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      “Cat, what did you do?”

      She stares at me with wide green eyes. Tears streak down her crimson cheeks. Her red hair’s hanging over her face and her entire body’s shaking. The knife drops from her hand and clatters to the floor. Blood flies off it and onto her black boots and dress. “I-I,” she clamps her mouth shut then rushes from the room and toward the bathroom.

      I can hear her gagging then heaving in the bathroom. I’m torn between rushing to help her and checking on the girl lying on the spa floor.
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      Cat reaches up to fix some of the fresh pine garlands hanging from the windows and knocks over the oil diffuser emitting peppermint. “Oops, sorry.” She blushes, her cheeks turning the color of her hair as she rights it.

      I wave her off and fix an ornament on the tree in the corner. Christmas music plays softly from the speakers above me and I can almost hear Josh’s deep voice singing along except it isn’t.

      Christmas time is different this year. Usually, he helps me put up the tree, hang the lights and decorate the spa, but this year it’s Cat. Don’t get me wrong, she’s a huge help. I don’t know what I would have done without her these past two months. She brings me a lot of joy and is a wonderful addition to the spa.

      “Are you ready for the Hot Chocolate festival tonight?” Cat tucks a strand of red hair behind her ear.

      “Hmm. I guess.” I force a smile, but I’m sure it looks fake. The Hot Chocolate festival happens every Thursday before Christmas. Each business serves a different type of hot chocolate while everyone else walks around enjoying the lights and sipping on various hot cocoas. Of course, there’s a contest to see who makes the best cocoa.

      “I’m going to check on the cocoa. We have to beat Regina this year. She can’t win three years in a row. If I didn’t know her, I’d put money on her slipping extra votes in the jar.” She winks at me. “Not this year though, with you giving free chair massages to everyone and my secret ingredient, we’ll definitely win.” Cat claps her hands together then skips back to the break room.

      I smile after her. Thankful, I’m not alone in the spa getting ready for this event. I thought about not participating this year. Without Josh, it didn’t feel right, but Cat insisted and I couldn’t deny her. She’s here every day, even if she doesn’t have to be, to help out. I’ve thought about hiring a full-time receptionist, but I’m waiting until after the New Year. Hopefully, we’ll still be open. There’s no sense in hiring anyone new if the spa’s going to close.

      Sally’s out of jail and she and Dr. Gregory got married over Thanksgiving. He’s officially back in Chicago and they’re taking care of the old Mayor.

      Sally sent me financials on the spa and what it’ll cost to buy it. I have to admit, I choked on my chamomile tea when I saw the figure. It was more than I thought it would be. Josh assures me we’ll have the money and to let Sally know we’ll purchase it. So, now it’s just a waiting game. A very long one.

      I sigh and fix the tinsel on the tree.

      “Any word from Josh lately?”

      I jump, not realizing that Cat had come back into the room.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “No worries. I’m off in another world.” I turn to face her and notice a blue mug in her hand with the word Escape on the front. It’s definitely something I’m thinking about doing. Maybe once Josh gets back. We can take a trip somewhere warm. I glance out at the snow trickling down from the sky. I’m so over the snow. I sigh then say, “Nothing. No word from him.” My heart aches hearing his name, but I force a smile. It’s been almost a month since I last heard from him. Celeste was headed to Mexico and Josh and his PI were hot on her trail…at least they were when I last spoke to him.

      “Here.” She places the mug in my hands. “I want you to be the first to try it.”

      I blow on the steaming brown liquid then gingerly take a sip. It burns my tongue, but I can still catch the chocolate and is it orange I’m tasting? “Did you add orange juice to this?”

      Cat makes a face like I asked if she put maple syrup on salad or something. “Not orange juice. Orange Zest. It’s a hint of orange, but not enough to take away from the chocolate flavor. What do you think?”

      I take another sip to give her my honest opinion. As much as I like to say that I’m not looking forward to this event, I still want to win. Chalk it up to my competitive side and the fact that I’ll love taking the mug trophy from Regina. It’s sitting behind her front counter and she’s bragging about how it’ll be there for another year. “Mmm. It’s interesting.”

      “A good interesting or a bad interesting?” Cat gives me an unsure look.

      “Good.” I take another sip. “It grows on you. I definitely give you points for trying something different and it’s really good.”

      Cat grins and claps her hands together. “We’re going to win for sure.”

      I smile at her enthusiasm. Her strategy to keep me from being sad over Josh is to distract me, lately it’s been about hot chocolate. When she feels like that doesn’t work, she runs out and grabs me a veggie pizza. She’s a sweetheart. I just wish I could do something for her.

      Losing her mother earlier this year and this being the first Christmas without her, I know she has to be hurting. She’s putting on a brave face, but she’s not fooling anyone, especially not her aunt Regina or her dad. They’re constantly popping in with her favorite treats or silly questions about her Christmas wish list.

      I turn back to the tree and fix another ornament that’s about to fall off the tree. I found the perfect gift for Cat so she has something to remember her mother by, but I have to admit it was tough. April wasn’t my favorite person so I couldn’t bring myself to buy an angel ornament. April was no angel, but I think I got something I hope Cat will like.

      The door to the spa blows open, bringing in a light dusting of snow. I step back from the tree and rub my hands up my arms to ward off the cold. The temperature’s hovering in the twenties and shows no sign of rising before the festival.

      Travis stomps his boots on the mat and pulls a knitted black ski hat off his head, causing his red hair to stick up in all directions. His leather bomber jacket has snow on the shoulders so he brushes it off then rubs his gloved hands together and steps forward. His green eyes land on Cat for a moment as if he’s trying to read her mind then he turns his gaze to me. From the look on his face, I can tell he doesn’t have good news.

      I grip my elbows and hold my breath.

      His eyes slide back to Cat. “Hey, honey. Can I have a minute with Autumn, please?”

      Cat’s eyes flick back and forth between us. “What’s wrong?”

      Travis runs a hand over his scruffy chin. It’s a day old at most and barely noticeable. The perks of having red hair, I guess. “I have some news for Autumn.”

      “News? About Josh?” Cat sidles up to my side and wraps an arm around me as if to protect me from whatever it is that her dad is going to tell me.

      “It is,” he sighs and locks eyes with me.

      My heart kicks up, but I know the news can’t be good if he’s asking Cat to give us some privacy. I pat her hand. “Why don’t you grab your dad some of your yummy hot cocoa? We could use another opinion.”

      Cat hesitates then reluctantly trudges back to the break room.

      “Why don’t we sit down?” Travis motions to the leather couch.

      I shake my head. “What is it Travis? Is Josh ok?”

      Travis rubs the back of his neck, a move he does when he’s nervous.

      This must really be bad. My mind starts to run wild with possibilities. Celeste has kidnapped Josh and is holding him hostage or Josh is being held by the border patrol in Mexico because he forgot his passport.

      “There’s been an explosion.”

      I sway and almost take out the tree before Travis steadies me and leads me over to the couch. I slump down and try to fill my lungs with air. When I finally catch my breath, I cough out, “An explosion?”

      Travis nods. “Celeste was on a boat in the Gulf of Mexico. Josh and his PI rented a boat to go after her. According to the coast guard, the boats collided…”

      My head starts to spin, but I keep my wits about me somehow and push for answers, “Collided, then they both exploded?”

      “Yes.”

      “They found Josh though, right? Is he hurt? Which hospital is he in?” I move to stand up, but Travis pulls me back down.

      He gulps and takes my hand. “Autumn, they found Celeste. She’s dead.”

      “Dead?” The air leaves my lungs and I feel woozy. I should feel relief. This woman killed her own twin, stole her identity and swindled numerous men out of thousands of dollars and Josh out of millions. She’s taken Josh away from me for months and for a little while I thought I lost my best friend. You would think I’d be ecstatic to hear of her demise, but I’m not. She was still a human being. Yes, she made mistakes, but she should have paid for those in prison, not in death. When Travis doesn’t say anything else, I ask, “They found Josh and his PI, right?”

      He gulps. “They found the PI…he’s dead.”

      My stomach begins to churn and I think I might be sick. How can this be happening? Josh must be so upset.

      Travis squeezes my hand. “Autumn.”

      I glance down at our hands then up at his face. It’s pale and haunted. “What?” I blink. My mind refusing to acknowledge any possibility of something happening to Josh. “Josh is okay, right? Should I book a flight?”

      “Autumn.” Travis gulps then says nothing. He stares at our clasped hands.

      “Travis, what is it? You’re freaking me out. Where’s Josh?”

      He sighs. “We don’t know.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “The coast guard hasn’t been able to locate him. His body.”

      “His body?” I yank my hands away from Travis and scream at him, “Josh is NOT DEAD! He probably swam to shore. He’s a strong swimmer. They need to check the beach or with other boaters. Maybe someone picked him up and brought him to the hospital. Did they check with the hospitals?” Tears are falling from my eyes even though my brain is refusing to accept anything other than the fact that Josh isn’t dead. I can feel it. He’s alive. If he were dead, I would know it. Feel it. We’re connected. There’s no way he’s gone. Hurt, maybe, but not dead.

      Travis reaches for me. “Autumn.”

      I jump up and step back, almost toppling over the tree again. “No. Get out!” I point to the door. “Josh isn’t dead,” I shout at him, more tears streaming down my cheeks.

      Cat rushes into the room, spilling hot chocolate over the sides of a mug, which says, Chill. Yeah, that’s not happening. “Autumn, what’s wrong?” She glares at her dad. “What did you do to upset her, Dad?”

      The door to the spa breezes open and Regina rushes in with Allison right on her heels. They’re dressed in jeans with black smocks covering their red sweaters. Regina’s short red hair is toned down to a brassy red today. Allison’s long red locks are more auburn and falling loosely down her back.

      Regina engulfs me in a hug. Her vanilla and coconut perfume tickles my nose, but it’s a welcome scent. “Oh, Autumn. I’m so sorry.”

      I’m a stone. I can’t bring myself to hug her back because that would mean Josh is really gone and I don’t believe it. He’s not gone. He’s just not.
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      If someone tells me they’re “Sorry for my loss” or “what a great guy Josh was” one more time, I might scream again. Josh is NOT GONE, but every time I tell that to someone, they give me a sad smile and pat my hand like they’re coddling a toddler.

      Somehow, for the last hour, I’ve been giving chair massages on auto pilot. I refuse to go home. Business as usual until further notice. Travis is hovering behind the reception desk with Cat. They’re both watching me like a ticking time bomb or a tower of glasses. I think they’re waiting for me to either explode or fall down. Guess they’re going to have to keep waiting because I’m not going to. Josh is alive. I know it.

      I smile at Allison, who came in to check on me. I force her into the massage chair so I have something to do with my hands.

      Allison sighs when I start to rub her neck. “You have magical hands, Autumn. Thank you. I need it.” She turns her head when I move to her back and glances over at Travis. “Things have been a little tense lately,” she whispers.

      I frown and knead her shoulders with my knuckles. “What do you mean? I thought you and Travis were doing well.” I think back to a few months ago when Travis was talking about getting married for Cat’s sake, which is never a reason to do so.

      Allison shrugs. “I mean. I guess we’re fine. He’s been distant lately. Withdrawn. Working a lot.”

      “Tis the life of a detective, unfortunately,” I reply, kneading deeper into her right shoulder.

      She groans in pleasure. “I know.”

      When she doesn’t elaborate, I press, “Are you happy, Allison?”

      Allison doesn’t respond, maybe she’s contemplating the question.

      I don’t ask any more questions because sometimes it’s better to just give the massage. I’m not a therapist, well I am, but not the kind who’s licensed to solve problems. I do one final sweep of her back before stepping back.

      Allison sits back and studies me for a moment. “Thanks, Autumn. That massage was therapeutic. It helped me see things more clearly. You truly have a gift.” She drops a ten-dollar bill into the donations jar for the food bank.

      Every year the spa picks a charity to sponsor during the month of December and we collect donations. Cat made a big sign and set it next to the massage chair along with a jar asking for donations with every chair massage.

      “Thank you,” she says and gives me a hug then whispers in my ear. “If you believe Josh is still alive then you keep right on believing.” She pulls back and glances at Travis. “Don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”

      I’m not sure what to say so I simply nod and begin to clean the massage chair. Her words continue to bounce around in my mind. I do believe Josh is alive and I won’t stop believing it unless there’s proof. After all that’s what sleuths need to solve cases…proof.

      “Autumn!”

      I turn and come face to face with the tear stained cheeks of Josh’s mom. Her silky long dark hair is covered with a gray knit hat and her blue eyes, which are so similar to Josh’s, are shining with tears. She’s wearing jeans and a gray wool coat over her thin frame. “Abby, what are you doing here?”

      She rushes toward me and engulfs me in a hug before breaking down into tears.

      I pat her back then spot Josh’s dad, Brian, looking somber as he steps inside the door. He’s the spitting image of Josh, tall and trim, except his hair is completely gray. There are a few more wrinkles around his blue eyes, which appear tired and glassy. His long dark trench coat hits above his knees and he’s wearing dark slacks. Always the business man.

      “How are you holding up, sweetie?” Abby steps back and studies me with concern in her eyes.

      “Okay,” I choke out, feeling my throat grow tight.

      “Josh would want you to be here. He loved this place.” She glances around the spa.

      I frown. Loved? No, he loves this place. We’re going to buy it together. As soon as they find him in and bring him home. We’ll run it together. Get married. Have dark and red-headed babies with either his blue eyes or my green ones. Of course, I don’t say any of this out loud. What’s the point? No one believes Josh is alive. “What are you doing here?” I ask again.

      Abby blinks like she was off in her own world. “We were on our way back to town for Christmas when we got the call. We were hoping Josh would be done with this whole Celeste nonsense and we could all spend the holidays together.” She sniffles then begins to sob again.

      Brian steps forward and gives me a quick hug before murmuring softly to Abby, “Let’s go home, sweetie.” He gives me a small smile and says, “We’ll see you later, Autumn.”

      I nod as I watch him lead her out the door. He’s basically holding her up as if she’ll collapse at any moment. Those two are an inspiration to all couples. Josh and I will be them when we’re old. I turn back to the massage chair, swiping away tears from my cheeks. I can’t seem to stop my eyes from leaking. I’ve got to get it together. There are clients to tend to and money to make for the food bank. I jump when someone touches my shoulder.

      “Sorry.” Cat winces.

      “It’s fine.” I smile at her then take in her expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think we should close up and go home.”

      “What? Why?” I gesture to the line of people almost to the door, waiting for a chair massage. “We have a line and not everyone has gotten a chance to try your hot cocoa. How are we going to win if they don’t vote?”

      She bites her lip as if considering my words.

      I reach out and squeeze her hand. “I’m fine, Cat. Let’s get to work.”

      “If you’re sure,” she studies me like a doctor examining a patient.

      “I am.”

      She nods and hustles back over to the hot cocoa table.

      I feel someone watching me and lock eyes with Travis.

      He cocks his head and raises an eyebrow.

      I force my best fake smile, showing him my pearly whites then turn back to the next person in line.

      We continue on for another hour until the last person has left and Cat’s run out of hot cocoa. We quickly close up then hurry over to the park where the Mayor will be announcing the winner of the hot cocoa contest.

      People keep giving me sad smiles and squeezing my arm or hand, but at least no one is giving me any more condolences.

      Nikki comes rushing over to me with her dark locks swirling around behind her in the wind. Her cheeks are red from the cold and her ears have fuzzy blue ear muffs on them. She looks gorgeous in her puffy white jacket and black yoga pants.

      I almost fall over when she throws her arms around me, rambling and crying into my shoulder. I can’t make out anything she’s saying so I simply pat her back and take in her lavender essential oil. It calms me, but doesn’t stop the tears.

      When Nikki pulls back, she takes in my tears and yanks me back in for another long hug. She only pulls away when Bobby begins the award ceremony. Then she stands beside me, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and staring at the stage.

      Bobby clears his throat. He’s wearing a black leather jacket with gloves and jeans. “Tonight, we are mourning the loss of one of our own. Josh was…”

      I tune him out as soon as he says the word, ‘was’. Josh isn’t a was. He’s an is. Josh is. He’s alive. I want to scream it from the rooftops. Sniffling and crying sounds come from behind me and I glance around to see almost everyone in the crowd dabbing their eyes and wiping their noses. My eyes start to water and my nose starts to burn. Not again. I have to stop crying. I’m crying over nothing. Josh is fine. He has to be. I blink back my tears and try to focus on Bobby.

      Bobby wipes a tear from his cheek then says, “Tonight’s Hot Chocolate festival is dedicated to Josh. He loved this festival and would have been ecstatic to be here for this.” He pauses. “Without further ado, the winner of this year’s Hot Chocolate Festival is…Vicki’s Day Spa. Congratulations Cat and Autumn!”

      Nikki smiles and drags me in for another hug, whispering, “Congrats, Autumn.”

      Cat squeals and practically tackles us. “We won! We won!”

      I laugh and try to mimic her excitement, but the tears are still falling. Maybe they’re happy tears. Bobby’s right, Josh loves this festival and will love hearing that we won. We’ll find the perfect place in the spa for the hot chocolate mug trophy. Together. Once he gets home.

      Cat tugs on my hand and leads me onto the stage. She takes the trophy from Bobby and gives him a quick hug. Then she turns and hands the trophy to me before gesturing to the microphone so I can say a few words.

      I shake my head. My throat’s too full of emotion and there’s no way I can speak right now. I gesture for her to go ahead.

      She grins and steps to the microphone. “Autumn and I appreciate your votes and want to thank everyone who donated money to the food bank.” Before she can say anything else a tomato flies through the air and hits her right in the stomach. Cat flinches and grabs her midsection. The crowd gasps and stares on in horror. Another one hits her leg then another her shoulder.

      It takes a minute for my brain to register what’s happening then I snap to attention and hurry her off the stage. I spot Travis pushing through the crowd to see who’s responsible for this. When we get to the back of the stage, I give her a once over to ensure she’s not bleeding although with the red tomato juice, it’s hard to tell. “Are you okay, Cat?”

      She’s crying and trying to brush off the tomato from her light green pea coat. “It’s ruined. Why would someone do this?”

      I try to help her, but know it’s useless. Hopefully, Sharon at the Spot & Dry can get the stains out. “Do you have any idea who did this?”

      Cat continues to brush at her coat, all while shaking her head. “Why? I don’t understand. Was my speech that awful?” she inquires, stopping her attempt to clean her coat and staring up at me with desperate eyes.

      I take her by the shoulders and wipe the tears from her cheeks. “Your speech was lovely, Cat. I don’t know why someone would do this, but I promise you we will find out.”
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      “Another delivery for you, Autumn.” Liam holds up the red poinsettia.

      I groan and point to the rest of the flowers overflowing in the reception area of the spa. There’s red and white roses, carnations and poinsettias piling up all over the place. It’s starting to look like a flower shop in here.

      It’s Saturday afternoon, two days before Christmas, and the spa is busy. Lots of people are stopping in to buy a last-minute gift certificate. I wonder if I should start giving away a flower arrangement with each gift certificate.

      It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gestures, but it’s what the flowers imply. That Josh is dead and he’s not. People are wasting their money when Josh is going to be found. Alive.

      “Should I take the rest to the church?” Liam asks as I scribble my signature on the order form.

      “The church?” I hand back his pen with a frown.

      “For the funeral, tomorrow.”

      I almost fall out of my chair. “Wh-what funeral?”

      Liam turns pale. His face matching his stark white shirt peeking out underneath his puffy black coat. He runs a hand through his dark hair while his brown eyes dart around the room, looking anywhere but at me.

      “Liam.” I narrow my eyes at him and place my hands on my hips. “What do you mean there’s a funeral tomorrow? It’s Christmas Eve. Who died?”

      “Don’t answer that,” Cat says, rushing in and practically shooing Liam out the door.

      He doesn’t hesitate and disappears into the wintery afternoon.

      “Slow down, Liam. You’re going to slip on the ice and break your neck,” Travis calls after him before stepping into the spa and dusting snow off his coat. “Why’s he in such a hurry?” Travis glances back and forth between Cat and me.

      Cat is wringing her hands and shifting back and forth on her feet anxiously.

      I, on the other hand, am suspicious and interrogate Travis, “There’s a funeral tomorrow?”

      Travis’s eyes grow wide and he slides a quick glance at Cat, who shakes her head. “Um.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Whose funeral, Travis?”

      Travis blinks and opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.

      The door behind him opens and two people I wasn’t expecting to see, come waltzing into the spa. “Mom? Dad? What are you doing here?”

      “Autumn!” My mother, who could easily be my older sister, comes rushing up to me and practically squeezes the air out of my lungs. “How are you holding up?” She strokes my hair and rocks me back and forth like she did when I was a child and she was trying to calm me down.

      I pat her back. “I’m fine. Why?”

      “Oh, sweetie. You’re always so brave. You don’t have to be brave for me. Just let it out.”

      I furrow my brow and sneak a peek at my dad. He’s shaking hands with Travis and they’re muttering back and forth with one another. My dad reminds me of Liam Neeson. They could be twins although my dad’s hair is white. He wants to embrace his age by graying naturally and not coloring his hair. My mom, on the other hand, keeps her hair a shiny coppery color and colors it as soon as she sees a speck of gray. “Mom, I can’t breathe.”

      “Oh, sorry, honey.” She lets go of me and steps back to inspect me. “You’ve lost weight. Greg, Autumn’s lost weight.” She gestures to my dad to join us.

      I tug on the hem of my black scrubs as if it will make me look thicker.

      “I think she looks great, Paula,” my dad responds giving me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m fine. Why do you both keep asking me that?”

      My parents exchange a look I make out as concern.

      “Really, I’m good. Why are you here?”

      My mom purses her red lips and smooths the front of her white wool coat. “Autumn, dear. We’re here for you and of course, Brian and Abby. I can’t imagine having to bury your child.” Her eyes fill with tears and she sniffles.

      “Bury your child?” My head starts to pound and I slump against the desk before my legs give out as realization hits me. “Josh’s funeral is tomorrow?”

      My mom studies me for a moment. “Yes, dear. Abby said she left you a message. She wants to have the funeral before Christmas. Doesn’t want to leave everything up in the air and ruin everyone’s holiday. She’s such a sweetheart. Always worrying about everyone else even when she’s hurting.” My mom dabs her eyes with a tissue.

      I blink and decide I’m dreaming. This is all a dream. I’m going to wake-up and Josh is going to be sleeping on the couch. I’m going to go in there and tell him I love him. We’re going to get married asap. There’s really no reason to wait. Yes, I’m going to pinch myself and wake-up right now. “Ouch.”

      “Autumn, what are you doing?” My mother inquires.

      “Trying to wake-up.” I pinch myself again. It’s not working.

      My parents exchange another look.

      “Autumn, why don’t we take you home. I think you need some rest,” my dad says, placing a hand over mine so I stop pinching myself.

      I shake my head. “No. I need to wake-up. This is a bad dream. Josh isn’t dead. He’s alive.” Tears sting my eyes as I glance around the room. Everyone is staring at me with pity in their eyes. I want to scream at them to stop, but my throat is thick with emotion.

      Cat steps forward and wraps her arms around me. “I can close up. Dad will help me. You should go with your parents.”

      I give her a squeeze back and take a deep breath. “No. I’m fine. The spa closes soon anyway and we’re selling a lot of gift certificates. I need to be here. I need to work.”

      My dad studies me for a moment then nods. When my mom tries to protest, he whispers in her ear and convinces her to let me stay. He squeezes my hand and says, “Call us if you need anything.”

      I give him my best fake smile and nod.

