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Chapter 1
In a way, I suppose you could argue that the murder was my fault.
After all, I’m the one who came up with the idea of hosting the Soap Celebration at my family’s soap boutique and custom soap manufacturing production business.
Where There’s Soap is the adhesive that holds my family together. My three sisters work in the front boutique and teach most of our custom soapmaking classes, while my three brothers operate the production line in back. My mother oversees the entire business, and my grandfather takes a turn at advertising now and then, though he was in Europe at the moment of the homicide. I envied him the ability to come and go as he pleased, but with my responsibilities, there isn’t much time for travel.
I am the family and business troubleshooter.
My name’s Benjamin Perkins, and there are more times than not that I would have traded with any of my family members for a job with well-defined duties and responsibilities. Not that I don’t keep busy. I like to help out wherever I can—whether it is teaching a class of my own up front or helping my brothers in back—but usually there is something urgent that needs my attention.
I’d come up with the idea for the Soap Celebration as a way of adding some normalcy to my professional life.
And then it backfired on me, and I had a murder to deal with instead.
She swept into the soap shop an hour before I’d been expecting her, wearing a regal shade of red, from her gloved hands to her dress to her shoes. At first, I didn’t recognize Contessa New Berne from the glamorous photograph her publisher used on the backs of her crafting books. The photos had to have been at least twenty years old, and even then, they had obviously been retouched by an expert. Also in my defense, some of her features were hidden by a floppy hat in the pictures, and I wondered if she thought it made her look fashionable, or mysterious, or maybe she was just inordinately fond of headwear. At least she wasn’t wearing one now, though the rest of her outfit was identical to the one in the photograph. It was like an odd portrait of Dorian Gray, the woman changing but the outfit staying the same over the years.
The contessa, as she liked to be called—so her personal assistant, Sharon Goldsmith, had informed me frostily—was the reigning queen of soapmaking how-to books, and it had been a real coup arranging for her visit to our festival. She’d even waived some of her usual speaking fees when I’d choked on the amount they’d asked for. For some reason, I had been under the mistaken impression she wanted to visit Harper’s Landing and our little shop, but that was before she actually arrived.
She strolled up to me, scowling as she passed the stacks of her books for sale and the worktable prepared for her talk and demonstration later.
“I was told you are Benjamin Perkins.”
“I am indeed,” I admitted. “Are you here for the talk?”
She looked quizzically at me. “How else on earth could you host it if I weren’t? I am Contessa New Berne.” She offered a gloved hand to me, and I took it after a moment’s hesitation. Upon closer examination, I could see that her glossy brown hair was a shade not found in nature, and not even an industrial-strength girdle could hide the extra pounds she was sporting. I wanted to ask for a photo ID, but after staring hard at her, I could finally make out the resemblance between the woman standing before me and the one on the publicity posters in the shop.
“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, trying to recover as graciously as I could. “I wasn’t expecting you this early.”
She withdrew her hand and waved it in the air like a conductor’s baton. “The bed-and-breakfast where I’m staying is absolutely dreadful. Surely you could have done better than that hovel for my visit.”
I knew for a fact that Jean Henshaw ran the second nicest place in Harper’s Landing, North Carolina, and the swankiest accommodations we could afford. I’d wanted to put the contessa up in one of the more moderately priced hotels on the outskirts of town, but her assistant, Sharon, had refused the request, demanding the ultimate elegance we had to offer for her employer. If the price was any indication, Jean’s place was indeed one of the best our area had to offer. I’d been coerced into providing two rooms for three nights, though the contessa would only be appearing at our store for one afternoon. Sharon had curtly informed me that the contessa never traveled without her, and that I needed to find proper accommodations for them both. As to the additional nights, since travel was so wearying for the writer, it was explained to me, she needed time to acclimate to her new surroundings, then to unwind after the event before jetting off to her next appearance.
As things stood, we were going to have to sell a ton of soapmaking supplies to recoup our investment, and I was hoping the woman was worth it.
“I’m sorry you’re unhappy,” I said. “I’d be glad to personally move you out to the Mountain Lake Motel if you’d like.” The Mountain Lake wasn’t exactly a dump, but it couldn’t touch Jean’s accommodations.
“I don’t think so,” she said with one raised eyebrow. “I understand the Lakefront might be more to my liking, though.”
There was no way on earth we could afford a place as elegant as the Lakefront Inn, but I couldn’t come out and say it so baldly. “We tried, but they were booked solid. Sorry.”
“Very well,” she said with a sigh, as if her graciousness alone was all that was keeping her there. “Now, Ben, I need your help. I must have some time alone before I speak. Is there someplace I could get away from my fans in order to focus my energies on my presentation?”
I looked around, and if anyone shopping in the store had noticed her, they were doing a fabulous job of disguising their delight. Still, she was the main draw for our event schedule, so it couldn’t hurt to make her happy, especially since it wasn’t costing me anything. “Of course. We have a break room that you’ll find comfortable, and it has the added bonus of being stocked with some of the best baked treats in this part of North Carolina.”
“Where is it?” she asked.
I pointed to the door toward the back, just off the selling floor where we were standing.
She frowned at it in disdain, then asked, “Don’t you have anything more… private?”
“I suppose you could use my office,” I said. “It’s upstairs, and it has a beautiful view of the shop down here.” I gestured to the darkened glass above us.
“There’s an elevator, I presume,” she said.
“No, ma’am, but the steps aren’t bad.”
It was clear that I’d somehow managed to disappoint her yet again. If this woman put on her high-and-mighty act during her presentation, I was going to have people throwing bars of soap at her to get her off the stage.
“Very well,” she finally agreed. “Lead the way.”
I led her through the hallway door to the back, past the idle production equipment and up the stairs. My brothers had howled when I’d demanded they shut the line down for the two days of festivities, but Mom had backed me up. We needed their help out front, and whether they liked it or not, they were going to be working the cash registers later, hopefully until their fingers were bruised from ringing up all of the sales we were going to make.
I led the contessa into my office, and she looked around with a critical eye. I could swear I saw her deliberately sniff the air before she turned to me and said, “As green rooms go, this is rather squalid.”
“As an office though, I like it just fine.” I was half expecting her to ask for a basket of red M&Ms and a Swedish masseur, but she plopped down in my chair and immediately swung around to survey the sales floor below.
“I’m concerned about something,” she said as she tapped the glass. “Are you certain you have enough books?”
“I think we’ll be fine.” I’d pushed Mom to order the contessa’s books through Diana Long, my current girlfriend and the woman who also happened to own the only independent bookstore in town. Though Dying to Read carried mysteries exclusively, Diana had used her resources to order the books for our event. She’d be handling the autograph session after the contessa’s presentation, since she was used to dealing with authors and we weren’t. While Diana had told me that most of the writers she hosted at her shop were delightful, she had shared enough horror stories to make me realize that she’d be our best choice for handling the contessa. I scanned the crowd of shoppers below and saw that she’d slipped in since I’d escorted our guest upstairs.
“Is there anything else you need?”
She waved that gloved hand at me again. “No, you may go. I trust you’ve set up my materials as requested?”
Demanded would have been a better choice of words. The contessa’s assistant, Sharon, had dropped by the shop the night before with a diagram in her hand, every detail spelled out. It had taken me half the night to get it just right, and Sharon had stayed until past midnight to make sure of it.
“Will your assistant be joining you soon?” I asked.
“Sharon will introduce me, of course, but beyond that, I’m not quite sure what the girl is up to. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was sleeping in. Her door was closed when I left this morning. Now if you’ll leave me, I must focus on the presentation ahead.”
“Glad to,” I said as I scooted out the door. I thought about putting a do not disturb sign up on my door, but nobody had any reason to come up there. Mom had the only other active office upstairs since my grandfather had deserted his, and she was fluttering around the sales floor below like a butterfly searching for a place to land.
I was at the bottom step when I found myself wrapped in the embrace of a solid, curvy brunette with deep brown eyes. After Diana kissed me, I said, “I’m happy to see you, too.”
She laughed, a sound that never failed to delight me. I’d been recently dumped in a budding relationship with Kelly Sheer—a local attorney now trying to reconcile with her ex-husband—when Diana and I started dating. It had been tough going at first, but it hadn’t taken long for her to capture a very special place in my heart.
“You must be excited,” Diana said. “There’s quite a crowd out here already.”
“I just hope our guest of honor doesn’t disappoint them,” I said.
“What’s the matter, do you have a diva on your hands?”
“Diana, she showed up wearing red satin gloves; this from a woman who makes soap. You’d think she produces gold in that kitchen of hers instead of cleansers.”
“Her books are popular, Ben,” Diana said. “I’ve asked some other independent sellers I know, and they say she moves a lot of books for them. Besides, she probably wears the evening gloves to keep that ‘glamour’ image she tries to portray.” Diana lowered her voice as she added, “She’s not really a contessa, you know, or any kind of royalty at all. The entire getup is an elaborate pseudonym for her writing persona.”
