. There was no one there. Margaret walked to the front door and saw something taped to the window. She looked out the window and up and down the street. There was no one there. All the tourists were in their cars, and not a single person was on the street. I wonder who did this, she thought, opening the door and pulling the note down. She shut and relocked the door and read the note.

      
        
        Exotic flowers fill my veins,

        Demons grasp and pull the reins.

        Hear the silence as my last breath escapes,

        See the pentagram take shape.

      

      

      Margaret frowned. She looked up and down the street again to see if she could see who had put the note there. Finally she stuck it in her pocket, deciding not to walk on the beach that night. She didn’t want to make a big deal out of the note, but it made her feel like someone was watching her.

      Margaret made sure the front and back doors were locked. She decided to drop off the deposit in the outside receptacle by the bank on the way home. Walking to her car, she saw Mr. Stewart, the dog groomer from across the street. Margaret debated telling Mr. Stewart about the note, but then she kept walking. No use getting him upset over nothing, she thought as she got to her car.

      Mr. Stewart had become her good friend. He had helped her solve some crimes and had also recommended her to the elementary school for their annual gift bag giveaway. Margaret had gained many new customers after that. Mr. Stewart came across as gruff to some people but Margaret knew he was soft on the inside.

      She opened the door of her candy-yellow Mazda hatchback and got in. She swung by the bank and dropped off the deposit. David’s office was near the bank. Margaret thought about stopping by, but decided she would give him a call later. She drove her car out of town, winding her way through traffic and toward her house in the suburbs. As she was pulling into her street she saw a cat cross the street into her yard. She pulled the car into her driveway and got out. The cat walked toward the car hesitantly, and Margaret bent down. The cat was orange and fluffy. She had beautiful eyes and a full tail. Margaret held out her hand and the cat meandered over. Margaret reached out and petted the cat, noticing it had a collar on. She stood up and told the cat to go home. The cat wandered back down her driveway, and Margaret sneezed. She sneezed again.

      “I see you’ve met Fluffy,” said a voice behind her. It was Zach. He had stepped out of the house when Margaret pulled up.

      Margaret sneezed again. “Yes. What a beautiful cat,” she said.

      “She’s been hanging around here since I got home. I think she lives a street or two away. You know you shouldn’t pet any cats,” Zach scolded.

      “But they’re so cute,” she said, as she sneezed again.

      “Come on inside and take an allergy pill,” said Zach. Margaret laughed and followed him into the house.
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      Margaret sat at the kitchen table drinking a glass of sweet tea while Zach told her about his afternoon.

      “We went crabbing today,” he said.

      “Nice,” said Margaret. “Is that the delicious smell coming from that pot?”

      “Yep. Ready in five minutes,” said Zach. “Also I got more than usual, so I invited David over for dinner. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Margaret grinned. “I don’t mind at all.” She reached into her pocket to grab a tissue and felt the note from the window.

      “Oh, I forgot about this,” she said, pulling the note from her pocket. “Look.”

      Zach took the note. He read it and started chuckling.

      “What are you laughing about?” asked Margaret.

      “It was nice of the local witch cult to leave you a note,” Zach snickered.

      Margaret laughed. It was funny to think there would be any type of cult activity in their small, picturesque town.

      “What’s next? Slaughtered chickens in the square?” asked Zach, laughing.

      “Don’t forget to watch what music your friends listen to. It could be a death metal cult,” Margaret said, laughing along with Zach.

      “What’s this about a death metal cult?” asked a voice from the door.

      Margaret turned. A tall man with shaggy blond hair stood in her kitchen doorway.

      “Hello, David,” she said, still laughing.

      “Hey, David,” said Zach, going over and shaking his hand. David walked over to where Margaret was sitting at the table. He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.

      “How are you two doing tonight?” asked David.

      “I’m fine,” said Zach. “The crabs should be ready soon.”

      “Let me help you get the table ready,” said David.

      “Thanks,” said Margaret, getting up from her seat. She grabbed some newspapers and started unfolding them on the table. Whenever they ate crabs they put the newspaper down for a quick clean-up afterward. Margaret also grabbed the mallets and pickers from a drawer. She got a few sharp knives, too.

      “Tell David about the note,” Zach urged his mom.

      “What note?” asked David.

      “The note from the death metal cult,” Zach said with a straight face. He and Margaret started laughing again. David looked confused.

      Margaret handed him the note. “This was taped to the shop window when I left.”

      David read it and frowned.

      “This is certainly odd,” he said, rereading the note.

      Margaret brushed it off. Joking around with Zach had made her feel better. “It’s probably just a bunch of bored teenagers messing around.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t like it,” said David. “Things like this could start rumors in the community, and at the height of tourist season that is not a good thing.”

      “What should we do?” Margaret asked.

      “Well, let me keep the note and run it for prints,” said David. “Has anyone else touched it besides the two of you?”

      “No,” said Margaret.

      “Good,” said David.

      “I think you should have someone walk you to your car at night when you’re working alone,” said Zach, as he pulled the cooked crabs out of the water.

      “I’m fine,” Margaret insisted. “It’s not a big deal, just a silly note. Besides, if it’s a bunch of kids they will get bored and find someone else to bug,”

      “Maybe,” said David, “but Zach is right. I would feel better if you’d let me walk you to your car.”

      “Oh, this is ridiculous,” said Margaret. “I’m a grown woman capable of taking care of myself.”

      “I know,” said David. “How about this? I want to walk you to your car so we can spend a little more time together each day.”

      Margaret sighed. She knew if she didn’t agree he would do it anyway. She didn’t want to get into an argument with David. And anyway, she wanted to spend more time with him too.

      “Okay,” she said, sitting down at the table. “You win. I’ll wait at the store until you get there.”

      “Good,” said Zach, plopping the crabs in the middle of the table. He sat down, and David grabbed two beers. He opened them and gave one to Margaret.

      “You have to have beer with crabs,” he said.

      “Well, of course,” said Margaret, grabbing a crab. All three of them started pulling the claws off and picking the delicious meat from the crabs. After a few minutes Margaret stopped and sat back.

      “These crabs are delicious, Zach,” she said.

      “I have corn on the cob, too,” Zach replied, getting up and pulling the corn out of the water. “I was waiting for us to make room on the table.” He put a half dozen ears on the table, and Margaret grabbed one. She spread butter on it and salted it. She bit into the tender kernels.

      “Yum,” Margaret said. “Have I told you how much I appreciate you cooking for us?”

      “Every day, Mom,” Zach laughed.

      “Well, I do. You know I don’t cook as well as I would like to, and it’s a big help coming home to a fresh homemade meal. “

      “I agree,” said David. “This is delicious, Zach.”

      “Thank you,” said Zach, smiling.

      After they were done, Margaret gathered the remnants of crab and corn into the newspaper and threw it out in the outside garbage. She saw the orange cat and smiled.

      “We ate it all, sweetie. You don’t look hungry, though,” Margaret said to the cat. She bent down and stroked its soft fur. She wondered where the cat lived. It looked healthy and had a collar on, so Margaret knew it had a good home. Margaret got up and went back into the house.

      “Wash your hands before you touch your face,” Zach instructed.

      “Yes, Mom,” Margaret said. She washed her hands while David looked on quizzically.

      “There’s a cat running around outside,” Zach explained, “and despite the fact that Mom is allergic to cats she insists on petting it.”

      “But she’s so soft and beautiful,” said Margaret.

      “Yeah, and you will end up with puffy eyes, a runny nose, and hives,” said Zach.

      “That is not a pretty picture,” said David.

      “True,” said Zach.

      “Hey!” said Margaret, and they all laughed. Margaret went to the refrigerator and pulled out some of the shell chocolates.

      “Dessert, anyone?” she asked.

      “Sure,” said Zach.

      Margaret put the plate on the kitchen table and started some coffee. When it was done brewing she suggested they go out back to the picnic table. The guys agreed. Zach grabbed the chocolates, and David grabbed three mugs. Margaret picked up the coffeepot and a trivet and took it outside. Normally they could not be outside at night due to the mosquitoes; however, tonight there was a gentle breeze, and the bugs were nowhere to be found. The full moon cast light on the backyard and the picnic table. David and Margaret sat on a bench together, and Zach sat across from them. Margaret looked around at her small yet comfortable backyard. She was glad to be sitting there with David and Zach. Margaret poured everyone some coffee.

      “Are you really going to dust that note for prints?” Margaret asked David.

      “You bet,” he said. “I don’t like people threatening you.”

      “You think it’s a threat?” Margaret asked.

      “I’m taking it as such until I can prove otherwise,” he said.

      “Okay,” said Margaret. She looked up and saw a sky full of stars. David looked up too.

      “There’s the Big Dipper,” he said, pointing at the sky.

      “I see it. There’s Orion,” she said, pointing at the constellation.

      “I see his belt,” said Zach.

      “What a gorgeous night,” said Margaret.

      “It is,” agreed David, sipping his coffee. They all sat in silence for a moment enjoying the nighttime sky.

      “Well, I’m going inside to do the dishes,” said Zach.

      “Leave them,” said Margaret. “I’ll wash them when I go in. You cooked, I’ll clean.”

      “Cool, thanks,” said Zach. “I’m still going inside. I’ll be playing video games in my room.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret. Zach left, and she looked at David.

      “It’s a pretty night out,” Margaret said, leaning her head on his chest. He put his arms around her.

      “Not as pretty as you,” David said, and Margaret giggled. He kissed her forehead. She smiled and nestled into his arms. Margaret and David had only been dating for a while but she loved being around him. He was a comfort to her, and she needed a man who was gentle and kind. David was both of those.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” David said, breaking the silence.

      Margaret turned and looked at him, about to tell him about her new PI license. But she chickened out and instead said, “I was thinking how wonderful you are.”

      David smiled, and Margaret leaned back against his chest again.

      “Now I’m thinking about what I have to do tomorrow at the shop,” she said. “As much as I don’t want to I should go inside and get those dishes done.”

      “You wash, I’ll dry,” suggested David.

      “You’re on,” said Margaret, getting up and stretching. David got up and hugged Margaret tight. Then they got the mugs and coffeepot and went into the house.

      “I should probably get going,” said David once the dishes were finished. “I want to get this note to the lab first thing tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret. “I want to get to bed early myself.”

      “See you tomorrow?” said David.

      “Do I have a choice?” teased Margaret.

      “Nope,” he said, pulling her in for another hug and a soft kiss. He said goodnight, and Margaret closed the front door. She smiled. David made her feel tingly in a good way. She was glad they were becoming close. Margaret went into the kitchen and got the table ready for breakfast the next morning. She thought about the note and shivered. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she knew David and Zach were right. She had a gut feeling that whoever left that note was trying to send her a message. She turned out the kitchen light and went upstairs. She knocked on Zach’s door and told him she was going to bed.

      “Good night,” said Zach.

      “Good night,” said Margaret. She went into her room and got changed. She climbed into bed and thought of the candies she wanted to make in the next few days. Margaret smiled and drifted off to sleep.
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      David got up the next morning thinking about the night before at Margaret’s house. He really was falling for her, and he hoped she felt the same way. It had been a while since he had been in a relationship, and he was having fun with Margaret. Then he thought about the note and his smile morphed into a small frown. It was probably a group of teenagers messing around, but David wanted to be sure. He was intent on keeping Margaret safe despite the fact that she seemed hell bent on getting herself involved in his cases, and a couple times had ended up getting hurt.

      David sipped the coffee in his travel mug as he got in his car and drove to the station. There was a pile of paperwork from previous cases sitting on his desk. David hoped to get through most of the pile by the afternoon. He sat down and started to work.

      After an hour of working, David’s phone rang. He picked it up.

      “Yes, Cindy?” he asked, perking up. Cindy was the administrative assistant for the precinct. She usually didn’t bother him when he was trying to get through paperwork and had his door closed.

      “David, you need to get over to the Santiago house. Something is going on there. His son called the police.”

      David put down his coffee. “I’m on the way right now,” he said, grabbing his keys. He rushed out the door, jumped into his car, and sped over to the address. José Santiago, a divorced man with a teenage son, worked at the local real estate office. His son, Michael, played on the high school football team. David pulled up to the ranch house and got out of the car. He walked to the front door, where a police officer let him in. David saw Michael sitting in a chair in the front hallway. His usually tan face was pale. David walked up to him.

      “Michael, what happened?” asked David.

      “I don’t know,” Michael replied. “I just got home, and I found my dad—” Michael stopped talking and teared up. David waited patiently.

      “My dad—I found him in the living room,” Michael said, with hesitation in his voice

      “Go on,” David coaxed.

      “He was lying there. I didn’t know what was going on. There were so many candles, and he was just lying there,” Michael answered. His voice was rising and David knew Michael was starting to panic.

      “Michael, it’s okay. Just tell me,” said David.

      “He was d-dead,” said Michael. He started to breathe rapidly. David told him to put his head down.

      “He’s hyperventilating,” David told a nearby paramedic. The paramedic gave Michael some oxygen and his breathing slowed. David patted Michael on the shoulder and went down the hallway toward the living room. A police officer followed beside him.

      “What did he mean about the candles?” David asked the police officer.

      “You’ll see,” the officer replied.

      David got to the end of the hallway and stepped into the living room. The room was large and sparsely furnished. It was also filled with candles. There was a candle on almost every available surface. There were candles on the tables, and some on the floor.

      “Were these all lit when you arrived? If so, it would have been a real fire hazard,” said David.

      “Yeah, it was hot in here when we arrived. Took us a while to put ’em all out,” said the police officer.

      David walked around the couch and stopped. He saw José Santiago lying on the floor. He bent down toward the body. There were red marks by the dead man’s lips. David asked the police officer if forensics had been there yet.

      “No, you beat them here,” replied the officer.

      “Okay,” said David, walking around the body carefully. It didn’t look like José had fallen. There was no blood or bruising. David looked at the body and the couch.

      “It looks like he fell off the couch,” observed David.

      Just then the forensics team arrived. David knew they would want to take samples of everything in the room. Before he left, David scanned the room once more. He noticed that while most of the candles were white tapers, the ones on the table were black. A red brocaded tablecloth covered the table. David looked at the table and spied a piece of paper with burnt edges. He put on some gloves and carefully picked up the paper. There were figures on the paper, along with a few odd drawings. There was no writing. David put the paper back down. The forensic team was starting to work the room. David walked back to where Michael was still sitting in the hallway.

      “Was your father expecting any company today?” David asked Michel.

      “Not that I know of,” said Michael. “Usually if he had someone over, he does it when I’m not home.”

      “Were you supposed to be home today?” asked David.

      “Yes. His birthday was yesterday. We were going to go through his gifts together today. It’s a tradition of his. He opens his presents the day after his birthday. He said he could appreciate them more the next day.”