      My mom gives me another bone crushing hug before leaving.

      I pretend to busy myself with tidying up the front desk, but don’t think I didn’t notice my dad whispering to Travis. I’m sure he’s asking him to stay and keep an eye on me. My dad loves Travis. He loves Josh too, but Travis is his favorite. I think it has to do with the fact they both love putting criminals behind bars. Dad, the powerful prosecuting attorney, well he used to be before he retired and Travis, the crime solving detective. The work suits them and they make a good team. Even with Dad retiring, Travis still consults him on cases. My dad’s like a second father to Travis and Travis is like the son my father never had. It’s pretty cute.

      “Autumn.”

      I jump, not realizing Cat is still standing next to me.

      “Hmm.”

      “Sorry.” She gives me an apologetic look and bites her lower lip.

      I squeeze her hand. “Don’t worry about it. I’m kind of jumpy these days. Just a lot on my mind. I’m sorry, Cat.”

      She squeezes my hand in return. “You have nothing to be sorry about. These past few weeks…well, I know it hasn’t been easy for you.” Cat studies me. “Are you sure, you’re okay?”

      I nod and swallow the lump in my throat.

      Cat gives me a tight smile.

      I eye her curiously. Something’s wrong. I wonder if it has to do with the other night. “How are you doing, Cat?”

      She bites her lip again. “I know you have a lot going on right now, but I was wondering if I could talk to you about something.” she sneaks a quick peek in her father’s direction to ensure he’s still chatting with my dad.

      “You can tell me anything, Cat. What’s up?”

      She gestures to the hallway and I follow her.

      “It’s about Thursday night.”

      I frown. “About the tomatoes?”

      She nods.

      “Do you know who threw them? Did you tell your dad?”

      “No and no.” She plays with the end of her hair. Regina cut it last week into an angle bob. It suits her, but I’m not sure Cat’s loving the short hair.

      “Cat.” I tip her chin up so she’s looking at me. “What’s going on?”

      “It started a few weeks ago.”

      I furrow my brows. “What did?”

      “Text messages. Nothing big. I actually thought it was Liam.”

      “Liam, the flower delivery boy who looks like a younger John Mayer?”

      Cat blushes and nods. “He’s been flirting with me in algebra class.”

      I smile. Young love. Ah. Then I remember why we’re having this conversation. “Okay. You think he threw tomatoes at you as a way to get your attention?” I make a face and my anger flares. “That’s not very romantic. In fact, it’s downright rude. Bullying a girl to get her to like you is ridiculous. You two aren’t in second grade and you don’t have pigtails to pull.”

      “Autumn, breathe.” Cat shakes me slightly to snap me out of my rant.

      “Sorry.” I take a breath.

      “No, I don’t think Liam threw the tomatoes. I think the tomatoes have to do with Liam.”

      I quirk an eyebrow at her. “I’m not following.”

      “Someone is threatening me away from him. The tomatoes were a warning.”

      “A warning?”

      “Yes. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “What did the texts say?”

      Cat runs a hand through her hair. “At first they were sweet or so I thought. Comments about my hair and my clothes. They were kind of snide, but I chose to see them in a positive light. I thought maybe Liam didn’t know how to talk to a girl so his words were coming across differently than he intended.” She sighs. “A week ago, they started getting meaner.”

      “Meaner how?”

      Tears shimmer in Cat’s eyes. “My new hair cut makes me look like a guy. My clothes make me look pudgy. Liam is too cute for someone like me. I’ll never have a boyfriend. Stuff like that.” A tear slips down her cheek and she quickly swipes it away.

      “Oh, Cat.” I yank her into a hug and feel the tears roll down my cheeks listening to the hurtful words some jealous teenager is doling out to my sweet Cat.

      She whimpers and sniffles into my chest. “I’ve ignored the texts, even tried to block them, but it doesn’t work. A day will pass with nothing then another private number will send one the next day. I’m afraid things are going to escalate.”

      I give her another squeeze before letting her go. “You should tell your dad.”

      “Tell me what?” Travis steps up behind us and it doesn’t take his detective training to figure out something’s wrong. “What’s the matter?”

      Cat wipes her eyes and shakes her head. “Nothing. Everything’s fine.”

      He narrows his eyes then cuts them to me.

      I blink back my tears and force a smile. If Cat doesn’t want her dad to know, he’s not going to hear a peep from me. Even though, I think she needs to tell him. He could trace the phone number although I’m sure they’re from a burner phone or several burner phones. What teenager has enough money to buy multiple burner phones and use them to bully a sweet girl? I need to talk to Cat more and come up with a list of suspects, but first I have to get rid of her dad.

      “Autumn, what’s wrong?”

      I shake my head and keep my lips sealed.

      Travis frowns. “Is this about the other night?” He fixes his eyes on Cat. “Do you know who threw those tomatoes?”

      “Dad, let it go,” Cat mumbles and moves to get around him, but he puts an arm out to block her.

      “Cat, talk to me. Is this about your mom?”

      Tears brim Cat’s eyes and she burst into tears before slipping past him and slamming the door to the hall bathroom.

      “Is that what’s wrong? Her mom?” He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “I’m trying to be there for her. Maybe I need to take some time off work. Get away for the holiday,” he mumbles more so to himself than to me.

      I place a hand on his arm. “I think Cat needs to be here with her family and friends, but taking some time off to spend time with her isn’t a bad idea. I know you’re doing everything you can to be her mother and her father. You’re a great parent, Travis.”

      He smiles and places a hand over mine. “Thanks, Autumn. You always know what to say to make me feel better.” His eyes lock with mine and leans in closer.

      I freeze, unsure what’s happening. Is Travis going to kiss me?
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      “Am I interrupting something?”

      I step back and jerk my hand away from his then gaze up at an furious Allison.

      Her face is bright red with her fists in a ball at her sides and she’s glaring daggers at Travis.

      “Allison-,” Travis starts, but she cuts him off.

      “Now that Josh is gone, there’s nothing standing in your way, is there, Travis?”

      I gasp as her words slice through my heart like she took a knife to it. Josh isn’t gone. Travis and I are friends. Period. I love Josh. He’s alive. Allison told me to keep believing so I am. How can she say something like this to me? My throat tightens with emotion and I can’t choke out the words.

      “That’s enough, Allison,” Travis hisses and stands in front of me as if to protect me from her words.

      Allison ignores him. “You still love her,” her voice raises an octave higher as if she’s fighting back her own emotions. “I’ve let it slide the few times you’ve called me Autumn when we were kissing. Chalking it up to you worrying about her with Josh missing and all, but now, I know it’s not the case. You love her and I will never be enough for you. Always playing second fiddle to the perfect Autumn Fisher.”

      “I said, that’s enough, Allison,” Travis growls.

      I blink, unsure of what is happening and trying to wrap my mind around what Allison’s saying. Travis is still in love with me? There’s no way. He’s in love with Allison. He has a ring. “Allison, Travis loves you. He’s going to propose,” I blurt out.

      Everyone freezes and stares at me.

      “Is-Is that true?” Allison inquires, once she’s over her shock.

      Travis rubs the back of his neck and nods.

      She throws herself into his arms and begins to cry what I hope are happy tears.

      I move around them, refusing to meet Travis’s intense glare. How do I know he’s glaring? I can feel it. My skin prickles as I make my way to the breakroom. This calls for some chamomile tea. I need a clear head to help Cat and avoid Travis. I know he’s going to make me pay for ruining his surprise, but Allison was two seconds away from breaking up with him so he really should be thanking me.

      “Autumn? Is my dad gone?” Cat sniffles and peeks out from the bathroom door.

      “He and Allison are having a moment.”

      Cat quirks an eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

      I nod. “It will be. Tea?”

      She grins and follows me into the break room.

      We work in companionable silence preparing the tea. The soothing aroma of chamomile calms my nerves and I’m beginning to feel like myself again.

      “We should probably get back up front in case someone comes in.” Cat moves toward the door.

      I touch her arm to stop her. “I’ll go up front. I want you to sit back here and make a list of anyone in school who you think could be doing this to you. Anyone with funds to buy burner phones, although I still think we should have your dad run the numbers in case they aren’t burner phones.”

      Cat shakes her head. “I don’t want to worry him. He has enough on his plate. He’s already worrying about me because of my mom.”

      “Cat, your dad loves you. It’s his job to worry about you.”

      She smiles. “I know. I just want to figure this out on my own.” She pauses. “With your help, of course.”

      I chuckle. “Alright, but if things get worse, we go to your dad. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.” She sticks out her hand for me to shake.

      I ignore it and pull her into a hug, careful not to spill our tea. “You’re a great kid, you know that? Beautiful, smart, kind and caring. Your dad is lucky to have you.” I kiss the top of her forehead and step back.

      Cat blinks up at me with tears in her eyes. “Thanks, Autumn. I wish…” Her words are cut off by squealing in the hall.

      We rush out to find Travis on one knee and Allison covering her mouth with her hand and almost hyperventilating.

      Cat stiffens beside me and crosses her arms over her chest. She’s staring at the scene and doesn’t appear to be all that happy about it.

      Travis glances in our direction. He refuses to meet mine or Cat’s eyes. Somethings not right. His posture’s rigid and his face almost looks like he’s in pain as he clears his throat and asks, “Allison, will you marry me?”

      Allison screeches and throws her arms around his neck, knocking him onto the ground. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” She peppers him with kisses while Travis tries to pull a box from his coat pocket. “Is that my ring?!” She squeals and reaches for the box before Travis can even get it out of his pocket. It’s on her finger and she’s holding it out in front of her, admiring it. “It’s perfect. I absolutely love a princess cut diamond.” Allison sighs then glances at Travis. “Here I thought we were going to break-up and now, we’re getting married.”

      “Break-up? Why?” Travis clears his throat and helps Allison to her feet.

      She waves him off. “It doesn’t matter. We have a wedding to plan. I’m thinking spring. Maybe April.”

      “This April?” Travis’s eyes nearly bug out of his head.

      “Yes, this April. We’re not getting any younger and if we want to have a couple red headed children running around, we better get started.” She wiggles her eyebrows at him.

      Travis turns beet red and slides a quick peek at Cat.

      Cat plasters on a fake smile and slowly approaches her dad and soon to be step mother. “Congratulations. This is a surprise.” Her voice is flat and monotone, like she’s talking about the weather.

      Allison yanks her in for a hug. “I can’t wait to be your new mom.”

      I flinch even before Cat and Travis do. That’s the last thing Allison needs to say to Cat. I watch Cat stiffen in her arms and withdraw inside herself. When Allison steps back, I can see the tears pooling in Cat’s eyes. I hurry to her side and slip an arm around her shoulder. “Congratulations.” I force a smile then say, “We’ll leave you two to celebrate. It’s almost four and we need to start closing up.”

      “We should all go out to dinner to celebrate,” Allison exclaims then she clasps her hands together and turns to Travis. “Let’s go tell Regina. I’m sure she’ll want to come with us.” She grabs Travis’s hand and tugs him toward the front. “We’ll meet you girls at Pete’s around five. We have a few people we need to share the good news with before dinner. OK?”

      I open my mouth to decline, feeling like I’m intruding, when Cat clasps my hand as if she’s holding onto a life raft.

      “Please go. I need you there,” she whispers.

      I nod and squeeze her hand back.

      Travis glances back at us. When he sees Cat’s expression and her holding my hand, he frowns. His eyes grow dark and his forehead creases. Then Allison drags him around the corner and he’s gone.

      I glance down at Cat, she’s staring after her dad as if in shock. “Hey, are you okay?”

      She blinks and shakes her head. “Why did he propose?”

      I turn red. “It may have been my fault. I let it slip he was going to propose, but I didn’t think he was going to do it here.” I glance around. The spa is nice, but it’s not a romantic setting for a proposal. “Did he talk to you about it?”

      “He mentioned it once, but that was a couple months ago. I told him I didn’t think Allison was the right woman for him.”

      “Really? They’re cute together,” I offer, trying to show my support.

      Cat scoffs and rolls her eyes. “No, they’re not. Allison hates Dad’s job. She’s always complaining about his late nights and early mornings. All the constant texts and phone calls he gets at all hours of the day and night. I thought they were going to break up months ago. Not to mention, she’s super jealous of yo-,” Cat clamps her mouth shut and her face turns red.

      “Allison’s jealous of me? Why?”

      Cat sighs. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      I frown and rack my brain. “No.”

      Cat throws her hands up in the air. “My dad is still in love with you, Autumn. Can’t you see that? He’s always hanging around here when he doesn’t have to be at the station.”

      “That’s because you’re here.”

      She rolls her eyes again. “He doesn’t come here just to see me.”

      I bite my lip. “Cat, I think you’re reading too much into things. Your dad and I have history, but’s that’s all it is. History. It’s in the past. Nothing is or will ever happen with your dad and me. Ever.”

      Cat drops her eyes to the floor and whispers, “Ever?”

      I tip her chin up and take in her teary eyes. “Your dad is in love with Allison. He asked her to marry him. There’s no way he would do that without meaning it. Please try to be supportive. Allison adores you.”

      “She tolerates me,” Cat huffs.

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      Cat shrugs. “They’ll have more kids and I’ll become the glorified babysitter.”

      I try to think of something to say so I blurt out, “I babysat when I was your age. It’s a great way to make some extra cash.”

      She shrugs again. “I like working here. Kids aren’t really my thing.”

      I snort. “Not your thing?”

      “They’re so sticky and are always crying.”

      I giggle and bump her shoulder as we make our way to the front. “Oh, Cat. Being an only child has clearly skewed your view of children.”

      “Hey, you were an only child,” she says, knocking my shoulder back with hers.

      “I know and sometimes I wish I wasn’t.” I sigh. “Having someone who will always be your best friend, no matter what, is really nice.”

      “But you had Josh.” Cat cringes as his name leaves her lips. “Sorry.”

      “It’s ok.” I pat her arm. “Josh is my best friend and when he gets home, I’ll have him back.”

      Cat bites her lip.

      “What?” I ask, counting the cash from the gift certificate sales.”

      “What if…” Cat glances around the spa, trying not to make contact with my eyes.

      “What if what?” I continue counting the cash until her next question hits me like a hurricane.

      “What if he doesn’t come back?”
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      Laughter and loud music fill Pete’s Pizza Palace. Everyone in town is inside Pete’s congratulating the happy couple or more like the ecstatic bride-to-be, the groom-to-be looks like he’s at a funeral.

      Cat’s sitting beside me picking at her salad. We’re sharing a vegan veggie pizza, although it’s sitting uneaten. My mind is on Cat’s words. They keep running like a hamster wheel in my mind. What if Josh doesn’t come back?  Tears blur my eyes and a couple of ladies from the Crafty Crew send me sympathetic smiles. I blink furiously to keep them from escaping when Cat pushes back her chair sending it crashing to the ground and rushes to the bathroom.

      Travis shoots me a concerned look and starts toward the bathroom.

      I shake my head and right the chair before hurrying after her. When I reach the bathroom, I hear what sounds like girls raising their voices at each other.

      “He’s not good enough for you,” a high-pitched voice shouts.

      “You aren’t even good enough to make the state dance competition. That’s why you quit. You knew you couldn’t cut it,” another pitchy voice retorts.

      “No, I quit because I couldn’t stand dancing with you three,” Cat snaps.

      I’m taken back. I’ve never heard Cat say anything unkind to anyone. These girls, whoever they are, are mean girls and they’re messing with the wrong girl. My girl. I don’t have time to think about that sentiment when the girls laugh loudly or more like cackle like a bunch of witches and exit the bathroom.

      The brunette is about my height and must be the leader’s. Her head is held high as she flips her loose curly locks over her slender shoulder. She’s wearing skinny jeans with a green sweater that slides off one shoulder. Her followers could pass for twins. Both blonds with thin frames and their outfits match their leaders with the exception of color. One in a black sweater and the other in a blue one. They stop laughing when they see my death stare and hurry past me.

      Cat comes storming out of the bathroom, looking ready to pounce. I grab her arm and block her other one when she takes a swing.

      “Whoa, slugger. It’s me, Autumn.”

      Her face softens and her cheeks flush. “Sorry.”

      “Who are those girls?” I have other names on the tip of my tongue, but I refrain since I’m the adult here.

      “No one.”

      I narrow my eyes at her and purse my lips. “Cat, I heard what they said to you. What’s going on? Are they really why you quit the dance team? Were they bullying you over the summer too?”

      Cat stares down at her boots.

      “Please talk to me Cat. What did they say to make you quit the dance team?”

      She sighs. “Some snide comments about my form. Laughing when the teacher would comment on my missed steps. It was no longer fun.”

      “Because of them?” I point after them.

      Cat shrugs.

      “Did you tell your dad?”

      She shakes her head. “He was busy over the summer… working then he and Allison…” her voice trails off.

      Did Travis and Allison only start dating over the summer? I guess so, Regina set them up over the fourth of July. Wow. Talk about a quick engagement. I guess when you know, you know. Although I’m not sure Travis really knows, but it’s not my business. “You shouldn’t let those jealous girls ruin something you love.”

      “I love the spa and working with you,” she gives me a teary smile.

      I wrap an arm around her and give her a side hug. “And I love having you there, but you love dancing. You should start again, even if it’s just for you.”

      Cat rests her head on my shoulder and sighs. “I think they’re the ones sending me the mean texts and I think they threw the tomatoes.”

      “Really? We have to tell your dad.”

      “No.” Cat lifts her head and stares at me with pleading eyes. “It will only make things worse. You know how overprotective my dad is, Autumn. Please, let me handle it. Besides I have no proof. I need proof.”

      I frown. “I heard one of them say you weren’t good enough for him. Was she referring to Liam?”

      “Yes. Jana. Liam broke up with her in the spring. There are rumors it’s because of me. Supposedly, he has a crush on me, but I’m not sure. He’s nice to me, but he’s sweet to everyone.”

      “Was Jana this mean before he broke up with her?”

      “Yes, but not to me. She set her sights on some other girls.”

      “So, she’s the definition of ‘mean girl’?”

      “Pretty much,” Cat sighs. “I thought ignoring her would work, but no such luck. She’s relentless.”

      “Who are the other two?”

      “Brittney and Lydia. They’re almost as bad as Jana.”

      “Hmm.” A plan is forming in my mind.

      “What?” Cat stares up at me curiously. “You have the look on your face like your plotting. You’re plotting, aren’t you?”

      I gasp and hold my chest like her words physically hurt me.

      She giggles.

      “There’s my girl’s sweet smile.”

      Cat’s eyes grow wide. “I-I’m your girl?”

      Before I can say anything, Travis steps into the hallway by the bathrooms. “Everything okay?”

      Cat blinks then turns to her dad. “We’re fine.”

      He studies us suspiciously. “More ‘girl talk’?” he says, using air quotes.

      Cat and I exchange a look and burst out laughing.

      Travis drops his hands. “What’s so funny?”

      “Don’t ever do that again, Dad,” Cat says, linking arms with him, still laughing.

      “What?” Travis peers back at me with confusion written all over his face.

      I shake my head and watch the duo make their way over to Regina. Regina fusses with Cat’s hair then kisses the top her head before shooting me a curious look. I force a smile, but know she’ll be interrogating me later.

      I scan the room for the terrible trio, as I’m now, dubbing them. They’re hanging out by the juke box, whispering and glaring in Cat’s direction. Something catches their attention and I spot Liam, stomping the snow off his boots by the front door. He’s in a leather jacket and jeans, holding a small bouquet of daisies. Oh, no. Not daisies. Cat loves daisies. I remember him asking her earlier about her favorite flower when she was commenting on how much she hated carnations and poinsettias. Surely, he’s making a delivery. Nope. He heads straight for Cat, much to her father’s dismay.

      Travis frowns and looks about ready to shove the daisies down Liam’s throat when he holds them out to Cat, who blushes and takes them from him, bringing them to her nose.

      Allison swoons and starts gushing about how cute they are together.

      Regina grins and pushes them toward an empty table across the room.

      Travis shoots her an angry glare and opens his mouth to I assume protest, but Allison pulls him away and toward Violet and Eddie, who are also planning their wedding for the spring.

      Cat and Liam make their way to a table and barely have time to sit down before the terrible trio pounces.

      I weave around a couple of people to get closer. I don’t want it to look like I’m hovering, but let’s face it, I am. These girls are trouble and my sleuthing radar is going off with bright flashing red lights and sirens. When I try to hide behind a plant, a couple of the Crafty Crew ladies spot me and come hurrying over. Their questions come flying at me like bullets.

      “Oh, Autumn. How are you holding up, dear? Abby is beside herself. Have you talked to her today? She’s really worried about you. Are you eating? You look thinner than yesterday. Do you want some water? Have you been crying? Your eyes are blood shot. Have you been drinking?” They all sniff me as if trying to determine if they can smell alcohol on me then continue, “The funeral tomorrow is going to be so hard for Abby. For both of you.” They pat my hand.

      I give them a tight smile because the thought of going to Josh’s “fake” funeral tomorrow is enough to make me want to hurl. I swallow the bile rising in my throat and bite back the words about Josh not being dead because frankly, everyone thinks I’m crazy or in denial. I know I’m not. Josh is alive and if I have to fake it until he’s back in my arms, I will. Now, I need to focus on Cat. I open my mouth to excuse myself when I hear a scream.
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      “What’s wrong with you?” Liam shouts at Jana.

      Jana smirks and glares down at Cat like she’s a piece gum stuck to her shoe. “This is why Cat didn’t stay on the dance team. She’s so klutzy.”

      I stare at the scene in horror. Cat’s on all fours on the floor trying to salvage the daisies and wipe up the pitcher of soda that’s now all over the table and floor. Liam’s helping her while shooting Jana and her friends dirty looks. I hurry to the broom closet and grab the mop then head to their table in time to hear Jana tell Liam he’s wasting his time with Cat. I grip the mop handle so hard it might snap.

      Travis rushes over and takes the mop from me and begins to work on the sticky floor while demanding, “What’s going on here?”

      Jana puts on an academy award winning performance with eyelash fluttering and a megawatt smile. “Oh, Detective Mills. Congratulations on your engagement! We came over to congratulate Cat on her new mother and she got all flustered and spilled the pitcher of soda over these simple daisies and well everywhere.” More eyelash fluttering ensues.

      I want to puke and call the little faker out, but Cat shoots me a teary plea with her eyes. I clamp my mouth shut and snag a plate to put the soppy napkins on it.

      Allison comes over and strikes up a conversation with Jana. Apparently, Allison cuts Jana’s and her friends’ hair. They are acting like besties.

      Cat glares at them before slapping the napkins on the plate I offer her.

      I help her to her feet and take the plate to the trash.

      Pete claps Travis on the back and takes the mop from him. His white chef outfit clings to his bulky frame and his salt and pepper hair is covered with flour. “I’ll finish up here. You take your new bride-to-be back over to your table. I have a special dessert for you two. Carla is bringing it out shortly.”

      Travis hesitates, unsure what to do. His green eyes meet mine and they seem to be pleading with me to say something to get him out of this.

      I frown and place an arm around Cat. She’s staring down at the soda covered daisies in her hands.

      “I’m so sorry, Cat. I’ll get you some new ones,” Liam says, softly.

      Cat shakes her head. “No. It’s fine.”

      Liam’s hopeful face turns into a sad one. “Cat ple-,”

      “I want to go home,” Cat states, still staring at the flowers.

      “I can take you,” Liam offers.

      “Are you even old enough to drive?” Travis steps in and begins interrogating him.

      “I am, sir. I’m sixteen.”

      Travis’s nostrils flare and it’s clear he doesn’t like the fact that Liam is older than Cat by a year.