“So what’s her real name?” I asked. If the self-proclaimed contessa got too pretentious, I’d drop her real moniker casually into the conversation just to get her attention.
Diana frowned. “I don’t know. I did some snooping around on the Internet after I ordered her books, but it’s a pretty closely guarded secret.”
“Isn’t that the whole point of a pseudonym?” I asked.
“You’re kidding, right? Mystery writers use them all the time. I even know one man who’s got another series that he writes under a woman’s name.”
“How did that happen?” It truly was a fascinating business she worked in, and sometimes I thought she had the better career between the two of us.
“He came here for a signing once and I asked him the exact same thing. It turns out that a different publisher liked his style, but they thought he’d sell more books with a female name because of the traditional mysteries he writes.”
“And were they right?”
Diana grinned. “I don’t know yet, it’s too early to say, but I like everything he writes.”
Cindy, my youngest sibling, poked her head through the door. “There you are. Ben, Mom’s looking for you. Should I tell her you’re canoodling in back with your girlfriend?”
I was starting to answer when Diana beat me to it. “In all honesty, I wanted to canoodle, but Ben said he was too busy, so I’m settling for a little gossip instead.”
Cindy smiled. “Oh, goody. I adore dirt. Tell me.”
I brushed past her and said, “I’d love to, but you said it yourself. Mom needs me.”
She stuck her tongue out at me—something that made her look barely as old as the eighteen years she had—and Diana trailed along behind.
“Spoilsport,” Cindy said.
“Every chance I get,” I replied.
Once we were out on the sales floor, Diana said, “I’d better make sure the books are in their proper sequence of publication. Sharon was pretty emphatic about it when she came by the bookstore yesterday afternoon.”
“So she read the riot act to you, too?”
Diana smiled. “She’s nice enough, but I get the distinct impression she isn’t her boss’s biggest fan.”
“I can’t imagine that,” I said with a smile.
“See you later,” Diana said as she moved to the table stacked high with the contessa’s books.
I found Mom by the front register, and from the pained expression on her face, I had a feeling that I was going to have more trouble on my hands than a temperamental writer. My mother was a slim woman with frosted hair, and it always delighted her when people expressed shock at the fact that she had seven children, the youngest already eighteen.
“I’ve seen that look before,” I said as I neared my mother. “What’s wrong?”
“Benjamin, I know I should be happy we’re filling up, but there are too many people here. Perhaps we should have gotten more help for these events.”
“Don’t worry, we’ve got it under control,” I said. “With the guys helping out up front, we should be fine.” I patted her shoulder as I added, “Enjoy it, Mom. It’s a day to celebrate.”
The frown left her mouth. “Yes, of course you’re right.” She gestured all around us, then added, “It was a wonderful idea, Benjamin.”
“Thanks,” I said as I watched a little old man try to shove a selection of soaps under his coat. “I’ll talk to you in a second. I’ve got to take care of something.”
I left her and caught up with the thief just as he stepped outside our front door.
“Can I help you?” I asked as I touched his shoulder.
He acted as if I’d shot him. The man spun around out of my grasp, ejecting stolen soaps from under his coat like they were on fire. My grip loosened for a second, I was so startled by the display, and he managed to slip out of my grasp. The man must have been a sprinter in younger days, because he bolted off the porch so fast that he was gone before I could catch my breath. I collected the errant soaps and walked back inside. I’d been hoping no one had caught the exchange, but of course my mother had seen it all. She motioned to me, and I walked back to her, prepared for a scolding.
Instead, she hugged me. “Nicely done, Ben. I believe you are in control after all.”
I just shook my head, then I started trolling through the crowd more earnestly, trying to spot anyone else who wanted to help themselves to our handcrafted products. It suddenly occurred to me that my office would be the perfect place to spot miscreants, but unfortunately it was occupied at the moment. That still left my grandfather’s and mother’s offices open, though. But I needed someone on the ground to nab any culprits I found, and unfortunately, my entire family was busy at the moment helping legitimate customers. I did the best I could acting as the entire store security team, but I wasn’t sure if it was enough on a day like we were having. Who knows how much inventory walked out without the benefit of a receipt? That was just one more loss attributable to my idea for the festival. At least we were selling lots of things legitimately. I decided my presence walking among the customers might have a more detrimental effect on the shoplifters than spying down on them from above, so I started walking through the store, keeping my eye out for anyone trying to rip us off.
A little while later, I heard an incessant tapping that I couldn’t place. It sounded as if a lovesick woodpecker was declaring its passion on one of our windowpanes, and it took me longer than it should have to realize that it was the contessa trying to get my attention from above.
I trotted up the stairs and found her standing behind my desk with a scowl plastered on her face. “It took you long enough to get here.”
“Things are a little busy on the floor right now,” I said.
“Where is Sharon?” she snarled at me as I started to ask her what was so urgent.
“I don’t have a clue,” I said. “She’s your employee, not mine.” I was a little more abrupt than I probably should have been, but the woman was already getting on my nerves. If I were Sharon, I’d hide if I could, too.
“If she doesn’t get here in time to introduce me, you’ll have to do it yourself.” She looked like she was as excited by the prospect as I was, which was not at all.
“I’ll get one of my siblings to do it,” I said. I wanted to keep an eye on things in the store while the contessa gave her presentation. I was getting paranoid about our visitors.
“You’ll do it yourself, Ben,” she said as she shoved a piece of paper at me. I glanced at her handwritten scrawl and was nearly knocked over by her use of adjectives describing just how wonderful she was. There was no way on earth I could say what she’d written with a straight face.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have someone else do this?” I asked.
“I’m positive.” She glanced at the clock on my wall. “If Sharon is still not here in two minutes, you’ll have to do the honors yourself. I pride myself on punctuality, and I won’t let that child thwart me. Two minutes, do you understand me?”
“I get it,” I said.
I started to leave in search of Sharon when the contessa asked, “And just where do you think you’re going?”
“I thought I’d look for your assistant,” I said.
“There’s no time for that. You will wait here with me, and we will walk down the stairs together.”
“Fine,” I said. I watched as the second hand of my clock plodded slowly around twice, hoping for a reprieve, but none came. It appeared that I’d be doing the introductions myself after all.
She offered me her gloved hand, then said, “Shall we?”
“Certainly,” I said. Maybe if I fell going down the stairs and broke my leg I wouldn’t have to give the introduction. Try as I might, I managed to get down the steps without breaking anything, much to my dismay. She touched my arm at the door in back and said, “When you say my name, project it loudly enough for me to hear you, and I’ll enter.”
“I’ll do my best.” As I walked to the microphone, I was frantically searching the gathered crowd, hoping that Sharon was waiting for us out on the sales floor. She was nowhere to be seen. All of the chairs in front of the worktable and microphone were full, and there was standing room only behind them. We’d had to move out some of our shelves in order to accommodate our visitors, and I’d worried about the lost revenue, but at least we were packing people in, and if the number of shopping bags they carried was any indication, the day might just be profitable after all.
I tapped the microphone with my finger and a squeal cut across a dozen conversations like a fan through smoke. “Excuse me,” I said a little louder than necessary, causing some of the people sitting near the speakers to wince. “We’re ready to get started.”
I took a deep breath, then adjusted my voice to the correct volume. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my privilege and honor to introduce a soapmaking master to you this afternoon.” Did she honestly expect me to read it all? There was more of it than I could stomach, so I scanned down a few paragraphs, then flipped the paper over. If the contessa had a problem with my truncated introduction, she was just going to have to deal with it.
Ad-libbing, I said, “Please join me in welcoming our honored guest, the Contessa New Berne.”
The applause was heartfelt, but there was no sign of the woman herself. I’d been expecting a grand entrance, but it looked like she wasn’t interested in coming out with less than her usual introduction.
As the applause started to die, I tried one more time. “The Contessa New Berne.”
It came back up again, but slowed rather quickly, and we were still without our speaker.
I leaned into the microphone and said, “Sorry about that. I’ll be right back.”
There were a few giggles from the crowd, but many more grumbles. She’d made me look like a fool, and I was prepared to give her a withering remark as I walked to the back room to look for her.
That’s when I nearly tripped over the body.
Chapter 2
I yelled for help as I leaned over the contessa’s still form and searched for a pulse, but I couldn’t find one. She was sprawled out on the floor, her carefully pressed clothes askew. I was appalled when I saw there was a bar of soap jammed in her mouth, the custom blend we’d made just for the Soap Celebration. Had she actually choked to death on it? I wanted to pull it out of her mouth, but I had a deadening suspicion that our guest was past helping, and I knew better than to interfere with a crime scene. Molly had lectured me over and over again how everything was important, no matter how insignificant it appeared. Had she tried to fight her killer, or had the murderer struck too quickly for self-defense?
