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CHAPTER ONE


The itty-bitty plane landed at Chippewa County Airport, a connection from Detroit. We grabbed an Uber to the ferry dock. By night, we crossed the ink of Lake Huron, a line of lights on the horizon.

“What is it with Locandro?” Rosie said. “Why the remote places?”

Charles Locandro hired us to look into the potential of investing in travel destinations. But Rosie was right. Even when he sent us to Hawaii, it wasn’t to Oahu or Maui, but Molokai. When we went to Louisiana, it wasn’t to New Orleans but a tiny town called Surleau. Don’t even get me started about Alaska or Colorado.

“Maybe they’re cheaper,” Nanna said.

The ferry cut through the chop, the luminous shore growing closer. Stone stood next to me at the rail, his arm around my back.

“No cars on Laurel Island,” I said.

“You gotta walk or ride bikes,” Rosie said.

“Or ride a horse,” Nanna said, perking up.

“Hmm,” Stone said. I could tell that he was less than enthused with horseback riding.

The ferry kept on chugging. We moved back from the mist rising from our progress.

“This is a lake?” Rosie said. “I’m used to Lake Mead.”

“Well, they don’t call them great lakes for nothing.”

“Lake Mead is less than two hundred fifty square miles. Huron is like twenty-three thousand square miles. And it’s not even the biggest.”

Rosie liked numbers. They comforted her.

The ferry docked and we disembarked in a marina full of boats. They swayed and bobbed gently, the metal of their rigging ringing like small bells. Where a car rental or bus stop might be stood several horse-drawn carts.

“Seriously?” Stone said.

I found a cart with a sign reading BLUFF COTTAGE. We dragged our luggage that way. The driver loaded our bags and helped Nanna, Rosie, and me up into the wagon. “Shotgun!” Rosie called and sat on the front seat.

Nanna, Stone, and I sat in the second seat. The driver clucked and swung the reins. Horses walked away from the water, jerking the wagon along. From my vantage, I gazed around the dark. There were no headlights. There really weren’t any cars here.

This seemed to be a quiet, relaxing island. Trees shouldered the road, the lights of buildings lost in the woodsy dark. The cart started up a hill.

“Most of the island is park,” Rosie said. “I’m guessing hiking is a thing. Maybe rock climbing. Some kind of water sports. Fishing.”

“Horses!” Nanna said.

All of that sounded like exercise. I was hoping there was some cheese-eating event. Or was Wisconsin the cheese state? Oddly, the air was redolent of chocolate.

The road widened, revealing a stately Victorian pile. A sign identified the Grand Hotel. Lower windows and the port cochere were lit warmly. I shifted around, ready to get off the wagon. But it kept moving on. Rosie gave me eyebrows over her shoulder.

After we ducked back into the trees, the road leveled out. I could see nothing in the blackness. Remote spot on a remote island in the middle of a Great Lake. I wondered if they had Wi-Fi here. If they didn’t, Rosie would go insane.

Then, a house that gave the impression of being a geometric owl appeared on the road ahead. The old Italianate building hunched among the trees, with squat roofs left and right looking like the eye feathers of a great horned owl, the amber lights below seemed to look out at us. Centrally was a larger structure with a glass door at the bottom. A glow emanated from a deep, surrounding porch. Even in the dark, it looked interesting and cozy. The wagon pulled into a round driveway.

“This is the B&B entrance. Around the side is the café. But it’s closed at this hour. The airline schedule is unfortunate,” the driver said.

He helped us down and gathered the luggage, Rosie’s dinosaur suitcase and my carry-on. Stone held onto his backpack and the driver grunted under the weight of Nanna’s oversized bag. Once we were in the lobby, a woman in a cashmere wrap over a print dress thanked the driver and moved behind the desk. She looked to be mid-fifties with ash blonde hair and spectacles with thick green frames.

“One of these days, maybe we’ll sort out the timing of the airplanes. But the view of the island at night is still exhilarating,” the woman said. “Tiffany Black party? I’m Gwen Lively, this is Bluff Cottage, my B&B, and back there is my café, the Honeybee, which is closed at this hour unfortunately. We’ll have something set up for you in the dining room. We work with the schedule we have,” she smiled.

Another woman appeared, younger, wearing a blue uniform. “Let me get your bags upstairs.”

Nanna did the luggage sorting while I checked in. Technically, Stone and Nanna split a room to save on costs, but Rosie would stay with Nanna and Stone with me. We were getting paid for this work-cation. Stone and Nanna were tagging along for fun.

“Thank you, Leah,” Gwen said.

A staircase ran on one side of the foyer. On the other, windows overlooked a porch, a fireplace on one wall. There was a lot of patterned wallpaper and ornate oriental rugs. Through a doorway at the bottom of the steps, the place opened up into a large sitting room with spaces beyond that.

A nice old-fashioned house, and kinda typical for the type of B&B we usually visited. Rosie already had the camera out, taking pictures and B-roll for our travel vlog. “Pretty,” she said to herself.

“This island was one of the centers for fur trading in the seventeenth century, and before that, it was populated by Indians. Which goes to say, people like it on the island. The British loved it enough to build a fort here before the War of 1812,” Gwen said. “Lots of history here. Lots to see and do.”

We checked out our rooms. They had tall, narrow windows covered in old fashioned velvet curtains and sheers. From here, I could see the swaying lights of the marina below, and a few buildings that were probably the island’s downtown.

“This is cozy,” Nanna said. “Guess it better be. Kind of a strange place for a vacation spot. I imagine you’d freeze to death in the winter. The Great Lakes, really? I think we could hit Canada with a rock.”

“You’d better have a good arm,” Rosie said. “Sault Ste. Marie is at least fifty miles from here.”

“Maybe they’ll have Canadian cuisine here,” Nanna said.

“What is Canadian cuisine?” Rosie asked.

“Poutine! Tim Horton’s. Um,” Nanna thought about it. “Back bacon. Ketchup chips.”

“You aren’t looking for caribou and seal, are you?” I asked.

“Not unless it’s on the menu. But a girl can hope,” Nana said.

The only flights to this part of the country landed at night, but I figured we could start giving the place the once over right away. We left our coats and walked back downstairs to the dining room.

“We mostly just do breakfast,” a young woman said, setting out menus. “But given the arrival time of people from far away, we have this late-night dinner thing planned. We want our guests to feel welcome, no matter what time their flight landed.”

Our plane had time traveled three hours into the future as well, making the hour technically very late for dinner. We needed to get adjusted to local time. In the meanwhile, I was starving.

Nanna frowned at her menu. “No caribou.”

“Maybe Mr. Locandro will send us to the Northwest Territories or the Yukon one of these days. I’m sure they serve caribou there. As for me, I’m opposed to eating Rudolf, Dancer, or Vixen,” Rosie said.

“So far, it’s only been the US,” I said. “But we’ll let you know if we start visiting Canada.”

A woman came downstairs. She had circular spectacles, straight brown hair hanging to mid-back. The university sweatshirt she wore gave her the aspect of an academic. The sunburn on the tops of her cheeks and the ball of her nose said she worked outside.

“Hi,” she greeted us with a smile. “Got room for one more dinner guest?”

“Sure,” Rosie said. “I’m Rosie.” She introduced the rest of us.

“Hey, there. I’m Julie Ryerson, I’m doing a dig over the summer here on the island. Working on my PhD in anthropology. It’s on the other side of the island. But I always come down on plane nights. It’s fun to meet new people.”

We’d recently been to a dig site in the southwest. Anasazi cliff dwellings. The site had been dramatic, awe-inspiring. I couldn’t think of a place that was more opposite of that than here.

Our waitress came out of the kitchen. “You joining the dinner?”

“If it’s okay, Kenze,” Julie said.

“More the merrier. Have you decided or do you want a few minutes?” Kenze asked.

“I’ll have the poutine,” Nanna said. We all ordered the same, since it was deep fried thing. Stone ordered a salad. Dressing on the side.

“I’ve always wanted to study anthropology,” Rosie said.

“In this case, I’m mostly just an observer. The university officially in charge of the dig, Minnesota State, allowed me to come, even though this is an archaeology dig. Ironically, I’m the only member of the team who actually lives on the island. At least for the summer,” she said.

“Indian stuff?” Nanna said.

“Yep. Indian stuff. But these Indian settlements go back thousands of years.” Julie sat back in her seat, a faraway look on her face. “Y’know, with all the wilderness around, you can almost imagine how life used to be here. Back before Europeans made a business out of this land.”

“Not in front of the guests,” Kenze said in a low, sing-song voice.

I waved my hand. “Don’t worry about us. We speak sarcasm.”

When the poutine arrived, we dug in with gusto. Who could argue with French fries, gravy and cheese curds?

“Who else is staying here?” I asked.

“The Ulrich family,” Kenze said. “Mom, dad and three kids. A nice family. They do a lot of hiking and boating.”

“You’ll see Mackenzie in the morning. Breakfast is served in the café,” Julie said. “It’s not a long walk.”

She smiled and pointed to double doors at the far end of the dining room.

“Tough to get lost,” Rosie smiled.

“Oh, try me,” Nanna said.

My tummy was happy, filled with Canadian food. “This sounds like a nice, quiet place to relax. Nice old cottage, attached café, lots of boats and water and trees.”

“It’s almost idyllic,” Mackenzie said.

“Almost,” Julie raised her brows.

“What am I missing?” I said.

“Well, it’s a small island. Sometimes the neighbors are… let’s say too close,” Julie said.

“Too close to the B&B?” I asked.

“Too close to everything,” Kenze said.

I wasn’t sure what that meant. But for now, we had a fairytale cottage to enjoy. From the gingham tablecloths in the small dining room to the fresh cut flowers in vases, the theme of botanical art hanging on the walls—some of them looking like original watercolors—the place oozed charm and peace.

We went to sleep to the sound of lapping waves and chiming from the marina. Voices woke us up. Angry voices. Stone stepped out of the shower, fresh off his morning run.

“What’s with the shouting?”

I blearily shook my head. What time was it in Las Vegas? “Better go see.”


CHAPTER TWO


“Idon’t care what you do every day, there is something called quiet enjoyment that everyone has a right to.”

A short man with broad shoulders and a stomach he tried to hide shouted in the Honeycomb Café. With the doors to the cottage open, his voice echoed through the B&B.

“Someone has to stand for your neighbors, Gwen!” he said. “You can’t break the law and expect to get away with it.”

“Hang on, hang on, break the law?” I said. Before coffee, I could be less than pleasant. And the red-faced blowhard looked like a target for less than pleasant.

“The noise! The music! At this hour? It isn’t even eight o’clock!” he said.

I stopped. Listened. Held my breath, because that helped me hear better (why did I do this?), but it took a moment before I heard the quiet lilt of classical music drifting from hidden speakers.

“I can hear it clearly from my bedroom window and I won’t stand for it. As the head of the neighborhood watch, I demand you reduce the volume,” he said.

“Go home, Otis.” A man hunched over a laptop at a corner table. “You’re disturbing the tourists.”

“I’m disturbing the tourists?” he blustered. “What about that obnoxious music?”

“The only thing I heard this morning was your big mouth.” Nanna padded from the cottage. She pointed a finger at him. “If I want a bunch of shouting in the morning, I’ll turn off my hearing aid.”

“I mean it, Gwen. I’m this close to bringing in the law.” Otis indicated how close by producing a small gap between his thumb and index finger.

“For what?” Gwen folded her arms behind the coffee bar. Mackenzie stood behind her, looking confused and worried.

“This horrendous din you’re pumping into the neighborhood! How can we be expected to sleep? Some of us don’t want to follow your café schedule!”

“The music is off, Otis,” Gwen said. Mackenzie nodded in agreement behind her.

“It is?” He cocked his head like a confused dog.

I could barely hear it before. Now I couldn’t hear it at all. Even with my breath held.

Otis visibly pulled himself together. “My ears must have been numbed by the horrendous tintinnabulation. Don’t let me hear it again, or it won’t be me showing up. It will be the law.”

He did an about-face and marched out of the café.

“Wow. What’s with that guy?” Nanna said. “He’s really got a stick up his—”

“Coffee,” I interrupted. “Please.”

“There’s a bar in the corner. Unless you want espresso. Leah will bring you a menu in a moment,” Gwen said. “Please sit anywhere. I apologize for the early morning outburst.”

I grabbed coffee, sipping it while my companions filled their mugs, and then topped off. We chose a table close to the coffee. Leah, who acted as the bell person last night, now wore a Honeybee Café T-shirt and jeans.

“Good morning. I see you found the coffee,” she smiled. “Is there anything else I can get you started with?”

“Do you have huevos rancheros?” I asked.

“No, sorry. Our usual customers don’t like a lot of spice.”

I took a menu. “Then I’ll need a minute.”

A woman bustled in the front door, overtaxed yoga pants, pink crocks, and a dark sweatshirt covered in flour. Her salt-and-pepper mop of hair was more flour and pepper. She carried a stainless-steel tray. “Here we go, sandwich rolls for lunch. Do you have your order ready for tomorrow morning, Gwen?”

She walked around behind the espresso bar. Gwen looked through some papers. “We’ve nearly got a full house. I’ll need an extra loaf of bread and some pastries. Julie and the Ulrichs are pretty much hit-and-run in the mornings.”

Speaking of, a family of tow-heads marched into the café from the B&B. They walked in line from smallest to tallest. Three kids headed for the pastries that were set out. Parents walked behind us to the coffee. They got it in to-go cups.

“Okay, guys, let’s pay for the food before we eat it,” the mother said, directing her brood to the cash register.

“Morning, new guests,” the dad toasted us with his paper cup.

And just like that, they were gone.

“They must really have someplace to go,” Nanna said. “I could never get kids that organized.”

“There’s all kinds of things to do for kids. I think they’re hiking up to the fort.” Leah returned, pointing to the back of the establishment, and I assumed, up the hill. “What can I get you for breakfast?”

“Eggs benedict sounds good,” Nanna said. “Plus, there’s Canadian bacon on it.”

Leah nodded. “In Canada it’s called back bacon. Sometimes ham.”

“What is a breakfast pasty?” Rosie asked.

“That’s a local kind of dish. It’s various meats and fillings baked in a pie crust. For breakfast, the filling is ham and sausage with cheese. Eggs on the side,” Leah said.

“Huh,” I said. “Do you have any other local breakfast dishes?”

“Well, Michigan is the home of breakfast cereal. Battle Creek, y’know. We’ve got pannukakku, which is the local version of pancakes—kind of custard flavored. And for coffee drinkers, we have korppu, which is cinnamon bread toasted hard so you can dunk it,” Leah said.

“That’s me,” I said. “Both the pancakes and the dunkers.”

Stone went off-menu, ordering a smoothie full of less than delicious ingredients. His favorite.

As we waited, a woman shuffled into the café and slumped into a chair. She put her elbows on the table, her head in her hands.

“What’s the matter, Molly?” Gwen came out of the kitchen area. She filled up a mug and set the coffee in front of Molly.

“Oh, the same ol’ same ol’.”

Gwen scowled. “Otis,” she hissed.

“He decided to come by at six a.m. to tell me Tom was out late. The boy’s seventeen. He doesn’t have a curfew. And this island doesn’t have a curfew.”

“Ah, ignore him,” the guy with the laptop looked up. “He’s in charge of the neighborhood watch, and he thinks that makes him judge, jury and executioner. Just do what I do.”

“What’s that?” Gwen asked.

“Call the cops on him whenever he shows up. It’s a pretty good deterrent. He hasn’t bothered me for months.”

“I don’t know, Nick,” Molly said. “He’s already all over Tom. What’s he going to do if I call the cops on him? Will he get all vengeful? I think I’ll just put up with him.”

“The guy is power hungry. And no police force in their right mind would have him,” Gwen said. “He just wants to play neighborhood dictator.”

“Great,” Molly sipped her coffee. “In my neighborhood.”

“Seems to me like he’s slipping,” Nick said, going back to the computer. “Loud music? That’s grasping at straws.”

The woman delivering baked goods grabbed some coffee and sat with Gwen and Molly.

“You’re on the neighborhood watch, Paula. Can’t you talk to him?” Gwen asked.

The baker shrugged. “We started the thing just to be visible at night. A deterrent. But Otis, he went crazy when he won the leadership vote. Now we’re like cops, looking for criminals instead of just letting them know someone is watching.”

“How did he get put in charge? Everybody hates him,” Molly said.

“You got me. I didn’t vote for him,” Paula said. “I’ll try to talk to him, but I think I’ll make more headway talking to the others in the watch. Maybe the group can pull him back a little.”

I stopped eavesdropping when our breakfast arrived. The pancakes looked like pancakes. I dipped some of the cinnamon bread in my coffee. Crunched. Not bad.

“Why is that mean little man bothering people in the café?” Nanna asked.

“He’s just a lonely guy. I guess this is the only interaction he has. Berating people,” Leah shrugged.

“I guess total jerks like to live in nice places, too,” Nanna said.

More people came in. Some for breakfast, some for coffee. I snuck some of Rosie’s pasty. Delicious. I’d have to get a lunch or dinner version later. I was surprised that Nanna put away all the eggs Benedict.

Gwen went back to work to help out with the growing crowd. The ones who weren’t awakened by a crazy person’s shouting.

“How’s the novel coming, Nick?” Molly asked.

“Great! I think I’m finally happy with chapter three,” he said.

“Chapter three?” Molly said. “How long have you been working on it?”

“Year and a half or so. I’m in no hurry,” he said. “I still need to wrap my head around the protagonist.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, he’s a guy who’s got no power, yet is completely full of himself and thinks he’s in charge of stuff,” Nick said. He typed a few words.

Nanna gave me raised brows. I shrugged.

“Breakfast meat pie,” Rosie said. “Hearty. Let me check Mr. Locandro’s itinerary. Looks like it’s going to be a nice day.”

“Hope it’s something close,” Nanna said. “Don’t think they have Ubers here. Maybe horse Ubers? Wouldn’t that be something!”

I finished my pannukakku and korppu. “They must have some kind of horse Ubers. Only emergency services have motorized vehicles.”

“Speaking of horse Ubers, our first island experience is horseback riding,” Rosie looked up from her phone. “We’ve done plenty of that.”

“I’m more of a horse and carriage girl,” Nanna said. “But I like riding.”

“Um,” Stone said.

A man of few words, I frequently had to interpret his grunts and utterances. In this case, my Stone Translator said that he wasn’t big on equestrian endeavors. And that I looked great in my new black jeans.

“Better get used to it, Stone,” Rosie kidded him. “It’s either horses or walking.”

“Hm,” Stone said.

Translation: I’ll walk.

“You don’t have to do the things Locandro wants us to check out,” I said. “Stay at the B&B if you want. They’ve got books. There’s plenty of shops not far from Bluff Cottage. We got here at night, so who knows what they have here.”

“Fudge,” Nanna said.

What was she talking about? I gave her a long look but she didn’t elaborate.

“The reason I come on your work-cations is to spend time with you. Time we don’t always have back home,” Stone said.

Aw! “That doesn’t mean I’m going to make you ride horses.”

“Mm.” (I’ll give it a try.)

“It’s fun, Stone. You get a good view from horseback. We’ll be able to take in the island. If you need any tips, you can count on me,” Rosie said.

“Just as long as we don’t need to take a horse to get to the horses,” Nanna said. “How much horse can you put up with in one day? Say—do you think they serve horse meat around here? I’ve always wanted to try that.”

“Nanna, eew! No! They don’t eat horses around here,” Rosie said. “Guaranteed.”

“Are there no adventurous eaters in this country?”


CHAPTER THREE


We didn’t need to take horses to the horses. The stables were within walking distance. We walked through a neighborhood of Victorian, Edwardian, Queen Anne and Italianate houses, each more architecturally fancy than the last. I hadn’t seen this much gingerbread since I was in a bakery near Christmas.

All of them stood in front of a hill, much like Bluff Cottage. Below was the marina, the town behind us. A balmy breeze lifted the leaves, ruffled my hair.

“Lots of history here,” Nanna said. “Goes back to fur trappers, right? That was a long time ago. Oh, plus the Indians for a thousand years.”

“I wonder if we can visit the dig?” Rosie said. “We didn’t see Julie at breakfast. But wouldn’t that be cool?”

“Maybe we aren’t supposed to?” I said. “Julie said she was only here as an observer.”

Rosie snorted. “They dig at a dig. You think they won’t ask her for some free labor? It’s sponsored by a university, don’t forget.”

Maybe we had a shot. Although, despite the fascinating thought of an ancient civilization unearthed, from what I could tell from this island, we would be looking at muddy holes in the ground. It was not exciting watching people dig.

Overlooking an open view of the water, we found a lot of horse-related facilities. Hitched carts waited for drivers. People led single horses. The area smelled horsey, and I could hear them snort and whicker in the depths of their stalls.

We walked to a kind of outdoor office where people in chaps and wide-brimmed hats spoke. They looked our way as we approached. “Horse riding? Great day for it.” The speaker had leathery skin, but a pleasant face.

“That’s us,” Rosie said.

“Are you experienced riders?”

“You bet,” Nanna said. “What have you got here? Quarter horses? Half horses? Full? We can ride ‘em all.”

The man pushed his hat back on his head. “Maybe we’ll start out slow.”

Stone didn’t look thrilled. “I don’t think I’ve been on a horse since I was ten.”

“Don’t fret, Stone. It’s a piece of cake,” Rosie said.

“We’ve got you booked in for a self-guided tour,” the horse guy said, looking at Stone.

He gave a slight nod. “That’s fine.”

The horse guy found a clipboard. Made some notes. Then he led us into the stables. A couple animals stood in the wide area outside the stalls. They looked calm. Mellow. The horse guy, his name was Jeff, led one over to a set of plastic steps.

Nanna, always a go-getter, walked right up and threw herself over the back of the big horse. “My feet can’t reach the stirrups!”

Jeff got them adjusted.

Stone shook his head to indicate he didn’t need steps. Which I found bold and attractive. I watched him get a foot into one stirrup and haul himself easily into the saddle. Nice moves. I myself would use the steps.

“How about this one?” Rosie stood at a stall, looking at the animal inside. The beast snorted and stamped around. “She’s so beautiful.”

“Well,” Jeff said, pulling a brown horse out of a stall for the groom to saddle. “We tend to save Wildfire for the more experienced riders. She’s a little… Let’s say she’s got an attitude.”

“Perfect!” Rosie said. She patted the gray horse’s nose. “We are going to be best friends. Hey!”

She jerked her hand away as the horse turned her head to give Rosie a nip. “That’s not nice!”

The groom gave Jeff a doubtful look. Jeff shrugged, and the kid led the appaloosa, Wildfire, out of her stall. As he dropped a saddle on her back, the animal kicked out with her back legs and let out a whinny.

“You sure?” Jeff said.

He helped me onto the brown horse. I got my toes in the stirrups. Adjusted myself. Took the reins. This wasn’t an everyday thing for me, but I’d done enough to know what I was doing. With the reins and my knees, I moved the brown horse toward the stable doors.

Jeff gave Stone some tips as Rosie pulled herself onto Wildfire. The moment she sat in the saddle, the horse reared, front hooves pawing at the air.

“Hi ho Silver,” Nanna said, giving the beast a leery look.

“My horse isn’t going to do that, right?” Stone asked.

“No. These mares are all very gentle, very used to inexperienced riders. Forgiving. All except for…”

No need for him to say it. The appaloosa danced around the stables. From my vantage, it appeared that Wildfire wanted to divest herself of Rosie. But Rosie hung in there. “Easy, girl. Easy! We’re just going for a nice ride. Whoa! Be good.”

Introductions were made and a few jokes quipped, and then we all set off.

Nanna, Stone and I guided our mounts out into the open air. It took a few moments for Rosie to get control. She looked doubtful as she rode up behind us.

“There we go. See? No problem,” Rosie said.

Wildfire put her ears back, looking over her shoulder at her passenger.

“Was that a growl? I didn’t think horses growled,” Nanna said.

“These girls know the way. The trail goes uphill, around the fort, and back down the other side. Should take maybe forty-five minutes, an hour. Don’t hurry. Have fun. Take your time,” Jeff said.

Stone frowned. Said nothing. Nanna clucked her tongue and her horse took the lead. It was funny, her feet sticking out, her legs short, but she bobbed along like a professional equestrian.

My horse started walking on her own. So did Stone’s. Carl followed behind us. We caught up to Nanna, riding in single file. But I turned back. Rosie sat on an unmoving animal.

“Get up, girl. Hyah!” Rosie said. She bounced up and down in the saddle.

Wildfire wasn’t having it.

“Wait up!” she called.

Nanna brought her giant spotted animal to a halt. Stone, Carl, and my horses followed suit. Every head turned to look back at Rosie.

She redirected Wildfire with one rein. I heard her grunt. Wildfire finally took off at a reluctant walk. When Rosie joined the rest of us, we took off uphill.

“You do have an attitude,” Rosie said to Wildfire. “But we are still going to be best friends. Do you hear me?”

The trail gave the fort a wide berth. We could see the grassy surroundings, the ramps where cannons probably once stood. A few cannons parked around on wagon wheels. There were people all over the place, moving in and out of the fortress. Our horses moved on.

From here, near the top of the hill, I thought I could see the mainland of Michigan’s upper and lower peninsulas. Lake Huron dumped into Lake Superior, the freshwater stretch seeming endless.

Rounding the trail, we looked downhill at a separate marina. Loads of boats here. Out on the lake, fast-moving motorboats dragged water-skiers. Ragged clouds pulled against the blue of the sky. Wind blew through grass and leaves, gently, warm.

Before I could be lulled by the perfect day, Rosie grunted.

Facing behind, I saw Wildfire bucking, throwing her backside up in the air. Rosie held on.

“Stop it! Hey! What are you doing?” Rosie cried. “Woah! Woah!”

“I don’t think Wildfire likes you,” Nanna said.

“Yes, she does. She just doesn’t know it yet,” Rosie said through her teeth. “Down girl! Down! Walk normal!”

“Do you want us to wait for you?” Nanna asked.

Now Wildfire rose on her hind legs again. Rosie fought with the reins, squeezed with her legs. “Nah! We’re good! Heel! Down!”

With a shrug, Nanna headed to the downward slope of the trail. We’d circled the high hill, now returning to the stables. Rosie and Wildfire fought it out as we moved into the trees.

“Should I ask her for some tips?” Stone asked.

We arrived back, Jeff greeting us. He cast a worried look up the trail.

“She said she’s got it,” Nanna said. “Could I get those steps, please?”

Jeff put the portable steps next to Nanna’s horse and gripped the reins. She clambered down. Stone dismounted without help or direction. Because Stone could do anything.

We waited around in the shade. Maybe half an hour later, Wildfire came trotting down the trail. Without a rider.

“Rosie!” I started up the trail where we’d come down. Stone and Nanna hurried behind me.

“I’m sore in places that shouldn’t be sore,” Stone said.

“Did I turn bow-legged?” Nanna asked.

Just a few yards distant, Rosie headed down the trail toward us. I ran over to her.

“Are you okay? Did Wildfire throw you?” I checked her over. She wasn’t covered with dirt or grass stains. Her curly hair wasn’t too crazy.

“She just decided to stop,” Rosie said. “I couldn’t get her to go. Not until I got down. Then she trotted off.”

We turned back toward the equestrian center. Jeff had hold of Wildfire, staring our way.

“This isn’t over,” Rosie pointed at the horse as we walked by.

Wildfire lowered her ears and glared.

“It’s too early for lunch,” Nanna said. “What are we doing? How about seeing the town?”

My legs hurt from riding. But there was probably a lot of walking ahead of us. Might as well get used to it. “Sure. We’ll see what they got around here. Maybe pick up a souvenir for Mom. They’ve got a little lighthouse around here. They must have lighthouse stuff.” Mom had a lighthouse collection.

Limping only a little, we headed past the marina. Most of the boats were gone from their slips. On a day like today, I didn’t blame people for getting out on the water.

Downtown was only a few streets, one along the water, and a couple streets running parallel. A few alleys ran between. One thing I couldn’t help but notice was the chocolate smell that permeated the air.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Fudge,” Nanna said.

“What do you mean, fudge?”

“I know fudge when I smell it,” Nanna said. “You have your cupcake obsession. Me? I like fudge. And it smells like there’s a lot of it around here.”

She was right, we found less than a block later. Every shop had a sign in the window for fudge. People on the street had boxes of fudge in hand. Bags of fudge. In addition to the shops, there were candy factories near the lake. Producing fudge.

“Maybe we should get some fudge,” Nanna said.

With the smell twisting my arm, or nose maybe, it was hard not to. “We’ll spoil our lunch.”

“Or!” Nanna held up a finger. “Fudge for lunch.”

“What?”

“Brunch,” Nanna said.

“How about fudge for dessert,” I said.

“What’s the point of growing up if you can’t allow yourself a fudge lunch?” Nanna said. “We are in control of our own destinies. No one to tell us what to do. Plus, we’re on vacation.”

If I had a fudge lunch every time I went on one of these work-cations, my stretch pants would give out. But before we could discuss it, I heard a familiar obnoxious voice coming from down the street.

“If it’s history, it belongs in the Historical Society!”

“Is that Otis?” Rosie said.

I thought it was. Which brought up a decision—keep going, or run away.

“You stole that!”

“The neighborhood watch would never let anyone steal!” Definitely Otis.

And I was pretty sure the other voice was Julie Ryerson’s.

“It belongs to the Anishinabek people. The Ottawa, Ojibwe and Potawatomi tribes who have lived here for centuries!”

“Oh, yeah? Then why are you digging these things up?”

Like an idiot, I hurried toward the sound of the conflict.

Julie and Otis were arguing in the open door of the Historical Society. Otis brandished a stick that forked over an oblong of stone, several worn leather thongs dangling.

“We’re documenting the history. And returning everything where we got it from. That’s a very fragile piece. You need to hand it over.”

“How do you even know that it came from the dig? Maybe I found it in my garden,” Otis said.

“Because we photograph everything. It’s how we survey the site. Either hand it over, or I’m calling the cops,” Julie said.

“Cops? I’m the head of the neighborhood watch!” Otis said.

“What’s going on here?” I said, throwing myself into the conflict although no one asked me to.

“He’s been stealing artifacts from the dig,” Julie said.

“I’ve been finding Indian stuff in my yard,” Otis said. “Stuff that belongs here. Because history!”

“Fine.” Julie pulled out her cellphone.

“Go ahead. I’m connected to the cops,” Otis said.

Her phone rang. An operator answered. “I’d like to report a burglary,” Julie said, locking eyes with Otis.

He quickly broke. “Here. Take it. I don’t want this dirty thing in the Historical Society anyway.”

Otis tossed it to her. She fumbled it with one hand. “Never mind,” she said into the phone.

“Go away,” Otis said. “We’re closed.”

I pointed at the sign on the door. “It says—”

And the door closed in our faces. It wasn’t a very dramatic move. The door was glass; shut slowly on a hydraulic arm. Otis leaned on it, locking it before walking away.

“You said he’s stealing from the dig?” I asked.

“So tough to prove. Of course there are artifacts all over the island. Indians lived all over this island. Luckily, this piece stood out. You never find a tomahawk with an intact handle. This got preserved in some buckskin somehow. But it’s important. It shows what materials were used hundreds of years ago.”

Julie pulled a paper bag out of her purse. It reminded me of evidence bags police used for larger objects or things they didn’t want to be touched by plastic. “I’m bringing this back. I need to talk to the archaeologists about security. I hope they aren’t using the neighborhood watch.”

She walked down the street, put the bag in a bicycle basket, and rode off down the street. As we walked the other way, a short, thin man with a big nose hurried to the door. He knocked on the glass with his keys.

“Otis! You can’t hide in there! I have a bone to pick with you!” He rapped with his keys again.

Nosy as I was, this didn’t concern us.


CHAPTER FOUR


Iwanted to go to see the dig site, see how different it was from the majestic red cliffs of the Four Corners region. But after the confrontation, I didn’t think now was a good time to ask. Instead, we hit up all the little shops downtown. They featured lots of local artwork, hand worked crafts, photographs and prints of the area. It really was a lovely place.

Eventually, the scent drove us to it. We could no longer resist the clarion call of fudge. It started with a five-pack. Rosie, Nanna and I had a Rochambeau contest over the last piece. And then we just bought some more anyway.

This made us not hungry. Which meant we visited more shops. That also had fudge. Doing our best to refrain from any more sweets, I had everyone focus on a fridge magnet, pot holder, keepsake box, figurine, clock, keychain, pendant or any other gifty thing featuring the local lighthouse.

Unfortunately, the aid to navigation in question was only two stories tall. Not particularly imposing. But found things we did. I comparison-shopped, ending up with a magnet and a figurine to go on Mom’s lighthouse figurine shelf.

Purchases in my purse, we wandered out onto the sidewalk.

“I can’t feel my feet,” Nanna said.

“Might be time to sit down. How about dinner? We don’t have to eat much, just take a load off for a while,” I said.

Rosie nodded up the street. “I saw a fish place that looks good. The sign said they specialized in fresh-caught fish.”

While I preferred my fish battered, deep fried, and served with French fries, tartar sauce and malted vinegar, I figured when in Rome. The place was crowded, but we were told we could get a table with a view if we wanted to wait a few extra minutes. Since there were chairs, I thought that was fine.

“My dogs are barking,” Nanna said, twiddling her feet. “Good thing I didn’t wear my cowboy boots.”

I didn’t ask. I was sure she had a pair. Probably chaps, too. The only equestrian thing I remembered doing with her was a one-horse open sleigh where she took the reins for a while. But we lived in Las Vegas. She might have ridden horses a few times a week as far as I knew. Nanna liked to keep busy.

“This place sure is popular,” Rosie said, looking around. “You think it’s tourists or locals?”

“Hopefully locals. They would know the best places to eat,” I said. “We should hit up Gwen and Leah. See where the good eats are on the island.”

Our table looked out over the water. It was too early for sunset, but the shadows stretched out, letting us know it would soon be dark. The server talked us into the special, which was fresh caught northern pike filets. Stone seemed enthusiastic, so I figured it would be a healthy meal.

“Man, I’m sore.” I tried to stretch. “At this rate, I should probably just join you on your runs, Stone.”

He blinked at me.

Rosie broke out in laughter. Nanna joined her.

“What?”

“Oh, c’mon, Tiff! You don’t exercise,” Rosie said. “When was the last time you went for a run?”

I thought it was when we were sent to Alaska. Which was a while ago. And that was one short run.

“It’s been a while,” I admitted.

“Maybe go for a brisk walk, then. I can’t see you keeping up with Stone,” Rosie said.

“Or a power walk,” Nanna said. “Me and a group of friends do that once in a while. Around a mall. It’s pretty impressive. We’re like an old people army.”

“I can keep up with Stone just fine,” I said. Looked at him. He bore no trace of doubt or bemusement. “As long as there aren’t any hills. Or long distances.”

“Yeah, right,” Rosie smiled. “You’re killing me, Boss.”

The fish arrived. It was a little fishy for my tastes, but the potatoes were prepared in a half mashed, half fried way that seemed to push them into the less-than-healthy realm.

“Okay, better turn in early if I’m getting up for a run.”

“I want evidence,” Rosie said.

“O ye of little faith.”

Was I really going through with this? Just to make a point? My stubbornness warred with my laziness. Guess we’d just have to see.

As we finished, a young man appeared on the sidewalk outside the restaurant. He shoved his way into knots of tourists. From my point of view, he was panhandling. And when he grabbed an older man’s arm, I took it up a notch to aggressive panhandling.

Nearby tables murmured about how shameful it all was. I wasn’t completely unsympathetic. If you needed to eat, you needed to eat. At the same time, I wasn’t naïve enough to think it was a hearty meal the guy was after.

His hair was a curly mess, a few days’ growth of beard on his chin, and maybe in his late teens or early twenties. A familiar figure bulled his way toward the youth.

“Uh oh,” Rosie said. “The neighborhood watch in action.”

Otis wore a navy blue windbreaker with WATCH COMMANDER emblazoned across the back in white block letters over a cerulean shirt that looked a lot like part of a police uniform. Two guys following him had unmarked jackets.

When the panhandler saw them coming, he hurried away down the block. The neighborhood watch pursued.

“Gotta keep the sidewalks safe for tourism,” Nanna said.

The desserts were very Michigan, I thought, since either fudge or cherries were the main ingredients, along with something called pawpaw. I figured I’d skip dessert. Rare for me.

“I think I’ve seen a shortcut to the Bluff House,” Stone said. “At the end of that alley are stairs.”

“Stairs? I’m full of fish. Maybe we can hail a horse and carriage,” I said.

Looking up and down the street, I wondered if there was such a thing as a carriage stand. A Surrey station. A buggy stop.

“It’s just up there,” Nanna pointed to the street above. “I’d rather take the stairs than walk up the hill. At least you get a railing.”

Rosie wandered off. She stood in front of a market.

“Since I have no idea how to hail a buggy, I guess the stairs will work,” I said. “What are you doing, Rosie?”

“Give me one sec,” she said and darted inside.

“We just ate!” Nanna called after her.

I continued to scan for a carriage, hoping I’d get lucky and find one off duty. Rosie came back out before I found one.

“Good to go,” she said.

“Let’s cut down the alley,” Stone said.

“What did you get?” Nanna peeked in her bag before Rosie could pull it away.

“It’s personal.”

“Carrots, an apple, and sugar cubes,” Nanna said. “That’s gonna be one strange salad.”

We followed Stone to the alley. When I saw the steps climbing up the steep hill, I had second thoughts. Other people climbed them, up and down. It seemed a legit thoroughfare.