      “Where are his presents?” asked David.

      “He had them in the kitchen,” said Michael.

      “Were they disturbed since last night?” asked David.

      “I’m not sure,” said Michael. “I haven’t been in the kitchen. I got home and went right to the living room. And I found—” his shaky voice trailed off.

      “I understand,” said David. “Would you be able to help me?”

      “With what?” asked Michael.

      “Could you walk in the kitchen with me and take a look at the presents?” asked David.

      “Sure,” said Michael. He led David to the kitchen. There were a bunch of wrapped gifts on the kitchen table. Michael went over and looked at them.

      “Doesn’t look like anything’s been moved or anything,” said Michael.

      “Okay,” said David. “Thank you.” They heard a noise in the hallway. David turned as a woman strode into the kitchen.

      “Michael,” she exclaimed, moving quickly toward the boy, “are you okay?” She opened her arms and pulled Michael in for a hug.

      “Mom,” Michael said. “It was awful.”

      “I know, I know. I can’t even imagine. I’m here now.” She looked at David. “Who are you?”

      “My name is David Graham,” replied David. “I’m the lead detective on this case.”

      “Were you questioning my son without an attorney?” the woman said accusingly.

      “No, Mom, it’s not like that,” Michael started.

      “I was talking to the detective. You be quiet and try to relax,” said the woman.

      “I was not questioning him,” said David. “He was actually helping me.”

      “Oh,” said the woman, a bit flustered.

      “Why don’t we go outside? You shouldn’t be in here anyway,” David said to Michael’s mother.

      “Okay,” she said. “My name is Tiffany.”

      “Hello, Tiffany,” said David as he led them outside. He took them around back so as not to draw any attention to them. There was a stone table with chairs around it. David suggested they sit there.

      “When was the last time you saw José?” David asked Tiffany.

      “Last week. I saw him when I dropped Michael off,” she said. “We have—or had I guess,” she corrected herself. “We had a good relationship for Michael’s sake.”

      “Was José by himself?” asked David.

      “Yes,” said Tiffany. “Why?”

      “I’m just trying to get all the information I can,” David replied.

      “Okay,” said Tiffany. “Yes, he was alone.”

      “Did you know if he was seeing anyone?” David asked.

      “I don’t think so,” said Tiffany. “Do you know, Michael?”

      Michael shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

      “Thank you,” said David. “If it wouldn’t be too inconvenient I would like you both to come down to the precinct.”

      “Why? Are we in trouble?” asked Michael.

      “No son,” David reassured him. “We just need to get your fingerprints and ask you a few more questions.”

      “Why do you need our fingerprints?” asked Michael. “We didn’t do anything.”

      “So I can compare them to the ones the forensic team will be getting in the other room. Also, I’ll need a list of people who were at the party yesterday,” David replied.

      “I can give that to you,” said Michael. “There were only three other people.”

      “Okay,” said David. He looked at Tiffany. “Are you okay to drive him to the station or would you like an officer to take you over? You’ve had a shock.”

      “I can drive,” said Tiffany. She seemed a bit pale, but put together. David felt she would be fine.

      “Can we stop somewhere so I can get Michael a bite to eat?” asked Tiffany. “He looks like he could use a minute and maybe some food or something to drink.”

      “Sure,” said David. “Just come to the station right after that.”

      “Thank you,” said Tiffany. “Okay, Michael, are you ready to go?”

      “I suppose so,” Michael said.

      David thought it was a good idea to get Michael away from the house. He had more questions, but he wanted Michael to be cooperative and if being with his mother helped him, David was all for it. Tiffany got up and Michael dragged himself up with her. He hung his head and followed her to her car. David went back into the house.

      “Anything new?” he asked the police officer.

      “Yes. You’re going to want to see this,” the officer said. “I didn’t want to disturb you while you were talking with them, but this is big.”

      David followed the police officer back into the living room. The forensics team was gathered by the body. David moved toward the sofa and two of the team members moved so he could see. The body was no longer there, but on the ground was a mark. It looked like a pentagram with a lightning bolt through it. David flinched.

      “What the hell is it?” he asked one of the team members.

      “We’re not sure, but it’s something to do with the occult,” said the team member. “We can look it up and get back to you.”

      “Thank you,” said David. “Also, do me a favor. Please don’t mention any of this to Margaret.” He was talking to the whole room. “If she hears about this she’ll want to help me and I don’t want her being a part of this case. Understood?”

      “Yes sir,” everyone replied.

      “Please spread the word to the other officers,” David instructed.

      “Will do,” one of the officers said. “Can I ask why you don’t want her help? She really was a big part of your last case.”

      “I just don’t want her in harm’s way,” said David. He was thinking of the note that Margaret had gotten the previous night. He didn’t want it to be true, but if there was a cult—and the evidence was piling up to the affirmative—he didn’t want Margaret in any danger.

      “Okay, David,” the officer replied. “I’ll let the department know.”

      “Thank you,” said David. He knew Margaret would be angry with him but that was a small price to pay for her safety. David left the house and drove back to the station. He noticed Tiffany’s car by the café and figured she and Michael would be by the station soon. When he got to his office he called the lab and told them to put a rush on the note Margaret had received.
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      A half hour later Tiffany and Michael arrived. David asked Michael to wait in the hallway while he talked to his mother. Michael agreed.

      “Do you know anyone who would want to hurt José?” he asked Tiffany when they were seated in his office.

      “No,” said Tiffany. “He was a sweet guy. He would give me anything I needed—even after the divorce.”

      “Are you remarried?” asked David.

      “Yes,” replied Tiffany. “My husband is Jamie Barnes.”

      “The doctor?”

      “Yes,” Tiffany said. “We met when I broke my ankle. I was coming out of the stands after one of Michael’s football games and I tripped. I was taken to the hospital and I met Jamie. We were married a year later.”

      “Do he and José get along?” asked David.

      “Yes. Like I said, we wanted Michael to be as well-adjusted as possible and we worked hard to have a peaceful relationship for his sake.”

      “Okay,” said David. “Well, if you think of anything, please let me know.”

      “I will,” said Tiffany. “Oh wait, I forgot.” She handed David a sheet of paper. There was a short list of names. “Here are the people who were at the party last night. Michael wrote it up at the café.”

      “Thank you,” said David, taking the list. He glanced at it and put it on his desk.

      “Did you need anything else from me?” asked Tiffany.

      “That should be all I need for now. Please don’t plan any trips out of town for the next few days though. I need to be able to get a hold of you on short notice if necessary.”

      “I won’t,” said Tiffany. “And Michael will be staying with us if you need him.”

      “Thank you,” said David. “I think it would be best if we gave Michael a chance to catch his breath. That was really traumatic for him. I don’t need to question him any further today,” he added, deciding that Michael might be of more help when he wasn’t so upset. “You can take him on home.”

      “Thank you,” said Tiffany, getting up from the chair. David got up and shook her hand. Tiffany walked out of the office and David turned to the list Michael had written. Then he turned to his computer and started searching. It was going to be a long day.
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      Zach walked into the police station. He had his headphones on and was listening to some music his friends had downloaded for him. His mother had asked him to take some chocolates over to the station. She had extras and thought the police officers might like some. After he dropped off the candies he was going to meet up with his friends at the beach. They had planned on surfing today but it was really hot. Maybe we’ll just go swimming, thought Zach as he walked near David’s office.

      “Hello, Cindy,” he said to the woman behind the desk. Cindy looked up from her computer. She was a heavyset middle-aged woman. She was very sweet and Zach liked talking to her.

      “Hello, Zach,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

      “My mom had some extra chocolates and she thought you guys would like some.”

      “That is so sweet,” said Cindy. “David is in a meeting with someone, but you’re welcome to come on back and pass them out to the other officers.”

      “Thanks,” said Zach. Cindy buzzed him in. He was getting ready to walk down the hall when he saw someone sitting outside of David’s office. He walked over.

      “Michael?” he said, surprised to see his friend at the station. Michael was still in high school but he often hung around with Zach’s group of friends. He was a cool kid and Zach wondered what was happening. “What are you doing here?”

      Michael looked up at Zach.

      “You didn’t hear?” he asked Zach.

      “Hear what?” Zach asked.

      “My father is dead,” said Michael.

      Zach was shocked. “What happened?” he asked, sitting down next to Michael.

      “I don’t know. I found him at home. Just—dead.”

      “I’m really sorry,” said Zach.

      “Yeah. No one knows what happened. There were all these candles and he just was lying there on the floor.”

      “Oh man, that is a bummer,” said Zach.

      “Yeah,” Michael said.

      They sat in silence for a few moments.

      “Listen,” said Zach. “Do you have a private investigator or someone who can help the police find out what happened?”

      “No, not that I know of,” said Michael. “Why?”

      “Well, my mom has done some stuff like that. She helped David solve his last two big cases.”

      “Really?” asked Michael.

      “Yes,” said Zach. “I set up a website for her. Here is her business card. You should look into hiring her.”

      “I don’t have any money to hire a PI,” said Michael. “And my mom and stepdad don’t have a lot of money right now either.”

      Zach thought for a minute. “You know, this website I made for my mom is brand new. She’d get more business if she could show she’s already had some clients. She had one client already a few months ago, but another one would really help. She’d probably work for you for free, especially since you’re my friend.”

      “Really?” For the first time, Michael looked hopeful. “I’ll think about it,” he said, taking the card.

      Zach patted his friend on the shoulder. “If anyone can help you, my mom can,” he said. “Call me if you have any problems with the website.”

      “I will,” said Michael. He thanked Zach and Zach got up. He walked toward the break room with the chocolates. He heard David’s door open and turned around. It was Michael’s mom. She didn’t see Zach, but Zach saw Michael put the card in his pocket.

      Zach had created a web page for his mother for her private eye business, but she didn’t know about it yet. Zach believed his mother was a good investigator and she should let people know, especially now that she was a licensed PI. Zach had set everything up, including a payment method, and had even printed business cards. He was thinking about telling her that night. Running into Michael was a great coincidence. Now Zach would see if his web page worked. He smiled. His mom would be thrilled when she found out. Zach knew how much she liked helping out with David’s cases.

      Zach put the chocolates on the break room table. He slipped his headphones back on and walked back down the hallway. He waved hello to a few police officers and hesitated when he walked by David’s door. Zach thought about knocking but decided not to. He knew David must be busy getting started on the case. Zach decided he would just go back to the store and let Margaret know about Michael.

      “Have a good day, Zach,” Cindy said as he passed by her desk.

      “Thanks, Cindy. You too,” Zach replied. He walked out of the police station and got into his car. His mom had helped him buy a used Toyota to drive around town in. He rolled down the window. It took a little while for the air conditioning to kick in and it was hot out. Even with the ocean breeze the temperature was in the high nineties. Zach started his car and drove back to the candy store, where Margaret was helping a customer. I wonder where Patty is, he thought.

      Margaret looked at Zach quizzically, and he motioned that he was going to the back of the shop. She nodded and got back to her customer. Zach went to the back of the store and sat down. He pulled up Margaret’s website on the computer while waiting for his mother to be done with her customer. Mom is going to love this, Zach thought, looking at the web page he had designed.
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      Margaret finished with her customer, wondering what Zach was doing back at the shop. He’s supposed to be surfing, she thought as she walked to the back of the store.

      “What are you doing here?” Margaret asked Zach. “Not that I don’t want to see you but I thought you were going to the beach after dropping off the chocolates.” She noticed his laptop was open on the table.

      “I was, but something else came up,” said Zach, closing his laptop.

      “What came up?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, I have been developing something that I think you will love. I was going to tell you about it tonight, but then I ran into my friend at the police department and I thought I would let you know now,” said Zach.

      “What are you talking about?” asked Margaret.

      Zach’s laptop dinged. He smiled.

      “Let me show you,” he said, opening his laptop. Margaret walked over and looked at it. The computer was opened to a private investigator’s page.

      “What is that?” Margaret asked Zach.

      “It’s your very own private investigator web page,” said Zach.

      “What are you talking about?” asked Margaret. She was confused. Web page? Private investigator? Margaret sat down while these thoughts raced through her head.

      “Mom, I created a web page for you. You can now run your private investigator’s job through the web,” explained Zach.

      Margaret took a deep breath. “Wait. You did what?” She understood what Zach was saying but she needed time to process it.

      “Yeah, aren’t you happy?” asked Zach.

      “No,” said Margaret. Just then the front door bell sounded signaling a customer. Margaret stood up. “Stay here a minute,” she instructed Zach. Margaret went out to the front of the store. She saw a woman standing there.

      “Oh, hi, Patty,” Margaret said to her other employee. “How did your errand go?”

      “Just fine. Thought I’d pop back in here before I left for the day. Were you in the back?”

      “Yes, I’m talking to Zach about something. Do you mind watching the front?”

      “I want Patty to see it too,” said Zach, coming from the back. “We can listen for the door if someone comes in.”

      “See what, dear?” asked Patty.

      “My mom’s web page. I designed it for her.”

      “For the store?” asked Patty.

      “No, for her private investigator’s business,” said Zach.

      “What? I didn’t know you had a private investigator’s business,” said Patty to Margaret.

      “Neither did I,” said Margaret. “In the back. Now, Zach.”

      Zach followed Margaret to the back of the store. Margaret sat down.

      “Zach, I didn’t say I was opening a new business,” said Margaret.

      “I know,” said Zach “I just—”

      Margaret interrupted him. “You just what, Zach? Thought if you created a web page people would come? There is more to a business than just a web page. I need a business license and numerous other things. What made you think I want to do this?”

      Zach waited until his mom was done talking. He cleared his throat. “Well, you did get your private investigator’s license, so this was the next logical step, right? And I didn’t just set up a web page, Mom. I did the research. I got you a business license to run this and the other paperwork has been filed with the agencies. Why did I do this? Because you loved helping David with his cases. I could see it when you were helping him. You were on fire. You love being a private investigator and if you can help people it’s all the better.”

      Margaret hesitated. She saw how enthusiastic Zach was.

      “Also, you have your first customer,” said Zach, grinning.

      “What are you talking about?” asked Margaret.

      “Do you know my friend Michael?”

      “The one who plays football at the high school?”

      “Yeah. Well, his dad died and he found the body.”

      Margaret’s mouth dropped open. “Oh my gosh, that is awful. The poor boy.”

      “I told him about the website and he signed up. Here, look,” said Zach, pointing at the screen. There was an email logo and a number one beside it. Margaret clicked on it and an email popped up. She read about how Michael found his father dead on the floor and there were lit candles all over. She had to admit the case sounded intriguing.

      “That does not get you off the hook for going behind my back, though,” said Margaret to Zach.