I don’t know how anyone heard my plea for help in the boutique, but my brother Jim came crashing through the door three seconds after I shouted out. He’s a big guy—husky and solid—and not much gets to him, but when he saw the contessa’s body, I saw his knees start to buckle.
“What happened?” Jim stammered as he stared down at her, leaning against the door frame.
“See if there’s a doctor out there, then call 911.”
He just stood there, staring at her, until I shouted, “Move!”
That got his attention. Jim hurried back to the boutique, and I tried to figure out if there was anything I could do but stand there and guard the body. It was the least I owed her, since the only reason the Contessa New Berne had even been in Harper’s Landing was because of me.
Jim came back thirty seconds later with a middle-aged woman right behind him. She brushed past us both when she spotted the contessa lying on the floor. As she checked for any sign of life, I stood back with Jim.
He said softly, “Bob and Jeff are right outside the door. So far we’ve managed to keep everyone else from knowing what happened. I wouldn’t have heard your shout myself if I hadn’t been standing near the door.”
“Good,” I said, and my gaze automatically went to the back door of our business. For the first time since I’d discovered the body, I saw that it was unlatched and partially open.
When I pointed it out to Jim, he said, “You know we keep that door closed and locked all the time. I don’t get it.”
“Think about it. Either the killer came in that way, or that’s how he left,” I said. “Molly will have to figure out what happened.”
I was sure that door had been closed and locked when I’d escorted the contessa down the stairs. Or was I? Had I really paid that much attention to something I saw every day? As I tried to replay the descent in my mind, I finally decided I couldn’t be sure either way.
Jim coughed once, then said, “Listen, I’m sorry I froze up on you like that.”
“It’s not a problem,” I said.
“It just shocked me, seeing her like that.”
I put a hand on my brother’s shoulder. “There’s nothing to apologize for. You did fine.”
He shrugged. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to anyone else.”
“Mention what?” I asked him, offering a slight smile.
“Thanks.” Jim had a reputation, both among the family and the community, that he was tough—blunt and abrupt—and if the conception was that important to him, I didn’t mind. Me, I didn’t care if the whole world knew that stumbling across a dead body had a way of shaking me to my core.
“I can’t help her,” the doctor finally said. “I’m afraid what you need is a coroner.”
“This had to have just happened,” I said. “I was with her five minutes ago.”
She shrugged. “If I had to guess, I’d say she died pretty quickly.”
“Did the soap choke her to death?” Jim asked.
Cleaning her hands with a shop towel, the doctor stood as she said, “No, I found a head wound in back that appeared to go pretty deep. My guess is that someone hit her from behind with the claw end of a hammer or something like that.”
I could see where the blood was starting to star out its stain near the contessa’s head. “So why was the soap shoved halfway down her throat?” I asked.
“If I were to guess, I’d have to say there’s some significance to it that we don’t know yet. I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you right now.”
“Thank you,” I said as I offered her my hand without thinking. “I’m Ben Perkins, and this is my brother Jim.”
She started to shake my hand, but then must have realized that despite her cleaning attempts, she was in no position to return the courtesy. “I’m Karen Weiss. I’m a dermatologist, and I’ve got to tell you, I haven’t seen a blunt force trauma since my turn at an emergency room in Virginia.”
“I’m just glad you were here,” I said.
“I didn’t do anything, honestly. I’m from Hickory, and I drove up when I heard you were hosting the contessa. I’m a huge fan.” She glanced down at the body, then corrected herself. “I was, I should say. I’m really sorry I couldn’t help her.”
Molly rushed in, dressed in her police uniform, with my brother Jeff on her heels. They’d been dating for a few months, and they were getting pretty serious. I’d had a tough time with their relationship at first—since I’d dated Molly through high school and some time beyond it—but I was finally at the point where I was happy for them both. It was hard enough finding love in this world, and if they had discovered it in each other, I was determined to be happy for them.
“Has anybody touched anything?” Molly asked. Now why was she looking so hard at me when she asked that?
Doctor Weiss answered for me. “I didn’t disturb anything, but I did check the victim for a pulse. She was dead when I got here.”
“From the soap?” Molly asked.
“No, it was a blunt force trauma. I can show you if you’d like.”
“That would be great,” Molly said. “But give me one second first.” She whispered something into her radio, then she moved toward the body, with Jeff close behind.
Molly turned to him and said, “You need to help Bob guard the door.”
I’d expected him to put up some kind of resistance, but he just nodded and left us. It was amazing to see the changes that love had wrought in both of them. There had been a softness in her voice when she’d ordered him to return to his station, and that had startled me nearly as much as finding the contessa’s body.
After thirty seconds of the doctor’s explanation, Molly stood up. “Thanks, Doc. Could you stick around for a while?”
“I’d be happy to, though I’m not sure what good I can do.”
“I just need to get a statement from you.”
Molly turned to me then and said, “Ben, you might as well know that I’ve sealed off the front exit so I can interview everyone here. We’re keeping it as low-key as we can right now, but when your customers find out what happened here, they’re not going to be happy about being forced to stay.”
So that’s what she had whispered into her radio earlier. “Molly, nobody in there had anything to do with this. The back door was open when I found her. I’ve got a hundred customers in there right now.”
She looked at me steadily. “I hate to interfere with your business, but I’ve got a murder to solve. No one leaves until one of my officers talks to them, understood?”
“Yeah, I know you’re right. But Mom’s going to want to talk to you about it.” I knew Molly wasn’t any more interested in getting chewed out by my mother than any of the rest of us, but there wasn’t much chance she was going to avoid a scolding, and she knew it. Molly frowned at me, then started talking to her office on her radio, dismissing me and the doctor from her thoughts completely.
Doctor Weiss frowned, so I asked her, “Is there something wrong?”
“I was hoping to get some shopping done,” she admitted.
“Molly,” I said as she put her radio back on its belt clip. “Would it be all right if the doctor browses in the shop while she waits for you? She’ll be right there if you need her.”
“What? That’s fine. Just so she doesn’t wander off.”
The doctor squeezed my arm. “Thank you so much.”
“Tell you what. Come find me when you’re ready to check out. I’ll give you a discount.” My mother wouldn’t like it, I knew that without even asking, but the way I looked at it, the doctor had done us a service, and I hated for the books not to balance.
“I appreciate the thought, but my hobbies are my only vices, so I can afford to indulge them.”
“Why don’t you go with her?” Molly asked. “And take your brothers with you.”
“I thought you needed them for sentry duty.”
“Thanks, but some of my people will be here any minute. Tell Jeff for me, would you?”
I nodded. “I’ll take care of it. Is there any way we could get the ambulance driver to come in through the back door?”
“I’ve already taken care of it,” she said. “They have their instructions to come in that way.”
“Thanks,” I said, then almost as an afterthought, I added, “It wouldn’t hurt to check that back door for prints.”
The scorn in her gaze was readily obvious. “Thanks for the crime-buster tip, but I actually thought of that myself.”
“Hey, I’m just trying to help,” I said.
“I understand,” she replied, her voice more gentle. “Ben, you know how homicides on my turf make me cranky.”
I nodded, then decided to take her advice and go back out front before I managed to get myself in any trouble. I’d been the last person to see the contessa alive; besides the killer, at any rate. While I hadn’t been all that fond of Contessa New Berne during our brief acquaintance, I’d had no reason to want her dead. Even without the homicide, the red ink we were experiencing would assure that this would be the first and last Soap Celebration we ever had at our shop.
I found Jeff and Jim guarding the door between the boutique and the factory sections of our business.
“You guys can go,” I said. “Molly’s got reinforcements on the way.”
“I’ll stay,” Jeff said. “Someone could still try to get through.”
He looked at me as if he were daring me to demand he leave his post, but in all honesty, I didn’t care.
“Suit yourself,” I said as I brushed past him. I wanted to find Diana to tell her what had happened, but she wasn’t near the book table, and I couldn’t find her anywhere else in the shop. People were still in their seats, and I realized that they didn’t know the contessa was dead. I’d forgotten all about the planned presentation the second I’d stumbled over the body.
I made my way to the microphone, trying furiously to think of something to say to them. Finally, I announced, “I’m sorry to say that today’s talk and demonstration have been canceled.”
There were some angry murmurs coming from the crowd, and a lot of them were directed at me.
“Why won’t she do it?” a woman in front asked. “I saw her. She was just here.”
A man with a crusty frown asked, “Where is she? Did she walk out on us?”
Another voice said, “You’re both wrong. I don’t think she even bothered to show up.”
I held up my hands, waiting for them to stop while I tried to come up with something to tell them. There was no easy way to put it. “The contessa is dead,” I said. That shut them up, so I added quickly, “And the police want to interview each of you before you leave.”
That caused the uproar I’d been expecting all along. Making a half-hearted attempt at salvaging something from the mess, I added, “Why not take the time to shop while you wait? We’re offering a 20 percent discount on everything in the store as a way of apologizing for any inconvenience this might cause you.”