“She’s trying to get in good with that horse,” I said. “Wildfire.”

“Am not,” Rosie said. “I just happen to like carrots and sugar cubes.”

But as we cleared the building, the sound of shattering glass made us start.

“Get away from me, Otis. You ain’t the law.”

The panhandler now stood behind the row of restaurants and shops, back against the recycling bins. Otis and his two guys were at the other end of the parking lot. “We’re taking you in anyway. There’s no panhandling downtown, Greg. You know that. I’m making a citizens’ arrest.”

The three men started across the parking lot. But the kid, Greg, grabbed another bottle from the bin behind him and chucked it. It smashed at the feet of the neighborhood watch guys, making them take hasty steps back.

“Don’t make this hard on yourself!” Otis said.

“You got no authority. Call the cops if you want. But I ain’t going anywhere with you,” Greg said.

The guys moved faster this time, surrounding Greg. Stone frowned and veered off the alley toward the fray.

“Yes you are, punk, you’re coming with us to the station—”

Otis stopped short as Stone moved beside Greg.

“Call the cops, like he said,” Stone said. “Otherwise, back off. You don’t have the right to assault citizens.”

“We’re the neighborhood watch. We do what we want,” Otis said, standing taller. “With criminals, anyway.”

“I can fight my own battles,” Greg snarled at Stone.

Stone gave him a dark look. “Doing a great job of it.”

“You’re interfering with an arrest. With an investigation,” Otis said.

“No, I’m not. Go patrol somewhere else. Go on.” Stone stared them down.

Even though there were three of them, they silently decided it was not worth it to confront Stone. They turned and walked out of the parking lot throwing angry looks over their shoulders.

Stone headed back up the alley again.

“I didn’t need your help!” Greg said. When Stone didn’t reply, he slipped around the building back toward the main street.

“You sure showed them. I was all ready for you to bust out with the martial arts. Hai-yah!” Nanna did a karate chop in the air.

“I don’t like bullies,” Stone said.

We reached the stairs. There were two landings between the top and bottom. Boards creaked as we ascended. By now, the edge of the sun touched the land across the water. At the second landing, I stopped, out of breath.

“And you’re going for a run in the morning?” Rosie said.

“You’re just provoking me into it,” I said.

She shrugged. “You’re right. I am. But I’ll believe it when I believe it.”

From the top of the stairs, the upper road ran fairly level. We left downtown behind. Below us, the marina appeared just before we reached Bluff Cottage. Aside from the overzealous community watch program, the island gave off a serene vibe.

“Those neighborhood watch guys are going to get sued,” Rosie said.

I finally got my breath back. “They are going too far. Instead of trying to apprehend suspects, they should just call in the authorities. That’s what a neighborhood watch is supposed to do. That, and just show up. Let criminals know someone is watching.”

“Abuse of power,” Nanna said. “That Otis is a real wannabe.”

We reached the entrance to Bluff Cottage, the drive cutting through a garden of rose bushes, low flowering cover and ornamental trees. Fountains burbled, and garden statues took positions to guard the house for the night. The angles of the building softened with the growing shadows.

“Let’s binge watch some old Perry Mason,” Rosie said. “They’ve got good internet here.”

I looked at my phone, calculating the hours before Stone’s run. He got up before the crack of dawn. “Raincheck. I’m going to get my eight hours in.”

“Sure,” Rosie said. “Don’t forget, I want evidence.”


CHAPTER FIVE


No matter how much I slept, the hour was far too early. Stone was up and dressed in his running clothes. “C’mon, Bae. It’ll be nice and easy.”

I tried to cover my head with the blanket, but Stone pulled it down again. Growling, I sat up. The problem with morning runs was that they took place before coffee. My brain didn’t run without caffeine. It also preferred a shot of sugar and carbs.

After putting my sneakers on the wrong feet (twice) I finally staggered around, trying to wake up. Stone gestured to the door. My voice produced no words. Already exhausted, I followed him into the hall.

Rosie’s door opened before we could pass. She stared at me. “Will wonders never cease?”

We headed out. “Guess you don’t need evidence now.”

I made a noise.

Stone started running in place. “We’ll just go to the end of the bluff and come back around the other side. Like the horse ride, but one level lower.”

I made another noise, not quite forming a word. My eyes weren’t working yet. Was that the moon?

A little too bright and eager, Stone ran slowly down the steps and along the curved carriage path. I followed him, limbs flailing. But I was going to do this. Show Rosie I could. Even if I hated it and would never do it again. I watched Stone’s feet, hoping to gain some muscle memory of how to run for no reason.

I should’ve been watching Stone. He stopped short. I plowed into him walking full out. Stone caught me when I bounced off of him, so I didn’t land on the ground.

Making a grunt that I tried to make inquisitive, I followed his gaze.

To a body face down and spread-eagled in the flower bed. Even in the false dawn, I could see what had happened. Someone had brained him with a garden gnome. It lay in colorful pieces on each side of the body.

“Otis,” Stone said.

The identity was obvious, the fallen man wore a familiar windbreaker. Red now covered a few of the white block letters.

Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy, I wanted to say. My mouth and throat were too asleep yet. All I could do was shake my head.

Stone surveyed the scene. “The doer probably hid behind those trees. Came up on Otis when he was in the driveway. The gnome is made of terra cotta, but still hard and heavy enough.”

I looked and saw the red-brown clay where the gnome had cracked apart. His red Devo hat lay in several pieces, his beard busted off his face. It had been a hard blow. I tried to make words. My mouth felt gummy.

“Agreed. Someone angry did this,” Stone said. Apparently, he could translate my sleep voice the way I translated his laconic grunts. “Do you have your cellphone?”

Cellphone? What was that?

“Okay, stay here with the body. I’ll go have the desk make a call,” he said. Before I could respond, he was already up the porch steps and back inside the bed and breakfast. Bed. Breakfast. Both sounded good. But I waited with Otis, making sure no one messed up the crime scene. Like any sane person was awake at this hour.

Did a body show up the last time Stone talked me into running? I thought maybe, still half asleep. Is this why he ran in the morning? Before you knew your feet hurt, you were done. It seemed only a second passed before he was beside me again.

“They’re on their way,” he said.

I finally managed to speak. “Coffee.”

He nodded. “Go see if the café is open yet.”

It wasn’t, but I saw Gwen inside. Waved to her. She hurried over to the door and unlocked it. “My God, Leah told me what happened.” Gwen looked over my shoulder, even though the garden wasn’t visible from here.

“Coffee,” I said.

“Right. Of course. Better get all the pots going if the cops are on their way.”

I followed her in. Found the pump carafe ready to go. Filled two to-go cups and went back to where Stone stood guard.

Headlights surprised me, as did the flashing blue ones. A police car pulled into the driveway.

“So, there are cars here,” I said. Then sipped more coffee, hoping to create thoughts worth expressing.

“Holy schmoly, that’s Otis Claremont!” A guy in a blue uniform got out of the black-and-white. He moved to the edge of the driveway but Stone stopped him before he walked into the flower bed.

“Do you have crime scene techs?” he asked.

“No. They’ll have to come from the mainland. I’d better wake up the chief,” the cop said. He got back in his car, lifting the radio mic.

Gwen came down the walk, a to-go cup in hand. “Oh, my goodness. Of all the places to get murdered, why did Otis pick mine?”

I didn’t think he had a choice.

She walked over to the police car and handed the officer coffee. He nodded his thanks, engaged in a conversation over the radio.

“Should we go?” I asked Stone. “They aren’t going to need us.”

Gwen wandered back over. “I can’t remember the last time there was a murder on the island. This could really hurt the B&B.”

“It does seem like a safe place,” Stone said.

“Actually, the crime rate here is five hundred times the national average,” Gwen said.

We both stared at her.

“Mosty property crime. That’s why we started the neighborhood watch. And there aren’t that many permanent residents. Skews the data, I’m told,” she said.

This certainly wasn’t a property crime.

Before long, another vehicle appeared. This one was an ambulance, but a cop got out of the back. He was much older than the officer in the car. Without hesitating, he walked over to where we stood and looked at the body.

“Why here, Chief?” Gwen asked.

He shook his head, giving her a sympathetic look. “We’ll have to look into it. Otis liked throwing his weight around. Guess he pushed the wrong person too far.”

The chief eyed us. “Who’re you?”

“We found the body,” Stone said. “Called it in.”

Men from the ambulance came over, one of them unfolding a tarp.

“Otis was unliked,” I said. “This might be tough for you to crack. We’ve seen a few interactions. None of them turned out good.”

“Like what?”

I told the chief about Julie recovering the stolen tomahawk, about Greg whoever-he-was in the parking lot behind the restaurant. “If that’s a typical day for him, you’ll be flooded with suspects.”

“What would you know about it?” It wasn’t a get-out-of-my-case question, but one of hopeful curiosity.

“We’re private investigators,” I said. “I’ve solved a few murders. You can call Las Vegas Metro. They’ll give you my bona fides. Probably.”

“We don’t get a lot of big city crime here. Mostly petty theft. Vandalism. Obviously no car thefts. But also no homicides, not in the time I’ve been here,” the chief said.

“It probably happened late. We arrived just at sunset last night and got up at an ungodly hour to exercise,” I said. “The blood isn’t fresh. He’s been here a couple-few hours.”

Ambulance guys, carefully watching where they stepped, covered the body. Somehow, the shape beneath was worse than seeing the actual body. But they had to preserve it for the crime scene techs. I couldn’t see an easier way. The road wasn’t the busiest, but I’d seen people walking or riding horses. It would be tough keeping it a secret.

“Better find the other neighborhood watch guys. See who Otis was patrolling with,” the chief said.

“Well, we can give you a description, if that helps,” I said.

Stone, who could operate in the early hours, described the men backing up Otis last night. They weren’t big guys. One had a goatee. The other, I recalled, was hiding his baldness beneath a blue ball cap.

“Sam Wagers and Bill Craig. His usual cronies.” The chief recognized them. “Think they’re doing the ‘Walking Tall’ thing. The ‘Death Wish’ thing.”

“Vigilantes,” Stone said. “We got that vibe.”

“That’s what happens when amateurs try to become cops. It isn’t hard to imagine people fed up enough to do this to him,” the chief said.

“He used to be so nice,” Gwen said. “The neighborhood watch twisted him up inside.”

The chief nodded. “You’re right there. Ever since he was voted the watch commander. Took it to the limit.”

“Can I get you some coffee?” Gwen asked the chief.

“That would be great, Gwen.”

“And… do we really need all these official vehicles parked out front? There’s room behind the B&B.” She shrugged and trotted back to the café.

“Gotta make room for the techs and the coroner anyway,” the chief said to himself. He walked toward the ambulance drivers. But stopped and turned back. “Just off the record, you won’t be stepping on my toes if you want to take a look yourselves. I won’t get mad or anything.”

With a shrug, he walked on.

“He wants your help,” Stone said when the chief was out of earshot.

“Yeah. I get that. But can’t I have just one work-cation where I relax?”

Stone put an arm around me. “You’re just too good at what you do.”

Which, on the one hand, made me warm and fuzzy inside. I didn’t have half the skills Stone did. On the other, I was thinking he was hitting too close to home.

Gwen returned, and I saw Rosie come out the front door. She gave me a quizzical look as she walked the drive. “You were gone for so long, I thought you might have had a heart attack.”

“Thanks for checking.”

She stared at the tarp. “What’s going on? Is that what I think it is?”

Gwen handed the chief a cup of coffee. The ambulance guys got in their bus.

“It is.”

Rosie shook her head. Then looked at the people standing around. “Where’d you get the coffee?”

“Gwen opened the Honeybee early. To help out the cops with coffee.”

“Hope they take away the body soon. People get up early for breakfast around here. It’s still way early, I guess,” Rosie said.

Gwen came over to talk to us while the chief talked to the uniform, pointing behind the Bluff Cottage.

“Daryl—Chief Devoe—mentioned you were investigators?” Gwen said.

“We are,” Rosie said. “Stone is retired. Although he’s just as good as we are.”

“I’ve never hired an investigator before,” Gwen said. “I was thinking maybe I could hire you."

“You’re worried about this murder taking a toll on your business,” Rosie said, looking at her in understanding. “And you want it solved ASAP, before you face financial ruin and the community shuns you.”

Rosie wasn’t trying to be rude. We’d been on quite a few workcations now where a BnB owner worried about all those things after a murder.

Gwen blinked slowly. “Huh. I didn’t think of that.”

Rosie’s brow went up.

“No, it’s…” She moved closer, lowering her voice. “A long time ago, Otis and I had a relationship.”

“Really? You’re a little out of his league,” I said.

“Long time ago, like I said. But I know if Chief Devoe digs long enough, he’ll uncover it. I do not want that revealed to this gossiping town, no matter how long ago it was.”

Well, from what I knew of the guy, I couldn’t blame her. “We don’t come cheap.”

“If no one ever finds out… It’ll be worth it. And, y’know, the potential impact on my business. Although there isn’t another B&B on the island,” Gwen said.

There was a grand hotel, I thought, but that wasn’t the same. You probably couldn’t get eggs Benedict there. Or pasties.

“Give us a hint. So far, we saw Julie get in a fight with him, and some punk named Greg. Do you have a better subject for us to track down?”

“Greg. Greg Matters. He’s a troublemaker. But Julie? She’s sweet as pie,” Gwen said.

I told her about the artifact. “It was like he felt entitled to it.”

“Well, anything historical. He took his duty at the historical society over the top. Just like his neighborhood watch duty. But no way was it Julie Ryerson. Greg maybe, but not Julie,” Gwen said.

“What makes you so sure?” I asked.

“Well, I hear Greg is a drug dealer. He gets arrested a lot. He’s not a good kid. Molly said he was a terrible influence on her son, Tom. But Tom is on the straight and narrow now. Applying to colleges. And Otis had it out for him.”

“But didn’t he have it out for Tom, too? I’m guessing he had it out for all teenagers,” I said. “He harassed Molly about it yesterday, right?”

Gwen shrugged. “Yeah. I guess guys like Otis will always be out to get the teenagers.”

“Is there anyone else?” Most of the victims we investigated were greatly disliked. It made for a lot of interviews. For once, it would be nice to cut to the chase.

She raised her palms. “I don’t really know anyone in particular. You’ll have to ask Paula. Or the others in the watch. They’ll have a better idea. But I have the feeling that they’re going to say the same thing. Lots of people had issues with Otis.”


CHAPTER SIX


“Have Greg Matters picked up,” the chief said to the officer. “And send the forensics guys up here as soon as they arrive.”

“On it, Chief.” The officer pulled around the drive and headed down the hill.

“You really think a teenager did this?” I asked him.

He frowned. “I’d prefer to think not. But Otis and Greg went at it all the time. Otis would try to bring him in. Greg would run away. Or worse, he’d just strut into the station because Otis had it wrong.”

But if Chief Devoe was pulling in Greg, we’d have to find someone else to interview. “When does Paula usually show up?”

“Usually just before the Honeybee opens. It should be any time,” Gwen said.

We followed her up the drive back to the B&B and café beyond.

“Keep in touch,” Chief Devoe called after us.

Rosie’s phone bleeped. She checked. “Nanna wonders why we’ve abandoned her.”

“Invite her for breakfast,” I said.

Nanna would totally be into a murder case. She liked working with me. Once in a while, she was even insightful. Paula waited at the door, a basket over her arm.

“Where have you been, Gwen? Where’s Leah and Kenze?” Paula asked.

“I’m sure they’re around. We’ve had some bad news,” Gwen said.

“Oh? Well, spill the tea, Gwen. What’s going on?”

Gwen unlocked the door and held it for us all. “Otis Claremont was found dead.”

“Why, that’s not necessarily bad news,” Paula said.

“Except he was found in my front garden,” Gwen said. “Murdered.”

“You worked with him on the neighborhood watch,” I jumped in.

“Volunteered with him, you mean. It isn’t a paid gig. I just got involved to keep the graffiti off my bakery,” Paula said. “I was losing a lot of money painting over it all the time.”

“Can you think of anyone angry enough at him to kill him?” I asked.

We sat at a table as Gwen took the basket into the kitchen. Leah poked her head out. “Are we open?”

“No. Just working on a problem,” Gwen said out of view.

“Coffee?” I smiled, holding up my to-go cup.

The girl nodded and vanished again. I could hear her speaking to Gwen in low, urgent tones.

“Well, depending on the day, or the time of year, anybody might be angry enough. See, Otis had this way about him. He was a notorious gossip. And he wasn’t afraid to use it against people. You know, holding on to the information for when he needed to intimidate someone,” Paula said. “He claimed to be an expert sleuth, but it was really all rumor-mongering and bullying. Otis liked having something over everybody’s head.”

“Like what?” Rosie said.

At the doors to the B&B, I saw Nanna press her face to the glass. I got up to let her in. But I could still hear Paula speak.

“Just stupid stuff. Like breaking into the grand hotel pool and skinny dipping. Like your horse getting into the community garden. It could be as serious as an accusation of theft, or something as stupid as leaving out the garbage cans on the street.”

“What’s the rumpus?” Nanna said as I let her in.

“I’ll give you the details later,” I said.

“If you want an insider’s point of view, you should talk to Travis Clover,” Paula said as we sat.

“Who’s that?”

“He’s kind of second in command of the neighborhood watch. Didn’t much see eye-to-eye with Otis. And for all his trying, Travis never could get elected the watch commander. I mean, I never voted for Otis. But he had his cronies. There are only six of us anyway. Otis, Sam Wagers and Bill Craig always patrolled together. Me, Travis and Sally Gitty did every other night. Sometimes, it was just two of us. Other times, more people would join. I expect with this murder, there are going to be a lot of volunteers,” Paula said.

Nanna’s eyes went big at the word murder, but she managed to keep her cool.

For all of ten seconds.

“Who got whacked?” Nanna asked. “Are we on the case? Did the cops threaten to put us in jail if we interfered in the investigation? Do we get to carry guns?”

“Otis,” Rosie answered her, “Yes, no and no.”

“That wannabe Hitler?” I could tell that Nanna went back over her questions in her head because after a moment she frowned.

“So where do we find Travis?” I asked Paula.

“He works at the marina in the office. You can’t miss him. He’s a skinny little guy with a great big nose. Kind of honks when he talks,” Paula said. “And if you need to ask me anything else, get my number from Gwen. I’ve got deliveries to make.”

I recalled the man who demanded to see Otis at the historical society. He fit Paula’s description. If he was the same guy, we already heard him angrily calling for Otis. Did they meet up, or had Otis hidden until Travis gave up and went away? And if so, would that have angered the thin man into attacking Otis late last night?

More coffee arrived and I fueled my brain.

“After breakfast, we need to talk with a few people. Greg, the punk throwing bottles last night, is getting hauled in. So skip him for now. The two other obvious ones are Travis. I’m pretty sure that was the guy pounding on the door to the historical society. And Julie.”

Nanna frowned. “Julie seems nice.”

I nodded. “Yes, she does. And Travis, if that was Travis Clover we saw, strikes me as douchey. Maybe as douchey as Otis.”

“It takes a special kind of person to want to be neighborhood watch commander,” Rosie said.

“Right,” Nanna said. “It takes a small-scale tyrant.”

“I don’t know what time marinas open their doors,” I said. “To me, it looks like you just go there and take a boat out. There must be more to it I guess.”

The last time I’d dealt with a marina, it was all about renting boats. It was likely the same thing went on here. There was a lot more lake than island.

“Well, let’s eat first,” Nanna said.

“Yes, I’m totally starvated,” Rosie said. “You must be too, from your run.”

“Funny, your hair usually does amusing things when you glow,” Nanna said. Glow. Her word for sweat.

Rosie leaned closer. “You didn’t even go on a run, did you?”

Leah crossed from the kitchen and unlocked the outside door, then the one leading into the B&B.

“We were kind of busy with the body in the garden,” I said, lowering my voice.

Customers came in almost immediately. The Ulrich family entered from Bluff Cottage. I was hoping Julie would, too. Save us a trip, maybe. A few locals came in the front door.

“What was the MO?” Rosie asked. “Was there a murder weapon?”

“A terra cotta gnome,” I said.

“Really?” Rosie stuck out her lower lip.

“What? It was broken over his head. He was lying prone. There was blood.” I looked over my shoulder. No one was listening in.

“Those gnomes are made from terra cotta slurry, poured in a mold. They just aren’t that strong. Maybe not hard enough to kill a guy. I’m thinking it would just crumble,” Rosie said. “Of course, these days, places sell cheap terra cotta pots that are actually painted concrete.”

“Nope. Even in the dark, I could see the reddish clay where the gnome had broken apart.”

Stone nodded in agreement. “The gnome was the murder weapon.”

Rosie shook her head. “I’ll betcha it was something else. The garden gnome to the head was just a diversion. That’s the way the cops will play it before the coroner’s report comes in.”

I thought it over. Rosie was smart. If she thought the gnome was an unlikely weapon, I had to consider it. “Okay. Say the gnome wasn’t the weapon. Even though the police chief seems eager for our help, that doesn’t mean he’ll share information with us.”

We’d come across that before. It was only second to the threat of arrest if we interfered in an investigation.

“We don’t let the gnome taint the investigation,” Stone said. “Whether we have the how or not, what we really need to focus on is the who and the why.”

I nodded. The hardest part. First, we needed to decide on the what, meaning what to order for breakfast. We would need the energy if we were running around investigating. Literally running around.

“This time, I’m going to try the pasty,” I said.

“Highly recommended,” Rosie said. “Why do you keep looking at the door to the B&B?”

“She’s hoping Julie comes in,” Nanna said. “Right?”

I nodded. “Might be better, questioning her over breakfast.”

“What time do anthropologists go to work?” Rosie said. “Early, to avoid the heat of the day?”

Good question. Stone and I were up early and we saw no one. That didn’t mean Julie hadn’t bashed Otis’s head in on her way to the dig an hour before. I had to get the gnome bashing out of my head. It was true that we didn't really know how Otis died.

I thought it over as we ordered and waited.

Otis must have been alone at the time of death. Or… maybe his two cronies had something to do with it? They needed to go high up on the suspect list. At least as high as Julie and Travis.

For the moment, I was going with alone. I had to wonder if someone lured him to the Bluff Cottage garden. Leah arrived with a tray of toasts, coffee and Stone’s smoothie.

“Say, Leah. When Otis was in here yesterday, complaining about the music, what was that all about? He must live nearby.”

“Nearby? Heck, try next door.” She pointed. “And what a great neighbor to have. He scares Kenze, but he’s just a bag of hot air. He was just a bag of hot air.”

An old guy in a tweed Scally cap walked in. “I don’t know what you’re growing in your garden, Gwen, but the cops are taking it away. It’s not the devil’s lettuce, is it?”

Awesome.

“I’ll bet the chief is at Otis’s house,” Rosie said.

And he had thrown out the dragnet to bring in our most likely suspect. Julie was nowhere in sight.

“Guess we head for the marina,” I said. “See what Travis Clover has to say for himself.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


It was another beautiful day, windier, with a few puffy clouds scooting across the blue lens of the sky. There were waves, much larger than I would think would come off a lake. No smell of brine, despite the endlessness of the water. Just a slightly fishy smell, a wet smell, the smell of life, I thought.

It didn’t take long to walk to the marina. It did take a while to find an office in the network of docks, piers and bobbing vessels. There were more boats moored today than yesterday. Maybe the blustery wind was keeping the tourists on dry land.

I recognized Travis right away from yesterday. He was the guy tapping on the historical society door with his keys.

“Mr. Clover, can we have a word?” I asked. The office was small, with Travis the only one working.

“It’s morning. I’m busy in the morning. Unless you scheduled a boat rental. I don’t see one on the manifest.” He did kind of honk when he spoke.

“It’s about Otis Claremont,” I tried.

“That snake? He’s one I want to talk to, the dirty cheater.”

“What did he cheat at?” Rosie asked.

Travis looked her over. “The election. The one for neighborhood watch commander. The fix was in. I talked to all the other members, and they say they voted for me.”

“Maybe they didn’t want to hurt your feelings?” Rosie said.

“He fixed things. I don’t know how. He’s got the goods on everyone in this town,” Travis said.

“Including you?” I asked, mostly to throw him off track.

“Who are you?” Travis glared at me.

“There’s been… a death,” I didn’t want to say murder, although that gnome didn’t jump up and bash Otis’s head by itself.

“A death? Otis?” The man clasped his hands together and smiled. “Seriously?”

I thought he was about to break out into song and dance.

“Yes…”

“Tell me he suffered! Or that it was something ironic. Like he shot himself with one of his guns. He didn’t die peacefully in his sleep, right?” Travis said.

I couldn’t recall a person this happy at the news someone had died. It took me aback for a moment.

Travis turned his head sideways, giving us the eye. “Don’t judge me. Nobody liked him.”

“So we gathered,” I said. “Could you tell us where you were last night?”

“Otis was on patrol with his usual thugs. I was sleeping. Tonight is my night, and I was trying to make up for it.”

“What hours do you usually patrol?” Stone asked.

“Usually dusk to dawn. This time of year, nights are shorter, so it’s not so bad. We switch off so we can take breaks,” he said.

“Breaks meaning naps?” Stone said. He was mainly a security guy.

“What’s wrong with that?” Travis said. “We work eight hours, volunteering, ten-ish to five-ish. Vandalism is way down. Theft is down. Why should we knock ourselves out?”

“Five-ish,” Nanna nodded.

Which made no sense to me. Stone and I were getting ready to run earlier than that. I was still feeling it. Otis was dead for some time when we stumbled on him.

“Sometimes earlier than five-ish?” I asked.

He shrugged. “If there’s nothing going on. Criminals work at night. They aren’t early risers.”

“We need to talk with the guys patrolling with Otis,” Rosie said.

I thought they were both better suspects, due to the access, and worse suspects, as they didn’t seem to hate Otis. But she was right. We needed to brace the both of them.

“They live in town,” Travis said. “Sam Wagers runs a gift shop downtown, Island Memories. Bill Craig has a fishing charter. Although he’s not going out today.”

“Can anyone verify that you were home asleep all night?” I asked.

His face went blank.

“Are you asking for an alibi? I live alone.”

I made a mental note.

“Why? What happened? Was it an accident? It doesn’t sound like it was an accident. If it wasn’t, I’m glad I wasn’t on patrol. No one can blame me.”

The guy seemed all about self-interest. “Well, you were seen angrily searching for him. The two of you had a beef.”

“This isn’t… Was he killed?” Travis said. Worried worked past his impassive features.

I figured on an island like this, with a small population, word would get around soon enough. “It looks like he was murdered.”

“It wasn’t me. I get it. But I didn’t do it,” Travis said. “I was asleep. I swear.”

For now, I wasn’t going to push it. Maybe he could verify his alibi, but I would leave that to the cops. Unless we came up with more information.

“He got along with his thugs, as you call them?” I asked

“They all have the same agenda. Bullies, they like having the power to push people around. That’s not me. I’m not like that. I want to protect the island. So do the people who patrol with me,” he said.

“But if they’re thugs…” I let it hang.

Travis scoffed. “Thugs when they’re together. You know the type. Put on an official jacket and you turn into an authority figure. I don’t think either Sam or Bill has the sand to kill a guy.”

“What if they were together?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. Otis has intel on most people in town. He manipulates people, blackmails them, or he did anyway. It could be that one of those guys, maybe both, didn’t want to be under his thumb anymore.”

“Anyone in particular he manipulated?” I asked.

“I had nothing to do with that. The guys Otis really was out to get were kids. Tom Peters, Greg Matters. It might be because he had nothing on them. They were just doing kid stuff, but it made him crazy that he couldn’t do anything about it. The guy you really want to talk to is Greg. Kid acted out just to get under Otis’s skin.”

We couldn’t talk to Greg at the moment. The cops were doing that. I suspected they would be at Travis’s doorstep before too long. Right now, I didn’t have anything more to ask. “Thanks for talking to us.”

“It wasn’t me.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” Rosie said.

We headed toward town.

“Who next? The other neighborhood watch crew?” Rosie said.

“I’m thinking of the people we know for sure were confronted by Otis. So Julie—”

“He stole her hatchet,” Nanna said.

I nodded. “Molly—”

“Right, because he was harassing her about her son,” Rosie said.

“Well, it’s good we have some suspects to brace,” Nanna said. “But I get the feeling we’re going to come up with a lot more.”

The same fear was worming its way into my brain. Otis was not just disliked. He actively intimidated and hassled people. It was becoming clear that he did this a lot.

“Let’s take them one at a time.”

“Well, we’ve only been here a couple days, and we had a run-in with him,” Nanna said.

True. Which worried me that much more. All we were doing was having breakfast at the time.

“I think we should hit up Gwen. The Bluff Cottage is next door to Otis. She’ll have some dirt on him. We can get an address for Molly. Another one of Otis’s victims. Her son, too, apparently.”

“Tom,” Rosie remembered.

“Right. And he’ll have the straight dope on Greg Matters. Probably,” I said.

“If we can’t talk to him, a friend is the next best thing,” Rosie said.

“The thing we need to do is keep the suspects to a minimum. Talk to the ones with the most obvious motives,” Stone said.

I nodded. “Otherwise, we’ll spend all our time interviewing the next lead.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Rosie said.

We made the high road and walked back to the B&B. My calves were killing me. Good thing the running plans were interrupted. Maybe we should rent some horses.

It was way too early for lunch. The only customer in the Honeybee was Nick the novelist. He didn’t look up from his typing when we entered. Even if it was too early to eat, there was always time for coffee.

“Did you find anything?” Gwen asked when we walked in.

Other than Otis was incredibly disliked and pushed people around? “No.”

“I saw the police going through his house,” she said.

Usually, my next step would be breaking and entering. But now I doubted if we’d learn anything useful. Helping myself to coffee, I grabbed a seat near the writer.

“Any idea who would want Otis dead? I mean, not just irritated people, but someone with serious motive,” I asked Gwen.

But it was Nick Oldman who answered.

“My bet is on Greg Matters. If anyone had it out for Otis, it was him. Plus, he’s got an arrest record. A rap sheet,” he said.

“Yeah?” Nanna leaned closer to him. “What did he get busted for?”

“Petty stuff.” Nick stopped typing. “I think he deals marijuana. Which isn’t illegal here, but you need to go to an authorized dealer. Or whatever it’s called.”

“Violence?” Nanna asked.

“Couple times, Greg went after Otis. But his wingmen always grabbed Greg before a fight broke out. That didn’t mean Otis didn’t call the law on him.”

Wingmen, Nick called them. Travis called them thugs.

“Mostly vandalism,” Gwen said. “Greg is a tagger. But he also does large art pieces. Some of those are approved by the island council. Like the underwater scene on the back of the movie theater.”

“Did he always reach for something to complain about?” I asked. “Like the music I could barely hear?”

“Whatever he could. The guy lived for confrontation,” Gwen said.

In the kitchen, I saw Leah peek out, then duck out of sight. She knew something. We’d have to corner her.

But at that moment, Paula French returned, this time with no basket of baked goods. “Man, I’m beat. I gotta get me one of them e-bikes.”

“Oo, that sounds like a real hoot,” Nanna said. “The hills are killers around here.”

“Right?” Paula came to sit with us. I appreciated the friendly attitude on this island. “And who can keep a horse?”

Rosie’s eyes went big. She shoved her horse groceries deeper into her purse.


CHAPTER EIGHT


“Are you here for lunch?” Leah crept out of the kitchen. I could tell she didn’t want to talk to us.

“Have a seat, Leah,” I said. “Can we ask you a few questions?”

“I have the lunch crowd—”

Gwen frowned at her. “Talk to them. If we get customers at quarter to eleven, I’ll handle it.”

She reluctantly sat.

“I’m getting the vibe that you had issues with Otis Claremont. Like everyone else, I know. But can you tell us about it?”

She frowned and looked away. “He used to be my landlord. What a horrible time that was. I’m so glad Gwen offered the little in-law behind the Bluff Cottage.”

“Horrible how?”

“Mostly because he claimed I owed him all this back rent. It wasn’t true! He kept threatening to take me to court. I couldn’t afford a lawyer, even if I had all the receipts. Eventually, I had to go to the police. Try to get a restraining order. The cops said Otis had a lot of those against him.”

Restraining orders? That made sense. But I made a mental note to ask the chief just who filed those court orders.

“So you moved out, got a restraining order,” I said.

“He wouldn’t stop. Not until I told the police he was stalking me. That was serious enough to make him finally give up,” Leah said.

“That is horrible,” Rosie said. “And this kind of thing goes on all the time?”

“He thinks he can get away with it, so he pushes until something breaks. But I didn’t break. If the police aren’t on his side, he would have to give up the neighborhood watch. That’s really the only deterrent for him,” Leah said.

Losing his position of authority, I thought. Otis was addicted to the tiny amount of power he had. I was surprised it took this long for someone to strike out at him. Or had it? “Has Otis ever been threatened before? With violence or lawsuits, whatever?”

Leah shrugged. “I haven’t lived here that long. I’m probably not as tied into the island gossip as much as some.”

“Oh, yeah,” Paula nodded enthusiastically. Nick raised his brows.

Gossip was not a spectator sport on the island.

“Greg Matters had a one-man campaign going against Otis,” Nick said. “I think Otis went through a dozen tires in a month. Greg would go after his bike all the time. Usually when Otis was out on patrol, to make him look ineffective.”

“Right, and the graffiti on the bank. Otis sucks in six-foot-tall letters,” Paula said, spreading her hands apart as if in presentation.

“Horses in his garden,” Nick said, and then started to laugh.

“I forgot about that!” Paula struck the table. “He put all the horses from the stable in Otis’s yard. They wrecked the place.”

“And of course, Greg always had an alibi. Otis had no proof. He couldn’t touch him,” Nick said.

A couple came in, and Leah excused herself.

“Was it him who painted ‘Loser’ on Otis’s door?” Gwen asked. “That was insane. But he deserved it, right?”

“I don’t know. That’s pretty bold. Even for Greg,” Nick said.

“He had an alibi for that, I heard,” Paula said. “Greg wasn’t even on the island at the time. So I’m sure he went after Tom, his other favorite target.”

“Not that I heard,” Nick said. “But you’d have to ask Molly about that.”

Paula got into gossip mode. “Tom and Greg are good friends. Which makes Tom’s mother crazy. Greg is kinda wild. He’s older than Tom, and you’ve heard how much he likes to instigate the watch. Now, I’ve never had any trouble with Greg or Tom on my patrols. We caught them smoking behind the school a few times. But just kid stuff, y’know? Nothing to raise a fuss over.”

Gwen headed for the couple’s table. “Excuse me.”

I overheard the two older people expressing dismay at Otis’s murder. Word was getting around quick.

It was too soon for lunch, and I thought we’d squeezed as much gossip as we could from the folks hanging out at the café. I got up.

“I’m going for a walk.”

Rosie’s eyes went big. “Really? For no reason?”

“Don’t be silly,” I said. “I want to take a look at something.”

“Investigating!” Nanna jumped up. “Let’s do it!”

When we walked out, I stood on the street looking both ways.

“Where are we going?” Rosie asked.

“Otis’s house. Any idea if he’s on that side or that side?”

“He came from that way,” Rosie pointed, “I think. When he came to complain about the music.”

The house she indicated was closer to the B&B than the one on the other side. Perhaps close enough to hear softly playing music. I headed over.

A fence stood open on the driveway. On the front door was a sticker from the police department. The house was sealed. Was there one on the back door? I walked through the side yard of the Bluff Cottage.

Otis had a fence around his place so I couldn’t see in.

“Looks like a side gate,” Rosie pointed. “Good neighbors and good fences and whatever.”

I walked over. Tugged the gate. It felt firmly locked. But Stone moved next to me. Standing on his tiptoes, he reached over. Yanked something. The gate swung free.

“Should be a padlock on there,” he muttered under his breath.

Looking over the yard without stepping in, I saw an empty potting bench outside a small greenhouse. Well, we’d already opened the gate…

In the greenhouse, there were no pots. Scanning the floor closely, I saw the remnants of swept up terra cotta and crockery. A barrel with staved in sides sat forlornly in the corner. Small plastic pots grew seedlings.

“No lock on the greenhouse,” Stone shook his head.

I looked at the back door. No sticker or yellow tape. It was a slider, a kind of door I could usually defeat. Especially with a strong guy like Stone to help.

“We going in?” Nanna said. “I can be lookout.”

“In the middle of the day? There are a bunch of people just next door. And I doubt we’ll find anything the cops didn’t,” I said.

“I’m seeing a theme,” Rosie said.

“Broken pots. Broken gnome.”

That followed my thinking. Broken pieces of pottery were evident enough, even though a cleanup had been attempted. Smashed flowerpots sounded like a smashed garden gnome.

“Exactly,” I said. “I’m not sure if they are connected, but we need to keep it in mind. At this point, it’s tough to tell just how much damage was done.”

“Since we’re here, we might as well check the front door. See if any of the graffiti is still visible,” Rosie said.

We didn’t bother walking back outside the gate, instead walking through Otis’s yard. The sun was shining on the front of the house. If it wasn’t I didn’t think we could see the faint graffiti.

“Needs another coat of primer, at least,” Rosie said. She pointed, moving her finger around, outlining the shape of the word “Loser.” It wasn’t just a tagged word, but thick letters in different colors. Slightly more artistic. “That’s probably enamel. Hard to paint over. Usually comes from a rattle can. Sort of the preferred weapon of the tagger.”