      He smiled. “Okay, Mom. Also—he and his mom and stepdad don’t have a lot of money, so—well, I kind of said you’d maybe help him for free? That way you’ll get another reference to use for when other people want to hire you.”

      “Well, of course I won’t charge him. He’s your friend.” Margaret read through the email again. “Did you read this?” she asked Zach.

      “Yeah. Pretty weird, right? Especially after the note you got,” he said.

      “Exactly,” said Margaret. “Maybe there is something going on in our quiet little town.”

      The bell on the front door rang and Margaret poked her head up front. It was David. He said hi to Patty, who told him Margaret and Zach were in the back. Margaret was trying to decide how to break the web page to him when Zach spoke up.

      “Hi, David. Guess what I have been doing? I made up a web page for my mom’s private investigation business,” Zach said excitedly.

      “What?” asked David incredulously, directing his attention to Margaret.

      “I’m as shocked as you are,” Margaret replied.

      “You didn’t know about this?” asked David.

      “She didn’t,” reassured Zach.

      “But—well, I did kind of get my private investigator’s license,” Margaret said, trying not to wince. “I took classes online. I was going to tell you soon.”

      David sighed, and sat down.

      “So, any new cases?” Margaret asked David.

      “No,” he answered.

      “Are you sure?” Margaret asked.

      “Yes. Why do you keep asking me?”

      “Because Michael Santiago hired me to find out what happened to his father,” said Margaret, pointedly.

      David’s mouth gaped. “How did he do that?”

      “He used my web site,” Zach said, proudly.

      “Evidently Zach told him about my incredible skills,” said Margaret.

      David shook his head. “Between the two of you I’m going to go gray in a month,” he said.

      Margaret and Zach laughed.

      “Are you taking his case?” David asked Margaret.

      “Absolutely,” she said.

      David sat for a moment.

      “Well, I suppose it would be better if we worked together, then,” David said.

      Margaret smiled and hugged him. “I know that was hard for you to admit,” she said laughing.

      “Well, I figure if we work together, at least I can keep an eye on you,” said David.

      “Hey,” said Margaret, playfully smacking his arm.

      “You know what I mean. I can keep you safe if we work together,” said David.

      “Fine,” said Margaret.

      Patty stuck her head in the door.

      “I’m going to leave now,” she said.

      “Okay,” said Margaret. “Have a good night, Patty.”

      “You too, Miss Private Investigator ,” Patty replied, winking.

      David rolled his eyes and Margaret laughed.

      “Is it okay if I hang out with my friends now?” asked Zach.

      “Sure,” said Margaret.

      Zach smiled and packed up his laptop. He left the store and quickly walked toward the beach. Margaret and David went to the front of the store.

      “It’s about time to close up,” Margaret said.

      David flipped the sign over and locked the front door.

      “What are you doing for dinner tonight?” he asked Margaret.

      “I don’t know,” said Margaret. “My cook just left for the beach.”

      “Why don’t you come over to my place? I can’t believe you haven’t been there yet. I can whip something up for us really quick.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret. “I’d love to see where you live. Just let me finish up in here.”

      “Sure thing,” said David. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Nothing,” said Margaret. “Don’t you have a case to work on?”

      “I promised to walk you to your car, remember?” said David.

      “That’s right,” said Margaret. “Okay, you can put the lids on the jars and fill me in on the case.”

      As David tightened the lids he told Margaret everything he knew about the case. When he mentioned the burnt paper and the sign on the floor, Margaret gasped. “I thought we didn’t have cults in this town,” she said.

      “Me too,” said David. “If that’s really what this is about.”

      “I wonder if anyone else had notes taped to their doors,” said Margaret.

      “I haven’t heard anything, but we could ask around.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret. “Let me just finish with the register.” She placed her deposit in the bag.

      “I’ll hold on to that for you,” said David.

      “Thank you,” said Margaret. They walked out of her shop.

      “Why don’t I drop this over at the bank, then I’ll come right back and I can meet you next door at Stacy’s café,” suggested David.

      “Great, thanks,” said Margaret. She turned and walked into the café. Stacy was there and said hello, asking if Margaret was eating there or if she wanted something to go.

      “Neither, actually,” said Margaret. “Although I would have a cup of coffee to go.”

      “Sure thing,” said Stacy. While Stacy was getting the to-go cup ready, Margaret asked if anything weird had happened last night.

      “Weird like what?” asked Stacy.

      “Did someone tape a note to your door?”

      “No,” said Stacy. “Why? Is someone advertising something?”

      “Not quite,” said Margaret. She told Stacy about the mysterious note that had been taped to her door.

      “That is weird,” said Stacy. “I didn’t get one. Where is the note now?”

      “David has it,” said Margaret. “He thought it sounded threatening enough to merit an investigation.”

      “I’m glad he’s watching out for you,” said Stacy.

      “Yeah, me too,” agreed Margaret, as David entered the café. Stacy said hello and asked him if he wanted some coffee to go as well. He said yes and she poured him a cup.

      “She didn’t get a note,” Margaret informed David.

      “Okay. We’ll ask some other people, and if no one else got one, we’ll have to conclude that the person who left it was definitely targeting you,” David replied.

      “I don’t think Mr. Stewart got one,” said Stacy. “He would have mentioned that to me when he was here for lunch today.”

      “Okay, one more down,” said David.

      “Let’s go ask Simone,” said Margaret.

      “Yeah, that is right up her alley,” said Stacy, getting a laugh out of Margaret. Simone ran the antiques store. She was a bit quirky, but nice. Margaret and David left and walked over to the antiques store. They talked to Simone, but she hadn’t received a note either. Next they talked to Allie Harris, the baker who used to be in a punk band.

      “I haven’t gotten any notes,” she said, brushing aside some pink hair. Her naturally dark hair was pulled up into a sensible bun, but a bit of the pink streak had come undone. Allie might not be in a band anymore, but she still favors that punk style, thought Margaret. David and Margaret thanked Allie and left the bakery.

      “Okay, this looks more and more like someone was targeting you,” said David.

      “That or they didn’t have an opportunity to put notes on the other doors. Maybe they had customers or something and the person didn’t want to be seen,” suggested Margaret.

      “Maybe,” said David, “but I still want you to be careful. Where are you parked?”

      “Right over there,” Margaret replied, pointing, and they walked over to her car.

      “Should I follow you to your house?” Margaret asked.

      “Sure,” said David. David got in his car, which was across the street, and Margaret followed him. They wound through the small streets of the town and drove toward the ocean. David took a road that paralleled the beach and Margaret followed him out of town. David turned down an unmarked driveway, and Margaret gasped when she saw his house. It was a beautiful old Victorian that David was obviously working on. It had an outside staircase and two floors. Margaret pulled up beside David.

      “Why do you even bother coming to my house?” asked Margaret.

      “For the wonderful company,” David replied.

      “I didn’t know you had a house on the beach,” she said.

      “You never asked,” he winked. Margaret followed him inside, and David led her to the kitchen. The house was modestly, though nicely furnished.

      “Are you restoring this house yourself?” Margaret asked.

      “Yes,” said David. “A little bit at a time.”

      “Wow, you cook, solve mysteries, and are good with your hands. I’m impressed,” said Margaret.

      David made a show of polishing his nails on his shirt. “Yep. I can do it all.”

      Margaret laughed.

      “Would you like some sweet tea?” he asked.

      “You make sweet tea, too?” asked Margaret, astonished.

      David held up his hands. “No, no. I get it from Stacy. She sells it to me by the gallon.”

      “Ha, okay. I would love some in that case,” she said.

      After David poured her a glass, he looked in the refrigerator.

      “I have some leftover meatloaf. Would you like some sandwiches? We could sit on the beach and eat them.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” said Margaret.

      David made up the picnic dinner and they went to the beach. They sat on a blanket and watched the sun set. What a lovely night, thought Margaret.

      When they were done eating, and after the sun had gone down, they took the blanket back to David’s house.

      “That was a wonderful dinner,” said Margaret.

      “Just leftovers,” said David.

      “Yeah, but they were delicious leftovers,” said Margaret.

      “Thank you,” said David. He gave her a hug.

      “I should get home,” said Margaret. “I have to start working on my new case.”

      David laughed. “Drive safely,” he said. He walked Margaret to her car. She got in and he leaned over and kissed her goodnight. There is that tingle again, thought Margaret happily. She started her car and drove home.
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      The next morning, Margaret went over some business details for the day with Zach, over breakfast. “I think I might leave the store for a bit today. Would you be able to stay a few hours after lunch?”

      “Sure,” said Zach. “What are you going to be doing?”

      “I thought I would go to check out the Santiago house and take a look around. I might try to meet with Michael and his mother, too.”

      “That sounds like a good plan,” said Zach. “Michael should be at his mother’s today. I don’t think the coach expects him to be in for practice after what happened.”

      “They have practice in the summer?” Margaret asked.

      “Yes. The coach wants them to be ready to go as soon as school starts,” said Zach.

      “Do they practice all day?” asked Margaret.

      “No, I think it’s a half day,” said Zach.

      “Oh, so when Michael found his father it was after practice,” Margaret said.

      “Probably,” said Zach. “That or tutoring.”

      “Tutoring? In the summer?” asked Margaret.

      “Yeah. Sometimes Michael sees Ms. Ness-Scott. She teaches art at the high school. She offered to work with him a couple of days a week. He’s a good artist and might want to do it professionally. She tutors other kids at the high school, too.”

      “Interesting,” said Margaret.

      “Do you have his cell phone number?” Zach asked.

      Margaret checked her phone. “Yes. He included it with his email. Poor kid. It’s horrible he had to find his father like that.”

      “Yeah, but Michael is tough. I think he’ll find a way to get through this. Especially if you find something out.”

      “Well, I’ll certainly do my best,” said Margaret.

      They finished their coffee and drove to the candy shop in separate cars. Margaret stopped at the grocery store and the hobby store on the way in. When she got to the shop, Zach had already opened the store. Patty was going to be in around ten, so Margaret took her shopping bags to the back. She got out a double boiler and started to melt the white chocolate. She poured some red food coloring into the chocolate. After it was melted, Margaret poured it into the molds she had bought from the hobby store. Once she had the chocolate poured she stuck the molds in the refrigerator.

      By then it was after ten and Patty was helping Zach in the front of the store. Margaret heard the bell ring, and Zach and Patty saying good morning to someone. Margaret stepped out from the back and saw David. She smiled at him, and he walked over and gave her a peck on the cheek.

      “Make sure no one sees us,” Margaret teased.

      David rolled his eyes. They had just started dating and David didn’t want anyone on the force knowing. He was concerned that people would see it as unprofessional since he and Margaret sometimes worked together. Margaret understood, but it could cause confusion sometimes. That was why they just met for lunch or coffee at the café. It wasn’t a date, just a friendly meeting. David was always looking over his shoulder to make sure no one from the department saw them holding hands or kissing. Margaret thought it was probably why he hadn’t invited her over until last night. Margaret smiled thinking about the impromptu picnic. She took David’s hand and pulled him to the back of the store. Then gave him a proper kiss and they sat down.

      “Have you heard anything back from the lab about the note?” asked Margaret.

      “Yes. Unfortunately, whoever did this must have used gloves. There were no fingerprints besides yours and Zach’s on the note.”

      “Darn it,” said Margaret. “I was hoping we would catch a break.”

      “I haven’t heard back about a preliminary cause of death for José Santiago yet. I’ll come by and let you know as soon as I hear anything.”

      “Well, I might be out. I’m going to try to meet with Michael today,” said Margaret. She left out the part about going to José Santiago’s house. She didn’t want David to worry.

      “Okay,” David said. “I’ll call you if I hear anything.”

      “Thanks,” said Margaret.

      “No problem. Well, I have to get back to work. What smells so good back here?”

      “A new candy I’m trying. I’ll bring some around to the department later.”

      “Great,” said David, with a mock frown. “I’ll have to share with everyone.”

      “Well, if you would just tell people we are dating you wouldn’t have to share,” teased Margaret. David started to protest but Margaret kissed him.

      “I understand why you don’t want people to know,” she reassured David.

      “Okay,” said David. “As long as you’re not hurt by it.”

      “Not at all,” said Margaret. “Besides, it’s kind of like being teenagers again and having to sneak around.”

      David laughed. He gave Margaret a hug and moved to the front of the store. Margaret followed and gave him a small bag of candy.

      “This is for your desk. Your own private stash,” she said with a wink. David laughed and thanked her. After he left, Margaret returned to the back of the store. She dialed Michael’s number but there was no answer. She left a message asking him to call her to set up a meeting. Margaret walked out to the front of the store, where Patty was helping a customer. Zach was rearranging the candy on one of the shelves.

      “I think I’ll go and take a look around now,” Margaret told Zach.

      “Okay,” said Zach. “Be careful, Mom.”

      “I will,” Margaret promised.

      Back in her car, she turned on the radio and drove over to José Santiago’s house. The front door had police tape across it but it was unlocked. Margaret took a furtive look behind her, ducked under the tape, and walked inside. She walked down the hall and looked in the kitchen. There was nothing to see but a pile of unopened presents on the table. She went into the living room and saw all the candles and the markings on the floor. The burnt paper was not there. Must be at the lab, she thought. Margaret walked around and let out a low whistle. The candles were everywhere. Margaret took some pictures of the crime scene and went back outside. Her phone rang. It was Michael. They agreed to meet in a couple of hours at the café. Margaret drove back to the candy shop and called David. She informed him of her meeting later that day with Michael.

      “I’ll stop by at closing and you can tell me about the meeting while I walk you to your car,” David said.

      “You had better watch out. People might start to talk,” teased Margaret.

      Margaret checked the candy in the refrigerator. It was almost ready to have the filling piped in. Margaret got some strawberries out of the refrigerator. She removed the tops and cut them up with sugar. She set a pot on medium and started cooking the fruit. While the strawberries were cooking Margaret thought about the crime scene. She was convinced something was not quite right. Her town was quaint and quiet. It was a small town not prone to anything exciting like a devil-worshiping cult. Pulling out her phone, Margaret looked at the pictures again. She had an idea.

      “Zach,” she called to the front of the store. “Where’s your laptop?”

      “It’s here by the register,” Zach said. Margaret walked out and asked if she could borrow it.

      “Sure,” said Zach. “Let me unlock it first.”

      Margaret took the unlocked laptop into the back room and set it on the table. She pulled out her phone and transferred the pictures to the laptop. While they were transferring she stirred the strawberries and turned down the heat. Once the photographs were finished Margaret uploaded them and did a Google image search. Nothing came up for the first couple but there was a hit on the third picture. The third picture had the candles, sofa, and markings in it.