At least that quieted them down. Mom rushed up to me less than two seconds after I’d finished my announcement. “Benjamin Perkins, have you lost your mind? Do you have any idea how much you just cost us?”
Normally I would take the chiding and move on, but I wasn’t in the mood. “Tell me something, Mom, how much would we lose if we didn’t offer them anything? Having a homicide on the premises isn’t going to put our customers in a buying mood. Besides, I was kind of hoping it would distract them from realizing what just happened.” I paused a second, then added, “I’m fine, by the way, though I nearly tumbled over the body when I found her lying there on the floor.” I didn’t mention the bar of soap shoved halfway down her throat. Mom would learn about that soon enough—hopefully from someone else.
“Benjamin, I’m sorry,” Mom said, her tone contrite. “You did the right thing.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to find Diana.”
Mom looked puzzled. “She left right after you went in back to get the contessa. I must say, Diana’s face was the ghastliest shade of white, and when I tried to ask her what was wrong, she acted as though she didn’t even hear me. Did you two have a fight, Ben?”
“Not that I know of,” I admitted, though I’d had altercations in the past with girlfriends without really having a clue what I’d said or done to make them mad.
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Mom said. “Still, you should find her and talk to her.”
“That’s a good idea,” I said as I headed for the front door. The only problem was that I couldn’t get out. A beefy young cop who looked like he gobbled steroids was standing just outside the door, and I doubted I could force my way through with all three brothers’ help. Diana must not have had any trouble leaving, though. She’d gone before I’d discovered the body. But why had she left without saying anything to me? She could have at least mentioned her abrupt departure to one of my siblings. I’d have to check with them all just in case she had, but in the meantime, several of our customers were taking advantage of my discount offer and were loading up their baskets with scents, soaps, and kits. Even with the price break, we’d still at least make something. It might have been cold-hearted to think that way, but there was nothing I could do to help Contessa New Berne, and my family needed to make a living. We had an awful lot of mouths to feed.
There was a disturbance at the front door, and I turned
to see what the yelling was about. I recognized Sharon, Contessa New Berne’s assistant, immediately. She was struggling to get past the cop at the door.
I tried to push past him, and the oaf snapped at me, “You’re not allowed out. Get back inside.”
“Ben, tell him I belong in there. I overslept, and the contessa’s going to kill me for being late.”
“It’s all right,” I told the cop, “She’s the victim’s assistant,” I added, without realizing what I was blurting out.
Sharon crumbled. “Did something happen to Connie? She can’t be dead. Is this some kind of sick joke?”
“I’m sorry. She was murdered,” I admitted.
With a wail of despair, Sharon collapsed against me, sobbing in hysteria.
“I’m bringing her inside,” I said, doing my best to console her.
“No one comes in or goes out,” he protested. “Those are my orders.”
“I don’t care what your orders are. She needs my help,” I said.
“It could be a trick,” he answered.
“Get out of our way,” I demanded, and he finally stepped aside as I led her into the shop. Sharon didn’t look that heavy, but she was dead weight against me as I staggered to the break room to put her on our couch. There were a few murmurs from the crowd, but for the most part they moved aside as I neared them. Bless my sister Louisa. She’d seen where I was heading and met me at the door to the break room.
“Bring her in here,” she said as she opened the door and stepped out of my way. “What happened?”
“She fell apart when I told her the contessa was dead,” I admitted as I helped her to the couch.
Louisa got a washcloth, doused it with cold water, then applied it to Sharon’s forehead.
Her hard, gasping sobs finally started to ease.
“Are you all right?” I asked gently.
“No, but I will be,” she said as she pressed the cloth to her head. “I’m feeling a little better now. I’m sorry I made such a scene.”
“You had every right to act the way you did.”
“The shock of it hit me like a club. I can’t believe she’s gone.”
“You called her Connie before you passed out. Was that her real name?”
Sharon nodded, holding the washcloth in place with one hand as she straightened up. “It was such a secret to the world, you know? I even had to sign a nondisclosure agreement that I wouldn’t tell anyone her real name, ever.”
“I guess you’re free of that now, aren’t you?”
Sharon shook her head. “You’d think so, but no. It was worded most carefully. As long as I’m alive, I’m not allowed to say her name aloud. I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell anyone what I said.”
Before I could reply, Louisa said, “Don’t worry, child, we didn’t hear a thing.”
“Thanks,” she said. “How about you, Ben?”
“I won’t say anything, but you can bet that cop out front will mention it to his boss.”
Sharon shrugged. “The contessa used to tell me not to worry about anything I couldn’t control. I’m going to miss her.”
“What happens to you now?” I asked.
I’d meant it to be a thoughtful question, so I was surprised by her reaction. With a tremor in her voice, she said, “I don’t know. This job was all I had.” And then she started sobbing again.
“What? What did I say?” I looked over at Louisa to see if I’d said anything inadvertently, but she shook her head, evidently as confused by the outburst as I’d been.
“I’m sorry,” Sharon said after a moment’s pause. “I’m just going to be so lost without her.”
I leaned down toward her and asked, “Would you like me to get a doctor? We’ve got one in the boutique shopping right now.” I was going to make sure Doctor Weiss received an extra 30 percent off, as well as getting the 20 we were giving everyone else.
“No, I’ll be fine. I just need a few seconds to accept this.”
Louisa and I were trying to decide what to do when Molly walked in, a scowl on her face.
“Are you the assistant?” she asked Sharon.
“I am. This is just awful.”
Molly said, “If you two will excuse us, we need to talk.”
I wasn’t about to let her just kick us out without a fight. “Should the ladies step outside, or should you and I go somewhere else where we can have some privacy?”
“Funny, Ben. Go on. You and Louisa take off.”
My sister and I stepped outside so Molly could interview Sharon. I tried to listen in at the door, but Louisa said, “Give it up. I’ve been trying for years, and I’ve never heard a word I could understand.”
“You’ve been spying on your brothers and sisters?” I asked, trying my best to feign shock.
“Not just them, I’ve tried it with Mom and Grandpa, too. They built this place too well, if you ask me.”
“I guess,” I said as I scanned the crowd of shoppers. I don’t know how long we waited outside the break room, but the door finally reopened and Molly came out, with Sharon on her heels.
“Remember what I said,” Molly said to her as she moved toward the front door.
“What did she say?” Louisa asked before I could.
“I can’t leave town,” Sharon admitted. “She thinks I might be able to help her solve the contessa’s murder. I wasn’t even here. How can I be of any help to her?”
“You might know more than you realize,” I said.
Sharon sounded desolate as she asked, “Why did this have to happen here, of all places?”
I jumped all over that statement. “What’s so bad about Harper’s Landing?”
Sharon looked startled as she replied, “Forget you heard that. I should learn to keep my mouth shut.”
“Well, it’s a little too late for that,” Louisa said. “We heard you call her Connie, so you might as well tell us the rest of it.”
“You weren’t even nearby when I said that,” Sharon said shrilly.
“I was right behind Ben. You must not have seen me,” Louisa said.
I thought my sister was lying, too, but I couldn’t be sure.
Sharon looked as though she wanted to cry, and I said softly, “We’ll keep both of your secrets, as long as you told the police the truth.”
“That’s the only reason I’m telling you now,” Sharon said. “That policewoman Molly made me tell her, and I know it won’t be long before the whole town knows. The contessa’s real name was Connie Brown. She’s been in Harper’s Landing before.”
The name was familiar, but I couldn’t quite remember why. “Now where have I heard that name?”
Sharon looked miserable as she admitted, “It was a long time ago, but she was driving drunk and killed a couple coming home from a party; she got off with not much more than a slap on the wrist.”
And suddenly I knew where I’d heard the name before. Connie Brown had killed Diana’s parents a long time ago, and I had to wonder if my girlfriend had gotten her revenge in my family’s soap shop.
Chapter 3
I really needed to talk to Diana now. “Excuse me,” I said as I ducked into the break room so I could call the bookstore. Rufus—Diana’s clerk and coworker at Dying to Read—hadn’t seen his boss all day, and she wasn’t answering her cellular phone. I thought about trying her aunt and uncle’s house, but I couldn’t remember their last name for the life of me, though we’d met a couple of times in the past.
Molly was interviewing customers at the front door as they left when I walked back out onto the sales floor, and at least some of them were carrying bags from our shop. The contessa, or more rightfully, Connie Brown—which was how I was going to start referring to her in my mind, because the title was a little much, honestly—had met an unhappy end in our shop, and I felt terrible that I’d been the cause of her demise, no matter how indirectly. Still, there was no sense wishing ill for the store. I was surprised by how quickly Molly was clearing the customers out, so I moved up front to hear just what she was asking each of them. It didn’t take long before she had a new person in front of her.