Although it barely bled through, the word could still easily be read. There was a bay window next to the door. How had the tagger done his dirty work without Otis seeing? Since he was on the neighborhood watch, the guy was obviously a night owl. Even now, a light burned over the porch. But that could’ve been left on by the police after they searched.

“I’m guessing the tagger did this during the day,” I said. “At a time when Otis was out, and staying out, for a while.”

Rosie nodded. “There are windows in the door, windows next to the door. You’d have to be reckless to hit this front door.”

“Greg is a bold one,” Nanna said. “We saw him throwing bottles at the neighborhood watch.”

“He liked to pull off stunts that Otis couldn’t prove. This could’ve been one of them. It just seems too risky to me,” I said. “This is a statement more than a prank.”

Stone nodded. “Far too easy to get caught.”

“This town is full of gossip, but would that be enough to figure out when Otis was out of the house for a good long time?” Nanna said.

“Doubt it,” I said.

A cloud moved across the sun, throwing the house into shadow. When it did, I could no longer make out the painted-over graffiti. It was that close to being obliterated.

“Are we learning something from this?” Nanna asked.

“Not really. But there’s still time before noon. Maybe we visit Otis’s next-door neighbor. See what they have to say,” I said.

“Okay,” Rosie shrugged, “But remember what Stone said about collecting too many suspects.”

“Mm.” Stone agreed.

There was that. We should just stick to the most likely ones.

“Okay then, we need to talk to Tom Peters,” I said.

“And his mother Molly,” Rosie added.

“Then lunch,” Nanna said.

I nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”


CHAPTER NINE


It turned out that Molly was walking down the street toward Bluff Cottage and the Honeybee when we left Otis’s front gate. She gave us a look but didn’t comment. An early lunch was in order.

“Can we talk to you?” I asked her. “I’ll spring for lunch.”

We were working for Gwen. I could expense it, or she could comp us. It amounted to the same thing.

“I don’t know. You’re investigating Otis’s murder, right?” she said.

Gossip was far swifter than I would’ve guessed. It seemed the local chin wagging had already caught up with us. It would be good to get ahead of it again.

“We are.” I didn’t mention that Gwen hired us. If she wanted to talk about it, that was up to her, but I always made my clients’ identities privileged information.

“I am curious about what’s going on. There hasn’t been a murder here in a long time. Do you think we’re safe?” Molly asked.

With that, we led her to the café. “So far, we don’t know much. Other than there were a lot of people with a lot of reasons to kill Otis Claremont. This wasn’t a random crime.”

We walked into the Honeybee again and sat at the same table. Gwen gave us a subtle wave.

“Otis had a grudge against teenagers,” I said. “That’s what we heard. And that includes your son, Tom. You said Otis was at your door early yesterday morning.”

Molly frowned. She put her hand in a mop of enviably curly dark hair. “He sure did have it out for the kids on the island. Not just my boy, but all of them, all Tom’s friends. I’ve never met someone so opposed to kids just being kids.”

“Your son’s friend, Greg, ran a one-man campaign against Otis.”

“I don’t like to talk about Greg. He’s been a terrible influence on Tom. Finally, I got him on the straight and narrow. Good grades. College applications. The more he stays away from Greg, the better,” she said, her tone bitter.

“Did the two of them run together? In the past?”

“You’re asking if Tom was part of the vandalism? The graffiti? All the petty crimes?” She looked out the window. Lowered her voice. “I’m ashamed to say it, but yes. They were two peas in a pod. I don’t know what he was thinking. Maybe that he’s some kind of artist vigilante? Taking it against The Man? You know how kids are.”

“Yeah. They think they’re the first people ever to discover injustice,” Nanna said.

Had I been that way as a teenager? Probably.

Gwen looked a question at me and I nodded. She joined us at the table.

“How are you holding up, Gwen? With what… happened.”

“I have to admit, I get a little queasy when I look out the windows on the garden. This is a bad time.”

Molly turned back to me. “Have you found any suspects? I mean, anyone with a real motive?”

That struck at the heart of it. “We’re still talking to people.”

“To Greg? To Travis Clover?”

As far as I knew, the cops still had Greg. And I wasn’t about to let on about our progress. “They’re on our list.”

“Do you think it was during the neighborhood watch patrol? Like someone was hunting him?” Molly asked.

“That’s hard to say. We don’t have an exact time of death,” I said.

Molly nodded, thinking aloud. “It happened close to his house, but not at his house. That might be something important.”

“I don’t know what he would be doing in my garden in the middle of the night,” Gwen said.

“Someone chasing him?” Molly said. “Or him chasing someone?”

“We have no way of knowing that yet,” Rosie said. She gave me eyebrows. I got it. Molly sure had a lot of questions about our investigation. More grist for the rumor mill? Was she just worried about her own safety, the safety of her son? Or was she covering for Tom Peters, another very likely suspect?

Time to go on the offensive.

“What did Otis talk to you about yesterday morning?”

“It was a bunch of nonsense,” Molly said.

“About Tom?” I pressed. “He accused your son of some crime, right?”

“No. Just about how late he was out. But there’s no school. What’s the harm? There’s only so much trouble a kid can get into on this island.”

Molly was deflecting. We needed to know why. It was Gwen who provided the insight.

“It was about the graffiti on Otis’s door, wasn’t it?” Gwen said. “Otis wanted to pin it on Greg. He must’ve had an alibi or something. So, he went after Greg’s ride or die.”

“Well, maybe Tom had an alibi, too,” Molly said.

We all looked at her with questioning expressions.

“Did he?” I finally had to ask.

“I don’t know. Probably. When did the damage occur? I don’t know that. I’m not about to jump into a trap, giving Tom’s alibi when I don’t know when the crime happened,” Molly said, heat behind her words.

“He does get sick,” Gwen said. “He’s on the mainland a lot. Not so much as he used to be.”

“It’s possible. But that’s protected information. Hardly the kind of thing I’d tell Otis Claremont of all people. He’d only come up with some way to hold it against me,” Molly said.

Tom was sick? From her tone, I didn’t think she would let us in on what he suffered from. But the way this island gossiped, I was certain we would get it from someone else.

Mackenzie arrived to take our order.

“What’s on Mr. Locandro’s agenda, Rosie?”

I never could keep track. She took out her phone to look.

“Oops. I nearly forgot. We’ve got a tour of the island by sailboat this afternoon.”

“Are we supposed to engage in the sailing part?” I asked.

“You know Locandro. I’m sure we are,” Rosie said.

“I’ll get the soup and club sandwich special,” I said. Bacon would give me the energy I’d need. But more than that. A tour was just what I needed if we wanted to uncover more about this murder.

“Sailing tour? How about a waterskiing tour?” Nanna asked. “Doesn’t that boss of yours know how to have fun?”

After lunch, we headed to the marina again. There was no sign of Travis in the office. Instead, we were directed to our boat by a young woman in a roll-up Gilligan hat and vest covered with fishing lures.

Our boat was larger than I would’ve guessed. Especially for sailing lessons. Watercraft featured in a number of our work-cations for Locandro. But this boat looked sleek and pretty. I worried about wrecking it.

“Hey, missy, don’t fret.” The owner of the boat reminded me of Bluto from the Popeye cartoons. Thick neck and forearms, bushy beard, captain’s hat. “I won’t put you in a hazardous situation. I like my boat too much.”

“Can you waterski with this thing?” Nanna said. Sometimes, she had a one-track mind.

“If the wind is blowing that hard, we aren’t going out,” Bluto laughed. “I got some contacts with motorboats if you want.”

He said motorboats like it was a dirty word.

“What do we do?” Rosie asked.

“Get ready to cast off. To get away from the dock, I’ll show you a tacking maneuver. C’mon, this’ll be fun,” Bluto tried to get us excited.

Stone stood at the side of the boat near the dock. I figured I should join him. Nanna sat near the wheel. Rosie took some footage for our travel vlog.

“Keep the fenders down when we untie,” Captain Bluto said. “We’ll push off into the wind, sails loose. When we catch the wind, we’ll trim the jib and be on our way.”

I had no clue what he was talking about. But essentially, we pulled in the ropes holding us to the dock. Bluto gave a great shove. After a moment, I heard canvas flapping from above.

For a while, it was a bit of a scramble, learning how to work the sails, how to run into the wind, how to turn back against the wind. I doubted I would retain much, because at the time, I was trying hard not to crash.

But before long, we were sailing with the wind. Nanna took the wheel. She liked to drive. Leaving the marina behind, we came up on some low cliffs.

“Do you know where the archeological dig is on the island?” I asked Captain Bluto.

His real name was Rob Becker. “It’s on the far side. I don’t think you can see much from the water. But I’ll point it out to you.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Rosie approached as the captain instructed Nanna not to spin the wheel around.

“Are we looking for Julie Ryerson?” she asked.

“I’d like to see where she works. In case we can’t find her in town. But we should probably visit anyway. Otis liked to steal stuff from the site. We should probably get some idea about how he did it.”

“It’s because no one respects security,” Stone said. “Probably no locks or fences or a guard standing duty.”

He was probably right. Even if this island was a haven for burglars. But what could you do to secure holes in the ground?

When we rounded the island, wind picked up dramatically. Nanna gripped the wheel tightly.

“Here, follow this,” Captain Rob said. “Ten degrees port. Port is left. It has the same number of letters. That’s the easiest way to remember. Right has more letters, like starboard. Keep an eye on the compass.”

Chop rose on the surface, the boat lifting and dropping as it picked up speed.

“Somone else want a turn?” Nanna said. She looked a little desperate. None of us expected a sailboat to go so fast. Stone took over for her. She breathed a sigh of relief.

“Right about there is the dig site,” the captain pointed.

It was a narrow part of the island, not too high from the water, but we still couldn’t see much. Considering the last archeological site we visited, this one was a bit of a letdown. It was enough to know that it was on the far end of the island from the Buff Cottage B&B.

“That’s a good ways from the B&B,” Rosie said. “We’ll need to rent horses.”

“You just want an excuse to make friends with Wildfire.”

“Well, duh. Horses like me. Why should she be the exception?”


CHAPTER TEN


Ididn’t feel particularly educated on sailing, but it was fun. Until we had to dock. Then it was a scramble again. But Captain Bluto’s calm instruction got us there in one piece.

“Really good footage,” Rosie said. “That’ll look great on our YouTube channel.”

When we walked toward Bluff Cottage, I felt the ground sway beneath my feet. “I think I have sea legs.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I got pills for that,” Nanna said.

The feeling went away by the time we reached the B&B, replaced by burning in my calves. I thought Rosie might be right about renting horses.

Stone would probably disagree.

The café didn’t do dinner, but there was a cozy gastropub not too far away. My legs would’ve settled for a bag of chips from the vending machine.

“Do we have any handle on the investigation?” Rosie asked as we waited for a table. “I feel like we have zippo.”

“We still have to talk to Greg. If he’s not gun-shy after the police dragged him in. And Tom. And I’d really like to hit up Julie Ryerson,” I said.

“She has been conspicuously absent,” Stone said.

“If we can’t find her at Bluff Cottage, we’ll just have to take a ride out to her job,” I said.

The gastropub was fairly basic, but they did have fish and chips. I was all over that. They also had more healthy selections than I would’ve guessed. Stone didn’t have to settle for a salad.

“How about Otis’s cronies?” Nanna said. “You’d think they’d know Otis’s movements before he got knocked off.”

“Good point. We’ll just have to find them,” I said.

“Last night was Paula’s night,” Rosie said. “They should be on patrol right now.”

“They may have suspended operations,” Stone said, “Given the death.”

That could be. “We will find them and ask them,” I said.

I was happy not to have to walk uphill when we left the gastropub. Although a little extra exercise might have been a good idea after the fish and chips. And hot fudge sundae.

For a little while, we binge watched Perry Mason in Rosie and Nanna’s room. But the sailing had left me feeling the need for sleep.

“Are we going on a run in the morning?” Stone asked as we got ready for bed.

“We? No. I don’t want to run the chance of finding another dead body.”

“That’s hardly likely,” Stone said.

“Yeah, but why jinx it?”

Even though my muscles felt rubbery and I felt the bed swaying in a choppy lake, I couldn’t fall asleep. I considered more Perry Mason. Rosie would be up all night.

There were just too many people to talk to, and no quick way around the island. Boats and horses were fine for vacationers, but not practical for private investigators.

As I considered who to interview next, I sat up in bed. At the very edge of my hearing, the sound of shattered glass came.

I got up. Padded to the window. Our room overlooked Otis’s house. We were only on the second floor, so I could just see over the fence. Inside, I saw light bouncing around.

“Someone broke into Otis’s place,” I said at the window.

Stone came immediately awake. A skill I might never attain. He moved silently beside me. Watched out the window.

“Let’s get down there.”

I considered knocking on Rosie’s door. But that would slow us down. I sent her a text message as Stone and I raced down the staircase.

Sure enough, she fled her room before we reached the front door. “Wait up!”

“We can’t! Hurry!”

Outside, we dropped off the porch and headed for the road. This time, the gate across the driveway was shut.

“Maybe the side gate?” I said.

But Stone pushed the gate open. “Nobody thinks about security.”

Rosie caught up as we headed for the front porch. The light above had been turned off. I saw that the sticker across the door and frame had been slit open. There was definitely someone inside. I searched the windows, looking for the bouncing flashlight beam.

Stone turned the knob. The front door was unlocked. He shook his head. The three of us entered.

“Listen!” I said, holding my breath (why?). But the sound of loose floorboards above us sounded like shrieks in the quiet, empty house.

Stone made some hand gestures that appeared military. I translated them as Let me go first. And that was fine with me.

Treads groaned as I stepped on them, although Stone somehow could move silently. Sounds from upstairs stopped. Rosie’s feet made just as much noise as mine. The tension built. We stopped moving. So did the burglar. It seemed like a long time passed.

“Hello?” a female voice called.

In a flash, Stone was up the stairs. I gave him a few seconds before following. The noise of a short struggle followed.

“Hey! Let me go!”

Rosie’s brows drew together. “Is that Julie?”

She turned on her flashlight app and we headed down the hall. Stone had ahold of the anthropologist. “What are you doing here?” Julie demanded.

“Looking for a burglar,” I said.

Rosie added, “A looter.”

“You’re calling me a looter? Just look at this!”

Julie held out her hands. They were full of beads, arrowheads, stone tools.

“Otis?”

“The guy couldn’t help himself. He took everything he could carry from the dig site,” Julie said.

“To put in the historical society?” Rosie asked.

“Who knows? Maybe to display. Maybe to sell on the black market. But they don’t belong to him, or the society, or even the dig expedition. We’re working the site with the permission of the local tribes. They could shut us down at any minute. And if they find out about this? I’m sure they will,” Julie said.

“But aren’t you just doing the same thing?” Stone said. “Removing ancient artifacts?”

“No!” Julie said. “We are only documenting with photographs, charts, notes. We try to never disturb human remains, a person’s final resting place. Everything that can remains in situ. If we have to move something, we have the photos to put things back exactly where they were found.”

“Why would the tribes let you do that much?” I asked.

“Knowledge. The only real information we have about the natives in this area goes back only five hundred years, to the time of the French fur trade. This island was much more than that. It was a burial site. A place of worship. But also commerce, and everyday life. People lived here a thousand years ago, and we know nothing about them. The tribes want to know as much as we do.”

“But they don’t want the items disturbed,” I said.

“Right. There are tribal leaders observing our activities. We follow their guidelines. But this?” She extended her hands again. “This is the same thing white people have been doing to the Indians for centuries. It needs to go back. All of it needs to go back.”

“That’s no excuse for breaking in here,” Rosie said.

“You don’t think so?” Julie asked angrily. “You think the police will do anything about it? All this stuff is going to get sold off, or auctioned. If I don’t collect it, we’ll lose it all.”

She was probably right about that.

“We’ve seen you arguing with Otis about this before.”

Julie turned wary. “I didn’t kill him.”

“Really? You’re willing to break one law to get these artifacts back,” I said.

She ignored my accusation. “I knew he had these. From the smug way he ended our last argument. There was no way he’d give up that tomahawk so easily. That was worth a lot of money. So I knew he had more, that he was hiding them. Maybe selling them online.”

Blue lights flashed outside.

Stone looked confused. “There’s no burglar alarm in this house. How did the cops get here so fast?”

“Should we make a break for it?” Rosie said. “Out the side gate?”

“No. We need to let the cops do their job,” I said.

“You think they won’t bring you in, too?” Julie said. She was in favor of Rosie’s idea, I could tell.

But since Chief Devoe was interested in our help, I didn’t think we’d be taken downtown. Just Julie. I understood her reasons. Sympathized. How many places had I broken into to look for clues? But I had a license. As thin a reason as that was, I stood behind it. Even if it wasn’t legal.

“Police!” a voice called as the front door crashed open.

Stone let go of Julie and flipped on a light switch. “Up here!” he called.

The officer who arrived after we found the body appeared. His gun was out, but he put it away when he saw us. “What’s going on?”

I looked at Julie. She scowled at me, her face red with emotion.

“Otis Claremont was stealing from the archaeological dig site. I came here to reclaim the objects for repatriation.” She lifted her chin as she spoke. Even caught red-handed, she believed in her actions.

The officer, not so much.

“I think you’d better come with me, Miss Ryerson,” he said.

“Oh, c’mon, Rudy, you know I’m right.”

The officer, his tag read Meers, shrugged and took a breath. “Okay, yeah, I’m on your side. I know what Otis was all about. But you still broke in here. Cut the seal on the door. This is still a crime scene. And you have that stuff in your hands. What can I do?”

“Let me go?” Julie tried. “So, I can put these artifacts back where they belong? No offense, Rudy, but I don’t trust the PD to do it the right way. These precious items will be in a box in your evidence locker for all time.”

“It’s not my call, Julie. We’ll have to let the chief decide. He’s not a bad guy, you know.”

She sighed. “I’m not saying he isn’t fair. But I know how things go with uncovered artifacts.”

“We’ll do our best with them, okay?” he said. “We can put them in evidence bags. I have some in the trunk.”

Julie hung her head. She knew there was no arguing with the officer. He led her down the stairs.

We waited a moment. “Is there really more?” I asked.

“She came out of that bedroom,” Stone said.

We took a look. There were a few more stone tools on a bookshelf. I figure if we could see that much, there had to be hidden things. But it wasn’t our responsibility.

“Let’s head back. I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep after this,” I said.

Rosie smirked. “You can sleep through anything, Boss. It’s something I admire about you.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


There was not enough coffee in the world the next morning. We slumped at a table in the dining room. I didn’t have the energy to walk the additional five feet to the café door.

“What were you all up to last night?” Nanna said. She was the only perky one. Even Stone seemed a little slow, although he’d taken his morning run despite our late night.

“We busted a burglar,” Rosie said.

“How do I miss all the good stuff?” Nanna said.

I put an elbow on the table to support my head. “Just. Coffee.”

As if reading my mind, Mackenzie appeared through the café door with a tray of mugs and a coffee carafe. I would have the energy to thank her in a few minutes. Letting it burn down my throat, I got my first shot of caffeine.

“Do you think it was her?” Rosie said.

“Her? Her who?” Nanna asked.

We quickly filled her in. But Kenze overheard us. “Really? Well, she’s out in the café. I guess the police don’t think she did anything wrong.”

How did she get sprung so quickly? I suspected she and Officer Rudy Meers had a thing going. Maybe the officer convinced his chief she was in the right. In my opinion, she was. Sort of.

“If the cops don’t think it was her, then I guess I don’t either,” I said.

“She wasn’t high on my suspect list to begin with,” Rosie said.

“Except she has a strong motive.” Stone shrugged and sipped his coffee.

I sat up straight. Leaned in my chair. I still couldn’t see into the Honeybee. “Guess we didn’t really have a chance to question her.”

“Let’s get on it,” Nanna said.

I refilled my mug. “Not just yet.”

When I started feeling sharper, I took my mug into the Honeybee Café. Sure enough, Julie sat at a table. She looked more tired than I felt. Which was saying something. When she caught sight of us, she turned away in her chair.

Nick Oldman looked up from his laptop just long enough to give us an accusing glance. Gwen didn’t look happy with us, either. In the kitchen, Kenze and Leah talked animatedly, casting their eyes our way.

What did they expect? A person broke into a house. We were supposed to let that slide? I would have to argue against that. Officer Rudy didn’t show up because a burglar alarm had been tripped. One of the neighbors saw the same thing we had and called it in. The island ran on gossip. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.

Except that it seemed everyone in the Honeybee knew that we had turned Julie in. As much as the whispers helped us, they also held us back. I didn’t think we had the time to dwell on Julie as a suspect.

“Julie, come over here,” I said.

“After what you did?”

“Would you like to appear more, or less guilty?”

Petulant, she faced me. Then picked up her coffee and joined us.

“What are the police doing with the artifacts?” I asked.

Julie rolled her eyes. “Chief Devoe said he’s going to consult with the head of the dig. Professor Ferron. We’ll have to see. The cops have never done a thing about Otis in the past. I don’t know why they would start caring after he was dead.”

“Never did anything in the past?” I asked. “How many times have you broken into his house?”

Expecting her to deny it, I was surprised by her answer. “Not that many times. Four? Five? The guy doesn’t lock his door. He had way too much faith in the neighborhood watch. That made it easy.”

“You re-stole artifacts from him that many times?” Nanna said. “That’s impressive. Unless he just stole the same ones back again.”

“Like I said, he made it easy. I had no reason to kill him if I could seize the items he took whenever I wanted,” she said. “I’m the least likely suspect.”

“Why do you say that?” I said.

“Because…”

I chugged the rest of my coffee. Sought more. It seemed the entire café was waiting for her answer with bated breath. Even the people who just arrived for breakfast. It wouldn’t surprise me if they already knew the situation.

Julie pursed her lips. For a moment, I didn’t think she was going to spill.

“There are other people Otis manipulated. Blackmailed. Or tried to. He had nothing on me. We were at a stalemate. Otis wouldn’t go to the cops about my breaking in, and I couldn’t go to them about his theft,” she said.

“Who?”

“Well, Greg Matters for one,” Nick said.

I gave Julie an inquisitive look.

“Greg was one,” Julie agreed. “Otis always said he had something over his head. Greg didn’t think so. And yet there was something Otis convinced him to do. I don’t know what. I don’t know what kind of blackmail he had over Greg. They went back and forth all the time. Greg’s mission in life seemed to be humiliating Otis. But there were days I’d see them argue. Greg never walked away happy.”

“What do you think Greg did for him?” I asked. “Maybe he was the one stealing artifacts from the site?”

She shrugged. “Maybe. I’m sure it was something like that. Something Otis couldn’t do himself. You’ve got to be in shape to work at the dig. It would be tough for anyone to sneak in there at night without hurting themselves.”

I had yet to see the dig, but I believed her.

“Still, everyone knew that Greg did all kinds of illegal things. What could Otis possibly expose? His drug dealing? His vandalism? Everybody knows about this stuff.” I looked over the customers and workers in the café. “Right?”

Nods and shrugs were returned.

“I don’t know what it was. Why Greg would do what he wanted. Not when he was slashing Otis’s bike tires and scrawling graffiti on his front door,” she said.

“He was cleared of that, wasn’t he?” I asked.

She snorted. “Who else could it be? Alibi or not?”

I came up with another name. But I kept it to myself.

“So, you’re saying Greg did all these terrible things to Otis to cover up the fact he was doing Otis’s bidding?” Rosie said.

Julie blinked. “Hm. I never thought of that. But it seems completely possible.”

There was a murmur of general agreement from the café crowd.

“We need to talk to Greg,” I said. “After breakfast.”

“He’s not in lockup. I didn’t see him when Rudy brought me in. Guess the police don’t think he’s guilty,” Julie said.

I wasn’t ready to let him go as a suspect, even if Chief Devoe was. A guy with a criminal background needed to be looked into seriously. Plus, we didn’t really have a better suspect right now. Even if he wasn’t the guy, he might point out who was.

“Where do you think we can find Greg?” I asked.

And the café bunch responded with a lot of opinions. Behind the market in the parking lot, lurking in the park, napping at the marina, and, the one I found least likely, the library.

“If Tom isn’t around, he could be anywhere,” Nick said. “If Tom is around, they’ll be behind the restaurants on the low road. Planning on what they’re going to hit with their rattle cans.”

Kenze and Leah broke off their conversation. Leah came in to take our order. Guess they decided we weren’t the bad guys.

As Leah took my order for two eggs, sausage and English muffins, she leaned close. “Greg’s cousin’s girlfriend works at the fish market. If Tom isn’t around, that’s where he’ll be.”

I thanked her. My tip would reflect that.

Sluggish, despite the copious mugs of coffee, perhaps because of the heavy food, I led the others out after breakfast. I was getting tired of walking everywhere. That didn’t mean I wanted to rent a horse just yet.

“Anybody else’s feet hurt?” Nanna asked.

“I have an idea,” Rosie said.

“No horses,” I said.

“Oh, boo!” Rosie frowned and walked ahead of us.

Since I didn’t know where the fish market was, I headed for the stairs leading to the alley. It was a mixed view of the great lake and shabby parking lots. Funny how there were parking lots but no cars. Maybe the builders did it from force of habit.

As we descended, I saw a horse-drawn cart enter the parking lot. It was full of produce. Horses were quickly tied to hitches near the rear wall. Drivers went inside, returning with market workers.

Before we got all the way down, a garbage cart arrived. Bags were loaded into it and it drove away. The spaces behind the shops were busier than I would’ve guessed. It made a little more sense that Greg would hang out back there.

And in fact, there he was.


CHAPTER TWELVE


“Okay, don’t throw any bottles at us,” I said as we approached him.

“Can’t,” he shrugged. “The recycling cart just came by.”

It was good that he had no ammunition, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to run. I hoped not. My legs were tired. Everyone’s legs were tired. Stone’s morning run meant that even his legs were tired.

“We’d like to talk to you,” I said.

“Why? I don’t know you.” Greg’s hair was less unruly today. He wore cutoff cargo shorts, Vans with no socks, a T-shirt featuring the logo of a band I didn’t know.

“It’s about Otis Claremont,” I said as we got closer.

“This whole island blames me for anything that happens. They always have. Especially Claremont.” He shifted his weight. Looked toward the street. “I didn’t kill him.”

“Not everyone on the island. Since the cops let you go, I have to assume you had an alibi.”

Greg scoffed. “The cops don’t know what they’re doing. They’re hardly better than the stupid neighborhood watch.”

“I agree,” I said.

Which stunned him. He stared at us but didn’t speak.

“They don’t handle homicides, and they’re out of their depth. That’s why they asked us to help out.”

He eyed us. “Why would they ask a bunch of tourists to help?”

“We’ve done this a lot,” I said.

Greg thought this over. Seemed to accept it. “Okay. I didn’t do it. I was couch surfing at my cousin’s place. He vouched.”

“You’re on some kind of mission to make Otis look bad,” I said. “A successful one.”

“I don’t like him. Don’t like the way he thinks he can tell people what to do. Rubs me the wrong way. So I make him and the watch look stupid. People don’t respect them as much, don’t listen to them. Which is the point. They’re just people who walk around at night, they aren’t official.”

“No, they’re not, even if Otis thought they were.”

“Right?”

“So what were you doing for him?” I figured if he was going to run, there wasn’t much I could do about it. But it was time to get down to it.

He hesitated. Then made a face. “I’d never do anything for that guy.”

“Here’s what I think. He was holding something over your head. You did what he wanted. Sometimes. The rest of the time you covered it up by making him and his pals look the fool. Otis didn’t like it, but he was forced to play along. He couldn’t be as incompetent as you made him out to look. The watch would’ve turned you in at least once in a while. Yet you were never in serious trouble. Correct?”

“I’m not copping to anything. I don’t have to talk to you.”

“No, you don’t. But he doesn’t have a hold over you anymore. Why not come clean?” Rosie said.

“It might help us figure out who the real killer is,” I said.

Greg looked at Stone. “You chased the watch off yesterday.”

“They didn’t have any right treating you that way,” Stone said.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t need your help.”

“The cops aren’t looking at you. They aren’t looking at Julie Ryerson, either.” Rosie let the statement hang in the air.

He reacted to her name, quickly covered his emotion.

“Your friend Tom had an alibi. His mother said he was sick,” I said.

Greg shook his head. My hope was that we were getting to him.

“Were you stealing artifacts for Otis from the dig site? Tom helping you?”

“Tom didn’t help me!” Greg said. And realized an instant too late that he’d made a confession.

“Otis was really into the artifacts,” I just moved along. “Obsessed.”

“The weirdo. He only liked them because he couldn’t have them. No one could have them, they all went back in the ground, or to the tribes. But he was the executive director of the historical society so he thought he was entitled. Yeah, I stole them. Not because he blackmailed me. And every time, I let Julia know.”

I nodded, “So she could steal them back.”

“You aren’t telling this to the cops, are you?”

“They know part of it. We caught Julie breaking into Otis’s house last night. But they let her go. I’d have to guess they’re not in favor of Claremont’s illegal collection.” I changed tack quicker than I learned on the sailboat yesterday. “What is Tom sick from that he can’t help you?”

Greg stared at me. He took a long breath. “I don’t know. He won’t talk about it. His mother is really overprotective.”

“Molly doesn’t like you.”

He started at the pavement. “No. She doesn’t. But she wants Tom to be a regular kid, so she puts up with me. I don’t mean to get him in trouble.”

“The day before he died, Otis was at Molly’s door, telling her that Tom was out late. With you. Implying you were up to something illegal.” I didn’t really know the last part. It was just a guess based on her reaction.

“We were just chilling,” Greg said, mouth going tight. His color rose, eyes going hot.

Which gave me a flash of inspiration.

“Otis didn’t have anything on you,” I said. “He had something over Tom.”

He pointed a finger in my face. “Nothing he could prove!”

“An accident maybe?” Rosie tried.

“I’m done,” Greg said. “That’s it. Don’t bug me again.”

“Oh, cut it out. Be an adult, Greg. Nobody liked Otis. It makes for a lot of suspects. Since you were up in his business, you probably have a good idea of who killed him. So spill.”

He faced the street. After a moment, he spoke. “I don’t know who specifically. What I do know is that Claremont told Tom he had video of the guy who vandalized his house. Claimed it was me. But it wasn’t. I’m afraid…”

I waited. Wanting him to say it.

“I’m afraid it was Tom on the video. We’d done some tagging. Mostly artistic. I don’t know who else it could’ve been. Otis tried to use it against me. But I wouldn’t go along. It wasn’t me tagging ‘Loser’ on his front door.”

This gave me pause. “He wanted you to do something more than steal artifacts?”

“Yeah.”

I held out my palms.

Greg faced me. “He wanted me to tag Travis’s door. With something even worse.”

“Travis Clover. The guy accusing Otis of faking the vote that made him the watch commander. Why would he need to? Otis already won.”

“It was before the vote, I guess. Who cares about that stuff? But he wanted Travis to look as bad as I made Otis look. Thought he could blackmail me into it. I’m glad to hear his last scheme didn’t work. But that’s all I got to say.”

With that, he trotted down the alley and onto the main street.

Nanna frowned. “Anyone keeping score?”

“Okay, one item at a time. First: Tom did something. Otis blackmailed him. But Greg is the one who did his bidding. And we don’t know what Tom did. Second: Greg stole artifacts from the dig for Tom, but informed Julie when he did. Third: Otis tried to blackmail Greg with video of him tagging. It wasn’t Greg, so he didn’t play ball. But Greg thinks it might have been Tom.”

“You’ll have to boil it down for me,” Nanna said.

“Tom is someone we really need to question. He’s in the middle of all this.”

“If his mom will let us,” Rosie said.

“Greg thinks he’s not healthy enough to steal from the dig. I have to wonder what that means. Maybe Molly will tell us.”

“I don’t think she’ll talk to us about her son at all,” Rosie said. “She’s overprotective, remember?”

“She might if it gets Tom off the hook. Right now, he’s the best suspect we’ve had so far. I wonder if Molly knows what Tom did, what Otis held over his head?”

“Nah,” Rosie said.

Nanna nodded in agreement. “Mothers never know. Intentional ignorance is bliss. Your mom didn’t know what a wild child you were as a teenager, Tiff.”

“I wasn’t a wild child,” I said.

“Oh. Right. That was your mother. I was the one who didn’t want to know,” Nanna said.

I couldn’t believe Mom was a wild child. If she was, did I want to know? That was something that needed some thought. In the meanwhile, we weren’t far from the marina.

“Let’s hit up Travis again,” I said.

“Why Travis? He was a target of Otis’s, not out to get him,” Rosie said.

“Well, because he’s close. My calves are sore. And he knows more than he’s saying.”

Rosie shook her head. “I’m telling you; we need to be riding horses around.”

“We aren’t cowboys,” I said.

“So, we wear different hats. So what? You never exercise. There aren’t any hills in Las Vegas. We’re at a disadvantage here.”

I eyed her. “You’ve got carrots in your purse. You just want to make friends with that rogue animal.”

“She’s not rogue! Just misunderstood. Like Snowflake. Animals like that walk to their own drumbeat.”

Her white cat definitely walked to the beat of her own drummer. Is that why Rosie wanted Wildfire to like her? Wildfire wasn’t about to hang from the curtains or swipe at you from under the couch, but I was pretty sure the horse was into biting people.

“Please?” Rosie said.

Nanna shrugged. “Sore legs, sore feet, what’s the difference?”

Stone was having none of this conversation.

Finally, looking into Rosie’s pleading eyes, I gave in. She rarely asked for anything. Who was I to deny her a friendship with the wrong animal?

“Fine. Let’s go to the stables. We can ride around town, I guess.”

“Yay!” Rosie jumped around. “You won’t regret this. And you won’t be so tired and grumpy.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


How did Rosie figure we’d be less tired? We went up the alley, and then up the steps to the middle road. Walked to the stables. Wildfire was not a popular animal, it seemed. She was available. The rest of us had to settle on a horse-drawn carriage. The other riding horses were all out in the field.

“I know how to pilot one of these,” Nanna said.

Jeff the horse guy gave her a doubtful look. “Thought you were from Las Vegas.”

“What, you think they don’t have horses there?” Nanna said. “I learned to drive a carriage in Wyoming anyway. It had skis.”

“One horse open sleigh?” Jeff asked.

“You got it, cowboy,” Nanna said.

He relented, handing her the clipboard to sign. “You want insurance?”

“Yes,” the rest of us chorused.

Rosie walked over to Wildfire’s stall. “Hey, girl. Wanna go for a ride?”

I would’ve sworn the horse shook her head in the negative. She backed farther into her stall, even when Rosie offered a carrot.

“You don’t like carrots? What kind of horse are you?”

“How about just riding on the carriage with us?” I asked.

“With Nanna driving?” Rosie said. Then caught herself and course corrected. “I mean, that would be a treat, but I’m on a mission here.”

One of the stall workers carefully approached Wildfire’s stall. They led her out and saddled her. I watched them expertly stay out of biting and kicking range. Once the straps were tightened and the bridle secured, Rosie tried the carrot again.

“Here you go, Wildfire. A nice snack.”

The horse snatched the carrot from her hand. Tossed it across the stable. Snorted.

“That’s okay. I have more.” When she pulled herself into the saddle, the animal danced nervously around for a moment.

We sat behind Nanna as she directed the brown mare toward the street, clucking her tongue. The animal followed her directions. Maybe she wasn’t so bad at this. Wildfire walked out of the stable and headed in the other direction.

“Whoa, girl! Wrong way!” Rosie struggled. “Follow them!”

This end of the middle road dropped down to the water and the main road. Nanna got the mare up to a trot. A few moments later, Wildfire galloped past, Rosie hanging on tight, eyes wide.

“Maybe we should go back,” Stone said, low. “Walking is just fine.”

“Yeah, but they’re right. I am really sore from all the hills.”

“I’ll carry you.”

He looked serious. Sometimes I couldn’t tell.

Somehow, we all managed to make it to the marina. Wildfire bit Rosie as she tied the horse to a hitch. I thought she’d be mad. Instead, she dug out another carrot. “Hungry now?”

Wildfire turned her head away.

Rosie stomped a foot on the ground. She spoke through her teeth. “Eat the dang carrot.”

With a wary expression, the animal gingerly took the orange root and chomped away.

“That’s better,” Rosie said.

We walked to the marina office, which wasn’t far, but kind of defeated the purpose of the horses. Not that you could take them out on the bobbing piers. For a moment, I missed my Honda. Driving where I wanted. Parking where I wanted. Walking as little as possible.

Travis Clover stood behind the desk, in conversation with Rob Becker—Captain Bluto.

“Oh, say, I got some waterskiing stuff for you,” he said to Nanna. Reaching into the pocket of his pea coat, he pulled out some business cards and brochures. “I’m sure you can find a boat from these.”

“This ought to be a hoot!” Nanna said, accepting the advertising. “Thanks.”

He tipped his hat and headed toward his boat. Or lunch, maybe. What time was it?

Travis made an angry face when we didn’t follow Rob out of the shack.

“What do you want?” His eyes shifted between us. “I already said all I’m gonna.”

“Oh, well, we only wanted to ask about the rivalry between you and—”

“Nope!” Travis folded his arms.

“You and Otis.”

“If you want to talk to me, you’ll have to do it through my lawyer.”

“Why? We aren’t accusing you of anything,” Rosie said.

He shook his head, lips clamped into a thin line.

“Do you remember the graffiti on Otis’s front door?” I asked.

Travis shook his head some more.

“You don’t remember?”

“Lawyer.”

“Did you know Otis was planning on doing the same to your house?” I asked.

His eyes widened a fraction. But Travis stuck with the silent treatment.