      Margaret gasped when she saw the image the computer had picked up. It was almost a direct match to the crime scene. Margaret looked at the website of the matching picture and saw it was a scene from a movie that had come out the previous year. Margaret sent the image to her phone. She walked over to the stove and turned off the homemade filling. Margaret heard a noise behind her.

      “That movie gave witches a bad name,” said Patty, looking at Zach’s computer screen.

      “What do you mean?” asked Margaret, a bit shocked. She didn’t think Patty would have been interested, let alone seen a movie about a devil-worshiping cult.

      “I just mean that most witches are good witches,” she said.

      “You do know there are no such things as witches,” said Margaret.

      “Absolutely untrue,” said Patty.

      “What do you mean?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, I know quite a few in this area and we only promote good spells,” said Patty smiling.

      Margaret stared at her. “We?”

      “Yes. I’m a witch,” said Patty.

      Margaret gasped and sat down in a chair by the table.

      “Is everything okay, dear?” asked Patty. “You look a little pale.”

      “I’m okay,” said Margaret. “I’m just having a little trouble processing what you just said. Did Zach fill you in on what’s been happening here and around town?”

      “No. What’s been going on?” asked Patty.

      Margaret filled her in on both the note and the crime scene.

      Patty gasped. “Oh no. That is black magic. We don’t do anything like that,” she said. “Black magic is evil. We only try to help people.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret, still trying to wrap her head around Patty being a witch.

      “We’re having a meeting tomorrow night. You should join us. Then you can see just what it is we do,” said Patty.

      Margaret thought about it. Since there were local witches it might be a good idea to see who they were. She agreed.

      “We’re meeting at my house tomorrow night at eight,” said Patty. “I hope you’ll be there.”

      “I will,” said Margaret.

      Patty walked over to the stove and tasted the filling. “This tastes delicious. Would you like me to pull it off the heat?”

      “Sure,” said Margaret. Patty pulled the pan off the burner.

      “I’m going to lunch. Do you want me to bring anything back for you?” Patty asked.“No thanks, I’ll be running out in a bit myself,” said Margaret.

      “Okay,” said Patty. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Margaret laughed to herself. It’s amazing how many new things you can learn from someone you thought you knew, she thought as she got up to check the filling. It would have to cool completely before she could pipe it into the chocolates. While she waited, Margaret decided to pay David a visit. She walked to the front of the store where there were a few customers so she helped Zach wait on them. After the small rush died down Margaret told Zach she would be back in a few minutes.

      “Okay,” said Zach. “Could you pick me up something to eat?”

      “Sure,” said Margaret. She walked to her car and drove to the police station. Margaret walked in and said hello to Cindy.

      “He’s right in his office. I think the door is open. You can just go on back if you like,” Cindy said.

      “Sure,” said Margaret, and waited for Cindy to buzz her in. Margaret walked down the hallway to David’s office.

      “Hello,” she said, sticking her head in his door.

      “Hey,” said David, smiling and getting up from behind his desk. “What brings you here?”

      “I discovered something about the case and I wanted to share it with you,” said Margaret.

      “Okay,” said David. “Let me shut the door and we can talk about it. Hold my calls please,” David called out to Cindy.

      “Will do,” she said.

      David shut the door and gave Margaret a hug. She giggled and they sat down.

      “So what did you want to show me?” asked David.

      “Well, I went to the crime scene this morning,” began Margaret.

      “You what?” asked David a bit loudly.

      “Shush. You know I needed to see the crime scene in person if I’m going to actually be any help to you with this investigation,” she said.

      “Okay, that is true,” he said. “But it’s still illegal. I wish you would have told me and I could have had an officer there to watch out for you. If you’d been caught in there otherwise you’d have been in serious trouble.”

      “It worked out fine,” said Margaret. “Anyway, that doesn’t matter now. What matters is that I took some pictures and uploaded them on Zach’s computer. Look what I found.” She showed David the movie scene on her phone.

      David’s eyebrows rose.

      “Wow, that is interesting,” he said.

      “Yeah. Now we know someone set this up to make it look like a devil-worshiping cult,” said Margaret.

      “That is some great detective work,” said David. “By the way, the lab came back with cause of death.”

      “What was it?” asked Margaret.

      “José was poisoned. He consumed some deadly nightshade. Evidently he ate some of the berries. Remember those marks around his lips?”

      “Wow, that’s awful,” said Margaret.

      “Now that we know how this happened, we just need to find out who did it,” said David.

      “Well, there is one more thing you should know,” said Margaret. She was going to wait to tell David about the local coven of witches, but she figured he would get angry with her if he found out she had withheld more information from him.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Patty is a witch,” Margaret said with a straight face. David just stared at her. Margaret started to smile a little and then started laughing.

      “Oh good,” said David. “I knew you had to be joking. After the note, though, it’s not funny.”

      “Actually I’m not joking,” said Margaret, getting control of her laughter. “It was the look on your face I was laughing at. Anyway, Patty told me this morning. There is a group of women here who are good witches. They get together and do things to help people.”

      David stared at her again. “Are you nuts?”

      “I’m totally serious. Patty invited me to one of their meetings tomorrow night. I told her I would go,” said Margaret.

      “I’m going with you,” said David. “I don’t want you walking into something dangerous.”

      “I’m sure they’re fine. Besides, you would stick out like a sore thumb. If it makes you feel better I can call you after the meeting and let you know what happened,” said Margaret.

      “I think I’ll wait at your place until you get home if that is okay with you,” said David.

      Margaret sighed. “Okay, fine.”

      “I’ll even cook,” said David.

      “That’s better,” Margaret teased.

      “Okay. Will Zach be at the house?” asked David.

      “Probably,” said Margaret.

      “Good. I’ll make enough for everyone,” David said.

      “Sounds good,” said Margaret.

      “Speaking of food, would you like to go to the café with me?” asked David.

      “Like a real date?” Margaret spoke in a whisper.

      “We can try,” David said.

      “Sure,” said Margaret. “I have to pick some lunch up for Zach anyway. They got up and walked out of David’s office.

      “I’m going to lunch,” David said to Cindy. “I’ll be at the café.”

      “Okay,” said Cindy. “I’ll forward any emergency calls to your cell.”

      “Thanks,” said David. He reached for Margaret’s hand, but stopped. She smirked.

      “Let’s get to work,” she said, as they left the precinct.

      They took separate cars to the café. Margaret arrived first and got them a corner booth in the back. David appeared and scooted in next to her. He looked around. There were not too many locals in the café. David put his arm around Margaret and hugged her. He was about to kiss her when he suddenly stopped and moved away.

      “What’s going on?” Margaret asked. David motioned to the door. The police chief was coming in.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” said Margaret. She sighed and sipped her coffee. David stood up as the chief approached.

      “Cindy told me I could find you two here. I was wondering what was happening with the case,” said the chief.

      “Why don’t you join us and we can discuss it,” said Margaret.

      David rolled his eyes and Margaret grinned over the chief’s head. David sighed as the chief joined them in the booth.
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      After lunch, Margaret returned to the candy shop. Patty and Zach were waiting on some customers, so Margaret took Zach’s lunch into the kitchen and put it on the table. Zach and Patty seemed to have everything under control in the front of the store, so Margaret checked her filling. It was perfect. She removed the molds from the refrigerator and prepared the filling for piping. Zach walked in and thanked her for the lunch.

      “Stacy gave you some extra fries. She said you’re a growing boy and need all the food you can get,” said Margaret.

      “She does know I’m not a teenager anymore, right?” asked Zach.

      “Yes, but she also knows you eat me out of house and home,” said Margaret.

      “True. Have you met with Michael yet?” he asked Margaret.

      “Not yet,” said Margaret. “I’m supposed to see him this afternoon. We’re meeting at the school.”

      “Okay,” said Zach. “What did you and David talk about?”

      “We discussed the case. Oh, I forgot to show you something. Look at this.” Margaret showed Zach the picture of the crime scene and the one of the movie still.

      “Wow,” said Zach. “That is almost identical.”

      “Exactly,” said Margaret. “I want to look up those symbols on the floor too, but I don’t have time today.”

      “I can help,” said Zach. “Let me run to the library after work and maybe I can find something for you.”

      “Thank you,” said Margaret. “Aren’t you going to the beach, though?”

      “I want to help you with your case,” said Zach. “The beach will be there tomorrow.”

      “Well, thank you,” said Margaret. She was glad he was willing to help. Margaret gently removed the chocolates from the molds.

      “What are those?” asked Zach.

      “Look,” said Margaret, holding one up.

      “Oh, it’s a crab. Nice,” said Zach. “What are you going to fill them with?”

      “Homemade strawberry filling,” said Margaret. “There was a good buy on strawberries at the store.”

      “Great idea,” said Zach. He finished his lunch. “I’m going to run to the library now. I’ll stop by afterwards and let you know what I found out.”

      “Thanks,” said Margaret. She checked the front of the store. There were no customers.

      “I’m going to be filling candy in the back. Call me if you need me,” Margaret said to Patty. Patty agreed and Margaret went back into the kitchen. She gently filled the crab chocolates and then tasted one. It was delicious. She called Patty back and offered her one.

      “These taste divine,” said Patty. “Would you like me to put some in with the shell chocolates?”

      “Sure,” said Margaret. Patty took the crabs Margaret had finished and gently laid them in the shell display. The red was a bright contrast to the black and white shells. A customer walked in and Patty showed her the newest candy.

      “I’ll take a pound of mixed crabs and shells,” the customer said. “I’m visiting from Atlanta and my friend will love these. Do you ship?”

      “Not yet,” said Margaret, coming from the back of the store. “My business is still a bit small for shipping, but if you want I can take your name and when I get a web page set up I’ll send you an email.”

      “That would be great,” said the woman. “That way I can have a bit of the beach in my landlocked city.”

      Margaret laughed. She got the list that Zach had started of customers interested in shipping. Once the list grew big enough Margaret had promised Zach she would let him design a web page for her. The woman printed her information and paid for the chocolates.

      “I’m looking forward to that web page,” she said, as she left the store.

      “I think that would be a great idea,” said Patty. “Zach could design it and he and I could help with making the chocolates.”

      “I agree, but right now I have too much on my plate. Maybe after the tourist season is over. Then I can take the time to plan something.”

      “Before Christmas would be good,” suggested Patty.

      “Let me get through this summer first,” said Margaret, laughing. She went back to the kitchen and finished the first batch of crabs. She made a mental note to stop by the grocery store after talking to Michael. With the crab candy experiment a success, she was going to need more chocolate and filling ingredients. Margaret put a small plate of the crab candy in the refrigerator and took the rest out to the front of the store.

      A little while later Zach returned.

      “How was the library?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, I started looking into covens and seeing if there was anything in the newspaper. There wasn’t anything recent, but a few years ago some kids were arrested for putting demonic graffiti on the walls of a business in town. They were caught, though, and nothing was mentioned after that. I researched the symbols but didn’t really find anything.”

      “Thank you for checking,” said Margaret, giving him a hug. “You know, since the setting was like a movie, it might not have been a coven. It could have been anyone who killed José.”

      “That’s true,” said Zach.

      “Well, I’m off to meet with Michael. I’ll be back in a bit,” said Margaret.

      “I’ll stay with Patty and help her hold down the fort,” said Zach.

      On the way to the school, Margaret thought about what Zach had said. If the murder had no real connection to witches or cults, they were back to square one. She parked by the school and saw Michael talking to a woman with brown hair. She was pretty with a pixie cut. By the time Margaret turned off the motor and got out of the car, the woman was walking away. Michael saw her and walked over.

      “Are you Zach’s mom?” he asked.

      “Yes. You must be Michael. I’m so sorry for your loss,” said Margaret, holding out her hand. Michael nodded and shook her hand. Margaret asked who he had been talking to.

      “That was Ms. Ness-Scott, my tutor,” Michael explained.

      “Oh of course, Zach told me about her. It’s really nice of her to tutor you in the summer,” said Margaret.

      “It really is. Especially since she also works at a camp outside town,” said Michael.

      “Oh? What camp?” asked Margaret.

      “Camp Soothing,” said Michael. “It’s a camp for poor kids who can’t afford a beach vacation.”

      “Oh, that is wonderful,” said Margaret. “I think everyone should experience the beach at least once in their lives.”

      “Yeah, I helped out there last summer. It’s fun to participate and see those kids light up when they see the ocean for the first time.”

      “You volunteer too?” asked Margaret.

      “Yes, our coach wants us to be well rounded, so he lets us take time out from practice in the summer if we are volunteering somewhere,” explained Michael.

      “What a great idea,” said Margaret. There was a table with chairs nearby. “Would you like to sit here for a bit?” she asked.

      “Sure,” said Michael. “Coach knows I’m talking to you, so I have some time before I have to get to practice.”

      “Okay. So I need to ask you some questions. First of all, do you know anyone who would want to hurt your father? “

      “No. I’ve been thinking about it, but he was a really good person He worked at the local real estate office and he and my mom get along fine.”

      “Your mom remarried, what about your stepfather?” asked Margaret.

      “You mean Jamie? He liked my dad. He’s a nice guy too,” said Michael.

      “Okay,” said Margaret. “If you can think of anyone who might be a suspect please let me know.”

      “Okay,” said Michael. He thanked Margaret for taking the time to work on the case, especially for free. She told him she was happy to help. He left to go to practice, and Margaret drove back into town.
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      The next day Margaret got to the store early. She wanted to make the next set of molds before going out. She had talked to Zach the night before and told him she wanted to check out both José’s job and Michael’s stepfather. Zach had agreed to work at the store all day. Just as Margaret was putting the molds in the refrigerator, Zach walked in.

      “Good morning,” Margaret said. She handed him a cup of coffee.

      “Thank you,” said Zach. “Have you told David what you’re doing today?”

      “Yes,” said Margaret. “He thought it was a good idea. He figured people might be more willing to open up to me as opposed to a detective.”

      “Good point,” said Zach.

      Margaret went to the front of the store and turned the sign to Open. She thanked Zach for taking care of the store and walked out to her car. She drove to the real estate office where José had worked just outside of town. Margaret parked and walked in. A young woman was sitting behind the desk in the front office.

      “Hi, I’m Margaret Nichols,” said Margaret.

      “Oh, you’re the owner of the candy store I’ve been hearing about,” the young woman exclaimed. “Is everything really a nickel there?”

      “Nope, it’s just named after my last name,” said Margaret patiently. Even after all these months, people still asked her that.

      “Oh well. It sounds delicious though,” said the young woman.

      “You should stop by sometime,” said Margaret.

      “I will. My name is Suzie. How can I help you today?” the young woman asked.