Molly asked, in rapid-fire order, “Did you see Contessa New Berne alive today or yesterday? Did you know Connie Brown, or what she did? Do you know anything that might help our investigation into the murder?”
When she got null responses to all of her questions, she said, “Give your name and address to Officer Higgins. He’ll need to see a photo ID as well. Next,” she called out.
I slipped past the next woman in line. Molly started asking her questions before she realized it was me. “I need to get outside,” I said, interrupting her.
“You need to stay right where you are,” Molly said. “You, more than anyone else here. When I’m through with your customers, we’ll have time to talk.”
“I need to find Diana,” I said.
“Don’t you think that’s my priority at the moment, too? I’ve got half our police force out looking for her.”
Why was I not surprised? “Molly, you can’t honestly think that Diana had anything to do with the murder.”
“You bet your soap on a rope I do,” she said. “She had more reason than anyone else in town to want to harm that woman. I need to find her.”
“I’m not denying that she had a motive,” I said as calmly as I could muster. “But there have to be other suspects in your mind. What about Sharon?”
“Her assistant?” Molly asked. “What does she have to gain from killing her boss? All she gets out of it is the hassle of looking for another job.”
“How do you know that’s true? For all we know, Sharon could be her sole heir.”
“What have you heard, Ben?” There was a sharpness to her question, like a shark going after bleeding prey.
“I haven’t heard anything,” I admitted, “but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t be true. It’s all conjecture at this point,” I said. “I just don’t want you focusing on Diana and letting the real murderer get away.”
Molly shook her head. “And none of this has anything to do with the fact that my prime suspect just happens to be your girlfriend, does it?”
“Of course it does,” I said a little louder than I’d intended to. “But just because I’m prejudiced doesn’t mean she’s not innocent.”
Molly shook her head in disgust. “Ben, go back inside. I don’t have time for this right now.”
I was about to protest when I saw Diana coming up the steps. I tried to motion her away, but she must have thought I was waving at her, because she hurried up to Molly and me.
“Hi, Ben. What’s going on? Sorry I had to duck out, but I spilled a drink on my outfit so I had to go home and change. Hi, Molly. What’s wrong?”
Molly pulled her aside as she said, “I’ve got the entire force out looking for you. You’re in some real trouble, Diana.”
“What did I do?” she asked with total innocence. “Is it about that stop sign? Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t come to a complete stop, but no one else was around. I was in a hurry to get back here, I knew the contessa had probably already started her presentation, and I had to be back here before she finished. I’m really sorry.”
“The contessa is dead,” I said, and Molly gave me a dirty look.
Diana looked honestly surprised by the news. “Oh, no. What happened to her?”
Before I could answer, Molly put a hand roughly over my mouth. “Let me handle this.”
“Ben? What’s going on?” There was a hint of panic in her voice, and I could see that she was worried. I couldn’t blame her. She might not have known it yet, but she had every right to be.
I pulled my mouth away from Molly’s hand and said, “The contessa’s real name was Connie Brown.”
Diana reacted exactly as if I’d just shot her. Without a word, a whimper, or a sigh, she collapsed on the porch in front of Where There’s Soap as if she were a puppet and someone had just cut her strings.
“Nice, Ben, really nice,” Molly said as she knelt down to check Diana’s pulse. After a few moments, she added, “Well, she’s not dead, you can be thankful for that, at least. Help me get her inside, would you?”
I was helping far too many distraught women into our break room lately. We managed to get Diana inside, and another officer took over Molly’s routine questioning out front. There was no doubt Diana was her sole suspect at the moment.
“Shouldn’t we do something?” I asked Molly as I looked at Diana.
“I sent Nate Green to get the smelling salts from my first aid kit. He’ll be right back.”
“I don’t want to wait. Let me see if Dr. Weiss is still here.”
Molly shook her head. “Sorry, I let her go ten minutes ago. Ben, don’t worry, she’s going to be fine.”
Though I was feeling useless, there was one thing I could do while we waited for the smelling salts. It was time to call in some help, only I didn’t want to have to dial the number I knew I had to call.
Kelly Sheer picked up on the third ring. She was a former girlfriend of mine, but more importantly, Kelly was the best criminal lawyer in our part of North Carolina. No matter what might have happened between us in the past, she was the only person I’d even consider calling when someone I cared about was in trouble.
“Hi, Kelly. It’s Ben,” I said.
“Ben, how nice to hear your voice,” Kelly said cordially. The last time we’d spoken, she’d been in tears, so it was nice to hear some pleasure in her voice.
I wasn’t sure how long it would last, though. “I need your help.”
Molly’s eyebrows went up as she heard me say that, but I didn’t care what she thought about me at that moment.
“Anything. Just name it.” Kelly was being much too agreeable, but I had a suspicion that was about to end.
“A woman was murdered at the soap boutique today. It turns out that a long time ago, she killed Diana Long’s parents when she was driving drunk. Nobody knew who she was when she came here for a presentation today, but Molly is convinced that Diana killed her.”
“I didn’t say that,” Molly snapped, but I ignored her.
“Where is she right now?” Kelly asked, the light and easy tone gone from her voice. She was all business now, in her full shark-attack mode that had scared just about every prosecutor she’d ever faced.
“As soon as Diana wakes up from her fainting spell, Molly is going to question her about the murder, and I’d like you here as soon as you can get here.”
Molly wanted to say something else—it was apparent in her stance and the grim lines of her lips—but she kept quiet.
“I don’t know,” Kelly said at last. “I’m not sure I could do a proper job helping her.”
“Listen, don’t you think I know how awkward this is for both of us? I wouldn’t have asked you if it wasn’t important. Kelly, you said you’d do anything, and this is the only thing I want.”
There was another long pause, then she sighed. “When she wakes up, tell her not to say anything until I get there. I’m coming right over. And Ben, don’t leave her side until you’ve delivered my message. I don’t care if the building’s on fire, do you understand?”
“I promise. And Kelly?”
“What?”
“Thanks,” I said.
After I hung up, Molly said, “You just had to butt in, didn’t you?”
“Diana has a right to legal representation,” I said. “She’s in no position to do anything about it herself, so I’m doing it for her.”
“I can’t believe you had the guts to call your old girlfriend to represent your new one. I’ve been out with you myself, Ben. Trust me when I say I’m not trying to offend you, but I don’t get it. Why would she agree to help either one of you?”
“I don’t know, and I’m not going to ask,” I said. “I just want the best for Diana, and Kelly is the best we’ve got.”
“I can’t wait to see Diana’s face when Kelly walks through the door.”
At the sound of her name, Diana groaned a few times, then opened her eyes. We hadn’t even needed the smelling salts to revive her. She’d only been out about a minute, but it had seemed like an eternity to me as she lay there, helpless. Diana sat up on the couch, then looked at Molly and me with confusion. “What’s going on? What happened?” A frown suddenly creased her mouth. “Oh, no, I remember now. It really happened, didn’t it?”
Before Molly could say anything, I said, “Kelly Sheer’s on her way here to represent you. She said not to say anything to Molly until she arrives.”
Diana looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Who called her? Ben, did you honestly think I’d let her represent me in anything? The woman hates me, and I’m not so sure I don’t return the feeling in full. She’d probably let me hang for this purely out of spite.”
I knelt down beside the couch, trying to ignore the smirk on Molly’s face. She was enjoying this way too much. “Listen,” I said as calmly as I could, “you need to have her here looking out for your interests. She’s the very best attorney I know, and no matter what you two think of each other, we need her. Do you understand me?”
Diana didn’t like it anymore than Kelly had; I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know that. But after a few seconds, she finally nodded her agreement. “I’ll behave myself if she does.”
“That’s all I can ask,” I said. That wasn’t anywhere near the truth, but I’d take it, at least for the moment.
The three of us stayed in the break room until there was a knock at the door three minutes after I’d hung up with Kelly. She must have run a stop sign or two herself to get here that fast.
“Have you said anything to anyone?” she asked Diana.
“No,” she answered briefly.
“Good. Let’s keep it that way.” She looked hard at Diana as she asked, “Do you have any problem with me representing you in this matter?”
“I suppose not,” Diana said curtly.
“Good.” Ignoring me completely, Kelly turned to Molly and said, “I want my client examined by a physician before you question her further. I’m concerned she may be suffering from some type of physical trauma.”
Molly said, “I don’t know about her, but I have a woman in the other room with her head bashed in. All I’m trying to do is figure out who did it.”
Molly was embellishing the truth a little, but she did have a point. If it had been someone I didn’t know under her intense scrutiny, I would have been the first person to cheer her on. I didn’t want a murderer running loose in Harper’s Landing any more than the rest of the community did. But I wouldn’t believe Diana capable of it, no matter what the impetus. Still, Molly had once told me that anybody, and she meant absolutely anybody, could be a killer, given the right circumstances. I wasn’t sure I believed her, but she’d made her point then, and her words drifted back to haunt me now.