“Probably something worse than ‘Loser.’”

Nanna pulled out a trifold brochure. “You know these guys? Is their boat fast? No point in waterskiing if there isn’t an element of danger.”

“Nanna!” I said.

Rosie surprised me with a doozy of a question. “Say, now that Otis is dead, does that make you the watch commander?”

Travis stared at her for a long moment.

“Somebody has to be in charge. You expressed an interest.”

“No, it doesn’t mean that. There has to be a vote. There always has to be a vote. And the neighborhood watch is on hiatus. A terrible idea, if you ask me. Crime is going to run rampant until we get back out there!”

That got him talking.

“Are you on a break out of respect for the dead? Or do you need the position filled?”

“I don’t discuss the watch’s business with outsiders,” he said.

“Have you ever found Greg Matters up to no good?” I asked.

He made like a clam again.

“How about Tom Peters?”

Clover sighed through his nose. “If you don’t have business in the marina office, I’m going to have to ask you to leave. And if you refuse, I’ll call the police and have you removed.”

“The cops have cars,” Nanna said. “They could pull the carriage over.”

“Why doesn’t the neighborhood watch have a car?” Rosie asked.

His face flushed red.

“I’m reaching for the phone to call 911 right now,” he said. Travis lifted the receiver on a house phone. You’d think he’d have a cell phone. He touched the nine button, and we could hear it.

“Maybe the police will be interested in our questions.” I tried a bluff.

He pressed the one button. Staring us down.

I wanted to dare him to do it. For sure, I was going to mention him to Chief Devoe. Whether he wanted to deal with it, he was in the middle of this investigation.

But did I want to waste a lot of time?

Travis called my bluff. His finger moved back toward the one button.

“Okay. Fine. But we’ll be back. Maybe with the cops behind us,” I said.

He hung the receiver in the cradle. “You just do that.”

Defeated, we walked out of the office, back toward the horses. Wildfire snorted when she saw Rosie. Then dropped a road muffin.

“I think she’s getting to like me,” Rosie said. She dug a carrot out of her purse.

We got back in the carriage. “What do you think Travis isn’t telling us?”

Stone pursed his lips in thought. “My gut tells me that he’s not the guy. At the same time, I don’t know why he’d hold back information about a guy he hated.”

“Right?”

Nanna flapped the reins. The mare started off. “He could’ve witnessed something. But he hates Otis so much he doesn’t want to spill.”

“Hmm. It’s not a bad theory. But it kind of goes against the whole neighborhood watch idea. He seems committed to that,” I said.

“Mm,” Stone said. I translated: Overly so.

“Maybe he’s jealous that someone else killed Otis.” Rosie managed to get Wildfire to walk alongside us.

“And Travis didn’t?” That wasn’t bad, either. Otis stood in the way of Travis’s ambitions. But even so, wasn’t that just too petty to murder over? They took it seriously, sure, but none of them were real law enforcement. They were barely even security guards.

“Sure. Makes him look weak,” Nanna said.

“I think we need to take it down a notch. There’s no way a guy was killed because of his position in a purely volunteer organization of six people on a small island with zero power.”

“Right!” Rosie said, eyes big. “It wasn’t the neighborhood watch that got him killed, but all the threats he tried to keep over everyone’s head. Obviously, he never had anything on Travis, or he’d just threaten to out the guy when he ran for watch commander. We’re looking for the person who’d had enough of being tormented and pressured and bullied.”

Rosie was right on point, I thought. The problem being, we’d never get that person to talk about it. But maybe we didn’t need to talk to Travis anymore. He might know who was the most fed up with Otis. But I was sure we could figure it out without him. Ultimately, I hoped we would, and make him and the neighborhood watch appear even less effective. The whole organization was mired in misery. It wasn’t my place. The town had to disband them. But I’d push them that way as much as I could.

“There are other members of the watch. I’m going to call Chief Devoe to get digits for Wagers and Craig. They were with Otis before he died. Could be they were in on the blackmail and stuff,” I said, taking out my phone.

“They could also be feeling guilty about it,” Rosie said. “Right? They weren’t there for him. Not watchful enough. Whoa!”

Randomly, Wildfire went galloping down the road. In the middle of the street, the horse stopped, rising up on its hind legs, trying to dislodge her rider.

“Down! Down girl!” I heard Rosie say before Wildfire landed on all fours and started running again.

Nanna clucked her tongue, getting the mare to move faster. “Probably lunch time at the stable.”

“Rosie’s been feeding that horse carrots. How could she be hungry?”

“Maybe she doesn’t like carrots?”

We’d have to suggest that to Rosie. Either that or convince her to befriend a different horse.

A while before we reached the equestrian center, Chief Devoe texted me the phone numbers and addresses of Otis’s wingmen on the watch. Not really understanding the lay of the land, I wondered if we shouldn’t keep the carriage for a couple more hours.

Then Wildfire went screaming by in the opposite direction, Rosie barely hanging on.

“I think we’re done with horses for the day,” I said, choking on the dust kicked up by Wildfire’s hooves.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


We had to ask for directions, but got pointed toward Bill Craig’s house, the one closer to the stable. For a while, we waited for Rosie to get her horse under control. Wildfire ran up and down the road until she got tired and frothy. Breathing hard, the animal moved across the yard, head down.

Rosie didn’t look any fresher. Her honey-brown curls were windblown and wild. Face and clothes were dusted with road dirt. She practically fell out of the saddle as the horse walked into the stable.

“Better than walking, right?” she asked, face flushed and shiny, eyes squinted in pain.

“I want to get to Bill Craig before lunch,” I said. “Let’s go.”

Back on shank’s pony, we walked past half a dozen old-fashioned houses, finally reaching a section of mid-century modern buildings. From the address I was given, Craig lived in a four-unit apartment building. We walked up the front steps and pressed his button.

Waited.

There was no answer. “He might be at work.”

“Do we even know what he does for a living?” Rosie asked.

I shook my head. Pressed the buzzer again. Nothing.

Then I sat down on the steps. “I admit it. I’m beat. My feet are swollen at least a size and a half. I’m not good at sleuthing on my feet.”

“Let’s get lunch,” Nanna said. “We can rest for a while. I’m pooped, too. Driving horses isn’t sissy work.”

“What’s the closest place? Don’t tell me it’s the Honeybee,” I said.

Rosie sighed. “I’m pretty sure it is. The other restaurants on the middle road are on the other side of the B&B, not over here.”

Groaning, I got up. I was really glad I hadn’t gone on that run with Stone. My legs would be worn down to nubs by now if I had. I limped back the way we’d come. Buildings seemed to move backward in time as we progressed.

Did the road rise in a little hill before Bluff Cottage, or was I just hallucinating? Could you hallucinate from sore muscles? I’d done more walking in a day than I would in a month back home. And I walked to work.

But the exhaustion fell away. I saw a familiar figure on the sidewalk just ahead of us.

“Molly Peters?” I called.

The woman stood with a tall, lanky boy on the front steps of a Victorian house. She turned at my voice. Her features gathered in confusion. “Yes? You’re the detectives.”

“We are,” I said. “Can we talk to you a minute?”

I hurried over to her, the others keeping up. “Is this your son?”

“Yes, this is Tom,” she said, a tiny note of pride in her voice.

“Hi, Tom, I’m Tiff. This is Rosie, Nanna and Stone.”

He nodded. Gave us a teenage “Hey.”

“They’re looking into Mr. Claremont’s death,” Molly said.

The kid blinked at us. He seemed frozen in place. I made sure not to focus on his suspicious behavior.

“This probably won’t take long.”

“I don’t know if I can give you anything useful. I don’t like speaking unkindly of the dead, but I didn’t like the man.”

“Probably deserved it,” Tom said.

“Tom!”

“Well, he did. He was always harassing Greg. All the time. Like it was any of his business. I hate that guy.” With that, Tom banged into the house. I heard footsteps on the stairs.

“Don’t mind Tom,” Molly said. “He’s very loyal to his friend. I don’t know that Greg deserves that much loyalty. But you know how boys can be.”

“I wanted to ask you what happened when Otis visited you,” I said. “When he was telling you Tom was out late. Why would he bother?”

“Good question,” Molly said. Then she opened the door wider, looking up and down the sidewalk. “Please. Come in.”

I always liked Victorian houses. Something about all the individual rooms, with doors, seemed cozy, even in a big old pile like this one. Whatever happened to rooms with doors, to interior walls? People these days all wanted open floor plans for some reason.

We sat in a room between what was probably the parlor and a kitchen. Molly looked up the stairs before we sat. There was no sign of Tom.

She lowered her voice. “Tom isn’t a healthy boy. I don’t want to go into it. It’s private. But Otis knew a lot about everyone on this island. Including Tom. I think part of his coming here was because he knew about Tom’s condition. That he was helping me out.

“It didn’t take long to turn out differently. When I told him that I wanted Tom to lead a normal life regardless, Otis started going on about Greg and what a terrible influence he was on all the kids on the island. Especially Tom.

“Maybe I’m not crazy about Greg, but he’s Tom’s best friend. Doesn’t everyone deserve a best friend? Kids get in trouble sometimes. It's unavoidable. But I trust Tom not to get in too much trouble. He’s a good kid,” Molly said. “Oh, forgive me! Can I get you some tea? Something to drink?”

“Don’t go to any trouble. We’re on our way to lunch,” I said.

In my head, I went over all we knew about the feud between Greg and Otis. The graffiti on Otis’s door, and Greg’s suspicions.

“You visit the Honeybee Café a lot, right? Did you happen to see the word ‘Loser’ painted on Otis Claremont’s door?”

“I did, yes. Disgraceful.” She leaned forward and whispered. “I’m pretty sure it was Greg Matters. He was always getting in trouble for vandalism. And that graffiti was almost an artsy graphic. Greg fancies himself an artist. Although what’s so artsy about breaking people’s property? Smashing their stuff.”

Footsteps thundered down the steps. Tom looked surprised to see us.

“Hey, Mom, I’m going to go hang out.” He trotted into the room.

“With who?”

“Jane, Mia, Harry. The usual.”

“Greg?”

He sighed. Dropped his shoulders. “Yes…”

“How are you coming on the college applications?” she said.

“Good. Real good. It’s been tough going. All I have is a couple essays to write. I’m already working on one.”

“What’s it about?” Rosie asked.

“The university wanted an essay about getting into a bad situation and what I learned from it, how I would avoid it again, how I got out of it. And there was this thing, back when I was a kid. It could’ve been really bad. We were down at the marina—”

“Go ahead and hang out with your friends, then,” Molly interrupted. “You can work on it more tonight after dinner. Call me if you’re going to be late. You have your cellphone? You better answer if I call you.”

He looked confused for a second. Then saw his chance to escape. “Okay, Mom, okay! I will. Promise.”

Tom gave her a kiss and lighted out of the house.

I had to wonder. Why had she cut off his story? She practically launched him out of the house. Greg had mentioned something that Otis had on Tom. Did it have something to do with the story he wasn’t allowed to tell? An incident that happened at the marina?

Tucking it away, I’d have Rosie do an internet search later. It couldn’t be that hard. How much could’ve happened on this island?

“Was there anything else Otis said? Did he act strangely? Anything odd at all?” I asked.

“You have to understand. Otis was a strange person. I never noticed him until he got involved with the neighborhood watch. Even if there aren’t many people living here.

“Then, he got a little obsessive about it. Very zealous about things, especially anything going on around the downtown. We do have a lot of crime. Mostly theft. I think it’s gotten a lot better.”

“Because of the neighborhood watch?”

She shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe the economy? I can’t say for sure.”

“Hmm. Well, thanks for talking to us. We’ll let you get back to your day,” I said.

“Enjoy your lunch,” she smiled, walking us out. “Have you come up with a suspect? That has to be a challenge, given Otis’s personality.”

“It has been a challenge,” I said. “But I think we’re onto someone.”

“Oh?” She stopped, scrutinizing my face. “Who’s that?”

“I can’t say just yet. We still need to do some interviews.”

“I see. Well, okay, I guess you’d better get on with it,” she smiled.

But the smile didn’t reach her eyes. Fingers of both hands worked together constantly. She reached for the doorknob so fast, she banged her knuckles before gripping it.

She was nervous. But why? It must have something to do with Tom. I’d have to figure out what, exactly.

“Thanks for stopping by. I need to get ready for work. Second shift,” she said.

“Second shift? Like a factory?” Nanna asked.

“No, there’s nothing like that here. I work at the urgent care. I’m a nurse, but I work the reception desk.”

“Hopefully, we won’t be seeing you there,” Rosie laughed.

But with us, you never knew. We left Molly to get ready.

“Where now?” Nanna asked. “Can we finally eat some lunch?”

“Yeah, let’s head to the café,” I said.

“Actually, I’m thinking of another place,” Rosie said.

“Let me guess—it’s far enough away to rent horses again,” I said.

“No! Although…” She thought for a moment. “I’ve just been thinking. Working on a theory. I need some stuff.”

“It isn’t more carrots for that mean old horse, is it?” Nanna said.

“No! I uh… No, this might be important. It’s about the murder,” Rosie said. “But we have to go downtown.”

I groaned inwardly. But I didn’t want to protest. I’d whined enough about how sore I was. If I kept doing it, Stone would try talking me into morning runs. I figured I’d better suck it up. As much as I disdained exercise, Stone was a persuasive guy.

“Plus, there’s a burger joint I saw in some of the B&B brochures. French fries, milkshakes, deep-fried candy bars.”

Rosie had me at French fries. Nanna reacted to the fried candy. “That sounds super. I wonder if they have a selection? What do you think a deep-fried Kit-Kat tastes like?”

“Like a future heart attack and diabetes,” Stone said.

“Don’t be a spoilsport. I’m sure they have some yucky health food thing you like,” Nanna said. “Lead on, Rosie.”

My feet did not want to go. But go they did. We found a cross street that led down to the main street. It wasn’t far to downtown from there. We passed the massive grand hotel, Victorian towers rising high overhead. Rosie found the place she was looking for. I was confused as she entered a garden shop.

“What is she getting?” I asked as we waited outside.

“Goodness me!” Nanna said. “Look!”

She pointed across the street. I saw more quaint shops, pedestrians walking around. What was she so excited about.

“We’ll just have to go after lunch,” Nanna said.

Stone shot me a shrug. But who knew what Nanna got excited about? Not long later, Rosie walked out of the store, a box in her arms. “The burger place is just down the street.”

“What’s in the box?”

“A surprise.”

Fine. Whatever. My blood sugar was too low to press her. We headed to the lauded burger joint. When the greasy aroma hit me, I practically floated to a table.

“What kind of fried candy bars do you have?” Nanna asked when the waitress arrived. “Do you have weird ones? Like Whatchamacallits or York Peppermint Patties?”

“We got whatever you want,” the waitress smiled.

“Maybe I’ll try one of each,” Nanna said.

“C’mon, Nanna. At least have some protein.” I couldn’t let my mother hear that Nanna had an entire meal of deep-fried chocolate and nougat. It was exactly the kind of thing Nanna would brag about.

“Right. Do you deep fry Payday bars?”

I managed to talk her into slightly healthier chili cheese fries.

“Are there beans in that chili?” Rosie asked. “We sleep in the same room.”

After indulging in greasy goodness, and sharing a fried Snickers bar, we headed out, revitalized and somewhat bloated. Except Stone. He’d found a chicken Cesars salad that was an indulgence for him.

“Okay!” Nanna said, waiting at a cross walk. “Now we’re gonna have some fun!”

Her tone made my heartbeat increase.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Hot diggity! With the hills around here, I’ll bet we can get these babies up to fifty miles an hour!” Nanna basked in the glow of shiny new e-bikes for rent. “Look at that yellow one! It looks like a dirt bike. We’ll have to ask which one goes the fastest.”

“We’re renting bikes?” Rosie said.

“Yep. Forget the stinky horses. We are getting around,” Nanna said.

Given the lack of available vehicles on the island, it actually made sense. The bike part, anyway. I wasn’t so certain about the e part.

“But I have this box to carry,” Rosie said.

“You’ll have to get that dorky ol’ tricycle. It has a basket,” Nanna said. “C’mon, let's rent these things before they’re gone.”

There were no people standing around admiring the bikes, nor in the shop. In fact, I couldn’t see anyone to help us. Which might not have been a bad thing.

“Let’s just rent horses when we need to move around the island,” Rosie said. “Horses are fun.”

“What, and give that Wildfire more chances to bite you?” Nanna said.

“As opposed to doing an endo when you go down a hill too fast?” Rosie said.

Nanna shrugged. “They have an urgent care. And we’ve seen an ambulance.”

Eventually, someone came out of the shop. “Help you?” He was a tall guy, a little beefy for a bike rider, I thought.

“Which one of these sleek babies goes the fastest?” Nanna said.

“I think the top speed is about twenty-five miles an hour,” the guy said.

“That’s it?” Nanna said. “How about downhill?”

“They’ll go as fast as you can pedal them,” Beefy Guy shrugged.

“Hot dang. That’s what I wanted to hear!” She walked over to the yellow one that looked like a dirt bike. “I call this one.”

“Guess we’re renting four e-bikes,” I said.

“Cheaper to rent by the week,” the guy shrugged.

Our work-cation wouldn’t last a whole week from today. But I couldn’t pass up a bargain. I might be able to expense some of the cost.

“I don’t want to ride a dorky ol’ tricycle. Isn’t there another one with a basket?” Rosie asked.

“There’s one inside,” the guy nodded at the door.

Before you knew it, handlebars and seats were adjusted. The shop owner tried to get us familiar with the bikes. But Nanna took off on hers. She tore down the street at top speed, passing a horse carriage. With a spray of dust, she came back the other way. “Woo-hoo!”

First fried candy. Now motorbikes. Mom was going to kill me.

“You need a helmet!” I called. Then turned to the proprietor. “You have helmets?”

“Included with the rental price,” he said.

“Nanna! Get back here and put a helmet on!”

We rode around the downtown, looking for the best way up to the middle road. I had to admit, with the motor assist, my body was relieved as we rose up the hill.

“Hey! I’m only going twelve miles an hour!” Nanna said.

“That’s why we should stick to horses,” Rosie said.

“Horses don’t have speedometers,” Nanna said. “Get up, bike! Yah!”

Stone rode past her. “If you use the pedals, it will go faster.”

“Pedals? Heck with that. This is a bad motor scooter,” Nanna said, twisting the accelerator hard. But she thankfully didn’t go any faster.

Rosie frowned. “I’d still prefer a horse.”

“Aren’t you the one who’s always talking about getting a scooter?” I said. “Like, every time you get a bonus?”

“Scooter, sure. Or a motorcycle would be cool. But e-bikes are for nerds.”

“Speak for yourself, kiddo,” Nanna said. She reached the top of the hill and started making motorcycle noises when the bike sped up again. “Rrrrrmmm! Rrrrrmmm!”

“Yeah, that’s not nerdy,” Rosie said under her breath.

I hadn’t thought about charging the bikes up. But Bluff Cottage had charging stations in the back. Gwen pointed them out to us. We plugged them in. Nanna looked up. “Looks like weather moving in. Do you think e-bikes are more likely to get struck by lightning?”

“No idea,” I said.

Rosie looked at her box in the basket. “I guess this is an okay place to do the experiments.”

“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

“Frankly, I’m not buying a garden gnome as the murder weapon,” she said. “We don’t have access to the coroner’s report, so we might want to get a jump on things on our own.”

“You don’t think getting hit with a garden gnome will kill you?” Nanna said.

“No,” Rosie said. “Not consistently, at least. People who get hit in the head with bottles sometimes hardly get injured at all. And a glass bottle is a lot harder than a terra cotta garden gnome.”

I was intrigued. “How do you prove it?”

“To make this legit, you’d use skulls in ballistics gel. But they probably don’t carry that on the island. So I went with these.”

She opened the box. Inside were four garden gnomes, a watermelon and a coconut.

“This is a human-head-sized watermelon. A coconut-sized coconut. I can only do so much. And some test gnomes.”

“And we’re gonna smash the fruit with the gnomes?” Nanna said. “Radical. I’m totally in. Gimme a gnome.”

“Let’s each grab one,” she said. “I’ll get the watermelon set up. I know it’s not the best analogy to a person’s head. But it’s really round, so it should be tough.”

I had no idea why a rounder watermelon would be tougher. She set it on the grass.

“I guess this is about the same kind of ground as the garden out front. You wanna go first, Nanna?”

“Are you kidding?” She lifted the gnome overhead. Brought it down with a grunt. The gnome didn’t break, but neither did the watermelon. “One more shot?”

She picked up the gnome again. This time when she struck, the skin of the watermelon broke. A little. “Huh. Maybe you’re onto something, Rosie.”

“Let Stone try,” I said.

Stone lifted his gnome. But when he brought it down, the watermelon splatted everywhere and the gnome broke into pieces.

“Okay, so someone as strong as Stone could’ve done it,” Rosie said.

“But someone as strong as me?” I asked. “Let me try the coconut.”

Rosie planted the brown husky in the dirt.

“I want some of that when it breaks,” Nanna said. “I love me some coconut.”

Giving it my all, bending my knees a little, I smashed the big nut with the little gnome. The gnome broke. But the coconut remained intact. Rosie picked it up and examined it.

“Gnome zero, coconut one,” she said. “Let me try.”

When Rosie smashed the coconut, the gnome practically exploded. Yet again, the coconut was not damaged.

“Okay, bust it open, Stone,” Nanna said, handing him her intact gnome. “Mamma wants some coconut meat.”

He lifted it overhead. Did a few practice swings. Took aim. Then smashed the garden decoration down hard. It exploded like Rosie’s had. When Rosie picked up the coconut, no milk flowed out.

“There is a little crack,” she said.

“You really need a hammer and a screwdriver to open one of those,” Nanna said. “Ask me how I know.”

“So where do we stand?” Stone asked. “It seems garden gnomes are too soft for a solid blunt impact. Perhaps Otis was knocked out?”

“But then what killed him?” Rosie frowned. “If he was shot, you would’ve seen blood. Or stabbed. Unless he was moved.”

“No sign of that,” I said.

“What does it mean?” Nanna asked.

“Well, first of all, Stone did get the coconut to crack. But Stone is one strong dude,” Rosie said. “I’d have to say, whoever killed Otis didn’t have to be one strong dude. We should look for another murder weapon.”

“Or see if the coroner did a tox screen,” I said. “Those usually take time.”

We cleaned up the watermelon and terra cotta mess. The charging station for the bikes was near the garbage cans. Then carried the slightly damaged coconut inside.

“Can I expense the garden gnomes?” Rosie asked.

“Sure. Save your receipt.”

“This skews our sense of the crime,” Stone said. “We assumed Otis was followed out of his house, or lured out. Then brained with the garden gnome. And maybe he was.”

“But now we don’t even have an MO,” I said. “Just a lot of suspects with a lot of motives. We need to find who had the access.”

“You can chalk that up to just about everyone, too,” Stone said. “The guy didn’t lock his doors.”

“We’re never going to solve this, are we?” Nanna said.

“It’s not like we haven’t been here before,” Rosie said. “Turns out that unlikable people get killed more often than friendly ones. Who woulda thunk it?”

From the yard, I couldn’t see over Otis’s fence. But above, I saw purply-bruised clouds rolling in. The wind stirred my hair. Once in a while, we got storm clouds like this in Las Vegas. It always meant a big blow was coming.

“Do you think they do DoorDash or Grubhub by horse here?” Rosie asked.

“Probably not. Most everything is in walking distance.”

“I’m thinking we’d better get some takeout, or we’ll be riding the bikes in the rain when we go to dinner,” Rosie said.

We just had lunch, but the Honeybee didn’t serve dinner. It might be best to make plans early.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


We made it back with Chinese takeout just after the rain began to fall. When we plugged the bikes in, it began to come down in buckets. Running inside, we brought the greasy paper bags into the dining room.

Rosie stood at the window. “Wow! It’s raining cats and dogs out there.”

A light flashed, followed by the boom of thunder.

“Still a mile away,” Rosie said. “Which is crazy. How much harder can it possibly rain?”

I was still full from burgers and fried food. E-bikes weren’t much exercise if you did it right. Joining Rosie at the window, I saw only a blur of water rolling down the panes.

“Glad we aren’t going out in that,” I said.

Lighting forked across the sky, the afterimages dancing in my eyes. Thunder cracked soon after.

“Storm’s almost on us.”

“Guess we’re having recess indoors,” Nanna said. “Are there any cards around? Board games?”

“We could binge watch some ‘Columbo,’” Rosie said. “I saw that streaming.”

I didn’t want to bring the food up to our rooms. We’d never finish it all, and I didn’t want the containers sitting in the little garbage cans all night. As much as I liked eating in front of the TV, hotel rooms were not the place to do it.

“Let’s see if we can find a way to entertain ourselves down here. I’ll go check at the desk.”

Gwen was working. We talked about the weather as she supplied me with a few board games and a deck of cards.

“Should clear up by morning,” she said.

“We don’t get a lot of rain this time of year in Vegas,” I said. “Kind of a treat.”

“I saw you brought in some food. Let me find some plates for you,” Gwen said.

When I brought the games in, Nanna sat up straight. “Trivial Pursuit? Set it up, Tiff.”

“No way. It’s never a good idea to play Trivial Pursuit with an old person,” Rosie said.

“Why not? My memory’s not so good anymore,” Nanna said.

“You’re some kind of Trivial Pursuit shark, aren’t you?” Rosie eyed her.

“You don’t like it because there aren’t any math questions,” Nanna said. “C’mon, Rosie. You read books. Come at me, bro.”

“How about Hungry, Hungry Hippos?” I asked, looking at the boxes.

“No Battleship?” Rosie asked.

“Sorry, no. And no Sorry.” I held them out to read the sides. “Trivial Pursuit, Hungry, Hungry Hippos and Catan?”

“No Life? No Monopoly?” Rosie looked them over. “What’s Catan?”

“Oh, that one’s kind of fun,” Nanna said. “The board is like a puzzle. You get roads and settlements and stuff. We play it at the senior center sometimes. Wes is a master.”

Wes was Nanna’s husband. That did sound like a game he’d like.

“How about plain old cards?” Rosie said. “Crazy Eights, Spades, Hearts, Rummy?”

“I’m not playing Crazy Eights with a card counter,” Nanna said.

“Euchre? Whist?”

“Go Fish?” Stone tried.

Nobody argued. Rosie tapped out the cards and shuffled. Nothing like a brisk game of Go Fish.

“Do you have any fours, Stone?” Nanna asked.

He told her to go fish. And then Rosie asked Nanna, “Do you have any fours?”

“Don’t you start cheating!” Nanna said. Reluctantly, she handed over her two fours.

We played cards as the storm rolled on.

“Too bad we don’t have an Exploding Kittens deck,” Nanna said.

“How about Egyptian Ratscrew or Mao?” Rosie proposed.

“You’re just making stuff up now,” Nanna said.

“Fifty-two pickup?”

Lightning flashed. The lights flickered and went out. Power failure. I waited, expecting a generator to fire up. But it didn’t happen.

“Hold on, hold on,” Gwen’s sing-song voice came from the lobby. After a moment she walked in with a candle and a lantern. “Here you go. This happens once in a while.”

She set down the lantern. It wasn’t really bright enough to play cards by. So she left the candle as well.

“Chinese takeout by candlelight,” Rosie said. “Romantic.”

The phone rang in the lobby. People probably asking why their televisions weren’t working. We piled up plates, family style, and tucked in.

It wasn’t half bad.

The rattle of rain on the windows lessened, the moan of the wind dying back. There were still occasional lightning strikes, but the thunder came long after.

“Okay, I’m going to bed,” Nanna said after we finished eating. “I got Netflix on my phone.”

“Guess I could do some video editing before the laptop battery runs out,” Rosie said.

“We could figure out some way to entertain ourselves,” Stone said. He raised his eyebrows.

Woof!

The four of us headed upstairs, guided by emergency lights on the steps and above the doorways. If our room hadn’t been so dark, I probably wouldn’t have noticed.

But there was a light shining in Otis’s house next door.

“Holy smokes!” I hurried back out of the room.

Stone followed close behind. “Could be Julie again.”

“Looking for more artifacts?” I breathed. “You don’t think she learned her lesson?”

We raced through the dark B&B. There were no streetlights, no moon outside. It made the beam bouncing around Otis’s second floor all the more evident. It took a moment to make the street and head for the house’s front gate.

By the time we did, I saw it blowing in the wind. Barely visible, someone ran away down the street. “Hang back,” Stone said, taking off after the shadow figure.”

“Bikes!” I said to no one; ran around the side of Bluff Cottage. How charged up were they? Maybe enough to run down that burglar. The seat was wet. So was the grass. Light rain continued to fall. How did you work one of these again?

Pedals still worked just fine. Once I got going, I got the motor engaged. The speedometer between the handlebars lit up. Even though it wasn’t bright, it was enough to blind me in the black night. Blinking, I throttled up.

As I rode, lights were on in a few windows. Some candles, some working off a generator. I could see the fleeing figure. Stone was closing the gap despite the head start. I stood up on the pedals, leaned forward, twisted the accelerator.

Fast as Stone was, I quickly passed him. Headed for the burglar at full speed, twenty-five miles per hour, I gained ground. That was four times faster than a person could run.

“Stop!” I cried.

Just as I caught up, the shadow man spun around. I saw a backpack heading toward my face. Put up an arm to defend myself.

First, the impact, mostly from my own momentum, nearly knocked me off the bike. Second, my other arm jerked hard on the handlebars. Third, I was in freefall, the e-bike wobbling off the side of the road.

“Oof!” the bike landed. Slid. I could hardly see where I was going, but I managed to cut the engine and turn back toward the road.

“Tiffany!” Stone shouted. Ran after me.

“I’m fine! Go get that guy!”

He paused, making sure I wasn’t hurt, then took off down the street.

Was I alright? My butt hurt from the sudden landing. My legs hurt anyway. I put the motor back on to get the bike out of the mud and wet grass. Stone ran ahead of me, and I caught up again.

“I don’t know where he went,” Stone said as I rode beside him. He wasn’t even out of breath.

There was nothing in front of us. An unlit street. Houses on the left. A steep hill dropping off on the right. No running man.

“I’m sorry I ran off the road. We could’ve had him,” I said.

“We did get something.” Stone held up a dark backpack. It was mostly empty. That was good. If it had been full, I would be lying on the road back there.

I brought the bike to a stop. Winced over pain in an embarrassing location. “At least there’s that. What’s inside?”

Rosie and I relied on our cellphone apps for light, but Stone always carried a bright little flashlight. We took shelter under a tree and looked in the bag.

“We should be wearing gloves,” he said too late. Then pulled out a little leather notebook. “Good surface for friction ridges.”

Important for cops, but not so much for private eyes. “Anything else?”

He pulled out an amber vial. Shone his light on it. “Meds. Claremont’s. Menivastatin,” he slowly sounded out.

“What’s that?” Recently, we’d worked with a woman named Liz on some cases. She knew a whole bunch about medications. I rarely even took a Tylenol.

“Statins are reducing high cholesterol,” Stone said.

“Not poison or anything. Not a tranquilizer or opioid.”

I opened the notebook. Stone provided the light. It still was tough to read. “This might be a record of his neighborhood watch patrols.”

“Why would someone break into his house for that? And a bottle of common pills?” Stone said.

“No idea. Let’s get back inside. We can take a better look at the notes. Right now, I’m soaking wet, and it’s still raining.” I looked at Stone. His hair lay flat, clothing hanging heavily from his frame. “You want to ride on my handlebars?”

“I’ll jog along beside you,” he said.

Once the bike was back on the rack, we headed inside Bluff Cottage. Gwen, dressed in a nightgown, padded out to the desk with a lantern. “Everything okay?”

“Fine,” I said. “Nothing to worry about.”

“You’re limping…”

“Not used to riding a bike,” I grunted. “Goodnight.”

As I walked upstairs, I realized that I was hurt. But not too bad. Maybe I was wrong about the Tylenol thing.

Gritting my teeth, I sat on the bed. That wasn’t working. I lay down on my side. “What’s in the notebook?”

“I think we should wait until we can read it,” Stone said. “When the power comes back on, or the sun comes up. You need to stretch out. Get some rest.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Morning came. Stone didn’t go on his run. I found it hard to make it to the shower. But I had to work with people, so.

“We need to find a laundromat,” I said. “Our clothes are soaked.”

“Maybe later,” Stone said. “Rosie sent you a text.”

I found my phone. The power had been on long enough to charge it up.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Someone painted graffiti on Tavis Clover’s front door,” I said.

“Just like Otis.”

“Yeah. Except this time, it doesn’t say ‘Loser.’” I took a breath. “It says ‘KILLER.’ All caps.”

“How does Rosie know?”

“She’s down in the café. The place is buzzing about it. What time is it?”

“After nine. After your bike incident, I thought I’d let you sleep. You looked like you needed it.”

Aw!

It wasn’t even an accident, really. Although try telling that to my butt. Putting pants on was no fun. But we hurried down. As much as I could.

“Does somebody know something?” Nick Oldman didn’t even have his laptop open.

“Sounds more like someone trying to frame him,” Kenzie said.

“Travis wanted Otis’s position on the watch,” Paula French said. She sat with an empty basket at one of the tables, Gwen beside her.

“I don’t like Travis much better than Otis,” Gwen said. “I wouldn’t put it past him to conk his rival over the head.”

Which didn’t kill him, I thought. But none of these people knew that.

“Travis isn’t like that,” Leah said. “He might take the whole watch thing too seriously, but he’s a good guy. He stands up for the community.”

“I’ve seen him and Otis going at each other,” Nick said.

The discussion died out as the Ulrich family wandered into the café. Gwen got up. “I’m so sorry folks. Let me get you set up in the dining room.”

“What’s going on, Daddy?” the littlest Ulrich said.

“Probably none of our business. C’mon, Sweetpea. Let’s go find a good table,” the dad said.

Rosie raised her brows at me. Angled her head toward the dining room. I nodded and headed in there. Other than the Ulrichs, who didn’t even live on the island, there was no one to overhear us.

We took a seat as far away from the family as we could.

“Banana pancakes today,” Nanna said. “I’m told I can get them with peanut butter.”

“Bonus,” Rosie said. “What happened to you, Boss? Are you saddle sore?”

“Sort of,” I said. Then related the brief chase last night.

“Ouch!” Rosie said. “No more sweet jumps on that bike for you.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t wind up sliding all the way down to the main street,” Nanna said. “You better take it easy, kiddo. I’m the daredevil in this family.”

“Where did you hear about the graffiti?” I asked.

“Paula saw it on his front door when she was making deliveries,” Rosie said. “I had her send me the photo she took.”

She passed her phone to me. Sure enough, in big balloon letters, artistic tagger style, was the word KILLER.

“There’s no porch,” I said. “Just that little overhang.”

“Okay…” Rosie said.

“It rained last night. The door would’ve been wet. I’m not sure when the storm ended, but that might indicate what time the graffiti was done. You can’t spray paint a wet surface, right?”

“You’d get a lot of drips and runs,” Rosie said, blowing up the image on her phone. “I don’t see any.”

“Or it was done before the storm,” Nanna said. “Maybe no one noticed.”

“Where is Travis’s house?”

“Not far. About two blocks down the street,” Rosie said. “I’m thinking about what Greg Matters told us.”

“That Otis wanted him to tag Travis’s door.”

“It can’t be a coincidence,” I said. “Except in this case… Like they were saying in the Honeybee, either someone knows something, or Travis is being framed.”

“Kind of a lame way to frame,” Rosie said. “Graffiti?”

“Which points a finger back at Greg Matters. The notorious local graffito.”

“A double boomerang frame,” Nanna said. “You think it’s going one way, but it comes back to someone else.”

It took a while for Leah to come into the B&B to take breakfast orders. I hadn’t had coffee yet. Probably why my thinking was slow. But the chatter continued in the café. You could just hear it past the glass doors.

“What are we thinking? Distraction?”

“Total red herring,” Nanna said.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“No?”

“I’m not convinced that Travis is a killer. But I do get the feeling that whoever tagged Travis’s door is the same person who murdered Otis. It’s just a hunch. There are too many weird coincidences for it to be all based on gossip. This is a person with knowledge of the original crime, I’m sure.”

Rosie shrugged. “Bit of a leap.”

“Do you think it's related to the break-in?” Stone said.

“What break-in?” Rosie eyed me.

“Right before we went to bed, I saw a light in Otis’s house.” I laid out the rest of the story, leaving out how sore my bottom was.

“You’ve got clues? C’mon, share,” Rosie said.

I took the black leather notebook out of my purse. “We didn’t get a chance to look it over closely.”

Leah hurried over with coffee. I needed a dose of focus juice.

“I don’t think it would’ve mattered if you did,” Rosie said.

“Why? Did all the ink run when it got wet?”

“Some of it did. Not too bad. But here.” She passed the black book across the table to me. I looked at the first couple of pages.

“It’s all just a bunch of letters,” I said. There were no sentences, no numbers or punctuation. Just block letters that vaguely resembled letters written by the Zodiac killer from the San Francisco Bay Area back in the day.

“A code,” Rosie said.

Maybe that’s why I was reminded of the old serial killer. They’d only cracked one of his codes a few years ago. As I recalled, he didn’t just use letters of the alphabet, but different symbols as well. That was not the case in the notebook. “Can you crack it?”

Rosie snorted. “By lunchtime, girlfriend.”

“After breakfast, we should go see Travis’s house. Maybe the cops haven’t covered up the graffiti yet.” I sipped more coffee. “Maybe he’ll be shaken up enough to finally answer our questions.”