      I step in before Travis embarrasses Cat. “I’m actually heading out. I can drop Cat off at your house or better yet, why doesn’t she just spend the night at my house.”

      Travis’s eyes snap to mine. “What? Why?”

      I squeeze Cat’s shoulder so she goes along with my plan. “Cat’s helping me with some things for the funeral tomorrow.” The words feel like sandpaper in my mouth, but I press on, “She’s going to help me sort through some pictures and stuff of Josh’s for picture boards.” Tears form in my eyes without me even realizing it. I brush them away. Ugh. Quit crying, Autumn. Josh isn’t dead. At least my tears seem to convince Travis.

      His eyes soften and he reaches out to squeeze my arm. “Of course. You may swing by the house to grab some clothes for the night and for the service tomorrow.”

      Cat nods and places her head on my shoulder. Her shoulders slumping forward and she looks about ready to curl up into a ball in the corner.

      I give Travis a tight smile and turn to Liam. “Thank you for delivering all those flowers to the spa today. Daisies tomorrow at the church will be lovely.” I lift an eyebrow so he catches onto my meaning.

      He smiles sadly and tries to catch Cat’s eye, but she’s staring at the ground.

      I squeeze her shoulder and begin to lead Cat toward the door.

      Allison stops us before we get very far. “Oh, Cat. I’m so glad you came tonight.” She gives her a quick hug then turns to me. “Thank you for coming, Autumn. I know this can’t be easy for you.”

      I frown. Easy? What does she mean? Does she think I still have feelings for Travis? I open my mouth to set the record straight, but she continues.

      “Josh was a good man. You’ll find someone in time.” She squeezes my hand then turns back to the terrible trio.

      I force a smile when my phone rings. “Hello?”

      My mother’s voice fills the phone, “Autumn. Are you still at Pete’s?”

      “Yes.”

      “Please come home as soon as possible.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” I can hear the stress in her voice.

      She pauses then says, “We have some news.”

      “Good or bad.” My heart begins to pound loudly in my chest.

      “Just please come home.”

      “Is this about Josh?”

      My mother sighs. “I’m not going to discuss this over the phone, sweetie.”

      Another question is on the tip of my tongue, but I know she’s not going to tell me anything else so I say, “I’ll be right there. I’m leaving now.” I hang up and realize everyone’s staring at me with expectant faces. “I better go.” I turn to leave, but not before I see Travis checking his phone with a deep frown on his face.

      His eyes slowly drag up from his phone to meet mine and he declares, “I’ll drive you.”

      Allison’s eyes grow wide and ping pong back and forth between us. “What’s the matter, Travis?”

      He shakes his head. “The party’s over everyone.”

      Allison frowns. “Wh-what? We just got here. We’re supposed to be celebrating our engagement.”

      “We shouldn’t be.”

      She gasps.

      He grabs her hand and gives it a squeeze. “This isn’t the time for celebrating anything but Josh’s life. Thank you everyone for coming out tonight, but right now our focus needs to be on the Parker family and Autumn.”

      Allison blinks back the tears forming in her eyes. “Of course, how silly of me. I’m so selfish. Forgive me, Autumn.” She reaches out and embraces me.

      I pat her back and narrow my eyes at Travis. He knows something and he’s refusing to meet my eyes. “It’s fine. I’m happy for you both and this was a nice distraction.”

      “Travis and I will take you home and Cat can stay the night another time. You need some time alone.”

      Cat grips my elbow and her eyes are pleading with me.

      I smile at her. “Cat’s no trouble. In fact, I’m looking forward to having her stay with me.”

      Allison lets me go and studies me. “If you’re sure.”

      I nod. “I am.”

      “Well let’s get you home and see what’s going on.”

      Travis runs a hand through his hair. “Actually, Allison, I need to head to the station after I drop off Autumn and Cat so it’s probably best for you to just go home.”

      Allison narrows her eyes at him. “Fine.” She forces a smile and addresses everyone, “Thank you all for coming and sharing this happy time with us. Have a great night.” Then she turns on her heels and stomps out the door.

      Travis trails behind her like a puppy with its tail between its legs.

      Cat hooks her arm in mine and we make our way to my Jeep. There’s really no need for Travis to drive me home. My mother tends to be slightly dramatic although Travis got a message on his phone. Maybe they found Josh. Hope blooms in my chest only to deflate when I remember Travis’s words about focusing on the Parker family. My chest aches and I rub it to soothe away the pain, but it doesn’t work. I brace myself against my Jeep and realize the news I’m going to receive is bad… really bad.
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      I burst through the front door to my home. My mother’s sitting on the couch sipping from a floral tea cup. It smells like spearmint in here and I wrinkle my nose. I hate spearmint, but she loves it. My father’s staring into the fire with his arm resting on the ledge of the stone fireplace. They both turn when they hear me.

      My parents exchange a glance then notice Cat and Travis and snap into welcoming hosts. It’s almost as if they are procrastinating. Mom starts to fuss over Cat, offering her some cookies while my father shakes Travis’s hands and they start whispering. My nostrils flare. I’m done with this nonsense. Someone better have some answers. “What’s going on?” I demand, stomping my foot as if I’m a toddler and I don’t even care.

      Everyone stops and stares at me like I’m three and throwing a temper tantrum in the grocery store. They all glance around at each other before my mother steps forward and leads me over to the couch.

      Travis and my father hover by the fireplace, watching me like I’m fine china in a child’s hand.

      My mom sighs. “Autumn.” She clears her throat, fidgets with the hem of her sweater then gives me a fake smile.

      “What do you need to tell me?” I inquire, shifting over so Cat can sit next to me.

      Cat grabs my hand and squeezes like even she knows what I’m going to hear is bad.

      I pat her hand and focus back on my mother. “Tell me.”

      Tears fill my mother’s eyes and she grabs a tissue off of the coffee table then shakes her head.

      My dad steps in and props himself on the arm of the couch then places an arm around my mother.

      I blink at them expectantly. “What is it?” I ask, feeling anxious.

      “The coast guard found some of Josh’s things.”

      I blink again, not processing what he’s saying. “Okay. Finding his things will lead them to Josh, right?”

      My mother hiccups as tears run down her cheeks.

      A knot begins to form in my stomach and the room begins to spin. I swallow the bile rising in my throat and take a deep breath to center myself. I need answers. “Did they find Josh? Is he hurt?”

      Another hiccup from my mother.

      Sheesh, someone get this woman some water. I take another breath and calm my emotions.

      My father clears his throat. “No. No one has found Josh. His things…” his voice trails off and I notice tears forming in his eyes. He glances at Travis and shakes his head.

      I focus on Travis. He has answers. “Travis, tell me. What’s going on?”

      Travis runs a hand over the back of his neck. “Autumn.” He clears this throat. “Josh’s things were stained… with blood.”

      I blink and fight back the tears threatening to spill over. My voice cracks as I ask, “What things?”

      Travis checks his phone. “A blue Tom Petty t-shirt, his wallet and a sock.”

      “How do they know they’re Josh’s? Besides his wallet, tons of people wear Tom Petty shirts and socks.”

      Travis glances at my father. “Autumn, everyone knows Josh writes his name on his clothes. His name is on the tag of the t-shirt and sock. They were found by some locals on the beach.”

      “Maybe Josh left them there when he went for a swim.” I’m grasping because I don’t want to believe what they’re telling me. Josh isn’t dead. I know it.

      “It wouldn’t explain the… blood.”

      “He could have cut his foot on a seashell. Maybe-”

      “Autumn. Stop.” My mother grabs my hand. “Just stop. I know you don’t want to believe Josh is… gone, but he is. They may never find his body. You have to be ready to say good-bye tomorrow. I know it’s not ideal with the holidays, but Abby thinks it’s best to not drag it out and ruin everyone’s Christmas.”

      I rip my hand from her grasp and gape at her. “Ruin everyone’s holiday? Really? This is Josh we’re talking about. What part of this holiday is going to be great when he’s not here?”

      My mother’s jaw drops. I don’t blame her. I have a great relationship with my parents and normally don’t act like this, but my world’s falling apart.

      I don’t stop because I can’t. The past couple of days of holding it together come crashing down. I’m a tower of dominoes spilling onto the floor. “We have plans. We’re buying the spa from Sally.” I begin to shake. “We’ve wanted to own the spa for years. Now, is our time. Together.” Tears spill down my cheeks and now I begin to hiccup. Great. I continue, shaking my head. “Josh doesn’t know. I never got a chance to tell him.”

      My mother finally snaps out of her shock and puts her arm around me. “Tell him what, Autumn?”

      “That I love him and want to marry him. Have babies with him. Spend our life together. He’s my best friend. I can’t live without him.” I burst into tears and sob into my mother’s chest.

      She strokes my hair and whispers things I can’t make out because I’m crying too loudly.

      When my sobs turn into whimpers I can barely see, but I do notice Cat and Travis are gone and so is my father. “Where did everyone go?”

      “They went to the police station with Abby and Brian.”

      “Why?” I croak, needing some water.

      My mother stands and heads to the kitchen. “Tying up some things.”

      “What things?”

      She sighs. “Autumn, please.”

      “What?” I wipe my eyes and follow her into the kitchen.

      Cabinet doors open and close as my mother busies herself with making me some tea.

      I sit down at the kitchen table because I’m feeling kind of dizzy from all my crying. “Mom?”

      She sighs again. “Autumn, this is hard for all of us. Abby needs closure. Josh is… was her only child. I can’t imagine what she’s going through. If anything were to happen to you…” Her shoulders hunch and she tries to stifle her crying.

      I pop up from my seat and wrap my arms around her from behind and cry right along with her. This can’t be how my story ends. Not without Josh.

      My phone pings from the living room. I think about ignoring it, but part of me is still holding out hope Josh is alive and maybe he’s texting me. “I’ll be right back.” I give my mother another quick squeeze before dashing into the living room.

      I fumble with my cellphone, hands shaking as I open the screen. My heart is pounding then sinks when I see who is texting me. Cat. I smile then cringe. She’s probably a mess, worrying about me. This season is hard enough on her without her mother for Christmas and now everything with Josh and those awful girls. I open her text and read it only to realize, I’m not reading a text from Cat. It’s from her phone, but this is definitely not from Cat. It can’t be and if it is, I need to get to Travis’s ASAP.
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      I’m driving like a maniac through the streets of Daysville, trying to get to Travis’s house as fast as I can. Travis isn’t answering his phone and neither is Regina. I thought about trying Allison, but I’m not sure how Cat might feel about that. If nothing is wrong and I’m overreacting then she might be furious with me. I try Cat again. It goes straight to voicemail. Why isn’t Cat answering her phone? My stomach churns. This isn’t good.

      My mother sends me a quick text to check on me, but I don’t respond. It’s dark and the backroads to Travis’s house aren’t well lit. I’m not even going to risk texting and driving. She must think I’m having a nervous breakdown. I ran out of the house without much of an explanation.

      There’s no time.

      Something’s wrong.

      Seriously wrong.

      Why is Cat alone right now? Everyone’s hovering around her all the time and now, when she really needs us, no one’s around. This is my fault. She probably thought I didn’t want her to stay when the dam burst and I began melting down in front of everyone. Ugh. Why can’t I keep my emotions in check?

      I skid to a stop by the curb in front of Travis’s house then push open the door and race up the steps. I pound on the door then wait a second and pound again. There’s a light on in the living room, but I can’t see anything through the curtains. I try the door, but it’s locked. I contemplate breaking the window then remember Travis keeps a spare key underneath one of the bushes. Who hides a key in a bush? A cop that’s who. I roll my eyes and crouch down to begin digging for the key when the front door flies open. I hold up my hand to block the light.

      “Autumn? What are you doing?” Cat’s standing perfectly fine in her white bathrobe with a white towel around her head.

      I rush at her and wrap my arms around her. “You’re okay.”

      She pats my back. “Yes. I’m fine. Why? What’s wrong?”

      I step back and study her. “I got a weird text from your phone.”

      “What kind of weird text?” Cat tilts her head as if she has no idea what I’m talking about.

      I shiver against the cold and motion for Cat to go inside then fumble with my phone before pulling up the text. “I’m leaving town. I can’t do this anymore. I miss my mom.”

      Cat frowns. “I didn’t text you, Autumn.”

      “It didn’t sound like you, but I came to check just in case.” I squeeze her hand. “I know this year’s- “

      She cuts me off, “Stop. I’m fine, Autumn. I don’t know how someone sent that text from my phone, but it wasn’t me.”

      I glance around the tidy living room. “Where’s your phone?”

      Cat bites her lower lip and heads over to her bag by the front door. “I put it in here after Jana and her crew knocked over my soda. I didn’t want it to get wet.” She digs then digs some more. “I’m positive I put it in here.” She grows frantic and begins throwing things from her bag until it’s completely empty. “I know I put it in here,” she wails, tears begin falling down her cheeks. “Someone has my phone, Autumn.”

      I bend down and put my arm around her. “I know. Now, we have to figure out who and why?”

      Cat sniffles. “We know who. Jana. She’s torturing me. Thinks I’m into Liam.”

      “Aren’t you?” I squeeze her shoulder.

      She blushes. “He’s nice, but he’s not worth all this. No guy is.” She starts picking up the mess she made and putting items back into her bag.

      My inner independent woman pumps her fists in the air. “But Jana thinks you are and obviously, Liam is into you.” I pause and mull over my next words. “Cat, maybe it’s time to get your dad in on this.”

      “NO!” Cat scrambles to her feet and begins to pace the room.

      My knees crack as I get to my feet. I really need to start taking my supplements again. Between running the spa and worrying about Josh, my health’s been on the back burner. Thoughts of Josh make my chest burn and I rub it to soothe away the ache then focus back on Cat. Now, isn’t the time to be thinking of Josh or my health. Cat needs me. “Cat, your dad can help. Talk to Jana’s parents. They need to know their daughter is a bully.”

      Cat snorts. “Jana’s mother is a bully.”

      My eyes grow wide. “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “I mean Jana’s mom was part of my mom’s group of friends. Brooklyn Caper.”

      I gasp. I know Brooklyn from high school. She’s April’s BFF or was and oh is she mean. Worse than April if that’s even possible.

      Cat nods. “Mom and Brooklyn always made Jana and I hang out. Their dream was for their daughters to be BFFs too.” She rolls her eyes. “Jana and I never hit it off, much to our mothers’ dismay. After Mom died, Brooklyn was relentless about checking on me and pushing Jana to hang out with me, although I’m not sure why.” Cat stops pacing and studies the ground. “When I began turning down their invitations, the bullying started. First, with dance then the texts. A few piles of flaming dog turds on the front porch, which Dad still thinks is about him, but I know it’s not. Brooklyn even drove right past me when I was walking home from school in the rain and splashed a huge puddle of water all over me. I know Jana and her friends are behind the tomatoes and of course, the spilled soda and ruined flowers, but now, she has my cell phone. Why?”

      My mouth is hanging open listening to everything these girls have done to Cat. I knew Brooklyn got married and had a baby, but I never really paid much attention to what people were saying about her. No one ever talks about April or her friends in front of me and I avoid them any chance I get. Mean girls always stay mean girls, at least from my experience.

      “Ever since I began working for you, things seem to be escalating.” She shifts back and forth. “I’ve been thinking about things and I think all of this has less to do with Liam and more to do with you and me.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “You and me? What does that have to do with anything?”

      Cat peeks up at me. “I think Brooklyn is taking my rejection of her and Jana personally. They think I’m replacing my mom with you and choosing you over them, which I am.”

      I frown. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Cat chews on her lip. “There’s something else.”

      My frown deepens. “What?”

      “Allison is best friends with Brooklyn.”

      “Huh?” My eyes bulge. Am I completely out of the loop? When did this happen? “Allison is a couple of years younger than us. I didn’t think she and Brooklyn ran in the same circles.”

      “They didn’t until recently. Aunt Regina told me Brooklyn visits the salon every day to chat with Allison or take her to lunch. It’s like she’s replacing my mom with Allison and Allison is eating it up.”

      “Have you said anything to Allison about all of this?”

      Cat shakes her head. “I think Allison’s confiding in Brooklyn about her and Dad’s relationship…which also means she’s talking about you to Brooklyn.”

      My head starts to pound with all of this information. “Me? Why me?”

      Cat sighs and rolls her eyes. “Because Dad is still in love with you.”

      I scoff. “No, he’s not.”

      Cat gives me a look like I’m delusional. “I overheard Allison talking to Brooklyn about breaking up with Dad last week because he won’t commit and she thinks he’s still in love with you.”

      “No.”

      “Yes, and I think something is going to happen tonight.”

      I frown. “Wh-what do you mean?”

      Cat moves to the window and peers out into the night. “I think there’s a reason they took my phone and sent you a text. They knew you would come and check on me. They’re planning something. Something to get us both together to teach us a lesson.”

      “What lesson?”

      “For me, it’s to show me that I chose the wrong group to reject and for you, it’s to stay away from my dad and probably payback for ruining Allison’s engagement party.”

      My jaw drops. “I-I didn’t ruin it. My parents called me. I was leaving anyway…with you.”

      “But Dad got a call from the station and made everything about you and Josh. Allison’s livid with him.”

      I open my mouth to say something, but I have no words.

      A car door shuts outside and tires squeal in the street.

      Cat and I exchange a glance then dash to the window. All the doors to my Jeep are open and something’s moving in the driver’s seat. My heart beats faster along with the pounding in my head. This can’t be happening. I just got this Jeep. Please don’t let anything happen to it… not again.
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      Why didn’t I lock the Jeep? Locking up’s been second nature lately. Why didn’t I do it tonight? I groan, looking at the culprit in my front seat.

      A skunk.

      Who puts a skunk in someone’s vehicle?

      Cat moves slowly toward the Jeep.

      I reach out and stop her. “Maybe we should just leave it. The doors are open. It will leave eventually, right?”

      The skunk takes that moment to turn in a circle and curl itself into a ball in my driver’s seat. Ugh. It looks like it’s getting comfy. Don’t get comfy. Get out! Now!

      I want to scream. I want to drive over to Brooklyn’s house and deliver this little ticking time bomb on her doorstep. What did I ever do to her? Sheesh. It’s not my fault Cat’s got standards in who she wants to hang out with. “Let’s go back inside and wait it out.” I turn to move slowly back to the house. We’re standing by the mailbox and are close enough to still get the skunk’s wrath.

      Cat grabs my arm. “Autumn, if we leave your Jeep open, more creatures will make themselves at home. You could end up with a family of possums in there by morning.”

      I groan again and whisper, “If we close the doors it will scare the skunk and well you know what will happen. No one will want to get near us for a week maybe more.”

      She sighs and peeks over the passenger side door. “It’s kind of cute.”

      I snort softly. “Don’t let the fluffy exterior fool you. He or she is a stink bomb waiting to explode. How did Brooklyn and Jana even get it here without it spraying them?”

      “Brooklyn supports the wildlife foundation. She spends a lot of time there. Fundraising, but also taking care of the animals who come in injured. My guess is she volunteered to let this little one back into the wild.”

      “Brooklyn does that? But that’s nice. Brooklyn isn’t nice. There’s no way she would help anyone or anything unless it’s about her. She must have an ulterior motive.” I cross my arms over my chest. “Not to mention, my Jeep isn’t the wild,” I mutter.

      The wind kicks up and snow begins to fall. Cat shivers. She forgot her coat when we came out here.

      “Let’s go make some hot cocoa,” I suggest, taking a step toward the house. Before I can move any farther, a car comes barreling down the street and starts blaring its horn. “Cat, run!”

      We both scramble toward the house, but Cat slips in the snow and goes down.

      I bend to help her up when I spot the skunk jumping up from its spot and darting right toward us with its tail up in the air then it soaks us with its smelly fragrance.

      Cat screams.

      “Close your mouth,” I cough out, wrinkling my nose as the odor enters it. My eyes burn and I can barely breathe. This is awful. I’m going to be smelling this for weeks. At least, the skunk’s out of my Jeep. I help Cat to her feet. She’s coughing and tears are running down her cheeks. I’m not exactly sure what to do. We can’t go inside. “Stay here.” I glance around and notice the skunk is nowhere in sight. I hurry to the Jeep, spot Cat’s cell phone on the seat, grab it and close all the doors, ensuring to lock them this time, then make my way back over to Cat as Travis pulls into the driveway.

      His eyes are wide as he takes us in. When he steps out of his SUV, he immediately covers his nose. “What’s that smell?”

      “Skunk,” Cat and I say in unison.

      “How? What?” He’s frozen in the driveway like he’s not sure what to do either. “It’s freezing out here. What are you both doing?”

      “Long story,” I mutter. “Can you please get us some tomato juice… like a lot of it?”

      Travis fumbles with his phone, coughing slightly. “I’m calling Regina. She’ll know what to do.”

      I take off my coat and drape it around Cat’s shoulders.

      She’s sniffling and shivering as she snuggles into me. “Why won’t they just leave me… us alone?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know, but I plan to give them a piece of my mind.”

      “Don’t,” Cat pleads. “It will only make it worse.”

      “How’s it going to get worse, Cat?” I gesture to us. “We smell like a skunk. No one’s going to want to come into the spa this week or even be near us.”

      “We’re closed tomorrow since it’s Sunday. Christmas is Monday and we’ll be closed until Wednesday so maybe we won’t smell as bad by then.”

      I give her a squeeze. “I love your optimism.”

      She smiles up at me. “I wish you were my mom.”

      My breath catches in my throat and my heart swells. Tears burn the corners of my eyes. This girl. The words to tell her I wish I was too are right on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t say them. April, as awful as she was, is Cat’s mom and I can’t disrespect that or the fact that Allison is going to be her new stepmom. If I say it, Cat will think there’s hope for me and Travis. I glance over at Travis, who is still talking on his cell phone and I no longer feel the butterflies I felt even a few months ago. My heart belongs to Josh and it always will… even if he’s gone. That thought leaves a sour taste in my mouth. I smile down at Cat and have no idea what to say to her.

      Luckily, Travis interrupts us, “Regina’s on her way. Hang tight.”

      I scowl and shiver. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      “What happened?”

      I glance down at Cat and shrug as if to say we need to tell your dad.

      Cat’s eyes grow wide and she shakes her head.

      I sigh then cough because wowzers, we smell bad.

      “Well?” Travis crosses his arms over his chest and studies us. Even in the dark with only the glow of the porch light, I can see the suspicion all over his face.

      “We heard a noise,” I reply, lamely.

      “A noise? So, you decided to check it out at night when you two are by yourselves?” He pauses then asks, “Why are you even here, Autumn?”

      “Um.” I glance down at Cat.

      “I called her to come over.”

      “Why?” Travis frowns. “You know you can call Regina or me or even… Allison.”

      Cat cringes and looks up at me with panic in her eyes.

      Thankfully, Regina pulls into the drive and swoops into action. She herds us into the garage and covers us in gallons of tomato juice then sends us to the basement to shower and leaves me a pair of Travis’s sweats.

      Once me and Cat are semi smelling not like a skunk, we make our way upstairs. Cat gives me a hug and heads to her bedroom. It’s pushing midnight and I’m ready for bed too, but first, maybe, a cup of chamomile tea.

      As if Travis can read my mind, he hands me a steaming cup of my favorite tea. “I thought you might be needing this about now.”

      I smirk, inhale the relaxing aroma and take a sip. Ah. So much better. “Thanks.”

      “Cat is growing quite fond of your tea and you.” He leans against the kitchen door frame and crosses his arms.

      I frown, not liking his stance or his tone. “And that’s a bad thing?”