      “I was wondering if I could talk to someone about José Santiago. I have been hired to look into his death,” said Margaret, handing Suzie one of her new business cards. Suzie read the card and asked Margaret to have a seat. A few minutes later an older gentleman walked out.

      “Hi, my name is Trevor Smith. I’m the owner of this business. Would you like to come into my office? I would be happy to answer any questions you may have about José,” he told Margaret. She thanked him and followed him into his office.

      “I appreciate you taking the time to answer my questions,” Margaret said.

      “Well, I liked José, It’s a shame what happened to him.”

      “Yes,” said Margaret.

      “What did you want to know?” asked Trevor.

      “I’m trying to find out more about José. Was he a good employee?”

      “Oh yes. He was one of our up and coming stars. He had only been here a little while, but he had been putting all his effort into his job. He kept some of the other realtors on their toes,” said Trevor.

      “How so?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, he didn’t just sit back and wait for things to happen. He would go into town and drum up business. He was very competitive. I was thinking about giving him his own office next month. He was competing with another realtor for it,” said Trevor.

      “Who is the other realtor?” asked Margaret.

      “Rob Myers. He’s been here longer than José and thought he would just slide right into that office. I told him he needed to step up his game or José would snag it,” said Trevor. “Rob saw how good José was, and started competing with him. He would sometimes play practical jokes on José, who was annoyed by it and thought it got in the way of business. José was a great guy, but he wanted his son to have everything. In order to do that he had to sell houses. He would have gotten a small raise along with the new office. Unfortunately, he never even knew I was going to give it to him.”

      “Did Rob know?” Margaret asked.

      “I didn’t tell him directly, but he knew José was winning the competition.”

      “Do you know what Rob was doing the night of José’s death?”

      “No, but he should be here any minute. You can ask him yourself,” said Trevor.

      “Thank you,” said Margaret. So someone was going to lose money to José. That is a strong motive, Margaret thought. Just then they heard the front door open.

      “Hey, Suzie, any new messages for me?” a booming voice called out.

      “That would be Rob. He is a real salesman,” said Trevor, smiling. “Rob, could you step in here a minute?” asked Trevor.

      “Sure thing, boss,” Rob said. He stepped in the office. Rob was a middle-aged man who was a bit portly. He had on a cheap suit and tie. He stopped when he saw Margaret.

      “What can we sell you today?” he asked her, holding out his hand.

      “Nothing today, thank you,” replied Margaret, shaking his hand.

      “What can I do for you?” Rob asked Trevor.

      “Well, Margaret here is a private investigator, looking into José’s death,” said Trevor.

      “Is that so?” asked Rob.

      “Yes,” said Margaret. “Would you mind answering a few questions?”

      “Sure,” said Rob, “but it will have to be quick. I have a meeting in twenty minutes across town.”

      “That’s fine,” said Margaret. “I can be quick.”

      “Come on into my office then,” said Rob. Margaret followed him into a small overcrowded office. There were two desks in the room.

      “Whose desk is that?” Margaret asked Rob.

      “That was José’s,” he said. Margaret glanced at it but there appeared to be nothing out of the ordinary. Most of the things had been cleared off.

      “Suzie packed up his things yesterday,” said Rob, noticing Margaret’s gaze. “She might be able to show them to you.”

      “Thank you,” said Margaret. “So were you and José close?”

      “We worked together. He was very competitive. He would steal clients right out from under me if I wasn’t careful,” Rob chuckled. “Sometimes I pulled pranks on him to get him off his game.”

      “He stole your clients? Did that upset you?”

      “It sure did. He made it look like he was getting all these clients, but really he was stealing them from me,” said Rob.

      “Did you tell your boss?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, no. I didn’t want to seem like a tattletale,” said Rob.

      Likely story, Margaret thought.

      “Where were you the night José died?” Margaret asked.

      “I was in the Ox Tail schmoozing some potential clients,” said Rob. The Ox Tail was a local bar and grill. Margaret had been there a few times.

      “All night?” she asked.

      “Yes, and then I went home,” said Rob.

      “Is there a Mrs. Myers?” Margaret asked Rob.

      “Yes, and she was home when I got there,” said Rob. “Now, is that all of your questions? I have a meeting to get to.”

      “That’s all for now,” said Margaret. “Thank you.”

      “Well, if you ever need a house you know where to find me,” said Rob.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” said Margaret. She got up and walked back to the main office.

      “Suzie, do you still have that box of José’s things?”

      “Oh, no I don’t, I’m sorry. Tiffany’s husband, Jamie, stopped by and picked them up earlier.”

      “Oh, okay. Thank you,” said Margaret, and she walked to her car. That’s odd, she thought. I figured Tiffany would pick up the things herself. Maybe he picked them up to get some incriminating evidence out before Tiffany saw it. Margaret got in her car and raced to Tiffany’s house. There was a car in the driveway and a man was getting out.

      Margaret parked behind him and got out of her car.

      “Good morning,” the man said. “Can I help you?”

      “Good morning. My name is Margaret Nichols,” said Margaret. “Are you Jamie Barnes?”

      “Yes,” said Jamie.

      “Your stepson hired me to look into his father’s death.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I remember Michael telling me about that. Thank you for your help. Would you like to come in?”

      Margaret was a bit thrown. Usually suspects hesitated and didn’t invite her in.

      “I would love to,” said Margaret, recovering her composure. Jamie opened the trunk of his car.

      “I have José’s things from his office here. I picked them up so Tiffany wouldn’t have to do it. She’s still very upset.”

      “That was nice of you,” said Margaret.

      “I’m happy to do it. José was a stand-up guy. And Michael’s a great kid. He has a bright future ahead of him and I want to help with that as much as possible.” Jamie shut the trunk and walked to the front door.

      “Would you like some coffee or anything?” he asked Margaret after inviting her in.

      “No thank you,” she said, looking around. It was a small ranch house that was clean and nicely decorated. Jamie told her to have a seat on the couch.

      “Let me put this here,” he said, putting José’s box on the table. “I figure you might want to look through it, being a private investigator and all. I’m going to make some coffee. Are you sure I can’t interest you in some?”

      “No thank you. I’ll take a look at the box while you get yours,” said Margaret. He could have taken something out before he put the box in the trunk, Margaret thought. She sorted through the items. There was a ‘World’s Greatest Dad’ mug and some assorted notepads. When Margaret looked through them she saw they were records of house sales. It was obvious that José had been working hard at the real estate office.

      Jamie walked back into the room.

      “Did you find anything helpful?” he asked Margaret.

      “No, but these reports are interesting,” she answered.

      “You can take anything you want with you,” said Jamie. “If it will help with the investigation, it’s all yours.”

      “What about Tiffany?” Margaret asked.

      “She won’t mind. She’ll get them back after the investigation is done, right?” said Jamie.

      “I believe so,” said Margaret. “I think I’ll take these business journals with me if you don’t mind.”

      “Okay,” said Jamie. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “Yes,” said Margaret. “Could you tell me where you were the night José died?”

      Jamie looked at her. “Yeah, I guess I don’t blame you for asking. I was out bowling with some buddies and then I came back home. Tiffany was here when I got home. We stayed up to watch the news and then went to bed.”

      “Okay, thank you,” said Margaret. “Was it the bowling alley in town?”

      “Yeah. We have a regular league night there once a week. My team is the Red Roosters. We have to sign in to the bowling league’s logbook to make it an official league gathering.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret. She thanked Jamie for his time and stood up to leave.

      “If there is anything else I can do for you, please let me know,” said Jamie.

      “I will,” Margaret promised.

      Back at the shop, she called David and filled him in on what she had found out. He told her he would be there to walk her to her car that night, and Margaret told him she would give him the journals then.

      After hanging up, Margaret went into the kitchen. She pulled out the chocolates and was happy with how they had turned out. She got some sugar out of the cabinet and some evaporated milk. She mixed these and heated them until she had formed fresh caramel. She took it off the heat and let it cool. Margaret looked out at the front of the store. Patty was still there helping customers. Zach had gone to the beach when Margaret had gotten back. Margaret ducked back in the kitchen and filled the next batch of chocolate crabs. She tasted one and almost swooned at how good it was. She took a few out and put them in the display case. When Patty was done with the customers Margaret gave her one of the crab candies.

      “Mm. This is heaven,” said Patty. “So, will you still be joining us tonight?”

      “Yes. Eight o’clock, right?” Margaret replied.

      “Yep. You can come a bit earlier if you want to,” said Patty.

      “I just might do that,” said Margaret. She put the rest of the crab candies in the display and helped some customers who had just come into the store.
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      Later, when Margaret was getting ready to close, Patty said goodnight.

      “I’ll see you in a few hours,” Patty said as she walked out the door. Just then David appeared. He greeted Patty and walked into the store.

      “Where are those journals?” he asked Margaret.

      “In the back,” she said. He followed her into the kitchen and Margaret showed him José’s books. While David looked through them Margaret closed the shop. She grabbed the fresh candy and took it to the kitchen. She picked up a crab with jelly and popped it in David’s mouth.

      “Oh yum,” David said. “That is delicious.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” said Margaret. “Did you find anything in the journals?”

      “Not really, but didn’t you tell me that his coworker accused José of stealing his commissions?”

      “Yes,” said Margaret.

      “Well, it looks like the opposite is true. According to this, José’s coworker took a large sale from José last month. He wrote about it below the sale. See?”

      Margaret looked at the journal. “Well, if Rob lied about that, I wonder what else he is lying about.”

      “What did you think of Michael’s stepfather?” asked David.

      “He was really nice. A bit too nice if you ask me,” said Margaret. “He seemed to be really interested in Michael’s well-being.”

      “And that is a problem?” asked David.

      “It’s almost as if he didn’t think José could take care of him. Maybe he wanted José out of the picture,” said Margaret.

      “Maybe. I can check out his alibi while you cast spells tonight,” David teased. Margaret smacked his arm and he pulled her close and gave her a hug.

      “All kidding aside, be careful,” David warned Margaret.

      “I will,” she said.

      “Well, are you ready to go?” asked David.

      “Sure,” said Margaret. “I’ll stop by that bar and check on Rob’s alibi.”

      “We could go together and have a drink,” suggested David.

      “We could but then the mayor might show up,” Margaret teased.

      David laughed. “Okay, you win. I’ll see you at your house later tonight,” David said.

      Margaret gathered up her things and David walked her to her car. She started her car and headed for the Ox Tail. It was a small bar and grill that the locals liked to hang out in. The place was a ways out of town, but Margaret thought she would have plenty of time to go there and get to Patty’s afterward. Margaret pulled into the parking lot and walked inside, heading straight to the bar.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked. He was middle-aged and nice-looking.

      “Ginger ale, please,” said Margaret, showing him her business card. “Also, I was hoping to get some information.”

      “Okay,” said the bartender.

      “Did you know José Santiago?” Margaret asked, as the bartender set a glass in front of her.

      “The realtor? Sure. They all liked to come in here with clients. It’s a relaxed atmosphere, and a little nicer than some of the bars in town,” said the bartender.

      “Did you hear about his death the other night?” Margaret asked.

      “Yes. That was awful,” said the bartender. “I was working that night. I hadn’t seen him for a couple of days, and was wondering what happened to him.”

      “Do you know Rob, who worked with José?” asked Margaret, taking a sip of her ginger ale.

      “Sure, he was always trying to move in on José’s sales. It got pretty nasty at times,” said the bartender.

      “Do you remember if Rob was here with clients that night?” Margaret asked.

      “No, he wasn’t,” said the bartender. “In fact, I remember thinking it was odd that neither one of them was here. Usually one of them would be here chatting up a client.”

      “So he wasn’t here? Are you sure?” asked Margaret.

      “Yeah, I’m positive. It was a slow night, and Rob is a guy you can hear clear across the bar,” said the bartender.

      “Yeah, I can see that,” said Margaret, remembering Rob’s booming voice. “Well, thank you for your time.” She started to pull out her wallet, but the bartender stopped her.

      “On the house,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Margaret said. “I’ll come back soon for a real drink.” She gave him a wave as she left the restaurant. On her way to Patty’s house she called David and let him know about Rob’s alibi. David thanked her.

      “By the way, Jamie was telling the truth. He was at the bowling alley that night,” said David. “Lots of witnesses.”

      “Wow. I guess there are still nice guys around,” Margaret replied. “Well, I’m pulling up to Patty’s right now. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Okay. Be safe,” David said.

      “Always,” said Margaret, and she hung up the phone.

      Patty’s house was a nice older two-story house. It was a quarter to eight when Margaret arrived. There were a few nice cars in the driveway as Margaret walked to the front door and rang the bell.
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      Patty answered the door. “Welcome to my home,” she said, leading Margaret to the front room. There were a couple of women sitting down on Patty’s sofa.

      “This is my boss, Margaret,” Patty to them. “She’s also a private investigator. She is looking into José’s murder. You both knew José. Margaret, this is Emily,” she said, pointing to a mousy younger woman on the sofa, “and Samantha,” pointing to an older woman. Emily smiled and said hello to Margaret. Samantha looked Margaret up and down. She said hello but in a somewhat snide way. Margaret said hello and sat on a chair near Emily.

      “So Patty tells us you’re interested in witchcraft,” said Samantha.

      “Well, I was interested to learn there was a coven here in town,” answered Margaret. “I had no idea.”

      “We have been gathering for quite a few years now. Isn’t that right, Patty?” Samantha asked Patty. Patty had just returned from the kitchen, and set a cheese tray on the table.

      “That’s right, Samantha. Quite a while, really,” said Patty.

      Sitting down, she encouraged the others to have some of the cheese. Emily and Samantha helped themselves.

      “So Patty, I have to say I was a bit shocked when you told me about your group,” said Margaret, helping herself to some cheese.

      “Well, we don’t make a big deal out of it. We know what a lot of people think when they hear the term witch,” said Patty.

      “I can understand that,” said Margaret.

      “Understand what? Who is the new person?” A tall dark-haired woman walked in. She had a streak of gray in her hair that gave her appearance a dramatic flair.

      “Oh, hello, Ashley,” said Patty. “This is Margaret. I invited her to attend the meeting tonight.”

      Ashley walked over to Margaret.

      “Show me your hand,” she demanded.

      “Okay,” said Margaret, smiling a bit.

      Ashley took Margaret’s hand and turned it palm side up.

      “Your love line is broken,” said Ashley. “Your life line is long, see?” Ashley pointed to a line on Margaret’s palm.

      “I see,” said Margaret.

      “So you’ve started the readings without me?” a voice demanded.

      Everyone turned to see an older woman standing with her hands crossed across her chest.

      “Now Sarah, you know we wouldn’t start without you,” said Patty.

      “Who is this?” she asked, pointing at Margaret.