I wasn’t in a banana pancakes mood. Feeling more serious, I ordered French toast with link sausage and a pot of coffee for myself. Maybe I’d share. “What we really need to think about is this same triangle of people showing up. Otis, Travis and Greg. Is there something we aren’t seeing?”

“We aren’t just taking Greg at his word. The police questioned him. He had an alibi,” Rosie said.

“Or maybe he didn’t. Maybe the cops just didn’t have enough to arrest him. And he’s just shining us on. The kid has a record, don’t forget,” I said.

“And Travis has been acting hinky from the get-go,” Rosie said.

“Could be Travis has a beef with someone other than Otis. He seems like a guy who gets into a lot of beefs.”

We chowed down and headed out. The gang in the café was still gossiping, but we got directions. Travis lived in the other direction from Otis.

Chief Devoe still stood outside the house with Travis. The fat, red and back balloon letters still marred the front door. No crime scene tape had been strung up. Officer Meers worked on the graffiti with a small scraping tool. Taking samples of the paint, I realized.

“We’ll see if it matches up. I don’t know if it’ll mean anything,” the chief said.

“It’s gotta be the same guy,” Travis argued. “He tagged Otis’s door, and now mine. I’m probably next in line to get killed!”

He eyed us as we approached.

“You don’t think it’s a simple frame job?” Nanna asked.

Travis didn’t reply.

“Might be that,” the chief said. It looked like he wanted to say more, but he didn’t. I understood the unspoken words. We’d already discussed the possibility that there was a person who knew more about Otis’s murder than they let on.

“Were you on patrol last night?” I asked.

“No. We decided not to patrol or hold meetings or anything until after Otis’s funeral. I personally think that’s a dangerous thing to do. But I was outvoted.” His features sank into a dark scowl.

“You were home when your front door got vandalized?”

Travis showed his teeth.

“Given that little storm we had, we figure the vandalism occurred early this morning. Maybe oh-three or oh-four hundred. The door was dry enough to paint by then,” Devoe said.

“Little storm?” Nanna said.

“That’ll probably do it, Chief,” Rudy Meers turned from his work. He transferred paint flakes from the scraper to a plastic bag.

“Go ahead and run it,” Devoe nodded.

Officer Meers nodded and headed for a bike leaning against the front wall. Even the cops rode bikes here. This despite the SUV parked on the street. Good to be the chief, I thought.

“Dang it, what time is it? I gotta get to work,” Travis said.

The chief nodded. “We’ll be in touch.”

Clover walked quickly down the street in the direction of the marina.

I had words for the chief.

“You really take paint samples from graffiti?”

“Um. No. But Travis insisted. I just wanted to make him feel better,” Devoe admitted.

Nanna nodded. “That’s nice of you.”

“We did a few tests,” I said. “It seems highly unlikely that Otis was killed by a blow to the head with a garden gnome. Have you heard back from the coroner?”

Devoe leaned against the SUV. “We did. They’re backed up. This island isn’t exactly the priority around here. But there was an external examination. We’ll have to wait for X-rays, an autopsy, and the toxicology screen. But the medical examiner agrees with your test results. The injury to Otis’s head was superficial.”

“So they told you what wasn’t the cause of death, but not what was,” I said.

“What did you do? Break some garden gnomes against a coconut?” the chief asked.

Which made us stare at him in surprise.

“You think you’re the only detectives around here?” Devoe said. Then he broke out in a smile. “Okay, I heard about your purchases in the garden store. The rumor mill in this town grinds on.”

“The person most connected with graffiti on this island is Greg Matters.”

He nodded. “We’ll talk to him. He’s been living on his cousin’s couch for the past few weeks. He’ll probably alibi out.”

“Do you believe him? Or the cousin?”

“The cousin works as a dispatcher for the department. I’d say his alibi stands up. But we’re going to talk to Greg anyway.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“I’m thinking it wasn’t Greg,” Nanna said. “If Otis wanted him to do something, he never would. Because teenagers.”

“Was I terrible when I was a teenager?” I asked her.

“Of course you were. But I love you anyway.”

I couldn’t think of a single teenaged thing that I had done.

Rosie looked at her phone as she walked. “We’re supposed to visit a blacksmith shop this afternoon.”

“Why?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Local color? Lots of horses? Something to do? Mr. Locandro set it up, so we need to go. Except…”

“The notebook,” I said. “I thought you would crack it before lunch.”

“Crack it, sure. But there’s a lot of pages in that little book. It’ll take time to decode them all. As much as I’d like to smash some glowing hot metal with a hammer, this might be more important.”

“Say, that does sound like a barrel of monkeys!” Nanna said. “Call it arm day. Build up some muscles.”

“I’ll handle it. If you give me the camera, I’ll get some pictures for the vlog,” I said.

Back at the B&B, Rosie ran upstairs for the camera. I hung out near the café. The regulars were still chatting and gossiping.

“Y’know, I don’t really want to sit down,” I said.

Nanna nodded. “I get it.”

“What I’m going to do is take a walk. We keep running into the same information. Sorting it out would be good. Just need to think for a while.”

“You want company?” Stone asked.

“No, I think I’d like to be alone. Get some coffee to go. Let the caffeine soak in. But I’ll be back for an early lunch. Can you guys entertain yourselves for a while?”

Stone nodded. “Rosie might need some help.”

“Someone has to make sure she isn’t binge-watching Perry Mason,” Nanna said. “She’s not going to believe you’re voluntarily exercising.”

Maybe I wasn’t. While it was true that my butt didn’t want to sit, that didn’t necessarily mean I wanted to walk. But we’d been together for nearly this entire investigation. There was one subject I wanted to talk to on my own. A group might not work as well.

Call it a hospitality deflection. Playing host was an easy way to avoid direct questions. Or make the questioner feel a little guilty. Grilling a subject was always better one one-on-one. Rosie knew when to jump in. She had reliable insights. But all four of us was throwing me off my game.

Ignoring my pain, sipping my coffee, I walked down the middle street. Above was the fort. I’m sure Charles Locandro had a tour of the place set up. What was up with a blacksmith shop?

I needed to separate the crimes from each other. The vandalism wasn’t necessarily tied to the murder. Heck, the attack with a gnome might not have been a part of the murder. It could’ve been a separate attempt.

When I compartmentalized, there was one person who popped up as the most likely killer. A guy who wanted to defend his friend. Throw around a bunch of red herrings, perhaps. But specifically, these were red herrings that pointed to a suspect with a solid alibi.

That guy appeared on the sidewalk heading toward me.

“If you want to talk to my mom, she’s sleeping. She worked a double shift. Someone called in sick.”

“Actually, Tom, I was hoping to talk to you.”

“Me?” He looked around like a trapped animal. “I’ve got someplace to be.”

“I’ll walk with you,” I said. “You’re young. Talking to adults probably isn’t your favorite thing.”

“Yeah.”

We started off, heading back the way I’d come.

I used my usual trick. Setting him up for questions, and then not asking them. Just walking along in silence until his discomfort reached a fever pitch.

“What did you want to talk about?”

“Otis came to your door early one morning. The day before he died.” Not a question.

His eyes shifted to me.

We walked on.

“I don’t think you can talk to me without my mom,” he said.

“I’m not the police. I can talk to whoever I want.”

“But I don’t have to talk to you.”

“Then your mother and I will have another discussion. Do you really want to put that kind of stress on her?”

Another block passed.

“He told Mom I was out late. That I was sick, and I should be getting sleep,” he said.

“And what about the graffiti?”

“Maybe he mentioned it.”

“You did it.”

His eyes looked straight ahead.

“Here’s why I think you did. Otis had something over your head. In order to keep him from spilling to the cops or your mom, Greg was committing crimes for him. Otis wanted him to steal artifacts from the dig site on the far side of the island. You know that Greg’s staying on his cousin’s couch, who’s a civilian employee for the cops, and he’s got a solid alibi. That’s why you tagged his door. You knew he’d accuse Greg. That he’d go to the cops. Make himself look bad.”

“How does that mean I killed Otis?”

“Well, I’m trying to separate these things. He didn’t accuse you of it right away. Eventually, he put it together. And maybe he figured out you and Greg were trading off taking shots at him.”

“Took him long enough,” Tom said. “For a guy who’s the head of a security deal.”

“He didn’t put it together because he thinks you’re too ill to do these things. You seem just fine to me. Greg doesn’t, or he wouldn’t be stealing for you.”

“Hey. I never asked him to do anything for me.”

“Was it you or him who tells Julie?”

Tom frowned. “It was Greg. He has a crush on Julie.”

“Little old for him.”

“He’s going to be twenty in a couple months.”

Which meant that he would be charged as an adult if he was caught committing more crimes. Maybe that’s why Tom was acting out. He was still a juvenile.

“So, you tagged Tavis’s house last night. Why? Is it something you know? Something you overheard? The rumor mill?”

“I didn’t.”

“Otis wanted to force Greg into doing it. But you’re the one he has the goods on. Still, he thought you were too weak. Sure, he’s dead, but it’s way too coincidental that it’s something Otis wanted done.”

“It wasn’t me!”

“What did he have over you? What did you do? Did he know it for sure, or was he just guessing?”

Tom started walking faster. “You’re crazy.”

“Pretty convenient that your mom was working a double shift. And you know about Greg’s alibi. Writing out that Travis is a killer all over his front door in red paint might be a good dodge for the actual murderer.”

His legs were longer. He was younger. Not sore. He rapidly pulled away from me.

“I’m not saying anything.”

“Are you even healthy enough to murder someone?”

He didn’t buy into the taunt. Instead, he walked faster and faster and turned the corner. Downhill, he moved at a jog. No way I was keeping up. I limped back toward Bluff Cottage.

That last question was one that bore answering. What exactly did Tom suffer from, and did it really keep him from doing strenuous activities?

It might be time to buy a sack of conspiracy from the gossip mill. Although it was still early, I headed for the Honeybee Café. When I entered, I was surprised to see Tom’s mother sitting with Gwen.

My hands were only shaking a little, so I helped myself to another cup of coffee. I sat with Molly and Gwen uninvited.

“Man. If I worked a double shift, I’d sleep all day,” I said.

Molly blinked. “Oh. Well. I have a day off today.”

I figured I should nip any issues about my conversation with Tom in the bud.

“Funny, I just got done talking to your son. About the graffiti on Travis’s door.”

“You—what?”

I saw the waitresses lean in from the kitchen. Nick stopped typing. Paula looked up from a crossword puzzle in the paper.

“Mm. I thought he might have been responsible. A thing with Greg. Very complicated.”

“No. I mean. He couldn’t.”

“Why not? You were working all night. That would be a perfect time to slip out of the house for some mischief.”

“No. I was there. He didn’t leave the house. I didn’t really work a double. Not a whole second shift. See, the other nurse lives off island. She missed the ferry. The last one leaves the mainland about seven-thirty, but she missed that one, too. There’s more than one way to get to the island. She knew someone with a boat. She was just a few hours late, is all. Debbie. She usually comes on the six-thirty shuttle. Gets to work just in time. But she missed it, then missed the next. She didn’t say why. But she made it eventually. So I was home with Tom almost the whole night. He didn’t go out. It couldn’t have been him. He gets sick, you know. I can’t just leave him.”

Finally, Molly took a breath. Everyone in the café widened their eyes at her swift river of words. It was impressive.

I sipped some coffee. “So, he didn’t go out?”

“No! Of course he didn’t. I was there. I would’ve heard him—”

I held up a hand. “Okay. Got it.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Rosie wasn’t done cracking the code. There was some twist to it that she tried to explain to me that I didn’t understand. Instead of trying to figure it out, I rode bikes with Stone and Nanna to the blacksmith shop. To my wonder, there was more than one. Since I never had Mr. Locandro’s agenda on my phone, I had to text Rosie for the right one.

It was hard to breathe inside, despite the smithy being all open doors. Smoke and heat cloyed in my nose and throat. Good thing I’d never taken up metal work.

A guy with biceps bigger than his head, a bull neck but a boyish smile and terrible bowl haircut instructed us on the kinds of metal he worked, their chemical composition, how impurities would be pounded out with a hammer, and more facts that only Rosie could love. She was missing out. I should’ve taken notes.

“Do you make swords?” Nanna asked.

“No. But I could. I make knives.” The smith, Davey Something, smiled. “The problem with a sword is quenching it. That is, cooling it down in oil or water. I don’t really have a vessel that will hold a sword.”

“Bummer,” Nanna said. “How about armor?”

“Mostly, I make horseshoes. There aren’t a lot of places that need horseshoes like we do on the island. Let me show you how I do it.” When Davey smiled, I saw the gap between his front teeth. There was a word for that. The kind of thing David Letterman had.

With huge tongs, he pulled a bar of orange hot metal from a roaring furnace. Dipping each of the ends in a bucket, he set the bar on an anvil and began pounding the snot out of it. Sparks rose from his efforts. After a few long moments, the bar was a wide U-shape. He stuck it back in the furnace.

“Next, I’m going to make a fuller on one side of the shoe. To do this, I use a fuller.” He held up a tool like a small, tapered hammer. “We got ones with smaller heads to make the holes for the nails.”

He continued heating and pounding the horseshoe. At one point, he asked if anyone wanted to give it a try.

“Your darned tootin I want to try,” Nanna said.

Davey gave Nanna her own hammer. I saw her stagger with the weight. But she got it up about as high as her head. When she brought it down, it made a ting instead of the more satisfying clang that Davey’s hammer made Grimacing, she tried it again.

“Hey!” she breathed. “Got a spark that time.”

But Nanna was only game for one more hit. She handed the hammer back. Davey fired up the horseshoe again and went to town beating it.

“Good job,” I said to Nanna.

“You gonna give it a try?”

I snorted. Which made Nanna chuckle.

The three or four other people in the shop eventually took a turn. Before you know it, the bar shaped into a familiar curve. Davey showed us how to make the square-headed nails that stuck the shoes to a horse hoof.

Over the clanging, roaring and hissing, I almost missed the chime on my cellphone. When I took it out, there was a message from Rosie. Just two emojis, a thumbs-up and a happy face.

I wanted to know why Otis was writing things down in code. Even so, I politely waited for the demonstration to end. Even though sweat was running into my eyes. A smattering of applause sounded. I quickly stepped into the breeze.

“Whew!” Nanna said. “I’m glowing more than that metal.”

“I stopped glowing twenty minutes ago. Then went straight to sweating bullets.”

Stone wasn’t even a little shiny. There was something to say about healthy eating and exercise. Not that I was going to start.

Groaning my way onto the e-bike, I got up on the pedals as quick as I could. “Let’s go see what Rosie found.”

Back at Bluff Cottage, Rosie was typing on the laptop in her room.

“I made a horseshoe!” Nanna said. “You would’ve loved it. He talked about carbon and stuff.”

With that, Nanna lay on her bed and almost immediately fell asleep.

Rosie eyed her, brows up. Then she turned the computer toward me.

“This is kind of what we thought it was. Otis made notes about his patrols.”

I nodded. “How does that help us?”

“Well, he only made notes when he dug up some dirt on somebody. For instance, Nick the writer likes to indulge in marijuana in the evenings. Not illegal, but maybe something he doesn’t want everyone to know.”

“Right. Is there something more relevant to the case?”

“Maybe. There’s a lot in this little book. I’m still not done decoding it. But here.” She moused around the screen, scrolling through the document she was working on. “This.”

“Poisoned?” I looked closer.

“The local baker, Paula French, nearly killed Otis Claremont with a poisoned tart.”

I read the decoded notes. “Well. Sort of. It had almonds in it. He’s allergic.”

“No, it didn’t just have almonds in it. It was all almond. Made of almond flour. That kind of tart sounds like a weapon. If you’re Otis, anyway.”

“She’s on his neighborhood watch group,” I said.

“If she takes the watch as seriously as Otis or Travis, maybe she did want to take him out,” Stone said. “It could be that she did the same thing this time. We know it wasn’t the impact of a garden gnome. And the tox screen hasn’t come back. Or at least, hasn’t gotten to us.”

“I guess that would be a good way to do it. But people probably know about the allergy incident.”

“Maybe she wants to be the neighborhood watch commander but doesn’t whine about it so much,” Rosie said.

“Why would anyone kill over that? There must be some other motive. That’s like killing so you can be the regular host of a book club.”

“Or the director of a small-town historical society,” Stone said. “We may need to lower our expectations about motivation on this island.”

“There is stuff about Gwen. How she was running around on him when they had a thing running around on some other partners. Years ago, but Otis knew how to hold a grudge.”

“What about something more recent? In the past few years, say.”

“I’m not done, like I said. Mostly. But I was thrown off by the spacing. He was a little better at codes than I thought. He used the alphabet, from A to Z, to use as spaces. So the first space is A, the second space is B, and so forth. Spaces are the most used character in English. So that threw me for a bit. But I got it cracked. Let me keep going.”

“Okay. We can talk to Paula, I suppose.”

“You don’t sound enthused.”

“Well, if Travis was murdered, I’d be more interested. But all he got was vandalized. And it doesn’t make sense that she’d vandalize his home if she did want to kill him. She’d sneak up on him with an almond.”

“Goes to mindset,” Rosie said.

“I s’pose.” This wasn’t going to go anywhere. “As long as you keep decoding the notebook. There has to be something good in there.”

“Right-o,” Rosie said.

We left her to her work, Nanna to her nap, and went downstairs. The diner was closed.

“Wonder where the locals go when they aren’t here,” Stone mused.

I had no idea. In the mornings, the place was full of gossipers. “It’s a little too early for dinner. Maybe we should ask where Paula’s bakery is, or her house.”

Gwen bustled into the dining room. She wore a cable knit sweater, purse slung over her shoulder.

“Off to dinner?” I asked.

“No, there’s a small gathering at Castaways. Travis wants to give people an update,” she said.

Update on what? The vandalism to his house? As far as I could tell, the neighborhood watch wasn’t all that cozy with the PD. I didn’t think that Chief Devoe would clue Travis in on the investigation.

“Do you think Paula is going to be there?”

“Probably. She’s part of the watch. Do you want to go? I called a cab. We can share if you want,” Gwen said.

“Thank you,” Stone accepted for us. I wasn’t so sure if I wanted to ride in a carriage. What were my options? A bike ride or walking. I didn’t see an advantage to any particular mode of transportation. Horse-drawn taxi it was.

I took in her sweater. “Do you think it’s going to get cold?”

“Depends on how long this thing goes on,” she said. “Best to be prepared. You never know what the weather’s going to do this time of year.”

Stone nodded and hurried upstairs. When he returned, he wore a dark windbreaker and handed me a sweater Nanna knitted for me. We only waited a few minutes on the street by the front garden for the carriage. Gwen kept casting her eyes at the garden where Otis was found.

Castaways was a bar a short ride away. Inside, I saw a lot of people I didn’t know along with the usual crew from the Honeybee. Travis talked with a few people near the bar. I zeroed in on Paula. She was setting out baked goods on the tables.

I saw a tray of cupcakes. It drew me like gravity.

“Can we talk to you after this meeting?” I asked Paula as she worked.

She gave me an expression I couldn’t read. “I guess so. It depends on how things go.”

I didn’t know what that meant. Travis looked at his watch. Then moved away from his group.

“Thanks for coming,” he said. “We wanted to address the ongoing crime wave here on the island.”

“Vandalism is a crime wave?” someone muttered.

Paula went and stood with the others Travis had been talking to. I took a seat with Stone near the cupcakes.

“I want to thank Paula French for providing some refreshments,” Travis said. “Hopefully this time she doesn’t poison anyone.”

There were chuckles from the people seated. Paula glowed and glowered at Travis behind his back.

“We wanted to honor Otis Claremont’s memory with a cessation of watch activities. But given the increase of crime, I wanted to announce that we’re back on patrol.” He paused. Perhaps expecting applause? None came.

“Also, there is a need for volunteers. Our small group can only cover so much ground. I have a signup sheet.” He set it on a table with a platter of cookies. “But let’s get down to business. We wanted to go over some safety tips for all of you.”

Gwen sat at the table behind us. “Here we go. I probably should’ve stayed at home,” she said.


CHAPTER TWENTY


“Your neighborhood watch will be on patrol. I vow to make this town safe again. But here are a few tips to follow. If you go out at night, travel in pairs or larger groups. This is a friendly community, but given recent events, you need to lock your doors, front and back, and windows as well,” Travis said. “For those of you who still don’t feel safe, we can advise you on where to place security cameras on your property. Most important, we need to grow the watch. I’m asking everyone to consider it.”

“Well, why would we do that?” Nick Oldman sat at the back of the room. “Seems to me the people on the watch are the ones being targeted. Maybe not volunteering is the safest bet.”

A murmur of agreement followed.

Travis opened his mouth, shut it, his color rising.

“Also motion detector lights,” Paula said lamely.

“What about the murder?” someone called. “What are the cops saying? Do they have someone for it?”

“Why isn’t that juvenile delinquent Greg Matters in the pokey?” another asked.

A woman I didn’t know stood beside Paula. “We are just a watch. Not the police. I’m sure if the chief had something to say, you would all know about it.”

“Tell the truth, Sally. The cops got nothing,” a voice called.

“Not for me to say,” Sally said. “It would just be nice to have a few more volunteers backing us up.”

“Does this mean Travis is the watch commander now?” Nick asked.

“Acting commander,” Travis said. “We can take a vote when we’ve got this situation better under control.”

“Which one of the baked goods is poisoned, Paula?” A scruffy guy in spectacles raised his hand. “I’m a tad puckish, but I don’t want to go to the urgent care.”

This brought out a few laughs. It seemed that despite Otis putting it down in his secret code, the incident was no secret.

Paula gritted her teeth but didn’t say anything. Baking was her livelihood. I winced at her humiliation. But then, people were grabbing cookies, brownies and the ubiquitous island fudge. I figured I’d show some solidarity by grabbing another cupcake.

“Is that it?” Nick said. “That’s why you texted us all?”

“Well, I run a hospitality business, Travis. You can’t expect me to keep my doors locked. And I can’t remember the last time the watch patrolled around Bluff Cottage,” Gwen said.

“Yeah, when was the last time you went by the garden store at night?” a voice asked.

Travis let out a long sigh. “Y’know, a few more volunteers would solve this.”

The crowd in the bar responded at once. “So we can get tagged and murdered?” “I don’t see much point.” “Leave it to the cops. That’s why we pay taxes.” “I need a drink.”

Triggered by those last words, people left their tables and headed for the bar.

“This was nothing but a waste of time,” Gwen said. “Sorry I invited you along. Let me get another cab out here.”

“Not for us,” I said, eyes on Paula. “But thanks for offering. Oh. How do you get a cab, anyway?”

She gave me the phone number for horse-drawn dispatch.

“Signup sheet is right here,” Travis said, not giving up.

I turned to Stone. “You want a beer or something?”

“Sure. I can get it.”

I shook my head. “I’m going to try to corner Paula. Hope she’s not too involved with the rest of the watch.”

At the bar, close to where she stood, I ordered two pints. “Can you sit with us?”

She frowned. “I really don’t feel like sticking around.”

I didn’t blame her. “Buy you a drink?”

Paula sighed. “I could use one. Order me a depth charge.”

A depth charge was what Stone would call a bomb shot—a shot of vodka submerged in a pint of lager. Or a boiler maker if the shot was whiskey. He was up on his bartending. We took our glasses back to the table.

“I didn’t poison anyone,” she said, voice low.

“Tell me what happened,” I said, although I already knew.

“Sally—she’s on the watch patrol with me—has celiac disease. I always felt bad that she couldn’t eat anything I baked. So I went gluten free. Not with a bunch of chemical nonsense, just almond flour. And I told Otis that the tart was made of almonds. Is it my fault that he ate it anyway?”

You couldn’t argue with that. No matter what rumors were floating around. “But it was bad?”

“Real bad. He had to go to the urgent care. They gave him a shot with an Epi pen. For a while, they thought they might have to chopper him to the mainland hospital. I think he did it on purpose to make me look bad.”

I gave that statement some thought. “So he could hold it over you?”

“No doubt,” she said. “That’s why I let everyone know about it. Once Otis got his hooks into you, he’d make you do all kinds of things you didn’t want to.”

“Really?”

She threw back the beer and shot quickly. Gasped. “That’s the way he kept the town safe. His MO. Not by deterring crime by just being present, but by learning secrets. I guess he thought people would behave better if someone knew what skeletons hid in their closets.”

“You let the information get out rather than have Otis hold it against you?”

Paula nodded. “You’d better believe it.”

“Didn’t that put your business in jeopardy?” Stone asked.

She waved a hand. “People never listened to Otis. I figured if I said what happened, folks would understand. Who doesn’t understand allergies?”

Good point. Maybe.

“You want another drink?” I looked at her empty glass.

“No way. I hate depth charges. But they work fast. And after this little meeting, I need a little stress reduction. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I get up early.”

Leaving her food and trays behind, Paula hurried out of Castaways.

“What did you make of that?” I asked Stone after she left.

“Hmm.” She’s not telling the whole truth, my Stone translator said.

“I’m guessing Otis did have something on her. It’s hard to believe he nearly died just to have something else.

“He doesn’t strike me as someone who listened.”

“Maybe not. But he sure did know how to eavesdrop.”

Stone finished his beer. “Should we go back to Bluff Cottage?”

I left half a beer in my glass, not in the mood. “Nah. Let me text Rosie. We should find a place to meet halfway for dinner.”

Taking out my cellphone, I saw there was a text from her. She was finished decoding Otis’s notebook. Texting back, I asked if she knew a good eatery between Castaways and the B&B. It only took a moment for her to text back.

“Rustic on the Lake,” I read aloud. “Sounds good. It’s close enough to walk.”

I grabbed another cupcake. Energy for the walk. The night was a little cool, but probably not so cool I needed a sweater when I was walking. I tied it around my waist. Stone held my hand.

The place was close. We got there before Rosie and Nanna, so we waited outside. As we did, Julie Ryerson trudged up to the place. Her face was pale, but red spots stood out, hair plastered to her head, clothes damp and heavy-looking. It hadn’t rained.

“What happened to you, Julie?” I asked.

“That rain,” she sighed. “Flooded the whole site. When the power went out, the pumps stopped working.”

“Oh, no!” I said. Since our time on the Anasazi site, I thought a visit to the site on the island would be interesting. But pits of muddy water didn’t appeal at all.

“The professors are really worried. They think they might have uncovered some of the oldest Anishinaabe settlements ever. Now it might all be ruined.” She sounded more dejected than she looked.

“You’ve documented a lot, right?” I said. Given the things taken by Otis, they must have been digging for a while.

“These are fragile campsites. Not a lot of cultural artifacts, but signs of ancient campfires and so forth. Water can have a serious impact on the exposed ground.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

She shrugged. “We did what we could. We’ll just have to see.” With that, Julie disappeared into the restaurant.

It took a few more minutes before Rosie and Nanna showed up. They were on foot. “I saw that you guys didn’t take your bikes,” Rosie said.

“Why? We could’ve had a blast riding around at night,” Nanna said.

“How was your nap?” I asked.

“I didn’t nap. I was just deep in thought,” Nanna said.

Rustic on the Lake turned out to be an Italian place. That was fine with me. When was the last time we had Italian? That wasn’t pizza, anyway. I sat up when a basket of steaming bread landed on the table.

“Did you find Paula?” Rosie asked, buttering a slice.

“Yep. She admitted to making tarts out of almond flour. And she admitted it at the time. People know all about it. They even joked about it at the meeting,” I said.

“Harsh,” Rosie said.

“Should we be eating her stuff?” Nanna said.

“We have been as long as we’ve been staying here,” I said.

“Guess it’s okay then.”

“Did you find anything else in Otis’s blackmail book about Paula? I get the feeling there was more than just the allergy incident,” I said.

Rosie ate some bread. “Yeah, there was something. But I didn’t understand it. A lot of the entries are just names and dates. I saw one that read Paula and a date. March of last year. No details. There’s a bunch like that.”

“Maybe because he knew them so well that he didn’t need to make notes,” I said.

“I’m thinking more like stuff that could come back on him,” Nanna said. “He wanted to have the dirt on people. But probably didn’t want anyone having dirt on him. So he left it out, or just wrote something vague, to keep himself in the clear.”

This made me stare at her for a few moments. Maybe I should take more naps. “That’s a really good thought, Nanna.”

“Thanks. I thought so too,” she smiled.

They had lasagna on the menu. It had been a while. Mom usually did a homemade one around Christmas. I didn’t realize I was jonesing. “As I suspected, he has something on Paula. And it sounds like it could come back on him. She should be in the café in the morning.”

“Will that bring us closer to the killer?” Rosie asked.

“She almost got him with that almond tart,” I shrugged.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


In the morning, we went down to the Honeybee. I didn’t see Paula. The hour was early, the place not filling up yet. Leah stood at the counter, absently rubbing a cleaning cloth over the surface.

There were no mugs out by the coffee carafes. This verged on an emergency situation. “Leah?”

She continued wiping.

Rosie stood next to me. “Leah, are you okay?”

Sure it was early, but Leah did this almost every day, right? She continued to stare into space.

Then Nanna called out, “Hey, Leah! We need some mugs here.”

Leah snapped awake. “Right. Of course. Sorry.” She vanished into the kitchen.

Then we stood around for a few minutes, waiting. The four of us exchanged looks.

“How long does it take to get mugs?” Nanna finally said. She leaned over to face the kitchen. “Leah!”

Gwen came out of the B&B dining room. “Is there a problem?”

“Coffee,” I said.

She glanced at the self-serve station. “Leah!” Gwen joined in the calling and went into the kitchen after her. She returned half a minute later and handed us mugs.

“Sorry about that. I don’t know what’s gotten into her.”

“Maybe she needs more sleep,” Nanna said.

I filled my mug. Drank a few hot sips. Topped it off. “Has Paula been in already?”

“No, she’s late. Might’ve been that meeting. She’s usually asleep by eight,” Gwen said. Then she faced the kitchen. “Leah, if you’re taking the day off, stay home.”

She reappeared shortly after. “Sorry. I’m in a daze this morning.”

“I’ll say. Drink some more coffee. Take these people’s orders. Sakes.” Paula moved back to the dining room of the B&B. Julie was in there, alone at a table. She didn’t look as sad as she had yesterday.

We grabbed a table. Leah didn’t follow.

“Well, if Paula hasn’t gotten here, there won’t be toast anyway,” Nanna said.

As if she heard, Paula bustled in. “Sorry, sorry, I slept late!” she called.

Which snapped Leah out of it. She came over to the table. But forgot her pad. Excused herself and went back into the kitchen.

Paula eyed us. We were the only ones in the café. We’d even beaten Nick in today. Nothing like a plate full of lasagna to make you sleepy. But Leah finally came back and took our order. I wanted to try a different pasty, with bacon and local cheese. Stone ordered the usual smoothie. Nanna did the kitchen sink omelet, and Rosie French toast.

Gwen came back from the dining room, grabbing the baskets of baked items and quickly taking them into the kitchen. In the dining room, I saw the Ulrichs come in and find a table.

“Late night?” Gwen said to Paula when she came back in.

“I know, right? Either I’m still awake from the watch, or I have to go to bed right after Wheel of Fortune,” she joked.

But her eyes kept moving our way.

She wanted to talk to us, I realized. I toasted her with my coffee mug. Gwen got back to it. Nick came in and plugged in his laptop. Not long after, Molly appeared with Tom. A couple more locals came in, too. The rush was on.

But Paula came to sit with us.

“I’ve been feeling…” She started, then trailed off.

Sleepy, was the first word that jumped out at me. But that wasn’t it.

“Guilty.”

About the tart? I wanted to say. But I hung back, giving her a silent void to fill.

She sighed. “The tart incident wasn’t an accident. I did it on purpose. Otis was always on my back. He wouldn’t lay off. So, I made a statement he couldn’t ignore.”

“Was it about March of last year?” Rosie prompted.

Paula looked away. Motioning to Rosie, I let the silence hang.

“It was just that one time,” Paula said, voice a whisper. “The patrol usually doesn’t start until sundown. But Otis caught me. He had a sixth sense, I swear.”

We didn’t speak. Did Paula even notice? She went on after a while.

“My husband and I were having a tough time of it. And Mitch, the guy who runs the grocery store… He’d always been nice to me. We were flirty. And then, well…” She shrugged. For me, nothing more needed to be said. I’d been an investigator for a while now. I understood that she and the grocery store guy had had an affair. Maybe just a one-time fling, but I wasn’t about to judge her.

I fell back on Nanna’s idea. “Even so, whatever Otis had you doing for him was something that could hurt him. Am I right?”

Her eyes went wide, mouth tight. After a second, she nodded.

A flash of inspiration went off in my brain. I whispered, “You’re the one fixing the votes for watch commander.”

She made a whimper. “I didn’t fix anything. Just acted as a swing vote to make a majority. Otis and his two patrollers were three out of six—I made it four!”

The last word squeaked out of her, loaded with shame. As far as I was concerned, it was no big deal. Neighborhood watch commander? What were we talking about here?

But Stone’s face turned dark. “You attempted to kill him.”

“What?” Paula looked like she’d been slapped.

“His allergy was serious. He was lucky he didn’t die,” Stone said.

“Oh, c’mon, Stone,” Rosie said. She was always into justice, but not so much the law. And Otis, by blackmailing Paula, was a cheater. If there was one thing Rosie couldn’t stand, it was a cheater. “He’s dead now anyway. What does it matter?”

“It matters. There’s no statute of limitations. I don’t think I can let this confession pass.”

Paula nodded, eyes welling. “The guilt has been crushing me. I’m glad I told you. Got it off my chest. I’ll talk to the chief. Maybe he’ll understand.”

Stone nodded. “He just might.”

“But what about this time?” Nanna said.

Her brows came together. Paula said: “You think I beaned Otis with a lawn gnome? I’m probably not tall enough.”

I saw Nanna on the verge of letting the cat out of the bag. That Otis wasn’t murdered by blunt force trauma. Before I could stop her, she sat back. Relief washed over me. It was the only piece of evidence we had that the whole island didn’t know about.

“Huh,” Nanna said.

“You knew him,” I said to Paula. “Worked with him. You were one of his victims. So tell me: who else was he blackmailing?”

“No one,” she said.

I begged to differ but didn’t speak.

“See, Otis liked to pretend to be a great investigator. But I’ve never once seen him solve anything. It took me time to figure out that he didn’t really know I had an affair. He just saw something in my face. A change in my behavior. I let my imagination do the rest. Heck, I actually confessed to it when he confronted me. That was so stupid!”

“No one at all?”

“Nope.”

“Not Greg?”

“Nope. Greg is a troublemaker. So you can see how Otis could easily pretend he knew some terrible thing Greg did. That was how he worked. Greg never fell for it, though. That’s why he wasn’t afraid to make Otis look like a fool.”

We already had some sense of that. Greg wasn’t the guilty one. His friend was. Whatever else you wanted to say about Greg, the guy was loyal.

“I’m going to go,” Paula said. “I didn’t get any sleep. Maybe I’ll get to sleep in the police station.”

She dragged herself from the seat and out the door. If she felt better about coming clean, she sure didn’t feel that way now.

Rosie gave Stone a dirty look but didn’t say anything. Breakfast arrived to break the tension. Usually, Stone and Rosie saw eye-to-eye. But Rosie had lived on the fringes for some time. She wasn’t above bending the law. Stone was a straight arrow. He had a more black-and-white view of the world.

I wasn’t going to let it ruin my breakfast pasty. Was I getting hooked on the things? I hoped not. Where would I get them in Las Vegas? I dipped my toast into the over-easy egg yolk.

Thinking while I ate, I tried not to despair. We had nothing, really. Just a bunch of suspects with overblown outlooks on their positions in life. Paula said she tried to kill Otis with a tart. I don’t know why she’d tell us if she was the murderer. It could still be Greg. Otis might not have had power over him, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t take care of a friend.

Which led to Tom once again. While we didn’t know what ailed him, I’d never seen a moment of weakness from him. Greg seemed to think Otis had Tom under his thumb. But we had nothing. An overprotective mother didn’t mean she was covering for him. Although she would for sure, I thought.

The thought weirded me out as Molly came over to our table and sat. Did she know what I was thinking?

Like everyone who talked to us in the café, she brought her voice down to a whisper.

“I think I found something that might help you,” she said.

Rosie sat back, a forkful of French toast halfway to her mouth when Molly brought a cellphone out of her pocket. Even without a lot of tech knowledge, I recognized an old-school flip phone. Rosie did me one better.

“Burner phone. Twenty bucks at Target. Where did you find it?”

“In the ditch. Not too far from…”

I knew what she was going to say. Taking it from her hand, I flipped it open. “Otis’s house?”

“Right.”

It had no security features, no code to put in, no thumbprint to press, no facial recognition. But what did you want for twenty bucks at Target? It did have a camera. And it was loaded with photos.

I began to scroll through. Every one of them was a covert shot, most taken from a distance with the zoom, making the subjects tough to make out. Especially since nearly all of them were taken in the dark. One person I did recognize. It was Paula French standing behind the grocery store, looking over her shoulder.

“Otis’s spy phone?” I handed it to Rosie.

“Why wouldn’t he just use his regular phone? Oh.” She saw the photo of Paula. The thing Otis asked of her could come back to bite him. Better to have it on a disposable phone.

“Are you going to turn it over to the police?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. But not for a little while.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“They’re going to find out! What am I going to do?”