      Travis’s eyebrows knit together as he frowns. “Maybe.”

      “How so?” I narrow my eyes at him and take another sip of tea, peering at him over the rim of the mug.

      “Something is going on with Cat and you’re covering for her.”

      I keep my gaze on him while I lower my cup. “If Cat wants you to know, she’ll tell you.”

      “But you know?”

      I shrug.

      Travis scowls. “Autumn, Cat’s my daughter. Not yours. If something is going on with her, I need to know about it.”

      I flinch at his words because Cat is like my daughter. Maybe the only one I’ll ever have if Josh doesn’t… I stop myself and focus on Travis. I know he worries about Cat and while he’s not wrong about needing to know what’s going on with her, I can’t tell him. I want to tell him what those awful girls and Brooklyn are doing to her and me, but it’s not my place. Cat will never trust me again. Besides, I think I know how to handle them. I just need a little sleep and maybe another shower. “Ask Cat.”

      “I have. She won’t tell me.”

      “Then I can’t help you. Good night.” I turn to go, but he whips me around and pulls me into his chest. His woodsy cologne engulfs me and takes me back to weekend bonfires and late-night drives. I breathe him in for a moment, remember the good times then step back. Travis is my past. Josh is my future… I hope.

      Travis drops his hand. “Sorry. I didn’t…” He runs a hand through his hair.

      “Good night, Travis.” I move toward the front door when he calls out to me.

      “Do you think I’m doing the right thing?”

      I pause then pivot. “With Cat? Asking her what’s going on? Then yes.”

      He shakes his head. “With Allison. Marrying her.”

      “Do you love her?”

      Travis opens his mouth then shuts it.

      “I think you better figure out an answer to that question before you do. It’s not fair to her… or you, if you don’t.

      He nods. “Night, Autumn.”

      “Good night, Travis.”
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      “Autumn, wake-up,” my mother shakes me lightly. “You overslept and…” she sniffs the air. “Why do you smell like a skunk?”

      I groan and cover my head with a pillow. Sleep didn’t come easily to me. Thoughts of Travis, Cat, Brooklyn and those awful girls were bouncing around in my mind all night. I think I maybe got, I peek at the clock seeing that it’s going on eight o’clock, two hours. TWO HOURS. That’s it! I groan again.

      “Autumn, the funeral is at ten. Get up. I think I have some tomato juice in the kitchen. Did you run over a skunk and try to save it like you did in high school? Honey, it’s part of life. You have to let them go. Tell me you didn’t take it to Doc Sappington? The poor man.”

      “I didn’t run over a skunk, Mom.” I sigh and toss back the covers.

      She makes a face as the stench hits her nose again. “Then why do you stink.” She coughs and places a finger underneath her nose to ward off the smell.

      “Someone put a skunk in my Jeep. A stupid prank.”

      My mother’s freshly painted face goes pale. “A-a prank. Why would someone do that? Oh, no! Does the Jeep stink?”

      “Not bad, I was able to get it out before it sprayed me. Well us.”

      “Us?” She quirks a perfectly plucked eyebrow at me.

      “Cat.”

      “Is that where you went last night? To Travis’s?” My mother frowns and gives me a disapproving look like she did when I was late for my curfew in high school.

      I nod. “Cat sent me a text and I went to check on her. This time of year’s hard on her. You know, it’s her first Christmas without her mom.”

      My mother’s face softens. “The poor thing. I can’t even imagine losing a parent that young.” Then she motions for me to get up and wraps her arms around me. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I know today’s going to be hard on you. Josh was a good man. We’re here for you, honey.”

      Tears form in my eyes and a lump begins to grow in my throat. Is this my life? Is Josh really dead? Dread begins to seep into my bones and I no longer feel hopeful that Josh is coming home. The evidence is piling up. How can I keep ignoring it when proof is right in front of my face? The explosion, his wallet, t-shirt and sock on the beach. No one could survive that and it’s been three days and no sign of him. The ocean is dangerous even for a strong swimmer like Josh. Reality is sinking in and I burst into tears.

      My mother strokes my hair and coos into my ear until my sobs turn to whimpers. Then she escorts me into the bathroom and turns on the shower. “I’m going to grab some more tomato juice for your hair. I’ll be right back.”

      When I finally step out of the shower, I’m feeling slightly more like myself and definitely less smelly. My black dress is hanging on the door and some black tights and boots are on the floor. I cringe thinking about wearing them and what they represent. Death. Josh is dead. As those words form in my mind, I feel my stomach roll and I rush to the toilet although there’s nothing but bile that comes up. I splash some water on my face and stare at my reflection.

      Dark circles rim my eyes and I’m awfully pale. My copper color hair appears a little more on the red side, I’m guessing from the all the tomato juice. I inhale and give myself a pep talk.

      Today, I say good-bye to my best friend. The love of my life, although I’ve only come to realize it. Now, it’s too late. Too late to tell Josh how much I love him. Too late to buy the spa together. Too late to get married. Too late to start a family… at least with Josh. The thought of doing any of those things with someone else makes me want to hurl again.

      “Autumn, are you ready?” My mother calls from my bedroom.

      “In a minute.” I slip on my dress, tights and boots then lightly apply some make-up and run a brush through my hair. When I step out, she assesses me.

      “You look lovely. Josh always said you looked pretty in black.”

      I snort and try not to roll my eyes. Josh always told me I looked good in any color. He was my best ego booster.

      “Are you ready to go?” My dad pops his head in the room and gives me a sad smile. He’s wearing his best dark suit and tie with shiny black shoes. “I have the car warming up. It’s a frigid one out there today. Abby says they aren’t going to do a graveside service with the temperatures what they are and with no…” my dad gulps, “body. They’re going to place a headstone once the snow melts.”

      I nod, completely numb to what he’s saying. A part of me still wants to believe that if they haven’t found Josh’s body then he might still be alive. No body, no funeral, which means no tombstone.

      My parents leave me to my thoughts as we make our way through the snow and into the car.

      I sit in the backseat watching Daysville fly by. A fresh blanket of snow covers the town and only a few cars are on the street. Everyone must be on their way to the church.

      It’s Sunday and usually we have services, but today, we are only having one service, which will include Josh’s funeral. I listen to my mother ramble on about Pastor John being gracious enough to only have one service with the weather being as cold as it is. The Crafty Crew ladies and their old joints would have a hard time getting out for morning service and an afternoon service for Josh.

      When we pull up to the church, my father lets us out in front of the church then goes to park the car. I’m immediately met with sad faces, hugs and condolences. Josh’s parents are in all black and standing next to an empty urn although my mother said they burned Josh’s clothes to put in there to have a piece of him. I frown at the idea. The idea that Josh isn’t in there and neither is his body, but we’re still having this ridiculous funeral.

      Someone coughs next to me as I make my way up the aisle and I slide a glance in their direction. Brooklyn smiles up at me with pearly whites then pinches her nose and turns away.

      I narrow my eyes at her as my face grows red then I try to catch a whiff of myself. “Do I still smell like a skunk?” I whisper to my mother.

      “Only a little, dear,” she says, quietly, patting my arm.

      I glare over my shoulder at Brooklyn, who only smirks. Before I have a chance to turn around and cause a scene by telling everyone in Daysville how awful Brooklyn and her daughter are, Abby’s engulfing me in her arms.

      She sniffles in my ear then says, “Josh loved you so much.”

      Oh, great. Now, the water works start again and I’m sobbing into her shoulder. She strokes my hair and squeezes me tighter. When she let’s go, she gives me a sad smile then turns to hug my mother.

      Brian gives me a quick hug and wrinkles his nose slightly, I’m assuming getting a whiff of the skunk. He gestures to the front pew.

      I take a seat and try not to stare at the bronze urn behind him. My eyes drift over to it and my stomach turns thinking about never seeing Josh again. This can’t be happening. I keep waiting to wake-up, but so far, this nightmare just keeps on going.

      Pastor John takes the pulpit and begins the service.

      My parents flank either side of me and put their arms around me. Abby sits next to my mom and sends me another sad smile while Brian slips an arm around her. Someone coughs behind me and I glance back.

      Cat, Travis, Allison and Regina are sitting back a few rows to my left.

      Cat gives me a small wave and a smile.

      I return it then frown when I see her smile fall. Her phone’s in her hand and she’s staring at the screen. Her entire face is white and she looks about ready to faint. She excuses herself and slips out of the back door.

      Travis watches her go with a frown on his face. When he turns back around, he meets my eyes and lifts an eyebrow.

      I shrug.

      Allison tugs on his hand and shakes her head then sends me a tight smile.

      I return it then contemplate following Cat, but my mother squeezes my knee. I focus back on what the pastor is saying, even though I don’t want to hear about all of Josh’s accomplishments. I know all about them. I don’t want to hear how great a guy he was or how generous or kind. I know all of this.

      Tears drop down my cheeks and I brush them away. Suddenly, the room starts to spin and I fear, I might be sick. I jump up from my seat and race to the bathroom. Once I dry heave, I wash my hands and stare at my reflection in the mirror.

      What am I going to do? Josh is gone. My best friend is gone. We’ll never own the spa. Sally will probably sell it to some random person and I’ll spend the rest of my life working for someone else or worse, they’ll fire me and hire their own staff or buy the building and turn it into a coffee shop. My stomach turns again. There’s nothing left to expel, but it still churns loudly. This can’t be my life.

      My phone buzzes in my purse and I pull it out, knocking out half of the contents with it. Once I put them all back inside, I check my phone. It’s from Cat.

      “I need you. I’m at the spa.”
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      “Cat, what did you do?”

      She stares at me with wide green eyes. Tears streak down her crimson cheeks. Her red hair’s hanging over her face and her entire body’s shaking. The knife drops from her hand and clatters to the floor. Blood flies off it and onto her black boots and dress. “I-I,” she clamps her mouth shut then rushes from the room and toward the bathroom.

      I can hear her gagging then heaving in the bathroom. I’m torn between rushing to help her and the unconscious girl on the spa floor. I step around the body and notice the dark brown hair covering her face. Dread fills me as I know who this is. I recognize the black lacy dress and designer shoes.

      Jana.

      I bend down and check for a pulse.

      It’s faint.

      I fumble with my cell phone and call for an ambulance. Sirens sound close by. Good. There’s not much time. I grab a towel and press it to the wound. “Jana. Jana. Can you hear me?”

      Nothing.

      Shoot. I check her pulse again. It’s still there. Please let her live. I glance in the direction of the bathroom. Cat hasn’t come out yet. What happened?

      The room is a mess. Chairs are knocked over. Pillow from the couch are on the floor. A mug is broken a few feet from where Jana’s lying like someone threw it at her. Did Jana and Cat get into a fight?

      Was Cat angry enough to stab her? I push the thoughts away when someone bangs on the back door. I rush to open it and the paramedics snap into action. They have Jana loaded up and on her way to the hospital in minutes. I feel slightly better when they tell the operator at the hospital that  Jana’s alive, but unresponsive.

      I begin to shake and not because I left my coat in the front pew of the church with my parents. After I got Cat’s text, I didn’t tell anyone where I was going, I just came right here. Yes, I walked in freezing cold temperatures. My dad drove us so he had the keys and I wasn’t going to interrupt Josh’s funeral.

      Josh’s funeral.

      I groan. I left my best friend’s and the man I love’s funeral. His parents are never going to forgive me, but maybe they’ll understand, Cat needed me.

      I wonder if she called her dad. I’m guessing not, since he’s not here securing the scene and demanding answers. What happened? I remember Cat getting a text in church, which made her face turn white. Did Jana coax her here? Why? Was Jana trying to hurt Cat and Cat defended herself? That must be what happened. Cat wouldn’t do this on purpose. I know as sure as I know my name.

      My phone buzzes in my hand. My dad’s face lights up the screen.

      “Hi, Dad,” I say, staring down at the blood on the floor of the breakroom in the spa. This spa has seen more blood in the past year then in its entire existence.

      “Are you okay? Where are you? Your mother checked the bathroom.”

      “I’m at the spa.”

      “The spa, why?”

      “Dad, I need you to get Travis and meet us here at the spa.”

      “Us? Autumn, what’s going on?”

      “There’s been an accident, well maybe not an accident, but something’s happened.”

      “What happened?” he demands.

      “Dad, lower your voice. Just get Travis and get here ASAP. Don’t tell anyone anything.” I pause then whisper, “I think Cat’s in trouble.”

      “Don’t touch anything. We’ll be right there.” He hangs up.

      I place my phone back in my purse and glance around the room again, hoping to spot something that will tell me what happened here. Nothing. I glance toward the bathroom. The only person with answers is in there and I need to talk to her. “Cat?” I knock on the bathroom door.

      Sniffling and whimpering comes from behind the door.

      “Cat, open up, please.”

      The lock turns and Cat peeks her puffy face out of the door. “I didn’t do it,” she croaks.

      I nod. “What happened?” I motion for her to come out. I’m careful not to touch her because she has blood on her hands, dress and boots, but I really want to pull her into a hug. Travis will kill me if I taint the evidence. Not really, but he’ll be really angry. The man’s serious about following police protocols.

      “I got a text in the church,” Cat hiccups and her eyes flicker toward the breakroom. “Is she…”

      “She’s at the hospital. Still alive the last I heard.”

      Her eyes well up with tears. “I didn’t do it,” she says, again.

      “Tell me what the text said.”

      “It said…”

      “Don’t answer that question,” Travis says, glaring at me. “Don’t say another word, Cat. Unless it’s to your attorney.” He gestures to my dad. “We have to process your clothes. Come with me.” He motions for her to follow him.

      My dad comes over and puts an arm around me. “Do I need to represent you as well?”

      I shake my head. “No. Jana was already stabbed when I got here. I only touched her wrist to check for a pulse and the towel to press it to her wound. The paramedics took it with them.”

      “Tell me what you know.”

      “I saw Cat get a text in church. She turned pale and left. I began feeling ill listening to the Pastor’s words… thinking about never seeing Josh again. I went to the bathroom. I got sick.”

      He cringes and gives me a squeeze. “I’m sorry, honey. I know today is hard on you and now, this.” He nods toward the break room. “Then what did you do next?”

      “I got a text from Cat, telling me she needed me at the spa.”

      “So, you walked here.” He assesses my outfit. “In that? Why didn’t you come get me?”

      I bite my lip, pondering if I should tell him about the bullying. It’s only going to make Cat look guilty. Like she was enacting revenge or finally snapped and stabbed Jana to end the torture.

      “Autumn? You know something. You only chew your lip when you’re holding something back.”

      I sigh and quit biting my lip. “Jana and her friends have been bullying Cat. Even Jana’s mother, Brooklyn’s in on it. They threw the tomatoes, spilled soda on Cat’s flowers from Liam then stole her phone and texted me to get me to go over to Travis’s house so they could put a skunk in my Jeep, then made sure it would spray us.”

      My dad frowns. “This sounds serious. Why are they bullying you both?”

      “It has to do with Cat rejecting them and I guess me and Travis.”

      He quirks an eyebrow. “You and Travis?”

      I shake my head. “Not like that although they blame me for Travis ending the engagement party last night. I guess the skunk was a warning. Stay away from Travis.”

      He nods. “I’ve heard things about Brooklyn stirring up trouble.”

      “You have?” My eyes widen with surprise.

      “Yes, your mom keeps up with all the gossip in Daysville and then relays it to me. Sometimes I listen, sometimes I pretend I’m sleeping.” He winks at me.

      I smirk. “So, what have you heard?”

      “Brooklyn seems to be set on taking over April’s queen bee seat and she was pushing Jana to do the same in high school.”

      I roll my eyes.

      He chuckles. “My guess is they were using Cat.”

      “Using Cat?”

      “Yes, Cat’s loved by everyone and well, Jana isn’t….” He pauses then continues, “Brooklyn probably thinks befriending Cat will help Jana’s reputation, but Cat’s smart, I’m guessing she didn’t want anything to do with her, right?”

      I nod.

      “They feel rejected so they decide to make Cat’s life miserable.”

      “It’s a pretty good theory, counselor,” I bump my dad’s shoulder. I’ve missed him. Missed running theories with each other. In high school, Dad would often run case theories by me. Never giving me anyone’s name, but enough details to help me come up with some ideas and eventually, figure out the case… together.

      He grins at me then frowns. “Now, we have to figure out who’s framing Cat and why.”

      “Definitely,” I respond, peeking around the corner and into the breakroom. “We need to talk to Cat and get her phone. Maybe we can figure out who sent her the text.”

      A couple officers are already here and securing the scene. I nod to them then whisper to my dad, “Where are Cat and Travis? I figured they would be in the breakroom.”

      “An officer took them down to the station. Travis has to take a step back from this case. Everything has to be done by the book. He can’t risk anything especially when it comes to Cat.”

      “Of course. Should we head to the station?”

      My dad nods, checking his phone. “Let me call your mother then we’ll go. She’s probably wondering where we are. I left with little explanation. You know how she worries especially with Josh…” his voice trails off like he forgot who he was talking to for a second. “I’ll just be a minute.” He points to the office.

      I give him a smile then focus back on the scene when my phone rings. The number is blocked and I get a sickening feeling in my gut. “Hello?”

      Brooklyn’s voice hisses in my ear, “I know you and that little twit did this to my daughter and you will pay. I swear, Autumn. You will pay and so will Cat.”
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      I blink then jump when my dad puts a hand on my shoulder.

      “Sorry.” My dad gives me an apologetic look and gestures to my phone. “I overheard. Don’t listen to her, Autumn. She’s upset and out for blood. The sooner we solve this case, the better it will be for you and Cat. Let’s go to the station.”

      I nod and give the officers a key to lock up before following my dad out to his truck. I slip into the passenger seat and lean my head against the headrest. Daysville passes by in a blur and before I know it, we’re parking in front of the police station.

      “Ready?” My dad studies me.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be. I know Cat didn’t do this, but if she didn’t then who? Jana was popular, but she was a bully. Now, we just need to figure out who else she was terrorizing.” I push open the door, but my dad grabs my arm.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this? I could take you to the church. They’re having the luncheon for Josh. Maybe you should be there.”

      I nibble on my lower lip. A part of me thinks I should be to, but Cat needs me. If Josh were here, he would tell me to be with Cat. My heart aches thinking about him. I blink back the tears that are threatening to fall and force a smile. “If Josh were here, he’d be helping me with this.”

      My father nods. “Alright then, but if you change your mind or feel overwhelmed, you tell me immediately and I’ll take you home or Travis will.”

      I snort. “Travis isn’t going anywhere. There’s no way, he’s leaving Cat’s side.”

      My father sighs. “He may not have a choice.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, he’s a detective. He can’t touch this case with a hundred-foot pole. I’m sure the Captain is going to put him on leave. The poor guy’s probably acting like a caged animal right now. I know I was when you were accused of murdering April.” He pauses and swallows.

      I reach out and squeeze his hand. “It all worked out. This will too.”

      He pats my hand and gives me a smile before a commotion by the front of the police station draws our attention. The door to the station hits the brick and it’s surprising it didn’t shatter. Travis stomps around back and forth, running a hand through his red hair. He’s yelling into his cell phone and waving his free hand around in the air.

      My father squeezes my hand and pushes open his door. When he rounds the front of his truck, he takes my elbow to keep me from slipping on the ice as we make our way across the parking lot. “Why don’t you check on Travis, while I see if I can talk to Cat.”

      I nod as he disappears inside.

      Travis is still ranting into the phone. When he sees me, he mumbles something I can’t make out and hangs up.

      “How are you holding up?”

      He’s squeezing his cell phone so tightly, he’ll be lucky if it doesn’t crack. “Not well.”

      I give him a sympathetic smile then ask, “How’s Cat?”

      “I don’t know.” He sighs. “She won’t talk to me.”

      “She won’t?”

      “Well, I told her not to. I can’t be anywhere near this case.” He stares at me for a moment. “But you can… and your dad. I need you to solve this case, Autumn. Fast. I can’t see my baby go to jail.” Tears fill his eyes and he reaches out and takes my hands in his. “Please, Autumn. Help my little girl.”

      I blink back tears and give his hands a squeeze. “Of course. Dad’s in there now, hopefully talking to her. Why don’t we get you a cup of coffee?”

      He opens his mouth to respond when we hear tires screeching. They stop inches from us and Allison jumps out.

      “Oh, Travis I just heard. How could Cat do such a thing? I mean first she steals Jana’s boyfriend and now, this. I can’t believe it.”

      My jaw drops open and my eyes have to be bulging out of my head.

      Travis’s jaw clenches and his face turns red. “What are you talking about?”

      “Everyone is talking about Cat and Jana fighting over Liam, but stabbing Jana over it and during Josh’s funeral.” She shoots me a sympathetic smile then notices Travis holding my hand. “What’s going on here?”

      I rip my hand from his. “Nothing. Travis was upset. We’re friends.” I’m rambling so I clamp my mouth shut.

      Allison eyes me suspiciously, but thankfully, drops it and focuses back on Travis. “Cat’s such a sweet girl. How could she stab Jana in the back? I mean taking any woman’s man is kind of like stabbing someone in the back.” She shoots me a glare then continues, “I’ve never known Cat to be so violent, but she’s seemed distant lately. Maybe everything with her mother this year just caused her to snap. It’s just awful. Poor Brooklyn. She’s putting on a brave face at the luncheon, but I can tell she’s barely holding it together.”

      “What?! Brooklyn’s at Josh’s luncheon? Her daughter’s in the hospital. Why is she there?”

      “The doctor told her it could be awhile before she could see Jana. Something about getting her stable and of course stitching her up. Thankfully, the knife didn’t hit any major organs. I can’t believe Cat didn’t even call for help. She called Autumn. Thank heavens Autumn had sense enough to call an ambulance.” Allison rolls her eyes. “Anyway, Brooklyn forgot her purse when she rushed out of the church so she came back for it and stopped into the luncheon to fill everyone in on what actually happened.”

      “And how does she know what happened?” Travis growls.

      Allison frowns. “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “I mean, was Brooklyn at the spa? Did she see what went on?”

      “Well no.” Allison bites her lip. “She’s just relaying what the police told her and I think she didn’t want to be alone. Her husband’s in Japan or was it China?” She bites her lip as if trying to recall the insignificant detail then continues, “Anyway, since everyone’s at the luncheon, she went there. The poor thing. She’s telling everyone about how she’s tried to reach out to Cat all year after April died. She even encouraged Jana to take her under her wing, of course, now she regrets it because Cat stole Liam and now…” Allison stops talking when she finally notices Travis is about to explode.

      His fists are tightly clenched at his sides and his chest is rising and falling rapidly. By the look on his face, no one should cross him. He doesn’t say anything as he takes off in the direction of the church… on foot.

      “Travis! Travis! Where are you going? You’re not going to cause a scene, are you? Brooklyn’s been through enough today. She’s my friend. You can’t just…” Her words are lost on him. She turns to me and blinks. “He’s going to the church, isn’t he?”

      I nod.

      “We have to stop him. This isn’t right.”

      I purse my lips and contemplate for only a moment letting Allison realize on her own, the impact of her words on her relationship with Travis, but I’m not sure she’ll get there. “Allison, do you really think Cat attacked Jana?”

      Allison jerks back as if she’s stunned by my defense of Cat. “We-well, the evidence… Brooklyn said Cat was arrested. She had the knife in her hand. The police say she’s in custody.”

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes at the lack of tact and protocol of small town officers. Of course, some loose lipped cop released details to their wife and she’s spread it all over town. I repeat the question because I couldn’t care less about the evidence, “Do you really think Cat attacked Jana?”