      “This is Margaret,” said Patty, getting up. “I tried calling you to let you know she would be here—”

      “I had my phone turned off this afternoon,” said Sarah, cutting Patty off. “Anyway, hello, Margaret.”

      “Hello,” said Margaret.

      Sarah and Ashley sat down.

      “Now that everyone is here we can start the readings,” said Sarah.

      “I just got done with Margaret,” said Ashley. “You know I can’t resist a new palm.” Margaret smiled. Sarah stuck her hand out to Ashley.

      “Do mine next,” Sarah said. Ashley looked at her palm and made some comments about love and happiness.

      “I doubt it,” said Sarah. “Tom, my husband, works so much I hardly see him. When he’s home he doesn’t say much.”

      “That’s probably because he can’t get a word in around her,” Patty whispered to Margaret. Margaret bit her cheek.

      Margaret watched as Ashley went around the room reading palms. Then everyone got up and went over to a chest. Patty opened the chest and they each pulled out a flowing white gown. They put on the gowns over their clothes and stood in a circle. Sarah started chanting and the others joined her. They seemed to be chanting a blessing on Patty’s house. Then Sarah’s voice dipped a bit and she intoned some words Margaret couldn’t understand. After a minute they stopped chanting. They all raised their hands to the ceiling and sighed. Then they dropped their hands and took off the gowns. Patty went into the kitchen and Margaret followed her.

      “What was all that about?” asked Margaret.

      “Oh, we read that spell in a book that Sarah has. It’s a good wish and happiness spell for the town. I thought we could use it after José’s murder.”

      “Everything helps,” said Margaret. She helped Patty with the dinner and then Patty called the ladies into the kitchen. They each grabbed a plate and helped themselves to the food. Patty and Margaret followed them back into the living room.

      “So what is the latest gossip?” asked Samantha.

      “Well, did you hear about Steve and Vicki?” asked Sarah.

      “No,” said Samantha.

      “Well, I really shouldn’t say anything but I think she is leaving him,” confided Sarah.

      “Oh no,” said Samantha. “What will happen to their house?”

      “Well, I suppose they will have to sell it. Neither of them can afford it on their own with their salaries.”

      “Well, I heard that the teacher we were talking about is at it again,” said Samantha.

      “What teacher?” asked Margaret.

      “Ms. Ness-Scott,” said Samantha.

      Margaret sat up. Michael’s tutor, she thought.

      “What is she doing?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, I’m not one to gossip, but we have seen her going into hotels with the fathers of her students,” said Samantha.

      “Is she doing that again?” asked Sarah.

      “I’m not sure,” said Samantha. “She’s up at that summer camp now. I don’t see how she would have the time. Aren’t the kids out on summer break?”

      “Yes,” said Margaret.

      “Well, then it’s probably just hearsay,” said Samantha.

      The evening continued with gossip and wine. Margaret sat and listened to everyone talking. After they were done eating they went out to the lawn. They formed a circle and invited Margaret into the middle. They danced around her holding hands and chanting. Afterward, Patty explained that it was a good luck charm for Margaret.

      “That was very nice of you,” said Margaret.

      “Well, like I said, we like to do good things,” said Patty. They went back inside. Margaret noticed Sarah handing something to Samantha.

      “What is that?” Margaret asked. It was a small pouch tied with a string.

      “It’s a potion I made to help Samantha sleep,” said Sarah.

      “Oh, that is interesting,” said Margaret.

      “Yes, she needs to keep it under her pillow so she won’t have any bad dreams,” said Sarah.

      “I sometimes have migraines, too,” said Samantha.

      “That will help those as well,” said Sarah.

      “Wonderful,” said Samantha.

      The ladies gathered up their purses and got ready to leave.

      “Thank you for including me in this meeting,” said Margaret.

      “You’re welcome,” said Patty. “You’re welcome again any time.”

      Margaret got her purse and went out to her car. She drove home thinking about the women and their coven. When Margaret arrived home she smiled when she saw David’s car in her driveway. As she got out of the car she could see into her living room from the front window. David and Zach were sitting watching television together. Margaret’s smile grew wider. I’m glad they are getting along, she thought as she walked in the front door.

      “I’m home,” she said.

      “In here,” Zach called, from the living room. Margaret walked in and sat on the sofa next to David.

      “So, did they give you any potions or spells?” Zach asked. Margaret laughed.

      “No, just wine and gossip,” she said. Zach and David laughed.

      “Let me get you some lasagna,” said David.

      “Lasagna?” asked Margaret.

      “Yeah, he made it from scratch,” said Zach. “So good.”

      Margaret followed David into the kitchen and she sat at the table. David gave her a plate and she dug in.

      “This is delicious,” she said.

      “I’m glad you like it,” said David.

      “I really do,” said Margaret.

      “So, did you learn anything at the meeting tonight? Who was there?” asked David.

      “Well, some woman named Ashley read my palm. Then there was Samantha and Emily. Emily was a bit shy. Samantha liked to gossip. Sarah, though, was clearly the Queen Bee. She entered the room and everyone paid attention. I thought she was a little pushy and catty but the others seemed to like her. She might be an acquired taste.”

      “Did anyone fit the note that was left?” asked David.

      “Not at all,” said Margaret. “They mostly just sat around and gossiped. They danced around me in Patty’s backyard.” David laughed.

      “Hey, it was for good luck,” Margaret said, laughing herself. “There was one thing, though.”

      “What was that?” asked David.

      “Well, Samantha mentioned Ms. Ness-Scott, and—”

      “Michael’s tutor?” David interrupted.

      “Yes. Samantha said that some of them had seen her going into a hotel with the fathers of her students.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yes, but then Sarah said Ms. Ness-Scott was at the camp this summer and wouldn’t have time to do that,” said Margaret.

      “Well, it certainly is something to keep in mind,” said David. “What would you like me to do with the leftover lasagna?”

      “I’ll take care of it,” said Margaret, getting up. She put the lasagna in a plastic container and washed the lasagna pan. “Here you go, good as new.”

      “Thank you,” said David.

      “Would you like to stay and watch some more television?” Margaret asked.

      “No. Thank you, though. I should get home. I need to get a good night’s sleep. Got a big day tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Well, I really appreciated your making the lasagna,” said Margaret.

      “Any time,” said David, giving her a hug. After he left, Margaret joined Zach in the living room. About an hour later they went to bed.
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      The next morning when Margaret woke up she felt a breeze and couldn’t figure out why. Her windows were closed. Her bedroom door was open. She walked downstairs. The front door was wide open. And there were notes stuck all over her house.

      “Zach!” Margaret yelled, running back up the stairs. She got to his room just as he was opening his door. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, Mom, why? What’s going on?” Zach asked.

      Margaret told him about the notes. He told her to come in his room with him and they called David and the police. They waited in Zach’s room until they heard David’s car pull up.

      “Where are you?” they heard David yell.

      “In Zach’s room,” Margaret replied.

      “You can come out. There’s no one here,” said David.

      Margaret and Zach went downstairs. There were notes stuck to the walls of all of Margaret’s downstairs rooms. Margaret looked outside and gasped. Her car was covered in notes too. All of them were threatening. They told Margaret to stay away from the case. One of them said that Margaret’s life line would be cut short if she didn’t leave the case alone. Another threatened her with dark magic.

      “Why don’t you get dressed, then you and Zach can go into town. The forensics team will be here soon and I can lock up your house when they leave,” said David.

      “Thank you,” said Margaret. She and Zach got dressed and drove into town. They parked by the store and Zach looked up. He told Margaret to stay in the car.

      “Why?” asked Margaret, looking toward her store. The door was open and there were notes all over the store. Margaret gasped.

      “Who on earth did this?” she wondered aloud.

      “I’m going to call David,” said Zach. “Why don’t you go straight to the café. I know David won’t want us touching the notes.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret. Just then Patty pulled up in her car.

      “What is all this?” she asked, getting out of the car. She read the notes and turned pale. “Oh, Margaret, what happened?”

      “We don’t know. Whoever did this broke into my house last night. They covered my car and the downstairs rooms with these notes. David is at the house right now. I guess he’ll send someone over here as soon as he can.”

      “David is on the way,” said Zach. “He said not to touch anything. I told him we would be in the café waiting for him.”

      “Okay,” said Margaret. “I don’t suppose there is anything we can do until he gets here.” They all went into the café. Stacy was there and she got everyone some coffee.

      “Did you see anything?” Margaret asked Stacy after she explained what happened.

      “No, I didn’t. I just got here a little while ago, and I came in the back. I didn’t know anything was going on with your shop,” said Stacy.

      Margaret looked out the window. “David’s here. I’m going to talk to him.”

      Margaret left the café and walked over to David.

      “Well, there are no prints in your house. I brought along a member of the forensics team to dust for prints here too, but I doubt if he’ll find anything. He’s working quickly so you can reopen as soon as possible.”

      “Who do you think did this?” asked Margaret.

      “Did the women last night know you were investigating José’s death?” David asked.

      “Yes, Patty told them.”

      “Well, by the looks of the notes, I would say at least one of them had something to do with this,” said David.

      “Really?” asked Margaret. “I don’t think so. They are just gossipy women who like to drink wine. They like to talk about trouble, not cause it. At least not to this extent. I can’t see any of them breaking into the store, let alone my house.”

      “Well, we’re going to need a list of names, nonetheless. Could you text them to me later?” asked David.

      “Of course,” said Margaret. A man walked up to them and David asked how things were going.

      “I dusted for prints but there was nothing on the notes. Would you like me to do a full work-up?” the forensics officer asked David.

      “No, not here. I think if we work the house we may have a better chance of turning up some clues,” said David. “Margaret, would you like us to help you take down the notes here?”

      “No thanks,” said Margaret. “Zach and Patty can help me. We’ll take care of that. I’ll call a locksmith and have them fix the door as well. Hopefully we can open a little later today.”

      “There didn’t seem to be any internal damage,” said the forensics officer.

      “Thank goodness for that,” said Margaret.

      “I’m just glad no one was hurt,” said David. Margaret wanted to hug him but she had to keep up appearances.

      “If you need me for anything else please let me know,” David said to Margaret. Margaret could tell by the look in his eyes that he wanted to hug her too.

      “I will,” she promised. David and the forensics officer got back into David’s car. Margaret went back into the café to let Patty and Zach know what they would be doing all morning. She ran into Mr. Stewart.

      “Are you okay?” Mr. Stewart asked.

      “Yes, just a bit shaken,” said Margaret.

      “I understand. Do the police have any leads?” Mr. Stewart asked.

      “Well, David said the police are interested in the local coven,” said Margaret, waiting for Mr. Stewart’s response.

      “You mean Patty’s friends?” Mr. Stewart asked. Margaret was shocked.

      “You know about Patty and her friends?” asked Margaret.

      “Yes. I think a few locals know about their get-togethers,” said Mr. Stewart. “Remember, I’ve known Patty a lot longer than you have.” Margaret remembered that it was Patty who had introduced her to Mr. Stewart.

      “So do you think they could have done this?” asked Margaret.

      “Could have? Maybe. I wouldn’t think they would want to get their hands dirty, though,” said Mr. Stewart.

      “I agree,” said Margaret. “Right now they are the ones the police are looking at. I hope they find whoever did this soon.”

      “Me too,” said Mr. Stewart. Margaret went to the table where Zach and Patty were sitting.

      “Who’s ready to start taking down the notes?” Margaret asked.

      “I am,” said Zach, getting up. Patty followed him. Margaret went to pay for the coffee but was told the drinks were on the house.

      “After all you’ve been through this morning, it’s the least I can do,” said Stacy. Margaret thanked her and left to clean up her shop.
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      The next day, Margaret was in the store when Mr. Stewart stopped by.

      “How are you today?” asked Margaret.

      “Not too well,” said Mr. Stewart.

      “What’s wrong?” Margaret asked.

      “Well, I was trimming Mrs. Blackwell’s dog when my clippers slipped a bit. My clippers never slip, but they did this morning. It must have startled Mr. Bigums, because he bit me,” said Mr. Stewart, holding up a bandaged hand.

      “Oh no,” said Margaret. “You should get that looked at.”

      “I’m on my way to the doctor’s office now,” said Mr. Stewart. “I just wanted to stop by and get some candy on the way.”

      Margaret bent down and gave him some of the crab and shell candies.

      “How much do I owe you?” asked Mr. Stewart.

      “It’s on the house,” said Margaret. “I hope you’re feeling better.”

      “Thank you, Margaret. This certainly helps,” said Mr. Stewart, popping a crab in his mouth. Margaret smiled as Mr. Stewart left, then turned to Zach.

      “Are you going to the beach today?” Margaret asked Zach.

      “I was planning to,” said Zach. “Why, do you need me for anything else?”

      “No,” said Margaret. “Lord knows you’ve done enough.” Zach had been a big help. After cleaning the store he had gone back home, and he and David had cleaned the house and car for Margaret. “Go ahead and have fun with your friends. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      “Cool,” said Zach. He grabbed his keys and went out the front door. Margaret watched him leave and noticed a man across the street. It was Rob Myers. He was looking at the building across from Margaret’s store. She decided to confront him about his alibi.

      “Patty, could you watch the shop?” Margaret asked.

      “Yes, dear, I would be happy to,” said Patty. Margaret went out the front door and walked across the street.

      “Mr. Myers,” she said, as she got closer. Rob turned around. He smiled.

      “Margaret, the private investigator. What can I do for you?” he asked.

      “Well, for starters, you could tell me the truth about the night that José died,” Margaret said.

      Rob turned a bit pale, then unlocked the door to the vacant building.

      “Come inside,” Rob said. Margaret hesitated.

      “If you want to know the truth, follow me,” said Rob. Margaret followed him inside. The building was dark and Rob turned on the lights. “I’m going to be showing this to a client tomorrow. I wanted to make sure it looked nice for them.”

      “So, what were you doing that night?” asked Margaret.

      “Is this off the record?” asked Rob.

      “I’m not a police officer,” Margaret reminded Rob.

      “Okay. I suppose I should tell you since you’ll probably find out anyway. It wouldn’t take too much digging to uncover what I’ve done,” said Rob.

      Margaret waited. She was nervous, but tried not to show it.

      “I wasn’t at the bar that night. I was with someone,” said Rob.

      “Who?” asked Margaret.

      “I would rather not say,” said Rob.

      “Was it José?” asked Margaret.

      “No,” Rob insisted. “It was not José. If I tell you I need you to promise me this will not go any further.”

      “I can’t make that promise,” said Margaret. Rob looked angry and worried.

      “I don’t have to tell you anything,” Rob said.