A panicked voice made me stop when we entered the B&B. No one occupied the dining room. Voices came from the connecting door to the kitchen shared with the café. I met the eyes of my companions. They all nodded in understanding, and we snuck over to listen in.

“You’re fine. Nobody knows. And, probably, nobody cares.”

I thought the second voice was Kenzie’s. She was working the dining room side of the establishment this morning. The other voice was a little disguised by the wet sound of crying.

“The cops are going to find out. Or those detectives Gwen hired. I am so busted!”

Leah, of course, I thought. But what could she have done?

I recalled what she said about Otis being her landlord. That she had filed a restraining order against him with the police. He was trying to bilk her out of fake back rent, although she had the bank statements. Which seemed par for the course as far as Otis went. Why prove anything when you could just bluff and bluster?

“You’re fine. Nobody cares about stuff that happened before. Just chill before you blow a gasket,” Mackenzie said. “I’m working the desk today. Better get to it.”

At her words, we tiptoed quickly away before we could get made. We were out of the dining room before either girl left the kitchen. In silent consent, we headed upstairs to our rooms.

“What could that be about?” Rosie asked.

“I don’t know. I’m getting tired of these little motives all over the place. But we don’t have much choice but to run them down,” I said.

“There has to be a big reason,” Nanna said.

I agreed. I just didn’t know what it was. But then I thought Paula’s thing was just an innocent mistake when she was in fact sending Otis a deadly message. In a way, she was guilty of attempted murder. Even if Rosie didn’t think much of it.

Would I get the same thing out of Leah? There was no point in second-guessing myself. We’d just have to talk to her.

In the meanwhile, I wasn’t convinced that Tom Peters hadn’t vandalized Travis’s door. Molly’s running mouth made me suspicious. And now she turned over a cellphone to us? Throwing us off Tom’s scent?

Like it or not, sick or not, he was still sticking out to me. He was in the pocket, with his friend Greg’s reputation on one hand, and his supposedly debilitating illness on the other. I didn’t really want to go after a seventeen-year-old. Maybe that was part of the problem. Part of my problem, anyway.

As I stood there thinking, waiting for Stone to unlock the door, Julie came out of her room. She wore camouflage cargo shorts, a sun hat, a vest with loads of pockets and carried a heavy backpack.

“Off to work?”

“Well, there’s not much work to do. Just waiting to see if we had a cave in, or lost some evidence in the flooding. I need to check the place over, and make sure the pumps are working, the generator online. Busy work.”

“I’ve kinda wanted to take a look,” I said.

She snorted. “There isn’t anything to see. Not right now. A couple shallow pits marked off with string. One big hole hopefully not filled with mud.”

“I’ve seen digs before. Mostly I’m interested in how things managed to leave there without anyone seeing,” I said.

“Otis,” she nodded. “Well, there won’t be anyone else there. It would be a good time to poke around.”

“It’s all the way on the end of the island, right? We’ll grab our bikes and meet you.”

“Oh, you can’t get there on a bike. You really need a horse. There’s no road in, not even any flat ground.”

Rosie made a fist and brought it to her shoulder. “Yes!” she whispered.

“We know where the stable is,” I said. “Be right behind you.”

Quick as a bunny, Rosie darted into her room. I knew she was grabbing her carrots and sugar cubes. I didn’t roll my eyes, although I wanted to.

“Um. If it’s okay with you, I’ll stay behind,” Stone said. “I’ll take a look through the photos on that phone. Download any that seem important onto the laptop.”

“You really dislike horseback riding that much?” I said.

“Mm,” he said. Translation: I hate it, but I won’t spoil anyone’s fun.

Rosie handed him the cellphone. “Have at it. Burner phones don’t have a whole lot of memory. It won’t take you long.”

He pocketed the phone, gave me a kiss, and disappeared into our room.

“To the stables!” Rosie said, pointing a finger at the sky. “Huzzah!”

“You must really like getting bitten by horses,” Nanna said.

“Not this time. No more biting for Miss Wildfire. I’ve got the goods on her.”

We did ride our bikes to the stable. I was paying for them, might as well use them. I wasn’t as sore anymore. A day of horseback riding would fix that.

By the time we got there, Julie had already left. Wildfire, of course, was in her stall. We were lucky to get two other horses. More mellow animals. Nanna and I waited while our animals were saddled up. Rosie took the time to talk to Wildfire.

“Here you go, girl. Nice carrot?” She tried to feed the horse, but Wildfire wasn’t having it. Rosie, usually prepared, moved onto Plan B. She grabbed the box of sugar cubes, dumping out a few on her palm. Holding her hand flat, she offered it to the toothy beast.

To my surprise, the animal took the sugar. Not to my surprise, Wildfire snapped at Rosie, trying to bite her arm.

“No! None of that!” Rosie stomped her foot. “Bad Snowflake!”

She blinked a few times. I had to wonder about the conversations she had with the white cat when the two of them were alone in her apartment.

“Be good!”

Wildfire seemed to pay attention this time. Rosie gave her an apple. The horse munched it down sloppily.

“That’s a good girl,” Rosie said. “We’re going for a nice ride.”

She gave the horse a pat on the jaw. Wildfire gave the hand an evil look. But she didn’t strike out with another bite. Maybe Rosie was getting the hang of this horse.

With some trepidation, the groom slid a bridle over Wildfire’s face and led her into the yard. Another came with a saddle. They worked quickly. You could tell they wanted to get out of Wildfire’s way.

Nanna and I were already mounted. “C’mon, Rosie, don’t take all day,” Nanna said.

She put her foot in the stirrup and levered herself onto Wildfire. Immediately, the horse pulled a Hiyo Silver! and rose on her hind legs. Rosie, not settled, rolled off the horse’s butt and onto the ground.

“None of that!” Rosie groaned. I could tell she had the wind knocked out of her. But to her credit, she got back up. This time, she used the short set of stairs to get back up on that horse.

“Let’s go,” she wheezed. “I got this.”

We rode east, first on the middle road, then the upper near the old fort. The island wasn’t big so it didn’t take long to see why bikes didn’t work. There were slabs of stone-like steps, easy enough for a horse to navigate. Not so much a bike.

“Can horses go downstairs?” Nanna asked. But not until we reached a few slabs up.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Horses can go down steps,” Rosie called. “You’re thinking of cows.”

“If you say so.” Nanna urged her horse onward and upward.

We rode across a plateau toward the end of the island. The view was terrific, white dots of boats bobbing on the endless lake, seagulls skirling, the wind riffling my hair, horse moving easily beneath me.

Best of all, no one fired a shotgun at us this time.

I looked over my shoulder. Wildfire didn’t want to go up the stone steps.

“C’mon!” Rosie said, moving her legs and hips. “Up, up!”

Wildfire turned and started heading back the way we came.

“Hey! None of that!” Rosie demanded. Not that it did any good. I followed Nanna.

It took me a moment to identify what I was looking at. There were a few tents pitched on the end of the island. A lot of muddy ground. A few shallow, rectangular holes, string marking them off. Nothing else. Well, except for the bigger hole with Julie’s head popping out.

Nanna and I dismounted.

“Well, I can see why it wasn’t hard to steal from this site.”

Julie pulled herself out of the hole. She was covered in mud from the knees down. “I think that’ll dry out okay. We’ll just have to carefully dig it out again. You’re right about security here. There isn’t that much material culture coming out of the dig. We follow the tribes’ directions as to what we do with what we find. Sometimes, we’ll keep a few items in a tent.”

Which didn’t lock, obviously, I thought.

Looking behind me, I saw Rosie finally convincing Wildfire to walk up the slabs of rock. Maybe the horse wasn’t wrong. It was a long way up here. We stood at the highest point of the island. Without the horses, it would’ve been one heck of a walk.

“It would be rough getting here without a horse. And a bike certainly wouldn’t make it.”

“Unless you did tricks,” Nanna said.

I didn’t want to know what that meant.

“You can see why the Indians were here,” Julie said. “The stone steps, the view, it’s like a natural temple up here. Beautiful.”

In this way, it was similar to the Anasazi dig. But similarities ended there. “When items were stolen, did you find hoof prints?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “The dig was in operation by the time we noticed. Lots of people walking around. Cops couldn’t find any sign of the thief.”

I walked around. Even though Julie described the roughly flat stone slabs as steps, when I tried one, it was at least two regular steps high. Some of them had taller spaces between.

Rosie finally got Wildfire to where we were. She got down. The horse immediately walked away until she caught the bridle. There were crude hitches, and Rosie tied up the animal.

“Man. This would be one tough climb without a horse,” she said.

My feelings exactly. It wasn’t as tough as the climb we’d made at the Utah dig. But you’d have to be in better shape than me, at least, to walk up here. Even Stone might’ve breathed a little hard after the climb. Grunting my way back to the top, I walked to where Julie gazed out over the lake.

“Given the local gossip, I heard that Greg Matters has a romantic interest in you.”

She giggled, face reddening. “Well. He’s a handsome boy. But still, a boy. A little too young for me. He and his friends try to hang around with me. But I’ve been out of high school for a long time now. I mean, none of them are old enough to drink.”

I got the feeling that, young or not, Julie kinda liked the local juvenile delinquent. And maybe she hung out with that crowd more often than she described. How could you blame her? The island had a small population. Probably not a lot of PhD candidates around. And Julie was a gregarious girl.

And really. What girl doesn’t like a bad boy?

“What do you hear about Tom Peters? Greg’s best friend.”

“Hmm. Well, I’d have to say people raise a lot of fuss around him. His health.”

“Do you know what’s wrong?”

“Well…” Her lips twisted for a moment. “It’s not that big a deal. He’s got a heart arrhythmia. A pretty serious one. Doctors won’t implant a pacemaker until he stops growing. Maybe a few years from now. He’s on medications that control it.”

“Control it?”

“Most of the time. Once in a while he needs an adjustment to the medication. Then, it turns into a big deal. Sometimes a helicopter from the urgent care to the mainland if it’s really serious. That hasn’t even happened since I’ve been here,” Julie said.

“Do you know what would cause a situation like that? Strenuous activity, maybe? Emotional stress?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I never asked. It’s none of my business. When I see Tom, it’s not the first thing that comes to mind. He’s just a regular guy, y’know? Funny. Artistic, like his mother. Like Greg. All of them, really. One of the girls is planning on going to college for fabric arts. Tom’s girlfriend is an excellent amateur watercolorist. She does loads of marina scenes.”

“Greg is artistic?” Rosie asked. “We know he does graffiti.”

“He’s trying to be less rebellious. Most of his recent works are murals, not just random vandalism. You can see some of them downtown. Really beautiful,” Julie said. “That one with the African megafauna on the back of the warehouse is breathtaking.”

“I haven’t seen any megafauna pictures,” Nanna said. “There is that nice one with the giraffes and elephants.”

“Guess I fit it with them. I wanted to study art, but I became fascinated when I took my first anthropology class. We’ve found animal skulls at this dig. Obviously, they had to be brought here from the mainland. Was it for food, or for worship?”

She went on about the dig. My mind wandered. I was thinking of other things.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“This will interest you.”

Stone sat in front of the laptop in Rosie’s room when we got back from the dig. But he didn’t press any keys.

“What have you got?”

“Couple things. First, I overheard more conversation between Mackenzie and Leah when I went down to the café for lunch. Do you want it verbatim?”

Stone could do this trick when he eavesdropped. He called it a memory palace. He could remember conversations word-for-word for a short time. From the sheets of paper on the little table, I could see that he wrote it all down.

“How about the upshot?” I said.

“Lunch!” Nanna said. She slapped a hand on the top of her head. “Is it too late to go to the café?”

I had completely forgotten. Especially since Stone had evidence.

“We can go someplace,” I said.

“On bikes?” Nanna asked.

“Sure. What did they say, Stone?”

“Mackenzie didn’t seem to know what Leah was going on about. Leah said she left fingerprints. Quote: That the pieces were big enough for fingerprints. End quote.”

That made all of us quiet for a moment. Pieces of garden gnome were the first thing to jump into my mind. Like the ones around Otis’s head.

“I’m not going to jump to conclusions,” I said.

“Doubt it’s her. The back rent dispute was done with. Why would she feel the need to kill him?” Rosie said.

“When we broke into Otis’s house, there were all kinds of shards and pottery dust back there. Maybe that’s what it was. She got angry and destroyed his greenhouse. That could’ve been a long time ago. Sounds like she suffered a lot of frustration during the trial, or maybe before,” I said. “The cleanup was pretty much done.”

“Right. But with the police involved, and the broken gnome, she would freak out about what she did. Especially since we know the garden gnome wasn’t the murder weapon.”

“We still need to talk to her,” I said. Dang it.

“I was thinking along the same lines,” Stone said. He passed the handwritten sheets across the table. “If you need it for your files.”

“You said a couple of things,” I said.

“Did you get something off the old phone Molly found?” Rosie asked.

“Here’s the first picture. This one looks staged,” Stone pushed a key. “Or… something. It doesn’t ring true. You should probably look at it, Rosie.”

She stood behind him, looking over his shoulder. The picture was a little shocking. It showed Greg, smiling, with a garden gnome in his hands.

Rosie leaned closer. “It’s a picture of a picture,” she said.

Stone raised his brows.

She pointed at the screen. “That little out-of-focus bit here? That’s the corner curling up. It’s a hard copy of a photo that was taken with this phone’s camera.”

“He looks younger,” Nanna said. “And his hair is different. Much longer than it is now.”

“Plus he’s smiling,” I noticed. “Haven’t seen that before. Guess this is… bogus? Planted? What else do you got?”

I thought this was probably another incident of Tom covering for Greg, or vice versa. Lawn gnomes were popular enough. More importantly, we knew a garden decoration hadn’t been the murder weapon. Was it Tom who put the camera in a place where his mother would find it?

Stone fiddled with the trackpad. A dark image faded into view on the screen. But not much of an image. “Let me scroll through these,” he said.

The next one was better lit. I could see the moon. It looked out over the marina at night, bright white boats on a sea of ink. Stone moved to the next one. A group of people huddled near the pier; faces lit by a fire. Too far away to make out anything but dark clothes. But the next image showed it was not a fire. Up in the air was a shower of sparks.

“Fireworks,” I said.

Another picture of huddled, flame-lit figures appeared. The next one was shocking. Huddled people were now in flight. Behind them, one of the sail boats had caught fire.

“Can you zoom in on that guy there? The tall guy?” I asked.

“Not very much. The camera on this burner phone isn’t very hi rez.” Stone blew up the image. But the figure was just pixels.

“Are there more?” I asked.

Stone moved to another picture. This one had no people in it, just a boat with the furled sail ablaze. One more photo showed the boat engulfed in flame.

“They destroyed that boat with fireworks,” I said. “One of them was tall, the others short. I’m guessing kids.”

Rosie nodded. “Kids are stupid like that.”

And destructive.

“If this really is Otis’s phone, do you think he gave the photos to the police?” Nanna asked.

“He liked having material for blackmail. But I couldn’t say one way or the other. The phone doesn’t look new. Even for a burner phone. The pictures might have been taken years ago,” I said.

Rosie nodded. “That’s definitely an older phone. New ones come with a few more features.”

Boat fires weren’t the talk of the town. No talk from the continuously running rumor mill confirmed it for me. It had happened some time ago.

“Could that be Greg?”

The image was dark, taken at a distance with a terrible old phone. “It could be anyone.”

“Well, it looks like a bunch of teenagers. The kind who Greg and Tom probably hang with. Or maybe it’s Tom in the picture,” Rosie said.

“Why does it matter?” Nanna said. “You say that Otis didn’t need any concrete evidence for his blackmail. He could’ve used pictures like those for any kids he wanted to get under his thumb.”

She was right. Otis probably didn’t care who the culprits were. But I wanted to know who set that boat on fire, accident or not.

At the same time, confirmation that Leah was a vandal, not a killer, was important. Something in the back of my mind told me it was more important than eliminating her as a suspect. I had no doubt she wasn’t our suspect. Still…

“The whole thing between Otis, Greg and Tom. It could stem from this,” Rosie said.

“Absolutely. I’m sure even with these pictures, it’s more complicated than we know. Tom and Greg constantly cover for each other. And Tom might not be physically able to pull off some stunts against Otis. But maybe some. I don’t know how sick he is, what he can and can’t do. But their little tag team act relies on that, I’m sure. Whenever Otis thought he had one or the other, they would have an alibi. Taking it all apart will be a chore. I’m not even sure how relevant it is to the case.”

Stone looked a question at me when I talked about Tom’s illness. I took a moment to explain what we’d heard from Julie. Stone didn’t have any more insight. We’d either have to talk to Tom’s mother, or his doctor. I didn’t think either one of them was about to spill.

“Are we getting closer to outing the murderer?” Nanna said. “It sure doesn’t feel like it.”

It sure didn’t. “We’re figuring out who didn’t do it. That’s a good start. Even when new evidence shows up, it doesn’t make us change course.” There weren’t that many people living here. But eliminating every one of them wasn’t possible. It wasn’t the best way to pursue an investigation. I was still learning new things. Following up on new clues and leads. While they didn’t seem to be important, they still carried us further along.

We discussed the case over lunch. The Honeybee Café was already closed, so we biked to a place we hadn’t visited before. Rosie was crazy for noodles, so we opted to try a noodle house in the touristy area.

To my surprise, the restaurant didn’t conform to any one cuisine. They had noodle types from all over the world, from udon to spaghetti, from ramen to egg noodles. Noodle-centric, I thought.

Our discussion went around in circles, following the pattern of evidence we’d uncovered. What we needed was a big break. Otherwise, it felt like I was just guessing.

“What else did you find in the codebook, Rosie? Anything big?”

“Nah. Affairs that might have happened, possible shoplifting, potential traffic violations, city ordinance stuff, I think skinny dipping?” She hiked her shoulders. “Otis was a petty guy, and he was documenting petty crime. Or what he thought were crimes.”

Food arrived, and I dug into a dish of chow fun, really wide rice noodles with onions, meat, vegetables and a sauce. Rosie went udon, and Nanna had followed suit just because of the name. Stone had a soup with lots of bok choy and mushrooms.

“We can’t really put a decent spin on this yet,” Rosie said. “What’s the plan going forward?”

I had nothing, so I was almost happy that Nanna jumped in.

“Oo! Oo! I got a plan,” she said.

With zilch of my own, I indicated she should talk.

“Let’s just tell everyone who asks that we got the guy, got the goods. We’re just waiting for the police to confirm.”

“Why should we do that?”

“To flush somebody. Right?” She leaned close and lowered her voice. “Everybody thinks Otis got done in by a garden gnome. Everybody except the real killer. If we tell people that we knew who did it, that we needed police-type evidence, well, the real killer will have to do something.”

It wouldn’t be the first time we pulled a bluff like that.

“Guess we could. As long as someone asks,” I said.

“In this town?” Rosie made a face.

For the rest of the day, we made ourselves available. Sticking to the downtown, we did some window shopping. There was a little art museum we visited, a gallery of local artists with prints for sale, a leather goods store complete with saddles and horse stuff (plus purses! Nanna showed too much interest in an expensive pair of boots).

We hung out on park benches, at horse taxi stops, a millinery store where we tried on hats and made fun of each other. You know, being accessible.

But it seemed that people on the street didn’t know who we were, despite the rumor machine on the island. And when I thought about it, we really only knew the Bluff Cottage guests and regulars at the Honeybee.

Nanna’s idea wasn’t bad, but it sure wasn’t quick. With tired legs and sore feet, we gave up and looked around for a dinner place.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“Usually, people ask about a case all the time,” I said.

I had a chair pulled up to the window. There wasn’t much to look out on. Porch lights were the only source of illumination, making the bushes and garden below seem firelit from below. There was no sign of the lake.

Stone lay in the bed reading a book. “They still may,” he said, not looking up.

I didn’t want to count on “may.” In the morning, I was sure one of the café regulars would hit us up for deets.

Relatively sure.

Thoughts floated around my brain, just below the surface. There was evidence there, vital evidence I thought, like tiles of a mosaic. If only I could bring them into the light and examine them. I figured part of the problem was the way this case had progressed. There were items caught up in mundane conversations. Clues that meant more than I could uncover at first glance.

What I needed was something to hang a chain of these thoughts on. Build it up to give me direction. Stop moving in circles.

When I next looked at Stone, he was asleep, the book open on his face. It made me smile. Finally, an argument against waking up so early. I left my window seat and tiptoed over. Removed the book and covered him. As I reached for the light, I heard a sharp crack behind me.

I switched off the light so I couldn’t be seen from outside. Dropped to the floor and crawled over to the window. Expecting to see a bullet hole, I was stunned by another crack!

From the bottom corner of the window, I looked out. Someone was down in the garden. He bent to pick something up. A rock, I realized, and stood up.

Greg stopped in mid-throw. He gestured for me to come outside.

Was that a good idea? He was a shady dude. A prior juvenile hall resident. Possibly a murderer. I looked back at Stone. He must’ve been bushed because he didn’t stir. Casting around in the dark, I found my shoes. Sweater hung over a chair.

The desk of Bluff Cottage closed after ten. You could still check in, but you’d need to wake up Gwen. I put down one of the little feet to keep the door from fully closing, and locking me out.

Whether Greg knew it or not, he was standing in the spot where we had found Otis’s body. That gave me a shiver. I stood on the drive, hoping he would move closer to me. “What do you want?”

“I’ve been playing detective.”

Oh, great.

“Not on purpose, as it turns out,” he said. “But this is probably important.”

“What do you have?”

He walked over, reaching behind him. For a split second, I thought he was reaching for a gun. Greg came out with his cell phone instead. I relaxed a skosh and took a calming breath.

“Take a look at this,” Greg handed me the phone.

The image was almost completely dark. I saw a few highlights in the night. On one side of the image, I thought the sky was brightening. Then, like lightning, a flash popped up near the center of the frame.

In silhouette, for just a second, I saw a guy in dark clothes. Before him was a white door, bright red letters. With a spray can, an outline was made around the letter K. K for killer, I realized. We were looking at Travis’s door. At the graffiti artist.

“Alibis me out,” he said. “I’m the one taking the video.”

I didn’t say it, but this also eliminated another of my favorite suspects. Even in the brief moment of brilliance, I could see that the hooded figure was small, short, not tall and lanky. That wasn’t Tom vandalizing the door.

I heard from Julie that Tom and Greg hung out with girls. Was this one of them? Someone wanting to help make the boys look innocent? Cargo pants and hoodies went a long way to hiding a person’s gender. I couldn’t tell if the painter was a man or woman.

“Who is that?” I asked Greg.

He shrugged and took back the phone. “No idea. I got caught out in the rain. Spent most of the night under a porch. My cousin doesn’t really have any idea when I’m there or not.”

My next question.

“I didn’t even know it was there until I passed by on my way back to my cousin’s house. Then I heard the rattle of the can. The hiss of the paint. I stopped to film it with my phone. This was going to come back on me, I knew. The work isn’t bad. It’s not a pro graffiti artist, but the lines are all the same size, the color even.”

Like there was such a thing as a professional vandal, I thought.

“Not one of the girls you know?”

“A girl?” He thought for a moment. “Could be. I didn’t think of that. Thought it was just a kid. This seems to be the mean kind of thing a little kid would do. Stirring it up. Laughing at grownups.”

I didn’t think it was a kid. But I had an idea. Maybe this was the same person we’d nearly caught in Otis’s house. The guy who knocked me off the road with the backpack. While I didn’t have any photographic or video evidence, you didn’t forget someone who hit you in the face with a bag.

Connecting the spray painting on the door to the break in wasn’t immediate. While it could be the same person, why was it the same person? The whole thing seemed random rather than some master plan. But then, that’s how this whole thing had gone from the start. Here might be the first real clue.

“Can you send that to my phone?” Which was up in the room. I gave him my digits.

“Do you think this will help you find who killed that jerk?” he asked.

I had spent the day waiting for someone to ask me about the case. Why not take the opportunity? “It sure does.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh yeah. We’ve really narrowed it down.” I tried to remember the script. “All we really need is some evidence to be processed. The cops have to do that. We don’t have those kinds of resources. But it should be any day now.”

Did that sound legit?

“Wow. It would be great to know who did it.”

“I’m glad you trust me enough to share that video.”

“Well, you’re not from here. You haven’t had years to work up a strong dislike. Even your tough, macho boyfriend took my side when he saw the watch ganging up. You’re probably all right.”

“I like to think so.”

He moved away. “I got things to do. People to see.”

In a moment, he disappeared into the night.

I hurried back to the B&B. With relief, I saw the doors still propped open. I pulled up the foot to let the door close and lock. Entering the room quietly, I grabbed my phone. Stone slept like, well, a stone.

In the hall, I texted Rosie. I was almost positive she was binge-watching something. She came out almost at once, the laptop open in her hands.

“What’s up, Boss? I was just editing some footage of our equestrian escapades for the YouTube channel.” When she exited the room, I could hear Nanna sawing logs.

“I have some video that might be more important.” I looked in my phone and found that Greg had come through.

Rosie squinted at the image. “Kinda dark—” And then the flashlight, the figure at the door. Holding the computer up with one hand, she tried to type and mouse with the other.

“Let’s find a place to sit,” I said. “Maybe the dining room.”

She nodded and headed for the stairs. In the dining room, I pulled out a chair for her as she set down the laptop. From my e-mail, she pulled up the short video.

It played again on the bigger screen, Rosie and I watching like hawks.

“I’ve seen better footage of bigfoot,” she said. She wasn’t wrong; we’d seen some terrible “bigfoot” photos on a previous trip. Rosie ran it again. “Here. Let me see your phone.”

I handed it over. Mostly, I used it for texting, making calls and as a flashlight. Rosie monkeyed around with it for a few seconds. Then the laptop chimed. New email. When she opened it, I saw a photo of the hooded guy in close-up.

Pretty slick.

“Unfortunately, this was taken at the wrong angle. From almost directly behind. There’s no face to see, no matter how much I blow it up,” she said.

“I think it’s the same person who broke into Otis’s house.”

“The guy who knocked you off your bike?”

I felt a stab of irritation. “He didn’t knock me—yes, that guy. I remember he wasn’t tall, but it was storming. There were no streetlights. I couldn’t see the face.”

“So he knocks you off… I mean, he hits you with the backpack. Runs away. Then comes back when it stops raining to vandalize Travis’s house?”

“Put it that way…”

“There were no spray cans in the bag, otherwise you’d have some serious bruises.”

“We know he had to wait for the rain to quit.”

“Or!” She held up a finger. “When he lost the backpack, he knew he had to come up with some other diversion. If he thought you were going to the cops, the spray paint could’ve been a boondoggle. Give the cops too much to do. Maybe they miss the important thing.”

“Because the important thing is probably the notebook. Clues encoded there. We did learn a few things. It must have the name of the killer. One of those lame blackmail things holds the key.”

“We can go through them again,” Rosie said. “I’ve got them typed up right here.”

She closed the video, opened the word processor. The document was first on the list.

“This first entry was from a year ago.” I scrolled the page up and down. “Nothing before that?”

“Nope. Paula’s thing is on the next page. From March.”

“But his phone…”

Rosie tapped her fingers on the table. “That goes back farther.”

“There may be other notebooks.”

“You’re thinking about the boat that got hit by those kids. That would be a big one for Otis. Property damage, arson, illegal fireworks. He could ruin someone’s whole life with that. He must’ve made some kind of note about it somewhere. We didn’t really search his place thoroughly.”

“No, but the cops did.”

“So where did Mr. Hoodie get this notebook from?”

That was a really good question. Certainly, Otis didn’t stash it in the backpack and leave it hanging somewhere. It was from this year.

“It’s from this year,” I repeated aloud.

“Ah. He probably had it on him when he got killed,” Rosie said. “So, Mr. Hoodie, the vandal, is also the murderer.”

“If they are the same person, then yes. When you said he ransacked the house, went away, and came back hours later, you gave me a lot of doubts.”

“Well, no biggie then,” Rosie said.

“No?”

“I think we’re right about the graffiti being a red herring. A way to stall the cops. Because the evidence was in the backpack. But the killer doesn’t know we never turned it over.”

“Do you think we should?” I asked.

“No! I think we use it as bait.”

“Set a trap? How?”

“By sticking with Plan A. Telling everyone we’re on the verge of an arrest. Then show the notebook around, too. That way, the killer will for sure be spooked enough to act out. Then we got him.”

Or got killed. But maybe that wasn’t as likely as it might be. However Otis died, it wasn’t from being struck, shot, stabbed or strangled. Poison was a possibility. Paula French had already given that one a try.

“Okay. Let’s see if we can pull our killer out of the woodwork. The notebook will only mean something to the murderer. We should know who did it when that person sees that we have the evidence in hand.”

“We’ll have to keep good track of who we show it to,” Rosie said. She glanced at the time on the computer screen. “Seven more hours and the Honeybee will open.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Islept through Stone rising and running. When I did wake up, I showered and met with the others in the hall.

“What’s the plan?” Rosie said. “Wave the notebook around?”

“First things first: we need to figure out what Leah is so freaked out about.”

“She seems too nice to be a killer,” Nanna said.

I nodded. “Agreed. I’m hoping whatever it is that’s making her so guilty might be a clue. But she would be a good one to start the rumor about our impending success. And if she reacts to our bait.”

“Got it,” Nanna said.

Stone’s expression said he didn’t. I quickly relayed the new twist to our plan. Then we went down for breakfast. Outside the dining room, I held back.

“Is she working in the café or in the B&B?”

With no guests, it was hard to tell. We wandered in. Through the glass doors to the café, I saw Nick sitting at his table, typing. The Ulrichs were in there, too. Paula sat near the register. A few locals sat inside.

Waiting, I eventually saw Mackenzie hurrying over to the Ulrichs’ table with a tray of coffee and juice. That meant Leah was covering the dining room. Perfect. We found seats.

I placed the black leather notebook on the table in the most conspicuous spot I could. Right next to my coffee cup.

As we watched for Leah, Julie came in from the hall. When she saw us, she walked over with a smile. “Morning, all. Nice day today.”

“Do you want to join us?” I asked.

A chair was snagged from another table and we shuffled around to make room. I considered whether Julie was part of the rumor network. She probably wasn’t. But we could still start spreading our story around. Between Leah and Julie, I figured the story would make the rounds.

I picked up the little black book. Tapped the spine on the table. Julie didn’t pay any attention to it. We had caught Julie busting into Otis’s place. From her lack of reaction, I had to guess that a notebook wasn’t on her agenda that night.

It took a while before Leah to appear. When she looked at us, her eyes and mouth formed three Os.

“Is the dining room all right?” Julie asked.

“We can move to the café if it’s going to be a problem,” I said.

Leah broke out of her momentary surprise. “No, it’s fine. I just didn’t realize anyone was in here.”

Her distraction continued, I noticed.

Still, she paid no attention to the notebook as we ordered.

“Just tea and toast for me,” Julie said. “To go if possible. I need to get to the historical society. The professor in charge of the dig reassigned me until they can get the re-digging sorted, and find a new director for the historical society. There’s no one minding the fort with Otis gone.”

“He’s the only one who worked there?” I asked.

“Small society, small budget,” Julie said. “But the historical society is connected to the archaeology site. Guess the university wants to keep them happy. It wouldn’t be so bad for me to get in that loop. They can owe me a favor.”

Leah came back from the kitchen with tea and not enough coffee. Time to launch.

“We’re closing in on a suspect,” I said to both of them. “We only need test results from the mainland. But I’m sure we have our killer.”

“Really?” Julie said. “Who?”

Leah set our drinks down too quickly and vanished back into the kitchen. Nerves. Whatever connection she had to Otis, or the murder, rose to the surface.

Still, she didn’t pay any mind to the notebook.

Only a few seconds passed before Leah stumbled back in with a bag in hand. “Sorry. Breakfast bread toast to go.”

Julie picked up her food and to-go cup. “Thanks, Leah.” She headed out.

“Yeah, have a good day…”

“Sit down, Leah,” I said.

She pointed to the kitchen. “But your orders—”

“It’ll keep,” I said and nodded at the chair Julie had vacated.

“I don’t know. I’m on duty.”

“Sit,” Nanna said through her teeth, a glower on her face. And Leah sat. No one wanted Nanna mad at them.

Tapping the spine of the notebook on the table, I stared her down. Her eyes didn’t touch the black book.

Since I was hungry, I got right down to it. “What did you do to Otis?”

“Huh?” Leah looked at me, not blinking.

“You’re worried the cops have found something on you. Spill. And don’t bother trying to deny it,” I said.

“Yeah,” Nanna said. “You suck at hiding your stress.”

“I can’t say! I don’t want to get in trouble!”

I drained my coffee. It was too hot. But it got me on fleek, as Rosie would say. If that meant what I thought it meant. “You didn’t kill him. So what was it?”

Truthfully, I couldn’t say for sure that she wasn’t a murderer. I was making a leap there, but not much of one.

Leah carefully studied the tabletop. She drew her finger around for a moment. “It was stupid.”

“We get a lot of that,” Rosie said. “You won’t surprise us.”

From the table, Leah looked at the ceiling. Then closed her eyes, tight, like she was in pain. A long breath followed.

“I was mad at him for the back rent thing. Really mad. I had to retain a lawyer. Not something I could afford. I won the case, and most of my legal fees. But that didn’t include the retainer I wrote to my attorney.

“That was money he stole from me. For no reason. Otis just thought he could get away with it. That I wouldn’t have the spine to fight back. So I… I made him pay.” Leah didn’t talk for a moment. I could almost see her gathering courage.

“There’s a gate in his property. It’s on the side of Bluff Cottage. I don’t think most people know it’s there.”

We knew it was. We’d gone through it when we planned on our breaking-and-entering foray.

“It leads to Otis’s backyard. And… And his greenhouse.”

I sat up straighter. Why? Something about the greenhouse tried to stick out in my mind.

“He was on patrol with the neighborhood watch. I knew he wouldn’t be home. Oh, this is so stupid!” Leah said. Taking a deep breath, she let it all out. “I busted up all his pots. Even the nice big ones. Broke the greenhouse door. Smashed them all to bits. I feel so awful about it!

“But now, with the police involved, they’re going to find out it was me!”

“How?” Rosie asked.

“I don’t know. Fingerprints? Footprints? DNA?”

Should I inform her that getting fingerprints off terra cotta smashed to little bits was beyond unlikely?

“If Otis reported it to the police, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” I said. “They’ve already had a chance to investigate. And if he didn’t, then you have less to worry about. We’ve been back there. There’s nothing left but some red dust and little crumbs of pottery.”

At least we knew what that was about.

“I thought…” Leah shook her head. “I thought since Otis was killed by a garden gnome, the police would think it was the same person who vandalized his greenhouse. His backyard. I did smash a few gnomes back there.”

I didn’t want to let the cat out of the bag. Otis wasn’t bludgeoned. Well, he was, but not to death.

“They aren’t connecting the two,” I said. Or at least, I would give them a reason not to look. “You’re off the hook, Leah.”

Stone gave me a look. Not even a grunt. I translated this as: she should still be turned in. But we were investigating murder, not vandalism. There were too many vandals on this island. Leave that to the cops. They’d already had their chance.

“You’re not going to turn me in?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Not our problem.” Then gave Stone a hard look.

He acquiesced with his eyes.

“I was going to pay him back. Anonymously. But now it’s too late. I haven’t been able to sleep, I’ve felt so guilty,” she said.

“You shouldn’t have done it,” Stone had to get a word in. “It’s nice that you thought to pay him back. I understand your anger at a frivolous lawsuit. But that’s no way to deal with it. You could’ve countersued to get your retainer back.”

She hung her head.

Distantly, a bell rang over and over.

“I said order up!” came from the kitchen.

“That’s your breakfast.” Leah stood up quickly. Her guilt remained, but from her posture, at least her stress had died back a little.

I watched her head into the kitchen connecting the café with the B&B. Tapped the notebook on the table some more.

“She didn’t pay the slightest attention to the little black book,” Rosie said.

“I noticed.”

“But she’s a gossip,” Nanna said. “I can smell it on her. She’ll have the story about our getting ready to solve the case all over this island quick as a bunny.”

In a moment, Leah reappeared with our food.

“Please don’t tell anybody how stupid I was.”

Although she’d probably told Mackenzie. We hadn’t overheard any complete conversation between the two. But girls would be girls.

“Mum’s the word,” I said, pulling my plate of bacon, sausage and thick slices of breakfast bread closer to me. Breakfast bread was a dense loaf studded with nuts and berries. It made the best toast. Hats off to baker Paula French.

As I ate, I watched more locals enter the café next door. From Mackenzie’s lingering presence when she took orders, I figured she was passing on some news. Hopefully about the case we were just about to solve.

Our plan was in action. All we needed was someone to start freaking out about it.

“From now on, we’re going to have to watch our step,” Stone said. “Be extra vigilant.”

“You never know when the word is going to get to the right ears,” Nanna nodded.

I figured that would happen quickly.

“We’d better get moving.”

“Where next?”

“To see who else might recognize this notebook.” Flapping the notebook against my palm, I got up and moved into the café. Looking around, I didn’t see anyone looking at the book I was being obvious about.

I tapped the spine on Paula’s table. She glanced at it but didn’t react.

“Just wanted to say your breakfast bread is the best, Paula.”

She smiled. “Thanks! My secret is dried blueberries. Works well against the rye.”

Looking around, I saw not a soul paying attention to me. “Maybe I’ll order a loaf to take home when we leave.”

“Just give me the heads up,” Paula said.

I nodded. Not getting any readable reaction from the room, I walked over to where the others waited and led the way out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


We got on bikes. I was hardly even sore anymore.