      Allison opens then closes her mouth. “I-I don’t know.”

      I shake my head. “Then you don’t deserve to be her stepmom or to marry Travis. He needs you right now. Not for you to accuse his daughter, but to believe her innocence no matter what the evidence or anyone says. You’ve already proven whose side you’re on and it’s not his.” With that I take off toward Travis. Hobbling over the snow in heeled boots and a dress is not ideal, but with no car, I don’t have any other options. “Travis, wait!” I call after him. The wind whips my hair and burns my cheeks as I half run/walk after him. “Travis!” I’m huffing and puffing by the time I reach the town hall. I fling open the door and am greeted with a bunch of voices getting angrier by the second.

      Travis and Brooklyn are practically touching noses while everyone else is in a circle around them. I think a few of the high schoolers are videoing it on their phones. Great. This needs to end now.

      I elbow my way through the crowd and catch a glimpse of my mother and Josh’s parents heading out the back door. I hesitate because Abby looks absolutely distraught. This isn’t how Josh’s luncheon should have gone. I quickly grab the two teenagers’ phones, who are videoing the scene and dash toward my mom. The teenagers are protesting and chasing me, but I don’t stop until I reach Abby. “Are you okay?”

      My mother gives me a quick once over. “Did you walk here?” She takes in my muddy tights and boots. “Your dad said you both were going to the station to check on Cat. How is she?”

      I shake my head and try to catch my breath. I’ve really got to start working out again. “Long story.” I glance over my shoulder at the two teens, who are milling around behind me, kicking the snow. At least they know better than to approach us. I’ll deal with them in a minute. “Are you okay? I’m sorry I missed the funeral. I wasn’t feeling well then Cat…”

      Abby holds up a hand. “It’s fine, Autumn.” She gives me a small smile. “One of the things Josh loved about you is your willingness to help those who need you. He always talked about you solving cases and that you were going to be the death… of him.” She gulps. “He was always worrying about you. When he found out Celeste tricked him into marrying her, he was sick over it. He only ever wanted to marry you.” She snorts. “I told him to date around to get you to realize your feelings for him. Not marry someone.” She sighs and studies at me for a moment. “Did you ever love him… as more than a friend?”

      Her words throw me for a moment. I’ve only recently realized my feelings for Josh and never even got to tell him. “Yes. When he got in the car accident. I knew in the hospital then found out he was married to Celeste.”

      She blinks and frowns. “That was in October. You didn’t love him before that?”

      I bite my lip. I can’t lie to her. I mean I’ve always loved Josh, but never wanted to cross the friendship line. Once we went there, we couldn’t go back and I never wanted to lose him. Except now, I have… forever and he’ll never know how I truly feel. “I’ve always loved Josh. He’s my best friend.”

      She scoffs. “Friends. He’s loved you since high school, Autumn. You’ve been so hung up on Travis, you couldn’t see what a great guy you had right in front of your face and now, he’s gone. My baby boy is gone... because of you.”

      I jerk back like she slapped me. My jaw goes slack and I can practically feel my heart cracking in two.

      “Josh is gone because you didn’t marry him years ago when he asked. If you had, he would be here right now and you two would be owning the spa with a couple of kids running around.”

      I blink. “W-what? Josh never proposed.”

      She nods, furiously. “I gave him my mother’s ring. The one you love with the sapphires around the ideal diamond. He asked for it after you two graduated from massage school. Said he was planning to propose at your celebration dinner. Show you he was serious about you and that he loved you more than a friend. He thought you were finally over Travis and he had a chance.”

      My stomach churns because I remember that dinner. Josh was acting funny that night. Kept spilling his drink and was barely eating. Josh was always eating so for him to not eat was strange, to say the least. I kept asking him what was wrong, but then Travis showed up on a date with some girl from out of town and I obsessed about it all night. I wasn’t over Travis and I ruined a chance with Josh. “He never asked.”

      She blinks again. “He didn’t? He told me you weren’t ready to get married yet.”

      “I-I… he never asked.” Was all I could think to say… again.

      “Because you were hung up on Travis. It nearly killed him when you and Travis started working together again. He was afraid you would get back together. My boy suffered so much because of you.” Her words are like acid against my skin.

      “I-I never knew how he felt. If he’d only told me.”

      She snorts. “Like you would listen.” She spins on her heels and stomps toward her car.

      Brian stares after her with his jaw hanging halfway open then shoots me a frown before following after her.

      I turn to my mother with a lump in my throat and tears streaming down my face. “He never told me. I didn’t know. If I had known…”

      “If you had known what, Autumn?” Her words are like ice. “I don’t blame Abby for being upset with you. We talked all the time about you and Josh getting married. I tried to give you hints. Hoped you would figure it out for yourself. What did the boy need to do, hang a neon sign above his head so you’d notice him?”

      “So, I’m the reason Josh is… gone?” My throat is thick and I can barely swallow.

      My mother’s fierce features soften and she squeezes my hand. “No, honey, but if you had paid attention, Celeste wouldn’t have sucked Josh in and he wouldn’t have gone to the ends of the world to undo it. It cost him… everything.” She gives me a quick hug then hurries after the Parkers.

      I’m numb. What just happened? How did everything get so messy?
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      “Travis is in jail!” I stare in horror at my father. I never thought I’d hear those words… ever.

      “Just to cool off,” my dad assures me. “The captain thought he needed a safe place to get his act together. Brooklyn’s threatening to press charges so this is to keep her happy as well.”

      “Press charges for what? She tripped over her own two feet. I saw it.” I silently scold myself for taking those teenagers phones. If I hadn’t, they would have caught the whole thing on video and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

      “According to Brooklyn, Travis grabbed her arm and yanked her back.”

      I scoff. “He did no such thing. She turned to walk away and tripped over her own two feet. Travis clasped her arm to keep her from falling to the ground.” I pause and mutter, “He should have just let her fall.”

      My father smirks.

      I sigh. “The whole town saw it. Why isn’t anyone standing up for him?”

      My father shakes his head. “The town is torn. Everyone is saying they didn’t see anything so they don’t have to choose sides. It’s Travis’s word against Brooklyn’s.”

      I open my mouth to protest because I gave my statement about what happened, but the police are discounting my statement because Travis and I are “close”, whatever that means.

      My father holds up a hand to stop me. “I know you gave your statement, Autumn. Things are a little chaotic right now. No one knows who or what to believe. The town is torn between Travis and Brooklyn. No one wants to believe Cat attacked Jana, but the evidence shows otherwise.”

      I rub my temples and check my phone. It’s almost ten o’clock. All of my calls and texts to Abby have gone unanswered. Even my own mother is ghosting me. My father is remaining neutral, but I think he’s taking my mother’s side without actually saying he’s on her side.

      “Let me take you home, Autumn. Tomorrow’s Christmas. Your mother will have your favorite vegan cinnamon rolls for breakfast.” My father stands and holds out his hand.

      It’s tempting, especially the thought of cinnamon rolls for breakfast and sitting by the Christmas tree opening presents with my parents, but I can’t. Cat’s here. She’s going to spend Christmas in jail. Not to mention, Travis is in jail. There’s also no way I can go home and face my mother after earlier. Staying the night in the plastic chairs in the police station seems like a much better option. “You go. I’m going to wait until Cat gets to go home. Why hasn’t Travis posted bail?”

      “Technically, she hasn’t been charged with anything yet. They’re waiting for Jana to wake-up so they can get her statement.”

      I frown. “So why are they keeping her?”

      “Brooklyn’s out for blood. Cat’s safer here and so is Travis.” He sighs and rubs his eyes. “We need to hurry up and solve this case, but first, we need sleep.” He motions for me to get up.

      I bite my lip.

      “Cat’s sleeping. She probably won’t be up anytime soon. They’ll keep her safe.”

      I stifle a yawn. “Okay.”

      “Come on, kiddo.”

      I nod and get to my feet as the doors to the police station slam open.

      Allison storms through them with a look of determination on her face. Her mascara is streaking down her cheeks and her red locks are a mess. “Where is he?” she yells at the young officer behind the desk.

      He freezes and blinks. “Um. Who?”

      She slams her fist on the counter. “Travis. Where is he?”

      “Um.” He makes eye contact with me with a panicked look.

      Allison turns to see who he’s staring at and zeros in on me. “You!” She points a finger at me.

      My eyebrows shoot to my hairline and I hook a thumb at myself. “Me?”

      She stomps over to me and gets right in my face. “You. You did this.”

      I frown. “Did what?”

      “First you get rid of Josh and now, you’ve turned Travis against me. You still love him, don’t you? You give Cat a job to get closer to her. You’re all she talks about. I was fine with it. Even thought you were a good influence for her. But it was all a ploy to get closer to Travis. He’s always dropping by to check on her and you. You have him checking on updates about Josh. Acting like you love Josh when you’re really in love with Travis.”

      I gasp. “W-what are you talking about?”

      Allison scoffs. “Don’t act all innocent. Brooklyn told me all about it. Even Mrs. Parker blames you for Josh’s death.”

      Pain shoots through my heart at her words. I choke and clutch my chest because it physically hurts.

      “That’s enough.” My father cuts in, grabbing my arm. “Are you alright, Autumn?”

      Allison pauses for a moment, her eyes suspicious. “Brooklyn said you were a good actress in high school, guess you’ve continued it into adulthood. I thought we were friends, Autumn.”

      “We are,” I croak out.

      She snorts. “Then why did you make Travis call off our engagement?”

      My jaw drops. “What?”

      “Don’t act so surprised. You made him do it.”

      “Allison, I haven’t even spoken with Travis since before the luncheon incident.”

      “You chased him to the church.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “Because I didn’t want him to do anything stupid.”

      “Because you love him.”

      I roll my eyes. “Because he’ll lose his job and not be able to take care of Cat.”

      “With all the evidence stacked against her, Cat’s not going anywhere.”

      I gasp. “Take that back.”

      Allison crosses her arms. “No. She attacked Jana and needs to pay for her crime.”

      I lean closer to Allison, feeling my anger getting the best of me. “Take it back.”

      “No.”

      My fists ball at my sides. “Take it back, now.”

      “No.”

      I’m about to lunge at her when my father steps between us.

      “That’s enough, ladies.” He pins Allison with a steely glare. “Cat has not been charged with anything yet and you know what they say, innocent until proven guilty. Travis isn’t taking any visitors right now so you need to go home. When he gets out, you’ll have your chance to talk to him about your relationship. He’s going through a lot right now and needs a fiancée who has his back no matter what. I think you should go home and think about your stance on this case. Accusing your fiancee’s daughter of attempted murder is not supportive.”

      Allison blinks and seems to be considering what my dad’s saying then she turns on her heels and stomps out the door.

      My heart’s still pounding in my chest and I’m fighting the urge to go after her and shove her face in the snow.

      “Breathe, Autumn,” my father says, softly. “I wonder if I should have you locked up for your own safety too.”

      “Will they put me in with Cat?” My voice is hopeful.

      My father shakes his head. “I was joking, Autumn.”

      “I’m not. Will they?”

      “Autumn, I’m not having my daughter thrown into jail.”

      I clasp my hands together and beg, “Please.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “No. Your mother will murder me then I’ll have to come back from the dead to get you both out,” he jokes.

      “She doesn’t have to know.”

      He gives me a doubtful look. “It’s Daysville. Everyone will know even before the jail door slams shut.”

      “Then tell her it’s to help Cat. I need to see her.”

      “She’s sleeping, Autumn. You can visit her in the morning.”

      “But she’s probably scared. What if she wakes up in the middle of the night and needs me?”

      My dad shakes his head again. “Travis is in the cell right across from her. You’re not her mother, sweetie.”

      I flinch at his words.

      He squeezes my arm and sighs. “I’m not going to change your mind, am I?”

      I shrug.

      “Fine. Let me see what I can do.” He approaches the desk and requests to see the captain. Within minutes, I’m on my way back to the holding cells.

      The captain stops outside the door and turns toward me. “You sure about this, Miss Fisher. The pit’s not comfortable. It’s a couple of concrete benches, a wool blanket and a feather pillow. There’s a draft in one corner and a toilet in the other. We don’t get many prisoners, but we do keep the men and woman separate. Guys on the left and gals on the right.

      I nod. “Thanks for letting me stay, Captain.”

      He quirks an eyebrow and smirks. “Don’t think anyone’s ever thanked me for putting them in jail.”

      I smile. “Probably not, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing Cat’s in here.”

      He pats my shoulder. “She’s lucky to have you. Poor thing. This year’s been a struggle for her. We all know Cat didn’t do this, we just have to prove it.” He pushes open the door and gestures for me to go inside.

      My eyes take a minute to adjust. It’s darker in the “pit”.

      Travis is sitting on the left concrete bench with his head in his hands. He looks up when I enter. His eyes are bloodshot, his hair’s a mess and his suit looks like it’s been sitting in the hamper for a week. “Autumn? What are you doing here?”
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      The captain claps me on the back. “Miss Fisher needs some time to cool off after a little incident out front.” He unlocks the Cat’s cell.

      Cat stirs slightly, but doesn’t wake-up. She’s in a ball on one of the benches with a blanket up to her chin. Soft snores escape from her lips.

      I smile and fight the urge to brush her hair from her face. I sit down on the end of her bench and watch her sleep.

      “Need anything?” the Captain asks us. When we both shake our heads, he nods and leaves.

      “Autumn, what happened?” Travis whispers, standing and leaning against the bars.

      I sigh and stand too. I don’t want to risk waking up Cat by talking too loud. “I ran into Allison. She accused me of turning you against her.”

      He scoffs. “She did that herself. I can’t believe she thinks Cat would hurt anyone.”

      “I know!”

      Travis smiles at me. “Thanks.”

      I return the smile. “For what?”

      “For believing in Cat. For being there for her this year. Giving her a job. Being her friend. Her mo-,” he coughs to cover-up his mishap.

      “I could never be her mom. I’m just happy to be a part of her life.”

      “You’re more of a mom to Cat than April ever was.”

      I frown. “That can’t be true.”

      Travis rakes a hand through his hair. “Unfortunately, it is. April and I were young when we had Cat. Too young.”

      I flinch at the memory and my heart pings slightly remembering his betrayal. At least it doesn’t hurt as much as it did a year ago. We’ve come a long way this past year and loving Josh has helped me heal. For that, I’m grateful. It’s allowed me to love Cat and forgive Travis, but it still stings a little bit.

      Travis continues, “I went off to the police academy and April moaned and groaned about having to stay in this godforsaken town and raise a baby. For years, I think she resented Cat. April never got to pursue her dream of becoming an actress or a model. I think she took her frustrations out on Cat.”

      My eyes widen.

      “Not like that, Autumn. April never abused Cat. If she had, I would have taken her out myself.”

      I blink because I’m too stunned to do anything else. I’ve never thought of Travis as someone who could hurt anyone, let alone kill someone. His job is to serve and protect. Although, I was about ready to shove Allison’s face in the snow for simply accusing Cat of attempted murder, if she actually hurt Cat, who knows what I would have done and Cat’s not even my daughter.

      Travis smirks. “I know what you’re thinking. I’d do anything to protect Cat,” he sighs then mumbles, “even commit murder.” He sighs again. “It’s probably good the captain locked me up in here. I was spiraling and on a mission to clear Cat’s name. I probably would have taken out those gossip gals in the Crafty Crew if I heard a peep about them spreading lies about Cat.”

      A vision of Travis chasing down the Crafty Crew and them beating him off with their purses flashes through my mind. I giggle then slap a hand over my mouth.

      Cat stirs behind me, but simply turns over and faces the wall.

      “So, what did Allison say?”

      “That you called off your engagement. Is it true?”

      He nods. “I called her when I got back to the station. I was trying to get her to bring Cat some things from the house. She kept going on and on about Cat being guilty and how to figure out a way to get the judge to send her to one of those rehabilitation places for troubled teens.”

      I gasp. “Cat’s not a troubled teen.”

      “I know, but Brooklyn’s somehow brainwashed Allison into believing she is.”

      “Hmm.”

      Travis continues, “We argued and I told her if she didn’t think my daughter was innocent then there was no reason for us to get married.”

      I nod. “Why did you propose? I mean I know I kind of blurted out that you were planning to, but I was afraid she was going to break up with you. Not to mention the spa is not a very romantic place to propose.”

      He cocks his head. “Why are you asking me this?”

      “Because you don’t seem very in love with Allison and you looked like it physically hurt you to get down on your knee and propose.”

      “Well I have bad knees.”

      I roll my eyes. “You know what I mean. You’re not in love with Allison. Why marry her?”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “Cat needs a mom, maybe a sibling. I’ve been single since senior year in high school, Autumn.” He pins me with a look that says I was his last girlfriend then continues, “I’ve dated a few women over the years, but never anyone seriously, it’s time to settle down.”

      “But don’t you want to do that with someone you love?”

      Travis locks eyes with me. “Yes, but she’s not available or in love with me.”

      I feel the heat creep up my cheeks. My heart flutters slightly at his confession, but it makes me feel guilty because it belongs to Josh. Travis no longer holds the key. “Well you shouldn’t settle,” I choke out, my voice cracking slightly.

      He shrugs. “Allison and I get along well enough and Cat seems to like her. It made sense.”

      I snort.

      “What?”

      “You think Cat likes Allison?”

      He furrows his brow. “Well, yes. I asked her. She told me she thought Allison was nice.”

      I roll my eyes. “Cat’s telling you what you want to hear. She’s not going to tell you she hates your girlfriend.”

      Silence fills the space as I give Travis time to process my words.

      I think about the case and start flipping through suspects. There’s Jana’s two sidekicks, Brittney and Lydia. Maybe one or both of them were tired of playing second fiddle. Then there has to be a long list of people Jana’s tortured. I’ll have to wait until Cat wakes up to get their names.

      “Do you know anything about Cat being bullied?” Travis asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      I whip my head around and stammer out, “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “Flaming dog poop on my front porch. Tomatoes being thrown at my daughter while she’s giving a speech. Spilled soda and ruined flowers. Oh, and then there’s a skunk spraying my daughter and her boss late at night.” He crosses his arms and leans against the bars then gives me a look that says he’s onto me. “I’m a detective, Autumn. I know the signs. I even have the guys in IT checking into her phone and text records.”

      I chew on my lip. “You need to ask Cat about it.”

      He glares at me. “I’ve tried. She won’t talk to me.” He runs a hand through his hair then sends me a pleading look. “Autumn, please. You need to tell me what’s going on. I’m tired of being left in the dark.”

      I sigh and hiss, “Fine, but for the record you didn’t hear it from me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Okay. My source is anonymous.”

      I glance behind me to ensure Cat’s still sleeping. Her shoulders are rising and falling in a steady rhythm. “Yes, Jana, Brittney and Lydia have been bullying Cat since the summer. They’re why she quit dancing.”

      His eyes narrow. “Bullying her how?”

      “Mean texts, name calling, trying to intimidate her, threats, the flaming dog poop on your porch, the tomatoes, spilled soda, ruining her flowers, stealing her cell phone and the skunk in my car. Even Brooklyn is a part of it, soaking her with mud puddles when she was walking home one day.”

      Travis’s fists ball at his sides and his face turns red. “Why didn’t she tell me? I would have put a stop to it months ago.”

      “Really? How?” I cross my arms and smirk.

      “Arrest them. Make them sit in jail. Teach them a lesson.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Is that even legal?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t care. No one’s going to mess with my little girl.” He takes a deep breath and stares at Cat’s back for a moment then whispers, “Why were they torturing her?”

      “Partly Liam”

      Travis growls and his eyes darken.

      I hold up a hand to calm him. “And partly Brooklyn wanting to take April’s place ie: Jana needed to take Cat’s place. No one liked Jana so I’m guessing if Cat was friends with Jana then people would begin to accept her.”

      “Only Cat doesn’t like Jana.”

      I nod.

      “So, they feel rejected and lash out.”

      “Bingo.”

      Travis runs a hand over his jaw. “High school drama is the worst. It was bad enough when we were in school, now it’s ten times worse with social media and cell phones.” He pauses for a moment then continues, “I’m assuming the numbers sending the texts were from blocked numbers?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe we can trace them.”

      “Travis, you know how this works. Burner phones that end up in trash cans. Brooklyn’s smart. She’s going to cover her tracks and she’s out there turning everyone against Cat including Allison.”

      Travis scoffs. “No one is going to believe her.”

      “Did you think Allison would?”

      He frowns. “No.”

      “I don’t think we should underestimate Brooklyn and her manipulating abilities.” I stifle a yawn. “We need to make a list of suspects.”

      Travis nods, but says, “Tomorrow. It’s late. Let’s get some shut eye.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but another yawn escapes. My body suddenly feels heavy and I stumble over to the bench.

      “You alright?”

      “My body’s shutting down. It’s been a long day.”

      He shoots me a sad smile. “I’m sorry this all ruined Josh’s funeral. You okay?”

      Hearing Josh’s name and funeral in the same sentence has me blinking back tears again and my throat grows tight. “No,” I choke out.

      Travis frowns and rattles the bars in frustration. “I’m sorry, Autumn. I wish I could hold you right now.” He sighs, giving up on opening the cell door then says, “Josh was a great guy. I would do anything to bring him back to you.”

      I give him a small smile and wipe my eyes. “Thanks.”

      He returns it then says, “Good night, Autumn.”

      I curl up on the bench next to Cat and pull the blanket over myself. My eyes fall shut as I mumble, “Night, Trav.”

      “Huh.”

      I blink them open. “Huh, what?”

      “You haven’t called me Trav since high school.” He’s still leaning against the bars, staring at me with his green eyes twinkling underneath the fluorescent light.

      I feel my face grow hot again. What’s wrong with me? I shrug and mutter, “Old habit. Too tired.”

      Travis smirks. “Night, Auttie.

      I smile at my high school nickname then fall asleep for what feels like only a few minutes before I’m jolted awake by screaming.
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      “I didn’t do it. I didn’t stab her,” Cat sobs, into her hands.

      My heart’s hammering at what feels like ninety miles an hour. Her sobs echo throughout the jail.

      Travis is on his feet, jiggling the bars as if they’ll move so he can get to her. “Cat, honey. I’m here. Shh. We know you didn’t.”

      Cat blinks and squints up at him. “Dad?” She glances around the jail with confusion then it dawns on her and she breaks down again.

      I finally get my bearings. I must have been sleeping soundly because I feel kind of disoriented, but I’m snapping out of it. I scoot over next to her and wrap my arm around her shoulder.

      She lifts her head and when she sees me, throws her arms around my neck. “Oh, Autumn. You were right, I should have said something to my dad before things got out of hand.”

      I stroke her hair and try to calm her. I glance over at Travis and the look on his face unnerves me. His eyes are a mix of anger, confusion and love. A smile plays on his lips. I turn away and ignore the mixed feelings brewing inside me. Why is he looking at me like that? Cat’s sobs finally turn to whimpers and she lifts her head.

      “Why are you in here? Did something happen?” Her eyebrows pull together and her eyes fill with worry.

      “Nothing major. Just a little spat with Allison. My dad pulled a few strings. I didn’t want you to wake-up in here by yourself on Christmas morning.”

      Cat squeezes me a little tighter then groans. “Christmas. I totally forgot. Autumn, you have to go home. Your parents are here. They’re going to want to celebrate with you and Josh’s parents, they need you.”

      I squeeze her shoulder. “My parents understand me wanting to be with you. We can celebrate another day, when you’re out of here and then you, your dad and Regina can join us.” I give her shoulder another squeeze. “As for Josh’s parents… I’m not sure they want to see me right now.”