Kelly must have sympathized with Molly’s directive, too, if only a little bit. “Let me get her examined, and then we’ll come by your office for an interview. Is that fair enough?”
“No, but I don’t have much choice, do I? Just don’t take too long, counselor. Don’t make me come looking for you.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Kelly said.
Molly stared at me a second longer than she had to, then she walked out of the break room. It appeared that it took every ounce of her restraint not to slam the door behind her.
“Thanks for coming on such short notice,” I said to Kelly.
She gave me much the same look Molly had, and I was getting tired of being treated like I was the one who was guilty. “We need some time to talk, Ben.”
“I don’t see how we could manage that right now,” I said. “There’s a lot going on here.”
“I don’t mean you, I’m talking about Diana.”
This dismissal was clear enough. I was being invited to leave my family’s break room entirely more than I liked, but I knew I had to go.
Before I left, though, I asked Diana, “Is that all right with you?”
She nodded, so I took off. One of a man’s worst nightmares is to have his ex-girlfriend in the same room with his current one, and I was not only living it, I’d been the one to set it up. I just hoped they were too busy talking about Connie Brown to compare notes on me.
After ten minutes—time I spent hovering nearby—Kelly and Diana came out of the break room together.
“That was quick,” I said.
“We’re not finished. We’re just moving our conversation to the hospital.”
Diana protested, “I keep telling you, I’m fine. All I got was a knot on my head when I fell. It’s nothing.”
Kelly whispered, “We don’t know that until you’re examined by an accredited physician, now do we? So, are we going to the hospital, or do you want to head straight to police headquarters?”
Diana didn’t even need to think about it. “Let’s go get a checkup.” As she started to leave, she called out to me, “I’ll call you later, Ben.”
Kelly didn’t miss a beat as she added, “And you’d better believe I will, too.”
After they were gone, my mother came over to me. “Is it finally over?”
Our customers were all gone, and as I’d feared, none of them had come back in after the police had questioned them. I shrugged. “Our part of it is for now,” I said. “Mom, I’m sorry about all this.”
“None of it was your fault,” she said gently. “Who knew our guest of honor would be murdered in the back hallway?” Mom shivered, then added, “Jim told me the ambulance left ten minutes ago.”
“How about the production line? Can the guys get started on their next run?” Getting our family back in the business of soapmaking was the best thing that could happen for all of us right now. Sometimes I complained that things were too quiet in our business, but right now, I would have given anything to have this day be boring.
Mom shook her head. “No, the police said we won’t be able to use it until tomorrow. That includes our offices, too, Ben. We might as well shut the store down and go home. We’re finished, at least for today.”
I glanced at my watch and saw that we had two hours left in our working day. It was a first for Mom if she was willing to lock up early.
“You all can go ahead,” I said, “but I’m staying. At least I can clean up.” We’d rearranged the entire sales floor to fit in the contessa’s talk and book signing, and seeing the disarray when we came back the next day would only bring back all of the events we’d be trying desperately to forget.
A bright spark came into her eyes. “That’s a wonderful idea. The sooner we can get the store back to normal, the better off we’ll all be.” She clapped her hands, a sure sign that she wanted a family meeting. My brothers and sisters gathered around, and Mom said, “Ben’s had a wonderful idea. Instead of going home early and taking the rest of the day off, we’re all going to stay here and clean up.”
“Whee,” Jim said.
“Just what I wanted to do with my spare time,” Kate added.
Jeff shrugged. “Why not? We need to do it sooner or later.”
Louisa groaned. “I choose later.”
“Enough,” Mom said. “We run this business as a family, and we’ll take this blow as a family. Now let’s get busy.”
Everybody found something to do, and I appointed myself the job of packing all the soapmaking books we’d brought in for the signing back in their boxes. Bob came over and said, “You need any help?”
“That would be great,” I said. “These won’t fit in my Miata. After we get them loaded up, we can take them back to Diana’s bookstore. You sure you don’t mind giving me a hand?”
“Compared to some of the other jobs around here, that’s the best offer I’ve had.”
After the boxes were tucked safely in their cartons, Jim and Jeff helped us load them into the back of Bob’s truck without even being asked. Once we had them all in place, Bob said, “Let’s go, Ben. Hop in.”
As we drove to the bookstore, he added, “I can’t believe somebody was murdered in our shop today. It’s kind of tough to accept, isn’t it?”
“I’m having a hard time with it, too,” I admitted.
“I guess you would,” Bob said.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Easy, big brother. I just mean that having your girlfriend accused of murder can’t be an easy thing to take.”
“It’s not,” I admitted. After a few seconds, I added, “Sorry if I jumped on you, Bob. I guess I am a little stressed.”
“You’ve got every right to be. Was it bad, finding the body like that?”
I bit my lip, then said, “To be honest with you, it’s something I’d rather forget about right now.”
My brother nodded as he drove on in silence. A few minutes later I heard him laughing softly to himself.
“What’s so funny?”
“Sorry, Ben. It’s nothing.”
“No, share it with me, please. If there’s something funny about this situation, I’d love to hear it.”
Bob hesitated, then finally he said, “Man, I couldn’t believe it when Kelly walked through the door. Then when I heard you were the one who called her, I thought you must have lost your mind. You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that.”
“I just wish it made up for brains,” I said. “They both want to talk to me later, and I’ve got a feeling I’m not going to enjoy either conversation.”
Bob smiled smugly. “I love being married. That way I just have to worry about one woman being mad at me. You’re going to have a ton of them upset with you, at the rate you’re going.”
“I did what I had to do,” I said as we pulled up in front of the bookstore.
I told Bob, “Wait here a second, would you? I need to talk to Rufus before we start carrying books in.”
The clerk was sitting behind the register reading something dark, and when I spoke his name, the college kid nearly fell off his stool. “Don’t sneak up on me like that, Ben.”
“Sorry, I didn’t realize that I had. What are you reading?”
He pushed the book aside. “I’ve seen your taste in books. Trust me, you wouldn’t like it.”
“You’re a powerful salesman, aren’t you?”
He shrugged. “I know my books, and I know my customers. It’s a real bummer about Diana, isn’t it? Have they arrested her yet?” He seemed a little too eager to have his speculation confirmed.
“She’s getting a checkup at the hospital right now,” I said. “When she heard about the murder, she fainted and hit her head.”
“Man. Is she going to be okay?”
“I think so, but we all thought that it would be a good idea to make sure.” I asked him, “Hey, how did you hear about it so quickly? I know Harper’s Landing is small, but this just happened.”
“One of your customers at Where There’s Soap happens to shop here, too. She came straight to the bookstore as soon as she heard about what happened. What I don’t get is why they think Diana had anything to do with it.”
So he hadn’t heard everything. “The murder victim’s real name was Connie Brown.”
It was the first time I’d ever seen Rufus speechless. After ten seconds, he said, “It can’t be the same woman. It just can’t be.”
“I’m afraid it was,” I said.
“Oh, man, no wonder they want to arrest her. Has she got a good lawyer?”
“I called Kelly Sheer,” I admitted. “She agreed to represent her.”
Rufus whooped with delight. “You’re kidding me, right? Do you have any idea what Diana thinks of her? No, you couldn’t have, or you never would have called the lady.”
“She needed someone good to represent her,” I said.
“Listen, we’ve got a truckload of books outside that we’re not going to need. Where can we put them?”
Rufus thought about it a second, then said, “Why don’t you bring them around back? You can stack them near the door until Diana can decide what to do with them. She’s got a little more on her mind right now than returns, you know what I mean?” He handed me a key as he said it “That will unlock the door.”
“Aren’t you going to meet us back there?” I asked
“Somebody’s got to watch the store,” he said as he picked his book back up.
“Thanks, I’ll be sure to tell Diana that you were the model employee in her time of need.”
“I’d appreciate that,” he said, missing my jab entirely. “I’ve been pushing her for a raise for months, but so far I haven’t had any luck.”
I shook my head as I walked back outside.
Bob was leaning against the side of the truck as if he were guarding the cargo. “What’s up?”
“We need to take these around back,” I said as I got inside. Bob joined me, then circled the block and pulled up beside the bookstore’s loading dock.
“Sorry we’re not getting any help,” I said as I unlocked the back door.
He lowered the truck’s tailgate, then said, “Are you kidding? Carrying boxes beats sweeping up back at the shop. I never have minded a little physical labor.”
After we got the books transferred to the back, I told Bob, “I’ll meet you out front, I’m going to give Rufus this key back.”
“Suits me. And take your time, Ben. I meant what I said. I’m not in any rush to get to the shop.”
I started to walk through the back of the store when I popped my head into Diana’s office. I suppose I was being a little nosy, but I didn’t think she’d mind. There was a new photograph on her desk, one that had just been taken a few days before. We were picnicking out in front of the bookstore, and Rufus must have snapped our picture without me realizing it.