“Where to?” Nanna said. She was already riding in circles around us, ready to go.

“Let’s think about who we handed our rumor to,” I said.

“Leah,” Rosie said, “Julie. And you started with Greg last night.”

“That’ll get the Honeybee regulars spreading it around. Greg will let the youth of the island in on it.”

“Who’s next?”

“Someone who’ll spread it around the marina. And someone I want to react to Otis’s notebook,” I said, taking it from my pocket.

“Travis then.”

“Travis indeed. He keeps brushing us off. I want to ask him about the graffiti. What the cops said about it. His theories about who did it. If he has enemies, especially one he shared with Otis.”

“Someone who has issues with the neighborhood watch,” Rosie said.

“If the kids were putting so much energy into harassing Otis, I figure there are adults on the island with the same attitude. Maybe just not the time to follow up.”

“A campaign of harassment would really eat into your TV time,” Rosie said.

Nanna gave her ride some gas. She lifted her arm, finger pointing. “To the marina!”

Now familiar with the island, we easily made our way down to the water. There was even a charging station outside the office. I figured better safe than sorry and plugged in. No one would expect me to actually pedal a bike.

A party of guys in fishing vests and hats stood in the office. We waited our turn. Travis glared past his customers at us. The guy was a tough nut to crack. Eventually, a charter boat captain wandered in, leading the fishermen away.

“What do you want?” Travis said, hostility high.

“Who vandalized your door?” I asked.

“Talk to the cops. How should I know? It was probably kids. The watch has caught them in the act before. That smug Greg Matters. Or maybe he talked his best buddy into it,” Travis said.

“If I told you it wasn’t either one of them, who would your next guess be? Is there someone who holds a grudge against the neighborhood watch?” I asked.

“No!” he said. “You think people don’t want their property protected?”

“Here’s the thing. I’m pretty sure you’re the one who painted ‘Loser’ on Otis’s door.”

He sputtered. “Why would I do that? What would it prove?”

“That Otis wasn’t a good watch commander. Why else?”

“You can’t put that on me,” he said.

“I can’t. But I have witnesses who can.”

Not really. But since Otis asked Greg to vandalize Travis’s door, I figured Otis knew who’d done it. Why else would he want to retaliate? Greg refused to do Otis’s dirty work. We had his video of the real vandal at work on Travis’s door. Could it be just a coincidence? I didn’t think so.

Neither did Travis.

“I still say you got nothing on me.”

But he wasn’t going to fess up anytime soon.

A couple of seagulls fought over a fast-food container that missed the garbage can. It looked like fried chicken. Cannibals.

“It really doesn’t matter to us,” I said. “The only thing we care about is the trouble between the two of you. He cheated you out of the watch command. We know that the election was rigged. It made you angry. You painted his door. Otis found out. He wanted the same done to you. Which is really detrimental to your watch group if you ask me. But that seems to be the way he operated.”

“Sure, I was mad.” Travis gave me sly eyes, brows cocked in suspicion. “How do you know the election was rigged?”

“Other witnesses,” I said. “You can’t do diddly on this island without someone else knowing about it.”

Which made me wonder what the point of the neighborhood watch was in the first place. Didn’t anyone tattle to the cops? They all sure narc’d on each other.

“For real? Someone told you he was interfering in the election?” he asked.

“It’s the real deal.”

“I knew it!” he said, pounding his fist on the desk. “People like me much more than Otis. Tell me who it is.”

“As soon as you cop to the vandalism,” I said.

“No way.”

I shrugged. “Then don’t. And you’ll never know.”

“Why are you even here? Surely not to bust me for painting up a door. And not that the election for watch commander was fixed. So what?” Travis said.

I pulled the notebook out of my pocket. His eyes did not magnetize to the book as I held it out. Not the way I wanted them to. Travis didn’t recognize the little book.

“You keep records of your patrols?” I said.

He nodded. “Yeah. We have printouts. Carry a clipboard. We write where we go, and if we see anything criminal. Suspicious. Here.”

From his desk, he took a sheet of paper. It was the watch’s form, I saw. A place for the date, lines for times and observations. There wasn’t much to it. I handed it back.

“Do you keep personal notes?” I asked, tossing the black book from one hand to the other.

Travis didn’t bite. “Nope. Why would I do that? The sheets are filed in a big ring binder. Once in a while, the police ask to see them.” He said the last with some pride.

I gave up on the leather notebook and put it back in my pocket. Maybe it was time to turn it over to the police.

“What about Otis? Did he keep a personal record?”

Travis scoffed. “If he kept notes on anything, it was about people he wanted to manipulate. What they did and when. I wouldn’t put it past him.”

Wanting to sigh, I just nodded. “Neither Greg nor Tom painted your door. It was someone else. But you can’t think of anyone who dislikes the watch that much.”

“Gotta be kids,” he said. “It’s always kids.”

I took out my cellphone and found the video in my e-mail. He took the phone from me.

“I don’t see anything.”

Even from here, I could see the slight flash on the screen.

“Any idea who that is?” I took back the phone. Played the video again.

He pulled a pair of reading glasses from his breast pocket and stared. After a few viewings, his mouth turned down. “I got no idea who that is. But obviously, it’s a kid.”

“Not a kid you know?”

“Doesn’t look familiar. But there’s, what, three seconds of light? Looking at the delinquent’s back. What do you expect from me?”

“I have another thing for you to look at,” I said.

“Another two-second video?” he smirked.

“A set of pictures. You work at the marina. Plus, you’re the neighborhood watch commander. Can you tell me what’s going on here?”

Travis looked at the pictures one by one. Then swiped back and looked at them again. “Do you mind if I sit down and look?”

“Go ahead.”

He sat at his desk. Looking and then looking again. “When were these taken?”

Travis was locked in. He knew what was going on in the photos. “I’m not sure. More than a year ago. Anything familiar about the pictures?”

Once more, he looked. Then handed the phone back. “They aren’t very good pictures. They were taken from too far away.”

My shoulders fell.

“We’re not interested in a critique, fella,” Nanna said.

“Do you know what happened there?” Rosie asked.

“I think so. That boat looks like the one Darryl Jacobs used to own. It caught on fire and sank right off the dock here.” Travis pointed. “Fire marshal from the mainland couldn’t determine what made the sail catch fire. He thought it might be faulty wiring on the boat. But from this…”

“Looks like fireworks.”

He nodded. “Sure does. Fireworks are illegal here. I’m surprised no one called in a disturbance.”

“Were you on patrol that night?”

He shook his head. “Nope. It was Otis’s group. It was around Independence Day, now that I think about it.”

Which almost verified that this old burner phone likely belonged to Otis. That he had shot this while patrolling.

“Any way to look back in your watch logs?” I asked. “See if there was anything suspicious seen that night?”

“Well, sure. That would be no problem.” He scratched his head. “You know, it would be nice to learn what happened to that boat. Darryl had insurance, of course. But that vessel was handed down to him from his father. A family heirloom. He’s doing fine financially now, but it broke his heart when he heard the thing was on the bottom of the lake.”

“Where do you keep the binders?” I asked. “In the town hall?”

“Nah. They don’t care about the watch. We keep ‘em in the historic society. Future generations might want to know what we were doing back in the day,” Travis said.

I doubted that. But at least we knew where to look.

“Thanks. Can we say you gave us permission to look?” I asked.

“You can say whatever you want. But Otis was the only one who worked in the historical society. I’m sure the place is closed,” he said.

I thanked him for his time, leaving him seated at his desk in deep thought. He couldn’t know that the historical society was open today. Clueing him in might make him change his mind about letting us look through the watch logs.

We headed for our bikes and rode up to the middle road. Otis hadn’t let us in the last time we visited. Julie had the lights on and the front door wide open.

“Haven’t seen you for a while,” Julie greeted us. “What can I help you with?”

“Travis Clover told us the neighborhood watch keeps its binders here? We’d like to take a look at them.”

“Here? Why would they be here?” Julie said.

Probably because Otis was on the power-hungry side. He wanted the old binders where he could keep an eye on them.

“That’s what we were told,” Rosie hiked her shoulders.

“Binders? Guess we can look around. It’s mostly books and maps. Couple old paintings and drawings,” Julie said.

It was a small room. A microfiche reader sat on a desk next to an outdated computer. Bookshelves took up most of the space. There were a few displays of local artifacts, including a coon skin cap. An object from the fur trading days no doubt.

There were also pictures of political figures. I didn’t recognize most of them, except one of Gerald and Betty Ford and one of Mitt Romney. Didn’t he come from Utah? We kept looking for binders.

“Is there a private office?” I asked Julie. “Otis seemed like the type to need a private office.”

“There is one, back here, but it’s locked. I don’t seem to have the key,” she shrugged.

I studied the door she indicated. An older interior door. Not hollow core, but not particularly secure either. Taking the wallet out of my purse, I knelt down.

“Pay no attention to me,” I said.

I always traveled with a card-sized bit of spring steel pretending to be a guard against RFID thieves. In reality, it was a tool to open primitive locks. Mostly cheap interior doors. Even more expensive ones. I used it on the office door, and it took me all of a minute to get past the lock.

“Guess it’s okay that you did that,” Julie said uncertainly. “There might be something in there I need.”

I saw a tiny desk with a bookshelf built into the side. On the shelf were five identical binders. They looked big enough to hold three hundred sixty-five days’ worth of reports. Checking the spines, I found last year’s book. Pulled it out and set it on the table.

Julie decided she didn’t want to get involved and moved away. Rosie joined me.

“Check around July fourth,” she said.

We flipped through but found nothing of interest. I put the binder back and grabbed the one from two years ago. A moment later, we found what we were looking for.

More than what we were looking for.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


“Uh huh,” Rosie said.

The incident didn’t take place on July fourth, but the third. A day early for fireworks.

At the top of the page were the signatures of the patrollers and July 2/3 on the date line. Otis’s name was first, of course.

It was easy to scan through the page. After each hour of the night, a description was written. Each line was similar to the last: 2100 Nothing to report. 2200 Nothing to report.

But at 0000, there was something to report. There were only two words written on the line: Possible gunshot.

“That could be the firework,” Rosie said. She pointed at the scrawled words. “Otis investigated.”

At 0100, the words no shooter found and contraband recovered from juveniles was written.

The rest of the entries all said Nothing to report.

“That’s it?” Rosie said. “There was a big fire. You think the neighborhood watch would’ve known about it.”

“You sure would,” I agreed.

We invited Stone, a security expert, to look at the log sheet.

“Huh,” he said. Somebody not doing their job I translated.

“Right? And it was Otis.”

“What was Otis?” Julie peeked into the tiny office where three people were beyond a crowd.

“How long have you been on the island?” I asked her.

“My internship started last summer.”

Not here when the boat caught on fire, I thought.

“Did you even know this office was here?”

“No. I haven’t spent much time in this building. But now that I see it, I’m kinda hoping I might search it for missing artifacts?”

Rosie took a photo of the log sheet. We stepped out.

“Be our guest,” I said.

When we were out of earshot, we huddled up. I lowered my voice.

“Otis went to investigate a gunshot.”

“It wasn’t a gunshot but a firework,” Rosie nodded.

“An hour later, he says there’s no gunshot, but that he’s shaken down some kids,” I said.

“I’m guessing he found fireworks on the kids? And a boat on fire? And he didn’t even call 911?” Rosie said.

“Because of Otis’s usual MO,” I said. “Here’s how I see it. He snuck up on the kids lighting fireworks. Took pictures. But he never expected a stray rocket to land on that boat sail. At that moment, he was already busted. If he had called the cops, or intervened in some way, that boat never would’ve sank.”

“But he was too interested in having something on those kids,” Rosie said. “Which blew the whole purpose of the neighborhood watch.”

“Right. The one thing he was supposed to do, make sure those kids saw that someone was watching, he didn’t do.”

“So a boat owned for generations was lost for no reason,” Rosie said. “He couldn’t make up a story because the cops would likely have found the photos on his burner phone.”

“Mm-hmm. And ask him why he was being a voyeur instead of a watchman. I imagine a whole lot of things might have come out if the cops knew what Otis was up to.”

“But he didn’t report it. The cops never looked into him. Or had any idea who set off the fireworks. None of that. Talk about shirking your responsibilities.”

“Just because Otis didn’t want the cops finding out doesn’t mean he couldn’t use the information to hold over the kids. Make them do what he wanted.”

Rosie slapped her forehead. “Greg Matters! This is why he was doing Otis’s bidding. Either Otis directly tied him to the arson, or confronted Tom Peters. Tom wouldn’t be able to get up those big stone slabs to steal artifacts. And Greg wouldn’t let Tom go anyway.”

I brought out my phone and looked at the picture of the lanky kid. “That could very well be Tom Peters. He’s tall. It could be Greg, too. He’s not a short guy.

“Blackmail instead of justice,” Rosie said. “And the whole thing was an accident anyway.”

“I don’t think the cops would consider it an accident if illegal fireworks were involved,” Stone said.

Julie was out of the office. She might have been listening in on us.

“Any artifacts in there?” I asked.

She held up a manilla envelope. “Lots of potsherds. What are you guys talking about?”

Should I let her in on it? “There was an accident with a boat a couple years ago. We’re trying to do some research on it.”

“I heard something about it. If the boat wasn’t old and wooden, the whole marina could’ve caught fire. Or that’s what I was told,” Julie said.

“By Otis?” I guessed.

She nodded. “He said the watch didn’t see it until the boat was almost completely burned. Cops and the fire department were already on the scene.”

Which was not noted in the watch log.

“Do you know Sam Wagers and Bill Craig?”

Julie nodded. “Those are the guys who patrol with Otis. Patrolled.”

“Do know where they work?” I asked.

“I think they’re both on disability, or on a pension. As far as I know, they work part-time. Wagers works in a gift shop, Light House Lights, and Craig is a hand on a fishing charter boat.”

“Do you think that’s where we can find them?”

“Not to be indelicate,” she said, wincing a little, “But it’s a nice day today. They probably played hooky and went to Castaways. That’s a bar on the middle road not far from Bluff Cottage. They’re there more than at work. Otis was the same way. More often than not, he was at the bar instead of here. I had to track him down a couple times.”

A place favored by the neighborhood watch, I thought. Their unofficial office.

“We know where it is,” I said.

“Right on,” Nanna said. “It’s not a real vacation until you do some day drinking.”

“Let me know if you find any other artifacts,” I said. We headed out.

Rosie got her bike turned around. “No one said anything about Otis and his wingmen being alcoholics.”

“Let’s just see what’s what,” I said. “We don’t know the situation.”

“Bet I can guess,” Nanna said, straddling her bike. “Otis wanted his cronies to be drunks. That’s probably why there’s nothing in the log about the fire. His buddies were drunk, and Otis went off to take incriminating pictures instead of stopping a fire.”

That could well be. But I wanted Sam Wagers and Bill Craig to speak for themselves. We hit the road.

“Funny,” Rosie said. “The way Travis described them, I thought Wagers owned a gift shop and Craig owned a boat. Not that they were lackies.”

“Seems like they were lackies all around,” I said. “It could be Wagers and Craig presented themselves that way. Big shots.”

“Yeah, well, we saw Bill Craig’s place. It’s an apartment, not a house. You couldn’t say he’s living large,” Nanna said.

I lived in an apartment. So did Rosie. And Nanna. Were we not living large? But I knew what she was getting at. Otis’s whole team seemed to live on bluff and bluster.

“We never went to Wagers’s place,” Rosie said.

“Should we go there first?”

“I vote for the bar,” Nanna said. “It’s kinda warm today.”

Chief Devoe had given me both Craig's and Wagers’s addresses. There was no guarantee the two would either be home or at Castaways.

“We still have one more attraction to visit for Mr. Locandro,” Rosie said. “But it’s not scheduled. A tour of the fort. We can do it anytime.”

“Oh! I booked some waterskiing tomorrow afternoon,” Nanna said. “Don’t let me forget.”

“No parasailing?” Rosie eyed her.

“Nah. They don’t do that here. I checked.”

Thank God. One less thing to explain to Mom. We turned on the main road, heading for Castaways.

The island was forward thinking, as bike charging stations were everywhere. We plugged in the bikes and walked inside. The cool dim was lightly populated. I had only seen Wagers and Craig when they were threatening Greg Matters, and here lingering in the shadows behind the rest of the watch. Looking around, I didn’t recognize them.

I walked to the bar and asked the bartender. He didn’t seem to know who they were. Covering for regular customers? It wasn’t like I could push it. We weren’t even drinking.

“Are we getting sloshed?” Nanna asked.

“Not just yet,” I said. There were no familiar faces in Castaways. I didn’t want to hit up complete strangers about complete strangers. And I didn’t want to join the day drinkers, buy a few rounds, to try to win them over. “Let’s go.”

Outside, we stood by our e-bikes. I tried to plan our next move. “I’m thinking those guys might be on patrol tonight. Maybe that’s the best way to catch them.”

“I don’t see why that’s different from what we’re doing now,” Rosie said.

She had a point. Randomly searching for the guys was the same either way. At least they’d be together at night. Could be I was just procrastinating.

Nanna wrinkled her nose and looked around. “You smell that?”

I sniffed. Faintly, I smelled smoke. Wood smoke. Like Nanna, I scanned the sky.

“Smoke!” Rosie pointed.

It looked like it was coming from Bluff Cottage. “Oh no.”

Stone was already on his bike. “Let’s get up there.”

“I just bought shoes!” Nanna said. “They can’t be on fire!”

The top speed of the bikes felt sluggish enough to make me pedal. Not that I could make it go any faster. But as we neared the B&B, I saw that it wasn’t on fire.

“Holy cow, that’s Otis’s place,” Nanna said.

Indeed, flames and smoke rose from the upstairs windows. The island’s fire truck, ambulance and police vehicle sat on the street outside. Volunteer firefighters dumped water, knocking down the flames.

When I reached the chief, I saw that he was talking to a fireman. Straddling the bike, I listened in.

“We’ll need to do some tests, but my nose is rarely wrong,” the fireman said.

Chief Devoe folded his arms. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“Yeah, hydrogen sulfide, ammonia, sulfur dioxide—that’s gotta be fireworks.”

The word slapped me like an open hand.

“Fireworks?” I couldn’t hold back. The chief and fireman faced me with matching glares.

“Unofficially,” The fireman said.

What the heck was Otis doing keeping fireworks in his house? After what he’d seen with the boat burning up? You’d think he’d keep as far away from them as possible. Unless…

“Can’t be a coincidence,” Rosie said, reading my thoughts before I thought them.

“No way.”

“Way! I think a quick search of the local newspaper morgue would prove it.”

The chief eyed us. “Prove what?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll let you in on it,” I said to Chief Devoe. Stalling, because I wasn’t exactly sure what we were out to prove. Ideas swirled in my head, bumping into each other, but not sticking together.

Upstairs, the smoke turned to steam. The smoke smell no longer lingered on the breeze. I watched a couple firefighters enter the house, breaking the front door down with an axe. Two more with a hose followed them.

“At least the place was vacant,” Stone said.

Apparently not vacant of evidence. But evidence of what?

“Are we allowed to go into Bluff Cottage?” Rosie said. “I’ve got a case to solve! Let’s grab the laptop and head to the historical society.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The fire didn’t come near the B&B. Hadn’t even touched Otis’s fence. Rosie darted in. A few seconds later, she darted back out. Laptop case over her shoulder, she jumped back on the bike. “Let’s go!”

“What are we doing? I get it. Fireworks. Connects it to the boat fire. You’re thinking Otis was involved in the arson?”

“Yep. Nope.” Rosie frowned. “I’m not exactly sure. Now I understand how you can have clues and ideas in your head, but not know exactly what they mean.”

She had learned from a master. One of my favorite states to be in.

“Why the historical society?” Nanna said.

This much I understood. “For the neighborhood watch logs.”

“Right!” Rosie said. But she said no more.

It didn’t take long to get there.

Julie watched us walk in, eyes wide, brows up. “Logs?” she asked.

“You know it, kiddo,” Nanna said.

“Do you think that’s what the target was?” I said. “That whoever burned down Otis’s house wanted these destroyed?”

“No, I don’t,” Rosie said. “Not if the arsonists are who I think they are.”

They’d know, the thought occurred to me, because the arsonists were Otis’s wingmen on the neighborhood patrol. I had no proof of this, and only just now did a theory coalesce in my brain. Rosie was already running with it.

We left Julie behind and headed into Otis’ private office and sat around his small desk. Rosie booted up the laptop.

“We already know about the boat. Let me see if we can find the story on the local paper’s website.” In a few moments, we were looking at a picture of the fire engine near the marina. Part of a mast stuck out of the water. The pier was slightly charred and still smoking. “Aha!”

Before I could read the story, Rosie moved to the documents on her laptop that she had translated. The coded notes Otis had kept. She scrolled through them with dizzying speed. “I saw this one before, but it didn’t mean anything at the time. Here we go.”

She typed mercantile fire into the search window on the paper’s website. The story came up almost immediately. I saw that the date was a couple years ago. A shop on the edge of the downtown district had burned down. There were no suspicious circumstances in the article. But at the end, there was a quote from the owner.

“Holy moly,” I said.

Nanna elbowed her way between us. She read what I read. “Holy moly,” she said.

“You think that’s something?” Rosie said. She brought up the decoded notes on the computer. Paged through the binder. Tapped a written entry. “Just like the boat. No mention of the fire.”

She then turned to the computer screen. “And here. Otis describes a couple making out in a carriage. Married to other people. Did we see something like this on the flip phone camera?”

I thought we had. Mostly, we’d focused on the boat fire. The other pictures didn’t have an impact on me. Rosie opened that file. Sure enough, we saw a few shots of a carriage, each one closer than the last. It was parked among others. The final shot in the series had a man trying to block the camera, and a woman holding her blouse over her body.

“Wait. What does this have to do with anything?” Nanna asked. “People make out all the time.”

“The infidelity would let Otis blackmail this couple. But look there. Isn’t that the mercantile that burned down?”

“I’m pretty sure it is. Hard to tell from this angle.” Rosie stepped back. “Gotta be. But we can take a ride downtown. Make double sure.”

“Double sure of what?” Nanna said. “I don’t get it.”

“Travis was right when he said Wagers owned a shop and Craig owned a charter boat,” I said.

“They took on menial jobs after,” Rosie said.

“After what?” Nanna asked.

“After they were set on fire,” Rosie said. “The coded notes, the pictures. None of that was for blackmail. Not in the traditional sense. Otis’s neighborhood watch did it to make sure there were no witnesses to the crimes. Chased out the cheating couple. The kids. And made sure to make a note about contraband when Otis wrote down his report about the kids—but didn’t mention the fire.”

“But I saw the pictures of the kids by the water. They were lighting fireworks.”

“Right. But there’s nothing that shows the kids actually launching the rocket that landed on the boat sail. In fact, that firework was probably stuck there and lit. It wasn’t an accident at all,” I said.

“Maybe the arsonists got the idea from the kids with the fireworks. Took them away. Then used them to torch the boat.”

Nanna shook her head. “You totally lost me.”

“According to the newspaper stories, Travis was telling us the truth, just an outdated truth. The boat that burned belonged to Bill Craig. Sam Wagers owned the shop that burned down,” Rosie said. “They burned them. Probably to collect on the insurance.”

“And the neighborhood watch cleared the way for them to commit arson. Made sure there were no witnesses around. To make double-sure they didn’t come forward, Otis gathered evidence that would get the witnesses in a lot of trouble.”

“Cheating mates, kids with fireworks,” Rosie nodded.

“How did they get away with it?”

“Alibis are in the watch log,” I said. “Just about the only time something is written down is during some crime. I bet if we dig deeper, we’ll see some plot that Otis came up with.”

“Or maybe another watch member,” Rosie said. “They’ve got quite a scam going.”

“They burned down Otis’s house to destroy the fireworks evidence. Or maybe Craig and Wagers are on Otis’s insurance, or in his will or something,” I said.

“Oh. The murder pushed them to it, right?” Nanna said.

I sighed. “Which means they’re off the hook. They both must’ve been caught flat-footed by the homicide. The murder was a surprise to them.”

Rosie nodded. “Otherwise, they could’ve grabbed the evidence instead of destroying it. If that’s what Wagers and Craig are really up to.”

“Which is none of our affair,” I said. “We got hired to solve a murder, not an ongoing conspiracy of arson, insurance fraud and blackmail.”

“Dang,” Rosie frowned. “Guess we gotta turn this over to the cops.”

“It’ll make the chief happy. And maybe keep us in the loop about the official investigation.” I looked at Julie who stood in the corner pretending to dust. But I knew she was listening in. “Can we take these binders out of the historical society?”

“You got me,” she said. “I don’t know what the rules are. Didn’t even know there was an office back there.”

“Is it all in this one binder?” I asked.

“No. It’s in these two,” Rosie said. “We can jam them in my basket. Let’s go talk to Chief Devoe.”

With the evidence in Rosie’s bike basket, we rode to the main road and the police department. It was attached to the town hall, neither building very large. The one police SUV and firetruck were parked in the back. I guessed the ambulance was parked at the urgent care, wherever that was.

“You got an appointment?” Officer Meers leaned on the front desk talking to a civilian employee. “The chief’s awful busy this morning.”

“Trust me, he’ll want to hear this,” I said.

Meers lowered his voice. “Is it about the murder?”

“I wish.”

The officer picked up the phone. He spoke maybe three words. Hung up. “Come on back.”

We moved through a door to the side of the desk when Rudy Meers opened it. The chief had his feet up on his desk, reading a report. When he saw us, I appreciated that he left his boots where they were.

“What have you got for me? Not about the murder?”

“About the arson,” I said.

“Arsonss,” Rosie said, leaning on the S.

The chief lifted his brows.

Between the coded book, which we handed over, the photos from the flip phone burner, that we handed over, and the logbooks kept by the watch, which we handed over, the evidence was overwhelming. If circumstantial. But it wouldn’t take much to tie the crimes together with a little investigating. Probably the kind of investigation the chief was more used to.

“This is good work. I wish I had the money to hire investigators. We get by with what we got,” the chief said.

“They covered their tracks really well,” I said.

“Well, I did get the coroner’s report from the mainland,” he said. Indicting the file he was reading, he frowned. “Not sure we can call it a murder anymore.”

“No?”

“Nope. The official cause of death is catastrophic liver failure.”

“Huh,” I said. That didn’t sound like a homicide. Especially since our makeshift tests showed that a garden gnome couldn’t supply a lethal blow to the head.

“If it were murder, it sure would be tough to prove,” Rosie said. “Was he a heavy drinker? Was there cirrhosis? Maybe liver cancer?”

He put the folder on his desk. “No. No sign of any prior liver disease or injury. In my mind, that makes it kinda hinky. But medical professionals say the human body is a mystery. These things happen.”

“It’s too strange that someone hit him with a lawn ornament at the same time he died of liver complications,” I said. But I had no way to tie the two together. It didn’t even seem the two could be related.

“Might not be solvable. Heck, if not for the gnome to the head, I’d say there wasn’t even a crime committed,” the chief said.

Certainly nothing as clear cut as arson for profit. And given the number of sources we’d gone to for evidence, it might be tough for a jury to sort through. While it pointed to the trio of neighborhood watchers as bad people, there was no obvious connection to homicide. The arson that just happened probably couldn’t be connected either.

“Do me a favor,” I said. “When you bring Wagers and Craig in, let me know what they say.”

“You think anything those two say is going to solve a case of bad liver?”

“I don’t know. But I’m not giving up on this yet. All the clues we uncovered were pointing to a different crime. But there has to be more. One of the watch’s victims must have been pushed to the limit. Acted out.”

“Maybe the ones we thought were a big deal aren’t the right one, the right trigger,” Rosie said.

We had both the flip phone photos and the decoded notebook in the laptop. All that information could be combed over. We could look with the point of view that it was the watch, rather than potential criminals, who were the bad guys, and something might break loose.

“I’ll keep in touch,” Chief Devoe said.

Dismissed.

We left the police station, our murder still unsolved.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


It had been such a busy day, we’d missed lunch. We headed for that burger joint with the fried candy that Rosie liked. She’d solved the crime, after all.

“That was good work, Rosie,” Stone said.

“Thanks, Stone. That means a lot coming from you. But I feel like we moved in the opposite direction of the murder case.”

“If there is a murder case,” Nanna said. “How do you kill someone by making their liver go belly up?”

It was going to be tough to solve. If we even could solve it. If there was anything to solve in the first place. I was sure that one of the people Otis was blackmailing finally had enough. They were sick of doing what he said, or he had asked too much. The victim in question might have been afraid and struck out in fear.

But none of that was what it seemed. If you scratched any one of the incidents in Otis’s little black book, beneath the surface you’d find a crime committed, or abetted, by the neighborhood watch. Any blackmail was secondary, perhaps even incidental.

“We need a new angle,” Rosie said.

“A solid motive would be good enough,” I said.

“Be a start,” Stone said. “At least now, we can really understand Otis. Not so much a control freak, but a fraudster.”

“Who would be that angry at a fraudster?” I said.

“Me,” Rosie said. “Not enough to murder, though.”

Nanna shook her head. “It’s not about indignation. Or embarrassment. Someone was afraid. Fear makes people angry, irrational.”

I nodded. “I was thinking along those lines.”

“There’s still the actual MO to get past,” Rosie said. “The liver disease.”

“The chief said failure. No sign of disease. Which is weird.”

“Poison?” Nanna said.

“The tox screen would find a poison, wouldn’t it?” Rosie said.

“Some poisons leave very little trace. We know this. Even so, it would be hard to get poison past a medical examiner who had no other causes to look at,” I said. “The doctor would just look that much harder for toxins.”

“It’s possible he was sick. From something else. You know who might be able to tell us?” Rosie said.

“Molly Peters.”

“There’s no reason for her not to tell us. He’s dead, so there’s no HIIPA rules, no privacy issues, right?” Rosie said.

“I’m sure there are privacy issues she could lean on if she didn’t want to talk,” Stone said. “Or get in trouble with her work.”

“We can try her first. See if there’s a doctor on staff. What medicine did he take?”

“A statin,” Stone said. “For high cholesterol. We can look at the bottle to see which one it is.”

“Does high cholesterol affect your liver?” Rosie asked.

“Yes,” Stone said. “It can cause all the things you asked about: fatty liver, cirrhosis, and liver cancer. But the chief says there’s no indication of liver disease. Who knows. Maybe his liver gave out even though he wasn’t presenting symptoms.”

Why did Stone know so much about cholesterol? His healthy eating habits might make sense if he had a condition like that. In the future, I’d try not to make faces and gagging sounds when he ordered something healthy.

Like that salad on his plate with all the kale.

“Protection,” Nanna said. “It doesn’t look like the watch was into blackmail, but what if they were running a racket? You know, this boat burned down, this store burned down, if you don’t want your thing burned down, you should pay us money to watch your place.”

I weighed it as I chewed my double cheeseburger. “No sign of that. And face it, if it was the guys on the watch who had their property burned, would you pay them to protect your assets?”

“Good point,” Nanna said.

After lunch, we followed the blue street signs with a white H to the urgent care clinic. Only a few people occupied the waiting room. Looking at the reception desk behind a glass screen, I saw no one.

“You don’t have to fuss over me, Mom.” Tom Peters came through a door. “I’m fine. If I start feeling weird, I’ll let you know. I always do.”

Molly Peters followed her son into the waiting area. “Better safe than sorry. Do you have your pen with you? There’s a lot of stressful stuff going on around—”

She stopped speaking when she saw us standing in the lobby.

“Can you take a break and talk to us?” I asked.

“I’ve got patients. So not right now. Maybe at the café tomorrow?” Molly said.

“Go ahead, Molly. I got this. You’re overdue for a break.” Another nurse slid into the seat behind the glass. Gave us a smile. Molly’s face fell. She followed us out.

Outside, Tom straddled a bike that was on the rack next to ours. He eyed me. But talked to his mother. “Everything okay?”

“We just had some quick medical questions,” I said. “Nothing too serious.”

He nodded uncertainly but pedaled away on his bike. When he reached the road, he threw a look over his shoulder.

“What do you want to know?” Molly took a vape from her smock pocket and let out a big cloud of smoke. It smelled like raspberries.

“Otis Claremont had a liver condition,” I said.

“I can’t talk about a patient like that.”

“He’s dead,” Nanna said. “It won’t bother him.”

She took another hit from the vape. “As far as I know, Otis was in good health. He had high cholesterol, but that was controlled with medication. Menivastatin, I think. We did a blood draw once a month or so. He was fine.”

“Otis died from acute liver failure,” I said. “Maybe you missed something?”

She dropped the vape back in her pocket. “You’d have to talk to his doctor. Dr. Cohen is off this week. As far as I know, Otis wasn’t a big drinker. I can’t tell you much more about him, really. He was unlikeable.”

“It’s unusual, though, for a guy to drop dead from liver failure when no issues were ever noticed?”

“Happens all the time. Medicine isn’t precise. Each of us is different, we react to medications and diseases in different ways.”

I didn’t like the stillness in her face, or her rote answer. It was as if she’d been rehearsing this speech in her head. What was she hiding?

“Here’s the real question.” I thought I’d just keep pushing to see how Molly reacted. “Could you murder a man by causing his liver to fail? Is there some poison or medication, I don’t know, food interaction?”

“All medications are poison if applied in a strong enough dose.”

More textbook answers. Deflecting, I thought.

“Sure, but how about something specific to the liver?”

Molly shook her head. “I’m not a doctor. Or a pharmacist. But I’m sure there’s no magic potion that causes a liver to fail. It takes time, usually by abuse and disease, or an injury, and since the liver filters the blood, there are usually symptoms. So, I really can’t help you.”

I wasn’t getting what I wanted out of her. It could well be that there was nothing to get. Thanking her for her time, we let her get back to vaping and work.

“I thought for sure she would know something about—”

Tom skidded his bike to a stop sideways, blocking us. I hit the brakes hard enough to make my teeth click.

“Why are you harassing my mother?” he asked. “She hasn’t done anything.

“She’s not very helpful, either,” I said.

He straddled the bike, folding his arms. “Why should she be? Who do you think you are, anyway? You’re making her all stressed out. That means she stresses out on me. Fussing and nitpicking and all over me.”

Stressed out? “I don’t know why we would stress her out. Maybe you should ask her. In the meanwhile, we have a job to do.” We separated and rode around him. Tom didn’t follow.

“You’re talking to the wrong people!” he called after us. “Way off base!”

Which made me think we were talking to the right people. And I especially wanted to talk to Tom again. But when I looked back, he wasn’t anywhere in sight.

I got my eyes back on the road. “Tom never gave Greg up. Never said that Otis made them do anything. Greg only half-admitted to stealing artifacts. We keep coming back to Greg and Tom. Molly will go out of her way to protect Tom. Give him an alibi. So those two are a lock.”

“When we question Mom, Tom comes to the rescue and vice-versa,” Rosie said. “Greg and Tom cover for each other. They aren’t going to roll over on each other. But since they keep coming up, they must know more than they’re saying. So what do we do?”

“Cherchez la femme,” Stone said.

French was not my language, although I’d read enough mystery stories to know what it meant. “What femme?” I asked.

“Greg is sweet on Julie,” Nanna said.

“She says she’s not interested, but you can tell she is. A little. Or maybe just flattered,” Rosie said.

“Yeah, but we’ve talked to Julie. Heck, we busted her in Otis’s house. She told us about the artifacts being stolen. Tom told us she was informed when an artifact was in Otis’s hands. So, what more…”

Suddenly, it became obvious. We’d been chasing our tails with the blackmail thing. Greg said Otis didn’t have any hold over him.

I took my hand off the handlebars so I could slap the top of my head. “Duh!”

“Duh what?” Rosie said.

“We’ve been duped. No, we duped ourselves. None of this is about controlling people. The arsons should’ve taught us that,” I said.

“What’s it about?” Rosie said. “Money?”

“Yahtzee.”

“I get the insurance payouts. But what about the rest?”

“Stone is right. But we don’t have to search for the woman. What we need to do is question Greg, the guy with the crush, in front of her,” I said.

We made for the historical society. Julie was still inside when we got there.

“The police came and took all the neighborhood watch logs,” she said.

Pretty fast work. Chief Devoe was more on the ball than I thought. “Did the police ask you anything?”

“No. Just where the binders were,” Julie said.

“Hmm. You’d think they’d ask you about a ring of artifact thieves.”

Julie blinked. Thought for a moment. “Why would they ask that?”

“If they did, would they be asking the wrong person? Or would they be better off talking to Greg?” I asked.

For a moment, Julie only stared. The color left her face.

“Does Greg stop by here? You might want to give him a call,” I said.


CHAPTER THIRTY


“Hey, I was the victim here.” Greg showed up ten minutes later, sweaty and breathless from his bike ride. I caught him outside the historical society building before he could talk to Julie.

“Victim of what?” I asked.

“I don’t know. The thing you said. Otis having something over Tom’s head. I was forced to do things for Otis.”

“Nope,” I said. “I guess it was kind of silly, jumping to that conclusion. And you embracing the idea so quickly. Tom won’t cop to anything. At least, not yet. But maybe when the cops haul the two of you in.”

“Cops got nothing on me.”

“Really, tough guy?” I said. Keeping it vague, I tried to play on his teenage machismo as well as his fears. “You think Julie’s tough? You think she won’t flip? She’s a college girl, Greg. Not some gun moll or femme fatale.”

Once Stone used the French, I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

His eyes darted to the little building. “Julie wouldn’t say anything.”

“Should we go ask her?” I said.

“No.”

He didn’t say more. But I had a few things on my mind.