      She frowns. “Why not?” Her eyes dart over to her dad with suspicion then settle on me.

      “Abby’s upset as she should be. I think she just needs some time. Hopefully, she’ll come around.” I sigh, thinking back to Abby’s words. Guilt settles in my gut as I think about Josh and how he was going to ask me to marry him years ago. How could I have not known? What’s wrong with me? He’s the best guy ever and I kept him in the friend zone for far too long.

      “Autumn?”

      “Hmm.” I blink and snap out of my thoughts.

      “I think I know who attacked Jana.”

      Travis clears his throat. “Who?”

      We jump, forgetting he was still in the room. Cat and I are used to it just being us.

      “Um…” Cat pauses and shoots me a pleading look.

      “He knows.”

      Her eyes grow wide.

      “Don’t be mad. It was time to tell him.”

      She sighs and shakes her head. “I’m not mad. You’re right, we should have told him sooner.” Cat shoots her dad a shy grin as she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Sorry, Dad. I just didn’t want you to worry. You were already worrying about me so much because of Mom and the holidays.”

      Travis hangs his head like he’s been scolded by his mother. “No, I’m sorry, Cat. I’ve been smothering you. I hate it that you felt you couldn’t come to me with this. It’s my job to take care of you. To worry about you. I don’t want you to ever feel like you can’t talk to me about anything. Even girly stuff.”

      Cat blushes. “Thanks, Dad, but I think I’ll keep the girly stuff between me and Autumn.”

      Travis runs a hand over his scruff. “Aunt Regina’s here for you too, sweetie.”

      “And Allison, right,” Cat grumbles.

      “No.”

      Cat’s head pops up and she frowns. “No?”

      “No. Allison and I aren’t getting married.”

      “Wh-what Why not?” Cat glances at me with hopeful eyes.

      I shake my head.

      “Allison made it clear where her priorities lie.”

      “And they’re not with us?” Cat picks at her nail polish.

      Travis nods.

      “I’m sorry, Dad. This is all my fault.”

      Travis clenches his jaw. “It’s not your fault Allison is choosing sides and it’s the wrong one.”

      Cat sighs. “Is the whole town against me too?”

      “No,” I answer before Travis can. To be honest, I have no clue, but I don’t want Cat worrying about anything, but figuring out who attacked Jana. “Now, you said you think you know who hurt Jana. Who?”

      “Well I have a few suspects.”

      Travis and I stare at her expectantly.

      She takes a deep breath. “Not her friends.”

      I exchange a glance with Travis. “How do you know?”

      “I saw them when I left the church. They were sitting with their parents. Whoever hurt Jana did so moments before I got there. Brittney and Lydia didn’t get up when I left and even if they did, they wouldn’t have beat me to the spa.”

      I nod. Shoot. There goes two of my suspects. Nothing like a funeral with the whole town present to alibi you. “Who then?”

      Cat wipes her palms on her skirt. “Liam.”

      “Liam? Really? Why?”

      “Jana was threatening to expose a secret of his.”

      “What secret?”

      Cat shrugs. “I don’t know, but I overheard them arguing outside the library the day he broke up with her. She threatened to reveal his secret if he didn’t change his mind about them. My guess is after last night at Pete’s, she was livid he brought me flowers. I can only imagine what she was texting/threatening him with.” Cat shivers.

      I grab the blanket and wrap it around her shoulders.

      She smiles up at me. “Thanks, Autumn. I’m glad you’re here.” She rests her head on my shoulder.

      I pull the blanket tighter around her shoulders. The drafty corner is no joke and with the chilly temperatures, the cell is like a morgue. “Is there anyone else?”

      “Vivian Gentges and Lindsay Court.”

      “What did Jana do to them?”

      “Blackmail. They’re both really smart. Jana was blackmailing Vivian into doing her homework in order to keep a story about Vivian at a party a secret. I wasn’t at the party, but I guess Vivian had too much to drink and there’s a video. It must be bad if Vivian is willing to risk losing her college scholarships to help Jana cheat. I saw Vivian crying in the bathroom last week. She tried to brush it off as her ‘time of the month’, but I think it had to do with Jana.”

      “And Lindsay?”

      “Lindsay is a tech genius. Jana has something on her, but I’m not sure what. From what I’ve heard Lindsay hacks into the school computer systems and changes the answers to tests and quizzes so Jana gets an A every time.”

      Travis scoffs and rolls his eyes. “The joys of going digital. Making cheating so much easier.”

      Cat nods. “Jana is ruthless. She probably taunted those two more than anyone. My guess is it’s either Liam or those two.”

      “Anyone else?”

      Cat bites her lower lip and shakes her head then glances over at her dad, who’s still leaning against the bars. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. None of this would have happened if I had. It’s all my fault.” Tears roll down her cheeks and she sniffles.

      I place a kiss atop her head and tuck her into my side. “We’ll figure this out. I promise.” My heart breaks for this beautiful girl. Her pain. Her guilt. I squeeze her a little tighter and blink back tears. I’ve shed more tears in the past few days than I have in my entire life. I give her another squeeze as the door leading to the jail flies open and a dark shadow fills the space.
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      “What do you think you are doing Autumn Marie Fisher? There is no way my daughter is going to spend Christmas Eve in jail. Open this door, right now,” my mother demands to the officer, who looks about ready to pee his pants.

      My father stands just outside the door with a sheepish expression on his face. The confident lawyer is gone and in his place, is a man who’s probably spent the past hour being berated by my mother.

      “Them too,” my mother points to Travis and Cat.

      “Mrs. Fisher, Cat and I are fine here,” Travis says, not realizing the consequences of his words.

      She shoots him a steely glare, causing him to cower back into the cell. “No, you’re not.” She holds up a piece of paper. “The judge has released you and Cat into our care. We’re not letting you two out of our sight,” She pauses and shoots me a glare, “You three, out of our sight.” She motions for us to move out of the cell. “Now, come on, Regina is watching the cinnamon rolls and I don’t want them to burn. That woman can do hair, but not baking. I won’t have her burning them because you three want to dawdle.” She turns on her heels and strides toward the door.

      We scurry after her without questions. Like how did she get the judge to agree to release us into her care? Although, technically Travis nor myself have been charged with anything. Cat, on the other hand, I’m not sure yet. Has Jana woken up? Did she accuse Cat of attacking her? Not to mention, how does my mother plan to keep us safe from Brooklyn’s wrath? My mother’s scary in her own right. She was a lawyer before having me and from the stories I have heard, she was even better than my father. They struggled getting pregnant. When I was born, she wanted nothing more than to stay home and take care of me. I’m eternally grateful for having her stay home with me and showing up to every school party, game and event, but I think sometimes she missed the action of the courtroom. She would always get excited when my father had a tough case. I’d hear them deliberating back and forth with each other late into the night. They made the ultimate power couple before me, but I guess kids change our goals and priorities.

      When we reach the Jeep, we all squeeze in. My parents in the front and Travis behind my dad, Cat in the middle and me behind my mom. I reach up and squeeze my mom’s shoulder to let her know how grateful I am to her for getting Cat out of jail. She pats my hand and gives it a kiss then turns on some Christmas music and motions for us to all sing along.

      The drive home is fast and we pull up to a well-lit house.

      Regina rushes outside and pulls Travis and Cat into a group hug, planting kisses on each of their cheeks. “Oh, I was so worried. Are you hungry? There’s plenty of food. Let’s get you inside.” She bustles them inside while we trail behind.

      My dad wraps an arm around my shoulder and whispers in my ear, “I told you, your mother would never stand for you spending the night in jail.”

      I smirk. “Let me guess, she lectured you for ten minutes before waking up the judge and convincing him release Cat into our care without having to pay a dime?”

      “Something like that,” my dad mutters, even though he’s beaming at my mother.

      The smell of cinnamon and nutmeg greets us as we walk inside. A fire is roaring in the living room and there are blankets and pillows in a pile on the couch.

      Regina’s passing out bowls of what smells like beef stew. “I can’t believe this. It’s Christmas and here we are dealing with all this.” She clucks her tongue and shakes her head. “My New Year’s resolution is to have a year with no murders or attacks.”

      “How do you intend on ensuring that happens?” Travis asks with a smirk.

      “I’m working on a plan,” she says as she wraps a blanket around Cat’s shoulders and says to her, “When you’re finished with that bowl, we’ll get you into a nice hot shower and some clean clothes.”

      My mother snaps into hostess gear and starts passing out cups of hot chocolate and cookies then helps Regina get Cat settled. “Autumn, I’m putting Cat in your room. You don’t mind sharing, do you?”

      I smile at Cat. “Of course not.”

      Cat beams and hurries after my mother, who is talking a mile a minute and gesturing about to Regina. It’s like she’s a tour guide showing everyone around.

      My dad slaps Travis on the back and motions for us to follow him into the study.

      I’m assuming he has some insight into the case, but I could be wrong. Maybe he wants to fill us in on what the judge said or maybe… I should quit overthinking things. I sigh and plop down in the chair in front of his desk.

      “There's no good way to say this so I’m just going to come out and say it.”

      My stomach tightens and my palms begin to sweat. This can't be good.

      “Cat is going to be charged with attempted murder the day after Christmas.”

      I gasp and clutch my stomach. The hot chocolate and cookies I consumed moments ago are threatening to make a reappearance. “What? They don’t have enough proof. Did you speak to Eddie? There's no way he would do this to Cat.”

      My father sighs and rubs his eyes. The clock behind him shows it’s pushing midnight and he never stays up past ten if he can help it. “Eddie has to do his job, Autumn. We… basically your mother convinced him to hold off arresting Cat until after Christmas. Eddie's not wild about the idea, but he did agree as long as Cat stays here where we and he can keep an eye on her.”

      “But she's innocent,” I exclaim.

      “Do you have some new evidence to prove that?” My father pins me with a curious expression.

      “No,” I mumble, feeling helpless.

      “Then we have to find some. After we celebrate Christmas morning, we make an excuse and head over to the spa. There must be something the police missed.” He glances sheepishly at Travis. “Sorry.”

      Travis holds up both hands. “No need to apologize, just find out what happened so we can clear Cat's name. She didn’t do this and there's no way I can stand to see her punished for something she didn’t do.”

      I nod and reach over to squeeze his hand.  “Cat's innocent and we plan to prove it.”

      Travis glances down at our hands. “Thanks, Autumn. You don’t know how much it means to me to have you…” he nods to my father. “Both of you on our side.”

      My father pats him on the back. “You're like family to us even with everything in the past.” He gives me a small smile. “I'm glad you two finally worked out your differences.”

      Travis squeezes my hand then moves his away. “The town would have had a whole lot of unsolved murders if we hadn't.”

      I roll my eyes and stand up. “Let's get some sleep. Santa won't come until we're all tucked in bed.”

      We move to the living room as my mom and Regina walk in.

      My mother places a finger to her lips. “Shh. Cat's asleep. The poor thing. She's exhausted. What an awful way to spend Christmas Eve. There's no way she attacked that girl and we have to prove it.”

      We smirk at each other, but nod to my mother then say our goodnights.

      I tiptoe into my room and sprawl out on the couch in the corner. It's not super comfortable, but it will do.

      “Autumn?”

      “Yes, Cat.”

      Silence.

      “Cat?”

      “I didn't stab Jana.”

      “I know, sweetie.”

      Silence.

      “Why did you go to the spa?”

      “I got a text saying Jana was vandalizing the spa.”

      I gasp. “Why didn’t you take your dad with you?”

      Silence.

      Cat sighs. “I panicked. I wasn’t sure if it was legit or another ploy.”

      “I get it, just promise me next time if you get a mean text or feel threatened you come straight to me or your dad, no matter what.”

      “I promise, but I hope there’s never a next time.”

      “Me too, sweetie. Me too.”
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      Sunlight streams in through the window. Frost climbs up the glass as the sound of Christmas music floats through the house. I stretch and rub my eyes. Cat’s bed or should I say, my bed's empty. She must have gotten up early because the clock just hit eight. I throw the blankets off my body and sit up.

      “Autumn? Are you up?” My mother pokes her head in the room. “Oh, good. Get dressed and come on out. Cinnamon rolls are ready and there's chamomile tea. Hurry! Everyone is waiting on you to open presents.” She gestures toward the bathroom then slips out, closing the door behind her.

      I quickly get ready, slipping into some yoga pants and a green sweater before braiding my hair to the side. Cat bounds up to me when I step out of my room.

      “Merry Christmas, Autumn!” Cat's fresh face is beaming, her cheeks red and eyes wild with excitement. She's wearing a baggy white sweater and jeans with multicolored socks. “Open your present from me,” she tugs me over to the tree and thrusts a square package in my hand.

      I open it to find a picture of us standing at the front counter of the spa in our scrubs. Regina took the picture about a month ago. I thought it was strange of her to ask for one, but now, I know why and I love it. “Thank you so much. It's perfect. I know just the place for it in the spa.”

      Cat's eyes light up for a moment then her expression sours.

      I frown. “What's wrong? Do you not want me to put it up in the spa?”

      Cat shakes her head. “It's not that. It's just…”

      “What?”

      She wipes a tear from her face. “What if I never work at the spa again? What if I go to jail… or the judge ships me off to a place for troubled kids?” Her lower lip quivers and tears fall from her eyes.

      “Oh, Cat.” I pull her into a hug and glance over at Travis and my father. They're standing by the tree with coffee mugs in hand, frowning at us. I let Cat cry for a few moments then whisper, “We'll find out who did this. You will work at the spa, graduate high school and go on to have an amazing life.”

      She sniffles and mumbles something I think is a thank you into my shirt.

      Regina and my mother swoop in and convince Cat to open some presents. I have her open mine next. It’s a locket with a picture of her mom and dad in it. She absolutely loves it and insists I help her put it on.

      An hour later, the living room looks like a war zone of wrapping paper and gift boxes. My mother and Regina are catering to Cat's every want or need so I motion to my dad and Travis. “Let's go to the spa and scope things out.”

      My father nods, then goes over to my mother to let her know where we're going. I don’t think she'll mind. In fact, I'm sure she wishes she could join us, but she looks content fussing over Cat. She'll make a wonderful grandma one day. The thought causes me to flinch. What if Josh never returns and I never get married or have kids? I hold my stomach to keep the cinnamon rolls from making a reappearance.

      “Are you okay? You're turning a little green.” Travis squeezes my shoulder.

      I force a smile. “I'm fine.”

      He knows me too well. “I know this must be hard for you. You've never missed a holiday with Josh ever.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and choke out, “I'm fine. Really.”

      Travis gives me a sympathetic look like he doesn’t believe me for a second, but lets it go.

      Thank goodness. I can't think about Josh right now when Cat needs me to focus. I have to figure out who stabbed Jana before Cat goes to jail for a crime she didn't commit.

      My father hands me my coat and we hustle outside while my mother convinces Cat to help her bake some more cookies. It's only ten in the morning, but I guess any time of day is a good time to make cookies.

      The bitter air sends a chill down my spine and I almost slip on the ice before sliding into the passenger seat. Travis takes the backseat while trying to convince us that he's going to stay in the car and be the lookout since he's not on the case anymore. My money’s on him being inside the spa after sitting in the car for less than five minutes.

      When we reach the spa, I notice a red car parked in front. That's strange. It's Christmas morning, there shouldn't be anyone here. All the businesses are closed. The only thing open is the church and that’s specifically for the homeless. Daysville doesn't have many, but there are a few and some who travel in from surrounding towns.

      “Who is that?”

      I shrug. “Maybe someone broke down and left their car?”

      “Maybe.” Travis pushes open the door. “I'm going to check it out and escort you both into the spa.”

      I roll my eyes. Well that didn’t even last five seconds. I step out of the truck and focus on the red car. There doesn’t appear to be anyone inside.

      Travis is walking around it and writing down the license plate number. “Out of town plates. Probably a rental.”

      I sigh and chalk it up to someone breaking down, when the curtains in the office move. I freeze. “Travis, someone is inside the spa.”

      “Let’s check it out.” He creeps around to the back of the spa and tries the door. It’s open. He puts a finger to his lips then motions for us to stay behind him. A light is on in the office.

      Why is someone in the office? The safes are empty. I took all the money to the bank on Saturday. Someone must be hard up to try and rob a spa on Christmas morning. Maybe they’re hitting all the businesses. Oh, great. That’s just what we need. A Christmas thief ruining everyone’s day.

      Travis creeps around the corner then whips around, pointing the gun at the person in the office. “Put your hands up,” Travis orders the woman sitting at my desk.

      She turns slowly, flipping her dark hair over her slender shoulder. Her skin is pale almost blending in with her cream-colored sweater. She runs her hands down her jeans, then holds them up in the air so Travis can see she's not armed

      He drops his gun when he recognizes who it is.

      “Sally?” My jaw drops. “What are you doing here? On Christmas?”

      “Hi, Autumn.” She turns to Travis. “The captain cleared me to be here. They've gathered everything they need.” Then she turns back to me. “I got your message and knew I couldn't wait any longer to come here.” She sighs. “I came here to close down the spa.”

      I sway and my father steadies me. “Wh-what?”

      “I’m closing the spa. Effective today. I’m writing out refund checks for all outstanding gift certificates.” She shakes out her right hand then smiles at me. “You sure sold a lot during the Christmas season.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      She glances around the room with a sigh. “This place is cursed. These walls have seen more blood over the past year. It’s amazing we are even making money. I attribute that to you… and Josh.” She gives me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry to hear about him.”

      I nod because I’m numb. I don't know what to say or do. I mean sure, I thought closing the spa could happen if Josh didn’t get his money back, but I always believed he would and then we could buy this place. Together.

      “I'm sorry, Autumn. I know this must come as a shock to you. Josh told me he would have the money by the New Year, but when I heard of his passing and now, an employee attacking someone here.” She sighs and shakes her head. “I can't in good conscience keep the spa open any longer. My life isn’t here, it’s in Chicago.” She stops talking and studies me.

      I think she's waiting for me to beg or hand her a fat check, but I don't do either. I simply nod and head to the massage rooms to gather my things. I hear my father trying to negotiate something. He's offered to help me get a loan, but I don't want him tying up his retirement money in this business that probably won't succeed without Josh. I can't see our client load by myself. I’d have to hire someone else, which would cut into profits. Quite frankly, I don't have it in me to keep this place open without Josh.

      I trudge back to the massage rooms and gather my stuff. There’s not much, just a few crystals and tools I've brought in over the years. I make my way back to the break room to gather some of my mugs when I spot something sticking out underneath the fridge. I squat down and find a green flower stem.

      “What are you doing?”

      I jerk back and place a hand to my chest. “Travis, don’t do that.”

      “Sorry.” He gestures toward the office. “You okay?”

      I shrug. “Do you have any gloves?”

      “What? Gloves. Why?”

      “I think I found something.” I point to the green stem.

      He crouches down next to me and tilts his head. “Is that a flower?”

      I nod.

      “Probably from all the flowers out front.”

      I shake my head. “We didn’t bring any flowers back here. There’s no way there would be one back here unless someone else brought it back here. I can’t believe the police missed this.”

      He frowns. “It’s not totally out of place especially with everything up front. They probably didn’t think it was part of the evidence.”

      I scoff. “Everything in this breakroom should have been bagged and processed, including this stem.”

      Travis turns red and clears his throat. “Don’t touch it. I’ll call the techs to come back over here.” He scratches the back of his neck and mumbles, “I’ll have to explain why I’m here. The captain’s not going to be happy.”

      “Tell him we thought there was an intruder.”

      He pins me with a look like the captain will never buy it, but stands to make the call.

      I study the stem and lean down to get a closer look at what’s on the end of it. A daisy.

      “What else do you see?”

      “Is that a daisy? There aren’t any daisies in the spa. Only roses, carnations and poinsettias.”

      “Liam.”

      I hold up a hand. “Don’t jump to any conclusions. Girls like flowers too. Maybe Lindsay or Vivian had them for…” I gulp. “The funeral. One of them could have followed Jana here to try and get her to quit blackmailing them. When she refused, they well…you know.”

      “Hmm. Maybe. How did Jana even get in?” He scratches his jaw. “I bet she picked the lock. I wonder if the tech crew checked for that.” He walks to the back door and opens it. “Huh?”

      “What?”

      “There’s no scratch marks like she picked the lock.”

      I shrug. “Jana’s resourceful. My guess is she stole a key.”

      He sighs. “Cat’s key?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Cat would have told us though, right?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Is that all you’re going to say?”

      “Why do you think Jana was at the spa?”

      He glances around the room, which is no longer a mess. “The text Cat received said she was vandalizing the place, which from the looks of things yesterday, I’d say it could have been right. Broken mug, knocked over chairs, pillows on the floor. So, either she was messing up the place or there was a struggle.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “You read the text?”

      He rolls his eyes. “The tech guys are all over it. They found all the texts Cat told us about. We just have to prove they were from Jana.”

      “And what will that do? Make a stronger case against Cat?”

      He rubs the scruff on his chin. “Maybe, but we have to start somewhere. I think we need to pay Liam a visit and find out what secret Jana had over him. He’s at the top of my list.”

      It’s my turn to roll my eyes. “Only because he likes your daughter and you would prefer to see him locked up rather than dating Cat.”

      He winks at me. “Exactly.” Then his face turns somber. “I can’t be a part of this. You and your dad need to drop me back off at your house. Plus, I need to check on Cat.”

      I nod and stand then glance around the break room. There’s a cardboard box from the last oil shipment by the coat rack. I scoop it up and begin to stack cups into it. I sigh when I’m done. “I guess this is it.” I take one last look around the spa and feel the weight of what’s about to happen crash down on me. The tears begin to flow and I let them fall.

      Travis takes the box from my hands. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      I follow him out into the snow as the tech van pulls into the parking lot.

      Travis puts the box in the cab of the truck and opens the door for me before going to meet them.

      My father comes a few minutes later shaking his head as he tromps through the snow. He hops in the driver’s seat and bangs on the steering wheel then turns to me. “I’m sorry, honey. She wouldn’t even consider my offer.”

      I swipe at the tears. “It’s okay, Dad. Did she say what’s going to happen to the building?”

      “She wouldn’t tell me.”

      Tears fall onto my hands and my heart cracks a little bit more. First, I lose Josh, my best friend, all of my hopes and dreams for a future together and now, I’ve lost my job, my passion, my life’s purpose. “What am I going to, Dad?”

      “You’ll figure it out, sweetie. You always do.” He squeezes my hand. “At least you’ll have time to help me solve this case without having to worry about running the spa too.”

      I nod and wipe away the tears. “We need to talk to Liam.”

      “Because of the daisy?”

      “You saw it?”

      “Kind of hard to miss.” He clears his throat. “Sally is going to send all the flowers over to the house if you want them.”

      “Have her send them to the hospital. I’m sure the patients will like a little holiday cheer.”

      My father smiles and pats my hand. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll go tell her and round up Travis then we’ll go pay Liam a little visit and those other two girls. I hate interrupting anyone’s Christmas, but time is of the essence.” He jumps from the truck and heads inside.

      I sigh and look out of the side window. To my surprise I see someone I need to talk to. I jump out of the truck and hurry down the hill, calling out to her, “Lindsay?” I recognize the purple coat and the purple stripe in her jet-black hair from the Hot Chocolate festival. She got a chair massage from me and well she’s kind of hard to forget. Her nose and eyebrow are pierced with tiny diamond studs and her black combat boots have spikes around the bottom of them. I’m surprised Jana isn’t afraid of her. I have to admit, she’s kind of intense and intimidating.

      “Yes.” She narrows her hazel eyes at me. “You’re the massage lady, right?”