I walked up front to return the key, and as I handed it over, I asked, “Have you been stalking me?”
He looked at me carefully before he asked, “What are you talking about?”
“I went into Diana’s office and I saw a new picture of us together. Funny thing was, I don’t remember posing for it.”
Rufus looked uncomfortable for a second, then he asked, “So what were you doing in Diana’s office?”
I couldn’t admit I’d been snooping, could I? “I had to use the phone.”
“Then why didn’t I see a line light up?” he asked as he pointed to his bank of telephones.
“I was going to, but then I saw that picture. That kind of creeped me out, if you know what I mean.”
When he didn’t answer, I pushed him harder. “I want to know what you’ve been up to, Rufus. If you won’t tell me, I’ll have the police ask you.”
Reluctantly, he admitted, “I just got a zoom lens for my Nikon and I wanted to try it out. You two were over there laughing and having a good time, so I took a picture. I’ve been taking all kinds of shots. Sorry if it bothers you. Diana was thrilled with it.”
That was innocent enough. “Fine. I’m sorry if I overreacted. Just one thing, okay?”
He was expecting a lecture, that much was clear. “What’s that?”
“I’d like a copy, too.”
That surprised him. “Sure thing. I’ve got tons of candid shots, if you’d like to look through the negatives.” He looked down at his hands, then added, “I even took a bunch of shots today before the store opened, but I won’t get around to developing the negatives until later.”
I shook my head. “No thanks. Rufus, why don’t you stick to birds from now on, okay?”
“Spoilsport,” he said, then dismissing me, Rufus went back to his book.
Bob and I drove back to Where There’s Soap, and to our displeasure, it appeared that my family had decided to cut the cake Mom had made for the signing without waiting for us.
“We couldn’t let it just go to waste,” Mom said.
“This is so good,” Jeff said, sticking an entire flower made of icing into his mouth.
“Move over, Junior. I want a piece.”
Cindy handed me a sliver of cake and said, “I cut one for you already.”
I looked at it as if it were tainted. “You call that a slice? Let me have the knife.”
Louisa laughed, and I asked her, “What’s so funny?’
“I told her you wouldn’t go for it,” she said. “But she insisted.” Louisa patted my belly, which was a little larger than it needed to be, but not by that much. “She thinks you should start cutting back on your calories now that you’re getting older.”
“I didn’t say that at all,” Cindy protested. Then she added sheepishly, “At least not that badly.”
“You’re absolutely right,” I said. “I do need to start cutting back.”
Louisa’s smile died on her face, and then I added, “And I will, starting tomorrow. Or the next day. Thursday at the latest.”
All my siblings started laughing as I cut an extremely generous slice to accompany the puny offering Cindy had given me.
Bob smiled at me and said, “I’ll take one just like it.”
Kate said, “You know Jessica isn’t going to like that.”
Bob cut a big piece nonetheless. “What my wife doesn’t know won’t hurt me.” Just before taking the first bite, he added, “You’re not going to say anything to her, are you?”
There was a battery of insincere denials, and Bob reluctantly put half his cake onto another plate. “I can’t believe my own family is so willing to tell on me,” he said.
Jeff laughed as he snagged the extra piece. “I’ll take it, if you don’t want it.”
After we’d all shared some cake and punch, Mom said, “Now let’s finish this up. We’ve got a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”
We all worked together cleaning and rearranging the store, and the boutique section of our shop was soon neat and organized again. I gathered the posters we’d had made up of the contessa and started to carry them out through the production line in back toward the dumpsters that were tucked behind a screen near the employee parking area. When the door wouldn’t budge, I remembered the police weren’t finished there and that they had locked us out. As I carried the posters outside along the side of the building where our customers normally parked, I was surprised to see someone getting out of her car in one of the patron parking spaces. I thought all of our customers had given up on us for the day.
Then I saw that it wasn’t a shopper at all.
Chapter 4
As soon as I saw her face, I could tell that Sharon had been crying; the last thing I wanted to do was intrude on her private grief. I tried going back the way I’d come, but she spotted me, and there was no way I could just ignore her.
“Ben, do you have a second?” she asked as she dabbed at her cheeks.
“Sure,” I said. Crying women had always made me uncomfortable. I never knew what to do, but I hated to just stand there, helpless.
After Sharon approached me, she said, “I’m sorry. I just don’t know where else to go.”
“Would you like to come inside the shop?”
“Would we be alone in there?” she asked.
“No, but it’s just my family. Maybe we could help.” If I got her within shouting distance of my mother and sisters, I wouldn’t have to worry about consoling Sharon myself. The female members of my family were adept at dealing with emotion, while my brothers and I, with varying degrees of ineptitude, were not.
“Honestly, I’m not sure I could ever go back inside there,” she said.
I could understand that reaction. “Would you like to sit in the garden and talk instead? There’s a bench that’s perfect for private conversations.”
My family, like most folks who made custom soaps, had its own flower and herb garden. Not only was it a great deal less expensive growing some of our own supplies than buying them, but we were always sure of the quality. My father, a born romantic if ever there was one, had insisted that the garden be laid out with a bench in its center, and he and my mother had spent many pleasant evenings there together, holding hands and laughing on into the night. I missed my dad, but nobody missed him more than my mother did.
She frowned as she stared at the bench. “It’s a little public, don’t you think? We could go for a walk instead, if you don’t mind. It might be easier to talk that way.”
“That’s fine with me,” I said. As I led her down the block past a shuttered jewelry store, I asked, “I never had the chance to ask. Were you and Connie close?”
“I guess I can drop the act of calling her the contessa, can’t I? It won’t be long before the whole world knows. I worked with her for three years,” Sharon admitted. “I still can’t believe she’s gone.” Sharon stopped abruptly and turned into my arms. “Ben, what am I going to do?”
As she started sobbing again, I did my best to comfort her. Finally, the wracking tears subsided.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Sometimes I’m such a girl. That’s two crying jags in one day. Normally I can go months without shedding a single tear.”
“You’re allowed,” I said. “You’ve had a rough day.”
We started walking again, and she dabbed at her cheeks as she said, “Breaking down right now isn’t going to do anyone any good, is it?” She sniffed a few times, then said, “There. I’m better now.”
“Are you sure you feel like talking? I understand if you’d rather not. It’s a nice day. We could just walk around town and try to forget about what happened today.”
“No, I need to say this out loud so I can accept it. I’ve been trying to think about who had reason to want Connie dead, and unfortunately, there’s a bigger list than I wanted to admit at first.”
Our conversation was suddenly getting very interesting. “Did you say anything about your suspects to Molly?”
“Who’s Molly, again?”
“The police officer you talked to earlier,” I explained. I wanted to hear what Sharon had to say, but I knew how Molly would react if I didn’t suggest the assistant speak with her first.
“Oh, yes, I know who she is. I plan to talk to her the next time I see her,” Sharon said, “but I wanted to get my thoughts in order before I did. She’s intimidating, isn’t she?”
“She can be,” I agreed. “We used to date.”
“Oh, Ben,” she said, pausing to touch my arm. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“Please, you’ll have to try a lot harder than that. There’s nobody in Harper’s Landing who knows just how scary she can be better than me. I’ll be happy to act as your listening board as you organize your thoughts, if you’d like.”
“Thanks, I appreciate that.”
As we walked on, she said, “I guess the first place to start is with Barry Hill.”
“I’ve never heard of him,” I admitted. “Who is he?”
“Barry is, I guess I should start getting used to saying was, Connie’s fiancé. It ended badly last month, and he refused to accept it. Lately he’s gotten kind of dark in his phone messages to her, and to be honest with you, he scares me.”
“Is there any chance he’s in town right now?” The man certainly sounded like a viable suspect, and at the moment I was in dire need of one or two that weren’t my girlfriend.
“Who knows where Barry is at any time of the day or night? He’s independently wealthy, so he comes and goes as he pleases. That’s one of the reasons Connie broke up with him.”
“Because he was rich?” I’d heard a lot of excuses in my life, but never that a prospective spouse had too much money.
“No, because he had no purpose in his life.” She stopped a second, then added, “You didn’t know Connie, and I’m willing to bet she made a horrid first impression on you.”
“I thought she was a little self-aggrandizing,” I admitted. “That sounded harsh, didn’t it? I shouldn’t be speaking ill of the dead like that.”
“She wouldn’t have minded, believe me. Connie was always a straight talker. I’m willing to bet that what you took for arrogance was probably just that she was always a nervous wreck whenever she had to speak in public. She hated it, to be honest with you.”
“Then why did she agree to come here?” I’d heard Diana tell enough stories about authors with tremendous stage fright, but that always centered around folks who wrote fiction. This woman was a soapmaker who happened to write books, so giving demonstrations while she spoke should have been second nature to her.