      “True, but then I would just have to go to the police,” said Margaret. “Your alibi didn’t check out and that makes you a suspect. They’ll probably be questioning you soon anyway.”

      Rob blew out a breath. “Fine. I’ll tell you.” He turned away from Margaret. “I was not at the bar because I was with a woman.”

      “Not your wife?” Margaret asked.

      “No. Not my wife,” said Rob. “I’ve been having an affair.”

      “With who?” asked Margaret.

      “With Suzie from the office,” said Rob. He turned around, angrily, “If you tell anyone, I swear—”

      Just then the door opened.

      A voice came from behind Rob, “There you are, Margaret.” Rob stepped back from her and turned around. Margaret saw David walking in and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Patty told me you were over here,” said David. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” He looked pointedly at Rob.

      “No, David, we’re fine,” said Margaret. “Rob here was explaining why he lied to me about his alibi.”

      “Who is this?” asked Rob.

      “I’m Detective Graham, the lead detective on the José Santiago murder case,” David said. “Why did you lie to Margaret?”

      Rob sighed. “Like I told her, I’m having an affair with Suzie from my office. Please don’t tell my wife,”

      “Will Suzie confirm this if I asked?” asked David.

      “If she was under oath, yes,” said Rob.

      “Okay. I’ll have someone swing by the office in a few minutes and ask her,” said David.

      “Could you be discreet?” asked Rob. “Our boss doesn’t know. Suzie is worried that he’ll fire her if he finds out.” David said he would see what he could do.

      “No promises though,” David said. Rob said he understood, and David and Margaret left the shop.

      “I’m glad you arrived when you did,” said Margaret.

      “I am too,” said David. They went back to the candy shop. Patty was just ringing up a customer.

      “I see you found her,” Patty said to David.

      “Yep, sure did,” David replied.

      “So, what’s up? Why were you looking for me?” asked Margaret.

      “I came by to let you know we weren’t able to lift any prints or fine anything that would help determine who broke into your house and store,” said David.

      “Darn it,” said Margaret. “It sure is frustrating to have no idea who did this.”

      “Well, if I hear anything else I’ll let you know,” David said. “I’m going to stop by Rob’s office and have a talk with Suzie. I’ll let you know what comes of that later. Please be careful today. Be on the alert and let me know if you see anyone or anything suspicious.”

      “I certainly will,” said Margaret. David left and Margaret helped a customer who was looking at the jars of candy.

      “There is just too much to choose from,” the customer said.

      “I could give you a few of each,” said Margaret.

      “That would be wonderful,” the customer said. Margaret got a sampling of her candies and placed them in a box for her customer.

      “Will that be all today?” Margaret asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” she replied. Margaret rang her up and the customer left. Margaret went to the back of the store and started another batch of shell candies. Her crabs and shells were selling well. Margaret thought about how she could expand the nautical motif. The bell on the door jangled again and Margaret looked out front to see a young woman with a little boy.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, with a smile.

      “Yes, please,” said the little boy. “May I please have some candy?”

      “What lovely manners,” said Margaret. “Of course you may have some candy.”

      The boy’s mother smiled and lifted him up so he could see the selection. His eyes grew wide and his mouth fell open.

      “Wow, you have a lot of candy,” he said.

      “Yes, I do,” said Margaret, laughing.

      “Did you make all this?” the little boy asked.

      “No, but I did make some that are in the case here.” Margaret pointed at the crabs and shells. The little boy’s eyes grew wide.

      “Candy crabs?” he asked excitedly.

      “Yes.” Margaret smiled.

      “Can we get some candy crabs, Mom?” the little boy asked.

      “Sure we can, if that’s what you choose. Can we have a half pound of crabs and shells?” asked the young mother.

      “Of course,” said Margaret, pulling the tray out. She measured the candy and put it in a box. “Would you like this wrapped?”

      “No thanks. I bet Ben will be eating it by the time we walk out of here,” laughed the young mother.

      “Enjoy,” said Margaret, handing the woman the candy and her change.

      “Thank you,” said the woman. She and her son left and Margaret asked Patty to keep an eye on the front of the store, while she worked in the kitchen. Her chocolates were done, so Margaret heated up some white chocolate for the filling. When it was cooled she piped the filling into the chocolate crabs and put them out on the display.
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      The next day Margaret was in her shop alone. Zach was with his friends and Patty had left for a short break. Margaret walked around the shop and took an inventory, then worked up an order and called it in to her supplier. After that she got herself a cup of coffee and looked out the window to see Simone walking up the sidewalk. She waved and Simone stopped in and said hello.

      “Hello, Simone. How is business going for you today?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, it would be better, but a customer spilled some coffee on one of my antique rugs. I’ll have to have it professionally cleaned by a restoration specialist, so there is no way I’ll be able to make a profit on it now.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” said Margaret.

      “Did you hear about Mr. Stewart’s hand?” asked Simone.

      “I did. He stopped in on the way to the doctor yesterday,” said Margaret.

      “I saw him this morning. He says it didn’t hit any nerves, but his hand was still really sore,” said Simone.

      “That is terrible,” said Margaret, “but I’m glad it wasn’t worse.”

      “Me too. And after what happened to your store I’m starting to wonder if that coven isn’t doing something to hurt our businesses.”

      “What are you talking about?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, I heard a police officer talking at the café and he seems to think the coven plastered your business with those notes,” said Simone.

      “I heard they were wondering if it was the coven, but I don’t think it is. I’ve met those women. Besides, Patty is one of them. You know Patty. As far as Mr. Stewart’s hand and your carpet, that is just some bad luck,” said Margaret.

      “Or is it bad magic?” asked Simone. Margaret just shook her head. She offered Simone some of her candy crabs.

      “Thank you. I heard these were delicious and they are,” Simone said. “If you boxed them up, I might be able to sell some at my store.”

      “Hey, that’s not a bad idea,” said Margaret. “I’ll think about it.”

      “I also heard that the coven was responsible for José’s death. There were weird candles and a devil’s mark in his house,” said Simone.

      “I heard that too,” said Margaret. “About the candles at least. David is the lead detective on the case and I’ve been helping him out.”

      “Well, no wonder your store was plastered then,” said Simone. “Just make sure you don’t get a spell cast on you.”

      “Okay, Simone, I’ll be careful,” said Margaret. Simone left and Margaret went to the back of the store. She made sure she had the ingredients for another round of chocolate shells and then went back out front. Patty returned shortly and told Margaret to get some lunch.

      “I can watch the store,” said Patty.

      “Thank you,” said Margaret, and she walked out the door toward the café. Margaret saw Allie walking down the street.

      “Hi, Allie, how are things at the bakery?” Margaret asked.

      “Well, it’s odd. I was making a sponge cake and it fell. I had to start over again and the second one fell, too. I had to get out of the bakery before I screamed,” she said. “That’s never happened before.”

      Yet more bad luck on this street, Margaret thought. “Where are you headed?”

      “I’m going to Mr. Stewart’s. He’s putting the finishing touches on Fifi, my terrier,” said Allie.

      “I’m sure she’ll look divine,” said Margaret.

      “I hope so. After the week we’ve had I’m not sure what to expect,” said Allie.

      Margaret said goodbye and went into the café. Stacy pointed towards a booth in the back. Margaret walked over and was surprised to see David.

      “Well, you just brightened my day,” David said with a smile.

      “Mine too,” said Margaret, joining him in the booth.

      “How is your investigation going?” asked Margaret.

      “Slowly,” said David. “I might have to do another round of questioning if I don’t get a break soon.”

      “I’m sure something will come up,” said Margaret. She looked out the window and saw Allie and Mr. Stewart walking down the street together. Allie was holding Fifi, who had a cute bow on her head. They stopped by Simone’s place and the three of them left in Simone’s car. That’s odd, thought Margaret. A waitress stopped at the table and took their order. She left and came back to refill their coffees. Margaret thanked her.

      After lunch Margaret started back to the candy store. David was walking with her when his phone rang.

      “It’s Cindy,” he said, and answered the phone. After he hung up he turned to Margaret.

      “Is Zach in the store with Patty?”

      “No,” said Margaret. “Why?”

      “You need to get him to the store and come over to the police department. Meet me there as soon as you can,” David instructed, as he ran toward his car. Margaret didn’t have time to ask him any questions. She called Zach and told him to get to the store. He was there in ten minutes.

      “Stay here with Patty while I go to the station,” said Margaret. “I don’t know what’s happening, but as soon as I do I’ll let you know.”

      “Okay,” said Zach and Patty. Margaret rushed to the station. When she got there she went inside. There were three police officers talking to a group of people. Margaret saw David and hurried over to him.

      “Ask Margaret, she’ll tell you,” a familiar voice rang out. Others in the crowd agreed with the speaker. Margaret was confused. She turned and saw Simone, Allie, and Mr. Stewart in the group.

      “What’s going on?” Margaret asked David.

      “This group of townspeople is here complaining about the coven,” David explained.

      “What about the coven? What does it have to do with me?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, they think the coven is doing something to the town,” said David.

      “Are you serious?” asked Margaret.

      “Yes,” said David. “They believe the coven broke into your place and has been causing problems ever since.”

      “Oh no. Patty is in that coven, you know,” said Margaret. “I have to call the store.” She called Zach and filled him in on what was happening at the station. Zach said everything was quiet at the store but would keep his eyes open for anyone suspicious lurking around. David offered to send a police officer over to her store. Margaret agreed and an officer was sent to keep an eye on Patty and Zach.

      Margaret walked over to Simone and the others.

      “What is going on here?” Margaret demanded.

      “The town is being cursed by all those stupid witches,” said Simone.

      “I really don’t think the town is under a curse,” said Margaret.

      “Well, we do and we want to know what the police are going to do about it,” said Mr. Stewart.

      With that, Margaret decided to duck out of the precinct and go back to work. She got in her car and drove to the store.
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      That night Margaret followed Patty home and made sure she got inside safely before driving to her own house. Zach’s car was in the driveway and the lights were on. He was just pulling some meatloaf out of the oven.

      After dinner, while Zach went into the living room to watch some television, Margaret cleaned up the dishes. As she was drying the dishes, something caught her eye. It was under one of her cabinets.

      Margaret leaned in and looked closely. It was a scrap of fabric. When Margaret tried to pick it up, the fabric stuck fast. Margaret realized the fabric was stuck behind her cabinet. She opened the cabinet and pulled the plates out. She almost dropped them when she saw what was there. It was a pouch similar to the one she had seen at Patty’s house. She opened it and found there were herbs and berries inside.

      She closed the pouch and called Zach into the kitchen. When Margaret showed it to Zach he said he had never seen it before. Margaret wondered if whoever had broken into her house had left it there. She and Zach searched the downstairs and uncovered two more pouches.

      “Let’s put these in a bag and take them to David tomorrow,” said Margaret. Zach agreed. They put the pouches in the bag and put them on the table. It was late and Margaret decided to go to bed. Zach said he was going to play some video games in his room. Margaret shut off the downstairs lights and they went to their rooms. When Margaret lay down on her bed her pillow seemed off. She lifted it up to adjust it and saw another pouch—only this one had human teeth in it. Margaret dropped that pouch and ran into Zach’s room. She tore the pillow off his bed before he could say anything. There was another pouch under his pillow.

      This was too much.

      “Don’t touch that,” Margaret demanded. She pulled out her cell phone and called David. She explained what was happening.

      “Get dressed and wait for me downstairs,” said David.

      “What is going on, Mom?” Zach asked.

      “I don’t know, but someone has been in our house again. It looks like they’re trying to curse us,” said Margaret. “Maybe we do have a bad witch in town.”

      David arrived. He told Margaret he wanted her and Zach to leave the house for the night. David had called the police and they were rounding up the members of the coven. Margaret was distressed.

      “What about Patty?” she asked.

      “She will be taken in and questioned. I’m sure she will be released immediately afterwards. We need to find out who did this and get to the bottom of it,” said David. Margaret didn’t like that they were questioning Patty, but she did understand.

      “Okay,” Margaret said. “Zach and I will go to the inn by the store tonight.”

      “That’s a good idea,” said David. “I’ll check on you later.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” said Margaret. “I’m probably going to go to sleep soon anyway if I can.”

      “Okay,” said David. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” said Margaret. She and Zach went outside.

      “Let’s take separate cars,” suggested Zach.

      “Okay,” said Margaret. “I’ll call the inn and let them know we’re coming. I have to run an errand but I’ll be there soon.”

      “Where are you going?” asked Zach.

      “I’ll let you know later,” promised Margaret.

      “Okay,” said Zach, “but be careful.”

      “I will,” Margaret replied, then drove off and Zach headed to the inn.
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      Margaret drove her car slowly toward the house. She had her headlights off as she coasted into a parking spot. She didn’t want anyone to know she was there. She got out of the car and carefully looked around. There was no one else around so Margaret went to the front door. She ducked under the police tape again.

      Margaret had decided to check out the Santiago house one more time. She didn’t want to tell David because he would just be upset. So would Zach, she thought. When Margaret had been there before she didn’t know what to look for, but now that she had been targeted, she started looking in José’s kitchen cabinets and other areas. Margaret found similar pouches to the ones in her house. She checked in José’s bedroom and there was one under his pillow. She looked in Michael’s room and didn’t find one. Margaret gathered the pouches and put them in a plastic bag. She put the bag in her purse and left the house. She drove over to the inn and went to her room. Zach was there waiting for her. He looked worried.

      “Where were you?” he asked.

      “I went to the Santiago house,” Margaret said.

      “Did you find anything?” Zach asked.

      “Yes. I found pouches similar to the ones in our house,” Margaret said.

      “Where are they now?” asked Zach.

      “They’re in a plastic bag in my purse,” Margaret said.

      “What are you going to do with them?” asked Zach.

      “I’ll give them to David first thing tomorrow morning,” Margaret promised. “Right now it’s time for us to get some sleep.”

      Zach agreed and they went to their beds. After a short while they were both sleeping soundly.
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      The next morning Margaret delivered the pouches to David at his office.

      “Where did you get these?” he asked. “Did you find them in the store?”

      “No. Actually, I found them at the Santiago house,” said Margaret.

      “A few days ago? Why didn’t you tell me?” asked David.

      “Well, it wasn’t a few days ago. I uh—I found them last night,” said Margaret.

      “Last night?” David yelled. “Did you go there instead of going straight to the inn?”

      “Yes, and I’m fine,” said Margaret.

      David shook his head. “Okay, I’ll have the team look into these. But no more snooping around without me!”

      “I’ll try,” said Margaret, smiling. David rolled his eyes, and Margaret left. Before she went back to the store she stopped by the used book store across the street. She went inside and looked around. She was looking for books about witchcraft and spells. There was a small section on witchcraft. Just then, Margaret saw the owner.