      I nod. “Merry Christmas!” I try to express some excitement even though I’m not feeling any.

      “Bah hum bug,” Lindsay mumbles.

      “Not much of a Christmas fan I take it.”

      Lindsay shrugs.

      I bite my lip, not knowing exactly what to say to her or how to approach the subject of Jana. The direct approach seems to be the best one. “So, I’m sure you heard about Jana. Is she a friend of yours?”

      Lindsay eyes me suspiciously. “You really are out of the loop, aren’t you, massage lady?”

      “Autumn.”

      She holds her palm up to the sky as flakes of snow fall onto her hand. “Winter.”

      I smirk. “No, my name is Autumn.”

      “Right. I’ve heard about you. You’re some kind of sleuth too. I didn’t stab Jana if that’s why you’re talking to me.”

      Shoot. Maybe the direct approach isn’t the best approach. Oh, well, too late now. “Rumor has it Jana has something on you. You’re quite the tech genius. Changing her test scores.”

      Her eyes widen and she glances around nervously. “Who told you that?”

      “It’s Daysville.”

      “So, everyone knows.” She starts to pace back and forth in front of me. “My parents are going to kill me. I’ll never make it into the CIA if this gets out.”

      I put a hand out to stop her. “You want to be in the CIA?”

      She nods. “My dad’s…” Clearing her throat, she rephrases. “It’s my dream.”

      “And if Jana told your secret, you wouldn’t be able to get in. What does she have on you?”

      Lindsay shakes her head. “No one knows. No one can know. It’s dangerous. Jana was going to tell everyone and it would put my entire family in danger.”

      “Your dad is…”

      She stiffens and her eyes flicker to the street and then to the security cameras behind me. “I have to go.” She takes off down the alley.

      “Wait, please.” I start after her, but slip on some ice. “Ahh!” I scream before the right side of my body smacks the ground.

      “Autumn, are you okay?” Travis skids to a stop next to me and helps me to my feet.

      “Fine.” I brush the snow off and wince when I touch my thigh. There’s going to be a nice bruise there tomorrow. Then I stare down the empty alley way. “Shoot.”

      “What?”

      “I saw Lindsay. She told me what Jana has on her.”

      “She did?”

      “Well not really, but I’m pretty sure I have an idea.”

      “What is it?”

      I pat his chest. “It’s not my secret to share. The only thing you need to know is, she didn’t do it.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “The girl’s got big dreams and I don’t think she would risk them or her family over Jana.”

      “But Jana was blackmailing her. If she has big dreams and Jana could ruin them or tell a secret that could cause harm to her family, it sounds like a pretty strong motive to me. Plus, the girl is wicked scary.”

      I snort. “Travis Mills, are you afraid of a teenage girl?”

      He smirks. “They terrify me. Especially a certain red headed teenage girl seventeen years ago. She was a handful.”

      I smack his stomach. “I was not.”

      He rubs his stomach. “Oh, yes you were… still are.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m crossing Lindsay off the list. There’s no way she stabbed Jana.”

      “I’m going to need an alibi to cross her off.”

      I glance up at the security camera then over at the spa. “Do you think these cameras of Harold’s still work?”

      “I think the judge still keeps them on to keep an eye on the store especially since it’s empty.”

      “Then it’s time to pay the judge a little Christmas visit.”
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      “Maybe he’s not home.” I shift back and forth on the balls of my feet to keep warm. The temperature keeps dropping and the wind’s picking up.

      “There are lights on and your mother talked to him last night. He didn’t say anything about traveling for the holidays.” My father steps back and peers up at the second story windows of the stone house.

      I peek in through the side glass by the door. There’s no movement. “Do you think we should call the police? What if he’s hurt… or worse?”

      My father frowns and reaches into his pocket to retrieve his cell phone when the door flies open.

      The judge is wearing a black bathrobe, which wouldn’t be surprising if it wasn’t after lunch time. He’s always dressed in a suit every time I see him. His white hair is sticking up in all directions and dark circles rim his eyes. This past year has to be getting to him. Losing Harold and finding out his other brother was responsible for it, it’s heartbreaking. “Here,” he says as he shoves a flash drive into my hands. “I knew you’d come looking for this. I have an extra copy for the police too. It’s all there. Everything you need is on it.”

      My jaw goes slack and I blink before staring down at the black flash drive. Before I can utter out a word of thanks, he slams the door in our faces. “Um, well… that was unexpected. Do you think we should check on him?”

      “I’ll have your mother call him. He’s got a soft spot for her. She’ll make sure he’s okay.” My father motions for me to head out to the truck then dials my mom.

      I slip into the truck, rolling the flash drive around in my hands. I brought my laptop with me so I wouldn’t have to wait until we got back home to see what’s on it. I’m surprised it was that easy to retrieve the footage without a warrant, but I guess the judge wants this case solved as quickly as we do. There’s no way I can let Cat go down for this crime. I know without a doubt she didn’t stab Jana. Now, let’s find out who did. I grab my laptop and stick in the drive.

      “Anything?” my father asks, getting into the driver’s seat.

      “It’s loading.” I tap my fingers impatiently on the keys. “Come on.”

      “Breathe, Autumn. We’ll figure it out.”

      I open my mouth to respond when something hits my window with a thump. I turn to see snow dripping down and a person running down the street. “Was that Liam?” I hand my father the computer and fling open the door.

      “Autumn, wait. What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to talk to Liam. You check the drive.”

      I hustle down the street, careful not to slip on any ice. The streets are clear, but the sidewalks are a different story. Why is Liam throwing snowballs at my father’s truck? He knows what my father drives, everyone in town does. Is he trying to get my attention? Picking up a phone or texting Cat is a lot easier. Although if he is guilty and trying to frame Cat he wouldn’t be calling her, right? I’m breathing hard as I turn the corner and run smack into a solid frame. “Umph.” Two hands reach out to steady me.

      “Whoa there.”

      I right myself then glace up at the person. “Liam! Why did you throw a snowball at my father’s truck then run off?”

      He runs a hand through his dark hair and stares at me with sad looking brown eyes. “I’m sorry. I need to talk to you and didn’t know how to get you alone. Someone is always with you and I didn’t have your number. Detective Mills will murder me if I show up at your house. I’m dying to talk to Cat, but I know her dad probably has a tap on her phone or something.”

      I frown and cross my arms over my chest. A part of me feels bad for him. He looks miserable, but the other part, the sleuth in me, is suspicious. “Where were you during the funeral?”

      He stares me straight in the eye and says, “At the spa.”

      “What?” My eyes grow wide. “You’re admitting to being at the spa.”

      “I know you have the video surveillance so you’ll see me go in, but I didn’t attack Jana.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Then why were you there?”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Jana is blackmailing me. It’s the only reason I went out with her. She’s an awful person.” He shudders. “I finally couldn’t stand hanging out with her any longer so I broke up with her. Plus, I like Cat.” His cheeks turn pink.

      A part of me melts thinking about Cat having her first boyfriend then I snap out of it and interrogate him like it’s my job… because right now it’s the only one I’ve got. “Why is Jana blackmailing you?”

      He sighs. “Jana overheard a scout offering me a scholarship for baseball.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “And that’s a problem because…”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not a problem, it’s what he asked me to do in exchange for the scholarship.”

      “Which was?”

      “He wanted me to throw the game.”

      I frown. “Why would he ask you to do that?”

      Liam shrugs. “I didn’t ask. I told him ‘no’. I play a clean game and don’t want to be associated with any school or team that doesn’t.”

      “Good for you.” I bump his arm lightly with mine. “So, I don’t get it. If you said ‘no’ why would Jana blackmail you about it?”

      “We lost the game. She thinks I purposely lost.”

      “But you didn’t?”

      “No. We lost because the other team was better. Period. I didn’t throw the game. I actually played harder than I ever have to ensure we would win, but we lost. So, Jana thinks I accepted the scholarship. Even has a recording of the conversation with the scout. If this gets out, I’ll get kicked off the team and any chance of getting a scholarship will be out the window.”

      I tap my chin and consider his words. “So, you have motive and you admit to being at the spa.” I pause. “Why were you at the spa? You brought the daisies, right?” My eyes go wide with realization. “Jana texted you from Cat’s phone, she stole it from her purse when she caused that mess at Pete’s. She pretended to be Cat and asked you to meet her at the spa before the funeral. You brought the flowers for Cat.”

      Liam nods then frowns. “How did you… wait, I took the daisies with me. How did you know about them?”

      “You dropped one. I found it.” I shrug then ask, “What happened when you got to the spa?”

      “Jana let me in the back door. She was angry I brought flowers for Cat. She grabbed them out of my hand and threw them on the ground then started throwing pillows at me and even knocked off a mug. I scooped up the flowers and ran.”

      “You texted Cat that Jana was vandalizing the spa?”

      He kicks at the snow. “Yes. From my work phone. I didn’t want Cat thinking I met Jana to rekindle anything, especially not at the spa.” He peers up at me. “Jana was fine when I left. Angry, but unharmed. There’s no way I would hurt her even though she was blackmailing me. It’s not worth it. It would ruin my life.”

      “So, did Jana say anything?”

      “At first, she was all sweet and trying to talk me into going back out with her then when she spotted the flowers, she went crazy. Ranting and raving about how everyone loves Cat and she’ll never be good enough. That’s when I left.”

      “Did you see anyone else go into the spa?”

      Liam shakes his head. “I went straight to the church.”

      “Hmm.”

      “You have to believe me, Autumn. You have to help me. You have the tape so it’s me going in first and then Cat unless someone else came after me, but Cat would have been on her way shortly after I sent the text. She loves the spa. There’s no way she would let someone destroy it, especially not Jana.”

      I nod then say, “Thanks for your help Liam. I’ll be in touch. In the meantime, I think you need to come clean to your parents and your coach. I’m sure you’re not the only kid this scout is putting pressure on. Then once Jana wakes up, she’ll have no reason to blackmail you or keep you and Cat apart.” I give him a knowing look then add, “That is if your story checks out and you didn’t harm a hair on Jana’s head.”

      He holds up both hands. “I didn’t. I’ll do anything to prove it. Anything for Cat. I never should have texted her. She wouldn’t be in this mess if I hadn’t.”

      I pat his shoulder. “We’ll figure it out. There’s no way we’ll let Cat pay for this.”

      Liam smiles. “She’s lucky to have you. She’s always talking about you and even says she wants to go to massage school so she can work with you every day at the spa.”

      I cringe.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Um. Well, Sally’s closing the spa.”

      Liam’s eyes grow wide. “No. Cat loves that place. I think it’s the only reason she’s kept it together at all this year after her mom and everything.”

      I bite my lip and blink to keep the tears at bay. “I know. Me too.”

      “Can’t you buy it or something?”

      “I wish,” I mutter.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure out something, you always do. Cat says you’re the smartest woman she knows.”

      I smile. “Cat’s slightly biased, but I appreciate the compliment.”

      “You’re her saving grace, Miss Autumn.”

      I feel my cheeks get warm. “That’s sweet, thanks Liam. Now, get home and celebrate Christmas with your family and tell them what’s going on. Okay?”

      He nods then takes off jogging toward his house.

      I sigh and turn to head back to the truck when my father pulls up next to me.

      “Everything okay?”

      I hop into the truck. “I think so.” I fill him in on what Liam told me and then ask, “What did you find on the security footage?”

      “Well Liam and Cat are both on it, but so is someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “Vivian.”

      “When did she show up?”

      “Right after Liam, but there’s just one problem.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “She didn’t go inside.”

      “Huh? What was she doing?”

      “Pacing.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Pacing?”

      “Yes.” He points to the screen. “Check it out.”

      I hit play and watch as Vivian moves back and forth biting her thumbnail while casting glances at the spa then she disappears. “Where did she go?”

      “Probably to the church, but you’ll have to ask her.”

      I sigh as my father’s phone rings. My mother’s face lights up the screen when my dad hits accept.

      “Where are you two? Dinner is ready and getting cold while you two are gallivanting around the town.”

      “We’ll be there shortly, dear,” my father says while putting the truck in gear.

      “Hurry, please. It doesn’t feel like Christmas without you two.” She hangs up before we can say another word.

      I close my eyes and lean my head back against the seat, letting the motion of the truck soothe me. Liam and Lindsay’s stories swirl through my mind. I’m pretty sure Lindsay didn’t have anything to do with Jana’s attack, she wasn’t on the tape and I don’t think she would risk her future over Jana, but I’ll keep her on the list just in case. I want to believe Liam, but can I? I’m not sure. He seems sincere, but if he didn’t hurt Jana then who did? Then there’s Vivian. Why was she pacing around in front of Harold’s? Was she waiting for Jana to come out? Was she following her? Maybe she saw something that could help us. After dinner, I’ll have to find her and ask her.
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      “Is Vivian home?”

      A little boy probably about seven squints up at me underneath his round frames. “Who are you?”

      “Autumn Fisher. I’m here to see Vivian.”

      He pushes his glasses up his thin nose. “She’s not here.”

      “Do you know where she is or when she’ll be back?” I pause wondering why his parents haven’t come to the door yet. “Are you parents’ home?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I speak with them please?”

      “No.”

      I blink. “Wh-why not?”

      “They’re taking a nap and Vivian went to the hospital.”

      “The hospital? Why?”

      He shuts the door in my face without even answering me.

      I blink again, wondering what just happened then holler to the wood door, “You shouldn’t answer the door to strangers.”

      Nothing.

      I sigh and make my way down the stairs, avoiding the piles of snow still on the sidewalk. Doesn’t anyone shovel sidewalks anymore? The hospital isn’t far from Vivian’s house, but I wonder why she went there. Did she go visit Jana or is she there for another reason? To hurt Jana. I pick up my pace, dodging more snow piles as I go. When I reach the hospital, I’m panting and I’m sure I look a mess. Sweat drips down my face and I wipe it away. I really need to do more cardio.

      The doors to the hospital slide open and the waiting room is empty. My phone vibrates and I see it’s my father calling. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”

      “Bad news,” his voice low. “Fingerprints on the knife came back.”

      “Well we knew Cat’s prints were going to be on there.”

      “Cat’s prints are the only ones on there.”

      I quit walking and stagger to the closest chair. “What?”

      “There are no other prints on the knife. So, either the person who stabbed Jana wore gloves or…”

      “Don’t say it.” My stomach churns. “Have you told Travis?”

      “He knows.”

      “And what’s he doing?”

      “Trying to make himself bald.”

      I smirk, imagining Travis running his hand through his hair and tugging on the ends then frown, thinking about Cat. “How can her prints be the only ones on the knife?”

      “She picked it up, which is strange because she knows better.”

      “Did you ask her why?”

      A blast of cold air blows in behind me and I turn to find Cat walking in. “Tell Mom, she’s with me,” I say quickly then hang up without further explanation. They’ll figure it out soon enough. I glance around to ensure Brooklyn isn’t anywhere nearby. If she sees Cat, she’s going to flip. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at my house. Did you tell anyone where you were going?”

      Cat hangs her head. “No. I just wanted to see Jana. Make sure she was ok. Ask her what happened.”

      I sigh and put an arm around her. “How did you slip out?”

      “Your mom and aunt Regina were bickering over some recipe and my dad was on the phone and yours disappeared so I slipped out the garage door. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come. It’s just driving me crazy sitting around not knowing what’s going to happen.”

      I give her a side hug. “I know, but we have to get you back before Brook-”

      “You! What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be locked up!” Brooklyn screams at Cat. Her blond hair is pulled up in a messy bun and she’s wearing the same black dress from yesterday. Her make-up is smeared and dark circles rim her eyes. She lunges for Cat, but I step in front of her.

      “Now, Brooklyn. Cat’s here with me. She just wants to see how Jana’s doing.”

      Brooklyn glowers at me. “See how she’s doing? See how she’s doing! Are you kidding me! My baby was stabbed in the back with a knife and she did it.” She points at Cat. “Now, she’s back to finish the job, am I right? Someone call the police. This girl is trying to kill my baby!” Brooklyn screeches.

      A couple of doctors and several nurses seem unsure what to do. One nurse gets on the phone. This won’t end well.

      “Brooklyn, please. We’ll leave. We came to visit Jana, but see now isn’t a good time.”

      “There will never be a good time. Never. I repeat, NEVER get anywhere near me or my daughter again. I’m going to have you locked up or sent off to a place where troubled children go. Do you hear me Cat?”

      Cat bursts into tears and hurries out of the hospital.

      I resist the urge to punch Brooklyn and rush after Cat. The nerve of that woman. I spot Cat a few feet away and she’s talking to someone. It’s the girl from the surveillance tape. Vivian. I approach slowly, not sure how skittish the girl is, I don’t want to scare her off before I have a chance to question her. “Cat are you okay?” I squeeze her shoulder.

      She sniffles and nods. “Autumn, this is Vivian. Vivian, Autumn.”

      Vivian smiles shyly at me. “Hi.”

      “Nice to meet you. What are you doing here on Christmas Day?”

      She shifts back and forth on her feet. “I came to see Jana.”

      “Are you two friends?”

      “No.” She tucks a strand of curly brown hair behind her ear and pushes her glasses up on her nose. “Jana has something I need.”

      “A video.”

      Her brown eyes grow wide. “H-how do you know about that?”

      “I told her,” Cat confesses.

      “You know about it?”

      Cat bites her lip. “Pretty much everyone knows about it.”

      Tears well up in Vivian’s eyes. “I’m ruined. If that tape gets out, I’ll never get into college and then I’ll never get into medical school. I’ll spend my life here in Daysville waiting tables at Pete’s. My life is over.” She breaks down into sobs.

      Cat pats her back and tries to convince her that things will be alright, but Vivian isn’t having it.

      Suddenly, Vivian stops crying and darts for the door. “I have to get it.”

      “Wait!” Cat chases after her.

      “Oh, no,” I take off after both of them, knowing if Brooklyn sees Cat again, there will be a scene and we’ll probably all end up in jail.

      Vivian stumbles before she reaches the sliding glass doors and Cat has a chance to catch up to her. I’m huffing and puffing when I reach them both.

      “What are you,” I gulp and take a breath, “doing? You can’t go in there right now. Jana probably doesn’t even have the jump drive.”

      Vivian swipes at her eyes. “Yes, she does. She always keeps it in her purse.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “To taunt me with. To keep me doing her homework. She waves it in front of my face every chance she gets.”

      “Is that why you were waiting for her in front of the spa yesterday?”

      Vivian blinks. “How do you know that?”

      “Security cameras at Harold’s still work. I have the footage.”

      “I was going to steal her purse and get the disk, but she never came out. My mother kept texting me to get to the church so I had to leave then I heard what happened so I knew I’d have a chance to get it while she’s sleeping.”

      “And you think Brooklyn will just let you in her daughter’s room and watch while you go through her purse?”

      Vivian chews on her lower lip. “I hadn’t gotten that far. I’ll figure out something.”

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Teenagers. Never thinking anything through. “Did you see anyone go into the spa before Cat and after Liam?”

      “Liam? What was Liam doing at the spa?” Cat inquires, her brows drawing together in a frown.

      “Jana texted him from your phone. He thought he was meeting you.”

      “So, Jana took my phone and my key to the spa?”

      “Wait, what?”

      Cat turns red then tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yeah, I forgot to tell you my key to the spa was missing. I thought maybe I left it on the front desk and would just get it on Tuesday, but Jana had it lying beside her when I found her.”

      I groan. “You picked it up, didn’t you?”

      Cat turns red. “I know I shouldn’t have, but I didn’t want you to think I was irresponsible.”

      I give her a hug. “I wouldn’t think that. We know what Jana is capable of. The police think you coerced her into coming to the spa. If you would have left the key, it would have shown she stole it. It makes you look even more guilty, Cat and you picked up the knife, why?”

      Cat sniffles and wipes her eyes. “It was the second thing I saw when I walked into the spa. The key was on the floor in front of the door so I picked it up. Then I saw the knife. I thought the blood was paint at first so I was going to wash it off. I was so worried about Jana destroying things, I went into instant cleaning mode before I realized what I was doing. I know I shouldn’t have picked it up, but it was too late then I saw Jana and I guess I went into shock. I don’t remember much after I texted you. I guess I should tell all of this to the captain.”

      I sigh. “No. You should tell my dad and let him handle it. The last thing we need is anyone getting wind of this.” I eye Vivian suspiciously. “Can we trust you to keep this under wraps?”

      She nods furiously then narrows her eyes. “If you help me get the drive, I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      “Really? Blackmail? Haven’t you had enough of that?”

      “My future depends on getting that drive.”

      I glare at her. “Fine, but take Cat to my house. Go straight there. No stops and text me when you get there.”

      Both girls nod and hurry off toward my house.

      I take a deep breath and re-enter the hospital. Thankfully, the waiting room is still empty. No Brooklyn in sight and no nurses or doctors either. The receptionist is on the phone, but hasn’t looked up. I quickly make my way down the hall and check the names on the doors. When I spot Jana’s, I peek inside.

      A gray-haired doctor is chatting with Brooklyn. Their backs are to me, but I can hear them loud and clear. I probably shouldn’t be eavesdropping, privacy policies and all, but I need to hear Jana’s status.

      “She’s actually very lucky. The knife didn’t go in that deep, almost more of a gash then a stab wound and didn’t hit any arteries or organs.” He scratches his head. “I know based on her medical history, she faints at the sight of blood and has a low pulse. We’re monitoring her just to be on the safe side, otherwise, just bring her back in about week and we’ll take out the stiches. She should be able to go home tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, doctor. I’m so relieved.” Brooklyn shakes his hand then sits down next to a sleeping Jana and strokes her hair away from her face.

      The doctor makes a few notes on his tablet, still shaking his head and mumbling to himself.

      I can’t make out what he’s saying, but know I need to make myself scarce before he blows my cover. I slip into the room next to Jana’s until the doctor leaves. A phone rings next door and I hear Brooklyn answer. Her heels click on the tile floor as she whispers into the phone while leaving the room. Now’s my chance to grab the drive. I tiptoe into the room and scan it for Jana’s purse. A black designer purse is in a plastic bag next to the door. Shoot, that’s going to be loud. I unwrap it as carefully as I can, sneaking glances at Jana to ensure she’s still sleeping. I almost have the purse out of the bag when someone calls my name.
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      “Autumn, what are you doing?” Travis whisper yells at me.

      I drop the purse and step away from the bag. “Nothing. Why? What are you doing?”

      He crosses his arms and lifts an eyebrow. “Looking for Cat. Your dad said she was with you.”

      I frown. “I didn’t tell him where I was.”

      Travis smirks. “He overheard a hospital page in the background and figured it out.”

      “Ah. Cat went home.” I eye the bag then cast a peek at a still sleeping Jana. Is she faking it or is she really asleep?

      “Home?”

      “Well to my house. Vivian took her.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I had something I needed to do.”

      He gestures to the bag. “Steal?”

      “What? No.” I place a hand to my chest as if I’m offended, but I’m really trying to calm my racing heart. My palms are sweaty because I’ve never been good at lying, especially not to Travis. “I wasn’t stealing. I was recovering an object that was in violation of someone else’s privacy.” Wow. That sounds weirdly lawyer like.

      He crosses his arm. “Mmmhmm.” He opens his mouth to say something else when someone interrupts him.

      “Travis? What are you doing here?” Allison asks, standing just outside the door. She has a bouquet of mixed flowers with a Get Well Soon balloon tied to the vase.

      “Um. Well.” He runs a hand over the back of his neck.

      I roll my eyes and save him as usual. “We came to see how Jana’s doing.”