“Otis never asked you to steal artifacts for him.”

“Maybe he just implied it.”

“Nah. You knew he had a thing for local artifacts. So you stole them from the dig site. Sold them to Otis.”

“You can’t prove that.”

I eyed him sideways. “You really don’t think so? All this time, I’ve been overcomplicating this investigation. Like Otis was some mastermind. Some Svengali. Working his spell of blackmail over the island. But that’s not the case. There have been occasions when Otis has used the watch to get rid of witnesses, or potential witnesses. And that’s the long and the short of it.

“You not only stole the artifacts, you had Tom inform Julie when you handed them over. She would approach Otis, threatened him to get them back. How often did you sell those same items back to Otis?”

“Julie is not a part of this.”

“College kid, volunteering, working on a grant,” I started.

“Stop it. Just stop.”

“I will if you give up the killer,” I said. “We’re not here to investigate some teen ring of arrowhead thieves.”

Greg shook his head, holding out his hands. “But I don’t know who killed Otis.”

I made a derisive noise. “Come on! The killer is a vandal. He must hang out with you. Another graffiti artist. Maybe Otis stepped on his toes. The wrong toes. Which one of your tagging buddies was it, Matters?”

“I’m telling you I don’t know.”

“Both you and Tom alibied out. Who else could it be?”

“No one. There isn’t anybody else. The girls we hang out with don’t tag. They paint and draw and compete in online sketchbook competitions.”

“Was it Tom who got busted with fireworks down near the marina a couple years back? Did Otis bust him?”

“Yeah. So what? The cops never came.”

“Not until the boat was on fire,” I prompted.

Greg shrugged. “We weren’t even there when that happened. What does that have to do with anything?”

Now that I thought about it, probably not a thing. That didn’t mean I couldn’t keep him off balance.

“But you were there before? Otis confiscated your fireworks.”

“No. When we saw him, we dumped them. Maybe he found them. I don’t know.”

“They were used for arson,” I said.

“What?”

“Otis never informed the cops. Why do you think that was?”

“I don’t know anything about this.”

“To keep you guys in line with this big secret?”

“He didn’t. I mean, there wasn’t… I don’t know what Otis did. I don’t care. We bought the fireworks from a guy from Canada. We set off a couple. Then dumped them when we saw the watch hiding around a corner. That’s all there is to it.”

“You weren’t the one who bought the fireworks. Or lit them.”

“It was Tom. But so what?”

So what indeed. I changed tack.

“How often did Otis visit Molly, Tom’s mother?” I asked.

“Never. Why would he?”

“The day before he was murdered, Otis was at Molly’s house, letting her know that Tom was out all night. Did he do that a lot?”

“Not that I know of. All I know is that Tom got sick the next day and had to go to the hospital on the mainland.”

“Did you ever see him when he was sick?” I asked.

Greg shook his head. “No. Tom said he knew when things were going wrong. He felt it ahead of time. When he felt it coming on, his mother would get him to the hospital.”

“Not the urgent care?”

“Nah. They might be able to give you stitches or something. They can’t treat anything serious. Besides, Tom carried medicine on him. If he got bad, he would use it.”

I thought that over. “Pills?”

“No. Like a highlighter marker, but white.”

“An EpiPen?” I asked. Those were for severe allergic reactions, I knew. To prevent anaphylactic shock.

“Nah. When I was in high school, there was this nerd with a peanut allergy. Those are fatter, with yellow instructions, a big needle. This was different. I never saw him have to use it.”

“You don’t know what it was for? Tom has a heart arrhythmia and can’t get a pacemaker until he stops growing. Is that what the medication was for?”

Greg shrugged. “If that’s what he had, then yeah, probably.”

It was then that the idea formed in my mind. Vague and loose.

“Does Molly stay with Tom when he goes in the hospital?”

“Sometimes,” Greg said. “But not usually. She drops him off. But she has to work. He’s not a kid. He can get home by himself.”

I nodded absently, my brain working it out. “Let’s go inside. You can be the big hero, chase us off for your girlfriend.”

“Julie’s not my girlfriend.”

“Yeah, but you might have a shot with her. She said your murals are beautiful.”

Greg’s eyes got bigger. “She did?”

“C’mon, play the macho guy. I’ve got things to do.” We went into the historical society. I let Greg lay into us for a couple minutes. I couldn’t tell if Julie was impressed or scared.

“Did you learn anything new?” Rosie asked as we headed for our bikes.

“Maybe. I’ll need to make a phone call.”

“To whom?”

“Remember Liz? Locandro’s aunt?”

“Sure. Why are you calling her?”

“I think she might know something that will help. She’s smart.”

“I’m smart,” Rosie frowned.

“You’re a different kind of smart. I’d say a genius.”

“Well okay then.”

“Why didn’t you give Julie the third degree?” Nanna asked. “She’s in on it, right? The artifact stealing.”

“I didn’t need to. Once I threatened Greg that I’d ask him about their little ring of thieves in front of her, it was enough to get him talking. Be nice if he knew more,” I said.

“Good call, Stone,” Rosie said.

“Mm.”

It was too early for dinner, but maybe not too late to call the East Coast. Liz lived in Florida in some kind of senior housing. As I rode toward the B&B, the phone buzzed a couple times.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Liz, it’s Tiff. You aren’t in bed are you?”

“That some kind of joke? How old do you think I am?”

I heard a dog bark in the background. A voice talking to the dog.

“Sorry. I remember you saying you were into medical stuff. Like a hobby.”

“Yep. I like to keep up on things. Medicine is fascinating,” Liz said.

“What can you tell me about a drug called Menivastatin?”

She paused. “It’s a newer one. For cholesterol reduction. Nothing very interesting about it.”

“How about side effects? Drug interactions? Accidental overdose? Stuff like that,” I said.

“You can’t kill someone with it, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I kinda was. “Anything at all?”

“Well, you aren’t supposed to take it with HIV meds or warfarin, not with transplant medications like Tacrolimus or Zortress.”

I had to ask her to explain some of that to me. It made me wonder why she was interested in medicine and medications. But then Nanna had a lot of similar knowledge. I guess when you took a lot of pills, you wanted to know about them. Both of them were older.

It didn’t take long for her to confirm my theory.

“What’s she saying?” Rosie asked. “Say hello for me.”

“Rosie says hello,” I said. Then disconnected. Not on purpose. I heard the sound of a gunshot. The front tire of my e-bike exploded with a smaller sound. The wheel, now flat and a little bent, wobbled in front of me like a warped record.

“Get down!” Stone cried. Somehow, he grabbed me, stopped both of our bikes, and dragged me to the ground.

Another gunshot sounded. I looked at Rosie and Nanna from Stone’s arms. They had both hit the dirt.

“Must be coming from up the hill,” Stone said, peeking up.

“The fort is up there,” Rosie said. “Might be a good place for a shooter.”

“Why is someone shooting at us?”

“Heck, I don’t know,” Nanna said. “Must’ve irritated the wrong person. Hey! Why are you shooting at us?” she yelled.

“What did you do?” a male voice shouted back.

Shrugs all around.

“Be more specific!” Nanna yelled.

“The cops took Sam in! After you were at the station!”

Wow. People really were nosy around here. Stone was already on the phone with emergency services.

“Probably for insurance fraud!” Nanna yelled back.

Oops. Probably not the right thing to say. Another bullet blasted. It didn’t seem to come anywhere near us. Still, it was a bullet.

“There’s no point in shooting us!” I gave it a try. “The cops know everything. They have the evidence. Shooting us can’t help you!”

“Yeah, but it might make me feel better if I could at least wing one of you!”

Great.

“Police are on the way,” Stone said, putting away his phone. Mine lay a few yards down the road where I dropped it. I hope Liz wasn’t still hanging on the other line. It might be a while before I got back to her.

“You guys are pretty calm,” Nanna said. “Do you get shot at a lot?”

“No. Once in a while,” Rosie said. “I don’t think he’s got a shot.”

I hoped not. We all crawled to the edge of the road, where the land angled up. That would make it even harder for Bill Craig (who else would it be?) to get a bead on us. Since he had managed to hit the front tire of my bike, I wanted to stay as low as possible.

“My bike!” Suddenly I remembered it was a rental. It lay behind me in a tangle with the other bikes. The e-motor still spun the rear tire, making the entire bike pile look alive.

“We got the insurance,” Rosie said.

“So I got tired of taking rich people out on the lake to fish. So what?” Bill cried.

Rosie’s brows came together. “I think he’s drunk.”

“I don’t want to shoot you guys. I’m just… so sad. I have a best friend. A first best friend. Man, I want to take the ferry to the mainland. Get some Taco Bell. Somebody hold my pants.”

Definitely drunk.

We lay still, waiting for the next shot. Nobody came by on the road, which was good. But the tension was killing me.

“Bill?”

No reply. I started to get up, but Stone pushed me back down again. “These guys already burned down a house. We don’t know what Bill’s capable of.”

“I could belly crawl up the hill. Knock him out with a rock,” Nanna said.

Frowning, I shook my head. “You could lay here with us and not get shot.”

“Yeah. That too.”

“Bill? Put the gun down. You don’t want more trouble,” I called.

Nothing.

It seemed hours passed before I heard the sounds: sirens from below, snores from above.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


“Stay there,” the chief ordered when the SUV parked. He looked at his officer. “Ready, Rudy?”

Meers shrugged. “Bill is well known as a bad shot.”

I listened carefully. Snoring continued. The cops moved up the hill in a crouch, separating. They pulled their weapons.

Rudy Meers pursed his lips. “You think I should wake him up, or just cuff him?”

Chief Devoe and Officer Meers got lucky. They found Bill Craig splooted on the grass on his belly, gun in front of him, asleep. When it was safe, I got up and looked at the front wheel of my bike.

Toast.

What was I going to do now? How could I get it back to the B&B, or the rental place?

The police car pulled up. Bill was asleep in the back seat. “Anybody hurt?” Devoe asked.

“My bike was shot in the front leg,” I said.

“Hey, Rudy, put the bike in the back of the cruiser, will you?” the chief said.

I brushed myself off. “Guess you already arrested Sam.”

“Guy spilled as soon as we asked him. Guess he’s been holding a lot of guilt for a while. We found a couple other things Otis’s watch crew pulled off. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted those guys. They were always asking for a car. For guns.”

“They had guns anyway,” I said. Retrieving my phone, I texted Liz that we’d been cut off and that I’d call her tomorrow. Rudy put my bike in the back of the SUV.

“It seems like you’ve solved all the crimes on this island,” the chief said. “Crimes we didn’t know existed.”

He didn’t know the half of it. There were more crimes, but I wasn’t sure if they were any of my business. I didn’t let on.

“All except one,” I said. “The one we were hired to solve. You didn’t go too hard on Paula, did you?”

“Accidents happen,” the chief said. “And even if it wasn’t an accident, I don’t see the point in bringing her case to the DA.”

“What about you? You find anything further? After what we’ve learned, do you still think it’s even a murder?” Rudy asked.

I sure did. “I’m going to keep looking. I’ll let you know. Are you going to take a statement?”

“We can leave that for now. You all should get cleaned up and have dinner. Maybe a few drinks,” the chief said. “Where’d you rent the bikes? Reggie’s?”

“Beefy guy?” I asked.

“That’s the one. We’ll take this down to him. Get a new wheel on it. I’ll have him give you a call.”

“After we put Bill in a cell,” Meers said.

We made our way to Bluff Cottage, the others kindly walking their bikes even though I could tell Nanna was raring to go. “Hey, Tiff. You wanna ride on my handlebars?”

“No thanks. I’ve fallen off enough bikes for one day.”

When we got to our room, I saw that the knee of my stretchy pants was badly torn. At least I hadn’t been hurt. The stretchy pants had sacrificed themselves for me.

“You doing okay, babe?” Stone asked as I changed.

“For right now I am. But I am going to be sore in the morning.” I shook the dust out of my T-shirt and put it in my dirty clothes bag. “Better find a dinner joint within walking distance.”

“On this island? Everything is within walking distance, Tiff.”

“Speak for yourself. I’m anticipating leg trauma come the morning. We’ll have to find a place on the middle road.”

Downstairs, I found Gwen talking on the front desk phone. I waited patiently for her to finish. She eyed me when she hung up. “Were you just shot at?”

“Mm-hmm,” I said. “Bill Craig.”

Gwen pouted thoughtfully. “Was he drunk?”

He was a lot more than that. By the time he sobered up, I had a feeling the local police would have a solid case against him and Sam Wagers. “Sure was.”

“How about the murder? Are you getting anywhere?”

“I was just coming down to talk to you about that. I need some people rounded up. We might as well do it in the Honeybee tomorrow morning. But I want to make sure we have all the people there we need.”

Gwen shrugged. “If you give me the names, I’ll try to get them here.”

“Excellent. Thank you. They will all need to hear what I have to say. In the meantime, what’s the closest restaurant? We’re walking. Someplace that serves alcohol.” Nanna might have thought we were calm, but my heart raced every time I thought about getting shot at.

Rosie and Nanna joined us, dressed in clothes that weren’t covered with road dirt.

“Actually, right near the residential area, there’s a little Chinese restaurant. I don’t know if they serve anything harder than beer and wine,” Gwen said.

That would have to do. “Thanks Gwen. And we’ll see you in the café in the morning.”

We headed out.

“Why are we seeing Gwen in the café? You’ve figured it out, haven’t you,” Rosie said.

“Well, there are a couple holes I haven’t figured out. But I think I have enough. And I can guess at the rest. Right now, I need me a big glass of wine.”

“We’re celebrating?”

“Sure. Call it that. But it’s been a heck of a day.”

It was always interesting to me how different regions made Chinese food. Some were dry noodle places. Some sauce on the side places. But three glasses in, I had no idea what I was eating. I was hungry, and it was food.

“You’re not going to clue us in, are you?” Rosie said.

“Nope. Not until we get a confession.”

“You think we will?”

I nodded. “I’m pretty sure I have our killer dead to rights. No way to snake out of it. Although the coroner will probably be angry with me.”

“Really? Why is that?” Stone asked.

“He’s going to have to do some more work. Maybe he’ll be happy about it. As long as the murder is closed.”

“He or she,” Rosie said.

“Could be she.” I raised my glass. “Girl power!”

The toast was half-hearted. Even though I figured out what the clues meant, they weren’t strung together very well. I’d have to do some fast talking. For now, I needed to get drunk. Good thing we weren’t driving.

I was weaving a little when we walked back to Bluff Cottage. My mind was still working. There were all kinds of things we could look up to make the case. But since I’d been led astray almost the whole time, I figured I’d just get it over with as quick as possible. Either my suspect would confess, or the local cops would have to do a lot more research, more investigation. It seemed they were up for it. They put Sam Wagers away pretty quick. If only they’d been a little quicker to pin down Bill Craig.

“Are you drunk, or just thinking really hard?” Rosie asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“Okay, I can’t figure out how you solved the murder by solving the relics ring. The artifacts theft.”

“That had nothing to do with the murder,” I said. “Nothing we investigated had anything to do with the murder. Well, maybe one thing.”

“Let me guess—the photos on the old burner phone,” Rosie said

She was smarter than me. Sometimes it was hard to get things past her. But I was craftier. “Something like that.”

“I think I might get it. But I have no idea how you could tie it all together.”

“I may need some help. Help from the guilty party. I have to admit, there’s part of the story, maybe the most important part, that I still don’t understand.”

“You sure you want to go out on a limb on this?”

“Yep. Let’s close this case. There’s really only one motive strong enough to kill over. And we never even explored it.” I belched. “Excuse me!”

Nanna belched back. “That wine wasn’t bad.”

One time, Charles Locandro sent us to Napa Valley in California. We did learn a little about wine. And the stuff in the Chinese restaurant came in a can. Unusual, from what I recalled from our winery work-cation. “The wine wasn’t bad. It was atrocious. But still had acla—alaca—drunk juice in it.”

“You think you’ll be hating life in the morning?” Rosie asked.

“She’ll be fine,” Stone said. “Just need to get hydrated before bed.” Stone had learned a lot more about booze on that trip than Rosie and I had about wine. I would happily rely on his expertise.

And he was right. The next morning I felt fine. Well, I also felt like I had fallen off a bike. Luckily for me, Stone was agile. But being whatever the opposite of agile was, I managed to pull a few muscles. I felt them all as I got dressed.

Rosie met me in the hall. “You ready for this?”

“Ready for some breakfast pasty!” I said.

“Yeah, but the other thing?”

“Making a murderer confess? Well, let’s see if Gwen managed to gather up all the persons of interest. And if there’s coffee ready. Lots of coffee.”

“Shouldn’t we invite Chief Devoe?”

“Let’s see how this goes first. We might want to take the next ferry out of town and never show our faces here again.”

“Now that sounds like a proper vacation,” Nanna said.

“Nanna, how did you get so wild and crazy? Mom isn’t wild and crazy. I’m not wild and crazy.”

“You get to be a certain age, you just don’t give a darn anymore. At some point, I figured, might as well just have some fun. Who cares what people think?” She smiled. “And ask your mother about her teenage years. She’s not as calm and steady as you think.”

Really? Mom a wild child? I couldn’t picture it. I’d seen pictures of Mom in the early ’80s with her neon plastic jewelry and hair teased to the sky. But that was just the fashion then, right?

“Rosie, could you grab the laptop?” I asked.

When we got downstairs, the Ulrichs were eating in the dining room. We walked through the door into the Honeybee Café. A few of the regulars were already seated. Nick typed away at his laptop, barely pausing when we walked in. Paula sat at the table closest to the cash register, empty delivery baskets in front of her. Gwen and Mackenzie worked this side of the food service, with Leah in the B&B dining room. But she would want to hear this, too.

I’d tell Gwen to get her when the time was right.

Julie popped out of the B&B giving us a long look. I couldn’t read it. Worried that we were going to let on about her part in the circle of cultural artifact thefts? Angry at us for figuring it out? Either way, it didn’t compare to the tea I was planning on spilling this morning.

Travis came in, grabbed coffee from the bar, and grabbed a seat in the corner.

We ordered. I kept glancing around. A few locals came in and sat. There was still one person in particular I needed in attendance in order for this to pay out.

My breakfast pasty arrived at the same time as three other people who came in together: Greg Matters, Tom Peters and his mother, Molly Peters.

One of them was my killer.

Here goes nothing.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Greg and Tom sat together, looking around. They weren’t regulars here, and they seemed uncomfortable. Molly had quiet but anxious words with Gwen. After a few moments, she joined the two boys.

“Might as well get some breakfast, guys,” she said.

“Can I get a mochachokalatte?” Tom asked.

“You know caffeine is no good for your condition, Tom,” Molly scolded him.

I finished my pasty of bacon, sausage, potatoes and other things and my side of eggs. Pushing the plate aside, I put the laptop on the table and booted it up. Searching, I found the pictures from Otis’s burner phone. Then found the one I wanted.

Rosie gave me eyebrows. “That one?”

“Mm-hmm,” I said. Turning the computer, I faced the screen toward the table with Greg, Molly and Tom. It took a few minutes, but eventually, they were all staring at it.

“What is this? You can’t frame me for the murder!” Greg said. “That’s not even a recent picture!”

“No, it isn’t. It was taken as a form of planted evidence. The photo comes from a cellphone, a flip phone burner that probably cost twenty bucks. Garden gnomes are everywhere on this island, am I right?”

At this point, I had everyone’s attention.

“Ironically, this phone also contains the clue that led me to figure out who our murderer is. Unfortunately, I got some wrong ideas at the start of things. Investigators call it tunnel vision. In my case, I was focused in on Otis Claremont. The victim. I thought he had brought murder down on himself for a whole host of manipulation, blackmail and threats.

“That set me back. Because Otis was no criminal genius. Not a puppet master pulling the strings of all the people on this island. Isn’t that right, Paula?”

Paula sat up straight. “Huh?”

“No spoilers.” I held out a hand. “Otis had some embarrassing information about you. Right? But did he ever do anything about it?”

The baker blinked a few times. “Well, he never asked me to do anything specific. Not in so many words.”

“Didn’t tell you to throw the election for watch commander?”

She shook her head slowly. “No. I just assumed he would rat me out if I didn’t.”

I shrugged. “I tried to shoehorn my preconceptions into this case. Looked for a suspect that fit into those notions. But this isn’t a big city. There’s crime here, sure. You’ll always find it if you’re looking. Crime wasn’t what we should’ve been looking for.”

Tom and Greg exchanged a fleeting look. Molly stared at me.

“Murder’s a crime,” Nick said.

I ignored him. “Since we were looking for a grand blackmail conspiracy, I missed the small details. Little things that should’ve stood out. It wasn’t about the neighborhood watch and what they were up to. I should’ve known better. A murder like this is usually more personal.”

Turning the computer around, I tracked through the photos. Then faced it back when I found the fireworks pictures. “These pictures had been on the phone for quite a while. Otis used it on patrol. Mostly just to catch people in the act while he and his crew pulled off a crime. Chase them out of the picture, and then keep them quiet.”

“I can’t tell what’s going on,” Gwen said, squinting.

“It’s a bunch of kids lighting off fireworks. And then…” I clicked to the next image. The boat on fire in the marina.

“Goodness!” A little old lady put her fingers to her lips. She was a regular, I thought. “Is that what happened when the boat caught fire? Kids playing with fireworks?”

“That’s the logical conclusion. Our brains like to make a series out of images like this. You see kids lighting rockets. A rocket burst in the sky. Then the burning sail. My brain wanted to connect them. Cause and effect. However, if you look at the boat photo closely, you can see some color in the sky. False dawn. This photo was taken hours after those kids lit fireworks.”

“We didn’t have anything to do with that fire!” Tom said.

“Exactly. But the way they’re sequenced, it looks like you did. That’s how someone wanted it to look. When you see it on a tiny phone screen, you don’t get the details. It would be easy to fool someone with these.” I backed the images up to the group of kids.

Leah walked closer to the computer. Squinted. “You can’t see who those people are. Could be anyone.”

“They aren’t for blackmail purposes. That’s what we thought all along, and we were wrong. This is just for insurance,” I said.

“I don’t get it,” Gwen shrugged.

“It’s because Otis was involved in a scam. The police will have to confirm this, we don’t have access to his bank records or computer. But he was making money selling artifacts from the dig.”

Julie shifted around in her chair. Tom studied the tabletop. Greg, to his credit, just kept up a steady gaze.

“I think Otis must have realized that he was getting cheated. He wanted to put a stop to it. The person he wanted to target has an alibi for the night of the fire. So he shifted gears. Sent a text with the photo sequence. Figured that would put a stop to his getting ripped off.

“Instead, it ended up with him getting killed,” I said. “Otis sent that text to the wrong person.”

“Who was it?” Gwen asked.

“A person who turned desperate,” I said. “Just like our brains want to make a cause-and-effect scenario out of the photos, the outcome is also easily manipulated.”

“By adding the photo of Greg!” Mackenzie said.

“Right. It’s an old photo, and the sequence was also taken some time ago. The pictures themselves are an excellent frame. Despite the alibi. As far as seeing them on the computer, it works. However, on the cellphone, the photo data makes the whole thing fall apart.” I scrolled back to the picture of Greg with the gnome. “This photo, for instance, was taken a few days ago.”

“How can that be?” Greg said.

“It’s a picture of a picture. Maybe from a photo album or printed from a computer. When it appears before the fireworks pictures, and given what happened to Otis, the viewer assumes all the photos were taken around the same time. The killer’s biggest mistake was handing over the cellphone instead of just sending the photographs,” I said. “A good plan, just not completely thought through.”

I paused. My killer only looked blandly back at me. Because the photos were sketchy evidence, an obvious frame up.

“But even before we received the photos, I heard a bunch of interesting things that didn’t seem relevant at the time. First, just weird phrasing. Not wanting to get trapped by giving an alibi. Strange, but hardly noticeable. However, when the fact that Otis’s pots and greenhouse were vandalized came up, it could only come from someone who was actually in the back of Otis’s house. His plants and flowerpots were decimated. But that never came up. Otis never reported it to the cops. So how could this person know without being behind the house?”

“Additionally, this person has been described as artistic. Someone who could copy the tagging style of our local graffiti artists.” I turned the computer around and found the short video Greg had taken. My captive audience murmured in reaction when the flash of light revealed the tagger.

Even then, my subject didn’t look close to cracking. I wanted a confession. My evidence was weak.

“The thing that sealed the deal for me was Otis’s cause of death. Everyone here knows he was struck with a garden gnome. But only one person knows that’s not what killed him,” I said. And paused. Looked at the killer. Got nothing.

“When the police gave us the coroner’s report, it looked like Otis died of natural causes. A failed liver. Yet Otis had no history of liver disease. All he had was high cholesterol, controlled by a medication called menivastatin. It’s a new drug, more effective on people who are resistant to other statins.

“What got him was a drug interaction. Another new drug. This one an intramuscular rescue injection. Amiodarone ER.”

Tom sat up straight. His face lost color.

“These two medications interact in the liver, causing a kind of toxic hepatitis. This occurs quickly, the entire system flooded with poisons and necrosis and other nasty stuff I can’t remember.”

“Well, wouldn’t that take time to kill someone?” Nick said.

“It took hours, actually. But during those hours, Otis couldn’t call for help. Partly because his cellphone had been taken. Mostly because a lawn statue was busted over his head knocking him unconscious as the medications did their dire work.”

“Mom,” Tom whispered, shaking his head.

“I think what happened was that Otis was confronted. The medication was quickly injected with a quick stab. But it wasn’t incapacitating. He fought back. The killer ran away. Even the short chase circulated the toxins through Otis’s body. Enough to slow him down. Drop him to his knees. Make him an easy target of the gnome.

“The head trauma allowed the medications to fully interact. These two medications are one of the most lethal combinations. Injectable Amiodarone ER, developed to regulate the heart rate in an emergency, is far more potent than its regular counterparts,” I said.

Tom hung his head.

“No way, Tom,” Greg gave his friend a confused look. “Who cares if we were running a game on Otis? It wasn’t worth killing him. You probably wouldn’t even have done time in juvie over it.”

Tom looked back at Greg, face taut with disbelief.

“Tom just randomly used his rescue pen? Expected Otis to keel over?” Leah said.

“No. It would require someone to know what medications Otis was on.”

Rosie nodded. “Like a nurse in the urgent care.”

I ran the video again, pausing it when the hooded figure appeared in a flash of light. The person was small for a guy. It was either a kid or a woman.

“Otis wanted to take Tom out of the game. He was acting as a go-between in the con they were running on Otis. Unfortunately for him, he decided to show Tom’s mother the photos. The sequence taken the night the boat was burned. I guess he figured she’d shut him down. Maybe send him away, far from the bad influences around here.”

“That wasn’t it at all!”

Finally, Molly cracked.

“Yes, Otis showed me the photos on his phone. I instantly recalled the morning after the boat fire.” She reached out and rubbed Tom’s arm. “You were so sick that morning. Your heartbeat so erratic you had to be taken to the hospital by helicopter. I was sure you were going to die. I’d never seen you that sick. But I didn’t know why.

“When I saw the photos, I knew Otis had something to do with it. That he confronted you, threatened you, caused so much stress your heart couldn’t cope.

“I went to his house after dark. Through the sliding glass doors in back. It’s when I saw the broken glass and missing pottery, the shards of it in the greenhouse. I knew that had to be Greg,” she frowned.

“No one locks their sliding doors,” Stone sighed.

“Thanks for not giving me the benefit of the doubt,” Greg said.

“He was sleeping in a recliner in front of the TV next to an empty whiskey bottle. The way he was snoring, I didn’t think I’d even wake him. But when I injected the meds, he woke right up. Came after me. I got away, but he chased me down the street. I had to stop him. So I turned into the cottage gardens. All I could think of to use to defend myself was a garden gnome. I picked it up and smashed it against his head. Otis went down. I knew it was only a matter of time. Why did he have to come after me? He could’ve died peacefully in his sleep!” Molly said.

And that way, no one would ever have been the wiser, I thought.

“Mom, why?” Tom said, grabbing her hand.

“He nearly killed you, Tom. Back when the boat caught on fire. Accused you. Threatened you. Whatever he did. When he came to me that morning with the cellphone pictures, I knew what he had done to you that night, and that he was going to do it again. I couldn’t let him. Even with all his talk about how much better you’d be if you were off-island. Away from bad influences, closer to a hospital. How your running around was going to be the death of you.”

“I snapped. Otis was always at the clinic. I looked up his chart. Saw the medication he was on. I took it as a sign. That he was on a med that was lethal when combined with yours, hon. It seemed I had to do it.” Molly stared at her son, as if willing him to understand.

To forgive her.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


The fort had been largely rebuilt. Cannons pointed out at the water. Its stone structure looked strong. Imposing. Horses made their way around. In the distance, I could see people at the dig site.

Rosie reined in Wildfire.

“How did you get that horse to stop misbehaving?” Nanna asked.

“Easy. I ignore her. When I don’t shower her with attention, she just acts like a regular horse.” Rosie didn’t have her bag of horse treats. Apparently, she had it figured out.

She reached down, gave Wildfire’s neck a good solid pat. The horse let out a growl and tried to bite her. Rosie folded her arms and pretended to look off into the distance.

Almost had it figured out.

“When did you know it was Molly?” Rosie asked.

“Actually, I should’ve figured it out a lot earlier. Once we were told that Otis died from kidney failure. That sort of tipped me off.” I shrugged.

“Well, we sure gave the local cops a lot to do. You didn’t even tell the chief about Greg, Tom and Julie’s artifact scam on Otis,” Rosie said.

“If they figure it out, they can pursue it. Tom is already having a bad enough time with his mother going to jail.” Stone was on a horse far behind us. He couldn’t hear me. I was glad to see him looking more comfortable on horseback. I didn’t necessarily want him to hear that I wasn’t reporting a crime. Sometimes he could get prickly about that.

We took in the grounds outside the fort, then moved to the inner yard. It felt natural, riding horses in the old fortress. Like they belonged. Other tourists walked around. The Ulrich family was there. If you vacationed on the island, the fort was a must-see. The square tower, the palisade, guns on wagon wheeled caissons, the history, the incredible view.

Wind whipped my hair, the lake smell prominent here. I could imagine this citadel in battle against eighteenth-century tall ships, sails full. It was a relaxing ride after a tense morning.

Stone caught up to us.

“Are you liking horseback riding any better?” Nanna asked.

“It’ll stick with driving and walking,” Stone said. “But there is a nostalgic feel, maybe even a historic feel, riding around this old structure.”

“Do you want to ride down to the bike rental?” Rosie asked. “You can pick up your bike. I can lead your horse back to the stable.”

“I don’t think so. I’d like to take the rest of this work-cation to relax. The cops will have more questions for me, I’m sure. I wish the B&B had a pool. Maybe go to the beach. I’ve never swum in a great lake before.”

For a few minutes, we paused the horses near a tour group. The guide gave some history of fur trappers and the War of 1812. When the group moved on, I turned my horse to go. We’d done our duty for Charles Locandro.

[image: ]



“Ithink I understand Molly’s motivation, but I’m still not sure how you solved it.” We sat in Charles Locandro’s office. It was something to see, and I always looked forward to visiting. Almost as much as I looked forward to coming home from one of the work-cations.

“We were following the wrong clues,” Rosie said, “So we were solving the wrong crimes.”

“Right,” I said. “The backpack should’ve given it away. Molly broke into Otis’s house to remove the evidence, but she lost the bag when she hit me with it. For our part, we only focused on the little leather notebook. We never for a moment thought about the prescription medication in the bag. Why it might be in there. Why she wanted to take it.”

“Why did she hand the camera over to you? It seems that was her undoing.”

“She thought she was setting Greg up. Molly didn’t like him, didn’t like him influencing Tom. Only it doesn’t work if you hand over the phone, only if you send the photos. That’s what set her off. Otis texted her the photos. She figured with Greg’s photo in there, Tom was sure to be safe. You can’t really see who’s lighting the fireworks. Not the faces. But as a mother, I’m betting Molly recognized Tom’s clothing. Something she bought for him.”

Rosie nodded. “When she knocked Otis down with the gnome, the first thing she did was take the camera off him. Maybe she intended to destroy it, or erase the pictures. I’m not sure what made her think to use it to exonerate Tom.”

“Probably because she didn’t realize that Tom had nothing to do with the boat fire. In the end, there was no point using the photos to get Tom off the hook. He was never on the hook. We don’t know what Otis said to Tom on that night. What had caused his heart to go so crazy. Or if that was really the case,” I said.

“All Molly knew was that her son nearly died on that night,” Locandro nodded. “She was as protective as any mother. Did what it took to make him safe—in her view.”

“Well, there’s that. But she also had a strong urge to blame Greg for everything. From the photo she took from Tom’s computer to the graffiti she sprayed on Travis’s door. It was all meant to point at Greg Matters,” I said.

“Seems all the same to me,” Mr. Locandro said. “A mother protecting her son. From a man who nearly killed him with threats, or from a friend whose bad influence might derail his future.”

“Two birds with one stone,” Rosie said.

Locandro’s supermodel secretary brought in the usual silver coffee service set. Kyla poured us all mugs. She served them with a dazzling smile. With a questioning glance at Mr. Locandro, she vanished the way she came.

“The island had plenty of stuff to do. At least in the summer. And the good thing is, there are lots of islands like that around. Not all of them are animal sanctuaries. You could probably develop one, put in a golf course or whatever it is normal people like,” Rosie said.

He shook his head. “Too seasonal. The fort is an attraction. Water sports are another. It’s pretty there, lots of historical architecture. A place like that might be impossible to develop. It has to happen over time. Organically. There is one thing we’re most interested in.

“We’ve had this discussion before, when you came back from Utah. But our studies have shown that there are plenty of people willing to pay a premium to visit a dig site, archeological, paleontological, or otherwise. You’ve been to both the Four Corners dig, and to the northern Michigan site. Have your opinions changed at all?”

I sipped coffee. Thought for a moment. “I think there would have to be stipulations. Like a climate that isn’t so extreme. Both Utah and Michigan have extreme climates. People might want to visit a dig, probably even participate, but they wouldn’t want to suffer to do it.”

“Then there’s the Indian aspect,” Rosie said. “When you’re talking about archaeology in North America, you have to keep in mind that ancient findings belong to the aboriginal folk.”

“Hmm. So, we’d need to find a dig site where the weather is great, the findings aren’t native, and on private land.” Locandro smiled to himself. “We’ll keep looking. I just have a hunch a vacation destination like that would be a goldmine.”

I didn’t see it myself. But maybe that’s why I wasn’t a wealthy businesswoman who owned a legit Mondrian painting, worked in an enviable office, and employed impeccable secretaries who could really make good coffee.

Still, even without the perks, I loved my life the way it was here in Las Vegas.

“I’m not sure when, but you can expect me to send you to another work-cation with a dig nearby.” He shrugged. “Maybe I’m just too fascinated myself. I think everyone is interested in unearthing the past.”

“They kind of are,” Rosie said. “If you didn’t want to live in the past, you sure wouldn’t visit an island with no motor vehicles. And by the end, even Stone was into horses. You may be on the right track, Mr. L.”

He toasted her with his mug. “Here’s hoping.”

“The thing is, it’s really hard to judge some of these vacation locations. You can do just about anything in Las Vegas. So unless we’re in a really unique location, like Hawaii, or, um, say…” I couldn’t think of another place just as good. “You know, it’s just tough to compare. We’re in the middle of the desert, but we have the best seafood, wave pools that mimic the ocean, that big sphere thing, the Fremont Street canopy—

“A pyramid,” Rosie said. Then raised her brows. “Oops. I guess you expect to find those in the desert.”

Locandro made a steeple of his fingers. “I get what you’re saying. That’s why I like to send you. You’re not easily impressed. And the impressions you return are better than any dry study we could do.”

“We did get some cool stuff for the travel vlog,” Rosie said. “I had a lot of fun. Especially when I figured out that beautiful horse.”

I nodded. “It was fun. Even if we did talk Nanna out of waterskiing.”

“You can waterski anywhere,” Rosie said. “You can waterski on Lake Mead.”

“She probably had more fun on the e-bikes,” I said. “Those she could make go fast. Don’t tell my mother.”

We chatted for a while, comparing one possible investment location with another. Mr. Locandro played it close to the vest. I thought our forays had given him some good ideas, but he didn’t let on about and developments his group had made.

“Well, I should go remind my cat who I am,” Rosie said.

“Dinner at Mom’s tonight. Homemade stuffed peppers.”

“Oo. I’m there.”

“Would you like to come for dinner, Mr. Locandro? My mother always makes too much.” It was off hand, but I wondered why I hadn’t invited him before. I invited everyone to Mom’s for dinner.

Locandro blinked. He looked touched. “Well, thank you for the invitation. But for now, I’ll have to take a rain check.”

“Rain check it is,” I said. “But I’m going to hold you to it.”

“Hold out for homemade lasagna,” Rosie suggested. “That’s the best time to go.”

He smiled. “Well, keep me updated. I will let you get back to your lives.”

We exited his building, standing on the sidewalk near my parked Honda. I beeped open the doors. Las Vegas dust blew around the corner in a tiny tornado. An impossibly large parade of people and vehicles mobbed the strip. Cloudless, the bright sky showered us with sunshine.

“Get back to our lives. Funny, but I feel a certain exuberance in those words,” Rosie said.

“You should.” I had to smile. “We have the best of all possible lives, in the best of all possible places, Rosie. What can we do but enjoy it?”
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Note from the author: THANK YOU!

And Please, Please Leave A Review

Thank you so much for reading my books!

I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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