“She came to Harper’s Landing for a particular reason,” Sharon admitted. “And it wasn’t just your Soap Celebration. But I’m not ready to talk about that yet.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Ben,” she said as she stopped and stared at me, “there are some secrets I won’t divulge, not until I truly believe it is the last resort.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to push you about it,” I said. “Who’s on your list besides Mr. Hill?”
“There’s a woman named Betsy Blair I think the police should investigate. I happen to know she’s in town, and she certainly thought she had reason to hate Connie, though it was all in her head.”
“Why did she hate her?” It amazed me that so many people had the energy to hate this woman so passionately, and yet Sharon kept defending her; I had to believe there had been at least some good in the soapmaker.
“She claims Connie stole her latest book out from under her. There’s no merit in the accusation. This Blair woman sent Connie a manuscript, and somehow she managed to do it without going through me. I would have thrown it away in a heartbeat without replying, but Connie made the mistake of sending an encouraging letter back to her. She hated to snuff out a fellow soapmaker’s hopes.
“Anyway, the woman filed suit. With Connie’s letter and the supposed similarities in the manuscripts, there’s enough to make it look legitimate, on first glance. Betsy was here last night, tagging along with the man who served us the papers.”
“Is it possible there’s any merit to her claim?”
Sharon shook her head. “There’s no way. Connie wouldn’t show me the manuscript, but she did hold on to it, just in case. She said it was full of rambling tangents and pitiful instructions. Betsy didn’t even use photos. There are drawings illustrating the process, and from the way Connie described them to me, they’re as bad as the writing.”
“Surely a judge would see that as well.”
Sharon shrugged. “That’s what Connie told her when they served the papers, and Betsy went ballistic. She started screaming that she’d get even, and the server had to drag her off himself. She made quite a scene. If you ask me, she’s not at all in her right mind.”
We’d walked several blocks and were now standing in front of the Hound Dog Cafe. Ruby, the woman who ran it, was a self-proclaimed Elvis Presley nut, and the furnishings and music backed up the claim.
“Could we stop in here and get some sweet tea?” Sharon asked. “All this talking has made me thirsty.”
“Sure,” I said, eager to keep her chatting. The more Sharon said, the more reasons I had to give Molly that Diana hadn’t killed the soapmaker.
Ruby greeted us with a nod, not saying a word as we walked to a booth in back. I wondered about the silent treatment, and then realized that she was a big fan of Diana’s, and it looked as though I might be stepping out on her in her direst time of need. I planned to tell Ruby that I would never do that when she came to take our order, but she resolutely ignored us.
“Is service always this bad here?” Sharon asked. “We could go somewhere else.”
“Hang on a second,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”
I approached Ruby, who pretended to be cleaning the counter in front of her. She must have gone over the same spot a dozen times since we’d come in.
“Ruby, when you get the chance, we need two sweet teas.”
“How’s Diana?” she asked, ignoring my request.
“She’s in trouble,” I admitted. “That’s why I’m trying to interview the assistant to the woman who was murdered. I can’t help Diana a bit by sitting around hoping Molly finds the killer on her own. Give me a hand here, will you? Sharon just lost a boss and a dear friend, Diana’s the number one suspect, and I’m trying to figure out who did it.” Maybe calling her boss “a dear friend” was stretching it, but I was going for sympathy.
“I’ve got you now,” Ruby said as she nodded. “I’ll be right over as soon as I get the chance.”
I walked back to the table, then explained, “We’re all set.”
Twenty seconds later, Ruby approached with a tray holding more than just tea.
“Do you like pie?” she asked Sharon.
“I love it,” she said, clearly a little confused by the question.
Ruby slid a piece of lemon meringue pie in front of her. “You should try this.”
“Hey, I didn’t order any pie,” I said.
“Don’t worry, you’re not getting any. This is for your guest.”
And Ruby was gone before I could protest.
Sharon shoved the plate toward me. “You can have it, Ben. I don’t feel much like eating.”
I glanced over to see that Ruby was still watching us pretty closely. In a soft voice, I said, “If I eat that pie, she’ll never forgive me. You’d better take a bite before she throws us both out.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“Sharon, turn around and see if I’m lying.”
She did, and saw Ruby’s glance. “This town is odd, isn’t it?”
“You don’t know the half of it.”
Sharon put a small bite on her fork, then said, “Once I taste it, you can have the rest.” She ate the morsel of pie, smiled suddenly, then had another bite.
“Hey, what happened to my portion?”
Sharon took another bite, then said, “I’m sure she’s got more back there. I’m not sharing.” It was the first smile I’d seen on Sharon’s face all day, and I was thankful that Ruby had done exactly the right thing by bringing her pie.
I winked at her when Sharon wasn’t looking, and soon enough I had my own piece of pie, this one apple crisp.
“How is that?” Ruby asked Sharon as she slid the plate in front of me.
“It’s the best pie I’ve ever had in my life,” Sharon said.
I swear I nearly dropped my fork as Ruby actually blushed at the compliment. “I’m glad you like it.”
“I do,” Sharon said.
Ruby faded away, and I took a bite from my own slice. As I chewed it, I noticed that Sharon was watching me.
“That looks good,” she said.
“It really is,” I said, savoring another bite.
“Don’t I get a taste?”
I looked at the remnants of lemon meringue on her plate. “I don’t know, you weren’t willing to share with me.” I smiled as I said it, cutting my piece down the middle and giving her half.
“I suppose I could part with one bite,” she said as she started to section off what was left of her slice.
“I was just teasing,” I said. “If I wanted any, I’d order a piece for myself.”
Sharon dug into the apple, then said, “I’m taking some of these home with me when I go.”
“How long are you going to stay?” I asked.
Her smile suddenly vanished. “You know what? I don’t have any idea. As soon as I talk to the police about my list of suspects, I’ll move out of the bed-and-breakfast, though. It must be costing you a fortune, and I don’t need anything that nice.”
“We don’t mind,” I said, realizing that I was going to have to talk long and hard to get my mother to agree to picking up the bill for an extended stay.
“No, I couldn’t,” she said. “We saw a motel on the way into town. It’s called the Mountain Lake or Lake Mountain or something like that. I’d be just as happy out there. Happier, if you want to know the truth. I’ve never been a big fan of bed-and-breakfasts, though Connie always insisted we stay in them whenever we traveled. It feels too much like I’m someone’s houseguest. I’d rather be alone.”
“I’ll help you move myself,” I said.
“That won’t be necessary. I’m used to packing often when we’re traveling.”
The front door of the diner opened, and Molly walked in. She started to order a cup of coffee, then saw Sharon and me sitting in back.
“I want that to go, Ruby,” she said as she approached us.
“I was just looking for you,” she said.
“I’ve been right here,” I replied.
“I’m not talking to you.”
I decided to ignore the frost in her voice and add a little of my own. “I don’t care, you’re talking to me now. Do you still have Diana locked up?”
Molly looked at me and shook her head. “Do you ever get tired, jumping to conclusions like you do all the time? Diana was never under arrest, and you know it.”
“You wanted to question her after her medical exam, though, didn’t you?”
“Ben, whether you like it or not, that’s part of my job. She and Kelly came by my office a while ago, but neither one of them had much to say. Frankly, I wasn’t at all satisfied with her answers.”
“Maybe she didn’t care for your questions,” I said.
Sharon looked uncomfortable. “Should I excuse myself?”
Before I could reply, Molly said, “No, Ben’s finished.” She stared at me, then added, “You know you’re not why I’m here.”
“I’d tell you how much that admission hurts my feelings, but I doubt I could carry it off convincingly.”
Molly ignored the remark as she looked at Sharon and said, “I’d like to go through your employer’s things in her room, if you don’t mind.”
“I’m happy to do whatever I can to help,” she said as she got up. “We’re staying at Jean Henshaw’s B&B.”
“I know,” Molly said. “I was hoping you might be able to give me some insights into the woman as I search.”
“I’m happy to help in whatever way I can,” Sharon said.
“Your coffee’s ready,” Ruby called out.
Molly asked Sharon, “Are you coming?”
“Give me one second,” she replied, then Sharon turned to me. “Thanks, Ben, for everything.”
“Hey, I just ordered the tea. Ruby brought the pie on her own.”
“You know what I’m talking about,” she said, “and it’s got nothing to do with dessert. You’re a good listener.”
“I’m just happy I could help.” I lowered my voice to a whisper and asked, “Are you ready to talk to her now?”
“I think so,” Sharon said.
“You’ll feel a lot better once you do,” I said. “Give Molly a chance. She might be tough, but she’s usually fair, and she’s also the best cop I’ve ever known in my life.”
“You can actually say that with a straight face after what I just heard?”
“We bicker all the time,” I admitted. “We’ve been doing it since grade school.”
“Well, you’re both very good at it. It must be all that practice.”
“Listen, I meant what I said. Tell her everything. You can trust her.”
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