      “We?” Allison raises an eyebrow and her eyes ping pong back and forth between the two of us.

      “No, no, no. Not we, as in me and him. Like we’re not a couple or anything. Just we as in best buds, Travis and Autumn came to check on Jana.” My face is hot and I’m rambling. I need to quit talking.

      Travis stifles a laugh with a cough and says, “Actually, we were looking for Cat, but got word she went home. We should go before…”

      “What are you doing here?” Brooklyn sneers at Travis then when she spots me, she loses it. “I told you to never show your face in here.” She pushes her way into the room and hurries to her daughter’s side, checking all the equipment. “Jana? Jana? Can you hear me? Did that awful woman do anything to you?”

      “Seriously?” I throw my hands up in the air. “You really think I would come in here and hurt your daughter. Are you delusional?”

      She glares at me. “Get out! Don’t come back. Either of you. Allison is better off without you, Detective or are you even one anymore? April’s probably rolling over in her grave at how you’ve raised Cat this past year. The child is crying for help while you spend all your days and nights ‘working’. Are you even ‘working’ Travis or are you spending time at the spa ‘checking up on Cat’ while you’re really trying to win back your ex-girlfriend? You’ve probably been cheating on Allison this whole time. Only dating her to make Autumn jealous. Now that Josh is gone, you have another chance. Am I right, Travis?”

      I gasp. The weight of her words slicing me and suddenly all the anger, sadness and pain from the last few days unleashes and I lunge at Brooklyn. The air leaves my lungs as two arms wrap around my waist and pull me back.

      Brooklyn’s eyes go wide as if she’s shocked I would attack her. “See! See, Allison. It’s true. She wouldn’t be so angry if it weren’t true.”

      “It’s not true,” I hiss. “I would never do that to Allison. Travis would never do that to Allison.”

      Brooklyn snorts. “He did it to you with April. What makes you think he’s changed?”

      Now, it’s Travis who starts toward Brooklyn and gets right in her face. “I made one mistake. A mistake that cost me my life. My future. My happiness. I would never make that again and I would never do that to anyone. I may still be in love with Autumn, but I would never cheat on Allison.”

      The room goes silent.

      Travis takes a deep breath and turns around to face Allison.

      She’s hovering by the door, gripping the flower vase so tightly I’m afraid it might crack. “You still love Autumn?”

      Travis hangs his head then nods. “Yes. I’ve never stopped.”

      “Then why did you ask me out? Why did you propose?”

      “Because I want to move on. I need to move on.”

      “But you’re not ready.” Her bottom lip quivers and she bites it to stop. “Will you ever be ready?”

      He sighs. “I don’t know.”

      Allison nods and sets the flowers down on the table then slowly pulls off her engagement ring and hands it to Travis. “Here.”

      He shakes his head. “You keep it.”

      “No. I can’t. It hurts too much.”

      Travis takes the ring and tucks it into his pocket. “I’m sorry, Allison. I really care about you.”

      She studies him for a moment. “You just don’t love me.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “You should leave,” she whispers, her lower lip beginning to quiver more and tears begin to fall from her eyes.

      Travis opens his mouth to say something, but decides against it and gestures for me to go out before him.

      I turn to leave when something in the plastic bag catches my eye. “Jana was wearing gloves when they brought her in.”

      “Now isn’t the time, Autumn,” Travis mutters.

      “I know and I’m sorry, but this is important.”

      Brooklyn sighs and rolls her eyes. “It’s like zero degrees outside, Autumn. I’m sure she was wearing gloves.”

      I think back to yesterday. “When I found Jana yesterday, she was in her black dress with her black gloves on, but her coat was lying on the couch.”

      “So.” Brooklyn crosses her arms. “What’s your point?”

      “Can you wake Jana up please?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Autumn, let’s go.” Travis gives me a slight nudge.

      I stand my ground. “Please. I think I know who hurt her.”

      Brooklyn perks up. “Jana is sedated. She hasn’t said more than a couple of words. She doesn’t tolerate pain well so we’ve just been letting her rest.”

      “Don’t you want to know who hurt her?”

      Brooklyn jerks back like I slapped her. “Well, of course I do.” She furrows her brow. “Fine.” She shakes Jana lightly. “Honey, wake-up.”

      Jana moans. “I’m sleepy.”

      “I know, but we have some questions for you.”

      Jana’s eyes flutter open and it takes her a minute to focus on me. “What is she doing here?”

      “She thinks she knows who hurt you.” Brooklyn pats her hand. “You haven’t said much about the attack. Are you up for making a statement? I can call a real cop.” She sneers again at Travis.

      He ignores her and pulls out his phone. “I’m going to call the captain. Someone needs to take her statement and I can’t.”

      Jana yawns. “Will this take long? I’m really tired.”

      Travis hangs up after a second. “The captain is in the waiting room. He was coming over to take her statement anyway. Hang tight.” He steps into the hall and greets the captain.

      The captain greets Travis then enters the room. His gray hair glistens underneath the fluorescent lights. He adjusts his dark pants and belt before taking a notepad out of the front pocket of his pressed white shirt. “How are you feeling Jana?”

      “Sleepy.” She yawns again.

      “I’m going to ask you a couple of quick questions to ensure you’re lucid enough to go on record, okay?”

      Jana nods.

      The captain runs through some basic questions. I don’t hear any of them because I’m staring at Jana’s gloves. Finally, the captain finishes and turns to me. “Why are you fidgeting, Miss Fisher? Something on your mind?”

      “Yes!” I blurt out. “Do you mind if I ask a few questions? I think I know what happened.”

      He shoots a glance at Travis, who shrugs. “I guess that’s alright just don’t wear her out before I have a chance to ask official questions.”

      “I’ll make it quick.”

      Brooklyn opens her mouth like she wants to object, but closes it and leans back in her chair, shooting daggers at me with her eyes.

      I ignore her and start, “Jana. I’ve talked with several of your ‘friends’ who say you have been blackmailing them. Is that true?”

      Brooklyn objects, “You can’t be serious. Really? Blackmail? Jana would never do such a thing.” She glances at her daughter who won’t meet her eyes and asks, “Right, Jana?”

      “Well…”

      Brooklyn gasps. “Well, what? You’ve been blackmailing your friends?”

      Jana bites her lip. “They’re not really my friends and it’s not so much as blackmailing just an exchange if you will.”

      “An exchange. For what?”

      “I keep certain things a secret if they help me with my school work.”

      “Or date you,” I add.

      Brooklyn glares at me for a second then turns back to Jana. “I don’t know what to say. Why would you do this?”

      Jana’s lower lip quivers and she blinks continuously to keep the tears from falling, but doesn’t respond.

      I decide to keep going. “We have surveillance footage from the day of the attack. Liam met you at the spa. He says you texted him from Cat’s phone Saturday night, the phone you stole from Cat’s purse along with the keys to the spa when you knocked the soda all over the table at Pete’s. Then you and some of your ‘friends’,” I glare at Brooklyn, who won’t meet my eyes, “left the phone in my Jeep along with that lovely skunk.”

      Brooklyn goes pale and looks about ready to faint. She’s a good actress, I’ll give her that.

      Jana fiddles with the edge of the blanket, but doesn’t confirm or deny anything.

      I continue, “Liam says when he got to the spa, you tried to talk him into dating you again, when he refused, you got angry. Threw the daisies he got for Cat on the ground then began destroying the spa while ranting and raving about Cat and how everyone likes her and not you.”

      Tears fall from Jana’s eyes as she continues to stare at the blanket.

      “He’s lying,” Brooklyn states. “He admits to being at the spa. He and Cat probably hurt my baby together. Lock them up, Captain.”

      I shake my head. “No, Liam left and texted Cat that Jana was destroying the spa. Cat left the funeral and hurried to the spa to keep Jana from doing any more damage.”

      “And you believe him? He and Cat are lying. Arrest them, Captain.”

      I hold up a hand. “No, they’re not lying.” I wait a second and stare at Jana. “Jana, what happened between the time Liam left and Cat showed up?”

      More tears fall from her eyes.

      “That’s enough. Can’t you see she’s struggling to remember? This was a traumatic experience for her and you’re making her relive it.” Brooklyn stands up with her hands on her hips. “This is the end of this interview.”

      I ignore her. “Jana, you were wearing gloves, but no coat when I found you on the ground. You were bleeding from a wound in your back.” I turn around and move my arm so it’s behind my back. “You took a knife and jabbed yourself, didn’t you?”

      Brooklyn laughs. “That’s absurd. Why would she do that? Jana hates blood. She would never inflict pain upon herself. Tell her, darling.” She gestures to me, but when her daughter doesn’t say anything she turns and stares at her. “Jana, honey. Tell Autumn she’s crazy. You would never intentionally hurt yourself, stab yourself, right? I mean the wound isn’t very big, but someone stabbed you. Tell her who.”

      Jana twists the blanket in her hands.

      “Tell her! You didn’t do this!” Brooklyn screams.

      Jana’s head jerks up, her face full of fear before she bursts into tears. “Yes, yes I did it! Liam rejected me. Everyone rejects me. I don’t have any real friends. Everyone hates me.”

      “Brittney and Lydia are your friends, right?” Brooklyn says softly, sitting back down in her seat, looking even more pale and in shock.

      Jana scoffs. “Only because you’re friends with their moms. They’re always talking behind my back. They would rather be friends with Cat than me. Everyone thinks she’s so perfect. She’s popular, smart and sweet without even trying. It’s just her. I can’t compete with that.” She pauses and wipes the tears from her face. “I knew Liam would text Cat to come to the spa when he saw me throwing things around. I was so angry. I saw the knife and thought if I made it look like Cat stabbed me, everyone would turn against her. I put on my gloves so my fingerprints wouldn’t be on it. I meant to take them off after I dropped the knife, but I saw all the blood and...” She gulps.

      “You fainted,” Brooklyn coughs out. “Why would you do this? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Jana screams, causing us all to jump. “I can’t take it anymore. All the pressure to be perfect. Perfect hair. Perfect nails. Perfect skin. Perfect reputation. Perfect grades. Perfect. Perfect. Perfect. I can’t. I’m not.” She bursts into tears and begins muttering about all the things she isn’t.

      Brooklyn’s jaw is hanging open as she stares at her daughter.

      I glance around the room. Everyone appears to be in shock. To be frank, I wasn’t prepared for Jana to confess. I figured she would deny everything and I would have to find more proof. For Cat’s sake, I’m grateful she didn’t prolong the inevitable, but I can’t help feeling sorry for the poor girl. High school is hard enough without your parents throwing on their own expectations and demands. Hopefully, Brooklyn will get Jana the help she needs and support her through it. It’s going to be a long road.

      The captain taps me on the shoulder, causing me to jump. “Sorry.” He motions to the hallway since Jana is still ranting and raving and Brooklyn is still sitting there in shock. “Well I have to say when I came here, I wasn’t expecting this. How did you figure it out?”

      “The gloves.”

      “The gloves?” he scratches his head.

      “When I found her, Jana was wearing gloves and no coat. I didn’t think anything of it at the time because I was focused on getting her medical attention. Then I saw Jana’s gloves in her personal belongings bag and remembered it. My father said Cat’s fingerprints were the only ones on the knife so there had to be an explanation for it because Cat would never hurt anyone.” I smile over at Travis, who returns it.

      The captain shakes his head then glances toward Jana’s room. “Poor thing.”

      “My father will talk to the judge. We’ll get her the help she needs.”

      The captain sighs and sticks out his hand. “Thanks, Autumn. I hear the spa is closing so if you are interested in becoming a paid consultant just let me know.”

      I cringe at the memory of the spa closing, but shake his hand. “Thank you, sir. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Travis reaches out to shake the captain’s hand. “I’m assuming this means Cat’s cleared of all charges, correct, sir?”

      The captain takes his hand and nods, “Yeah and you’re back on the clock. Tomorrow.” He gives Travis a pointed look. “Go enjoy the rest of the holiday with your daughter.”

      Travis grins and claps him on the back. “Thank you, sir. Merry Christmas.”

      “You too. Both of you. Thanks again for your help on this case, Autumn. It would have killed me to actually have to arrest Cat.”

      “Me too,” Travis and I say in unison then smile.

      The captain chuckles. “Cat’s lucky to have you, both of you.” He nods and strolls back into Jana’s room.

      “Well, are you ready to go tell Cat the good news, Inspector Fisher?”

      I smirk and smack him on the arm. “So ready and I prefer amateur sleuth,” I say, with a wink.

      He chuckles and says, “Autumn the Amateur Sleuth it is.”
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      “Why are we here?” I groan as my father pulls into the spa parking lot. “I thought we were going to pick up pizza for everyone. I’m starving and Cat is too.” My stomach growls to confirm it.

      My father chuckles. “The judge is as well. It was nice of your mother to invite him over for dinner.”

      I nod. “Did he say when Jana will get transferred to a mental health facility?”

      “Tomorrow. Brooklyn is planning to go with her and stay in Chicago until Jana’s able to come back home.”

      “And the blackmail charge?”

      “No one is pressing charges.” He gives me a pointed look because I wanted Brooklyn to be held accountable for her role in all of this, but he convinced me to let it go. So I did. “Jana gave the drive to Vivian and Liam came clean to his coach and parents. The scout got fired and the players he’s recruited are being interviewed and investigated. It’s a mess, but Liam did the right thing. Lindsay and her family left town a couple of days ago. Seems her dad got a new job.”

      I smile, knowing exactly why Lindsay’s family left town. I hate that it had to come to that, but their safety is what’s most important. “Well I’m glad it all worked out and for Cat too. Seems she and Liam are enjoying their Christmas break together.” My smile grows, thinking about the couple. “I can’t believe Mom insisted Cat stay the whole week with us while Regina and Travis went back to work.”

      “She enjoys having kids to fuss over, which is why she invited Liam over for dinner again.”

      I laugh. “That kid’s been at the house every day this week, much to Travis’s dismay. He looks like he’s going to have a coronary every time Liam even gets close to Cat.”

      My dad chuckles and shakes his head. “Kind of how I felt when you and Travis were dating in high school.”

      I pat his arm. “Being a dad to a girl is tough, huh?”

      He places his hand atop mine. “You have no idea.”

      I smile at him and then ask again, “Why are we here?”

      “Sally said there were a few things you needed to pick up.”

      I frown. “I got everything.”

      “Apparently, not everything. Want me to go with you?”

      I sigh and push open the truck door. “No, I’m sure it’s just papers or something small.”

      “I’ll wait here. Take as much time as you need.”

      I shoot him a smile. I love that he gets it. I need a chance to say good-bye. This place has been my home away from home for almost fifteen years. My heart hurts with each step. I think about Josh and how much I wish he was here with me. This isn’t how our story is supposed to end. I sigh and open the spa door.

      The lights are off, but candles are lit all over the place. What is going on?  This is a fire hazard. I begin to blow out the candles, wondering what Sally was thinking. Burn down the building and get the insurance money? I’m sure Regina would have something to say about that. When I reach the hallway, I find more candles lining the floor. “Hello? Sally? Are you here? I’m not interrupting a date or something, am I?”

      Nothing.

      I blow out all the candles and see the lights from the Christmas tree in the reception area are on. Ugh. Seriously. What is Sally thinking? I step in the waiting room and freeze. My heart picks up speed and my palms get sweaty. “I’m dreaming, aren’t I?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Are you sure?”

      He smiles that smile I’ve seen a million times and it melts my heart.

      I rush into his arms, knocking him back.

      “Did you miss me?” Josh whispers in my ear.

      I pull back, patting his chest and stroking his cheeks to make sure he’s not a figment of my imagination. “Is it really you?”

      He chuckles and takes my hands in his. “It’s me, Autumn. I heard I was dead for about a week.”

      “You were, but I didn’t believe it. Not until they found your Tom Petty t-shirt, socks and wallet. They were covered in blood. The evidence pointed to you being on the boat. A boat that exploded. Celeste and the PI…” I gulp, emotion welling up in my throat.

      Josh drops his head. “I know. I wasn’t on the boat. I should have been, but I wasn’t.”

      “Thank God, you weren’t.” I give him another hug then ask, “Where were you?”

      “On the beach. I got sand in my shoes so I took them off and ended up stepping on some glass. That’s where the blood came from. I used my shirt and socks to stop the blood. I hobbled over to the convenience store to get some bandages. When I got back, the boat was gone. I heard the explosion, I dropped everything and took off down the beach.” He sighs. “I tried to swim out to the wreckage, but the waves were too high. Somehow, I ended up on a beach several miles from shore. A lovely old woman found me and took care of me. I hit my head.” He rubs a fading bruise on his forehead. “Had a little bout of amnesia. When my memory finally came back, I heard about the accident and how everyone thought I was dead. I booked a flight and came straight home.”

      “Does your mom know?” I bite my lip and mutter, “She hates me now. Blames me for your marriage to Celeste and...”

      He places a finger to my lips to silence me. “They all know and she doesn’t hate you, she was just upset. Grief causes people to say and do things they wouldn’t otherwise. She plans to come over and apologize.”

      I shrug like it’s no big deal even though it kills me to think of Abby not liking me then ask, “When did you get home?”

      “This morning.”

      “This morning? It’s almost five o’clock.” I blink up at him. “In the evening. Why didn’t you come over and see me right away?”

      He strokes my cheek. “I had some things I needed to take care of.” He hands me a square box wrapped in red and green paper. “Since I missed Christmas.”

      I squeeze him again. “You’re the best present I could ever ask for.”

      He grins and rubs my back then says, “Open it.”

      I give him one last hug just to be sure he’s really real then tear into the package. When I lift the lid, I take out a stack of papers. I give them a once over and gasp. “Is this…?”

      He nods. “It is.”

      “You bought the spa. How?”

      “With a lot of help from the bank and my skills with investing.”

      I look over the papers again then ask, softly, “So, you didn’t get the money back from Celeste?”

      He shakes his head and shrugs as if losing all that money is no big deal. “Who knows where she hid it? We’ll probably never know, but it doesn’t matter. What matters is we’re the proud owners of Vicky’s Day Spa.”

      I smile. “Well, you are, I’m just your lowly worker.” I wink at him so he knows I’m joking. We’ll figure out the technicalities of our partnership in a minute. “I think it’s time for a name change though.”

      Josh scratches his chin then says, “I agree. What do you think?”

      “Hmm.” I tap my chin. “How about AJ’s Day Spa.”

      He smirks. “Our first initials combined… I like it.”

      I hug him again. “Me too.” Then I draw back. “Wait right here.”

      “What? Why? Where are you going?”

      “I have a present for you too.”

      I dash back to the office, praying it’s still there. I can’t believe I forgot about it. I hide all of Josh’s presents in the safe and change the combination so he can’t peek. We’re both guilty of snooping around for our Christmas gifts. I pull it out and rush back to the waiting room, letting out a breath when I see him still sitting by the tree. I can’t believe he’s alive. He’s the best gift I could ever ask for, but I’m also excited about the spa. “Here.” I hand him a rectangular box wrapped in green Christmas paper. “Merry Christmas or Happy New Year.”

      He shakes it, but nothing rattles. “What is it?”

      I smile. “Open it.”

      He grins then rips off the paper to reveal a wooden box. He opens it then unties and picks up the golden heart ornament. “What is this, Autumn?”

      I take the heart from his hands and point to the date on one side. “This is when we first met.”

      He smiles and runs his hand over the date. “The day me and my parents moved in next door to you and your parents.”

      “And this…” I flip it over.

      He frowns. “Why is this the date of my accident?”

      I reach up and stroke his cheek. “Because that’s when I realized I was in love with you.”

      He blinks. “Wh-what?”

      I place the ornament back in the box. “I’m in love with you, Josh. This heart represents the day we met and became friends. You owned half of my heart. The other half was given away over the years, but you always held half. When you got in the accident, I realized you owned the other half too. This is all of my heart. You have it all. Forever.”

      “Forever?”

      “Yes.”

      He eyes me suspiciously. “Not just as a friend?”

      I shake my head. “So much more.”

      He strokes my cheek with his thumb and kisses me gently on the lips. “I’ve waited my whole life to hear you say those words.”

      “Your whole life?”

      “Yes, Autumn. I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you. I knew you were the woman I was going to spend my life with.” He smiles and kisses my forehead then gets on one knee. “Autumn Marie Fisher… will you do me the honor of becoming my business partner?”

      My heart is hammering in my chest and blood is rushing to my ears, but when I hear those words everything stops. “Wh-what?”

      “Own the spa with me. Let’s run it together.”

      “Um…well okay.” My face falls, not because I don’t want to own the spa with Josh, but because I thought he was going to propose.

      “Okay? I thought this is what you wanted. It’s our dream.”

      I try to smile, but it falls flat. “It was… it is… it’s just...”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I mumble, feeling the tears well up and I blink them back because I should be thankful Josh is alive and we own the spa, but a part of me thought we would get engaged. I know it will happen eventually. “It’s nothing.”

      “Oh, well in that case, I guess I won’t be needing this.” He holds up his grandmother’s ideal cut diamond with sapphires surrounding it. It glistens in the glow of the Christmas lights.

      “Is that…?”

      He grins and takes my left hand. “Autumn Marie Fisher, will you do me the honor of becoming Autumn Marie Parker?”

      I tackle him, causing him to fall back while I plant kisses all over his face and shout, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      Josh laughs then grabs my hand and slides on the ring. “It’s perfect, just like you.”

      I melt, hearing his words then stare down at the ring before looking back up at him.

      His eyes glisten with tears. “I wasn’t sure this day would ever come.”

      I stroke his cheek, looking into his warm brown eyes. The eyes of my best friend. My soon to be business partner. My future husband. Hopefully, the father to my children…soon. “One question.”

      He kisses my hand. “Yes, my fiancée?”

      “Can we get married this spring?”

      He freezes. “This spring?”

      I nod. “A small wedding… well as small as it can be when we have to invite everyone in town.”

      He chuckles then asks, “I thought you always wanted a fall wedding?”

      I shrug. “Things change. After everything that’s happened over the past few months, I want to start our new life together right away.”

      He smiles and gives me a kiss then says, “Let’s get married.”
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            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading this book. Book 5 was a tough book to write. The characters were in chaos, probably because I was in chaos. We bought a house around the time I started writing this book then started updating it. Who knew picking paint colors, light fixtures, tile and furniture was so time consuming? Anyway, we’re moving in soon and I’ll have a pretty new desk in a bright space to keep writing these characters stories.

      In Book 6, Autumn and Josh are planning their wedding while Allison has a visitor from the past who upsets her world. Another murder happens in Daysville and you’ll never guess who is being accused.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at the end. I love reading them. Whether they’re good or bad, they make me a better writer, so thank you for taking the time to leave one.

      Writing a book is a commitment and not something that can be done alone. I have a few people to thank for helping with this book.

      Mariah Sinclair is the queen of Cozy Mystery Covers, and I absolutely love this cover. Her work is incredible, and I’m so thankful for her creative vision on this series.

      I would also like to thank Kate Farlow from Y’all That Graphic for the excellent social media and logo graphics. If you haven’t seen them, definitely check out my social media pages.

      A huge shout out to Gem for being my eyes on this book. She helped me spot plot holes, punctuation errors and made sure this book was flawless for you to enjoy.

      My family is also amazing. They are so supportive of my writing. They call out character names when I need one, bring me food and drinks when I’m busy typing away and encourage me to follow my dreams. Without them, I would struggle. They’re my rocks, and I love them dearly.

      Another huge thank you to you, my reader, I so appreciate you and your support. If you would like to follow me on social media or check out my blog.

      Until next time…

      

      Happy Reading,

      Jenn
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