      “Excuse me, have you had anyone looking for witchcraft books lately?” she asked, after introducing herself and showing her card.

      “Not lately, but come into the back room. I would like to show you something,” the owner said. Margaret followed him to the back room.

      “We haven’t sold any books lately, but we did have one go missing,” the owner said, speaking quietly. “I didn’t want to say anything in front of the other customers.”

      “What book went missing?” asked Margaret.

      “A book about love potions,” the owner said.

      “Thank you for that information,” said Margaret. She left the book store and went to the candy shop. Zach was there but Patty was not. Margaret had called her that morning and told her to take the day off. Patty said the police let her go pretty quickly, but she hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep. She thanked Margaret for the day off.

      Margaret spent the rest of the day at the candy store. Near closing time she got a frantic call from Patty.

      “Margaret, is Zach with you?” she asked.

      “Yes, he’s right here,” said Margaret. “Do you need him?”

      “No, I need you. Could you come to my house, please?”

      “Sure,” Margaret said. She told Zach where she was going and asked him to close up. She got in her car and drove to Patty’s house.

      “What is going on?” asked Margaret, when Patty let her in. Margaret saw Emily sitting on the sofa. She was in tears. There were two middle school–aged children with her and they looked distraught. One was a little girl and the other was a boy with a black eye.

      “It was awful,” Emily was saying. “I couldn’t believe the graffiti, but when Hudson came home with a black eye I knew I had to come over here.”

      “I’m glad you came,” said Patty. “Can you tell Margaret what happened?”

      Emily looked at Margaret. “I was driving home when I saw my house. Someone had spray painted symbols on my house with the words ‘you will die’ in red paint. I had heard some of the townspeople were upset with the coven, but I never thought they would do something like that.”

      “What about Hudson’s black eye?” asked Margaret, looking concerned.

      “That happened at the beach,” Emily explained. “My neighbor took the kids there to play with her children. Hudson and Jane were playing when suddenly a group of older boys surrounded Hudson. They pushed him around and before my neighbor could get there, they punched him. They teased him and Jane and called them names. My neighbor called the police but the kids were gone before they got there. My neighbor drove them home and I brought them straight here.”

      “Well, you can’t stay here,” said Margaret. “Patty, I know your husband is out of town. Do you have a place to go tonight?”

      “Yes. I can stay with my sister,” said Patty.

      “Okay. Emily, you can come with me to my house,” said Margaret.

      “Are you sure?” asked Emily.

      “Absolutely. And you know what, kids? I own the candy store in town,” Margaret said. The kids brightened up.

      “Okay, thank you,” said Emily.

      “I’m going to call a detective I know. He can meet us at my house and take your statement. He may even stay for dinner,” Margaret smiled. Emily and her children smiled back.

      “I don’t know how to thank you,” said Emily.

      “Don’t worry. I just want you and your children to be safe,” said Margaret. She called Zach and David. Zach closed the store and got some food from the deli for everyone. Emily followed Margaret back to the house and she and her children talked to David. After dinner Zach brought out a large platter of candy. The children’s eyes bugged and Emily laughed.

      “Normally I would tell them to only eat one piece, but after today they can have as much as they want,” Emily said. Margaret laughed. She got the couch and a fold-out bed set up in the living room. Zach put a sleeping bag on the floor for Hudson. Everyone settled in for a good night’s sleep.
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      The next morning Emily agreed to stay at Margaret’s with her children for the day. Margaret said she had an errand to run but that she would be back later. Zach agreed to watch the store. Since no one had bothered Margaret and Zach at the store, Patty said she wanted to come back to work.

      “If anything happens, Zach will be here,” Patty told Margaret.

      “Okay,” said Margaret. She wanted to leave to follow up on a clue, but she was worried about Patty.

      “I’ll call David and ask if he can have an undercover cop at the store,” said Zach.

      “Good idea,” said Margaret. “Patty, could you give me Sarah’s address?”

      “Yes,” said Patty, “although I’m not sure she wants to talk to you right now.”

      “I understand, but she’s the only one who can help me,” said Margaret.

      Margaret got Sarah’s address and went to David’s office.

      “Can I borrow some of the pouches?” she asked.

      “What for?” David asked her.

      “I want to ask someone about the contents. She would know what is in these and what they’re used for,” said Margaret.

      “Okay, but let me know what you find out,” said David.

      “I will,” promised Margaret. She took the pouches and drove over to Sarah’s house. Margaret rang the front doorbell. A minute later the door opened. When Sarah saw it was Margaret she scowled.

      “What do you want?” Sarah asked.

      “I need your help,” said Margaret.

      “Why should I help you? Ever since I met you I have been harassed by the townspeople and questioned by the police,” said Sarah.

      “I’m so sorry about that. I don’t believe you did anything wrong,” said Margaret. “I have told everyone that, but they won’t listen.”

      Sarah hesitated and then told Margaret to come in.

      “I believe you,” said Sarah. “People can be stubborn at times. Thank you for standing up for us.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Margaret.

      “What can I do for you?” asked Sarah.

      Margaret showed Sarah the pouches. “Well, I found these at José Santiago’s house. Could you tell me what they’re for?”

      Sarah opened them and looked at the contents. Margaret noticed there were no teeth in these pouches.

      “They are a love potion,” said Sarah. “These leaves are red rose leaves and this is the flower from a forget-me-not plant. There are other flowers and herbs mixed in but this is definitely a strong love potion.”

      “Thank you,” said Margaret.

      “I hope that helped you,” said Sarah.

      “I think it did,” said Margaret. She gathered the pouches and left. She went by the Santiago house once more. Margaret knew she was breaking her promise to David, but she would ask his forgiveness later. She parked the car and ducked under the police tape. Once inside she looked through José’s study. She found letters in his desk with no return address. They were love letters and they were signed by Tana Ness-Scott. Margaret found cards signed by Tana for flowers that were delivered to José’s house and some small trinkets, including a heart key chain, and a bottle of expensive aftershave that was unopened. It seemed that José had just thrown everything in the drawer. Margaret looked up the address for the camp where Tana was teaching and got in her car. Margaret drove to the camp, determined to ask Tana some questions. When she got there, however, she was told that Tana was not at the camp at the moment.

      “She’ll be back later today,” said the head counselor.

      “Does she stay here all night?” asked Margaret.

      “Yes. We ask our teachers to live here in case the kids need them at any time. Tana is allowed to leave twice a week to tutor kids at the high school.”

      “Thank you,” said Margaret. She thought about running by the school but she realized it was getting late. She drove back to the candy store and called David and told him what she had found at José’s house. After he was finished reprimanding her for breaking into the crime scene again, Margaret apologized. Then she told David she was going to stake out the camp that night and watch for Tana.

      “I’m going with you,” said David.

      “No, you’re not,” said Margaret. “I need you to stay at the house until I get home.”

      “But I’m the detective,” said David.

      “And I’m the private investigator. Please let me do my job. And please watch my son and my friends so I won’t be distracted while I do it.”

      “Fine,” David agreed. “But when you come home tonight I want to hear about everything you found.”

      “Will do,” said Margaret.

      After it got dark, Margaret drove back to the camp and parked her car in the thick woods As she started walking, following the sign pointing to the counselor cabins, she heard a noise. She froze, her heart beating wildly, wondering who was there. Suddenly, there was a noise right in front of her. She jumped and put her hands to her mouth to muffle the scream. She looked around. There in the path in front of her was a bunny rabbit scampering through the dry leaves.

      Snickering to herself, her heart still pounding rapidly, Margaret kept walking until she came to the woods by the cabins. She stopped, and making sure she couldn’t be seen, she watched the cabins. After an hour she of nothing, she finally saw someone exit one of the cabins. It was a woman with short dark hair. Tana, it had to be, she thought. Margaret followed her to the front of the camp and watched Tana get in a car and leave. Margaret raced back to her car. She lost Tana, but knew now that Tana had no alibi. It was clear she was able to leave the camp at night and no one would know.

      Margaret drove home. After pulling into her driveway, she got out and went to David’s car, where he was sitting and watching over her house. She told him what she had found out.

      “Are you sure Tana didn’t see you?” asked David.

      “I’m sure,” said Margaret.

      “Well, go get some sleep. I’ll be out here in my car all night if you need me,” said David.

      “I would offer you the sofa, but we have a full house,” said Margaret. David laughed.

      “I appreciate the thought,” he said.
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      The next morning Margaret woke up to the smell of coffee. She went downstairs, where David was making pancakes for everyone. Margaret smiled. Then she thought about Tana and frowned.

      “Stop thinking about the case and come have some coffee,” David said. Margaret laughed and took the cup David offered her. Emily’s children were thrilled with David’s ‘special’ pancakes. He had put some of Margaret’s gummy candies in the batter.

      “Candy makes everything better,” David declared, handing a stack of pancakes to Zach. Margaret and Zach laughed, and Zach dove into his breakfast. Margaret and Emily declined the pancakes at first until David said he would give them all to the children if Margaret and Emily didn’t eat them. The women sighed and enjoyed breakfast with everyone.

      David’s phone rang and he picked it up, then immediately went into the other room. Margaret followed him.

      “That was the office,” David told her after he hung up. “I sent some officers over to Tana’s house but she wasn’t there. She wasn’t at the camp either.”

      “I wonder where she is,” said Margaret. David’s phone rang again. He answered it and spoke briefly. He hung up and told Margaret he had to leave.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “There is a lead on Tana. Stay here and I’ll check it out. I’ll call you when I hear anything.”

      “Oh no you won’t,” said Margaret. “I’m going with you.”

      By now, David knew it was pointless to protest.

      “I’ll be in the car,” he said.

      Margaret told Emily and Zach what was going on.

      “Everyone stay here. I’ll call you when we know anything,” said Margaret.

      “What about the candy store?” asked Zach.

      “We can keep it closed this morning. Just stay here until you hear from me,” said Margaret. She ran out to the car and hopped in beside David.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “To the beach.”

      David pulled the car out of Margaret’s driveway and headed toward town. He drove quickly, with his sirens on to get through traffic faster. When they got to town David parked, and they ran to the beach. There were police officers there. David slowed down and motioned for Margaret to stay put. She followed David at a distance. She saw Tana standing on the beach. She was holding what looked like a blueberry muffin.

      “Take one more step and I’ll eat this,” said Tana.

      Death by muffin, thought Margaret, and the absurd phrase almost made her laugh. But then she turned pale. She remembered the nightshade. The berries were deadly. That’s how she poisoned him, thought Margaret. She realized David had made the connection, too. He told the officers to stand down.

      “I just wanted him to love me,” Tana said. “When he didn’t react to the spells, I realized he had to die, otherwise I’d never be able to stop thinking about him. I got some nightshade berries and baked some muffins with them. I put them in with the other gifts he received at his party. I knew he would eat one the morning after his birthday. After he ate the muffin and was unconscious I went in and set up the candles and put the markings on the floor and on the note. I thought you would blame the coven. They don’t know what they’re doing. I’m the only one able to perform magic in this town. Everyone else is just an amateur.

      “I was going to get Michael into an art school,” Tana continued. “José said no. He said he didn’t have the money to send him there. I told him I would pay for Michael’s school, but José said no, he couldn’t let me do that—even though I have plenty of money from an inheritance from my grandmother. When I told José I was in love with him, he told me he didn’t care for me that way. I was heartbroken.”

      As Tana spoke, Margaret crept around behind her. Tana was paying too much attention to the police to notice Margaret. When Tana finished her speech she put the muffin up to her lips.

      “No,” cried Margaret, and tackled Tana. The muffin rolled out of Tana’s hand and David rushed forward and cuffed her.

      “Looks like another case solved,” said Margaret.
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      A week later Margaret was helping a customer pick out some candy for her granddaughter. She got a pound ready and wrapped it for her customer.

      “Thank you so much,” the woman said to Margaret.

      “It’s my pleasure,” said Margaret. The woman left and just as the door was closed, it opened right up again. Margaret looked up to see Sarah, Samantha and Emily walking into the shop.

      “Hey all. Patty is in the back,” Margaret said. “I can get her for you.”

      “That’s okay. It’s you we want to talk to,” said Sarah.

      “Sure. What did you need?” asked Margaret.

      “We just wanted to thank you again for helping us. The scandal has quieted down and no one is bothering us anymore. I also wanted to extend an invitation. We would love for you to join our coven,” said Sarah.

      “Thank you very much,” said Margaret. “I’m very flattered, though I’ll have to decline. My store and my investigations keep me busy.”

      “We understand,” said Samantha. “I wanted to give this to you.” Samantha handed Margaret a pouch.

      “What is it?” asked Margaret, hoping there weren’t any human teeth in this one.

      “It’s a good luck charm. It’s for you and your investigations,” said Emily.

      “Thank you,” said Margaret.

      “You can keep it in your house or your store,” said Samantha.

      “I will certainly do that,” said Margaret.

      “Also, we would like to offer our services,” said Sarah.

      “What for?” asked Margaret.

      “Well, Allie read your fortune the other day and she said you may need us,” said Emily.

      “Interesting. Well, if I need you I appreciate you being around,” said Margaret.

      “Also, I noticed your lovely garden while I was staying at your home,” said Emily.

      “Thank you. I garden to relieve stress. I may not be able to cook food, but I can grow it,” laughed Margaret.

      Emily laughed, and handed Margaret a bag with some seeds.

      “These plants provide protection. Plant them in your garden and around your house. They will help keep evil spirits at bay,” said Emily. Margaret thanked her and told her she would plant them that afternoon. Margaret asked Emily how her children were.

      “Oh, they’re fine. The police finally caught the group of children that messed with Hudson. I told the police I didn’t want them arrested, and they understood. They made the boys come to my house and clean the graffiti off of my wall instead,” said Emily.

      “Good for the police,” said Margaret. The women said goodbye and left. As soon as the door closed, Margaret’s cell phone rang. It was David.

      “I’m glad you called,” Margaret said. “I have a question for you. Why did Tana leave me that creepy note before she even killed José?”

      “Oh, I meant to tell you about that,” David said. “When we questioned her, she finally told us she left you that note to scare you off before there even was a case. She had heard how good you were at investigating and didn’t want you to even get started. Then when you started nosing around anyway, she gave you all those other notes and the pouches with the teeth in them to try to scare you off again.” David laughed. “It’s obvious she knew nothing about you.”

      Margaret laughed too.

      “So,” David said. “Now that the case is wrapped up I have a little more free time. Dinner and a movie tonight?”

      Margaret grinned into the phone. “Oh dear. What if people see us together?”

      David chuckled. “Right now, I don’t even care. All I want to do is spend some time with you.”

      Margaret felt that tingle again. “It’s a date,” she said.
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